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Hall of cells in Locust-run prison, one containing a wounded Dom – Prison Break, Gears of War
This brief portfolio highlights several levels completed while pursuing my Masters of Interactive Technology in Digital Game Development at The Guildhall at Southern Methodist University, with a tighter focus on a Gears of War level that I consider one of my higher-quality pieces. I share my design vision for this level, the challenges it presented, and my solutions and final implementation.
I envisioned, documented, constructed and polished this level in less than two months. Throughout this time, I was also working on a 9-man team project as Lead Level Designer, and keeping up with my studies and project work in two other classes at The Guildhall. I greatly appreciate your time and consideration; thank you.
Prison Break

Overview
Whenever I start working with the editor for a new game, Gears of War in this instance, I always try to create a fresh experience, something the player would not have encountered in the levels released with the game. For “Prison Break”, I decided this element would be scripted stealth mechanics. My ideas for mechanics narrowed as it became more apparent what was feasible with the editor and within time constraints. What remained was a system based on the player’s ability to tread carefully and switch between moving slowly and moving quickly to avoid detection.
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Overhead view of level layout – Prison Break, Gears of War
I decided that infiltrating a Locust-run prison to rescue ally Dom was a fitting scenario for the stealth mechanics I had planned, as well as a perfect setting for the kind of eerie visuals and atmosphere I was interested in creating. Moving spotlights that triggered enemy-spawning emergence holes would guard the path to the prison entrance. The Berserker, a blind yet deadly creature that tracks the player by sound, would be the perfect coup de grace for the whole experience. My goals included making the searchlights both visually ominous and practically effective, and making the Berserker-chase equal parts tense and climactic.
Gameplay Goals
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Marcus waiting for the right moment to press ahead – Prison Break, Gears of War
The spotlights were more difficult to implement than I had originally imagined. They would not move without an enemy manning them, and the alarm triggers could not be moved directly. I had to spawn an invisible enemy on an invisible platform, have them man the spotlight, give them an invisible target to aim at that moved the way I wanted it to, and attach the trigger to that target. The final product worked exactly as I had intended.
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Berserker tracking down Marcus and Dom – Prison Break, Gears of War
Getting the Berserker to follow the player effectively proved to be difficult as well. I was careful to provide the large creature with adequate room to maneuver, and focused on creating a solid pathing network so she could always reach the player. Pathing over emergence holes proved to be a very complicated problem that I eventually solved by placing invisible meshes over the holes and strategically toggling their collision.
Atmospheric Goals
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Marcus hiding from alerted enemies as spotlights betray his position – Prison Break, Gears of War
The contrast between light and dark was an important aspect of the visuals for the outdoor area. I was able to attach volumetric lighting effects to the moving part of the spotlights, which went a long way in creating the visual flair I had envisioned. Having two spotlights target the player whenever one spotted them made the player stand out from the environment, enhancing the feeling of having been caught in the act and having nowhere to hide.
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Berserker crashing through cement barrier in pursuit of Marcus – Prison Break, Gears of War
The Berserker also provided great opportunities to create atmosphere. By making all of the major pieces of cover along the path to/from the prison destructible, I allowed the Berserker to devastate the outdoor environment in dramatic fashion while chasing the player down. Dust and flying chunks of stone punctuated by Berserker growls came together to form a very memorable conclusion to the whole experience.
Additional Screenshots
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Dom fills Marcus in on how to free him, and the dangers of the broken glass ahead – Prison Break, Gears of War
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The broken lights overhead have left glass on the ground, capable of raising an alarm if tread on – Prison Break, Gears of War
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Jack, Marcus’s cloaking robot pal, rips the prison entrance door – Prison Break, Gears of War
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Marcus using the action-based option to sneaking away from the Berserker: Hammer of Dawn – Prison Break, Gears of War
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In this Half Life 2 level, Alyx explains the rules of Dogball, a unique sport played against the intelligent and lovable Dog
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Dogball features significant scripting work; I was able to get Dog to respond to incoming shots and shoot his own effectively
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Based off the classic “DM17”, this Unreal Tournament 3, multiplayer death-match map features fast-paced jump-pad action
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A complex network of jump-pads connect a series of space platforms, all surrounded by a distant ring of rotating platforms
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This Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion project - Lost Treasure of Boethia - features a main quest plotline and several side quests
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The project consisted of a natural outdoor environment, a village within it and an extensive cave system adjacent
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