Deus Ex

An Immersive Simulation Spy Thriller

Salient Features of Deus Ex

I. The story so far

II. Identity – Who are you?

III. Reality – Where are you?

IV. Interface – How do you interact?

V. Character – Who do you want to be?

The Story So Far

When asked for a catch-phrase to sum up Deus Ex, Warren Spector, the game’s creator, will quickly answer, “An Immersive Sim! (tee-emm).”  A few minutes later he will describe it as, “a character-driven spy-thriller.”  Other team members will spout industry jargon like, ”RPG,” “Action-game,” and “FPS with a twist.”  All descriptions, and many more, are applicable, if not complete.

A blurb of the game’s story line will generally read something like this –


“A plague has descended on the Earth and terrorists have interrupted the flow of the only antidote. You are a technologically enhanced anti-terrorist super-soldier assigned to track down and stop the perpetrators.  But the closer you get to an answer, the more you realize that all is not as it seems.  What is the true nature of the plague?  Who is the real enemy?  How far will you have to go to find someone you can trust?”

So what is the game really about? It’s about changing the world: The world in the game and the world of gaming itself. That sounds immodest but please read on carefully.  We will explain.

We begin with a world in turmoil, sometime in the near future.  The lunatic fringe of our own world that believes in New World Order conspiracies and engineered population control turns out to have been right (though no one believes it but you).  The Gray Death plague kills millions.  Violence and terrorism are so rampant that major U.S. Metropolitan cities are walled up and under martial law.  UN troops are operating on American soil and firing on American citizens, when necessary.  It’s bleak, it’s treacherous, and you are the only person in the world with the knowledge and the power to set things right.  All you have to do is figure out what “right” means…

Identity – Who Are You?

The first thing a Player is asked to do is begin building his character.  The player gives the Player Character (PC) a name.  Everybody that the PC will talk to will refer to him as his code-name, “JC Denton.”  A few characters, though, know the PC’s “given” name.  An email, a memo, a message, will bear the JC’s given name, and in doing so reveal the sender as someone with both power and access.

The next choice the player is offered is JC’s outward appearance.  Currently all options are for male characters.  Available speech technology and the “he/she, his/her, brother/sister” editing issues still place gender options beyond our grasp.  The industry, as a whole, though, is getting closer all the time.

The player is then given an opportunity to begin developing skills for JC.   A player only has enough points at the beginning of the game to become trained in one skill so he must begin to make clear and sometimes tough choices almost immediately.  What kind of player is he going to be: Handy with a pistol, a hand grenade, and a billy club; very good as a lock-picker and swimmer; or absolutely deadly with a sniper rifle and not very good at anything else?  Or the player can choose nothing at the beginning and make the decision later when he has a feel for the way he wants to play.    A player is encouraged to invest in building the character of his digital avatar and then to play to those strengths.

The list of available skills is limited, clearly defined, and reasonably graduated. There are clear distinctions between say, handgun skills and long-arm skills but not between an automatic handgun and a double-action revolver or between a scoped target pistol and a silenced stealth weapon.  A PC begins the game hardly trained in any skill and can upgrade by three additional levels (trained, advanced, master), each with substantial improvements over the previous level.  No PC will fail to complete a mission because he had a “level 69 4-stroke engine mechanic skill” instead of a “level 71 2-stroke engine mechanic”

By the end of the first mission, the player is given the opportunity to make the first choice in what kind of physical strengths he wants for his Player Character.  JC Denton is one of two nano-technologically augmented persons in the world.  The bodies of  “nano-aug” agents are inhabited by colonies of millions of sub-microscopic organic machines that can be programmed to enhance the body’s performance in a given area.  JC has full functionality of his first three augs from the first moment of play.  The first is a built-in flashlight that doesn’t use much energy and that other characters can see. The second is a device that can identify people and things that bear JC hostility.  The third is the InfoLink.  The InfoLink is a transceiver and data storage unit built into JC’s head that is responsible for communication from JC’s handler at UNATCO and for the heads-up display that allows JC to monitor his resources in real-time.

As JC completes missions and explores his environment, he is regularly rewarded with additional skill points and with opportunities to add and upgrade his physical augmentations.  JC will find that strength, speed, stealth, perception, resilience, responsiveness, and adaptability are all qualities he can enhance with the application of augmentation. 

To contribute to the idea of character differentiation, there are limits set to the amount and the form of skill and augmentation upgrades.  At no point in the game do sufficient skill points exist to become advanced in, much less master, all of the available skills.  Also, once a skill is selected and play has started, the alteration is permanent.  If all of a player’s points are spent on demolitions and he suddenly finds himself out of explosives, the demolition skill cannot be traded off.   Augmentations are limited in their number and in their compatibility with each other.  A player may choose to enhance either the combat responsiveness of his arms or he may choose to enhance their overall brute force, but not both.  And any subsequent upgrades to his arms will only enhance the augmentation that’s installed.  

A Player must make committed choices about the kind of character he wants to play and make efficient use of the enhancements he has chosen.  There are no right or wrong skills. There are no obstacles limited to a single solution (or even as few as two).  A player who narrowly specializes his skills should be equally as challenged as someone who spreads his skills broadly.  Any player who is willing to commit to a character and to explore should have a rewarding game experience.

Reality – Where Are You?

JC Denton starts the game as the newest recruit of the UNATCO Headquarters on Liberty Island, NY.  After a brief orientation mission, he steps right into a firefight between UNATCO and the NSF, a terrorist organization.  His brother, Paul (the only other successful nano-aug in existence) is his first contact.  JC will have to face the paternalistic interference of his brother, the weapons of self-righteous terrorists, the resentment of mechanically enhanced agents (whose appearance cuts them off from normal society), questionable directives, and a deepening sense that all is not as it seems; and that’s just to get checked into his new office.

The NPC inhabitants of Deus Ex have their own motivations and goals.    Individual patrols, specific objectives, personal fears and desires.  An opponent who feels outmatched by JC’s armament may try to get in close and overpower him, or may flee to sound an alarm.  When two armies clash, each warrior picks his own objectives and carries them out to the best of his ability.  The same firefight on the same battlefield will never happen the same way twice, no matter how many times you play.  NPCs working in their own best interest carry out reasonable actions that weren’t designed and weren’t expected.

Everything in JC’s physical universe can be of use to him.  There are books he can pick up and read (not just bookshelf textured walls); chairs that get sat in; crates that can be stacked, opened, or thrown as impromptu weapons.  JC can hit up an ATM for cash to bribe an informant, feed a soda machine for a little sugar-rush, stack up garbage bags in an alley for an improvised hiding place, or heave a beer bottle off into the distance to distract a guard (or shotgun it for a quick buzz).

Weapons are ubiquitous in a spy thriller and JC has plenty to choose from. As with everything else, though, there are choices to be made.  Suppose JC finds a flame-thrower, a LAW rocket, and a stack of medical supplies.  If he’s been collecting resources for any length of time, he’s only going to have room for one or two of these items.  And laying hands on a big piece of munitions isn’t necessarily going to make every situation easier.  Hong Kong, for instance, is wired for sound and a pistol shot will summon cops instantly.  Conversely, JC may have to face down a 16-ton armored sentry robot, and poking at it with a Bowie knife for 3 or 4 hours is not likely to be a highly successful strategy.

Other treasures are available to JC that are equally as important as weapons.  Some of them, like the lock-picks, tech-tools, med-kits and bioelectric power-cells, are the consumable “ammo” for the skills and augmentations associated with them.  Other valuables include mechanical modifications for weapons, binoculars, food, and, of course, money.  Upgrading certain skills, like lock picking, will improve JC’s economy of lock-pick resources.  Upgrading a weapon with a scope or an extended clip, may free up skill-point resources for other uses.  

The reader should notice that an “economy” of resources is referred to.  A player who has invested heavily in medical skills can still pick his way through a door if a path he chooses requires it.  It will take him longer, and will require more of the consumable lock-picks.  Another player who has invested in lock picking can still heal himself with a medical kit, but the percentage yield of that kit is going to be lower.  A player can accomplish any goal if he is willing to commit the time and resources necessary.  He will operate most efficiently within the skill sets that he has invested in, but he’s not strictly limited to those skills.

Interface – How Do You Interact?

The real, live human who is creating the character of JC and controlling his actions has a number of useful tools available to him.  It is hoped that they will enrich the immersive experience of the game by preventing repetitive breaks to take notes or reference the user manual.  Within the fiction of the story, JC has been implanted with a device for collecting and storing information.  Its primary use to JC’s superiors is the ability it provides them to contact him at any time, anywhere.  The InfoLink is infinitely more useful to JC himself.

The first thing the InfoLink provides is a real-time heads-up display.   At the outset, the player can use the HUD to view JC’s health statistics, a compass, and the most ready items in the inventory in the form of hotkey icons.  The health meter displays location specific damage.  The HUD is also capable of alerting JC if he is taking damage from gas, radiation, fire, or ballistics.  In the event that JC is getting shot, the HUD can display directional data for quicker evasion.  The HUD is also configurable.  The player can view as much or as little of it as he chooses.

In the words of the game’s creator, “Diablo got Inventory right.  There’s no sense messing with something that works…” Players will find the inventory familiar and intuitive.  They will also discover a host of options:


- A record of every conversation


- All unfinished objectives, prioritized


- Details on location-specific damage (along with the ability to heal areas selectively)


- A full-featured text editor for note taking


- A Skills management menu


- Maps.  No “automaps.”  If JC got a hand sketched map on a bar napkin, he can view the napkin.

There are three things to know about conversation in Deus Ex: 1) If the player is offered a choice, it’s significant.  There are no throwaway name-job-buy-sell conversations.  If an NPC doesn’t have anything important to contribute, he won’t waste the player’s time.  2) The conversational interface is the only time the player is taken out of 1st person.  A cinematic approach was chosen specifically for its conventionality.  3) The lip-synching is real-time.  Proprietary technology allows the audio track, not the text, to synchronize the characters with their lines.

Character – Who Do You Want To Be?

So far we have:  

· A topical storyline centered around an ancient one-world-government conspiracy

· Broad but not ponderous options for character specialization

· Obstacles with multiple solutions

· NPCs with motivations and goals that aren’t always obvious

What ties it all together?  Why the balance of flexibility and limitation?  Because the final objective of this game isn’t completing the big gun to defeat the final boss or mastering all available skills for some kind of virtual “enlightenment.”  The most important feature of this game is in the decisions the player makes and how he uses his environment to accomplish the tasks set before him.

JC must be an active and responsible participant in his world.  If he feels that it’s necessary to stand and fight, he has to understand that there are repercussions to be dealt with.  If he shoots somebody in the street, the police will likely take a serious interest.  If he snipes somebody at random, there’s no guarantee that he hasn’t killed somebody vitally important to his success.  Or he can choose not to kill. He has the ability to question, intimidate, avoid, flee, disable, stun, wound, etc., as well as kill in response to the presence of another person. 

So how do you want to play?  Are you a shooter?  Do you want to jump in feet first; guns blazing?  You can play that way, and you can succeed as long as you are prepared to utilize the advantages and deal with the penalties of that kind of strategy.  Do you want to sneak?  Do you shun the very idea of killing for karmic reasons? Do you thrill to hide in the shadows and invisibly glide through an enemy’s defenses?  You can play that way, too; you will succeed as well as any other strategy if you are willing to invest in your environment and adapt to it.

Will this game change the world? Not all at once.  Deus Ex is, though, the next logical step in a trend established by games like Underworld, Underworld 2, System Shock, Thief, and System Shock 2.  The unspoken focus of this movement:  to satisfy the goal of storytelling since it began: to totally immerse an individual in an intimately personal quest; not to hear or see a hero’s deeds, but to be the hero oneself.  

