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Introduction

Neverwinter Nights is developed by BioWare™, the developer of the award winning Baldur’s Gate series. It is published by Infogrames under the Atari brand. Based on the popular Dungeons and Dragons Third Edition rules, the world of Neverwinter Winter nights is set in the world of Forgotten Realm.
System Requirements

	
	Required
	Recommended

	Processor
	Pentium II 450 MHz or AMD K6 450 MHz
	Pentium III 800 MHz or Athlon 800 MHz

	Operating System
	Windows 98/ME/2000SP2/XP

	RAM (Windows 98/ME)
	96 MB
	128 MB

	RAM (Windows 2000/XP)
	128 MB
	256 MB

	Hard Disk Installation
	1.2 GB
	2.0G

	CD/DVD ROM
	8X

	DirectX
	DirectX version 8.1

	Video Card
	16 MB TNT2-class OpenGL 1.2 compliant video card
	nVidia GeForce 2/ATI Radeon

	Sound Card
	DirectX certified sound card

	Multiplayer
	IPX or TCP/IP via LAN or Internet

	Multiplayer via Modem
	56k (2 players max)
	broadband


Price
Currently, Neverwinter Nights is priced at $49.99 at most major retailers.

Game Overview

Neverwinter Nights is a computer roleplaying game set in a large medieval fantasy world. This RPG puts the player at the central of an epic tale. You will first create your own character. Throughout the game, you obtain quests by interacting with your environment and non-player characters (NPCs). Quests usually are consisted of retrieving an item, killing a certain creature/character, or rescuing a particular victim. Combats are almost always involved. In the process of completing these quests, your character will grow stronger and tougher to battle even nastier creatures later in the game.

The official campaign is one of the four major components of the game. Another vital part is the Aurora toolset. The Aurora toolset allows you to unleash your imagination by allowing you to use the tool that was used to create the official campaign. Beginners can create basic campaigns, while advanced players can create elaborate campaign as complex as the official one. It provides a C-like scripting language called NWScript for even greater control of the environment.
Another part of the game is the Portal System. The Portal System allows you to join in multiplayer games hosted by players on the Internet. You can also host your own game on your LAN. This also allows you to connect custom modules to other modules on the Internet to form a persistent game world of theoretically infinite dimensions and with an equally infinite player capacity.

The final major component of the game is the Dungeon Master Client, which allows you to control the flow of the story. This is essentially a faithful replication of the pen-and-paper roleplaying experience where the DM controls the story. A DM is not required for multiplayer game, but one’s presence will certainly enhance the experience.

Storyline

A strange plague called the Wailing Death strikes the city of Neverwinter. Many have died a horrible death due to this plague. As an effort to find a cure, Lady Aribeth, the Paladin of Tyr, to form an academy of the finest warriors in the surrounding area in an attempt to gather the best people for the search of the cure. You were specifically invited to join the academy. Just when the academy obtained the cure, the academy was attacked and the cure was once again lost. Needless to say, this was the deed of the enemy of Neverwinter. You are tasked to retrieve the cure again. The story evolves from this quest. Throughout the storyline, you will experience faith, war and betrayal over and over again.

Note that this is only the official campaign. Through its mod building community, at the time of this writing, there are already over 1,200 modules you can download from the official site, each with its own story.

The storyline of the official campaign offers a wide variety of quests. Enough to keep you entertained for the duration of the campaign. Its side quests are also entertaining. Sometimes they become somewhat repetitive with its “fetch/kill/find this and come back to me” routine. Nonetheless, they help tell the main storyline and also help showing the color of the Neverwinter denizens.

One very unique feature is throughout your progression as a character, other NPCs may become more trusted in you and reveal more about themselves. Several main characters in the game have their own unique quests. The objective is the get the character to tell their whole story. The requirement could be that you have to be at a certain level, or you have to be far enough into the storyline.
User Interface

The user interface of Neverwinter Nights is excellent. To move around in the game, you can either click at the location you want your character to go, or you can use the WASD keys. You can also use your arrow keys to control the camera angel. This is critical since sometimes the automatic camera placement will place you either very close to a character or behind a wall, rendering you blind in certain situation. Not very fun when you in the heat of combat. Right click on almost everything and you can get context sensitive radial menu of actions you can perform on the item you clicked.
At the top right hand corner you have all your vital information and access to all control panels. Each panel can also be activated by a hot key. At bottom left you have all the game information, such as how much damage you have dealt, things that NPCs have said, and so forth. Bottom right is your compass. 

Along the bottom of the screen, you have the wonderful quick slots, where you can assign virtual any action you can perform in the game to them. The action will then be available to you with one key stroke. Pressing control or shift will each give you another 12 quick slots for a total of 36 quick slots. You can also assign macros to these slots to further ease your adventuring.
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Another great feature in the game is the automatic mapping system. You can open up a mini-map and all the areas you have explored will be revealed to you. Make it very easy to explore the many caverns and catacombs in the game. Areas are nicely shaded in the map so you can easily tell the landscape. Important locations are automatically “pinned” for you so you will not miss them. This is a double-sided blade. On one hand it helps the player go forward with the storyline by hinting important locations, on the other hand it diminish the adventure value when you know exactly the big bad Ghoul Lord throne room is just around the corner. You can also add your own notes to the map.

A big part of any role playing game interface is the inventory interface. In Neverwinter Nights, you get a six-panel inventory interface. In addition to these panels, you can find magic bags in the game that will allow you to hold even more items. However, soon into the game you will find yourself lugging every single item you can find in the game in your inventory, which is quite a few. Inventory management becomes a hassle because there is no automatic arrangement feature, like the one presented in Dungeon Siege. In Dungeon Siege, with a single click, your inventory is nicely organized and same items are combined. I find myself in Neverwinter Nights using the various bags for organizing purpose. Even that can become tedious due to the fact that you have to open the bag first before you can access the items within.
Game Play

Combat is a big part of any role playing game. Neverwinter Nights is no difference. Combats are in real time in the game. That means actions are being carried out simultaneously, contrary to turn-based combats. However, one nice feature in Neverwinter Nights is the ability to pause the game. Therefore, if you are playing a wizard type character, or a character that is generally in the support role that stays in the back, you can pause the action and queue up your next several actions to be carried out one by one. This is very important because a lot of commands are two or even three clicks away because of the sheer complexity of the game. It will become extremely hectic if there is no pause feature.
However, for multiplayer games, although the pause feature is still available, it’s most likely that the Dungeon Master will disable that feature due to its disruption to the game flow for other players. In that case, the quickbar is extremely handy.

Overall the game play is quite addictive because of its accessibility to all players. New players who are not familiar with the D&D system don’t really have to worry about all the detailed dice throws. They will only need to tend to the more obvious stats such as strength and intelligence. For the hardcore players, they can easily review all the throws that happened for a combat either during the action or review them afterwards.

Most dungeons and areas are sized appropriately so you won’t easily be bored with a particular area. With the exception of chapter two of the official campaign where the interconnecting caverns can be daunting at times. Still, the variety of creatures that dwell in these caverns make up for the environment.

Combats are important to level up your characters. However, that’s not what role playing is all about. Another important part of role playing is, role playing. You have to become your character and carry out actions in the game as your character would. In D&D, there is an alignment system. The system consists of two parts; the first part determines how closely you stay within the boundary of the law. The second part determines how good or evil your character is towards the common good. Combining the two parts, you get an alignment indicator for your character, which you should follow throughout your game (unless you want to role play an alignment changing character). For example, a lawful good paladin will never rob a passer-by, where a chaotic neutral character would careless.

Throughout the entire game, I have yet to encounter an event that changed my lawful alignment. There are, however, plenty of events that can change my goodness alignment. It would have been nice if the actual numbers are hidden so it doesn’t boil down to a numbers game. Alignment is something that I personally think you shouldn’t be able to tell just by looking at the numbers.

Adventurers seldom go on adventures alone. Unlike the Baldur’s Gate series, you don’t have direct control over your party members. In fact, for several of the character classes, your party will only consist of yourself and a henchman that you can hire. For other classes, one or two animal companions can be summoned. If you posses the ability to turn your enemy into helping you, you can have as large of a party as five members.

With party members comes the necessity evil called path finding. Path finding for your party members in Neverwinter Nights is mediocre. They sometimes get stuck at room doors or worse, stuck because of each other. I have at times find myself in the middle of combat alone because my companions were unable to find a way to get through the room door without bumping into each other over and over again. Along the same line as path finding, the AI of the party members can also be improved somewhat. Even though you can issue commands to your party members like “stay close to me”, you will still find them picking fights with enemies far away. This could disastrous due to the fact that a lot of times you don’t want to run into battle unprepared, but you are forced because your companions have already started the fight. One work around is that you can ask your companions to stay put, but then they won’t protect you unless you tell them they can attack again. Some might argue that this is intentional in the sense that you don’t have exact control over your party members. However, the aggression level of various henchmen and companions all seem the same to me. They should be of various level so that some henchmen will go pick fights whenever possible, while some others will stay by yourself regardless.

Neverwinter Nights offers an extremely faithful adaptation to the Dungeons and Dragons Third Edition rules offered by Wizards of the Coast. Although not everything is included, those that were included were given the precise treatment. The only complaint most players is that the system is a bit too easy. New characters advance levels quickly and often find themselves quite powerful already midway through the game. While it could be fun to mow through enemy lines, it would also be nice to have an increasing challenge game play. This is only a game balance issue and could be easily tweaked in custom modules by players. Another common complaint from players is the inability to advance past level 20. This is not a fault of BioWare. At the time of release, the Epic Level Handbook by Wizards of the Coast was not released yet, which contains rules regarding characters past level 20. Most would argue this is not necessary anyway, due to the fact that level 20 characters already possess god-like powers and should not be a common sight.

Aurora Toolset

This is a very special campaign editor released together with the official campaign. At no extra cost to the players, they can use the same tool as the developers who used it to create the official campaign. I can safely say it’s one of the biggest selling points of Neverwinter Nights. Combine this tool with one of the most active modding communities online, Neverwinter Nights is practically never ending. Even if you are bored with the thousands of modules already available for download at various sites, you can then try it yourself and replicate the campaign you created back in the 70s right on your computer.

Granted, campaigns as complex as the official one will require some programming knowledge. The Aurora toolset incorporates a C-like scripting language called NWScript. You can use NWScript to script dialogue trees, event triggers and so forth. Overall, I believe the tool is as easy to use as it could be with its powerful features.
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Summary

Overall, Neverwinter Nights is an excellent game that worth every single dollar that you spent. Even the official single player campaign alone will give you 60-80 hours of game play. Neverwinter Nights is one of those exceedingly rare games in which it offers something to everyone. It offers an elaborate storyline for the die hard story fans. It also faithfully adapted the D&D Third Edition rules so the hardcore D&D players will be satisfied. With all its sheer complexity, it is still extremely accessible to new players with its introduction campaign, easy character creation process, and a manual that is over 200 pages long. Neverwinter Nights is one of the few games once you start playing, you will still be playing it several years from now. It is truthfully the ultimate Dungeons and Dragons experience on the PC.
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