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  Welcome to Warp Zoned: The eMagazine


  Issue #3 - July 2011

  

  July was a bit of a "catch-up" month as the staff pored over some of the Summer's biggest games including Alice: Madness Returns, Earth Defense Force: Insect Armageddon, InFamous 2 and The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time 3D. To continue with the "catch-up" theme, we even took a look at "Five Games That Deserve a Second Chance." But we also took an early look at a trio of games that are sure to captivate a ton of people later this year in Catherine, Uncharted 3: Drake's Deception and the PS3-exclusive No More Heroes: Heroes' Paradise.

  

  Game publishers are also looking to the future and none more so than Nintendo. The Big N announced a price drop for the 3DS in July and many have pegged it as a desperation move for a handheld that has the stink of a flop on it. But we examined why the 3DS price drop may not be as crazy as it looks.


  Why the 3DS Price Drop Isn't As Desperate As It Looks


  Written by John Scalzo

  Original Published on July 29, 2011

  

  Nintendo shocked the world yesterday when they announced a new price tag for the 3DS. The announcement will drop the handheld's MSRP to $169.99 on August 12, a cut of $80. Slashing 32% from the system's retail price is great news for gamers, but it's being seen as a desperation move by many.

  

  Or is it?


  The $250 Price Was Exactly What Analysts Wanted


  In the wake of Wii-mania, financial analysts chastised Nintendo for pricing the Wii so cheaply. The insane demand for the Wii caused people to camp out at stores week after week hoping to purchase the elusive white box that the Sunday advertisements promised would be in stock. Many of these systems later ended up on eBay where they commanded a premium of 300, 400, or even 500 dollars.

  

  Analysts claimed that Nintendo's pricing strategy left money on the table... money that was picked up by eBay sellers. Perhaps the 3DS' initially high price was a response to those analysts. I realize the 3DS' original price was a direct response to the system's production cost, but Nintendo is not totally averse to selling a system at a lost. They just don't like to. But after selling as many systems as they can at $250, the price cut now reflects the real retail value of the 3DS.

  

  With the DS still going strong, Nintendo thought they could price the 3DS a little higher than they might otherwise have, hoping to catch lightning in a bottle twice.


  First 3DS Price Drop: August 2011 First DS Price Drop: August 2005


  Granted, the DS was available in stores for almost a full year before its August 2005 price drop, but the timing is suspiciously similar and makes the 3DS' price cut feel like it was part of the plan all along. It even lends a little credence to the rumors that Nintendo could have released the 3DS in late 2010, but didn't because production couldn't ramp up fast enough.

  

  But what we do know for sure is that Nintendo loves to drop the price of their products in the Summer. The Wii received a price cut in Summer 2009 and again this May, as did the DS Lite. A further pattern emerges where a Summer price drop is always followed by an avalanche of games featuring The Big N's biggest franchises...


  A Murderer's Row of Holiday Titles


  Just take a look at the 3DS' Fall/Winter lineup from Nintendo. Star Fox 64 3D leads things off in September. Super Mario 3D Land goes next in November. Mario Kart 7 crosses the finish line in December. Finally, Kid Icarus: Uprising will get slotted in there somewhere as a "holiday season" release.

  

  Whether you're a Nintendo fan or not, at least one game in that lineup should tickle the "I want it!" bone of every gamer out there. And the new lower price of entry makes it less of a hit to buy more than one of those games.


  A Price Cut Will Fight the "3D is Bad For You!" Crowd


  With the recent release of the HTC Evo 3D, the 3DS is no longer the only "glasses-free" 3D device on the market. But the general public is still a little weary about exposing their eyes to the handheld's screen, and there was even a "customer concern" that pulled the 3DS from Amazon for a few hours earlier this week. The only way to combat these concerns is to make "glasses-free" 3D devices accepted by the mainstream. And the best way to do that is to make the 3DS a mainstream-priced device.


  It's Cheaper Than the PlayStation Vita


  But all of these reasons are really dancing around the obvious. In one fell swoop, Nintendo has made the 3DS significantly cheaper than the PlayStation Vita (which will retail at $249.99 for the Wi-Fi version and $299.99 for the 3G version). That kind of substantial price advantage will go a long way in deciding which handheld sits under the tree this Christmas.

  

  And for that reason, cutting the price of the 3DS doesn't look so desperate. Of course, maybe it was a complete desperation move. Who knows? But it may be remembered by history as the genius move that buried another Sony handheld.


  Second Chances: Five Games That Deserve Another Look


  Written by Adam Woolcott

  Original Published on July 5, 2011

  

  Gaming is a time-consuming hobby. Unlike music or movies, which require a minimal investment, video games can be lengthy and involved affairs. As such, it’s much easier to miss out on really good games that come and go without much notice. Perhaps it’s because of a bad release date, or maybe it just didn’t get heavy distribution or advertising. Hell, maybe it doesn’t have a good Metacritic score, or it was completely ignored on gaming message boards. Regardless of the reason why, some games just don’t make it, and that’s a shame. That’s why we’re here, though - to pick out some unheralded gems and give them the attention they so richly deserve. They might not be able to compete with the heaviest of hitters, the so-called “AAA” games that sell millions, but they present entertaining gaming experiences all the same.

  

  The Subject: Singularity

  The Platforms: PC, PS3, Xbox 360

  The Publisher: Activision

  The Victim: Raven Software

  The Reason: Can’t find “Call of Duty” in the title

  

  This statement of opinion is perhaps a touch provocative, but... I found Singularity to be the best FPS published under the Activision banner in the last few years. It hits almost everything I really want in a first-person shooter: an interesting plot that doesn’t involve terrorists or invasions from foreign armies; unique gameplay mechanics; and a setting that cannot be dubbed as “tired.” It’s certainly not an original game, due to borrowing many concepts from other releases. However, what it does very well is create a mix of tight shooting action (seriously, there’s some downright excellent gunplay here) with crazy time manipulation tricks. Only here can you press a button and age an opposing enemy to death. Even better, later on in the game, hitting that button twice in succession turns them into a monster that preys on everything - including its former allies. Activision didn't try enough with Singularity - they gave away a free copy of Prototype to early purchasers, but that was the only incentive they offered - and even then, it was only in the Xbox 360 version. Other than that, the game came and went. Raven’s reward? Making multiplayer map packs for Call of Duty games. Sigh.

  

  The Subject: The Saboteur

  The Platforms: PC, PS3, Xbox 360

  The Publisher: Electronic Arts

  The Victim: Pandemic

  The Reason:Oh, I don’t know... maybe because EA SHUT PANDEMIC DOWN WHEN THE GAME RELEASED? GRRR. Also, it released two weeks before Christmas.

  

  Do you like shooting Nazis? Blowing up Nazi bases? Stopping Nazis from turning WWII-era Paris into Berlin West? Do you like escaping angry Nazis by making out with beautiful French women? Do you want to climb the Eiffel Tower, and then jump off it... and live? Then boy, do I have a game for you! World War II games were played out ten years ago, but Pandemic’s swan song The Saboteur manages to pull it off by being crazy unique. Rather than put you on the front lines of pivotal WWII battles, it instead makes the war a backdrop for revenge. All Sean Devlin wants is payback for the murder of his best friend, but along the way, sure, let’s stealth kill wandering guards, sabotage Nazi lookouts, and help the French resistance (with its cast of colorful characters) drive Hitler’s boys out of Paris. Alas, the game was doomed - EA pushed the release date into December, which is past “Black Friday” usefulness... and oh yeah, Pandemic was shut down. Super. However, the game lives on, so if you’re into sandbox games, Nazi murdering, and neato period pieces, The Saboteur is a really good pick.

  

  The Subject: Test Drive Unlimited

  The Platforms: PC, Xbox 360

  The Publisher: Atari

  The Victim: Eden Games

  The Reason: Atari? Test Drive? Blah!

  

  Though its sequel is already in the wild, the original Test Drive Unlimited is still the one that deserves extra attention. Released in 2006, TDU is a very ambitious open-world racer that seamlessly integrates traditional single-player racing with online interactions. Dubbed M.O.O.R., or “Massively Open Online Racing," the game lets players use the island of Oahu as a “lobby” for instant races and clan-styled experiences. Even if that’s not your thing, the huge array of offline events - over a hundred races and at least 75 “missions” - means you’ll be spending a lot of time racing... or just driving around the map seeing the sights. The real kicker is, even though the game is almost five years old, there’s still a large community of people playing, meaning there’s always a race to be had. Though neither the Atari brand or Test Drive pedigree mean much in 2011, Test Drive Unlimited is a true diamond in the rough if you love racing games.

  

  The Subject: Alpha Protocol

  The Platforms: PC, PS3, Xbox 360

  The Publisher: Sega

  The Victim: Obsidian Entertainment

  The Reason: Sega. ‘Nuff said.

  

  Obsidian has developed quite a reputation for making complex, interesting role-playing games... that almost always come with some serious strings attached. Generally, the company makes its fortunes from the properties of others - see games like Fallout: New Vegas and Dungeon Siege III for starters. Alpha Protocol, on the other hand, is a completely original Obsidian property, and perhaps is the best demonstration of the talent that lies within the company. Just the concept itself - an espionage RPG - is a fresh, unique way to present the genre. Mix that in with a complex interaction system where the opinion of your character changes on the fly, and you have a special game. Some of the gameplay can be a little rough, especially since the gunplay uses traditional “dice rolls” to dictate damage, but the story, characters, and dialog is top-notch. Alas, Sega did very little to help the game out, and now Alpha Protocol is a one-off. Still, it's a solid RPG, and especially worth a glance if you’re looking for something outside the traditional science fiction and fantasy settings.

  

  The Subject: DJ Hero/DJ Hero 2

  The Platforms: PS3, Wii, Xbox 360

  The Publisher: Activision

  The Victim: Freestyle Games

  The Reason: Guilt By Association

  

  Everyone knows the cautionary tale of Guitar Hero, but in a sad case of collateral damage, the DJ Hero franchise was put down alongside its guitar-playing cousin earlier this year. This is a shame.The original game was an interesting and fresh addition to the music game genre, thanks to an eclectic setlist, deep rhythm-based play, and a fun new controller... though the latter might have been a serious negative for some. Sadly, the game tanked. The same can be said for its greatly improved sequel. DJ Hero 2 offered refined gameplay that added complexities, but also created more user-friendly elements all the same. An expanded playlist (which allowed one to import DJ Hero DLC) and lengthy “Empire” career mode gave the game extra heft as well. Regardless of its fate as a victim of circumstances, one can find a DJ Hero 2 bundle for the price of a brand new game. Plus, the original game received a disc-only release, which can also be found for a budget price. So... for less than $100, you can have two great rhythm games that do something completely different from other games in this genre.

  

  Considering the state of gaming - a state where many great titles slip through the cracks - this list could have been ten or fifteen games deep. These are the five that came to mind the fastest; games in a wide variety of genres that appeal to almost every subset of gamers. With summer upon us, the quiet calm before the Q4 storm has arrived - this is the time to experiment, the time to pick through the shelves to find something that perhaps is not an “elite” game, but instead a “great” game that was lost in the shuffle or outright ignored for one reason or another. These titles are the backbone of video games: the kind of fun adventures that come around without a lot of hype or fanfare... yet become the pleasant surprises that make gaming fun.


  Catherine Hands-On Preview: Move Over, Freddy - There's A New Nightmare in Town


  Written by Nicole Kline

  Original Published on July 13, 2011

  

  Japanese company Atlus is no stranger to both developing and publishing unusual games - they are, after all, the creators of the Persona series. Their latest game, Catherine, has been dubbed an infidelity simulator, and fits right into their niche of the weird and wonderful. Even after everything we've written about Catherine, I still wasn't sure what to expect from the demo. I tried not to have high expectations, but even as elevated as they were, I was definitely not disappointed with what the demo had to offer.

  

  Platforms: PS3 (Version Played), Xbox 360

  Publisher: Atlus

  Developer: Atlus Persona Team

  Genre: Terrifying Infidelity Simulator

  Release Date: July 26, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Mature

  

  From the very beginning, it’s clear that Atlus means business. Even the title screen is disturbing – a sheep flies into the air and falls back down again, splattering on the Catherine/Katherine logo, and the logo spins and reveals Vincent trussed up to it by barbed wire. Catherine - a beautiful sexy blonde - is the temptress in the game, while Katherine is his more sensibly-dressed, glasses-wearing girlfriend. He’s got his boxers on, as well as his horns, and Katherine sits above him. The only option you have for the demo is the Golden Playhouse single-player, and the only mode is Easy, which is probably for the best.

  

  After a quick glance at the control scheme – which looks complicated, but isn’t bad once you start playing – there’s the famous Shakespeare quote, “All the world’s stage. And all the men and women merely players.” Following that is a mashup of live-action movies in one long animated trailer, ending with the “Golden Playhouse” logo.

  

  The demo begins with Vincent mid-nightmare, wearing his boxers and his horns and carrying around his pillow. This first one is "Stage 1: Underground Cemetery." In the nightmare sequences – which take up most of the playtime in the demo – you’re climbing up blocks, as well as maneuvering the blocks around to make them into steps. The steps below you are disappearing, so you have to move rather quickly. You get some tips from the sheep around you, but mostly there’s just panic as you realize the thing below you is catching up to you. It’s also important to plan out how you’re going to maneuver the blocks, because if you pull one out from another, the original might fall, depending on what kind of block it is. Some of the blocks can be held up by just their edges, so take note of those blocks and utilize them accordingly. If you make a mistake, though, have no fear - you can also undo your moves by hitting Select, which is only an option on Easy Mode. You use the directional buttons or the left stick to move yourself on the blocks, and X moves the blocks.

  

  If you die, you go to a screen that says “Love is Over!” In this demo version, you start with 10 retries. Collecting Mystic Pillows gives you extra lives, and you can also collect piles of money that are around on the blocks as well. As you get closer to the top, a bell starts to ring, giving you hope to help you through those last few steps. Once you get to the door, there’s a quick cutscene, where you can see the giant, horrible hands of the monster chasing after you. Creepy!

  

  After that, there are several cutscenes that show much of what we’ve already seen in trailers. In this first part of the demo, “1st Day: Chrono Rabbit,” Vincent is in a café with his girlfriend, Katherine. The café is full of pink, heart-shaped pillows, and the cups they’re drinking out of are a Pepto-Bismol pink. He’s really out of it and says he’s been working late; she asks him questions about overtime and if he gets paid. He abruptly asks her if she ever has dreams where she dies – where someone is trying to kill her. Katherine replies that she’s the one who usually does the killing in her dreams. After that, she prods him about how long they’ve been together, and mentions her parents, and how they’re worried about her because she’s not married yet. She tries to push Vincent to discuss making a commitment to her, but he begs off.

  

  The next section, “1st Day: Stray Sheep,” starts with the news report about a mysterious dead young man, and shows that the television it’s broadcasting on is in the Stray Sheep, the bar Vincent and his friends like to hang out in. He’s complaining about Katherine’s behavior, and one of his friends chastises him for not knowing what he wants. He won’t get married until he meets his soulmate, and he’s told his girlfriend he doesn’t want to marry her. But Vincent doesn’t seem convinced that his friend gets it, either. It’s also revealed here that the mysterious murdered man is Paul, someone they know, and that Vincent wet the bed when he had his crazy nightmare.

  

  After all of this, his friends leave him, but he’s not ready to go home. He sits around, hangs out, and drinks some more. At this point in the demo, you’re introduced to the interesting text messaging system, in which you can read and reply to your text messages, as well as save your game. The first two texts explain how text messaging work, and the third is from Katherine. She sighs disgustedly when you open it up, which made me wonder why Vincent even puts up with her in the first place. So passive aggressive!

  

  Anyway, Katherine’s text says that she’s hanging out with friends, and she says many of them are married, and that half of the married ones have kids. She tells Vincent that maybe it’s time to “get out of the comfort zone.” There are three reply options. Hitting X brings up the first sentence of the text message, and hitting X again brings up another sentence - some are longer than others. When all lines of text are revealed, you’re given an option to send the message. You can also hit Circle to back out and go to the next option. The three options were:

  

  Does it bother you?

  I worry about it too sometimes.

  Maybe we should talk about this.

  Good night!

  

  You're overthinking it.

  I think we're okay as we are.

  We don't need to rush into this.

  Let's catch a movie sometime.

  See ya!

  

  Sorry, can't think right now.

  My brain's full of stuff.

  --INSUFFICIENT BRAIN POWER TO CONTINUE CONVERSATION—

  

  I wasn’t feeling like being a complete jerk, so I chose the “Does it bother you?” option. A red and blue meter pops up, with cherubs on each side, and the game explains it: "when certain words and actions change Vincent's inner ideas, a meter will be shown. Vincent's words and actions will affect the story. Remember it." After that prompt, Vincent starts having conversation in his head with Katherine, talking about how long they’ve been together, and whether or not they should get married.

  

  While Vincent is having this sympathetic conversation with her in his head – in which she is much nicer than she seems – she shoots back a snarky text to him, chastising him about drinking when he has work the next day. I chose the most polite response:

  

  Guilty as charged.

  I’ll make sure I don’t drink enough to get a hangover.

  Take care of yourself.

  

  It seems that Katherine walks all over Vincent, and it’s interesting to note that I was easily cowed into replying with the least confrontational responses. I’m looking forward to playing this situation out in several different ways. After that point, a sexy blonde - the game's namesake, Catherine - comes in and sits down next to Vincent, which switches into a nightmare on the 2nd day.

  

  In “Stage 2: Prison of Despair – Final Floor,” Vincent again has to maneuver the blocks into steps to make it to the top. This time, you can see that the monster is Katherine, and she’s got a fork she wants to stab him with. She did catch me once and stab me with it, and I can attest that it is an unpleasant experience. I made it to the top – the controls are easy to pick up, and very intuitive – and then Vincent was awake. “2nd Day: Vincent’s Room” has Vincent waking up in that scene we’ve all seen in the trailer – he sees Catherine in his bed and completely freaks out. After that, it’s a quick montage of gameplay and cutscenes, and then nothing but mystery.

  

  Catherine promises to be yet another strange and innovative game from Atlus. With all the cookie cutter games out there, it’s difficult to find something that’s innovative and interesting. I think that Catherine will be the cure to the summer gaming doldrums. Pick it up on July 26, or splurge and pre-order the Deluxe Edition and wear Vincent’s boxers and t-shirt while you clutch the pillow to you as you play the game.


  No More Heroes: Heroes' Paradise Hands-On Preview: Travis Touchdown Leaves the Wii Behind... Almost


  Written by Chris Urie

  Original Published on July 29, 2011

  

  Who among us can say that they never dreamed of wielding a laser sword? Don't worry, your midnight fantasies of being a Jedi-like assassin may just come true if you happen to own a PS3. Travis Touchdown is back with his attitude, beam katana, and desperate need to be number one. That’s right, children: the demo for No More Heroes: Heroes' Paradise is up on the PSN, and here's a bit of what you can expect from this HD remake of the quirky one-time Wii exclusive.

  

  Platforms: PS3

  Publisher: Konami

  Developer: AQ Interactive, Feelplus, Grasshopper Manufacture

  Genre: Lightsaber-Assassin-with-Attitude Simulator

  Release Date: August 16, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Mature

  

  The Wii isn’t even dead yet, and the PS3 is already picking at its bones like a hungry vulture. No More Heroes was yet another oddball game from Suda 51 that made some decent use of the Wii motion controls. You play as Travis Touchdown, a nerd with a beam katana and a cat. He meets a beautiful woman at a bar in Santa Destroy who tells him that he is the 11th best assassin in the United Assassins Association. Never one to be outdone, Travis immediately goes after number ten and makes a grocery list of heads that would look better rolling around at his feet as he is crowned the number one assassin.

  

  Heroes' Paradise is a port from the Wii with some HD textures as well as some tweaks and additions to the overall experience. No More Heroes was an open world game that you could explore on foot or tearing along on Travis’s absurd motorcycle. There were a decent amount of side missions and collectibles to keep you exploring, even if the overworld got a bit boring. They have revamped some of the game mechanics so that after completing any of the missions in Heroes' Paradise, you can warp back and sever some more limbs for a higher score. Another welcome addition to the PS3 exclusive port are five new side missions, five new assassination missions, and five bosses from No More Heroes 2: Desperate Struggle.

  

  So it seems that if you've already played through once on the Wii, it might be worth a try with the PlayStation Move. You guessed it: in addition to playing through with your old fashioned controller, you can hack and slash henchmen to bits with the Playstation Move. The controls are similar enough to the Wii to be familiar, but the precision of the Move will definitely add to the experience. The Move is not necessary and the DualShock 3 will work well enough, even if the controls take a bit of getting used to. You will be treated to a slew of tutorials at the beginning of the demo, so don’t fear the blades of would-be assassins.

  

  At the beginning of the game, after jumping through the retro 8-bit-style menus, you are given a mansion that needs a bit of redecorating. The owners would like the walls and ceilings to be blood colored, and Travis is happy to oblige. Heads fly off with Kill Bill-esque amounts of spraying blood as hapless minions come at you with guns, katanas, and brass knuckles. After painting the inside of the mansion a new color of crimson, you make your way around to the back to find your target, who has a butcher’s knife so large it would make Cloud from Final Fantasy VII blush. Dispatch him, and you have completed the demo.

  

  Travis has high and low beam katana and hit attacks. You will need to analyze which type of guard your enemy is using and choose the appropriate opposite attack. After a few strikes of the beam katana, you will be asked to perform a death blow. You then have to click the right stick down and point it in the designated direction. Occasionally, you will lock attacks with your opponent and have to spin the right stick to dislodge your sword and decapitate them. Travis evidently had his beam katana built by Michael Faraday. It loses a bit of energy with each strike, and to recharge the weapon, you must press R1 and shake the controller vigorously by your crotch as Travis does the same with his sword on the screen. You also have access to lock-on targeting, blocking, and professional wrestling moves that make use of of both analog sticks. The combat takes a little while to get used to, but it is a new and fun way of wading through enemies in lieu of mashing the Square button.

  

  The largest problem with No More Heroes: Heroes' Paradise is that it feels like a Wii port. The controls are still very clunky at times, the framerate drops when there is more than ten gallons of blood on screen (which is quite often), and there are invisible walls galore. That being said, I enjoyed revisiting my old pal Travis, even if he is a smartass otaku who spews macho sentiment like a fountain of testosterone. Heroes' Paradise is shaping up to be a fun ride, and for 40 bucks, it might just be well worth it.


  Uncharted 3: Drake's Deception Beta Impressions: I Miss Being Among Thieves


  Written by Nicole Kline

  Original Published on July 15, 2011

  

  The beta for Uncharted 3: Drake’s Deception has come and gone, with a slew of new features, weapons, maps, and characters. The concept of multiplayer in the Uncharted series started in 2009 with Uncharted 2: Among Thieves, and it’s clear that Naughty Dog has come a long way since then. But has all of their experience and hard work resulted in an improvement? Or is this series going to end up as another name on a long list of generic shooters?

  

  Platform: PS3

  Publisher: Sony Computer Entertainment

  Developer: Naughty Dog

  Genre: Sarcasm-Filled Action-Adventure

  Release Date: November 1, 2011

  ESRB Rating:Rating Pending

  

  Having been obsessed with the Uncharted 2: Among Thieves multiplayer beta, I knew that I was going to experience many a sleepless night once this beta hit. After downloading all 1.67 gigabytes, I was more than ready to jump in. The signature image pops up when you launch the beta: Nathan Drake in front of the desolate backdrop of desert and the burning plane. The initial music is not nearly as epic as it was in Uncharted 2, with its booming crescendos – this music sets a much more somber tone. But once you get to the main menu, everything gets really interesting.

  

  One of the first things you’re confronted with is customization mode, which allows you to alter the appearance of your character, create and edit your emblem, choose your taunt, change your loadouts, and more. It walks you through a step-by-step explanation of everything you are confronted with – it explains how new pistols and guns can be unlocked by leveling up (which is called “ranking up” here) or completing treasure sets, which can be collected during multiplayer matches. You can also unlock weapon modifications to enhance your guns, as well as boosters and medal kickbacks – all of which much be unlocked and then purchased with your cash, which is gained as experience, just like in Uncharted 2.

  

  Now let’s take a look under the hood of this puppy. There were several patches, and by the end of the beta, everything was unlocked. That means the playlist opened up quite a bit: Team Deathmatch, Team Objective, Free For All, Three Team Deathmatch (three teams of two fighting each other in tag-team glory), Plunder, Hardcore, Co-op Adventure, Co-op Arena, and Co-op Hunter Arena. You can have four loadouts for competitive, each one with a long gun (which is your primary weapon), pistol, two boosters, and a medal kickback. For the long gun, you can choose the AK47, the G-Mal, or the Dragon Sniper. The fourth gun, the M9, is unlockable at rank 17. Your only pistol option is the Para 9 until you get to rank 10. At the beginning of the beta, you’re given $10,000 to buy whatever you want. You can unlock and purchase mods, which include things like Clip Size, Reload Speed, and Accuracy.

  

  Boosters – which can now be leveled – are in two slots. In booster slot 1, only “Come Here” is available, which “allows you to see the opponent that killed you up to 15 meters away until they die. “ At rank 7, “Endurance” is unlocked (which decreases the recovery time of sprinting by 20%), “Cloaked” (prevents enemies from seeing your player arrow and makes it more difficult to hear you) at rank 11, and “Weapon Expert” (which gives you an additional mod slot to all of your pistols) at rank 16. In booster slot 2, only “Power Hunter” (which allows you to see the location of power weapons within 10 meters) is available, with “Daredevil” (taunt over the body of an opponent to get ammo) unlockable at rank 4, “Back in the Saddle” (reduces spawn time by two seconds) available at rank 9, and “Bargain” (decrease the cost of medal kickbacks by one) at rank 20.

  

  The only medal kickback available is “RPG!!!” which instantly spawns an RPG once you get 14 medals. There are more medals now than in the second – there were many I saw popping up while I was playing, like “Double Down,” “Strike Three,” and “Sunday Stroll.” Everyone’s least favorite medal, “Unlucky,” is still there, along with “Lucky.” At rank 4, you unlock “Speedy G” (gives you a speed boost for 20 seconds and costs 7 medals), “Smoke Bomb” (instantly vanish into a puff of smoke, which costs 7 medals) at rank 7, “Militia Man” (30 seconds of no reloading for 7 medals) at rank 10, “Cluster Bomb” (for 10 medals, you can have one grenade explode into multiple) at rank 15, “Disruption” (which prevents opponents from seeing player arrows for 25 seconds and costs 7 medals) at rank 23, and “Creepy Crawler” (transforms the player into a swarm of spiders for 20 seconds and costs 17 medals) unlockable with a voucher... which brings me to another issue. I really hate having to choose where I pre-order the game, because I almost always pre-order from Amazon (thank you, Amazon Visa!) and I hate that there are going to be things I don’t have access to because of where I choose to purchase the game. I don’t like it when companies try to control where I purchase from, and I don’t like having unbalanced multiplayer games because some people chose to buy powerful boosters instead of earning them. Give me skins, give me physical accessories, give me something more along the lines of the Resistance 3 options, please.

  

  After I finished with all the customization, including making an emblem and customizing my character (not many choices available at first), I jumped into a game of Team Deathmatch. I could have signed into my Facebook account first - which allows you to invite your Facebook friends to play with you, regardless of whether or not they're on your PSN friends list - but I skipped that, eager to shed some blood. As you sit in the lobby, your teammates stand around you, and then run off as soon as the match begins. There’s a new functionality here called the “buddy system,” in which you’re linked to a random member of your team. You can fist bump or high five each other over someone you've killed, which will net you a medal. This is also tied into the treasure system – pick up treasures during multiplayer, and you can unlock items to change your appearance. If an enemy drops a treasure and you don’t pick it up, your buddy can pick it up for you. Those treasures can only be seen by you and your buddy, so you don’t have to worry about someone else stealing them. The other treasures on the map, though, can be picked up by anyone, so hustle when you see them.

  

  The first map I played on was Airstrip, which was amazing. You have to jump from car to car and get to the cargo plane to attack your enemies, and then the plane takes off, leaving you and your team on the ground in the cars to go find more enemies in the hangars. It’s much easier starting in the plane, I would find out later, but both starting positions have different strategies to help you get kills. After that, I played more Team Deathmatch in the Chateau, which has the most incredible lighting I've ever seen. Standing outside and looking in, everything is dark, and once you enter, the light adjusts as your eyes would when leaving a bright place and entering a dark one. It’s breathtaking.

  

  As far as gameplay goes, the controls are very similar to Uncharted 2. L1 aims and R1 fires, L2 shows you the arc for your grenade and chucks it, Square is for melee and to respawn, X is for jump, Triangle picks up items and guns and also lets you respawn on your buddy, and Circle lets you duck and go into cover, while L3 switches the arm you’re shooting from and R3 is to zoom while you’re aiming. The directional pad lets you go back and forth between your long gun and your pistol, and also lets you cycle through your teammates while you’re waiting to respawn. New to Uncharted 3 is sprinting – click in L3 while moving and you’ll start sprinting.

  

  On the surface, sprinting may not be a big deal. But any fan of Uncharted 2’s multiplayer will balk at the notion of slowing down the gameplay just so you can incorporate sprinting functionality. It seems like the only reason it’s been weighted down is to make it feel more realistic, more like other shooters out there. I understand that it’s a competitive market out there and that many games are becoming Call of Duty clones because they want the sales. But what many fans of Uncharted 2 want is more Uncharted 2. I get why he’s been made heavier, why there’s a sprint button, and why he doesn’t have that limber spring in his step – but I miss the incredible lightness of being Nathan Drake.

  

  The third map, which unlocked at the end of the beta, is Yemen. It’s a large town with a marketplace in it, filled with staircases and towers and windows to shoot from, earning it a reputation for being a sniper's paradise. I enjoyed all three maps, and felt they had well-placed weapons and treasures, and were balanced nicely when it came to strategic gunplay as well as the good ol’ run-and-gun. Two of the maps were also dynamic – the Airstrip with the cars and plane moving in the beginning, and later with planes coming in and shooting out towers, and the Chateau with its ceiling that catches fire and crashes in. There’s no mistaking that this game is beautiful, well planned, and extraordinary.

  

  But what the Uncharted 3 beta lacks is any kind of real coherence, or – for lack of a better term - dignity. While I understand it would be a shame to give us nothing but new maps for Uncharted 2, what they’ve given us here is almost blasphemous. It’s a cacophony of new options, new functionalities, modifications, and things like “Power Plays,” in which the losing team is given a chance to catch up – either the other team becomes “Exposed” and they can see where they are, or there’s a marked man on the other team and killing him nets you more points, or the losing team does extra damage to the winning team. Running around with my extra clip on my G-Mal, sprinting to fist-bump my buddy while the announcer chastises us for falling behind, made me feel like I was playing a round of Call of Duty: Black Ops. And while there’s nothing wrong with CoDBlOps, when I’m playing a game made by Naughty Dog, that’s not a good feeling.

  

  Don’t take any of that the wrong way – Uncharted 3: Drake’s Deception is still going to be a day-one purchase for me. Even though I feel like the music isn’t as epic, the multiplayer has been watered down with inferior concepts dredged from the popular shooter barrel, and Drake’s signature lithe movements have been replaced with the slower standard, this game is still amazing. And this is still the beta. If enough fans out there have complained on the forums – and I know I’m not the only one who feels this way, as many of my friends have voiced similar complaints – maybe they’ll hear our cries and bring back some of the simple elegance that made Uncharted 2 so perfect. And, of course, the real treat whenever Amy Hennig's at the wheel is the single player. So bring on November 1. I’m ready for you, Drake.


  Alice: Madness Returns Review: Almost the Nightmare of Your Dreams


  Written by Chris Urie

  Original Published on July 25, 2011

  

  mad·ness, Noun

  1. The state of being mentally ill, esp. severely.

  2. Extremely foolish behavior.

  3. The state of that grayish-pink thing in American McGee’s skull casing.

  

  Only once before has American McGee dared to present an intriguing new spin on the classic tale of Alice in Wonderland. Alice: Madness Returns dives back into a nightmarish Wonderland where the very fabric of poor Alice’s mind is being torn asunder from overly long levels and a maddening lack of story. Let's see if American McGee is insane. I certainly think so.

  

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

  Publisher: Electronic Arts

  Developer: Spicy Horse

  Genre: Platformy/Hackey/Slashy Drug-Induced Fever Dream

  Release Date: June 14, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Mature

  

  Alice Liddel has been living in London since the fire that claimed the lives of her entire family. She has been in and out of psychiatric treatment while living and working at the local orphanage. Her mind has started decaying more rapidly. Her memories have become muddled and she frequently loses large chunks of time. There is trouble brewing in Wonderland once again. A sinister black corruption has been ruining Alice’s imaginary world and a gothic style train is smashing the landscape to bits. It is up to Alice - armed with kitchen knife, pepper shaker, and her hatred of baby dolls - to save Wonderland and her sanity.

  

  Each chapter of Madness Returns starts with a stroll through a dark and dreary Sweeney Toddesque London. These jaunts through the depressing, but surprisingly intriguing, areas provide a stark contrast to the vibrant absurdity displayed when Alice loses her grip on reality.

  

  Wonderland is a beautifully detailed environment that is a joy to explore even if it is a bit linear (I think the level designer from Final Fantasy XIII found a new job). The linearity doesn’t distract from the absolute spectacle that is this mad and broken Wonderland. The world inside Alice’s head should be a mash-up of wild whimsy and there is no shortage of that here. Although, it isn’t the sort of whimsy you would expose a small child to. After all, Alice does wield a bloody kitchen knife and believes she can fix things in her mind by stabbing them.

  

  There is a common theme and setting for each section of the story. A few memorable levels are the Japanese-inspired journey up a mountain to visit the hookah-smoking caterpillar and the house of cards impossibly floating high above Wonderland. But many of the levels feel long and drawn out, and by the end of them you're relieved to get back to London for a spell.

  

  There are some puzzling choices littered throughout the game. Not puzzles... that would have been fun and appropriate. Occasionally, you will be tossed into a 2D shooter or platforming level. Alice might have an uncontrollable need to ride down some of Mario 64's slides. There is even baby doll-head Plinko and I still have no idea what the hell that is... and I played it. Evidently, the designers had been hanging out with the caterpillar too much. All of it just served as a poke in the eye to any sort of immersion.

  

  More is not always better, Spicy Horse. I know when you are high, you want to eat all the Funyuns and Butterscotch Krimpets in the nearby convenience store, but sometimes restraint is needed or else you will end up looking like the corpulent Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Take all that time you spent developing the sliding mechanics, 2D shooters, and baby doll Plinko to focus on tightening up the levels and story to give it some pacing, excitement, and soul.

  

  A quick side note on design: American McGee must have been taking a hand out from the American Girl doll company because there are literally baby doll faces on everything. They litter the flesh of the amorphous corrupted in every single level. A hairless, eyeless baby doll face is creepy, but anything ceases to be unnerving around the one thousandth time you’ve seen it.

  

  I could ramble on about the design all day, how it is all very pretty and how the studio obviously took its time to lovingly render the concept art into cut scenes, but what really is at the heart of a game is the actual gameplay. I’m pleased to say that it is an improvement over the original even if it is a familiar and tired old horse. The control scheme is simple and very reminiscent of Darksiders. Each weapon is functional, but I found it really satisfying to bludgeon enemies with the hobby horse. As you land a few blows, Alice pirouettes gracefully into the air and brings down the the whinnying horse head on your nearest soon-to-be-bloody opponent. I occasionally caught myself giggling maniacally as I bashed another baby doll blob into oblivion. Once you upgrade the vorpal blade fully, you are as cunning with it is as a hibachi chef while tearing apart the Card Guards at the Red Queen’s palace.

  

  Sadly, the story of Alice: Madness Returns is nowhere near as compelling as the design. There was a wealth of material to sift through for inspiration. Alice has the potential to be a wondrously dynamic character. She needs to claw her way out from the icy grip of madness as she sets Wonderland right in her own head. That premise alone should be compelling enough to hang a story for a game. Instead we get Mario style slides and baby doll plinko.

  

  The dialogue in Alice is dense, but surprisingly bland and uninteresting. It really doesn’t do much to drive the plot or enrich the player in any way. This is Wonderland. There should be a bit of humorous wordplay. There was a disappointing lack of nonsensical words like “snorkleblat” and “fahrvergnügen” or “juggalo.”

  

  For all of my complaints, I actually enjoyed wandering about Wonderland. Sure, it can get monotonous at times and the story is severely lacking in any motivation whatsoever, but you move forward just to see what insanity will be bombarding your eyes next. The combat is fast, enjoyable, and satisfying. It is a unique and nightmarish vision of Wonderland that is just enough to keep you slogging through the rough patches. Hidden within the game are a few flashes of true genius but it is overall a triumph of style over substance.

  

  If you get tired of Madness Returns, you can redeem the code in the box and download your free copy of the original American McGee’s Alice. I can’t help but wonder if Spicy Horse knew Madness Returns wasn’t superb and added this perk as a way of an apology.

  

  I desperately wanted to like Alice: Madness Returns more than I did for having a unique vision and taking some chances, but a game needs to juggle a lot of things in order for it to be good. Sadly, Alice drops a ball or two. But it does have a bit of charm, and it’s something different from anything else you will find on the your video game merchant’s shelf. Give it a try. You may just enjoy the view through American McGee’s looking glass. Ah, the white rabbit is giving me a stern look and tapping his pocket watch. It seems that I’m late for my train!

  

  3/5

  

  Review Disclosure: A retail copy of Alice: Madness Returns was purchased by Warp Zoned for the purposes of this review.


  Dream Trigger 3D Review: Anything But Lucid


  Written by Nicole Kline

  Original Published on July 6, 2011

  

  Dream Trigger 3D by D3 Publisher for the 3DS is not just a lot of 3’s and D’s. It’s a shmup that destroys all of your preconceived notions of shmups. It’s frustrating at times and it will leave your hands cramped (quite literally and painfully). But it will also appeal to your love of difficult, old-school arcade games because it’s fun, addictive, and a breath of fresh air in a time when some games don’t even have a failure option. But do the benefits outweigh the frustration and pain?

  

  Platforms: 3DS

  Publisher: D3 Publisher

  Developer: Art Co.

  Genre: Brain-Melting Shoot 'Em Up

  Release Date: May 10, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Everyone

  

  Dream Trigger 3D is set in a dream world, in which you have to defeat wave after wave of monsters – first by exposing them with sonar, and then by shooting them and navigating your character over them. There are four game types – World Map Mode, Free Play Mode, Time Attack Mode, and Versus Mode. World Map Mode is the meat of the game – this is basically the story mode. Free Play Mode allows you to hone your skills on any one level from World Map Mode that you’ve already unlocked, giving you a chance to practice perfecting it. Time Attack Mode lets you test how quickly you can beat a level you’ve already unlocked, and Versus Mode lets you challenge a friend over local wireless. Each level consists of strings of enemies and then ends with a mini-boss. As you defeat levels, build up stars depending on how well you did, and finish up challenges, more paths open up and more levels appear. The game has several different "Ranks," including "Lucidity," "Tranquility," and "Anxiety," as well as different "Types" of levels, including "Insight," "Divinity," "Diversion," and "Wrath." At the end of each section is a big boss battle, which has a boss with multiple stages as well as enemies that populate the level.

  

  That’s what goes on in the game. How you accomplish what goes on in the game is a different matter entirely. Each level starts out with you in the center of the screen – both the top and the bottom. A line, called the “Rhythm Bar,” goes vertically across the screens every few seconds. If you draw on the touch screen, as the line hits where you’ve drawn, it makes a sound. This is called the “Sonar Ping.” If an enemy – enemies are initially invisible, except as purple dots on the bottom screen – is hit by the sonar, it appears in the top screen through the “Sonar Ripple.” Once they are visible, you hit the trigger buttons or the B button to shoot your lasers and navigate your character over the enemies to destroy them. In the meantime, they’re shooting little bullets at you, which you can also destroy with your laser. But your laser runs out quickly, and can only be replenished by using sonar – which also runs out, but is replenished each time the Rhythm Bar goes across the screen. So if you fly into the midst of enemies, holding down the shoulder button, and you’re almost out of ammo, you’ll take damage. You can only get hit four times before you die, though you can pick up power-ups that will give you back one piece of health, which is shown by three yellow circles around your character.

  

  Sound confusing? It is. You have to keep your eye on two screens, while using the stylus in your right hand to frenetically keep highlighting the enemies, while you hold the 3DS in your left hand, navigating your character around with the analog nub or the directional buttons, and more often than not hold down the left shoulder button because you’re afraid to not be pouring lasers onto the enemies. This leads to hand cramps, frustration, and ultimately, an intense amount of satisfaction. When you’re playing a game that is unforgivingly difficult, there’s no better feeling than when you get into a groove, figure out how the game is supposed to feel, and start winning.

  

  As you finish each level, the amount of points you accrue determines how many Dream Points (DP) you get, which let you navigate the world. Points are obtained through defeating enemies and gathering items. When items are collected in succession, you can build up item bonuses, which net you more points. But defeating enemies while paying attention to where the items pop up and gathering them as they appear before they fade away can be tricky, especially with the changing colors of the backgrounds. The 3D ends up helping a lot here – it’s easier to see the items with the 3D turned all the way up. The more points you get, the more stars you get for that level, and the more DP you receive.

  

  There are four types of items – blue ones, which give you points; yellow ones, which give you health; red ones, which give you unlimited ammo; and purple ones, which grant you temporary invincibility. The items appear in the background, translucent at first, and then become more opaque. You have a few seconds to grab them, after which they become translucent again, fading into the foreground. They are easier to see in 3D because they come toward you, standing out from the rest of the level, no matter how wild it might be.

  

  There are also over 100 challenges in the game, making the game highly replayable. Unlockable challenges include destroying a certain number of enemies (overall as well as in a stage), getting all of the items in a stage, beating several levels in a row, beating several levels in a row without dying, and defeating an end boss without taking any damage. Defeating levels, building up your number of stars, and racking up challenges are what unlock levels and paths between them. You can move between them by using DP – it takes one DP to move one spot, even if you’ve already beaten that particular level.

  

  So what does all of this mean, when put together in one game? I’ll be honest. When I first started playing the game, it took me hours just to beat the first level. I had no idea what was going on. I didn’t realize that I had to float over the enemies to defeat them, nor did I know that I could destroy the enemies’ bullets with my laser. There was no tutorial at the start of the game – or, if there was, I somehow missed it. It took hours of frustration before I finally combed through all the menus and found the tutorial, buried in the options. The game is intense and unforgiving, and will cramp your hand horribly and leave you with Nintendo thumb. It’s also incredibly difficult to look at two screens at once, or to know which screen you’re supposed to be looking at.

  

  All that being said, once I got the hang of it, I went from being unable to beat a single level to beating 30 levels in a row. That’s not an exaggeration, either. I spent two hours doing nothing but playing it, and the time flew past. I haven’t beaten it yet, mainly because I can’t figure out how to unlock all of the levels – I’ve been going back and replaying many of the levels to unlock more challenges and reveal more levels and paths. On top of all that, there’s one more aspect that will have you hitting your head against a wall in frustration: “a Tracker has appeared.”

  

  The Tracker is a some purple thing that appears on the World Map and makes its way across the map towards you. It’s slow enough that, once you’ve got enough levels unlocked, you can maneuver your way around it. But if you don’t have enough DP, or you find yourself trapped, you’re in a lot of trouble. Once it lands on you, it automatically launches you into whichever level you’re on – with no health. Not only that, but every time I’ve been sucked into one, it has seemed like the Sonar Pings aren’t as effective at exposing the enemies, meaning the enemies float around and shoot bullets at me and I can’t shoot back… and also meaning that my ammo wasn’t replenishing because I wasn’t exposing them.

  

  Sounds hard, but not impossible, or terribly frustrating, right? Well, it wouldn’t be so bad, but when you die, you lose all of your DP. Normally, when you die, it just means that you start over on the World Map at whatever level you were defeated on, your DP intact, ready to continue your journey. But when a Tracker defeats you, you have to start from scratch, wherever you landed on the map. This can be unbearably frustrating, with a level of difficulty only found in the more hardcore games found in arcades and on the PSN and XBLA.

  

  While the game does have good and bad features, one thing is certain – the game looks and sounds amazing. The backgrounds, enemies, and even your own character rotate on each level – my favorite is an ocean theme, in which the enemies are squids and you are a dolphin. The 3D works incredibly well here, highlighting the colorful backgrounds. The music is great, if a bit loud at times – it can drown out the Sonar Pings and make the game sound like a jumbled mess of noise.

  

  Dream Trigger 3D is a success and a failure, all wrapped into an innovative package. It succeeds in that it brings the player a highly fun and entertaining game that works well in 3D. But it fails in that it’s intensely difficult, can be terribly unforgiving, and doesn’t explain enough of what’s going on or how to play the game. I absolutely loved the game, and will continue to play it until I beat it. There’s too much going on here for me to recommend this to any but the most hardcore gamers, the ones who are constantly looking for a challenge and love to have games with high replayability on the go. In other words: casual players, stick with Mario.

  

  3/5

  

  Review Disclosure: A review copy of Dream Trigger 3D was provided by D3 Publisher for the purposes of this review.


  Earth Defense Force: Insect Armageddon Review: The Only Good Bug is a Dead Bug


  Written by John Scalzo

  Original Published on July 28, 2011

  

  In certain corners of the Internet, you'll find a group of gamers who are very enthusiastic about Earth Defense Force 2017, a budget third-person shooter released in the early days of the Xbox 360. The game featured poor graphics and some absolutely baffling gameplay choices, including several mazelike underground levels and terrible vehicle control. But it has also developed a cult following due to its insane enemy count and the awesomely arcadey "kill 'em all" vibe that runs through the action. Four years later, D3 Publisher has finally seen fit to release a sequel, Earth Defense Force: Insect Armageddon. Can they catch lightning in a bottle twice? Well, they did name the main character Lightning Alpha...

  

  Platform: PS3, Xbox 360 (Version Played)

  Publisher: D3 Publisher

  Developer: Vicious Cycle

  Genre: Starship Troopers The Game

  Release Date: July 5, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Teen

  

  It might not be totally accurate to describe Insect Armageddon as a sequel to 2017. Even with a developer switch (Sandlot did 2017 while Vicious Cycle did Insect Armageddon), the two games feel very similar. Each part of Insect Armageddon is basically a much more polished version of something we saw in 2017. A small squad of soldiers called the Earth Defense Force is still humanity's last hope against an alien invasion force known as Ravagers. The Ravagers' ranks are still made up of ants, spiders, mecha and gunships. A variety of vehicles litter the levels to help take down the bugger menace. And buildings still collapse with ease after they're punched with a few rockets (there's nothing better than making a shortcut out of a patch of land that was a skyscraper ten seconds earlier).

  

  But as I said, everything in Insect Armageddon has been polished to make it a more accessible game. Your squadmates are no longer disposable cannon fodder, but named characters with their own health bars. In fact, a new medic system gives players the ability to revive fallen comrades (and be revived if they themselves die). This has the double-pronged effect of making the game a lot easier than its predecessor, but also a lot more interesting. The Ravagers are made up of the same enemy types, but they no longer look like they were pulled out of an N64 game circa 2000. The creature design in Insect Armageddon is actually pretty impressive, and while it won't be considered a graphical powerhouse, it at least looks like it was made in this century.

  

  For all their similarities, Insect Armageddon boasts several new tricks and it does them all well. Players are now able to choose from four armor classes, each with their own pros and cons. The Tropper armor is similar to the player character from 2017 in that players will be able to wield any weapon, but only have minimal armor protection. Tactical armor adds a little more padding from enemy attacks and the ability to deploy turrets at the cost of reduced speed. Battle armor is the slowest, but when you're a tank with legs that's not really a problem. Finally, the Jet armor is pretty much useless. The jetpack only carries enough fuel for a few seconds of flight, and the weapons that Lightning Alpha is allowed to use while in Jet mode are relatively weak.

  

  If you've played 2017, jumping into battle in Insect Armageddon feels much the same. There are bugs and there is the EDF. Shoot all the bugs and don't die. That's it. And in that way, Insect Armageddon is a great game. The action is intense and the battles are tough without making players feel overwhelmed, and the slight reprieve just before a giant boss bug rumbles into view is fantastic. Then there are the boss battles - some against giant bugs, others against towering mechas. It may not take place on Planet P, but the Earth Defense Force is the closest we'll ever get to a Starship Troopers game. Do you wanna live forever? Well too bad, because humans get all squishy when a 20-ton mecha slams his fist into your face. But taking down that mechanized monster is super satisfying.

  

  A load of fixes to many of 2017's nagging problems round out Insect Armageddon's better qualities. Players have been given an option to manually reload their weapon and the dodgy vehicle control has been refined into something that actually works. Undrivable vehicles like the helicopter and the hoverbike have been removed completely. Also on the chopping block was 2017's ridiculous underground levels. An exercise in frustration, their exclusion from Insect Armageddon is a textbook example of addition by subtraction.

  

  But the most surprising addition to Insect Armageddon may be that it has a real story now (and it's a fairly well told fairly story, too!). Besides giving names to your squadmates, the player will regularly interact with three unseen characters: the Ops commander, the Intel chief and a pilot named Sully. The interplay between the three characters is great, and I love that Intel doesn't ever have any actual useful information (for example, "Shoot it! A lot!" is considered advice for one boss encounter). Also, naming a laidback pilot (who doesn't realize he has balls of steel) Sully is just genius.

  

  There's also an offline/online Survival mode as well, which distills the game down to its most basic bits: survive the alien invasion for as long as you can. It's fun for short bursts of excitement (even if you're playing alone), but the online matchmaking system is more or less broken. Timeout and connection errors abound, but once the game finds a match, online play works beautifully.

  

  Even with all these fixes and additions, it's easy to admit that Insect Armageddon just isn't as stupidly charming as 2017 is. The terrible graphics and the idea of fighting a "war" between one human soldier and hundreds of giant bugs enhanced the game's old school appeal. To steal a rather appropriate phrase, that feeling of being overwhelmed was a feature, not a bug.

  

  That said, fans of Earth Defense Force 2017 will still find a lot to like in Earth Defense Force: Insect Armageddon. Shooting giant bugs is just as fun as ever and the improved vehicles and addition of multiple armor classes gives fans plenty of new stuff to try out. Mindless shooters (of the "kill everything that moves" variety) may not be as popular as they once were, but it's hard to find one that does it better than Insect Armageddon.

  

  Though some might say they're more popular now than ever... ba dum tsh (I kid because I love, Halo/Call of Duty fans).

  

  4/5

  

  Review Disclosure: A retail copy of Earth Defense Force: Insect Armageddon was purchased by Warp Zoned for the purposes of this review.


  Half-Minute Hero: Super Mega Neo Climax Review: The 30 Second Climax You Actually Want


  Written by Adam Woolcott

  Original Published on July 7, 2011

  

  Japanese role-playing games are almost always lengthy, involved affairs that require hours of your free time. In our modern era of instant gratification, the genre might be a touch out of step... until now. Originally a hit title on the PlayStation Portable, Half-Minute Hero has arrived on the Xbox Live Arcade, complete with a host of enhancements. That, and a totally ridiculous subtitle which perfectly fits the crazed motif of the game. Designed as a super speedy take on your traditional Final Fantasy or Dragon Quest game, Half-Minute Hero: Super Mega Neo Climax presents role-playing in extremely small chunks, with a hearty side of wacky humor to boot. RPG fans looking for something different will certainly find it here.

  

  Platforms: Xbox 360

  Publisher: Marvelous Entertainment

  Developer:Marvelous Entertainment

  Genre: ADDRPG

  Release Date: June 29, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Everyone

  

  The core of HMH:SMNC is the “Hero 30” mode. Here, you take the reigns of a typical teenage RPG hero, who is tasked with taking down a real bad character named Noire. This villain is more than willing to destroy the world and all its inhabitants, and is doing so by teaching would-be bad guys the “30 second destruction” spell that does exactly what the spell says: destroys the world in a half minute. This is the hero’s task: to stop the “evil guy of the week” boss and save the world... in thirty seconds. This is actually an impossible task - there’s no way one can level up enough to take down the big baddie so fast, let alone reach their base. That’s where the Time Goddess comes in. On the surface, the Time Goddess is your typical kind and beautiful female ally... but she ain’t. Instead, she’s a wise cracking, overly cheerful pest who will turn back time for you. If you have the scratch, that is. Indeed, our heroine is exceptionally greedy, and the more you need to reverse time, the more expensive it gets.

  

  Anyway, Hero 30 consists of 31 different quests, with different baddies at the end. They kind of play out like a full RPG; you wander through villages, upgrade weapons & armor, buy healing items, and fight tons of enemies. Like the rest of the game, the random encounters are hectic... no, they’re spastic takes on your usual turn-based battles. You don’t really have any control over them, short of fleeing if it’s not going well. Instead, they just play out in quick fashion. Due to this insanely fast pace, it’s possible to level up almost immediately. Instant gratification indeed. The catch is that you lose your level upon completing a quest, though you do keep your weapons and armor. In addition to Hero 30, the game offers a handful of smaller adventures: one lets you control a knight as he protects a Sage that removes curses; another places you in the shoes of a princess that has to cure her father’s illness before her curfew... which of course is 30 seconds from the beginning of the quest. It all culminates in “Hero 300”, which gives you exactly that many seconds to finish. There’s a lot of content here for $10.

  

  Though Half-Minute Hero is an RPG in a traditional sense, it’s also something of a puzzle game. Within those 30 seconds are numerous side events and quests, such as finding rare weapons, acquiring allies, or simply completing a task in a way that goes against what the game wants. One could just plow through, grind up to a level that makes the boss a pushover, and finish the quests. However, you’d probably get a poor score and miss out on new titles & allies. This is what gives the game a lot of replay value - there’s a ton of ways to deviate from the path. Plus, there are multiple endings to encourage even more trips through the game. It’s the kind of game that one could get lost in for a very long time.

  

  Though the story, characters, and gameplay is quite good, there are a couple issues. The obvious one is the searing repetition. After about fifteen of the Hero 30 quests, I had to put the game down for a couple of days, due to burnout. Really, you’re just doing the same thing over and over, just with a different skin and a few added tricks to make the journey tougher. The ridiculous humor and jabs at JRPG conventions brought me back, but if you want a lot of variety, you’re not going to get it here. Also, the controls are... off. Usually in an RPG this isn’t an issue, but in a game where you might be racing to reach a Goddess Statue in time, getting thrown off by the rough controls is kind of a big deal. Protip: use the directional pad, not the analog stick.

  

  The XBLA version of Half-Minute Hero features a few enhancements. The obvious one is the visual upgrade. While you can still use the PSP-styled graphics - which are blocky and blurry on an HDTV - the game defaults to a style that is... storybook, I guess. The hero looks like a super dork, but at least with these visuals one can see how the weapons and armor change the look of him. In addition, there’s an online mode that pits players in a battle to complete a quest first. To make it challenging, there’s numerous tricks, such as the “one of each item... period” restriction. It’s pretty ridiculous stuff, and quite fun. Also, if you played the PSP version, you might notice that the other quests - like Evil Lord 30, for instance - are very different here. Instead of being more of a strategy game, it’s basically the same as Hero 30, just with a different character.

  

  Half-Minute Hero: Super Mega Neo Climax is a great addition to Xbox Live Arcade and to the overall RPG library of the console. For a meager $10, you get a fairly lengthy game with tons of replay value. If you're the sort who really like the Japanese RPG genre, but just don’t have the time to play 50-100 hours: this game could be right in your wheelhouse. This also applies to people who find the genre interesting but don’t have the patience for hours of grinding; this is the kind of RPG you can get behind. For everyone else, Half-Minute Hero is a ridiculous, insane, and charming game that both lampoons and pays tribute to one of gaming’s hallmark genres.

  

  4/5

  

  Review Disclosure: A review copy of Half-Minute Hero: Super Mega Neo Climax was provided by Marvelous Entertainment for the purposes of this review.


  InFamous 2 Review: InFamous Harder!


  Written by John Martin

  Original Published on July 26, 2011

  

  It's good to be bad. But sometimes, it can also be badass to be so good. Sucker Punch's sequel to 2009's InFamous delivers on all fronts with its spectacular graphics, gameplay, and story. Gone is the original voice actor for Cole, the one who eats gravel for breakfast, lunch, and presumably dinner. We have a new Cole who sounds closer to a gruff version of Jay from Kevin Smith's Askewniverse. Perhaps coincidentally, Cole's new character model also happens to look a lot like a battle-scarred Jason Mewes. Once you've taken in all of the graphical and audible changes, the game bounds through the introduction and pulls a Samus Aran, wiping you clean of all but your most rudimentary powers. While this was a big annoyance, regaining powers helped me make the push through the game, dangling a carrot of electro-destruction in front of my face.

  

  Platform: PS3

  Publisher: Sony Computer Entertainment

  Developer: Sucker Punch Productions

  Genre: God Mode Parkour Simulator

  Release Date: June 7, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Teen

  

  Graphically-speaking, InFamous 2 shines over its already visually impressive predecessor. This was apparent in the very first cutscene when we're introduced to our trio of main characters: Cole, Zeke (who, in InFamous, was almost a dead ringer for Bruce Campbell in Bubba Ho-tep), and Agent Kuo, the Japanese handler who gives Cole information about a scientist who can augment his powers. The news of this scientist prompts them to leave Empire City and head for New Marais.

  

  The city of New Marais is larger and definitely feels more diverse than Empire City, though I found myself only wanting to rampage through the districts that were more populated and felt like actual urban areas. One interesting location was Flood Town, the game's depiction of a post-Katrina New Orleans. Traversing the water-logged district was challenging, knowing that any misstep would turn Cole into a toaster-in-the-tub. But it was also fun coming up with ways to blast baddies into the conductive water for an easy take-down. I was impressed with the details put into the environment, specifically the representations of the graffiti X-Codes (or Katrina Crosses that were used to relay information for rescue operations) painted onto rooftops.

  

  In regard to gameplay, the first big battle robs you of your powers and the sense of accomplishment you felt from saving Empire City in InFamous. Once you arrive at the swamps outside of New Marais, you're treated to a tutorial of sorts and are reacquainted with the various ways Cole can horrifically end lives with electricity for points and bonus multipliers. The game does a decent job with power unlocking, always keeping the action and the use of the same powers from getting too stale. Power acquisition follows the same pace as unlocking city districts, so you'll always have new toys to play with in new areas. As long as you progress through the story at a moderate speed and use Cole's tools in good combinations, you'll have plenty of new powers with which to play. Were you ever a kid who liked to immolate ants using a magnifying glass? Then you'll love zapping folk from rooftops and blowing up the platforms beneath them. Murderous jaunts like these are generally accepted because the victims of these atrocities are 1's and 0's. And those numbers probably deserve it for all of the years they tortured me in school.

  

  With great power comes... great control. While the controls take a bit of work to master in the beginning, once you're used to them, maneuvering around the city as Cole is fluid and enjoyable. No game in recent memory has allowed me to move as naturally and with more control than InFamous 2. Transitioning from a lightning-fueled assault, to melee, to a quick escape can be handled on the fly and allows for a very pleasant gaming experience. Skating along some power lines when you suddenly spot that skeevy busker playing paint cans on the street? Hover over to him and shock him in the face to ensure he never harms another cochlea with his oppressive beating. When you're done, super-jump off of a car onto some more sweet, sweet power lines, laughing maniacally while you look for more folk to assault. It's as easy as reading that last sentence. Or maybe you're just floating on a car held up by electromagnetism, marveling at your new yoga powers, when you hear a cry for help. Turning around, you see a bunch of militiamen accosting some damsel in distress. Well, throw that car at them, stud! After you've been lavished with praise and fist pumps from NPCs, pimp away by rolling to safety.

  

  Speaking of saving NPCs, perhaps my biggest concern with InFamous 2 would be the morality system. I'm all for moral choices in video games that create divergent paths through the narrative, but not when they have a Manichean worldview and consist of only two clear choices. You either stop the bandits from robbing the innocents or you stomp a busker's face in. There's no room for ambiguity, especially at the end of the game. Without subjecting you to spoilers, I'll say that a major choice must be made at the climax and it's pretty damn clear which choice corresponds with Cole's karmic alignment. Had it been more ambiguous, it could have made for a more compelling choice and made the game that much more enjoyable. Real world morality isn't color coded, otherwise it would be really easy to see who on Facebook is evil and wants to creep on your ex.

  

  So, even though I want to love the Karma system, it all really boils down to “do you want to be a complete jerk and have super-explodey powers” or “do you want to be a saint and have AMAZING CONTROL AND ACCURACY.” Another point: the Lawful Good Cole can feel overpowered at times because of the power Bolt Stream (a barrage of short electrical bolts) coupled with the ability to regain electrical charge from shooting humanoids. Once you max out the Good Karma, you can use the evil Drain power to your heart's content without any real karmic ramifications. So once you've maxed Good, you can be as evil as you want. It left me with very little impetus to play through the game proper as Sith Cole.

  

  It's tough for me to really relate to the story in InFamous 2 because it changes slightly, based on the player's karmic preferences. If pressed, I'd say I prefer the "Good" story over the "Evil" branch. And I'm not biased against Evil alignments at all, having spent my fair share of time throwing doe-eyed bystanders into electrical vortexes of doom, but I just can't identify with Evil Cole's motivations and how his epilogue provides little gratification.

  

  Another factor that made it hard for me to play as Evil Cole was Nix, your psycho Creole companion who loves to wreak havoc. I didn't feel as if she was as rounded a character as her Good counterpart, Kuo. While Kuo fought on the side of angels and showed weakness as well as humanity, all we get with Nix is, “LET'S BLOW CRAP UP AND COOK SOME FOOLS!!” Even the side mission that was meant to foster sympathy for Nix and her origin did nothing for me. Again, it left me with very little desire to play like a jerk.

  

  I do have to give props to Sucker Punch for getting me to care about Zeke this time around. Whereas I thought he was an annoying tag along who made stupid decisions in the first game, I began to appreciate his character and selflessness for the greater good in this one. There is a lot of growth present in Cole, but also a substantial amount in Zeke. In the first game he was whiny, opportunistic, and even betrayed Cole's trust. Now Zeke seems as if he is atoning for his sins and has learned from his mistakes. He's even willing to put his life on the line to go undercover as a militiaman in order to gather information for Cole. So if there's anything Sucker Punch managed to accomplish with this sequel, it was getting me to NOT want to kill the Elvis lookalike. And like Zeke, InFamous 2 learned from its mistakes in the first game and came back deeper, more polished, and very enjoyable.

  

  Simply put, InFamous 2 is one of the best reasons to own a PS3. Cole stands as one of the best the industry can offer in terms of moral choices made by a bald, Caucasian male (looking at you, Commander Shepard and Starkiller). If you're a fan of superheroes, comic books, or just fun sandbox games where the whole world is your playground, InFamous 2 will offer you a solid gaming experience that is deserving of 4 stars.

  

  4/5

  

  Review Disclosure: A retail copy of InFamous 2 was purchased by Warp Zoned for the purposes of this review.


  The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time 3D Review: Revisiting the Temple of Time


  Written by Ryan Littlefield

  Original Published on July 14, 2011

  

  Remember the first time you ever saw the Deku Tree? Remember how immersive Hyrule felt, with 64-bit graphics so realistic and detailed that you imagined you were actually inside Dodongo’s Cavern? Remember how pissed off you got with the Water Temple, how you couldn’t find that one last Small Key you needed to retrieve the Boss Key? It’s time to journey backwards a decade and a half to rediscover everything that The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time held, and to experience the game in sleek, polished 3D.

  

  Platform: 3DS

  Publisher: Nintendo

  Developer: Grezzo

  Genre: It's a Zelda Game. Come On.

  Release Date: June 19, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Everyone

  

  On the Warp Zoned Podcast, we’ve recently touched on game reboots and remakes. Where reboots are generally hit or miss, game remakes are often met with an apathetic welcome, fading off into the distance shortly after their presentation. Very few games ever garner enough of a reputation to warrant a remake, and of those, very few succeed in their rebirth. The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time 3D is one of those few successful remakes: it’s considered one of the best games of all time and has achieved legendary status. The only thing Ocarina needed was a more modern twist, inviting all gamers - young and old - to play. The invitation has been sent, and oh, what a party it was!

  

  The first thing that instantly stands out about Ocarina 3D is the consistency of the game from the original; it feels and plays exactly the same as the N64 classic. At this point, it’s clear that Ocarina 3D is a polished port of the game, and not a remake from the ground up. All the music and sounds are the same sound files used in the original and every environment is a shinier mirror image from the N64 version.

  

  The new, defined textures are the most noticeable change in Ocarina 3D, aside from the 3D visual effect itself. The game’s characters are the ones who best show off the new high-resolution upgrade. Princess Zelda no longer has a watermelon for a torso, and finally isn’t made up of colored building blocks. The environments look great, the enemies are more intimidating, and the landscapes finally have some definition. The only other way to break out of the N64 era would be to knock down the walls surrounding every area of the game.

  

  It would be redundant to discuss the gameplay, since it hasn’t changed from the original. Needless to say, the game features the same tried-and-true action RPG scenarios that the Zelda series has used for the last 25 years. The 3DS controls are intuitive though, and much better than expected from a handheld device. The device’s analog nub, though gripless, is a welcome alternative to the N64’s now-shoddy joystick. My biggest concern with the initial idea of this game involved the utilization of the game’s items. Remember how the player could have buttons for three items, a sword, a shield, first-person view, and a target-lock system?

  

  In this version, the developers made the right move by rethinking the possibilities, adding two additional item-oriented touch buttons (labeled I and II) on the 3DS’ touch screen. The player is now able to hold an extra item in place of the original game’s first-person view button. First-person view and the Navi communication are also designated to their own touch-screen buttons. The thought of all these extra touch-screen buttons in addition to the six main buttons on the 3DS might be a bit daunting, but it works very smoothly, and I’ve personally come to prefer this setup to the N64 controller. Really, you have to try it to believe it.

  

  The last feature I really enjoyed was the game’s use of the 3DS’ built-in gyroscope. Normally, I hate tacked-on features like unnecessary Wiimote controls - I’m looking at you, Twilight Princess! - but in this case, I was willing to make an exception. Aiming my slingshot/bow by moving my 3DS around was actually pretty cool though, as if there was a Skulltula on the wall next to me - egh, there is. Gross. Hang on... okay. The gyroscope made the first-person view feel a bit more “unhinged,” and felt like the closest Zelda will ever come to being an AR game. The initial interest in the 3D and gyroscope features definitely wears off a bit; I ended up using the joystick to aim while playing in 2D after finishing roughly half the game.

  

  All in all, everything is where it should be. Everything that made the original Ocarina of Time such a great title is still intact, and everything it needed to become an even better title is now added. Unlike the case of most remakes, Ocarina 3D doesn’t detract from the original game, but re-imagines it, and does it well. Fans of most any Zelda game will recognize this game as an instant classic, and fans of the original Ocarina of Time will regard this remake as a success, maybe even one for the books.

  

  The only thing left to ask is: “Why did Princess Zelda take down the pictures of the Nintendo characters in the castle?”

  

  4/5

  

  Review Disclosure: A retail copy of The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina Of Time 3D was purchased by Warp Zoned for the purposes of this review.


  Ms. Splosion Man Review: Shoes, Meat and The Macarena


  Written by Adam Woolcott

  Original Published on July 27, 2011

  

  Though I have a soft spot for The Maw, Twisted Pixel rose to fame with 2009's Splosion Man. Splosion Man is an... unusual platformer that merged a simple gameplay concept (blowing yourself up, over and over) with intense challenges (navigating brutal stretches that are almost rhythm-based in design). Two years later, the Splosion Man franchise returns with Ms. Splosion Man - a game that builds up the original game in some very good ways. In fact, it's easily stated that MSM is even crazier than the first game, in almost every way. With lengthy single and multiplayer options and tons of unlockables, Ms. Splosion Man also ranks as one of the deepest games on Xbox Live Arcade, making it a great buy for 800 Microsoft Points ($10). Just keep in mind that the game demands much from everyone... from start to finish.

  

  Platform: Xbox 360

  Publisher: Twisted Pixel

  Developer: Twisted Pixel

  Genre: Spazformer

  Release Date: July 13, 2011

  ESRB Rating: Teen

  

  Ms. Splosion Man picks up after the events of the original. Somehow, Big Science has managed to capture Splosion Man, and they are living it up in celebration. In fact, you can see how this happens by downloading The Prologue level (for the original Splosion Man) free from Xbox Live Marketplace. Unfortunately, one of the scientists spills his celebratory alcoholic beverage, and it winds up landing on wires... wires that somehow lead to a chamber that produces Ms. Splosion Man. Naturally, she's out for revenge. Like the original game, your goal is to “escape” by blowing up enemies, solving platforming puzzles, and finding hidden items. In this case, the cake from the first game has been replaced by -- of course -- shoes. As with Splosion Man, there's also a cooperative story mode that has completely different levels from the solo adventure. Combined, there's a hundred levels worth of sploding.

  

  Ms. Splosion Man can best be seen as an entry in the “masocore” movement - brutally difficult game design for only the most patient and/or skilled players. If you played 2010's smash hit Super Meat Boy, you should have an idea of what to expect here: a tough-as-nails platformer that has no problem making you cry like a little girl. In many ways, MSM is also a “rhythm” platforming game; success in most levels can be pinned directly on keeping a timer in your head for jumps and the like. To counter the high level of challenge, the game features very simple gameplay mechanics -- all you can do is press any of the face buttons to explode. There's nothing else happening. The trick is how you use your explosions - many jumps require perfect double and even triple jumps that will end in death if they’re not done right. However, there are very few “cheap” deaths in the game; some might require a bit of trial and error but rarely does it treat you poorly.

  

  Fundamentally, Ms. Splosion Man is not all that different from Splosion Man, as the core gameplay concept is the exact same. To mix it up, Twisted Pixel has added a few other tricks. Most evident are the new beam riding aspects, which require pitch-perfect timing to dodge obstacles or reach ledges. Combined with some “traditional” platforming -- the introduction of “Big Science Cars” is where you’ll see it first - these can be mighty tricky areas. The game also has some interesting “hot/cold” zones where Ms. Splosion Man can either explode forever (since it's so hot), or not be able to splode at all (because it's too cold). It's a nice new gameplay addition that isn’t overused.

  

  What makes Ms. Splosion Man stand out is the absolutely insane sense of humor. In the first game, Splosion Man collected cakes and spouted off random Arnold Schwarzenegger quotes. His female equivalent, on the other hand, is, well, a teenage girl? It's crazy enough that you collect shoes - which she’ll put on immediately and finish the level -- but Lady Splosion will also spout some of the craziest one-liners about (mostly) teenage girl issues. She also likes to sing all the “girl power” type songs, especially some of the bigger hits from the 1990s. I’m not kidding here... hearing her sing songs from En Vogue or the Spice Girls is a trip and a half. If you let her idle on the screen, you might also see her dancing skills, even if you really don’t want to see “The Carlton." or have horrible flashbacks when she performs "The Macarena." In all honesty, without this insane atmosphere, Ms. Splosion Man might have been an ordinary (if not ball-bustingly hard) 2D platforming game - with it, it's the kind of thing one must experience to believe.

  

  Ms. Splosion Man is not as fresh as its predecessor, but like the transition from Pac-Man to Ms Pac Man, there's a lot of improvements which make it a better game. Thanks to more visual variety, a great soundtrack, tons of bonus features (seriously, the extras menu is a goldmine of amazing), and a really great price, Ms. Splosion Man is one of the best titles on the Live Arcade. It definitely won’t appeal to people without patience - death is a common occurrence and every level is full of tricky segments - but if you liked Super Meat Boy and want another game that has no problem making you its bitch, this is your fix. Now, Twisted Pixel... get with what the kids want (or at least what this kid wants) and make The Maw 2. You know, before the inevitable Baby Splosion Man game.

  

  4/5

  

  Review Disclosure: A review copy of Ms. Splosion Man was provided by Twisted Pixel for the purposes of this review.
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