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IT'5 IN THE DXKKeST DXYS

WHEN X LeXOeK MUST STEP INTO THE LICHT

]
A battle party is only as strong as its leader. In the unforgiving

'world of Dungeon Siege II, you will gather warriors, build

^he1r skills and adopt exotic creatures. Only then can you

battle the ancient sword of Zaramoth and the tyranny that

sweeps Aranna. Whether you go it aione or choose a

multiplayer campaign in this sequel to the million-selling

Dungeon Siege, the fate of the world lies in your hands.

/w.dung8onslege;Gom
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Age of Empires series—plus, a
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RTS games that might give it a
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14 Radar
Each month, Jeff makes us wonder.. .about what You guys are so cute when you type all
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latest and greatest technology from Creative Labs.

57 RBviEwa
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Oooo, baby! We’re kinda sweet on Vicious PC’s

newest desktop system. Plus, we engineer a

throwdown between AMD’s and Intel’s latest SLI

cards, scope some storage options, and take

Gateway and Vicious PC laptops for a spin.

86 Tom vs. Brucs
Tom and Bruce team up to tackle the harsh

world ot Guild Wars.
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All we need now is an Everybody Loves

Raymond game.

THIS MONTH
0NIUP.COM

EXXY.1UP.COM
In this action-packed editor blog, CGW con-

tributor and 1 URcom editorial intern Patrick

Klepek expounds on Battlefield 2, Harry

Potter, and his own impossibly huge afro.

DEATH.1UP.COM
If you haven’t jumped on the Guild Wars

bandwagon yet, check out this weekly trav-

elogue by James Mielke and Kimi

Matsuzaki to see just what you're missing!

PCGiVEAWAY.IUP.COM
Want to win a lUP.com-branded Falcon

Northwest Fragbox PC? Check out this

contest, which runs throughout the entire

month of Augustl

CGW.IUP.COK <7



TURN THE FREE
Kids, please don’t try this at home

THERE IS A RESTAURANT IN BERKELEY, CA—
Fat Apple’s—that I think of whenever I’m grappling

with some kind of major change at this magazine,

because after a lifetime of therapy and hallucino-

gens and Dr. Phil self-help tapes, I’ve learned one

thing about myself: I hate change. Which is why
I’ve ordered the exact same thing at Fat Apple’s

every time I’ve gone there in the last 25 years.

Cheeseburger. Medium rare. Grated longhorn

cheese. 1 don’t care that the restaurant is constant-

ly adding new items. I don't care that it drives my
wife and kid crazy. I like what I like. Why change when I’m happy already?

So I understand how longtime CGW readers may feel as they browse

through this issue, which debuts an entirely new look for us. Art director

Michael Jennings has been working day and night—literaliy—to bring this

new design to fruition, so I sincerely hope you like it. The goal was not to

start over from scratch, but to make each Issue more vibrant, more

readable, and more engaging on a page-to-page basis. Did we succeed?

Do you wish you had your regular cheeseburger back? Let us know at

cgwletters@ziffdavis.com.

And there’s even more change: My compadre Robert Coffey, the last of the

"old guard" editors (along with myself) hired by legendary EIC Johnny

Wilson, has departed to pursue fur-

ther writing opportunities. Fear not,

though, Coffeyheads: He will con-

tinue to grace (or soil) these pages

with the acerbic wit and no-BS

commentary that have made him

one of the best writers this industry

has ever seen. Good luck, Robert.

We miss you. But please don’t

come back and kill us.

JEFF GREEN editor-in-chief

CLASS OF 2005

Voted: Most likely to

be elected first woman presi-

dent or to stage a coup d’etat

after losing the election. Viva la

revolucioni

tURcom Biog:

kristenss.1UP.com

Now Playing: Age of Empires II,

Battlefield 2
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ISSUE 254LETTKRS BROUGHT TO
YOU BY THE
LETTERS
0, G, ANDW

MISSING
DVDS: CASE
SOLVED!
I have a confes-

sion to make. I

am a freaky

comic-book fan

(there are boxes

upon boxes of

comics in my
closet in acid-free

plastic) who's so

fascinated with

City of Heroes

that I read any and all articles I can find [about

the game]. So imagine my delight when I heard

that the July/August issue of CGW covered City

of Villains and came with a trial of the game on

DVD! Oh my God— I almost s"' my pantsi But

when I got my issue.. .no disc! Where’s my disc?

Amy-Lee Beebe

To all the Amy-Lees who’ve written in—and

damn if there aren’t a lot of you—allow us to

explain: There are two CGW subscription

plans available. One includes a disc each

month, and one does not. Which plan you

have depends mostly on how you subscribed

to begin with. But all is not lost! If you want
to receive the disc from now on, simply

call 1-800-827-4450, and the nice cus-

tomer service person who answers will help

you upgrade your current subscription and

get you set up to receive the disc forever-

more. Considering some of the amazing stuff

that shows up on our discs—such as the

World of IVarCraft and Battlefield 2 demos
this month—we think it’s totally worth it.

MORE BAD APPLES TO
WATCH OUT FOR
Just wanted to drop you a note about the article

on MMO farming (“Wage Slaves") in your

July/August issue. It was excellent and worthy of

a newsmagazine. However, you needed to

include information on the “Infiltrator" farmer.

These are the ones who join the more powerful

guilds and go for higher-level stuff during raids.

We recently noticed a level 60 paladin who was

online 24/7. At first we accepted the explanation

that his brother and sister played [as the same

character), too, but we started to keep an eye on

where he was, and it was always in areas notori-

ous for farming. He would go on raids with us

and “accidentally" loot elite items and then say,

“Sorry, my accident.” Unfortunately, he was

RREE PER
I have a confession to make. As much as

1 enjoy your magazine’s detailed articles

and in-depth reviews, I have to say

that the things that get me to

renew my subscription are the

reviews of bad games—or rather, when

YOU have to play god-awful games. I

don't know why, but when I read about

Robert Coffey losing brain cells while

playing James Bond 007: NightFire. I

couldn’t help but smile. I'm not a sadist,

but reading about your horrible mental

trauma at the hands of coaster-worthy

games just lightens up my day. So
thank you for your selfless martyrdom and

please continue to torture Robert Coffey with

mindless, broken games. He is at his best

when his brain is screaming.

John Elliott

having these “accidents” once a raid. When we
issued a warning, he pretended to have trouble

understanding us. During our next raid, he ninja-

looted the first elite drop. We told him if he did that

once more, he was out. An elite item dropped with

the very next boss, and he ninja-looted again. We
booted him from the guild. Afterward, we figured

out that he had managed to loot probably close to

1 ,000 gold worth of items with his “mistakes." This

type of farmer does more harm to the game than

the others because they ruin the reputation of the

guild they infiltrate.

Paul M. Rocconi, MD

WHY, HELLOOOO, LADIES...

I am responding to Robert Coffey's ludicrous

claim that 1 5 percent of CGWs readers are

women. I am living proof that those figures are

flawed. Every month, when your rag comes in, I

hold it under my arm [and] into the restroom it

goes. Yes, it stays in the restroom for the remain-

der of the month as my choice of reading materi-

al for those moments of quiet solitude and philo-

sophical enlightenment. When my wife sees the

new installment on top of the commode, she

puts on a hazmat suit and accordingly disposes

of the previous issue. This is the same person

who, given the choice between drinking a glass

of arsenic or reading your magazine, would opt

for the former.

Ramon Hetmida

Managing editor Kristen Salvatore responds:

Ramon, despite the deep and scientific

means by which you have collected your

statistics, as opposed to the fly-by-night

efforts of our corporate research department,

one has to wonder whether the toxic fumes
apparentiy emanating from your bathroom

(after apparently emanating from, uh,

somewhere else) are possibly clouding your

mathematical judgment. Certainly, CGW—
much like drinking arsenic—is not for

everyone. But if we’re going on anecdotal

evidence, i’m going to see your (obviously

blessedly patient) wife and raise you myself,

two other managing editors, two 1UP.com
staff members, the entire PMS clan, and my
mother, all of whom are regular subscribers

to CGW and/or various other gaming

publications. Frag on, my sisters—frag on. /

SAY IT LOUD,
SAY IT PROUbl
Confession is good for the soul. And while

we may harbor some doubts as to whether

our readers actually have such a thing as

a soul, we encourage you to get whatever

is bothering or pleasing you off your chest

by writing to cgwletter8®ziffdavi8.com.

You’ll be glad you did.

I 1 have two big

1 problems; I’m

I’ve never written [in] 1 can think of a better Please don’t review any-

before, but 1 just wanted to name for a female troll...how 1 thing good for the next few

from Canada, tell you all that you’re about Darren Gladstone? years...! can’t get any more
and I’m French! losers... in a good way. —PotatoChipLady broke than 1 am!

MAIL^V """

UYIKS ^ —Steven Scott —Chris Mayo
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Fantasy Violence

in the shadows

flRE ElTIBliElTI

Centuries of peace Is eclipsed by war as an age-old trust

is betrayed. Uncover the dark secrets that turned allies

into enemies as you fight to free your kingdom. Evolve

your armies as you plot a master strategy in Fire Emblem:

The Sacred Stones. Only for Game Boy Advance.

EVERYONE I

©2004-2006 Ninlendo/INTELLIQENT SYSTEMS. TM, ©and Ihe Game Boy Advance logo are trademarks of Nintendo. ©2005 Nintendo.
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with Dual 16X PCI Express

' Corsair 1024MB PC320O ODR400 Memory

>200C8 720aRPM SMB Cache Serial ATAISO Hard Drive

' (Z) NVIDIA' Ceforce'" 6600 GT PCI Express
IZSMB DDR3 Powered by XFX
Over 8044 Performance Cairt Over
Single video card solution
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' nForce 4 7.1 3-D Surround Sound
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'Turbo X-Cruiser Case SOOWatt
with See Through Windows

' 6 Cool Custom Colors to Choose From

' Microsoft' Windows' XP Home Edition w/ SP 2

'Microsoft' Work 7.0

' Free First Year On Site Service plus 24/7 Tech Support

' Free 802.1 1 C Wireless PCI Network Adaptor
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System for S75

• NVIDIA' nForce~4 Chipset MB w/ 16X PCI Express

• Corsair I024MB PC32ao DDR400 Memory

I60CB 72aoRPM SMB Cache Serial ATAISO Hard Drive

• NVIDIA* CeForce’“ 6600 256MB DDR w/ TV Oul
Powered by XFX

' LC I6X DVD^RW Drive S. LC leX DVD-ROM
' nForce 4 7.1 3-D Surround Sound

• 600Watt Subwoofer System

• Logitech Deluxe 104 Keyboard

• Logitech Optical Wlieet Mouse
> Next* X-Nemesis Tower Case 425Watt
w/MOD "See Through Windows"

S Cool Custom Colors to Choose From

• Microsoft* Windows’ XP Home Edition w/ SP 2

•Microsoft’ Work 7.0

• Free First Year On Site Service plus 24/7 Tech Support

• Upgrade to Siairo RW670XL 5.1 Crajy Lighting

Speakers System for SI39

• Free 802.l1C1Mretess PCI Network Adaptor

• NVIDIA' nForce'"4 Chipset MB w/ 16X PCI Express

• Corsair 2048MB Pa200 DDR400 Memory
•200CB 7200RPM SMB Cache Serial ATAISO Hard Drive

• 16X PCI Express NVIDIA’ CeForce’" 6800 CT 256MB
DDR3 Powered by XFX

• LG I6X DVD+-RW Drive; LC I6X DVD-ROM
nForce 4 7.1 3-D Surround Sound

Creative Cambridge Inspire P7800 7.1

Surround Sound System

17" ViewSonic Q7B 12MS Gaming LCD Display

' Logitech Deluxe 104 Keyboard

' Microsoft' Optical intelli Explorer Mouse
•Aluminum X-Navigator Server Tower Case 420Watt
w/ MOD "See Through Windows"

' 3 Cool Custom Colors to Choose From

• Microsoft' Windows' XP Professional X64 64Bit OS
' Microsoft' Work 7.0

' Free Rrst Year On Site Service plus 24/7 Tech Support

'Free 802.1 IC Wireless PCI Network Adaptor

AMD Athlon™ 64 FX-57 Processor S 1789 cacsqi
'

AMD Athlon'" 64 FX-55 Processor $ 1565caC902

AMO Athlon’" 64 AOOO-t- Processor S 1059 cacmj

AMO Athlon™ 64 3800+ Processor $ 999 cacw
AMO Athlon'" 64 3500+ Processor S 895 caouos

AMO Athlon’" 64 3200+ Processor $ 865 CAcaoe

AMD Alhlon’" 64 3000+ Processor $815 cacdo?

AMD Athlon

AMD Alhlon

AMD Athlon

AMD Athlon

AMD Alhlon

AMD Athlon

AMD Athloir
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with Dual 16X PCI Express
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Single video card solution
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I PCMCIA Type II Slot

Weight only 6.39 Lbs
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’ Free Carrying Case

5 Custom Colors to Choose From

One Year 24/7 Toll Free Tech Support

Free Shipping
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AMD Athlon'" 64 3200+ Processor $ 985 caibbs
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AMD Mobile Athlon’" 64 Processor 3700+ $ 1475

AMD Mobile Athlon'" 64 Processor 3400+ $ 1359

AMO Mobile Athlon’" 64 Processor 3200+ $ 1325

AMD Mobile Athlon'" 64 Processor 3000+ $ 1279
AMD Mobile Athlon’" 64 Processor 2B00+ $ 1249
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• NVIDIA' nForce'“4 Chipset MB w/ 16XPCI Express

•Corsair 512MB PC3200 DDR400 Memory

IGOGB 720CIRPM SMB Cache Serial ATA150 Hard Drive

' NVIDIA' GeForce’" 6200 Turbo Cache Supporting
2S6MB Powered by XFX

LC I6X D\n3+-RW Drive

nForce 4 7.1 3-D Surround Sound

• 600Watt Subwoofer System

•Logitech Deluxe 104 Keyboard

• Logitech Optical Wheel Mouse

•Turbo X-Cruiser Case 420Watt
with See Through Windows

• 6 Cool Custom Colors to Choose From
• Microsoft* Windows’ XP Home Edition w/ SP 2

• Microsoft’ Work 7,0

Free First Year On Site Service plus 24/7 Tech Support

Upgrade to SIcuro RW670XL 5.1 Crazy Lighting

Speakers System for 5139

SIS Athlon'" 64 Chipset Motherboard

SI2M8 PC3200 ODR400 Memory
4UCQ Ultra ATAIOO Hard Drive

Mobile ATI* Radeon’" 9700 PRO 128MB Video

15.4" WXGA Wide-Screen TFT Display 1280x800 Pixels

24x CD-RW/DVD Combo Drive

10/100 Network Card & SGK V,92 Modem
Wireless 802.110 54Mbps Networking

3-in-1 Built-in Media Reader

1 Firewire IEEE 1394 & 3 USB 2.0 Ports

1 PCMCIA Type II Slot

Weight only 639 Lbs

Microsoft* Windows’ XP Home Edition w/ SP 2

Free Carrying Case

5 Custom Colors to Choose From

One Year 24/7 Toll Free Tecli Support

Free Shipping

fethlor^lAthlon'Fxl

Features HyperTransport^
technology for improved
multitasking performance

AMD Athlon’" 64 FX-55 Processor $ 1409 cajboi'

AMO Athlon'" 64 4000+ Processor $ 905 cajsoz

AMD Athlon'" 64 3800+ Processor $ 859 cajboj

AMD Athlon’" 64 3500+ Processor $ 745 CAI904

AMD Athlon’" 64 3200* Processor S 715 caibos

AMD Athlon'" 64 3000+ Processor S 665 caiboc

'^AMD Mobile Athlon’" 64 Processor 3700+ $ 1389'

AMD Mobile Athlon'" 64 Processor 3400+ $ 1269
AMD Mobile Athlon’" 64 Processor 3200+ S 1219

AMD Mobile Athlon'" 64 Processor 3000+ $ 1 169
AMD Mobile Attilon’" 64 Processor 2800+ $ 1 149

ower
4602 Little John St. Baldwin Park, CA 91706

Tel: <626)613-7730 • Fax: (626)813-3810
Technical Support (877)876-4965
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Sat 9:30A.M. - 3:OOP.M.
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RELIEF

Marvel’s ultimate PC-
THIS TIME LAST YEAR, THE WOOL—OR
more accurately Spidey's mask—was pulled

over our eyes when Activision reieased a Spider-

Wr Man 2 game for consoles and the PC. The con-

sole version is a GTA-like experience that allows for free-

roaming crime busting throughout Manhattan. The PC

version, however, is a totally different—and far, far

worse—game, without any warning on the box that it is

not the same as the consoie game. Picture George Wendt

in Spider-Man Underoos and you have the PC game. It

was a classic, Inexplicable case of bait and switch. We
called them on it.

So you’ll understand our initial skepticism when we
heard that Activision’s 2005 lineup of Marvel superhero

games is coming to the PC. Activision claims to have

listened to the complaints of PC gamers. One Activision

staffer (who asked to remain anonymous) confesses,

"We learned our lesson last year with Spider-Man 2 [on

the PC], and we aren't going to do that again!”

Will these games make the PC jump without any

earth-shattering catastrophes? We’ve seen Ultimate

Spider-Man and X-Men Legends II: Rise of Apocalypse

in action—check out what we think so far on the

following pages. And for even more details on Fantastic

4, read our review on page 67. Darren Gladstone

gaming lineup...we hope

FflNTRSTIC

REED RICHARDS is Mr. Fantastic
POWERS: He's the superstretchy,

superfreakin' brainiac of the group.

IN GAME: Reed can stretch to punch
from afar, squeeze into tight spaces,

and hack in a puzzle minigame.

SUE STORM is the Invisible Woman
POWERS: She's all about stealth.

She can turn invisible. ..hence the

clever name.
IN GAME: Thanks to her telekinesis,

she can also create force fields.

BEN GRIMM is the Thing
POWERS: He's got superstrength and
a soft side—somewhere.
IN GAME: He’s a big pile of orange
rocks that shouts, “It’s clobberin’ time!’

You do the math.

WE’VE SEEN JESSICA

Alba’s disappearing act

and Michael Chiklis’ big

rubber rock suit in

Marvel’s big-screen adap-

tation of Fantastic 4, but we
were really nervous when the topic

of a day-and-date release of the game and

movie was mentioned. After ali, weren’t these

the exact same circumstances under which

JOHNNY STORM Is the Human Torch
POWERS: He has Uie power of flight,

flame attacks, and cheesy acting—and
Uie ability to set off smoke detectors.

IN GAME: What you'd pretty much
expect—flies and fries the bad guys.

» Think Marvel has the superhero market cornered? Think again, because DC Comics and Sony Online Entertainment are teaming up. Our shady spies
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Eggbeit
...is vacationing in the

Hinteriands, but his

comely companion

Crepesuzette is “fill-

ing" in. Get it? Ha!

Spider-Man 2 launched last summer, when PC
gamers were left with utter gaming garbage?

Enter Beenox Studios.

The Quebec City-based developer has

done a fanastic job of bringing console games

to the PC (uh, no pun intended—seriously). Last

year's Tony Hawk's Underground 2, which

earned an Editor's Choice award from this very

publication, particularly comes to mind as an

example of Beenox's notable handiwork.

Is it any wonder, then, that the fledgling devel-

opment house has been tapped by Activision to

bring another immaculate port to the PC? And, in

an even more interesting recent turn of events,

Activision acquired Beenox Studios to likely han-

dle all PC ports going forward.

Beenox may have wrapped up Fantastic 4, but

there are lots of other titles following in its stead.

In fact, there are two other super-powered ports

we can think of off the top of our heads—both of

which are previewed on the following pages.

As for F4, which loosely follows the movie

and includes a bevy of classic FF villains like

Mole Man, just flip forward to the review on

page 67 for our official take on this story-dri-

ven bash-em-up title .

!

^^ Bsenaft hBEi Onne a Fantastic Jnb ap^^ bringing cnnaolE gamea to the PC.

A Sue Storm epitomizes the phrase “you can
look, but not touch.”

already leaked info about the ambitious efforts planned for a massive MMO. Mum's the word for now, but you’ll get the scoop here! Check back soon! »

CGW.1URCOM' 15



(DUAIIAR mflRUEL EflmEH

ULTimfiTE SPIDER-mfiN
book style, thanks to expertly animated cut-

scenes that bring the game to life in much the

same way the recent live-action adaptation of Sin

City does for that comic. There are even a few in-

game pop-up panels and splitscreen moments
that further convey the comic-book feel.

You also get the opportunity to play as Spidey's

archnemesis, Venom. As you navigate the

detailed and destructible city streets of New York,

you’ll discover that the characters play quite dif-

ferently—after all, Venom is a huge beast that

consumes people to survive. A large variety of

missions and side quests will take you all over

the Big Apple as you bust crime and save lives.

There are even a few minigames that require

split-second decisions: Do you rescue the kid

from falling debris or yank the fiery car blocking a

subway entrance? Timing is everything.

BEENOX IS ALSO HARD AT WORK BRINGING
Ultimate Spider-Man to the PC, and spokespeople

have done everything in their power to assure us

that the PC-gaming crowd won't get screwed by

some half-baked version of the ol’ webhead’s game

this time around.

What makes this game so cool? First, it takes

the Manhattan environment from Spider-Man 2

(the console version, that is) and adds the bor-

ough of Queens, where Peter Parker grew up.

You have free reign to swing around the city at

your leisure or advance the story line written by

Marvel scribe Brian Michael Bendis (see what

Bendis has to say on the facing page). Everything

is presented in an extremely authentic comic-

't This is how Spider^Man looks in most
games: “realistically” drawn in 3D, and with
the frame of a strong, young man, as he's

portrayed in the movies.

' Now, check out what's being done for

Ultimate Spider-Man: The semi-cel-shaded 3D
comic-inking art styie iooks exactiy as it does
in the comics. Spidey may look a iittle wiry,

but in the Ultimate Marvel universe, Parker is

IS years oid, dating Mary Jane Wateon, and
working part-time on The Daily Bugle's
website. Hooray for contemporizing!

long ago, Warner Bros, proclaimed it would impose stiff fines on games based on WB properties that averaged less than

16 COMPUTEBGAMINGWORLD



X-mEN LEGENDS II:

RISE OF fiPOCfiLVPBE

THE ORIGINAL X-MEN LEGENDS, DEVELOPED

by Raven Software, turned out to be one of the

best action-RPGs of 2004. The sting: It was

released only for consoles. Thanks a lot, guys! A

year later, the sequel is coming to where it

belongs; PCs, the home of comic nerds!

The whole premise of X~Men Legends—con-

trolling four different cel-shaded mutants at

once—is what made it so attractive to gamers

the first time around. Want to be Wolverine for a

sec? Just switch over to him and then back to

Colossus again when the time is right. The A.I.

intelligently manages the rest of your squad

while you’re busting heads, making for a sophis-

ticated and user-friendly game. And for the PC-

bound sequel, you'll have access to 16 different

muties from both the X-Men and the evil

Brotherhood of Mutants.

The huge, destructible environments will pro-

vide puzzles and multiple ways to progress the

story, but the real "just one more mission” addic-

tiveness comes from the progression system. As

you earn experience, you earn more powers;

you’re free to choose how you want to distribute

your abilities, and the mutants you customize

really play and feel different. Raven has added a

massive number of new powers for each charac-

ter (although there’s not yet an exact number),

and it's all easily accessible without having to dig

through a tedious menu screen.

The one thing that hasn’t been worked out yet is

how multiplayer will work. In the original game, a

friend can plug in a second controller to join in at

any time. The new version promises online co-op

as well—which is especially handy for the PC kids

who don't want to throw a LAN party just to play X-

Men Legends II. But there’s no exact word on how

it'll work for the PC just yet.

There’s a lot on the line here for PC gamers.

And come this fall, we're either going to be real-

ly happy and knee-deop in nerddom or see a lot

of angry comic blogs online. Then again, after

Elektra, there’s nowhere to go but up, right?

mnRUEL ERdlES IIADAH

-A FEW QUICK
WORDS WITH BRIAN
MICHAEL BENDIS
BRIAN MICHAEL BENDIS IS ONE OF THE MOST
prolific writers in comicdom today. He’s penned

a number of critically acclaimed crime and

espionage graphic novels, the superheroic

police series Powers, and the detective series

Alias (no relation to the TV show). He's also

revitalized a number of Marvel characters,

including Spider-Man in the Ultimate Spider-

Man series, which is the basis for Activision’s

new game.

CGW: Who would you say is your favorite

character you've written about?

Bendis: Wow. That’s like Sophie’s choice. I

couldn’t possibly choose. But my all-time faves

were Spidey and Daredevil, so I am blessed.

CGW: Is there a comic-book character you've

wanted a chance to bring back but haven't yet?

Bendis: Yeah, there's a long laundry list. The

new one is Ultimate Moon Knight, [which features

Moon Knight], who is showing up in Ultimate

Spider-Man. That was a big one for us. to kind of

show Moon Knight in a new light and, you know,

show him off a little bit.

CGW: Can you talk about the process of work-

ing on the story for the Ultimate Spider-Man

game? How does it feel going from a comic book

to an interactive medium?

Bendis: It was like college for me.. .and it

was just a great time for me as a writer,

because you have this certain thing [with] a

comic book, no matter what you do. It’s 22

pages and there’s a format that you follow.

Then all of a sudden here's this challenge: to

write the same characters in an entirely differ-

ent medium, an entirely different format, with

the reader being the director, if you know what

I mean. So really, not only was it exciting to

write that, it actually altered the way I was

approaching the comic as well.

CGW: And we understand that the story

you're writing carries over directly from the

comics.

Bendis: Yeah, it's Ultimate continuity, top to

bottom. And it’s just another Ultimate Spider-Man

story, but this story [answers] a lot of the ques-

tions people keep asking us online. What hap-

pened to Venom? Stuff like that. And the game is

the only place you’ll see it. Unfortunately, I'm not

allowed to talk any more about that for now!

70 percent on gamerankings.con . At last count Matrix Online scored 68.4 percent No word yet on when tiiose royalty checks will roll
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Five questions for Stan Lee, the man behind the marvels

STAN LEE IS A LIVING LEGEND, A COMIC-BOOK
genius who helped create some of the most well-

known comic-book franchises to date: The

Amasng Spider-Man, The Incredible Hulk, The

Fantastic Four, and The Uncanny X-Men. So,

what exactly happens when you stick him in a

room with a bunch of slobbering comic nerds and

game editors? Glad you asked....

Do you keep am active interest

or any control over the different mediums that

feature your creations, like fIms and games?
V . Do I want control? No, I don’t want con-

trol at all. Let me tell you how cagey I am. If the

movie is good, or the game or the TV show or

the cartoon, I somehow get a lot of credit for it.

[Laughter] If it's bad, hey, I had nothing to do

with it!

' What, in general, do you think of

games being made out of comic-book charac-

ters? How would you compare the two?

Videogames are an art form and a form of

entertainment. But compared to a comic book, a

videogame is really much more exciting, and it

makes the person who would be the comic-book

reader, it makes him or her a peirticipant, and in a

way it's more exciting and more fun. When you

read a comic book, you're reading the story, and

it’s taking place [in the book]. When you’re play-

ing a videogame, you're p^ of the story, so to

me that really has the edge.

Now, I have not questioned everybody who
reads comic books, but I would just guess if

you're a comic-book reader, you would love to

play the videogames because you're familiar with

the characters. You care about the characters or

else you wouldn’t be a reader of the comics. And

"ThBrB's Blways going to bs sbmebbdy
who FBBlB Bil thB illB DF thB world cbh
bB biBmBd on thB gomBS wb piBy...’

here you have a chance to move them and con-

trol them Eind guide them and have fights [with

them] and so forth. It just seems to me to be a

natural that the readers would be very enthusias-

tic about the games.

Is this a way to attract new peo-

ple who haven’t bought comic books before?

...... : Would it attract new people who hadn’t

bought the comic book? It certainly can’t hurt. I

mean, somebody might buy the game who hadn’t

read the comics and say, “Hey, I gotta see more

about Spider-Man; I gotta learn more about him. I

love this guy.’’ Sure. Everything helps everything

else. I'm sure the comic books help the games,

the games help the comic books, the movies help

the games and the comic books, tiie comic

books help the movies and the games.. .and if

you don't interrupt me. I'll keep going.

As a matter of fact, since videogames have

been in existence, comic-book sales have risen.

'
' Comic books were once blamed

for basically turning children into monsters. Now
it’s videogames’ turn. Thoughts?

'' There’s always going to be somebody
who feels that all the ills of the world are blamed

on the movies we see, the games we play, the

books we read. The comic industry survived Dr.

Frederic Wertham [an outspoken anti-comics

activist during the 1950s]. I used to actually

debate with him. I knew him. /Vid he'd say things

like, “I did a study and I found that 95 percent of

the young people in reform schools read comics.’’

And I would say, “Well, 1 00 percent of them drink

milk.’’ I mean, the man was just unscientific, and

he just— I don’t know what his motive was, but

these videogames, kids love 'em. I don’t want to

comment on the ones that may seem to be too

violent, or... I don’t know what is too violent and

what isn’t. I just know that kids [have] a lot of

their own natural energy. [Playing videogames is]

a way to expend it. It’s a way to have a lot of fun.

It excites them; they enjoy it. And to me, these

games are great.

JEs' Which Marvel superhero would

you most like to see in a videogame next?

Lee: That's a good question. Which would I like

to see in a videogame next? Gee, there are so

many of them. I think Iron Man would be good. I

think the Silver Surfer would be great And for

something really different.. .maybe Dr. Strange,

because he goes into different dimensions and so

forth. You know, the funny thing is, I think you

could make a good videogame out of almost any-

thing, as long as you have an interesting good
guy and a powerful bad guy and you could just

find a way to get the great visuals and all the

action, i can’t think of any Marvel character, really,

that I don’t think would make for a good one.

Certainly Ghost Rider would be good. The longer

I sit here, the more of them I’ll mention.

Want to know more about Stan Lee and other eomie
greats? Check out the documentary Countdown to

Wednesday at; www.countdownlowednesday.eom.

Marc Ecko’s Gettin’ Up: Contents Under Pressure, the hip-hop platforming graffiti game, is PC-bound. WORD UP for The Fresh Prince of Persia!
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PUBUSHER EldoB DEVELOPER: Crystal Dynamics GENRE: Action RELEASE DATE: November 2005

irs AN UNDERSTATEMENT TO SAY THAT

Tomb Raider: Legend has had a tumultuous^ existence thus far. With a new design team,

a desperate publisher, and thousands of jaded

fans, Legend has a lot of work to do if it’s going to

impress anyone. Can Lara Croft still wow the few

associate brand manager Mike Schmitt puts it,

"[We took] some time off after the release of Angel

of Darkness and essentially [did] a brand audit

—

we’ve made a conscious attempt to get back to

some of the things that made the first game so

special." Of course, this means some good old-

fashioned acrobatics, high-tech gadgets, and

dual-pistol firefights, but there's more to Legend

THE GOOD, THE
BAD & THE UGLY
SEPTEMBER 2005

THE GOOD

Not content with the

paltry 1.5 million

users the game has

garnered on this side

of the Pacific,

Blizzard has opened
the Woiid of WarCraft floodgates in China.

We don’t know what this means for the

subscription numbers, but the Chinese

version's 500,000 beta users definitely

can’t be a bad thing. To put it in perspec-

tive: Blizzard considers North America to

be this game’s test market.

fans she has left in the wake of the unmitigated than gunplay and hot pants.

1998 1999

» By mid-2006, Apple computers will have Intel inside. Here’s hoping

THE BAD

critical flop that was Tomb Raider: The Angel of

Darkness? After what we've seen of Legend, our

answer is a pleased—but reserved—yes.

The design team over at Crystal Dynamics

(best known to PC gamers for the recent

Project: Snowblind) appears to have risen to the

occasion, taking the series back to its dungeon-

delving roots while updating Tomb Raider's look

and feel to take full advantage of the latest-gen-

eration PC hardware. The game is now fully ren-

dered using Havok physics, and—as we
showed you in our June issue—Lara herself is

cuter, softer, and more realistic than before. Her

movements are much more agile and fluid this

time around, thanks in part to an overhauled

control system that looks to provide a consider-

able change of pace from the clunky mess

found in Angel of Darkness.

LARA CROFT 2.0

But make no mistake: Crystal Dynamics isn't out

to "fix" anything here. Legend has nothing to do

with Ange/ of Darkness; it’s a completely new

product built from the ground up and designed

with the series’ classic gameplay in mind. As

The latest City of Hemes patch neuters

many of the game’s b^vel powers (Flight,

Super Jump, and Super Speed), stripping

away the extreme PVP advantage they pro-

vide by disabling them during combat This

effectively puts characters with Super

Speed at a disadvantage, since there’s no
corresponding "defense power” offering the

extra kick that Hover and Combat Jumping
provide to Flight and Super Jump, respec-

tively. Angry players have the official COH
forums in an uproar.

THE UGLY

EA's Ultima Online 2
has been canceled.. .for

the third time. You’ve

probably never heard

about this one—hell,

nobody’s heard of this one except us, see-

ing as how we were pitched a U02 cover

about 10 months back. But now it’s dead
again, replaced with—you guessed it—

another groanworthy UO expansion. And
this time, EA is adding elves to the game,
despite the fact that elves don't actually

exist in the Ultima continuity.

.

’ll be blasting each other in UT2007 over AppleTalk servers shortly thereafter.»

Central to the game’s design is the incorpora-

tion of new puzzle elements into the action,

Crystal Dynamics is trying to move away from

the "find the key and throw the switch" puzzles

found in previous Tomb Raider games, instead

focusing on environment-oriented challenges

with multiple solutions. For example, while

searching fora hidden passageway, Lara might

be able to kick over a statue to uncover the

entrance or perhaps blow the passageway open

with a gun emplacement or a grenade. We’re

assured that a lot of effort has gone into making

fun, exciting puzzles with minima! frustration.

THE PLOT THICKENS
With both new and classic elements in place,

what direction can the series possibly take to

tell a good story that isn’t just another by-the-

numbers artifact-hunting plot? Unfortunately,

Eldos still has its lips sealed about story

specifics. “We’re not giving too much away yet,”

remarks Schmitt, "Lara will encounter a nemesis

long thought dead as the [game] unfolds. Let’s

just say we’ll learn a lot more about Lara’s

past...and what makes her tick." Ryan Scott

FALLIN6 FROM BRACK
TOMB irdMUS

A timeline of Lara's exploits

i

games were to make it inter-

connected to eating, but if

your gag you didn't like

reflex. ..Tomb the first game,
Re/der makes It this won't make
all feel fresh and you change
new again.” your mind."

-CCWflSZ -CGIV«164

have nothing

more to offer."

-CGW #200
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Lookin’ good...

PUBLISHER: Midway DEVELOPER: Epic Games GENRE: Shooter RELEASE DATE:

EXCLUSIVE SCREEN
BACK IN MAY, THE GOOD GUYS AT EPIC

Games let us in on the secret to their suc-

cess: perfect UT2KTs gameplay In untextured

level “shells” before rendering what you'll see

in-game. At the time, it was too early for them

to show us much more than the first step in

the process, as seen in the inset pictures,

imagine, then, the s**^-eating grins on our

faces when we sat down behind closed doors

with Epic at E3 and were treated to a playable

level resplendent with the aesthetics you see

splashed across these two pages. Oh, and

the gameplay was damn fine, too, demon-
strating the less-bouncy movement the devel-

opers described back in May and featuring

tons of the attitude you’ve come to expect

from the franchise. We can't wait to get our

hands on the mad new vehicles and

weapons, like the Scorpion and rocket

launcher you see here. /Kristen Salvatore

I t

Intel has been slapped with another antitrust lawsuit by rival chipmaker AMD, which claims that Intel has used coercive tactics to secure OEM deals
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UNREAL RADAR®

^ 'We can play thraugh and maKeS tuuBaKa...deFdre there'a pretty atupF^ Bplaahed all aver the cnncepta.
“The Unreal World",Computer Gaming Worid ti25l

» with 38 companies. » Blizzard’s taking a note from Id Software and starting its own free gaming festival. BlizzCon will take place October 28 and 29 »
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Great moments in gaming punditry

Every five years, some alleged game
industry "expert" earns a berth on the^ short bus with this half-witted assess-

ment: “PC gaming is dead." I know I touched

upon this briefly in my last column, but I’m

pissed. One such clown in the mainstream

media recently wrote of his willingness to pre-

dict that the real loser to the emergence of the

Xbox 360 and PS3 will be PC gaming. Buddy.

PC gaming isn't dead. Not by a long shot. OK,

so the new consoles demoed at E3 look pretty

interesting (even though the Xbox 360 was

soles within a year (two, tops) of their launch.

And soon, thanks to XNA, you’ll finally be able

to play a game on your PC as you do on the

consoles, simply by sticking a disc in the

drive—without having to perform an actual

installation. XNA promises developers it can

easily standardize game coding (and allow you

to use Xbox 360 controllers on your PC). And
with the coming gaming/consumer-friendly

new Windows OS, code-named Longhorn,

Microsoft is making a broader, more aggres-

sive case for PC gaming in general.

Vdu can B^tpBct law- to mid-lBVBl cnmput-
Brs tn dwarp thB pawar dp tha naw
cdnaalaa within a yaar np thair iaunch.

running on an Apple G5 workstation and the

PS3 demo was running on. ..wait for it.. .a PC
with two GeForce 7800 GTX cards in SLI

mode) but what those consoles can do now. a

PC will do better in six to eight months.

Some refer to Moore’s Law, but I like to call

the console-versus-PC battle “The Five Year

Itch." In 1996, the original Playstation

launched for $300. It had a 32-bit RISC CPU
(33.9MHz), 2MB RAM, 1MB Video RAM and

proprietary technology to handle 3D graphics.

At the time, a $3,000 gaming PC packed a

200MH2 Pentium CPU, 32MB DRAM, and 2MB
Video RAM, and the first good 3D cards were

coming out. These numbers seem a little

skewed, but since a console is streamlined for

gaming, it can operate faster and requires less

horsepower than your standard-issue PC rig.

Over the next five years, programmers tried

to eke as much as possible from the PS1

before hitting a technology wall. After all, you

can’t upgrade a console.

When the PS2 neared U.S.

shores, promising a 300MHz
CPU. 4MB DRAM, 4MB
VRAM, and another propri-

etary graphics engine for

$300, gaming PCs similarly

beefed up. A lean machine

sported an AMD Athlon 750,

128MB SDRAM, and a

64MB graphics card for

about $1,500. Fast-forward

another five years to mid-

2006 and the PS3's arrival.

The PS3 may shock you

with its power when it

launches but I'm willing to

bet my graphics card you

can expect low- to midlevel

computers to easily dwarf

the power of the new con-

CONSOLE CORNER
A LOOK AT THE REST OF
THE GAMING WORLD
There are plenty of good games out

there beyond what’s on the PC. Whether
you also own a PS2, Xbox, GameCube,
PSP, DS, or->heaven help you—an N>

gage, we're here to help. So here’s our
pick for the best of the console world

now shipping to store shelves.

Yes, your average PC will cost more than a

console. But really, how much more will it

cost? Speculation has it that the Xbox 360 and

PS3 will be a little pricey—possibly as much
as $400—and they can do only a fraction of

the things a PC can. You can get a great per-

formance PC for under $2,000, and I know
plenty of other things I can do with it beyond

gaming, prOn downloads aside.

PCs have the market cornered on MMOs,
FPS games, and countless strategy and RPG
titles. Consoles have their strengths, obvious-

ly—ease of use and couch-potato gaming

being at the top of the list. Point is, there’s

enough room in my house for a PC and a con-

sole. How about you? Darren Gladstone dar-

ren_gladstone@ziffdavis.com

THIS IS A CONDENSED VERSION OF X. I
THE RANT DARREN SPEWED FORTH ON X
CGW_GIZMO.WP.COM.

0 NAKKTH?m!?m!l»^|
QUESTION Three games on three platforms,

all using the same engine. Which is which?

ANSWER: EPIC'S UNREAL 3 ENGINE PROVIDES THE BEST
EXAMPLE OF WHAT IS POSSIBLE ON EACH PLATFORM.
TECHNICALLY. THE XBOX 360 DEMO OF GEARS OF WAR (SHOTA)
WAS RUNNING OFFAN APPLE G5 WORKSTAVON. THE PS3 DEMO
OF UNREAL TOURNAMENT(SHOT B) WAS DONE ON A HIGH-END
PC WITH TWO NEXT-GEN NWD/A CAflOS IN SU MODE.
MEANWHILE. THE PC'S UNREAL TOURNAMENT 2007 (^OT C)

LOOKS EQUALLY FANTASTIC, BUT CONSOLES DON'T EXACTLY
IMPROVE WITH.AGE—PCS DO.

^ NORMALLY, THIS IS THE SPOT WHERE
^ we single out a console game that we
feel you simply have to pick up. This

month, though, It's a tittle different. Sony’s

handheld, the PSP, could very well be the

next Walkman. We are not exaggerating

here—every editor at CGW has a PSP, and
we’re hooked.

There are already a bag load of good
games—which we’ll get to in a second

—

but Sony’s new handheld is capable of a

whole lot more. We've used ours to read

comics, listen to a couple hours’ worth of

music, and even watch DVDs ripped onto

Memory Stick Duos (tip No. 27: Buy
SanDisk's 1GB memory card if you can find

one—its cards are reliable and relatively

Inexpensive at SI 50). And the PSP is quick-

ly becoming a hacker's dream machine, as

people are finding ways to put console

emulators, Web browsers, and more onto

the new portable.

As for what should be on your play list:

Tiger Woods PGA Tour, Wipeout Pure,

Ridge Racer, and the digital crack known
as Lumines. Also promising at press time

are Rockstar Games' PSP versions of GTA:
Liberty City Stories and Midnight Club 3:

DUB Edition.

'If'

» in Orange County, California. » In a move that shocked absolutely n 2 million users worldwide can’t be wrong), Blizzard recentiy announced»
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Winner, Best RPG of E3

Qwuif Critics Atiiivil. (Jimu-Siwr, IQN, QuincS|>v,

Mxi.v Ifmlicd. Ct)tLst)lc Qolii. D«/fy Qmnc. Qtiincs D<itiiuiii

“One look at Oblivion will shatter your

conceptions about what is possible in a

Lvideo game.”

“The biggest title for the Xbox

360, and the one I’m most

looking forward to.”

- QtimcPw Miigfictnc

“Oblivion is, at this time, the best-lookin*

game I ha\ e e\ er seen in my life.”
(

“To call the graphics ‘amazing’, is

an extraordiharv understatement.

The RPG for the Next Generation

is
Visitwww.esrb.org

for updated rating BETMeSDA
T GAME STUDIOS

a ZeniMax Media company

The Oder Saod^ IV. OblMon"'O ZOOS BeUwsoa Sottworfa LLC, a ZeniMax Media company. The Elder Serous. Odllvloii. Oblivton charaoei and place names, Beliresda Game Studios. Beitesda SoRtwvts. ZeniKtax and their related loow are registered trademarks or trademarks ol

ZenMaji Medu Inc. 2K Games and me ZK Games logo are registered trademarks or trademarks ol Tak^Two Interactive Sottware Inc. Mictosoti and me Xbox 360 iogo are legrstered irademarks oi trademarks ol Muosofi Corporation In me U S. axVor m other wuntnes All Rights Reserved.



geeky miniatures

We don’t know what the Warhammer masterminds at Games Workshop have put in the water, but

we like it. Thanks to the popularity of last year’s Warhammer 40,000: Dawn of War, we’re starting

to see a massive resurgence in PC games based on the miniature fantasy war-game franchise.

Not only is a Dawn of War expansion due out soon from THQ, but Namco is also working on an

all-new RTS featuring the classic Warhammer license (not to be confused with the postapocalyp-

tic Warhammer 40K license), and the MMO virtuosos at Mythic have acquired the rights to the

ever-delayed Warhammer Online. Check out a few of the reasons why it’s a great time to be a

Warhammer fan—and why Warhammer isn’t just for tabletop RPG geeks anymore. Ryan Scott

The imperial guard joins the four existing
factions in Winter Assault. ^

Tabletop gamers have been enjoy-

ing the Warhammer miniatures

game since 1962. Every year. Games
Workshop holds tournaments for

both Warhammer and Warhammer
40,000 around the world, where

hobbyists gather to compete with

custom hand-painted armies of

pewter miniatures. There are roughly

14 massive armies to choose from

in competitive play, and new figures

and scenery are released every

week. For more information on the

tabletop game, check out Games
Workshop's retail stores, White

Dwarf magazine, and official web-
site (www.games-workshop.com).

WflRHRmmER ONLINE
Back from the dead

PUBLISHER; Mythie Entertainment DEVELOPER: Mythic Entertainment GENRE: MMORPG RELEASE DATE: 2007

^.SURPRISE! WARHAMMER ONLiNE.

which was canceled last year by former^ developer Climax, is back on its feet—and

thanks to the folks at Mythic, we might be run-

ning machine-gun-toting orks and hardy space

marines through a massively multiplayer

Warhammer world as early as 2007. While details

are still scarce in this early stage of develop-

ment, we had a chance to chat with producer

Lance Robertson about some of the things we
can look forward to in Warhammer Online.

CGW: Which Warhammer license will you be

using—the 40K universe or classic Warhammer!
Robertson: This MMORPG title will be based

on all Games Workshop products relating to the

classic Warhammer fantasy world. The creative

people at Games Workshop have produced a

wealth of great material, and this provides us

with a solid foundation for the game. The depth

of cool background information, the inspired

designs of the races and their weapons of war,

and the interesting dynamics of the warring fac-

tions make this property a pleasure to work on.

CGW: What will the focus of this game be? How
much will PVP figure into it?

Robertson: The game will be centered on warring

alliances in a realm-versus-realm setup. This means

that all of the game's activities will in some way

support the broader war. This includes PVE content.

CGW: Will there be any crafting?

Robertson: Yes, crafting will be well integrated

into the game and play a valuable role in sup-

porting your realm’s war effort. However, there

will be no daisy picking in this game!

CGW: Are you going to use any of the material

Climax developed previously?

Robertson: All the material that was created for

the previous MMORPG is available to us for this

project. Games Workshop was heavily involved

in the creation of new material for that game and

'ThErB will bE nn
daisy picking in

this gamB.'
produced some interesting and excellent stuff for

that project. We are currently in preproduction

mode and evaluating what designs make sense

in order to create a great Warhammer MMORPG.
Naturally, we'll be working very closely with the

people of Games Workshop to make sure that

the game is as true to the [license] as possible.

We’re very pleased with the relationship we’re

forging with them, and come 2007, the results

should speak for themselves. '

» the first Wirld of WarCraft expansion on its official forums. » After wrapping the controversial console game^ to Life, Ritual Entertainment is »
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WRRHRmmER RADAR

WARIIAMMER
OlflRHfimmER 40P0Q
DfiUUN OF UJflR-WINtER RBBRULT
Nuclear winter

PPJBUSHe'r-THQ DEygLOPER: Relic GENRE: RTS RELEASE DATE: Fall 2005_

TO BE BRUTALLY HONEST, THE FORMULA
(or an RTS expansion is extremely pre-

dictable: Add a new faction, toss in a few

extra units for the old factions, introduce a new sin-

gle-player campaign or two, and make some

gameplay tweaks. Yes, Winter Assault follows this

formula—but we’re gonna go out on a limb and

predict that this expansion to CGW's 2004 RTS of

the Year will rise above the mediocrity of your

everyday add-on.

Why do we say this? The development team at

Relic is taking great care to incorporate player

feedback into the expansion, addressing many of

the original Dawn of War’s minor yet discernable

shortcomings. Each of the existing four armies

gets a unit that helps fill a hole in its battle strate-

gy: The space marines now have the chaplain, a

commander unit with powerful ranged attacks;

orks get the mega-armored nob, a mechanized

terror that can mow down entire squads on the

front lines: the eldar fire dragon is a specialized

antivehicle unit; and the chaos marines have the

khorne berserker, a fast, high-powered melee

monster. These new troops bring each army more

closely in line with one another—and give them the

firepower needed to contend with the brand-new

imperial guard faction.

IMPERIAL ENTANGLEMENTS
The imperial guard is designed to alleviate one of

the biggest complaints about Dawn of War: its

sometimes-difficult learning curve. This faction is

designed with new players in mind; troops attack

in large numbers, fighting with a heavily defense-

oriented ranged combat style, augmented by

extremely long-range (and high-cost) artillery units

and the arcane psyker’s fatal soul-stripping ability.

The imperial guard's “big gun" is the Baneblade, a

1^ ThB dBvelnpmBnt tBsm at Rslic is taking^ grBst cars ta incarparate playar FBSd-^ back inta ths axpanaian.

BEFORE DAWN OF WAR.

te'-

Warhammer: Warhammer: Warhammer Warhammer Warhammer
Shadow of the Liberation: Dark Omen 40,000; Chaos ^ 40,000: Rites 40,000: Fire

Horned Rat Warhammer (Electronic Arts) Gate of War Warrior

(Mlndscape) Epic 40,000 Interface
(SSI)

Chaos Gate fell

(SSI)

Yet another

(THQ)

Developer Kuju
This strategy- fSSO problems

back on the turn-based war Entertainment
RPG featured Epic 40K plagued this turn-based game, Rites of traded the
tactical real- faithfully re- early approach. ..and War combined : strategic

time battles created the Warhammer despite having ' a dated
1
elements of

and an engag- tabletop game RTS. The In- a short cam- graphics Warhammer for

ing story, even experience

—

depth micro- paign with only . engine v/ilh a linear, by-the-

if the clunky ' which made it management
one playable

faction, it still

tepid, fairly
1

uninspired '

numbers

shooter. It had
interface did especially was great for managed to gameplay, little to offer
make for a few appealing to RTS junkies deliver a resulting in a FPS gamers—
rough edges. hardcore but left compelling largely and even less

Warhamrrer tabletop purists Warhammer mediocre for tabletop

1
grognards. in the dust. experience. package. fans.

1
****;:; irkirk:: kkkkk
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gigantic tank with nearly a dozen mounted

weapons. While this may sound overpowering, the

imperial guard has one big weakness: low troop

morale, poetically conveyed by the new commis-

sar unit that literally shoots deserters in the back.

To round things out, two new campaigns (good

and evil) are present in an attempt to amend the

linearity of the original game's single-player

mode. Yes, it looks and sounds like a typi-

cal expansion—but with the care Relic has

shown the franchise so far. we’re hop-

ing Winter Assault will

do for Dawn of War

what Brood War did

for StarCraft. /

UUfiRHRmmER RT5
Total war

I

PUBLISHER; Namco
DEVELOPER: Synergy Interactive

I GENRE; RTS RELEASE DATE; 2006

hmmmmL4
THQ MAY HAVE THE MONOPOLY ON
Warhammer 40K, but Namco has scooped

up the classic Warhammer fantasy license

in yet another step to cement the company’s

new love affair with PC gaming. Namco’s

upcoming RTS was shown at this year’s E3,

though gameplay details were scant. We do

know that you’ll trade Dawn of War's firearms

and tanks for swords and plate mail, leading

armies of orks and chaos warriors across fantasy

battlefields, where the game will focus on epic-

scale combat scenarios. With THQ stiil retaining

the 40K license, perhaps we might eventually get

to see these two properties go head-to-head. /

» going back to its roots; it has registered a site for SIN 2. Is a sequel on the way? » MTV is launching a new division, MTV Games, in die same »
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EESBERT

I’M A LONER, DOTTIE
Thanks to my natural antisocialness, I've been

immune to MMORPGs prior to WOW, but the ability

to slash my way through Azeroth solo has me
hooked (and when I say hooked, I mean that my hus-

band has scheduled an intervention with a marriage

counselor). While I tend to be a hacker in combat, the

rogue class has suited my independence well:

There’s nothing like going into stealth mode, sneak-

ing up behind a skeletal fiend, garroting him, and

then finishing him off with a few fierce eviscerations.

Due to my newbie status when starting out, I

didn't realize that I wouldn't be able to use any of

my mining and blacksmrthing skills for my own
benefit, but I conned another player into studying

herbalism, so we have a healthy trade going—

I

supply the latest fashions in breastplates, and he

keeps me sedated with healing potions. All in all,

these coincidences (born of good game design)

have melded nicely to make my first 25 levels a

halcyon blur of bloody backstabbing and gory

gouging that lets me sleep well at night.

In her free time,
Crepesuzette likes

cooking crocolisk
gumbo and black-
smithing bronze
bracers.

LET'S GET TOGETHER
And then comes level 26. Up until this point, I

have resisted the sirens' call of enticements such

as “weres stiches” and “LFG deadmines need

rouge,” but a couple of things have made me
realize that I will need to change my ways. One
is that dying in five seconds instead of two does-

n't mark a lot of progress in my elite quests, even

though the difficulty level has been downgraded

from orange to green. The other Is that a higher-

level friend has been heckling me about whether

I've tackled the Westfall Defias Brotherhood

quests, because apparently completing that series

will score me some really sweet loot.

When I’m not busy being a toner. I’m busy being a

control freak, which is why I decide that rather than

accepting one of the guild invitations that has been

extended, it would be preferable to start my own
guild so I’m not stuck at the mercy of some tyrant

who can't stand it when others run the show. Now
Instead of going on solo crocolisk-massacring

sprees to further my cooking skill. I’m spending time

socializing with all of the people I so assiduously

avoided for my first 100 hours. Damn you. Blizzard.

/ Dana Jongewaard

A second gnome’s journey through World of WatCraft

^ YOU MIGHT BE THINKING THIS CGW
redesign Is so powerful that it's even made^ Eggbert more attractive. But (though there’s no

denying the mad skills of CGW art director Michael)

you’d be wrong. As Eggbert has been briefly side-

tracked in his quest to find a suitable mount, he has

temporarily handed over the reins to me,

Crepesuzette, a gnome rogue bravely soldiering her

way through the hinterlands.

The first 25 levels have glided along as
smoothly as a gryphon ride.

Those elite mo’grosh enforcers may only be
level 19, but they’re still kicking nonelite level

26 gnome butt.

^ Dying in piue SBConds instead op twd daean't^ mark a lot op prngreaa in my elite queata.

» manner it started MTV Films years ago. While there are few details at the moment. we do know that MTV has already signed a three-game deal with Midway. »
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ELUSIVE PREV
Infamous vaporware, Prey is back from the great beyond—and looking great

In 1996, Prey was on every game editor's lips. The cutting-edge graphics, the

promise of a deep story-driven shooter rooted In Native American culture, and

3D Realms’ revolutionary portal technology were going to usher in whole new
ways to play. And then, just like that, it vanished.

“THE SHORT VERSION IS THAT Vi/E BIT OFF
more than we could chew," says 3D Realms

founder and CEO Scott Miller. "We had just start-

ed Duke Nukem Forever at the same time, and

we even had a third never-announced project,

Bombshell. After nearly two years of trying to

make Prey with an undermanned team, we saw

that it wasn't going to happen and made the

tough decision to cancel the project."

During the long silence, though, 3D Realms has

been busy. Busy working for what seems like for-

ever on Duke Nukem Forever...and secretly

retooling Prey for an unsuspecting public for

release in 2006. Well, In truth, 3D Realms execu-

tive producer George Broussard passed the Prey

torch to Wisconsin-based Human Head Studios.

So here we are, a mere six to 12 months away

from seeing the game done (or as Broussard

puts it, “It’ll be ready when it's ready".. .yadda,

yadda, yadda), and Prey still holds the same
promise from nine years ago: that it will be a
deep story-driven shooter rooted in Native

American culture and include great graphics and

some cool new gameplay mechanics working

behind the scenes. We had to see this for our-

selves to believe it.

THE STORY SO FAR
I’m reading the press release right now, and it

says: "Prey makes use of Joseph Campbell's

renowned story structure, ‘The Hero's

Journey,’...made famous when George Lucas

used it for the original Star Wars." It even has bul-

let-pointed “a deep, emotional story of 'love and

sacrifice’’’ as one of the key features of the game.

This is the first thing to call them on. Don’t a lot of

games claim to go this route? Half-Life and

KOTOR sure did. Broussard, though, thinks that

not one game has yet come along and sold that

drama exceedingly well. Miller adds, “I think

we’ve mostly achieved our goal of making a kag-

ic love story within the FPS genre, one that play-

ers will care about. This was not a part of the

original design for Prey." Cue the demo.

The game unfolds in an interactive cut-scene.

You're strapped to a t^le and all you can hear

are the screams of other people in the distance

and the voice of your girlfriend, Jenny. As a con-

veyor belt moves you both, a voiceover, your

voice, narrates as your life is flashing before your

eyes. You're Tommy. A Cherokee, you joined the

U.S. Rangers at an early age to escape the reser-

vation. Denying your heritage, you’ve been trying

to convince your girlfriend to leave with you.

The tag line for the game, "Earth’s savior does-

n’t want the job," pretty much sums up Tommy.
Even though he’s apparently chosen by the spirits

of his people to save the world, he just wants to

get off this alien ship and save his gal. You even-

tually embrace your heritage and gain mystical

powers in the process. This entire story unfolds

from a first-person perspective. No cut-scenes,

just a living world that you're interacting with.

(Well, it is a linear script and you can’t choose the

conversation paths, but you get the idea.)

To illustrate the point, cut to the first in-game

sequence you have control of, which takes place

back at the bar on the reservation. True to 3D
Realms' form, the environment is highly interac-

tive, just as Duke Nukem 3D's was way back
when. Here, it's kicked up to the nth degree.

Beyond flushing toilets and playing interactive

arcade games, you can walk over to the jukebox,

where Blue Oyster Cult’s “Don’t Fear the Reaper"

is playing, and change the tune if you like. People

are talking, you chat with Jenny for a couple sec-

onds, and then it starts. The lights flicker and the

ground shakes a littie. Suddenly, a bright green

light appears outside. A pickup truck launches

straight up like a rocket, pulled by some6iing.

The roof of the bar is being tom off as patrons

scream and cling to whatever they can. Debris,

bar stools, and eventually everyone follows.

The script and this scene certainly show lots of

promise for what lies ahead, but there are a num-
ber of innovations that are equally, if not more,

important to Prey.

i f

^ VDur WBBpan np chaice. the sssBult^^ riplH, is ripped dFF an Blien's BrmI

» The good, the bad, and the thrasher. Tony Hawk developer Neversoft is hard at work Gun, a GTA-ish Western gun-fighting game due out this fall. »

it
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SPIRITS IN THE MATERIAL WORLD
A big part of the narrative is steeped in Cherokee

culture. It not only helps the game unfold, but

also opens up some unique gameplay styles.

Human Head studios CEO and co-founder Tim

Gerritsen explains, “As you make your way
through this alien spaceship, you start getting

visions." These visions are of your grandfather

urging you to accept your heritage to help save

Jenny—and the planet. TTie Land of Ancients, the

desert hills and plains of your visions, is in com-

plete contrast to outer space. It is the training

area where you gradually earn your powers.

HR GIGER, EAT YOUR HEART OUT
Prey isn’t Doom 3.5—although it does use a modi-

fied version of the Doom engine. So, yes, the

creatures seem a little reminiscent of Id’s mon-

strosities, but their attacks, and how you’ll fight

back, feel unique.

HEADS OF STATE

stop us if you've heard this: “What do you I

get when you cross an alien with a human?"

Senior programmer and co-founder Chris

Rhinehart promises that the aliens will be supenn-

telligent; they'll call for backup and try to protect

themselves beyond just hiding, they'll run to the

nearest health power-up stations, and they’ll look

for ammo. They're aware of everything interactive

in the environment and will use it against you.

(POTENTIAL) SPOILER ALERT! The ship in orbit

around earth is actually a living Dyson sphere,

according to Gerritsen. It goes through the uni-

verse absorbing whatever it stumbles upon—
spaceships, asteroids (one with its own unique

gravity lies at the center of the sphere), people,

you name it. As a result, anything not digested

outright by the ship is a parasite. Some aliens will

help you. Many have made their "deals with the

devil," serving the ship to survive.

As a result, everything has a very biomechani-

cal feel. Items are grafted onto each other-

organic membranes serve as "sphinc-doors’’

What is Human Head Studios

—

and why Is It working on Prey7

HUMAN HEADS ON HAND: Tim Gerritsen, CEO/cofounder, and Chris

Rhinehart, senior programmer/cofounder, both former developers with

Raven Software.

FIRST PROJECT AFTER LEAVING RAVEN SOFTWARE: Rune, a Viking-

themed action game that uses the Unreal Tournament engine. Broussard was
a fan of Rune and, ultimately, it is what got 3D Realms’ attention.

WAS SECRETLY WORKING ON: Daikatana 2 before the original was even

done. Eidos rightly canned the project.

RIGHT PLACE, RIGHT TIME: To be able to work on Prey. Human Head has

been slaving away on this project for about three years, starting practically from

scratch, rebooting the story, and rethinking how to build the alien ship.

riREV RADAR®

ta

GOT SPIRIT?
Tommy’s Cherokee power—revealed

SPIRIT GUIDE
Talon (not so ironically, the original name
of the hero of Prey) is the name of your

animal totem, a hawk. A childhood pet that

now helps from beyond, Talon does a

number of things throughout the game.

First, he can spot points of interest. If

you're lost, he’ll perch near something that

you may have missed. Second, he’s a

universal translator. Walk near an alien

control panel, and when Talon arrives, he

can help you read what is on the screen.

He can even distract aliens.

SPIRIT WALKING
When you want to focus on stealth and

puzzle solving, you can jump into spirit

walking mode. In this mode, nobody can

see you unless you attack. Pass through

shields to unlock unreachable areas and

use your spirit bow to swat away ene-

mies—like the nasty wraiths. (In one jar-

ring sequence, a wraith possesses a little

girl who then proceeds to thrash another

child. It’s straight-up creepy to have to

blast a bunch of possessed kids.)

DEATHWALK
Probably the lamest but most unavoidable

issue in any game is death. Kick the

bucket, and you load your last quicksave.

“Why pull someone out of the experi-

ence?’’ asks Gerritsen. In Prey, keeping

with the mythology, you’re kicked out of

your body into a sort of limbo upon death.

Wraiths circle overhead, waiting to claim

your body. Now, Prey turns into a

minigame. Start skeet-shooting spooks
with your spirit bow until your body is

reclaimed. As soon as you do that, you’re

born again.. .so to speak.

» ft should come as little surprise at this point that EA has plans for a sequel to The Battle for Middle-earth. Umm, isn’t the battle already over? »

\
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THE NEHT BIE THINI
Scott Miller on
the original

game: “I look
back at the
original Prey
screenshots
we have, and
they make me
cringe.”

i Using portals,

hunters can
seemingly pop In

from out of nowhere.

This centurion is iooking for the no-good poiecat that shot his paw. After you
perforate your first one, his sidearm (read: his arm) becomes your weapon. This is

the biomechanicai assauit rifle. There’s no “ammo,” but don’t let it overheat.
Here^ what happens if you don’t feed your

irradiated pups their Kibbles ’n Bits.

(gotta love that name!), and alien monsters sprout

firearms. This carries over into your weaponry as

well. The assault rifle you eventually get is, In fact,

the arm of a centurion creature that you ripped

off after defeating it. Small, combustible creatures

known as crawlers serve as grenades—tear off

one's head like it's an extra-spicy Cajun shrimp

and lob it Into a crowd. Alternately, pluck off a

couple legs and it's a sticky bomb.
But this game is far from some trippy, easily

categorized FPS in which HR Giger will meet MC
Escher. Beyond the melding of man (or alien) and

machine comes surrealistic gravity and reality-

bending environments. And puzzles—lots of logic

puzzles. In fact, Miller says, “We wanted to have

an ebb and flow to the game's pacing so that it's

not all relentless action. I think the Half-Life

games have successfully shown that a good mix

of puzzle gameplay works well in an FPS. So,

with Prey, we're leaning to a 60/40 split between

action and puzzles.”

Portal technology was a big deal back in 1997.

What it means, in essence, is that each area is

treated as an individual room. Wow. Not much of

a big deal these days, but the portals here are

used with Insane amounts of new effects. Portals

tear open constantly around the ship. Allen

“hound" creatures will leap out from another part

» Red warrior is about to die. Scratch thab red warrior is dead. The PC version of Gauritlet Seven Sorrows has been canceled. »
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^ Learn the gravity of this situation—and
aquickl There’s nothing trippier than raining
death down from the side of a wall.

^ “Key, eidl, possessed kids! Wanna go play

with this exploding creature for a second?”

THAT WAS THEN:
SEPTEMBER 1995
A fond look back at the way we were

PREV RADARS

of the ship and pounce. Hunter aliens wiil try to

ambush you as weli. (Here’s a trick for you:

These tears aiso serve as hidden areas. Quickly

kiil a creature and jump into the portal it came
from and you can loot whatever it had stashed.)

In a very houseK)f-mirrors area rife with portals,

you need to navigate a hallway where you see

reflections of yourself everywhere. If you're not

paying attention, you wind up walking in circles.

Gravity plays a significant role in level

design as well. Switches throughout the ship

flip gravity so that up is down and down is

up. And, since we’re dealing with an aliens,

why would they need conventional ladders?

Throughout the ship are wall-walking areas.

Providing localized gravity, they allow you to

walk along the walls while your bullets follow

the ordinary laws of physics. So, theoretically,

you could be standing upside down while

lobbing grenades to the ground below. Of

course, this opens up lots of insane potential

for multiplayer matches. Just pull the lever to

shut down the wall-walk and enemies go

splat on the ground below.

While it Is premature to discuss multiplayer,

Gerritsen assures us that while Prey is still

largely a single-player experience, there will be

multiplayer maps. Some will play largely on

gravity-tweaking themes; some will have plenty

of portals; others will meld elements of both.

Ideally, Human Head wants to support up to

eight players in deathmatches, but that Is for

another day and another follow-up story.

The jaded cynic Inside has been quieted.

The spirits of old, enthusiastic editors speak

to me in visions (unless Johnny Wilson and

Elliott Chin just swung by the office and I was

a little tipsy) with some hope that this game
will make good on promises from almost a

decade ago. If Prey stays on course and

breaks the 3D Realms “curse" of not releasing

games, we could be in for something great. Or

maybe the next generation of CGW will be

writing about this in 2013. / Darren Gladstone

^ WUUIU <

I keybos

We figured the

end was nigh.

After all, Newt
Gingrich's book

To Renew America

was topping the

best-seller lists,

and people were

actually paying

good money to

see Patrick

Swayze and Wesley Snipes dress up in drag

for To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything!

Julie Newmar.
But the jackass of the month award win-

ner in September of 1995 was Senator Bob

Packwood of Oregon. Packwood, who
served in the Senate for 27 years, was
expelled due to sexual misconduct with 29

women. To which he said: “In some cases,

I was very frankly so drunk that I cannot

remember the evening." Nicely done!

On the tech front, a little thing called

Windows 95 was coming out, and it prompt-

ed us to boldly proclaim, “DOS is dead!" in

a huge feature that broke down all the ins

and outs of the new OS. Also, during this

“simpler" time, we offered a roundup of 14

different game controllers, all of which

would eventually be replaced. ..by the

keyboard and mouse! /

Here’s what we had to say about Prey way back In our June 1997 issue

"Is this Myst? The graphics for Prey
already look stunning. Of course,
environments are still unpopulated and
much of the game isn’t even in the
production stages yet.”

“3D Realms is content to let the 'rabble'

fight it out for second-generation supremacy
[against Quake}. Prey will come in and pick
off the winner.”

“Prey is currently scheduled for release in

mid-1998 and wilt require at least a Pentium
133 with a 3D graphics accelerator.”

» While we are fans of the Evil Dead series, we're not fans of crappy games—hopefully, Evil Dead: Regeneration isn't one of 'em. »
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SRADAH CRLL OF DUTV 2

PUBLISHER: Activision DEVaOPER: Infinity Ward GENRE: Shooter RELD^SE DATE' 04 2005

EXCLUSIVK SCREENS
INFINITY WARD’S SHELL-SHOCKING WWIl
shooter Call of Duty 2 is almost too tense.

Machine guns growl, flying clods of dirt

mix with fragments of metal and fire, and
gaping windows pour out torrents of bil-

lowing dust. On the first pass, you don't

get the details so much as the general

din—existence as a pair of terrified eyes.

In a way, it's like seeing your first Axis-

and-Allies shoot-em-up, back before they

started to smack of tram tours through

animatronic history attractions.

Then the rumbling explosions become a

background rhythm. You pick out people in

the human tide, faces streaked with filth

and sweat. Your squadmate warns, “Watch
out, soldier behind that 88!” and there he

is, squatting beside the German gun. You

can attribute the combat chatter to veter-

an authenticity advisors Capt. John Hiilen

and Col. Hank Keirsey (both retired), who
insisted that—for all its sky-splitting sound
and fury—the original COD was too quiet,

sorely in need of some unscripted intel as

the action unfolded.

The spirals of smoke and flame also serve

two purposes here: to cover your move-

» which has us wondering about the upcoming PC game Evil Dead: Regeneration. Will it be groovy? Only Bruce Campbell knows. »
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» Max Payne is hitting the silver screen. 20th Century Fox and Collision Entertainment are hard at work

ments, and to show you where your men have

engaged the enemy—another insight attrib-

uted to HiKen and Keirsey. Above all, your

allies are more than just a few extra pairs of

eyes; they keep their heads down when the

heavy fire comes, they fall back on defensible

teirain when flanked, and they fight hard

—

without help—while you take your own path

through COD2's branching, war-torn battle-

grounds. /Shawn Elliot

^^ Vnur^^ just
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E0D5 a HEROES:
ROmE RISING

As a hero of Rome—and child

of the gods—you'll live Roman
mythology, where heroes and

monsters mingle. After picking

a character class (soldier, scout, priest, mystic, rogue, or gladiator) and deity

daddy (or mommy), you'll batUe the empire's enemies and mythological beast-

ies. Perpetual is perpetuating two big bullet points here: “epic" story-driven

quests that are bigger and deeper than anything currently being done, and the

ability to eventually helm an NPC squad—which you hire, train, and control.

This month's judges are David Cole, an analyst with DFC Intelligence who fol-

lows the MMO space; CGI'Vs resident MMOron, Danen Gladstone, who is cur-

rently juggling characters in four different MMOs; and Starr Long, who worked

on Ultima Online before becoming the producer of NCsoft's Tabula Rasa.

Hey developers, want us to check out your games? Send an e-mail to

CGWIetters@ziffdavis.com with the subject line: INDEPENDENT'S DA't'.

ANALYST/FOUNDER, DFC INTELLIGENCE SENIOR EDITOR, COMPUTER GAMING WORLD PRODUCER, TABULA RASA. NCSOFT

It's nice to see a

variation on the

medieval fantasy

theme, even if it’s

still swords-and-

sorcery based. It

may help the title

separate itself

from ail the D&D
clones. I, for one, love the idea of running

around in a skirt and sandals (wait, was
that out loud?).

The squad combat seems interesting...if

Perpetual can pull it off. No one’s doing any

kind of NPC warfare like these guys are talk-

ing about. I mean, who doesn’t want to order

around a bunch of sweaty men in skirts?

They would need lots of hard training, of

course (damn, thinking out loud again).

I just wish Perpetual had gotten the Clash

of the Titans license. Calibos, the clockwork

owl, Ursula Andress as Aphrodite, Harry

Hamlin...! could go on forever, but t digress.

This appears to be an interesting game
with some elements—especially the set-

ting—that could set it apart from the pack. /

vF' ' As a guy who aced

^ Roman history

—

mostly thanks to a

. ^ Ray Harryhausen

ready to release the

\ kraken...as it were.

noticed: "Wow, that

warrior I created looks a little too Spartacus

and not enough Gladiator for my tastes.” Still, 1

do like the deep character customization for

creating Festivus the Mighty. Gods & Heroes

promises lots of skills, god powers, and so on

—

but what MMO doesn't? The one thing that

looks “epic” is NPC squad command.

Boss around up to eight NPCs, then try

teaming with other players. Suddenly, you’ve

got a small army. Nobody’s done this before.

Know why? it's tough to pull off. I'd like to see

Perpetual adopt some of the conventional RTS
control methods we've come to know and

love—especially when It comes to streamlined

target designation. Otherwise, heated battles

could be logistical nightmares, switching

between NPCs—and keeping Festivus alive! /

producer Scott Faye claims will have a very Dirty Harry-like feel. “Hot Coffee” GTA: San Andreas? Not that it should be a huge shock.

MMORPGs sup-

posed to be fantasy

^ or sci-fi based?

What's cool here is

that ancient history

is a comparatively unique, but not completely

off-the-wall, theme. And as titles like Age of

Empires prove, it's a popular one. But no one's

done much with the topic online.

Of course, how far the title really strays from

standard-issue fare remains to be seen.. .it

appears deities and their mystical powers will

play a big role. That may or may not be a posi-

tive from a consumer’s perspective.

The game could stand out in an overcrowded

market. But will I truly feel like a Roman gladia-

tor or is this actually Just another thinly veiled

me-too fantasy MMO In disguise? Assuming

Gods & Heroes can define itself, a success

would be 100,000 subscribers. Gladiators aren’t

as universally popular as superheroes, so I see

a 200,000 subscriber base as a long shot. /

Nice subject mat-

ter.. .but wait! This

has a historical

motif. Aren’t all

In Gods A Heroes, you’ll take on the role of a Roman hero during
the empire’s classical mythological time period.

DAY
Advice from the experts

^1^ WITH THE WORLD OF WARCRAFTS OF THE GAME WORLD
hogging attention all the time, some smaller games never get their^ chance in the spotlight. Now they will. Every month, we'll handpick

one independent title that deserves a shot at the “big time.” That game
will be eyeballed by a panel of two game-industry professionals

and a CGW editor. The group will offer perspective and (we hope) a little

constructive criticism to the developer. This month’s pick:

INDKPENDIENT’S
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SOMETIMES
THEHUMAN

RACE
HAS TO ^
START

The universe is

about to uncover
a mythical race.A race
believed to exist only in

fairy tales and ancient
prophecies.

A race rumored to
possess unfathomable

abilities.

^ A race destined
ito bethe salvation

of all living creatures.

A race known
as Humanity.

INNOVATIVE AS HELL, AND THE MOST EMOTIVE
TITLE TO HITANY PLATFORM IN AGES:

^

-GamePro

TRIG IN EVERY SENSE OF THE WORD." "A GAME OF EPIC PROPORTIONS .^

-Play -IGN
, .

Mild Language

Violence xeox

xeox
LI VG

Soundcraok Available on Sumching Else MuaicWorks

©E) <x>

The Aiivenl Kiilnii lego, (hatoclen end arrwoth ore Irodcaiorks of MejesEO Entertolnncnl Compory. Devolopd by GfypliX Gomes, fublislied and disiribuled by Mojosio EolBcloinmen) Company.© 2005 Ma|es(o Enleloinmeni Compony. All Rights Reserved. The nrtinas lion is

slrodemorli olmeuileilDirunenlSoftwieAssodotlon. MiaosoftXboi, Xboz Ihm, Ihe 1/ve Lo^, ond iheXnai logos nieeither registctod Irodemorks orirodemoiks oi MirtosoftCorporolionlnlhe United Stales ond/or other cnimtries end ore used under liiertse from MiaosoFl.
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revisit their
pre-show
predictions

WAY BACK IN OUR JUNE ISSUE, we put on our swam! hats and

tried to predict what would be hot and not at the annual Electron

Entertainment Expo, the gaming industry's biggest, noisiest, and

smelliest event of tiieyear. Do we know what we’re talking aboul

morons? Here's a look at whatwe predicted we'd see...and;tni^

fessions of what we actually saw.

RISE OF NRTI0N5:
RISE OF LEGENDS

What We Said: "Unlike its loosely history-based

predecessor, [ROL] taps into a WarCraff-style fan-

tasy vein, replacing infantrymen and tanks with

magic users and airships.”

What We Saw: The sequel to Rise of Nations is

looking nothing like the original.. .it’s looking bet-

ter. Sci-fi fantasy fare, combined with a simplified

two-resource system (gold and timonium),

promises you'll spend more time building and bat-

tling and less time harvesting.

HELLERTE: LONDON

What We Said: "The only thing missing now is

practical proof that Flagship's first release can

make a first-person RPG fun to play.”

What We Saw: In theory, Hellgate’s sick-looking

enemies, cool environments, and nifty RPG ele-

ments should mollify those who lack serious

twitch skills. We’re still hoping for the best.

What We Said: "Spore has amazing potential

to become huge.”

What We Saw: We were only slightly off the

mark with our prediction

—

Spore has the poten-

tial to be gi-freaking-normous. The in-depth

demos we enjoyed revealed a game breathtaking

in its sweep, mind-boggling in its ambition, and

infuriatingly far off until complete. But we’ll wait.

Just don't expect us to be patient.

PUBUSHER: NC«oft DEVELOPER: Cryptic Studios

RELEASE DATE Oct<^r 2005

What We Said: “it's clobberin' time.”

What We Saw: As last month’s cover story

showed, this stand-alone sequel to City of

Heroes is a massive undertaking. New zones,

supergroup bases, and PVP battles should add

up to an even more rewarding superhero role-

playing expenence.

TimESHIFT
What We Said: "The notion of blending TiVo-ish

time-shifting features into a first-person shooter

[is a great twist on the genre].”

What We Saw: While it could have been used as

a Prince of Pers/a-style panic button, your time-

shifting suit instead gives you a lot more options,

offering creative ways to mow down enemies and

help clear areas, it also doesn’t hurt that the game
looks as sharp as a steam-powered Ginsu.

RISE a FRLL:iHKM
What We Said: "Rise & Fall is the kind of deep,

rich strategy game that PC gamers live for.”

What We Saw: Traditional RTS gamepiay goes

together with third-person action like peanut but-

ter with chocolate—and trust us. ..it’s not just

some cheap gimmick. Rise & Fall could be the

herald of a dynamic new era in RTS design.

mflEE KNIGHT: RP0CRLVP5E
PUBLISH^ Namco DEVELOPER, tagamos

RaEASE OATH: March 2006

What We Said: "Besides the new options [for

playable races] and slick graphics, there are

other big pushes.. .like a lot more emphasis on

action and leaving stat juggling in the back-

ground.”

What We Saw: Demoed in the shadow of a

huge Hellgate: London pavilion, this game held

its own. ..and looked good in the process. Those

tired of waiting for Diablo III to surface should

keep an eye on this Gaunf/ef-esque action-RPG.

TITRN DUEBT
PUBLISHER: THQ DEVH-OPER' Iron Lore N
Entertainment RELEASE PATH: 2006

What We Said: “Titan Quest is an extraordinari-

ly nice-looking game.”

What We Saw: The big goal with Titan Quest,

according to designer Brian Sullivan, is to give it

an exciting, epic cinematic feel. What we saw at

E3 was quite thrilling indeed, with cool, next-gen-

eration O/ab/o-style gamepiay.

What We Said: "Oblivion might be another clas-

sic RPG.”

What We Saw: Our pre-E3 assessment hinged

on Bethesda addressing the shortcomings of

Morrowind: weakish combat, generic dialogue, a

lack of focus, and unrewarding stealth. What we
saw at E3 addressed most of our worries:

Dialogue is improved, and quests are more

focused. Combat seems about the same—but it

sure looks amazing. A single-piayer RPG? Gimme.

» but word has it that the so-called “Hot Coffee” mod unlocks a hidden sex scene that's already on the game disc.» German Director Uwe Boll is »
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What We Said: “Phantasy Star is coming to the

PC? It’s about phreakin’ time!"

What We Saw: Higher resolutions make Sonic

Team's colorful worlds and characters look tiiat

much prettier. PSO is as addictive as ever; while

it's stili most at home with a gamepad, it is surpris-

ingly playable with mouse and keyboard controls.

THE LORD OF THE RINGS

ONLINE: 5HRD0U;5
OF RNGITIRR
What We Said: "We have one burning question:

Does anyone really care?"

What We Saw: The game formerly known as

Middle-earth Online attempts to provide a fiction-

heavy experience that LOTfl-sawy MMO fans

should dig. But, as with all licensed MMOs, what

fun is it when you’re a nobody? We want to be

Gandalf or Aragom, not John Wayne Hobbit.

DRERmFRLL
THE LONGEST TOURNEV
.FOBUSHER: Fuiicool DEVaOPEP: Funcom'
' FELEASE DftTF: S^rtembcr 200S

What We Said: “We love The Longest Journey,

but the sequel has us worried."

What We Saw: The three Lara Croft-esque

playable characters confirm the de-/Wysf*ification

we suspected, but all the grandeur of classic

adventures still seems to linger. We're still not

sold on that combat stuff, though.

URNEURRD:
5RBR OF HER0E5
fkaJSHER; Microsoft CCVELOPER- Sigil Osmss
RaEASEOATE: sooa

What We Said: “We need to see for ourselves

what makes Vanguard different from everything

else."

What We Saw: We now know what makes it dif-

ferent—it's the most ambitious MMORPG ever,

which is its salvation or doom. Covering tradition-

al adventuring, crafting, diplomacy, exploration,

and so much more. Vanguard's design doc must

be big enough to stun an ox. But is it too big?

REE OF EmPIREB III

PUBUSHEFt Mcrosoft OEVaOP0=i: Ensemble

Studios RFI.FASE DATE: Noven^w 2005

What We Said: “Rather than acting as yet

another carbon copy of its forebear, AOE3 intro-

duces some new gameplay elements."

What We Saw: AOE3 is the series’ first 3D title,

and while that’s hardly a revolutionary element, its

impact on the game is undeniable. In general, it

seems Ensemble hasn't tried to fix what wasn’t

broken—thankfully. (Check out our exclusive

hands-on preview of AOE3 page TK.)

CALL OF DUTV 2
PUBLISHER: Acthrision DEVEL'>>ER: Infinity Ward
RELEASE DATE: 03 2003

What We Said: “Why is it we are so excited

about COD27 The gameplay.”

What We Saw: Death porn. That sounds harsh,

but more than one of us was disturbed by the

COD2 D-Day demo shown at E3. We understand

the desire for authenticity, but this felt like it was

reveling in death and destruction. We're hoping

the finished product makes us feel less icky than

the demo did, though the game looks great—for a

look at exclusive new screens, turn to page TK.

5TRR WRRB
EmPIRE RT WRR
What We Said: “Yeah, we know that previous

Star Wars RTS efforts have been mediocre, but

our hopes are still high."

What We Saw: After getting a good look at

Empire at War, we were impressed by the in-

game battles, which seemed appropriately larger

than life and incredibly detailed. Well, either that

or we were still on a high from seeing Darth Vader

back in theaters, kicking ass old-school style.

What We Said: "Funcom hopes that by getting

players acclimated to the game offline, the MMO
experience will be less daunting and more dynamic.”

What We Saw: A single-player RPG that turns Into

an MMO adventure after level 20? It sounds inge-

nious, looks damn impressive, and is true to the

Conan lore—expect a full onscreen abattoir. Definitely

not just another MMO, Age of Conan is one to watch.

CGW @ E3 2005
Itie editors sound off about this year's show

JEFF GREEN
It was a great E3 for PC
geiming, and I'm not just

' saying that because it’s

my job. Spore, AOE3,

i
Prey, and Enemy Territory:

* Quake Wars were

amongst bte best games of the show, on any

platform. I hate E3. E3 sucks. I wish it would

go away forever. But this year I loved it.

l-J
ROBERT COFFEY
While E3 was nasty—tons

of people with

questionable hygiene

made even more

questionable thanks to no

ar conditioning—it was

great nonetheless. For me, this year was all

about games I hadn't known much about

beforehand, like Prey and Spore. I also liked

Creative’s X-Fi technology (see page 82 for

more on X-Fi), which is going to make gamers

stop taking sound for granted.

n KRISTEN
SALVATORE
Hiis was by far the most

cnowded E3 I’ve attended,

in terms of getting amund

and finding food, and tite

proximity of sweaty

bodies with whidi I am not interested in

becoming familiar, that was a bad, bad thing.

In terms of the health of our industry and the

wealth of great games to look forward to, it

was nothing short of kick-ass.

DARREN
GLADSTONE
This was a year of bona

fide surprises. Who
cares about the PS3 and

Xbox 360 when we’ve

got 5pors, the most

revolutionary game I’ve seen since...weli,

The S/ms? Top that off with new games such

as UT2007, Huxley, and Quake Wars, and

2006 is already looking hot.

RYAN SCOTT
One thing never

changes: E3 makes my
feet hurt. But even with

the legwork, the show

is always a blast. My
favorite game of E3 had

to be Titan Quest. I know everybody's hot

and bothered for Diablo III, but, man, does

this game look awesome!

3

» at it again, woridng on Dungeon Siege, ttie movie. Strangely, some big stars have signed on—including Burt Reynolds and Ron Perlman. »
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RUTO RBBfiULT

What We Said; "Hopefully, you won't need a

mechanic to figure everything out.”

What We Saw: We have every reason to believe

that Auto Assault will be just as amazing

as.. .pretty much everything else NCsoft has pub-

lished. As for the number-heavy item statistics

we're so concerned about, developer NetDevil

assures us it's all being taken care of.

imPERflTOR
Mythic EntorUiInmwit 0EVB.0FD^

Mythic Entertainment DATE 2006

What We Said: '‘[Imperator] could be a serious

contender once it's finished."

What We Saw: This game is looking way better

now that it's getting further along. Mythic is set-

ting up a really solid tactical environment here,

with the goal of making you feel like you're in the

middle of a war. If it ends up being the easy-to-

pick-up experience it's touted as, we’re psyched.

THE mO>JIE5
What We Said: "We aren't completely sold on

the ‘make your own movie’ premise."

What We Saw: Make movies, save them as AVI

files, and share them on the Internet, it's actually

genius. Sure, we'll give the S/ms-esque sandbox

mode a whirl, but look out Tarantino—that screen-

play in our closet is about to get green-lighted.

Uh, if the game would come out already.

What We Said: “The Lost Chapters is a tantaliz-

ing treat.”

What We Saw: No, it won’t change your mind

or fulfill the ambition of the original Xbox version,

but it will satisfy hungry action-RPG fans. Playing

with a mouse brings a new approach to fighting,

and a good deal of new content helps to flesh out

the story significantly.

What We Said: “Black & White 2 needs to be a

whole lot better than the original."

What We Saw: Thankfully, it looks like Biack &
White 2 will indeed be a whole lot better. The

game has retained the charm and central premise

of the original while fleshing out the actual

"game” part of the game. With the tedium gone,

better creature A.I., and improved combat, Black

& White 2 is moving up our must-play list.

PUBUSHER; TEA DEVELOPER: Remedy
RELEASE DATC: TBA

PUBUSHER: Activision DEVELOPER: Splash

PUBUSHER: Atari [©.'ELOPER; Quantic Dream
RELEASE DATE: September 2005

PUBUSHER: Ubisoft DEVELCPER. Qearbox

RELEASE DATE; Q3 2005 PUBUSHER; Webzen DEVELOPER. Webzen
RELEASE DATE; Q3 2006Earned In Blood may seem rushed, but

we're assured that it has been in develop-

ment for a while. Gearbox has taken:a

note.from its first professional game', Half-

Life: Opposing Force: You’ll play through -

the timeline of the original Brothers In

Arms from another soldier’s perspective,

briefly intersecting with some of the mis-

Indlgo who? The game formerly known as

Fahrenheit is coming to the United States,

and tt'sthe most promising adven^re game
we’ve seen in a while. The game’s big push

is to really make you feel as though you’re

part of an interactive cinematic experience;

it blends action with adventure, and the

story progressipn changes depending on

Web::en's Huxley looks.like a promising-^

and gritty—postapocalyptic urban-warfare

game in which your actions actually impact

the world. Everything that you succeed at

not only benefits you (new weaponry, stat

and skill improvement), but becomes an

online version of Pay It Forward—minus the

sions you ran through in that game. bad acting.your actions.

» Sega declares Total Watt Hairing acquired The Creative Assembly, Sega will now be publishing all Total War games and expansions. /
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100 BUCKS IT’S BURNING
A HOLE IN
YOUR POCKET.
GO SPEND IT

I

BBOOK
Da Gospel
According to
AliG
S13AMAZON.COM
In honor of GT4; San

Andreas coming to the

PC, it's time to get

street, yo. Ya seen Ali

G on da HBO tellie show?

GOODI While waiting to buy

the second season DVDs,

why not big up yo’self and

buy Ali G's new book?

Respeck! (And if this didn't

make sense, buy the first season

of the HBO show on DVD right now.)

Check

\
AH O s®'**

at Harvard.

MUSIC

Spoon: Gimme
Fiction
$13 AMAZON.COM
Featuring a bunch of

infectious songs that

bounce around in your

cranium. Spoon's new
CD is unfortunately

over in less than 45 minutes...but what an awe-

some 45 minutes it is. Starting strong with "The

Beast and Dragon, Adored,” Spoon channels

the spirit of John Lennon and takes it from

there. If you want a taste of good indie rock,

this is it.

^

i V.{ .

DVD

Kung Fu Hustle
$20 AMAZON.COM
Stephen Chow is a

genius. Take kung fu

ass-kickery and mix it

with a Road Runner

cartoon and you've got

the idea of what's

here, if you haven't seen Shaolin Soccer, that's

fine. But if you missed this flick when it blew

through theaters like a martial arts hurricane,

check out the DVD. No excuses!

STUDY GUIDE

Slang Flash
Cards
$16 URBANOUT
FITTERS.COM

Need a grip of games?
Are you a playa hater?

Does Jeff or Robert

have any idea what

we're talking about? Probably not. That’s why
we're happy to supply them with these street

study guides, so they only feel remotely out of It

when trying to relate to “tha kids.”

Z-THp: Shifting
Gears
$11 AMAZON.COM
We've appreciated the

genius of DJ Z-Trip for

some time now. He
was the king of mash-

ups before they

became MTV’s flavor of the month, and his

Uneasy Listening and Live From LA. bootleg

discs are ingenious mixes of rock and hip-hop

tracks. This new disc, true to Its name, is a

major shift. And it rules.

PULP

Green Lantern
$3.00

DCCOMICS.COM
Hal Jordan is back,

baby! Pardon this fan-

boy moment, but the

quintessential Green

Lantern, the emerald

pimp, is literally back from the dead. The guy you

may remember from Superfriends is getting a

reboot thanks to the writing of Geoff Johns, and

he’s off to a good start. We've already seen GL
pimp-slap Batman—and that was even before

Issue #1 hit stands!

MUSIC

Eels: Blinking
Lights and
Ottier
Reveiations
S14 AMAZON.COM
In the Eels' best, most

soulful album in a long

time. Blinking Lights

gives you a taste of life and loss from the beginning

in “From Which I Came/A Magic Worid." This two-

disc set is a little moody, but if you need to take it

down a few notches after getting frustrated by

Pariah, press play.

PULP

Invincible:
Family Matters
$9.50

AMAZON.COM
Mark Grayson doesn't

need to wait until all the

Marvel games come out

to be a superhero. He
always knew that he was going to be one; after

all, his father is the most powerful guy on the

planet. Mark’s Just been waiting for his own abili-

ties to kick in. Follow Mark's senior year in high

school as he starts coming of age in this collec-

tion of the first few issues.

PIPELINE
Save some money for these
upcoming games

Indigo Prophecy

LOTR Online; Shadows of Angmar

Origin of the Species

World Racing 2

Worms 4: Mayhem
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et Ticketsjyow/
October 14-16 new york city • Jacob Javits center • 1 -866-W 1^7282

C|>mpetition's cutthroat out there —
serious gamers can't afford to sleep on the latest technology trends.

: . - and get an

edge at New York's only consumer gaming and technology event,

DigitalLife, the final word in electronic entertainment.

We're dishing up the world's
hottest games and gadgets.
Cold, hard cash is yours for the taking too —
come get some as we host the largest PC &
Console tournament on the East Coast.

Welcome to the next dimension. Welcome to your

Official Tournament Sponsor:

X
xeox

creative int^. Microsoft TOSHIBA
Connecting People

NEWWRKPm



SAME GOAL AS THE REST OF THE FRANCHISE:
Explore the map, gather resources, build a civilization,

and destroy everyone else.

SAME ORGANIZATION: There’s a single-player

campaign, a single-player skirmish mode, and multi-

player.

STORY LINE: It directly follows AOE2's, beginning i

the 1500s; focuses on the European “discovery" and
colonization of the New World; and ends just before

the start of the Civil War.

EIGHT PLAYABLE CIVILIZATIONS: Spanish,

British, French, Portuguese, Dutch, German, Russian,

and Ottoman. (See page 51 for more on the civiliza-

tions.)

FIVE AGES (YES, FIVE): discovery, colonial,

fortress, industrial, and imperial. Why five instead of

the usual four? To break late-game stalemates.

> COMPUTER GAMlNG'Vi^LD r

.

^ THERE’S A GOOD CHANCE YOU’RE CURIOUS ABOUT AGE OF EMPIRES III.

To date, nearly 16 million copies of the historically based real-time strategy

franchise have been sold to gamers everywhere. And while some dedicated^ gamers are still happily gathering resources, establishing trade routes, and

skirmishing among the stone-age tribes and conquerors of the first two AOEs, many
more are ready to travel to the New World, meet new people. ..and destroy them.

Age of Empires III doesn’t alter what’s been working well for years (see Old World sidebar

below], but it does introduce some sign'rficant new features that affect gameplay (for an

overview, see the New World sidebar below). During our exclusive playtest and interview with

lead programmer Dave Pottinger, producer David Rippy, lead designer Greg Street, and senior

designer Bruce Shelley, we learned exactly how those features work—and how they’re redefin

ing this definitive RTS. /Jeff Green

VJLV
The definitive RTS gets redefined. We tell you hov
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THE HOME CIT^ In multiplayer and skirmish modes,

ail civilizations have a home city that supplies resources

and levels up according to players’ success on the maps.

The home city is persistent from game to game, (page 46)

. SKIRMISH MODE (aka random maps): A.I. opponents

are now well-developed “characters” with deep strate-

gies, motivations, and personalities—and more than 4,000

audio taunts at their disposal, (page 50)

NATIVE AMERICANS: Not a playable civilization, but

they ally with playable civs, putting their technologies and

resources at that civ’s disposal. Only Native American

military units allied with a playable civ can be killed; vil-

lages are not attackable, (page 50)

; GRAPHICS AND PHYSICS: This first 3D iteration of the

series uses bump- and tone-mapping to render realistic

water and shadows, and the Havok engine’s cause-and-

effect physics bring battles to lurid life, (page 52)

H i
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FEATURE

THE HOmE CITVEnsemble adds some RPG to AOE3

^ mars thEin anything, the home city2 BpfBcts playera' strategiEs-haui' theyra^ uaed can turn the tide op a game.

BY FAR, AOE3’S BIGGEST INNOVATION IS THE
home city, which brings an element of persistence to

both your single- and muitiplayer games and adds a

ton of new strategy to the mix.

It works like this: When you first start the game in

skirmish or multiplayer mode, you choose to play as

one of eight civiiizations, each of which has a home

city. (See page 50 for detaiis on skirmish mode and

the eight civiiizations.) The home city represents

your HQ back in Europe—for example, if you're

playing as Spain, your home city is Seville. While

your conquistadors are off in the New World, Seville

is supporting their endeavors with shipments of

resources, civilians, technology, and military units

that you specify and send so that they show up on

the New World map while you’re playing. In return,

your exploits in the New World—everything from

shooting bears to building structures—gain you XP

that allow you to level up your home city.. .which in

turn opens up opportunities for new, better ship-

ments to your New Worid minions, and more oppor-

tunities to make those shipments.

AGE OF EMPIREQUEST
Think of the home city as an RPG character. In an

RPG, the first thing you do is create a character;

here, you name your town. In an RPG, the more you

play, the more your character levels up; here, the

more you play, the more your city levels up. As it

does, you get access to upgrades and customiza-

tion options (tweaks to architecture, different units,

texture tweaks), but more important, leveling up

affects the type and number of shipments you can

send. Just like in an RPG, there are more powerful

things deeper in the tech tree—you can send some

shipments at level 20 that weren’t available to you in

level 10. You can send shipments every few minutes

(the better you play, the less waiting time between

sending opportunities), and the number of ship-

ments you can make increases as you level up.

You begin with 12 possible shipments. You may
use one on something you send once, such as a

technology, while you use a bunch of them on

something you send repeatedly, like villagers. At

the end of the game, if you have sufficient XP, you

level up and can choose an additional shipment to

add to your arsenal. In the next game, you’ll have

13 shipment options instead of 12. Developer

Ensemble is guessing that a grand total of 100

potential shipments will become available to play-

ers who have established a fully developed home
city, but the limit for use in any given game is 20.

That’s the point at which you'll have to start making

choices before each game: Which 20 shipments do

you want to bring in? Says Shelley, "It’s kind of like

building different Magic: The Gathering decks. If

I’m playing this guy and he favors one strategy. I’ll

play a particular city with a particular set of ship-

ments because they're particularly good against

what I think he's going to do."

In practice, you can play and level up as many

home cities as you choose, though Ensemble

believes the typical player will probably have one

city per civilization. A particulariy hardcore player,

though, might have 20 home cities with different

build-outs—three for each civilization. Home cities

are also separate for single- and multiplayer games,

with level disparities handled by restrictions aimed

at keeping things fair and focused on strategy.

Decks will be "tiered" by level, so that, for example,

any cards you receive from levels 0 through 9 will

make a tier 1 deck. Levels 1 0-25 will be tier 2, and

so on. If you have a deck with even a single tier 3

card, then you have a tier 3 deck. And you can only

play a tier 3 deck against other tier 3 players. So a

guy with a level 50 home city can play a level 1 new-

bie—but he can only use cards available at the low-

est levels. "It’s not like World of WarCraft," says

Street, "where if I'm level 30 and you're level 35 I

have no chance against you."

CHOICE STRATEGIES
More than anything, the home city affects players'

strategies—what shipments are sent and when

they're sent can turn the tide of a game. Looking to

win with a booming economy? Focus your shipment

choices on villagers, food, and technologies that will

help to improve your colony. Seeking a military rush

victory? Be sure you've got shipments that let you

send in the cavalry and be ready to send in army

units when your opponents don't expect it.

Defending against a military rush? Consider “saving

up” shipments so you have emergency supplies in

case of attack.

Despite the RPG analogy, Street is quick to point

out that Age ofEmpires III "is still an RTS, and skill

really matters. If you squander your shipments or

get attacked really early or something, it’s still possi-

ble for someone who’s much more skilled than you

to win, even at a lower level. An RTS is about high-

level choice. It’s about reacting to what another

player does, not having a system where 14 games

ago you got this technology that I didn’t get and

now, because of the map we picked. I’m probably

going to lose as soon as the game starts.”
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The home city will expand
and receive graphical

improvements as you level

up from game to game.

The current age, home city

level, and total XP earned. >

f, ^ li

XP BAR

TECH TREE BRANCH

Level to

WoHd TraSinigi Company
New cards availableThe different branches of

the tech tree (names will

differ for each civ).

Tower oi Gold

Cathedral
Manufac±iinfig Plant

Lore: All

improvements

for Native

American

XP bar of the current game.
When the green bar fills up,

you can choose one of your

shipments to arrive at your

town center.

One branch of the Spanish tech tree. Each time your home city le

els up, you get another card. Cards represent special shipments

you can receive throughout the course of a game, each time you

play. See letters through for examples of shipments.

Resources in the current game.

MinImap of the current game.



HERE’S A GUIDE TO ONE PORTION OF THE TECH TREE

YOU SEE IF YOUR HOME CITY IS SEVILLE. SPAIN. YOU
SWAP FROM THE MAIN GAME TO THIS SCREEN TO
CONTROL YOUR HOME CITY’S ACTIONS (THIS PAUSES

THE GAME IN SINGLE PUYER, BUT NOT IN MULTIPLAY-

ER). HOW IMPORTANT IS THE HOME CITY? FOR EXAM-

PLE. YOU CAN BUILD A TOWN CENTER ONLY BY SEND-

ING A “COVERED WAGON’’ SHIPMENT FROM YOUR
HOME CITY TO YOUR EXPLORERS IN THE NEW WORLD.

^ Advanced Mills: Makes your

mills (a primary source of

food) cheaper, stronger, and faster

at gathering.

Colonial Militia: Increases

your town center’s

offense and lets you call out

minutemen to defend the city.

Allows

you to build

.

game’s most

powerful

defensive

structure) in

the third age.

^ Advanced Markets:

Makes markets cheap-

er and stronger, and

improves exchange rate.

, : Factories: Lets you build fac-

_ - tories In the fourth age. These

produce resources without the

need for settlers to gather them.



“[SKIRMISH MOOg IS THE MAIN THING THAT’S

distinguished our games from everyone else's,”

says Shelley—and he’s right Age of Empires was

the first real-time strategy game to give players

the opportunity to compete against the computer

A.I. on randomly generated maps, essentially mim-

icking the structure of a multiplayer game. Even

today, the challenges Inherent in making random

maps tiiat the A.I. can play on intelligently—and

that players feel are fair—are just too great for

most companies.

Blizzard, for example, never includes random

maps; everything in WarCraft is always hand paint-

ed. Shelley explains the difference this way;

“blizzard] is building chess games [in WarCraft

and StarCraft] for competition. One guy at Blizzard

said we wouldn't believe the amount of e-mail they

get from competitive players saying stuff like, ‘If

you would Just move that item two pixels south it’d

balance the map.’ We're building a poker game,

where every hand, you don't know what you’ve got

until you pull up your cards.’’

AOES’s big, new skirmish mode feature is the

inclusion of eight computer-player personas, one

for each civilization—Napoleon for France, Queen

Isabella for Spain, and so on (see page 51). Every

A.I. opponent will have different strategies, motiva-

tions, and personalities.

“We wanted to beef up the feeling that you’re

playing against a persona, not a bunch of bits

calculating the most optimal way to attack you,’’

says Street.

is point—that will chime

of what^ hap-

if Mythology included

)ut with AOES's multiple

much more amped up

the A.I. to tell you

“Let’s say that as

:ross the map, he says,

our ass.’ That’s cool,

ine and some tension,

in a couple minutes, this

coming to your town,

having 40
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THE NEW WORLD, OF COURSE, WASN’T NEW TO
everyone, and Ensemble knew from the start that

Native Americans would play an important role in

the game. They do, but not as a playable civilization,

"There are Native American towns on maps, and

it’s up to you to go discover them and forge

alliances with them,” says Street. You forge those

alliances by building trading posts near Native

American villages (and you break other civilizations’

alliances by destroying their trading posts). Once

you form an alliance with a tribe, you can use its

units and technologies, along with those of your

own civilization. So, for example, if you are playing

as the French and you ally with the Iroquois, you

now have access to French and Iroquois soldiers

and knowledge. “They’re kind of like plug-ins,"

Street explains. "They’re an additional civ that you

can plug into your main one to get extra abilities,"

Strategically, this adds an interesting new dimen-

sion to the game. Native American alliances cost no

population spots because you needn’t provide them

with food and shelter, as you would your own units.

Nearing your population limit and short on warriors?

If you’re allied with a nearby Native American tribe,

^ In B qBmB BbBut the CDlBniBBtian ap^ RmencB, deciding hdw td pnrtrBy NBtive^ RmericBns is especiBlIy dipFicult.

you have their warriors at your disposal with no hit

to your population limit or resources. And as you

advance, your indigenous allied friends get addition-

al units and technologies.

What they won’t ever get is attacked: Native

American units are treated as opponents only when

they’re allied with another civilization, and then, only

their military units can be attacked. For example, if

you are playing against the British, who are allied

witti the Comanche, you can attack Comanche mili-

tary units—never Comanche villages themselves. If

no alliances are in place. Native Americans aren’t

attackable at all.

Ensemble and Microsoft admit that in making a

game about the European colonization of America,

deciding how to portray Native Americans was diffi-

cult. It seemed that no matter how they were repre-

sented—or even what they were called—somebody

was going to be unhappy. Native American groups

themselves couldn’t agree on what Ensemble

should do. Microsoft conducted meetings with rep-

resentatives of different tribes, but according to

Ensemble president Tony Goodman, “It was impos-

sible to get consensus on any issue. There was no

topic that they as a collective group agreed upon,"

Some tribal representatives felt the same way as

many at Ensemble; Native Americans should be a

playable civilization. Others wanted them in the

game, but to be unkillable. And the debate over

naming ranged from Native American to First

Peoples to Indigenous Peoples to...well, Indians.

Ultimately, it came down to gameplay. “We knew

what we wanted from a gameplay standpoint,” says

Rippy. “We did everything we could to make it politi-

cally correct, but we didn’t let that drive the design.

Fun trumps history."



HOME CITY: Moscow
CIV BONUS: Start with extra
resources, can train Infantry in

batches
UNIQUE UNITS: Cossack, starlet,

oprichnik
AJ. OPPONENTS Ivan the Terrible

HOME CITY: London
CIV BONUS: Manor house gives quick
access to settlers

UNIQUE UNITS: Longbovinnan, rocket
A.I. OPPONENT: Queen Elizabeth

HOME CITY: Lisbon
CIV BONUS: Start with two town centers,

strong navy, best dragoons In game
UNIQUE UNITS: Cacadore
A.I. OPPONENT: Prince Henry
the Navigator

HOME CITY: Paris .

CIV BONUS: Coureurs {“supervillagers”];

easier to form alliances with Native
Americans
UNIQUE UNITS: Coureur, cuirassier

A.I. OPPONEN'H Napoleon Bonaparte

HOME CITY: Berlin

CIV BONUS; Settler wagon and uhlan
cavalry spawn free from town center
UNIQUE UNITS: Uhlan, settler wagon,
doppelsoldner
A.I. OPPONENT: Frederick the Great

HOME CITY: Amsterdam
CIV BONUS: Banks generate coin
automatically
UNIQUE UNITS: Envoy, reiter, fiuyt

A.I. OPPONENT: Maurice of Orange

HOME CITY: Constantinople
CIV BONUS: Ttown centers produce
settlers automatically, more unique units
UNIQUE UNITS: Abus gun, Janissary,

.

spahi, galley, great bombard
A.I. OPPONENT Suleiman the
Magnificent

HOME CITT Seville

CIV BONUS: Faster home-city shipments
UNIQUE UNITS: Redolero, lancer wardog
A.I. OPPONENT: Queen Isabella
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^ Rag-doll physics mean that battles

come alive with bodies flying and
falling in a realistic fashion.

rrDQOUI^EZ & flULIEI^C Realism and details neUrin^rillHiJi U I I I T seen before in an RTS

^ Outstrips even Thomas Kinkade, Painter of Light"'. J
^ High dynamic range lighting makes for vibrant, realistic scenes.

^ One pragrammer 5 entire jDd wae2 ensuring that kvater eppects were^ portrayed reaiisticaiiy.

ONE OF THE MOST OBVIOUS INNOVATIONS

comes in the form of AOE3’s graphics and

physics. "1 think one of the things that invigorated

the genre is the graphics," says Street. "We could

finally do some of the things that first-person

shooters and RPGs have been doing for a while.

We don't have to tell the artists, 'Oh, you can’t put

that unit in the game, it has too many polys’ or

‘We can’t have shadows casting under shadows

because the game will crash.' It’s been nice not to

tell people that."

It turns out that the game's stellar look benefited

from an Xbox 360 game that was scrapped.

"There was a prototyped engine shown to Bill

Gates." Shelley explains, “with lighting stuff that

hadn’t been in many games at that point—it was a

360 game. We decided to put some of our

assets—essentially, the home city—into that

engine to see what it looked like. When that game

got canceled, it freed up really high-end art and

graphics guys, and we saw it was a good opportu-

nity to pull them in, and pull that technology in.”

"That” technology reads like a laundry list of the

best graphics tools out there: High dynamic range

lighting makes scenes look more natural because

it allows for the representation of the sun's beams

bouncing off reflective surfaces. Bump-mapping

and specular mapping mean that shiny sub-

stances like water and metal glisten as they

should. One programmer's entire job was ensuring

that water effects were portrayed realistically, with

details like flotsam and jetsam, foam near the

shore, and accurate water motion. And shadows

are now “naturally" cast according to where the

sun is. It all adds up to environments that are

incredibly detailed and realistic looking.

That realism is also mirrored in physics effects.

The Havok engine at work results in rag-doll physics

that throw bodies during battles, and in structural

damage that far more accurately mirrors the actual

results of, say, a cannonball striking a building. Even

the trees are physics enabled, so an en-ant cannon-

ball can hit them and knock them down.

AT THE END OF OUR TIME TOGETHER, BRUCE
Shelley reminds me that "[CGW] wrote about how

the age of the RTS is dead, how Age of Mythology

was the last great RTS game," (which we did, in our

December 2002 cover story). "This has been a

struggle for us: trying to innovate but [still] hold on

to making an Age game.” It's possible that after a

full review of Age ofEmpires III, we may end up

rescinding our earlier pronouncement—but for now,

we can say that if the goal was innovation within

the realm of the game we know and love, the AOE3

team should already be celebrating its success. /
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Age of Empires III looks pretty incredible and delivers some great new takes on the old-school

RTS...but sometimes, we’d like to stop playing “God” giving orders from up above and get our hands
dirty with those peons down below. Over the years, a number of games have tried this—melding heady
strategy with first-person, white-knuckied action—but they have been met with mixed commerciai and
critical success. Action-RTS games may finally take off in the next year, thanks to three new titles that

promise to take this burgeoning genre in directions originally touched upon by games such as Dungeon
Keeper, Battlezone (pictured above), and Savage. Here’s a look at some of the action-RTS games you
can look forward to in the coming months.

RISE a FRLL:
CIUILIZRTI0N5 RT WRR

Rick Goodman and the Stainless Steel

Studios gang have made a good living by

knowing both history and real-time strategy

gaming. Goodman worked on the original Age
of Empires and then formed Stainless Steel to

create the ginormous Empire Earth. Of all the

upcoming genre-bending strategy titles, Rise

& Fali looks to stay the closest to its RTS
roots. . .while throwing just the right amount of

up-close-and-personal bloodshed into the

mix. Unlike Goodman's previous works, Rise

& Fall spans a “mere" 1 ,000 years and four

empires. But what a 1,000 years they are

—

you can lead the Persian, Greek, Roman, and

Egyptian empires to glory between 1 ,000 B.C.

and AD. 0.

The real Innovation is the way hero units are

used. Once you build up enough stamina by

pulling off successful tactics in strategy

mode, you decide when you want to join the

action, zooming down to ground level and

fighting alongside ttie troops you were

commanding from above. Using WASD
commands as Alexander, for example, you

can personally lead the charge into battle:

Rally the troops, fire the first arrow (which

you do from a first-person view), then run in

swinging (which happens in third person).

•i “First guy who makes a crack about that

Bangles song is gonna get it....’’

Just in case you have a quibble with the

way the scenarios are built, the game will

ship with a built-in mapmaking tool. With it,

you can create your own battles, focusing

them on either tactics or action. So long as

Goodman can make a game that's more
“Ridley Scott epic” and less “Oliver Stone

epic," we’ve got high hopes.
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BRTTLEETRTI0N5: miDUURV
PUBUSKER: THQ DEVaOPER: Mithls Entertafnment RELEASE OAl^: February 2006

Battlestations: Midway has flown under the

radar for some time now, so let's get some
basic Intel out of the way. As you can proba-

bly guess from the name, Midway takes place

in the Pacific theater and has you playing as

both the American and Japanese navies (you

unlock the latter). Destroyers, aircraft carriers,

subs, recon planes, bombers—you command
about 70 craft in total (45 at a time in single-

player mode). A solo campaign eases you

into the higher ranks, but the basic premise is

this: You direct where your fleet goes, and

then you hop down to the ship/sub/plane

level to do the dirty work.

Whatever you have in your task force is

instantly accessible, thanks to a simple bar

along the top of tite screen. Each craft han-

dles uniquely with simple controls—this isn't

a Sim, after ail. In seconds you’re on a sub,

sneaking behind enemy lines and sinking

supply ships. Next you're jumping onto the

bridge of a destroyer for a completely differ-

ent experience. A simple onscreen indicator

tells you how many of Uie ship's deck guns

can be trained on the target in the

crosshairs; as soon as you can "cross the

T,” unload with everything you've got and

then go on a bombing run over the airfield.

[sEf-f-smo
Midway also has a pretty cool multiplayer

mode, with eight players jumping between

available craft in pitched naval battles. In

this mode, controls are split between four

different "classes" in a sense. If you control

the airfield, you're in charge of ordering and

controlling its aircraft—the same goes for

harbors under your command.

RJBUSHER: Hip Games DEVELOPER: Digital Reality F^^ASE DATE: February 2006

Ei=r-r-s /\m
Units sport A.I. that intelligentiy evaluates the

situation. When you aren't giving orders, your

troops will know well enough to am, crouch,

and take cover. For example, we took control

of a tank and trundled down the street into an

ambush. We switched over to command
mode, leaving the unit high and dry—and

after a few seconds of taking damage, the

tank actually retreated and returned fire!

There's no micromanagement here—Just
asses that need kicking. Squad tactics are

tire focus, so you get to select your elite

special-ops forces before embarking on a

mission. After the drop, you'll direct troop

movement as you would in any other RTS

—

the real difference becomes obvious in the

field, where you can leap right into the

action. Jump into the sniper and start tar-

geting distant foes; move over to the assault

trooper for some FPS action; take a tank for

a spin and the game switches to third per-

son as you blast your way through the

streets. ITiere are so many options here that

you almost forget you’re playing an RTS.

Digital Reality is setting its sights on modern

warfare with Ghost Wars, which may be the

most ambitious game yet in the burgeoning

action-RTS genre. The best way to sum tiiis

game up in 20 words or fess: It’s a squad-

based RTS with a huge focus on action scat-

tered around the globe in modem combat

operations. On the surface, the game actually

looks a lot like Atari’s Act of War. Great visu-

als (each vehicle is composed of about 2,500

polygons, and every character has about

3,700 polygons) are obvious from tiie screen-

shots, but there's a lot more happening

here—as we witnessed firsthand during a

playtest of a level set in Cuba.
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SHQOT TO THRILL"

1^1
[ V SOMETIMES, WE JUST WANT TO SHOOT STUFF-

jand since we're currently knee-deep in the 24-hour-

a-day heilpit that is our redesign, “stuff” pretty much
i 1 means “each other.” So it is with perfect timing that EA

I has unleashed BattleHeld 2 on the worid. While some overly
^

' jaded naysayers may point out that it isn’t a terribly huge leap In

evolution (despite what the outlandish system requirements might

otherwise claim), we’re thrilled to the tips of our raw, bloody fin-

gers for the opportunity to experience what we at CGW hail as

J't one of the most refined multiplayer shooters in years. And for the

less skilled among us—like Ryan, whose idea of playing

< Battle^eld 2 is jumping In a helicopter and doing a nosedive into

I
the ocean—we’re also treated to Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas,

; ;

in aii ifs gangsta-talkin’, hooker-killin’ glory. Finally, for those of

ItK-* •
prefer sharp objects and fireballs, Fate should hold you

^ over for a bit while you’re waiting for the inevitable Diablo III.

;
make sure you stay far away from Dungeon Lords—

l

est

jr
tempted to take an actual sword to your poor F

REVIEW STANDARDS
Our review policy is simple: We review

only final, gold, released>to-retail code,

no betas or “near*final, revlewable”

builds. We don’t review patches, with

the notable exception of those for online

games like MMOs that autoupdate as a

standard part of their operation. We do

this so we are reviewing exactly what
you, the consumer, are buying.

Ad games are rated on a simple

five-star scale. One-star games
are utter garbage, three-star

games should appeal to die-

hard fans of the genre, and the

rare five-star game is an instant

classic. Only the best games—receiving

four and a half stars or better—are award-

ed an Editors’ Choice.

INSIDE

FlatOut
We bet you get to drive around a lot.

Pariah
So very aptly named...unfortunately.

Battlefield 2
Plane is upright = Ryan's not flying it.

13?^ <3
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PLAYnV
CHECK^

Buggies and other off>road vehicles absorb
blasts over uneven terrain like rally cars do.

Fake but fain Chinese won’t begin
battles with three times the
United States’ troop count. ^

^BATTLEFIELD 2
EA detonates an explosively great sequel

I
PUBLISHER: EA Games DEVELOPER: Digital Illusions CE GENRE: Shooter ESRB RATING: T REQUIRED: 1.7GHz CPU, 512MB RAM, 128MB videocard

RECOMUOea): 2.4GHz CPU, 1G8 RAM, 25eMB videocard MULTIPLAYER: Internet, LAN (2-64 players]

WAR tS WAR. KILLOR BE KILLED AND, IN THE
case of army-versus-army shooter Battlefield 2,

flitter away the opposing force's stockpile of

“tickets” (EA’s slang for a team's cumulative

spawn count) through simple attrition and stolen

territory. But the weapons war is waged with

change the way it's waged. Battlefield 2's new
technology (previous versions were set in World

War II and Vietnam; this one is modem) calls for

new tactics.

Ahundredyardsthroughoinder-block
hovels lies our target: onemarket square on a
gjgMggiTig stringleading tothe UQdeast

Coalition’s base. I proceeddownthe main strip

in anMl Abrams while xnymanon the .50 cal

earns his danger pay scanning rooftops and
waitingfor a whoosh andthe telltale trail of

smokepointingback to the shooter. Another

tank and anAPC in ourconvoy securethe

intersections to keep the badguys from
mounting attacks throughthe side streets.

SERVICE DISTINCTIONS
The squad—a group of strangers, and not

typical clan guys connected via a third-party

program such as Teamspeak—can stick

together and coordinate tight-knit strategy only

because it’s yammering via headset the whole

time. Giving my gunnerthe heads up without

taking my hands off the throttle to type some
insensible, stressed-out shorthand would've

worked well enough, but Battlefield 2 does one

better. Highlighted icons mark our positions on

the map and in game, letting us count heads at a

glance. And only squad members can hear

combat chatter, so vital orders aren't lost in the

32-man hubbub. Of course, the tech and tactics

work only when players are willing to use ’em,

and some people won’t be (for each one who is,

there's another who isn't).

Aspray ofbullets walksup the side of our

tank. More kickup lines alongthe wall at our

left, and our gunners get down lowbehind
their turrets (another niftynew feature). As
squad leader, X radio our side’s commander,
askingfor a torrent of artillery rounds, a
flash scan from his eye-in-the-sky UAV,
anything. Like the game’s squad system,
commander mode adds an essential element

of global strategy. A smart chief—the engine

in awell-oiledwar machine—makes the
battle. Ours isbreaking it.Andwhile mutiny
is always an option, there’s no promise that
another a-hole won’t take his place (see

S8 >COMPUTER GAMB'JGWOFID



strap oaa ana^|Hg|he con-

struction craha.^
climbing each tadder

.

then get co^, Also: Spot []j)H[)inn^irrnft

(Q, then left click}itft<iitia ^^u^ilotaai*

advanta^, and-p)<epare’ ijiiiiiiatthute to

safefarat-the firsi sound otjawc^' ^ T

Choppers are tough to get the hang of, but once you know how to fly, they get the job done.

Patch it, please: Suicide pilots score points
for flying head-on into other pianes. Why
encourage nincompoops? ^

Great idea, good impiementation: SF2’$ TiVo-
like "Battlecorder” captures your finest

moments for iater viewing.

Scale th9«ame crane, thi

point with C4. KBt for

(indicating-enemy presenoa^ HBBto dote-

nating. Serious camper£sS^ itefuest

supply drops to keep eatriseives coming.

Battlefield 2's ail-seeing-glBittlH^^H

send for guys with aa^iBilniq^j9|H
Among the figuces tgi

record: cumulafiwe

mander scoTM; accuraq^ fragHn^
and totnl wo fiirir? perwonpow; rowwi^

'

suppc^ iiiHl repair poMs; as wsifas

Swoop over the USMKSarrier, letting ite

antiaircraftdwttci'ie a; lauitafa a

TCcked'on missilesbtaiHBrd a BlacI

pull up at ttre-last second, and lau5a par, BattlBpiBld 2'b racK-psper'
Bcissars science seems saund.

sidebar for samples of effective devote an hour to sniping passing pilots

commanding). through their canopies, if only to show what

The neat thing is that none of it—the chain one hell of a steady hand (and way too much
of command, the elitist bands of E-brothers, free time) can do. Authenticity isn’t beside the

the Patton-approved battle plans—needs to point—all hardware here is Soldier of Fortune

matter, at least to the curious weekend com- accurate—it just doesn't interfere with fun

mando looking to pop into a public server and and fairness,

simply shoot somebody. Sometimes even

career soldiers will want to say, "Screw it— VOLUNTEER ARR/IY

fuhgedabout duty and stats and seesawing Small-arms fire stillpings the Abrams’
capture points,” and then kamikaze a fast-fly- armor. The bad-guyinfantrygoes into a

ing MiG into his foe’s carrier. Or stick C4 on protective crouch as they duck and dart

fully crewed choppers in order to make fire- between buildings.Itrytopunchthrough,

works over the open ocean. Or sprawl out and imtU a missile alert goes off like a ^

Get to the carrier^ deck s

Blackhawkp and Harriers

they lift off, light 'em up.'f

climb the sensor arrays ai

or swipe some wings and

CGW.iurcom<59



Land, sea, and air war as you like it.
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You can play with others or

play with yourself

www.chipsbits.com
EVERY GENRE • ALL PLATFORMS • BOARDGAMES • HARDWARE • HINT BOOKS
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ERRND THEFT RUTO:
5RN RNDRER5
Cross-platform crime spree

I
PUBUSHER: Rockstar Games Rockstar North GENRE: Action ESRB RATING^ M REQUIRED: Pentium III lGHz, 256MB RAM, 3.6GB install, 64MB uldeoeard

RECDMUEUDED: Pentium 4, 384MB RAM, laSMB videocard, gamepad MULTIPLAYER: None

SAN ANDREAS IS ALL ABOUT DRIVIN’ CARS
and poppin’ caps in the asses of unwary fools,

but it could go to a Halloween ball as one of

the most ambitious RPGs in recent memory.

Sure, the game is set in a thinly veiled ana-

logue of real-world California and Nevada,

there's no magic, and the only dragons to be

found are tattooed on the Chinese mafiosi who
give you odd jobs. But look again; Underneath

it all, San Andreas is a massive, Morrowind-

scale undertaking.

In a decidedly Boyz n the Hood-esque game
world populated with three major cities and a

dozen tiny towns, you'll take on the role of

smooth gangsta Carl "CJ” Johnson. Like tradi-

tional RPGs, San Andreas has plenty of guilds

and factions (street gangs) to deal with, and

you can form up a party (posse) and ride into

combat (turf wars) or even visit a shop for bet-

ter weapons and armor (machine guns and

Kevlar vests). The story unfolds through quest

strings, with plenty of side jobs to net you extra

gold (er, dollars). And, of course, there are lots

and lots of stats—strength, dexterity, etc.

—

tracked in obsessive detail as you build CJ
from zero to hero.

Maybe this is why a game originally designed

for consoles plays so well on the PC: At its heart,

San Andreas treads the same territory that PC
RPGs have been covering for years. It's Baldur’s

Gate with handguns.. .or if you prefer. Dungeons

& Dragons stam'ng a chaotic-neutral male human
rogue wKh a predilection for caijacking—which is

to say it isn't a perfect likeness. San Andreas

offers immense freedom, but the average RPG
enthusiast will likely find the core of the game far

too restrictive and limiting for his or her tastes.

The “meat" of the game is a series of largely lin-

ear missions that gradually unlock vehicles,

weapons, Eueas, and more missions.

GRAND THEFT CUT-SCENE
Over the course of the G7A series, Rockstar

has gradually repurposed the missions to be

less about gameplay or skill and more about

playing out scripted story events and memoriz-

ing preset patterns. Storycentric events com-
posed a small minority of GTAS's missions, but

in San Andreas you'll be hard-pressed to find a

single job that doesn't feature a lengthy pro-

logue and a healthy dose of running dialogue

—

frequently to the point where it interferes with

the gameplay.

As a port, this PC version is a bit of a missed

opportunity. The original PlayStation 2 game was

great, but it suffered from shortcomings that real-

ly should have been addressed in the eight

months since its debut. Unfortunately, PS2 veter-

ans will encounter many familiar problems: unbal-

anced mission difficulty, vague objectives, the

unreliable “trip skip” function, and lots of glitches.
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Gangsta gaming world! ^

They're all here, same as ever.

Even if you have problems with

the presentation, you can't fault the

story itself, as it's stupendously

written and acted. CJ is no angel,

though he’s hardly unlikable; it's diffi-

cult not to sympathize with his frustration
°

as he’s bullied around by forces far beyond his

control. And while you may not approve of his

more extreme methods, you have to admire his

street-smart resourcefulness.

The supporting cast is top-notch as well, par-

ticularly Samuel L. Jackson's sleazebag cop

and the yin-yang pair of Peter Fonda and

James Woods as an ultraradical conspiracy

theorist and an ultrareactionary government

conspirator, respectively. But it's Young

Maylay's turn as CJ—crude, angry, and more

than a little crafty—that makes the story so

compelling and helps you forgive occasional

REVIEWS®

CJ is ns2 though hs's^ hardly uhllKsdls.

You’ll ride through the mean streets of

San Andreas in style. ^

Mod potential: Modders
^ have worked wonders
with previous GTAs—all

with Rockstar’s tacit

approval. Already, San
Andreas mods are floating

around that supposedly

unlock a sex minigame that

the developers hid away to

avoid an AO rating.

Rockstar, for its part, claims

this is a load of bunk and

that the minigame is all the

doing of clever

hackers. ..but then,

Rockstar would say that.

lapses into juvenile pandering. You'll shift

uncomfortably in your seat as you gun

down Army reservists and Navy pilots or kill

a guy for the unthinkable crime of being gay,

but for the most part Rockstar has made a sin-

cere effort to rise above the usual childishness.

WELCOME TO MY HOOD
As professional as the voice acting is, the real star

of the game Is the state of San Andreas itself. It’s

majestically designed, and the low poly count Is

offset by an amazing depth. Minigames, col-

lectible items, and shops lurk around every cor-

ner. You can gamble at casinos, go truckin’, and

even play weekend lothario by juggling half a

dozen romances. You can explore the immense

scenery by commandeering any one of the hun-

dreds of cars, bikes, trucks, planes, helicopters,

and boats, each with its own distinct physics. It's

the sort of open, living world that gamemakers

WHAT’S NEW
IN THE HOOD?
If you’ve got a PS2, you can pick up a copy

of San Andreas for a mere $20. So why
would you want to pay nearly twice as

much for the PC version? Try these pluses

on for size:

always promise but rarely deliver. Few videogame

experiences are as satisfying or liberating as sim-

ply exploring this immense, complex world.

This latest GTA is an epic, involving experience,

no doubt—but when you get past the expansive

world and the RPQ-like elements, it's the same

epic, involving experience it was last year. Had

Rockstar taken the time to polish up the rough

spots, San Andreas on the PC would have been

worth a look for everyone. As it is, it's only a

must-have for the handful of gamers who missed

it the first time around. /Jeremy Parish

Improved graphics: The most obvious

^ upgrade—provided you have a decent

graphics card. The models haven’t

changed, but the PC version offers more

detailed textures and a better draw dis-

tance. No more flying into unseen moun-

tainsides!

^ Do-it-yourself soundtrack: Sure, you
^ can listen to the excellent licensed

soundtrack, but maybe you’d rather do
your drive-bys to your own tunes. Just

drop your Britney Spears MP3s into the

proper directory to create your own cus-

station.

^ Better load times: That’s
^ right, sucka—scene transi-

tions are instantaneous. Now
you can pack on the

pounds at Cluckin' Beil

faster than ever.

Another brilliant entry in the
G7i4 series, with oniy a few miid
f#S%-ups...er, hiccups.

CAMiniC VERDICr
irirkirk
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Walls can be knocked down, captured with siege
engines, or, for the discerning duke on a budget,
scaled with good old-fashioned ladders.

Zoom in and you’ll really appreciate the artists' hard work. Here, a pig
farmer brings one of his finest to the lord’s kitchen, while a page
rushes away to take the king’s dinner order.

The walls come tumbling down

I

PUeUSKER: 2K Games DEVELOPER: Firefly Studios GENRE: RTS ESRB RATING: T REQUIRED: Pentium 4 1.4GHz. 256MB RAM, 2.5GB install

RECOMMENDED Pentium 4 2GHz, 512MB RAM, 64MB videocard MULTIPLAYER; Internet, LAN {2-8 players)

STRONGHOLD 2 WAS SEEMINGLY BUILT ON AN
ambitious pian: Combine the economic model

of the Settlers series, the combat model of

the Total War series, and the fortress buiiding

of the Castles series—all while staying true to

previous Stronghold games. Sadly, loose cod-

ing, numskull design choices, and “special-

needs” A.I. turn what could have been a

sleek, multitalented Bernard Hopkins into a

muddled, out-of-control Mike IVson.

BRING OUT YOUR DEAD
Stronghold 2 offers two separate single-player

campaigns; a siege-oriented combat campaign

and a hippie-fied wuss campaign in which you

mostly gather resources. Neither is much fun,

although for different reasons. The warfare

campaign is weak primarily because of the

A.I.’S total fixation with attacking whatever of

yours is closest to it, regardless of tactical

value. Obviously, this makes defeating a siege

simple; Construct a bunch of throwaway struc-

tures (such as cheap wooden wails) just out-

side your main enclosure and have your

archers leisurely install medieval air condition-

ing in the besiegers as they hack away mind-

lessly at the junk. Once you’ve got this “strate-

gy” figured out, you won’t exactly have to con-

sult Merlin to create an effective stronghold.

Pathfinding is another A.I. foible. Unless you

micromanage their every move, soldiers insist

on taking the most geometrically direct route

to a target, even if it means abandoning

defilade for terrain that will slow them down
and expose them to enemy arrows. There are

also frequent traffic jams when troops move

through a narrow area, such as a castle gate.

And whenever a lot is going on, the framerate

takes a harder dive than a Triple Lindy. All this

is compounded by the lame combat controls,

which basically consist of pointing at what you

want to attack and hoping your soldiers make
it through the ensuing mosh pit.

PENNY UNWISE
Less combat means the economic campaign
doesn't have to deal with the A.I. deficiencies

as much, but nevertheless, it has its own frus-

trations. First among them is the politburo-

sanctioned economic system. For no easily

comprehensible reason, raw materials in

Stronghold 2 cannot be brought directly from

the buildings that gather them to the buildings

that process them. They must first be deposit-
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End, thBrs'E Just
iDugh pruit under-
II the rind.

THE OOMFY CHAIR!

While the enemy A.I. doesn’t always thrill with tactical acumen, the
unifonns at least make for colorful battles. The pink knight always
triumphs!

Sometimes it’s the little things that grab you:
Note the fact that this pack of deer is led by a
single stag, and check the nice water effect. If

only the actual gameplay enjoyed the same
amount of care. CRIMINALS IN STRONGHOLD 2 ARE

;

(unfortunately for them) subjected to a

very authentic reproduction of medieval

I
law-enforcement techniques. Marcellus

' Wallace would be proud of the wide vari-

ety of options a lord has for getting

medieval upon the asses of the slackers

I

in his midst. Your “torturers guild” can do everything from slapping a humili-

^ ating donkey mask on a transgressor to introducing the back of his neck to

\ a battle-ax. Hell, you can even force criminals to form human pyramids
' while your soldiers give the thumbs-up sign. No, not really. But the game
deserves props for its willingness to treat medieval “justice” realistically.

ed into a central stockpile, from which they are

then picked up by the processor, taken to his

shop, and used to create second-order goods.

These, in turn, must be brought back to the

stockpile and doled out to "end users.”

Everyone must share raw materials, and no

one can be given preference—kind of a Dark

Ages version of art class. While this might be

attractive for an anarcho-syndicalist commune,
here it only makes long-term urban planning

virtually impossible (you can't know early on

which structures should be located closest to

the stockpile) as well as largely irrelevant

(other than the stockpile, it doesn't matter

what buildings are next to each other).

Stronghold 2 allows you to retain your towns

and fortifications from mission to mission,

rather than starting over with a blank slate.

While this sounds sweet, it actually ends up

being a major bummer, as your stockpiles will

forever be closest to buildings that were impor-

tant for the previous mission. And just to further

oxidize your chain mail, there's no way to shut

down an individual shop if it's sucking too

many resources (which the shops closest to the

stockpiles naturally will). Your only options are

to raze the culprit building or shut down the

entire industry in which it is involved. I can't

believe this amazingly lame design decision

ever got past QA.

KING FOR A DAY
But hey, it's not all bad news. While the A.I.

may not be the smartest head on the pike,

playing against other humans via multiplayer

can be entertaining simply because they make

much more effective use of the diverse struc-

tures, defense mechanisms, and units. And the

graphics, when they're not lagging, are colorful

and highly detailed, conveying a real sense of

being there.

In the end, though, there's just not enough

fruit underneath all the rind. If it's an all-in-one

medieval strategy game you're after, just Alt-

Tab really quickly between Medieval: Total War

and Castles II
—^that'll come closer than

Stronghold 2 does. / Eric Neigher

Lots of potential; lots of

disappointment.

COMPUTER
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I
PUBLISHER: Empire Interactive DEVELOPER: Bugbear Entertainment GENRE: Racing ESRB RATING: T REOUIREO: Pentium 4 1.5GHz CPU, 2SeMB RAM, 1.1GB install, 64MB

.

videocard RECOMMENDED Pentium 4 2GHz CPU, S12MB RAM. 128MB videocard, gamepad or wheel MULTIPLAYER. LAN (2-8 players) *

SEVERAL MONTHS AGO, THE FLATOUTDEMO
made a modest splash in the gaming commu-
nity. This was because of the high jump, a

hilarious mode in which you drive a car at full

speed toward a steep incline and then eject

the driver through the windshield to see how
high he can fly before hitting the ground in a

twisted slump.

The full version of FlatOut includes six of these

so-called rag-doll sports, including bowling,

darts, and a long jump. These events are simply

extras in a surprisingly strong racing game
which shine the spotlight on FlatOut's great

physics engine and interactive environments.

The tracks themselves are more like obstacle

courses filled with sharp turns, construction

zones, insane jumps, and debris of all sorts.

Almost everything can be destroyed, knocked

down, or shattered to bits. Colliding with objects

isn't just an option—it’s encouraged. In fact,

destruction is a key factor to everything here.

Smashing Into things is the only way to generate

nitro boosts, which are a vital part of your racing

strategy—not only for gaining speed on straight-

aways, but also for speeding out of tight turns

and correcting possible spins. It's a strange rule,

but you won't question it when a huge pileup

gives you enough nitro to make up for lost time.

WHATS YOUR DAMAGE?
Crashes occur often on the complex courses,

which range from streets to icy tundra to muddy
forests. Cars behave realistically in each environ-

ment, spinning out of control in the mud and

skating treacherously across the ice. The dam-

age effects are extensive and have a noticeable

impact on your maneuverability. The competition

will hit you early and often, and the A.I. is both

aggressive and impressive. Winning races or

performing well in the bonus games (which, in

addition to the rag-doll sports, also include sim-

ple racing tracks and demolition derbies) earns

you money, which you can use to upgrade your

current vehicle or buy a new one.

FlatOut doesn't have nearly enough variety in

its tracks. Though the layouts will change (some-

times only slightly), there are only a few land-

scapes, and they do get repetitive. This minor

complaint aside, FlatOut is a great arcade-style

racer. It’s hard not to get excited when you sail

between two cars as they smash together and

roll hood-over-trunk through the air. And if you

want to take a break from the racing, you can

always head over to the high-jump track and

throw your poor driver through a few wind-

shields. /Ron Dulin

Grimy racing with excellent crashes
and superb physics.

CAMiniC VERDICT

You'll find many short,

mayhem-filled courses to
,

complete several times^3|

TRACKMANIA SUNRISE IS ESSENTIALLY A
racing game, but racing makes up only a fraction

of the challenges. Even the traditional race mode
takes place on crazy tracks that will hurtle you

over towering loops and insane jumps as you

race to beat the CPU's best records.

But the platfonn and puzzle modes are where

the fun is really at. In platform mode, your goal is

to finish in as few attempts as possible. Tracks in

this mode feature a series of checkpoints sepa-

,

rated by ludicrous jumps and

twisty roads to speed

C
. through. If you fail, you'll

restart at the last checkpoint,

—— ' ' '

and success is measured by

how many times you restart.

Puzzle mode challenges you

to finish the race as quickly

as possible, but you'll design

the track yourself, using a

limited number of pieces to

connect the checkpoints. It

sounds easier than it is, and

fine-tuning your course to better your score is

both rewarding and mind-boggling.

Regardless of which mode you prefer, the

tracks are the real stars here. Hairpin turns are

followed by turbo boosts, which lead to massive

ramps that send you soaring for several hundred

yards through the air, only to land on another

hairpin turn and another jump. Some tracks fea-

ture skateboard-style half-pipes, requiring you to

drive at full speed up one wall, sail sidewise

through the air, and then land nose-down on the

next wall, only to continue—without stopping

—

into a loop or some other hair-raising stunt.

With the exception of inertia and gravity, the laws

of nature are given only a casual nod. You'll never

see any collisions or even so much as a dent, no

matter how fast you ram into a barrier. Some out-

landish perfection is expected of you as well; win-

ning bronze and silver medals is relatively easy,

but gold medals are awarded only for neEir-per-

fect races. You'll need gold medals to unlock lev-

els, which requires dozens of repetitious attempts

and a knowledge of every last twist and turn.

While it can be frustrating. Sunrise features

plenty of variety. In addition to the single-player

modes, there's an easy-to-use track editor and a

multiplayer mode that allows you to race online,

usually on custom-made tracks. Casual gamers

may find a hefty learning curve, but the tracks are

so inventive; it’s ultimately worth the work

required to unlock them. - Ron Dulin

T,BGCKmRNiaBUNRI5E
I stunt racing meets puzzle solving”

Insane tracks, insane speed, insane
difficuity.

COMPUTER

CAMiniC VERDICT
WORLD

PUBLISHER: Enlight Interactive DEVELOPER: Nadeo GENRE: Racing ESRB RATING: E REQUIRED: SOOMHz CPU, 12eM8 RAM. 1GB install, 16MB videocard RECOMMENDED: 1GHz
CPU, 2S6MB RAM, 64MB videocard MULTIPLAYER: Internet, LAN (2-32 players)
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^ Just because her name is Sue Storm, that
doesn’t mean electricity fields hurt any less.

^ Mr. Fantastic and the Thing would make
a great team—that is, if they didn't spend
all their time fighting over the camera.

FfiNTfiBTIC 4
^ We’re resisting the urge to make a “flaming''

joke here.Because Mediocre 4 didn’t sound as good

I
PUBU^«n Activision DEVELOPER: Beenox GENRE: Action ESRB RATING: T REQUIRED: Pentium III BOOMHz, 256MB RAM, 32MB vIdeocard RECOMMENDED. Gamepad
t4UrnPl3WER: Co-op (2 players)

^ Fanbaus, prsparB ynurselves fur^ B tBrribly Bk/erege adventure.

THERE’S AN IMMEDIATE TEMPTATION TO
write off this Hollywood by-product as a

"Fantastic 4 out of 10!” It’s not that easy,

though. The game is a competent button

masher with a few mildly interesting

twists.. .but saddled with a whole lot of issues.

Fantastic 4 does about what you'd expect,

expanding the basic movie concept by creating

set pieces for gameplay purposes through

additional story lines penned by someone out-

side the development team and looked into ad

nauseam gameplay—most likely due to a -

crunched development schedule. What you

wind up with is a beat-em-up, with the game’s

hook hinging upon the player's ability to control

Mr. Fantastic, the Invisible Woman, the Human
Torch, and the Thing.

NOT SO FANTASTIC
The settings change, new villains are fought,

and minigames are woven into each level, but

this doesn’t save Fantastic 4 from being stan-

dard fare. The game doesn’t bring anything

new to the genre, and without an active Interest

in the source material, most people are likely to

become bored with the basic three-button

combos and lack of diverse special moves. You

unlock ail the cool stuff right from the start and

simply jack up with upgrades through the rest

of the game. There's an emphasis placed on

the Fantastic 4 working as a team to defeat

enemies, but that happens only during the

occasional canned event or boss battle.

Even Fantastic 4 fanboys are likely to roll

their eyes at the plot. Hollywood writer Zak

Penn of X2: X-Men United and Elektra fame

may have added to the film's otherwise

straightforward origin plot, but it’s hard to tell

the improvements since the dialogue and over-

arching narrative are both lifeless and, at times,

totally random (which partially explains Elektra).

Glitches are an expected side effect of

rushed development and they add a layer of

frustration. Fantastic 4 is no exception, and the

small problems are numerous. Remember, too,

this is a console port, so have a gamepad
handy unless you're prepared to smash your

keyboard in two. Halfway through most boss

battles, the game presents the option of exe-

cuting a "finishing move" that will remove the

rest of the enemy’s health in one cut-scened

fell swoop. Deceptively, this maneuver is initiat-

ed by pressing a single button—except it doesn’t

work most of the time, either because other

enemies run in front of the character, confusing

the game, or there is a plain ol’ bug.

Surprisingly, the game does include a fully

functional co-op mode for two players to work

through the game together. Co-op takes the

single-player adventure and simply drops a

secondary character into the mix. Sometimes

this takes the form of another member of the

Fantastic 4 or a miscellaneous character (i.e., a

robot). The second player is often stuck waiting

for the first player because their actions drive

the level forward. For example, tite Invisible

Woman must sneak dirough a prison later in the

game, locking away escaped inmates as she

goes. In order to navigate the security doors,

however, she must turn—surprise!—invisible, an

impossible feat for the second player.

Also, fully 3D cameras are fine, but not when

both players are simultaneously fighting to con-

trol the view. What's supposed to be a co-op

experience devolves into you strangling your

buddy with the gamepad wire.

Comic aficionados may be eager to become
a part of an interactive comic world, but fan-

boys, prepare yourselves for a tenibly average

adventure. The only reason to consider

Fantastic 4 is to cope with PC gaming’s sum-

mer drought. /Patrick Klepek

Your standard-issue beat-em-up
with a flashy license.

VERDICT
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DID YOU
KNOW?

Atox St. John, loundoi

Wild Tangent, was tt<

original creator of

MIcrosoH'a DirectX

platform. Thanks, Al<

iV-iiDr.-il!

Poisoned!
Barrel

FfiTE
Choose your own adventure(r)

I
PUBLISHER: Wild Tangent DEVELOEEB: Wild Tangent GENRE: Action-RPG ESRS R«Ma>E104- REQUIRED: Pentium III 800, 128MB RAM (2S8MB for Windows XP), lOOMB install.

Internet connection (or downloading/unlocking game BSOWHENDED. 32MB videocard, 233MB inetaiWdULTlP^ER: None

create a really personalized character, free from -

the rigidity of a barbarian, necromancer, etc. If

you've always wanted to play as some weird

scout/wizard hybrid, here’s your chance. As you

level, you gain fame, which lets you wield more

powerful items as well as allocate more skill

points. You can also pay a bard to sing your

praises for higher fame, thus effectively giving

you a way to pay your way to power.

In fact, gold is a huge part of this game. You're

constantly shuttling from the endlessly generat-

ed random dungeons to the town to sell off

items, buy crucial healing charms, and maybe
buy a new weapon or piece of armor. Carrying

around a balance in excess of 3 million gold

pieces is not unusual in Fate, and needing

3 million gold for something isn’t unusual, either.

While Fate is solely a singje-player game,

you’re not alone. Every character gets a pet,

a scrappy dog or cat, that can be altered into

a beast from the game by feeding it fish you

catch in town or the dungeon. With every

enemy having different weaknesses and

strengths, you might want to keep a variety

of fish to transform your sidekick into the

best possible adversary for the situation. Or
;

you could just have it transform into one
critter permanently.

The game has a bright, cartoonish quality

and is fully 3D. There are very few one-on-one

battles—fights in Fate generally have you deal-

ing with hordes of baddies, always in tight,

subterranean dungeons (there are no outside

levels). The game looks good enough, but the

levels get dully repetitive about halfway

through. Also tiresome: the inevitability of being

poisoned. I have never been poisoned so

much, so often, in a game. If you’re not shout-

ing, “Of course I am!” every time the narrator

announces, "You’ve been poisoned,” you’re

made of sterner stuff than me.

Fate isn’t going to glue new brain cells inside

your skull, but it isn't going to murder the ones

you have. It's a good time, it really never reach-

es an end, and it may be the best way to while

away the lifetime between now and 0/ablo III.

/ Robert Coffey

FATE IS A HACK-N-SLASH DIABLO-SVfLE

game just a few lush cut-scenes and a few

dozen “Stay awhile.. .and listenl’s” away from

outright copyright infringement. This is not to

say Fate is a bad game. It’s not. It's chock-full

of action, loaded with cool loot, packed with

spells, swarming with packs of vicious mon-

sters, and so on. ..just like Diablo.

So, for the purposes of this review, just close

your eyes and think about Diablo. Got that

mental picture? Good. Now here are the ways

Fate differs.

CLASS DISTINCTIONS
The biggest difference in Fate is that there are

no character classes, just a couple dozen stats

that you tweak whenever you level. This lets you

We remember back when this was
called Diablo. But we like It anyway

VhDCCAMnUC
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DUNGEON LORDS
A dungeon crawl to rock bottom

PUBLISHER: DreamCatcher DEVELOPER Heuristic Park GENRE. RPC RATING: T REQUIRED: 1GHz Pentium III, 384MB RAM, 1.2GB install, 64MB videocard

RECOMMENDED. 2.4GHz Pentium III, 512MB RAM, 128MB videocard, broadband connection MULTIPLAYER: Internet, LAN (2-7 players)

DUNGEON LORDS HAS MORE BUGS THAN
a cemetery and more missing features than a

medieval skull. To put it more bluntly, it makes
bad games look good. And as far as looks

themselves go, it doesn’t resemble an empty,

drab, hackneyed RPG—it resembles an empty,

drab, hackneyed RPG from five years ago. I

couldn’t even manage to make it to the

end.. .and it’s not just because many docu-

mented features, like the in-game map, are

missing. It's because this horrible real-time

action-RPG is broken beyond all bounds

of playability.

The trouble starts right at character creation,

where you are taunted with a plethora of non-

functional character-appearance options. The

game features four basic character classes:

fighter, mage, thief, and adept. You can even-

tually pursue four additional classes as

well. ..that is, if you can somehow evade the

endless sea of bugs long enough to do so.

Some of my favorites: Quest items mysteri-

ously vanished from my Inventory before I

hit the first town, effectively preventing my
progress: an NPC refused to assign me a

primary story quest because I apparently

clicked on a conversation topic too fast: axit

portals failed to appear when I saved and

reloaded during certain trials; key NPCs
routinely got stuck in trees and behind doors

white trying to follow me during quests; and

entrances to new locations flung me back-

ward instead of forward. Other problems,

such as the auto-deletion of duplicate loot

and nonfunctional shortcut keys and door

keys, and are just ludicrous.

SHARING THE PAIN
Dungeon Lords can also be played coopera-

tively with up to seven unfortunate people in

a multiplayer mode highly prone to lag and

crashes. You might want to take:care who
you invite to play, though—this game could

be a friendship destroyer. You’ll fmd that the

"friendly fire” damage option stays on regard-

less of whether you opt to disable it. And you

can't target hostile mobs—you just swing

wildly into the air, fruitlessly hoping to hit

enemies instead of teammates. One handy

way to avoid hitting your friends is to add

spellcasting abilities to your fighter’s reper-

toire; of course, it’s also one way to avoid hit-

ting mobs, because after casting spells

(which are consumable and run dry pretty

fast), your melee attacks inexplicably go

dead. There’s a woii<around on

DreamCatcher’s forums, but this—and many
other game-breaking bugs—will have you

pulling your hair out in frustration.

DreamCatcher has lowered the bar with

Dungeon Lords' epic display of unfinished

^ Vdu might want to take care whoS yau invita ta play-thia gams cauld^ ba a priandahip daatrayar.

Thnl’9 no typo—
Dungeon Lords Joins

unholy trinity of

COMPUTER

DUNGEON LORDS IS A DISASTER, but the game's

developer, DW Bradley, is a seasoned designer who
was the creative force behind some of the best early

RPGs for the PC

—

Wizardry V: Heart of the Maelstrom,

Wizardry VI: Bane of the Cosmic Forge, and Wizardry

I ZERO STARS?!?
|

game design and its

obvious "wait for the

patch” mentality.

Given the pedigree

behind this title (see

sidebar), we were

expecting a whole lot

better. Silly us.

/Denice Cook

Dungeon Lords puts gamers on the
torture rack and then leaves them
stranded there.

VERDICICAIMVIUC
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Whee! Explosions are fun! See that
cool, shimmery explosion effect?

Get used to n—it^ everywhere. ^

There's something
4 I timeless about a shotgun

blast to tha face. a.

We repeat: Think twice before naming your game
PUBLISHER- Hip Interactive DEVELOPER: Digital Extremes GENRE: Shooter ESRB RATING: M REQUIRED:

Pentium III, 256MB RAM, 3G6 install, 64MB vidcocard, and a whole lot of patience RECOMMENDED: None
MULTIPLAYER LAN, internet (2-32 players)

ONE OF PARIAH’S BIGGEST SELLING POINTS

was supposed to be its solid, story-driven single-

player game. Instead, at best, it's a poor man's

HaJf-U^ featuring a plot so convoluted, it makes

you appreciate the finer points of storytelling in

games such as Psychotoxic, which we awarded a

whopping 1 .5 stars last month.

The A.I. doesn't fare much better. Enemies (of

which there are few variants) seem clueless. After

we sniped one guard at a distance, other nearby

troops completely ignored their fallen comrade.

“Hey, you know what happened to Burt?”

“Dunno. I was just talking to him a minute ago,

and now he's sleeping...saaaaaay...what’s that red

stuff coming out of his head?” These are the guys

we're supposed to be worried about? The

promised “emergent A.I.’’ h^ yet to emerge.

ON THE BRIGKT SIDE
While the wesipons themselves are your standard

assault rtfle/shotgun/rocket launcher fare, the abil-

ity to mod your weaponry is a welcome change.

Finding hidden weapon energy cores throughout

the game will allow you to add a heat-seeking

ability to sniper shots and a target-locking ability

to rockets, for example.

And the graphics look nice, eking out that last

bit of life from the Unreal Engine 2. In fact, Digital

Extremes created a nifty shimmer effect that's

thoroughly abused and overused in Par/ah.

Explosions shimmer, energy shields shtmmer...if

you want to wow us with effects, you've got to

mix it up a little. And if the audio guys di^nt

exactly fall asleep on the job, they came close

—

the weapons could sound much more potent.

The primary bright spot in this otherwise

unpolished title is multiplayer. Your standard-

issue deathmatch, CTF, and assaultlike siege

modes are represented, but the real strength

here lies in the mapmaker. All it takes is one

look online to see that the most frequently

played maps are all user made.

Honestly, it looks like Digttal Extremes spent ite

entire time perfecting the proprietary map editor

(which works fantastically) instead of making the

game fun. Six more months of dev time and a

MY FIRST
MAPMAKER
THE ONLY REASON
TO BUY PARIAH

@ M B

Q Changs ol ntloct

Q Snwo«i u—i.

I

a good look at the interface—it

I looks like something out of a tycoon game.

I

From here, you can do everything. Try

I

raising or lowering the landmass by clicking

I

on the appropriate icon,

^ ^ E E i

-
4®

I

can do the same with vehicles,
buildings, and game objects. Set them up
wherever you think they will make things
interesting. But to keep you from overdoing
it, an object limiter Is built in. This
safeguard keeps you from creating a map
that could grind your PC to a halt.

IB,Want to see how your map turned out?
Jump straight into the action.

complete rewrite of the script could’ve made this

a good game. Some free advice to Pariah's pub-

lisher, Hip Interactive: Drop the price and repack-

age this as an awesome introduction to mapmak-
ing with a couple of decent sample levels.

/ Danen Gladstone

I

Lots of potential;

I

lots of disappointment.

CAMiniC VhlRDIC'l'
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Bin vou

f"."a?
runnlno Area 5l

In the movie

Independence
Data from StarW
The Next Generate

In all its two-fisted

glory, you have the
ability to wield two
guns at once.

RRER 51

^ Find the old 4rea 51 light>gun arcade game.
The only thing missing: fet, sweaty nerds.

I
PUBUSHER Midway DEVELOPEH: Midway Studios Austin GENRE’ Shooter ESRB RATING’ M REQUIRED’ Pentium III 1.4GHz, 2S6MB RAM, DirectX 9.0b-compatible soundcard

(DirectX 9.0b supplied on CD) RECOMMENDED 512MB RAM MULTIPLAYER: internet (2-16 players)

^ Ip you Brsn't ssKing, ‘Havsn't I plBysd2 this bEpDrsP' it's Dnly becBuse ybuTB^ Btsring in BmBZBmBnt st thB rigid R.I.

WHILE THE INVOLVEMENT OF ONETIME
Doom designer Tom Hall and Hollywood

special-effects virtuoso Stan Winston infuses

the arcadey Area 51 with panache and
production values previously lacking in the

series, it doesn’t save the shooter from

being an ultimately derivative pastiche of

elements found in superior games such as

Half-Life 2 and Doom 3.

IMITATION, MEET FLATTERY
A way-too-predictable walkthrough introduces

Area 51's control scheme, heads-up display,

and other conventions (“This way, sirl You’ll

want to pick up some ammo!’’). A way-too-

predictable series of events starts its story:

mutants and monsters and E.T.s invade; you

and a squad of surviving troops try to evict

'em. What follows is a superlinear slog

through a series of faintly familiar hallways in

which an interminable number of bogeymen
pop out at meb'onomic intervals. In fact, if you

aren’t asking yourself, “Haven’t I played this

game before?" it’s only because you're staring

in amazement as your rigid A.I. peers insist on

sticking to their script, regardless of what's

going on around them.

similarly linear Call of Duty, you actu-

ally worry about the welfare of your allies. Not

so in Area 51. As you wander around the facil-

ity, trying to find the card key that opens the

next area, your compadres maintain their

positions in precisely the manner they were

programmed to—tittle direction and less

interaction is offered here. In addition, grunts

unflinchingly take whatever damage you care

to dish out. (OK, so some politely protest

when you pistol-whip ’em—“Pardon me, but

that’s my head you're hitting.’’) Perhaps it's all

in the interest of keeping things user friendly,

but It kind of kills the tension, keeping Area 51

true to its light-gun-game-in-the back-of-the-

tavern roots.

Truly innovative ideas are few and far

between. When good guy Ethan Cole’s

(spoiler alert!) alien infection spreads, the hero

gains access to a few additional abilities that,

to be honest, aren’t different enough to make
the game the gripping experience developer

Midway Austin undoubtedly intended it to be.

Visually, this Area 51 is slightly sharper than

the Xbox version, but even with graphics set-

tings cranked, the game still can't hold a candle

to today's standard-setting competitors. Stellar

sound effects compensate somewhat, matching

the ferocity of the macho weapon selection.

Still, the voice acting of David Duchovny and

Marilyn Manson does little to enhance the vibe,

with the always-wooden former X-Files star

practically sleepwalking through his role.

SAVING GRACE
While the single-player game is the same old

same old, multiplayer is a genuinely good time.

Deathmatch maps don't offer the most com-

pelling layouts but do a good job scaling level

size in proportion to the number of partici-

pants, unlocking doors and expanding areas as

more players log on. Multiple modes (DM,

TDM, CTF, and infected, in which one contami-

nated mutant tries to spread his cooties), the

game's Earth vs. E.T.s selection of guns and

grenades, and perfectly placed power-ups offer

variety and make fragging fun. Perhaps the

biggest problem is finding enough people

online to put together a populated match.

Lacking ideas. Area 51 plays up its license

(and lessons teamed from finer shooters) for a
solid but unsurprising foray into the FPS field.

Pity that it isn't more. / James Mielke

Forget the “me-too” single-player
experience, just go online—if at all.

VEPDIC'I'
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imPERIRL ELORV
Napoleon: Total War

I

PUBLISHER- EidOS DEVELOPER: Pyro Studios GENRE: RTS ESRB RATING: T REQUIRED: Pentium III 1GHz,

2S6MB RAM, 2.56GB Install, 64MB videocard RECOMMENDED: Pentium 4 2GHz, 512MB RAM, 12eMB

videocard MULTIPLAYER' Internet (2'4 players)

IMPERIAL GLORY IS LIKE THE TYPICAL
Hollywood period drama: It might look and

sound authentic, but in actuality, it resembles

history about as much as James Bond accu-

rately portrays real spies. Pyro Studios tried

hard to make Imperial Glory the Total War of

the Napoleonic era but achieved little more

than mediocrity.

All told. Imperial Glory is a tepid imitation of

the Total l^ar formula. In the campaign game,

Europe and the Mediterranean are divided into

a /7/sk-style map of provinces, each of which

produces the game's four resources in varying

proportions. Also scattered around the map
are minor powers such as Saxony and

Portugal, which mostly exist for the major

powers to push around. The playable major

powers—Britain, France, Prussia, Austria, and

Russia—are, of course, trying to conquer

everything in sight.

STRATEGERY!
The strategic game isn’t badly done, but it's not

particularly deep. You construct buildings, recruit

armies, and march your tioops off to conquer an

empire. There's a decent alliance system you can

use to create useful coalitions or annex minor

powers peacefully, as well as a quest system that

gives you various benefits once you accomplish

certain goals. Unfortunately, these bright spots

are marred by very limited resource production

that forces you into many idle cycles of clicking

the End Turn button.

When opposing armies meet on the battle-

field, you enter the tactical mode to fight the

battle. This area is Imperial Glory's biggest

black mark. While units often look like their his-

torical counterparts, the gameplay is more akin

to that of a traditional RTS; there's no measure-

ment of morale, so units fight to the death—and
even the victor suffers huge casualties. Artillery,

which Napoleon considered the “queen of bat-

tle,'' is undemanged and underpowered. Without

canister shot for close actions, your artillery is

easily overrun, ultimately making it more of a

liability than an asset in battle. Shock combat is

also unbalanced, as your cavalry units are inor-

dinately powerful. Rather than featuring elegant

interplays between the various arms and chess-

like maneuvers of Napoleonic formations, the

game has units with unbalanced abilities, which

causes almost all battles to degenerate into

giant fur balls of melee combat.

The one innovation here is the game's

playable sea battles. They look great, but the

interface is a hassle—you control each unit

individually, so large battles are pretty much
unplayable. Even the A.I. has problems here, as

it tends to crash its own ships into each other

when playing with a full fleet.

Imperial Glory is a great-looking game with a

few good ideas, but it Just gets too many things

wrong. Despite the initial promise, the result is a

pale imitation of Total War and a poor attempt

at simulating history. / Di Luo

Looks good, doesn’t crash—but it’s

neither historical nor very enjoyable.

CAMUUC VERDICT
i i /' A A

TIN SOLDERS: JULIUS CRE5RR
Is that a centurion in your pocket?

I
PUBLISHER: Matrix Gaines DEVELOPER: Kolos Works GENRE: War Game ESRB RATING: None REQUIRED: Pentium II SOOMHz, 128MB RAM, 1GB Install, 64MB videocard

RECOMMENDED: Pentium II SOOMHz, 256MB RAM, 126MB videocard MULTIPLAYER: Internet (2 players) I
units in the main phase, and depending on the

result of those actions, you may get a chance

to revise some of those orders later. This “we

go” method adds unpredictability and sus-

pense to an otherwise simple system. Even the

best-laid plans will probably not survive con-

tact with the enemy, especially if you're playing

against another human. And like Alexander,

this new Tin Soldiers looks great, with units

colorfully depicted as lovingly hand-painted

miniatures. After decades of hexes and chits,

it's amazing how much life a little color and flair

can bring to the staid war-game genre.

JC makes several improvements over

Alexander. There are more unit types, including

legions, which are more durable than traditional

formations. The campaign is also less linear,

allowing you to fight battles in different orders

and giving you more control over the troops

brought into each battle. Most importantly, the

variety of battles has increased, including both

defending and assaulting in a siege.

Unfortunately, JC kept many of Alexander's

faults. You still can’t play as Caesar’s enemies,

except in multiplayer. The A.I. remains pretty

predictable, so most of the single-player chal-

lenge is due to the A.i.'s larger armies. Worst of

all, there's no PBEM. With battles lasting for

hours, multiplayer games are just too difficult

to coordinate and play. DiLuo

^ Tin SniaiBrs {1^5 greBt, with units^ depicted bs hand-psinted miniatures.

FOR A TIME, THE ROMAN LEGIONS WERE THE
unquestioned masters of the Mediterranean

world. In this latest addition to the Tin Soldiers

series, you lead these storied legions against

both barbarians and fellow Romans in the

many battles of Julius Caesar’s career.

Tin Soldiers: Julius Caesar, like its predeces-

sor Tin Soldiers: Alexander the Great, models

itself after traditional tabletop miniatures war

gaming. Its most unique feature is the simulta-

neous turn, in which both sides plot out their

moves at the same time before executing them.

Each turn is divided into three phases: main,

reaction, and reserve. Orders are given to all
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REWIND
What should you
play today?
Names in Blue

indicate Editors’

Choice games

Aet of War: Direct Action 06/05

Lego Star Wars

GflmE BflfTIE

Aerial Strike 06/05 kirtrfr::

Alexander 03/05 •kirX-irL-

Annies of Exigo 03/05 ****::

Axis & Allies 01/05

Baseball Mogul 2006 Jul/Aug OS

Blitzkrieg: Rolling Thunder 02/05

Brothers in Arms:
Road to Hill 30

06/05 ****''

Close Combat
First to Fight

Jul/Aug 05 ibK-.'r

The Chronicles of

Riddick: Escape From
03/05 A A A A A

Butcher Bay—Developer’s Cut

Combat Task Force 121 Jul/Aug 05

Conflict Vietnam 01/05 AVru-

Cossacks II:

Napoleonic Wars
Jul/Aug 05 ***->;!

Dangerous Waters 06/05 ****-

D-Day 01/05

Decisive Battles

of World War II:

Battles in Normandy

01/05 ****^'

Domination 06/05 tnbWrJr

Doom 3;

Resurrection of Evil

Jul/Aug 05 AAAA.’.-

Dragoon 04/05

DR1V3R Jul/Aug 05 ihhWr*

Elite Warriors: Wetnam Jul/Aug 05 TH-TWr-V

Empire Earth II 06/05 ****:.-

Forgotten Realms:

Demon Stone

04/05

Freedom Force vs-

The 3rd Reich

05/05 *****

Gary Grigsby's

World at War
06/05 ***y,A-

Guild Wars Jul/Aug 05

Half-Life 2 02/05 ***Tlnlr

Hearts of Iron II 04/05

Heritage of Kings:

The Settlers

06/05 lW.-*7Wr

Immortal Cities:

Children of the Nile

01/05

Joint Ops: Escalation 02/05 AAA*

Knights of Honor Jul/Aug 05 AAA-;,-

Legacy: Dark Shadows 04/05 AAn'rA-iV

Lego Star Wars Jul/Aug 05 AAAfr.':

1 The Lord of the Rings: The 02/05 AAAA.',’

Battle for Middle-earth

Lost Admiral Returns 05/05 AAAI.-,'.-

Madden NFL 200S Holiday 04 A+A-.';

1
Manchester United Soccer 02/05 Ai'.-y.Ar

2005

The Matrix Online Jul/Aug 05 AAA-;'.-,V

Medal of Honor:

Pacific Assault 01/05 AAAAA

Medieval Lords 04/05 AAf,-,1nV

Men of Valor 01/05 -AAAI.-;.-

MVP Baseball 2005 Jul/Aug 05 AAAA-.'r

NASCAR SimRacing 05/05 -AAAA-.',-

NBA Live 2005 03/05 -AAAy.-;.-

Need for Speed
Underground 2

04/05 ***"

,

NHL 2005 01/05 A*1rA-,‘f

1

NHL Eastside

;

Hockey Manager
03/05 •AAAA-;.-

1

Obscure Jul/Aug 05 -AAVr;.^'.-

' Painkiller; Battle out of Hell 02/05

Pitfall: The Lost

Expedition

01/05 kiria'rt!

Playboy: The Mansion 04/05

Prince of Persia:

' Warrior Within

03/05 AAAA..-

j

Project: Snowblind Jul/Aug 05 AA*y.-,'.-

1

Psychonauts 06/05 AAAAV.

1 Psychotoxic Jul/Aug 05 AA-'n'r-V

Raging Tiger 04/05 *A-,v;.-,v

Return to Mysterious 04/05 AAAA

Rollercoaster lycoon 3 02/05 AAAA-;,-

1

Rome; Total War Holiday 04 AAAAV,-

The Saga of Ryzom 01/05 AAA;.-,'.-

Second Sight Jul/Aug 05 AAAI.-;.-

Secret of the Silver

Earring

01/05 -AAAA.'r

mBBS

MVP Baseball 2005

BnmE ISSUE RATINE

Sentinel: Descendants

in Time
04/05 •AAtA. .-

-

Sid Meier's Piratesl 02/05 AAAA1,

Silent Hill 4: The Room 01/05 AA1,-.'.-'r

Silent Hunter III 06/05 AAAAA

The Sims 2: University 05/05 •AAAA..-

Space Interceptor; Project

Freedom
02/05 AAA-,-;-

Splinter Cell Chaos
Theory

06/05 AAAAA

The SpongeBob
SquarePants Movie

02/05 ArAI.-..-.'.-

Star Wars KOTOR II:

The Sith Lords

04/05 ****'

Star Wars Republic

Commando
05/05 AAAA,

Superpower 2 02/05 Af.i'r.'.-,'.-

Supremacy Jul/Aug 05 AAA-AA

SWAT 4 06/05 •AAAAA

Time of Defiance 04/05 -AAA..-.',-

Tin Soldiers: Alexander
the Great

04/05 AAAI.-..-

THbes: Vengeance Holiday 04 -AAAI.-;.-

Ultima Online: Samurai 02/05 AA.-.--'rii-

Vampire: The Masquerade— 02/05
Bloodlines

AAAA.'.

Vendetta Online 05/05 -A-y.-v.'nv

World Championship Jul/Aug 05 A'-'nWr

World Soccer Winning
Eleven 8 International

Jul/Aug 05 AAAA .

Zoo Tycoon 2 02/05 -AAf'.'.-'r
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AMOn
- NVIDIA" nForce™4-SU Chip DudI PCl-Expross

Motherboord

-- Roldinox' Somural Gaming Case

- Corsair 2048MB DDR400 Memory

- Scrial-ATA 250GB 7200RPM Hard Drive

~ 16x Ooubie Layer DVDxR/xRW CD-R/RW Drive

- 1 6X DVD-ROM Drlva

- 2X NVIDIA* GeForce'^*' eSOOGT PCI Express 256MB
Video Cards

- 7.1 Ciionnei Surround 3D Premium Sound

- 10/100/1000 MBps Ettiornet LAN

- Opciloi Mouse & Multimedia Keyboord

- MIcrosolt Windows’ XP Home Edition

- Froo Wireless 802.1 Ig 54MBps Network Adopter

- Free l-Yeor 24/7 l-Care Deluxe Teohnicol Support

+ On-Sito Service

- Upgrade to sicuro RW-670XL 5.1 Crazy Lighting

Speaker System Add S169

& n @09

AMD Athlon™ 64 FX-57 Processor

AMD Athlon™ 64 X2 4200-t- Processor

AMD Athlon™ 64 4000-t- Processor

AMD Athlon™ 64 3700-1- Processor

AMD Athlon™ 64 3500-t- Processor

AMD Athlon™ 64 3200-t- Processor

AMD Athlon™ 64 3000-1- Processor

$ 2829
S 2169
$ 2049
$ 1939
$ 1889
$ 1859
S 1809

1 5.4" Wide Screen 1 6:1 0 WXGA TFT LCD 1 280x800 Display

AMD" Mobile Athlon''"' 64 Processor with HypcrTransport Technology

Mobile ATP Radeon"" 9700 PRO 128MB DDR Video

1024MB DOR-400 Momory

Removable 8x DVD±R/±RW / CD-RW Drive

eOGB 5400RPM Ultra-ATAIOO Hard Drive

1 0/1 00Mb Elhernel LAN & S6K Modem

Wireless 802.1 Ig 54MBps Mlnl-PCI Network

3x USB 2.0 & lx Firewire IEEE-1394 Ports

3-in-1 Build-in Media Cord Reader

MIcrosofT' Windows" XP Home Edition

Fteo 1 -Year l-Care Deluxe 24/7 Phono Support

Choice of 6 Exclusive Reflective Colors

Fligh Portormonce Ll-lon Battery

Free Deluxe Carrying Cose

~ 15.4" Wide Screcnl6:10 WXGA TFT LCD 1280x800 Display

-AMD* Mobile Athlon'"" 64 Processor with HyperTransport Technology

- Mobile ATI* Radeon'"" 9700 PRO 1 28MB DDR VIdoo

-512MB DDR-400 Memory

- Removable 8x DVD & 24x16x24 CD-RW Combo Drivo

~40GB 540ORPM Ultra-ATAIOO Hard Drive

- 10/1 00Mb Elhernel LAN & S6K Modem

-Wireless 802.1 lg 54MBps Mlnl-PCI Network

- 3x USB 2,0 & 1 X FIrewIro IEEE-1 394 Pods

-3-ln-1 Build-In Media Cord Reader

- Mlcrosoir Windows* XP Homo Edition

- Free 1 -Year l-Care Deluxe 24/7 Phono Suppod

- Choice of 6 Exclusive Reflective Colors

-High Performance Ll-lon Battery

- Free Deluxe Carrying Case

^ *1 $ 1 1 <-49

Mobile AMD Athlon'''’’ 64 3700+ Processor S 1479 Mobile AMD Athlon™ 64 3700+ Processor $ 1389
Mobile AMD Athlon™ 64 3400+ Processor S 1359 Mobile AMD Athlon™ 64 3400+ Processor $ 1269

Mobile AMD Athlon'”’’ 64 3200+ Processor $ 1329 Mobile AMD Athlon™ 64 3200+ Processor $ 1219

Mobile AMD Athlon™ 64 3000+ Processor S 1279 Mobile AMD Athlon™ 64 3000+ Processor S 1 169
Mobile AMD Athlon ™ 64 2800+ Processor $ 1249 Mobile AMD Athlon™ 64 2800+ Processor S 1 149

Order Toll Free 888. 462. 3899



Shown with Optional Sicuro RW-e70XL S.1 Ctozy Lighting Gaming Speokor

ieUYI=>OWE« NOW Slrll4P5 TO CANiAOAf
IhlonTM. X2 dual-^core processor
eryone tO' do more in le^s^^ime py
exceptional muUirta^.ing capaPilities
sedf perldrmance bn idlgltat media.
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isor responsiple for ruf^uilng programs
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speakers

AMD Aihlon’“ 64 3000+ Ptocessor S 809
AMD Athlon'"^ 64 3200+ Piocossor S 859
AMD Athlon’" 64 3500+ Piocossor S 889
AMD Athlon’" 64 3700+ Ptocessor S 949
AMD Athlon’" 64 X2 3800+ Ptocessor $ 1 029
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ISSUE 254TRCH THIS MONTH’S
GEEK LUST LIST

WHEN THE NEW LINE OF AMD PROCES-

sors became the lirst benefactors of^ Nvidia's NForce4 SLI (Scalable Link

Interface) technology for PCI Express, AMD stole

the hearts and minds of gaming purists away

from Intel in a big way. Exciting new technology

tends to do that. Now Intel fights to get the

purists back into its fold by adopting SLI. Enter

Vicious PC, winner of last year’s Ultimate Game
Machine. Its newest Paladin SLI gaming monster

is a seductively fast machine for serious and

mainstream gamers alike, and its newest speed

demon, which is based on the NForce4 MCP
technology, shows Intel still has a gaming pulse.

For those still favoring an AMD-based system over

an Intel one for gaming, listen up good: The Paladin

SLI packs impressive game-performance speeds

worthy of the AMD-based Paladin’s past accolades.

Kudos to Vicious PC and its computer-building

prowess, because this new Paladin SLI—with its

combination of Nvidia’s NForce4 SLI MCP and Intel’s

Pentium 4 3.46GHz Extreme Edition 1 ,066MHz

FSB processor, which resides on a feature-rich

Asus P5ND2-SLI motherboard with two GeForce

6800 GT cards from XFX in SLI—simply takes

The Guts
1

COMPONENT 1

Processor Intel Penfum 4 Extreme Edition

processor at 3.46GHz, 800MHz FSB,

2MB L3 cache

System
Color

Jet black

Cose Full tower with aluminum door cover and
SLI-ready 535W case with LCD
temperature motors

CPU AMD Athlon 64 3500f 2.2GHz, socket

939 retail [with fan)

Maoiboant Nvidia NForceJ Intel SLI with 1,066MHz
FSB, 16X PCI Express, and DDR2

Memory 1,024MB (IGB) PC2-5400 DDR2
667MHz memory (2 x 512MB)

Hard Drives Dual 74GB SATA 150 10,000 rpm
hard drives

RAID Settirrg RAID 0 stnped drives—for performanco

purposes (SATA dnves only)

Video Dual Nvidia GeForce 6800 GT 256M6
DDR3 with PCI Express, DVI, and TV out

In SU mode

CO/OVD/RW Internal DW3*CO rewriteable combo
drive 16/52/32/52

Sound Onboard 3D digital 7.1 8-channel sound

Network Card Onboard Gigabit (10/100/1000) PCI

network card

Floppy Olive 1.44MB 3.5-incJi foppy disk drive

OS Mictosofi Windows XP Home Ediion

with CD and manual

Smic. Standard three-year limited parts and
labor warranty

With supercDDl cDmpDnBntB, Uicidub
ncB BQBin prnvBB gnad lanKB cbh bIbd
rsmBin punctianBl.

gaming performance to new heights.

Testing the Paladin SLI with our 3D GameGauge

Lite benchmark suite certainly proves this, scoring

some unprecedented benchmarks across the

charts. When all was said and done, the Paladin

almost inched to the century mark with a final score

of 9T.23 (to put that number in perspective, its

UGM-winning sibling scored 98.68 but cost about

$2,000 more). Halo, Doom 3. Far Cry, and Painkiller

all scored over lOOfps in their respective benchmark

tests, further proving this is an ultrafast gaming sys-

tem. Perhaps more impressive, the Paladin SLI

pumped out the best 3DMark05 score to date with

a 7,956 at a 1280x1024x32 resolution with 2x

antialiasing and 4x anisotropic filtering enabled. If it

could have squeezed out just 50 more frames, this

rig would have topped an unprecedented 8,000

level in 3DMark05. Not even the recent AMD SLI

GOOD KNIGHT...
Vicious PC Paladin SLI

76 > COMPUTER GAMING WORLD
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systems we’ve benchmarked scored so high.

With supercool components, Vicious once

again proves good looks can also remain func-

tional. thanks to a stylish, toolless aluminum

MGE Quantum chassis. It’s one of those rare PC
cases that not only looks good, but is functional

in spades: Two large side-grill air-vent panels

and a seven-fan controller panel easily keep air

flowing briskly to coo) internal components, and

a sleek neon-blue advanced LCD controller sits

on the front panel, updating you on fan speed,

CPU temperature, and miscellaneous data like

no one's business.

The bottom line is Vicious PC has an obvious

talent for pushing the gaming-performance enve-

lope, especially with Intel-based systems.

Considering how long AMD has dominated Intel in

the gaming arena of late, it’s no mean feat.

Matching good looks with (more important) high-

Paladin SLI S3560
Craving an Intel system for gaming?

;

IVIy friend, your search has finally

come to an end.

COMPUTER

CJUUUlUC VERDICT
1 mMLO

FIRST LOOK
Nvidia GeForce 7800 GTX
Unparaltelled speed—at least for this month.

Creative Labs X-FI
You're about to hear games in a whole new way.

ng S
Game Gauge Lite v1.2
Each system goes through an exhaustive series

of benchmark tests in order to assess overall

performance and raw speed values.

Benchmarking consists of both the industry’s

undisputed reference synthetic benchmark utili-

ty, 3DMai1<05, along with CGlV’s own real-world

game benchmai1<ing suite, 3D Game Gauge
Lite v1 ,2. 3DGG Lite consists of a brilliant col-

lection of A-List action games like Halo, Doom
3, Unreal Toumamenf 2004, Far Cry, and

Painkiller. 3DGG video configurations are set at

the 1 280x1 024 resolution with 2x antialiasing

and 4x anisotropic filtering enabled, except for

Halo, which gets no benefit from either tech-

nique. Results are then tabulated and posted

as a raw Geomean score for your reference.performance components, the Paladin SLI has

won the heart of this tech guru and a place of honor

among the plethora of AMD Athlon 64-based sys-

tems housed at the Cave. /Raphael Liberatore ebsdbi
WORST PALADIN SLI ^

HOW OUR GRAPH WORKS We graph a

product’s benchmark scores to demonstrate

how it compares to the scores of other products

we've reviewed in the last six months. During

tfiat time, the lowest 30 GameGauge 1 .0 score

we've seen is 40; the highest is 98.68.

rxnrm PRICE Prices for products not purchased directly from manufac*

LfiLS index turers were the lowest we found by shopping on 1UP.com.

CGW.1URC0M <77
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but it's not in the initial driver release. The comply
promises a driver update soon that will enable this

new mode, possibly only on SLI systems.

Basically, die main goal of the 7800 QTX is greatly

improved performance. This new architecture is all

about making existing and upcoming games nin

much faster, especially those that use floating point

textures and HDFI rendering, like those using Unreal

So how did the 7800 GTX stand up against the

current crop of games? Maybe it was because we
had a fully loaded Athlon 64 FX-55 (2x512MB
DDR400 RAM and ASUS ASN-SU Deluxe

MAT^UFACTUREFi. Nvidia

I FTOOUC7; CoForce 7800 GTX
I Videocard

Nvidia GeForce 7800 GTX, brought to you by] E>tTHEWE|ECH |

OWER
PC GEEKS ARE SPLIT INTO THE RED

! Camp (ATI) and the Green Camp (Nvidia),

each staunchly defending their choices in

' graphics cards. For now, Nvidia's latest graphics

juggernaut, the GeForce 7800 GTX, is king of the

hill when it comes to raw power. But at a cost of

around 600 bones, all the pixel shaders in the world

can't save it from being an expensive add-on.

Nvidia is quick to point out that the 7800 GTX archi-

tecture isn't a simple product refresh or tweak of

the GeForce 6800 Ultra—the vertex and pixel shad-

er pipelines have been completely redesigned. But,

since the core feature set is pretty much the same

and the only differences are performance charac-

teristics and power utilization, it's easiest to under-

stand the new architecture in comparison to the

previous one. The 7800 has only 10 percent more

memory bandwidth and the same pixel fill rate, and

Making Sense of 3DMark05
3DMark05 is the quintessential synthetic bench-

mark for testing gaming hardware. It’s primarily a

graphics-focused test suite that utilizes DirectX

O.Ocwith Pixel Shaders 2 game tests, and fea-

tures, batch, and CPU tests. The final score

reflects a combination of graphics and CPU loadsj

at 1 280x1 024 resolution with 2x antialiasing and

4x aniostropic-filtering enabled.

HOW OUR GRAPH WORKS We graph a

product's benchmark scores to demonstrate

how it compares to the scores of other products

we've reviewed in the last six months. During

that time, the lowest 3DMark05 Pro score we've

seen Is 1 ,904; the highest was 7,275, until now.

runs at a mere 5MHz higher clock speed. The inter-

esting parts are the 50 percent increase in pixel

shader pipelines, from 16 to 24, and the 33 percent

increase in vertex shader units.

With just 10 percent more memory bandwidth,

how does this GPU hope to be significantly faster

than the 6600's NV40 architecture? Nearly every

part of the graphics pipeline has been tweaked,

redesigned, or overhauled for greater efficiency.

The 7800 GTX card draws about 100 watts, com-

pared to 110 for the 6800 Ultra. Better still, the ref-

erence cooling solution is single slot and runs much

more quietly—no leaf blowers here, which is great

news for those building high-performance systems

into smaller cases.

One of the 7800 GTX's big bullet points is what

Nvidia calls Transparency Adaptive Anti-Aliasing fil-

tering. TAAA is aimed at improving the image quali-

ty of textures with alpha (transparency) data.

Cunent anti-aliasing methods smooth out most

onscreen Jaggies, but they can't handle objects like

chain-link fences that have "clear" spots where

you’re supposed to see between the links. Nvidia’s

new solution provides anti-aliasing to the links of

those chain-link fences (or any other object with

transparency in the textures).

However, we should point out that the 7800 GTX
doesn't really do anything new to improve standard

anti-aliasing modes. The cards are still limited to 4x

multisample AA, plus the 8xS mode, which com-

bines 4x multisampling AA with 2x supersampling.

ITie multisample pattern hasn't changed at all—it's

still the tried-and-true rotated grid pattern used in

the last generation of GeForce cards. Nvidia

promises a boost to 1 6x AA, which will be a combi-

nation of 4x supersampling and 4x mulUsampling,

^ It's Kin^ DF the hill2 whsn It camBB tn^ raw powsr.

motherboard), but the 7800—as expected—cut a

bloody path through our tests. The 7800 GTX has 50

percent more pixel shader pipelines and a third more

vertex shader pipes, so it’s unsurprising that its

scores in SDMarkOS scores are roughly 50 percent

higher than the 6800’s. And this Is with 1600x1200

resolution, as well as 4xAA and SxAF turned on. it

goes without saying: The new GPU also outstiips

ATI’s best by quite a margin.

As for real game tests: It's hard to believe, but it's

Far Cry—not Doom 3 or Half-Life 2—that shows we

still have plenty of need for more powerful graphics

cards. A single 7800 GTX is about 25 percent faster

than the 6800 Ultra, ^d 1 5 to 20 percent fcister than

the X8S0 XT PE. Is that enough to make the game
CPU bound? Hardly. TWo 7800 GTX cards in SLI

show Uiere's still plenty of headroom left, so long as

you run at a render state higher tiian 1 280x1 024

without AA or AF.

Bottom line, Nvidia has unquestionably produced

the fastest videocard to date—at least until we see

what the big deal is with ATI’s upcoming next-gener-

ation architecture, code-named R520. Unfortunately,

this unprecedented speed com^ with an unprece-

dented price tag: GeForce 7600 GTX cards are

expected to cost S599. With GeForce 6800 Ultra

cards selling for under S500 now, we can't really say

that Uie 7800 GTX represents much of an improve-

ment in value. Basically, only three types of people

will own these cards: the rich, the hardest of hard-

core gamers, and tech editors. But if you've got the

green and you w^t to run at high resolutions wHh

anti-aliasing and anisotropic filtering all the time, It's

worUialook. Jason Cross

GeForce 7800 GTX S600
Nvidia focuses on speed and delivers

it in spades, but at a price that means I

many gamers won’t be able to enjoy it. I

Icn

CAMiniC VERDICT
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’

PRODUCT: Deskstor 7K600
300GB 7,200 rpm SATA II HDD a

mance, and more than enough space to keep you

from thinning your herd of games and MP3
music. Not only is the Deskstar 7K500 a solid

performer with a 16MB data buffer and a solid

media transfer rate of 817 Mbps, its native

command queuing (NCQ) SATA II interface at

300 MBps makes it one of the fastest drives at

this enormous capacity on the planet. You'll appre-

ciate this when you see the decreased load times

for data hogs such as Half-Life 2 or Rome: Total War.

The Deskstar 7K500 comes in either SATA II or

PATA Interfaces. Forward-looking gamers will want

the added benefit of a SATA II interface, especially in

a high-performance RAID setup that matches two

500GB drives for a gigantic 1 .000GB array of raw

speed, I saw Doom 3 benchmark scores jump 1

0

frames just by upgrading from a single 7K250 HDD to

this sort of setup.

The Deskstar also runs at a very quiet 3.1 dB. And

if this isn’t enough, the Deskstar’s "Smooth Stream"

technology optimizes buffer management for

improved music or movie-clip playback. If you're a

hardcore gamer with big bucks, then grab one (or

ideally two) of these puppies for the best native SATA

II HDD money can buy. /Raphael Liberators

G
P
RflB fl GREAT BIG
LATTER AND ENJOV

Deskstar 7K500 500GB 7,200 rpm SATA II HDD

^ WITH GAMES GETTING INCREASINGLY

larger and gobbling up precious hard-drive^ space like a fat uncle obliterating the limited

supply of Thanksgiving stuffing, you’ll find yourself

weighing which of your older games to dump for the

newest arrival. Or you could just add another HDD.

Hitachi’s new megahuge Deskstar 7K500 500GB
7,200 rpm Serial ATA II hard drive may be the answer

to your storage dilemma, offering speed, perfor-

Deskstar 7K500
Pretty much the ultimate in SATA II

hard drives.

CAMUUC
•RECENTLY ANNOUNCED

VERDICT

5UU SPACE IN A
5P0AT5 CAA BODV
LaCie Mobile Hard Drive, Design by F.A. Porsche

--Q.

lECh
CammandD
Commo from the hardware front lines

THE IDEA OF LINKING TWO GRAPHICS
cards and running your favorite games at

insanely fast framerates sounds great, but

I'm not completely sold on SLI yet. For all of

its benefits, SLI still possesses a couple of

shortcomings—namely, its immature tech-

nology and extreme cost.

I can certainly attest to SLI’s speed, but

I've experienced enough crashes, freezes,

blue screens, and general system anom-
alies to recognize that this technology is

still maturing. And while Nvidia certainly

gets credit for gobbling up 3dfx and then

retooling that technology to fit its own, it

needs to understand that many gamers
simply can't afford SLI. The total cost of

an SLI NForce board (S200 to $260) plus

two GeForce 7800 GTX cards (S1 ,200+)

in a high-end setup can be $1,600

or more.

On the bright side, Nvidia recently intro-

duced www.slizone.com, a fantastic portal

containing everything related to SLI,

including info, tidbits, game lists, drivers,

products, and contests for gaming enthu-

siasts and developers alike.

Still, I’ve hit a crossroads with SLI— I love

it, but simply can't recommend it without

considering a gamer’s finances. For those

with deep pockets, SLI Is a no-brainer.

Everyone else should just wait, allow the

technology to mature some more, and hope

the price drops in the interim.

Raphael UTeratore

^ IF YOU’RE A NONTECHIE TYPE WHO’S
afraid of opening your case to add anoth-^ er drive, what can you do? Simply add a

LaCie FireWire drive. It’s a quick, simple, exter-

nal solution for adding storage without installa-

tion trauma.

Designed by an F.A. Porsche design team

(yeah, the same guys behind those cars you

can't afford), this sleek-looking lightweight

beauty comes with a superfast FireWire transfer

rate and a variety of capacities (from 80 to 250

GB). This HDD will not only provide the storage

you desire, but in most cases, will enhance the

look of your setup since it will stand out like a

Porsche parked next to your clunky Yugo of a

desktop tower.

FireWire is a popular storage solution thanks

to zippy transfer rates topping 400 mbps. Using

the IEEE 1394 standard, FireWire is especially

useful for streaming video and/or high-end

game applications where isochronous data

requires a delivery of sustained throughput at

high speeds. Like the USB standard, FireWire is

both hot swappable and plug-and-play, and

can be daisy-chained using other self-powering

1394 peripheral devices.

The LaCie FireWire drive also can act as a

system backup drive, and the Silverling and

SilverKeeper utilities software makes use of

several system formats, including FAT32,

NTFS. UNIX, and Mac OS Extended or

Standard (HFS). LaCie also makes a USB 2.0

I

MANUFACTURER: UCie
PRODUCT: LaCie Mobile Hard Drive,

Design by F.A. Porsche ^

version of this drive for computers lacking the

1394 slandard. It all adds up to a solid option

for gamers needing extra storage or portability.

/Raphael Uberatore

nr
Simple, effective, and not bad looking.
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AM MANUFACTURER; Abus
I PRODUCT: P5ND2-SLI Deluxe

m Motherboard

BLI SHOOT-OUT
Double your processing pleasure

ONCE UPON A TIME, GAMERS LOOKING
to dramatically boost their gaming framer-^ ates with SLI technology had but one

option; an AMD chipset. But with Intel recently

jumping onboard the SLI bandwagon, those

same gamers are now faced with a choice: AMD
or Intel. Most gamers don't have the luxury of

building two systems and comparing the

results—but I do.

1 started with a pair of top-notch Asus PCI

Express motherboards armed with Nvidia’s power-

ful NForce4 chipset. The difference? Two refer-

ence-quality 64-bit-capable CPUs: In one corner,

the Asus A8N-SLI Deluxe motherboard matched

with the reigning king of gaming processors,

AMD’s flagship Athlon 64 F=X-65 Socket 939

processor supporting HyperTransport technology;

in the other, Asus' new P5ND2-SLi Deluxe mobo

with Intel’s top Pentium 4 Extreme Edition 3.73QHz

Socket 775 processor supporting Hyper-Threading

and Enhanced Intel SpeedStep technologies.

For fairness, each system was built with iden-

tical components: two BFGTech GeForce 6800

Ultra DCs, two Hitachi 7K500 500GB SATA II

HDDs in RAID 0, Windows XP Professional, PC
Power & Cooling's 580-watt power supply, and

the same dual-layer DVD-RW drives. The major

difference came in memory management. Since

the AMD-based motherboard still supports DDR
while the Intel-based mobo moves into DDR2.

we used 1GB of Corsair TwinX 400MHz DDR
RAM modules on the AMD board, as opposed to

the faster 1 GB of Corsair 5400U DDR2 RAM on

the Intel motherboard.

For benchmark testing, we used both the

3DMark05 synthetic benchmark as well as our

very own suite of 3D GameGauge Lite 1.0 bench-

mark games, running at 1280x1024 with 2x

antialiasing and 4x anisotropic filtering enabled

(except for Halo). Both systems scored pretty

impressive marks across the board, with a slight

edge going to AMD for scoring almost 1 3 points

higher in our 3DGG suite. Both setups covered

the same 3DMark05 scores, and in games like

Far Cry, both hit framerates in the mid 90s. The

notable difference came when running proces-

sor-heavy benchmarks in UT2004, which ran at a

blisteringly fast 124fps on the AMD setup while it

positively chugged on the Intel setup at 48fps.

So what does all this mean? Well, the final tally

proved to be closer than expected, that UT score

notwithstanding. Simply, the high scores from

both systems blew the top off our charts with

their out-of-this-world performance. The AMD
FX-55 and Asus A8N-SLI combo, however,

moved slightly ahead of the Intel setup on the

3DGG performance scorecard, and way ahead in

terms of cost-effective pricing, thereby retaining

its title as the best SLI-ready processor choice

for gaming.

Both reference-quality boards highlight Asus’

prowess at providing each processor camp a

great platform upon which to flex its graphic

muscle. AMD or Intel both—on these mother-

boards—simply rock.. .it’s just that AMD rocks a

little bit harder, a little bit longer. The biggest

winner here is you, the gamer, reaping the blind-

ingly fast rewards provided by the continued

growth of SLI. / Raphael Uberatore

^ The biggest2 winner here is^ you, the gamer.
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resolution maxes out at
!'

1 ,280x1 ,024 pixels at :

7SHz for beautiful imag-

ing, and the monitor

supports both analog
'

'

VGA and DVI-D inter- I’

faces, making it a good

choice for old and new
videocards alike. The

|

proprietary f-Engine 'j

image-processing tech-

nology enhances bright-
j

ness and color simulta- v

neously, making even '

the gloomiest DVDs ! I

spring to life. ..

The price tag will
j

keep many gamers
!

;

from bending over I

backward to oat this ’ I ^WNUFACTJRER: LO :

DacKwara to get tnis
pRooLjCT natron Liesoo

baby, but if you’ve got | lcd Monitor ^
the scratch and need a

monitor that can literally do the twist, this is

the display for you. . Raphael Liberatore Flatron L1980Q

WORTIONBT
Flatron L1980Q LCD Monitor

If only Gumby were this flexible and
pleasing to the eye.

COMPUTER

GAMING VERDICT

LG MUST HAVE SOMEONE ON STAFF

who previously worlted for the Ringling^ Brothers, as the company's new Flatron

LI 9800 19-inch ultraslim LCD monitor has the

flexibility of a sideshow contortionist. This moni-

tor bends backward, swivels sideways, tilts for-

ward, and rotates up to 270 degrees easily, all

while keeping the image right where it's sup-

posed to be—directly in front of you. How
extremely can it be bent? While most LCDs tilt

1 0 or 20 degrees from their stationary base, the

LI 9800 tilts back a full 150 degrees, allowing it

to serve as a very expensive TV dinner tray.

Beyond the pretzel factor, the LI 980Q is an

elegant LCD that really performs, with a hand-

ful of cool gaming features particularly worth

noting, like its outstanding Sms response time

for blowing through fast-moving games like

America’s Army with almost zero ghosting or

streaking. The L1960Q also features an above-

average pixel pitch, a contrast ratio of 500:1

for showing off blacks and grays, and a bright-

ness level of 250 nits, which is perfect for

spotting enemies lurking in the shadows. The

A-US1'
Welcome to Computer Gaming World's revamped A-LisL This all-

star list of computer components and devices for gamirig covers

plenty of territory—from high-performance

top-of-the-line products to mainstream gear. y
CPUs
Best Performance Processor
AMD Alhlon 64 FX-55 CPU
(AMD - www.amd.com - S850)

Best Budget Processor

AMD Athlon 64 3500* 2,2GH2 “Winchestef'' CPU (AMD -

www.amd.com - $250)

MOTHERBOARDS
Best Perfonnance Motherboard

Asus A8N-SU Deluxe NForce4 Mothedsoard

(Asus ' www.asus.com - Si 65)

Best Budget Motherboard

Chaintech VNF4 Ultra Zenith VE NForce4

Ultra Motherboard

(Chaintech - www.chaintechusa.com - S95)

GRAPHICS CARDS
Best Perfonnance Graphics Card for AGP
ATI Radeon X850 XT Platinum Edition AGP 256MB
GDDR3 Graphics Card

(ATI Technologies - www,ati.com - S599)

Best Performance Graphics Card for PCI Express
BFGTech Nvidia GeForce 6800 Ultra OC PCI Express

256MB GDDR3 Graphics Card

(BFGTech - www-bfgtech.com - S549)

Best Budget Graphics Card
BFGTech GeForce 6600 GT OC 128MB GDDR3
Graphics Card

(BFGTech - www.bf9tech.com - $239)

RAM
Best Perfonnance DDR RAM
Corsair XMSTWINX1024-4400 1GB Kit 550MHz
1024MB DDR RAM Kit

(Corsair - www.corsairmicro.com - $360)

Best Performance DDRS RAM
Corsair XMS2 Tvnn2X1024A-5400UL 675MHz 1024MB
DDR2 RAM Kit

(Corsair-www.corsarmicro.com - S340)

Best Budget DDR RAM
Kingston HyperX KHX3500A/512 433MHz 512MB
DDR433 PC3500 Kit

(Kingston - www.kingston.com - $100)

MONITORS
Best LCD
Dell 2405FPW 24-inch LCD Monitor

(Dell - www.dell.com - SI ,299)

Best Budget LCD
NEC-Mitsubishi MultiSync 1970GX 19-inch LCD Monitor

(NEC-Mitsubishi - www.nec.com - $499)

Best CRT
NEC Multisync FE21 1 1SB-BK 22-inch CRT Monitor

(NEC - www.nec.com - $499)

SOUND
Best Soundcard
Creative Sound Blaster Audigy 2 ZS Platinum Pro

Soundcard

(Creative Labs - www.creative.com - $1 89)

Best Budget Soundcard

Mad Dog Entertain^’ 7.1 DSP Soundcard

(Mad Dog - www.mdmm.com - $39)

Best Speaker System
Logitech Z-5500 Digital 5-1 Speakers

(Logitech - www.logitech.com - $399)

Best Budget Speaker System
GigaWAjrks ProGamer G500 5.1 Speaker System

(Creative Labs - www.creative.com - $249)

Best Headphones
Zalman ZM-RS6F Headphones
(Zalman - www.zalmanusa.com - $60)

GAME DEVICES/PERIPHERALS
Best Gaming Mouse (tie)

Razer Diamondback Optical Mouse
(Raze--www.razerzone.com - $59)

Logrtech MX 518 Gaming-Grade Optical Mouse

(Logitech - www.logitech.com - $49)

Best Mouse Pad
Steeipad 40 Mouse Pad

(Soft Trading - www.steelpad.com - $29)

Best Gaming Keyboard

Gamers Keyboard

(Saltek - www.saitek.com - $59)

Best Wireless Keyboard-Mouse Combo
Logitech Cordless Deskti^ MX3100
Logitech - www.logitech.com - $109)

Best Joystick

CH Products Rghterstick USB
(CH Products - www.chproducts.com • $149)

Best Gamepad
Logitech Cordless Rumblepad 2 Wireless

(Logitech - www.logitech.com - $39)

Best Racing Wheel
Logitech MOMO Racing Whe^
(Logitech - www.logitech.com - $90)

NETWORKING
Best Gaming Router
DGL-4300 GamerLounge Wireless 108G Gaming Router

(D-Link - www.d-link.com - $160)

Best Switch

SMC8508T EZ Switch 10/1 OO'1 000 Gigabit a-port

Unmanaged Switch (SMC - www.smc.com - $159)

Best Network Adapter
Belkin Pre-N Notebook Network Card

(Belkin - www.belkin.com - $110)

GAMING NOTEBOOKS
Best Performance Notebook
Alienware Area-51m 7700 Notebook

(Alienware - www.alienware.com - $3500)

Best Budget Notebook
Dell Inspifon XPS Gen 2 Notebook

(Dell - www.deil.com - $2,850)
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® .iyaiL II
\ OVD y Creative Labs’ X-Fi technology will change the way yc

Remember when 3D cards were just coming out and you'd read about them and become mildly interested—right up until you saw

GLQuake In action and that mild interest immediately morphed into burning desire? A few months back, we were that excited about

the prospect of a separate CPU handling superrealistic physics. Now we have a new obsession. We recently heard Creative Labs’

new X-Fi {Extreme Fidelity) technology in action. And trust us, once you hear it too, you’ll never want to listen to standard PC
audio—be it music or gaming—ever again.

ITS ALL IN

YOUR HEAD
Creative's vision for this

leap forward in sound

quality is aimed directly

at your head.. .via your

headphones. Why
headphones? Because

Creative's research

revealed that a sizable

majority of PC users

and gamers listen to

content almost exclu-

sively through head-

phones. That would

seem counterintuitive,

considering the num-

ber of 2.1, 3.1, 5.1, and

7.1 speaker systems

on the market, but

think about it: Teens

don't want anyone to

hear what they're

doing, LAN gamers

need headphones to

pick up their own aural

cues and to cancel out

the noise of their sur-

roundings/competitors,

and unless you live

alone, the odds are

your housemates/

spouses/wardens don't

want to be bothered by

you blasting Doom 3

demons in glorious 7.1

suiTOund sound cranked up to 11 at 2 a.m.

Creative isn’t the only manufacturer working on

headphone surround (see “The Competition"

sidebar), but as the company that arguably start-

ed and has dominated the soundceird market for

some 16 years, it’s the one to beat. Powered by a

3.4GHz CPU capable of 10K MIPS that lets it per-

form the demanding floating point calculations

you pay for in high-end receivers, the X-Fi card is

actually three cards in one: a gaming-audio solu-

tion, a digital-entertainment product, and a pro-

sumer-caliber audio-creation tool. The X-Fi

—

which is 24 times as powerful as Creative's cur-

rent top-of-the-line Audigy card—is able to do all

these things so well because it dynamically

throws all its processing muscle behind whichev-

er application you want running at the time—sim-

ply pop open the appropriate console and you're

good to go.

1
CMSS-3D - This

lets you enable/

disable the surround
sound, both over
headphones and
speakers. This is tied

to your speaker selec-

tion; for example, If

you change from
headphones to 5.1

,
Uie

options here will

change as well.

.lEnabteEQ

24-bit

Crystalizer

Crystalizer - This

lets you

Mixer
crystalizer and also

has a slider used to

set the intensity of the
effect.

3
EQ - Use this to

a enable/disabie

and set standard EQ
settings. You can
adjust the EQ settings

and save them as a
personal profile or

choose from standard
EQ settings such as
acoustic, classical,

country, dance, rock,

vocal, etc.

Speakers V
i
Synchronise with

Control Panel

Channel

9 Next to Settings

9 is Default, which
(obviously) restores

the default settings.

8 To the right of

the Mode button
is a Settings button
that gets into a few
more advanced fea-

tures, such as setting

the digital I/O,

enabling automatic
headphone detection
and an external
decoder, mapping
surround sound chan-
nels to different

speakers, and upmbc-
ingDTS-ES 5.1 to 6.1.

4 Mixer - Volume
control for wave,

MIDI synth, CD player,

line-in, and mic, along
with enable/disable

controls for Smart
Volume Management,
EAX effects, and mic
environment FX.

5 Speakers -

f Allows you to

choose fmm among
headphones, 2.1, 4.1,

5.1, 6.1, or 7.1 speak-
ers and test all the

channels. It also

allows you to bnng up
6ie THX console to

make sure your
speakers are calibrat-

ed correctly.

6 Bass - Allows
a you to enable/

disable bass redirec-

tion and features a

slider to set the

crossover frequency
(when bass redirec-

tion is enabled).

The volume
control is setf-

7
The Mode button

a on the bottom
left allows you to

switch between game
mode, audio-creation
mode, and entertain-

ment mode.

when one side of the

headphones is silent.

The positional audio

even reflects elevation.

Perhaps the most dramatic demo we’ve heard

had a helicopter taking off and passing "over-

head." As the chopper lifted off, you could hear

the clear but subtle cues indicating how high

above you it was as it moved throughout the

CMSS airspace and eventually caime to a landing.

Imagine having tiiat kind of realistic audio in a

game like Battlefield2—actually, you wont need

to imagine it for long, because BF2 is one of the

first games to be optimized for X-Fi.

Unfortunately, you won’t be able to hear it until

the cards start shipping this fall (along with a spe-

cial bundled version of UT 2004, also optimized

for X-Fi).

But dont let all this optimization talk discour-

THE OUTSIDE
WORLD
Perhaps the most strik-

ing thing about X-FI is

the Creative Multi-Speaker Surround (CMSS)

technology tiiat jerks the sound out of your head-

phones’ ear cups and into the space around you.

The experience is like being perfectly positioned

in a room AjII of speakers. Instead of sound flit-

ting back and forth between the right and left

side of your headphones, an ambient field is cre-

ated, making you feel as if you've been dropped

into the game world and bringing an intimacy to

the game action you didn’t know you were miss-

ing. The effect is even more dramatic with music,

as it pulls rigid stereo mixes out into the world

and erases tiiose dead zones you experience
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\TECH

VOUR ERRLi
lear games

TIIE CONPkTITION I
J ^ Creative Labs isn’t the only company on the planet creating sound tech-

,^ nology. Its competitors are hard at work coming up with reasons for you
not to buy X-Fi. Chief among these is a little company you may have heard of

called Dolby Labs. This past May, Dolby announced a deal with three leading

motherboard manufacturer8~-Abit, Asustek, and Gigabyte—to launch Intel-
{

I

based motherboards designed In conjunction with Dolby's PC Entertainment I

Experience. With Intel updating die architecture of its boards to handle more
complicated audio streams for the first time since 1994, these Designed for ^ H
Dolby Master Studio>designated mobos will offer support for up to 7.1 chan-

^ ^
nels of surround sound—including support for headphones, as with X-R.

What this solution doesn’t offer is the 24-bit crystallization that X-Fi does.

Still, the surround sound tech is pretty impressive. You can check it out your-

self by going to http://www.dolby.com/consumer/pc/pcbasics.html and
ciicking on “Experience 5.1 Channel Surround Sound.”

And Dolby isn’t alone. VIA, Realtek, SRS Labs, and C-Media are also plan-

ning their moves in the coming headphones/surround sound wars.

^^ The 24-bit crystalizer just might^^ bs X-Fi's killsr app.
The Entertainment
Mode screen is the
least complicated
screen and should be
the most familiar to
users since its iook
mimics a home-theater
receiver^. From here,
users wiii be able to set

preferences for audio
and DVD piayback—
once diose preferences
are set, however, odds
are most people wilt

just fiddle with diat big
fat volume knob. ^

ExtrcmcTceh, corn's
excellent in-depth expla-

nation of the hardware

age you, because X-R will work urith any game,

intelligently creating a CMSS environment

CRYSTAL CLEAR
The 24-bit crystalizer just might be X-Fi's killer

app. Let's look at it in terms anybody can

understand: Think of a music CD. Digital audio

is recorded at 24-bit and then immediately

compressed to 16-bit Just to slap It on a CD. If

you turn that into an MP3, even more com-
pression occurs and more audio information is

lost as sharper tones are blunted, punch is

deadened, and the overall sound quality is

muffled. X-Fi’s 24-bit crystalizer restores that

lost information and brings music to life on a

scale comparable to DVD Audio. X-R does this

through a crazy kind of reverse math, “back-

wardizing’’ the compression algorithms and

making logical assumptions to restore and

remaster the lost tones, particularly the high-

and low-end sounds that are the first victims

of compression.

Music fans will love it. Whether we were lis-

tening to The Clash’s "London Calling,’’ a Philip

Glass symphony, a Queen song, or a Police

song that I Uiought had been ruined for me
thanks to obsessive playing by a college room-

mate, the effect was never less than breathtak-

ing, with the music sounding as sharp and as

clear as if it were being performed right there.

For gamers, the upside is just as huge. Those

same compression tosses occur with game
audio as well, and restoring them adds a vis-

ceral punch you—once again—didn’t know you

were missing. Listening to a Jedi Knight battle

with the crystalizer running makes the thrum of

lightsabers so rich that you can practically feel

the static electricity from the weapons tugging

at your arm hair. Listening to that same battle, I

involuntarily jerked my head to dodge a blaster

shot whipping by me—it sounded just that real.

HEAR FOR YOURSELF
In this case, hearing is believing, so we’ve

included a bunch of X-Fi sample audio files on
this month’s disc. Without an actual X-Fi card

in your rig, you won’t get the benefit of the

crystalizer, but you can absolutely hear the

CMSS tech in action. Be sure to check out the

Read Me file and follow the set-up instructions.

It won’t come close to the experience of hear-

ing the files running on an X-Fi card, but we're

betting afterward you'll be like us—eagerly
awaiting the next big technological leap in

gaming. /Robert Coffey

1^ hush: ON THK HOVE
One of the greatest features the X-Fi card will provide is

^ the "super-ripping" of MP3 files. These files are the same
size as regular MP3s but have the benefit of CMSS technol-

ogy, effectively turning your MP3 player into a portable sur-

round sound system. But since the 24-bit crystallization and
the richer sounds It produces rely on the X-R hardware, that

feature won’t be a part of the super^ripped files. But consid-

er this: With Creative’s commitment to challenging Apple’s

iPod with its own line of Zen MP3 players, how long do you

think it will take to find a way to shrink down that PCI card

into a more portable size? We asked Phil O’Shaughnessy,

director of corporate communications for Creative, that

exact question, and while his eyes lit up, all he would say is

that Creative is committed to X-Fi well into the future.
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KILLER RIE
Kandalf Intel-SLI

^ WE'VE TAKEN INTEL OFF OUR KILLER RIG

MIA status now that it's become a charter^ member of Nvidia's exclusive NForce4

MOP SLI (Scalable Link Interface) club. With the

Nvidia NForce4 SLI chipset firmly entrenched in

Intel's gaming camp, Intel fans have plenty to be

thankful for.

Scanning the guts of our new Kandalf Intel-SLI

system, it reads like we’re pimping our A-List

again. With all DIY setups, the processor forms the

basis for system building. Since our focus is an

Intel-based SLI configuration, we went right to the

top in choosing Intel’s Pentium 4 3.73GH2 Extreme

Edition 1,066MH2 FSB core CPU component.

Pricey, yes, but it kicks butt. Asus has outdone

itself by manufacturing the first Intel SLI mother-

board; its new P5ND2-SLI Deluxe offers the same

features as its heralded AMD-based A8N-SLI

Deluxe board. Adding two Hitachi 7K500 500GB

NCQ SATA li HDDs in RAID 0 gives one whopping

terabyte of storage. For filling the two PCI Express

video slots, we went with the best GeForce GPU
cards—a pair of BFGTech GeForce 6800 Ultra 00
266M8 GDDR3 cards. Finally, we stuck a couple

of Corsair 5400UL 512MB RAM modules running

at 667MH2 in the memory channels.

The Thermaltake Kandalf full-tower chassis

with its toolless design, thermal capacity, and

spacious interior is perfect for housing our com-

ponents. The expansive design makes it easy to

work inside, especially when adding a couple of

LED fans, a cabling kit, and dual cold cathode

ray tubes purchased from www.xoxide.com.

Since I've been running into power-supply

issues (see sidebar), I chose a PC Power &

Cooling Turbo-Cool 510-watt Nvidia-certified SLI

power supply for our power needs. This is a

serious power supply.

^ Ip you want Intal. it haa finally^ became an alternative par gamera^ Innking par high-perpnrmance SLI.

PC POWER & COOLING
TURBO-COOL 510 EXPRESS (PSU) 1

1

With RAID, SLI, mod lighting, and a heavy assortment of fans, PCs today demand

greater and more reliable power-supply solutions. PC Power & Cooling’s Turbo*

Cool 510 Express power supply saves the day. This is one of the first power sup*

plies to actually receive Nvidia SLI certification. PC Power & Cooling builds its

PSU from the ground up with quality heavy-duty caps, inductors, and heat sinks,

and its Turbo-Cool offers tight, consistent, and reliable +12VDC output at a con-

tinuous ambient temperature while maintaining output at full and peak loads,

with a minimum of sag and surge issues, which can lead to a busted machine. 1

As brawny as this rig is, benchmark testing

shows it to be just slightly behind (and some-

times beside) the AMD SLI systems here in the

cave. But if you want Intel, it has finally become
an alternative for gamers looking for high-per-

formance SLI. / Raphael Liberatore

The Guts
COMPONENT PRICE

C“ Thermallake Kandalf

aluminum full-tower case
' with window panel

$70

Operating

System
Microsoft Windows XP
Professional x64 Edition

S14g

Power Supply
i

PC Powers Cooling 510-
watt TS1SU power supply

$210

Processor Intel Pentium 4 660
3.73GHz processor

$1,100

Motherboard Asus P5ND2-SU PCI
Express Motherboard with

7.1 audio, Gigabit LAN,
RAID/Serial ATA

$249

Memory Corsair XMS2 5400UL
675MHz 2x512 MB DDR
memory (1GB total; 2 x $140)

$280

Hard Drives Two Hitachi 7K500 500GB
7,200 rpm NCQ SATA II

HOD (2 X $225)

$450

Graphics
Processor

Two BFGTech GeForce
6800 Ultra OC 256MB
GDDna PCI Express
graphics cards with TV-oul

(2 x$510)

$1,020

DVD-ROM Drive LG dual-layer DVCH-/-R+/-RW $120

Floppy Drive Sony 1.44MB floppy drive $19

Monitor Dell 2404 24-inch LCD $1,299

Keyboard Sailek Gamers Keyboard $59

Mouse Logitech Razer
Diamondback Optical Mouse

$50

Speakers Creative S750 7,1

Speaker System
$329

TOTAL COST $5/404
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TECHS^

EktremeTech

TECH fTlEDICS
ExtremeTech.com’s big brains answer your questions

SINCE I RUN AN ATHLON 64 PROCESSOR,

naturally I have been tempted to make the

switch to the new XP 64-bit OS. Problem

is, I have Windows XP Home now, so making the

switch won’t be as easy or as affordable as I might

like. My biggest question is: Will it enhance my
games at all?

Biake Ogle

The short answer is “not yet.” Full 64-bit good-

ness requires four elements: a 64-bit applica-

tion, a 64-bit OS, 64-bit drivers, and 64-bit

hardware. If you ran out tomorrow and got

Windows XP Professional x64 Edition and

installed 64-bit drivers, you'd have three of the

four bases covered. But the all-important

fourth base—64-bit games—isn't here yet.

There will be some 64-bit games coming out

this year, but 64-bit gaming won't go main-

stream until 64-bit-capable CPUs are more
widely available in lower-priced PCs. Most 32-

bit games will run, though—but not games
protected with StarForce copy protection

(used by some current Ubisoft titles).

StarForce uses a device driver for its content

protection, and the company expects to have a

64-bit version ready this summer.

I am planning on building a new system within the

next few months. I'm looking for the best video-

card to use, but I’m having a hard time choosing

the right card. I need to know what videocards are

comparable performancewise between AGP and

PCI Express and their prices. For example, what

PCI Express card would give me similar results to

an ATI 9800 XT?

Brett Smith

Transitional periods are always difficult,

because the GPU makers invariably don't make
every GPU for both the old and new platform.

For example, ATI's Radeon X700, a fine

midrange GPU, is only available on PCI Express

(PCIe). Nvidia's GeForce 6600 GT is available in

both AGP and PCIe flavors. If you're making a

platform investment at this point (new CPU,

motherboard, memory), then go with PCIe. A
full-duplex interconnect, PCIe can both send

Full 64-bit gnbdnesB requires pour
eiementS: a 64-bit Bpplicstinn, a 64-bit

05. 64-bit drivers, snd 64-bit hsrdwsre.

4m MANUFACTURER: BFGTech
I PRODUCT: GeForce
I €600 CT

and receive data much faster than AGP could

ever hope to. A card based around Nvidia's

GeForce 6800 GT on the PCIe side would be a

very solid high-midrange solution. If you're on a

tighter budget, a card based either on the

Radeon X700 or the GeForce 6600 GT will get

the job done.

Very few articles have been written concerning big-

screen DLP HDTVs and computer gaming. I would

like to know if any tests have been performed that

compare the quality to traditional CRT displays.

Bob Temple

We test HDTVs on a pretty regular basis at

ExtremeTech, and both the PS2 and the Xbox

can run in progressive-scan mode and con-

nect to an HDTV via component video output.

Your PC can connect via a DVI or VGA output.

One issue with DLP-based HDTVs (rear pro-

jection) is the vertical viewing angle. We've

found that these HDTVs are really best viewed

straight on and that color shifting can occur if

your viewing position is off-axis. The other

issue is that your PC games need to support

widescreen resolutions to look their best on

an HDTV. This resolution is usually 1280x720,

which is known as 720p in the HDTV world,

and while nonwidescreen games will play, the

HDTV's video scaler may distort the game's

image to make it fill your HDTV screen. Also,

some games exhibit a tiny delay between

when you press the controller and when you

see a response, which can be a problem in

fast twitch games.

I've seen some online reviews of the new Athlon 64

X2 and Pentium 840 dual-core CPUs, and they can

be a lot faster than single-core CPUs. But will they

make games any faster?

Melinda Fedders

It depends on the game. Game engines have

historically been written as one big, single-

threaded event loop, and as a result, they

haven’t benefited from dual-CPU setups. The

dual-core CPUs simply place two CPU cores

onto a single die, and an application has to be

multithreaded for it to see real benefit from a

dual-core CPU. However, most games are still

written as single-threaded apps, and until

game developers write new engines that are

multithreaded, you won’t see much benefit

from a dual-core CPU on most games. Don't

expect to see multithreaded games become
common until late 2006.

r
.1 1

Got questions? Send them to
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TOM vs.BRUCE
Not quite, but

Washington-based devel-

oper AronaNet did record

over 250,000 account
rogistrations during Oolld

Wan' first meek. Yowzal

TOM: JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH WAS AN
economist known for taking complicated princi-

ples and delivering them as the sort of home-

spun aphorisms you might hear on A Prairie

Home Companion. For instance, there’s one

about how if you give a horse enough oats, there

will be some left over for the sparrows.

Something like that. I think it’s supposed to

explain trickle-down economics. I’m no John

Kenneth Galbraith. Here’s another one: “Under

capitalism, man exploits man. Under commu-

nism, it’s just the opposite." He’s the Winston

Churchill of economics.

Today, John Kenneth Galbraith must die.

Bruce: Tom thinks it’s really funny to deliberately

misread or mishear words. We’re playing a mission

in Guild Wars called Villainy of Galrath. There’s

some backstory about stopping the villainy of

someone named Galrath, but I'm not about to read

a bunch of Guild Wars fan fiction, and Tom isn’t

about to disabuse himself of the fantasy that we’re

going to kill John Kenneth Galbraith.

At least the John Kenneth Galbraith stuff is

mildly funny. Another of Tom's favorites: He

really likes it when I’m talking about my Axe

Mastery, an attribute that determines whether I

can use certain weapons. Tom loves to pretend

I’m saying "Ass Mastery.” Here’s a typical

exchange over Teamspeak:

Tom; Hey, Bruce, I just found a great ax that

rr7aybe you can use. What level is your mastery?

Bruce: It's still 6, just like last time you asked.

^ Note that we have to fight the undead
critters without the added benefit of Tom's
bone horrors.

^ Once we start battiing things that aren’t

already dead, the bone horrors join the fray.

Take that, forest minotaurS

Tom: So you would say you’re a level 6

ass master?

Then there’s the sound of muffled laughter. The

whole thing will repeat in about 10 minutes.

Tom: The quest: Villainy of Galbraith. My com-

panion: a sixth level ass master.

Bruce: The quest takes us through several

zones, which Tom and 1 scouted earlier.

Tom: By “scouted,” Bruce means we got

within sight of the end, a tower where John

Kenneth Galbraith lives, and then died.

Repeatedly. As we accumulated a "death penal-

ty,” whereby our health and mana were reduced

after we’d been resurrected, it got harder and

harder to progress. We eventually took our

gloves and went home.

Bruce: Now that we know what we’re up

against, we can tailor our characters accordingly.

Guild Wars lets you swap out your skills when

you’re in town, choosing any eight for the dura-

tion of a quest. As a warrior/monk, I can choose

to go heavy on the healing or load up on melee

abilities. In the beginning of Villainy of Galbraith,

we’ll be fighting undead, which means taking

skills that do holy damage. Everyone who took

medieval physics class knows that holy spells do

double damage to undead. After that, though,

we face trolls, minotaurs, and human spellcast-

ers, which is where Tom's necromancy comes in.

Tom: Bone horrors are twisted, fleshy abomi-

nations that I can raise from a corpse and then

keep alive by feeding them from my own health.

Using this strategy, we have easily roiled through

many parts of the world. Given Bruce's predilec-

tion for all things World War II, he calls it our
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TWO GAMERS
ENTER ONE
GAMER WINS

» Bruce
Last month:
Bruce's Allied troops

succeed in putting an

end to Tom’s

Communist ways.

“bone horror panzer blitz.”

But there’s one problem: You can't make
undead from undead. Ghouls and zombies are

an exception. Otherwise, killing an undead dude
doesn't leave anything raiseable. Skeleton

rangers, fog nightmares, wraiths, necrid horse-

men, hellhounds, and so forth can't be recycled.

It’s a scientific fact— I learned it in medieval

physics class. Until we get out of the swamps
and start fighting the non-undead things around

Kessex Peak, I have to rely on curses that drain

health, slow attacks, and lower armor classes. I'll

be a boring old support mage while Bruce hogs

all the glory of the actual fighting.

Bruce: I “rolled up” a warrior because I like to

play melee characters in these types of games.

Spellcasters are just a bit too fruity for me, and

some of the mesmer outfits are, uh, not really my
style. Of course, that implies that a Village

People construction worker look-alike—which is

what my guy looks like— is my style.

Tom: I. on the other hand, am totally hot.

being a scantily clad necromancer chick. I've

opted for scar armor that gives me lots of extra

spell-casting energy and leaves me mostly nude.

I talked Bruce into giving me all his silver dye so

I could make my scars all shiny and metallic. I

was worried at first that I’d look like some sort of

Goth Tron character, but I look totally hot.

Bruce: The dual-class system gives you a lot

of options without a lot of duplication because of

one factor: primary attributes. For example, as a

warrior/monk, I have access to the warrior’s pri-

mary attribute. Strength. That makes a lot of my
warrior skills, you know, better. But I'll never have

Divine Favor, which is the primary monk attribute,

so no matter how many points I put into monk
attributes, I’ll never be as good at monking as an

actual monk. An even bigger, unrelated problem is

that I think I want to be a ranger.

Tom; Rangers aren’t all that. I'm half ranger, but

I just use it for the pet, a cat I’ve been leveling

since 1 got him. At one point, he was even at a

higher levei than me. He takes up two of the eight

skill slots: one for Charm Animal, which is needed

to bring him along, and the other for Comfort

Animal, which is needed to resurrect and heal him

when he's been standing in poison swamp water.

But he’s a great complement to my bone horror

army. Because I’ve named him Hot Dog, after

Dennis the Menace’s cat. I keep accidentally call-

ing him a dog. “The bastards killed my dog,” I'll tell

Bruce when my cat gets killed.

Bruce: I still wish I was a ranger, but not

because I’d get a dog. Playing as a melee char-

acter makes it really hard to heal people. One of

the greatest things that Guild Wars does

(besides outlawing jumping) is introducing colli-

sion detection between individual units. This

means you can actually use the medieval com-
bat tactics you learned at the RenFaire to protect

spellcasters with melee types. The problem is

that the pathfinding isn’t quite good enough to

keep you (or your henchmen) from getting hung

up on obstacles. As a warrior, this means I have

to be very careful in deciding where to stand.

^ If there’s one thing better than a bone
horror, it's five bone horrors.

A girl and her bone horror—now that's
something you don't see all the time...unless
you’re playing Guild Wars,

^ I tBikBd BrucB into giving ms sll his2 silver dye so I cduld make my scars sll^ shiny snd mstsllic.

because 1 have some melee skills that allow me
to hit all “adjacent” targets. Getting to a good
spot, though, often requires fighting the pathfind-

ing system, which tends to put all the henchmen
and Tom’s stupid dog in my way. As a ranger, I

could just stand back and cycle through targets

while healing. Why can’t I do that now? Well, I

can, but because I’ll never have the ranger

attribute of Marksmanship, I’ll never be very

good with a bow.

Tom: Villainy of Galbraith was one of those

quests that I figured would squat in my quest log

forever. It’s not clear where you’re supposed to

go. But lucky for me, Bruce is aces when it

comes to fantasy geography. Just ask him

where any place is in World of WarCraft, and

before he realizes he’s outing himself as a hard-

core MMO geek, he’s explaining to you exactly

how to get there.

Bruce: We start out in this town called Bergen

Hot Springs. It wasn’t easy to find, although it

was the destination for a quest out of Lion’s

Arch, which is an outpost you’ll find about

halfway through the game. Once we uncovered

this town, it became clear that it would be a

good place to use as a base for finding

Galbraith. We had uncovered a lot of Northern

Kryta without ever finding the "Black Curtain” or

"Wizard’s Tower” described in the quest’s text,

so the area west of Bergen Hot Springs seemed

like a reasonable choice. We had already

explored everything else,

Tom: I have very fond memories of this area,

because this is where we did my favorite quest.

We had to rescue someone's pig by herding it

across the levei back to its owner, basically the

fantasy equivalent of rescuing a cat from a tree.

It made me feel good about helping someone
else without having to just kili stuff. Plus, the pig

was really cute.

Bruce: I hope we never have to do another

pig-herding quest. It was all about stupid A.I.

pathfinding, which didn’t stop Tom from saying

things like, “Bruce, get out of the way, you're

scaring the pig!” It took superhuman restraint not

to unleash my Axe Mastery on that thing.

Guild Wars is automatically my favorite game
ever for one reason: no jumping. Of course, the

downside to not having hyperactive kids jump-

ing up and down every time your party stops

moving is that you get blocked by things like

tree stumps. Nevertheless, I like the twisty,

mazelike environments that make exploring kind

of like a treasure hunt. Except when you have

to avoid poison swamp water,

Tom: It’s easy enough for us to stay out of the

poison swamp water. One thing that makes us

distinctly human and that has continually spoofed

Turing tests is that we know better than to walk

through poison. The A.I. henchmen aren’t hip to
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Bruce: Just as we're despairing that there are

too many of them, Tom notices that we can sneak

up the hill to the right and avoid most of the bad

guys entirely. It’s almost like a stealth mission.

There are a few level 1 1 bandits in our way.

Please. We run straight at the little green star

marking the end of the quest and are rewarded by

finding some guy who doesn’t look anything like

an economist. In fact, he looks like a floating gold

knight. That goes with the floating castle he lives

in, I guess. We kill him pretty easily.

Tom: What Bruce doesn't realize is that after

you kill the gold knight, you have to use your

imagination for the part where you kneel over his

vanquished body and remove his helmet. You

reveal a mortally wounded John Kenneth

Galbraith, who says with his dying breath, “You

may have defeated me, but you’ll never

get. ..John...Maynard. ..Keynes."

If you didn't get that one. don’t feel bad. I had

to look it up to write it./

Bruce and Tom each get 500 experience

points. And a sense of satisfaction.

that, so their health bars are constantly turning

green and ticking down. They’re usually smart

enough to get out in time, but it makes for

unnerving trips through the Cursed Lands if you

can’t get a full party of humans who are innately

able to not walk through poison.

Only a few of our guild members are online

now, but they’re doing other things. So we
recruit a pickup group, which involves standing

around in Bergen Hot Springs and yelling "LFG

for Villainy of Galbraith,” all the while /inviting

every monk we can find. Because monks are

dedicated healers, they’re always in demand.

And they know it. Most of them ignore us. It’s a

sellers’ market, like when trying to hit on the

prettiest woman in a bar.

We eventually get a pickup group together and

set out. They immediately split up, run off in dif-

ferent directions, and start drawing obscene

doodles on the minimap. I think one of the doo-

dles is supposed to be either the Eye of Sauron

or a woman’s privates. At any rate, Bruce and I

agree that it’s officially The Worst Pickup Group

We’ve Ever Picked Up and we'd rather deal with

dragging the A.I. through poison. We head back

to town and gather up some henchmen.

Bruce: It’s a short walk through Nebo Terrace

to the gateway into the Cursed Lands. The zone

is silly with skeletors and mesmers or whatever

those guys are called. I have an area-of-effect

spell called Symbol of Wrath that, uh, I guess

gets God so mad that he does extra damage to

zombies. The only question I have is why God

isn’t mad at zombies all the time, instead of just

when I hit the Symbol of Wrath button.

We zone through the portal (which on the map

looks like a swastika) into the Cursed Lands,

which seems to be exactly like Nebo Terrace,

only I guess cursed. Same terrain, same mon-

sters, same strategy.

Tom: Bruce is so obsessed with World War II

that any swirling icon reminds him of the Third

Reich.

Bruce: The Black Curtain! Once we step into

this zone, I get the little green quest arrow, which

tells us which direction to go. Since Tom and I

have been here before, we know it’s still a long

way to the end of the zone, and a long trek

through the next one before we can face off with

Harvard faculty necromancers. Until then, there's

this thing called swamp water.

Tom: If you didn’t get the Harvard faculty ref-

erence, don’t feel bad. I didn’t get it either until I

started reading up on our opponent. John

Kenneth Galbraith, whose villainy will end soon,

taught at Harvard. We eventually get out of the

Cursed Lands and emerge into the more pleas-

^ Thsy immsdiatEly split up. run apF in^ dippsrBnt directinns, end start draw-^ ing dacEna dnadlES nn thE minimap.

ant clime of Kessex Peak. We all died a few

times, so we’ve got a bit of a death penalty, but

at last I can fulfill my true calling and raise an

army of bone horrors to rule the world. Or at

least this small corner of it.

Bruce: At least we're out of that swamp.

Rather than make a beeline for our destination,

we go out of our way to beat up on forest mino-

taurs. This works off some of the death penalty

we accumulated in the swamps and lets Tom

recruit a bunch of monsters to get in my way.

Tom: It’s been a long slog, but we’ve made it

to where we gave up last time through, I can

see the tower where John Kenneth Galbraith

lives. But this time our death penalty has been

managed better. By the way, the cool thing

about being a necromancer with an army of

bone horrors is that it's in everyone’s best

interest to keep me alive. Because when I die.

all the bone horrors turn hostile. So unless you

want to add to your troubles with a pack of

undead abominations, you’d better watch my
back. Bruce knows this and generally keeps

me well healed.

Bruce: This is going to be tricky. There are

like 1 million level 20 dudes guarding this tower,

and they’re human, so they’re probably a million

times smarter than those minotaurs. We manage

to thin their ranks a bit. Unfortunately, they thin

our ranks as well. On a few occasions. I'm the

only one left standing, which I guess is best

since I can resurrect the whole party.

Tom: It looks like it’s going to be just like last

time; I’m at -60 percent health, which is where the

death penalty maxes out. Two swipes from a hill

giant and I’m dead, leaving Bruce and company to

clean up whatever disgruntled undead I’ve left

lying around. We’re starting down that vicious spi-

ral. What’s more, my dog keeps getting killed.

Bruce
resurrecting
Tom, again.
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ON THEme THE LATEST
AND GREATEST
PC DEMOS

/ Let the fall games begin! Our big

news this month (for the two peo- J

pie who still haven’t played it, /
th^t is): a free 14-day trial of World of j
WarCraft, our 2004 Game of the Yearl I

And if that’s not enough, you can also I

check out the Battlefield 2 demo to ^ I

see what all the hoopla is about or the ' \

Warhammer 40,000: Dawn of War demo, \
which we are offering again to complement

this month’s Warhammer minifeature.

i’esTKi shocUri e
IKr'v’i
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2K GAMES
Elder Scrolls Oblivion.

© WARHAMMER 40.000:
DAWN OF WAR DEMO

2K GAMES Shattered Union

CHIPS & BITS Chips and Bits

CREATIVE LABS Audigy.

CYBERPOWER SYSTEMS
Cyberpower PC

or those of you who actually have been liv-

ig under a rack and are thus unsure what

II the hype is about, watch this trailer to

ee what awaits you in World of WarCraft.

.iliuk \ CU‘V>= Voul'

at blasts'

isaliu Clicdi uuL

IBUYPOWER
Ibuypower PC

MAJESCO GAMES
Advent Rising. .

.

(u-acuou.

ipider-Man is back in Ultimate Marvel uni-

erse style—and this time, you can also take

vil for a spin as the villainous Venom. This

ailer will give you an eyeful of Spidey's all-

ow cel-shaded look.

MICROSOFT
Dungeon Siege II.

- V/- Or OnT',' 0 77^ ML =7?

Adrenaline rush? Check. D-Day? Check.

All hell about to break loose? Watch it and
weep, then prepare to fight! MICROSOFT Windows XP

.gent 47 returns in this fourth installment of

16 Hitman stealth-action series. This trailer

hows just a few of the myriad ways to take

ut your targets.

NCSOFT CORP Back Cover
Reflexive offers up another action-packed

shareware game filled with great maps and
lots of power-ups. But watch out for those

cosmic bugs—they'll try to ruin your day!

NINTENDO OF AMERICA
Fire Emblem

Want to know what some of the Diablo g
have been up to? Then check out this vis

ceral trailer set In a near-future, war-tom
London.

PLANETWIDE GAMES
RYL: Path of the EmperorEver wanted to spend your time playing

poker with a bunch of wisecracking odd-

balls? Consider it done.
VIVENDI UNIVERSAL GAMES
F.E.A.R

'WhEre the hE|l is my disc" giau bbI^
miBB hi iN I innraribl urii. ir bi iherirlhhinn !

11- -

VIVENDI UNIVERSAL GAMES
WORLD OF WARCRAFT .

.
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^ I want a EaUFBthsr gsme Bbaut as^ much aa I went b UicKs UBpaRub BhBmB.^ which, moBt dBys, is hbt all that much.

Panning for gold in a chemical toilet

THE NEXT TIME YOU’RE BRAGGING TO YOUR
nongamer friends that games are as big a

business as the movies, do yourself and the

gaming population a favor and shove both

fists in your mouth. Keep them there until you

shut the hell up about the movies, and if that

means you end up flossing slivers of thumb

skin out of your molars for a week, well, at

least you're getting some good protein in your

diet. Hollywood and the Hollywood mode of

thinking are absolutely the worst thing to hap-

pen to gaming since ever. Is it a coincidence

that the worst PC game of all time is the

Jurassic Park tie-in Trespasser7

Here's a bunch of announced games: The

Godfather. Jaws Unleashed, Scarface, Dirty

Harry, The Warriors, The Matrix: Path of Neo,

Starship Troopers, and Reservoir Dogs. And

Taxi Driver, or as I like to refer to it in family-

publication-safe West Side Sfory-speak, Taxi

Motherloving Driver. These aren't all announced

for the PC, but you can bet that many of the

ones that aren’t will be soon enough. And I shall

weep hot tears of blood when they are. Because

pretty much every single one of these has no

business existing, a lot like the Starsky & Hutch

game, and Die Hard: Nakatomi Piaza, and Enter

the Matrix, and The Matrix Online. These are

lazy, cynical, pointless, soulless exercises in

avarice and are expelled from the same polluted

womb as the Scooby-Doo, Beverly Hillbillies,

Brady Bunch, Charlie's Angels, and (shudder)

Dallas movies. Aside from that, yeah, I guess

they're OK.

Incredibly, these games are doubly lazy—more than one of them is

being pitched as featuring Grand Theft Aufo-style gameplay. So that

makes at least two wads of brainmeat not being taxed with the effort to

squeeze out something original. Hey. Vivendi, while you're at it. why not

recycle the graphics from Tribes: Vengeance for Scarface and spare yet

another sliver of intellect the indignity of actual use? I saw Scarface at E3

this year, and how those guys are not going to have their pants sued off

and then lit on fire by the GTA: Vice City crew is simply beyond me.

Granted, not all of this stuff is based on crap like Starsky & Hutch.

The Godfather is a cinematic masterpiece—so the best this game can

possibly hope for is not to totally take a hot whiz all over a beloved

classic. When “Not Pissing on Genius" is the bar you're trying to clear,

isn’t it time to stop competing? I want a Godfather game about as much

as I want a Vicks VapoRub enema, which, most days, is not all that

much. Is the Godfather game going to be like the movie? No. You know

what is like the movie? The movie. That's why they made it. Games like

this will enhance your enjoyment of the beloved original about as effec-

tively as that god-awful green Shrek 2 cereal enhanced your enjoyment

of Shrek 2.

I admit I’m being harsh, but this cash-in mentality is killing games, and

not just by drowning them in the digital diarrhea of licensed trash: It’s

killing the originality and creativity that made this hobby and this industry

so great. At this year’s E3, more than one big-name, very successful

developer bemoaned the state of an industry they once loved. Their

complaint? They aren't allowed to take risks. Ballooning development

budgets (another Hollywood “achievement’’) prevent them from creating

anything new and exciting, lest risk-averse publishers drop them.

Instead, they are tasked with developing and maintaining brands first,

awesome games second. God forbid they dare tinker with formulas and

surprise players with compelling new content—instead they must settle

for incremental change, which is just two letters short of being excremen-

tal change. It’s the same alleged thinking behind the redundant Lethal

Weapon, Die Hard, and Alien series of movies. Some of these games

may eventually not totally suck— I saw The Godfather at E3 and was

mildly entertained. But I still have my doubts—when the guy giving the

demo says, “We decided to really focus on gameplay," as if this is some

“Eureka!” moment of creative genius, I start to worry, because that’s right

up there with saying, “I decided to really focus on not choking to death"

when discussing eating lunch. Shouldn't that be pretty much a given?

But you know who else is creatively bankrupt? You are, but only if you

reserve your gaming budget for Scarface because “that movie was so

badass" and you pass over Psychonauts or Freedom Force. Do that and

you’re telling publishers, “I find new things terrifying and strange—please

do not challenge me.”

I want something new and exciting. What do you want?

/ Robert Coffey robert_coffey@ziffdavis,com
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• Half-Life™: Counter-Strike
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• StarCraft®: Brood War\“
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• Dead or Alive® Ultimate

• Halo 2™
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