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BRINGING YOU THE SCOOPS THIS MONTH...

Tom Senior
@PCGLudo 
Was attacked by bears, 
lots and lots of bears, in 
the course of his The 
Witcher 3 preview on p18.

Just Cause features all the things I dreamed about doing in games as 
a kid: riding aircraft like they’re surfboards, blowing up settlements to 
overthrow dictators and taping random stuff together with a 
grappling hook in a way that is 100% scientifically inaccurate. 

For me, they got the size of the world right with Just Cause 2 – they 
just needed to boost the level of detail to give 
the place some identity. Just Cause 3 is doing 
that and some fancy destructive physics stuff 
too. Check out our exclusive on p36, which 
features some of the most fun screenshots 
I’ve seen in years. 
 PC Gamer is full of features this month. This 
is meant to be the quiet time of the year for 
games, but it’s never quiet on PC. We’ve got 
the making of stunning Skyrim mega-mod 
Enderal on p46, and Battlefield Hardline gets a 

second go-around after its disappointing showing last year on p68. 
Then there are the top 20 wargames if you’re up for a really detailed 
conflict sim this year but didn’t know where to start, the extraordinary 
story of an underdog Smite team, and an extended look at indie 
darling Titan Souls. You’ve also got our massive review of Elite: 
Dangerous to cap it all off on p80. Enjoy. 
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Phil Savage
@Octaeder
Joined PC Gamer full-time 
this month, forever 
leaving behind a possible 
career in jive dancing.

Andy Kelly
@ultrabrilliant
Went to give a talk at The 
Guardian, then boasted 
about how much nicer 
their toilets are. 

Chris Thursten
@CThursten
Went to Atlanta, and 
finally found people who 
love Tribes: Ascend as 
much as he does.
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36 Just Cause 3 
Tethering a Mediterranean island to 
international justice.

46 Enderal: The Shards of Order 
The making of a massively 
ambitious Skyrim mod.

52 Smite World Championship 
The extraordinary rise of an 
amateur Smite team.

60 The Top 20 Wargames 
War poetry from Tim Stone.

68 Battlefield Hardline 
Cops, robbers and machine guns.

72 Titan Souls 
One arrow, one hit point, and a 
whole lot of boss battles.

FEATURES

THE WITCHER 3
What can change the nature of a 
bear? Tom Senior steers Geralt of 
Rivia through a substantial slice 
of this hotly-anticipated open-
world RPG. 

18
JUST CAUSE 3
In which a man surfs on a jet, 
tethers two helicopters together, 
and glides around with a 
wingsuit. All in pursuit of 
democracy, of course.

36

36
 SUBSCRIBE TO 

Check out the 
digital bundle! 

See p44
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Free copy of AVENCAST  
worth £7 ! 
Turn to page 66 

GIFTAGEDDON
ENDERAL
Joe Donnelly talks to the 
modders behind one of the most 
ambitious community projects 
ever – a Skyrim campaign to best 
Skyrim’s actual campaign.

46

08 THE TOP STORY 
The long wait for GTA continues. Will it be 
worth it?

12 THE SPY 
A little bird told him one or two things. 
The little bird is dead now.

14 FACE OFF 
Is anybody’s flat – or life – big enough for 
Microsoft HoloLens?

16 SPECIAL REPORT 
Encouraging better behaviour in online 
players: an uphill struggle.

PREVIEWS

18     The Witcher 3
22  Magicka 2
24  Cities: Skylines
26  Heroes of the Storm
28  Grand Ages: Medieval
30  Project CARS
34  H1Z1

MONITOR
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80     Elite: Dangerous
86     Grey Goo
88    Grim Fandango Remastered
90    Final Fantasy XIII-2
92   Warhammer 40K: Armageddon
94   Resident Evil HD Remaster
96   Scrolls
97  Tengami
98   The Marvellous Miss Take
100   Saints Row: Gat out of Hell

EARLY ACCESS
102 Nuclear Throne

THEY’RE BACK

104  Hogs of War
105   Shovel Knight
105   Tower of Guns
105   Runers
105   Redneck Rampage Collection

REVIEWS

116 NOW PLAYING  
Sam fathers an orc in Shadow of 
Mordor. Wait, no. Not like that.

120 TOP 10 DOWNLOADS 
Half-Life 2 as a strategy game, MGS: 
Ground Zeroes mods and more.

124 UPDATE 
Can Goblins vs Gnomes revitalise 
competitive Hearthstone?

126 REINSTALL 
Andy revisits the Ishimura and uncovers 
Dead Space’s lasting appeal.

128 MUST PLAY 
Done with all of that? Here’s the rest.

GIFTAGEDDON

107
46

EXTRA LIFE

52

76 SEND 
Write us letters! Tweet us! Send us 
pictures! We’ll respond the only way we 
know how: on paper,  a month later.

NETWORK

72

107 SUPERTEST  
The best motherboards for your brand 
new gaming PC.

112  REVIEWS 
An affordable Philips 4K monitor, 
Samsung 500Gb SSD and more.

115 THE PC GAMER RIG 
Our sub-£1,000 rig: a gaming PC built to last.  
Now with a new, affordable keyboard!

The Hard Stuff

18

SUPERTEST: 
MOTHERBOARDS
It’s the backbone of your rig. Dave 
James puts the best 
motherboards to the test.

107
SMITE WORLD 
CHAMPIONSHIP
Chris follows Titan on their 
extraordinary journey to the peak 
of competitive Smite.

52
TITAN SOULS
Andy goes hands-on with this 
super-tough indie action game. 
It’s Dark Souls meets Legend of 
Zelda – a boss-bashing challenge 
for the ages.

72
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HEALTH BAR
CHECKING THE GAME BIZ’S PULSE

WINNERS

Elite: Dangerous
The possibilities are endless and feature lasers. 
Check out our glowing review in this very issue.

Total War: Warhammer
Creative Assembly accidentally reveal their 

new game in an art book. Hooray!

Star Wars
X-Wing Alliance, X-Wing vs. TIE Fighter and more 

make their way to GOG.com.

H1Z1
Sony’s zombie survival MMO lurches into alpha 

with numerous issues.

Delays
GTA V and Pillars of Eternity delayed to March. 

What do we do with our hands now?

Overwatch
There’s already an app called Overwatch, so 

Blizzard may need to rename their FPS.

LOSERS

6 sides 1 imaginary friend 3 vandals

THE TOP STORY

GTA V will also eat 65GB
of your hard drive space.

I
n a perfect world, you’d be playing 
GTA V on your PC right now, 
crashing blimps in glorious 4K.  
In the average one we’re stuck with, 
Rockstar is holding back its opus – 

and the fastest entertainment property to 
generate $1 billion – until March, instead 
of the originally planned January date. 
The reason cited by Rockstar is the need 
for extra polish, and the publisher says 
that the wait will be worth it.

To make up for it, those who pre-order 
the game at Rockstar Warehouse will 
receive a million in virtual currency – 
$500k for story and $500k for multiplayer. 

Writing on its official website, Rockstar 
says the following: “Moving a release date 
is never a decision we take lightly, and is a 
choice we make only when we know it is in 
the best interests of the game and our 
fans.”

And polished it certainly looks. Despite 
supporting 4K resolution, triple monitor 
setups and Nvidia 3D, hardware 
requirements are surprisingly relaxed – 
perhaps not unexpected for a game that 
originally shipped on PS3 and Xbox 360 
over a year ago, but welcome nonetheless. 

As a minimum, you will need an Intel 
Core 2 Quad CPU / AMD Phenom 9850 
Quad-Core Processor, 4GB memory, and 
a Nvidia 9800 GT or AMD HD 4870 
graphics card. Even recommended 
specifications aren’t too alienating: Intel 
Core i5 3470 / AMD X8 FX-8350, 8GB 
memory and a Nvidia GTX 660 or AMD 
HD7870 card. To make a comparison, 
Metro 2033 demands an i7 processor and 
8GB memory, and that came out in 2010.

As a bonus, Rockstar’s long-awaited 
‘co-op heist’ mode will launch with the 
game. This joins PC-only features such  
as the Rockstar Editor – a powerful video-
production suite in which players can 
create their own ridonkulous clips – and 
mod support that will almost certainly 
result in playable horses. 

Delays are never easy to stomach, but 
given the current backlash towards games 
shipping in an unfinished state and 
needing weeks of polish, the complete 
version of GTA V should be worth the wait 
when it finally arrives on 24 March. Pillars 
of Eternity is out two days after. We’re 
going to be busy that week. 
Ben Griffin

GTA V 
delayed 

Rockstar puts finishing touches to 
definitive version.

MONITOR
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AUSTRALIA BANS MIAMI
 AYE-AYE  HOTLINE MIAMI 2 
BANNED, DEV SAYS “PIRATE IT” 

The Australian Classification Board 
has refused to rate Hotline Miami 2. 

“If it ends up not being released in 
Australia,” writes Jonathan Söderströmm 
in an email to a Reddit user, “just pirate it 
after release. No need to send us any 
money, just enjoy the game!” 
Devolver Digital protests that 
the board “incorrectly portrays 
what was presented to them 
for review.” The offending 
assault scene is one 
we’ve previously 
discussed in PCG. BG

STREAM TEAM
 LIVE  VALVE LAUNCHES  
STEAM BROADCASTING

Careful how you treat those sexy 
dead bodies in Hitman, because, 

with Steam Broadcasting, now anyone 
can watch you. Valve’s live streaming 
service is free and easy to use: simply 
highlight a friend’s name and click ‘watch 
game’. That’s if they allow it – users can 
select ‘friends only’ or ‘invite only’, and 
even search through specific 
games’ hub pages for public 
feeds. Though there’s no 
webcam functionality or 
monetisation options, it’s 
worth noting that Steam 
Broadcasting is still in beta. BG
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B
ecause even advanced races get 
itchy feet, no sooner has 
civilisation touched down on a 
distant alien world in Beyond 
Earth than it’s blasting off 

again. Sid Meier’s Starships is set in the same 
fictional universe and has you controlling 
a fleet of not-Sid Meier’s starships, with 
the entire galaxy now ripe for exploration.

Your overarching goal in this turn-
based sci-fi strategy game is to build a 
planetary federation. As you boldly go 
where it’s statistically unlikely any man 
has gone before, you’ll have ample 
opportunity to expand your federation’s 
influence. And although you can use a 
variety of means to deal with problems, 
from military to diplomatic to running 
away fast, it seems you’re ultimately a 
good guy, ridding the galaxy of 
troublesome space pirates, powerful 
marauders, hostile factions and rogue AI 
in a bid to protect the greater good.

As in Civilization, there are multiple 
paths to victory. You can focus on science 
and research (how advanced can you 
possibly get, though? You’ve already 
mastered interstellar travel). You can 

conquer the galaxy by destroying all 
opposition. Or you can unite the worlds 
under the flag of your benevolent empire. 
Entire planets appear to play the role of 
countries here; gain their trust and you’ll 
unlock that world’s unique abilities to 
enhance your federation. You can also 
construct ‘improvements’ on worlds to 
help you generate more resources.

And you’re not lumped with whatever 
spare craft is lying in the hangar. Your 
fleet can be customised to meet your goals 
– modular design means you have the say 
in every bit of construction. And as you’re 
constantly discovering futuristic new 
technology (dashboard bobbleheads, 
anybody?), space ships evolve throughout.

Not only is Sid Meier’s Starships set in 
the same fictional universe as past 
Civilization games but it features cross-
connectivity with Beyond Earth. What this 
means has yet to be fully detailed. This 
spinoff is the work of a smaller team than 
that one, though, assuming the Beyond 
Earth team is working on expansions 
going into the rest of 2015. Sid Meier’s 
Starships launches later this year. 
Ben Griffin

The hexagonal board is still a 
fixture, despite a lack of terrain.

Combat is turn-based, 
but is said to be ‘dynamic’. 

There’s a lot of spring-cleaning
to do in this universe. 

The turn-based 
strategy takes to space
Sid Meier’s new Starships enterprise

SAY WHAT?
THE MONTH IN TONGUES

“We’re playing with 
something sci-fi. Or sci-fi ish.”
Ken Levine, formerly of Irrational, on the new 
game his team is working on. Levine 
confirmed that it’ll likely be a first-person 
project set in a small open world.

“More than 113 million hours 
have already been spent 
exploring the depth and 
detail of the singleplayer 
experience in Dragon Age: 
Inquisition, and more players 
are joining each day.”
EA’s Andrew Wilson, confirming that 
Inquisition was BioWare’s most successful 
launch ever. Dragon Age isn’t going anywhere.

“We think enabling people to 
play multiplayer games on 
Windows 10, across [Xbox] 
and Windows 10, will unlock 
the potential of Xbox Live...”
Microsoft’s Phil Spencer, discussing the 
announcement of Fable Legends on PC and 
indicating the giant’s thinking on PC gaming.

CHICKEN CHASERS
 FAB   FABLE LEGENDS TO BE A 
WINDOWS 10 EXCLUSIVE

Continuing the Windows 10 theme is 
the news that Lionhead’s upcoming 

Fable Legends is a Windows 10 exclusive – 
on PC. Running a different operating 
system? You might as well shoot yourself. 
While the specifications haven’t been 
announced, Fable Legends will support 
lush new DirectX 12 graphics options. 
Oh, and there’s cross-platform play 
with the Xbox One version of the 
game, which could prove 
interesting. According to an FAQ 
on Lionhead’s website, the beta 
version will begin ‘soon’. BG

THE MAGIC NUMBER
 UPGRADE   WINDOWS 10 IS FREE 
TO LOYAL WINDOWS USERS

Microsoft wants people to have its 
new operating system so much that 

it’s offering it to Windows 7 and 8 users as 
a free upgrade. After the underwhelming 
Windows 8 (there is no Windows 9), 
Windows 10 will feature deep integration 
with Xbox One in the form of a dedicated 
app that allows users to 
stream the console’s games 
to their PC, as well as 
seamlessly capture, edit and 
share game footage. Expect 
a summer release. BG



BUT WHO WATCHES THE SPY?
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TH
E S

PY People often say to The Spy, “Spy, you’re a 
man of action. You’re handsome, you’re brilliant in bed, 
you’ve got loads of money, impeccable taste in cocktails 
and an entire wardrobe of fine dinner jackets. And yet 
you’re always so humble. How do you manage it?” 

To those people, The Spy says, please, stop flattering. 
The Spy is just a simple man. He puts his trousers on 
one leg at a time. His beautiful, expensive silk trousers 
that you couldn’t possibly afford. Really, though, it’s 
this that keeps The Spy humble: implausibly taking 
time out of a dangerous and thrilling espionage career 
to collate small tidbits of industry news and gossip for a 
videogames  magazine.

For example, Gearbox has a new 
Borderlands game in the pipeline. The 
Spy knows this because Randy 
Pitchford, company president, is 
currently on a recruitment drive. “This 
is the big one,” he said recently on his 
Twitter feed. He then requested that 
any ‘industry badasses’  get in touch 
with him. What exactly does Pitchford 
mean by ‘the big one’? The Spy hopes 
it’s a sign that the next game in the 
series is a little more ambitious than the 
so-so Pre-Sequel. 2K has yet to officially 
announce this game. The Spy thinks that Gearbox is 
slightly too fond of the word ‘badass’.

The Bard’s Tale IV has been announced by inXile 

Entertainment, the team behind last year’s post-
nuclear RPG Wasteland 2. The company CEO, Brian 
Fargo, says he is “personally excited” to be working on 
the game, which is apparently a direct sequel to 1988’s 
The Bard’s Tale III: Thief of Fate. It will feature 
“traditional turn-based combat” and will be 
crowdfunded on Kickstarter. The Spy wonders if the 
game will be another parodic send-up of fantasy 
RPGs, like the ill-fated 2004 reboot, or something 
more serious. The Spy hopes it’s the latter, because that 
reboot was about as funny as being strapped to a table 
by a villain and having a laser slowly edge closer and 
closer to your junk.

Bohemia Interactive has been talking up hardcore 
military simulator Arma 3 in a new video celebrating 
everything that the developer thinks makes the game 
special. At the end, the narrator talks about a “major 
expansion” in the works, which will be released at some 
point this year. But that’s all the detail he gives, the 
tease. The Spy doesn’t know if this is paid-for DLC or 
a free update, but Bohemia is, historically, generous 
when it comes to content and updates for the Arma 

series, so The Spy will be keeping his fingers crossed.
CD Projekt Red announced Cyberpunk 2077 back in 

2012, but has been pretty quiet about it since working 
on The Witcher 3. The silence was broken recently 
when the studio’s head of marketing and public 
relations, Michal Platkow-Gilewski, confirmed that it 
was still very much in development. “The first rule of 
Cyberpunk 2077 is that we don’t talk about Cyberpunk 
2077,” he told Gamespot. “But on a more serious note, 
we are now focusing entirely on The Witcher. Worry 
not, though, because Cyberpunk 2077 is OK. Its time 
will come.” Everyone’s time comes eventually, and 
sometimes it’s because The Spy has a silenced Walther 
PPK pointed at their heads.

The developer behind Remember Me and the 
forthcoming Life is Strange, Dontnod Entertainment, 
has another game in the works: Vampyr. The released 
imagery, showing a pale-faced, vampiric-looking 
fellow standing on a moody city street, reminds The 
Spy of Vampire: The Masquerade. You play as a doctor 
torn between saving people and drinking their blood. 
The Spy has faced similarly tough conundrums, such 
as deciding whether to pursue the fleeing bad guy or 
stay in bed with his mistress, sipping cocktails and 
speaking entirely in disgusting innuendos.

That’s it for this month. The Spy is writing this on 
a plane, which he’ll be jumping out of in about ten 
minutes. The Spy is not on an international 
espionage mission or anything: he’s just popping 
down to the shops for some martini ingredients. 
The Spy likes to make a dramatic entrance 
whenever possible, because that’s the kind of Spy 
he is – although it didn’t go down too well last 
month when he parachuted into a friend’s 
funeral. Spy out. 
The Spy

The Spy lives to 
serve, and to be 
served drinks.

1212122

The Spy thinks 
Gearbox is too fond 
of the word ‘badass’
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CT In January, Microsoft waited until the very end of 
the most boring presentation I’d ever sat through to 
announce that it had only gone and invented that thing 
from Iron Man where Robert Downey Jr waves at a 
table and then he’s Iron Man, or something. (It’s been a 
long time since I watched Iron Man.) The point is, 
Microsoft has figured out something profound about 
augmented-reality goggles, something that Google 
clearly missed – that reality goggles are fundamentally 
dorky. You’re never going to wear them while you eat 
your dinner in a restaurant or sup a cold beer in your 
local chain pub. What you will do – what you should do 
– is use them to surround yourself with nerdy 
holograms at all times.

I’m going to posit some scenarios that demonstrate 
why I think HoloLens will succeed as a gaming 
peripheral. One: spectating a Counter-Strike: Global 
Offensive match by projecting Dust 2 into your living 
room. Two: solving a puzzle in The Elder Scrolls by 
manipulating a holographic dragon’s... whatever. 
Three: sitting on your couch watching Adventure 
Time with a hologram Varric from Dragon Age.

SR And will I wear this over or under my Oculus VR 
headset, Chris? The future of sitting at my desk 
appears to have me wearing a dorky headset of some 
kind, and given that I couldn’t get on board with 
Microsoft’s last attempt at shaking up basic 
interactivity with Kinect, I don’t see why we should be 
more excited about this. I appreciate the attempt to 
revolutionise forms of interactivity in fancy sci-fi ways, 
but have Microsoft’s developers taken into account 
how little space I actually have in my living 
room? I can barely fit all my Lego in there, 
let alone anything else.

Where am I going to get the space to 
build 3D models by waving my arms 
around? I’ll either have someone’s eye 
out, or (more likely, because I live alone) 
punch out a light fitting. HoloStudio 
demonstrated the potential applications of 
hologram, but you’re putting your fantasies 
of wearing a Geordi La Forge-style headpiece 
before common sense, man. 

CT That’s the point, Sam – you don’t need space for 
HoloLens. The Kinect’s big weakness was that it was 
designed solely for people who occupied the football- 

pitch-sized living rooms of the boundless Pacific 
Northwest; it was a product solely for happy lifestyle- 
photography people who live to dance in front of the 
television. HoloLens isn’t like that. HoloLens can turn 
even the blandest cupboard into the surface of an alien 
world, or take whatever scant desk space isn’t occupied 
by pizza boxes and fill it with any piece of Lego you 
could imagine. It’s for us, Sam. And, if that trailer is 
anything to go by, it’s also for very attractive people 
who work in artisanal motorbike-design studios in the 
boundless Pacific Northwest. It caters for both parties, 
I guess. We can share.

All this, too, without the Rift’s sticky solipsism. With 
HoloLens, I don’t worry that I’ll become lost in some 
ultrareal virtual simulation to the exclusion of my 
wasting physical form. I worry instead that I will 
become so used to the companionship of holo-Varric 
that I will refuse to take the goggles off, and, wearing 
them in the shower, electrocute myself and die. It will 
be worth it.

SR I don’t know, Chris. In that HoloStudio demo, the 
person doing it needed to hold their arm out about a 
metre, and be able to rotate in at least a 90-degree 
space. Do you know how expensive it is to obtain that 
much real estate in Bath? My PC is half a metre from 
the end of my bed, and my laptop is on a dinner table 
that is so wedged into my one room that it acts as a fire 
hazard. These days, everyone in a major city lives in a 
box, and I think to get a pleasurable holographic 
experience – and I don’t mean anything sexy, just being 
able to use the interface without having it right up 

against my eyeballs – it’ll still be a challenge of 
practicality. Also, holo-Varric won’t want to 

spend time with you, Chris. He’s a moral 
sort of dwarf and when he finds out the 
sort of shit you get up to in your spare 
time, he’ll march out of your room and 
hang out with someone else. Tom Senior, 
maybe. It won’t be me, though, because I 

won’t be wearing a HoloLens. It won’t fit 
over my giant 1990s Ray Ban sunglasses or, 

indeed, my large head.

CT Holo-Varric can’t ‘march out of my room’, Sam, 
because, unlike some people I might mention, he’s a 
friend who exists because I let him. And because Microsoft 
for some reason let me do that. 

Chris Thursten 
just wants to keep 
spending money 
until he turns into 
Iron Man. Is that 
too much to ask?

Samuel Roberts 
is a Luddite, aside 
from his two 
powerful PCs, 
smartphone, 
tablet, widescreen 
TV and every 
possession in his 
flat worth more 
than £40.

YES You can augment my reality any day of 
the week. 

NO Has Microsoft seen how much space I have 
in my flat? Holodeck? Holodreck, more like.  

The 
debate is 

over – but who 
has projected truth 

onto the living-room 
wall of possibility? 

Let us know  
@pcgamer.

Could Windows HoloLens 
change how we game?





Joe Says...    
I remain sceptical 
as to whether 
letting LoL players 
dress Teemo as  
a chibi Abraham 
Lincoln (or, you 
know, whatever 
Riot’s secret 
reward costume 
turns out to be)  
is enough to curb  
a culture of 
offence. But it’s  
a signal that the 
biggest games  
are now lending 
some thought  
to rehabilitation 
and positive 
reinforcement  
in an industry 
where punitive 
measures have 
never truly worked.

I
t’s a sign that things have got out of hand when 
you start offering people rewards for staying 
within the law. Riot Games’ recent decision  
to give exclusive League of Legends character 
skins to those who hadn’t been banned in the 

previous 12 months has the air of a dystopian future 
where good people get sent to prison because it’s the 
safest place going. 

MOBAs have long been the world’s greatest source 
for creative takes on being told to kill yourself – the 
intense need for teamwork, huge time commitment 
and highly specific tactics becoming the crucible in 
which anonymous internet dicks are forged. But  
with the meteoric rise in popularity of online games  
as a spectator sport, companies are forced more and 
more to consider how to keep their chatlogs as clean  
as their bugfix lists.

“Curbing bad behaviour is a constant battle for many 
game developers,” says Hi-Rez Studios’ Austin 
Gallman. “A lot of research has gone into finding the 
best ways to do this. I don’t feel that anyone has really 

found the perfect solution yet, but having a 
punishment/reward system certainly helps.” 

It seems that the traditional system of temporary  
and permanent bans simply isn’t effective enough in a 
world where games have the populations of countries, 
and where players – so often spun into a frenzy of 
competitive ire – have the mouths not just of potties, 
but of entire sewage reservoirs.

For a company like Hi-Rez, the problems become 
clear when you look at its games slate. With even 
automated ban systems requiring a human support 
response, and players from across the world working 
their way onto the naughty list, multilingual teams 
need to be assembled, growing as the games do. That’s 
not to mention the different kinds of bad behaviour 
that different games engender.

“MOBAs are typically more team-oriented,”  
Gallman explains, “so we’ve seen a bit more in the way 
of poor behaviour with Smite than we did with our 
shooter titles. Cheating, however, is a different story 
entirely. Attempts at cheating were much more 

Banner saga
As multiplayer gaming becomes a global concern, so does 
stopping those who don’t play fair.

“Stop staring at me, you’re
making me self-conscious!”
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common in our shooters.” Working on online games 
for so long has helped Hi-Rez cultivate a good sense, 
and an efficient system, for punishing infractions,  
but the tide now seems to be turning towards a more 
holistic approach.

“Obviously, it is near impossible to eliminate bad 
behaviour in games entirely,” Gallman adds, “but 
cultivating a fun gaming environment is always step 
one. We also think it is important to model positive 
behaviour via Twitch.TV streaming of the game, 
game-oriented video content, and other community 
oriented activities.”

Simply teaching people that good behaviour is the 
norm, and creating role models for younger players, 
could be the way forward for an industry plagued by 
literal problem children – and including Riot’s 
Pavlovian “be good, get nice things” approach is the 
kind of positive-reinforcement ethos that the industry 
seems to be pushing for as of late.

But it’s by no means the only way – at least not if  
you ask CCP. The EVE Online developer’s famously 
laissez-faire attitude to its bewilderingly enormous 
universe extends to its punishment policies, too. In a 
joint statement, Sigurður Ævarsson and Davíð 
Einarsson, men with the privilege of having the job 
titles of senior and lead game master respectively, 
explain: “Many actions lie outside what we consider to 
be fair play, especially with regards to socially 
unacceptable behaviour, but EVE Online remains 
unique in the sense that we have an extremely relaxed 
ruleset that governs the way the game is played. Many 
actions that would be a bannable offence in other 
MMOs are often considered fair game in EVE.” 

Theft, corporate espionage, piracy – this  
is the stuff of EVE legend, and the kind 
of high-level assholery that would have 
you out of most online games at the push 
of a Del key. In the cutthroat world of 
Finnish space warfare, however, it’s par 
for the course. Accepted wisdom would 
have it that lugging around a cargo bay 
filled with real cash is just begging to 
have it stolen by either other players or 
the cruel pull of the void.

This doesn’t mean that anything and 
everything goes – CCP’s ban protocols 

are regularly updated and robustly enforced, and, as 
they put it, “our players are extremely creative, and 
often find ways to breach our policies in ways that we 
could never imagine” (see the above boxout for more  
on that). The key to EVE’s relatively sedate community 
is acceptance of the fact that it’s not the developers  
who will cause you problems should you ever step out  
of line, it’s the other people playing the game. 

Ævarsson and Einarsson again: “Promoting large-
scale warfare and violence in EVE Online is a large part 
of the game. Regardless of this, for the most part our 
community remains extremely close-knit, civil and 
friendly toward one another. This tends to be due to 
the fact that in EVE, reputation is everything, and can 
make or break your career in New Eden. With this in 
mind, our community tends to police itself. EVE 
players are free to use any in-game tools to wage war 
and aggress each other, and we recommend that they 
resolve their differences within the game environment.”

While the methods taken are wildly different,  
there’s a parity between Hi-Rez and CCP’s approaches, 
and one that marks the biggest swing in policing  
online gaming. Whether it’s by staying hands off  
or reminding players that playing nice is the way to 
have more fun, both companies are creating a status 
quo, boundaries that players can understand intuitively 
simply by participating in the community enough.  
To co-opt the words from some old book: give a  
man a ban and he’ll be salty for a day. Teach a man  
what will stop him getting banned and, with any  
luck, we’ll all avoid our grim prison-planet future. 
Joe Skrebels

CAN’T CIRCUMVENT PUNISHMENT

Three groups that won’t survive CCP’s banning policies

Scammers
Erotica 1, a prominent 
scammer, was banned after 
his practice of Bonus Rounds 
– essentially, scamming 
another player out of their 
ISK, then recording them 
as they performed real-life 
humiliations to “earn” it back 
– was deemed to be unfair. 
CCP’s reasoning, typically, was 
that the recordings took place 
outside of its virtual world.

Vandals
At last year’s EVE Fanfest, 
three players were banned 
from all EVE-related games 
and events for life after 
scratching and putting  
a sticker representing an 
in-game faction onto a 
monument to the game, 
which had literally just  
been unveiled by the  
Mayor of Reykjavik. These 
people were not smart.

Democrats
In the early days of EVE, an 
area of space bottlenecked 
by warp routes was controlled 
by one of the game’s only 
democratic factions. CCP 
decided that this easily 
defendable area of space 
was unfair, and opened new 
routes into the area, bringing 
floods of warlike invaders 
and, practically, banning 
democracy in New Eden.

You can’t tell here, but all of these players are 
members of the same knitting group.

“Curbing bad 
behaviour is a 

constant battle”

MONITOR
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T here are bears in the banquet hall 
– shit! Just as I’m making good 
progress schmoozing the 
castellan, we’re forced to dash 

back to the feast hall, where a grizzly bear is 
busy biting the head off a guest. It shakes 
the corpse in its jaws and roars, its muzzle 
matted with blood. Most of the guests are 
strewn in pieces across their dinner.

No problem. I’m Geralt the monster- 
hunter, famous throughout the land for 
being able to solve problems like sudden 
impossible bears. The castle is built into a 
vast crag, and suspended a hundred feet 
above the sea. There’s no way three 
monsters waltzed up the winding pathway 
and talked their way past the guards. 

Something strange is 
going on here.

I draw one of my 
swords and equip my fire 
spell, Igni. A chirpier 
hero would make a “time 
for the main course” gag, 
but Geralt – in the 
mould of your typical 
hypermasculine RPG 

antihero – has never tried to be funny in his 
life. I lock on and circle the bear, using the 
dodge command to sidestep its paw-swipes. 
When I can, I plant a couple of flamboyant, 
spinning strikes on its bum until it flops 
over, dead. A few surviving guards are 
cautiously swatting at two other bears 
further down the hall. I help them out with 
my fire spell and soon those bears are dead 
too. And lightly roasted. Aw.

Skellige’s most influential families had 
gathered to get drunk and reinforce ties, 
but the bear incident has them pointing 
fingers. One barely-alive witness at least 
manages to solve the mystery of the magic 
bears before literally spilling his guts: 
they’re shapeshifters who snuck into the 
party in human form.

This is entertaining stuff. The four hours 
of The Witcher 3 I’ve played are full of 

twisty, self-contained plots that make me 
feel like Mulder in a medieval X-Files. 
There’s a bigger grand arc, of course, 
concerning Ciri – a woman with magic 
powers trained by Geralt at a young age – 
and the intentions of the supernatural 
horsemen of The Wild Hunt. That’s set 
against the backdrop of a war between 
Redania and the expansionist imperial 
forces of Nilfgaard, who you see charging 
across the border in a post-credit sequence 
at the end of The Witcher 2. In spite of all 
that grand fantasy setup, you spend a lot of 
time in conversation with peasants and 
workaday warlords, solving local problems 
in return for information.

The game desperately wants to be a gritty 
HBO drama but, while it undoubtedly has 
the production values, it’s slightly too silly 
to pull it off. The bear attack is a memorable 
moment, but I can’t help but chuckle at the 
options I’m given in the aftermath. Should 
I (a) go with the woman who wants to 
launch a forensic investigation into the 
massacre, or (b) saddle up with the angry 
man who wants to charge into the 
wilderness and take revenge on all bears?

READ ME
DEVELOPER

CD Projekt RED
PUBLISHER

Bandai Namco
Games

LINK
http://thewitcher.

com/witcher3/

 PLAYED IT  My god, it’s full of bears.

THE WITCHER 3

THE WILD HUNT
RELEASE 
MAY 19

2015

 The game desperately 
wants to be a gritty HBO 
drama but is slightly  
too silly to pull it off 

Geralt: mean, masculine 
and doesn’t laugh at jokes.
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Option (b) it is. I find myself investigating 
a decimated outpost a five-minute horse 
ride north of the castle. Its inhabitants have 
been torn apart and I don’t even need 
Geralt’s witcher vision to know that 
powerful animals are responsible. I can use 
witcher vision to track the culprits, though. 
Holding down the button highlights 
important environmental clues like 
footprints, savaged corpses and dropped 
trinkets – I ended up using witcher vision in 
almost every quest I played. My bear-
hating friend – the hairy Scully to my 
Mulder – remains close as we follow prints 
up a winding path to a cave entrance.

The Witcher 3’s dungeons are as detailed 
and atmospheric as its sweeping outdoor 
areas. Torchlight glistens against black rock 
as we plod deeper into the mountain. Sure 
enough, we’re confronted by a bare-chested 
axeman with suspiciously bear-like 
qualities. He charges; we fight.

Combat is the aspect of The Witcher 3 that 
I’ve been most worried about. Your move 
set is comparable to The Witcher 2, so you 
have heavy and light attacks, and a dodge 
command. Dodging now causes Geralt to 
dart rather than roll, though you can hold 
the button down to have him dive-roll a 

greater distance – ideal when fighting 
monsters with big, long arms. You can also 
hold a parry button to block, and tap it at 
the last second to parry an incoming strike 
and send your opponent staggering.

Geralt has the same spells as he did in The 
Witcher 2. He can summon a shield that 
negates a hit, blast enemies with a spray of 
embers, push them with a concussive blast 
and trap them in a circle of glyphs. They’re 
best used in combination, but the fiddly 
interface demands that you pause combat 

momentarily to flick between options. 
Hopefully, this problem won’t translate to 
mouse and keyboard setups – only 
controllers were available for the demo. 

The combat system works quite well 
against humanoid enemies. Their easily 
parsed stabs and swipes are well matched to 
the speed and distance of your dodge, 
which makes it satisfying to hop around an 
attack and cleave someone in half. The 

system falters when you fight larger 
creatures. The lowest point of the demo 
was a fight with a griffon who seemed 
totally resistant to lock-on. It attacked with 
slashes and bodily shrugs that dealt damage 
at unpredictable angles. The fight was full 
of “bullshit!” moments symptomatic of 
poorly represented hitboxes. I would use 
my sluggish long-distance roll to avoid an 
attack, run back into range and swipe 
ineffectively at its haunches, my hits 
sometimes registering, sometimes not.

The protective Quen spell serves as 
compensation for taking the odd 
unexpected hit, but that replaces one 
frustration with another. It must be cast 
constantly like a nervous tick – especially in 
tough fights, and there are plenty of those. 
Geralt may be a super-mutant monster 
hunter but he can be cut down quite easily.  
I admire the punishing difficulty, because it 
encourages preparation through alchemy 
and the crafting of better equipment – a 
strong staple of the Witcher series – but the 
difficulty exaggerates the foibles of the 
combat system.

It’s a nagging annoyance rather than a 
severe problem, and some fights were great. 
In one area, I solved the mystery of a 

 The lowest 
point was a fight 

with a griffon who 
seemed resistant 

to lock-on 

 Geralt may be a  
super-mutant monster 
hunter but he can be  
cut down quite easily 
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haunted well and drew out a spirit. I had to 
lure it into my magical circle trap to give it 
physical form, before killing it with my 
silver sword. The fight required plenty of 
preparation. I had to gather clues from the 
abandoned buildings near the well, and 
even go down the well to retrieve an amulet 
that could summon the spirit. As you learn 
more about a monster, your journal updates 
with precise details about the thing’s habits 
and weaknesses. You grow the journal over 
the course of the game, like a Pokédex, 

becoming an expert in the world’s creatures 
as you explore. The context, spooky locale 
and clever use of Geralt’s magic all 
contributed to the feeling that I’d really 
tangled with something supernatural – and 
that was just a side quest.

The cave is admittedly less exciting, but 
still hides a few surprises. I kill the bear 
man and press on to the heart of the cave 
network to find a band of cultists 

worshipping a forbidden bear god – naughty 
cultists! A brief cutscene shows a warlock 
performing a rite with some initiates. After 
a few words of power, bears emerge from 
the shadows and brutally kill and eat all the 
initiates. Letting out blood-curdling 
half-man, half-bear screams, they then 
proceed to grow human faces and 
transform into men. Ah, they’re not 
humans pretending to be bears, they’re 
bears pretending to be human. Is this all 
part of some elaborate bear coup?

The bears are easily dispatched, but the 
warlock causes problems. For some reason, 
his stick attacks can’t be parried – another 
frustrating combat inconsistency. A few 
combos and Quen barriers later, he’s dead, 
but a note found at the scene suggests the 
cult is being manipulated by a darker force 
hoping to destabilise the region through 
acts of bear terrorism. Sadly, the rest of that 
mystery lies beyond the limits of the demo.

Time to go exploring. I summon my 
horse, who materialises from nowhere at a 
whistle, and ride back to the castle. If you 
gallop on a road, your horse will 
automatically follow its course, which gives 
me ample time to admire the stunning 
scenery. The Witcher 3 doesn’t look quite as 
extraordinary as it did in early videos, but 
it’s going to be one of the most impressive 
open worlds to grace the genre.

Skellige is a cold and rugged place 
inspired by the Highlands of Scotland, and 
it responds beautifully to changing 
weather. Dynamic rainstorms roll over the 
hills, and gales set foliage blowing. Skellige 
is especially lovely in pale sunshine, so I 
meditate to speed up time and resume the 
game at sunrise. I walk to the base of the 
cliffs below the castle, where peasants are 
busy building ships, arguing, boozing and 
enthusiastically fulfilling poverty 
stereotypes. CD Projekt RED is good at 

 I lured the spirit into 
my magical circle trap 
to give it physical form, 
before killing it 

 It’ll be one of the 
most impressive 
open worlds of 
the genre 

If you like blood and gore,
you’ve come to the right place.

“What is it? You don’t
like my sarong?”
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hustle and bustle. Even this small pocket of 
humanity feels lively.

I talk to a few folk and find out that 
fishermen are being snatched at sea by 
reckless swarms of drowners. You can take 
on witcher work pro-bono if you’re feeling 
compassionate, but I’m only going to ply 
my trade for coin. You can even haggle with 
NPCs trying to hire you for monster- 
hunting business by adjusting an asking- 
price slider. I push it up a little bit and the 
worker still gladly hires me. The fish 
business is booming in Skellige.

I talk to some more villagers, and they 
give me information about deaths and 
drowner sightings on the coast north of the 
castle. Highlights appear on my map as 
they reveal new details. I decide to hike the 
distance. As I walk over the rocky moors, 
the sun rises behind the crag. The fields are 
quiet and I take the opportunity to enjoy a 
moment of reflection. The Witcher 3’s world 
is divided into large zones, but you can walk 
seamlessly between adjacent ones. The 
developers estimate that it will take around 
25 minutes to travel the length of the 
longest stretch on foot, and the world 
they’ve created is easily pretty enough to 
make that journey worthwhile.

I reach the coast and find some human 
remains. It’s magic-eyes time again. Geralt 
examines the remains, mutters something 
about them being fresh, and suggests that 
there’s likely to be a drowner lair 
somewhere in the area. I try to follow the 
coastline and end up taking a shortcut 
through a forest full of spidery monsters 
that are a much higher level than me – The 
Witcher 3’s enemies don’t scale to your 
abilities, so it’s best to travel carefully.  
I manage to flee back down to the coast, 

where I find abandoned fishing equipment 
and more clues. I realise that I’m not just 
following an objective marker any more; 
the objectives are folded into the 
environment. I’m actually exploring.

There’s no sign of a lair on land, but near 
the fishing equipment I fend off a few 
drowners coming out of the sea. I decide to 
swim out a little to examine the rocks from 
the water. Aha! There’s a dark opening 

hidden away. It’s a cave full of human 
remains – yay!

I’m doubly pleased because every 
sidequest I’ve taken on during my four 
hours with the game has been this 
elaborate. I wonder if CD Projekt RED has 
actually managed to create an RPG free of 
boring filler quests. I have a feeling that 
many of them will rely on the overuse of 
Geralt’s witcher vision, which could start to 
get old ten or 20 hours in, but I’ll take that 
over dozens of mindless fetch tasks.

I’m confident that the quality of the 
quests and the open world can paper over 
The Witcher 3’s issues. Combat is merely 
passable, there are still glitches to iron out 
and horse handling needs work, but the 
world is exciting and rugged. I can’t bring 
myself to care about Geralt or The Wild 
Hunt either, but I love the day job. I’m going 
to spend hours wandering the world, filling 
my journal and hunting monsters in caves.

I feel satisfied as my demo time draws to a 
close, but there’s still one thing left to do.  
I study the sounds of distant drowners 
gibbering for a moment, then swig night- 
vision potion, unhook my silver sword and 
stride forward into the darkness. 
Tom Senior

 The Witcher 3’s 
enemies don’t scale to 
your abilities, so it’s best 
to travel carefully 

Some of the detailing
is incredibly lifelike.

“Well, according to my satnav,
this is Burger King.” 

“Hmm, there’s a whist drive
at the village hall tonight.”
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T he first Magicka was irredeemably 
broken. The netcode was held 
together with cantrips and 
prayers, and without co-op 

partners the campaign was unplayably 
unfair. Despite that, it was a uniquely great 
game, both in mechanics and humour. 

Magicka 2 is developed by Pieces 
Interactive rather than the original 
Arrowhead, and returns to the four-player 
competitive co-op action that made the 
original such a lark. Following the bloody 
Wizard Wars, there are only four wizards 
remaining who aren’t dead or insane. 
They’ve been tasked by the returning head 
of the Magicka school, Vlad (still definitely 
not a vampire), with ridding the world of an 

unspecified evil. 
Playing a short slice of 

the game, I explored a 
small dungeon area, 
overrun by giant crabs. 
This time around, I was 
encouraged to use a 
gamepad to cast spells, 
rather than the more 
familiar (and more 

easily-memorised) keyboard. As in the first 
game, players build spells in realtime by 
mixing up to five of eight magical elements 
(water, fire, arcane, cold, rock, shield, heal, 
lightning, bashful, sleepy and Doc, if I 
remember them correctly) then deploying 
them in four ways – in a direction, in an 
area, on yourself. 

On top of the huge variety of spells, there 
are Magicks – super spells such as Summon 

Death or Teleport or Haste. In the original 
Magicka, these were just extremely long 
element chains which you unlocked as you 
progressed in the campaign. Here, they’re 
on the D-pad, making them one-button 
nukes, albeit now with a cooldown timer. 
Though I had access to four Magicks, I 
mostly used Resurrection, given the 
squishy wizards’ propensity for rapid death. 
Thankfully, the movement slowdown when 

casting has been mostly removed, modestly 
increasing your survivability. 

Given the complexity of these 
combinations and the always-on friendly 
fire, a short game rapidly turns into a 
friend-killing bloodbath, mostly 
inadvertently. I electrify and burn you 
while trying to heal you, you accidentally 
drop a Meteor Shower on my head. I 
summon Death to take your soul, but he 
takes mine. Standard buddy-buddy japes.

New elements include Dark Altars, 
elemental puzzles that, when unlocked, 
release a crazy-hard wave of enemies. 
Defeat them, and you’ll unlock a new object 
– a robe, staff or one of the new artefacts. 
Artefacts are like old-fashioned mutators, 
hugely changing how you play the game. 
They can range from the irresponsible – 
increasing enemy HP or removing healing 
– to the silly, such as adding a laughtrack 
and 1000% friendly fire damage. 

Magicka 2 doesn’t have to do much to 
succeed. It just has to match its predecessor, 
by being funny, beautiful, well-plotted and 
emergent. Oh, and with working netcode. 
Dan Griliopoulos
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 PLAYED IT  Vlad is back – and he’s still MOST DEFINITELY not a vampire.

MAGICKA 2

 A short game rapidly 
turns into a friend-
killing bloodbath, 
mostly inadvertently 

The classic water jet followed 
by lightning bolt combo.

Having a nice picnic
and a lie-down. 

These arrowheads do no damage but 
interrupt magicks when they attack.

22     MARCH 2015

RPREVIEWWWWWWEWEWEWEWIIEVIIEVIIEVIIVIEVEVEVREVREREREPRPRPRPRPPP

http://www.magicka2.com




CEO Mariina Hallikainen is 
musing. “Colossal Order was 
made to make this game.” I look at 
the screen and double-take. It’s 

SimCity. The buildings aren’t so shiny, but 
what the Cities in Motion developer is 
showing is surely last year’s SimCity. A 
cityscape, saturated colours, bounded lots, 
curved roads, easy zoning... why would you 
make the game again? 

“We’re the generation that always liked 
Transport Tycoon, Theme Park or Sim City 4. 
When we started Colossal Order we 
wanted to get our hands on a really large 
scale citybuilder – that was the dream. 
Unfortunately, being five people when we 
started, we started work on smaller, niche 

stuff first.” That was 
Cities in Motion, the 
transport sim. Sadly, 
while they were working 
on that and its sequel, 
SimCity was announced. 
Hallikainen thought the 
dream was dead. Then 
SimCity was released 
and, frankly, stunk like a 

three-week old skunk corpse dunked in 
andouillette. And the dream was revived. 

That’s a long-winded way of saying, yes, 
this is an indie version of SimCity. You play 
a mayor building a city, mainly by zoning 
districts as industrial, residential and 
commercial, but also by building amenities 
and utilities, mucking around with tax 
rates, and managing sewage and water 
inlets and outlets (don’t cross the streams.) 

But there are significant differences too. 
Though you start with SimCity’s same 
crazy-limited area, as you improve your city 
you reach milestones that expand the area 
you can play with, and which unlock new 
services, zones, roads and buildings. Once 
you’ve unlocked all the milestones, you’ll 
have an area to build upon about nine times 
the size of SimCity’s, with up to 1,000,000 
citizens. It genuinely has the scale of a real 

city, though perhaps not the realism: the 
tilt-shift camera effect makes everything 
look a touch toytown. 

Among many improvements, creating 
districts is one. You name an arbitrary area 
and change the local laws, reducing taxes 
and passing edicts like ‘ban gay marriage’ 
or ‘ban alligators’, just in that jurisdiction. 
Yes, Skylines will allow you to create your 
own gay or heterosexual ghettos. Great. 

Monuments are unlocked by both 
negative and positive achievements: 
Lazaret Plaza, for example, is unlocked if 
everyone in your city is unhealthy for three 
weeks. You can also create your own maps, 
beyond the premade nine included.

Colossal is planning more simulation 
elements after release: disasters, new city 
settings, new services, Steam Workshop 
support and a 3D model editor so that 
players can upload their own creations. “If 
SimCity had been a huge success, a 
relatively perfect game, we would have 
been discouraged from even attempting 
our own with a fraction of their budget.” 
But it wasn’t, so there’s room for this, too. 
Dan Griliopoulos
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 FIRST LOOK  Charging the elephant in the room.

 In the end, you’ll have 
an area to build upon 
about nine times the 
size of SimCity’s 

CITIES

SKYLINES Toytown, yesterday.

Either posh wind turbines or 
Advanced Pigeon Disposal Devices.

The tilt-shift effect
is truly beautiful.
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H eroes of the Storm is accessible on 
the surface but substantial 
enough to both satisfy and 
frustrate. Blizzard has come at 

the genre sideways, drilling deep into ideas 
that other games brush past and eliding 
some concepts entirely. Success requires 
you to reconcile learning, preparation and 
skill with a substantial element of chance, 
and its payment structure threatens to 
absorb you. All of these things are also true 
of Hearthstone, and all of them were true for 
World of Warcraft. This is how Blizzard 
makes games.

Heroes entered closed beta in January. 
The big new features are two new 
characters – Warcraft III-era depictions of 

Thrall and Jaina – plus a 
new map: a desert-
themed realm where 
defending control points 
against neutral monsters 
earns your team a 
building-targeting laser 
weapon. The 
community has grown, 
too, and for the first time 

I’ve seen the blame game played in team 
chat as Heroes becomes competitive enough 
to make people angry.

In a sense, this was the friction I was 
looking for. Heroes of the Storm’s take on the 
genre is, as I’ve written before, vastly 
reductive. It’s a game of teamfights and 
map control first and foremost, with 
concepts like farming and ganking 
sidelined to the point where they only 

occasionally factor into a victory. It’s so 
simple, on the surface, that it can appear to 
be a game that is simply about wandering 
around an isometric map firing your 
abilities at the other guy’s face. Hero builds, 
player roles, even differences in character: 
these things, on the surface, don’t seem to 
matter a great deal.

It opens up when you realise that you win 
by controlling the tempo of the match, 

which might mean ‘flipping’ neutral camps 
at the right time or orchestrating a push to 
draw the enemy’s attention while your team 
seizes an objective elsewhere. This is fairly 
high-level stuff – the kind of thing you only 
start to worry about in Dota 2 after 
mastering that game’s endless list of basics – 
and it’s gratifying to get right. It is also, as it 
happens, relatively complex, reinforcing 
the game’s potential as a lightweight but 
legitimate e-sports contender.

By the same token, this is exactly the kind 
of thing that is hardest to explain to a new 
audience. Heroes of the Storm is a lottery, in 
that you will either find teammates who are 
willing to cooperate or you won’t. Blizzard 
attempts to help with a smart context-
sensitive communication wheel, but your 
experience is ultimately at the mercy of the 
people you are playing with. That the game 
is capable of enraging some of those people 
so – that it doesn’t just boil down to a big 
happy fight between chunky and lovable 
Blizzard staples – is a strange kind of relief. 
There’s a game here.

It’ll be interesting to see what kind of 
game Heroes of the Storm eventually 

READ ME
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Blizzard
PUBLISHER
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LINK
www.heroesof
thestorm.com

 PLAYED IT  Finding the grit and the grind in Blizzard’s slick wizard-’em-up.

HEROES OF THE STORM

Punishing aggression can
give your team momentum.

 It could carve a niche 
as the lane-pusher for 
people who don’t play 
lane-pushers 
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becomes. It could, conceivably, carve out a 
niche for itself as the lane-pusher for people 
who don’t play lane-pushers. I imagine, 
however, that it’ll end up with a 
community-enforced metagame on par 
with any other game in this genre. I expect, 
eventually, that new players booting up 
Heroes of the Storm will be expected to take 
on board far more information than they 
currently have to.

My biggest concerns lie elsewhere, 
however. For the player aspiring to get 
better, very little is offered –no hero stats, 
win-rates or easily browsable match logs of 
any kind. Ranked play, bizarrely, is locked 
off behind strict requirements. You need to 
reach account level 30 and permanently 
unlock ten characters. That number 
doesn’t include the regular rotation of free 
heroes, so you’ll need to grind or spend. 

Buying only the cheapest characters, you’re 
looking at dozens of hours to get it for free. 
Taking advantage of store discounts, it’s a 
cost of around £40 – all this just to play the 
game competitively.

“We went through the entirety of the 
alpha without ranked mode,” senior 
producer Kaeo Milker says when I ask him 
about the decision. “We now have custom 
games, quick match – lots of ways to play 
the game. We really wanted to make 
ranked play be the ultimate competitive 
way to play. Those gates are very 
intentional. We want people to be very 
familiar with the game.”

Nonetheless, adjustment is not off the 
table. “We’ll test it,” Milker continues. 
“We’ll watch it, and see how long it takes 
new players for get there. We’ll listen to 
feedback – but right now it’s where we think 
we want it.”

The notion that serious players may find 
themselves spending in perpetuity is a real 
problem. It risks entrenching the hardest of 
the hardcore behind a wall made of money 
while exiling others to a lower order of play. 
I hope, over the course of this beta, that 
they fix it. This might be how Blizzard 
makes games, but it needn’t stay that way. 
Chris Thursten

 We really wanted 
ranked play to be the 
ultimate competitive 
way to play 

Fight a sphinx, 
earn a laser. Obviously.

Hooray for us! 
Boo for them.

Grouping up at the start
of the game is common.
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G ames have made some grand 
claims about their size – rarely 
independently verified. GTA III 
was a miniscule three square 

miles, Star Wars Galaxies a modest 200, and 
Just Cause 2 a stonking 400, but LotRO pegs 
in at 30,000 while Daggerfall is double that. 
Grand Ages: Medieval claims a staggering 30 
million square miles. That’s ten times the 
actual size of the Europe it’s meant to be 
simming. Hmm.  

Dodgy geography aside, Grand Ages 
certainly does cover great tracts of land, in 
a manner highly reminiscent of the Total 
War series. The landscape you’re looking at 
here stretches from North Africa to 
Scandinavia and right over to the Middle 
East. Where the series differs from 
Creative Assembly’s games is in the 
emphasis on war. While the Total War 
metagame is a crucial part of the 
experience, Grand Ages focuses more on the 
economy, particularly city management. 
Medieval is set in AD 1050, and it’s all about 
the rapid growth of European towns in that 
era. It’s very much the classic theme for a 

German board game.
The challenge comes 

from the limits put on 
your city’s capabilities. 
Consider the typical 
small city of Augsburg in 
Germany. Each city can 
produce up to five goods, 
with the rest acquired by 
trading between your 

cities. To grow this city, you need to acquire 
more goods – so a settler is sent out into the 
wilderness to prospect for materials, and 
then found a city. A short road-building 
stint later and you can choose what goods 
this new city specialises in, to complement 
the rest of your civilisation, and construct 
some production buildings with goods sent 
from your other city.

Throw in a singleplayer campaign, a tech 
tree, trading and eight-player multiplayer 
and that’s pretty much the game. The 
previous title in the series – Grand Ages: 

Rome AKA Imperium Romanum II – was a 
very ordinary city-builder. This one seems 
more limited still, with the cities mostly 
constructing themselves.

All this is not to say that these games are 
battle-free. They do have battles and a kind 
person would call them abstracted. Scouts 
can head out into the fog of war to find 
bandits, barbarian hordes, lost traders and 
AI cities. It’s all very Anno. 

My concerns, on first impression, are that 
there isn’t that much to do here and that 
those few things that I can do will get 
repetitive quickly. Even 300 million square 
miles won’t solve that problem. 
Dan Griliopoulos
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 FIRST LOOK  30 million square miles of pot-making.

 The landscape you’re 
looking at here 
stretches from North 
Africa to Scandinavia 

GRAND AGES

MEDIEVAL

Literally nothing happening, yesterday.

Battles are rudimentary but 
the scale can be impressive.

I went to Oslo once. Bloody cold. Not 
a great story, now I think about it.

Who worries about the snow, when 
the Black Death is out and about?
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Project CARS has been sitting in my 
Steam library for the better part of 
a year. This early version is 
remarkably stocked, bar the 

locked career mode, placeholder textures, 
and internal notes such as ‘spindle text to 
be provided by Steve Dunn’. Classic Steve. 
With a bit of spit and polish the folks at 
Slightly Mad Studios could probably have 
released their racing sim a year ago. But 
they don’t want to make a racing sim. They 
want to make the racing sim.

Every time I log onto Steam, Project 
CARS is updating. Since October 2011 
there have been over 900 versions of the 
thing. That’s what’s unique about it: it’s 
seriously community driven. 80,000 

registered users and 
professional drivers alike 
have had access to 
weekly builds, lending 
their voices to feedback 
and therefore their 
hands – albeit vicariously 
– to design.

So, what does that 
mean for you, besides 

sounding like a big fat invite-only party? 
Simply, it means more content. This 
so-called World of Mass Design (WMD) 
results in the largest assembly of courses 
ever in a racing game. Compare their size: 
the 20,832km Eifelwald dwarfs the 871km-
long Chesterfield. Within that spectrum 
sits tracks such as Brands Hatch, 
Donington, Silverstone, Imola, 
Hockenheim, Laguna Seca, and fantasy 

courses along the California and Azure 
coasts. From England to Dubai and Japan, 
it feels like a truly global collection.

An extensive vehicle roster spans dozens 
of disciplines, from humble karts to radical 
Radicals. While it’s not quite Forza or 
Gran Turismo (no Honda, Lotus, Ferrari, 
Mazda, Mini or Dodge) a huge number of 
vehicles can squeeze onto a track at once. 
Le Mans has room for a whopping 55 

vehicles, all trading paint and screeching 
tyres. And yes, those cars flip.

Visually, it’s extraordinary. Night racing 
shows stars reflected in bodywork and 
headlights glinting off road bumps, while 
at sundown orange hues lend events 
serenity. Rain, whether light drizzle or 
severe thunderstorm, is particularly 
impressive, adding splashing puddles, 
streaming droplets and torrential 
pounding sounds on the hood to cockpit 
views. You can store multiple weather slots 
for a single race, enabling it to make the 
transition between, say, clear and cloudy, 
and even sync the game to your location’s 
exact time. Minutely variable time and 
weather go a long way to transforming the 
mood and ambience of each course.

The four coloured stripes in Project 
CARS’ logo represent career, solo, 
competitive online, and community. 
Career’s a no-go at this point in my build, 
but everything else is unlocked. Time 
trials let you select up to three different 
leaderboard ghosts against which to race, 
and the ability to filter by control setup 
evens the playing field nicely, while 
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 PLAYED IT  The community driven racing game finally hits top gear.

PROJECT CARS

 Le Mans has room for 
a whopping 55 vehicles, 
all trading paint and 
screeching tyres 

Imagine 55 of these
things. Do it. YOU CAN’T
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community events offer great scope for 
future daily and weekly challenges here. 
Currently there’s just one: an opportunity 
for players to showcase their Brands Hatch 
hot laps in the Ariel Atom.

 Multiplayer showdowns, meanwhile, let 
players direct their own race weekends. 
These weekends are essentially playlists in 
which you queue up different tracks, 
conditions, practices and rules and then 
play through them without ever having to 
see the (admittedly stylish) menu screen.

Indeed, the game keeps its intimidating 

sim roots well hidden beneath an appealing 
aesthetic of lady narration and electronic 
rock. Head into the tuning setup and 
you’re hit with a wealth of possibilities. 
There are options to change tyre 
compound (softer compounds trade faster 
wear for enhanced grip, so select slick tyres 
for dry weather and grooved tyres for wet), 
tyre pressure (decrease to counteract under 
steer), and brake ducts (opening them cools 
the brakes faster but increases 
aerodynamic drag). You can save setups for 
easy access.

There’s a danger in pointing your ear too 
far in the direction of your community, 
however. Feedback helps, but mind the 
vocal minority. I’ve charted Project CARS’ 
changes, and the game you see today 
doesn’t appear drastically different to the 
one I had in my Steam library a year ago. 

Maybe I just don’t appreciate that 
Slightly Mad calculates the physics in 
Project CARS 600 times a second. That the 
volumetric throttle system checks ambient 
track temperature to determine how much 
torque is available. That there are three 
coupled simulation models on the tires – 
one for the carcass, one for the tread, and 
one for the contact patch, and that heat 
transfer simulation handles flow between 
tread layers, rim, wheel well and brakes. 

Or maybe Slightly Mad span its wheels 
listening to hobbyists and backseat drivers. 
While it’s shaping up to be the PC’s 
premier driving sim, the game isn’t the 
revolution it might think it is. What does 
all that technical stuff mean to Jonny Car 
Game? Not much if you just like driving 
fast. Thankfully, Project CARS has that. 
And if you want to be a geek about it? 
Project CARS has that too. 
Ben Griffin

GPS tags ensure every setting matches  
local time, climate and constellations.

The rain effects are 
particularly evocative.

Driving gloves. It’s a look
that says “I’m in control.”

Classes include road touring,
GT and adorable karts.
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Sony Online Entertainment’s entry 
into the multiplayer zombie survival 
genre got off to a somewhat rocky 
start in January with login issues, 

server outages, and more than a few 
demands for refunds, but the paid alpha for 
the eventually free-to-play H1Z1 is now 
underway and we’ve had a healthy taste of 
what it’s dishing out.

Similarly to DayZ, you spawn into H1Z1’s 
zombie apocalypse wearing jeans and a 
T-shirt and carrying only a few starter 
items: a flashlight, some flares, and a few 
gauze bandages. While you explore the 
extensive abandoned landscape, food and 
drink must be consumed, weapons found, 
and supplies scrounged from decaying 

buildings and rusting 
vehicles. The inventory 
system for managing 
gear is simple and 
sensible, and there’s a 
crafting pane for easily 
slapping together tools, 
weapons and other items. 
Voice chat is proximity 
based: you can only be 

heard by other players if you’re in their 
vicinity.

Zombies typically congregate around 
buildings and towns but currently don’t feel 
like much of a threat: it’s simple to lead them 
away from the area you’re trying to loot, and 
you can easily outrun even the swiftest of 
them. Their AI occasionally misfires, 
leaving them standing around harmlessly as 
if they’ve suddenly gone deaf and blind. I’ve 

seen this happen with wildlife such as bears 
and wolves, too. 

Unlike DayZ, where player encounters are 
relatively uncommon except in certain 
popular cities, it’s unlikely you’ll go very 
long without running into someone else in 
H1Z1. Chalk that up to common spawn 
zones and a high player-count on most 
servers. While this makes it easier to find 
people to interact with, it also serves to 

severely lessen the tension and excitement of 
player encounters.

When you start a new character, it’s tied 
to the server you created it on. This mostly 
makes sense – you don’t want players 
gearing up on low-pop or private servers 
and then bringing all their loot elsewhere – 
but having to start a freshie every time you 
visit a new server, not to mention having to 
find a name for your new character that 
hasn’t already been taken, is a bit of a 
nuisance and the reason why my latest 
character is named ‘arrrrgh4’. 

There are a number of different server 
modes, including a hardcore mode where 
your character is completely wiped when 
you die (typically, you’ll retain the crafting 
recipes you’ve learned), one for PvE play 
only, and a Battle Royale mode where 
players fight each other to become the last 
man standing.

Most of the combat I’ve been in thus far 
has been melee with fists, sticks and axes, 
and it’s a fun but sloppy routine of clicking 
the mouse as fast as you can and hoping you 
win. I’ve used a shotgun and bow a few 
times, and the ranged weapons are simple to 
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 PLAYED IT  Sony’s zombie sim is more accessible but less tense than DayZ.

H1Z1

Hungry? 
Eat flashlight.

 Wolf howls and  
elk bleats sound 
mournfully from the 
darkened woods 

I get it.
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an airdrop, paid for with in-game currency 
bought with real cash, which results in a 
plane passing slowly overhead and dropping 
a supply crate via parachute. Airdrops take 
several long minutes to arrive, and the noise 
of the plane and a column of smoke alerts 
other players on the server to the dropzone, 
creating a focal point for mayhem as 
everyone congregates to fight zombies and 
each other over the container. What’s 
actually inside the crate is more of a 
problem. 

In one, I found a shotgun with 12 shells, a 
military backpack, a landmine and two 
first-aid kits. The ability to purchase 
weapons and ammo through 

microtransactions is one Sony initially 
promised wouldn’t be a part of H1Z1, and its 
reversal on that stance led to such an outcry 
that the publisher began offering refunds to 
fans who pre-purchased the game. While 
Sony is making tweaks to the airdrops to 
make game-changing loot a bit more rare 
and harder to obtain, it doesn’t seem to be 
abandoning the practice altogether. I don’t 
think it’s a complete balance-breaker – any 
player can claim the loot, even if they didn’t 
order the airdrop themselves – but it’s 

definitely a thorny issue that is going to 
require a lot of work to get right. I hope they 
figure it out: the battles over the airdrops 
provide a real spark to a game that mostly 
consists of hours of quiet, and often dull, 
exploration.

H1Z1 is currently in paid alpha form on 
Steam, but will be free-to-play when it is 
officially launched. 
Chris Livingston

 I hope they figure 
airdrops out: the battles 
over them provide a 
real spark to the game 

handle if a bit inaccurate. The world you 
fight in, sad to say, is incredibly drab. There 
are towns and neighbourhoods to visit and 
loot, but nothing that feels authentic or 
lived-in, and the wilderness is similarly plain 
and unmemorable. The sound design, on 
the other hand, is very well done: wolf howls 
and elk bleats sound mournfully from the 
darkened woods, rain drums realistically on 
rooftops while you skulk through buildings, 
and there are occasionally distant, haunting 
sounds that will have you wondering if 
you’re listening to a zombie wheezing in the 
forest or just a trick of the wind.

H1Z1’s most contentious feature is also, 
unfortunately, its best. Players can call for 

Careful. He’s got a 
loaded flashlight.

You’re aiming at him, right?

One improvement over
DayZ: the inventory.

Hey! That’s my 
stuff! Mine!
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PC 
Gamer 

grapples onto
the absurd chaos
of JUST CAUSE 3
and won’t let go.  
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looking at a piece of concept art 
pinned to a window in Avalanche’s 
Swedish studio. It shows a beautiful 
Mediterranean beach glowing in the 
afternoon sun. Then I look past it, 
out of the window, and see that it’s 
snowing heavily outside. It seems 
strange that a series famous for its 
tropical picture-postcard settings is 
made in Stockholm and New York: 
two cities known for their brutal 
winters. But then that’s what Just 
Cause is all about: escapism.

“Just Cause gives you that feeling 
of being twelve years old,” says 

the same time, it’s not as wild as, say, 
Saints Row. This is intentional 
according to Lesterlin: “Compared 
to other open-world games, we push 
more towards the sandbox. But as 
outrageous as it is, we’re still 
grounded in reality in a lot of ways. 
Take the wingsuit. It feels real 
because it’s fast, and when you hit the 
ground it’s a little aggressive. But 
you can fly for long distances 
without losing momentum. I think 
when you get too absurd it damages 
your sense of escapism.”

The wingsuit joins the parachute 
and grappling hook as a means of 
getting around the massive map, and 
it’s a thrill to use. At any time during 
a grapple or parachute drop you can 
switch to it, and its physics are so 
ridiculously floaty that it almost feels 
like flying. Being able to transition 
between these three modes of 
transport makes traversing the new 
setting of Medici a joy.

The map is the same size as in the 
previous game, but I can tell 
instantly that it’s a more interesting 
environment in terms of layout and 
geometry. The area I start in 
features a town resting on the top of 

 It’s the perfect 
playground for the 

new wingsuit 

Roland Lesterlin, game director. 
“You almost have the mind of an 
adult. You understand the world. But 
everyone’s taller than you. The 
moon is bigger. The stars are big. 
You get into a car and it’s big. It’s this 
sense of wonder and learning new 
things. New smells, new tastes. And 
games have a unique ability to give 
us that emotion.”

Just Cause 3, he says, is built with 
this feeling in mind. A world of 
possibilities that rewards inquisitive 
players, and coaxes you to prod and 
experiment with its systems. But at 

Medici began life 
as a series of vivid 
concept paintings. 
Then the artists 
brought it to life in 
the game engine.
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a cliff, a dramatic, rocky coastline 
with caves carved into it, and a huge 
enemy base like an oil refinery built 
into the side of a mountain. It feels 
much more sheer and vertical than 
the Panau of Just Cause 2: the perfect 
playground for the new wingsuit.

I spend a good chunk of my time 
with the game just floating around, 

soaring through rocky arches and 
under bridges. If you start to slow 
down, just grapple onto a nearby 
piece of scenery and give yourself a 
quick boost. Because that’s science.

The Just Cause games have always 
had stories, but they’re remembered 
more for their sandbox worlds. I ask 
Lesterlin if story is still important to 

them: “The sandbox came first,” he 
admits happily. “The narrative is fun 
too, of course. We had fun making 
it, and it’s silly and campy and we 
don’t take ourselves seriously. I hope 
people have fun with the story and 
meeting the new characters, but we 
really wanted to create that joyful 
sandbox first.”

The freedom of the sandbox, and 
size of the world, enables missions to 
be open ended, and there won’t be 
any set way to finish them. “Our 
missions aren’t scripted in a way that 
you can do anything in them that 
you can’t also do in the open world. 
But we will provide opportunities to 
do fun things, because we know 
where the player is going, and we can 
set cool things up.” 

Even so, Lesterlin wants players to 
try things out and experiment, and 
says that watching QA testers has 
proven to him just how many ways 
there are to complete objectives. 
“They’ve finished them in very 
different ways.”

Just Cause 2 is a curio in that it’s 
still selling well to this day on PC. It 
regularly appears in the Steam 
charts, four years after it was first 
released. This is thanks to the 
modding community, and especially 
the famous mod that added 
multiplayer to the game.

“I started making games by 
modding,” says Lesterlin. “ I 
remember being eight and editing 

LOCO MOTION How to use Rico’s new wingsuit

Grapple
Fire your grappling hook at 
a surface and reel the cable 
in. Press the tension button 

to reel in faster.

Parachute
Hit the parachute button 
to get some lift and start 

floating.

Wingsuit
Then hit the wingsuit 

button to ditch the ‘chute 
and start flying

Crumbling ruins 
give the world a 
sense of history 
that previous 
games lacked.

You can tether pretty much
anything to anything.
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the text files of a game so there were 
swear words in it. Then I started 
trying to do things that were more 
advanced. It started out as cheating 
for me, seeing if I could find a way to 
break the game systems. Then I got 
into machinima. I actually saw a Just 
Cause 2 video where someone had 
used the game engine to make a film. 
It was set in the mountains at night, 
and it was like a thriller or a horror 
movie. I see that kind of 
inventiveness and I love it.”

Lesterlin considers it an honour 
that players want to spend their 
personal time messing with his 
games. “The guys who made the 
multiplayer mode spent two years on 
it, just because they loved it,” he tells 
me. “If we’re lucky enough to get 
that same kind of support with  
Just Cause 3, that would be great. 
We’re trying everything to make 
sure it’s possible.”

He also sees streaming and 
YouTube playing as potentially 
being a big part of the word-of-
mouth success of Just Cause 3. 

“You’ve got Steam’s new streaming 
feature, and Just Cause 3 is just 
perfect for that. Everyone wants to 
watch an amazing Just Cause player. 
You see some of the things they do 
and you can’t believe it.”

“I can’t wait to watch that first 
person who uses the wingsuit to go 
from the top of the mountain, all the 
way down to the ocean while staying 
just a metre off the ground. You 
know that people are going to come 
up with these amazing routes, 
soaring through caves and out the 
other side. It’s like how people were 
flying planes upside down in Just 
Cause 2, two inches from the water, 
under every bridge, in one go.”

My favourite new feature is being 
able to tether multiple objects. Better 
yet, you can now control the tension 
of the tethers. Chased by a 
helicopter, I stuck a tether on it, and 
attached the other end to the 

ground. A squeeze of the tension 
button and it ploughed violently into 
the earth. I also had way too much 
fun attaching groups of NPCs to 
cars and pulling doughnuts, 
watching their bodies flail wildly 
through the air. The potential for 
physics-based mischief is even 
greater than it was in the last game.

The Avalanche team is huge, and 
spread over two cities, but they’re 
still very much an indie studio. I ask 
what their development process is, 
and how they come up with their 
ideas. “We have a very flat 
hierarchy,” Lesterlin says. “Everyone 
on the team, from QA and design to 
sound, art and tech... every single 
one of them knows games. We 
average quite a lot of years in the 
studio. We’re talking seven to ten 
years of making games, and some of 
the biggest games ever made. They 
know what makes a game great.”

SCORPIO RISING Meet the hero of Just Cause 3

Name Rico Rodriguez
Place of birth Medici
Alias Scorpio
Affiliations The CIA, The Agency
Skills Espionage, toppling dictatorships, defying physics

Once a member of the CIA, Rico has abandoned the US 
government to travel to his home country, Medici, and 
overthrow its ruthless dictator, General Di Ravello. 

Avalanche describes him as “James Bond, Mad Max, El 
Mariachi, Wolverine, Tony Montana and Han Solo rolled into 
one, with a touch of Enrique Iglesias to top it all off.”

The wingsuit is useful
for making a quick exit.
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As I’m playing, I stumble across a 
weapon that can lock onto multiple 
targets, then fire eight rockets at 
once. The havoc it causes is 
exhilarating, and a new ‘cascading 
destruction’ system means that 
blowing one thing up will likely 
cause a chain reaction that will blow 
another dozen things up. The 
explosions in Just Cause 2 were 
impressive, but these are on a whole 
other level. I spent some time 
planting C4 on the big oil rig base I 
mentioned earlier, then sat back and 
watched the whole thing fall to 
pieces. It’s not quite Red Faction levels 
of destructibility, but it’s close.

I mention the rocket gun to 
Lesterlin. “That was dreamed up by 
a coder. He came to us and said ‘Hey, 
I have this idea.’ And we instantly 
said ‘Yes! That has to go in the 
game!’ This is a highly collaborative 
project. It takes a lot of work to 
polish a game this size. Our people 
need to maintain their passion, and 
one of the ways you do that is by 
listening to their ideas.”

One of the biggest changes to the 
Just Cause formula in this new game 
is that you can now call in supply, 
weapon and vehicle drops at any 
time, without having to spend any 
money. Anyone who spent a virtual 
fortune on a plane in Just Cause 2, 
only to immediately slam it into the 
side of a mountain, will rejoice at this 
news. But to ensure the game doesn’t 
become too easy, Avalanche has also 
upped the difficulty and the 
reactivity of the AI.

“If you took an armoured, missile-
launching chopper into a base and 
spammed it with missiles without 
taking damage, it would take away 
the joy,” says Lesterlin. “So our AI 
guys have been working hard to 
balance that by introducing things 
like anti-air guns and heavy enemies. 
If you get into some tough military 
vehicle, we’ll send in RPG troops to 
counteract it. That way you 
constantly have to shift your 
priorities and tactics.

“This makes attacking bases more 
fun. Maybe you’ll wingsuit into a 
base and use your guns, then grapple 
up to an enemy helicopter and 
suddenly you’re in an air battle. The 
more varied the game is, the more 
fun it is.”

Looking at the snow falling 
outside, I wonder if the Avalanche 
team have ever thought about trying 
a setting that wasn’t quite so sunny 
and idyllic for Just Cause 3. “We had 
a lot of ideas about where to set the 
game, but one of the things that 
makes Just Cause feel like Just Cause 
is that it’s set on an archipelago. You 
can fly away from the map and it’s all 
ocean, for miles. That gives us a 
natural boundary for the world.”

Sparkling, azure water has always 
been a big part of the magic too. “We 
love water. Water is beautiful, and 
we’re working on some really nice 
rendering where you can see 
underneath it. When you see that 
crystal clear ocean, you just want to 
hang out there. It’s the middle of 

 I stumble on a 
weapon that fires eight 

rockets at once 

Few open-world 
games have used 
a Mediterranean 
setting like this.

Towns on cliffs 
were hard to 
make, but views 
like this made the 
effort worth it.

Rico helps the rebels take
on the military.



winter, I’m in Sweden, and it’s cold 
outside, so it’s nice to be in a vacation 
spot!” Water physics will make boats 
more fun to use, and Avalanche is 
working closely with Nvidia to make 
it look super pretty at the same time.

“We picked the Mediterranean, 
and when we were looking for 
inspiration in other games we 
realised there just weren’t that many 
set there. It’s difficult to build, which 
may explain this. There are towns on 
cliffs and curvy roads. There’s a 
reason why a lot of open worlds are 
grids. Everything’s at right angles. 
Now we’re dealing with curves and 
cliffs, but the art team have been 
doing some amazing things to get 
the vibe right.”

“The new setting also has a sense 
of history previous games didn’t. 
Some of the earliest recorded history 

has been found in the 
Mediterranean.” This is something 
I’ve noticed while flying around the 
map. As well as modern towns, I spot 
ancient Roman-style ruins jutting 
out of the landscape. There’s also a 
huge snow-capped mountain in the 
distance. The developers 
acknowledge there aren’t any of 
these in the Mediterranean, but 
decided to take artistic licence in the 
interests of fun. You can, of course, 
climb to the top.

“The first region you start in is 
going to be pretty dense,” Lesterlin 
says. “There’s lots of towns, 
outposts, military bases, challenges, 
side activities and random events. If a 
rebel spawns near the military, 
they’re going to fight each other. 
This gives you a sense of the conflict 
going on in this region. But there’s a 

lot of open space, particularly 
towards the north of the map. When 
you reach that part of the game, 
you’re going to be using jets. We 
want density where we need it, but 
we also need a big world too.”

The PC was incremental in the 
success and continued popularity of 
Just Cause 2, and Avalanche knows it. 
“For PC gamers with really big rigs, 
the game is going to look pretty 
spectacular. But it’ll still look OK on 
a mid-range machine too. We love 
PC games. I play a lot of them. So we 
won’t ignore the fact that there’s 
such a big modding community out 
there. We want to give back to them 
as much as we can.”

Just Cause 3 is shaping up to be 
pretty special. Everything feels 
slicker and more polished than in 
the last game – even at the early 
stage I played it at. Combining that 
varied, vertiginous world with the 
new wingsuit and destruction 
physics could make this the most 
thrilling open-world sandbox on 
PC. And if the modders get 
their hands on it, it should 
have longer shelf life 
than most, as well. 
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Medici is a much 
more vertical 
setting than 
Panau or San 
Esperito.

The night lighting has been
massively improved.

It’s faster and floatier
than Batman’s cape.

Rico’s love of car-surfing
has carried over.



JUST CAUSE 3

 For PC gamers 
with really big 
rigs, the game is 
going to look 
spectacular 

An abundance 
of air vehicles 
means the map 
has to be really, 
really big.
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E Y O N D  

t’s a total conversion 
for a four-year-old 
game,” read PC 

Gamer US’s rundown 
of Nehrim: At Fate’s 
Edge, when the Oblivion 
mod clinched the 
coveted Mod of the 
Year award in 2010. 

“But Nehrim is so 
impressive that it 
was a contender not 

just for best mod, but for best RPG.”
Such are the lofty standards that 

German hobbyist group SureAI 
works to, its total conversion mods 
feel less like add-ons or additional 
content indolently tacked onto 
games post-release, and more like 
entirely new releases. 

Nehrim received plaudits across 
the board, including four separate 
Mod of the Year accolades from 
ModDB. It was praised for its 

RELEASE 
2015
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 An Elder Scrolls total conversion, E NDE RAL: TH E 
SHARDS OF ORDE R could be the most professional 

mod ever made. By Joe Donnelly 

    K Y R I M

detailed plot, its mature political and 
sociopolitical themes, and its 
extensive landscapes. 

Enderal: The Shards of Order, 
SureAI’s upcoming Skyrim total 
conversion, aims to be bigger still. 
“Enderal is almost as big as Skyrim,” 
Nico Lietzau, one of SureAI’s team 
leaders, tells me. “There are a lot of 
areas to explore. In terms of 
exteriors, there are different climate 
zones: a desert, a forest, heathlands, 
mountains, all with different 
vegetation and climates, there’s a lot 
going on. And of course there are 
many, many dungeons.” A mod of 
Skyrim quality that is almost as big as 
Skyrim itself. And it’s out this year. 

We’re in good hands. SureAI has 
been casting its modding magic 
since the team’s inception in 2003, 
when a small group of Bethesda 
enthusiasts came together out of a 
common love for the freedom and 

Nehrim and Enderal exist in their 
own extensive universe, separate 
from those dreamt up by Bethesda. 
They have their own lore, their own 
characters, their own political and 
economic infrastructures, their own 
intricate game systems. 

The group operates along similar 
lines to a professional development 
studio. Although many of the 
peripheral personnel work remotely 
around the world, SureAI is now 
based in an office in Munich, which 
houses the ten-strong core team. 
Lietzau notes that in conjunction 
with studying game design at 
university, he sometimes finds 
himself sinking 40-60 hours of work 
per week into Enderal’s development. 
And most of the team treat SureAI as 
their main job, even though the 
majority of them hold down ‘real’ 
jobs elsewhere – most of which are in 
and around the games industry, but 

 Enderal is almost as big as Skyrim. There are a 
lot of areas to explore... there’s a lot going on 

atmosphere conveyed by that 
publisher’s sprawling sandbox 
worlds. Having met through the 
German modding community amid 
the fanfare surrounding Morrowind, 
SureAI originally consisted of two 
teams: one working on its debut 
project Myar Aranath; another on a 
second Arktwend. Upon completion 
of the first mod, the Aranath team 
dissolved, its members fusing with 
their Arktwend counterparts to  
move forward as a united front.  

Team effort
SureAI may be a hobbyist group 
working for free, but regimental 
organisation and rigorous 
professionalism rank just as highly 
with the team as the standard of the 
games they produce. Although 
inspired by and running on the 
engines of previous Elder Scrolls 
games, Myar Aranath, Arktwend, 
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ENDERAL: THE SHARDS OF ORDER

some as far afield as architecture and 
full-time parenting.

“With Enderal we started planning 
before 2011, before the [Skyrim] 
creation kit was released,” explains 
Johannes Scheer, another of 
SureAI’s leads, and one of its 
founding fathers. “After Skyrim we 
did some pre-production, where we 
set the scope of the project, first 
drafts of the story, and features we 
wanted to change. We do change a 
lot of the gameplay, as a matter of 
fact, and then we just work to a rough 
production plan.”

Features are realised one by one, to 
see if they’re still fun to play once 
implemented. “If they aren’t, we 
discuss and see what we can do to 
make it more fun. As opposed to a 
normal game production, we already 
have assets to start building levels 
right away, so we can start all the 
departments at once. We start 
building the world, the quest 
designers start working away, and 
once the quest script is written they 
start implementing it. That goes on 
for a long time and we try to play it as 
much as we can along the way.” 

Enderal takes place two and a half 
years after the events of Nehrim, and 
although newcomers can expect to 
jump aboard with little difficulty, 

recurring characters and nods to its 
predecessors await those more 
familiar with the lore of the series. 
The aftermath of Nehrim has sunk 
the land into civil war, forcing the 
game’s protagonist to flee to the 
isolated continent of Enderal. Very 
quickly, however, it becomes clear 
that all is not well and that a ‘red 
madness’ has taken over the minds of 
Enderal’s inhabitants. 

Rise and fall
The protagonist begins to have 
surreal and disturbing dreams in 
which he happens upon the 
theocratic Order of Enderal. He 
learns of ‘Cycles’ – passages of 
civilisation which see its citizens live, 
prosper, and then miraculously 
disappear without trace. It’s all very 
dark, but Lietzau makes clear that’s 
it’s not as black and white as it may 
first appear on paper. It’s not as 
simple as putting rest to a ‘demon 
army’ which The Order appears to 
represent – rather Enderal’s plot is to 
be multi-faceted, ominous, and 
complex with no immediately 
obvious friends or foes.  

What makes Enderal different 
from Skyrim besides this surrogate 
storyline? Perhaps the most obvious 
transformation is the mod’s 

overhauled class system, which itself 
adopts a modified version of SkyUI, 
the community-made improvement 
of Bethesda’s user interface. 
“Basically the intention was to make 
a class system which is more 
traditional, but still has all the 
advantages of a sandbox skill 
system,” says Lietzau. “While in 
Skyrim you could basically skill 
every perk that was there, in Enderal 
you have nine classes and every class 
improves two skills. You can 
specialise in two, perhaps two and a 
half classes. That means you kind of 
have to commit yourself to a path, 
and we did this to create a sense of 
identity for the player.” 

Another significant change is the 
omission of Skyrim’s signature 
Dragonshouts. Given that Enderal’s 
protagonist is not the Dragonborn, 
this change is hardly surprising, but 
it will change the feel of the game. 
Special skills known as ‘Talents’ 
stand in the place of shouts. Every 
class has two Talents that can be 
unlocked via the assigned perk tree, 
which allow the player greater 
variety in combat. In developing 
these, the player’s combat style will 
ultimately reflect their class.

Levelling up in Enderal is different 
to Skyrim in that SureAI has 
completely disabled the native 
‘learning by doing’ protocol, instead 

Damn fog, I bet the 
Myrads are cancelled again.

Maybe there’s an 
alternative route?

 You have to commit yourself to 
a path. We did this to create a 
sense of identity for the player 
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WHAT A WONDERFUL WORLD The politics of Vyn 
allowing players to gain traditional 
experience points by killing 
monsters, completing quests, 
exploring locations, and possibly 
even by being witty in dialogue 
scenarios. Once the player has a 
certain number of experience points, 
they can level up. A single Skill Point 
is also provided at this stage which 
can be transferred to the class tree, 
and thus work towards buying the 
player new Talents. 

“There are also Learning Points 
and Craftsman Points,” adds 
Lietzau. “Learning Points can be 
used to advance your skills with 
trainers – it’s a little different from 
the trainers in Nehrim because in 
Enderal you can buy books from 
trainers, meaning you don’t have to 
go back every time you level up. 
Instead you can buy, say, five books 
that train your one-handed skill, but 
you must have the Learning Points 
to consume them.”

Players also have Craftsman 
Points, which operate in a similar 
fashion. “While we thought things 
like speechcraft in Skyrim were 
hardly ever used – players tended to 

1 Myar Aranath
A harsh island mainly 

consisting of swamps and 
forests. The uprising of the 
evil magician Zoras has left 
the inhabitants of Myar 
Aranath devastated. 

2 Arktwend
For centuries, ancient 

gods battled to claim 
the land now known as 
Arktwend. Peace holds true 
for now, but a resurgence 
may be on the horizon.

3 Nehrim
Divided into three 

realms, plus the ancient 
Kingdom of Treomar. An 
inter-realm power struggle 
fuels war as Treomar now 
lies in ruins.

4 Enderal
A mysterious madness 

has gripped the inhabitants 
of the isolated continent. 
But does the ominous Order 
know more than it’s letting 
on? (Yes, obviously.)

1

Enderal’s locations are as 
detailed as those in Skyrim.

2

4
3
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Lose your frisbee here 
and it stays lost.

consider points too precious to use 
on things like this – in Enderal you 
can use your CPs to increase your 
crafting skills, or your speechcraft 
skill. I think it’s also safe to say that 
this system makes crafting and skills 
like speechcraft a lot more useful.” 

Slick oil
These are major, cultured changes 
and it’s easy to get bogged down in 
the finer intricacies without seeing 
them firsthand. To put things into 
context, SureAI demonstrates 
Talents in action. By pulling from 
the ‘Trickery’ and ‘Vagabond’ 
disciplines respectively, you’re able 
to combine a flask of oil with a 
flame-tipped arrow, so I watch as 
deep within a dingy catacomb 
SureAI’s player character smashes a 
jug of oil against the floor, catching 
an unsuspecting enemy’s attention 
in the process. The enemy charges, 
only to slip on the oil spill and 
tumble to the ground. A precise shot 
from the hero’s bow ignites the oil, 
toasting everything in the vicinity – 

enemy included. 
This mix-and-match mentality 

echoes the Plasmid system of 
BioShock, and Lietzau assures me a 
vast array of combinations await 
keen conceptual connoisseurs. He 
admits that it is also possible to sneak 
your way through dungeons, 
avoiding foes whilst hugging the 
shadows – but when there appears to 
be so much scope and so much 
potential in this nuanced combat 
system, why would you not want to 
get your hands dirty?

My conversation with Lietzau and 
Scheer eventually leads me to two 
burning questions I have to ask. 
Firstly: if this is a game rooted in 
Skyrim, aesthetically, if nothing else, 
do SureAI think they’ve made a 
better game?

Scheer laughs, almost as if he’s 
surprised that I’ve asked, but at the 
same time surprised that it’s taken 
almost an hour of chatting for the 
question to come up. “Well I’d say 
we definitely succeeded in delivering 
the same standard of quality,” he 

offers diplomatically. “Enderal plays 
like a triple-A roleplaying game and 
this is something we’re very proud 
of. In terms of if it’s better – that 
really depends on the player. As I say, 
we have a different focus, the focus 
on the whole world just feels 
different. I think it’s up to the players 
to determine if they enjoy it more or 
less than Skyrim but I think we 
definitely succeeded in making 
something comparable to Skyrim.” 

I’m not surprised by the 
conservative response. First and 
foremost these guys are Skyrim 
fanatics, and it would be 
uncharacteristic for them to criticise 
their core inspiration. Nevertheless 
they’re clearly very passionate about 
their own game. They’ve worked 
incredibly hard on Enderal – and on 
all of their projects – and know that 
the best way to definitively answer 
the question one way or another is to 
release the game into the world and 
let the public decide. 

Staying committed
This leads me on to my second 
question: as a hobbyist outfit 
working for no pay, how do they  
manage to work so hard, and yet stay 
so motivated? 

“It actually works pretty well for 
us,” Lietzau says, “but in general, 
non-commercial projects are always 
very hard to realise because people 
lose their motivation so quickly if 
they’re not getting paid for it. If 

An ominous Institute 
building. 

Now where’s
that troll?
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WHO NEEDS DRAGONS? 

people don’t depend on it, some can 
be really unreliable. We’ve had a lot 
of bad experiences with people 
coming into the team and promising 
to do a lot of stuff and have then just 
left. We now have very complicated 
application procedures, so that 
doesn’t happen too often, but it is 
very hard to keep people motivated.” 

He pauses for thought. “For us it 
works because first of all, through 
the years of development, most of 
the people who are not committed 
leave anyway, so the rest remain. 
We’re also very tight and work as a 
team, and we try to keep everyone – 
even if it’s someone who has just 
applied – involved in the process, 
because it’s important to feel as 
though you’re contributing 

something of your own – especially 
when working non-commercially. 
This keeps people motivated for a 
long time.” 

For those familiar with Nehrim, it 
may come as a surprise to learn that 
SureAI had in fact envisioned an 
even more ambitious project than 

what came to be. Ultimately they 
were governed by limited time and 
resources. Nonetheless, Nehrim set 
the bar extremely high as far as total 
conversion mods go, not least for 
themselves and successor Enderal. 
ModDB has preemptively awarded 
their Skyrim conversion Best 
Upcoming Mod for the last three 
years running, all before even a sniff 
of a release date. 

Even now that tentative ‘2015’ date 
isn’t nearly as specific as it could be, 
but given SureAI’s track record, not 
to mention the quality of what 
they’ve shown off so far, Enderal is 
almost certain to make good on it. 
Should this be the case, SureAI’s 
plan is to make the jump to fully-
fledged professional independent 
development studio.

Until then, developing a game 
based on Bethesda’s game engine 
and legacy, SureAI are standing on 
the shoulders of giants. But they’re 
doing so wearing a damn flashy pair 
of Daedric boots. 

Fast travelling made easy: Myrads are  
your ride or your ruin

Saddle up
Instant fast travel as we know 
it is out. Instead the standard 
mode of getting around is to 
hitch a ride on a Myrad.
  
A myriad
Myrad towers are dotted across 
the map where players can hop 
on and off at will. Unlike real 
public transport, the journey can 
be skipped by the impatient. 

Goat, see?
Myrads are new to SureAI’s mods 
and they look weird. Look at that 
goat head and the dead-eyed 
stare. The dead four-eyed stare.

Wild at heart
Don’t be fooled by the smile: 
feral Myrads roam the wild and 
won’t think twice about giving 
you a serious kicking. Think of 
them as angry taxis.

Finishing the last of the 
milk made Bones upset.

Enderal is full of ruins 
and IKEA floor lamps.

 I think we definitely  
succeeded in making something 
comparable to Skyrim 
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From 
amateur 

league to the 
world stage: one 
team’s journey 

through 
competitive 

SMITE. 
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SMITE
What you need to know.

What is it?
FIve-on-five lane-
pushing with a 
mythological theme. 
Unlike League of 
Legends or Dota, Smite  
is played from a third- 
person perspective  
and requires players  
to aim manually.

How is it played?
The current metagame 
favours active, 
aggressive play from  
the very beginning,  
with games typically  
won by whichever  
team can secure an  
early gold, kill and 
experience lead.

How does it work 
competitively?
Matches tend to be 
best-of-three or best-
of-five, with a drafting 
phase at the beginning. 
In addition to each 
team’s five gods, 
captains can ban three 
characters from play.

Who can enter the 
tournaments?
Anybody can enter the 
amateur Challenger 
Cup, while the Pro 
League is restricted to 
qualifiers. Regional 
finals dictate which Pro 
League teams enter the 
World Championship.
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t’s January 11, 2015, the last day of the Smite 
World Championship. Titan and 
Cognitive Prime face off for a grand prize 
of $1.3 million, the third-largest sum in the 
history of competitive gaming. This is the 
inaugural international Smite tournament, 
held in Atlanta. It begins with a little 
theatre: lights up on a booth in the Cobb 
Energy Centre’s sweeping gallery, where 
Titan stand, waving to the cheering crowd. 
Their captain, Nate ‘Ataraxia’ Mark, draws 
holstered finger-guns. Points for style. Half 
a year ago, he and his team were amateurs.

Five months earlier: August 17, 2014, the 
closing stages of the EU Play In. Agilitas 
face Exposed Secrets for inclusion in the 
Smite Pro League. A single game to 
determine who deserves a clear shot at the 
European Regionals. Agilitas are at a 
disadvantage from the opening moments  
of the game, and Exposed Secrets are in 
control. They invade deep into Agilitas’s 
territory, pushing almost as far as the titan 
– and if the titan is destroyed, it’s all over. 
Agilitas lose two of their three phoenixes, 
their last line of defence; and, as they 
regroup, Exposed Secrets extend their lead. 
The next fight is a disaster, leaving only 

Agilitas’s support player, KanyeLife, to 
defend. Exposed Secrets ignore him and 
focus their fire on the titan, and as it falls 
they claim their place in the Pro League.

Agilitas are relegated to the Challenger 
Cup, a series of short tournaments that 
anybody can enter. In their evenings, they 
practise against squads from the Pro 
League, but their day-to-day competitive 
life takes place in the amateur bracket.

“I always felt we were a pro-level team,” 
Ataraxia tells me. “That’s who we practiced 
against. That’s who we beat every night.”

Agilitas was, for Ataraxia, an attempt to 
take talent and turn it into a professional 
gaming career. It’s a dream that a lot of 
competitive gamers share but a transition 
that few manage to make. In e-sports, as in 
traditional sports, the difference between a 
professional and a skilled amateur is a 
narrow one, to do with circumstance as 
much as ability. You need a sponsor and a 
support network to enable you to train to 
win, but you need to win to find a sponsor 
and a support network. Only a tiny 
percentage of players ever unpick that knot.

Agilitas’s response was to approach the 
Challenger Cup as if they were already a 

The Cobb Energy Centre:
normally a concert hall.
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professional squad, to bypass the double-
bind facing aspiring players by building 
their own support structure the hard way. 
They had, prior to the EU Play-In, taken 
the unusual step of bringing in a full-time 
coach – Job ‘CaptainCoach’ Hilbers.

Hilbers had just set up his own team and 
wanted to be a competitive player in his 
own right. Taking on a support role 
without pay was a big step. “It was a hard 
decision to make,” he explains. “In the end, 
I figured that as a player, I wasn’t where I 
needed to be – but as a coach, I might be 
able to provide what the guys needed.”

It was an appointment that required a 
particular combination of humility and 
ambition. For CaptainCoach, it meant 
accepting a less flashy route into the 
professional scene. For Agilitas, it meant 
acknowledging that they would be better 
with outside help. “In my head, I’ve always 
had this idea of what a coach should do,” 
Ataraxia says. “They are incredibly 
important – they unlock potential.” The 
team developed a strategic method that 
involved using CaptainCoach’s position 
outside of the core team to attack their ideas 
from the perspective of an opponent.

The system worked. Agilitas enjoyed an 
undefeated run for weeks, and their lead 
gave them a shot at the Wildcard. The two 
bottom teams from the Pro League and the 

spreadsheet for tracking the performance 
of every single team playing competitive 
Smite in Europe at the time. Where their 
opponents relied on intuition and 
theorycraft to draft their rosters, Aquila 
began to develop a science. In-game, five 
players executed strategies that seven 
people developed backstage.

Competitive Smite is often a game of 
aggression. Aquila’s North American sister 
teams, COG Prime and COG Red, win 
matches off the back of phenomenal 
individual and collective ability in pure 
combat. The example they set for the rest of 
the scene was this: get your opponent on 
the ropes and knock them out, hard.

Going into the Wildcard, Aquila’s 
approach to Smite had shifted. They 
stopped chasing bloody 15-minute victories 
and started looking into strategies that 
controlled the tempo of the match. Playing 
this way requires collective calm as well as 
clear communication.

“It came from Bird,” Ataraxia says. “He 
drilled in the idea of discipline. We take a 
small victory and we snowball it really 
slowly and carefully. We build an advantage 
but don’t give them a chance to win it back.”

The approach won them the Wildcard, 
an upset that relegated Team Coast and 
pushed European favourites SK Gaming 
into second place. Three months after 

“ Taking on 
a support 

role without 
pay  was a 
big step”

top two from the Challenger Cup would be 
set against each other to give the latter a 
second chance at the European Regionals. 
CaptainCoach approached e-sports 
organisation Cognitive Gaming, who 
already sponsored two North American 
squads. His bid was successful and Agilitas 
became COG Aquila.

Meanwhile, Ataraxia had started working 
with a community member, Omgimabird. 
Through that relationship, Aquila gained 
the second part of their ad-hoc professional 
apparatus – an analyst. Working at first for 
free, Bird produced a formula-driven 

The pressure on stage
is enormous.

Spectacle is a big part
of live e-sports.

Smite’s community
bolstered the prize pool.

3000 people gathered
for SWC 2015.
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their relegation to the Challenger Cup, 
Aquila had managed to get hold of the 
bottom of the professional ladder.

At the European Regionals in Cologne in 
November, the team was tested in an LAN 
environment. All seven met in real life for 
the first time just a week before the event, 
arriving in Germany early to practise.

“When we got to the Regionals, we 
played like crap,” Ataraxia says. “We lost 95 
per cent of our practice games. We were 
really upset and nervous going in.”

This was not the Aquila that had beaten 
SK in the Wildcard – it was the Agilitas 
that had lost the EU Play In to Exposed 
Secrets, now Fnatic. Their confidence was 
in tatters.

“The big thing wasn’t our scrim record, 
though,” says Ataraxia. “It was the coaches. 
Whether we win or lose, they balance the 
emotion. In a prolonged series, the way Job 
manages people is essential. I think that’s 
what a lot of teams are missing.”

their revenge over Fnatic with a 3-2 victory. 
In the final, they went 2-0 against SK. The 
kings of the amateur league had not only 
just earned their place at the Smite World 
Championship, but had established 
themselves as the best team in Europe.

“There’s something that just clicks, and 
we’ll either be the best team or the worst 
team,” Ataraxia says.

Aquila then received an offer from Titan, 
a major e-sports organisation based in 
Singapore. Newly rebranded, team Titan 
went to Atlanta with an unusual reputation. 
On one hand, this was a squad with a 
reputation for taking down top-level teams. 
On the other, their LAN record was 
inconsistent. In terms of raw skill, most 
analysts would place the European second 
seeds, SK, ahead of them. They’d earned 
their place in the pro scene, but retained 
their underdog status.

I bump into Titan in the hotel lobby 
shortly after arriving in Atlanta. I ask how 
practice is going. “Great!” Ataraxia tells 
me, grinning. “We’ve lost nearly all of our 
games. It’s just like Germany.”

The first day reflects that inauspicious 
start. Titan’s opening match is against 
OMG, the highest-ranked Chinese team. 
China has only had access to Smite for a few 

Behind the scenes, CaptainCoach and 
Omgimabird worked to hold the team 
together prior to their first proper match, a 
quarter-finals best-of-three against Cloud9. 
On stage for the first time, however, the 
nerves returned. A lack of coordination on 
Aquila’s part cost them the first game.

Game two was worse, before turning into 
one of the biggest upsets in the history of 
competitive Smite. In a now-infamous error 
of judgement, Cloud9 failed to press an 
advantage that would have kicked Aquila 
out of the tournament, leaving their titan 
with 10 per cent of its health. This time, 
KanyeLife was able to defend – rebuffing 
C9’s invading minions with Ares, buying 
Repikas space to land a devastating series of 
kills as Kali. Nerves had almost cost Aquila 
their professional hopes for the second 
time. They wouldn’t let it happen again.

Something shifted. Cloud9 crumbled 
before a resurgent Aquila in game three. In 
the best-of-five semi-final, Aquila claimed 

“ Game two 
turned into 
one of the 

biggest 
upsets in 

pro Smite ”

Community events are
popular, too.

The auditorium filled up
for the grand final.
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dramatically shifts – a ten-kill advantage to 
Titan – and then it’s over. The Challenger 
Cup amateurs are going to the grand final.

January 11, 2015. Day three. Lights up on 
a different booth in a different part of the 
gallery, where Cognitive Prime wave to the 
cheering crowd. Their hunter, 
BaRRaCCuDDa, is from Georgia. This is 
his hometown, more or less. They have not 
travelled as far as Titan to get to this stage, 
but they have overcome their own share of 
obstacles – not least finally claiming victory 
over COG Red in the semi-finals.

After the two captains shake hands, Titan 
– including CaptainCoach and Bird – 
return to the centre of the stage and huddle 
together for the now-familiar ‘all in’ 
gesture that they’ve turned into a kind of 
statement: we are a team. This time, 
however, they open the circle up to 
include the audience, who respond warmly 
to it. I’ve been to a lot of e-sports events and 
seen a lot of nationalism, particularly in the 
USA. There’s very little of that here. It’s a 
receptive, enthusiastic crowd.

There is also a profound sense that any of 
a number of teams could have occupied 
these spaces. COG Red. SK Gaming. 
OMG or WLB with more time. I’ve chosen 

months. Although Titan win the game, 
OMG demonstrate what a threat they 
might be with more experience. They play 
with notable discipline and an incredible 
sense of timing, making Titan work for 
their victory.

Titan’s second game that day is against 
Cognitive Prime, a match that will 
determine which team gets to skip straight 
to the semi-finals. It is one-sided. Prime are 
the single most experienced team on the US 
scene, and even though they have a history 
of losing to their younger sibling, COG 
Red, they have been the team to beat since 
the beginning. Here, they demonstrate 
why. Their midlaner, MLCSt3alth, forces 
Titan out of the game with a dominant 
performance on the mage Scylla.

Day two, in the quarter-finals, Titan face 
the Brazilian team We Love Bacon. It 
begins close but Repikas’s playmaking 
Thor is able to keep Titan firmly in the 
game. They win a decisive victory in the 
centre of the map thanks to PrettyPrime, 
and from there the journey to WLB’s titan 
is a short one. The second game of the best-
of-three is a defiant statement. Titan are a 
different team. That ‘click’ happens, 
whatever it is, and they seize a huge kill 
lead. They fight hard from the very 
beginning of the game and do not relent.

Titan progress to the semi-finals and a 
match against SK Gaming, the team that 
won 18 of their 20 mutual practice matches. 
Most of the analysts I speak to have them 
down as the team that could beat Cognitive 
Prime. Few favour Titan’s chances.

No kills are on the board eight minutes 
into the first game. It’s not so much passive 
as controlled – Titan work to edge SK out 
of the game slowly, denying them the 
strong start they want. As fights begin, the 
trades are relatively even but Titan stay 
ahead on vital objectives. In these 
circumstances, the ‘even’ trades belie 
Titan’s advantage. Against a team that 
specialises in winning fights, they make 
fights mean less. Dramatic plays by Ataraxia 
and PrettyPrime close out a steady first win.

“Against SK, we were us – we were Titan,” 
Ataraxia says. “They were slow games but 
they were always going in one direction.”

Game two is the same story. At the 
beginning, Titan invade deep into SK’s 
territory. It’s even but they’re confident. 
There’s more fighting this time. SK focus 
on forcing Titan away from major 
objectives, and do so successfully for a time. 
KanyeLife is still in control of the pace of 
the game, however, creating openings for 
Ataraxia, PrettyPrime and Repikas to 
exploit. Confrey takes on his solo-lane 
opponent ManiaKK and wins. Momentum 

“ OMG  play 
with  

incredible 
timing ”

Titan’s pre-match huddle
has become a regular sight.

COG Prime: veterans
of competitive Smite.

Hinduman and dmbrandon :
long-running Smite casters.
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to focus on the story of a single team here, 
but there are as many stories in e-sports as 
there are players.

Game one of the best-of-five opens with 
a dance party in the mid lane, to the delight 
of the crowd and commentators. It’s a 
reminder that these players respect each 
other, whatever else happens, and that 
e-sports are still games, to a degree. The 
effort and feeling and money at stake is 
real, but it’s still fun to make your god-
wizard jump around in circles with all of 
the other god-wizards.

The beginning is passive for a moment, 
then flares into violence. Titan overcommit 
to a first blood attempt and lose four people 
in the first few minutes – a disastrous start. 
They’re nervous. As the game continues, 
Prime maintain a lead roughly equivalent 
to that initial advantage. 6-3. Later, 11-5. 
14-7. 17-7. Titan are holding on by their 
fingertips, but it is not enough.

Game two. MLCSt3alth has Titan’s 
number. The opening is worse, this time: 
three to nothing by seven minutes. COG 
Prime have control of the jungle, and get 
what they need out of every encounter. For 
the second game in a row, Andinster’s 
Thor is a huge issue, dropping the hammer 

– quite literally – anywhere that Titan show 
weakness. By 21 minutes, the scoreboard is 
21-1 in Prime’s favour. There’s little Titan 
can do to defend. It’s over.

Best-of-fives are typically decided by the 
first two games. Either team will establish a 
strong lead or the teams will trade victories 
back and forth. In any form of competition, 
the hardest thing to overcome is the notion 
that you’ve already lost. At this point in the 
series, I believed that Titan had already 

lost, and the commentary desk were acting 
as if they had. I suspect the only people who 
didn’t think so were Titan themselves. It 
was CaptainCoach and Bird, in the green 
room between matches two and three, who 
created the conditions that allowed Titan 
to become something different: a team that 
loses but is better off for it.

Nonetheless, they look understandably 
nervous at the start of game three. They 
have Thor themselves this time, but he falls 
early to MLCSt3alth’s Scylla. They claim 
Athena in return. 1-1. Another engagement 
in the right-hand jungle ends indecisively. 
MLCSt3alth’s Scylla gets away with a 
fraction of her health, but Ataraxia sees an 
opening. He runs from the left lane into the 
jungle, still half a map from the fight. He 
activates Rama’s ultimate, leaping into the 
air with three manually aimed arrows to 
fire. One connects and MLCSt3alth falls, a 
blind shot from deep downtown. It’s 
arguably the kill of the entire tournament. 
There is nothing remotely slow or steady 
about it: this is the beginning of Titan’s 
aggressive return.

“It was a one-in-a-million thing,” 
Ataraxia says. “For me, landing that shot 
was a big deal in terms of momentum.”

Some get more excited
than others.

“ Game one  
opens with 

a dance 
party ”

Titan looked confident
on the walk in...

...but the games themselves
were a stiff challenge.



The next encounter goes Titan’s way, as 
does the one after that. 6-2. Their lead 
extends. 9-5. 14-5. 16-7. Repikas’s Thor is 
everywhere. A double kill in the final siege 
to PrettyPrime. 23-8. Prime’s titan falls. 
The set goes to a fourth game.

In the opening games, Cognitive Prime 
focused on KanyeLife in the banning phase 
of each draft. Identifying the danger he 
posed, they almost always denied him his 
favourite gods. In game four, Titan pick up 
Athena – a character that KanyeLife plays – 
with the intent of actually having Repikas 
play her, effectively masking their strategy 
behind a player switch. This enables them 
to get Ares for KanyeLife, and it’s 
KanyeLife’s Ares that wins them the fourth 
game. They open well, nonetheless – first 
blood to Repikas – but Ares’ ability to both 
pressure characters one-on-one and 
control multiple gods during team 
encounters proves crucial. Two team-
crushing ultimates secure an early lead for 
Titan that they hold through bloody 
fighting. On the aggressive, KanyeLife and 
Repikas collectively pull Prime apart inside 
their base, ending the game.

For the first time I can recall, a team has 
evened out a best-of-five after dropping the 
first two matches. The final game will 
determine the Championship. Somehow, 
Titan’s talent for fighting from behind has 
carried them to the highest level of 
competitive Smite and the edge of the title.

This time, something gives way during 
the draft. Titan normally excel at out-
picking their opponents, thanks to Bird. 
They have a strategy, a plan for forcing 
Prime out of the Championship on god 
selection alone. They do not follow the 
plan. I speak to Ataraxia about it a few times 

afterwards: he does not remember the 
discussion they had. They ban Nox when 
they planned to ban Sylvanus or Ao Kuang; 
they let Ao Kuang and Sylvanus through 
into Prime’s roster.

“We’d got our thing. We’d got this. We’d 
won. And then we fucked up the draft so 

bad. To astronomical proportions,” 
Ataraxia says much later. “I’m still bitter 
about it. I really don’t think I’m ever going 
to get over this.”

Put it down to tectonic pressure. Put it 
down to the metagame. COG Prime have 
their dream line-up. PrettyPrime’s first 
blood is in defiance of what’s to come. The 
power of MLCSt3alth’s Scylla is matched 
by brutal burst damage from Andinster’s 
Ao Kuang. A 2-1 advantage to Titan 
becomes a 6-4 lead to Prime. 7-4. 9-6. The 
story of the first two games slowly repeats 
itself: desperate fighting against an 
insurmountable early lead, Prime smartly 
directing kills and experience to 
powerhouse gods that provide no room for 
a comeback. Titan trade heavily to secure 
scant objectives in the jungle. 16-6. 
MLCSt3alth ascendant, later to become 
the tournament MVP: a thunderous quad-
kill to him that leads to Titan’s phoenixes, 
their titan, the game, the Championship.

Cognitive Prime lift the trophy as worthy 
winners. Titan stay seated, for the moment. 
They’ve reached the end of this particular 
road, and are not where they thought they 
might be.

Every attendee of the Smite World 
Championship was given a goodie bag 
containing a Smite logo dogtag on a silver 
chain. Wearing it is a statement, maybe, but 
not a fashion statement. A few weeks after 
the final, as I’m talking to him for this 
article, Ataraxia asks me if I remember it.

“I’m quite a vain person and this is 
awful,” he says, pulling his dogtag out from 
the collar of his T-shirt. He loses a couple 
of style points. “I’m keeping this on as a 
reminder of how close we came. There’s so 
much more we could have done.” 

“ They look 
nervous at 
the start of 

game three”

The trophy is a giant
hammer. Why not.

Titan will stick together
for Smite Season 2.

SMITE: WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP
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Twenty conflict classics guaranteed to 
test the mettle and raise the morale of 

the discerning battle simmer. 
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 B
eware! Prolonged exposure to this dual-mode 
delight (turns are optional), and its siblings Red 
Thunder and Fortress Italy, may spoil your enjoyment 
of other, less rigorous WWII wargames. After a 
month or two of watching CMBfN’s death tractors 

trade shells, the shorthand that passes for armoured combat 
elsewhere can seem painfully crude. Battlefront approaches 
realism the way a bomb disposal engineer approaches a UXB. 
Weapon capabilities, armour thicknesses, force compositions... 
if you’re interested in the nitty-gritty of WWII land warfare, the 
CM titles are the best interactive encyclopedias money can buy. 
Fortunately, they work rather well as games too. Some fans 
still miss the randomly generated battlegrounds, bulging unit 
rosters and unscripted AI of the original trio, but progress in a 
visuals, spotting rules, infantry and artillery simulation make 
the shortcomings easy to bear. One day CM will get a strat layer, 
and grognards the world over will pinch themselves silly.

Battle of Britain II: Wings of Victory
www.a2asimulations.com/bob

Birth of America 2
www.ageod.com 

AGEod creations are an 
acquired taste well worth 
acquiring. Early on, the 

unconventional interfaces and swift 
auto-resolved battles in games 
such as BoA2 and Alea Jacta Est 
(both good starting points for series 
greenhorns) are likely to crease 
brows. Stumble on, however, 
experimenting and observing as you 
go, and eventually the fog will lift. 

Focused on the French and Indian 
War (1754-63) and the American 
Revolutionary War (1775-83), 
BoA2’s theme is as unusual as its  
game mechanics. None of the 
hundreds of cleverly differentiated 
historical leaders are more 
significant than General Winter. This 
is a game where exposure often kills 
more men than musket balls, and 
where irregular forces skedaddle 
back to their villages when the 
temperature drops. It’s a game of 
fort sieges and cheeky riverine 
invasions. Learn to love its quirks, 
and it probably won’t be long before 
you’re contemplating the weightier 
delights of AGEod’s American and 
Russian Civil War offerings.

Close Combat 2: A Bridge Too Far
www.closecombatseries.net

 L ong before Company of Heroes and Men of War started 
storming MG nests and petrol-bombing Panzers, 
Atomic’s Close Combat series was running amok with a 

hot Thompson, a pilfered Panzerschreck and a backpack full of 
pluck. Utilising a surprisingly sophisticated top-down tactics 
engine, the CCs boldly combined credible ballistics and true 
line-of-sight modelling with real-time action and brutally 
honest psychological simulation. Shells ricocheted, men 
cowered, PC tacticians purred appreciatively. Instalments 2 to 
5 are generally considered the apogee of the series (I’m 
particularly fond of A Bridge Too Far) but the relatively modern 
Matrix Games remakes (Iron Cross, The Longest Day, Last Stand 
Arnhem, Panthers in the Fog, etc,) also have their adherents.

Combat Mission: Battle for Normandy
www.battlefront.com

O
ther sims provide superior Spitfires, 
fluffier clouds and chalkier White 
Cliffs of Dover. What you get here 
that you can’t get elsewhere is a 
sense of the awesome scale and 

fearful asymmetry of many Battle of Britain 
engagements. One of PC simulation’s most 
evocative experiences is pointing the nose of a 
BoB2 Hurricane at a patch of sky seething with 

Luftwaffe bombers. The dread, the excitement, 
the knowledge that the swarm of Bf 109s flying 
top-cover will soon be snapping at your tail...  
emotions merge and tangle like furball contrails. 
Beautifully engineered AI routines ensure 
dogfights are sweaty, and a classic Rowan 
dynamic campaign gives every kill significance. 
Stukas just levelled the local radar station? Raids 
in that sector will now be harder to detect. 

http://www.a2asimulations.com/bob
http://www.ageod.com
http://www.closecombatseries.net
http://www.battlefront.com
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Falcon 4.0
www.benchmarksims.org

 T he history of this staggeringly ambitious F-16 sim is as 
long and wiggly as the Norwegian coast. Patches, 
politics, leaks, relaunches... the first choice facing any 

Falconer today is which of the community-enhanced versions 
of the game to choose. Whether you end up plumping for BMS, 
FreeFalcon or Allied Force (all have their pros and cons) you’ll 
need to study hard to get the best out of your high-tech cloud 
cleaver. Like DCS World, Falcon 4.0 at maximum realism 
settings is a switch-flicking, knob-twisting, button-dabbing 
ballbreaker. Flying is relatively simple; learning to navigate, 
refuel, utilise radar, deliver weapons and evade properly – 
that’s the real challenge. Where Falcon 4.0 parts company 
from its modern counterpart is in the campaign. There are no 
carefully arranged sortie sequences, no glib victory conditions 
or token representations of land war. Pilots participate in vast 
unscripted conflicts, swarming with potential prey and threats.

Command Ops
www.panthergames.com

 M ost wargames cast us as 
incorporeal control freaks – 
lunatic leaders determined 

to spell out every order and 
nursemaid every unit. The turn-free 
Command Ops is different. 
Australian AI master-craftsmen 
Panther Games provide a working 
command chain. You can dispense 
instructions on a unit by unit basis, 
but it’s far less exhausting – far 
more interesting – to issue 
commands via subordinate HQs. 
Give an underling a ‘Take that hill 
ASAP!’ or a ‘Defend that bridge at all 
costs!’ task (orders can be nuanced 
via a set of powerful doctrine 
buttons) and he’ll marshal his 
forces, work out appropriate 
formations and routes, arrange arty 
support, and move out. Should the 
original scheme prove impractical, 
HQs are smart enough to re-plan on 
the fly. It’s amazing stuff, and 
because the enemy is utilising the 
same sophisticated reactive AI, 
battles pulse and fragment 
remarkably plausibly.

 M
icroProse, Rowan, DID, Dynamix... 
most of the great flight sim studios 
of yore are now pushing up daisies. 
Just about the only veterans still 
around and still making serious jet 

and helo diversions are Muscovites Eagle 
Dynamics. Lately, ED have broadened their 
artificial horizons, becoming impresarios as well 
as artisans. Skies in the free DCS World now 

glitter with excellent third-party payware 
creations. Gratis aircraft like the Mustang and 
Frogfoot, and ED add-ons like the Warthog and 
the Black Shark, have been joined by MiGs, Hueys 
and Sabres built by outsiders. Anyone interested 
in superlative cockpit recreations, achingly 
authentic avionics, and top-notch flight models 
will find much to love here. Install the Combined 
Arms module and DCS World turns into a high-
fidelity Arma. First-person footslogging isn’t 
possible, but AFVs can be crewed, RTS-style 
attacks coordinated. Coming soon to DCS World: 
Nevada and Middle Eastern environments.

Enemy Engaged:  
Comanche vs. Hokum
www.eeechcentral.simhq.com

 L ike a faithful multi-role combat aircraft that stays in 
service long after its planned withdrawal date, EECH is 
simply too useful to retire. Fifteen years on from release, 

it still offers a peerless combination of realism, playability and 
campaign unpredictability. Yes, the dynamic campaign engine 
serves up a fairly simplistic ground war. Sure, the terrain will 
look awfully barren if you’re more used to Arma 3. But what 
other title lets you leap into the 3D cockpit of a Comanche or 
Hokum (thanks to modders, Apaches, Hinds, Black Sharks, 
Havocs, Vipers and Kiowas are also available) perform a quick 
cold-start, and go hunt AFVs, or reconnoitre or blitz an enemy 
base? FMs and avionics sit in the sweetspot between ‘Press E 
to increase altitude’ and ‘After two hours reading the manual I 
still have no clue how to get this ****** off the ground’.

DCS World
www.digitalcombatsimulator.com

http://www.digitalcombatsimulator.com
http://www.benchmarksims.org
http://www.panthergames.com
http://www.eeechcentral.simhq.com


MARCH 2015     63MARCH 2015     63

Flashpoint Campaigns:  
Red Storm
www.ontargetsimulations.com

On Target tweaks the nose of convention by 
making turn lengths malleable in this 
’80s-era WWIII TBS. Failed to combat 

electronic warfare attacks and protect your HQ 
units? That’s why your ‘order cycle’ is now 70 
minutes rather than the 30 minutes it was at the 
start. Pea-soupy fog-of-war and debilitating 
order delays add to the delicious chaos. In the 
circumstances, it’s a blessing friendly units are so 
resourceful. Enemies are sharp too. Capable of 
speculative counter-battery fire, canny pontoon 
bridge building and cunning flanking 
manoeuvres, they ensure victories rarely come 
cheap. Imagine Eugen’s Wargame series had a 
slower smarter WeGo step-brother.

 T
he most impressive war 
machine to come out of 
Ukraine since the T-34, 
Graviteam Tactics is an 
Eastern Front RTS with 

a realism fixation and a campaign 
system to die for. One of its weirdest 
pleasures is wandering the 
battlefield after a engagement, 
studying the colour-coded impact 
arrows that sprout from wrecked 
AFVs. Campaigns are as predictable 
as swirling snowflakes thanks to the 
turn-based strategy layer that 
triggers battles. All GTOS veterans 
have stories to tell of chaotic night  
skirmishes and enemy tanks arriving 
from unexpected directions. Other 
campaigns can feel awfully stilted 
in comparison. DLC moves the 
action to Afghanistan (1979), 
Angola (1988) and the Kazakhstan/
China border (1969).

IL-2 Sturmovik: 1946
www.mission4today.com

W
orried about multiplayer mischief, 1C Maddox worked hard 
to keep aircraft modders out of this landmark sim. When 
the defences were eventually breached, the resulting free-
for-all turned an already compendious creation (IL-2: 1946 
includes Western European, Pacific War, Winter War, Med 

and Eastern Front content) into an Aladdin’s Cave of steeds and sorties. 
Bored of playing sky tig with Spits, Bf-109s and Zeros? Once augmented with 
gigantic mods like Dark Blue World and HSFX, IL-2 will let you frolic with 
Fascist biplanes above a troubled 1930s Spain. It will nod enthusiastically if 
you express an interest in catapult-launched Hurricanes and North Atlantic 
convoy protection. It will give a jaunty thumbs-up when asked if a weekend 
in twin-boomed Dutch Fokkers or Crimson Skies-style Shindens is a 
possibility. Simulations don’t come more cosmopolitan than this.

Open General
www.sourceforge.net/projects/opengeneral

 F or anyone into hexagons and Hetzers, the second half of 
the ’90s was something of a golden age. Talonsoft’s 
Campaign series was in full spate, Steel Panthers was 

raising the tactical realism bar, and the perky puzzle-like Panzer 
General was busy proving turn-based wargames still had 
popular appeal. PG II went on to inspire Panzer Corps and this 
massive free homage. The work of lone coder Luis Guzman, OG 
comes with dozens of fan-made ‘efiles’ – mods that whisk the 
warmongering to new fronts and new eras. There are clashes 
in the campaign folder you won’t have encountered in any 
other wargame. Bored of Overlord? Try a landing in Tanga, 
German East Africa, in 1914. Tired of tussling with Tommies and 
Yanks? Have a bash at the Berbers (The Rif War, 1921), the 
Austrians (Hungarian War of Independence, 1848-49) or the 
Chinese (Second Sino-Japanese War, 1937-45).

Graviteam Tactics: Operation Star
www.graviteam.com

http://www.graviteam.com
http://www.ontargetsimulations.com
http://www.mission4today.com
http://www.sourceforge.net/projects/opengeneral
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 U
GG feels like a sleeker, 
prettier incarnation of an 
earlier turnless American 
Civil War wonder, Sid 
Meier’s Gettysburg. As 

with SMG, enemy generals have 
palpable characters. Cunning, 
defensive, opportunist... pick a 
personality for your opposite 
number, or jab the ‘random’ button, 
either way, you’re guaranteed a 
lively and plausible scrap. Lines of 
tiny soldiers surge and pivot, flank 
and fall back. Caseshot-spitting 
cannons leave fields and thickets 
littered with corpses. An elegant 
control system (movement arrows 
are drag-daubed directly onto the 
terrain), a low price, and an unusual 
consequence-rich branching 
campaign, ensure UGG stands out in 
the wargaming crowd. There’s still 
balancing and some minor interface 
irritants to be addressed, but don’t 
let that stop you joining the fray.

 Some sunken-eyed sub sim veterans will 
argue Silent Hunter 3 should have occupied 
this berth. Like a Type VII’s ballast tanks, 

their arguments hold a lot of water. Intelligently 
modded, SH3 is a staggeringly strong sim: 
realistic, atmospheric, and – thanks to a 
freelance-friendly campaign – preposterously 
replayable. The Pacific-plying SH4 sneaks in just 
ahead of its Atlantic ancestor, mainly on account 
of its prettier vistas and vessels, superior crew 
management system, and taskable auxiliary 
units. The opportunities it affords to deliver 
commandos, recover downed pilots, and roam an 
ocean sprinkled with contested islands also help. 
Be sure to stow classy adjuncts such as Reel Fleet 
Boat 2.0 and Improved Stock Environment - 
Realistic Colours before leaving port.

Rise of Flight
www.riseofflight.com

 R
oF’s flyables are a splendidly antsy 
bunch. They bob. They squirm. They 
slip and shake. There’s a liveliness to 
the flight modelling that feels both 
appropriate and novel. Handsome 

plane models, well-appointed cockpits and 
brutal damage effects complement the feisty 
FMs. Wings Over Flanders Fields has the more 
salubrious singleplayer facilities and the more 
plausible AI (WOFF also doesn’t insist on an 
internet connection for campaign play) but this is 
the sim you turn to when you fancy some human 
opposition or an hour or two of contour chasing or 
spectacular stunting. 777 Sudios provides a Spad 
and Albatross free of charge for trial purposes. If 
the taster tempts, you’ve got various options. You 
can swell your hangar bit by bit by buying single 
plane DLC or you can opt for one of the two 
starter packs – Iron Cross or Channel Battles – 
each of which come with around nine extra rides.

Silent Hunter 4
www.subsim.com

 T his is the game you waft under the noses of 
wargaming agnostics and novices – the 
diversion you deploy when you just can’t 

face the chilly utilitarianism of NATO symbology. 
Charming, original, and tactically rich, Ace Patrol’s 
segmented sky skirmishes never involve more 
than half-a-dozen player controlled planes, and 
rarely take longer than ten minutes to complete. 
Much of the tactical texture comes from the 
clever way pilot experience and aircraft 
movement is represented. As fliers rack up kills 
and amass flying hours, you get to add new 
manoeuvres to their repertoires. More 
manoeuvres equals more dogfight options, more 
chances to get on the tail of that Albatross or limp 
home in that battered Pup. It’s a far more intricate 
game than its modest pricetag suggests.

Sid Meier’s Ace Patrol
www.bit.ly/acepatrol1w3kvIP

Ultimate General: Gettysburg
www.ultimategeneral.com

http://www.ultimategeneral.com
http://www.riseofflight.com
http://www.subsim.com
http://www.bit.ly/acepatrol1w3kvIP
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Wings Over  
Flanders Fields
www.overflandersfields.com

A t some point circa 2001, sim 
devs lost interest in 
sumptuous dynamic 

campaigns. “Too expensive to build” 
they chorused, “make do with this 
limp line of scripted scenarios 
instead.” Combat Flight Simulator 3, 
one of the last sims to ship with 
mobile frontlines and meaningful 
sorties, is the stout branch on which 
this singular, singleplayer 
pampering payware mega-mod 
roosts. You choose one of 370 
historically based Western Front 
squadrons, flying plausible 
randomly-generated missions until 
the Armistice arrives or the Grim 
Reaper reaps. Thanks to interesting 
mixed-ability AI, a nerve-fraying 
mechanical failure system, and a 
battlespace teeming with incidental 
activity, those missions rarely go 
according to plan. There’s not even 
any guarantee your kills will count: 
uncorroborated ‘claims’ sometimes 
fail to convince the tally-validating 
desk wallahs. Rise of Flight has the 
livelier flight models, but WOFF 
brings the 1914-18 air war to life more 
successfully than any of its peers.

 I f army approval, blue-chip ballistics, and an uncommonly civilised multiplayer scene 
are more important to you in a tank game than stunning views, bump-mapped beret 
badges, and bargain-basement pricing, then this is a sim you need to investigate. 

Despite the eye-watering price ($115) and the slightly musty visuals, dissatisfied 
customers are thin on the battleground. Users all seem to be too busy enjoying 
themselves inside scrupulously simulated treatments of AFVs like the Leopard 2, 
Challenger 2, Bradley and M1A1. Nine countries currently use SBPPE to train their tankers, 
the powerful scenario editor, multi-crew capability, and RTS-style map layer enabling 
coordination and command skills to be tested alongside shell-slinging proficiency.

 G
raviteam didn’t make a red rouble out 
of SF in the West. The 2008 Credit 
Crunch and a disappearing distributor 
saw to that. The more you play this 
gritty Ost Front tank sim, the crueller 

that seems. Panzer Elite SE has the theatre variety 
and superior interface, but SF models the 
claustrophobic brutality of 1940s armoured 
warfare with more conviction. Whether you’re 

nosing through birch belts in your Panzer IV, 
bowling towards trenchlines in your T-34, or 
navigating smouldering hamlets in your Matilda, 
the mingled sense of power and vulnerability is 
exquisite. Is that protuberance on the horizon an 
AT gun, a hull-down StuG, or merely a stack of 
timber? Best give it a 76mm prod just in case. 
Mods add WWII celebrities like the Tiger as well as 
less glamorous halftracks and tankettes. 

 Buy 2x2 Games’ friendly 2011 debut, and you 
get a design that understands that fuel was 
as important as bullets and shells on the 

Eastern Front in WWII. Where other operational 
offerings expect you to spend hours laboriously 
chipping holes in torpid enemy lines, UoC 
encourages rapid thrusts and bold  
breakthroughs. A simple yet resonant supply 
mechanic makes every offensive a fascinating 
gamble. As you scramble to secure VLs or pocket 
clusters of hostile units (those cut off from supply 
sources quickly weaken) one of the canniest AIs in 
the business is often attempting to pocket your 
pocketers. Due to tight time limits, campaigns 
can be a tad frustrating at times, but since 
component scenarios can also be enjoyed as 
standalone battles, that’s no reason to hang 
back. A sequel introducing amphibious landings 
and para drops is en route.

Steel Fury: Kharkov 1942
www.graviteam.com

Unity of Command
www.unityofcommand.net

Steel Beasts Pro Personal Edition
www.esimgames.com

http://www.esimgames.com
http://www.overflandersfields.com
http://www.graviteam.com
http://www.unityofcommand.net
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REVIEW

Avencast, originally 
released in 2007, is a blend 
of adventure, action and 

RPG, with some puzzle elements 
thrown in. Combat relies on 
chaining together the right spells to 
keep momentum going, and the 
spells you choose will determine 
your combat style – so, for example, 
‘blood magic’ will result in more 
melee-like attacks, while ‘soul 
magic’ offers a more varied arsenal. 
The emphasis is on avoiding the 
traditional click grind of an RPG by 
allowing you to mix things up. 

Your Avencast key comes courtesy 
of Bundle Stars, a retailer of  
Steam keys and value game bundles, 
including titles from Atari and 
Warner Bros. For more 
information, check out its website at 
www.bundlestars.com. 

How do I redeem my code?
This is a Steam key, so all you need 
to do is download the Steam client 
at www.steampowered.com (if you 
haven’t already) and select Redeem 
Code. The game will then appear in 
your Steam library.

Print edition
There should be a red card opposite this 
page with your codes on it. If it’s missing 
or looks like it’s been tampered with, tell 
your newsagent! If you have any problems 
at all, contact us via the address below.
 
Digital edition
Codes will be sent out to digital 
subscribers – including Zinio and iOS – by 
e-mail on the 28th February. If you’re 
reading on iOS, you need to opt-in to share 
information with the publisher when you 
subscribe in order for us to contact you. 
Sending out the e-mails takes a couple of 
days, so you may not receive yours straight 
away. If you didn’t opt-in or you’ve only 
bought a single issue, see below for 
further instructions.
 
Any problems?
Don’t panic! Send us an e-mail at 
pcgamer.giftageddon@futurenet.
com with proof of purchase – either a 
photograph of the magazine showing the 
code page, or a receipt for a digital edition, 
and we’ll send you a replacement code.

Where to find  
your codes

WWEWIEWVIEEVIREVRRRRERRRRRR WWWEWWEWEWEWVIEIEVIEVEVRERERRRERRRERRRRRRR

SAMUEL ROBERTS
EDITOR
samuel.roberts@futurenet.com
@SamuelWRoberts

“Fame! I wanna 
live foreverrrr...”

 ICE AND FIRE  If you like spells, swords and 
puzzles, Avencast has your name on it. 1
RISE OF 
THE MAGE

A vencast is an RPG that lets 
players choose their own style 
of attack. If you like pointy 

sticks that shoot beams of deadly light, 
this is for you. Avencast comes from 
Clockstone, creator of Bridge 
Constructor, which I played last year 
during endless viewings of Apocalypse 
Now. Good times!

Here’s plenty of hours of RPG to tide 
you over until big games start coming 
out again in March. Enjoy! 

http://www.bundlestars.com
http://www.steampowered.com
mailto:samuel.roberts@futurenet.com
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Has BATTLEFIELD: HARDLINE 
improved since 2014’s weak first 

showing? By Joe Skrebels



s metropolitan LA erupts into 
violence, I’m stepping into a lift.  
A calm, female voice intones ‘going... 
up’ with that strange, thoughtful 
pause reserved only for last-decade 
vocal-processing technology. As that 
final syllable emerges, the lift shakes 
dangerously, continuing for the 
duration of my winching up through 
Downtown’s most prominent spire. 
Far from the pristine lobby I entered 
from, the office I step into is 
devastated. A falling crane has 
carved a 12-storey wound into the 
opposite side of the building. 

As I take my first step into this 
headed-notepaper wasteland, a light 
fitting falls at my feet. I approach a 
room I now know well, shooting out 
the executive glass doors, and stop a 
moment to pick up an RPG stashed 
beside an antique desk. I force a 
serrated machete through the closest 
window, leap onto the wind-lashed 
window-washer’s gondola outside, 
pick an intersection and use one of 
my infinite number of parachutes to 
BASE jump onto it. I have plans, 
dreams of revenge and the weapon 
to succeed. As I fall, I arc a rocket 
into the concrete next to a passing 
police cruiser. As I land, still 

reloading, a 40-tonne truck hits me 
square in the back and I return to a 
spawn screen.

Battlefield: Hardline, perhaps more 
than any of its war-centric 
predecessors, is about that single 
moment. The skillshot, coincidence 
or mistake you wish you’d been 
recording; that event only your 
particular perfect rectangle of vision 
was there to catch. Perhaps it’s in the 
removal of the, well, battlefield. 
Stripped of that fiery context – the 
expectation that there should be 
constant screaming bullets, smoke-
frothing explosions and crouching 
enemies unexpectedly ramming a 
defibrillator into your guts – every 
ludicrous action suddenly seems a 
little more implausible, a tad funnier. 
Playing amid realistically bland 
Americana, this hyperactive war on 
crime seems insane, and those cop- 
movie-in-action events spectacular. 
It also makes the time spent waiting 
for those moments, or having them 
ruined, all the more disappointing.

But let’s look back. After last year’s 
Hardline beta, Visceral was left with 
some precarious remodelling to do. 
Players’ first introduction to this 
sideways step in the series – a take on 

action-movie silliness rather than 
the grandiosity of war – was a mixed 
bag, and the feedback was two-tone. 
On the one hand, the Dead Space 
developer had played it too safe, 
simply transplanting the expected 
Battlefield experience to a less-  
expected setting. On the other, its 
willingness to constrain traditionally 
gigantic multiplayer maps to tighter, 
taller areas removed some of the 
large-scale tactical interplay the best 
of Battlefield can offer. Oh, and on a 
jittery, sickeningly disembodied 
third hand, it also didn’t really work 
properly first time around. 

My closed-doors test of a new beta, 
the results of which many of you will 
have sampled by this point, couldn’t 
tell me much about that last point – I 
was locked in a sterile box filled with 
computers linked by a high-speed 
local connection and patrolled by 
brand representatives who would 
laugh overenthusiastically at even 
the least-remarkable kill, presumably 
to make me feel good about myself.

What the experience did prove, 
however, was that Visceral was 
making good on its promise to listen 
to community feedback after the last 
test – Hardline is both more unique 
and more tactical for the work 
performed since its previous public 
outing. The basic setup remains the 
same – teams form, choose their 
loadouts and set about a specific, 
violent task (and, mostly, ignore their 
designation of cops or criminals). 
The difference lies in the details. 
The audio has been improved, 
certain gameplay loops refined and 
maps tweaked. But perhaps the most 
important difference is how you now 
get your hands on the big guns.

Thankfully, heavy ordnance tends 
to be an unusual sight in your local 
town centre, and Visceral came to 
realise that should probably be the 
case in its down-home settings, too. 
While it’s still available, players can’t 
simply equip the kind of rocket- 
launcher that costs a few grand per 
trigger-squeeze any more – stripped 
from class loadouts, the big stuff is 
now scattered across each map, 
hidden in alcoves, under ramps or, 
yes, behind executive desks for some 
reason. It leads to a feeling more akin 
to Halo than Battlefield, tactical 
micro-climates that see players 

1 2 3 4



from both teams fatally squabbling 
over weaponry almost as much as 
they do choke points and objectives.

That’s never clearer than in the 
new Hotwire mode, a Domination-
on-wheels frenzy that sees two sides 
fighting over five vehicles, each 
driver earning their team points 
when travelling above a certain mph. 
Think Speed, but if Keanu and 
Sandra had each had a hefty e-sports 
sponsorship. There’s rarely been a 
more action-packed Battlefield mode. 
In a series famous for its slow-motion 
tug-of-wars, scrapping for tickets 
over huge stretches of land, to have 
five points of interest (and, often, 
spawn points) speeding around the 
map almost constantly, is a huge 
change in dynamic. 

Stealing an opposition vehicle is 
obviously the intention – cracking a 
few shots through a windscreen and 
nabbing whichever sedan, van or 

tanker you’ve just redecorated with 
blood is the safest way to turn the 
ticket-tide. More often than not, 
though, you’ll just want to blow them 
up, which leads to a new vehicle 
spawning elsewhere on the map for 
anyone to jack. My preferred tactic 
was choosing the Professional class 
(essentially a trap-laying sniper), 
dropping one of their tripmines on a 
particularly enticing ramp – and, 
with the addition of over-aggressive 
licensed music playing on car radios, 
ramps seem particularly enticing 
these days – then waiting for an 
unsuspecting thrillseeker.

It’s uniquely thrilling at its best – 
full-on, soundtracked car chases 
erupting at a moment’s notice, 
passengers leaning from windows 
taking each other out as wilier 
players line up the perfect shot with 
a bazooka, or try to suicide-land a 
helicopter on top of an enemy 

breaking the speed limit. But it also 
highlights Hardline’s biggest 
challenge – combatting the dry 
spells in between those moments. 
Against a lesser team, taking points 
in Hotwire amounts to simply 
driving in circles around a city. Or 
worse – one fun-sponge I played with 
found a car park and drove in circles 
around it for 15 minutes, racking up 
a winning score as they did. 
Visceral’s rush to give players a rush 
means that anyone not taking part in 
the action-movie theatrics often 
spends most of their time running 
towards them, before finding out 
they’ve since moved half a mile away.

Conquest mode fares better – 
where Hotwire turns new map Dust 

Bowl, a deserted desert town, into an 
open range for vehicular destruction, 
the now-traditional 64-player 
marathon becomes a tenser affair 
than we’re used to – and not just 
because no one can drop a mortar on 
your head from a kilometre away any 
more. Hardline’s squarer level design 
means that Conquest relies less on a 
team making their way down a 
string of holdpoints, and more on 
them being able to manage holding 
four or five of them in close 

 There’s rarely been 
a more action-packed 
mode than Hotwire 
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HOT AND NOT The ups and downs of a round of Hotwire

Everyone jumps 
in a helicopter, 
but you don’t 
get to drive or 

man a gun.

Thrills

0 5 10 15 20
Minutes

You paradrop 
from the chopper, 

entering a target car 
mid-flight.

KRS-One’s ‘Sound of da Police’ 
comes on the car radio, and you 

beep along to the beat.

A clip to the engine 
block disables your 
car, and you die in 

the fire.

All the target 
cars are taken, 

and you 
accidentally 

spawned at your 
home base. It’s a 

long walk.

A new target 
car appears, 

but someone 
gets to it first. 

Then runs  
you over. Still walking. Everyone else 

sounds like they’re having fun.

You find a machine gun in 
a kitchen, and fire it into 

the back of a van just as an 
enemy opens the rear doors.

Oh, your team’s 
won. That’s 

good, you 
suppose.

BATTLEFIELD: HARDLINE

5 6 7 8

Something something MICHAEL 
BAY MOVIE something.



proximity at 
any one time. Sniping 
becomes both more 
important and more 
visible, teamwork is 
everything, and 
ambushes become as 
frequent as front-on 
assaults (never more exciting than 
when a team enters a motel forecourt 
and six attackers pop up from 
windows to mow them down).

This does come with its downsides 
– as teams spread thin across 
multiple points, it’s far easier to find 
yourself taking an abandoned 
control point, happy to gain tickets 

as you grimace at missing all the fun 
happening elsewhere. Similarly, 
Visceral’s insistence that this should 
be the “fastest Battlefield ever” only 
means that arriving amidst an extant 
gunfight more than often results in a 
deathly slug to the sternum – vast, 
open spaces don’t agree well with 
twitchy speeds approaching Counter-

Strike level, basically.
A focus on speed could come to 

bear in areas I haven’t played yet. 
New modes Crosshair (a souped-up 
VIP-protection mode, in which a 
team of assassins has to take out a 
designated member of the defenders’ 
team) and Rescue (defending crooks 
are tasked with stopping the police 
from extracting their hostages) are 
both five-on-five skirmishes where 
players have a single life each. The 
idea certainly holds to a tenser, faster 
style, as well as offering Hardline the 
kind of variety in modes that 
Battlefield has often lacked.

But without seeing those modes in 
action, I can’t work out if that change 
is for the better – it’s hard to tell too 
much about the full scope of 
Hardline from a single, restricted 
snapshot. In a way, it’s its own 
Battlefield moment, a chance for us 
all to find something we want to talk 
about, without a sense of the full 
scope of things. We can take heart in 
the fact that Visceral moved in the 
right direction last time around – 
this is a better, smarter, sillier game 
than in 2014 – but whether this 
anecdote ends with the studio 
making the shot or getting hit by the 
truck, we’ve yet to discover. 
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1.  Bank Job
2. The Block
3. Riptide
4. Hollywood Heights
5. Growhouse
6. Everglades
7.  Dust Bowl
8. Downtown
9.  Derailed

Most of our E3 visits begin 
and end like this.
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Where’s this guy’s head?
You’ll find out.

very enemy in Titan Souls is 
a boss, and your job is to 
make them all dead. But 
with just one hit point and a 
single arrow for a weapon, 
that’s easier said than done. 
Don’t let those cute pixels 
fool you: this is a game made 
in the mould of Dark Souls. 

Forget carrot and stick: Titan 
Souls makes the stick out of carrot 
then pokes you in the eye with it. 

I ask lead designer Mark Foster 
what appeals to him about difficult 
games. “It’s all about overcoming a 
challenge. Dark Souls gives you 
these obstacles, and you have to get 

better by playing the game 
to overcome it. You can 
increase stats and stuff, but 
a lot of it is about your skill 
as a player. That’s the 
biggest similarity between 
Dark Souls and Titan Souls. 
we’re mostly skill-based.”

As well as From 
Software’s RPG, Foster 

Retro boss-brawler TITAN SOULS is not for
the faint of heart. By Andy Kelly
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A HISTORY OF HARD How Titan Souls stacks up against its diamond-tipped peers

counts the first Zelda game as a big 
inspiration. “If you play Zelda now, 
it’s harder than Dark Souls! It just 
throws you in without much 
knowledge of what’s going on.”

Dark Souls also informs the way 
Titan Soul’s story is told. “There’s a 
history to this world that you’re in, 
but you’ll only discover it if you go 
looking for it.” When you wake a 
titan, their name appears at the 
bottom of the screen in a strange 
fantasy language. Deciphering this 
seems likely to be a part of 
uncovering the game’s mythology.

The titans are a varied bunch, 
from giant blobs of goo that multiply 
when you shoot them and laser-
firing cubes, to stone giants with 
massive, pounding fists. Each has a 
pattern that must be learned, and 
although, like you, they only have 
one hit point, they often have several 
‘layers’ that have to be peeled away.

Boss building
I ask Foster about the process of 
designing such varied and 
imaginative creatures. “I start by 
thinking of a mechanic first. I 

thought about a rolling titan with a 
hole in it that you have to shoot an 
arrow into. But you wouldn’t always 
be able to hit it because that specific 
part of the sphere wouldn’t be visible. 
So I tried that out, and it worked.”

Not every idea is a winner, though. 
“Sometimes you get a titan out of 
these ideas, but sometimes you have 
to throw them away. We’ve made 
loads of titans that we’ve had to get 
rid of after a day because they just 
didn’t work.”

After the hero fires his single 
arrow, he has to either run over to it 
to pick it back up, or he can pull it 
towards himself telekinetically. If a 
titan hits him he dies, and you’re 

tossed back to a checkpoint and have 
to run back to the fight to try again.

“Titan Souls requires patience and 
perseverance,” Foster says. “When 
you die, you respawn at a checkpoint 
and have to run back to the fight. 
That’s supposed to incentivise you to 
be more patient in the battle, so 
you’re not trying to Rambo in and 
get the kill.”

Foster says the key to beating the 
titans is to concentrate on surviving, 
studying the pattern, waiting 
patiently for a chance to strike. I ask 
if he thinks the more impatient 
among us will be turned off by such a 
process, but he’s optimistic. 
“Because you only have one hit 

The pixel art has a
lot of personality.

Dark Souls Titan Souls Super Meat Boy Ikaruga The Binding of Isaac Castle Crashers

PUNISHING CHALLENGING

A HISTORY O

These stone fists squash
you like a bug.

This laser-firing cube is
tougher than it looks.
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point, it’s actually quite fast-paced, 
so people with short attention spans 
might enjoy it.”

Anyone who’s played the 
understated PlayStation classic 
Shadow of the Colossus will find Titan 
Souls more than familiar. That 
extends to the open world. “After the 
first temple, which is like a tutorial 
of sorts, the game opens up. It’s 
basically a big open world, and you 
can kill the titans in any order.”

“Each area has a theme based on 
classic videogame tropes – snow, 
lava, etc – and once you’ve killed 
every boss, a door to a new location 

opens up. The open world structure 
means that if you can’t kill a titan, 
you can leave it for a while, then 
come back and tackle it later. Each 
area has one titan that’s a shade 
harder than the rest.”

Titan Souls began life as a 
game-jam game, created for Ludum 
Dare. “The theme was ‘you only get 
one’. We met up before the jam and 
decided we wanted to make a top-
down game, and we wanted to make 
it about boss fights if possible.

“The first thing we came up with 
was the idea that you would have one 
arrow, and from that it felt natural to 
give our hero one hit point. When 
you’re hit, you’re dead. No enemy is 
going to do a different amount of 

damage or anything like that. It’s 
really cut-and-dry whether you live 
or die. The tension that causes in the 
fights is pretty great.”

Devolutionary
The team’s Ludum Dare entry 
caught the eye of Devolver, a 
publisher known for approaching 
developers on social media. “It was 
really weird how it all happened,” 
Foster says. “ They tweeted us and 
said they wanted to talk about Titan 
Souls. So we lost our shit and said, 
yeah, sure. We actually joked about 
Devolver picking the game up, and 
then it happened.”

I ask him how challenging it is to 
balance such a difficult game, 
especially when you’re still in the 
thick of development and know 
every boss inside out. “This is the 
most difficult part of designing the 
game,” Foster admits. “We play it a 
lot, and we’re really good at it. The 
developers of the Mega Man games 
were notorious for tweaking the 
game to be challenging for them. 
Then when actual players came 
along it was rock hard.

“So we try to get loads of people to 
play the game, sending out builds to 
friends to give us feedback. A really 

useful thing to do is just watch other 
people play. They react in different 
ways and do things you, as a 
developer, wouldn’t do, because you 
know the fight so well.” Through 
this process, Acid Nerve realised 
that the weak spots of some bosses 
weren’t as intuitive as they thought, 
and were changed as a result.

As well as using friends as a 
makeshift QA team, taking Titan 
Souls to shows like E3 also helped. 
“That was the first time we’d ever 
shown it to people, which was crazy. 
A jam game, and its first public 
appearance is at E3. We had people 
playing the game for four days, and 
we sat there taking notes. We were 
happy with the response, but I 
definitely tweaked a few numbers, 
like the speeds of things.”

Titan Souls is an intriguing game 
that marries charming SNES visuals 
with sanity-sapping, Dark Souls-
flavoured difficulty. It’s a hardcore 
test of patience, timing and skill that 
some people will relish the chance to 
tackle. But it remains to be seen 
whether it can capture the 
imagination of a wider audience, or 
the type of person who angrily 
tapped out of Dark Souls after one 
too many deaths. 

 You have one 
arrow. From that it 
felt natural to give 
you one hit point 

You need to kill titans
to open this door.
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THE HOT MAIL

Belly-up
I read Ian’s letter regarding 
Civilization in last month’s issue, 
and I had to throw my hat into 
the ring. I agree with Ian, but 
the worst aspect of the game is 
the flaky multiplayer mode.

I play with 2-3 players who  
I know. It starts OK – we play 
3-4 hours, then save so that we 

can go back to it on another 
occasion. It’s when we try to 
reload the game on the second 
occasion that it goes belly-up.  
I would say that 80 per cent of 
the time we have a problem 
with the game crashing when 
we try to reload. However, 
sometimes, we’ll retry it on 
another day and it’ll work.

Civ is by far the worst game 
I’ve come across for online 
multiplayer problems, to the 
point where we’ve given up on 
it. It’s such a shame, because it’s 
a cool game other than that.
Joe Reed

We received your email after the 
multiplayer had been patched in 
early December, Joe, and  
at the time of publication  
there’s been no further fix  
to Beyond Earth’s multiplayer. 
Sorry to hear you’re having  
a disappointing experience. 
Like Civ V, fingers crossed that 
consistent support from Firaxis 
over multiple years will help the 
game reach its full potential.
PCG

Taboo offence
Free-to-play is as much a 
blessing as it is a curse. Anyone 
can create a Steam account, 
load up Team Fortress 2 with  
a hacked client and ruin the 
game. They will have their  
account banned but, two 
minutes later, they can simply 
return with another account 
and start screwing everyone 
over again. And there’s no  
way to counter this, as banning 
the IP would result in 
cybercafes having problems, 
and many more repercussions 
that I can’t think of at this point 
in time. What can we do? 
Liam Acornley

With well over 22 million 
banned accounts on Steam, 
Valve is trying its best to 
combat cheating – sucks that 
it’s spoiling your experience.  
PCG

The long and 
short of it
Length. It’s a subject 

that preoccupies many a mind –  
is it too big? Is it big enough? And 
these are questions that apply to 
gaming, too.

Familiarity can breed contempt, 
as the once fresh and exciting 
becomes repetitive and bland. Is an 
over-emphasis on the length of a 
game driving us to a place where all 
the mechanics it has to offer are 
utilised way before the final curtain 
falls on the bloated campaign?

For me, a great recent example of 
a game striking the perfect balance 
between mechanism and duration 
is Metal Gear Solid V: Ground Zeroes. 
Not that it’s to everyone’s taste, 
mind you, with many gamers feeling 
that it resembles a demo. It offers 
easily 90 minutes of entertainment 
for its cost, though, which is the 
same value as a trip to the cinema.

Is the length issue best evidenced 
by the amount of games many of us 

fail to finish? Often, it isn’t because  
a game is bad, but because we’ve 
seen all that it has to offer and know 
that the remaining 20 hours will be  
a repeat of the previous ten. I’d prefer 
to have shorter games packed with 
new mechanisms that bow out 
before I get a chance to see the 
same level repeated over and over.
Stuart Catley

Ground Zeroes asks interesting 
questions about what we deem an 
acceptable length for a modern PC 
title. While there’s 90 minutes of 
campaign, there’s value in the 
extra missions after the story stuff, 
too. It’s an unconventional way to 
extend a game’s lifespan, sure, but 
Andy found it compelling because 
the game’s systems reward playing 
the additional missions, even if 
you’re in the same environment. 
The mistake that some developers 
make is that length automatically 
equals value, which is not the case.
PCG

Crashing, hacking and why size definitely matters.

 League. New season, 
new changes, new 
personal challenges. 
@Obscurica
You sound like Team PCG 
with fashion. Winter is a 
personal challenge.

 Currently playing 
Hearthstone – got  
into it a few months 
ago, but really trying  
to improve now. Stuck 
on rank 20, it seems,  
but it’s still fun!
@therealjshields
Hold on tight – it’s going 
to get worse and then it’ll 
never get better.

 I’m playing Divinity: 
Original Sin, and I think 
it’s the hardest RPG I’ve 
played in over a decade.
@Krud
It’s sure as hell a CRPG. 

 Shadow of Mordor  
– absolutely 
outstanding game. It 
beat my expectations 
by a whole age.
@AntPotato
Even with its dreadful 
story and pile of 
borrowed elements,  
it’s brilliant fun.

 Playing Elite 
Dangerous. It’s pretty 
immersive and forced 
me to order a HOTAS 
setup against my  
better judgement. 
@PIRATE_or_NINJA
A HOTAS setup is a sign 
you’re never looking back. 

 Elite Dangerous. 
Bought it after seeing 
three screenshots and 
the gameplay trailer. 
LOVE IT! Ordered a 
T-Flight HOTAS today.
@IamSolo
You ARE Solo.

 DayZ. 10/10 – it’s like 
Skyrim with hackers.
@DoctorWarband
But you can’t dragon 
shout, can you?

USER REVIEWS Civ: trouble online, it seems.

“Don’t sweat the weather,
we’ll be done in 40 minutes.”
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HOT TOPIC

What’s your 
favourite RPG ever?

USER REVIEWS

 Euro Truck Simulator 
2. Very engrossing 
game. Lots to do and 
loads of places to drive 
around. Kind of relaxing 
in a way, as well!
@TheKagestar
You’re speaking our 
language. Which also 
happens to be the 
language of Andy Kelly. 
Look for more on its 
American follow-up in a 
coming issue.

 I attempted to  
play H1Z1 on launch 
night. Attempted...
@Ky3217
So H1Z1 wouldn’t work  
on day one. How ironic.

 Morrowind! I bought 
the game after  
I finished high  
school and, over  
a decade later, it’s  
still my favourite!
@Mortechant
Hero. Who needs fast 
travel? People with not 
enough spare time, that’s 
who.

 Metal Gear Solid 
V: Ground Zeroes. 
Adaptive AI, great 
graphics, optimisable, 
replayability to the 
max... I love it! 
@SpalzdRust
Metal Gear belongs on 
PC. And now it is on PC! 
Which is handy when you 
think about it.

 Thomas Was Alone, 
again. It’s the only 
game that’s ever made 
me care about the 
characters. The writing 
is second to none, and  
it has some fun puzzles. 
@Bearsito
You developed feelings 
for rectangles. Games.

 Dangerous Elite. 
What’s not to love 
about creating your 
own story and purpose 
while traversing the 
dangers of space?
@StealthHazrd
Elite is only going to  
get better with 
the introduction of 
community goals.

 Baldur’s Gate II: Shadows  
of Amn and Throne of Bhaal. 

Amazing story and immense 
world. It is, in my opinion, the  
only instance where a sequel  
is better than the first one. 
Irenicus = best villain ever!
Jonas Ahlin

 Ultima VII: The Black Gate. 
Because: Story. Story. Story!

Christopher Santine

 Baldur’s Gate. Awesome 
plot, engaging gameplay, 

and it was my first real RPG.  
I grew up with that game. 
Glenn Thomas

 Knights of the Old Republic 
is BioWare’s best game to 

date. Dragon Age and Mass Effect 
are not far behind.
Kevin Wong

 Gothic and Gothic II:  still 
unmatched, these were 

games that you lived not played.
Jan Plánička

 That’s an easy one:  
Fallout 2. It’s possibly my 

favourite game of all time. 
Malcolm Hackney

 Dragon Age: Origins. The 
storyline, the character 

design... It’s just a well-made 
game all round.
Joel D’Andrea

 Dark Sun. I love the old- 
school D&D RPG games. 

You can’t beat a classic on PC  
like that.
James Selvidio

 I hate picking just one, but 
I’ll go for Final Fantasy VIII. 

It’s not the best game ever made 
but it helped get me through my 
parents’ divorce, so it has a 
special place in my heart. I also 
love the Mass Effect trilogy.
Ethan Burright

 World of Warcraft. I’ve been 
playing it since 2005. 

Everyone has something they 
like, and this is what I like! Yes,  
I have a life – I only play when 
time allows now, which is on 
average every other weekend.
Jannette Cravens

 I’d have to name a few, for 
various reasons. Ultima 3: 

Exodus is the very first RPG I ever 
played. That started my love for 

the genre. The Legend of Zelda 
was a huge leap forward in scope, 
at least for its time. And finally, 
The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind,  
as it defines RPGs to this day, 
offering massive, open-world 
freedom of exploration. Those 
three are tied for me.
Nicholas Colameo

 Guild Wars 2. It does so 
many things differently  

to every other MMORPG: how 
quests work, the combat system, 
how different weapons give you 
different abilities, the option  
to duel-wield weapons, the 
music, the art style. I love it all!
Nicholas James Boutot

 The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion. 
The side stories were so 

much fun. I know the graphics 
weren’t as good as they were  
on Skyrim, but I was way more 
addicted to Oblivion.
Dean Humphreys

 Baldur’s Gate II. Close 
runners-up would be 

Fallout 2, Planescape: Torment, 
Morrowind, Divinity: Original Sin 
and Wasteland 2.
Vijay Viswan

“I’ll get that damn squirrel
if it’s the last thing I do.”
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How we review
Wherever possible, we finish a game before finalising the review. 
We review each game on its own merits, and try to match it to a 
reviewer who’s a passionate expert in the field. The main aim of 
the reviews section is to help you make buying decisions. 

Alphas & betas
This means we’ll review any released alpha, beta, or 

otherwise unfinished game that you can currently pay for. For 
these games, we won’t assign a score, but we will tell you whether 
they’re worth your time in their current state.

Downloadable content
DLC might be hours-long new missions for a game, or it 

might be a single new item. Either way, if we think you want to 
know about it, we’ll review it.

They’re Back
Whenever there’s a bargain or re-release of a significant 

game, our expert will revisit it and tell you whether it holds up 
today. With jokes.

Our scoring system explained

THIS MONTH’S UNIDENTIFIED SIGNALS...

Let us know 
what you think

Get in touch via our 
‘Send’ section on page 
76 or simply tweet us 

your thoughts  
@PCGamer

Chris Thursten
Specialist in
E-sports, action
Currently playing
Elite: Dangerous
This month
Developed strong opinions
about gimballed weapons.

Andy Kelly
Specialist in
Adventure, action
Currently playing
Resident Evil
This month
Watched doors open. 
Fascinating! Atmospheric.

Tyler Wilde
Specialist in
Adventure, RTS
Currently playing
The Marvellous Miss Take
This month
Asked: but is it art? Then, 
stole it.

Samuel Roberts
Specialist in
RPG, action
Currently playing
Final Fantasy XIII-2
This month
Saw a rambunctious 
chocobo. Laughed. Cried.

Future 
perfect
Elite’s triumphant return is a good 

example of something we’ve seen a lot 
lately. Frontier has dug deep into the 
past and made real the game you 

had in your mind’s eye the first time 
you guided a vector-drawn Cobra 
into a spinning docking bay. That 
same spirit powers both Resident 

Evil HD Remaster and Grim Fandango 
Remastered: enhanced classics, 
reclaimed from the past. Not Final 

Fantasy XIII-2, though. It’s just late.

CHRIS THURSTEN
DEPUTY EDITOR
Chris.Thursten@futurenet.com
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REVIEW

00%-10% A game of absolutely no value. Are you playing 
one of these games? Take 3d6 emotional damage. 
Examples:  Big Brother

11%-39% Yikes. Technically broken, or so fundamentally 
flawed that it’s ultimately not worth any time or money. Bad. 
Examples: The War Z

40%-49% This game is functional, but majorly flawed  
and disappointing. 
Examples: Firefall, Star Trek

50%-59%  Mediocre. If it has any interesting ideas, they 
don’t work well. Might suffer from bugs or technical issues. 
Examples: Primordia, Painkiller: Hell & Damnation

60%-69% An interesting idea poorly expressed, or a 
derivative idea executed averagely. Comes with caveats. 
Examples: SimCity, Assassin’s Creed Unity

70%-79% Good, but not a classic. This score is a 
recommendation, just not a glowing one. 
Examples: Thief, Shadowrun Returns

80%-89% A great game with exceptional moments or 
features and touches of brilliance. 
Examples: Shadow of Mordor, Dragon Age: Inquisition

90%-94%  A compelling recommendation for most PC 
gamers. Ahead of its time and important to PC gaming. 
Examples: Dota 2, Jazzpunk, Alien: Isolation

95%-98% This is far and away one of the best games 
we’ve ever played, and we recommend it to the entire world. 
Examples: Half-Life 2, Minecraft, Spelunky

99%-100% Advances the human species. Life-changing. A 
masterpiece and more. Actively boosts the immune systems 
of nearby children and small animals.

The Editor’s Choice award is granted in 
addition to the score, at the discretion 
of the PC Gamer staff. It represents 
exceptional quality or innovation.

Find out more
www.bit.ly/pcgreviews

mailto:Chris.Thursten@futurenet.com
http://www.bit.ly/pcgreviews


80 Elite: Dangerous
86 Grey Goo
88 Grim Fandango Remastered
90 Final Fantasy XIII-2
92 Warhammer 40K Armageddon
94 Resident Evil HD Remaster
96 Scrolls
97 Tengami
98 The Marvellous Miss Take

100 Saints Row: Gat out of Hell

EARLY ACCESS
102 Nuclear Throne

THEY’RE BACK
104 Hogs of War
105 Shovel Knight
105 Tower of Guns
105 Runers
105 Redneck Rampage Collection

Tom Senior
Specialist in
RTS, action
Currently playing
Grim Fandango
This month
Saved the magazine with 
the pun of the year.

Ian Birnbaum
Specialist in
RTS, action
Currently playing
Grey Goo
This month
Discovered the joy of 
mobile bases.

Evan Lahti
Specialist in
E-sports, shooter
Currently playing
Counter-Strike: GO
This month
Gawked at AWPmanship. 
Appreciated a Deagle.

Tim Clark
Specialist in
Hearthstone
Currently playing
Hearthstone
This month
Hearthstone. Hearthstone?
Hearthstone! Hearthstone.

Phil Savage
Specialist in
RPG, MMO
Currently playing
Gat out of Hell
This month
Was gone when the 
morning came.

Jon Blyth
Specialist in
Retro, RPG
Currently playing
Shovel Knight
This month
Very much enjoyed the 
jumpy spade game.

Chris Livingston
Specialist in
Simulation, action
Currently playing
H1Z1
This month
Found a new apocalypse 
to suffer through.
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What is it? 
A vast sequel to the original 

space trading and 
combat game.

Influenced by
Elite, Freelancer

Reviewed on
Quad core CPU, 4GB RAM, 

1GB VRAM

Alternatively
X3: Albion Prelude, 69%

Copy protection
Online connection required

Need to know

 In part, Elite: 
Dangerous is great 
because it is boring 
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REVIEW

E
lite: Dangerous succeeds 
at much, but it isn’t 
finished. The game’s 
developer, Frontier, has 
drawn a line under the 

lengthy beta at a point where it is, 
arguably, feature complete – here is a 
space game where you can hunt, 
trade, pirate, smuggle and explore 
across a 1:1 model of the Milky Way 
– but where many of those features 
lack the depth that might give them 
meaning, or the variety that might 
reward lasting engagement. My 
experience of playing in this galaxy 
was defined by moments of 
exhilarating excitement contrasted 
with moments of emptiness, 
frustration and boredom.

In part, Elite: Dangerous is great 
because it is boring. This is a 
simulation, committed to its own 
part-science, part-fiction set of rules 
and game mechanics. It’s not 
interested in being a piece of 
entertainment you pick up and 
consume. Its Milky Way is a place 
that you inhabit, crisscrossed by 
ships that behave like real machines 
and governed by systems of trade, 
law and political power that churn 
away according to complicated, 
directorless algorithms.

Other games have attempted the 
same, but none have approached 
Dangerous’s degree of fidelity or 
visual spectacle. Every player will 
tell the story of the first time they 
discovered a dying star or saw a 
capital ship materialise in the middle 
of a heated battle. You will, whether 
or not you appreciate it, benefit from 
the extraordinary attention paid to 
the little things: docking 
animations, station detail, utterly 
extraordinary sound design.

It’s in this regard that Frontier’s 
work is demonstrably finished. They 
don’t need to do a better job at 
representing starship user interfaces 
than they currently do, nor do they 

really need to deliver on the promise 
of on-foot exploration of space 
stations or anything along those 
lines. What they do need is to 
expand the game’s capacity to 
generate stories about spaceships, 
and for those stories to have lasting 
meaning. I can demonstrate this by 
telling you a story about spaceships.

I found myself settling in an 
independent system called Psi 
Octantis. It’s on the fringe of 
Imperial space, around 70 light years 
from our home system of Sol, and 
unaffected by the ongoing slave 
revolt in nearby Sorbago. I came 

there to conduct my bounty-hunting 
business in a simpler climate, 
somewhere I’d feel compelled to stay 
while I built my reputation and 
credit balance.

The choice was part practicality, 
part personal taste. I wanted 
somewhere free from any of the 
galaxy-spanning governments, with 
enough money to generate profitable 
contracts and at least one fully-
equipped station. I found that in Psi 
Octantis, a system with two planets, 
Kanaloa and Kane, and a single 
station, Gernsback Settlement. 
Kane is a vast white gas giant, but 
Kanaloa is an Earth-like garden 
world with plenty of water.

Psi Octantis is governed by a 
corporation and as such is free from 
Federation, Alliance or Imperial 
control. The Empire has a presence, 
however, in the form of a regional 
splinter group called the Lords of Psi 
Octantis. Their influence isn’t high 
enough to shunt the sector towards 
Imperial dominion, but their ships 
are everywhere. 

Of the 400 billion star systems 
allegedly simulated, I chose this one: 
it had a pretty world, a story of fringe 
resistance waiting to be told, and a 
station named after the father of 
science fiction. Perfect.

Head hunter
Bounty hunting takes a number of 
forms. I could take a general contract 
from the bulletin board at 
Gernsback to kill a set number of 
pirates in the system. These I’d find 
in Unknown Signal Sources, activity 
nodes that spawn at random 
throughout space and are frequently 
tailored to the missions you’re 
following – I might find a few 
canisters of biowaste floating in the 
void, or I might find a squadron of 
pirates to take down in pursuit of my 
contract. I could take a far more 
lucrative, far more dangerous 

BLANK SPACE
Icily authentic space sim ELITE: DANGEROUS sets off for 
distant stars. By Chris Thursten

ADDER
Cost 87,808CR
Role Exploration

A jack-of-all-trades in other regards, 
the Adder is well-suited to long range 
exploration. Plus, it looks like a chubby 
space shuttle.

EAGLE
Cost 44,800CR
Role Combat

It’s neither tough nor fast, but the Eagle 
is the most manoeuvrable fighter in the 
game. You can take out much larger 
enemies by sticking to their tails.

HAULER
Cost 52,720CR
Role Trade

Your space truck. Buy one if you enjoy 
European Truck Simulator 2 and a simpler, 
slower pace of life – or if you’re looking to 
earn money fast.

Ship shapes

Three replacements for 
your beginner’s Sidewinder
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The combat tutorial is
useful – and beautiful.

The timeless majesty of
a spaceship about to crash.

Asteroid belt combat:
the best combat.

The game has moments
of extraordinary scope.

Creepily watching newbies
park: my hobby.

That docking bay,
20 years on.

Still proud of
this kill.
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 Can a 
Cipper fire 
backwards? 
How durable 
are its 
shields? 

assassination contract that would 
span multiple systems and signal 
sources. Or I could simply fly off, 
scan ships, and hope to come across 
somebody with a price on their head.

There are three ‘tiers’ of ship 
velocity. The slowest is where most 
of the business of the game is 
conducted: docking, interception 
and combat at speeds analogous to 
aircraft. Then there’s supercruise: 
hyperaccelerated flight between 
points of interest in a star system. 
Finally, hyperdrive is used to warp 
between stars, limited only by the 
maximum range dictated by your 
ship’s components and cargo.

It’s at this second level, 
supercruise, that my preferred form 
of bounty hunting takes place. I head 
out of Gernsback, engage 
supercruise, and begin to glide in a 
smooth arc towards the centre of the 
system. On the way there I flick 
through ship targets and wait for 
their bounty ratings to appear. A lot 
of ‘clean’. One or two ‘wanted’, but 
for small sums – 300 credits here, 
1,200 there. Parking violations, 
more or less. Then, I see her: an 
Imperial Clipper, belonging to the 
Lords of Psi Octantis, wanted for 
40,000 credits.

I hit the throttle. The Clipper is 
half a system away, racing for the gas 
giant, Kane. If I can get close before 
she reaches her destination, I’ll be 
able to establish an interdiction 
tether and force her out of 
supercruise. As I close in, all the 
signs are good – but then my ship 
staggers, lurches, and the screen 
flashes blue and red. Someone has 
interdicted me.

Evasion means chasing a careening 
escape vector as my opponent 
attempts to stay on my tail. I’m 
flying an Eagle, a manoeuvrable 
fighter and one of the strongest 
interceptors in the game, so it’s 
unlikely that I’ll be caught. But I’m 
wasting valuable time. When I 
finally shake the interdiction I 
hastily scan the contacts list for the 
Clipper. She’s still there, but she’s 
nearing Kane. Closer, closer, and 
then – gone. I say a bad word.

Ships exiting or entering 
supercruise leave behind energy 
signatures. There’s a chance that if I 
manually disengage from 
supercruise at the energy signature 
then the Clipper will be nearby. I 
move in, cutting my acceleration, 
watching the signature approach 

from a few million miles away. Kane 
comes into view, a tiny white orb, 
growing. By the time I exit 
supercruise the gas giant occupies 
my entire view from one side, 
pearlescent, massive.

And she’s still there. The Clipper 
is close, actually – close enough for 
me to get a decent look. These 
Imperial ships are white with bright 
blue accents, curved and delicate-
seeming compared to the angular 
wedge-designs typical of ships 
elsewhere. It’s also much larger than 
me, and I’ve never fought one. This 
raises a number of important 
questions: where and how numerous 
are its weapon hardpoints? Can a 
Cipper fire backwards? How durable 
are its shields?

40,000 credits is a lot of money at 
this stage in my career. It’s ‘learn by 
doing’ money; the risk is worth 
taking. I deploy two forward-firing 
multicannons and a single auto-
targeting burst laser and come in fast 
behind the Clipper. The Eagle is a 
cheap ship but it can out-turn any 
other craft in the game. My plan is to 
stick to her engines at knife-fight 
range and take no fire whatsoever. I 
divert all power to weapons and 
engines and squeeze the trigger.

Her shield lights up but it’s 
depleting at a reasonable rate. This is 
doable. The dogfight takes place in 
close proximity to Kane, and the 
enemy pilot – despite her Elite rating 
– can’t seem to shake me. When she 
boosts her engines, I boost mine. 
When she turns, I turn. She gets a 
clear pass, once, and her lasers leave a 

mark – but they only fire forwards, 
as anticipated. The Clipper’s shield 
goes down and I’m working on the 
hull. 90%. 80%.

Sudden impact
Then I make a mistake. The Clipper 
banks upwards and I assume she’s 
about to boost clear – a move she’s 
made before. I boost in anticipation, 
but the Clipper doesn’t budge. I’m 
on a collision course. I point the nose 
up to redirect my momentum and 
frantically fire my manoeuvring 
thrusters to try to push away, but it’s 
too late. I smack into her hull with 
enough velocity to burst my shield 
and devastate my hull. I’ve just 
burned away the advantage I’d so 
carefully built.

I lose my nerve and allow her 
another couple of clear shots. My 
hull’s in tatters. I draw in close and 
unload an entire clip of multicannon 
rounds, bringing the Clipper down 
to 20%. I get hit again. 15%. I could 
run, but I don’t want to. It’s a pride 
thing – and 40K is a lot of money.

She turns. I turn. I fire. She stops, 
abruptly, and I smack into her again. 
Canopy glass shatters. 1% hull. 
Concentrate! Another clear run, but 
she misses. I pull the trigger. Tracer 
fire lights up her exposed top-side 
and mercifully she chooses to evade 
in the direction I’m already turning. 
I watch her hull hit 0% and look for 
the telltale stall in momentum that 
precedes destruction. The Clipper 
slows, as if stumbling, and then – 
boom. The sound of her end thumps 
through my speakers.

Elite fleet agents

How the galactic political system bolts together

Galactic  
governments

Sub-factions

System-level 
governments

Federation Alliance Empire

Political Parties
Faction-specific 

corporations
Noble houses

...and so on

Unaffiliated systems

Independent groups
Pirates

Corporations
...and so on

Faction 
Representatives

Splinter groups System-specific 
independent groups

Deep space 
does not 

care for your 
politics
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 Would you 
like an 

experience 
like that one? 

You should 
probably 

play Elite 

40,000 CR BOUNTY CLAIM 
AWARDED: DESTRUCTION 
OF CRIMINAL.

I say another bad word, this time 
while punching the air.

This story represents one instance 
of play, a chance encounter with a 
randomly-generated NPC in one 
system of thousands. Yet the 
moment that Clipper exploded was 
the most exciting thing to happen to 
me in a game for a long time. Elite: 
Dangerous’s meticulous simulation of 
life in a starship bore out in that 
single battle, delivering on a fantasy 
I’ve held close since I first saw Boba 
Fett jet off after the Millennium 
Falcon in The Empire Strikes Back.

Would you like to have an 
experience like that one? You should 
probably play Elite. Would you like 
to interact with those systems in a 
different way, perhaps by trading, 
smuggling, becoming a bounty 
target yourself? You should probably 
play Elite. You won’t have these 
experiences all of the time – I’ve 
played more than 50 hours of this 
game, over multiple stages of pre-
release, and this story represents 20 
minutes. You won’t come at it easily, 
either – there are dozens of tricks 
and techniques you’ll need to learn, 
from the intricate details of flight to 
docking, scanning, wrangling the 
galaxy map, insurance, loadouts and 
so on, only so much of which is 

covered by the in-game tutorials and 
official help videos. But you can have 
an experience like that, and when all 
of Elite’s complexity resolves itself it 
does so with greater panache than 
any space sim I’ve played.

Then again. Would you like to 
play with a friend? Would you like to 
interact with a player economy? 
Would you like to feel like you’re 
really influencing the galaxy? Would 
you like to encounter something 
new every time you play, or interact 
with NPCs outside of the binary 
confines of a bounty system? Would 
you like to feel real ownership over 
your ship without spending extra on 
premium skins? These are a few of 
the questions that, even after months 
of open beta, Elite: Dangerous 
struggles to answer.

Destroying that Clipper meant 
something to me personally, but it 
had a negligible impact on 
everything else in the game. The 
MMO pretensions of Elite manifest 
as influence percentages and 
reputation ratings to determine who 
rules what. Player participation is 
flattened out and you personally are 
unlikely to ever change anything.

You can meet up with friends, if 
you like, but bringing another player 
along on that bounty hunting 
session would have run against the 
grain of what the game is 
comfortable with you doing. There’s 

no straightforward way to share the 
same waypoint or target. Were we to 
take down the bounty, only one of us 
would get the reward – and given 
that there’s no way to transfer credits 
between players, we wouldn’t be able 
to split it later.

That encounter was special, in 
part, because of the narrative I’d 
built up around it and the stakes I’d 
set for myself. Had it been dispensed 
by a mission board, it undoubtedly 
would have involved the same couple 
of stock encounters and dialogue 
snippets that are repeated across 
more or less every hunting mission, 
everywhere. And as attached as I am 
to my Eagle, its pretty red paintjob 
comes at a cost of £2 from the game’s 
official store – there’s no other way 
to unlock new looks at present.

Form and void
There are two ways to interpret my 
Clipper story. One is that one person 
in one system had an incredible 
experience in a way that is 
dynamically repeatable across every 
other system and every other player. 
The other is that every player could 
do the same thing – and many will –
and that nothing would come of it 
that would justify the game’s online 
requirement or fulfil the promise of 
a persistent world. Elite: Dangerous is 
broad and feature-complete, but 
there’s work to be done to take those 
features and build them into 
something with lasting meaning.

The problems I’ve listed are 
fixable, and many like them have 
been resolved over the course of 
beta. The game needs tweaks to its 
balance and progression curves, 
intelligent alterations to the 
algorithms that generate content to 
discourage repetition, and a 
substantial injection of depth into its 
influence systems. It needs more 
stuff, in short, and deeper stuff. The 
upside is that these weaknesses are 
revealed by the strengths of the 
game that exists right now – a game 
that is, issues aside, capable of 
delivering some of the best stories 
about spaceships you’ve ever taken 
part in. 

 Expect to pay £40  Release Out now  Developer Frontier  Publisher In-house 
 Multiplayer MMO (sort of)  Link www.elitedangerous.com

86
A great game and, with 
time, potentially a classic. 
Much rests on Frontier’s 
ability to build on the 
current foundations.

Sol in pictures

Our home in the year 3300

Moon
Earth’s nearest 
neighbour is 
accompanied by 
a surprisingly 
swanky 
station. 

Mars
Not quite 
the red 
planet you 
were expecting 
– extensive 
terraforming has 
created a second 
Earth.

Earth
Our pale blue dot, 

largely unchanged 
by time. Except 

for the 
battlecruiser 

in orbit, of 
course.

The 
rings of 
Saturn

Weave 
among the 
millions of 

individual rocks 
that make up this 

famous sight.

http://www.elitedangerous.com
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A posh station.
I’d live here.

Living a very
specific dream.

Interdiction is a
constant threat...

...as well as a vital
tool for bounty hunters.

The view from the  
moon to Earth.

Manoeuvrable ships
can stick close to foes.
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 Mother 
Goos split to 

form units or 
other Mother 

Goos 

COMMAND THEN CONQUER
Strategy-led sci-fi RTS GREY GOO is a worthy 
throwback to the genre’s golden age. By Ian Birnbaum

C
oward that I am, I’m 
holed up in my base 
building a super weapon. 
The handful of soldiers I 
can afford to train are 

buying me time with their lives.
Just as a huge force shows up to end 

me, my weapon, the Hand of Ruk, 
lifts off into a steady hover. Like a 
tranquillised bear it waddles in a 
circle. It fires. It evaporates two 
dozen enemies in one shot. I’ve got a 
hovering death tank, and I’m going 
to blow up the whole damn world.

Grey Goo understands why old-
school RTS games were so much 
fun. It zooms way out to the strategic 
level. The winner is not the player 
with the best local tactics, but the 
player with the best supply chains 
and manufacturing pipelines.

It’s a fun reinvention of the 
twitchy, high-clicks-per-minute 
genre that made the original 
Starcraft an e-sport. From the 
moment the fog of war clears I’m 

ordering units, calling in 
construction bots from orbit, and 
sending skirmish parties to capture 
resource nodes. Singleplayer 
missions are one-on-one scenarios, 
multiplayer skirmishes can have 
teams or free-for-all modes for up to 
four players. Most games last 
between 20 and 30 minutes – though 
I did have one exhausting slugfest 
drag on for an hour. Campaign 
missions vary from basic battles to 
timed wave-defence modes, and I 
found them all well voice-acted and 
different enough to be interesting.

The battles run on logistics. At the 
heart of this is a bold choice by 
developer Petroglyph: there’s only 
one resource. This energy source, 
Catalyst, is the basis for every 
purchase in the game, from building 
a new headquarters to upgrading a 
commando’s reload speed. By 
denying the enemy access to 
Catalyst, I deny them everything.

Managing this resource is as 
simple as balancing a chequebook. A 
running ticker tracks my income 
and expenses in one number: 
positive means I’m mining more 
than I’m using, negative means I’m 
spending more than I’m bringing in.

Unit production is similarly 
hands-off, with an option to auto-
build any unit or series of units. A 
prudent commander will fine-tune 
production lines so that new units 
are constantly being built under 
budget, the Command & Conquer 
version of living within your means. 
My army grows along with my war 
chest, and I place new factories with 
my surplus. 

The central conflict is between the 
Beta, a humanoid race of hardy 
warriors, and high-tech future 
humans. Weirdly, the Beta have the 
most human-looking design: 

industrial buildings, walking mecha 
tanks, and dudes with rifles and 
backpacks slogging through the 
mud. The humans, on the other 
hand, never get their boots dirty 
from behind the controls of their 
hovering vehicles.

Though they are visually distinct, 
these two factions are extremely 
similar. I don’t mind their strategic 
footholds being derivative of other 
games in the genre, but I would have 
liked to see more differences 
between available units.

The Goo are the most interesting 
group and, sadly, the most tedious to 
play. Park a blob of nanobots, the 
‘Mother Goo’, over a resource pool 
and they will self-replicate. The 
Mother Goo splits to form units or 
other Mother Goos that will set up 
on another resource pool and 
become a new production base.

Petroglyph did a great job making 
the Goo unlike anything else in 
RTS gaming. They’ve got some of 
the same swarm-tactics flavour as 
the Zerg and the Tyranids, but their 
supply line infrastructure is unique. 
They’re also uniquely frustrating. 
Unlike the Beta and the Humans, 
there is no way to automate their 
unit production. I spent my entire 
time clicking keyboard shortcuts 
and ordering units. This blast of 
unwelcome micro-management 
goes against what I thought was the 
entire ethos of the game.

Grey Goo is strongest when it’s 
taking old RTS ideas and refining 
them until only pure, high-proof 
strategy is left behind. As a revival of 
a once-popular genre, it excels. 

What is it?
A sci-fi RTS featuring three 

asymmetrical factions. 

Influenced by
Command & Conquer,  

Starcraft II

Reviewed on
Windows 8, Core i5, 
8GB RAM, GTX 970

Alternatively
Starcraft II, 93%

Copy protection
Steam

Need to know

 Expect to pay £30  Release Out now  Developer Petroglyph  Publisher Grey Box 
 Multiplayer Up to 4 players  Link www.greybox.com/greygoo/en

82
Some minor headaches 
mar the most interesting 
RTS in years, but it 
remains a shiny new take 
on old-school strategy.

Meet the elites

The three factions’ heavy hitters

Purger – Grey Goo
A metallic Cthulhu with waving tentacles that flow 
underground and electrocute distant enemies. 
Nanobots flow through all nearby matter and convert 
it into raw carbon, ickily melting buildings and units.

Hand of Ruk – Beta
The Beta field this floating air fortress. For defence 
it uses six turret emplacements, can produce any 
military unit on the fly, and packs a city-levelling main 
artillery cannon. 

Alpha – Humans
Sleek and sexy, this floating mecha suit glides over 
the battlefield, then opens its face to fire an energy 
beam that will carve a chunk out of any approaching 
army. Why don’t the Beta have an Alpha?

http://www.greybox.com/greygoo/en
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Knock, knock.

Goo units come in all shapes and 
sizes, but they’re equally terrifying.

Woods and elevation add 
tactical layering to levels.

Everybody stand back 
and watch this.

The Purger melts buildings
on contact. Horrifying.

The human base is all 
straight lines and heavy walls.

In classic RTS style, everyone stands
in a row and shoots each other.
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 The format 
is a great 
delivery 

system for 
jokes 

BANTS MACABRE
Outstanding art, a great script and top performances make  
GRIM FANDANGO REMASTERED a treat. By Tom Senior

I
ts status as a technical 
achievement has faded, but the 
humour still cuts, the 
performances still shine and 
Grim Fandango’s vision of the 

afterlife still stirs the imagination. 
The art mixes film noir and Mexican 
Day of the Dead iconography with 
Aztec and Egyptian influences in 
strange and beautiful ways, and 
while the remastered version does 
little to improve on the hazy 3:4 ratio 
backdrops – the widescreen mode 
merely stretches the image to fit 
your screen – the vision alone makes 
the journey worthwhile.

It’s disappointing the backgrounds 
weren’t retouched, but the rest of the 
remaster is good. The 3D models 
have been retextured, and look much 
better at modern resolutions thanks 
to revamped lighting in every scene 
(you can switch between the original 
models and the remastered versions 
in the menus). Characters cast long 
shadows across the static old 
backgrounds, giving the streets of 
Rubacava extra film noir cred. An 

optional point-and-click interface 
fixes the original’s glaring control 
issues, and there’s an optional 
director’s commentary that lets you 
trigger anecdotes in most scenes. I’d 
only wish for three things: autosaves, 
a replacement for the laborious 
inventory system, and a hints option.

Without in-game hints, I’d advise 
that you keep a good walkthrough 
an Alt-Tab away. If this is your first 
playthrough, your enjoyment will 
depend heavily on your tolerance for 
outdated adventure-game design. 
The old-school format is a great 
delivery system for jokes and 
inventive worlds, but it means 
grappling with puzzles that are 
boring or illogical, often both.

Grim Fandango has some real 
stinkers. When trapped in the 
engine room of a boat, your first 
instinct probably wouldn’t be to use 
the anchors to tear the ship in half so 
your half can fly off into the sunset. 
That is something that could never 
happen, but it’s the leap of logic 
Grim Fandango demands. Likewise 

you may work out that the flaming 
bone beavers of the petrified forest 
need to be extinguished with your 
fire extinguisher, but the idea of 
throwing a bone to extinguish them 
as they dive fatally into a tar lake isn’t 
likely to occur. Why do they only 
sink in tar when not on fire?

Grim is rife with puzzles like these. 
There are sections – the petrified 
forest is a case in point – that should 
be skipped through as quickly as 
possible. It may seem strange to 
recommend cheating your way 
through elements that make the 
game challenging, but the joy of this 
game lies elsewhere, in the world and 
the wit of its inhabitants.

It’s rare that a game compels me to 
exhaust every last line of enquiry 
with every character. The dialogue 
trees are little treasure chests that 
dispense gags, movie references and 
sudden poignant moments with 
outstanding generosity. It’s 
brilliantly funny. In a grotty bar, 
skeletons in turtlenecks and berets 
improvise revolutionary poetry. “Ah, 
Deadbeats!” Manny quips. It’s sad 
too. Even with a clean state Grim’s 
citizens trap themselves with freshly 
invented baggage. They chase fame, 
money and influence out of sheer 
force of habit. The blend of comedy 
and fatalism is best embodied by 
Membrillo, the coroner: “We may 
have years, we may have hours, but 
sooner or later, we push up flowers.”

Absorb the ambience. Drink it in. 
The poor puzzles have eroded the 
score, but you’re getting a PC 
gaming great for a bargain price. 
May this classic never die. 

What is it?
A touched-up re-release of 

LucasArt’s 1998 adventure in 
the land of the dead.

Influenced by
Film noir, 1990s  

adventure games

Reviewed on
i5 quad 3GHZ CPU, GTX970 

GPU, 16GB RAM

Alternatively 
Full Throttle, 94%

Copy protection
Steam/GOG

Need to know

 Expect to pay £11  Release Out now  Developer LucasArts, Double Fine 
 Publisher Double Fine  Multiplayer Nada  Link www.doublefine.com

80
A confident remaster of a 
true classic. The puzzles 
have aged badly, but the 
sparkling humour and 
world design still shine.

Most of the 
terrible  
petrified forest 
section was 
due to be cut, 
but stayed in 
on Schafer’s 
insistence.

An artist practising 
his modelling 
accidentally deleted 
entire scenes. Weeks 
of work had to be 
rebuilt from scratch.

The music for the creepy land of the living scene 
was recorded on a tape recorder with exhausted 
batteries to warp the sound.

A voice actor auditioning 
for the role of a worker 
bee arrived thinking ‘Grim 
Fandango’ was Hollywood 
code for Star Wars: Episode I.

Tales from the other side

Some of the best anecdotes from the director’s commentary

http://www.doublefine.com
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The Bone Wagon is Glottis’s 
most treasured possession.

Wheeling and dealing with
the crooks of Rubacava. 

Play it again, giant 
orange demon thing.

I have no eyes, but here’s 
looking at you anyway, kid.

You adventure takes you to 
the very edge of the world.

For a serious man 
he sure grins a lot.

This could be the start
of a beautiful friendship.
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 Noel is a 
walking 

talking 
spiky-haired 

nothing in 
big pants 

DOUCHEBAGS IN TIME
FINAL FANTASY XIII-2 brings time travel and a lot of 
new problems to the RPG series. By Samuel Roberts

T
he Final Fantasy XIII 
trilogy is a bizarre series, 
each game clearly 
fashioned around the 
reactions of its fanbase 

to the one before. FFXIII was  
cloyingly linear, so it follows that 
FFXIII-2 is so freeform it’s 
sometimes hard to keep up with 
what you’re supposed to be doing. 
While it’s mostly the better game, it 
comes with a host of new problems. 

Lightning, the moody heroine of 
the last game, has vanished into 
Valhalla. It’s up to her sister, Serah, 
and a displaced Valhalla native called 
Noel to look for her. An initially 
confusing time travel concept shapes 
the plot. Using a menu-screen-cum-
timeline stupidly named the 
Historia Crux, you jump between 
different timeframes of the same 
environment. Some quests rely on 
messing with cause and effect. 

When you’re progressing nicely, 
poking through new time periods, 
fighting giant bosses and exploring, 
it’s classic Final Fantasy RPGing and 

should be lauded as such. But there 
are big stretches with unskippable 
battles and dreadful ’90s-era switch 
puzzles that show a developer 
blatantly out of its depth, trying to 
give its audience what it thinks they 
want and only getting it half right.

You need a history with FFXIII 
before you even consider buying 
this, whether you liked it or hated it. 
The story is awful, with 
interminable cutscenes and two 
lame protagonists who never feel like 
leads. Noel is a walking talking 
spiky-haired nothing in big pants, 
while Serah is so boringly polite she 
almost makes a case for why every 
Final Fantasy hero needs to be a 
miserable and broken human being 
(yay RPGs!). But while the narrative 
piles on new characters without any 
attempt to create emotional 
investment, the world is tonally laid-
back and pleasant, particularly the 
first half. Towns, explorable 
environments and interactive NPCs 
all make a welcome return, having 
been nixed in FFXIII. 

The pacing is an improvement on 
FFXIII too, letting you start 
levelling your character right away. 
The combat system, which 
automates your party’s attacks while 
you change their roles on the fly, is 
functionally identical, but instead of 
a third party member, you deploy 
monsters with their own classes and 
attacks. It’s no deeper than menu 
management, but very flexible. 

With this excellent combat system 
come some really bad examples of 
quest design. Chasing sheep to 
collect wool marks a low point, and 
one asshole asks you to transcend 
time and space to fetch his niece a 
flower that only grows in winter. 

Rough stabs at variety don’t pay 
off, such as the intrusive boss fight 
QTEs – already unfashionable when 
FFXIII-2 released in 2012, and now 
the Ugg boots of gaming. One 
poorly judged and irritating 
platforming sequence feels like it 
belongs to a different game entirely, 
while the newly added dialogue 
options are an entirely pointless 
concession to the success of 
contemporary Western RPGs. 

Porting brings its own problems. 
It’s a little cheeky that the Steam 
page boasts of 60fps when achieving 
that happens so infrequently on even 
a moderate rig. FFXIII-2 was 
playable on my GTX 780-equipped 
home PC, but annoyingly slow on 
my mid-ranged PC at work, 
regularly dropping to around 20fps 
at 1050p on mid-level settings. 

For those seeking out the 
definitive version of FFXIII-2, this 
really doesn’t feel like it. 

What is it?
The port of a 2012 console 

game, and direct sequel to the 
recently-released port of FFXIII.

Influenced by
Mass Effect 2, unhappy fans 

Reviewed on
Intel I5 4460@3.2GHz, 8GB 

RAM, Nvidia GeForce GTX 780 

Alternatively
Final Fantasy VII , 93%

Copy protection
Steam 

Need to know

Clock botchers

Explaining Final Fantasy XIII-2’s Historia Crux and how time travel works

 Expect to pay £13  Release Out now  Developer Square Enix  Publisher In-house 
 Multiplayer None  Link www.finalfantasy13-2game.com

59
A better game than FFXIII 
but with an intolerably 
bad story, this is a flawed 
sequel that clearly isn’t at 
its best on PC.

3

1 Each hexagon 
represents one 

environment at a 
specific point in time. 
Selecting it will warp 
you there.

2This line 
stretching from 

the centre to the end 
is the ‘main’ timeline, 
though it’s not exactly 
in chronological order.

3Greyed out 
hexes have to be 

unlocked by collecting 
fragments and 
opening time gates. 
Cue fetch quests.

4Many hexagons 
are somewhere 

you’ve been before 
but at a different 
time, sometimes 
hundreds of years on.  

5While time 
hopping is pretty 

cool, the outcomes 
were more compelling 
in Square’s ‘90s SNES 
RPG Chrono Trigger.

1 5

2
4

mailto:4460@3.2GHz
http://www.finalfantasy13-2game.com
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The dialogue is clear and 
present horseshit.

The combat is fantastic,
and just about worth it.

Academia is a showcase of Square
Enix’s strength in art direction. 

Maybe Noel was bored of
this bloke’s stupid hair.

That little jerk has the most irritating 
low-budget anime voice acting. 

Boss battle difficulty is all over
the place in the second half. 

She dies in every timeline, just 
like Groundskeeper Willie.

QTEs are so 2008. 

If you spot the face,
please get in touch.
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T he faithful have already 
snapped up this turn-based 
Warhammer 40K game. The 

rest of you? Hold off, at least for now. 
While Armageddon might look like a 
deep and rewarding game that 
encapsulates all that is good about 
the 40K universe, it isn’t. It’s not 
terrible by any stretch, but there are 
plenty of other strategy games out 
there worthier of your investment.

This is essentially a reskin of 
Slitherine’s previous turn-based 
strategy game of the hex variety, 
Panzer Corps. The same 1992 look, 
the same minimalistic presentation 
and options, the same game.

It does boast a large campaign – 
30-odd missions over a few different 
acts – and a number of set skirmish 
missions, multiplayer mode and the 
ability to create mods via the 
included editor. On paper, it has a lot 
to love: the combat taking into 
account terrain and morale; units 

carrying over from mission to 
mission thus encouraging you to 
look after your men; Titans. And 
while it’s mainly about the Imperial 
Guard fighting Orks, with a few 
Space Marine chapters later on, even 
with this fairly limited cast 
Armageddon still provides you with 
some 300 or so units to choose from. 
“Lots is good!” someone obviously 
said in a meeting, but the person who 
raised the concern that this might 
spread things a bit too thin and cause 
confusion was ignored.

Early on it’s fine, with just a couple 
of dozen units to choose from. But 
later on it’s just overwhelming – and 
somewhat pointless. Do you want 
this APC, or the other APC with a 
different name that looks almost 
exactly the same and has one stat out 
of dozens that’s (slightly) different?

And all of this ability to plan, to 
select your perfect fighting force 
(within a budget, of course) to wipe 

out the Ork wretches, doesn’t mean 
much in the midst of battle. This is 
strategy in a very loose sense: 
instantly rewarding and easy to dip 
into, but soon losing its charm and 
offering no lasting appeal.

Strategies develop about as far as 
‘throw out enough units in enough 
directions and keep the 
reinforcements coming when 
needed’. There’s very little actual 
challenge in singleplayer, and 
multiplayer – which does feature the 
wonder of play-by-email – just serves 
to highlight Armageddon’s 
inadequacies when it comes to 
thinking, planning, executing. You 
could set up a flanking ambush, or 
you could just tank rush and win 
anyway. You could concentrate your 
army into a fighting force of specific 
talents, or you could just choose 
anything and probably win anyway. 
It’s disappointing once it becomes 
apparent there isn’t much going on 
besides numbers and static units.

Armageddon feels knocked 
together. By people who know and 
love their 40K, I wouldn’t doubt, but 
knocked together nonetheless. Even 
the most strident fan will struggle to 
get more than a week or two’s 
enjoyment from this. 

 Expect to pay £30  Release Out now  Developer Flashback Games/The Lordz Games Studio  
 Publisher Slitherine  Multiplayer 2 online, play-by-email  Link www.armageddon.slitherine.com
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Fun for a while and a 
decent gateway game to 
the world of strategy, but 
far too shallow to hold 
your attention for long.

REVIVED CORPS
WARHAMMER 40,000: ARMAGEDDON looks 
uncannily like something from 1992. By Ian Dransfield

What is it?
Panzer Corps wearing the skin 

of the Second War 
for Armageddon.

Influenced by
Games Workshop, 
painting tiny men 

Reviewed on
Core i7 2.2GHz, 24GB RAM, 

GeForce GT 750M 

Alternatively
Panzer Corps, 81%

Copy protection
Steam 

Need to know

So cool. 
So, so cool.

It’s not as complicated
as it looks.

Objectives range from 
‘get there’ to ‘get here’.

Later on things get hectic,
though never overwhelming.

Holy crap there’s grass 
on Armageddon.

http://www.armageddon.slitherine.com
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 If you’ve 
never played 

the original, 
this is the 

best place
to start 

REANIMATED
RESIDENT EVIL HD REMASTER brings Shinji 
Mikami’s horror classic back from the dead. By Andy Kelly

W
e’re used to 
feeling like the 
centre of attention 
in games, like the 
whole world 

revolves around us. But Resident 
Evil’s zombie-plagued mansion 
doesn’t care about you. It’s a place 
where death lurks around every pre-
rendered corridor, and if you 
stumble into one of its sadistic traps 
or undead denizens, bad luck. It’s 
back to the main menu with you, and 
you better hope you saved. Resident 
Evil doesn’t hold your hand: it rips it 
off and eats it.

This is a remastered version of a 
remake of the original 1996 game, 
which was released for the Nintendo 
GameCube in 2002. It retains the 
fixed cameras, rendered 
backgrounds and tank controls of 
Mikami’s pioneering survival horror 
game, but mixes a few things up. If 
you know the Spencer mansion from 
the PlayStation game inside out, 
there are plenty of surprises. But if 
you’ve never played the original, this 
is the best place to start. Even 
though it’s 13 years old (and based on 
a 19-year-old game), it’s worth it.

You can play as one of two 
characters, each of whom has their 
strengths and weaknesses (see ‘His 
and Hers’ below). There are no 
respawning items in the atmospheric 
haunted house setting, so it becomes 
a game about management: knowing 
when to fight, when to run away and 
conserve ammo, and whether to use 
a health item now or save it for later. 

Even your saves are finite. The 
term is regularly misused, but 
Resident Evil really is a survival 
horror game. Every wasted bullet or 
typewriter ribbon (which are used to 
save) could come back to haunt you 
later. Even defeated zombies can be a 
problem, springing back to life as 
more powerful ‘crimson heads’. 
You’ll have to devote time and 
resources to burning their corpses to 
avoid this.

Low Resi
The remastering isn’t as good as I’d 
hoped. I thought they might have 
dug the original pre-rendered 
backgrounds out of some dusty 
archive and presented them at a 
higher and previously unseen 
resolution, but it seems as if they’ve 

just added a filter to the existing 
GameCube files. As a result it 
doesn’t look spectacular, especially 
on larger monitors, but the lighting 
and atmosphere make up for it. Light 
sources in the world illuminate your 
character as you move past them, 
which does a surprisingly good job 
of fooling your brain into thinking 
these are 3D spaces rather than  
static backgrounds. 

The mansion is a wonderfully 
eerie setting, and the fixed cameras, 
although archaic, actually add to the 
tension. The game uses blind 
corners to great effect, and you’ll 
often hear the groan of a zombie 
before you see it. This makes you 
play cautiously as you creep through 
the dingy corridors. Sometimes the 
camera will be peering at you 
through a window or floating above 
you, which gives you an uneasy 
feeling of being watched. Rather 
than be hamstrung by their two-
dimensional limitations, the 
developers have used them to make a 
really effective horror game.

With hardcore survival games 
frequently topping the Steam charts, 
Capcom couldn’t have picked a 
better time to revive Resident Evil. 
It’s a punishing, but immensely 
satisfying game, even if the 
‘remaster’ isn’t as dramatic as the 
title suggests. If you can’t stomach 
the tank controls there’s a new 
analogue option that works really 
well with a controller, but the 
keyboard and mouse controls are 
pretty clunky. This was a game 
originally designed for a Nintendo 
console after all. 

What is it?
An updated version of the 

legendary survival horror game.

Influenced by
George A Romero

Reviewed on
GeForce GTX 970, Intel 

i5-3570K @ 3.4GHz, 16GB RAM

Alternatively
Dead Space, 86%

Copy protection
Steam

Need to know

 Expect to pay £16  Release Out now  Developer Capcom  Publisher In-house 
 Multiplayer None  Link www.capcom.co.jp/biohd/en
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A brilliant, brutal survival 
horror game dripping in 
atmosphere. It’s from the 
oldest of schools, but still 
totally playable.

His and hers

The key differences between Resi’s two playable characters
Jill Valentine

Eight item slots

Starts with gun 
and lockpick

Low health

Can find and keep 
grenade launcher

Can use stun gun

Chris Redfield

Six item slots

Starts with knife 
and lighter

Deals high knife 
damage

Lots of health

Can use flash 
grenades

http://www.capcom.co.jp/biohd/en
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You’ve got red 
on you, mate.

Where’s a snake charmer 
when you need one?

The fixed camera adds to 
the tension.

Outdoor areas make
you feel exposed.

Just because a zombie’s down 
doesn’t mean it’s dead.

Barry saves Jill from
 a tight spot.

Never trust a guy who wears 
sunglasses indoors.

Bullets are more precious 
than Fabergé eggs.
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M y Sister of the Bear is a 
massive woman. She 
wields a bearded axe as big 

as she is, and right now she’s only a 
turn away from smashing an idol 
with one health point. My opponent 
is outnumbered and blocked by 
numerous weaker minions – I have 
this. And then the worst happens. 
My enemy lays down a scroll that 
makes a gale sweep across the board, 
damaging all minions equally, and 
launches some kind of missile that 
smacks my hero down with the cold 
weight of technology. Suddenly, I’m 
the one who’s afraid.

Cue flashback. I’m hunched over a 
chessboard on the brittle tables of 
my middle school cafeteria (nerd that 
I was), frantically trying to figure out 
how my best friend could have called 
out “checkmate” when I’d planned 
everything so well. Scrolls delivers 
many moments like this precisely 
because it feels a little like the game 

of kings; for more modern 
sensibilities, it’s just as well to think 
of it as a mashup of Magic: The 
Gathering and Might & Magic. 

Scrolls, you see, benefits from a 
tactical element: you play the 
minions represented by your cards 
(erm, ‘scrolls’) on a hex field with five 
ten-hit-point idols on each side. 
Knock out three idols to win. The 
resultant need for careful thought 
elevates Scrolls above Blizzard’s ultra-
popular Hearthstone in some regards.

It also voids the traditional 
bummer of running out of cards by 
letting you sacrifice a scroll once per 
round to bump up your mana a tad 
or trade it out for two different 
scrolls from your deck. It only 
supports four decks – Growth, 
Order, Decay and Energy – but they 
all cater to certain playstyles and 
aesthetic preferences. I enjoy them 
all, with the caveat that they don’t 
play well together in mixed decks. 

Since each 50-card deck can only 
draw from its own resources, mixed 
decks bog down in a way that doesn’t 
exist in decks of a single type.

That wouldn’t be so bad if Scrolls 
didn’t already suffer from plodding 
pacing that drags matches out for the 
better part of an hour. Much of this 
springs from the need to demolish 
the three idols, which grows 
challenging when you’re up against a 
player who knows the slightest thing 
about slapping down barrier scrolls 
or tanky minions. I don’t think 
there’s any way this tortoise is going 
to catch up with Blizzard’s hare.

What makes Scrolls appealing in 
spite of its pacing is that it costs just 
£3. It gets better: the premium 
‘shards’ you buy with cash only 
purchase customisable avatars, 
random daily cards, and pre-
constructed decks, but you can buy 
all the scrolls in the game with the 
gold from your winnings. It’s easily 
one of the most generous collectible 
card games on the market.

Sadly, that isn’t reflected in the size 
of the playerbase – best described 
right now as ‘intimate’. But if you like 
some tactics in your cardplay, don’t 
let that put you off trying Mojang’s 
mildly cerebral CCG. 

 Expect to pay £3  Release Out now  Developer Mojang  Publisher In-house 
 Multiplayer 1-vs-1  Link www.scrolls.com

78
If you can stand the slow 
matches, Scrolls delivers a 
rewarding melange of 
collectible card and 
tabletop gaming. 

FEW HANDS ON 
SCROLLS wraps tabletop and collectible card 
gaming in one neat, plodding package. By Leif Johnson

What is it?
A collectible card game 
incorporating tabletop 

elements. 

Influenced by
Magic: The Gathering, Heroes of 

Might & Magic, Warhammer 

Reviewed on
16GB RAM, Nvidia GeForce GTX 

780, 2TB storage, AMD Phenom 
X6 1055T 2.8GHz 

Alternatively
Hearthstone, 80%

Copy protection
Login acount 

Need to know

The need to defend the idols 
often creates bunched matches.

Retire your, ahem, elder 
scrolls with the deck builder.

The boards do their job, 
but they’re not fancy.

Need new cards? No problem! 
Scrolls practically throws gold away.

Buy and sell scrolls from 
other players with ease.

http://www.scrolls.com
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T he Marvellous Miss Take is an 
efficient, adept stealth game, 
and I appreciate how 

effectively it creates challenging 
situations from simple systems. Even 
so, in the week I’ve spent plodding 
through it, I’ve found it much more 
stressful than enjoyable.

As one of a trio of art thieves, your 
goal in each level is to slink through 
two floors of a gallery (viewed from 
above), stealing paintings and statues. 
Guards have the genre’s typical poor 
peripheral vision, and can only see 
what’s in a blue triangle in front of 
them. If they spot you, they’ll 
become alarmed and investigate. If 
you stay within their field of vision, 
they’ll charge and capture you.

To succeed, you have to become a 
poltergeist, letting the guards see 
and hear you just enough to lure 
them away from your path, but never 
so much that they recognise you. 
You can whistle or cough to attract 

them, run to make noise, and 
occasionally use tools such as a 
noisemaker and a teleporter.

There are other obstacles, such as 
swivelling security cameras, dogs 
that follow your scent, and lasers, but 
it’s all familiar stealth stuff. What’s a 
bit atypical is that the guards aren’t 
automatons who march in short, 
predictable loops. They are aware 
that thieves tend not to stand in one 
of only two directions, which is 
revelatory for videogame guards.

Some of the guards stand still, but 
others wander around good portions 
of the level, which makes for a lot of 
quick thinking. My quick thinking, 
though, is pretty much limited to, 
“I’ll hide over there now.” There isn’t 
a lot to figure out in The Marvellous 
Miss Take, aside from the pathfinding. 
The default control scheme has me 
clicking on a destination to walk, 
and holding down the mouse button 
to run. It mostly works, but it’s 

occasionally frustrating when my 
character gets caught going around 
an obstacle in the direction I didn’t 
intend. It’s also frustrating how 
much I have to rely on the guards’ 
randomness, which isn’t a very 
reliable thing to rely on. They’re the 
most interesting thing about The 
Marvellous Miss Take, but fooling 
them feels much more like the result 
of slow, careful movements and luck 
rather than tricky diversions.

The most fun I had was when I 
beat levels recklessly, leading the 
guards on a chase before popping 
through the exit just in time. But 
playing like that becomes difficult 
early on when security cameras are 
introduced, and even harder when 
lasers are introduced. At that point, 
it becomes tedious, failing because I 
ran into a bystander who slowed me 
down, causing me to trip an alarm.

The art is great, especially with 
supersampling on, but the 25 levels 
look so similar that they blend 
together. If it didn’t require so much 
attention, I’d say that The Marvellous 
Miss Take would make a great game 
to casually poke at while watching 
TV. As it is, it’s not interesting 
enough that I want to devote my full 
attention to it at my desk. 

 Expect to pay £15  Release Out now  Developer Wonderstruck 
 Publisher Rising Star Games  Multiplayer None  Link www.misstakegame.com

68
A well-made stealth 
game that becomes 
tedious by the end and is 
let down by a lack of 
variety in art direction.

TAKE ART
Being stealthy eventually gets tiring in  
THE MARVELLOUS MISS TAKE . By Tyler Wilde

What is it?
A stealth game broken into 

brief levels. 

Influenced by
Metal Gear Solid, 
Mark of the Ninja  

Reviewed  on
Core i5-3570, 8GB RAM, 

GeForce GTX Titan  

Alternatively
Mark of the Ninja, 90%

Copy protection
Steam 

Need to know

Security cameras can be 
a pain to navigate around.

Dogs follow your scent and 
will bark if they spot you.

Lasers are 
just the worst.

http://www.misstakegame.com
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 The 
armchair 

Gatling gun 
was funny 

enough 

DAMNED SHAME
Welcome to the purgatory of SAINTS ROW:  
GAT OUT OF HELL. By Phil Savage

I love Saints Row IV. It’s funny, 
silly and surprisingly warm 
hearted. It’s important you 
know how much I enjoy the 
Saints’ last outing, because I 

don’t love Gat Out of Hell. I don’t hate 
it, by any means, but it seldom 
displays the spark of creativity that 
made the last two games so good.

Gat Out of Hell is a standalone 
expansion for Saints Row IV. You play 
returning characters Johnny Gat 
and Kinzie Kensington on a mission 
to rescue ‘The Boss’ – the moldable 
agent of chaos at the centre of all 
previous games – from Satan. More 
specifically, from Satan’s arranged 
marriage plans. Needless to say, this 
is all great. Unfortunately, it all takes 
place in a cutscene. 

Gat Out of Hell’s best moments are 
all in cutscenes, where the characters 
are free to break out of the rigidity of 
the game itself. Even worse, the 
game’s best joke – which I won’t spoil 
on the off-chance you haven’t seen it 
– was released in its entirety as a 
trailer. It ruins what could have been 
a wonderful surprise.

The major problem with Gat Out 
of Hell is that the series’ other 

traditional methods of delivering 
jokes – its mission design and 
scripting – are almost entirely 
absent. Instead, the game’s mission-
givers offer playlists of open-world 
minigame activities for you to try. 
Saints Row IV did this as a diversion 
between the main missions. Here, 
there are no missions. Your job is to 
complete activities until you’ve 
caused enough carnage to attract 
Satan’s wrath. Do so, and you’ll 
unlock the final boss fight. The 
entire process took me around five 
hours – albeit with plenty of other 
activities left on the map.

Hell flier
With no missions, the entire game is 
reliant on its open-world design. 
Some of this is exceptional. Where 
in Saints Row IV you could super-
jump and glide, in Gat Out of Hell 
you can fly. It’s a brilliant system. 
Your job is to maintain momentum, 
and with practice you can reach 
some exhilarating speeds. It gives an 
entirely new sense of freedom, and 
makes collecting ‘Clusters’ – 
collectible souls that upgrade your 
powers – a joy.

Aside from such notable 
exceptions, most of the activities, 
weapons and superpowers are lifted 
from the previous game. Some of the 
new weapons are fun. The exploding 
frog launcher was my constant 
companion throughout the game, 
and the armchair Gatling gun was 
funny enough in concept and 
execution to regularly make it into 
my rotation. Saints Row’s combat has 
never been its strong suit, however. 
It’s functional, but the system feels 
more suited to large-scale carnage 
and mayhem than it does to the 
moment-to-moment headshotting 
of demons. In Gat Out of Hell, the 
smaller scale stuff seems more 
prevalent, and the grand set-pieces 
sorely lacking.

There are only a handful of 
different activities, each repeated 
multiple times. Torment Fraud is 
essentially a reskin of Saints Row IV’s 
Insurance Fraud, in which you 
throw yourself in front of cars and 
fight against an irritatingly 
imprecise ragdoll system. Survival 
and Mayhem also make the 
transition, and are similarly identical 
to previous versions. Of the new 
events, Hellblazer and Salvation 
make use of Gat’s flight ability, and 
as such are the best of the bunch.

My disappointment comes with 
some caveats. First, this is an 
expansion, and so of course it’s going 
to be smaller in scope than a full 
Saints Row game. Second, it’s priced 
like an expansion. That absolves Gat 
Out of Hell of a lot of its sins, but 
nevertheless leaves it feeling 
restrained and underwhelming. 

What is it?
A standalone expansion to 

Saints Row IV in which Gat and 
Kinzie take a trip to hell.

Influenced by
Saints Row IV, smaller budgets

Reviewed on
Intel Core i5-3570K, 8GB RAM, 

Nvidia GTX 970

Alternatively
Saints Row IV, 90%

Copy protection
Steam

Need to know

Heaven or hell

Are Gat Out of Hell’s activities Saintly or Sisyphean?

 Expect to pay £15  Release Out now  Developer Volition  Publisher Deep Silver 
 Multiplayer 2 player co-op  Link www.saintsrow.com

67
All the open-world 
distractions of a Saints 
Row game, but precious 
little of what made the 
last two so remarkable.

Survival Spires Hellblazing Torment Fraud Extraction Pledge Rish Mayhem 

 Divine

 Damnable

http://www.saintsrow.com
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You can fire exploding frogs.
 I have no problem with this.

The reclining woman’s weapon.
Cutscenes remain a 

highlight throughout.

Paddling college demons into giant 
rings? I don’t know why either.

It probably goes without saying, but 
Vlad’s had a tough time in hell.

With no clothing shops, get used 
to Kinzie’s plain white T-shirt.
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 A shovel 
can be as 

devastating 
as a grenade 

launcher 

Embrace the toxic madness of NUCLEAR THRONE ’s 
frenetic freeform world. By Chris Schilling

V
lambeer has been 
tinkering with Nuclear 
Throne for over a year 
now, but you wouldn’t 
think so to play it. 

Early Access games tend to start off 
shonky and gradually get more 
refined. This remains thrillingly 
rough-hewn; it’s an anarchic thrash 
of a roguelike where everything goes 
boom or splat – or, more frequently, 
boom and splat. 

The title seems to vaguely allude 
to a horrific toilet incident. It often 
sounds like one, too, in the wet splats 
as a bullet connects with a squidgy 
opponent, and the thick, mucosal 
squelch of a larger enemy bursting 
into a cascade of bright green 
pickups that you’ll gleefully hoover 
up for XP. The action’s too chaotic 
and the art too basic for it to be really 
repulsive, but it’s all wonderfully 
scrungy; it will make you go ‘eww’ 
with the same kind of horrified glee 

as when you first dissected a frog in 
science class.

Throne’s brand of mayhem is 
difficult to get a bead on at first, not 
least because the screen-shake effect 
is so pronounced it’s like you’re 
battling on shifting tectonic plates. 
The juddering that starts as soon as 
you pull the trigger is such that you’ll 
begin to fear for the safety of your 
monitor, as if the action is going to 
cause a tremor that tips it over and 
breaks it. It can be turned down, but 
once you’ve acclimatised it’s such a 
thrillingly kinetic sensation, it’s all 
you can do not to loose off all your 
rounds immediately.

Restrain yourself
That would be a very bad idea, 
although it might take you a couple 
of goes to realise it. At first, you’ll 
play it like a traditional twin-stick 
shooter, sprinting everywhere and 
shooting wildly at everything. But 
the first time you run out of ammo 
with five mutants left and no crates 
to break open, the penny drops. You 
need to be careful and precise. 

Throne is, believe it or not, 
something of a cover shooter in 
disguise: you’ll find yourself hiding 
behind little bits of scenery before 
nipping out to fire off a round, and 
ducking back into an alcove to avoid 
the volley of projectiles heading back 
your way. To paraphrase Kipling, it’s 
about keeping your head while all 
about you are losing theirs, although 
presumably he wasn’t thinking about 
sentient fish firing laser-guided 
crossbow bolts at the time. 

Paul Veer’s sprite art is enormously 
characterful, particularly the cast of 
playable oddballs. Each has their 
own perk and an additional skill 
bound to the right mouse button: 
Crystal is a chunk of purple ore with 

higher HP who can create a 
temporary shield to deflect bullets, 
Plant (a Pokémon gone feral) can 
move faster and snare more mobile 
enemies in a vine trap, and so on.

There are mutations you can apply 
when levelling up, from refills to 
ammo and health, to the ability to 
damage enemies who collide with 
you or to run through walls. They all 
give you a greater chance of 
surviving, but also encourage you to 
adjust your tactics. Likewise the 
weapons: melee attacks are satisfying 
but risky, but when you can extend 
the range of your swipes, a shovel 
can be as devastating as a grenade 
launcher – and you’re less likely to 
die from an unexpected rebound. 

Procedural generation means the 
stages throw up different challenges 
every time: you’ll relish finding a 
generous weapons cache until they 
all stack in the same place and you 
struggle to pick up the one you want; 
there are hidden stages and I’m sure 
I managed to warp to a later level at 
one point. It’s unpredictable in the 
best way, and yet over time you grow 
accustomed to every character’s 
foibles, and the weapons best suited 
to your style – and how to improvise 
when you don’t get what you need. 

Everything here feels like a work 
in progress. I don’t mean that as an 
insult: that raw energy is what makes 
Throne so exciting. At this stage, I 
wonder whether an official release is 
necessary – perhaps Vlambeer can 
just keep updating it forever, adding 
new verses to a permanently 
unfinished symphony of bangs, 
buckshot and bleurgh. 

What is it?
A hectic hybrid of twin-stick 

shooter and roguelike. 

Influenced by
Spelunky, Super Crate Box, 

Borderlands 

Reviewed on
Intel Core i5-4440 CPU @ 

3.1GHz, 8GB RAM
Nvidia GeForce GTX 645 

Alternatively
Luftrausers , 80%

Copy protection
Steam 

Need to know

Warriors of the wasteland 

Meet the mutants

Y.V. 
Fires and reloads 

faster than the 
others. A good choice 

for Nuclear novices.

Rogue 
Only expert players 

need apply. Pursued 
by IDPD officers from 

the outset.

 Expect to pay £10  Release Out now  Developer Vlambeer  Publisher In-house 
 Multiplayer 4-player co-op  Link www.nuclearthrone.com

A roguelike on fast- 
forward, offering 
procedurally generated 
chaos at a blistering pace  
and constant updates.

utantsutantsMeet the muMeet the muu

Chicken 
Has an exclusive 

samurai sword and 
can survive death if a 

medkit’s handy.

Horror 
Tricky to unlock, but 
worth the effort, this 

blob can use XP to 
fire a powerful beam. 

Fish 
The best starter pick. 

More mobile and 
gains more ammo 
from every crate. 

Robot 
Each weapon 

munched gives HP or 
ammo; finds better 
weapons in crates.

WASTED

http://www.nuclearthrone.com
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The rain-lashed scrapyard is 
littered with explosive car-wrecks.

Tip: save your crossbow 
bolts for the bigger bads.

Rogue’s police pursuers turn 
every stage into a frantic escape.

The others weren’t impressed
by Fish’s campfire crooning.

Two-player co-op 
doubles the mayhem.

Watch out for scuttling 
shadows in the sewer levels. 

Pop Gun or SMG? 
Decisions, decisions.
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THEY’RE BACK

R ik Mayall’s death was one of 
the few recent celebrity 
events that touched me, to 

the point where I wanted to tweet 
about it. I didn’t, of course – I’m not a 
morbid opportunist who flatters 
himself that his tiny spume of non-
proximate grief will add anything of 
value to the conveyor belt. But I paid 
my homage, in my own way: I 
followed all the links to YouTube 
clips. From the dick-thrusting Lord 
Flashheart to the Jackanory reader, 
from Bottom to B’Stard. 

In that outpouring, two things 
surprised me. One was the adverts 
for Nintendo, which blended that 
company’s advertising needs 
perfectly with Mayall’s maniacal, 
luckless egotism. The other was that 
no one mentioned Hogs of War.

This took the classic Worms 
combat, and added (as well as the 
third dimension, three years before 
Worms managed it,) a gentle level-up 

to the humour. Rik boasting that a 
sniper rifle can take the eyelashes off 
a gnat might not be one of the best 
lines of his career, but when the 
alternative is annelids squeaking “I’ll 
get you for that!” we took what we 
were given and were grateful. 
Meanwhile, Russian pigs make 
masochistic quips about how 
depressed they are, which is funny 
because it mocks a stereotypical 
national mindset, AND mental 
illness! Oh, the past. You’re so spicy.

For some reason, the singleplayer 
game was literally hobbled in the 
transition to PC. Missions are intact, 
promotion paths for your pigs are 
still there – but the enemy AI has had 
its ankles smashed in by a mallet. It 
simply doesn’t move. It feels like this 
kind of decision can’t have been 
made lightly: perhaps the team 
thought that both teams having 
equal access to abilities as basic as 
‘movement’ would be somehow 

imbalanced. Perhaps someone 
deleted the pathfinding code and 
decided not to own up, and instead 
insisted over a series of meetings that 
static enemy pigs had tested “really 
well with all demographics.” 

My personal experiences were 
even worse, although not seemingly 
shared by the majority: disappearing 
terrain made avoiding the lethal 
water hazards annoying, and my 
patience was aggressively side-
humped by chugging menu screens. 
General performance made me long 
for the fast loading times and raw 
processing power of my PS1. 

If you do get the game working for 
you, hot-seat multiplayer restores 
team balance. But the only real 
reason to choose this title over 
Worms is to listen again to Mayall’s 
voice. And the sad thing is, there’s 
none of that spirit of him playing 
himself, to his well-understood 
strengths. Rik’s got a script, and he’s 
reading it professionally, but with no 
joyful mania. It’s a waste of talent. 

Speaking of which, Team 17, if you 
want me to record a set of alternate 
voices for your Worms games, I’ll do 
it for bloody free. My voices include 
a blustering English Major and a 
camp alley cat. Let’s do this. 

 Expect to pay £3.89  Release Out now  Developer Urbanscan  Publisher Infogrames Studios 
 Multiplayer Up to 8  Link www.gog.com  First reviewed PCG 92, 85%

55
It’s a port, it’s a lemon. 
And no one drinks port 
and lemon these days, 
except your nan. Your nan 
would drink this game. 

RAD RAD SWINE
If HOGS OF WAR really was a rad game, that’d be
a half-decent headline.

What is it?
3D turn-based lardon combat.

Influenced by
Worms

Play it on
1.8GHz CPU, 512MB RAM, 

DirectX 9.0c graphics card

Alternatively
HedgeWars, GunBound, Worms 

Copy protection
None

Need to know

 Why can’t I think of 
any damn pig puns?

That’s better. Let’s just 
look at Pey’j for a bit instead.

No porking? Trottersky? 
Ah, forget it.

Retaliates by not moving. 
Nice retaliating, stupid.

This game doesn’t need any 
hamfisted humour from me.

Re-releases reviewed By Jon Blyth

http://www.gog.com
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REVIEW

LET’S GET SPADE
are satisfying systems – such as 
platforms that sink with excess 
weight, forcing you to herd enemies 
as you platform. Then there are the 
properly hostile dark levels, in which 
flashes of lightning briefly show up 
the platforms, before leaving you to 
make a blind jump. Here is where 
the word ‘bum’ stops being adequate, 
and we are required to use the phrase 
‘pain in the arse’. 

Ah, but even then, this is a good 
platformer. It has plenty of ideas, and 
crucially, even getting sent back a 
bunch of screens by a harsher 
checkpoint leaves you feeling 
stubborn, rather than defeated. It’s 
so good, I don’t even want to return 
to the bum theme that’s developing 
through this review, like mechanical 
anus on legs. So let’s just 
say: “it’s a good game. 
One bums out of ten, 
where bums are bad.” 

S hovel Knight feels loving, when 
you start . A generous 2D 
platformer that just wants to 

entertain you, with its big ’80s pixels, 
endless lives, and sweet tale of Shovel 
Knight, and his bum chum, Shield 
Knight. Now, I use the phrase ‘bum 
chum’ here not to stigmatise intimate 
platonic male friendships, and 
certainly not to imply that sexual 
relationships between men are 
worthy of the same, implied, stigma. 
Instead, I use the phrase ‘bum chum’ 
because one of the words is ‘bum’, 
and the other word rhymes with 
bum. Sometimes – nearly always – 
that is enough.

Anyway, Shovel Knight soon stops 
feeling friendly. The multi-heart 
health system doesn’t apply to the 
increasingly frequent instakill drops. 
Levels deploy increasingly unkind 
ways to chew you a new body-sized 
bumhole. On the good end, there 

 Expect to pay £9.59 (GOG)  Release Out now  Developer Yacht Club 
 Publisher In-house  Multiplayer None  Link www.bit.ly/1BOcDzb 

Can you dig SHOVEL KNIGHT? Probably. 
I mean, it’s a good game.

83

Jesus, did I really say ‘can 
you dig it’ over there?

I’m handing back 
my headline licence.

 Expect to pay £11 (Steam)  Developer Terrible Posture 
Games  Publisher In-house  First review Not reviewed

G un fun’ isn’t as brilliant a rhyming 
couplet as ‘bum chum’, but it has the 

advantage of being actually relevant to 
Tower of Guns’ bloodless, no-reloading 
approach to FPS bullet-chucking. It’s the 
essence of simplicity: survive the rooms, 
get to the door, do more rooms, kill a boss. 
Whether you kill all the turrets and robots 
to hoover up the weapon XP, or explore the 
crannies to root out the secrets, is all down 
to your own preference and whether you’re 
angling to unlock all the guns and perks. 
Fast, repeatable blasting, with a good rate of 
unlocks, and it’s disarmingly open with its 
tactics to keep you interested. I just resent 
getting owned by dozens of 
minimal-AI turrets, is all. Stupid 
turrets, being better than me. 
I’ll show you. 

TOWER OF GUNS

76

Knickers! Sorry I’ve got 
turrets syndrome lol. 

 Expect to pay £7 (Steam)  Developer LKG Games  
 Publisher Mastertronic  First review Not reviewed

A tiny roguelike twin-stick, you say? 
Deep spellcrafting, and 16 classes and 

races making a total of 400 combinations, 
you say? Enemies too small to distinguish, 
and a huge range of spells that you’ll 
stumble across and never want to use again, 
you say? You bloody say a lot, mate. Wind 
your neck in. Runers has a strong premise: 
generated dungeons, hundreds of weapons 
crafted from the runes you find, and strong 
characters and classes. The combat never 
clicked for me, but then the dripfeed of 
spell combiners never let me find any spells 
I particularly enjoyed using. It’s too easy to 
slip into a dull routine of circling the room, 
firing into the centre. Yet there’s 
so much potential and 
brainpower here, I’d definitely 
buy a more polished sequel. 

RUNERS

65

It’s a prettier screen 
than anything in-game.

 Expect to pay £3.89 (GOG)  Developer Xatrix  
 Publisher Interplay  First review PCG 45, 72%

G ame dev trivia quiz! If you give the 
player alcohol as a healing item, should 

you then ruin your control scheme to 
replicate the real-life effects of booze? 
Answer at the end of the review. (Spoiler – 
it’s no.) Revisiting Redneck Rampage is like 
going back to listen to songs by The Macc 
Lads. You loved them as a kid, because they 
gave you adult phrases you could parrot, to 
mitigate your pubelessness. But go back to 
songs like Sweaty Betty and Now He’s A 
Poof as a full-formed adult, and you just feel 
sorry for yourself for discovering the 
mystery of adulthood in such a naff way. 
Crap guns, tedious key-hunting, 
poor design. And no, you 
shouldn’t do drunk controls. It’s 
not new, and it’s not funny. 

REDNECK RAMPAGE 
COLLECTION

36

To play is to not 
be entertained.

‘

http://www.bit.ly/1BOcDzb
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GROUP TEST

Y
ou can build yourself a 
gaming rig out of a 
bargain-priced, dual-
core processor and a 
budget motherboard. 

I’ve had Far Cry 4 running at max 
settings on a 1080p machine that 
cost less than either of the latest 
consoles. Or, you can spend 
thousands creating a PC that nails 
the absolute highest framerates.

If you want the top of the current 
tech tree it’s got to be the latest Intel 
Haswell-E platform: X99.

But why would I want to spend so 
much on building my PC?
The easy answer is future-proofing. 
Spend big now and you’ll be set for 
years. But that should still be 
tempered with a little restraint – 
there’s little point in spending over-
the-odds on every part of your 
system. You don’t need 32GB of 
DDR4 memory, for example, and 
probably won’t for another decade.

Do I need an £800 processor?
Heavens, no. I’d argue almost no one 
does. The top Core i7-5960X is a 
modern marvel of Intel’s technical 
expertise, packing in eight of the 
latest 22nm Haswell cores, all 
running at breakneck speeds and 
eminently overclockable to boot. But 
unless you’re into serious, 
computationally heavy number-

crunching work you’re never going 
to see a return on your investment.

Where the Haswell-E platform 
gets interesting is at the bottom of 
the range. There are only three 
processors in this line-up, with the 
ultra-expensive 5960X at the top and 
another pricey beast in the middle. 
But at the bottom is one of my 
favourite chips of the last year and 
the missing link between Haswell 
and Haswell-E: the Core i7 5820K. 

It’s priced only a little higher than 
the top i7 of the Z97 platform, but 
packs in another two cores to 
become the cheapest six-core CPU 
Intel has ever produced. It’s better 
than the £800 Extreme edition chip 
from the last generation.

Do I have to spend a fortune on an 
X99 motherboard?
Again, you can if you want to. But 
the most pleasing thing about this 
platform is that you don’t have to. 
You can spend less on your X99 

board than you might on a high-end 
Z97 equivalent and it will still deliver 
the very best PC technology 
currently available.

What does an X99 board offer 
beyond Haswell-E support?
The big thing for gamers is that this 
platform has the highest bandwidth 
for a multi-GPU setup. The 
standard i7/Z97 combo offers only 
16 native PCIe 3.0 lanes for the 
whole machine, while an 5820K 
paired with an X99 board can offer 
28. While that still won’t provide 
x16/x16 bandwidth on two graphics 
cards, it gives you more than a 
dual-GPU Z97 would.

The X99 also has a full x4 
bandwidth M.2 socket. That’s twice 
the bandwidth the standard Z97 M.2 
interface offers, and won’t hobble 
future PCIe-based SSDs the way the 
lower platform will. 

Intel’s high-end X99 platform under 
the spotlight. By Dave James

DICTIONARY 
DDR4 >

M.2 >

PCIe x16 >

MOTHERBOARDS
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M
SI’s well-
priced SLI 
Plus is the among 
the cheapest X99 
boards I’ve seen 

since they all launched. It’s been a 
firm favourite of mine ever since, 
and one of the best motherboard 
partners for the Core i7-5820K 
processor that I can think of.

Yet the battle for first place was 
still a very close-run thing, and 
that’s because ASRock are offering a 
very tempting alternative with their 
X99M Extreme4. Additionally, the 
SLI Plus doesn’t top the tables in any 
benchmarks – and in my Battlefield 4 
benchmark was languishing around 

the bottom in terms of average 
framerates. All this might lead you 
to wonder why it’s getting the top 
score, but the other key metric in 
gaming performance is the 
minimum framerate.

At 66fps this budget hero runs 
over 10fps higher than the 
minimum framerate of every other 
board I’ve tested, and that is going to 
give you a smoother experience 
playing games. But then, even to 
refer to this board as ‘budget’ is to do 
MSI a disservice. They’re asking for 
no compromise on your behalf here. 

You still  
get all the 
important 
Haswell-E features you 
could want. There’s a full 
eight DIMM slots for your 
quad-channel DDR4 memory, 
there’s a SATA Express port and an 
x4 M.2 connection to cater for all 
your PCIe storage demands now and 
in the future.

You also get full SLI support and 
CrossFireX too. You can’t run your 
graphics cards across all four of the 
PCIe slots available, but it will 
comfortably run up to three 
graphics cards working together, all 
running directly from the CPU’s 
available PCIe 3.0 lanes. For such a 
well-priced board that’s a big fat tick 
for serious gamers.

In general CPU performance 
terms it’s no great shakes. The SLI 
Plus was never far from the top 
boards I’ve tested, but isn’t going to 
win any performance awards. The 
weakest showing was in the 
overclocking stakes – it came joint 
bottom in that test with a maximum 
frequency of 4.3GHz. 

The SLI Plus isn’t going to win 
any GQ style awards, either. The 
plain black PCB has no fancy 
shielding covering the rear interface 

connections, and no LEDs blazing 
away behind the MSI logos. It’s a 
board for building a performance 
PC, not for gazing adoringly at 
through a perspex window.

ASRock’s micro ATX board is 
similarly priced, but isn’t quite as 
powerful at stock clockspeeds and 
doesn’t have the benefit of the full 
eight DIMM slots for future 
memory upgrades, or the extra PCIe 
3.0 sockets. MSI’s X99S SLI Plus is 
thus my pick of the current crop of 
X99 boards for pairing with the six-
core 5820K. 

SPEC Socket Intel LGA 2011-v3 Size ATX Graphics 4x PCIe 3.0 x16 Multi-GPU support Up to 3-way CrossFireX/SLI Memory 8x DDR4 DIMMs Storage 8x 
SATA 6Gbps, 1x SATA Express (including two extra SATA 6Gbps), 1x M.2 x4 Back panel 8x USB 3.0, 2x USB 2.0, 1x PS/2 port, Intel LAN, Clear CMOS, Audio I/O

93
An excellent and 
excellently-priced X99 
motherboard, perfect for 
your multi-GPU i7 5820K 
gaming PC build.

 It will comfortably 
run up to three 
graphics cards 
working together 

X99S  
SLI Plus
£160 MSI

HOW WE TESTED 
CPU performance > An 
i7-5960X CPU was used with 
Cinebench and X264 v4 to 
find the relative performance 
differences between boards.
Gaming performance > 
Battlefield 4 was used at max 
settings at 1080p, with a GTX 
780Ti graphics card, to look 
for performance differences 
between the motherboards.
Overclocking 
performance > As 
long as single-threaded 
performance remains 
crucial for gaming, a 
decent overclock will boost 
framerates. Ease and 
stability of overclocking was 
thus factored into the overall 
score for each board.

High-performance motherboards 
reviewed. By Dave James

MOTHERBOARDS
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T he top two boards in this 
supertest win their place with 
an eye to pairing them up 

with the CPU on the bottom rung of 
the Haswell-E ladder, the Core 
i7-5820K. If you’re going all out for 
the i7-5960X, the pricey Asus X99-
Deluxe would have to be the board 
you buy to go with it – it’s simply the 
outright best board in this test.

You have the full X99 complement 
of eight memory slots for your quad-
channel DDR4, and both M.2 x4 and 
a pair of SATA Express ports as well. 
But you also get a further eight 
SATA 6Gbps ports, ten USB 3.0 
ports on the rear, with headers on 
the board for a further four, and five 
PCIe 3.0 x16 slots.

That means you can get a proper 
four-way SLI or CrossFireX setup 
running on this board with all slots 
running at x8 speeds. There are also 

physical 
switches on 
the PCB so you 
can select how many 
graphics cards you’re 
plugging in and it will light 
up which sockets to use for 
dual, triple or quadruple GPU 
arrays. There are also switches for 
overclocking, XMP and things most 
of us will probably never need.

You may also notice that the X99 
Deluxe is using a different socket to 
the other boards. The extra pins 
deliver more stable power and enable 
better overclocking. It didn’t let me 
push the CPU any further than the 
rest, but enabled it to deliver a better 
Cinebench score even with a slightly 
lower clockspeed. It let the Corsair 
DDR4 hit its 3000MHz clockspeed, 
something only the other Asus 
board could manage. 

SPEC Socket Asus OC Socket Size ATX Graphics 5x PCIe 3.0 x16 Multi-GPU support Up to 4-way AMD CrossFireX/Nvidia SLI x Memory 8x DDR4 DIMMs 
Storage 8x SATA 6Gbps, 1x M.2 x4, 2x SATA Express (including four extra SATA 6Gbps ports) Back panel 10x USB 3.0, 2x USB 2.0, 2x Intel LAN, Wi-Fi, Audio I/O, BIOS reset

89
Arguably the best 
motherboard in this test, 
but only for the very rich 
looking to partner it with 
their 5960X.

X99-Deluxe
£280 Asus

A SRock is no longer a 
motherboard manufacturer 
associated with the absolute 

bottom of the market. It now stands 
shoulder-to-shoulder with the likes 
of Asus, Gigabyte and MSI. Which 
is why this board got so close to 
taking the gold this month: it’s great 
value, but also able to keep up with 
the big boys and offer all the extras.

It’s also great to see the super 
high-end X99 platform getting the 
small form factor treatment. The 
mATX scale might not be as minute 
as mini-ITX boards, but there’s no 
way to shrink down the huge 2011-v3 
socket and you wouldn’t want to lose 
the quad-channel capabilities of 
DDR4 either – and for that you need 
at least four DIMM slots. 

The only compromises you’re 
making between ATX and mATX is 
that you get four slots instead of 

eight, and there’s 
only a pair of 
PCIe 3.0 slots. On a 
more budget-oriented 
X99 build you’re unlikely 
to be buying more than two 
graphics cards for your 
multi-GPU array anyway.

The Extreme4 doesn’t stand out in 
the benchmarking stakes – in fact it’s 
the slowest out of the blocks for 
straight CPU performance. Its 
single core performance is also 
relatively low, but it still manages to 
post competitive gaming 
performance numbers. It makes up 
for all that when you overclock, 
easily hitting 4.4GHz. 

Were it not for the MSI, the 
Extreme4 would have taken the top 
spot, but unless you’re building a 
smaller machine the SLI Plus is a 
better bet. 

SPEC Socket Intel LGA 2011-v3 Size Micro ATX Graphics 2x PCIe 3.0 x16, 1x PCIe 2.0 x16 Multi-GPU support Quad CrossFireX/SLI (dual-GPU cards only) 
Memory 4x DDR4 DIMMs Storage 10x SATA 6Gbps,1x eSATA, 1x M.2 x4 Back panel 4x USB 3.0, 4x USB 2.0, PS/2 combo, eSATA,1x Intel LAN, 1x Atheros LAN, Audio I/O

89
Not the fastest, but this is 
a quality small form 
factor board that doesn’t 
demand much 
compromise at all.

X99M Extreme4
£170 ASRock
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T
his is the little brother of 
the X99-Deluxe and 
shares much of the same 
design aesthetic and 
feature set. Sadly the 

performance is something that 
hasn’t been shared. Given the big 
difference in price that’s not a 
surprise, but does leave me 
wondering where the X99-A sits. It’s 
too expensive compared to the MSI 
or ASRock bargain-boards but 
doesn’t offer the full feature-set and 
performance of either the Deluxe or 
Gigabyte’s board seen above.

The PCIe storage performance is 
pretty much the slowest of all these 
X99 boards, which is a little odd 
given how speedy the Deluxe is. The 
stock CPU performance is also 
relatively low, though that is at least 
saved by posting the second highest 
overclocking benchmark. But 

crucially 
the 
framerates 
are poor on both 
fronts: the 
minimums aren’t very 
good and the average is 
the absolute lowest of all these 
boards. (Although that’s still 
only 7fps off the top performing 
Gigabyte board.)

It does still offer Asus’s bespoke 
OC Socket, so it’s the only other 
board to run Corsair’s 3000MHz 
XMP setting on its memory 
modules. But if you are desperate for 
high-performance memory on a 
more affordable board, it’s worth 
mentioning that there will be some 
X99 revisions happening next year 
which ought to address the current 
memory failings. So you don’t have 
to make do with the X99-A. 

SPEC Socket Asus OC Socket Size ATX Graphics 3x PCIe 3.0 x16, 1x PCIe 2.0 x16 (max x4 speed) Multi-GPU support Up to 4-way CrossFireX/SLI Memory 
8x DDR4 DIMMs Storage 8x SATA 6Gbps, 1x SATA Express (incl. two extra SATA 6Gbps ports), 1x M.2 x4 Back panel 6x USB 3.0, 4x USB 2.0, 1x PS/2 combo, (more)
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A capable board with a 
decent feature set, but 
doesn’t quite match the 
gaming performance of 
the other boards here.

X99-A
£203 Asus

R
ight from the off you 
know this is a board 
designed to be free 
from the confines of a 
PC case, sitting in an 

open test bench being tortured with 
super-high frequencies and voltages 
by dedicated overclockers.

Inside the packaging is a GPU 
bracket specifically designed to hold 
your graphics cards in place while 
the board sits out in the open. There 
are also a vast array of physical 
buttons on the board itself to allow 
you to adjust overclocking 
frequencies and voltages on the fly.

Yet in general the CPU 
performance is uninspiring and so 
are the memory and storage 
numbers. Gigabyte has upped its 
gaming performance, offering the 
highest average framerate on test, 
but also the lowest minimum fps too.

I did 
manage the 
joint highest 
CPU overclock of 
all these boards – 
hitting 4.41GHz without 
trouble – but the Asus X99-
Deluxe was still able to post a 
higher actual benchmark score. 
These, however, are not the places 
the SOC Force wants to fight. This 
is a board for getting your name 
(sorry, handle) in the serious 
overclocking tables of HWBot, not 
for some light overclocking with a 
closed-loop water cooler at home.

Gigabyte’s X99-SOC Force is a 
board for the OC professional, and 
priced like one too, but the 
performance you’ll get at the liquid 
nitrogen end of the spectrum 
doesn’t translate into more 
mundane, real-world usage. 

SPEC Socket Intel LGA 2011-v3 Size Extended ATX Graphics 2x PCIe 3.0 x16, 2x PCIe 3.0 x16 (at x8 speeds) Multi-GPU Up to 4-way CrossFireX/SLI Memory 
8x DDR4 DIMMs Storage 8x SATA 6Gbps, 1x SATA Express (incl. two extra SATA 6Gbps),1x M.2 x4 Back panel 8x USB 3.0, 4x USB 2.0, CPU overclocking button, (more)

83
A thoroughly impressive 
pro-overclocking board, 
but not necessarily one 
for gamers. Spend the 
extra money elsewhere.

X99-SOC Force
£300 Gigabyte
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Fatal1ty X99X Killer 
£208 ASRock

SPEC Socket Intel LGA 2011-v3 Size Micro ATX Graphics 3x PCIe 3.0 x16 (third slot x8 only) Multi-
GPU support Up to 3-way AMD CrossFireX/Nvidia SLI Memory 4x DDR4 DIMMs Storage 6x SATA 6Gbps

X99 Micro
£200 EVGA

A SRock has tried to make its 
Fatal1ty-branded entry as 
high-spec as possible, 

creating a board that’s able to post 
performance figures that are 
actually only a touch behind the 
Asus Deluxe. What it can’t do is 
match even the lower-end Asus 
board’s overclocking or memory 
performance. Without that OC 
Socket to help deliver higher 
benchmark numbers and improved 
DDR4 support, it’s difficult to 
recommend anybody else’s board as 
a high-end alternative. 

The CPU performance is 
relatively high compared to the 
others, and the PCIe storage speeds 
are also impressive, but the X99X 
Killer is still not going to be the 
board I’d choose at any level. 
Compared with the MSI SLI Plus, 
or even its own X99M Extreme4 

stablemate, the Killer can’t deliver 
much more than either of those two 
bargain-priced boards.

That’s a shame, as it still gets many 
things right. The BIOS screen is 
clear and informative and makes 
tweaking your system as simple as 
you could wish. There’s also a 
Multicore Enhancement option 
which allows you to 
eschew Intel’s limitations 
on running all CPU cores 
at maximum turbo. 

SPEC Socket Intel LGA 2011-v3 Form factor ATX Graphics 3x PCIe 3.0 x16 Multi-GPU support Up 
to 3-way AMD CrossFireX/Nvidia SLI Memory 8x DDR4 DIMMs Storage 10x SATA 6Gbps, 1x eSATA, 1x M.2 x4
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BENCHMARKS
COME IN MOTHERBOARDS, 
YOUR NUMBERS ARE UP

Intel Core i7-5960X
 Cinebench R10 Index score (higher is better)

Nvidia GTX 780 Ti
Battlefield 4 (1080p)

 Minimum fps  Average fps (higher is better)

Intel Core i7-5960X
 Maximum overclock – GHz (higher is better)

MSI X99S SLI PLUS
1317

92

4.3

66

ASROCK X99M EXTREME4
1309

95

4.4

55

ASUS X99-DELUXE
1321

93

4.4

58

GIGABYTE X99-SOC FORCE
1314

98

4.4

52

ASUS X99-A
1315

91

4.4

54

ASROCK FATAL1TY X99X KILLER
1320

96

4.4

55

EVGA X99 MICRO
1317

96

4.3

54

T he obvious competition for 
this micro board is ASRock’s 
Extreme4, but that’s a 

comparison that doesn’t work out 
too favourably for EVGA. 

It keeps up in terms of the feature 
set, dropping four memory slots but 
retaining quad-channel 
compatibility, and it’s also got  
multiple PCie 3.0 lanes for up to 
three-way SLI or CrossFireX. 
Where it’s missing out is in modern 
storage options. 

The biggest omission is the lack of 
an M.2 slot for PCIe SSDs – the Key 
E socket is for mini PCIe WiFi cards 
only. There are also fewer SATA 
6Gbps ports. That said, given that 
PCIe storage is in its infancy you can 
understand why it wasn’t included. 

The issue is that when you’re 
spending this sort of money you 
want all the key features to be in 

evidence. If you’re buying the X99 as 
a future-proof platform the X99 
Micro falls a little short.

It does perform admirably in the 
benchmarks, aside from DDR4 
performance. In gaming it’s right up 
there with the big guns in terms of 
average framerate and is the most 
power efficient of the lot. But when 
the price is so close to the 
mATX Extreme4 there’s 
no good reason to go for 
this EVGA. 
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SPEC Size 40 inches Native resolution 3840 x 2160 Panel type VA Colours 8-bit Contrast 5,000:1 Viewing angles 178/178 degrees Response 8ms 
G-to-G (3ms with overdrive) Inputs DisplayPort, HDMI, MHL, VGA Stand Non-adjustable (200mm VESA support)

88
This is great price for such 
a fabulous screen, which 
comes with just a few 
niggling flaws. Be sure you 
have the PC to match it.

Brilliance  
BDM4065UC
£607 Philips

TESTING CRITERIA 
Components and 
materials >A piece of kit  
is quite literally the sum of  
its parts. We look for the 
fastest chips, the highest  
core counts and the most 
modern materials.
Real-world 
performance>Each piece 
of kit we look at must be 
examined on its own merits. 
If it’s a mouse, how does it 
feel? Is it too heavy or light?  
If it’s a memory stick, an item 
designed for portability, how 

much data can it hold? Does 
it read and write data quickly?
Attractiveness>Some kit 
looks good, some looks bad. 
Aesthetics are often taken 
into account, as depending 
on the item, it can be a factor 
in your long-term satisfaction.
Value>It may be the 
highest-performing piece  
of kit in its category, but  
is it within reach of most 
consumers? We like to see 
components that are not 
only best-in-class, but offer 
value for money too.   

The very best in PC gaming 
hardware, reviewed and 
rated. By Dave James

REVIEWS

T
he picture here doesn’t 
really do this screen 
justice. This is Philips’ 
40-inch 4K monitor. 
Yes, monitor. For all its 

televisual heritage, this is a proper 
PC monitor. It’s got a DisplayPort 
connection, as well as a host of 
HDMI ports, and uses a decent VA 
panel at 60Hz.

This is genuinely the first 4K 
monitor to make me give a wet slap 
about the current super-resolution 
de jour. Every other 4K monitor I’ve 
tested has simply been too small. 

I guess I’m a scaling snob. While 
Windows 8.1 has improved things in 
that regard, it is still not the 

optimum experience to run your OS 
at anything other than plain 100% 
scaling. And running a 4K panel at 
100%, even on large-ish 28-inch 
screens, means you’ll be forever 
squinting at tiny text and icons. 

But with this enormous 40-inch 
panel you’ve got almost the same 
pixel pitch as a standard 1440p 
monitor. That makes things 
perfectly easy to read and with the 
bright, clear VA panel Philips has 
used the colours and contrast are far 
better than in the improved TN 
panels we’ve seen recently. And 

because it’s a VA panel you get the 
inkiest blacks of any screen 
technology, and boy, does Elite: 
Dangerous look good like this. 
There’s also the fact that blown up to 
40 inches you get the full impact of 
the increased detail levels of 4K 
gaming. I’ve played Shadow of 
Mordor at 4K before, but with the 
Philips was the first time the detailed 
textures really had such an impact.

I was surprised by how quickly I 
get used to using this vast expanse of 
screen. That doesn’t diminish its 
impact, just stops you feeling so 
dwarfed by it. The other surprise is 
just how good value it is. Yes, £600 is 
a lot of money, but this is a screen 

that’s still likely to look damned 
good in five years’ time.

Compromises have been made to 
hit this price. The panel gets visibly 
darker in the extreme corners – 
although that’s more likely to be a 
viewing angle issue than a problem 
with the backlight. Also, the stand is 
fixed. Neither of these are deal-
breakers in any way. 

 You get the full 
impact of the 
increased detail of 
4K gaming 



MARCH 2015     113

GET THE PC YOUR GAMES DESERVE

850 EVO 500GB
£275 Samsung

I ’m an absolute sucker for a 
Corsair case and the same goes 
for a good mini-ITX design. 

This one is a scaled-down version of 
the Carbide Air 540, a hefty cuboid I 
fell in love with last year. It was squat 
and chunky, but offered a huge 
amount of internal space which 
made building a PC inside as simple 
as you could wish for. 

The Air 240 uses the same 
sectioning-off of the storage and 
PSU on one side, separate from the 
motherboard and component side. 
That still gives you a lot of space to 
play with even in this smaller design. 
It’s not just limited to mini-ITX 
boards either, there’s space enough 
for micro-ATX motherboards.

And there’s ample space for your 
other components too. Aside from 
the mammoth Water 3.0 Ultimate 
you’ll easily fit any of last month’s 

SPEC Motherboard support Mini-ITX, Micro ATX PCI expansion slots 4 Fans 2x 120mm front, 1x 
120mm rear Maximum GPU length 290mm Dimensions 397mm x 260mm x 320mm

Carbide Air 240
£71 Corsair

This is the first mainstream 
SSD to use Samsung’s new 
3D memory technology, 

stacking NAND modules on top of 
each other for higher capacity and 
increased bandwidth.

Samsung calls it V-NAND, and 
it’s this sort of technology which is 
going to help move SSDs towards 
the price and capacity levels hard 
drives have enjoyed for years. 
V-NAND isn’t just about capacity 
and bandwidth, either. The 40nm 
NAND is more than double the size 
of the 19nm and 16nm modules that 
have made up the most advanced 
drives so far, and normally that 
would be a problem. But the shorter 
connections between the memory 
modules, now stacked on top of each 
other, improve bandwidth and wipe 
out any performance advantage the 
smaller production process might 

offer. That’s why you’ll get a full five 
year warranty. 

The actual performance isn’t that 
exciting. We’re still limited by the 
SATA interface so speeds haven’t 
really improved at the 500GB level, 
but Samsung’s new MGX controller 
has been designed so lower-level 
drives will maintain performance. 
The 250GB drive performs almost 
identically to this 500GB 
version – food for thought 
if you can live with the 
smaller capacity. 

SPEC Capacity 500GB Memory controller Samsung MGX Memory 86Gbit Samsung 40nm MLC 
Cache 512MB DDR2 Warranty 5 years

83

92

KIT FILTER

MSI GTX 970 Gaming 4G £268
The GTX 970 represents the best-value 
graphics card money can buy right now, and 
MSI’s is the cheapest I’ve tested to date. That 
doesn’t mean it’s poorly made, either. The 
Twin Frozr V cooler is also a 0dB cooler, which 
means if your GPU is idling the fans won’t spin 
at all, generating zero noise. They don’t start 
until the chip tops 62C° – and I never saw the 
card running at more than 63C°.

Seriously impressive. 
www.msi.com 86

Roccat Kave  
XTD Stereo £64
There’s really only one thing Roccat’s Kave 
XTD headset need do and that’s beat 
Kingston’s HyperX Cloud Pro. These two 
gaming headsets are around the same price 
and, at the moment, the Cloud Pro is the best 
around. The 50mm drivers in the Kave XTD 
Stereo are decent, but lack the overall clarity 
and depth of sound the Kingston’s wide 
frequency response offers. For my 
head it got a little tight, too.
www.roccat.org 80

Creative Sound Blaster E5 £170
A good pair of headphones is a start, but if 
you’re only plugging them into standard 
motherboard audio you won’t get the full 
benefit. Creative’s E5 is an incredibly versatile 
external sound card that can be used with 
your mobile devices or you can use its 
powerful SB-Axx1 processor to boost your 
PC’s audio. Creative is a past master in PC 
sound and the expansive soundscapes the 
E5 creates in-game are superb – 
but they come at a stiff price.
www.creative.com 84

water-coolers into this, and all but 
the beefiest of graphics cards. 

The Air 240 is a pleasure to build a 
machine in, especially when most 
small form factor cases demand 
serious digital contortion when 
fitting components. Corsair’s 
impressive little case will let you 
build a good-looking, 
high-performance gaming 
rig with the minimum of 
fuss or scraped flesh. 

http://www.msi.com
http://www.roccat.org
http://www.creative.com
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A
fter last month’s 
flurry of changes, 
there’s not a lot about 
the Rig that needs 
fixing this month, so 

this is a good opportunity to look at 
the alternatives and non-essentials 
down at the bottom of the page.  

I’ve been playing a lot of Elite: 
Dangerous recently, and a big part of 
what makes it fun is how the 
peripherals I use immerse me in the 
game. A stick and throttle combo 
entirely changes how effectively I can 
control my craft, but it’s the TrackIR 
head tracking that I cannot live 

The PC  
Gamer Rig
Essential non-essentials

167

CPU
Intel Core i5 4690K 

The Devil’s Canyon 
i5 is in the PCG Rig. 
Overclocking fun ahoy!

FITTED October 2014

MOTHERBOARD
Asus Z97-P 

Some fantastic value 
Z97 motherboards have 
arrived on the scene. 

FITTED February 2015

RAM
Crucial Ballistix Sport

Eight gigs of fast 
1600MHz DDR3, but the 
price is climbing.

FITTED November 2011

CASE
Corsair Carbide 200R

It’s not glamorous, but 
you won’t find a better 
case for the money.

FITTED December 2013

STORAGE
Seagate Barracuda

To save money, storage 
has been restricted to a 
single terabyte of HDD. 

FITTED September 2013

CPU COOLER
Zalman LQ310

Zalman’s water cooler is 
an excellent choice for 
near-silent cooling.

FITTED August 2013

GRAPHICS CARD 
AMD Radeon R9 290 

The recent price cuts 
have made AMD’s R9 
290 a great card for a 
strict budget.

FITTED Christmas 2014

POWER SUPPLY
SilverStone Strider 
Essential 500W 

SilverStone is a reliable 
name, and that’s what 
you need in a PSU.

FITTED April 2014

MONITOR
Viewsonic 
VX2263Smhl 

This smallish panel is still 
IPS, and a good entry-
level monitor.

FITTED February 2015

KEYBOARD
Ozone Strike Pro 

Last month’s Vengeance 
K70 has shot back up 
in price, but this is still a 
great alternative.

FITTED March 2015

MOUSE
Shogun Bros  
Ballista MK-1

With a perfectly placed 
and accurate sensor, this 
laser mouse is a bargain. 

FITTED March 2014

HEADSET
CM Storm Sonuz

The pick of the budget 
gaming headsets on PCG.
com. A solid, versatile, 
great-value set of cans.

FITTED February 2015

£55£40£47£62£70£183

£41£44£80£122£38£216

POSSIBLE UPGRADES
Thrustmaster Warthog > Quite simply the ultimate in throttle and stick hardware. Made 
almost entirely out of metal this is one peripheral which might still be around in AD 3300.
Kingston HyperX Cloud Pro > Based on the excellent QPad QH-90s, Kingston’s take on 
the design boosts the base enough to make it an outstanding gaming headset.
TrackIR 5 > With the accurate head-tracking of the NaturalPoint hardware you can get right 
into the game, still without the resolution compromise of Oculus Rift. £998TOTAL 

PRICE

Dave James 
Hardware Editor

without. For any compatible first-
person game, whether Arma 3, DayZ 
or Elite: Dangerous, it really pulls you 
into right into the world.

Audio plays a huge part in 
immersion too, which is where the 
excellent HyperX Cloud headset 
comes in. I still haven’t plucked up 
the courage to use it with 
Alien: Isolation yet.

WHAT’S IN THE BOX The components that make up the PCG Rig

NEW!
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 I t’s Grublik the Flogger’s first power 
struggle since I branded him, 
brainwashed him and corrupted the 

way of life of his people. He’s the first 
Uruk-hai I poisoned against his own kind, 
and as such, I consider him my special little 
guy. In Middle-earth: Shadow of Mordor, 
the Uruk-hai fight each other to determine 
who moves up and down the orc hierarchy, 
but this is the first time I’ve sent one of my 
own guys to do battle. 

I perch on some ancient Mordor ruins in 
the sunshine, waiting for the duel to begin. 
Grublik has arrived with his cronies. 
Opposite him is a randomly generated, 
higher-ranking orc warchief with a name I 
am no longer able to recall – it’s 

something like Grimdribble the 
Manmuncher, so let’s run with that. 
Grimdribble has his own cronies, and 
they’re a little fiercer than Grublik’s stumpy 
and average Uruk-hai pals. They’re all 
carrying shields, which means they can 
perform unblockable attacks. Grublik’s 
guys are, by comparison, orc interns. As the 
fight kicks off, it’s up to me to help my 
special little guy win the day. If he loses, I’ll 
have to start the whole process again.

This battle will determine whether 
Grublik rises from elite captain to warchief 
status. Grimdribble has held that post 
since I arrived in Mordor. Grublik was the 
first poor mid-ranking bastard I could find.  
I’ve made him into a somebody by 
controlling his allegiances with non-
canonical brain magic. 

After ludicrously posturing at each other, 
the two parties charge and meet in battle. 
Straight away, the 
Manmuncher batters 
Grublik and takes off 
a big slice of his 
health. Damn it – 

this could be a drubbing. Time for some US 
military-style unsanctioned and highly 
dubious intervention. 

I equip my bow and perfectly headshot 
seven of Grimdribble’s shield-wielding 
goons from my vantage point, evening the 
odds a bit. Grimdribble continues to slug 
away at my captain, but while he does so 
I drop down and take out the rest of his 
goons with a few silent knife kills. If the 
warchief would just take a break from 
giving my special little guy a savage 
beating, he’d turn around to find himself 
alone on the battlefield. 

Grublik’s own subservient scrotes are 
doing little to help as he drops to half 
health. I’m a bit miffed about their lack of 
contribution to the battle and vow to 
punish these friendlies by shanking a few 
later. For now, it’s up to me to save my guy. I 
slap Grimdribble with my sword and he 

turns around, mentioning 
that he guessed I was 
behind this political upset. I 
chip away at his health with 
a few fancy acrobatic 

YOU NEVER FORGET YOUR FIRST VICTIM IN SHADOW OF MORDOR 

 Grublik has grown so much 
since I first brainwashed him 

This month Tried not 
to think about the moral 
implications of destroying 
a creature’s way of life.  
Also Played Freedom 
Planet, The Evil Within

READ ME
RELEASED October 2014
OUR REVIEW PCG 272, 85%
BUY IT Steam, £30
MORE www.shadowofmordor.com

THE PC 
GAMER 
TEAM

SAM

RICH

CHRIS

BEN

TOM

Grublik. His posture 
is pathetic.

SAM ROBERTS
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GET MORE FROM YOUR GAMING

NOW PLAYING

http://www.shadowofmordor.com


attacks and counters until he’s down to 
the last nub of health. I run back to the 
ruins where I was perched at the start of 
the duel and watch Grublik slay the 
Manmuncher. He roars, thinking he 
achieved this victory, and is awarded some 
extra orc clothes as he moves up to the top 
in the Mordor power rankings. 

This is the best part of Shadow of 
Mordor: not resolving grudges with named 
orcs who remember you in battle, but 
feeling a sense of ownership over the 
targets you corrupt in the second half of 
the game. Sure, he would’ve got ground 
down into a fine powder were it not for my 
help, but I still feel proud of Grublik. I’m a 
tearful helicopter parent sending their 
child to university – I can’t believe how 
much he’s grown since I first brainwashed 
him and undermined his species’ way of 
life about two hours ago. 

He just needed a little course correction 
from daddy. I’m the parent on the 
playground who holds the bully’s arms 
back while my puny kid works the chest. 
You know, the parent who goes to jail. 

 T he launch of the closed beta 
offered a good way back into the 
first MOBA for ages that I’ve felt 

might take my fancy, even if I do long to 
infect many of the players with 
something skin-meltingly toxic. Oh, for 
the sweet silence of Hearthstone.

It’s bearable. What separates HotS 
from the others out there, except maybe 
Smite, is that to play it is to feel like you 
actually can play it, rather than the slow-
motion failure of 
approaching something 
like Dota 2 without a 
team. I like that I always 
know what I’m 
supposed to be doing. 
And I like that the game 

rewards people coming to help you out, 
and that you can go running to the wings 
of a better player without completely 
letting the side down. Maybe that will 
change once the floodgates open and 
everyone is expected to know what 
they’re doing. I hope not, because while I 
enjoy the tension of friendly play, being 
shouted at for being a crap wizard is never 
going to be my idea of fun.

It’s odd though, that despite me not 
really being a Dota 2 player, that’s the 
game that feels much more ‘important’. 
HotS, even when it’s going well, feels so 
much more throwaway, to the point that I 
tend to find more satisfaction in a Dota 2 
loss than a HotS victory. Even playing solo, 
the two games are night and day in that 
respect. But the fact that HotS actually 
feels plausible to play like this makes it my 

pick for the moment. 
Until that SHODAN 
announcer hits Dota 2, 
anyway. At that point, I 
absolutely have a date 
with Drow and a gang of 
very angry Russians. 

BOLDLY GOING SOLO IN HEROES OF THE STORM

  Oh, for the sweet silence of 
Hearthstone 

I should play more online
games, but, well, ‘people’.

‘Hero Brawler’ indeed. Let’s
just call this genre ‘Jeremy’.

READ ME
RELEASED Closed beta
OUR REVIEW Not reviewed 
BUY IT Free
MORE us.battle.net/heroes/en

Photo mode lets you capture 
precious moments like this.

Grublik at full power, 
defending his warchief title.

This month Briefly shared 
monitor-space with other 
people in a game, then 
jumped in the shower.
Also Played Grim 
Fandango

Talion’s facial expressions 
are remarkably overwrought.

RICH COBBETT
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 I enjoyed the Smite World 
Championship primarily, as you might 
expect, because of Smite. An 

unexpected benefit, however, was that 
for the first time in my life, I was 
surrounded by people who had played, 
grown up with, or worked on Tribes. 
Sometimes, all three. Smite is Hi-Rez’s 
standout success, but Tribes: Ascend was 
the game that introduced me to their 
work – and it lives on in the hearts of 
many, even if it is no longer being worked 
on. It also lives on in the angry-comment-
writing-hands of many, because it is no 
longer being worked on.

Tribes was my favourite competitive 
game when I was a 
teenager. I liked it 
because it was 
fundamentally about 
visible finesse and the 
thrill of movement. 

Learning to play ‘properly’ came second 
to figuring out how to pick up 300 km/h in 
a curving arc around each map. It was rare 
then for a game to explore ideas so far 
from the usual FPS wheelhouse, and it’s 
even rarer now: Titanfall has gestured at 
something similar, but its wall-running is 
always in service to gunplay. In Tribes, 
movement is its own game.

When I got home from Atlanta, I 
decided to reinstall Ascend to see how it 
fared. I wasn’t expecting to discover 
anybody playing – I just wanted to fire it 
up, pick Pathfinder, and slide down a 
couple of hills. Initially, the server browser 
looked much as I’d expect it to, a run of 
0/32 player counts stretching from the 
top to the bottom of the screen. Then I 
realised that it was filtering by ping. I 
switched to population.

Boom. Three active servers, each 
almost full. Around 70 people, total, still 
playing Tribes on a Wednesday lunchtime. 
That’s all you need. A few minutes later, 
the strangest thing had happened – I was 

playing Tribes. In 2015! I 
joined midway through 
the first map, Arx 
Novena, with my team 
already ahead. I’d only 
really booted the game 

DISCOVERING LIFE IN THE RUINS OF TRIBES: ASCEND

 Around 70 people are still 
playing Tribes at lunchtime 

READ ME
RELEASED April 2012
OUR REVIEW PCG 239, 88%
BUY IT Steam, Free
MORE www.hirezstudios.com
tribesascend

up for a quick ski, but now I felt an 
obligation to actually play.

It’s funny what your body remembers, 
and what it doesn’t. Spinfusor and Impact 
Nitron jumping, building momentum – 
these things, apparently, are now hard-
coded into some part of my brain. Routes 
are another matter. I’d forgotten 
everything I used to know about 
describing a swift circuit of this vaguely 
Tuscan space-warzone, and my first flag 
grab was, as a result, inelegant. It was 
inelegant at 280 km/h, however, and that 
was the cap that ended the game. It felt 
good. Really good, in that ‘why wasn’t this 
bigger’ sense, in the way that makes the 
game’s commercial failure seem unjust. 

I’m skiing on a spaceship.
Don’t mind me.

The timeless majesty
of the guy that killed you.

This month Skied the 
hills that time forgot.  
Captured the flag of what 
might have been.
Also Played Smite, 
Game of Thrones

CHRIS THURSTEN 
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 Do I really move this slow? Why am I 
not sprinting? How am I supposed 
to get up that cliff? After acquiring 

a large amount of late-game amenities in 
my regular Terraria world, I decided to 
begin anew, but I’d forgotten just how far 
down the food chain you start. I feel 
sluggish, weak, and fragile. I don’t have 
any of my usual tricks to move around and 
even mining dirt takes an upsetting 
amount of time. But the promise of 
fighting my way back to where I’d been is 
an exciting one.

Despite the moaning, new worlds are 
my favourite part of Terraria. I enjoy 
discovering all of a map’s little intricacies 
nearly as much as fighting bosses. 
Terraria’s worlds can start to feel similar 
after you’ve gone through a few of them, 

but something always manages to 
surprise me. Even at my daunting pace, I 
stumbled upon an underground cavern 
with three of Terraria’s trap-riddled 
mushroom biomes right 
next to each other. I died 
to traps in two of them.

My tail between my 
legs, my health low, and 

This month Remembered 
how uncomfortably slow 
you are when you’re just 
starting Terraria.  
Also Played 
Hearthstone, Heroes 

 I am Lady Chun Li, a knave with notable 
farsightedness. It was hard enough to 
conquer this trap-filled magical castle 

with her clear-visioned forebears – 
knights and mages and warriors – so I 
don’t have much hope. Everything in her 
immediate vicinity is blurry, and it is to be 
her undoing. Slain by a bloodbite – that’s 
the legacy of Lady Chun Li.

Lady Chun Li II is her 
daughter. She can’t 
remember the layout 
due to Alzheimer’s, so I 
don’t get a map. At least 

on this run I find a new spell, daggers, 
which I pass onto my heir when I am killed 
by a painting. Sir Taco is a noble shinobi of 
considerable muscle mass. He has ADHD, 
which means faster movement, but even 
that doesn’t help against the might of a 
static turret that shoots pellets.

Next in line is Lady Faye, a giant of a 
woman, a born basketball player. 
Basketball doesn’t exist here, but carnival 
games do as I discover deep in the castle’s 
randomly generated interior, and by 
breaking coloured targets with my 
daggers – a family heirloom at this point – 
I earn some cash. This is passed down to 
Scorpio, a nostalgic soul who sees 
everything in sepia. When he dies I’m onto 
his son, Archmage Skunky, who suffers 

farsightedness just like 
Lady Chun Li all those 
years ago. Time has 
come full circle in this 
weird family tree. 

THE MANY LIVES AND DEATHS OF ROGUE LEGACY

  Sir Taco is a noble shinobi of 
considerable muscle mass 

STARTING FROM SCRATCH 
IN TERRARIA

  Chop, craft, kill. That old song and dance 

READ ME
RELEASED May 2011
OUR REVIEW PCG 229, 79%
BUY IT £7
MORE www.terraria.org

my ability to do pretty much anything 
useful stunted, I opted to improve my 
base a little. That went slower than I was 
used to too, but it is a testament to just 

how much stuff Terraria 
gives you to do.

 It might start slow, 
but the more I play the 
faster it picks up. 

READ ME
RELEASED June 2013
OUR REVIEW PCG 256, 84%
BUY IT £11
MORE www.roguelegacy.com

Just like life, you only 
get one shot at this.

The solution to any 
problem is to have children.

Who knew housework could 
take up so much time?

This month Witnessed 
an endless procession of 
genetic defects.  
Also Played 
SpeedRunners, Crypt 
of the Necrodancer 

TOM MARKS

BEN GRIFFIN
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BATTLEBLOCK THEATER 
 LEVELS  PLAYLISTS FROM THE 
STEAM WORKSHOP

P repare for more lasers, spikes, 
saws and cats, all in the name of 

deadly entertainment. Here are some 
of the best community-made levels.

2

 F or all their endless enthusiasm, Half-
Life 2’s rebels were never exactly 
competent. They were lost without 

their messianic Freeman, and even with 
him tended to do little more than get in 
the way. Lambda Wars is their chance for 
redemption. Yet even here, their 
achievements are muddied by the fact 
that you still play Freeman. Sort of.

It’s a standalone Alien Swarm 
RTS mod set in the Half-Life 
2 universe. It started life as 
Half-Life 2: Wars, back in 
the late noughties, and 
has since gained a new 
name and a new 
distribution method. It 
recently received a Steam 
release, and a major update 
providing significant balance 
changes and new matchmaking.

Back to the rebels. You can play as 
either them or the Combine, across a 
variety of maps either online or against 
the AI. Naturally, you control the genre’s 
traditional hovering deity, queueing up 
buildings and upgrades, and controlling 
the movement and actions of every 
soldier. Click on a rebel, and he’ll say 

something like “hey, doc,” or “good idea, 
Doctor Freeman,” which is weird. Just 
where is Gordon hiding?

There’s a clear Company of Heroes 
influence present, with a cover system 
taken straight out of the Relic school of 
RTS design. The relatively low population 
cap does place increased importance on 

your units, but there’s base building 
too. Rebels get access to 

weapon upgrades, triage 
centres, radio towers, and, 

if they’ve collected 
enough scrap, can even 
enlist the services of a 
friendly Vortigaunt.

Despite still being 
designated a beta, Lambda 

Wars is incredibly well 
polished for a mod so drastically 

different from its base game. There’s a lot 
on offer too: multiple multiplayer maps 
and a three episode campaign mode 
against a mixture of Combine and 
zombies. Lambda Wars is more than just a 
gimmicky way to transpose Half-Life 2 
into another genre. It’s a quality RTS in its 
own right. PS
www.bit.ly/LambdaWars

 MOD  COMMAND AND CONQUER IN HALF-LIFE 2

LAMBDA WARS1

Lambda is in 
beta, confusingly.

       PHIL SAYS...
“Now, 

where’s the 
Half-Life 2   
 kart  
    racer?”

WELOVEYOU
An official playlist from 
BattleBlock creators. More 
than ever, they delight in 

punishing those not paying attention. 
www.bit.ly/Battleblock1

MARIO BROS
It was inevitable that 
someone would make 
Mario levels. They’re easy, 

but offer plenty of combat. 
www.bit.ly/Battleblock2

FLOOR IS LAVA
This playlist takes 
inspiration from every 
toddler’s excuse for jumping 

on furniture. Except here, the floor is lava.
www.bit.ly/Battleblock3

KITTY CASTLE
There’s no particular 
gimmick distinguishing 
these levels. They just go 

all-out, massively, on the hazards. 
www.bit.ly/Battleblock4
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I’m surprised Kojima didn’t put 
flapping guards in the original.

 Metal Gear Solid V: Ground Zeroes (in case 
you’re still deciphering that title) is a 
new game that doesn’t support 

modding. That doesn’t mean it can’t be 
modded, just that the community is still 
grappling with the possibilities. As I write, 
they’re replacing birds with flapping guards, 
swapping Snake for Hideo Kojima and adding 
pictures of Dick Butt wherever he might fit. It’s 
all part of the process.

There are some more useful applications of 
the current tools. With the MGSV GZ EZ tool, 
you can unpack the data to uncap the 
framerate, tweak depth-of-field, or change the 
time of day. Depending on your desired tweak it 
can be a convoluted process, but instructions 
are on the tool’s Steam forum thread. PS
www.bit.ly/EZMGS5

 UTILITY  MASTER METAL GEAR

MGSV GZ  
EZ TOOLS

3

FORK PARKER’S 
HOLIDAY PROFIT HIKE
 FREEWARE  MONEY MOUNTAIN

A word of advice to any aspiring 
CFOs: if your company’s revenue 

is down for the year, releasing a free 
2D platformer probably isn’t the best 
solution. Luckily for Devolver Digital, 
the financial crisis depicted in Fork 
Parker is as fictional as its protagonist. 
In this game, the publisher’s balding 
mascot Fork takes a break from his 
regular duties – cameoing in Serious 
Sam games and tweeting at Notch 
– to climb a nightmarish land filled 
with money, jagged icicles and deadly 
Christmas jumpers.

Your job is to collect as much money 
as possible while avoiding the many 
hazards hindering your ascent. To help 
achieve this you can throw out pitons: 
metal spikes that attach to surfaces 
to form a rope that extends between 
each subsequent piton placement. 
It’s still extremely difficult, and every 
death results in unwanted medical 
bills that chip away at your possible 
holiday profit. PS
www.bit.ly/ProfitHike

5

 WEBGAME  POIGNANT PACKING

 C reated by Terry Cavanagh 
(VVVVVV) and Stephen Lavelle 
(Slave of God), Moving Stories is a 

short game about moving house. More 

accurately it’s a story about the items that 
collect in a house, and what to keep when 
faced with limited suitcase space. PS
www.bit.ly/MovingStory

A

MOVING STORIES4

A B CSUITCASE The reason for your 
move depends on the items 

you put in it. It may be a break-up, a 
new start, or something weirder.

SEVERED HAND You can 
unlock strange new items. Why 

would a person want to keep a jar of 
urine? Pop it in the case to find out.

CAT Naturally, the cat won’t 
stay in the suitcase. What 

happens to it depends instead on the 
items that you do pack.

B

C
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I’m not calling the fire 
brigade again, dude.

 F ar Cry 4 Enhanced offers a wide-
ranging series of improvements to 
Ubisoft’s mountainous getaway. 

There are a few different versions, 
ranging from casual to 
hardcore, each with their 
own challenge. Hardcore, 
for example, tweaks the 
range and damage of 
weapons to make them 
more realistic.

I stuck to Regular, and 
so missed out on being 
constantly murdered by 
Pagan Min’s guard. Instead, I got 
a selection of usability improvements. 
The weapon and syringe wheels were 
remapped, and made available by 

holding R and Q respectively – ensuring 
that the game’s most essential tools are 
closer to hand. Elsewhere in the mod, the 

repair torch has been given its own 
specific prompt, letting you 

randomly start forest fires 
without first being near a 
broken vehicle. More 
notably, tagged enemies 
are no longer visible 
through walls, and thus 

provide a more natural 
challenge during Outposts. 

If all that wasn’t enough, a 
bundled attachments mod 

offers greater scope for customising 
weapons. Silenced AK47? Yes please. PS
www.bit.ly/FarCryEnhanced

       PHIL SAYS...
“The best 

tweak? Less 
bloody eagle 
attacks.”

DRIFT STAGE
 DEMO  I WANT TO DRIVE YOU 
THROUGH THE NIGHT

 D rift Stage is, in essence, Kavinsky: 
The Game. It’s what I imagine 

Ryan Gosling’s character in Drive saw 
as he was tearing through the streets 
of LA. It’s an arcade racer set in a retro 
neon city painted orange and blue, 
and backed by ’80s-style synth pop.

The handling is simplistic, taking 
inspiration from classics such as 
OutRun. Your car won’t slip or spin 
while accelerating, but its turning 
circle is huge – you’re barely able 
to make a small corner, let alone a 
U-turn. The clue is in the name: in 
order to navigate Drift Stage’s twisting 
highways, you’ll need to execute some 
absurd drifts.

Tap the brakes while cornering, and 
the car will lean into the turn at a 
near 90 degrees. Drifting makes your 
tires screech and smoke, but more 
importantly grants you some much 
needed manoeuvrability. Too much, 
in fact. While drifting you’re in danger 
of clipping the wall of a tight corner, 
causing an instant speed reduction.

Currently in alpha, Drift Stage 
features a single track playable 
in Time Attack against a series of 
increasingly difficult ghost cars. For 
now that’s enough to get a feel for 
what the finished game will be. PS
www.bit.ly/DriftStage

 This is a ‘supplemental’ chapter to the upcoming 
adventure game Night in the Woods. It takes the 
form of a tangential bedtime story between two 

of the latter game’s cat characters. That story is of an 
astronomer’s attempt to reach a frozen lake.

Along the way, she meets a variety of unusual 
characters, gets involved in ancient forces she doesn’t 
understand, and builds a snowman or two. It’s surreal 
and charming, and helped along by an excellent 
soundtrack. PS
www.bit.ly/LostConstellation

 FREEWARE  A FELINE FAIRY TALE

LOST 
CONSTELLATION6

 MOD  MODIFIED MURDER ON THE MOUNTAIN

FAR CRY 4 ENHANCED

8

7

Hmm, grenade, or grenade? 
Or maybe a grenade?
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 D oom 2 turned 20 last September, making it the oldest game 
that still makes an appearance in our monthly Top 10 
round-up. The community is still going strong, as evidenced 

by the yearly Cacowards – a celebration of the year’s best WADs 
run by the Doomworld fan site. This years winners included a lot of 
variety. Here are three of the best. PS

DOOM 2
 MODS  HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE CACOWARDS

9
ALL THE WAY DOWN
 FREEWARE MANIC MINERS

Small English villages can be 
the perfect setting for creepy 

and unsettling horror stories. That’s 
because small English villages are 
inherently creepy and unsettling. As 
someone who once walked into an 
unfamiliar country pub, only to have 
unwelcoming locals silently turn and 
stare, I understand the plight of All 
The Way Down’s protagonist. OK, not 
entirely – the only ancient evil I had to 
avoid was a jar of pickled eggs.

Caught in a blizzard, this unnamed 
outsider stumbles across an insular 
community. The locals aren’t friendly, 
but his need for shelter overrides his 
need to stay away from rambling 
weirdos. This, it turns out, is a mistake.

This is a point and click adventure, 
and that means some light inventory 
puzzling happens. It’s simple stuff, 
the solutions never spanning more 
than the room you’re currently in. 
Some steps require pixel hunting to 
find the particular item you need to 
manipulate, but mostly the puzzles 
take a back seat to the story.

It’s a decent tale, although the 
short length means it ends abruptly. 
Nevertheless, there are some 
interesting ideas at work. All The 
Way Down’s horror, while mythical in 
nature, is kept grounded by locations 
that feel natural and mundane. PS
www.bit.ly/LocalGame

THE ADVENTURES  
OF SQUARE

 If Doom was a cartoon adventure about a 
lone square overthrowing a tyrannical order 

of anthropomorphic circles, this is probably what 
it would look like. You shoot paint, and there’s 
more platforming than I recall in regular Doom.
www.bit.ly/Cacowards3

GOING DOWN

 This is a massive 32-map megawad set 
in a demon-filled skyscraper. There’s no 

real consistency between levels, and that keeps 
things interesting, despite the single building 
premise. There are a lot of quality map layouts 
included, and plenty of challenge thanks to the 
smart placement of enemies.
www.bit.ly/Cacowards2

DEMONSTEELE

 Winner of the Best Gameplay Mod, 
DemonSteele isn’t a new series of maps, 

but rather a new way to play on existing maps. It 
totally overhauls the combat, swapping the guns 
for a blade that cuts through enemies with ease. 
To balance things out, the number of enemies 
has been vastly increased.
www.bit.ly/Cacowards1

It seems like every 
other month 
I’m picking a 

new Source Filmmaker 
video for this space. In 
my defence, people keep 
making great Source 
Filmmaker videos. End 
of the Line is particularly 
brilliant – so much so that 
it was accompanied by 
a somewhat lacklustre 
update within TF2 itself. PS
www.bit.ly/TF2EotL

1  Departure
The Blu team prepare 

their latest assault, and we 
see how End of the Line’s 
mercs differ from their 
in-game counterparts. Here, 
the Soldier isn’t a bumbling 
idiot, but a hardened leader. 
The Pyro, not so much.

2  Signal failure
The Red team get a look 

at what they’re up against: a 
bomb-filled train speeding 
out of control towards their 
base. Incidentally, it’s been 
over seven years: why haven’t 
the two teams learned to 
build rail networks yet?

3 Missed connection
Scout and Sniper race to 

catch up to the train. As Scout 
makes a daring attempt to 
board the runaway vehicle, 
back at base, the Red team 
paces and looks worried. The 
Sniper ends up perilously 
balanced on a cliff.

4  Final stop
Will the Scout disarm 

the bomb in time? Why are 
the train carts full of ducks? 
Can the Medic teach Heavy to 
play chess? Will the kitten 
orphanage be saved? Oh yes, 
I forgot to mention: there’s a 
kitten orphanage.

MACHINIMA
THE RED TEAM REACH THE END OF THE LINE
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HEARTHSTONE IS GREAT, BUT THERE ARE STILL A FEW GREMLINS TO FIX. By Tim Clark

 Back in September, Blizzard 
announced that Hearthstone had 
passed 20 million registered 

players. However much the detractors 
whine about the game being too casual, 
too reliant on RNG or too P2W, it’s clear 
that it is part of the PC landscape now.

When the bug first bit, I  spent hours 
each night grinding in the lower ranks, 
discovering combos (by means of being 
killed by them) and growing my card 
collection via daily gold quests. But I was 
never going to wait long to play with cool 
cards like The Black Knight or Ancient of 
Lore. So I spent hideous amounts of 
money on packs, and gradually got good 
enough to climb into the single-digit  
ranks on the ladder most months.

For a while, I suffered from anxiety 
whenever the game booted, but I was 
able to cure it by watching people a lot 
better than me losing on streams. It also 
made me realise that beating myself up 
for losing at a game in which luck can play 
an oppressive part was dumb. The real 
Hearthstone juice is still to be found in  
the games when neither of you draw 
perfectly, and you’re trying to guess what 
each other is holding based on tiny tells.  
I still get salty when I lose but, equally, 
there’s no other game that gives me  
the same raw serotonin hit from winning.  

December saw the second of the game’s 
major expansions – the Goblins vs 

What’s interesting about both 
expansions is that they betray what the 
designers really want from a typical game 
of Hearthstone. The Naxx cards were 
heavily Deathrattle flavoured in order to 
make minions more sticky, whilst many of 
the GvG cards are built around random 
effects. Blizzard clearly thinks that 
Hearthstone is most fun when it involves 
large boards of creatures battling each 
other, and random shit happening as they 

do. A bold design call, given that so many 
people claim to hate the RNG element.

Listening to your audience can be 
design death, though. There’s a reason 
why the most shared Hearthstone videos 
are of the week’s most funny and lucky 
moments. RNG is a huge part of what 
makes the games tense and memorable.  

What will be interesting to see now is 
whether Team 5 is able to settle into a 
regular rhythm of expansions. Despite the 
bigger size of the GvG set, I suspect the 
playerbase will thirst for something new 
even sooner. At all but the lowest level, 
the players understand Hearthstone’s 
intricacies better than ever, which only 
quickens the appetite for novelty. 

I also think that, nice though additions 
like spectator mode are, something more 
substantial needs to be done to 
reinvigorate ranked play. Beyond the 
daunting grind to legend, there’s almost 
no incentive to climb the ladder each 
month, given that the only other reward 
(a bespoke card back) is given out for the 
easy feat of hitting rank 20. That problem 
is compounded by the fact that ‘casual’ 
mode is anything but. What the game 
needs is a deeper reward system, a safer 
place in which to experiment with wacky 
deck ideas without getting punished for it, 
and even more regular injections of new- 
card excitement. If it can find its rhythm,  
I can’t see why I won’t be returning to 
Hearthstone daily for years to come. 

Gnomes set, which added 123 new, 
collectible cards. Unlike the Curse of 
Naxxramas add-on, which doled out 30 
cards via singleplayer boss battles/
puzzles, this was just a straight dump of 
new cards. In both cases, the refresh was 
much needed. It seems like every three 
months, the Hearthstone metagame is 
going to get stale and seize up. Before 
Naxx, ‘constructed’ play was dominated 
by the ‘Miracle Rogue’ and ‘Handlock’ 

decks; likewise, before GvG, it was all 
‘Huntertaker’ and, uh, ‘Handlock’.

Blizzard’s approach to dealing with 
problematic decks has largely been to 
provide players with extra tools to 
counter them. It’s a commendably  non-
interventionist approach, but doesn’t 
always work out, largely because there 
are only so many situational ‘tech’ cards 
you can fit in any one deck. The end  
result has been that really hated cards  
– Starving Buzzard, Leeroy Jenkins, 
Gadgetzan Auctioneer – still ultimately 
had to be reworked into irrelevancy.

BOOMING

GNOME-MAN’S HAND Five of the best Goblins vs Gnomes cards

READ ME
FIRST REVIEWED
PCG 264, 80%

DEVELOPER
Blizzard 
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PUBLISHER
Blizzard

Entertainment 
REQUIRES

A PC
LINK

battle.net/
hearthstone
MULTIPLAYER

2 players

  RNG is a huge part of 
what makes Hearthstone’s 
games so memorable  

Piloted 
Shredder
Piloted Shredder  
is another  
‘mech’ card, and 
another that  
has an RNG  
dice roll built in. 

Annoy-o-Tron
One of many 
new ‘mech’ cards 
introduced by 
GvG, Annoy-
o-Tron likes to 
shout the word 
“HELLO!”. A lot.

Imp-losion
Xixo piloted 
his Imp-losion-
littered Zoo deck 
into the #1 slot  
on the NA, EU  
and Asia servers 
simultaneously. 

Muster for Battle
While Paladin was previously 
considered almost unplayable in 
all but the slowest ‘control’ setups, 
due to its terrible lack of early game, 
it has single-handedly made the 
class viable. Combo it with the 
Quartermaster and you get three  
3/3 creatures plus a weapon. Ouchy.

Dr Boom
“This is going to be the best card in 
the new set!”, said precisely no one. 
But it is. Though the good Dr is weak 
to Big Game Hunter, his explosive bots 
remain, making him a superb card to 
drop, whether you’re ahead or behind 
on the board. If you haven’t crafted 
him yet, do so.
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The lack of predictable outcomes
is still the lifeblood of Hearthstone.

This was a pretty
emotional moment.

You can almost hear
the other player sighing.

Goblins vs Gnomes offers  
new deck-building options.

Rage quitting: there
is another way.

This could all so easily end in
a massive tantrum.



 T here were 1,332 crew members on 
the USG Ishimura, but it took an 
unassuming engineer with a power 

tool to defeat the ungodly evil that 
devastated their ship. Isaac Clarke (see 
what they did there?) is the unlikely hero 
of Dead Space, an atmospheric space-
horror game that came out of nowhere at 
the end of 2008. 

After losing contact with the Ishimura, a 
massive ‘planet cracker’ mining ship, the 
owners send a small team – of which 
Clarke is a member – to find out what 
happened. When they get there the ship 
seems abandoned and its lights are 
mysteriously out, so they go aboard to 
investigate. Bad idea.

There’s nothing that unique about Dead 
Space. Its mix of cold, industrial sci-fi and 
gruesome bio-horror has been done 
many times before, from Alien to System 
Shock. But it makes up for a lack of original 
ideas by just being really good. 

Borrowing heavily from Shinji Mikami’s 
peerless Resident Evil 4, it’s an over-the-
shoulder shooter that blends slow, 

and in this sense it’s reminiscent of 
BioShock’s Rapture, revealing more about 
the place and its former inhabitants as 
you delve deeper into it. 

The Ishimura has a lot of dark secrets to 
be discovered, chiefly its ties to Unitology: 
a fairly obvious Scientology spoof that 

would come to form the backbone 
of the series’ mythology over 

the two sequels. There’s a 
reason why the crew are 
all dead and the ship is 
swarming with 
monstrous creatures, 
and a desire to find out 

keeps you engaged.
The enemies, called 

necromorphs, are straight out 
of the Stan Winston book of 

creature design – John Carpenter’s 
brooding ‘80s horror classic The Thing is a 
clear inspiration. To design them, 
Visceral’s artists studied photos of car 
crash victims and war casualties. 

Compared to, say, the genuinely 
unsettling denizens of Silent Hill, they do 

atmospheric horror with bloody action. 
You can trace almost every moment back 
to a film, but it’s so fun, so atmospheric, 
and so well-designed that it doesn’t 
matter. It’s a loving homage to classic 
horror and sci-fi cinema.

Playing it now, seven years later, I’m 
amazed at how good it looks. A few 
blurry textures and low-poly 
character models aside, the 
Ishimura is still a 
wonderfully atmospheric 
environment. It’s a 
claustrophobic warren of 
oppressive metal 
corridors that owes a lot 
to Alien’s USCSS Nostromo. 
The single setting is one of its 
greatest strengths, giving the 
developers the chance to really flesh it 
out. It feels like a real, lived-in place that 
was once teeming with people, which 
makes its current abandoned state even 
more eerie.

You move through different areas – 
engineering, medical, the crew quarters – 

DEAD SPACE ENTERTAINS, BUT RARELY GOES OUT ON A LIMB. By Andy Kelly

  Seven years later, I’m 
amazed at how good it looks 
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     ANDY SAYS...
“The first 
game in the 
series, and  
the best.”

The atmospheric intro still 
packs a punch today.
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look fairly ridiculous. They’re bloody 
constructions of squished-together body 
parts that flail and screech as they 
predictably burst out of vents. But in the 
heat of the moment, with five of them 
bearing down on you, pincers swinging, 
they’re an effective foe.

Dead Space isn’t scary. It falls into the 
Resident Evil camp of horror games, with 
cheap jump scares and tension-building 
looming large in its vocabulary. It won’t 
affect you on some deep, psychological 
level, and it won’t tease out deep-seated 
primal fears. It’s more like a ghost train, 
with people in white sheets popping up 
and going “Boo!” But that’s fine, because 
the game has no pretensions otherwise. 
Never knowing when a necromorph is 
going to come bursting through a door or 
out of shadowy corner is what keeps the 
tension taut and constant.

To defeat these creatures, you have to 
take advantage of the game’s ‘strategic 
dismemberment’ gimmick. You can’t kill a 
necromorph just by blasting at it with the 
game’s array of deadly engineering tools –
you have to sever its limbs. 

The game teaches you this by having 
the words ‘CUT OFF THEIR LIMBS’ 
scrawled on a wall in blood. Then it tells 
you in a tutorial. Then an audio diary. Then 
another tutorial. Subtlety is not really the 
game’s strong point. There are a few 
quieter, more thickly atmospheric 
moments, which sadly fall by the wayside 
as the game gets increasingly louder and 
more action-packed: a crescendo that 

things to get it running satisfactorily on 
modern machines. Disabling vsync on 
modern GPUs causes certain events not 
to trigger, making progress impossible. 
But with it enabled, the game feels 
unplayably slow and clunky. You have to 
disable it in-game, then enable it through 
your graphics card control panel to fix this.

There’s also appalling mouse/
controller lag on some PCs. But wrestle 
with this stuff successfully and you’ll 
discover an enjoyable horror romp with a 
memorable setting and great set-pieces. 

In moving away from a single, focused 
setting and introducing more third-
person shooting, the sequels never really 
recaptured the magic of the first game. 
Hopefully the next – if they ever make 
another – will take a step back and try 
another smaller, slower game like the 
first. Alien: Isolation is proof that bigger 
and louder isn’t always better. 

kept on going until the end of the 
underwhelming Dead Space 3.

The score, although largely forgettable, 
makes use of Krzysztof Penderecki-style 
timpani rolls and sharp, piercing strings to 
build the suspense, a ploy straight out of 
Kubrick’s The Shining. Visceral watched 
hours of horror films during the game’s 
development to get ideas for scares. Cult 
scary sci-fi flick Event Horizon is another 
obvious influence, with a story, locations, 
and monster designs so similar, it almost 
feels like an adaptation at times. 

This is a game that’s quite 
unashamedly steeped in imagery and 
sounds from the silver screen. As a result it 
can feel overly imitative, but a few visual 
elements – particularly the green glow of 
Isaac’s clunky helmet and the Unitology 
stuff – are distinctly its own creation.

PC gamers were short-changed with 
the port, and you’ll need to tweak a few 

UNITOLOGY 101 Translating Dead Space’s alien language

By an amazing 
coincidence, it has 
26 characters that 
map directly onto 
our own alphabet.

A  B  C  D  E  F  G  H  I  J  K  L  M  N  O  P  Q  R  S  T  U  V  W  X  Y  Z

Ishimura status: 
seriously broken.

“Must... write... tutorial... in 
blood... before... I die.”

Necromorphs are straight 
out of The Thing.

Moody lighting heightens 
the tension.

MARCH 2015     127



MUST PLAY DON’T MISS OUT ON THESE LEGENDS

128     MARCH 2015

THE 

G R E AT E S T  
GAMES 

ON  PC

TAKE COMMAND

ENDLESS LEGEND
www.bit.ly/EndlessL
Amplitude’s beautiful fantasy strategy 
game looks like the Game of Thrones 
credits sequence and backs those looks 
up with one of the most refreshing 4X 
strategy systems in years.
ALTERNATIVELY Civilization: Beyond 
Earth, XCOM: Enemy Within, SupCom

HAVE AN ADVENTURE

LEGEND OF GRIMROCK II
www.grimrock.net
As old school as it gets in some ways, 
Legend of Grimrock II is a dungeon crawler 
without the dungeon: a grid-based 
adventure across open-air environments 
that’s relaxing despite the monsters.
ALTERNATIVELY Divinity: Original Sin, 
Dragon Age: Inquisition, TES V: Skyrim

SHOOT THINGS

FAR CRY 4
www.titanfall.com
Sticking rigidly to the Far Cry 3 formula isn’t 
such a bad thing when the environment is 
this lush and the combat this exciting. 
Your relationship with wild animals only 
gets weirder, however.
ALTERNATIVELY  BioShock Infinite, 
PlanetSide 2, Wolfenstein: The New Order

GET SOMETHING FOR NOTHING

DOTA 2
www.dota2.com 
Custom game modes are coming, 
completing the community-driven circle 
of life that began with Warcraft III’s 
mapping tools. Be part of gaming history. 
Or just click on a lot of little wizards. 
ALTERNATIVELY Hearthstone, League of 
Legends, Smite, World of Tanks

LIVE ANOTHER LIFE

DAYZ
www.bit.ly/dayzsteam
You can now drive a car and eat human 
flesh, if that’s what you’re into. It takes a 
bit of work to find all of the bits, though. 
For the car. Not the human flesh. That 
arrives in a single, terrified package.
ALTERNATIVELY Guild Wars 2, Elite: 
Dangerous, World of Warcraft

READ THE MANUAL

EURO TRUCK  
SIMULATOR 2
www.eurotrucksimulator2.com
We’ve been recommending this for years 
and we’re not joking. Go for a drive. Do it. 
It’s much better than being Kevin Spacey’s 
friend or whatever you do in games now.
ALTERNATIVELY OMSI, Rise of Flight, 
X-Plane 10, Silent Hunter 5

OVERCOME ALL ODDS

DARK SOULS II
www.darksoulsii.com
Still one of the most gratifying adventures 
you can have on a PC. Its predecessor has 
a little more heart, but it’s DSII’s inventive 
multiplayer systems that make it stand 
out as a worthy game in its own right.
ALTERNATIVELY Spelunky, Rogue 
Legacy, Kerbal Space Program, Nethack

COMPETE ONLINE

COUNTER-STRIKE: GO
www.counter-strike.net
The gentleman’s competitive shooter. You 
don’t shoot gentlemen, though. You shoot 
terrorists and counter-terrorists. I suppose 
a few may be gentlemanly, but that’s not 
relevant. Nor is this. It’s Counter-Strike.
ALTERNATIVELY Smite, Battlefield 4, 
League of Legends, Hearthstone

NEWENTRY
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