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            The Duke Abides
         
      

      LOGAN DECKER, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

      I never thought I’d give up smoking. I never thought I’d take singing lessons. I never thought I’d get a tattoo. And I never, ever thought I’d ever play Duke Nukem Forever. And yet, here we are. As we...
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            WHODUNIT
         
      

      

      Evan Lahti Senior Editor Evan ascends to a new level of consciousness as he gets the first details for Arma 3, revealed on page 32. Dan Stapleton Reviews Editor Boobs, babes, bubblegum: Dan explores...
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            SEND
         
      

      

      A different shade of green I enjoyed the discussion in your June issue about game manuals becoming obsolete, but you missed one angle: it’s not a green issue, it’s a marketing issue. Some games don’t...

   







   

   
      
         
            BACK CHATTER
         
      

      

      • There’s nothing cooler than listening to your podcast. I love hearing a bunch of gamers chatting about games. All I ask is you keep the silly segments to a minimum and don’t get too off topic. Sean Leal • Bloodline Champions deserves about 100 times its current player base. Dayve Wilkinson •...

   







   
      
         [image: ]
      
   

   
      
         
            THE HOT MAIL
         
      

      

      Use cheap strategies I have another great cheap strategies I have another great game to add to your list in the “Best Buys in PC Gaming” article (June 2011): Good Old Games released Star Control I and...
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            PC GAMER POLL
         
      

      

      What is PC Gaming’s greatest gun? Aperture Science Handheld Portal Device (Portal) 44% Gravity Gun (Half-Life 2) 17% BFG (DOOM) 13% Flak Cannon (Unreal Tournament) 11% Sentry Gun (Team Fortress2) 4%...
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            Columbia is burning
         
      

      by Logan Decker

      PC Gamer peeks behind the curtain of Irrational’s awe-inspiring shooter and finds a much more complex game than we could’ve imagined. If you’re keeping yourself pure until the 2012 release, don’t flip...
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            Remember your roots
         
      

      JA

      Cataclysm might’ve saved Azeroth, but Andrew Kuhar believes that the old world deserved a proper send off. We talked with the longtime World of Warcraft player and PCG reader about the vintage posters...
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            MASSIVELY MARVEL
         
      

      LS

      Gazillion Entertainment’s has kept its Marvel MMO, Marvel Universe, under wraps for a while, but they’re finally talking! The MMO will be free to play, targeted at adult gamers, and will let would-be...
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            STABBY MCSTABSTAB
         
      

      LS

      You can’t stop a true assassin: Altair’s coming back for another round of killings in Assassin’s Creed: Revelations, set to release this November. Here’s what we know: the single-player portion will...
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            NOW PLAYING
         
      

      

      Games are a lot like life: variety is the proverbial spice that makes playing them more savory. And, just as with life, you sometimes have to take the good with the bad. Unless, that is, you’re...
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            Make your own Meat
         
      

      Lucas Sullivan

      Team Meat made it crystal-clear: they’ll never make a sequel to their hit game Super Meat Boy, insisting that follow-ups often tarnish memories of the original. But SMB won’t be lacking new content...
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            TRENDS
         
      

      Anthony Valva

      “I know that voice! It’s that one guy who’s in that one movie about that one thing!” Yes, it is, humble gamer, yes it is. A lot of video game devs are taking the budgetary plunge of hiring top-tier...
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            THE SPY
         
      

      The Spy

      It was still dark when The Spy heard the low thump of helicopters. Panic set in. Had they found him? But the noise sped overhead. The next morning, The Spy’s housekeeper said something about the...
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            League of Legends’ New Look
         
      

      

       Feast your eyes on the first in-game champion shots for LoL’s new art style! The update amps up the graphics with more detailed shaders and refined texturing. ...
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            Reloading!
         
      

      by Josh Augustine

      “APB is a very unique game—it tends to work best when everything goes wrong.” Designer Zak Littwin tells me before describing how, just that morning, he’d accidentally launched his muscle car off the...
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            What the players think
         
      

      by Jonathan Cooper

      Biggest Fears »Hackers and cheaters running rampant »Free-to-play creating unbalanced gameplay »GamersFirst changing too much Biggest Hopes »More frequent content updates »Permanent guns instead of...
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            DEV MAN TALKING
         
      

      Cliff Harris

      I hereby challenge indie developers to be more like the crazy-creative explorers that only they can truly be. Allow me to explain. The jazz-fusion guitarist Allan Holdsworth once remarked that it’s...
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            IN SIMULATION
         
      

      Andy Mahood

      It was the YouTube video that got me hooked: it’s a five-minute clip showcasing an inventive Dutch flight sim enthusiast named Jan Damhof who’s discovered a way to connect his iPad to DCS: A-10C...
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            ALTERNATE LIVES
         
      

      Desslock

      It seems simple, but it’s amazing how many people fail to realize that, in life, they are what they do. You can’t day-trip through a lifestyle without picking up that lifestyle’s traits and labels. If...
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            TACTICAL ADVANTAGE
         
      

      Rob Zacny

      When I visited Petroglyph Games to look at End of Nations for last month’s preview, I asked the design team what bonuses veteran units would gain. It seemed logical that there must be some,...
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            FACE OFF
         
      

      Josh Augustine, Chris Comiskey

      No It’s annoyingly expensive and populated by jerks. Yes Access to a huge world full of things to do is worth the price. CHRIS: While I adore the idea of traipsing alone through places like World of...
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            ARMA 3
         
      

      Evan Lahti

      Reports of new and experimental military weaponry and vehicles are torture for modern warfare simulation enthusiasts. High-tech toys, such as the XM25 semi-automatic grenade launcher (capable of...
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            Geared up
         
      

      Evan Lahti

       NATO combat helmet NATO Spec Ops helmet Tank crew helmet Pilot helmet NATO load-bearing vest NATO tactical bandolier OPFOR load-bearing vest...
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            PUZZLE AGENT 2
         
      

      David Wolinsky

      Puzzle Agent didn’t win our 2010 Puzzle Game of the Year award simply because it had the best brain-teasers. PA gave us an adorably insecure protagonist, Nelson Tethers, and put him in pursuit of a...
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            BLACKLIGHT: RETRIBUTION
         
      

      Chris Comiskey

      Blasting Evan’s legs apart with my shotgun surges my experience credits past 500 points. I now have enough XP to spend on a Hardsuit: a hulking, ED-209-like mech that I can stomp around the level in...
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            Pimp my rifle
         
      

      Chris Comiskey

      Speedy pistol-grip pump shotgun with medium range scope. Automatic pistol with extended mag, scope, and silencer. Extended mag handgun with laser-dot sights and massive barrel. Light machine gun with...
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            RELEASE METER
         
      

      

      3 MONTHS AWAY RAGE Sure, Fallout lets you roam the arid wastes of a post-apocalyptic landscape. But can you gun down butt-ugly mutants in a tricked-out dune buggy covered in custom decals? No, you...

   







   

   
      
         
            ON YOUR RADAR
         
      

      

      1. DIABLO III 2. STAR WARS: THE OLD REPUBLIC 3. GUILD WARS 2 4. BATTLEFIELD 3 5. MODERN WARFARE 3 6. THE ELDER SCROLLS V: SKYRIM 7. DUKE NUKEM FOREVER 8. BIOSHOCK: INFINITE 9. MASS EFFECT 3 10. NEED FOR SPEED: THE RUN 11. BATMAN: ARKHAM CITY 12. F.E.A.R. 3 “Playing on just a single planet is lame...
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            DUKE NUKEM FOREVER
         
      

      by Dan Stapleton

      Need to know What is it? A first-person shooter starring an over-the-top action hero parody Influenced by Duke Nukem 3D, Half-Life Play it on Dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce 8800 GTX/Radeon HD 4850...
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            Meet Mini-Duke
         
      

      by Dan Stapleton

      Say hello to my little friend Height: Six inches (used well). Strengths: Can fit through small holes; humorous, high-pitched voice. Weaknesses: Weapons nearly useless against normal-sized enemies,...
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            Ego boosters
         
      

      by Dan Stapleton

      Interacting with the world boosts Duke’s health, but some come at too high a price Signing autograph Nothing makes you feel like a big man like slapping your John Hancock on a copy of your book for an...
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            BEWITCHING
         
      

      by Richard Cobbett

      Need to know What is it? A dark fantasy roleplaying game based on a Polish novel series Influenced by Baldur’s Gate, The Witcher Play it on Quad-core CPU, 4GB RAM, GeForce GTX 260/Radeon HD 4850...
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            Indecision Points
         
      

      by Richard Cobbett

      Just a tiny sample of the choices in Chapter 1...
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            Trouble Brewing
         
      

      

      Your guide to mixing up Geralt’s favorite potions, salves, and explosives...
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            HEAD GAMES
         
      

      by Logan Decker

      Need to know What is it? A dazzlingly beautiful action-adventure platformer Influenced by Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, American McGee’s Alice Play it on Dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce 8800...
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            TREADMILL
         
      

      by Jonathan Cooper

      By the seventh time I’d finished the God’s Trial instance and its straightforward stone golem boss battle, I was completely over it. Why keep doing it, then? Not because it’s fun, but because that...
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            ABRIDGED
         
      

      by Robert Hathorne

      Need to know What is it? A simplified RPG with a fantasy steampunk vibe Play it on Dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce 8800 GT/Radeon HD 4850 Influenced by Fable, Monty Python Alternatively Overlord (91%)...
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            FRIENDLY LOOTING
         
      

      by Josh Augustine

      Need to know What is it? A story-driven dungeon crawler made for co-op Influenced by Dragon Age: Origins, Diablo Play it on 2.4GHz dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce GTX 260/Radeon HD 4870 Alternatively...
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            Stance dancing
         
      

      by Josh Augustine

       Human form 1 Weird fish-person spotted in the distance He’s different than you—throw a spear at his face Fire Goddess form 2 Fishman’s buddies splash out of the river Summon a wall of fire in front...
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            FUNPOWDER
         
      

      Evan Lahti

      Need to know What is it? A seventeenth-century sandbox RPG with real-time, third-person combat and army management Influenced by The Polish novel by the same name, written by Henryk Sienkiewicz Play...
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            SLIP UP
         
      

      by Norman Chan

      Need to know What is it? A team-based first-person shooter in a post-apocalyptic world Influenced by Enemy Territory: Quake Wars, Mirror’s Edge Play it on 2.6GHz dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce GTX...
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            Hazardous climb
         
      

      by Norman Chan

      My team scales this kiosk, ’cause stairs are for chumps Oh no! We’re caught in an unbreakable animation We’re all sitting ducks for enemy fire—so much blood!...
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            BADDA BOOM
         
      

      by Jonathan Cooper

      Need to know What is it? A team-based online shooter… with tanks Influenced by Tribes, WWII Online Play it on: Dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce 6200/Radeon 9550 Alternatively Battlefield: Bad Company 2...
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            NOT QUITE
         
      

      by Jonathan Cooper

      The robot wouldn’t open the door to the movie producer’s office for Liz because her breasts weren’t big enough. She needed to get in to find out why the Frankenstein-like Big Albert had been rummaging...
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            Try your roleplaying luck with BATTLE SLOTS
         
      

      Lucas Sullivan

      Against the odds, Battle Slots turns out to be a simple yet surprisingly deep fantasy RPG adventure in the same vein as Puzzle Quest. Keep your expectations in check—this is basically a glorified slot...
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            HECTOR: BADGE OF CARNAGE—EPISODE 1
         
      

      Jonathan Cooper

      Stepping into the size nines of Detective Inspector Hector to “thwart” terrorists is surprisingly fulfilling. This first episode, We Negotiate with Terrorists, sets itself apart from typical...
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            SLIMEY
         
      

      by John Callaham

      Back in the day, picking up the phone and calling the Ghostbusters meant buckets of zany paranormal antics starring comedy legends Bill Murray, Dan Aykroyd, and Harold Ramis. Today, it means...
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            BATTLE: LOS ANGELES loses the war on boredom
         
      

      Lucas Sullivan

      Battle: Los Angeles is best summarized by its own acronym: BLA. For a cheap movie tie-in game, the graphics are respectable—but that’s where the compliments end. You’re a rank-and-file grunt, plodding...
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            Expect a pile of glitches in HOARD
         
      

      Ryan Rigney

      Burning villages and abducting princesses for ransom as a loot-hungry, fire-breathing dragon might be fun on the PS3 version, but Hoard’s PC port is riddled with beastly bugs that’ll make you wish...
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            MONEY FIGHT
         
      

      by Anthony Valva

      Need to know What is it? A free-to-play rerelease of modern military FPS Battlefield 2 Play it on: Dual-core CPU, 1GB RAM, GeForce 8800GT/Radeon HD 4850 Influenced by Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare...
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            HOT TO TROTSKY
         
      

      by Rob Zacny

      In the aftermath of the 1917 collapse of the Russian Empire, Eastern Europe was a mess. For that reason, it’s a setting you don’t see much in turn-based strategy wargaming, but Revolution Under Siege...

   







   

   
      
         
            PC GAMER
         
      

      

      How we review Wherever possible, we finish every game before finalizing the review. We review each game on its own merits and match it to a reviewer who’s a passionate expert in the field. The primary aim of the reviews section is to help you make buying decisions. As such, we’ll review content of...
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            American McGee’s Alice
         
      

      by Logan Decker

      Lewis Carroll’s novel Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland has spent the past 150 years casually batting aside just about every attempt to reshape its capricious, meandering story into a logical...
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            OTHER 2000 GAMES WE ♥
         
      

      

      DEUS EX Anthony: Should I go in guns blazing or sneak around the guards by crawling through the vents? At the time, only Deus Ex really let us pick our own solutions to the problems it presented. THE...
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            1 Chill factor
         
      

      AV

       Something odd is going on in Left 4 Dead 2: one of the stand-out community-made campaigns, Cold Stream, has been adopted by Valve as official (and free) DLC. Valve is taking what the mod team built...
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            2 FUN IN 4K
         
      

      JA

      Every year, www.Java4K.com runs a competition to make the best game you can in under four kilobytes. We’ve picked four favorites. 4Kube 3D Pick a simple idea, make fun puzzles. Here you roll a 3D cube...
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            3 Change history
         
      

      DS

      The mega-fans of the Total War community have burrowed deep into Shogun 2’s files, tweaking and changing the rules of feudal Japan as they see fit. Some of the resulting mods are focused on improving...
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            4 UP IN THE AIR
         
      

      EL

      With its cheerful blue skies and nondescript jumping, Sky Island looks like the world’s most insipid platformer. Enemies are dispatched with a bop to the noggin, and you’ve got to collect a set of...
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            MACHINIMA
         
      

      LS

      If you found the gnome in Half-Life 2: Episode Two, you may have carried him through the game and launched him into space in a rocket. Well, he’s learned a few things up in space—namely, how to be a...
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            HOW TO... Master Crysis 2 multiplayer
         
      

      

      Regardless of Crysis 2’s ambition to understandably mirror the multiplayer goliath that is Call of Duty, one fact still remains: it genuinely supercharges the CoD formula with an added layer of...
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            Erebus
         
      

      Chris Comiskey

       Every now and then, a PC emerges that’s both powerful and affordable. The Erebus is not that PC. Oh, it’s fast as hell, and it’s popping at the rivets with drool-inducing hardware, but it costs...
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            ’Board surfing
         
      

      by Gordon Mah Ung

       P8P67 Deluxe Rev 3.0 Asus I’ve long been a fan of the P8P67 Deluxe board. The Rev 3.0 denotes that the mobo now includes Intel’s bug-fixed “B3” P67 chipset. Like its relative, the Sabertooth P67, the...

   







   

   
      
         
            CPU swapping
         
      

      by Gordon Mah Ung

      UPGRADE PATH AM2+ to AM3 WORTH IT? NO! HOW COME AM2+ is ancient and limits you to expensive DDR2 RAM. However, AM3+ is imminent and will support AMD’s Bulldozer CPUs. I recommend holding off for AM3+ in this case. UPGRADE PATH LGA 775 to LGA 1155 WORTH IT? YES! HOW COME Going from a Core 2 Duo or...
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            Aire e2343Fk
         
      

      CC

      Decent-sized monitors don’t have to cost a fortune. Take AOC’s $180 Aire e2343Fk. Its 23-inch, WLED (White Light Emitting Diode) screen hits 1920x1080, and the depth of its bezel is as thin as a...
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            Q&A
         
      

      CC

      Q: I’ve always been terrified of overclocking, but at the same time, legitimately curious. So far, I’ve gone the safe route and just left all my parts at their stock clock speeds. But I was wondering:...

   







   

   
      
         
            Hard Stuff Trinity
         
      

      

      DREAM SYSTEM CASE AND PSU Thermaltake Level 10; Antec HCP 1,200W PSU $1,150 PROCESSOR Intel Core i7-990X Extreme 3.46GHz $1,000 MOTHERBOARD Asus Rampage III Extreme LGA 1366 $380 MEMORY 12GB Corsair Dominator DDR3-1600 RAM $160 OPTICAL DRIVE Samsung SHB123L Blu-ray $65 HARD DRIVE OCZ Vertex 2 100GB...
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            E-SPORTS INDUSTRY FORMS THE GNAMLTDSBGSL
         
      

      By Chris Hanel and Michael Owen

      StarCraft tournament organizers from around the globe are uniting under a single super league, the Global North American Major League TeamLiquid Dreamhack Sponsored By G-Skill Star League. The...

   







   

   
      
         
            Small Zerg Attack Unexpectedly Ends
         
      

      By Chris Hanel and Michael Owen

      An unprovoked Zergling assault early Thursday morning caught a group of miners by surprise, but after fending off the attack with moderate losses of SCVs the Zerg simply disappeared. A single, cryptic transmission, “gg n00b,” was the only clue left behind by the sudden but brief encounter....

   







   

   
      
         
            Sudden Autonomous Thought Frightens, Confuses Marines
         
      

      By Chris Hanel and Michael Owen

      Pvt. Matthew “Wolfman” Bones, 28, died today in Metalopolis after inexplicably leaving the rest of his unit and running at full speed into an enemy base. His body was not recovered. “It’s a complete mystery as to what happened,” said a soldier who wished to remain nameless. “One minute we’re...
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            Contest: Spot the DTs
         
      

      By Chris Hanel and Michael Owen

      We’ve positioned a number of Dark Templars in the photo on the right. Can you guess how many? Rules: Look hard, then submit your guess to army@terran.com with the words “I hereby resign my citizenship...
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      The Duke Abides

      LOGAN DECKER, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
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         I never thought I’d give up smoking. I never thought I’d take singing lessons. I never thought I’d get a tattoo. And I never, ever thought I’d ever play Duke Nukem Forever. And yet, here we are.

         As we note in our DNF review (page 50), in many ways the Duke is showing his age: some of his references have gotten a little stale, some of his one-liners no longer seem hilariously outrageous, and some of his jokes end in crickets. So, why the anticipation?

         Why did gamers line up for up to four hours at the Penny Arcade Expo last year for a brief trailer and a crack at five minutes of hands-on playtime? It wasn’t because it used cutting-edge shaders that accurately modeled the way human skin subtly scatters light, or because its story offered players choices with branching narratives, and it most definitely wasn’t to see nuanced female characterizations. Nope—gamers of all stripes lined up for hours to get a strong triple-shot of frenzied, rude, old-school shooter fun.

         Gearbox could have given Duke a rethink like the one James Bond and Batman got in the past decade. And Gearbox might have aimed for an ironic take on an aging, anachronistic Duke who’s lost his relevance in the world. But maybe Gearbox did exactly the right thing by unleashing upon the world the same Duke that took root in our hearts as a 2D side-scroller just as PC gaming went mainstream.

         Because I don’t think anything could possibly be more fitting, in the midst of a maturing industry that finds itself agonizing over the merits of its work as art, that gets long-form mainstream journalism coverage in the New York Times and finds itself exhibited at the Smithsonian, to have Duke bust in on the scene in a tank-top and a 90s buzzcut and tell everyone in the room to “Blow it out your ass!”

         Twitter: @logandecker
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         Evan Lahti

         Senior Editor

         Evan ascends to a new level of consciousness as he gets the first details for Arma 3, revealed on page 32.

         Dan Stapleton

         Reviews Editor

         Boobs, babes, bubblegum: Dan explores everything Duke Nukem Forever has to offer and declares his verdict on page 50.

         Chris Comiskey

         Managing Editor

         Blacklight: Retribution’s spectacular loadout (page 38) makes everything look like a target to Chris.

         Josh Augustine

         Associate Editor

         Josh picks up shinies in Dungeon Siege III (page 66) and drools at shinies in League of Legends’ new art reveal on page 20.
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      SEND

      Your emails, Facebooks, Twitters, and yes, we still get the occasional letter
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            Civ 5 may not come with a manual, but it’s worth your time to learn its brilliant mechanics.

         

         A different shade of green

         I enjoyed the discussion in your June issue about game manuals becoming obsolete, but you missed one angle: it’s not a green issue, it’s a marketing issue. Some games don’t require a paper manual (pure shooters, for instance, are fine with a PDF), but I felt forced to buy Civ 5’s strategy guide to understand the game mechanics in any real sense. I purchased the special edition only to find figurines, a couple of DVDs, and a nice book for my coffee table, but no game manual like Civ 4’s, which I still use! Ryan Anthony

         Who needs ’em

         I used to be disappointed when games came without a manual, so I started buying printed companion guides. They’re usually pretty, comprehensive, and easily available while in-game. If developers want to sell a manual separately, I would support that, though I suspect I’m in the minority. Peter Mathisen

         Cop dreaming

         Somebody needs to get the license for SWAT 5. I realize that all publishers seem to be intent on making the next huge blockbuster, but if there’s room for games like Arma 2 and Red Orchestra, surely there’s demand for a police sim like the SWATs of old! And for the love of everything, it better not have freakin’ health regen. Subedii

         New ways to fight

         I’m so happy that FEAR 3 has unique multiplayer modes! So many games just port the same old modes over and over. F.E.A.R. Combat was probably my favorite game that included all the classic modes (CTF, DM, and TDM), mostly because of the incredible maps and balanced weapons. The sequel’s online component mostly failed, but the mech mode Armored Front was amazing. I hope Day 1 adds it in the third game at some point. Karolr8

         Feeling rifted off

         If I recall correctly, PC Gamer’s standard for game reviews is that the game must be played to completion before a review will be published. What’s the standard for an MMORPG?

         My friends and I thoroughly enjoyed Rift for about two to three weeks, but now it appears that everyone has quit. Closing rifts is fun group content, but our guild’s closed hundreds of them in just four weeks. I also enjoy playing solo (crafting, exploration, and other solitary tasks) and even I’m bored! The first global live event—River of Souls—hosted by Trion as the core part of its first major content patch, was a staggering failure. Jeremy Calton

         Our reviews policy (listed in the back of the Reviews section in each issue) is to finish every game before finalizing the review, whenever possible. Since it’s impossible to ever “finish” an MMO, we make sure that we’ve put enough time into the game to fully understand the complexity of its many systems as they exist at launch, including (but certainly not limited to) its leveling experience, breadth and depth of available content, longevity of crafting and other side pursuit options, PvP mechanics, group dynamics, and the different endgame options.

         Of course, MMOs are living, breathing things that change over time, which is why we created our Massive Attack section to follow-up on their post-launch updates and community happenings in the magazine. We track the latest goings-on on our website (www.pcgamer.com). For example, our Rift reviewer laid out his criticisms of the River of Souls live event on the site, and interviewed the developers about their plans to change the design for future events like that. PCG

         Witch hunt

         The Witcher was great fun and the sequel looks to be even more awesome. Naturally, the sex scenes will kick up a media frenzy, but it’s nice that the relationships are going to be done with some attached romantic value in places. James Livett

         Better together

         Now that Crytek is releasing the modding tools for CryEngine, will the modding community be up to the challenge of remaking the Crysis campaign inside of the CryEngine 3? Crysis has a really awesome story, which would be made even better with the sequel’s smoother graphics and better interface. By using the best of both games, it could easily be the mod of the year. I’d be happy to pay 20 to 30 bucks for something like that. David Schultz

         Explosions rule!

         I played the indie spaceship-building game Shores of Hazeron (http://bit.ly/sohgame) with my brother. He built the ship, and I messed around with the navigation console until I turned it to maximum speed. We were on a planet, and when we hit the atmosphere the ship disintegrated. It was awesome. Benhaddad

         Friends share

         I just want to share that I beat the Last Stand mode in DoW2 for the first time. It was incredible. Jonathan Lynch

         Glad to hear it! Relic recently released a standalone version of the Last Stand mode for a much lower price on Steam. So if you’ve got a couple buddies that haven’t played it yet, you can recruit them into your army for cheap! PCG

         EMAIL letters@pcgamer.com

         TWITTER @PCGamer

         FACEBOOK facebook.com/PCGamermagazine

         WRITE PC Gamer Letters

         4000 Shoreline Ct, Suite 400 South San Francisco, CA 94080
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      BACK CHATTER

      

      
         • There’s nothing cooler than listening to your podcast. I love hearing a bunch of gamers chatting about games. All I ask is you keep the silly segments to a minimum and don’t get too off topic.

         Sean Leal

         • Bloodline Champions deserves about 100 times its current player base.

         Dayve Wilkinson

         • Hi-Rez has three games in development now (Tribes Universe, Tribes: Ascend, and SMITE) plus Global Agenda being developed post-release. Where do they get the funds and people to work on it all?

         Togra

         • They should make a bonus mode for Arkham Asylum where the game is changed thematically to fit with the Adam West Batman.

         Hunam

         • I’m in the process of re-discovering old gems. I love you, Knights of the Old Republic!

         Callum Brooks

         • Max Payne 2 has the best game soundtrack of all time. OF ALL TIME.

         @contrapositive

         • I don’t use Fraps anymore, PlayClaw is much better because it doesn’t make the game lag while recording.

         PeterTechGuy

         • Why can’t anyone make a decent MMO nowadays? I want something that’s not a WoW clone, and has depth while not over-complicating things. I want someone to innovate.

         Killing karma

         • I have to agree with Josh on the PC Gamer podcast: I really don’t like pure platformers. SMB is a great game...that I don’t like at all.

         @ZeeFreed

         • Great issue, the one with Portal 2 on the cover (June 2011); and yes, it was damn orange.

         @GeoffH3

         • Warhammer Online is a good game, but the population isn’t there anymore. They should’ve addressed the issues with the game faster.

         @ElCalibamian

         • I will squeal with joy if, at some point in Mass Effect 3, Shepard says “Welcome to Earth!” and punches an alien in the face.

         @brubinow

         • I’m so glad you never abandoned Coconut Monkey. He’s my favorite.

         @nmangiaracina

         WHERE WE PLAY

         Play on the official PC Gamer community servers

         Crysis 2

         8.17.251.180:64000

         Team Fortress 2

         66.151.138.34:27015

         ArmA 2

         75.102.38.3:2332

         Ventrilo (voice chat)

         75.102.27.133:8220

         Our game servers are provided by Art of War Central, PCG’s staff-approved hosting service. Visit artofwarcentral.com
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      THE HOT MAIL
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            For the purple minerals!

         

         Use cheap strategies

         I have another great cheap strategies I have another great game to add to your list in the “Best Buys in PC Gaming” article (June 2011): Good Old Games released Star Control I and II bundled for only $5.99! The second was definitely one of the best games I’ve ever played, and this re-release comes with the Star Map for download! Having an entire galaxy at my fingertips, altering the shifting spheres of influence amongst the races, and stumbling upon worlds rich with valuable purple minerals were some of my greatest joys growing up. I hope the word gets out to younger gamers, they’ll be hooked faster than a conversation between the Zoq-Fot-Pik!

         Isaac Peterson

         You heard the man, ya young’ins! If space exploration is your thing, you can check out the Star Control bundle on www.gog.com. Be sure to continue to write in to tell us all about your best buys!

         PCG

         A great letter deserves a great prize; that’s why we’re sending Isaac a copy of Rift in appreciate of his stellar correspondence. Ping us at letters@pcgamer.com with a question, comment, or rage-fueled rant to earn your chance to win next month’s PRIZE OF MYSTERY!
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      PC GAMER POLL
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         What is PC Gaming’s greatest gun?

         Aperture Science Handheld Portal Device (Portal) 44%

         Gravity Gun (Half-Life 2) 17%

         BFG (DOOM) 13%

         Flak Cannon (Unreal Tournament) 11%

         Sentry Gun (Team Fortress2) 4%

         AWP (Counter-Strike) 3%

         Stake Gun (Painkiller) 2%

         HV Penetrator (F.E.A.R.) 2%

         Rocket Launcher (Quake III) 2%

         Shrink Ray (Duke Nukem) 1%

         How could you possibly think that?

         How can people vote against the BFG? It was the first big gun! The history behind it!

         Sam Walton, the cranky old man

         Those who don’t think the Flak Cannon is the greatest have never truly enjoyed dismembering your friends while accidentally dismembering yourself.

         Remington Chin, “that guy” on your team

         I love squishing people after shrinking them.

         Troldan Arothin, the bug-stomper

         It’s got to be the BFG. I mean, it’s called the Big F***ing Gun!

         Neil Belch, the literalist

         The portal gun is winning? That thing does 0 damage.

         Nick Ward, the run-’n’-gun grunt

         The gravity gun can take any gun away from the enemy from a distance, and catch most of the projectiles of the other guns and launch it back at the enemy.

         Shaun Sketcher Smith, the practical thinker

         Where’s my crowbar from Half Life?

         Chris Gasorek, the crowbar thrower

         Vote in the next poll on our facebook page!

         www.facebook.com/pcgamermagazine
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      Columbia is burning

      Never-before-seen screens reveal more secrets of BIOSHOCK INFINITE

      by Logan Decker
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            This missile-launching blimp can be boarded, or grounded from the surface.

         

         PC Gamer peeks behind the curtain of Irrational’s awe-inspiring shooter and finds a much more complex game than we could’ve imagined. If you’re keeping yourself pure until the 2012 release, don’t flip your mag—these huge revelations might be considered spoilers!

         1. Vox Populi

         They’re an apparently out-of-control faction that sees a valuable resource in Elizabeth, the young woman Booker DeWitt (that’s you) has been charged with rescuing.

         Columbia is being torn apart by civil war, the resutt of the violent uprising of the Vox Populi against the ultra-nationalist agitation of The Founders.

         2. Songbird

         The bio-mechanical Handymen in the first trailer may not be BSI’s deadliest foes.

         The biggest threat to DeWitt’s well-being may in fact be Songbird, a 30-foot-tall mechanical beast that was Elizabeth’s caretaker and captor until DeWitt freed her. Elizabeth still considers Songbird a friend, however, so think twice before attempting to harm the creature.

         3. Elizabeth

         Telekinesis may be the least of her abilities.

         Elizabeth has the ability to manipulate “tears” in space and time—and she can use what she finds on the other side against enemies. But she doesn’t have much control over her powers. After opening one such tear, for example, she’s nearly run over by a modern fire truck speeding past a movie theater showing Return of the Jedi.

         4. Sky-Lines

         These connect the islands of BioShock Infinite’s aerial archipelago, and you can hop on and off of them at will.

         You can fight enemies with your free hand as you ride, and you can disengage yourself mid-line to plummet hundreds of feet, then grab onto and ride another line to safety. If you ask us, this move alone’s worth the price of admission.

         5. It’s not an escort mission

         Elizabeth’s no helpless damsel in distress—she’s more than capable of taking care of herself, even when DeWitt’s not around.

         There will be no missions that require you to monitor Elizabeth’s health or that fail you for leaving her behind to pursue enemies. She can defend herself, and won’t balk at kicking a guy in the balls, either.
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      Remember your roots

      How one WOW fan is memorializing the big bad bosses of yesteryear

      JA
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         Cataclysm might’ve saved Azeroth, but Andrew Kuhar believes that the old world deserved a proper send off. We talked with the longtime World of Warcraft player and PCG reader about the vintage posters themed after old school bosses he’s making, and what the heck that really abstract one is all about.

         Andrew Kuhar: When making the posters, I knew that Bosses like C’Thun and Ragnaros (top-left) are so visually recognizable that I didn’t want to stray too far from what most players probably remember about them. I remember seeing server-first Ragnaros-kill announcements all the time, with guilds posing for a picture around the fallen Hand of Sulfuras.

         At the same time, C’Thun’s giant eye was, and still is, absolutely terrifying. I had some conceptual fun in the C’Thun poster (top-right) by making the text (comprised of various phrases he whispers to you as you descend underground) look like a vision test. That sort of juxtaposition—a sentiment against an image—also allowed me some liberties to acknowledge both the old and new worlds in the other two posters.

         In the case of Shadowfang Keep and Deadmines, the spotlight fell on Lord Godfrey and Vanessa VanCleef. Both are new characters, but are busy filling in the shoes of two old-world veterans: Archmage Arugal and Edwin VanCleef. The SFK poster (bottom-left) is an image of the keep’s silhouette at a distance. Godfrey’s words are quite true: he replaced the only human character that was left in the instance.

         The in-game flashback of a young Vanessa seeing her father assassinated is very moving, and I decided to tie that into who she becomes later in life: a radical movement leader in the Deadmines dungeon. The poster (bottom-right) is definitely the most abstract of the bunch. The only thing drawing the scene is Edwin’s blood: in a pool beneath him, smeared from the battle, across his sword, and on Vanessa’s hands. As a small homage and foreshadowing, I drew in the red bandana worn by Defias members, which is now worn around Vanessa’s face.

         Grab high-resolution versions of all four posters exclusively on this month’s disc!
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      MASSIVELY MARVEL

      HEROES | MUTANTS MEET MMOS IN MARVEL UNIVERSE

      LS
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         Gazillion Entertainment’s has kept its Marvel MMO, Marvel Universe, under wraps for a while, but they’re finally talking! The MMO will be free to play, targeted at adult gamers, and will let would-be heroes masquerade as their favorite heroes without breaking hundreds of copyright laws, since you play as one of Marvel’s many comic book characters.
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      STABBY MCSTABSTAB

      CREED | ALTAIR RETURNS IN ASSASSIN’S CREED: REVELATIONS

      LS
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         You can’t stop a true assassin: Altair’s coming back for another round of killings in Assassin’s Creed: Revelations, set to release this November. Here’s what we know: the single-player portion will have you traipsing through Constantinople as both Altair and Ezio, and will conclude Ezio’s story arc. The multiplayer from AC: Brotherhood will be expanded, and may allow player customization. Dibs on making a neon-pink harlequin.
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      NOW PLAYING

      AT THE PC GAMER WEB STORE
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            Infinite lasers for one low, low price!

         

         Games are a lot like life: variety is the proverbial spice that makes playing them more savory. And, just as with life, you sometimes have to take the good with the bad. Unless, that is, you’re perusing www.pcgamer.com/store—in which case, you’ll only be getting the good, with plenty of variety to go around.

         Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings

         Portal 2

         Magicka: Vietnam DLC

         Brink

         Hearts of Iron III
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      Make your own Meat

      A sample of Grade-A user content

      Lucas Sullivan
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         Team Meat made it crystal-clear: they’ll never make a sequel to their hit game Super Meat Boy, insisting that follow-ups often tarnish memories of the original. But SMB won’t be lacking new content any time soon—Team Meat’s put the power of creation into the users’ hands with Super Meat World, the hub showcasing player-made levels (and entire chapters) designed with the SMB Level Editor, unlocked by snagging 20 bandages. Beating these grueling levels doesn’t unlock anything other than sweet satisfaction—but that’s all a true Meat Boy (or Bandage Girl) needs. Here’s a sampling of what the community’s cooked up so far.

         Zen Headbutt 

         Naija, the musical mermaid from Aquaria, has the game-changing ability to perform a mid-air dash that resets if she hits a wall. You’ll have to master this maneuver if you want any hope of beating this level.

         Cutter

         Want to try The Kid, but don’t have the time to buckle down and beat his Warp Zone? Take him for a test drive in this short but satisfying stage.

         Totally Rad!

         I hope you like double-jumps, because you and Ogmo are going to have quite the time trying to make it through this maddening layout riddled with green acid and saw blades. I’m sure it feels great to beat this level, but frankly, I wouldn’t know.

         Try these other chapters!

         Passenger

         Starlight

         Max Jumper
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      TRENDS

      A-LIST CELEBRITY VOICEOVERS

      Anthony Valva
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            URBANTOG.COM

         

         “I know that voice! It’s that one guy who’s in that one movie about that one thing!” Yes, it is, humble gamer, yes it is. A lot of video game devs are taking the budgetary plunge of hiring top-tier celebrity voice actors, so think twice before you callously murder that NPC. It just might be Captain Jean-Luc Picard.

         Martin Sheen

         1 Mr. Sheen’s distinctive voice has birthed some incredible characters in film and television: Captain Willard in Apocalypse Now, General Lee in Gettysburg, and the President in West Wing. But we all know him best as the casual, stern Illusive Man in BioWare’s Mass Effect series.

         Keith David

         2 I’ll personally always picture Keith David as Childs from The Thing, but he’s quickly becoming the go-to guy for any videogame character that needs to have a strong, booming voice. You can spot him in many of today’s top franchises, including his roles as Sergeant Foley in Modern Warfare 2, Captain Anderson in the Mass Effect trilogy, Decker in the original Fallout, and the Arbiter in Halo.

         Patrick Stewart

         3 “Engage.” Who hasn’t uttered that famous line of Star Trek’s Captain Jean-Luc Picard at one point in their life? I do it every time I use the microwave. He’s got plenty of great lines in games as well, from his roles as the Emperor in Oblivion and the narrators for the opening cinematics of Lego Universe and The Sims Medieval.
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      THE SPY

      The Spy
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         It was still dark when The Spy heard the low thump of helicopters. Panic set in. Had they found him? But the noise sped overhead. The next morning, The Spy’s housekeeper said something about the “trash men” making a racket. He’d have to have a word with them: nobody should be collecting refuse in Sikorsky UH-60 Blackhawks.

         The Spy had every reason to be antsy. After the death of his horse and disappearance of his paramour, he’d stumbled on the motherload—Modern Warfare 3, all the plot details. He needed time to relax and ponder the material away from prying eyes, so he fled to a practically unheard-of village in the Himalayas.

         Ground work

         For all the security surrounding this biggest of blockbusters, acquiring the info was relatively easy. The Spy tracked a courier, following his every move for years. The man finally slipped up, collecting a package that bulged with plot points from Activision HQ. The Spy zapped all the delivery details and piano lessons from the chump’s lobes with his previously unmentioned Braindump. He then created a fake building in front of the delivery address and signed for the package, before fleeing the continent.

         The military FPS begins right after the end of Modern Warfare 2. The world has been ripped a new hole by the Russians. Terrorist Vladimir Makarov and shining examples of Western military might Captains Price and MacTavish all return. You’ll hop all over the world, this time with Delta Force as the principal group, dropping into different characters as they attempt to hunt down Makarov. One set piece will see a chemical weapon exploding outside the British Houses of Parliament, one of many attacks that occur. It’s reportedly coming November 8, and all sounded rather gruesome to The Spy. Why can’t we all just get along?

         He was still spooked, so he packed up his things that morning and followed a lead all the way to Sega’s HQ. To get in, The Spy strapped three cats together and tossed them in the air vents, setting off security’s handheld motion sensors. He heard a guard shout, “That can’t be, that’s inside the room!” Then the blast of guns. The Spy walked in the front door. Sega’s been sitting on two Aliens games. The Gearbox co-op FPS is still underway—The Spy found that work on it has been continuing, and it’s expected out this year, around November. But the existence of the other took everyone by surprise. Total War developer Creative Assembly is heading it up, and it’s a third-person action game, of all things.

         Speaking of Gearbox, The Spy’s been sniffing around them quite extensively: Uncle Farnsworth’s Smelloscope has picked up the musky odor of another Brothers in Arms. It’s incoming and it’s different, but that’s all he managed to get before someone cut open a durian fruit.

         The call of duty

         That whiff knocked The Spy out for a bit, and when he came to he was in a Learjet, sitting across from a man he hadn’t seen in 11 years: The Benefactor. “I see the durian got you.” “Yes, sir. Wha—” The Benefactor gestured for silence. “You’ve heard of the Eidos website hacks?” The Spy had. Someone had cracked open their user details. “Some script kiddie has my details. So here you are.”

         A manila envelope lay on a desk between them. “We know of Hitman: Absolution,” said The Benefactor. “But Eidos/Square Enix has two more secret IPs on the go, one in development at Deus Ex dev Eidos Montreal, and the other coming from Hitman studio IO Interactive.

         “That’s all I know, but I can’t think of a finer revenge than sending you in to find out more. We’re over Eidos’ HQ right now, in fact. Would you care to...?”

         Before he’d finished, The Spy had strapped on his personal parachute. The Benefactor smiled and nodded. Time to go to work. Spy out.

         The Spy felt the weight of loneliness on his shoulders.
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      League of Legends’ New Look
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         Feast your eyes on the first in-game champion shots for LoL’s new art style! The update amps up the graphics with more detailed shaders and refined texturing.
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      Reloading!

      We get first look at APB RELOADED’s new content—is it enough to redeem this MMO shooter?

      by Josh Augustine
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            The real crime here is against fashion.

         

         “APB is a very unique game—it tends to work best when everything goes wrong.” Designer Zak Littwin tells me before describing how, just that morning, he’d accidentally launched his muscle car off the front hood of a smaller sedan and barrel-rolled it through a shop window. But Littwin is aware of the problems APB had as well: he’s one of the many original APB developers that have been recruited by GamersFirst to reincarnate the cops-and-robbers MMO in its new free-to-play version, APB Reloaded.

         Reloaded is a self-describing way of expressing what GamersFirst is doing: APB isn’t being completely stripped and rebuilt; it’s simply being completed. Many of the mechanics that felt rushed during the game’s troubled launch are getting the extra polish they should have had the first time around. For example, weapons have recoil, vehicles handle more realistically, it’s much easier to find and work with mission contacts, and the camera naturally shifts when you sprint (à la Mass Effect).

         Street fighters

         Fixing systems and mechanics is well and good, but GamersFirst still needs to address fundamentally boring aspects of the mission design, which never went beyond asking you to drive somewhere, shoot someone, and press F to interact with something. Most of the pre-existing content appears to be untouched, but there is some new added content that mixes it up. A new 30v30 capture/defend zone called The Asylum lets criminals and enforcers take turns defending and assaulting an illicit nightclub. It looks promising: an expansive zone filled with huge, multi-level indoor and outdoor areas connected by plenty of claustrophobic choke points.

         Another large-scale zone being developed is Turf Wars, a session-based conflict that lets players battle over control of a map piece-by-piece. Individual neighborhoods have unique vendors and perks and can be captured by completing quests in the area.

         There’s nothing to cry about in the cash shop: all content and character levels are available for free. Leasing weapons for cash might freak you out, but it’s not that bad—these weapons are always alternatives, not upgrades. For example, the cash-shop sniper rifle lets you move while shooting, but has severely reduced damage and accuracy.

         An optional monthly sub will boost your XP, cash, and loot gain and grant a shorter cooldown on active abilities. The cooldown reduction is a direct in-game advantage, but it was the only unbalancing bonus I could find in the shop, so I don’t think there’s any risk of APB Reloaded becoming the playerbase-fragmenting, pay-to-win monstrosity that free-to-play naysayers are afraid of.

         More importantly, the free-to-play model removes the pressure to lock-in thousands of subscribers on day one to survive and should help GamersFirst secure the resources and time it needs to address the larger problems it inherited, such as the repetitiveness of content.

         Don’t want to take my word for it? The game’s in open beta right now: go check it out yourself. Visit www.gamersfirst.com/apb/ to sign up.
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      What the players think

      Fans, loyalists, skeptics—we talked with everyone from APB’s community that we could find about Reloaded. Here’s what they had to say, good and bad

      by Jonathan Cooper
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         Biggest Fears

         »Hackers and cheaters running rampant

         »Free-to-play creating unbalanced gameplay

         »GamersFirst changing too much

         Biggest Hopes

         »More frequent content updates

         »Permanent guns instead of temporary weapons

         »The game won’t shut down again

         Moments that made APB unique

         “The first car explodes, and another one flies into the intersection, launching off of the car that just exploded. As it flies over us, it also explodes—giving us a kill—and we win the game.”

         —Puzzle

         “I ducked. As the enforcer car soared over me off a ramp, I shot my rocket launcher at its undercarriage. Boom!”

         —AfroSamurai

         “The criminals got to the car first and stole it, but we found a nearby dump truck and went to the drop-off point. We arrived just in time to cut them off at an intersection and pushed their car for 130 feet and into the side of a building. The entire time, I could hear them yelling in desperation as they tried to escape the death trap. They didn’t.”

         —Jury

         By the numbers

         80% Are happy it’s going free-to-play

         18% Don’t like the changes to gameplay made on beta

         93% Plan on giving Reloaded a try when it’s released
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      DEV MAN TALKING

      Cliff Harris
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            “Simple” isn’t a word you’d use to describe Gratuitous Space Battles.

         

         I hereby challenge indie developers to be more like the crazy-creative explorers that only they can truly be. Allow me to explain.

         The jazz-fusion guitarist Allan Holdsworth once remarked that it’s better for a man not to know his limitations. Knowing your limitations can box you in. It can curtail your ambition and prevent you from achieving the impossible, because it prevents you from even trying. I think ambition is a great thing, and indie gaming needs more of it.

         On the surface, you would imagine that indie game developers were a naturally ambitious breed. Alone, or in small teams, they set out to do what normally requires tens of millions of dollars and armies of programmers and artists. You might assume that anyone who thinks they can make a game alone has already lost all contact with reality and common sense, and naturally you’d expect their ambitions to be completely unreasonable.

         To some extent this is true: there’s definitely no shortage of abandoned, half-finished indie games out there, thrown aside because their creators bit off more than they could chew. However, recently the pendulum of indie development seems to have swung way too far towards incredibly small, incredibly simple, and depressingly unambitious design.

         Small time

         When I first started coding in 1981, the games we played were all the work of tiny teams. It never occurred to me that there might be a type of game that would someday be off limits to a small team, but recently a more conservative attitude has taken hold. Almost every indie developer I meet now is part of a team working on a smartphone or browser game. The game is often very small in scope, aiming to be sold for 99 cents, or if it’s a “larger” game, for $4.99. The assumption seems to be that smartphones and tablets are the natural environment for indie games because the games on those platforms are generally 2D, and the audience that uses them likes simple, small disposable games—which is apparently all that indies can do now.

         It hasn’t always been this way. Going way back to 1984, two hyper-ambitious geeks coded Elite, the ‘80s version of EVE Online. There are plenty of exceptions today as well—Markus “Notch” Persson coded Minecraft on his own; Chris Park’s team of five made the vast sprawling space strategy game AI War; and even little old me managed to make Gratuitous Space Battles with just one full time coder/designer.

         Underachievers

         Generally speaking, it’s much harder to create an ambitious, sprawling, and deep strategy game or RPG than it is to churn out 2D platform games. I’m certainly not suggesting that students with a “Teach Yourself C++ in 21 Days” book or first-time developers should attempt to make a Civilization V-style game in a weekend. What I find disappointing, though, is that so many of the really experienced indie developers—refugees from the mainstream games industry with a dozen years of development and design experience behind them—also find themselves doing these same simplistic, and frankly, often derivative games aimed at the “casual time-waster” market.

         I’d much rather see some irresponsible and completely crazy, hyper-optimistic ambition from those developers. Big studios may need project plans, milestones, and shareholder progress reports, but we don’t. We can make crazy games that are so ambitious we’ll still be refining them in 10 years’ time. We can revitalize genres that the mainstream has abandoned (such as flight sims and tycoon games) and smash conventional game ideas together until they fuse into something new and bizarre. We can do amazing things. Or, we can make a 99-cent arcade game and hope we stay in the iTunes top 10 list for a week.

         It’s time we did away with the assumption that indie games must be small, disposable, casual time-wasters and rekindled the insane, arrogant confidence that we had back in the ZX81 days. Enough of the indie arcade, let’s usher in the era of the indie epic.

         Cliff Harris worked for Elixir and Lionhead before founding Positech Games, known for Democracy and Gratuitous Space Battles. He’s been coding since age 11, and can also build boats and play heavy metal guitar. Follow him on Twitter as @cliffski.
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      IN SIMULATION

      Andy Mahood
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            The iPad is my copilot. (Or at least, it will be.)

         

         It was the YouTube video that got me hooked: it’s a five-minute clip showcasing an inventive Dutch flight sim enthusiast named Jan Damhof who’s discovered a way to connect his iPad to DCS: A-10C Warthog and use the tablet computer as a fully-functioning, multitouch control pad for the virtual warplane’s myriad switches, buttons, and displays.

         I’ve been trying to improve my behind-the-stick prowess with Eagle Dynamic’s latest intricate study sim for several weeks, but this “game” throws so much information at you that the process has been slow going. I usually end up employing the “active pause” cheat that lets you freeze time to press buttons and configure weapons. The only way to line up a Maverick missile attack or laser-guided bombing run on an enemy target in A-10C is to slew around the virtual cockpit and methodically tap in the proper sequence of memorized keyboard commands (there are hundreds) to use in conjunction with your selected hands-on throttle and stick (HOTAS) controller inputs. Many of these commands funnel through the 20 option-select buttons (OSBs) that ring each multifunction display (MFD) screen, and hitting the right ones in the right order takes patience and practice on par with playing Dance Dance Revolution at high-altitude.

         Touch the sky

         That’s why this video, which you can watch at http://bit.ly/a10ipad, is so mesmerizing. Damhof’s slaved his Warthog’s left and right MFD and control display unit (CDU) screens to his iPad—a brilliant use of the 10-inch touchscreen. As he taps virtual buttons on his tablet—propped up conveniently beside the keyboard—the aircraft reacts as though he were using bona fide US Air Force hardware.

         Damhof’s custom DCS: A-10C controller iPadPit utilizes a $5 app called Touch IR+, originally built to create virtual remote controls (complete with programmable hotspots) on your iPad, iPhone, or iPod Touch device. iPadPit places static, high-resolution screenshots of various A-10C cockpit sections on your iPad, with touch-responsive hotspots under each OSB and switch. The program ports animated MFD information directly from the game into a window on the MFD page (that you can resize and position, iPad-style, with your fingers). The end result is one of the most novel and useful A-10C add-ons on the market.

         Apple-equipped Warthog pilots aren’t just limited to MFD renders. iPadPit can display multiple cockpit sections that you can scroll between by just swiping the screen as though turning the pages of a digital book. Procedures like performing a tricky cold-engine start up no longer requires neck-craning button searches and awkward mouse clicks, and the tactile feeling of touching a virtual button with your finger, as opposed to clicking with the mouse, has to make the whole experience feel more authentic.

         Bite the bullet

         The only thing preventing me from visiting Damhof’s website (www.ipadpit.nl) and downloading this innovative—and free—enhancement is a minor hardware deficiency: I don’t own a damned iPad! I thought I was clever when I loaded the 669-page DCS: A-10C PDF flight manual on my Kindle for easy reference, but this kind of functionality blows conventional e-book readers right off the map.

         I’m blown away. I must now convince the wife that I need a $700 tablet (naturally, I want the 64GB model) if I’m to have any shot of continuing in this flight sim-reviewing game. While we’re at it, Thrustmaster’s dedicated $500 A-10 HOTAS Warthog flight controller is also calling my name—but since you can’t store wife-appealing photo albums and videos on it as well, I think I’ll postpone that battle for another day.

         Andy Mahood keeps his button-pushing finger muscles conditioned playing DCS: A-10C Warthog, Shift 2 Unleashed, iRacing, and Rise of Flight. Email him at insimulation@pcgamer.com.
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      ALTERNATE LIVES

      Desslock
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            Skyrim’s refined skills should result in more distinct character development.

         

         It seems simple, but it’s amazing how many people fail to realize that, in life, they are what they do. You can’t day-trip through a lifestyle without picking up that lifestyle’s traits and labels. If you feed knuckle sandwiches to anyone who insults you, you’re not going to escape being labeled a brute, even if you prefer to be a gentle soul drafting tear-inducing poetry. If you act like a crass lout and stay out partying until 6 a.m., you’re not going to be able to convince observers that you’re a responsible professional. (I may have roleplayed some of these examples, solely for column-research purposes.)

         That’s why I’ve always loved skill-based character development systems in RPGs (most notably in the Elder Scrolls series) because they reflect those same unavoidable rules of being human. If I run around a game world constantly firing arrows at targets of opportunity, I should acquire increased archery proficiency. That just makes more sense to me, and is more inherently rewarding than being able to arbitrarily bump up an archery statistic just because I’ve earned “experience points” delivering Farmer Brown’s pumpkin pies to the Goblin chieftain. Your character’s abilities should reflect the activities you repeatedly virtually train—it’s what you do that should matter the most.

         More isn’t better

         I mention this because the latest word out of Bethesda is that Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim is going to retain the skill-based development system of the series, but it’s going to condense character attributes from nine to three. This has caused some RPG fans to become concerned that the game will be dumbed down. I don’t think those fears are warranted, because RPG depth isn’t measured by the number of statistics, skills, attributes, or traits a game deploys. What matters most in evaluating RPG depth is the extent to which the game affords opportunities to roleplay a distinct experience. A good RPG has to permit players to make choices that let them craft a personalized experience.

         RPGs that offer more opportunities to make decisions based upon your character’s traits, abilities, or personality are better RPGs than those that offer a more linear or less customized experience, but the effectiveness of a roleplaying system doesn’t exactly correlate to the sheer number of statistics, attributes, or skills. Old-school RPGs frequently feature oodles of stats. Wizard’s Crown offers both Treat Poison and Treat Disease skills, and Tracking as well as Hunting skills. Awesome! I could greatly define my character to be both an adept healer of disease and unable to suck out scorpion poison, and a skilled tracker of beasts who was unable to catch rabbits for breakfast. That depth is illusory; few skills are meaningfully utilized because, like most classic RPGs, WC is primarily a combat simulator. Modern RPGs with far simpler stats, like The Witcher 2, actually offer far more opportunities to roleplay a distinct experience.

         Exciting developments

         The primary weakness of the Elder Scrolls’ development system isn’t too few skills or attributes, but rather that it’s too easy to create a character who is good at everything—there’s no need to roleplay as a mage, thief, or fighter when you can do all three without meaningful compromises—and that’s a weakness that’s hopefully being addressed by Skyrim’s new Fallout-like perk system, Dragon Shout powers, and improved skill-based combat system. These should collectively allow the creation of more distinct characters. We’ve also been told that Skyrim will also dynamically respond to our actions by generating quests and altering NPC behavior, and that’s far more exciting news than the extermination of the Personality attribute. Characters will be judged and shaped by their choices—more than ever, we will be what we do. That’s life, and that’s a great RPG system.

         If you’re wondering why he didn’t review The Witcher 2, it’s because Desslock is vacationing in Rome, hoping to echo through eternity. Soon he’ll also be journeying through The Witcher 2, Avadon: The Black Fortress, and Portal 2.
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      TACTICAL ADVANTAGE

      Rob Zacny
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            Fancy formations won’t save you from my experienced killers.

         

         When I visited Petroglyph Games to look at End of Nations for last month’s preview, I asked the design team what bonuses veteran units would gain. It seemed logical that there must be some, considering EoN’s hybrid MMO/real-time strategy design. Surprisingly, they’d mostly ruled out the idea of veterancy, explaining that elements like veteran bonuses muddy the clean rock-paper-scissors balancing they prefer.

         The elegance and appeal of such a system is undeniable. For example, StarCraft II’s balance requires that every Terran Marine be identical to the next, and has the same relationship to every Zerg Roach. What matters in an e-sport like StarCraft II is how the players use their units, not the units themselves. It also makes the game clearer for newcomers and spectators, who have one less set of variables to worry about.

         Still, I have to admit that I tend to prefer the personality that veteran units bring to the battlefield. Perhaps it’s my wargaming background, but I’m always excited to see a renowned regiment like the 20th Maine march into a Civil War game, or watch the 82nd Airborne make an appearance against the Germans in WWII. Generic clone armies don’t give me the same thrill, especially compared to the feeling I get from seeing my own skilled play gradually transform ordinary units into extraordinary veterans.

         Battle hardened

         For instance, in Total War: Shogun 2’s Avatar Conquest mode, I have a trio of cavalry units that’ve gained a ton of experience over many multiplayer battles. Their charges are devastating compared to a rookie cavalry unit. That small advantage can make an enormous difference if used wisely, and the knowledge that all their experience will be lost if they die in battle adds an extra layer of tension to every deployment.

         During one battle, an opponent stacked several regiments of cavalry on his right flank, arrayed in menacing arrowhead formations. But when they came streaking across the plain toward my line, my veterans counter-charged. The arrowhead formations shattered against a wall of spears and elite horsemen, who wheeled and charged again. Within minutes, they’d broken twice as many enemy cavalry. It was an amazing moment, enabled by veteran mechanics. Perhaps this is a lesser game from a purely strategic perspective, but it definitely makes for a more dramatic one.

         Besides, veteran units can open the door to more challenges. Special-case situational bonuses like the ones in Shogun 2 or Civilization IV and V require finesse to use effectively. They add an extra layer of complexity to standard rock-paper-scissors tactics.

         Veteran developers

         No developer has emphasized veterancy like Relic, though. The signal feature of most Relic games is that while units might be replaceable, their experience is not, creating a unique pace and emphasis on tactics. In Company of Heroes, veterancy plays a central role in the asymmetrical faction balance: American units start as greenhorns and gain experience quickly through combat, while German players can buy more experienced units, but at a higher cost. An American player can have a quantity advantage and, if he takes care of his units, he can develop quality. The German player’s troops can be as good as his resource supply allows. The different rules governing veteran units in Company of Heroes has a profound effect on how players handle each army, making it as much a game of army development as it is about taking and holding territory.

         I understand why there is a purist school of thought that looks on veteran bonus mechanics with suspicion. But what makes systems like Relic’s, Creative Assembly’s, or Firaxis’ work so well is that they offer more than hero units: they provide special tools that prove deadly in the right hands, but which cannot easily be replaced. That tension between capability and vulnerability is all the balance I need.

         Rob Zacny hosts the Three Moves Ahead strategy podcast—when he’s not busy with RUSE, Revolution Under Siege, or F1 2010. Email him at tacticaladvantage@pcgamer.com.

         
            
               
                  Previous Article
               

               
                  Next Article
               

            

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Previous Article
            

            
               Next Article
            

         

         

         
            
               
                  PC Gamer
               

            

         

      

      FACE OFF

      Should solo roleplayers jump into an MMO?

      Josh Augustine, Chris Comiskey
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         No It’s annoyingly expensive and populated by jerks.

         Yes Access to a huge world full of things to do is worth the price.

         CHRIS: While I adore the idea of traipsing alone through places like World of Warcraft’s Azeroth and Star Wars: The Old Republic’s Coruscant, I despise the notion of having to pay 15 bucks a month—on top of the initial $50 box price—to do so. I just want to play by myself—why am I being punished with a monthly fee?

         JOSH: A monthly fee isn’t a punishment, it’s a guarantee that the game you play will be consistently expanded with fresh content. You’ll never run into a “game over” screen, and hitting the level cap isn’t the end, like it is in single-player games—in an MMO, it’s only the beginning. Besides, a lot of great MMOs are free-to-play!

         CHRIS: Right, but unlike single-player RPGs, those extra gameplay hours typically involve snot-nosed kids ganking me every 30 seconds and then corpse-camping me for laughs. That makes all the shiny new content tough to enjoy. The only way to avoid getting bullied is to team up, and honestly, I have no interest in doing that. I hate feeling pressured to join a group just to survive.

         JOSH: Lawl, lrn2play carebear noob! Just kidding—nothing’s more frustrating than getting ganked while minding your own business, so most MMOs have PvE servers—where you have to opt into PvP combat. There, solo gamers can play in peace. And there are plenty of MMOs focused on solo gameplay: for example, The Old Republic lets you collect NPC companion characters and bring them along with you every step of the way.

         CHRIS: Sure, but all the top-tier instances with the best loot drops and much of the coolest content that my subscription fee pays for are impossible to tackle as a lone wolf. I’d have to join a guild or start a raid to get at it, which means that instead of getting ganked by snickering cretins, I’ll instead be subjugated to the worst kinds of juvenile groupthink. Screw. That.

         JOSH: It’s true: at some point, you’re going to be forced to team with other players—at least temporarily—if you want to get the best gear. But that gear only exists because players need it to kill raid bosses: as a solo player, you can succeed in every part of the game you enjoy without it. A good MMO has multiple routes for advancement; it sounds like the best approach for you is exploration. The Old Republic is said to be four to five times the size of Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic and KotOR II combined, in terms of quests. That’s 10 games’ worth of territory and quests at your fingertips!

         CHRIS: Fun: exploring. Not fun: people that go out of their way to ruin my exploration by just plain being annoying. Even on PvE servers, there’s no way around this. Sure, Lt. Commander Jerk-Pants might not be able to physically murder me, but he can still steal my kills, spam me with gold-farming offers, or dance around my character for hours, no matter where I go, for no other purpose than to drive me insane.

         JOSH: Wait—do you think someone would actually follow me around all the time, just dancing? I’d pay good gold for that! Of course, if you’re looking for a more serious experience, check out a roleplaying server. Half of the players there will behave like NPCs anyways—you might not even be able to tell the difference.

         CHRIS: I’d certainly be able to tell the difference when I can’t login because the MMO’s offline or has been shut down, which is what happens to all MMOs eventually; pretty hard to enter a roleplaying server when that server doesn’t exist. Even worse, under these circumstances, the character that I’ve invested years into will be lost forever.

         JOSH: Some MMOs do bite the bullet, but most online games live long into retirement age. Just look at Ultima Online—it’s been running for almost 15 years and is still receiving updates! The original EverQuest is still kicking at 12, and even the oft-maligned Star Wars Galaxies is eight years old. Besides, as Shakespeare said, “Tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.” Now get out there and fall in love, my antisocial hermit friend—but not in a creepy cybering-on-roleplaying-servers way. That’s just plain weird.

         A longtime MMO-advocate, Associate Editor Josh Augustine will do anything—anything—to get you to play an MMO with him.

         In Guild Wars, Managing Editor Chris Comiskey was once abandoned mid-instance by two other players because his armor was ugly. Those wounds never healed.

         Who do you agree with? Be heard at letters@pcgamer.com.
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      ARMA 3

      Realism meets futurism—the super-sim declares WWIII

      Evan Lahti
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            A new island, a new enemy.

         

         Reports of new and experimental military weaponry and vehicles are torture for modern warfare simulation enthusiasts. High-tech toys, such as the XM25 semi-automatic grenade launcher (capable of detonating explosives mid-air to hit enemies behind cover) have just come into service, and even more potent weaponry like the terrifyingly powerful GM6 anti-tank rifle are so close, and yet so far. In Arma 3, the next super-realistic war-sim sandbox from Czech developer Bohemia Interactive, those guns, plus some awesome weaponry of its own design, will be placed in our eager, trigger-happy hands.

         The context is new and bleak: in the near future, the US and its allies are underdogs in World War III against a powerful, Iran-led military that has occupied Europe and Northern Africa. The nuclear gloves have come off, but there’s still a world left to fight over with our new fictional conventional warfare toys—in particular, a large Mediterranean island called Limnos.

         “It’s not lasers or science-fiction stuff,” Creative Director Ivan Buchta assures me during our hours-long interrogation session. The intel I’ve extracted suggests that while A3 will continue to carry the banner of realism, freedom, and fidelity that’s defined the series (and Bohemia’s Operation Flashpoint before it), the development team is taking some liberties with reality to ensure that its next game won’t be the by-the-book sequel we expected.

         Turning the tables

         Bohemia’s mission statement is to put the player into a different situation from what modern militaries face. That means taking a step away from present-day realism, where the US always has the most resources. “The Allies are not as good as the bad guys in terms of technology. The bad guys have more resources, more clever stuff. The Allies have to cope with it, and naturally they adopt guerrilla tactics,” says Buchta.

         You won’t be leading a squad of rag-tag freedom fighters, but expect to make improvised decisions on the move. Buchta describes what were up against: “They’re in bases. They have artillery support. They have armor. They have helicopters. They have drones. So you might have to steal something first and learn to operate some very basic weapons platforms.”

         Harassment tactics—and making clever decisions with the resources you’re given—are the kind of thinking that Bohemia Interactive wants to stimulate. “Imagine you have a mortar,” Buchta says. “You have a crew to operate it on some safe spot, and you have something like 20 shells. But you also find a box with three shells which can be laser-guided or remotely operated. Suddenly you have some extra resources that you can use in a very creative way against the enemy.”

         Subterfuge

         A3 needs new weapons to stimulate new combat experiences and set it apart, so it’s bringing in gear like the Mk8 Swimmer Delivery Vehicle—a miniature submarine designed to covertly insert small teams. Buchta talks me through a scenario: “The player can don a diving suit and a rebreather, man the SDV and move to a coastal enemy base from an unexpected direction. Using the SDV’s periscope, he can steer his way through the patrols while staying undetected, insert saboteurs to mine the roads near the base or to booby-trap the patrol routes, place charges on the bottoms of the enemy boats, raid the command compound, and exfiltrate while leaving a bloody mess behind.”

         Considering that in A2 water might as well be lava, impassible except for a few unimpressive motorized rafts, the amphibious options that A3 will open up make me giddy—especially given that A3’s battlefield is an island. Limnos is based closely on the real-world isle of Lemnos off the coast of Greece in the North Aegean Periphery. “It’s way more populated, compared to A2: Operation Arrowhead’s Takistan,” Buchta says. “It will be the biggest and most ambitious map we’ve done so far.” Buchta compares Limnos to Operation Flashpoint’s Eberron map in some ways—it’s dotted with cities, harbors, villages, mountains, plains, arid land, orchards, and even some industrial facilities, ensuring that players will have a wide variety of terrain to fight over—and thus many different battle experiences.

         Undercover

         In the spirit of guerilla warfare and dirty tricks, A3 throws in a feature I never thought I’d see in the series: wearing enemy uniforms. When fighting undercover in the single-player campaign (which is separate from the co-op scenarios), you’ll have the option of borrowing an enemy’s colors and equipment. While it’s primarily a single-player feature at this stage of development, the prospect of how it might function in PvP or online co-op is even more exciting to me—in A2’s 64-man multiplayer matches, a covert spy could relay key information to the other side.

         Without promising anything, Buchta is willing to speculate on how uniforms might function in multiplayer. “If you change your uniform, it should be functional—it should not just confuse the players, but also AI. Imagine you see a guy 200 meters away in an enemy uniform. You’d immediately start shooting. But it may be your friend trying to play some dirty tricks on enemy soldiers. If he fails to let teammates know, then friendly players might fire on him. Such accidents would probably happen.” Buchta adds that Bohemia is exploring IFF (Identification Friend or Foe) technology—if you’re carrying an enemy’s IFF transponder, for instance, a hostile chopper on patrol would ignore you.

         All of this isn’t just being tacked on to A2’s engine—Buchta promises “radical” graphical improvements. Weather, for example, will get a volumetric cloud system, which should make lighting more natural. Ragdoll effects—and a revamped animation system—will replace (hopefully all of) A2’s existing, rigid gestures, and Nvidia’s PhysX is being implemented. As a gift to the hugely active Arma modding community, the mission editor is being upgraded as well, allowing for 3D editing.

         A3 will push hard on its visual fidelity, something not a lot of games are currently doing. Though welding these advanced systems to A2’s already-complex core won’t mean much if A3 isn’t an optimized, smoothly running game, and it’s nervous-making that Bohemia is currently estimating that a Core i5 processor and a GeForce GTX 260 or Radeon HD 5770 will be the minimum spec. But optimization has only just begun, and the visual payoff of this new tech could be big.

         For now, I’m reassured that A3’s planned departures from realism seem in service to creating combat experiences that are new, but equally hardcore. Putting fictional weapons into gaming’s most hardcore military simulation may sound like blasphemy—like building a disco in the middle of Stonehenge—but I think it’s exactly what the Arma franchise needs: a license to free itself from some of the constraints of painstakingly crafting tanks with the right number of rivets stamped on their sides, or assuring that the shoelaces of its character models reflect real-world boots. It’s freedom to focus on the difficult and complex task of developing an incredible sandbox game.

         READ ME

         PUBLISHER TBD

         DEVELOPER Bohemia Interactive

         LINK www.arma3.com

         Release SUMMER 2012
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      Geared up

      For the first time in Arma, you’ll customize your equipment load and weight

      Evan Lahti
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         NATO combat helmet

         NATO Spec Ops helmet

         Tank crew helmet

         Pilot helmet

         NATO load-bearing vest

         NATO tactical bandolier

         OPFOR load-bearing vest
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      PUZZLE AGENT 2

      How do all the pieces fit?

      David Wolinsky
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            Nelson Tethers is about to get a violent lesson on why it’s wrong to steal pencils.

         

         Puzzle Agent didn’t win our 2010 Puzzle Game of the Year award simply because it had the best brain-teasers. PA gave us an adorably insecure protagonist, Nelson Tethers, and put him in pursuit of a Twin Peaks and X-Files-esque mystery involving gnomes and a shuttered eraser factory. The point-and-click adventure was Fargo re-imagined as a Professor Layton-like clothesline of enigmas and thick Minnesota accents.

         “At the start of the second game, the mystery of Scoggins has been chewing away at Nelson for a few weeks,” explains Sean Vanaman, Puzzle Agent 2’s designer and co-writer. “He decides to go back to the cold, creepy town to get to the bottom of its weirdness.”

         To do that, you’ll have more freedom to move Nelson through Scoggins’s creepy outskirts, including “the dilapidated cabin of a scientist who studied in Scoggins years ago,” according to Jake Miller, producer.

         “You’ll also run into a few other surprises out in the woods.”

         PA2’s playability is another focus for Telltale. During the year-long lull between PA and its sequel, the studio took a hard look at its puzzle interface and design. The team believed that PA worked best on iOS devices, because the feeling you got moving things around. Lead Programmer Tulley Rafferty made it his personal mission to instill a stronger sense of tactility in the puzzles and map navigation on all platforms. “You’ll engage new puzzle types that hopefully feel more fun to play as they’re centered on pushing pieces around,” Vanaman says.

         Telltale clued us in on a brainteaser with that very mechanic, in which Nelson needs to clear a path to the other side of his office, and sneak out undetected. “You drag around the pieces of furniture in Nelson’s office,” explains producer Jake Miller. “There are sources of light at the edges of the room that you need to block with the furniture at the same time you’re making a clear path [for Nelson to sneak out].”

         Another has Nelson creating a diversion by snaking a metallic rock around magnet-covered trees in the woods. This mixture of strange dilemmas (such as calculating how many gnomes a bird can carry) and Midwestern quaintness was what we loved about the first Puzzle Agent, and we’re happy to see it return in the sequel. Now, can you please just make Puzzle Agent into a monthly game, animated TV series, and Broadway play, Telltale?

         READ ME

         PUBLISHER Telltale Games

         DEVELOPER Telltale Games

         LINK www.telltalegames.com/puzzleagent2

         Release SUMMER
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      BLACKLIGHT: RETRIBUTION

      A free-to-play FPS in a AAA game’s kevlar clothing

      Chris Comiskey
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            In Blacklight, the punishment for jaywalking is rather severe.

         

         Blasting Evan’s legs apart with my shotgun surges my experience credits past 500 points. I now have enough XP to spend on a Hardsuit: a hulking, ED-209-like mech that I can stomp around the level in and use to minigun my foes. But first, I need to find a weapon depot—one of Blacklight: Retribution’s in-game upgrade stations—to call one in.

         I activate my HRV (Hyper Reality Visor). HRV renders the entire map through a bluish, thermal-vision-like X-ray lens, marking the locations of other players in real-time as well as the stage’s weapon depots. Using the HRV makes me vulnerable though—I can’t shoot while it’s on, and there’s a sizable cool-down before I can use it again.

         I see a weapon depot highlighted to my left over HRV, as well as an outline of an enemy jogging towards it. I let the player pass me, and then I sprint over from behind, tagging our unsuspecting intern square in the back with my machine-pistol. His combat suit disintegrates, and I jack into the weapon depot. Like using the HRV, it’s a risky venture—I’m now a stationary, exposed target with my head buried in a HUD. I leaf through the upgrade options (passing over other savory items like a flame-thrower, rail gun and rocket launcher), until I reach the Hardsuit. As soon as I buy it, I’m equipped with a laser pointer, which I use to paint a touch-down target for the suit’s orbital deployment.

         After a few tense, defenseless seconds, the Hardsuit screams down from the sky, ready for me to drive (and yep—you can crush people if they’re in its landing zone). I walk toward the mech, but in my excitement, I forget to use my HRV and scan for bad guys. Evan sneaks up and murders me just as I’m about to enter the Hardsuit. He then hijacks the precious armor I worked so hard to get. Guh.

         But while the Hardsuit’s an awesome reward, it doesn’t make any player invincible. As Zombie Lead Designer Jared Gerritzen puts it: “We didn’t want to make it like the tank in Battlefield, where you see one and everyone scatters... You can flush people out of [the Hardsuit] with a flamethrower, or you can use your HRV to highlight and target a randomized weak spot on it.”

         Always be customizing

         As a direct sequel to last year’s Blacklight: Tango Down, Blacklight: Retribution feels and plays very similar to the original game, with frantic but calculated usage of the HRV, one-hit melee kills, and extremely modular gear that you unlock over time (or buy with real-world cash). All the helmets, weapon optics, magazine types, leg pads, and rifle stocks create guns and armor that are meaningfully customizable. With an assault rifle, you can change the receiver, barrel, ammo type, magazine, scope, and stock, with each replaced item affecting performance and function. You could create an ultralight SMG that does colossal damage per bullet, or an automatic shotgun with a high-zoom sniper scope, or hundreds of other unconventional configurations.

         Or you can just mix parts and see what happens—which is pretty damn fun. For my main SMG, I selected the coolest-looking components, then I painted the body with a bright-pink camo pattern for maximum enemy-distracting power. I also don the most cumbersome kneepads available, and wear the skinniest chest armor I can find. The visual result is incongruous, intimidating, and satisfyingly hilarious.

         No other shooter—free-to-play or not—employs such depth in weapon and armor alterations. As for having to hand over money to get the best stuff, Gerritzen states: “We’d never put a player at a disadvantage to those that buy unlocks. We’re just working out the finer details of it.” And unlike other F2P FPSes, Blacklight: Retribution looks gorgeous—when’s the last time you heard about a free game with DirectX 11? “Other free-to-play shooters are cool,” says Gerritzen, “but they’re all built off engines that I started making mods on 10 years ago…[For Blacklight: Retribution] we’re using the most advanced technology with Unreal Engine 3.”

         This is the best-possible path for the sequel to an underrated FPS—go free, wow players with your customization and AAA-grade visual quality, and grow a community from that foundation.

         READ ME

         PUBLISHER Perfect World

         DEVELOPER Zombie Studios

         LINK www.zombie.com

         Release Q1 2012
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      Pimp my rifle

      A tiny sampling of Retribution’s endless zoo of hand-crafted weaponry

      Chris Comiskey
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         Speedy pistol-grip pump shotgun with medium range scope.

         Automatic pistol with extended mag, scope, and silencer.

         Extended mag handgun with laser-dot sights and massive barrel.

         Light machine gun with agile stock, extended barrel, and drum magazine.

         Lightweight SMG, with a tiny stock, short barrel, and holographic scope.

         Mobile sniper rifle with long-range scope and compacted barrel and stock.

         Close-range assault rifle with bullpup stock and magazine, and snub-nose barrel.

         Decked out handgun with silencer, night-vision crosshair, and rifle-stock.

         Long-distance, silenced sniper rifle with extended barrel and lightweight stock.
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         3 MONTHS AWAY 

         RAGE

         Sure, Fallout lets you roam the arid wastes of a post-apocalyptic landscape. But can you gun down butt-ugly mutants in a tricked-out dune buggy covered in custom decals? No, you can’t.

         Release SEPTEMBER 13 

         BATMAN: ARKHAM CITY

         Remember how huge Arkham Asylum was? Multiply that times five, and you’ve got an idea of Arkham City’s scale. We can’t wait to match wits with the Riddler face-to-face.

         Release OCTOBER 18 

         THE ELDER SCROLLS V: SKYRIM

         Colossal dragons, bunny rabbits, and dual-wieldable staves. At the top of our Skyrim to-do list: wipe out a pack of bandits with a sonic-boom-style Dragon Shout.

         Release NOVEMBER 11 

         A GAME OF THRONES: GENESIS

         With the HBO series taking Thrones mainstream, the time is right for this prequel to the novels, where diplomacy and deceit are as crucial as the size of your army.

         Release AUGUST 

         6 MONTHS AWAY

         TERA

         We’re psyched for every MMO that abolishes lock-on targeting in favor of precision, skill-shot abilities, be they damaging or healing spells. And Tera’s east-meets-west art style is very eye-catching.

         Release Q4 2011 

         BLACKLIGHT: RETRIBUTION

         Customization’s a beautiful thing. You haven’t lived until you’ve shot a pistol with a shoulder mount, auto-firing chamber, and sniper scope attached to it all at once.

         Release Q1 2012

         MASS EFFECT 3

         If you haven’t done a second ME playthrough to make that pristine hero or loathsome jerk-face Shepard you’ve always wanted, do it quickly. Who knows how differently their paths will end?

         Release HOLIDAY 2011

         STORM

         Something of a mix between Nightsky (82%, April 2011) and the indie classic Cloud, this soothing physics-based puzzler has you controlling the weather—be it rain, wind, or lightning—to sow seeds.

         Release Q4 2011

         9+ MONTHS AWAY

         PREY 2

         Forget what you thought of the first Prey; this sequel has next to nothing in common with its predecessor. You’ll be open-world hopping, skipping, and jumping around a futuristic city, à la Mirror’s Edge.

         Release 2012

         XENONAUTS

         We’re stoked for the spiritual successor to the original X-COM. Tell someone about its destructible walls or turn-based shotgun blasts to aliens’ abdomens, and a Dan Stapleton gets his wings.

         Release Q4 2011

         GRAND MER

         Relive those tender childhood memories of fishing for hours on end—in a glitzy, anime’d-out MMO. Highlights include catching a great white shark with an ordinary fishing pole. It’s just crazy enough to work.

         Release TBD

         XCOM

         When 2K Games’ Martin Slater resigned as head of the 2K Australia studio, rumors spread that changes to XCOM were what spurred his departure. Here’s to hoping the changes will be for the better.

         Release 2012

         BEST GUESS

         Borderlands 2

         Gearbox Interactive has had its hands full prepping Duke Nukem for his big rebirth (like a foul-mouthed phoenix), but it’s high time they returned to the game that put ‘em on the map: Borderlands. (No, the Half-Life expansions don’t count.) After Gearbox CEO Randy Pitchford stated that he’s “gotta work on Borderlands 2,” the game’s all but confirmed. With any luck, we’ll see some new player types joining the four heroes from the first game—it was always a mad dash to see who’d claim Lilith first.
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      ON YOUR RADAR

      THE TOP 13 MOST-ANTICPATED PC GAMES

      

      
         1. DIABLO III

         2. STAR WARS: THE OLD REPUBLIC

         3. GUILD WARS 2

         4. BATTLEFIELD 3

         5. MODERN WARFARE 3

         6. THE ELDER SCROLLS V: SKYRIM

         7. DUKE NUKEM FOREVER

         8. BIOSHOCK: INFINITE

         9. MASS EFFECT 3

         10. NEED FOR SPEED: THE RUN

         11. BATMAN: ARKHAM CITY

         12. F.E.A.R. 3

         “Playing on just a single planet is lame compared to a whole galaxy of strife. Plus, blasters and lightsabers!”

         —@GamerCents, from Twitter

         “Multiplayer interaction was the only thing that could make KOTOR better.”

         —@Buttnicks, from Twitter

         Source: Ipsos OTX GamePLan Insights. Top titles based on purchase intent are collected via a weekly tracking study of 1,000 active gamers in the US between the ages of 13-59. Since launching in 2008, GamePlan has collected data on over 100,000 gamers across 2,500+ titles.
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      DUKE NUKEM FOREVER

      PC gaming’s prodigal hero arrives late, but still strong—his biggest foe is our expectations

      by Dan Stapleton
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         Need to know

         What is it?

         A first-person shooter starring an over-the-top action hero parody

         Influenced by

         Duke Nukem 3D, Half-Life

         Play it on

         Dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce 8800 GTX/Radeon HD 4850

         Alternatively

         Prey (87%)

         Copy protection

         Steam

         Is it worth the wait? Of course not, don’t be ridiculous. How could any game possibly be worth waiting 14 years for, especially one that only ever aspired to be a low-brow comedy first-person shooter? There’s no reinvention of the genre here, no real attempt at grandeur. More than anything, Duke just wants to party like it’s 1997.

         Check unrealistic expectations at the door and forget the ancient, hyperbolic promises of self-deluded developers before you even consider buying this suddenly corporeal ghost of PC gaming history. The development-time-to-awesomeness ratio isn’t impressive. If you can do that, Duke Nukem Forever can at least mostly succeed in its aspiration. After all of its tumultuous history, it’s ended up as an entertaining FPS wrapped in juvenile, smut-laced humor. Its gameplay is a hybrid of old-school and new, and it won’t wow players with stunning visuals—its window of opportunity for that passed years ago—but it does put on a good show of alien ass-kicking by working what it’s got.

         Like a hyper-violent, over-sexed Peter Pan, Duke Nukem refuses to grow up. Though 12 years have passed since the events of Duke Nukem 3D, he’s the exact same trash-talking, cigar-chomping, muscle-bound man of action, still rocking that ’90s-style buzz cut and red tanktop.

         The source of his superhuman action-hero powers is his own ego, which doubles as a literal recharging shield over his (also recharging) health. It’s reinforced by an entire world of people who worship him as an infallible man-god and sex idol—women want him, men want to be him. He’s the stereotypical teenage boy’s power fantasy personified and turned up to 11. Sure, he’s a ham-fisted action hero parody, but Duke remains one of the most memorable characters in gaming history for a reason: he’s simply more fun to play as than SERIOUS FACE ARMY MAN.

         As two-dimensional as Duke himself, the story gets right to the point: intergalactic sex-criminal aliens are re-offending, and Duke must defy orders and step in to defend Earth’s chicks. Even that flimsy B-movie tribute plot is resolved (sort of) half way through—DNF becomes simply about shooting aliens ’cause they’re ugly, and bits of the script are little more than profane Mad Libs. Lazy writing or pointed critique of the state of story in first-person shooters? I prefer to think of it as the latter.

         Reloaded

         Action-wise, the single-player game fulfills its obligations as a successor to Duke Nukem 3D. It’s fast-paced run-and-gun battle against diverse, love-to-hate ’em monsters, using weaponry ranging from conventional boomsticks to over-the-top sci-fi, and fought through a long series of corridor levels where there’s almost always something unique to see and interact with. Almost every original weapon (except Duke’s boot) returns—and after taking the Shrink Ray and Freeze Beam for a spin, it makes me wonder why few shooters have appropriated the joy of killing enemies in two-step attacks. Sure, shrinking enemies and then squashing them or freezing and shattering isn’t as efficient as double-tapping to the head, but it’s more fun. There’s also the Devastator, a ridiculously powerful, double-barreled, rapid-fire rocket launcher that never pauses to reload until it’s spent.

         Duke’s trusty pistol, shotgun, Ripper chaingun, and rocket launcher may not be anything particularly unique or special (and certainly not realistic, lacking even a hint of recoil) but they’re loud and potent alien killers. The new weapons, a rail gun sniper rifle, an alien laser, and a triple-missile-launcher called the Enforcer Gun are pretty ho-hum—no new classics here. The biggest sadness is that DNF has adopted the Halo-style two-weapon system, which frequently forced me to abandon my beloved Shrink Ray for lack of ammo. Even with all of that heavy weaponry, I still died quite a bit—despite the regenerating health system, Duke Nukem Forever is one of the more challenging shooters I’ve played in years.

         At least the signature remote-detonating pipe bombs, laser tripwire mines, and Holo-Duke decoys (plus melee-enhancing steroids and pain-mitigating beer powerups) exist outside this limitation, allowing you to set all manner of devious traps in the diverse range of linear, corridor-style levels and lure enemies into them. Duke battles the aliens through his high-tech Duke Cave, his selfstyled opulent casino, the aliens’ disgustingly organic hive (complete with Prey-style sphincter doors that open when tickled), a Vegas skyscraper, a Dukeburger restaurant, Hoover Dam, construction sites, Nevada canyons, underwater, and more.

         Oh yeah, and there’s a shameless strip club level with no combat—it’s mostly a showcase for boobs and a playground for the many interactive games (pinball, air hockey, billiards, video poker) and gross-out moments in the bathroom. No two settings are alike, and with plenty of Easter eggs scattered around that boost your health when interacted with, exploring the world is a frequently rewarding high point.

         Blast from the past

         At the end of these levels lie some old-school-tough boss battles. Almost all of the hulking beasts took me out at least once before I figured out and exploited their attack patterns (notable exception: the final boss). Fights against a mothership, a massive alien queen, an underwater leech, and others are more about the spectacle of fighting huge unique monsters (plus an excuse for Duke to nut-punch something for an ego boost) than creating interesting gameplay.

         The old-style design is probably due to the fact that DNF should’ve come out years ago. (Hell, 2K’s recommended PC is built from five-year-old hardware.) Here and there, it shows; while alien monsters look pretty cool—particularly the iconic Pig Cops and flying, tentacled Octabrains—humans and many of the environments look well behind the curve. But thanks to the aliens’ comical massacre of EDF (Earth Defense Force) troops, you don’t spend a lot of time looking at people, so it only really offends when the incompetent President waves his unarticulated fingers in your face.

         Pop culture references are similarly out-of-date—even growing moldy. Considering that the freshest ones I caught date back all the way to 2004’s Team America: World Police (excluding a crack at Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare tacked on at the end), most of Duke’s one-liners were probably recorded in the early half of last decade. Though Duke still delivers several chuckles per level by quoting ’90s films like Pulp Fiction and Starship Troopers and jabbing at Halo, it’s noticeable that he’s been living under a rock for quite some time.

         Meatheaded

         I encountered a lot more puzzles (of the jumping, physics, and switch-throwing varieties) than I’d expected, and few are befitting of Duke. Dropping barrels into one end of a shipping container to tilt it and create a ramp is too mundane a task for a super badass—Duke’s not making fun of the puzzles other shooters started using a decade ago here, he’s imitating them. Poorly.

         The more innovative puzzle gimmick is shrinking Duke down to a few inches tall and sending you scurrying through levels made for man-sized play. Being action-figure sized gives you a new and interesting perspective on the world—jumping around a vast kitchen battling rats and mini Pig Cops among the shelves while using mustard jars as cover is a very different experience, and one encounter in particular makes an epic battle of what would normally be a one-shot kill. However, running any significant distance on tiny legs can get tedious.

         Action is also varied up with frequent turret-shooting scenes, most of which are thankfully short and punchy, and two separate driving sequences: one as mini-Duke in an RC car, one in an oversized monster truck. Both are longer than they probably should be, as the uncharacteristic lack of guns on Duke’s cars limits you to repeatedly running over enemies and turbo-boosting over jump after jump.

         One category in which DNF has surpassed its predecessor by leaps and bounds is in its uncensored nudity, particularly in the first half. Breasts abound, some attached to shapely but dead-eyed ladies, some to other, less appealing things. If that kind of thing bothers you, you’ve probably already been warned away by the long-as-your-arm ESRB rap sheet—but my personal taste threshold was exceeded only once, by a mid-game incident that goes just a little too far in mixing boobs, comedy, and gore.

         Other points of pain are the checkpoint-only save system, which is at least courteous enough to only rarely respawn me farther from the point of death than I’d have liked, and mercifully brief quick-time events—mostly just tapping Space bar for feats of strength.

         Duking it out

         DNF is a throwback to the age when shooters were long single-player experiences first and multiplayer games second, and as such the eight-player multiplayer modes aren’t going to challenge Call of Duty or Battlefield for the competitive crown. It’s often hilariously effective at showing us a good time, though—the 10 maps, which are diversely designed with the same wide range of locations as the campaign, are built to create goofy and memorable moments when combined with Duke’s weapons. Moments like shrinking and squishing a guy carrying a babe-shaped flag back to his team’s base, or hitting a jetpacking enemy with the Freeze Ray, causing him to fall to the ground and shatter. And those laser tripwire mines? Hilarity ensues. There’s a persistent character progression system, but fortunately (in my opinion) leveling up only unlocks cosmetic items to make your Duke avatar distinct with silly hats, shirts, and glasses and not weapons and perks. Bonus: it supports Unreal Tournament-style mutators, such as the classic rail gun insta-gib.

         Checking “flying a jetpack” off the list (in multiplayer only, sadly) meant that the reasons I loved Duke when I was 16 are all present and accounted for in DNF. They’re no longer new, and I’m not 16 anymore, but the combination of nostalgia and juvenile humor can still crack me up.

         It’s a healthy chunk of game, too. The Steam clock read “10 hours played” when I’d finished the single-player run on normal difficulty, and that’s without devoting time to posting a high score on the pinball machine or conducting a thorough search for secrets. Completing the game unlocks classic, why-doesn’t-anyone-do-this-anymore cheats like character head scaling, and I might have to replay at least part of it just to see that absurdity in action.

         I’m sure that years of anticipation will spoil Duke Nukem Forever for some—there’s no getting around that at the end of that long road is only a good game and not an amazing one. It is what it is. He may not be at the top of his game, but even after all this time, Duke still knows how to party.

         VERDICT

         Don’t expect a miracle. Duke is still the hero we love, but struggles to keep up with modern times. Crude humor and classic weaponry keep him in the game.

         PC GAMER 80

         • Price $50 • Release June 14, 1997, 2001, 2004, 2008, 2011 • Publisher 2K Games • Developer 3D Realms, Triptych Games, Gearbox Software, Piranha Games • Multiplayer 8 players • Link www.dukenukemforever.com • ESRB M
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      Meet Mini-Duke

      by Dan Stapleton
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         Say hello to my little friend

         Height: Six inches (used well).

         Strengths: Can fit through small holes; humorous, high-pitched voice.

         Weaknesses: Weapons nearly useless against normal-sized enemies, easily squished.

         Foes: Rats, mousetraps, miniaturized aliens, buttons placed more than a foot off the ground.

         Drives: Remote-control dunebuggy. Loves: Boobies, re-enlargening pads.
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      Ego boosters

      by Dan Stapleton
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         Interacting with the world boosts Duke’s health, but some come at too high a price

         Signing autograph

         Nothing makes you feel like a big man like slapping your John Hancock on a copy of your book for an adoring fan.

         Peeing in a toilet

         OK, this is something most people have mastered by age four, but Duke has a lot to be proud of down there.

         Groping alien wall-boobs

         Well, they’re boobs...I guess that counts as a win, even if they’re green and gross.

         Anonymous men’s restroom sex

         Erm...this is nothing to be proud of. I feel dirty, actually. And I should probably get tested.
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      BEWITCHING

      THE WITCHER 2: ASSASSINS OF KINGS is a Polish RPG with extra polish

      by Richard Cobbett
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            The Witcher 2 is packed to the gills with big decisions.

         

         Need to know

         What is it?

         A dark fantasy roleplaying game based on a Polish novel series

         Influenced by

         Baldur’s Gate, The Witcher

         Play it on

         Quad-core CPU, 4GB RAM, GeForce GTX 260/Radeon HD 4850

         Alternatively

         Dragon Age: Origins (91%)

         Copy protection

         None

         The Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings is a game that shoots for the sun while its rivalsare lining up their sights on the moon. It’s a big-budget roleplaying game with an indie soul, and a charged, exciting adventure you can really sink your teeth into, admire, and for the most part, love. Practically no stone is left unturned, from the raw technical wizardry of the engine to the tiniest little details, like tents rippling in the breeze and villagers running for cover when it rains. It’s a game built with burning, red-raw passion and with exactly one goal: to be the best damn RPG ever, whatever it takes.

         Sadly, it falls short of that—but not without giving it a good go. Over its 20 to 30 hours of almost relentlessly superb moments, The Witcher 2 raises nearly every bar it can get its hands on. It’s let down by only two things: an undercooked combat system, and a resolution to the story that (unintentionally) hurts to watch. The rest is simply amazing, from the beautiful writing to the gorgeous visuals, meaningful choices, and a grounded world with weight to its fiction that stretches well beyond the lore—one which feels like a real place that exists outside the game’s limited boundaries.

         For fans of the first game, this shouldn’t be a surprise. You don’t have to have played The Witcher to get into The Witcher 2, although expect a confusing intro if you haven’t. After that though, it’s a brand new story, with our hero Geralt—a traveling mutant monster-hunting-swordsman-alchemist on the run after being fingered for the death of the Temerian king he was meant to guard, while powerful factions try to take advantage of the post-regicide chaos. The best thing about The Witcher 2, though, is that they only think they’re in control. Really, you are.

         Many fates

         The Witcher 2 is packed to the gills with big decisions and important plot branches, and unlike most RPGs, they have consequences far beyond whether or not you get a magic karma point or an NPC decides to kiss you. In the opening section for instance, you’re sent to take down a traitor. Whether you duel and kill him or make him give up, the game happily progresses. You may not even realize that talking him into surrender is a possibility. If you do though, you meet him not long afterwards in the dungeon and join forces. If he dies, there’s another scene entirely, which alters the way you escape, as well as giving you more exposure to a key political faction.

         The scale of many of the choices is almost ridiculous. Chapter 1 features two completely different final acts depending on who you work with, both of them incredibly dramatic and well-produced. Chapter 2 takes this to a whole new level, offering two completely different towns depending on which you went with. The basic goal is the same on both sides, and they share some maps, but the characters and sub-quests and perspective are unique. Not everything splits the story this much, but even the choices that only affect a line of dialog or a single fight are incredibly effective.

         All this detail and ambition has a price though—a general lack of perspective. The Witcher 2 often feels like CD Projekt struggled to take a step back from its game, or was unwilling to bring in fresh eyes. On a mechanical level, for instance, quest markers and descriptions are frequently confusing, wrong, or absent; all things only easily missed if you already know exactly where you’re going and why. On the plot side, there’s so much lore, so many factions, and so many elements that simply go unexplained that it’s easy to feel lost. Technically, yes, much of the information is available in expensive books and Geralt’s journal, but neither is any use when you’re trapped in a key conversation with no idea why everyone hates Nilfgaard, or the political implications of a Temeria-Redania pact.

         Witchier than thou

         On the plus side, the problems of the first game have mostly been dealt with. The Witcher 2 still has too much backtracking and too many invisible walls, but neither on anywhere near the same scale as before. You don’t have to buy books to complete basic missions. The towns are even smaller than Vizima, particularly the dwarf city of Vergan, but at least you don’t bump into the same character model every five seconds. As for the infamous sex cards, they’re gone, replaced with animated cutscenes full of uncensored nudity, but which are true to the characters involved, and pack a decent amount of sentiment with their gratuitous fan-service.

         Most importantly, while the opening chapters of the first game practically defied you to keep playing, The Witcher 2 hits the ground running, with huge armies clashing, dragon attacks, daring escapes, and an opening village full of drama, intrigue, and interesting moral dilemmas. Lessons have been learned, and learned well.

         The brand-new combat system is not as strong. As before, the central gimmick is that you use a steel sword against humans and a silver one against monsters, along with several simple magic spells to stun, burn, and otherwise tip the balance in your favor. Between fights, you mix up magic potions to adjust your stats, and craft traps to lay down in advance. Instead of pointing and clicking like before though, every attack is controlled directly—mouse-clicks for fast and slow strikes, and hotkeys to hurl magic and bombs, parry attacks, and roll.

         This works well against one or two opponents at once, but a mix of long, non-interruptible animations and bad targeting can make fighting groups a pain. This is especially problematic early on, when Geralt has almost no stamina, spells are weak, you can’t block more than a couple of hits at a time, rear-attacks deal double damage, and you can easily be obliterated by random encounters. What that means in real terms is that combat can be much harder at the start of the game than anywhere else, with little real sense of escalation outside of specific boss fights.

         I played on Normal, and after the first few levels, most combat quickly became trivial. (On Easy, enemies practically beat themselves up.) I kept a bag of basic potions on hand, and rarely bothered with anything else outside of a boss. A couple of sword upgrades mixed with hefty use of the stun and shield spells dealt with everything, even before unlocking the special group-execution attacks during Chapter 2. In fairness, there are harder difficulty modes on offer, but I never felt tempted to switch to them. The combat was OK, but it was firmly the story, and spitting in the faces of kings and demons alike, that kept me going to the end.

         No happy ending

         Which, tragically, is where things went wrong. Just an hour before the credits rolled, I was raving about The Witcher 2. Chapter 1 was glorious, beautiful, involving, and heartfelt. Chapter 2 was even better; epic, dramatic, amazing. When I hit Chapter 3, it felt like the game-changing midpoint, where the gloves would come off and the second half of the game would really explode.

         But it wasn’t. Chapter 3 turned out to be the end, as if The Witcher 2 suddenly looked at its watch and went “Whoa, is that the time?” Things are mostly resolved, but in half-assed ways. Plot threads are unceremoniously dumped, characters sidelined and forgotten, a couple of final quests rushed through as quickly aspossible, and then the word “epilogue” appears like a slap in the face. Huge, worldchanging events happen, but get no time to breathe or explore the consequences that were the whole damn point of making big choices in the first place. It’s as if there’s a whole concluding chunk simply missing. Ending the story like this isn’t just disappointing. It’s a betrayal.

         For such a story-based game, this is a killer. Make no mistake though, everything leading up to that point remains amazing, and this is still one of the best RPGs in years. It’s not the deepest, the longest or the toughest, but nothing touches it for great moments, genuinely meaningful choices, or the passion that makes it easy to ignore the many rough edges. Its crime is simple; ultimately failing to live up to its own high standards, even after exceeding almost everyone else’s with fire, passion, and style. All things considered, that’s not a difficult thing to forgive. Forgetting? Not quite so easy.

         VERDICT

         Last-minute collapse onto its own sword aside, this is one of the most impressive and interesting RPGs you’ll ever play. 

         PC GAMER 89

         • Expect to pay $50 • Release Out now • Publisher Atari/CD Projekt • Developer CD Projekt • Multiplayer None • Link www.thewitcher.com • ESRB M
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      Indecision Points

      by Richard Cobbett
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         Just a tiny sample of the choices in Chapter 1
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      Trouble Brewing
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         Your guide to mixing up Geralt’s favorite potions, salves, and explosives
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      HEAD GAMES

      Crazy never looked so good in ALICE: MADNESS RETURNS

      by Logan Decker

      
         
            [image: News image]
            There’s an evocative beauty to Wonderland’s darkest domains.

         

         Need to know

         What is it?

         A dazzlingly beautiful action-adventure platformer

         Influenced by

         Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, American McGee’s Alice

         Play it on

         Dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce 8800 GT/Radeon HD 4850

         Alternatively

         Psychonauts (91%)

         Copy protection

         Games for Windows Live

         Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is a novel in which anything might happen. Alice: Madness Returns is a sumptuous but mechanically simple third-person action game in which just about everything does.

         Set more than a decade after her adventure in American McGee’s Alice (Reinstalled on page 82), Alice: Madness Returns finds the titular heroine receiving psychiatric care in a depressing Victorian orphanage, so it’s no wonder that she’d decide to duck out of grim reality and return to the Wonderland that she fought to restore to verdant beauty as a girl. But when a gooey black “ruin” begins coughing up baby-faced monsters, Alice’s refuge turns into a series of phantasmagoric prisons that she must traverse to find its source—in her own fragile psyche.

         And she does so with aplomb. Alice whips out her Vorpal Blade and tears into her foes with a rapid series of bloody slashes that gracefully drop into slo-mo for an instant after every combo. The result is some gorgeous combat, but despite the addition of a few more novel, vaguely upgradable weapons and a fantastic dodge maneuver that whisks Alice out of harm’s way in a burst of blue butterflies, it’s not particularly rewarding—especially in the second half of the game, where it becomes apparent that new enemies are so much like the old enemies.

         Wandering Wonderland

         Fortunately, Madness Returns doesn’t rely on its wind-up, clockwork combat or its vast catalog of collectibles to sustain our interest through its 12-plus hours. Instead, its strongest feature is its extravagant, visionary art direction, which gleefully loots not only the sinister underpinnings of Carroll’s novel but everything from twelfth-century Japan to the grotty visions of the Brothers Quay as Wonderland’s six sprawling domains gradually descend from whimsical dreamscapes into horrifying nightmares. Within them, Alice breezily walks into paintings that transform the game into a delicate-looking 2D platformer. She restores an underwater theatrical production resembling Pirates of the Caribbean crossed with Glee. She rides teacup trolleys, fires a pepper-loaded minigun, collects the body parts of her friends, and mercilessly, furiously stomps tiny card-soldiers under the soles of her boots.

         But even in its darkest moments, Madness Returns plays enjoyably with magical grace and beauty—even Alice’s spirited pirouettes from one platform to another shed blue and teal leaves. This is the real triumph of Madness Returns: you could blot out the game’s dialog and narrative, and the demented sets and gorgeous visuals would tell a mesmerizing story on their own.

         VERDICT

         Despite unrefined combat, Alice: Madness Returns delivers a fun, unforgettable journey in color, design, and images.

         PC GAMER 82
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      TREADMILL

      FORSAKEN WORLD is more chore than cheer

      by Jonathan Cooper

      
         
            [image: News image]
            There’s got to be more to MMO life than this.

         

         By the seventh time I’d finished the God’s Trial instance and its straightforward stone golem boss battle, I was completely over it. Why keep doing it, then? Not because it’s fun, but because that half-hour daily quest gives me more experience than three hours of doing anything else—and because nothing else in Forsaken World is any better.

         From the outset, everything in the fantasy world of Eyrda is standard-issue: choose a race, pick a class, and head out into the open world. I chose a Kindred Vampire class because it looked unique, but found over time that its life-draining powers aren’t much different than an elf Mage in any other game. There may be something to do around every corner—level a pet, work on a craft, or help rank up my guild—but there’s a problem: none of it is all that entertaining.

         Colorful art design appears promising at first, but even when compared to other cookie-cutter MMORPGs, Forsaken World’s questing is incredibly tedious. It barely ever breaks away from the overused tropes of traveling long distances to pick up or kill things, and completing them generally yields inadequate XP rewards, making leveling extremely time consuming. Before too long it became necessary to start grinding or repeating daily quests (like God’s Trial) in order to see my experience bar tick an inch towards the next level. There are plenty of convenient features, such as the ability to automatically walk to any NPC mentioned in a quest description or to have the game suggest instances to complete based on your level, but it never feels like anything but a level grind.

         Most of the mildly interesting parts of Forsaken World only start showing up after dozens of hours spent mindlessly farming. By the time you’re exploring a floating guild base, you’ve already spent too long playing something that feels more like a job than a game. Even with the generous free-to-play model factored in, it’s hard to imagine why anyone would want to deal with the basic combat and utterly forgettable lore of this world. After all, free boring is still boring.

         PC GAMER 55
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      ABRIDGED

      Gobs of character float to the top of FABLE III’s shallow tale

      by Robert Hathorne
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            Wait a second—isn’t money the root of all evil?

         

         Need to know

         What is it?

         A simplified RPG with a fantasy steampunk vibe

         Play it on

         Dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce 8800 GT/Radeon HD 4850

         Influenced by

         Fable, Monty Python

         Alternatively

         Overlord (91%)

         Copy protection

         Games for Windows Live

         Like a day at the circus, exploring Fable III’s off-kilter world and over-the-top characters lights up that slightly demented side of my imagination usually only waked by shirtless fire breathers on an elephant. Also like a circus, this show left me feeling sick on the cotton candy filler of repetitive, unchallenging combat and a poor main quest.

         The sideshows are better than the main attraction. Telling your own story through gathering collectables and property, learning professions, running chicken races, and doing fantastic side quests is essential to the Fable experience. On one optional adventure, I was shrunk down to play hero in a band of sorcerers’ tabletop RPG as their massive heads narrated my quest to save a cardboard princess.

         There’s such variety in the peripheral content that by comparison, the main quest is boring at best, and infuriatingly binary at worst. Decisions are between starkly good or evil scenarios, with no grey areas or fine lines to walk.

         Narrow path

         The first three quarters of the main quest—usurping the throne in order to save the kingdom of Albion—is spent rallying allies, with each group demanding a laundry list of favors to be fulfilled once they’ve helped me become king. It’s an interesting idea, but there’s never an option to negotiate the terms of (or even decline) the promises. Everything comes to a screeching halt until I select the only option: “yes.”

         Once the crown is won, you choose to keep or break those promises in a dull series of royal decrees (with a few quests interjected) that you could probably blow through in two to three hours. This is where things really break down: a great evil is coming to Albion which can only be stopped with a huge pile of gold. Keeping promises depletes the treasury, while breaking them adds to it. Ignoring how silly it is that gold is the only resource necessary for saving the world, choices are bled dry of any real meaning by a broken economy that’s easily exploited with real estate ventures. Getting the “good” ending while keeping everyone happy is trivial.

         Two-player co-op partially redeems the main quest by allowing you to casually breeze through and enjoy its laughs with a friend. The fact remains, though, that Fable III runs out of interesting content far too quickly. It’s been seven months since this came out on Xbox 360, and while the interface has been adapted well and made PC-friendly, it’s disappointing that the innumerable fetch quests and broken end-game remain so stubbornly intact.

         VERDICT

         Obsessed with teaching a lesson in morality, Fable III loses focus on its charm, and is far less interesting for it.

         PC GAMER 72
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      FRIENDLY LOOTING

      DUNGEON SIEGE III brings co-op dungeon-crawling back with some very modern touches

      by Josh Augustine
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         Need to know

         What is it?

         A story-driven dungeon crawler made for co-op

         Influenced by

         Dragon Age: Origins, Diablo

         Play it on

         2.4GHz dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce GTX 260/Radeon HD 4870

         Alternatively

         Titan Quest (84%), Torchlight (89%)

         Copy protection

         Steam

         Lighting skeletons on fire in Dungeon Siege III brings back fond memories of that summer back in 2002 I spent playing Dungeon Siege with a buddy in co-op. Like its forbearers, this action-RPG is about having a good time with friends—just pick weapons and smash enemies until the loot stops flowing. DS3’s quite different, though—there are many changes, most of which I’ve grown to appreciate.

         At first, I balked at being forced to play as one of four inflexible dungeon-delvers, but each well-designed character’s unique nine-ability arsenal is appealing. Each has a specific combat style—swords and shield, fire magic, arcane magic, or guns—but they all fill the same role: a self-healing damage-dealer that swaps between two stances, one best suited for fighting a single target and one for taking down groups.

         Better together

         While you can play solo with one AI ally, the Steam-based four-player co-op is ridiculously easy and scales enemy difficulty and loot drops on the fly. I invited three friends into a game, and within seconds, not minutes, they’d seamlessly assumed control of my NPC companions and all their gear, abilities, and talent points. We got right down to the business of stomping baddies and mocking them over voice chat.

         That smooth system makes playing together effortless (yay!), but it comes with an absurd restriction where only the host saves progress from a co-op game, leaving the other three with nothing persistent to show for their time. (Boo!)

         Likewise, sharing a single camera helps keep the group together, but I occasionally felt like a dog yanking on the edge of my leash when I saw something shiny a little too far from my team. Handily, the AI takes over inactive characters to keep slowpokes from acting as an anchor.

         In combat, the ability to block and dodge attacks rewards you for paying attention and keeps fights engaging. We felt confident enough to pull ballsy moves, like taking on an army of skeletons. As the warrior, I corralled them into a small area using shield blocks and wide-swinging sword attacks, allowing my fire goddess ally to light them all on fire. Mean while, our gunner sniped the boss and our wizard zapped targets of opportunity with lightning.

         Spell effects are absolutely gorgeous, and combined with the elaborate setpieces and creative enemy designs, DS3’s visuals are unmatched among dungeon crawlers.

         Wait…there’s a story?

         The real shocker for Dungeon Siege fans is the terrific 18-hour story’s memorable characters and choices, where a spared enemy might turn out to be a convenient ally later.

         But adding story depth seemed to cause Obsidian to forget some action-RPG fundamentals. The mini-map provides no indication of which direction you should be going, convoluted stats (such as Doom and Withering) are never explained, and you have to press E to retrieve every single piece of loot you want to grab.

         Finger cramps aside, fighting through this imaginative, stunningly beautiful world is good fun. There are better single-player RPGs out there, but if you hunt for loot in a pack, Dungeon Siege III is a satisfying battlefield to conquer.

         VERDICT

         It may not be the Dungeon Siege you remember, but this stunning, story-driven co-op dungeon crawler is entertaining just the same.

         PC GAMER 78
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      Stance dancing

      Instantly swap stances mid-battle for maximum combat effectiveness

      by Josh Augustine
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         Human form 

         1 Weird fish-person spotted in the distance

         He’s different than you—throw a spear at his face

         Fire Goddess form

         2 Fishman’s buddies splash out of the river

         Summon a wall of fire in front of them, taunt loudly

         Human form

         3 Fish are fast—they’re in melee range

         Deliver a spinning boot-kick to knock back the entire school

         Fire Goddess form

         4 Too many fish men—you’re overwhelmed!

         Summon your Fire Jackal pet to distract as you retreat to safety

         Human form

         5 The injured fish-people feebly flop away

         Jump into the sky and crash down on top of them for the kill

         Fire Goddess form

         6 You tire of their gilly faces

         Light a large patch of ground on fire, prepare tartar sauce
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      FUNPOWDER

      Armed with ampersands and muskets, MOUNT & BLADE: WITH FIRE & SWORD goes post-medieval

      Evan Lahti
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            Come at me, bro.

         

         Need to know

         What is it?

         A seventeenth-century sandbox RPG with real-time, third-person combat and army management

         Influenced by

         The Polish novel by the same name, written by Henryk Sienkiewicz

         Play it on:

         Pentium 4 3GHz, 2GB RAM, Radeon HD 3870/GeForce 7800 GT

         Alternatively

         Mount & Blade: Warband (83%)

         Copy protection

         Serial key

         I spur my steed to a full trot, swivel on my saddle to aim behind me, and squeeze the left mouse button. With my rifle level with my eye, I release my grip on the mouse. Blam—a spearman slumps forward on his saddle, ragdolling off the mount. That’s one less Cossack roaming Mount & Blade: With Fire & Sword’s sandbox world. All the complaints I have about M&B—a UI that resembles parchment in both style and functionality, an untactical AI, rigid animations, the absence of almost any guidance through its wide-open world—are forgotten like an ex-girlfriend’s middle name the instant I dismount a man with a musket ball.

         As this stand-alone expansion trots the unique roleplaying franchise into seventeenth-century Europe, it retains the appeal of M&B’s messy, dated-looking-but-detailed gameplay in which you gather a small army and pillage or negotiate your way to nobility or infamy. The big, differentiating feature is the addition of primitive firearms: muskets, carbines, and pistols that carry only one round. Like only having a single rubber ball to throw at your classmates in dodgeball, the feeling of sniping a halberdier that’s about to impale one of your cavalrymen—an asset that you’ve nurtured, leveled up, and paid a weekly salary—with that one shot has natural tension and drama to it.

         Kiss of hot lead

         In the hands of enemies, though, muskets produce frustrating deaths. If you’re wearing simple armor, a musketeer can two-shot you—even with the difficulty turned down. The early game tested my patience, and I found saving often to be the only real defense against being gunned down and losing valuable coin and manpower.

         I felt discouraged from fighting on foot, where I’m slow and vulnerable—a shame, because the melee combat is just as nuanced. Firearms disrupt M&B’s established parity of lances, bows, and swords, for better (guns are empowering) and worse (your brilliant plan for a Spartan-style melee gang is doomed).

         Multiplayer recognizes this, and adds a Captain Team Deathmatch mode where each player brings a dozen-some AI-controlled troops into the match. Having more targets for your enemies to shoot and slash at creates a very useful buffer—you aren’t the lone bullseye in the field.

         The musketless M&B: Warband is still the version that I’d recommend to new players, but With Fire & Sword is half the price, offers a campaign that you can drop dozens of hours into, and adds satisfying, sneaky siege options like poisoning your enemy’s water supply. WF&S rewards patience with some of the PC’s most interesting, nonlinear, and action-packed RPG play.

         VERDICT

         An affordable, bottomless action-RPG that loves freedom. Firearms make combat punishing but fun.

         PC GAMER 82

         • Price $15 • Release Out now • Publisher Paradox Interactive • Developer TaleWorlds Entertainment • Multiplayer 64 • Link www.taleworlds.com • ESRB T
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      SLIP UP

      It’s got a cool look and some good shooting, but BRINK’s moves aren’t so smooth

      by Norman Chan
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         Need to know

         What is it?

         A team-based first-person shooter in a post-apocalyptic world

         Influenced by

         Enemy Territory: Quake Wars, Mirror’s Edge

         Play it on

         2.6GHz dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce GTX 460/Radeon HD 5850

         Alternatively

         Team Fortress 2

         Copy protection

         Steam

         In my experience, the victor of a duel in a multiplayer first-person shooter is typically the player who shoots first, and not necessarily the one with the better aim. It’s a frustrating feeling to get flanked, but staying on your toes can keep you alive. In Brink, getting the drop on an enemy (or getting caught off guard yourself) is made even easier, and it’s not something that improved situational awareness can fix. The highly touted parkour system, which lets players smoothly vault over obstacles, ends up hindering mobility in firefights, making it easy for enemies to pick you off while you’re stuck in the middle of a climbing or sliding animation. This awkward implementation of a high-concept feature is just one of the balancing problems that plague Brink, an ambitious multiplayer shooter that grasps beyond its reach.

         Aside from the acrobatics, Brink feels very familiar—and that’s because at its core, it’s almost the exact same game as developer Splash Damage’s last effort, Enemy Territory: Quake Wars. Both are class-based multiplayer shooters in which teams of eight players compete to complete a series of objectives, each requiring one of four player classes to accomplish. Only Soldiers can plant explosives to destroy walls, only Engineers can build turrets or repair NPC vehicle escorts, and only Operatives can perform terminal hacking tasks. (The Medic just keeps people alive.) Sharing this system means the two games share an irritating philosophy: instead of encouraging cooperation, they rigidly enforce it.

         Obstacle course

         In theory, it’s to make players diversify their class selection to complete multiple objectives at once, with the entire team benefiting from the various combat buffs each class brings to the table. Soldiers resupply ammo and Medics revive fallen teammates, for example. But the mistake Brink makes is that the class-objective link feels more restrictive than rewarding. I too often found myself as the last man standing near an objective, holding off waves of enemies but cursing the world for the fact that I wasn’t the right class to actually move my team to the next task.

         It doesn’t help that the single-player campaign is nothing more than the multiplayer mode with incompetent bots and a forgettable story.

         That’s not to say Brink doesn’t get anything right. For one, the eight maps are varied and well-designed, with good use of multiple routes to get quickly to the front lines (a necessity, as there are no advancing spawn points). I really enjoy its distinct and colorful visual style, too—refreshingly, character models look more like carnival caricatures than the realism of shooters like Modern Warfare 2. Character customization options are delightfully robust; I spent a lot of time tweaking my character after unlocking accessories, and playing more just to access new options. And the ability to drop in the middle of a random player’s public solo game to turn it into a co-op session makes getting in and out of matches a breeze.

         But that’s all beside the point, as it’s the core shooting mechanics that make, and ultimately break Brink. I actually love the feel of the guns—the ample recoil and punch of each shot matches the weighted feel of my character’s hustle as I sprint across levels. Likewise, gunning while running feels appropriately wild and inaccurate—and that only exacerbates the way that the addition of the parkour system trips up the flow with movement that looks and feels way too clumsy for a fast-paced shooter.

         VERDICT

         It has a fresh look going for it, but Brink’s fancy footwork and terrible AI interfere with its fast-paced gunplay.

         PC GAMER 60

         • Price $50 • Release Out Now • Publisher Bethesda Softworks • Developer Splash Damage • Multiplayer 16-player versus, 8-player co-op • Link www.brinkthegame.com • ESRB T
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      Hazardous climb

      Parkour and guns don’t mix

      by Norman Chan
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         My team scales this kiosk, ’cause stairs are for chumps

         Oh no! We’re caught in an unbreakable animation

         We’re all sitting ducks for enemy fire—so much blood!
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      BADDA BOOM

      You’re as good as your war machine in WORLD OF TANKS

      by Jonathan Cooper
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            These scenic towns aren’t going to get war-torn on their own.

         

         Need to know

         What is it?

         A team-based online shooter… with tanks

         Influenced by

         Tribes, WWII Online

         Play it on:

         Dual-core CPU, 2GB RAM, GeForce 6200/Radeon 9550

         Alternatively

         Battlefield: Bad Company 2 (81%)

         Copy protection

         Account login

         The first time I rolled onto the battlefield in my US Army T1 Cunningham tank felt like playing a third-person shooter while knee-deep in molasses. These first few matches ended quickly for me—I’d often be blown to bits in one or two hits from unseen enemies, and when I actually found myself within range to engage, my attacks did barely any damage. The lack of a tutorial had me wondering if I was missing something, or if my tank was simply technically outmatched.

         It was a bit of both: not all of World of Tanks’ 150-plus tanks (mostly based on Soviet, German, and US models from the 1930s to the 1950s) are created equal, and the lackluster matchmaking system has a bad habit of populating the battlefields with unbalanced players. A little forum research and a few well-spent dollars later (an affordable and preferable alternative to several hours of grinding) I was destroying my opponents in an upgraded Ram-II tank, and WoT became an absolute blast.

         Clash of titans

         Tanks are loud, slow, powerful machines, and though WoT is a shooter at its core, it’s unlike any I’ve ever played. Tanks don’t bunny hop. There’s no strafing, crouching, or sneaking. Destructible environments often lead to thrilling encounters and tense shootouts while rolling through the attractively rendered mountains of Italy, bombed-out city streets of Germany, and beautiful hills of Eastern Europe. I trained my crew and leveled up my tank, slowly becoming more accustomed to its strengths and weaknesses. It’s like getting used to driving a new car. Once I became comfortable with its limits, I learned how to dominate.

         There’s a lot more going on here than simple headshots. Hitting an enemy’s treads disables their movement temporarily, and a well-placed shot to the cab can knock the gunner out of commission. Items can speed up recovery times, adding an urgency to shootouts not typically found in other games. Stakes are high, since destroyed tanks can’t be used again until the match ends (even if you leave the game), and on more than one occasion I found myself scrambling to repair my treads to back out of a street as shells exploded around me—it’s frantic and fantastic.

         To a point. There’s only one game mode and a handful of maps, so it gets repetitive before too long. But if promises of an update that will add a persistent metagame world come to pass, I’ll definitely be back for more. Under World of Tanks’ thick metal plating beats the heart of an addictive shooter, and the exciting gameplay more than makes up for its slower pace and limited modes.

         VERDICT

         An ambitious and unique shooter, World of Tanks starts slow, peaks in a few hours, and soon runs low on fuel.

         PC GAMER 80

         • Price Free-to-play, with microtransactions • Release Out now • Publisher Wargaming.net • Developer Wargaming.net • Multiplayer 30 players • Link www.worldoftanks.com • ESRB T
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      NOT QUITE

      A big heart keeps THE NEXT BIG THING’s cameras rolling

      by Jonathan Cooper
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            The face of a real hero.

         

         The robot wouldn’t open the door to the movie producer’s office for Liz because her breasts weren’t big enough. She needed to get in to find out why the Frankenstein-like Big Albert had been rummaging around, but she wasn’t going anywhere without tricking the robot’s scanner into thinking she was the producer’s secretary. Obviously, she had to get it drunk. I can accept such absurdity from a world in which monsters are real and star in movies, but The Next Big Thing’s frequent use of wildly illogical reasoning makes solving its puzzles a headache.

         It’s a unique setting that makes for an incredibly whimsical story, where players switch between peculiar rookie reporter Liz and jaded sports journalist Dan to unravel a monster-filled conspiracy. And while that might sound absolutely wonderful, a point-and-click adventure is nothing without its puzzles. Generally speaking, the genre is at its best when the objective is clear, and too often in TNBT, the path forward is anything but. Even after milking the hint system dry (it gives one tip per puzzle on the easiest mode) there were still too few clues pointing me in the right direction. Don’t get me wrong, I’m cool with objects being used in unconventional ways—it’s one of the calling cards of the genre—but being incomprehensible is a different story. At one point I had to use a fruit juicer on a fire extinguisher to make a jar of red paint. By no stretch of the imagination should that have worked. Worse yet, some useful items can’t be picked up until unrelated conditions are met, which is one of the biggest fouls an adventure game can commit.

         I’m also disappointed in the dialog. A few strong voice actors are held back by an inconsistent script that frequently falls flat while trying too hard to be overly quirky. It can still be fun from time to time despite these faults (and a frustrating, poorly-explained musical minigame that nearly made me punch a hole in my monitor), but the appealing characters and occasionally entertaining puzzles can only take it so far. It’s a charming eight-hour trip—I just wish the developers spent more time addressing weak points in the gameplay and less time finding new ways to make their cast of characters feel wacky.
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      Try your roleplaying luck with BATTLE SLOTS

      Lucas Sullivan

      
         
            [image: News image]
            Hit the jackpot ...of DOOM!

         

         Against the odds, Battle Slots turns out to be a simple yet surprisingly deep fantasy RPG adventure in the same vein as Puzzle Quest. Keep your expectations in check—this is basically a glorified slot machine with an amusing 15-hour story welded to it, in which your easily reconfigurable fantasy hero finds a magic a gambling device that spins to cast sweet combat spells and defeat monsters. It’s boiled down to the bare essentials and more dependent on luck than skill, but you know what? It’s a great way to spend your casual hours, if a little pricey—but it’s still cheaper than a trip to the casino.
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      HECTOR: BADGE OF CARNAGE—EPISODE 1

      Jonathan Cooper

      
         
            [image: News image]
            Too few games start you off pantsless.

         

         Stepping into the size nines of Detective Inspector Hector to “thwart” terrorists is surprisingly fulfilling. This first episode, We Negotiate with Terrorists, sets itself apart from typical adventures with a crass comedic tone, and having players complete such nauseating tasks as seeking out breath mints for a prostitute.

         Still, it’s charming in its disgusting way, with a thoroughly entertaining story, great gameplay, and a cast of detestable-yet-oddly-likable characters. Despite a tinny voice track and an unclear puzzle or two, Hector provides plenty of laughs and more thrills than a *******ing a *****’s ***.
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      SLIMEY

      GHOSTBUSTERS: SANCTUM OF SLIME is a repetitive mess

      by John Callaham

      
         
            [image: News image]
            I hate when the guy behind me has his high proton beams on.

         

         Back in the day, picking up the phone and calling the Ghostbusters meant buckets of zany paranormal antics starring comedy legends Bill Murray, Dan Aykroyd, and Harold Ramis. Today, it means Ghostbusters: Sanctum of Slime—a cheaply made, top-down co-op action snooze-fest starring four lame nobodies.

         The first clue that I should prepare myself for disappointment was the extra-boring, unnarrated opening comic book cutscene detailing a story that, besides a tangential link to Ghostbusters 2, I couldn’t care less about. I pushed on, but my only rewards were unfunny, repetitive sequences with my three AI-run rookie Ghostbusters. We trudged through five-hours’ worth of bland sewers, an ugly hotel, and a same-ol’ cemetery together, purging them of ectoplasmic vermin with our Proton Packs.

         This is the only weapon in the game—you just switch between its three color-coded attacks to dispatch color-coded enemies, like a toddler’s matching game. Targeting enemies is easy with the red streaming mode and the yellow spread mode, but I found the blue burst mode to be frustratingly finicky. Level bosses—such as a ghost chef, a subway car come to life, and a giant spider—aren’t any more exciting; they just require you to do some running around and firing before you can ensnare them in the ghost trap with yet another simple button-mashing minigame. Occasionally Slimer, the movies’ most famous ghost, shows up, but rather than providing memorable comic relief, all he does is drop power-ups when fried.

         Excluding a couple of locations where the game threw insurmountable numbers of spooks at me at once, forcing me to wait for an invincibility power-up drop to take them out and move on, it’s not challenging at all. I died frequently due to these new Ghostbusters’ pathetically low tolerance for slime, but the AI is good enough at reviving you that it wasn’t more than an annoyance. The rail-shooter segments (riding on a generic Ghostbusters vehicle that is distinctly not the recognizable ECTO-1) are even easier to beat.

         Sanctum of Slime could’ve been partially redeemed with co-op, but since it’s ridiculously limited to local-only (no online or even LAN), few will ever bother to play it on PC. It’s a shame, but at least you’re not missing out on sharing an experience worthy of the Ghostbusters name.
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      BATTLE: LOS ANGELES loses the war on boredom

      Lucas Sullivan

      
         
            [image: News image]
            Our worst fears have been realized: the aliens bleed poop.

         

         Battle: Los Angeles is best summarized by its own acronym: BLA. For a cheap movie tie-in game, the graphics are respectable—but that’s where the compliments end.

         You’re a rank-and-file grunt, plodding through tightly scripted first-person shooter levels and gunning down unintimidating aliens whose hobbies include standing motionless for headshots. Some unintentionally hilarious cutscenes, voiced by actors that sound as if they’ve been tranquilized, are interspersed, but here’s the real punchline to this joke of a game: the entire thing clocks in at a whopping 50 minutes. Good grief—I could buy Half-Life 2 with that $10. 
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      Expect a pile of glitches in HOARD

      Ryan Rigney
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            Taste my puffy pink flame of death!

         

         Burning villages and abducting princesses for ransom as a loot-hungry, fire-breathing dragon might be fun on the PS3 version, but Hoard’s PC port is riddled with beastly bugs that’ll make you wish you’d hoarded your money.

         On more than one occasion, my attempt to return to my lair with a fresh haul of stolen gold was thwarted by my dragon deciding to fly north, ignoring my desperate counter-orders from the keyboard. A gamepad works better, but considering how often irritating glitches like this crop up during Hoard’s short 10-minute sessions, this should’ve stayed a Sony exclusive. 
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      MONEY FIGHT

      BATTLEFIELD PLAY4FREE weighs down a classic shooter with microtransaction baggage

      by Anthony Valva

      
         
            [image: News image]
            Some accessories sold separately.

         

         Need to know

         What is it?

         A free-to-play rerelease of modern military FPS Battlefield 2

         Play it on:

         Dual-core CPU, 1GB RAM, GeForce 8800GT/Radeon HD 4850

         Influenced by

         Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare

         Alternatively

         Battlefield 2 (94%)

         Copy protection

         EA.com account

         Six years ago, the meteoric release of Battlefield 2 created an impact crater on the PC first-person shooter landscape so large it caused an extinction-level event for old-school shooters, ushering in the age of unlockable weapons. Now the classic military FPS is repackaged as Battlefield Play4Free; as the name implies, this game puts you in into combat pro bono—but with a catch.

         Gameplay is the same as the sublime BF2—the feeling of taking down a chopper or blasting enemy infantry with a tank cannon is just as satisfying as it was in 2005. Maybe even a little better, thanks to BFP4F’s slight graphical updates that soften shadows and put some extra oomph into explosions. My ears also detected enhanced directional sound—I could tell exactly if I was under attack from an MP5 or a UMP just by listening.

         If only those enhancements were all that’d changed. Unfortunately, BFP4F also tacks on a new character progression system that forces you to play as one class for an entire match, limiting your ability to adapt to an enemy’s tactics. The system also adopts modern talent trees where you separately improve your Assault, Medic, Engineer, and Recon characters. The talent trees tie what should be fundamental in-game actions to unlocks, and it’s the source of some of the worst moments of game rage I’ve ever had.

         Back to boot camp

         It’s absurd that one of a soldier’s simplest tasks—throwing a grenade—now requires a talent unlock. In BFP4F, things like the ability to pilot aircraft and fire TOW missiles are also privileges, not rights. Nothing shatters the fun and illusion of fighting on an open battlefield like being free to drive a M1A2 Abrams—one of the most advanced tanks in the world—but lacking the game’s permission to throw a metal ball at another man.

         The second problem is how you obtain new weapons. You can only temporarily unlock items with in-game credits; to keep them for more than a few days, you have to open your wallet. I normally wouldn’t complain about paying for a weapon, but at an average of $6.50 a pop, the pricing is outrageous. After buying just four guns, I’ve surpassed the $20 price for a fully armed copy of BF2: Complete Edition on EA’s download store. In addition, there are powerful weapons—such as the insanely accurate STG.77 AUG assault rifle—that can only be unlocked with real dollars, creating a real imbalance for free players.

         Balance, of course, is key to sustaining the fun in any multiplayer shooter experience. It’s technically free, so I can’t turn up my nose entirely at Battlefield Play4Free, but I’d much prefer to pay the fixed cover charge for admission to this war than to buy it one piece at a time at an inflated price.

         VERDICT

         The same great, frantic warfare, but BFP4F locks out basic abilities and sells advantages, turning this into a quagmire.
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      HOT TO TROTSKY

      Try to control the chaos of imperial collapse in REVOLUTION UNDER SIEGE

      by Rob Zacny

      
         
            [image: News image]
            The White and Red Finns prepare to battle over Lahti.

         

         In the aftermath of the 1917 collapse of the Russian Empire, Eastern Europe was a mess. For that reason, it’s a setting you don’t see much in turn-based strategy wargaming, but Revolution Under Siege does an excellent job of capturing the chaos and desperation of struggling to cobble together armies from the leftovers of a dead empire while counter-revolutionary forces hit you from every direction. It’ll test your endurance with the entire Russian Civil War scenario, and I like the option to play fierce, single-sitting campaigns like the Polish-Soviet War as well.

         The biggest thorn in RUS’ side is that it’s inherited the AGE game system that war-gamers have been seeing in one form or another since 2006’s Birth of America. It’s a great system that emphasizes logistical concerns like supply lines, recruitment, and creating an effective chain of command to manage large armies. But it’s also five years old, and its quirks are starting to grate.

         The interface does a poor job of conveying information to you visually—this is a game played through tooltips. In larger scenarios it can be tough to manage the multiplicity of garrison units and partisans that pop up around the map. It’s also a pain that RUS’ 2D map can’t scroll smoothly without flashing and jerking around like you’re playing it on microfiche, and Alt-Tabbing often crashes the program.

         RUS’ fresh setting and scenario variety earn it some forgiveness. The era is diverse and bizarre: tanks and aircraft fight alongside cavalry and armored trains. Trying to evict the Reds is a military-deathmatch among the lakes and forests of Finland, while fighting the Russian Civil War is like trying to solve a Rubik’s cube. The countryside is turning against the Bolsheviks, but crackdowns create problems. There are too few troops to go around, which means lots of strategic triage: can you salvage the situation around Kiev, or should you abandon those forces and protect Moscow? Rushing fresh troops into battle might secure victory, but they might fare better if they get extra training.

         It’s an interesting historical moment—the best victory you can hope for is to improve one situation and keep the rest from exploding entirely. The challenge RUS presents is well worth your time if you can deal with its no-frills presentation.
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         How we review

         Wherever possible, we finish every game before finalizing the review. We review each game on its own merits and match it to a reviewer who’s a passionate expert in the field. The primary aim of the reviews section is to help you make buying decisions. As such, we’ll review content of all types in addition to the latest big-name releases.

         Our scoring system explained

         0-30% Intolerable

         A crime against gaming. Whether it’s bugs or bad design, this should be shot on sight.

         31-45% Weak

         Serious flaws ruin any chance this game has of offering sustained fun.

         46-60% Mediocre

         A very ordinary game, quickly forgotten. Think twice, even if you find it cheap.

         61-75% Fair

         A decent effort that, but for a little more polish, coulda been a contender.

         76-89% Good

         Enjoyable, well-made and entertaining—just falling short of true greatness.

         90%+ Editor’s Choice

         A glowing example within its genre of excellence in design and execution.

         A game scoring 80% or more is eligible to receive the PC Gamer Editor’s Choice award. The Editor’s personal seal of approval means we think the recipient is a truly great example of its genre.

         PC Gamer’s 10 Latest and Greatest

         Portal 2 (94%)

         June 2011

         DCS: A-10C Warthog (92%)

         June 2011

         Crysis 2 (89%)

         May 2011

         Total War: Shogun 2 (92%)

         May 2011

         Gary Grigsby’s War in the East (90%)

         May 2011

         Test Drive Unlimited 2 (90%)

         April 2011

         DC Universe Online (88%)

         April 2011

         Dragon Age 2 (94%)

         April 2011

         WoW: Cataclysm (93%)

         March 2011

         Lock On: Flaming Cliffs 2 (90%)

         March 2011
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      American McGee’s Alice

      HEADS ROLL AND BLOOD FLOWS IN MCGEE’S UNFORGETTABLE ADAPTATION

      by Logan Decker

      
         
            [image: News image]
            Alice is armed with only her Vorpal Blade and natural haughtiness.

         

         Lewis Carroll’s novel Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland has spent the past 150 years casually batting aside just about every attempt to reshape its capricious, meandering story into a logical narrative.

         Tim Burton gave it a crack last year with his Alice in Wonderland, tossing a 19-year-old Alice back into the phantasmagorical fantasies of her childhood to ditch the hoop skirts, confront the Red Queen, and transition to spirited, headstrong womanhood while name-checking Carroll’s cast along the way. The result was charmless and distasteful. So what a coup it might’ve been if EA had re-released its American McGee’s Alice at the same time, and showed how a young PC game developer had taken a suspiciously similar approach 10 years earlier—and made it work.

         McGee’s version of Alice, now in her late teens, was traumatized by the loss of her family in an accidental fire and spent a decade cozily detached from reality in Rutledge Asylum until the White Rabbit beckons again. But the Wonderland he leads her back to has become a far more grisly scene than the last time she visited. Armed at first only with her Vorpal Blade and natural haughtiness, Alice makes her way through nine distinct provinces, at once retracing steps from her previous adventures and slowly and painfully coming to grips with the unacceptable reality that lay outside of Wonderland.

         The blight rabbit

         Like the innumerable adaptations we’ve seen over the years, American McGee’s Alice whisks us through encounters with the Mock Turtle, the pepper-wielding Duchess, the Caterpillar, the Tweedle bros., the Mad Hatter, the Jabberwock and, of course, the wicked Red Queen herself—in all of her manifestations. As such, it doesn’t sound much different from what Burton did last year—except that once McGee introduces us to his oppressive Wonderland, he supplies us with a few neat tricks (like using Alice’s skirt to float over gaps) and with a gentle pat on the butt, sets us free to explore and discover the world on our own.

         And, what a world. Columns of rotating clockwork gears. Bombardier ladybugs. Creaky automatons. Acres of foliage in which smartly waistcoated grasshoppers lie in wait to toss Alice unceremoniously into a nearby river. A chessboard realm in which Alice herself must become a chess piece—subject to chess rules—in order to pass.

         With heavily stylized environments drenched in hypnotic, vibrant, swirling colors, American McGee’s Alice has the distinction of being one of the few games to boast extremely high production values that, a decade later, still look as impressive as ever. These include its beautifully detailed animations—step away from the keyboard and let Alice get bored while she’s holding any of her weapons and see what she gets up to.

         But as lovely as the graphics were—and still are—Chris Vrenna’s soundtrack contributes at least as much to the game’s rich, intensely evocative ambience. It’s breezy and whimsical like the original novel itself at times, but later, it’s as if a maniac is loose in our memories, knocking over everything in his path: music boxes, bells, ticking clocks, burbling teapots, crazy Aunt Edna’s glockenspiel. There are often no clear demarcations between Vrenna’s compositions and the groan of twisting wood or children shrieking madly in their cells in the background—they’re woven into a smooth, menacing tapestry of sound.

         Riding the blunderbuss

         Despite McGee’s pedigree (an id alumnus, he designed levels for seminal shooters such as Doom and Quake,) the enjoyment of combat in Alice comes more from whimsy than tactics: once you’ve pegged a creature’s or boss’s pattern—which you’ll do very quickly—it’s more a matter of deciding whether you want to soften them up with the croquet mallet and then clean up with Alice’s ice wand, or follow a volley from the blunderbuss with a hailstorm of playing cards from a comfy distance.

         But while combat isn’t at the heart of what makes American McGee’s Alice such an exemplary, timeless game, Alice’s confrontation with the Red Queen delivers a strong emotional climax to the experience. Surely GLaDOS took a few cues from this homicidal harpy: confronted by a young woman whose adventures have emboldened her, the Queen first hisses warnings, then humiliations, then accusations, and finally outright threats. But her most telling epithet is this: “I rule Wonderland alone.” And here the game delivers the hefty payoff that, for example, Burton’s movie couldn’t. Because Alice’s struggle has been literally our own struggle throughout the entire game, our natural response to the Red Queen, even when she warns that her destruction will be our own, is to whip out the Jabberwock staff and take the bitch out.

         What’s in a name

         Whether Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was a whimsical daydream committed to paper, a feisty professor’s rebellion against the rigidity of mathematics, or a chaste love letter to a young Alice Liddell, American McGee’s Alice is not an adaptation of that beloved novel. It is its own entity entirely, and I doubt it was hubris that led American McGee to put his name right there in the title. Instead, it’s a respectful acknowledgment; McGee took somebody else’s characters and scenarios that were so familiar to us, and like all talented creative people, he cannily transformed them into something completely new, fresh and contemporary. When he was done, he turned his richly imagined world over to gamers so that we could do in it what we do best: play.

         READ ME

         RELEASE DATE

         October 6, 2000

         PUBLISHER

         Electronic Arts

         DEVELOPER

         Rogue Entertainment

         WHAT WE SAID THEN

         A visual masterpiece with enough good gameplay to make this a classic. 88%, February 2001

         GET IT

         $50, bundled with Alice: Madness Returns, only in the EA Store

         SOUNDTRACK

         Vrenna’s soundtrack is available on Amazon at http://amzn.to/mstDsl. Find instructions to dig out the in-game audio and voiceovers at http://bit.ly/m0aOVb.

         TRIVIA

         Marilyn Manson contributed work to the game’s score that was not used. He was also considered for the voice of Mad Hatter.

         OUR PC IN 2000

         Windows ME (regrettably), Pentium III 500MHz processor, 20GB hard drive, Nvidia 32MB GeForce 2 GTS videocard, 128MB RAM 17-inch CRT monitor

         FOR ALICE FANS

         Part live-action and part stop-motion animation, Jan Svankmajer’s Alice (1988) is one of the best, and most frightening, adaptations of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. With hybrid creatures animated from the bones of small animals and a White Rabbit who nervously licks at his own sawdust blood, it’s a must for fans of American McGee’s Alice. http://imdb.to/iE5Cxg
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      OTHER 2000 GAMES WE ♥
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         DEUS EX

         Anthony: Should I go in guns blazing or sneak around the guards by crawling through the vents? At the time, only Deus Ex really let us pick our own solutions to the problems it presented.

         THE SIMS

         Josh: An intricately crafted life simulator that had the potential to teach us about human nature and personal motivations. Instead, we used it to trap virtual versions of our friends in doorless rooms until they pissed their pants and their cheap furniture caught on fire. Good times.

         C&C: RED ALERT 2

         Chris: RA2’s units are way overpowered, but that’s what makes ’em awesome. Weather-storming a NOD base to rubble while you warp in five Prism Tanks with a Chronosphere makes you feel like a god.
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      1 Chill factor

      CAMPAIGN / LEFT 4 DEAD 2’S COLD STREAM MOD TURNS PRO

      AV

      
         
            [image: News image]
            Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream...of the damned.

         

         

         Something odd is going on in Left 4 Dead 2: one of the stand-out community-made campaigns, Cold Stream, has been adopted by Valve as official (and free) DLC.

         Valve is taking what the mod team built and giving it a full spit-shine treatment, tightening up everything from the graphics and sound to elements of the mission design. This isn’t the first time Valve has incorporated community content into its games (see the TF2 Polycount Pack) but what is new is that it’s being done publicly. Valve has released a beta to gather feedback—and if you own L4D2, it’s already been added to your game.

         Cold Stream is a pretty campaign, with the survivors splashing their way up a long, misty river valley lined by tall deciduous forest as infected constantly pour in from all directions. In fact, that’s the most unusual thing about it: we’re used to fighting lots of infected in discrete waves, but Cold Stream never lets up. There’s just a constant...well...stream of the bastards.

         There are more “Ooh, look at that!” moments than you’d expect from a community-made campaign. I literally flinched when I was almost crushed by a falling boulder. The highlight is a section that gives your group two chainsaws just before dropping you into the water. Infected come thicker and faster than the rapids themselves, and by the end of it you can hardly see through the blood.

         There’s a strange Tank fight moments later, which may be the easiest in the game so far. He approaches from a great distance, giving you ample time to take the hulk down before he can do much damage. It’s an interesting take on the conventional Tank battle, using the monster more as an atmosphere-building device than a challenging boss.

         And when the Cold Stream finale impressively brings us out of the muddy water into a raging forest fire, it’s easy to see why Valve’s talent scouts plucked this gem from obscurity.

         SIZE 530MB LINK http://bit.ly/ColdStream
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      2 FUN IN 4K

      TINY | IN SEARCH OF THE BEST FOUR-KILOBYTE JAVA GAME

      JA
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         Every year, www.Java4K.com runs a competition to make the best game you can in under four kilobytes. We’ve picked four favorites.

         4Kube 3D

         Pick a simple idea, make fun puzzles. Here you roll a 3D cube with colored faces, trying to get the red face to land on red tiles, and so forth. http://bit.ly/4Kube3D

         Stick Shift 4K

         A challenging platformer where you swap from black to white, rotating the world through a maze of ebony and to advance through a maze of ebony and ivory spikes. http://bit.ly/StickShift

         Dungeon Defender

         Place spike pits, lava traps, and your own gloopy slime monsters to murder adventurers who try to plunder your dungeon. http://bit.ly/DungDef

         Battle for Hoth 4K

         Zoom around in 3D shooting at AT-ATs. You can’t tie their legs up—alas, that would take 5K. http://bit.ly/Hoth4K
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      3 Change history

      MODS | FINE-TUNE YOUR TOTAL WAR: SHOGUN 2 EXPERIENCE WITH THESE THREE TWEAKS

      DS
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         The mega-fans of the Total War community have burrowed deep into Shogun 2’s files, tweaking and changing the rules of feudal Japan as they see fit. Some of the resulting mods are focused on improving historical accuracy, while others work at adjusting AI behavior and UI elements to make the game more challenging and easier to control.

         These three are but a sample of the mods available—browsing the forums of Total War super-site www.twcenter.net will uncover more mods than you can shake a katana at. Most come as easy-to-install .pack files—just place them in your PC’s Steam/Steamapps/common/Shogun 2/data folder.

         Additional Units

         Shogun 2’s encyclopedia references units, such as the Wako and Ronin, that are unusable in the single-player game. This mod unlocks these special units (a total of eight ground troops and six ships, plus four custom-made units) for use in your campaign.

         SIZE 3K LINK http://bit.ly/aumsho 

         DarthMod

         Created by modder “Darth Vader,” this slim download makes a big tweaks to Shogun 2, all aimed at increasing realism. Arrows don’t home in on their targets, there are more soldiers per formantion, troops can’t run at superspeed, boats are slower to accelerate, and the AI has been tweaked to cheat less—among lots of other changes.

         SIZE 234K LINK  http://bit.ly/darthmod

         Shogun 2 Realism

         DaVinci’s mod extends Shogun 2’s battles, making peasant units larger, fights last longer, and routs occur less frequently. Cavalry have also been beefed up, making a general’s retainer a precision strike-force instead of a liability.

         SIZE 60K LINK http://bit.ly/s2realism
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      4 UP IN THE AIR

      WEBGAME | EXPERIENCE A SHIFT IN PERSPECTIVE WITH SKY ISLAND

      EL

      
         
            [image: News image]
         

         With its cheerful blue skies and nondescript jumping, Sky Island looks like the world’s most insipid platformer. Enemies are dispatched with a bop to the noggin, and you’ve got to collect a set of arbitrary items before proceeding to the next course. Yawn.

         But hold on—it’s not long before Sky Island reveals its trick. Click the mouse, and you can swing the scene around, revealing new routes for your little chum. You can only rest the camera in four fixed positions, but that’s enough for the game’s makers to knock together some pleasing spatial puzzles. In one level alone, you shrink gaps so that you can make the jump, magic yourself through an impassable wall, and leap into the air and stop time while rearranging the world underneath you to secure a safe landing.

         SIZE Web game LINK bit.ly/skyisland
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      MACHINIMA

      Being inanimate cannot stop action hero Gnome Chomski

      LS
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         If you found the gnome in Half-Life 2: Episode Two, you may have carried him through the game and launched him into space in a rocket. Well, he’s learned a few things up in space—namely, how to be a total badass.

         LINK bit.ly/GnomeChomp

         No more heroes

         1 Duke was tardy and Gordon’s lost in limbo; the gaming world needs a new hero. How about one made from ceramic materials and sporting a red cap? Enter: Gnome Chomski.

         Get off my lawn

         2 Who ordered the chainsaw? A garden ornament with a grudge is here to hack up zombies. Sure, he can’t take his hands out of his pockets, but hey, that never stopped Coconut Monkey.

         Dino-Dog

         3 A wild Tyrannosaurus Rex has appeared! Wait, isn’t that just Dog with a dinosaur head slapped on top? No matter, Gnome Chomski kills it anyway. Nothing can stand in his way.

         Deal with it

         4 Whatever your problem, Chomski’s the solution. Dinosaurs? He rides them. Zombies? He beheads them in slow-motion. Tommy Wiseau? BANG BANG! Problem solved.
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      HOW TO... Master Crysis 2 multiplayer

      SAMY MASADI TRAINS YOU FOR NANOSUIT WARFARE IN CRYSIS 2

      

      
         
            [image: News image]
         

         Regardless of Crysis 2’s ambition to understandably mirror the multiplayer goliath that is Call of Duty, one fact still remains: it genuinely supercharges the CoD formula with an added layer of complexity. Its futuristic combat makes all forms of “modern” warfare seem dated by comparison.

         The Nanosuit rests at the heart of what makes Crysis 2 multiplayer worth playing. Between the bullet deflection of armor mode and the invisibility of stealth mode, you feel like a mash of all your favorite superheroes. Knowing when to use your powers is just as important as knowing how to shoot your gun.

         With your powers, of course, comes major responsibility: humiliating your opponents more than you ever have before. Using the Nanosuit to its full effectiveness demands a combination of restraint, patience, forethought and tenacity that Call of Duty probably hasn’t prepared you for.

         Below: our 12-step process to becoming a multiplayer master in Crysis 2. Consider it a fashion guide on how to wear a Nanosuit with pride—you’ll be surprised by how well your second skin serves you.

         GET STARTED

         DIFFICULTY Medium

         TIME A week-plus of practice

         VITAL LINKS

         Lists of module upgrades and level unlocks: http://bit.ly/kPXfLa

         Every Crysis 2 console command: http://bit.ly/hpUO5T

         Handy program for advanced tweaking: http://bit.ly/CRYSET

         1 Beyond classy

         It’s so easy to rely on a single class slot in modern shooters. Don’t. Fine-tune your secondary classes for specialized situations. Dedicate a sniper class, for example, with the Retriever module to instantly collect dog tags. Design a class specifically for Relay and Extraction modes by combining Mobility Enhance for efficient, speedy captures with Tracker for hunting down opponents. Crysis 2 is all about reacting—don’t ignore this basic opportunity for flexibility.

         2 Crysis control

         We’re all picky about our control schemes (just ask Chris). In Crysis 2, optimizing your bindings is especially crucial to wringing the maximum mobility out of the Nanosuit’s advanced maneuvers. You’ll need melee more often in multiplayer than you did in the campaign, so bind it to F (or Mouse 4) and swap the interact key to something like Z. Be sure to bind run and crouch to a place where you’re able to press them simultaneously for easy power sliding, like Shift and Alt.

         3 Module oblongata

         Some fully-upgraded modules are absurdly powerful. Opponents that have the upgraded Cloak Tracker, for instance, will see cloaked players much more clearly, rendering clever stealth tactics useless. The sooner you learn that stealth isn’t very reliable in the first place, the better-off you’ll be. Instead, lean more on armor mode—a defense that opponents can’t weaken with modules—and fight back. You’ll turn the tables, rendering their Cloak Tracker into a useless investment.

         4 Wait for it...

         Firing your gun (without a silencer) while cloaked empties your entire Nanosuit battery. Avoid becoming a ridiculously expensive corpse and preserve your suit energy by deactivating Stealth and waiting a full second (or a half second, if you’re using the Stealth Enhance module) before shooting. Having battery to the spend after you’ve killed an enemy puts you in a position to cloak away or survive late gunfire from enemies that saw you.

         5 Skip ’n’ slide

         Call of Duty has trained players to sprint across the shortest-possible route when they see a ping on their mini-radar or hear a gunshot in their headset. Resist this temptation in Crysis—opponents that use stealth effectively use it to line-up players that are reacting too quickly and rushing toward a firefight. Catch foes off guard by using ledges and indirect routes. When you’re face-to-face, power slide foes to present a smaller target.

         6 Hide-and-seek

         Don’t shrug off Nanovision. Bind it to a key (I like Mouse 5) where you’re more likely to use it. Within close quarters (about five meters), Nanovision helps you spot pesky cloaked players—any invisible enemies will shimmer blue-green if you’re close enough. Toggle Nanovision on when you’re indoors or checking corners. Unlike Cloak Tracker, it doesn’t require a precious Stealth Module slot; it’s a built-in advantage accessible to any player.

         7 Game of tag 

         When you score a kill in Crysis 2, you need to gather that enemy’s dog tag before the kill counts toward a kill streak reward. Uncollected tags stay in the environment even if you die—learn to ignore your first instinct to rush into danger to grab them. Avoid tags until you have exactly enough for a kill streak. Bide your time until there’s five in the field, and you can focus that next spawn on earning the giant laser beam of doom—the Orbital Strike.

         8 Scarred for life

         Sticking to the default starting weapon might be uninspired, but the SCAR is the most reliable and versatile gun in Crysis 2. On paper, the Grendel is statistically superior, but fires in awkward three-shot bursts—that rate-of-fire leaves little room for error in close-quarters. The SCAR’s 11 rounds-per-second, however, can reliably snuff out players at any range. Experimenting is good, but don’t abandon the SCAR for another unlocked gun so soon.

         9 Melee [s]kills

         At close range, you might be tempted to shoot your gun from the hip—don’t. Instead, armor up, circle-strafe, and spam that melee key—punching has a wide enough hit detection that you don’t need to worry about being accurate. Take every opportunity to cloak, sneak behind someone, and melee for a stealth kill. You’ll lock into an uninterruptable neck-twist animation, but its armor-bypassing, one-hit kill is worth almost any risk.

         10 Holo man

         Attachable to most guns, the Hologram Projector is C2’s most potent distraction device. Here’s a trick: fire a hologram, activate Stealth, and crouch inside it. Unsuspecting opponents will fruitlessly fire over you, at the decoy’s head, while you return fire. These irresistible targets are also vital in Crash Site mode, where ’grams can help reveal stealthed enemies that are approaching what you’re defending.

         11 Turret syndrome

         Turrets pop Nanosuits like expensive balloons. To get the most out of a fixed gun, cloak and stand perfectly still on a turret (take your palm off the mouse if you’re being watched). Gun down passing enemies with a simple de-cloak, fire, re-cloak pattern. Sick of your pistol in Assault? Make a beeline to the map’s turret and show the puny non-Nanosuit soldiers who’s boss.

         12 Maximum performance

         Don’t let Crysis 2’s limited graphics options affect your kill count. Turn off vsync (vertical synchronization) in-game and close unnecessary background programs. Changing anti-aliasing and anisotropic filtering, however, requires you to create a CFG file in the game folder and include certain commands. Download a third-party tool that’ll do it for you at http://bit.ly/CRYSET.

         SKILLS

         BAIT AND SWITCH

         CO-OP FOR KILLS IN ASSASSIN’S CREED BROTHERHOOD MULTIPLAYER

         1 Sacrifice Approach a target in unison with a hidden partner. Activate Templar Vision and run around wildly to make yourself known. Force the target to break cover.

         2 Tag team The exposed target will either stun you or attempt an escape. If he stuns, let him take his measly 200 points. If he runs, chase him, but don’t kill him.

         3 Finish him! Let your partner make the second move. In a chase, he’ll see your locked target and intercept. If you’re stunned, he’ll intervene. Against brothers, targets don’t stand a chance.

         SUPER SKILL

         A STUNNING LOCK

         Defensive stuns are difficult to perform, but you can chain the ability with a partner’s stun ability. Don’t forget to laugh as you take turns stunning your helpless foe. You’ll earn several 200-point bonuses before another opponent can save him.
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      Erebus

      iBuyPower

      Chris Comiskey
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            You might wanna rent a forklift—the Erebus weighs almost 80 lbs.

         

         

         Every now and then, a PC emerges that’s both powerful and affordable. The Erebus is not that PC. Oh, it’s fast as hell, and it’s popping at the rivets with drool-inducing hardware, but it costs $7,000. Yeah, that’s right: Seven. Thousand. Dollars. IBuyPower—a company that normally builds modest PCs for basement prices—is now shooting for the luxury crowd. But if you can somehow afford this thing, are you really getting a PC equivalent of the McLaren F1 super car? Let’s find out.

         The Erebus’s enormous, proprietary case is designed and developed by iBuyPower and fabricated by NZXT. But inspecting it reveals that it’s really just a respectable clone of the terrific Corsair 800D. The black steel frame is sturdy and rugged, and the motherboard tray is filled with handy backplane cutouts. All of the power cables are cloth-braided and rounded, and the wiring job is beautiful. On the front panel, there’s a nifty retractable aluminum door that hides a handful of USB ports and headphone jacks. Routed all along the interior is a sweet-looking blue lighting kit. To keep all the top-end hardware nice and chilly, there’s a Koolance liquid cooling system complete with blood-red fluid, an optical drive-mounted reservoir, and four total radiators with 10 Enermax fans attached to them. The result is a CPU overclock that’s 100 percent stable.

         But despite the strong construction and the illuminating strips, there’re very few case extras here. Where are the hot-swappable HDD/SSD bays? How about a badass glossy paint job with customer-selected images? Where’s the noise-dampening foam and screwless optical drive slots? Speaking of things missing, where’s the elite-level tech support and three-year, 100 percent parts-and-labor warranty, with free overnight back-and-forth shipping? All you get is a normal iBuyPower warranty package. For seven large, I demand a helluva lot more.

         For components, the Erebus brandishes three GeForce GTX 580s in SLI, a Core i7-990X (overclocked to a stratospheric 4.4GHz), an Asus Rampage III Extreme motherboard, and a Corsair AX 1,200W PSU. Weirdly though, iBuyPower only plugged in three sticks of Kingston HyperX T1 RAM, for a total of 12GBs. If you’re gonna go over the top, you might as well use the max 24GB of RAM or go home. There’s also no discrete soundcard, and only a paltry two USB 3.0 ports. Come on guys—you can’t charge this much and neglect these areas.

         Still, it should be no surprise that the Erebus shatters the benchmarks, with a ridiculous score of 71.3 frames per second in Metro 2033 at 2560x1600. This is one of the few PCs out there that’ll run three 24-inch panels with Nvidia’s 3D Vision enabled without tanking the framerates (which is an amazing experience).

         So the Erebus turns out to be a plain stock car instead of a McLaren F1. It’s a speedster, but minus the sweet extras of a Falcon Northwest Mach V.

         VERDICT

         The Erebus slaps Metro 2033 around and calls it Susan, but there’s a notable lack of case extras, no elite warranty, and it’ll set you back seven grand. 

         PC GAMER 83

         $7,000, www.ibuypower.com • Category: Dream

         SPECS CPU Core i7-990X OC’d to 4.4GHz • RAM 12GB DDR3 • GPU GeForce GTX 580 (x3) • Storage 96GB SSD (x2), 3TB 7,200 RPM HDD • OS Win 7 Ultimate • 3DMark11/Vantage P14597/P57679 • STALKER CoP 144fps • DiRT 2 218fps • Metro 2033 71fps
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      ’Board surfing

      Four new foundations for summer garming rig upgraders

      by Gordon Mah Ung
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         P8P67 Deluxe Rev 3.0

         Asus

         I’ve long been a fan of the P8P67 Deluxe board. The Rev 3.0 denotes that the mobo now includes Intel’s bug-fixed “B3” P67 chipset. Like its relative, the Sabertooth P67, the P8P67 Deluxe includes Asus’s gorgeous and simplistic UEFI interface in place of the geriatric BIOS.

         As an LGA 1155 board, the P8P67 Deluxe will run any Intel Sandy Bridge processor and it’ll run it hard. I pushed a Core i7-2600K up to 4.5GHz easily on this thing. Out of the box, the P8P67 Deluxe supports SLI and CrossFireX multi-GPU support. A third x16 physical slot (which runs at x4 speed) is there for other expansion cards, but it’s not usable for SLI/Crossfire.

         There’s also a Bluetooth module that, when combined with a utility on your smartphone, lets you remotely overclock your system or even read the POST codes, reboot, or reset without ever getting near it.

         Those intent on running modern hardware will be happy to know that there’s no fewer than four SATA 6Gb/s ports (two Intel and two Marvell). In the USB 3.0 hopper, the P8P67 Deluxe shows its age by having only two USB 3.0 ports in back. A second pair is available in the front using the included 3.5-inch adapter. All four run on the older NEC part that’s now been outstripped in transfer speeds by other brand’s chips.

         Overall, with its multi-videocard support and reliable features, it’s hard to find much fault here beyond the P8P67 Deluxe’s slightly dated USB 3.0 configuration.

         PC GAMER 91

         SPEC • Price $229 • Link www.asus.com • Category Mid

         G1.Assassin

         Gigabyte

         It’s not exaggerating when I say that Gigabyte’s new G1.Assassin is, umm, overkill. Besides the over-the-top gamer motif with its weapon-shaped heatsinks (which Gigabyte had to label with a warning that the parts cannot be assembled into an actual weapon), the G1.Assassin also has an integrated Creative X-Fi 20K2 soundcard and a Bigfoot Networks E2100 network chip alongside the high-performance LGA 1366 socket.

         Why integrate an X-Fi and Bigfoot card? There’re two reasons I can think of: the first is the appearance of a price break. You’re getting about $200 in add-in cards for “free.” The second reason is more extreme. With the capability to run up to four AMD GPUs in its four PCIe slots (two are x16, and two are x8) you’d literally have no room to add an X-Fi or Bigfoot NIC if you wanted them. Remember: I said overkill.

         To enable four-GPU support, Gigabyte had to conform to the gigantic XL-ATX spec, which brings its own problems. Since XL-ATX is so big, very few cases can fit it in. Another issue is the lack of an nForce 200 chip which limits Nvidia cards to a max of 3-way SLI. For $529, you’ll need to ask yourself if the G1.Assassin makes sense, especially with LGA 2011 on tap to replace LGA 1366 by the end of this year. But if you absolutely need the ultimate X58 board right now, this is definitely it.

         PC GAMER 85

         SPEC • Price $529 • Link www.gigabyte.com • Category Dream

         Sabertooth P67

         Asus

         Psst. You wanna know a secret? A lot of people buy technology based solely off how it looks. That’s a dynamic the Asus Sabertooth P67 seems to handle well with its somewhat gimmicky, but indubitably magnificent-looking “Thermal Armor.” The idea behind the Thermal Armor is to create an isolated channel that you push air through to keep the board’s components cool. Asus has outfitted the motherboard with a basketful of temperature sensors to let you monitor the cooling as well.

         I do question whether all that extra plastic and metal actually does anything, but in the “It Sure Looks Freaking Cool” department, the Thermal Armor succeeds. Compared to its sibling, the P8P67 Deluxe, the Sabertooth P67 techincally doesn’t have as many expansion slots. The P8P67 gives you an additional PCI slot and a third x16 PCIe physical slot (it runs at x4 data rates). But for gamers, the Sabertooth P67 has what you really need: two x16 PCIe slots for SLI or CrossFireX support. In storage ports, USB 3.0, LAN, and audio, the two are damn near even. The P8P67 gives you Bluetooth control, but that’s probably not a deal breaker for everyone.

         So how do you pick between the Sabertooth and its sibling? It depends on your needs. If you want the additional PCI slot for your legacy cards, the P8P67 Deluxe is the choice. But if you don’t need a bunch of add-in cards, and if you’ve got eyes for an ultra-elegant looking mobo, the Sabertooth P67 will steal your heart.

         PC GAMER 89

         SPEC • Price $219 • Link www.asus.com • Category Mid

         DH55TC Media Series

         Intel

         This is the Honda Civic of LGA1155 boards. Strike that. This is the Toyota Echo of motherboards. Yes, it’s that strippo. There’s no USB 3.0 or SATA 6Gb/s here. Want overclocking features too? Forget about it with this H-series chipset. To make matters worse, the DH55TC Media Series mobo is like the 2010 model Echo sitting next to the 2011 model.

         But as Echo owners know, that doesn’t make it a POS—it’s just stripped down to the bare freakin’ bone. Its one redeeming quality is the Intel name which means the company has dotted every i and crossed every t in the reliability and stability check-off list.

         Even with the Intel name though, I have issues with LGA 1156 sockets in an age when everyone wants LGA 1155 CPUs. With Intel rapidly phasing out LGA 1156 chips in favor of LGA 1155, there’s just very little headroom for future upgrades. Unless you have a free LGA1156 chip looking for a home, there’s just no point in buying one of these.

         PC GAMER 55

         SPEC • Price $120 • Link www.intel.com • Category Entry
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      CPU swapping

      Should you upgrade your current socket? Probably not. Here’s why:

      by Gordon Mah Ung

      
         UPGRADE PATH

         AM2+ to AM3

         WORTH IT?

         NO!

         HOW COME

         AM2+ is ancient and limits you to expensive DDR2 RAM. However, AM3+ is imminent and will support AMD’s Bulldozer CPUs. I recommend holding off for AM3+ in this case.

         UPGRADE PATH

         LGA 775 to LGA 1155

         WORTH IT?

         YES!

         HOW COME

         Going from a Core 2 Duo or even Quad to a Core i7-2500K is worthy performance upgrade. You won’t be sorry.

         UPGRADE PATH 

         LGA 775 to LGA 1156 

         WORTH IT? 

         NO! 

         HOW COME

         LGA 1156, while good, is dead. Consider LGA 1155 instead unless your LGA 1156 upgrade is free.

         UPGRADE PATH 

         LGA 1155 to LGA 1366 

         WORTH IT? 

         NO!

         HOW COME

         LGA 1366 is a dinosaur and will soon be replaced by LGA 2011. If you have LGA 1155 and a Sandy Bridge CPU, switching to LGA1366 is a lateral move.

         UPGRADE PATH 

         LGA 1156 to LGA 1366 

         WORTH IT? 

         NO!

         HOW COME

         LGA 1366 is headed for the scrap heap, so it’d be better to wait for LGA 2011 at this point. The only reason to adopt LGA 1366 now is an immediate need for a six-core CPU.

         UPGRADE PATH 

         LGA 1156 to LGA 1155 

         WORTH IT? 

         NO!

         HOW COME

         Intel’s Sandy Bridge is powerful and cheap, but it may make more fiscal sense to upgrade your dual-core LGA 1156 to a quad-core 1156 chip instead.
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      Aire e2343Fk

      AOC

      CC
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            Not a very rugged display, but it’s a looker.

         

         Decent-sized monitors don’t have to cost a fortune. Take AOC’s $180 Aire e2343Fk. Its 23-inch, WLED (White Light Emitting Diode) screen hits 1920x1080, and the depth of its bezel is as thin as a pencil. While blasting my way through Homefront, the transitions from dark corners to sun-bleached parking lots were appropriately distinct, and blacks and grays on soot-covered houses were deep and pronounced. The rounded base looks bulky compared to the slender screen above it though, and there’s only a DVI and VGA connector—no HDMI or DisplayPort. (Thankfully, the DVI slot is HDCP compatible.) Oddly, considering the size of the stand, you can’t plug in a normal power cable. Instead, it comes with a power brick that mates to an AC cord. Don’t lose it!

         There’s no horizontal or vertical articulation at all here. You can push the entire screen backwards into its stand for traveling, but that’s it. And beware: the Aire is flimsy—while unpacking it and pulling the monitor up from its base, I accidentally snapped out the prongs on the panel’s neck. The OSD is laid out in a checkerboard configuration, which would be great, except there are only side arrows to navigate it. And while the OSD’s menu is colorful and sharp, there are no labels to the icons. Still, for under $200, the Aire e2343Fk is great for gaming. Just be careful collapsing and pulling the screen back up when transporting.

         PC GAMER 80

         $180, http://us.aoc.com • Category: Entry
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      Q&A

      Overclocking indecisiveness

      CC
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            Overclocking your RAM usually just results in system instability.

         

         Q: I’ve always been terrified of overclocking, but at the same time, legitimately curious. So far, I’ve gone the safe route and just left all my parts at their stock clock speeds. But I was wondering: is overclocking really worth it to PC gamers these days? And if so, which parts are the best candidates? For example, should I OC my RAM, CPU, and GPU? Do I have to buy liquid cooling to really get any serious clock bumps?

         Hesitant in Hawaii

         A: Overclocking has grown easier over time, but that doesn’t mean you should just jam all your parts’ clock speeds to the roof. That said, overclocking your CPU can result in noticeable performance increases for gaming. Whether or not you’ll need liquid cooling depends largely on the processor type and brand, and a lot of trial and error. For example, some folks have successfully cranked their Core i7-2600Ks to a stable 4.4GHz with third party air coolers, while others have struggled to get their old Intel QX6850s much past 3.4GHz even with liquid cooling. There’s no point in overclocking your CPU with a stock air cooler though—that’ll just end in frustration. Unlike your processor, overclocking your videocard is a bad, bad idea. If you’re lucky, you might get a few extra frames per second, but at a severe risk of GPU failure. Same goes for your RAM—there’s just too little benefit compared to the chance of disaster. Of course, no matter what component you’re over-clocking, it’s bound to void the warranty. Keep this in mind!
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      Hard Stuff Trinity

      

      
         DREAM SYSTEM

         CASE AND PSU

         Thermaltake Level 10; Antec HCP 1,200W PSU $1,150

         PROCESSOR

         Intel Core i7-990X Extreme 3.46GHz $1,000

         MOTHERBOARD

         Asus Rampage III Extreme LGA 1366 $380

         MEMORY

         12GB Corsair Dominator DDR3-1600 RAM $160

         OPTICAL DRIVE

         Samsung SHB123L Blu-ray $65

         HARD DRIVE

         OCZ Vertex 2 100GB SSD; WD Caviar 2TB $280

         SOUNDCARD

         Creative X-Fi Sound Blaster Titanium HD $164

         VIDEOCARD

         Nvidia GeForce GTX 580 (x2) $1,000

         TOTAL PRICE $4,200

         MID-RANGE

         CASE AND PSU

         Corsair 800D; Corsair TX 750W PSU $395

         PROCESSOR

         Intel Core i7-2600K Sandy Bridge 3.4GHz $315

         MOTHERBOARD

         Asus P8P67 Deluxe LGA 1155 $230

         MEMORY

         8GB Patriot Gamer 2 Series DDR3-1600 $100

         OPTICAL DRIVE

         Samsung Black SH-S223L LightScribe $20

         HARD DRIVE

         Seagate Barracuda 1.5TB $70

         SOUNDCARD

         Creative X-Fi Sound Blaster Titanium $87

         VIDEOCARD

         Asus ENGTX560 GeForce GTX 560 Ti $265

         TOTAL PRICE $1,482

         ENTRY-LEVEL

         CASE AND PSU

         NZXT Phantom; Corsair 500W PSU $210

         PROCESSOR

         Intel Core i3-2100 Sandy Bridge 3.1GHz $125

         MOTHERBOARD

         Gigabyte GA-P61-USB3-B3 LGA 1155 $90

         MEMORY

         4GB Corsair XMS3 DDR3-1333 RAM $46

         OPTICAL DRIVE

         Sony DDU1681S $17

         HARD DRIVE

         WD Caviar Blue 500GB $40

         SOUNDCARD

         Onboard $0

         VIDEOCARD

         EVGA GeForce GTX 550 Ti $150

         TOTAL PRICE $678
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      E-SPORTS INDUSTRY FORMS THE GNAMLTDSBGSL

      By Chris Hanel and Michael Owen

      
         
            [image: News image]
            KEEPING IT SIMPLE: IPNAMLGTSL Officials revealed the full tourney format. To the relief of many fans around the globe, there would be no Extended Series matches.

         

         StarCraft tournament organizers from around the globe are uniting under a single super league, the Global North American Major League TeamLiquid Dreamhack Sponsored By G-Skill Star League. The GNAMLTDSBGSL is scheduled to begin its opening season soon and wrap in the Spring of 2014.

         “We felt it was the natural next step to taking e-sports to the level of mainstream success it deserves,” said the 29 different organizers in unison at the conference table, each using intense concentration to stay in perfect lip-sync.

         The GNAMLTDSBGSL wasted no time in emulating its counterparts, promising 17 different casters simultaneously announcing each match, assuring that major sponsorship will be used in “inventive ways to keep costs for viewers low.” These methods were unveiled in concept art displaying the “TD Waterhouse Orbital Command” and the “US Air Force Brood Lords.” The technology used to display first-down yardage in NFL telecasts will be utilized to brand each unit individually in real-time.

         League passes for viewers will start at $750 for the “Starter Pack,” which will feature a low-quality stream of a webcam aimed at a monitor of someone else watching the match in HD.

         The finals will take place in Madison Square Garden, with the two finalists expected to play a best-of-37 match on an as of yet unannounced StarCraft III.
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      Small Zerg Attack Unexpectedly Ends

      By Chris Hanel and Michael Owen

      
         An unprovoked Zergling assault early Thursday morning caught a group of miners by surprise, but after fending off the attack with moderate losses of SCVs the Zerg simply disappeared. A single, cryptic transmission, “gg n00b,” was the only clue left behind by the sudden but brief encounter.
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      Sudden Autonomous Thought Frightens, Confuses Marines

      By Chris Hanel and Michael Owen

      
         Pvt. Matthew “Wolfman” Bones, 28, died today in Metalopolis after inexplicably leaving the rest of his unit and running at full speed into an enemy base. His body was not recovered.

         “It’s a complete mystery as to what happened,” said a soldier who wished to remain nameless. “One minute we’re standing around laughing about the bunker rush, and the next minute he stims himself and runs up the ramp. It’s just not like him, he’d never go without us. It was almost like he was possessed.”

         This is not the first report of such behavior, and Terran officials have vowed to track down the cause. “The downside here is, we’ve got a real problem for morale,” one lieutenant was reported as saying. “Once a Marine realizes he’s got options, well, let’s just say you don’t ever see someone walk back into the barracks for a reason, am I right? High five! No? Wait…what am I saying? Oh, by Mengsk’s beard, it’s got me! Medic! MEDIC!”

         Other officers, however, were not as concerned. “Do you know how much information we got from the Bones incident? Because of that, we found out that the Zerg were building Spine Crawlers and we were able to adjust accordingly. Nobody gave him the order to do it that I know of, but mark my words—Bones is a damn hero and his only sin was not waiting for his Combat Shield upgrade.”

         Until a cure can be found, Terran medical research has the following advisory for loyal and rebel commanders alike: double-check your control groups and avoid repeatedly clicking on Marines to prevent the spread of this contagion.
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      Contest: Spot the DTs

      By Chris Hanel and Michael Owen

      
         
            [image: News image]
         

         We’ve positioned a number of Dark Templars in the photo on the right. Can you guess how many?

         Rules: Look hard, then submit your guess to army@terran.com with the words “I hereby resign my citizenship and pledge total loyalty to Mengsk, our liege” somewhere in the subject line for a chance to win instant conscription in the Dominion 121st Brigade, Grunt Unit, stationed on the frontlines!

         No purchase necessary. Cannons, Overseers, and Missile Turrets are ineligible.
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