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EDITOR
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@SamuelWRoberts

bringing you the scoops this month...

Chris Thursten
@CThursten
Went to the office party 
for five minutes, left when 
no one else turned up in 
Dota fancy dress.

Evangelion was set in 2015, and yet here we are in January of that year 
and I’m still not in a big goddamn robot. That aside, I think this should 
be another fine year for PC gamers, not least because games that 
have been languishing in release windows for seemingly ages will 
finally land – including some that we still don’t know a whole lot 

about (Star Wars: Battlefront, Mirror’s Edge). 
It’s the games that haven’t been announced 

yet – some of which I’m sworn to secrecy over 
in various pigeon-blood oaths – that are 
guaranteed to make 2015 amazing. We had 
our first look at Deus Ex’s shiny new engine at 
the ass-end of 2014, so that’s happening, and 
I’m hopeful we’ll see movement on 
Bethesda’s three biggies: Doom, Arkane’s 
follow-up to Dishonored, and whatever Todd 
Howard’s studio has been working on at 

Bethesda for over three years. We’ve also got Hotline Miami 2 and 
Titan Souls to come, The Magic Circle (a personal favourite of mine), 
and the ace-looking puzzle shooter Superhot. There’s also the second 
part of the MGSV double act, The Phantom Pain – the first part, 
Ground Zeroes, is reviewed on p86.

Stick with PCG and we’ll guide you through the brilliant year ahead.
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Tom Senior
@PCGLudo 
After a weary 2014 spent 
playing bad action games 
at lunch, Tom swears he 
will play more in 2015.

John Strike
Currently resides in the 
mansion from Cluedo, 
while his sausage dogs 
roam wild in the grounds 
harrassing peacocks.

Andy kelly
@ultrabrilliant
Fulfilled his PC Gamer 
destiny by reviewing 
Metal Gear Solid V on PC. 
The circle is complete.
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DirectX 12, Mantle, and the uncertain 
future of PC gaming

M
icrosoft, to great cries of 
“WHY?”, made Windows 
8 tablet-friendly at the 
expense of desktop 
usability. Removing the 

Start menu didn’t help either, and the 
resulting operating system experienced a 
lower adoption rate than even Windows 
Vista, which was similarly maligned. 

With Windows 10 the company wants to 
win back the hearts and minds of gamers, 
and its trump card is DirectX 12. The 

in-house graphics API has been powering 
games on Windows since 1995, but recent 
updates have been slow – you can blame an 
increased focus on Xbox for that. Now, 
that’s all about to change.

DirectX 12 promises to reduce CPU 
bottlenecks, which means better 
performance for machines with good 
GPUs but weaker processors. It’s the same 
thing AMD are doing with Mantle, but DX 
has the edge in that it works across all 
hardware, not just AMD.

But here’s the big question: will DirectX 
12 be made available for earlier versions of 
Windows? Or will Microsoft use it to force 
us to upgrade? The company is remaining 
tight-lipped, and all we know for sure is that 
Windows 10 will definitely be shipping 
with DirectX 12.

Recent DirectX 11 upgrades were limited 
to Windows 8, and DirectX 10 was a Vista 
exclusive back in 2009, so we’ve seen 
examples of this kind of restriction before. 
If the new DirectX doesn’t work with 
Windows 7, you might have to start 
thinking about upgrading, as future games 
will undoubtedly require it.

Nvidia’s new Maxwell-powered GPUs 
will have DirectX 12 support, and 

THE TOP STORY

Will you need  
to upgrade to 
Windows 10?

8     February 2015
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HEALTH BAR
CHeCKING THe GaMe bIZ’S PuLSe

WINNERS

Metal Gear Solid V
It’s finally back on PC, and the port isn’t rubbish. 

Thank you, Kojima.

Just Cause 3
Sometimes more of the same, but bigger, is 

totally fine.

Elite: Dangerous
a nostalgia-fuelled Kickstarter game that 

delivers? rare indeed.

Patches
We seem to spend most of our gaming time 

staring at progress bars these days.

Windows 10
Why do we need a new one? Windows 7 is fine. 

Seriously. Leave us be.

4K
It’s definitely really sharp, but we’re fine with 

1080p for now. Cheers.

LOSERS

29 years 17,526,400 sold 400 square miles

If you don’t upgrade to DX12, Microsoft
summons a demon to smash up your room.

Microsoft recently collaborated with Epic 
to get it working with Unreal 4. This 
could pressure AMD into including 
DX12 support in its new graphics 
hardware. If not, could we ever see Mantle 
or DX12-only games, similar to console 
exclusives? Let’s hope not.

DirectX 12 is said to reduce CPU power 
usage by 50%, as a result of shifting the 
load from the CPU, which will 
dramatically improve performance. A  
demo that switched between DX11 and 
DX12 saw framerate increases of around 
60%, although that’s no guarantee of real-
world performance. What is interesting is 
that Nvidia says DX12 will be backwards 
compatible with all its recent GPUs.

Microsoft is targeting DirectX 12 at 
‘holiday 2015’ games, but has already 
opened up an early access program for 
developers, which includes access to the 
new DX12-powered Unreal engine. So we 
could see games powered by the new tech 
as early as Christmas. Let’s hope AMD 
users aren’t left in the lurch.

As for Windows 10 itself, the new OS 
will see the return of the Start menu, but 
with a panel on the right-hand side 
incorporating the touchscreen-friendly 
‘live tiles’ from Windows 8. Also, power 
users will be happy to know that for the 
first time, the Windows command 
prompt will allow keyboard shortcuts. 
Andy Kelly

Will you need  
to upgrade to 
Windows 10?

MONITOR
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BELLE OF THE BALROG
 FiGht!  Street Fighter V  
is coming

Capcom has announced a new 
Street Fighter game, the fifth in the 

main series, and it’s coming to PC some 
time in 2015 or 2016. The 3D engine to will 
be similar to IV, but only a few characters 
have been confirmed so far: series 
mainstays Chun-Li and ryu, and Street 
Fighter Alpha veteran Charlie Nash. The 
game is only 20% complete, but it’s 
good to know it’s on its way. 
Known details include cross-
platform play between PC and 
PS4, and an interesting 
painterly art style. AK

DON’T FEAR THE CREEPER
 CroSSoVEr  Walking DeaD dev 
does MinecraFt

Telltale Games, developer of The 
Walking Dead and The Wolf Among 

Us, is teaming up with Minecraft creators 
Mojang to bring us Story Mode, an episodic 
adventure game set in everyone’s 
favourite block world. Mojang words man 
and PCG alumnus Owen Hill says it will be 
“cool.” The game won’t star default player 
model Steve, but rather an original cast of 
characters. Sounds 
odd, but if Telltale can 
make Borderlands 
work, it can handle 
this unlikely 
crossover, too. AK



let the flame war commence

Chris Thursten 
prefers to minimise 
the number of 
things that could 
potentially stand 
between him and 
a spaceship.

FA
CE

 OF
F

CT I’m usually a bit sceptical of doomsaying 
bandwagonry. It’s a common occurrence in the games 
community: every so often, somebody will decide  
that everything is broken and awful, and a lot of people 
will pile on until somehow that opinion starts to be 
regarded as truth. There’s been a little bit of that in the 
response to Frontier’s 11th-hour announcement of 
Elite: Dangerous’s online requirement. “I TOLD YOU 
EVERYTHING WAS AWFUL!” bellow the people 
who were wearing sandwich boards all along. 
“HERE’S PROOF!”

The thing is, you don’t have to believe that every 
concession to modernity signifies the End of Days to 
think that many of them are a bit shit. Elite: Dangerous’s 
online requirement? It’s a bit shit. Almost all of the 
problems I encountered during my time with the  
beta test concerned server stability, social play and 
instancing. If there’s anything I was hoping Frontier 
wouldn’t try to turn the game into, it’s an MMO.

AK I feel for people who backed the game with a totally 
offline experience in mind. But they’re undoubtedly  
a minority, and I think it’s safe to assume that most 
people who’d back a space sim on Kickstarter have 
some kind of internet access. But I think Elite: 
Dangerous is a game that will benefit massively from  
a persistent online galaxy, to the point where I think  
it’s going to become the defining thing about the  
game. We’re already seeing the community taking 
advantage of it, manipulating the economy to 
change the government of a star system, and I expect 
we’ll see more of these kinds of stories emerging  
as more players get involved and the simulation 
gets more complex. That’s hugely exciting  
to me, and I think this decision was made 
with the game’s best interests at heart.

CT I don’t doubt that. Frontier doesn’t 
really profit from the game going online, 
as there’s no subscription fee. My issue 
stems from the 11th-hour nature of the 
change: this decision might have been made 
in good faith, but it was made really late. That’s 
a problem, in part because it lets down players  
who were (reasonably) expecting a different 
experience, and also because it means taking on  
a whole load of additional technical and support 
challenges at the last minute. Put it this way:  

I’m reviewing the game and beforehand, I’d have been 
happy to factor some of my beta experiences into my 
assessment. Now, I have to throw them all out because 
they mean nothing if Frontier doesn’t prove itself to be 
able to maintain and support an online game, and it 
hasn’t quite earned that trust yet.

It’s given itself a single point of failure, basically.  
I hope that the benefits of online – and I’m excited 
about many of them, particularly the persistent galaxy 
– outweigh that risk, but I wouldn’t blame players for 
feeling short-changed the first time they can’t play 
because the servers have fallen over.

AK OK, to be fair, this happened to me last night.  
I set aside a couple of hours to play, but I couldn’t get  
on because the servers were down. It was routine 
maintenance in preparation for a patch, but I was still 
annoyed. But I think it’s a small price to pay for an 
ever-evolving galaxy.

Could Frontier have given people a bit more 
warning? Sure, but I wonder if it didn’t realise this 
would be the direction it would be taking the game in 
until really late in development. The company has 
always been super-transparent about the making of the 
game, especially to its backers, and I think David 
Braben would have said something much sooner if  
he’d known.

Part of the thrill of Elite is passing a ship and seeing 
the hollow square on the radar signifying that it’s  
a real player. It’s the same feeling I get from DayZ:  
a mix of fascination, wanting to talk to them and  
the fear that they’ll kill me. If that means angrily 

restarting the game over and over again to 
connect to the servers occasionally, I’ll deal 

with it. And come on, a spaceship without 
the internet? It’s the future! In space!

CT I wish I had your optimism, because, 
ideally, I’d be in a spaceship all the  
time. Hunting bounties, hauling fish,  

I don’t mind. All I really want is to spend 
entire days looking out of the window  

of a Cobra and having no thoughts that don’t 
have the word ‘space’ in them. The idea that  

I could be suddenly pulled out of that moment because 
somebody trips over an ethernet cable somewhere  
in Cambridgeshire bothers me. It won’t stop me 
playing, however. You know, because, spaceships. 

Andy Kelly will 
endure some 
moments of 
connectivity 
frustration if it 
makes the game  
a better story. 

Is Elite: Dangerous’s online 
requirement a big deal?

The debate 
is done! 

But who’s 
connected to 

reality? Tweet us  
@PCGamer.

YES This is a major change to the type of 
game that Frontier is making.

NO It makes the game better, and won’t affect 
most people.
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BUT WHO WATCHES THE SPY?

2     MONTH 2015

TH
E S

PY

A playable build at 
this stage could 
mean anything

T
The Spy can read 
the writing on  
the wall, but 
wishes they’d 
make a video. It’s 
2015, guys.

he Spy’s no believer in half 
measures. If he has to kill somebody, he buries the 
body. If he has to steal a document, he takes the whole 
shelf. If he needs a getaway vehicle, he rides two cars at 
once like gigantic precarious rollerskates. That’s just 
how The Spy is – and The Spy recognises a kindred 
spirit in Minecraft creator Notch, who this month 
celebrated Microsoft’s purchase of Mojang by buying a 
$70m mansion in Beverley Hills. It’s got 15 bathrooms 
and a candy-dispensing wall and was coveted by 
Beyonce and Jay-Z. The Spy approves – not simply 
because infiltrating a Beverley Hills complex makes a 
nice change from indie developers’ apartments and 
office shares, but because if you’re 
going to sell out then you might as well 
sell out really hard.

Will Notch work on anything new 
while contemplating the utility of his 
candy wall? Who can tell. Will he tap 
away at a game jam idea while ignoring 
the extensive entourage of dead-eyed 
hangers-on that The Spy assumes 
come pre-packed with any purchase of 
a sufficiently expensive home in LA, 
like those baskets of fruit and wine you 
get from the estate agent anywhere else 
in the world? Unknown. 

If Rockstar is looking for new locales for its next 
adventures in San Andreas, it could do worse than to 
check out Notch’s new pad. And rumour has it that it is 
looking – the game’s DLC plans seemed to stall in 2014 

while work progressed on the next-gen console 
versions and PC port, but one of the game’s key voice 
actors spilled beans everywhere in an interview with 
JackThriller.com. Shawn Fonteno, who plays Franklin, 
mentioned that he’d be heading to New York to record 
new dialogue for the game. It’s possible that this could 
be something to do with the game’s multiplayer mode, 
but proper story additions fit with what Rockstar has 
done with previous games in the series. Even if it is a 
little unlikely that it takes place in a Swedish game 
developer’s house, however ostentatious.

Elsewhere in California, in the depths of Marin 
County, 2K has established a new studio. Hangar 13 is 
headed by long-running Star Wars writer and 
producer Hayden Blackman, who worked on Knights of 
the Old Republic. Its motto is ‘every player story is 
unique’, and the team say they’re working on an action 
game with a focus on player agency. A creative-led 
studio with an interest in what player freedom means? 
Irrational. Very Irrational, in fact, which leads The Spy 
to believe that if any of 2K’s studios are busy working 
on the next BioShock, it’s this one.

On the other hand, it could simply be that they’re 
trying to replicate the conditions that led to surprise 
hits like BioShock in the first place. That’s the happier 
thought, in many ways: The Spy would rather be 
surprised than take another philosophical trip through 
a flying/sinking/moving/moon-based city ruled by an 
audio diary-crapping overlord.

News, at last, on Mass Effect 4. Well, perhaps ‘news’ is 
too strong a word. The game’s developers have begun 
openly talking about their work on the game on 
Twitter, but won’t say much more than ‘it exists and 
we’re playing it’. “The Mass Effect team has created a 
fantastic build to cap off 2014,” wrote producer 
Michael Gamble. “So much diversity, so beautiful. 
Best Christmas present ever.”

This curious game development twist on the ‘I BET 
YOU WISH YOU WERE HERE’ holiday selfie 
format offers the best sense we’ve been given about the 
game’s status. A playable build at this stage could mean 
anything depending on how long the developers 
anticipate testing and iterating on their design. It’s 
almost certainly at the pre-voice acting stage, as this is 
often finalised later in the process, and given that 
BioWare has spoken about the game’s open-world 
aspirations in the past it’s likely to be a more 
technical proof of concept than a narrative-driven 
adventure at this point.

But a playable game is a sign, however, that the 
full thing can’t be too far away. BioWare’s lineup 
for next year is notably sparse – the online-only 
Shadow Realms being the only item on the 
calendar – so an announcement for next 
Christmas would make a lot of sense. Followed, 
The Spy imagines, by a swift delay to 2016. No 
point doing things by halves, after all. Spy out. 
The Spy





Joe Says...    
Game jams are ten 
a penny these days 
– and all the better 
for being so – but 
#procjam felt to 
me like a genuine 
one-off, coupling 
academic focus 
with artistic intent 
and ending up with 
loads of lovely 
games as a 
byproduct. As with 
any jam, there’s 
simply too much to 
talk about here, so 
I strongly 
recommend you 
head to bit.ly/
procjam to see all 
the entries.

T
here’s something pleasingly human about 
people looking for new ways for machines 
to help them. That primal cocktail of 
curiosity, ingenuity and, yes, laziness has 
spurred on practically every technological 

advancement since that first ape threw a rock at a deer 
and realised it was fun. 

If you’ll allow me to get recklessly bigheaded this 
early on in the article, #procjam, the game jam with the 
tagline ‘make something that makes something’, could 
represent the beginning of the next evolutionary stage 
in that thinking. Because at #procjam, people aren’t 
just making things to help us any more, they’re making 
things to make things that help us. 

In this case, those things are procedural generation 
algorithms that spawn, in the words of Michael Cook, 
jam organiser, “games, tools, art stuff, toys or Twitter 
bots.” Cook is also a computational creativity scientist 
the and creator of the beguiling yet terrifying game-

making AI Angelina, previously encountered in 
Special Report, PCG 265.

The brief is an unusually broad one for the often 
constrictive world of game jams – and that’s very much 
the point. “Often, jams have very tight time constraints 
or don’t let you use any existing code,” Cook explains. 
“But I wanted to use this more for the purposes of 
catalysing exciting work, so I’ve said yeah, use existing 
code if you want, work in teams, and if you need an 
extra day take an extra day.”

That more open approach applied to the organisation 
of the event as a whole. Cook opened the two-week 
development period with a day of theoretical and 
practical talks from procedural generation experts, 
intended to introduce the attendees to the concept of 
procedural generation, and to offer ideas to jammers. 
Among others, Hello Games’ Hazel McKendrick 
discussed how No Man’s Sky is replacing whole 
elements of traditional design with generators, 

Non-standard 
procedure
The only jam that wants its games to make more games

The Inquisitor is Cluedo with 
infinite Colonel Mustards.
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developer Mark Johnson explained how his in- 
progress giga-roguelike, Ultima Ratio Regum, can 
generate everything from entire world religions down 
to leaf placement on a single elm tree in under three 
minutes, and Northwestern University lecturer Dr 
Gillian Smith described in intimidating detail how 
procedural generation is, essentially, the birth of a 
real-life Holodeck.

If those talks sound enthusiastic to the point of 
fantasy, it’s probably because Cook selected those 
speakers, and the jam’s organiser is gleefully open 
about his dreams for procedural generation as a 
cornerstone of game design.

“One of the questions that we want to look at with 
procedural generation in the future is ‘can the system 
try and surprise you intentionally? Can it innovate?’ 
Those are exciting questions, and they start pointing 
not only to new games but new concepts of what a 
game is. They’re as fundamental an invention as 
something like mouselook. I just hope that at the end 
of the jam, you’ll be able to sit down and look at all 
these broken experiments – because a lot of them will 
be broken – and be like, ‘you know what, if we went 
away and spent a year on one of these things, we would 
have something that no one’s ever done before.’”

So what of those experiments? Given the moon-eyed 
wonder at the possibility of it all, what did the world’s 
assembled nerds conspire to create in those two weeks? 
Perhaps more importantly, what did those creations 
create? I’d draw your attention first to Tom Coxon’s 
Dreamer of Electric Sheep – a BBC Micro-style text 
adventure that performs so many simultaneous 
calculations it would make an actual BBC Micro burst 
into flames. Beginning with a blue, sleeping face and 
an introduction to a location, Dreamer looks fairly low-
rent – until you realise every piece of description it 
provides is being scraped from an online semantic 
association resource built to power AIs. Its responses 
are all a little off, which provides the 
perfect, menacing atmosphere for a 
dream. I left a nightclub, then found 
myself in a fungus-infested forest before 
accidentally creating a human who 
attacked me until I jumped inside him to 
hide in a ticket booth. I’m pretty sure 
The Mighty Boosh used to write 
episodes this way.

At the other end of the spectrum, 
DragonXVI’s The Inquisitor is a fully-
fledged, self-contained piece, presenting 

you with a new murder mystery every time you play, 
complete with locations, cast, motives and weaponry. 
The sheer number of moving parts means you’ll need 
to draw maps, make notes and put on your smartest 
thinking cap. It’s like Cluedo as created by Nabokov 
and I can’t quite believe it was made so quickly. I’m 
rather expecting a Kickstarter to pop up soon. Then 
there’s the minimalist roguelike, JET/LAG, which 
borrows from Hotline Miami, a maze game with 
duplicitous robots, and Nauticalith, which is more or 
less a terrifically bleak, endless take on The Wind 
Waker’s sailing sections.

And there are those tools and oddities Cook 
mentioned. The jam has spawned tile drawers, planet 
generators, any number of Civ-style world map 

builders, a monster sprite maker, a complex little tool 
for making in-game fabric (which is already being used 
in another #procjam game) and even a Pokémon 
spawner. One cleverdick made a printable, procedural 
board game, DUNGEN [star], another a ‘relaxing 
bonsai experience’. There’s also a metric tonne of 
procedural first-person shooters, slightly cheaply 
taking advantage of the fact that 7DFPS (the jam that 
once spawned the wonderful SuperHot) was running at 
around the same time.

But the goal has been met. Here are tens of things 
that make things, of all kinds. And it needn’t end there 
– as Cook tells me, “next year, I’m thinking of having 
an optional bonus objective where your entry for next 
year has to use an entry from this year.” Essentially, use 
a thing that makes a thing to make a new thing that 
makes things. 

#procjam is here to stay, and it’s building itself. 
Appropriate, really. 
Joe Skrebels

Proc-odd-ural

Three of the oddest additions to the #procjam line-up

Colt55
“everyone is welcome on 
Horse Planet” reads the 
description. I'd say “everyone 
is confused and unsettled by 
Horse Planet.” In this trippy 
first-person explorer you cross 
an undulating landscape, 
jump onto horses and shoot 
weird, phallic structures to 
change the whole colour 
palette to the sound of some 
sweet slide guitar.

Creature touchdown
you have one objective 
– move about three feet 
forward to reach a goal. 
unfortunately, what you’re 
moving is one of many 
millions of permutations 
of blocky monsters. Some 
might have working legs or 
jetpack-like limbs, but most 
of them are just grotesquely 
twitching puddles or a 
single, immovable brick.

Empty museum
A totally silent maze game 
with no entrances or exits, 
rendered in Game boy  
pixels, with a single colour 
shade each time you play,  
and no interaction beyond 
shining your tiny torchlight 
across bizarre silhouettes  
to see their textures.  
Somehow, all of this  
amounts to something  
weirdly compelling.

Despite the generative content, there’s a spine of 
persistent horror to Dreamer of Electric Sheep.

Can the system 
surprise you? Can  

it innovate?

MONITOR
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Dota 2

What is it?
A team-based 
RPG/strategy 
hybrid with a  

global profile.

How is it 
judged?

Best-of-three 
group stages 

followed by a short 
single-elimination 

bracket.

What’s the 
format?

Eight regional 
qualifiers followed 

by a single 
international Grand 

Final in Taipei.

W
hen you hear someone talk about the 
rise of e-sports, they’re normally 
talking about an increase in profile 
taking place in one of the 
established heartlands of this part of 

our hobby. E-sports grow in North America, north 
and eastern Europe, and Asia because that is where 
e-sports have always been. In Dota 2, players from 
unrepresented regions have always had a longer road to 
walk – like Trent ‘SLiCKz’ Tucker, arguably one of the 
greatest Heroes of Newerth players to ever compete, 
whose Australian point of origin landlocked him with a 
300ms ping far away from any of the teams that might 
have offered him a career in the business.

In November I attended MSI Beat IT 2014 in  
Taipei, Taiwan. While this is not a high-profile 
tournament in its own right, it was notable for featuring 
a number of teams from often under-represented 
regions. SLiCKz played, in his last appearance with the 
Australian Team Immunity. South Africa was 
represented by Bravado Gaming, and Wired Gaming 
arrived from the Middle East.

The tournament was ultimately won by Virtus Pro, a 
Russian squad, but Immunity made it to the final – and 
both Bravo and Wired acquitted themselves well. The 
tournament proved to me that talent exists anywhere, 
and that the current structure for e-sports suffers for 

the fact that so many of these players only get scant 
chances to prove themselves. Wired Gaming arrived 
from Lebanon with top-tier matchmaking ratings but 
only a few months of practice under their belts. Despite 
losing their first game to Rave, they came within 
inches of eliminating Na’Vi.US – a much higher-
profile squad – in their second. After the game, I sat 
down with them to discuss their first experience of 
competition – and the difficulty of being a group of 
skilled people in a country where that isn’t recognised, 
playing a game that doesn’t recognise their country.

“The fact that we’ve only practised for one or two 
months and we got here is pretty amazing,” says 
Charbel ‘CBS’ Merhej. “More like two weeks!” 
interjects Ezzat ‘CouchPotato’ Chukri. The majority 
of the team are at university, which exerts its own 
pressure on the amount of time they have to practise – 
as it would anywhere. But living in Lebanon means 
dealing with additional pressures.

“Our set up – PCs and stuff, our connection – means 
we sometimes can’t play. We sit and play and get 220 
ping with 30% packet loss,” says Maroun ‘GH’ Merhej, 
CBS’ brother.

Lag is one issue. Another is access to practice 
partners. Lebanon has a comparatively tiny gaming 
scene, and both technical and practical necessity means 
that if they want to play properly they need to do so on 

From left field
Underdogs rise at MSI Beat It 2014

Xxxx xx xx xxx
xxx xx xx

A mix of StarCraft and Dota
drew a decent-sized crowd.

Most of Beat It’s games
were played off-stage.
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European servers. Even so, without access to the 
professional network that top-tier shares, good 
opponents are hard to come by.

“We scrim with European teams but we don’t have 
access to good ones,” GH continues. Couch finished 
the point: “we beat teams in, like, twenty minutes. We 
learn nothing.”

I can see this from watching them play. They are 
individually talented and consistently on-point in 
terms of the things a single player can control: pick-off 
kills, teamfights, and laning. Where other teams get 
the better of them is in the map-wide strategy that 
comes with extensive competitive Dota 2 experience: 
exactly the kind of thing you can’t get in an 
unsupported region.

“In Lebanon, we never practise,” GH tells me. “We 
play pubs and we go to tournaments. There’s nothing 
else to do.”

“We always win the tournaments, too,” says CBS. 
“We never lose.”

They don’t seem surprised that their dominance on 
their home turf doesn’t necessarily translate to a 
tournament half a world away. “We never knew the 
level of our team against professional teams until 
yesterday,” says Roy ‘Rajjix’ Rajji. “They were shocked 
by our performance – they said so after the game. It was 
a good thing to hear.”

“Personally I knew that individually we could beat 
them,” CBS adds. “But as a team, we couldn’t. If I want 
to play a tournament in Lebanon, it’s all pointless. I 
pick any hero, buy four Midases and two Refreshers 
and we win. We don’t even have to do anything. They 
lose by themselves.”

These guys are charming and cocky and they fit in 
among the crowd assembled at any Dota 2 event. They 
belong there, even as they are held back from 
participation by circumstance.

“Our culture is against computer games, to start 
with,” suggests GH. “We need to change the mindset.” 

Couch challenges him: “You can’t change the 
mindset. We need exposure.”

“We shouldn’t kid ourselves,” CBS says. “It’s never 
going to happen.”

The team agrees, however, that in each of their 
individual cases, being flown out to Taipei has raised 
the profile of their hobby with their families. That is 
what is missing here: opportunities to prove that things 
can be different, and tournament structures that 
provide room for talented players to fight their way in. 
Wherever they’re from. 
Chris Thursten 

A new competitive Dota 2 format, the JoinDota 
League circuit, might help patch up problems in a 
chaotic competitive scene. In partnership with 

(MLG) Major League Gaming – who have been absent 
from Dota 2 since 2013 – Dota 2 competitive hub joinDota 
are organising three seasons of competition which will end 
in a World Championship LAN event carrying a total 
prize pool of $475,000.

This is exactly what Dota 2 needs at the moment. Valve 
isn’t the type of company to take on the responsibility that 
comes with central authority – the type that manages 
League of Legends’ Worlds or StarCraft’s WCS. Yet the 
period between Valve-run International tournaments 
badly needs some structure, something to help narratives 

develop and to encourage teams 
to stick together.

JoinDota already run a league 
that is used to establish the initial 
seeds for a number of 
tournaments throughout the 
year. The key change is the 
integration of MLG Pro Points 
into the system, which will mean 

that participating in a number of events will contribute 
towards a team’s chance to appear at MLG’s own grand 
finals. This is a big deal for new or marginalised teams, who 
now have a chance to fight their way in from the sidelines 
via whatever circuits are available to them. 

For top-tier squads, it’s a way of structuring the year: go 
for the tournaments with the biggest prize pools, build up a 
lead on the MLG circuit, and cap off the competitive year 
with a string of big wins at MLG and the International.

This is not a catch-all solution. Player pay, the viability of 
long-term careers, sustained investment from sponsors and 
audience retention are all challenges that every e-sport has 
to deal with. But this is an important step for Dota, and 
promises good things for the year to come. 
Chris Thursten

Circuit 
breakers
A new Dota 2 league  
shakes things up

The tournament drew a
great range of talent.

JoinDota League is available to 
anybody who can pull 
together five players and a will 
to lose a lot.

Need to know

Bloodseeker is MLG’s logo.
His only presence in e-sports.

MoNItoR
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irst appearances put The 
Division in a similar space to 
games such as Destiny or 
Borderlands, in its attempts  
to mix shooter and MMO 

elements within a loose, sandbox structure 
– but there’s also a persistent ‘New York on 
the brink of destruction’ theme, and some 
semblance of storytelling that’s 
conceptually in a singleplayer space.

Play takes place in Manhattan in the 
aftermath of a virus spread via banknotes 
during Black Friday, the US’s huge 
Thanksgiving shopping period. (And, 
apparently, the UK’s now, although we do it 
without offering thanks for anything.) The 
titular Division is a class of soldier designed 
to fit in among ordinary citizens and track 
down those responsible for the virus. 

In practical terms,  
The Division is an MMO 
shooter set in a realistic 
Manhattan, featuring 
extensive customisation 
options, day/night and 
weather cycles that affect 
enemy behaviour, as well 
as permanent changes to 

the world. It’s ambitious and – despite the 
presence of hotspots that you can liberate – 
looks like a step above Ubi’s recent fare.

A few months ago, I met the developer’s 
senior brand art director, Rodrigo Cortes, 
and he discussed the challenges of creating 
an interactive New York of unprecedented 
detail. “The fidelity, the size, the streets, 
the variety, the mood – there are so many 
things that make New York exciting,” he 
told me. “But we’re trying to stay 1:1. When 
it’s not 1:1, it’s for gaming reasons; when it 
becomes boring to have it [look] the same. 
The second challenge is the legal aspect;  
in the US, almost all of the buildings are 
copyrighted, so we need to do similar 
versions of them.” GTA IV managed it – 
mostly with jokes – but since The Division is 
a Tom Clancy game, this is set in some 
approximation of the real-world (one where 
military might will solve everything). 

Most of what I’ve seen so far is liberating 
strongholds in the midst of the open world, 
the idea being that the city becomes safer 
once they’re cleared out. Several of the 
aforementioned factors play into that. 
Cortes explained, “First of all, your exact 
experience is going to be different just by 

F

Unravelling Ubisoft’s ambitious MMO shooter.

READ ME
developer

Ubisoft Massive
publisher

Ubisoft
link

tomclancy-the 
division.ubi.com

neW 
inFo

The weather system is integral
to how the game plays.

“Don’t mind me, I’m just
practising my disco dancing.”

“I could’ve sworn it 
was a green light.”

Copyrighted buildings and brands presented 
a challenge for Ubi’s design team. 

20     FEBRUARY 2015

http://tomclancy-thedivision.ubi.com
http://tomclancy-thedivision.ubi.com


 I expect this to be 
Ubisoft’s big Watch 
Dogs-scale title for 
the end of 2015 

RELEASE: 2015

how you experience it. Going into a street 
that’s dark, you’ll experience it differently 
to when it’s light. But then we have the 
weather system, where it could be snow or a 
storm, and that again will affect the game. 
But it’s not just going to affect it visually or 
in the mood, but in enemy patterns.” 
Cortes mentioned that there might be 
more dogs on the streets in certain 
situations, for example, and at E3 we were 
shown how enemy setups will be different 
depending on the time of day. “All the 
parameters put together creates unique 
experiences every time.”

I’m still trying to wrap my head around 
permanence and how it works in the game, 
but it sounds like there will be options for 
both your story playthrough and a group 
playthrough with repeatable events –  
with the transition between ‘single’ and 
multiplayer being seamless. Said Cortes, 
“There are two ways [we do it]: one, which 
is that the world affects everyone, or the 
world affects you. Looking at many online 
games, there is an epic event. You see it,  
and then it resets for the next guy, and for  
a hundred others that are also going to 
change the world. That’s one way of doing 

it. The other is putting all the progression 
on the player, and the persistency on him, 
so it’s his experience of what’s going on. 

“So we do change the world and we have 
things happening, but when you start a 
game and people join, it’s your version that 
the others will see. Or if you’re in a group,  
it’s going to be the group version... That  
was the main thing for us – we didn’t want  
to have people destroying your immersion.”  

It sounds like they’re targeting giving 
players both a singleplayer-like story arc of 
liberating New York and a repeatable 
MMO at the same time, with the option to 
switch between them – the practicality of 
how this will work will no doubt be revealed 
soon, and I expect to get hands-on with  
The Division during this E3. Likewise, early  
in 2014, Ubisoft revealed that you can have 
group co-op with optional PvP elements as 

well, which sounds like it’s letting players 
set the limits of how the world is populated. 

The eventual aim of the open-world 
systems is that players will know if they 
should avoid a certain area. I suggested an 
example to Cortes – that players might say 
to each other “Let’s avoid Central Park” 
because they know it’s dangerous. He 
agreed: “The perfect scenario is when 
people themselves, by experience, or by just 
looking at things, [say] ‘Let’s not go there.’” 

The scaling strength of enemies when 
you move into territories as a group is still 
being balanced, but I like the idea of real-
world locations being hot spots for enemy 
territory that you actively avoid. 

I expect this to be Ubisoft’s big Watch 
Dogs-scale title for the end of 2015. A far 
grander idea than Assassin’s Creed, Far Cry 
or any other Ubi game that requires 
syncing up with towers and tackling loads 
of icons on a map screen, The Division  
is the developer’s version of a full-scale 
MMO – minus the subscription fee. 
Samuel Roberts

2015

Tickets for the Backstreet Boys’ 
comeback show had gone on sale.

They were adamant they’d
find the dodgy busker.

The council had really cut back on
the Christmas lights this year. 

The scale and detail 
is mindblowing.

The maps are Minority
Report-esque.
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rkham Knight is big in every 
way. The latest trailer shows 
off Jonathan Crane – aka 
Arkham Asylum villain The 
Scarecrow – as a skyscraper-

sized menace able to slap the Batmobile off 
the streets of Gotham. Why is he so large? 
Because Rocksteady has to make things 
bigger in every instalment, including the 
environment, story and enemies. 

That hallucinatory Scarecrow comes 
from a DLC pack on consoles, but you take 
my meaning. This is the final stage of a 
continuous upgrade in scale for the series. 
What started as a semi-open hub adventure 
in Asylum became a free-roaming game in 
an approximation of a city. Now, Arkham  
is a proper open-world game in a sprawling 
metropolis – one that’s big enough to 

handle the Batmobile for 
the first time.Rocksteady 
is trying to create the 
most impressive open 
world you’ve ever seen.

As with The Witcher 3,  
I can’t believe how much 
detail the developer has 
amassed within the scale 

of world it’s built. It looks like a proper 
technical step up for the series, aided by 
classy animation and extraordinary weather 
effects (it’s never sunny in Gotham). “It’s 
massive, and it’s also massively detailed,” 
says Rocksteady’s Gaz Deaves. “There’s no 
procedurally generated anything in this. 
Every single asset in that massive Gotham 
City has been handmade five miles from 
here in Kentish Town, so it’s a massive 
undertaking. We’ve got a big art team full 
of really awesome guys working under our 
art director Dave Hego, and they’re kicking 
ass at it. The level of detail people have seen 
in the environment already – there’s 
nothing else out there on this scale.” 

It’s hard to disagree with him. I think the 
race is on to create the first open world that 
people will consider truly next-gen – that 
Oblivion moment where the standards 
change in sandbox design, whether it’s size, 
atmosphere or a combination of the two. 
Just Cause 3 is another title vying for that 
milestone, and whatever Bethesda is 
cooking up will no doubt be a contender, 
too. GTA V might have the foundations  
of last-gen console tech, but who knows? 
Maybe the PC version, when it finally gets 

A

Rocksteady larges it up for its latest caped caper.

READ ME
developer

Rocksteady 
Studios

publisher
Warner Bros

link
batmanarkham

knight.com

neW 
inFo

Must be expensive to keep
 putting LEDs in these things.

Batman doing what he does
best: protecting statues.

“Can’t we just use a photo
booth like everyone else?” 
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 This really is  
one of the prettiest 
environments  
I’ve ever seen 

RELEASE: JUNE

here, will make even the PS4 edition seem 
like something from the past. There’s a 
chance that Rocksteady will get there first, 
though – this really is one of the prettiest 
worlds I’ve ever seen, built to be seen from 
both the ground and the sky.

When I ask Deaves why the game’s 
release was pushed back to June from 
March, the reason he gives is basically fine-
tuning. “Having a little bit more space – 
launching now on June 2, 2015 – gives us 
more time to polish and perfect that 
experience,” he explains. By that time,  
it will have been almost four years since 
Arkham City was released. 

This proper open world is a challenge 
born of the Batmobile’s capabilities, too. 
You can’t have a fancy car driving around  
a small city. The attitude behind the 
Batmobile’s creation almost equates it to 
another of Batman’s tools – Rocksteady 
didn’t hire a bunch of ex-racing devs to bolt 
it onto the game. Adam Doherty, primarily 
responsible for most of Batman’s navigation 
in the Arkham series, including the grapple 
and glide, is the one working on making  
the Batmobile fit the rest of the Dark 
Knight’s armoury. “In certain sections, 

using the Batmobile by remote control  
is almost like having another playable 
character – not just an AI buddy but a 
character you control,” says Deaves. “In  
the puzzle sections, for example, you switch 
between Batman opening up sections  
with the Batmobile, and the Batmobile 
opening up sections for Batman, and that’s 
one of the things we’ve really wanted to 
build into that gameplay. I think it  

works really well.” I’ve tried that and it  
does indeed work very well, helped by the 
Batmobile’s two settings – one focused  
on combat and precision movement, the 
other on speed and regular navigation. 
Plus, the car comes with its own grappling 
hook, to help move objects that might 
otherwise be blocking Batman’s path.

The change in scale and the new way to 
get around are two decisions I’m utterly 

convinced by – I think Rocksteady has  
the ability to make that work, though I’d 
like to see more of the open world in action. 
The most recent trailers all draw on the 
isolated Ace Chemicals section that I played 
at E3, and that Tom Senior played at 
Gamescom. It’s the city backdrop that  
gets me excited. I’m ready to see what else  
it has to offer. 

Deaves wouldn’t be drawn on specifics 
with the PC version, but it’s the only one 
shown in action so far and it’s consistently 
taken my breath away. “We wouldn’t ever 
talk about PC specs, for example, until we 
knew exactly what they were, because it’s 
such an important thing to get right,” he 
says. “So far, Batman: Arkham Knight has 
been shown on PC – we haven’t shown any 
console versions. All the demos you’ve seen 
so far have been running on PCs.” 

I don’t doubt Rocksteady’s legacy of 
strong PC ports – nor do I doubt its 
continued ability to get Batman games 
right, one final time. 
Samuel Roberts

2015

The special move where Batman and his 
faithful car team up to take out a goon. 

“In the child seat, you.”

“I’m not going to kill you, but I 
don’t have to not gun you down.”
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he long-awaited PC version 
of Grand Theft Auto V will 
come with a stack of new 
content and enhancements, 
including better visuals, 

more wildlife, new weather effects and  
a replay editor. But it’s the addition of an 
optional first-person mode that’s proving 
to be one of the most exciting new features.

This ‘remaster’ of the original 2013 
release is already out on consoles, but has 
been delayed on PC until later this month. 
So I decided to get a taster of what’s to  
come by playing the PlayStation 4 version, 
and I discovered that GTA works really  
well when viewed through the eyes of its 
sociopathic anti-heroes.

Set in LA-parody Los Santos and the 
surrounding countryside, GTA V tells  

the story of Michael, 
Franklin and Trevor,  
a trio of criminals whose 
lives become entwined. 
Michael is a retired bank 
robber living a life of 
luxury in witness 
protection, but who 
misses the excitement  

dense, detailed streets of downtown Los 
Santos, strolling through sun-dappled 
forests and dusty deserts, and climbing to 
the peak of the colossal Mt Chiliad.

It’s an atmospheric world to exist in, and 
it’s big too. But not big for the sake of being 
big. Everything feels carefully handcrafted, 
and there are no boring expanses of 
procedurally generated countryside. 

Walking, cycling, sailing and flying 
around the map in first-person makes it feel 
bigger, and all the vehicles now have 
rendered interiors, with working radios and 
speedometers. Weapons have ironsights, 
and there are new animations especially for 
the new viewpoint. It’s clear a lot of work 
has gone into this, and I wonder if it’ll 
become a standard feature in future GTAs.

It’s customisable, too. You can set camera 
modes for different actions, like if you only 
want first-person when you aim a weapon 
or get into a vehicle. My only complaint is 
the FOV, which is very narrow. This can 
make actions where the camera moves 
around a lot – like pulling a driver out of 
their car to steal it – a bit disorientating. 
Hopefully, the PC version’s graphics 
options will offer an adjustable slider.

T

A new perspective on Rockstar’s crime epic.
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 Los Santos is an 
atmospheric world 
to exist in, and a 
big one too 

of his old life. Franklin is a streetwise  
repo man seeking a way out of the hood. 
And Trevor is an insane meth dealer.

The three don’t like each other, and they 
couldn’t be more different, but the pursuit 
of one thing keeps their uneasy alliance 
together: money. You control all three 
characters, and can jump between them  
at (almost) any time via the push of a 
button. This is V’s big gimmick, and each 

protagonist has his own RPG-lite stats 
(stamina, driving ability, etc) – a returning 
feature from San Andreas that I missed in 
the last game.

Rockstar’s world-building has always 
been among the best in the business, but  
it’s only when I switch to first-person that  
I realise just how incredibly detailed its 
satirical recreation of California is. I spend 
time just walking around, wandering the 
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The wing mirror made for
an effective bottom scratcher.
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While I come to prefer the new camera 
mode for exploring and travelling between 
missions, I find the traditional third-person 
view more useful in firefights, as you’re 
more aware of your surroundings and can 
use cover more effectively. I’ll be switching 
views a lot when I play the game properly 
on PC, but some people will undoubtedly 
play the entire thing in first-person. It’s 
nice to have the option.

An unexpected side effect of this new 
perspective is that the violence – which is 
pretty strong to begin with – feels even 
more brutal. Speeding down a busy 
sidewalk, I watch floppy, physics-enabled 
bodies slam into my fender and get tossed 
over my hood. Punch someone and they’ll 
recoil and crumple, blood streaking across 
the sidewalk. In the traditional GTA view, 
you were kind of detached from your 
character’s dubious criminality, but here 
you’re face to face with it, and it can be grim.

As for the enhanced visuals, this new 
version already makes the 2013 release  
look embarrassingly outdated. The 
moment this really stikes me is during  
a drive to the Vinewood Hills at night. 
Snaking up narrow, palm-lined streets,  
past palatial celebrity mansions, I come  
to a ridge overlooking Los Santos. 

My eyes are met with a sea of lights.  
I can see freeways teeming with traffic,  
and helicopters shining spotlights on  
the streets below, hunting for criminals. 
Cities in games are often unconvincing,  
but Los Santos genuinely feels like an 
urban sprawl that’s pulsing with life.

2015

Such is the scale of the city, you’re given 
the option of traversing it by plane. 

The pizza-delivery grand prix
got off to a good start.

“Sorry, officer, got to get
home for The X Factor!”

The roads are busier, and there are more 
pedestrians lining the streets, not to 
mention more animals. You’ll see people 
walking dogs – I had a particularly 
harrowing moment of regret when  
I accidentally (honest!) ran a guy over,  
only to see his labrador wander over to  
his body and sit, confused, wondering  
why his master wouldn’t get up. 

Rural areas are much better, too,  
with denser foliage and swaying grass. 
Everything just looks really good –  
and remember, I’m playing this on a 
PS4. I can’t wait to see what it looks 
like running on a high-end GPU in 
4K, which is natively supported.

New features and fancypants 
visual effects aside, though, this  
is pretty much the same game  
you (might have) played on Xbox 
360 or PS3. But that’s no bad thing, 
because it’s probably the best GTA 
game. It embraces the absurd in  
a way that IV spectacularly failed to,  
and almost every main story mission  
is fun and well-designed. 

But as good as the game is it won’t matter 
if the PC port isn’t up to scratch. This is 
Rockstar’s biggest hurdle but, after  
working to fix problems with the PC 
version of Max Payne 3, I’m fairly confident 
that the developer will do a good job. We’ll 
find out for sure on January 27. 
Andy Kelly

RELEASE: JAnUARY 27
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can now be turned on the enemy. New 
tension physics will pull two grappled 
objects together, and if you hook onto a 
speeding car, boat, or plane, you’re no 
longer stuck in one place, but able to crawl/
walk around it freely. Yet it’s clear this is a 
refinement of what we saw in earlier games, 
rather than a radical reinvention.

Disappointingly, Just Cause 3 won’t 
launch with multiplayer, despite the 
popularity of JC2’s fan-developed online 
mod. But we could still see a mode 
“sometime down the line.” On the positive 
side, focusing their efforts entirely on 
singleplayer will make for a better game.

Medici looks like a great playground, and 
for the first time we’ll get to see what’s 
under the map, with tunnels and caves to 
explore. As well as countryside we’ll see 
cities and clifftop towns, all with a rich 
Mediterranean feel. That beauty won’t last 
for long, though, as enhanced destruction 
physics mean pretty much everything you 
see can be covered in C4 and blown to 
pieces. Just Cause 2 was great, but held back 
by a weak campaign and slightly rough 
controls. Hopefully this sequel makes up 
for that, while still retaining the sense of 
freedom and chaos that typifies the series. 
Andy Kelly

T

Just Cause brings its unique brand of chaos a  
little closer to home.

RELEASE: 2015

he Mediterranean-flavoured 
realm of Medici is the setting 
for the next game in a series 
famous for its exotic locales. 
The colourful landscape will 

include rocky coastlines, flower-filled 
fields, mountains and forests. The map will 
be the same size as the previous game’s 
Panau – about 400 square miles – but will 
pack in more detail. Panau was pretty, but a 
lot of it was just empty countryside. 
Avalanche also says there’ll be more 
verticality this time, taking advantage of 
returning hero Rico’s grapple and 
parachute combo as well as a new wingsuit.

The action is once again absurd and 
straight out of a James Bond film, but Rico 
has more of a personal stake in toppling this 
particular dictatorship, as he was born in 
Medici. He’s also left The Agency, so let’s 
hope he’s still able to have weapons and 
vehicles dropped in at will, as that was one 
of the most fun things about Just Cause 2.

He does now have infinite C4 that can be 
remotely detonated – the 
catch being he can ‘only’ 
plant five charges at a 
time. These can be 
lobbed mid-parachute, so 
expect aerial attacks on 
bases to be brilliantly 
explosive. Hacking is 
new too: anti-air guns 

2015

READ ME
developer

Avalanche 
Studios

publisher
Square Enix

link
www.just 

cause3.com

xxxx
xxxxxxx

The basic formula
seems to be intact.

So, this is a thing
that can happen.

Car surfing is going 
to be big in 2015.
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he trouble with the surprise 
press conference 
announcement is that it only 
works a couple of times 
before people start expecting 

it. Sort of like the story of the boy who cried 
world exclusive trailer. 

This was the case with Ubisoft at last 
year’s E3, where the assembled masses were 
as certain of an encore as you are when U2 
walk off stage without playing Beautiful 
Day or clogging up your iPhone with 
unwanted detritus. And sure enough, 
following in the distinguished wake of 
Watch Dogs and The Division, we were 
treated to six and a half minutes of taut, 
five-on-five multiplayer shooting – and 
approximately the eight millionth 
consumer product to be branded with a 

Tom Clancy possessive. 
Tom Clancy’s Bitter 
Marmalade, anyone?

More surprising was 
the fact that Siege’s title 
also contains a Rainbow 
Six preface, seeing as the 
last time we’d glimpsed 
the series it was looking 

down barbed wire, and tap into the 
surveillance cameras to keep an eye on the 
environment. As the maps are expected to 
remain small – all that Ubisoft has demoed 
so far is a suburban home – maximising the 
effectiveness of this equipment is crucial. 
For both sides this is best done during the 
preparation phase. This is the 60 seconds 
before the action kicks off during which 
plans can be formulated and defences 
erected. Team Raven has to recon the area, 
locate the hostage, and decide on an 
approach and an insertion point. Rogue’s 
time is best spent moving the target into 
the most defensible position possible and 
then fortifying it.

The trailer that Ubisoft showcased at that 
E3 reveal may have been running 
in-engine, but it was also impossibly slick: 
unless you and your four closest friends just 
happen to be ex-Special Forces it’s unlikely 
that your combat communication is going 
to be as effective. It was also heavily 
scripted, resulting in a last-second standoff 
between the one remaining member of 
each team. Unsurprisingly my hands-on 
time with the game didn’t quite throw up 
the same results.

T

A man’s breach should exceed his grasp.

READ ME
developer

Ubisoft Montreal
publisher

Ubisoft
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www.rainbow6 
.ubi.com

 Every wall can  
be penetrated, and 
every decision is 
a trade-off 

all tragic and wearing a Patriots badge. This 
is what that game has morphed into – and 
it’s certainly an interesting proposition. 

Teamwork is key, the small squad sizes 
and lack of respawns (at least in the one 
mode that’s been showcased so far) 
necessitating communication and caution. 
In Hostage Release mode, one side, Team 
Raven, plays the role of a SWAT team sent 
to retrieve a captive civilian. The other, 

Team Rogue, has to keep their human 
quarry out of the authorities’ gauntleted 
grasp until the end of the round.

Each faction has various equipment to 
help them achieve their goals. Raven 
possess such cool SWAT toys as breaching 
charges, ballistic shields, multiple grenade 
types, and remote-controlled drones. 
Rogue get the Team Badguy gear: they can 
barricade entrances, reinforce walls, lay 

plAYed 
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No respawns means that it’s easy for your 
participation in a battle to be over before it’s 
even begun – and despite the ongoing 
success of Twitch, sitting and watching just 
isn’t as fun. That’s not necessarily a flaw as 
far as Siege is concerned, however: die early 
enough times and people will quickly learn 
to be more careful. What could be 
problematic is introducing players to how 
the various systems and gadgets interact, a 
process that the asymmetry of the game 
makes crucial. What’s the difference 
between a barricade and a reinforcement? 
Is it clear that cameras can be shot out? 
Barbed wire, for instance, behaves 
differently if an attacker walks through it 
than if a defender does. None of this is 
unfair – each side is helped and 
handicapped in its own ways – but it does 
need communicating.

The good news is that once you begin to 
get to grips with these things the game’s 
potential starts to become clear. The 
intimacy of the suburban home map means 
that you can never relax – every step feels 
perilous, and so does staying still. The 
destructibility of the environment also 
means that options abound. Rogue have 

pooled all their defences in one place and 
locked the hostage inside? Why not drop in 
from above by breaching through the 
ceiling. Every window can be shattered, 
every wall can be penetrated, and every 
decision is a trade-off – danger is 360°, and 
there is no downtime.

The shooting is solid. Although a couple 
of guns feel a tad lightweight, the audio 
effects, which boom like Zeus coughing, 
provide good feedback. And from a 
technical perspective the small scale should 
mitigate the potential for glitches and other 
troubles. Too little of the in-game content 
has been shown off for any bold predictions 
to be advisable, but Siege is a toybox as 
opposed to a sandbox, and its promise lies 
in how players learn to use, and counter, the 
toys that Ubisoft is giving them. Like 
2015’s other asymmetrical multiplayer 
hope, Evolve, much of the fun will end up 
resting on the team you gather to play with. 
Here’s hoping you won’t need any SAS 
training to make the most of it. 
Joel Gregory

2015
The destruction model ensures that 

walls soon look like Swiss cheese.

When you’re dead, you’re 
dead – there are no respawns.

The three insertion points 
are street, garden and roof.

Pity the guy who 
comes in that way.

 Why not drop 
in from above, 
breaching 
through the 
ceiling? 
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masters, known here as Shadowlords, have 
their own upgrade systems, too. The action 
looks refined and the animations look on a 
par with Dragon Age and Mass Effect. I’m 
really looking forward to the alpha when 
that kicks off this year. 

The promise for me with Shadow Realms 
lies in the storytelling structure, which 
BioWare equates to a TV show. The game 
will be released in some kind of episodic 
form, with cliffhangers and developing 
characters that aim to provoke an ongoing 
dialogue about the tale being told. Episodic 
BioWare? Sounds to me like new ground 
for the talented teams there. I’m in.

The contrast in the imagery of the  
setting is appealing, too. Shadow Realms  
is set partly on Earth and partly in a 
mystical (read: European-looking) realm 
called Embra, apparently a world with 
bomb-squad clerics and wizards wielding 
machine guns. 

By the summer of 2014, BioWare had 
already written 30 episodes, and the 
finished story will come with the 
developer’s trademark romance and choice 
options. How it will be sold is still a mystery 
– but I see enormous promise in BioWare’s 
attempt to branch out. 
Samuel Roberts

I

BioWare takes a first stab at episodic storytelling, 
and another at co-op action.

RELEASE: 2015

think BioWare’s presence 
is going to ramp up 
significantly over the next 
few years. We’ve had Dragon 
Age: Inquisition, we know 

there’s a new Mass Effect on the way, Star 
Wars lives in the EA stable now, and the 
original Mass Effect team is creating 
some kind of  all-new series. If you’re 
partial to brilliant, story-driven RPGs, 
prepare to be buttered up by the nipples in 
BioWare over the next two years. Shadow 
Realms is yet another new thing from the 
studio, this time from The Old Republic 
team in Austin, Texas.

In this 4vs1 co-op action-RPG, players 
move through a gothic modern fantasy 
world while a dungeon master sets the 
parameters of the challenges they face. The 
GM’s powers include laying traps, 
manipulating enemies and even playing 
with the environment to ensure that games 
don’t always feel the same. The combat 
looks well within the range of Dragon Age’s 

real-time melee, and 
players can customise 
their hero’s combat in 
diverse ways – it sounds 
like the upgrade options 
are built around your 
specialities as a player, as 
opposed to being class-
based. The dungeon 

2015
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Shadow Realms will have your
usual BioWare dialogue options.

 Players can 
customise  

their hero’s 
combat in 

diverse ways 

If all else fails, hit a mouse 
with a baseball bat.

http://www.shadowrealms.com
http://www.shadowrealms.com




32     FEBRUARY 2015

here’s Adr1ft, and then 
there’s the story behind 
Adr1ft. If you don’t already 
know it, the game’s 
outspoken creator, Adam 

Orth, a self-described ‘upbeat curmudgeon’, 
used to work for Microsoft but had a very 
public Twitter spat about DRM last year. 
‘#dealwithit’ has been described as ‘the 
tweet heard around the internet’, and it 
changed Orth’s life. He got death threats. 
He lost his job. He also stepped back to 
reflect, and out of this reflection (and well 
over a year of hard graft) comes Adr1ft, a 
pure metaphor for his journey.

Adr1ft tells the story of an astronaut 
waking up in space after a catastrophe. Her 
station floats in ruins above Earth, her 
friends are dead and, as she has no memory 

of events, it’s about her 
struggling to determine 
the cause – to find 
meaning in the madness 
– and make it home. 

It’s not hard to draw 
parallels. “You go 
through this wreckage 
trying to piece yourself 

span. The term he coins is FPX: first-
person experience (sigh).

The game seems tailor-made for the 
Oculus Rift, which is what I’ve opted to 
play it on. The demo begins and I’m in a 
zero-g chamber. I push forward, using LB 
and RB to roll left and right, and the 
triggers to increase and decrease elevation. 
It’s tricky at first, especially in the Oculus, 
where a side effect of omni-movement is 
that I can see my body rising up at odd 
angles like it’s filled with helium. Over the 
course of this three-hour game, you’ll have 
ample opportunity for practice, because at 
no point do your feet touch the ground. 
Everything, you might say, is up in the air.

Using my boosters to thrust forward,  
I enter some stark white research lab, where 
green leaves hang silently in amid bubbles 
of various shapes and sizes. I read the logo 
printed onto what look like incubation 
chambers: ‘Sniikids’. Oh, wait, I’m upside 
down: ‘Spiritus’. Yeah, that sounds a bit 
loftier. As I approach a circular hatch,  
the ship’s AI repeats the words, “Survivor 
detected.” I’m all alone. The airlock 
wheezes open and I emerge into the money 
shot: a wrecked chunk of the station, set 

T

Or, as it’s supposed to be pronounced, Adroneft. 
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 It mixes the 
spectacle of Gravity 
with the sombreness 
of Interstellar 

back together and get home safely,” says 
Orth, “and through that, you discover all 
these characters you were on the ship with, 
and they’re all dead. You’re learning about 
who you are through your relationship with 
them.” It’s about surviving in a poisonous 
atmosphere. It’s about isolation. It’s about 
starting again. Take your pick.

Adr1ft is a deeply personal game, the 
product of less than 15 people, tops. “All 

these guys were really supportive of me 
when I was going through all that stuff, and 
I think part of our relationship is that they 
kinda went through it, too, and the game 
idea really resonated with them,” says Orth. 
“They liked the idea that we were not going 
to shy away from really personal things.” 
The core tenants of Orth’s new studio, 
Three One Zero, are AAA-quality, non-
violent games stretched over a shorter time 

FirsT 
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That plant is a metaphor 
for something. Probably.

http://threeonezero.com
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before an imposing Earth, with thousands 
of blackened pieces, purple petals and 
glittering shards of glass slowly rotating 
like a gigantic dreamcatcher. It mixes the 
spectacle of Gravity with the sombreness  
of Interstellar. 

So where does the game part come in? 
“It’s very physical,” says Orth. “It’s not just 
floating around and pushing an action 
button... one of the fantasies about being in 
space and zero-g is being able to move giant 
things with your finger. You can move 
something as big as a tractor trailer with 
ease, so delivering the fantasy of being able 
to move stuff and having to avoid stuff is a 
big part of the game.”

The demo is little more than a playable 
version of the reveal footage. Still, it’s  
clear that Three One Zero aims to 
challenge the term ‘blockbuster’, stretching 
it to fit something shorter, braver and 
completely non-violent, but bearing all  
the hallmarks of a big-budget experience – 
tight pacing, jaw-dropping set-pieces, 
boundary-pushing visuals. For Orth, 
though, there’s one key reason why Adr1ft 
exists: “I wouldn’t be here without it.” 
Ben Griffin

2015
First conceptualised in Unity, Adr1ft will be one of the
first fully fledged Unreal Engine 4 games released.

“Don’t worry, IT can 
sort this shit out.”

“Oi, mind my chrysanthemums!”

It’s not been confirmed whether you can eat 
crisps in space. “Careful, they’re ruffled!”

“Oh, hey! Funny running into 
you out here in the infinite void.”
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Her first, Warp Blast, turns her unique 
warp-traversal ability into a short-range, 
focused offensive move. Her second, 
Abduction, allows her to grab and move 
any one of the Hunters – useful for 
removing the Medic or for isolating the 
team one-by-one for easier killing. Then 
there’s Decoy, which turns her invisible  
and creates a clone to distract the Hunters 
while she escapes to regenerate health. 

Lastly is Supernova, the most powerful  
of Wraith’s attacks but a bit of a last resort  
– not least because it’ll leave you singing 
Oasis for the rest of the day.

Just as the other two monsters varied 
wildly from each other, so does Wraith. 
Her focus on stealth feeds in better to the 
hunt mechanics than the other two – when 
two-thirds of the game is about escaping, 
it’s quite handy to have a monster who’s  
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Turtle Rock’s nightmarish monster melee.

READ ME
developer

Turtle Rock
publisher

2K
link

threeonezero.
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 The third stage, 
where you’re all 
beefed up on steroids 
and dinosaur meat 

urtle Rock has us pegged. 
The studio has been slowly 
revealing the three monsters 
at the heart of this 4v1 hunt-
the-alien game, building to  

a climax and whipping us all into a fear-
driven frenzy. First, there was Goliath, 
the tank with high strength but low speed, 
who looked like a bodybuilder filled  
with lava. The stuff of nightmares. Then 
came Kraken, the bat-squid with wizard 
powers, harnessing the fear within us all  
of the dreaded beast Cthulhu. But this last 
monster – this final reveal – is the deadliest 
of all. Because Wraith is... a woman.

Well, not technically a woman. More  
of a female creature. But just look at those 
curves. Wraith is a stealth-focused assassin 
with blade arms – what Ezio’s might look 

like after a horrible 
nuclear accident, 
perhaps. Like the other 
two monsters, she has 
four special abilities  
up her... uh... tentacles, 
but hers have a greater 
emphasis on subterfuge 
and confusion. 
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In traditional videogame style, the female 
monster is both curvy and pink. Of course.

Wraith: imagine 
a lobster on steroids.

Just don’t ask for 
her vital statistics.

http://threeonezero.com
http://threeonezero.com
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a little bit good at that. It does mean, 
however, that once it gets down to the third 
stage, where you’re all beefed up on steroids 
and dinosaur meat, Wraith is a bit lacking. 
She doesn’t pack a huge punch, and her 
powers suggest a more hit-and-run strategy 
than Goliath’s heavy melee attacks or 
Kraken’s long-range lightning.

In other modes, Wraith shines. Two of 
those – Defend and Nest – supply you with 
minions. Nest allows you to hatch one 
minion at a time from six eggs that need 
protecting, but hatching a minion means 
technically destroying one of your eggs,  
so that tiny Goliath had better be worth it. 
Defend gives you two respawning Goliath 
minions, so you can set them to work 
bashing away at the generators while you 
deal with the Hunters a little more 
delicately – the brain to Goliath’s brawn. 
Therein lies the appeal of Wraith: she’s the 
go-to monster for those who prefer tricks 
and tactics to mindless melee.

The appeal of Evolve’s class system will 
either make or break the game. The 12 
Hunters – divided into four classes of three 
– provide 81 different combinations, the 
success of which hinges on the ability and 

2015

creativity of the players. A brilliant, well-
oiled team will have no trouble in tracking 
down and slaughtering the poor monster, 
with tactics so varied and so clever that  
even Turtle Rock hasn’t figured them out 
yet. One tactic the developer describes  
is to kill Elite wildlife – an act that offers 
perks in itself – only to resurrect them  
with the Medic Lazarus, tag them with  
a tracking dart courtesy of a Trapper, and 

release them. Hopefully, the monster will 
potter over and devour said wildlife in the 
hope of receiving a bonus, only to find  
that they’ve now got a tracking dart in  
their tum and, oh dear, now they’re on fire. 
It’s brilliant, sneaky stuff.

But that’s where it gets a bit unfair. At  
the moment, the game seems perfectly 
balanced, with a complicated system of 
levelling up and handicaps and win bonuses 

that all come together to make it seem very 
cleverly thought-out indeed. But when that 
well-oiled team of Hunters comes along, 
they’ve got the smarts of up to four people – 
and that monster only ever has the smarts 
of one. One singular smart. It’s easier to be 
outwitted, beaten, cut into pieces and sold 
as a lasagne if there’s only one of you, even  
if you do have big tentacle claws.

Of course, that’s assuming the 
multiplayer participants all know each 
other. If you’re playing with strangers, it’s 
not hard to assume that perhaps the 
monster will have the upper hand/tentacle 
claw if the four Hunters all run around  
like headset-less chickens. Given that the 
premise and the foundations of the game 
are so strong, we’re willing to give it the 
benefit of the doubt when it comes to how  
it will hold up to large numbers of players. 
Maybe it will all balance itself out in the 
end, like one of those self-righting 
Weebles. Evolve might wobble but it 
probably won’t fall down. 
Kate Gray

 The appeal of 
Evolve’s class system 
will either make or 
break the game 

Attention to detail, like tyre tracks in
the dirt, make the world feel lived-in.

The 12 maps vary from industrial to natural to an 
aviary, all offering unique landscape challenges.

One of these is a decoy. Did you figure it out? 
Too late – now you don’t have any lungs.
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illars is a faithful homage to 
the Infinity Engine RPGs  
of yore. I know this because 
I’ve been on the character- 
creation screen for almost an 

hour. It’s an overwhelming sea of options – 
exactly as it should be – and I can’t decide 
what kind of person I want to be. In the end, 
I settle for an aumaua, a race of massive, 
semi-aquatic beings with blue-green skin 
and tribal markings on their faces. Their 
size gives them a +2 might bonus, which 
makes them powerful fighters.

I also get to choose a sub-race, which 
certain characters will respond to. I’m a 
coastal aumaua: a warlike people who make 
their living as bodyguards and soldiers,  
and are a rare sight in Dyrwood, the lush, 
forested region where Pillars is set. I’m 

granted a passive ability 
called Towering 
Physique, which gives me 
a bonus against being 
stunned. I’m a beast.

So I figure a paladin is 
the way to go. Many of 
Pillars’ classes are based 
on familiar D&D 

Then I have to choose an order. I go for 
the Bleak Walkers, because they sound like 
a black metal band who play songs inspired 
by Game of Thrones. The game describes 
them as being soldiers dedicated to 
conducting warfare mercilessly and with 
extreme brutality, and says they’re 
renowned for their terrible and unyielding 
nature. I’ve created a monster.

Anyone familiar with games like Baldur’s 
Gate and Icewind Dale will feel instantly at 
home here. The interface has the same 
iconography and skeuomorphic design, but 
it also feels modern, streamlining many of 
the things that made character and 
inventory management such a pain in those 
old games. The change I like the most is 
being able to see your entire party’s 
inventory on one screen, rather than having 
to constantly flip between character sheets.

The build I’m playing is a beta released  
to the game’s 73,000 Kickstarter backers.  
It features a number of quests set around  
a small village called Dyrford, but nothing 
from the critical path, so I don’t have to 
worry about spoilers. I’m struck by how 
closely they’ve matched the art style  
of the Infinity games, while injecting  

P

Creating an aquatic paladin in Obsidian’s love letter to the classic RPG.

READ ME
develoPer

Obsidian 
Entertainment

Publisher
In-house

link
eternity.

obsidian.net

 Anyone familiar 
with Baldur’s Gate 
will feel instantly at 
home here 

archetypes, but Obsidian has given some  
of them a unique spin. Paladins have the 
same fearsome dedication and pious zeal, 
but it no longer has to be tied to a deity: it 
can be a way of life. A passive Faith and 
Conviction ability causes their defence to 
rise or fall depending on how fervently they 
stick to the cause they fight for.

As for active abilities, I start with Flames 
of Devotion, which lets me ignite my 

weapon and set people on fire while I stab 
them. Lay On Hands, an old favourite  
from the Infinity Engine games, allows  
me to restore my, or an ally’s, health.  
Later, I unlock another passive ability 
called Untroubled Faith, which negates 
reputation changes that affect Faith  
and Conviction. This means I can build  
a chilled-out paladin who doesn’t go  
mental if they betray their cause.

Overheard gossip in taverns
will reveal quests.

http://eternity.obsidian.net
http://eternity.obsidian.net
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a contemporary sheen. Click on scenery 
and vivid text descriptions appear; and you 
can zoom in without any loss of fidelity.  
It’s clear that a lot of love has been poured 
into the creation of the setting and its lore.

I love the sheer amount of text in the 
game. When you talk to NPCs, their body 
language and demeanour are described in 
detail as they speak. A bard in the inn 
regales you with long tales about Dyrwood 
and its history. A snooty noble looks down 
his nose at you. It’s a reader’s delight, and  
all wonderfully, colourfully written. In 
conversations, you can choose how you 
respond – whether you’re diplomatic, easily 
riled or kind – and this will change your 
reputation, affecting the way people act 
around you. A thief might be more likely to 
spill his secrets if you have a reputation for 

being a ne’er-do-well yourself. This multi-
level reputation system should allow you to 
create a genuinely personalised character, 
beyond their appearance and stats.

Outside of the relative safety of Dyrford, 
in the wilds, the game shows its teeth. My 
first foray into the wilderness, navigated via 
a world map straight out of Baldur’s Gate, 
sees my entire party instantly mauled by 
giant beetles. The combat is real-time with 

pause, and the key to surviving is frequently 
stopping the action and making full use of 
your party’s wide array of skills, spells and 
abilities. For the truly brave, there’s a mode 
that deletes your save when you die.

On the outskirts of Dyrwood, I meet a 
group of adventurers from Defiance Bay, 
one of the game’s two main-sized cities. 
They say there’s a notorious child-killer 
hiding out in the inn, and they’re planning 
an attack. Noting that the murderer knows 
their faces and will smell an ambush, the 
leader asks you to deal with the situation in 
exchange for a reward.

I confront the alleged killer, who’s 
surrounded by bodyguards, and she swears 
the group outside are trying to set her up.  
I can believe her and tell her where the  
gang is, so that she can escape. Or I can 
believe the shady-looking, cowled strangers 
on the edge of town and kill her. I opt for 
the latter, because it feels right for the 
character I created. The gang are delighted 
and give me a reward, but something seems 
off. They’re acting like they’ve tricked me. 
Choice and consequence are a big part of 
Pillars, and this decision is sure to haunt me 
down the road later.

Pillars was delayed, which is a sign that 
Obsidian don’t want to rush it. I’m glad, 
because making an RPG like this is a tough 
balancing act. If they need extra time to 
make it the best it can be, I can wait. 
Andy Kelly
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 My first foray into 
the wilderness sees 
my party mauled by 
giant beetles 

Killer beetles
These huge insects thrive in the wilderness around 
Dyrwood and Eir Glanfath. They blow air through 
their shells, playing haunting music to attract mates. 
They’re also incredibly hard to kill.

Wood Stone

Colour variations

Top Bottom

Angle variations

Ancient ruins are guarded
by aggressive locals.

They’ve nailed the
Infinity look and feel.



hat do you actually do in  
No Man’s Sky? This is an 
increasingly important 
question. It felt churlish to 
press the point when the 

game was first announced: its promise of  
an infinite cosmos to explore was, and is, 
beautiful, ambitious and backed up by 
proven tech. I don’t think there’s a risk of 
oversell here, because I’ve seen No Man’s 
Sky running: you really can dash from 
planet to planet in real time, and you really 
can look up at a randomised space dinosaur 
and think, ‘Wow, look at that dinosaur.’

At first glance, the latest footage of the 
game sticks to the now-familiar pattern: 
worlds to explore, each tagged with the 
name of the player who discovered it; fleets 
of starships to fly past in a smooth arc on 
the way to the next planet; a bit where a 
dinosaur roars and it’s all tremendously 
evocative, and perhaps it’d be OK if we all 
just stopped and took in the majesty of it 
because, y’know, dinosaurs.

Look a little closer and, happily, there is  
a game emerging amid all the spectacle. In 
particular, the game’s flight model is taking 
shape. Don’t expect Elite-style complexity: 
No Man’s Sky is aiming for accessibility, 

from push-button 
prompts for warping 
between locations to 
context-sensitive landing 
indicators that crop up 
while approaching 
planet-bound bases. 
Points of interest – 
crashed ships, interesting 

geological features, resources and so on – 
show up on the minimap, but also in your 
field of view as a halo of blue light. Subtle 
enough to pass as lens flare, this suggests 
one of the ways that No Man’s Sky will lead 
you through its vast gameworld.

Galactic navigation is achieved through  
a 3D starmap that takes after EVE and, 
again, Elite. Given the billions of potential 
planets being generated by the game’s 
underlying algorithms, making discovery 
manageable for actual humans is crucial. 
No Man’s Sky makes it clear whether a 
region of space is explored or unexplored, 
and allows you to transition into new areas 
relatively seamlessly. It’s not yet clear how 
much freedom you’ll have to warp between 
divergent parts of the galaxy, nor how easy 
it’ll be to get to a part of space that, say, your 
friend has discovered. The presence of a 
swirling portal on one world suggests an 
answer, but nothing has been confirmed – 
and, as Hello Games’ Sean Murray stresses, 
the game can’t really be about completion 
or a curated experience. It’s too big for that.

There will be FPS elements, and space 
combat, and their absence from anything 
shown so far is a concern. In truth, though, 
the reasons I’m so excited about No Man’s 
Sky have nothing to do with guns or 
dogfighting. The game could deliver  
only on what has been shown so far and  
I’d be happy: a planet with my name on it,  
a minimap full of stuff, a dinosaur. 
Chris Thursten
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It’s an architecture
student’s wet dream.

Creatures
While some animals are real and recognisable,  
the game’s algorithms are randomly generating  
new breed and colour combinations all the time.

A randomly generated
planet portal. 

The game is as simple
as it is beautiful.
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hen I first spoke to InXile 
about Torment: Tides of 
Numenera, both the game 
and its setting were at the 
beginning of their lives. This 

spiritual successor to Planescape: Torment 
was successfully Kickstarted in March 
2013, and laid its foundations in a new, 
crowdfunded tabletop roleplaying game 
called Numenera later that year.

Numenera is set a billion years in  
Earth’s future, during the Ninth World  
– a thousand-year-old, medieval-esque 
civilisation built on the bones of what came 
before. It presents science fiction and 
fantasy as ends of a sliding scale, and allows 
individual writers and gamemasters to 
figure out where exactly on that scale they 
want to end up. Fluidity is the rule: a single, 

catch-all dice system is 
used to resolve the 
outcome of any difficult 
task, and its flexibility  
is such that it can be 
matched to any action 
the player can come up 
with. This promotes  
an unusual degree of 

to give itself – and players – more options.  
The most basic of these is the conversation 
system, which in Torment is expanded to 
include complex interactions with objects 
as well as people.

“You’ll have ‘conversations’ with objects 
in the environment,” says InXile designer 
Adam Heine. “This gives you options, and 
gives us a lot more freedom to decide what 
those options are and iterate on them.”

InXile values plurality of choice over  
the detail with which those actions are 
represented. Games are traditionally 
limited by their animation budgets, but 
Torment’s developers are willing to allow 
the player’s imagination to fill in a couple of 
gaps. “We’ve said up front to our designers 
that it’s OK if we can’t depict what is being 
described,” says project manager Kevin 
Saunders. “They can just be creative.”

Think of it as a gentle merging of the 
isometric RPG’s sense of place with the 
detail and freedom of choice afforded  
by a text-based adventure. That sense of 
freedom is particularly important in a  
new Torment game, given its predecessor’s 
preoccupation with philosophical 
questions about agency and choice.
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A novel roleplaying system makes the transition from tabletop to desktop.
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 The developers are 
willing to allow the 
player’s imagination 
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improvisation when it comes to problem-
solving: the players come up with ideas and 
the GM finds a way of making them work.

Tides of Numenera occupies the ‘fantasy’ 
end of the scale, telling a story about  
the legacy of a body-swapping immortal 
called The Changing God. You’re the  
Last Castoff, one of the God’s previous 
forms, attempting to determine your  
place in the world and fleeing the cosmic 

comeuppance that’s hunting your creator 
down. Despite sketching out its own take 
on the setting, however, InXile is trying  
to replicate Numenera’s sense of freedom 
and versatility. There are limits on how  
the game’s improvisational fluidity can  
be applied to a computer RPG, where 
player action almost always boils down to 
picking items from a list. InXile accepts 
this restriction, but is also finding ways  
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Tides of Numenera’s driving question, 
‘What does one life matter?’, is, like 
Planescape: Torment’s ‘What can change  
the nature of a man?’, concerned with the 
impact of your decisions. For the new 
game, however, InXile is experimenting 
with ways to present choice to the player.  
A dramatic example of this is the ‘crisis’ 
system. At set plot-related points in the 
game, the player will take part in complex 
encounters involving physical danger and, 
potentially, combat. Unlike the rest of the 
game, these crises will be turn-based and 
will operate against a time limit, evolving 
and escalating both in response to and in 
defiance of the player’s will.

“The main criterion for a crisis is some 
kind of time pressure,” says Saunders. 
“This is the main part of our combat 
system. We’re expanding what combat 
means, trying to move towards the tabletop 
notion of an ‘encounter’, where there’s a lot 
more going on.”

You might be tasked with surviving a 
bandit raid or rescuing survivors from a 
monster-besieged building, but these won’t 
boil down to brawls or boss fights as they 
might in another game. How and when  
you choose to act will be based on a 
complex web of skills and interactable 
objects, emulating some of the freedom of 

tabletop roleplaying within the parameters 
of what a computer game can achieve.  
Time restriction provides a sense of 
pressure, and emphasises the importance  
of your choices.

“We’re not afraid to have content that 
some players won’t see,” Saunders says. 
“Another aspect of this is that we want 
failure to be more entertaining. Not 
getting the ‘good outcome’ doesn’t mean 
playing it again to get it right.” In Tides of 
Numenera, you’ll be encouraged to live  
with your choices as you would in a tabletop 
game. A crisis isn’t a puzzle to be solved,  
but an event to live through. This is a 
distinction that computer games have 
traditionally struggled with, and it’s great  
– and appropriate – that Tides of Numenera 
is attempting to solve one of RPG design’s 
fundamental weaknesses with a tabletop 
system designed to do exactly that.   
Chris Thursten 
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The distant future is
weird, to say the least.

Torment takes place in a
new part of the Ninth World.

Advanced science or
glowly nonsense? Both!



44     FEBRUARY 2015

get a kick out of this). She’s being hunted by 
the ghoulish riders of the Wild Hunt, who 
are ravaging the world one place at a time. 

Finding Ciri is a key part of Geralt’s story 
in The Witcher 3. At some point, she’ll 
become playable: CD Projekt Red is 
including her for the benefit of a secondary 
perspective of The Witcher 3’s large-scale 
story. The announcement also mentions 
Ciri having some great mystical power, but 
doesn’t elaborate on what that’ll be. 
Summoning an army of undead dressed as 
potatoes to do her bidding is my guess. 

Ciri’s moveset will have its own upgrade 
systems. She has similar sword-wielding 
ability to Geralt but with an emphasis on 
agility, with a blink teleport ability forming 
part of her combat skills as well. My main 
concern with The Witcher 2’s story was its 
weak, grotty fantasy-novel portrayal of its 
female characters – with this one, CD 
Projekt Red has scope to address that. We 
should finally get hands-on with The 
Witcher 3 early next year. 
Samuel Roberts

S

Geralt gets a friend. Well, sort of.
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ince The Witcher 3 was 
announced, I’ve changed 
careers, moved house, gained 
two inches on my waist and 
developed grey hair. I think 

CD Projekt Red might’ve started talking 
about Wild Hunt a bit early. Nonetheless, 
with a new, May 2015 release date set, the 
studio seems to be moving a bit faster with 
info drops now – the latest big reveal is that 
Geralt will be joined by a second playable 
character, called Ciri. Got all your Siri 
jokes out of the way? “Call Geralt, Ciri!”  
“I don’t understand.” Superb, let’s move on. 

Ciri is an elf descended from a bloodline 
that was thought lost, and her coming has 
been prophecised – she was  alluded to in a 
folk tale in the original Witcher, which 
makes her appearance now a nice touch. 

She is also a key player in 
the Witcher novels, in 
which she acts as Geralt’s 
adopted daughter and is 
almost the main 
character (full disclosure: 
I haven’t read them,  
but those familiar  
with the material should 
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veryone who plays Metal 
Gear Solid V will have  
their own Mother Base.  
This is where Big Boss  
hangs out between missions, 

and you’re in charge of building it. Starting 
out with a single oil platform, you’ll  
expand it over the course of the game  
until you have a sprawling offshore base 
with a design that is uniquely yours.

But you’ll need an army to operate it in 
your absence, which is where the Fulton 
Recovery System comes in. During 
missions, you can capture any guards you 
take out non-lethally by attaching a balloon 
to them, which is then scooped up by a 
helicopter. Captured enemies will join Big 
Boss, and you’ll have to assign them a role 
based on their individual stats. Jobs include 

leading combat teams, 
researching new 
technology in the R&D 
unit, and producing  
food in the mess hall.

You can return to and 
explore Mother Base at 
any time, and while 
you’re there, you’ll see 

and inviting people to infiltrate it. You’ll 
have to stop them sneaking past your 
defences and stealing your stuff with their 
own Fulton balloons.

But if they manage to pull it off, you can 
always infiltrate their base later and steal 
your stuff right back. When you’re under 
attack, you can take a gamble and let the  
AI repel the invasion, or step in and take 
matters into your own hands.

With so many players on Steam, all  
with their own distinct base designs, I can 
imagine playing Metal Gear Solid V long 
after the end credits have rolled. But it all 
depends on how much depth the mode 
offers. Kojima Productions has only 
revealed the broad strokes of the Mother 
Base mode so far. I can’t wait to know more.

If it’s more traditional multiplayer you’re 
after, there’s Metal Gear Online to look 
forward to. Essentially a separate game,  
it sees players teaming up to take on stealth 
challenges in a series of big, open maps. 
‘Traditional’ is being slightly unfair, 
though, because MGO isn’t just a shooter 
with a Metal Gear hat on. Metal Gear is 
defined by its dense, systems-driven 
stealth, and this has made its way into 
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 I’m glad that Metal 
Gear’s anarchic spirit 
has carried over into 
the multiplayer 

your army going about their business. 
When they see you, they respectfully  
stand to attention and salute, which is  
a nice touch. When you’re not around, 
they’ll go on missions and train at the  
firing range, raising their stats and earning  
you a currency called GMP.

Fulton balloons can also be used to  
steal enemy vehicles, weapons and other 
useful items to help your base grow. This, 

combined with your GMP stockpile and  
the research your R&D department  
does, will let you beef up your security  
with cameras, guards, alarm systems, 
weaponised drones and anti-aircraft guns.

You need all this because – and here’s the 
really cool part – other players can attack 
your base, like a more elaborate version of 
Dark Souls’ invasions. You are, essentially, 
building your own Metal Gear Solid level 

FirsT 
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Evading another player’s 
Mother Base drones.
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MGO, with a few co-op twists and some  
of the series’ trademark humour. If you 
manage to grab a player in a chokehold,  
you can pull out a camera, flash a cheeky 
smile and take a selfie to humiliate them. 
An early trailer shows a group of very 
different-looking players working together, 
which suggests there will be detailed 
customisation options.

The enemy team can place automated 
Fulton-firing turrets, and if you stumble 
into one, you’d better hope there’s a friend 
nearby to pop it and save you. You can 
distract players with a fluffy, stuffed wolf  
– they’ll stop in their tracks and gurgle over 
it, hearts swimming around their heads –
then mow them down with a chaingun-
toting mech.

Despite the fact that its story deals with 
some pretty heavy issues, Metal Gear Solid  
is a very silly game, and I’m glad this 
anarchic spirit has carried over into the 
multiplayer. The online components are 
being developed separately by Kojima’s new 
Los Angeles studio, but the big man’s mark 
is all over it. That stuffed wolf is so Hideo.

All this, and I haven’t even talked about 
the singleplayer mode. If you don’t care 

about Metal Gear Online or invading 
people’s Mother Bases, there’s still a 
massive solo campaign to enjoy. The 
Phantom Pain takes the Metal Gear formula 
and places it in a huge open world with a 
day/night cycle, which broadens  
the tactical possibilities massively. And  
if Ground Zeroes is anything to go by  
(see my review on page 86), it’s probably  
the tightest, best-designed stealth in the 
series to date.

If this is your first Metal Gear experience 
– and that would be understandable  
if you only ever play games on PC –  
you might find the whole thing a bit 
confusing. This is one of the most absurd, 
impenetrable mythologies in gaming,  
and you’ll need to spend a good chunk  
of time on the Metal Gear wiki to get  
your head around it all. But while knowing 
the backstory is a benefit, I don’t think  
it’s essential. Even diehard fans of the  
series won’t know what’s going on half  
the time. Just embrace the madness. 
Andy Kelly
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Metal Gear Online has a 
big focus on co-op play.

No one can resist 
the cuddly wolf.

You can capture animals 
with the Fulton.







noticed something odd 
during the campaign for 
StarCraft II’s third 
standalone RTS expansion, 
Legacy of the Void: you never 

see the Protoss sit down. StarCraft II’s 
high-tech warrior race love to tease humans 
with doom-laden prophecies, and have  
a knack for decloaking dramatically in 
cutscenes, but it’s only when you spend 
time aboard their spaceship – a huge lava 
lamp called the Spear of Adun – that you 
realise they have no chairs. Or cupboards. 
How do they eat? Where do they poo?

The starring race of Legacy of the Void 
were designed to look good on the 
battlefield, but don’t have a home life,  
a discernible culture or much personality. 
The result is a considerable tone-shift  

from the grotty bars of 
Raynor’s battleship in 
Wings of Liberty and  
the slimy hive of Heart  
of the Swarm. Wings of 
Liberty was blue; Heart  
of the Swarm was purple; 
Legacy of the Void is beige. 
Expect lots of serious 

sermonising about a galaxy under threat 
from a mysterious, ‘indomitable’ enemy.  
As commander Artanis, you have to wrestle 
the universe back from that enemy and 
wrap up StarCraft II’s trilogy for good.

What the Spear of Adun lacks in 
amenities, it makes up for in lasers. You can 
call in orbital strikes from the mothership 
during campaign missions, and deploy 
custom units built by the ship’s onboard 
army-forge. This works in the same way  
as Raynor’s engineering bay and Heart  
of the Swarm’s gene-splicing facility.  
You get binary upgrade options for core 
Protoss units that change their abilities  
and appearance. I favoured a chunky spider 
form for my custom Stalkers that turned 
them from fast-attack teleporters into slow, 
reliable siege machines.

The mission I played was as heavily 
scripted but as well crafted as any you’d find 
in StarCraft II’s existing campaigns. I used 
stealthy Dark Templars to chop up Zerg 
scouts, which allowed my elephantine 
Stalkers to break through to the main hive 
and rescue besieged Protoss civilians. 
Every so often, I’d nuke a Zerg worm with 
the mothership to clear an escape route.
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I was suitably rewarded with the sight  
of a Protoss ship ferrying the civvies to a 
glowing warpgate in the middle of the map. 
With a flash of light and a “schwoom!”, 
they were teleported light years away to 
take up valuable Protoss standing room  
in a safer corner of the universe. The 
warpgate and bombardment effects have 
been enhanced with fashionable lens flare – 
the only notable visual upgrade.

You can pick your missions from a space 
map in the Spear of Adun’s control room. 
There, you can also talk with colleagues 
like series regular Zeratul, and Rohana –  
a medium who channels the wisdom and 
memories of long-lost Protoss civilisations. 
It’s familiar but fun. Legacy of the Void won’t 
mess with the structure set out by Wings of 
Liberty in 2010, but it’s essential if you’re 
keen to see whether old friends Raynor and 
Kerrigan make it through/hook up/die.

Away from the main campaign, LotV  
also has a chain of co-op missions and  
a new ‘archon’ mode that lets two players 
command a single army in tandem. Senior 
game designer David Kim tells me that the 
mode was developed so that Blizzard could 
test new multiplayer units at a near-

Dreadful weather 
on this planet.
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professional level, before they found it fun 
enough to include in the expansion. “We’ve 
been testing as three-people archons or 
four-people archons, but four gets crazy.”

Multiplayer is Kim’s area of expertise, 
and he’s excited about shaking up the 
professional scene with new units that 
require even more extraordinary feats of 
micromanagement – scary news for new 
players. He enthuses about the new Terran 
Cyclone, which has to lock onto a target 
and stay within range to maintain damage. 
You have to keep the enemy close enough to 
deal damage, but stay out of enemy range at 
the same time. This requires a lot of clicking.

Blizzard wants faster pro matches, and 
plans to encourage this by reducing the 
amount of minerals you can farm from each 
crystal in multiplayer. This forces players 
to expand faster and get into fights sooner  
– at least in theory. Balancing StarCraft II’s 
multiplayer mode is a difficult task; Kim 
and co are messing with an international 
sport worth millions of dollars.

“A lot of people say that StarCraft II  
is like the chess of this decade,” says Kim. 
“The best thing for StarCraft II is to 
continue that tradition and make it super-
strategic but also physically very involved. 
On that side of it, I think we’re excelling 
pretty well.”

We’ll find out when Legacy of the Void  
is released, most likely this year. 
Tom Senior
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The roar you hear when he 
appears is Zerg for “boo!”

If it glows, you should 
probably capture it.

Terrans continue to overcompensate 
with massive weapon platforms.

 The Protoss portal can 
also open giant wine bottles.
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Blizzard hopes 
that Herc’s 
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and Cyclone’s lock-
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showstopper 
plays from pros 
in next year’s big 
tournaments. 
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otline Miami 2 is defiantly more of the same, in much the 
same way that mass market movie series in the 1980s 
were, when they were only differentiated by happening 

in a different country or having a wacky subtitle of no relevance 
to the main story. Nonetheless, the promise of a new high-
quality soundtrack, extra layers added to the series’ cryptic plot 
and a simple level editor should make this a valuable follow-up to 
the violent top-down melee brawler.  The only problem with 
Hotline Miami for some of us was that it ended, and that after ten-

plus playthroughs, we’d exhausted every level of 
possibility and burned ourselves out on the 
deliberately oblique, unrefined story. With a 
community of fanatical players creating new 
levels forever, that’s not something we’ll have to 
worry about ever again. 

H

READ ME
developer
Dennaton
publisHer
Devolver  

Digital 
link

www.hotline 
miami.com RELEASE: EARLy 2015

ince Techland is making its own new zombie series 
in Dying Light – which is so far a lot of fun and will 
be reviewed next issue – it’s left to Spec Ops: The 
Line creator Yager to make an eight-player co-op 
sequel to the original Dead Island. We saw Dead 

Island 2 at both E3 and Gamescom last year, and it’s looking like 
a good undead romp, going further down the Dead Rising route 
of crafting weapons seemingly without any seriousness. 

The game is set in various pockets of California. The level 
shown at E3 was all in the San Francisco Bay area, while the 
Gamescom demo was LA-based. Each locale offers a snapshot of 
the Sunshine State, dividing it into different open-world hubs 
infested with zombies to varying degrees. Weapons can be given 
elemental effects, further underlining the notion that Dead 
Island might be turning a little bit self-aware with its sense of 
humour. Zombies can be frozen and electrocuted.

Dead Island 2 is a surprisingly adept demo of Unreal Engine 4 
tech, too. The water is tropical blue, the environments and 

lighting are extraordinary. Compared to its 
choppy predecessors it’s a pleasant surprise to see 
the series suddenly get ahead of the curve in 
visual design. Whether this oddball sequel from 
a solid developer will manage that in other parts 
of its design remains to be seen. 

READ ME
developer

Yager
publisHer

Deep Silver 
link

deadisland.
deepsilver.com RELEASE: SPRING

ill Lowe’s Before appeared first as a few simple, beautiful 
images posted to Twitter: colourful landscapes that 
stretched to the horizon, populated by squat pink cave-

people wielding axes and bows. Since then the game has been 
picked up by Rust developer Facepunch and its profile has 
increased dramatically – while maintaining its air of mystery.

Before concerns the survival of a tribe of prehistoric people. 
You guide their progress through a world whose dangers include 
sabertooth tigers, mammoths and – it’s implied – the wilderness 

itself. Your choices will define your tribe’s 
history, the developers claim, but they’ve not yet 
revealed how this will work. It sounds like it’ll be 
more elaborate than ‘try to stop them from all 
starving to death’, but that sounds like a sufficient 
challenge for the time being. 

b

READ ME
developer

Bill Lowe
publisHer

Facepunch
link

www.before 
game.net RELEASE: TBA

s

The Spec Ops team could be 
making the series’ best entry yet. 

2015

“Have we been here before?” 
“Mastodon.”

Is that 800 pints 
of blood?

It’s got potential. We have 
a nose for these things.

Roundup by Samuel Roberts, Chris Thursten & Andy Kelly
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Gearbox’s attempt at next year’s hot formula.
t’s all about the character-
driven first-person shooters 
with heavy RPG elements. If 
you don’t believe us, look at 
the list of coming games: 

Overwatch, Evolve, Battleborn. Shooters are 
popular, MOBAs are popular and the next 
logical step is the marriage of the two. 
Battleborn is exactly that. Gearbox is 
merging the sense of flare the studio 

developed in Borderlands 
with a cooperative and 
competitive multiplayer 
model that has learned 
many lessons from Team 
Fortress 2 and League of 
Legends. Characters level 
up over the course of 
each match, gaining new 

powers and distinctive super moves unique 
to each class.

Battleborn’s far-future setting makes 
possible a wide variety of aesthetic 
character styles, from square-jawed 
marines to samurai and fantasy-themed 
archers. The League comparison only 
stretches so far, however: this is a shooter 
too, and one that will offer a full co-op 
campaign. The small amount of campaign 
footage that Gearbox has shown is 
character-led and very funny – Battleborn 
skews far closer to Borderlands than Colonial 
Marines, which anybody who has followed 
Gearbox’s output for the last couple of years 
will be glad to hear. 

READ ME
developer

Gearbox
publisHer

2K
link

www.battle 
born.com

ixing Dark Souls with a little bit of 
Shadow of the Colossus, this long-
gestating and beautiful-looking 

game is essentially about cunning strategy 
in the face of big bosses. Players carry a 
single arrow that they can fire and then 

retract. It can be 
employed in surprisingly 
creative ways – as in 
Colossus, there’s usually 
one solution that needs to 
be figured out and 
exploited. PC Gamer 
writers have played the 
game, but there are 

restrictions on the IGF build that mean we 
can’t say whether Titan Souls is good or not. 
How cryptic! Maybe we can wink once if 
it’s brilliant, and twice if it’s absolute toss. 
Here we go... there. You saw that, right? 

Titan Souls has some of the finest-looking 
pixel art and 2D animation we’ve seen in 
years, and it borrows from a bunch of cool 
influences. It begins in smallish Zelda-style 
one-screen arenas for boss fights, then the 
environment opens up a bit. With one 
simple combat idea and seemingly little 
else, it will be intriguing to see how Titan 
Souls can sustain interest purely through 
boss battle design. 

RELEASE: LAtE 2015

RELEASE: TBA

READ ME
developer

Acid Nerve
publisHer

Devolver Digital
link

bit.ly/TitesSouls

 It skews far closer 
to Borderlands than 
Colonial Marines 

M

Yup, that looks like 
something we want to do.

Don’t expect it 
to make much sense.

Every pixel has been 
lovingly hand-polished.
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The king of all unlikely sequels is coming soon.

READ ME
developer

xx
publisher

Xxxx
link

Xxx x xxxxx

ou didn’t dream it – EA really 
did announce a sequel to 
2008’s parkour/punching 
mashup at E3 2013. And they 
really did call it simply 

Mirror’s Edge again, as if mentioning the ‘2’ 
would be some kind of deal-breaker for 
anyone. However, you really did show up to 
work naked – your boss wants to see you in 

her office like now. 
Maybe it all seems like 

a dream at this point 
because there’s been such 
a dearth of subsequent 
information on Faith’s 
return. This much we 
know: DICE is using the 
Frostbite 3 engine, and 

plans to expand the free-running moveset 
while delivering “the best first-person 
combat in the world,” in producer Sara 
Jansson’s words. The concept footage that 
aired at its reveal certainly showed some 
mighty impressive animation. The guards 
displayed plenty of location-specific 
reactions while Faith was kicking the 
totalitarian regime right out of them. 

The ultra-clean art style and focus on 
joyful traversal appear absolutely intact 
from the original, which means Mirror’s 
Edge stands every bit as much chance of 
leaping clear of the homogenised crowd in 
2015 as it did in ’08. 

READ ME
developer

DICE
publisher

EA
link

www.mirrors 
edge.com 

egendary writer and Double Fine 
founder Tim Schafer returned to 
point-and-click adventures in 

2014, after a 16-year hiatus and a hugely 
successful Kickstarter campaign to bring 
you Broken Age: Act 1. But as the Serial 

podcast listeners among 
you will already have 
deduced, there’s more to 
come. Act 2 sits largely 
completed as you read 
this, enjoying an 
additional few months of 
polish after Schafer 
finished writing it last 

October. Double Fine’s team has been 
“steady growing,” according to producer 
Greg Rice, in an effort to send the next 
episode on its way in fine form. In fact the 
game’s been playable from start to finish in 
alpha form since November.  

 We’re going to have to wait just a shade 
longer for the coming-of-age narrative 
threads of dual protagonists Vella and Shay 
to intertwine, but in the 16 years since 
Grim Fandango released, we’ve had plenty 
of time to learn patience for the next 
serving of Schafer. Why, in that time 
Manny and co have probably turned to 
skelet- Oh, wait. Right. 

RELEASE: TBA

RELEASE: SPRING

READ ME
developer

Double Fine 
Productions

publisher
In-house

link
brokenage
game.com

 The ultra-clean art 
style and focus on 

joyful traversal 
appear intact 

l

Faith is too good 
to be a one-off.

It’ll be great to return to
that otherworldly, airy city.

Stop lounging and finish 
your game, young man.
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pparently allergic to numerals, EA and DICE have once 
again dispensed with any acknowledgement of prior 
games in a series. Star Wars: Battlefront is due for release 

around the same time as the seventh Star Wars movie and will 
depict the large-scale conflicts from that universe in their 
entirety rather than the corridor standoffs and X-Wing 
dogfights that games carrying the licence usually focus on. 

Despite DICE showing some in-engine footage from third-
person perspective at E3 2014, there’s considerable industry 

rumbling that the finished game will be played in 
first-person – doubtless in no small part due to 
the developer’s long list of FPS titles on its CV. 
Both Hoth and Ewok home planet Endor are 
confirmed maps, but expect some new cinematic 
locations to feature too. 

A

READ ME
developer

DICE
publisher

EA
link

starwars.
ea.com/

battlefront RELEASE: WINTER

omething had to give after Battlefield 4’s disastrous 
release, so it’s no surprise to see a new developer, new 
theme and new approach here. Hardline is a cop drama 

rather than a Black Hawk Down retelling, in which Miami 
officer Nick Mendoza gets himself embroiled in a drug war and 
an improbable volume of dangerous spectacle. If he’s not 
swinging across the night sky on a snapped zip-line cable while a 
chopper tries to vapourise him, he’s shooting derelict schools full 
of drug-pushing lowlifes. Police work, eh?

The pacing will be episodic, which makes sense 
– who watches a seven-hour action movie? 
However, it’s the multiplayer that’ll win or lose 
the fight. With each mode tapping into the ‘cops 
vs robbers’ goldmine, Hardline has focus and 
clarity – but will it have working servers? 

s

READ ME
developer

Visceral 
Games

publisher
EA

link
battlefield 

.com/hardline RELEASE: MARCH 19

o gaze upon the concept is to go mad: this is a game set 
inside another, fictional, game of the same name. No, 
OK, let’s start again. In a fictional universe, a game 

based on a tremendously successful ’80s text adventure has been 
in development for ages. Some suspect it’ll never be completed. 
You’re ‘playing’ a pre-final build of this eagerly anticipated title, 
and... it doesn’t work properly. There are all manner of graphical 
and logical anomalies. The actual game, then, is to re-code the 
fictional game so you can progress, nodding in appreciation at the 

clever commentary on game development being 
make and admiring the zeitgeist in these early 
access days. Three-man studio Question Games 
is staffed by former BioShock, Thief 3 and 
Dishonored devs, so once your brain parses all 
those levels of meta-game you’re in safe hands. 

T

READ ME
developer

Question  
Games

publisher
In-house

link
magiccircle 
game.com RELEASE: SpRing

ou’ve read enough gibbering and cooing about this to 
know that it’s about one thing only: space dogfights, 
recently a dormant genre, reborn via Oculus Rift. The 

decades-old limitations of navigating in space via keys, sticks and 
screens melt away with the 360-degree vision VR gives you. 
Those keys and sticks don’t have to work nearly as hard when you 
can survey your surroundings simply by moving your head.

What started as a low-budget tech demo produced by a five-
person team in 2012 has exploded in popularity and scope since – 

it’s migrated onto UnrealEngine 4 and grown 
RPG-esque character progression. And though 
its release date is still TBA, it’s been running in 
an optimised state throughout development. 
Expect silky smooth framerates from even 
middling rigs on release. 

Y

READ ME
developer

CCP Games
publisher
In-house

link
evevalkyrie 

.com RELEASE: TBA

2015
Extreme lawnmower duels 
have been confirmed.

We’re a long way 
from Generistan.

It’s black and white 
because it’s meta.

In the Rift, this view 
would be terrifying.

Roundup by Phil Iwaniuk

FEBRUARY 2015     55

http://evevalkyrie com
http://evevalkyrie com


 n the process of chasing ever more cinematic 
eviscerations Mortal Kombat has alienated the more 
stoic fighting game fans. The ones who care about 

framecounts and net code more than imaginative 
disembowelling. This is where MKX comes in – it still has plenty 
of environmental interaction to bring the spectacle, as with 
NetherRealm’s previous scrapper Injustice, but it also refocuses 
on the basics sought by the fighting game community. Each 
character has three variations to accommodate those with 

established playstyles. If you’re a grappler but 
have a thing for Raiden’s look, you’ll ostensibly 
find a comfortable moveset within his Thunder 
God, Displacer and Storm Lord variations. 
We’re hardly spoiled for fighters on PC, so we’re 
keeping a hopeful eye on this former legend. 

i

READ ME
developer

NetherRealm 
Studios

publisher
Warner Bros

link
 themortal

kombat.com RELEASE: APRIL 14

hat if Bastion ran headlong into Diablo and the two 
tussled into Proteus’s gaping maw? What then, 
huh? We’ll you’d have yourself an overly simplistic 
description of Hyper Light Drifter, the 
crowdfunded 2D RPG/brawler from illustrious 

developer/musician collective Heart Machine. Combining 
pixellated pastel shades, blissed-out future-beats from Fez 
composer Adam Vreeland and high-tempo, demanding combat, 
HLD holds an allure that extends beyond those who frequent 
Shoreditch cereal bars. As anyone who backed the project and 
thus received a three-day preview build will testify, there’s a 
meatiness to its mixture of melee and ranged combat, 
complemented by some auteur-level pixel art and animation. 

You’re granted a dash/teleport a bit like Dishonored’s blink, but 
with unlimited usage. This is where a lot of HLD’s puzzling 
takes its cue, forcing you to devise pathways across floating 
platforms that seem inaccessible at first. The environments are 
colourful but uneasy, scattered with unknowable glyphs, 
destructible details, alien mechanisms and switches. 

Eight-bit visuals are oddly divisive in today’s landscape, but 
strong combat and a colour palette Wes 
Anderson would be proud of are not. As Heart 
Machine swells its staff to put the final touches to 
its game, PC monitors that have been tasked 
with displaying endless shades of brown all year 
prickle with anticipation. 

READ ME
developer

Heart Machine
publisher
In-house

link
heart 

machinez.
tumblr.com RELEASE: SPRING

he rules of Hearts of Iron’s conflict simulation are so 
thorough and complex that it used to advise a stint at 
Sandhurst as part of the recommended specs. Until 

number IV, that is. There’s a big push on the accessibility front 
this time out, so if you’ve been furtively watching this impressive 
WWII grand strategy game from afar, Paradox’s redesigned war 
map with its high-detail units and clear routes might finally 
entice you in. Inevitably, there’s more complexity too: an added 
day/night cycle gives you different tactical options based on the 

lighting, and a new espionage layer lets you 
uncover the direction of enemy offensives and 
uncover their plans of attack. Plenty to learn 
before embarking on a 32-player multiplayer 
session, but evidently the curve won’t be nearly as 
steep this time. 

T

READ ME
developer

Paradox
publisher
In-house

link
 paradox 

plaza.com RELEASE: SPRING

W

Step into the light.

2015

Hearts of iron, 
toes of ice.

Stands in water. Uses 
electrical attack. 

Yeah, this probably 
won’t need DirectX 12.

Roundup by Phil Iwaniuk
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Hard vacuum, hard choices, hard luck.
ew wave roguelikes are a 
thing now, as staple a genre 
as shooters, racers and open 
worlds full of busywork and 
arbitrary collectibles. 

Identifying very much as the former, 
Galak-Z: The Dimensional aims to marry 
Spelunky’s endless dungeon, Don’t Starve’s 
skin-of-your-teeth survival, and “Far Cry 
3’s combat” – according to 17-Bit CEO Jade 

Kazdal – at the holy altar 
of the 2D shoot-’em-up. 
So in addition to all the 
blasting and dodging, 
there’s a resource 
management layer to 
worry about. Oh, and the 
enemies react to your 
actions, cooperate with 

one another and learn your behaviour, OK? 
Now off you go, into the endless black void 
of space. Have fun!

Galak-Z takes the roguelike thing quite 
seriously, so if you fail a mission it stays 
failed. To avoid that outcome, you’ll 
sometimes need to employ stealth rather 
than the time-honoured endless barrage of 
laser fire. Enemy ships detect you not just 
based on their line of sight but by noises you 
make, so you can mess up a stealthy run 
simply by bashing gracelessly into a rock. 

Galak-Z is a hardcore proposition, and 
won’t be to everyone’s taste, but it comes 
served on an appealing platter of manga-
inspired visual design. 

READ ME
developer

17-BIT
publisher
In-house

link
17-bit.com/

galakz

he Pacific northwest. Early ’90s 
indie music. A teenage girl returns 
home, scanning a room full of 

posters and adolescent doodles and... hmm? 
Gone Home? Never heard of it. Anyway, 
Maxine Caulfield returns to her hometown 

to find childhood friend 
Chloe isn’t doing so well 
since her dad died. Even 
worse since her friend 
Rachel went missing.

The ability to rewind 
time a short way at will 
gives Life is Strange its 
unique identity. It’s an 

adventure/puzzler in which you’ll spend 
considerable time absorbing environments 
for clues against an atmospheric soundtrack 
of angst-laden grunge and vintage indie. 
But your temporal prowess means you can 
explore the consequences of your actions 
and social interactions exhaustively, 
burrowing down one narrative warren by 
acting all surly with Chloe’s stepdad when 
he barges in on the two of you, then back-
tracking through time and being nicer to 
see which has the more desirable 
consequences. Hokey teenage dialogue 
aside, this is a real contender for serious 
plaudits when it releases later this year. 

RELEASE: TBA

RELEASE: JAnuARy

READ ME
developer

Dontnod
publisher

Square Enix
link

lifeis 
strange.com

 The enemies react 
to your actions, 
cooperate, and learn 
your behaviour 

T

Bah, it’s not a roguelike if it 
doesn’t have Ascii graphics.

Replace those with 
ampersands at once.

I can’t wait till I’m old enough 
to feel ways about stuff.

FEBRUARY 2015     57

http://www.17-bit.com/galakz
http://www.17-bit.com/galakz
http://www.lifeisstrange.com
http://www.lifeisstrange.com


T H E 

FUTURE  
O F

release 
2015

58     FEBRUARY 2015



he point of no return was when we 
set our homes alight. It wasn’t our 
homeland mind – we, the 
Ostrogoths, originated somewhere 
north of the Danube. We’d been 
driven from those lands, and we’d 
settled here, built cities and a new 
generation. Yet the relentless hordes 
of the steppes never seemed to stop, 
and the time had come for us to 
move again – to form a horde 
ourselves. And the first step was to 
burn everything we couldn’t carry.

Once upon a time, every expansion 
the Total War team made consisted 
of ‘here come lots of barbarians’. 
Shogun had Mongols, Medieval had 
Vikings, and Rome had the same 
barbarian invasion as this game. But 
the break came in 2006 with Rome: 
Total War’s campaign-focused 
Alexander, followed by Medieval II’s 
innovative Kingdoms. Since then, 
The Creative Assembly has rarely 
returned to that straight ‘a bunch of 
superpowered thugs turn up’ model. 
But Attila demands it. 

Lead artist Pawel Vojs: “Rome II 
documented the 200-year-plus 

tree, and 
historical 
objectives 
alongside their 
primary 
objective. “For 
the Vandals,” 
battle designer 
Simon Mann 
says, “one of your optional missions 
is go and take North Africa, because 
that’s what they did in history. But at 
the same time we’re a sandbox, so if 
you want to ignore that stuff and play 
it your way, we’re not going to 
penalise you for doing that.”

The Ostrogoths get units who are 
much more Roman than normal 
barbarians, reflected in their special 
trait of being able to use Roman 
buildings to hire Roman units. 
Their objectives give them bonus 
gold from attempting to hold onto 
their new home territory of Dacia 
(Romania), allying with the Huns, 
and sacking a few towns, all based on 
historical events associated with the 
Ostrogoths diaspora. Whether you 
stick to historical fact or strike out on 
your own, Creative Assembly is 
trying to shake you out of the rut in 
which you usually play Total War. 

These coming ToTal WaR games will tear 
down your preconceptions and set fire to 
your comfy playing style. By Dan Griliopoulos

period of Roman history. This was 
a nice way of telling the story of the 
end, the fall essentially, and that 
also is paving the way to the Dark 
Age, and then eventually the next 
chapter in Europe’s history.” 

After all, the Huns changed 
Europe. Before their arrival, it was 
fairly stable, the Western Roman 
Empire managing to control it 
through increasingly weak troops 
and stronger tributary states. So 
devastating were the Huns that 
their impact on the frontier 
peoples, the Vandals and Visigoths, 
was to displace them from their 
lands and send them ahead as the 
unwilling vanguard of their shock 
troops.  These hordes were more 
like heavily-armed refugees, 
grabbing land from the soft 
civilised peoples of Western 
Europe, while the East was 
protected by the still-strong 
Eastern Roman Empire. (Which 
the barbarians would erode into 
weakness over many generations.) 

The playable nations are divided 
into five culture types, each with a 
shared ability, each faction also 
having its own special abilities. 
Each also has a specialised tech 

REaD ME
developer
Creative Assembly
publisher
Sega
link
www.total
war.com/attila 

Has anyone invented the 
fire brigade yet?

http://www.totalwar.com/attila
http://www.totalwar.com/attila


 The longer the 
hordes rampage, the 

less it’s worth settling 

And thus, chess 
was invented.

No wonder they 
want to move south.

The first of those five culture 
types is the Barbarian Kingdoms, of 
which two are currently playable, the 
Franks and the Saxons. They share 
the ability to assimilate captured 
buildings faster. However both have 
other traits. The Franks are 
ferocious warriors who don’t care 
too much about casualties and get 
melee bonuses the more damaged 
their units are. The Saxons are more 
focused on raiding, reflecting their 
target of Britannia (that’s Britain, 
not Ultima 7), and get bonuses to 
income from damaging settlements 
and to integrity when raiding. 

I think the most interesting of the 
cultures are the horde factions, 
called Great Migrators, and they’re 
key to this game. The barbarian 
kingdoms can become hordes, sure, 
but it’s a desperate measure. It means 
abandoning your well-developed 
homeland, destroying anything you 
can’t carry, and starting a new life 
elsewhere as quickly as possible 
before your food and money run out.

The Great Migrators have the 
same option, but they thrive on it, 
starting as hordes, getting growth 
bonuses from migration and 
settling, and constructing tent cities 
they can move with them. These are 
extremely fragile, but cheaper and 
quicker to build than real cities. The 

the battlefield. All of these tribes 
start in modern Eastern Europe as 
wandering hordes, already displaced 
by the advance of the Huns and the 
climate change which is driving 
everyone south. 

In play, the biggest result of this 
horde game mechanic is the number 
of desolate tiles that pop up. My 
short, bloody reign as leader of the 
Ostrogoths involving the burning of 
at least two major and four minor 
Roman cities before the legions 
caught up with me. My career as the 
Saxons led to every city on the coast 
around the English Channel being 
cynically sacked and/or razed before 
we hastily migrated to the newly-
desolate coast of France. 

The most ghastly of all the hordes 
though, is the solitary Nomadic 
Tribe in this build – the Huns 
themselves. Because of the fear they 
were held in, their culture and 
faction traits make them monstrous 
enemies. “Attila the Hun was death 
on a horse, and you didn’t really want 
to get involved,” says Mann. 
Christians get reduced morale 
against the Huns, because they 
genuinely think that they’re the 
heralds of the apocalypse. In 
provinces where the Hunnish horde 
is present, food is more scarce and 
other troops can’t replenish. 

The Huns also thrive on war, 
become more stable for every 
additional war they’re fighting, as 

longer they rampage, the less it’s 
worth settling. It’s entirely possible 
for them to stay as a horde for an 
entire game, creating more armies 
and just living off the land. Or they 
can settle down in a captured city 
just like anyone else, and tear up 
their tents. It’s liberating to play as 
and terrifying to play against.

Each of the four ‘Great Migrator’ 
factions has their own trait. The 
Vandals are great sea raiders, 
presaging the Vikings. The 
Visigoths’ desire for revenge on the 
Romans is reflected in their 
preference for raiding Roman 
provinces and the creation of 
tributary states. The italophile 
Ostrogoths can take over Roman 
settlements without instability, and 
recruit Roman units from Roman 
military buildings. And the Alans, 
far from being a tribe of Partridge 
impersonators, are cavalry masters, 
gaining experience at the twice the 
usual rate and not suffering any 
casualties for cavalry troops that flee 
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of attrition coming at you.” So you’re 
driven south, burning and razing 
just to keep warm. Aw.

This emphasis on abandonment 
and razing means that, unlike earlier 
games, the map can change rapidly 
and substantially, entire areas 
becoming denuded of life, factions 
abandoning perfectly good land to 
avoid powerful neighbours, and 
eliminated peoples retaking their 
lands.  Mann: “I think there’s going 
to be so many totally different maps, 
it’s going to be so much less static. 
Where in Rome II all the factions had 
settlements, this is going to be wild, 
to see what people end up with.” 

In Vojs’s games, he often sees the 
Western Empire abandon Britain, to 
consolidate their defences elsewhere 
– which is perfectly reasonable but 
also what really happened. 

Meanwhile, the two Roman 
Imperial factions – the Western and 
Eastern empires – have a ridiculous 
job. The Western Empire is still 
covers most of Europe, from 
Hadrian’s Wall to the Egyptian 
border, but poverty and weakened 

Total War Battles: 
Kingdom

 We rarely get excited about dynamic 
irrigation on PC Gamer. Despite 
this, there’s something oddly 

pleasing about the landscaping in Total 
War Battles: Kingdom. It’s a free-to-play 
follow-up to 2012’s Battles: Shogun. While 
it might not have the hour-devouring scale 
of a ‘proper’ Total War game, it’s similarly 
ambitious: set in 10th century England, you 
play a lord aiming to reunite the remnants 
of a broken kingdom. In practice this means 
chopping down trees and digging holes in 
a persistent online world. The campaign 
map is constructed from chunky hexagons 
that can be lowered and raised. As well as 
filling you with a sense of godlike majesty, 
this alters the flow of water, used to hydrate 
crops or prevent floods. You’ll also need to 
deal with passing seasons, food shortages 
and – somewhat crucially – other players. 
Rapid, five-minute PvP battles take place via 
dedicated global servers. Consistent wins will 
see you crowned the ‘Hero of the Decade’. 
They’ll be no shortage of enemies, either: 
cross-platform compatibility means you can 
fight people using any machine. If you want 
bitesized chunks of tyranny – or you just love 
irrigation – Total War Battles: Kingdom is 
entering closed beta now.

The similarity to Defender 
of the Crown is uncanny.

You may just notice 
that it’s hex-based.

Total War: Revenge 
of the Mole People.

‘Convert Church to Mosque’ 
– every Greek winces. 

Thank God they left that
big hole in the wall.

well as getting growth bonuses for 
razing settlements. And, of course, 
they have their lethal horse archers, 
with their ability to fire backwards at 
a full gallop. These include guerrilla 
horse archers, a new unit type that 
can start outside of the normal 
deployment area, enabling you to 
scout an enemy or mislead them 
much more easily. These bonuses, 
units, and the associated factional 
quests, really incentivise you into 
doing some horrible things in the 
name of your tribe.

The real reason the Huns are 
driving everyone before them is the 
aforementioned climate change. 
“The snow line’s moving again,” 
Mann explains. “You’re going to get 
longer winters, winters in areas there 
wouldn’t previously have been 
winters. Which is also going to get 
linked in with the fertility line which 
lowers all your food and the amount 
of gold you get and your income, so 
supporting your armies is going to 
get harder. But then they’re going to 
get hit with the cold winters coming 
in, so it’s the sort of double-whammy 



levies and gold galore from an array 
of surrounding tributary states. 
They start in an extremely safe 
position, but between them and the 
easy pickings of the Western Empire 
lies the tougher Eastern Empire – 
and the Huns are encroaching from 
the north. To advance is to make 
powerful enemies. 

The Sassanids also have a relatively 
large starting family, allowing me to 
talk about another major innovation: 
the introduction of Crusader Kings-
style family politics. Your faction-
within-the-faction, represented by 
your leader, has a dominance rating 
and a control rating. Dominance is 
determined by your family’s total 
influence, while control (over your 
tribe) is down to your behaviour in 
game and in random events. 

“We’ve really tried to make your 
family tree intimate, with that 
feeling of dynasty,” says Mann. “But 
then also you’ve got your non-family 
characters, you’ve got other factions’ 
characters getting involved as well, 
and we’ve also put in things like an 
event feed, which you can save and 
then publish on TotalWar.com and 
share with other players.” Yes, given 
the shifting map, games are going to 
be much more divergent than they 
were before. 

The final group of nations, who 
I’ve not been able to play as, are three 
DLC-only Scandinavian barbarian 
cultures: the Jutes, Geats and Danes 
– also known as the Viking 
Forefathers cultures, also known as 
Beowulf’s contemporaries. I’m 

troops make it easy pickings for, 
well, everyone. Just looking at the 
map of what you have to defend with 
the troops you’ve got makes me 
more shuddery than Nero’s blubbery 
belly. The Empire’s only saving 
grace is that it’s so tolerant it gets 
bonuses for having foreign soldiers –
which you’ll definitely need. 

“The Romans have some of the 
strongest tier-three units in whole 
game,” Vojs says, “but their tier-one 
units are badly equipped barbarians 
who they’ve recruited from their 
foderati. And they’re not very good, 
which is why the Romans get their 
ass handed to them at the very start 
of the game. But once they’ve teched 
up to tier three, they will be romping 
across Europe quite happily again.”

The Eastern Empire meanwhile is 
ridiculously wealthy, but still 
surrounded by enemies, with the 
Huns on its doorstep. And they 
really thought Attila was the anti-
Christ, according to Vojs. “We are 
telling that story of the Apocalypse 
as seen through the eyes of the 
Catholic factions. So we are focusing 
on west and east Rome, and how 
they literally thought the world was 
going to end because of the climate 
change and how Attila was this god 
coming to punish them for their 
sins. It’s a really nice, and quite 
powerful, narrative wrapper.”

The Eastern Empire also has to 
contend with the Sassanids. This 
Middle Eastern faction is probably 
the easiest to play and works by 
puppet-mastery, extracting troop 

 Know that bit in the Epic 
Action Movie where an 
army has to hold the 

line? Turns out it’s harder than 
it looks. Total War Arena is a 
10v10 multiplayer game which 
savagely tests your ability to 
work with other players. If 
you’ve ever screamed at your 
PC because your men aren’t 
budging, try fighting battles 
with nine strangers. Each 
person controls three units, 
conforming to Total War’s 
system of rock, paper, spearman. 
It’ll be immediately playable 
to anyone who’s played the 
series, but there are some 
differences. Instead of the crisp, 
slowly-advancing line, battles 
often start with a lusty sprint 
into position. More importantly, 
each player has access to a 
commander who can buff your 
units: Germanicus boosts your 
infantry muscle, allowing for 
devastating charge attacks; 
Caesar improves ranged combat, 
if that’s how you choose to live 
your life. In practice it resembles 
a simplified version of Rome 
once the line has been broken: 
a platter of unprotected flanks 
and missile units being chased 
across the map; think Benny Hill 
with butchery instead of casual 
sexism. It’s chaotic fun, and an 
immediate access point to the 
MOBA world for anyone who’s 
played Total War. And that’s 
basically everyone, right?

Total War arena

Total War arena

 Know that bit in the Epic Action Movie 
where an army has to hold the line? 
Turns out it’s harder than it looks. 

Total War Arena is a 10v10 multiplayer game 
which savagely tests your ability to work 
with other players. If you’ve ever screamed 
at your PC because your men aren’t budging, 
try fighting battles with nine strangers. Each 
person controls three units, conforming to 
Total War’s system of rock, paper, spearman, 
but there are some differences. Instead 
of the crisp, slowly advancing line, battles 
often start with a lusty sprint into position. 
More importantly, each player has access 
to a commander who can buff your units: 
Germanicus boosts your infantry muscle, 
enabling devastating charge attacks; 
Caesar improves ranged combat, if that’s 
how you choose to live your life. In practice 
it resembles a simplified version of Rome 
once the line has been broken: a platter of 
unprotected flanks and missile units being 
chased across the map. It’s chaotic fun, and 
an immediate access point to the MOBA 
world for anyone who’s played Total War.

+3 helmet of toilet 
bowl cleaning.

Think of it as Defence of 
the Ancient Civilisations.

Don’t be fooled by the 
word ‘arena’.  This is big.

Let it snow, let it snow, 
let it snow. 



guessing they’ll get a cultural bonus 
for raiding, whilst the Jutes will have 
a bonus to wealth, the Danes to 
culture, and the Geats to fighting in 
mid-winter (when every other 
faction is safely tucked up in bed). 

On the surface, the battles 
themselves haven’t changed much. 
Siege battles and naval landings in 
Rome II were fairly disastrous at 
launch. (Indeed, Mann and Vojs 
didn’t talk about the naval system at 
all.) But it sounds like sieges have 
received some much-needed love. 
“From our metrics we understand 
that siege battles are probably the 
most played battle type in Rome II, so 

we’ve put a lot of effort to build that,” 
says Mann. “We’re trying to 
simplify things... Minor settlements 
now have towers defending them 
and small wall pieces that you can 
garrison archers and stuff on as a 
kind of defensive measure.”

Yes, you can again upgrade minor 
settlements to put walls around 
them. And fortifications mean a lot 
more, according to Vojs. “A fortified 
settlement with a big wall around it 
actually means something. You can’t 
just roll up and attack. You can’t even 
engage in a battle unless you have 
some kind of artillery with you, or 
until you’ve maintained a siege and 
built siege weapons. You can’t do 
that, you’ll bounce off the walls, 
you’ll lose.” Though you can’t 
assault, you can still wait it out – but 
that may be many seasons of 
attrition with the threat of enemy 
reinforcement at any moment.

Missile troops have had a big rejig 
too, due to their role in sieges. 
They’re got much more limited 
ammunition but are more deadly at 
short range, making their use at the 
right time very key. Morale has also 

had an overhaul, meaning that units 
are much more likely to rout, but 
also more likely to rally. This makes 
the primitive battles more decisive, 
and more swiftly resolved. In one 
battle where my faction leader died 
on the front line, my entire army ran 
away in about 20 seconds. 

Finally, Vojs says that Creative has 
“decluttered the UI,” to make the 
information on display more 
digestible. Unfortunately, the code I 
played showed threats using a red-
green traffic light device, as the 
screenshots show – and as I’m red-
green colourblind I got my troops 
into all sorts of trouble. That’s not 
exactly my favourite design change.

At this stage, Attila seems a 
welcome shift from earlier Total 
Wars. Like Civilization, too often the 
game has let you use the same tactics 
and tools whatever the faction, 
whatever the setting. With the 
rejigged faction game mechanics, 
the migration ability, the varied 
objectives and the gentle rejigging of 
battles, games should be much more 
interesting and divergent. It’s typical 
of Attila to shake things up. 

 The romans get their 
ass handed to them at 
the start of the game 

The tent cities are
hugely innovative. 

I’m not sure this city is worth 
fighting over anymore.

Higher tier units nearly 
always win the fight.
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In Gun Monkeys, you  
take the role of a power-
company executive who 

sends monkeys forward in time to 
retrieve a vital energy source.  
In actuality, this involves two 
monkeys blowing each other up  
in a deathmatch arena, with 
entertaining physics for two players.

Gun Monkeys comes from  
Size Five Games, creator of Ben  
There, Dan That!. Dan Marshall’s 
next game, the swish-looking 
platformer The Swindle, will be 
released this year on Steam.

Your Gun Monkeys key comes 
courtesy of Bundle Stars,  
a retailer of Steam keys and value 
bundles, which include titles  
from Paradox, Warner Bros and 
Nordic Games. The website is  
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 29th of January. 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 email 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

 M ost of what you need to  
know about Gun Monkeys is  
in the title: there are indeed 

monkeys with guns, and with those 
guns they will kill each other. This 
procedurally generated, fun party 
game from Size five Games is our  
free gift this month. It can be played 
both locally and online, and with  

a couple of controllers, so you can 
challenge a friend for the right to  
be the chimp. Sorry, the champ.

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

These monkeys are trained professionals. They 
knew what they were doing when they signed up.

Monkeys wielding 
illegal firearMs
 Simian mayhem  Play Gun Monkeys,  
a carnival of baboon-blasting fun
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HELLR AISERS

N
inja Theory is 
motion-capturing 
the cutscenes for 
Hellblade in its 
boardroom. I feel 
this is worth 

pointing out because I’ve never even 
heard of it being done before. 

This DIY method of creating 
something that’s usually 
professionally outsourced is 
Hellblade all over. Ninja Theory 
wants to make a third-person action-
adventure that’s as accomplished as 
its previous games without getting a 
publisher to pay for it. 

Just north of 100 people work at 
the studio right now. On one side of 
the Cambridge business park office, 
the vast majority the staff – around 
60 of them – have been working on 

levels and then gone about building 
them, but I know that on those 
teams we had six level designers or 
half a dozen if not a dozen 
environment artists and animators 
and effects people. So it takes 
something like 20-30 people to make 
the environments of our previous 
games, and we’ve got one person 
doing that on this game, so if we did 
it the old way – the standard way – 
you wouldn’t have much of a game 
there at all. So, let’s think more about 
the challenge.” 

Hellblade is a quintessential Ninja 
Theory project, a third-person 
adventure with a bedrock of third-
person hack-and-slash combat. It’s 
set in Helheim of Norse mythology. 
Players take the role of Senua, a 
character built out of the recent 
(well, 2002) discovery of a Celtic 
goddess known as Senuna. 
Antoniades drew upon the Viking 
invasion of Orkney in Scotland as 
inspiration for the game’s Viking 
enemy. The combat system is 
targeting DmC’s responsiveness, but 
with a beat-’em-up’s approach to 
player expression (less combos, more 
skill required). 

“We wanted to do a melee game, a 
sword-based game, and so for that 

the Marvel-powered Disney Infinity 
2.0. The little superhero toys are 
everywhere. On the other, quieter 
side of the building, a skilled group 
of Ninja Theory veterans – around 
12-13 staff and never likely to rise 
above 15 – are completely reworking 
the way the games studio has 
traditionally functioned, in order to 
make Hellblade. 

Hellblade will be the first game 
that Ninja Theory truly owns. 
Motion-capturing in their main 
meeting room is just one way chief 
creative officer Tameem Antoniades 
and company are exploring more 
economic methods to achieve more 
ambitious results. 

“I think given that we have only 
one of everyone on the team, we 
have to work from a different angle,” 
he tells me. “What are the limits of 
the team we have? And what can we 
create within those limits? We 
could’ve created a game like Enslaved 
or DmC and mapped out all the 

FEBRUARY 2015     69

The Ninja Theory team on HELLbLAdE, and how they’re  
reinventing the way they make games. By Samuel Roberts
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you need an excuse not to have 
guns,” Antoniades explains. “Setting 
it in a time where there were no guns 
is the best way to do that. And we 
didn’t really want to do another 
Asian-themed game like Heavenly 
Sword, so I was kind of searching for 
a setting, and I thought Celtic 
Britain wasn’t a subject I see a lot of 
in games. The only thing I knew 
about is Boadicea, and sort of 
Braveheart, which is a grossly 
confused and inaccurate 
representation of what the Scottish 
Celts were like... I investigated Celtic 
culture a bit more, and I came across 
an article on the BBC where they’d 
found a new goddess called Senuna...

but it was reported as Senua. And it 
was interesting, because there was no 
real information about who this 
person was and there will never be 
information about who that person 
was. It’s sad we’ll never know, but I 
thought there’s enough room here to 
create a new mythos.”

I’d categorise all of Ninja Theory’s 
games – PlayStation 3 exclusive 
Heavenly Sword, Andy Serkis-led 
adaptation Enslaved and Devil May 
Cry reboot DmC – as good to great. I 
think they exhibit a clear arc of rising 
standards in terms of what the team 
can do, especially in art direction 
and combat design. Ninja Theory is 
a studio big enough to make a linear 

action game, but not large enough to 
create an Assassin’s Creed. Disney 
Infinity 2.0, I suspect, pays the bills, 
and taps into the studio’s rare 
expertise with satisfying and 
complex combat. Hellblade, I believe, 
will belong alongside DmC and its 
ilk in that canon of refined action 
games, but this project will also 
expand Ninja Theory’s remit 
substantially – mainly because the 
development demands it.

Ninja Theory’s plan isn’t just to 
build a microcosm of its previous 
games and sell it for £15 – it’s to make 
a game of near equivalent value to 
DmC: Devil May Cry on a smaller 
budget. Whereas in the past, 
development of combat systems, art 
direction and environmental design 
would be a staggered process, on 
Hellblade everything is being created 
in tandem. Without the luxury of 
time, exploration suddenly becomes 
very important. It’s the one system 
you can build around while combat 
is coming together.

Helheim’s entire basic landmass 
has been mapped in Unreal Engine 4 
and it looks impressive. I like this 
approach to world-building. From a 
bird’s-eye view the game’s circular 
logo is visibly imprinted onto the 
map and forms the shape of the 
world itself, which is composed of 
archipelagos, high cliffs and beaches. 
From almost anywhere on the map, 
you can see an enormous structure at 
the centre, a tower built to resemble 
a Viking warship, and from 
heightened regions I can see the 
grooves of the logo built into the 
land. These lines form beaches in 
one part of the map, a marsh with a 
boat graveyard towards the 

I wonder how 
many of these 
enemy types will 
make the game.

Senua’s character model is
still in an early state.

 From a bird’s-eye view the 
game’s circular logo forms the 

shape of the world itself 
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Boxout header
I demolish half my 

city to get the tools. 
I’m on the verge of 

hiring that pikeman 
when the food crisis 

sense of place just to this. Nothing 
seems bespoke. The aim is to only 
use three rigs for enemy character 
models. I’m shown how much 
mileage they can get out of even the 
most basic undead Viking characters 
by adding a helmet or a weapon, 
increasing size or by removing 
chunks of flesh to show bone. They 
demonstrate to me the importance 
of silhouette in creating the 
impression of variety among Senua’s 
foes. I suspect the legions of 
individual Uruk-hai in Shadow of 
Mordor, no two of them quite alike, 
were created using similar mix and 
match techniques. You lose nothing 
doing it – I can see more and more 
developers following suit. 

In Hellblade’s art direction features 
a noticeably washed out colour 
palette and a leaning towards horror. 
The enemies are being created in 
tandem by the game’s one senior 
character artist, Claire Blustin, who 
has worked at Ninja Theory for 
eleven years. “This isn’t quite 
procedural generation, but it’s 

somewhere in between how we used 
to do things and procedural 
generation,” Antoniades tells me.

The character and environmental 
design is coming along nicely, 
Antoniades has locked himself in a 
room to finish the story, and 
progress is definitely being made on 
the combat system, too. It’s the 
second week of December 2014, and 
the aim is to get the basic combo 
figured out by Christmas. When I 
give Hellblade a tryout in a test arena 
it plays like they’re basically there. 

There’s a weighty feel to the 
normal three-hit attack and to the 
slower heavy, and the way the 
camera is intentionally pulled should 
make fights feel more like one-
on-one, high stakes affairs than 
DmC. Ninja Theory is still looking 
at potential inspiration, however: I 
mention Chris Thursten favourite 
Blade Symphony and the studio’s 
project development manager, 
Dominic Matthews, makes a note. 
Promising groundwork is being laid 
here. Unlike DmC and its bevy of 

Creating a goddess

Who is Senua, Hellblade’s protagonist?
Motion-capture

For the reveal trailer in 
August 2014, Senua’s 
face was modelled 
after a Ninja Theory 
staff member. 

Details

Senua is designed 
to look weary from 
battle. “You see her 
scars, her blood, 
dry tears,” says 
Antoniades.

Practicality

“Don’t give her a 
costume because 
it looks cool as a 
costume; give her a 
costume because it’s 
possibly what she 
would’ve worn,” says 
Antoniades.

History

When the BBC reported the discovery of a 
previously unknown British Celtic goddess, 
Senua, (later corrected to Senuna,) 
Antoniades knew he’d found the inspiration 
for his character and her world.

Ignoring archetypes

Antoniades wonders if she’s too pretty. “I 
think she could be compelling without being 
attractive, and I think if we do that, that’s 
interesting. Then you’ve created someone 
that’s different.”

northeast, and a dark mountain 
tunnel where the team plans to have 
disembodied hands reaching out at 
Senua. Already it feels like there’s a 
coherent world being created. I like 
that it’s in a professional state when 
the rest of the game is still being 
figured out. Veteran art director 
Stuart Adcock shows me a whole 
board of work-in-progress map 
designs that the team made, all with 
those symbols (which you can see the 
outline of in the image below) 
embedded into the landscape.

To build a world of this size, the art 
team is creating assets that can be 
reused – 95% reused is the target. 
I’m shown how a tower can be 
constructed from one set of building 
blocks, how details can be recycled 
and resized, and how individual 
detail assets can add character on top 
of these basic blocks. I’m shown one 
entire area that was quickly put 
together in one morning, a temple 
area with arches and puddles 
dropped around, and there is a nice 

Double horse: 
better than old 
single horse.

HELLBLADE

This symbol is imprinted on the 
world and defines its geography.
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a brief history of 3d haCk-and-slash

Devil May Cry
Took the look and feel of 
games like Streets of Rage, 
and perfectly translated it 
into 3D.

Devil May Cry 2
Total rubbish which almost 
killed the series, and didn’t 
involve the Devil May Cry 
creators in any way.

Devil May Cry 3
An exceptional furthering 
of the original’s ideas, 
although the PC port is 
terrible, to be honest.

Heavenly Sword
Ninja Theory’s debut game 
had thin combat and 
was also very short, but it 
looked amazing.

Devil May Cry 4
The first great PC port of 
the series, but a simplified 
creative dead end with too 
much repetition. 

Bayonetta 
The creators of DMC 
returned to perfect the sub-
genre they created. Really 
should be on PC.

Where Ninja Theory’s output fits into the evolution of a very specific sub-genre

on 

PC

on 

PC

upgrade systems, Hellblade’s combat 
abilities will be mostly unlocked 
from the start.

 “We learnt a lot from Capcom,” 
Antoniades says. “Having worked 
closely with them for two years, they 
gave us lots of advice on their 
philosophy, so we’re taking a lot of 
that forward. Key to that is 
responsiveness, obviously. We 
focused, in previous games like 
Heavenly Sword, on animation 
realism, making sure footsteps felt 
right... On DmC, there was none of 
that, it was just snapping – it was just 
snapping from move to move and 
that’s what we were told we had to 
do, and we didn’t get any negative 
feedback from that. In fact, it was 
quite the opposite.” 

Antoniades wants to tap into the 
self-expression offered by one-
on-one fighting games, too. “If you 
can think of something to do, we 
should let you do it. That’s where 
creative expression comes from in 
playing the game.”

Everything else is still being 
figured out – I’m shown a prototype 
of an illusion-based puzzle, where 
there’s a broken bridge halting 
Senua’s progress. If the player can 
line up the camera so the broken 
parts appear as though they’re 
connected, when she returns to the 
bridge it will be fixed. There’s a bit of 

Arkham’s Riddler trophies to this 
that has a lot of potential uses. 

Antoniades wants to make  a 
choice-based story as well, even 
within the confines of the leaner 
budget. “In the past, our stories and 
levels have been linear because 
nothing more has been required 
from us,” he says. “Our cutscenes 
have been great but we’ve never 
explored interactive cutscenes or 
choice-based experiences – a 
publisher doesn’t necessarily want 
that. They want you to deliver the 
project and not take too many risks. 
You get a lot of resources and you 
solve problems with resources. This 
is totally the opposite. We have to 
create a new experience... otherwise 
what’s the point of being 
independent? The whole point of 
independent creativity is to create 
something that hasn’t been seen 
before. We know we’re good at 
combat, we know we can tell stories, 
but how do we tell stories within the 
world in a more open environment 
with more choices, in a way that 
hasn’t been told before? And 
incorporate combat into the mix in a 
way that feels like it’s part of the 
world, and not just a room 
encounter? This is the real challenge 
of the project. A lot of the other stuff 
is technical challenges and we’re 
dealing with that, and we’re pushing 

through it. But the creative 
challenge is very different.” 

The PC is relatively new territory 
for Ninja Theory, but with this style 
of development, the ease of running 
open betas helps them solve a lot of 
the problems they couldn’t do with 
previous projects. “I think PC offers 
us a level of freedom that we haven’t 
had before. We’re looking at 
everything we do on this project and 
figuring out better ways of doing 
things compared to how the 
traditional console model works. 
And consoles are following suit with 
PC, but I think they’re about five 
years behind what things like Steam 
are doing. If we want to do an open 
beta right now, it’s a little bit trickier 
to do that than on PC... Playtesting 
is a huge thing for us. Usability 
testing, getting people hands-on to 
try things out, get feedback, then 
roll that back in and improve the 
game... it’s always been essential for 
us to do that. Not every publisher 
has let us, because of the secrecy that 

A handsome 
concept piece of 
heroine Senua.

Attack of the 
PlayStation shapes.

The world is all being
created simultaneously.
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a brief history of 3d haCk-and-slash

DmC: Devil May Cry
Ninja Theory’s reboot had 
outstanding combat and 
art direction but flopped. 
An amazing PC port.

Metal Gear Rising 
Revengeance
From the creators of 
Bayonetta came this 
oddball spin-off.

Hellblade
It’s inspired by Ninja 
Theory’s work with 
Capcom, and I’m optimistic 
about the combat system.

on 

PC

on 

PC

on 

PC

 I think the PC offers us a 
level of freedom that we 
haven’t had before 

goes into consoles and publisher-
based businesses. As an independent 
we have the freedom to do that.” 

Hellblade will support 4K 
resolution and maybe even mods, 
too. “I think we want to get to the 
point where we can invite players 
and fans to add to the game, and do 
things that are unexpected, and 
suggest ideas or add-ons that can 
make the game richer.”

I find the nature of Hellblade’s 
development inspiring. There’s 
something guerrilla-like about a 
small team of Ninja Theory’s most 
experienced staff breaking away 
from bigger projects to make 
something where any potential 
success belongs entirely to them. At 
the same time, I’m left with further 
concerns about the future of big 
games, and publishers’ narrowing 
desire to take risks. 

“When your first criteria is you 
should have the potential to sell 3-5 
million units,” Antoniades says, 
“several things come off the table 
completely, straight away. 
Something like a melee-focused 
game comes off the table because all 
publishers have stats that tell you you 
cannot sell melee combat into those 
numbers. Creating fantastical worlds 
that aren’t based on existing IP are 
pretty much off the table.” 

If Hellblade will find an audience 
anywhere, it’s on PC where a £40 
game from a major publisher has as 
much chance of succeeding as 
anything else. By Ninja Theory’s 
calculations, 300,000 sales of 
Hellblade will mean the company 
breaks even. A million sales could 
change the way the company makes 
games entirely. 

The overriding impression I get 
from the creation of Hellblade is, if 
you can make a quality game using 
these methods, why not do it? If the 
traditional model of development is 
no longer so viable to risk-averse and 
now schedule-starved publishers, 
why not use that same expertise 

without burning as much money? 
Just because no one (to my 
knowledge) has cleared out the 
chairs and tables to mo-cap in their 
boardroom before, that doesn’t 
mean it shouldn’t be done. Hellblade’s 
development is about finding more 
efficient ways to get the same results 
from a team of skilled veterans – I 
don’t doubt their passion, and I’d be 
curious to see if people who play 
Hellblade will even notice all the 
smoke and mirrors. 

“I think this is partly because I was 
a programmer for five years, so I’m 
used to the idea that you build things 
in an object-oriented way,” 
Antoniades explains. “You build kit 
parts that you can reuse, and then 
you work out a system for building 
things, and then you build out of 
that. So what Dan, for example, on 

environments is in charge of doing, 
is figuring out the system. However 
good his system ends up will define 
how big a world we can create. 
However big the world ends up 
being will determine what the 
gameplay experience will be. The 
critical path in this project is the 
people on it, not the design. My 
experience is that the way we have 
done things in the past requires a lot 
of people, and if we’re to do it a 
different way, if we’re going to have 
any hope of achieving this game on 
the budget and resources we have, 
we have to think very hard and 
deeply about our approach. And it’s 
radically different, and it’s a bit 
unknown. But I know we have a 
chance with the methods we’re 
using. With the old methods we 
wouldn’t have a chance.” 
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      Fandango are each worthy of a 
chapter in the virtual history books. 
But for every game that LucasArts 
has released, there were another two 
or three that never made it onto the 
shelves. Some of these unfinished 
works were near-complete 
productions that almost made it out 
of the door. Others only ever existed 
as a few pages of concept outlines, 
the errant ideas of creative minds. 
Together, they form a secret history 
of the studio that, until now, has 
never been revealed in its entirety.

“When you’re in the moment,  
you may not realise that what you’re 
doing has historical value,” says  
Aric Wilmunder, co-creator of 
LucasArts’ much-venerated 
SCUMM engine. Employed at 
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LUCASARTS  
George 

Lucas’s studio 
has built some of 

the best PC games in 
existence. But what  

of the ones they  
never finished?  
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LucasArts from 1984 to 2001, 
Wilmunder was present during the 
studio’s golden years. More 
importantly, he was aware of it, and 
from time to time would bring home 
documents and designs in order to 
safeguard them. “When  
I saw something, I’d say, ‘God,  
some day, somebody’s gonna wish 
we had a copy of that.’”

Over the course of his time there, 
Wilmunder built up a small archive 
that charts virtually every LucasArts 
development during its first two 
decades in existence. Some items he 
collected are related to the studio’s 
best-known games, including the 
original design binder for Maniac 
Mansion, “which I don’t think Ron 
[Gilbert, the game’s co-creator]  
has seen in 20 years!” Wilmunder 
laughs. Many more, at a ratio of 
approximately three to one, are  
for games that were either partially 
built or never produced at all.

The vast majority of these 
unfinished or undeveloped games 
were bounced around between 1985 
and 1995, and the diversity of the 
ideas is remarkable. Some are 
typically bizarre LucasArts 
adventures. I Was a Teenage Lobot was 
an idea that Wilmunder hatched 
with Gilbert while the two shared an 
office in 1985 – the year before 
Maniac Mansion was proposed. The 
game was to be set on a space station, 
where the inhabitants discovered 
that, although creating true AI was 

local governments to tackle issues 
such as overpopulation and 
pollution. Over the years, several 
management and simulation games 
were pitched at LucasArts, including 
a camping simulator entitled Camper 
and a TV studio-management game 
named TV Wasteland.

Some of the designs were curiously 
evocative of enormously successful 
games made decades later. Another 
project Wilmunder was involved in, 
proposed in 1990, was Second Genesis, 
a space-opera game inspired by TV 
shows like Mission: Impossible and 
The A-Team. The player took 
control of an interstellar task agency 
“ready to tackle any problem a 
customer may have”. Wilmunder’s 
rundown of the game’s structure 
sounds eerily like Mass Effect: 
“Infiltration, harsh environments, 
military ships, alien encounters, 
puzzles, planets breaking up.”

Meanwhile, an untitled project, 
simply referred to as ‘XXX’, revolved 
around the idea of building your 
own world and then interacting with 
it. Originally proposed in 1985, the 
design document pitched the idea by 
referring to childhood memories of 
constructing buildings, towns and 
cities from blocks or Lego, before 
asking the question, “After building 
an exceptionally complex world, did 
you ever wish you could shrink in 
size and play in it yourself?” In other 
words, LucasArts bounced around 
the idea for a Minecraft-style game 
decades before it became the 
phenomenon we know today.

Not all of these unproduced 
designs had such world-changing 
potential. A particularly strange 
example is the 1989 pitch Adventures 
in the Party Zone. Initially, the design 
sounds like The Sims, positing “a new 
kind of game designed to appeal to 
people who have never played a 
computer game, without alienating 
expert gamers”. The player was to 
assume the role of a host of a 
sequence of parties, trying to please 
all the attendees. So far, so innocent. 
Then things got a little weirder. Said 
the document, “You will be able to 
try things in this party, things in this 
world, that you always wanted to do 

As LucasArts’ confidence 
grew, so did its ambition

impossible, a working robot could  
be built by lobotomising a person 
and installing their brain in a metal 
body. “[Imagine] you find yourself 
brought in front of a judge and 
convicted of a crime you didn’t 
commit,” explains Wilmunder. “And 
you find yourself – your brain at  
least – inside the body of this robot.” 

In Lobot’s story, the robot in 
question was a shoe-buffing robot – 
essentially a shoebox on wheels – and 
the plot revolved around the player 
trying to clear their name before 
their body – held elsewhere on the 
station – was mulched into dog food. 
“[The robot] could only say certain 
things, like, ‘Would you like a shine?’ 
So your ability to communicate was 
rather limited, your ability to travel 
was limited. But you still had this 
specific time constraint where your 
goal was to prove your innocence.”

Other concepts are completely 
removed from LucasArts’ usual  
fare. In 1989, a design was pitched 
called Life in the Balance, a wildlife- 
management game with a top- 
down view much like SimCity,  
which was released in the same  
year. Wilmunder reads from the 
document: “Assuming the role of  
a game warden, the player must 
manage the wildlife in his section  
of the preserve, protecting them 
from various threatening elements.” 
Game mechanics would have 
involved employing anti-poaching 
methods and cooperating with  

Four different producers oversaw 
the Day of the Tentacle project.
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but never had the nerve.” Examples 
included telling a high-society wife 
that her husband is sleeping with the 
babysitter (haven’t we all been to a 
party like that?). 

Yet, arguably, the strangest aspect 
of Party Zone is that the designers 
had either already enlisted, or 
planned to enlist, Orson Scott Card 
(who had worked with LucasArts 
previously) to flesh out characters 
and write conversations. “LucasArts 
is known for the games we built, and 
we had just as many bad ideas. But 
three times as many bad ideas got 
rejected so that we could get to the 
good ideas,” Wilmunder says. “And 
it might have been revolutionary.”

Above all, what these proposals 
show is the immense creative energy 
at the studio in those first ten years. 
And this is just a small portion of 
what was pitched during that time. 
Between 1982 – when LucasFilm 
Games was formed – and 1992,  
over 60 game ideas were put together 
and considered. “It was a very 
prolific organisation and a very  
open organisation, where really 
anybody could sit down and float  
a concept,” Wilmunder remarks.

The period between 1992 and 
1999 saw LucasArts at the height  

of its creative power. This was also 
when it saw its first major failures. 
Up to this point, games could be  
put together with relative speed, 
usually within 12 months. But as  
the studio’s confidence grew, so  
did its ambition, and all the while 
game technology was accelerating 
rapidly. LucasArts began pushing 
the limits of what both the SCUMM 
engine and the adventure-game 
genre could do, and the result was 
multiple high-profile projects that 
either limped out of the door or 
collapsed before they arrived.

The first of these was Forge, the 
proposed sequel to the 1990 musical 
fantasy game Loom. Loom was a 
novel, ambitious game that didn’t 
sell enormously well. Forge was to 
take its ideas and expand upon them, 
switching the main character from  
a wizard to a blacksmith, and 
running with a more industrial 
theme. “It was more about the 
making and breaking of things,”  
says Dave Grossman, co-creator  
of Day of the Tentacle. “A bunch of  
art was done for it; it was all fiery  
and red and fun. It was in the era  
of 640[x480] maximum size.”

Forge was eventually cancelled  
as a consequence of LucasArts 

narrowing down its portfolio. “One 
thing they did at that point was lay 
off all the producers,” Grossman 
says, pointing out that the project 
leaders essentially acted in producer 
roles anyway. In addition, the studio 
had multiple ongoing projects at that 
time, one of which was Day of the 
Tentacle itself. “We wound up having 
four different producers over the 
course of that project,” recalls 
Grossman. “I believe that was the 
point at which Forge got shelved.”

The most significant cancelled 
game of this period, and possibly of 
LucasArts’ history, was Indiana Jones 
and the Iron Phoenix, the proposed 
sequel to ...the Fate of Atlantis. This 
was a project that both Wilmunder 
and Grossman were involved in, 
with Grossman heading the project 
shortly before his departure in 1994. 
Set in 1947, the story had Indy 
chasing after the Philosopher’s 
Stone, travelling to Ireland, teaming 
up with a female communist sniper 
in Ukraine, and facing down Neo-
Nazis fleeing to South America. 

CAN YOU DIG IT? 

Version  1
Originally, the project was led by Noah 
Falstein, best known for his work on Indiana 
Jones and the Fate of Atlantis. The idea had 
been conjured up by Steven Spielberg in 1989, 
originally pitched as an Amazing Stories 
episode that was a blend of Forbidden Planet 
and The Treasure of the Sierra Madre. 

Version 2
After Falstein quit the project, Loom creator 
Brian Moriarty took over the reins, throwing 
out much of his predecessor’s original material 
and starting afresh. Moriarty’s version included 
an additional character, Toshi Olema, who 
ultimately died after stepping through acid 
that was dripping from a cave ceiling.

Version 3
Dave Grossman briefly took over after 
Moriarty’s departure from LucasArts. The final 
project lead was Sean Clark, who guided the 
game to its eventual release in 1995.

While not quite 
a lost game, The 
Dig was a troubled 
project that went 
through multiple 
versions before it 
was completed. 
Here’s our brief 
history of its 
development.

A ‘true’ Monkey Island 3 was in the
pipeline. But that’s where it stayed. 

The sequel to Indiana Jones and the Fate of 
Atlantis promised much but failed to emerge.
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Wilmunder still has the original 
design binder, which is as thick as 
your forearm with concept art, 
storyboards and puzzle designs. He 
refers to it as ‘The Bible’. “To me, 
this is the effort that is design,” he 
says. “Before you even start coding,  
you go to this level of detail: every 
special-case animation, objects that 
change states, puzzles.” A pleasing 
example of this attention to detail  
is how every item the player could  
pick up in a scene is highlighted  
on the page in bold type.

Phoenix was technologically 
innovative, too, blending hand-
painted backgrounds with motion-
captured animations, a technique 
that became known in-house as 
‘Dave’s special process’. Grossman 
chuckles at the memory. “We had a 
VO guy called Mike Levine... we got 
him a hard drive that was a whole 
gigabyte, and it was this massive 
expensive thing; it was the biggest 
one you could get at the time,” he 
says. “We filled it up in a week, and 
they were like, ‘Can we get another 
one?’ And we were like, ‘No.’”

There were a number of reasons 
behind Phoenix’s cancellation, but 
the main one was a realisation on the 
corporate side of LucasArts that 
30% of its adventure-game market 
was in Germany. The studio feared  

that this would impact on sales due  
to laws against depictions of Hitler 
and Nazism at the time. As a result, 
the team were asked if they could  
drop the Nazis from the game. “We 
were like, ‘Not easily,’” Grossman 
recalls. “We could’ve started over 
and done that, but it would’ve 
disrupted the entire design.” In  
the end, they figured that if they  
did have to start over, it might as  
well be on a new project. Their work 
wasn’t entirely wasted, as Phoenix’s 
story was eventually published as  
a Dark Horse comic series.

The period after Phoenix’s 
cancellation was when LucasArts’ 
production of adventure games 
slowed down, with 1999’s Grim 
Fandango being the last bona-fide 
classic from the studio. But, despite 
evidence to the contrary, the 
adventure-gaming spirit never left 
LucasArts. The early 2000s saw two 

sequels to Full Throttle and a sequel 
to Sam & Max put into production. 
Paul Pierce, who worked on the UI 
for Full Throttle 2: Hell on Wheels, 
remembers the project: “It was a 
Sean Clark/Mike Stemmle project, 
with Chris Miles as the art director. 
I don’t recall how long this was in 
production before it was cancelled, 
but it seemed like at least a year.  
It was a big team and a lot was made 
for the project.” Developed during 
2002, Hell on Wheels was cancelled 
because of negative reactions to  
the game’s dated 3D graphics,  
while the unfortunate demise of  

STAR WARS: The ALTeRNATe TImeLINe
The vast majority of 
LucasArts’ unreleased 
games and concepts were 
adventure games. But there 
were unreleased Star Wars 
concepts, too. There’s little to 
go on regarding these, other 
than game titles and dates, 
but it’s enough to get an 
idea of how the studio’s Star 
Wars discography might have 
looked. The last four concepts 
eventually came together  
in The Force Unleashed. 19
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The team were asked if they 
could drop the Nazis

Forge was to be all about “the 
making and breaking of things.”
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Roy Conrad, the voice actor for chief 
protagonist Ben, was also rumoured 
to be a contributing factor.

This troubled period of LucasArts’ 
history is fairly well documented. 
Both Hell on Wheels and Freelance 
Police are famous heartbreakers, 
often viewed as the final death 
throes of LucasArts’ adventure- 
gaming pedigree. Less is known 
about what came after. Around 2008, 
a new LucasArts president was 
ushered in (the studio had almost as 
many presidents as it did games), 
who wanted to build smaller titles to 
take advantage of mobile platforms 
and digital distribution. LucasArts 
producer Craig Derrick, employed 
there since 2006, saw this as a chance 
to bring back adventure games: 
“That became something we 
referred to internally as Heritage. 
Heritage group was responsible for 
bringing life back into those titles.”

This began with the Monkey  
Island Special Editions released in 
2009/10, and the Tales of Monkey 

Island series developed by Telltale. 
Unfortunately, that’s as far as 
Heritage ever got, though Derrick 
and his team had plans for far more. 
Derrick had talks with Ron Gilbert 
and Tim Schafer to do a ‘true’ 
Monkey Island 3, according to their 
original vision. “I found some notes 
and design docs that hinted at that, 
so that was on the table,” recalls 
Derrick, “and then, unfortunately, 
LucasArts changed direction again.”

In addition, Derrick wanted to do 
either a remaster or a remake of 
Maniac Mansion, as part of a long-
term plan to create a new Day of the 
Tentacle game. “In  DotT, you could 
play Maniac Mansion on one of the 
computers; it was a game within a 
game,” he says. “I always thought it 
would be funny to do the flipside of 
that, to create a new Maniac Mansion 
and have  DotT playable in it.” 

Due to managerial turbulence 
within LucasArts, and its eventual 
acquisition by Disney, none of  
this led to anything tangible.  

Yet, while it may be sad that these 
games were never created, at least 
they will be remembered. Indeed, 
when I first contacted Aric about  
his personal archives, he joked, 
“These belong in a museum!”  
Now, in all likelihood, that’s where 
they’re headed, to be preserved in 
the Film and Media Collection at 
Stanford Museum in the US, along 
with many designs of completed 
games. This way, the history of 
LucasArts – both the told and the 
untold – will be preserved, and not 
just to be examined by Top Men. 

Sam & Max Hit the Road was a critical 
success, but a follow-up was doomed.

The brakes were put 
on Full Throttle 2.

Sam & Max: Freelance Police
hit a roadblock. 
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The hoT mail

Sick to my stomach
An all-too-common oversight 
looming over PC gamers today 
– especially those like myself 
who enjoy co-op play – is the 
‘Always Online’ check that 
more and more developers are 
implementing in software.  
The problem is not with the 
mechanics of such a check, but 
with the means in which the 
software is packaged through 
third-party clients such as 
Steam, Origin or Uplay. These 
services’ connection issues are 
common and unpredictable. 
Not only must gamers rely  

on any servers run by the 
developers/producers of a title; 
now, PC gamers must rely on, 
for example, their Steam service 
to remain online without  
an update or interruption 
causing the client itself to 
report offline temporarily.  

It makes me sick to my stomach 
when a game is ended not by 
choice, or even by some game-
server fault, but by the Steam 
client reporting as offline.
Eric Provost

As ever, it’s really not on –  
and it’s particularly annoying 
when Uplay is the only client  
you can use to play Ubisoft 
games now, for example.
PCG

Super-hot, living
One constant irk of mine – 
despite it being 20 years later, 
and with all the talent and tech 
we have in gaming today –  
is that there’s still no super-hot, 
living-eco-system, full-ruleset, 
giant-sandbox Dungeons  
& Dragons game/sim.
Sir Loinn
     
There are several reasons for 
that. Interplay’s demise stopped 
the trajectory of Baldur’s Gate, 
Neverwinter Nights et al, and 
put the licence in limbo for quite 
a few years, by which time 
BioWare and Obsidian had 
gone off to build their own 
fantasy universes. It’s not 
impossible we’ll see a D&D 
game on the scale that you 
propose – it’s just very unlikely.
PCG

Gaming: the 
great escape
referring to the 

introduction of the Oculus rift, Joe 
reed wrote in last month’s issue, 
“How many people are going to 
want to cut themselves off from the 
real world for extended periods 
while gaming at home?” really? 
Does he inhabit the same real world 
as I do? I would have thought the 
whole point of computer gaming is 
to enable a greater sophistication of 
escapism. Growing up in the fifties 
and Sixties, we didn’t have such 
technological wonders – the best 
we could hope for was a few comics 

and the sci-fi shows that appeared 
on TV. Nowadays, I have Dragon 
Age, Mass Effect, Divinity et al.

So in my opinion, the Oculus  
rift will catch on big time, just as 
computer gaming did in the 
Nineties. It should keep the suicide 
rate down, if nothing else.
Dave

Let’s keep that suicide rate 
down – with virtual reality. 
Happy 2015! You are correct, 
Dave, we’re looking to escape 
reality ASAP. Oculus will be 
huge when it launches. 
PCG

Chastising checks, demanding D&D, and why gaming is a lifesaver. 

■ I’m playing The 
Pre-Sequel! as Nisha: 
amazing game and 
amazing character. Now 
I need more legendaries! 
@illage2
Well, it’s nice that 
someone enjoyed just 
having more borderlands.

■ The Binding of Isaac: 
Rebirth is the definition 
of ‘remake’. Sublime, and 
a gigantic improvement 
over the original. 
@Zombirate
Opinion endorsed.

■ Red Orchestra 2 is  
one of the best shooters 
I’ve ever laid hands on. 
The tactical aspects  
are very well executed.  
@Thedemonicfish
Our US colleagues love it.

■ Dragon Age: 
Inquisition. An amazing 
game with a huge 
world to explore and 
interesting characters  
to interact with. 
@BZPlasma
Varric approves.

■ I’ve gone back to 
playing Skyrim – it’s 
still an amazing and 
beautiful-looking game 
so long after its release. 
@MetalUpYourArse
A nice sentiment, perhaps 
undermined slightly by the 
suggested imagery of your 
Twitter handle.

■ Prison Architect. The 
regular updates show 
that early access can be 
a great thing, done right. 
@EBMScientist
And they say that prisons 
don’t attack the causes of 
crime in society.
 
■ Just Cause 2: insanely 
fun, even without the 
multiplayer mod. 
@GrootIsMyHomie
You’ll enjoy the next  
issue of PC Gamer a lot,  
in that case.

USeR ReVieWS

Spot the Difference was a 
lot easier in the old days.

“I’m not gonna lie, it looked
better in the brochure.”

“Who are you calling
little guy?”
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hoT ToPiC

Reaction to Alien: 
Isolation as our GotY

USeR ReVieWS

 Alien: Isolation deserved it 
the most because, among  

so many other things, it delivers  
a completely unique gaming 
experience. People are bitching, 
saying Far Cry 4, Dragon Age and 
Mordor are more deserving. They 
are all amazing games but the 
truth is they all recycle. Isolation 
innovates all the way. 
Tom Kirkland

 Well, Shadow of Mordor  
did do some innovation  

as well. I think both games are 
equally deserving of Goty. It’s nice 
seeing Alien getting some love, 
though. Well deserved.  
James Hull

 I would have gone with the 
new Dragon Age. 

Walker Lehrer

 No surprise it’s Alien: 
Isolation after how much 

you guys went apeshit over it.  
but yes, I agree that this is a 
fantastic game doing something 
that’s never been done before, 
and for that it deserves Goty.  
I’m actually playing it on 
Nightmare, and I find it less 
frustrating than Hard for some 
reason. anyway, good decision! 
Ricardo Simoes

 I don’t care what anyone 
has to say – Shovel Knight 

was easily the best game of 2014, 
bar none. 
Zach Byrens

 been playing Alien: Isolation 
with the Oculus DK2.  

It helped me find out that my  
real-life survival skills in an alien 
situation consist of hiding in 
lockers and refusing to go in 
vents! an absolutely amazing 

game, but the unofficial DK2 
support made it my game of  
the year! 
Alex Bourbon Mimic

 It was a good game but 
Transistor was so much 

better for being worked by such  
a smaller team. 
Michael Reimer

 Man, WOLFENSTEIN IS  
THe GODDaMN GaMe Of 

THe year. PeOPLe, THaT GaMe 
WaS aMaZING. 
Will Hendershott

 Of the games I played this 
year, I still think Wolfenstein 

is Goty. 
Nathan Strand

 One man’s gold is another 
man’s rubbish. Goty has 

always been a subjective thing, 
but this just shows that 2014  
has been short on candidates for 
the title. 
Steve Tomkinson

 Disappointing – the game 
had the looks but lacked 

the content. I’d vote Dark Souls II 
any day. 
Jonar Nikolay Kristensen

 Good choice. We need 
games like this to mix 

things up a bit. 
Andreas Bakken

 Shadow of Mordor or Dark 
Souls II should have gotten 

Goty status from you guys.  
Alien: Isolation was a good game, 
but nothing too special. 
Johnathan C Burgoyne

 Alien: Isolation is a fine 
game. Obviously, though, 

Dragon Age should have won  
this award. 
Alessandro Prandi

 Alien: Isolation is definitely 
my Goty as well. 

Steve James Royce

 I really enjoyed this game. 
Something new using an 

already-known franchise, and 
with beautiful graphics. Deserved. 
Lucas Luz

 “They have successfully 
realised the experience of 

being hunted through a 
submarine by an angry space 
penis.” Thats a good reason to 
win Goty, I guess.
Lucas Silva

“Who called me an 
angry space penis?”

■ Dragon Age: 
Inquisition. First hour 
in, I got trampled 
by a druffalo while 
attempting to get 
crafting materials.  
Totes Game Of The Year! 
@TheAzureBard
It depends how far we 
have to run, really.

■ Metal Gear Solid V: 
Ground Zeroes.  
It’s a prologue but  
an awesome one. 
@al3xytp
At least you didn’t call  
it a demo. Andy would’ve 
lost his shit. 

■ SWAT 4. There’s no 
game quite like it. 
@JakelTakel
yours was the most 
interesting suggestion  
this month.

■ Don’t Starve Together 
– it’s much more fun 
playing with friends 
than alone! 
@Shadark
Oh yes, if you’re going to 
die of hunger, you might  
as well do it with  
a companion at your side.

■ I’m playing Steam 
Sales, in which I buy  
the most amazing  
deals but never actually 
play anything.
 @Carnageth
It’s a problem we all suffer 
from. And by problem,  
we mean ‘not a problem 
at all in any way’. 

■ I’m concurrently 
playing Arkham Origins 
and Castlevania: LOS 
Ultimate. They’re both 
excellent games. LOS is 
a bit slow at the start  
but really draws you in! 
@dryatiya
Castlevania gets bonus 
points for featuring the 
worst Patrick Stewart 
voice-acting ever.

■ Elite: Dangerous. Even 
bought a HOTAS for it.  
@RVenwombat
Chris reviewed it just a 
little late for this issue  
– look out for our full 
verdict next month.

mailto:?subject=
http://www.pcgamer.com/forum/
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The Index

Counter-Strike: 
Global offenSive
IP 85.236.101.20
Port 27015
■ Those terrorists  
really want to blow  
that small collection  
of wooden crates up,  
but you’re not going to 
let them. ARE YOU?

MineCraft
IP 85.236.100.24
Port 25765
■ Minecraft is this 
generation’s Lego,  
but without the risk  
of standing barefoot  
on a bit of painful  
coloured plastic.

teaM fortreSS 2
IP 85.236.100.12
Port 27715
■ Valve’s shooter  
is still going strong.  
In the distant future, 
after the bombs fall, 
people will still be 
coveting its virtual hats.

ruSt
IP 5.153.39.85
Port 29315
■ Rust is a reddish 
coating of iron oxide 
formed on iron or  
steel. It’s also a game 
where you hit naked 
people with rocks. 

Star WarS:  
the old republiC
Server The Red Eclipse
Link www.pcg-mi.enjin.com
■ Greedo shot first. Eat 
it, Han Solo fans. If you’re 
a Sith Empire player in 
TOR, The Mint Imperials 
would love to have you.

World of 
WarCraft
Server  
Steamwheedle Cartel
Link  
www.pcgwow.enjin.com
■ Warlords of Draenor 
is out, and people are 
flocking back to World  
of Warcraft. Join our  
guild and get busy  
with those new raids.

STep 1
If you don’t already have a Steam account, 
head to www.steampowered.com, 
download the client, run it and sign up.  

STep 2
Install your games from the Steam client. 
If you’re having technical problems, hit the 
forums at the Steam site.

STep 3
In the community tab of the Steam client, 
search for PC Gamer and join our group. Then 
chat, play and troll to your heart’s content.  

How to join our StEAM CoMMunitY
GeT InVOLVed

When Tim Berners-Lee 
invented the internet, he 
could never have guessed 

that, years on, people would be 
using it to trade hats, shoot each 
other with lasers and steal virtual 
tins of beans. Maybe if he’d known 

IP 85.236.100.121 Port 3804
Look at Tom’s face. Look at it. That’s the face of a man  
having the time of his life on our Ventrilo server. This could  
be YOUR face.

Server Tranquility Corp PCG Enterprises
Contact our corporation in-game if you want to join. Much as in 
school, or prison, it’s best to have a gang of friends on your side  
in EVE Online.

Server Miller Link www.ps2pcg.enjin.com
PlanetSide 2’s massive sci-fi war is still raging, and shows no sign 
of coming to a peaceful conclusion any time soon. Our outfit is 
most active at weekends, so come lend us a hand/gun.

Server 212.38.163.76 Port 2402
The zombie filled world of DayZ has been in Early Access for a 
year. Will it ever be finished? Probably not, but it’s still great, and 
there are vehicles in it now. 

vEntrilo

EvE onlinE

PlAnEtSidE 2

dAYZ

hosted by

This is what the internet was invented for

that, he wouldn’t have invented it, 
so it’s a good thing he didn’t. 

The PC is home to the best 
multiplayers in the world, whether 
it’s traditional shootery, massive 
RPGs or dynamic story generators 
like DayZ. And if you’re going to play 

with other people, it might as well 
be the fine, discerning readers of PC 
Gamer, who are undoubtedly 
people of impeccable taste. 

See you online.

PoPulAtion  

82,491

http://www.pcgwow.enjin.com
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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 CLonEs oF BiG Boss...

Let us know 
what you think

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

your thoughts  
@PCGamer

Emanuel Maiberg
Specialist in
Adventure, co-op
Currently playing
Lara Croft
This month
Lamented the lack of block 
puzzles in nu-Tomb Raider.

Chris Thursten
Specialist in
Action, competitive
Currently playing
The Talos Principle
This month
Asked: what can change 
the nature of a laser?

Andy Kelly
Specialist in
Action, sim
Currently playing
Ground Zeroes
This month
Infiltrated Camp Omega,
over and over and over.

Samuel Roberts
Specialist in
Action, Batman
Currently playing
Lego Batman 3
This month
Managed, somehow, not to 
enjoy a Batman thing.

Snake it off
We’ve waited a long time to get Metal 
Gear on PC. In some circles, its console 
origin would forever bar it from true 

acceptance on this platform: PC first, 
PC forever, and so on. I don’t agree. 
This is a series with a history of 

experimenting with player freedom 
within the context of a stealth 
sandbox, and I can’t think of a more 
platform-appropriate concept than 

that. Driving a truck, maybe. Or clicking 
on a map of medieval France. Either 

way: shake off those old assumptions. 
It’ll be worth it.

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



86 Metal Gear Solid V: Ground Zeroes
90 The Crew
92 Never Alone
94 Lara Croft and the  
 Temple of Osiris
96 PES 2015
98 Dead State
100 The Talos Principle

EpiSOdic REviEw
102 Game of Thrones:  
 Episode 1 – Iron From Ice

THEy’RE Back
104 Little Big Adventure
105 Freedom Planet
105 Mount & Blade
105 Crimzon Clover –  
 World Ignition
105 Tales of Maj’eyal

Tim Clark
Specialist in
Shooter, cards
Currently playing
Destiny
This month
Yes, yes, it’s not a PC game. 
That hasn’t stopped him.

Tony Ellis
Specialist in
RTS, RPG
Currently playing
Far Cry 4
This month
Wanted to hug all the big 
cats. Died screaming.

Evan Lahti
Specialist in
Shooter, competitive
Currently playing
Counter-Strike: GO
This month
Liked CS’s bad maps more 
than most other games.

Tom Senior
Specialist in
Shooter, action
Currently playing
Ikaruga
This month
Returned to the Japanese 
shmups of his youth.

Tom Marks
Specialist in
RPG, bowties
Currently playing
Divinity: Original Sin
This month
Did Tom mention that he’s 
playing Divinity? Well...

Jon Blyth
Specialist in
Retro, pub ownership
Currently playing
Little Big Adventure
This month
Journeyed beyond the pun 
event horizon.

Tyler Wilde
Specialist in
Shooter, RPG
Currently playing
Dragon Age: Inquisition
This month
Still clickin’ elfroot. Always 
be clickin’ elfroot.
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What is it? 
Open-world stealth and the 

prologue to Metal Gear Solid V.

Influenced by
Hideo Kojima’s DVD collection

Reviewed on
GeForce GTX 970, Intel 

i5-3570K @ 3.4GHz, 16Gb raM

Alternatively
Deus Ex:  

Human Revolution, 94%

Copy protection
Steam

Need to know

 This is Hideo 
Kojima’s most 
provocative 
statement yet 



February 2015     87

review

A
t the southern tip of 
Cuba, along a rocky, 
wind-battered coast, 
lies Camp Omega. 
Here, prisoners of war 

are beaten, tortured and brutally 
interrogated in the interest of the 
United States of America. Sound 
familiar? Despite its obvious 
fetishism for weapons and the 
military, the Metal Gear Solid series 
has always been anti-war, and this is 
writer/director Hideo Kojima’s most 
provocative statement yet.

Prisoners in orange jumpsuits, 
black bags over their heads, cower in 
cages. Spotlights shine from towers 
through pounding rain. It’s a bleak, 
evocative setting, and the 
centrepiece of this one-level 
prologue to the forthcoming Metal 
Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain.

You are Big Boss, a legendary 
soldier and former CIA operative 
who, after being betrayed by the US 
government, formed his own 
mercenary army. Two prisoners are 
being held captive in Camp Omega, 
and you need them alive. Like 
previous entries in the series, this is a 
stealth game: ideally you’ll want to 
sneak into the base, extract the 
prisoners, then escape without 
alerting anyone. But that’s just one of 
many ways to complete the mission, 
and it’s this freedom that makes 
Ground Zeroes worth spending 
money on – despite the fact that, at 
first glance, it seems to be little more 
than a demo.

You’ll see the credits roll and you’ll 
think, is that it? But then you go back 
to the main menu and notice that 
you’re at 8% completion. Clearing 
the main mission unlocks four more 
missions that alter the camp’s layout, 
enemy patrol patterns, weather and 
time of day, creating an entirely new 
set of challenges. In one mission you 
have to identify and assassinate two 
war criminals. Another has you 

destroying anti-air guns to pave the 
way for an airstrike. They might not 
sound that interesting on paper, but 
it’s the sheer number of ways to 
approach each objective that makes 
Ground Zeroes special.

Guantanamo yay
While MGS games are typically 
story-heavy, the focus here is 
squarely on stealth. It’s a remarkably 
detailed, interactive world, filled 
with clever, creative ways to evade, 
distract or subdue enemies.

The small army of marines who 
guard the base all feel like people, 
not automated drones. They’re 
impressively reactive, and respond to 
suspicious noises or malfunctioning 
security cameras with a mixture of 
curiosity and trepidation. If the 
alarm sounds, they’ll work together 
to pin you down. They follow set 
routines, but sometimes they’ll 
surprise you by suddenly looking 
over their shoulder or sneezing, 
giving you a split second to dash 
safely through their line of sight.

How you reach the prisoners and 
carry them to safety is left to you. A 

deep ranking system rates your 
performance based on how quickly, 
quietly and efficiently you did it, and 
you earn extra points for things like 
not killing anyone or never 
triggering any alarms. You can 
dumbly charge through the majority 
of the game with guns blazing, but 
the fun (and challenge) lies in 
learning the map, exploiting the 
systems, and outsmarting the AI to 
get the best possible score.

Camp Omega is big, and a testing 
ground for The Phantom Pain’s open-
world stealth, which is a first for the 
Metal Gear Solid series. But it’s still 
small enough that after a few hours 
you’ll have a fairly accurate map in 
your head. It’s a brilliantly designed 
space, and 15 hours in, I’m still 
finding new ways to navigate it. 
There are vents to crawl through, 
walkways to sneak across, towers to 
climb and roaming trucks to hide in 
the back of. 

By confining you to this single 
locale, the game can really push the 
limits of the stealth and AI. Ground 
Zeroes is a proof of concept for a 
newer, more modern take on the 

HIDE AND SEEK
Metal Gear Solid V: GrouNd ZeroeS is a compact 
sandbox with more depth than some full-size games. By Andy Kelly

Special Forces

Key organisations in the Metal Gear series
FOX (Force Operation X)
a covert operations group 
set up by the CIa during the 
Cold War. This is where big 
boss made his name, before 
abandoning them in the 
early '70s.

XOF
a mysterious group led by a 
disfigured man known only 
as Skull Face. responsible for 
capturing the prisoners big 
boss has been sent to Camp 
Omega to rescue.

MSF (Militaires Sans 
Frontières)
after defecting from the uS  
and the FOX unit, big boss  
set up his own nationless  
army of mercenaries called  
(translated from the French)  
Soldiers Without borders.

Foxhound
an elite unit of veteran 
soldiers put together by 
big boss and his friend, 
roy Campbell, before  
he left to form MSF. 
Would later be joined  
by Solid Snake.
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 it’s the first 
Metal Gear 

game where 
movement 

actually feels 
intuitive 

up, but this affects your final score. 
Evading and adapting is the most 
satisfying way to deal with an alert.

Sneak up on an enemy and you can 
interrogate them, either by grabbing 
them or holding them up and 
demanding they drop their gun. 
They’ll reveal the locations of 
hidden weapons and tag nearby 
enemies for you. Stunned enemies 
will eventually wake up and sound 
the alarm, so it’s best to fire a tranq 
dart at them before you move on. 
They’ll also mark XOF patches on 
your map, nine of which are hidden 
around the camp. They’re worth 
finding, because they unlock two 
very silly and entertaining bonus 
missions – Deja Vu and Jamais Vu –
that have been designed with fans in 
mind. These were previously 
PlayStation and Xbox exclusives, but 
on PC we get both.

In Deja Vu you recreate key scenes 
from the first Metal Gear Solid, 
released for the first PlayStation in 
1998. It’s a shameless parade of 
callbacks, Easter eggs and 
references, and anyone who didn’t 
play MGS will find it deeply 
confusing. If you’re a fan, the falling 
snow and howling wolves will make 
you all misty-eyed with nostalgia. 
Then there’s Jamais Vu, where you 
play Raiden from Metal Gear Rising: 
Revengeance. Body-snatching aliens 
have disguised themselves as guards 
around the base, and you have to 
identify them with your binoculars 
and kill them. Raiden controls 
identically to Big Boss, although he 
sprints at twice the speed. Sadly, his 
katana is nowhere to be found.

These are just a bit of irreverent 
fun to lighten the otherwise dark 
tone. The meat is in the main 
mission and side ops, which took me 
eight hours to complete. You might 
balk at the idea of paying almost £20 
for a single level, but trust me: there’s 
a lot in here. With just one location, 
it’s deeper and more varied than 
some games a publisher would 
charge £50 for. If you like 
challenging, open-ended stealth that 
lets you flex your imagination, 
seriously consider giving this a go. 

◆ Expect to pay £17 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Kojima Productions ◆ Publisher Konami 
◆ Multiplayer None ◆ Link www.metalgearsolid.com

87
Don’t be fooled by its size: 
this is a deep, enjoyable 
stealth sandbox with 
endless scope for mastery. 
Well worth the wait.

operating theatre

all the missions in  
Ground Zeroes

series’ established stealth. It retains 
that distinct MGS feel, but with 
tighter, more responsive controls. 
Anyone who played the old games 
will recall the pain of wrestling with 
the clumsy three-step stand/crouch/
prone button. Mercifully, this has 
gone, and you can now transition 
seamlessly into a crawl or crouch 
from a run or walk. Push up against a 
vertical surface and you’ll lean into 
it, and you can hop over fences. It’s 
the first Metal Gear game where 
movement actually feels intuitive.

The controls are still slightly 
idiosyncratic in places. You have to 
play Twister with your fingers to 
simultaneously hold a guard up and 
interrogate him. But this is part of 
the deal in a Kojima game. The 
mouse and keyboard controls are 
fine, but as with all third-person 
games, you’ll benefit from using a 
pad. Nudge the analogue stick and 
you almost tiptoe, which is essential 
for creeping up on guards without 
alerting them. You can achieve the 
same effect holding Ctrl, but it feels 
more intuitive using the stick.

The rain-slicked cliffs that line the 
edges of the camp are a perfect 
vantage point for scouting before 
you begin your infiltration. Using 
zoomable binoculars you can tag 
enemies Far Cry-style, and a 
directional microphone lets you 

listen-in on their conversations, 
gaining clues about where the 
prisoners might be being held. It 
pays to be methodical, as tagged 
guards are permanently marked by a 
HUD icon, and the large, open 
nature of the map makes keeping 
tabs on every guard in the base 
almost impossible otherwise.

Zeroing in
Inevitably, you’re going to be 
spotted. If a guard catches a brief 
glimpse of you, he’ll come and search 
your last known position, radioing 
his commander to say he’s seen 
someone suspicious. In this situation 
it’s best to let him finish and report 
back with the all-clear before you 
take him out, or more soldiers will be 
sent to investigate. At night they’ll 
shine their torches at any unusual 
movement they see.

It’s when the enemy gets a good 
long look at you that they’ll enter 
combat mode, telegraphed by an 
exclamation mark above their heads 
and a shrieking brrring sound Metal 
Gear Solid fans will be all too familiar 
with. This puts the entire base on 
alert, and your best option is to run 
and hide. You can fight, but 
reinforcements will arrive if you 
start getting trigger happy. 
Generous checkpointing lets you 
return to an earlier state if you mess 

Eliminate the 
Renegade Threat

Identify and assassinate two 
war criminals known as The 

eye and The Finger.

Intel Operative 
Rescue

rescue a compromised 
Mother base intel operative 

and extract him  
by chopper.

Classified Intel 
Acquisition

Isolate and interrogate an 
undercover agent hidden 

among the guards.

Destroy the Anti-Air 
Emplacements

Covertly disable a series of 
aa guns to make an air strike 

on the base possible.

Deja Vu
recreate key scenes from the original 

1997 Metal Gear Solid.

Jamais Vu
Playing as raiden, locate and kill aliens 

disguising themselves as humans.

SIDE OPS

EXTRA OPS

Ground Zeroes
Locate and extract two heavily-guarded 
hostages from Camp Omega.

MAIN MISSION
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Rescue other prisoners 
for bonus intel.

I know this place 
inside out now.

Vehicles are handy for quick 
escapes if you’re spotted.

Metal Gear Rising’s Raiden 
stars in a bonus mission.

Quietly grab a guard and 
he’ll reveal useful intel.

Held-up guards drop 
their guns.

Big Boss admires his handiwork 
at the end of a mission.

Paz, one of the prisoners 
you have to rescue.

Creator Hideo Kojima 
makes a cameo appearance.
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 invite  
your friends 

along and  
just drive 

Swervin’ USA
Open-world racer The Crew offers a unique road trip, 
but it’s a bumpy ride. By Phil Iwaniuk

i
t’s the most detailed and 
expansive playground a 
driving game has had in 
years, and you’re free to roam 
its every highway, dirt track 

and city block with your friends. But 
it’s also an always-online, plot-
driven game in which you play a 
street racer posing as an undercover 
cop pretending to be a street racer, 
who uses comms towers to unlock 
activities on the world map. Because 
Ubisoft is nothing if not consistent.

It begins with a narrative-heavy 
prologue in which the plot points of 
every Fast and Furious and Need for 
Speed are duly ticked off the great 
driving game checklist – illegal 
racing gang, menacing electronic 
music, FBI involvement, scores to 
settle – and you’re introduced to the 
salient systems. You’re clearly 
expected to stick around for the long 
haul: the last of the five disciplines 
(street, dirt, performance, raid and 
circuit) unlocks at level 40. 

Mercifully, you’re also allowed a 
lot of freedom once you clear that 
prologue. Freedom to ignore the 
story mission pinging in your 
minimap and drive from Detroit to 
New York on a whim, just to see how 
long it takes. Freedom to invite your 
friends along and just drive, taking in 
the sights of Florida beach as you 
natter over your headsets. The world 
map is far and away the game’s 
strongest asset, packing enough 
environmental variation into its 
scaled-down USA for you to feel 
authentic culture shock when you 
arrive at the gaudy Las Vegas strip 
after minutes of cruising through 
serene mountainside scenery.  

But in also trying to provide a 
facsimile of Need for Speed, Burnout 
and Far Cry 4 the game spreads itself 
too thinly and exposes the lolly 
sticks and elastic bands powering the 
whole operation. Sometimes you’re 
asked to drive from A to B as quickly 
as possible just because, while 

someone dutifully recites narrative 
exposition at you. Other missions 
rely on game mechanics simply too 
unrefined to glean enjoyment from – 
sketchy police evasions and 
downright perplexing ‘takedowns’, 
in which you attempt to ram a wildly 
rubberbanding enemy.

There are glimmers of inspiration. 
One race pits you in a dirt car against 
a street racer. On the asphalt you’re 
hugely outpaced, but seek out muddy 
alternate routes and you’ll just 
squeeze the victory. It’s unrealistic to 
expect every race to be so high-
concept, but the game didn’t need 
those reams of story missions either.

What it does need is a better 
handling model. It’s by no means 
disastrous, but all the more 
annoying for always feeling one 
menu tweak away from ‘right’. The 
shifting of weight is always slightly 
too sluggish; suspension always a 
shade too spongy. And for a game 
that actively encourages corner-
cutting its kerbs can be madly severe. 

Brave these not insignificant 
failings, and you’ll find enduring 
enjoyment. This is a uniquely social 
racer in which you can invite a few 
friends and drive aimlessly, or take 
on a story mission together in four-
player co-op. It’s always easier to 
look favourably on a game that tries 
to do too much than a focus-tested 
bore. The Crew’s failings fall firmly 
into the former category, and though 
they are glaring and at times very 
frustrating, the potential to carve 
your own experience out of its 
rough-and-ready content saves it 
from mediocrity. 

What is it?
an open-world racing game.

Influenced by
Test Drive Unlimited, Euro Truck 

Simulator 2

Reviewed on
 Intel Core i7 CPu, GTX 680 4Gb 

GPu, 8Gb RaM 

Alternatively
Driver: San Francisco, 80%

Copy protection
uplay

Need to know

◆ Expect to pay £50 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Ivory Tower ◆ Publisher ubisoft 
◆ Multiplayer Massively ◆ Link thecrew-game.ubi.com
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One of the most exciting 
racing game worlds for 
years, sadly bound to a 
slew of dull races and 
superfluous story.

world of GUI

Coming up for air from The Crew’s suffocating HuD

5 Points counter My eyes clearly 
aren’t working hard enough, so 

let’s throw in a points tally in the top-
left, too. Good job it’s enormous, eh?

4 Challenge overlay assists with the 
challenge itself. Here I’m taking on 

a slalom challenge, swerving the cones. 
While reading stranger’s insults.

3 Medal ghost When 
taking on a challenge, 

you’ll see a ghost of the car 
you need to beat to unlock a 
particular medal.

2 Player tags These let 
you know who’s around 

you, how far away they are, 
and what their approach to 
capitalising pronouns is.

1  Chat window because 
reading the insults of 

strangers is of the utmost 
importance, the chat box 
takes pride of place in The 
Crew’s HuD.

32

5 4

1
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Your daily street crimes don’t 
bother your FBI handler.

There’s a convincing sense 
of speed, if not cornering.

Imagine 1v1 Destruction Derby. 
Imagine how little fun that would be.

The game has
its moments.

PvP: use your massively overpowered
car to mirthlessly seal victory.

I have a folder full of screens 
like this from launch week.

Yellow rims. Phil Iwaniuk 
1- 0 good taste.

At least there’s a cockpit 
cam for every car.

Protagonist Alex is voiced 
by Troy Baker. Obviously.

The car roster’s America-centric, 
so prepare for a lot of oversteer.
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O   n one level this is a 
disarmingly straightforward 
side-scrolling puzzle-

platformer, where you guide a waif 
and her fox companion through a 
wilderness of bobbing ice floes, 
lowering forests and ramshackle stilt 
villages. On another, it’s something 
quite special and, from a reviewer’s 
perspective, intimidating.

Working with the Cook Inlet 
Tribal Council, Upper One Games 
has assembled a marvellous tribute 
to the Iñupiaq tribespeople of 
northern Alaska, in which videos 
about native customs are unlocked as 
you progress through the campaign’s 
eight chapters. ‘Unlocking’ is too 
unfeeling a word, though – what 
you’re doing is rescuing fragments of 
a way of life that’s melting away. The 
result is beautiful, hopeful and sad. 
Scoring it feels a bit presumptuous, 
like slapping ‘Must Buy!’ on the 
cover of The Diary of Anne Frank.

Never Alone is also a cautionary tale 
about climate change. Its plot draws 
on the Iñupiaq folk legend of 
Kunuuksaayuka, in which a boy 
searches for the source of an endless 
blizzard. You can’t leap aboard a 
free-floating ice block, or flood a 
chamber in order to reach the one 
above, without thinking about the 
warming sea all around you. Nuna is 
also pursued through certain levels 
by a fireball-throwing Manslayer, a 
folkloric representation of avarice.

The symbiotic rapport between 
the girl and the fox – which trots 
jauntily out of the artfully blurred 
spectral backdrop just in time to save 
her from a hungry polar bear – is the 
crux of the narrative’s preoccupation 
with reconciliation between 
humankind and environment. It’s 
also the basis for some pleasing if 
gentle puzzles, where you switch 
between characters to use their 
complementary abilities. 

The fox is springy enough to 
scamper up surfaces and wall-jump, 
while the girl is able to climb ropes 
and drag crates to serve as platforms 
or weigh down see-saw structures. 
The fox’s presence also attracts 
friendly spirits who resemble 
traditional Iñupiaq drawings, each 
sliding into focus as you approach, 
like plankton under a microscope. 

The functional relationship 
between the two characters is 
perhaps the game’s strongest quality. 
Sadly, this interplay also makes it 
harder to ignore the blemishes, such 
as the AI’s occasional decision to 
walk into hazards, or the times you 
leap for a handhold and somehow 
don’t connect. The sorest spot of all 
is that spirits can only move in 
scripted ways, but exactly how isn’t 
obvious – leading to moments of 
frustration during chase sequences.   

The story can be completed in an 
evening or two, but to complain 
about length is to miss the point of a 
game that doesn’t just set out to 
entertain. Never Alone is a wonderful 
living record that teaches that the 
preservation of history is its own 
reward, and proves that videogames 
have as much right to facilitate that 
process as any other artform. 

◆ Expect to pay £12 ◆ Release November 18 ◆ Publisher e-Line Media ◆ Developer upper One Games 
◆ Link neveralonegame.com ◆ Multiplayer 2-player co-op
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an imperfect platformer, 
but a beautiful 
exploration of a world 
that may soon be nothing 
more than fantasy.

cold comfort
Two’s company in Never aLoNe – a superb tribute
to a fading way of life. By Edwin Evans-Thirlwell

What is it?
a puzzle-platformer that’s also 

a documentary about the 
alaskan Iñupiaq tribe. 

Influenced by
Limbo 

Reviewed on
i5 CPu, GTX460M, 4Gb raM

Alternatively
Trine, 77%

DRM
Steam

Need to know

The aurora borealis makes
a nasty terrain hazard.

If you’re ever lost in Alaska, always 
trust the guy with dustbin lids for eyes.

That bola returns to your 
hand automatically.

The cutscenes jar a little with the 
Pixar style used elsewhere.

The fox’s grace is a lovely contrast 
to the girl’s dumpy physicality.

The eyes of spirits eerily
follow Nuna’s movements.
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 Puzzles 
change 

depending 
on the 

number of 
players 

RaRe tReasuRe
Lara Croft and the tempLe of osiris is over 
too soon, but what’s there is gold. By Emanuel Maiberg

L ara and rival treasure 
hunter Carter Bell are 
raiding a tomb in Egypt 
when they accidentally 
awaken ancient gods. 

The good ones, Isis and Osiris, join 
Bell and Croft as playable characters 
to stop the bad ones, Set and his 
cronies, from destroying the world.

Isis and Osiris have staffs that fire 
magic laser beams to damage 
enemies and manipulate objects. 
They can raise platforms, slow time, 
or form a sphere other characters 
can jump on to reach higher ledges. 
The mortal characters have mines, 
guns and a grappling hook.  

As much as the 1996 Tomb Raider 
was about pushing big cubes, the 
Lara Croft games are about rolling 
giant balls. At one point, fellow PC 
Gamer writer Ian and I tried to get 
one of these giant, exploding balls up 
a series of ledges. As Isis, Ian used his 
magic staff to slow the timer while I 
put down mines to bounce it up. 

We were a little too loose with the 
explosives, making the ball and 
ourselves bounce off the walls and 
into bottomless pits. I probably 

killed Ian more times than any boss 
in the game.

Other puzzles require more 
accuracy and may cost your friend a 
life if you mess up. I particularly 
enjoyed any puzzle that incorporated 
the grappling hook. A lot of 
cooperative modes simply put two 
players in the same game, but here I 
feel like my friend and I are working 
together when I throw a rope and 
pull him up, or he holds on to it while 
I swing and grab a hidden collectible. 

Every puzzle is some combination 
of grappling hooks, balls, mines, 
switches and pressure plates, but the 
combination is always clever and 
new. What’s most impressive is that 
puzzles change depending on the 
number of players. A puzzle that 
required two players standing on 
two different pressure plates would 
simply drop a ball into the level when 
I played it alone, and alone Lara also 
gets the magic staff and the grapple 
all to herself. It’s much more fun 
with a friend, but I played a fair bit by 
myself and still had a good time. No 
matter how the puzzles were 
arranged, I always felt smart when I 

solved them, and they never took 
long enough for me to get frustrated.

Osiris is also a far better twin-stick 
shooter than I expected. I slowly 
earned assault rifles, sniper rifles and 
rocket launchers. No weapon was 
clearly better than the next, but their 
different reload times, splash 
damage effects and other stats gave 
combat different rhythms. It was 
great to have choices, and to discover 
that I liked using dual sub-machine 
guns with an ice effect against the 
big fiery crocodile man, while I 
could take out swarms of beetles 
with a single rocket. One constant I 
loved was the move where I’d fire, 
place a mine, roll out of the way, and 
detonate it when an enemy got close. 

The game looks great, and while 
the visual vocabulary is all Egypt-
themed clichés, it mixes things up 
with mossy dungeons and even some 
snowy areas thanks to some plot 
contrivances (magic!). However, 
since it’s a shared screen, even 
online, the camera keeps adjusting 
to accommodate both players. This 
is kind of jittery, but especially 
annoying when aiming with a 
mouse. I recommend a gamepad. 

It took me about four hours to 
finish. That’s brief, but not a bad deal 
for £15, and the lifespan is extended 
by challenges and unlocks. Yet while 
I usually prefer a game that leaves me 
wanting more to one that wears out 
its welcome, Temple of Osiris cuts off 
before its ideas are fully developed. I 
finished it without feeling fully 
satisfied, but having done so, didn’t 
see enough of a reason to go back. I 
liked it a lot for as long as it lasted. 

What is it?
A cooperative, top-down puzzle 

game with twin-stick shooter 
and platforming elements. 

Influenced by
Lara Croft and the 
Guardian of Light

Reviewed on
AMD Quad Core 3.3GHz, 16GB 
RAM, GeForce GTX 660 Ti PC

Alternatively
Trine 2, 82%

Copy protection
Steam

need to know

a lot of balls

They’re almost a fifth character in this game

◆ Expect to pay £15 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Crystal Dynamics ◆ Publisher Square Enix 
◆ Multiplayer Up to 4, cooperative ◆ Link www.laracroft.com
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My main complaint is its 
brevity; the clever puzzles, 
shooting and platforming 
have zero fat, and make 
the four hours fly by.

The biggest ball
The one ball to 
rule them all. In an 
awesome moment, 
you ride this down 
the steps of an old 
temple while fighting 
a giant beetle.

The brass ball
Doesn’t do anything 
but sit on pressure 
plates like a big dope. 
I’m assuming it’s 
brass. If it was gold 
Lara would roll it all 
the way to the bank.

The eyeball
This giant magic 
eyeball that cries 
projectile fire tears 
is used as a trigger 
in few puzzle rooms. 
Don’t be sad, giant 
magic eyeball.

The glowing ball
This glowing ball of 
light is triggered by 
the magic staff’s 
beam. If you see one 
of these, you can 
bet a mirror puzzle is 
around the corner.

The spiky ball
Exists only to hurt 
you. If you speak 
videogame, you  
know that spikes 
mean “don’t touch 
me,” and that’s 
certainly true here.
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Who’s a wittle wuv bug? You are!

In coop mode, Lara would have to
ask a buddy to raise that platform.

It’s not a tomb until a giant 
boulder is rolling your way.

Lara doesn’t know how to 
stop, drop and roll.

It really nails scale sometimes.Kill enough enemies without being 
hit and you trigger a power-up. 
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M aybe it’s my age, but there’s 
a refreshing purity to PES 
2015 that reminds me of a 

time when football games weren’t 
about card packs, microtransactions 
and screaming YouTubers. The 
simplicity and complexity of football 
is the focus of Konami’s long-
standing series, and never before has 
it been as convincing or compelling. 

This is the exact same game you’ll 
see on PS4, although you’ll need to 
do a bit of digging to get it running 
that way. For reasons only known to 
Konami, the PC version defaults to 
720p and a windowed display, and 
the only way to change that is to 
actually launch a settings.exe in the 
game’s folder. Madness, but 
thankfully only necessary the once. 

Bumped to 1080p, it’s a handsome 
game. FIFA 15’s lighting model and 
3D grass are superior, but PES has 
world-class payer likenesses, and 
specifically engineered animations 

for the world’s best players. Robben 
runs with his arms up. Messi appears 
elastic from the knees down. 
Welbeck falls over a lot. 

Additionally, PES demonstrates a 
unique understanding of how 
football actually works. Dribbling 
isn’t reliant on tricks (although 
they’re in there). It’s about timing, 
weight distribution and angles. Beat 
a man by convincing him you’re 
zigging when you’re actually 
zagging. Use runners to create space. 
Play the way you face. Simple 
footballing fundamentals, which 
when combined with PES 2015’s 
marvellous physics, create football 
drama without the need to script it. 

This is a game of curling 30 
yarders and scuffed tap-ins, of 
mistimed slide tackles and rounded-
keepers. It’s the agony and the 
ecstasy of football, but also the 
drudgery and frustration of the 
sport. It’s really good.

The typical competitions 
(including the Champions League 
licence) are joined by a FIFA-apeing 
online seasons mode, which lets you 
progress up the ranks by beating the 
world’s PES players in low-latency 
contests. It’s a shame it can’t be 
played in co-op, however.

An even more obvious ‘homage’ to 
FIFA is myClub, a very PES take on 
Ultimate Team that drowns you in 
the most baffling of jargon. 
Hilariously, once you figure out the 
nonsense, myClub is actually a 
simpler mode than Ultimate Team.

As much as PES may try, it can’t 
compete with FIFA off the pitch. 
Licensing issues are prevalent as 
always, with only Man United 
officially included in the Premier 
League, and no German league at 
all. Does it matter, though, when 
you’ve just beaten three men with 
Ribery, skipped past one lunging 
challenge in the box, then lifted it 
over the onrushing keeper with a 
flick of the right boot? Not a bit. 

◆ Expect to pay £30 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer PeS Productions ◆ Publisher Konami 
◆ Multiplayer yes ◆ Link pes.konami.com
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The usual licensing 
shortcomings, but this is a 
triumphant return to the 
top for footballing’s 
favourite son.

Beauty and Brains 
Underdog PES 2015 makes its challenge for gaming’s 
Premier League title. By Jon Denton

What is it?
Football. Soccer. 

Influenced by
Football. Soccer. FIFa.  

Reviewed on
Windows 7, aMD FX 4100, 8Gb 

raM, aMD radeon 7850 

Alternatively
FIFA 15, 78%

Copy protection
Steam 

Need to know

No one knew why the three giant 
baguettes were behind the goal.

The penalties reticule 
will confuse everyone.

Replaying the World Cup final 
is a guaranteed hoot. Yes, a hoot. 

A football man,
yesterday.

PES has always captured what it 
means to be a fan, in a daft way.
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GHOULS & GANGS
My best day in DeaD State ’s apocalyptic world was also 
my worst day. By Evan Lahti

O
n a single scavenging 
trip, I’d found three 
consecutive fruit 
groves: tomatoes, 
oranges, and apples. It 

was a huge haul of non-preserved 
food, one of the hardest things to 
come by in Dead State’s apoco-
sandbox. The same afternoon I 
recruited a new ally, an ex-con with 
mechanical skills, and scored nine 
whole gallons of gasoline, enough to 
keep our generators going for two 
more days. Returning to my shelter 
that night, I found the survivors had 
finished building a wooden fence, 
giving us a better layer of protection 
against zombies and looters.

The next morning, someone in my 
group pulled me into a room and 
shot me. Despite yesterday’s victory, 
morale in the shelter had cratered 
over the past week, and they’d had 
enough of my poor leadership.

Dead State captures the struggle of 
looking after a group of variously 
helpful and troublesome people in 
the apocalypse. Holed up in a high 
school, your goal is keeping these 
folks safe, fed, supplied with 
weapons, in good spirits, and not 
killing each other or you. You wade 
out into a mangled Texas to gather 
supplies in a turn-based combat 
system similar to Fallout 2 or XCOM.

There isn’t a great variety of 
activity – it’s mostly kill, explore, 
loot, talk and build – but I always felt 
like I had complete agency over 
which problem I wanted to solve and 
how to solve it. From the moment 
you exit the shelter, for example, no 
part of the world is cordoned off. 

Survivor types
Party characters do provide some 
tasks for you to tackle inside that 
sandbox. Anita asked me to find a 
medical dictionary so her daughter 
Renee could improve her healing 
skill. The preacher I took in 
contributed to morale on a daily 
basis, but when I also gave refuge to a 
brash biker (who’s a terrific asset in 
combat), she started harassing him 
and I had to step in to mediate.

Story and characters intersect in 
‘crisis events’, pivotal plot moments 
where party members take sides on 
issues. When the shelter couldn’t 
agree whether or not to spend labour 
and valuable resources investigating 
an issue with our water system, I 
opted to invest as little as possible in 
solving the problem. This weak 
decision upset everyone, damaging 

morale. Navigating individual 
character politics while working 
toward the greater good makes for 
interesting moral gymnastics – I 
later bribed the biker in exchange for 
her support during the next crisis.

Far more of your time is spent 
bludgeoning and shooting than 
talking, though. The combat adopts 
a standard turn-based template, with 
action points consumed for each 
move, reload, or attack. The balance 
of it is good given the size and varied 
layout of Dead State’s maps, a few of 
which are so big that they take an 
hour or more to clear.

What wore on me was how tedious 
zombie-killing became. Zombies are 
completely still unless you make a 
noise or enter their line of sight. 
Once I got the hang of the combat, 
areas that only held zombies became 
a cinch to clear. I also had to restrain 
myself at some points from 
exploiting noise to kite threats away. 

Crashes to desktop – more than a 
dozen in 51 hours – cropped up at 
various points on two PCs. I also 
experienced sluggish performance 
on some zombie-heavy maps. The 
biggest design sin, however, is how 
static the shelter feels. New 
characters stand like statues in the 
same area throughout the campaign, 
preventing the place from feeling 
more like a lived-in, evolving space.

There are areas where Dead State’s 
budget feels too modest for its 
ambition, but this is still one of the 
best campaigns on PC – on par with 
Xenonauts or XCOM as a singleplayer 
experience where you struggle 
bravely toward a finish line. 

What is it?
a turn-based zombie rPG in 

the style of Fallout 2 or  
Jagged Alliance. 

Influenced by
XCOM, Fallout 2, roguelikes    

Reviewed on
Dual core CPu, 2Gb raM, 

512Mb GPu  

Alternatively
Divinity: Original Sin, 87%

Copy protection
Steam

Need to know

◆ Expect to pay £23 ◆ Release Out now  ◆ Developer Doublebear Productions  
◆ Publisher In-house ◆ Multiplayer None  ◆ Link deadstate.doublebearproductions.com

72
a satisfying pen-and- 
paper-style zombie 
apocalypse rPG that 
would’ve benefited from 
more budget.

apoco-kits now

What my late-game character carries 
into the wasteland

Coif Pepper
spray

Motocross
armour

Medic
satchel

Ammo

Adrenaline 
shot

Mp3 
player

Nail
gun

Tear
gas

BolaTazerSneakersMolotov
Baton

Lever-action 
rifle



February 2015     99

Turns out good fences don’t 
always make good neighbours.

A junkyard maze forces you to 
club your way through zeds.

Man, I hope they don’t
scuff my flooring.

Allies and enemies can panic or 
transform into zombies mid-combat.

Parking enforcement has 
gone lax in the apocalypse.

At least we can all agree that
I’m a terrible leader.

Crisis events have a huge
impact on who likes you.
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 There is a 
surprisingly 

intricate 
story being 
told here 

SUM OF GOD
The Talos PrinciPle assembles familiar parts 
into something very clever indeed. By Chris Thursten

i 
can’t tell you what it really 
means to be a person. I can 
tell you what it is like to be a 
person who arranges blocks, 
fans and lasers to solve puzzles 

under the eye of an omnipresent 
intelligence. You materialise in a 
maze styled after Greek myth; urged 
to collect Tetris pieces to assemble 
keys and unlock new pathways, you 
solve building-sized puzzles using  
logical tools that interact with each 
other in increasingly complex ways.

The Talos Principle is unlikely to be 
the first time you’ve encountered 
this structure for a puzzle game. It’s 
Portal, in essence, or Quantum 
Conundrum. Likewise, a number of 
its game systems arrive from 
elsewhere: redirectable energy 
beams courtesy of Portal 2, 
recording and replaying past actions 
a la Braid, stackable boxes and 
pressure plates via a million other 
places. Novelty is not the game’s 
strength. What makes The Talos 
Principle valuable is the 
comprehensive skill with which 
these pieces are assembled. 

The low bar set by its initial 
puzzles belies the complexity of what 

follows, and the majority of 
chambers are excellent. You’re 
looking at a playthrough of ten to 
fifteen hours to do everything, and 
the difficulty curve is expertly set. 
Once you’ve got your head around 
how a new tool works, many puzzles 
can be cracked quickly. It’s the 
optional set – denoted by a red Tetris 
piece – that raise the stakes. One or 
two of these stumped me for half an 
hour or more, and beating them 
made me feel like Dr Smartman, 
Professor of Being Smart at I’m-
The-Best University. That feeling is 
why these games are appealing, and 
The Talos Principle delivers.

Tell us, Talos
There is a surprisingly intricate 
story being told here, and its 
substance is only gestured at by the 
booming voice in the heavens. Its 
meat is in logs, excerpts, emails and 
interactive conversations that you 
extract from DOS prompts, records 
that touch on everything from the 
day-to-day running of a scientific 
facility to literature and, 
particularly, philosophy. It’s cleverly 
written, varied and interesting.

It is, however, an extension of The 
Talos Principle’s demand on your 
brainspace. Other puzzle games use 
narrative to provide a break. Here, 
all that written material is another 
puzzle, less strictly logical than the 
challenge chambers and more 
concerned with ideas. It’s well worth 
engaging with, but I’d forgive you 
for not wanting to parse 20 lines of 
Paradise Lost having just exhausted 
your faculties rearranging lasers.

I’m fascinated by The Talos 
Principle’s lack of artistic direction. 
This landscape of remixed 
architectural styles is technically 
accomplished but says nothing. It 
reminds me of those benchmarking 
demos that used to ship with 3dfx 
graphics cards – depopulated ruins 
presented for the appeal of their 
complexity only, any human point of 
reference secondary to some 
mechanical process churning away 
beneath the surface.

In another game I’d write that line 
off as overthink. Chances are that 
art that says nothing was trying to 
say something and failed. I don’t think 
that’s true for The Talos Principle. If 
any game was going to look like a 
Voodoo 5’s fever dream on purpose 
it’d be the one with a wide-ranging 
interest in machine-generated 
worlds, artificial intelligence, and 
the way that personality imprints 
itself on nothingness. The game is 
clever enough to pull something like 
that off, and generous enough in its 
puzzle design to make you feel clever 
into the bargain. If you’re actually a 
person, that is. There’s still some 
doubt on that front. 

What is it?
a 3D logic puzzler with a 

philosophical bent. 

Influenced by
Portal, Braid 

Reviewed on
Dual core CPu, 2Gb raM, 

512Mb GPu 

Alternatively
Portal 2, 94%

Copy protection
Steam

need to know

Puzzle pieces 

a few of the gadgets at your disposal

◆ Expect to pay £30 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Croteam ◆ Publisher Devolver Digital 
◆ Multiplayer None ◆ Link www.croteam.com/talosprinciple
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an adept and satisfying 
puzzle game with a 
narrative that requires a 
bit of player investment 
for its biggest rewards.

Jammer
Disables anything you point 
it at. useful in combination 
with other tools, useful in 
combination with other 

Jammers – it’s really useful.

Fan
Only placeable on fixed 

points and its power 
depends on where it is. use 
these to levitate blocks and 
fling yourself around levels. 

Terminal
record up to five minutes of 

action, then return to play 
it back while your ‘present’ 
self works in tandem with 

your past.

Hexahedron
So called presumably 

because the devs really 
don’t want to say 

‘companion cube’. Put it  
on things.

www.croteam.com/talosprinciple


february 2015     101

Good job blocking a laser
with your head, past me.

My Biblical allegory’s
bigger than yours.

1980s computer technology
is here to help.

Finally! A use
for QR codes.

What a pretty garden. 
Edenic, you might say.

Past me, looking confused.
As usual.

This is a terrible solution,
but it looks nice.

The larger puzzles
form mazes.

Like Serious Sam, minus the 
guys with bombs for hands.

I’ve grown to hate
Tetris pieces.

Boxes: put things on them.
Put them on things.
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E ddard was too caught up in 
misplaced ideas of honour, 
they say. Robb had his 

priorities wrong. But play Iron From 
Ice and you’ll learn that the right 
decision isn’t easy to make when 
you’re forced to act in the heat of the 
moment. Telltale relays this lesson 
so effectively that my decisions left 
me gaping at the screen as the credits 
rolled, horrified by how royally I’d 
fouled up everyone’s lives. Not even 
Ned’s death had such an impact.

Iron From Ice isn’t the story of the 
Starks directly; it’s the tale of the 
Forresters, former Stark bannermen 
with lands coveted by the crown. 
They’re a likable bunch and the 
game honours Martin’s signature 
shifting viewpoint by following the 
story of three of them, but it does 
stick a little too closely to the Stark 
template. Mira, eldest daughter and 
handmaiden to Margaery Tyrell in 
King’s Landing, endures ordeals 

that almost mirror those of Sansa 
Stark. Echoes of both Bran and 
Robb Stark resound in Ethan, new 
lord of House Forrester; and I found 
myself thinking his mother was 
Catelyn Stark at least twice. Gared 
Tuttle, Forrester squire and pig 
farming alumnus, is the most 
original, but even he has a touch too 
much Jon Snow in his DNA.

The game follows the Telltale 
model established in The Walking 
Dead, in that I spent most of my time 
mousing around looking for 
interactive objects, dodging danger 
with directional keys, and affecting 
the storyline with decisions selected 
at key points in the dialogue. But talk 
here is uncommonly prominent for 
Telltale. I like Gared partly because 
his personality’s the least derivative, 
but he’s also the only one with scenes 
involving swinging swords with the 
A and D keys and helping maggots 
cosy up in open wounds. Ethan and 

Mira, by contrast, spend most of 
their time standing still and yakking, 
which means I spent most of my time 
clicking responses. Mira’s King’s 
Landing scenes in particular drag as 
a result, but Telltale makes them 
work by placing the volatile Cersei 
Lannister and Ramsay Snow 
opposite our woodsman heroes. 
Both see treachery in every syllable. 
Clicking on each prompt feels like 
dancing on a silken thread they hold 
over a chasm.

It’s a shame that depth of character 
doesn’t carry over to the secondary 
folks. At one point I found myself 
needing to choose between two men 
for advice, and they were so 
ludicrously different from each other 
they might have stepped out of a 
political cartoon.

It’s the first Telltale game that I 
really want to replay. With all the 
lording-about going on, your 
choices have far wider consequences. 
With so many threads connected to 
you, things fall apart within seconds. 
Parts could be better, but Telltale 
knows what it’s doing here, and 
nothing proves the Forresters 
belong in the canon so well as the 
classic Martin shock that caps the 
whole experience. Can I avoid what’s 
coming? I’ll have plenty of time to 
find out in the episodes to come. 

◆ Expect to pay £23 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer In-house ◆ Publisher Telltale Games 
◆ Multiplayer None ◆ Link www.bit.ly/Thrones2014

the walking ned
Telltale invades Westeros in Game of Thrones: 
episode 1 – iron from ice. By Leif Johnson

What is it?
The latest Telltale adaptation 

based on the HbO series. 

Influenced by
The Walking Dead 

Reviewed on
16Gb raM, Geforce GTX 780, 

aMD Phenom X6 1055T 
CPu 2.8GHz 

Alternatively
The Wolf Among Us, 83%

Copy protection
Steam

need to know

It’s not all 
dialogue, happily.

The Forrester’s sigil 
is a bit... Gondor.

The correct facial expression 
for living in Westeros.

Nothing to see here. Just 
another beheading.

It wouldn’t be GoT 
without these two.

Our episodic reviews are criticism 
without scores – we will also 
review the finished game.

episodic  reVieW

www.bit.ly/Thrones2014
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Re-releases reviewed By Jon BlythTHEY’RE BACK

I pretend I’m a nice person, but 
I’ve got a racist secret. I have a 
lifelong gut-level problem with 

French animation. It started with 
Robo Story in the ’80s. My enduring 
memory of this cartoon is a cowering 
robot helmet called the White 
Wriggler. That’s not right, is it? 
Calling a character the White 
Wriggler? Anyway, he was exposed 
in the spotlight of a disembodied 
voice known as the Revered 
Reverence. This was such a lazy 
caricature of power-hungry evil, 
that even as a seven-year-old child I 
thought “well, this character fails to 
capture the mundanity of evil, and 
has ruined names based on religious 
tautology for me.” Divine Divinity 
never stood a chance. 

Since then, French animation has 
left me cold. From Robo Story to 
Belleville Rendezvous, from the 
hollow attempts to mimic human 
emotion in The True Story of Puss’n 

Boots to the dead-eyed opening 
jokes about prison rape in Mars: War 
Logs, all leave me feeling like my 
bones have been drained of marrow. 
It feels like my skin is retreating 
from every point on my body and 
attempting to turn liquid and squirt 
out of my coccyx. It’s not something 
I’m proud of, but it’s difficult to 
control: when I started playing Little 
Big Adventure, I felt my scalp 
attempting to slide down my spine, 
and my brain whispered “hold on, 
Log – this feels a bit... French.”

So that’s the level of hateful 
prejudice we’re dealing with here. 
It’s why I can sympathise with recent 
gate-related events in the games 
industry – because I know what it’s 
like to feel irrational, knee-jerk 
disgust at the creative output of an 
arbitrary group of people. It’s also 
why I was quietly thrilled to enjoy 
Little Big Adventure. Perhaps this 
could be my healing bridge, my path 

to finally enjoying Les Nouvelles 
Adventures de Lucky Luke. For 
starters, any game that starts with an 
overlong history of a planet, only to 
then destroy that planet, has to win 
points for dickin’ wid ya. 

Twinsen, our ungainly hero, has 
‘stances’. With old-school tank 
controls, your stance mainly decides 
what the hell the spacebar does. Be 
aggressive, and it’ll swing a punch. 
Basically, all the moves we’re used to 
having dedicated buttons for, have 
been parcelled up into stances, 
because this was the olden days, and 
things only looked simple back then. 

And lest you thought this game 
was twee, with a villain called Dr 
Funfrock, and races called the 
Grobos, Queequogs, Slurpy Wah-
Wahs, Wiffleparps and several other 
insufferable names I just made up, 
this is also a game in which you 
murder a nurse. Then a doctor. 
Then another guy who’s guilty of 
nothing more than being about to 
press a button. Then another nurse 
and another doctor, before talking to 
a rabbit. It’s like a mix of American 
Psycho and Donnie Darko. 

LBA has some charm, but its main 
utility for me was to make me feel 
less prejudiced. 

◆ Expect to pay £3.89 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer adeline Software International ◆ Publisher ea, GOG 
◆ Link gog.com ◆ First review PCG 31, 78%

68
Do you have a prejudice 
that it’s all right to talk 
about in daily life? The 
Kilroy team would like to 
talk to you.

FRANK O’PHOBIA
LiTTLE Big AdvEnTuRE might help you work 
through a very specific prejudice. 

What is it?
an action-adventure that’s low  

on action and little big  
in adventure. 

Influenced by
Well, it’s got Asteroids’ 

control scheme 

Play it on
any PC with DirectX 9 

Alternatively
Beyond Good & Evil, 82%

Copy protection
None

need to know

ELEPHANTS! DUCKS! 
CAPITAL LETTERS WHIMSY!

Hoopy Doorways. 
That’s my stage name.

There! That’s the character 
design I hate, right there.

I’m not squirming, I’m jumping. 
Little big difference.

Groboclones. Make up better 
words, like... erm... sporjabaq.



february 2015     105

revIew

TWO-TALES
unexpected common humanity, 
have normal conversations, and 
don’t whap them out. 

Sonic’s single-button play has been 
doubled – doubled! – with an attack 
button, and the fast-paced action 
comes across as effortless, rather 
than the annoying blind sprints into 
spike pits I was dreading. It’s just 
plain likeable, both in the spirited 
characters and the considerate 
approach to speed platforming. I 
don’t want to upset anyone troubled 
enough to consider themselves a 
Sonic fan, but try copying that pose 
that Sonic does in the title screen of 
the first game. Go and do it in the 
mirror, now. Wag your finger at 
yourself in the mirror. I’ll wait here.

You looked like a bell-end, didn’t 
you? Well, Freedom Planet 
doesn’t have any finger-
wagging, and is all the 
better for it. 

w here do I get off calling 
French animation 
disturbing, when we’ve 

managed to sexify 99% of the animal 
kingdom? How annoyed would I be 
as a French person, reading that 
opposite page, if I knew that the 
writer counted among his friends a 
man who masturbates to foxes in 
bras? I’m so sorry, France. Please 
forgive me, you hot hot hexagon.

Freedom Planet is a game where 
ass-kicking dragon sisters with 
enormous anime eyes must travel to 
the right at high speeds until boss 
battles occur. It’s Sonic. You’ll notice 
that, because it’s the most obvious 
thing in the world. It’s also no secret 
– this started as a fan-made Sonic 
game, before the developer realised 
he was far better at writing story and 
characters than Sega, and decided to 
invent a pair of spirited dragon 
sisters. Sisters who, in a display of 

◆ Expect to pay £9.39 (GOG) ◆ Developer GalaxyTrail ◆ Publisher In-house 
◆ First review PCG 13, 91% ◆ Link freedomplanet.galaxytrail.com

Enjoy hedgehog-free hurrying on 
the FREEdOM PLAnET.

84

Sit on a bench you 
dragon whore lol.

Classic-Lady-
Dragon-Banter.

◆ Expect to pay £6.19 (GOG) ◆ Developer TaleWorlds  
◆ Publisher In-house ◆ First review PCG 194, 69% 

w hen Assassin’s Creed came out in the 
mists of 2007, the general reaction 

was “wurf, it’s a bit booooring” and “why 
can’t I sword people from my hoooorse.” 
Mount & Blade came out months later, and 
the pockets of horse-sword enthusiasts who 
bothered their arses to play it were gently 
thrilled. I use that qualified compliment, 
because M&B requires a certain level of 
player grace and patience. Grace, because it 
plays far better than it looks. Patience, 
because the missions around that combat 
got a little bit balls in their repetition. 
Anyway, the fact it’s still going strong 
shows what a graceful and patient group of 
people we are. Basically, well 
done everyone, let’s have a 
cuddle. No fingers, Jeffrey, we 
don’t cuddle with our fingers. 

MOunT & BLAdE

74

It plays better than 
it looks! I said that!

◆ Expect to pay £7 (Steam) ◆ Developer TaleWorlds 
entertainment ◆ Publisher In-house ◆ First review N/a 

I f you’re a fan of the schmups, you have no 
place reading this review. Either you’ve 

already played this, and are just looking for 
someone to tell you what you already know 
– that this is a slick bullet-sodden beast that 
starts full-on, yet still pulls off an 
impressive crescendo – or you haven’t 
played it. In which case, get on it. One 
button gives you the traditional front-
facing wad of bullets, a second gives you a 
Rez-style multiple lock-on. You can fire 
both at once, but if you want to lull yourself 
into a sense of unassailable immortality, 
you’ll need to play the waves to boost your 
break meter. And with a screen 
80% full of your own bullets, 
you’ll relax, die, and begin again. 
It’s like life should be.  

CRiMZOn CLOvER – 
WORLd igniTiOn

87

Professor Spaceship, In 
Space, With The Bullets.

◆ Expect to pay £5 (Steam) ◆ Developer NetCore  
◆ Publisher NetCore ◆ First review ◆ N/a 

w hen I first saw the DLC title Tales of 
Maj’Eyal: Ashes of Uhr’Rok, I thought 

to myself “hello, someone’s got over their 
childhood fear of being bullied by the cool 
kids, and is embracing their long-
suppressed love of the fantasy apostrophe.” 
But this roguelike isn’t just some 
unpublished teen novel, it’s a great balance 
of the accessible and the baroque. The skills 
of the character selection screen are 
overwhelming, but there’s a friendly 
mouse-driven system that makes 
immediate sense. It’s part of a wider open-
source project, and the obstacles to 
enjoying it are nothing more than a couple 
of apostrophes and a skill 
selection screen. After that, it’s 
plain sailing to a particularly 
good-looking death. 

TALES OF MAJ’EYAL

84

ASCII purists,
look away.
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your CPU. What a liquid cooler can 
do is bring the CPU back down from 
its peak temperature far faster than 
an air cooler can. 

That means you can get an 
overclocked chip down from a peak 
of 70°C back to its 36°C idle 
temperature in less than ten seconds 
rather than ten minutes. That can 
seriously extend the working life of 
your expensive components.

Are water coolers only of benefit if 
I’m overclocking then?
It’s one of the best reasons to use one, 
but not the only reason. Another is 
scale: with today’s small form factor 
hardware you can build a micro 
machine that performs as well as a 
giant rig, but you won’t have room to 
fit the chunky air cooler you need. A 
closed loop liquid cooler can work in 
this reduced space.

Also, those monster-sized air 
cooler heatsinks are heavy. If you 
move your PC around much – to 
LAN parties, for example – they can 
come lose causing serious damage.

Are liquid coolers quieter than  
air coolers?
They still use active air cooling to 
draw the heat out of the liquid once it 
gets to the reservoir, so they’re not 
silent. But their fans spin much more 
slowly to keep the same temperature,  
so they generally run more quietly. 
The pump can produce some 
conspicuous gurgles, however.

Are there any downsides to 
 liquid coolers?
The obvious one is price. They’re 
generally a lot more expensive than a 
high-spec air cooler, although prices 
have become far more reasonable for 
the smaller, 120mm closed loop 
units. A less tangible issue is that 
active air coolers don’t just cool 
down the CPU itself. The airflow 
they generate in a PC helps cool 
other components as a by-product. 
This means that you still need to 
ensure your case has decent airflow 
if you opt for a liquid cooler, in order 
to keep your motherboard 
reasonably aerated too. 

F
rom super-
computers to 
servers and gaming PCs, 
water cooling has come 
so far it’s changed from 

being a risky, unfamiliar technology 
to something you can now fit into 
your home PC in about half an hour.

I’ve picked a number of the latest 
water-based chip-chillers to help you 
decide which is the best to attach to 
your gaming PC processor.

But why would I take the risk?
While there are risks to putting a 
water-cooling array inside your 
computer, those generally come 
from the open loop, bespoke setups 
you have to put together, seal and fill 
yourself. The closed loop coolers 
we’re looking at here have all been 
factory sealed and, barring 
manufacturing flaws, shouldn’t drip 
anything onto your PC.

It’s worth bothering simply 
because water is a better thermal 
conductor than air. That means you 
don’t get such a buildup of heat 
around your sensitive CPU.

Will a water cooler keep my CPU 
cooler than an active air cooler?
An expensive, high-end air cooler 
may be just as capable as a closed 
loop water cooler at maintaining a 
cool operational temperature for 

Find the ideal liquid cooler  
for your CPU.  
By Dave James

Coolers
GROUP TEST
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T
he clue’s in the name: 
Cooler Master has been 
in the cooling business 
since forever. Despite a 
strong challenge from 

Thermaltake’s massive 360mm 
cooling radiator, the Nepton 240M 
has won thanks to an almighty 
combination of smart design, fiddle-
free fitting and excellent cooling 
performance. Not to mention that 
those chunky fans are practically 
silent, even when cooling a heat-
prone processor that’s been 
overclocked to 4.5GHz. 

Having spent this month 
unpacking, screwing together and 
fitting all these water coolers, it was a 
blessed relief to come to the Nepton. 
Connecting it is a doddle. Both the 

120mm version and this larger 
cooler have the same setup, and it’s 
well-designed. Their older Seidon 
sibling was my previous favourite 
liquid chiller, and the Neptons share 
the same DNA , but the fitting 
process has been refined even more. 

Like Corsair’s coolers, the 
Neptons use a bolted-on 
motherboard bracket. That’s really 
helpful when you’re attaching the 
cooler to an existing PC: you should 
be able to fit the cooler with the 
motherboard still in the PC case, as 
long as there’s a big enough cutout 
behind the motherboard to screw in 

the mounting bracket. With a 
loose-fit mounting bracket – using 
the tension from the cooler to keep it 
in place – trying to fit a cooler to a 
board still in its case is either an 
exercise in solo juggling frustration 
or becomes a two-man job. 

The Neptons also use 
thumbscrews to fit the fans to the 
radiator – which itself has vibration-
dampening rubber mounts – making 
attaching the twin spinners much 
simpler. You can tell a regular 
system-builder designed this setup 
because it doesn’t force you into any 
strange contortions to get it in place.

So, it’s a joy to fit, but how does it 
perform? It’s not the absolute best in 
terms of straight cooling, Zalman’s 
freaky-looking Reserator 3 Max 
Dual takes those honours, but it’s 
not far off that peak performance. 
Where it really shows its chip-
chilling skills is in the time it takes to 
return a processor –whether 
overclocked or not – to its idle 
temperature. If you can get under 

ten seconds at stock speeds you’ve 
nailed it and at eight seconds the 
Nepton is impressively fast. 
Overclocked it only takes 15 
seconds; Thermaltake’s Water 3.0 
needs an awkwardly-long, 360mm 
radiator to get that sort of timing.

For me Cooler Master beats 
Thermaltake here – its 240mm 
radiator cools well and is far more 
likely to fit in your case than the 
competitor’s 360mm behemoth.  
And considering the performance is 
so close, and the price a lot lower, it’s 
a win for the masters of cooling. If 
you’re looking for the best closed 
loop liquid chip chiller, I think we’ve 
found our winner. 

SPEC ◆ Radiator size 240mm ◆ Radiator thickness 27mm ◆ Fans 2x 120mm PWM ◆ Motherboard connections 2x 4-pin

91
a quality, easily-installed 
cooler, which offers great 
performance and still  
fits it into a reasonably 
small package.

 The 240mm 
radiator cools well 
and is more likely to 
fit in your case 

Nepton 240M
£78 Cooler Master

how wE tEStEd 
Peak performance > 
An Asus Z97 / Core i7 4770K 
testing rig was used as the 
base PC for this grouptest.  
The 4770K can get toasty 
under peak load and is thus a 
good test for any cooler. 
Overclocked 
performance > One 
of the reasons we water-
cool CPUs is to enable 
more stable, long-lasting 
overclocks. Each cooler was 
tested with the processor 
overclocked to 4.5GHz

Peak-to-idle 
performance > This is 
where differences in design 
come to the fore. Idle 
temperatures are interesting, 
peak temperatures are 
important, but how quickly 
a cooler shifts a CPU from its 
peak temperature back to 
idle is key to its efficiency.
Ease of fitting > Each 
cooler was also judged on its 
ease of installation. Hopefully 
you’ll only fit it once, but you 
still want it to be as easy a 
process as possible. 

Seven closed-loop coolers 
reviewed. By Dave James

Coolers
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The Reserator 3 Dual Max 
looks different from the other 
coolers in this test. There is 

no radiator as we know it. The tubes 
carrying the heated coolant from the 
CPU contact plate flow directly into 
an intricate swirl of aluminium 
heatpipes, encircled by hundreds of 
fins drawing out the heat before the 
chilled liquid flows back.

I was hoping the fact that the fans 
were attached would make it a quick 
fit, but putting together the 
mounting bracket for the 
motherboard took an age and a 
million tiny screws. The bracket is a 
loose-fit one too, which took a 
certain amount of juggling to attach 
even on an open test bench. And 
don’t get me started on the bizarre 
contraption you’re expected to build 
to actually get it attached to your PC 
case. The non-standard fitting 
almost needs a structural 

engineering degree to get it into 
your rig. It just seems needlessly 
complicated compared to the rest.

But Zalman is a long-time cooling 
expert and it clearly know what it’s 
doing because the Reserator 3 posts 
the lowest temperatures of all the 
models reviewed, even compared 
with the mammoth Thermaltake. 
What it can’t do is shift the heat away 
quite as quickly. The peak-to-idle 
times of the Reserator 3 aren’t bad, 
but either side of 30 seconds for both 
stock and overclocked performance 

isn’t class-leading. It’s also pricey, 
which, along with the awkward case-
fitting, means it slides back down the 
pecking order despite its impressive 
cooling performance. 

SPEC ◆ Radiator size 240mm ◆ Radiator thickness 73mm ◆ Fans 2x 120mm PWM attached ◆ Motherboard connections 1x 3-pin, 1x 4-pin
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Serious cooling 
performance, but a little 
slow on the peak-to-idle 
and awkward to connect 
to your case.

Reserator 3 Dual Max
£99 Zalman

I t all started with 120mm water 
coolers to match the 120mm 
fans on normal air coolers. Then 

we moved on to double length, 
240mm versions because we had 
space in our high-spec cases to fit 
them. Where do you go from there? 
Add more fans, like the push-me-
pull-you configurations of the Water 
3.0 Pro, Kuhler H20 950 and 
Nepton 120XL. Then what?

Thus was born the Ultimate. Its 
360mm radiator is quite astounding 
to behold, but means you’re going to 
have to get serious with the tape 
measure to ensure it’ll fit inside your 
case. You’re likely to have to wave 
goodbye to your 5.25-inch optical 
drive too, as the Water 3.0 Ultimate 
is going to want that space for itself.

If you’ve got the room, this will 
deliver the goods. It’s the best-
performing cooling array I’ve tested 
this month. It’s pipped by the ever-

so-slightly cooler Zalman in the 
peak temperature measurements, 
but the difference is so small as to be 
almost meaningless. 

What justifies that monstrous 
cooling radiator is the peak-to-idle 
timings. The process took just four 
seconds at stock speeds and only 
thirteen seconds after cooking the 
chip at 4.5GHz.

The Ultimate is also well-
designed, with a slightly improved 
backplate over the other Water 3.0 
cooler here. Those fans are very 

quiet too, even when the chip is 
being thrashed. It was close to being 
the winner. Sadly, because of its 
awkward size and expense, it just 
slips into second place. 

SPEC ◆ Radiator size 360mm ◆ Radiator thickness 27mm ◆ Fans 3x 120mm PWM ◆ Motherboard connections 2x 4-pin

89
This is a fantastically 
well-performed cooler, 
but too big for many PC 
cases and a little on the 
pricey side too.

Water 3.0 Ultimate
£113 Thermaltake
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T
here are no bad coolers 
in this test, but in 
straight cooling terms 
this is probably the 
weakest of the lot.

I’m not particularly enamoured 
with the mounting mechanism, 
either. The big problem is that, while 
the universal bracket attached to the 
CPU contact plate makes it easy to 
switch between AMD and Intel 
motherboards, the four arms you 
screw onto the loose-fit backing 
plate shift positions at the slightest 
touch. The fact that one of the fans is 
permanently attached to the radiator 
only makes things slightly easier. 
When you’re holding the backing 
plate on with one hand and trying to 
attach the CPU contact plate with 
the other you will discover the very 
meaning of frustration. It doesn’t 
help that the bolts you screw the 
cooler into regularly shoot off the 

motherboard backing 
plate with little contact 
either. You really need 
to remove the whole 
board from your chassis 
to fit it. Done that way, 
the process becomes 
much smoother.

The 950 is very, very 
quiet, even with the 
second push-me-
pull-you fan attached to 
the fat 120mm radiator. But it 
doesn’t cool well at peak settings. In 
fact it’s bottom of the class, although 
not dramatically. It does well in 
peak-to-idle performance, especially 
at stock CPU speeds. With the chip 
overclocked, the Kuhler danced 
around the idle temperature for 
almost a minute and a half before 
settling down again. It’s the cheapest 
cooler here, which does put these 
shortcomings into perspective. 

SPEC ◆ Radiator size 120mm ◆ Radiator thickness 49mm ◆ Fans 1x 120 PWM attached, 1x 120mm PWM ◆ Motherboard connections 1x 3-pin, 1x uSb
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The weakest of a good 
bunch when cooling peak 
temperatures, but a very 
good price for a not-bad 
water-cooler.

Kuhler H20 950
£56 Antec

C
orsair’s H100i has been 
around seemingly 
forever, but manages to 
keep up with the 
competition even today. 

It’s a testament to Corsair’s design 
that it has barely had to be changed 
since the original. I’m still a big fan 
of the solid motherboard bracket and 
bless Corsair for letting it be bolted 
onto the board itself.

I also really like the two magnetic 
brackets that slip over the top of the 
pump, making the universal fitting 
much easier than most. All the 
coolers in the test are compatible 
with either AMD or Intel PCs, but 
it’s these little design touches that 
separate the Corsair coolers from a 
lot of the more off-the-shelf setups.

The H100i also incorporates the 
Corsair Link technology. If you’ve 
got a Corsair case and Corsair cooler 
you can plumb your case fans into 

the pump and, via the USB cable 
attached to it, control them all using 
the Link software.

Unfortunately the stock 
performance isn’t amazing. All the 
coolers in this test work very well, 
but the H100i isn’t able to top the 
charts when it comes to either peak 
cooling performance or the peak-to-
idle timings. Surprisingly it’s 
actually faster when there’s a bigger 
difference between the peak and idle 
temperatures, dropping the 
temperature in just 21s when 
overclocked. That’s good, but still 
leaves it in third place on that score.

As there’s not a lot of difference 
between this and the superior 
Cooler Master Nepton 240M, that’s 
where I’d be putting my money. 
They’ve both got solid mounting 
designs, but the Nepton has slightly 
better cooling performance. 

SPEC ◆ Radiator size 240mm ◆ Radiator thickness 27mm ◆ Fans 2x 120mm PWM ◆ Motherboard connections 1x 3-pin, 1x 4-pin, 1x uSb

84
This is still a quality cooler, 
with smart control 
software, but it isn’t quite 
top of the class in 
performance.

H100i
£84 Corsair
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T his smaller Thermaltake 
cooler comes with a chubby 
radiator. It may not be as long 

as its Ultimate brethren, but it’s 
almost twice as fat. And in terms of 
cooling, that seems to help it get 
close to the top coolers in this test. 
It’s one of the overall coolest of the 
lot and was pretty fast in its peak-to-
idle performance too.

Why is it bringing up the rear in 
this month’s grouptest? Well, one of 
the reasons gamers opt for water 
cooling is because it can lead to a 
quieter machine; those slower-
spinning fans are expected to be 
quieter than an active air-cooler’s. 
The Water 3.0 Pro however gets 
pretty loud and blowy once you start 
cranking up the CPU load, 
regardless of whether the chip is 
overclocked or not. That would 
almost be forgivable had the pitch of 

the fans been slightly lower. There is 
a definite whiney quality about them 
which puts me in mind of a straining 
toy helicopter. 

So while the cooling is good it 
comes at a price. I’d rather have my 
CPU running a couple of degrees 
hotter if I could keep the noise down. 
The Water 3.0 Pro would then force 
me into the murky world 
of BIOS-based fan-
tweaks, somewhere I don’t 
want to be. 

SPEC ◆ Radiator size 120mm ◆ Radiator thickness 49mm ◆ Fans 2x 120mm PWM  
◆ Motherboard connections 2x 4-pin

Water 3.0 Pro
£85 Thermaltake

I f you want a lesson in the 
benefits of a 240mm radiator 
over a 120mm one you only have 

to compare the Nepton coolers in 
this test. With a radiator of greater 
surface area, the same number of 
fans, running at the same speeds, are 
able to shift the heat out of the 
coolant liquid far faster, returning 
your stressed CPU back to its idle 
temperature much faster.

Cooler Master has tried to offset 
that here using a fatter radiator and 
arranging fans either side of it. That 
leaves its peak temperature 
performance pretty close to the 
240M, but doesn’t help the peak-to-
idle. To be fair, after around 30s the 
CPU temperature was almost back 
to idle. In the grand scheme of 
things that’s not a huge issue, but it 
does highlight the extra 
performance of longer radiators.

The 120XL does share the 
excellent mounting setup of the 240 
and is just as quiet in operation too. I 
also like that you can opt to mount 
the second fan outside the case, 
pinning the radiator in place 
through the standard 120mm chassis 
fan mount. If you’ve limited space, 
that’s a great help. If you’ve 
got space, however, the 
slight extra expense of the 
240M is worth it. 

SPEC ◆ Radiator size 120mm ◆ Radiator thickness 38mm ◆ Fans 2x 120mm PWM  
◆ Motherboard connections 2x 4-pin

Nepton 120XL
£69 Cooler Master

75

72

bEnchMaRkS
Running the numbeRs 
so you don’t have to

Intel core i7-4770k

 Temperature at 100% CPU load Turbo  
@3.9GHz (°C) Stock

 Temperature at 100% CPU load Turbo  
@4.5GHz (°C) Overclocked

 Peak-to-idle time (seconds) Overclocked

cooler Master nepton 240M

53

62

15

Thermaltake Water 3.0 Ultimate

50

60

13

Zalman Reserator 3 Max Dual

50

59

32

corsair h100i

54

66

21

antec kuhler h20 950

57

69

84

 cooler Master nepton 120XL

55

66

172

Thermaltake Water 3.0 Pro

50

61

46



ON TEST

112     FEBRUARY 2015

T
his device may seem 
familiar, at least if you 
were ever caught up in 
the false dawn of Steam 
Machines. At the time, 

CyberPower, of whom Syber is a 
subsidiary, was one of the ‘lucky 
thirteen’ manufactures Valve had 
chosen to partner with, and this 
white box was one of the machines 
touted as the future of PC gaming 
without Microsoft involvement.

A year later SteamOS is still 
resolutely in beta and largely 
unsuitable for mass consumption, so 
the thirteen need to find a way to 
recoup the R&D costs involved in 
designing and manufacturing Steam 

Machines. The Vapor I now comes 
with Windows 8.1 in order to work 
as a functional gaming PC.

Its problem lies in the fact that this 
loud little box is also a hot little box. 
It doesn’t just look like a floor heater, 
it actually operates like one when 
you’re running any intensive games. 

It does have some decent hardware 
inside it, so it’s quite adept at coping 
with standard 1080p resolutions. 
That’s the target for this machine, 
which sees its home as somewhere in 
your lounge, bringing PC gaming to 
your television.

The Vapor I’s hardware falls into 
line with that ambition; its Core i3 / 
GTX 750 Ti combo is capable of 
hitting 39fps at 1080p Ultra settings 
in Battlefield 4 and 50fps at top 
settings in BioShock Infinite. But 
because Syber has opted to cut costs  
by using the Intel stock cooler atop 
the i3 CPU, the machine has to work 
hard to expel the heat it generates in 
operation, especially given its 
constrained internal space. Those 
overworked fans are what make it 
such a noisy beast.

That’s a shame but, given the 
relatively low price tag, not 
surprising. Syber has worked hard to 
make sure the rest of the experience 
is as close as possible to the original, 
gaming-in-your-living-room 
promise of the Steam Machine. The 
Vapor I comes with a preconfigured 
mini keyboard and trackpad, and a 
wireless Logitech joypad, to enable 
you to plug it into your TV and be up 
and running almost immediately. 
The wireless controller/keyboard 
trackpad setup works pretty well, to 
the extent that I was able to run the 
full gamut of my benchmarks and 
testing without resorting to a wired 
keyboard and mouse. 

The Vapor I is also designed to 
boot directly into Steam’s Big 
Picture mode, although as it’s 
booting from a mechanical hard 
drive that can take a little while. 
Once Windows has finished its 
loading trials it takes another 30 or 
so seconds for Steam to verify, 
update and launch into its own 
fullscreen mode.

In a budget machine like this, 
neither the noise nor the slow hard 
drive loading are an issue. The 
problem is the form factor, which has 
introduces unnecessary 
compromises. The Vapor I isn’t 
small or subtle enough in design to 
find a home in your living room. If 
it’s mainly cost that’s driving your 
purchasing decision you’ll find more 
effective desktop machines in 
chunkier cases. 

SPEC ◆ CPU Intel Core i3-4160 @ 3.6GHz ◆ Motherboard ASRock H81M-ITX ◆ RAM 8GB Kingston DDR3 @ 1600MHz  
◆ Graphics MSI GTX 750 Ti ◆ Storage Western Digital ◆ PSU 250W

73
A well-performing budget 
machine, but the heat 
and noise it generates 
hold it back from its 
lounge-based ambitions.

 It sees its home as  
somewhere in your 
lounge, bringing PC 
gaming to your TV 

Vapor I
£599 Syber

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
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Fusion Assimilator
£1,135 Chillblast

T his 22-inch Viewsonic screen 
doesn’t boast a 144Hz refresh 
rate and the chassis isn’t 

particularly nice either. What it does 
have is a decent IPS panel inside a 
minimal bezel – and great value.

At £110 it’s an IPS bargain, and 
given that the screen size is relatively 
small compared to the big screens I 
was reviewing last month, its 
diminutive pixel pitch makes it seem 
even sharper. Because it’s an IPS 
panel there are none of the terrible 
washed out colours you get with any 
cheap 1080p TN panel, either. 

It’s not the best IPS you’ll ever see 
– there’s a certain amount of 
dithering in the gradients, but 
they’re easily as good or better than 
even the very latest 28-inch TN 
panels that make up the affordable 
4K ranges. And thus way better than 
most other TN screens you’ll see.

The contrast levels are good, the 
black levels and white saturation 
levels are almost perfect and the 
viewing angles are decent too. It’s a 
great panel for this price. And if 
you’re going for a 1080p monitor you 
don’t want to spend a fortune. Save 
the serious money for at least a 
27-inch 1440p panel. That’s why, for 
me, the Viewsonic VX2263Smhl 
makes the most sense at 
this size and has found its 
way into this issue’s PC 
Gamer Rig. 

SPEC ◆ Panel size 22-inch ◆ Native resolution 1920 x 1080 ◆ Panel technology IPS ◆ Refresh rate 60Hz 
◆ Pixel response 5ms ◆ Inputs 2x HDMI, 1x VGA ◆ G-sync No

VX2263Smhl
£110 Viewsonic

T his small form factor gaming 
machine is cast in a very 
different mould to the Vapor 

I. It’s almost twice the price, and it’s 
not trying to squeeze itself into your 
living room, although the added 
vinyl decorations could find it a 
happy home in a Trekkie’s lounge. 

The Devil’s Canyon i5 has been 
overclocked to turbo up to 4.6GHz, 
there’s a full 16GB of RAM and a 
quality SSD/HDD combo, but the 
GTX 970 is the star of the show. It 
will happily run Shadow of Mordor at 
around 50fps at 1440p.

I do have noise complaints, but 
unlike the Vapor they’re nothing to 
do with space constraints. My review 
machine’s H100i cooler was doing 
some strange things with its fans 
throughout my testing, regularly 
spinning them up and down. It 
wasn’t loud, but the change in pitch 

was very noticeable. I’m confident 
Chillblast’s techies would be able to 
sort the problem out, but it would be 
a frustrating experience on first 
using your new machine. 
Otherwise this is a mini 
gaming rig with 
performance to burn. 

SPEC CPU Intel Core i5 4690K @ 4.6GHz ◆ Motherboard Asus Z97I-Plus ◆ RAM 16GB Corsair DDR3  
◆ Graphics Palit GTX 970 ◆ Storage 250GB Samsung EVO SSD, 2TB HDD ◆ PSU 750W ◆ Warranty 5 years 

83

84

KIT FILTER

88

85

87

OCZ ARC 100 240GB £86
Previously OCZ’s range of SSDs paled next to 
the competition, its decent-performing units 
likely to fall over if you so much as breathed 
on them. With the backing of the mighty 
Toshiba it has enjoyed a bit of a resurgence. 
This ARC 100 shows the progress they’ve 
been making as a company and is 
competitive with the price of mid-size SSDs, 
but can largely outperform them. 
Importantly consistency and 
reliability are there too. 
www.ocz.com

Corsair Voyager GO 64GB £43
For all our love of the PC we do use other 
devices too. We pretty much all have 
smartphones and a great many of us use a 
tablet too. This Corsair stick is the perfect 
companion for your mobile device, especially 
if you’ve gone for a 16GB Nvidia Shield. The 
Voyager GO has a hidden micro-USB 
connection to plug into OTG-enabled mobile 
devices (like the Shield) enabling you to 
instantly multiply your device’s capacity and 
easily shift files between your PC and tablet/
smartphone. It’s not that fast, but it 
is tiny and incredibly useful.
www.corsair.com

Zotac GTX 970  
AMP! Extreme £336
This certainly isn’t a small graphics card, but it 
is the fastest iteration of the GM204 Maxwell 
GPU I’ve ever seen. I’ve tested quite a few 
Maxwell cards now, both GTX 980 and GTX 
970, and this Zotac has blasted past all of 
them in terms of clockspeed. I managed a 
stable 1546MHz , partially thanks to the hefty 
cooling array. For the serious overclocker this 
looks like a great buy, but it’s too 
pricey for the rest of us.
www.zotac.com
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F
inding the best 
components for a sub-
£1,000 gaming PC just 
got interesting again. 
The current crop, from 

SSDs to GPUs, has had time to 
mature, stabilising prices and 
losing the early-adopter premiums.

We’re now able to pick up a 
bargain-priced Z97 motherboard, 
leaving us enough budget to keep the 
Radeon R9 290 for another month. 
And following the release of the 
Vengeance K70 RGB keyboard, the 
standard Corsair K70 is now better 
value than ever. 

The PC  
Gamer Rig
Change at last

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
Corsair Vengeance K70

My favourite mechanical 
key keyboard, and I’m 
very happy to get it in 
the rig at last.

Fitted February 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£38£51£65£70£180

£41£42£84£114£38£218

Possible UPgrades
Cooler Master Nepton 240M  > The great-value new water cooler from Cooler Master is 
a joy to fit in your machine and will work its socks off for you silently.
Crucial MX100 512GB > Still one of the best half-terabyte SSDs, just don’t expect the 
lower capacity MX100s to be as worthwhile.
Philips BdM4065UC  > This arrived just as this issue was going to press, but I had to give 
this bargain-price 40-inch 4K monitor a shout-out. It actually makes 4K worth a look. £996TOTAL 

PRICE

Dave James 
Hardware Editor

This is all great for the Rig, but 
there are decent prices even lower 
down the stack. Couple a super-
cheap motherboard like Gigabyte’s 
B85M-D2V with Intel’s Pentium 
Anniversary, add Nvidia’s still great 
value GTX 750 Ti, and you can 
build a preposterously cheap 1080p 
gaming machine. 

what’s in the boX The components that make up the PCG rig
NEW!

NEW! NEW!NEW!
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This month Struggled 
for survival in a frozen 
Canadian wilderness. It 
was OK. 
Also Played Dragon 
Age: Inquisition

 Now I know why they call it The Long 
Dark. It’s the dead of night and I’m 
freezing to death in a cave. My fire 

burned out hours ago, and scavenging for 
wood in the forest outside will surely kill 
me. All I can do is cower in the corner where 
it’s slightly warmer and wait for morning, if 
it ever comes. It doesn’t feel like it will.

At the cave mouth I see a sheet of 
white. A blizzard is raging and the 
temperature plummeting. Occasionally I 
hear the howl of a wolf and pray one 
doesn’t come in for shelter. I drink a can of 
soda and eat a chocolate bar to keep my 
energy up, but I’m going to need some real 
food soon. I can feel my life slipping away 
with every passing hour.

But as the morning light creeps over the 
horizon, I’m still alive. Just. I limp out of my 
hole into the whiteness of the Canadian 
wilderness. The sun is bright and the air 
crisp, but it’s still deathly cold. I need to 
find shelter. I won’t last another night in 
that cave, and the only supplies I have are 
a bottle of water and a box of crackers.

As I trudge through the forest, deer skip 
around me. If I found a rifle I could eat one, 
but the only thing in my pack that even 
vaguely resembles a weapon is a tin 
opener. I can see wolves on the prowl, but 
I keep my distance and they don’t bother 
me. I watch one kill a deer and realise that 
humans are no longer at the top of the 
food chain out here.

After a long, seemingly endless walk 
through the snow and along a frozen river, 
I see a shape in the distance that looks 
encouragingly man-
made. It’s a cabin. I 
burn my last few 
remaining calories 
sprinting towards it. 
It’s not much – 

there’s little else besides a single bed and 
a log burner – but it’s a vast improvement 
over my cave. 

I rifle through the cupboards and 
drawers and end up with a decent haul of 
medical supplies, warm clothes and 
canned food. I knew that tin opener 
would come in handy. But as cosy as the 
inside of the cabin looks, it’s still freezing. 
If I go to sleep – which is very tempting – I 
won’t wake up again. My next priority is 
finding fuel to start a fire.

I eat a can of peaches for an energy 
boost and step back out into the cold. A 
light snow is falling now and the daylight 
is fading. I spend an hour searching for 
wood, and manage to find a few dry logs. I 
toss them in the burner and a warm glow 
fills the cabin. I have enough supplies to 
survive for a couple of days in here, but I’ll 

still have to venture outside 
regularly to gather wood. 
Fire is the closest thing I 
have to a friend out here.

I stoke the burner with 
the remaining wood and go 

If the cold doesn’t kIll you In The Long DArk, the wolves wIll

 Humans are no longer at the 
top of the food chain out here 

READ ME
released September 2014 
(Early Access)
our review N/A
buy it Steam, £15
more www.intothelongdark.com

They recently added a  
coastal highway area.

sAM

AnDY KELLY
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nOW PLAYinG THE GAMES WE LOVE, RIGHT NOW

GET MORE fROM yOuR GAMING

nOW PLAYinG

http://www.intothelongdark.com


This month Blew up big 
spaceships that were a lot 
bigger than his spaceship. 
Did not go gentle.  
Also Played Dragon 
Age: Inquisition

to bed. The next morning I feel refreshed. 
I’m warm, I’m rested, I’m hydrated, and 
I’ve got food in my belly. I’m still stranded 
and alone in the middle of a brutal 
uncaring wilderness in the aftermath of 
an apocalyptic geomagnetic storm, of 
course, but hey, at least I’m alive. After a 
breakfast of beans and a candy bar I 
decide to go outside and gather wood in 
the morning sun.

It’s a beautiful, clear day. There’s no 
wind and the temperature is positively 
balmy compared to the previous morning. 
I forage for wood in a nearby forest and 
get a nice stack of cedar logs, which 
should get me through tonight. On my 
way back to the cabin I notice a deer 
carcass, half buried in snow. I walk over to 
it and cut off some meat.

Bad idea. Behind me I hear a snarl, then 
see a flash of razor sharp teeth. I try and 
fight it off, but the wolf is stronger than 
me, and I die in the struggle. It’s an 
unceremoniously harsh and sudden 
ending to my story, but that’s The Long 
Dark for you. 

G o to gamma,” I write sheepishly. 
The gamma sector holds a vital 
base: a gas mining facility that 

pumps major resources into the 
controlling team. resources generate 
buffs, and buffs are needed to capture 
the enemy base. I don’t often take charge 
in team games, but watching my team 
totally ignore the part where you win the 
game is killing me. “Capture gamma.”

I’m alone, cloaked, 
watching two enemy 
frigates circle the 
station: sharks to my 
minnow. Team 
composition is 
important in Fractured 

Space’s 5v5 space combat. My assassin 
ship is great for backcapping, taking out 
snipers and crippling big frigates, but we 
need our own tanks. I see a blue diamond 
warp into the sector next to me. Then 
another. And another. Here we go.

I rotate the camera to see another 
white, bulbous spaceship. It goes see-
through. I look to my right. Another white 
bulbous spaceship cloaks. Oh. I hit Tab to 
see that four of our five ships are 
assassins. Well, shit.

What ensues is dumb, and fun. We’ve 
lost, for sure, but we get to inflict some 
hilarious misery on the enemy. Here are 
four fast little buggers, cloaking and 
uncloaking, pelting them with rockets, 
then zipping away to cloak again. We’re 
totally ineffectual at everything except 

being big idiots while 
they whip their mice 
around looking for the 
slippery minnows that 
keep nipping at them. If 
you can’t beat ’em, 
make winning hell. 

havIng fun whIle losIng In FrAcTureD SPAce

  If you can’t beat ’em,  
make winning hell 

Floating around, waiting
for someone to harass.

Decloaking above an 
enemy feels so Romulan.

On the hunt.

READ ME
released Nov 20, 2014 (Early Access)
our review N/A
buy it Steam, £7
more fracturedspace.com

It’s not much, but it’s home.

Always find shelter
before it gets dark.

The weather can turn
deadly in seconds.

“

TYLER WiLDE
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This month Pushed other 
lanes, for once. Can you 
believe it!
Also Played Dragon Age: 
Inquisition, Dota 2, 
Fallen London

 A fter the game, in lobby chat, I 
share a few of the things I’ve 
picked up in my brief time with 

Smite. “use Purification Beads next time 
you see Ares’ chains fly out,” I say. “you can 
purge them before the stun.” I’ve only 
been playing for a few weeks, mostly in 
Arena – a 5v5 brawl mode that’s helping 
me unpick the complexities of pushing 
lanes in third person. I’m new, but it’s clear 
that those 2,000 hours of Dota 2 I’ve 
played aren’t entirely irrelevant. 

Somebody on the other team offers a 
few tips to an under-performing member 
of their own group. These are strangers, 
as far as I can tell, but there’s little of the 
griping or anxiety that I associate with 
Dota 2 chat. Perhaps it’s 
because we’re all at the 
beginning of the skill 
curve – famously, 
players only become 

problematic when they start to think 
they’re good – but I suspect it’s also 
something to do with Smite itself.

This is the gentler game, despite the 
greater emphasis on twitch action. It’s 
more forgiving, and harder for a single 
player to screw their entire team out of a 
win. While it can be frustrating when 
somebody screws up, the focus on 
minute-to-minute action makes these 
blunders seem less significant, somehow.

For me, the feeling is something like 
culture shock. I didn’t realise that pushing 
lanes could be pleasant. Competitive, 
exciting, frustrating, yes – but never 
relaxing. Never, ever, friendly – not with 
strangers. Not entirely. yet my early hours 
with Smite have been exactly that. I’ve 
jumped into Arena to have a nice time. 
Even Conquest – the proper, competitive 
mode – has been exciting, even when I’m 
losing. ‘People play these games for fun!’ I 
realise, suddenly seeing my huge 
investment in Dota 2 in a different light.

Don’t get me wrong – I don’t regret a 
minute of it. But I’ve never been very good 

at playing games for 
enjoyment alone. I want 
a challenge, I want to 
improve. I want the 
strife, sometimes, even 

dIscoverIng a frIendlIer world In SmiTe

 For me, the feeling is 
something like culture shock 

READ ME
released March 2014
our review PCG 266, 86%
buy it Free
more www.smitegame.com

if I could do without the most vicious stuff. 
I realise as I sink more time into Smite that 
I don’t take it quite as seriously because 
the people I’m meeting don’t, either: I’m 
less invested as a direct consequence of 
there being fewer dickheads. I’m not sure 
what that says about me. Maybe I’d be 
better off not finding out. 

Murder the fire giant,
claim his lovely buff.

Positioning is important. 
So is running away.

Often, I find that vikings
aren’t garish enough.

CHRis THuRsTEn 
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This month Got super 
pissed off in a land of 
childlike wonder.  
Also Played Game of 
Thrones, The Crew, 
Alien: Isolation

 So I’ve just fallen down a big hole 
filled with blue people. A blue man 
group. It’s like Vegas all over again. 

But how did I get here? Let’s rewind.
My uncle’s a right prat, leaving his 

physics-defying gadgets everywhere. 
What did he expect, that I wouldn’t try on 
the glowy power glove that propels me 
20ft into the air, then pull a lever to open a 
skylight, then stand on what looks 
suspiciously like a launchpad? Of course I 
do all these things, and now as I fly 
through space I’m super pissed because 
I’m pretty sure I left the oven on. 

I land with a depressed thump on a 
floating rock. Great, rocks float now. What 
else have you got in store, breathtakingly 
beautiful alien world? A magical 
grappling hook? Oh that’s just perfect. 

using it leads me to the Strays, the blue 
weirdos. One of them playfully jumps on 
my back. “Betcha can’t make that jump 
without the grappling hook,” she 
challenges, irritatingly. I 
ignore her and use the 
hook because I never 
commit to wagers with 
strange children. 

 T he first time I attended Lady 
Boyle’s party, I slit my host’s throat 
in the bathroom then peacefully 

wandered out again. The second and 
more recent time I attended Lady Boyle’s 
party, I piled up some sleeping men next 
to the bathtub, helped myself to her gold 
and other worldly possessions, then filled 
up on complementary bread and sausage 
before luring her into 
the basement. I darted 
her, then summoned a 
swarm of rats to eat her 
sleeping body alive. Oh, 

and there was a brief interlude where I 
decided to choke a load of party guests 
then pile them up in the larder without 
the maids noticing. Mission complete! I’m 
not the guy you want at your fancy ball. 

Had I planned for a cooler exit, I 
would’ve signed Corvo’s name on leaving, 
as I swaggered out of the party – sadly, I 
signed on the way in because I didn’t think 
about that until afterwards. Also, I’m just 
polite like that. Lady Boyle’s Last Party is 
one of the most brilliantly multilayered 
levels ever created, an intricately 
constructed and gorgeous setting that 
marks the peak of Dishonored’s various 
systems coming together, and the 
outcomes are as disturbing as you want 
to make them. It will always be Lady 

Boyle’s last party, but 
Arkane gives you the 
tools to make the event 
as awful or merciful as 
you like. 

This month used systems 
in an immersive sim to 
torture NPCs (again).
Also Played Shadow of 
Mordor, Dragon Age: 
Inquisition

BeIng the worst of party guests In DiShonoreD

  I piled up some sleeping men 
next to the bathtub 

endurIng A STory 
AbouT my uncLe

  I never commit to wagers with strange children 

READ ME
released May 2014
our review PCG 268, 78%
buy it Steam, £3
more www.coffeestainstudios.com

I meet with a king and defeat a 
mythical cave worm and sail through the 
stars on a floating galleon until I finally 
find my idiot uncle. His excuse? He’s been 

conducting ‘research’. 
With a scathing look I 
walk onto the 
launchpad and fly 
home, annoyed. 

READ ME
released October 2012
our review PCG 246, 92%
buy it Steam, £10
more www.dishonored.com

Have this, whale asshat.

That’s right, dance! While
 my tiny friends feed!

That’s the last time I try on the 
strangest glove I’ve ever seen.

BEn GRiffin

sAM ROBERTs
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Xenonauts  
 MODS  ReseaRch a betteR game 

The community has been quietly 
working away on this excellent 

X-Com-a-like since its release. Here 
are some of the best tweaks and 
improvements they’ve produced. PS

2

 D ayZ recently received an update 
allowing players to ‘collect’ and 
consume human flesh. If you too 

find the prospect of being a cannibalistic 
roleplayer’s tasty treat terrifying, 
MiniDayZ will prove a much-needed 
break. It’s a top-down retro-styled 
demake, originally created as a fan 
project before being sanctioned and 
hosted by Bohemia Interactive. 
Crucially, it’s singleplayer, 
giving you some respite 
from the casual sadism of 
the full game.

As in DayZ, you wake 
on the shore with no 
food, water or weapons. 
Status bars show whether 
your character is hungry, 
thirsty, cold, or losing blood. Your 
job, at the most basic level, is to stop each 
of these bars from bottoming out. Doing 
so requires travelling inland, and 
scavenging for supplies. That, in turn, 
requires facing off against a small horde 
of pixelated zombies.

The zombies are more difficult to deal 
with than in DayZ. It’s not that they’re any 
tougher, or more deadly, but they’re 

harder to avoid. You’ll find plenty hanging 
around towns or villages, and they’re hard 
to take down without sustaining a major 
injury – at least until you can find a good 
melee weapon. They are, at least, 
extremely dumb. Break line-of-sight by, 
say, running around the corner of a house, 
and they’ll stop undead in their tracks. By 

carefully shepherding them around, 
you can buy yourself the space 

to safely search houses for 
clothes, food and arms.

It’s still a challenge. 
Over multiple 
playthroughs, I’ve died in 
almost every conceivable 

way. Most harrowingly, I 
starved to death while 

nearing hypothermia after 
tearing up my shirt to bandage a 

near-fatal wound. Another time, I died of 
thirst because I hadn’t noticed that my 
backpack full of drink cans had been 
irreparably damaged while fleeing a 
village full of zombies. Then there was 
that time I was shot dead by a bandit. 
While there are no other players, the NPC 
humans are just as deadly. PS
www.dayz.com/minidayz

 WEBGAME  DayZ’s cuteR, less tRoubled bRotheR

MiniDayZ1

Zombies can’t catch me! Mostly
because I’ll die of hunger first.

       phil says...
 “In an 

homage to 
DayZ, the 
inventory is  
    pretty  
       janky.”

X:CE
The Community Edition 
mod provides bugfixes but 
also a mod platform full of 

variables for players to tweak. 
www.bit.ly/Xenonauts1

FirE in ThE hOlE
Makes sections of a UFO’s 
hull destructible, enabling 
you to create breach points 

away from the often deadly front door. 
www.bit.ly/Xenonauts2

UlTiMATE MEGAMiX 
MAP PACk
Xenonauts’ map pool is 
pretty limited. Skitso’s map 

pack does wonders for the game’s variety. 
www.bit.ly/Xenonauts3

UlTiMATE  
COMPilATiOn MOD
Grab Xenophobia – a 
compilation containing a 

range of mods, including the above. 
www.bit.ly/Xenonauts4
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P erkus Maximus sounds like a distant 
relation of Life of Brian’s Biggus Dickus. 
Despite the unfortunate name, it’s an 

excellent mod for any repeat trips through 
Skyrim. It completely overhauls the game’s 
skill trees, adding new abilities and 
redistributing existing ones in a way that 
more closely matches their intended use.

The magical additions are particularly 
useful. Where the vanilla game’s skill trees 
often fall back on admittedly useful stat 
gains, Perkus Maximus, or Patchus Maximus as 
I prefer to think of it, adds whole new spells 

with which to demonstrate your increased 
power. For instance, the Enchantment tree 
lets you attach elemental effects to your 
arrows, while Conjuration enables the 
summoning of your own personal Oblivion 

gate, should you need one. Thief and warrior 
skills get an overhaul too, enabling you to, for 
example, plant crafted gadgets or knock 
down attacking targets. PS
www.bit.ly/Perkus

 MOD  A SkYRIMUS MODIMUS

Perkus MaXiMus 

3

the inquisitor
 WEBGAME  Police PRoceduRal

L et’s get inquisitive!” would be 
my catchphrase if I were a robed 

fantasy detective called The Inquisitor. 
The makers of The Inquisitor were 
working under the time pressure of the 
Procedural Generation Jam, however, 
so I can forgive them for skipping that 
small detail.

each time you play, the game 
generates a randomised murder 
mystery. Your job is to talk to the 
seven suspects in order to check alibis, 
discover motives and unearth clues. 
Success requires that you correctly 
identify the killer, their murder 
weapon and their motive.

Naturally, the killer will lie to you, 
and even innocents may not tell 
the whole truth. But over time it’s 
possible to corroborate stories, search 
suspicious suspects and eventually 
build a picture of everyone’s 
movements around the time of death. 
The randomisation leads to a level of 
unpredictability that, more often than 
not, makes for a satisfying case. PS
www.bit.ly/InquisitorPG

5

 WEBGAME close encounteRs of the voxel kind

 A simple twin-stick shooter game 
about killing an endless wave of 
voxel aliens with guns, rockets and, 

for some reason, an AC-138 gunship. With 

all those resources, you think you’d be 
able to escape your perilous surroundings. 
Alas, no. You’re in this to the bitter end. PS
www.bit.ly/Critannihilation

a
C

CritiCal annihilation4

b

a b CAliEnS Hundreds of them 
will spawn throughout the 

map. They arrive in increasingly large 
numbers as you rack up the kills.

rOCkETS You have an endless 
supply of rockets, which can 

be useful for clearing out the bigger 
crowds. They’re slow, though.

AC-138 Get enough kills and 
you can activate the AC-138, 

swapping your rocket for a targeted 
death strike of spectacular power.

“

Unknowable Horror lets you cast 
Fear on undead. So now you know.
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There’s a game in 
here somewhere.

 I am out of throwing knives. This is bad, 
because flinging throwing knives at 
people is fun. What I do have is a shovel, 

and a dead Nazi who, for reasons 
related to my predicament, is 
wearing an abundance of 
knives. By hitting the Nazi 
with the aforementioned 
shovel, I can dislodge the 
knives and subsequently 
pick them back up. This is 
why Super Wolfenstein HD 
is a good game.

It’s Wolfenstein 3D with 
added physics. It was created for 
the Indies vs PewDiePie game jam, a 
72-hour challenge to make something 
dumb and fun. In this, it succeeded.

Thanks to the added physics, the 
rubber-faced Nazis wobble about the 
map, flailing their arms as they shoot. 

Despite this, they’re deadly and your 
initial ammo is limited – at least 

until you get the shovel. You 
do, however, have access 
to a neat trick or two. 
every wall is destructible, 
letting you open 
passages from which to 

ambush enemies.
Super Wolfenstein HD is 

short and highly entertaining. 
There’s not much depth to it, but 

it’s always amusing to watch your 
enemies ragdoll around. PS
www.bit.ly/WolfensteinHD

       phil says...
“Nazism  

has never
looked 
funnier.”

PhotoboMb
 FrEEWArE  social Justice

 H ere’s another 7DFPS game – 
this time, one that isn’t stupid. 

Photobomb is an investigative 
‘shooter’ about crime and social 
media, set after an explosion in a 
town square. Your job is to find the 
perpetrator by matching a timeline of 
photos to the scene.

every photo contains one of the 
suspects, each depicted by a different 
colour. Find the exact location of the 
shot, and you can take a picture – 
painting the suspects so that they can 
be identified as they move around the 
map. It’s up to you to find the one that 
planted the bomb on the bench.

You can work back and forwards 
through both the social feed and the 
square itself. Despite this, there’s a 
hard time limit of two minutes, after 
which you’re forced to choose and kill 
one of the suspects. 

The time constraint makes it 
difficult to identify the perpetrator. 
That’s deliberate, as is the fact 
that the feed may not contain the 
information you need. While the main 
objective is compelling, Photobomb 
also serves as a critique on the 
dangers of trial by social media. 
There’s no punishment for killing the 
wrong suspect. In fact, you’re thanked 
even if you end an innocent’s life. PS
www.bit.ly/Photo7DFPS

 To give the game its full title, it’s GAME OF THE 
YEAR: 420BLAZEIT vs xxXilluminatiXxx [wow/10 
#rekt edition] - Montage Parody The Game. It 

was created for 7DFPS – the week-long FPS game 
jam. Think of it less as a shooter, more as a window 
into the mind of a 14-year-old Mountain Dew addict. 
It’s a dubstep-infused After Effects orgy.

Mostly, it’s funny. You make your way through the 
level, shooting Illuminati terrorists, collecting Doritos 
and Mountain Dew, and struggling to understand. PS
www.bit.ly/420BlazeIt

 WEBGAME  IT ISN’T, ACTUAllY

GaMe oF the year 
420 blaZe it 6

 FrEEWArE  Physics in the thiRd Reich

suPer WolFenstein hD

8

7

The puppy party had
taken a dark turn.
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 M y own attempts to use the Far Cry 4 map editor have 
ended in atrocities committed against bears. Other 
people are somehow restraining their baser urges and 

creating fantastic mini-challenges. Ubisoft has published a 
selection of its own maps, found in-game through the search 
function. Here are three of the best. PS

Far Cry 4
 MAPS  custom challenges made by ubisoft

9
inFini-quest
 WEBGAME  PeRPetual silliness

The first thing I did in Infini-Quest 
was attempt to shave an angry 

horse. That, if you’re wondering, was 
the moment the game secured a 
place in this list. It was made for the 
Procedural Generation Jam, and takes 
the form of a simple text adventure 
filled with an endless number of 
potential interactions.

Decorate a dying shrub? Promise 
to haunt a hungry soldier? Make 
unrealistic promises to a nervous 
swan? In Infini-Quest, all things are 
possible. When you start, you’re 
shown a book. On the left page are 
possible actions; on the right are 
people and places. To perform an 
interaction, you drag your choice from 
the left page and onto the right. Then 
you’re told what happens.

Often, it will be silly. As I charged 
screaming at a friendly sheriff, I 
was told my character immediately 
regretted the decision. There were 
no consequences, it was flavour text 
designed to accentuate my foolhardy 
actions. later, however, trying to kiss 
the Queen of Denmark, I was seriously 
injured – lowering my health bar and 
bringing me closer to death. But while 
there is a fail state and an ultimate 
goal, Infini-Quest isn’t a game to 
be won. It’s about the journey. The 
strange, strange journey. PS
www.bit.ly/InfiniQuest

FlOATinGiSlAnD

  Another assault mission that challenges 
you to clear out all of the enemy soldiers. 

This time, physics takes a back seat. The action is 
set across numerous floating islands. To help you 
move around, your jump height is increased and 
fall damage is disabled. If that wasn’t enough, 
you’ve also got access to a fearsome pump-
action shotgun.

SniPinGFEST

 For something a little slower, there’s 
SnipingFest. Here, you start in the hills 

above an enemy camp with a silenced sniper 
rifle. even the most careful killer will eventually 
attract attention, but there’s plenty of cover to 
escape to. In fact, if you can draw the soldiers 
out of the camp, you’ll gain access to some 
particularly useful mortar cannons.

ElEPhAnTFUry

 This is not a complicated map to play. You 
have a heavy machine gun, an elephant 

and 24 enemy soldiers to kill. Also, there are a lot 
of explosive barrels. By now, you should know 
where this is going. The biggest challenge isn’t 
so much killing the enemies, as it is ensuring your 
elephant isn’t killed during your guns-blazing 
explosive entrance.

Far Cry 4 is a big 
sandbox filled with 
animals, guns and 

people to kill. Regularly 
these things will all come 
together in a glorious 
whirlwind of chaos, and 
occasionally people will 
post videos of the ensuing 
carnage. Here are a few 
favourites, from ridiculous 
in-game action through 
to absurd misuse of the 
game’s editor. PS

1  Wildlife safari
Perennial internet 

favourite the honey badger is 
set to work tormenting 
civilians. That in itself is fun 
enough, but the real treat in 
this video is when the bait hits 
a Golden Path pick-up truck. 
www.bit.ly/FarCry4-1

2  Beauty
I’d be remiss in not 

pointing out that Far Cry 4 is a 
good looking game. Here’s a 
pleasant montage of its 
more striking scenery, 
recorded at 4k and then 
downsampled to 1080p. 
www.bit.ly/FarCry4-2

3  Arena animal 
deathmatch

each creation must undergo 
validation checks before it is 
published. None of them 
apply if you’re just testing a 
map, which is why you can 
create an atrocity like this.
www.bit.ly/FarCry4-3

4  The bear pit
I mentioned above that 

I’d spent time doing hideous 
things to bears. Here’s one of 
them: a big pit lined with 
explosive barrels and filled 
with ursine victims. See www.
bit.ly/FarCryPCG for more.
www.bit.ly/FarCry4-4

maChinima
FAr Cry 4 GOeS MANIC IN THe MOUNTAINS
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Kerbal Space program only gets better with age. By Chris Thursten

 I still feel bad about the Duke 2 incident. 
Duke 2 was an attempt at sub-orbital 
flight, my first in this run at KSP’s newly 

fleshed-out career mode. Frugality is 
important in this simulation of a cash-
strapped space agency, and I’ve made it 
my mission to fly the fewest flights 
possible, each garnering as much science, 
funding and reputation as I possibly can. 

My first craft didn’t even leave the 
ground: Jebediah Kerman hopped out, 
took a sample from the landing pad, and 
went home. Duke 1 reached a decent 
altitude, checking off a handful of 
objectives – launch a vehicle, set a new 
altitude record.

Duke 2 was the first rocket to reach 
space, and I made a single, lethally dumb 
decision. I figured I’d try for an EVA – 
essentially commanding Jebediah to leap 
out of his command module and attempt 
to file a report while clinging to the rocket 

KSP is ultimately about overcoming 
your own imaginative hurdles. While there 
are ‘best’ ways to go about landing on the 
Mun, the nature of your craft, how you 
budget for weight, how you fly – all of 
these things are yours to control, and you 
are always pushing beyond the horizon of 
your understanding. It’s an extraordinary 
feeling: a mixture of game knowledge, 
creativity and actual scientific 
understanding that makes success in KSP 
feel quite unlike success in another type of 

game. Getting to the Mun and back in 
sandbox mode always felt like an 
extraordinary achievement, but as the 
developers flesh out the context for that 
achievement – funding and equipment 
restrictions, and so on – it grows and 
becomes something else. My far-more 
pragmatic third shot at running a proper 
space program currently involves setting 
up orbital depots in anticipation of a push 
to Duna. As real-NASA toys with the idea 
of a manned Mars mission, I’m getting to 
experience a fraction of what their 
success might feel like.

It’s not a perfect simulation: KSP is 
designed to reflect an accessible version 
of reality. But for most of us, that’s enough 
– and the more the developers do to 
invest that simulation with detail, the 
better. Careless launches (or descents) 
can now damage the space centre itself, 
incurring repair bills. Contracts can push 
you to test rocket parts in situations 
they’re not suited for, like igniting a 
booster in orbit, flinging your (hopefully 
unmanned) test vehicle into the great 
beyond. KSP is a fantastic game because 
it’s fun to fail, and the best demonstration 
of its growth is the way that my disasters 
have only grown more convoluted – and 
more significant – over time. If you think 
the Duke 2 incident was a bad idea, be 
glad that I didn’t explain what happened 
to Duke 7. There’d be an inquiry. 

in the midst of something less than a 
stable orbit. I’ve done this before. Angle 
the ship so the body of the vehicle sits 
between the astronaut and its direction 
of movement, click EVA, hope you can 
grab on before momentum takes you.

I didn’t click grab fast enough. Jebediah 
drifted away from his ship, grinning 
benignly. Camera-locked to the doomed 
Duke 2, I watched him die on re-entry. 

All this is made worse by the custom 
difficulty level I’ve built for myself. Mid-

mission save scumming is totally disabled 
and Kerbals do not respawn. Jebediah is 
dead, and he died because of a mistake I 
vow never to make again. This is exactly 
what I do (and don’t!) want from the 
beginning of a KSP campaign.

It was possible to achieve something 
like this in prior versions with mods or a 
little enterprising roleplay, and in many 
ways the ongoing development of KSP is 
the story of fan-rigged features becoming 
full-blown parts of the game. This raises a 
question: what exactly qualifies as the 
‘full version’ of KSP?

Let’s assume that you’re primarily 
interested in the base game. Current KSP 
has a far stronger sense of structure than 
it did previously. Sandbox mode is still 
available, and science mode replaces the 
vestigial career system that used to be: 
performing missions earns science, and 
science unlocks new nodes on a tech tree. 
The new career system combines this 
process with funding, reputation and 
mission systems that shunt your space 
program in different directions. You can 
enact expensive strategies to steer your 
agency – I like to create a ‘science funnel’ 
by using a fundraising drive to transform 
reputation into cash, followed by an 
outsourced R&D program that turns cash 
into science. More science means bigger 
rockets and greater gains . And higher-
profile disasters, of course.

AD ASTRA

READ ME
first reviewed

N/A
developer

Squad
publisher
In-house
requires

Dual core CPU, 3GB 
RAM, 512MB GPU

link
www.kerbalspace

program.com
community

www.reddit.com/r/
kerbalspaceprogram

  Jebediah is dead, and he 
died because of a mistake I 
vow never to make again  

be cost effective
Mount your lander on a rocket 
big enough to reach the Mun: 
you need a big fuel tank, not 
loads of power.

MUN SHOT Racing into space on a budget

balance your ship
Get it right and you’ll have 

enough fuel to halt your 
lunar orbit before you 

detach the lander itself. This 
makes it easier to get home 

afterwards.

easy does it
Gently ease down to the 
surface. Feather the throttle 
– gravity’s low, and a bouncy 
ship spells disaster. A wide 
landing base helps too.
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For once, it’s meant
to be on fire.

The timeless majesty
of an imminent cock-up.

I can’t believe
people really do this.

Don’t snap don’t snap
don’t snap don’t snap.

Just a flyby, this time –
landing comes later.

Not my most
ambitious expedition.

Look at that! How can you
not want to build that.

Eventually, you’ll get your
head around orbit transfers.

Well, somebody’s
not going home.

The tech tree channels
your creativity.



 T he story of The Dig begins in 1989 
with Steven Spielberg. While 
working on Amazing Stories – a 

science fiction anthology TV series he 
created for NBC – he dreamed up an 
ambitious yarn about an archaeological 
dig on an alien planet. Realising a 
television budget couldn’t do it justice, he 
put his idea on ice.

Then Spielberg found a way to bring his 
story to life, with a little help from his old 
pal George Lucas. Monkey Island creator 
Ron Gilbert and industry veteran Noah 
Falstein had developed an adventure 
game based on Indiana Jones and the 
Last Crusade for LucasArts, and Spielberg 
– an avid gamer – was impressed.

A meeting was set up at the Skywalker 
Ranch between Spielberg, Lucas, Gilbert 
and Falstein. Ideas were thrown around, 
and the concept for what would become 
The Dig gradually began to take shape. 
Spielberg envisioned the game as a cross 
between Forbidden Planet and The 
Treasure of the Sierra Madre. Indiana 
Jones in space.

It’ll never be as fondly remembered as 
Full Throttle or Sam & Max, but it’s one of 
the most interesting and unusual games 
LucasArts ever made.

It opens with a radio telescope 
detecting a deadly asteroid heading for 
Earth. The governments of the world 

devise a plan to knock the rock off 
course with a series of nuclear 

explosions. Michael Bay 
would use the same 
premise just three years 
later in his apocalyptic 
cheese-fest 
Armageddon.

A pre-mission press 
conference introduces us to 

the game’s stars: commander 
Boston Low, journalist Maggie 

Robbins, and scientist Ludger Brink. While 
other LucasArts adventures boast large, 
colourful casts, the majority of The Dig is 
spent in the company of these three and 
their conflicting personalities.

Robbins is uptight and combative. Brink 
is pompous and self-regarding. Low is 

In the years to follow, The Dig would 
suffer a prolonged and troubled 
development. Falstein eventually left the 
project, and Loom creator Brian Moriarty 
took the helm. The game was originally 
going to have RPG elements, such as 
locating food and water to stay alive, but 
ended up as a traditional point-and-
click adventure.

Over time the characters, 
story, and locations would 
change dramatically, but 
the fundamentals of 
Spielberg’s idea 
remained intact: 
archaeologists uncovering 
the remains of an ancient 
alien civilisation on another 
world, and then – under the 
influence of what they find there – 
turning on each other.

The Dig was finally released in 1995, 
with Robert Patrick (Terminator 2, The 
X-Files) voicing the lead role. Reviews 
were mixed at the time, but the game has 
since become something of a cult classic. 

GoinG interstellar in steven spielberG’s The Dig. By Andy Kelly

  The central mystery grabs 
you the moment you land 

READ ME
first reviewed

PCG 25, 87% 
developer

 LucasArts
publisher
In-house

release
1995

     Andy sAys...
“Use a guide. 
You’ll enjoy 
the game 
more.”

A derelict ship on an alien
world. Sound familiar?
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practical and easygoing. From the earliest 
scenes you can sense the tension in their 
dynamic, and it only gets worse as the 
game goes on and their situation grows 
more dire. The natural-sounding banter 
and confident acting are among the 
game’s strongest points.

The mission goes to plan, but there’s 
more to the asteroid than meets the eye. 
It’s actually an alien spacecraft, and 
whisks Low and his team to another 
planet, light years away. Getting home 
becomes their next priority, and this is 
where the game proper begins. The 
planet is never named, but a novelisation 
by Alan Dean Foster calls it Cocytus: the 
lowest circle of Hell in Dante’s Inferno.

That’s a dramatic name for what is 
actually quite a peaceful setting. 
Whoever lived on this barren world has 
long since gone, leaving behind strange 
ruins. The Dig is a slow, understated game 
that’s more Solaris than Star Wars. There 
are a few moments of action, including a 
run-in with a giant alien spider, but mostly 
you’re just wandering around, solving 
puzzles, and poking through the ruins 
looking for a way home.

Let’s talk about puzzles. They are, by 
far, the worst thing about the game. 
LucasArts puzzles are obscure at the best 
of times, but here they’re oblique to the 
point of farce. While shrinking a sweater in 
a dryer for 200 years to thaw out a frozen 
hamster in Day of the Tentacle was 
ludicrous, it was at least tethered 
(loosely) to real-world logic. The Dig is a 

them, he becomes erratic and illogical, 
behaving like a drug addict.

Like so many ambitious science fiction 
stories, The Dig falls apart at the end. All 
of the planet’s mysteries are explained in 
a single conversation, and it becomes a 
lot less interesting as a result. It’s the 
mystery that makes the game 
compelling, and losing it left me feeling 
slightly empty. It’s not that the big reveal 
is bad – just that not knowing is always 
more evocative than knowing.

The Dig scored 87% in our original 
review, but that was 19 years ago. Time 
has not been kind to it. The background 
art, music and atmosphere have held up, 
but the pointing and clicking has not. yet 
despite its flaws, I enjoyed replaying it. If 
Monkey Island was LucasArts’ summer 
blockbuster, this was their experimental 
art house movie, and I’m glad Spielberg 
chose to make a videogame. 

confusing morass of orbs, crystals and 
weird alien machinery that will have all 
but the most patient adventurers 
reaching for a walkthrough.

It gives you the feeling of being an 
archaeologist, deciphering the enigmatic 
culture of a lost alien civilisation, but it’s 
also incredibly boring. It’s the story, 
atmosphere, and characters that make 
The Dig worth revisiting. The central 
mystery grabs you the moment you land, 
and it’s intoxicating. It was the desire to 
find out more about it that got me 
through the worst of the puzzles.

Spielberg’s love of The Treasure of the 
Sierra Madre inspires one of the game’s 
biggest dramatic hooks. In the movie a 
gold discovery makes Humphrey Bogart’s 
character crazy and paranoid. In the game 
it’s a cache of crystals that can raise the 
dead, and it’s the geologist, Brink, who 
loses his mind. After being revived by 

ShipmateS

The crew of the Atlantis

Low pauses to admire the scenery.

These life-giving crystals 
aren’t all they seem.

The crew arrives on Cocytus.

The planet is beautiful, but dangerous.

Tensions rise as a return to 
Earth seems unlikely.

Maggie  
Robbins

Role  
Journalist  
Voiced by  
Mari Weiss

No-nonsense 
reporter gifted  
in linguistics.

bosTon  
Low

Role  
Commander
Voiced by  
Robert Patrick

Tough but good-
natured military 
veteran.

LuDgeR  
bRinK

Role 
Geologist 
Voiced by  
Steven Blum

Archaeologist 
with a high 
opinion of himself.
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The 

G r e at e s t  
Games 

on  PC

TAke coMMAnd

EmpirE: ToTal War
www.totalwar.com
Conquer the globe in this epically excellent 
historical strategy game. We gave it 94% 
for good reason: thrilling naval combat, 
still-staggering landscapes, and the 
ability to wreck stuff as the hated british.
ALTeRnATIVeLY XCOM: Enemy Within, 
Civilization V, Hearts of Iron III

HAve An AdvenTUre

Dragon agE: 
inquisiTion
www.dragonage.com
you can get 90 solid hours out of this 
fantasy rPG without even trying. Massive 
open environments, satisfyingly tactical 
party play, and tons to see and do.
ALTeRnATIVeLY Skyrim, Assassin’s Creed 
IV: Black Flag, Watch Dogs, Resident Evil 4

SHooT THingS

Far Cry 4
www.far-cry.ubi.com
The only game that lets you ride an 
elephant into a pig. The only game where 
honey badgers are more dangerous than 
men with guns. a good shooter elevated 
to greatness by its murderous wildlife. 
ALTeRnATIVeLY Metro: Last Light, 
Battlefield 4, Left 4 Dead 2

geT SoMeTHing for noTHing

HEarTHsTonE
www.us.battle.net/hearthstone
The Goblins vs Gnomes expansion pits 
gadget-packing gnomes against 
dynamite-loving goblins and throws in 120 
new cards. you can recruit legendary 
minions and even encounter mechs.
ALTeRnATIVeLY Smite, League of 
Legends, World of Tanks, Tribes: Ascend

Live AnoTHer Life

EliTE: DangErous
www.elitedangerous.com
David braben’s sequel to 1984’s landmark 
space combat game is finally out. It’s the 
most sophisticated virtual representation 
of our galaxy ever made, and you can fly 
through it shooting fools with lasers.
ALTeRnATIVeLY DayZ, World of Warcraft, 
Final Fantasy XIV: A Realm Reborn

reAd THe MAnUAL

risE oF FligHT
www.riseofflight.com
This six-year-old WWI flight sim endures 
by nailing the sensation of flying a 
creaking, juddering machine and shooting 
at someone in similarly rickety hardware. 
This is one for the connoisseur.
ALTeRnATIVeLY Farming Simulator, 
X-Plane 10, OMSI, Euro Truck Simulator 2

overcoMe ALL oddS

KErbal spaCE program
www.kerbalspaceprogram.com
you’ve experimented with phallic rockets 
of every size and shape, now why not 
launch into uncharted mod territory? 
There’s babbling NaSa radio chat, helpful 
autopilots, and even multiplayer.
ALTeRnATIVeLY Spelunky, Blade 
Symphony, Dwarf Fortress, Dark Souls

coMPeTe onLine

gEomETry Wars 3: 
DimEnsions
www.sierra.com/geometrywars
This is so much more than a very, very 
attractive twin-stick shooter. The newly 
3D grids are mesmerising, the new modes 
imaginative, and the action non-stop.
ALTeRnATIVeLY StarCraft II, Dota 2, 
Payday 2, Frozen Synapse

NeWeNTRY

NeWeNTRY

www.totalwar.com
www.dragonage.com
http://www.far-cry.ubi.com
http://www.us.battle.net/hearthstone
http://www.elitedangerous.com
http://www.riseofflight.com
http://www.kerbalspaceprogram.com
http://www.sierra.com/geometrywars
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IT’s ALLOVERIT’S ALL OVER...

Big Boss

Liquid 
Snake Solidus Snake Solid 

Snake

The BossZero

Cipher

Emma Emmerich
The Patriots

Gw AI

Otacon

La-Li-Lu-Le-Lo?

Ah, screw it.

Man with beard

hides in box.

Befriends wolf.

That’ll do.

...Until February 12

Revolver Ocelot
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