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Sorry, Half-Life fans, Valve’s 
next game is not Episode 3. 
Still, Artifact is no less exciting. 
When Valve pushes into a new 
genre, it makes a mark—
whether that’s reinventing the 
shooter, puzzle game, or the 
concept of shopping. Artifact 
reinvents what it means to be a 
digital card game.

This issue celebrates 
reinvention. In the second half 
of our History of Strategy 

feature, we explore how turn-based tactics 
revitalized the genre, and celebrate the 20th 
birthday of Thief. Enjoy!
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This month
Finally got to write off 
100+ hours spent playing 
Destiny 2: Forsaken as 
being “for work”.

“WHEN VALVE PUSHES INTO A 
NEW GENRE, IT MAKES A MARK”
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GAMING AND TV COLLIDE
ALAN WAKE and THE WITCHER to receive television adaptations

provide an authentic backdrop for 
the Polish story.

SMALL SCREEN
The show will follow Andrzej 
Sapkowski’s novels more closely than 
the games, but Tomasz Baginski, a 
cinematic director on all three 
Witcher games, will be directing at 
least one episode of the series.

Movies based on videogames are 
famously bad, but maybe the 
translation to TV will work better. 
Alan Wake is an unexpected choice, 
but with Sam Lake being involved in 
its creation, it should be at least 
faithful to the source material.
Andy Kelly

P
eter Calloway, a writer who has worked on 
Marvel spin-offs Legion and Cloak & 
Dagger, is developing a TV series based on 
Alan Wake. Remedy’s psychological horror 
game was written and directed by the 

studio’s creative director, Sam Lake, who will serve as 
an executive producer on the series.

“Alan Wake was basically a TV series that was put into a 
game,” says Tomas Harlan from Contradiction Films, the 
series’ production company, in an interview with Variety. 
“That was Sam’s vision. It was influenced by The Twilight 
Zone, Northern Exposure, Twin Peaks. A lot of US TV. We 
plan to work closely with him on this. It’s his vision.”

Contradiction has suggested that we’ll be spending 
time with Alan before horrors start invading his life. “We 
can’t just start the show with him fully formed, running 
through the forest taking down lumberjacks,” says Harlan. 

“But the story will be in lockstep 
with the game.”

Elsewhere, The Witcher TV series 
is taking shape. Henry Cavill has been 
cast as Geralt, while Freya Allan will 
play Ciri. Writer Lauren S. Hissrich 
has also confirmed it will be shot in 
eastern Europe, which should 

“ALAN WAKE WAS 
BASICALLY A TV 

SERIES THAT WAS PUT 
INTO A GAME”

The Alan Wake series 
is set to expand on 

Remedy’s dark world. 

10    JANUARY 2019



Join our quest and become a Legendary member to 
unlock these amazing benefits and more...

S I G N  U P O N L I N E  AT C LU B. P C G A M E R .C O M

Digital subscription  
to the magazine

A monthly Steam key  
from Fanatical.com

Exclusive PCG-themed 
in-game items

Priority access to alpha/
beta codes Join our private  

Discord community 

B EC O M E  A  

M E M B E R  TO DAY 

F R O M  $ 4. 9 9  
P E R  M O N T H



U
ntil now, the only way to play the 
original Shenmue was on the Dreamcast. 
But thanks to a relentless campaign by 
fans to bring it to modern platforms, and 
UK development studio D3T, Yu 

Suzuki’s ambitious martial arts epic has finally been 
given a new lease of life. Shenmue I & II collects the 
first two games in the series, enabling you to play them 
in 4K with a few subtle visual tweaks including 
anti-aliasing and subtle bloom lighting.

“The love and passion that went into these games is clear 
to see,” says Noel Austin, technical director at D3T, when 
I ask him why he thinks Shenmue has such a cult 
following. “The world is incredibly detailed and 
researched, and really makes you feel like you’re living in 
Yokosuka in the ’80s. Also, there’s very little hand-holding. 
You have to use maps and talk to people, which is quite 
refreshing in this age of constant objective markers.”

D3T first received the Shenmue archive from SEGA 
back in October 2015 and there was a huge amount of 
data to sort through before development could begin in 
earnest. “Ramp-up was slow while we picked through the 
massive data archive and planned the approach we would 
take to porting it,” remembers Austin. “Over the lifetime 
of the project, at least 20 people have touched the 

Caption goes in 
here x xx xx xx  x xx 
x

code, although the peak team size was probably around 
ten developers.”

“The pressure was immense,” he adds. “Both from the 
expectations of the community and the importance of the 
Shenmue brand within SEGA. We know how passionate 
the community is about the game, and rightly so. The fans 
worked really hard in pushing for this re-release, and we 
were grateful to be the studio given the opportunity to 
bring it back.”

But getting a 20-year-old Dreamcast game to run at a 
high resolution on a Windows 10 gaming PC was no easy 
task. “It was incredibly difficult,” says Austin. “We’ve 
worked on some really challenging projects at D3T, but 
this was by far the toughest. There was no source code, so 
we had to reverse engineer from assembly code. The 
Dreamcast had a 32-bit processor, so getting it to work on 
64-bit CPUs was a massive engineering effort.”

SQUARE EYES
Cutscenes were also a problem. While the game itself has 
been adjusted to support a 16:9 widescreen aspect ratio, 
cinematic scenes remain in the Dreamcast’s original 4:3. 
“The game was designed to run at 4:3,” explains Austin. 
“This meant many of the cutscenes didn’t work correctly, 
so we had to maintain the original aspect ratio and add 
black bars on either side.”

Goro has never 
looked better.

What is 
D3T?
D3T is a studio 
that specializes 
in porting, 
networking, 
optimization, and 
rendering, and is 
often contracted 
by larger 
developers to 
help with their 
projects. As well 
as Shenmue, D3T 
also remastered 
Burnout 
Paradise, and 
has worked on 
games as diverse 
as Train Sim 
World, The 
Escapists 2, and 
ill-fated shooter 
Lawbreakers.

SHENMUE REBORN
The struggles of bringing a Dreamcast classic to PC.

12    JANUARY 2019
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Then there was the language barrier. Shenmue was 
developed by a Japanese team, SEGA AM2, which caused 
even more headaches for D3T. “All the comments in the 
code were written in Japanese, so we had to use Google 
Translate to get a handle on it. Then there was the 
additional problem of the game logic being written in a 
separate scripting language, meaning all the function 
names and variables were in Japanese, too.”

D3T also noticed that when it increased the resolution 
of the game from 640x480, the Dreamcast standard, new 
problems emerged and existing ones became more 
prominent. “The original was a technical marvel, and was 
highly tuned for the 
Dreamcast, which didn’t 
give us as much 
performance headroom as 
we were expecting given 
the age of the game. Some 
of the features of the 
hardware would prove 
difficult to emulate.”

SOUND OFF
Music is one thing the Shenmue remaster doesn’t quite 
get right. It sounds fine for the most part, however 
diehard fans with a keen ear will notice some of the 
instruments aren’t synthesized in the same way. “The 
audio on the Dreamcast is mainly driven by a completely 
different chip to the main CPU,” says Austin. “It’s loaded 
with different programs defined by the original developer, 
specifying things like loop points, reverb, volumes, etc. 
We didn’t have the source data for this, so we had to 
reverse engineer it.”

FAR LEFT: Cutscenes 
use higher resolution 
character models.

LEFT: The new subtle 
bloom lighting makes 
a big difference.

S W E E T  D R E A M S  Other Dreamcast PC ports

S P A C E  C H A N N E L  5 :  P A R T  2
A colorful rhythm action game with a 
vivid retro sci-fi aesthetic and a cameo 
by, of all people, Michael Jackson.

S E G A  B A S S  F I S H I N G
This arcade sim was a lot better with the 
Dreamcast’s wild fishing rod peripheral, 
but it’s still kinda entertaining.

C R A Z Y  T A X I
A fast-paced arcade driving game that 
sees you picking up and delivering 
endless passengers against the clock.

S O N I C  A D V E N T U R E
The blue blur’s first tentative step into 
three entire dimensions isn’t exactly 
Mario 64, but it does have its moments.

“THE ORIGINAL WAS A TECHNICAL 
MARVEL AND WAS HIGHLY TUNED 

FOR THE DREAMCAST”
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Shenmue superfan BlueMue also noticed some visual 
differences, mainly involving licensed brands being quietly 
removed from the game. Glenfiddich whisky bottles now 
say Golden Whisky, Ryo’s bank statement is no longer 
from the real-world Sumitomo Bank, but the more 
generic-sounding Yokosuka Bank, and the Timex logo has 
been removed from his watch. With almost two decades 
passing since these licensing deals were first made, it’s 
understandable that D3T had to make these changes.

I ask Austin if D3T found anything interesting in the 
game files. “So many things,” he says. “The moon in 
Shenmue II is not a texture but an actual 3D object in the 

distance correctly lit by the 
direction of the sun, which 
produces accurate phases. 
The physics of the ball in 
Lucky Hit is affected by the 
time of day, weather, and 
temperature. In cutscenes 
the game switches to higher 
quality head and hand 

models, allowing for more expression. We were amazed 
to discover this level of hidden detail.”

Porting such an old game was clearly a struggle for 
D3T, but it was worth it. This is now the best way to 
experience Shenmue, which is every bit as compelling, 
atmospheric, and idiosyncratic as it was back in 1999. “I 
hope fans can get some understanding of the difficulties 
in resurrecting these games, and that the new features 
have been positive additions,” says Austin. “On a personal 
level, I’m still amazed that the game I played so long ago 
is now available in full HD on a modern gaming PC.” 
Andy Kelly
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SHINE A LIGHT

5
“The player’s headlight has multiple 

functions. It helps the player 

determine what is collidable (since collidable 

terrain will block the light), assists in aiming 

weaponry, and also enhances atmosphere 

and the feeling of discovery.”

TECH BALANCE

3
Locomotives mix classic, fictional, and 

current tech, eg, some can use lateral 

thrusters to maneuver “like contemporary 

space vehicles”. Advanced factions seem 

more sci-fi and others are “ramshackle 

constructions of iron and wood”.

LIGHT AND DARK

1
Cook uses perspective to enhance 

depth: “Making foreground objects 

darker and richer, and background objects 

progressively lighter and more affected by 

atmospheric haze. This also helps the player 

identify what is on their level.”

LAYERING UP

4  “Though the background is 

composed of less than ten distinct 

layers, we use irregular overlapping patches 

of fog and beams of light to make the scene 

feel naturalistic,” says Cook of Failbetter’s 

use of layering.

BUILDING MATERIAL

2  The game takes place in The High 

Wilderness—a fantastical spacelike 

location set in the Victorian era. The 

architecture thus combines Victorian 

influences with more contemporary space 

stations and rockets.

NEGATIVE SPACE

6
“We find it’s often more powerful to 

suggest rather than show explicitly,” 

says Cook. “We try to fill the background 

space with gaps and hints of the world 

beyond, and invite the player to fill the 

blanks with their own imagination.”

INTO THE REACH
Failbetter artist TOBY COOK tells us how the studio creates a 
Victorian vision of outer space. By Philippa Warr

3

4

5
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X A L A V I E R 
N E L S O N  J R .
I’m a full-time  
game writer and 
narrative designer, 
with credits inside 
and out of gaming.

Y
ou might assume that cutscenes are a 
simple piece of game development, 
without all that pesky interaction. This is 
not the case. In fact, examining the 
production process for cutscenes reveals 

a messy truth underlying most games—the inherent 
risk accompanying their nonlinear development.

“For us, the cutscenes were 
written months before the 
gameplay was finalized, so 
we were writing these 
cinematic beats of high 
tension and emotional 
fulfilment... when all the 
lead-up to those moments 
hadn’t even been conceptualized yet,” says Dead Rising 4 
writer Shannon Campbell. “We had a map and we knew 
the rough destinations we wanted to hit, but the road 
we’d take to get there was a complete mystery.” 

This process is not atypical, as corroborated by 
Assassin’s Creed III and Far Cry 4 creative director Alex 
Hutchison. “Usually you want to lock the script as late as 
possible,” he says, “so it can respond to changes in design 
and missions effectively. But you need a draft script and a 
strong sense of the narrative early so you can make sure 
everything will fit together.”

In large projects, due to the need to integrate elements 
from actor performances to the latest 
rendering tech, once a cutscene is 
built, changes range from expensive 
to impossible. “Every change costs 
more the later in the process you ask 
for it,” says Hutchison. “Changing a 
whole story on day one costs nothing 
because you’ve invested nothing, but 
changing something in the last month 
is not only very expensive, it’s 
probably impossible unless it’s a 
straight cut.” Campbell calls out 
performance capture as an example 
of flexibility restricting as time goes 
on. “Depending on how much money 
and production time you’re dropping 
on cutscenes, once a scene is 
performed and captured, there’s not 
much editing you can do to the actual 
physical performance.”

While cutscenes are being written and conceived, it 
falls to artists like Alex Kanaris-Sotiriou to begin seeing 
whether they’ll even work. “The concepting stage for 
cutscenes generally begins early in a project once the core 

gameplay and broad narrative/event arc have been 
established,” Kanaris-Sotiriou says. “Most productions 
will want their cutscenes blocked out in some form for 
alpha (where the game is playable from start to finish 
using placeholder assets). The cutscenes at this point may 
be video animatics (moving storyboards) or implemented 
in a crude fashion with rough camera shots, sliding 

‘T-pose’ characters and 
placeholder robo-dialogue.” 
Previsualization, or ‘previs’, 
fits neatly into this process, 
combining 2D and 3D assets 
to block out scenes before 
the resources are dedicated 
to fully realize them. 

As development 
accelerates, designers have to get crafty—particularly in 
cases where cutscenes are shown in-engine. James 
Henley, a former cinematic designer at BioWare, reveals 
some shortcuts necessary to get the sheer amount of 
dramatic content needed into Jade Empire, Dragon Age: 
Origins, and Mass Effect: “Working with pre-existing 
animations, we often altered blend weights on animations 
or used small parts of a longer animation that may imply 
an entirely different action when viewed out of context. … 
Non-standard movement was often implied by cobbling 
starts and ends of other animations together and carefully 
managing camera motion and cuts to imply action.”

SALARIAN CINEMA
Once a cutscene is produced, it falls to people like 
Michael Elliot—a former content QA tester on Mass Effect 
3—to ensure everything runs smoothly. Sometimes, this 
requires viewing the same scene multiple times. One day, 
this culminated in an attempt to track an issue with the 
final confession of Mordin Solus. “There is a moment, 
near the end of the scene,” Elliot recounts, “where Mordin 
cuts off Shepard mid-argument and yells, ‘I made a 
mistake!” Then there’s a beat where Mordin calms 
himself and says again, “I made a mistake.’ ... During one 
of my playthroughs when I was testing the scene my PC 
hitched and Mordin’s beat between the two lines was 
missing. Without it that pivotal moment felt wrong, it felt 
rushed, you don’t get to see Mordin came to terms with 
what he is saying. 

“Seeing how [those] few seconds of silence made all 
the difference in that scene made me realize how much 
attention went into creating the game, and how much I 
enjoyed what I was doing.”

That’s what all of this work from all of these people 
ultimately hopes to achieve. A two-second pause that, for 
the player, will mean everything. 

“EVERY CHANGE COSTS MORE  
THE LATER IN THE PROCESS YOU 

ASK FOR IT”

MAKING A SCENE
How developers create cinematics. By Xalavier Nelson Jr.
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FAR LEFT: Alex 
Kanaris-Sotiriou 
details how 
combining 2D and 3D 
concept work to 
block out cutscenes 
ahead of time allows 
devs to prototype 
scenarios quickly 
and cheaply. 

LEFT: Jade Empire’s 
staged conversations 
were created entirely 
within the engine’s 
scripting language.

C O M M U N I T Y  F A V O R I T E S  I asked developers what their favorite cutscenes were, and why

J A K E  R O D K I N
V A L V E
Rodkin recalls how the opening of Full 
Throttle straddled the technology gap 
facing adventure games with 
confidence, mixing pixel characters 
with 3D motorcycles and cars.

S E A N  O X S P R I N G
D A M B U S T E R  S T U D I O S
Oxspring reflects on the shocking fall of 
Prince Arthas in Warcraft III, depicted in 
the purging of Stratholme.“I remember 
being like, ‘I understand why, but jeez, 
there’s got to be a better way?’”

C H E L L A  R A M A N A N 
3 - F O L D  G A M E S
Ramanan spotlighted a scene of Aya 
jumping into Bayek’s arms in Assassin’s 
Creed Origins, noting the rarity of 
people of color being depicted as sexy, 
strong, intelligent, and in love.

A L E X  K A N A R I S - S O T I R I O U
P O L Y G O N  T R E E H O U S E
Kanaris-Sotiriou appreciates how the 
Governor’s Mansion brawl in the Secret 
of Monkey Island uses sound effects 
and Batman-like captions to capture the 
player’s imagination.

Cutscenes can be 
produced months 
before the gameplay 
and narrative 
experiences 
connecting them 
together are even 
conceived, as was 
the case for Dead 
Rising 4.
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HALF-LIFE 2
Check out Research & 
Development, Double Action: 
Boogaloo, and Underhell.

C&C: TIBERIAN SUN
Tiberian Sun, Red Alert 2, and 
Generals all have a thriving 
modding scene.

TES V: SKYRIM
You’ll find hundreds of 
fan-made quests, as well as 
total conversions like Enderal.

DOOM II
From brutal maps, to odd 
adventures. Try Adventures of 
Square or WolfenDoom.

CRUSADER KINGS II
If you can think of a fantasy 
universe, there’s usually a 
CKII mod for it. 

1 2 3 4 5

T H E  T O P  5           Moddable Games

Clear your backlog and expand your horizons. Here’s what the team played this month

PLAY 100 GAMES IN 2018

C H A L L E N G E

W
hile everybody digs into the 
latest Assassin’s Creed, I spent 
this month finishing off its 

predecessor. I’m glad I didn’t skip straight 
to Odyssey, because Assassin’s Creed 
Origins is really good. The setting is 
gorgeous, and I found Hellenistic-era 
Egypt’s clash of cultures, mythologies, and 
architectural styles fascinating.

Judging for GDC’s annual Independent 
Games Festival Awards began, which 
proved a great excuse to catch up on cool 
things I’d missed. I was charmed by The 
Norwood Suite, and then challenged by 
Opus Magnum. I look forward to 
spending more time with both.

I also tried Return of the Obra Dinn, 
and so spent the remainder of the month 
hunting down corpses, studying faces, and 
trying to place accents as I uncovered the 
mystery of an ill-fated voyage.

A B S U R D  T H I N G S

O
bra Dinn, Obra Daaaa, life goes 
on! Ooooh. Lalalala life goes on.” 
That is what has been stuck in my 

head all week. It’s lucky, then, that Return 
of the Obra Dinn is such a good game 
that it can counterbalance this Paul 
McCartney earworm hell. But now that 
I’ve solved the murder boat mystery, I’ve 
been seeking other ways to pass the time.

Brendon Chung’s Thirty Flights of 
Loving filled that void for a hot second 
(and will again as I play it a couple more 
times). No Man’s Sky’s Abyss update also 
sounds like a good candidate, as it’s all 
underwater prettiness. And I’ve been 
meaning to finish the solid platformer, 
Candleman: The Complete Journey. 

Longer term, I hope my bad memory 
will come into its own, and I will have 
forgotten enough of the details of Obra 
Dinn that I can play it all over again. 

E A R W O R M  H E L L

I 
love a good (bad) FMV game, so 
when I saw Tender Loving Care 
appear on Steam, I had to have it. It 

stars John Hurt as a psychiatrist who asks 
you philosophical questions as you 
observe love triangle drama playing out. 
Be warned, though: Some of it is basically 
just low-res softcore porn.

I’ve always enjoyed Call of Duty’s 
singleplayer games as big, empty, beautiful 
spectacles. So I gave Call of Duty: WWII 
a go, which is a lavish production with 
some decent performances, but just feels 
too on-rails to be that enjoyable as an FPS. 

I have fond memories of Star Wars: 
Shadows of the Empire on the N64, so I 
thought I’d check out the PC version and, 
well, I think that’s a memory I should’ve 
left pristine and untouched. The Hoth 
battle is still kinda fun, but it’s aged more 
than Palpatine’s weird monster face.

G O O D  ( B A D )

Phil Savage
Editor

Philippa Warr
Deputy Editor

Andy Kelly
Section Editor

Want to track your progress? Print out our checklist at www.bit.ly/pcgchallenge
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Artifact marks Valve’s arrival in a 
competitive arena—digital card games 
have become, in the years since 
Hearthstone, a fixture of the PC 
landscape. It is also the first substantial 
expansion to the fantasy universe they 
established with Dota 2, acting as a 
narrative prequel to the company’s 
flagship competitive game. Designed by 
Magic: The Gathering creator Richard 
Garfield and developed by a team that 
includes veteran designer and Magic Pro 
Tour pioneer Skaff Elias, Artifact is also an 
attempt to improve upon the formula that 
forms the basis of the entire CCG genre.

“We’re trying to push the boundaries” 
Garfield says. “We are really leveraging the 
way the computer can keep track of a 
much bigger set of data than you would 
want to do on paper.”

The result is a game that features CCG 
mechanics within a broader and dynamic 
strategic sandbox. Play takes place across 
three boards—or lanes, in the language of 
Dota. Players begin the deck-building 
process by choosing five heroes, each of 
which has a color—red, blue, black, or 
green—that represents their role. Heroes 
have their own characteristics, and each 
comes with three copies of a signature 
card that must be included in your deck. 
You then fill out the remaining cards with 
creeps, spells, and lane-enhancing 
improvements based on the colors of the 
heroes that you’ve selected.

You also build a nine-card item deck 
that allows you to customize the gear that 
your heroes can buy and equip during a 
match. Finally, you specify which of your 
characters will begin the game in a lane, 
which will arrive at the start of the second 
round, and which will arrive in the third.

CHANGING LANES
It all takes place in one lane at a time. Each 
lane has its own mana pool, but you have 
one hand of cards—and you can only play 
cards to a lane if there’s a hero of the 
matching color present. Players take turns 
to take actions in a lane until both pass, at 
which point play moves along to the next 
lane. After the third lane is done, both 
players have a chance to spend gold—
gained by killing creeps and heroes, a la 
Dota—at the store, which features their 
custom item deck alongside a selection of 
random items that rotates each turn.

You win by destroying towers in two of 
your opponent’s lanes, or by destroying 
the more durable Ancient that appears 
once a tower falls. The path to that 
moment is lined with a dizzying array of 
strategic considerations—from managing 
the redeployment of respawning heroes, 
to preparing for the arrival of creeps each 
round, to manipulating the way that 
initiative is exchanged between players. 
That’s in addition to the familiar drama of 
a card game—the plays and counterplays, 
feints, and gambits that allow the best 
players to rise to positions of mastery.

Artifact is fiercely competitive, 
elegantly conceived despite its breadth, 
and executed with a tremendous degree 
of finesse. This is what happens when you 
combine some of the most experienced 
designers in the genre with Valve’s 
resources and the expanded possibility 
space afforded by a digital environment.

“For a game like this, which is 
massively modular, it allows you to make a 
much bigger place for people to play in,” 
Garfield says. “There are a lot more 
possibilities for them to explore. That’s 
really important for a game like this, where 

O
nce upon a time, Valve made a shooter. 
Then they made some more shooters. 
Then they made a shop, a funny puzzle 
game, some zombie games, and a MOBA. 

I lay it out like that in order to establish some 
context for the phrase ‘Valve are making a card 
game’: They have rarely entered a new field and 
not left a considerable mark.

Valve are making a card game

A R T I F A C T

VALVE HAVE RARELY ENTERED 
A NEW FIELD AND NOT LEFT A 
CONSIDERABLE MARK

RELEASE
November 28

DEVELOPER
Valve

PUBLISHER
In-house

LINK
www.playartifact.com

N E E D  T O  K N O W

P L A Y E D 
I T
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“PRIOR TO VALVE DOING DOTA, 
I’M NOT SURE WE EVER WOULD 
HAVE MADE A GAME LIKE DOTA”
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Blue heroes can unleash
game-changing spells.

Good players are 
always one step ahead.

I don’t know either, 
little guy.

you’re constructing your potential game 
space by constructing your deck and 
combining it with your opponent, and it 
gives you this unique game experience. 
The broader the area that those things 
can cover, the better.”

Beyond a tutorial and the option to play 
games against the AI, Artifact is tuned for 
online competition. If you’re a Dota or 
Magic player, or interested in competitive 
strategy and excited by the phrase ‘board 
state’, then Artifact is looking increasingly 
essential. If you can’t place yourself within 
that Venn diagram, Valve’s latest game 
may seem unapproachable or excessively 
complex. What is heartening, then, is the 
amount of attention being paid to the 
needs of players of all kinds.

“There’s a lot of craftsmanship that 
goes into how to present information,” 
says developer Brandon Reinhart. “We 
could easily have made the game both 
complicated and complicated to look at. 
We’ve put a lot of effort into trying to make 
it something that you could easily digest.”

FINISHING TOUCHES
Your games of Artifact are accompanied 
by a pair of beautifully animated imps that 
gather up your cards, draw attention to 
interface elements, and scamper and 
react to spells and creeps. Spells manifest 
with punchy effects and a staggering 
amount of audio has been recorded for 
every character. Creeps don’t bellow a 
stock line when they deploy: They 
comment specifically on the composition 
of the lane, greeting allies and reacting to 
the board state.

“One of the philosophies we have is 
that when you first sit down to play, you 
don’t understand all of the board state so 
we want you to just have fun with your first 
few games,” Reinhart says. “Dota is 
really similar—as long as you have fun 
throwing spells around with your hero, 
you don’t need to understand 
everything else that’s going on, 
initially, to enjoy the game.”

Indeed, Dota 2’s success has 
given Valve the confidence to build 
games that don’t apologize for their 
depth. “Prior to Valve doing Dota, I’m not 
sure we ever would have made a game like 
Dota,” Reinhart continues. “Once we had 
that experience of making Dota 2, it made 
a game like Artifact a much more 
reasonable challenge.”

Valve point to the success of games 
such as PUBG and Dark Souls—and, 
looking further back, Counter-Strike—as 
evidence that players are hungry for 

experiences where failure is felt more 
keenly, but victory is truly earned. “It’s 
just about respecting your customers 
and knowing that people can handle this 
stuff,” explains developer Brad Muir. 
“Millions of people play these deep, 
complex games. I just don’t think we need 
to put the kid gloves on.”

Dota 2 also has a tremendous bearing 
on Artifact’s look and feel—but the 
relationship is reciprocal, with Artifact set 
to feed new characters and stories back 
between the two games. In particular, the 
card game affords an opportunity to 
explore different parts of the universe, 
with November’s initial release conceived 
as the first part of a three-part story that 
will span the game’s first few card sets. 
Each card features a snippet of lore, 
delivered in-character and fully voiced.

 “We’re really excited for storytelling in 
Artifact,” Reinhart says. “Every expansion 
lets us take a snapshot of an event that 
happened in the Dota universe, and 
explore who the characters were, what the 
story elements were, and so forth. When 
we release a new card set, we’ll be able to 
tell a new story, focus on new heroes, that 
kind of thing.”

BAD BEATS
As a one-on-one game, Artifact will not 
inherit Dota 2’s capacity to generate ire 
between teammates—but Valve do want 
to capture the same feeling of high highs 
and low lows, the way that a dynamic 
gaming environment can provide 
experiences that players truly feel that 
they own. That will mean frustration, from 
time to time, and it’s apparent even from a 
short time with the game that players will 
need to learn to anticipate—and 
deploy—some pretty nasty spells and 
effects. Different deck archetypes, 
defined by the colors of the heroes that 

you include, each have different ways to 
overpower foes in the endgame. Having 

your best-laid plans upended by an 
unexpected power play—like the 

tower-wrecking blue spell Bolt of 
Damocles, or the expensive item 

Horn of the Alpha, which allows for 
the reliable summoning of dinosaurs—

is a harsh but inevitable part of the 
game’s learning curve.
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H E R O E S 
F O R  H I R E

Heroes are powerful 
units, and their presence 
in a lane is necessary in 

order to play cards of 
their color.

T O W E R 
P O W E R

The tower in each lane 
provides mana and can be 

upgraded with 
improvements. Lose two 

and you will lose 
the game.
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BROADLY, ARTIFACT’S 
ECONOMIC MODEL LOOKS A 
LOT LIKE A PHYSICAL CCG

If the enemy imp is happy,
something’s gone wrong.

H A N D  O F 
G O D S

Your hand is made up of 
creeps, spells, 

improvements, and items. 
Play proceeds one card 

at a time until both 
players pass.

The goal is not to take the sting out of 
these moments, as that would mean 
taking away the impact of some of the 
most exciting cards in the game. “Every 
time you do that you make the focus of 
the game narrower,” Garfield says. “I 
prefer to find a game which has the 
possibility of players getting into situations 
they love and hate, rather than one where 
everyone thinks it’s okay. The key is 
making it so that even if there are these 
frustrating things, they don’t dominate 
play—but if they’re there in the dark 
corners of the game, I think that’s great.”

“If you play Dota, or PUBG, or any of 
these games that have really good pacing 
in the experience, there will be points 
where something really bad happens or 
you lose in a way that’s frustrating,” 
Reinhart says. “But that doesn’t mean 
that the game is bad, or you don’t play 
again, or that it isn’t even valuable to have 
really clear highs and really clear lows.”

The addition of a limited draft mode 
also helps encourage players to develop 
their understanding of the game itself, 
rather than a handful of cards or combos. 
In it, players take turns to asynchronously 
share out the spoils of several booster 
packs, making decks as they go. This 
planning stage rewards clearheaded 
strategy in a similar manner to Dota 2’s 
hero draft—and the fact that you’re 
competing for the best picks against other 
people makes it a headier challenge than 
similar modes in other games.

MONEY MATTERS
More broadly, Artifact’s economic model 
looks a lot like a physical CCG—with the 
Steam Marketplace standing in for card 
resellers. After an initial outlay, which 
includes a set of starter decks, you can 
open boosters or opt to buy cards from 
other players. In order to combat 
concerns that buying the best decks 
might be necessary for competitive 
play, Artifact features a more 
subdued relationship between 
power and card rarity than 
other games. Even so, the 
team is proceeding with the 
understanding that every design 
decision it makes has a potential impact 
on the value of specific cards.

“We see ourselves as both wanting to 
be good stewards of the game, and 
wanting to be good stewards of the 
economy,” Reinhart says. “Doing that 
involves a lot of careful thinking, careful 
decision-making, and maintaining trust in 
both of those—seeing them as institutions 
that Artifact rests upon.”

This system has far-reaching 
implications for the way the game is 
updated. Valve see direct alterations to 
cards themselves—balance patches, in 
other words—as a last resort. “It’s 
absolutely our goal to not change cards,” 
says Skaff Elias. Instead, changes to the 
game will be achieved through the 
addition of new cards and mechanics. 
This is pragmatic in several senses, but 
also reflective of a broader ideology—I get 
the impression that Valve are pursuing not 
balance, necessarily, but a sustainably 
unpredictable strategic challenge for 
players. This is reflective of Artifact as a 
whole—the way that all of its complexity 
and variance delivers a meaty strategic 
problem that defies clear solutions.

For Richard Garfield, preserving this 
sense of player agency is a design 
concern. “I’ve had a lot of experience with 
players looking to the company to solve 
whatever their problems are,” he says, 
“and that undermines the play experience 
in a lot of cases. Often there are solutions 
that can be found, and it’s so much better 
if the players can find them.”

Even so, this approach harmonizes 
with a number of Valve attitudes—and 
issues. This is a company that prefers to 
communicate anonymously. As they 
become responsible for a high-investment 
game like Artifact, it will be necessary to 
find a compromise between these values 
and the needs of a player community that 
doesn’t always react predictably.

“I think it’s pretty obvious that Valve is 
very risk averse when it comes to 
communication,” Reinhart says. “We’re 

careful. We’re trying to do some new 
things with Artifact, with our Twitter, 

thinking about what a blog might look 
like and so forth. I can’t commit to 

more frequent communication, but 
what I mean is more specific, detailed, 
and explanatory communication.”

If they can find that balance, Artifact 
has the potential to be good for Valve as 
well as for card games more broadly. Not 
to add another genre to their list of 
conquests, but to push them to share the 
journey of this game with their players 
more closely than they’ve done before.
Chris Thursten



simulate and not simulate, and I hope I can 
give that same moment of delight to folks 
playing Skin Deep.”

That interest in bodily complications 
doesn’t stop at feet. Sneezing and spitting 
are also given a mention in the game’s 
FAQ. In my gaming experience, sneezing 
has generally been a negative—a way of 
disrupting stealth, for example. But Chung 
tells me he’s interested in context-
sensitive sneeze outcomes:

“I always find it most compelling when 
a mechanic’s effect varies depending on 
the circumstances. Sneezing can attract 
baddies, but I can imagine some 
interesting outcomes when sneezing 
straight into a baddie’s face or onto 
sensitive electronics.”

FIRST-PERSON SHOE-TER
Skin Deep sounds like a game Chung has 
been gradually heading towards making 
for around two decades. “I got interested 
in game development via the Doom 
(1993) map editor,” he explains. “I made 
maps for Doom, Quake, Duke Nukem 3D, 
and Half-Life for over a decade, and have 
been hooked on FPS games since then. 

“I got some of my FPS impulses 
out of me through Thirty Flights of 
Loving, Quadrilateral Cowboy, and 
Gravity Bone, but have always 
wanted to make something akin to 

the work I grew up making and playing. It 
felt like the right time to go for it, so I 
started Skin Deep.”

The game has only been in 
development since July 2018, so Chung is 
still feeling the project out. He’s still 
working out its scope, for example, and 
the fiction of the universe  is still being 
hammered out—including why you would 
freeze a guard with a weapon but no 
shoes. But Chung says he’s “incredibly 
happy with how things are going”.

From our exchange, it feels clear that 
exploration of the ‘first-person’ bit of 
first-person games is key to Chung’s 
interest in the project. “I’m most excited 
about working on the stuff I have wanted 
to see in an FPS—sneezing, plucking 
glass out of your feet, trying to find shoes 
that fit,” he says. “There are so many 
possibilities in what a first-person game 
can be, and I’m so thrilled to be exploring 
that space.”
Philippa Warr

I
n development for just three months at 
the time of writing, Brendon Chung’s 
new project, Skin Deep, is exploring some 
interesting FPS territory. The game sees 

you take on the role of an elite security guard, hired 
to travel in cryogenic suspension alongside valuable 
spaceship cargo. Your job is to protect that cargo, 
thawing out whenever there’s a threat. 

The perks of stepping into 
someone else’s shoes

S K I N  D E E P

“I’M MOST EXCITED ABOUT 
WORKING ON THE STUFF I HAVE 
WANTED TO SEE IN AN FPS”

RELEASE
“The future”

DEVELOPER
Blendo Games

PUBLISHER
In-house

LINK
www.blendogames.com

N E E D  T O  K N O W

F I R S T 

L O O K

An inopportune time
for sneezing.

Chung’s plan for your newly thawed state 
is that you will have a weapon but no 
shoes—basically the opposite of a 
nightclub dress code. The shoelessness 
ties into Chung’s interest in making your 
avatar’s body more of a meaningful 
presence than the default FPS setup 
where you’re essentially a floating 
camera wielding a gun.

From watching a stream of Chung 
working on Skin Deep you can 
already get a sense of how important 
consideration of your body is as a result. 
Walking on glass gets shards stuck in your 
feet. You can stand with your back against 
a wall and lean against it while you pluck 
them out, or leave them in, which blocks 
off a bit of your health bar and inflicts 

damage when you take a step. 
You can guard against shards if 

you find a pair of shoes, but an 
interesting touch here is that the 

shoes need to be your size. I don’t 
think I’ve ever encountered consideration 
of clothing fit outside tiny indie projects.

“Body physicality is definitely a goal of 
Skin Deep,” says Chung. “I’m always 
delighted to see what an FPS decides to 
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You’ll need a wall to lean
on to extract glass.
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Climbing the wall like
a deadly gecko. 



At the bottom of the screen is a two-color 
wheel, and it’s by turning this that you 
interact with the music and keep the beat 
flowing. Then things get more complex as 
button taps, spins and other twists to the 
formula stack up during a song. It’s a 
beautifully elegant control system, and 
makes you feel genuinely connected to 
the music, as all good rhythm action 
games should. 

The music in the game comes 
courtesy of a number of independent 
electronic artists including Hyper Potions, 
Subtact, Seejay, and Oxford Parker. 
Chances are you haven’t heard of them, 
but rest assured the music—from lazy 
chiptune beats to pounding glitchstep—is 
perfectly suited to the game.

Spin Rhythm will support a number of 
MIDI controllers out of the box, meaning 
you can control the wheel by spinning a 
physical turntable, and judging by a demo 
video the studio released, it looks like it 
might be the best way to play it. But I don’t 
have that luxury, so I’m reduced to using 
my keyboard and mouse. But even so, it 
feels wonderful to play, and nailing a 
rapid-fire series of beats is thrilling.
Andy Kelly

T
here simply aren’t enough rhythm action 
games on PC, but Australian developer 
Super Entertainment is helping fix that 
with the massively entertaining Spin 

Rhythm. It combines elements of DJ Hero and Rock 
Band, but gives the genre its own spin with a 
fantastically tactile wheel-based input system.

A wildly addictive rhythm 
action game

S P I N  R H Y T H M

YOU CAN CONTROL THE 
WHEEL BY SPINNING A 
PHYSICAL TURNTABLE

RELEASE
2019

DEVELOPER
Super Entertainment

PUBLISHER
In-house

LINK
www.spinrhythmgame.com
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1
The circular beat 

markers are the 

simplest interaction in Spin 

Rhythm. All you have to do is 

move the wheel and make 

sure the correct color hits 

them. Although, in some of 

the trickier songs, spinning 

the wheel to hit a lot of them 

in quick succession is a real 

test of concentration.

2
Rectangular markers up the challenge. 

Not only do you have to make sure the 

correct color is lined up on the wheel, but you 

have to tap the beat button in time with the 

music. In faster songs, the frequency of 

these markers increases massively.

4
When you see these sections of track 

you have to hold the wheel and spin it in 

the indicated direction. The tricky thing 

about this is coming out of a spin and making 

sure the wheel’s set to the correct color for 

the next part of the song.

6
The game is incredibly stylish, although 

I must admit, having to tilt my head to 

read the song titles on this admittedly classy-

looking menu feels a bit awkward. The game 

will launch with a large selection of tracks, 

and I’m hoping there’ll be modding tools to 

add my own music to the playlist eventually.

3
When you see these 

long, twisting lines you 

have to hold the beat button 

down and move the wheel to 

follow the trail. If you veer 

out of the line at any point 

you’ll lose your combo. And 

these often finish with 

another beat, meaning you 

have to be ready to tap the 

button again at the end.

5
Red X markers mean 

you’ve missed a beat, 

which causes the music to 

distort like a DJ spinning a 

record back. In the preview 

build I played, failing three 

times unceremoniously 

results in a game over, which 

can be frustrating. Hopefully 

there’s a more forgiving 

practice mode come release.
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A
tonal swerve takes Amanita Design from 
the comedic daftness of Chuchel’s 
cherry-based point-and-click and into 
the mysterious Gothic platform puzzles 

of Creaks. This is a game about lights and ladders 
where you must lead your pullover-wearing 
character through a labyrinthine house while 
avoiding monsters. You use light to convert 
snarling beasts into household objects, which you 
can clamber on or use to press switches. It’s a way 
of using childhood fear as a game mechanic: a 
terrifying shape in the corner of the room is 
definitely a wolf right up to the moment you switch 
on the light and reveal... an innocent dressing gown.
Philippa Warr

Making use of things that go 
bump in the night

C R E A K S P L A Y E D  
I T

N E E D  T O  K N O W

RELEASE
2019

DEVELOPER
Amanita Design

PUBLISHER
In-house

LINK
www.amanita-design.net I N K S C A P E

The ominous, scratchy ink 
art style immediately 

reminded me of the work of 
illustrator Edward Gorey – and 

the sombre color palette 
accentuates the twilight 

feel of the game.

S C A R Y  T A L E S
Moment to moment you’re 

figuring out how to get to the 
next ladder, but the demo hints 
at a bigger foe. Talons scratch 

on the roof, and a gang of 
mysterious figures consult 

a book.
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D A N G E R !
Monsters spring to 

life in the gloom—robotic 
dogs will give chase, stick 

figurelike people will mimic 
your character’s 

movements and spike you if 
you get too close, a 
jellyfish patrols an 

area… H O W E V E R !
…turn on a light and the 

beam transforms the 
monster into a piece of 

completely harmless 
furniture, which is useful 
for activating switches or 

giving you a leg-up to a 
nearby dangling 

ladder. 
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A
s a future Earth slowly becomes 
uninhabitable, humanity begins 
relocating to Mars for a better life. The 
problem is, only the stinking rich can 

afford a ticket. And you? You’re just a regular kid 
with a beat-up hoverbike and enough dollars for a 
bowl of ramen and not much else.

The controls are pleasantly responsive, 
and the weapons all pack a gratifying 
punch: from the Ex-Wife, a Quake II-style 
railgun, to the Dirty Barry, a futuristic take 
on a .44 magnum. The chaotic combat is 
reminiscent of Vlambeer shooters such as 
Nuclear Throne, which combines 
beautifully with the high-speed racing.

You move across a semi-3D plane with 
the analogue stick (a controller is 
recommended), and can boost sideways 
and forwards by tapping A. The pace is 
breakneck and the amount of noise on the 
screen is a bit overwhelming at first, but 
as you adapt to its unique flow it becomes 
intoxicating. It’s not as intense as a bullet 
hell-style shooter, but it does require 
similar levels of focus as your screen 
explodes with light and color.

Between activities you can wander 
around a desert town, which features 
some lovely rotoscoped animation. Here, 
you can pawn stuff for cash to repair your 
bike and fill up on ramen. 

FRESH GEAR
You’ll also be able to customize your 
hoverbike with “guns, amplifiers, and 
tasteless bumper stickers” and “dine on a 
range of interplanetary cuisine with sweet 
buffs to help you win”. Brittain also says 
the game has been designed with 
replayability in mind, promising “secrets 
that will keep you coming back”. My early 
demo was pretty basic, but even so, as a 
proof of concept it has me pretty excited.

Desert Child is an incredibly cool 
game, marrying some supremely 
satisfying shooting and driving with vivid 
art, an intriguing storyline and a brilliant 
soundtrack. I’m interested to see where 
this hoverbike racer’s adventure takes 
him, and I like the idea of the game 
culminating with “the biggest race in the 
universe” when he finally scrapes enough 
money together to reach Mars.
Andy Kelly

DEVELOPER OSCAR 
BRITTAIN CITES AKIRA 
AND COWBOY BEBOP 
AS INFLUENCES

P L A Y E D  
I T

Become a bounty-hunting 
hoverbike racer

D E S E R T  C H I L D

But what you have plenty of is 
determination, and you’ve decided to use 
your hoverbike, and knack for driving, to 
earn enough money to make it to the Red 
Planet. You’ll hunt bounties, deliver pizzas, 
and take part in racing tournaments, all to 
a wonderfully chill, lo-fi hip-hop 
soundtrack. Developer Oscar Brittain 
cites Akira and Cowboy Bebop as 
influences, and that’s clear to see in the 
stylish, colorful, fast-paced visuals.

Whatever you’re doing in Desert Child, 
whether it’s slinging pizza or engaging in 
deadly races with other hoverbikes, it 
takes the form of a side-scrolling shooter. 
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RELEASE
December 2018

DEVELOPER
Oscar Brittain

PUBLISHER
Akupara Games

LINK
www.akapuragames.com

N E E D  T O  K N O W

Your hoverbike 
is your life.
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RIGHT: There’s 
nothing cowardly 
about hiding behind a 
big hill.

BELOW: Sacrifice’s 
creature designs 
were fever dreams 
brought to life.

The History of the Strategy Game

F E A T U R E

ome of strategy gaming’s most influential titles were 
developed for consoles, but by 2000 the genre had been 
synonymous with PC for a decade. The launch of the 
PlayStation 2 saw more and more people drift away 
from their PCs, prompting Microsoft to make the 
Xbox, which appeared the following year. It might have 
looked like a PC, but when it came to traditional 
strategy games, it was just as hostile an environment as 
any other console. The audience was shrinking, 
publishers were becoming increasingly risk-averse, and 
players were coalescing around stalwart franchises. 

Out of this came oddities, hybrids, spin-offs, and more 
experiments with 3D maps and cameras, like Massive 

Entertainment’s real-time tactics 
game, Ground Control. Similar to 
Relic’s Homeworld, it gave you free 
rein of the camera, letting you zoom 
out for an overview of the battle—
though not quite as far, given the 
smaller scale—and then all the way 
up to your beefy sci-fi units, watching 
them from ground level as they 
bombarded enemy fortifications or 
stormed bases. It looked great, and it 
boasted plenty of other noteworthy 
features, like 3D terrain that could 
modify accuracy, foliage that could 
hide troops, and customizable units. 

At the same time, Shiny 
Entertainment introduced the world 
to Sacrifice. In another reality, 
Sacrifice is probably hailed as an 
important and influential RTS, but 
for some reason we’re stuck in the 
one where it’s more of a brilliant, 
overlooked curio. With a library that 
included Earthworm Jim and MDK, 
Shiny’s games were typically strange 
and inventive, but the studio had 
never worked on anything close to a 
strategy game. That might have been 
an advantage, as Sacrifice ripped 
apart RTS conventions. 

Sacrifice looked nothing like an 
RTS, borrowing its perspective from 
third-person action games and 
keeping the screen devoid of clutter. 



ESSENTIALLY, YOU WERE A 
DUNGEON MASTER, SENDING 

HEROES OUT ON ADVENTURES
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CARDED

Players directly controlled just one character, a wizard, 
who could cast apocalyptic spells and summon all sorts of 
colorful, magical units. The summoned creatures followed 
the wizard around, and could be given orders or put into 
formations. Instead of fussing with resources, buildings, 
and large armies, all of your concerns were right there in 
front of you: The wizard and their crew of weird minions. 
And it looked incredible for the time. It was a surreal, 
broken dreamscape that looked like it leaked out of the 
brain of Salvador Dalí or Hieronymus Bosch. The unit 
design was just as strange, featuring a large menagerie of 
outlandish beasties that could be thrown into battle. 

These new strategy games were posing interesting 
questions about what ingredients the genre really needed 
to succeed, and what could be thrown away or 
reconsidered. Majesty: The Fantasy Kingdom Sim, for 
instance, asked if we really needed direct control at all. 
Instead of commanding units, players had to tempt heroes 
to set up shop in their town by providing the appropriate 
facilities, and then encourage them to go and solve nearby 
problems by creating quests and rewards. Essentially, you 
were a Dungeon Master, sending heroes out on 
adventures to explore a new part of the world or 
murder some pesky monsters. 

Established franchises were getting smaller, but 
still notable, shake-ups. Age of Mythology applied 

Like the wargames of the 

’70s and ’80s, collectible 

card games have 

increasingly been going 

digital. Some, like the wildly 

popular Magic: The 

Gathering, started out as 

physical games before 

digital spin-offs cropped 

up, while others, like 

Hearthstone, were 

developed as videogames 

from the ground up. 

While the settings, rules 

and mechanics often differ 

a great deal between them, 

these strategy-adjacent 

games task players with 

creating decks of armies, 

heroes, buildings, spells, or 

just broad concepts. 

Hybrids have been 

appearing too, like Card 

Hunter, which mixed 

tabletop RPGs with CCGs 

and tactical combat, and 

Valve’s upcoming Artifact, 

inspired by Dota 2.

Westwood was gone, 
but Command & 
Conquer was still 
kicking about.



the Age of Empires formula to ancient myths and 
legends, throwing monsters, magic, gods, and heroes into 
the mix. Command & Conquer: Generals, the first 
post-Westwood game in the series, switched the setting to 
another near-future crisis, ditched harvesters, and went 
3D. Civilization had also returned home to its creator after 
some drama, litigation, and Activision’s Civilization: Call to 
Power. Civilization III would prove to be a divisive 
instalment, but it also introduced the culture system, 
changing the ways civilizations could expand and opening 
up new paths to victory that didn’t involve conquest.  

In 2002, Blizzard returned to Azeroth with a story of 
unlikely ententes, demonic armies, and superpowered 
heroes. Warcraft III: Reign of Chaos was a fantasy epic not 
just driven by armies and resource-gathering, but by 
sympathetic, multifaceted characters whose stories 
continue to develop today. The plot actually started out as 
an adventure game, Warcraft Adventures: Lord of the 
Clans. With it, Blizzard wanted to chart the life of Thrall, 
the eventual leader of one of Warcraft’s factions, the 
Horde. It was ultimately shelved, but the story of Thrall 
got a second life in Reign of Chaos. 

The importance of these heroes went beyond the 
narrative. When Warcraft III was first announced in 1999, 
it was a strategy RPG, reminiscent of King’s Bounty or 
Heroes of Might and Magic. A lot of the RPG elements 
ended up on the cutting room floor, but the role of heroes 
persevered. Heroes were powerful units who grew as they 
gained experience, developing handy new abilities. They 
could equip magical gear, too, and even do a spot of 
shopping to give them an edge. Sure, they were 
surrounded by small armies and fighting in a world-
shaking war, but these were adventuring RPG heroes. 

It was still undoubtedly an RTS, but amid all the 

ABOVE:  Frost Wyrms 
just want to help 
everyone cool down. 
Honestly!
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TV shows featuring 

videogames are usually 

rubbish, but not Time 

Commanders. The BBC 

show gave teams of four a 

historical army to lead and 

an enemy to fight, with 

captains barking out orders 

and the rest of the team 

relaying them to staff from 

the show. There were 

planning sessions, teams 

poring over maps, and tons 

of heated discussions, but 

the thing that brought the 

battles to life was our pal 

Rome: Total War. Products 

can’t be promoted on the 

BBC, so the game wasn’t 

mentioned, but it was the 

show’s linchpin. All of the 

Time Commanders’ orders 

were acted out on a 

modified version of the 

game, and it looked 

incredible. Only two series 

were produced, but it was 

briefly resurrected in 2016. 

TIME COMMANDERS



base-building and troop management were nods to RPG 
design, such as quests and NPC enemies that were hostile 
to every faction. Because they’d persisted through all the 
other changes, they weren’t novelties; they were built into 
the game’s foundations. Thanks to these innovations, as 
well as Blizzard’s brilliant balancing and clever mission 
design, Warcraft III and its expansion, the Frozen Throne, 
became seminal strategy games. 

Frozen Throne marked the end of Warcraft, at least as a 
strategy franchise. The critical and commercial success of 
Warcraft III, instead of paving way for yet more RTS 

games, set the scene for its MMO successor, World of 
Warcraft. Its strategy legacy is just as important, however, 
with Warcraft III at least being partly responsible for the 
birth of multiplayer online battle arenas, or MOBAs. 

Defense of the Ancients was a Warcraft III mod that 
gave players direct control of their hero, and nothing else. 
Armies and bases were still integral, but there was no 
construction, nor could these armies be commanded; 
instead they automatically marched down lanes, attacking 
enemy towers or any other units they came across, until 
they reached the opposing base. Defense of the Ancients 
was based on a StarCraft custom map, Aeon of Strife, but 
used Warcraft III’s RPG hero systems to create the 
blueprint for the vast majority of MOBAs that would 
follow in its wake. 

FROZEN THRONE MARKED THE 
END OF WARCRAFT, AT LEAST AS 

A STRATEGY FRANCHISE

Though it would take several 
years for the popularity of Defense of 
the Ancients to inspire commercial 
imitators and spiritual successors, 
plenty of variants were developed by 
other Warcraft III modders. Kyle 
‘Eul’ Sommer developed the original 
mod, but when Sommer ceased 
updating his version, new mods filled 
the vacuum. DotA: Allstars attempted 
to capture the best of this burgeoning 
genre of mods, throwing an 
assortment of heroes from across 
multiple variants into one map. 
Allstars grew, and it eventually 
passed into the hands of eventual 
League of Legends designer, Steve 
‘Guinsoo’ Feak.

Feak developed a lot of new 
features, heroes and items, but 
perhaps the most important thing to 
come out of Allstars was its 
competitive community. 
Tournaments had started kicking off, 
the forum was a constant hive of 
activity, and the mod was always 
being tweaked and balanced by a 
growing team and a community 
quick to give feedback. Allstars’ 
popularity was unprecedented, and it 
would sit at the top of the pile until 
2009, when League of Legends 

BELOW: Don’t let the 
teeth fool you—
Thrall’s a big softy on 
the inside. 

The History of the Strategy Game
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When Civilization 

codesigner Bruce Shelley 

embarked on Age of 

Empires, it was going to be 

a cross between Civ and 

RTS games like Warcraft 

and Command & Conquer. 

Those lofty ambitions were 

never quite matched by Age 

of Empires, but Rise of 

Nations got a lot closer. 

Also designed by a Civ 

alumnus, this time Brian 

Reynolds, it made all of 

human history an RTS 

playground. Reynolds threw 

lots of concepts more 

common in turn-based 

games into the mix, 

including territory, 

attrition, and overseeing 

multiple settlements, but it 

was all manageable, even 

with the real-time pace. It 

looked poised to usher in an 

exciting new era of RTS 

games, but despite being 

brilliant, it never did.

RISE OF NATIONS



Japan full of provinces, fortresses, and warring factions. 
All the big strategic decisions took place on this turn-
based map, from diplomacy to troop movement. With 
those two layers combined, Total War had its formula. 

Medieval: Total War followed in 2002, expanding the 
army size to a whopping 10,000 troops and setting the 
wars amid a massive map of Europe and the Middle East. 
Medieval also introduced sieges, though with mixed 
success. Of the first trio of Total War games, it’s the third 
and final entry that set hearts aflutter. Rome: Total War is 
where the series started to get dense, with its civil wars 
and Senate missions and family trees. It was no longer a 
Risk-inspired board that linked fights together, but a 
complicated 3D map that was supported by enhanced 
trade and management features. Though the tactical 
brawling remained the star, it was the first campaign that 
seemed like it could exist as a standalone game.

There was a good reason why the battles were always 
in the limelight. They looked incredible. The new 3D 
models made armies seem like real, tangible things, and 
when they clashed it looked like no other game. It was 
almost possible to feel the impact of these charges, 
especially when they involved thundering war elephants 
and many unfortunate soldiers being flung into the air. 
Total War’s battles have become more and more striking, 
but Rome still looks incredibly impressive.

Though all these hybrids were appearing, Relic proved 
there was still room for a more single-minded RTS. 
Following a second space outing with Homeworld 2, the 
studio set about bringing the 41st millennium to life. 
Warhammer 40,000: Dawn of War flung Space Marines, 
Eldar, Orks, and Chaos at one another in the battlefields 
of Tartarus. The name should have been a giveaway. 

launched. Valve’s standalone sequel, 
designed by another DotA modder, 
generally known just as IceFrog, 
followed soon after.

Total War marched onto the 
strategy battlefield in 2000, mixing 
grand strategy and gargantuan 
real-time tactical battles with 
authentic historical settings. Shogun: 
Total War got the ball rolling, though 
it was almost a very different game 
from the one that gave birth to the 
series. Creative Assembly had been 
developing EA Sports titles when it 
got an opportunity to work on a new 
title for the publisher; the catch was 
that it had to be an easy win. At the 
end of the ’90s, real-time strategy 
couldn’t have seemed like a surer 
thing, thus the studio started work on 
its very first RTS. 

Shogun quickly grew beyond 
expectations. With its 3D battlefields, 
thousands of warriors, and an 
unshackled camera, it seemed 
far-removed from a Command & Conquer knock-off. Once 
the team had settled on the Sengoku era and an approach 
to combat that was both historical and tactical, a military 
historian was brought in to make sure everything felt 
right. Creative Assembly’s rule of authenticity over 
accuracy was established early on, so Shogun wasn’t 
beholden to history, but it was convincing enough. 

The campaign layer was a later addition. The real-time 
scraps needed something to glue them together, but 
instead of building a linear campaign that led players from 
one battle to the next, Creative Assembly crafted a map of 

AT THE END OF THE ’90S, REAL-
TIME STRATEGY COULDN’T HAVE 

SEEMED LIKE A SURER THING

ABOVE: ‘Lots of War, 
But Also Other Stuff’ 
didn’t have the same 
ring to it.

F E A T U R E



Relic maintained a lot of the concepts from Games 
Workshop’s enduring tabletop game, bending them 
around a fast-paced RTS. Your typical RTS resources,  
for instance, didn’t feature in Warhammer 40,000; sending 
out gathering units or fiddling with your economy  
wasn’t really in keeping with the hyper-aggressive setting. 
Dawn of War used resources more to push players into 
conflict. Requisition points were required to plonk down 
buildings and recruit squads, but instead of being 
gathered, these were generated by capturing and holding 
strategic points.

ABOVE: The only 
thing that could be 
prettier than 
Homeworld : 
Homeworld 2.  
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There’s always a new 

Warhammer game 

knocking around, whether 

it’s inspired by the fantasy 

universe or its 40K sibling, 

and not surprisingly, quite a 

few of them have been 

strategy games. The 

licence hasn’t always been 

used well, but there is 

variety. Even just in the last 

few years we’ve seen 

claustrophobic turn-based 

tactics like Space Hulk, 

massive wargames like 

Warhammer 40,0000: 

Armageddon, grand 

strategy in the form of Total 

War: Warhammer, and even 

a 4X game, Warhammer 

40,000: Gladius, which 

reimagined the genre 

without diplomacy. If you’ve 

got an idea for a new 

Warhammer game, give 

Games Workshop a shout; 

it will probably let you take 

a crack at it.   

WORLD OF WAAAGH

Every good siege 
needs a trebuchet. Or 
two. Any number, to 
be honest.



could pick up abandoned weapons and commandeer 
them from enemies, making them extremely versatile. 

Company of Heroes often seemed more like a squad-
level wargame than an RTS, evoking the likes of Close 
Combat rather than Command & Conquer. There were 
even supply lines, though they were heavily abstracted. 
Like Dawn of War, players fought over capture points, but 
each point was connected to the rest, simulating a supply 
line. Taking out just one part in the chain could destroy 

The small number of strategic points ensured there 
was an endless supply of lively battles. Instead of 
hunkering down and protecting your base, you had to 
strike out, ordering your squads to travel all over the map, 
not just to find strategic locations, but to reinforce them, 
protecting them from enemy assaults. A morale and cover 
system made its way over from the tabletop game, as well. 
It was a tactical layer that necessitated a bit more thinking 
and a little less screaming, “Blood for the Blood God!”

With Company of Heroes, Relic swapped the grim 
battlefields of Tartarus for Normandy. The things that had 
set Dawn of War apart, Relic ran with. And it ran far. 
Morale and cover were refined to the point where playing 
an RTS without these systems suddenly seemed crazy. 
Every squad was this squishy, vulnerable group of soldiers 
which could be wiped out at a moment’s notice, or broken 
and forced to flee for their lives. But with the right 
commander, they could do wonderful things. 

A tank might be able to make short work of some 
infantry, but hide footsoldiers behind a wall, wait for that 
tank to roll by, and you’d get a shot at its weak points. Or 
the tank could just smash the wall and kill all your lads. 
The Havok physics engine fuelled Company of Heroes’ 
destructible maps, so units couldn’t get too comfy. Luckily, 
cover was always clearly marked, not just showing you 
where your units could seek protection, but exactly how 
protected they would be. There was also an unusual 
delineation between troops and weapons. A weak squad 
of riflemen, for instance, could capture an anti-tank gun, 
letting them lock down a road all on their own. Infantry 

ABOVE:  Relic left 
spaceships and 
Space Marines for 
World War 2. 
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Company of Heroes’ 
fights were full of 
smoke, fire, and 
crumbling buildings.



another player’s economy and force another 
confrontation. It wasn’t like taking out an enemy 
harvester—the only way they could fix it was by taking 
back that location, even if it seemed hopeless. There was 
real drama behind the battles.   

Company of Heroes heavily drew from Band of 
Brothers, 2001’s HBO miniseries, and was thick with the 
show’s atmosphere. The ruined countryside and villages 

of Normandy were unlike any other battlefields. Each 
map was elaborate, dynamic, and, of course, incredibly 
dangerous, full of places for snipers and mortar teams 
to hide. It was emotionally resonant, too. The 
pockmarked roads, the destroyed European towns, 
the terrified men trying to escape machine gun 
fire—even when it was explosive and exciting, a 
melancholy cloud loomed over everything. 

COMPANY OF HEROES OFTEN 
SEEMED MORE LIKE A SQUAD-

LEVEL WARGAME THAN AN RTS

It wasn’t enough to slow, let alone stop, the decline of 
the RTS. There were still notable titles appearing, but 
more often these were sequels and spiritual successors. A 
year after Company of Heroes launched, we saw Total 
Annihilation resurrected in the form of Supreme 
Commander, designed by original creator Chris Taylor, 
while Massive Entertainment followed up Ground Control 
2 with the superb World in Conflict. RTS games were still 
alive, but only just. Today, the most popular RTS is still 
StarCraft II, which launched in 2010. Its excellent 
expansions and huge multiplayer support are responsible 
for its longevity, and it helps that it features some of 
Blizzard’s best mission design, but it’s still very familiar.      

Elsewhere in the strategy genre, people could satisfy 
some of their turn-based cravings with Total War, but 
empire-building wasn’t quite what it used to be. 
Wargames had become a niche satisfied by a few specialist 
publishers. In the 4X realm the long-awaited sequel to 
Master of Orion II launched to disappointed grumbling in 
2003, and aside from a few exceptions like Galactic 
Civilization, new titles became increasingly hard to find. 

There were bright spots amid the gloom. In 2005, 
Civilization IV saw designer Soren Johnson re-evaluate 
everything, right down to the series’ foundations. Along 
with being the first 3D Civilization game, it was also the 
first to be built from the ground up as a multiplayer game. 
It introduced upgradable units, a religion system, and 
more accessible modding, giving it a second life as a 
platform for not just new scenarios, but entirely new 
games. Civilization IV marked the beginning of a new 

ABOVE: World in 
Conflict lit a fire 
underneath the 
Cold War.

LEFT: StarCraft II 
sold like no other RTS 
before it, or since.
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Total Annihilation’s unique 

approach to RTS games in 

the ’90s didn’t lead to many 

imitators, which is possibly 

why Chris Taylor decided to 

make a spiritual successor 

to his own game. Supreme 

Commander took Total 

Annihilation’s foundation, 

and then made it bigger. 

Huge. It was no wonder that 

it was an early adopter of 

dual-screen support. 

Recent years have seen a 

greater yearning for a Total 

Annihilation-style game. 

Planetary Annihilation, with 

its conflicts taking place 

across solar systems, 

upped the scale, but lost 

something by trying to 

appeal to the esports 

crowd. 2016’s Ashes of the 

Singularity was the latest in 

the line, though hopefully 

not the last.

THE SUPREMES



generation of Civilization games, with its successors 
featuring even bolder redesigns. 

Carving out an empire didn’t have to take place 
turn-by-turn, of course. Sins of a Solar Empire made a 
great case for 4X games to dip their toes into real-time 
action, mashing up empire management with gorgeous 
RTS space battles. You could quickly dash between 
commanding a fleet of ships, laying siege to an outpost, 
and governing worlds, seamlessly. And where other 4X 

games could be slow-burning, Sins of a Solar Empire had 
the pace and aggression of an RTS. Alliances could be 
forged, but conquest was always on everyone’s minds. 

Throughout the ’00s, Paradox Development Studio 
had been creating some of the most complex and dense 
grand strategy games around. All of them played out in 
real time, but with speed controls and liberal use of the 
pause button. Years could fly by in-game, but equally you 
could spend hours not moving time forward at all, 
obsessing over trade deals and assassination plots with 
your nose buried deep in the menus. The Europa 
Universalis series, set in the late Middle Ages, is the 
flagship of the bunch, giving players control over the fate 
of a historical nation across centuries. There’s the 
economy to juggle, along with wars, colonial ambitions, 
religious crises, civil wars, and political relationships with 
countless other nations all across the world.   

The success of the first Europa Universalis spurred 
Paradox on to create more grand strategy romps, 
including Hearts of Iron, set during World War 2, and 
Victoria, which honed in on the industrial revolution and 
the dramatic political and social changes that the era 
brought with it. All of them were liberating simulations 
that let players chart their own course through history, 
creating bizarre alternate realities that only made sense if 
you’d read the after action report. They were also 
incredibly rough around the edges, buggy and a nightmare 
for newcomers to get their teeth into. 

Sporting a new engine and an extra layer of polish, 
Crusader Kings II was a turning point for Paradox. 

ABOVE: Map porn 
doesn’t come better 
than a Paradox game. 

Though its predecessor had been 
tepidly received in 2004, Crusader 
Kings II found a much larger 
audience, who then spread bizarre 
stories and anecdotes of the histories 
of their characters and dynasties. 
Instead of running a nation, players 
controlled the leader of a medieval 
family; you might be a powerful 
empress or a count with no vassals 
and no ducats. Through political 
marriages, wars, and Choose Your 
Own Adventure-style events, you 
could end up losing everything, 
including your head. Or you could kill 
your spouse, marry your horse, leave 
everything to your children, and flee 
to another continent to start a new, 
more enlightened kingdom. Crusader 
Kings II could get weird, especially 
when you throw in expansions that 
include Aztec invasions of Europe 
and Satanic cults. 

Paradox’s peculiar grand strategy 
RPG arrived during a more hopeful 
time for strategy games. The first 
decade of the 21st century had not, 
when all was said and done, been 
particularly kind to the genre, but 
things seemed to be slowly changing. 
More new 4X games were appearing, 
like the extremely complex Distant 
Worlds and the Master of Magic-
inspired Warlock: Master of the 
Arcane. After overextending with the 
massive and ungainly Empire: Total 
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XCOM REBOOTED THE ’90S 
TACTICAL TITAN,  

UFO: ENEMY UNKNOWN
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VENI, VIDI, VICI

BOTTOM: XCOM: 
Enemy Unknown 
reignited the fight 
against aliens and 
RNG.

War, Creative Assembly returned with a focused and 
refined standalone expansion, which it then followed up 
with arguably the best game in the historical series, Total 
War: Shogun 2. Then, in 2012, aliens invaded Earth again.  

Developed by Firaxis, XCOM rebooted the ’90s tactical 
titan, UFO: Enemy Unknown. It had been a whopping 15 
years since X-COM: Apocalypse, the last successful 
X-COM, with the proceeding years only seeing a mixed 
bag of spin-offs, culminating in 2001’s completely 
forgettable third-person shooter, X-COM: Enforcer. 
Though it was designed without series creator Julian 
Gollop, XCOM nonetheless felt like a return to form. 

More than just a modern update to the original game, it 
was a slick reimagining. The large, loose teams were 
switched out for specialized squads full of soldiers who 
could be obsessively customized, while randomly 
generated maps were replaced with hand-crafted 
environments. There was streamlining, but there was also 
plenty of expansion.  

XCOM didn’t just appeal to the diehards who had 
been keeping the flame alive for over a decade, or even 
just the general strategy crowd; its accessibility and flashy 
presentation opened the doors wider, but not at the 
expense of the challenge. XCOM proved to be a 
demanding game at times, forcing players to make hard 
choices and sacrifices, but it usually stopped short of 

Command & Conquer 

defined a generation of RTS 

games, but after Westwood 

was closed by EA in 2003, 

the series started to lose its 

shine. EA Los Angeles 

started strong with the 

rather different Command 

& Conquer: Generals, but 

quickly returned to the 

Tiberium and Red Alert 

series. The sequels were 

well received, but they 

played it safe at a time 

when other RTS titles, ones 

without Command & 

Conquer’s legacy, were 

innovating and 

experimenting. 2010’s 

Tiberian Twilight veered in 

the other direction, putting 

all of its eggs in the 

multiplayer basket. It 

proved to be a bit of a 

misstep, and since then 

the series has been 

relegated to browser and 

mobile games. 



being overwhelming—unless you were playing in 
Ironman mode. That forced commanders to live with 
their mistakes and decisions, including the loss of a 
soldier or even entire squads, by only giving you a single 
save file that got overwritten with every turn. 

A lack of publisher confidence had been holding 
strategy games back for years, but here was XCOM, a 
niche tactics game, getting lots of attention and launching 
on everything from PC to mobile. XCOM was published 
by 2K Games, which had acquired Firaxis in 2005, but 
publishers were becoming increasingly optional thanks to 
crowdsourcing, early access platforms, and more 
accessible game development tools. Suddenly it was 
impossible to keep track of all the new games popping 
into existence.  

Invisible Inc., Klei Entertainment’s 
espionage-themed tactics game, 
appeared on Steam Early Access in 
2014. It was endlessly inventive; 
simultaneously an exceptional stealth 
game and a landmark tactics affair. 
There was something liberating 
about its pure-stealth focus. There 
were no drawn-out gunfights after 
you’d been spotted. You either used 
one of your agent’s tricks to get out of 
the way, or you were done for. Every 
mission was a randomly generated 
puzzle that could blow up in 
unpredictable ways, leading to agents 
needing rescued or even a 
playthrough that ended in failure. But 
it was also a game that begged to be 
played over and over again.

It wasn’t just independent 
developers taking advantage of new 
models like early access. Endless 
Legend launched on the platform in 
the same year as Invisible Inc., and 
quickly set about rewriting the 4X 
genre. Amplitude’s previous game, 
Endless Space, had been a competent, 
Master of Orion-style 4X with an 
unusual card-based combat system, 
but it was as sterile as the cold 
vacuum of space. That wasn’t a 
problem Endless Legend had. No 4X 

ABOVE:  That 
security guard 
probably isn’t getting 
a raise this year.

BELOW: Every 
Invisible Inc. mission 
could cost your 
agents their lives. 
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Strategy games weren’t 

entirely excommunicated 

from consoles. Tactical 

RPGs thrived, from Final 

Fantasy Tactics to Valkyria 

Chronicles. The latter, in 

particular, took advantage 

of console and handheld 

control schemes, so there 

was no sense that you’d be 

better off with a mouse and 

keyboard. There was an 

abundance of them on 

handheld consoles, and 

being able to play large, 

complex strategy games on 

the bus or on the loo was 

something of a revelation. 

They’ve been making their 

way onto PC recently, too. 

Valkyria Chronicles 

appeared in 2014, followed 

by Valkyria Chronicles 4 in 

September, along with 

several entries in the 

devilish Disgaea series.

CONSOLE CLASSICS
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A MOD FOR EVERYTHING

Amplitude’s Endless 
Legend was a lesson 
in how to design 
compelling factions.

WHILE A LOT OF SERIES HAVE 
FALLEN BY THE WAYSIDE, PLENTY 

HAVE SURVIVED

game since Alpha Centauri had featured such a 
fascinating, rich set of factions, and here their differences 
went far beyond ideology or well-written flavor text. Take 
the Necrophage—they’re an endlessly hungry species of 
plague-spreading insects, which means they will never 
make friends with anyone. The Cult, meanwhile, is 
manipulative and influential, but can’t build cities. There 
are mages, space marines, and even a group of dragons 
who just want everyone to get along, and each represents 
a distinct way of playing the game. 

Evolutionary dead ends were springing back to life, 
and old franchises were making comebacks. It was 

strange to think that strategy had been looking sickly only 
a handful of years before. Darkest Dungeon, Homeworld: 
Deserts of Kharak, Eugen’s Wargame series, Offworld 
Trading Company, Ashes of the Singularity, Northgard, 
BattleTech, Into The Breach—the list is vast, and features 
every kind of strategy game imaginable. And while a lot of 
series have fallen by the wayside, plenty have survived. 
Civilization is probably immortal by this point, StarCraft 
continues to be massively popular, and Total War 
now counts the Warhammer fantasy universe 
among its battlefields. Even tabletop games, 
where our trip through the history of strategy 
began, have seen a resurgence. Strategy games 
are as vital and creative as they’ve ever been. 

Mods and map editors have 

had an incalculable impact 

on strategy games. Defense 

of the Ancients spawned 

MOBAs, of course, but so 

many great ideas and, 

indeed, developers have 

sprouted from mods, while 

the communities that 

build up around them 

can sustain a game 

long after the patches 

and official content 

have ceased. Total 

conversion mods like 

A Game of Thrones for 

Crusader Kings II and The 

Third Age for Medieval II: 

Total War are considerably 

better than most official 

licensed games, especially 

now that they’ve seen years 

of updates, while others 

answer important 

what-ifs: Like what if Fallout 

was a grand strategy 

game? Yeah, there’s a mod 

for that.



S T E A L
T H E

S H O W
20 years later, we look 

back at the legacy of Looking 
Glass’s stealth masterpiece. 

By Rick Lane
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lot more specific. “If you think about 
Garrett’s voice, and his whole 
relationship in the early game being 
recruited by Viktoria and then 
betrayed, that’s straight out of 
Raymond Chandler,” Stellmach says. 
“We also looked explicitly at Batman 
comics, and Batman’s relationship 
with the Joker, and all this stuff, in 
terms of the nature of the order 
versus chaos conflict.”

With the concept in place, 
Looking Glass began working on the 
game. But even though the studio 
had finalized its idea, there were still 
lots of ideas that would hit the 
cutting room floor.  “If you think 
about it, the number of tools Garrett 
had was really, really slim, right?” 
Stellmach says. This is because, again, 
Looking Glass ditched anything that 
didn’t work or was less useful than 
another piece of equipment. 

For example, the team toyed with 
multiple ways of giving the player 

means of 
escaping guards, 
but discovered 
that none were as 
effective as flash 
bombs. One such 
mechanic was the 
ability for Garrett 
to shrink down 
and navigate 

through tiny passageways like drains 
and mouseholes. “We just decided it 
was gonna be way too much work to 
do it right,” Stellmach points out. “It 
started raising questions that we 
didn’t want to answer.”

THIEVES GUILD
Another major element Looking 
Glass explored was multiplayer. “We 
kicked around a lot of versions of 
that,” Stellmach says. “But at the 
time, we were up against the problem 
that, if you think about Garrett’s role 
in Thief, that is a guy that like, 
bringing two of him, only makes 

works at OtherSide Entertainment as 
lead designer of Underworld 
Ascendant. “We jumped off from our 
understanding of thieves in 
Dungeons & Dragons, and then 
developed the world into something 
more distinctive from there.”

Indeed, one of the key elements of 
Thief is that its fantasy world isn’t a 
Tolkien knockoff. Thief incorporates 
Victorian and modern elements, 
featuring gaslike lighting and myriad 
mechanical devices. It’s similar to 
steampunk, but the inspirations are a 

kinds of additional features that never made it in the final 
product. These discarded ideas offer a fascinating glimpse 
into the game’s development period, showing how 
Looking Glass ended up with such a distinctive game.

Before Thief became Thief, Looking Glass considered 
two other projects. The first was Dark Camelot. An 
inverted telling of Arthurian legend, the player assumes 
the role of Mordred taking on the despotic king and his 
corrupted Knights of the Round Table. 
The second was Better Dead than Red, 
a Cold-War thriller that involved 
fighting communist zombies.

These concepts might sound 
different, but as Thief ’s lead designer 
Tim Stellmach points out, there is a 
common link. “You go from this 
resistance-insurgency thing against 
Arthur in Camelot, to like an 
espionage game, and then we just [went] all-in on you 
being an antihero character,” says Stellmach, who now 
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RIGHT: Thief is 
inspired as much by 
Raymond Chandler as 
it is fantasy fiction.

“WE JUMPED OFF 
FROM OUR 

UNDERSTANDING OF 
THIEVES IN D&D”

hief is unique among 
the immersive sim 
genre. No other game 
from the stable of 
Looking Glass and its 
inheritors has such a 

specific focus on the experience it 
offers the player. Ultima 
Underworld, System Shock, Deus Ex, 
and Dishonored are all about giving 
the player a broad spectrum of play 
opportunities. Thief is about stealth, 
and stealth alone.

This focus came as a consequence of 
Thief ’s development. It went through 
several concept stages in which 
Looking Glass envisioned some very 
different games. Even once nailed 
down, Looking Glass toyed with all 

Tim Stellmach on distilling Thief ’s design. 

THE FOCUS  
OF THIEF



things worse. Now you have two 
chances to get caught.” Moreover, 
Looking Glass was still grappling 
with the stealth in singleplayer. “We 
were still just trying to figure out that 
one core thing. [Multiplayer] 
would’ve been a big distraction, and 
I’m glad we didn’t do it at that time.”

MAKING MONSTERS
There are still elements the 
developers would have cut. One of 
the big hangovers from Dark Camelot 
are the creature designs; the Burricks, 
the crab people, the zombies. “We 
went from this design that included 
things like the Burricks that didn’t 
really have readable body language, 
and the zombies who didn’t have any 
readable barks,” Stellmach says. “To, 
later, the more robotic characters in 
Thief II, and the ghosts in the 
cathedral mission there. They 
become more and more and more 
readable as you go along.”

behavior states. Hence, it was vital to 
Thief ’s success that Looking Glass 
remained focused on enabling the 
core experience. “We ended up just 
paring all that down to a minimal set 
of, ‘What do you absolutely need to 
support what you’re really trying to 
do?’” Stellmach concludes. 

M A P  T O  V I C T O R Y 
Thief’s excellent map

One of the neatest examples of 
Looking Glass’s design philosophy 
is the maps Garrett uses. Most 
games would’ve provided a 
complete map of icons and 
prompts, but that would have 
killed the tension and made the 
fiction less believable. Instead, 
Garrett’s maps are annotated 
sketches that offer a vague guide, 
but retain the mystery that makes 
Thief compelling.

Thief marked the first time 
anybody had attempted a first-person 
stealth game, and that involved 
creating a whole bunch of new 
systems, such as lights and shadows 
that affected visibility, sound that 
both the player and the AI could 
react to, and AI with multiple 
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LEFT: The game’s 
design often leans 
into surrealism.

FAR LEFT: Thief was 
unique in that it was a 
first-person game 
that didn’t 
emphasize killing.



TOP: Sadly, you  
can’t drop that 
chandelier onto an 
unsuspecting guard.
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ong of the Caverns is 
the 11th mission in 
Thief: Gold, and the 
last of the three added 
in  the Gold 
expansion. It sees 

Garrett hunting for the Water 
Talisman, which will help him open 
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Terri Brosius’ contribution to the Thief series and 
immersive sims as a whole is substantial

Terri Brosius talks about designing Thief: Gold ’s opera house.

SONGS OF THE 
CAVERNS

The making of

the doors to the Haunted Cathedral 
and steal a jewel called the Eye. His 
search leads him to an opera house 
containing the Water Talisman.

The story behind Song’s development 
offers an insight into both Looking 
Glass’s process and the atmosphere of 

the studio. Song was designed by 
Terri Brosius, who started work in 
games in a different capacity entirely. 

“I entered the game world 
sideways, I was a musician first,” she 
says. Specifically, she was in a 
Boston-based band called Tribe with 
fellow Thief veterans Eric Brosius 
and Greg LoPiccolo. Several Looking 
Glass employees were fans, and  
they ended up writing music for  
the studio.

DEEP END
What Brosius really wanted, however, 
was to write for games. But at the 
time game studios rarely hired 
writers, at least not specifically. After 
applying for various roles at Looking 
Glass, Brosius was hired as a junior 
level designer with two other people. 



“There was no way to train 
designers. We were just thrown in,” 
Brosius recalls. “The reason I was 
able to build levels was because Emil 
Pagliarulo (the creator of Thief II’s 
Life at the Party), and Randy Smith 
(the director of Thief: Deadly 
Shadows) were sitting next to me in 
the designer pit… and so, of that 
group of designers, I came up to 
speed fastest.” One day, Brosius was 
told with little ceremony that she 
would be designing a level for Thief: 
Gold. “I remember the feeling of 
being shocked, ‘Hey, new designer, 
you’re gonna be building a level for 
Thief: Gold.’ It was like, ‘What the hell 
are you talking about?’”

Before she could start, Brosius had 
to submit a written design pitch. The 
only specification was that, as an 
expansion level, it couldn’t interfere 
with Thief ’s overarching narrative. 
Brosius quickly decided to build an 
opera house. “When I proposed this 
all the senior designers said, ‘Oh 
we’ve tried to build theaters and 
opera houses before, and DromEd 
[Thief’s level editor] won’t handle it.’ 

BELOW: The mission 
starts with Garrett 
looking for an 
informant called Giry. 
This is Giry.

So I was thinking, what about more 
of a Shakespearian theatre where 
there’s no seats, just a pit, to take the 
strain off of DromEd.”

She had a particular affinity for 
Thief’s level editor. “I remember so 
many people complaining about it. 
But it worked in a 
way that made a 
lot of sense to 
me,” she says. “I 
felt like if I could 
imagine a space 
then I could build 
it with DromEd.” 
This, combined 
with her choice 
of a more Shakespearian theater, 
meant Brosius could pursue a level 
design previously thought impossible.

Brosius researched plans and 
designs for opera houses, and 
concluded that although the idea 
would be complicated, it would make 
a great setting. “I remember reading 
about opera houses with so many 
sub-basements, because they would 
have real horses… and they would 
need ways to get them up [on stage].” 
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“THERE WAS NO WAY 
TO TRAIN DESIGNERS. 
WE WERE JUST, LIKE, 

THROWN IN”

LEFT: Beneath the 
stage, ballerinas 
prepare for the show.

FAR LEFT: The level is 
filled with fun little 
details, such as this 
slumbering drunk.

Brosius also took inspiration from 
Phantom of the Opera. “There’s a 
little room where some ballerinas are 
practicing, and there’s a little cutout 
in the wall, that the guy in the 
caverns would have been looking at 
[them]. The plot of that level isn’t 

Phantom of the 
Opera-y. But the 
whole thing was 
sort of inspired 
[by] it. I wanted 
some intrigue at 
an opera house, 
basically.”

It proved an 
ideal location; a 

logical and coherent space, stuffed 
with cubbyholes, secret passages, and 
undercrofts. “I like the boxes, where 
you can creep in and look around the 
box seats. And I put [in] the curtains, 
so if you’re looking straight at them it 
looks like they’re closed, but if you go 
to the curtains you can get between 
them, the curtains on the stage.”

GOOD TIMES
What Brosius mainly recalls is the 
camaraderie at Looking Glass. 
Colleagues would offer assistance, 
while the programmers made 
adjustments to the level editor so it 
could support the scope of Terri’s 
design. “Sometimes I didn’t know 
they were doing it,” Brosius says. 
“They would make a tweak to 
DromEd so it could handle my level.”

After finishing Song, Brosius 
moved onto Thief II, designing Trail 
of Blood before focusing on writing 
and acting. By that point, it was her 
turn to be the person sat next to the 
new designer. “Someone else had 
built a level, but their little corners 
were off and stuff. So I would go in 
and tighten up little spots, and that’s 
all because I got that training right 
away, and so I always look back 
fondly,” she says. 



had to be really important, and we 
had to make it clear that what you 
were hearing was hearable by other 
people,” Brosius says. “Some of that 
was inspired by those submarine 
games you used to play in the arcade 
where you can’t see anything but you 
can hear them.”

Brosius knew sound was also vital 
in creating the right mood and 
keeping the player interested. Thief 
was a much slower game than its 
contemporaries, with the majority of 
first-person games being high-octane 
shooters. As such, it needed a 
soundscape that made its world feel 
alive even when the player was doing 
very little. “We wanted to not have a 
traditional score, like a traditional 
cinematic-style score. We wanted to 
make things that helped with the 
immersion, creating the mood and 
everything. We sort of blur that line 
between ambient sound and music.”

Brosius prioritized embedding 
sound in the world to emphasize that 

the player was 
moving through a 
3D space, while 
the ambient 
soundtrack 
comprises low 
drones and 
buzzes that are 
looped over and 

games ever made. Its hypnotic, 
haunting soundtrack becomes the 
main contributor to immersing the 
player in Thief ’s world, and is one of 
the key elements that has preserved 
Thief ’s playability through the years.

SOUNDS GOOD
Thief ’s audio design was led by Eric 
Brosius, whose 
other credits 
include the 1995 
shooter Descent, 
and the Guitar 
Hero series. 
“From the 
beginning we 
knew that sound 

BELOW: Sound in 
Thief propagates 
realistically. Close 
those doors, and the 
sound behind them 
will be muffled.
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Eric Brosius reveals the secrets behind Thief ’s audio design.

THE SOUND 
OF SILENCE

IT IS ONE OF THE 
STRANGEST AND 

MOST DISTINCTIVE 
GAMES EVER MADE

ound plays a crucial 
role in Thief ’s design. 
Players must be wary 
of how much noise 
they make as they 
walk across different 

surfaces, and must listen to the 
footsteps of guards to figure out 
when to slip by. Its bespoke audio 
engine propagates sound 
realistically, to the point where 
players can press against doors to 
eavesdrop on conversations.

But Thief ’s audio design goes way 
beyond what is mechanically 
necessary. Atmospherically it is one of 
the strangest and most distinctive 



over. “My goal was to get you 
hypnotized into not even hearing it 
anymore,” he says. This also worked 
from a practical hardware side. 
“Memory was short and everything 
was held in memory, there wasn’t 
really any streaming. So everything 
was short loops.”

These ambient loops and 3D 
sounds were often designed to fit the 
theme of the level in question. But 
Brosius would deliberately mess 
around with their composition so 
that, while vaguely recognisable, they 
also sounded eerie, so that the player 
would never feel too comfortable. In 
Song of the Caverns, for example, 
Brosius used a modulated recording 
of an orchestra tuning up. 

“I put a lot of kind of musical 
snippets on these emitters, so as you 
walk around a corner you’d hear a 
piece of looping music come in. And 
then it would kind of go away and it 
might mix with another one,” he says. 
“You got this random soundtrack that 
I thought fit the level because it just 
seemed like you were in the opera 
house and there was music seeping 
out of the walls.”

The soundtrack and effects 
weren’t the only important 
component of Thief ’s sound design. 
One of its best features is the 
dialogue, particularly between its 
guards. Originally, the plan was to 

‘Stop fieth!’ and I’m like, “Why are 
you saying, ‘Stop fieth?’ And he’s like, 
‘Well that’s how they would say it, 
they switch their Fs and their [Ts].’ “I 
said, “We can’t have the whole game 
with guards going, ‘Stop, fieth!’ Then 
we decided, ‘No this is supposed to 
be a fantasy world, this is not 
supposed to be medieval England.’”

GETTING GARRETT
Brosius particularly sings the praises 
of actor Stephen Russell. “I think his 
tone that he had for the main 
character, Garrett, really helped fit 
and set the tone of the game. He had 
this low-key way of speaking. He’s a 
little smarmy. It was just the right 
thing, and I think it helped make the 
whole thing connect the level design 
with all the dark and shadows.”

In the end, Brosius believes that 
the success of Thief ’s sound came 
down to thinking practically about 
what it needed to do for the game. 
“There are not many games where 
you just stand there and don’t do 
anything for a while. So if that doesn’t 
actually give you the right emotional 
hits or tension or whatever it is, then 
that’s never going to work,” he says. 
“The goal of the sound design was to 
feed the main purpose of the game. 
You know, make you slow down and 
make you pay attention. Once you 
had people’s attention, then it was 
easy to do anything.” 

cast British actors, but Looking Glass 
found that American actors fit more 
naturally into the game’s Raymond 
Chandler-inspired city. 

“I remember one guy who had to 
come in, and we wanted to do a more 
cockney-style accent,” Brosius recalls. 
“He was quite good. But he would go, 
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W O O D
Sort of similar to grass, 
but dead, which 
paradoxically makes it 
slightly louder.

T I L E
A bad floor for a thief. 
Even walking on it can 
alert nearby guards—
avoid if possible.

M E T A L
Basically a floor made of 
alarms. If you see metal, 
prepare to run, because 
you’ll be heard anyway.

M O S S
A portable floor that’s 
completely silent. Like a 
big cuddle for your feet, 
but of limited capacity.

One of Thief ’s key 
systems is its floors 
make different noises, 
forcing you to think 
constantly about where 
you put your feet. Here 
we pay homage to Thief ’s 
best and worst floors.

S T O N E
The standard floor of 
Thief. Will alert nearby 
guards if run on, but 
otherwise safe to tread.

C A R P E T
The thief’s dream floor. A 
tapdancing horse 
wouldn’t be heard on 
Thief ’s rugs.

G R A S S
A bit crunchier than 
carpet, but still the 
second-best floor in the 
thief’s footbook. 

M U R D E R  O N 
T H E  D A N C E 
F L O O R

RIGHT: In The Sword, 
the modulated sound 
of Terri Brosius’ 
laughter eminates 
from the walls.



BELOW: Thief III 
would’ve seen Garrett 
tangle with the 
Keepers in an open 
world-style city.
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ooking Glass Studios 
announced its closure 
on May 24, 2000, just 
four months after the 
launch of its final 
game, Thief II. The 

studio had weathered financial 
troubles for many years, but its end 
still came as a shock. This was 
because Looking Glass had all but 
settled a new deal with Eidos 
Interactive, with the primary focus 
of the deal being on the Thief 
franchise. Indeed, when Looking 
Glass closed, it had been hard at 
work on a third Thief game for the 
best part of a year. 

Paul Neurath discusses Looking Glass’ 
cancelled plans for Thief III.

THE LOST 
CITY



“Thief became one of the best-selling 
games Looking Glass ever did,” says 
Paul Neurath, the founder of Looking 
Glass Studios. While it was a 
slow-burning success, the initial sales 
figures were enough that Eidos 
wanted a sequel. “But they wanted 
Thief II to be very modern scale, the 
budget was very modest, the 
timescale was very tight. It was, ‘Do a 
fast follow-up on Thief.’”

Nonetheless, Looking Glass was 
able to improve upon its previous 
work because, second time around, it 
understood what kind of game it was 
making. “We were really able to 
leverage our knowledge of how 
stealth worked, which I think made 
Thief II a better game,” says Neurath.

Just as work on Thief II began, 
however, sales of The Dark Project 
started to take off, and Eidos saw a 
viable franchise. So it signed the 
studio for a third Thief game, more 
ambitious than Thief II. “The budget 
was three or fourfold higher than 
Thief II. And the timeframe was like 
a two-and-a-half-year timeframe.”

With the deal in place, Looking 
Glass began working on Thief III in 
1999. The planned features were 
tantalizing. Thief III would have 
multiplayer. It’d have a freely 
explorable city, and be built in a new 
engine, dubbed the Siege Engine.

Foremost amongst those features 
was that open world. “We had really 
wanted to push was giving the city 
more context and a more permanent 
state,” says Neurath. “Because the 
mission structure we did in Thief was 
so kind of abstracted out. The city 
didn’t really have a sense of place. We 
wanted to give the city more of a 
context… more of the kind of 
gameplay you see in the GTA games.” 

we create a more complex, larger-
scope world that we might have to 
stream in, where we can’t deal with 
simply loading in a level?’” 

ENGINE ROOM
Alongside this, Looking Glass was 
also working on visual improvements, 
as the Dark Engine had been 
designed to support software 
rendering, and was behind the curve 
on making the most of 3D 
acceleration technology. Chris Siegel, 
another Looking Glass alumnus, 
“Right before we shut down, that 
engine was looking as good as Unreal. 
I was sitting down for a couple of 
tests, and the lighting and the texture 
density and all that was right up 
there with Unreal at the time.”

Looking Glass’s Thief III never 
saw the light of day, but if you’re 
thinking the outline to Thief III 

sounds similar to 
that of Deadly 
Shadows, Randy 
Smith, the design 
lead of Deadly 
Shadows, was also 
one of Thief III’s 
project heads, 
and Terri Brosius, 
who was tasked 

with writing Thief III’s story, was 
lead writer on Deadly Shadows. Thief 
III might have never happened, but 
many of its ideas found their way out 
of the dark. 

LEFT: Paul Neurath 
was the founder of 
Blue Sky 
Productions, which 
became Looking 
Glass Studios.

HOME SWEET HOME
Inside this city, Garrett would have a place to call his 
own. “The base building was part of the project. You 
could have your own place, you could bring your loot back 
there, and you could deck it out.” The story, meanwhile, 
would have focussed on the Keepers, the third of Thief ’s 
city factions alongside the Pagans and the Hammerites. 
Details are sketchy, but the plot would have seen Garrett 
embroiled in the Keepers’ politics, as their position as 
arbiters of the city’s status quo begins to crumble.

Another pillar of Thief III’s development was 
multiplayer. Looking Glass bounced around multiple 
ideas, ranging from co-operative multiplayer, to 
competitive deathmatch, and even ‘theftmatch’ style 
modes. Neurath can’t recall if they settled on an approach, 
but points out that System Shock 2, released the year 
before Thief II, supported a cooperative multiplayer.

“We crammed in a two-player co-op mode in System 
Shock 2, which was kind of broken, 
we didn’t have time to do it right, and 
I wish we’d just not done it. But it 
wasn’t a choice because EA had made 
it a requirement that we have it. But 
us doing that 
work 
underscored, 
‘We’ve got real 
work to do. We 
need to do more 
under-the-hood 
engineering to 
make multiplayer 
robust.’”

Indeed, most of Thief III’s actual 
development time was spent in R&D, 
upgrading the new engine to support 
a larger map that enabled multiplayer. 
“We were starting to look at, ‘How do 
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F A M I L I A R  F A C E S
Comparing Deadly Shadows and Thief III

Developer

Publisher

Creative Leads

Multiplayer

Open city

Story focus

Music

Engine

Looking Glass Studios

Eidos Interactive

Terri Brosius & Randy Smith

Yes

Yes

The Keepers

Eric Brosius

Siege Engine

Ion Storm Austin

Eidos Interactive

Randy Smith

No

Yes (limited)

The Keepers

Eric Brosius

Modified Unreal 2

T H I E F :  I I I T H I E F :  D E A D L Y 
S H A D O W S

“BEFORE WE SHUT 
DOWN, THAT ENGINE 

WAS LOOKING AS 
GOOD AS UNREAL”



mission campaign for which three 
missions have already been designed. 
Barrilliot was the project lead until 
earlier this year when he was hired 
professionally as a level designer. 

Barrilliot has recently returned to 
map-making, however, as part of a 
20th anniversary map design 
competition. “This one takes full 
advantage of the things I learned 
with NewDark (the updated engine 
for the game),” he says. “This mission 
is a big adventure across a district at 
night that has Garrett go from the 
highest rooftops to the lowest depths 
in search of a manuscript written by 
a Hammerite saint.”

The competition specifically asks 
for maps that rekindle the feel of the 
original Thief. Some designers, such 
as Jordan Mafiodo, take this literally. 
Also going by the name FireMage, 
Mafiodo is known for his Forgotten 
Creature Project, which aimed to 
recreate Thief ’s bizarre bestiary as 

Looking Glass 
conceived it. This 
time, his focus is 
on the world of 
Thief itself. “I’ll 
try to recreate the 
city as it is shown 
in the cutscenes. 
A city made of 

CITY SLICKER
Barrilliot’s own levels are primarily 
based around Thief ’s city, which 
offers tantalizing opportunities for 
exploration. “I have always loved 
missions such as Assassins or The 
Haunted Cathedral, but there weren’t 
that many city fan missions like these, 
so I decided to 
make my own,” 
he explains. His 
most recent 
output has been 
for the 
aforementioned 
Black Parade, a 
planned ten-

There are almost 1,000 fan 
missions spread across the 
three Thief games and the 
Thief-inspired Dark Mod.

B E H I N D  B A R S 
Splitting the bounty

Thief: The Dark 
Project/Gold

Thief II

Thief: Deadly 
Shadows

The Dark Mod

174

673

31

50

RIGHT:  Barrilliot’s 
city level has an 
Edinburgh vibe 
about it.

Right View

3D View

60    JANUARY 2019

Thief

F E A T U R E

“THIEF HAS AN 
ATMOSPHERE THAT I 

HAVEN’T FOUND 
ANYWHERE ELSE”

arrett’s original 
adventures may have 
come to an end, but 
that hasn’t stopped a 
legion of admirers 
following in his wake. 

According to the Thief wiki, almost 
1,000 fan missions have been 
designed for Thief over the last 20 
years. These range from dedicated 
fan expansions to the original Thief 
story, such as T2X and The Black 
Parade, to ludicrous flights of fancy 
like Fables of a Penitent Thief, 
which uses the Dark Engine in a 
completely different way.

This map-making community, based 
around Forum site TTLG, is made 
possible by DromEd, the Thief level 
editor designed by Looking Glass, 
which the studio released free when 
it closed down. “[DromEd’s] biggest 
advantage is you can modify most of 
the game without learning to 
program,” says Romain Barrilliot, 
known on TTLG as Skacky. “You 
won’t be able to turn it into another 
game, but you can still be extremely 
creative with it.” DromEd also doesn’t 
require the user to compile their level 
when iterating. “You can switch from 
editor to game on-the-fly, which is a 
huge time-saver.” 

The creators who are celebrating Thief ’s 20th anniversary.

LIVES OF  
THE PARTY



mansions and churches crushed by 
archaic, noisy, and rusty machines, 
pipes, smoke, and grime, narrow, and 
dark streets,” he says.

Creating levels that mimic Thief’s 
Gothic steampunk architecture isn’t 
easy. One of the flaws of DromEd is it 
blocks out levels with geometric 

WEIRD WORLD
Of course, anyone who has played 
missions like The Sword will know 
that Thief isn’t just about cobbled city 
streets and logical architecture. The 
game has a penchant for the strange, 
and this is the focus of fan designer 
Michael Grunke, known on the 
forums as Stinky Kitty. Grunke’s 
contributions include the Gems of 
Provenence campaign, and a twist on 
Thief ’s infamous Bonehoard. 

“Most of my levels contain bits of 
surrealism, though I try to make 
them as believable as possible within 
the context of the world.” Grunke’s 
contribution plays on this surrealism. 
He’s working with another designer 
by the name McTaffer on a ruined 
mage’s keep that explores “the story 
of his fall into madness”.

Both the dedication and 
productivity of the fan community 
show the impact Thief had on 
gaming, and its significance today. 
“Thief has a certain atmosphere I 
haven’t found anywhere else,” 
Grunke says. Barrilliot, meanwhile, 
points out that Thief ’s concept and 
emphasis on setpiece missions, 
alongside its editing tools, provides 
an ideal platform for custom maps. 

“You can already make so many 
different things while sticking to the 
original formula,” he says. “But you 
can go further and create some really 
interesting things that are pretty far 
removed from the original game… 
There aren’t many games out there 
that have this right out of the box.” 

LEFT:  Such 
ambitious Thief levels 
are made possible by 
NewDark, a Thief 
game executable 
developed 
anonymously.

shapes. “Having a complex world will 
ask for a lot of [shapes] then reach 
the limits of the engine pretty 
quickly,” says Mafiodo. “Forcing the 
mapper to choose between a small 
map or spend time on optimization, 
thus reducing the complexity of the 
level in order to build more.”

Front View

Top View
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P H I L I P P A  W A R R
D E P U T Y  E D I T O R
p h i l i p p a . w a r r @ f u t u r e n e t . c o m

L E T  U S  K N O W  
W H A T  Y O U  T H I N K
Email us via letters@

pcgamer.com with your 
reactions, or simply 

tweet us your thoughts  
@PCGamer

HOW WE REVIEW 
We review each game on its own merits, and try to match it 
to a reviewer who’s a passionate expert in the field. The main 
aim of reviews is to help you make buying decisions. To this 
end, we’re selective about what we review, and try to focus 
on the notable, interesting, exciting or surprising.

DOWNLOADABLE CONTENT
DLC might be new missions for a game, or it might be a single 
new item. If we think you want to know about it, we’ll review it.

EARLY ACCESS
Any released alpha, beta, or otherwise unfinished game that 
you can currently pay for. For these games, we won’t assign a 
score, but we will tell you whether they’re worth your time.  

THEY’RE BACK
Whenever there’s a bargain or re-release of a significant game, 
our expert will revisit it and tell you whether it holds up today. 
With jokes.

OUR SCORING  
SYSTEM EXPLAINED
00%-09% Broken or offensively bad; absolutely no value.
Example Leisure Suit Larry: Magna Cum Laude

10%-19% We might be able to find one nice thing to say about 
it, but still not worth anyone’s time or money.
Example Gettysburg: Armored Warfare

20%-29% Completely falls short of its goals. Very few 
redeeming qualities. 
Examples Family Guy: Back to the Multiverse

30%-39% An entirely clumsy or derivative effort. There’s 
little reason to play this game over a similar, better one. 
Examples Trials of the Blood Dragon

40%-49% Flawed and disappointing.
Examples Aliens: Colonial Marines

50%-59% Mediocre. Other games probably do it better, or its 
unique qualities aren’t executed well. 
Examples Primordia, Homefront: The Revolution

60%-69% There’s something to like here, but it can only be 
recommended with major caveats. 
Examples No Man’s Sky, Ghost Recon: Wildlands

70%-79% A good game that’s worth playing. We like it. 
Examples Prey, NieR: Automata

80%-89% A great game with exceptional moments or 
features, and touches of brilliance. We love it. 
Examples Overwatch, Night in the Woods

90%-94% A compelling recommendation for most PC 
gamers. Important to PC gaming, and likely ahead of its time. 
Examples Bayonetta, Dishonored 2

95%-96% Far and away one of the best games we’ve ever 
played. We recommend it to the entire world. 
Examples Half-Life 2, Kerbal Space Program

97%-100% Advances the human species. Boosts the 
immune systems of nearby children and small animals.

Greek out
This month has brought a glut of 
great games to our PCs—you’ll find 
them pretty easily because Phil has 
plonked a helpful Editor’s Choice 
badge on the cream of the crop.

If you’re up for a mammoth RPG 
in ancient Greek clothing, say 
“ !” to Odyssey; the latest 
squillion-hour Assassin’s Creed 
offering. If you’re like me and love 
anything that lets you pretend to be 
a detective, step aboard Return of 
the Obra Dinn, and start solving sea 
crimes. And if you’re in the mood 
for something whimsical (and with 
a distinct lack of murders to commit 
or to solve) strut towards the vibrant 
musical landscape of Wandersong; a 
game which supports singing and 
dancing just because you feel like it.
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A N D Y  K E L L Y
Specialist in
Silent ships

Currently playing
Return of the  
Obra Dinn

This month
Took to the waves as a 
dedicated seafaring 
insurance operative. 

J O D Y 
M A C G R E G O R
Specialist in
Cyborg solutions

Currently playing
Exapunks

This month
Isn’t sure what to do 
about all those leftover 
snack bar peanuts.

T O M  S E N I O R
Specialist in
Samurai 
shenanigans

Currently playing
Soulcalibur VI

This month
Really took the time 
to hone his bullying 
of Mitsurugi.

S A M  G R E E R
Specialist in
Shuffling squads

Currently playing
Bad North

This month
Ignored Acceptable 
East, Mediocre South,  
Indifferent West, and   
the Midlands.

S T E V E N 
M E S S N E R
Specialist in
Spartan kicks

Currently playing
Assassin’s Creed 
Odyssey

This month
Looted his way across 
the Mediterranean.

P H I L  S A V A G E
Specialist in
Smooth grooves

Currently playing
Wandersong

This month
Waved his hands in the 
air like his just didn’t 
care (to reactivate the 
motion-sensitive light). 

C H R I S  T H U R S T E N
Specialist in
Sprawling time sinks

Currently playing
All the MMOs

This month
Purged his cupboard 
of promo T-shirts, and 
thus must spend 
winter topless.

This month’s Animus escapees…

70
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Odyssey sheds so much of what 
Assassin’s Creed is known for to fully 
embrace the concepts of a roleplaying 
game, and it’s all the better for it. 
Even though the story doesn’t live up 
to its premise, the extra 
layers of choice, 
breathtaking scenery, 
and colorful sidequests 
make Odyssey not only 
the best Assassin’s 
Creed to date, but one 
of the best RPGs since 
The Witcher 3.

Unlike previous 
Assassin’s Creed games, dialogue 
options now let me influence quests—
sometimes with horrific 
consequences. I refused to intervene 
when a priest wanted to put a 
plagued family to death, incited more 
than one rebellion, and even spared a 
shamed general from what should 
have been a very satisfying dish of 
stone-cold revenge. And, yes, I’ve also 

bumped uglies with quite a few 
willing characters.

The wonderful sidequests are 
spread out over a world that is almost 
incomprehensibly large for a 

singleplayer RPG. 
Normally, size doesn’t 
matter, but the scale of 
Odyssey’s ancient 
Greece is to its benefit, 
especially because each 
area feels so detailed. 
It’s a vast world that I 
want to explore, and 
each zone has a subtle 

aesthetic that makes it unique, from 
the arid badlands of Crete to the 
verdant plains of Arkadia. This isn’t 
just Ubisoft’s biggest game ever, it’s 
also its most beautiful.

GET LOST
The new ‘Exploration’ mode makes 
that world a lot more immersive. 
Enabled by default, this turns off 

most of the quest markers, and 
instead provides me with vague 
directions to objectives, like saying 
it’s located north of the agora in 
Athens, leaving me to suss out the 
exact location on my own. Sometimes 
that’s as simple as using my eagle, 
Ikaros, to scout out the location from 
above, but other times it means 
speaking with characters or taking on 
extra quests to get more information. 
If you have the patience for it, it’s a 
system that makes exploring more 
involved and satisfying.

If there’s one casualty of Odyssey’s 
world, though, it’s the main story. No 
matter which of two siblings you 
pick, Kassandra or Alexios, there’s a 
lot of heart in their journey to reunite 
their family. True to Assassin’s Creed, 
Odyssey tries to tell a story that sees 
the protagonist (in my case 
Kassandra) rub elbows with all of the 
big names in Greece, but the end 
result is a story that has charm, but 
feels disjointed and confusing. It tries 
to do too much, whisking you from 
the backwater island of Kephallonia 
to the heights of Athenian society and 
then to audiences with Spartan kings.

This frantic pacing doesn’t leave 
much time to really know or 
appreciate these characters, and the 
reasons I was pulled from one area to 
the next sometimes felt paper thin. 
It’s still an enjoyable tale, but The 
Witcher 3 this is not. That’s pretty 
standard for Assassin’s Creed, but 
having agency in the story has done 
wonders for making me more 
attached to Kassandra’s journey. Even 
if certain revelations left me confused 
or rolling my eyes, I felt invested in 
what was happening.

I don’t really mind that the story 
doesn’t always work because Odyssey 
is an RPG that thrives thanks to its 
diverse and excellent activities. Black 
Flag’s ship combat makes a return as 
a central feature, though it’s slightly 
less of a grind. I love the feeling of 
boarding the Adrestia and sailing the 
open waters, cleaving pirate triremes 
in half, or pulling alongside to battle 
their crews in melee skirmishes. 

N E E D  T O  K N O W

WHAT IS IT?
A sprawling action RPG 
set in ancient Greece.

EXPECT TO PAY
$60

DEVELOPER
Ubisoft Quebec

PUBLISHER
Ubisoft

REVIEWED ON
Core i7 8700, GTX 970, 
16GB RAM, Windows 10

MULTIPLAYER
None

LINK
www.bit.ly/

acodysseypc

This isn’t just 
Ubisoft’s 

biggest game 
ever, it’s also its 
most beautiful

O
f all the Assassin’s Creed games, Odyssey is the most aptly 
named. It’s a roleplaying game of mythic proportions, a 
world so vast and intricately detailed I feel lost in it all. This 
isn’t just Ubisoft’s usual style of open world draped over the 
Aegean Sea, either. Odyssey’s various activities weave into a 

satisfying web of interlocking systems. Many of Odyssey’s zones could host 
a smaller RPG on their own, but together they form an incomparably large 
world full of things to do.

HOMER BOUND
ASSASSIN’S CREED ODYSSEY is an RPG  

of enormous scale and substance. By Steven Messner

K I L L I N G  P R E T T Y
My favorite legendary armor sets

S P A R T A N  W A R 
H E R O  S E T
+15% damage with 
warrior abilities.

A M A Z O N  
S E T
2% damage dealt 
restored as health.

D E M I G O D  
S E T
+10% damage with 
all abilities.

A T H E N I A N  W A R 
H E R O  S E T
All arrows pierce 
enemy shields.

64    JANUARY 2019

R E V I E W



  JANUARY 2019    65

Assassin’s Creed Odyssey

R E V I E W

Forget mythology, bears are
scary enough monsters.

Choices frequently change
the outcome of quests.

It’s fun to scout enemy 
camps with my eagle.

Yo ho ho, and a 
bottle of… uh… wine?

Odyssey’s slice of the 
Aegean Sea is gorgeous.
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For Sparta! Or whoever 
offers the best loot!

Even fire daggers won’t help 
you slay the Nemean Lion.

Massive battles happen
 frequently and are a blast.

Don’t worry. Stealth is still 
a big part of Odyssey.

Not every boat 
is seaworthy.



time, but the system remains largely 
unchanged from previous games. I 
still use my eagle to mark enemies 
and objectives, and there’s still that 
familiar tension of trying to slink 
through an enemy camp unseen.

My only problem with stealth is 
that it too often reveals how dumb 
and inconsistent Odyssey’s AI is. 
More than once I’ve had guards get 
stuck on objects or have had to sit 
back and watch as they run around in 
a panic seemingly caused by nothing. 
And nothing ruins the immersion of a 
leisurely horse ride through Athens 
like civilians desperately diving out of 
the way like they just dodged an 

incoming train. So 
while Odyssey is easily 
the best Assassin’s 
Creed I have ever 
played, and a damn 
good RPG to boot, 
there are still some 
parts that could have 
been improved.

When I look back 
on all the fun I’ve had, these 
complaints feel minor. Assassin’s 
Creed Odyssey is huge and beautiful, 
and it effortlessly ties action, stealth, 
sailing, faction control, mercenaries, 
and cultist hunting together in one 
cohesive game that, even after 50 
hours, I want to keep playing. 
Odyssey is a lot more than just 
another Assassin’s Creed; it’s an RPG 
of unparalleled scale supplemented 
by satisfyingly deep progression 
systems that each play their part in 
bringing ancient Greece to life. 

90
Though the story suffers 
because of it, Odyssey is 
a massive RPG held 
together by a web of 
satisfying pursuits.

V E R D I C T

I like that 
Odyssey 

embraces 
combat over 

stealth

A N A T O M Y  O F  W A R
Quick ways to weaken nations and, eventually, score good loot

B U R N  W A R  S U P P L I E S
You can find these in 
guarded forts. Just be 
sure to loot them for 
valuable resources before 
setting them on fire.

A S S A S S I N A T E  T H E 
N A T I O N  L E A D E R
Usually found in their 
guarded house. Do this 
when a nation is weakened 
to thin their entourage.

L E T  T I M E  T A K E 
I T S  C O U R S E
Nation power declines in 
most zones automatically, 
so always check to see if 
new battles are available.

M U R D E R  A L L  T H E 
S O L D I E R S  Y O U  S E E
Killing soldiers will chip 
away at a nation’s 
strength, so always go for 
that killing blow.
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HIRED SWORDS
Then there’s the new Mercenary 
system, which is inspired by Origin’s 
Phylakes but, again, is bigger and 
better. There are 39 partially 
procedural mercenaries who wander 
about and, if I cause too much 
trouble, will try to collect the bounty 
on my head. These mercenaries 
remind me of Shadow of Mordor’s 
Nemesis system, albeit without 
personalities that evolve with each 
encounter I have with them. But they 
do have distinct looks and a way of 
showing up when I’m already 
vulnerable, like Skiron, ‘The Crazy 
Lover’, who had a sixth sense for 
sabotaging my stealthy infiltrations 
and getting me killed.

Odyssey retains the same 
MMO-style leveling system of 
Origins, meaning enemies who 
outrank me by even a few levels will 
be practically invincible no matter 
how well I fight. That’s still 
annoying—especially when it leaves 
me unable to progress—but in the 
case of mercenaries I like how it 
establishes a food chain. When I saw 
Exekias the Legend, a level 50 merc, 
roaming around Delphi with his pet 
bear, I felt like I bumped into a 
celebrity. The merc pecking order is 
just one of half a dozen secondary 
progression systems in Odyssey. It 
might sound like feature bloat, as if 
Ubisoft’s open world games needed 
even more things to do, but each of 
these systems overlaps and 
influences the others in a way that 
makes Odyssey a dynamic world.

Across most of the zones, for 
example, Spartan and Athenian 
armies clash for control of territory. 
When one faction controls a zone, I 
can destabilize its grip on the region 
by killing soldiers, or burning and 
stealing supplies found in their 
heavily-guarded camps. When a 
faction’s control of a region 
is all but lost, a Conquest 
Battle opens up, and I can 
enlist to fight on either side 
in exchange for powerful gear.

In these setpiece battles, 
hundreds of soldiers take the field 
at once in an all-out fray to see 
which side is the last standing. It’s 
a serious challenge made even 
more brutal if the opposing faction 
enlists a mercenary to ambush me. 
It’s in these moments that Odyssey’s 
combat really shines. It’s functionally 
the same system from Origins, which 
means it can sometimes feel a little 
mushy and unresponsive, but new 

abilities that slot into an action bar 
give me so many cool tools to use in 
combat that it doesn’t get on my 
nerves nearly as much.

Normal attacks build generous 
amounts of adrenaline, which can 
then be spent unleashing any one of 
these four abilities, like the Spartan 
Kick. It’s an even cooler Fus-Ro-Dah 
from Skyrim as Kassandra launches a 
foe backwards with a detonative 
punt. There are some clever 
combinations too, like using Rain of 
Destruction with explosive arrows to 
unleash ancient Grecian carpet 
bombing. Even if the combat system 
could be more responsive, I like that 
Odyssey embraces 
combat over stealth 
more than any other 
Assassin’s Creed, 
because these new 
abilities make me feel 
like a god of war.

My favorite 
punching bags are the 
Cult of Kosmos, the 
conspirators who tore my family 
apart. It’s a lot of legwork hunting 
down these 44 cultists across 
Odyssey’s map, but it’s a testament to 
how well Odyssey’s systems talk to 
each other that this is one of the best 
parts of the game. Many cultists are 
unmasked as part of the story, but the 
rest require scouring the world for 

clues to their identity. Sometimes I 
might have to complete an 
out-of-the-way sidequest, while 
others require reading stolen 

letters to deduce their location.

HIDE AND SNEAK
Fans of older Assassin’s Creed games 
can rest easy knowing that stealth is 
still big part of Odyssey. Sneaking into 
heavily guarded forts and estates is 
how I’ve spent a good half of my 



Wandersong is charming from the off. 
I was walking to-and-from the main 
village of the first act, and, without 
really needing to—without there 
being a puzzle to solve or character 
to impress—I started singing. 
Wandersong is a game 
about singing. Move 
the mouse (or the 
control pad’s right 
analogue stick) in one 
of eight directions, and 
you’ll sing a different 
note. Throughout the 
game, you will use this 
central interaction in 
many enjoyable and surprising ways. 

You’ll also use it because it’s there. 
And because it’s fun to fill the space 
in which you’re traveling with music 
and dance. Because the cheerful 
soundtrack begs to be filled in with 
your transient musical doodling. 
Because Wandersong is delightful and 
lets you embody a cheerful doofus 
who can’t help but sing.

That doofus is a bard who learns 
that the world is going to end soon, 
when the goddess Eya sings the song 
that will create a new universe. It’s 

the natural order of things, and while 
it sucks that the bard and everyone 
he knows will stop existing, there’s 
really nothing he can do—he’s not a 
hero, after all. Still, Eya’s messenger 
takes a liking to the bard, and 

suggests that—and this 
is a long shot—he could 
try to learn the 
Earthsong from the 
world’s Overseers. It 
probably won’t work.

Getting his hopes up 
regardless, the bard 
teams up with a witch 
named Miriam to 

collect the fragments of the 
Earthsong. Miriam is the bard’s polar 
opposite—withdrawn, antisocial, and 
just not a fan of joyful singing. The 
way the pair’s relationship develops 
over the course of the game is 
touching. While these characters 
initially feel like a collection of broad 
personality traits, Wandersong’s story 
develops into something more subtle 
and complex. It lets its happy bard 
and irritable witch explore what it 
means to maintain those traits as 
fully realized characters.

BARD-KNOCK LIFE
As you move through the story, 
Wandersong reveals its deeper layers. 
It starts to subvert your expectations 
of this non-heroic bard’s heroic 
adventure. Your grand quest is filled 
in by the smaller, more personal 
stories that are the game’s true heart. 
It becomes a game about loss, 
acceptance, regret, friendship, and 
the intimacy of colliding with another 
person’s life. It’s usually funny, but 
sometimes sad, and while the big 
story beats border on saccharine, it’s 
the smaller character details that 
ultimately resonate.

Much of Wandersong is spent 
traversing 2D environments, speaking 
to characters, and delivering setpiece 
performances. Your objective in each 
act is to learn the song that will 
transport you to the spirit world, 
where you do some light puzzle 
platforming on the way to meet that 
region’s Overseer and collect their 
fragment of the Earthsong.

The spirit world’s platforming 
challenges—singing to make flowers 
extend up to higher areas, or to shape 
pulsating platforms, or to redirect the 
wind—were my least favorite part of 
the game. While it’s fun to see the 
new ways your singing can 
manipulate the world, the jumping is 
a bit too loose to support these 
sections traversing precise gaps and 
perilous puzzles. The challenge of 
these areas fits with the story being 
told, but I much preferred wandering 
about, singing at folk.

Wandersong might be the most 
heartfelt platformer that I have 
played since Night in the Woods. And 
while I don’t think its message is as 
specific or revelatory, it’s still a 
worthwhile and clever exploration of 
its themes, and a reminder that 
there’s joy in the act of play. 

N E E D  T O  K N O W

WHAT IS IT?
A cheerful  

puzzle platformer 
about a bard who wants 

to save the world.

EXPECT TO PAY
$18

DEVELOPER
Greg Lobanov

PUBLISHER
In-house

REVIEWED ON
Core i5-3570K, 16GB 

RAM, R9 Fury X

MULTIPLAYER
Nope

LINK
www.wanderso.ng

88
I listened to the 
soundtrack while writing 
this review, and I have 
been happily jiggling my 
leg throughout.

V E R D I C T

It’s the smaller 
character 

details that 
ultimately 
resonate

I
f you press ‘alt’ at any time while playing Wandersong, you’ll do a 
little dance. As you travel across the world, you’ll repeatedly run 
into a character who teaches you new dances—new ways to 
rhythmically gyrate. There is no reason for this. At no point are 
you required to dance. But you will—and I did—because in 

Wandersong you’re encouraged to just… go for it. To express yourself and 
have fun interacting with the world and with your character.

NO BARD FEELINGS
Dance like nobody’s watching 
in WANDERSONG. By Phil Savage

R H Y T H M  A N D  B L U E S  A guide to dancing

M O D I F I E D
L E G  S H U F F L E
Mood: Just a simple, 
low-energy waggle. For the 
slow jams and more 
serious conversations.

D A B - A S S I S T E D 
S T O M P
Mood: You have got some 
energy to burn off, but 
would rather not show 
your face. 

B R U S H I N G
T H E  A I R
Mood: You’re so content 
you can’t help but pretend 
to slowly stroke a 
humongous dog. 

3 6 0  N O - L O P E
Mood: For those 
important moments when 
you need to travel with 
grace, poise and no small 
amount of dizziness. 
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If there’s a problem to solve,
the solution is usually singing.

Pirates love coffee,
apparently.

Miriam is not
having any of it.

Things get weird in the
dream world. Sing anyway.



In The Witcher 3, Gwent is a card 
game that depicts warring armies. In 
Thronebreaker, warring armies are 
depicted by the card game Gwent. 
The difference is important: Where 
The Witcher 3’s Gwent 
was a fixed minigame 
with consistent rules, 
Thronebreaker’s 
card-based combat 
warps and shifts based 
on the current 
situation. Usually, that 
means war, but 
sometimes it means a 
drinking game, a boss fight against a 
tough monster, or a stealth mission to 
slip past patrolling guards.

If you’ve come to Thronebreaker 
for pure Gwent, look elsewhere—to 
the free multiplayer version, Gwent: 
The Witcher Card Game. This 
singleplayer story is primarily an 
adventure RPG about a queen, Meve, 
and her journey to take back her 
throne. Usurped after a Nilfgaardian 
invasion, she must travel nearby 
lands, looking for allies, solving local 
disputes and battling Nilfgaardian 
armies and Scoia’tael raiders.

CTRL-GERALT-DEL
One of my favorite things about 
Thronebreaker is that it offers a new 
perspective on The Witcher’s world. 
Geralt is an outsider. As such, his 
relationship with the Scoia’tael—the 
Northern Realms’ guerilla band of elf 
and dwarf resistance fighters—is 
often fraught but sympathetic. Meve, 
though, is human, and queen of Lyria 
and Rivia. There is no chance of 
reconciliation with the Scoia’tael—
they’re your enemies, through and 
through. And while the story briefly 

covers their side of the tale, your 
army and allies are unconcerned with 
their plight, and react accordingly if 
you show them leniency.

As in The Witcher games, you’re 
often asked to make 
tough choices on your 
journey. Disputes rarely 
have a clear-cut 
answer, and the people 
who wrong you often 
have—in their minds—a 
good reason. Even a 
wyvern’s attack of a 
village isn’t as one-

sided as it might seem. You’re often 
under pressure to do the wrong thing 
for the right reasons, but even doing 
the right thing rarely leads to a happy 
outcome, at least in terms of the story 
you’re being told.

In terms of systems, though, there 
are rarely any major consequences 
for your actions. That’s because the 
card game that drives all of 
Thronebreaker’s encounters is actually 
pretty easy. Thronebreaker isn’t about 
Gwent as you’d know it from The 
Witcher 3. The basics are the same—
it’s still a game in which two sides 
take turns to play cards, working to 
utilize each card’s special ability to 
either grow in strength or attack your 
opponent, reducing their strength in 
turn. But around that core concept, 
major changes have been made. 
There are only two rows per side, 
instead of Gwent’s three. And where 
Gwent is always a best-of-three, the 
majority of Thronebreaker’s battles 
take place over one round.

The most important change, 
though, is that Thronebreaker doesn’t 
view balance in the same way as 
Gwent, because RPG power 
progression is at odds with 
competitive ‘fairness’. That can make 
fights increasingly easy—at least on 
the medium difficulty setting that I 
played. As you click-and-drag to 
move Meve around the map, you’ll 
find resources that grant you gold, 
wood, and recruits. You use resources 
to train units—new cards for your 
deck—and upgrade your camp.

The best camp upgrades let you 
build new cards, or replace your key 
cards with better versions. The 
default Strays Bomber, for instance, 
sets an enemy row on fire—with a 
33% chance to do damage to cards on 
that row every turn. The upgraded 
version has a 66% chance of doing 
damage. It’s just better, and you’re 
deadlier for having it. Other upgrades 
increase your Recruit Cap, letting you 
place more cards into your deck. 
Anyone who’s played previous 
versions of Gwent will know more 
cards isn’t necessarily a good thing—a 
key concept of multiplayer Gwent is 
thinning, burning through your deck 
to ensure you draw the most 
powerful cards by the final round.

Here, though, thinning is never an 
issue. There are enough powerful 

N E E D  T O  K N O W

WHAT IS IT?
An adventure game 

with RPG systems and 
card-based combat.

EXPECT TO PAY
$30

DEVELOPER
CD Projekt RED

PUBLISHER
In-house

REVIEWED ON
Core i5-6600K, 

16GB RAM, GTX 1070

MULTIPLAYER
Available separately as 

Gwent: The Witcher 
Card Game

LINK
www.thewitcher.com

If you’ve  
come to 

Thronebreaker 
for pure Gwent, 
look elsewhere

I
’m trying to drink a dwarf under the table. He’s currently ahead, 
but our competition has drawn spectators and I’m buoyed by the 
attention. I take a chance and play a card that consumes my 
remaining actions—in this instance, the ability to quaff a drink—
and returns them twofold on the next turn. The dwarf continues to 

drink at a steady pace. On the next turn I’m rewarded with an abundance 
of actions, but it’s still not enough. I play another card that lets me take 
two drinks per action. That does it. The battle is won. I am the best at 
outdrinking a dwarf via abstract card abilities.

LOYALTY CARD
Reclaim your kingdom with cards in  

THRONEBREAKER: THE WITCHER TALES. By Phil Savage

M E V E ’ S  G U I L D
Which leader ability is right for you?

B A S T A R D 
S W O R D
Ability: Boost an ally 
by four and give it 
one armor.
Good for: Making 
your army stronger, 
and more resistant 
to damage.

W A R  H A M M E R
Ability: Move a card 
in your deck to the 
top and strengthen 
it by three.
Good for: Pairing 
with cards that get 
excited when stuff 
switches row.

R I V I A N 
B R O A D S W O R D
Ability: Damage all 
enemies with the 
same power by four.
Good for: Absolutely 
beasting a monster 
deck’s Nekker 
infestation.
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You can chat with
followers at camp.

Meve gets a new perspective
on local customs.

You’ll spend a lot of
time wandering the map.

I don’t recommend setting
fire to monster hands.

Card combos can produce
some impressive effects.
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The Nilfgaardians are
jerks, as usual.

You army quickly
grows in power.

Story missions represent
the battlefield through cards.

Followers come and go
based on your actions.

The maps look beautiful,
even when singed.



card combos that you’ll always have 
plenty of ways to win. I might draw 
Wagenberg, which gains attack 
power each time a unit is played on 
its row, with War Wagon or Rivian 
Pikeman, which spawn or draw extra 
cards onto the board. Or I’ll draw 
Lyrian Scythemen and Lyrian 
Arbalests, both of which have the 
Loyal trait that procs an action every 
time I use Meve’s leader ability—
which is on a reduced cooldown 
thanks to my Lyrian Banner card.

There are even cards that operate 
outside of random chance, like the 
Gheso Arbalest, which appears on 
the battlefield at the start of the first 
round, thus bypassing the initial draw 
entirely. As a result of all these 
options and upgrades, I’ve created a 
deck with ridiculous damage output, 
whatever I draw.

COMBO BREAKER
My most ridiculous pairing was of 
Black Rayla, whose Order ability lets 
me play any card from the deck, with 
Xalvier Lemmens, who can recharge 
Order. With them, I’m able to play 
three cards of my choosing in one 
turn, regardless of draw. These are 
both gold cards, representing specific, 
named characters who Meve recruits 
on her travels. These characters play 
into the story, too. All have their own 
beliefs and prejudices, and thus 
they’ll join or leave based on your 
actions. Not to spoil the specifics, but 
the Rayla/Lemmens combo wasn’t 
available to me for long.

I wish more had 
been done to tie the 
story to your available 
cards, because it’s by 
far the most interesting 
consequence of your 
actions. Missing out on 
resources rarely feels 
like a major 
punishment—there’s always more 
wood. But losing a favored card is a 
clear reaction to Meve’s decisions.

The extreme version of this is that 
Thronebreaker never forces you to 
rebuild your deck. Those Lyrian 
Arbalests have been with me since 
the beginning, and have remained a 
powerful enough option that I’ve 
never felt the need to remove them 
and experiment with other 
configurations. The way deck-
building is implemented does reflect 
your campaign of alliance and 
growing power, but it comes at the 
cost of never really needing to think 
through your deck’s composition.

SHUFFLE THE DECK
Thronebreaker is a strange and 
interesting curio. Its maps are a 
beautiful, painterly depiction of bleak, 
war-torn lands, and its story is a 
well-told tale with a tough, no-
nonsense, lead. But the mix of 

exploration, story and 
battling would all feel 
too slight if not for the 
sheer variety of 
scenarios. Key story 
fights are often fun and 
surprising, with special 
conditions like 
powerful fighters to 
target or allies to 

defend. My favorite battles, though, 
are the puzzle missions you find out 
on the map. These ignore your 
prebuilt deck entirely, giving you 
specific, often unique cards, and 
asking you to achieve a certain goal.

Clearing out monsters, for 
instance, usually requires reading the 
specifics of how they attack, and 
turning their traits against them. In 
one fight against elementals, I was 
asked to balance the health of one 
that spread fire and halved its health 
every two turns, with another that 
consumed and doubled its health 
every other turn—like an algebra 
puzzle featuring angry rock monsters. 

Most focus on a Gwent mechanic, 
like consuming dead units or 
charging Order to trigger actions. 
Others are just silly and fun, like 
drinking a dwarf under a table.

The rewards for these optional 
puzzle missions aren’t so great that 
they’re essential to complete, but I 
did them all anyway—sometimes 
coming back to them once I’d taken 
the time to really think about how to 
make three monsters, who grow in 
power at different rates, have the 
same health so I can Scorch them all 
at once. Thronebreaker’s scenario 
variety is the crucial final element 
that makes it feel like time well spent, 
even as I approached the 30-hour 
mark. It’s too light on systems to be a 
fully fledged RPG, and too 
unbalanced to be robust and 
challenging card game. But through a 
great story, surprising, enjoyable 
encounters, and a new spin on 
The Witcher’s world, Thronebreaker 
carves out a niche that’s well 
worth your time. 

81
A good story and varied 
card battles ensure this 
light-touch RPG remains 
entertaining throughout 
its lengthy campaign.

V E R D I C T

I wish more 
had been done 
to tie the story 

to your 
available cards

P L A Y  Y O U R  C A R D S  R I G H T  A guide to digital card battling

1 You and your 
opponent have 

two rows each. The 
right-hand numbers 
are the strength 
totals—the sum of 
every card.

2 The top number 
is strength, the 

bottom value is 
armor. If a card is 
reduced to zero 
strength, it’s moved 
to the graveyard.

3 How many Order 
actions you can 

perform. These are 
different for each 
card, and other 
cards can 
recharge them.

4 Gold cards 
represent 

characters that 
Meve meets across 
the story. This one is 
a good dog that 
follows me around.

5 Unlike in Gwent, 
you can perform 

multiple leader 
actions each round 
based on the length 
of that ability’s 
cooldown timer.

2

1
5

3 4
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This curious artefact lets you visit the 
moments before a person’s death in 
an attempt to establish what 
happened to them. But with the fates 
of 60 sailors to determine, this is no 
easy task—especially as Return of the 
Obra Dinn, a few lean tutorials aside, 
steadfastly refuses to 
hold your hand.

This is a first-person 
puzzle game from 
Lucas Pope, creator of 
Papers, Please. It’s 
rendered with a bold 
art style that recalls the 
dithered visuals of 
Macintosh adventure 
games. But Obra Dinn is no less 
atmospheric for it. In fact, the sense 
of place created by its hard lines and 
limited palette is quite remarkable.

You’ll find bones of the former 
crew, and using the watch near them 
will whisk you away to a detailed 
vignette of the seconds before they 
died—be it an unfortunate accident, a 
brutal murder or something weirder. 

Determining a cause of death is 
usually easy, because the evidence is 
right in front of you. You might see a 
man recoiling in pain as a shot from a 

flintlock rips through him, or another 
taking a fatal tumble down a stairway. 
The tricky part is discovering the 
identities of the people involved, 
which requires real detective work.

There are a few ways to find out 
who someone is. In some death 

scenes there’s a snippet 
of dialogue and you 
might hear a name 
being called out. Or 
you’ll have to look at 
where a person is on 
the ship, or what 
they’re doing, to 
establish their identity. 
Is the guy sawing wood 

in the workroom the carpenter, for 
example, or did other circumstances 
lead him there? Things are rarely that 
simple in this game.

As well as the watch you have a 
notebook at your disposal. Here you 
can cross-reference your deductions 
with a manifest outlining the roles 
and nationalities of the crew, an 
illustration of them all gathered on 
the deck and a glossary that explains 
some of the nautical terms you’ll have 
to tangle with: Often important clues 
to who a person is.

FACT FINDER
Whenever you make three accurate 
deductions, the notebook etches in 
your conclusions permanently. This 
stops you brute-forcing your way 
through the game, randomly selecting 
names in the hope one sticks. But it 
also left me feeling at a loss 
sometimes, with no indication that I 
was hot or cold with my theories.

But then inspiration hits you. 
You’ll be fumbling around in the 
lower decks when something slides 
into place in your mind. A moment 
from a previous death scene that 
resonates with a current one. An 
identifying mark on a sailor. An 
accent in the dialogue. And in a 
brilliant flurry you’ll snap more 
pieces of the jigsaw puzzle together 
and make the image a little clearer.

 A lot of my time with Obra Dinn 
was spent tugging at loose threads, 
and seemingly getting nowhere. But 
knowing those moments of clarity 
were waiting to emerge kept me 
playing, even as the mind map I was 
creating of the crew grew 
increasingly massive and unwieldy.

The game paints a vivid picture of 
life aboard the ship. I won’t go into 
specifics about what befell the crew, 
but I can say that this has to be the 
unluckiest merchant ship in the 
world, with so much chaos and 
calamity occurring on-board it’s 
amazing the thing is still floating.

Return of the Obra Dinn is a 
stunningly clever thing, and one of 
the best puzzle games on PC. It not 
only presents you with a complex 
mystery to crack, but trusts in you 
enough to let you do it yourself with 
almost no markers or guides. Few 
games have this much confidence in 
the player, and it’s a satisfying 
experience, even if I did occasionally 
feel like I’d hit a dead end. 

N E E D  T O  K N O W

WHAT IS IT?
A mystery set aboard a 

lost ship.

EXPECT TO PAY
$20

DEVELOPER
Lucas Pope

PUBLISHER
3909

REVIEWED ON
Core i5-6600K,  

16GB RAM, GTX 1080

MULTIPLAYER
None

LINK
www.obradinn.com

90
A beautifully constructed 
and powerfully 
atmospheric mystery 
that you really have to 
work to solve.

V E R D I C T

A lot of my time 
with Obra Dinn 

was spent 
tugging at loose 

threads

T
he merchant vessel Obra Dinn drifts its way into port, 
crewless and abandoned, having disappeared some years 
earlier. You, an insurance investigator, climb aboard the 
derelict sailing ship, and begin to try and make sense of 
what happened to the crew—with a little help from a magical 

pocket watch. 

LOST AT SEA
Discover the fate of a stricken merchant ship in supremely clever maritime mystery 

RETURN OF THE OBRA DINN. By Andy Kelly

S C R E E N  B U R N  Choose your retro color scheme

I B M  8 5 0 3
If you prefer something a 
little more subtle you’ll 
appreciate this color 
scheme based on a classic 
1988 monochrome screen.

C O M M O D O R E  1 0 8 4
A cool, pleasant blue 
palette inspired by a ‘color’ 
monitor released for the 
hugely successful 
Commodore 64 in 1987.

Z E N I T H  Z V M  1 2 4 0
A vintage color palette 
based on a 12-inch amber 
monochrome monitor 
designed by Zenith Data 
Systems in 1986.

I B M  5 1 5 1
Retro colors inspired by 
the chunky little monitor 
that shipped with the very 
first IBM personal 
computer in 1981.
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The cause of death here is 
pretty easy to figure out.

The pocket watch working 
its sinister magic.

The crew illustration: An 
invaluable piece of evidence.

You’ll find clues in the most
unlikely places.

If a corpse is fuzzy
it’ll be trickier to identify.



It’s a simple strategy game, almost 
closer to being a puzzler. You have to 
defend a little island, or more 
specifically the cottages dotted 
around it. You have up to four units 
to hold off waves of Viking invaders. 
Bad North is about 
shuffling units around 
to make sure someone 
is on the beach ready to 
greet approaching 
enemies. Complications 
arise with more 
frequent waves and 
various enemy types 
requiring different 
units to counter. The key to each 
battle is teasing out the choke points 
on the islands—placing your troops 
where they can make the most 
difference without wasting time 
marching them from one end of the 
island to the other. 

It lures you in with some breezy 
opening missions. Slow waves of 
opponents, easy odds, basic islands 
with clear layouts. Soon, a mission 
that looks the same as the last few 
has just one extra wave, one new type 
of foe, just a little extra something to 
catch you off guard. You realize your 
progress has been crushed because of 

one bad decision, sending you back to 
start the campaign all over again.

Your units are groups of eight or 
so little dudes and with each fight 
they diminish. You need to send them 
to a house to replenish or risk losing 

them forever, but while 
they’re recovering their 
numbers they’re unable 
to respond to any 
attackers. Making the 
call at the wrong time 
will cost you gravely. 
Lose all your units and 
it’s game over, sending 
you back to square one. 

It’s an extremely harsh 
punishment for a game with such 
gentle presentation. Moving troops 
feels like playing with a small box of 
toys. The soft wind and waves make 
each island feel like a lovely little 
haven, the cottages dotting the 
islands adding to the wholesomeness. 
It’s all so simple and evocative. Sure, 
some ominous music plays and there 
are some blood stains after a battle, 
but it barely registers when the rest 
of what’s on screen is so nice. 

It’s hard to determine whether the 
deceptive nature is part of the point 
or harms what initially seems like a 

pleasant, laid-back strategy 
experience. You respond to oncoming 
attackers carefully, but easily. A nice 
alternative to more demanding 
strategy games. Yet that all turns on a 
dime with one single mistake. The 
consequence of failure feels at odds 
with the leisurely pace of combat.

PLOTTING A PATH
There is a campaign map, randomly 
generated with each new game, to 
worry about between missions, 
where you apply upgrades and 
choose what island to tackle next. 
You get more rewards depending on 
how many cottages survive at the end 
of a level. You use those to level your 
units, allowing you to specialize in 
pikemen or archers, and pick special 
abilities like a diving attack from 
clifftops. It’s all pretty straightforward 
but, like the missions themselves, Bad 
North doesn’t suffer mistakes. Pick 
the wrong island or a naff ability then 
tough, that’s your lot, no do-overs. 

Bad North is currently only 
available through Discord, which 
caused me some problems when first 
trying to play the game. Many seem 
to be able to launch without issue, 
but Bad North did not work for me at 
first—and with no error message to 
explain why. When it did work, it did 
so without reason or explanation. I 
also experienced crashes over around 
a dozen hours of play. Nothing major, 
but frustrating all the same.

If you can stomach the harsh 
consequences for failure then Bad 
North is a delightful little strategy 
game. I keep restarting in spite of my 
mistakes, so that speaks volumes for 
how compelling it is. There’s just 
something about watching those little 
sprites batter each other that keeps 
me coming back. At least until I burn 
my house down. 

N E E D  T O  K N O W

WHAT IS IT?
A Viking-themed, 

tile-based real-time 
strategy game.

EXPECT TO PAY
$15

DEVELOPER
Plausible Concept

PUBLISHER
Raw Fury

REVIEWED ON
Core i7-4790K, 16GB 

RAM, GTX-970,  
64-Bit Windows 7

MULTIPLAYER
None

LINK
www.badnorth.com

78
Mostly delightful, 
sometimes punishing. 
Bad North is a fun 
alternative to more 
complex strategy titles. 

V E R D I C T

Moving 
troops feels like 
playing with a 

small box 
of toys

D
o not let the adorable isometric sprite artwork, endearing 
character portraits, and cute sound effects trick you into 
feeling safe. Bad North is not a lovely new friend. It’s here to 
rob you of your time, beat you up, and possibly even burn 
your house down. Certainly I wanted to burn everything 

down in a fiery fit of rage after I lost all my hard-earned progress to a silly 
mistake for the third time.  

NORSIN’ AROUND
BAD NORTH is cute strategy with  
dire consequences. By Sam Greer

S A X O N  S Q U A D
My doomed, but still alive, troops from my current campaign

T U R I
Look at his eyes. He 
doesn’t even know 
what century it is.

R O W A N
That smug face. He’s 
intolerable, but also 
my best fighter.

S H E L L E Y
Gives an existential 
wail when deployed. 
I think she’s fine.

W Y M A N
I think someone told 
him he was getting a 
holiday. They lied. 
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Bad North

R E V I E W

Seeking out the 
chokepoints is essential.

Plotting a path means choosing between 
easy battles or greater rewards.

Ain’t no party like a Viking 
beach party.

Getting the max four units
makes battles manageable.

It’s all so peaceful and calm 
before the first enemy lands.



Note the lack of singleplayer in that 
description. If you haven’t heard, 
Treyarch has jettisoned the usual 
glossy eight-hour corridor campaign 
from this year’s game. 
Though I have fond 
memories of the Call of 
Duty campaigns of 
yesteryear, especially 
Modern Warfare 2’s, 
recent entries have left 
me unimpressed. 
Singleplayer is 
relatively meagre this 
time around, limited to solo zombie-
stomping with bots or lone missions 
staring the game’s cast of multiplayer 
‘Specialists’. Black Ops 4 is a game 
about shooting your friends or 
shooting with your friends, and if the 
battle royale mode weren’t so fun, it’d 
feel thin for its $60 price tag. 

The whip-sharp precision and 
reactivity of Blackout’s shooting 
easily outclasses the clunky gunplay 
of PUBG, while the smaller map and 
the generous distribution of quality 
loot ensure a much faster, more 
thrilling game that’s more akin to 
Fortnite. Blackout doesn’t feature the 
long lulls that sit between nail-biting 
bursts of action in each 45-minute 
PUBG match. Its rounds are quick 
and dirty, leaving little room for 
tactical maneuvering. Deftly sliding 
around small interiors with an SMG 
or quickscoping with a sniper rifle 
will get you further than camping on 
a bathroom floor.

Though high-spec loot zones are 
filled with the expected 
superweapons and god-tier armor, 
Treyarch is generous with gear, 
which deflates much of the 
frustration that can accompany a bad 
run of matches. I rarely found myself 

without a pistol or rifle, even in the 
tense opening seconds of a match. I 
loved feeling like I had a fighting 
chance, but the zombies who patrol 

parts of the map wore 
on me, especially since 
it made my preferred 
stealth playstyle less 
viable. It’s something 
PUBG and Fortnite 
don’t have, but it’s 
more of a nuisance 
than a legitimate 
tactical consideration.

In one match, I managed to find a 
bolt-action sniper rifle and a scope; 

my preferred loadout for battle royale 
games. I never got a chance to use it, 
though, because a handful of zombies 
ran up on my crew and we had to 
give away our positions by blowing 
them away. As we were killing the 
last of them, a rival squad tore into 
the warehouse and shot us in our 
backs. Battle royale games are at their 
best when you’re improvising your 
way through an emergent situation, 
but the zombies are an unnecessary 
wrench in the gears that don’t add a 
lot to the game other than frustration.

Compared its contemporaries, 
Blackout might be a refinement 
rather than a revolution, but it’s still 
one of the best battle royales that I’ve 
played. I plan to go back to it for 
weeks to come. 

BOOTS ON GROUND
For its traditional multiplayer modes, 
Treyarch has ditched the divisive 
wall-running and double-jumping of 
Black Ops III. The simplified 
movement better suits Call of Duty’s 
pure, no-gristle take on the genre. 
Nevertheless, this new entry has 
doubled-down on Black Ops III’s 
‘Specialist’ system, which layers 
character-specific abilities over the 
series’ enduring class system. Though 
comparisons to Overwatch seem 
inevitable, these Specialists lean 
closer to the classes of Destiny’s 
Crucible, where your choice of 
specific loadout is just as important. 

I found success as Prophet, a 
deep-voiced grunt who deploys a 
rolling drone that seeks out targets 
and immobilizes them with a 
piercing shock. One highlight saw me 
clear a point of the entire enemy 
team with his specialist ability, which 
uses a far-reaching shock rifle to 
paralyze targets with a single shot. 
Though it felt great in the moment to 
snatch victory from the jaws of defeat 
with just a handful of mouse clicks, 
something about it seemed off. 

The problem is that Call of Duty 
has, to me,  always represented a 
‘pure’ shooting experience, untainted 
by abilities and cooldowns. Perks and 

Blackout’s 
shooting easily 
outclasses the 

clunky gunplay 
of PUBG

C
all of Duty: Black Ops 4’s take on battle royale, Blackout, feels 
like an unintentional commentary on the series as a whole. 
It’s a sales-driven version of one of the most popular trends in 
gaming right now, expertly tuned to the whims of a capricious 
community. Blackout is a variation on ideas forged by bolder 

games. But with its usual array of compulsive multiplayer modes and the 
most instantly thrilling battle royale mode to date, Black Ops 4 has 
reignited my interest in the series.

TREND DEBTOR
Fun but familiar, CALL OF DUTY: BLACK OPS 4 nails established

trends, but carves out none for itself. By Steven T. Wright

N E E D  T O  K N O W

WHAT IS IT?
A multiplayer FPS with 

the array of usual 
game-types, as well as 
a battle royale mode.

EXPECT TO PAY
$60

DEVELOPER
Treyarch

PUBLISHER
Activision

REVIEWED ON
Core i7-8700k, 

16GB RAM, GTX 1080, 
Windows 10 

MULTIPLAYER
100-player battle royale 
mode, eight to 12 player 

competitive play, 
four-player co-op 
against zombies

LINK
www.callofduty.com

T H E  D R A B  F I V E
Black Ops 4’s specialists, ranked by how 
annoying they are

5 F I R E B R E A K
His flamethrower will burn you up, sure, 

but his radiation field can kill you before you 
even know what’s happening.

4 P R O P H E T
Whether using his drone or his shock 

rifle, he can easily stun you for a 
humiliating demise.

3 B A T T E R Y
What’s worse than a barrage of cluster 

grenades that explode forever? A grenade 
launcher that eviscerates you in one hit.

2 A J A X
His flash grenades can disable your 

entire team, and his tactical shield makes 
him almost entirely invulnerable.

1 N O M A D
Watching for his tripwires is bad enough, 

but this guy’s instant-kill dog is made of 
Kevlar and bullshit.

R E V I E W
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The lever-action 
Model 07 never gets old.

Aiming as you come around a 
corner can give you an edge.

Prophet brandishes a 
shock rifle that stuns foes.

You’ll get swamped by undead,
but automatic guns will help.
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Call of Duty: Black Ops 4

R E V I E W

Manual health regen makes 
gunfights more weighty.

Health regeneration flashes
when you can use it again.

It always feels good to get 
the play of the game.

You can’t win ’em all.

Your revolver loses its punch
after the initial zombie waves. 



killstreaks are one thing, but 
area-of-effect flashbangs, 
Widowmaker-style wallhacks, and 
deployable accessories that redirect 
where your teammates respawn are a 
strange and clumsy direction for the 
series. Rather than the race of 
reflexes that brought the series to the 
dance, Black Ops 4 has lumbered into 
an uncomfortable middle ground 
between a pure twitch shooter and a 
game of tactical teamwork, shedding 
some of the series’ irresistible 
simplicity in the process.

Perhaps that’s why I so enjoyed 
the game’s new mode, Heist, which 
shunts abilities aside in favor of a 
Counter-Strike-style purchase menu. 
After gearing up, two teams compete 
to locate a mound of cash and bring it 
to an exfil site. And there are no 
respawns to blunt mistakes. Rather 
than the popular Team Deathmatch, 
where you can endlessly spawn with 
the same gear without a thought for 
strategy, Heist makes you consider 
the advantages and disadvantages of 
Black Ops 4’s considerable armory 
from round to round. 

When the enemy team were 
rushing us down with well-timed 
flashbangs and close-range SMG 
bursts, I saved my money to purchase 
a semiautomatic rifle and some 
helpful perks to engage them at 
range, turning the tide in the 
following rounds. They responded a 
few rounds later by counter-sniping 
me, so I switched to a midrange rifle 
to try to cover both bases. It’s not 
exactly the Art of War, but it brings a 
welcome measure of tit-for-tat 
tactical thinking to a game that feels 
mindless at times. While Heist owes 
debts of gratitude to its inspirations, 
Treyarch succeeds at 
melding the series’ 
stellar shooting with a 
more careful and 
exacting playstyle. The 
result is my favorite 
mode since Modern 
Warfare’s Domination.

SHAMBLING ON
The last part of the Black Ops 4’s 
trifecta is its Zombies mode. While I 
admire the complex, obscure 
subsystems and subgoals that you 
have to master to achieve a 50-round 
run on the new IX map, they’re 
layered over a foundation that boils 
down to a very pretty but very static 
shooting gallery—one that’s broken 
up by bullet-sponge super-zombies 
with little in the way of personality. 

There’s an 
absolute ton of 

undead to 
slaughter in 
Black Ops 4

M Y E R S - B L O P S  What your Blackout drop site says about you

1
2

3

4

5

1 N U K E T O W N
You long for the simple days of the past, 

and you love engaging other players in 
close-quarters gunfights.

2 A S Y L U M
You love to risk it all for rare gains, and 

you don’t mind braving a few undead hazards 
to get there.

3 L I G H T H O U S E
You like to take the slow-but-steady 

road, even if that sometimes keeps you from 
the finer things in life, like level three armor.

4 F I R I N G  R A N G E
You prefer big losses or big gains, either 

you’re dead within a minute or you’re the 
most well-equipped grunt on the map.

5 F A C T O R Y
Rather than planning ahead, you don’t 

mind crossing bridges when you come to 
them—even if they’re patrolled by snipers.

The lack of clear linear progression 
makes the mode opaque to 
newcomers. While that was fun 
enough in short bursts, I eventually 
got sick of dying on wave 11. 

The only other option is to strive 
for mastery through trial and error, 
figuring out the complexities of the 
bonus-bestowing Pack-a-Punch 
machine or the ideal build to 
synergize with your teammates. Even 
when it comes to the rote zombie-
blasting, the ballooning health of the 
basic undead makes it hard to judge 
priority targets or the efficacy of your 
arsenal. I eventually made it into the 
30s after sacrificing some heads to an 
altar to upgrade my machinegun 

enough to cut through 
the hordes of undead. 
When I eventually 
died, I didn’t feel like 
going through those 
motions again. The big 
gun made me feel 
powerful, but it didn’t 
solve the mode’s 
underlying issues.

There’s an absolute ton of undead 
to slaughter in Black Ops 4, including 
two brand-new maps and a 
remake of Black Ops 2’s Mob of 
the Dead. But after over 15 
hours, I felt a deep urge to play 
through Left 4 Dead 2 again. I 
had much more fun with Black 
Ops 4’s Rush mode, which pits 
players against one another in a 
murder race to see who can gather 

the most points by offing zombies. 
For me, this conjured the arcadey 
pleasures that World at War’s original 
Zombie mode hearkened back to.

BUG OPS
It’s worth noting that I’ve 
experienced some serious stability 
problems while playing the game on 
my PC. Though it runs for hours 
without incident, I’ve had crashes in 
virtually every mode, some in the 
middle of games. Also, Black Ops 4’s 
invite and party systems need work. 
My friends have issues joining my 
party, and they get booted from it 
between games with no explanation. 
Other than that, the game runs well, 
giving me a solid 60-plus framerate 
on my GTX 1080. 

It can be hard to remember that 
this is the series that redefined the 
online shooter just a decade ago. 
Black Ops 4 no longer feels 
innovative, but the weapons are fun 
to use, and its lighter, faster take on 
battle royale is best in class. So even 
though nothing about it is surprising, 
this year’s CoD still gives me what I 
want after 15 years of blasting 
through the series: All-adrenaline, 
with guns that are a joy to use. 

78
A well-made but 
unsurprising FPS that 
offers top-tier shooting 
and refined versions of 
the most popular modes.

V E R D I C T

  JANUARY 2019    81

R E V I E W



Later I hack a street sign so it reads 
‘WAKE UP SHEEPLE’ and want to 
punch the air in triumph. Exapunks is 
the latest game from Zachtronics, 
creator of tricky puzzle games such 
as Opus Magnum and Infinifactory 
that are all about 
moving things from 
one place to another, 
and hacking games 
such as TIS-100 that 
are all about typing 
made-up but believable 
code into computers. 
Exapunks connects the 
two, providing space 
for code and a visualization of that 
code’s effect, which is mostly moving 
things about.

In this alternate dystopian 1997 
I’ve got the phage, a disease that 
slowly turns my skin into useless 
microchips like a crap cyborg. I can 
only afford medicine if I agree to 
perform arbitrary hacking jobs for a 
mysterious lady who doesn’t 
understand human emotions and is 
totally not an AI. Sometimes that’s 
making ATMs dispense cash for free, 
sometimes it’s the peanut job.

Exapunks doesn’t mess around. 
The tutorial throws you right in, 
expecting you to learn by reading a 
manual that comes in the form of an 
in-universe zine you can print out or 
just alt-tab to in a pdf reader. This 

zine, Trash World 
News, is a lovely little 
artifact that, as well as 
teaching commands 
like LINK to switch 
hosts and GRAB to 
interact with files, 
implies a whole 
community of helpful 
cyberpunks. So do the 

chats on Chatsubo in the corner of 
my screen between levels and the 
occasional visitors at my door.

That’s more than just 
worldbuilding, it’s a hint about how 
to get the most out of this game. You 
shouldn’t go alone. There’s a 
real-world community on the Steam 
forums and the subreddit that’s 
grown during its time in Early 
Access, and seeking them out for 
advice is essential. This is a game that 
requires a kind of programmer 
thinking you either have or you don’t, 

and as someone who very much 
doesn’t, I needed help.

My solutions are ugly and often 
involve multiple EXAs programmed 
with slight variations on the same 
code to deal with every possible 
eventuality. Cleverer players use 
commands like REPL to make replica 
EXAs containing cloned code that 
doesn’t hurt their score. They’re 
efficient in ways I not only don’t 
think of, but never would.

GAME ON
The programming language is robust 
enough it can even be used to make 
games within the game. When I got 
hold of a Game Boy-looking handheld 
called the Redshift I could write my 
own games onto it, and play ones 
made by other people for a break 
when solving puzzles started to feel 
like work. There are a couple of 
minigames to unlock as well, 
including a solitaire variant, and 
there’s a competitive mode that tests 
your code against another player’s. 
Both these things give me headaches.

Exapunks shares with Zachtronics’ 
previous game Opus Magnum the 
idea it’s okay to brute-force a puzzle. 
You’ll still unlock the next level and 
story snippet, but you won’t make the 
leaderboards. To do that you need to 
try harder, tweaking commands to 
use fewer lines of code, create fewer 
EXAs, be more elegant.

Exapunks is a two-coffee game, 
one that requires focus. Even then, 
there’s a hard limit on how good I’ll 
ever be. I feel out of my depth, like a 
smart dog who graduated puppy 
school and has been put in a physics 
class. Infinifactory and Opus Magnum 
remain the Zachtronics games I’d 
recommend, but if you aced both of 
those and are ready to graduate, 
Exapunks is the next level. 

N E E D  T O  K N O W

WHAT IS IT?
A puzzle game about 

hacking that will 
break you.

EXPECT TO PAY
$20

DEVELOPER
Zachtronics

PUBLISHER
In-house

REVIEWED ON
Core i7, 8GB RAM,  

GTX 960, Windows 10

MULTIPLAYER
Two players

LINK
www.zachtronics.com/

exapunks

79
Exapunks is a hacking 
game that will make you 
feel like a genius or an 
idiot—sometimes both in 
quick succession.

V E R D I C T

Exapunks 
doesn’t mess 
around. The 

tutorial throws 
you right in

M
y EXA, a digital bug-looking thing made of code, scurries 
out into rooms representing nodes in a factory’s 
network. Following the program I painstakingly wrote 
for it, the EXA disrupts this network with precision 
before running the HALT command to self-destruct. 

There is no trace of the fact I have hacked this factory, except that the 
snack bars it produces no longer contain peanuts. It’s the little victories. 

HACK THE PEANUT
In EXAPUNKS, spending too much time on your 

computer makes you cool. By Jody Macgregor

F O R  D U M M I E S  These hacking games won’t make you do maths

A N A L O G U E :
A  H A T E  S T O R Y
On a colony ship where 
everyone is long-dead the 
only way to uncover the 
truth is by searching the 
logs and maybe flirting 
with the AI.

T H E  R E D
S T R I N G S  C L U B
This is mostly about 
bartending, but it climaxes 
in a hackathon done over 
the phone by 
impersonating people to 
unlock corporate secrets. 

P O N Y  I S L A N D
An innocent-seeming 
arcade cabinet is actually 
a cursed, Satanic artifact. 
You need overcome it by 
hacking the devil, and 
making a pretty pony jump 
over fences. 

S H A D O W R U N : 
D R A G O N F A L L
In this fantasy RPG with 
mirrorshades on, cracking 
computers is turn-based 
combat where you 
summon viruses instead 
of elementals.
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Exapunks
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Door-to-door zine delivery.

My digital army prepares to 
take on a bank.

Print media, how quaint.

This sick gaming rig needs 
more lights on it.

Russian solitaire ain’t easy.



Soulcalibur VI creates satisfying 
battles with a simple set of 
commands. You have a horizontal 
attack, a vertical attack, a kick, and a 
block. Special moves ask you to press 
two buttons at once along with a 
direction or two, and 
aside from a super 
attack and power-up 
move on the right 
bumper, that’s more or 
less it. You can string 
together combos of 
three or four blows, but 
it’s more important to 
know when to block, 
when to dodge and when to strike.

It’s the fighters’ weapons that 
create real tactical variety. Maxi’s 
nunchaku dance feels different to 
Talim’s tonfa beatdown style, and 
range management is key when 
you’re facing Kilik’s bo staff or 
Nightmare’s greatsword. 18 of the 21 
characters have appeared in previous 
Soulcalibur games, and their movesets 
are familiar. New fighters include 
Geralt from the Witcher series, Azwel 
who can summon weapons, and 

Groh who can split his bladed staff 
into two swords.

By pressing back and the right 
bumper each character can spend 
Soul energy to enter a powered-up 
state. That unlocks new moves, and 

can be punished by 
characters like Geralt, 
who uses his silver 
sword to deal extreme 
damage against 
empowered fighters. 
Soul Charge unlocks 
the intricacies of each 
fighter. Certain attacks 
will gain guard break 

properties, or strike more quickly. 
It’s not as flashy as brawlers like 

Dragon Ball FighterZ, but it’s easy to 
read. Guard-shattering attacks 
crackle with lightning. Weapon arcs 
are marked by trails so you can easily 
see the shape of attacks. ‘Reversal 
Edge’ attacks trail bright red energy. 
When these connect the game goes 
into slow-mo and players have to 
choose an attack, block or dodge. 
These duels feel luck-based, but they 
look great and grant breathing room.

SLICE WORK
Soulcalibur is a series that you can 
stick on when some friends come 
over, and this new entry slots into 
this role perfectly. There’s a lot to do 
playing solo as well, even though the 
singleplayer modes feel a bit lacking.

Each character has a story, made 
up of a gauntlet of fights interspersed 
with still art and dialogue scenes. 
There’s a main story of sorts, 
following Kilik’s quest for the 
demonic blade Soul Edge. You can 
also create your own fighter and 
march them around a map of Europe. 
On the way you get into fights with 
other character creator monstrosities, 
level up, find new weapons, and 
bump into members of the main cast. 
This is a long mode with a lot of text. 
It takes ages for opponents to become 
challenging, and the interesting 
weapon upgrade system is absent for 
hours. When you do get to fight, it’s 
often for one all-too-brief round. 

Soulcalibur VI is most fun in bouts 
between main roster fighters. I love 
my big red lizard in a pirate hat, but 
I’d rather fight the real Mitsurugi 
than an oily sailor borrowing his 
moveset. In online, you can join 
lobbies where you can watch other 
players’ matches, learn their habits, 
and then hopefully beat them the 
next time your turn comes up. 

There is also ranked play that 
awards you points for wins. This is 
where you see the strangest custom 
characters. All creations have to 
adhere to one of the main roster 
characters’ movesets, and it’s still 
amusing to see a man with a giant 
horse head wielding Geralt’s swords. 
It sums up Soulcalibur’s appeal 
perfectly. It can be dumb and, in 
singleplayer, a little dull, but the 
fights are fun, and sidestepping 
Mitsurugi never gets old. 

N E E D  T O  K N O W

WHAT IS IT?
A fighting game set in a 
very strange vision of 

the 16th century.

EXPECT TO PAY
$60

DEVELOPER
Bandai Namco Studios

PUBLISHER
In-house

REVIEWED ON
Core i5-2500K, 16GB 

RAM, GTX 970

MULTIPLAYER
Two players, 

competitive online

LINK
www.bandai 

namcoent.com/ 
games/soulcalibur-vi

77
A good casual fighter 
with a great roster and 
exciting brawls, let down 
by an undercooked 
singleplayer component. 

V E R D I C T

Soulcalibur VI 
is most fun in 

bouts between 
main roster 

fighters

T
he samurai Mitsurugi launches into a vertical combo, 
sweeping his katana above his head and down again. He has 
several versions of this attack with varying ranges and speed, 
and it’s easy to dodge. In other fighting games these windows 
of vulnerability are fleeting moments, but in Soulcalibur they 

are long enough to savor. A deft step left with Geralt exposes the samurai 
completely, and I punish Mitsurugi with a quick combo to his side.

SLASH FICTION
Play a lizard and duel a horse in the bizarre and

wonderful SOULCALIBUR VI. By Tom Senior

H O R S E S  F O R  C O U R S E S
What is that and how do I kill it?

1 This custom character uses Yoshimitsu’s 
moveset, which means he gets a cool flag.

3 Wise swordmasters always carry two knives 
and a second sword as a backup.

2 It’s either a mask, or I’ve entirely replaced 
this character’s head with that of a horse.

4 He wears toecaps like this so that when he 
kicks you in the groin, you die.

1

2

3

4
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Soulcalibur VI

R E V I E W

Don’t touch that cursed
swor- oh, too late.

Well met, level 5 
Daniel. En garde!

Geralt brings Witcher spells 
to the Soulcalibur universe.

This Taki is user-made, 
hence the bunny ears.

A pirate regretting 
his life choices.



Behind Every Great One is a game 
about the more subtle, insidious side 
of sexism, where it’s felt in the 
atmosphere, and rarely brought to 
the surface where it can be 
confronted and, hopefully, tackled. 
Your selfish, immature 
spouse might 
encourage you to find a 
passion, but he shuts 
himself in his studio all 
day, every day, leaving 
you to tackle every 
single piece of 
housework. He 
apologizes for his 
parents when they come to visit, but 
says nothing when they voice their 
outdated views on marriage. 

Each day in this brief adventure is 
therefore a procession of futile 
tasks—no matter what you do, 
whether it’s the cooking or dusting 

T
he Red Strings Club developer Deconstructeam regularly 
releases freeware games that play around with the adventure 
game genre. In its latest, Behind Every Great One, you explore 
life from the point of view of a woman lost in her self-
obsessed artist husband’s shadow. While he works on his art, 

you undertake an assortment of chores, walking between a series of 
hotspots in a pleasantly drawn house. As with real chores, you’ve never 
enough time (or energy) in each day to do all of them. The jobs you have 
neglected will be brought up over the dinner table, and even those you’ve 
achieved will be torn apart when the artist’s horrible parents come to stay.

the floor, every day you’ll be belittled 
and criticized by your family.

As you can imagine, it gets fairly 
tiresome, doing all that housework, 
day after day—and that exhaustion is 
mirrored in the behavior of 

protagonist Victorine. 
At some point most 
days she’ll break down 
and burst into tears, 
before wiping her eyes 
and carrying on with 
her lonely life. It’s 
unclear whether she’s 
upset by her situation 
specifically, or if it taps 

into something more interior. I think 
that vagueness is by design, making 
the game all the more effective in its 
depiction of depression.

But Victorine refuses to break 
down in front of her family, so you 
will need to steer her to an empty 

room in order to cry. These scant 
moments of expression are 
desperately sad—they are really 
the only glimmers of insight we get 
into our player character—and they 
build over the course of the game 
towards a perfectly judged, 
cathartic conclusion.

HOME PRIDE
It’s a shame that the dialogue is a bit 
sloppy, with several grammatical 
errors and jarring word choices 
betraying BEGO’s origins as a jam 
game, but for the most part its 
characters hit the right note—these 
people feel authentic, while the 
situation will be understandable by 
pretty much every adult.

In Behind Every Great One, 
Deconstructeam has created a fairly 
complex study of marriage and family 
dynamics, but also what feels like a 
meaningful simulation of depression. 
That’s not bad for something that 
was whipped up in just a few days 
for a game jam. 

N E E D  T O  K N O W

WHAT IS IT?
An isometric adventure 
where you have to clean 
a house, day after day.

EXPECT TO PAY
Nothing

DEVELOPER
Deconstructeam

PUBLISHER
In-house

REVIEWED ON
A4-6300, 6GB RAM, 

GeForce GT 610

MULTIPLAYER
None

LINK
www.bit.ly/

BehindGame

82
Deconstructeam 
cements itself as one of 
the leading adventure 
game devs with this 
study of domestic life.

V E R D I C T

ART ATTACK
Cleaning house in BEHIND EVERY GREAT ONE. By Tom Sykes

Victorine 
refuses to 

break down in 
front of her 

family
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Behind Every Great One

F R E E  G A M E S  R E V I E W

Your mother-in-law will 
disapprove, whatever you do.

The background color shifts 
constantly. It’s a lovely effect.

The camera zooms 
in and out frequently.



W
e live in an age of 
convenience. If you 
suddenly fancy a hot 

meal or a few groceries, but don’t 
fancy leaving the house, you need 
only hit up Deliveroo or Amazon 
and an overworked zero-hour 
contract worker will ferry the items 
to your home. 

Rainforest is a small game that 
imagines life on the other side of the 
equation, by putting you in the role of 
a stressed-out employee in a 
warehouse owned by an 
Amazonesque online store. In this 
small arcade-style game, you have to 
run frantically between conveyor 
belts spitting out packages of various 
sizes, before stacking them onto your 
trolley and pushing them to the 
appropriate shelving units. If a 
package falls to the floor before you 
get to it, there’s a good chance it’ll be 
damaged. If three packages are 

ruined, you will lose your job and, 
well, the game.

It’s easy enough to avoid this fate 
on the lowest difficulty, where the 
conveyors move pretty slowly, but on 
the medium and hard modes this is a 
hectic game of spinning plates, which 
neatly communicates the stress of 
working to a strict time limit. It’s not 
a complicated game, but to reach the 
peak of the high score table you’ll 
need to collect packages in a tactical 
order, filling every crevice on your 
trolley, like Tetris, before delivering 
them to the correct shelves in an 
expedient manner.

With only a single stage on offer, 
there isn’t much meat to Rainforest. 
Also, the tiny art assets can be 
difficult to read, making it tricky to 
differentiate the variously sized 
packages. It is at least an 
enjoyably barbed jab at a 
certain monopolistic 
online store. 

61

RUN FOREST RUN
Running a warehouse in RAINFOREST. By Tom Sykes

EXPECT TO PAY
Nothing

DEVELOPER
Simone Guggiari

LINK
www.bit.ly/rain_free

N E E D  T O  K N O W

The parallels to Amazon 
are pretty on the nose.

I
t’s only been three years since 
the first Rusty Lake game, but 
we’re already on our 13th 

puzzler set in the macabre world. 
The latest game, Paradox, belongs 
to the Cube Escape sub-series, 
meaning it’s shorter, and free, and 
tasks you with escaping, yes, a room 
by pointing and clicking. Where 
Paradox differs from previous 
entries is its presentation. It’s a 
little more polished, and a tiny bit 
more story-focused, once again 
roping in serial puzzle-solver Dale 
Vandermeer, who enjoys nothing 
better than unravelling moderately 
tricky puzzles.

As part of his murder investigation, 
detective Dale has to prod at lamps, 
open drawers, and use objects in 
unusual ways—if you’ve played 
previous entries, there will be little 
here you haven’t seen before. And if 
you haven’t had the pleasure, these 

games are popular for a reason: Each 
offers an engrossing clockwork world 
to explore for an hour or two.

Paradox is unusual in that it 
includes a free short film. Accessible 
from the menu, it’s a well-produced, 
well-acted short that successfully 
captures the game’s Lynchian 
atmosphere—even if Dale’s filmic 
counterpart makes the puzzle-solving 
seem almost trivially easy. With a set 
reconstructed, in near-perfect detail, 
from that in the game, you can watch 
the film for a few tips, and to flesh 
out your understanding (such as it is) 
of the surreal story. Through the TV 
set, it even intrudes upon the game at 
certain points—this is the rare case 
where such transmedia shenanigans 
make perfect sense.

Film aside, there’s little that sets 
this apart from the other 
games. But it’s an 
enjoyable package—keep 
them coming. 

73

PARADOX NOW
Play and watch CUBE ESCAPE: PARADOX. By Tom Sykes

EXPECT TO PAY
Nothing

DEVELOPER
Rusty Lake

LINK
www.bit.ly/cubeparadox

N E E D  T O  K N O W

You explore the room wall by wall, 
clicking on objects for a closer view.

This is you, homicide detective 
Dale Vandermeer.
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Rainforest / Cube Escape: Paradox

F R E E  G A M E S  R E V I E W



T
heme parks are my 
happy place. I’ve 
never found a 
rollercoaster I didn’t 
immediately want to 

rejoin the queue for afterwards. To 
be honest, my not-so-secret life’s 
dream is to buy up the UK’s Alton 
Towers, live in its house, and run it 
solely for my own pleasure, no 
public allowed. Sadly, that wealthy 
long-lost aunt who’ll remember me 
fondly in her will remains long-lost.

This is why I love Planet Coaster’s 
eye for detail. Go on a ride, and the 
restraints will click down over your 
virtual head. You’ll see the rivets on 
the lift hill. And you can tinker with 
everything. The flipside is that its tiny 
virtual guests are an utter nightmare 

to please—always complaining about 
something, from the lack of 
bathrooms to, if you can credit it, 
rides being too scary. Oh, please.

I fall foul of this absurd pickiness 
when I break away from the 
templated rollercoasters and decide 
to recreate Thorpe Park’s Colossus. 
It’s aged now, but I have a soft spot 
for its layout. Lift hill, first drop, 
vertical loop, airtime hill, cobra roll, 
double corkscrew, four heartline rolls, 

  E M M A  D A V I E S
THIS MONTH 
Struck terror into the 
hearts of the public.

ALSO PLAYED  
SimCity

then a final, cheeky little heartline 
roll as you return to the station. It 
was the world’s first ten-looping 
coaster back in 2002, fact fans.

FEAR FACTOR 
Once completed, I name it Colossus 2 
and ride it myself, several times in a 
row. In my humble opinion, it’s 
brilliant. I can’t get enough of those 
heartline rolls. Then I look at the 
results of my preopening test. 
Colossus 2 is, apparently, scoring a 
whopping 20.00 on the fear scale, 

One theme park nerd’s frustrations with PLANET COASTER’s virtual guests

“Colossus 2 is, apparently, scoring a 
whopping 20.00 on the fear scale”

“THE TRUTH?” I MUTTER AT 
MY SCREEN. “YOU CAN’T 
HANDLE THE TRUTH”
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CONTINUED ADVENTURES IN GAMING

E X T R A  L I F E
Rolls even sweeter than 
the cinnamon kind.



O
ne does not simply 
walk through the 
futuristic corridors of 
Warframe’s facilities. 
After watching 

YouTubers play the game at a much 
higher level, I now understand that 
the done thing is to ninja slide into 
a ninja leap, and then in midair do a 
ninja lunge back into another ninja 
slide. Using this technique you 
somersault through levels, pausing 
only to headshot some enemies or 
scoop up an objective.

Nothing is straightforward in 
Warframe. You don’t just level up 
your character, you level up all of 
your weapons and your pet dog. 
Every time one of these levels up 
your character’s overall ‘Mastery’ 
rank increases, too. You can earn rep 
with factions to earn gear, but half of 
them hate each other, so when you 
earn rep with Red Veil, you lose rep 
with Arbiters of Hexis. The internet 
is awash with guides on how best to 
finesse the system to your benefit.

I’ve learned that being a space 
ninja is complicated business, even 
though it all comes down to shooting 

aliens in the face with weird guns. 
But even as I leap through doorways 
towards my next target, I’m thinking 
about the dozens of mini-objectives 
stretching ahead of me. I should run 
some missions on Earth because I 
need Neurodes to craft a weapon 
blueprint. I should run some missions 
to unlock ‘Relics’ and earn new 
Warframe parts. I find myself 
thinking ridiculous sentences like, 
‘Oh no my dog is maxed out, I need 
to hatch a new dog’. 

SUITS YOU
Warframe’s grind is vast, but the 
Warframes themselves—rubbery suits 
of armor with their own powers—are 
a lot of fun to use. I’m currently 
wearing Trinity Prime, a black 
leather number that lets me link to 
nearby enemies and channel their 
damage back at them. I’m also 
dabbling with Loki, which can shift 
enemies into a different plane of 
existence where it can batter them 
more effectively. Apparently it is one 
of the worst Warframes for group 
play because it keeps stealing 
enemies from the battlefield.

There are 36 Warframes to craft 
and dozens of ‘Prime’ variants that 
can be specced to be even more 
powerful. Each one has three 
subcomponents you need to craft 
before assembling the whole thing, 
and you need blueprints before you 
can even start thinking about 
farming materials. Excuse me, this is 
going to take a while. 

and a dizzying 14.54 on the nausea 
axis. I look at the heatmap to check 
which bits instil fear, and the whole 
damn track lights up scarlet. Even the 
brake run. A pop-up appears, telling 
me that guests will find it too scary to 
ride. “The truth?” I mutter at my 
screen. “You can’t handle the truth.” 
The truth might be that this travels at 
a faster clip than its IRL counterpart, 
but I never claimed to have a degree 
in mechanical engineering.

I open Colossus 2 regardless. 
Nobody rides it, not one lone 
thrillseeker. I’m dismayed, given that 
theme parks are always trying to 
one-up each other. The current world 
record for most inversions is 14; 456ft 
is the highest; 149mph is the speed 
record. Those rides attract queues 
lasting hours. So how is my humble 
coaster too much for attendees? The 
only way to entice riders, I find, is to 
decrease the height of the lift hill so 
that the speed drops to sluggish 
levels. At that point, they love it. Is 
this what legendary coaster designer 
John Wardley had to put up with?

I’m sick of having to appease these 
tiny tyrants, messing up my 
painstakingly designed park with 
their vomit, sapping my morale with 
their demands for more, and 
rejections of that ‘more’ when it’s 
offered to them. There’s only one 
thing for it: I close the gates to my 
park and treat myself to three rides 
on everything. Great auntie Gladys, 
I’ve got my eye on your fortune. 

  T O M  S E N I O R
THIS MONTH 
Started a second job 
grinding for materials.

ALSO PLAYED  
Madden 2019

Grinding for sweet outfits in WARFRAME

“I need to hatch a 
new dog”

Turns out the scariest part 
is… all of it, apparently?
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N O W  P L A Y I N G

There’s no time to stare when
there’s loot to grind for.

They’ll happily entrust themselves to 
this, but not to my coaster. Huh.



G
iven everyone’s 
getting into Assassin’s 
Creed Odyssey I finally 
caved. “Time to get in 
on a popular game 

bandwagon while it’s all hot takes 
as far as the eye can see!” I thought. 
“Perhaps I can have opinions about 
experience boosts and so forth, and 
really get to grips with a huge 
timesink of a game.” 

Now, before we go any further I want 
it on record that I did finally get in on 
a popular game bandwagon, and I do 
have opinions about experience, and 
I am getting to grips with a 
mammoth project. There’s just one 
tiny technicality. So tiny that it’s 
barely worth mentioning, really. It 
was Stardew Valley instead of 
Assassin’s Creed Odyssey. 

I swear that I installed Assassin’s 
Creed Odyssey. I learned how to poke 
people with a big stick and kick them 
square in the chest in between 
watching cutscenes. I was a 
weaponized eagle for approximately 
one minute, AND I accidentally killed 
someone at a crossroads as I tried to 
work out how to say “hello” to them. 
I mean, that’s basically roleplaying 
part of the story of Oedipus, so 
really you should be congratulating 

me on overachieving at playing 
Assassin’s Creed in Ancient Greece.

But then I went to speak to a lad 
about his vineyard and took about 
nine million photos of grapes and 
decided I wanted to play as a 
vineyard owner instead. Rather than 
play hundreds of hours of Odyssey in 
the vague hope this might happen, I 
turned elsewhere.

There are no grapevines as yet, 
but I’m only on my first spring in 
Stardew. I’ve been easing myself in 
with potatoes, parsnips, and the odd 
bean. I’ve been finding the learning 
process interesting, although it’s 
involved a bit of trial and error as I 
waddle betwixt town and farm. 

“I’ve been easing myself in with 
potatoes, parsnips and the odd bean”

For example, I chucked a bunch of 
important crafting material in what I 
thought was a useful storage chest by 
my house. It was not a storage chest. 
It was some kind of weird portal to a 
shop dimension? Maybe I should 
have expected that because 
videogames, but also why make your 
weird portal to a shop dimension 
look like a chest?

ON THE ROCKS
I’m also not finding the process of 
dropping objects very intuitive. I keep 
trying to throw rocks onto the floor 
to make room for something else and 
having them magnetically return to 
my pocket. Apparently you are 
supposed to swap things around and 
drop what’s left or bin things. In 
protest I’m trying to ignore what 
works and continue throwing things 
on the floor, trying to close the 
interface and run away before they 
return to my pocket. This 
corresponds with my natural IRL 
tidying process which is to throw 
everything on the floor and gradually 
put it all away again neatly. 

Maybe when I have grapes this 
approach will come into its own. If I 
can throw them on the floor, I can 
jump up and down on them to make 
wine. Problem solved. 

  P H I L I P P A  W A R R
THIS MONTH 
Had another crack at 
vineyard ownership.

ALSO PLAYED  
Candleman, Assassin’s 
Creed Odyssey (for an hour)

Failing to play Assassin’s Creed Odyssey because of STARDEW VALLEY

THERE ARE NO GRAPEVINES 
AS YET, BUT I’M ONLY ON MY 
FIRST SPRING IN STARDEW

THE GAMES WE LOVE RIGHT NOW

N O W  P L A Y I N G
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After learning what is 
and  isn’t a chest.

Just call me the 
queen of copper. 



T
he states released for 
American Truck 
Simulator so far—
Arizona, Nevada, 
California—feature 

fantastic, atmospheric driving, but 
they’re all pretty similar: Dry, 
sun-baked, and dusty. Which makes 
the addition of Oregon in the latest 
expansion all the more interesting. 

Oregon is some of developer SCS’ 
best work to date, with golden 
wheatfields, dramatic forests, and 
sweeping views across the 
mountains. The towns, including my 
starting location of Bend, are pure 
Americana: Diners, hardware stores, 
motels, and giant fiberglass effigies of 
woodland creatures. I must admit, a 
lot of the appeal of this expansion for 
me is that it reminds me of Twin 
Peaks. In fact, nerd that I am, I 
accompany my journey with Angelo 
Badalamenti’s score for the TV series. 

As I cruise down a long country 
road flanked by tall, majestic trees, I 
notice a turn-off for Crater Lake—a 
stunning real-world location that has 
to be seen to be believed. I take a 
detour, forgetting that I’m supposed 
to be delivering a load of gypsum to a 
warehouse in San Francisco, and 

drive up a snaking mountain road to 
a viewpoint overlooking the lake. It’s 
not quite as impressive as the real 
thing, but it’s nice seeing such grand 
scenery in a game that’s usually just 
roads, roads, and yet more roads.

TAKING IT IN
I get back on track and resume my 
journey south. What’s striking about 
this expansion is how much variety 
there is. The state is full of character, 
with little details on almost every 
corner. SCS is really stepping its 
game up when it comes to 
environment design, although there 
are still those great stretches of 

rolling, endless highway that define 
the Truck Simulator series. 

But as the state line approaches, 
the scenery changes. The greenery 
fades away, replaced by dry scrub and 
more open, less dense forests. This 
change in scenery, color, and 
ambience is something ATS was 
sorely missing, and the sensation of 
crossing a large country is massively 
heightened. I feel like I’m on a road 
trip. The rain even clears up when I 
get to California, the dark clouds 
drifting away to reveal a piercing blue 
sky and a burning sun. I feel a sudden 
urge to listen to Fleetwood Mac.

Expansions for SCS’ truck sims 
rarely add or change much in the 
actual game, but anyone who’s deeply 
into them will understand how 
exciting a new landscape to drive 
through is—especially when it’s a 
new kind of terrain. Oregon is 
another excellent addition to ATS, 
and I’m excited to see what other 
states I’ll get to drive through in the 
future. One thing I’d like to see in the 
game is more realistic weather. The 
rain effects are great, but I’d love to 
see a change in severity, from a light 
shower to a heavy storm, and maybe 
even a bit of snow up north. Alaska 
next, perhaps? 

Crossing the state line in AMERICAN TRUCK SIMULATOR

“The appeal of this expansion for me 
is that it reminds me of Twin Peaks”

THE STATE IS FULL OF 
CHARACTER, WITH DETAILS ON 
ALMOST EVERY CORNER

Crater Lake, one of Oregon’s
most famous places.

Of course it’s raining: It’s the 
Pacific Northwest.

  A N D Y  K E L L Y
THIS MONTH 
Leisurely drove from 
Oregon to California.

ALSO PLAYED 
Assassin’s Creed Odyssey

E X T R A  L I F E
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P
ath of Exile is not the 
same game it used to 
be. When it first 
launched in 2013, it 
was a charmingly 

grim but janky throwback to 
Diablo II that doubled down on 
character customization using an 
obscenely complex progression 
system. In the years since then, 
however, that obscene complexity 
has spread to nearly every other 
system, creating a sprawling, 
daunting, and deeply satisfying 
RPG that evolves at such a rapid 
pace it’s a challenge to keep up. 
Thanks to a rigorous schedule of 
four expansions a year, Path of Exile 
is a free-to-play game that never 
stays in one place for long.

Take Delve, Path of Exile’s last update, 
for example. Like all of Path of Exile’s 
Challenge Leagues, Delve requires 
players to start a new character from 
scratch. This would be enormously 
frustrating in any other online RPG, 
but Path of Exile’s Challenge Leagues 
make starting a new character a 
tantalizing experience because of 
how dramatically each reworks the 
main campaign. While I’m still 
completing the same quests and 
killing the same bosses from the 
regular campaign, Delve adds an 
infinite dungeon that I gradually 
explore at the same time, along with 
new skills to play with and tweaks to 
everything else. Path of Exile’s 
character progression is so 
staggeringly diverse that starting over 
is just an opportunity to try 
something entirely new.

This infinite dungeon isn’t just a 
gimmick on the side, but could easily 
be the setting of an entirely separate 
RPG. Casual players might 
occasionally spelunk their way 
through it looking to plunder some 
new treasure, but more advanced 
dungeon delvers will spend 
thousands of hours pushing their 
character to its absolute limits trying 
to be the first to uncover what lies in 
Delve’s infinite depths.

That’s a very different experience 
to the previous Incursion expansion, 
in which players strategically created 
time paradoxes by travelling to an 
ancient temple in the past where 
their actions would shape its layout. 
Available rewards could then be 
found in the present. The expansion 
before that had players playing 
Pokémon, but with a suitable 
grimdark twist: Capturing different 
rare monsters to use like baking 
ingredients in a blood offering in 
order to modify or create different 
pieces of gear.

FOMO
The biggest downside to these 
Challenge League expansions is that 
they are temporary. If you take a few 
months out of playing Path of Exile, 
you will miss out on the current 
league and all of its exciting new 
features and unique rewards. 
Fortunately, it’s common for 
Grinding Gear Games to take the 

best ideas from popular Challenge 
Leagues and find ways of 
incorporating them into the base 
game, like the Prophecy expansion 
which challenged players with 
finding and fulfiling specific 
prophecies in exchange for rare loot.

But not everything in Path of Exile 
is so fleeting. The Fall of Oriath 
expansion was the biggest to date, 
introducing six brand-new 
story chapters that addressed many 
of the narrative threads that were left 
dangling from the original campaign. 
War for the Atlas also reworked the 
entire endgame by adding two 
nefarious powers that vie for control 
of Path of Exile’s multiverse. Along 
the way, Grinding Gear Games is 
continually adjusting and improving 
the game’s core systems. When Path 
of Exile first released, for example, 
network lag made combat painfully 
unpredictable, but that issue was 
solved years ago.

REINVENTING THE WHEEL
The end result is an action RPG that 
is always transforming—a ceaseless 
wheel of reinvention, innovation, and 
iteration that never stops churning as 
players start new characters, level 
them up, gain powerful items, and 
start the process over again to refine 
their process and (hopefully) earn 
even more powerful gear the next 
time around. That process is 
daunting for newcomers, but it also 
makes Path of Exile one online game 
where you will never see and do 
everything—let alone understand it. 
That’s a big difference over similar 
games like Diablo III, which hasn’t 
changed all that much since 2014’s 
Reaper of Souls expansion came out.

Unlike Diablo III, Path of Exile 
isn’t a game defined by one single 
update. Like all the best MMOs, it’s a 
world that grows as much as each 
new character I start, and it’s the 
single biggest reason to keep playing 
month after month. Even if you don’t 
fancy a specific expansion, there’s 
always a new one on the horizon 
filled with new features and clever 
subversions of its core DNA. Oh, and 
loot. There’s always more loot. 
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PATH OF EXILE
Step aside Diablo, there’s a new king of action RPGs. By Steven Messner

S K I L L I N G  T I M E
Instead of having a preset list of skills, each 
player loots skill gems that can be socketed 
into equipped armor to gain access to that 
skill. By combining these gems together, 
players can create powerful custom spells. 

 NOT 
EVERYTHING IN 

PATH OF EXILE IS 
SO FLEETING

1 This Ancestral Warchief skill 
lets me summon a powerful 

totem-bound spirit that attacks 
nearby enemies.

2 The Hatred skill gem 
augments the Warchief’s 

attacks, making it deal cold 
damage that slows enemies.

3The Culling Strike Support 
gem further increases 

damage, but also instakills any 
enemy below 10% HP.

4Blind Support makes the 
Warchief also blind 

enemies, making them miss 
their attacks.

T H E  E N D  R E S U L T
A powerful totem minion that attacks enemies, slowing and 
blinding them so I can easily avoid danger.

21

34
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Dying takes away precious 
experience points.

In Delve’s infinite dungeon, 
light sources keep you alive.

Half of the battle is finding 
the right skills to use.

Scorching Ray is a skill that 
melts packs of enemies.

PoE features four 
evil gods to kill.
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O
ne of my biggest 
problems with 
Fallout 4 is how most 
of the quests boil 
down to walking 

through some dilapidated 
corridors, killing a load of ghouls or 
Gunners or whoever, then 
returning for your reward. Which 
is why Echo, a quest created by 
modder Kilosandwich, is so 
refreshing. This one-to-two hour 
long quest features a load of custom 
voice acting and music, multiple 
endings, a few secrets, and it uses 
mostly vanilla assets, meaning you 
will be able to play through it 
without installing a mountain of 
other mods.

Once installed through the in-game 
mod manager (search for 
‘employment’, it’s the only result) you 
can start the quest either by 

I’m being considered for 
employment—if I can pass his tests. 
I’m not exactly sure what the job I’m 
up for is, but seeing as I’m 
surrounded by ocean, I don’t have 
much choice but to play along. It’s 
worth noting that the voice acting is 
fantastic, and as good as anything in 
the actual game—particularly when 
Captain, voiced by the mod’s creator 
Kilosandwich, starts singing along to 
the various pieces of catchy, chirpy 
vintage music included in the mod.

PUZZLE QUEST
Echo is a series of simple but cleverly 
designed puzzles. Captain has rigged 
the ship with traps, bombs, and other 
unpleasantness, and your ‘job 
interview’ involves bypassing them 
by carefully listening to his 
instructions. But there’s room to 
rebel, and I’m impressed by how 
many lines of dialogue have been 

ECHO: AN EMPLOYMENT ADVENTURE
A musical mod for Fallout 4 with a twisted sense of humor. By Andy Kelly

discovering the Dartmouth 
Professional Building, which lies 
southeast of the Boston Public 
Library, or by grabbing the ‘All 
Aboard’ notice on the board to the 
left of Swatters in Diamond City. 
Enter the elevator in the Dartmouth 
building, and you’ll find yourself 
standing in front of a table with a 
bottle of wine on it.

Hover over the wine, and you’ll 
notice that the HUD describes it as 
‘Definitely Not Drugged Wine’, 
which will give you an idea of Echo’s 
humor. This is a tongue-in-cheek 
quest. Its design and self-aware tone 
clearly echo The Stanley Parable. 
After drinking the wine I black out 
and wake up aboard a ship in the 
middle of the ocean with a voice 
blaring at me over a speaker from 
some unknown source.

This is Captain, who welcomes 
me aboard his ship and tells me that 
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This is a mod 
like no other.



Captain has a sick 
sense of humor.

Solve this puzzle
to save your life.
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recorded for when I decide not to 
follow his instructions and try to 
make my own way through the ship. 
This is where that Stanley Parable 
influence is most evident, but it’s 
unique enough not to feel like a 
straight copy.

A lot of Captain’s trials involve 
patience: Waiting for him to finish 
crooning along to a Bing Crosby 
song, or standing completely still 

until he reveals which of a selection 
of doors isn’t booby-trapped with a 
rocket launcher. I’ve never really 
enjoyed Fallout’s goofy sense of 
humor, but Echo is, for the most part, 
genuinely funny. You can almost 
picture Kilosandwich smiling 
mischievously as the mod forces you 

THE VOICE ACTING 
IS FANTASTIC, 

AND AS GOOD AS 
ANYTHING IN THE 
ACTUAL GAME

is made with such skill and 
confidence that I wouldn’t be 
surprised if someone from Bethesda 
came knocking on Kilosandwich’s 
door with a job opportunity of their 
own—hopefully not involving mines 
and killer mazes. You can download 
Echo in Fallout 4’s own mod manager 
or via Nexus Mods, and I recommend 
that you do. You will need the Far 
Harbor DLC for it to work, though.

Fallout 4 is an incredibly 
moddable game, and it’s remarkable 
that people can make stuff as creative 
and unusual as Echo with Bethesda’s 
tools. But what I love most about this 
quest is how, an encounter with some 
mirelurks aside, absolutely no 
shooting is involved. You can think 
your way out of pretty much every 
predicament: a design philosophy 
Fallout 4 sidelined to focus on its 
fairly dull and unsatisfying combat. 
Hopefully future entries in the series 
take a leaf out of Kilosandwich’s 
book, realizing that using your brain 
to solve a problem is always more 
enjoyable than squeezing a trigger. 

to jump through these surreal, 
ridiculous hoops.

But it’s not all laughs, because 
some of Captain’s later trials are 
disarmingly difficult. One involves 
shutting down a nuclear reactor in 
the ship’s engine room by accessing a 
series of terminals in a particular 
order, all while being attacked by 
laser turrets and assaultrons. Another 
sees you navigating a gauntlet of 
mines, turrets, and grenades hung up 
on strings in a maze of shipping 
containers. And as you’re struggling 
through these challenges, Captain’s 
voice goads and jabs at you, doubting 
whether you have what it takes to 
receive the dubious honor of 
becoming his next employee.

EXPLOSIVE FINALE
The quest ends with a particularly 
devilish puzzle involving a nuclear 
warhead and a ticking clock, but I’ll 
leave you to discover that for yourself. 
It’s a wonderfully frantic moment 
that forces you to really pay attention 
to the environment around you. Echo 

W E I R D  W A S T E L A N D  Some deeply strange Fallout 4 mods

Z O I D B E R G 
M I R E L U R K S
Creator: 
SheepAndShepherd
Link: bit.ly/zoidlurks
Makes mirelurks look like 
Futurama’s Dr Zoidberg.

T E D D Y  B E A R  N U K E S
Creator: Schallen
Link: bit.ly/teddynukes
Imagine if the Fat Man 
launched adorable teddies 
instead of boring old 
nuclear warheads.

C R E M E  E G G S
Creator: Countmosh
Link: bit.ly/tastyeggs
This bewildering mod 
replaces all the mirelurk 
eggs with delicious 
chocolate treats.

F A R T O U T  4
Creator: VladiMatt
Link: bit.ly/fartout4
Replaces dialogue with 
fart sounds, and was 
recently updated with 233 
new fart variations.



The jiggly, chirruping construction 
side is as excellent as I remember
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H
aving long since 
forgotten the plot of 
World of Goo, but not 
its glorious, weird 
jelly Meccano physics, 

I think I was expecting this reinstall 
to be a mainly sensory experience. 
Something like Peggle—great music, 
appealing cartoonish aesthetic—but 
with a slippery puzzle element 
instead of pinball, and a streak of 
black humor involving some goo 
balls going through a mincer.

I had forgotten the observations 
about how companies use data and 
cookies (World of Goo operates in a 
GDPR-less world), about idiotic, 
wasteful product launches, about the 
value of physical beauty and so on. 
These observations are relatively 
broad-brush—corporations that put 
financial gain over consumer welfare, 

the ugly being trampled by the 
beautiful—but it’s a tang of playful 
cynicism I haven’t seen much in 
games recently.

That’s not to say we’re less  
cynical now, but there’s a specific 
flavor of breezy side-eye which  
feels very much rooted in the 
late-’00s and is interesting to 
encounter now. These were the 
heady days when we were only 
questioning some, not all, of our 
metastructures. The result is that its 
shots still hit their targets (we’ve only 
really doubled down on what the 
game calls out), but the mood it 
adopts is peppy and perky rather 
than exhausted. Certainly a curio to 
me right now, at any rate.

The jiggly, chirruping construction 
side is as excellent as I remember. 
Have you played World of Goo? If you 
haven’t, the idea is that you have 

these sentient blobs which like to 
attach to one another by sending out 
tendrils to other blobs. You’ll use this 
to create structures—2D lattices of 
varying levels of messiness. Loose 
goo blobs swarm over the structure, 
their weight and movement 
contributing to the instability of the 
whole thing, sometimes sending it 
tumbling to one side.

The point of these structures is 
that you use them to bring the loose 
goo swarm to an exit pipe which will 
suck them up. But the pipe only 
activates when the goo structure is 
close enough, hence you can’t just 
fire goo balls into the air and hope 
they get slurped up. 

BUILD UP
At a bare minimum, the challenge is 
to build a structure and reach the 
pipe with enough loose goo balls to 
meet the level’s target. Later on in the 
game it’s about factoring in the 

WORLD OF GOO
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Dealing with a load of balls. By Philippa Warr
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This level pack included 
navigating a horrible tomato.



different properties of the different 
types of goo, about navigating 
obstacles, and even moving larger 
non-goo objects around.

The levels start off relatively 
simply. You have one type of goo and 
plenty of it, meaning it’s easy to meet 
the level targets. The starter goo is 
wonderfully uncomplicated. It puts 
out two tendrils and you can’t detach 
it once it’s in place. It naturally lends 
itself, then, to building robust 
triangular shapes and thus is 
relatively stable. 

These early levels remind me of 
the weird team-building exercises we 
had to do as part of a few corporate 
away days I’ve been on, or as part of 
school physics projects—build a 
bridge out of newspaper that’s 
capable of bearing some kind of 
heavy weight, or a teammate or 
whatever. You’d always have someone 
who spent a whole day explaining 
the value of the triangle 
in construction. 

“It’s really hard to deform a 
triangle, you know?” Yes Dave. We 
know. “Consider the pyramids.” I’ve 
considered the bloody pyramids, 
Dave. “It’s because of trigonometry.” 
Shut up and roll newspaper, Dave. 

“It’s why you see so many triangles in 
bridges too.” DAVE THAT IS WHY 
WE ARE USING TRIANGLES TO 
BUILD THIS BRIDGE. “Did I show 
you this picture of a bridge I took 
while I was away last month?” Yes, 
Dave. Please just roll some 
newspaper so we can bear the weight 
of that encyclopedia and get out of 
here. “Look! There’s a picture of a 
bridge in this newspaper! I’m going 
to cut it out so we can stick it on the 
bridge as a mascot. It even has 
triangles.” I swear to god, Dave. “You 

know what? My favorite triangle is 
the equilateral triangle.”

Unlike Dave, I have a soft spot for 
a scalene triangle. They’re awkward 
and difficult and spiky, like me in a 
team-building session. Anyway, 
where was I?

GOOREAT
Ah yes. Goo. So there are different 
types of goo. There’s that first kind I 
mentioned, but you’ll soon encounter 
others—green goo, beauty goo, 
matchstick goo, balloon goo… My 

G E T T I N G  T O  K N O W  G O O  The best balls

B A L O O N S 
These floaty spheres can 
support bridges, carry goo 

through the air, AND make the level 
feel like a party.

D I G I A L  G O O
Digital balls can jump from 
one mesh to another, as well 

as picking up useful viruses that 
turn them into ropelike formations.

G R E E N  G O O 
Ivy-green balls are the 
best—repositioning them 

lets you extend ropes, inch up 
crevasses, and save extra goo.

321
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favorite is the green goo. It can put 
out up to three tendrils, which is nice, 
but the best bit is that it can be 
detached and reused or just left loose.  
The reason I love it is because I 
spend a lot of time trying to rescue as 
much goo as possible from each 
level. If a level uses plain black goo, 
every blob you use to build is one 
you can’t collect. If you’re on the 
green stuff there’s a chance you can 
detach it and collect it once you’ve 
activated the pipe.

Having blasted through the story 
chapters in a few hours I went back 
to the beginning to try OCD mode. I 
winced at the name—another 
reminder that the world has changed 
a little, I guess—although it 
technically stands for Obsessive 
Completion Distinction. This is the 
hard mode where you need to meet 
far more challenging targets. Every 
ball and every placement becomes 
incredibly important. 

This is where I started to feel real 
annoyance with the interface. It boils 
down to the fact the game doesn’t 
have a quick restart button or a 
replay option if you reach the end 
and find out you didn’t meet the 
target. Having to sit through the end 
section of a level and start again from 
the level select screen is just a bunch 
of extra clicking which gets between 
me and the challenge. The alternative 
is to try and work out whether you’ve 
succeeded or failed before you 
activate the pipe, so you can use the 
in-level retry button, which isn’t 
always possible.

HEAVYWEIGHT
My other gripe is that goo becomes 
heavier when you attach it to a 
structure. I’m assuming this is 
because it is now considered to have 
the weight of the blob and the weight 
of the legs attaching it to other goo 
balls, but where did that extra weight 
come from? In a physics puzzler, this 
manifestation of substance from 
nothing, rather than the blob being 
spread thinner, feels like a tiny 
betrayal. “But what of the laws of 
physics?” Exactly, Dave. I’m with you 
on this one.

EVERY BALL AND EVERY 
PLACEMENT BECOMES 
INCREDIBLY IMPORTANT

Trying to see if there was a way to 
quick restart using a mod or some 
other tinkering is how I ended up on 
www.goofans.com. This is where you 
can download GooTool; a utility for 
installing new levels and goo ball 
mods. It’s a bit old at this point and 
requires a touch of Java tinkering, but 
I’ve found a number of level packs 
which offer some curious new 
challenges. You can’t create new 
chapters for the game, so these levels 
just hover in the sky in the chapter 1 
level select screen—a bit messy-
looking, but useful for extending the 
life of the game that bit further.

I was also considering some of the 
goo ball color mods, but the game 
does a good job of clearly 
communicating function via its color 
coding, so adding a random color 
variable felt like it wasn’t likely to 
help me play (much as I would love 
to build a riotously bright tower that 
rivals my Christmas tree for colored 
balls).

But all of this is just me distracting 
myself. I’m clearly going to end up 
tearing my hair out over how you get 
one last infernal ball into that infernal 
pipe on vanilla mode. It’s 2008 all 
over again. 
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Some goo will not survive
the journey.

Nothing to see here.

Body positivity is useless in 
the corporate goo future.

One of the more helpful signs.
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RIGHT:  When the 
portal opens, you can 
invade the enemy. Do 
it when they’re 
fighting Blockers.

GAMBIT IN 
DESTINY 2: 
FORSAKEN
It’s good to be bad in Destiny 2’s best mode. By Phil Savage
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LEFT:  The Drifter 
oversees the 
competition, and 
thus is presumably 
responsible for its 
weird rules.

G
ambit is a race. Two 
teams of four players 
enter separate but 
identical arenas and 
compete to be the 

first team to kill the boss that 
spawns after banking 75 motes. I 
explain this to a friend as I 
accompany him into his first ever 
match. “Okay,” he says, clearly 
preparing a follow up question. 
“What’s a mote?” Ah, right, yes.

I expand my explanation, but quickly 
get lost in the sprawl of rules and 
systems. “So, when you kill enemies, 
they drop these glowing things—
‘motes’—that you need to collect 
before they disappear. Once you’ve 
got some motes, put them in the 
bank—it’s the big glowing tank at the 
center. But make sure you collect at 
least five, or, better yet, ten or 15. That 
screws over the enemy team. Oh, and 
sometimes the bank won’t be 
available. That’s because the enemy 
team is screwing us over, too. Does 
that make sense?”

I explain how you lock down the 
other team’s bank by sending 
Blockers that become more powerful 
the more motes you’re holding. I 
explain how, at various points, you 
can invade or be invaded by the other 
team. I explain the tricks I have 
discovered—like “don’t die” and “if a 
teammate already has a lot of motes, 
let them fill up rather than stealing 
them for yourself”,  and “like, 
seriously, do not die”. I’m still 
explaining things when we finally 
load into the map. I haven’t even got 
to the bit about how you win.

MOTE RACE
Gambit is, to put it mildly, a lot. There 
are nuances and competing 

strategies, and the embarrassment of 
mistiming a jump and accidentally 
falling to your death while carrying a 
stack of motes. Yet, it’s also strangely 
intuitive. You kill enemies and grab 
the detritus that gathers on the 
floor—just like in every other Destiny 
2 activity. Even as the comically 
ineffective tutorial fails to tell you 
how to play, the game itself is 
reassuring: You’ve got this. You’ve 
done this. You know what to do.

And damn, does it work. You can 
tell a lot about what a mode is meant 
to convey from the fictional wrapping 
Bungie creates for it. Its Crucible PvP 
modes are more akin to a sporting 
contest overseen by an excitable man 
who bellows with pride when you do 
a multikill. But presiding over Gambit 
is the mysterious Drifter, who revels 
in giving Guardians the chance to 
walk on the wild side. More than just 
a competition, Gambit is designed to 
let you relish being a bit of a jerk.

A well-timed invasion feels 
dickish. It’s not just that you’re killing 
other players; you’re actively undoing 
their hard work. In one game, I 
managed to unleash my super ability 
on two players running to bank a 
maximum stack of notes. It’s possible 
that I actually cackled. 
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Even though the bulk of each 
Gambit match is spent fighting AI 
mobs, the presence of the enemy 
team is always keenly felt. When you 
die to the Blocker that was 
preventing you from banking your 
motes, you know an enemy player 
was responsible. When you execute a 
perfectly timed invasion that thrusts 
you into the lead, you know your 
opponents are cursing your name. 
The UI gives you an at-a-glance 
readout of how both teams are 
performing, so even the most rote 
action takes on importance.

MENTAL BLOCK
Gambit takes the frenetic pace of a 
good singleplayer encounter and 
marries it to the unpredictable nature 
of competitive multiplayer. It’s a 
game of constant questions. When 
should I bank? When should I 
invade? Do I have enough health to 
grab that mote before I am 
surrounded by enemies? It’s intuitive, 
yes, and gratifying, yes, but also 
strategic and improvizational.

As you learn the nuances, you’re 
constantly making microadjustments 
to respond to the situation. Trying to 
time it just right so you’ve banked 
your motes before an opposing player 
invades, or sending the specific 
Blocker that will cause the most 
problems based on the current map 
or situation. So much of Destiny feels 
like a solved problem that rewards 
execution over improvization, but 
Gambit has cemented itself as the 
most distinct, experimental and 
consistently entertaining activity in 
the game right now. Long after I’m 
bored with the Strikes, the story and 
even the endgame zone, I’ll always 
have time for one more race. 

GAMBIT IS, TO PUT IT MILDLY, A 
LOT. THERE ARE NUANCES AND 
COMPETING STRATEGIES

Y O U  J U S T  D I E D
How bad should you feel?

Shot by an invader—using 
Sleeper Simulant, of course.

Shot by an invader using Hard 
Light, of all things.

Fell to your death after being 
blasted by a Phalanx.

Invaded the other team, but were 
taken down before you got a kill.

Overextended yourself trying to 
grab extra motes.

Fell to your death because you 
weren’t paying attention.
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ASSASSIN’S CREED ODYSSEY

www.bit.ly/acodysseypc

 I appreciate how all-in Odyssey 
goes on Greek tragedy. A lot of dark 
stuff can play out in its twisty story, 
but the real tragedy is how little time I 
have to invest in Ubisoft’s gigantic 
world. With Odyssey’s ludicrously 
sized map, Ubisoft is demanding a 
monopoly on my spare time, and it’s 
probably going to get it. 

S A I L  A C R O S S  A  N A T I O N

DEUS EX: MANKIND DIVIDED

www.bit.ly/deusexmankind

 Even though the Adam Jensen 
Deus Ex games have been left 
unresolved in some ways, I found the 
latest Deus Ex to feel fairly complete. 
I did every sidequest, broke into 
every building, finished the bad DLC, 
and racked up 50 hours wandering 
around Prague. It’s no Dishonored 2, 
but I loved it for the most part. 

R O B  A  B A N K

SEPTEMBER 1999

www.98demake.itch.io/september1999

 This short horror game is just over 
five minutes long and completely 
free. It feels like a mood piece, with a 
VHS-style filter and a creepy corridor, 
but it does have a story that emerges 
by the end. I can’t wait to see what 
98DEMAKE does next—this 
subcategory of horror is really 
exciting to me. 

B E  S P O O K E D  F O R  F R E E

FINAL FANTASY XV

www.bit.ly/final_fantasy_xv

 I bought a new games machine, 
and now I want to see how nice the 
grass and fur look in Final 
Fantasy XV’s bright, lovely, and 
mostly empty world. No doubt 
turning the hair settings up super 
high will crater the framerate, as 
these things normally do, but hey, 
you have to try these things once. 

T A K E  A  R O A D  T R I P

SONIC MANIA

www.sega.com/games/sonicmania

 Like all Sonic games, I’ve enjoyed 
the first four levels of Mania, and now 
I’m suffering through the rest, which 
are so long and difficult that I find it 
vaguely upsetting. I guess that’s sort 
of a recommendation? I like that 
Mania promises old-style Sonic and 
delivers it, but I am swearing during 
its boss battles a lot. 

S A V E  T H E  A N I M A L S

RESIDENT EVIL 7

www.residentevil.com

 Not my favorite Resident Evil, but 
it’s closer to the ideal survival horror 
experience than any other recent 
entry. The first third has you 
underpowered, trapped in a scary, 
labyrinthine location with sinister 
enemies. The final third, though, 
throws most of that away, leaning 
into gunfire-heavy action. 

NIER AUTOMATA

www.niergame.com

 My biggest regret of the Top 100 
process this year was forgetting to 
nominate Nier. I didn’t feel that bad 
about it, given that it crashed on me a 
few times, but this tale of androids 
trying to deal with a planet of weird 
robots has a surprising amount going 
on thematically. Platinum’s combat is 
reassuringly stylish, too. 

C R Y  A T  T H E  S A D  R O B O T S

HOTLINE MIAMI 2: 
WRONG  NUMBER

www.hotlinemiami.com

 After replaying this for the fourth 
time, I think Wrong Number is now 
the superior Hotline Miami game, a 
couple of overly-large military base 
levels aside. I still have to hammer 
skip on all the cutscenes, but I love 
how challenging this sequel is for 
advanced players. 

P E R F O R M  S T Y L I S H  M U R D E R S

M U S T 

P L A Y
A PERSONAL LIST 

OF THE BEST 
GAMES YOU CAN 

PLAY RIGHT NOW

by Samuel Roberts

S H O O T  G O O  M O N S T E R S

S A M U E L 
R O B E R T S

I bought a new PC 
and panicked that I 
should’ve bought 
something useful, like 
a carpet shampooer.

102    JANUARY 2019

E X T R A  L I F E

N O W  P L A Y I N G  I  U P D A T E  I  M O D  S P O T L I G H T  I  R E I N S T A L L  I  W H Y  I  L O V E  I  M U S T  P L A Y     



MAXIMUM PC AT ITS BEST

ANYTIME, ANYWHERE! 

Print or Digital subscriptions available!

http://bit.ly/MaximumPCSubs



104    JANUARY 2019

1

GeForce RTX 2080 Ti 
NVIDIA $1,199

Nvidia’s GeForce RTX 
2080 Ti is the latest and 
most potent GPU 

around. It’s packed with features, 
including more CUDA cores, RT 
cores for real-time ray tracing, 
and Tensor cores for deep 
learning calculations. The Turing 
architecture contains other 
enhancements as well, making 
this the fastest graphics card for 
gaming and everything else. If 
you’re looking for the best value, 
forget about the new RTX cards. 
But if you’re eying a 4K 144Hz 
HDR G-Sync display, the RTX 
2080 Ti is the card for you.

Thanks to the Tensor cores, 
the 2080 Ti can use Nvidia’s new 
DLSS algorithm to upscale and 
anti-alias games to 4K with 

similar quality to native 4K 
rendering using TAA. I’ve tested 
DLSS in several demos, and it 
works as advertized, with the 
2080 Ti 4K DLSS performance 
more than doubling the 1080 Ti’s 
4K TAA power. Nvidia also 
provided a ray tracing demo 
called Star Wars Elevator that can 
run on earlier GPUs. The 2080 Ti 
ran the demo at 1440p and 
59fps, where the 1080 Ti only 
managed to pull 10fps. Yeah.

Now we just need ray tracing 
and DLSS enhanced games. 

  Fastest graphics card around

  Ray tracing and deep learning tech

  Titan pricing on GeForce

  No ray traced games yet

V E R D I C T

G R O U P  T E S T

SPECS  GPU CORES: 4352  /  BASE CLOCK: 1350MHZ  /  BOOST CLOCK: 1545MHZ  /  GFLOPS: 13448  /  

 MEMORY: 11GB GDDR6  /  MEMORY CLOCK: 14 GT/S  /  MEMORY BANDWIDTH: 616GB/S

2

GeForce RTX 2080
NVIDIA $799

Sure, the RTX 2080 Ti is 
the fastest graphics 
card, and has all sorts of 

cool and potentially useful 
features, but at current prices it’s 
a tough pill to swallow. Dropping 
down to the RTX 2080 will get 
you still excellent performance—
it’s the second fastest consumer 
GPU, edging out the GTX 1080 
Ti—and save you some money. 
And you still get the same ray 
tracing and DLSS features, albeit 
not quite as many of each core 
type. Unfortunately, without any 
direct competition from AMD, 
Nvidia has increased prices this 
round, with the RTX 2080 taking 
over the $700 GPU market.

The one major caveat is the 
same as the other RTX cards: 

We’re still waiting for games that 
enable ray tracing effects and 
DLSS. Those should start arriving 
in the next month or so with a 
Shadow of the Tomb Raider patch 
and Battlefield V, but will the RTX 
2080 be powerful enough to use 
the new features? Hopefully, 
though perhaps not at maximum 
resolution and quality. If RTX 
features are like other graphics 
settings, we’ll be able to run at a 
reduced-quality ray tracing mode 
that will look nearly as good and 
perform better. 

  Ray tracing and deep learning

  Potential to become even faster

  Ray traced games untested

  More expensive than the 1080 Ti

V E R D I C T

SPECS  GPU CORES: 2944  /  RT CORES: 46  /  TENSOR CORES: 368  /  BASE CLOCK: 1515MHZ  /  BOOST CLOCK: 1710MHZ  

/  GFLOPS: 10068  /  MEMORY: 8GB GDDR6  /  MEMORY CLOCK: 14 GT/S  /  MEMORY BANDWIDTH: 448GB/S

GRAPHICS CARDS
Play games the way they’re meant to be played. By Jarred Walton



N
o other 
component can 
have as big an 
impact on your 
gaming 

experience as graphics cards. 
Processors, memory, mobos, 

and storage are important, but 
the GPU is the heart of any 
gaming PC. As such, it 
warrants a big chunk of your 
budget, regardless of if that’s 
an extreme build costing 
thousands or an entry-level PC.
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Group Test

H A R D W A R E

1

H O W  W E  T E S T

While the CPU is the brain of 
your PC, games will push your 
graphics card to its limits. It’s 
the component you’ll want to 
upgrade most frequently. For 
gaming systems, it’s also likely 
the most expensive part. It’s 
critical to find one with the best 
ratio of price to performance.

With the new RTX 20-series 
cards from Nvidia, it’s easy to 
get caught up in a race to the 
top. Smooth framerates at 4K? 
I’d like that, but would I pay as 
much for a GPU as I would on a 
midrange PC? Probably not. For 
this test, I’ve gathered Nvidia’s 
three shiny and new RTX cards, 
along with the top AMD and 
Nvidia cards from the previous 
generation. I’ve rounded out our 
testing with one of my favorite 
midrange cards—the sort of 
card most of us can afford.

I’ve tested these on 12 
modern games at 4K, 1440p, 
and 1080p resolutions. My test 
system uses an overclocked 
Core i7-8700K with 16GB DDR4-
3200 CL14 memory, on a fast 
SSD. This is to minimize the 
impact of other components on 
performance, and lets me zero 
in on the graphics cards.

Do you need a new 
graphics card?
Is your current PC fast enough 
to justify purchasing a better 
graphics card? Using a GTX 
1080 Ti, going from a Core 
i7-4770K to a Core i7-8700K, 
only improves 1080p 
framerates by 23% on average. 
At 4K, we only measured single 
digit improvements in 
performance. It really is the 
GPU that counts. On the other 
hand, if you’re still hanging onto 
a Core i5-2500K, upgrading 
that before buying a high-end 
RTX card is advisable.

But before you do that, ask: 
Are there games I want to play 
that currently don’t run well? 
You don’t need to run at ultra 
quality to enjoy a game, and it’s 
often possible to turn down a 
few settings and get a 50% 
increase in framerates with little 
loss in visual fidelity. But if you 
do find your games struggling, 
think about upgrading.

2



3

GeForce RTX 2070
NVIDIA $499 ($599 Founders Edition)

Let’s be honest: We 
were spoiled by the 
GTX 1070. Not only did 

it cost substantially less than the 
previous generation’s GTX 980 Ti, 
but it was a faster card. We were 
duly impressed, and like the 970 
before it, the 1070 became one of 
the most popular graphics cards 
around. The RTX 2070 doesn’t 
quite carry on that tradition.

Sure, in the same Star Wars 
ray tracing demo I mentioned 
earlier, the 2070 delivers more 
than three times the performance 
of the 1080 Ti. At 4K with DLSS it 
also edges past a 1080 Ti with 
TAA, by about 15%. But what 
about in all the existing games 
that don’t use the new features? 
In current games, the RTX 2070 

is a minor upgrade over a 
GTX 1080, and is 15% slower 
than a 1080 Ti.

The RTX 2070 Founders 
Edition also costs more than a 
GTX 1080—$599 compared to 
$499. Thankfully, less expensive 
models are available, and you  
still get all the Turing 
architecture’s new features. If 
those catch on, in a few years the 
2070 will be a substantially better 
GPU than the 1080 it replaces. 
But right now, you’re making a 
leap of faith. 

  Good performance

  All the Turing features

  Jump in generational pricing

  Minor upgrade over the 1080

V E R D I C T

SPECS  GPU CORES: 2304  /  RT CORES: 36  /  TENSOR CORES: 288  /  BASE CLOCK: 1410MHZ  /  BOOST CLOCK: 1620MHZ  

/  GFLOPS: 7465  /  MEMORY: 8GB GDDR6  /  MEMORY CLOCK: 14GT/S  /  MEMORY BANDWIDTH: 448GB/S

4

GeForce GTX 1080 Ti
NVIDIA $650

The former 
heavyweight champion 
of the graphics card 

world still packs a punch, and 
prices may drop with the arrival of 
the RTX cards. But Nvidia isn’t 
likely to keep manufacturing the 
1080 Ti, so as supply dries up 
prices will likely climb again 
before new cards disappear into 
the ether. Like the RTX cards, you 
should have a 1440p or 4K 
display before buying a card like 
this, as it’s overkill for 1080p.

Performance remains 
excellent in existing games, losing 
to the RTX 2080 by less than 5% 
on average. The main concern 
with the GTX 1080 Ti is that it 
doesn’t have all the new features 
of the RTX cards. It might be tied 

with the RTX 2080 for 
performance right now, but with 
25 games already slated to use 
Nvidia’s DLSS algorithm, and 11 
games that will feature ray tracing 
effects—and likely more to 
come—buying the GTX 1080 Ti 
now isn’t advisable.

Still, I wouldn’t suggest 
upgrading from a 1080 Ti unless 
you absolutely must have the 
best/fastest graphics card. You 
can probably skip a generation or 
two while waiting for ray tracing 
and DLSS support to mature. 

  Still excellent performance

  Years of remaining usefulness

  No longer king of the hill

  Lacks fancy new features

V E R D I C T

SPECS  GPU CORES: 3584  /  BASE CLOCK: 1480MHZ  /  BOOST CLOCK: 1582MHZ  /  GFLOPS: 11340  /  

 MEMORY: 11GB GDDR5X  /  MEMORY CLOCK: 11GT/S  /  MEMORY BANDWIDTH: 484GB/S
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3

G R O U P  T E S T

THE RTX 2070 IS A MINOR 
UPGRADE OVER A 

GTX 1080



5

Radeon RX Vega 64
AMD $499

The fastest current 
AMD graphics card is 
the RX Vega 64, and it 

comes up just short of the RTX 
2070 for the same price. That’s 
the succinct explanation for 
Nvidia’s substantial jump in 
generational pricing on the RTX 
series. It’s also why Nvidia could 
take a chance on real-time ray 
tracing hardware and deep 
learning, because why not?

The good news is that the RX 
Vega 64 is still a capable card. It 
does well in DirectX 12 games like 
Forza Horizon 4, beating the RTX 
2070, but that’s the exception 
rather than the rule, and the 
Vega 64 also pigs out on power. 
AMD nominally rates it as a 
295W part, but I saw up to 100W 

higher power use than the 1080 
Ti when playing games. That 
means higher fan speeds and 
more noise.

AMD is working on a 7nm 
version of Vega for datacenters, 
but a consumer version will 
depend on the performance and 
cost. HBM2 provides a lot of 
bandwidth, but it’s more 
expensive than GDDR5. More 
likely is that we’ll have to wait for 
the 7nm Navi in late 2019 before 
AMD has a GPU that can 
challenge Nvidia’s RTX cards. 

  Good performance

  1440p 60fps in most games

  Very power hungry

  Slower than the 2070

V E R D I C T

SPECS  GPU CORES: 4096  /  BASE CLOCK: 1,247MHZ  /  BOOST CLOCK: 1,546MHZ  /  GFLOPS: 12,665  /   

MEMORY: 8GB HBM2  /  MEMORY CLOCK: 11 GT/S  /  MEMORY BANDWIDTH: 484GB/S

6

Radeon RX 580 8GB
AMD $220

All is not lost when you 
can’t compete for the 
fastest graphics card. 

The sweet spot for gaming 
performance and value tends to 
be around $200, and AMD is far 
more competitive here. In fact, 
the RX 580 8GB usually beats 
Nvidia’s competing GTX 1060 
6GB, for less money and with 
2GB more VRAM.

How much do you give up 
when moving from an RTX 2070 
to the RX 580 8GB? The RTX 
2070 is nearly twice as fast, on 
existing games, for more than 
double the price. More 
importantly, however, across our 
test suite the RX 580 averages 
more than 60fps in about half of 
the games at ultra quality and 

dropping a few settings a notch or 
two should get nearly every game 
above that threshold. 

AMD has a rumored update 
coming, either RX 680 or RX 590, 
using a third revision of its Polaris 
architecture. That could mean 
improved clock speeds and lower 
power use for a similar price, but 
we would prefer a truly new 
architecture. Nvidia has 
revamped half of its current 
offerings, and updates to the 
GTX 1060 and below can’t be too 
far off in the future. 

  Good performance at 1080p

  Usually faster in DX12 games

  Uses more power than GTX 1060

  Aging architecture

V E R D I C T

SPECS  GPU CORES: 2304  /  BASE CLOCK: 1257MHZ  /  BOOST CLOCK: 1340MHZ  /  GFLOPS: 6175  /   

MEMORY: 8GB GDDR5  /  MEMORY CLOCK: 8 GT/S  /  MEMORY BANDWIDTH: 256GB/S
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Group Test

H A R D W A R E

4K ULTRA FPS
  Average
  97 Percentile

S T A C K E D  U P
1440P ULTRA FPS

  Average
  97 Percentile

1080P ULTRA FPS
  Average
  97 Percentile

(Bigger is better)
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THAT THIS ISN’T 
RYZEN MOBILE AT  
ITS BEST
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Swift 3 SF315-41
ACER $670

 ‘Since forever’ is a long time to wait, but 
that’s how far back you have to go to find a 
decent mobile CPU from AMD. In other words, 
it’s debatable whether AMD has ever made a 
competitive laptop chip. Yes, its mobile 
processors based on the Bobcat core were 
okay for budget devices, but Intel’s dominance 
was even stronger in laptops. At least until 
Ryzen proved how complacent Intel had 
become. But that was just desktop, right?

On paper, the Acer Swift 3 is ideal for 
weighing up the relative pros and cons of the 
latest mobile CPUs from AMD and Intel. That’s 
because it’s one of the few mobile rigs offered 
with both AMD Ryzen and Intel Core 
processors. Yes, variables remain, but the 

70
  Good overall package for price

  High-quality display

  Quad-core performance

  Relatively small battery

V E R D I C T

R E V I E W

SPECS  PROCESSOR: RYZEN 5 2500U  /  GRAPHICS: AMD VEGA 8  /  MEMORY: 8GB DDR4  /  RESOLUTION: 1920X1080  /  DISPLAY TYPE: IPS  /  STORAGE: 256GB M.2 SATA    

/  CONNECTIVITY: HDMI, USB 2.0, 2X USB 3.0, USB C, HEADPHONE  /  DIMENSIONS: 0.7X14.6X10 INCHES  /  WEIGHT: 4.85 POUNDS  /  WARRANTY: ONE YEAR

critical bits, like the screen, chassis, and 
battery, are shared by both variants, providing 
as level a playing field as you’re going to get.

In practice, it doesn’t work like that. But first, 
let’s dissect it. For the most part, it’s a 
middle-market offering in a 15.6-inch form 
factor, powered by the Ryzen 5 2500U. That’s 

the second tier in a four-strong range of mobile 
Ryzen CPUs. Where the Ryzen 7 2700U gets 
ten units, the 2500U has five. The 2500U is 
also 200MHz down on speed, with a base clock 
of 2GHz, and a max boost clock of 3.6GHz.

The 48Wh battery not only reveals the 
Swift 3’s mid-market positioning, it also makes 

it hard to get a feel for how efficient the Ryzen 
processor is in mobile implementation. A 
premium 15-inch portable like Dell’s XPS offers 
roughly double the battery life, for instance. 
Moreover, I had problems getting our pre-
production review sample up to full charge, so I 
couldn’t assess the unit’s battery life.

This laptop kicked out a mixed bag of 
results. Very likely, all of that reflected my unit’s 
pre-production status. Maybe the firmware 
needs a tweak, or the cooling hasn’t had that 
final polish. The sense is that this isn’t Ryzen 
mobile at its best. That’s a pity, not only for this 
laptop—it’s a solid unit, with a nice IPS panel 
and a firm feel to its keyboard performance—
but also for the Ryzen chip, which looks very 
promising indeed. 
Jeremy Laird
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Review

H A R D W A R E

Raiju Tournament Edition
RAZER $170

 There’s no getting around it: 
The Razer Raiju Tournament 
Edition controller is a luxury item. 
Designed as a premium alternative 
to the PS4’s DualShock 4, at $170 
it’s more than triple the price of its 
first-party alternative.

The most obvious difference 
between the Raiju and the 
DualShock 4 is the former’s size: 
It’s definitely more of a fistful, and 
yet it’s a delight to hold—especially 
for those who prefer the bulkier 
dimensions of Microsoft’s Xbox 
One controller. There’s a textured 
grip on the underside of each wing, 
and the L2/R2 buttons are more 
angled upwards at the edges. The 
four face buttons audibly click 
when pressed, and the ‘Share’ and 
‘Option’ buttons protrude from the 
controller itself, making them 
much easier to press on the fly.

You also get four new 
buttons, mapped with the four 

SPECS  WEIGHT: 322G  /  SIZE: 4.1X6.28X2.6 INCHES  /  MULTIFUNCTION BUTTONS: FOUR  /  BATTERY: UP TO 19 HOURS  /  

SYSTEM REQUIREMENTS: WINDOWS 7 OR ABOVE; IOS OR ANDROID FOR MOBILE APP  

G560 Lightsync Speakers
LOGITECH $200

 Logitech might not be the best 
bet for the modern audiophile, but 
these are the most immersive 
speakers I’ve tested for gaming.

While the lighting was a huge 
factor in the immersion aspect, 
the precision of the positional 
audio impressed me, too. I don’t 
normally like the virtual surround 
of 7.1 digital headsets, but was 
surprised with how well DTS:X 
worked with the G560. It’s the 

SPECS  WEIGHT: 1.79KG (SATELLITES) 5.5KG (SUB)  /  SIZE: 5.8 X 6.5 X 4.6 INCHES (SATELLITES) 15.9 X 10 X 8.1 INCHES (SUB)  /   

DRIVERS: 6.5-INCH SUBWOOFER, TWO-INCH TWEETERS  /  SUPPORTED CONNECTIVITY: USB, 3.5MM, BLUETOOTH

perfect compromise if you want 
surround sound without the hassle 
of a 5.1 or 7.1 set.

They’re a steal at $200, and I 
recommend them to anyone who 
wants fantastic set of speakers. 
Terrence Mai 

face button functionalities by 
default, but if you want to change 
them—and you will, since that’s 
the whole point—you’ll need to 
download the Raiju app on an iOS 
or Android device. Using 
Bluetooth, the app lets you assign 
these four extra buttons as you 
like, and new profiles can be 
created and swapped between via 
a smartphone or tablet.

The Raiju is basically a 
third-party PS4 equivalent to the 
Xbox One Elite Controller. With 
that in mind, it’s harder for the 
Raiju to compete for the title of 
best ‘pro’ game PC controller: The 
market is less crowded on PS4. 
But it’s a step in the right direction. 
Shaun Prescott

V E R D I C T72
  Brilliant performance

  Its console-centric value 
is lost on PC

V E R D I C T
V E R D I C T

V E 86
  Built-in DTS:X

  Lacking independent 
volume/bass controls

V E R D I C T



Budget build
PC gaming is for everyone. Pick the parts you want to 

build a new, well-rounded PC for a good price.

Mid-range build
You want to run every new game at 1080p 60fps. This 

recommended build will see you through.

Advanced build
You’re looking for the best PC on the market and 

superior components. But you still want to spend smart.

Build the best PC for your budget

BUYER’S GUIDE

B U D G E T

M I D - R A N G E

A D V A N C E D

Y O U R  N E X T  P C

K E Y
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Core i3-8100
Intel $170

A great processor for out-of-the-box gaming 
performance. Opt for the AMD Ryzen 1300X 
if you’d like to overclock.

GeForce GTX 1060 3GB
Inno3D $215

The rumors were true, and graphics card 
prices are starting to fall. Our pick for this 
build is bit cheaper than last time.

B360M-DS3H  
Gigabyte $70

It lacks overclocking options, but the new 
B360 chipset is far cheaper than Z370, and 
perfect for this budget build.

Hyper 212 Evo
CoolerMaster $30

We’ve dropped the controller from this build 
and added in a better CPU cooler, for a 
quieter, cooler system.
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T O T A L
$ 1 , 0 7 0

BUDGET 
BUILD

Enjoy 1080p gaming without 
breaking the bank

Buyer’s Guide
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Vengeance LPX 8GB  
(2x4GB) @2400MHz
Corsair $76

DDR4 prices are still high, however this 
Corsair pair is a good value option.

M
EM

O
R

Y

500BQ
EVGA $50

It may be cheap, but this 500W PSU is more 
than enough to handle any budget build. This 
rig only draws 269W at maximum load, too.

P
O

W
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U

P
P

LY

MX500 250GB
Crucial $60

Crucial’s SSD range is fantastic value and 
offers good performance, too. It’s also time 
we jumped up to 250GB.

S
S

D

Neos
Bitfenix $48

The Neos provides decent airflow, good 
support for 3.5-inch hard drives, and a fairly 
painless build experience.

C
A
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E
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K55
Corsair $48

This keyboard may lack mechanical 
keyswitches but it offers decent typing, plus 
it has RGB and extra gaming keys.

K
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R
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M
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U

S
E

Caviar Blue 1TB 7200rpm
Western Digital $46

One terabyte of old-fashioned hard storage 
is the perfect home for all of your media, 
backups, and AAA titles.

H
D

D
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G2460PF
AOC $219

This is the cheapest 144Hz, gaming monitor 
you can buy, yet it still offers decent image 
quality, great performance, and Freesync.

Rival 110
SteelSeries $38

A great sensor, simple design, and 
impressively low price make this a great 
entry-level gaming mouse.



MasterLiquid Lite 240
CoolerMaster $55

This 240mm, dual-fan, all-in-one liquid CPU 
cooler is ludicrously cheap, but performs 
well and stays quiet, too. 

RMx 650W
Corsair $95

There’s nothing like having a quality power 
supply. Get a decent cable kit for this one 
and you can easily spice up your rig.

MasterKeys Pro L
CoolerMaster $170

This is one of the cheapest mechanical 
keyboards, yet it looks and feels great. It only 
has single-color backlighting, though.

WD Blue 1TB 7200RPM
Western Digital $44

SSDs are great, but they’re still far from 
cheap. This 1TB HDD will hold as many 
games as you can handle.

Z370 Tomahawk
MSI $140

This is a nice-looking bit of kit at a good 
price. Couple that with two M.2 slots, and it’s 
the perfect place to house that Core i5.

Eclipse P400S TG
Phanteks $90

The clean lines, intuitive build features, and 
fantastic price cements the Eclipse as our 
midrange case of choice.

AGON AG251FZ
AOC $330

Not only does this 1080p monitor have a 
lightning-fast 240Hz refresh rate, but it 
produces decent image quality, too. 

GTX 1070 SC Gaming ACX
EVGA $399

Again, we’re making a saving this month on 
our choice of graphics card. This time you 
can expect a chunk of savings. 

Vengeance LPX 16GB (2x8GB) 
@2666
Corsair $135

16GB is the minimum amount of RAM we’d 
recommend for a system of this caliber.

MX500 250GB
Crucial $60

This is still our SSD of choice. We’ve kept the 
capacity the same as our cheaper build, but 
upgrading to 500GB would be ideal.

Core i5-8400
Intel $287

Better default gaming performance and a 
lower price puts this chip ahead of the AMD 
Ryzen 2600X. 

AW958 Elite
Alienware $73

Suitable for any grip thanks to its add-ons, 
and there’s just something about those 
massive metallic buttons.

T O T A L
$ 1 , 8 7 8

MID-RANGE 
BUILD

Our recommended build for playing 
the latest games

N E W 

E N T R Y

Buyer’s Guide
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Kraken X62
NZXT $160

The Kraken is the culmination of three of our 
favorite things: An infinity mirror, a 280mm 
radiator, and slick braided cooling.

K70 LUX RGB
Corsair $260

Even when money is no object it’s hard to 
argue against Corsair’s latest K70. A no-fuss, 
solid piece of aluminum craftsmanship.

HX750i 80 Plus Platinum
Corsair $153

Modular, custom cable kits, and a platinum 
efficiency rating. What’s not to love about 
this Corsair PSU? Nothing, that’s what.

Vengeance LED RGB 32GB - 3200
Corsair $388

Ryzen is the one processor that does benefit 
hugely from higher frequency memory. This 
kit is perfect for any would-be video expert.

Enthoo Evolv ATX TG
Phanteks $155

The 5mm thick aluminum panels resonate 
with svelte professionalism, and the interior 
makes building inside this a dream.

GeForce GTX 1080Ti Turbo
Asus $950

Prices of GTX 1080 Ti’s don’t seem to have 
dropped as much as other cards, but you’re 
still saving a decent amount. 

WD Blue 4TB
Western Digital $100

With a large boot SSD, there’s little need for 
a large, cheap SSD. Instead we’ve opted for a 
huge 4TB hard drive for all your bulk data.

Strix X470-F Gaming
Asus $186

Get the most from the new AMD Ryzen 
2700X with this matching X470 
motherboard that’s packed with features.

XB271HU
Acer $600

Our previous choice, the AOC AG271QG, has 
shot up in price. This Acer is now the best 
value 165Hz IPS gaming display.

Ryzen 7 2700X
AMD $330

Easy to overclock, and with huge 
performance out of the box, AMD’s new 
flagship CPU is the one to go for.

970 Evo 500GB M.2 PCIe SSD
Samsung $148

Samsung’s newest NVMe SSDs push 
performance to new heights, and cost the 
same as the previous 960 range. 

Mamba Elite 
Razer $72

A beautiful design, comfortable shape, and 
outstanding performance make this a 
brilliant high-end gaming mouse.

T O T A L
$ 3 , 5 0 2

ADVANCED 
BUILD

Go above and beyond with a PC 
powerful enough to end worlds

Buyer’s Guide
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