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It might have felt slower than an Elcor doing 
his tax returns, but Mass Effect: Andromeda is 
finally at our metaphorical doorstep, and you 
are in absolutely the right place to get at every 
last bit of essential info before it touches down 
planetside. Not only have we gathered all the 
facts into one gigantic feature, but we’ve also  
got exclusive behind-the-scenes access to the 
dev team over at BioWare, with loads more to 
drink up like a fine Serrice Ice Brandy. The good 
times keep on coming, too, with another huge 
feature detailing our long-awaited return to 
Morrowind. If you know your Xbox history, you 
know that this is one of the most formative role-
playing landscapes in modern gaming, so get on 
over to our The Elder Scrolls Online feature and 
get it in your face. Enjoy your OXM!

 Matt Gilman
editor
Meet the Commander 
of the good ship 
OXM, although his job 
involves 100 per cent 
fewer sexy aliens 
and 25 per cent more 
scanning for minerals.  

Massive
attack

 James ‘J-pop’ 
Nouch
Staff writer
It turns out collating a 
galaxy of Mass Effect 
information takes 
ages. James has a full 
beard now. Are you 
happy, readers?!

 Kimberley Ballard
Production editor
Kimberley is in charge 
of the office plant, 
which we all forget to 
water when she takes 
time off. We only really 
have it to guilt trip her 
into not taking holiday..

 Dave Meikleham
contributor
Dave stepped in this 
month to fill a void 
in our mag and our 
hearts. Don’t buy his 
“I’m not scared of Resi” 
line, though. We heard 
the weeping. 

 Samuel Roberts
contributor
We learned more than 
we needed to about 
Samuel’s high school 
days this ish. Don’t 
worry, we edited out 
the most florid wedgie 
descriptions.
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insider
I n s I d e r

War is, as they say, “heck”. Actually, when it’s 

digitised warfare involving Spartans and whatnot, 

it’s not always so bad, especially if you’re talking 

specifically about  Halo Wars 2  (p8). With the 

latest Elite-bashing RTS out in shops this month, 

we visit 343 Industries for an in-depth chat about 

all aspects of the ambitious sequel. On to matters 

more prehistoric, and we meet with Studio 

Wildcard about its latest  Ark: Survival Evolved 

update (p12). Ever had a hankering to stick a 

plasma cannon on a T Rex’s extinct cranium? 

Ark’s new Tek Tier DLC has you covered. Actually, 

we best keep in the Tyrant Lizard King’s corner: 

it’s the only thing that can protect us from 

Overwatch’s  salty community (p15). Turns out, 

they hate when heroes with a cheaty chain hook 

get nerfed. Mercifully, things are a lot calmer 

when we pore over  Rime’s  latest trailer (p18) in a 

scene-by-scene breakdown. The enchanting 

indie was once a PS4-exclusive, but it’s since 

slipped Sony’s grasp to bring its mystical brand 

of island puzzles and magic foxes to Xbox One. 

m a r c h  2 0 1 7

 more Xbox news at gamesradar.com/oxm
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what you see on screen is an explosive, 
chaotic free-for-all.”

All of this makes Creative Assembly, 
developer of the methodical, macro-
scale Total War series on PC, seem 
a curious choice to co-create Halo 
Wars 2 with 343. Creative Assembly 
has dominated the PC strategy scene 
for years, but with a type of game 
that arguably sidelined the more 
traditional RTS model that Halo Wars 
harnesses. Ayoub acknowledges the 
irony: “Their games are a lot more 

hardcore than Halo Wars was. But 
that’s why I thought it’d be a perfect 
marriage – they’re masters of that 
craft, whereas at 343 we’d focus on 
action, storytelling, things like that.”

This unlikely couple has worked 
brilliantly so far. “There was instant 
chemistry between the teams, which 
was fantastic, because I wanted us 
to feel like one team on two sides of 
the ocean,” says Ayoub. “It was two 
ways of thinking coming together for 
a common goal: ‘How do we take RTS 
and make it a little more accessible, a 
little faster, a little different?’”

With Halo Wars 2’s beta done and 
dusted and launch mere days away, 

Strat report
Halo Wars 2 is here to revive the console 
RTS, while plotting a new narrative 
direction for the main series

Tipping 
The halo

above 343 
Industries’ 
studio head,  
Dan ayoub.

Strategy games have always been a 
bit of a boondoggle on consoles. Yes, 
there was a time in those intrepid 
days of the fifth generation when 
consoles were inundated with ports 
of RTS classics like Command & 
Conquer, Dune 2000, WarCraft II and 
the wonderfully grungy Krush, Kill 
‘n’ Destroy; there was even an N64 
version of StarCraft and an official 
mouse for PS1 real-time strategists. 
Looking back, all these efforts look 
like a strange footnote in the history 
of gaming – arising at a time before it 
became common knowledge that RTS 
games on consoles just don’t work.

Halo Wars 2 shares much of its DNA 
with those swarming, speedy titles 
of yore. However, speaking with 343 
Industries’ studio head Dan Ayoub, it’s 
clear that while the game owes much 
to the RTS giants that kickstarted the 
genre, it’s very much designed for the 
modern gamer. According to Ayoub, 
it has long-term ambitions to usher 
in a new era of console RTSs, while 
shaping the future of the Halo series.

Chaos theory
One of Ayoub’s favourite ‘90s strategy 
games is Total Annihilation – an 
explosive, chaotic RTS that also 
contained innovations such as 
buildings that removed the need for 
resource-collecting, and ‘true’ lines 
of sight that meant you couldn’t see 
through walls. He wants Halo Wars 2 
to capture some of that freewheeling, 
pioneering spirit. “My memories of 
playing Total Annihilation were a sense 
of total chaos – destruction, explosions 
and huge collisions. Beneath it all, 
there’s a lot of tactical organisation, but 

“How do we take 
RTS and make it 
more accessible, 
a little faster and 
a little different?”
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we now know the answer to that 
is Blitz – a new online mode where 
players build decks of cards instead 
of bases, spawning units as and 
when they are needed in a bid to 
control three capture points on the 
map. It’s an experiment that takes 
cues from the Rocket League or even 
Overwatch school of thought – a sporty, 
accessible mode with a high skill 
ceiling that condenses a rollercoaster 
of emotions, reversals and flashes of 
improvisational player ingenuity into 
five- to seven-minute matches.

Blitz it
Despite its forward-thinking and 
decidedly new-school feel, Blitz too 
is rooted in tradition. Collectable card 
game Magic: The Gathering is a long-
standing pastime at the 343 studio, 
and the developers took inspiration 
from it. Ayoub says there’s something 
special about not only the varied, 
adaptive strategising that a game like 
Magic requires, but also in the artwork: 
“We have a lot of cool art in the game 

and the Halo universe that would 
never have made it in otherwise,” 
he says. In that sense, Blitz offers a 
charming bit of fan service, as well as 
an audacious mechanical variant on 
the real-time strategy formula.

Being a spin-off, Halo Wars 2 could 
easily have existed in some nether 
region of the Halo universe that 
doesn’t intersect much with the main 
series. But 343 saw an opportunity to 

do something a little more interesting, 
focusing instead on making this 
an entry point into a canon that 
Ayoub admits can be “intimidating” 
for new players, on account of how 
established and cultish it is. He draws 
a parallel between the game’s plot 
and reality: “Captain Cutter and the 
crew on the Spirit of Fire have been in 
cryosleep for 25 years and wakes in 
the modern Halo universe, completely 

I n S I D e R
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above atriox is 
such a central 
figure he’s 
featured in 
most pre-release 
artwork, more so 
than the game’s 
heroes.

RIgHT It sounds 
like much of 
what’s received 
well in Halo 
Wars 2 could 
feature in 
future mainline 
series entries.

H a l o  W a R S  2

“This is exactly what I want 
for the future of Halo: brave 
new ideas and a broader 
exploration of the universe 
through fresh genres. 
Give me a Halo RPG, a Halo 
stealth sandbox or a Halo 
survival horror! Any and all 
new ideas get me pumped.“

 Matt
Gilman

“2001’s seminal Halo: 
Combat Evolved, stands as 
perhaps my favourite game 
of all time, so my vision for 
the future of the series is 
more of the past. Ditch the 
Prometheans, bring back 
the CE pistol, and I’ll be 
overjoyed. “

 James  
 Nouch

“One of my favourite things 
in videogames is seeing the 
genesis of a great villain 
and I think we could have 
that in Atriox. He isn’t a 
crazed megalomanic trying 
to take over the universe – 
he just wants justice for his 
people. Go, Atriox! (Sorry.)“

 Kimberley
Ballard

oXM
says



“This is the first 
time in the Halo 
series that we 
built the story 
around a villain”
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unaware of what’s been going on – 
they’re sort of looking at it through 
the eyes of the new consumer.”

Committed to a fresh start, 
Halo Wars 2 does away with long-
standing antagonists – The Covenant 
and The Flood – and elevates the 
previously disposable Brutes to a 
self-emancipated, self-motivated 
species. There’s something instantly 
likeable about the Brute-based 
Banished faction. When their 
leader Atriox rises up against his 
Covenant overlords, you feel a pang 
of (misdirected) happiness for him 
despite his destructive intentions. 
For all his savagery, Atriox is strangely 
wholesome; he’s a wronged, indignant 
being, aware of The Covenant’s 
autocratic evils and determined 
to carve out a piece of space for 
his species (which, unfortunately, 
happens to be populated by humans).

Brute force
“We knew from a story standpoint 
that we wanted Brutes, but a different 
take on them to give them some 
depth,” says Ayoub “This is actually 
the first time in a Halo game that we 
started building the story around the 
villain. Before we knew what we’d do 

above Zoom out 
and you’ll get a 
great tactical 
overview, but 
zoom in and you 
can see myriad 
little design 
details on each 
unit.

beloW atriox 
looks scary but 
we bet he’s a big 
softie, really. 
(Please don’t 
kill us, Mr. 
atriox, sir.)

 Tell uS WHaT you WanT To See In Halo WaRS 2 aT WWW.facebook.coM/oXMuk

with the AI, the Spirit of Fire and the 
rest of it, we spent most of our time 
figuring Atriox out”.

With so much of the narrative 
revolving around this compelling new 
antagonist, Ayoub doesn’t hide his 
desire to see Atriox make a return in 
future Halo entries: “We created these 
new characters with the hope that 
fans would love them, and I’d love to 
see Atriox in one of the main games.” 
Based on early feedback from players, 
he’s optimistic about this possibility.

Free from the often overbearing 
weight of expectation attached to 
the main series, Halo Wars 2 has 
been treated as a mood board for 
new narrative ideas by the 343 team. 
Ayoub admits that “you have less 
narrative flexibility on that main line, 
because people want Master Chief, 

they want Cortana, they want that 
familiarity”. What fans’ responses to 
the game prove, however, is that they 
also “want more stories, and more 
characters in this huge universe”.

On PC, the old-school RTS of 
resource harvesting, regimented 
base building and chaotic battles 
is enjoying a bit of a renaissance 
(that Halo Wars 2 is a part of), but 
on console it still feels like a genre 
clanging around in the Dark Ages. 
Halo Wars 2 enters the Xbox One fray 
virtually uncontested, but Ayoub 
doesn’t want the game to be king in a 
wasteland. “We have long-term plans 
for the franchise, and depending on 
how well the game is received, we’d 
love to continue doing that, and 
continue evolving RTS on consoles”.

Could Halo Wars 2 do for the 
console RTS what Total Annihilation 
and Red Alert did for the genre on PC? 
“I’d love to see it inspire more players 
and developers to come back and try 
out real-time strategy on consoles”, 
replies Ayoub. “I think it’s a magical 
genre on any platform and it deserves 
more attention”. n

halo Wars 2 is out 21 february and 
we’ll have a full review next issue

 More Xbox news at gamesradar.com/oxm
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i n s i d e r A r k:  s u r v i v A l  e v o l v e d

Jet Packs. Boots 
that make you 
sprint faster than 
a Velociraptor in 
heat. Oh yeah, 
and a friggin’ 
helmet for your 

T-rex that lets the Tyrant Lizard King 
fire plasma beams. It’s fair to say, Ark: 
Survival Evolved’s bumper new Tek 
Tier update is pretty darn exciting. 

Studio Wildcard’s prehistoric/sci-fi 
survival sim first launched on Xbox 
One’s Game Preview programme back 
in December 2015, and since then all 
you dino lovers have been treated to 
several tantalising expansions. Now 
Tek Tier is shaking up the game’s 
tectonic plates once again, with 
stupidly cool gear aimed at high-end 
players. “In this first phase one update, 
there’s the full set of Tek armour, 
which is comprised of five individual 
pieces, and each piece does a unique 
thing,” Jeremy Stieglitz, co-creative 
director and lead designer, tells us. 

Killer clothes
He guides us through these new 
gizmos, each aimed at breathing new 
life into Ark’s end-game for its most 
elite players. He’s jazzed up about 
them all and it’s easy to see why. “The 
Tek Gloves let you do a form of super 
punch – it’s a dash combined with 
a punch that functions a bit like the 
energy sword/dash combo in Halo 2.” 

As for the rest of the gear, we 
can’t recall the last time we were 
so excited about wearing a pair 
of trousers or a chest piece. “The 
chest armour is a fully fledged jet 
pack,” Stieglitz beams. “You can use 
the momentum to boost yourself 
quickly over the landscape… it also 
has a really powerful lift-off boost, 
which shoots you up into the sky 
like the Rocketeer.” We bet your 
Guardian’s fancypants chest plate 
can’t do that in Destiny. 

Those aforementioned Tek Pants 
are exciting, too… mainly because 
they “let you charge through 

structures, houses and creatures”. 
Don’t forget the Tek Boots, either. 
They allow you to absorb shocks from 
falls, while the Tek Visor outlines 
creatures based on their threat level. 
Neat, huh? Of course, none of this 
cool clobber can compete with the Tek 
Saddle: a killer piece of kit that “puts 
a dual plasma rifle/helmet on the 

T-rex”, which you can fire when you’re 
riding Mr Teeny Chicken Arms. 

Rather than merely providing dino 
power-ups, Stieglitz is focused on 
giving Ark’s most dedicated players 
continued reasons to venture back 
into this prehistoric world. “Tek Tier is 
definitely going to provide long-term 
goals for advanced players to strive 
for, and ultimately we think it will take 
a very long time for players to earn all 
the Tek Engrams.”

Ark’s first Tek Tier update goes live 
any day now, and with the addition 
of water bases coming in a future 
update, Studio Wildcard is certainly 
keeping the content flowing. In the 
meantime, we’re off to blast some 
fools with our tooled-up T-rex. n

tek tier hits in mid-feb, with further 
updates planned for later this month

Tek it back 
to basics
Ark: survival evolved’s latest DLC adds new 
gear, underwater bases and T-rex lasers

Geared 
for war

right to unlock 
all this new 
gear, you need 
tek engrams, 
which can only 
be obtained by 
beating bosses. 

“We can’t recall 
the last time we 
were so excited 
about wearing a 
pair of trousers”

  excited? horrified? let the world know At www.fAceBook.coM/oxMuk

Phase two of tek tier 
launches at the end 
of february, and 
finally introduces 
underwater bases. 
“People can create 
persistent bases 
where they never 
necessarily have to 
visit shore,” says 
Stieglitz. “We think 
there’ll be strategic 
advantages to living 
that way, because 
you are more 
protected from natural 
predators.” clearly 
Jeremy and co have 
never seen Jurassic 
World’s shark-
munching mosasaur.

water 
way  
to go
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Play/eJect
The Things pushing 
our buTTon (or noT)

New Xbox pads
Microsoft has 
launched two 
new Xbox One 
controllers: a 
green/yellow pad 
with a Halo vibe, 
and a red ‘un 
perfect for Resi VII.

Mass Effect ditches 
season pass
BioWare general 
manager Aaryn 
Flynn confirmed 
Andromeda won’t 
have a season 
pass. Hooray for 
saving pennies! 

Pets in Ark:  
Survival Evolved
During our chat, 
Ark’s Jeremy 
Stieglitz said 
“we don’t have 
creatures you’d 
want to pet,” then 
hinted at future DLC 
domestic cats. Yay! 

Scalebound  
gets canned
After a long, troubled 
development, 
Microsoft cancelled 
Platinum Games’ 
bromantic dragon 
tale in early January.

Resi’s awful digit
When our review 
copy of Resi VII 
arrived, it came with 
a USB stick… shaped 
like a finger. Ugh.  

NFL star sues over 
Gears Of War
Former NFL player 
Lenwood Hamilton 
claims the dev stole 
his likeness when 
designing Cole Train.
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Need to know
Microsoft’s new Creators update will make your Xbox One 
faster, friendlier and even dreamier for streamers

i n s i d e r

1   there’s a new Guide 
and its all about 
speed  
Hurry up! We want it now, 

dammit! Yes, your Xbox One will soon 
get a new, swifter Guide as part of 
the Creators update. A swift jab of 
the Xbox button on your controller 
brings up said shiny interface, which 
will appear on the left side of your 
screen. Tweaked, more streamlined 
apps will now live here. The new Guide 
gives you direct access to your Game 
DVR clips, and Microsoft promises 
that cutting videos and viewing 
captures will be quicker. That’s not 
the new Guide’s only party trick: a 
fresh Achievement tracking overlay is 
also set to debut. Oh, and Microsoft 
says updated versions of Gamerscore 
leaderboards, Cortana and options to 
control your background music will 
feature in the latest Guide, too. 

2   you can stream 
with beam in 
supreme style
What’s that, you say? Twitch? 

Never heard of it. When it comes to 
the Creators update, Microsoft wants 
you to give its new streaming service 
a try. Called Beam, it connects to 
your Xbox Live account, then lets 
you stream your favourite games in 
an instant. Now the whole world will 
see that time you totally, definitely, 
unquestionably took out six players 
with a single plasma grenade in 
Halo 5: Guardians. Beam looks to be 
fairly idiot-proof – a single button 
press brings it up once you’re in the 
new Guide. No additional software 
is needed for it to work, and other 
players will be able to easily interact 
with your streams and broadcasts.

4xbox arena lets 
you make your own 
tournaments 
After being rolled out to 

members of Xbox One’s Preview 
programme last year, Arena is finally 
coming to the masses courtesy of the 
Creators update. This tournament 
service kicks off with Killer Instinct 
and World Of Tanks, and aside from 
professionally run cups, you’ll also be 
able to create your own Arena tourney. 
Once you’ve made your tournament, 
you can invite friends and Club 
members to either compete or 
spectate. Fight! Fight! Fight! Ahem. 
These contests will be instantly 
recorded, and can be easily shared. 
Expect loads more titles to support 
Arena going forward, too. n

The creators update is scheduled to 
hit xbox one and Windows 10 in april

3    it’s easier to keep in 
touch with friends 
Because we all know the Xbox 
pals who stay together… um, 

slay together? Anyhoo, the Creators 
update has its sights set on making it 
simpler for you to find, stay in touch 
with and share your gaming moments 
with friends through Xbox Live. The 
official Xbox Newswire promises it will 
be “easier to connect with people you 
care about on other social networks”. 
Translation: it should be simpler to 
communicate through Twitter and 
Facebook. The Activity Feed is also 
getting a makeover, and Microsoft 
says new updates make it easier to 
connect and share with friends – this 
includes the ability to share Looking 
For Group posts in your feed. Finally, 
Clubs are being improved to make it 
easier to find new players. Talk about 
one big happy Xbox family.

  FOr all THe laTesT xbOx news, VisiT www.GaMesradar.COM/OxM

abOVe Here’s a 
quick demo of 
your screen 
capturing menu 
before (left) 
and after 
(right) the 
Creators update. 
Ooooooh.

n e e d  T O  k n O w

Update 
and 

at ‘em



015

i n s i d e r

Time to break out the nerf(ed) guns:  
a trio of beloved characters from a 
certain Blizzard shooter have been 
weakened ever so slightly through 
balancing tweaks. Oh, the horror! 
Yes, the news of recent minor 
changes to Overwatch has set its 
community alight with fury. 

Tweaks to Ana, D.Va and Roadhog 
were rolled out in the latest patch of 
Overwatch, released alongside a timed 
Chinese New Year celebration, dubbed 
Year Of The Rooster. Player rage is 
testament to how much a certain 
subset of Roadhog loving types really 
loved his super cheaty (in our 
admittedly salty opinion) Chain Hook.

Aussie rules
Previously, the big-boned Aussie’s 
signature weapon could pull hooked 
players to either side of him with a 
cheeky turn mid-grapple, but with the 
changes rung in, rivals will now be 
yanked directly in front of him 
regardless. Couple this with further 
tweaks that ensure Roadhog’s hooked 
enemies are released should he lose 
sight of them, around a corner for 
example, and it means it’s now a lot 
more difficult for players to cheaply 

hook opponents off the side of cliffs 
or through walls. D.Va has also seen 
her armour lowered to 200 and health 
bumped up by 200.

With these revisions and further 
changes, such as the healing boost 
on Ana’s Biotic Grenade being halved, 
matches should now be much more 
even, yet parts of the Overwatch 
community remain miffed. At one 
point the discussion was so heated 
on Battle.net forums, that game 
director Jeff Kaplan had to step in to 
douse the interweb’s flames.  
“I encourage people to log in and try 
these changes for a few nights – 
not one anecdotal match – and see 
how you feel about them by 
formulating your own opinion.” 

Kaplan also pointed out that only  
0.26 per cent of Overwatch’s total 
player base had actually tried out the 
test realm changes at the time, and 
we’ve certainly found the alterations 
to make for a finer game overall. So,  
chin up, Roadhog lovers. It’ll all be 
fine. (And we’ll hate you that little bit 
less... probably...) n

Keep an eye on these pages for more 
info on the global Overwatch League 

below not every 
hero tweak in 
the PTr nerfs 
its character. 
sombra’s hacking 
time is now  
0.2 seconds 
faster. boop!

o v e r w a T c h

Nerf’s up, 
Roadhog
overwatch fans blow a gasket 
over hero tweaks

barreL   
watch
GamiNG’s favouRite 
pRop Rated by ouR 
ResideNt coopeR

Rise & Shine 
“In my 
formative 
coopering 
days, children 
were seen and 

not heard. They certainly did not 
hop over my beloved barrels 
with reckless abandon.”  

Resident Evil 
VII: Biohazard
“Heresy! Thou 
shalt not hold 
a candle so 
close to the 

precious tinder of the almighty 
barrel. May your face be eaten 
by zombie hillbillies.”  

Metal Gear 
Survive
“Barrels of  
all colours 
joining forces 
brings a tear 

to this cooper’s eye. Red and 
black barrels uniting? How 
delightful.” 

Watch Dogs 2
“If you strike 
my barrels 
down, they 
shall become 
more powerful 

than you could possibly 
imagine, Mr Yellow School Bus. 
A pox on your depot.” 

Rise Of The 
Tomb Raider
“No one puts a 
barrel in the 
corner… or, in 
the case of 

Tomb Raider, leaves it to catch 
cold in a storm. This sort of 
neglect is why the Great Barrel 
War looms. I fear for us.”

the OfficiaL xbOx magazine More Xbox news at gamesradar.com/oxm

Watch 
our back 
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Team 
supreme

i n s i d e r i n d i v i s i b l e

indivisible transforms Skullgirls’ slick 
scrapping into a team-focused RPG

If you’re of a certain (rapidly aging) 
vintage, you probably spent an 
obscene amount of Saturday mornings 
in front of the TV watching Power 
Rangers. Weirdly, Lab Zero’s 2D 
action RPG is a little like those early 
‘90s, ever-so-shonky robo-dinosaur 
adventures. Well, kind of…

Indivisible may not boast metallic 
mastodons, but it is blessed with 
a combat system where your party 
heroes unite as one to ass-kicking 
effect. By tactically timing presses 
of your pad’s face buttons, you 
can unleash Ajna and pals’ magical 

attacks in a flurry of coordinated 
carnage. “Our combat system is 
combo-driven,” says Lab Zero CEO, 
Peter Bartholow. “Your party is 
essentially a single customisable 
fighting game character, and the 
depth comes from how you configure 
and utilise your party.” Aside from 
tag-teaming powers for Megazord-
aping monster murder, Indivisible 
also benefits from using the Skullgirls 
engine, which lends the RPG a super-
vibrant anime art style.

Despite having a rocky start to the 
Indiegogo crowdfunding (the company 

needed to raise an absolutely huge 
1.5 million dollars), Indivisible looks 
to be in rude health. While Xbox One 
missed out on the demo that hit 
Steam last year, Bartholow is hopeful 
a beta will pop up on Microsoft’s 
console later in 2017.

With celebrated animation studios 
Titmouse and Trigger working on the 
game’s intro, plus those cracking 
combos, our inner Zordon can’t wait 
to dive into Indivisible. n

Indivisible is scheduled to slice up  
a storm on Xbox One in 2018

Forever fiends
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below renowned 
composer Hiroki 
Kikuta – of secret 
of Mana fame – is 
writing the score. 
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The boy washes up on a beach, while the broken columns of 
a bridge dominate in the distance. He may be a castaway, 
but at least there are no bloody volleyballs about. 

1
Considering he’s trapped on an island, the kid looks pretty 
chipper. Perhaps he’s happy Rime is coming to Xbox One, 
after a new publishing deal freed it from PS4 exclusivity. 

2

Is it us, or do these structures remind you of The Witness? 
Hell, Rime’s whole art direction recalls the ‘water colour 
come to life’ design of Jonathan Blow’s puzzler. 

3
The trailer hints that puzzles can be solved by shaping 
the wind or shouting loudly. Also, the cute mystical fox 
totally reminds us of that space coyote from The Simpsons. 

4

Various interconnected beacons can be seen throughout the 
island, and seem to be activated by gusts. All those eerie 
orbs definitely suggest paranormal hijinks are afoot. 

5
Later, the lad pushes this hefty stone ball around, which 
in turns appears to speed up the day/night cycle. That 
spiritual-looking lighthouse looks like it’s connected. 

6

Underwater scenes also feature, and judging by this shot, 
there’s some seriously bummed-out sea life patrolling the 
island’s waters. Cheer up, poorly whale shark!

7
The brochure didn’t mention flying monsters! Alongside the 
trailer’s creepy robot sentries, and robed dudes who scream 
‘killer cultists’, the island certainly seems hostile.

8 

Scene by scene
Rime washes back on shore with an enigmatic new trailer

an endearing puzzle 
adventure with a 
childlike sense of 
wonder… and fugly 
eagle beasties. 
Seemingly inspired 
by the likes of PS2 
classic ico, Rime 
stars a young boy 
who’s shipwrecked 
on an island. Seeing 
as this mysterious 
rock is populated 
by magic foxes and 
sinister hooded men, 
it’s no wonder he’s 
looking to escape. 
Platforming also 
features, with the lad 
scaling a lighthouse 
swathed in fluffy 
clouds in recent 
trailers. Rime is set to 
hit xbox one this may. 

Rime 
PublisheR  
gRey box/Six foot 
DeveloPeR  
tequila WoRkS 
Release Date  
may 2017

Life’s a 
beach

what  
is it?

 More Xbox news at gamesradar.com/oxm
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i n s i d e re l i t e:  d a n g e r o u s

 More Xbox news at gamesradar.com/oxm

Come quick, ET! Someone finally 
found your family… and it only took 
two years of searching a massively 
multiplayer Milky Way. At long 
last, a player has finally come into 
contact with alien life in Elite: 
Dangerous. Best of all, this moment 
of intergalactic, interspecies mingling 
occurred on Xbox One, not PC. 

It was presumed that Frontier 
Developments’ sprawling space 
adventure was a PC-first kind of joint, 
given that the game was available 
on rigs a full year before arriving on 
our hallowed consoles, but it was an 
Xbox player who made this landmark 
discovery. All this alien-cavorting 
kicked off when Commander DP Sayre 
– real name Robert Bettig – journeyed 
from his home system of Kisatsya to 
the Maia system. It was on this trek 
that something strange happened 
to his ship. Brace yourself for a close 
encounter of the weird kind... 

Lost in space
Suddenly, Sayre’s vessel seized up. 
The next thing he knew, he was 
forcibly pulled out of a hyperspace 

right Players 
think this craft 
belongs to the 
thargoids, who 
have yet to 
surface in ed.

We are not alone
An Elite: Dangerous Xbox fan makes 
first contact with aliens

Alien 
nAtion

jump – a feat never documented 
before in Elite: Dangerous, and 
something we didn’t think possible.

This piece of cosmic sabotage 
heralded the arrival of a terrifying 
craft; a monstrosity that looked like 
a spaceship made from a giant, 
decomposing daffodil.“You try telling 
someone that something the size 
of a space station that looks like a 
jellyfish and a flower is baking you 
with yellow light and, yeah, they tell 
you to go fly a kite,” Bettig says. 

After briefly scanning his ship, the 
colossal craft departed, and now 
players are speculating it belongs 
to the Thargoids: an alien race that 
has appeared in previous entries. 
Although Bettig’s encounter was 
a peaceful one, many players are 
worried intergalactic war is inbound. 
Either way, it’s clear Elite’s players are 
no longer alone in the universe. n

You can download the standard 
version of elite: Dangerous for £19.99

below bettig had 
the presence of 
mind to record 
a video of the 
encounter on  
his Xbox one.



ey, I’ve got a story for 
you. A story about morals. 
And it goes like this: A 
scorpion and a turtle stand 
at the bank of a mighty 
river, considering how 

they might cross it. “I shall swim across 
yonder river using yonder turtle tail as a 
cute little rudder,” said the turtle, “as it 
is in my nature to be able to indulge such 
fanciful aquatic notions, yonder.”

“Would you mind,” interjected the 
scorpion, “if I rode across the river on 
your back? Because I’m a scorpion, 
and I think scorpions melt if they touch 
water.” “Hmm,” the turtle hesitated. “I 
read a book called Scorpions Are Actually 
Absolute Bastards, where a scorpion 
stung an airline pilot with his tail and the 
plane crashed into a nunnery. Aren’t you 
fundamentally hardwired to be violent?” 
“Nah, mate,” replied the scorpion, “you’re 
getting me confused with bees. Let’s go!”

Long story short, the scorpion ruins 
everything by stabbing the turtle with his 
tail halfway across the river and drowning 
them both. He had accrued far too many 
evil points on his way to the river that day 
by choosing mean dialogue options and 
so every choice besides ‘laugh and sting 
the turtle to death’ was greyed out.

This fable is as important today as it 
was in 600 BC. It suggests that morality 
exists on a simple sliding scale, with 
scorpions at one end and turtles at the 
other, and that we can slide up and down 
this scale based on our most recent 
actions. This fable laid the groundwork 
for every morality system in almost every 
videogame (including Fable, actually).

The problem
Morality in games has been drastically 
oversimplified. In Mass Effect – a series 
about sexing aliens that features a side-
quest about saving the galaxy – you can 
swing the moral-o-meter backwards and 
forwards by either punching or kissing 
the people you meet. Be consistently 
malevolent and you even unlock the 

ability to push them out of windows mid-
sentence. (The idea that bad guys have 
special powers has its roots in Star Wars, 
an old film in which the most evil person 
gets to shoot lightning from his fingers, 
but is cursed to look like a scrotum).

Things get more confusing when you 
consider stealth series like Dishonored 
and Deus Ex, in which you’re handed a 
bag full of grenades and warned not to kill 

anyone if you want to see the ending that 
has confetti falling down the screen.   

Games like this promote the dangerous 
idea that there are no real consequences 
to behaving like the rudest of boobs. If 
you’re a jerk-hole in Red Dead Redemption 
you get chased around by a posse every 
now and then, while if you act the goose 
in Skyrim you get invited to live in a wet 
cave with some grumpy sods. We’re left 
with less of a moral compass and more 
of a moral wet-finger-in-the-air. So we 
see men and women desperately trying to 
min/max their way through life – people 
like Jeremy Hunt and the Pope – in an 
attempt to unlock all the best weapons.

The solution
Instead, games should better reflect the 
mind-boggling complexities of ethics 
and morality – subjects so difficult to 
grasp that even Socrates, an intensely 
clever Greek man famous for his marble 
head and shoulders, never figured out 
the answer. What we do know is that we 
are not evil scorpions or good turtles, but 
something in between (an ambiguous 
platypus perhaps or disinterested worm).

Telltale’s The Walking Dead series 
presents the player with genuinely 
complex situations about zombies, and 
asks tough questions about whether it’s 
okay to cave somebody’s head in if they’re 
being a bit of a nuisance. By working with 
actions and consequences, rather than 
just totting up good points and evil points 
as it goes along, the series becomes a 
more cerebral and nuanced dissection of 
the human condition (with zombies).

Ditch the sliding scale, as Telltale and 
others have done, and you open games 
up to a far more interesting exploration 
of what is nice and what isn’t. You can 
experience good people doing bad things, 
bad people doing good things and neutral 
people standing on the riverbank, refusing 
to get in scorpion-infested water. n

This column is brought to you by Steve’s 
aversion to scorpions and water
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steve Hogarty is...

This month, Steve tackles the concept of   good and evil   

The Fixer 

H

“Morality in games 
shouldn’t be about 
being a good turtle 
or evil scorpion”





Jordan Erica Webber is

This month, Jordan explores the   underwater paradise   of Abzû   

The Praiser 
ecently I asked a friend, 
“So what’s the best thing 
about Abzû?” after he’d 
just finished the game. 
“There are loads of 
fish,” he replied. In other 

videogames, the ocean is more of an 
idea than an environment, a backdrop 
that often works like a physical barrier to 
keep you in the play space. But Abzû is 
the opposite, a game that barely bothers 
with solid ground and focuses on close-
up exploration beneath the waves. While 
in another game the fauna would be a 
footnote, in Abzû it’s the main event.

This is a game about a kingdom of fish 
from an art director who clearly wanted to 
do something different from his previous 
work on the relatively empty deserts of 
Journey. One of these fish, the great 
white shark, is part of the narrative, but 
it’s the other creatures that make the 
game. And there are loads of them.

Remember the first time you saw the 
crowded coral reef in Finding Nemo, 
before you’d watched so many Pixar films 
you forgot how impressive they are?  
Abzû brings me back to that, except 
these creatures don’t stop existing when 
they hit the other side of the screen. Here 
I can follow the fish, or swivel the camera 
to try to take them all in: hundreds of 
creatures, from dozens of species.

They fill these underwater areas both 
horizontally and vertically, leaping from 
the surface above and swimming through 
rock tunnels below, highlighting the 
shape of the space. In areas that are 
often predominantly one colour – blue or 
green or orange – their different shapes 
and shades are always a visual delight.

Blue crush
Abzû’s creatures vary in behaviour too. 
This is no sealife simulation, but schools 
of fish turn together, predators chomp 
down prey and dolphins jump and dive. 
The animation is apparently procedural 
(which explains how the world could be 
populated so fully with only an occasional 

slowdown in performance), but it’s 
complex enough to look believable.

These creatures and your diver react 
to each other, too. Swimming in Abzû is 
already vastly better than in the dreaded 
water levels of old platformers, but it’s 
even more fun when you guide your diver 
through the middle of a school and it 
breaks apart only to close in again; you 
even get an achievement for doing that in 

the jet stream. Sometimes fish will follow 
you, mirroring your movements like the 
light streaks that trail from your limbs.

The presence – or absence – of these 
creatures sets the mood, like when 
you follow a group of orcas through a 
turbulent jet stream and then up into the 
air only to fall back into suddenly still, 
dark, lonely water. And they show you 
where you can go and what you can do. 
This moment with the orcas teaches you 
how to leap from the water, perhaps the 
most satisfying action in the entire game.

A runner-up, of course, is that you can 
grab onto many of the larger creatures 
and take them for a ride, either letting 
them take you where they want to go or 
guiding their movement yourself. Choose 
the latter and it’s like you’re temporarily 
playing the game as a sea turtle or manta 
ray or great white shark. Ride a dolphin 
and a whole pod might follow you. You 
can even ride a giant squid, which is apt 
considering the developer’s name.

And even if you don’t feel like doing any 
of that, you can just sit and watch all of 
these different creatures moving through 
their environments in their different ways. 
Enter meditation mode and your diver 
will perch on a shark-shaped statue 
while the camera follows one creature 
after another instead. Choose whatever 
ecosystem suits your mood: load up the 
coral reef to watch blue surgeonfish or 
swim to the prehistoric zone and spot 
creatures with names like helicoprion and 
tiktaalik and dolichorhynchops.

Now that I’ve finished Abzû, it’s gone 
from game to incredible interactive 
screensaver, occasionally left running 
on my Xbox One while I go about my 
day. Thanks to all those fish and the 
talents of composer Austin Wintory it 
brightens up the room both visually and 
aurally, whether I’m reading a book or 
entertaining friends or even writing  
my monthly column for OXM. n

When Jordan emerges from beneath the 
waves, she writes for The Guardian

R

“The prehistoric 
zone has fish like 
the helicoprion and 
dolichorhynchops”
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James got to play Tokyo 42 in the dev’s house while eating cream cakes and sipping chai – we hate him

 more great previews at gamesradar.com/oxm

The dearly departed Tom Clancy and Xbox have 

enjoyed quite the storied past. When Xbox 360 first 

launched in 2005, Ghost Recon Advanced Warfighter 

was one of the first triple-A titles to unlock the early 

potential of the beefy box. Skip ahead a decade and 

the iconic military novelist’s most famous gaming IP 

is at it once more, this time with the thrilling, open 

plains of  Ghost Recon Wildlands  (p26). With the 

ultra-slick online sandbox shooter a little over a 

month away, we visited Paris to get distinctly up 

close and personal with the latest potential Clancy 

classic. Who wants to waste time sipping caffè lattes 

in sophisticated bistros by the Seine when there are 

virtual Bolivian terrorists to whoop? ‘Oorah’ indeed. 

Elsewhere, we take our first look at the incredibly 

ambitious  Prey For The Gods  (p32), a giant-slaying 

indie that you need on your radar. Made by a 

ludicrously small team, this boss battle-centric  

affair pays homage to classics of the past with a 

contemporary survival-flavoured angle. In a word: 

want. We also get a chance to sink our chompers into  

Vampyr  (p36), the latest offering from Life Is Strange 

studio Dontnod. Its beloved episodic hit was all teen 

angst time travel, so an action RPG focused on a 

bloodsucker (who’s also a doctor) in 1918 London is 

quite the departure. Any excuse to don a top hat.
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 Matt’s pick
ghost Recon 
Wildlands
The only thing that 
would make this 
better is Kinect 
recognition of my 
ludicrous tactical 
hand gestures.

 Dave’s pick
Prey for The gods  
Stabbing sad-eyed 
leviathans while 
exploring a lonely, 
desolate land? This 
little indie is insanely 
ambitious, and I 
want it right now.

 Kimberley’s pick
Vampyr 
The combination 
of Gothic London, 
vampiric liaisons 
and Dontnod has 
me frothing at the 
mouth like the 
blood-hungry hero.

 James’ Pick
Tokyo 42
This isometric indie 
combines striking 
visual design with 
streamlined stealth 
and bullet-hell 
gunplay in a barmy 
little open-world.
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PublisheR ubisoft  DeveloPeR ubisoft paris

FoRmat XboX one  eta 7 march 2017

plan well if you want to  
avoid a ca-llama-ty 
leon hurley

Ghost Recon 
Wildlands



You’d better hope you’ve got some 
really good friends for this four-player 
co-op return to the Clancyverse. Not 
just people you like or get on with, but 
people who, when you say ‘go over 
there, hide and don’t shoot anyone’, 
will actually go over there, hide and 
not shoot anyone. It’s a sensitive 
balance. Wildlands’ open-world 
Bolivia-set drug lord hunting won’t 
cut you any slack if yer buddy Johnny 
Kill ‘Em All suddenly decides to go 
rogue and pepper the nearest bad guy 
with loud, attention-grabbing bulletry. 

It’s not unforgiving in a ruthless 
way, it’s just big. Actual real world big, 
not videogame big. So for the first 
time in an action-focused military 
shooter like Ghost Recon, scale is 
more of an enemy than, well, the 
enemy. Go in without a coherent plan 

This scale is obvious from the 
start: the world stretches off across 
undulating mountains, there are lakes 
covered in flamingos that scatter 
as you clatter past in a stolen truck, 
llamas running across the hills and 
more. Not to mention enemy bases, 
safe houses, intel sites and rebel 
outposts. There’s an abundance of 
opportunities and, most importantly, 
space for you to use. “When you 
look at real special operations teams 
and how they function, it’s not just 
going in and hitting a target, it’s you 
planning out your own operation,” 
explains narrative director Sam 
Strachman. “You are gathering the 
intel, you’re following your leads, 
you’re going it about it how you want.”

Wild abandoned
That’s the approach Wildlands is 
taking here with its massive, country-
sized map. Settling into Bolivia and 
working out the best approach to 
what’s ahead may take a while. Our 
early attempts to blunder through 
gung-ho style ended repeatedly in 
disaster until we learned to work 
more as a group – marking targets, 
forming a strategy and trying to thin 
the numbers as silently as possible 

 More great previews at gamesradar.com/oxm
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“For the first time 
in an action game, 
scale is more of 
an enemy than 
the actual enemy”

Main Half the 
fun in wildlands 
is kitting out 
your soldier in 
increasingly more  
specialist gear. 

A live-action Wildlands short film, War Within The Cartel, will air on Ubi’s Twitch stream on 16 February

and you’ll get split up, the gunfire will 
come from all directions and chaos 
will stamp all over your finely tuned 
scheme. It’s far from a military sim level 
of realism but the size of the spaces 
you have to control can be large, and 
shooting the first person you see is a 
recipe for disaster. You’ll die because 
you panic when a ton of enemies 
appear. Or because you stop working 
as a team and just start firing in all 
directions like a military sprinkler. Ever 
seen one of those scenes in a war 
movie when a soldier breaks down and 
curls up sobbing behind a wall as war 
happens all over the place? That’s you 
playing Ghost Recon Wildlands badly. 



above You have 
a simple radial 
menu to command 
your team when 
playing solo.

LeFT Using your 
drone to scout 
ahead and mark 
targets is a 
crucial skill.
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before going loud. Most importantly, 
continued communication is vital 
when enemies pour in from all angles 
or a previously missed sniper or 
helicopter makes its presence known. 
Talking about loadouts is also hella 
helpful. It’s no good having a team full 
of snipers if everyone wants to tank. 
This is a game where strategising is 
best started in the locker room, and 
then continued on the trip to the 
mission, and before anyone pulls a 
trigger, and all the time the shooting’s 
actually happening. Basically, if you 
don’t communicate with your friends 
you’ll get very literally shot to pieces.

Better together 
There is a single-player mode but 
despite Ubi’s insistence that the game 
can be played in any combination, 
we’ve yet to be convinced that 
going it alone will capture much of 
the fun of co-op teamwork. As AI, 
your team don’t feel hugely smart. 
In a game with so much freedom, 
angles to cover and possibilities, 
the ‘point-and-shoot’ nature of your 
NPC back-up feels functional but not 
much more, leaving you to do most of 
the work. It’s okay, it just doesn’t feel 
like an advance on anything you’ve 
seen before. Considering the excellent 
job in worldbuilding here it’s a shame 
to have soldiers teleport in and out of 
cars, or vaulting walls to run in front 
of enemies because their pathfinding 
decided that was the quickest way. 

No, from what we’ve played this 
is a world best enjoyed with friends, 
and everything’s open more or less 
from the start. “Here’s the sandbox, 
here are your toys, now go play how 
you want,” is how Strachman puts it. 
There are 100-plus story missions you 
can access in any order across 11 
distinct ecosystems like mountains, 
salt flats, snowy areas, swamps and 
more. The only truly gated content – 
the stuff you can’t access until you 
reach a certain point – are four final 
sub bosses and the top dog of the 
drug cartel, El Sueño himself. With 
that scale and openness you have to 
really earn your place here.

That’s because progression in 
Wildlands is as much about learning 
the lay of the land as it is unlocking 
new guns and skills. Those sub 
bosses have multiple underlings to 
work through, with the Bolivian drug 
trade split over four different areas: 
Production makes the cocaine; 
Smuggling gets it out (and the money 
in); Security protects it all; and, finally, 
Influence creates the propaganda. 
Depending on the missions you find 
and complete, you’ll learn more about 
these wings and try to compromise 
them to various extents.

You will also obviously improve 
your team and become better 
equipped for more dangerous areas 
and enemies. “There are multiple 
dimensions to our levelling and 
progression system,” explains 
Strachman. “On the one hand you 
have different skills that you can 
unlock for your Ghost,” he says, 
highlighting things like physical 
skills (faster aiming, better damage 
resistance and the like) or drone skills 
(things like more range, or vision 
modes), and squad skills to improve 
the team when you’re playing single-
player (this might make an NPC squad 
play better, we didn’t have time to find 
out. If it does then it’s hiding away 
crucial smarts you need up front). But 
it’s not just about your crew: “You also 
have this parallel progression system 
of Rebel Resources,” adds Strachman. 
“As you go around the world and do 
these side-quests, you’ll be able to 
loot different kinds of resources that 
you can put towards different rebel 
skills.” These effectively act as extra 
troop, supply and attack resources 
you can use, like summoning rebels 
to attack certain places or calling in 
mortar attacks and vehicles.

There’s something potentially 
exciting here simply because of 
the scale of everything. During one 
mission – a chopper raid on a safe 
house to extract a target – a storm 
suddenly blows up. Rain pours, the 
sky closes in and lightning picks out 
the silhouettes of distant ridges. It’s 
hard not to buy into the promise at 
moments like that. There are a few 
reservations, like the AI and some 
odd physics (self-righting cars, 
for example, and odd helicopter 
controls) but hopefully these will 
eventually seem trivial in the (very) 
grand scheme of things. n 

beLow as fun as 
it would be, it’s 
not possible to 
ride the llamas.

“If you don’t communicate 
with teammates, you’ll get 
very literally shot to pieces”

the official XboX magazine
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ubi is selling 
Wildlands as the 
biggest open-world 
ever. there are no 
hard numbers on 
the actual size yet 
but our experience 
trying to cross it 
certainly suggests 
it’s huge. We 
started near the 
bottom-left corner 
and set a marker 
to reach that as 
a starting point, 
thinking we could 
fly in a chopper from 
corner to corner. it 
said about 12km, a 
tiny, tiny, fraction 
of the whole map 
but after about 
eight or so minutes 
trying to fly to the 
checkpoint we’d 
only barely crossed 
about 3km so we 
gave up and chased 
llamas instead.  

How big is 
tHe map?

In 2014, Bolivia tried and failed to get 2016 recognised as the International Year of Camelids



left With a 
pleasingly floaty 
jump and no fall 
damage to worry 
about, the field 
is clear for some 
acrobatic antics.

Right ghost in 
the Shell is an 
inspiration, and 
tokyo 42’s police 
mechs pay homage 
to the classic 
cyberpunk anime.
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The two-man microstudio that is Smac 
Games hasn’t been afraid to borrow 
liberally in the development of its first 
project. A case in point: at first 
glance, the game looks like nothing 
so much as a calico reimagining of 
Grand Theft Auto 1 and 2, an isometric 
open-world city in which puny 
pedestrians and dinky rival factions 
scuttle about their shady business. 

“We drew as much inspiration as we 
could from everywhere,” explains 
Tokyo 42’s artist and co-creator, 
Maciek Strychalski, as we chat in the  
North London kitchen that doubles as 
Smac’s development studio. The PC 
classic Syndicate is another influence, 
evident in the game’s single-player 
story of shady corporate conspiracy 
and cyberpunk intrigue. And then 
there’s the crowded cityscapes of 
Where’s Wally and pixel-art collective 
eBoy which Strychalski cites as major 
influences on his visual design. 

A hands-on session reveals all 
sorts of other little borrowings, but our 
first mission most readily brings to 
mind the adaptive blend of stealth 
and combat offered by the Far Cry 
series. Dispatched to assassinate a 
criminal bigwig, we find ourselves 
creeping from floor to floor in a 
pristine skyscraper, using the 
controller’s bumpers to nudge the 

camera around from one preset 
isometric angle to another, emerging 
from cover only to perform tactical 
shanks on patrolling goons.

Naturally, it isn’t long before we 
bungle our way into enemy sightline, 
and the full complement of besuited 
baddies charges towards us. We 
retaliate with a barrage of twin-stick 
shooting, using grenades to thin the 
debonair herd before unleashing a 
burst of sonorous shotgun blasts and 
ratatat rifle-fire on the stragglers. 

Summer in the city
Once we reach the roof of this fortified 
high-rise, however, things take a turn 
very quickly. Our target’s security 
detail opens fire immediately, filling 
the screen with chunky bullet-hell 
gunfire. We dodge and weave our way 
through their opening volley, but panic 
soon sets in, and it only takes a few 
seconds for us to kick the brightly 
coloured bucket. Thankfully respawns 
are instant, and once the game has 
performed its initial load, there are no 
pesky pauses to interrupt your spree 
slayings, even as you fast-travel 
across the city by way of future-
Tokyo’s nifty teleportation grid. 

And even when you’re getting shot 
to ribbons on a helipad, it’s hard to be 
too frustrated, given the irrepressibly 
joyful colour and energy of the world 
Smac’s created. “If you look at games 
like Syndicate and a lot of these 
futuristic, cyberpunk games, they’re 
obviously set in these Blade Runner-
esque worlds that are dark and rainy 
with neon-lit nights. But we visited 
Tokyo and it turns out that there is 
daylight there and the sun does 
shine,” laughs Strychalski. “So our 
world is very bright and colourful.” 

 While Smac unashamedly cribs 
ideas, the studio is still dedicated to 
novelty and craft. Every single building 
in Tokyo 42’s open-world is a bespoke 
structure, and there are no copy-and-
pasted creations to break up the 
near-future skyline. “That is a shit-
load of work,” deadpans Strychalski. 
“But we wanted every single thing in 
the game to feel like it had been 
touched by human hands.” Stand back 
from it all, and Tokyo 42 reveals itself 
as a bit of a mosaic. Its parts may be 
familiar, but the overall effect is vividly 
colourful and strikingly different. n

“Futuristic games are set in 
dark, rainy worlds but ours 
is very bright and colourful”

The official XboX magazine More great previews at gamesradar.com/oxm

Publisher mode 7  DeveloPer Smac gameS

Format XboX one  Due auTumn 2017

grand Theft auto meets 
Where’s Wally 
James Nouch

Tokyo 42

Tokyo 42 started 
as a small-scale 
multiplayer based 
around social 
stealth, and those 
roots remain in the 
form of a dedicated 
deathmatch mode. 
These tense 
matchups take 
place on single-
screen arenas 
bustling with ai 
pedestrians, and 
your task is to blend 
in with the crowd 
while identifying 
the other human 
players milling 
nonchalantly about. 
once you’ve found 
your mark, you can 
make a dash for 
one of the stage’s 
conspicuously 
placed weapons, 
and get blasting. 

Dinky 
Duels

The real Tokyo is a city with one of the lowest crime rates in the developed world
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We’re gonna need a bigger boa… 
actually, keep your rickety fishing 
vessel. We’d be better off with a 
bazooka to battle the behemoths of 
this monster-slaying indie sandbox.  
It may not be the done thing to 
discuss beloved PlayStation classics 
‘round these parts, but in this case, 
it’s impossible to ignore the 20-storey 
leviathan in the room. “There’s no 
doubt we’ve been heavily inspired by 
Shadow Of The Colossus,” admits No 
Matter Studios’ Brian Parnell.

An action adventure built  
around titanic boss battles? Tick.  
A mysterious, forbidden land (in this 
case a frigid island) to explore in 
lonely fashion? Tick. Copious climbing 
mechanics? All the ticks. It may be 
following in the jeep-sized footprints 
of a masterpiece, but the Colossus 
comparison isn’t something Parnell, or 
his two fellow founders of the teeny 
three-man studio are shying away from 
when it comes to Prey For The Gods.

“The sad thing is, I wish there 
were more games like Shadow Of 
The Colossus,” says Parnell. For 
ten years no one made a game like 
this. We know why now… because 
it’s hard as hell.” And here we were 
sitting here thinking that making 
an open-world game built around 
battles with 100-foot beasts would 

be a complete doddle. Still, despite 
Parnell’s clear reverence for Team 
Ico’s classic, Prey For The Gods is 
aiming to be much more than just a 
Shadow Of The Colossus clone. 

For one thing, No Matter Studios 
has set out to craft an experience 
where player agency rules above all, 
in a quest where personal choice 
is central, and the road to the next 
enormous scuffle rarely follows a 
set path. Combine this exceptional 
sense of freedom and open-ended 
design with distinctly DayZ survival 
mechanics, and a comparison to Dean 
Hall’s undead PC-based phenomenon 
makes a lot of sense. 

Survival series 
If anything, Prey For The Gods’ frozen 
island is its ultimate boss. Howling 
blizzards that are so bitter they freeze 
the screen, obscuring your vision. 
Packs of hungry wolves to fend off. 
Endless clumps of knee-high snow to 
awkwardly stumble through. Campfires 
to build to keep the cold at bay. Fauna 
to hunt and cook over said fires. Wood 
to scavenge from the bodies of fallen 
warriors to craft arrows (these are a 
finite resource so each one fired will 
feel important). Merely enduring this 
harsh landscape is as challenging as 
downing any BFG-dwarfing boss.

Let’s be honest, though, you’re 
totally here for the mega bosses, 
right? Based on glimpses of a pre-
alpha build of the game, they’re 
not going to disappoint, even if 
there are only five of them. The 
two we’ve witnessed so far include 
a monstrosity that resembles a 
gigantic, clawed teddy bear (trust 
us, it’s nowhere near as cute as it 
sounds), and a feathery dragon, with 
what appears to be a crow skull for a 
head – we’re definitely going to need 
the game’s grappling hook when that 
thing takes to the skies.

Considering it’s being made by 
three people, Prey For The Gods 
is hugely ambitious. To create an 
island that’s “totally, legitimately 
open-world”, as Parnell describes 
it – starring amazing creatures and 
layered survival mechanics – is 
really something. If the final game 
matches this early promise when 
it hits Xbox One in early 2018, this 
could be a colossal insta-classic. n 

PublisheR No Matter StudioS DeveloPeR No Matter StudioS  
FoRmat XboX oNe eta 2018

Standing on the shoulders  
of giants… and then stabbing 
them repeatedly
Dave meikleham

Prey For 
The Gods

 More great previews at gamesradar.com/oxm

No Matter Studios 
is aiming to make 
Prey For the Gods 
less linear than 
boss fight-centric 
games of the past. 
For one thing, you 
can eliminate its 
big bads in multiple 
ways. “You could 
come to a boss 
with just a bow 
and arrow, or you 
could come with 
no weapons,” says 
Parnell. We do 
like variety in our 
monster murder. 

BeasT 
mode

“Merely enduring this harsh 
landscape is as tough as 
downing any huge boss”

the oFFicial XboX MaGaziNe

A Kickstarter success, Prey raised $200,000 more than its original $300,000 goal
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above who says 
size matters? 
This guy. 

far lefT Cave 
paintings 
provide 
deliberately 
vague tips  
on how to 
conquer bosses. 

lefT as well as 
this brute, 
wraiths and 
wolves prowl the 
deadly island.



above People 
cheered when Mega 
Man was announced 
perhaps because 
his inclusion 
suggests UMvC3 
bête noire, Zero, 
won’t make it.

left Ryu’s slow 
walk means he 
often struggles 
in fast-paced 
games. Having an 
Infinity Stone 
will sort that 
right out.

RIgHt Iron Man’s 
been nothing 
special in past 
Marvel games. 
that may change 
now he’s got a 
billion-dollar 
movie franchise.
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Capcom’s fighting games have a 
history of not quite getting it right the 
first time round. The Street Fighter III 
series only took hold the third time, 
with the aptly titled Third Strike, and 
Street Fighter X Tekken only came into 
its own after a hefty balancing update. 
Marvel Vs Capcom 3 was as good as 
broken right out of the gate, and it 
took the Ultimate revision – a full retail 
release just nine months after the 
base game launched – for it to survive.

It’s no longer a luxury Capcom can 
count on. Street Fighter V hasn’t had 
the best time of it on PlayStation 4 
(*snigger*), but since Capcom has 
embraced the changing world of the 
game as a service – where titles are 
updated over time for free, rather than 
parcelled up into a series of full-price 
revisions – it has learned that, if you 
mess up at the first time of asking, 
you might not get a second chance.

As such it’s vital that the company 
gets Marvel Vs Capcom: Infinite right 
first time. And happily for Xbox owners, 
it seems that Capcom is using the 
latest instalment of its crossover 
fighting-game series to put into 
practice the harsh lessons it has 
learned since launching SFV. 

That, at least, is our reading of the 
announcement press release, which 
goes to great pains to stress that 

Infinite will feature a lengthy and 
cinematic story mode at launch – 
Street Fighter V’s was months late – 
as well as “a variety of exciting and 
accessible single-player modes”. 
Okay, okay, we get it. 

Still, while the Marvel games have 
always been exciting, the promise of 
accessibility seems, at first, rather 
fanciful. Ultimate MVC3 asked you to 
pick a team of three from a roster of 
48 characters; each could also 
choose from three ‘assist’ moves, 
which could be performed by a team 
member offscreen. The possibilities 
for team-building were dizzying, and 
meant that while the game was 
simpler to play than Street Fighter and 
its ilk, it was too much for the novice 
to get their head around.

Kicks and stones
Capcom’s solution is to pare back team 
size – you now only take two warriors 
into battle – and do away with assists 
entirely. Partners can be tagged in or 
out at any time, even mid-combo; in 
previous games you’ve only been able 
to switch characters at specific 
moments. To offset any perceived loss 
of depth (and awkward comparisons 
with Street Fighter X Tekken), Capcom 
has added a new mechanic. After 
you’ve picked your team, you’ll choose 
one of six Infinity Stones, lore-born 
artefacts which grant the wielder a 
new ability, and the team a damaging, 
cinematic super move. So a slow, 
heavy character might suddenly gain 
a zippy dash; someone who struggles 
against projectiles might acquire the 
means to pass through them, or even 
to throw out one of their own. It’s 
smart stuff, ensuring there’s enough 
scope for creative team-building, 
without taking things to extremes. 

Still, will it work? Capcom’s recent 
form may suggest not, but it’s hard to 
see Marvel letting it fail. The Disney-
owned outfit is a completely different 
company to the one Capcom worked 
with on previous crossover games – 
this series dates back to the 1990s – 
and 2017-era Marvel will want to see  
a much better return than the million-
odd copies Capcom shifted of the 
MVC3 games. Suffice to say the 
pressure is very on, and Capcom 
needs to get back to its very best –  
and right out of the gate. n

“Infinity Stones grant the 
wielder a new ability and 
the team a super move”

The official XboX magazine More great previews at gamesradar.com/oxm

Publisher capcom  DeveloPer capcom

Format XboX one  eta winTer 2017

The fighting-game crossover 
returns for capcom’s riskiest 
game in years Nathan brown

Marvel Vs 
Capcom: Infinite

There’s a big 
question mark 
over the fate of the 
X-men in infinite. 
They’re part of 
the mVc furniture 
but are as yet 
unconfirmed, and 
the rumour mill is 
swirling with talk 
that they won’t 
appear. Disney, 
apparently, cares 
little for marvel 
characters it 
doesn’t own the 
movie rights to, and 
fox has the licence. 
fair enough, if you 
ask us: wolverine 
was really annoying 
in mVc3.

x-faCtor

Of the six Infinity Stones, only the Soul Stone is still yet to appear in the Marvel Cinematic Universe



036

p r e v i e w

Vampires may be creatures of stealth 
and shadow, but those we see in 
videogames tend to be pretty, well, 
showy. Think of Metal Gear Solid 2’s 
pirouetting Vamp, any given cutscene 
from the Legacy Of Kain series and the 
entirety of Bloodrayne. 

Jonathan Reid – star of Dontnod’s 
latest action-adventure set in 
London, 1918 - is in comparison 
refreshingly subtle. Oh, he can wreak 
chaos where necessary – notable 
party tricks include a teleport dash 
and impaling people on shadows – 
and there’s plenty of no-holds-barred 
combat, with fire-throwing undead 
hunters and rival bloodsuckers. But 
Reid is ultimately much more of a 
puppet-master than a fighter.

The heart and soul of Vampyr is its 
civilian community – there are some 
60 named characters, from homeless 
kids through bobbies on the beat 
to gangsters, fops and nurses, all 
documented on the inventory screens 
once you’ve met them. Each character 
is a distinct personality with haunts, 
habits, foibles, religious beliefs and 
political inclinations. Many need 
your help in some fashion – this is 
the height of London’s Spanish flu 
outbreak, after all, with bodies piling 
up in alleyways – and most are at 
least slightly deserving of sympathy, 

be it the thug who’s also a devoted 
father or the gentleman fraudster 
who’s charmingly out of his depth. 

The trouble is, civilians are also 
your greatest source of nourishment 
as a vampire. Drinking their blood is 
the only way you’ll get enough XP to 
unlock the game’s most effective 
(and snazziest) vampire abilities – it’s 
possible to finish the story without 
harming an innocent, but still very 
difficult. So which lives will you take? 
And what will the knock-on effects 
be for society as a whole, as families 
find themselves mysteriously without 
a provider, or hospitals run short on 
essential staff? Where other vampire 
games encourage players to think of 
mortals as interchangeable cattle, 
Vampyr obliges you to sink your teeth 
into the details of their lives if you 
want to develop your character – and 
deal with the fallout, as an already 
troubled city sinks further into squalor.

Blood not-so-simple
In practice, this boils down to a 
tug-of-war between the third-person 
brawling of Dontnod’s inaugural 
Remember Me and the branching 
dialogue of its reputation-making 
Life Is Strange, plus a generous dash 
of the supernatural. While talking 
to people, you can pick different 
responses to achieve different 
outcomes, but you can also attempt 
to hypnotise characters with weaker 
minds, either to reveal secrets or 
steer your soon-to-be breakfast 
discreetly to a dark corner. You can’t 
enter occupied buildings without an 
invitation, so winning people over is 
essential for exploration.

Whether you opt to spare your 
neighbours or eat them, Vampyr’s 
persistent urban setting is a delight 
to uncover. It’s like a gigantic Hitman 
level kitted out with survival horror 
assets – densely layered, winding and 
packed with period touches such as 
old-fashioned telephones and tweed 
upholstery. But more importantly, it’s 
a social sandbox made up of distinct 
individuals. The grottiness and focus 
on bloodshed is a world away from the 
coming-of-age genre trappings of  
Life Is Strange, but in key respects 
Vampyr is a worthy successor – it’s 
not just about murdering people, after 
all, but getting to know them. n 

PublisheR Focus Home InteractIve DeveloPeR DontnoD  
FoRmat XboX one eta summer 2017

a city tale with lots of bite from 
the makers of Life Is strange
edwin evans-thirlwell

Vampyr

 More great previews at gamesradar.com/oxm

Presided over by 
former metal Gear 
animator teppei 
takehana, vampyr’s 
combat mixes 
the branching 
ability upgrades 
of remember me 
with a little of 
Dishonored’s black 
magic. You can beef 
up a slam move to 
turn you invisible on 
impact, for example. 
reid is armed 
with a bonesaw 
and shotgun, also 
upgradeable using 
resources from 
shops – providing 
you leave the 
shopkeepers in 
question alive.

Drac 
attack

“You need to decide which 
lives to take and what the 
potential fallout could be”

tHe oFFIcIaL XboX maGazIne

The game features a mutant strain of vampires transformed by the influenza epidemic called Skulls
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above Your 
powers include 
spiking people 
you don’t like 
on shadows.

far left You may 
be supernatural 
but using human 
weapons is still 
a viable option.

left ah, yes,  
a liquid lunch. 
Delectable.
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AZ
BioWare’s left shepard, the normandy and the milky Way 
Behind. Join us as We explore the next giant leap forWard 
for the seminal sci-fi series james nouch

–
of mass effect: andromeda

Publisher ea  DeveloPer bioware  eTa 23 march
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the official xbox magazine more great features at gamesradar.com/oxm
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Although the ryders leave the milky way around the time of mass effect 2, it takes them 600 years to reach the Andromeda galaxy
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aliens
Humanity may occupy a special 
place at the narrative centre of the 
Mass Effect universe, but the 
series simply wouldn’t be the 
same without a cast of lumpy 
extraterrestrials to chew the 
intergalactic fat with. Thankfully,  
a number of other Milky Way 
species have also made 
the long voyage to the 
Andromeda galaxy, 
so a peppy Asari 
named Peebee and a 
cranky old Krogan by 
the name of Drack will 
represent two early 
options for your fact-
finding squad. A female 
Turian called Vetra is 
another possible pick, 
while your ship will 
be piloted by a jaunty 
Salarian named Kallo 
Jath. Andromeda’s 
galaxy is also home to 
a number of brand new 
E.T.s, including several 
highly advanced alien races.  
As humanity’s Pathfinder, it’ll be 
up to you to make first contact 
with these curious creatures, but 
be warned – not every civilisation 
will react with delight to the arrival 
of a smooth-skinned, humanoid 
outsider, and a hostile first 
encounter could have serious 
repercussions for your mission. 

A



 d
dialogue
While it might be the gunfights and 
alien vistas that steal the show in 
terms of pre-release trailers and 
artwork, dialogue remains a major 
focus for the Andromeda team, 
and conversation has been 
overhauled for this new chapter in 
the Mass Effect saga. For starters, 
the familiar blue and red hues of 
Paragon and Renegade dialogue 
options have been dropped in 
favour of a more nuanced system 
designed to let you voice 
disagreement without hurling an 
NPC out of a window. And while 
your morality won’t be constantly 
charted on a binary scale, your 
choices will have an impact on 
how squad members relate to you, 
and could even cause tensions 
within your team. As for the 
question of how the heck you can 
understand every alien language 
and Andromeda dialect at first 
contact, BioWare reckons it’s all 
neatly explained in-game...

other squadmates include two humans: former police officer liam and the sternly militaristic Cora

  B
biotics
In narrative terms, biotic powers refer 
to the ability of certain organic 
lifeforms to create and manipulate 
mass effect fields. In gameplay 
terms, biotic powers are the 
justification for some good old-
fashioned space telekinesis, pure 
and simple. Old abilities such as 
Charge return from games gone by, 
enabling you to barrel across the 
battlefield in the blink of an eye 
before colliding into some 
beleaguered alien chump with a 
screen-shuddering thump. When 
paired with Ryder’s jetpack, the 
power enables you to zip around 
skirmishes with unprecedented ease, 
doling out pain as you zip from point 
to point. The biotic Barrier is another 
returning power, and this nifty shield 
has been upgraded to let players 
deflect projectiles at foolhardy foes. 
And since all powers now operate on 
individual – rather than global – 
cooldowns, you’ll be able to chain 
abilities together one after another. 

 C
crafting
Crafting gear and weaponry has been 
a key component in BioWare’s games 
over the years, but the system has 
never appeared in a Mass Effect 
game – until now. You won’t just be 
able to forge whatever you fancy 
from the get-go, though; you’ll have 
to do your research first. So, engage 
in a few bust-ups with Andromeda’s 
resident meanies, the Kett, and you 
might be able to scavenge enough 
alien tech to figure out how their 
powerful plasma weapons work.  
At this stage you’ll be able to craft 
and name your own Kett-inspired 
firearms and dole them out to your 
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appreciative team. And, thanks to the 
return of melee weapons (last seen 
in Mass Effect 3’s multiplayer modes) 
you’ll also be able to craft mighty 
Krogan hammers and fearsome 
space-aged blades with which to 
slice up your alien foes. That said, 
the Andromeda team has been keen 
to emphasise that crafting won’t be 
a necessity for campaign success – 
it’s more of an optional extra for 
especially intrepid explorers. 

aBove there’s 
even a new-look 
dialogue wheel, 
which takes its 
design cues 
from dragon age: 
inquisition. 
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 e
exploration

As humanity’s Pathfinder, your job is 
to explore the uncharted reaches of 
space and build a new home for 
mankind. That’s a pretty big ask, but 
your handy handheld scanner will 
help, and making regular use of this 
space-age gizmo will provide access 
to fancy new tech and crafting tools, 
as well as environmental info that 
slots neatly into your expanded 
Codex. And while your mission may  
be important, it isn’t quite as time-
sensitive as Shepard’s civilisation-
saving quest, leaving you ample time 
for a bit of cosmic sight-seeing or a 
string of optional side-quests. It’s all 
part of BioWare’s effort to revive that 
sense of wide-eyed wonder that 
accompanied the original Mass 
Effect, when the galaxy was still full 
of unfamiliar sights, strange lands 
and a bevy of unusual faces. 
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 h
hyperion
Ferrying tens of thousands of 
adventurous souls to a brand new 
galaxy is no logistical trifle, and 
before the 600-year voyage to 
Andromeda could even begin, the 
Initiative’s engineers had to build 
the Arks: four mammoth ships 
adapted to carry humans, 
Salarians, Asari and Turians in 
peaceful cryosleep. These Arks are 
among the largest ships ever 
assembled by the Milky Way 
species, and the Hyperion alone 
carried 20,000 humans to their new 
home. It looks like these 
behemoths were separated on 
arrival, however, perhaps by some 
alien nasty. As such, you can 
expect to spend part of the game’s 
opening hours attempting to 
re-establish contact with the rest of 
your Initiative allies. 
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Stick with the default character names and NPCs may refer to you as Scott or Sarah in conversation

  f
family
Alec Ryder is the name of humanity’s 
Pathfinder – a blend of intrepid 
explorer, seasoned soldier and 
sciencey poindexter leading 
mankind’s search for a new home. 
But you may have already noticed 
that Alec Ryder isn’t the protagonist 
of Mass Effect: Andromeda, and you 
actually choose one of his twin 
children – Scott or Sara – to play 
from the game’s outset. Our theory is 
that something pretty bad happens 
to papa Ryder in the game’s opening 
act, and the mantle of Pathfinder is 
thrust onto whichever twin you 
select. The sibling you don’t select 
will still show up in the game, but 
rumour has it that a malfunction with 
their cryochamber will result in a 
debilitating twinjury that leaves them 
unable to join you in battle. 
Fortunately, it seems that they’ll still 
be on hand for sibling teasing and 
affectionate noogies in-between the 
various missions. 

 g
galaxy
The original Mass Effect trilogy took 
place in the Milky Way, but that’s set 
to change for BioWare’s new branch 
of the saga, which represents a 
clean break from the Shepard story. 
The Andromeda galaxy is completely 
unknown to humanity and its allies, 
and you’ll navigate it from your 
revamped, three-dimensional Galaxy 
Map, watching stars and planets fly 
past from your commanding spot on 
the Tempest’s bridge. Wander the 
ship and you’ll even be able to see 
your accurate position in space 
reflected in the starfields visible from 
windows and viewing platforms.

    i
interrupts

Since its introduction in Mass Effect 
2, the interrupt system has become a 
much-loved pillar of the franchise, 
enabling Shepard to take direct, 
physical action in a conversation 
whenever the telltale Paragon or 
Renegade icon flashed on screen.  
So while a Paragon interrupt might 
see you comfort an anxious NPC, a 
Renegade interrupt might prompt 
Shepard to punch out a journalist on 
live TV. The system has been retained 
for Andromeda, but rather than 
reserving these prompts for morally 
extreme interventions, BioWare will 
let players interrupt whenever the 
situation warrants it. You might see a 
‘disarm’ prompt appear when 
approached by a gun-toting guard, 
for instance, but tapping that button 
isn’t a moral choice – it’s a strategic 
decision that will have repercussions. 

above although 
we’ve got a good 
look at the 
ryder twins, the 
fate of their 
pathfinding papa 
is unclear. 

below each ark 
is specially 
adapted to carry 
a particular 
species and 
designed around 
their unique 
physiologies. 
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jetpack
The introduction of a rocket-
powered-rucksack isn’t just for 
show – it represents a 
seismic shift to the rhythm, 
pace and flow of Mass 
Effect’s usual combat 
encounters. Gone are the 
days of meekly hunkering 
behind waist-high walls; 
instead you’ll be boost-
dodging around enemy fire 
before leaping to a 
superhuman height, 
readying your weapon, 
and unleashing hell from a 
mid-air hover like a 
weaponised hummingbird. 
To complement this 
newfound mobility, BioWare 
has tweaked its combat arenas to 
be more open than ever, providing 
multiple angles for you to attack 
intelligent adversaries. You’ll still 
need to seek cover to recharge 
your shields, but once your kinetic 
barrier is back online, you’ll be able 
to boost back into the fray. 

J
above That 
natty n7 armour 
suggests this 
is actually alec 
ryder. perhaps 
you’ll play him 
at the very 
start of the 
game?
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K
kett
The Reapers may have been a 
scary bunch, but those genocidal 
robo-squids weren’t exactly 
relatable. The Kett are a different 
kettle of space-fish altogether, and 
BioWare has very deliberately 
crafted a more nuanced brand of 
antagonist this time around. So, 
while you might not see eye to 
milky eye with these fearsome 
creatures, you’ll be able to 
understand their motivations, at 
least. To that end, the Kett’s visual 
design suggests formidable 
strength rather than unfeeling 
detachment, with their soft tissue 
concealed beneath an angular 
bone carapace that proves equally 
handy whether the Kett are trading 
bullets with Pathfinding pests or 
their Andromeda neighbours.  
Fun fact: BioWare originally 
designed the Kett to be 
completely nude, but scrapped 
the idea after realising that it felt 
really weird to have longwinded 
conversations with naked aliens. 



 N
nexus 
While each of the Initiative’s Arks 
were built to transport a single 
alien race, the Nexus is a massive 
multi-species effort that will serve 
as a supply station and central 
support hub in the Andromeda 
galaxy. The title of a tie-in novel – 
Nexus Uprising – strongly suggests 
that this colossal craft might be in 
for a bumpy ride, and an early 
Andromeda trailer has already 
shown Ryder pointing a pistol at 
Sloane Kelly, who once oversaw  
all security operations aboard the 
Initiative’s flagship vessel. Exactly 
what went wrong, however, 
remains a mystery...   

  L
loyalty 
missions

Loyalty missions were another 
feature that Bioware added to the 
series in Mass Effect 2, and these 
optional side-quests will make their 
return in Andromeda as a means for 
BioWare’s writers to introduce a 
fresh-faced cast of characters. Each 
one sees a different member of your 
squad take centre stage, and tasks 
you with pursuing a string of 
objectives that will flesh out their 
backstory while also strengthening 
the bond between Ryder and the 
relevant NPC. 

O
open-world
With all this talk of wide-open 
planetside spaces, is Mass Effect 
turning into an open-world game?  
“I definitely wouldn’t call Andromeda 
an open-world game,” says producer 
Michael Gamble. “We like to use the 
term ‘exploration-based game’. You 
still have the concept of tight story 
deliverance and all the great things 
you come to expect with Mass Effect. 
The layer on top of that is a layer of 
exploration. Sometimes that happens 
in open spaces, but not always. You 
can cruise around some of these 
planets in the Nomad, but it’s not the 
traditional sandbox-type game.”

riGHT The nexus 
serves a similar 
function to the 
citadel from 
the original 
trilogy.

below loyalty 
missions veer 
off the critical 
path to tell 
character-driven 
stories. 
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above bioware 
even brought 
in the need 
For Speed team 
to consult on 
the nomad’s 
handling.  M

mako 2.0
The much-maligned Mako rover from 
the first Mass Effect is back, and this 
time it’s not actually rubbish! This 
upgradeable, customisable craft is 
armed with a powerful boost and a 
jaunty little jump that will enable you 
to clear perilous planetside debris.  
The Nomad (as it’s known) even 
features a mining computer that will 
alert you to any subterranean mineral 
deposits in the area. The clever little 
car can then deploy a mining drone 
to dig up the goods for you. 

Since there aren’t any mass relays in the Andromeda galaxy, you’ll mostly be exploring the helius Cluster
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 r
reinforcements
Space is a harsh old place, and 
sometimes you’ll have to team up 
with others to succeed. To that end, 
a souped-up version of Mass Effect 
3’s wave-based multiplayer mode is 
back, doling out rewards that can be 
spent in the campaign, but this time 
you’re free to ignore the multiplayer 
modes without impacting your 
single-player success should you 
prefer a strictly solo experience. And 
then there’re Strike Team missions – 
campaign objectives that you can 
either send an AI team to complete 
on your behalf or tackle as part of a 
networked Pathfinding posse. 

q
quests
Your overarching goal in Andromeda 
is simple: survive in an unfamiliar 
galaxy and find a new home for 
humanity. Along the way, however, 
there’ll be no shortage of side-
quests to divert your attention, and 
BioWare promises that these optional 
missions will be more varied and 
interesting than ever. In particular, 
the developer is looking to move 
away from the Citadel fetch-quests 
that peppered the Mass Effect 
trilogy, in part by moving auxiliary 
adventures away from spaces where 
you have to keep your weapon drawn 
and folding them into the excitement 
and wonder of planetary exploration. 

planets
Exploration is at the heart of Mass 
Effect: Andromeda, so the 
experience of touching down on 
an unfamiliar world has to be 
exciting and unpredictable. In an 
effort to achieve that, BioWare is 
constructing an expansive roster 
of explorable worlds, running the 
gamut from hazardous rocks to 
bustling population centres. These 
‘story worlds’, as BioWare calls 
them, will host more than just 
mission markers and rival factions 
– BioWare is keen to imbue them 
with a bit of history, a sense that 
events have been unfolding before 
your arrival and will continue to 
develop once you depart. But just 
because a planet doesn’t support 
advanced life doesn’t mean that 
it’s just some dull rock. Many 
worlds will feature environmental 
hazards, such as pools of 
bubbling sulphur or steaming lava, 
that you’ll navigate from the 
insulated safety of your rover.  
And some will even host hidden 
dungeons, isolated colonies or 
rich mineral deposits that can be 
mined for personal profit. 

P
below andromeda 
isn’t the 
start of a new 
trilogy, but 
further games in 
the same galaxy 
seem certain.



 t
tempest
The Tempest, Andromeda’s answer 
to the original trilogy’s Normandy, 
isn’t just a sleek ride – it’s a 
technologically advanced stealth 
ship that more than makes up for a 
lack of heavy armour or gun 
emplacements by being far and 
away the fastest vessel in her 
class. She’s well-equipped, too, 
featuring a research room for 
analysing scanner samples, a 
meeting room for video 
conferences and a bespoke cargo 
bay to house the Nomad rover. 
Thankfully, you’re able to stroll 
from one end of the ship to the 
other without enduring a single 
loading screen. There’s also the 
Pathfinder’s cabin, which naturally 
features a swanky king-size bed.

Producer Michael gamble has played Andromeda on Xbox One, and says it’s already “running awesome”
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above The new 
skill system 
is so flexible 
that dedicated 
players can 
unlock every 
skill in the 
game. 

riGHT you can 
also level up 
individual 
profiles, which 
then provide 
you with even 
greater buffs to 
your abilities.  

 U
under the hood
While the original games in the Mass 
Effect trilogy ran on Epic’s Unreal 
Engine, Andromeda has made the 
move to EA’s Frostbite, the same 
engine used to render the settings 
and environmental destruction of 
Dice’s Battlefield franchise. As such, 
you can expect cover to crumple and 
break under sustained fire, as well as 
a very obvious visual upgrade over 
previous titles in the series. 

below you won’t 
have to worry 
about fuelling 
up your ship 
this time. 
Hallelujah. 

S
skills
Remember the Mass Effect trilogy’s 
class system? Well forget it right 
now, because it’s gone forever. Now 
as you level up you’ll unlock skill 
points that can be spent on any skill 
in any discipline you choose, 
unhindered by the constraints of a 
rigid class structure. That said, 
remnants of the old system remain 
in the form of ‘profiles’. So, pump 
points into biotic abilities and you’ll 
eventually unlock the Adept profile, 
which you can equip to gain a variety 
of biotic buffs. Similarly, if you want 
to focus entirely on unlocking tech 
powers, you’ll gain access to the 
Engineer profile, which grants 
access to a handy combat drone.  
As you progress through the game, 
you can expect to unlock a variety of 
different profiles, and will be able to 
switch between them depending on 
the environments or enemies you’re 
up against. As for the type of skills 
on offer, they’re divided into passive 
and active, and many active abilities 
feature an alternate fire mode, 
activated by holding the relevant 
button. You can activate your 
Overload ability, for instance, to  
send a bolt of electrostatic energy 
chaining from target to target.  
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V
vital
statistics

∞
Andromeda’s level cap. You can 
keep levelling until you run out of 
skills to put points into. 

5
Different difficulty levels, including 
a mode for those who just want to 
enjoy the narrative.

130+
Kilometres per hour, the top speed 
of your Nomad rover. 

13
Light years per day, the top speed 
of the Tempest.

23 March
The UK and Europe release date 
for Mass Effect: Andromeda.

below The 
andromeda galaxy 
is home to some 
eye-catching 
vistas, but its 
planets are all 
grounded in the 
some sense of 
reality. There 
won’t be any 
avatar-style 
worlds here.
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EA Access subscribers can sample ten hours of Andromeda on 16 March, a week before launch

  w
weaponry
Andromeda is promising the most 
radical shake-up of Mass Effect’s 
combat since the series’ inception, 
and while that may be in large part 
thanks to the addition of an honest-
to-goodness jetpack, an expanded 
arsenal plays its part too. Familiar 
favourites such as the Omni-tool 
return, and you can upgrade this 
holographic blade to enhance your 
melee lethality. But this wrist-
mounted gizmo won’t be your only 
solution for close-quarters combat, 
thanks to the addition of craftable 
swords and hammers(!) to the 
franchise. Such is the importance of 
melee weapons that they now have 
their own slot in your loadout. But 
whether you’re wielding a mighty 
Krogan warhammer or a jury-rigged 
Kett plasma rifle, BioWare promises 
more responsive combat controls 
and aiming than ever before.
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X
x-rated
Listen, we know your game. You act 
like butter wouldn’t melt, but we 
know that 70 per cent of your 
motivation for playing a Mass Effect 
game is to see some steamy cosmic 
coitus. Well, you’re in luck, because 
not only will Andromeda continue the 
proud BioWare tradition of enabling 
players to smooch a smorgasbord of 
organic life forms, but it features 
more romanceable companions than 
ever before. So, when a feverishly 
excited Twitter user asked who they 
could romance in the game, 
Andromeda producer Michael Gamble 
was able to reply: “So many. And the 
banging is pretty good.” But just 
because you can romance a 
character doesn’t mean that they’ll 
be keen to engage in some of that 
good, good banging. As part of a 
wider effort to bring a greater sense 
of nuance and depth to characters, 
BioWare is adding a bit more variety 
to its romance system to ensure that 
not every relationship ends in a 
saucy bedroom romp. So, while some 
squadmates will want to jump in the 
space-sack at the drop of a space-
hat, others will be looking for 
something more long-term, and 
another NPC relationship might 
culminate in a meaningful, but non-
sexual, encounter. If that revelation 
has you worried that Andromeda is 
some sort of sanitised kid-friendly 
affair, then fret not – Ryder will 
occasionally swear!

  z
zoology
Not every alien race you encounter in 
Andromeda is going to be an 
advanced civilisation of poets – 
some will be hulking great dullards. 
Take the Fiend, for instance, which 
can gobble up any unwary Pathfinder 
that happens to stray within 
snatching distance of its monstrous 
mitts. But that’s not even the worst 
of it, as certain planets will be home 
to towering super-bosses that are 
visible from even great distances. 
Rush into battle with the behemoths 
and you’ll be mullered, so you’re 
better off taking some time to level 
up and craft some gnarly new 
weaponry before going in for the kill. 
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below you can 
order squadmates 
around in real-
time rather 
than pausing the 
action to bring 
up a power wheel.

 y
youth
While Alec Ryder occupies a near 
legendary status in the ME 
universe, you’ll be stepping into 
the pristine booties of one of his 
relatively untested sprogs. Scott 
and Sara are in their mid-twenties, 
and while they aren’t totally 
inexperienced, the events of 
Andromeda represent their first 
real trial. As such, the dialogue has 
a slightly lighter tone, with more 
humour throughout. 



forward to what else is possible. I think 
that’s something that was really important. 

It’s clear that the conversation system has 
seen something of an overhaul, and the 
Paragon and Renegade system has gone. 
Could you describe the new system for us 
a little, and tell us what you were trying to 
achieve by making those changes as well.
So, Paragon and Renegade is gone, the 
reason they’re gone is because they felt very 
Shepard – they were very tied to the Shepard 
character, so they didn’t really make sense 
if we weren’t going to have Shepard as our 
protagonist. But part of it is also the fact that 
the core team that worked on the original 
Mass Effect was basically the Star Wars: 
Knights Of The Old Republic team, where 
light-side and dark-side decisions were a 
thing, right?  And people really enjoyed that 
in KOTOR and that’s why we picked it up in 
Mass Effect. But as we’ve progressed in the 
trilogy, we’ve found people seem to enjoy 
the more grey decisions. Not just the “are 
you evil? Are you good?” kind of thing.

What we have now is based more around 
agreeing and disagreeing. The reason I like 
that is because in the trilogy it’s like “I’m 
gonna play Paragon”, and then you know 
which way you’re moving the stick on every 
conversation. You don’t have to think about 
it, because you’re just going to hit Paragon 
every time. With agree and disagree it 
changes by the circumstance and it changes 
by the character you’re talking to, so you 
have to actually be more engaged in what’s 
going on, to know if you’re going to do that. 

And in addition to that, we’ve added in 
four tones and we’ll talk a little more in the 
future, but they basically allow other types 
of characters to express them in one of four 
different ways, and sometimes one of two 
different ways. And I think that gets back 
to that more traditional role-playing sort 

The Mass Effect trilogy was a huge success, 
but Andromeda breaks away from those 
games and stands alone to a certain extent. 
What does that mean in terms of telling a 
story? Is it a bit of blank slate for you?
That’s a good question. We were very 
intentional when we started this to make 
sure that this was going to be a fresh start, 
not just for our fans, but for the developers. 
I think for me, one of the things I really 
enjoyed about working on Mass Effect 1 was 
the sense that anything was possible. The 
further we went into the trilogy, the more 
we had to stay aligned with the choices and 
decisions that we’d made earlier on. 

And so we really wanted to create an 
opportunity for the developers of this game 
to get back to that sort of blue-sky place 
where obviously we’re going to build on 
things that our fans love, and we’re going 
to make sure those carry forward, but also 
being able to re-envision them in a way.  
And really get the story to a point where 
anyone playing it doesn’t necessarily need 
to have played Mass Effect before. Everybody 
starts basically with the same objective: 
you’re in Andromeda, your goal is to a) 
survive, and b) find a home for humanity in a 
really dangerous alien galaxy. 

At the same time, if you are an existing 
fan, we wanted to be able to show a lot of 
the things you love in a fresh and new way, 
I think Peebee’s a good example of that, in 
the sense that we knew we were going to 
have to teach new players about what Asari 
are, but rather than using someone who is 
like Liara, who is the archetypal Asari, we 
almost went in the opposite direction. So, we 
described Asari by creating one who’s almost 
the opposite of what most Asari are [and] it 
allows us to tell those stories in fresh new 
ways. You can find yourself as a developer 
sometimes looking back at what worked 
really well, rather than at times looking 
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Walters worked on the original Mass Effect trilogy and also on the kung fu RPG Jade Empire
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of feeling which is less about “do I want to 
be good or bad?”, and more about “how do I 
want to express myself?”

BioWare’s been talking a lot about the sense 
of adventure it wants players to feel in 
Andromeda. How do you implement that while 
preserving the high-stakes feel of a game 
like Mass Effect 2, for instance?
Andromeda is definitely meant to be 
somewhat more of an adventurous game. 
Your crew is a little bit younger, and the way 
I put it was, Mass Effect 1, in the first 90 
seconds, you learn that every 50,000 years 
this entire galaxy gets wiped out. So the 
stakes are raised really, really high right from 
the get-go. And one of the issues with that 

is, we’d always fight this sense of “well, I’m 
supposed to be saving the galaxy, but this 
character over here wants me to help them 
with their relationship. How do I justify that in 
the grand scheme of things, when the galaxy 
is about to be wiped out?”. 

So we want to have high stakes, and 
there are high stakes in the sense that if 
you don’t succeed in your role, that’s it 
for humanity, and potentially every other 
species that came from the Milky Way in 
Andromeda. But we also don’t have to go 
right to raising the stakes to – you know, two 
hours in “hey, you’ve got this best friend and 
this best friend, which one do you want to die 
and which one do you want to survive?” 

We don’t have to go that high, because 
the overall stakes are a little bit lighter in the 

sense that we want people to feel like they 
have the opportunity to explore, we want 
them to feel like, you know what, there’s this 
whole planet that’s got its whole separate 
story which feels tied to the critical path, but 
it’s not crucial to my success in the critical 
path necessarily. I want to be able to enjoy 
it, I just want to go off and do that, and not 
feel like I’m turning my back on people or 
humanity or anything like that. 

Loyalty missions are back this time around, 
which is fantastic news. Why did they go? 
Why are they back? And how will they differ 
from the ones we saw in Mass Effect 2?
Love it – precise questions. I can answer all 
of those. Why did they go? The easy reason 

for that was that in ME3 our goal was to bring 
back everybody who was a squad member 
ever, assuming that they were alive in your 
playthrough. To then wrap a mission around 
each one of those was just a no-go. It also 
didn’t feel like it meshed with the overall 
context of a galaxy at war. In ME3, it was 
that fighting of “hey, the Reapers are here, 
can you help me go deal with my Dad?” It 
just didn’t really make sense, whereas in 
ME2, obviously the entire thing was: build a 
suicide squad, and go on a suicide mission.

As for why we brought them back in Mass 
Effect: Andromeda, well first of all, they were 
a fan favourite, but it also seemed like it 
fit more with that sense of adventure. But 
also we knew we’d be introducing all new 
characters, so this was a great way to allow 

“Peebee is the opposite of what most 
Asari are, and this allows us to tell stories 
in fresh new ways for fans of the series” 
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people to engage with those characters 
that they know and love. To me, the story 
is always important, but really without the 
characters, it all just falls flat. It’s what’s 
going on with those characters that matters. 
So, bringing it back worked that way. 

As far as how they’re different: I think in a 
lot of ways they’re similar, obviously this isn’t 
a story about a suicide mission, so there’s 
that difference immediately, the narrative 
context for it, and also it’s less about 
conflict and more about getting to know the 
characters and their reasons for why they 
came to Andromeda, and what they hoped to 
find. And building more into the whole story 
of establishing a new home for humanity. 

Last of all, we wanted to touch on the Kett.  
The Reapers were these uncaring space 
monsters, but the Kett seem a little more 
nuanced. Would you be able to introduce 
them to us a little and maybe give us an 
insight into what their motivations are?
Yeah, I’m not going to get too much into the 
details of it, but I will say I think that’s a good 
word, nuanced. I think what we wanted to do 
with the Kett was create a clear and obvious 
enemy. I think that was important for us off 
the bat, but as you – like many things in a 
Mass Effect game – dive into it a bit more, 
as you spend more time with it, you realise 
they’re maybe not all as bad as you thought. 

Clearly there’s some bad apples here, and 
you have to deal with them, but what does 
that mean for the rest of Andromeda? What 
does it mean for the other Kett? And we even 
have a whole separate storyline, we have 
these things called ‘b-stories’, because they 
actually traverse multiple planets and follow 
you throughout the course of the game, 
wherever you go. And one of them is devoted 
entirely to the main antagonist in the game, 
and some of the conflicts he’s even been 
having with his own people. n 
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Before taking on his current role, Poix served as producer of the videogame version of Peter Jackson’s King Kong

With just Weeks until the release of Ghost 
reCon WilDlanDs, We visit ubisoft proDuCer 
Xavier poiX  at his parisian stuDio james nOUCH

soft
uch
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The Raving Rabbids are called Les Lapins Crétins in France, where they enjoy a baffling level of popularity

ive brothers founded Ubi Soft Entertainment 
Software in a small town in Brittany in 1986. 
A modest beginning for a company that’s 
now a household name. Today, the 
company (now called Ubisoft) employs 
thousands of people across the globe, and 
its gargantuan workforce produces some of 
the biggest franchises in gaming. These are 
games that have come to define action-
adventure open-worlds; games like 
Assassin’s Creed and Ghost Recon.

Despite its massive reach, however, 
Ubisoft still retains a significant French 
presence, and these studios are home to 
some of the company’s most celebrated 
creatives. To find out more, we sat down 
with Xavier Poix, the man responsible for 
managing Ubisoft’s entire French operation. 

How would you describe your role and 
responsibilities within Ubisoft?
I’m the head of Ubisoft’s French studios 
which are based in Paris, Montpellier and 
Annecy. I’m actually overseeing every 
project that we’re creating here on a 
production, design and creative perspective. 
So, I manage the great talents that we have 
here, the creators of brands and the 
developers of big and good games, I hope!

so, how many people does that encompass?
It’s more than 900 people in France. We 
have around 500 in Paris which is the main 
studio, overseeing Ghost Recon, Just Dance, 
Rabbids and some other titles. The Annecy 
studio is close to 200 people, and right now 
it’s overseeing Steep and working on The 
Division as well. And the Montpellier studio – 
which is well known for the creation of IPs 
such as Rabbids and Rayman in the past – 
is working on multiple products right now.  
One of them is Ghost Recon as well, and this 
studio is around 250 people.

Right, so that’s loads of people, obviously.
Yes, it is!

so, how do you collaborate across multiple 
studios, directing the efforts of hundreds 

and hundreds of people? and indeed with 
input from around the world as well?
Yeah, so the collaboration between studios 
is a big topic and it’s something that at the 
Ubisoft level we really wanted to nail, 
because we think it’s true that with the 
convergence of different expertise we can 
really achieve big results. So when it comes 
to managing all the studios in France, and 
in the case of Ghost Recon for instance, we 
have all this expertise divided between the 
three studios. The Paris studio is lead on 
the game, on the design parts; Annecy’s 
role is more on the online features of the 
game; while Montpellier is helping on the 

main game, especially on the tech side 
which is vital to create a big open-world. 

And we also get the help of other studios, 
such as Reflections in the UK, and we have 
a big partnership with Bucharest that lasts 
for ages, so we know how to work together. 
We also had a collaboration with Milan, a 
studio in Italy, that brought some help to 
the game as well.

Is it challenging to marshall all these people 
in different timezones and different parts of 
the world? It must be difficult to manage 
co-workers who are collaborating without 
ever meeting face-to-face.
Yeah, I would be lying if I said it wasn’t. No, 
of course it’s a big challenge, but it also 
brings a lot of strengths and advantages 
because I think we need this amount of 
people to create those great games in the 
time that we have. If those people would 
have been in the same place it would have 
been very challenging as well. 

Because you know, even communication 
from one floor to the other is hard, and 
sometimes the fact that I know you’re 
working far away means I will be more 
creative in the way that I communicate and 
know communication is key. You can often 
forget that when people are close to you.  

So it forces us to be very communicative, 
but in the way we create this organisation 
we also know what works and what doesn’t 
work. So, for instance, we’ve learned from 
past experience that whatever mandate we 
give to another team needs to have a 
certain amount of autonomy. We need to 
make sure people can feel owners of this 
mandate. So that’s something that we have 
learnt in the past, and now I think we are 
quite efficient on this. 

Even, of course, if it’s in a big group of 
people you need to make sure that 
communication is fluid, that people 
understand when choices are made. And we 

Above Mr Xavier 
Poix grinning 
after we tell 
him how much we 
love Ubi Paris.

FAr right Some 
impressive tusks 
and muscles you 
got there.

the official xbox magazine

“wildlands is our biggest open-world 
yet, which gives players the freedom 
to play the game the way they want”
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UbIsOft PaRIs
The company’s largest French studio 
is home to roughly 500 members of 
staff, many of whom are currently 
hard at work finishing Ghost Recon 
Wildlands. This isn’t the team’s first 
crack at tackling the Clancyverse, 
however – it’s had a hand in every 
Xbox Ghost Recon game since 
Advanced Warfighter in 2006.
Greatest hits: Ghost Recon: Advanced 
Warfighter, Just Dance, Ghost Recon: 
Future Soldier

UbIsOft anneCy
This alpine town in the southeast 
of France is home to almost 200 
employees, who have frequently 
collaborated with other Ubisoft 
studios on big-name blockbusters. 
For a time, they specialised in 
Assassin’s Creed’s multiplayer 
modes, but they’re currently 
helping Massive Entertainment as 
it continues to expand The Division. 
Greatest hits: Assassin’s Creed 
multiplayer

UbIsOft mOntPellIeR
Among the 250 or so Ubi staff of this 
southern city, you’ll find Rayman 
creator Michel Ancel, who has 
more recently served as director 
on cult classic Beyond Good & Evil. 
Since then, the studio’s developed 
an engine it calls UbiArt, which is 
optimised for beautiful 2D gaming, 
and has enabled the creation of 
Rayman Origins and Valiant Hearts. 
Greatest hits: From Dust, Beyond 
Good & Evil, Rayman Origins

IvORy tOweR
This motorsport specialist was 
founded in Lyon back in 2007 by  
three friends with an ambitious plan 
for an open-world racing game.  
It took seven years to finish, but the 
team realised that vision in 2014 
with the launch of The Crew, which 
Ubisoft published and collaborated 
on before fully acquiring the studio 
the following year. 
Greatest hits The Crew, Wild Run, 
Calling All Units

are creating videogames, and you know 
videogames come with a lot of iteration on 
the design itself, on the way we produce, so 
of course we need to communicate on that.

across the thousands of people that work 
for Ubisoft around the world, would you say 
there’s a philosophy that drives the 
company? Is there a Ubisoft way of doing 
things that’s maybe different to the way 
other companies might do things?
I guess there are things that we are looking 
into in games that potentially other 
publishers don’t. We really want to, at some 
point, enrich people’s lives through our 
games, so we are trying to find this thing 
that will be unique to a game: it can be the 
history, as in Assassin’s Creed for instance, 
it can be the emotion we give when we are 
creating the Rabbids for humour for 
instance, or – I was mentioning Valiant 
Hearts, which takes place in the first World 
War. We dealt with emotion, with sadness. 
So I guess we are trying to put something 
into our games that people will remember. 

But in the way that we process and the 
way we produce, I guess even in our 
studios, things can be different from one 
game to another. I think for every game, 
there is one team, and for every team there 
is one way of doing that is better than 

another one. Some games and some 
organisations are very organic, people talk 
and there’s not much paper, and things that 
you visualise, some of us are really on the 
other side of the spectrum. 

So there is no recipe – the good recipe is 
just to make sure that you know what you’re 
doing and what you’re aiming at. That’s the 
best you can do. And of course you have to 
have the player in mind. 

And I guess if there is one other thing to 
say that we’re focusing on at Ubisoft [it’s 
that] we have the player in mind. Even if we 
don’t succeed 100 per cent in each case 
this is something we work on a lot with 
playtests, in our beta tests, in the phases 
that we release into the community. We try 
our best to follow what they have in mind.

so touching on Ghost Recon wildlands then. 
Obviously Ubisoft’s produced a fair few 
open-worlds over the years, so what’s 
special about wildlands? what’s different 
about it compared to the Ubisoft open-
worlds that we’ve seen before?
I would say that this is the largest open-
world, and the other differences come from 
this size. When you look at the size in 
terms of production, the way we’d produce 
it, the design has to fit this size, otherwise 
there is no point in doing such a large world. 

studio
spotlight
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Above rayman 
and his cuddley 
but kinda creepy 
elephant buddy.

right the new 
Assassin’s Creed 
movie means we  
can all watch 
Fassy look moody 
on a rooftop.  

So what we really want to push with this 
game, that comes with the size, is the 
freedom of choice. We say that if there’s 
one difference with the other games, it’s 
this one. The way that we have organised 
the game, you can really play it the way you 
want on the micro-level. So, how can I find a 
solution to this challenge for instance, 
using different ingredients. 

And also on the macro size which is “do I 
prefer to do this part first, or do I go back-
and-forth?” That’s a freedom we want to 
give to the player. I don’t know if you had 
the opportunity to play on the small 
technical test we did, but there was a 
feeling of that already with that technical 
test. We think we have achieved something, 
and that’s our main focus – freedom of 
choice for the player. 

In recent months, Ubisoft has committed to 
enhancing some of its games for Playstation 

the official xbox magazinethe official xbox magazine
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The development of Wildlands is led by Ubisoft Paris with input from the driving specialists at Reflections

2003

beyOnd GOOd & evIl
Ubisoft montpellier is 
known for its risk-taking 
creativity, and this 
critically adored action-
adventure is a brilliantly 
odd showcase of the 
studio’s talents.

magic 
moments

2006

tOm ClanCy’s GHOst 
ReCOn: advanCed
waRfIGHteR
a landmark gR which added 
a pinch of accessibility 
to the notoriously thorny 
franchise, but also for the 
incredible visuals.

2011

Rayman ORIGIns
montpellier is also home 
to Rayman creator michel 
ancel, who relaunched 
the franchise with this 
gorgeous 2D jamboree. 
look out for his new game, 
beyond good & evil 2.

4 Pro. microsoft has its new console Project 
scorpio launching later this year, so can we 
expect a similar level of enthusiasm and 
excitement and support from Ubisoft?
Of course! And you know facts are – 
especially on Ghost Recon – I think the 
game that made this brand big again apart 
from the launch of the original game was 
Ghost Recon: Advanced Warfighter, which 
was on the Xbox 360, and at that time was 
considered a real next-gen title. So on every 
new platform we are very, very enthusiastic. 

 When it comes to power, then it comes 
to delivering more visual quality, more 
emotion, and on Ghost Recon we pay a lot 
of attention to the weather, on the different 
effects and we know it will be... I’m not 
saying because the Scorpio hasn’t revealed 

all these secrets yet, but for sure there will 
be a lot of stuff that we could have been 
dreaming of having when we launch. 

Ubisoft isn’t shy about gambling on new 
games – we’ve had steep recently and for 
Honor is due very soon, too. do you feel 
that sometimes the games industry can be 
a bit conservative? 
I don’t want to judge the industry at that. I 
think you need to make choices and also 
investments, and you need to decide at one 
moment and the game will be released four 
years after that. You need to have that in 
mind, so you can’t revolutionise everything 
all of the time, and we don’t want that. 

But it’s true that we made this bet four 
years ago to really go to these open-world, 
full of freedom kind of experiences, because 
we thought the seamless aspect of it could 
really bring a new way to play. That’s why 
it’s arrived at the same year. They were bold 
choices, but ones we were very happy to 
have made. But in the case of Steep, it’s the 
freshness of a new genre that existed in the 

 More great interviews at gamesradar.com/oxm

past, but brought to another level that we 
want, bringing creativity to the players and 
having features that can enable that 
creativity – that you can draw a line and send 
it to somebody as a challenge, for instance. 

We are trying to be the most creative we 
can, and it’s true that in the French studios 
it’s part of our DNA, when you look at 
everything that we have created from 
Valiant Hearts to Ghost Recon to The 
Rabbids, Just Dance [and] Zombi for 
instance, and other titles. We love to mix 
the creativity that we are capable of with 
the innovation that Microsoft brings, or its 
competitors. And that’s with this marriage 
of technology and creativity I think we can 
really create new experiences, and then 
new IPs potentially. 

lastly, I’d like to ask about assassin’s 
Creed, which took a bit of a year off in 2016. 
was that a deliberate decision to give the 
series a break and reconsider it a little? 
what was the thinking behind that?
It was a real choice at a Ubisoft level, a 
choice because we could do it also, and we 
could do it because there are all those other 
games you mentioned: Steep, Ghost Recon 
Wildlands, For Honor, Watch Dogs 2. So all 
these games will be there. So this is a time 
when we could do it and it was a perfect 
year to give to the team the capability of 
bringing Assassin’s Creed to a new level.  
But I’m not in charge of it, I just say it to 
answer your question. But 2016 was 
definitely an Assassin’s Creed year, because 
we had the movie in December, so for sure it 
was also a way to focus on the movie. n

next month we try not to fawn as we chat to 
monkey island creator, Ron gilbert

“with the marriage of technology 
and creativity, we can create new 
experiences and potential series”
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The game will feature all new music, but there are plenty of familiar tunes for fans of the original Jeremy Soule-penned score
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s a hardened veteran of Xbox 
gaming you might be familiar with 
the concept of youth ambivalence 
to your cherished formative gaming 
panoply. let’s say your thumbstick 
callouses were tempered in the 
flames of halo 2’s online battlefields, 
or in the influential third-person 
gunnery of resident evil 4. it smarts 
when younger gamers, weaned on 
newer halos or resis, dismiss such 
good times as old tat, unfamiliar as 
they are with how game-changing 
such exploits proved back in the day. 
remakes and re-hashes have gone 
some way in recent years towards 
educating and re-introducing such 
pillars of gaming good times, but 
some titles we’ve come to accept will 
always be lost to the ravages of time. 
enter the elder scrolls iii: morrowind.

15 years ago it was the first 
sandbox RPG to hit consoles with 
its arrival on the original Xbox, and 
it completely rewrote the genre 
rulebook. It paved the way for 
everything from Bethesda’s own 
Skyrim and Fallout games, to the 
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big-budget behemoths of The Witcher 
series all the way to indie darlings 
such as Minecraft and Terraria. In the 
sharp, unforgiving light of 2017 The 
Elder Scrolls III is far too unwieldy 
to extract fresh enjoyment from. To 
enjoy the delights of Morrowind you 
just had to be there... 

Until now.
It’s sunny in Baltimore, despite 

warnings that a blizzard is inbound. 
We’re sat in a small demo room, walled 
off in the corner of Zenimax Online 
Studios’ sprawling warren of an HQ, 
the team outside is hard at work on 
The Elder Scrolls Online’s next massive 
chapter. The place is not unlike an 
actual dungeon, spread out over two 
floors and dotted with Elder Scrolls 
paraphernalia: swords, axes, armour 
and even yellowed scrolls etched with 
calligraphy are displayed on ornate 
wooden desks here and there. A huge 
battered Glass Sword sits on one desk 
setting us to wondering what possible 
use it could have seen...

If you hadn’t guessed it already, 
the next stop on the grand The Elder 

Scrolls Online tour is Vvardenfell, 
the legendary landmass of TESIII 
reinvigorated for the contemporary 
MMO. The fact that this is an excellent 
idea is made apparent as soon as 
creative director, Rich Lambert, 
takes the reins of the game before 
us. His avatar steps out onto the 
pier of Seyda Neen, the very same 
starting ramshackle port town that 
we stepped out into 15 years ago. 
Only now it looks glorious. Shadows 
drape underneath the hip-high 
mushrooms which line the dirt 
streets, dynamically shifting with 
the movement of the sun. Stepping 
from the pier into the town proper, we 
notice all at once myriad little details 
rushing in to fill our remembered 
mental image of this place from a 
decade and a half earlier. Familiar 
chimneys emerge atop thatch 
roofing, the trade house is in the 
same place as it was all that time 
ago and even the spacing between 
the buildings feels just right. Lambert 
takes his avatar into the nearby 
governor’s hall and, yep, there’s the 

above for anyone 
familiar with the 
old game, seeing 
Morrowind in 
2017-o-vision is 
mouth watering.

below Meet the 
lovely Matt 
firor, producer 
of eSo and big 
fan of (mud?) 
crab cakes.

w i t h  i t S  a r riva l  o n  t h e  fir St  x b ox  15  y e a r S  a g o,  t h e 

e l D e r  S c r o l lS  iii:  M o r r o w in D  w a S  t h e  fir St  S a n D b ox 

r p g  a n D  c o M p l e t e ly  r e w r ot e  t h e  g en r e  r u l e b o o k 

NPC (or an ancestor of them at least) 
that once upon a time helped us 
create our TESIII prisoner.

Morrowind is back and in full high-
definition fettle, beaming forth from 
your Xbox One. This isn’t a straight-
up reboot, though. Instead what we 
have is the entire landmass of TESIII 
copied over into the existing world 
of The Elder Scrolls Online, and then 
completely re-tooled from the ground 
up with contemporary visual fidelity 
and then repopulated with a huge 
number of varying things to do and 
stories to discover.

Good morrow
“Morrowind was right there for us,” 
says Matt Firor, producer of ESO and 
this new chapter, “and it hits a lot of 
really good beats. It’s modern enough 
that a lot of people will remember it, 
and it’s considered the gold standard 
of design in an Elder Scrolls game. 

It was the first one that did the 
open-world, radiant quest AI stuff, 
and you can go in whatever order 
you want, so it’s remembered very 
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first if you don’t fancy it. There’s a 
new class as well as new PvP modes, 
new dungeons and a new 12-player 
Trial (ESO’s answer to large group 
raids) to get unsheathed for. ‘The 
entire game is the end game’ is a 
mantra that we hear uttered often 
while at the studio, and it’s hard not 
to fall for the sentiment.

One thing strikes us as we see more 
of the game unfold before us: the ZOS 
team has been feverishly listening 
to, and acting on, fan feedback in the 
two years since the game’s troubled 
launch. The new class, the Warden, is 
a prime example of this. An old whinge 
that we’d muttered during launch 
week was that the classes were too 
difficult to easily get a read on. All 
classes can wear all armour types, 
so a Sorcerer could easily come at 
you decked in heavy plate armour or 
a claymore-wielding Dragonknight 
could wheel in your direction in a set 
of silk light armour pyjamas. In an 
MMO, knowing what your various team 
members, or opposing players in PvP 
modes, are capable of at a glance is a 
pretty integral ingredient.

There are no such worries with the 
Warden thanks to the delightfully 
accentuated animations of the 
hugely varied skillset (see ‘The 
Warden’). While jumping into the game 

nostalgically by players. It’s also 
modern enough that we could 
actually go in and dissect it and see 
how it would work in ESO.”

For new players, ingratiated into 
the world of Elder Scrolls through the 
likes of Oblivion and Skyrim, this is 
a chance to learn where it all really 
began without the risk of stabbing 
your eye out on a jagged texture or 
getting mauled into frustrated chunks 
by Cliff Racers. For those in the know, 
however, there’s added spice. “It has 
that extra depth,” says Firor. “If you 
played TESIII, you’ll just start smiling.”

Viv’ le difference
The story is set 700 years prior to 
the events of TESIII, and so while 
many things are familiar, there’s 
plenty to discover anew. Vivec City, 
for example, is not yet the nine 
canton-filled mega city, but still 
under construction with a much 
more manageable three cantons. 
The Red Mountain volcano sitting at 
the centre of the island is not nearly 
as overwhelming as it will become 
in TESIII’s timeline, so there are lush 
areas of greenery and coastal regions 
to explore as well as ash-choked 
lava lands. The main campaign, 
lasting about 30-40 hours, will take 
us across much of the landscape in a 

bid to cure the mortal god Vivec of a 
mystery illness, and will be playable to 
everyone the minute they buy the new 
chapter. The team at ZOS shun the 
term ‘expansion’, given that it implies 
a need to have ploughed through 
a ton of game already to enjoy this 
brand new stuff.

“Elder Scrolls Online is a virtual 
world, and there’s one entry point to 
it through the original game and now 
there’s a completely different entry 
point,” explains Firor. “They all attach 
to the same world, so it doesn’t 
matter if you came late to the game or 
not. You’re gonna be a high-enough 
level to do anything else in the game.”

You don’t even have to leap into 
the more traditional Elder Scrolls story 

This is the largest landmass the ESO team has built at 30 per cent bigger than Orsinium

 More great features at gamesradar.com/oxm

top fan-favourite 
npc naryu virian 
will return from 
the base game, 
starring in her 
own sizeable 
subplot alongside 
the main story.

t h e  e l D e r  S c r o l l S  o n l i n e

M o r r o w i n D
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above the new 
map also features 
a bunch of new 
Delves, smaller 
public dungeons 
for you to crawl 
through with 
friends you meet 
in the world.

left the new 
battlegrounds pvp 
mode will have 
leaderboards, 
though no 
spectator mode is 
planned as yet.

 t h e  t e a M  h a S  b e en  f e v e riS h ly  liSt enin g  to,  

a n D  a ct in g  o n,  fa n  f e e D b a ck  in  t h e  t w o  y e a r S  

Sin c e  t h e  g a M e’S  t r o u b l e D  p c  l a u n c h
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winter’S eMbrace
b e s t  f o r . . .
taking the hits

s k i l l  1
Polar Wind
Use this to blast friends with soothing 
healing over time or to strike at foes 
with nasty frost damage.
s k i l l  2
ice Fortress
Get an icy shell over your torso with 
this skill and you’ll get a meaty buff to 
your armour rating.
s k i l l  3
imPaling shards
Need to move enemies around? this 
activates a snare so that you can yank to 
your heart’s content.
s k i l l  4
crystallised shield
summons exactly what you think it 
would, buffing your armour and making 
you even harder to kill.
s k i l l  5
Frozen device
Drop this rune onto the ground and any 
enemies that step on it will be teleported 
to you. ideal for keeping monsters off 
your group’s healer.

U lt i m at e  s k i l l
sleet storm
this spell covers a large area and buffs 
any party members caught in the blast 
with protection, perfect for opening a 
boss encounter. it also deals spikes of 
damage on enemies in the blast zone, so 
can be used to clear mobs of enemies or 
to draw threat to yourself and away from 
squishier friends.

green balance
b e s t  f o r . . .
Healing your buddies

s k i l l  1
Fungal groWth
Not nearly as awful as it sounds, this skill lets 
you heal friends in a cone in front of you.
s k i l l  2
healing seed
Pop these into the ground and the flora that 
grows will steadily heal nearby buds over time.
s k i l l  3
living vines
this seeks out the team member with the 
lowest health for a dose of life juice.
s k i l l  4
green lotus
a lovely blooming flower visual effect, yes, 
but also a powerful damage buff.
s k i l l  5
nature’s grasP
Distant friend in deep doo-doo? this skill 
pulls you directly to them for timely life 
saving when needed fast.

U lt i m at e  s k i l l
secluded grove
this billowing ability sees trees slowly grow 
in a circle around you for huge health 
rejuvenating heals for any friends milling 
about inside.

aniMal coMpanion
b e s t  f o r . . .
Dealing out tons of damage

s k i l l  1
screaming cliFF racer
once upon a time these haranguing 
beasties were the scourge of our 
existence. Now they are our spike 
damage dealing beasties.
s k i l l  2
subterranean assault
summon an underground turtle beast (a 
Haj mota if you need to know) and it’ll arc 
forward in a stunning line of hurt.
s k i l l  3
groWing sWarm
bees? bees. Well, actually they are 
fletcher flies, but they hurt whoever you 
send them after so just picture bees and 
you’re on the right track.
s k i l l  4
bull netch
activate this and a floating bull Netch will 
hover by your side recovering your 
stamina for you. Cheers, you disgusting 
ball of flesh, you.
s k i l l  5
bird oF Prey
Gotta go fast? this skill increases 
movement speed, though whether that’s 
for running away or for barraging into a 
fight is up to you.

U lt i m at e  s k i l l
Wild guardian
Unlike the timed spirit creatures that you 
summon with your other skills, this wild 
bear will stick with you until death. We’re 
told to expect a streamlined control 
system which allows us to command it to 
attack things on our behalf. We wish we 
had one for the oXm office.

get your biroS anD graph paper out: it’S tiMe to plan your new builD with the 

warDen’S full array of new abilitieS, Split up over three branD new Skill treeS

the warden 
a coMplete guide to your new favourite class
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as a more druid-flavoured class, 
spraying healing flora one minute 
and summoning giant bears the 
next, you’ll also see throbbing blue 
ethereal glows hum off your weapons, 
butterfly wings sprout as you gain 
speed buffs or icy armour cover your 
body. You can spot the Warden a mile 
off and the class gains that much 
more identity for it.

Choose your battles
It’s just as well you can read the 
classes that much better, as when 
Morrowind launches it’ll come 
alongside a much more competitive 
series of PvP modes, under the new 
Battlegrounds system. Here three 
teams, each one with four players, 
will all compete in smaller-scale, 
heavily designed multiplayer scraps. 
Think gladiatorial arenas only with 
craggy ruined towers to pepper 
arrows from, line-of-sight blocking 
ramparts to sneak around and intense 
tactical co-operation required to 

climb leaderboards. Previously the 
PvP offering of ESO was much broader, 
with a much higher player cap on 
each map making it hard to feel like 
you were contributing to a victory (or 
a loss). Here every team member is 
integral to the action and there’s no 
place to hide. Why three-way fights? 
According to Firor it’s because it’s just 
that much more fun that way. The 
added spice of a third team means 
underdogs always have a shout at 
victory, as there’s scope for sneaky 
team-ups between statistically 
weaker sides. There’s a tantalising 
scope here for drama and treachery, 
spread out across distinct modes like 
Team Deathmatch or Capture The Flag 
(here called Capture The Scrolls). 

Firor explains, “Team Deathmatch 
is going to be a dogpile of people 
just killing and killing each other. 
But then you play Capture The Scroll, 
sometimes it’s not your best option 
to kill an enemy if you see that they’re 
attacking the third enemy. The whole 

t h e  e l D e r  S c r o l l S  o n l i n e

M o r r o w i n D
With the release of the One Tamriel update last year, the number of concurrent ESO players tripled overnight

 More great features at gamesradar.com/oxm

 t h e r e’S  a  ta n ta liSin g  S c o p e  h e r e  fo r  D r a M a  a n D 

t r e a c h e ry,  S p r e a D  o u t  a c r o S S  DiSt in ct  M o D eS  S u c h  

a S  t e a M  D e at h M atc h  o r  c a pt u r e  t h e  f l a g
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t h e  e l D e r  S c r o l l S  o n l i n e

M o r r o w i n D
European prices weren’t available at time of writing, but the standard boxed edition of Morrowind will cost $59.99 (approx £49)

 More great features at gamesradar.com/oxm

major, obvious initial lure. This is a 
new take on Morrowind, promising 
to be more relevant to new players 
while simultaneously nostalgia-
baiting for returning visitors.

“Xbox fans, of course, will 
remember that Morrowind was one of 
the first RPGs,” says Firor, “if not the 
first sandbox RPG, on any console and, 
in many ways we’re about to release 
an homage to that game. If they want 
to see what all the excitement was 
about and they don’t have an original 
Xbox, now they can check it out.”

It also happens to be a touchstone 
for one of the more under-celebrated 
successes on Xbox. The Elder Scrolls 
Online has come back fighting after 
its console launch, and is now one of 
the most improved games to have hit 
the machine. And it’s about to give 
us all an unavoidably attractive new 
reason to re-roll our way back in. 

Get your party ready for The Elder 
Scrolls: Morrowind’s release on 6 June

point is you get points as you defend 
the scroll in your territory, so if there 
are two guys from the other two 
teams fighting, you just step back, 
because it’s all time-based.”

The Battlegrounds themselves 
are hugely varied and a delight to 
explore, from a Daedric ruin with a 
giant central pedestal of high ground 
to fight over, a lava-filled quarry near 
Red Mountain, all ash and open killing 
grounds, and a Dwemer fort, with four 
areas interlinked between narrow 
corridors prime for ambushes.

Trial and terror
But if PvP isn’t your thing there’s still a 
load more PvE to get stuck into once 
the main story’s done (or before!). 
The new Trial is at the top of the pile, 
taking place in a lore veteran’s dream 
locale: Sotha Sil, AKA The Clockwork 
City. For the uninitiated this is a huge 
automaton-filled city, all contained 
within a miniature orb construct. 
Inside the city is a cavernous metal 

cave system, with huge open spaces 
woven with branching paths and 
vertical spaces. As we’re taken on 
a development build whistle-stop 
tour of the area we see ominous 
automaton guards, raptor-esque boss 
fights and unnerving vistas where the 
skybox is filled with whirring cogs. 
From certain vantage points you’re 
given early teases of what you’ll 
explore later, too. We come away with 
a serious Dark Souls-ian vibe. 

All this content to one side though, 
it’s hard not to circle back to that 

top eSo is 
already a hive  
of morally 
intriguing 
stories waiting 
to be discovered. 
Morrowind 
continues that. 
one quest has  
you helping a 
‘farmer’ save  
his ‘crops’  
from ‘bandits’. 
yeah… he’s 
growing drugs.

S o t h a  Sil,  a k a  t h e  c lo ck w o rk  ci t y,  iS  a  lo r e 

v e t e r a n’S  D r e a M  lo c a l e,  w i t h  o M in o u S  a u to M ato n 

g u a r D S,  r a pto r-eS Q u e  b o S S  fig h t S  a n D  u n n e rvin g  viSta S
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Journey to SoMe of the literally hot SpotS acroSS thiS volcanic locale

s e y D a  N e e N
Head into the building where your tesiii character was 
assigned their race and class back in 2002 and you’ll 

bump into a familiar NPC – or his ancestor from 700 years 
prior at least. He’ll even start asking you for your details, 

until he realises you’re not a prisoner from the boat. 
feels good to be the Vestige!

b a l m o r a
it’s in balmora that we spot a returning morrowind favourite: 
silt striders. these chitinous, impossibly long-legged insects 

act as fast-travel points, letting you travel to places the 
existing Wayshrine system doesn’t necessarily reach. though 
this will still involve loading screens, so we’ll still not get to see 

how these things actually walk on those stilt legs.

V i V e C  C i t y
brilliantly, the further into the story you get, and the worse the 

tribunal Vivec’s illness becomes, the more dominating the 
view of the red mountain at the centre of the island gets. to 
the point where it fills the air around Vivec City with ash. as if 
the denizens of these cantons didn’t have it bad enough, the 

giant rock suspended in the air above the city will smash them 
all to pulp should the big V snuff it. No pressure, then.

s a D r i t H  m o r a
see those giant towers covered in mushrooms? inside live a 
bunch of wizards who, like a pair of competing middle-aged 

dads with their annual Christmas light demonstrations, let the 
elaborate displays on their abodes represent their power. 

the dude in the middle? Not one to mess with judging by the 
size of his spore-ific accommodation. insert your own joke 

about them sounding like fun guys.

visit vvardenfell
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 keep up to date with the latest oxm reviews at www.gamesradar.com/oxm
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Disagree with our verdicts? Let your voice be heard on our Facebook and Twitter feeds

Pssst. Want some free travel advice from your 

old pals at OXM? Of course you do. Don’t visit 

Louisiana. EVER. Oh sure, New Orleans is a 

splendid city. It parties like nowhere else on Earth, 

keeps the bead industry in rude health and, above 

all, does absolutely killer Creole sea gumbo. But  

despite the best efforts of its sensational seafood,  

Resident Evil VII: Biohazard  (p72) has put us off 

the Bayou State for life. That’s what happens when 

you spend ten hours imprisoned on a sinister, 

swampy estate run by flesh-eating hillbillies. Resi’s 

newest Big Bads may be horrendous hicks, but 

boy do the Baker family know how to cook up a 

cracking horror reboot. Capcom’s latest is actually 

unusually light in the zombie department this time 

out, so if you’re looking for a hearty helping of 

undead action, you’d better slip into the first two 

episodes of  The Walking Dead: A New Frontier 

(p78). Telltale is unquestionably the new master of 

virtual brain-biters everywhere. If all these grisly 

Earthbound endeavours are bumming you out, 

may we suggest taking a little intergalactic trip to 

check out  Astroneer  (p91). This delightful space-

set sandbox is the latest addition to Xbox’s Game 

Preview programme, and it features the cuddliest 

darn astronauts we ever did see. C’mon, don’t be 

like that, Buzz Aldrin. We still think you’re a total fox. 
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editor’s
choice

irrespective of score, 
the editor’s choice 
award is given to 
games with the 
quality, ambition or 
uniqueness to stand 
out from the crowd. 

can’t make sense of 
our out-of-ten rating 
system? then see 
below for your  
at-a-glance guide.

titles with this 
symbol are on game 
Preview, so while they 
aren’t finished you 
can still find out if 
they’re worth playing

HOW WE 
SCORE:

10  a gaming 
masterpiece

9  an essential slice 
of brilliance

8  give it a whirl and 
you won’t regret it

7  Some minor flaws 
but still good

6  Solid, but not 
setting any  
loins aflame

5  average. not  
good, but not 
terrible either

4  honks just a bit
3  look away, lest  

ye be tainted
2  angry-makingly 

bad
1  Just... no...

078

084
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Capcom PRs used VHS players to promote Resident Evil VII as old-school tapes feature heavily in the game



See that ‘VII’ sitting 
a couple of inches 
above? Hoo-boy, 
is it unnecessary. 
Chances are, the ever 
escalating number 

reminds you of all the heaving zombie 
baggage this horror franchise has been 
saddled with in recent years. What a 
pity, because while it makes for some 
clever iconography – the ‘VII’ cutely 
slots into ‘EVIL’ for the game’s logo 
– this sequel firmly returns Capcom’s 
spook ‘em up to its origins. Brace 
yourself: real survival horror is back… 

Before we can fully analyse Resi 
VII’s many, considerable successes, 
context is required. Since the 
action-heavy Resi 6 slumped onto 
shelves in late 2012 the horror 

landscape has changed. And it’s 
changed drastically. The reemergence 
of ‘found footage’ spooksters on the 
silver screen in the late noughties 
helped give birth to the likes of the 
terrific Outlast, before Alien: Isolation 
showed everyone (Capcom included) 
how deeply terrifying big-budget 
horror games could truly be.

Resi remix
Thankfully, Capcom was clearly taking 
notes. Be in no doubt: Resi VII is a 
proud return to form. This is a 
resplendent rallying cry, one that 
screams “proper Resi is back, baby!” 
at the top of its lungs, before plunging 
you head-first into a resolutely 
old-school, lo-fi serving of survival 
horror. In short, this is the game 

you’ve been pining for ever since Leon 
went medieval on all that Ganado ass 
back in 2005’s Resi 4. 

Not that this is remotely like Mr 
Kennedy’s seminal Spanish horror 
quest. No, this is very much a 
celebration of Spencer Mansion’s 
spooky sensibilities. If you sheepishly 
crept around gaming’s most famous 
haunted house in the HD remaster of 
the original Resident Evil that popped 
up on Xbox Live back in 2015, you’ll 
have some idea of what to expect.

Gone are the gaudy theatrics of 
Resi 6’s ludicrous, globe-hopping 
excess. You’ll find no trio of disjointed 
campaigns or Gears Of War-aping 
cover shooting here. Instead, prepare 
for a return to manually storing 
weapons in item boxes when your 

Resident Evil VII:
Biohazard
PrePare to meet your Baker, as horror is reBorn Dave MeiklehaM 

Publisher capcom / DeveloPer capcom / ForMat xbox one / release Date ouT now / cost £52.99

aBove the 
Bakers are 
cannibalistic 
sickos, no 
question, yet 
there’s a deeper 
backstory that 
deftly handles 
how they came  
to be this way. 
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EdItoR’s
choIcE



rucksack gets full; managing inventory 
space; using strangely shaped, ornate 
keys to open locked rooms; saving 
progress on typewriters (technically, 
tape recorders here); solving kooky 
puzzles; and combining herbs to heal 
those booboos. If Capcom’s main goal 
going into Resi VII was simply to 
recapture the spirit of the series’ 
32-bit glory days, then mission  
very much accomplished. 

For a game that’s so profoundly 
backwards-looking – and we mean 
that as a compliment – it’s somewhat 
perverse Capcom has decided to 
pretend the last two main entries 
didn’t happen. It’s also absolutely 
essential to Resi VII’s success. There’s 
no talk of Las Plagas, Uroboros or the 
sort of ‘tache-twirling, horribly 
convoluted plots Albert Wesker used 
to love. In their stead is a much 
simpler, stripped-down tale: one that 
manages to tap into the uncomplicated 
story beats of the very first game.

Winters’ pain
You play Ethan Winters, a completely 
average dude with a not-so-average 
problem: his wife has been missing for 
three years. The game opens on a 
video message from Mia, Ethan’s other 
half contacting him out of the blue, 
seemingly in strife, alone and afraid. 
Cue a trip to her last known location, as 
Winters drives to a chilling homestead 
in the backwater bayous of Louisiana. 

Predictably enough, the owners of this 
eerie estate aren’t a friendly bunch.  
In fact, they make Leatherface look 
like a downright accommodating host. 
Enter the Baker family…

Resi VII’s main antagonists aren’t 
shades-sporting Umbrella agents or a 
Tyrant riddled with the T-virus. Part of 
what makes this gang of terrifying 
hicks so insidiously sinister is they’re 
less bombastic than the villains of the 
past. Jack, the head of the clan, is a 
bespectacled butcher, the kind of 
unflinching sociopath Rust Cohle would 
chase through the swamps in True 
Detective. Marguerite, his wife, is the 
fantastically unhinged matriarch of the 
family. Lucas, meanwhile, is their crazy 
offspring, and a man who revels in 
Saw-style, murderous parlour games. 
They’re brilliant, brilliant baddies. 

Going back to Jack, poppa Baker is 
basically a hillbilly take on Resi 3’s 
terrifying Nemesis. The dude is 
relentless. Sometimes he stalks the 
halls of his dilapidated, disgusting 
house, the resultant cat-and-mouse 

stealth sections reminiscent of Alien: 
Isolation… if the Xenomorph was a 
bearded southern psychopath fond of 
chowing down on offal. At other points 
you face him in full-blown boss fights, 
with a couple of choice skirmishes 
offering up the best battles since Resi 
4’s El Gigante scuffle. He may well be 
the series’ greatest villain ever.

Some of the game’s best extended 
set-pieces revolve around your 
clashes with the Bakers, yet much of 
the barbaric bread-and-butter action 
eschews them entirely. This is where 
the Moulds come into play. These 
thoroughly unpleasant ooze monsters 
recall the BOWs infected with the 
T-Abyss virus in Resident Evil: 
Revelations. These horrible gloopy 
things stagger from side to side, and 
prove surprisingly tough to kill. Shooting 
limbs off a Mould won’t overly deter it, 
and the beasts still pull themselves 
towards Ethan even when literally 
legless. The only way to put them away 
once and for all: shoot their heads off. 

Are the Moulds a great addition to 
the pantheon of classic Resi foes? Not 
really. Their rather generic design 
pales in comparison to creatures like 
the wonderfully perverse Licker, or 
devilish Hunter. Yes, they’re hard to 
kill, but once you master removing 
their slimy craniums from their 
shoulders, battles with Moulds quickly 
become a tiresome nuisance, rather 
than something to legitimately fear.  

What is it?
a grimy horror 
reboot served 
up in a distinctly 
unsettling Deep 
South setting. 

What’s it like?
Deliverance meets 
Dawn of The 
Dead… with extra 
mutant hillbillies. 

Who’s it For? 
lapsed Resi fans 
who are desperate 
to see the series 
return to its roots. 

short
cut

“The head of the 
Baker family is 
basically a hillbilly 
take on the utterly 
terrifying Nemesis”

074

The official xbox magazine  more great reviews at gamesradar.com/oxm

r e v i e w

aBove this jolly 
cop briefly aids 
ethan... emphasis 
on the ‘brief’. 

right Jack is 
persistent, even 
when he’s being 
barbecued by fire. 

The designers used actual pieces of raw meat as models for some of the game’s enemies
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left find bigger 
backpacks to 
increase storage.

Below the handgun 
has two types 
of ammo. switch 
between them  
with lt and y. 

There are quite a 
few collectibles 
to be hoovered 
up throughout 
Resi Vii for all you 
completionists. 
The most 
beneficial are 
antique coins: an 
in-game, hidden 
currency that you 
can splurge buying 
a magnum or 
health upgrades. 
Then there are 
the mr everywhere 
statuettes. Smash 
up all of these 
deviously placed 
little gnome-
like trinkets for 
the mr nowhere 
achievement. 

SmaSh- 
anD-gRab



Wisely, Capcom never overloads 
Resi VII with enemy encounters. There 
are large swathes of action where you 
won’t see a monster for upwards of 
half an hour, and for the most part the 
game rations its nasties reasonably 
well. It actually shows great restraint 
on the developer’s part, because 
gunplay is seriously good.

You probably weren’t expecting us 
to say this, but Resi VII actually does a 
very passable impression of a decent 
first-person shooter when the time 

comes to go weapons-free. The 
firearms Ethan scavenges all pack one 
hell of a wallop, and it’s an arsenal 
that rarely disappoints. Using the 
guttural M37 to blow a Mould into 
sludgy chunks is always good for a 
chuckle, barbecuing Marguerite’s 
guinea pig-sized mosquitos with the 
Burner flamethrower never fails to 
delight, while a brief, exhilarating 
chainsaw battle would surely have 
Doctor Salvador from Resi 4 doffing his 
filthy burlap sack in respect.  

As we said earlier, though, Capcom 
rarely uses guns as a crutch. Resi VII 
is confident enough in its own deeply 
unpleasant skin that it’s happy to let 
those feelings of dread creep up on you 
over extended firearm-free sections. It’s 
here the series once again rediscovers 
a love for puzzles. Conundrums were 
all but jettisoned in Resi 6, yet here 
they make a welcome comeback. Will 
the Baker mansion’s selection of 
gentle switch challenges overly tax 
your grey matter? Probably not. Still, at 
least they make thematic sense, while 
also providing welcome breathing 
space from all the Mould murder. 

Gore and more
It’s clear Resi VII effortlessly eases 
past both Chris Redfield’s confused 
safari, and Leon, Jake and co’s 
bafflingly bloated, crisscrossing horror. 
More than any other element, it’s the 
game’s intoxicating, entirely cohesive 
world which elevates it far above its 
predecessors. The Baker estate is both 
hugely convincing and splendidly 
grotesque. Whether sitting around the 
world’s least appetising dinner table 
or squirming at the shrunken heads in 
Marguerite’s hive-infested shack, 
these grounds are putrid, endlessly 
sleazy and cloyingly claustrophobic. 
Hell, Resi VII is such a gleefully 
disgusting abomination you can 
almost feel its phantom stench 
invading your nostrils.
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aBove mrs Baker’s 
cooking makes us 
want to staple our 
mouths shut. next 
time, eat out.

right trust us, 
this house is a lot 
scarier at night. 

In 2008, the original Resi was awarded the Guinness World Record for ‘Worst Game Dialogue Ever’

aBove right  
we’ve already 
told you we don’t 
want to see your 
‘special’ axe 
party trick.

Below the shotgun 
is your best 
pal in a pinch. 
when ethan gets 
cornered, whip 
it out as fast as 
you can.



Perhaps the biggest compliment we 
can pay Capcom? Resi VII honours it 
roots while serving up a fresh 
perspective of a horror icon. Yes, it 
owes a whole lot to Outlast for paving 
the spine-tingling way, yet at its 
decomposing heart this is still very 
much Resi. It may act as a hard series 
reset, a full stop on the off-putting 
excess of its recent history, but Ethan’s 
adventure still wears the series’ slightly 
camp heart proudly on its gore-
slathered sleeve. Bottom line: this is 
one good first-person Resident Evil. 

Fright lite
BUT… it’s not a great Resi. Don’t get us 
wrong, Capcom has categorically made 
the best entry in the franchise since 
Resi 4, but that doesn’t mean its 
latest undead effort can match recent 
horror greats. The fundamental 
problem with Resi VII? It’s just not that 
scary. Persistently unnerving, sure. 
But genuinely frightening? Not really. 
Despite its vulgar atmosphere, Resi’s 
trademark sense of silliness ultimately 
starts to seep through the cracks of 
this hideous mansion, robbing the 
game of truly terrifying moments.

Place Resi VII next to Alien: 
Isolation, and there’s only one champ 
when it comes to jump scares. Being 
stalked by The Creative Assembly’s 
unrelenting extraterrestrial is a 
nerve-shredding experience, and in 
spite of its homicidal hicks’ best 

efforts, Resi VII never matches the 
sheer dread that comes from being 
stalked by the iconic Xeno. 

Without wanting to declare 
ourselves the new Mayors of Town 
Spoilersville, there’s a moment later in 
the game where Ethan essentially 
battles a giant, tentacled turd covered 
in eyeballs. It’s in these instances, 
when Resi chases its overt, over-the-
top B-movie origins, that it blows the 
chance to be a legitimately chilling 
survival horror game. Also, there’s a 
deeply clichéd, super-evil little girl in 
here (because of course there is) who 
adds zero to the fright factor. 

Problems with the RE Engine don’t 
help matters. Capcom’s proprietary 
tech was built from scratch with Resi 
VII in mind, yet it doesn’t always 
perform as it should. There’s a small 
rap sheet of tech woes on show here 
– everything from blurry image quality 
to ugly hair rendering. The chief 
offender is undoubtedly the game’s 
inability to load textures quickly 
enough. Asset-streaming is a real 

issue on our (admittedly unpatched) 
version, and it leads to many a 
moment where the surface of a door, 
or even the muzzle of your gun look 
like they’ve been cobbled together by 
a pre-schooler on MS Paint. 

Pacing problems also raise their 
hideous head in the last third of the 
game. Our playthrough takes exactly 
nine hours, 40 minutes, one second 
– cheers, stats screen. The majority of 
the adventure plays out in pleasingly 
flowing fashion, yet towards the end a 
detour to [REDACTED] derails the ride. 

But despite its issues, praise for 
the game’s successes ultimately 
deserve to drown out any mumbling 
moans over problems that arise. More 
than anything, Capcom deserves 
kudos for stripping the series of its 
baggage to bring you its most focused 
horror title in a decade. Be in no 
doubt: Resi VII has carved itself a 
seedy, resolutely icky place in our 
cold, blackened hearts. n

many key story 
items, herbs and 
ammo caches in 
Resi Vii can be 
hard to see – this 
is one literally 
dark game, folks. 
To assist ethan’s 
poor peepers, take 
psychostimulants: 
a type of pill that 
heightens the 
senses, placing 
helpful markers 
over nearby 
goodies. Visibility 
in some areas (like 
the bakers’ pitch-
black basement) 
is terrible, so 
look out for these 
handy drugs.  

STim anD 
heRS

“Ethan’s adventure 
wears the series’ 
slightly camp heart 
proudly on its gore- 
slathered sleeve”
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a leaner, meaner 
breed of Resi that, 
despite flaws,  
puts the series 
back on track. 
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The Walking Dead 
doesn’t do happy 
endings. Season One 
finished with eight-
year-old Clementine 
having to choose 

between euthanising the man who 
had become like a second father to 
her or leaving him to become a Walker. 
Either way she ended up alone until 
Season Two provided her with some 
new companions and, of course, 
concluded with her condemning at 
least one of them to death.

Season Three gives the poor girl 
a break, at least for the opening few 
scenes. Instead, we’re introduced to 
new leading man, Javier, a wayward 
son returning to the family home 
moments too late to be at his father’s 
deathbed. His volatile older brother 
is none too pleased to see him, but 
in this flashback sequence, sibling 
rivalry is swiftly set aside amid the 
urgent matter of how to deal with dad, 
who has risen and is somewhat bitey.

Four years later we catch up with 
what remains of the family. Javier is 

accompanied by his brother’s wife and 
two children and no other entourage 
at all. This is remarkable when you 
consider that the countless brutal 
comings and goings of the TV show’s 
seven seasons take place in a mere 
two years. But beware. They may have 
stayed together and made it this far 
with their full complement of limbs 
and eyes, but Clementine and her 
talent for misfortune await.

Sweet and deadly
Clementine at 13 years old is far 
removed from the vulnerable little 
girl we once knew. She’s now a 
shotgun-toting, ambush-setting 
badass, bearing the scars of whatever 
outcome you selected for her in 
Season Two, and she’s alone again. 
You have to wait until the end of the 
first episode to find out exactly how 
the future towards which you ushered 
her ended up being torn from her 
grasp, with four potential flashback 
scenes providing the gory details. You 
probably won’t like it, but heartbreak 
lies at the very core of this series.

Whether it’s the TV show, comic 
book or game, The Walking Dead 
revels in teasing its characters with 
glimpses of safety and security 
before plunging them into new 
depths of misery, each situation more 
relentlessly horrific than the last. 
There’s probably a limit to how far 
this formula can sustain the series, 
as the declining ratings for the TV 
show’s depressing seventh season 
appear to be demonstrating. However, 
the games haven’t yet brought us 
to breaking point in the way the TV 
and comics have, and having some 
semblance of free will as a player is 
preferable to watching everything play 
out as you sit there helplessly.

The grim tone of The Walking Dead 
as a whole is fuelled by its unusual 
central tenet of ‘total infection’. 
Every living person and everyone who 
will ever be born carries the zombie 
virus, and there’s no hope of a cure. 
It doesn’t matter if you’ve been 
bitten: the world is going to end and 
everybody is a zombie in waiting. As 
time passes in the various branches 

What is it?
An adventure in 
zombie hell, with 
minimal overlap 
with the TV and 
comic series.

What’s it like?
An assortment of 
agonising choices 
that characters 
will remember in 
future episodes.

Who’s it for? 
If you enjoyed the 
first two seasons, 
and want to know 
what happened to 
Clementine.

short
cut

The Walking Dead: A New
Frontier – Episodes 1 and 2 
IT’s salT, lemon and ClemenTIne TIme as season Three begIns Martin kitts

Publisher TellTAle GAmes / DeveloPer TellTAle GAmes / forMat XboX one / release Date ouT now / cost £5.19 per epIsode or £24.99 For THe seAson
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of The Walking Dead’s universe and 
the characters who remain become 
ever more adept at not being eaten 
by the shambling herds, the biggest 
danger is posed by other survivors.

Friends in need
Season Three introduces a large-
scale foe in the form of the New 
Frontier, a wretched hive of scum and 
villainy headquartered in the ruins 
of an abandoned city. After getting 
himself firmly entrenched in the 
group’s bad books, Javier discovers 
that he has no choice other than to 
beg for their help in order to save a 
wounded member of his party. The 
final scenes of this double-episode 
opening salvo contain revelations 
that we never saw coming. After a 
slowish start it’s set up brilliantly for 
something big and potentially quite 
nasty over the next episodes.

One thing Clementine mentions 
when she first meets, overpowers 
and completely outsmarts Javier is 
that she can’t believe he’s survived 
as long as he has. We have exactly 

the same impression of him, and his 
calm normality does seem at odds 
with the world he’s living in. This isn’t 
the demeanour of a man who, after 
beating down his undead father and 
watching civilisation crumble around 
him, has spent four years surviving in 
post-apocalyptic zombie hell.

We’ve seen other survivors set up 
enclaves, we’ve encountered cannibal 
tribes and witnessed the rise and 
fall of dictators. One thing they’ve all 
got in common is that they’re armed 
to the teeth and sufficiently battle-
hardened to be capable of murder 
without hesitation. Javier isn’t like 
that at all, content to get high in his 
camper van and lead his friends into 
obviously dangerous situations.

Perhaps having him as something 
of a blank canvas is beneficial to the 
game, and we wasted no time in trying 
to make him a little more of a bastard. 

lefT Clementine 
managed to 
hang on to her 
father’s cap for 
all these years. 

far lefT 
Clementine 
could take the 
lot of them. 
also, identical 
matching guns 
in The Walking 
dead? Unlikely.

rIghT Javier 
takes a break to 
listen to some 
teenage angst 
from his nephew.

The shaky start is overwritten soon 
enough, and we can surely expect 
some exposition to explain Javier a 
little better. Both characters have 
flashback scenes but so far only 
Clementine’s appear to be heading 
anywhere. The Javier cypher aside, if 
you made it to the end of Season Two 
then this third instalment is shaping 
up to be an engrossing follow-up for 
those who can still stomach it. n

“The series teases 
its characters with 
glimpses of safety 
before plunging 
them into misery”

The first two 
seasons were 
available on Xbox 
360, but this time 
the older console 
has been dropped. 
luckily Telltale’s 
new online save 
system means that 
you can continue 
on Xbox one if you 
have access to the 
completed season 
Two save. simply 
create an account 
on Telltale’s 
website, load the 
first episode of 
season Two on 
360 and click a 
button on the 
website to link it 
back to Xbox one.

GenerATIon 
GAp

oXM verDict 
so far, a welcome 
and even more 
brutal return to 
Telltale’s most 
successful series.

8
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This is the first game in the series where you play two characters instead of one
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Do you ever wish you 
could sit down and 
play a videogame 
version of Disney 
Pixar’s Wreck-It 
Ralph (no, of course 

the rubbish Nintendo-only tie-in 
doesn’t count)? Well, good news: 
this violent 2D shooter definitely has 
a little Ralph stored in its bullet-
spewing chambers, if not any bits  
of the actual John C. Reilly. 

For one thing, Rise & Shine 
takes place in the decidedly meta 
Game-Earth: a land of constant 
videogame nods, where zombified 
Goomba-aping mushrooms attack 
with fanged ferocity, or a distinctly 
Gordon Freeman-ish crowbar hangs 
like a cherished painting in the Louvre. 
The knowing winks aren’t universally 
clever, but these retro Easter eggs 
go down a treat more often than they 
crack with cringey smugness. 

Guns ‘n games
The headline duo are pretty charming, 
too. You’re stuffed into the adorable 
parka of a stalwart, super-shooty lad 
called Rise, and his wise-cracking, 
sentient pistol, Shine – see what 
Super Mega Team did there? The 
pair combine to delicious effect in a 
tactile, if fiddly, side-scrolling hybrid. 

Over 14 increasingly punishing 
levels, here called scenes, Shine 
and his pistol pal riff on cherished 
classics. They rain down fire from 
behind cover (à la Gears 0f War), 
shoot, dodge and double-jump Mega 
Man style and manipulate homing 
bullets through electric mazes like… 

um, literally no other game we can 
think of. See, Rise & Shine does have 
some ideas of its own after all.

Influences from other titles aren’t 
just mechanical. Rise & Shine’s 
cuddly yet carnage-laden art style 
recalls Behemoth’s beloved Castle 
Crashers, and many scenes revel in 
the sort of darkly comic, over-the-
top deaths seen in Limbo and Inside. 
When Rise has his head lopped off 
or is barbecued by robot lasers, 
it’s impossible not to think of the 
unfortunate child protagonists in 
Playdead’s indie classics, or their array 
of kid-kabooshing puzzles

While the core controls and gunplay 
have a satisfying oomph to them – in 
large part thanks to some terrific use 
of your pad’s rumble motors – the 
action can exasperate. Example? How 
about snaking finicky homing bullets 
around armies of floating droids in 
order to flick switches as part of 
increasingly convoluted door puzzles. 
Indeed, many of Rise & Shine’s biggest 
problems revolve around controlling 
the titular firearm’s ammo.

Certain boss fights demand you 
swap between Shine’s standard and 
electrified bullets while juggling his 
homing shot and explosive modifiers, 
and it just never feels intuitive. Hell, in 
some scenarios, it’s about as natural 
as rubbing your stomach, patting 
your head and reciting the Gettysburg 
Address… backwards… in a minefield 
of dead 1-up mushrooms – cutely, 
that last image is actually in the 
game. We love cute nods to classic 
games of old, but the constant faffing 
with ammo in forever frenzied battles? 
We have to admit, not so much.

Rise & Shine can be a seriously 
tricky customer, then. Awkward boss 
fights and sporadically fussy controls 
mean there’s a serious challenge to 
be had here. Yet providing you can 
overlook the moments when this old-
school throwback makes you feel like 
a plate-spinning gun-for-hire, it’s a 
challenge (mostly) worth rising to. n

What is it?
a gory shooter 
that combines a 
retro style with 
brutal bullet hell.

What’s it like?
Silly, knowing and 
a little frustrating. 
Still, it’s mostly a 
good time.

Who’s it for? 
Those looking for 
a stiff challenge 
and fans of ‘80s 
platformers. 

short
cut

right rise & 
Shine is laden 
with Nintendo 
references, 
especially Super 
Mario ones. 

“Rise can have his 
head lopped off or 
be barbecued by 
a robot’s lasers”

the early bird catcheS the retro Shooter Slaughter Dave MeiklehaM

oXM verDiCt 
a gorgeous, often 
savage bullet hell 
that has the power 
to charm, thrill and 
fluster all at once.
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below why can’t 
these droids 
appreciate 
rise’s fetching 
orange parka?
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The entire concept for TowerFall Ascension was cooked up within 48 hours at a 2012 game jam in Vancouver

Archery is badass. 
From Robin Hood 
(either the corny 
Kevin Costner one 
or Disney’s fantastic 
fox) to Legolas, 

fiction is filled with eagle-eyed bow 
masters who can cleave an apple 
in two from 500 yards away. Good 
news: you can add the cast of this 
intoxicatingly anarchic indie to that 
quiver-packing list. 

For years we’ve enviously peered at 
friends as they enjoy TowerFall 
Ascension on other machines; 
countless lunchtimes filled with 
cackles, despairing cries and 
blood-curdling hollers as the game’s 
arena archery enraptures all who 
play it. And for good reason. Matt 
Thorson’s pointy, single-screen battle 
royale is a modern couchplay classic 
that’s as refreshingly simple as it is 
devilishly competitive. 

Take a bow
At its best, TowerFall Ascension sees 
you and three pals battling to be the 
last archer standing, with each 
combatant dashing, jumping and 
wall-sliding to avoid getting pierced 
by fellow players’ arrows or being 
popped on the head. While the initial 
action screams simplicity, and may 
even have you believing skewering 
friends is all down to luck, there’s 
actually a hell of a lot of hidden depth 
going on under those hoods. 

The moment you realise you can 
catch rivals’ arrows mid-flight by 
pressing the dash button at just the 
right second is exactly the sort of 

air-punching revelation that makes 
TowerFall such a constantly surprising 
joy. Is it a tad disappointing it still 
lacks online matches? Sure. But when 
you consider this fabulously frenzied 
party game has been made by just 
one man, and that no online 
encounter could capture the intimate 
charms of besting your real-life buds, 
we totally understand the omission.

Of course, if you’re Becky or Billy No 
BFFs, the heart of TowerFall is 
instantly pierced. Having physical ‘in 
the flesh’ friends by your side for this 
thrill ride is crucial. The smattering of 
single-player content is seriously 
light. Like, ‘you’ll be done with it in two 
hours’ light. A skimpy set of tutorial 
trials (where you have to shoot 
dummies with a limited amount of 
gimmicky projectiles, a la the 
wall-burrowing Drill Arrows) offer 
briefly clever blink-and-you’ll-miss-it 
entertainment value. Yet there’s no 
getting away from the facts: this is an 
experience that has been designed to 
be cherished with others.

There’s another big ol’ ‘but’ waiting 
to puncture this marksman: the 
game’s brilliant Dark World expansion 

isn’t included. It’s a kinda stingy cut 
when you consider not owning said 
DLC limits the Quest survival mode to 
two players, rather than the four-
player fun that awaits if you buy the 
added content pack. Oh, and it also 
means you miss out on the add-on’s 
excellent bosses, including a creepy 
as hell giant moose skull. Tsk, tsk. 
Seeing as Xbox fans have waited three 
years for TowerFall Ascension, it feels 
like a missed opportunity that this 
tardy port isn’t quite the definitive 
edition that it should be.

To get overly obsessed about 
what’s not here would be uncharitable 
to the extreme, though. Despite 
arriving on Xbox later than we’d like, 
and a little threadbare as a package 
at that, TowerFall Ascension remains 
one of the great local multiplayer 
games of this generation. If you’re 
even semi sociable, this deserves to 
fire its way onto your Xbox One.  n

What is it?
an arena-
based archery 
showdown where 
you try to shoot 
your friends. 

What’s it like?
it’s sort of similar 
to nidhogg, if 
the swords were 
ditched for bows. 

Who’s it for? 
xbox one-owning 
humans who enjoy 
the company of 
other humans. 

short
cut

right Levels are 
crawling with 
monsters, like 
flying eyeballs. 
Buzz off, freaks.

“It’s a refreshingly 
simple, modern 
couchplay classic”

CouChpLay CoLossus takes its shot at gLory Dave MeiklehaM

oXM verDiCt 
a multiplayer 
master that shoots 
to thrill and always 
hits. Pity about  
the missing Dlc.

Publisher maTT makes games / DeveloPer maTT Thorson/ forMat xbox one / release Date ouT now / Cost £11.99
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Feist’s evocative, cinematic art style was inspired by Jim Henson’s ‘80s fantasy film The Dark Crystal

If the main aim 
was to capture 
the brutality of 
the natural world, 
then this game is 
a success. Though 

there aren’t any blood or guts, 
every encounter within its shadowy, 
silhouetted woodland setting is a 
frantic, savage fight to the death. 

As a kind of sentient ball of hair 
you’re targeted by everything from 
hairy caterpillars to hairy spiders and 
hairy mole/hedgehog hybrids – and 
though every beast could do with a 
good trim, they’re all a severe threat 
to your existence. You can fight back 
with nearby rocks, logs and sharp 
sticks, but the latter only survive one 
hit, and you’ll have to retrieve the rest 
once thrown. It’s tough, and purposely 
so, but for us, Feist crosses the fun-
frustration divide far too often. 

The problem is the presentation. 
As striking as it looks – like a cross 
between Limbo and knockabout 
endless-runner Badland – the scenery 
can obscure vital visual information. 
When you’re running from trouble, 
it’s a bit much to be speared while 
you were obscured by a tree in the 
foreground. Detritus on the forest 
floor can get confusing at times, like 
when you go to pick up what looks like 
a log only to find it’s just some uneven 
ground. And with no visual indicator to 
clue you in on how close to death you 
are, you’re never confident whether 
you can survive another hit or not. 

That would be less of an issue 
if your opponents weren’t quite so 
unerringly accurate. Inchworms 

suddenly rustle up from the ground 
and quickly launch spines at you. 
Large flies do the same from above, 
and in both cases the velocity of 
the projectiles gives you barely a 
split-second to react. Their behaviour 
can also be hard to read. Sometimes 
flies will wait a little while before 
attacking; at other times they’ll fire 
three shots in as many seconds. Leap 
and you’ll be punctured in mid-air; 
stay grounded and you’re every bit 
as likely to become a pincushion. 
Grabbing flies mid-flight is something 
of a lottery, though at least if you stun 
them with a projectile, you can pick 
them up while they’re prone and aim 
their backsides at aggressors.

Feist bumps
This isn’t the kind of challenge you 
can learn from and adapt to, so much 
as brute force your way past after a 
succession of failures. You can pass 
tricky sections simply by sprinting 
through and getting lucky. At other 
times you’ll be reliant on the caprices 
of the AI – whether a fly will float 

lazily away from your swipes or swoop 
down within whacking range. Not that 
you’ll always be able to rely on flight 
over fight: some sequences force 
you to beat specific enemies before 
the earth will rumble and clear an 
obstruction further down the path.

Although Feist made us wonder 
whether we should give up games 
journalism for a less stressful gig, 
(such as, say, keyhole surgeon or air-
traffic controller) there’s something 
about its unflinching challenge that 
makes it hard to completely dismiss. 
As arbitrary as it can sometimes 
seem, that unfairness probably makes 
it a more accurate depiction of what 
life is like at the bottom of the food 
chain. If you’ve got a masochistic 
streak, you may well get a kick out 
of conquering one of the steepest 
challenges we’ve faced in some time. 
Just don’t blame us if you end up 
shelling out for a new pad or three. n

What is it?
A dark, twisted 
side-scrolling 
survival game 
that’s constantly 
trying to kill you.

What’s it like?
Take Limbo’s 
toughest bits, and 
throw in finicky 
creature combat.

Who’s it for? 
Keen survivalists 
with vast reserves 
of patience and 
the capacity to 
improvise.

short
cut

right Oh god, 
the spiders. But  
at least here 
you can crush 
them with rocks.

“Inchworms rustle 
up to launch spines 
while flies attack 
you from above”

Like MOgwai if they wanted tO kiLL yOu with a stick Chris sChilling

oXM VerDiCt 
Unrelenting and 
vicious: this 
pitiless survival 
game is not for the 
easily frustrated.

5
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It would be easy to 
take this kind of 
game for granted. 
You don’t have to 
look back too far to 
find a crowdfunded 

classical action-platformer that 
got things – subtle clue incoming – 
mighty wrong. WayForward might be 
the most ironically named developer 
around, with its love for all things 
retro, but it’s not often we get a game 
that does the basics as well as this. 

Yes, Half Genie Hero is more revival 
than reinvention – it’s essentially a 
16-bit game with a contemporary lick 
of paint - but for its six to eight hour 
duration it’s both lovely to look at and 
very fun to play. As long as you’re not 
expecting anything more than that, 
you’ll likely find yourself thoroughly 
entertained throughout.

The story is little more than the 
flimsiest of excuses to send the 
titular hip-shaking, hair-whipping 

heroine to a series of delightfully 
diverse settings. One invites you to 
investigate a raging town fire; another 
asks you to get to the bottom of a 
sudden outbreak of mass amnesia; 
a third sees you sourcing a zombie 
hamster to power a homebrew 
contraption (as regular hamsters 
would tire too easily, of course). 

The dialogue is silly and self-
referential, and the game’s happy 
to poke fun at itself for the absence 
of a coherent plot in favour of these 
tenuously connected episodes 
with characters popping up and 
disappearing at will. WayForward is 
well aware that plenty of players won’t 
be paying attention, and so you can 
hammer the A button to accelerate 
every line, safe in the knowledge that 
if you miss anything vital, you can 
simply visit a nearby hint-giver who’ll 
tell you where you should be headed.

You won’t always be going 
somewhere new, because a certain 

amount of backtracking is baked into 
the design. At the end of each stage 
you’ll be awarded with a different 
transformation for Shantae, from a 
monkey that can jump higher and 
cling onto walls, to a crab that can 
scuttle around underwater, and an 
elephant that can stomp and charge 
through solid obstructions. 

Shantae shake
On every level you’ll see people, 
places and things you can’t quite get 
to, and make a mental note to return 
later – though often you won’t have 
much choice in the matter, as you’ll 
need to retrieve specific items and 
abilities to progress. New enemies 
freshen up repeat visits, and there are 
plenty of extras to grab on your return. 

You’re never left wondering where 
to go next, even if the worlds are large 
enough that you’ll have to search 
carefully, though in some cases you’ll 
be able to grab objects before you 

What is it?
A cute action-
platformer that 
harks back to the 
8- and 16-bit eras.

What’s it like?
Run, jump, 
explore, attack: 
the vocab is 
familiar, but  
still satisfying.

Who’s it for? 
If you thought the 
SNES was as good 
as games got, 
you’ll adore this. 

short
cut

Shantae: Half-Genie Hero
Does that mean we only get one-anD-a-half wishes? Chris sChilling

Publisher WAyFoRWARd / DeveloPer WAyFoRWARd / format XboX oNE / release Date out NoW / Cost £15.99
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To make their first HD Shantae game, WayForward raised almost $950,000 on Kickstarter



need them. If you’ve been especially 
thorough on your first run through a 
level, you’ll have much less to do on 
your return. As such, even when you’re 
revisiting familiar places, there’s still 
a strong sense of forward momentum. 
And if you’ve not just unlocked a new 
ability, then you’ve probably earned 
enough to buy one from the item 
shop in the main hub town, whether 
you spend your gems on the speed of 
Shantae’s hair-whip attack or giving 
her the ability to shoot fireballs. 

It certainly helps that you’re visiting 
places more interesting than your 
usual desert, ice, fire and jungle 
worlds. One stage takes the form 
of a magic carpet race, where you 
leap between floating rugs; another 
sees you infiltrate a factory to foil a 
nefarious git who’s kidnapping  
women to slap fish tails onto them  
so they can pass for mermaids.

WayForward attempts to mitigate 
the inverse difficulty curve that 

plagues so many games of this kind, 
whereby the further you progress, 
the easier the game seems to get. In 
the early stages of Half-Genie Hero, 
when you have just two hearts to play 
with, you’ll find yourself playing much 
more cautiously than in later stages 
when top-ups are in abundance and 
enemy attacks deal half the damage. 
Its solution isn’t always elegant, 
with one-hit-kill lasers, insta-death 
poison pools and bosses that take 
an inordinate amount of punishment 
before they finally explode. 

Date with death
But when ‘death’ only means returning 
to the last checkpoint minus a small 
chunk of health, frustration barely 
lasts longer than the mere seconds it 
takes to respawn. Besides, when you 
have the ability to toggle any of your 
unlocked buffs and abilities, you can 
pretty much tailor the challenge to 
your own individual needs. 

“Shantae needs 
to foil a git who 
kidnaps women 
and sells them 
as mermaids” 

right Keep the 
game on your 
hard drive after 
you’ve finished: 
wayforward 
is set to add 
new playable 
characters in 
future updates.

All of which adds up to an 
adventure that’s as breezy and 
likeable as it is safe and predictable. 
Still, what a joy to play a crowdfunded 
game that raised only a fraction of 
more heavily publicised campaigns, 
while looking (and sounding, thanks 
to Jake Kaufman’s wonderfully 
hummable music) like a million dollars 
more. And as Shantae’s part Jinn, it’s 
only fitting that her game is released 
in the New Year: it’s the perfect tonic 
for those post-holiday blues. n

As well as the 
village store, you 
can spend your 
gems at tuki’s 
shop. She can be 
found hiding in 
urns within certain 
stages, selling 
rare potions and 
transformations, 
Shantae can 
become a fruit-
producing tree or 
assume the form 
of a jug of gems 
if she’s low on 
health or funds 
respectively. best 
of all, however, 
is the blobfish 
transformation. In 
practical terms it’s 
just about useless; 
for comedy value 
it’s all but essential.  

uRN youR 
kEEp

oXm verDiCt 
An old-school 
adventure that  
lacks new ideas  
but is beautifully  
put together.

7
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left negotiating 
these tricky 
platforms 
requires some 
well-timed 
jumps. 



Ludum Dare, a game 
jam that takes place 
regularly and tasks 
its participants with 
creating something 
within a time limit of 

a few days, is responsible for some 
of the most interesting and creative 
game ideas in the indie community 
recently. Daniel Linssen is a bit of a 
rock star within that community – 
his ideas range from a fully-fledged 
RPG, Roguelight, in which light is a 
valuable and limited commodity, to 
WALKIE TALKIE, where you can create 
mini-platforming levels using ASCII. 
Linssen’s mind is something beautiful.

The Sun And Moon is Linssen’s 
award-winning Ludum Dare entry from 
2014, now ported onto console. It’s a 
brilliantly simple platformer where you 
can reverse gravity at will, but only 
when you’re inside blocks. This means 
that completing each level requires 
physics-defying, brain-bending 
acrobatics as your tiny little character 
swoops and dives in and out of blocks 
like a graceful penguin, changing 
from black to white and back again, 
also kinda like a penguin. Some levels 
have spikes to avoid, others have 
disappearing platforms and most 
levels are just really bloody difficult.

Puzzling platform
The problem isn’t with the design, 
because it’s a perfectly balanced 
little thing, even if you’re not very 
good at it – but with it being on the 
big screen. In each level, there’s all 
this empty space, and it feels like this 
big, ill-fitting coat that your mum has 

said you’ll “grow into” even though 
you’re in your mid-twenties. The 
backgrounds are just right on smaller 
PC monitors, where they walk the line 
between being pretty and not too 
distracting, but on a telly, they take 
up more of the screen than the action 
does. The music, as well, is incredibly 
repetitive, playing the same simple 
arpeggio loop over and over again.  
If the levels weren’t enough to annoy 
you, this definitely will. It’s a shame 
the music is so ill-matched because 
it’s enough to put you off playing.

The levels also unlock in a strange, 
non-linear way, which means that 
even though they’re numbered, you 
can work through them however 
you like. If one batch of levels has 
you stumped, you can go and try 
something else out for a while instead 
and come back to it. The swooping 
style of platforming is very, very hard 
to get right, and you might even find 
yourself completing levels without 
being entirely sure how you did so. 
But that’s not really an issue: the way 
it works is so slick and fluid that it’s 

hard not to enjoy just playing around 
with it for as long as you like.

Don’t get us wrong: we’d love to 
see more Ludum Dare games coming 
to Xbox. New ideas, new blood, new 
things to play with: all of these can 
only be good things. But The Sun And 
Moon, despite being a great little 
game with interesting ideas, just feels 
weird lifted from its original format 
onto a living room-sized gaming 
setup. Some games are just designed 
to look better when sitting 18 inches 
from the screen than from a sofa.

It’s not that there isn’t a place 
on Xbox One for indie games, but 
something as simple and small as 
this can feel lacking when it arrives 
on bigger screens. It feels like a really 
good mobile or PC game that got 
ported because of the hype around 
it, and while that hype was definitely 
justified, something more needed to 
happen in the shift to console. n

What is it?
A Ludum Dare 
award-winning 
platformer with a 
physics-defying 
and fun twist.

What’s it like?
A much simpler 
Super Meat Boy, 
or  a more complex 
Thomas Was 
Alone.

Who’s it for? 
Anyone who wants 
a sweet little 
platformer with a 
lot of smarts.

short
cut

right it’s hard 
to capture, but 
the fluidity of 
the movement 
is incredibly 
satisfying.  
Like a penguin.  

“There’s so much 
empty space, the 
game can feel like 
an ill-fitting coat”

Not to be coNfused with the game where you catch cute aNimaLs kate Gray

oXM VerDiCt 
A fun and deserving 
indie game that 
needed a bit of 
adjustment for 
sofa-based play.

6
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There are more than 150 levels for you to run, jump and dive through in whatever order you like
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In Ostrich Banditos’ last game, High Vaultage, you catapult into the sky with the power of super farts

We’ve all had days 
like it. One minute 
you’re out chasing a 
stray buffalo across 
some arid plains, the 
next you’re riding 

back to find your home is on fire, your 
mum is dead, your brother is bleeding 
out and you’re the one who has to put 
him out of his misery. Mondays, eh? 

This seemingly sombre opening 
isn’t played straight at all. It’s just 
an excuse to get you exploring 
the bitesize open-world – dotted 
with ranches, towns, mines and 
Native American reservations – and 
interacting with its various NPCs. 
Each time you perform a task – be it 
convincing someone’s drunk husband 
to leave the saloon at gunpoint, 
finding a pickaxe for a ghost or 
performing a raid on an oil tycoon – 
you’re rewarded with a new clue as 
to who killed your family, starting with 
your dying brother’s description of  
the shape of his hat. Great.

Dressed to kill
Over the couple of hours each 
playthrough takes, you’ll uncover 
the colour of the assassin’s clobber, 
from his belt to his bandana, piecing 
them together visually until you can 
identify the culprit. The killer’s identity 
is always randomised, so there’s 
plenty of incentive to replay this 
murder mystery, along with unlockable 
characters and unexpected endings.

Backed up by snappy writing, all the 
branching stuff is great, and it means 
choices have real consequences. You 
can even draw your gun on someone 

mid-conversation or simply accuse 
them of being the killer. Drawing 
on someone has various results 
depending on the person, so there’s 
plenty of scope for experimentation. 

Unfortunately, Westerado’s combat 
doesn’t live up to its other ideas. It 
does some interesting things, but it 
just feels clumsy, mostly thanks to the 
fact you can only shoot horizontally. 
You can’t aim up or down the screen, 
so you have to line enemies up at 
your sides before pulling the trigger. 
You’re like a well-armed crab. When 
there’s a group of enemies attacking 
you together they often clump up, 
making it so there’s nowhere safe to 
stand if you want to return fire. It gets 
frustrating, particularly towards the 
end when the enemy count jumps up 
and the screen gets busier.

Fortunately – assuming you keep 
yourself topped up with purchases 
of hats in the saloon – you can take 
three shots for free, each hat acting 
like an extra life. With precision 
shooting, you can even knock hats 
straight from the heads of rival 

gunslingers and scoop them up for 
yourself. Coupled with the need to 
pull back the hammer before each 
shot, as well as forced manual reloads 
where rounds are loaded one at a 
time, gunfights do feel deadly. Every 
shot counts, especially when you 
know you’re going to lose money if you 
haven’t banked it before you’re killed. 

It’s cohesive, too, as the quests 
tie into the feeling of risk. If a mission 
goes badly for your allies, they’ll 
retreat or be killed, and that questline 
is often then closed off to you 
completely, forcing you to come at the 
game from another angle. This means 
your first run will probably be spent 
dipping your cowboy boots into almost 
every plotline, but it gives you a good 
view of the whole game and enables 
subsequent playthroughs to be more 
deliberate. Besides, you’ll want to 
experience this more than once, 
despite niggles with the combat. n

What is it?
a murder mystery 
full of horizontal 
shootouts, hats 
and banjos. 

What’s it like?
it’s a  Red Dead 
where you can 
kill whoever you 
want, even mid-
conversation. 

Who’s it for? 
Wild West fans 
looking for a 
couple of hours of 
pixelated pistols.

short
cut

right the wild 
west is evoked 
pretty well in 
pixels, filled 
with orange 
sunsets, dry 
desert and  
six-shooters.

“Choices have real 
consequences so 
be careful who you 
point your gun at”

A fun-slinging revenge story thAt’s good, bAd And A little ugly kirk Mckeand

oXM Verdict 
frustrating 
shooting is 
compensated by a 
sense of freedom 
and witty writing. 

7

Publisher aDulT SWim / deVeloPer oSTRich banDiToS / forMat xbox one / release date ouT noW / cost £7.99

Westerado: Double Barreled

 More great reviews at gamesradar.com/oxm



We’re all familiar with 
cinematic games, but 
theatrical ones – well 
that’s something a 
bit unusual, and it’s 
the premise behind 

this intriguing indie ‘swamp noir’.  
A small-town mystery in three acts, 
with echoes of cult TV show Twin 
Peaks, it certainly stands out from the 
choose-your-own adventure crowd.

Knee Deep is set in a backwater 
Floridian town called Cypress Knee, 
where a famous actor has hanged 
himself from the water tower. Spaced-
out blogger Romana Teague is first 
on the scene, swiftly followed by 
bolshy local journalist Jack Bellet and 
depressed private investigator K. C. 
Gaddis, and you get to make dialogue 
choices for all of them.

Of course there’s more to Cypress 
Knee than meets the eye, and the 
ill-matched trio soon uncover some 
sinister goings-on with property deals 
and a secretive cult called the Church 
of Us. Was the actor’s death really 
suicide, they begin to wonder... 

Stage dressing
It’s all presented as a play, with 
footlights at the front of the stage 
and multiple settings for the 
characters to act in. It’s a nice 
concept but it feels unconvincing 
within the context of this game. 
Theatre productions make a virtue of 
the confines of the stage, but in Knee 
Deep everything is spread out over a 
vast area. The stage would have to 
be the size of a football pitch to fit all 
of that stuff on it, and in the first act 

the characters frequently stand on a 
little plinth to be whisked away to yet 
another enormous location.

Later in the game the plinth idea 
is abandoned – perhaps as a result 
of feedback, given that this was 
originally an episodic game on PC – 
and the characters sometimes walk 
directly to an adjacent scene, which is 
much better. But the theatre setting is 
still underused, with only some fold-
out scenery and very rare segments 
delivered to the audience reminding 
us of where we’re supposed to be.

In terms of actual gameplay, you 
never get to move the characters or 
interact with objects. Instead you 
choose from three dialogue options to 
drive the scene forwards, so you can 
play almost the entire thing with just 
the A, B and X buttons. There are also 
a handful of picture reconstruction 
puzzles, which looked difficult until we 
realised the pieces lit up yellow when 
they were in the right area, and a 
password puzzle tells you the solution 
as soon as you start. It’s clearly not 
meant to be a challenge.

It’s hard to tell what Knee Deep 
is striving for. The dialogue choices 
come thick and fast, with few seeming 
to make any difference to the way 
events unfold. It’s all so superficial, 
no wonder the game has to flash up a 
‘critical choice’ alert when you’ve got 
a decision that might make more than 
the tiniest difference later on. Apart 
from that it’s generally just a choice 
between agree/disagree/character-
specific comedy response, with the 
effects lasting no longer than the 
subsequent line of dialogue.

As an interactive story it’s not 
particularly compelling. There’s too 
much filler and precious few good 
lines beyond Bellet’s amusingly 
offensive ‘belligerent’ response 
options. But it’s definitely different, 
and though it didn’t strike a chord, 
we’ve got to give it some credit for 
forging its own path through the 
resurgent graphic adventure genre. n

What is it?
A murder mystery 
where you can 
influence the 
characters’ 
dialogue.

What’s it like?
A Telltale game 
with nothing but 
dialogue and 
somewhat lower 
production values.

Who’s it for? 
If you want a 
vague Kentucky 
Route Zero vibe 
but aren’t too 
picky, maybe you.

short
cut

right the 
graphics are 
dreadful and 
the voice acting 
sounds like it 
was recorded in 
a closet. hey, 
come back!

“Despite being an 
interactive story, 
it’s superficial and 
packed with filler”

‘Knee deep in what, exactly?’ everyone asKs suspiciously Martin kitts

The offIcIAl xbox mAgAZIne

oXM VerDiCt 
A strange concept 
in an evocative 
landscape that’s  
in search of a 
better game.

5
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The game’s Foundation Pack costs a hefty £31.99, but it nets you all 16 heroes and bonus skins

What a thoroughly 
bizarre little thing 
this is. Wait, did 
we say ‘little’? The 
correct wording 
to describe this 

odd MOBA/shooter hybrid should be 
‘maddeningly enormous’ or ‘stupidly 
sizeable’ given the title. This frantic, 
five-on-five online effort may revolve 
around a slim premise – namely, 
laying a cartoon smackdown on 
cutesy warriors – yet the headline-
hogging Guardians are seriously big 
customers. ‘Multistorey mansion’ big. 

Gigantic is one of the latest titles to 
hit Xbox One’s increasingly crowded 
Game Preview programme. As such, 
it’s still ropey in places. Matchmaking 
is often terrible, to the point of being 
broken – in every one of our games, 
the borked system takes at least six 
minutes to find a match. Such glacial 
waits are unforgivable, and it’s an issue 
developer Motiga needs to address 
immediately if Gigantic has any hope 
of sustaining a decent community.  

But what of the game itself? Phew, 
this is going to take some explaining. 
So, an average match of Gigantic pits 
you and four teammates against 
another band of five warriors. Aside 
from slaying foes and capturing 
command points, the main goal is to 
injure, then kill the other side’s 
Guardian: a mythical beast the size of 
a brachiosaurus that takes a hell of a 
lot of slashing and shooting to down.  

After your team takes out a certain 
number of opposition players, your 
Guardian hunts down its rival. At this 
point, you have 30 seconds to sprint 

across the map to get into a position 
to put a hurtin’ on it. Once the regal 
griffin or massive serpent wrestles its 
foe into submission, you have a short 
window to wound the beast. Deal 
enough damage, and a third of the 
monster’s energy depletes. Wound it 
significantly like this three times, and 
you win the game. Simple, right?

Monster smash
Um, no. Not at all. While you’re wailing 
on a rival Guardian, enemy players try 
to stop your attacks, and this is when 
Gigantic devolves into one appropriately 
colossal cluster. Range combat with 
the likes of Charnok – a dragon sorcerer 
who flings fireballs – is reasonably 
accurate, but close quarters melee 
combat feels frustratingly haphazard. 

Charge in with a hero such as the 
Minotaur-esque Lord Knossos, and 
the resulting spear scraps are less 
precise than performing heart surgery 
with a dessert spoon. Collision 
detection forever feels off, and the 
sheer onslaught of explosions and 
energy blasts that engulf the screen 

are both visually exhausting and 
super disorientating.

Gigantic is also free-to-play, 
meaning microtransactions are 
never far away. Of the game’s 16 
heroes, six are available for free. To 
unlock more, you either buy them with 
Crowns – a currency that’s drip-fed to 
you in sinfully small doses after 
matches – or you pay with Rubies – 
valuable gems that cost actual 
money. A thousand of the latter will 
set you back £7.99, and with each 
hero costing between 300 and 900 
Rubies, owning the entire eclectic 
roster will prove costly. 

The real appeal of the game lies in 
playing with the powers of its various 
cast members, especially if you want 
to get the most of its insidious price. 
It’s still a wallet-basher, though, and 
when you add in those almighty 
matchmaking issues, Gigantic’s 
problems are anything but small fry. n

What is it?
a hectic part 
moba/part 
shooter where  
you try to slay 
huge beasts.

What’s it like?
it combines bits 
of battleborn and 
evolve. hardly the 
best teachers.

Who’s it for? 
folk who 
don’t mind 
matchmaking 
waits or enjoy 
cartoon combat. 

short
cut

right the number 
of ranged 
projectiles, 
bombs and 
melee slashes 
that dominate 
the screen 
can easily 
overwhelm.

“Combat is less 
precise than doing 
heart surgery with 
a dessert spoon”

Free-to-play monster hunting packs a steep price Dave MeiklehaM

oXM verDiCt 
a colourful yet 
messy moba with 
serious online 
infrastructure 
issues. 

Publisher PerfecT World enTerTainmenT / DeveloPer moTiga/ forMat xbox one / release Date ouT noW / Cost free
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This is a game that 
doesn’t want to 
tell you what to do. 
And this is both its 
greatest asset and 
downfall. From the 

second you, a tiny astronaut, land 
on the deserted planet, you have 
to figure out how to not die – your 
oxygen slowly ticks down as you run 
around the alien surface; your power 
blinks and flashes urgently as you 
frantically run back to your shuttle, 
where you know you’ll be safe. 

It takes a while to work out what’s 
going on in Astroneer. Still in its Game 
Preview stage of development, it’s 
light on tutorials, which is especially 
vexing as its controls are hard to 
figure out, with three different ways 
of controlling the camera. Your job on 
this planet is to survive, Matt-Damon-
in-The-Martian style, but instead of 
potatoes and your own hard-earned 
poop, your most valuable commodities 
are resin and compound, which are 
used to craft things to make exploring 
and gathering easier. These materials 
can be found in the ground, and can 
be mined by terraforming the land.

You’ll soon find that the ground 
all around your base is pitted with 
potholes that you made, and you’ll 
fall into them ALL THE TIME, before 
running out of oxygen trying to 
escape. Then your new astronaut will 
have to spelunk to rescue the loot, 
rinsing and repeating ad infinitum. 
This is worse when you accidentally 
drive your brand-new truck into a big 
hole and have to abandon it there 
forever. RIP, truck. We hardly knew ye. 

The relative silence you’ll find in 
Astroneer is beautiful, though. It feels 
like you’re really alone on this planet, 
with no one but the machines you 
build for company. Exploration is no 
one’s game but your own, and you set 
your own goals and targets without 
any pushing or prodding. You drive 
as far as you can, then set a trail of 
oxygen-giving tethers deep down into 
a valley because you saw something 
cool, then grab a weird-looking 
lump of something to take back for 
research. It’s brilliant, understated, 
self-motivated fun.

Savage beauty
There are some fantastic structures 
and plants that you can stumble 
across, and therein lies the most 
wonderful part of the game: finding 
something cool in its randomly 
generated terrain. Caves are frequent 
and mysterious, filled with glistening 
plants that look like glass sculptures 
and lethal, pulsating geysers that lure 
you in and choke the air around you. 
Crashed spaceships hold glorious loot 

and the implication of terrible things 
having happened. There’s always 
more to explore, and building a shuttle 
to open up new planets widens the 
variety even more.

There are a few issues, especially 
given the game’s early development 
status. The janky physics can be 
frustrating, there’s a definite tapering 
off of Things To Do after about five 
to six hours and trying to terraform a 
ramp to get in and out of caves is so 
much harder than it needs to be. But 
the worlds Astroneer generates are 
such a joy to explore in increments, 
without the kind of threat or pre-
decided motive that many modern 
videogames force upon you. 

It’s early days but this looks like a 
game of exploration for the sake of 
exploration, where seeking and finding 
takes precedence. Astroneer won’t 
tell you what to do, but it gives you 
the freedom to figure it out yourself. n

What is it?
A survival-crafting 
exploration game 
in space. Think 
Minecraft meets 
Elite: Dangerous.

What’s it like?
Beautiful, creepy, 
weird, exciting; 
it unfolds in 
different ways 
each time.

Who’s it for? 
People who 
want a gentle 
yet compelling 
exploration game.

short
cut

right the sky 
at night has 
a beautiful 
horizontal 
stripe of pink 
and teal stars. 

“The first thing to 
figure out on this 
deserted planet is 
how not to die”

Minecraft in space! sort of! kate Gray

ThE officiAl xBox MAgAzinE

oXM VerDiCt 
not perfect, or 
finished, but 
there’s the spirit  
of something  
truly special.

Publisher SySTEM ErA SofTworkS / DeVeloPer SySTEM ErA SofTworkS / forMat xBox onE / release Date ouT now / Cost £15.74
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Astroneer has four-player drop-in/drop-out multiplayer, which makes exploring planets faster and safer

below the weird 
architecture in 
astroneer is the 
best thing about 
the whole game.
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Sometimes, it’s hard to keep the voices at bay. Shut 

up Mr and Mrs Inner Monologue, we will not set 

fire to the neighbours’ rose bush! When the urge 

to embrace our internal demons arise, we always 

find videogames are a rather wonderful outlet for 

those baser violent urges. That’s why we’ve hopped 

back into  Hitman  (p96), so that Agent 47 can act 

as a super-stabby cypher to help wash away our 

arsonistic impulses. There’s nothing like pretending 

to be a yoga instructor, then booting an ex-Yakuza 

lawyer over a balcony to rebalance your Zen. Hey, 

don’t judge us. We’ve been going through a lot this 

month. Revisiting  Bully: Scholarship Edition  (p102) 

has brought all those painful playground memories 

flooding back. If, like us, you need a little help getting 

over those repressed high school night terrors, going 

back to Jimmy Hopkins’ jock-pummelling sandbox 

can prove oh-so-cathartic. Once you’ve reclaimed 

your virtual lunch money, you should be ready to play 

nice with others once more. If that’s the case, you 

should most certainly visit our  15 best companions  

list (p108). Whether it’s a wisecracking Breegull or a 

megalomaniacal AI system who’s had its operating 

system downloaded into a Maris Piper potato, you’ll 

be hard pressed to find more loyal sidekicks than 

these kickass compadres. Now, if you’ll excuse us, 

we’re keen to pop back to Sapienza to poison a 

dastardly scientist’s spaghetti bolognese. 108
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From the hands-on 
fibre wire to the 
long-range sniper 
rifle and everything 
in between, a life 
of assassination is 
a playground filled 

with deadly toys. Even something 
as basic as a screwdriver serves 
multiple purposes, as a diversion, 
a means to rig a trap or simply as a 
substitute for a dagger. There are so 
many options, but today I just want 
to know one thing: how far can I get 
using only an exploding rubber duck?

When I first try it in Hitman’s Paris 
level, I’m reminded of how thoroughly 
the game has been tested, tweaked, 
revised and patched over the last 
nine months. I could have sworn 
that interesting items would be 
investigated by the nearest character, 
even if he was a protected target, 
but if that was ever true in an earlier 
version it doesn’t work anymore. 
Unaware of this flaw in my plan,  
I stroll into the mansion, brazenly 
brandishing my duck, and find a space 
in the crowd. A spotlight picks out 
Viktor Novikov as he makes his grand 
entrance and I quietly lob the duck 
onto the staircase ahead of him.

I’d intended for him to pick it up and 
carry it around, which is surely not 
an unreasonable expectation. I was 
then going to sneak upstairs to find 
Dalia Margolis and do the predefined 
hit where I shove her off a balcony 
and she lands right on top of Novikov. 
My masterstroke for a killer video 
clip would have been to set off the 
duckbomb as she fell, killing them 
both and, with a little luck, blasting her 
skyward from whence she came.

Duck fails
Instead, Novikov immediately senses 
danger. He pauses and sends a 
bodyguard to investigate, at which 
point I start attracting attention 
from other parts of the room. To 
distract them I set off the bomb, 
which actually does kill Novikov, along 
with his bodyguard and a handful 
of bystanders. Panic ensues as the 
crowd rushes for the exit and I leave 
the building among them. Then I 

remember that I need to take out Dalia, 
who is now locked in her safe room. 
Back to the drawing board I go.

Levels where it’s possible to isolate 
the main character are easier. In 
Thailand, Jordan Cross rehearses in 
a recording booth with a small bin in 
the corner. It seems like the perfect 
spot, and sure enough the duck can 
be completely concealed in the bin, 
so I hide it and wait for Jordan to show 
up. He arrives on schedule, and I stand 
right outside the window to ensure 
that the last thing he’ll see is me.

This is when I discover that either 
the bins in Thailand are massively 
over-engineered or a small rubber 

duck can’t really hold enough C4 to 
form a room-clearing bomb. It makes a 
big enough noise to break the window 
but Jordan Cross is pretty much 
unscathed, and the last thing I see as 
his security men cut me down is the 
surprised look on his face beneath 
that ridiculous man-bun. Still, this 
is my Groundhog Day and I have the 
last laugh when I reload my save and 
plant the duck on the floor next to his 
microphone stand. He reaches down 
to grab it, and I can only hope that 
the guards who came to bag him up 
afterwards brought a mop and bucket.

Colorado proves to be a harder 
assignment, due to there being four 
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Pushing the boundaries of common sense reveals   Hitman’s   
true depth. It’s time to take the rubber duck challenge  Martin Kitts
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targets and just two rubber ducks. 
Perhaps there’s a way to get them at 
the precise moment their paths cross, 
but the bath toy’s explosive power is 
clearly limited, and it’s extremely hard 
to lay an ambush because of its high 
visibility and irresistible nature. Rubber 
ducks are like catnip in Hitman, which 
is unfortunate when dealing with the 
proximity-triggered variety.

In the end I settle for shooting 
pretty much everyone in the level, 
which is a super-cheap fallback 
technique that always delivers. With 
all four targets completely unguarded, 
all that’s left is to knock them out, pile 
them up and throw in the duck.
In Hokkaido, the challenge of 
performing a fatal quack attack on 
Erich Soders is compounded by the 
fact that he’s right in the middle of 
heart transplant surgery. Yes, he’s a 
bit defenceless at this moment, but 
how am I supposed to casually place 
a bright red squeezy toy (with glowing 
eyes) on the operating table, given 
that it’s the single most attractive 
object in the world of Hitman? Even if  
I could put it there, one of the doctors, 
nurses or guards in attendance would 
surely run off with it.

Having Soders grab it himself is 
probably out of the question, 
what with the general 
anaesthetic and all 
that, so I’m reduced to 
knocking out a nurse in 
an anteroom, lobbing 
the duck through the 
open door and running 
for the exit as I trigger 
it. Not exactly elegant, but 
explosive assassinations are 
rarely ever subtle.

Weapon swap
While it is almost certainly possible 
to kill every target in the game using 
rubber ducks, as long as you bring a 
backup weapon to take care of the 
heat you’ll attract while doing so, why 
would anybody want to? The answer 
lies at the heart of what I love about 

Hitman, namely that there’s no right 
or wrong way to do it. Everything IO 
Interactive has added to set you up 
with a perfect hit is optional, and no 
matter how bad a mess you make of it 
you’ll never be told what to do.

There’s no special person who 
needs protecting, no ‘game over’ for 
killing too many civilians. You’ll never 
be forced to stay within a particular 
area and you won’t have to go back to 
a checkpoint if you get spotted. Even 
the most liberal open-world games 
will make you replay a mission for 

failing some of those conditions, 
which makes Hitman all the 

more remarkable when 
you consider what a 
traditionally rigid genre 
it comes from. However 
hard you try, you can’t 
break it. Hitman is the 

Tonka truck of stealth.
There are rules, of 

course, and exploiting the 
fact that Hitman is clearly and 

unashamedly a videogame is part of 
the fun. Anyone who’s whiled away 
a few hours replaying a mission to 
unlock its numerous opportunities and 
challenges will probably have spent a 
good chunk of that time trying to lure 
troublesome characters to a particular 
spot. There are various approaches. 
Guards can be shifted out of their 
routine by dropping contraband. 

Enforcers can be nudged into a 
halfway alert state by hanging around 
in their line of sight just long enough 
to get them to notice you. 

Throwing a coin is the method 
introduced in the tutorial, and this 
can be exploited to separate a single 
character from a group. By dropping 
coins in precise locations you can 
even determine which way the 
character will turn when he comes 
to investigate and where he’ll stand 
when he gets there. Finding these 
little windows of opportunity can make 
for some fiendish challenges when 
you come to create custom contracts.

I do wonder how many people 
are actually delving this deeply into 
Hitman. Most of the Achievements 
beyond the third or fourth episode, 
even the easiest ones, are currently 
the diamond-encrusted ‘rare’ type. 
At the time of writing, only four per 
cent of players had unlocked the 
Achievement for smuggling an item 
into the splendid Hokkaido level, which 
is almost a prerequisite of finishing it 
more than once. How anyone could get 
to the end of that level, and consider 
the game ‘finished’ is beyond me.

I think that ignoring the obvious and 
just trying to assassinate targets in 
improbable ways is actually the best 
way of discovering Hitman’s endless 
possibilities. Push it to the limit, 
embrace the chaos and stay away 
from the restart button – finding a way 
out is part of the fun. It’s how I got 
hooked on the series in the first place, 
as many levels in the early games 
were extremely difficult to complete 
‘properly’. As beautifully crafted as this 
new Hitman is, it’s comforting to know 
there’s no problem that can’t be fixed 
with a rubber duck or two. n
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what is it?
Stealth, disguises, 
blatant murder and 

vast replayability. It’s 
part puzzle game, part 
shooter and all brilliant 

all the time.
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“Rubber ducks 
are like catnip in 
Hitman – no one 
can resist them”



Benjamin Penrose, 
art director on both 
Forza Horizon 3 and 
2, is a romantic 
at heart. This may 
seem paradoxical 
considering those 

two racing games primarily encourage 
you to tear through cities and around 
the countryside at a rate of many 
somethings-per-hour in hypercars, 
wilfully smashing through fences and 
trees. Romance isn’t so much dead as 
flattened and covered in burnt rubber. 

Forza Horizon 2 is set in a squashed 
version of the Mediterranean, the 
French and Italian countryside warped 
and remixed to fit for entertainment’s 
sake. Forza Horizon 3 is set in an even 
squishier version of Australia – the 
world’s largest island (where I live)
swallows those two countries seven 
times over. Each has a hit list of iconic 
settings, destinations and landmarks 
to include as it aims to capture each 
location’s unique nature. That’s a lot 
to fit into an Xbox One game.

Being an art bod, it was Penrose’s 
job to show all that off, wrapping the 
locales around an energetic racer that 
offered cars to die for and compelling 
reasons to mash the accelerator flat 
to the floor. He’d been poring over 
feedback from the Xbox 360’s Forza 
Horizon and, in his words, 
“became obsessed” over a 
single-word description of 
the game: beauty. 

Open-world Need 
For Speed spends its 
time careening around 
industrial yards and 
chemical works, the 
antithesis of what you 
see in any Forza Horizon. 
Treachery, he said, wasn’t what 
they were going for. Instead, they 
wanted “descriptions of lush verdant 
fields, different colour hues of rocks,” 
and “naturalistic representations of 
the landscape”. In fact, the historic 
Amalfi coast inspired Monet’s famous 
paintings. It’s there, in Forza Horizon 2. 

So when I spoke to Penrose in the 
weeks leading up to Forza Horizon 
3’s launch, I asked him if ‘naturalistic 
representations’ were still his ethos. 

Yes, of course, and one image that 
the team captured of Australia and 
recreated for their concept art that 
stood out to him: the Twelve Apostles, 

a natural rock formation in 
the state of Victoria which 

anchors the Great Ocean 
Road. No cars were in 
view, just the beach, 
rocks and a seagull 
skipping across the sand. 

Better red
All of the other imagery 

– the red centre, cities and 
rainforest – flows out from there. 

Fire up Forza Horizon 3 and the first 
drive you take rockets you down the 
Great Ocean Road, past the Twelve 
Apostles. What’s incredible is that 
Horizon 3 has made me appreciate 
the places I’ve travelled to even more, 
from the simple Coalcliff Bridge to the 
burnt hues of the Outback. (Sure, the 
map makes no sense when compared 
to the real thing, but getting hung up 
on that is a fool’s errand.)

You can’t have a racing game 
without cars, and Horizon 3, more than 
other racers, is a time capsule for 
Australian motors. All three Australian 
car manufacturers – Toyota, Ford 
and Holden – are shuttering this 
year. For many Australians this is still 
unfathomable, and yet the final hero 
cars of each – respectively the Camry, 
Falcon and Commodore – have already 
rolled off each production line. While 
Toyota’s family-sized shopping trolley 
holds as much cultural cache as your 
uncle’s Vauxhall Cavalier, the Falcon 
and Commodore are mainstays, 
especially in local motorsport. 

I’m amazed it’s taken this long for 
Australian cars to feature in racers, 
so it’s bittersweet that it comes at a 
time when the local manufacturing 
industry is winding down. However, 
a recent patch accidentally pushed 
the dev-only build of the game out 
to PC owners, and it showed off a 
tantalising clutch of upcoming DLC 
cars. Porsches and rally heroes aside, 
a VK Commodore was also in the mix. 
It’s boxy and ugly, but ultimately 
legendary thanks to its success on 
the racetrack in the ‘80s. I can’t wait. 

I’ll leave you with a recommendation. 
Turn off everything in the HUD, kill the 
music, grab the Holden Maloo or Ford 
Falcon Ute, and go driving in the near 
chase cam. Skirt around the map and 
admire the shifting skies. Playground 
had a huge canvas on which to paint, 
and it’s covered it spectacularly. n
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Going on a lazy Sunday cruise in   Forza Horizon 3   and soaking 
up the wonders of the Australian landscape  Paul Taylor

Publisher microsoft studios / DeveloPer Playground games / formaT xbox one / release DaTe sePtember 2016

whaT is iT?
An open-world racer 

which shares a lot of tech 
with Forza Motorsport, 

and features the greatest 
collection of Australian 

cars you’ll never  
see again. 

“A cache of cars 
like the Camry 
and Falcon will 
never be seen on 
the roads again”



Living on a farm 
sounds nicer than 
it probably really is. 
There are so many 
things that could 
go wrong – you get 
up in the morning 

ready for a day of fresh air, daisies 
and baby animals, and find yourself 
slipping in cow poo before it’s even 
nine a.m and breaking your back 
trying to lift hay bales in the barn.  
I’ve seen farms on TV and I’m pretty 
sure that kind of thing happens.

Let’s cut to the chase: I’m a career 
girl who works in an office nine to five, 
has a mild (read: severe) social media 
addiction and suffers from a slight 
case of chronic malaise. Every day is 
a cycle of Twitter notifications, new 
Tumblr followers and agonising over 
which Instagram filter complements 
the olive undertones in my skin. 
Videogames are just as maddening: 
full of guns, guilt and self-loathing.

This is why I was so attracted to 
Stardew Valley. Despite my knack for 
doom and despair, whimsy tickles me, 
and the game looks like a reprieve 
from everyday worries. Just looking 
at its pixel art and listening to the 
sweet music makes me feel breezy. 
And putting aside my doubts over 
its idealised slice of rural living, 
I’m confident that growing 
parsnips will be a piece  
of risotto compared to 
mag deadlines.

Things don’t start 
well. When creating 
my character, I spend 
at least 45 minutes 
wondering which jumper 
best represents me as 
an individual and going back 
and forth between two shades of 
dark brown hair. When that’s done, I 
decide to call my farm ‘Cherry Blossom 
Farm’ except I miss out the M and 
accidentally call it Cherry Blosso Farm. 
I don’t know how to change it and now 
everyone who meets me is going to 
think I’m a moron. Frustration sets in.

I also feel a little bad taking all of 
this land from my grandfather at the 
beginning of the game. Like, did we 
have any kind of relationship? Did 

I sit on his knee as a child and ask 
him to tell me stories from wartime 
or whatever? I feel like my youthful 
entitlement and millennial greed are 

what really killed him. I glance 
at a book my mum got me 

for Christmas, Women Who 
Think Too Much, and sigh.

I quickly fall in love 
with the game. My farm 
is cute despite the 
rampant destruction, 

and I like my little wooden 
house and its selection 

of soft furnishings. I mean, 
there is that weird mayor who 

leaves messages outside my house 
late at night, but every town has its 
resident creeper I suppose. The farm 
itself is a mess, but that’s okay. I find 
that cracking rocks and cutting down 
annoying foliage is oddly satisfying, 
especially with the little swishy sound 
effects that accompany each action. 

That night, however, I wake up 
with a hammering pulse. I realise that 
this farm is an overgrown paradise 

and I’m bending it to my own whims! 
It’s so typical of humans to corrupt 
the natural landscape. I confess 
my worries to a friend the next day. 
“You’re overthinking this,” she says. 
“Shut up,” I reply, bookmarking my 
place in Women Who Think Too Much.

Once my anxiety settles down, a 
lovely sort of repetition begins to kick 
in. I diligently remember to water my 
plants every day, toil the earth in neat 
little patches and even begin saving 
up for some cows. Unfortunately I 
start having fever dreams where giant 
Venus flytraps sprout up and devour 
me, but that’s typical of me I think.

Fortune’s favour 
There are so many things about 
Stardew Valley that I wish could apply 
to real life. Like that lady on the TV 
who tells you your fortune every 
morning. I can just imagine her saying, 
“Hey, stay away from the guy in the 
blue jumper who listens to Depeche 
Mode even though it’s not the ‘80s 
anymore. He’s cute but dumb.”

Growing vegetables and foraging 
out in the forest is also the perfect 
pastime for a foodie like me. If only 
there were a crossover between 
Stardew Valley and Overcooked 
where I could make an array of meals 
with all my veg. I spend so much 
time fantasising about this that 12 
game hours pass and I realise that 
I’m standing in someone’s garden in 
middle of the night like a freak.

I love my farm so much I end up 
spending all my time there. I know 
we’re supposed to visit the locals but 
everyone skeeves me out a bit. I keep 
expecting a twist where it turns out 
everyone’s in a Wicker Man-esque 
cult and I’ll be burnt during a May Day 
festival – I mean, have you noticed 
everyone is a super babe in this 
game? Maybe they’ve discovered the 
gift of eternal youth and beauty?

I miss all of their birthdays and 
am quite sure everyone hates me. 
Whatevs. I’m that cute but weird 
recluse, just like in real life. Wait, 
wasn’t this game supposed to be 
about escapism? I blink at the screen 
solemnly and decide to plant some 
more strawberry seeds before dark. nN
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“I have dreams 
where gigantic 
Venus flytraps 
sprout up and 
devour me” 

Escaping real-life woes and taking refuge in the whimsical  
but still weirdly woeful   Stardew Valley   Kimberley ballard

Publisher ChuCklefish games / develoPer eriC Barone / format XBoX one / release date DeCemBer 2016
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what is it?
The debut game from 

one-man developer Eric 
Barone where you inherit 

and cultivate a farm.  
It’s old-fashioned, 

soothing and always 
delightful to play.
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Castle Volkihar, 
The Sea of Ghosts
The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 

this bleak structure is 
hidden in the sea of 

Ghosts, and you can live 
here if you side with the 
Volkihar Clan in skyrim’s 

dawnguard expansion. It’s 
got everything a discerning 

vampire could want, 
including a blacksmith, a 
kitchen, platters of fresh 

human flesh and a dungeon 
crammed with imprisoned 

vampire cattle. Perfect for a 
large midnight snack.

Eldergleam 
Sanctuary, Skyrim
The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion 

after visiting all those 
castles, mountains and 

bustling cities, eldergleam 
sanctuary is a great place 
to come and reflect in the 

glory of nature. at least, it is 
once you’ve killed the angry 
spriggans who protect the 
sanctuary. It’s also the only 

place in skyrim you can pick a 
fight with a tree, if that’s how 
you choose to live your life.

Cloud Ruler Temple, 
Cyrodiil

The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion 
this mountain retreat is the home of 
the Blades, a secret order dedicated 
to protecting the emperor. It’s worth 
a visit, if only to understand exactly 

what’s wrong with their strategy: 
1) secret orders shouldn’t live in 

castles; 2) It’s located miles away 
from where the emperor lives;  

3) there’s only about nine people in 
the order. No wonder he died. 

Bard’s Leap Summit, 
The Reach, Skyrim
The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 

the first thing any right-minded 
person thinks when staring 
up at skyrim’s mountains is 
‘which bits can I jump off?’ 

this bit. there’s a winding trail 
to the top of the waterfall, 

made slightly more stressful 
by the presence of forsworn 

and hagravens. Make the leap 
without shattering your bones, 
and you’ll be met by the ghost 
of the bard azzadal, who was 

less successful in his attempt.

the offICIal xBox MaGazINe  More great features at gamesradar.com/oxm
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From gleaming glades to smouldering ruins,   Tamriel   will satisfy every 
adventurous urge. Here are 12 breathtaking spots from the Elder Scrolls 
games to help you tell your Hammerfalls from your Vvardenfells  Matt elliott
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Red Mountain, Vvardenfell
The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind 

It’s not so much a red mountain as a huge, 
definitely-evil volcano, and the source of 

everything bad in Morrowind. It’s contained 
within a glowing, mystical wall called 
the Ghostgate, which keeps blighted 

creatures inside (except when it doesn’t). 
It’s also the location of Morrowind’s finale, 
during which the Nerevarine stabs a giant, 
throbbing god-heart with a magic blade. 

honestly. Check the wiki. 

White-Gold Tower, Cyrodiil
The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion 

the standout structure in oblivion 
is white-Gold tower. It’s a slender, 

commanding building, built by a lost 
elven race called ayleids, and is where 
the catastrophic events of the fourth 
game reach their climax. It also bears 
a resemblance to saruman’s tower in 
lord of the rings, which is why we’re 
nicknaming it ‘the Milkybar orthanc’.

Arkved’s Tower, Cyrodiil
The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion 

on the outside, it looks like any 
other tower – white stone, leafy 

surroundings – but inside is one of 
the best quests in oblivion. It starts 
quite sedately, but then the place 
begins to manifest as the eternal 

nightmare of a wizard who stole the 
orb of Vaermina: upside-down rooms, 
giant dining halls, and shadowy voids 

full of hanging bodies.  

Ald’ruhn, Vvardenfell
The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind 
ald’ruhn is a town in Morrowind 
and the council seat of house 
redoran, one of the five Great 

houses of the dark elves. It’s built 
in the redoran style, which means 

that every structure resembles 
a crustacean. the manor district 

is even contained within the 
massive, hollowed out body of a 

giant crab, because the only thing 
worse than imagining a giant crab 

is living inside one.

Mournhold, Morrowind
The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind 

Mournhold was the capital city of Morrowind, and the setting 
of the tribunal dlC. Continuing with the god-bothering theme 

established in the core game, you visit Mournhold and end 
up murdering its celestial patron, almalexia. according to the 
lore, the city is sacked by argonians later in the timeline and 

Morrowind’s capital is moved to Blacklight. It’s still being rebuilt 
around the time skyrim takes place.

Throat of the World, 
Skyrim

The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 
It’s the highest mountain in all of 
skyrim, and the seat of the high 
hrothgar – an ancient monastery 
and home of the Greybeard order. 
In order to get there you have to 

climb the seven thousand steps: a 
twisting staircase cut into the side 

of the mountain (which actually only 
has 748 steps, despite todd howard 

promising he’d count them).

Shrine of Azura, Vvardenfell
The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind 

there’s a shrine of azura in every elder scrolls game, 
and they usually come with a quest that will bag 
you azura’s star – a powerful, reusable soul gem. 
and while the quest in skyrim is probably the most 

enjoyable, the statue in Morrowind is especially 
beautiful; sat on the south west coast of Vvardenfell, 

staring out over the sea.

A Strange Door, Cyrodiil
The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion 

this is a map of tamriel, so technically we 
can’t include the shivering Isles, which is 
secretly the best bit in oblivion. Instead, 

here’s the doorway that leads to the realm 
of sheogorath, the daedric Prince of 

Madness. If you head south of here towards 
leyawiin you can also find his shrine, 

which will unlock the bizarre and wonderful 
wabbajack weapon.
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The Grand Theft 
Auto games are 
absolutely packed 
with bastards, 
and deliberately 
so. Even at their 
most affable, 

protagonists like GTA IV’s reluctant 
gangster Niko Bellic or GTA V’s 
psychopathic man-child Trevor Philips 
can only win you over so much when 
they’re blowing up cars with remote 
charges or running over countless 
civilians for their own sadistic kicks. 

In Bully, which came to Xbox 360 
in 2008 as an enhanced edition of 
the 2006 PS2 game, Rockstar finally 
got to show off how capable it was 
at making good-hearted underdogs. 
It’s a bit like GTA but set in a school, 
in the way that Red Dead is like GTA 
set in the Wild West: the basic 
principles of exploring an 
open-world and hitting 
mission markers are 
there, but Bully very 
much has its own tone. 
It may not be Rockstar’s 
best game, but the 
choice of setting and array 
of characters makes it the 
most memorable.

You play young Jimmy Hopkins, 
abandoned at the gates of Bullworth 
Academy by his uninterested mother, 
and forced to fit into this school 
of clashing subcultures and total 
maniacs. The academy’s crest says 
canis canem edit – basically, dog 
eat dog. The game is set inside the 
school’s campus and the surrounding 
fictional town of Bullworth in New 
Hampshire. Unlike GTA, Bullworth isn’t 
a condensed replica of a real place. 
It’s a charmingly subdued American 
town that feels to scale, although 
the academy itself looks oddly like a 
British boarding school.

You’re not stealing cars and 
running people over in Bully – you’re 

riding your BMX or skating through 
Bullworth’s four neighbourhoods. 
That makes it feel more intimate 
than most sandbox settings. The 
school’s campus has a gym, a football 
pitch and lodgings for the students. 
Downtown has a carnival, a shopping 
district, a weathered industrial zone 
and even a secret shipwreck out in 
the bay. It’s a pleasant and relaxed 
locale to potter around in, helped 
enormously by an unusual and catchy 
orchestral score by Shawn Lee.

Culture clash
The mission structure is largely 
borrowed from GTA, and sees you 
performing odd jobs for the school’s 
many students, and sometimes even 
its troubled teachers. Jimmy’s goal 

is initially just to survive. At the 
start, pretty much every bully 

shoves him or calls him 
names as you navigate 
through the grounds. 
Over the course of the 
story, this changes.

The school is 
divided into different 

factions. You have the 
‘80s movie-style nerds, 

for example, or the greasers 
who have a James Dean aesthetic, 
or the insufferably posh preppies, 
who Jimmy perceptively describes 
as “massively inbred and completely 
brainless”. There’s a tension between 
each group, and depending on the 
mission you’re doing, their respect 
for Jimmy will either increase or 
decrease. Doing a favour for the nerds 
can improve their opinion of you, but 
their opposing group, the jocks, are 
likely to hate you more because of it. 
This sells the idea that your place in 
Bullworth’s food chain changes over 
the course of the school year.

Bully is a funny game. It’s not 
about how school actually was; it’s 
a slightly fantastical alternate reality 

Publisher RockstaR games / DeveloPer RockstaR VancouVeR / format xbox 360, xbox one

extra

name
change

Bully was originally 
called Canis Canem Edit 

when released in the 
UK, but the Scholarship 
Edition release kept the 

Bully name.

above Whatever 
you do, don’t 
mess with the 
cheerleaders.

play now
on xbox one

Backwards 
compatible

The creators of GTA swap city streets for school 
beats in   Bully: Scholarship Edition   samuel roberts



You won’t find many other 
games set in schools that 
aren’t just bad harry Potter 
tie-ins, so here are a few 
other esoteric sandbox 
choices for you.

it’s a Dog’s life
sleePing Dogs
in this open-world game 
set in hong kong, you can 
explore the vibrant setting 
at your leisure and look at 
all of the delicious food.

saints anD sinners
saints row iv
become a superhero and 
the president in the best 
of Volition’s goofball 
series, which has a  
self-aware, silly tone.

further 
reading

Desert blues
maD max
avalanche’s recreation 
of the mad max universe 
gets a surprising amount 
of pretty vistas out of a 
mostly sandy world.

where bullies always get their just 
desserts, or where posh kids get their 
houses egged for being dicks. The 
teenagers at Bullworth are a mixture 
of the ruthless, the overly sincere, 
the incredibly mean and the bafflingly 
insecure – they’re real teenagers, 
basically. But it’s all played for laughs. 
The kids that surround Jimmy are 
mostly charming or entertaining,  
even the badly behaved ones.

It’s school life by way of American 
pop culture, with the exaggerated 
cliques and cartoonish personalities 
you’ve seen in countless films and TV 
shows, and it’s a ton of fun as window 
dressing for an open-world game. This 
is a genre we now largely associate 
with crime, history or fantasy, partly as 
a result of Rockstar’s own success, so 
it’s refreshing to step into something 
different. Bully is a true original, 
though it takes storytelling cues 
from ‘80s game Skool Daze on the 
Spectrum and Commodore 64.

The story spans the entire school 
year, including Halloween and 
Christmas. In the former case, that 
means the students dress up in 
costume for one night, including 
Jimmy. During winter, Rockstar 
Vancouver takes the bold step of 
covering the entire town in snow, 
which is an incredibly evocative way 
to show the passage of time. School 
lessons are represented by mini-
games, which vary between slightly 
boring button prompt challenges and 
more inventive, novel asides, like 
English, where you’re tasked with 
making as many words from a set of 
letters as you can within a time limit. 

Completing lessons gets you extra 
abilities or items. Science unlocks 
firecrackers, which can knock out a 
student or prefect (Bullworth’s version 
of the secret police), as well as itching 
powder and stink bombs. If GCSE 
Science lessons had taught me  
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such things, I’d have done more than 
stare at a wall for years. Collectively, 
it feels like you’re actually a student 
living a year at school, which 
shouldn’t be nearly as enjoyable.

There are plenty of reminders you’re 
a kid rather than a typical game hero. 
You get detention for misbehaving 
(note: don’t shoot potatoes at small 
children), and in a sweet touch, Jimmy 
has to go to bed by 2AM or he falls 
asleep on the spot. The most illegal 
thing you can do in Bully is drive a 
scooter into someone, or knock over 
a portable toilet while the particularly 

vile gym teacher, Mr Burton, is taking 
a poo inside. It’s not exactly shooting 
a blimp down from the Los Santos 
skyline with a rocket launcher, is 
it? Bully is just a riot – the way the 
setting opens up keeps the missions 
varied, and it benefits from being 
significantly shorter than any GTA.

Slippin’ Jimmy
Jimmy is also a solid underdog 
protagonist. You want him to triumph 
over Bullworth’s elite because he’s 
underestimated by everyone around 
him, including his mum and the 
school’s self-important principal, Dr 
Crabblesnitch. But a more interesting 
presence in Bully is that of Gary, a 
paranoid sociopath who Jimmy meets 
early on and later becomes the story’s 
main villain as he tries to take over the 
school. Gary constantly undermines 
the confidence of Petey, a timid kid 
in your dorm, and he gets an obvious 
kick out of causing fights between 

the school’s different factions. He 
frequently taunts Jimmy, and when 
he asks Gary what his problem is, he 
responds with, “ADD, primarily, but 
also life, my parents, this school, 
Western civilisation...” He’s a brilliantly 
written and acted creation. Gary is 
on the fringe of the school’s social 
strata, and while he loves being 
the arbiter of chaos, he does so by 
manipulating other people (including 
Jimmy, initially) into getting their 
hands dirty on his behalf.

It’s rare for me to write about a 
game and find so much to say about 
the setting and characters. These are 
the reasons I still revisit Bully every 
couple of years, though – whenever 
I talk to a friend about this particular 
game, we usually discuss Jimmy, 
Gary or a part of the town we enjoyed 
exploring. I don’t return to it for the 
melee combat, which is satisfyingly 
crunchy even if it feels a little 
outdated in the wake of the Arkham 
games, or the weapons, which can be 
awkward to aim but offer plenty of fun 
ways to mess with the other kids.

The secret to Bully’s success, I 
think, is that it’s surprisingly warm 
and sincere – you’ll find moments like 
that in Rockstar’s games, but they’re 

extra

above The 
carnival is 
pretty much the 
coolest part 
of town, where 
you can go on 
the rides and 
explore the 
freakshow.

“It’s school life by way of American pop 
culture, with the cliques and cartoonish 
personalities you’ve seen in film and TV”
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usually fleeting, like John Marston’s 
interactions with his family in Red 
Dead Redemption, or Trevor and 
Michael’s rare moments of genuine 
friendship peppered throughout their 
exhausting antagonism in GTA V. 
Bully is only ever cheeky rather than 
cruel. No one dies. The only stakes 
are getting expelled, or being forced 
to cut the grass after school (which is 
still a bit lame, I’ll admit).

Teen dreams
The reality of going to school is 
usually pretty crappy, but Bully 
casts you as someone with a strong 
moral compass who essentially 
rights all of Bullworth’s wrongs over 
the course of the game. Jimmy can 
also spend time just enjoying his 
youth, as the developers allow the 
fleeting magic of adolescence to ebb 
into the game. For example, Jimmy 
can give chocolates or flowers to 
different students in order to win their 
affections, which comes across as 
cute instead of super creepy.

In one mission, Jimmy goes on 
a carnival date with Pinky, another 
student who’s been stood up, and 
they hold hands while you try to 
get the best score at all of the 
games. There’s a pirate hidden away 
somewhere in the bay, too, and 
a comic-book shop where Jimmy 
can seek refuge. Collecting all the 
rubber bands around Bullworth gets 
you the brutal, crowd-demolishing 
rubber band ball, which pretty much 
becomes Jimmy’s ultimate weapon. 

If you’re playing it for the first time 
through the Xbox One’s backwards 
compatibility, there’s definitely no 
hiding this game’s origins on ancient 
consoles. Compared to Quantum 
Break or GTA V’s cutscenes, Bully’s 
characters are very much meat 
puppets in the way they’re animated, 
even though the voice acting is 
uniformly excellent. It’s definitely 
where the game’s age shows the 
most, and for some players it might 
just look too old to enjoy now. 
Likewise, the Scholarship Edition 
that came to Xbox 360 still has some 
glitchy lighting and moments of 
slowdown. But it’s well worth putting 

up with for what is the most offbeat 
game of Rockstar’s back catalogue.

The subject matter is just such 
an original choice, executed in a 
bunch of clever and interesting 
ways. We’re so used to heightened 
or impossible situations in the big 
games we play, that the idea of 
playing as a kid in a school seems so 
tame by comparison. But this is what 
happens when Rockstar swaps the 
grandeur of enormous open-worlds 
for sleepier surroundings, and trades 
wisecracking murderers for mouthy 
teenagers – it showcases its ability 
to create virtual worlds, as well as the 
people that populate them. n

Top prefects 
patrol school 
grounds, while 
police nick you 
if you misbehave 
out in the town.

above Chemistry 
is a boring 
QTe mini-game, 
though it gives 
you access to 
fun weapons.

 More great features at gamesradar.com/oxm



106

the official xbox magazine

We talk to Greg 
Kasavin, writer 
and designer 
for Supergiant 
Games, about 
Bastion’s 
concept art

1 ”These are 
early concepts 
of Rucks by 
Huy Dinh, who 
contributed 
to Bastion in 
its early days 
before art 
director Jen Zee 
joined the team.” 

2 ”These are 
Rucks’ concepts 
by Jen Zee, who 
created all the 
character and 
environment art. 
You can see how 
the character 
evolved to 
take on her 
distinctive 
style, but the 
overall idea of 
a mysterious old 
caretaker (with 
a luxurious 
moustache) 
remained intact.”

3 ”This is the 
final in-game 
character 
asset. It’s a 2D 
illustration to 
match the style 
of The Kid (who 
technically  
is also 2D in 
the game but 
created from 
a 3D animated 
model, based on 
Jen’s concept).”

why I love...  
BastIon’s 
narrator

A silver-tongued storyteller, a reactive companion and  
an understated narrative lynchpin all smartly bundled 
together in one distinguished parcel  james nouch

Publisher warner bros / DeveloPer supergiant games / format xbox 360, xbox one / release Date July 2011

extra

1

2 3
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Supergiant’s action 
RPG doesn’t open 
on a pre-rendered 
cutscene or a wall 
of introductory 
text. Instead, it 
opens on a black 

screen and a sonorous voice. “Proper 
story’s supposed to start at the 
beginning,” it rasps. “Ain’t so simple 
with this one.” As the dulcet tones of 
this mysterious narrator fade from your 
speakers, the image of a young man 
lying on a threadbare bed creeps into 
focus. And then… nothing happens. 
The Kid just lies there, motionless, until 
you push on the analogue stick and 
he drowsily clambers to his feet. The 
narrator chimes in again: “He gets up.”  

It was at this moment during my first 
playthrough of Bastion that I cocked 
a quizzical eyebrow at my screen. Did 
the narrator just react to something 
I did? At the time, I wasn’t sure, but I 
very soon would be. Because Bastion’s 
narrator isn’t just some simplistic 
storyteller or a hokey conveyor of lore – 
he’s a reactive character that will offer 
commentary, guidance and context to 
your actions within this world. 

Perhaps the most famous example 
of this gruff raconteur at work can be 
triggered within minutes of firing 
up the game for the first time. 
Roused from your slumber 
and confronted with a 
ruined world, you steer 
The Kid from his bed on 
to the game’s critical 
path, picking up your 
trusty hammer as you go. 
And, when you stumble 
into a clearing covered in 
breakable boxes, you probably do 
what most gamers would: smash ‘em.

But your destructive tendencies 
don’t go unnoticed. “The Kid just rages 
for a while,” breathes the narrator. It’s 
a simple line that does a lot of heavy-
lifting. First, it works to recontextualise 
your videogame-y habit of smashing 
crates in search of collectables, 
turning a flatly utilitarian action into 
a moment of role-playing character 
development. Your workmanlike hunt 
for currency is suddenly reimagined 
as a passionate outburst, a violent 
tantrum in the face of oblivion. 

And, once you reach The Bastion 
– which stands as the one remaining 
sanctuary in this dead world – you’ll 
get to meet the man behind those 
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“The team was adamant 
that the narrator should 
never repeat himself and 
never interrupt himself”
treacly pipes. Although he’s initially 
introduced as The Stranger, you’ll soon 
discover that his name is actually 
Rucks, and while his enigmatic 
dialogue doesn’t give much away, his 

character design provides all 
sorts of hints towards Rucks’ 

role within this gameworld. 
Both Rucks and The Kid 
wear red bandanas and 
carry cog insignia, for 
instance, and the two 
men have the same 

colour hair and eyes, too... 

A proper story
But for all of the narrative intrigue 

that his presence throws up, Rucks 
impresses most thoroughly on a 
technical level, and a little context 
into the character’s creation only 
makes Supergiant’s achievement more 
remarkable. As the debut product of 
a small independent studio, Bastion 
was not a big-budget affair with 
clearly defined job roles. As such, 
composer Darren Korb was also 
tasked with recording the game’s 
voicework, and he asked his thespian 
roommate Logan Cunningham if he’d 
be interested in the part. Rather than 
hiring an expensive recording studio, 
Korb set up a microphone in a closet, 
and Cunningham would deliver his lines 
into the blank back wall of a cupboard. 

Korb proved a demanding taskmaster, 
too, asking Cunningham to perform take 
after take to ensure that every single 
sentence had exactly the emphasis, 
inflection and tone that he was looking 
for. By the time Korb’s recording sessions 
were complete, he had more than 3,000 
lines of narrator dialogue for the team 
to implement in-game, and it’s this vast 
catalogue of informative interjections, 
interesting asides and contextual 
comments that give the illusion of 
intelligence to the narrator’s nattering. 

While all that might seem frictionless 
in the final product, it was far from 
an easy goal to realise, and writing a 
system that would retrieve and play 
these audio files at the appropriate 
time proved a significant engineering 
challenge – doubly so, given that 
the team was adamant that Rucks 
should never repeat himself and never 
interrupt himself. Making this faintly 
mad ambition a reality required two 
of Supergiant’s finest to sit down and 
hand-script all of those 3,000 or more 
lines of dialogue. It took quite some time. 

But the result isn’t just impressive or 
immersive – it’s very much delightfully 
un-gamey, too, and it’s only when 
you’re confronted with a companion 
that never loops lines of dialogue 
or cuts out mid-sentence that you 
realise just how accustomed you 
are to making concessions for NPC 
eccentricities. Every time Rucks 
crops up to provide background on 
your surroundings or fill you in on 
Caelondia’s feisty fauna, it only adds to 
the sense that Bastion is a game that 
pays attention to your actions. Plenty 
of games may feature silver-tongued 
storytellers and eloquent speakers, 
but Bastion is one of the very few that 
appears to listen back. n

stranger
things

The details of Rucks’ 
character are only hinted 

at in the main game, 
but he is the subject 
of Bastion’s DLC, The 

Stranger’s Dream.  

aBove logan 
Cunningham, 
who provides 
the voice of 
the Bastion 
narrator.
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Whether they’re sassy potatoes or dogs, non-player pals always 
make their videogames ten times better. Especially if you can 
smooch them, too. Not the dogs, though. That’d be weird  kate gray

Best  
XBoX 
companions 
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15
Lydia – The eLder 
ScroLLS
As my mother used to tell me, the best kind 
of friends are the ones who can hold all 
your junk when your pockets are full. Your 
mother did tell you that too, right? Lydia might 
not be the most fascinating companion – 
unless, uh, you married her, in which case, 
congratulations – but she’s basically a human 
backpack, and the reason she’s on this list 
is because she’s actually better company 
than a regular backpack. Look, I’m not saying 
my standards are low for what makes a good 
companion, but… actually, no, I totally am. For 
the record: Lydia is officially the Best Human 
Backpack In Videogames.

14
PoTaTo GLadoS – 
PorTaL 2
I love GLaDOS, and I love potatoes. 
The former is witty, cruel, sassy and 
sarcastic; the latter tastes nice with 
salt. Maybe a little bit of paprika. My point 
is this: Potato GLaDOS is the best thing 
to happen to both the psychopathic AI 
and tubers, because it gives the former 
a sense of pathos that allows you to 
understand some of her motivations and 
feelings. There’s also something thrilling 
about your former enemy becoming 
a reluctant companion, especially as 
she’s stuck inside a potato and can’t do 
anything about it. Maybe 2017 can be the 
year we get more vegetable companions.

13
Naiee & Naia – BroTherS: 
a TaLe of Two SoNS
Is it cheating to pick two characters that 
you both control? No, because I make this 
list, and I make the rules, so if you have 
any complaints, please write them on a 
piece of paper and then EAT IT. The whole 
point of Brothers: A Tale Of Two Sons is the 
companionship and the teamwork between 
the two brothers at the crux of the story, 
even if they’re both essentially you. The 
game wouldn’t be the same if it wasn’t for 
both characters, and it also wouldn’t be at all 
playable – making these two youngsters the 
ultimate companions. They literally can’t get 
by without each other. Awwww.

 

 more great features at gamesradar.com/oxm
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10
doriaN – draGoN aGe: 
iNquiSiTioN
Dragon Age is all about the sexy – uh, 
I mean helpful companions that you 
manage to recruit during your adventures. 
Whether you’re more into your ten-foot 
BDSM beef-men like Iron Bull, or your 
quieter, friendlier, boring types like 
Alistair or Cullen, there’s something for 
everyone. So why have I chosen sassy 
mage Dorian? Because, in case you can’t 
tell, I like my companions sassy, and they 
don’t come much sassier than Dorian. 
He’s well-dressed, smart, flirty and the 
kind of guy I’d probably be friends with in 
real life. (I’d totally have a secret crush on 
him, too. Shhhhh.)

12
cLaPTraP – 
BorderLaNdS
Yes, you might hate Claptrap, and yes, 
that might actually be the whole point 
of the irritatingly overenthusiastic robot, 
but you can’t deny that he’s actually 
quite endearing at times. Much like 
Potato GLaDOS, he’ll entertain you with 
wit, sarcasm and jokes that drip with 
self-deprecation, but unlike Potato 
GLaDOS, he’s actually quite helpful (and 
can move around without your help, 
which makes a nice change). Plus, 
it’s nice to not be alone in the frigid 
wastelands of Pandora, even if your 
companion is basically a more upbeat 
version of Marvin the Paranoid Android. 

11
eLizaBeTh – BioShock 
iNfiNiTe
BioShock Infinite’s resident Disney Princess 
can be a total pain in the arse for most of 
the game – especially when she’s flouncing 
around somewhere when you’re trying to get 
things done, or when she’s constantly yelling 
“Booker, catch” because she happened to 
find a penny – but she is genuinely quite 
useful and quite good company some of the 
time. She throws ammo in battle, she opens 
tears to help you escape and though you 
could probably do without her pet Songbird 
tailing you the whole time, her influence is 
positive overall. Without her, you’d just be 
another grumpy, middle-aged dude, after all.
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09
roach – The wiTcher
“How can you put Roach on this list?” you cry. 
“Saying Roach is a good companion is like 
saying a handful of salt is a nutritious meal.” 
Okay, I get your point – Roach’s flawed AI 
and apparent inability to avoid trees makes 
her possibly the worst horse in existence, 
let alone in videogames. When you call her, 
she’ll often magically appear halfway up 
a cliff. And when you try to ride her down 
mountains, sometimes she hovers, legs 
curled under her like a dead spider. Sigh. In 
short, she’s terrible. And I love her anyway, 
because at least she’s a memorably bad 
horse. And there’s nothing quite like galloping 
across the wide-open plains with her.

08
GarruS – MaSS 
effecT
If you liked Dorian, you’ll love Garrus. 
Unlike my favourite mage, Garrus is 
quiet, shy and nervous around you. 
He’s a sweet boy. Well, he’s a sweet 
cat-beetle-thing that, in BioWare’s 
confusingly gendered world, counts 
as a ‘boy’ and, ah, let’s just not get 
into what’s going on in Garrus’ space-
pants, okay? It’s not important. What 
is important is that he’s absolutely 
adorable, and he made legions of Mass 
Effect fans fall deeply in love with a 
cat-beetle-thing despite that being 
kinda gross, and that’s one hell of an 
achievement. Space-marry us, Garrus! 

07
aLyx VaNce – haLf-Life 2
Gordon Freeman must be a hard man to be 
friends with. He doesn’t say anything, and 
though that might make him a good listener, 
it makes him terrible at almost everything 
else. What do you want for dinner, Gords? 
Nothing? Okay. Where should we go on 
holiday, G-Dog? Nowhere? Cool. His right-
hand woman Alyx Vance deserves a goddamn 
medal for putting up with the taciturn 
crowbar boy, and she deserves a bunch of 
extra medals for actually being very good at 
her job (her job being taking care of Gordon). 
And what thanks does she get? NOTHING. 
I’m not sure Gordon really appreciates having 
such a kick-ass friend like Alex.

04
corTaNa
Cortana: the companion so good 
Microsoft put her inside your Xbox One. 
She’s the Siri of your heart. I could yell, 
“Hey Cortana” in the office right now 
and it would probably… do nothing, 
but it might make people think about 
why Cortana is such a great character 
(after I’ve been told off for being 
disruptive).  She’s helpful like System 
Shock’s Shodan, but thankfully less 
homicidal; she’s caring like a mum, but 
less disappointed in you; she’s sort of 
sometimes in love with you, like the 
robot lady in Flubber, but less creepy.  
It’s all we’ve ever wanted from a best 
friend-slash-mentor-slash-computer.

06
doGMeaT – faLLouT
Brace yourself, the dog companions 
are coming. Oh, Dogmeat. Sweet, 
soft Dogmeat. You’ve been with me 
throughout Fallout, going from the dog 
that thought I was its owner in Fallout 
1 to the bouncy German Shepherd I 
fell in love with in Fallout 4. You fetch 
me wrenches, wear tiny dog scarves 
and rip out the throats of my enemies 
before bouncing back to me all happy 
and blood-soaked. You are the best. I 
prefer you to (almost) every other Fallout 
companion, even though you can’t talk. 
You are such a good dog, especially 
when you look at me with those sweet 
puppy eyes. Yes you are. Yes you are.

05
doG – faBLe ii
Another very good boy is Fable II’s dog 
companion, which you can call ‘Dog’ if you 
are devoid of any independent creative 
thought, or you can give a nickname if you 
are great. This dog is very similar to Dogmeat 
from Fallout in that he can fight and sniff out 
important treasure and other items. What 
gives him the tiniest edge over Dogmeat, 
however, is that he can sniff out condoms. 
Yep, someone in this dog’s life trained him to 
be able to find plastic-wrapped, lube-covered 
genital socks. Why? We may never know. 
What we do know is that Dog, or whatever you 
choose to call him (something nice, please) is 
easily the cutest thing about Fable II. 
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03
kazooie – BaNjo-kazooie 
Look, I might get in trouble with PETA for saying this, but I really, really 
wish I had a bird that could hang out in my backpack. Banjo-Kazooie 
wouldn’t be the same without Kazooie (obviously, duh) because 
not only would Banjo fail every single level, but he also wouldn’t 
have Kazooie’s – ugh, I hate to have to use this word – banter. The 
two bounce off each other like friends who’ve known each other 
for years, and they’ve always got each other’s back, despite Banjo 
actually being quite stupid and Kazooie being roughly 1,000 per cent 
smarter. She’s a brilliant addition to a game that could have just been 
about one character, but the bear-bird combo, while being a little 
unorthodox, makes Banjo-Kazooie a game to remember.

02
haNcock – faLLouT 4 
Okay, this one is favouritism. I’ll admit to that. You won’t see Fallout 
4 companion Hancock in many other lists of sidekicks, and even if 
you do, he won’t be this high up. So why have I put him here, next 
to the throne? It’s personal, okay. Sometimes, in the irradiated, 
post-apocalyptic wasteland that used to be your perfect life, you 
just meet someone who makes you forget all about your murdered 
spouse and stolen child. Someone who makes you want to roam 
around, shooting giant cockroaches, hand-in-hand, for the rest of 
your half-life. And sometimes you take the wedding ring that you 
prised off your dead partner’s hand and you put it on that person in a 
not-at-all-creepy declaration of love. That person is Hancock.

01 
weiGhTed 
coMPaNioN 
cuBe –  
PorTaL
After all those jokes about poor, silent Gordon 
Freeman from Half-Life 2, how can I pick a 
not-even-sentient cube as my favourite 
companion? Because Valve made you feel 
something for a cube. I’m choosing the 
Companion Cube as our ultimate companion 
because it’s a beacon of incredibly good 
writing. Through GLaDOS’ taunts, the cube’s 
adorable little heart and the eventual 
heartbreaking task of having to incinerate 
the poor thing, you fall in love with something 
that, in most other games, would be nothing 
more than a puzzle solution. A thing that 
holds down a switch or helps you get through 
a door. But Companion Cube was more than 
that. Companion Cube was my only friend in 
a hostile, empty test chamber, when I had 
no one else. I miss you, Companion Cube. I’m 
sorry for what I did to you. *sniff* n
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the witcheR 3:   
wild hunt 
Publisher bandai namco
Hearts Of Stone and Blood And Wine 
have made an already outstanding RPG 
unmissable. One of the most authentic, 
entertaining game worlds ever. 
Defining MoMent Geralt at a wedding; 
cue hilarity, menace and light jigging.

 01

gRand theft auto v 
Publisher RockstaR games
Brutal and beautiful in equal measures, 
GTA V is so rich in size, scope and 
spectacle it’s hard to believe it was 
originally built for Xbox 360. 
Defining MoMent Warping into the 
skin of Trevor – only to find he’s 
drunk-driving a helicopter.

 02

daRk souls iii 
Publisher bandai namco
Get over the initial difficulty hump 
and you’re rewarded with a combat 
system that gives you unparalleled 
opportunities to express yourself.
Defining MoMent Taking down a 
monstrosity the size of a state school 
using reflexes and ingenuity alone.

battlefield 1 
Publisher electRonic aRts
Alongside a surprisingly affecting 
single-player campaign comes one   
of the most robust and satisfying 
multiplayer offerings on Xbox One. 
Brave and unforgettable.
Defining MoMent Your first, last-ditch 
bayonet-charge kill. Have it.

 04

oveRwatch 
Publisher blizzaRd enteRtainment
Blizzard decides to have a go at  
making a multiplayer shooter and 
somehow ends up creating one of  
the best since Team Fortress 2. Just 
beginner’s luck? We doubt it.
Defining MoMent Getting your first 
Play of the Game!

 05

titanfall 2 
Publisher Respawn enteRtainmentea
This sequel to the ace (but multiplayer-
only) game compensates with arguably 
one of the best solo FPS campaigns 
ever. It’s a wall-running, double-
jumping, mech-punching delight.
Defining MoMent Scoring a kill and 
$5,000 in Bounty Hunt multiplayer.

 06

dishonoRed 2 
Publisher aRkane studios
This supernatural stealth-em-up is a  
superb action game and a landmark 
work of videogame world building 
wrapped up in a sumptuous art style.
Defining MoMent Exploring Karnaca’s 
shifting clockwork mansion and finding 
your way between the walls.

geaRs of waR 4 
Publisher micRosoft studios
A soft reboot that respects what made 
Gears great, then introduces new 
threats and surprises for the best game 
since GOW 2. An essential entry for 
Gear-heads and newcomers alike. 
Defining MoMent Fighting Swarm in the 
storm during the peaks of Act 4.

 08

inside 
Publisher playdead
In this eerie, enigmatic side-scroller, a 
small boy must survive a strange world 
of robots, puppet-people and worst of 
all: adults. Discover what happened to 
his world while trying to survive.
Defining MoMent When our hero finds a 
head device that can control people.

 09

hitman 
Publisher io inteRactive
IO’s flashy reboot adds mystery and 
menace to Hitman’s bag of tricks. Each 
episode takes place in a different city, 
and each hit is more challenging.  
Easily the best Hitman game yet.
Defining MoMent Breaking into a 
high-tech hospital in Hokkaido.

 10

Games, films and television – everything you need 
for the ultimate Xbox One experience

 03
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films
the bes t f il Ms anD t v in March

the best games 
we’Re playing and 
why we love them

 foR moRe film and tv Reviews, visit gamesRadaR.com
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OXM teaM 
chOice

 James’ 
choice
oveRcooked

 This month, I 
introduced my 
housemates to 

Ghost Town Games’ co-op 
culinary experience released 
last year. We laughed, we cried, 
we argued, and now I need to 
find a new place to live. 

 Kimberley’s 
choice
abzÛ
Everyday life 
stresses me out, 
so it’s nice to 

have a game that’s so soothing. 
What a delight to slip beneath 
the waves, exploring temples 
and finding new fish, soaking in 
the colours and ambient music.

 Matt’s choice
oveRwatch
This month I tried 
to finally finish 
Doom, Deus Ex: 
Mankind Divided 

and Titanfall 2’s single-player 
campaigns. All were shoved 
aside. Blizzard’s competitive 
FPS is dangerously more-ish. 

gReen Room
for fans of Blue Ruin, slasher films
The most atmospheric, stylised slasher film 
of 2016, Green Room slams viewers into a 
grimy venue where a punk band is being 
held hostage by skinheads. Violent and 
unflinching, it’s also oddly poetic, with a 
palette of faded colours and odd dialogue.

the oa 
for fans of Stranger Things, Twin Peaks
There are odd happenings in the new show 
from writer Brit Marling and director Zal 
Batmanglij, when a young woman called 
Prairie reemerges seven years after going 
missing. Abstract, ambitious and often 
brilliant, there’s little else like this on TV.

undeR the shadow
for fans of Old-fashioned horror
This critically acclaimed Iranian horror snuck 
onto Netflix with peals of joy from viewers.  
A fairground ride of nightmare and Middle 
Eastern myth, a Djinn (that’s an evil spirit to 
you and us) is released into a family home 
after a missile breaks through their roof.

a seRies of 
unfoRtunate events 
for fans of Tim Burton, Gothic stories
Everyone of a certain age will remember the 
delightfully dour Lemony Snicket books and 
the 2004 film of the same name. The new 
Netflix show puts its own spin on the story 
while remaining fun and freaksome.

embRace of the 
seRpent
for fans of International cinema
Nominated for Best Foreign Film at the 2016 
Academy Awards, Ciro Guerra’s new film is a 
black-and-white opus, about a young 
Shaman in the Colombian Amazon who  
helps two explorers find a rare healing plant.

sense8 
for fans of Heroes, the Wachowskis
If you enjoyed the first season of Heroes (it 
was rubbish after that, come on) then you 
may adore the Wachowskis’ divisive debut 
series. Featuring multiple characters with 
mystical psychic powers and interweaving 
stories, it’s like Cloud Atlas in serial form.

victoRia
for fans of Art-house cinema, Berlin
At the time of release, Victoria was known 
as the film that was shot in one continuous 
take. This alone is impressive, but it’s the 
story of an insecure, lonely woman that’s 
really affecting, as she walks around Berlin 
and meets a cast of eccentric people.

taboo 
for fans of Peaky Blinders, bloody violence
Tom Hardy specialises in a particular kind of 
role: unpredictably violent and romantically 
tortured. His role in Taboo, which he created 
with Peaky Blinders writer Steven Knight, is a 
career high: playing a man out to avenge his 
murdered father in 1800s’ Gothic London.

knight of cups
for fans of Terrence Malick, artsy drama
The most recent film from American auteur 
Terrence Malick is just what you’d expect:  
a grandiose tale of identity and lost love as 
Christian Bale’s washed-up screenwriter 
trails LA’s sun-bleached vistas and meets 
women at a reel of skeezy afterparties.

sheRlock s4 
for fans of Anything with Benedict C
A show that’s experienced many highs and 
lows since its first episode in 2010, the 
fourth season of Sherlock is worth a watch 
just for the skin-crawling second episode. 
Watching Toby Jones transform into a 
ghoulish serial killer will make you recoil.

a biggeR splash
for fans of Tilda Swinton
A jaded rock star (played by the kickass 
Tilda Swinton) takes refuge in her Sicilian 
hideaway until she’s visited by an old friend 
and his seductive daughter. Having Swinton 
on screen is never a bad thing, and in this 
woozy, boozy tale she’s so good it stings.

z: the beginning of 
eveRything 
for fans of The swinging ‘20s
Everyone knows about the author of 
beloved novel The Great Gatsby, but his 
wife, Zelda Fitzgerald, is unsung. Just as 
talented, and as troubled, she’s brought to 
life by a fierce and fey Christina Ricci. 

television



Inside  [1] is on my personal 2016 GotY list for 
not only the art and audio direction, but for the 
understated narrative that mostly exists in the 
background or as environmental storytelling. As a 
fan of unnerving, half-sketched situations – like the 
film Upstream Color – Inside was delicious to me. 
I’ll include one remaster on my list, since  BioShock  
[2] is a game I believe I’ll remember until my dying 
days. Having BioShock: The Collection available 
for Xbox One, and for new players in future years, is 
meaningful. It’s still such a beautifully realised place, 
underpinned by hubris and flawed ideology, leading 
to a profound sense of collapse, of loss. (Relevant 
to global politics in 2017, perhaps.) I want to replay  
Alien: Isolation   [3]. The game has stayed on my 
mind since its release. Whenever someone loves 
an original media work this much, and handles it so 
well, it’s worth noting. (In that vein, I always wanted 
to work on a Blade Runner game, or something 
derived from The Thing.) For historical reasons, 
I’d love everyone to play Éric Chahi’s  Another 
World  [4] and think about it in the context of games 
released in 1993. It stands as a favourite, ahead of 
its time in so many ways.  Titanfall 2  [5] is going on 
this list because it’s the first thing I’m going to play, 
now that Dishonored 2 is finished. I really wanted 
a campaign, and I want to see how they handled 
the time travel mission, in contrast to the events 
Emily Kaldwin (or Corvo Attano) experience in the 
Dishonored 2 mission called A Crack in the Slab.

 Harvey Smith 
Creative director  
on Dishonored 2
Although he’s best 
known today for his 
work on supernatural 
stealth-em-up 
Dishonored and its 
superlative sequel, 
Smith also served as 
lead designer on the 
original Deus Ex. All 
that, and excellent 
hair to boot. 

the disc slot
They make the games we love, but what do they play 
for fun? We ask developers to pick thier faves from 
Xbox history. This month: Harvey Smith
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