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Alasdair uses Frontlines: Fuel of War as a cheap excuse to blither on about geopolitics
and architecture for a bit.

~
To regular readers of the Playpen, it probably seems
a little odd that I'm writing about a first-person
shooter set in the near future after my little, ahem,
meltdown over Call of Duty: Black Ops. For what it's
worth, that post was written in the throes of rage,
and I would like to take the opportunity to retract my
condemnation of all video games. It's just...you
know...sometimes you're just hit with so much chest-
thumping American patriotism, gratuitous sadism,
and childish appropriations of national traumas that it
gets hard to ignore.

  
Fortunately, the game I'm here to talk about doesn't
have any of that. Unfortunately, it doesn't have all
that much else either.

  
Frontlines: Fuel of War is one of those forgotten
games you see here and there, sitting in discount
computer stores on shelves crammed with games from Eastern Europe you've never
heard of, all sad and dusty. It was originally released back in the beginning of 2008,
hoping to become the next big online FPS in the style of the Battlefield series. That
didn't really pan out, leaving it in the curious position of being a game designed for a
mode of play that its player base can't really support. There is a sizable single player
component, thankfully, but it has a very lopsided feel to it. Certain elements are
thoroughly developed, while others seem to have been added as afterthoughts.

  
Surprisingly, one of the better thought-out areas of Frontlines is its backstory. While
there is some exposition provided in the opening movie, most of the background is
provided via a helpful little submenu on the main screen that explains the backstory,
weapons, and vehicles in the game's universe (which, truth be told, is a rather handy
feature that beats the traditional "the player can just make up names for stuff as s/he
go along" most FPSes go for). To cut a long story short, peak oil hits in 2008, crippling
the planet's infrastructure immediately. Combined with a super avian flu epidemic the
following year, every industrialized country begins to descend into poverty, prolonged
economic depression, and violent unrest, with most major countries going under
martial law by the 2020s. Everyone tries to work out new "local" technologies to solve
the problem, but they tend to be more stopgaps than anything. Matters aren't helped
by events in the Middle East, where a three-way struggle between Israel, Saudi Arabia,
and Iran results in just about everyone in the region dying by nuclear hellfire in 2014.
The continuing crisis encourages the formation of regional power blocs, the two biggest
being the Western Coalition (mostly made up of NATO and friends) and the Red Star
Alliance (Russia, China, and most of Central Asia), both of whom are locked in tense
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competition over access to the Caspian Sea, site of the largest remaining untapped oil
reserves. The balloon finally goes up in 2024, when the RSA invades and occupies
vaguely-WC-allied Turkmenistan.

  
Now, I'll freely admit that, strictly as a piece of futurology, this doesn't really hold
water. Bits of the story definitely feel like they've been nicked from Tom Clancy and
John Brunner, and the march of time has dated some elements of the game. The game
makes a big deal over how the former Soviet countries that experienced "colored
revolutions" were quickly brought into the EU, a point that seems faintly amusing in
2010, when most of the "revolutions" have fizzled out through corruption and internal
squabbling and either shifted back to a pro-Russia orientation or been chastised on the
battlefield. Additionally, the story elements concerning oil reserves in the Caspian Sea
seem to be using projections from the mid-1990s that have been found to be grossly
overinflated in recent years. Despite all these problems, the backstory does convey the
sense that the whole planet is disintegrating, and these are the last desperate struggles
that will decide how humanity will endure the coming hungry years.

  
Now, while the backstory holds the interest, the single-player gameplay itself has
issues. Most of these problems can be traced back to the fact that Frontlines is at heart
an online FPS, and the developers didn't make much effort to change the gameplay for
single player. The story for single player is perfunctory: you play as a ultra-generic
faceless Western Coalition marine from America, and you and your equally faceless
squadmates spend WW3 running around the industrial graveyard of post-Soviet Central
Asia, eventually making your way to Moscow. (How you're able to refight WW2 in
Central Asia with energy shortages everywhere is never really explained, by the way.)
Each mission involves you making your way across a map, capturing certain key control
points while fending off scary Eurasian people. Rather than let you scavenge the
battlefield and customize your weapon choices, you're hamstrung into playing as a
certain "class" (assault, anti-vehicle, sniper, etc...), each with a particular weapon
loadout, and whose ammo can only be refilled by scrounging bottomless ammo boxes
at the various control points. You can change what class you're currently playing as,
but only by committing suicide on the battlefield and reappearing at the nearest
friendly control point with your new gear. To me, this implies that the vita-chamber is
due to be discovered sometime in the next decade, but your mileage may vary. To be
fair, the game does give you rocket launchers and sniper rifles you can grab on the
battlefield when they're needed. You also get to drive around in tanks and jeeps (which
handle nicely but die fairly quickly) and helicopters (which I managed to fly straight
into the ground three times before giving up on them). Probably the biggest innovation
is the game is the ability to pilot remotely-operated drone vehicles, which can either fly
around and blow people up, or drive around and machine-gun them. It's a nice idea in
theory, and it builds off of current military thinking, but using them just feels odd, as if
you're playing a video game within a video game. Most of the time, though, you won't
even need them, as it's fairly easy to hide in the back and snipe/rocket at everyone.

  
Oddly enough, despite having the big maps to run around in, the game seems to enjoy
restricting your movement. You can only respawn a limited number of times, so you're
basically not allowed to dick around and experiment with playstyles. There's no save
function in the game; all you do is respawn at capture points. This is ameliorated
somewhat by giving you more chances to respawn as you capture more points and by
not resurrecting enemy NPCs every time you respawn, but it's still a handicap. There's
no real point in capturing control points in different orders, since you don't get much of
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anything new by capturing certain points. If that wasn't enough, the game will actually
yell at you if you wander too far off the battlefield. I normally have no problem with my
games being linear, but I'd prefer if the walls were hidden a little better than that.

  
All in all, Frontlines is a game that was designed to float or sink by its multiplayer.
Unfortunately, the online scene for Frontlines seems to be, well, dead. I wasn't able to
find any open games when I last checked on November 30th, 2010, and I haven't been
able to determine if any of the official servers are up and running. So...that's that,
really.

  
Now, despite all I've said, there were some parts of Frontlines I did like. While I don't
really like to read military technothrillers, I do have a long-standing interest in "future
war" stories and in analyses of them, so I always like to see who people think we're
going to be fighting next and how. I also rather liked the near-futuristic design for both
the WC and the RSA equipment, even if much of it just looked like angular versions of
contemporary machinery. Finally, as a student of Soviet history (and a general fan of
cultural history in general), it was pretty interesting to see the Red Star Alliance
appropriate Soviet imagery, though I was never entire who was appropriating what to
what end. In-game you can make the argument that the RSA turned to Soviet (and
possibly Maoist) imagery as a way to foster some type of nostalgia-based transnational
unity that could be used to legitimize the postmodern authoritarian regimes Russia and
China into something a little more palatable to the masses. On the other hand, the use
of Soviet imagery on the part of the game's (American) developers can mean any
number of things, from a long-standing conservative desire to hash it out with the
commies on the German plains, to a sly joke that a centrally planned economy may be
able to weather scarcity better than the free market, to an admission of the intellectual
poverty of contemporary speculative military thought. Whatever the reason, the
majority of the art resources were devoted to the final levels, and war-ravaged Red
Star Moscow is a sight to behold, even if the minimalist brutalism of the newer
architecture reminded me less of Moscow and more of that police state city I built in
SimCity Societies a few years ago.

  
That, I suppose, is Frontlines: Fuel of War in a nutshell: interesting if you have niche
interests, and an acceptably playable game for everyone else.
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