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  Welcome to Warp Zoned: The eMagazine



  Issue #1 - April/May 2011

  

  Welcome to the very first issue of Warp Zoned: The eMagazine.

  

  Warp Zoned was borne from the creative endeavors of several veteran video game journalists. The Warp Zoned team came together and began creating fresh news, original reviews, and special features that examined the game industry through the lens of lifelong gamers and their 8-bit upbringing. Warp Zoned began in January 2011, and since then it's grown and expanded to include a wide variety of regular columns and a bi-weekly podcast. This eMagazine is our latest attempt at bring the Warp Zoned way to a new segment of the Internet community, specially eReader owners.

  

  In April and May we extensively (some might say obsessively) dug into the new Mortal Kombat reboot from NetherRealm Studios. We also supplied our predictions for the upcoming E3 Expo, checked in with how the licensed game is doing, interviewed the Brand Manager of Dungeons & Dragons, and we examined the removal of the OtherOS option from the PS3's firmware (and its catalyst of the PSN hacking attempts).

  

  We also sliced through the Gears of War 3 beta and reviewed a variety of other new releases including Portal 2, L.A. Noire, The 3rd Birthday, Shift 2: Unleashed, Yakuza 4 and Pokemon Black/White. We hope you enjoy the first issue of Warp Zoned: The eMagazine and we'll see you at the end of June for issue #2.


  Mortal Kombat Review: Bone-Breakingly Fantastic


  Written by John Scalzo

  Original Published on April 25, 2011

  

  It has been a long, bloody road to bring Mortal Kombat to the PS3 and Xbox 360. After Midway's bankruptcy, almost none of the company's franchises were able to escape from the financial fatality unscathed. Even in the middle of the company's financial woes, Ed Boon and his team at Midway Chicago (now NetherRealm Studios) continued to toil away on the next entry in the series. With Midway's bankruptcy settled and the franchise now in the hands of WB Games, Mortal Kombat is ready to inflict its signature brand of mayhem onto the world once again.



  

  Platforms: PS3, Xbox 360 (Version Played)

  Publisher: WB Games

  Developer: NetherRealm Studios

  Genre: Gory One-On-One Fighting

  Release Date: April 19, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Mature

  

  Like Scorpion emerging from the fires of Hell, NetherRealm Studios has declared this ninth game in the series to be a rebirth of sorts. To complete that metaphor, the team started at the end, but went back to the beginning. As Armageddon has come to pass, only Raiden and Shao Kahn remain. But before he can deliver the finishing blow, Raiden sends a warning back in time to himself. Using these visions, the Raiden we were all introduced to in 1992 attempts to change the events of MK1, MK II and MK3 to avert Armageddon.

  

  What follows is a return to the basics in more than just the storyline. Gone is the 3D movement of the Deadly Alliance trilogy. Instead, all of the fighting takes place on a 2D plane, just as it did in the 90s. This has allowed NetherRealm to make the fighting in Mortal Kombat feel faster and more refined than ever before. But far from feeling stale, this has morphed the franchise into the "tournament-level fighter" the developers pledged to create. Combos hit with a powerful force that no longer require "Dial-A-Combo" button presses and special moves have been rebalanced to make the kombat feel more fair. The new Mortal Kombat also has more Fatalities than any other game in the series. It is, without a doubt, the definitive Mortal Kombat game.

  

  But with all this talk about the basics, Mortal Kombat does plenty of new things as well. The multi-tiered Super Meter returns from MK vs DC Universe, now with three sections. Filling the first section allows your kombatant to perform an "enhanced" special move while filling the first two sections enables a Combo Breaker counterattack. Filling all three sections gives kombatants access to their X-Ray Move, a massively powerful combo that shatters bones, breaks teeth and gives us a brutal closeup of the carnage. The blood and bones fly freely in Mortal Kombat; between the X-Ray Moves and the very creative new Fatalities, the game earns every bit of its Mature rating.

  

  In addition to the Super Meter, MK vs DC's Story Mode returns with a deeper narrative that, this time, explores the first three MK games through the prism of Raiden's visions. Players will be able to take control of 16 different characters and explore the MK backstory in a way that was only hinted at in the 90s. These kombatants include old friends, old foes, a much-expanded role for several side players in the Mortal Kombat saga and even a few surprises (Cyber Sub-Zero!). But beyond the Story Mode, the game is chock-full of content including an Arcade Ladder, a Tag Team Arcade Ladder (a first for the series), Training Mode, a second Training Mode just for Fatalities, the return of The Krypt, minigames like Test Your Might, and the brand new Challenge Tower.

  

  The Challenge Tower is a series of 300 quests that test every skill you'll need to possess to win in Mortal Kombat. In many ways, it's a better training mode than the actual Training Mode. Many of the challenges are simple one-on-one fights involving pre-determined fighters. Others feature limitations on the kombat such as "Perform 50% Damage," "No Jumping" or "Use Only Special Moves." Still others require kombatants to use a certain special move (like Stryker's Gun Shot or Jax's Wave) to take down an advancing squad of Shao Kahn's soldiers. The Challenge Tower also houses the Test Your Might/Sight/Strike/Luck minigames. It's actually possible to spend hours in the Challenge Tower without ever even touching the rest of the game. Combined with the other modes, a dedicated Mortal Kombatant could be busy for weeks or months trying to unlock everything (for example, the "My Kung Fu Is Stronger" Achievement/Trophy requires at least 650 hours of playtime).

  

  For gamers who would rather take part in Mortal Kombat against other human beings, the game also includes an extensive multiplayer mode that, in NetherRealm's words, "tries to recreate the feeling of the arcade." Standing alongside Player Matches and Ranked Matches, this arcade analog is known as King of the Hill mode and it drops several players into a room where they can hoot and holler at the two players currently battling it out and announce "I've got next" to take on the winner. Online play is not as smooth as you'd like (dropped frames in the animation are common), but the graphical hiccups don't affect the gameplay.

  

  In addition to all of these amazing modes and the insane amount of content the game contains, Mortal Kombat gets all of the little things right as well. The character designs evoke the "klassic" spirit of the series, while still going in new directions. All of the characters look great (with the exception of Sonya Blade's rather ridiculous default costume) and they even sound great. Blows land with a satisfying crack and all of the unique species of the series are given their own sound effects. Battling with the cyborgs, for example, creates a particularly interesting auditory experience. On top of that, the backgrounds of the arenas are full of life with screaming corpses, fire-breathing dragons and Shao Kahn's slave girl (who apparently borrowed her metal bikini from Princess Leia).

  

  Mortal Kombat is the game die-hard fans of the franchise have been praying to the Elder Gods for years for. Ed Boon and his team at NetherRealm Studios have really outdone themselves this time, creating a gory masterpiece that is dripping with blood, guts and awesome. With the series on sound financial footing for the first time in a long time, the future of Mortal Kombat is looking bright. So bright that the franchise might need to borrow Johnny Cage's shades.

  

  5/5


  The Hidden (and Not So Hidden) Secrets of Mortal Kombat


  
    Written by John Scalzo

    Original Published on May 19, 2011

    

    It's official: NetherRealm Studios'Mortal Kombatreboot has become one of the most beloved entries in the series. You could drive yourself mad trying to figure out why both critics (the 2011 game has the highest MetaCritic score out of any game in the franchise) and gamers (according to The NPD Group, it sold over a million copies in April) have re-embraced the blood-soaked bruatality that is Mortal Kombat. But the one thing all the reviews keep coming back to is how the game returns to the classic gameplay of what made Mortal Kombat great. And that means secrets... lots and lots of secrets.

    

    While few of these secrets are actually "hidden," most are very easy to miss. So get over here and take a look at Mortal Kombat's hidden allusions, jokes and just plain fun stuff. Needless to say, SPOILERS FOLLOW.

    

    Taking a Cannon to Canon

    Way back when Ed Boon first announced the Mortal Kombat reboot, he hinted that several things we thought we knew about the lore of the series would change. Initially, the timeline split in several small, inconsequential ways like Sektor and Cyrax being present at the first tournament. But as the Story Mode continued, more and more differences to the timeline began to change everything:


    
      	Jax doesn't voluntarily obtain his metal arms. Instead, Ermac rips his flesh and blood arms from his body and he needs the cybernetic replacements.


      	Speaking of cybernetics, Sub-Zero is turned into a cyborg instead of Smoke.


      	This leads to Kung Lao being killed in a fight with Shao Kahn.


      	And in the end... well, I'll get to that in a minute.

    


    Shaolin Monks Redux

    The Story Mode also connects with the Challenge Tower and brings the underratedMortal Kombat: Shaolin Monksinto canon. During theMortal Kombat IIsection of the Story Mode, Liu Kang and Kung Lao disappear (causing Johnny Cage to quip "And why arent the Kung Fu Twins here helping us?"). By playing through the Challenge Tower, you come to find out they were reliving the Shang Tsung-pretends-to-be-Raiden storyline of Shaolin Monks. This also explains Liu Kang's growing distrust of Raiden throughout the rest of the Story Mode.

    

    Motaro's Blink-and-You'll-Miss-it Cameo

    While a ton of kombatants get a chance to shine in the Story Mode, one character from the original Mortal Kombat trilogy is practically invisibile: Motaro. The only character from MK1-MK3 to be cut from the game, Motaro's exclusion from the storyline was practically greeted with cheers by fans of the franchise. Even better is how he was written out. The four-legged Centaur was thrown through a bridge by Raiden during the initial Earthrealm invasion! And all of this happened in the background!

    

    Shao Kahn's Slave Girls

    Motaro's absence was more than made up for by Shao Kahn. The Outworld leader's expanded role in the Story Mode made him finally feel like the true "boss" instead of the shadowy, unseen figure he was in the 90s. He even gets a chance to flex his badass muscles by parading a bevy of slave girls across the screen after a victory. Kahn's captured slaves include Kira, Li Mei, Tanya, Kitana and Skarlet (who's actually a future DLC character).

    

    If that wasn't badass enough, another slave girl sits at his feet after he beats the player in the Arcade Ladder. This slave girl shows the others how to dress by slinking across the screen in Princess Leia's gold bikini fromReturn of the Jedi. Jabba the Hutt's got nothing on Shao Kahn!

    

    Dude, Where's My Alternate Costume?

    Dressing to impress has always been a key component of the Mortal Kombat experience as each character has at least one alternate costume. But did you know that the game disc contains dozens of other alternate looks that aren't accessible from the Character Select screen - forallof the characters? Many of the costumes are hidden away in the Challenge Tower, including "Klassic" Scorpion, "Klassic" Sub-Zero, Mileena's "Best... Alternate... Ever!" (yes, she's nearly naked), "MK3" Jade, "Hell's Fury" Scorpion and zombie versions of nearly every character.

    

    Come on Ed Boon! They're on the disc! Let us use them!

    

    The Most Sadistic Achievement/Trophy Ever

    Of course, it wouldn't surprise me if Boon and company never unlock those costumes, as one look at the Achievments/Trophies is all the proof you need to know that the Mortal Kombat creator is one sadistic bastard. "My Kung Fu is Stronger" asks players to gain mastery over every fighter in the game. The problem is that the only way to gain mastery over a fighter is play as the character for 24 hours. A little quick math (27 characters multiplied by 24 hours) confirms that that this would require 648 hours of playtime. That is insane. Who would subject themselves to such a grueling ordeal?

    

    I love the Mortal Kombat reboot, but completing "My Kung Fu is Stronger" would likely perform a Fatality on my fingers (not to mention my marriage).

    

    I See Dead Kombatants

    However, my fingers would be in good company as, by the end of the Story Mode, almost every character in the game has been killed off. It's actually quicker to list the ones still alive: Raiden, Sonya and Johnny Cage. That's it. Every other Earthrealm defender (and some Outworlders like Shang Tsung and Sindel) has gone to that big Dead Pool in the sky. No... wait... actually their souls are in Hell under the control of Quan Chi.

    

    I really want to know where NetherRealm plans to take the story from here. I'm picturing another big reset button in the franchise's future.

    

    "Throw that on your... barby... shrimp..."

    The on-screen deaths of almost every character is a huge, huge change to the MK storyline, but the greatest secret found in the rebooted Mortal Kombat isn't actually a secret at all. After completing the Arcade Ladder with Sheeva, the player is treated to an ending that brings her Shokan race to Earthrealm... and the planet's leaders decide to give them Australia!

    

    Aside from imagining Russell Crowe and Paul Hogan fleeing in terror from a four-armed woman sporting a mohawk, this is extra funny due to Australia's outright banning of Mortal Kombat. The game was denied classification by the Australian government, meaning it's legally not available in the land down under.

    

    So I guess if Ed Boon couldn't bring Mortal Kombat to Australia, he brought Australia to Mortal Kombat!

  


  Truthality: Christina Perri's "Jar of Hearts" is About Mortal Kombat


  Written by John Scalzo

  Original Published on May 10, 2011

  

  If you've listened to the radio in the last year, you've no doubt heard Christina Perri's "Jar of Hearts" (her album, Lovestrong, is in stores today), an angsty piano rock song that's supposed to be about Perri's ex-boyfriend looking to restart their relationship. Except that's not what it's about at all.

  

  In reality, it's totally about Scorpion and Sub-Zero's fight to the death in Mortal Kombat! Forget backmasking, Perri has planted a hidden message to Mortal Kombat fans everywhere in a sad song about a cheating boyfriend. Don't believe me? Just look at the lyrics:

  


  No, I can't take one more step towards you

  'Cause all that's waiting is regret

  Don't you know I'm not your ghost anymore

  You lost the love I loved the most

  

  As the singer, Perri's role in the song is that of Scorpion. In the first few lines of the song, she admits to being a ghost (Scorpion is considered a "spectre" in Mortal Kombat lore) and lamenting a lost love (Sub-Zero killed Scorpion's family prior to the events of the first tournament).

  


  I learned to live, half alive

  And now you want me one more time

  

  As a spectre, Scorpion can be considered "half alive." After avenging his family's death by finishing Sub-Zero in the first tournament, he again sees the Lin Kuei ninja in Mortal Kombat II. This new Sub-Zero (the original's younger brother), wants to find the killer of his brother.

  


  Who do you think you are?

  Runnin' 'round leaving scars

  Collecting your jar of hearts

  And tearing love apart

  

  It's in the chorus that Perri truly hammers home the Scorpion/Sub-Zero connection. Perri (as Scorpion) is confused about seeing Sub-Zero again, as if to say, "Who do you think you are? I killed Sub-Zero with my bare hands." But regardless of who the man in blue is, Scorpion cannot stand to allow this new Sub-Zero to continue hurting ("Runnin' 'round leaving scars") and killing (collecting a literal "jar of hearts") other innocent people ("tearing love apart").

  


  You're gonna catch a cold

  From the ice inside your soul

  So don't come back for me

  Who do you think you are?

  

  It's shown in the Mortal Kombat series that the entire Lin Kuei clan can't command the power of cold. Only Sub-Zero can because of something icy in his very being. Perri's use of the word "soul" (a word that appears in Mortal Kombat frequently) to denote this power is a clear Mortal Kombat reference.

  


  I hear you're asking all around

  If I am anywhere to be found

  But I have grown too strong

  To ever fall back in your arms

  

  Once again, the new Sub-Zero is searching for his brother's killer. Scorpion knows this, but he also knows that his increased hell powers can take on any challenger.

  


  It took so long just to feel alright

  Remember how to put back the light in my eyes

  

  Due to his status as a spectre, Scorpion's head has been replaced with a flaming skull. He, quite literally, has light in his eyes.

  


  Perri doesn't only identify with Scorpion in the lyrics, she has also imbued the "Jar of Hearts" music video with a little Mortal Kombat as well.

  

  "Jar of Hearts" video on YouTube.

  

  Aside from the armageddon-like setting, it's most apparent at the end of the video, when the ex-boyfriend fights with a string of girls (a possible stand in for a tournament) and then Perri kills him by stealing his soul.

  

  FATALITY!


  Warp Zoned Wish List: 11 Predictions For E3 11


  Written by Warp Zoned Staff

  Original Published on May 20, 2011

  

  The industry's biggest showcase, the E3 Expo, is just around the corner, and gamers are already buzzing about what they'll see. With the Wii 2 and Sony's Next Generation Portable making their debuts this year, there'll be no shortage of jaw-dropping reveals. But what else might happen at this year's big show? The Warp Zoned editors have compiled 11 predictions of what we expect to happen at E3 2011. They may not all come true, but we would bet good money on most of them...

  

  Project Cafe Will Not Be Wii 2, or Anything You're All Expecting For That Matter

  We've all been treated to little bits of details, power specs, and visions of controllers with screens on them. But I'm willing to bet that Nintendo is going to come out of left field with this one and completely shatter our expectations. I'll always remember the chatter in GameStop being about how it's like a remote controller for a TV, it might have a zillion buttons with volume control, and the clairvoyant few who said, "it's Nintendo, it's innovation, it's gonna be good." Considering how unorthodox the Wii was and how big it paid off for Nintendo, we can't imagine them just making a Wii 2 or a Nintendo 360. We can't say exactly what it will be, but prepare to be shocked.

  

  Wii 2/Project Cafe Will Be Priced at $300

  So we know that Nintendo plans to announce the successor to the Wii at E3 2011. We know that the system will be released a year later in 2012. And we know that Nintendo is absolutely allergic to losing money on new hardware. So we think it's a pretty safe bet that the Wii 2/Project Cafe will only be an incremental step above the Xbox 360 and PS3. Powerwise the system is rumored to be somewhere beyond the Xbox 360, so a $300 price point for the tech level and whatever wild surprises Nintendo comes up with (screens in the controller!) seems about right.

  

  Wii 2 Launch Lineup

  So Nintendo plans to release the Wii 2 in 2012. But what about the games? This one's easy. Look for The Big N to announce New Super Mario Bros. Wii 2, Mario Kart Wii 2 and Metroid Wii 2. All three games haven't yet had a sequel on the Wii. And all three will show off that four-player splitscreen gimmick of the Wii 2 very well.

  

  Let's Hear it for the Wii 2 Controller

  So-called leaks of the new system and controller have been popping up this week, with people commenting on the controller having both a screen and a camera. Nintendo will have a prototype of this controller at E3, and they'll show it off to a crowd - though hopefully they won't have them tethered to attractive girls so people can touch them (the controllers, not the girls). Perhaps the 3DS will double as a controller, giving early adapters of the pricey handheld a head start on their friends.

  

  Bonus Prediction: Speaking of the 3DS, expect Nintendo to give firmed up information on games people actually care about, like Mario Kart 3DS.

  

  Halo: Combat Evolved Remake

  2011 is the tenth anniversary of the launch of the original Xbox. Microsoft has yet to announce any celebration plans, but if they're going to do anything we have a feeling they'll announce it at E3...

  

  ...wait a minute...

  

  Who cares about the tenth anniversary of the original Xbox? Microsoft dumped the big black box as soon as the first Xbox 360 rolled off the assembly line. The original Xbox is your driver's license photo, your yearbook picture and your first awkward attempt to pick up a girl all rolled into one. It's something best left forgotten. But 2011 is also the tenth anniversary of the birth of the Halo series, and you know Microsoft wants to do something special for that. And that something special will definitely be a Halo: Combat Evolved remake. Think about it. The new team at 343 Industries needs to get their feet wet in the Halo universe. What better way to do that than to recreate the game everyone already loves? They get practice and Microsoft gets another multi-million seller.

  

  Television Programming For Your Xbox 360

  The HD consoles have always had impressive video services, but as Netflix infiltrated our systems, followed by Hulu and options for ESPN, MLB and the NHL, this year's E3 may finally see the defining moment where video game consoles do what many have predicted they will for a few years now: make cable TV irrelevant. Since Microsoft has always been slightly ahead of the curve, we see them rolling this out first. And with the successful "casual" push with Kinect, don't be surprised if you see something like streaming Nick Jr. for stay-at-home moms looking to occupy and educate their toddlers in between getting in their workout. After all, Tim Schafer is making a Sesame Street game for it.

  

  Kinect Controller Coming

  Microsoft will announce their new controller that will go with their controller-less system, Kinect. There have been rumors of this controller for some time now, and we think they'll reveal it at E3. I'm sure they'll have a few game tricks up their sleeves - possibly some kind of deal for exclusive content with Mass Effect 3.

  

  Bonus Prediction: We also wouldn't be surprised if E3 2011 is the year Microsoft throws their hat in the handheld ring - though it looks like they're going more mobile than handheld.

  

  Don't Discount the PlayStation Exclusive

  Last E3, Sony made older gamers' jaws drop and PSOne fans go into seziures when David Jaffe literally came out on stage in an ice cream truck. The year before that, footage from Uncharted 2 and God of War III got the masses ready to storm the gates when the PS3 slim would eventually launch later that year, which was arguably the turning point of Sony's successes this generation. PlayStation gamers have had something to look forward to always on the horizon, the kind of games that you don't quite see on other platforms. It may be Agent, Guerilla Games' new IP, or something we've never heard of before. But expect a couple trailers and/or gameplay footage for something big, outside of the inevitable Uncharted 3 extended reveal.

  

  Sony Says Sorry For the 2011 ApocalyPS3

  The PlayStation Network has returned, and the lousy "Welcome Back" gifts were revealed, but if Sony knows what's good for them, they'll have something big - and free - to announce for their fans at E3. I'm hoping they will also announce a plethora of hard-to-get PSOne games, as well as some more Dreamcast games. More NGP details will be firmed up, including price, which will come amid groans like last year's Move price announcement did. Sony is really hurting in the eyes of fans right now, so hopefully they'll keep that in mind when they tell us how big of a dent the NGP is going to put in our wallets. We also predict that by E3, Sony will know who hacked the PSN, and will be ready to announce it publicly.

  

  “I Will Be Making This Game” - Kojima

  A recurring joke on our Warp Zoned Podcast is how Hideo Kojima famously said on stage, at the PlayStation event revealing the NGP, how there will be a game that you play on your PS3 at home and then take with you and play on your portable PlayStation. We seriously hope he wasn't talking about PSOne Classics, as he said "I am very interested in this game. I will be making this game. This game will be announced at E3." Well, that event is coming, and we're expecting to finally find out what "this game" is. Personally, we'd be willing to put money on it being Metal Gear Solid: Peace Walker 2. Warp Zoned editor Mike Gutierrez says, "I would gladly attend the marriage of the blockbuster, home entertainment system experience of MGS4 with the endless content and co-op of Peace Walker. Hell, I'd crash the wedding if I had to."

  

  Kojima Productions aside, we would very much like for the next Call of Duty to have the same ambition as "this game." Being able to get in a a couple online matches before leaving for school, then on the bus or subway there, would take our day to new levels of awesome. Let's just hope it's actually on parity with the console version and not just the crappy ports N-Space has been making.

  

  Rockstar Will Announce Grand Theft Auto V

  Allow me to quote Take Two's CEO Strauss Zelnick on the company's plans for Grand Theft Auto V: "So we're not going to announce it, we’re not going to announce when we are going to announce it, and we are not going to announce a strategy about announcing it or about when we are going to announce it either, or about the announcement strategy surrounding the announcement of the strategy."

  

  Zelnick gave that epic smackdown during a financial briefing back in 2009 and in the two years since there's been nary a peep about GTA5 from the publisher. With the Wii 2/Project Cafe on tap for 2012, L.A. Noire successfully in the bag and another entry in the Saints Row series in the offing, now is definitely the time for Rockstar to announce the next GTA. Consider this less a prediction and more of a guarantee.


  The Balcony is Closed: Whatever Happened to the Licensed Game?


  Written by John Scalzo

  Original Published on May 6, 2011

  

  In case there was any doubt, Thor and his mighty hammer have officially opened the 2011 Summer movie season today. What will follow is four months of blockbusters that will be heavy on action and even heavier on reviews comparing their visuals to video games. But as Hollywood and Redmond trade ideas back and forth, the once great institution that is the licensed game has gone by the wayside.

  

  Okay, "once great institution" might be the nostalgia talking, but licensed games were always plentiful, even if they weren't always good games. We all know the story of Atari practically bankrupting themselves to produce the woefully bad E.T. game for the Atari 2600. And Acclaim's history of low review scores (and eventual bankruptcy) could be attributed to the company's string of licensed games.

  

  But titles like GoldenEye and The Chronicles of Riddick prove that a licensed game doesn't have to be a cheaply made cash-in. They can be classics. Yet their number is decreasing, even as gamemakers have embraced the trappings of Hollywood during the development process.


  Lights! Cameras!... Press Start?


  Nowhere is this more apparent than at Naughty Dog as they work on Uncharted 3. The studio doesn't consider Uncharted 3 a game, but an "interactive cinematic experience." The developer has built a giant motion capture studio and they film some of the game's action setpieces in a way that is indistinguishable from a CGI blockbuster like Avatar.

  

  Hollywoodized development cultures are just the beginning. Every major publisher has begun to dip their toes into the movie business. Publishers like 2K Games (Prey 2), WB Games (FEAR 3) and Sony (Resistance 3) have all experimented with live action trailers to promote some of their biggest releases. Electronic Arts (Dead Space, Dante's Inferno) and THQ (Red Faction: Armageddon) have dabbled in Direct-to-DVD films released alongside their more cinematic offerings. And just this past week, Ubisoft created a film production studio to bring some of their original properties to the big scsreen.

  

  Even Activision, who has been staunchly supportive of licensed games this generation, has recruited a quartet of horror icons to "act" in the latest Call of Duty: Black Ops expansion: "Call of the Dead." By all accounts, the experience is a tremendous success and I've seen more than one forum post suggesting that the scenario needs to become an actual movie.

  

  However, the most important melding of games and movies has to be L.A. Noire's inclusion in this year's Tribeca Film Festival. Using a sophisticated facial imaging program, Team Bondi and Rockstar Games have created a game that requires the player (as a detective investigating a murder) to read people's reactions to a line of questioning. Combined with the moody sensibilities of film noir and hardboiled pulp fiction of the era, L.A. Noire will likely become the new go-to game when people refer to 'adult' storylines in video games.


  Game Executives: "Licensed games are dead"


  As developers strive to capture a little piece of the Hollywood process, game executives are attempting to push Hollywood away. EA Games president Frank Gibeau told Develop "the days of licensed-based, 75-rated games [...] are dead like the dinosaur." He later confirmed that this was the reason the company dropped the James Bond license.

  

  Gibeau isn't the only executive to bash the tie-in game. As development was winding down on the very film-like Homefront, THQ CEO Brian Farrell told investors "the single-player, 'see the movie, play the game' experience is what seems, at this time, not to be working." Ben Feder, CEO of Take-Two Interactive, went a step further and said "licensing content is dead" at this year's Digital Hollywood conference.

  

  Publishers just don't seem to have confidence in any licensed properties anymore. Ghostbusters: The Video Game was released in 2009 and touted as the Ghostbusters III Dan Aykroyd has been trying to get made for decades. The game was well reviewed and sold well, but not spectacularly so. So when it came time for Atari to create a sequel, they downgraded the series to the PSN/XBLA. Ghostbusters: Sanctum of Slime was pretty poorly received and I don't forsee another game based on the franchise coming anytime soon.

  

  However, not all developers or executives believe that licensed content is a dead end. Telltale Games CEO Dan Connors referenced Feder's comments directly and told Gamasutra that his company is a strong supporter of creating licensed content and lays the blame of poor sales on the lack of effort some developers put into tie-in games: "On the one side you're hearing all this talk about licensing not being viable anymore [in the game industry] and it can't succeed. In our mind, of course they can succeed. There's a big audience that's interested in this content. You just have to build it right for them."

  

  For the most part, Telltale is one of the only companies championing licensed content in today's gaming landscape, announcing games based on Jurassic Park (which is a side story to the first film), "Law & Order: Los Angeles," and Back to the Future (which promises to give players the Back to the Future Part IV they always wanted) to digital distribution channels in recent months.


  Licensed Games on Life Support


  Today, it seems like publishers only want to take chances on licensed content if its based off of a children's property or a big budget comic book movie. Just look at Sega and the aforementioned Thor movie. They teamed up with Liquid Entertainment and released Thor: God of Thunder earlier this week. The publisher will also bring this Summer's other Marvel movie, Captain America, to game systems in Captain America: Super Soldier. Activision also enjoys playing in Marvel's sandbox with Spider-Man: Edge of Time and an X-Men: First Class game in the works.

  

  But this is a far cry from years past as movies that seem tailor-made for the movie-to-game treatment, like last Summer's The Expendables, don't receive a tie-in game. Although, in a way, they do. Movie games have just grown smaller in recent memory. For example, Sly and company went the Facebook Application route and licensed a Flash game that was heavily influenced by 80s favorite Contra. Matching a movie starring a bunch of 80s action heavyweights with the ultimate shooting series from the NES era was a stroke of genius, but hiding it on Facebook meant that almost no one played it, even though it was extremely well done.

  

  Other movie games are shrinking down even further with an iPhone/iPad adaptation like last Summer's Predators or the soon-to-be-released "adorable" Evil Dead app. The 8-bit aesthetic that these games are going for is far more in line with what gamemakers had to work with in the late 80s and 90s and their budget is likely more appropriate for a game that may only sell to die-hard fans of the series.

  

  Sadly, this year's action movie slate doesn't seem to fare any better as perfect video game premises like Hugh Jackman's Real Steel (basically Rock 'Em, Sock 'Em Robots: The Movie) or Sucker Punch (teen girls versus samurais, orcs, Nazis, Terminators and a fire-breathing dragon) failed to attract interest in the game industry. Although Warner Bros. did create Sucker Punch: Annilihation, another excellent Flash game that would have been a perfect fit on the XBLA or PSN.

  

  One recent movie that has a video game to call its own was Battle: Los Angeles, and sure enough, it was released through the PSN, XBLA and Steam. But Konami was so embarassed by the mediocrity of the final product that they announced its existence only a week before it was dumped on the Xbox Live Arcade... on a Friday.


  Movie Makers Make Games


  While publishers like EA and THQ are moving away from creating tie-in games, movie makers like Disney and Warner Bros. are branching out into game development. Disney actually had a big-budget tie-in planned for the next Pirates of the Caribean film (Armada of the Damned) that was canceled in favor of Lego Pirates of the Caribean. This move is rather understandable as the Lego games are surely cheaper to develop than a massive action RPG and it'll likely sell better as well.

  

  Warner Bros. (and their WB Games publishing label) has also mostly stayed away from licensed games with a few exceptions, producing a Terminator Salvation game in 2009. The publisher does have a few in development, though, including Batman: Arkham City, Green Lantern: Rise of the Manhunters, a new Lord of the Rings game (War in the North) and a Kinect-based "Sesame Street" game (developed by Tim Schafer, no less!). But as I said, all are based on comic book franchises or children's properties.

  

  Even directors have gotten into the game. Steven Spielberg is one of the most famous gamers in Hollywood (he founded the EA team now known as Danger Close and designed the Boom Blox series). Microsoft's pact with Peter Jackson eventually fizzled, but his Halo: Chronicles kept gamers enamored for years even though not a single scrap of information was ever officially announced beyond his involvement. Guillermo Del Toro is working with THQ to "direct" Insane for the PS3 and Xbox 360. Christopher Nolan has said he wants to continue the story from Inception in a video game. Even Jerry Bruckheimer is hard at work on several unannounced games at his development studio, Jerry Bruckheimer Games.


  Is the Balcony Closed?


  Like Travis Bickle at the end of Taxi Driver (which was, believe it or not, in development as a game for awhile), the licensed game is in rough shape. Perhaps this is a sign of the growing maturation of the games industry. Maybe with the expanding scope of modern games like L.A. Noire and Uncharted 3 we don't need to rely on licensed content to help tell a cinematic story.

  

  But the lure of playing as our favorite characters will always be there, and so will the licensed game. Gamers want to sling webs with Spider-Man, blast Decepticons with Optimus Prime and slay Deadites with Ash. Hopefully, Hollywood and game publishers can reach some kind of agreement so that the creation of these titles isn't such a financial strain on the final product. And hopefully game developers have learned that a game needs more than just a familar face to be enjoyable.

  

  And maybe, just maybe, a game publisher will one day announce that "James Bond Will Return."


  Rolling With Kierin Chase: Talking the Past, Present and Future of Dungeons & Dragons


  Written by Mike Gutierrez & Nicole Kline

  Original Published on April 22, 2011

  

  Warp Zoned editors Nicole Kline and Mike Gutierrez recently got a chance to sit down with Kierin Chase, Brand Manager for Dungeons & Dragons at Wizards of the Coast. As former dice rollers themselves, they were eager to see what 4th Edition has to offer and how it has progressed in the two years since its launch. Kierin was more than happy to detail all of the new D&D supplements, product lines, video games, and everything overall that makes now a better time than ever to jump into “The World’s Greatest Role Playing Game.” Nicole even got to ask the million-dollar question: will we see a resurrection of Spelljammer?

  

  Nicole Kline, Senior Editor: We’ve actually talked about getting back into D&D, we have friends who play it, but I’m always like “oh, it’s so complicated!”

  

  Kierin Chase, Dungeons & Dragons Brand Manager: It’s always a great time to get back into Dungeons & Dragons. But it’s really true now more than ever and there’s a couple of reasons. Most importantly, we just came out with the new Essentials line of products at the end of last year. And what we did is we looked at our portfolio of products, and we know we have a bookshelf of books, and all hardcovers, and you don’t know where to start. So what we decided to do was really streamline what we had and make sure that it was easy for brand new people to come in, or even people looking to get in on 4th Edition for the first time ever to come (back) in.

  

  So that’s what we did, and you’ll notice with the essentials line that they all have the same kind of look, matte white look. And we broke down the products into really clear what they’re doing and what the purpose is. We have a book called The Rules Compendium and we have books for players and books for DMs, but it starts with the flagship product: The Red Box Starter Set. And it’s the Larry Elmore art, old logo, we went back to the original logo that we had. We brought this back, because we wanted to make sure that people realized it’s the same kind of gameplay experience people remember for the 36 years that Dungeons & Dragons has been around, it’s just updated for 4th Edition. This brings back the idea of the “choose your own adventure” character builder. It’s single player, you go through it, at the end you have your own character ready to go and ready to play. And from there, you can go out to the more hardcore players options books.

  

  So that’s a great way to get into Dungeons & Dragons right now, but if you’re looking for something even easier to get into, you can go and pick up one of our board games. We have Wrath of Ashardalon that just released a couple months ago back in January and we have another one called Castle Ravenloft. What’s great about these is they’re 1-player to 5-player, it’s a standard board game just like you’d see from anybody in the industry. But at the end of the experience, you can actually realize that you’ve played Dungeons & Dragons, you’ve just played it in a board game form.

  

  WZ - Nicole: I can’t see these books without touching them and usually buying all of them, it’s bringing back a lot of memories.

  

  Chase: So if you notice (with the board games), it’s the same kind of experience, with the grid and tiles, except the board game has minis instead of tokens. It’s still dice, character sheets, power cards. It’s Dungeons & Dragons, just in a family-friendly, easy-to-understand-and-comprehend form.

  

  The third way to get into Dungeons & Dragons is our weekly Encounters program that we have in hobby stores across the world. We have hundreds of locations in your local hobby stores in North America alone, and there’s a couple of things that you do when you go there. Let’s say you’re a brand new player and you have no idea how to play Dungeons & Dragons, never even touched a d20. You can go in, they’ll give you a brand new character, pre-generated, ready to go, and they’ll teach you the rules and how to play. If you’re someone who’s a little more experienced, you’re comfortable running your own character, you can bring that character as well.

  

  What’s cool about the Encounters program is that it’s broken up into seasons. We do four seasons a year, currently we’re in “March of the Phantom Brigade,” and with these seasons, the adventure are episodic. What that means is, you don’t necessarily need to start at the first one and then play all the way through to get the whole story. It’s more the encounter and monster of the week, being able to go through a little bit of getting in, getting some loot, killing some monsters, rolling some dice, and having some fun, and then the story progresses a little bit. But it’s ok if you jump in and out, it’s ok if you miss some weeks. At the end, you’ll have a big culmination to the storyline, then we end the season and we go onto the next season.

  

  Mike Gutierrez, News Editor: That’s great, I remember hearing about it last year. How successful has it been and what kind of feedback have you guys gotten about the Encounters program?

  

  Chase: It’s a massive success for us, we’re really thrilled, not only to be able to give some great support to retail stores, but also the community who’s been really, really supportive. We’re making sure that we’re giving rewards to DMs through the DM's Rewards program, as well as the player. So participating in it is its own reward, but additionally, you also get some cool prizes.

  

  WZ - Nicole: I feel like with Penny Arcade recording their D&D podcast, I feel like that has spiked the popularity of Dungeons & Dragons.

  

  Chase: It has definitely brought us more to the forefront, especially in the digital age, realizing that a lot of the game design and gameplay that they’re very familiar with actually comes from its root in Dungeons & Dragons. I’m actually constantly amazed at how many people that work in the game industry have either gotten their start or have an affinity with Dungeons & Dragons. I mentioned Chris Benson, one of the creative directors form Blizzard. During his keynote speech at BlizzCon last year, he mentioned Dungeons & Dragons about five times, more than anything else, as a key influence for what he is. It shows that the creativity, the open world, the imagination, being able to be a game designer on your own using the core rules of Dungeons & Dragons, is something that really appeals to people in the industry. And I think Penny Arcade and Mike, “Gabe” specifically, the year of being a DM shows how you can really just get into it and be creative in a way that you never really expected.

  

  WZ - Nicole: I played 2nd Edition, I’ve never played 3.5, but one of my friends got the books for 3.5 and I just remember reading them and being like, “I don’t think I could adapt to all of these massive changes!!!” But some people told me 4 has kind of gone back to 2 in a lot of ways.

  

  Chase: So 4 streamlined the rule set a little bit. 3rd Edition is a great edition, we’re really proud of it. It suffered toward the end of getting long in the tooth. After the 8 years that it had been out, there was a lot that had been added to it, it was time to streamline it a little bit and make it a little easier to jump in.

  

  One of the biggest advantages about 4th Edition is we allow DM’s a quicker prep time. So instead of taking hours and hours in preparation of monsters and making their adventures, as quick as 15 minutes (they’ll) be able to go in. Same with character creation for new players, just really streamlining it, not removing the complexity of the game, certainly not removing the option to role play, it’s making sure it’s a little easier to jump in and play right away.

  

  WZ - Nicole: My stepdad, I regretted buying him a 100 sided die, because if we were squabbling, he would roll his eyes and you’d hear him rolling the d100 for random encounters. He was hardcore about it, our weight was all accounted for, that was a big pain until I got a bag of holding.

  

  WZ - Mike: And now she actually has one in real life...

  

  Chase: What happens if you put a bag of holding in a bag of holding?

  

  WZ - Nicole: It causes a rift in the space-time continuum.

  

  WZ - Mike: Can you talk about the online initiatives, since we talked about adapting it to the digital age?

  

  Chase: What’s important to us is making sure we’re using the tools that are available to everybody. We’re in the 21st century, people have all sorts of ways to connect digitally. The first step that we took was Dungeons & Dragons Insider, DDI, and that’s actually taking the content that we put in the books and putting them into a digital form. And that means that our flagship product in there, the flagship tool, is the character builder. And that has all the content that you find in the books, just in a tool that allows you to seamlessly and effortlessly create a new character. We’re adding more tools to that, we just added the monster builder, which does the same exact thing, and we’re gonna be adding more and more tools to make it easier for both players and DMs to facilitate a game.

  

  A new tool that we’re working on right now that just went into beta, we’ve been in alpha for a while, is the Virtual Table. That is a tool that’s gonna allow people to play virtually over the Internet. It’s not an adjudicating tool, it’s not taking any gameplay that you have, it’s just digitizing it and allowing people who are playing in different states, or friends in groups that broke up, being able to get back together and play digitally on the table, using the books that they have at home to be able to communicate.

  

  And with this, we have built-in voice chat, so you can put on your headphones, talk to each other, you have a die roller, be able to roll dice right into system.

  

  WZ - Mike: You guys always have such top notch, unbelievable artwork for every little thing you guys put out. Where’s the pool that you’re tapping that talent from?

  

  Chase: We’re constantly looking for new talent, like even at this show, we put out the cards and make sure people can do art submissions. We have our art directors go out to shows like Comic Con to make sure we’re bringing new, fresh talent as well. It’s not just a question about the quality, it’s also making sure we’re reinvigorating, making sure that we’re bringing new approaches to it, because we don’t want to be stale. We want to make sure it’s always exciting and dynamic.

  

  We just released a new product called Fortune Cards and these are kind of neat, because they give an advantage back to the players trying to compete against the hardcore DMs that are always trying to kill them. These are randomized mini-buffs that can come up through the game. So players have about ten of these at any one time, they can buy a booster pack that has eight, shuffle them up, they’re ready to go. So now I get +2 movement, or I get a +2 to attack, or something they’re not totally in control of, but give them a little bit of help.

  

  This came out of something we’ve done in the Encounters program. On the Wednesday nights, people would go in and play in the stores. We were doing these twitter buffs. So every hour, on the hour, we would tweet out, “here’s the buff that everybody in the party gets.” People really liked that, and we were like, “how can we put that into a product that gives that kind of random, unexpected feeling?”

  

  WZ - Mike: So how about the visual push, I know there’s a lot more with the tiles, how did that come about?

  

  Chase: We’ve been doing tiles for a while, that’s something we did in 3rd Edition, when we went to certainly a more tactical system. And it adds more visual aspect to the game, it adds a little more of a tactical aspect to the game, and we’ve found people really enjoyed that and liked that.

  

  WZ - Mike: Even like the more old school, hardcore players, have they taken to it?

  

  Chase: There are people who certainly prefer older editions, (AD&D) 1st Edition and 2nd Edition, a lot of that theatre of the mind. I’m a 1st Edition player, and I remember somebody had to be the cartographer in the book. Like, “OK, someone’s going to be drawing the map!” So right now, in 3rd, and most recently with 4th, we went a little more tactical, a little less theatre of the mind, a little more visual with things like miniatures and tokens. It adds a little more complexity.

  

  WZ - Nicole: It also makes it more accessible for a generation of kids who’ve been playing Magic: The Gathering and Munchkin, they need to be very hands-on.

  

  WZ - Mike: what about the comic books, are those still ongoing, the line of comics?

  

  Chase: Yeah, actually we have a new partner with IDW who actually has released a core Dungeons and Dragons comic book that’s doing really well, it’s getting fantastic reviews. We just relased a Dark Sun edition of it, and this fall we’re going to have Neverwinter, which is actually being co-written with R.A. Salvatore, as well as bringing Drizzt in. So later this year, we have Neverwinter, which you’re probably familiar with Neverwinter Nights [video games], the third is going to be released this year for PC. And it’s going to be a part of a larger initiative where we're going to have another board game coming out, Legend of Drizzt, a comic book, we’re gonna have a campaign setting of Neverwinter, Fortune Cards for it, and of course, another new R.A. Salvatore novel.

  

  WZ - Mike: What about the ways the comics interact with the games? Like the scenarios you could use, at the end they would give you a monster or something you could use in your campaign.

  

  Chase: So what we’re doing is at the end of each of the comic books is we game-ify it, so you can see stats of the characters or scenarios and you can still see that as well.

  

  WZ - Mike: Are there any other tools we haven’t talked about for the DMs and players?

  

  Chase: Well, the stuff we talked about, the books and DDI, some other cool things we have coming up is our partnership with Atari. We’re releasing games this year, Daggerdale, you can actually do a demo of it on tabletop. It’s going to be a digital game for connected consoles and we have a bunch of other video games coming out as well. So, it’s an exciting year for D&D.

  

  WZ - Nicole: Now when Wizards bought TSR [the original company who owned D&D], do you have all the rights to Dark Sun, Ravenloft, DragonLance, all that stuff?

  

  Chase: Yeah, all of it.

  

  WZ - Nicole: WHAT HAPPENED TO SPELLJAMMER???

  

  Chase: (BIG LAUGHS) I wish Chris Perkins was here, he’s a big fan of Spelljammer, huge. Spelljammer’s fun, we talk about it a lot. No plans to bring it back yet. Nothing that we can announce!

  

  WZ - Mike: Actually, with the whole table that Microsoft has, have you guys officially supported that, or is that outside people making the D&D Applications for it?

  

  Chase: Micrsoft Surface is something that’s really cool, they approached us and they asked “is it cool if we use this? Because we wanna make sure we had a really cool tech demo, we thought D&D was the most appropriate.” We said, “fantastic, go at it.” We don’t have an official partnership or arrangement. It’s just something that we thought was pretty cool, and would really suit their needs to show tech demos. But DDI’s Virtual Table is something very similar.

  

  WZ - Nicole: How long have you worked at Wizards?

  

  Chase: 12 years.

  

  WZ - Nicole: How’d you get into Wizards?

  

  Chase: I worked at a couple game stores and I worked as a tournament organizer. I organized tournaments for Magic: The Gathering for a little while, but then I worked for the Shamus family, they’re the people who do Wizards press. I worked at one of their game stores while working in New York City. And that was it, I wanted to be in the game industry. I just kind of started going to stuff and after a while I was able to move up to Wizards and have been at wizards for a while.

  

  WZ - Mike: So I wanted to ask, what’s your favorite moment being a part of D&D, both as a player and as a part of Wizards?

  

  Chase: Well, for me, this is a lifelong dream. I go really far back, to 1981 and I was quite young and playing with the family as well. I grew up in New York, and I live in Seattle now with Wizards. And I went back with a bunch of my family and I was talking to my cousin, and I was like, “actually, I’m brand manager for Dungeons & Dragons now,” and he was like, “no way, that’s like growing up and playing center field for the Yankees! Like, how is that even possible, that’s the ultimate fantasy, the ultimate dream!” So I just feel like I’m a steward for this awesome brand that has been around for 36 years, and it’ll be around for a long time after I’ve moved on to other things. And it’s so cool for me to be there.

  

  For me, with D&D, I’m one of the role players. I’m the kind of person that makes you feel a little uncomfortable when I sit down, because sometimes I’m playing a girl, I’ll play a female character, I have no problem. For me, I don’t do voices, that’s not my style, but I create the character and I give a backstory to it, and I play it to the roles. I’m the person… if I have an 8-INT I’m not really smart, I’m a stupid fighter who thinks it’s a great idea to run into the middle of the room and take everybody on, i don’t know any better, I’m just really strong. I had a recent character, his name was Herbert Brown, who’s a Dragonborn Sword Mage. And his quest in life was to stop following in his family footsteps and be a haberdasher and have a small little shop. And he’s questing to find this artifact that would allow him to be human and do that. It’s very different for a Dragonborn! But he wasn’t that bright, as you can tell from what his lifelong goal was, and he’s the kind of guy who didn’t like checking for traps, or checking doors, he had a penchant for kicking open doors, whether they were locked or not. So, surprise round? We’re not having any of that. There’s a door there, kick it open! And I would really just upset most of the people in my party!

  

  WZ - Mike: DM probably loved it though, probably loved making those dungeons!

  

  WZ - Nicole: I think that’s part of why I haven’t gotten back into it, because when I did play, I didn’t have those inhibitions, so I would just do whatever.

  

  Chase: It’s just about having fun, you don’t have to do silly voices, you just have to have fun!

  

  WZ - Nicole: I started with Goldmoon, and now I don’t want to be a healer, ever, even in video games!

  

  Chase: Well, we switched the cleric up a little bit!

  

  WZ - Nicole: Well, thanks so much!

  

  WZ - Mike: Yeah, thanks a lot!

  

  Chase: No problem, guys.


  The G-Spot: Why Other OS Isn't Worth Bringing Back (Much Less Stealing Credit Cards Over)


  Written by Mike Gutierrez

  Original Published on May 3, 2011

  

  As the PlayStation Network is set to recover from the worst outage in the history of the service, there's been a lot of talk about the feature this whole debacle started over. In the early days, one of the distinctive features Sony touted of the PlayStation 3 was its Other OS option, the ability to install operating systems such as Linux on your system. With the advent of the PS3 Slim, Sony removed this functionality, setting off a terrible chain reaction. First, the homebrew community managed to bring it back, which almost immediately opened the floodgates for hackers to destroy public matches on the PlayStation Network. Thereafter, Sony pursued litigation against modders looking to jailbreak PS3s, which led hacking groups like Anonymous to launch even more attacks on the PSN. It’s a complicated debate with valid points on both sides, but there’s no end in sight for gamers who have been written off as “collateral damage” by Anonymous. Given how few people actually ran Linux on PS3, it seems most don't know what the feature they're arguing about actually did. This installment of the G-Spot chronicles this ultimate irony: that one of the most lamentedly lost features on the PlayStation 3 wasn’t even worth keeping around to begin with.

  

  When I was shopping for my first next-gen console in 2007, many factors led me to the PS3. The biggest one, of course, was the games, as I wanted to play Metal Gear Solid 4, Grand Theft Auto IV, and Final Fantasy XIII all in one place. Blu-Ray was much appreciated, if only for the long term. It was convenient to have a web browser and wireless controllers that don’t need batteries. As a long-time RTS fan and Steam user, I couldn’t see myself ever paying for online multiplayer, so it’s a big deal that the PSN is free. Bluetooth gave you a large range of options when shopping for accessories, the use of 2.5” laptop hard drives gave you great and cheap expansion capabilities, and backwards compatibility of the 60GB systems added a lot of value.

  

  But what really sealed the deal was support for Linux.

  

  Like flipping through a Dungeons & Dragons Players Handbook, my imagination ran wild listening to Kai Staats talk about the possibilities of running Linux on the PS3 (watch the video above). It seemed like a revolution in game consoles, to be able to run countless applications, from web browsers to instant messenger, and even PC games compatible with Linux. And I’ll be the first to admit - I wanted to play delicious ROMs on a television with surround sound and a PlayStation controller. The multiple USB ports, variety of card readers, and bluetooth support made the PS3 the machine to support this bold new endeavor. It was a great marriage, Linux and PlayStation, and the sky was the limit.

  

  Or, as we came to find out, the hypervisor was.

  

  Three Words: No Graphics Card

  Other OS for the PlayStation 3 was doomed out of the box. Presumably for security reasons, Sony restricted access to the RSX chip, which means that while you had the incredible power of the cell processor at your disposal, you had no graphics card to go along with it. This immediately cut down the list of reasons you would want to use Linux to begin with, not to mention even simpler tasks were made that much more complicated. This meant no HD video viewing, and the hope of using Linux as an alternate gaming platform on the PS3 was shattered (unless of course you thoroughly enjoy rigorous games of Minesweeper). Even having multiple tabs open in Firefox could seriously kill your performance.

  

  Trying to emulate some of the earlier systems was either impossible or not worth the effort. SNES and Sega Genesis programs suffered severe framerate drops as well as other issues, condescendingly reducing the PS3 to a great 8-bit machine. To make matters worse, just to get the emulator running at its absurdly crippled rate involved locating programs compatible in Linux, hunting down and installing programs to run those emulators, and ultimately finding programs to run those programs. The uncommon nature of the PS3's architecture meant that after literally hours of scouring search engine results and going back and forth on Linux forums, running that emulator could actually result in nothing happening. The scarcity of compatible programs and lack of community support both stemmed from what was the biggest problem of all.

  

  A Dying Breed

  It’s easy to blame Sony for restricting the graphics card; they were essentially inviting the homebrew community to unlock it. But the truth of the matter is, Linux was a nightmare to get working, visual difficulties aside.

  

  The biggest problem came from the PlayStation’s architecture. Like most game consoles, the PS3 uses PowerPC, an architecture that was once popular when it was previously used by Apple for Macs. However, dwindling support for PowerPC led to a diminished enthusiasm for Linux distributions to continue supporting it, and it was dropped by many long before Sony canned Linux support altogether. For example, around the time they were preparing version 7.0, the Technical Board for Ubuntu, one of the most popular and acclaimed Linux operating systems, decided that there just weren’t enough users to continue developing for PowerPC. Subsequently, they dropped official support for the architecture.

  

  Even for distributions that did support it, getting them to work was needlessly complicated. For example, users trying to install Yellow Dog Linux, the biggest initial supporter of Other OS, had to go through an entire ordeal just to get it to run on a Standard Definition television. Many “how to” guides chronicled mind-boggling issues, such as not registering text even though a keyboard was recognized and paired with the system. A quick look at PSUbuntu.com’s known bugs discussion shows how simple tasks like pairing DualShock controllers, finding wireless networks, and even getting sound to work took a taxing back and forth between the community in order to try to get it resolved. Much of the time, there simply was no solution. Personally, I'll always remember trying to get those black borders around the screen to go away - to actually run it in fullscreen mode - which was a persistent problem, one that kept users ripping their hair out even up to the removal of Other OS.

  

  Linux is a community-based phenomenon. As an open-source platform where you can really do anything you want, its functionality lives and dies by the dialogue between programmers and users trying to get these applications and functions to work. With such a small community active on PowerPC architecture, the resources to overcome these challenges simply weren’t up to the task.

  

  In general, Linux on PS3 just wasn’t worth the trouble.

  

  The Unfortunate Trade-Off

  When you weigh the pathetically small user base and lack of functionality of Other OS against the potential network attacks that were starting to pop up, it’s easy to see why Sony made the decision to drop its support. Indeed, once jailbreakers began retrofitting Linux into newer firmware updates, Modern Warfare 2 was almost immediately hacked to shreds on PS3, a story which we broke back in January. Its predecessor, Call of Duty 4, is still suffering from 2x speed and god mode hacks that have yet to be addressed by Activision or Infinity Ward. The PlayStation is a provider of a multitude of services, and when one of them threatens to impede on the security of the whole, especially the games themselves, there’s really only one option to pursue.

  

  Presumably in response to the lawsuits Sony has initiated in response to the custom firmwares allowing Other OS, the PlayStation Network is currently under siege by a group which has gone as far as taken our credit card information.

  

  You have to ask those perpetrators: is it really worth it? Have they followed their struggle to its logical conclusion, that what they're fighting for, how this all began, was over a limited, obscenely frustrating feature? I’ve seen groups like Anonymous, who took responsibility for the outage earlier in April, claim that they’re doing all of this for us, but what would Other OS have to offer us except for more frustration, wasted hours hunting down programs to run other programs, and cheaters ruining our online games by bringing insane hacks into our public matches?

  

  I had a personal stake in Linux on the PS3, and while I was partially sad to see that the dream was dead, I was more than happy to bid it good riddance.

  

  I just wish some others were as willing to let it go.


  Gears of War 3 Beta Impressions: New Features, Classic Chainsaws


  Written by Troy Matsumiya

  Original Published on April 28, 2011

  

  Gears of War fans were naturally upset when the upcoming final chapter of Marcus Fenix’s trilogy was delayed for marketing purposes, but that anger quickly turned into excitement when Epic announced that it would run a public multiplayer beta. While Epic is using the beta to gather valuable technical data to tweak and refine the game, players are just happy for an advanced opportunity to chainsaw their buddies into bloody giblets.

  

  Publisher: Microsoft

  Developer: Epic Games

  Release Date: September 20, 2011

  Genre: Third-Person Shooter (With Chainsaws!)

  ESRB Rating: Rating Pending

  

  Running from April 18 – May 15, the beta is available for those who pre-ordered the game or who purchased the Epic Edition of Bulletstorm. Currently, there are only two gametypes, Team Deathmatch and King of the Hill, but Capture the Leader will be added May 2. There are four maps: Checkout (a department store), Thrashball (a sports stadium), Trenches (a dusty mining facility) and the cobblestone streets of Old Town, which looks like it was lifted straight out of Fable. Heck, it even has chickens you can blast into a feathery red mist.

  

  First and foremost, you should know that matchmaking is thankfully smooth and painless. Epic learned a hard lesson after the debacle with Gears of War 2, and have implemented a great matchmaking system that is on par with Halo. They are also running dedicated servers, which should eliminate the hated “host advantage” that plagued games past. Hallelujah!

  

  Gameplay is classic Gears – brutal and bloody close-quarters combat that’s fun as hell. Look closer, though, and you’ll see the numerous but subtle changes over the previous iterations: the action has been sped up slightly and the pace is still deliberate with frantic bursts of action, but the roadie run is a bit faster. The game is still not anywhere near the hyperactivity of Quake or Unreal, but the small bump in speed certainly raises the excitement level when you see an enemy rapidly charging towards you.

  

  Other new features include the very useful ability to spot and mark enemies for your team; trade weapons and share ammunition with teammates; mantle kick enemies on the other side of low cover, which stuns them for a few seconds; “bag and tag” an enemy you’ve grabbed as a meatshield by tagging them with a grenade and then shoving them towards another enemy; a shared pool of lives in Team Deathmatch, similar to the ticket system in Battlefield; and holding the X button to pick up ammo or weapons. This last feature fixes the previous problem of accidentally picking something up when you meant to revive a downed teammate (which now just requires a quick tap of the X button).

  

  All of the classic weapons return, including the outrageously awesome chainsaw Lancer, the powerful Hammerburst (now with iron sights), the deadly Gnasher shotgun, and all of your other favorites. New tools of destruction include the Retro Lancer, an “old” version of the assault rifle we all know and love, but with a fixed bayonet and increased damage. Its accuracy sucks though, with a kickback so nasty that hitting anything beyond close range feels more like luck than skill – but such is the cost for that coveted extra stopping power. However, you will definitely want to use it for its cool execution move; hold the B button and you’ll charge with the bayonet, impaling any hapless enemy who gets in your way.

  

  The new Sawed-Off Shotgun is a brutal double-barreled beast that pretty much guarantees a splattery one-shot kill, and has a devastating area of effect. The downside is that you essentially have to fire at point-blank range, and if you miss, you’re in big trouble thanks to its agonizingly slow reload time. The Sawed-Off is a joy to kill with but can get very annoying when you’re constantly on the receiving end, and feels somewhat overpowered. I wouldn’t be surprised to see Epic rebalance this weapon in the final build.

  

  The Oneshot is a massive sniper rifle on steroids, with a Torque Bow-like laser sight that broadcasts where you’re aiming (and where you are), and a nerve-wrackingly long charge-up time. But as the name suggests, it’s a one-shot kill and just the simple sight of that laser is enough to send enemies scrambling for cover.

  

  The coolest new weapon is the Digger Launcher, which fires a digger that burrows into the ground and explodes beneath you. Since we’re all used to looking out for tracer rounds in the air, you can easily forget to look down at the ground for the tell-tale Bugs Bunny-like puffs of dirt signifying potential death from below.

  

  Each weapon has its own gory execution move, and you can unlock new executions by racking up kills with said weapon. The best execution so far: ripping off your opponent’s arm and beating him to death with it. Seriously. It’s like Mortal Kombat with guns, and it’s delicious.

  

  Gears of War 3 has an extensive list of unlockables and mini-tasks similar to Call of Duty, with ribbons, medals, weapon skins, characters, and experience points all guaranteed to keep people playing for a long time.

  

  As before, the maps are small and tight with lots of cover. My favorites are Checkout and Thrashball, each striking a good balance between open battle areas, defensive coverage zones and multiple paths for offensive flanking. Thrashball also has the added bonus of having a giant scoreboard dangling over the center of the field; shoot the cable and you’ll squash anyone foolish enough to be standing beneath it.

  

  Trenches and Old Town funnel you into “hallways” and dead ends, and thus have lots of chokepoints where the fighting can get very intense. All maps are littered with weapons, which can now be highlighted by hitting the left bumper. You can also spot your teammates this way too, in an X-ray effect similar to Batman’s detective vision in Arkham Asylum. You’ll quickly learn to appreciate this handy new feature when you get separated from your teammates, or respawn after a death and want to quickly regroup with your team.

  

  Graphically, the game looks fantastic, especially the colorful Old Town map. Instead of the drab greys and browns the series is known for, Old Town is bright and sunny with warm yellows and lush greens that make for a nice change of pace. As you might expect, the lighting and shadow effects are top notch, and the blood and gore are, well, bloodier and gorier than ever. The sound effects will have your ears ringing with the explosive mechanical clacking of the guns giving your surround sound system a good workout.

  

  Even though this is a beta, it is clear that the game is still extremely brutal for newcomers. There are supposed to be little helpers for low-level players but this is not a game you can expect to just hop right in and dominate. You’ll die quickly and often, as the Gears of War franchise has attracted a very hardcore multiplayer following. Having said that, casual fans shouldn’t be scared away; rather, I recommend playing with experienced friends and hang back to provide them with supporting fire, rather than running in Halo-style by yourself (which is a guaranteed way to get killed).

  

  Overall, the Gears of War 3 beta gives gamers a generous taste of what we can expect in the final build. No, there’s no Horde mode or any hint of the story, but the new changes and additions to multiplayer bode well for the final chapter of the trilogy. The September release date can’t come soon enough.


  The 3rd Birthday Review: There Isn't Even Any Cake


  Written by Nicole Kline

  Original Published on April 19, 2011

  

  The Parasite Eve franchise got another addition to it with The 3rd Birthday for the PlayStation Portable. This third-person shooter reunites players with fan-favorite Aya Brea, whose tough demeanor has been replaced with scant clothing and helplessness. Changed is the title, and gone are the meatier parts of Parasite Eve's RPG elements, replaced instead with tactical action elements that feel jammed in like a square peg in a round hole. Repetitious gameplay and a convoluted plot, not to mention a complete deviation from the spirit of the series, make this birthday a forgettable one.

  

  Platform: PSP

  Publisher: Square Enix

  Developer: Square Enix, Hexadrive

  Genre: Tactical Role-Playing Shooter

  Release Date: March 29, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Mature

  

  Fans of the Square Enix series, Parasite Eve, were thrilled to find out the franchise was getting another installment. It looked beautiful, and sounded promising. The story starts out in Manhattan on Christmas Eve in 2012, depicting a horrifying scene – people out enjoying the holiday spirit are interrupted by giant tentacles bursting from the ground, destroying buildings and killing people. These “Babels” bring more than death and destruction – they also bring monsters called the “Twisted.”

  

  A special team is formed, the Counter Twisted Investigation (CTI), which specializes in studying and waging war on the Twisted and the Babels. Aya Brea was found shot in her wedding dress at St. Peter’s Cathedral and now has amnesia. She is brought in to CTI because she is able to transfer her soul to another’s body, which they call an “Overdive.” They use her – in 2013 – to Overdive into other people in the past to try to change the events of the past in order to make the future safe from these creatures.

  

  Make sense? Don't worry, it doesn't get any better even if you play the game. This confusing and convoluted plot worsens as the game trudges on. Characters from previous games appear, like the Japanese scientist, Kunihiko Maeda, as well as Kyle Madigan. There’s also Aya’s little sister, Eve Brea, but whether or not she is her sister is confusing, as character’s comments and explanations for her vary - not to mention the explanations given in previous games. By the end, even though things were supposedly explained, I still wasn’t sure what exactly was going on. I feel like this should have been a stand-alone game, without trying - and failing - to shoehorn in an already established story.

  

  While the story is confusing, with little context and failed attempts at clever deliveries, the gameplay is interesting but repetitious. Combat can be tricky. Aya gets to a room and usually must Overdive from one soldier to the next, staying out of reach of the Twisted and utilizing the best weapons and strategies to defeat them. Some require quick reflexes, others must be killed with a sniper rifle at long range, still others must be killed with awkward button mashing and fervent cursing.

  

  Certain enemies can only be killed with specific weapons, so you have to figure out which soldier has the weapon you need and Overdive into him. Foes immediately latch on to whichever soldier you’re currently in, so you are a constant target. If the soldier with the weapon you need gets killed, you have to wait for another one to spawn, meaning you have to just keep Overdiving into other soldiers and hope they don’t all get killed before you have the chance to defeat the enemy with that specific weapon.

  

  This may sound confusing, and it is at first, but it’s easy to learn. The real problem is that it starts to become repetitious and frustrating, especially when there’s only one weapon that can be used to take the enemy out. The one good thing was that I didn’t find myself running out of ammo too often, as with other survival horror games – though that in itself might be considered a failure on the game’s part, since the tension derived from constantly running out of ammo is a staple of the genre. In lieu of melee, you have unlimited ammo on guns like your initial handgun, which – while not the strongest gun – isn’t long range and can’t be depended on against harder foes.

  

  Crossfire is another very useful ability Aya has. With Crossfire, Aya can concentrate her teammates’ fire specifically on one enemy. This is very helpful because the AI in this game can be absolutely useless. They often pop out of cover just in time to get shot right in the face, or don’t even bother hiding behind cover and stand stupidly out in the open, maybe shooting at an enemy, maybe not. Crossfire forces them all to stop chasing butterflies and take out the enemy you’re focused on, which, in my case, was usually whichever one was the most threatening at the time.

  

  Aya can also use a third special ability while battling enemies, the Liberation Meter. The Liberation Meter fills as Aya fights, and when it’s full, she can unleash a powerful attack, during which she is invincible. This can be very effective when Aya is backed into a corner, and I often used it when desperately waiting for my backup to arrive. Using it leaves Aya weak and unable to react for several moments afterwards, though, during which she is vulnerable to attacks. However, this isn't nearly as strong as Liberation was in the first game, and feels like a tacked-on attempt to create something fans will feel is familiar.

  

  Overdive Kill was my favorite way to take out the Twisted. When an orange triangle appears on the enemy, hit the Triangle button to make Aya Overdive into the enemy and explode from within, causing considerable damage. This is often the only way to kill the bosses. It’s effective and brutal, but also leaves Aya confused and vulnerable for a moment – a much shorter amount of time than with Liberation, but still a moment in which she can’t dodge or fight back. When surrounded by enemies, this can be deadly, so be sure to be mindful of your surroundings when utilizing Overdive Kill.

  

  The game has a decent weapon system, in which you can become more proficient in each type of gun, level them up, and unlock new attachments, which you pay for with your Bonus Points. Progression also unlocks different guns, and you can equip whichever ones you want, with the added bonus of being able to Overdive into other soldiers with other guns while you’re on the field doing missions. But the system was trying too hard to be something it couldn't be - it felt too much like they took customizable options from a console shooter and added them to the already rich and useful weapon system present in previous Parasite Eve games.

  

  You don’t have many armor options, and as you get hit more, your skimpy ripped jeans get turned into panty-sized cut-offs, showing off some of Aya’s curvier assets. As your clothing gets skimpier, your defense goes down, which is especially detrimental during boss fights. At the various save points at safe spots, as well as in between missions, you can use Bonus Points to repair your armor. Unlike the weapons options, this felt underwhelming. You didn't really have any armor "choices," and you could either be close to naked or fully clothed. While it was a useful way to market the game and an excuse to fill the instruction manual with racy shots of Aya, it was a waste of time.

  

  The coolest option available to Aya is in the Over Energy chips which can be mapped on her DNA board. These chips, which are referred to as OE chips, can be obtained through Overdive and Overdive Kills. Chips include helpful pieces, which include abilities like healing, healing during crossfire, and raising Aya’s defense. There are also pieces that harm Aya as well, from slowing down her movement to bringing down her defense. These chips can be placed on Aya’s DNA board, and other DNA boards can be unlocked as you progress.

  

  The DNA boards are set up as three-by-three grids, on which the chips can be placed however the player wants them to fall. Stacking up chips that are the same will add levels to them - if you have a Healing chip that is at level five, adding a level two will give you a level seven. But there’s a catch – laying chips down alone on a blank grid gives you predictable results, but layering the chips can get tricky. If the chips are different, you can get the chip you had down already, the new chip, or some mutation that brings an entirely new attribute – which could be positive or negative. Hitting Square lets you retry, and hitting Triangle brings up the list of what the results are. The levels will vary as well – adding a five to a two, as I said earlier, can result in a maximum of seven, but can actually be anywhere from one to seven.

  

  The gameplay is intricate and involved and has a progressive leveling and weapons system, and the combat is frenetic and fast-paced and includes the Overdive system, which can be used to strategically defeat foes. While these could combine to make a terrific game, the incoherent storyline and forced references to previous games in the series make this game feel like it's having an identity crisis. It was like they took a game they had already made, sprinkled in a few elements from Parasite Eve, slapped on a different title, and hoped the association would help sell more copies. As such, though it does have redeeming characteristics, the lukewarm package makes it a tepid and forgettable experience. I would actually recommend that fans of the series stay away from this game, and instead re-watch the opening cinematic for Parasite Eve – I enjoyed that more than the 18 hours I spent playing The 3rd Birthday.
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  Bangai-O HD: Missile Fury Review: Welcome to Missile Hell


  Written by John Scalzo

  Original Published on May 17, 2011

  

  Over the years, Treasure is a developer that has practically become synonymous with the shooter genre. And why not? After all, they're responsible for Contra III: The Alien Wars, the greatest side-scrolling shooter of all time. Since breaking away from Konami, the team has released classic shooter after classic shooter, including the insane Ikaruga and the great Gradius V. Their latest release is another remake from the Treasure treasure trove, Bangai-O HD: Missile Fury.

  

  Platforms: Xbox 360

  Publisher: D3 Publisher

  Developer: Treasure

  Genre: Bullet Hell Shooter

  Release Date: May 4, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Everyone 10+

  

  Originally released for the Dreamcast back in 2001, Bangai-O can best be described as pure chaos. Not surprisingly, players control Bangai-O, a giant mecha that has to repel an alien invasion that seems to be made up solely of missiles. Make that thousands and thousands of missiles. You see, Bangai-O is a game that proudly belongs to the "bullet hell" sub-genre of shooters.

  

  The chaos that is Bangai-O is exactly what gives the game its appeal and what makes it so frustrating. As missiles fill the screen, players can move with the left stick and shoot with the right. Tapping the Left Trigger will perform a missile burst Counter Attack while tapping the Right Trigger stops the enemy missiles in their path with a Freeze Attack. As you may have guessed, mastering these attacks is the only way to knock the missiles out of the sky.

  

  The problem is that Bangai-O's version of bullet hell is almost too punishing. It actually makes you start to wonder just what the people piloting the Bangai-O mecha did in a previous life to incur the wrath of whatever devil is in charge of those missiles. This game is hard. And I say that as a winner of big money and big prizes on Smash TV and as a veteran of the aforementioned Alien Wars and Capcom's Wily Wars.

  

  Thankfully, Bangai-O HD allows you to advance to the next level every time you lose three lives. Even though dying after a few seconds over and over again is depressing as all (bullet) hell, I guarantee it'll be the only way you advance through the game. At first, that is. It is possible to learn the patterns and get lucky enough with a combination of Counter and Freeze Attacks to start winning a few battles for the humans. What that happens, Bangai-O can even become a lot of fun. When you're given freedom to fire, Treasure's amazing shooter design shines through and you remember exactly why these guys are the kings of the shoot 'em up.

  

  Like an abstract painting, Bangai-O HD: Missile Fury is incredibly beautiful, even if you don't know what it is you're looking at half the time. The backgrounds are often just static single-color backdrops, but the game's swirling and colorful missile dance is almost hypnotizing. The effect is no doubt deliberate as it's much easier to kill you if you're in a daze. Sneaky aliens. Sneaky Treasure. But hearing the game's rousing score kick in at just the right moment will wake you from your catatonia... only to see Bangai-O blown away by a wave of missiles.

  

  Chaos is a funny thing. With a screenful of missiles (and hundreds more that you can't see just off-screen), Bangai-O HD: Missile Fury is a shooter that'll keep even grizzled veterans of the genre busy for a long time. But it is also so insane and so random that it is very easy to get lost in the chaotic nature of it all. I'm not sure if I love it and I'm not sure if I hate it. I'm just sure that I played it and that I felt both emotions constantly (and sometimes simultaneously) as I played.
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  Dissidia 012: Final Fantasy Review: Quality (Fan) Service


  Written by Mike Gutierrez

  Original Published on April 20, 2011

  

  Square Enix Monster-Artist-turned-Character-Designer-turned-Game-Director Tetsuya Nomura has had his hands full, pioneering established series while creating new ones along the way. Since working as a key member of the main Final Fantasy team, he’s gone on to birth the successful Kingdom Hearts series, directed the film Final Fantasy VII: Advent Children, delivered The World Ends With You on the DS, and is currently at the helm of the highly-anticipated PS3 exclusive, Final Fantasy Versus XIII. With a workload that would make most developers have a nervous breakdown, he’s somehow managed to create another Final Fantasy spin-off with the Dissidia series. Dissidia 012 [Duodecim] Final Fantasy aims to amp up the fighting game foundations of the first game while providing even better fan-service with all the Final Fantasy protagonists and antagonists you love. Duodecim is a strong title from Square Enix, but it’s not as substantive as some of their other portable titles.

  

  Platform: PSP

  Publisher: Square Enix

  Developer: Square Enix, 1st Production Department

  Genre: Super Smash Bros. Gaea

  Release Date: March 22, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Teen

  

  Dissidia 012 is a 3D fighting game that moonlights as an action RPG. The game brings together the primary heroes and villains from the thirteen main Final Fantasy titles and pits them against each other to settle an age-old dispute between Cosmos, the god of harmony, and Chaos, the god of discord. This sequel adds six new fighters to the mix: Lightning, Vaan Ratsbane, Laguna Loire, Yuna, Tifa Lockheart, and Kain Highwind. Whereas in the first game’s story mode you played as each of the ten protagonists in any order you liked, Duodecim brings in a linear progression of chapters, throughout which you play as each of the new additions. The flow isn’t as predictable as each character having one episode, though. Some of them come back to star in later chapters and they all to come together for the finale.

  

  The underlying concept of the game, the ultimate Final Fantasy mash-up, is both its primary strength and its greatest weakness. I’ve played through the main series, except for the MMOs XI and XIV, multiple times a piece, and honestly love every game and its cast. It won’t complete my life, but I can sympathize with fans who want to see Kain show the mama’s boy Sephiroth how they did things back in the ol’ days. While the game can be a tour de force of the sights and sounds that have made this series resonate so strongly with gamers, and indeed treats them to a few inside jokes, it can be hard to appreciate what’s actually here on top of it.

  

  For any Final Fantasy fan, Duodecim can be an absolutely fantastic experience. The memorable scores from all of the games are here, and the way they’ve been arranged, or not arranged, is a source of celebration. Hearing Final Fantasy III’s battle theme slowed down into a drum-heavy tune makes any battle more exciting once the familiar notes start kicking in. On the other hand, Final Fantasy VII’s "Let the Battles Begin!" sounds almost the same as it did in the original game, which, while playing as Tifa, really takes you back to the magical era some like to call 1997. The music does more than set the tone, though, as the use of certain songs evoke strong memories, especially if they’re associated with a certain event or character arc from the original game. The greatest example is how Eyes on Me plays as Laguna’s overworld theme, which is a very heartbreaking thing if you’ve played through Final Fantasy VIII and know the significance that the song has to the story.

  

  But remembering these powerful moments only begs the question: what the hell are these characters doing here? The fact that these heroes are “taken” from their own worlds with their memories shattered suggests that Dissidia is meant to be canonical. If that’s the case, hasn’t each individual Final Fantasy been a kind of battle between harmony and discord on its own, if not between Cosmos and Chaos themselves? Every character in this game has been affected by the life-changing events of that struggle. For them to be pulled out of their settings and fight again in that same conflict on another world seems cruelly redundant. All of the FF heroes since Cecil have had dramatic arcs that are, in many cases, emotionally devastating. It almost feels unfair to take these characters who you’ve already been through so much with and force them to fight again. In many ways, it’s almost disrespectful to the fans of the series.

  

  The one disappointment that definitely made my jaw drop is that Cloud Strife from FFVII has actually been redesigned again. So if we count the original game, Kingdom Hearts, Advent Children, and now this, we’re currently on the third re-design of Cloud. Didn’t they take his character far enough when they were giving him red scarves for his neck and superfluous bandages for his sword? To make matters worse, they continue his Advent Children wandering of shame by making him the same brooding, unhappy character from that movie. His only appearance in the story is in the reports, but to see Cloud still feel so devastated and guilty over Aeris’ death is, again, borderline disrespectful to the fans. You cross the line from fan-service to milking when you exploit the most recognizable conflicts from a story, instead of building on top of their resolution. You can almost say Square has made Cloud a reflection of his own fanboys: pathetically unable to get over Aeris’ death, going on 14 years since it happened (Disclaimer: FFVII and Cloud are my favorite game and protagonist of the series, respectively). Cloud's appearance, while generally awesome, is really a microcosm of how Duodecim’s story takes you through the motions of bliss and rage, until it takes a break and lets you indulge in its gameplay.

  

  Overall, Duodecim’s fighting experience is pretty fun. Each part of the story has you entering a gate, which brings you to a cave-like game board where you initiate fights with opponents blocking your way to get to the end, or go after ones off the beaten path in order to grab chests (or just for the XP). In the one-on-one battles that ensue, you beat your opponents by first using Bravery attacks to build up your Bravery points and diminish your opponent's. Then, you cash them in and convert that number to actual HP damage by using HP attacks. Every character’s playing style is quite different, especially among the six new characters. The combat takes place in a highly stylized form, as you run up walls, grind across edges, and dash towards your opponents. It’s a lot like "Dragon Ball Z", which begs yet another “why the hell” question, although it’s fun enough for us to not go down that path.

  

  The game has added a few new additions to the original Dissidia formula. You can now bring assist characters along for the ride, who fill up their own bar throughout the fight like Marvel vs. Capcom. You also traverse a world map in between battles, which breaks up the monotony of the cave boards by adding in a sense of exploration, even if that sense is somewhat false. One of the most value-adding features is that the entire first game is unlocked after completing the story, augmented with all the new features Duodecim has to offer.

  

  The battle system does have its downsides. The difficulty is puzzlingly easy at first, and almost 90% of the battles are mere stepping stones to reach the real bosses. When most of the fights are made to be beaten with little to no skill required, you have to question the merit of the game you’re playing. Even when you do get into challenging battles, they tend to involve cheap tricks like special summons that cut your Bravery points, boosting theirs. While the ease of the smaller battles gets you wondering, the cheap buffs to the bosses asks if the game system can actually pose a clean, fair challenge to the player. If this game didn’t have multiplayer, I would probably defer to the negative.

  

  Another real downer is the fact that this game really shows the limits of the original PSP’s practicality as a gaming controller. My hands typically hurt after a good session on the non-Go variants, and Dissidia really pushes that. The trigger and face button combinations required for dodging and dashing, as well as the button mashing for some special attacks and blocks, have you doing some seriously awkward hand movements, and it’s not uncommon to hit the Home button or, worse, flick up the power slide and put the system into sleep mode in the middle of a fight. I don't have these problems playing games with similar control schemes on the PSP Go, but I wouldn't be surprised if the handling was just as gruesome.

  

  Speaking of Sony’s storage-divergent models, not having extra space to install the game can be absolutely brutal. I played the game with a small Memory Stick, only for keeping game saves on, and the load times are atrocious. I’ve heard installing the game makes them almost passable, but having just beat Tactics Ogre with no load time issues, I’m fairly disappointed by Square Enix. I usually don’t have too many gripes about load times, but for a game where the battles can last fifteen seconds or less, it makes no sense to spend what feels like a full minute getting in and out of that battle. Still worse is the fact that getting into the in-game menu recalls shades of Final Fantasy VI from Anthologies, because even that mundane task can take you several mind-boggling seconds. Equipment changing, item checking, and inventory sorting are some of the hallmarks of Final Fantasy. There’s something seriously wrong when that’s an endeavor you simply don’t want to undertake.

  

  All in all, Duodecim takes you for a wonderful ride with its impressive visuals and powerful music, both of which are borrowed from some of the finest titles produced in gaming. The game’s far from beyond criticism, but it ends up providing a fun way to keep these characters alive, or at the very least, an exceptional portable experience. If this game had the same story and gameplay with different characters, I don’t know if it would stand on its own that well. For better or for worse, this is a game grounded on its novel concept, one which it executes rather well in a portable format.

  

  3/5


  Divinity II: The Dragon Knight Saga Review: Raining Blood


  Written by Ryan Littlefield

  Original Published on May 4, 2011

  

  That’s right, I made a Slayer joke. It’s a fitting one for the main character - a Dragon Slayer - in Divinity II: The Dragon Knight Saga, Larian Studio’s compilation of Divinity II: Ego Draconis and its expansion, Divinity II: Flames of Vengeance. Like a couple of Power Rangers, these two titles cohesively fit together into an epic story of redemption, betrayal, and chicken-punting.

  

  Platforms: Xbox 360

  Publisher: Atlus

  Developer: Larian Studios

  Genre: Dungeons & Dragon Slayers + Action RPG = Divinity II

  Release Date: April 12, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Mature

  

  Aside from the first hour I spent punting chickens in Rivellon, it took me roughly 55 hours to finish Ego Draconis and its counterpart, The Dragon Knight Saga collectively boasts over 100 hours of gameplay. I did many of the sidequests when I could find them, but surely I didn’t find them all. This time constraint also incudes the seemingly endless exploration of the massive landscapes in both human and dragon form.

  

  The game’s story is interesting, but basic at its roots. In short, the Dragon Knights – warriors who could magically transform into dragons – betrayed the world of Rivellon by killing their hero, the Divine. The player’s character is a newly-dubbed Slayer among a band of fellow Slayers who are looking for justice through death of the final remaining Dragon Knights. After allowing the player to change their character’s appearance with light customization options, the game begins with the introduction of this hero. With several tutors on hand, the hero picks a primary vocation (Warrior, Mage, or Ranger) before leaving the first village to embark on the main quest. Your tutor and quest-giver, Rhode, steers you to Broken Valley, the first region affected by the war between Dragon Slayers and Dragon Knights.

  

  Soon after completing much of the Broken Valley region, there is a twist in the story, changing the scope and tone of the game, and affecting the player’s character in a big way. At this point, the player will have the ability to turn into a dragon at will, which is just one aspect that sets Divinity apart from the similarly-crafted Dragon Age games.

  

  Divinity II’s gameplay is generally well-structured, running and relying fully on the Gamebryo engine – the very same one used by Fallout 3 and Oblivion. That being said, the controls make the player very conscious that this is also a PC title. The tightness and efficiency of some commands just don’t cut it on the Xbox 360 version, as compared to their prospective performance on a PC version of the game. Similar to Dragon Age: Origins, the button mapping is a bit odd. The Xbox 360 controller’s D-Pad can be used to map items, spells, or attacks, in the exact same vein as the X, Y, A, and B buttons. As far as having multiple spells and abilities on hand, this configuration is understandable. Then, where is the jump button? What about a target lock-on? Those are assigned to the RT (Right Trigger) and LT (Left Trigger,) respectively. Jumping with the RT can be a bit odd, and the jump mechanic often overshoots the player from their target. Inching forward in midair is often ineffective, and some jumps don’t allow the hero to back up far enough to be able to land directly on target. The camera angle doesn’t help, as the hero’s feet are not often shown unless the camera is adjusted manually. There are only two jumping puzzles in the main part of the game, but the controls are awkward enough to make it an overwhelming endeavor.

  

  Several other mechanical problems exist, but seem to be characteristic of the Gamebryo engine itself. In my experiences with Oblivion and Fallout 3, the terrain interaction had always been a bit off, where the player couldn’t scale a two-foot wall, but walked up some steep hills with a breeze. I had the same issue in Divinity II. In Broken Valley, a system of streams seems to connect the different sections of land. In running to my destinations, I would often jump (because my brain thinks it makes me run faster) and end up in these streams. When trying to jump out, my character could not jump over the six-inch wall of land, and was forced to run to the nearest “path” out of the water. Don’t get me wrong - it’s not a massacre. But it's little blemishes and hiccups like these that often keep great titles from perfection.

  

  The Dragon gameplay is one of the biggest attention-grabbers in this game. I could not have been happier upon reaching the stage of the game when the hero could spread his wings and take flight. Dragon flight handles similarly to Panzer Dragoon: Orta, but not on rails. The button mapping with abilities and spells works much better here, and the target lock-on system is almost perfect. The only difference with the lock-on system in Dragon mode and Hero mode comes down to switching targets. In Hero mode, once a target is locked, the right joystick switches to an enemy to the left or right of the current enemy, depending on which side the player directs it. In Dragon mode, targets often have difficulty switching. Destroying 30 Ballista Towers simultaneously can be a tad more difficult when the auto-targeting system only wants to focus on the first tower you target. Still, leveling tower clusters is satisfying, and air combat is almost equally so.

  

  In fact, air combat becomes especially prevalent later in the game when one region, comprised of steep cliffs and mountainsides, requires intricate exploration and very thorough side-quest completion in order to advance your character appropriately. After finishing the first two regions, this area of the game seemed to open up in a very overwhelming way. I hit a slump, and found it difficult to put together a mental to-do list with all the quests I had gotten. This is a common occurrence in Divinity, as quests are less often connected to each other, and more often require luck with finding the right NPCs. I made sure to do as many sidequests as possible, just so my character would be correctly built and laden with skills to finish all “Main Quest” content.

  

  As with most action RPG games, Divinity employs use of a Skill Point Distribution system, containing skills for every “character build,” often with no prerequisites. I don’t normally mind skill trees with prerequisite skills (WoW, Diablo, Borderlands) but it was nice to have the ability to drop points in the skill I wanted, when I wanted. Skill points can greatly enhance your abilities, spells, and even your custom-built, necromancer-gifted minion. Let me tell you, having a minion AND the Raise Undead spell is the way to go. Guess who never has to do any of the work! But the biggest help in Divinity II is the Save Game function. No joke. If your hero dies, you will need to reload your game from the last point it was saved. While there is an auto-save function, it operates at certain geographical points in the game rather than a pre-determined time interval. On average, the autosave operates once every two hours, depending on how much you travel around Rivellon. This can be very frustrating, but is a process that will become ingrained in your head after forgetting to save before a really tough boss battle.

  

  The game’s boss battles can be a bit anti-climactic, save for a cutscene prior to each fight, but the tension and setting hold a great amount of possibility for each battle to be recreated on the silver screen. Flames of Vengeance ties in accurately to the end of Ego Draconis’ story, to the extent where I didn’t notice where Draconis stopped and Flames began. Flames of Vengeance comes across as a successful attempt at providing a solid and believable sequel to the plot of Ego Draconis, without all the cheesy adjustments of a typical sequel.

  

  By this point, you may be thinking to yourself “If I wanted a similar game without any of these flaws, why wouldn’t I just buy Dragon Age?” It’s not that Divinity and Dragon Age are vastly similar, and the differences in the two games are enough to make each title worth its playthrough. While Dragon Age replicates BioWare’s signature Action/RPG mechanics and gameplay, Divinity II feels more like the Dungeons & Dragons universe reincarnated as an open-world, quest-based breed of RPG, sandbox-roaming games, and hack-and-slash titles.

  

  Atlus published this updated version of both titles, including a free soundtrack with every copy of the game, and an art book to those who bought a copy during its first printing. As Atlus PR & Sales Manager Aram Jabbari says: “Because, hey. We’re Atlus.” In all seriousness though, as if the fact that The Dragon Knight Saga retails at $40 at release isn't enough to convince you, the amount of content is more than one could ask for. I’ll be playing the soundtrack for some time to come, even though some could argue that I’ve heard it enough just by finishing the game.

  

  Though Divinity II is not without its flaws, these flaws are hardly worth skipping over the game. Simply put, it was created with a vast amount of vision, but may have lacked the polish to make it the perfect fantasy game. Though rough around the edges, it is impossible to put down, and persistent in keeping the player involved in Rivellon’s events. Larian Studios has acknowledged development of a follow-up game in the Divinity series, and you can bet that I’ll be taking another 50 hours to fly through that game as well.
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  Final Fantasy IV: The Complete Collection Review: The Rose Tint is (Slowly) Fading


  Written by Mike Gutierrez

  Original Published on May 23, 2011

  

  Final Fantasy IV is probably going for a spot in the Guinness Book of World Records for most ports and iterations. After debuting on the Super Nintendo, it’s been ported to the PlayStation, updated for the Game Boy Advance, remade for the Nintendo DS, and now bundled with Final Fantasy IV: The After Years alongside a new Interlude to form Final Fantasy IV: The Complete Collection. A tour de force in nostalgia as well as a series of fun episodes, The Complete Collection is a great item for collectors and FF fans, but not necessarily a "must-have" PSP title.

  

  Platforms: PSP

  Publisher: Square Enix

  Developer: Square Enix

  Genre: Industry-Defining Melodrama

  Release Date: April 19, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Everyone

  

  Final Fantasy IV

  In case you’ve been living under a rock, or are just new to video games, Final Fantasy IV is one of the most revered titles in gaming. It frequently pops up on lists of the most influential RPGs and games in general as the first title to trade quiet heroes for a cast of fully developed characters. This is part a cultural misconception: because Final Fantasy II was skipped over for translation, American gamers never got to know that game’s cast of war orphans. They subsequently mistook the "first game they played" with a realized cast as the first game ever to have one. FFIV nonetheless took storytelling to a new height in gaming, with multiple character arcs within the plot instead of just one overarching tale. The characters’ classes were just one part of their persona, instead of the archetype that consumed them. The setting itself took interactive media to a new level, as the heroes are constantly being taken to new areas you wouldn’t expect to see in a fantasy RPG and to disclose what they are would massively take away from the surprises.

  

  The gameplay side of things saw another innovation with the advent of ATB, or Active Time Battle. Taking the combat away from turn-based and into real-time helped differentiate Japanese RPGs from their original roots in Dungeons & Dragons and its computer RPG progeny like Ultima and Wizardry. In many ways, it was the birth of the JRPG, marrying edge-of-your-seat battles with flashy storylines, using both at the same time to deliver those memorable set pieces that modern developers seem so obsessed with creating.

  

  As influential as it was, the game was not without its faults, and it is starting to show its age. One big factor to FFIV’s success is that the battles were no longer independent of the story; instead, the battles were subjected to it and used as plot devices themselves. This leads to certain aspects of the gameplay being unbalanced, a kind of “spam your cheap and overpowered moves before they spam their cheap and overpowered moves,” philosophy I’ve mentioned before. Towards the end of FFIV, you're earning such a disproportionate amount of money from enemies that you really don’t need healing anymore. You can just get through each battle using your melee attackers' ridiculously augmented attacks, then replenish your party’s HP using the hundreds of Hi Potions you’ve accumulated from your seemingly infinite war purse. Endgame peculiarities aside, FFIV is still a title all gaming enthusiasts should play at least once; by all standards, is still a solid play.

  

  Final Fantasy IV: Interlude

  We once reported that the PlayStation Blog claimed Final Fantasy IV: Interlude would add in a good fifteen hours of content. I have a personal interest in discerning what Sid Shuman was smoking the day he wrote that, because the game is as its title suggests: an interlude. I managed to wrap it up in about two hours and forty minutes, including checking out the hidden developer's room that's a throwback to the original. Perhaps there are sidequests out there to dig up or they meant you could play it for fifteen hours before losing your mind; in any case, it’s fairly short. The game doesn’t do much; it just adds a few quick scenarios revisiting certain areas from FFIV. It begins with a party to celebrate the restoration of Edward’s Damcyan castle, and as a couple mysteries pop up, you go to investigate with a few old friends. While this is essentially a quick rehash of old dungeons with the same characters and system, you do get to see some cool scenarios using party configurations you never got to use in FFIV. This isn’t something every aFFicianado needs to experience, but it’s absolutely a fun little episode.

  

  Final Fantasy IV: The After Years

  Final Fantasy IV: The After Years is the part of this collection most people will be playing for the first time and was actually the reason that it was made: to put this story out there in a retail package. Originally a WiiWare title, The After Years was one of those rare episodic series that actually ran to completion, bringing a string of original scenarios featuring new and familiar faces set about 20 years after the last game left off. I have to confess, like many Square fans, I wrote this one off as the company milking every drop they could get out of the udders of the captive FF audience and our beloved franchise. I was wrong.

  

  The After Years distinguishes itself from other Square Enix nostalgia-fests, such as Dissidia, which ignore the resolutions to the stories and instead just give us more of what the meat of the game offered. The After Years instead gives us a new game system within the contours of the 2D FF, and does a good job excavating the original story arcs in a respectful way to build a compelling new narrative. The game begins with Ceodore, the son of Cecil, who is completing his initiation into his father’s old military order, The Red Wings. After a new threat descends on the planet, you begin revisiting the old protagonists who bring along new characters as each one gets a glimpse of the new conflict. Palom is training a mage apprentice in Troia, Yang sets off on an investigation with his daughter, and Edge sends his Ninjitsu practitioners across the globe as sleeper cells trying to figure out what exactly is going on. You get the same novelty as FFIV: Interlude, playing new party configurations in old scenarios and settings, but there’s just enough new locales and variation on the old ones to really stand on its own. The character interaction is excellent and the dialog is actually very well written. If may be a marketing cliche, but if you liked FFIV, you’ll love The After Years.
  

  

  As its predecessor did to the series, The After Years brings new gameplay innovations to its universe. Most pervasive is the Moon system:as you spend nights in inns, tents, and cottages, the cycle of the moon changes from waxing, waning, new moon, and full moon. This has severe combat implications, as under one cycle, black magic may be stronger, but physical attacks are weakened. Additionally, more powerful monsters appear in certain locales when the moon is under a particular cycle, making them no-man’s land unless you’re up for a challenge. The end effect is that you can spend a few nights to your advantage in order to gain combat bonuses that are beneficial to your party. You can play through the game without getting too in-depth with this mechanic; it just adds a little variety to the flow of battles.

  

  Also introduced are Bands, where two characters can team up Chrono Trigger style to execute a united assault on the enemies. Ironically, I believe one of them is actually called Cross-slash, but it also involves dual casting as well as casting and bashing. This isn’t really a game changer; in fact, I rarely touched them, but it does add enough of a layer to emphasize that this is a new game and not just a rehash for sweet cash.

  

  Like its source material, The After Years is not without its faults, but balance isn't one of them this time. I would actually posit that The After Years is a far better balanced game than FFIV, presenting a more substantial challenge throughout (although I did have enough money to just stock up on X-Potions and skate by with melee attacks in the final sequence). The problem is that while the classic FF dungeon crawl (exploring caves where you can take detours to get items) is already starting to get old in the original game, it’s just plain outdated in The After Years. As much of the game involves this mundane spelunking (indeed, the “game” aspect of the title is pretty much dungeon crawling), the title begins to overstay its welcome when its playtime extends far beyond how long it took to complete FFIV. While the scenario is wonderful and new, the gameplay side isn’t, and it starts to undermine the sum of its parts as a game you arguably shouldn’t take seriously.

  

  That may be a little harsh, but the final chapter drives this part home better than anything. The last sequence involves a dungeon about the size of the final dungeon in FFIV, in which you fight nearly every smaller boss from that game. Afterwards, you’re taken to smaller elemental variants on this setting, as you once again defeat each of the elemental fiends. Afterwards, you proceed through a new high-tech locale, where you defeat the CPU operating the Tower of Babil. Then you muck through an extremely open-ended Feymarch recreation where you track down Bahamut and Ashura. Lastly, you start the trek down a 30-level final area filled with a surprisingly large turnout of the major bosses from the first six FF games. I’m not ashamed to admit that I turned away from the prospect of completing the final episode, having felt satisfied that I’d seen everything there is to come. There have been a lot of great final dungeons in Square Enix games, especially in the 2D ones, but this isn’t one of them. It either shows an overindulgence in the dungeon crawl formula or an incompetence at what makes a solid final RPG level. No matter the case, it’s not fun, and it wasn't for a long time before you get there.

  

  In all fairness, this was originally an episodic game for mobile phones and later the Wii, so I could see how the formula may be more effective if it were played after waiting months for the next one. But as a stand-alone PSP game, it’s fairly monotonous and doesn’t lend itself to longer sessions like the recent Gods Eater Burst or Tactics Ogre: Let Us Cling Together do (see for yourself)

  

  The Collection

  As a whole, the collection brings a lot of cool things to each game that are worth talking about on their own.

  

  First, this game borrows heavily from the previous PSP remakes of Final Fantasy I and II. The art style is very similar and some of the effects are the same as well. The little details of the environment and art assets are all much more detailed than the GBA version, and some effects such as shadows and sunbeams over desert towns actually add quite a lot to the experience. The character portraits are, unfortunately, somewhat ugly. The original Amano artwork seems to have been forgone in favor of the new artist brought on for the Nintendo DS remake and The After Years, but it doesn’t get in the way of the gameplay by any means. The last notable feature of the graphics is that the battle effects are, at times, downright amazing. Casting Firaga causes a beautiful cascade of fire to reach across the enemy’s side of the scene, showing that Square Enix is a developer very familiar with, and an expert in exploiting, the quality of the PSP’s screen.

  

  The game has also received an updated translation that brings it more in line with the original Japanese and the newer FF vocabulary at the same time. "Spoony bard" is still in here, but the game has a more erudite and darker tone than the original Woolsey localization. It also incorporates newer terminology, such as referring to the summons as Eidolons. The Land of Summons is now called the Feymarch, and the Bomb Ring Cecil transports early in the game is now referred to as some kind of sigil. It’s all more coherent now, and when you combine the visuals with the translation, this is very possibly the definitive version of Final Fantasy IV.

  

  The gameplay, unfortunately, gets some odd effects from the new Auto battle feature. Pressing select during the battles turns “Auto” on, where all your characters will perform phsyical attacks on the default target, and the battle runs at a much faster speed. This is a lot like turning up the speed on an emulator when you’re trying to skip repetitive and easy battles, so it gives you less incentives to pirate rather than buy. But the difficulty appears to be lowered in FFIV, and the addition of Auto really reveals just how little you want to do with the battle system after a while. Because of the aforementioned reliance on tedious dungeon crawls, the feature actually makes the game seem a lot uglier than it actually is, with you hitting the Auto button almost all the time, and always to speed past the lengthier spell animations.

  

  One feature, however, cannot be denied for how incredibly awesome it is, and that’s the music option in the menu. In any of the three games, you can choose between the new PSP arrangement, or the original score, with SNES filters and everything. Many times I’ve played for several hours with the original arrangement, losing myself in the nostalgia of a time long past, until realizing that I wasn’t playing with the new score, and would switch to enjoy that for a while. As much of an old school purist I may be, it cannot be understated just how fantastic the new score is. The songs have many little things in them that greatly add to the piece, and some of them bring to life the Irish influences composer Nobuo Uematsu incorporated into the game and elaborated on in the Final Fantasy IV Celtic Moon soundtrack.

  

  There are many other smaller additions here that add to the package as a whole. For one, the battle transitions include the pixel-blurring of the 16-bit original, the swirling of the PlayStation era, and the glass breaking from Final Fantasy X, giving you a nice mix of the past, recent past, and current style of Final Fantasy. There’s also a part of the menu where you can unlock and view a large amount of concept artwork, although it’s kind of blurry (and not the hi-res artwork promised in the PlayStation Blog’s Empty Promises Tour 2011). Despite many wrinkles in the face of the game system, Final Fantasy IV: The Complete Collection brings enough new features along with the games in order to make it a respectable package.

  

  Again, these games are not beyond criticism. The most disparaging factor of Final Fantasy IV has been the passage of time since its release, and The After Years relentlessly clings to ancient cliches. But RPG fans will still find the former to be a classic and have a blast playing through the latter. At this friendly price, it absolutely has a space in any FF fan's library, especially those who haven't played IV or The After Years. In fact, this is the go-to version for gamers who have yet to play IV in one of its many iterations. The only factor inhibiting its spot on the shelf is the fact that the game has largely been surpassed by a slew of PSP RPGs in recent memory.
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  L.A. Noire Review: The Extra 'E' Stands For Exemplary, Princess


  On the surface, L.A. Noire is an open-world detective game, in which you solve cases by gathering clues and interrogating suspects, working your way through the ranks of the various departments. But the game goes beyond that, allowing you to establish relationships with some characters while making rivals out of others. And underneath it all boils the subplot of their shared past, building a tension that froths through scene after scene. In a time when many argue over whether or not video games are art, or whether many have viable plots at all, L.A. Noire delivers a gripping story without sacrificing gameplay – and does all of this while feeling like a high-quality movie.

  

  Platforms: PS3 (Version Played), Xbox 360

  Publisher: Rockstar Games

  Developer: Team Bondi, Rockstar Games

  Genre: Film Noir Simulation

  Release Date: May 17, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Mature

  

  The long-anticipated L.A. Noire opens exactly how you’d expect: the “Start” screen has a neon sign which flickers occasionally while a hearty jazz piece plays, immediately setting the mood for what’s to come. You play as Cole Phelps, a former Marine who is the newest member of the L.A.P.D. Phelps is good at working cases. He’s bright and has an uncanny intuition, and has a sense of nobility that many mistake for ambition. As you work your way across the departments, in and around Homicide and Vice, you’re also given glimpses into Phelps’ past – his time in World War II, where he fought alongside other soldiers who have relocated to L.A. and are now part of the present story. As the game progresses, the two storylines merge and are reconciled together.

  

  The gameplay is an amalgam of things we’ve seen before, yet tied together here in a way that's all its own. When Phelps inspects a crime scene, music plays in the background. When he gets near an object that might be a clue, there’s a musical indicator as well as a vibration in the controller. Once all the clues have been discovered, the music ends. Clues – as well as people of interest and locations you can visit – are all kept in a notebook, which Phelps can access and scroll through (while holding an ultra-sharp pencil). Once you’ve got a lead, you can use a phone to call the operator and get the information you need. Transportation between locations is in your car, which you can drive, or you can make your partner drive, allowing you to skip straight there – but cutting off your ability to answer calls from dispatch, which allow you to handle side missions. My favorite part about driving was getting directions from my partner, though in some cases, if you’re in the middle of a conversation that is part of the storyline, he’ll tell you at the very last moment, making you grind your teeth the way you do whenever the bad navigator is giving you directions but is too chatty to remind you where to turn.

  

  Perhaps the most widely advertised functionality of L.A. Noire is the interrogation process, in which Phelps must size up the suspects and interpret their behavior. He then has to choose “Truth,” “Doubt,” or “Lie” – but choosing Lie means you need to have the proof to back it up. The motion capture of the characters’ faces is so detailed that you can see a nervous swallow or obvious movements of their eyes – general shiftiness that indicates all is not right. And I didn’t realize it at first, but the order of the information in your notebook isn’t necessarily the order of the questions to the suspect, so keep that in mind as well before you start grilling them. You have to choose the order of the questions, interpret their reactions, and interrogate them correctly (with proof, if necessary) for things to go your way.

  

  On more than one occasion, things did not go my way.

  

  It’s important not to get discouraged, as there are many opportunities to gain experience. You can also use “Intuition Points” to help you out with problems – during an interrogation, using one will remove one of the wrong options. (While investigating a crime scene, using one will expose all of the locations of the clues.) You can also ask the Rockstar Social Club for help with the “Ask the Community” feature. Once you’ve finished up all the parts of a case, you get a report at the end, telling you how much damage you’ve done, how many clues you collected, how many questions you got correct, what your star rating is, and what – if anything – you could have done better (for example, it tells you what a suspect would have told you if you’d interrogated them differently, or who got away because you didn’t follow up on a lead).

  

  L.A. Noire plays well, looks good, and feels very intuitive. One of my favorite things about the game, as silly as it sounds, is how the characters look when they’re walking or running up and down the stairs. They tuck in their arms above the elbows and take the stairs easily, moving fluidly and gracefully. Another aspect I love is the fact that when you move your character towards a fence or a low wall, he jumps over it – there’s no prompt or extra button to push, he simply vaults himself over it. This is the same with ladders and drainpipes as well – climbing onto them is as simple as facing them and walking at them. So many small details – like moving pieces of laundry when you walk into a line of clothes hanging on a line – coupled with the big and small details of the time period, have created a game with an intimate and beautiful atmosphere.

  

  It’s important to note how much the game feels like a film – so much so that it was featured at the Tribeca Film Festival, the first video game to appear there. The film noir style of the game can be enhanced even further by switching it to black and white mode, bringing in an even more distinctive 1940s feel. L.A. Noire redefines the concept of “style” when it comes to video games, bringing them to an entirely new level.

  

  There’s just so much to love about this game. The characters are well-developed, especially Phelps, who has quickly become one of my favorite characters in a video game. As you learn more about his past and see why he reacts the way he does, he takes on dimensions rarely seen in a video game character. And as you play through the game, there are so many different types of gameplay – I felt like I was playing a mashup of Grand Theft Auto, Heavy Rain, and, at some points, Uncharted. I was chasing cars, finding clues, solving puzzles, and platforming, all with a strong character, great storyline, and solid gameplay. It’s a happy marriage, and it’s one that includes a great sense of humor: lines like “If you think I'm gonna climb through a broken window in a thirty dollar suit you've got another thing coming, buster” and “what were you thinking? You'll be calling Richard Nixon a crook next!” had me laughing out loud.

  

  But no game can be perfect, and L.A. Noire does have its flaws. Though nowhere near as horribly glitchy as Red Dead Redemption, there are moments where enemies glitch into walls, or you’re driving your car and suddenly you’re two blocks away, standing awkwardly on the sidewalk. There are also small hiccups in the physics – Phelps can’t move a flower pot and gets stuck behind it, but he can kick a wheelbarrow five feet. The interrogations can also be very difficult and misleading – I once charged a suspect with lying only to realize the clue I’d found hadn’t been registered in my notebook. I’ve also charged a man I didn’t want to charge for reasons I didn’t understand – I had two suspects, I questioned them both, but I only had a prompt to charge one of them with the crime, even though the evidence seemed stacked equally against both. I think it had something to do with the order I questioned them in, but I still can’t be sure.

  

  In spite of its flaws, L.A. Noire is a game that should be played – period. It appeals to a wide audience – fans of open-world games, detective stories, and puzzle solving could lose themselves in this game for hours on end. The gameplay, storyline, and side missions are all very high quality. There’s something here for everyone – you can stick to the main story and finish it all relatively quickly, or wrap up everything you can, find every vehicle in the game, and see every landmark there is in the City of Angels. There’s just enough each of driving, sleuthing, and action to keep things interesting – and by action, I of course mean fisticuffs with hobos. If you need a game to keep you occupied in the not-quite-draught of summer, L.A. Noire is the game you should absolutely buy.
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  Pokemon Black/White Review: You Can Catch It, But It’s Certainly Not a Legendary


  Written by Nicole Kline

  Original Published on May 12, 2011

  

  Pokemon games follow a pretty simple formula: you live in a world full of pocket monsters that exist in harmony with humans. Your character is a pretty typical kid who wants to go out on adventures in Unova and become a Pokemon trainer. You’re entrusted with a Pokedex and told to fill it. On the way, you make enemies and friends, battle ace trainers and campers, and, of course, catch a ton of Pokemon – preferably all of them, if you’re so inclined/psychotic. But Pokemon Black and White introduce a new factor to the equation – a coherent storyline, with plot twists and all. The question is – does this add or detract from the series we’ve come to know and love?

  

  Platforms: DS

  Publisher: Nintendo, The Pokemon Company

  Developer: Game Freak

  Genre: Pocket Monster Role-Playing Game

  Release Date: March 6, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Everyone

  

  Pokemon Black and White start out how you would expect them to. I ended up playing a lot more of Black Version, and chose the girl character with her awesome cut-off jean shorts. You’re hanging out with your two friends, Cheren and Bianca, at your house. Professor Juniper gives each of you a Pokemon and sends you off to fill your Pokedex. As pointed out in the webcomic Super Effective, this is really freaking irresponsible of the adults, but adults seem to allow kids to do a lot of irresponsible things in video games and on TV shows and in books. Seeing as taking a Pokemon adventure seems like a standard part of growing up in this world, I guess we can let the adults slide for now.

  

  Anyway, each of you gets a Pokemon, and you get to pick first. I chose Tepig, the adorable Fire/Fighting pig. I was tempted to choose Snivy because he just looked so damn smug, but I love baby pigs and couldn’t stop myself when finally confronted with the difficult decision. Your friends take theirs after you, and then periodically throughout the game, they pop up to fight you. They also help you in your fight against Team Plasma, who look like they are dressed in medieval armor getting ready for a crusade (and were actually based off of the Knights Templar). In addition, you fight the eight gym leaders, gathering badges so you can face the Elite Four and then the Champion.

  

  It all follows the formula... sort of. But this new generation of games has an intricate storyline, breathing life and purpose into the Team Plasma grunts and their leaders. Their plan is to free all Pokemon from their trainers, because they say Pokemon are being abused and they don’t want to be used to fight. So these bad guys go around stealing Pokemon from people and generally causing a ruckus. The plot twists are decent, and just the added depth of having a purposeful story gives the series a different feel. But the overpowered items and lackluster new features detracted from the overall package, creating a game that was almost too easy.

  

  The obvious new features include updated graphics and Pokemon sprites that are animated during the battle, with camera movement emphasizing attacks. The updated graphics didn’t necessarily seem like an improvement – they felt fuzzy around the edges during battles, and more pixelated than anything. Also new is the introduction of seasons. Every month, the season changes, and with each change, the environment looks different and, in some cases, different Pokemon (or different versions of existing Pokemon) appear. In some cases, areas become reachable or unreachable (some water can freeze in winter, making it impossible to catch Pokemon at that time). The seasonal cycle is a fun addition, but to me, it isn’t as effective as the day/night cycle, which creates an obvious difference in catchable Pokemon. The seasonal cycle seems more for aesthetic changes in the environment than anything else.

  

  Battles are basically the same, except for the addition of new battle types, Rotation Battle and Triple Battle. In rotation battle, your first three Pokemon are on a wheel which you can turn left or right when you want to switch which Pokemon is currently battling. It can be effective or frustrating depending on the lineups. Triple battle is similar to the double battle but with one extra Pokemon on each side and with restrictions on who you can attack (the Pokemon on the outside can only attack those directly across from them, while the one in the middle can attack any of the three). While these are interesting additions, they rarely pop up in the regular gameplay. I was annoyed that this was such a highly advertised yet sorely underutilized feature. It’s also frustrating that each type is prevalent in only one game – rotation battles are more likely in Black, while triple battles are more likely in White. I enjoyed the special grass that allowed random double battles far more than the other two types.

  

  One of the main new features is the C-Gear, which is a function that controls the wireless options in Black and White. Through it, you can access your wireless communications with friends for battling and trading, connect to the Entralink which gives access to the Pokemon Dream World, as well as using the “Feeling Check” ability. This tests players’ compatibility with one another, and gives items depending on the level of compatibility. In the Dream World, players can have a house that other players can visit. Players also have access to special Pokemon that can’t be found through normal gameplay, as well as opening up new mini-games with special rewards. Unless you’re carrying around your charger at all times, the C-Gear is a mechanic I wouldn’t even bother switching on. Having the wireless on constantly drains the battery, which spells disaster for you if you’re playing it on a 3DS.

  

  Even with the complaints, I found the game to be very enjoyable. Many of the new Pokemon are interesting and, as always, I love the excitement and mystery behind each evolution. I had a great time exploring all the new locations, especially the sprawling urban atmosphere of Castelia City. I spent entire afternoons submerged completely in this new world. But at the same time, the game felt very unbalanced. With the Experience Share (sharing experience with another member of your party) and Lucky Egg (boosted experience for the user) items equipped, I was able to level my Pokemon quickly and easily, and I breezed through the Elite Four and the Champion battles with hardly more than a scratch. The lack of challenge was disappointing.

  

  Pokemon Black and White Versions are substantial additions to the series. While there are functionalities that I felt were unnecessary or overpowered, there’s a lot here to have fun with. The game succeeds as an RPG and delivers what these games have always delivered: endless hours of entertainment, especially for those with an OCD-like need to “catch ‘em all.” If you’re a fan of Pokemon, you should absolutely add this to your library immediately. I would recommend getting White, because the triple battles trump the rotation battles – although I think Reshiram, the legendary in Black, is cooler than White’s Zekrom. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going back to SoulSilver.
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  Portal 2 Review: Buy it. For Science. You Monster.


  Written by Nicole Kline

  Original Published on April 26, 2011

  

  When Portal 2 was announced, the question wasn’t whether or not it would be good, but whether or not it would be successful. As a sequel to a short game that was added in as an extra on The Orange Box, many people wondered if it could live up to the original and if it was worth making a sequel. But Valve has done it again – they’ve given us a game rich with story and full of new and interesting gameplay. It still remains within the Aperture Science universe, and it still has that same self-contained story, but now it’s been expanded further. Portal 2 is a monumental success, and should be an example for how sequels can succeed under the right guidance and passion.
  

  

  Platforms: PC, PS3 (Version Played), Xbox 360

  Publisher: Valve

  Developer: Valve

  Genre: Portal-Placing Puzzle-Platformer

  Release Date: April 19, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Everyone 10+

  

  The original Portal came out back in 2007 and made a splash instantly. Valve delivered a story within the confines of a laboratory, with a female protagonist and a deranged antagonist. The game instantly spawned memes about the cake being a lie, and propelled Chell and GLaDOS into instant fame. Fast-forward the story an unknown amount of time, and you wake up again as Chell, only now, in the wake of GLaDOS' defeat, the testing center has fallen into disrepair. You’re initially confronted with a friendly, if slightly obnoxious, AI named Wheatley, voiced by comedian Stephen Merchant. After a quick tutorial, you're reunited with your trusty portal gun, and things really start to heat up.

  

  I don’t want to give any spoilers about the story, which blew my expectations away. There’s the return of GLaDOS, but there’s also Wheatley and another new character, the President and CEO of Aperture Science, Cave Johnson. Johnson is hilariously and appropriately voiced by J.K. Simmons. We wrote about him in our interview, but he comes to life in the story, becoming far more than just a voice – he takes on a life of his own as you progress. Each of these characters help to weave an intricate story, keeping the same self-contained feeling as before, but expanding it and letting it grow in ways I never imagined it could.

  

  When it comes to gameplay, I wasn’t sure what to expect at first. How much more could they expand it from the first game? What new functionalities could they open up for us to explore? Many of the main gameplay elements remained, like using portals to fling Chell to higher platforms and/or over hazards. As always, it’s a tricky but satisfying action, calling in precision portal-shooting to line then up properly and get the right amount of momentum going. New to the series are Excursion Funnel Tractor Beams as well as Hard Light Bridges – Chell can ride the tractor beams (and sometimes change their direction), and she can walk across the bridges. She can also use the bridges to block shots from turrets, which are back, and are as adorably unsettling as ever. These new features give each test a new dimension, as you have to think vertically and horizontally while taking into consideration all the other elements.

  

  Cubes are still available to help you solve puzzles, and now there are also Redirection Cubes, which have reflective surfaces that can redirect Thermal Discouragement lasers, allowing you to destroy turrets and/or power up various items, like cube delivery systems or doors. Lining up lasers through portals can quickly lead to laser entanglement. Aerial Faith Plates are also new, and launch you, and other objects, into the air around the levels. Mix these with portals and the flinging mechanic to bring momentum to a whole new level of insanity. But the best additions to the game are the gels.

  

  The blue liquid, called the Repulsion Gel, creates bounce pads so the player can reach higher areas. The physics are set up so that whatever level you fall from is however high you can jump, so you have to use the gel mixed with portals in order to achieve your goal. Items also interact with this, which can cause pandemonium. The red liquid is the Propulsion Gel, which makes the ground slippery so the player can go faster and propel themselves across gaps. Mix this with Repulsion Gel, portals, and one particularly huge test, and you have one of the most fun levels in the entire game. The best by far was the white liquid, the Conversion Gel, which allows the player to make portals anywhere the gel hits. That, by far, was my favorite new addition to the Portal repertoire, and the one I spent the most time messing around with. Before I knew it, I would have covered half the floor of an entire test in Conversion Gel, making portals everywhere, completely forgetting my objective. (That never got old, either.)

  

  The single player campaign is a masterpiece of gaming. Valve spends the entire first half of the game trying to bend your brain to think inside the box, and then the second half of the game they unravel that, forcing you to think outside of it. This is similar to the way things went in the first game, except now it’s bigger, more expansive, and you’ve got Cave Johnson with you every step of the way. But nothing ever beats GLaDOS. “Here are the test results: you are a horrible person. A horrible person! We weren’t even testing for that.”

  

  The cooperative campaign is one of the best co-op experiences I’ve ever had. You play as two robots, Atlas and P-body, who have different colored portal guns – one is blue/purple, while the other is orange/red. The tests are trickier now, but force the players to join forces in order to solve complex puzzles and make it to the goal together. It can be a fantastic team-building experience, bringing friends and loved ones closer, or it can easily lead to broken relationships. Communication is key here, and the ability to mark where you want your partner to place a portal makes things exponentially easier. Waving, hugging, high-fiving, and dancing are also staples of the robots’ communication, which GLaDOS does not approve of at all.

  

  The co-op campaign also has its own unique storyline. GLaDOS chastises and admonishes the robots for everything, while also using them to gather discs for her in places she can’t get to. Unlike the single player campaign, in which you restart at a checkpoint if you die, new robots can be quickly assembled, allowing you to hop right back into play and continue with the story without much of an interruption.

  

  The voice acting in this game is absolutely top-notch. Simmons steals the show, belting out hysterical lines so perfectly I was in stitches. Ellen McLain’s performance as GLaDOS is also incredible, her derisiveness towards Chell nearly tangible. The music is also fantastic. Jonathon Coulton lends his song-writing skills again, and The National’s haunting song “Exile Vilify” fits right in with the mood of the game.

  

  Portal 2 is one of those rare games that allows and encourages the intuitive and curious nature of the gamer to come out and achieve its full potential. The game is full of “I can’t believe I just did that!” moments that culminate into a rich and satisfying experience, moments that are more “ah-ha!” than they are frustrating. At the same time, it does nothing to dilute or make the first game irrelevant in any way. Valve found a way to take everything that worked in the first game and create a new game that was a true sequel and not just “Portal 1.5.” This is an experience that no gamer will want to miss.
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  Shift 2: Unleashed Review: Getting the NFS Out


  Written by Adam Woolcott

  Original Published on April 18, 2011

  

  It might be difficult to believe, but Need For Speed began as a racing sim. While the franchise might be known for high-speed police chases, loose physics, cheesy stories, and the immortal Razor Callahan, the original game (for the 3DO, no less) was a realistic take on driving a car at high speeds. While EA attempted to return NFS to its roots once before - 2007's Need For Speed: Pro Street was something that could be described as a racing sim - 2009's Need For Speed: Shift was the first time they'd really tackled the genre in such a forceful manner. The result was a game that couldn't quite hang with Gran Turismo or Forza Motorsport, but managed to carve a niche that wasn't really around - a realistic racer that wasn't bogged down in endless menus and needless complexities. It was something to build upon, and with Shift 2: Unleashed, they're doing just that.

  

  Platform: PC, PS3, Xbox 360 (Version Played)

  Publisher: Electronic Arts

  Developer: Slightly Mad Studios

  Genre: Survival Horror Racing

  Release Date: March 29, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Everyone 10+

  

  Shift 2's career goal is to reach and win the FIA GT1 world championship. That's it. There's no ridiculous plot devices, no oddball C-list actors, and no cheesy gimmicks. It's purely a straight-up racing game with a simple progression system. Like the original Shift, the game takes you to some of the world's best race tracks: Spa, Nurburgring, Laguna Seca, Monza, and Road America, for starters. In addition, there's also a wide variety of original city circuits such as Miami, Shanghai, and London. The vehicle selection is vastly expanded from the first game, but at the same time it manages to avoid drowning players in irrelevant cars; you get the best of the best here. It all adds up to what's a very no-nonsense racer - the whole thing feels raw and traditional... and I mean that in a good way.

  

  Like last year's Need For Speed: Hot Pursuit, Shift 2 uses the Autolog hub. For newcomers, Autolog is your all-in-one source for sharing in-game photos and keeping track of your various statistics against your friends. It's also your ticket for keeping track of your progress; it's where you find out what tracks you've mastered, what badges you've unlocked, and what events could be played with the vehicles you own. In truth, I barely paid attention to Autolog in Hot Pursuit, but in Shift 2, there's been times when I've meticulously ran through my stats to see how far I was to completing something. It's good to see the concept put to solid use - hopefully future NFS games will use it just as well.

  

  Shift 2's racing action can best be described as... demanding. It seems obvious in a game that attempts to recreate the experience of racing a car, but Shift 2 has this uncanny ability to make the process completely terrifying. The game captures the sensation of speed incredibly well; sometimes the cars can get so fast that it almost feels like you've lost all control - like the vehicle has become a sentient being. Of course, that's when you slam on the brakes to regain control... or screw up and smash your front end in after hitting a wall at a couple hundred miles an hour. This is especially tricky during the new night races, where you're racing in almost complete darkness with only your headlights to guide the way. If those get destroyed, then you're screwed. This is no more apparent than at Nurburgring - the night races there are among some of the most challenging in the game.

  

  Shift 2 also features drifting, like almost every NFS has since the days of Need For Speed: Underground. In this case, you're alone on the track with three scores to beat if you want first place. There are no heats this time - instead you're given a set amount of laps to get the highest score in a single run. Rather than bog the action down with gimmicks, the drifting in Shift 2 is very simple: turn your car sideways and fly around corners in said sideways position. The challenge comes from mastering every corner and chaining drifts - the very last drift race practically requires you to chain one continuous drift without messing up. It can be brutally difficult. The only downer is there's just not enough of it; once you finish the ten drifting events early in the game, it never appears again. Bummer. At least you can take it online and compete with others to keep the drifting fun going.

  

  One of my favorite aspects of the original Shift was the “track mastery” goals spread about all the courses. In short, mastering a track means rounding every corner or chicane perfectly by following the correct racing line. You don't have to pull it off in a single race - it carries over to other events at the track. It's kind of a meta-game; as you race your opponents, you also race against the track. Mastering every corner doesn't net you anything more than a badge to show off, but the challenge of completely dominating a course is quite satisfying. Each race also has some optional objectives that reward experience points - usually for beating a lap time, completing a lap cleanly, or holding first place for... you guessed it, a lap. These aren't as vital as they were in Shift 1, but the experience they dole out can help level up and unlock new stuff.

  

  While new players will neither notice nor care, veteran Shift players should be aware that Shift 2 doesn't feel a whole lot different from its predecessor - even the visuals seem untouched aside from some minor touch-ups. Perhaps it's naive to expect massive changes considering the year and a half turnaround between games, but there's not much new here aside from the larger track selection and the addition of night racing. Though Shift 2 is still a high-quality racer, it feels a lot more like an expansion to an already existing product than a fresh new game. Personally I don't mind the “expanded and enhanced” feel, but others might find the lack of innovation to be unfortunate. Newcomers though, wow - you're in for a treat. There's an absolute learning curve to making the most out of the tricky handling and intense races.

  

  The game is not without issues, though they tend to be forgivable. For the most part the AI of the computer-controlled drivers put up a good fight, but they tend to follow the same kind of generic patterns that other racing games contain. This makes some races an exercise in annoyance, especially on tight tracks. For a game that emphasizes the art of the pass, dealing with wonky AI that barely even knows you're there can be a hassle, resulting in accidents that usually lead to a manual restart. When you do start making contact with them, expect to lose badly every time. I don't know if it's a collision bug or not, but it's possible to get locked up with a rival car and railroaded off the track - even with barely noticeable contact. It's kind of funny, considering Shift 1 had some of the craziest physics around - it was possible to rear-end a dude and “coerce” them to take flight while you power through underneath. Also, Shift 2 features some of the most aggravating engine effects ever. To say they're abrasive to the ears is an understatement. It's as if they recorded them with the worst microphones in the universe.

  

  Ultimately, Shift 2: Unleashed can best be described as a racing sim for people who don't have the time or patience for Gran Turismo or Forza. It features all the intense, complex aspects of auto racing, just without endless menus or boring cars. At the same time there's enough meat and variety for veterans of the genre - and even they might appreciate the streamlined approach. Though not a huge evolution from the original game, Shift 2 is best considered a natural enhancement of what was started back in 2009. As the Need For Speed series continues its return to relevancy, Shift 2: Unleashed has staked its claim as one of the cornerstones of its resurrection.
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  Yakuza 4 Review: Our Powers Combined, We Are Captain Kamurocho!


  Written by Adam Woolcott

  Original Published on May 24, 2011

  

  The Yakuza franchise has always struggled for respect in the West. Despite being extremely popular in its native Japan, none of the games have made much of a dent outside its borders - but at the same time the series has built a small, dedicated following. After the painful “will it or won’t it” with Yakuza 3, Sega made sure to avoid the same situation by quickly confirming that, yes, Yakuza 4 was getting localized.

  

  Though it still requires a modicum of knowledge in the lore of Yakuza, this fourth entry is, in many ways, a re-introduction to the characters and universe. While the game doesn’t have any revolutionary changes to the formula - not a surprise considering there have been four releases in five years - some of the design choices make Yakuza 4 seem like a new starting point for future entries in the series. As long as you’re not completely worn out by the familiar formula, this is another great entry into a seriously underappreciated franchise.

  

  Platforms: PS3

  Publisher: Sega

  Developer: Sega

  Genre: Tokyo Red Light District Virtual Vacation

  Release Date: March 15, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Mature

  

  Despite being a lesser known franchise, Yakuza 4 is still a risky entry in the series given the passionate audience. Rather than focus on traditional series protagonist Kazuma Kiryu, Y4 introduces three other playable characters alongside the Dragon of Dojima. You begin the game playing as Shun Akiyama, a “loan shark” who seems only interested in lending money to people who otherwise cannot get financing. He’s not your typical loan shark, however, as he never demands collateral and instead offers potential clients a “test” to check their character. If they pass, they get the money, no questions asked.

  

  Later, you meet up with Taiga Saejima, a brute of a man who has been imprisoned for twenty-five years following a messy 1985 hit on a Tojo Clan rival - a hit that becomes the cornerstone of the plot in Yakuza 4. Moving on, your next new friend is Masayoshi Tanimura, a young detective dubbed “the parasite of Kamurocho” due to his tendency to demand bribes from some of the seedier businesses in the neighborhood.

  

  Of course, Kazuma is playable too, but he doesn’t really appear on the scene until the final quarter of the game. While all these characters have separate lives that don’t seem to interact, their adventures intertwine as you progress through yet another Yakuza-related mystery. In this case, the infamous 1985 hit is the focal point, as the planning, execution, and confusing details draw all our playable characters together in the present. Without spoiling too much, Yakuza 4’s plot carries on the traditions of the franchise - betrayal, greed, misdirection, and a ton of intrigue. When a quiet, shy woman wanders into a loan office looking for billions of yen, and is willing to work as a Hostess to prove her worthiness, you know something crazy is going on.

  

  Like previous entries in the series, Yakuza 4 offers a “reminisce” mode that lets you catch up on older games in the series - a wise choice given the complexity of the overall story arc. They don’t make up for playing the other three games, however... so perhaps check them out before coming back here. They’re some of the very best PS2 and PS3 games.

  

  Trying to shoehorn the Yakuza games into a genre is tough. It’s kind of an open-world game, but because Kamurocho is a small location compared to traditional sandbox games, it barely counts. Instead, it’s more of an RPG brawler, as the game features “random” battles from various punks standing around, experience points for engaging in said battles, and a heaping helping of side-quests to amuse you between story missions. Due to the inclusion of four playable characters, quests and experience are segregated from everyone else - experience and “substories” stay with one of the playables and nobody else can access it. Y4 even divvies up the Hostess girls to the point where only one specific character can “date” a certain lady. To help this out, when you reach the end of the story, it’s possible to switch between all four characters to wrap up any business you missed out on during their portion of the story.

  

  As one might expect, each playable character plays quite differently. Akiyama, for instance, is all feet - almost every single move in his repertoire is a kick. He’s also fast and agile, especially compared to the lumbering Saejima. In truth, I really didn’t like playing as Saejima - he’s slow, plodding, and cumbersome. It was almost liberating when Tanimura came around, as he’s something of a combination of both Kiryu and Akiyama. Speaking of, Kazuma plays basically the same as Yakuza 3 - which is to be expected, given his reduced role in Yakuza 4.

  

  As mentioned before, everyone levels up independently, and they all have their own “skill tree” with unique moves. They also have their own specific “revelation” events. Fans of Yakuza 3 likely remember these bizarre happenings that ultimately lead to the discovery of unique moves, and they’ve returned for the sequel. These events range from a restaurant owner beating the daylights out of a dine-and-dasher, a scorned wife getting her payback from her “experimental” husband, and even better, a female detective using her feminine wiles - albeit without her involvement - to subdue a kidnapping suspect. It’s all very amusing, which is a hallmark of the series: a serious plot countered by downright crazy happenings while exploring.

  

  Though Yakuza 4 is still a solid game, it’s definitely starting to show its age. The first issue is the full-time return to Kamurocho, something that hasn’t been the case since the original game. While the addition of rooftop and underground areas adds a ton of new spots to explore, you still spend much of the game wandering around the same city that’s been used for years now. Without an Osaka or Okinawa to explore this time around, the familiar setting can be a bit... suffocating, I guess. The combat, which has always been solid, is also beginning to show signs of wear. The general mechanics haven’t changed at all, and it’s never exactly been perfect - it’s still way too easy to punch at air with the awkward targeting. The series also remains a bit light on challenge - seeing the game over screen almost takes effort on the default difficulty. Still, the game delivers a lengthy quest with tons and tons of diversions, from wasting time with UFO machines, to eating lots of food, to hanging out at the homeless casino (really), to romancing the numerous Hostesses in the clubs, which have made a welcome return after being cut from Yakuza 3.

  

  Yakuza 4 hasn’t really received much of a visual upgrade either. There are some great rainy day effects, but they rarely pop up, and otherwise you’re left with the same engine as Yakuza 3. That means you’re going to get weird character models that are beefed up and constantly out of breath, alongside repetitive design for NPCs and opponents. It’s not bad, mind you, but considering the game uses the same basic engine as the original Yakuza game, it’s definitely aging. This is one of those times, however, that the massive amount of content evens out any visual issues, and hey, it doesn’t have framerate issues or any other technological problems.

  

  Like Yakuza 2 and Yakuza 3, Yakuza 4 uses Japanese voices with English subtitles. Some might balk at this, of course, since it means constant reading of cutscenes instead of just listening, but it fits the whole “gangsters in Tokyo” motif. But with the Japanese voices, you know you’ll get some quality acting, and more importantly, familiar characters use the same talent as before, so they’re familiar voices even in a foreign language. The music is the Yakuza standard - dramatic pieces for story scenes, balanced by crazy J-rock and J-pop for battles. The included Karaoke songs are pretty awesome too. One thing I miss (or just don’t notice anymore) is the recording of crowd noise - in the PS2 games, one could always hear the buzz of people talking around you.

  

  Recommending Yakuza 4 goes a little something like this: if you’re a fan, this is a must-buy game. The series is starting to age a bit, and some time off is definitely needed to recharge some batteries over at Sega, but what’s here is still high quality gaming. It’s lengthy, it’s unique, and it’s mature in its storytelling, making it a rare game that doesn’t use blood and guts to tell its sordid tales of life in organized crime. Without getting too hyperbolic, the Yakuza series can almost be considered The Godfather of games... though Yakuza 4 is dangerously close to being The Godfather Part III of the series. It’s still great, but we’re reaching overkill status and that would be a shame. This series is just too good to be run into the ground so quickly.
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  Yar's Revenge Review: Float Like a Shameless Copy, Sting Like Sin & Punishment


  Written by John Scalzo

  Original Published on May 18, 2011

  

  Back when video games were played using a wood-paneled console on a wood-paneled TV (which you bought by driving to the store in your wood-paneled car), Yars' Revenge was one of the most popular games available on the Atari 2600. While Yars' Revenge was eventually overshadowed by other titles in the ensuing 30 years of gaming, Atari has decided to resurrect their once great game as a PC/PSN/XBLA game now titled Yar's Revenge.

  

  Platforms: PC, PS3, Xbox 360 (Version Played)

  Publisher: Atari

  Developer: Killspace Entertainment

  Genre: Bug-Eyed Rail Shooter

  Release Date: April 13, 2011 (Xbox 360), April 28, 2011 (PC), TBA (PS3)

  ESRB Rating: Everyone 10+

  

  The original Yars' Revenge featured an interstellar war between the Yars and another bug-eyed race, the Qotile. The new Yar's Revenge reuses these names with the titular Yar becoming a four-armed humanoid mosquito in power armor, while the Qotile have mutated into a spider-like species with their own power armor. However, the single-screen, side-scrolling shooting that Yars' Revenge was known for is gone for good. In its place is a behind-the-back rail shooter that will remind gamers an awful lot of Star Fox, Panzer Dragoon and last year's Sin & Punishment: Star Successor.

  

  While the developers at Killspace Entertainment may not think so, what they've done with the new Yar's Revenge is create the poor man's Sin & Punishment. Comparing the two may seem unfair (as one's a download-only title and the other's a full-priced Wii game), but between the anime-inspired graphics and the Left Stick for movement/Right Stick for aiming control scheme, they're practically the same game.

  

  Whereas Sin & Punishment produced some of the most amazing environments that I've ever seen on the Wii, Yar's Revenge's six-level romp is practically devoid of life. Oh, there are plenty of enemies to fight, but you'll be battling the same six enemy types throughout the entire game. And the levels in Yar's Revenge are split between two different (and equallyy bland) locales: the forested home of the Yars and the industrial factories of the Qotile. That's it. Either the background is green with trees and shrubs or it's gunmetal grey due to all the pipes and tunnels.

  

  Yar further fails to measure up with a slightly more complex control scheme. While Sin & Punishment 2's twin-stick scheme had a hefty learning curve, the curve in Yar's Revengeis like trying to climb a brick wall. I much prefer the control scheme found in Star Fox where movement and aiming is tied to a single stick. That's definitely not what you'll find in Yar's Revenge.

  

  In addition to moving with the Left Stick and aiming with the Right, Yar's Revenge introduces a dodge button to the Left Bumper, a Rail Gun on the Right Bumper and missiles on the Left Trigger. The game's super weapon, the Zorlon Cannon, requires further finger dexterity by pressing down on both sticks. Keeping all of the weapons straight is challenge enough, but due to the depowered nature of Yar's regular gun, you'll sometimes have to mash all four shoulder buttons at once while flying away from incoming fire to survive. My stretched fingers are still sore.

  

  That said, fans of rail shooters will still find a moderately enjoyable game in Yar's Revenge. The sub-genre is so hard to find in this generation of games that we'll take anything we can get... even if it is a big step down from Sin & Punishment: Star Successor.

  

  And the game's story is amazingly well told. A huge improvement over the comic book that came with the Atari 2600 Yars' Revenge, the new game's insectoid heroine is a seriously tragic figure. Kidnapped at birth by the Qotile, Yar was beaten and drugged until she fought for the Qotile against her own people. And in breaking her, the bugs began to refer to Yar as "This-one," not even using her name. After the years of abuse, Yar comes to believe that "This-one" is her name. And even after breaking free of Qotile control, she still calls herself "This-one." That's powerful stuff coming from a game that's about alien bugs shooting each other.

  

  If you've got 800 Microsoft Points burning a hole in your wallet and you love rail shooters, there are worse ways to spend that money than Yar's Revenge. To be sure, not a ringing endorsement. But like its namesake Atari 2600 game, the new Yar's Revenge isn't exactly one for the history books. If you can't play Sin & Punishment (or the upcoming Star Fox 64 3D), and you need your rail shooter fix, Yar's Revenge is out there, waiting for you.

  

  But seriously, play Sin & Punishment: Star Successor for a much better rail shooter experience.

  

  2/5

OEBPS/Images/aprilmay2011cover.jpg
EZ Pradictions

Whatever Happenad
+0 the Licenzed Game

Why Other 05 Isn't
worth Bringing Back

Gears of War 3
Bcta Impressions

Portal 2 Review
Interview With DED

Brand Manager
Kizrin Chase

Mortal Kombat: FIawless Coverage
DEBUT ISSUE!





