
T H E

O F  A L L  T I M E

SEPTEMBER 2013

  



  

http://www.elderscrollsonline.com
http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


© 2013 ZeniMax Media Inc. The Elder Scrolls® Online developed by ZeniMax Online Studios LLC, a ZeniMax Media 

company. ZeniMax, The Elder Scrolls, Bethesda, Bethesda Softworks and related logos are registered trademarks or 

trademarks of ZeniMax Media Inc. in the US and/or other countries. All Rights Reserved.

  

http://www.esrb.org
http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


  

http://www.1and1.com
http://www.1and1.com
http://www.1and1.com
http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


#243 SEPTEMBER 2013

PC GAMER (ISSN 1080-4471) is published 13 times a year, monthly plus Holiday issue following December issue by Future US, Inc., 4000 Shoreline Court, Suite 400, South San Francisco, CA 94080. Phone: (650) 872-1642. Fax (650) 872-2207. Website: www.futureus.com. Periodicals postage 

paid in San Bruno, CA and at additional mailing offi ces. Newsstand distribution is handled by Time Warner Retail. Basic subscription rates (12 issues) US: Digital $23.88; Print $19.95; Canada: Digital $23.88; Print $29.95; Intl: Digital $23.88; Print $39.95. Canadian and foreign orders must be prepaid, 
US funds only. Canadian price includes postage and GST #R128220688. PMA #40612608. Subscriptions do not include newsstand only specials. POSTMASTER: Send changes of address to PC Gamer, PO Box 5852, Harlan, IA 51593-1352. Standard Mail Enclosure in the following edition: None. 

Ride-Along Enclosure in the following editions: None. Returns: Pitney Bowes, PO Box 25542, London, ON N6C 6B2, Canada. Future US, Inc. also publishes @Gamer, Crochet Today!, Mac|Life, Maximum PC, and The Offi cial Xbox Magazine:. Entire contents copyright 2013, Future US, Inc. All rights 
reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part is prohibited. Future US, Inc. is not affi liated with the companies or products covered in PC Gamer. Reproduction on the Internet of the articles and pictures in this magazine is illegal without the prior written consent of PC Gamer. Products named in the 
pages of PC Gamer are trademarks of their respective companies. PRODUCED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA. We encourage you to recycle this magazine, either through your usual household recyclable wastecollection service or at a recycling site.

SUBSCRIBER CUSTOMER SERVICE PC Gamer Customer Care, P.O. Box 5158, Harlan, IA 51593-0658. Online: www.pcgamer.com/customerservice. Phone: 1-800-898-7159. Email PCGcustserv@cdsfulfi  llment.com. BACK ISSUES: www.pcgamer.com/shop or by calling 1-800-865-7240. 
REPRINTS: Future US, Inc., 4000 Shoreline Court, Suite 400, South San Francisco, CA 94080. Phone: (650) 872-1642. Fax (650) 872-2207. Website: www.futureus.com.

The Hall of Play
EDITORIAL

Editor-in-Chief Logan Decker

Executive Editor Evan Lahti

Senior Associate Editor Tyler Wilde

Managing Editor Cory Banks

Intern T.J. Hafer

Edit Squirrel Tabasco

Contributors Graham Smith, Rich McCormick, Tony Ellis, 

Tom Francis, Chris Thursten, Tom Senior,  Ben Kim, Jake Godin, 

Phil Savage, Philippa Warr, Cara Ellison, Nathan Ditum, Alex 

Wiltshire, Craig Pearson, Richard Cobbett, Tim Stone, Dan 

Griliopoulos, Jon Blyth, Jon Morcom, Rick Lane, Alex Roth

ART

Art Editor John Strike 

Contributors Julian Dace, Andy McGregor, David Lyttleton

BUSINESS 

Publisher 

Ace St. Germain, astgermain@futureus.com

Vice President, Media  

Ursula Morgan,  umorgan@futureus.com

Vice President, Sales & Business Development  

Nate Hunt,  nhunt@futureus.com

National Director Of Sales  

Isaac Ugay,  iugay@futureus.com

Regional Sales Managers 

Jen Doerger, jdoerger@futureus.com

Stacy Gaines, sgaines@futureus.com

Brandon Wong,  bwong@futureus.com

Advertising Coordinator  

Heidi Hapin,  hhapin@futureus.com 

MARKETING

Vice President, Marketing & Sales Development  

Rhoda Bueno

Director, Consumer Marketing  Lisa Radler

Newsstand Director  Bill Shewey

PRODUCTION

Production Director  Michael Hollister

Production Manager  Larry Briseno

Print Order Coordinator  Jose Urrutia

FUTURE US, INC.

4000 Shoreline Court,

Suite 400, South San Francisco, CA  94080,  (650) 872-1642

www.futureus.com

President  Rachelle Considine

Vice President, Finance & Business Management  Lulu Kong

Vice President / General Manager, Digital  Charlie Speight

General Counsel  Anne Ortel

Future Plc

Non Executive Chairman  Peter Allen

Chief Executive  Mark Wood

Group Finance Director  Graham Harding

SUBSCRIPTIONS 

To Subscribe: www.pcgamer.com/subscribe 

BACK ISSUES

To Order: www.pcgamer.com/shop or by calling 1-800-865-7240

Games are meant to be played. And gamers are people who love 
playing them. OK, these observations aren’t necessarily my finest 
intellectual moments, but I’m putting them out there because they 
represent the foundation of our definitive list of the Top 100 PC Games 
of All Time (on page 34). Or goal wasn’t to deliver to an uptight history 

lesson. We don’t need to: PC gaming is such a recent 
phenomenon that all but the youngest among us 
have lived through its evolution and could share our 
own lists of its most magnificent moments at the 
drop of a mouse. 

Instead, the entire PC Gamer vanguard of PC 
gaming maniacs around the globe loaded up, played, 
replayed, and fought over hundreds upon hundreds 
of PC games throughout the year, and our list 
represents the Top 100 games that thrill us the most 

today. Some are only months or years old, while others were created 
decades ago, yet—like so many amazing paintings, books, movies, and 
other things human beings have created since we left behind banging 
rocks together for entertainment—transcend the 
technological limitations of their time.

If you haven’t played some of these games, be 
confident that they can still dazzle and challenge 
you. If you have played them, give them another 
day at the rodeo. Because PC gamers were the 
first gamers, and we’re still the best gamers, with 
the richest history and the brightest future.
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BRINGING YOU THE SCOOPS THIS MONTH...

Tyler Wilde
@tyler_wilde
Dishonorably discharged 
from our Rising Storm 
server after dropping a 
barrage on half his team.

Cory Banks
@demiurge
Got System Shock 2 
included on the Top 100 
list (pg. 34) by using 
psi-ops on the staff. 

T.J. Hafer
@asatj
Fulfilled more childhood 
fantasies in one sitting of 
CK2: The Old Gods than 
science thought possible.

Evan Lahti
@elahti
Taught Arma 2 to Cory in 
exchange for Dark Souls 
lessons. A cultural 
exchange.
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WORLD’S FASTEST KEYBOARD

Achieve faster reaction times and 

key combinations via raised macro 

keys and unique key optimizations.

ACTIVEZONE ILLUMINATION

Visually determine profiles, 

macros, and layers with pro-

grammable color schemes.

SUPERIOR DESIGN

Sleek lines and low-profile keys 

combine beautiful form and 

optimized function.

STEELSERIES ENGINE

Create advanced macros, analyze 

your performance, optimize your 

layout, and much more.
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18 BATTLEFIELD 4
DICE brings Commander Mode back to 

its military shooter. We join a 64-player siege of 

Shanghai and try to topple a skyscraper

52 COMPANY OF HEROES 2
Relic’s long-awaited sequel throws 

more soldiers  and systems into the conflict—

with some success

24 WOLFENSTEIN: 
THE NEW ORDER

B. J. Blazkowicz is back to fight alternate history 

Nazis in Starbreeze’s take on a classic shooter
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08 » SEND

Your letters,  our responses 

12 »  NEWS

The new “next gen” looks familiar 

14 » THE SPY

What happened to Prey 2? 

16 » PC  FTW

Streaming speedruns for all to see 

MONITOR

34  The PC Gamer Top 100 
The definitive list of the best games for PC, 
as decided by the PC Gamer editors

FEATURES

52 Company of Heroes 2

58 Wargame: AirLand Battle

60 Grid 2

62 Dyad

64 ShootMania Storm

68 StarDrive

70 Call of Juarez: Gunslinger

72 Mars: War Log

73 Starseed Pilgrim

73 Signal Ops

74  Star Wars:  The Old Republic - 
              Rise of the Hutt Cartel

75 Crusader Kings II: The Old Gods

75 CoD: Black Ops II - Uprising

REVIEWS
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18     Battlefield 4

20   Watch Dogs

24   Wolfeinstein: The New Order

26   Total War: Rome II

30   Saints Row IV

32   Joe Danger

PREVIEWS

90 » REVIEW

The Revolt packs a powerful punch 
91 » GROUP TEST

Gaming keyboards compared

96 » THE RIG

The Hard Stuff

78 » NOW PLAYING 

Graham procedually reloads guns in Receiver, 
Tom makes new friends in Diablo 3

82 » TOP 10 DOWNLOADS

Run out of  things to accomplish in Skyrim? 
Here’s a mod that adds 107 more ‘cheevos

86 » UPDATE

War Of The Roses woos Rick with updates

88 » REINSTALL

Rollercoaster Tycoon 3 makes you vomit

EXTRA LIFE

The votes are cast, the debates raged. Here 
are the absolute best games ever made 

34

91 GAMING KEYBOARDS
Mechanical or membrane? Cherry or 

black switches? We bash buttons on six boards 

to declare the king of keyboards
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Call of Duke
I don’t know why you try to 
make lists. Every time you have 
done so in the past ten years, you 
have proven your inept abilities 
to review games of any genre. 

Why would a top 25 list not 
include any one of the Call of 
Duty series? That game series 

It’s “weapon up” time for PC Gamer’s writers as the readers are revolting.

alone created the PC online 
multiplayer explosion for FPS. 
No other game has sustained 
such a long history of success 
online. Other games have come 
and gone, but CoD still rules the 
online FPS world. You also don’t 
mention Duke Nukem—the first 
FPS that allowed you to use a 
mouse to free look, shoot pigs 
and dance with strippers; or 
Unreal—the first FPS that went 
outside and wasn’t in some 
cluster mass of hallways.
Matthew Winfrey

It was to be expected that much 
of your feedback for our Top 25 
Shooters would be about the 
games it didn’t include. And 
that feedback is great—
Everyone has their own top 25 

list. Certainly the editors here 
debated many a night over 
what shooters should make the 
cut. One of our main 
considerations for the list (as 
outlined in the “Criteria” 
panel in the feature), was how 
fun each game was fun to play 
today. Unreal, Duke, and 
CoD were each significant for 
the reasons you outlined, but 
we haven’t felt compelled to 
play the first two in a decade. 
We recognize their importance, 
but it’s hard to choose to 
celebrate games we don’t play 
and wouldn’t recommend in 
2013.
PCG 

That choice is Unreal
After reading your article this 
month on The 25 Greatest 
Shooters of All Time, I was 
curious to know why in the hell 
you have Unreal Tournament at 
#22 and Quake 3 at #4?!  Correct 
me if I am wrong but didn’t UT 
get better reviews back then, 
more praise and a larger fan 
base...  not to mention being an 
all around better shooter!? 
Phil Greco

Our main (but not only) metric 
for the list was “How fun is the 
shooter today?” We love UT (we 
often play UT 2004 after work 
on LAN—Instagib obviously), 
but we don’t feel like it’s held up 
as well as Quake III has. We 
definitely consider them equal, 
mirrored competitors in the 
context of 1999, but today 
Quake III benefits from being 
about as pure as a shooter can 

■ Just wondering if 
Tyler Wilde and Tom 
Francis have ever 
considered working 
as body doubles for 
Sheldon Cooper in the 
show The Big Bang 
Theory? I mean, all 
three do look like 
praying mantises 
and come out with 
snarky responses. 
Robert K

We contacted the 
show to see if they 
were interested in their 
talents. Sadly not. 
Apparently both Tyler 
and Tom are “too funny” 
for their writers to deal 
with. Although, you 
should keep a sharp eye 
out for a notably hairier 
“Penny” next season, 
played by our intern T.J.. 

■ With just a can of 
deodorant, a cigarette 
lighter and a load 
of tree-shaped air 
fresheners you can 
simply and legally 
recreate the Kicked 
the Hornets Nest level 
from Far Cry 3.
Mark Frostick

Might want to double-
check the word “legally” 
there, depending on 
how far you want to 
take your experiment. 
Would probably smell 
lovely, though. 

■ Why has no one 
made a DayZ style 
Arma mod for Stalker? 
It seems pretty damn 
obvious. Scarce 
loot, lack of trust, 
permadeath just 
around the corner and 
baked bean worship. 
You don’t even 
have to remove the 
zombies, just add in 
mutant monstrosities, 
the odd anomaly and 
radiation poisoning 
and you will have 
yourself something 
truly amazing.
John Blacklaws

That is a good idea, 
though if you want that 

Just bug out 
It seems like every time 

I hear a new PC gamer 

talking about their 

experiences, it’s almost always related 

to a game having an issue that makes 

it crash on startup, or run at a strange 

resolution, or otherwise bug out in 

some way. 

They usually say it in a way that 

sounds like they miss the way consoles 

“just worked.” And while that’s both a 

fine and natural opinion given the 

circumstances, I don’t think they’re 

looking at it the right way. The thing 

about PC gaming is that it isn’t always 

easy. You can’t expect every game to 

“just work,” especially with several 

decades of them on offer.

But the thing is, that isn’t necessarily 

such a bad thing. When you go through 

steps to make it work, you aren’t just 

working through some inconvenience 

caused by a faulty game; you’re getting 

closer in the relationship between the 

player and the game. 

Each time you fix a game to work 

properly with your computer, you learn 

a little bit more about what does and 

doesn’t work. And personally, I think 

the benefits outweigh the hassle, 

especially with such a big library.

April Horne

Well, mostly. Occasionally modern 

games have issues with a certain 

graphics card or a hardware-based 

bug, but these days services like 

Steam mean that once you’ve got the 

PC, it’s about as easy to play most 

games on it as it would be on console. 

The difference is that if you want to 

dig deeper, you always can. Think you 

might get a performance bump from 

running beta graphics drivers? Give 

‘em a try. Don’t like the field of view in 

Borderlands? There’s probably a 

configuration file you can tweak to 

your heart’s content. No need to wait 

another five years for a graphics 

boost or pray that Microsoft/Sony 

will fix things. 

You have the power, as He-Man 

might have said had he worked on a 

technical support desk instead of 

defending Castle Grayskull from the 

machinations of Skeletor.

PCG

Pssst. After this, want to get a froyo?

Next, the 1970s-themed prequel. 
Polyester leisure suits for all!
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SPK UR MNDYOU’RE PLAYING

Nicolas 
Lagueruela
Currently playing: 
Heroes of 
Newerth 

get: it’s about athleticism, 
marksmanship, absurd speed, 
and performance, and it 
represents the most sport-like 
that a multiplayer FPS has ever 
been. 
PCG

The best BioShock?
I could not agree with you more 
that these [Top 25 Shooters] are 
some of the finest games ever 
made, but I do believe BioShock 2 
belongs in the conversation 
because of the ending. I, a 
Christian, could not have been 
enamored more by what I saw 
on my screen. I was happy, mad, 
sad, disturbed and shocked by 
what just took place. By the 
conclusion of the game I was left 
jaw-draped. I could not believe 
that they had just incorporated 
higher thinking, religion, and 
morals.  I found it so dumb-
founding I enjoyed playing it 
again and again. This game 
deserves to be VERY high on 
everyone’s [list] because it is 
something not only to behold, 
but to experience. The last 
twenty minutes alone are worth 
the first twenty! 
Michael

BioShock 2’s ending is 
definitely a high point, and we 

could argue that it belongs on a 
top story games list. But the first 
BioShock really set the shooter 
template that the sequel 
followed. That’s why we chose it. 
PCG

What’s Our Next 
MMORPG?
I am lucky beyond belief to be 
married to my true soul mate—
and she is a long-time gamer. 
We always avoided MMORPGs 
because there were plenty of 
excellent games we could play 
together, by ourselves or with a 
few friends. We took a chance 
on Star Wars: The Old Republic as 
our first game in the genre and 
it’s been awesome.  We love the 
voice-acted storylines, the fact 

that we can play by ourselves 
and not feel like we are missing 
something or join with others.

Soon there won’t be much left 
to do and we will move on.  
There are many non-MMO 
multiplayer games we can play 
but we want to consider another 
MMO.  What would you 
recommend?
Ron C

Many of the MMOs you’ll want 
are free-to-play, so there’s no 
reason not to check out a few. 
World of Warcraft charges a 
subscription, but Rift is F2P, as 
is Neverwinter and a host of 
others. Pick a setting you like 
and jump in. 
PCG

With the new release 

of HoN 3.0, S2 Games 

introduced AI into the 

game as a more comfortable way of 

exposing new players to the world 

of MOBAs and Heroes of Newerth. 

The addition of Bots will allow 

newbies to get a handle on their 

techniques before even stepping 

foot onto the battlefield of Player 

vs Player. 

I am implementing a Bot based on 

the hero Engineer. It is designed to 

be an aggressive early-game harass 

hero with powerful team presence. 

S2 released a ‘core’ of a few Bots as 

a base, and have let the community 

take part in developing their own. 

After a month of coding, 

I have submitted my EngiBot for a 

chance to have it become a part of 

game’s zombie hordes 
to attack, just call it 
“Stalker” on the grounds 
that its backronym is 
really, really stupid. 

■ I’ve always had an 
interest in PC gaming. 
I was curious to know 
of your opinions on 
a multiple monitor/
display setup. In your 
opinion or experience, 
is a multiple monitor 
setup desirable for PC 
gamers, and is it easily 
doable?
Kyle Moore
They can be problematic 
for some games, and far 
too few games make 
direct use of them. That 
said, multiple monitors 
are great for general use. 
Most modern graphics 
cards support two 
screens at once; take a 
look at the back of your 
PC and see how many 
monitor connections 
you have.

■ What have I done? 
My Steam Library 
is now topping 215 
games. I have years 
of games left that I 
haven’t touched and 
the list keeps growing, 
but when a $50 game 
is on sale for $7.99, 
what do you do?
SSG Justin R Hendrix
A good rule of thumb is 
that, if a game is on sale 
right now, it’ll likely be 
on sale later, too. But 
let’s be honest: Patience 
is just the worst!

Should nostalgia for Unreal’s
world still conquer all? Nah.

the Heroes of Newerth AI pool; it is in 

the final steps of being approved. 

For more information on how 

EngiBot works and how to play it, 

go to: www.bit.ly/18zIEQo

You think anyone’s ever going to tell
them they spelled “Earth” wrong?

Fight alongside us 
on the PC Gamer 
community servers

Counter-Strike: GO
8.6.75.144
Battlefi eld 3
8.6.74.43:25330
Minecraft
8.6.15.20
Rising Storm
66.55.158.174

Our game servers 
are provided by 
GameServers, PCG’s 
staff-approved 
hosting service. Visit 
gameservers.com.

JOIN US
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The future
is open-world

Publishers reveal their “next-gen” 

games: they look like MMOs with guns and cars

THE TOP STORY

T
he E3 Expo in June gave us 
our first proper look at what 
the next generation of big-
budget games will look like. 
The new wave of consoles 

has increased the memory and processing 
budgets available to developers, and most 
seem to be pumping that extra power into 
bigger worlds and more online features.

They don’t get much bigger than the 
entire United States. Ubisoft’s new racing 
game The Crew takes the country and 
shrinks it down a little bit, leaving a vast 
swath of roads, rocks and rubble to race 
through. Entire cities—New York is 
apparently the size of Liberty City in 
GTA IV—are open and free to be driven 
through. You’ll meet other drivers on 
your way through the over 3,100 square 
miles, any of whom you can challenge and 

confirmed for PC, the developer is now 
refusing to say whether we’ll get to play it 
or not, but from its strong E3 showing it 
seems very much worth crossing your 
fingers for. Similarly unconfirmed for PC 
is Tom Clancy’s The Division, revealed at 
Ubisoft’s conference. It’s a third-person 
MMO shooter set in the near future after 
a virus brings civilized society crashing 
down. PC gamers have already expressed 
interest in the game: a week after its 
announcement, a petition to Ubisoft 
clamoring for a PC version had reached 
50,000 signatures.

There’s a warranted degree of cynicism 
about why these games are emerging 
from the woodwork all at once. “Shooter/
racer plus MMO” certainly plays well in a 
shareholder meeting, but there’s also a 
lot of ambitious design work going into 
making them a reality. They might not all 
turn out to be classics, but it’s a good time 
to be a fan of trekking or racing through 
the wilderness with friends at your side. 
Chris Thursten

group with thanks to the persistent online 
functionality. We’ll see The Crew in early 
2014.

Respawn Entertainment—the studio 
founded by Infinity Ward’s Vince 
Zampella and Jason West after their fiery 
exit from Activision—have finally 
revealed their debut project, Titanfall. It’s 
a sci-fi shooter that operates on multiple 
scales with persistent multiplayer 
elements. As “pilots,” players will run 
around on the ground shooting one 
another, running up walls and jetpacking 
about to reach new elevations. As “titans,” 
players will steer massive, nimble mechs 
that can be deployed into the battlefield 
from orbit.

There’s also Bungie’s Destiny, which 
was revealed to be a kind of MMO hybrid 
of Halo and Borderlands. Originally 
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Faildogs

Winners
Team Fortress creators

Valve announce more than $10m paid 
out to Workshop creators.

Star Citizen

Crowdfunded space sim cracks the $10m 
mark—all from fans.

Oculus Rift
Unreal Engine 4 support confirmed, putting 

VR at the center of the next generation.

HEALTH BAR

CHECKING THE GAMES BIZ’S PULSE 

Marvel Heroes

Superhero MMO launch delayed 
by “serious” issues.

Deus Ex: The Fall

New Deus Ex game turns out to be 
for phones.

Microsoft
Couldn’t have had a rougher E3 if the 
Xbox One was made of sandpaper.

Multiplayer-only mecha FPS 
Titanfall is seriously stompy.

BungieÕs new MMO FPS Destiny spans 
the solar systemÑand looks awesome.

Cars can now have friends. WhatÕs
next, dogs with hats? Yes please.

TIRE FUSION
 OUCH!  NEW TRIALS BACKFLIPS 

ONTO PC NEXT YEAR

There’s a new game in RedLynx’s motorbike 
accident simulator coming to PC. Trials 

Fusion is, “setting a shining vision of what our 
future could be, where technology and nature 

coexist,” according to the developers, 
which I’m pretty sure is short for “we’ve 

found much taller things for you to 
fall off.” At least there’s a new 

trick system to give you 
something to do while you 
plummet. Trials Fusion is 
due out in 2014. CT

WITCH PLEASE
 SEQUEL   FIRST DETAILS OF DRAGON 
AGE: THE INQUISITION EMERGE

BioWare have let the first scraps of Dragon 

Age: Inquisition out of the bag. It’ll be an 
open-world RPG, and you’ll be tracking down 
sinister agents who have doomed 
that world. Familiar characters 
shown in the trailer include Dragon 

Age II’s narrator-companion Varric 
and his interrogator, Cassandra 
Pentaghast. Of note to 
long-term fans will be the 
narration by Origins’ 
Morrigan, and the fact 
that the Chantry seem 
to be attacking the 
Grey Wardens. CT

»6 hours»$10m earned »$759,528 raised
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BUT WHO WATCHES THE SPY?BUT WHO WATCHES THE SPY?

he Spy believes in three things: 
freedom and innumeracy. The edges 
of freedom are easily blurred, 

however, as demonstrated by a hacker who took the 
Xbox 360 game The Dishwasher: Vampire Smile and 
decided “This should be a PC game.” He’s Russian 
though, so he probably phrased it a little differently. 
Perhaps, “This should be a PC game. Unrelated, my 
English classes are going very well.” Does he have the 
right to do this? Clearly not. Does it hurt anyone? Even 
the creators are mixed on that. 

On such matters did The Spy ponder during his 
weekly World of Warcraft raid. Mists of Pandaria didn’t do 
much to hang onto its players, which means another 
expansion is needed. With players already having killed 
most of the lore characters, what’s left? 
The Emerald Dream? Probably not. The 
mysterious appearance of some cultists 
after the last patch hints that it may finally 
be time to handle an invasion of the 
Burning Legion. That points to Sargeras 
as the next Big Bad—and some questions. 
He’s as high as the enemy totem pole goes 
so far, meaning that Blizzard needs to 
come up with someone even tougher to 
replace him, or this one won’t be ending 
with another triumphant fight. Perhaps a 
new Cataclysm-style update, using the 
lessons learned in Pandarian skirmishes to unleash 
all-out war on Azeroth proper? 

Blizzard doesn’t have as much time to decide as you 
might think. Remember Titan? That new MMO about 
which we know nothing of note, save that it’s World of 

Warcraft’s intended successor? Word is that, not only is 
development not going as planned, but the team has 
been slashed down to just 30 or so hardy souls, and the 
project reset. Blizzard has politely referred to this 
activity as, “large design and technology changes,” 
which may or may not be management code for, 
“yaargh! You’ve made something crap!” On the plus 
side, it’s impossible to delay a project with no official 
release date, so technically speaking, it’s right on track.

In slightly stranger delay news, Prey 2 looks to be 
living up to its predecessor’s impressive delays. The Spy 
hears that the futuristic bounty hunting game that bore 
its name—but no real similarities—has been ripped 
from its creators, Human Head, and handed over to 
Dishonored creators Arkane. Why? Boring contractual 
wrangling that led to the game being put in abeyance 
rather than the recycling bin. A pity for a game with 
such promise, especially as it at least looked to be coming 
together.

 “What happened to Prey 2, from where I sat, was 
political. And petty,” tweeted Human Head’s former 
narrative designer, Jason Blair. “Prey 2 was a full game. 

And a crazy fun one. The team was small but you 
wouldn’t have known it.”

Then what does this mean for Dishonored? It did well 
enough early on for Bethesda to say it had exceeded 
expectations and that the publisher had a new franchise 
on its hands. It didn’t go gangbusters, however. Will 
Prey 2 now consume the studio, in the hope of salvaging 
something from that once-relevant license, or will it be 
more of a Duke Nukem Forever, pushed through so the 
company can get back to games it can call its own? At 
least The Spy can take solace in the fact that whatever 
Arkane ends up making next, it won’t be Aliens: Colonial 
Marines.

In cheerier news, The Spy is pleased (observe the 
slight elevation of the lips) to have heard many E3 
rumblings from publishers looking at Kickstarter and 
realizing that treating customers as engaged parties 
might be a good idea. Square Enix, for example, has 

described Kickstarter, “as a way to unite marketing 
and development together by allowing us to interact 
with customers.” Although, given its sales 
predictions for Tomb Raider, its best use would be 
keeping its own expectations in check.

Of course, trust the game industry to leave no 
sacred cow unslaughtered for very long. What did 
Square do almost immediately after this 
community-pleasing moment? Release a new Deus 
Ex game—just for iOS. You don’t need 
Kickstarter to invest in that howl of protest. 
Maybe the guy who went to town on The 
Dishwasher could be called in to stealthily port it. 
Either way though, whoever is responsible for 
leaving the PC out could definitely do with a 
kick, starting now. The Spy recommends 
spiked shoes. Spy out. 
The Spy

The Spy is pleased to 
have heard many E3 

rumblings.

T

The Spy’s secret 
identity at this 
year’s E3 was secret 
agent “West Hall.” 
It backfired when 
people kept invading 
his space to ask 
about Watch Dogs.   

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


  

http://www.planetarkadia.com
http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


A
s a subculture, speedrunning 
—completing games in 
record times—has evolved 
over the years. The advent 
and improvement of video 

sharing has led to increasingly sophisticated 
attempts to catalog the runners’ greatest 
achievements, be it the free-for-all of 
YouTube personal bests or the authoritative 
officiousness of the Speed Demos Archive.

SpeedRunsLive (www.bit.ly/SpeedRL) 
takes a different approach. As the name 
suggests, it’s a transitory landing pad for a 
shifting community. Its front page is an 
ever-changing list of Twitch.tv streams 
dedicated to its members’ pursuit of 
perfection. Load it up and you might see 
players exploiting obscure glitches to skip 
entire levels of emulated classics, wrestling 
erratic physics in order to perfect six-hour 
sprints of GTA: San Andreas, or charging 
underpowered towards colossal beasts in a 
Dark Souls boss run.

The site was founded by Cosmo Wright 
and Daniel “Jiano” Hart. Cosmo 
remembers seeing Jiano’s early streaming 
attempts, comprised of a webcam pointed at 

Speedrunners, live
The frustration and elation of finishing games fast on camera

a CRT television. Crude though it was, he 
realized the potential. “The first time I saw 
his stream, I knew that it was the future of 
speedrunning,” he said.

SpeedRunsLive was originally set up as a 
place to post the results of races—
simultaneous runs through a game to 
completion—organized through the pair’s 
IRC community. While racing is still the 
most fully developed area of the site, it’s no 

longer the central focus. “We did a redesign 
to put the streams on the front page,” 
Cosmo said. “We’ve sort of grown into this 
central hub for a large speedrunning 
community.”

Many of the streams feature the game 
alongside a segmented timer, breaking the 
run into easily comparable splits. Seemingly 
the smallest mistakes can spiral, and it’s not 
unusual for runners to reset at what would 

otherwise appear to be a recoverable time. 
As Cosmo notes, “You’re watching people’s 
patience being tested and, as it is live, you 
are seeing their real ability and not just an 
end product.” 

He also points to Twitch’s chat feature 
and the interaction it enables between the 
streamer and his audience. There’s an 
intimacy to gaming runs: you’re present in 
the moment, celebrating and 
commiserating with the runner. 

“I believe it is very easy to get invested in a 
live stream because of these factors, a lot 
more than watching a YouTube video,” 
Cosmo concluded.

It may be a site that regularly sees record-
breaking runs, but it’s by no means an 
exclusive club. Cosmo’s advice for those 
interested in starting their own streams is 
simple: get registered on Twitch and have a 
go. “You can do badly and it’s OK. In fact, 
it’s pretty awesome even to do badly the first 
time, because now you’ve not only started 
speedrunning but you know you can 
improve a lot. It can be scary at first, but 
it’s definitely a good time.” 
Phil Savage

 Jiano’s early streaming 
attempts were comprised 
of a webcam pointed at a 
CRT television. 

Many speedrunners use emulators
to play console games.

SRL has grown into a 
hub for the community.

Races are a big percentage
of the site’s content.

The front page is an ever-
changing selection of streams.
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In BF4, the guns smell 
better than ever.

 PLAYED IT  Commander mode returns to lead the way

BATTLEFIELD 4

B
ad Company and its sequel were 
great multiplayer games, but they 
lost some of what made their 
predecessor, Battlefield 2, such a 

marvelous team-based shooter. Battlefield 3 
took a step in the right direction by making 
large-scale warfare the norm again. 
Battlefield 4 is going even further, by 
bringing back Commander mode. 

One player on each of Battlefield 4’s two 
teams is now able to view the battlefield 
from above, issuing orders to different 
squads, dropping resources such as vehicles 
to aid in their team’s assault, and launching 
tactical missiles to take down enemy units. 
It brings back another layer of tactics to 
Battlefield’s endless war, and it makes 

perfect sense on the 
large levels.

The mission I played 
at this year’s E3 was 
the same shown at the 
EA conference: the 
Siege of Shanghai. It 
takes place on the 
streets surrounding 
the city’s waterfront, 

with a river bisecting the map. A Metro 
station acts as one of the capture points; 
another is placed on top of a tall, central 
skyscraper. It’s designed for 64 players, and 
at each team’s spawn, there’s a plentiful 
supply of tanks, jeeps and helicopters.

My first round as the game’s familiar 
recon class starts in typical fashion: players 
leaping into vehicles and immediately 
driving off while I chase after them in a 

desperate attempt to get inside. Eventually 
I find a vehicle of my own, and set off 
through the streets with a group of random 
squadmates. We capture our first point 
without taking a shot.

Next I move to another point on the roof 
of a multi-story car park, and leap from the 
van seconds before it explodes under heavy 
fire. I kill one, two, three people at mid-
range by using my sniper rifle to injure 

them and my pistol to finish them off. I 
capture the point and move on again.

At this point, my squad and I have been 
scattered to the wind, but when I die and 
respawn with them later, I’m atop the 
game’s central skyscraper. Half the people 
playing have congregated here, because 
they’ve all seen what happens when you 
destroy the building’s supports: it falls over, 
spectacularly. We all want to be on top of it 
when that happens.

My squad and I kill any enemies on top, 
and then wait. And wait. And then, when 
we realize nothing is happening, we throw 
ourselves over the edge and parachute 
down below. I land on the roof of a much 
smaller building, and bring my sniper rifle 
out again. One kill, two kill, three kill, four. 
I’m top of the server at this point; if every 
Battlefield server was full of tired, confused 
journalists, it would be my favorite game.

For a while, it’s possible Battlefield 2 was 
my favorite game. It wasn’t the bombast—
though running across cratered beaches 
while machinegun fire pinged around your 
feet and jets buzzed overhead was a thrill. 
Instead, it was the quiet moments with my 
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If every server was full 
of tired, confused 
journalists, it would be 
my favorite game. 
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Your sidekick is a tiny 
helicopter only you can see.

Hide behind the most
detailed boxes ever.

Tank turrets now need propping
up by human shoulders.

Battlelog: now more than
a terrible server browser.

That’s a next-gen
hat, by the way.

squad that made me love it: Tom Francis, 
Craig Pearson and I camping on top of a 
structure in the middle of the desert, 
observing the battlefield around 
us, picking a target or waiting for the 
Commander to select it for us. There was a 
sense that you and your friends in a squad 
were a tactical unit, and that you existed 
within the broader context of a raging 
battle, whether you were taking part in it at 
that second or not. The Commander 
helped with that, bonding everyone 
together—again, whether you ignored the 
person in the role or not.

Just as before, you get bonus XP if you 
do decide to follow your Commander’s 
objectives. And if your team is doing well, 
the Commander gets more abilities: from 
UAVs to provide tactical information, to 
artillery strikes and Tomahawk missiles.

I noticed only a few changes to the 
game’s classes; assault, engineer, recon, and 
support each return from the previous 
game. The recon class now has the C4—
previously a support class item—to 
complement the sniper rifle. On the Siege 
of Shanghai, C4 is one of the best ways to 
bring down the skyscraper at the center of 
the map, so I wonder if the change means 

RELEASE NOVEMBER

we can expect more destructible buildings 
on other levels.

Each of the four classes also now has 
access to three types of grenade: the 
standard frag, plus flashbang and 
incendiary grenades.

It’s too early to tell how these changes 
will shift the flow of the game, or how the 
system of weapon and item unlocks might 
have been tweaked. So much of what 
makes Battlefield compelling can only be 
discerned from dozens of hours of play, 
and my session with the game ended after a 
too-short 15 minutes. 

But there’s a clearer change in the 
prevalence of boats: battles in the river and 
inlets around Shanghai were as constant a 
fixture as the fight for air dominance. Best 
of all, ejecting into the water doesn’t damn 
you to a long, boring swim: you launch out 
on a jet ski.

Battlefield 4 plays like it could be a bigger, 
prettier and more tactically complex 
iteration of BF3. My only complaint from 
the little I played is that I never saw the 
map’s tower fall. I was either elsewhere in 
the map when it happened, or waiting to 
respawn. Next time. 
Graham Smith
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 NEW INFO  Big Brother is watching, but then so are you

WATCH DOGS

I
t’s that old superhero dilemma: if you 
see a crime, is it your responsibility to 
stop it? What if you think the victim 
deserves it? Watch Dogs’ protagonist 

Aiden Pearce has a lot in common with 
Spider-Man—he’s just a little more OK 
with murdering. A lot more, really.

Pearce is an any-means-necessary style 
vigilante out for revenge against some Bad 
People who did Mean Things (Ubisoft is 
staying quiet about major story details) in a 
near-future Chicago. Like all vigilantes, 
he’s no friend to the police—but he has a 
secret weapon to deal with them.

Chicago is run by CtOS, a network of 
computers that manage the city’s services, 
including traffic lights, trains, and security 
cameras. With his phone, Pearce can 
control these systems with a single button, 
and can also tap into other phones to steal 
private information. He’s not above 

emptying an 
innocent’s bank 
account in pursuit of 
vigilante justice.

Pearce protects the 
people at the expense 
of their privacy. 
Among his tools is the 
city’s crime prediction 
algorithm, which digs 

through personal information to spot 
potential victims before they’re attacked. 
He doesn’t have to intervene in crimes he 
witnesses, though. In the live demo I saw, 
Pearce stayed hidden while a suspected 
rapist was murdered in an alley. Geez.

The fidelity of the alley and characters 
made that scene feel especially gruesome. 
The world looks properly lived in—not as 
sterile as GTA’s satirical cities—with 
grubbier neighborhoods speckled with 

graffiti and litter. Litter that, thanks to 
Ubisoft’s new Disrupt engine, realistically 
flutters around in simulated wind.

When Aiden walks into a pawn shop, the 
light is snuffed out and street sounds give 
way to thumpy beats and the whine 
of fluorescent lights. The people in and 
around it walk with purpose and loiter with 
intentional lack of purpose. They aren’t 
just NPCs there to scream and be run 
over—they have stories and personalities.

Or, at least, Ubi creates the illusion that 
they have those things. Personal details 

about pedestrians pulled up by Pearce’s 
augmented reality HUD reveal hobbies, 
fears, shortcomings, and fetish porn 
addictions—snippet of lives as a catalyst for 
our imaginations. It’s an effective way to 
convince me that I’m looking at a city full 
of real people, but I can’t shake the feeling 
that I’m watching an elaborate stage play, 
no matter how good the motion-captured 
animations are.

Watch Dogs might approach the uncanny 
valley of open worlds; it’s close enough to 
convincing that it induces Truman Show-
like paranoia. Given the theme of the 
game, that unease may be an asset.

When not quietly admiring the city’s 
fidelity, though, Pearce keeps busy by 
starring in a violent action game. Actually, 
I’m told that Watch Dogs can be played 
non-violently, but what I saw was Pearce 
slowing down time with Focus mode 
(hey, Max Payne can do it, so whatever) 
and shooting people’s faces. In his 
defense he prefers to murder bad guys 
where possible, but if a stray bullet 
hits someone... well, that’s more of a 
manslaughter, isn’t it?

The first conflict in the demo starts off 
with a few friendly, non-lethal takedowns, 
the player using his hack-o-matic to turn 
on a forklift and open a gate, distracting 
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Aiden Pearce is out for 
revenge against some 
Bad People who did 
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nearby guards so they can be sneaked up 
on. Hacking is all binary decisions—
turning something on or off, or assuming 
the POV of a security cam. Interestingly 
(and nonsensically), cameras can be 
chained together, because hacking only 
requires line of sight. This is how Pearce 
eventually infects a CtOS server with a 
virus without ever entering the building.

But first, it takes a cover-to-cover 
firefight to finish off the guards outside. 
Despite his usual slow pace Pearce shows 
bursts of athleticism, traversing the lot 
with daring parkour leaps and using Focus 
to chain deadeye shots. Focus mode and 
quick-draw hacking look to be especially 
important when driving, during which the 
player can change traffic lights and raise 
concrete blockers to end the careers of the 
cops in pursuit with spectacular crashes, 
the camera swinging around for slow-mo 
Burnout-style views of the wrecks. The 
world stops feeling quite so grounded and 
natural here, but it does look fun.

Like in GTA, a five-point gauge indicates 
the level of police engagement, and players 
must break line of sight to escape. In one 
version of the demo, the driver hacks open 
a parking garage door, glides into a parking 
space, and strolls away like he’s loosely 
reenacting the opening scene of Drive. If 
nothing else, I want to do that.  
Tyler Wilde

RELEASE 22 NOVEMBER

Whew, close call! Because 
he’s closing the door—get it?

 Despite his usual 
slow pace, Pearce shows 

bursts of athleticism. 

Aiden Pearce is reluctant to add 
friends on Facebook.
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 PLAYED IT  Has this seminal shooter reboot got brains as well as brawn?

WOLFENSTEIN

THE NEW ORDER

B
.J. Blazkowicz thunders around 
the platform that orbits the edge 
of the Moon Dome. He has an 
enormous shotgun in each hand, 

and the noise they make is more freight 
train than firearm—a pounding 
“CHUNKA CHUNKA CHUNKA” 
that feels like it should climax in a “CHOO 
CHOO.” Wolfenstein: The New Order gives 
you an array of ways to tackle its arena 
combat encounters, but I choose to deal 
with the Moon Dome with the simplest: by 
holding down both triggers and running 
fast in a straight line.

It works. B.J.’s 
double shotguns blast 
bits off the model 
moon in the center of 
the room, and send 
Third Reichers sailing 
through shattered 
glass to the floor. 
“Ever since you got to 
kill Hitler in the first 

game, it’s been about alternate history,” 
senior gameplay designer Andreas Ojefors 
tells me. “We took that and ran with it. We 
asked the question, ‘what would happen if 
the Nazis won the war?’” That’s all well 
and good. The question that The New 
Order answers more satisfactorily is, “If a 
jackhammer got to spend one night as a 

human, what would it do?”
Another inadvertently answered 

question is this: what would the first-person 
shooter look like in 2013 if someone had 
annualized Quake back in 1997? The New 
Order isn’t an id Software shooter, but it is 
deeply aware of its heritage. 

B.J. is delivered to the London 
Nautica—the Nazi research facility that 

houses the Moon Dome—in a car with a 
little Quake 3 Arena rocket launcher 
dangling from the key in the ignition. The 
game hybridizes modern and retro design, 
mixing partially-regenerating health with 
medpacks that can be gobbled in excess to 
temporarily shunt your health over 100, 
id-style.

“We tried to combine the best of the 
old-school shooter design with the new,” 
Ojefors continues. “There are things that 
shouldn’t have been left behind, and things 
that should.”

He’s insistent in referring to Wolfenstein 
as an action-adventure game, rather than a 
shooter—but, well, it’s a shooter. Its non-
combat ideas are expressed through 
environmental puzzle-solving and bits and 
bobs of linear narrative, neither of which 
are totally left-of-field for a game that also 
features shotguns the size of railway ties. 
What I saw, however, was well executed. 

Machine Games is partially made up of 
veterans from Starbreeze, the developer 
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The game takes place in an alternate 
1960s where the Nazis won World War II.

 Ever since you got 
to kill Hitler in the first 
game, it’s been about 
alternate history. 
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behind the quietly excellent The Darkness 
and Chronicles of Riddick games and, by way 
of contrast, the noisily crap Syndicate 
reboot. The stylish ultraviolence and 
characterful writing of those games are 
visible here, particularly in an early 
sequence where Blazkowicz is interrogated 
about his heritage by SS officer Frau Engel 
and her Aryan boy-toy Bubi. Think 
Inglourious Basterds by way of BioShock, and 
you’ll get a sense of the tone.

The New Order is also linked to 
Starbreeze’s early work by a thick vein of 
priapic silliness. B.J.’s shotgun-slinging has 
the same uncritical hyper-macho swagger 
that informed The Darkness’s deadly 
tentacle weapons and the entirety of Vin 
Diesel’s career. When the industrial metal 
soundtrack kicks in and there are Nazis to 
be shotgunned, there’s a lot of uncritical 
hyper-macho fun to be had.

The New Order’s newer, smarter ideas 
resonate a little strangely in this context. 
Blazkowicz now has an upgradeable laser 
weapon that can be switched between 
man-blasting and scenery-cutting fire 

RELEASE AUTUMN 2013

The robot dogs resemble 
mecha-xenomorphs.

Frau Engel doesn’t look 
convinced by your tale.

Michael Bay would
be very proud.

“Chunka chunka chunka 
pee-ow pee-ow!”

modes. The latter is used to find secrets 
and solve environmental puzzles, and a 
bit of clever engineering means it slices 
away at the world in relationship to the 
movement of your cursor. 

Want to retrieve some ammo from a 
crate? You only need to cut a hole big 
enough for B.J. to grab it. Want to make a 
hole in a chain-link fence, but bored with 
squares? Carve yourself an amusing 

banana-shaped entryway!
The laser also facilitates stealth. It’s 

possible to crouch behind cover, slice out a 
gun-hole and then take pot shots through 
it with one of your other weapons. This is 
something that I’ve never done in a shooter 
before, and it’s nice to be surprised. 

The only issue is the dissonance—the 
change in pace doesn’t quite work, and the 

high difficulty level of the build I played 
meant that I felt pushed into playing 
cautiously despite the wide array of options 
presented to me.

I came away from The New Order far 
more interested in it than I was going in, 
but it’s got a way to go in the six months 
before release. Pace and feedback both 
need work, particularly the transition from 
mindless corridor blasting to meticulous 
set-piece battles. It’s also majorly juvenile, 
and a lot will hinge on how knowingly that 
sense is embraced. Machine Games’ 
Starbreeze DNA will help, but there are 
certainly times when The New Order plays 
like something a teenager might scrawl on 
the back of a history textbook.

That’s not necessarily a bad thing, of 
course. I would have adored it when I was 
12, but I also wonder about how much the 
hobby has changed in the years since. 
Then again, this is still an industry where a 
grown man can answer a question with a 
remark beginning “ever since you got to 
kill Hitler...” so Starbreeze will probably 
be fine.  Chris Thursten

When the industrial 
metal soundtrack kicks 
in, there’s a lot of hyper-
macho fun to be had.  
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Old world boats used to be
propelled by vast centipedes.

When I first wrote “camelry,” I thought 
I was just making an excellent pun.

When you develop cities in Rome II, 
the boundaries visibly extend.

My elephant units 
demonstrate their 
mass, plowing into 
Roman infantry. 
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 PLAYED IT  Camels beat horses. Elephants crush everything in their path

 TOTAL WAR

 ROME II

D
on’t let the history books fool 
you about the sacking of 
Alexandria and its famous 
library. Those warmongering 

bookworms had it coming. 
It turns out that Julius Caesar made the 

Egyptians a very reasonable offer when 
they got all uppity about him marching an 
army through “their” land. Not only did he 
graciously ignore their belligerence and 
re-establish the longstanding trade 
agreement the Egyptians had foolishly 
tossed out (along with all their toys), but 
the Creative Assembly dev playing Caesar 
gave Egypt the opportunity to become a 
client state of Rome as well. A great offer, 
I think, but the Egyptian ambassador 
rejected it. I guess this means Total War.

Open the diplomacy tab in Rome II and 
you’ll see something called the Relations 
Pane: this contains a list of your actions 
throughout the history of the game, 
complete with the relevant faction’s 
response. It makes the often inscrutable 
nature of Total War’s AI more transparent, 
and helps put faction behavior into wider 
sociopolitical context. 

You can now see, for instance, that 
breaking off trade agreements with allies 
of Egypt won’t go down too well in 
Pharaohland, but Egypt seems to love it 
when you commit wartime atrocities 
against the Macedonians. Making AI 
responses more readable runs the risk of 
making them appear nakedly robotic, but 
it also opens the scope for more nuanced 

diplomatic strategies.
Diplomacy doesn’t 

work for Creative 
Assembly’s Caesar in 
this case, so the 
developers let me fight 
my first battle in Rome 
II. Although CA first 
showed me the conflict 
from a Roman 

perspective, they now have me playing as 
the Egyptians. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to 
adjust until I delightedly spot my ranks of 
troops mounted on camels.

The reason I’m playing Egypt is that 
Rome will face an uphill struggle—
literally—to win the Battle of the Nile. My 
larger army is mounted on top of the high 
ground, while the reinforcements Caesar 
desperately needs are all aboard ships that 
must wrestle with my superior navy before 
they can land. 

Rome II’s naval and land battles are now 
controlled on the same battlefield, and 
the sea is my first priority. Naval warfare 
feels closer to Shogun than Empire: you can 
still fight at range, but a volley of arrow 

fire is really just a polite way of 
introducing yourself before the prow of 
your ship slams into your enemy’s 
starboard side. 

“Ramming is one of the key weapons 
for these ancient ships,” community 
communications manager Al Bickham 
explains. “You’ll see they all have these big 
metal prows.” There’s no need to be subtle 
here: my navy outnumbers Caesar’s, so I 
send my ships to entangle his before they 
can get to shore, pausing to zoom in as my 
crew leaps on board his vessels and 
murders everyone.

In the meantime, Caesar has sent a 
mounted unit up the hill to test my 
defenses. Unfortunately, horses are easily 
spooked by camels—their obvious 
superiors. I send out a unit of camelry (yes, 
that is the correct word) to meet the 
attackers, and the Romans quickly scatter. 
Caesar then marches the rest of his army 

RELEASE SEPTEMBER 3

up the hill to meet me head-on. 
A standard Total War rout follows, and 

the obvious superiority of my forces means 
I don’t need to rely on clever tactics. I do 
try out some new defensive weapons, 
though—flaming boulders that can be 
pushed down a hill at aggressors—while 
my elephant units demonstrate their 
superior mass by plowing head-on into 
Roman infantry. 

The heavy-footed pachyderms scatter 
troops across the battlefield—and, um, 
head straight into a bunch of archers that 
I really should have moved out of the way. 
It’s all a bit easy, in fact, so Creative 
Assembly offers to let me try the battle 
from the Roman side.

I’m almost crushed. First I rush my navy 
to the shore, since I learned the fun way 
that the Roman forces are no match for the 
Egyptian fleet. Once there, however, a unit 
of mounted elephants comes charging out 
of a nearby forest and tears straight 
through my freshly disembarked forces. 

In the meantime, I try to outflank the 
main body of the Egyptian army but the 
steep gradient makes maneuvering hard 
work, and the Egyptians rush down to 
annihilate me, shamelessly copying my 
previous tactics. Once the elephant-
mangled bodies are counted, I find that I 
managed to snatch a win by successfully 
holding down a capture point at the 
summit of the hill. But it was Pyrrhic at 
best, and I suspect it won’t be this easy in 
the finished game.

Caesar’s battle against the Egyptian 
forces felt like classic Total War, with the 
extra nuances to the simulation adding 
tactical subtleties without requiring new 
approaches. With the polished RTS 
elements embedded in a similarly 
overhauled campaign map, Rome II offers 
players plenty of reasons to cross the 
Rubicon once more. 
Craig Owens

The Relations Pane 
makes the inscrutable 
nature of Total War’s AI 
more transparent. 
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 PLAYED IT  With great power comes no responsibility whatsoever

SAINTS ROW IV

H
ow do you give more power 
to the leader of the Saints, a 
man (or woman) already 
globally celebrated as a crazed, 

untouchable psychopath? In Saints Row IV, 
Volition have made him President of the 
United States. The demo I played opened 
with the Prez swaggering towards a press 
conference, making snap decisions on key 
matters of state. Do I solve world hunger 
or give cancer the middle finger? Do I 
agree to a Nyte Blayde marathon 
with Josh Birk, the show’s airhead actor? 
Do I punch a fussy old congressman in the 
face, or the balls?

I make my choice: screw cancer; hell yes; 
right in the crotch. 
Obama’s an amateur 
compared with me. 
What’s next? Oh, 
aliens have attacked.

Saints Row: The 

Third was wholly 
encapsulated by a 
single song on its 
soundtrack: Kanye 

West’s “Power.” Like that song, the game 
was brash, crude, and childishly defiant, 
but also self-aware. It was the moment the 
series found its identity. It stopped trying 
to be a fun GTA clone, reassessed its 
ridiculousness, and decided to run with it. 
Naked. Saints Row IV continues to run—
but now that sprint has become a 
superspeed blur.

I tackle my alien immigration issue with 
an appropriately insane response. As my 
cabinet—returning characters Shaundi, 
Oleg, Kinzie and Pierce—are abducted, I 
run to the Oval Office, clean out a weapons 
cache and proceed to gun down the 
invading Zin across a White House under 
siege. For most games this would be a 
climactic setpiece. For Saints Row IV, it’s 
the second mission.

Not that the relentless assault of 
absurdism is always matched by the game’s 
individual objectives. After a series of 
firefights through the crumbling corridors 
and stairways of power, the mission’s end is 
somewhat reserved: a turret sequence and 
a quick time event. 

Saints Row IV’s response? Become even 
more absurd. When the demo skips 
forward, I’m back in SR3’s home city of 
Steelport. More accurately, I’m in a virtual 
recreation of it. Zinyak has placed the 
protagonist and his crew in a Matrix-style 
prison, and it’s here that the rest of the 
game plays out. Also: I have superpowers.

There’s a sense that Saints Row IV is a 
direct expansion to its predecessor—a 
viewpoint supported by the repeated use 
of both setting and game engine. But if 
the lack of a new space to explore is 
disappointing, it’s balanced by the way 
Volition uses the setup to re-evaluate how 
its game’s systems work.

It’s now free to provide a more enjoyable 
route around its open world. Given the 
choice, would you rather get into a car and 

READ ME

DEVELOPER

Volition

PUBLISHER

Deep Silver

LINK

www.saintsrow.com

That never happened 
in The West Wing.

The dubstep gun does 
everything you’d 
expect weaponized 
wubs to do. 
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diligently follow the road, or sprint up a 
building, leap into the air and glide across 
the map? It doesn’t matter. You can do 
either. And it’s not just movement that 
has been overhauled. Health no longer 
regenerates. Instead, the enemies you kill 
drop arcade-style healing orbs. It seems 
counterintuitive at first, but the upshot 
is that the best way to stay alive is to stay 
in the fight.

The wanted level has been similarly 
tweaked. Criminal actions draw the 
attention of regular beat cops. If you 
extend your spree, hoverbike-mounted 
Zin will join the pursuit. Keep going and 
you’ll signal a Warden—a tough miniboss 
encounter. Beat him and the meter resets, 
making you incognito again. (At least, as 
incognito as a superpowered president in 
a virtual world can be.) SR4 feels like a 
game that wants to challenge, but not 
punish, aggressive play.

SR4 also provides you with the series’ 
most varied arsenal to date. In addition to 
enhanced speed and jumping, a second 
set of powers provides you with combat 
abilities. A freeze blast will slow and 
shatter your enemies, a ground 

If he sprints any faster, he’s going to 
leave the game and enter Tron: Legacy.

“I’m not just president, I’m president 
with superpowers and a dubstep gun.”

Come at me bro.

Impatient aliens wait for the White 
House taco truck to come round.

Don’t let this guy threaten 
you with his six-pack.

shockwave gives a powerful area of effect 
attack, and telekinesis will 
unceremoniously grab objects and 
people. It’s a skill tested in one of the new 
minigames, a spin-off to SR3’s 
Genkibowl in which I was challenged to 
fling mascots through glowing hoops.

Combat powers have their place, but 
there’s a short cooldown period between 
use, so the guns are still the star. Joining 
the inevitable standards of shotgun, pistol 
and rifle, I saw two of the game’s signature 
weapons. One fired a mini-black hole that 
devastated the surrounding area (and me 
if I got too close). The other fired dubstep 
as an arcing neon laser. It did everything 
you’d expect weaponized wubs to do: 
everyone who’s hit starts dancing. And 
then dies. Or explodes.

There’s at least one more bizarre 
weapon—the head-expanding Inflate-
O-Ray—although I didn’t see it in action. 
And Saints Row IV’s toolbox of silly toys 
will almost certainly expand even further. 
As Kanye says, “No one man should have 
all that power.” But seeing as you do, you 
might as well enjoy it. 
Phil Savage

RELEASE AUGUST
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 PLAYED IT  This tricky racer plays like Evel Knievel at his evilest

JOE DANGER

I
t didn’t surprise me to learn that 
Hello Games got its idea for Joe 
Danger from an old wind-up toy. You 
play Joe, a washed up Evel Knievel-

type character trying to catapult his pot-
bellied form back to stuntman 
superstardom. 

You race along a single plane on a tiny 
motorbike, performing tricks between 
jumps, bounce pads, and deadly pits to 
power up your blue plasmic exhaust-fart 
speed boost power. It’s a fiendish and 
demanding rhythm game dressed up as a 
Pixar comedy short, rich with accessible 
Saturday morning appeal. As if it was a 
child’s toy, I immediately wanted to pick 
Joe Danger up and play with it.

The original 
wind-up toy belonged 
to Hello Games artist 
Grant Duncan, who 
rescued it from his 
parents’ attic. He 
and three friends 
had fled big-budget 
development at studios 
like EA and Criterion 

to make something on their own. They 
started prototyping ideas with figurines, 
and the little pull-back-and-go motorcycle 
man caught their imagination. Before 
long, they were making ramps out of books 
and firing their wind-up toy at the annoyed 
faces of the telephone company 
salespeople who shared their office.

“We always knew the type of game we 
wanted to make,” game director Sean 

Murray explained. “Something that was 
bright, colourful and vibrant, but also had 
depth. Mario is this really cheery game, but 
it’s such a hard, skillful game.” 

Mario never had to wrestle a bike through 
a minefield at 50mph, however. I tried a few 
high-difficulty tracks and was still 
completely absorbed 20 minutes later. 
YouTube is full of videos of frustrated 
players trying to conquer the toughest 

tracks in the Xbox version. Now, free of 
console exclusivity deals, Joe Danger (and 
its sequel, Joe Danger 2: The Movie) are 
finally coming to PC with new features.

The level editing system that lets you 
plop obstacles into an environment and 
instantly playtest them existed in the 
console versions, but the PC version will 
have Steam Workshop support. Players 
will be able to create and vote on each 
others’ levels through an in-game portal to 
the Workshop. If JD builds a community 
on Steam, it could last forever.

The PC version also lets you race against 
your own ghosts, and share ghosts with 
friends. Both games support Steam’s Big 
Picture mode, making it easy to play on a 
flatscreen TV—a setup that Joe Danger is 
perfectly suited to. The first game is all 
about Joe on his bike, trying not to die; the 
second adds dozens of characters and 
vehicles, and has 
a chaotic multiplayer racing mode that’s 
perfect for parties. A great game for kids, 
it also has enough depth to challenge 
hardened Trials experts. The PC deserves 
more games like Joe Danger.  Tom Senior

READ ME

DEVELOPER

Hello Games

PUBLISHER

Hello Games

LINK

www.hellogames.org

Guide Joe through ten trials 
to beat Team Nasty.

It’s dressed like a kid’s game,
but it’ll get you swearing.

That’s a luxurious
moustache.

The after effects of a particularly
successful burrito.

Players will be able 
to create and vote 
on each others’ levels 
in-game.

RELEASE 2013
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T H E

GREATEST
PC GAMES

O F  A L L  T I M E 
he results are in, and we can exclusively 
reveal: PC games are fun. But which 
games are the most fun? We could have 
subjected them all to Ivan Drago-style 

testing with heart-rate monitors and 
specimen jars to scientifically establish 
their funosity. But we figured it would be 
a lot more enjoyable to fire them up, play 
them, and then fight it out among the 
entire PC Gamer international team—PC 
gaming fanatics with over 300 years of 

combined experience in everything from 
shooting to strategy, from text adventures 
to flight simulators.

You’ll find the ranked results across the 
next 15 pages: the definitive PC Gamer list 
of the 100 finest games from the PC’s 
spectacular and diverse history. Expect 
modern masterpieces as well as vintage 
classics from the PC’s incredibly rich 
heritage—and expect every single one 
to be fun to play today.  
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MEET THE JUDGES

100 WORLD OF GOO
Release year 2008 Last position 100

Rich M Most puzzle games leave me 

annoyed and frustrated, but Goo’s smiling, 

sighing gobs kept me grinning through 

some surprisingly complicated levels.

Philippa In a world of sentient balls, the 

dude with the ability to socialize them into 

functional architecture is king. Lured in by 

the adorable artwork and the soundtrack, 

I decided to become that dude. Then I 

became that dude’s weird obsessive cousin 

who spends a billion hours trying to meet 

the insane extra diffi cult requirements.

99 
BATTLE OF 
BRITAIN 2

Release year 2005 Last position 37

Tim No sim before or since has dared model 

all 2,500 hours of Britain’s Finest Hour. 

No sim before or since has dared present 

bedroom Brylcreem boys with authentic 

odds. Whether you’re plunging towards 

300 droning LW bombers for the fi rst or the 

50th time, eagerness and a sense of duty 

are sure to be tangled with trepidation and 

disbelief. Survive, and thanks to a peerless 

dynamic campaign engine, your reward 

could easily turn out to be more David vs 

Goliath lunacy the following day.

98 
CALL OF CTHULHU: DARK 
CORNERS OF THE EARTH 

Release year 2006 Last position 66

Tony It’s like a bad dream I can’t wake up 

from. I love that. Escape the deadly Gilman 

hotel and you’re hunted through the streets 

of Innsmouth. Survive Innsmouth and it’s 

the writhing abomination in the Foundry 

sub-basement. It just goes on and on. Dark 

Corners keeps delivering long after other 

horror games have exhausted the potential 

of their one setting and their one idea.

97OMSI
Release year 2011 Last position 67

Tim Before meeting OMSI I had zero 

interest in MAN SD200/202 buses. Today, 

just seeing a photograph of one provokes a 

Pavlovian pleasure surge. M-R-Software’s 

obsessive approach to audio and physics—

their dedication to recreating the Berlin 

of their youth—has turned me into a 

born-again bus lover. Is it cool to spend 

evenings shuttling between Rathaus and 

Stadtgrenze? Probably not, but, honestly, 

there’s few things I’d rather be doing.

96 DIABLO III
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Chris Blizzard took the action-RPG, shook 

out all the nonsense, and nailed the 

little things that make these games so 

compulsive: the buzz of getting a new item, 

the splatter and spectacle of combat. 

Cory How do you follow one of the most 

popular games of all time? Start with a 

much-needed graphical update, and don’t 

forget to dramatically overhaul the skill 

tree system. Though the biggest change 

might have been the real-money auction 

house. I have friends that recouped their 

initial purchase price from selling items.

Tom S It has one of the most generous 

skill systems in any RPG. You can swap and 

tweak your abilities at will and change your 

build in a matter of seconds. It’s an 

experimental, explosive crucible for 

theorycrafters and anyone who likes hitting 

demons. The auction house sucks the life 

out of the top levels, but the journey there 

is packed with beautiful sights and weird 

monsters to kill. Almost in spite of myself, I 

love Diablo III.

95 HOTLINE MIAMI
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Tyler Hotline Miami’s little levels are built 

for trial and error. Every room must be 

cleared with a swift chain of gunplay and 

brutal skull-cracking beatings, and while 

there’s room for experimentation, there’s 

very little room for mistakes. Hotline 

demands competence at the minimum, 

but teases out a brutal quest for perfection 

that should make Super Meat Boy proud.

THE                  TOP 100

T 
S

■ Logan Decker 
wrote games in BASIC 
until he realised he’d 
rather play them. 

■ Tyler Wilde started 

as a text adventurer, 
became a sprite 
shooter, and is now an 
internet spaceship.

■ Evan Lahti grew 
up on King’s Quest, 
only to become PCG’s 
shooter sultan.

■ Cory Banks is 
ashamed to admit 
that the fi rst PC 
game he completed 
was Ultima 8. 

■ T.J. Hafer rewrote 
history during a game 
of Crusader Kings II.

■ Graham Smith 
fi rst played computer 
games in 1988, and 
never stopped.

■ Rich McCormick 
knows that the most 
important thing in 
games isn’t the taking 
part, it’s the winning. 

■ Tom Senior 
learned strategy in Civ, 
and learned tactics in 
Company of Heroes. 

■ Phil Savage was 
raised on strategies 
and RPGs. 

■ Tony Ellis started 
playing video games 
in ASCII and still 
thinks 16 colors is just 
showing off.

■ John Strike fell in 
love with Doom 2 on a 
386 at the tender age 
of ten. Now he designs 
PC Gamer.

■ Chris Thursten 
hasn’t met a game 
he didn’t have strong 
feelings about.■ Cara 
Ellison point-and-
clicked her way out of 
the womb.

■ Philippa Warr 
had a bad experience 
with WoW and frozen 
pancakes. Don’t ask. 

■ Richard Cobbett 
has played all the 
games you haven’t 
heard of. And all those 
you have, too.

■ Tom Francis 
played so many 
games he started 
making them.

■ Tim Stone plays 
simulation games to 
fl y daring sorties, and 
to drives lorries.

■ Ian Burnbaum led 
armies in past lives, 
and in this one.

■ Katie Williams 
spent the ‘90s 
managing tiny people.

■ Perry Vandell lives 
his life in fi rst-person. 
Which is ironic, now.

■ Patrick Carlson 
fantasizes about 
fantasy in every 
moment.
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94  PLANTS VS. ZOMBIES
Release year 2009 Last position 69

Chris At a time when everyone was rushing 

to stick a gimmick on tower defense, 

PopCap stripped it back to a simple grid. 

Understated, funny, and brutally addictive.

Evan I installed it one Christmas on my 

parents’ Dell and successfully overturned 

the 15-year, tyrannic reign of Solitaire 

and Freecell on my parents’ PC. Dad 

marathoned it for four days straight.

93 
THE ELDER SCROLLS 
III: MORROWIND

Release year 2002 Last position New entry

Chris The fi rst modern Elder Scrolls game 

laid out all the principles that make Skyrim 

great. It’s completely understandable to 

feel a personal connection to Vvardenfell—

for many of us, myself included, this was 

the fi rst time we’d got to a explore a game 

world in this much detail.

TJ I was blown away by my ability to 

wander off in any direction, and fi nd cities 

and ecosystems crafted with fl avor and 

attention to detail that made it hard to 

decide whether to explore where I was in 

more depth, or see what might lie over that 

next, giant mushroom-covered hill.

91 TRIBES 2
Release year 2001 Last position 74

Evan Like PlanetSide, the ideas that 

drove Tribes 2 were a decade ahead of 

the technology that expressed them. It’s 

nothing short of wizardry that Dynamix 

built such an unapologetically high-speed, 

unapologetically skill-driven shooter that 

could support 128 players in an era where 

most of us were still connected to the 

Internet through our phone lines.

89 
VAMPIRE: THE 
MASQUERADE – 

BLOODLINES
Release year 2004 Last position 40

TJ You feel like a vampire in a way that 

hasn’t been replicated, stalking the streets 

for your next meal like a wolf among 

sheep. And that’s not even getting into the 

excellent story, and some of the scariest 

levels in PC gaming history.

Logan I’ll vouch for that. The Ocean House 

sequence is one of the most terrifying levels 

I’ve ever sniveled through. After all, how 

many haunted houses get scarier when the 

lights go on?

Philippa Drop Bloodlines into a bar 

conversation and wait. It’s usually less 

than ten seconds before the phrase “so 

good but so broken” will be fondly uttered. 

Bloodlines’ ambition and scripting are such 

that I’ll willingly overlook its shortcomings 

to revel in its story and characters. 

TJ You should give it another shot: a 

combination of Troika’s and fans’ efforts 

since launch has fi xed a lot. The version of 

Bloodlines you can play today is a mostly 

blemish-free RPG masterpiece. 

Graham Fans have have even gone one 

step further, optionally letting you add cut 

content back into the game.

88  ASSASSIN’S CREED II
Release year 2010 Last position New entry

Phil This was the one where you were an 

assassin, right? Before the series cast you 

as a business investor, barrel maker and 

naval captain? In terms of things to do, I 

think Brotherhood was where the series 

peaked. In terms of locations to appreciate, 

and clamber up, over and around, AC2 had a 

detail and variety that’s yet to be matched.

TJ AC2 showcased everything that’s great 

about the series while minimizing its 

faults. We were introduced to Ezio, a true 

all-star among modern game protagonists. 

We unraveled what was easily the most 

interesting portion of the now confusing 

and convoluted sci-fi  metaplot. And we 

were free to focus on, you know, being an 

assassin—free of the feature creep that has 

piled up on later installments.

86  MOUNT & BLADE
Release year 2008 Last position New entry

Chris It’s such a simple combination, it’s a 

miracle it didn’t happen sooner. Elite-style 

roaming and trading on a massive world 

map mixed with fi rst-person medieval 

combat. Most big-budget games can’t get 

fi rst-person melee right, but M&B nails the 

feeling of slicing a broadsword longways 

through someone’s cranium. I spent many, 

many hours earning money for my crew in 

the dueling arena.

Evan A testament to the fact that 

empowering players with tons of freedom 

can overrule a low budget. I love the 

archery. I love the X-COM-like relationship I 

build with my army as I recruit new pikemen 

as I mourn the ones lost during a bad raid or 

siege gone wrong. But I mostly played the 

Star Wars Conquest mod for it, conquering 

Hoth and Dantooine as a force-sensitive 

Tusken Raider loyal to the Empire.

85 PEGGLE
Release year 2007 Last position 58

Chris Computer pachinko should be the 

emptiest proposition around, but Peggle’s 

silliness, verve and amazing feedback sell it.

Cory My friends laughed when I tried to 

show them my best Peggle shots. They 

teased and pointed when I described the 

ecstasy or landing the perfect bank shot, 

bouncing off fi ve orange pegs and hitting 

the 100,000 point gutter. They rolled their 

eyes at the unicorn. But they all caught 

“Peggle Fever” in the end. 

Logan Bonk, bonk, bonk, bonk, ploonk! It. 

Never. Gets. Old.

84 SUPER MEAT BOY
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Tyler You’ll die over and over, but every 

failure is rewarded with an instant do-

over and a slightly better idea of how 

not to die. So failure is used as positive 

reinforcement—it says, “Look, you worked 

hard and got better. Good job! Now here’s a 

new level full of things that will kill you.”

87
MASQ

Release year
2007

Last position
90

Graham You’re 

struggling to fi nd 

the money to 

put on your next 

fashion show. 

You think your 

wife might be 

having an affair 

with her boss. 

And your friend 

was murdered 

last night and 

you’re one of 

the suspects. 

Masq is an 

interactive story 

cut from the 

same cloth as a 

daytime soap, 

and it offers you 

a compelling 

choice to make 

almost every 

second. Whether 

you end up 

divorced and in 

jail, or a beloved 

hero, is up to you. 

THIRTY FLIGHTS 
OF LOVING 
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Graham Although just 15 minutes long, TFOL is a 

signifi cant step forward for fi rst-person storytelling. 

It delivers the details of a heist gone wrong via out-

of-order vignettes and time-jumping smash cuts. 

It’s told with vim, style and good humor, and hints 

at a future for linear storytelling about more than 

follow-the-leader.

Chris People get so hung up on game length when 

discussing value, but I’d love for more experiments 

like TFOL. It’s the quality of the experience that 

matters, not how much of your time it demands.

92
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ULTIMA VII
Release year 1992 Last position 54

Tony This was the biggest, most detailed and most dynamic RPG 
anyone had ever made, where NPCs busied about their little lives while 
you watched, and a smart story pitted you not against some generic 
Dark Lord but a far greyer, more insidious evil. It all happened on a 
single, vast, seamless world that you could explore at will, and even 
today’s RPGs aren’t half as interactive.
Rich C Most RPGs provide a quest, but Ultima VII provided a proper 
world that modern “successors” still look up to. You could fl y a magic 
carpet. You could bake your own bread. You could save the world by 
throwing dirty diapers at enemies to make them run away. Ultima VII 
remains the pinnacle of one of the genre’s most important games. 
Cory The Guardian’s voice, emerging from tinny computer speakers 
like an elder god out for revenge, still haunts me. The Avatar’s quest to 
save Britannia peaked early in this trilogy, but there are few other RPGs 

that can claim that level of technological achievement alongside such 
a deep game.

80

83 
SINS OF A SOLAR EMPIRE: 
REBELLION

Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Evan The best way to play Sins is with the 

music swapped for some combination of 

John Williams, Hans Zimmer, et al. Paired 

with Sins’ pleasantly slow pace, you’ll 

feel like you’re on the bridge of a Super 

Star Destroyer as you watch the various 

machinery of your empire tick along: your 

military; your mining; your exploration, 

diplomacy or Titan ship production. Against 

people, it’s a slow-developing deceptionfest 

that can permanently damage friendships. 

Against AI, it’s a fl exible, indulgent context 

for comp stomps. Like Civ, you typically 

open the game by setting an optimistic 

goal (“I’m going to build Broadcast Centers 

and pump my culture into neighboring 

planets!”) and then try to execute it while 

being bombed by space pirates.

82 
THE WALKING DEAD: 
SEASON 1

Release year 2012 Last position New entry

TJ This reminded me almost uncomfortably 

of real life in a way no other game has. I 

wasn’t so much worried about the zombies. 

I was worried about setting a good example 

for a little girl, and getting everyone to 

like me. When those two motivations 

confl icted, I was left with tough choices.

Cory I never could play alone. Life in the 

zombie-infested South was just too bleak. 

Instead, my girlfriend and I played together: 

she chose all the dialog and I did all the 

shooting. No one should have to survive a 

zombie apocalypse by themselves.

81 
STARCRAFT: 
BROOD WAR

Release year 1998 Last position New entry

Rich M What a massive impact it had on 

competitive gaming. No other game on this 

list hijacked the nerd consciousness of an 

entire nation the way Brood War did with 

South Korea. Early proof that asymmetrical 

RTS could be balanced and fun.

76
FULL 
THROTTLE

Release year
1995

Last position
New entry

Graham Most 

adventure game 

heroes solve 

their problems 

by combining 

strange items 

and puzzling 

their way 

out of bad 

situations. Full 

Throttle’s lead, 

biker Ben, was 

more content 

to punch 

things until 

they did what 

he wanted. I 

appreciated him 

for that.

Rich M This is 

how Graham 

solves things in 

the offi ce, too.

80 TORCHLIGHT
Release year 2009 Last position New entry

Cory Diablo’s gothic ambiance may have 

garnered more attention, but Torchlight’s 

bright character design and focus on 

dungeon crawling over epic narrative 

always appealed to me more. Runic’s fi rst 

game never took itself too seriously. And 

let’s be honest: every game needs a pet cat 

that will sell your junk loot for you.

Phil Pet cat!? Thanks to mods, I was 

ordering a towering Troll King to run back to 

the shops. He must have given the town’s 

traders one hell of a fright.

79 BORDERLANDS 2
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Evan I love that the humor isn’t simply a 

coat of paint over BL2’s plentiful shooting—

Gearbox instills the things you shoot at 

with the same irreverence that’s woven into 

the script. Bullymongs make quarter-mile 

leaps. Robotic Guardians fi zzle and clumsily 

explode. Psychos make stupid, suicidal runs 

at you. Bandits scream, “I smell delicious!” 

as they burn alive. Abrasive miniboss 

DJ Tanner is named after a Full House 

character. BL2 remains the best antidote to 

shooters that take themselves too seriously.

78 COMBAT MISSION: 
BEYOND OVERLORD

Release year 2000 Last position 35

Tim The latest editions of Combat Mission 

prove that, in the world of wargaming, more 

detail doesn’t necessarily equate to more 

fun. First-generation CM (Beyond Overlord, 

BtB, and Afrika Korps) boasted better AI, a 

less labor-intensive infantry model and a 

built-in map generator. Arsenals overfl owed 

with obscure militaria. The fact that every 

orders phase was followed by a minute 

of mandatory observation encouraged 

forethought. I can still vividly recall Tiger 

hunts and Molotov cocktail cock-ups from 

CMx1 battles fought over a decade ago.

77 CALL OF DUTY: 
MODERN WARFARE

Release Year 2007 Last position 64

Tyler This was the trendsetter for 

multiplayer unlocks, and that’s worth a 

lot of points. But even ignoring historical 

signifi cance, this is the best CoD. The story 

is a typically silly thriller, but it is thrilling—

the AC-130 Gunship level remains one of 

the most compelling shooter levels I’ve 

played. If it weren’t in the context of a CoD 

game about stolen Russian nukes, I might 

almost see it as a frightening observation 

on the dehumanizing nature of war.

75 
GALACTIC 
CIVILIZATIONS II

Release year 2006 Last position 79

Rich M Like everyone else, I was enticed 

into playing this space-set turn-based 

strategizer by Tom Francis’s epic tale of 

space rabbits and Bongolian Ultra-Prawns 

(www.bit.ly/qbALod). I found a galaxy of 

impressively different personalities, each 

one varied in their approach—cultural, 

diplomatic, military—and each vying for 

control of the same space I was. 

74 MAX PAYNE 2
Release year 2003 Last position New entry

Logan Max wasn’t exactly a psycho, but he 

was close. Remedy took the meatiest parts 

of the original and improved upon them 

in almost every way, while playing up the 

hallucinogenic agony of a doped-up addict 

losing his grip in a hellaciously violent and 

mesmerizing shooter.

Rich M I was particularly mesmerized by 

the falling down. Max Payne 2 was my fi rst 

brush with physics (outside of y’know, the 

world), and I spent most of my time trying 

to kill people onto things.

Tyler Or through the fl oor, as their pained, 

goofy photographed faces sometimes did, 

but playing with an unpredictable new 

system was part of the fun. Havok physics 

still lives up to its name.
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73 
THE ELDER SCROLLS IV: 
OBLIVION

Release year 2006 Last position 20

Graham I’ve played Oblivion for over 

100 hours and never completed its main 

story—that’s a testament to the variety of 

this fantasy RPG. But the Dark Brotherhood 

remains my favorite questline. From the 

initiation via an invisible man in the night, 

to the vampire friends you make, being an 

assassin in the context of Oblivion’s broader 

world feels more exciting and illicit than 

more hitman-focused games ever can.

TJ Undeniably a rich and boundless 

experience. Some of the best quests in Elder 

Scrolls history, like the Dark Brotherhood 

murder mystery mansion and the haunted 

house for sale, call Cyrodiil home. Add to 

that the fact that it was my fi rst canvas for 

serious modding, and Oblivion becomes 

unforgettable.

72 QUAKE
Release year 1996 Last position New entry

Chris Not only is Quake enormously 

important for pioneering the 3D FPS, it 

still stands up to scrutiny—particularly in 

multiplayer. Q1DM4 is one of my favorite 

deathmatch environments ever: narrow, 

varied, and frantic.

Graham I still play the fi rst world a few 

times a year, downloading it from Steam 

in an instant—it’s only 30MB or so—and 

speed-running my way through its opening 

stages. The FPS genre has moved on, but 

I’m not sure Quake’s speeding, graceful, 

single-player shooting has ever been 

bettered.

TRIBES: ASCEND 
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Evan Practically every kill feels like a hole-in-one in Tribes because 

of the way the game values the Z-axis as an equal to the X and Y. 

Connecting a spinfusor disc with an airborne enemy is instant self-

esteem, and validation of your spatial smarts.

Cory There were so many parts of this reboot that Hi-Rez could have 

got wrong. Would the maps feel big enough? Could the spinfusor 

have the same weight as its original? Would the skiing mechanic feel 

accessible without losing its nuance? For the most part, Tribes: Ascend 

succeeds—and all for the price of free.

Tyler I love that Tribes’ high skill ceiling is paired with roles for 

newcomers who can’t quite get off the ground yet—everyone has a 

chance to be the hero. On the maps I’ve memorized, I’m grabbing fl ags 

at 280 kph, but when I just can’t hit the right skiing lanes to be a useful 

Pathfi nder, I can switch to defense and play a totally different game 

dominated by mines, turrets, and base repairs. I wish Hi-Rez’s updates 

hadn’t slowed down, but Ascend is still my go-to FPS before bed.

70

67
THE SECRET 
OF MONKEY 
ISLAND

Release year
1991

Last position
New entry

Tyler Classic 

LucasArts 

adventures 

have aged so 

well, it’s unfair 

to those of us 

who had more 

hair the fi rst 

time we played 

them. Not only 

is LeChuck’s 

Revenge still 

hilarious and 

fun to solve in 

its original form, 

the Special 

Edition’s plastic 

surgeons did 

a terrifi c job 

making it look 
20-something 
years younger.

with fan-support keeping it updated and 

providing amazing new campaigns to make 

up for the industry’s continued shameful 

lack of interest in the genre. I particularly 

recommend the Wing Commander Saga 

total conversion.

66 RISING STORM
Release year: 2013 Last position: New entry

Graham The fi nest WWII multiplayer 

shooter ever made, RS does more to create 

the experience of being in a war than any 

other shooter, from having to hold your 

breath to steady a sniper shot, to counting 

your bullets in realism mode, and the way 

your hands shake when under enemy fi re. 

The goal isn’t realism, but full immersion 

in a world of panicked yelling, burning 

buildings, and slow, bloody death. Fun.

Evan This mod-turned-commercial 

release is so gritty that Canadians spread 

it over icy roads. Miraculously, Rising Storm 

conveys the unfairness of war while being 

a teamwork-driven, balanced competitive 

shooter. You will die because some distant 

American under a palm saw your elbow, 

or because an artillery shell happened 

to be occupying the same space as you, 

but earning kills in the context of all that 

chaotic death feels tremendous. Despite 

its 64-player scale, individual shots feel 

important—I scored a quad-kill with the 

Japanese knee mortar last weekend and 

nearly wept.

65 
BATMAN: 
ARKHAM ASYLUM

Release year 2009 Last position 63

TJ As any avid comic reader will tell you, 

it’s always clear when the minds behind 

a movie or game adaptation “gets” the 

material. Arkham Asylum got it, and then 

some. Every four-color hero deserves the 

kind of love the caped crusader got in this 

throat-punching comeback.

Cory Batman and The Joker were never 

the main characters here, with all due 

71 
STALKER: 
CALL OF PRIPYAT

Release year 2010 Last position New entry

Evan Pripyat makes so little effort to 

explain or warn you about its insane 

phenomena, and that’s exactly what I 

love about it. Every day, a massive energy 

emission fi lls the sky and kills everyone who 

hasn’t found shelter. Invisible, mouth-

breathing mutants will gore you. Zombies 

with guns patrol the radiation-bleached 

landscape. It’s a game that trusts you 

immensely to fail, fi nd your own fun, and 

fi gure it out on your own. It only improves 

with mods like Pripyat Complete.

Logan The Zone is miserable. Punishing. 

Gruesome. Terrifying. Relentlessly bleak. It 

doesn’t just threaten you with mortality: it 

constantly reminds you of your frailties, and 

pretty soon things like hunger, nighttime, 

even breathing, start feeling like enemies in 

themselves. And I loved every minute of it. I 

gravitate toward science fi ction and horror 

far more than I do fantasy, so Call of Pripyat 

was pretty much my Skyrim.

 

69 EMPIRE: TOTAL WAR
Release year 2009 Last position New entry 

Tom S What madman thought it would be 

feasible to simulate the three interlinked 

theaters of India, Europe and North America 

in the colonial era and bind them together 

with trade routes and oceans you can fi ght 

for? Whoever it is, I want to hug them. 

Deep into a campaign, a pirate raid on a 

trade port in India can shutter my cannon 

factories in London. Great generals can die 

ingloriously at sea. I can ship camels from 

India to North America, and deploy them 

against the Iroquois. And I do.

68 FREESPACE 2
Release year 1999 Last position 42

Rich C Both the greatest space shooter 

on the planet, and for a long time, the last 

of note. Freespace 2 remains amazing, 
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respect to Kevin Conroy and Mark Hamill. 

The focus is always on the place itself: 

Arkham Asylum, with its twisting corridors, 

hidden passageways and constant sense of 

containment. Rocksteady understood that 

the Asylum was an ever-present force in the 

comics, a place where, arguably, Batman 

belonged. That’s why fi nding all of those 

Riddler secrets felt so satisfying: if you could 

fi nd each hidden area, maybe you could 

climb out of the cage after all.

63  FALLOUT 3
Release year 2008 Last position 56

Graham Bethesda’s RPGs are known for 

their scale and diversity, but they’re not 

always known for their humor. Fallout 

3 tried to change that. There’s plenty 

about its world of cannibals, mutants and 

bandits that’s bleak, but the best parts 

are always blackly funny, as in the town 

fought over by a wannabe superhero and 

supervillain.

Chris Fallout 3 remains true to its 

predecessors by presenting you with 

situations with no easy solution. I’m saying 

this to excuse the fact that I got a tower full 

of innocent people killed while doing what 

I believed to be the right thing. Sorry, tower 

full of people.

Cory Bethesda had a huge task: Take a 

beloved franchise of turn-based, morally 

grey RPGs and adapt it for a modern 

audience. Moving to a fi rst-person 

perspective was initially concerning, but 

the transition paid off. Exploring the 

D.C. wasteland provided a fascinating 

counterpoint to the original games’ view of 

the post-apocalyptic West Coast. Bethesda 

brought that wasteland to life. I felt like 

fi nding Megaton in the beginning was like 

fi nding the last oasis in Hell. I felt even more 

awful about destroying it.

62F.E.A.R.
Release year 2005 Last position New entry

Evan Few games have straddled both sides 

of the fence—action and horror—without 

awkwardly gouging themselves. F.E.A.R. is 

bona fi de in both: one moment it’s handing 

you a plasma rifl e that turns Replica 

soldiers into skeletons that you can fi re in 

slow-motion, then it’ll oscillate to making 

you helplessly follow an unshootable 

prepubescent ghost. We still consider its 

enemy AI the best in the genre. 

Logan I also liked nailing enemies to the 

wall with the HV Penetrator. 

60
NO ONE LIVES
FOREVER 2

Release year 2002 Last position New entry

Chris Monolith’s original quirky ’60s spy 

FPS proved that Deus Ex didn’t need to be 

so dour. The sequel improves on it in every 

way. NOLF 2 wears its infl uences on its 

sleeve—particularly Austin Powers—but it 

matches colorful imagination with smart 

mechanics and open-ended mission design, 

a balance few games strike successfully. 

Also, there are a lot of ninjas in it.

59
UNREAL 
TOURNAMENT 2004

Release year 2004 Last position 34

Tyler I rarely react physically to games, but 

an Instagib standoff has me twisting my 

whole shoulder to mash “A” and “D” as I 

feint and cartwheel, wholly consumed by 

a dodge, shoot, dodge deathbeam tango 

with a golden robot.

Evan Instagib is the purest FPS drug ever.

Graham I always preferred Quake 3, but 

there’s UT’s mutator variety still drew me in.

58  RED ALERT
Release year 1996 Last position 77

Tyler It’s just everything, isn’t it? The 

variety of strategies (base defense, 

expansion, tank rushes, air superiority, 

you name it), the tactical signifi cance of 

every 2D tile, the surprisingly readable and 

charming marching pixels, Frank Klepacki’s 

synth bass soundtrack, the AI and 

pathfi nding. Wait, not those last two.

Evan Albert Einstein travels through time 

to kill Hitler in the opening FMV, and you 

can build lightning-throwing sky coils to 

defend your base. What more do you want? 

I adore the Harvester trucks, their jaw-arms 

hungrily om-nom-noming unrefi ned ore.

57
ROLLERCOASTER
TYCOON

Release year 1999 Last position New entry

Rich M I’m still disappointed this 

management sim doesn’t actually feature 

tiny anthropomorphized rollercoasters 

wearing top hats and Monopoly-man 

moustaches. No matter, I can make do with 

hours of whiling away time building up the 

kind of deathtraps I’d never go anywhere 

near, before forcing hundreds of idiots to 

ride them until they’re sick. A surprisingly 

relaxing game, given that its subject matter 

is puke and screaming.

56 THE SIMS 3
Release year 2009 Last position New entry

Graham As fun as it is to name your XCOM 

crew after your friends and send them to 

their deaths, it’s equally fun to name a 

household in The Sims after your friends 

and make them kiss each other, wet 

themselves, and become traumatized by 

the crypts beneath the town graveyard. 

The Sims 3’s great addition to the series is 

that it reduces the micromanagement of 

bladders and ovens to let you focus more 

on forbidden romances and soapy drama.

55  BEYOND GOOD & EVIL
Release year 2003 Last position 55

Tom S The comfy little world this created 

lingered like an afterimage for years after 

I played it. The colorful story of a reporter 

uncovering a terrible government scheme 

in a world of humans and animal-people 

would have felt tired without its artists’ 

light-hearted touch. BG&E is simply a 

great adventure, and Jade remains a great 

female lead in a world of grim, stubbly 

space marines.

Logan If you’re going to make a game 

about saving a world, it helps if it’s a world 

worth saving. By getting you to seek out 

and photograph the diverse lifeforms of 

Hillys (which range from the sublime to the 

ridiculous), Ubisoft makes you fall in love 

with the place. You feel more protective 

and more deeply bound to this world with 

every photograph you take.

HALF-LIFE
Release year 1998 Last position 16

Graham The original Half-Life was loved at the time 
for its storytelling and its scripted sequences, all of 
which have been bettered in the 15 years since. It still 
works today as a tight, claustrophobic horror movie—
the kind of thing that a new fi lmmaker might make 
on a small budget—and an experience which later 
Half-Life games never repeated.
Cory That tram ride. So many unexplained moments 
viewed through the windows of the descending train 
wash over you. It’s topped only by the fi rst time a 
headcrab launches itself at your face. I screamed like 
a child, and I don’t feel ashamed of it.

61

64
DWARF 
FORTRESS

Release year
2006

Last position
New entry

Graham It’ll 

take you a solid 

weekend of 

concentrated 

learning to play. 

That’s a small 

price to pay 

for a fantasy 

world generator 

that spins its 

own history of 

civilizations, 

wars, and old 

gods, and for a 

management 

game where 

every unit 

has its own 

personality. 

Dwarf Fortress 

is the most 

exciting thing 

in game 

development: 

a ten-year long 

project with 20 

years to go.
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54FAR CRY 2
Release year 2008 Last position New entry

Graham Far Cry 3 is a great big sweetie 

of a game, but sweets aren’t meals we 

remember for all time. Far Cry 2 by contrast 

is a big, complex 18-course banquet. The 

waiters talk too fast, plates keep wearing 

out and breaking, and you catch malaria, 

but geez, you won’t forget it soon. So here’s 

to a world where big budget games are bold 

enough to include dynamic storytelling, fi re 

physics and disease management. Oh, and 

remember to play it on hard mode.

Rich M How many times can one person 

break and reset their wrist? Far Cry 2 makes 

it its mission to fi nd out.

53THEME HOSPITAL
Release year 1997 Last position New entry

Tom S There’s a phenomenon I feared in 

Theme Hospital I called the “vomit event 

horizon,” where there is so much puke 

hitting the fl oor so fast in your hospital’s 

corridors that you can’t possibly hire 

enough cleaners to mop it up, and the 

entire building slowly fi lls with yellow 

bio-sludge. A gross and frequently hilarious 

management sim that was also surprisingly 

diffi cult, Theme Hospital thrived on the 

infectious personality that Bullfrog injected 

into all its games during that prolifi c era.

51 CRUSADER KINGS 2
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Phil This strategy game lets you weigh 

the merits of assassinating your syphilitic 

drunkard of a fi rst-born son. External 

kingdoms still pose a threat, but it’s the 

internal dynastic management that sets 

CK2 apart. Let your attention slip, and before 

long you’ll be fending off a family branch 

fi lled with scheming, inbred hunchbacks.

Rich M I’m an only child so I have no 

concept of fraternal relationships. It has 

been my undoing in CK2. I gave my two sons 

two parcels of land and turned my back for 

one short year. When I turned back, one was 

dead and the other was in his chair with a 

big, blood-covered sword. 

TJ Three hundred and fi fty hours. Outside 

of my prior WoW addiction, that is the 

most time I have ever spent in any game. 

This European medieval sandbox, with its 

in-depth RPG elements and penchant for 

generating amazing stories that CK2 players 

will gleefully swap at the drop of a cloak, is 

a strategy experience with no pretenders.

50FLIGHT SIM X
Release year 2006 Last position 52

Tim FSX is a 510,072,000km² sanatorium. 

It’s a place where people go to recover from 

goblin jaundice and zombie fatigue. No 

hackneyed narratives, no frantic violence, 

just hundreds of scrupulously reproduced 

fl ying machines and the largest aerial 

playground money can buy.

Graham I’m a recent convert to the world 

of simulation games. If I feel like accurately 

simulating plane failure and dramatically 

fi nding my way to a landing strip, I play 

X-Plane. If I feel like fl oating around 

the planet Earth’s most beautiful and 

accurately modeled vistas, I play Flight Sim 

X. It’s peaceful up here.

49  FIFA 13
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Graham With FIFA 12, the world’s greatest 

football game fi nally achieved parity on 

PC. With FIFA 13, it fi nally achieved total 

ownership over my sense of self worth. 

Good days are when I beat Rich fair and 

square, bad days are when I lose to Rich due 

to a physics error or the light being in my 

eyes. What still impresses me is that it got 

me back into soccer, and not the other way 

around. Even if you don’t know who any of 

the players are, and even if you don’t like 

the sport itself, there’s pleasure to be had 

in its physics, in a successful pass, and in 

scoring a goal.

Rich M FIFA’s distilled competition means 

it has a weird tendency to spawn other 

games within its confi nes. Like “Rainy,” the 

competition between  Graham and I to 

say “rainy” fastest if the game’s random 

weather is set to “Rainy.” 

Tony Millionaire thug simulator. 

48 PORTAL 2
Release year 2011 Last position New entry

Phil If Portal was a puzzle game with 

comedy, Portal 2 is a comedy game with 

puzzles. The campaign is good, but it’s 

much more interested in telling you a funny 

story about robots than letting you play 

with the magical teleportation gun. That’s 

fi ne with me though, because Portal 2’s 

real triumph is the co-op. Here you get 

puzzles and comedy: some of series’ most 

challenging test chambers, combined 

with the slapstick hilarity of “accidentally” 

murdering your friends.

TJ Portal 2 manages to check all the boxes: 

Quality, entertaining writing, fun and 

innovative gameplay, interesting visuals 

and environments—and still comes out 

more than the sum of all of those parts. It 

took each of the elements from its stellar 

predecessor and elevated them in some 

way. It’s impossible not to like.

47  THE WITCHER
Release year 2007 Last position New entry

Tom S This grim, dark RPG was built in 

a modifi ed version of BioWare’s Aurora 

engine, but it felt like a rebellion against 

the high-fantasy ‘good vs evil’ world of 

Neverwinter Nights and its ilk. The Witcher 

is all about moral choices in a morally 

ambiguous world, ones that have slow-

burn and often unexpected consequences. 

It’s nowhere near perfect: the playing cards 

you collect by sleeping with women were 

a ridiculous misfi re, and there is some truly 

horrible voice acting here, but Geralt’s fi rst 

steps represent an interesting alternative 

take on the staid RPG fantasy genre.

Chris I still haven’t fi nished it, but it does 

have very nice music.

46   DARK SOULS
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Rich M For years, when someone asked me 

my favorite game, I’d respond with a list of 

fi ve or ten, equivocating all the while. Now 

it’s just two words: Dark Souls. Dark Souls 

is my favorite game of all time because 

RETURN TO CASTLE 
WOLFENSTEIN 
Release year 2001 Last position New Entry

John Having fi nished it a dozen times, I know every 

hidden secret area, every “oh crap, here’s where the 

fl oor collapses” part, every comical snip of dialog. 

Ignore the junky Quake 3 engine textures and 

hollow shooting: the character of the game makes 

it unforgettable. It’s inspired by some of my favorite 

old fi lms: it has Where Eagles Dare’s fantastic cable 

car scene, and Raiders’ occult-obsessed Nazis. RTCW 

tends to get overshadowed by its multiplayer spin-

off Enemy Territory, but I don’t think it should be.

42

52
TOMB RAIDER

Release year
1996

Last year
New entry

Cara Tomb 

Raider was 

important to 

me when I was 

growing up 

because there 

were no women 

in games who 

weren’t totally 

garbage. It 

helped that the 

environments 

were full of 

mystery and 

exploration, 

but Lara herself 

was someone 

the younger me 

really needed. 

In particular I 

remember how 

diffi cult Lara 

was to handle, 

something I 

identifi ed with 

as I struggled 

with gymnastics 

at school. 
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of its craft, its restrictions, its atmosphere 

and its rewards. Where other games build 

other worlds, this feels like another world, 

sheer space layered with pure imagination. 

It rewards mastery of its systems with 

moments of fi stpumping satisfaction. 

Cory The fi rst few hours of Dark Souls 

were painful. The next few were downright 

masochistic. And yet, each step I took in 

its world of brutal undead warriors taught 

me something. Sometimes the lesson was, 

“slow down, idiot.” Eventually, the lessons 

turned to knowledge, and the knowledge 

transformed into unabashed love. 

44  QUAKE III
Release year 1999 Last position 50

Tyler The railgun is one of my favorite guns. 

I prefer the look of Quake II’s blue pixel 

spiral, but Quake III’s slug launcher gets 

extra points for the amazing map design it 

comes with. Bouncing around The Longest 

Yard with the railgun is like skeet shooting 

with a bolt-action rifl e from a trampoline. 

43DOOM
Release year 1993 Last position 84

Rich C The game that invented 

Deathmatch and put id Software on 

the map is still surprisingly playable. Its 

shotgun has a real kick, its enemies remain 

imaginative, and the slow slide from sterile 

technology to organic fl esh makes for a 

great narrative-driven experience. Also, 

there are now billions (rough count) of user 

levels, ensuring the bloodshed never ends.

Cory If you’ve never heard the theme 

to E1M1—its chunky metal power chords 

rendered in the best MIDI that 1994 could 

offer—you won’t understand how a legion 

of gamers can lift their skinny fi sts at the 

fi rst bloops of the track. Taking out a wave 

of imps when you’re low on ammo still feels 

like an accomplishment after all this time.

Evan The 1996 Memento Mori II megawad 

still holds up: http://bit.ly/memdoom.

41
TOTAL WAR: 
SHOGUN

Release year
2011

Last year
32

Rich M Feudal 

Japan is such 

a rich setting 

for military 

maneuvering

that I wouldn’t 

be surprised 

if all of the 

country’s 

emperors and 

generals turned 

out to have 

been time-

traveling game 

developers. 

The clans and 

families of the 

islands offer the 

player multiple 

approaches 

to Total War’s 

expansion 

and combat. 

40DISHONORED
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Graham For me, Dishonored is all about the 

Blink ability. It’s a simple skill that lets you 

teleport a dozen feet in any direction, but it 

changed completely the way I looked at its 

levels. Now when I play other games I fi nd 

myself looking forlornly at chandeliers.

Phil More than just Blink, Corvo’s whole 

range of movements are a joy: sprint slides, 

upgraded leaps, ledge grabs. It made 

me feel part of the world, and not just a 

hovering crossbow gliding through it.

Cory A triumph in world design. Every alley 

in Dunwall feels lived in (or possibly died 

in), displaying such an attention to detail 

that it’s easy to believe the city existed long 

before I installed the game. My favorite part: 

the mechanically-altered human heart that 

you carry with you, discovering hidden runes 

and gossip on the city’s horrible inhabitants 

throughout the game. 

39SYSTEM SHOCK 2
Release year 1999 Last position New entry

Cory Everything seemed fi ne until I met 

my fi rst monkey. Not that things weren’t 

grim enough aboard the Von Braun to 

begin with, but SS2’s inherent sense of 

dread didn’t kick in full force until I was 

hiding in the corner from screeching, psionic 

monkeys. That’s when the loneliness set in, 

aided by audio logs that told how the battle 

between The Many and SHODAN ruined 

everything and left me to clean the mess. 

Irrational perfected that world building in 

future titles, but it set the foundation here.

38 ALPHA CENTAURI
Release year 1999 Last position 75

Tom S Alpha Centauri is the tale of a 

spaceborne colony splintering into warring 

factions and carrying their grudges to a 

new planet. There they do battle in turns 

on a big grid, building cities and inventing 

new and interesting machines of death on 

the surface of a rock that might just have a 

consciousness of its own. It’s a great sci-fi  

premise enriched by the faction leaders—

deliciously evil in different ways. 

Rich C What’s the biggest crime in the 

world right now? Genocide? OK, that’s 

pretty bad. Second or so on the list though 

is that we’ve never had a chance to return 

to Alpha Centauri. 

37
COUNTER-STRIKE: 
GLOBAL OFFENSIVE

Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Graham Counter-Strike was revolutionary, 

but that’s not why GO is on this list. It’s 

here because of the AK47, Colt M4A1 and 

AWP. It’s here because of de_dust, de_aztec 

and cs_offi ce. It’s here because of “Go, go, 

go!” and “Terrorists Win.” Counter-Strike’s 

every moving part feels just right, honed by 

millions of hours of play since beta 1. 

Evan GO is the version of CS that we’d 

recommend today, pure and simple. It’s 

more polished, more accessible, and 

increasingly a better platform for the 

competitive community.

Chris If you ever need to explain to a 

developer why supporting modding 

communities is important, point to Counter-

Strike. Minh Le basically gave the world the 

modern military team shooter back in 1999, 

and the rest is (very lucrative) history.

Evan I can’t compliment CS:GO’s 

Demolition mode enough. It’s the perfect 

mashup of CS’s casual and competitive 

sides—Gungame mixed with a fi ve-on-fi ve, 

fi rst-to-11 format on micro maps. Steam 

Workshop is an unexpected free content 
volcano, spewing out 1,700 maps.

DAYZ
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Logan I warned my friend—low on ammo and stranded on a roof 
above two clawing zombies—not to fi re until we got there, but he 
tried to pick them off anyway, drawing a horde of zombies out of the 
brush. We didn’t have enough bullets to thin out the herd, and I grimly 
watched from cover as he dived to his death. Why DayZ? That’s why.
Phil Oh sure, everyone else has cool stories of heroic last stands. I bled 
to death because I couldn’t fi gure out the inventory.
Evan That’s because DayZ caught fi re before its ideas were fully 
implemented. In truth, the minor hell people went through to install it 
demonstrates the appeal of its design: unassisted, open-world survival 
inside a high-fi delity engine set on one of gaming’s most detailed, 
authentic landscapes. It’s an experience saturated with uncertainty, 
and almost everything you do—seeking shelter, looting a hospital, 
plotting the safest route to a pond to get a drink—feels intrinsically 

motivated. Inerasable stories naturally arise from DayZ’s systems and 
brutality, and like Arma 2, it’s best played cooperatively.
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36 DUNGEON KEEPER
Release year 1997 Last position 98

Graham Every game that tries to appeal to 

Dungeon Keeper fans focuses on recreating 

its cheeky, fantasy-based humor. What 

they fail to capture every time is its careful 

balance of micromanagement, resource 

gathering and strategy. Also, its humor.

Chris Possessing an imp to explore my 

dungeon in fi rst-person felt like magic at 

the time. Why doesn’t every game do this?

Tom S I’d corral petulant monsters with the 

sighing patience of a long-tested parent. 

The warlocks and the vampires are fi ghting. 

The giant spiders are trying to eat the giant 

fl ies. Should have seen that coming. I’d 

keep the peace using any means necessary 

but, like any parent, slapping my subjects 

with a huge grey demon hand was an act 

of fondness.

35 PLANETSIDE 2
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Evan It’s the fi rst game since Crysis that 

grew my understanding of what was 

technically possible in a video game. An 

attack on a single Tech Plant might involve 

three dozen vehicles and three times as 

many combined infantry. Being part of that 

wave of sci-fi  humanity provides a feeling of 

scale that isn’t present in any other game.

Rich M When PlanetSide 2’s on form, 

nothing can touch it. Chasing enemy 

fi ghters in a VTOL jet across snowy wastes 

is as close to my childhood gaming dreams 

as I’m comfortable getting. Make sure to 

bring friends to the fi ght.

33
SPELUNKY

Release year
2009

Last position
22

Graham The 

prettifi ed, co-

opifi ed Spelunky 

HD is making 

its way to PC 

later this year, 

but I don’t need 

it. The pixel 

graphics and 

procedurally 

generated levels 

of this roguelike 

platformer 

were already 

perfect when it 

came out on PC 

originally—four 

years ago. I can 

now reach its 

fi nal boss in 

my sleep. I still 

cannot beat 

that boss—send 

help.

as Monkey Island, but it is funnier, and its 

time-travel puzzles are smarter and clearer 

than anything else LucasArts ever did. If I 

was to send you back in time to play just 

one classic example of the genre - or if a kid 

wanted to play one today - this is it.

31 ROME: TOTAL WAR
Release year 2004 Last position 18

TJ Before Rome existed, it was one of those 

game concepts that probably would have 

sounded too good to be true. Thousands 

of guys with swords fi ghting it out in full 

3D on historical battlefi elds? Creative 

Assembly showed us it was possible, and 

still have, arguably, yet to top Rome’s grand 

campaign.

Tony The ancient world fascinates me, and 

Rome brings to life what that world did 

best: sprawling human confl ict, epic sieges, 

vast swarming armies clashing like ants in 

bronze armor. Phalanx. Maniple. Even the 

terminology sounds sexy. 

30THE WITCHER 2
Release year 2011 Last position 43

Tom S What an alienating but likeable 

jerk Geralt is. This Polish RPG borrows just 

enough strangeness from its novelistic 

origins to keep its mud-’n’-blood medieval 

setting interesting, and after a few hours of 

wandering, I couldn’t help but be drawn in 

by the complex politics. Once I was familiar 

with Geralt’s place in society, his off-hand 

attitude seemed smarter and funnier, until 

I realized that I actually liked him. Suddenly 

his plight mattered.

BATTLEFIELD 3
Release year 2011 Last position 30

Tyler Battlefi eld 3 is about fi nding your job—I usually take Scout. It’s 

probably the least respected class. I just can’t help my love of sniping, 

and BF3’s exaggerated bullet drop and glowing tracers make long-

range headshots a super-high-skill carnival game that I can’t resist. 

I’m in it for the team, though, and helping spot infantry and sneak 

into control points is almost as rewarding as besting my personal 

marksman record. My other favorite role is helicopter pilot. If you’re 

good at it, it’s one of BF3’s most respected jobs, but there is no “pretty 

good” or “good enough”—you either fl y an expert run, or you’re that 

idiot who keeps crashing helicopters. That’s the risk you take every time 

you hop into the cockpit, and it’s exhilarating to know you’re in charge 

of one of the game’s most valuable commodities.

Evan I love tanking. When an anonymous machine gunner hops in your 

Abrams and silently starts swatting AT lurking on your fl anks. When 

engineers swarm around your hull like helpful repair-gnomes. When 

you knock down a helicopter. When you fl atten four infantry at once.

29

Tyler There are more ways to have fun 

in Planetside 2 than in any other modern 

shooter—hell, just marveling at it is fun. 

It’s the biggest shooter you can play, a 

three-continent war which scales up to 

formations of tank-busting Liberator 

airships and down to individual infantry 

sabotaging base defenses, and it’s yours 

to play for free. That it didn’t launch as a 

mess of lag and catastrophic design fl aws 

is astounding. Grab some friends and turn 

on your mics—it’s a bit of a drag alone—and 

it won’t be long before “three o’clock” is 

a direction instead of a good time to stop 

playing and go to bed.

34 LEAGUE OF LEGENDS
Release year 2009 Last position 14

Cory Few games can raise my competitive 

hackles like LoL, can make me want to team 

up in the middle lane and gank the Shen 

that just killed me. It’s not noob friendly, 

but Riot has put a lot of work into the 

community—slowly, it’s getting better. And 

like TF2, its sense of humor is a huge help.

Tyler I’m not a hardcore LoL player, but I 

love watching hardcore players play. They 

get into the same zone I enter when I play 

competitive shooters, but their actions look 

like arcane magic because the skill ceiling is 

somewhere in the stratosphere. 

Rich M The language, too, is gloriously 

arcane, all AD carries and bot ganks.

32 DAY OF THE TENTACLE
Release year 1993 Last position 24

Rich C The most perfect puzzle-box in 

adventure game history, wrapped in some 

of its best writing and funniest moments. 

DotT took one house, in three different 

eras, and told a sprawling time-travel story 

where if you wanted vinegar in the present, 

the logical way to get it was to send wine 

from the future to the past.

Graham Still my favorite ever point-and-

click adventure game. It’s not as quotable 
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27  BALDUR’S GATE 2
Release year 2000 Last position 70

Tyler Nothing can quite compare to playing 

D&D around a table with friends, but 

BioWare designed the best virtual friends 

to adventure with. BG2 is where it fi gured 

out RPGs: the groundwork that spawned 

our Dragon Ages and Mass Effects. It even 

introduced the NPC relationships that the 

devs are now known for, albeit a bit shakily. 

Miss you, Jaheira. (Wait, was that creepy?)

26  SIMCITY 4
Release year 2003 Last position New entry

Graham I return to SimCity 4 for two weeks 

of every year. Its sprite-based graphics 

are still crisply detailed, and its careful 

simulation of both your city and the sims 

who live there remains as compulsive to 

tinker with as ever. Better still, a vibrant 

mod community has fi xed what once ailed 

the game, improving the traffi c AI and 

offering hundreds of new types of buildings 

and roads. SimCity 2000 is often heralded 

as the best in the series, but its age makes 

it hard to return to now, and the recent 

SimCity hemmed us in with an online 

requirement and small cities, but SimCity 4 

stands as proudly today as in 2003.

24 DRAGON AGE: ORIGINS
Release year 2009 Last position 11

TJ In my mind, this earns a place alongside 

Lord of the Rings, A Song of Ice and Fire, and 

the other pillars of the fantasy genre. Its 

memorable characters, imaginative world, 

and satisfying conclusion will stay with me 

long after I’ve forgotten the names of my 

future children. 

Chris The last and probably best game by 

old BioWare. I’ve since learned the ways 

in which Dragon Age’s plot is derivative, 

but I don’t much care: it’s one of the 

most elaborate RPGs ever written, and 

it maintains a tremendous pace over 

its long running time. For the most part 

there’s a stunning attention to detail, great 

characters, interesting combat on high 

diffi culties and a massive fi nale.

23 
SUPREME COMMANDER: 
FORGED ALLIANCE

Release year 2007 Last position 17

Graham I’d played for around 100 hours 

when I saw it, hovering above my base. It 

was raining lasers down upon the hundreds 

of robots below, popping them like ants 

under a magnifying glass. I ordered my mile-

wide saucer to attack it, but it couldn’t. 

Nothing could, because this enemy unit 

was a satellite in space. How many strategy 

game can you play for 100 hours and still 

encounter something new? How many 

have the scale to accommodate tiny man-

sized robots, island-robots, and low orbit 

laser beams on a single map? How many 

have AI to keep the game interesting six 

years later? Only Forged Alliance.

22 PLANESCAPE: TORMENT
Release year 1999 Last position 15

Rich C It took a while for the sheer genius 

of Planescape: Torment to be recognized, 

but now nobody can claim it doesn’t 

belong at the very top of the genre. 

Intelligent, deep, dark and more human 

than you’d think from the fi rst couple of 

hours, we pray that the forthcoming Tides 

of Numanananananana will continue its 

legacy in its brave new world.

Tony I can still remember the mounting 

tingle of excitement when it began to 

dawn on me that everyone in this game 

had a unique manner of speaking, a 

personal history, a quirk of some sort that 

brought them to life. That the writers cared 

that much. That was the moment that 

Planescape stopped being just a game for 

me, and started to be a world.

TJ I picked up Torment long after its 

time. Just last year, in fact. And it stands 

testament to the quality of the writing 

that my brain was quickly whisked away 

from pixelated, isometric graphics into one 

of the most deep and thought-provoking 

narratives I’ve ever experienced.

21 DOTA 2
Release year 2011 (beta) Last position New entry

Chris I’ve spent a year playing Valve’s DotA 

remake almost every day, and I don’t get 

bored: something that has never happened 

to me in 20 years of playing games. The 

key is the infi nite variety that emerges 

from its massive number of heroes, items 

and underlying systems. Every time I play 

I feel like I’ve seen something that won’t 

be repeated, and learned something new 

about the game and myself. It’s also a 

stunning character design showcase, 

something that the community has taken 

and run with via the Steam Workshop.

Rich M I went loopy for competitive 

StarCraft II, consuming as many guides 

and tutorials as possible while watching 

professional matches and playing ranked 

games whenever I had a spare moment. It 

was a process I didn’t think would happen 

with another game in my lifetime. Then I 

did exactly the same thing with Dota 2. 

20 CIVILIZATION V
Release year 2010 Last position New entry

TJ Civ V is one of those games I can play 

for two whole weeks, lose horribly at the 

very end, and still be excited to start all 

over again right away. With all the released 

patches and expansions, it has rightly 

earned its place as the best of the series.

Tyler And then there’s the mods! Want a 

complete WWII scenario with supply lines, 

territory liberation, and appropriate units? 

Want to play as Mass Effect’s Quarians? 

Yup, it’s on Steam Workshop.

Evan The best digital board game ever 

made. I love the way it stirs my curiosity 

about history.

Rich M I just want to name my glorious 

capital Cheese, and Civ V lets me do that. 

19 COMPANY OF HEROES
Release year 2006 Last position 12

Tom S One of the reasons comparisons 

between movies and video games are so 

tedious is because, in terms of spectacle, 

games have already surpassed them. 

Company of Heroes is one such example 

because, for all of Tom Hanks’ screaming 

and crawling through grit in Saving Private 

Ryan, there’s nothing there that matches 

the sight of a bombing run taking out 

a street full of enemies in a last ditch 

attempt to hold onto a point. Company of 

Heroes delivered a vital shock to the RTS 

scene at launch, but thanks to its mixture 

of depth and spectacle, it stands just as 

tall today.

GRIM FANDANGO 
Release year 1998 Last position 99

Logan Not to wax overly sentimental about a 
game with Robert Frost balloon art, but it’s the loyal 
friendship that develops between Manny and Glottis 
in this calavera-noir adventure that really hit me in 
the feels. That beating heart at its center (literally) is 
what elevates Grim to my favorite game of all time.
Philippa It’s one of those rare moments when 
a heap of disparate elements create something 
exquisite. It’s a tale that spills out of its undead 
travel agency redemption conceit and into a fi lm 
noir-meets-day-of-the-dead wrapper. My overriding 
memory is of a story as beautiful as it was unique.

28

25
AGE OF 
EMPIRES

Release year
1999

Last position
44

Cory How 

many people 

can say they 

faced an army 

of trebuchets 

and lived to tell 

the tale? Not 

any civilization I 

tried to lead, for 

sure. Its art was 

never as inviting 

as Warcraft II 

or StarCraft, 

but AoE2 gave 

players an 

honest sense of 

building a huge 

army, and then 

crushing your 

foes with it. 

Few other RTS 

titles can say 

the same, either 

then or now.

Rich M Worth 

it for wolololo 

alone.
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18 FTL
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Cory The best moments in FTL are the 

no-win scenarios: your ship is burning, your 

enemy is outside your med bay, and you still 

fi nd a way to beat them. It’s the Kobayashi 

Maru rendered in pixels.

Phil The best moments are when space 

jerks teleport onto your ship and you 

open the airlocks to suffocate them. The 

worst are when the enemy then takes out 

your O
2
 systems, and your crew suffocate 

before they can fi x it. As with all the best 

roguelikes, you’re encouraged to be over-

ambitious, then quickly punished for it.

Evan Surprising, intricate, and occasionally 

as brutal as space itself. Short-form 

rogueliking for anyone who’s ever dreamt of 

pushing a button because Jean-Luc Picard 

asked them to.

17 HITMAN: BLOOD MONEY
Release year 2006 Last position 19

Phil Most Blood Money stories revolve 

around it being an endlessly replayable 

assassin’s sandbox. Yet I do the same thing 

every time: in and out silently, one corpse, a 

level full of unaware guards. Each mission 

has a silent assassin rating, and I can’t 

help but go for it. I’m the most neurotic 

psychopath: I just want to be praised.

Graham I’m the opposite. I love Blood 

Money for its wonderful mission design that 

lets me screw up again and again and still 

fumble my way through, another funny 

anecdote in hand. In fact, how many games 

have so many memorable levels? The 

theatre, the street carnival, the suburban 

home, the Heaven & Hell themed party... 

Rich C It took several attempts for IO to get 

the formula right, but Blood Money remains 

the thinking man’s weapon of choice. Every 

stage is an elaborate machine. There’s no 

right way to throw a wrench in the works, 

merely your way. The satisfaction of that 

earns the Hitman his place.

Evan It took watching a master play it for 

me to fully appreciate the playfulness of 

Blood Money and the depth of its absurd 

problem solving: http://bit.ly/hitmanb.

16 BIOSHOCK INFINITE
Release year 2013 Last position New entry

Phil The opening moments of this FPS 

rollercoaster are possibly my favorite in 

any game. The off-kilter boat ride dialog, 

the piercing ascension to Columbia, the 

heavenly aura that washes through New 

Eden. As a whole Infi nite may not be 

perfect, but for that fi rst half hour it is.

TJ I hate stories about time travel. This is 

mostly because so few narratives have ever 

tackled it in an interesting and believable 

way. Infi nite joins a short list of movies, 

books, and games I can count on one hand 

that have woven a human narrative with 

quantum mechanics effectively and cleanly. 

It made me chair-clutchingly upset at 

times, but the ending turned like a Rubik’s 

cube in my brain for weeks afterwards.

Evan It’s a surprisingly good shooter, too. 

On hard diffi culty, you’re put in a position 

to wield the aspects of Infi nite that make it 

distinct from other shooters—the sky-lines, 

the Vigors, the tears—in order to stay alive. 

When a Handyman shows up, there’s this 

exhilarating feeling of having to make 

things up as you go, leaping and improvising  

and running and rocketing to knock him out.

15 WORLD OF WARCRAFT
Release year 2005 Last position 3

Chris I used to love WoW, but the affair 

hasn’t lasted in my memory in the same 

way as with the other great MMOs I’ve 

spent time with. Yet the importance of 

Blizzard’s behemoth can’t be understated. 

It made the experience of adventuring with 

your pals more accessible than it had ever 

been, and nailed down the template for an 

entire genre for over a decade. Its heart and 

soul will always be its environments: those 

great cartoon wildernesses that invite you 

to wander off and click on monsters until 

the sun comes up.

Cory Blizzard didn’t create the MMO, but 

it almost perfected it. Accessible quest 

lines, challenging dungeons, and epic raid 

experiences have been a part of Azeroth 

for almost a decade. More importantly, 

Blizzard has continued to evolve it, from 

making it easier for players to fi nd groups 

to a total revamp of its original content. It’s 

almost enough to make one want to pay a 

subscription fee.

12 EVE ONLINE
Release year 2003 Last position New entry

Tyler I asked another EVE player if she’d 

ever been in a wormhole, and she replied, 

“Been in one? I live in one!” That’s it right 

there: EVE players don’t play EVE, they 

build lives in it. It generates the best stories 

in cyberspace, and I’m so glad it exists as 

proof that when you trust players to run 

free, they’ll do incredible things.

Tom S I think EVE Online is one of the 

reasons we have so few space games today. 

If you’re trying to build an Elite-style trading 

game, how do you compete with the 

organic player-driven economics of EVE? 

You want to simulate space combat? How 

do you match the complexity of EVE’s mix 

of electronic warfare and lasers? You just 

want to cruise? Warp to the Amarr central 

space station, or fl y to the trade port of Jita 

and watch thousands of player ships come 

and go. You could play EVE forever, and 

need nothing else. It’s scary, really.

11 
DEUS EX: HUMAN 
REVOLUTION

Release year 2011 Last position 6

Graham It took me until late 2012 to 

complete it, but I’ve now played this 30-

hour long single-player game for over 100 

hours, according to Steam. That’s because I 

did it without killing anyone, while reading 

every tiny piece of story. I love its stealth. 

I love its characters. I love its ceilings. 

Seriously, those ceilings are beautiful.

Chris I wish someone would steal its 

approach to dialog—particularly the social 

manipulation stuff. I understand hardcore 

fans being disappointed that it didn’t turn 

the genre on its head, but when I feel like a 

bit of Deus Ex this is where I turn.

Rich M I plugged all my early augs into 

learning how to tie people in verbal knots. 

They would admit to terrible things like not 

putting the toilet paper back on the roll. 

ARMA 2
Release year 2007 Last position New entry

Evan Satellite-modeled sandboxes, authentic 
ballistics, real equipment—sure, whatever. I play 
Arma because it’s the only game that’s made me 
unironically yell, “Get to da choppa!” A lot of people 
mistake the game’s fi delity as realism for realism’s 
sake, but it simply creates a rich context for self-
authored, cooperative problem-solving. Arma asks 
you to hatch tactical plans from scratch, and plotting 
out something like a convoy raid with friends—
picking your ambush point, designating roles—is 
delightful. Watch Dslyecxi’s videos (youtube.com/
dslyecxi) if you want a sense of Arma at its best.

13

14
PORTAL

Release year
2007

Last position
27

Cory It’s hard 

to believe that 

such a staple of 

nerdery started 

as essentially a 

pack-in game 

with TF2. The 

perfect vignette.

Rich M It’s 

better than its 

sequel. It felt 

weirder, more 

dangerous, 

more alien. 

Tyler Portal’s 

moments 

interlock so 

perfectly that 

I remember 

it holistically, 

the Aperture 

Science facility 

and every 

surprise and 

discovery all 

rolled up like a 

fi lm reel in my 

head.
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10 STARCRAFT II
Release year 2010 Last position 9

Rich M I’ll look back on my deathbed 
and see a few years lost to StarCraft II. I 
played one game on its ranked ladder in 
its launch week, and somehow managed 
to win it. From there, I was lost. I watched 

days’ worth of professional matches, 
and canceled weekend plans to keep up 
with tournaments. It’s something of an 

RTS design throwback, but it’s balanced, 
responsive, and almost always thrilling.

7 BIOSHOCK
Release year 2007 Last position 45

Cory More than explore it, I mourned 

Rapture as I ran through its halls. To see 
the lofty goals of supposed great thinkers 
turn to ruin was heartbreaking. And if those 
hook-handed splicers or shrill turrets would 
have left me alone for two seconds, I could 

have had a proper sob. 
Evan The Splicers are walking tragedies. 
They mostly stir anxiety, but the history 
that leaks through their schizophrenia 

occasionally elicits sympathy and curiosity. 
To make each basic enemy feel like a person 

is something I don’t think any other shooter 

has achieved.

Graham I loved it for the world, the 
writing, the twist, but also for its combat. 
Before tackling each Big Daddy, I’d spend 

an age turning the world to my side. I’d 

hack turrets, cameras, befriend a security 

droid, and romance another Daddy from 
elsewhere. When I fi nally triggered the fi ght 

with my intended target, I’d just stand back 
and watch my plan unfurl.

Chris If nothing else, the fact that Irrational 

somehow convinced a publisher to pay for a 
game about Randian Objectivism set at the 

bottom of the sea is deserving of an award 
in and of itself.

Evan Every month or two I have to remind 

myself that Quark from Star Trek: Deep 

Space Nine voiced Andrew Ryan. Nuts.

9
LEFT 4 DEAD 2

Release year
2009

Last position
10

Evan Find three 
friends, go to 
l4dmaps.com, 
and download 

the hell out of 
the seemingly 

bottomless 
selection of 

campaigns 

created by the 

community. 
Then go 

to Steam 
Workshop 

and swap 

your weapon 
and character 

models for 
raptors, better-

animated 

shotguns, and 
a My Little Pony 

AK-47.
Tom S Boomer!

6 XCOM: ENEMY UNKNOWN
Release year 2012 Last position New entry

Phil When XCOM was released, friends 
would gleefully fi ll me in on the deaths of 

my in-game namesakes. The game let you 
name, customize, and build an attachment 
to your squad members, then brutally killed 
them for the tiniest mistake. That makes it 
a fi tting reboot of the series.

Evan The art direction is supremely 
underrated. Your soldiers are colorful, 
expressive action fi gures. Neon weapon 
effects rip holes in innocent convenience 
stores and record shops. Mutons are stompy 
rhino men. Firaxis sure knows how to make 

a gorgeous virtual board game.
Cory A good friend will name their top 

squad member after you. A best friend will 

then get that squaddie horribly murdered 
by a Chryssalid.

Graham Proof that what we want in 

reboots, sometimes, isn’t unswervingly 
fanatical devotion to formulae, but faithful 

service to an underlying fantasy. XCOM 

streamlines what it needs to and adds 
what it wants, but it is, as UFO always 

was, a game about being the strategic 
commander of a force fi ghting an alien 

invasion. Also, it was pretty funny the time 

Tony panicked and shot Phil in the face.
Tom S In a world of games about 

authoritarian military grunts facing down 
alien invasions singlehandedly, XCOM’s 

tale of international unity is refreshing and 

heartening. In this case the big shadowy 
conspiratorial agency isn’t bugging your 

phone or feeding you subliminal messages 

through the television, it’s saving the 

goddamn world. Firaxis have completely 
understood the positivity behind the 

original, which said humanity can unify in 
the face of complete destruction, adapt 
and win. I’d wish for more international 
voices, and more character customization. 
TJ When Colonel Stephen “Phone Home, 

B*$&#” Spielberg put a sniper round 
through the head of the fi nal alien leader, 
I leaned back from my computer with the 
feeling of having completed one of the 

most satisfying single-player campaigns 

of all time. The ownership of my soldiers, 
my decisions, my victories and failures, all 
culminated in one epic moment. It was 
gaming nirvana.  

5  DEUS EX
Release year 2000 Last position 4

Phil More than the multiple routes through 
levels, tough decisions over upgrades, 

and hilariously stilted voice acting, what 
I love about Deus Ex is that it lets you 
ignore it. When Paul tells you to escape his 
apartment, it’s not a gated story trigger: it’s 

just one possible action. Similarly, when you 
notice a mechanic acting suspiciously, it’s 

not hinting at an unavoidable plot event, 

it’s a sign you should stop him. I did neither, 
and people died because of it. Other games 

have trained me to be stupid.
Tony That bit with Paul is the essence 

of Deus Ex. I blocked the entrance to his 

fl at with sofas, placed LAMs, fought an 

incredibly tough battle with his would-be 
assassins, and I saved my brother’s life. A 

couple of years later I met someone who 
still had no idea you could do that. He 

thought Paul had to die because that was 

what the script said.
Rich M I go back to Deus Ex regularly, 

but like Phil with Blood Money, it’s not 

the freedom that lures me in. It’s the 
perfectionism, the sense of mastering 

a place that’s almost as clever as I am. 

Thirteen years down the line, how has this 
not been bettered yet?

MINECRAFT
Release year 2011 Last position 9

TJ In college, my main group of friends and I pitched in to run our own, 
carefully-modded Minecraft server. Over the course of years, we built 
our own world on the unsculpted frontiers, with individual kingdoms, 
mega-project collaborations (before SimCity had the idea), and all 
kinds of hidden easter eggs for others to fi nd. We made the game ours, 
in a way few others would have allowed.
Graham My own creations are meager, but I don’t love my oceanfront 
castle any less for that. I love it like it’s my real home, because I spent 
hours toiling over its farms, its carpeted bedroom, its library full of 
books, and the manicured caves carved beneath. When I think of 
Minecraft, I feel nostalgic—not for the game, but for this place. 
Philippa For me the joy is in watching others working on their projects, 
whether solar-powered farm or skyward pointing penis sculpture. Sure, 
I’ll do some building myself—a nightclub with a working light-up dance 
fl oor was my most recent creation—but generally Minecraft reminds me 
how creative and talented other gamers can be.
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Rich C This is one of the best multiplayer 

shooters ever. More impressively, it’s one 

of the few that you can still jump into and 

play for fun, not having to deal with overly 

competitive players or being insulted for 

screwing up. TF2 makes failing almost as 

much fun as success and, as silly as it is, its 

constant additions and experiments help 

keep the action fresh.

Evan Every night after leaving the PC 

Gamer Word Mine in ‘08 and ‘09, you could 

fi nd me in the Maximum PC/PCG server, 

howling and taunting and rocket-jumping 

inside Dustbowl and Well and Gravel Pit. 

Over weeks, our roles became more defi ned 

and our server regulars became more 

recognizable—the New York Demoman 

that had my number, our selfl ess Canadian 

Medic, the Spy from Iowa with insane 

sentry-killing technique. It was the closest a 

server ever came to feeling like my favorite 

bar. At PAX every year that followed, we 

met, ate pizza, formed a team for the LAN 

tournament, and grew our friendship. 

I’ll always celebrate this aspect of TF2— 

that it can support casual, irreplaceable 

bonding and simultaneously be such a rich 

competitive shooter.

Graham What strikes me is that even 

though we don’t talk about it much 

anymore, Team Fortress 2 was on almost 

everyone’s personal list. It’s a game that 

seems to reach across genre boundaries, 

so that people who normally wouldn’t 

like multiplayer games, or shooters, still 

fall in love with its well-defi ned classes 

and cartoon style. Or maybe the variety 

of playstyles supported by years of new 

weapons just mean there’s something here 

to appeal to everyone—whether you want 

to skewer people with an arrow, slap them 

with a fi sh or douse them in urine.

Chris For me, it’s the way Valve rethought 

what a (competitively) serious multiplayer 

shooter had to look and sound like. Valve 

took the implicit personalities of the classes 

from Team Fortress Classic and spun them 

out into characters with amazing presence. 

While the industry bends over backwards to 

fi nd ways to tell stories through multiplayer, 

Valve simply handed the community a 

bunch of hilarious action fi gures and told 

them to get on with it.

Evan Yes. My undying, bone-deep hatred 

of Scouts is a testament to the power and 

longevity of TF2’s character design.

TEAM FORTRESS 2 

Rich C Other games may have beaten 

it in terms of scope and spectacle, but 

every modern shooter owes it a debt of 

inspiration. That’s not enough for our list, 

though. Half-Life 2 earns its place on its 

own merits, as a masterpiece of FPS design 

that Episodes only evolved. 

Cara HL2 is like being in a masterclass of 

environmental storytelling. Although there 

are many cases where Gordon Freeman 

has to stand around listening to other 

characters bitch and whine, much about 

the world is told through clever level 

design. The sheer character and wonder 

that is conveyed through the architecture 

outweighs the hours of silly physics puzzles 

crowbarred (hah! Crowbarred) in. 

Evan The Combine are simply perfect 

game enemies. The way Valve makes you 

spend the fi rst hour or so of HL2 helplessly 

steeped in Combineland is so clever. You 

get a sense of their lost humanity through 

their speakerbox voices, you see them prod 

civilians, you pick up their garbage and 

generally build up piles of motivation for 

the hours of shooting them to come. And 

imbued with Source’s ragdoll, they crumple 

beautifully under the weight of HL2’s guns.

Chris What remains so impressive about 

Half-Life 2 is Valve’s commitment to 

showing the player something new on every 

single front. Man-shooting enhanced by 

dynamic physics and AI; varied level design, 

where each stage has its own identity; a 

sci-fi  narrative that made itself distinct 

from its peers with a modern-feeling tone 

and tremendous sense of place and time. 

Half-Life 2’s message is that “more of the 

same” sequel design has had its day, and I 

wish more developers would listen.

Tyler I recently watched a friend play Half-

Life 2 for the fi rst time—a rare sight today—

and it was like watching a child fi gure out 

that really good things did indeed happen 

before he was born (i.e., the original Star 

Wars trilogy), and that they not only inform 

what came after but also often surpass it 

(i.e., the rest of Star Wars). “It just trusts 

me to get it,” he said, surprised that a game 

wasn’t treating him like a volatile maniac 

who’s bound to ruin it if he’s allowed to 

fi gure it out on his own. I can’t wait to show 

him Episodes 1 and 2 so he can discover 

that not all games ruin themselves through 

iteration. I’ll break the news about Episode 

3 when the time is right.

HALF-LIFE 2

Release year 2007 Last position 2

Release year 2004 Last position 8

3

4

I’m still not picking up that can.

Antlions make terrible
neighbors.

Swirly things: bad.

The Heavy and his minigun:
a romance for the ages.

Dogs vs. cats, light vs. dark,
Demomen vs. Soldiers.
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Tony You’re the commander of a state-of-the-art 
spaceship full of cool people who want to have sex with 
you, and by the way you’re going to save the galaxy. Where 
BioWare earned my respect is in the richness and humanity 
of the story they created with that formula. I love being 
commander of that ship. I care about all those cool people. 

Even the ones who don’t want to have sex with me.
Chris I think ME3 is the most rewarding experience I have 
ever had playing a game. The payoff for years of desperate 
fandom was tremendous, even before the (excellent) 
extended cut. I understand the reasons for the mass Internet 
outrage the game provoked, but I don’t agree with them. 
Rich C My favorite is ME2. Put simply, it’s more experienced 
than the fi rst and less depressing than the third. Assembling 
a suicide squad gives everything a real edge, with the 
adventures cementing this as the best original sci-fi  universe 
in the genre’s history.
Cory True, ME2 feels like the best game of the series. But 
I love how so many of the decisions from the fi rst two 
games come together in the fi nal one. Its ending is certainly 
controversial, but getting to that point made me realize that 

the relationships I’d cultivated over two previous games 
meant quite a bit to me, sometimes agonizingly so. 

Logan She was competent and professional. She listened, 
and gave me good advice. We hung out and got drunk 
together. I considered her not just a colleague but a good 
friend, so when Dr. Chakwas harshed on me for not saving 
as many of the crew as I presumably could have, that stung. 
That’s why I was so determined to prevent anybody getting 
juiced by the Collectors on my second playthrough of ME2. 
No such luck. It wasn’t until my third playthrough that I 
managed to fi nish the game without her scorn. I suppose I 
could have just sucked it up and stuck by my decisions, but I 
just couldn’t deal with the doctor’s condemnation. 

That’s a tiny slice of this enormous, almost overwhelming 
experience that’s representative of the entire series. In 
retrospect, what was important to me wasn’t the way my 

choices affected the outcome of the story, but instead 
the way my choices affected my satisfaction with my 
Commander Shepard. It’s role-playing at its fi nest, counted 
less in stats than in how I felt about myself and my 
relationship to ME2’s characters (even my weapons and the 
Normandy itself, for that matter). And these feelings are 
what elevates the combat, colors in the stories, and makes 
the game’s occasional moments of levity more moving. 
Tyler I played ME2 just before ME3 released. I don’t know 
what took me so long, but rushing through it was a huge 
mistake. Everyone died. Heartbroken, I downloaded a save 
editor to rewrite my Shepard’s life. I fl ipped life and death 
switches and poked at impersonal relationship variables, 
even tweaking the events of ME1 to my liking, but none of it 
made me happy. It felt crass.

I loaded up ME3 with my unmolested save. Logan will be 

sad to know that Dr. Chakwas was dead in my miserable 
universe, but I cared too much about the continuity to 
resurrect her, or anyone else. Then I went back and loaded 
my fake save. Screw continuity, I couldn’t let my crew suffer 
for my carelessness. But then, shouldn’t I let the characters 
I failed shape my story? I paced around for 20 minutes 
before deciding to go on with my original save—I cared so 
much about ME2 that it caused an internal debate about 
accepting or cheating the consequences of my actions.

 MASS
 EFFECT 2 
Release year 2010 Last position 132

The whole series is incredible.

Axe deodorant in the future 
has gotten pretty extreme.

“Shepard, why did you glue
this thing to my forehead?”

Like yogurt, Liara
is pro-biotic.
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Graham I’ve played Skyrim for around 70 

hours and barely scratched the surface of 

its craggy mountains, surprising questlines, 

and satisfyingly physical combat and 

magic. That’s what I love about it. More 

than any single quest, or fi ght, or vista, 

the sense that there’s so much more of it 

left makes me feel like I’ve got a magically 

infi nite sack of great game at home. When 

you include all the mods, it turns out that’s 

because I do.

Tony Scale is defi nitely a part of it. Even 

after all this time, I can still veer off the 

path and fi nd beautiful scenery I’ve never 

seen before, a fresh dungeon, and new 

adventures. It’s an intoxicating feeling, and 

goes hand-in-hand with Skyrim’s other 

great achievement: Skyrim itself. The 

snow-cloaked mountains, the tumbling 

icy streams, the marshy, melancholy 

yew-thickets in the rain... Skyrim is just 

so damn Romantic, in the capital letter, 

undergraduate studies in English, grandeur-

of-nature-in-the-human-imagination 

sense of the word. No other game makes 

me feel that way while smashing a frost 

troll’s brains in with a dwarven warhammer.

Chris It’s Sublime. I also mean that in the 

capital letter, undergrad English Lit sense. 

After a few hundred hours of playing and 

modding the game, I’ve got a decent sense 

of how much stuff it contains, and how it 

does what it does. I’ve tweaked its visuals 

to emphasize the mountainyness of its 

mountains and the thicketyness of its 

thickets. Despite all that, however, it’s still 

capable of seeming impossibly large and 

impossibly real when the light strikes the 

1
THE ELDER 
SCROLLS V: 
SKYRIM

landscape in just the right way. Only in this 

case the profound terror you feel in the face 

of the wild unknown is warranted because 

there is a dragon trying to murder you. Top 

that, Wordsworth.

Phil As with all Elder Scrolls games, I’m 

not sure Skyrim is a great RPG in any 

conventional sense. You’d need to tie your 

character in narrative knots to explain 

why they’re the head of multiple, often 

competing, factions. And the challenge 

snaps if you invest in certain skills. “Hey 

troll! I’m over here! I’m right in front of 

you dude. Jumping up and down. It’s 

broad daylight. Oh, right, you can’t see me 

because I’ve invested in stealth and am 

slightly bending my knees.”

These aren’t complaints. If Skyrim cared 

that much about being a weighty RPG, I’d 

have stopped playing it by now. Instead, 

I turn to it whenever I’m looking for a 

comforting adventure sandbox. I’m not 

using fast travel, so I’ll let quests build up, 

then bite off a big slice of map. I’ll walk 

between objective markers, clearing a 

cave of monsters, solving a village dispute, 

obeying the evil bidding of a bored Daedric 

prince. It’s serene.

And then, yes, a dragon will try to murder 

me. That part is still exciting.

Rich C To play devil’s advocate, I found 

vanilla Skyrim a bit dull. Throw in mods 

though, and it becomes something else. 

I highly recommend Frostfall for survival, 

and Scenic Carriages mixed with No Fast 

Travel. It’s the only way to appreciate the 

landscape, and you’ll constantly see cool 

Release year 2012 Last position 1
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jobs for people, being sent to the same 

mines to collect the same swords, before 

I remembered that Skyrim’s radiant quest 

system kicked up automatic jobs, and I’d 

been fulfi lling the whims of an unseen 

medieval madlib for hours of my life, 

collecting rocks and dull weapons when I 

could’ve been off stabbing dragons. 

I still didn’t leave Falkreath for another ten 

hours, though, and I’ve still never been to 

Solitude. People say it’s nice.

Tyler Like Rich, I’ve spent a lot of time in 

Skyrim ignoring my quest to do dragon 

stuff. Unlike Rich, I did not spend that time 

working. I spent a lot of time in Skyrim’s 

taverns, swigging mead with the locals just 

to see what it might be like to swig mead 

with the locals (and then, sometimes, 

stab them). I love games that don’t 

mind if I wander away from the Thing I’m 
Supposed To Be Doing and let me just exist 

Ice. And fire. There’s a song
in there somewhere.

A grizzly battle ensued.

It had been five long years, but Halvard 
would recognize Mr. Wuffles anywhere.

in a simulated place and maybe contract 

vampirism. Skyrim is all for it.

Cory There’s something special about 

ignoring a game’s chosen path and going 

off on your own. I broke off from the plot 

early and decided to study magic at the 

College of Winterhold. Before long, the 

student became the master, and I was 

dual-wielding lightning blasts like the great 

arch mages of old. And along the way, 

even more quests and assignments would 

pop up. That’s a huge part of the appeal: 

Bethesda have packed so much content 

into a huge world. It’s a place that demands 

to be lived in and wandered through. 

Logan Fantasy games don’t have much 

appeal for me, not like science fi ction, 

horror or games with anthropomorphized 

animals in jet boots do. So I went in 

casually brushing off quests just so I could 

wander around and mess with people 

until the fi rst grindy feeling gave me an 

excuse to bail. But it seduced me. “It” 

being not just the vastness of the world 

itself, but the scale at all levels down to 

the personality tics of the most seemingly 

inconsequential characters. Skyrim has 

broadened my tastes and imprinted itself 

into my imagination, to the point where, in 

my head, I’m shouting at the guy taking too 

long in the self-checkout stand.

Tom S Why is Skyrim’s world so much more 

interesting to explore than Oblivion’s? 

Perhaps it’s the contrast between the 

survivalist feel of its isolated mountain 

communities and the rustic idyll of the 

townships at their feet. The caves that 

may as well have had a designer’s big 

shiny signature on in Oblivion are carefully 

worked into the nooks and furrows of 

Skyrim’s landscape. There’s been a 

useful leap in visual tech from previous 

Elder Scrolls, but with Skyrim, 

Bethesda’s talent for 

building open worlds 

has itself reached a 

new peak, and like hungry Argonian in a 

meat shop, we reap the benefi ts. 

stuff that makes you want to hop right off 

the back of the cart and go exploring for 

real. Which, of course, you can do.

Evan I bent it into an open-world context 

to shoot things with arrows. I stripped 

my ranger of anything magical, refusing 

enchanted items altogether, skipping the 

whole Dovahkiin quest line, and just 

carried a narrative around in my head 

that bandits ate my grandmother. Like 

so many excellent PC games, Skyrim 

gives you permission to have your 

own ideas and confi gure the game—

through mods, through character 

stats, through your own morality and 

the quests you pick.

Rich M I spent 80 hours in Skyrim before 

I saw my second dragon. The fi rst one’s 

hard to miss, but you need to advance the 

main questline before they start fl apping 

about everywhere like big lethal pigeons. 

I had nothing against the main questline, 

but I’m a completionist: I wanted to make 

sure I’d cleared an area of stuff to do 

before moving on. I spent 20 hours in the 

muddy, rainy town of Falkreath, doing odd 
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What is it? 
World War II real-time strategy 
game set on the eastern Front.

Influenced by
 Men of War, Company of Heroes

Play it on
i5 CpU, 8Gb rAm, GeForce 560

Alternatively
Men of War, 85%

Copy protection
steam

Need to know

 As Soviet general-in-the-sky, 
I had a near endless stream of 
people to send to their doom. 
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HARROWING
COMPANY OF HEROES 2’s war on the Eastern Front is bloody, 
icy, and a bit messy by Rich McCormick

I
t’s called Company of Heroes 2, 
but it’s a long way into the 
15-hour campaign before 
Relic’s real-time strategy 
game finds any heroism. It’s 

set on World War II’s frigid Eastern 
Front, and is more concerned with 
rifle-butting home the horror of that 
bloodiest sector of the conflict. The 
Eastern Front saw the brunt of the 
war: Germany lost 80 percent of its 
Wehrmacht casualties east of Berlin; 
the Soviets themselves lost some 26 
million souls overall, 8.6 million of 
whom were in the military.

Learning about this is harrowing; 
playing it is, too. The Soviet war 
effort hinged on the country’s ability 
to spit out prodigious amounts of 
young men and women to fight and 
die for their motherland. That quirk 
of population translates to game 
mechanics: as Soviet general-in-
the-sky, I had a near-endless stream 
of people I could click on to send to 
their doom. In most missions, squads 
can be trained at your home base or 
brought into battle as conscripts. 
This second type of soldier gives 
Company of Heroes its Soviet tinge, 
and can sometimes make it 
unsatisfying to play.

Squads are better trained, tougher, 
and specialist in application. 
Encompassing groups as varied as 
mortar crews, snipers, and shock 
troops armed with smoke and 
frag grenades, they formed the 
scaffolding of my armies on which 
I hung the meat of my forces: the 
conscripts. Conscripts can be 
brought in from the edges of the map 
every 30 seconds. At their lowest 
rank they’re weak against almost 
everything, but they’re quick to 
produce and essentially free, limited 
by just two of Company of Heroes 2’s 
four resources: manpower—which is 
almost comically quick to regenerate 
on medium difficulty—and the 
population cap.

That population cap has increased 
since the first Company of Heroes, and 
many missions allow you 135 tiny 
humans to reduce to bags of shot 
meat. It feels like a lot: keeping 
track of an entire army is stressful, 
especially when many of the game’s 
missions demand you fight on two 
fronts in addition to defending 
your base from roving groups of 
grenadiers. Having conscripts on tap 

mean these defenses don’t need to be 
particularly well thought out—my 
special tactics were as advanced as 
putting a set of men behind some 
sandbags, waiting for them to die as 
tougher enemies whittled them 
down, then sending in a second 
group to mop up the weakened foes. 

But flitting between three 
skirmishes—each one taking place 
in a space wider than even the 
furthest-out zoom option can 
show—is draining. Doubly so when 
almost all of the game’s units have a 
slew of personal abilities (see “How 
do you do?”) that can be activated in 
the heat of battle. Triply so when 
you’re forced to cycle through eight 
different squads of milling men to 
find the one with the grenade that’s 
off cooldown. Quadruply so when 
merging conscripts with existing 
squads in the heat of battle requires 
the kind of mouse precision that 
would have turned you into a Quake 
III professional at the turn of the 
millennium. Quintuply so when 
many missions impose time limits 
for completion, and kick you back to 
autosaves recorded 30 minutes into 
an hour-and-a-half slog.

Casualties of war
To avoid coming out of the 
campaign with actual PTSD, I 
found it easier to simply roll my 
forces into a ball—toughest units 
clustered at the middle, fleshy 
conscripts on the outside—and 
smash through enemy positions. 
Any lost conscripts could be replaced 
in seconds, and any lost soldiers 
could be too: conscripts have the 
ability to join up with a depleted 
squad to take them back up to their 
maximum complement. My tactic 
may have been historically accurate, 
but trying to drown your opponent 
in your own soldiers’ blood isn’t a 
particularly satisfying strategy to 
play out in a real-time strategy game. 

REVIEW

How do you do?

some of CoH2’s fiddly 
special unit abilities
Shock troops

Frag grenade 

pull the pin and throw.

Smoke grenade 

Use to cover line of sight.

Snipers

Flare 

removes fog of war in target area.

Frontivik conscripts

Molotov cocktails 

 Coats target area in fl ame.

Oorah! 

Increases speed and accuracy.

Merge 

Join up with other squads.

Penal battalions

Satchel charge 

Can destroy armor.

Oorah! 

Increases speed and accuracy.

Rifl e grenade 

Can destroy vehicles.

Tripwire 

set up to show enemy positions.

Mortar crew

Bombard 

pepper area with inaccurate shells.

Smoke barrage 

Fire smoke shells to cover advance.

Focus fi re 

Drop one accurate shell on position.
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REVIEW

 There is 
glory here, 

and there 
are heroes 

Company of Heroes 2’s worst 
missions feel like they’re backwards: 
instead of playing the plucky, clever 
underdogs, you’re upgraded to the 
role of military colossus, infinite 
resources hurled at the brick wall 
until sheer erosion cracks a hole. It 
suffers most as a game when it’s 
trying to tell its weighty story. 
Cutscenes tell the tale of Isakovich, 
a soldier turned journalist who 
documents the heroism of average 
men and women sent to their deaths. 
It’s a worthy and true tale—one of 
traitors and egotists killing their 
own people—but it’s almost entirely 
undone by cutscenes that look like 
they were made in 1945. 

They’re not rendered in the game’s 
engine and they’re not fancy CG, 
looking more like some terrible 
Xbox shooter, animated as if their 
actors were having their emotions 
signed to them off-stage a minute 
too late. Isakovich watches in 
Stalingrad as a commissar gives a 
machine gunner the order to shoot 
retreating troops. The gunner 
pauses for a moment before turning 
awkwardly on the spot, grinning like 
he’s been told a joke, and shooting all 
his mates. There’s historical 
poignancy here, but it staggers under 
clumsy delivery methods.

The burden of history weighs 
particularly heavily on the early 
quarter of the campaign. With 
the Germans pushing into Russia, 
the Soviet forces are in full retreat, 
meaning many missions aren’t won 
so much as vacated. One asks you to 
flee the map, burning villages as you 
go. Another cast me into one final 
Soviet-held capture point with a 
broken and scattered force, before 
flashing up my next objective: “hold 

out against waves of enemies: 0/10.” 
I managed to hold out against a 
glorious zero waves on my first go, 
and as my men were pulverized and 
the screen faded to black, I planned 
how to better spread them out to 
hold the line. I was surprised to see 
the words, “mission complete.” It 
certainly didn’t feel that way.

But there is glory here, and there 
are heroes. Company of Heroes 2’s 
quieter missions are its most 
memorable. One level in Polish 
territory gave me control of a super-
sniper and a few squads of her 
resistance chums. Unlike most 
squads, the snipers would hold fire 
until directly ordered to shoot, 
making traversing the Polish forests 
a pleasingly efficient military 
exercise: move one set of snipers to 
the treeline to provide cover for 
another leapfrogging duo, before 
destroying an enemy squad with six 
carefully aimed bullets fired in a 
single devastating salvo.

Another level deposited me and a 
handful of ill-equipped conscripts in 
a freezing town, asking us to take 
down a near-indestructible Tiger 
tank with ingenuity and planning. 
This mission made good use of 
Company of Heroes 2’s true line-of-
sight: without eyes on my tanky 
target, I was left bumbling around 
in the cold. After a few of my squad 
were squished under its 70-ton 
tracks, I began to lay down tripwires 
and traps. Eventually crippling the 
big bastard caused a real-life 
fistpump, a gesture repeated when 
I got to shoot its driver, commandeer 
it, patch it up and drive it home.
These levels show CoH2’s moving 
parts working to drive the war 
machine forwards. 

They don’t always do that, though. 
The game is loaded with half-
explained and unintuitive systems. 
Four resources—manpower, fuel, 
munitions and population cap—
determine whether you’ll be able to 
call in new troops and vehicles. Of 
these, I ran out of munitions most 
regularly, using the red-colored 
numbers to perform special abilities 
such as launching sniper flares or 
sending IL2 fighter-bombers on 
strafing runs. Too often I sat around 
outside enemy encampments, 
waiting for my munitions to tick up 
to the point I could destroy my 
opponents in one barrage, rather 
than pick my way through a fortified 
position on foot. 

Meat puppets
Conscripts come in three distinct 
flavors: fresh ones are flimsy meat 
shields; Frontivik conscripts can be 
outfitted with close-range SMGs 
and Molotov cocktails; and penal 
battalions are almost the equal of 
trained soldiers. Calling conscripts 
into battle also furnishes your home 
base with a commissar for a time. 
Retreat a broken unit back to your 
home base with this commissar 
active, and he’ll shoot the 
deserters—an act that, for some 
crazy reason, increases your progress 
toward unlocking better conscripts. 

Relic wants you to jettison the 
remnants of battered squads, trading 
them off for better upgrades as the 
mission goes on, but the process isn’t 
properly explained or justified. It’s 
completely counterintuitive, the 
kind of design decision that 
should’ve been summarily shot in 
the head at an early stage in 
development: especially when the 
layout of some bases meant my 
cowardly retreaters were able to hide 
behind buildings to stay out of the 
commissar’s eyeline and avoid the 
death penalty.

There are other niggles. Penal 
battalion soldiers have satchel 
charges by default, and can be 
outfitted with rifle grenades at your 
home base. Both abilities are set to 
E. Pressing the hotkey in battle 
seemed to select one of the abilities at 
random, so that if I wanted to pop a 
tank with an infantry crew, I’d have 
to locate the squad I needed, click the 
ability and place the charge—all 
with the mouse—by which point the 
tank I was trying to destroy had 
usually spotted me fiddling with my 
explode-o-bag and scampered off.

A warning from history

How to use your troops to best effect

1 snipers snipe enemy 

mortar crew before 

they can fi re a shell.

2 Your mortar crew 

blinds machine gun 

with smoke shells.

3 shock squad pops 

smoke grenades to 

hide advance.

4 Conscripts advance 

around the fl ank to 

draw enemy fi re.

5 shock squad throws 

frag grenade from 

behind the smoke.

2

3

4

5

1
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Flashlight tanks weren’t so
useful in application.

There weren’t many
Ghostbusters deployed in WWII.

Weather can affect your campaign: if it’s cold 
enough, your soldiers will die of frostbite.

“Take that flag!” “Why?”
“Because I want it.”

The UI is busy and not
easily navigable.

He’s just realized how
bad the cutscenes are. 
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Those tiny meatbags 
are now tiny fireballs.

Three squads of men
trying to tell the time.

“When he pops his head out, we all 
shout, ‘Surprise!’ And then shoot him.”

Sometimes you need 
to use a lighter touch.

Lots of scenery is destructible,
assuming you’ve got explosives.

Objective: blow stuff up. Oorah!

Enemies don’t always make
the best use of cover.

Steve the stealthy
explosion.

It looked at me funny, so I blew it up.
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REVIEW

80
Company of Heroes 2 is 
the Ussr of real-time 
strategy games: huge, 
powerful and just a little 
bit broken.

◆ Expect to pay $60 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer relic entertainment ◆ Publisher sega

◆ Multiplayer Up to 4v4 ◆ Link www.companyofheroes.com

That’s if it was able to process that 
much information. CoH2’s AI is a bit 
suspect, leading to some confusing 
scenarios. I’m no expert in 
mechanized warfare, but I don’t 
think the Wehrmacht’s primary 
tank tactic on spotting enemy 
vehicles was to jam their steel 
charges into high gear and trundle 
towards the foe like affectionate 
puppies, stopping a few yards short 
with their thinly-armored ass 
flapping in the freezing breeze. 

It almost makes sense for the 
Germans’ heavier tanks to perform 
such ramming maneuver, but 
then the little tank destroyers have 
a tendency to do it too. German 
soldiers display a similar level of 
battlefield awareness, struck by a 
Wehrmacht-wide case of short-term 
memory loss. Grenadiers will hit the 
ground as one of their number is 
shot in the neck by a sniper, only to 
pop back out of cover a minute later, 
having forgotten about the leaking 
corpse that used to be Jürgen lying in 
the dirt next to them. 

Theatre of War
Pathfinding was also a problem 
for some of my troops. Had I not 
intervened when an anti-tank gun’s 
turret stretched a few yards past an 
overhang, I think most of the Red 
Army would still be stranded east of 
Warsaw. Luckily, these are the only 
technical problems: CoH2 ran 
smoothly on mid-range AMD and 
Intel CPUs, and came with the suite 
of graphical options you’d expect 
from such a PC-centric game.

Even that weak enemy AI is less of 
a problem than you’d expect. After 
the retreats of the campaign’s first 
third, the Red Army has time to 
coalesce and push back. For much 
of the rest of the story I was driving 
the steamroller inexorably closer to 
Berlin. Enemies in my path were 
like locks that I could choose to 
either smash through or delicately 
unpick. Against tougher foes, both 
approaches felt good.

Even better are CoH2’s Theatre of 
War missions. These are focused 
fights split into three categories: 
co-op scenarios, solo challenges and 
AI battles. Where Isakovich’s 
campaign story spans 14 missions, 
the Theatre of War has 18 missions 
for 1941 alone—the years progress 
as more battles are won—split 

between the German and Soviet 
sides. Where the main campaign can 
be bloated, these missions are 
exhilarating in their singular focus 
and multiple options. I played one 
solo challenge that asked me to level 
German buildings with long-range 
Katyusha rocket trucks supported 
by a small contingent of troops. On 
my first go I careened around the 
map, launching barrages before 
sacrificing squads to allow the 
Katyushas to escape. On my second 
attempt I worked out a solid firing 
solution and parked up in the middle 
of the level, able to rain rockety 
doom down on the marked buildings 
as my dug-in conscripts kept my 
Katyushas firing. Both attempts 
were successful.

Co-op missions are similarly 
freeform. Both generals can choose 
to mix and match similar forces and 
push together on their objectives, 
or to coordinate and specialize. This 
is Company of Heroes as an aggressive 
kid’s toybox, allowing you to either 
pull out your favorite soldiers to win 
the fight your way, or asking 
you to battle back against almost-
overpowering odds in a way the 
campaign rarely does.

I found most of the character and 
cleverness that was missing from 
CoH2’s campaign mode in these 
Theatre of War missions. I found 
even more in the game’s multiplayer: 
replacing the game’s slightly wonky 
AI with real humans makes for 
ludicrously tense matches, even if 
a few tactics—mortar spam, 

particularly—feel entirely too 
effective for their own good. Both 
Theatre of War missions and 
multiplayer matches feed back into a 
central character: your own general, 
an upgradable fellow who can select 
his combat bonuses, signature units 
and vehicle camouflage.

I went for a shock specialist (see 
“General Disarray”) for his ability to 
field flamethrower tanks: nasty little 
brutes that can rumble into fortified 
positions before squirting out jets of 
fire. Generals have buffs and boosts 
that can be switched out once you’ve 
unlocked them—my Soviet Guards 
now have a 5 percent health increase 
after I used the unit to kill 40 Panzer 
Grenadiers—creating a compulsion 
loop that means I’ve already plotted 
how I’m going to go back and kill the 
next 250 tiny, pretend people.

Despite the deficiencies I’ve 
pointed out here, I do want to go back 
and kill them. CoH2 takes its lessons 
from history literally. Like the Red 
Army it depicts, it wages its war by 
throwing everything forward at 
once, and too many casualties were 
left to die along the way. It’s 
sometimes clumsy, a game that can’t 
maintain all its systems, with too 
many disparate moving parts to feel 
consistently coherent. But the final 
result, despite the small losses along 
the way, is a winner. 

 The final 
result, despite 
the small 
losses along 
the way, is a 
winner. 

General Disarray

An example commander in CoH2’s online mode

Shock Rifl e 
Frontline 

Commander
this double-hard 

bastard is excellent 
at smashing through 

enemy lines.

IS-2 Heavy Tank
this monster is one of the most powerful units in the 

game. It’s slow, but can crush buildings with its bulk.

Incendiary Artillery Barrage
Drop horrifi c fi re on your opponents just to make sure 
they’re really, really dead.

KV-8 Flamethrower Tank
What’s worse than getting blown up by a tank? Getting 
burned to death by a tank. 

Anti-Tank Gun Ambush Tactics
pretend your anti-tank guns are innocuous bushes before 

popping out and shredding enemy armor.

Shock Troops
A squad of shock troops is useful in pretty much any 
scenario. this commander can call one in.
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REVIEW

 My foe has 
used a wiggly 

coast road to 
bypass my 

defenses. 

EUGENIUS
The Iron Curtain is drifting westward. Push it back in  
WARGAME: AIRLAND BATTLE by Tim Stone

R
AF Tornados wheel like 
hungry buzzards while 
a line of British Army 
Centurions push 
northward, pulverizing 

everything in their path. Another 
chunk of Denmark is on the verge 
of liberation when the bottom left 
corner of the mini-map suddenly 
contracts a bad case of the measles.

There are Soviet T-55s and BMPs 
running amok in my rear echelons! 
My foe has used a wiggly coast road 
to bypass my carefully placed 
defenses. I’m about to congratulate 
him on his cleverness when I 
remember I’ve been playing solo for 
the last hour. Eugen’s latest Cold 
War RTS features an unusually 
artful artificial adversary. 

Eugene—as I like to call the AI—
loves to attack from unexpected 
directions, understands the 
importance of recon and air cover, 
and isn’t afraid to turn coy when the 
situation warrants it. The sly devil 
will even use smoke shells to cover 
threats. Together with a visionary 
overhaul of the campaign system, he 
is evidence that the French devs care 

as much about their solitary 
customers as their sociable ones.

Those familiar with Wargame: 
European Escalation, the minor 
masterpiece that was Airland’s 
predecessor, won’t be surprised to 
hear that this is another fast-moving 
tactics game focused on maneuvers 
and territorial control rather than 
base building, resource gathering, 
and tech-tree clambering. 

Ta ctical suppor t
 Your watchtowers are keen-eyed 
scout cars and helicopters. Your HQs 
are the tracked or wheeled command 
vehicles necessary for seizing map 
zones. Strongpoints are the villages, 
towns, and thickets occupied during 
an advance. Depending on the mode, 
victories can be achieved by 
eliminating enemies, capturing a set 
number of zones, or destroying all 
hostile HQs.

In the new Scandinavian dynamic 
campaigns, all battles end rather 
abruptly at the 20-minute mark. The 
tight time limits seem restrictive 
until you realize that outright wins 
are rarely essential. Because 

campaigns run for up to 20 days and 
involve turn-based strategy map 
conquest, draws and defeats are 
delays and setbacks rather than 
exasperating cues to replay scripted 
scenarios. That East German 
battlegroup in Malmö might have 
survived 1,200 seconds of breathless 
British belligerence, but it has lost 
ground and weakened. Tomorrow 
you can attack again.

Embellishing the high-level 
strategy map decision making are 
interesting Europa Universalis-style 
event dialogs—should I transfer my 
Screamin’ Eagles battlegroup to 
off-map South Korea, in the hope it 
persuades Kim Il-sung to stay out of 
the European war?—and a tempting 
array of strategic instruments. The 
same territory-linked Political 
Points that fund the deployment of 
new battlegroups also pay for pre-
combat actions like recon sorties, 
naval bombardments and tactical 
nuclear strikes.

Like the single-player, multiplayer 
feels honed and brimming with 
possibilities—the handiwork of an 
experienced studio at the top of its 
game. Participate in one of the large 
team matches and you’ll find that 
inexperience is no obstacle to fun. 

While the player who memorizes 
the stats of all 800+ unit types will 
inevitably enjoy an advantage, a bit of 
common sense goes an awfully long 
way here: recon diligently, and don’t 
advance without some form of 
anti-air capability close at hand. 
AirLand’s survival secrets are simply 
the survival secrets of 20th century 
ground warfare. 

◆ Expect to pay $40 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Eugen Systems ◆ Publisher Focus Home Interactive

◆ Multiplayer Up to 20 players ◆ Link www.wargame-ab.com

87
Wargame Airland Battle is 
European Escalation 
escalated: more Cold War 
gear, more tactical tension, 
and more replayability. 

The battling bastards of Bravo 5 

Every killing field tells a story

1 A sawmill close to a crucial bridge. Borne by Hueys, 
my men occupied it swiftly.  

2 The hulks of Soviet BMPs and SPAAGs lost during 
multiple assaults on the mill.

3  Three doughty M60 tanks fi nally KO’d by rocket-
fi ring BM-21s and Hinds.

4  Five very shaken jarheads—all that remain of the 
infantry sent to secure Bravo 5.

5 A command jeep that somehow survived the 
slaughter. The zone remains mine! Just.

1

3

2

5

4

What is it?
A reality-rooted Cold War RTS 
with lots of maps, units, and a 

sophisticated campaign.  

Influenced by
Wargame: European Escalation 

Play it on
Dual-core CPU, 4GB RAM, 

Shader 3.0-capable video card 

Alternatively
RUSE, 84%

Copy protection
Online  

Need to know
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Somewhere down there, Björn and Benny 
are writing the best anti-war pop song ever.

“Excuse me, but your tank is blocking
the door to my rubble.”  

Running in a circle keeps
the deadly shrapnel at bay.

Controlling road junctions 
can be important.

Orders are best issued 
from a height... 

...and the results relished 
at ground level.

Helicopters like the Lynx aren’t
cheap; it hurts to lose one.

Eugene is a worthy 
artificial adversary.

An infantry-infested town 
is no place for choppers.

Vehicles automatically 
shelter in nearby vegetation. 

No flowerbeds or tiny
basketball hoops? How sad. 

Grad rockets—like using
a shotgun to kill ants.
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REVIEW

TWEET STREET
GRID 2  moves fast and handles like a dream, but won’t 
stop checking its Twitter feed by Nathan Ditum

T
here’s a long corner 
arching through a 
part of Grid 2’s sun-
drenched Californian 
track where a squirrel 

dashes across the road. It’s always at 
precisely the same point, and always 
just as your car lurches into the basin 
of a gentle drop and rise. And, 
despite racing that stretch of road 
30 or even 40 times, I still haven’t 
been able to hit it. 

And nor should I, really—it 
would be an unjustifiable act of 
violence, and more importantly 
some bloodied shreds might get 
stuck in a delicate part of the engine. 
But the squirrel is symbolically 
significant, even if it refuses to be 

run over. It speaks to Grid 2’s 
wonderful presentation, which is 
glistening and iridescent and other 
things your car would be if it was 
really clean. 

But it also embodies Grid 2’s 
biggest problem—that for all its top-
class visuals and excellent handling, 
somehow the game doesn’t seem to 
believe that just racing is interesting 
enough on 
its own. 

That’s why the Career mode, in 
the labored style of older TOCA 
titles, is propped up clumsily with 
a threadbare story. It’s not the 
existence of this narrative level that’s 
the problem, but more its brick-
subtle style—clunky live-action 
interludes courtesy of Grid 2’s ESPN 
sponsorship—and awkward social 
media buzzwording, with fans 
collected like a currency as your 
driver rises to prominence. 

It feels like a desperate stab at 
relevance, designed by someone who 
knows that likes, comments, and 
subscribers are important, but is 
unsure exactly why. 

Can you handle it?
Put the squirrel and the YouTube 
flirtation aside though, and Grid 2 is 
chock-full of good things. Central 
among them is the handling, which 
from the first few cars earned in your 
modest garage to the driveable 
fortunes won after a few successful 
seasons is punchy, weighty, and 
growling. (Can handling be 
growling? Yes.) 

It’s sophisticated enough to require 
an adjustment to the precise balance 
and purchase of each new vehicle, 
and to enable you to feel rather than 
simply see when you slide across 
different surfaces, whether it’s 
inching a tire into the grass, 

bumping over a raised curb, or 
rumbling across a gravel patch. But 
it’s a long shot from simulation, 
too—there’s no cockpit view, no 
driving aids and, whichever car 
you’re racing, the back end is always 
straining to kick out around the next 
corner. 

In other words, Grid 2 is designed 
for fun over accuracy, and as a bonus, 
it’s spectacular to look at. The cars 
approach photorealism in a way 
that’s difficult to describe without 
this review sounding like a Top Gear 
script, and the tracks—including 
bleached Miami, crackling Chicago, 
and atmospherically muted Paris—
give a highly textured depth to each 
event. The game runs very smoothly 
at 1920x1080 with all the graphics 
options turned up, never dropping 
below 60fps on my i5, Radeon 7850-
powered rig, even during first-corner 
traffic.

There’s decent variety to Grid 2’s 
grab-bag of events too, mixing up 
point-to-point races with closed 
road and track competitions and a 
handful of one-off promo events 
(like racing pickup trucks against 
the clock). What really keeps the 
experience fresh, though, is the 
admirably aggressive AI, which will 
happily nudge you cliffwards even 
on medium difficulty. And, as a 
welcome counterweight, it will also 
make realistic mistakes itself. 

It’s no replacement for the game’s 
12-player online races (which have a 
separate, less annoying experience-
point system) but it does ensure that 
the single-player career is always a 
challenge and never a grind. 

◆ Expect to pay $50 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Codemasters ◆ Publisher Codemasters

◆ Multiplayer 12-player online  ◆ Link www.gridgame.com

82
Grid 2 is an accomplished 
and gorgeous racer let 
down only by a bafflingly 
dumb Career mode 
narrative.

What is it?
A mixed-event road racer 

that blends arcade and 
sim-style handling. 

Influenced by
TOCA, DiRT

Play it on
i5 CpU, 4Gb rAm, radeon 
6770/GeForce GtX 550 ti

Alternatively
DiRT 3, 88%

Copy protection
steam 

Need to know

Tracking back 

Using the crash-rewinding flashbacks

Crash 1
Jostling for position at 
the fi rst hairpin corner. 

Hello trees!

Crash 2
Carrying too much 

speed into the bend, I 
discover my car can do 

a handstand. 

Squirrel
the squirrel appears. 
even though I expect 
it, I brake late for the 

corner and reset. 

Crash 3
pushing hard 
on the fi nal 

overtaking bend. 
A bit too hard, it 

turns out.
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Live Routes races have randomly altered 
laps, keeping you on your toes.

Look mom, no tires!

When this baby hits 88mph... 
you’re probably gonna hit a squirrel.

The lush visuals are complemented by 
a top-notch soundtrack.

Did I mention how 
good it looks? 

Twitter!

Codemasters calls its
control system “TrueFeel.”
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What is it?
A psychedelic twitch 

racer/shooter with an 
electronica soundtrack. 

Influenced by
Tempest, Rez, Burnout 

Play it on
i3 processor, DirectX 9c  
graphics card, 1GB RAM 

Alternatively
Space Giraffe, 92%

Copy protection
Steam

Need to know D
yad is beautiful. Spinning 
together a mesmerizing 
blend of music and image 

with tight and ever-shifting game 
rules, it’s one of the most beguil-
ing and uplifting games I’ve expe-
rienced. And that’s speaking as a 
Rez obsessive.

To describe it risks stripping some 
of the magic away, so bear with me. 
A way to start understanding Dyad 
would be to think of the classic 
arcade game Tempest, in the sense 
that you’re a ship that runs around 
the inner wall of a tube, and you kind 
of shoot enemies as you speed 
towards them. 

But with its fondness for 
psychedelic color and simple rulesets 
that develop into a complex whole, 
it’s closer to Jeff Minter’s Space 
Giraffe. But wait! Don’t let that scare 
you! It’s a lot more straightforward 
to play than that game, and anyway, 
it’s actually quite different. 

So also think Daytona and Burnout. 
Think about spending minutes 
unblinking, your eyes locked on the 
vanishing point, speeding on the fine 
threshold between control and 
chaos, threading your ship through 
gaps in obstacles that you can only 
just barely apprehend. Add a 
pounding electronica soundtrack 
that reacts to everything you do, and 
that’s Dyad, more or less.

Every level’s different, successively 
introducing new features and 
challenges. Some are time trials; in 
others you have to survive as long as 
you can, or perform a number of 
specific actions. First you learn the 
hook. This is the basic attack—line 
up your ship with an enemy and fire, 
and it’ll pull you towards it, 
increasing your speed. Hook two 
enemies of the same color in a row 
and you’ll get a bonus, but you’ll be 
slowed if you crash into any of them. 
Next, you learn the graze. Speed 

through the narrow circle around a 
hooked enemy and you’ll gain lance 
power, a boost that smashes through 
all enemies; the faster you go, the 
longer it’ll last.

By the time you’ve started to 
appreciate all this, you’re at the end 
of the first set of levels. The ruleset 
only broadens from here. You can 
create speed-boosting coils of zip 
lines by hooking two enemies of like 
colors. If you can hook triads 
accurately enough, they’ll also create 
zip lines. Chargers are enemies that, 
once hooked, pounce towards you, 
requiring a smart dodge before you 
can exploit their zip line trail. 
There’s color-based invulnerability 
too, and much, much more.

Maybe too much. Dyad is 
sometimes a little too restless—by 
the end all its ideas are available in 
concert, removing some of the 
precision necessary in earlier levels 
and subjecting you to maelstroms 
of color and enemies that require 
the invulnerability mechanic to 
get through. 

At its best though, Dyad’s intox-
icating speed and soundscapes are 
matched with finely articulated 
challenges that remind you how 
rarely games reach for the sublime. 

◆ Expect to pay $15 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Shawn McGrath ◆ Publisher ][ Games

◆ Multiplayer None ◆ Link www.dyadgame.com

With its visuals, music, 
and play all working in 
lockstep, this is the kind 
of game you can get 
completely immersed in.

86

SPEED RACER
DYAD blends audiovisual overload, amazing 
soundscapes, and  racing by Alex Wiltshire

Graze by passing through 
that circle.

Chargers spread their black 
arms to get you.

One of the composers is Proteus

co-designer David Kanaga.

Bear in mind this is happening 
at 1,000,000 mph.

Is that abstract art?

That pink bit is a zip 
line: it means SPEED.
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 This makes 
sense to 

someone 
somewhere, 
and i expect 

they live in 
the future. 

Stormy weather
ShootMania StorM  takes the simplicity of old-
school shooters and complicates it by Craig Pearson

S
hootMania was supposed 
to be the TrackMania of 
gun-games: a simple 
shooter in what’s become 
a tornado of killstreaks, 

unlocks, and customization. And it 
is, but only if you look at the parts 
where a mouse-click fires a gun at a 
bunny-hopping enemy. The rest is a 
rebuilding of the competitive FPS, 
but with an odd logic that suffuses 
everything from the menus to the 
movement. 

It’s clear I’m captive to publisher 
Nadeo’s eccentricities even before a 
shot is fired. ShootMania Storm’s 
menu screen is full of tiles. The 
biggest one is Storm, but to the right 
there’s a collection of smaller tiles 
with “Royal,” “Battle,” and “Joust” 
written on them, and to the far right 
there’s TrackMania Stadium, an 
entirely different game. Er, which 
one of these makes people explode?  

It takes some Googling to get my 
head around all this. The thing I’m 
looking at is the ManiaPlanet 
Launcher. Within that are Nadeo’s 
games, with ShootMania Storm and 
TrackMania in the larger tiles, and 
game modes in the smaller tiles. To 

play a game mode—some of which I 
have to guess at from the (mostly 
unhelpful) titles—I need to select 
what I want to play before entering 
the game, although it also appears 
that I can just hop into Storm and 
find every mode available in the 
server browser. This makes sense to 
someone somewhere, and I expect 
they live in the future and solve 
crimes before they occur. Whatever 
happened to a server-browser? 

Storm on the horizon
ShootMania does have one, but you 
can’t reorder the current games by 
player-count or ping, just by 
geographical region and game type. 
It’s also ordered, apparently, by 
player skill-level, which Nadeo keeps 
track of for matchmaking. I finally 
hop into a game of Royal, which I 
understand is the most basic game 
mode—and at that time was the 
most populated game mode—but 
even then it’s not just deathmatch. 

Royal is fought in a massive arena: 
players are shoved out to the edges, 
equidistant from a central pole. That 
pole activates a storm that starts on 
the edge of the map and then 

contracts, forcing all the players 
closer and closer together. It’s 
hilariously dramatic. 

Matches begin like horse races, 
with everyone bolting out of their 
little cubby hole towards the goal. In 
this instance I can’t even see the pole, 
just a huge wall that blocks my path.  
I stop and look around, watching 
everyone else flying upwards. Jump-
pads! I follow them up, trailing by a 
few steps. I land on the bottom lip of 
a sloping hill that leads up to where 
the pole should be, although I still 
can’t see it from here. Because I’ve 
taken a few extra moments to orient 
myself, I’m being ignored. Everyone 
is fighting everyone else. 

It looks like a fairly simple game of 
precise shooting and dodging, but 
when I finally pluck up the courage 
to get involved I’m sluggish and off-
pace. Others are demonstrably 
swifter. Then I notice the Stamina 
bar and it all makes sense: jump and a 
little bit of stamina drains; spam the 
spacebar (or right-mouse button) and 
it’ll drop swiftly. This keeps bunny-
hopping in check, but the Stamina 
bar is also tied to sprint. 

In order to sprint, you first need to 
jump, take your finger off the jump 
button, then hit it once again just 
before you land and you’ll run for a 
short time, but cover a lot of ground. 
It also has a third use, which I 
discover when I run toward the top 
of the hill and fall down into a huge 
hole. It’s like the prison from The 
Dark Knight Rises: a hole in the 
ground with rooms and corridors off 
to the side, with the pole at the 
bottom. As I fall I hit the spacebar. 
For a few moments, I glide. 

It saves me, as I glide into an 
unused corridor and avoid the fight 
for the pole below. It’s fun being a 
spectator of ShootMania: missed 
shots burn lines of glowing plasma 
into the air, and people fade when 
they die, leaving a transparent, 

What is it?
multiplayer-only Fps that tries 

to evoke classic shooters.  

Influenced by
Quake, Unreal Tournament

Play it on
2.40GHz CpU, 4Gb rAm, 

GeForce 8800 Gs/
radeon HD 3850

Alternatively
Unreal Tournament 2004, 88%

Copy protection
Online 

need to know

GUWhy? 

ShootMania Storm’s eye-jarring interface 

1  server menu 
(jukebox, etc.)

2 team scores

3 time left

4 server logo

5 server map 
rotation 
information

6 server map 
voting

7 server  
timezone

8   server  
  selection

9   role

10 server leader

11  Captured poles

12 Donation bar

13 sprint

14 Armor

15 Ammo

16 Chat

17 role (again)
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The GUI, or the aftereffect of
a firework going off in your face?

It’s a very otherwordly place: the Middle-
East invaded by Daft Punk.

Don’t go toward the light!
Come back to us!

The central pole. 
Worth dying for? 

The replay editor is a good place 
to take sexy screenshots. 

“Help! My suit is stuck on 
demonstration mode!”
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Tunnels can either be handy
shortcuts or deathtraps.

Even this close, people 
are tough to take out.

The Iron Man Recreation Society 
takes things very seriously.

The winner’s podium! 
Where am I? 

The storm is closing in, 
forcing everyone together. 

I’m so excited to see the pole 
that I immediately catch fire.

ShootMania’s matchmaking system 
means there’s always someone to kill.
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73
A good shooter that’s 
buried under a baffling 
UI, confusing rulesets, 
and a movement scheme 
that’s needlessly complex. 

◆ Expect to pay $20  ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Nadeo ◆ Publisher Ubisoft

◆ Multiplayer Up to 220 players (so far) ◆ Link www.maniaplanet.com/shootmania

glassy outline for a few moments. I 
stay here watching the fight for a bit 
before leaping into it. Movement 
isn’t the only action that’s tied to an 
energy system—shooting is too. It’s 
not as complicated, but you do need 
to take care not to spam away the 
weapon’s charge—usually four shots 
per charge—which I have a 
tendency to do. In fact, I tend to 
spam weapons and jump at the same 
time, which in ShootMania will leave 
you as vulnerable as a newborn. 

So there I am, powerless and 
sluggish and in the center of a map 
with an encroaching stormfront, 
doing everything not be shot. And 
to be fair, I’m not. I die instead by 
running at a wall, trying to pull off a 
walljump, when the storm rips right 
through it. A few other fights on the 
level were informative: the incoming 
storm, while a good way to make 
sure there’s always a fight for control 
of the level, usually means that 
games end with two people in close 
proximity on either side of the pole 
shooting at each other. This reduces 
ShootMania’s dynamism to a 
comedic, close-quarters duel. 

I also discover that, while you 
can’t select your weapons, most 
levels have zones where the two 
other guns—an instagib railgun 
and an explosive sticky balls 
launcher—are engaged. You don’t 
have control of this: it just happens 
when you’re in a designated area. 
The railgun zone removes your 
ability to jump, because it’s hugely 
powerful. Of all the movement 
eccentricities of ShootMania, this 
was the one that most hindered my 
intentions—I’d be frozen to the spot 
instead of leaping dramatically out 
of the way. 

i like to move it
But there were moments where all 
the mangled movement clicked: I’d 
dodge plasma blasts while riding this 
strange gust of wind the control 
system seems to invoke. It feels like 
it was built for speedruns and frag 
videos; made for people with 
preternatural skill who can keep up 
with the zippy turns and can lead 
their target perfectly. You feel swift, 
deadly and accurate. You take shots 
on instinct, and watch players fall 
away as you sweep on. 

The replay mode, which enables 
you to grab any game you’ve played 

online, is something I spent a lot of 
time fiddling with, rewatching those 
moments where I’ve felt like a force of 
nature. It’s something the 
community has embraced. There 
are molecules of wall-jumping and 
rocket-jumping deep within 
ShootMania’s DNA, those old 
glitches gone pro, and they’ve been 
teased out in the Obstacle maps. 
They’re not official, but they were 
the second-most played after Royal 
for the time I was playing. You don’t 
even fight—instead you attempt to 
defeat a series of increasingly difficult 
physical challenges, a string of 
awkward jumps that requires a keen 
under-standing of ShootMania’s 
bespoke movement rules to defeat. 
These maps are a good place to stop 
off if you’re struggling with the 
controls. 

Because it’s a game with an easy 
editor that rests on the community’s 
creativity, levels can vary wildly in 
quality and size. The symmetrical 
design of Royal means there’s not a 
lot of balance issues to fret over, 
which is quite refreshing in an FPS. 
It frees the modders to think about 
how to best build for leapy, speedy, 
agile players. Most Royal arenas are 
huge, with everyone launched into 
the air at the start. Other modes are 
more straightforward: I joined a 
Battle game, which is basically team 
deathmatch with a bunch of shifting 
capture points. It’s by far the best 
mode, with the continually rotating 
capture points making each game an 
interesting tactical test. 

Another favorite of the 

community, Elite mode, has one 
attacker playing against three 
defenders, and is remarkably 
satisfying to win. It’s balanced by the 
selection of weapons, with the 
attacker getting the railgun and the 
defenders struggling with the rocket 
launcher. If you’re on the attacking 
team, you’ll have to sit the round out 
and watch your teammate fight on his 
own. It’s resolved swiftly though, so 
it’s not frustrating. 

Combo is even more bizarre, an 
experimental mode full of collectible 
drops. The most important part is 
that you need to kill both members 
of the opposing team within a time 
limit, so when the first dies the 
second must be killed within a few 
seconds or the match continues. 
Cool? Yes, but there are barely 
any servers playing it. 

Nadeo is trying to evolve a game 
and genre, but the community is 
small. It’s working with a niche, so 
whatever it makes is unlikely to make 
a big difference to the wider FPS 
world. Making a game that’s initially 
baffling doesn’t help when you’re 
attempting to entice a new set of 
players, either. 

It’s good, but it’s basically built to 
emulate what it’s like to be a pro-
Quake player, and in doing so it 
misses the point of the games it’s 
attempting to remake. They were 
simple, and ShootMania isn’t. 

 There were 
moments 
where all the 
mangled 
movement 
clicked. 

Sprint hint 

A normal Fps compared with ShootMania’s sprint function

Shift

Space

norMaL 
FPS

ShootMania 
StorM

Space

WOOSH!

WOOSH!
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What is it?
4X—explore, expand, exploit 

and exterminate —turn-based 
strategy in space.

Influenced by
Galactic Civilizations

Play it on
Core 2 Duo, 3GB RAM, GeForce 

8800/Radeon X1900 

Alternatively
Endless Space, 82%

Copy protection
Steam

Need to know A
s far as space-set turn-based 
strategy games go, Galactic 
Civilizations II has long been 

universal overlord. StarDrive aims to 
knock GalCiv II off its celestial 
perch. Impressively, it makes a good 
attempt at doing so.

The biggest difference is that it’s 
real-time, not turn-based like a 
traditional 4X game, which makes 
galactic domination mightily hectic. 

The game has eight standard races, 
which you can play or customize as 
you slowly build up a galactic empire 
by colonizing planets, backstabbing 
races, and researching tech. Each 
race has various spaceship layouts, 
different behaviors, and absolutely 
delightful diplomatic behavior when 
played by the AI. StarDrive has 
learned from both GalCiv and Civ, so 
the presentation, especially of the 
enemy races, is superb: their 
behavior meshes perfectly with the 
quirky character design, whether it’s 

the symbiotic Cordrazine bots with 
their distracted Owlok slaves or the 
wolfish Vulfar growling over even 
the nicest diplomatic communiqué.

Less superb is the accessibility. 
The tutorial seems to have fallen into 
a black hole, but the developers have 
put a video tutorial online and a very 
basic set of instructions. Add to that 
an interface that it’d be generous to 
call obscure (how and why would 
you directly control a ship?) and 
you’re going to struggle playing 
StarDrive at first. Thankfully, an 
awful lot of work can be done for you 
once you find the AI button.

The standout mechanic is ship 
design. Like GalCiv II, new research 
advances unlock new components. 
Unlike GalCiv II’s modular 
structure, each ship here is like a 
miniature SimCity—you have to 
ensure each component has enough 
power routed to it, guns have enough 
ammo, armor is covering 

everything, and that warp drives 
aren’t missing moody Scottish 
engineers. The lack of any tutorial 
means many of your ships are likely 
to be abortive structures, like the 
spare Ripleys in Alien: Resurrection 
that are missing vital components. 
I found myself using the 
standardized ships because they 
just worked.

Beyond that, the diplomacy, 
combat, and research are all 
workable, if unexciting. And 
although the developers are working 
hard to bug-fix, there were still some 
outstanding problems at the time of 
writing. Many players, especially 
those on more obscure hardware 
setups, have had problems playing 
the game at all or suffer regular 
crashes. Similarly, toward the 
endgame StarDrive suffers from 
excessive slowdown, especially in 
large galaxies. 

StarDrive is mostly the work of one 
man—an admirable feat, but not a 
factor in impartially appraising the 
end product, however great the 
human interest story is. This game is 
fun, complex and only going to get 
better, but the odd mishmash of 
polish and crudeness mean GalCiv II 
is still captain of the fleet. 

◆ Expect to pay $30 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Zero Sum Games ◆ Publisher Iceberg Interactive

◆ Multiplayer None ◆ Link www.stardrivegame.com

Some omissions and 
flaws, but balanced by 
excellent alien races and 
ship design. A welcome 
addition to the crew.

78

MOSTLY HARMLESS
STARDRIVE has been kickstarted into the captain’s 
chair—but can it handle the pressure? by Dan Griliopoulos

Planetary battles use an
incomprehensible grid system.

The Ralyeh Devoted are both followers of 
Cthulhu and bringers of great puns.

Ships you’ve designed can crop up on
the other side in later games. 

Diplomacy is simple and mostly 
ineffective. Espionage is better.

Battles are, thankfully, 
mostly automated.
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What is it?
A smart and satisfying 

Wild West FPS that’s just a 
teeny bit meta. 

Influenced by
Arcade shooters, Bastion 

Play it on
Core 2 Duo, 4GB RAM,

GeForce 650/ Radeon HD 6670

Alternatively
Metro: Last Light, 80%

Copy protection
Steam/Uplay

Need to know S
ilas Greaves is probably full of 
crap, but that’s OK. He’s a 
bounty hunter with a million 

stories to tell, and happy to share 
them for a whisky or five. Like the 
times he rode with Billy The Kid, or 
when he won the praise of Indian 
magic men, or that shootout he had 
with Butch Cassidy and the 
Sundance Kid (simultaneously). In 
short, tales of hanging out with just 
about every celebrity in the Wild 
West—and convenient excuses for 
why nobody can quite remember 
seeing him there.

This isn’t just a framing device for 
Gunslinger’s nine missions, but a big 
part of what helps this downloadable 
budget game wash away the foul 
taste of Call of Juarez: The Cartel. As 
expected, it’s a linear shooter set in a 
romanticized version of the Wild 
West (which the game itself at one 
point admits is complete nonsense). 
It’s also a game Greaves and his 

audience comment on throughout, 
the narration routinely changing the 
world to fit the story on the fly. At 
one point, for instance, you fight 
through a mine full of dynamite that 
only an idiot would go into with guns 
blazing. “That’s why I didn’t,” rasps 
Greaves, rewinding the story to tell 
it properly. 

This doesn’t disguise the linearity, 
but it does make the straight path 
much more interesting. My only big 
complaint about the execution—
aside from the fact that the dialog 
was recorded as individual lines, and 
so usually fails to mesh into a smooth 
narrative—is that Techland didn’t 
use this gimmick on a full-budget 
game with scope for even bigger, 
more varied set-pieces.

Restricting Juarez to raw gunplay 
certainly doesn’t hurt it, because the 
shooting is excellent. While not 
rewriting the rules of FPS, there’s a 
real weight to the weapons, while the 

action is a mix of regular shootouts 
and switching to a special slow-mo 
Concentration mode to take out 
whole groups in the blink of an eye. 
This ability regenerates quickly, 
providing an interesting power 
balance where you can’t take much 
damage, but regularly get to go full 
Angel of Death on whole crowds. 
There’s also a clever system where, 
with enough charge, you get a 50/50 
chance of dodging a slowed-down 
incoming bullet that would normally 
be lethal. Get it right and you stay in 
the fight.

Combined, the two parts work 
beautifully. The story keeps things 
slightly off-balance and constantly 
offers up interesting moments, while 
the minute-by-minute gunplay 
makes murdering your way through 
that story intensely satisfying. 

Yes, the graphics—and the 
cutscenes illustrated with static, 
hand-drawn images—are constant 
reminders that this is a budget game. 
Far from being diminished by that, 
however, Gunslinger impresses with 
just how well it spent its pennies. 
And, more impressively still, it makes 
the idea of another Call of Juarez 
game at some time in the future 
surprisingly appealing. 

◆ Expect to pay $15◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Techland ◆ Publisher Ubisoft

◆ Multiplayer None ◆ Link http://bit.ly/11YQzp1

Don’t mistake price
for quality—this is a 
top-notch shooter,  
limited in resources but
not in heart.

84

PARTIAL RECALL
CALL OF JUAREZ: GUNSLINGER tells how the 

West was fun by Richard Cobbett

Slow-mo basically turns
you into a Time Lord.

Bullets rip through your
paper-thin stories.

Because “William The
Manchild” sounds worse.

“The explosives cart will protect
us! Just as long as it doesn’t exp-”

Duels. Much less annoying 
than in CoJ: Bound in Blood.

Phew. Don’t see 
my name on it.
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What is it?
 Low-budget action RPG with 

B-movie appeal. 

Influenced by
 Chronicles of Riddick, 

Mass Effect 

Play it on
2GB RAM, 512MB graphics 

card with Shader 4.0 

Alternatively
The Witcher 2, 89%

Copy protection
 Online activation, Steam 

Need to know A
re you ready to step into 
the dusty boots of Roy 
Temperance, the toughest 

man to ever get repeatedly 
slaughtered on medium difficulty? 
Are you prepared to wrestle with an 
exuberant camera that gets so over-
excited in combat it can’t remember 
if this is a third-person game, or one 
where you don’t really need to see 
anything at all? And are you happy to 
tolerate the quirks of a UI that was 
designed by someone with a grudge 
against human convenience? 

If so, you should consider Mars: 
War Logs—a budget game that’s 
more entertaining than all my 
complaints about it would seem to 
imply.

Roy is a gruff, leather-clad cowboy 
in a Mars penitentiary. He takes our 
narrator, Innocence Smith (actual 
name) under his protection, and 
plots their escape. There’s a strong 
whiff of morality. The mutant race 

Dust are treated like slaves, and 
“serum” found in human blood is 
treated like money. But a modest 
development budget led to a game 
world that an estate agent would 
describe as “cozy,” with a lot of time-
wasting backtracking. 

Combat is a mix of action-response 
and hotkey-assigned gimmicks. 
Your basic pipe-thwacking combat 
involves a simple attack, a guard-
breaking kick, a block, and an evasive 
roll. Button-mashing is suicide: the 
game buffers attack commands, so 
impatient clickers like myself need to 
learn to calm down. 

As the enemy gangs get bigger, 
melee stops being an option. Stealth 
can thin the mobs or clean up entire 
areas. Crowd control comes from 
stunning attacks and grenades. 
Some battles are triggered by 
conversation trees, giving you a 
chance to liberally cover the floor in 
exploding traps, right under your 

enemy-to-be’s nose. Then, simply 
call him an ass and run away. It’s 
cheap but it’s valid. Don’t judge me.

In the second chapter, you gain 
Technomancy: a kind of single-
element magic providing some easily 
interrupted slow-cast spells. Most of 
the pleasure from War Logs is gained 
from abandoning one tactic for 
another, and breaking a long chain of 
deaths. Most of the frustration is 
gained from running in circles 
trying to regenerate health like a 
cross between Wild Bill Hickok and 
Benny Hill.

There’s plenty wrong: the facial 
animation’s descent into the uncanny 
valley, the stilted delivery of the 
awkward script, a clumsy UI that 
forces you to craft items one at a 
time. And let’s not forget that 
camera. There’s also the rushed final 
act, and the fact that I did all the side 
missions yet never got my reputation 
above neutral.

There’s also a B-movie charm to 
War Logs. It’s clumsily goodhearted, 
and has a couple of great moments 
where you feel like you’re affecting 
the world. It’s something of a 
surprise to find that I left the 
game genuinely fond of its big, 
fractionally-realized ambition. 

◆ Expect to pay $20 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Spiders ◆ Publisher Focus Home Interactive

◆ Multiplayer None ◆ Link www.mars-thegame.com

Kudos for the ambition 
and price, but Mars: War 

Logs needs more work. 
A game that almost 
succeeds in spite of itself.

66

MARS TECHNICA
MARS: WAR LOGS is awkward, uncertain, and oddly 
compelling—like an ugly, red Bambi by Jon Blyth

Companions can occupy a 
couple of evil henchmen.

The Mole Queen highlights how badly 
this game does boss battles.

“Can you help me look for 
my contact lens?”

“Man, I’m not going to 
that poodle parlor again.”

Can I kill your rabid armored 
shrimp dog with a pipe, please?
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Green FinGered

CrOSSed WireS

◆ Expect to pay $15 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Space Bullet Dynamics Corp 

◆ Publisher In-house ◆ Multiplayer Co-op ◆ Link www.space-bullet.com

The impression is of a game 
approximating the scientific process: 
test theory, conduct multiple 
experiments, get unexpected result, 
revise theory, continue cycle. 
However, the unpredictable 
elements remove control from the 
player just enough that failures can 
feel like the game’s fault. There’s 
little incentive to dive back in at 
these points—you did nothing 
wrong, yet you lost. 

As you play, you do learn ways of 
mitigating these frustrations. 
Failures are less frequent, patterns 
emerge and you can manipulate 
systems sufficiently to open up more 
of the game’s world. Starseed Pilgrim 
is composed of interesting elements 
and neat twists, but suffers from the 
assumption that you can 
encourage exploration 
simply by refusing to tell 
the player what to do. 

radiates from the radio’s location. As 
its battery life is short, Bolt has to 
constantly move it between power 
points so that agents can reposition 
and meet objectives; move out of 
range and they effectively become 
Agent Useless. This radio chess and 
the way it forces you to effectively 
herd your agents everywhere quickly 
becomes tiresome.

The quirky art style is like a ’70s-
era Eastern Bloc cartoon, and uses a 
color palette I’ve not seen since the 
Cold War days. Although there is 
some enjoyable audio and the multi-
screen idea is clever, the confusion 
the latter creates is compounded by 
the nebulous stealth, clunky 
animation, and erratic AI. The 
ambition of Signal Ops is admirable, 
but playing it is like  
trying to paint your 
hallway through the 
mailbox. 

S
tarseed Pilgrim begins with a 
determined opacity. Hit the 
spacebar to plant seeds, then 

explore—and never you mind to 
what end. You spawn on a floating 
block; a portal takes you to a seedbed 
in space, gradually decaying as 
corruption spreads upwards. You 
start planting to escape and quickly 
discover the mechanics. Different 
seeds grow in different ways: orange 
ones make straight lines, light green 
are meandering snakes, pink yield 
more seeds, and so on. 

The plants grow to algorithms that 
range from the predictable to the 
seemingly random, and the seed you 
planted hoping it would bridge a 
certain gap often spirals in a totally 
different direction. Eventually you 
reach a star block hovering in empty 
space. Goal achieved, right? Except 
that the game instantly becomes 
something entirely different. 

I
t’s a shame that the cornerstone 
of Signal Ops’ design ends up 
being its most irritating 

feature—a strategy game in which 
you remotely command a squad of 
six specialist field agents through a 
series of stealth missions is such a 
promising idea.

As Commander of Signal Ops 
Facility 7c, your espionage work is 
carried out in the name of the Dark 
Father, leader of a government 
division called The Church. Rather 
than leading in the field, you call the 
shots from in front of a bank of 
monitors, sending orders to your 
agents—Bolt, Spy, Wrench, Scope, 
Shield, and Demo—via their 
individual audio/visual feeds.  

Agent Bolt, the radio operator, is 
the key to everything, which is where 
the problem lies. Agents only remain 
effective if they stay in radio contact, 
range indicated by a green circle that 

◆ Expect to pay $6 ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Droqen  

◆ Publisher Droqen’s Games ◆ Multiplayer None ◆ Link www.starseedpilgrim.com

YouÕll find no instructions on StarSeed 

PilgrimÕs seed packet by Philippa Warr

Radio kills the videogame in Space BulletÕs 
Signal OPS by Jon Morcom
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That just about sums up the 
game’s attitude to structure.

The lack of predictable results takes some 
of the satisfaction out of the game.

Some heavy stuff is going 
down in the briefing room.

Select an agent’s screen to 
move him or issue a command.
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What is it?
The fi rst substantial expansion 

to BioWare’s Star Wars MMO. 

Influenced by
The Old Republic, to a fault. 

Play it on
2GHz dual core CPU, 1.5GB RAM, 

256MB video card 
Alternatively
Guild Wars 2, 94%

Copy protection
Online

Need to know T
he Old Republic’s first 
expansion delivers something 
that most players believed 

would arrive within six months of 
the game’s release: a meaningful 
expansion to the personal storylines 
that originally drew them to (and 
through) the game. 

Rise of the Hutt Cartel adds a new 
planet for level 50 characters and 
extends the cap to 55. Depending on 
your faction, you’ll play a particular 
role in an unfolding drama on the 
Hutt world of Makeb, which is 
embroiled in civil war and on the 
brink of environmental catastrophe.

If you’ve played enough of TOR to 
be eligible for the new content, you’ll 
know how this works. You follow the 
main narrative arc through a series 
of zones, picking up side-quests and 
completing bonus series as you go. 
Makeb follows BioWare’s template 
for late-game planets to a close 
degree, and it’s a real shame that the 

developers didn’t use this 
opportunity to mix things up. I 
wanted more than another Belsavis 
or Corellia to burn through in a 
couple of sessions, and grinding out 
another three-stage bonus series 
upon arrival on Makeb’s surface 
reminded me why I drifted away 
from TOR.

On the positive side, Makeb is a 
pleasant place to explore. The area is 
divided into a series of rocky, 
temperate islands, and the sight of 
Hutt palaces jutting out of distant 
cliffsides shows off the quality of 
TOR’s art direction. There’s a 
definite thrill to returning to a 
favorite character, too. The 
beginning of the story explicitly 
acknowledged all the choices I’d 
made at the conclusion of my 
Imperial Agent’s personal narrative, 
and I appreciated the opportunity to 
take him out for one last, well-
produced mission.

There’s one new ability for every 
class, ranging from the dramatic to 
the mundane: Bounty Hunters and 
Troopers get a shoulder-mounted 
cannon, while Agents and Smugglers 
have to make do with the power to, 
um, do a forward roll. There’s also a 
new level 55 operation, although it’s 
short and can be burned through 
quickly by dedicated raiders.

I still enjoy TOR, almost despite 
myself. Makeb might be a world 
under threat of collapse, but the 
game itself has felt that way for 
months. BioWare’s free-to-play 
implementation is generous on paper 
but obnoxious in practice, to the 
extent that if you’re a lapsed player 
thinking of coming back for Rise of 
the Hutt Cartel—i.e., pretty much the 
only type of person for whom this 
review is relevant—then I’d strongly 
advise you to factor in the price of a 
month’s subscription alongside the 
cost of the expansion itself before 
committing. 

Hutt Cartel shares TOR’s strengths 
and its weaknesses, and those who 
variously enjoyed and tolerated them 
the first time around will find 
something here, but don’t expect a 
revolution—and, to be honest, don’t 
expect the reignited affair to last. 

◆ Expect to pay $20 ($10 for subscribers) ◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer BioWare ◆ Publisher EA

◆ Multiplayer It’s an MMO ◆ Link www.swtor.com

Rise of the Hutt Cartel is 
decent in its own right, but 
ultimately too little too 
late for all but the most 
dedicated fans.

63

JIBBA JABBA
RISE OF THE HUTT CARTEL isnÕt quite enough to 
restore a once-great empire by Chris Thursten

DOWNLOADABLE CONTENT

Fair enough, this does 
make me feel like a badass.

You’ll still shoot mercenaries
until numbers come out.

The production values are
impressive in places.

A Nightmare Beast in a 
volcano? A little bit showy.

“Hang on guys, just 
checking my retweets.”
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Divine

Shooting gallerieS

◆ Expect to pay $15  Release Out now ◆ Developer Treyarch ◆ Publisher Activision  

◆ Multiplayer Up To 12 ◆ Link www.bit.ly/11e5Waz

presents unique angles and 
opportunities for exploration.

The new raiding mechanic adds  
a bit of pressure to large realms with 
wild frontiers, and allows a way for 
weak tribal leaders to pillage their 
way to relevance. Add to that a 
revised tech system that eschews the 
“set it and forget it” approach for 
more active decision making, and it 
almost feels like they should just slap 
a “III” onto the end and call it a 
sequel.

The Old Gods does just about 
everything you could ask for in a 
sandbox strategy game expansion, 
and with far fewer initial bugs and 
technical issues than any previous 
release for the series. Quirky balance 
issues can crop up, but they won’t be 
a thorn in the side of any 
but the most historically 
purist players. Odin 
would be proud. 

The other multiplayer levels are 
solid but don’t add significantly to 
the base game. Encore is set in a 
London concert venue, and Vertigo 
on a high rooftop. The combination 
of tight corridors with open choke 
points and split-level verticality has 
been done elsewhere with less style 
but more substance.

There’s also a new Zombies map, 
Mob of the Dead, in which four 
gangsters must escape an Alcatraz 
filled with ghouls. With the new 
mechanics like Afterlife, where dead 
players briefly become ghosts who 
are superpowerful but earn no 
points, this could have been great. 
Sadly, it’s spoiled by obscure goals 
and badly explained play elements.

There’s nothing wrong with 
Uprising, but neither is 
there enough right with it 
to make it worthwhile for 
any but serious fans. 

C
rusader Kings II’s fifth 
expansion leaps ashore with 
playable pagans in tow. The 

strategy game’s earliest start date has 
been rolled back from comparatively 
civilized 1066 to the dark days of 867 
AD. Across-the-board systems 
improvements are gilded and sewn 
on top, making the world feel 
exciting, dangerous and fresh in any 
era, even to the most dedicated CKII 
veterans. 

Nearly every part of the base 
game’s politicking, war-waging,  
and family-murdering has been 
expanded upon or refined in what  
is undoubtedly CKII’s biggest and 
best expansion yet. Newly unlocked 
Norse, Finnish, Baltic, Tengri, 
Slavic, and African pagans, as well as 
Zoroastrians, all have unique events, 
decisions, and abilities. The Norse 
definitely got the dire wolf’s share of 
the attention, but each new faith 

C
all of Duty is a series I associate 
with gritty urban realism and 
slick orgies of multiplayer 

violence. So it’s surprising to discover 
that Uprising, the latest Black Ops II 
DLC, consists of gimmicky maps 
and celebrities slaughtering zombies.

The best addition is Studio, a film 
set where combatants romp through 
pulp movie worlds. Fighting past 
dinosaurs, aliens, and pirates is fun 
enough, but the map specializes in 
mind tricks: with optical illusions, 
moving target dummies, and very 
flimsy wood masquerading as solid 
cover, you’ll need to stay as alert to 
the scenery as to your enemies.

In Magma you battle in a Japanese 
village devastated by a volcano. It’s 
full of corners, tunnels, and hiding 
places. It also looks spectacular—but 
the lava never moves and new fires 
never start. It’s feels like a missed 
opportunity.

◆ Expect to pay $15◆ Release Out now ◆ Developer Paradox Development Studio  

◆ Publisher Paradox Interactive ◆ Multiplayer Up to 32 ◆ Link www.bit.ly/1982ZKu

Crusader Kings ii: The Old gOds 

sacrifices the weak, not quality by TJ Hafer

COd: BO2 - uprising manages to fall down 
on multiple levels by Matt Thrower

90

61

867AD: far less of the religion map  
is painted in Pope Hat Off-White.

The new hands-on tech
system is a big improvement.

Oddly, this causeway 
never melts.

Don’t look down.
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 M
ost games make you press R to 
reload. Receiver makes you press Q, 
E, R, T, Z and V, and by doing so helps 

you to play the role of a world-weary 
cyberpunk hero. That’s quite a trick.

Receiver is a first-person shooter made in 
just seven days. It takes place on a series of 
plainly modeled rooftops; its world is 
inhabited by turrets and flying, electrocuting 
hover drones; and your only goal is to collect 
11 cassette tapes.

It’s the guns that make it fascinating. 
Receiver’s three handguns are simulated 
down to their individual components. If you 
want to reload, then you press E to remove 
the magazine, and then tilde to holster the 
pistol itself. You press Z multiple times to slip 

PREPARED FOR THE COMING MINDKILL IN RECEIVER

 The button presses turn it into 
a trembling-hand simulator.  

any spare bullets you’ve found into the 
magazine, tilde to get your gun back out, 
and press Z again to insert the magazine 
back inside. Then you hit T to load the 
chamber, V to turn off the safety, and F to 
raise the hammer.

This greater degree of fidelity in the 
game’s representation of its arsenal is what 
I’d normally call realistic and move on, but 
what’s remarkable about the system isn’t 
that it’s more accurate. It’s that it helps you 
assume the role of a character. 

This is partly because it introduces a mini 
learning curve to parts of first-person 
shooting normally taken for granted. It’ll 
take an hour to remember all the switches 
and buttons, but at that point you’ll feel a 
sense of mastery closer to fine-grain unit 
control in a strategy game than striking a 
headshot in a shooter. It’s partly because the 
complexity of the guns 
makes reloading a 
challenge. There’s no way 
to do it while sprinting, so 
you have to rapidly tap W 
to maintain speed.

In a typical situation, you’ll enter an atrium 
and be spotted by a hover drone, which 
immediately begins to race towards you. 
You fire twice, hit it once, but fail to damage 
its motor—because, by the way, the 
machines you’re fighting are simulated as a 
collection of individual components too.

Then you run out of bullets, because you 
were lazy and so ill-prepared for this 
encounter. You feel the panic you’d normally 
feel in front of your computer—shouting a 
series of swears and running away—but 
because of the reload system, your 
character in the game appears panicked, 
too. You run away and hide round a corner, 
and then struggle to remember the buttons 
you need to press. No time to think. Take the 
magazine out—or if it’s the revolver, shake 
out the empty shells from the chamber—
and, damn, fumble with it and drop it on the 

ground by mistake. The 
half-dozen button presses 
required turn it into a 
trembling-hand simulator.

When you finally get the 
bullets and magazine 

Press F, !, * and K 
to swear loudly.

READ ME

RELEASED June 18, 2012
OUR REVIEW N/A
BUY IT $5
MORE www.wolfire.com/receiver

This month Realized that 
roleplaying in video games was 
about more than skills bars 
and stat sheets.
Also Played 
Tribes: Ascend
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 I 
played Guild Wars 2 briefly when it 
launched, and only recently returned. The 
teeming throngs of early Tyria may have 

gone, but my unfocused consumption of 
content has been largely unhindered.

Until a fumbled encounter led to death, 
reminding me that I’d never decided on my 
character’s build. Surely there was a better 
setup for my Thief. Some perfect balance 
between damage and survivability. I 
decided to do some research. On the 
Internet. On forums.

Within ten minutes I’d 
learnt that my profession 
was overpowered, overfed 
and “over-squishy.” Crap! 
Those all sound like 
problems. And some of 

them sound like contradictory problems. 
I searched for specifics. I needed a condition 
build, and would be wise to invest heavily in 
the Trickery trait. Also: I should never invest 
in the Trickery trait. It was bad. Also: I should 
use a crit build. What idiot uses condition?

One post, billed as an “ability guide,” 
proclaimed every weapon combination as 
the best offensive configuration in the game. 
An A-plus for enthusiasm, a D for clarity.

The takeaway is that Guild Wars 2 has 
overwhelming versatility in its profession 
design. More importantly, it’s unnaturally 
generous—skills and weapons can be 
swapped at will, and traits are cheap to 
re-spec. In minutes, a character can feel like 
a new class.

Now I deal ranged DPS, applying massive 
stacks of AoE penalties. Next I’ll try an agile 
melee fighter, dodging damage and hitting 

crits from stealth. Then I’ll 
settle on something that 
feels right, and swear blind 
that it’s the One True Way. 
Hopefully there’ll be 
plenty of experimentation 
before that forum post. 

SOLICITING A STORM OF OPINIONS FOR GUILD WARS 2

inside the gun, you get to do perhaps the 
coolest part: purposefully slide the barrel to 
load the chamber, pull back on the hammer, 
and then pause to collect yourself before 
rounding the corner to face your pursuer. 

How many games let us experience that 
moment? Each individual action in Receiver 
feels purposeful because it requires its own 
button press, and so moments that normally 
pass unnoticed in shooters become dramatic 
pauses between the action.

Receiver is a slim but endlessly replayable 
experience, and everything else about it is 
wonderful too. The electronic soundtrack is 
moody, making the untextured gray 
buildings and night setting feel like Blade 

Runner. The tapes, which tell the sci-fi story 
via monologues, are unsettling because of 
their cold, timid delivery. 

What I want from any follow-up isn’t more 
guns or levels or tapes, but more tools to 
help me roleplay the character. Press H to 
take a drag on your cigarette. Press Y to fix 
your sunglasses. Press J to gaze out upon a 
rainy cityscape and deliver a long soliloquy 
on the fragility of human existence. 

  I decided to do some research. 
On the Internet. On forums. 

Prepare for your doom,
turret thing!

Eat lead, staircase!

Celebrating blowing things up may
not be classy, but it feels good.

Yoga won’t save you this 
time, big-mouth monster.

READ ME

RELEASED August 2012
OUR REVIEW December 2012, 94%
BUY IT $50
MORE www.guildwars2.com

Die, evil table!

Don’t ask questions, 
just kill it. Eugh.

This month Sought wisdom 
and learning. Made do with 
the internet.
Also Played 
Neptune’s Pride 2, 
Civilization V

PHIL SAVAGE
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 D
iablo III is the guilty pleasure that fills 
the dark hours past midnight when I 
can’t sleep. The combination of a 

gentle leveling curve and lots of angry 
clicking makes it a satisfying secondary 
accompaniment to podcasts or a bit of TV 
on a second screen, and with every session 
my barbarian grows a little bit stronger. For 
over a year I’ve pruned him like a bonsai tree, 
trimming a stat here, buying the occasional 
bit of armor there to round out his skills. He’s 
like my virtual pet.

Then, one night, my barbarian became 
a millionaire. It was Friday. It was late. I 
ambled in from the bar, flumped down and 
prodded my PC to life, ready to settle into an 
hour of monster hunting before bed. In the 

toughest challenge in the game. Monster 
Power levels modify the creatures that 
populate Diablo III’s top Inferno difficulty 
level, inflating their damage and toughness. 
MP10 creatures gain a 3,439% health boost. 
His suggestion was absurd, and I told him so.

He told me not to worry and went quiet for 
a while. Then he dropped two swords on the 
floor. They were the most powerful swords I 
had ever seen in Diablo III. I picked them up 
and doubled in power. A trade window 
opened, and suddenly I had a million gold, a 
new chest plate, horned shoulder pads, and 
his prized gleaming deathmask.

We hit Monster Power 10. Or rather, it hit 
us. We faced down a relentless tidal wave of 
superpowered monsters. We died often, but 
earned more gold and loot than I’ve seen in 
hundreds of hours of play.

It was starting to grow light when he left 
abruptly, without farewell. 
I felt elated but strangely 
sad. Horned and flaming, 
my barbarian looked just 
like my vanished friend. He 
wasn’t my pet any longer. 

seven hours that followed, my barbarian 
went from mediocre grinding to the highest 
tiers of Diablo III’s endgame.

I don’t even remember the player’s name. 
An acquaintance I occasionally play with 
invited him into our game session, and then 
promptly left. There I was, a high-level but 
poorly equipped warrior, standing opposite 
a horned, fiery demigod. He looked more like 
a final boss than a player character. In my 
experience, this sort of online encounter 
usually ends with one player silently logging 
off, but instead we formed the instant 
connection that sometimes happens 
between two equally drunk strangers.

We embarked on a hyperviolent bender 
through the snowy battlements of Bastion’s 
Keep. He charged ahead in blurry whirlwind 
form, throwing dozens of creatures off the 
walls as he spun. I mopped up the stragglers 
who escaped him, drinking 
up the flood of experience 
and items left in his wake.

“Loot’s trash. Let’s do 
MP10,” he suggested. 
Monster Power 10—the 

Hellbeasts despair at my 
dreadful fashion sense.

Two swords are better than one 
in Diablo III’s toughest tiers.

MAKING MILLIONS FROM A MYSTERIOUS STRANGER IN DIABLO III

 He dropped two swords; I picked 
them up and doubled in power.  

READ ME

RELEASED 15 May 2012
OUR REVIEW Sept. 2012, 90%
BUY IT $60 Battle.net
MORE www.bit.ly/18yTZ3h

Fear my spinning fiery 
attack of “bwaaaargh!”

“Hi, I’m looking for demons 
to hit. Seen any?”

TOM SENIOR

This month Made millions 
of in-game bucks in a boozy 
fog and thought he’d dreamt 
it all the next day.
Also Played Dust: An 
Elysian Tail

NOW PLAYING The games we love, right now
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 I
’ve never been addicted to a game 
before,” I tell myself. “Therefore I’m not 
addicted now.” The first half of that is true, 

for what it’s worth. The second half is 
something I’m still figuring out. 

I started playing Dota 2 back in June 2012 
and since then I’ve played an average of 
three games a day. Brief 
breaks to travel or—gasp!—
play other games have 
ended in day-long, dozen-
match sprees. I’m not 
addicted, though. Honest.

EXPLORING THE UPS AND DOWNS OF A DOTA 2 ADDICTION

the man whose kneecaps she’d just 
shredded with a shotgun shell. “Whee!” she 
thought, yanking her weapon out of her 
target’s brainpan, before wheeling on the 
spot and firing a napalm-tipped arrow at the 
throat of another man.

 Lara thought back to her first hour on the 
island, when killing was harrowing, 
traumatic. She realized how far she’d come. 
She smiled as one of her grenades reduced 
four men to a clump of limbs and fluid. That 
was three hours ago, after all. 

“

“

 O
h god!” Lara Croft said out loud, as 
she shot the deer. She was marooned 
on a hostile island, you see, and 

consumed by the kind of hunger that can 
only be sated by eating an entire deer. “Oh, 
I’m sorry!” she moaned, as she launched an 
iron-tipped bolt through a living thing’s 
heart. It was the first time she’d killed 
anything, and even though she was very 
hungry, she still felt terrible. Killing is awful.

“Oh god!” Lara muttered, as she kicked a 
man in the shins before driving an arrow up 
and under his chin. “Oh God,” she softly 
repeated, as she watched him die horribly, 
eyes twitching and blood 
bubbling out of his mouth. 
Killing, Lara remembered, 
is really bad.

“Oh god,” Lara sighed, as 
she loosed a flaming 
arrow at a canister of 

  Killing, Lara remembered, is really bad. 
LEARNING TO KILL AND LOVE 

IT IN TOMB RAIDER

The thing is, I’m not sure I’d mind if I was 
addicted. For a while, I worried that my time 
spent pushing lanes was having an adverse 
effect. There are people I won’t play with 
because Dota 2 narrows their world-view to 
that of a toddler: the moment anyone dares 
to do something that isn’t in direct support 
of them, toys are ejected from cribs. I started 
to fear that I’d go that way, too—that the 
hostility of the community would get to me 
in the end. Then I realized that becoming an 
ass was a choice.

Now that I feel like I’ve got a handle on the 
game’s 100-plus characters and items, I’ve 
started on a new challenge: learning to give 
better advice, and figuring out how to 

manage my own mood in 
a crisis. I may well be 
addicted to Dota 2, but I’m 
starting to think playing 
Dota 2 might just make 
me a better person. 

petrol, igniting the clothes of two nearby 
guards. “Hm, yeah, wow,” she stated, half-
appalled, half-fascinated as one tumbled, 
screaming and blazing, into a ravine. As the 
other man crumpled to the floor, his skin 

cracked and blackened, 
Lara recalled that killing 
was... something.

“Oh god yes!” Lara 
squealed, delighted as 
her sharpened hand axe 
crashed into the temple of 

  Then I realized that becoming 
an ass was a choice. 

Well, a girl’s gotta eat.

Cracking the enemy base 
usually means you’ve won...

...unless someone gets to 
yours first. This also happens.

This month Purchased a 
Dota 2 necklace to identify 
himself to others of his kind.
Also Played Dota 2, 
15 minutes of Skyrim, 
Dota 2 again.

CHRIS THURSTEN

READ ME

RELEASED March 2013
OUR REVIEW May 2013, 75%
BUY IT $50
MORE www.tombraider.com

READ ME

RELEASED Currently in beta
OUR REVIEW Dec. 2012, 85%
BUY IT FREE Steam
MORE www.dota2.com

RICH MCCORMICK

This month Worked through 
Lara Croft’s revulsion about 
killing people by killing a 
load of people.
Also Played FIFA 13,
Shogun 2
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LUDUM DARE 26
 GAMEJAM  NOW MORE 

REDUCTIONIST THAN EVER 

 Here’s an appropriately 

brief look at some entries 

from the latest Ludum Dare 48-

hour game making competition, 

this time themed around the idea 

of minimalism. PS

MINIMALISM

A one-screen platformer 
in which the level 
reconstructs itself every 

time you pick up a square. 
www.bit.ly/LD26-4

R,G,B

Roll through tunnels 
using the speed at 
which your ball spins to 

determine the height of your jump.
www.bit.ly/LD26-3

FUCK THIS JOB

A one-button platformer 
in which you to control 
the jumping as you fl ee 

your boring, trap-fi lled workplace.
www.bit.ly/LD26-2

THIS IS NOT A 
MINIMALIST GAME

...until you anger a wizard, 
and are banished to an 

angular, monochrome world, that is.
www.bit.ly/LD26-1

 T
he concept is simple: add 109 new 

achievements to Skyrim. The reason 

why that’s good news takes a little 

explaining. I can’t imagine anyone who’s 

spent hours trekking through northern 

Tamriel has ever thought “I really wish this 

world had more cheevos.”

It works because it rewards completion 

with tangible in-game benefits. Go 

exploring, and you’ll get a movement speed 

boost once you’ve discovered enough 

locations; keep looting chests, and 

you’ll eventually be able to carry 

more weight.

For much of the game

the mod works in the 

background, silently 

tallying your efforts. Many 

of the achievements are 

based around repetition, 

and tiered. You might get a 

happy little message on the 

completion of your 10th quest, but 

you won’t get the lower shop prices that your 

fame can secure until you’ve heroically 

finished 40 more.

The list subconsciously filters into how you 

play the game. By rewarding repeated use of 

every system, you’re encouraged to make 

use of them, balancing your character 

around multiple skills, instead of focusing—

and possibly tiring—of a few.

For instance, had I enabled the mod from 

the very start of my campaign, I might have 

spent more time stuffing myself with 

random, disgusting alchemy ingredients, 

and less time hiding in the shadows and 

stabbing ogres. I’m not sure how that would 

have helped the world particularly, but it 

would have made me better at 

brewing useful potions.

To install, you’ll need the 

excellent SkyUI mod, as well 

as the SKSE script extender, 

both of which are linked 

from the Achieve That! 

download page. The mod is 

backwards compatible with 

existing characters, so if 

you’ve put hours into leveling, all 

your due rewards will be instantly 

granted. The only exception is for characters 

above level 20: for those, you’ll need to 

enable things from the Mod Configuration 

option in the in-game settings. PS

www.bit.ly/AchieveThat

2

 MOD  BE REWARDED FOR YOUR HOURS OF SKYRIM LABOR

ACHIEVE THAT!1

Just 199 daggers to go.

           PHIL SAYS...
    “No, there’s no
  achievement 
for taking 
  an arrow 
    there.”

DOWNLOADS10
TOP

Free games stuff from the web
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 A
dam Foster’s superb 

episodic Half-Life 2 

campaign, where you 

infiltrate a Combine compound 

on the orders of the often 

antagonistic Minerva, returns 

in an enhanced version. Unlike 

HL2, Minerva builds vertically. 

You start by circling the main 

facility, before heading towards 

the center and through the 

various buildings. 

It’s a smoother experience 

with far less loading, but also a 

more naturalistic route that 

requires careful attention. 

This Director’s Cut improves 

the graphics, fixes bugs and 

rebalances puzzles. While 

there’s no new content, it’s the 

definitive version, and gives you 

a great reason to revisit this 

Minerva’s den. PS

www.bit.ly/MinervaDC

 MOD  A GREAT EXCUSE TO REVISIT A CLASSIC HALF-LIFE 2 MOD

 WEBGAME  WHERE IN THE WORLD?

GEOGUESSR

MINERVA: DIRECTOR’S CUT

 G
eoGuessr uses Google Maps’ Street 

View to drop you randomly into 

the world, then challenges you to 

figure out where you are. Sometimes it’s 

obvious—a sign or street name enabling 

you to hone in on your temporary home. 

Other times you’ll be stranded in a barren 

landscape. Sightseeing has never been 

so competitive. PS www.geoguessr.com

B

A

GOOD MORNING, 
COMMANDER
 FREEWARE  EMPTY SPACE

This is a short, ambient adventure 

in which you wake up on a space 

station on the Moon. You’re alone, 

with no hint as to why you’re here 

or what you should do. At least, 

not beyond the obvious fi rst step: 

turning off the stupid alarm clock.

Your primary interaction with 

the world is through the E key, but 

not in the BioShock Infi nite way of 

hoovering stuff up like a hyperactive 

child in a candy store. Good Morning, 

Commander is slow and deliberate. 

Only select items can be used, and 

a lot of the game is about working 

out the what, how and why of the 

options you have.

It’s also about working out the 

mystery of your off-world home. 

Eventually you’ll leave your base, 

using a hovering ship to explore 

the abandoned stations that are 

dotted around the surrounding area. 

Each contains a surreal encounter, 

and a not-too-tricky puzzle that 

unlocks it. PS

www.bit.ly/MorningCdr

5

A
LOCATE Look out for telltale clues. Climate, 
language and car models are the big early 

signs that can help you get your bearings.

EXPLORE You can still move around, but you 
can’t zoom out. You’ll need to travel the roads 

to narrow down your location.

DECIDE Click “Make guess” on the map in the 
corner. The closer you are, the more points you 

get. You’re probably not in the South Atlantic ocean.

4

3

B

C

Enemies use the multi-
level combat too.

No gravity gun, but the
 crowbar does the trick.

C
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 OPEN SOURCE  ALL THE DEATHS, NONE OF THE MESS

OPENXCOM8

6

 W
hile last year’s XCOM: Enemy 

Unknown was an excellent 

re-imagining of the tactical 

strategy game, it was also a significant 

departure. X-COM: UFO Defense is still well 

worth investigating for those looking for 

uncompromising alien invasions.

Alas, the Win 95 version doesn’t run on  

modern Windows, and the still-playable 

DOS version is buggy, slow, and runs at a 

postage stamp resolution.

You want OpenXcom, the open-source 

release that wraps X-COM in a more 

modern and configurable shell. The 

ultimate aim is to replicate all the graphics, 

sounds and features without any of the 

lingering problems, and that has largely 

been achieved: the latest 0.9 release marks 

the project as feature-complete.

 The downside is that you still have to 

grapple with the obtuse interface. The 

game is much smoother and more 

responsive, but it’s not more accessible. 

You’ll also need a copy of X-COM. If you own 

the Steam version, OpenXcom’s installer 

will automatically grab the assets it needs 

from the original’s root folder. PS 

www.openxcom.org

 N
o, not that Duke Nukem Forever. This 

Duke Nukem 3D mod goes back way 

before 2011’s messy amalgam of half-

formed FPS ideas, to 2001, when 3D Realms 

released a trailer for what looked to be a 

game fit for a king.

Basing your mod on a trailer 

means there are some gaps 

to fill in. While DNF 2013 

starts as a traditional Duke 

Nukem 3D episode, working 

down through Duke’s gaudy 

casino and out into the 

alien-filled streets, it soon 

starts to take liberties with the 

formula—starting with a stunt-

filled Harley ride across the map.

From there you assault a compromised 

EDF base, visit an old Western town and 

explore lava-filled mineshafts. After all that, 

DNF 2013 reveals its showstopper: letting 

you ride a donkey through the desert, 

shotgunning enemies along the way. But 

whatever ridiculous set-piece it pulls, 

the mod has the luxury of D3D’s 

fast-paced old-school combat 

underpinning it.

To play the mod, you’ll 

need to extract the 

downloaded zip file to a 

separate folder in your Duke 

Nukem 3D installation. Once 

that’s complete, head to the 

base game’s root folder, and 

find the DNF.GRP file. Copy that 

into the mod folder and run DNF.BAT to 

start the game. PS

www.bit.ly/DNF2013

NO ONE HAS TO DIE
 WEBGAME  YEAH, THEY DO

You play a courier, making an 

innocent delivery to an almost 

certainly evil corporation when 

a fi re breaks out. As automated 

systems lock you alone in the 

reception area, the building’s IM 

chat fi lls with the frantic typing of 

the various staff members stuck on 

the fl oors above.

Being the only person with direct 

access to the building’s safety 

controls, it’s your job to seal off 

doors, activate sprinklers and direct 

the staff members away from 

otherwise certain death.

Here’s the thing: despite the title, 

in every level someone has to die. 

That choice is the crux of the game, 

and the narrative-heavy chat logs 

that precede each mission help you 

decide what you want to do.

Not that it’s ever simple. Do 

you save the regular white-collar 

employee, or the unrepentant jerk 

who claims to have lit the fi re in the 

fi rst place? It should be obvious, 

but our fi restarter almost certainly 

has knowledge of the deeper 

mysteries behind the game. Is this 

company really just a front? For 

what? This is why you’ll go back 

and replay levels: the story isn’t 

resolved until you’ve systematically 

saved, and killed, every person. PS

www.bit.ly/SomeoneDies

 MOD  A DUKE NUKEM 3D MOD TO GRIND YOUR GEARBOX

DUKE NUKEM FOREVER 20137

There are literally almost 50 
polygons in this screenshot.

           PHIL SAYS...
     “Always bet 
   on modders. 
3D Realms, not 
so much.”

DOWNLOADS10
TOP

Free games stuff from the web
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MACHINIMA

BUILD, FLY, DREAM IN KERBAL SPACE PROGRAM

1  Silent running
We fade in to slow shots 

of things floating in space: 

planets, satellites, a Kerbal 

astronaut. How did he get up 

there? It doesn’t matter. 

Kerbals get everywhere. 

Things don’t have to make 

sense in a montage.

2  SPAAAAACE!
Back on the ground, a 

plucky Kerbal crew prepare 

for launch. We track their epic 

journey as thrusters activate, 

boosters decouple from the 

ship and their tiny command 

module is propelled into the 

aching vastness of space.

3  Houston?
Outro’s guitar kicks in 

and the montage speeds to 

a hyperactive overdrive. We 

see exploding rockets, giant 

orbiting satellites, space 

walks, atmospheric re-entry, 

and some more exploding 

rockets for good measure.

4  Small steps
Finally, a lander begins 

the slow descent to a lunar 

surface. Three brave pioneers 

step out and look upon the 

face of their home planet for 

the first time. I really hope 

they have a decent strategy 

for getting back.

There’s a majestic 
overload in this fan 

trailer for sandbox rocket 
building sim Kerbal Space 
Program, as the vastness 
of space is married to the 
audio euphoria of M83’s 
Outro. It’s an amazing look 
at the feats of engineering 
achievable by armchair 
spacefarers. Even in 
alpha state, the game’s 
community is reaching for 
the stars. PS
www.bit.ly/KSPBFD

 B
rain Theatre is a bundle EP of small, 

rapidly developed games, created by 

the indie art collective Braingale. Each 

game was made in under a month, some in 

as little as 12 hours. There’s no set theme to 

the seven “tracks.” Instead, each is a tiny bite 

of entertainment, creating a surprising 

compilation of ideas.

Included are strange adventures, surreal 

experimentation, and bursts of arcade 

action. Braingale doesn’t let the concept 

define the tone: while a couple of the games 

are heavy on arty weirdness, many others 

are just irreverent fun.

Here are three games that offer a good 

representation of the scope and breadth of 

the EP. You can play the full tracklist at 

www.bit.ly/BrainTheatre. PS

BRAIN THEATRE EP
 COLLECTION  HIGHLIGHTS 

FROM THE INDIE SAMPLER

MILLIONS
This is a monochromatic 2D platformer, and 

just like every other monochromatic 2D platformer, 
it has a clever twist. Here it’s that every time you 
jump, the screen turns black until you land. If you 
land. It makes every platform a leap of precision, 
memory and often faith. A nice touch is that there 
is still one thing on screen during these moments: 
the game’s single sliver of color—the red tie worn 
by your character. As it turns out, this little shard 
of scarlet comes in handy for guiding you across 
perilous gaps.
www.bit.ly/BTEP-1

SWAP
You’re a green blobby thing, assaulted on all 

sides by more fi rmly defi ned orange things. Basic 
grunts try to punch you, cone-mouthed creatures 
charge you, and tanks bombard you with shells from 
range. Each can be absorbed, giving you its form and 
attack. Coins can be collected to increase your score. 
Want to switch bodies? A second attack fl ings your 
form for an explosive fi nisher.
www.bit.ly/BTEP-2

HYPER ATTACK 
SPIN TURMOIL DX

Another arena brawler, this time about a most 
deadly swordfi ghting technique: spinning wildly 
around, sword pointed stiffl y away from you, 
while crying uncontrollably. As you progress, you’ll 
encounter bullet-shooting baddies, whose slow 
projectiles can be deftly defl ected with a well-
timed, and often entirely accidental, swing.
www.bit.ly/BTEP-3

9

CANDY BOX
 BROWSER  SWEET SLEUTH

T
he temptation with Candy Box 

is to avoid as many details as 

possible. When you open the page, 

you’re presented with a message: 

“You have 1 candy!” Every second, 

that ticker increases. You have one 

option: eat all the candies.

Collect enough without 

succumbing to sweet-scoffi ng 

temptation and a second option 

appears, to throw ten candies on 

the ground. Things escalate as new 

options are added. Many of them 

do surprising things; all of them are 

very silly. As the full game unveils 

itself, you’ll solve riddles, brew 

potions, assault ASCII dungeons, 

and much more.

The trick is working out how to 

progress. Sometimes you just need 

to wait. Candy Box is a game best 

left working in the browser, letting 

your candy account grow bigger 

and bigger. At other times, you’ll 

need to visit new locations, go on 

adventures and do increasingly 

weird things to overcome the 

surprising challenges.

Even at the height of Candy 

Box’s adventure of discovery, 

the simple choice remains and is 

maddeningly hard to resist: “You 

have 24,519 candies!” Do you want 

to eat them all? PS

www.bit.ly/WantCandies
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have occurred on English soil, with 60,000 
soldiers taking part. In the game, 
this is reduced to a manageable 64. Towton 
feels very different from the other maps as it 
takes place during a ferocious blizzard. 
Visibility is restricted, and the opposing force 
can loom suddenly out of nowhere. 

Wakefield meanwhile is similarly snowy, 
but the day is a clear one and so it is more 
visually striking. It’s a tough map for the 
Lancastrians, who must assault a castle on 
a high, sloping hill, in full view of the Yorkist 
archers with minimal cover in between. The 
newest map is Greenwood, which, while 

picturesque, doesn’t seem to be used much 
by the community.

Fatshark has also greatly expanded the 
range of knightly customization options 
with armor and weapon packs, such as 
the Knights Hospitaller pack and the 
Gallowglass Mercenary pack. Each has slight 
differences in attributes like the amount of 
damage they deal or soak up, and some help 
to fill gaps in the leveling process in terms of 
what items you can unlock, but they don’t  
have much impact on how the game plays.

And that’s the core problem with these 
updates. While Fatshark has added plenty 
of content, it hasn’t changed very much. 
None of these updates address the fact that 
the swordplay is dull and player movement 
is sluggish, with your character gradually 
increasing their speed in phases as if they’re 
shifting gears like a chugging truck. 

Furthermore, the directional blocking 
system is confusing and the combat lacks 
nuance, meaning players tend to flail at 
each other from a distance until one falls 
over. By comparison, Chivalry: Medieval 

Warfare is slicker, more ferocious, and lets 
you beat a player though skill despite only 
having three strike directions compared 
with  WOTR’s four.

It’s unfortunate, because War of the Roses 

does a lot of things well. The customization 
options are vast and fun to tinker with, the 
archery is considerably better than 
Chivalry’s, and it has fantastic cavalry. But 
the most important features are also the 
least interesting, so Kingmaker remains the 
handsome yet hapless squire to Chivalry’s 
battle-scarred knight in bloody armor. 

and dull. Though Pitched Battle fizzles like a 
cannon in the rain, Assault surges bravely 
onward to become one of the most popular 
game modes, tasking one team with 
objectives to complete and another with 
preventing them from doing so until the 
timer runs out—usually in the form of 
defending some kind of fortification. 

This mode works with new maps and 
some existing ones. In the Battle of St. 
Albans, an older map, the Lancastrians 
must breach the town gate and establish a 
position by the smithy before assaulting the 
town’s tower. In some instances it is quite 

similar to the existing Conquest mode, in 
which both teams vie for control over areas 
of the map, but the more rigid battle 
structure of Assault means teams tend to 
stick together, leading to more intense 
battles. Storming a keep is sufficiently 
hellish as you try to fight up twisting 
staircases and through tight doorways.

While these fresh game modes were 
saved for the big Kingmaker update, new 
maps have been trickling out since the 
game’s release. The most atmospheric of 
these is the Battle of Towton, which the 
internet informs me is the largest battle to 

  Fatshark has added 
plenty of content, but it 
hasn’t changed much.  

 N
othing adds prestige and weight to 
your strategy game like hiring a 
76-year-old British actor who’s 

famous for his Shakespearean portrayals to 
do voice-over work. Assuming the role of the 
Earl of Warwick, veteran actor and human 
foghorn Brian Blessed formed the 
cornerstone of the advertising campaign for 

War of The Roses: Kingmaker. This 
updated version of the Paradox-
published multiplayer slash-’em-up 
contains all of the DLC so far, and 
adds extra content of its own.

Strangely, however, Brian 
Blessed isn’t actually included in 
the Kingmaker expansion. You can 
hear some of the voiceover when it 
is shouted by other players, but if 
you want to use those voice 
commands yourself, you’ll have to 
fork out $4 for the Brian Blessed 

Voiceover Pack. 
Putting the bemusing Blessed 

situation aside, it’s worth pointing 
out that developer Fatshark has upheld its 
promise to release new, free content for War 

of the Roses every month. Maps, modes, 
weaponry: almost every area of the game 
has been beefed up since release. The most 
significant of these additions are two new 
game modes—Pitched Battle and Assault.  

The former is a little disappointing. A last-
man-standing match in which each player 
only has one life per round, it’s basically 
Counter-Strike with swords, but the large, 
open maps and relatively slow movement 
of players mean the rounds often feel empty 

CAN WAR OF THE ROSES’ CONTENT UPDATES PUT AN END TO CHIVALRY? by Rick Lane

READ ME

FIRST REVIEWED
Holiday 2012, 77%

DEVELOPER
Fatshark

PUBLISHER
Paradox Interactive

REQUIRES
2.4GHz dual-core CPU,

4GB RAM, GeForce 9800

LINK
www.waroftheroses

thegame.com

COMMUNITY
www.waroftheroses-

community.com

MIXED BLESSINGS

1  Helmet
Venetian Barbute

Looks cool but obscures vision. 
I suffer for the sake of fashion.

2  Armor
Knights 

Hospitaller Plate

Low-level plate armor 
that provides high 
protection. It looks 
pretty good, too.

3  Main 
Weapon 

Schongauer 

Longsword 

Well balanced 
between power and 
speed,  particularly good 
for thrusting. Ahem.

4  Dagger
Flemish Ballock Dagger

 Because I am a massive child, and 
it makes me giggle.

5  Side weapon 
Galloglass 

Kern’s Axe  

This badass axe is short 
and very quick—handy 

in a crush.

6  Perks
Shield 

breaker & 

break block

Bullish low-level 
perks to bash through 

an opponent’s  guard. Taking 
down shielded enemies can 
be tough otherwise.

1

2

3

4

5
6

UPDATE What’s new in the biggest games
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“Hey King Richard, 
swapsies?”

Funneling the enemy is an important
tactic in a good defense.

“Next time I’ll be King Arthur and 
you can be the stone!”

Towton is the most visually impressive map,
despite being half-obscured by snow.

The Assault mode has specific objectives,
usually involving a tower of some kind.

The fighting is most fierce in 
tight spaces like this.

“Sir, I got my sword stuck 
in my helmet again!”

In Yorkshire, maypole dancing
is a serious business.
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  I 
am one very contented hour into Box 

Office, the fourth career-based scenario in 

RollerCoaster Tycoon 3, and my park rating 

is falling. I can see no immediate reason why 

until I zoom into a corner I’ve been neglecting 

for a while and see that it’s slick with vomit. 

The Rotor I’ve placed there is obviously a 

bit too exciting for the “peeps,” as 

the game calls its park patrons, and 

many have lost their lunch. I locate 

and pick up one of my janitors, then 

drop him nearby where he dutifully 

starts to mop up, sending my park 

rating off in the right direction 

again. It’s this simple type of 

tinkering and troubleshooting 

that makes a construction and 

management sim like RCT3 such 

a satisfying alternative to games 

that are twitch-based or time-

critical. So the peeps had to wade 

through some puke for a little 

while; no biggie. 

With its colorful amusements 

and gentle management 

demands, RCT3 grabbed me from 

the start. Like its predecessors, it 

combines micro-management with some 

basic economic modeling ticking over 

behind a front-end bustling with delightful 

mechanical and character animations. It’s a 

game that could warm the stoniest of hearts 

requiring animal husbandry and shameless 

exploitation of fauna to generate income 

streams. This is where a ruthless streak is 

useful, as there is an optimum point at 

which baby animals attract their best sale 

price, so if you’re desperate for cash, you’ll 

need to have no qualms about separating 

Dumbo from his mother. 

The slow, methodical approach to 

expansion that RCT3 encourages 

appeals to a sense of orderliness 

in me that borders on OCD. The 

joy lies not just in creating an 

attractive and fully 

operational park but in 

digging around in the 

menus and deciding how 

to tackle the emergent 

problems that arise. The range 

of tweakable elements over 

which you have control is impressive, 

and although there are many sliders and 

settings you may never need to touch, it’s 

just nice to know that you can if you want to. 

Occasionally complementing the “expand 

and prosper” objectives is a requirement 

that you pander to the individual 

predilections of a range of VIPeeps who visit 

your park. This creates an uncharacter-

istically painful difficulty spike at Tycoon 

level in the infamous La-La Land, a scenario 

that tests you like no other. VIPeeps Joe 

Your chance to become Walt Disney without 
being a cryogenically frozen head.

and is to me what Werther’s Originals are to 

the elderly—something that provides a 

disproportionate amount of comfort and 

pleasure.

Including its two expansions—Soaked! 

and Wild!—RCT3 provides 39 scenarios and 

a deeply immersive sandbox mode that’s 

like the best Lego set you never had. The 

core game’s campaign begins with the 

tastily-named Vanilla Hills, and ends 

18 scenarios later on Paradise 

Island. In between you’re 

provided with a contrasting 

range of environments in 

which to complete 

objectives that escalate 

from Apprentice level up to 

Entrepreneur and, finally, 

Tycoon. The goals you’re given 

mainly require you to increase 

the value of your park and 

hit monthly targets for attendances, park 

ratings, and ride-generated income. 

To suggest that you’re ever under pressure 

may be pushing it a bit in a game this sedate, 

but things do get challenging when the 

terrain of a park is uneven and space at a 

premium, or when severe financial 

constraints force you into difficult decisions.   

The Soaked! scenarios are incredibly easy: 

build a pool here, add a water slide there. 

The Wild! objectives are far more taxing, 

READ ME

FIRST REVIEWED

Jan. 2005, 88% 

DEVELOPER

Frontier Developments

PUBLISHER

Atari

RELEASE

2004

          JON SAYS...
   “That it’s still 
  so widely 
available 
  says it
      all.”

MIXING BUSINESS WITH PLEASURE IN ROLLERCOASTER TYCOON 3 by Jon Morcom

  The peeps had to wade through 
puke for a while; no biggie. 

REINSTALL Classics revisited
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Sluggerball and Clint Bushton want to 

respectively visit adventure and sci-fi 

themed areas in your park, and boy are they 

fussy. Rollercoaster Tycoon 3 forums are 

filled with postings asking how to complete 

this scenario. The answer: virtually recreate 

the set of Pirates of the Caribbean for Joe; 

nothing short of Mars itself will satisfy Clint. 

You’d have an easier time planning and 

organizing the 2012 Olympic Games opening 

ceremony. 

Running a profitable park is not merely a 

case of slamming down a few rides and food 

stalls, bumping-up prices and clicking on 

fast forward—although it’s fair to say that 

the problems thrown at you are seldom 

catastrophic. The algorithms driving the AI 

are beyond my comprehension, but the way 

RCT3 alerts you to issues you might want to 

address—either directly through its message 

console or more subtly through peep 

behavior—is remarkable. If a ride is too 

expensive, they’ll avoid it. If there’s too little 

“excitement” in your park, they’ll leave. If 

your employees remain untrained, they’ll let 

you know that they’re disgruntled and quit. 

Just as impressive is the way in which these 

behaviors collectively feed into data and 

graphs you can analyze in the Park 

Management module. There was more 

useful, characterful feedback here, almost a 

decade ago, than there is in 2013’s SimCity.

The superb Sandbox mode gives you a 

blank check and canvas with which to 

create a park based on your impulses or a 

more orderly vision. The terrain-shaping 

tools, the manifold scenery options and the 

arboreal variety in the browser dropdowns 

give you scope to be adventurous with your 

layouts and channel your inner Walt Disney, 

while the versatile Coaster Designer and 

multifarious ready-made rides grant you 

free-ranging license to amuse. 

Rather than leave you with your nose 

pressed up against the toy store window, 

Rollercoaster Tycoon 3 gives you the key and 

lets you loose. For a few hours, you’re 

empowered: free to vacillate for as long as 

it takes to decide what color overalls you’d 

like your janitors to wear, or what type of 

trees to use to screen off your toilets. And 

besides, what’s not to like about a game in 

which regurgitated hot dogs and soda can 

be the difference between remaining a 

mere entrepreneur and becoming a bona 

fide tycoon?  

“Things are quiet. Too quiet.”

Setting animals loose among
the peeps never gets old.

This is still not sci-fi
enough for Clint Bushton. 

Having short gestation periods,
ostriches make great cash cows.

THAT’LL NEVER COME OUT  The diced carrot on your road to success

Every ride in RCT3 has a “nausea 

rating,” which helps you determine 

whether your rides are suited to the 

tolerances and preferred excitement 

level of your target demographic. Too 

much vomit on the ground will 

adversely affect happiness, and 

consequently your park rating.

1  Merry-Go-

Round 

May cause slight 

queasiness in 

younger peeps.

2 Pirate Ship 

Gastric reflux 

and “sicky burps” 

highly likely.

3 
Flying Carpet 

Good chance 

of “bloooaarrghh” 

and spattering  on 

peeps’ footwear. 

4 Rotor 

“Clean-up 

on aisle nine.”

5 Zipper 

Centrifugal 

force-assisted 

projectile vomiting 

is guaranteed.  

1
2

3
4

5

 0.75  2.61  4.60  5.94  7.34
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REVIEW

It’s a grower, not a shower
by Logan Decker
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B
y now I should know 
better: Mini-ITX 
motherboards like the 
customized Asrock 
Z87E-ITX at the heart of 

the Revolt no longer torment gamers 
with compromises on performance 
(although expansion of course remains 
an issue). That’s why a rig barely larger 
than a briefcase (at 13.25 x 15 x 4.75 
inches) can chew one of the world’s 
cruelest benchmarks (Metro: Last 
Light) at 1920x1080 with all settings 
completely maxed and spit out a 
smooth average of 40fps.

Nested inside the plastic, droid-chic 
custom NZXT case are Intel’s quad-
core “Haswell” i7 4770k processor 
(overclocked from the stock 3.5GHz 
to a mighty 4.2GHz with the help of 
Corsair’s H55 liquid cooler), 8GB of 
G.Skill “Ripjaws” RAM, and Nvidia’s 
GeForce GTX 780 (nimble surgeon 
fingers could even tuck a Titan in that 
space). And I love that iBuypower 
squeezed a 1TB Western Digital hard 
drive in there along with the 180GB 
Corsair Force GS SSD. 

The Revolt has rubberized feet on 
one side so that it can be placed on its 

side and tucked underneath the 
TV in the Steam Big Picture 
fortress you used to call your 
living room. And overall it’s 
reasonably quiet even under 
heavy load, just as a small-form-
factor box should be—except for 
the slim 500W FSP PSU (no, I 
don’t know who FSP is either) 
which emits a faint, high-
pitched whine that increases 
slightly in pitch as the PC draws 
more power. 

This is maddening since 
otherwise, I love the Revolt, and it 
performs like a beast. Even at 
2560x1600, I maintained that steady 
Metro 40fps by simply dialing back 
antialiasing to 4x and turning off 
SSAA (Super-Sampled Anti-Aliasing). 
Similarly, it brushed aside the Total 
War: Shogun 2 1920x1080 benchmark 
with a steady 95fps—again, with all 
settings totally maxed. 

But it isn’t power alone that makes 
the Revolt a fine gaming friend in the 
living room. It’s also got built-in 
802.11b/g/n wireless, customizable 
interior case lighting controlled by a 
front panel button, and one of those 

slot-loading optical drives I love so 
much. 

The Revolt almost missed out on an 
Editor’s Choice award as a result of 
unattractive gaps around the edges of 
the case, the surprising lack of a 
Blu-ray drive (an option at $69), and 
that irritating PSU whine. But $1899 
for gaming performance like this in a 
box this small is a really big deal. 

Portable, and a helluva 
lot of power at a 
fantastic price, but that 
noisy power supply 
should get the boot. 
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MINI MAX

iBuypower 
Revolt
$1900 www.ibuypower.com

SPECS ◆ CPU Intel 3.5GHz Core i7-4770K overclocked to 4.2GHz ◆ RAM 8GB DDR3/2133 G.Skill “Ripjaws” ◆ GPU GeForce GTX 780 ◆ Motherboard Asrock z87E-TIX 

◆ Storage 180GB Corsair Force GS SSD, 1TB Western Digital VelociRaptor ◆ Optical DVD/CD Slot Load Drive ◆ Case Custom

3DMark 11 8259

Unigen Heaven 
60/54/31fps 
(1680x1050/1920x
1080/2560x1600, 
Ultra setting, 4xAA)

Metro: Last Light 
70/61/40fps 
(1680x1050/
1920x1080/
2560x1600, Very 
High quality, SSAA 
enabled)

Total War: 
Shogun 2 
95/187fps 
(1920x1080 High 
setting/
1680x1050 
Balanced setting) 

BENCHMARKS
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HOW WE TESTED 

Gaming performance 

I played games, of course! 

I took these keyboards on 

a test drive during my usual 

gaming sessions. I plumbed 

the depths of Metro: Last 

Light, then took to the skies 

of Columbia during my 

second playthrough of 

BioShock Infinite, and spent 

some quality time with 

Team Fortress 2. 

In order to test the macro 

keys and functions, I trashed 

(and got trashed by) alien 

scum in a few rounds of 

XCOM: Enemy Unknown and 

revisited World of Warcraft 

and Diablo III.

General performance 

Finally, I spent time doing 

basic typing tasks on each 

board, including writing 

each review with the board 

in question. Meta! 

GROUP TEST

The perfect board lets the frags flow 
free by Alex Roth

KEYBOARDS

GET THE PC YOUR GAMES DESERVE

Y
our keyboard is the 
weapon you use to 
crush your enemies, 
frag your foes, and 
dominate on the field of 

battle (as well as sending the 
occasional IM). So if you’re a serious 
gamer, you’ve got to choose your 
weapon with great care. 

A good keyboard needs to be 
comfortable, durable, and offer the 
right balance between sensitivity and 
resistance. Beyond that, macro keys, 
media control keys, USB ports, 
headphone jacks, sophisticated 
software and even built-in auxiliary 
screens can further extend its 
usefulness and give you an edge 
whether you’re pointing and clicking 
or playing StarCraft II. 

The perfect keyboard—just like 
the perfect sidearm—is a reflection 
of its owner. Some will prefer a 
simple layout with no superfluous 
keys and hair-trigger action, while 
others will seek out keyboards with 
programmable macros, quiet keys,  
and software that will let them 
quickly swap between layout profiles 

for different types of play or 
different games altogether. 
Whichever one you prefer, you 
depend on that keyboard to deliver 
on its promises and performance. 

In this month’s keyboard roundup, 
PC Gamer helps you separate the toys 
from the serious artillery.

Membrane versus 
mechanical
The most fundamental difference 
between gaming keyboards is the 
type of key mechanisms they use: 
membrane or mechanical. A 
membrane board has a layer of 
rubber beneath all they keys. When 
they’re pressed, the membrane gets 
pushed down and a contact is made 
between two underlying metal 
surfaces. These keyboards tend to be 
inex-pensive and quiet, and are the 
kind you get when you buy a low-cost 
computer. That’s not to say they’re all 
the same, however; you have the 
awful flat scissor-switches in some 
laptops, and higher-raised rubber-
dome keys (that are generally 
superior for gamers).

Mechanical keyboards, on the 
other hand, have a physical switch 
beneath each key. That’s why 
pressing a key on a mechanical 
keyboard makes that sweet signature 
click and clack as it bottoms out, 
moistening the eyes of old school PC 
gamers as they harken back to Dune 
II on a big gray IBM. While 
mechanicals tend to be expensive and 
noisy, many gamers swear by them. 
They’re durable, offer precise 
control, and just feel nice.

Cherry picking
Most mechanical keyboards, 
including all the keyboards in this 
roundup, use a so-called Cherry MX 
keyswitch. Pull one of the keys off 
the keyboard, and you’ll see that the 
switch has a specific color: that color 
indicates what type of Cherry MX 
switch it is (and therefore, what type 
of tactile quality you can expect—see 
the sidebar “Cherry MX Color 
Codes”). If you’re unsure about a 
particular mechanical keyboard, the 
box—or at least Google—should tell 
you what type of switch it uses. 

GET 
MORE!
Why not visit

www.techradar.com

to fi nd the latest,
best prices.

CHERRY MX 

COLOR 

CODES

Cherry MX 
Black
A stiff switch that’s 

difficult to press on 

accident. If you’re a 

sloppy typer, these 

switches can help 

clean up your act.

Cherry MX 
Red
A looser switch 

than a Black; 

easy to spam, but 

merely grazing

 a key can result 

in a misfire.

Cherry MX 
Blue
An extra-clicky, 

sensitive switch 

that typists swear 

by—but the 

people around 

them loathe

Cherry MX 
Brown
The middle-

ground switch and 

arguably the most 

versatile. It has 

tactile feedback 

like a Blue, but 

slightly less clicky.
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SPEC ◆ Switch type Cherry MX Brown ◆ Macros 6 programmable keys, 3 profiles ◆ Passthrough USB 2.0

SPEC ◆ Switch type Cherry MX Red ◆ Macros None ◆ Passthrough None

T
he G710+ is Logitech’s 
high-end mechanical gaming 
keyboard with custom macro 

profiles, dual-zone backlights and 
simple media controls. It’s a top-tier 
keyboard, alright, but its all-plastic 
construction doesn’t make it feel 
like one.  

The switches are Cherry MX 
Brown, but each one has a sound 
dampening rubber ring that reduces 
the clack as the key bottoms out, 

typists, but even better for snappy 
double jumps and breakneck circle 
strafing. What’s missing are macro 
keys—unlike the Razer BlackWidow 
Tournament Edition, you can’t use 
software to bind commands to 
character keys.

The 6Gv2 media keys are doubled 
up on the function keys; you access 
them by holding down a SteelSeries 
key found on the left side of the 
board, between Control and Alt, that 
replaces the standard left-hand 

making them quieter than a standard 
Brown while offering more 
resistance than a Red (they’re 
removable if you prefer a less spongy 
feel, but pulling them off each 
individual key would be a nightmare).

There are also dedicated media 
controls (saving you from having to 
Alt-Tab out of a raid), backlighting 
controls that lets you tweak the level 
of illumination for the WASD and 
arrow keys separately from the rest of 

board, as well as a Gaming Mode 
switch that disables the trollish 
Windows key. The G710+ requires 
two USB ports on your PC, but 
in return it gives you a USB 2.0 
passthrough. 

One of the finest features is 
Logitech’s software utility that 
makes it easy to bind quick 
commands and macros to each of the 
six “G” buttons on the left side. 
Three macro profiles let MMO 
gamers switch between tanking, 
healing, and DPS binds.

But it’s still an all-plastic board, and 
those quiet but dampened Brown 
switches don’t feel like a 
$150 typing experience. 

Windows key that gamers hate. The 
other Windows key remains on the 
right, safely out of the WASD zone. 
The other tweaks the 6Gv2 makes to 
the standard keyboard setup are a 
smaller right shift key, and a 
backslash key that’s been moved 
down two rows to make room for 
an oversized enter button.

With the 6Gv2, the emphasis is on 
the keypress feel, handsome no-bull 
design, and durable build. Still, I 
can’t help but feel that it’s a bit too 
Spartan. Gamers may lament the 
lack of USB passthrough, macros, 
headphone jacks, and other features. 
I sure did. 

T
his board looks like the 
standard keyboard pack-in, 
but don’t be fooled: The 6Gv2 

is a hefty mechanical keyboard that’s 
built like a tank.

Its Cherry MX Red keys spring 
back crisply (SteelSeries also makes a 
version with stiffer Black switches, 
but between the two, the somewhat 
lighter Reds are my preference). You 
only need about a 50 percent press for 
an action to register. It’s a responsive 
design that’s good for fast, accurate 

The construction is 

impeccable and the 

design elegant, but some 

gamers may be bummed 

out by the lack of extras. 
83

The plastic build and 

dampened keys are a 

downer, but those macros 

could make even a 

Forsaken grin.
75

G710+
$150 Logitech

6Gv2 Red Switch
$100 SteelSeries

SEPTEMBER 2013     93

  

http://www.pcgamer.com/
http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


GET THE PC YOUR GAMES DESERVE

L
ike the 6Gv2, the Corsair 
Vengeance K70 uses snappy 
Cherry MX Red switches for a 

responsive, satisfying press. They’re 
not as quiet as the dampened Browns 
on Logitech’s G710+, but they’re 
nowhere near as loud as the Blues on 
Razer’s BlackWidow Tournament 
Edition. The keyboard’s brushed 
aluminum construction looks 
minimalistic but attractive, and the 

SPEC ◆ Switch type Cherry MX Red ◆ Macros None ◆ Passthrough USB 2.0

striking elevated key design makes 
the K70 simple to maintain—no 
lint or crumb will be able to hide 
from a blast of compressed air. 
You can switch between dual-
zone backlighting that highlights 
either the WASD gaming setup 
or all the keys on the board, or you 
can individually choose the keys 
you want to glow. There are also 
media controls, a toggle to lock the 

Windows button and a textured 
metal volume wheel.

Uniquely, Corsair also includes a 
keycap removal tool and ten red 
contoured key caps, so you can swap 
out the WASD keys and numbers 1-6 
for sharp-looking, grippy alternates. 
The K70 unfortunately forgoes 
macro buttons— you’ll need to move 
up to the larger and only slightly 
more expensive Vengeance K90 for 
those. 

Despite keyboard feet that have 
almost no grip—resulting in the 
keyboard sliding around more than 
I’d like—the K70 is my new gaming 
keyboard of choice. 

Stylish, comfortable, 

configurable, and easy 

to clean, this is a high 

water mark for gaming 

keyboards.
90

$
70 seems like a lot to pay for a 
membrane keyboard, but then 
again, not many of them look 

as svelte and sophisticated as the 
Apex [Raw]. In fact, with its white 
key text that stands out starkly 
against the beautiful black matte 
finish, none of them do. But it 
doesn’t just get by on its looks: this 
membrane keyboard uses rubber 
dome switches for comfortable key 
action that’s sensitive and quiet. And 

SPEC ◆ Switch type Rubber dome membrane ◆ Macros 17 programmable buttons, 2 profiles ◆ Passthrough None

there are a lot of them: in addition to 
the standard complement you get  17 
additional macro keys on the Apex 
[Raw]. No, wait, actually you get 34 
if you count the two user profiles 
you can swap between. 

Plus, the SteelSeries Engine 
software, which is pretty easy to use, 
lets you bind every key on the board, 
just like Razer’s Synapse. That 
means you’ve got a nearly unlimited 
number of binds available to you. 

SteelSeries even boldly added 
diagonal arrow keys to the standard 
T-configuration on the keyboard 
(now you just need to get used to 
using them). 

Curiously, the keyboard’s white 
backlights are very weak; you’d 
hardly even know this board glows 
except in the dead of night with all 
the shades pulled.

But the really harsh news here is 
the price. I’ve seen rubber dome 
boards with macro support going 
for half the price of the Apex [Raw], 
which means that the sleek design, 
macro keys, and useful software 
come at a hefty price. 

Expensive for a 

stripped-down 

membrane board, even 

though it’s loaded with 

macro keys.
80

Apex [Raw]  Gaming
$70 SteelSeries

Vengeance K70
$130 Corsair
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SPEC ◆ Switch type Rubber dome membrane ◆ Macros 21 programmable buttons, 3 profiles ◆ Passthrough USB 2.0, audio and mic
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games that put squad commands a 
touch away (you can also configure 
your own). 

It’s also the only keyboard in this 
roundup that’s connected with cables 
that make it look like the work of a 
boozed-up Spider-Man, and the only 
one that ruthlessly complicates 
simple functions. (Want to adjust the 
volume? Scroll through your timers 
and turn a knob on the outside of the 
display.) And the $200 
price makes going back to 
Alt-Tabbing seem, well, 
not so bad after all. 

S.T.R.I.K.E. 5
$200 Mad Catz

T
he BlackWidow Tournament 
Edition—a slimmed-down 
version of the larger 

BlackWidow—is a compact, travel-
friendly board that’s a pleasure to 
game and type on. The reduced size 
and the “Tournament Edition” 
moniker mean that Razer intends for 
you to haul it to competitions and 
LAN parties. To give you a hand in 
doing so, it made the heavy woven 
cable that connects the keyboard 
removable, and threw in a velcroed 
cloth bag to pack everything up in.

The BlackWidow TE uses super-
clicky Cherry MX Blue keys. This is 
a very noisy keyboard, but it’s also an 
extremely satisfying press. Of all the 
keyboards in this roundup, it has the 

SPEC ◆ Switch type Cherry MX Blue ◆ Macros Programmable character keys ◆ Passthrough USB 2.0

most classic mechanical feel—one 
that’s almost guaranteed to 
drive everybody around you crazy. 
Tough on them. Factor in the 
missing numpad, however, and it’s 
not the best choice if you want a 
board for equal parts word 
processing and gaming.

Like the 6Gv2, it’s low on extras, but 
Razer’s Synapse software lets you bind 
commands to any key on the board. 
(At the same time, that application 
helped me appreciate the simplicity of 
Logitech’s software even more.) So if 
bindings are a priority, consider 
moving up to the full-size 
BlackWidow for separate macro keys.

The BlackWidow Tournament 
lacks full backlighting, but there’s a 

glowing Razer logo (which can 
thankfully be dimmed) and the 
Caps Lock, macro, and game mode 
switches light up when engaged.

You’ll also have to do without 
dedicated media controls, but they’re 
available as alternates on the function 
keys. This doesn’t seem like a bad 
compromise for gamers who need 
portability, especially not on a 
keyboard built as tough as this one. 

A compact, travel-ready 

board with satisfying 

mechanicals presses and 

a decent macro solution, 

but it’s terribly noisy.
85

BlackWidow 
Tournament Ed.

$80 Razer

T
he S.T.R.I.K.E. 5 is by far the 
most customizable keyboard 
in this roundup. In fact, you 

can even split off the numpad if 
you’re so inclined. It’s also the only 
one that includes an OLED screen 
that clips to the top of the keyboard 
and can be loaded with application 
shortcuts and cooldown timers so 
you need not Alt-Tab out of a game. 
The rubber-domed keys are quiet, 
feel nice (each key has a plastic 
housing built to give you a press with 
extra travel), and Mad Catz offers 
keyboard profiles for many current 
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CPU

Intel Core i5 3570K

Nevermind the Haswell, 
this overclockable Ivy 
Bridge is still the chip 
to use.
FITTED July 2012

MOTHERBOARD

ASrock z77 Pro3 

This motherboard is 
Crossfi re ready, with 
integrated audio and a 
good warranty.
FITTED September 2013

RAM

Corsair Vengeance 

8GB of inexpensive, rock 
solid, reliable memory 
works here. What more do 
you need? 
FITTED September 2013

CASE

Corsair Carbide 300R

A good looking, relatively 
roomy case with a 
reasonably modest 
asking price.
FITTED April 2013

HARD DRIVE

Crucial M4 128GB & 
Western Digital Caviar 
Black 1TB SATA3 7200RPM

This tag team balances 
both storage and speed.
FITTED September 2013

CPU COOLER

Cooler Master Hyper212 
EVO

Inexpensive, performance 
minded air cooling 
solution.
FITTED September 2013

VIDEO CARD 

GIGABYTE Radeon HD 
7870 2GB

The current bang-for-
your-buck sweet spot 
under $300.
FITTED September 2013

POWER SUPPLY

SeaSonic SSR-450RM

Gold braided and modular, 
so there won’t be extra 
cords cluttering up your 
case.
FITTED September 2013

MONITOR

Viewsonic VX2370Smh

At 23”, this IPS display has 
excellent viewing angles 
and picture quality that 
punches above its price 
point.

KEYBOARD

Razer BlackWidow 
Tournament Stealth 
Edition

A solid, compact 
mechanical keyboard.
FITTED September 2013

MOUSE

Razer Deathadder 2013 
edition

A minimalist Razer mouse 
with rubber grips and two 
programmable buttons.
FITTED September 2013

HEADSET

SteelSeries 3H VR

An excellent bottom dollar 
buy, these cans are comfy 
and sound remarkably 
impressive for the price. 
FITTED August 2012

Thanks for the price drop, Haswell 

The PC 
Gamer Rig

W
e’re currently at a 
fork in the road on 
Intel’s mid-range 
platform. You can 
go with the brave 

new world of Haswell and LGA1150 
or you can go down the road of Ivy 
Bridge and LGA1155 sockets which 
is admittedly a dead end.

For most gamers, it’s actually not a 
bad idea to go down the dead-end 
road. Ivy Bridge prices are good and 
getting better with bundles as stores 
slowly start to purge boards and 
processors. Money you save on a 
motherboard and CPU can be put 
toward a better GPU which usually 
gets you better gaming performance.

On the GPU side, Nvidia has its 
new GeForce GTX 760 which looks 

Alex Roth

Hardware Editor

$1453TOTAL 
PRICE

POSSIBLE UPGRADES

SanDisk Ultra Plus 256GB > Spend a little more to double your SSD size and and buy 
some major storage wiggle room.
ASRock Z77 Extreme3 LGA 1155 > In case there are Nvidia cards in your future, this 
upticked motherboard packs SLI support.
Corsair K70 > The winner from our last keyboard roundup, this $130 mechanical has copious 
style and extras.

$80

to be the new leader in the $250 
category but for this build, we’re 
sticking with a Radeon HD 7870 
GPU. It’s slightly cheaper at most 
stores and even better the Asrock 
Z77 Pro3 actually offers CrossFire 
support so later on you can drop in a 
second Radeon HD 7870 for a 
performance. Just remember that if 
you intend to go down this road, 
you’ll want a PSU that is rated for 
CrossFire and offers 4 
6-pin power connectors.

$70

$70$165$75$235

$219 $80 $298 $32

$30

NEW!NEW!NEW!NEW!

WHAT’S IN 
THE BOX

NEW!NEW!NEW!NEW!
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