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Fragtastic 
voyage
The exciting, fast-paced QuakeCon 
reveal of Quake Champions and my 
recent Doom playthrough have both 
taught me something: I am prepared to 
do the ’90s again. 

This month’s cover feature dives into the 
challenges of bringing Quake back in a 
changed FPS landscape. There’s plenty 
more, too: Prey is a sci-fi game from the 
creators of Dishonored, and we’ve got a 
review of the new Deus Ex. Enjoy.
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P C  G a M E R

Have your say! 
Tweet us  

@PCGamer
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y o u r  r e v i e w s 
  Past few weeks has 

been pretty much 
nothing but Elite 
Dangerous. Perfect 
post-work chill game.
Callum Main
Unless your job is 
delivering metals  
to LFT 1425. Then 
it’s a bit of a 
busman’s holiday. 

  Playing Fallout 4 
with mods feels like 
I’m getting free DLC. 
It’s an adrenaline 
rush every time I 
install a new mod.
Luke Faivre
We dare say that 
many mods are 
probably better  
than the Wasteland 
Workshop DLC. 

  Been playing a  
lot of Overwatch!  
I tried Battleborn,  
as I got it from the 
Humble Bundle, but  
no one plays it.  
Makes me sad.
K Stryfe
On the plus side, 
plenty of people still  
play Overwatch. 

  Relapsed on  
WoW just before 
Legion drops. The 
pre-release stuff 
makes it feel like a 
new game.
CK
There are a lot of 
returning WoW 
players ahead of 
Legion. Remember: 
Pandaren are for life, 
not just expansions. 

  Zombie Night 
Terror. Beautiful, 
satisfying 
lemmings-but-
you’re-zombies.  
I’m starting to get 
stuck on it now.  
Don’t have the brainz.
Michael Blatherwick
Perhaps you should 
try eating some? 

I love the feel
I’m a huge fan of your 

podcast. I’m so glad you brought it 
back. I just had to write to tell you 
how much I love the feel and tone of 
your ’casts. You guys seem to be 
having fun, and your humor is 
intelligent, snarky and dry. I guffaw 
on the subway pretty regularly when 
listening to you all. I just wanted to 
say that we listeners appreciate a 
hilarious, irreverent podcast that 
doesn’t take itself too seriously 
and provides news and hot takes 
on PC gaming.

My hot take is that I don’t 
understand why everyone loves  
The Witcher 3. There are so many 
cutscenes that it feels like an 
interactive movie. Everything feels 
belabored, and why does everyone 
love the NPCs when they’re always 
repeating the same lines?
Miabi Chatterji

Thanks for the kind words, Miabi.  
As for The Witcher 3, hopefully  
we addressed its many fine points  
in last issue’s (281) Top 100 PC 
Games feature. PCG

Please don’t scrap 
Ever since the new format Buyer’s 
Guide, over six months ago, I’ve been 
meaning to write to say I love the 
new approach of providing three 
builds at different price points. Please 
don’t scrap this really useful feature. 
Mark Young

Thanks, Mark. We’re very happy with 
the new Buyer’s Guide, which is why 
it’s not going anywhere—despite its 
absence this month. It had to make 
way for Deus Ex: Mankind Divided—

the review code came in earlier than 
expected and it was the only way we 
could fit in Andy’s huge verdict. PCG

Placed neatly 
This question is to Holly Nielsen, 
who wrote about playing Oblivion 
(issue 280). In the screenshot of 
Rosethorn Hall, behind her character, 
there are two bookshelves with books 
placed neatly inside them. How did 
she do it? I can’t stack them that 
neatly no matter how hard I try. 
Nuhash Tarafdar

According to Holly, it’s a feature of 
the mod A Better Rosethorn Hall. You 
can find it at www.bit.ly/rosemod. If 
you’re unfamiliar with Oblivion 
modding, your best bet is the Nexus 
Mod Manager, which can be found 
through the same link. PCG

Games you feature
Have you demos for the games you 
feature in PC Gamer? 
Barry Kelleher

Nope. Perhaps try Steam. PCG

Poor saps 
Chaps, you have so disappointed me! 
I trusted you, but you let me down in 
a big way. I’m building a nice shiny 
PC and where do I look for advice on 
the build? PC Gamer’s Buyer’s Guide. 
I worked my way through your 
recommendations and bought a 
NZXT S340 case. It’s nice, and fitting 
the components is easy, but where do 
I put my DVD drive? Oh, I can’t, 
because it doesn’t support one. How 
do I load Windows? How do I play 
games from the disc? I’ll try a USB 
drive and find out, but please put a 
warning in the mag so that poor saps 
like me don’t fall foul of this 
omission. Apart from that, keep up 
the good work. The mag is great. 
Bill Gibson

We’ll look into adding a note about 
this in future—space is a factor with 
the Buyer’s Guide. The good news is, 
external DVD drives are available, 
slim and cheap. PCG

Awfully good 
You guys are constantly doing lists for 
the best games. Why not do a list of 
the games with the best soundtracks? 
There’s some awfully good music out 
there, and I’ve probably missed one 
or two of them. 
Troy Williams

PCGamer.com has already rounded 
up the year’s best game music at 
www.bit.ly/pcgtracks. PCG

w i N N e r !

Miabi: likes our podacasts,
dislikes The Witcher 3.

s H o o TL i K eC L i C K w A T C H F o L L o w s e N D

steamcommunity.com
/groups/pcgamer

facebook.com
/pcgamermagazine

pcgamer.com @pcgamer
PC Gamer, Future US Inc, 1 Lombard 
Street, Suite 200, San Francisco,  
CA 94111 

pcgamer@futurenet.com  

youtube.com/user 
/pcgamer

S E N D
Your hottest takes. A free Steam key for 

the letter of the month!
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This month, I blasted through 
2016’s brilliant Doom game, 
and it dawned on me that 
between this and 
Wolfenstein, Bethesda has 

published the two best singleplayer 
first-person shooter games since the 
original Modern Warfare. While Call of 
Duty campaigns have got sillier and 
arguably less inventive with time—
although this year’s space setting could 
represent a change on that front—
Wolfenstein and Doom show it’s possible 
to remix the older traditions of first-
person shooter campaigns into something 
fresh and exciting.

If QuakeCon is anything to go by, Bethesda 
seems to be taking the same approach to a 
whole bunch of PC-friendly sub-genres. 

With Quake Champions, this month’s cover 
game, you’ve got the high-energy revival of a 
beloved arena shooter, tailor-made to appeal 
to a generation who spent the first few years 
of the noughties fragging relentlessly in 
Quake III: Arena. In Prey, made by the team 
at Arkane Austin who worked on the 
original Dishonored, you have a kind of 
spiritual successor to System Shock 2. 
Between it and Dishonored 2, Bethesda 
seems as interested in keeping the 

immersive sim as alive as we are. With the 
real System Shock 3 also in the works, 
alongside the ongoing journey of Adam 
Jensen in the superb revived Deus Ex series, 
that genre is now in the best state it’s been 
since the early 2000s. 

Blasts from the past
Sequels to Doom and Wolfenstein seem 
inevitable at this point, too, and assuming a 
follow-up to The Evil Within is also on its 
way—itself a kind of follow-up to Resident 
Evil 4, one of the best action games ever 
made—Bethesda’s remit seems largely 
driven by strong efforts to keep 
oft-neglected types of games alive (and Elder 
Scrolls Online). Our fingers are tightly 
crossed that these games live up to their 
various predecessors. 
Samuel Roberts

SequelS to Doom  
anD WolfenStein  

Seem inevitable at  
thiS point

old is new again
quakeCon demonstrated how Bethesda is keeping classic genres thriving

T H E  T O P  S T O R Y
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THE MONTH IN PC GAMING
highS & loWS

highs
Prey

Nothing to do with the original, but a very 
cool-looking sci-fi immersive sim. 

lucioball in overwatch
Free, fun modes to match the season are 
most welcome in Blizzard’s gigantic FPS.

gTa online
The ever growing online platform gets a 
track editor for its absurd racing mode.

system shock Remastered
The remake of the cult classic PC title 
beat its Kickstarter goal by miles, plus 

the demo is good. 

evolve
Stage 2 and new events give Turtle 

Rock’s 4v1 monster shooter a boost. 

lows

we happy Few
As refined as its striking E3 trailer was, 
We Happy Few is many country miles 

away from being finished.

no Man’s sky hype
Boy, this got out of control, which will 

happen when people spend almost three 
years waiting for a game to come out.

Battleborn
Gearbox’s FPS sold below expectations 

according to Take Two.

deus ex’s story
Definitely one of the year’s best games, 

but the script is lacking. 

Telltale’s Batman
The formula for Telltale’s games has got 
tired enough for Batman to be boring.

The spirit of the ‘90s lives on, only 
without the neon clothing.

Wolfenstein roared 
back in style.

Doom is  
the shit.
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‘vanquish’ is the 
activation word for  

a generation of small 
remote explosives

t
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technology isn’t quite where it 
needs to be. Either The Spy is 
currently in the presence of a 
former Russian agent who sold 
Gerald Preston’s weaponized tractor 
specs to Cuba, or that’s a labrador. 

In any case, it’s good to keep one 
eye on the future. Rockstar Games, 
frequently the subject of rumors 
that turn out to be total horseshit, is 
“also hard at work on some exciting 
future projects that will be revealed 
soon”, Take Two’s financial results 
for the previous quarter reveal. A 
new GTA seems unlikely so 
(relatively) soon after V and with 
Online still making more money 
than The Spy has ever seen. Rather, 
everyone thinks this will be a sequel 
to acclaimed cowboy-’em-up Red 
Dead Redemption, the original of 
which never came to PC for reasons 

that will be forever 
elusive. Whatever it is, it 
will generate serious 
dollars.

The Spy’s own 
finances cannot be 
discussed publicly, 
mainly because the 
majority of The Spy’s 
savings are tied up in a 
discreet bank located in a 
country that hasn’t 

existed since the Soviet Union 
collapsed. That was another life, 
though, decades ago, when it was 
OK to maintain illegal finances 
because no one could bother you on 
Twitter about it. 

On the subject of time that has 
long since passed, iNews24 dropped 
a story (translated by Kotaku) that 
claimed a StarCraft HD remake is 
going to be announced in 
September, with improved visuals 
and UI. This apparently comes from 
internal sources at Blizzard, who 
said they had no announcements to 
make when asked about it. If it turns 
out to be true, it’s not impossible a 
similar Warcraft remake could 
appear down the line

The Spy’s own translations have 
themselves over the years yielded 
mixed results: installing democracy 
in a country that didn’t request it, 
for example, or mistaking the 
French words ‘poisson’ and ‘piscine’ 
and ending up wearing a pistol-
concealing swimming costume to an 
aquarium. Spy out. 
The Spy

The Spy thought 
True Lies was a 
documentary.

he Spy has been called many things 
since the end of the Cold War: 
espion, shpion, katáskopos and 
Jiàndié. Coincidentally, these all 
mean ‘spy’ in a number of different 
languages. The countries in question 
are the last known destinations of a 
shaggy-haired informant named 
Gerald Preston, creator of the 
military’s first weaponized tractor 
(The Spy needs him, and more 
importantly his 
blueprints, intact), and 
also where The Spy goes 
whenever there’s a 
wodge of annual leave to 
use up before the end of 
the financial year.

The Spy has an eye on 
the enemies of the free 
world even while 
downing the seventh 
mojito of the morning. 
Vanquishing the world’s enemies by 
any means necessary is a task that 
can’t be delayed by a holiday, even if 
The Spy would really like to have a 
go on that unattended banana boat 
over there.  

In The Spy’s line of work, the 
word ‘vanquish’ is often employed 
in lieu of ‘kill’, ‘murder’ or ‘maim’. 
Partly this is for eloquence—The 
Spy often has to maintain a double 
life as a loquacious lexicologist to 

get close to the 

well-read dictator of a republic—but 
also because ‘vanquish’ is the 
activation word for an entire 
generation of small remote 
explosives. Working it into a natural 
conversation is surprisingly difficult.

cult shooter
One way of maintaining the ruse in 
such a situation is to talk about a 
computer game that, coincidentally, 
is also known as Vanquish—a robot 
suited third-person shooter that 
seemingly only members of the 
games media have played. Word is, 
the 2010 Xbox 360 and PS3 cult hit 
may finally be defecting to PC, 
based on the cryptic words of 
Platinum Games’ Atsushi Inaba. 

“It would be a good idea to 
release Vanquish on PC,” Kotaku 
told Inaba. His response? “Hrm. I 

wonder… If you stop recording, I 
can talk about that.” In the spy 
business, we call that last part “off 
the record”, which means you can’t 
talk about that information with 
anyone else unless you’re (a) quietly 
sharing a midnight brandy with a 
known Soviet mole at the bar of the 
Savoy Hotel in Moscow, or (b) you 
dump the information on Wikileaks 
for a laugh. Assuming neither of 
these eventualities occur, it appears 
Platinum is teasing Vanquish on 

PC—or at least, thinking about 
it. 

The Spy is all about 
future projects. 
Currently, The Spy is in 
the R&D testing phase 
of a piece of 
smartphone spyware 
that sends a warning 
message to headquarters 
every time someone 
accused of stealing 
secrets takes a selfie. So 
far, The Spy has merely 
tested this app on dogs, 

and the face-matching 
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Why that name? Arkane is pretty clear on 
this point: the new Prey has nothing to do 
with the original, or its cancelled sequel. 
“Arkane specializes in one kind of game,” 
says Ricardo Bare, lead designer for Prey. 
“We make first-person immersive 
sims—games with depth—and we wanted 
to do something with science fiction. Our 
brand of game, but in a science fiction 
setting on a space station with aliens. 
Bethesda had this name, Prey. And it’s a 
really great name and it matched the 
concept we were thinking of.”

Essentially, Arkane wanted to do a 
sci-fi game and Bethesda had a sci-fi 
name. “In terms of a high-level concept, 
it’s like aliens on a space station, survival 
kind of stuff. It was a good fit,” says Bare. 
“But there’s no fictional connection, and 
no universe connection if you want that.”

As strange as the origin is, keep one 
thing in mind: Arkane is making a sci-fi 
immersive sim. Whatever the 
circumstances, that’s a good thing. The 
QuakeCon trailer suggests a dark, intense 
tone, as the main character fights off 
shadowy alien beings across a decrepit, 
seemingly abandoned space station. 
That’s not the whole story, though. During 
the QuakeCon opening keynote, the 
audience was shown the first footage of 
Prey. Yes, it’s dark. Yes, it’s intense. Yes, 
it’s set on a space station where things 
have gone very wrong. So far, so System 
Shock. Then the protagonist transforms 
into a mug and starts rolling around.

“The tone is grounded and serious 
mostly, and then there are, as with any of 
our games, little notes—there will be a few 
funny little things,” says Raphael 
Colantonio, Prey’s creative director. “The 
mug thing is funny because the player 
makes it funny, right? But the power itself 
is that you turn into an object. If you 
bounce around as a cup, it might look 
funny but hey, you did it. The tone of the 
game itself is pretty grounded.”

taken for a mug
The transformation is part of the mimic 
ability, which the protagonist, Morgan Yu, 
can learn from the aliens he (or she) is 
battling. Yu transforms into a mug in order 
to roll through a gap in a security window, 
into a locked room. “Some players are like, 
‘You know what? I’m going to turn into a 
turret. That’s badass, and I’m going to 
mow the aliens down,’” says Bare. 
“Somebody else is going to bounce 
around like a silly person as a coffee mug 
going, ‘Bonk bonk bonk bonk bonk!’ It’s 
totally player driven, so go for it!”

As comical an image as it is, the 
bouncing mug is going to require some 
context. Prey takes place on the space 
station Talos One. “When you emerge 
onto the station, it’s just moments after 
the disaster has happened,” says Bare. 
“Not everyone is dead. Most people are 
dead, but not everyone. The aliens are 
running around and taking over 
everything. They’re up to something, but 
you don’t know what. You don’t know why 
you’re on the station or how you got there 
or what the hell is going on. That’s the 
initial driving thrust, just to figure those 
things out. Then you figure out, ‘How do I 
survive and escape?’”

Pre-disaster, Talos One is involved in 
human experimentation. Hence the 
Neuromods, which grant powers when 
Morgan injects them into an eye—like an 
extreme version of BioShock’s Plasmids. 
Using Neuromods will upgrade Morgan’s 
human abilities, such as strength, speed 
and resilience. The weirder stuff, such as 

I
was disappointed when Prey 2 was 
canceled. Even if, as Bethesda claimed, 
Human Head’s sequel wasn’t up to its 
quality standards, I still loved the idea of 

playing a bounty hunter on an alien world. Sadly, 
that game is gone. In its place, we have Arkane’s 
Prey. Luckily, it too sounds pretty fascinating. 

  

The immersive sim that  
lets you turn into a mug

P R E Y

“You don’t know whY 
You’re on the station or 
what the hell is going on”

release
2017

Developer
Arkane Studios

publisher
Bethesda Softworks

link
prey.bethesda.net

n e e d  t o  k n o w

F i r s t 
l o o k

  November 2016    15

Prey

P R E V I E W



16    November 2016

P R E V I E W

The art style is Dishonored with
a splash of BioShock. In space.

Fabricate the right equipment,
and you can explore outside.
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“their abilitY to imitate 
objects is not driven bY a 
level designer’s scripting”

The alien is an alien. Is
the stool also an alien?

mimicking inanimate objects, is learned 
by scanning the aliens.

Prey reminds me a little of Arkane’s 
Dark Messiah of Might & Magic. There’s a 
similar sense that the environment is part 
of your toolbox—more so than in 
Dishonored. Later in the QuakeCon demo, 
we see Morgan throw an imploding 
grenade that recycles nearby items. You 
can use it to clear obstacles from your 
path, but also to gather materials that can 
be spent at a Fabrication Station to 
materialize almost any item in the game.

“There’s an interesting thing,” reveals 
Colantonio. “Since we can re-fabricate 
anything, if you find the plan for the 
Neuromod—the thing you put in your eye 
to get your powers—you can fabricate 
those. It’s a hard plan to find, but once you 
do, you could sacrifice everything to just 
upgrade your character.” A big part of 
Prey will be finding your preferred 
playstyle and speccing in that direction. 
“Say what you’d really like is to shoot with 
a shotgun,” says Colantonio. “You can 
recycle those and keep refabricating 
shotgun shells, and then you’re the guy 
with the shotgun in this playthrough.”

If you do prefer weapons, fabrication 
will be key. Out on the station, ammo will 
be scarce—not because Prey wants to be 
a survival horror, but because Arkane 
wants to encourage you to experiment 
with the full toolbox. “If you provide 
enough guns, people are going to use 
guns because people always go to the 
most direct path,” says Colantonio. “And 
so for us having a limited amount of guns 
and ammo can encourage players to 
explore with other kind of mechanics and 
be more creative, which is, I think, more 
rewarding as well.” That means the 
aforementioned shotgun playthrough is 
possible, but at the cost of developing 
your character in a broader way.

It’s just one example of how Prey aims 
to offer a freedom of approach. Here’s 
another: Arkane calls Prey an ‘open 
space-station game’. “It’s the right scale,” 
says Bare. “Because when you think of 
open world, you think, ‘I’m jogging 
through the forest for 13 miles’ or 
whatever. It’s the case that you can go all 
over the space station, but it’s like a 
zoomed-in scale. It’s one big facility, and 

our level of detail is really high. Sometimes 
you can go into an area where you’ll just 
get your ass handed to you because you 
shouldn’t have gone there yet.”

right to choose
It’s stuff like this that makes me excited 
about Prey, and why I love Arkane Studios 
and immersive sims in general. There’s an 
environment, a threat and a whole bunch 
of approaches. Sometimes that means 
getting out the shotgun, other times it’s 
hiding in a vent and occasionally it means 
transforming into a common household 
object before using the ‘Kinetic Blast’ 
ability to propel yourself onto another 
floor. Choices are good. Ridiculously 
entertaining choices are better.

Many of the guns shown in the demo 
look suitably sci-fi with their LED ammo 
counter. At the same time, they’re just 
basic guns—shotgun, pistol and other 
things you’ve fired before. But one stands 
out: the Gloo Gun. It fires out a liquid resin 
that hardens, freezing enemies in place. It 
also has a secondary function, creating 
new paths around an arena. “We like to 
give players tools that have multiple uses,” 
says Bare. “Not just in the guns or 
gadgets, but also with the powers.”

Arkane has specifically designed 
overlap between various guns, skills and 
powers. “If you decide you’re a person 
with just powers,” says Bare, “you have a 
way to accomplish some of the same 
things a person who has a Gloo Gun can 
do.” For example, players who want to 
reach a higher ledge can use the Kinetic 
Blast power, create a new path with the 
Gloo Gun, or could hack a security door 
that leads to a stairwell. This is classic 
immersive sim design and suggests 
there’ll be plenty of ways for the player to 
improvise some creative solutions.

The AI, too, has the capacity for 
emergent behavior. Just as you can turn 
into a mug, so can the aliens you learn the 
power from—a combat wrinkle that’s 
reminiscent of Garry’s Mod’s Prop Hunt 

mode. “It’s not scripted behavior,” says 
Bare. “Their ability to imitate objects is 

not driven by a level designer’s scripting, 
it’s just something they have as a behavior. 
They’re like, ‘OK, there are 20 physics 
objects in this room on my list of things I 
can turn into… Oh God, the player’s 
coming! Hide!’”

You, a space station full of aliens and 
emergent systems that support everything 
from tense, brutal combat to daft object 
shenanigans. I can’t wait to see more.
Phil Savage
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Publisher
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Open-world robot shooting in a 
gorgeous sci-fi landscape

T h e  S i g n a l  
F r o m  T ö l v a

O
ne of the more intriguing 
indie announcements of 
late came in the form of 
this free-roaming science 

fiction game from the creators of Sir, 
You Are Being Hunted. The visual 
style of The Signal from Tölva is the 
work of the brilliant Ian McQue, 
formerly of Rockstar Games, 
who regularly shares his 
gorgeous and evocative sci-fi art 
on social media. 

Here Ian is helping to create a world 
that deliberately evokes old sci-fi 
paperbacks and prog rock album covers. 
The game is about uncovering the truth 
behind a signal coming from the planet 
Tölva, while also blasting robots and 
exploring a mysterious world. You control 
disposable robots on the surface of this 

planet, looking for scrap and investigating 
signals in different locations. Unlike Big 
Robot’s previous procedurally generated 
project, the environment is more 
handcrafted this time – and it’s four times 
the size, too. 

In your travels you’ll encounter other 
robots exploring this world and 
breaking out into fights across its 
surface, thanks to what sounds like 
sophisticated AI. You can get these 
droids to join you in your own fight for 

territory, too. 
We should learn more about The 

Signal later in the year, but the reveal 
teases a fun mix of discovery and 
large-scale sci-fi action. It has the sort of 
less obvious sci-fi look and theme that 
easily pleases geeks like us.
Samuel Roberts

F I R S t 
L o o k

t h e 
S t o R y

Leaving humans 
behind, AI have gone 
looking for an extinct 

civilization on an 
alien world.
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But while the abstract, labyrinthine levels 
of that game felt suitably Lovecraftian, this 
world has to make more sense. Because 
you’re not exploring an ancient, forgotten 
underworld; you’re slaying vampires in 
Nebraska. “Near Dark and The Lost Boys 
are my tonal poles,” says Pittman. “And 
Buffy probably falls somewhere in 
the middle.” So while the procedural 
generation still creates random 
levels, it does so according to a more 
grounded ruleset. “In Eldritch, messy 
and chaotic levels were somewhat 
desirable,” says Pittman. “Or, frankly, I 
used the theme as a crutch to avoid 
solving some hard problems. Brick walls 
would join to caverns or ancient ruins with 
little regard for spatial or functional 
coherency. So in Slayer Shock, I’m trying 
to model more familiar spaces.”

It’s in this understated suburban 
setting that my first mission takes place, 
which is to steal three mysterious vampire 
artifacts. The finished game will have 
more meaningful objectives, but the 
pre-alpha version I’m playing is very much 
a test bed. I wander the streets, poking 
around in the houses, encountering a 
variety of vampires. “Most of the enemies 

are little monstrous Count Orlok-esque 
vampire Minions,” says Pittman. “They’re 
spawned dynamically using an AI 
manager, and they’re weak but can be 
dangerous in large numbers. Then there’s 
the passing-for-human category, including 
Elites and Leaders. They’re tougher 
fighters who dodge, keep their distance 
and attack with projectiles. Leaders are 
stronger, uniquely named Elites with 
transformative and persuasive powers.”

When I kill a vampire with my stake it 
explodes in a puff of twinkling dust. This 
so-called vampire dust is Slayer Shock’s 
currency, used to buy upgrades and 
better weapons. Your main objective is to 
research better gear, then hunt and 
destroy the vampire Leaders over the 
course of a season. But they also pop up 
periodically to attack or taunt you. They’re 
bosses essentially and you can exchange 
dust to reveal their location.

You do so at a college coffee shop, 
which serves as your and your fellow 
hunters’ base of operations. A scattering 
of NPCs offer upgrades and equipment, 
and I exchange some dust for a nail gun. 
That should come in handy for my next 

mission, a night patrol. The 
generated missions are selected 
from a map and completing one 
reduces the vampiric threat in a 
particular area of the city.

story tIME
Pittman’s love for immersive sims is clear 
and he wants Slayer Shock to have the 
qualities of that genre. “I want it to provide 
lots of opportunities to generate player 
stories,” he says. “In other words, some 
confluence of variables sets up an exciting 
scenario and the player feels like they can 
experience something unique, unexpected 
and memorable. Each mission has a 
random chance of incorporating a ‘twist’, 
for example, like a level plunged into 
darkness, forcing you to use a flashlight.”

It’s a fascinating procedural generation 
experiment. Even the characters’ clothes 
are randomly generated. While short on 
visual personality and fidelity, Pittman’s 
games are always imaginative, intelligent 
and feel great to play, so it’ll be interesting 
to see how it stacks up to the hand-crafted 
Neon Struct and how it builds on the fun 
but limited Eldritch.
Andy Kelly

D
avid Pittman’s previous game, Neon 
Struct, was a brilliantly minimalist, 
confident homage to the immersive sim, 
full of bespoke, carefully crafted levels. 

In Slayer Shock, however, he’s returning to the 
chaotic procedural generation of his Lovecraft-
inspired dungeon crawler, Eldritch.

  

Procedurally generated vampire 
slaying from the creator of Eldritch

S L A Y E R  S H O C K

“I want It to provIde  
lots of opportunItIes to 
generate player storIes”

release
Early 2017

Developer
Minor Key Games

publisher
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link
www.slayershock.com
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p l a y e d  
i t

One of the better lockpicking
minigames I’ve played.
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If all else fails, break out
your trusty wooden stake.



This crossbow will make
short work of a vampire.

Watch out for
these big guys.
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FTL meets Star Control in this 
intriguing space RPG

T h e  L o n g 
J o u r n e y  h o m e

T
his is a space exploration 
RPG inspired by such 
games as Starflight and 
Star Control, but with the 

replayability of a roguelike. It’s set “in 
a procedurally generated, endlessly 
surprising living universe inspired by 
modern science fiction shows like 
Farscape and Firefly” according to 
Daedalic, and is quite a shift from the 
developer’s usual point-and-click fare.

F I R S T 
L O O K

The setup is reminiscent of Star Trek 
Voyager, with a jump drive malfunction 
catapulting you, your crew, and your ship 
to the other side of the galaxy. Now it’s 
down to you to find your way home, and 
your journey should be an interesting one. 
The developer is promising “complex 
quests and moral dilemmas”, secrets 
buried on ancient worlds, and also danger. 
Lots of danger.

Your diverse crew of experts includes 
scientist Lebedev, Iacovelli the engineer, 
Malhotra the botanist, astronaut 
Barrasso, and others. Their knowledge is 
your most precious commodity, and you 
get to choose who to take with you on 
each attempt to return home.

Star Control combined with FTL is a 
tantalizing prospect, and Daedalic is also 
promising a focus on story and believably 
human characters, to give the journey 
some extra drama and emotion. I also like 
the idea of having to use diplomacy to deal 
with potentially hostile alien races.
Andy Kelly

release
September

Developer
Daedalic Entertainment

publisher
In-house

link
www.tljhgame.com
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E
ngland has been devastated by a nuclear 
attack, but deep in an underground 
fallout shelter one person is still alive. 
The Bunker is the story of John, a timid 

man who was born in this network of musty 
subterranean tunnels. Everyone else is dead and his 
mother was the last to go. The game opens with 
him weeping by her bedside as she passes away.

independent film, its cast including Adam 
Brown (The Hobbit) as John, Sarah 
Greene (Penny Dreadful) as his mother 
and Grahame Fox (Game of Thrones) as 
the bunker’s commander. It’s impressively 
seamless too. On several occasions I sat 
waiting for a scene to progress, only to 
realize it was patiently awaiting my input.

You can wander freely around the 
eerily quiet bunker using a point-and-click 
interface to open drawers, listen to tape 
recordings, access computers and read 
documents. It’s surprisingly tactile, John’s 
hand reaching out to flick switches and 
turn pages as you click them.

The first act sets the scene and gets 
you familiar with the bunker. I made a 
mind-map as I explored its various rooms. 
You go through John’s mundane routine 

with him a couple of times—including, 
curiously, eating a tin of beans on the 
toilet—until something unexpected 
happens that sets the story in motion.

LONE SURVIVOR
I only got a taste of these early sections in 
my playthrough, before any of the really 
scary stuff happens. But even when you’re 
just silently exploring this place, the game 
is dripping with atmosphere. Splendy cites 
The Shining as an influence, and you can 
definitely feel echoes of the Overlook 
Hotel in John’s claustrophobic prison. I 
wonder if the strange things he 
encounters in the bunker are supernatural 
or a figment of his imagination.

The Bunker is an intriguing 
experiment, combining a traditional 
adventure game with a well-produced 
indie horror movie. The section I played 
was slow and exploratory, but the 
developer promises tough The Walking 
Dead-style snap decisions that will affect 
the outcome of the story and how John 
deals with the nightmares awaiting him in 
the depths of the bunker.
Andy Kelly

The developer 
promises Tough ‘The 
Walking dead’-sTyle 
snap decisions

p l a y e d  
i t

  

A live-action horror adventure 
about the end of the world

T h e  B u n k e r

Devastated, he relies on the comfort of his 
daily routine—checking his radiation 
levels, taking vitamins, repairing the 
bunker—but his loneliness and fear soon 
begin to manifest themselves in terrifying 
ways. “You’ll venture deeper and deeper 
into the bunker,” says developer Splendy. 
“And find long forgotten areas, uncovering 
dark and repressed memories that will 
reveal terrible secrets.”

Shot on location in a decommissioned 
nuclear bunker in southeast England, The 
Bunker is entirely live-action, and has the 
production values of a quality 
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release
September

Developer
Splendy Interactive

publisher
Green Man Gaming

link
www.splendy.co.uk

n e e d  t o  k n o w

You’ll see John growing up
through flashbacks.
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THELOOTCRATE
EXPERIENCEATSAN
DIEGOCOMIC-CON

WITHGAMESRADAR+
After the immense success of our

partnershipwith Loot Crate last
year, we joined forces oncemore

at this year’s San Diego Comic-Con. From
comics and TV shows tomovies and
games, SanDiego Comic-Con is a
wonderland for anyonewho loves
superheroes, film, art, and everything in
between. Celebrities host panels to talk
about their upcoming projects, there are
sneak peeks for new comic series, and

hundreds of people cosplay as their
favorite characters. Not tomention,
there’s beautiful art on display and tons
of swag to purchase.Wewere ecstatic to
team upwith Loot Crate again.

In case you you’re wondering what a
Loot Crate is, allow us to enlighten you: it’s
a subscription service that sends you oodles
of swag and collectibles, many of which you
can’t get anywhere else. GamesRadar+ and
Loot Crate’s collaboration brought the

SDCC exclusive Gallery of Heroes crate and
the Loot4Fangirls crate to the show floor.

Gamers competed against each other in
The Culling, a game featuring battle royale
style matches, throughout the day for swag
and bragging rights.

If youmissed your chance to get the
exclusive crates or just couldn’t make it out
to SDCC, don’t worry! You can still get lots
of incredible crates on the website:
www.lootcrate.com.
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It started life as an experiment in 
procedural animation by a physics 
programmer, eventually becoming a 
proper game. “At first all BUD could do 
was walk, but then we gave him arms and 
wondered what it would be like if he could 
grab stuff, and it grew from there.”

People liked it enough that 
Ubisoft is bankrolling a sequel, Grow 
Up. In the first game robot hero BUD 
had to grow and climb a massive star 
plant to reach a spaceship floating high 
above the atmosphere. It was all about 
going up, but now the action takes place 
across an entire planet. “We wanted to 
expand on the vertical experience of Grow 
Home and make it much more horizontal,” 
says Young. “That’s where the idea of the 
planet came from. We started expanding 
outwards, but we didn’t want to have an 
invisible wall around the ‘end’ of the world. 
So we started folding it over.”

To make up for the vastly bigger—and 
higher—play space, BUD has a selection of 
new gadgets, including a jet-powered 
glider and the ability to curl up into a ball to 
protect himself from fall damage. His 
weighty, physics-driven movement feels 

exactly the same as it did before, but 
these new tools make getting around 
much easier—and faster. “The first 30 
minutes or so will be all about climbing, 
like in the first game,” says Young. “But 
then you’ll get the jetpack early, which 
gives you more control over your jumps. 
Soon after that we’ll give you the air 
brakes to catch you when you’re falling.”

Young wants you to feel more 
confident more quickly this time. “In Grow 
Home the early stages are about the 
tension of climbing,” he says. “But about 
halfway through you begin to feel like 
you’re mastering it, being braver when you 
take big jumps, grabbing things as you fall, 
using the jetpack. We want to encourage 
more of that acrobatic style of play.”

Despite the planetary setting, it’s still 
ultimately a game about going up. The 
planet has its own star plants, the design 
of which depends on the particular biome 
you’re in. “You start off in a temperate 
zone. Next you might end up in the desert 
or tropical area. In the temperate zone you 
can bounce on fungi growing on the star 
plant, while in the tropical zone there are 
dangling tendrils that fling you into the air 

when you grab them.”
This time BUD’s trying to reach a 

moon floating above the planet, 
which will involve growing those star 
plants again. “We needed to keep a 

simple, identifiable goal,” says Young. “In 
the first game it was reaching the ship, 
now it’s reaching the moon.” Along the 
way you can collect and catalog the plants 
and flowers, some of which can be used to 
your advantage, like grabbing hold of 
them as they shoot into the air.

NEW HORIZONS
I’m glad Reflections hasn’t tinkered with 
the basics of BUD’s movement much, 
because it was pretty much perfect to 
begin with. Instead, it’s dramatically 
expanded his polygonal playground and 
given him more interesting ways to 
navigate it, which is all a sequel needed.

Grow Home is quietly one of the best 
3D platformers on PC and I’m delighted 
it’s getting a sequel. It’s clear it’s a passion 
project and it’s great to see a publishing 
giant like Ubisoft give its developers the 
time and resources to make cool, weird 
stuff on the side.
Andy Kelly

G
row Home is a joyous game that was 
created as a side project by a small team 
at Ubisoft Reflections. It was released 
without fanfare, but with brilliantly 

tactile climbing and physics-based platforming has 
built a devoted following. “We were overwhelmed 
by the positivity,” says producer Pete Young. “There 
was no marketing push. We just put it out there.”

  

Reflections takes its experimental 
platformer to new heights

G r o w  U p

“Soon after that we’ll give 
you the air brakeS to catch 
you when you’re falling”

release
August

Developer
Reflections

publisher
Ubisoft

link
www.growupgame.com

n e e d  t o  k n o w

p l a y e d  
i t

You control BUD’s
hands independently.

The new glider
in action.
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The day/night cycle results
in some gorgeous views.
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BUD is a Botanical
Utility Droid.
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From my memory, the demo didn’t
look quite as good as this.



My demo mission requires me and three 
other players to seize intelligence from a 
fortified town. We pile into a car, then steal 
a helicopter shortly after. We parachute 
down into a position overlooking the base, 
where we can use drones (of course—
although Ghost Recon has been way 
ahead of the curve on that industry 
trend) to mark out areas of interest 
and enemy targets. We try to make a 
stealthy approach, maneuvering 
down the hill after quietly dispatching 
guards in key positions. Unfortunately, I’m 
caught immediately after infiltrating the 
base’s perimeter (it barely counts as 
infiltrating) and a big firefight kicks off. 
After clearing the base and collecting the 
intel, we make a getaway in a vehicle 
before more troops arrive.

What’s cool is that this is just one 
approach to the base, and how you and 
your friends do it is up to you—and the 
co-op element is seamless. “It’s our 
largest action-adventure open world 
game,” says senior producer Nouredine 
Abboud, “and it’s also the very first time 
that in the same game we have a game 
that’s a military shooter, in a massive open 

world, and that you can play from the 
beginning to the end—everything, not just 
some specific missions, all the missions, in 
singleplayer or co-op. And you can move 
from one to the other [any] time you want, 
which means you can decide to play ten 
hours in singleplayer, and then one 
afternoon you want to invite some friends 
for two hours, they jump in.”

Here’s what I want Wildlands to be: I 
want The Phantom Pain in co-op. The 
complexity, the freedom of approach, the 
feedback you get from the world. Some of 
the pieces are in place to do that, like 
customization options that let you pick a 
specialty. “You’ll have your personal 
progression, your weapons, and you can 
customize them, even your own skills as a 
Ghost,” Abboud says. “It’s not an RPG 
game exactly. You won’t have at the end of 
it enemies with one-hundred-million life 
points—we’re an action game. But it helps 
you to specialize yourself in your playstyle. 
If you like to play stealth you’ll get skills to 
be better at stealth.”

you decide
There are four components to the drug 

cartel in Wildlands that you are 
required to eliminate—and the order 
in which you do it is entirely your 
decision. “The cartel you have to 
dismantle is divided into four 

operations: you’ve got smuggling, 
production, security and the [political] 
influence, and at the top of each 
department you have one boss, one big 
boss and under them you have many 
bosses,” says creative director Eric 
Couzian. “They’re spread all round the 
world, and it’s up to you to decide which 
one you want to take down first, because 
your ultimate objective is to dismantle the 
whole organization, so the story and even 
this non-linear structure completely make 
sense and match together.”

I can envision Ghost Recon Wildlands 
being one of those rare co-op games that 
brings Team PCG together on weeknights, 
providing there’s enough variety in what’s 
out there across Bolivia. This is still a very 
small fraction of the world and what you 
do in it that I’ve seen, but basejumping 
into military bases, raiding them and 
making preposterous escapes is well 
within my wheelhouse.
Samuel Roberts

W
hile it doesn’t look as pretty to me as it 
did when I saw it demoed at E3 last year, 
Ghost Recon Wildlands looks like terrific 
fun. This is the sort of giant open-world 

co-op shooter that could really hit the spot 
between GTA Online and MGSV. Your ultimate goal 
is to dismantle a Bolivian drugs cartel, and which 
parts of the organization you hit first is up to you. 

  

Open-world messing about with 
three other players

G h o s t  R e c o n 
W i l d l a n d s

“it’s up to you to decide 
which one you want  
to take down first”

release
March 7, 2017

Developer
Ubisoft

publisher
In-house

link
www.bit.ly/grwildlands

n e e d  t o  k n o w

p l a y e d  
i t

Drugs aren’t fun, except when they’re
the central theme of a co-op shooter.
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Quake Champions aims to bring  
characters to id’s arena shooter. 

Will it succeed? 

By Phil Savage

 



“I believe the reason you see a lot 
of heroes, champions—whatever you 
want to call them—is it’s a natural 
evolution of the genre,” says Willits. 
“Gamers want a little bit more depth. 
They want to feel a little bit more 
connected to a particular character. 
Everyone has a different playing style, 
and it doesn’t detract from the pure 
shooting and the speed; the rocket-
jumping and rail-shooting and stuff. 
But it definitely adds a more 
enjoyable layer on it. It’s just more 
strategy, and more depth.”

live update
Quake Champions was first planned 
as a possible expansion to id’s Quake 
Live—the updated version of Quake 
III Arena that was, for a time, 
free-to-play. “We were looking at 
how we could evolve [Quake Live],” 
Willits says, “and we started—because 
we were just a small team—to think 
about ways of adding the champions 
into Quake Live. I actually registered 
QuakeChampions.com in 2013.”

Willits and his team pictured the 
champions as an “additive layer” to 
Quake Live—a term he still uses to 
describe Quake Champions’ action. 
“We did prototyping and a lot of 
experimentation, but then we looked 
at how Doom was shaping up. It was 
looking awesome. We found a 
developer in Saber Interactive that’s 
been helping us, and we were like, 
‘We could make this all with new 
tech.’ The Quake Live engine was the 
Quake III engine, and that came out 
in 1999!” And so Quake Champions 
was reborn as something new.

’m at QuakeCon, surrounded by id 
Software’s most dedicated fans, 
watching the first footage of the 
studio’s next game. A cheer goes up 
from the crowd. I imagine it’s a 
relief for id. If Quake Champions 
doesn’t get a pop from a QuakeCon 
crowd, something’s badly wrong. 

It wasn’t a sure bet, because this 
isn’t a typical arena shooter. Like 
Overwatch and Team Fortress 2, 
Quake Champions is a multiplayer 
FPS with characters, each with a 
unique ability. And yet, as the 
QuakeCon footage reveals, Quake 
Champions still looks, feels and, as 
far as I can tell, plays like Quake.

“Seriously?!” exclaims Tim Willits, 
id’s creative director, when I ask him 
why now is a good time for Quake’s 
return. His expression suggests I’ve 
just asked why now might be a good 
time to hug your child—as if there 
could never be a bad time for a Quake 
comeback. And fair enough, I 
understand his enthusiasm for the 
series. But seriously, why now?

“Things have never been better,” 
Willits says. “It’s amazing—Doom was 
so awesome that it made making 
Quake way easier. There’s just a 
lovefest at the studio right now.” It 
sounds as if id was reinvigorated by 
Doom’s success. The critical and fan 
acclaim must have been a huge 
morale boost after what seemed to be 
a troubled development. “With 
Doom,” Willits continues, “the studio 
really hit on the core fundamentals of 
what people enjoyed about the 
franchise. So with Quake, we want to 
keep the scope tight; the focus 
tight—that’s why it’s PC only. We 
want to do the best competitive 
multiplayer game that we can.”

Certainly the timing seems right 
for a game of Quake Champions’ 
scope. Indie projects such as Ratz 
Instagib, Xonotic and Warsow, as well 
as Epic’s new Unreal Tournament, 
show there are still communities 
hungry for ’90s-era multiplayer 
action. And the emergence of 
Overwatch, Battleborn and 
Lawbreakers would seem to suggest 
the hero shooter is the next big thing. 
Quake Champions is id Software’s 
attempt to bridge the gap between 
old and new.
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Tim’s major focus during the 
opening QuakeCon keynote was on 
how Quake Champions “stays true to 
the legacy” of the series. There are no 
weapon loadouts or limits—each 
champion is able to pick up any and 
every weapon from map. There are 
health pickups, power-ups and jump 
pads. Movement and momentum 
remain key, with bunny hops and 
rocket jumps playing a big role in 
how you make your way across a 
map. Even the guns will be familiar 
to Quake fans—returning favorites 
such as the railgun, gauntlet, 
lightning gun and nailgun are there.

On top of everything that remains 
classic Quake, id adds the champions. 

It’s not just that each character has a 
different ability, but that each has 
varying movement speed and 
maximum health. On stage at 
QuakeCon, we’re shown one of the 
champions, Ranger, performing a 
series of strafe jumps across the map. 
At one point in his platforming chain, 
Ranger is forced to use a rocket jump 
to clear a particularly wide gap. Next, 
we see another champion, Anarki, 
attempt the same route. He’s able to 
cross the course with strafe jumps 
alone. “Anarki has more of a 
QuakeWorld air-control feel,” Willits 
says. “He’s faster, but he also has 
slightly less health and armor. There 

are some people that strafe-jump 
everywhere, some people who’re 
really into air control, and there are 
some gamers that never strafe jump. 
They usually die a lot.”

The champions are specced 
around the varying playstyles of 
Quake fans, and the differences 
between past games. “Literally all of 
the Quake games,” Willits affirms. 
“QuakeWorld had a lot of air-control. 
Air-control then went away in Quake 
2, but we had different rocket speeds 
and knockback. And people play 
differently. Some people bunny hop, 
some don’t. We were kind of 
focused-in on what people do across 
the different Quake games.”

Abilities are a little broader in 
scope, but work to complement each 
champion’s optimal playstyle. Ranger, 
the original Quakeguy, carries a Dire 
Orb. He can throw it and teleport to 
its position—a reference to Quake 1’s 
telefrag boss kill. Other champions 
are less direct. Sorlag—returning 
from Quake III—has an acid spit 
ability. Her primary use is crowd 
control and area denial. “She’s really 
great for dropping the acid on the 
power-ups,” says Willits, “especially 
because we have the timers we had 
in Quake Live, so you can time it.”

More interesting are the abilities 
designed to help those players who 

. . . B a B y  o n e  m o r e  T i m e  Are the ’90s making a comeback?

D o o m
Earlier this year, id 
successfully resurrected the 
Doomguy for yet another gory 
tour of Hell. He even gained 
some new powers, such as the 
ability to look up.

u n r e a l  T o u r n a m e n T
Epic is crowdsourcing the 
development of the new 
Unreal Tournament, meaning 
that it’s completely free. It’s 
still in alpha, but you can 
nevertheless play it right now.

D e u s  e x
It’s like immersive sims never 
went away. Not only is Arkane 
working on Dishonored and 
Prey, but Square Enix has 
successfully revived the Deus 
Ex series.

s y s T e m  s h o C k
And you thought SHODAN 
was down for good? Of course 
not. System Shock is 
returning on two fronts, via 
both a sequel and a remaster 
of the original game.

s o n i C  T h e  h e D g e h o g
Sega recently announced 
Sonic Mania—an old-school 
platformer featuring levels 
remixed from the original 
games. Will it still be shit? 
Probably.

do die a lot. Galena can drop totems 
that heal her and her teammates. 
Anarki can heal himself. Every time 
he does, his maximum health pool 
rises. This is what I’m interested in, 
and what still gives me some cause 
for concern: how well do healing 
champions work in a series that, 
traditionally, has required map 
knowledge to find and collect health 
and armor pickups?

sauce code
On the one hand, Quake Champions 
doesn’t go full Overwatch. It seems 
each champion only has the single 
ability, meaning the differences 

champions are specced 
around the varying 

playstyles of Quake fans
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The calm before 
the gibs.

Why are we fighting over 
some creepy building?



between each aren’t quite as 
pronounced. On the other, it is 
definitely a departure from Quake 
games of old. I ask Willits whether 
the continued support for Quake Live 
allows id to take more risks with 
Champions. “We’re pretty cautious,” 
he says. “Trust me! We cannot screw 
this up!” And yet, he sounds 
confident id has found the right 
balance. “Our Quake fans want their 
Quake sauce,” is how he puts it. “But 
they’re OK with some sprinkles 
around the edges.”

Nevertheless, your champion pick 
may not entirely be a matter of player 
preference. While that’s certainly an 

important element—unlike in 
Overwatch, you shouldn’t be 
pressured into picking a specific 
character because nobody else wants 
to play the support—Willits does 
hope players will think through how 
a team fits together. “I hope team 
composition comes into play, and it 
already does at id when we play,” he 
says. “Especially with Visor.” A 
returning face (or, more accurately, 
mask) from Quake III Arena, Visor’s 
special ability is Piercing Sight, which 
lets him see enemies through walls.

“We ran some playtests, and 
there’s some people who are like 
‘Visor’s OP’ and then there’s some 
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Visor won’t need Piercing 
Sight to see this coming.

Maps will be a mixture
of new and old.

people who are ‘Visor’s useless’. 
That’s so interesting how you can get 
an active ability like that—and he 
does Piercing Sight for just two or 
three seconds—and the perception, 
based on what the team is doing, can 
really change the perception of a 
single character.”

aftershock
The audience’s perception of 
balance—something all hero shooters 
struggle with—is, I imagine, going to 
be particularly troublesome for id. 
Think about it: if a character gets 
singled out as being particularly 
overpowered, it could turn Quake 
fans against the entire Champions 
experience. This isn’t a problem 
Overwatch has to deal with, because 
there’s no history Blizzard can be 
accused of ruining. But Quake is 20 
years old, and the danger is that id’s 
most loyal supporters may feel 
cheated out of a new, updated version 
of what they already know they love.

“It really is more additive,” Willits 
says of champion abilities, “and it 
really does just add more depth to it, 
but we’ll have to wait and see. We 
have a lot of pro gamers playing right 
now, and we’re listening to them. 
There’s already some things that 
they’ve mentioned. But yes, balancing 
is definitely a challenge. I always joke 
that, when we have a new champion 



n o  i n C h  n a i l s
Hey, at least I asked

PCG: Will Trent Reznor come 
back to voice and/or 
soundtrack?
Tim Willits: Oh, I think Trent is  
too famous for us now. [Laughs] 
Isn’t he an Apple employee  
now? Doesn’t he do music for 
Apple now?

PCG: Maybe you guys are more 
famous than him?
Tim Willits: Oh that’s funny. Yes.

PCG: So no Nine Inch Nails 
soundtrack?
Tim Willits: No. Well, we have no 
immediate plans. But if Trent 
wants to call us...
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that comes out, if I destroy 
everybody I’m like ‘OK, this one’s 
probably OP.’ I won a match... so we 
have to fix that one!’”

QuakeCon culminated in a Quake 
Champions exhibition match between 
two teams of pro players. It was a 
chance to verify Willits’ claims that 
Champions is, at its heart, still Quake. 
The early signs looked promising. 
The first match showed off a new 
mode, Sacrifice, in which players 
could capture obelisks to gain more 
points for each kill. It’s the sort of 
objective-focused mode that suits a 
hero shooter, but crucially one that 
still incentivizes frags.

The exhibition also featured 
plenty of classic Quake moments. 
Veteran pro Fatal1ty was on form, 
strafe-jumping down a hallway, over 
a wall and up a jump pad, then 
scoring a mid-air railgun kill on an 
opposing player. Elsewhere, players 
duelled with lightning guns, 
strafe-dancing around incoming fire. 
Such interactions are recognizably 
Quake, and could go a long way to 

assuaging doubts. There are changes, 
however, and not all of them directly 
related to the champions and their 
abilities. For instance, in Champions, 
the Quad Damage pickup also grants 
teammates a lesser damage buff, 
creating a potentially crucial 
secondary objective in each game.

The second match was a classic 
Team Deathmatch on Blood 
Covenant—a map inspired by Quake 
Live’s Campgrounds. Again, it offered 
familiar Quake action, as teams 
worked to lock down the Quad 
Damage pickup before the timer ran 
out. It also offered a chance to see 
how the champions worked outside 
of objective-based modes. Fears of 
Visor being OP were put to rest as, 
despite his Piercing Sight 
forewarning him of approaching 
enemies, his positioning was obvious 
enough that the opposition could 
work together to take him down.

It also looks as if character 
switching will be a big part of the 
action. In the match, players would 
switch to Galena before the Quad 



id has to successfully merge 
two multiplayer fps styles 
and keep Quake fans happy
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Damage spawned, because her 
healing skill helped keep people alive 
to secure the area. Then, many 
switched to Anarki as Quad Damage 
was engaged—his lower health is less 
of an issue when the damage buff is 
in play, and his high speed offers a 
significant advantage.

sporting chance
The exhibition match was just the 
first example of what id hopes will be 
a healthy Quake Champions esports 
scene. Pro players are already helping 
with testing, as Willits noted, and id 
is currently weighing up its options 
regarding competitive support. 
“Bethesda in general is committed to 
supporting and building esports 
events,” says Willits. “But we haven’t 
quite figured out our roadmap.”

Previously id has taken a mostly 
hands-off approach to Quake’s 
competitive scene, but esports as a 
whole is much bigger now, and many 
studios are taking it upon themselves 
to run events and tournaments 
in-house. “We do feel that a little 

curating, a little nudging and a little 
course-steering will definitely help, 
so we’re still trying to figure out what 
our specific plans are,” Willits 
explains. “I can tell you that we are 
all-in on support, and we want to try 
and help make these events as great 
as they can be. But the Quake 
community does awesome stuff, and 
we want to make sure that they can 
continue to do that.”

As for us regular players, Quake 
Champions will release in beta in 
2017 with an initial roster of 12 

champions. Over the year, more will 
be added. Beyond that, many of the 
details are still to be decided. It’s not 
yet clear whether Champions will 
have account-based leveling or 
specific champion unlocks, although 
it does sound as if some form of 
progression system is planned. 
“We’re still working on the exact 
details,” Willits says. “Right now, 
we’re focused on making sure it’s fun, 
but we want people to be engaged 
over a long time. We want them to 
feel connected to their champion.”

The same is true of the pricing 
plan. “I know you guys hear this from 

every person that does a game,” says 
Willits, correctly. “We want to get a 
lot of people, but we want to give 
people something they can buy and 
be happy with. So what do we do? 
We’re trying to work that out, but 
our goal is to get as many people in 
as we can and make everyone 
happy!” Asked if that’s an elegant 
way of saying Quake Champions 
won’t be free-to-play, Willits refuses 
to be pinned down. 

“I’m not even trying to be cagey!” 
he says. “It’s not like we know and 

just aren’t trying to tell anybody. We 
don’t know and we’re still trying to 
figure this out.”

I leave QuakeCon suitably 
intrigued (and happy to be out of the 
Texas heat), but not fully persuaded. 
id Software needs to get a lot of 
things right if the studio is to 
successfully merge two multiplayer 
FPS styles and keep Quake fans 
happy. Nevertheless, I’m rooting for 
them to succeed, and I’m reassured 
by the energy and enthusiasm Willits 
clearly has for the task ahead. After 
all, he was right: there really isn’t a 
bad time for a Quake comeback. 

Anarki is the fast one. 
Hoverboard, see.
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Everything you  
need to know about 

We talk to BioWare about the return of 
one the best RPG series ever

 Words Phil Savage  IntervIeW Samuel Roberts  release 2017
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What’s RydeR’s mission?
As the name suggests, this new Mass 
Effect is set in the Andromeda galaxy. 
Ryder is a Pathfinder, meaning it’s her 
job to not only explore, but to find a new 
planet for humanity to colonize. Despite 
being the closest galaxy to the Milky 
Way, Andromeda is many light years 
away from Earth—even with the benefit 
of ancient technology. As such, the 
action is, according to creative director 
Mac Walters, set “hundreds of years” 
after the first three games.

That isn’t to say Ryder was born 
hundreds of years after Shepard. In the 
most recent E3 trailer, we see Ryder 
wake suddenly in a ship as its lights 
begin to switch on. The suggestion is 
that her journey took place in suspended 
animation—a classic sci-fi trope that 
would fit with the new themes BioWare is 
looking to explore.

What about the ending?
this might be a bit of a stretch—BioWare 
is staying tight lipped—but I suspect 
ryder left earth before the events of Mass 
effect 3. Perhaps her Pathfinder mission 
was even in response to the emerging 
threat of the reapers. It might seem like 
an unimportant detail, but it would allow 
BioWare to bypass Mass effect 3’s 
conclusion. depending on shepard’s final 
choice, the galaxy could be in one of a 
number of different states. that decision 
was transmitted via the Mass relays, 
meaning that the entirety of the Milky Way 
was affected. andromeda would remain 
untouched. It’s a way for BioWare to keep 
the choices you made in Mass effect 3, 
but also tell a new story that doesn’t need 
to acknowledge that decision.

2

3Who aRe you?
So long, Shepard. Mass Effect Andromeda marks the beginning of a new story, 
and that means a new main character. Meet Ryder, or one potential variation of 
her (or him). As with the original trilogy, you’ll be able to customize the look and 
first name of your Ryder—giving you a sense of ownership and making everyone 
else’s screenshots look really weird. Don’t expect the customization options to 
be too outlandish, though. As in previous games, the main character is destined 
to be human. Sorry about that, Elcor fans.

Little is known of Mass Effect’s new lead. The name is, however, most likely  
a reference to a real-life astronaut. As Shepard was named after the first 
American in space, Alan Bartlett Shepard, Jr, it seems Ryder is a reference to 
the first American woman in space, Sally Ride.

1
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the tempest
“We could have had the normandy 3,” 
says BioWare general manager aaryn 
Flynn, “but we decided to take a step to 
the left.” Cue the tempest. It sports a 
similarly sleek design, but where the 
normandy was a joint project between 
humans and turians, the tempest’s look 
suggests a broader range of influences.

one of the big differences is in the 
intended use of both ships. the 
normandy was fast and technologically 
advanced, due to its purpose as a military 
vessel. “this is a story of exploration, not a 
story of conquest,” says Walters. “We 
wanted you to feel like your ship was 
designed for that purpose.”

4

Who’s in youR cReW?
Footage from the most recent E3 trailer 
suggests both a krogan and salarian 
companion. The asari are about too, 
although it’s not clear in what context. It 
all suggests that the Pathfinder initiative 
is a joint effort between multiple species. 
It sounds as if the initial relationship 
between these species will be more 
cordial, too. “If you’re going to embark on 
an endeavor that takes you to another 
galaxy, you’d better find people who are 
likeminded in that effort,” says Walters. 

Politics and diplomacy has always 
been one of the major storytelling pillars 
of Mass Effect. Nevertheless, you can 
expect a greater sense of harmony 
among the crew of the Tempest. “When 
it comes to your own personal team,” 
says Walters, “it’s fair to say everybody 
is pulling in the same direction.”

Renegade oR paRagon?
shepard encountered many moral 
conundrums during her adventure. as to 
how BioWare has thought about morality 
and decision making in andromeda, 
Walters assures it’s done so “frequently 
and carefully... We want a more natural, 
organic experience,” he continues, 
echoing sentiments about making other 
aspects of the game less formulaic. the 
Paragon and renegade system was a 
major part of the original trilogy. It’ll be 
difficult to replace such an iconic part of 
the series, but a more nuanced system 
could lead to some challenging decisions.

5

6

7
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inhabitants
Given the newness of the setting, the 
implication is ryder will encounter many 
new species and all of the problems that 
could go along with that. Unlike shepard, 
ryder won’t be under the watchful eye of 
the council, so contact with alien species 
could require more interesting solutions.

despite wanting to create an air of 
newness and mystery, BioWare is still 
respecting previous games. “We always 
gut check things with the original trilogy,” 
says Walters, “whether it’s with the 
aesthetic, the sounds... But at the same 
time, one of the things I often say is we 
have to be careful not to spend too much 
time looking back. We also have to look 
forward, because it’s ten years on since we 
started this. We want to treat fans to 
something new and something that 
surprises and delights them.”

9

neW aRRival
One of the main new themes of Mass Effect Andromeda is that Ryder is a 
newcomer to the galaxy. “You are the alien,” says Flynn. “These are all 
really deep themes for us as human beings to wonder about and to 
challenge ourselves with. We’re lucky in that we get to give you a game now 
that puts those kinds of themes front and center.”

As you’re a stranger in a strange land, many of Andromeda’s 
inhabitants will have questions about your presence, and the legitimacy of 
your goals. “It creates a different tension, a different way to tell all those 
stories,” says Walters. “Even just some of the stuff we skipped in the 
trilogy. We went 20 years past first contact, but now we can actually 
engage in some of those stories, which we never got to do in the trilogy.”

combat
everything shown so far suggests combat 
will play out similarly to previous Mass 
effects. once again, your companions will 
support ryder with their own abilities and 
weapon specializations. as Walters puts it, 
“at its heart Mass effect is a third-person 
cover shooter with squad mechanics.” 
From there, BioWare is able to introduce 
new concepts and challenges—what 
Walters refers to as “difficult situations we 
can put the player in.”

He adds that at the same time they 
“get a chance to imagine new gameplay 
scenarios.” leaked footage in april 
showed ryder using a jetpack to jump to 
the top of a building, so there’s that.

8
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open WoRlds
Mass effect 1’s Mako is back, although, like 
the tempest, it’s got a new name and 
design. the purpose is broadly the same: 
allowing ryder to land on and explore 
planets, even if they’re not critical to the 
main story path. expect lots of sidequests 
and bonuses hidden throughout 
andromeda’s planets.

“We’ve gone back to looking at 
open-world mechanics and simulated 
worlds,” says Flynn. dragon age: 
Inquisition saw BioWare experiment with 
huge, open environments. andromeda will 
likely push that even further. While it’s not 
clear how detailed each planet will be, the 
technology underpinning andromeda 
allows BioWare to push the detail further 
than before. “You can really get lost in the 
worlds, the characters, the stories and the 
environments,” says Walters.

10

Relationships
once again, the evolving relationships 
between crewmates will be a major part of 
the story. the chance to introduce new 
characters creates the chance to try new 
things. “some of the relationships were 
maybe a bit formulaic in the past,” says 
Walters, “so we’re trying to find a more 
organic way to evolve those relationships 
that’s less systemic in nature and feels 
more like real life. We’re building on what 
we know for the relationships, but a lot of it 
is in the execution of how you discover 
those relationships. We’re providing more 
freedom than we’ve ever done before. I 
think that’s across the board—we want 
players to feel like they can engage in it at 
their own pace in the way they want to.”

11

exploRation
BioWare wants Andromeda to evoke a sense of 
discovery. “Going to Andromeda is intended to, 
and will, invoke this incredible sense of wonder 
and incredible sense that everything right over 
the horizon is new to me,” says Flynn. “That’s a 
rare feeling in our lives today, but I think when 
you look at people, we all crave that feeling. We 
all want it.” 

“One of the advantages of going to 
Andromeda is that it’s a new galaxy so not 
everything’s defined,” says Walters, “and  
you wouldn’t expect everything to look the  
same as it would back home.”

12
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FRostbite
DICE’s engine now underpins almost 
every EA game, from Battlefield to FIFA 
17. Mass Effect Andromeda is no 
exception. For BioWare, it seems, the 
shared engine is a chance to utilize the 
experience and knowledge of EA’s other 
studios. “We can actually go to a Frostbite 
team, like the Need for Speed team, and 
go, ‘What do you think of our car?’” says 
Walters, “and they’ll tell us, and they have. 
It allows us to push past an area which 
isn’t necessarily our wheelhouse and 
deliver something that’s much higher 
quality than anything we’ve been able to 
do before.”

It sounds as if BioWare is also lending 
its storytelling expertise to other studios. 
“If you saw the FIFA story stuff, the 
BioWare folks helped with that,” says 
Flynn. “So it’s pretty cool.”

13

Quest design
Dragon Age: Inquisition stands as the 
only RPG made in the Frostbite engine. 
While BioWare’s Mass Effect team is 
taking cues from the openness of 
environments, they’re also looking at 
Inquisition’s quests—both what worked 
and what didn’t. “We learned that there 
were some quests in Dragon Age that 
didn’t resonate and were kind of 
flat—fetch quests and stuff,” says Flynn. 
“The nice thing is, you take those 
lessons, you package them all up, and 
you talk to the Mass Effect team and say, 
‘These are the things you should do, 
these are the things you shouldn’t do.’ 
And the Mass Effect team get the pencils 
out and they build all that into it.” 

14

WRiting
“It’s been a really interesting 
phenomenon,” says Flynn. “some of the 
newer folks who’ve joined the andromeda 
team are developers who were first fans, 
because Mass effect is ten years old now.” 
that’s been interesting for veterans like 
Flynn. “We spent some time educating 
them on why some decisions were made 
back in the day—hopefully they benefit 
from that. But at the same time, they 
remind us of what they loved about Mass 
effect as a player back in 2007. We kind of 
sit back and go, ‘oh, we didn’t realize that.’  
and so we challenge ourselves.”

15
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I made a Doom level and asked 
the most qualified critics I could 

think of to review it:  
the developers. 

By Andy Kelly

P C 
G A M E R 
D O O M

vs.

i ’ve played, and reviewed, a lot of first-person 
shooters. So when id Software announced 
SnapMap—an accessible map editor 
bundled with their superb Doom reboot—I 
decided to try to apply that experience to 
creating my own level. Without having to 
worry about coding and all the other stuff 

actual game developers have to deal with, I’ll be free to 
focus purely on the design. And when it’s finished I’ll get 
some of the team who worked on the game, and on 
SnapMap itself, to give it an honest review. Because it’s 
about time we critics faced some criticism ourselves.

People have created some wild stuff with SnapMap, 
including music sequencers, endless runners, and 
rudimentary RPGs, but I’m going to keep it simple. I want 
to make a fun, well-paced singleplayer level that wouldn’t 
feel out place in the main campaign. 

I start with a piece of paper and sketch a rough layout. 
I want it to be about 15 minutes long and keep the player 
interested the whole way through. And I want to squeeze 
as much classic Doom stuff in as possible, including 
secret areas, devilish traps, surprise demon ambushes, 
and colored keycards. Then I begin the surprisingly long 
process of turning that vague scribble into a level. 
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Want to play 

Andy’s level for 
yourself? It’s called 
‘A Cold Day in Hell’ 
and the map ID is 

B9MKXVBS.



SnapMap gets its name from the way you ‘snap’ 
rooms together. It’s been designed to be as easy to use as 
possible, and it only takes about 40 minutes to recreate 
my sketch. However, the biggest limitation of the tool is 
that you have to choose from a selection of pre-made 
rooms. You can’t create your own, which dampens your 
creativity somewhat. But luckily, there’s enough variety to 
make what I had in mind.

It’s basic stuff, really. A network of corridors 
occasionally opening up into large arenas, with branching 
paths that will force the player to hunt for a keycard. Once 
the level’s built I spend some time running around it, 
getting a feel for the layout. I make a few sections shorter 
to keep the pace up and think about where I’m going to 
place the enemies, health, ammo, and so on. Creating the 
map was the easy part; now I have to make it fun.

MONSTER MASH
I go back to the editor and start placing demons. One 
thing SnapMap doesn’t tell you is that you can only have 
twelve in the level at once. Any more and they’ll stop 
spawning. So I have to get creative and set every demon 
to ‘hidden’, only revealing them when the player hits 
certain invisible trigger points. This makes the process of 
populating the level much more time consuming, but 
about an hour later I’m done. I do the usual FPS thing of 
starting with basic grunts, escalating to tougher foes.

Logic objects are crucial to making a good SnapMap 
level. They let you use scripting to create set-pieces, 
puzzles, and other cool interactive stuff without having to 
write any code. You use them by dragging ‘chains’ 
between objects in the editor’s 3D view. So, for example, if 
you drag a chain from an invisible trigger point to a door, 
you can set it so that when the player enters the trigger 
point the door opens. Simple.

I use these logic chains to create a few traps, which are 
an important part of any Doom level. When the player 
picks up the red keycard, I make it so that a few Imps 
spawn behind them and block the exit. In another area I 
drop an enticing-looking chaingun and set a trigger to 
make a false wall slide away, revealing two angry Hell 
Knights. I’m sure some players will see these ambushes 
coming from a mile away, especially if they’ve played a 
Doom game before, but if I catch at least a few people out 
I’ll be happy.

o N  T H e  l e v e l
My map viewed from above, and a 
few key items and locations

C H A I N  R e A C T I o N
Logic objects I used in my level 

T R I g g e R
One of the most useful 
and versatile tools in 
SnapMap. When the 

player moves through it, something 
happens. For example, an enemy 
spawning or a door opening.

e v e N T
This triggers an 
automated combat 
set-piece controlled by 

the AI. My level uses a wave event, 
which spawns four groups of 
increasingly tough demons.

m o D u l e
Use this to trigger a 
lockdown when the player 
enters a room, blocking 

the exit until an objective is completed. 
For example, killing every enemy.

g A m e p l A y
This controls the overall 
settings for the entire 
level, including whether 

health and ammo drop whenever the 
player performs a glory kill.
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4 p o w e R  C o R e
This item powers up the 

door that leads to the wave event.

2 C A f e T e R I A
I spent a lot of time making 

this empty chamber look like a 
cafeteria. I might have slightly 
overdone it with the props.

5 b o s s  K e y
The blue keycard that 

grants access to the boss 
chamber, which is guarded by a 
pair of angry Mancubi.
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1 s T A R T
You spawn here when the 

level loads. There are no enemy 
encounters until the third room, 
just to give you a bit of breathing 
space. Grab the assault rifle.

3 R o C K e T  l A u N C H e R
An optional area that a few 

players missed, which earns you 
a massively-overpowered-for-
the-level rocket launcher.

6 b o s s  b A T T l e
The grand finale. Defeat 

two Barons of Hell to unlock the 
exit and end the level.

7 w A v e  e v e N T
This foundry locks down 

until you repel four waves of 
demons. One of the prettiest 
rooms in the level, with some 
amazing lighting effects.
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And now it’s time for some set-pieces. To add some 
variety to the traditional running and gunning, I use an 
‘event’ logic object to trigger a wave challenge. This 
basically automates a set-piece, with a few customizable 
parameters. I choose a big two-floor arena and make it so 
that when the player enters, the doors are locked until 
they kill four increasingly difficult groups of enemies. The 
demons that spawn are random; sometimes there are 
Cacodemons, sometimes there aren’t. It’s as simple as 
dropping the logic object in the room. Then I scatter 
some ammo and health around too, just in case.

I use the same event logic to create a boss battle. In 
the final arena—a vast hangar that looks suitably 
dramatic—I set it so that two Barons of Hell with 
increased health attack the player at once. And, again, 
the door is locked, meaning they’ll be forced to fight and 
can’t just run to the exit. But to make things slightly easier, 
I make it so that if they die, they’ll spawn back at the 
entrance and any damage they dealt to the Barons will 
carry over. That should stop people getting too frustrated 
and quitting before the end.

And now, testing. Lots and lots of testing. I play the 
map dozens upon dozens of times, making sure there are 

no boring bits, that it’s paced well, and that none of my 
logic chains are broken. I make far too many tweaks to list 
here until, finally, I’m done. I can’t tell whether I’m happy 
with it, or just happy that it’s over. I know the level so 
intimately that I can’t look at it objectively anymore. I’m 
completely numb to it. Is it even any good?

The final step is something I’ve been looking forward 
to since the very start: decoration. There are loads of 
props, lights, and effects like fire and smoke to give your 
level personality. I’ve played a lot of SnapMap levels by 
other people, and many of them are quite barren and 
lifeless. So I spend hours littering each room with clutter, 
and using lights and environmental effects to heighten 
the atmosphere. I make the room where the player finds 
the red keycard a cafeteria with vending machines, tables 
and chairs, and discarded noodle containers. I’m 
probably overthinking it, to be honest.

The level is done, and now it’s time to face the music. I 
arrange for designers from id Software and SnapMap 
co-creators Escalation Studios to play the level and give 
me their feedback. And I ask them to be completely 
honest, because it’s not fair if they pull their punches. I 
certainly don’t when I’m reviewing games. I also share the 

1 H A R v e s T  D o o m
A cute emulation of farming 

simulator Harvest Moon. Plant crops, 
water them, and sell them to a Hell 
Knight for upgrades. A particularly 
impressive use of logic objects.

2 p o K e D e m o N  
b A T T l e  A R e N A

Players spawn demons in an arena and 
watch them battle it out. The player 
whose demons are left standing at the 
end of the AI brawl wins.

3 C A R l ’ s  f I R s T  D A y
A comedic adventure inspired by 

The Stanley Parable, showing just how 
versatile SnapMap can be as a game 
creation —and even a storytelling—tool. 
Honestly, who expected that?

4 H o T  p o T A T o :  
T H y  s p u D  C o N s u m e D

Race across a series of hazard-filled 
maps against the clock, and buy health 
and speed upgrades from a talkative 
Cacodemon between runs.

C o m m u N I T y  s p I R I T  Some imaginative uses of SnapMap

TOP:  An 
overview of 
the level. All 
those objects 
you can see 
are props, 
enemies, and 
power-ups.
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map on Twitter, challenging people to find the secret area 
hidden behind a fake wall that conceals a super shotgun. 
Only a couple of people did find it in the end, which makes 
it a success I think.

SNAp judgEMENT
It starts well. The team say they enjoyed the map, and 
thought it was well paced. They liked that I tweaked the 
settings to disable 
demon scoring (which 
makes arcadey numbers 
pop out of enemies when 
you shoot them), making 
feel it more like an 
authentic singleplayer 
level. That was totally the 
idea! They also liked the 
attention to detail and 
the use of props, specifically mentioning the cafeteria I 
spent so much time making, and liked how I’d used 
objects to block off certain areas, to keep the player on a 
set path. But then it was time for some criticism.

They say the difficulty ramping could be improved, 
that it starts easy and then suddenly spikes. A fair 
observation. I could have worked more to make the 
transition smoother. They also observe that the rocket 
launcher feels too powerful for the level, and having 

watched a few people play, I agree. Once players pick that 
up they don’t bother with any of the other weapons in the 
level—including ones I’d set up as traps.

This was another criticism: too many of my traps were 
tied to picking up items. It means many will miss out on 
some or all of the set-pieces. They also noted that the 
green lights I’d pointed at a few doors to make them stand 
out to the player were confusing, because they made 

people think they were 
locked with a green 
keycard. Of course! I 
should have thought of 
that. Other negative 
points included the 
wave event being too 
long (I should have had 
three waves instead of 
four) and a lack of text 

or points of interest to assist navigation, especially at 
branching paths.

I’ve learned a lot, both from the feedback and making 
the map. Level design really is an art, and creating 
something that’s varied, entertaining, challenging, and 
pretty to look at requires a lot of patience and skill. It took 
me almost 20 hours to make this relatively tiny level, and 
all I was doing was snapping pre-made bits together. I 
have a newfound respect for level designers. 

i should have had 
three waves of 

demons, not four

LEFT:  So 
many people 
missed the 
red keycard, 
despite the 
red spotlight I 
pointed at it 
to guide their 
eye. One of 
the level’s 
many failings.

ABOVE:  
Rockets make 
short work of 
these guys, 
so putting a 
launcher 
early in the 
level was a 
bad idea.



How a group of industry veterans are 
redefining videogame publishing. 

By Steven Messner
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evolver 
Digital isn’t 
your average 
videogame 
publisher. I 
realize this in 
a basement, 
fifteen 

minutes away from San Francisco’s 
Game Developers Conference, 
watching colorful penises slither 
across the screen. Next to me is 

Mike Wilson, one of Devolver 
Digital’s five founders. We both 
watch as two dicks circle one 
another like professional wrestlers, 
each trying to penetrate the other’s 
asshole. Cheers erupt from those 
around us as one succeeds, then 
rise even higher when the other 
also penetrates, forming a swirling 
genital ouroboros. Mike turns to 
me and smiles. “Welcome to the 
Devolver Bunker.”
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Hotline Miami’s 
garish colour scheme 
will forever be 
synonomous with 
Devolver.



Calling it a bunker might be too 
dramatic—unless you think several 
dozen game developers, a keg, and a 
karaoke machine are what’s worth 
saving in the apocalypse. But this 
bunker, now a time-honored tradition 
during the Game Developers 
Conference, perfectly represents 
everything Mike wants Devolver 
Digital to be: a place on the outer 
fringe where creators are free to 
create. In here it’s just you, a 
selection of likeminded individuals, 
and the mutual desire to make 
something interesting.

For Evan Greenwood, one of the 
people behind the explosive Broforce, 
interesting meant Genital Jousting. 
It’s a game where two to eight 
penises can face off in an effort to 
engage in mutually beneficial—and 
consensual—coitus. The way these , 
flopping, flaccid penises are animated 
is both slightly disturbing and 
hilarious, the Mount Your Friends 
sweet spot of party games. From the 
sounds of it, it’s going to be one of 
Devolver Digital’s next games.

power games
Devolver Digital is more than just a 
publishing company for weird indie 
games about cocks, however. It’s 
pioneering a new way of thinking 
about the relationship between 
developer and publisher.

“It’s been a very weird fucking 
journey,” Mike says when I ask him 

about his past. It’s hard not to see 
him as a kind of father with a dozen 
bastard children. Across two decades 
working in the industry, there’s no 
denying how central his marketing 
and business development has been 
to the growth of PC gaming. Quake, 
Doom, Deus Ex, Mafia, Max Payne, 
Tropico—over the years, Mike’s had 
his fingers in a lot of videogame pies. 

Being at ground zero of the PC 
gaming explosion wasn’t quite the 
incredible experience you might 
imagine. Sure, he was once allowed to 
commission a giant vagina archway 
for a Microsoft Windows 95 launch 
event, but that doesn’t seem to be 
much of what he remembers from 
that time. Instead, much of Mike’s 
past is marked by battles against the 
corporate need to control game 
developers in every way possible—
that ever-present tension between 
business and art. He’s watched as 
many naive developers, often barely 
more than teenagers, fell victim to 
exploitative contracts, empty 
promises, and delusions of grandeur. 
He’s seen egos ballooned to 
unmanageable sizes, friendships torn 
apart by avarice, and careers ended to 
preserve corporate secrets.

He’s also seen what happens 
when developers wise up and start 
making a fuss. “The traditional 
method of dealing with difficult 
talent is to buy them,” Mike explains. 
“The publishers then own their 
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intellectual property and can 
continue to crank out sequels with 
less uppity game developers. That’s 
the point of owning the developer, 
you never have to listen to them.”

Distaste for that kind of business 
practice is what led Mike to found 
Devolver Digital, along with business 
partners Harry Miller, Rick Stults, 
Nigel Lowrie, and Graeme Struthers. 
They wanted to create a videogame 
publisher that would cultivate a 
different kind of relationship with 
developers. Devolver Digital’s 
contracts grant the developer of the 
game the lion’s share of the royalties, 
and it’s the developer who has the 
final say on every major decision, too. 
In the end, Devolver Digital is merely 
an enabler, giving scrappy indie 
studios the resources they need to 
build great games.

“He who has the gold makes the 
rules, that’s just the way that business 
goes,” Mike says, “but we saw that 
this industry hadn’t really realized 
that the developers are the talent, and 
eventually they’re going to be 
recognized as who’s important in 

looking for games we might want to 
publish, talking to developers, and 
then, once a game has come into our 
warm, loving embrace, working on 
the marketing aspect with them.”

Nigel’s involvement with Devolver 
goes back further than the company 
itself. In 2008, Mike and other 
Devolver founders, Harry and Rick, 
were trying to bring their publishing 
vision to life under the name 
Gamecock Media Group. “I was 
working in advertising in Dallas at 
the time,” Nigel recalls, “for 
companies like Seven-Eleven and 
Hot Pockets. We got to do cool things 
now and again, but after a while I 
wanted to put my head in a 
microwave oven. I wanted to do 
marketing for something I liked, so I 
sent Mike a blind email telling him I 
loved videogames with my whole 
body including my ‘pee pee.’ That got 
his attention.”

The year 2008 had other plans. 
Gamecock, like many of Mike’s 
previous companies, had only been 
possible with investment from a third 
party, but getting help from the 
outside was beginning to feel like it 
caused more problems than it solved. 
When Gamecock’s sole investor 
pulled out during the height of the 
2008 financial crisis, Gamecock 
crumbled to dust, and Mike, Harry, 
Rick and Nigel weren’t about to make 
the same mistake again. 

“We decided to start our own 
thing under our own control and not 
beholden to someone else,” Nigel 
says, “and that’s how Devolver  
Digital was born.”

these relationships. It’s one of the 
things at the heart of Devolver.” 

When I ask what else makes up 
Devolver’s heart, Mike laughs. “Have 
you met Nigel yet?”

cock & bull
Nigel Lowrie is, at first glance, a 
wonderful kind of contrast to Mike 
Wilson. He’s tall, well-dressed, and 
looks like he’s never been to Burning 
Man. He’s also the most important 
voice an indie developer might ever 
hear. “I’m a people person,” he says. 
“Most of the things that I do involve 
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1  Conversation by  
Rye Yang (Hotline 

Miami)

2   Uriel by Jenny 
Thorne (The 

Talos Principle)

3  Get a Grip by Rye 
Yang (Hotline 

Miami 2)

4  Dropsy the clown 
by  Luiz 

Ferrarezzi (Dropsy)

M e e t  t h e  F o u n d e r s  Devolver’s menagerie of managers

r i c k  s t u l t s
Rick was the CFO at 
Gathering of 
Developers and 
Gamecock Media 
Group, two of Mike 
and Harry’s previous 
publishing 
companies.

G r a e M e 
s t r u t h e r s
Graeme has been 
working in  games 
for almost 20 years, 
including Command 
& Conquer. He is 
Devolver’s resident 
Scotsman.

n i G e l  l o w r i e
Being an ad man 
wasn’t cutting it, so 
Nigel went to work 
for Mike and Harry 
at Gamecock Media 
Group. He avoids 
social media like  
the plague.

M i k e  w i l s o n
Mike’s involvement 
with PC gaming 
extends back to 
Windows 95 and 
DirectX, bringing 
more powerful 
games to an even 
wider audience.

h a r r y  M i l l e r
Partner in crime 
with Mike Wilson, 
Harry’s journey in 
videogames dates 
back to ‘96 as he 
was the CEO of 
Ritual 
Entertainment.

F o r k  P a r k e r
Rumors abound 
whether Fork Parker 
is even a real person 
or not, but don’t 
bother digging too 
deep on this one—
that way leads only 
madness.



Devolver didn’t immediately 
become the recognized name it is 
now. Its first four years of life were 
spent working as the publisher for 
Croteam and its famous shooter, 
Serious Sam. Devolver was bringing 
Sam back from the grave thanks to a 
series of popular HD remakes, but 
they also wanted to experiment with 
publishing their own small-scale, 
high-concept games, and Serious Sam 
was the perfect test subject.

sam but different
In late 2011, Devolver contracted 
developers Mommy’s Best Games, 
Be-Rad Entertainment and 
Vlambeer—the studio that would go 
on to make hits such as Nuclear 
Throne—to create small indie game 
spin-offs set in the Serious Sam 
universe. While none of these games 
set the world on fire, this did inspire 
a close relationship between 
Devolver and Vlambeer, who had just 
come across a group of Swedish 
developers whose game would.

In a rundown apartment in 
Gothenburg, Sweden, Jonatan 
“Cactus” Söderström and Dennis 
Wedin had a common problem for 
indie developers: no money. The two 
had been designing games together 
since meeting through Dennis’s band, 
but if they were going to keep the 
lights on, they needed to create 
something more substantial than the 
bizarre freeware creations Jonatan 
had been pumping out since he was a 
teenager. Digging through the refuse 
of half-finished and abandoned 
projects, the two happened upon the 
remains of Super Carnage, the soul of 
which would go on to create one of 
the most successful indie games ever.

“I’d always been a fan of Jonatan’s 
games,” Nigel explains. “They were 

very peculiar and weird. One day 
Rami Ismail from Vlambeer emailed 
me and said, hey, Jonatan is working 
on a game he wants to turn into 
something bigger. He introduced me 
to Jonatan and then he sent me a 
build to play. It was one of those 
things where it was rough, but you 
instantly understood why it’s going to 
be special.”

Nigel believed that this game 
could be something different. At that 
time, indie videogames were just 
growing into the massive 
phenomenon they are today, and this 
project between Jonatan and Dennis 
was going to be a huge help. Trusting 
his gut, Nigel showed the game to the 
rest of the founders at Devolver. “We 
had no track record, we’d only 
worked with Croteam and Vlambeer,” 
Nigel explains. “I took it to the team 
and everyone dug it, but, at the time, 
we really didn’t have a lot of money, 
we had all been working for free to 
this point—we didn’t pay ourselves. 
We all had back pay, so a few of us 
went in and said, hey, to make this 
game I will forfeit some of my back 
pay because this is how much we 
believe this could work. We really put 
our money where our mouths were.”

The prototype transformed into 
Hotline Miami, an eye-catching and 
idiosyncratic top-down shooter that 
demanded attention with its bloody, 
neon punk aesthetic. It became one 
of the biggest indie success stories 
ever, taking the world by storm with 
its violence and pumping electronic 
beats. Between the first game and the 
sequel, Hotline Miami 2: Wrong 
Number, the series would sell over 
five million copies.

The success of Hotline Miami 
changed Jonatan Söderström and 
Dennis Wedin’s lives as much as it 
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changed everyone’s at Devolver 
Digital. The company found its 
groove and began seeking more indie 
titles that it could help bring to life—
going on to publish hits such as 
Luftrausers, OlliOlli and The Talos 
Principle. As indie games exploded 
across PC and consoles, Devolver 
Digital was there, fanning the flames. 
“To me, it boils down to one thing,” 
Mike says. “People are remembering 
that games are supposed to be fun 
rather than impressive.”

success story 
Hotline Miami brought Devolver to a 
place where it wasn’t just capitalizing 
on a trend in videogames, but a 
cultural one too. Mike explains to me 
that indie developers aren’t the same 
breed he worked with all those years 
ago when he first got into the 
industry. They’re leaner, more 
collaborative, and less interested in 
rolling in piles of money. “I love that 
people aren’t trying to use their game 
as a stepping stone to make a bigger 
one,” he says. “And you really see that 
when someone makes it, they cannot 
wait to help others succeed too.”

That lack of ambition for the 
hollow trappings of success couldn’t 
be a better fit for Devolver. Despite 
their success, the founders are 
adamant on not turning their 
company into anything more than it 
is. They don’t need an extravagant 
office or a pushy marketing team, 
Mike says, and they certainly don’t 
need to sell out to a bigger company. 
In fact, the founders of Devolver 
Digital are so opposed to becoming 
the stereotypical publisher, they even 

invented their own fictional persona 
to be the face of the company. His 
name is Fork Parker, and his bizarre 
wit allows the members of Devolver 
to do their work without the 
sweating from the heat of the 
spotlight. As Mike and I sit outside, 
taking a breather from the bunker 
below, he tells me something I want 
to always remember: “There’s 
freedom in being small.”

That freedom is the foundation of 
a new kind of relationship between 
publisher and developer, one built on 
trust and respect rather than profit 
margins and value propositions. 
When we return to the Devolver 
bunker, we find it packed with 
people. Developers chat excitedly, 
people flail around wearing VR 
headsets, and Genital Jousting has 
been replaced by a new game where 
you play a grizzly bear trying to buck 
off what looks like a naked Danny 
DeVito. There’s an undeniable sense 
of community here—and at the 
center of it stand just five people. I 
don’t have too much time to think 
about it because as soon as we step 
back inside Mike turns to me and 
smiles. “I hope you like tequila.” 
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1  Tiny Steps by 
Alberto Messagia  

(Ronin)

2  Jacket vs Ninja by 
Rye Yang (Hotline 

Miami)

3  The Gang from 
Enter the 

Gungeon by Maddie 
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4  Aubrey by Rye 
Yang (Hotline 

Miami)



I’m glad you guys have introduced offline play to Star 
Wars Battlefront. What was the thinking behind 
introducing this mode? 
Niklas: It’s something the fans have been talking about for 
a very long time. It’s been on the forums, it’s one of the 
most requested things, to play offline in our big modes. 
And that’s what Skirmish is about. We’ve been working 
on it for quite some time—it’s not an easy thing. It’s one of 
those things we know fans really wanted, so we’ve  
been listening. 

Everyone knows you have a second Battlefront game on 
the way—was this a goodwill gesture?
Niklas: That’s one way of putting it, absolutely. It’s us 
having a conversation with the fans, listening to what they 
want, and trying to work as hard as we can to get it out 
there and hopefully reach the quality and expectations 
that they want. It’s our passion and their passion.

It feels like the AI are a little more aggressive than in the 
co-op missions at launch. How much work did you have to 
do on the AI to get them into shape for Skirmish?

Dennis: Quite a bit, actually. And that’s the interesting 
part about working on Battlefront, as opposed to working 
on Battlefield, that it’s such a broad demographic of 
players who want to play the game. For the AI, we want 
to cater to all types of players—the Normal one is very 
much for if you want to play it casually. Then we bump it 
up until finally, it’s at that level where if you’re a very 
competitive player and you play with your friends, then 
the AI should cater to that type of playstyle too. Hopefully 
it’s something for everyone. 

Can you play offline in your DLC maps, too?
Dennis: Not right now. We’re looking into it. There’s a 
bunch of not-really-development-related issues with that, 
so we have to clear that, then we’ll see depending on how 
popular it becomes. You never know, right? Is it a very 
vocal minority that’s crying out for it, or is it something a 
lot of people will be playing? We’ll see and make decisions 
based on that.

Does this indicate that with the next game you guys are 
thinking about singleplayer? Is this the first step in the 

We talk to the designers about Star WarS battlefront’s new offline mode and  
the future of DICE’s Star Wars games. By Samuel Roberts

The new DLC will take 
Battlefront into space.

It’s this sort of image that challenges 
my ‘no season pass’ policy.
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road to building more elaborate singleplayer options for 
the Battlefront series?
Niklas: Well, we don’t have anything on the next 
Battlefront to share—we’re mostly just talking about 
Skirmish mode. Obviously, though, with everything you 
do, there are learnings. We’ve done a lot of stuff with 
Skirmish mode, with expansion packs, and a bunch of 
other things, and all of the stuff we’ve learned there we’ll 
of course bring with us going into the next one. 

It feels to me like the hero-specific modes in Battlefront 
aren’t quite as refined as modes like Walker Assault—a 
lightsaber battle doesn’t quite feel like a lightsaber battle  
in the movies. How have you guys found the reaction to 

those modes and building the heroes?
Niklas: Well, adding heroes to a multiplayer game like this 
is something very new to us, and quite new in general. It’s 
one of those things that, when we took the decision to 
actually incorporate heroes in a normal multiplayer 
setting, it wasn’t without some nerves involved. “So 
someone’s going to be really overpowered here, because 
they’re a really awesome hero?” So the whole hero 
concept has been, luckily, very successful. Heroes vs 
Villains is one of our most popular modes, and we’re 
constantly adding new heroes, we’re learning to balance 
heroes, and how to bring those fantasies to life—be it 
lightsabers or something else. It’s just one of those things 
that’s just a journey for us as well as for the players. How 
do we really make this the most Star Wars-fulfilling 
[experience] that we can? And that’s the challenge. 

You’ve worked hard to give people free stuff even when 
they’re not buying the season pass. What have you 
learned about your player base from Battlefront? Has that 

new stuff managed to keep people interested even when 
they don’t want to buy DLC?
Niklas: The biggest learning that we’ve had is that the 
Battlefront audience are really, really looking for the Star 
Wars fantasies, that’s the main thing. So it’s not only about 
creating good gameplay and creating good balanced 
features, that when we add stuff—expansions or free stuff 
or whatever—it’s trying to find those Star Wars fantasies 
that people are crying out for. How do I get my Star Wars 
fix? Combining that with game design is a challenge, but 
it’s also the awesome part. It’s Star Wars.

Dennis: I think customization is something people have 
been asking for quite a lot, but that’s something we’re 
hammering down on for all the expansions moving 
forward. People want to be able to play as, sure, Rebels 
and Stormtroopers, but additional ones—variations like 
the Cloud City wing guard on Cloud City. Characters like 
that, so they feel like they can express themselves while 
still staying true to the Star Wars universe.

What can you say about the introduction of the Death 
Star? In terms of how it changes the fundamentals of Star 
Wars Battlefront, versus the other maps you guys have 
released already.
Dennis: Well, we’re finally adding space, which I think is 
gonna be a big deal to players who have been asking for it 
for a long time. I think that’s the defining one. Of course, 
the interior maps are going to be darker, and suitably 
Death Star-y like you’d expect. 

Have you guys explored Trench Run stuff?
Dennis: It wouldn’t be the Death Star without it. 

Actually reaching the Death Star came as a bit of a 
surprise to me. It seems like you’ve got a lot out of this 
original trilogy era.
Niklas: We’re pulling in a lot of stuff from the Original 
Trilogy era. The Death Star is one of those things that is 
super iconic, but you’ve only seen it in the background so 
far. Hopefully players will be really excited about actually 
being able to go there, and having the Luke and Han 
saving-Leia-from-the-cell-block fantasy, but as troopers 
fighting against them as well. 

How’s Chewie going to get home 
with the space bus destroyed?
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P H I L  S A V A G E
D E P U T Y  E D I T O R
p h i l . s a v a g e @ f u t u r e n e t . c o m

Our scOring  
system explained
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, Sonic: Lost World

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

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, Just Cause 3, Blood Bowl 2

70%-79% Good, but not a classic. This score is 
a recommendation, just not a glowing one. 
Examples Broken Age, Batman: Arkham Knight

80%-89% A great game with exceptional moments or 
features, and touches of brilliance. 
Examples Elite: Dangerous, Soma, Fallout 4

90%-94% A compelling recommendation for most PC 
gamers. Ahead of its time and important to PC gaming. 
Examples MGS V, Rainbow Six Siege, Undertale

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, Kerbal Space Program, Spelunky

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

HOw we review 
Wherever possible, we finish a game before finalizing 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 buy.  
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.

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.

R E V I E W
divided 
opinion
Despite scoring highly, Mankind 
Divided can’t quite match Human 
Revolution’s 94% score. What does 
that mean? That the immersive sim 
genre is more competitive today 
than it has been in decades? That, 
despite creating an excellent set of 
systems, Eidos Montreal doesn’t 
quite stick the (Icarus) landing? In 
fact, it’s a little of both. At least it’s 
no Invisible War.

Elsewhere, the 80s just keep 
coming. Quadrilateral Cowboy is a 
brilliantly inventive mix of heists 
and hacking, Lovely Planet Arcade 

promises hours of entertainment 
for FPS perfectionists, and Earth 
Defense Force 4.1—guaranteed to be 
one of the dumbest games you’ll 
play this year—is a ridiculous 
amount of fun.
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J A m E S 
D A V E n P o r t
Specialist in
Shooters, loveliness

Currently playing
Lovely Planet Arcade

This month
Wasn’t allowed to look 
up or down. Yes, we’re 
still hazing him.

C H r I S 
L I V I n G S t o n
Specialist in
Crafting, blocks

Currently playing
Starbound

This month
Sought out new worlds 
and civilizations. Stole 
their resources.

P H I L  S A V A G E
Specialist in
Action, giant insects

Currently playing
Earth Defense Force 
4.1: The Shadow of  
new Despair

This month
EDF! EDF! EDF! EDF! 
EDF! EDF!

t o m  S E n I o r
Specialist in
Action, heists

Currently playing
Quadrilateral 
Cowboy

This month
funnybio.think(60); 
mind.blank(1);
it.phonein(30)

t y L E r  W I L D E
Specialist in
Roguelikes, death

Currently playing
necropolis

This month
Wasn’t a necrophiliac. 
(We assume that’s 
what you call a person 
who loves necropolis.)

A n D y  K E L L y
Specialist in
RPGs, brooding

Currently playing
Deus Ex: Mankind 
Divided

This month
Reviewed the new 
Deus Ex. Yes, he did 
ask for this.

this month’s augmented critics…

84

74

66	 Deus Ex: Mankind Divided
72	 Quadrilateral Cowboy
74	 Overcooked
76	 Lovely Planet Arcade

contents 78	 Furi
80	 I am Setsuna
82	 Earth Defense Force 4.1: 
 The Shadow of New Despair
84	 Starbound

t o m  m A r K S
Specialist in
Cooking, raccoons

Currently playing
overcooked

This month
Discovered an activity 
more chaotic and 
madcap than working 
on the PCG website.
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BacK To The FuTure
Deus ex: MankinD DiviDeD takes you to a dark, beautiful world of cyborg agents, 

conspiracies and social turmoil. By Andy Kelly

prague is the 
only major city 

hub in the 
game, which is 
disappointing

It’s a paranoia born of the so-called 
Aug Event, in which augmented 
people around the world were driven 
violently insane, killing millions. The 
truth behind this disaster is revealed 
in the previous game, Human 
Revolution, which an optional 
12-minute recap video recounts in 
convoluted detail. Set just two years 
later, Mankind Divided 
is a direct continuation 
of this story.

Augmented people 
are now second-class 
citizens, harassed by 
the police, viewed with 
suspicion wherever 
they go, and sent to live 
in slums. The city of 
Prague is at the heart of this anti-aug 
upswell, which just so happens to be 
Jensen’s new home. It’s a weird place 
for someone like him to relocate to, 
but he has no choice: it’s where his 
latest employer, counter-terrorist 
agency Task Force 29, is based.

Prague is the only major city hub 
in Mankind Divided, which is slightly 
disappointing. I kept waiting for 
Jensen to fly to the next one, but it 
never happened. However, by 

While moody protagonist Adam Jensen is fitted with 
military-grade mechanical implants that let him turn 
invisible, punch through walls, and hack computers, 
most of his peers in this high-tech future just have 
advanced prosthetics. Cybernetic replacements for a 

missing limb or eye. But the ordinary citizens don’t see the distinction. To 
them, every augmented person is equally dangerous.

focusing on a single location the 
artists have managed to pack in an 
incredible amount of detail. As you 
walk the streets your eyes are 
bombarded by holographic billboards, 
buzzing police drones, strange 
sculptures, and fascinating future-
tech. It’s an impressively dense, 
hand-crafted space, making Human 

Revolution’s cities feel 
pretty lifeless and 
cardboard in 
comparison.

It’s clear more time 
was spent on the 
streets than the 
interiors of the pubs 
and shops, however, 
which all look vaguely 

the same, bar a few more detailed 
locations like the Red Queen club. 
The narrow, traffic-free streets don’t 
quite give the impression that you’re 
in a bustling urban sprawl, either. It’s 
the best Deus Ex city yet, but it’s still 
missing something. Thankfully, the 
character models have been vastly 
improved. The dead-eyed 
mannequins of the last game are a 
distant memory, but there’s still a 
marked difference between the 

high-poly main characters and the 
slightly doughy NPCs.

The police presence in Prague is 
never a real obstacle, but there are 
certain situations where they’ll 
bother you. For example, entering a 
metro station through the naturals-
only entrance, or getting on the 
wrong train carriage. A scene will 
play where they demand to see your 
papers, but that’s it. Although they 
will react to any crimes you commit. 
I had a strange moment where I 
tasered a guy robbing a store at 
gunpoint, thinking I was doing a 
good deed, and a cop saw me. 
Seconds later the entire police force 
was hunting me down and trying to 
kill me. The AI can be weird like that.

To make up for the single hub, 
Prague is remixed several times over 
the course of the game. Jensen will 
embark on a mission, returning home 
to find a different spin on the city. In 
the first act you explore it during 
daylight hours, but later you get to 
see it at night. This gives it a very 
different look and feel. A new district 
opens up, and extra missions become 
available. It takes the sting out of 
there only being one city, but I would 
still have liked to see more of this 
world. Perhaps they just didn’t have 
the time or resources to create 
another location as detailed as 
Prague, which is understandable.

SLUMMING IT
Jensen briefly visits Golem City, a 
ghetto built on the outskirts of the 
Czech capital to house augmented 
people. It’s one of my favorite 
locations in the Deus Ex series so far, 
inspired by Hong Kong’s infamous 
Kowloon Walled City, but it’s not a 
proper hub. When I first arrived I 
thought I’d be spending a lot more 
time there, that it would be much 
bigger, but it’s really just an elaborate 
introduction to one of the main story 
missions. Even so, it’s a remarkable 
feat of world-building, evocatively 
illustrating just how hard and 
hopeless life is for augmented people 
in this grim vision of the future.

n e e D  t o  k n o w
What Is It?

An immersive sim set in 
a cyberpunk future.

EXPECt tO PaY
$60

DEVElOPER
Eidos Montreal

PublIshER
Square Enix

REVIEWED On
GeForce GTX 970, Intel 

i5-6600K, 8GB RAM

MultIPlaYER
None

lInk
www.deusex.com

M i x  a n D  M a t C H  My favorite aug combinations

Dash lets you climb to high 
places, Landing lets you 

jump back down to safety 
without taking any damage. 

Just like Icarus didn’t.

i C a r u s  
D a s H

i C a r u s 
L a n D i n g

+

When you’re cloaked 
enemies can still hear you 

moving, but not if you 
combo it with Run Silently. 
Uses a lot of juice, though.

C L o a k r u n 
s i L e n t L y

+

Upgrade the Radar 
augmentation to reveal 

enemy vision cones, then 
track them on your HUD 

with Mark and Track.

r a D a r M a r k  & 
t r a C k

+
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jensen gets 
tangled up in a 

conspiracy 
involving the 

illuminati

I love Task Force 29’s HQ as well, 
which is Mankind Divided’s 
equivalent of UNATCO or Sarif 
Industries, and looks like CTU from 
24. I spent a good hour in here 
sneaking through vents into people’s 
offices, reading their emails, stealing 
credit chips off their desks and 
talking to my colleagues. But no one 
told me off for going into the ladies’ 
bathroom. What gives? That’s a series 
tradition! It makes no sense, of 
course, for Jensen to wander around 
his office stealing stuff and crawling 
around in the ventilation system 
unchallenged. But hey, it’s a Deus Ex 
game. That’s what you do.

In Prague Jensen is caught up in a 
terrorist bombing at a train station 
and his augmentations are damaged. 
Before the Aug Event he could have 
strolled into a LIMB clinic for 
repairs, but there aren’t any in Prague 
for obvious reasons. You can see the 
remains of one in the city, but it’s 
boarded up and covered in anti-aug 
graffiti. So he has to visit a new ally 
called Václav Koller, an eccentric 
underground augmentation expert, to 
get himself fixed. Getting to him is 
your first real test, as his lab—which 
is hidden under a bookshop—is 
crawling with gangsters who you 
need to either take out or sneak past.

It’s during your repairs that a 
range of experimental new augs are 
found lying dormant in Jensen’s body. 
Koller activates them, which is a neat 
way of giving you a bunch of new 
toys to play with. He also performs a 
convenient factory reset, giving you a 
generous pool of Praxis points to 
spend on reconfiguring your 
augmentations from scratch. I like 
this because it gives 
you the opportunity to 
recreate your character 
from Human 
Revolution, even 
though there’s no save 
transfer option, or 
create a new one. But 
there’s a catch: to 
activate one of these 
new augs you have to sacrifice an 
existing one, otherwise Jensen’s 
systems will become unstable. At 
least until you find a certain item in 
an optional mission.

There are seven new 
augmentations to play with. Players 
who like to solve problems by 
shooting them can use Focus 
Enhancement to briefly slow time, or 
Titan to cover themselves in thick 
armor for a few seconds. But I don’t 

play Deus Ex that way, and you 
probably don’t either. For stealth fans, 
the new Remote Hacking tool (which 
has been lifted straight from BioShock 
2) is a must-have. Point the crosshair 
at a camera, tripwire, mine, turret, or 
drone, and a simple timing-based 
minigame pops up. Complete it and 
the thing you’re aiming at will stop 
working for a short while.

The Icarus Dash is a Deus Ex-style 
take on Dishonored’s Blink, letting 
you essentially teleport by charging it 
up and pointing at something—like a 
distant ledge or an out of reach 
window. It’s not as responsive or 
satisfying to use as Blink, because 

finding the sweet spot 
to make it work can be 
tricky, but it gives 
Jensen a lot more 
mobility and freedom. I 
mapped it to the 
middle mouse button 
and found myself using 
it constantly.

I’ll let you discover 
the rest for yourself. The important 
thing is that there are now a lot more 
tools to complement your play style, 
which makes Jensen an even more 
effective Swiss Army knife. I still 
don’t like the way he moves, though. 
The first-person movement always 
felt slightly weightless to me in 
Human Revolution, and the same 
applies here. There are some sections 
where a bit of light platforming is 
required, and it feels annoyingly 

twitchy. And when you haul yourself 
up a ledge, the camera violently 
lurches forward to show your hands 
grabbing it, which can be 
disorientating to watch.

While on a counter-terrorism 
mission in Dubai, which serves as the 
game’s tutorial level, Jensen and his 
squad are ambushed by augmented 
mercenaries wearing creepy gold 
masks. This sets the main story in 
motion, and he soon finds himself 
tangled up in a sinister conspiracy 
involving the Illuminati. Who else? 
The story takes place mostly in 
Prague, with a few stops in other 
countries that I won’t spoil for you. 
And, honestly, it’s the weakest part of 
the game. I never felt that invested in 
what was going on, and by the end I 
didn’t feel like I’d learned anything 
about Jensen as a character.

The writing is inconsistent 
throughout, with some fun characters 
(I enjoyed spending time with the 
jumpy Lone Gunmenesque editor of 
an anarchist newspaper), and a lot of 
forgettable ones—including an 
antagonist who says “We’re not so 
different you and I” completely 
unironically. The use of real-world 
history to give context to the 
segregation and prejudice in this 
world is heavy-handed—from 
“Augmented Lives Matter” slogans 
on posters to drinking fountains 
marked “augs” and “naturals”. It’s 
like the writers are constantly poking 
you in the arm and saying “Get it?”

H o M e  s w e e t  H o M e  A tour of Jensen’s new apartment

1 t e L e v i s i o n
An enormous screen, used for 

both watching TV and video calls.
2 s t a s H

Storage space hidden behind a 
fake wall panel. A Deus Ex tradition.

3 C o M p u t e r
Access your email, lock your 

doors, and reveal your stash.

4 C o u C H
An antique leather couch. 

Recline here and watch Picus news.
5 B a s e B a L L  B a t

Either he’s a baseball fan, or this 
is for keeping out unwanted guests.

6 k i t C H e n
All mod cons, but our hero only 

seems to eat cereal and drink booze.

3

5
4

12
6
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Do cyborgs dream of
electric sheep?

Prague feels much more
Deus Ex at night.

Task Force 29 prepares
for a mission in Dubai.

Infiltrating this gangster
hideout is a highlight.

There’s still plenty of black
and gold in this future.

Eidos Montreal really
does love triangles.
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I can use the Remote Hacking
aug to disable those lasers.

An advert for Bob Page’s
VersaLife corporation.

Security cameras are no
problem for Jensen.

Reach for
the lasers.

Koller accidentally
discovers your new augs.

The main character models
are impressively detailed.
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The bank heist 
is some of the 
most fun i’ve 
ever had in an 
immersive sim

I do get it, yes. And I get that 
science fiction, particularly 
cyberpunk, should hold a mirror up 
to our own society to reveal 
something about it. But Mankind 
Divided doesn’t have anything 
interesting to say, and its political and 
social commentary is about as 
entry-level as it gets. It has no 
message—other than, perhaps, 
“prejudice is bad”—and it reveals no 
hidden truth about, well, anything. 
And that’s a shame, because I feel like 
this setting is fertile ground for a 
great story. I just don’t think Eidos 
Montreal knows how to tell one yet.

But what the game lacks in 
narrative depth it makes up for with 
some genuinely 
brilliant level design. 
The game is at its best 
when it presents you 
with a big, interesting 
space full of obstacles, 
enemies, and things to 
discover and sets you 
loose. One mission in 
particular sees you 
breaking into a high-security bank, 
and it’s some of the most fun I’ve 
ever had in an immersive sim. 
Everywhere you look there are sentry 
turrets, security bots, criss-crossed 
laser tripwires, and patrolling guards. 
Getting inside, stealing the particular 
item you’re looking for, and escaping 
unseen was hugely satisfying.

Experimenting with cool 
augmentations and manipulating the 
AI and systems is exactly what I want 
from a Deus Ex game, and Mankind 
Divided frequently delivers. The 
sheer variety of ways to tackle an 
objective is impressive, and almost 
everything is designed with your augs 
in mind. And if you don’t have a 

particular aug to get through one 
way, there’s always an alternative. 
And don’t worry: Eidos Montreal has 
learned its lesson when it comes to 
boss battles. I only encountered one 
in my playthrough (there may be 
others depending on the choices you 
make), and I was able to beat him 
with a Jensen I’d tuned for stealth, 
armed only with a stun gun.

SIde order
Some of the game’s most dramatic 
missions are, naturally, found in the 
main story. But the optional side 
missions are great too, and in many 
instances much more interesting. You 
can skip them, but the bonus XP they 

yield—which unlocks 
additional aug-boosting 
Praxis points—is 
invaluable. And some 
of them are essential to 
learning more about 
the main story, 
including one that 
explains how Jensen 
ended up with all those 

experimental augs hidden in his body, 
and others that give valuable context 
to a few key events.

One of the most memorable side 
missions sees you sneaking into an 
apartment complex filled with 
tattooed gangsters, knocking one of 
them unconscious, then dragging his 
body back out unseen. It’s a brilliant 
test of your stealth skills, and 
delightfully absurd. In another you 
help that editor I mentioned earlier 
find a scoop for his anti-government 
newspaper. I actually found the 
self-contained stories these missions 
tell much more interesting than the 
main arc in most cases, and they have 
a variety of outcomes depending on 

the choices you make—some of 
which can be quite dark.

It took me just under 30 hours to 
finish Mankind Divided, and that 
included taking the time to do every 
side mission I could find. I’m sure I 
missed a few. A decent length, but the 
final act felt rushed, and the story 
ended somewhat abruptly. I was left 
thinking “Is that it?” when the credits 
rolled, which is never good. Mostly, 
though, I just wanted more. Another 
city hub, another bank to rob, more 
missions to perform. But I guess I’ll 
have to wait for the next game. I 
would also like to have seen more 
explicit connections to the original 
Deus Ex, but this still feels very much 
like a distant prequel.

Mankind Divided is a great 
immersive sim with some of the best 
level design in the series, a 
wonderfully rich setting, and an 
enjoyably diverse range of 
augmentations to experiment with. I 
just wish there was a better story 
holding it all together. And even 
though the developers clearly worked 
hard on Prague, the lack of a second 
city hub was a big disappointment for 
me. I would have been happy with 
Prague being smaller if it meant 
getting to see another corner of this 
fascinating futuristic society. The 
original Deus Ex is still the high 
watermark, but Eidos Montreal is 
closer than ever to reaching it. The 
worlds it builds are incredible: it just 
need to tell better stories in them. 

88
A beautiful, smartly 
designed game set in a 
gorgeous futuristic city, 
but with a story that 
doesn’t quite do it justice.

V E R D I C t

C Z e C H  i t  o u t
Places to stop off on 
the Prague metro

3 M o n u M e n t  s t a t i o n
The secret underground 

headquarters of Task Force 29, 
Jensen’s current employer, is 
hidden here beneath a shop.

4 F o u n t a i n  s t a t i o n
Jensen’s apartment is located 

here, as is Koller’s illegal aug 
workshop. Be sure to visit Vincent 
Van Aug’s art gallery as well.

5 r u Z i C k a  s t a t i o n
Prague’s main train station. 

Jensen arrives here just in time to 
witness, and narrowly avoid, a 
deadly terrorist bombing.

1 p a L i s a D e  s t a t i o n
Here you’ll find the Palisade 

high security bank, which you can 
attempt to rob if you’re feeling 
brave. Also a public square.

2 p i L g r i M  s t a t i o n
The seedy part of town, 

controlled by the feared Dvali crime 
family. At night the bars and clubs 
of the red light district open up.



CODE TO JOY
Commit clever crimes in Quadrilateral Cowboy’s 

wonderful technoverse. By Tom Senior

 A world where 
augmented 

limbs coexist 
with portable 
vinyl players

The plucky Impala team like to beat a 
virtual build of each job before 
risking their real-life necks. This 
affords you a lot of luxuries puzzle 
games rarely allow, such as the ability 
to no-clip through walls to look at the 
level from any angle. Instant restarts, 
tutorial messages and the abstract 
nature of many of the levels are thus 
accounted for in the fiction.

Your deck is your greatest weapon 
in Quadrilateral Cowboy’s strange 
environments. This little computer 
can hack gates, doors and laser grids 
using a simple command line 
language. Imagine a corridor with 
door 1 at one end and door 2 at the 
other. Typing ‘door1.open(3)’ into 
your deck will open the first door for 
three seconds. You can 
queue up commands 
with semicolons. So 
‘door1.open(3); wait(3); 
door2.open(3)’ opens 
door 1, gives you three 
seconds to walk down 
the hall, and then 
opens the door at the 
end for three seconds. 
This is a key skill that lets you 
accomplish heists with maximum 
efficiency—necessary if you want to 
top the leaderboards that pit your 
time against your friends.

Command line hacking is at once 
fiddly and extremely cool, which is a 
fair shorthand description of the 
whole game. Your deck also controls 
your little robot pal and, eventually, 
your gun-in-a-box. You can 
awkwardly place an in-game monitor 
next to your deck to see the world 
from the perspective of your gadgets, 
though I wish it would auto-place at 
an angle that let you consistently see 
your deck screen and camera feed at 
the same time. 

This is a game about heists. You scan documents from offices  
in lockdown, steal safes from banks, download the brains of 
coma patients in hospitals floating in space. You achieve this 
with the help of a hacking deck, some springboards, a tiny 
dog-like robot that can go places you can’t, and a gun turret 

in a suitcase. Except that, technically speaking, you never actually execute 
these heists at all. 

Placing the deck, setting up the 
monitor and typing commands is a 
clunky process, but fundamental to 
the game’s appeal. Your heists take 
place in an anachronistic world 
where augmented limbs and space 
elevators coexist with portable vinyl 
players—one of which is always to 
hand if you want to listen to some 
crackling ’20s pop while you do 
crime. The inability to control your 
robot with WASD or aim your gunbot 
with a mouse is part of this, and also 
adds an important element of graft to 
each mission. The problem with the 
traditional heist fantasy is that once 
you’ve stripped away the quips and 
cool music, it’s just a matter of 
pressing buttons to open doors in a 

certain order. 
Quadrilateral Cowboy’s 
hacking turns this into 
a skill you can learn 
and refine.

After a few missions 
you get the ability to 
attach commands to 
your character’s blinks, 
performed with the Q 

button. Inside a well-secured 
apartment I blinked twice to have my 
turret—carefully placed outside—
shoot out two switches through a 
window to wipe out some lasers. I’d 
taken time to spot the obstacles in the 
apartment, opened the window, set 
up my turret and painstakingly set up 
the precise set of aim and fire 
commands. This is Quadrilateral 
Cowboy at its best, delivering the 
casing-setup-execution heist formula 
in a satisfying ten-minute burst.

The campaign, which you can 
tackle out of order if you choose, 
doesn’t quite capitalize on this. A lot 
of the missions teach you how to use 
individual gadgets, but the final 

coming together of these elements is 
all too brief. I felt I’d been taught the 
game’s systems, but ultimately had 
very little opportunity to apply that 
complete body of knowledge.

fun cubed
It’s still a fun journey, thanks in large 
part to Blendo Games’ signature 
sense of style. The big, boxy 
characters and stark textures depict a 
retrofuturistic world arranged by 
dream logic. People live in towers of 
trucks accessed by flying bikes. You 
buy gadgets from a cat who runs an 
illicit tech store. Short scenes 
between each heist give you an 
opportunity to visit your accomplices’ 
apartments, which are packed full of 
paraphernalia. Take the time to read 
the spine of every book, play the text 
adventure on your friend’s computer, 
and throw things around. Blendo 
games are cool places to hang out.

This is a hugely important and 
enjoyable element that, quite apart 
from the heisting, makes the game 
worth a visit. It must be said that in 
addition to the slightly uneven 
campaign, a few other issues hold 
this game back. It crashed a handful 
of times during my playthrough, and 
minor bugs, such as the laser pointer 
texture sticking onto walls, popped 
up now and then. While I found the 
input system tactile and fun, some 
will find all the typing laborious.

The drawbacks didn’t seriously 
damage my time with Quadrilateral 
Cowboy. It’s a smart puzzle game, 
overflowing with personality. Even 
though it doesn’t quite reach its full 
potential, I dare say I’ll return to 
out-heist my friends and colleagues 
when the leaderboards go live for the 
wider gaming community. If you like 
capers, neat gadgets and weird 
worlds, it’s a steal. 

N e e d  t o  K N o w
What is it?

A puzzle game where 
you use hacking to 

commit heists.

EXPECt tO PaY
$20

DEvElOPEr
Blendo Games

PublishEr
In-house

rEviEWED On
Windows 10, 8GB RAM, 

GeForce GTX 970

MultiPlaYEr
None, but there are 

leaderboards

link
www.blendo 

games.com/qc

80
A few technical issues 
aside, Quadrilateral 
Cowboy is a clever  
puzzle game bursting 
with character.

v E r D i C t
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l i f e  h a C K s  
Three everyday tasks executed QC style

1 M a K e  a  C u p p a
kettle.boil(60);steep(30); 

sip;toohot.ouch(1);wait(120);drink.
ahhhh(60)

2 G o  t o  t h e  t o i l e t
toilet.enter(3);lid.open;sit; 

PCGamer.read(1000);dothebusine
ss(30);flush

3 C o M M e N t  o N  
t h e  i N t e r N e t

headline.read(1); 
article.read(1);article.
comment(60)
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Your friends’ reading habits
tell you a lot about them.

Typing ‘go faster stupid robot’
doesn’t work, sadly.

Enjoy the calm 
before the crime.

Is she welding to keep thieves 
out, or the machines in?

These blimps fire rockets
at you if you trip an alarm.



Hunger games
Local co-op catering sim OvercOOked is chaotic bliss, and one of the best  

couch party games ever made. By Tom Marks

soon, your 
kitchen is split 

across three 
moving trucks 
or a lake of lava

This is a wonderfully chaotic local 
co-op game that gives real power to 
the words “too many cooks spoil the 
broth.” At its best, a team of four 
players look like a beautiful mix of 
ballet and an assembly line, chopping 
ingredients, shuttling them to 
cookers, and then serving the 
finished meals. At its worst, they look 
like one of Gordon’s 
Ramsay’s nightmares. 
Either way it’s an 
absolute blast to play.

Overcooked is a race 
against time, where you 
and your team are 
trying to finish and 
deliver as many dishes 
as possible. It’s basically 
a two button game, and actions are 
kept standard across most meals you 
make: put chopped stuff in pots or 
pans, let it cook, then put cooked 
stuff on plates. Every order 
completed gets you points, every one 
you miss loses you points. Simple 
enough, but very rarely that 
straightforward in practice.

Where Overcooked really shines, 
and where the vast majority of its 

There’s fish burning in a fryer and I’m too busy washing plates 
to stop it. Meanwhile, nobody is cutting potatoes and the 
paraplegic raccoon in a wheelchair just slipped and fell into 
an icy river while holding a full plate of french fries ready to 
serve. The fryer goes up in flames and the tabby cat rushes 

for the fire extinguisher. We still need to cut potatoes. All in all, this is 
merely an average level of catastrophe in Overcooked.

challenge comes from, is its level 
design. Levels start simple—an 
outdoor kitchen with random people 
walking across your path, a pirate 
ship that tilts and slides your tables 
back and forth—but quickly escalate 
until your kitchen is split across three 
moving trucks or on shifting islands 
in a lake of lava. The harder levels in 

the game always kept 
me coming back for 
more, trying to get a 
three star rating.

Suddenly I’m 
driving back across 
Overcooked’s charming 
level-select map, 
tracking down and 
tryharding any levels I 

only had two stars on. It’s easy to 
‘complete’ a level, as the one star 
requirement is generally low—except 
for the final set of levels which ramps 
up dramatically. There’s no way to 
fail entirely, which I actually disliked 
as it removed some of the pressure 
when time was about to run out on 
an order. But to get three stars for 
most levels requires a gameplan and 
a coordinated team. We would often 

pause a level right at the start just to 
plan our strategy and assign roles to 
each person. 

The levels in Overcooked, however, 
are specifically designed to throw this 
sort of planning into chaos, and 
inevitably things would fall apart. 
The game didn’t want us to have a 
plan, it wanted us to think on our 
feet. What happens when the pirate 
ship tilts, the tables slide, and 
suddenly Evan and his raccoon don’t 
have access to the burners anymore? 
It’s being able to quickly 
communicate and swap roles that let 
us conquer some of the game’s 
harder stages, and when our 
communication broke down it was 
joyous chaos.

cooking for one
Sadly, Overcooked just isn’t as much 
fun alone. Playing solo, you control 
two chefs you can swap between, and 
chopping ingredients takes a lot 
longer than while playing 
multiplayer. This let me start 
chopping an onion with one chef, 
swap to the other to start another 
task, then swap back when the 
chopping was done. Instead of being 
about adapting to the level and 
sharing tasks, Overcooked becomes 
more like StarCraft—a game of micro 
and finding the optimal order to 
complete those tasks.

With four players gathered 
around, Overcooked is one of the best 
couch party games ever made. It’s the 
perfect balance of chaos that can be 
conquered with skill. With two or 
three players, the game gets easier 
and much more strategic, with room 
to see what you’re doing and think 
about what needs to be done. With 
one, it’s all about challenging yourself, 
and a lot of the whimsical fun of 
shouting at the screen is lost. 

N e e d  t O  k N O w
What is it?

A local co-op game 
about cooking, 

cooperation and chaos.

EXPECt tO PaY
$17

DEvElOPEr
Ghost Town Games

PublishEr
Team17

rEviEWED On
Windows 10, 8GB RAM, 

GeForce GTX 970

MultiPlaYEr
 Local co-op, up to four 

players

link
www.ghosttowngames.

com/overcooked

86
Great level design, and a 
hilariously stressful and 
joyously demanding 
experience for a couchful 
of shouting friends.

v E r D i C t

H O w  t H e  r a c c O O N  w a s  m a i m e d 
My best guesses at a tragedy

1 Fell from a moving 
truck while bringing 

lettuce to a burger.

2 Rolled over by a stray 
cannonball while 

making tomato soup.

3Frostbite after slipping 
on ice straight into a 

frozen river.

4 Earthquake that split 
the kitchen in two 

while chopping onions.

5 Attacked by ghosts 
while making pizza.

6 FELL IN LAVA.
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What’s a pirate’s favorite 
vegetable? ARRRtichokes.

Starchy?
Is that you?

I believe in three 
square meals a day.

“Ring the dinner-
gong of ice and fire.”

Never agree to cater 
for Abbey Road Studios.



TweeFG
LoveLy PLanet arcade strips FPS design to the minimum 

and makes a puzzle game of it. By James Davenport

It boils down 
early shooters 

to a candy-
coated fun-

sized version

That was my 15th attempt, because 
before I could get to this particular 
greenman, I had to collect some 
coins, shoot bombs out of the air, and 
jump-shoot over the shields of a few 
greenies. One bad swing of my 
mouse, one poorly timed misfire, 
meant death or that I wouldn’t make 
it to the bombs before they hit the 
ground. Nothing waits 
for you in Lovely Planet 
Arcade, a time attack 
FPS that ditches y-axis 
aim to focus on 
puzzling and speed. 
Failure is inherent and 
frustrating, so shore up 
some patience, because 
Lovely Planet Arcade 
just wants to teach you sick tricks.

The basic goal in Arcade is to 
eliminate all the greenmen in a level 
as quickly as possible. Up to three 
stars are awarded for fast runs, which 
require near perfect execution. You 
can jump (barely), shooting is 
hitscan, and movement is slow. The 
thrill of acceleration is sacrificed for 
the thrill of executing prescriptive 
shooting challenges. Mistakes can’t 

I have never been so angry at a pile of shapes. The greenman is two 
spheres on top of one another wearing a red triangle hat. He fires a 
red sphere my way. I waddle-juke left. He fires another. Waddle-
juke right. Red blobs block my way, so I reach terminal waddle and 
heave myself over them with the grace of a kicked pig. I feel like I 

should be out of breath, but with an exasperated cough from my shotgun, I 
send him on his way.

be corrected, and shooter virtuoso is 
determined by adherence to a 
specific line of tricks rather than 
reactive creativity. Discovering and 
using those shooter-tricks is the 
challenge here.

They start off simple enough: 
shoot the greenmen before they 
shoot you, and do it fast. Later stages 

add a few wrinkles: 
shoot the greenmen, 
fast, but every other 
one has a shield you 
need to jump to hit. 
And later on, chaos: 
shoot the greenmen, 
jump for shields, and 
do it while flying across 
the map. Shoot a 

greenman with a spiral on their belly 
and time freezes for a second before 
they pull you in like a magnet. Tricks 
continue to layer: jump before you 
pop a spiral man so when you fly 
over you’ll still be elevated, and while 
flying, turn 90 degrees to the right 
and get ready to fire. There’s a 
shielded greenman waiting, so if 
you’re not elevated and a second late 
on the trigger, he’ll shoot first. 

New concepts feel impenetrable 
on a first encounter, but Arcade is as 
caring as it is cruel. I didn’t mind 
repeating levels over and over 
because they’re so short and 
restarting is instant, which makes 
cheap shots somewhat endearing.

Cloud strife
Every level uses the same tricks, but 
in new ways. It can be a matter of 
poking at every corner with every 
tool in the bag until inspiration hits, 
but once I figure out what I’m 
supposed to do, the challenge 
becomes execution. Reloading the 
gun takes a second, which means 
shots should be 100 percent 
intentional. Any window of 
opportunity or time wasted will 
mean a greenman shoots or a bomb 
hits the ground before a reload. Each 
level has a rhythm, and a single 
mistake means starting again, but 
after innumerable attempts, nailing a 
particularly difficult sequence makes 
me feel like the most talented person 
alive—until the next level, and so on. 

Some left me stumped through 
poor signposting, but I haven’t lost 
sleep over a few stinkers out of over 
100, and it’s easy to linger in Lovely 
Planet Arcade’s joyful craft paper 
world of colorful domestic playsets 
floating in a sunny-skied void. And 
it’s backed by a bubbly soundtrack 
that wouldn’t feel out of place in a 
modern Nintendo game. 

Lovely Planet Arcade boils down 
early shooters like Doom to a 
candy-coated fun-sized version, 
problems and elations included, but 
in richer doses. It lacks the 
acceleration and vertical thrills of 
other shooters, and I’m not dying to 
go back and beat my times, but 
Arcade is clean and creative FPS 
design in a pure, playful package. 

n e e d  t o  K n o w
What is it?

A cute, minimalist 
puzzle shooter without 

vertical aim.

EXPECt tO PaY
$6

DEvElOPEr
QuickTequila

PublishEr
tinyBuild Games

rEviEWED On
Windows 10, i7-6700K, 

16GB RAM, GeForce 
GTX 980 Ti

MultiPlaYEr
None

link
www.quicktequila.com

84
A fast, challenging 
deconstruction of old 
FPS design that makes 
up for its frustrations 
with heaps of charm.  

v E r D i C t

a  G u i d e  t o  G r e e n m a n  G u t s
What the symbols on those big bellies mean 

s P i r a L
Shoot these and time will 
freeze for a second before 
you fly to the location of 
the tattooed greenman.

d o t
These stop time for a 
minute, letting you take 
out enemies like a 
kids-show Neo.

H e a r t
Shoot these and lose! 
They’re your friends, you 
monster.

c r o s s
It’s a mystery. And one 
worth discovering on  
your own. Just don’t 
forget to blink.
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CPS has a lot of kids’ 
drawings like this.

My shotgun sparkles 
with fairy dust.

Wait, haven’t I 
shot you before?

The cheeriest back-alley 
murder ever.



Anger mAnAgement
A mashup of bullet hell and swordplay, Furi 

is one of 2016’s biggest surprises. By James Davenport

turns out 
you’re not a 

great guy, but 
there’s a chance 
for redemption

These aren’t infinite anime 
escalations of power, but challenging 
one-on-one encounters. You’re as 
capable at the beginning as you are in 
the end—it’s only your skill that 
changes, although getting good can 
be a test of patience. 

You can slash, parry, shoot, and 
dash from the first minute. Holding 
each action’s button 
charges that move, 
making them more 
powerful and slowing 
you down. It’s a fun 
combat system that 
rewards taking risks 
and encourages close 
study of the enemy to 
perfect timing. The 
soundtrack is lovely company for all 
this, a moody, synth-heavy score that 
spells intrigue and excitement in 
John Carpenter’s language.

Every boss is a remix of similar 
challenges, consisting of several 
phases. Phase one will always be the 
easiest, introducing the boss’s combat 
leaning: some focus on bullet hell 
attacks, others on swordplay. 

Takashi Okazaki of Afro Samurai 
designed Furi’s characters, each a 
distinct expression of a theme and 
named right out of a Metal Gear 
game. The Strap is a prisoner who 
lashes out in desperation, spraying 
bullets in erratic patterns and 

Furi’s combat is shallow, and I mean that as a compliment. You 
observe, react, and punish. It’s advanced Bop-It, advanced 
rock-paper-scissors, the Grand Finals in fly-swatting. Furi 
exercises the hell out of a very small set of abilities until they 
feel innate. You’re the Stranger, a sci-fi samurai busting out of 

celestial prison with an angry man dressed as a purple rabbit, fighting a 
series of top-down bullet hell, hack-and-slash bossfights.

attacking anything that makes a 
sound (which can be exploited). The 
Hand is a noble turquoise knight 
with a green sword of light, who 
prefers melee combat. His sword 
chunks off health in thirds and he 
can deflect bullets. They’re all 
intriguing characters with close ties 
to the Stranger, whose questionable 

intentions are reflected 
in how they talk to 
him. Turns out you’re 
not a great guy, but 
there’s a chance for 
redemption in Furi’s 
story, which hit me 
harder than I expected. 

Whittle a boss down 
and you’ll typically 

enter a short melee bout. These lock 
the two combatants to a small circle 
where the focus shifts from bullet 
dodging to complex combinations of 
melee parries and AoE attacks. The 
path to success is playing defensively, 
waiting for the enemy to attack. After 
committing attack signposts to 
memory, Furi became meditative, 
where I focused entirely on the 
action and reacted in what felt like an 
inhuman way.

Failure checks off one of three 
opportunities to finish that section. 
Lose all three, and you start from 
phase one. Finish a boss phase to 
refill your health bar and get a life 

back. It’s a nice rhythm of give and 
take that gives you time to learn a 
phase’s attacks without throwing you 
into the next one empty handed. It’s 
necessary padding for when Furi fails 
to prepare you for its rare bugs and 
bewildering final phases.

Final daze
During the hardest battle of the 
game, a wall errantly spawned 
beneath my character, killing him. 
Tragically, it was my best run so far. 
Deathwall was the only major bug I 
encountered, but in a game that 
depends on precision, those small 
blunders hurt. When I hit the final 
stage, a barrage of unexpected laser 
waves and bullet walls flew in from 
every direction. It’s a combination of 
attacks not telegraphed in the boss’s 
prior phases, and a poor final ‘test’. 
Starting the entire fight over several 
times just for an attempt to figure out 
the final phase nearly broke me.

At least there’s a little time to cool 
off between grueling fights while you 
walk to the next gate, traversing each 
prison plane’s distinct biome. There’s 
a desert with pipes worming in and 
out of the surface, a topsy-turvy 
series of Zen garden islands, a 
verdant oasis, and more. I wish there 
was a bit more to the Stranger’s 
characterization—it’s only done 
through others’ dialogue and slight 
environmental clues, but there’s 
enough to figure he’s a troubled man. 

Furi is at its best when it stacks up 
its big blocks of style and converts the 
excess into adrenaline and 
confidence through its simple 
combat. It’s a great action game with 
a few potent hang ups that’ll push 
impatient players away, but expresses 
the Stranger’s burning anger through 
controlled intensity rather than 
hokey, explosive set-pieces. 

N e e d  t o  K N o w
What is it?

A challenging sci-fi 
samurai game mixing 

bullets and blades.

EXPECt tO PaY
$25

DEvElOPEr
The Game Bakers

PublishEr
In-house

rEviEWED On
Windows 10, i7-6700K, 

16GB RAM, GeForce 
GTX 980 Ti

MultiPlaYEr
 None

link
www.furigame.com

86
A stylish mix of bullet hell 
and deft swordplay, only 
held back by rare bugs 
and poorly designed 
difficulty spikes.

v E r D i C t

M e e t  y o u r  M a K e r s  Get to know Furi’s foes before you take them on

t h e  h a N d
A tough 
swordsman 
with a whole lot 
to lose.

t h e  C h a i N
Your first 
opponent. 
Aggressive, 
with a shifting 
face.

t h e  s C a l e
A toxic avenger, 
literally. You 
did this to 
them, 
apparently.

t h e  l i N e
A sage old man 
with Beats by 
Dre (and time 
powers).
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The bunnyman is
always watching.

All the glowing 
stuff kills you.

The Stranger is
silently hurting.

Dance!

Furi can look like a
painting at times.



As Endir, along with some other 
somber guards, you must escort 
Setsuna through the beasts and 
snowfields of the world so she may 
do her duty—to die as a sacrifice. 
Unlike icy Endir, other characters 
have personalities that 
flourish in meaningful 
contrast to the grim 
task and snowy wastes. 
I especially enjoyed 
poor Nidr, a 
swordsman who battles 
with his past (and with 
real monsters), as well 
as roguish spellcaster 
Aeterna, who looks after Setsuna as 
though she were family. 

I never learned much more about 
these folks beyond what the main 
story imparted, and it sometimes 
seems a shame that it never really 
wavers from its focus. Some 
sidequests exist, but they’re rare, and 
the treks across the map grow lonely 
with no random encounters. I came 

It was the snow that first led me to admire I am Setsuna—a simple, 
clean screenshot among the hectic war of E3. There’s a lovely 
symbolism to the fresh-fallen snow, as it turns out. The game 
channels the simpler Japanese RPGs of the early ’90s: set 
alongside it, Final Fantasy XV comes off as garish. This devotion to 

simplicity mostly works, particularly in the soundtrack—but the gruff, 
tight-lipped primary playable character Endir is less of a standout.

to appreciate how much Setsuna 
embraces the simple, pure snow, but 
given enough time, the appeal of the 
setting begins to melt away (so to 
speak). I felt a weariness I haven’t felt 
since reading Cormac McCarthy’s 

The Road, and getting 
lost brings the torment 
of trying to find your 
bearings among the 
same models of trees, 
the same buildings, and 
the same snow. 

Where the setting 
might embrace 
simplicity too much, 

the combat falters by straying from it 
a little too far. Some of it is clean and 
compact, such as how gear stays 
limited to weapons and amulets, 
minimizing the time you spend in 
menus. Also the general form of it, 
which unfolds with Chrono Trigger’s 
‘Active Time Battle’ system that 
maintains the action even when 
you’re digging in menus. But then it 

muddies that fluidity with 
unnecessary complications. In order 
to equip a ‘tech’ (a skill) you first 
need to have the appropriate 
‘spritnite,’ and then you can only 
improve them with the help of 
‘fluxes.’ There’s also a ‘momentum’ 
system that rewards waiting for the 
action bar to fill up and executing 
perfectly timed button presses, 
sometimes resulting in a random 
‘singularity’ boost. 

On the bright side, it’s easy to get 
into the proper rhythm to pull this off 
just by playing the characters 
naturally (though get too good and 
some boss encounters become 
trivial). The pleasant side effect of I 
am Setsuna’s unwavering focus on its 
story and setting is that it remains an 
agreeably paced adventure from start 
to finish, clocking in at under 24 
hours. And that finish is a bittersweet 
wonder. This is the classic JRPG 
stripped to its essentials, and two 
decades on, it shows there’s still 
plenty of joy in such a pure design. 

N e e d  t o  K N o w
What is it?

A gorgeous retro-styled 
JRPG channeling the 

glory days.

EXPECt tO PaY
$40

DEvElOPEr
Tokyo RPG Factory

PublishEr
Square Enix

rEviEWED On
Windows 10, 16GB RAM, 

GeForce GTX 980

MultiPlaYEr
None

link
www.iamsetsuna.com

70
A beautiful JRPG that 
successfully captures the 
spirit of the genre’s early 
hits, but plays it a little 
too safe.

v E r D i C t

Fresh snow
I am SetSuNa gently recalls the simple, clear beauty of classic JRPGs. By Leif Johnson

I felt a 
weariness I 
haven’t felt 

since reading 
The road

80    November 2016
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It wastes no time throwing 
big bosses into the fray.

The Loch Ness Monster isn’t
as nice as you might think.





Bug and Play
Do you like videogames? Earth DEfEnsE forcE 4.1:  

thE shaDow of nEw DEspair is one. By Phil Savage

This is not the 
Dark Souls of 
anything, and 
I’m grateful  

for it

EDF is very videogames. Its full 
name—Earth Defense Force 4.1: The 
Shadow of New Despair—is about as 
videogames as you get. The action is 
unabashedly non-immersive, to the 
point that it feels like a celebration of 
raw videogame artifice and jank. 
Even the plot is peak videogames. 
Giant insects threaten the Earth. You, 
as a member of the 
Earth Defense Force, 
must shoot them.

It’s the sort of game 
where you perform 
constant diagonal 
dodge rolls because it’s 
slightly faster than 
walking. Or where you 
frequently ragdoll a 
block down the street because a 
friendly NPC walked in front of your 
rocket launcher. It’s as if EDF’s 
developers are working hard to stop 
it being thought of as anything more 
than a videogame—a commentary on 
the worthiness of compulsive loops 
and schlocky presentation. The intent 
doesn’t matter, because it does work 
and it is fun. Sometimes that’s 
enough. This is not the Dark Souls of 
anything, and I’m grateful for it.

Before each of the 90-odd 
missions, you choose one of four 
classes. Ranger is the most basic, with 
an arsenal of guns and the ability to 
heal NPC troops. Or there’s the Wing 
Diver, a jetpack-and-plasma-welding 
airborne trooper with no leg or boob 
armor (“videogames!”). The other 
two classes are more of an acquired 
taste: the powerful Fencer is heavily 
armed, but slow and unwieldy; the 
Air Raider calls down airstrikes and 
vehicles, so is more suited for co-op.

Each mission takes place in an 
open level—usually a city, but 
sometimes a tunnel, beach or big 

Games often attempt to obscure their limitations. To 
effortlessly guide you through a level as if you’d chosen to 
follow the linear path. To hide the bugs and idiosyncrasies 
that would draw you out of the action. Despite this—maybe 
because of this—I find it incredibly endearing when the 

limitations conspire to undermine the pretense. It’s a moment I like to 
celebrate by cheerfully shouting “videogames!” at the screen.

field. Into that setting pour giant 
insects—usually ants, but sometimes 
spiders. (You’re correct, spiders aren’t 
insects. Remember: “videogames!”) 
Later, there are robots. Later still, the 
ants are red. Your mission, always, is 
to kill the things. It’s possible to hurt 
friendly NPCs through friendly fire, 
but it doesn’t matter. It’s possible to 

completely destroy the 
surrounding area with 
your more powerful 
weapons, but you’re 
never admonished. If 
you kill the bad things, 
you win. It’s rarely 
more complicated.

Often it’s worth 
touring the map, 

working towards the NPCs. Get close 
to a team leader, and the squad will 
fall in under your command. The AI 
is laughable, but it’s good to have the 
additional firepower and, to be blunt, 
a few expendable bodies to distract 
the enemy. It’s hard to feel bad about 
their deaths, because at no point does 
the game depict them as real.

NPC 1: “Why fight if you know 
you’re going to die?”

NPC 2: “I did it before I knew it.”
All NPCs: “EDF! EDF! EDF!”
The action runs at 60 frames per 

second, and I haven’t encountered 
any game-breaking technical issues. 
Mouse and keyboard support works 

well in missions, but is more fiddly in 
menus. There are few graphics 
settings, and EDF is clearly a 
descendant of the PlayStation 2 era of 
design. It looks better than any PS2 
game did, and can handle many more 
giant insects on screen, but the 
aesthetic is out of place in this 
decade. It’s also incredibly shonky, as 
the swarms of ants clip through each 
other, or spasmodically dance around 
any lampost or building they’ve 
decided to climb. 

full of bugs
And yet, the flaws become easy to 
ignore when you’re in the thick of it. 
The weapons feel powerful, and can 
be improved by grabbing pickups 
dropped by dead insects. If you want 
the rewards, you’re encouraged to 
constantly push into the throng to 
collect them. EDF offers that same 
compulsive progression as a good 
action RPG: killing feels good, leads 
to better weapons, leads to more 
good killing. Harder difficulties 
promise improved weapons, of which 
each class has their own unique set. 
It’s base and simplistic, sure, but 
that’s exactly why it works.

I could do the safe thing, and give 
EDF a score in the 60s. I’d use this 
concluding paragraph to implore 
people try it anyway, all the while 
insulating myself from the criticism 
of anyone who hates it. Some people 
will hate it, and they’re not incorrect. 
If you value polish and presentation, 
EDF offers neither. A well told story? 
Surprising, engaging setpieces? You 
won’t find them here. Maybe you just 
want your new, $50 game to feel like 
it was made in this decade.

Here’s the problem with doing the 
safe thing: I really like EDF, despite 
its many quirks and limitations. I 
apologize in advance if you don’t. 

n E E D  t o  K n o w
What is it?

An updated port of 
Xbox 360’s Earth 

Defense Force 2025. 
Still about giant 

insects.

EXPECt tO PaY
$50

DEvElOPEr
Sandlot

PublishEr
D3 Publisher

rEviEWED On
Windows 10, 8GB RAM, 

i5-3570K,  
GeForce GTX 970

MultiPlaYEr
 2-4 player co-op

link
www.d3p.co.jp/

edf4.1_pc

80
No polish or refinement, 
just lots of giant ants and 
plenty of ways to kill 
them. Ridiculously fun at 
its best, which it often is.

v E r D i C t

i n s E c t i c i D E  How to play EDF 4.1.

Find the 
Giant Insect

Shoot the 
Giant Insect

Collect the 
loot
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The minimap lets you know when
you’re surrounded, which is always.

Air Raiders can call down
big, stompy robot suits. “Videogames!”

There are lots of ants.
Shoot them.

Sometimes, the ants
are red. (Still shoot them.)

Spiders are not insects,
but they are Giant Insects.



TimecrafT
Dig through the planets—and the hours—in side-scrolling  

space sandbox Starbound. By Chris Livingston

You’ll be 
visiting wikis 
and forums as 

regularly as 
new planets

What begins as a quest to save the 
universe from a newly awakened 
ancient evil (is there another kind?) 
quickly devolves into a fun and 
charming rabbit hole of tasks and 
to-do lists, some official but many 
more personal. Yes, you need to 
upgrade your armor so you can 
defeat a quest boss who bombards 
you from a flying 
saucer, but if you tire of 
digging for titanium ore 
you can instead spend 
hours carefully 
decorating your 
starship with furniture 
and wall-hangings you 
stole from a bipedal 
alien frog’s swamp-
house. It’s up to you how to spend 
your time, and Starbound is very easy 
to spend lots of time in.

Like Minecraft or Terraria, the 
pixelated sandbox of Starbound 

I’m crossing the galaxy in a spaceship with a pig, a couple of aliens, 
and two heavily armed mercenary penguins. I myself am a robot—
named Robot Baratheon—and I’m playing Für Elise on an electric 
guitar I stole from a massive library I found at the bottom of an 
ocean as we travel to a forest planet to find cotton so I can craft a 

teddy bear to give to an actual bear. None of this is particularly unusual in 
Starbound, the side-scrolling exploration and crafting game.

involves plenty of digging, 
spelunking, gathering of resources, 
inventory management, buying, 
selling, farming, stealing, and crafting. 
There’s a massive universe filled with 
planets to visit: some green and leafy, 
some arid and sandy, some mostly 
covered in ocean. There are planets 
cloaked in radiation, awash with lava, 

or covered in ice. 
Naturally, these planets 
harbor loads of crafting 
resources to be gobbled 
up by your sci-fi 
multi-tool, which acts 
as a lumberjack’s axe, a 
miner’s pick, a 
spelunker’s shovel. 
Chop down trees, dig 

through stone, earth, and sand, and 
collect coal, copper, gold, iron, and 
more exotic alien minerals. Then 
build yourself a set of crafting tables, 
and see what you can create.

Whether you’re digging, 
swimming, or simply running across 
the surface of a planet (and you can 
actually run all the way around and 
return to your starting point), you’ll 
discover more than just crafting 
supplies. You’ll find colonies of 
friendly aliens and merchants living 
on the surface in little towns or 
camps, forgotten civilizations hidden 
deep underground, flying pirate 
ships, scientific outposts, 
indestructible ghosts, even tiny 
neighborhoods of gnomes guarded by 
patrolling robots. Not every planet is 
a fascinating treasure trove—some 
are completely barren not only of life 
but of minable resources—but there 
are enough interesting finds out there 
to make exploration worthwhile and 
fun, and occasionally surprising.

Craftwerk
As you travel, explore, and gather, you 
begin to upgrade just about 
everything in the game. Craft better 
armor, improve your multi-tool’s 
range and power, unlock new tech 
that allows you teleport short 
distances, to double-jump or 
wall-jump, or turn yourself into a 
spiked, rolling, wall-climbing metal 
sphere. You can also create protective 
suit modules that enable you to 
survive on airless moons or deep 
underwater, and that let you visit 
planets cloaked in radiation and 
deadly temperatures. These harsh 
environments give you access to new 
resources you can use to build and 
upgrade even more. Even your 
crafting tables themselves can be 
upgraded to allow you access to 
newer and better gear. 

Very little of this progression is 
explained in-game, so if it’s your first 
time playing you’ll probably be 
visiting wikis and forums as regularly 
as new planets. At least you don’t 
have to build absolutely everything 
you want: you can also just take it. 
Your multi-tool, it turns out, is great 
for picking up objects: if you spot 
some furniture, containers, statues, or 
decorations, you can suck them into 

n e e d  t o  K n o w
What is it?

A pixel-based, 
space-based 

exploration and 
crafting game.

EXPECt tO PaY
$14

DEvElOPEr
Chucklefish

PublishEr
In-house

rEviEWED On
Intel i5-6600K @ 

3.5GHz, 8GB RAM, 
Nvidia GeForce GTX 980

MultiPlaYEr
Co-op

link
www.playstar 

bound.com

C r e a t u r e 
C o m f o r t S
The most enjoyable 
craftable decorations in 
Starbound are the fossils 
you can display in your 
home or ship. Here’s how 
to find them.

1Build a Fossil Station, 
and use it to craft a 

Master Fossil Brush. Then a 
dozen more: each brush 
can only be used once.

2Head underground until 
you see some bones 

sticking out of a wall. Use 
your brush on them like a 
good paleontologist.

3The fossil minigame will 
begin. Use the provided 

tools to carefully remove 
the rock, exposing the 
bones beneath.

4 If you remove all of the 
rock without running 

out of tools, you’ll collect 
the fossil! Sometimes it’s a 
bit gross.

5 Head back to your 
Fossil Station and craft 

a size-appropriate display 
case. Then place it and 
proudly display your find.
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Build a colony, or just take an 
existing one and make it yours.

Good day for a snowball fight.

You need special gear to 
survive on some worlds.

That statue would look 
great at my house.

Not everyone has a fancy spaceship.
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Decorate your ship with 
the spoils of exploration.

There’s even stuff beneath 
the bottom of the ocean.

It’s a tiny gnome city, 
because why not?

I’ve discovered a new planet! 
Now to start disassembling it.

Discover alien life forms.
Then kill them.



You can even 
throw a 

handful of 
gnomes at your 

enemies

your inventory and place them 
wherever you want.

At least initially, there’s a lot of 
variation between planetary biomes, 
and enough different types of 
underworld to feel like each planet 
you visit is different from the last. 
After a dozen or so hours I got the 
sense that the procedural generation 
was pulling from a perhaps not so 
huge collection of parts and pieces, 
but the art is charming enough for 
exploration to remain pleasant even 
when it feels like you’re treading 
familiar ground. The number of 
different building blocks you can 
acquire with your multi-tool is truly 
impressive—even a few dozen hours 
in I seem to be finding new kinds of 
blocks regularly—but at the same 
time hunting through your inventory 
and storage chests for that one 
specific type of block you know you 
have but can’t quite remember what 
it looks like can be a pain sometimes. 
The art is well done, but at that small 
a scale it’s hard to tell silt from sand 
and wet dirt from moon dust.

There’s a main 
storyline that will send 
you hunting through 
the galaxy, searching 
for hidden civilizations 
and ancient relics, and 
battling through some 
visually interesting 
levels and difficult, 
powerful bosses. The 
sidequests are mostly of the 
forgettable, radiant variety: fetch me 
this, deliver me that, craft me X 
amount of Y, find my idiot friend who 
has the ability to teleport yet 
somehow can’t escape from a shallow 
puddle of water without your help—
but they’re typically easy and result 
in winning the favor of NPCs who 
can be recruited as your crew. As 
your crew grows, you can begin 
expanding your starter ship until it’s 
a multi-room behemoth of a craft, 
though unlike the houses you can 
craft from scratch most of the 
customization of your ship is limited 
to cosmetic decorations.

There are three modes of play. In 
casual mode, dying isn’t a terrible 
inconvenience: you simply respawn 
on your ship with all of your 
inventory items intact, and can 
quickly get back to what you were 
doing. There’s also survival mode, 
which means you need to eat 
regularly to survive (making farming 
a useful pastime instead of just an 
enjoyable one) and upon death you’ll 

drop any items you’re carrying, 
which can often be difficult to 
recover. And, there’s a hardcore 
mode, featuring permadeath, which 
feels like an odd choice for a game 
meant to be played for dozens of 
hours during which you accumulate 
thousands of items. I can’t imagine 
losing absolutely everything by taking 
one bad step off a mountainside or 
wandering into a hard-to-see 
stalagmite in a darkened cavern.

Starbound also features co-op, so 
you can play alongside 
friends either on a 
dedicated server or 
simply by joining their 
game through your 
Steam list. I played a 
bit with Tyler through 
Steam. Even the few 
brief minutes we spent 
exploring, fighting, and 

mining together were good fun and it 
worked very well as were quickly 
able to find each other. Plus, when 
you type into the text chat, it appears 
as a word bubble, which is frankly 
adorable. I’m hoping to play more 
co-op in the future.

HaCky slasH
There are a startling number of 
weapons to be collected along your 
travels, including swords, axes, guns, 
grenade launchers, darts, bows, 
rocket launchers, and bombs. Heck, 
you can even throw a handful of 
gnomes at your enemies. Some 
weapons have alternative attacks, 
such as my current favorite, a 
two-handed broadsword which has a 
blink explosion ability. If an enemy 
gets in my face, I blip away leaving 
only a big boom in my place. It’s an 
adorable yet deadly finishing move. 
My rocket launcher with guided 
missiles (it follows the mouse cursor) 
isn’t too shabby either. Naturally you 
can craft weapons too, so if you 
desperately want a paintgun that 

turns your enemies blue (while doing 
no actual damage to them) or a 
boomerang with a molten lava core, 
you don’t have to hope to just happen 
across one.

Thing is, with the exception of 
boss fights in quest missions, there’s 
just not many interesting things to do 
with these neat weapons, and combat 
is the both the most common activity 
and the weakest element in 
Starbound. Most planets are crowded 
with alien creatures, and while 
exploring and mining you constantly 
come into contact with them—and 
nearly all of them attack on sight. 
While most aren’t hard to handle, 
they’re not that interesting to fight 
either, typically just running or flying 
at you and doing damage simply by 
touching you. Once you have some 
good armor and a decent weapon or 
two, most creatures will simply 
become an annoyance, making you 
stop whatever you’re doing to deal 
with them in a very simple and 
repetitive hack-and-slash (or 
point-and-shoot) fashion. Combat is 
rarely much fun or even challenging, 
it’s just a series of tiresome 
interruptions, especially if you have 
some specific goals in mind and 
aren’t just wandering aimlessly across 
the planet.

Though the combat is severely 
lacking, and I’d wish for more ship 
customization options and fewer 
trips to the wikis, Starbound is 
otherwise a great pleasure. It’s full of 
charm, wonderful art and music, and 
seemingly endless diversions and 
self-directed projects that you can 
lose yourself in for hours or even 
days at a time. 

84
A charming and 
enjoyable 2D space 
sandbox that will keep 
you busy and entertained 
for hours.

v E r D i C t

w e i r d  w e a p o n S  Some of the odder items of minor destruction

p a i n t b a l l  G u n
No, it doesn’t hurt 
your enemy, but it 
changes their color, 
which must at least 
be annoying.

V i n e  f i S t S
Wrap vines around 
your hands and 
punch stuff. Comes 
with a long-range 
finishing move.

S n o w b a l l 
S h o o t e r
Turn a snowball fight 
into a snowball war. 
Useful for pushing 
enemies away.

l u n a r a n G
It’s a boomerang 
that looks like the 
Moon. I forget why 
that’s cool but it’ll 
come back to me.

b a l l  o f 
G n o m e S
They’re tiny, but you 
can hear their 
screams as you fling 
them at enemies.
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I
hate underground levels. 
Tunnels, sewers, 
catacombs. They always 
feel like filler to me. A 
way for a developer to 

cheaply extend their game. But one of 
the most impressive things about 
Metro: Last Light is how it consists 
almost entirely of dingy subterranean 
passages, and yet is one of the prettiest, 
most atmospheric games on PC.

On a technical level, developer 4A’s 
engine is capable of some incredible 
lighting and particle effects. But more 
importantly, its artists are great 
world-builders. You see some 
impressive sights, like the shattered 
skyline of what was once Moscow. But 
often it’s the smaller details that are the 
most evocative.

In one of the many settlements 
protagonist Artyom visits, I saw a man 
making shadow puppets for a group of 
children. He shows them a dog, then a 

bird. But they don’t know what they are, 
because they were born into a world 
where such things no longer exist. In 
fact, they think the bird is a demon. 

I also love how the people who live in 
the metro keep pictures of the pre-war 
world by their beds. Photographs of 
parks and lakes. Although if I lived down 
there, I wouldn’t want a daily reminder 
of a world that’s gone forever. These tiny 
glimmers in an otherwise completely 
hopeless setting are a great example of 
Metro’s fantastic world-building.

On a grander scale, the level ‘Echoes’ 
sees Artyom exploring the remains of a 

What I really Want Is a Fallout-
style rPG set In these tunnels, 
WIth talkInG and exPloratIon

It’s grim underground, but it’s
even worse on the surface.

  A N D Y  K E L L Y
THIS MONTH 
Went on an apocalyptic road 
trip beneath Moscow.

ALSO PLAYED  
Grand Theft Auto V

crashed jet on the surface. Climbing into 
the fuselage and seeing rows of people 
still in their seats—skeletons frozen in 
time—is a haunting moment. It’s not as 
subtle as some of the other apocalyptic 
imagery you see on your travels, but still 
effective. The surface is used sparingly, 
which makes every trip there feel 
almost like a treat.

One of my favorite cities in the game 
is Venice, which is built in a flooded 
tunnel. This has created a series of 
waterways through the settlement, 
which the residents use as canals. When 
Artyom first passes through he sees a 
makeshift gondola float past with a 
couple on board being serenaded by a 

Going underground in METrO: LAST LIgHT rEDux

“I wouldn’t want a daily reminder of 
a world that’s gone forever”
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I
’ve been steadily getting into 
GTA Online over the past 
month. Not with the great 
unwashed, but with PCG’s 

Phil Savage and sometime contributor 
Tom Hatfield on our dickhead-proof 
private server. Online is full of great 
co-op missions. Case in point: we have 
to steal a Titan plane from Los Santos 
international, guarded by the army at a 
hangar. Anything with a plane in GTA 
Online is pure gold.

Approaching the airport, we’re a bit 
too effective: the other two chaps snipe 
the army guys while I run in and throw 
sticky bombs everywhere, which makes 
for some pretty explosions, but I 
accidentally blow up a lorry in front of 
the hangar, which makes taxiing the 
Titan out of there far too hard.

After awkwardly shuffling the plane 
over the lorry wreckage, Phil tries to 
pilot the thing down the runway. Sadly, 
he tries to take off sideways and drives 
the jet onto the grass. It’s stuck. Forever. 
With the mission a failure, we have to 

start again, except this time I don’t 
throw any sticky bombs and sensibly 
drive the lorry out of the way before 
take-off. This time, I’m pilot, mainly 
because I insist on it. 

I’m renowned as a decent pilot in 
GTA V [Haw!—Dep Ed], but my landings 
are also notoriously... fraught. I’ll get you 
there, but I can’t guarantee the vehicle 
in question will take off again. Aside 
from the occasional high-speed sojourn 
into the ocean, because I’ve confused it 
with the night sky again, I’m decent in a 
plane. I adore the feeling of taking off in 
GTA V, especially in a scenario like this 
where cops are chasing you down the 
runway. Pulling up and making an 
escape as the sun sets feels amazing, 
especially when your pals are in the 
back. From Los Santos International, I 
fly to the only other airport on the San 
Andreas landmass: Trevor’s airfield, 
where the mission will end.

Remember that thing I said about 
fraught landings? I’m going to nail this 
one. I make several loops as I come in 
towards the runway. I’m slowing down. 
Maybe I’ve shut the engines off a little 
early. But we’re meters away from the 
ground... maybe 30 meters. It’s a bit of a 
steep drop, but it’s a big vehicle, and I 
remembered to put the landing gear out 
so... oh. It piled into the ground and 
burst into flames. We need to do the 
mission again. Phil’s pilot this time. 

man playing an accordion. Slightly silly, 
but gives you the sense that people are 
making the best of a bad situation. 

delayed service
I don’t like the game as much as the 
setting, though. There are some great 
set-pieces, but also a lot of frustrating 
ones. 4A really loves making you wait 
for something to happen, like an 
impossibly slow ferry to arrive, as waves 
of bullet-sponge enemies rush you. And 
the less said about the boss battle in the 
dreary ‘Undercity’ level the better. It’s 
ultimately a pretty average FPS, but the 
desire to see more kept me playing.

One of my favorite levels is ‘Regina’, 
in which Artyom takes an armored 
railcar through a series of mutant-filled 
tunnels. It reminds me of Half-Life 2’s 
coastal highway section, giving you the 
ability to stop the car whenever you like 
and explore. I think I enjoyed this part 
because it felt so much freer.

What I really want is a Fallout-style 
RPG set in those tunnels, with lots of 
talking and exploration. It’s such a 
fascinating setting I think it deserves 
more than a linear shooter. But I also 
understand that 4A is a small team with 
a fraction of the budget of Bethesda. 
The very fact they made something as 
polished and beautiful as Last Light with 
a fraction of the resources of a larger 
developer is hugely impressive. 

Another Samuel Roberts
daring escape.

Humanity will always 
find a way to get drunk.

These kids grew up in the
metro. It’s all they know.

  S A m u E L  r o b E r t S
THIS MONTH 
Wasn’t so much Top Gun as 
Top None.

ALSO PLAYED  
Rocket League, Total 
Warhammer

Taking the highway to the danger zone in gTA ONLINE

“I shut the engines 
off a little early”
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  C h r i S  t h u r S t E N
THIS MONTH 
Recreated that scene from 
Galaxy Quest. By accident.

ALSO PLAYED  
Dota 2, Overwatch, Total War: 
Warhammer

I  
share a lot of dreams 
with the people making, 
backing and playing Star 
Citizen. I want somebody 
to finally make the game 

where I can be Han Solo or Mal 
Reynolds, where I can make my own life 
in a fully-simulated slice of space. I want 
to land on planets and lay waste to 
pirates in asteroid fields. I want that 
game to exist so much, in fact, that I’ve 
avoided getting too excited about Star 
Citizen ever since Chris Roberts  
announced it. I’m not ready to jump on 
board on faith alone.

With that in mind, it’s exciting to see 
how far the game has come. From 
humble origins as a tech demo where 
you could survey your collection of 
hundred-dollar virtual spaceships, to 
the current alpha, which contains the 
seeds of a functional spacefaring MMO. 
It reminds me a bit of the first beta 
version of Elite Dangerous—a handful of 
space stations, locations and 
encounters suggesting the sprawling 
adventure to come.

Appropriately, I begin my new life in 
space by utterly humiliating myself.

My character wakes in an 
extraordinarily detailed bunk in a small 
corner of a space station. I head to the 
closet and don my spacesuit, then 
wander the corridors until I reach a 

room with a large map. I can order my 
ship here. My press access to the game 
grants me the full set, so I decide to 
deploy something flashy—the $330 
Constellation Andromeda, a 60m long 
multi-crew ship. I assume I’ll just spawn 
in it and scoot off quietly to take in the 
galactic sights.

Not so. The screen tells me that my 
ship is waiting for me on landing bay 
A00. I follow the signs until I reach an 
airlock, then step out to the astonishing 
sight of dozens of pilots landing and 
taking off across the surface of the huge 
station—and there she is. The 
Constellation is gorgeously detailed. I 
approach my waiting craft, and 
remotely lower her entry lift.

“In trying to get away before anybody 
notices, I smash into his ship”

The presence of an expensive ship 
doesn’t go unnoticed. “Who’s connie is 
that?” somebody asks. Then: “can I 
come with you?” I’m mortified. I don’t 
even know how to fly. Everybody’s 
watching. I feel like the guy who shows 
up to his first golf lesson with all the 
most expensive gear. I feel like a twat.

sorry about that
I panic and scoot myself up in the ship’s 
elevator before anybody can get inside. I 
rush through the stunning interior to the 
pilot’s seat, which spins to welcome me. 
No time to learn! I hammer the key I 
assume to be the thruster. It is. The 
problem is, it’s the forward thruster. 
Surging forward parallel to the station, I 
can’t figure out how to pull up. And 
somebody else is parked in front of 
me—the player, I think, who wanted to 
come on board. In trying to get away 
before anybody notices, I end up 
smashing into his ship from behind. 
There’s a hideous crunch. 
“Collision warning!” Shouts the ship 
computer, helpfully. My shields light up 
as station security turn their guns on 
me. I load the options menu, find the 
keybinding for the hyperdrive, and warp 
out in disgrace.

I’m so glad Star Citizen is in a place 
where this sort of thing can happen. I 
just wish it hadn’t happened to me. 

I Feel lIke the Guy Who shoWs uP 
to hIs FIrst GolF lesson WIth  
all the most exPensIve Gear

I don’t know what this is, 
but I’ve always wanted one.

Making some very public mistakes in STAr CITIzEN
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I  
’ve been here so many 
times before. It’s the final 
showdown with 
archvillain Thaos, in the 
hall of Sun in Shadow, 

and I know exactly what’s coming next. I 
just can’t do anything about it. 

Sure enough, Thaos casts the spell 
that smashes my whole party flat. Then 
he brings two colossal statues to life. All 
three start laying into us.

Resignedly, I set my party fighting 
back. But if I bring Thaos’s hitpoints low 
enough, his body will simply become 
invulnerable and his soul will jump into 
one of the statues, both of which will 
continue to pound us. Even if by some 
miracle I’m able to destroy both statues, 
it will only be after I’ve used up all my 
powerful spells and most of the party 
are dead. Thaos will then jump back into 
his body and annihilate what’s left of us. 

I know this because I have been 
fighting, losing and reloading this battle 
for half a year now without success. 

That Pillars is a game about reliving 
past lives is an irony not lost on me.

statue of limitations
I played this immense RPG for most of 
2015, on and off. Come Christmas, I 
decided to finish it and start 2016 with a 
clean slate. I maxed my characters, 

forged ahead to this final, climactic 
battle... and couldn’t beat it. Every time, 
my party was ground down by the 
sheer, brutal slog of fighting not one but 
two hulking hit-point behemoths.

It was maddening, knowing I was just 
one stupid bossfight away from 
completing a game I’d spent the best 
part of a year playing. Over the months 
that followed I tried to beat Thaos and 
his two absurdly OP bodyguards again 
and again, with waning enthusiasm.

I started seeing other games. Every 
now and then the Pillars icon in the 
corner of my desktop would catch my 
eye, and I’d feel a pang of guilt. I began 
to resent the space it was taking up on 

my SSD card. But how could I delete it, 
when I was so close to the end?

I’m only back now because I 
happened to read a novel piece of 
advice online. “Set your two tanks on 
the statues, put everyone else on the far 
side of Thaos, using ranged attacks.” 
And it’s working. My B teams’ ranged 
attacks are mostly rubbish, but no one’s 
attacking them. They’re slowly wearing 
the statues down. All I have to do is keep 
my tanks topped up. I can’t believe the 
solution was this bloody simple.

A couple of my party are killed, but 
I’m able to resurrect them. The 
non-possessed statue crumbles. Now I 
can focus everything on the possessed 
statue. It crumbles. Holy crap I’ve never 
got this far with everyone still alive. We 
pile on Thaos, and, finally, he goes down.

I’ve done it!  I’ve won the game!
The wrap-up dialogue follows. Blah 

blah blah souls released. Blah blah blah 
secret of the gods. It’s been so long 
since I was a part of this story, and it’s 
such a damn convoluted story anyway, 
that none of this means much to me 
now. It’s a bit of a letdown, to be honest. 

Still, the familiar Pillars theme music, 
playing as the credits roll, reminds me of 
the old days a little. An oddly sad, 
regretful tune. I let it play for a while, 
then start looking for the Quit button. 

I Was just one stuPId bossFIGht 
aWay From comPletInG a Game I’d 
sPent the best Part oF a year on

Yeah, nothing 
unbalanced about this.

The bossfight where PILLArS Of ETErNITY threatened to live up to its name

“I began to resent the space the game 
was taking up on my SSD card”

  t o N Y  E L L i S
THIS MONTH 
Regained 15GB of overdue 
disk space.

ALSO PLAYED  
The Witcher 3
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1 �Dimension�of�
the�Past

hotline�
miami�2
Maps They left us hanging 
on the telephone

I
d Software 
announced Quake 
Champions at this 
year’s E3, a reveal 
that might have been 

less exciting had it not been for the 
release of Doom a few weeks 
before. Wolfenstein: The New Order 
developer MachineGames helped 
out with the level design of that 
hugely successful reboot, and the 
result is one of the shooters of the 
year. However, that’s not all the 
team has been up to since work 
finished on Wolfenstein. As a little 
surprise for Quake’s 20th 
anniversary, the developer revealed, 
and released, a brand new episode 
for the original game.

Yep, we’re talking about the original 
and best (in terms of singleplayer) 
Quake, which means those creepy 
Lovecraftian elements are still intact, 
and it has none of the bloody Strogg 

A
fter months in beta, 
Hotline Miami 2’s level 
editor has released for 
real. The mods available 

already range from single maps to 
huge user-made campaigns. 
Developer Dennaton has implored 
fans to “go make Hotline Miami 3”. 
It’s only a matter of time.

that sullied the enemy design and art 
direction of later games. Machine 
Games has done a fantastic job with 
Dimension of the Past, a fully fledged 
Quake chapter containing eight main 
stages, along with introductory and 
secret areas, and even a deathmatch 
level. As with the main game, the 
aesthetic shifts from industrial to gothic 
throughout the episode, while the levels 
gradually expand in size, complexity and 
meanness to the player.

This might technically be a new 
campaign, but it feels like coming home, 
as Dimension shares Quake’s intricate, 
teasing level structure. Enemies, traps, 
power-ups and secret areas have all 
been placed with consummate care. It’s 
crazy to be playing an (essentially 
official) Quake expansion 20 years later, 
and, even better, one that can stand 
proudly next to the original game.

DOWNLOAD AT  www.bit.ly/NewQuake

U l t i m a t e � D o o m
It doesn’t look anything like Doom, but here 
are the levels from the original game’s first 
episode, remade in HM2. The secret level’s 
gone, but a lot has been carried across.

www.bit.ly/HotlineMods3

t h e � l o s t � t a P e s
Based on the alpha version of the enormous 
fan game Midnight Animal (which has since 
been put on hold), The Lost Tapes adds new 
sprites, levels, and even boasts its own 
suitably lo-fi trailer.

www.bit.ly/HotlineMods2

h U n t e r
This takes Hotline Miami’s top-down 
murderizing to Russia, and to 1991. There’s 
only one level to play here, but it’s fleshed 
out with custom sprites, along with intro 
and outro scenes.

www.bit.ly/HotlineMods1

2Down, Fido.

Mod A new Quake episode, 20 years later
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3 ��nUclear�throne�
together

N
uclear Throne Together 
uses Steam to inject 
online co-op into the 
post-apocalyptic 

roguelike, complete with an 
invitation system, and the ability to 
record and replay your favorite 
runs. Impressively, you can jump in 
at any point to steer those runs in 

different, ideally more successful, 
directions. Modder Vadim also 
found time to fix a fair few bugs in 
the base game. All in all, it’s quite 
the undertaking, especially since 
Nuclear Throne doesn’t even have 
modding support.

DOWNLOAD AT  www.bit.ly/NukeTogether

Black�golDT
his is a beautiful, if brief, 
point-and-click made for 
this year’s Adventure Game 
Jam, which means it’s had 

just two weeks of development. In this  
strange park, your typical kids and 
fretful parents have been replaced with 
talking wooden animals. The striking art 
and animation will draw you in, but it’s 

the subtly malevolent atmosphere that 
will keep you poking around the place, 
solving a few basic puzzles before the 
game comes to fairly satisfying close. 

It’s the odd conversations with the 
wooden animals that intrigued me the 
most. Play it for yourself and see.

DOWNLOAD AT  www.bit.ly/ThroughGame

throUgh�the�
PlaygroUnD

A You
You’re this kid, and 

you’ve presumably come to a 
mysterious playground to use 
the facilities. They’ve seen 
better days, frankly.

B THe DooR
The only way out of the 

playground is through this 
locked door. This being an 
adventure, that just might 
have something to do with...

C THe keY
...this giant key. Your two 

main options in this game are 
Look At and use, and in true 
adventure game fashion you’ll 
use both plenty.

A

C
B

Mod Take on the apocalypse with a mutated chum

C
reated for the Mystic 
Western Game Jam, this 
takes the form of a chat 
between two friends 

sitting in a starlit field in Texas—a 
chat interspersed with sips of beer, 
the regular squeak of nearby 
machinery, and the occasional 
awkward silence. It’s only a short 
story, but it diverges in interesting 
ways, from a peculiarly monosyllabic 
playthrough to others where things 
get slightly...OK, very weird. Kentucky 
Route Zero is an obvious inspiration 
for this magical realistic visual novel, 
but the twanging guitars and 
wonderfully animated artwork make 
it feel very much its own thing. Grab a 
beer, crack it open, and sit down at 
your desktop to spend a funny and 
strange evening with two old friends.

DOWNLOAD AT  www.bit.ly/BlackGoldGame

5

The team that slays together stays 
together, as the famous saying goes.

4

webgaMe It’s swings and roundabouts, basically

Freeware Grab a beer, 
enjoy a branching story
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Mod Waste not, want not, right?

6 ������alPhamoD

A
lphamod is so huge its 
creators describe it as an 
“unofficial expansion”, 
and looking at the 

feature list it’s hard to disagree. 
While asteroids and barren worlds 
are more or less worthless in the 
unmodded game, thanks to 
alphamod you can now form 
colonies on them. You can also strip 
planetary bodies of a wider range of 
resources, including water, ice, 

natural fuels and biomass. So that’s 
what happened to Mars. When it 
comes to plonking down buildings 
on those colonies, this mod-
expansion has you covered too. 
There are around 60 new building 
types provided, including a Star 
Wars-style cantina, a big telescope 
and even a ‘hypermall’. alphamod is 
improving all the time, too. 

DOWNLOAD AT  www.bit.ly/AlphaMod

Mod  Make Stellaris even bigger with this expansion

I
n the film of the same 
name, this mystery meat 
turned out to be made from 
people, and if you’re looking 

to get into the cannibalism game 
yourself (er, in Fallout 4 that is), the 
Extended Manufacturing mod should 
be your first port of call. This add-on for 
the Contraptions Workshop DLC 
contains a series of machines that will 
make crafting a hell of a lot easier, 
automating much of the process so you 
can spend as little time in menus as 

possible. You can make weapons, 
armor, Nuka-Cola and booze—oh, and 
you can casually chuck dead bodies 
onto a conveyor belt to harvest their 
meat, bones, leather etc. Supplement 
this download with the Soylent Green 
add-on and you can also turn people 
into delicious Soylent Green, dog food 
or paste. It’s all a bit... well, incredibly 
gruesome, but at least there’s now a use 
for all those raider corpses. 

DOWNLOAD AT  www.bit.ly/SoylentMod

8 ��soylent�green

levantera:�tale�
of�the�WinDs

T
his innovative RPG is half 
metroidvania and half 
pirate sim. In a top-down 
open world, you sail 

between islands, battling ships and 
trading goods. On land, things take a 
turn for the horizontal, switching to 
NES-style platforming in the manner 
of Shovel Knight. Your goal in this 
early demo is to reacquire your crew, 
who cowardly/sensibly fled ashore 
after your boat ran into a storm. 
Battle pirates, zombies, enormous 
crabs and other beasties as you 
tramp about on the tropical Largo 
Peninsula. It’s not that slick—yet—
but the concept is fun, and delivered 
here with no small amount of charm.

DOWNLOAD AT  www.bit.ly/Levantera

7

You can now build on asteroids
and barren planets.

I do hope this is ethically
sourced people-meat.

deMo Here be pirates, 
zombies and angry sheep
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the�lion’s�song

A
n expanded version of a 
Ludum Dare game, this is 
now an episodic 
adventure, the first 

chapter of which has been released for 
free. Each episode of this 
monochromatic, historical point-and-
click will feature a different 
protagonist, the first being talented 
composer Wilma, who’s having a bit of 
trouble with writer’s block. Her tutor 

advises her to travel to a cabin in the 
Austrian Alps, where everything works 
out fine and... no, naturally something 
unexpected happens. Despite the 
differing protagonists, your choices 
will persist between episodes, and it’s 
easy to be invested in the overall story 
thanks to its interesting setting and 
extraordinary pixel art. 

DOWNLOAD AT  www.bit.ly/TheLionsSong

A
s Ron Perlman is fond of 
telling us, war... war 
changes a lot if you 
improve it with the right 
mods. So here are some 

of the best community add-ons for The 
Creative Assembly’s newest and most 
Games Workshopped Total War. 

The Steam Workshop page is 
already full to bursting point with 
additional skins and balance tweaks, 
but you should funnel this selection 
down your Steam pipes first. You could 

also take the time to grab the Better 
Camera mod, which makes the battle 
camera far more flexible. On one end of 
the scale it allows you to zoom out even 
further, to get a proper bird’s-eye view of 
your (disastrous) situation. On the other, 
it lets you move in closer to the 
gloriously animated carnage, to better 
appreciate the impact that your 
decisions are having on your fragile 
troops. Zoom right in, and turn off the UI 
in order to dramatically improve your 
screenshot game.

10

Mods Bigger units, a better camera, livelier zombies

Freeware The first part of a new historical adventure

9 ��total�Warhammer�moDs�����������

“Admire my
Rolex, humans!” better dead

Also better giants and better 
observance of the lore

3 � v a r i e D � Z o m B i e s
There isn’t much difference between 
zombie units in the base game, so here’s a 
mod that ensures more color and uniform 
variation for the undead.

www.bit.ly/TotalWarhammer3

2 � B i g g e r � l a r g e � U n i t s
Sure, the Giants, Terrorgheists and 
Arachnarok Spiders in the base game are 
pretty big, but they could stand to be 
bigger. This mod does just that.

www.bit.ly/TotalWarhammer2

1 � c l o s e r � t o � t a B l e t o P
Are you a fan of the tabletop game, but not 
keen on changes made for this newfangled 
format? This bridges the gap, adding more 
lore-friendly units and balance changes.

www.bit.ly/TotalWarhammer1
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E
volve is back, free, 
and easier to get into 
than ever. There are a 
ton of changes in 
Evolve: Stage 2’s 

free-to-play beta, and many of them 
encourage faster, more aggressive 
matches thanks to more powerful 
monsters and helpful new abilities 
for the hunters. Match times have 
also dropped from 20 minutes to 12 
and the available maps have been 
redesigned to accommodate 
Evolve’s new priorities.

The changes are big, but not 
necessarily permanent or complete—
Turtle Rock Studios is reworking 
Evolve from the ground up. But one 
change is more transformative than 
the others: the Orbital Arena, 
essentially the mousetrap in Evolve’s 
game of cats-and-giant-mouse, is no 
longer the sole responsibility of the 
Trapper class.

Now the dome is a shared ability: 
anyone on the team can deploy it at 
any time, if it’s not on cooldown. It 
also automatically centers on the 
monster, making it a much harder 
ability to botch. This tweak has 
fundamentally changed Evolve, 
gutting the hunting phase in favor of 
more frequent and focused combat.

The thrill of the hunt hasn’t 
completely gone, it’s just far less 
involved. For hunters, there’s less 
emphasis on individual roles while 
searching for the monster. Health 
regenerates, the HP of wildlife has 
been halved, and the Trapper has a 
new ability called Planet Scanner that 
points out the general direction of the 
monster no matter where they’re at. 
With a 30 second cooldown, it can’t 
be abused, but it also boosts the 
Trapper’s speed for a short time. It 
turns the Trapper from a methodical 

hunter into an eager hound, forcing 
the monster to stay mobile.

For the hunters, Evolve is now 
more about damaging the monster 
whenever possible. While the dome 
is inactive, for every 4% of damage to 
the monster’s health, the dome 
cooldown decreases in 60 second 
increments in tandem. It’s 
encouragement for the hunters to be 
aggressive and opportunistic, but also 
gives them more chances to screw up 
and separate from the team.

As a monster, you have more 
armor and health, your armor 
regenerates quicker, and your starting 
stamina pool is much bigger, enabling 
you to leap away from pursuing 
hunters and pop abilities more often. 
It’s empowering to be more mobile 
and reactive, to feel like a super 
predator capable of outpacing my 
opponents, but the new Trapper 
ability and shared bullseye dome 
makes it harder to outwit them. Sure, 
the meta has yet to shake out, 
especially for stealthy monster classes 
like the Gorgon and Wraith since 
they’re not in the F2P rotation right 
now, but I worry that Evolve’s quieter 
moments have gone the way of the 
dinosaurs for the sake of accessibility.

the game’s afoot
I enjoyed those long periods of quiet 
with no clue where the monster was, 
only to spot a trampled patch of 
foliage, a fresh carcass, then deduce 
where they might be. Finding and 
trapping the monster was a challenge. 
Now, it’s just a matter of using Planet 
Scanner a few times and making sure 
your team knows how to safely split 
up and corner the beast. I appreciate 
that matches have more momentum, 
but the core of what made Evolve 
special to me—the hunters’ necessary 
mastery of their specific roles and 
senses, the monster’s personality 
expressed through the player as a 
cunning predator or a stompy, 
chompy murder train, the slow burn 
narrative of every match—is all gone, 
or at least taking on a new shape. 
And that new shape? Asymmetrical, 
character-based deathmatch.   

To accommodate all that extra 
fighting, monsters have faster 
out-of-combat armor regeneration 
and increased armor, health, and 
stamina. They’re much more 
powerful, which is great, 
conceptually. I want the monsters to 
feel like monsters. And combat as the 
monster feels great. Abilities 
recharging much quicker plus the 
larger health and armor pool makes 
you a much greater threat right from 
the get-go, especially under the dome. 
If the hunters don’t damage the 
monster for a few seconds while the 
dome is up, the monster’s armor will 
recharge at an extra rapid rate, 
allowing the fight to reset yet again.

Because the monster is so much 
more dangerous, even letting it get to 
stage two is a death knell for new 

players. In all of my 15 or so matches, 
I didn’t see one get beyond stage two 
or last more than ten minutes. The 
dome’s ease of use forces and focuses 
confrontation, turning matches into 
prolonged and chaotic battles with 
little downtime. Rest when you’re 
dead, which will be quite often.  

Don’t get me wrong. I’m having a 
lot of fun with Evolve: Stage 2. I’ve 
been playing it daily, but I’m not 
having the fun the original concept 
shot for. It’s no longer a hunting 
game with quiet stretches of tension 
hiding as the monster or Sherlocking 
where it might be as a hunter. But the 
broader changes make for a more 
accessible game, and if it gets more 
people playing for a long time, I’m 
happy with where we’re going. 
Evolve: Stage 2 may not be what I 
originally hoped for, but it’s still a fun 
and fairly unique asymmetrical 
multiplayer game with plenty of 
room to mature. 

EvolvE

I’m havIng a lot 
of fun, but I’m 

not havIng the fun 
the orIgInal 
concept shot for

  n E E d  t o  k n o w
release
2015	 	

PuBlIsHer
2K	Games	

DeVelOPer
Turtle	Rock	Studios

lINK
www.evolvegame.com

Has going free-to-play re-energized the 4v1 shooter? By James Davenport
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F u n  a n d 
F r E E

w a r F r a m E
Digital	Extremes’	sci-fi	shooter	
has	been	ticking	along	for	
years	now,	and	is	a	regular	
resident	of	the	Steam	top	10.

t E a m  F o r t r E s s  2
Valve’s	king	daddy	of	
multiplayer	shooters	is	still	
being	overhauled	with	new	
modes,	nine	years	after	
release.	

w a r  t h u n d E r
This	online	vehicle	combat	
game	takes	place	across	land,	
in	the	air	and	at	sea,	and	always	
lands	somewhere	on	Steam’s	
most	played.

r o b o c r a F t
This	3D	vehicle	shooter	lets	its	
thousands	of	players	
extensively	customize	their	
tools	of	destruction.

1 2 3 4
evolve’s transition to free to 
play isn’t necessarily a 
guaranteed success—here’s 
what it’s up against on 
steam.
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Lennox	is	like	an	angry	
bank	vault	on	legs.

The	Dome	is	now	deployable	by	everyone.	
Except	the	monsters,	obviously.

Emet	the	medic.
Short	for	Emetic?



T
he worst thing about 
Fallout: Resurrection 
using the old amnesia 
plot is that the main 
character never has 

to explain why, on the run from 
mysterious ghouls, he/she opted to 
seek solace in a cave so infested 
with mutant critters that even the 
people in the nearby town 
apologize for it. But that’s OK. 
Punching and stabbing a few rats 
and mole rats and scorpions is a 
fine reminder that this isn’t your 
modern, fancy, VATS-enabled 
Fallout 3 or 4, but the far more 
brutal original.

Resurrection is a Czech-made mod, 
ten years in the making and two and 
a half years in the translating. It’s a 
Fallout 2 mod—easily installed over 
the top of any copy, from GOG to 
Steam to the original—set between 
the first two games, and with an 
installer that packs in a few handy 
features such as support for high-res, 
unlimited saves, and mousewheel. 
They don’t make the experience feel 
all that much more modern, but they 
smooth out a few annoyances.

What awaits past the old interface 
and annoying starter dungeon is a 
great new Fallout adventure that 
keeps very true to the originals, while 
still putting its own stamp on things. 
The action takes place around 
Albuquerque and a few other smaller 
settlements such as corrupt Rat City, 
and all of them have quests and 
characters. Tonally, it’s something of 
a mix between the first two games, 
settlements are in better condition 
and more characters are around, as in 
Fallout 2, but minus most of the silly 
stuff that divided the fanbase. There’s 
a real sense of threat in wandering 

around: that sense of being 
unwelcome anywhere, with everyone 
you meet thirsty for blood or caps. 
How you handle them is, as ever, up 
to you. The areas aren’t densely 
packed with characters, but those 
you meet offer plenty of potential for 
missions and ways to stab people in 
the back, as well as acts of bastardry 
such as persuading a poverty-stricken 
girl prostitution is her best way of 
making a few caps and then running 
off afterwards instead of paying her.

Even in a tough world, that’s a 
dick move. Literally, and figuratively. 
Nor is calling Resurrection “tough” 
just recognition that it harks back to 
the ’90s, when RPGs didn’t hold your 

hand. This is a Fallout game for 
Fallout fans, and it pulls no punches. 
To give just one example, while 
Fallout 2 didn’t particularly mind you 
walking across the whole map 
(handy for the 15-minute speed-run) 
and fleeing enemy encounters, 
Resurrection quickly throws you 
against a gang of angry ghouls who 
can take you out with their high-
powered rifle before you get close to 
the exit marker. Get past those, and 
the game’s not averse to encounters 
where you start off surrounded by 
wild dogs. In short, rushing this one 
isn’t a great idea—in as much as you 
can rush a game promising around 25 
hours of content.

Fallout 1.5: 
ResuRRection

The old interface can
be an ordeal.

Decades after the war, humanity still 
hadn’t learned how to make roofs.

There’s still life in the pixelated wastes. By Richard Cobbett

it’s not averse 
to encounters 

where you start  
off surrounded by  
wild dogs

98    November 2016

majoR mods, analysed

M O D  S P O T L I G H T



F a l l o u t  1
southern california

F a l l o u t  2
northern california

F a l l o u t  3
Capital Wasteland
washington dc

F a l l o u t  t a c t i c s
Great Midwest 
Commonwealth
wisconsin, Minnesota, 
illinois, indiana, 
Michigan

F a l l o u t :  
n e w  V e g a s
Mojave Wasteland
las vegas

F a l l o u t  4
Commonwealth
boston, Massachusetts

t H e  w o R l D  
o F  F a l l o u t
a map of the ruins
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Not that you’d want to, anyway. 
Resurrection does a good job of not 
just setting a story in the old Fallout 
universe, but understanding its 
appeal, flow, and general maturity 
level when dealing with the darker 
side. Fallout itself occasionally took 
things a touch too far, such as the 
porn star options in the second game, 
while here it’s part and parcel of a 
brutal world where the meek have 
inherited slightly less than jack shit. 

Given the new setting, it’s easy to 
forget that this is even a mod. Really, 
the only major things it lacks are the 
close-up animated portraits for key 
characters, since those would have 
been too much of a headache to 
model and implement.

irradiated with love
You get around 80 maps, just in case 
you thought any corners were cut 
here. This is very much a modding 
labor of love, and one well worth 
checking out if you’re a fan of the 
original games. If you haven’t played 
those, you’re better off doing that 
first, and not just because they’re 
classics for a reason and well worth 
playing. They also offer a smoother 
introduction to ’90s-level-difficulty 
nuclear wastelands without 
expecting too much know-how on 
your part. As long as you’ve taken 
advantage of the manual that comes 
with most purchasable copies of the 
originals, anyway. For longer-term 
fans, especially those disappointed 
that we never got the canceled Van 
Buren (parts of its story, yes, but not 
the traditional Fallout style), this is as 
close to a proper third installment as 
you’re ever going to play. 



“There is no such thing as 
 a quick game”
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P
aving over the 
entirety of the New 
World may not be an 
easy task but, with a 
few hundred years 

and a copious coin purse, it is 
possible to become more of a threat 
to the environment than Jeremy 
Clarkson. sid meier’s colonization 
may not now be the most grand 
looking game but, back in the day, 
civilization’s little brother was 
something of a treat.

Released in 1994 by MicroProse, the 
now oft-overlooked strategy 
management game pulled in positive 
coverage on the Amiga, despite 

lingering in the shadow of the 
wider-known Civilization series.
Colonization is one of those games 
that lures you in with the promise of 
a sedate strategy experience as you 
begin to colonize the New World—
either the actual Americas or a 
randomly generated map. You build, 
harvest, manufacture, trade, and 
bolster rebel sentiment until you can 
stick two fingers up at the tax-

  n e e d  t o  k n o w
releaseD
1994

PUBlisHer
In-house

DeVelOPer
MicroProse

linK
www.colonizationfans.com

Sid Meier’S 
Colonization

grabbing King, declare independence,  
and fight for freedom.

It sounds easy, but even now it’s 
one of those games whose apparent 
simplicity morphs into you wrangling 
a nest of vipers inside the belly of an 
anaconda. By the end you’ll be an 
overburdened mess, an outcast to 
your own countrymen, doing more 
juggling than Penn Jillette.

While it didn’t quite fall slap bang 
into the “so hard it will shatter your 
eyeballs if you so much as look at it 
funny” era of gaming, there is little 

Revisiting Sid Meier’s overlooked resource juggler. By lorna reid

i n C a
In at number one, 
with more gold than 
you can shake Mr T 
at are the Inca. 
They’ll fill your 
colonies with food, 
too, those lovely 
people.

a z t e C 
Not quite as rich as 
the Inca, but they’re 
probably not 
jealous. They have 
enough to ensure 
top coin when 
trading full holds of 
prime resources.

a r awa k
The moaners of the 
New World—they 
may have some 
average/decent 
coin but they get 
angry quicker than 
the Hulk. Haggle 
nicely.

t h e  n e w  w o r l d ’ S  r i C h  l i S t
who tops this year’s richest nation chart? 
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The world’s naffest 
frat-house group shot.



handholding here. Colonization gives 
you a few tools and quite happily lets 
you dig your own grave. 

CASH CRISIS
Picking from one of four nationalities 
is your first order of business, and 
then it’s off to the New World with 
only a couple of colonists, 1,000 gold, 
and a dinky ship. That’s it. Looking 
back it’s incredibly stingy and unlike 
other games in its genre there’s no 
loan or overdraft on offer, no Dodgy 
Dave’s Ye Olde Pawn Shoppe. You 

manufacture, you sell, or you nick 
stuff from other people. If your ship 
gets sunk and your colonists wiped 
out by starvation, natives, or other 
Europeans (probably shouldn’t have 
laughed at the French when they 
accused me of sinking their ships) 
then you’re more stuffed than a 
Thanksgiving turkey.

The game plays out on a colorful 
overhead map and thanks to the 
retro-nostalgia that’s been 
permeating gaming for years now, the 
graphics aren’t jarring to return to. 

They’re bright, cosy, and the 
resources detailed. Which is good, 
because you’ll be spending a great 
deal of time staring blankly at 
everything as you wonder what the 
hell to prioritize.

From this map you build colonies, 
control units, trade with natives or 
fellow Europeans, and explore. You 
can also click through to specific 
colonies for more in-depth 
management of colonists, buildings, 
and resources. And that’s where you 
start to become ensnared. The game 
is pretty swift in luring you onto the 
rocks of overspending, stretching 
your resources too thin, and pissing 
off the natives.

Even from the start, your 
decisions are crucial. Setting up a 
colony isn’t just a matter of chucking 
down a new town, care needs to be 
taken in weighing up the best 
location. Do you want to be near that 
seam of silver, or surrounded by land 
that could potentially yield a valuable 
tobacco bonus? It’s something you’ll 
debate repeatedly throughout the 
game as you place more colonies.

For an indecisive player like me, 
it’s torture. I can’t possibly do 
everything at once but I’ll sure as 

One man versus a stockade. 
We call him Norris.

All purchases today
come with free cholera.

t h o S e  M o S t  v a l u a b l e  r e S o u r C e S  a t  a  g l a n C e

1 t o b a C C o
Drop everything 

to farm this. Worth 
more as a raw 
resource than a 
processed one to 
the natives. 
Tobacco + Inca/
Aztec capital = 
kerching.

2 t r a d e  g o o d S
Only available 

from the docks 
back in London, or 
from other 
European nations, 
these mysterious 
wares are often in 
high demand from 
the natives.

3 M u S k e t S
Check your 

morals at the door 
and stock up—not 
just against 
attacks, but to sell 
them to anyone 
who will buy. That’s 
everyone, in case 
you wondered.

4 r u M
Raw sugar cane 

may be worth little, 
but turn it into this 
and you’ll be rich. 
The natives will give 
you more repeat 
mileage with rum 
than the unstable 
European markets.

5 t o o l S
Another 

in-demand item, 
tools can be a quick 
way to swell your 
coffers. Produce 
them or buy cheap 
in Europe and sell to 
the natives for ten 
times their worth.
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You’ll soon run out of jaunty 
pirate names for towns.



bloody hell try. Shall I sell this baccy 
in London or potter around trying to 
find a native capital with which to 
trade? Do I buy tools or manufacture 
them myself? Shall I throw my cargo 
of rum into the harbor and tell the 
king to bugger off or accept the latest 
rise in tax? Do I waste time annoying 
the French for the sake of it or not?

The more colonies you build and 
the more people you oversee the 
trickier it gets, piling more and more 
on until each turn stretches to infinity 
and back. Resource and colony 
management is one of those infernal 
balancing acts that taxes every gamer 
who dabbles in strategy waters. Focus 
too much on one colony or element 
and the others muddle along, under 
producing, wasting resources, or 
falling prey to attack.

It’s easy to let your good 
intentions slide as other things get in 
the way. You mean to build a road to 
that far-flung colony but your pioneer 

runs out of tools, so you give him 
some horses and turn him into a 
scout instead. After ‘accidentally’ 
plundering numerous Native 
American burial grounds—the gold… 
it calls to us—you suddenly 
remember that lost colony where one 
guy is slogging away, harvesting 
endless lumber for a warehouse that 
was full five years ago. Sorry dude.

The game includes a simplified 
combat element but it’s basic, 
uninvolved, and there’s little to 
nothing you can do to influence the 
outcome of a scrap, which is a shame. 
While it never bothered me back 
then (or now, honestly), it remains 
Colonization’s most lacking element. 
However, in this sort of game it’s 
really only a sprinkle on a cupcake 
whose good stuff truly lies in its 
gooey resource-hell heart. 

FoReIgn polICy
Of course, you aren’t the only one 
scrabbling to be the big power in the 
New World. The French, Spanish, 
and Dutch are also lurking about and, 
sooner or later, you’ll have to deal 
with them. One way or another. As 
for the natives, the worth of taking 
out a village is nothing compared to 

‘accidentally’ plundering 
numerous native american 
burial grounds

what you can get via trade, and since 
an attack will enrage every village 
within that nation, leading to trouble, 
it’s not worth the headache. 
Especially when they steal back the 
wagons of looted gold before you can 
reach safety.

Like other games of its kind, 
Colonization remains one for players 
with a hardy gaming constitution—
you’re in it for the long haul and 
there is no such thing as a quick 
game. Even on the easy setting it’s an 
eye-melting slog to the end, often 
only to face the indignity of a crappy 
score for your herculean efforts.

Back in 1994 Colonization felt like 
a big game. It was. It even came with 
an in-game Colonopedia, yielding 
details on Founding Fathers, terrain, 
buildings, and more. It seems more 
compact by today’s standards but 
there’s absolutely nothing wrong in 
that—it’s even kind of cozy. It has 
enough of a challenge and addictive 
edge to keep me returning and that 
there’s a dedicated fan community 
still playing, swapping strategies and 
comparing scores, is no surprise. It’s a 
game that’s easy to get into, hard to 
master, and nigh on impossible to get 
away from. I’ve tried, believe me. 

“Pirates? Us? Nah mate, we 
don’t even own a beard.”
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The monsTers  
of silenT hill 2
There’s more to Team Silent’s horrifying 
creatures than meets the eye. By Andy Kelly

RIGHT: Sunderland’s 
first mannequin 
encounter in the Blue 
Creek apartment 
building. Good thing 
he found that hefty 
wooden plank earlier.
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W
hen James 
Sunderland arrives in 
Silent Hill, he finds 
strange creatures 
roaming the empty, 

fogbound streets. On the surface 
they’re simply enemies waiting to 
be shot or bludgeoned to death. But 
nothing in Team Silent’s horror 
masterpiece is that simple. As you 
journey through the town and learn 
more about Sunderland, you begin 
to realize that there’s more to these 
monsters as well.

They’re so unusual. None of art 
director Masahiro Ito’s designs can 
be traced to creatures from other 
horror fiction. “I wanted to give them 
a human aspect,” Ito said in a 2001 
making-of documentary. “When you 
first see one as a silhouette in the 
distance, obscured by fog, you think 
it’s a person. But then I undermine 
this human aspect by giving them 
strange movements and using 
improbable angles for their bodies.”

When designing monsters, most 
artists look to horror films for 
inspiration, but Ito was influenced by 
the grotesque, emotionally charged 
paintings of Francis Bacon. And he 
wanted to make sure that each 
creature not only looked scary, but 
affected you on a subconscious level. 
Speaking about perhaps his most 
famous creation, the monster 
commonly known as Pyramid Head, 
he said: “The triangle has right angles 
and acute edges. Its sharpness 
suggests the possibility of pain.”

This design philosophy is part of 
what makes the creatures in Silent 
Hill 2 so special. But it goes deeper. 
Their designs are also intrinsically 
tied to the story, which gives their 

presence a meaning often lacking in 
horror games. Each monster 
represents something lurking in the 
dark corners of Sunderland’s psyche. 
They’re manifestations of his guilt, 
fear, insecurity, and sexual urges. He’s 
fighting his personal demons in a 
very literal sense.

One type of creature, named Lying 
Figures by Team Silent, resembles 
faceless people wearing straitjackets 
made of their own flesh. They writhe 
and squirm, seemingly in agony, 
which represents Sunderland’s inner 
suffering. Another type, Mannequins, 
are feminine torsos with long, slender 
legs attached to them: manifestations 
of Sunderland’s sexual frustration. 
And Pyramid Head, who stalks him 

for most of the game, represents his 
desire for punishment—a desire that 
makes sense when you reach a 
certain pivotal point in the story.

At first we sympathize with 
Sunderland, thinking he’s someone 
who stumbled into the haunted town. 
But the final act makes it clear he’s 
been lured here to face judgement for 
something he did; something he’s 
repressed to the point where he’s 
totally disassociated himself from it.

Sunderland meets other 
characters in town, and subtle clues 
in the dialogue reveal that they see 
creatures too, but in a form tailored 
to their own psychological issues. 
Eddie, for example, sees them as 
people laughing at him. The horrors 
in the town mirror the emotions and 
neuroses you bring into it, but no one 
visits of their own accord. They’re 
tempted there by something.

THEME PARK
Silent Hill 2 has a depth and 
complexity sorely missing from most 
games, particularly in the horror 
genre. Everything is designed with 
intent, and closely linked to the story. 
“Psychological horror has to shake 
your heart deeply and uncover your 
emotions,” says Sato Takayoshi, 
character artist. “Sex and death are 
something people think about every 
day, which is why both are core 
themes in the game.”

Silent Hill 2 is now out of print on 
PC, and there’s nowhere to buy it 
digitally. It’s a shame something this 
important isn’t more easily accessible. 
But there are ways to find it, and it’s 
worth seeking out if you haven’t 
played it before. This is a game that 
understands that sometimes the 
scariest monsters are the ones lurking 
in your head. Other games in the 
series are devoted to the mythology 
of the town and the source of its evil, 
but the intimate, personal story in 
Silent Hill 2 is far more interesting. 
Sadly, with Team Silent long since 
disbanded, we’ll never be told 
another one like it. 

  n e e d  T o  k n o w
rELEasED
2002

OUr rEVIEW
62%

ExpEct tO paY
$78, eBay

LInk
www.konami.com

RIGHT: The first thing 
you see when you 
start Silent Hill 2 is 
this grotty public 
toilet. Someone 
needs to get in there 
with the Easy-Off.

C r e A T U r e  f e A T U r e
the creepiest monsters

l y i n g  f i g U r e
A writhing 

humanoid trapped 
in a straitjacket of 
its own flesh. Spits 

toxic gas and 
skitters around on 

the ground.

m A n d A r i n
These curiously 
human-bodied 

creatures dangle 
from the ceiling and 
attack Sunderland 
with fleshy tendrils 
if he gets too close.

A b s T r A C T 
d A d d y

A disturbing 
creature from 

Angela’s personal 
version of Silent Hill 
that somehow ends 
up in Sunderland’s.

m A n n e q U i n
The surprisingly 

graceful movement 
of these collections 
of plastic limbs is at 

odds with their 
grotesque 

appearance.

n U r s e
A monster born 

from Sunderland’s 
fear of hospitals, 

and his wife’s 
terminal illness, 

with a bulbous lump 
of skin for a face.

P y r A m i d  h e A d
An executioner who 
hunts Sunderland 

throughout the 
game. He kills it a 
few times, but it 

always comes back, 
stronger.
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C h r i s 
T h u r s T e n

On starless nights when 
the air is still, I 
sometimes play 
something that isn’t 
online and competitive.

DoTa 2 
www.dota2.com

 Dota 2 requires an extraordinary 
time commitment and sometimes 
(often) involves strangers shouting at 
you, but there’s no better 
competitive game for my money. 
Deeply rewarding five-on-five wizard 
war with a vast array of heroes, skills 
and items. Best enjoyed with others, 
particularly when you’re starting out. 

C o m p e T e  o n l i n e

ToTal War: Warhammer 
www.totalwar.com

 The old Warhammer Fantasy 
universe suits Total War to a tee, 
giving The Creative Assembly more 
space to create interesting 
interactions. A well-honed campaign 
game enables you to spin out a 
lengthy fantasy epic as your chosen 
faction, though smaller battles can 
get a little repetitive after a while.

G o  T o  W a r

DarkesT DunGeon 
www.darkestdungeon.com

 A beautifully designed 2D 
dungeon-crawler with a thick 
Lovecraftian theme it brings to life 
with a mixture of atmospheric writing 
and clever game systems. Your 
adventurers are likely to lose their 
minds before the end, their decaying 
psyches creating new strategic 
challenges the deeper you go.

l o s e  y o u r s e l f

Doom 
www.doom.com

 This revival of the legendary FPS is 
one of the year’s surprise hits. A slick 
new approach to arena shooter 
combat does away with endless 
backtracking and encourages you to 
dive into the horde shotgun-first, and 
you’re rewarded for your valor with 
phenomenally satisfying sound and 
visual effects.

r i p  a n D  T e a r

hiTman 
www.hitman.com

 This episodic take on Hitman 
offers sprawling international murder 
arenas with tons of opportunities for 
creative stealth play. If you’re 
daunted by the freedom on offer, 
there’s a smart hints system to help 
ease you in gently. The time-limited 
elusive targets can be a little hit or 
miss, however.

s T e a l  p e o p l e ’ s  C l o T h e s

Dark souls iii 
www.darksouls3.com

 It’s another Dark Souls game. But 
here’s the thing: Dark Souls games 
are really really good. The best 
action-RPG combat system ever 
conceived meets another set of 
beautiful gothic environments and 
exciting bosses. Online is fantastic, 
too: become a forest guardian, or 
sign up to help those in need.

r o l l  s i D e W a y s  f o r e v e r

overWaTCh 
www.battle.net

 Blizzard hasn’t lost its golden 
touch: this is the best new 
competitive FPS in years, offering fun 
for newcomers and hundreds of 
hours of deep investment for those 
who want to commit. The breadth of 
ideas in Overwatch’s roster of heroes 
is matched with dozens of small 
touches that make it a joy to play.

G e T  p l a y  o f  T h e  G a m e

sTar Wars BaTTlefronT 
www.starwars.ea.com

 Beneath a stunning exterior lies a 
middling online shooter, but 
Battlefront isn’t without its charms. If 
you’re a fan of Star Wars, this is the 
perfect game to play when you’ve got 
fifteen minutes spare. It’s 
undemanding and fun, regularly 
turning out moments of Star Warsy 
spectacle and calamity.

s W i T C h  y o u r  B r a i n  o f f

M U S T 

P L A Y
A personAl list 

of the best 
gAmes you cAn 

plAy right now
by chris thursten
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By Ed Chester
group test

U P G R A D E

Big and brutish or small and silent, which 
is the best cooling system for you?

CPU COOLERS
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Investing in the latest and greatest 
graphics card is the most sure-fire 
way to boost your PC gaming 
performance, but a powerful CPU is 
also crucial. Unfortunately, with great 

power comes great responsibility… and a lot of 
heat. If you’re after a quiet and unobtrusive 
gaming PC, then a good quality CPU cooler is 
paramount. The good news is, the more 
cooling headroom you have, the greater the 

potential for overclocking. So if you want to 
get the most from your PC a healthy heat 
extractor might be just what you need. 

From the enormous and completely silent 
to the surprisingly compact, there’s plenty of 
choice out there, and nearly all of these 
third-party devices comfortably blow away 
the pathetic standard coolers that come 
bundled with CPUs. Here’s our round-up of 
the best of them. 

Q&A
How do you test?
Each cooler is tested for 
CPU temperature and 
noise level (from 10cm 
away) idling and with the 
CPU under load with the 
Prime95 stress test. The 
test PC is an Intel Core-i5 
6600K with a TDP of 91W.

How quiet is quiet?
All the coolers here are 
below 37dB. That’s low 
enough that a PC on the 
floor under a desk will 
hardly be audible in a 
relatively quiet room. 

Do I need thermal 
paste?
It’s vital, but it will come 
with your cooler—there’s 
no need to rush out and 
buy a fancy brand. 

What about 
compatibility?
All these coolers are 
compatible with a host of 
Intel sockets, including 
2011, 1155 and 1156, and 
most of the latest AMD 
socket types.

Will it fit?
Some CPU coolers are 
huge and can interfere 
with cases and other 
components. Check with 
your case manufacturer 
for the maximum CPU 
cooler height. 

Do I need to remove my 
motherboard?
Many of these coolers 
require you to fit some 
sort of backplate. Some 
cases allow for this by 
having a cutout in the 
motherboard tray, but if 
not you will have to 
remove the whole 
motherboard to fit all but 
one of these coolers.

Dictionary 
TDP—The thermal output 
of a component. If a CPU 
has a TDP of 100W and a 
cooler one of 70W, it’s 
going to overheat. 

dB—The standard 
measure of sound level. 
20dB—whisper, 40dB—
quiet office, 60dB—
normal conversation.

Delta T—The difference 
between CPU and test 
room temperature. The 
most accurate way of 
comparing coolers.
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Resplendent in white—and also available in red, blue 
and black—the Phanteks PHTC12dx stands out 
from the crowd, and that style is matched by great 
build quality. Shiny nickel-plated heatpipes, painted 
radiator fins and overall attention to detail make this 
product feel worthy of its price. 

What’s more it’s not a big bruiser like the Noctua 
or BeQuiet! so should fit in most cases. It’s easy to 
install too. While some coolers seem to require 
three hands, the permanently attached, sprung 
screws on the cooler and clever crossbar system on 
the motherboard mount mean you only need two 
screws to hold it down. 

All this and the PHTC12dx performs too. It may 
only be fourth in our test in cooling power, but it’s a 
close run thing and the three coolers behind it are 
some distance behind. 

The Phanteks’ 34.5dB is also very quiet for the 
cooling you’re getting. This is a premium 
cooler and offers an ideal balance of 
features and performance for its price.

1 2

PHAntEkS PHtC12Dx
www.phanteks.com $50

The Themis relies on a very simple design, with bare 
copper heatpipes and aluminium fins, and there’s 
no mirror-finish polished base as you will find on 
some of its competitors. 

It also uses just one 120mm fan and radiator 
stack, and out of the coolers tested this month it 
has the joint-least number of heatpipes linking 
everything together—the biggest on test have six, 
here there are just three.

However, you do get an easy installation system 
which, like the Phanteks’, uses two side plates on 
the motherboard mount so just two screws are 
needed to attach the cooler to the base, making for 
far less dropped-screw calamity. 

This is also the third most effective cooler on 
test, behind only the massive Noctua and BeQuiet! 
models. It is the second loudest but is still within 
0.7dB of the quietest on test. 

While there is better performance and 
style to be had, for just $35 the 
Raijintek Themis is a bona fide bargain.

RAijintEk tHEmiS
www.raijintek.com $35

 It’s not the cheapest, it’s not the quietest and it’s not even the 
coolest cooler, but the Phanteks PHTC12dx is a great all-
rounder that looks fantastic and has a great installation system. 
As such, it’s a great place to start this round-up.

 The ultimate budget performer, the Raijintek Themis comes 
with no frills to its design or features, but what it lacks in pizazz 
it makes up for in cooling power and low noise output. If you’re 
just after a cooler that gets the job done, consider this one. 

95% 92%
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This cooler’s colossal twin heatsink, six-heatpipe 
configuration combined with two massive 150mm 
fans means the device romps home as the coldest 
in this round-up. 

My test CPU hit just 54ºC (Delta T of 31.2ºC) 
under load with this behemoth strapped on and it 
was near impossible to hear its 34.1dB of noise 
output. That’s actually only the joint-second 
quietest on test, but there’s only 0.2dB in it.

That hefty pricetag also gets you fantastic build 
quality, with the whole thing covered in shiny dark 
nickel plating and everything polished to a 
wonderful sheen.

Somewhat surprisingly, installation is relatively 
straightforward too. You will need a lot of space to fit 
it in—its dimensions are 165 x 150 x 161mm—but 
once the motherboard mount plate is in place the 
heatsink section requires just two screws to hold it 
down. The screws are also sprung and 
held in place so there’s no danger of 
dropping and losing them. 

nOCtUA DH15
www.noctua.at $90

Arctic was one of the original big names that 
pushed for quiet CPU coolers, but its latest offering 
is a modest affair. Sporting just a 92mm fan and a 
teeny 126.5 x 104 x 58mm heatsink, it will fit into 
just about any case with ease. 

It’s also simplicity itself to install. It’s the only 
cooler here that doesn’t require you to remove your 
motherboard, due to its lack of a backplate. Instead 
it uses an attachment system similar to the Intel 
stock cooler, where split plastic barbs are pushed 
through the existing holes in the motherboard and 
then pushed apart with a second plastic pin, so the 
barbs grab on. 

That’s certainly nowhere near as secure a fitting 
as the other coolers, but given the minimal size and 
weight of the device it’s strong enough. Inevitably at 
that reduced size it can’t compete with the big boys, 
but it still managed to keep my CPU comfortably 
below 70ºC. At 36.5dB it’s by far the 
loudest on test, but that’s still very 
quiet in the grand scheme of things. 

ARtiC fREEzER 7 PRO
www.arctic.ac $21

 The Noctua DH15 is by far the largest cooler in this test, and 
nearly the most expensive one too. As such you would expect it 
to come top of the pile for cooling and noise—but can it deliver? 
Hint: Yes. Very much so. 

 The smallest cooler on test, and the second cheapest, the 
Artic Freezer 7 pro is ideal if space is limited and convenience is 
key. It’s not the best for performance but it still offers quiet, 
effective cooling. 

90% 81%
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COOLERmAStER HyPER 212 EvO
www.coolermaster.com $30

BEqUiEt! DARk ROCk PRO 3
www.bequiet.com $95

65
It’s also that bit smaller than the Noctua, although 
with dimensions of 150 x 137 x 163mm it’s still 
pretty enormous. 

The cooling power is very good: this is the 
second most effective cooler in this test, after the 
Noctua. It’s also close to being the quietest, hitting 
just 33.9dB under load. 

So what’s the problem? It’s the installation. Not 
only is it of the more common type where you have 
to fix the top heatsink section to the baseplate via 
four points rather than two, but it uses hex nuts to 
make that connection. 

That means you have to scrabble around with 
the tiny spanner they’ve provided to tighten 
everything up, while most of the BeQuiet!’s 
competitors allow you to just use a long screwdriver 
to reach the fixings. 

If you really like its styling then the Dark Rock Pro 
3 may be worth all that hassle, given it 
performs very well, but I’d take the 
Phanteks or Noctua instead any day. 

With its no-frills design, combined with a single 
120mm fan, single heatsink and quad-heatpipe 
construction, the 212 Evo is very much a direct 
competitor to the Raijintek Themis. However, while 
the Raijintek compromised slightly on noise for 
cooling performance, with the Coolermaster it’s the 
other way round.

In terms of cooling power, its 39.3ºC Delta T is 
just under 5ºC hotter than the Themis, and the third 
hottest cooler in this test—although it’s worth 
remembering that in the real world that still only 
equates to your CPU hitting 62ºC under full load. It’s 
also markedly quieter than the Themis, coming in 
joint second quietest overall with a figure of 34.1dB. 

Unfortunately, the 212 Evo’s mounting system is 
more fiddley than the Themis. It uses an X-shaped 
piece to hold the heatsink in place against the 
motherboard mount, and it requires four screws 
rather than two. Add to that the 
CoolerMaster’s slightly higher price, 
and it’s a clear choice which to get. 

 Like the Noctua DH15, the BeQuiet! Dark Rock Pro 3 is a huge 
and expensive air cooler with impressive performance. It also 
nails design: its all-black finish, with a brushed aluminium top to 
the heatsink and fan section, looks just great. 

 Perhaps the best-selling cooler available right now, the Hyper 
212 Evo is about as middle of the road as they come. It’s not the 
cheapest or most expensive model, the smallest or the largest. 
But it is extremely good at being a cooler. 

80% 70%
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zALmAn fx70
www.zalman.com $42

stACKeD up

1
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3
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Raijintek Themis

Phanteks PHTC12dx

Artic freezer 7 pro

Noctua DH15

Bequiet! Dark Rock Pro 3

Coolermaster Hyper 212 Evo

Zalman FX70

42

77.1

00

7
This is a beautifully crafted cooler, with a lovely dark 
and shiny nickel finish covering the large heatsink 
and its six heatpipes. 

It is quite the monster, though, measuring 110 x 
140 x 158mm, so isn’t exactly something you could 
put in a small, silent HTPC. 

It doesn’t serve that well inside a large case 
either, as under full stress it simply couldn’t cope 
with the test CPU’s heat output. After around ten 
minutes it hit 100ºC, causing the CPU to throttle 
back its speed and cause noticeable stuttering in 
the PC. 100ºC? You could boil a kettle with that.

However, this was under 100% load using 
Prime95. While gaming it never topped 70ºC, so it 
comes down to your likely usage. 

Nonetheless, I’m left wondering what exactly the 
market is for such a cooler. It’s too big for a small, 
silent PC and in a conventional PC you’re going to 
need at least some other fans to move air 
around, so why not have one strapped 
to the CPU cooler too?

 The final cooler I’ve tested is a bit of a curve ball, as it’s a 
completely passive model. It relies purely on natural air 
convection to move heat away from it, which in turn makes it 
completely silent. 
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  PRICE ($) TEMPERATURE (ºC) 
  Load
  Idle

NOISE (dB)
  Load
  Idle

27ºC

25ºC

25ºC

26ºC

32ºC

24ºC

27ºC

Temp actual idle

25ºC

25ºC

22ºC

22ºC

28ºC

22ºC

24ºC

Core average

67ºC

54ºC

57ºC

58 ºC

100ºC

56ºC

62ºC

Temp actual load
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c h A i r ?
Say what? PC 

Geek readers won’t 
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