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Introduction
You earn a check that only gets you by enough to pay your bills. Maybe you struggle to make a car payment. You really want to play the latest video game, perhaps Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim or Uncharted 3, but your budget does not allow you to buy both. What should you get?
Picking good games can be hard. Avoiding duds can be even more difficult. That's why smart consumers turn to experts on the subject. Game Freaks 365 was founded to help people choose games that are worth their hard earned dollar and bypass games that are better suited for the trash can. Writing about video games is our passion. This guide aims to help the smart consumer pick the best games that the PlayStation 3 has to offer.
Nearly 200 reviews from some of the finest games on the PS3 are included in Game Freaks 365's PS3 Review Guide, including popular titles like Battlefield 3, Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3, Catherine, DC Universe Online, Deus Ex: Human Revolution, Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, God of War 3, Heavy Rain, Infamous 2, Killzone 3, Little Big Planet 2, Portal 2, Rayman Origins, Red Dead Redemption, Resident Evil 5, Resistance 3, SSX, Street Fighter X Tekken, and Uncharted 3: Drake’s Deception.
So what are you waiting for? Get reading!
*********
Please Note: Reviews for multi-platform games may be from other platforms, unless major differences between the versions are present.
*********
Publisher: Sony Online Entertainment
Release Date: June 15, 2011
Available On: PS3
Akimi Village is a city-building game unlike any that I have seen before. It resembles more Animal Crossing than Sim City, but don’t let the cute graphics fool you. This is mostly about building lots of things and doing it in an efficient manner. This can be fun, but it quickly proves to be tiring.
You play as either a boy or a girl that wakes up on an island in the clouds. The game guides you through the tasks that you will need to do, such as collecting resources, building structures and managing your workers. In a real sense, this is much a game about supply-chain management as it is about city building.
Speaking of the workers, they are these tiny blue creatures known as the Akimi. These natives happen to live in a state of gloom, and oddly enough, putting them to work makes them happy. Essentially the Akimi are slave workers that do the majority of the work for you. You pick them up, assign them with a task (such as cutting lumber) and show them where to put the raw material.
Keep in mind that you do not have an infinite supply of Akimi. Instead, you have to find them by slowly clearing the world of gloom. There is a building tree for you to follow which gives you a linear list of buildings that are ready to be constructed. As you progress along the tree, you will earn these seeds that can be planted in fountains, removing the sadness from that area of the island.
The main thrust of the game is to build progressively more difficult structures that rely on each other. For instance, you will need early on a workshop, paper mill, lumber yard and so on. These are basic elements that a society needs, but eventually you will start to build more luxury locations and cultural destinations, such as bath houses and a theater.
Sometimes you run into real supply-chain issues. If you accidently select a character that you didn't want to (or purposefully re-assign a worker), this can interrupt the flow of everything. For instance, if you only have one worker chopping bamboo and you change him to mining stone, you now no longer have bamboo for paper, which means that the paper used to make scrolls is disrupted as well. You will need to trace down the culprit to the source (the bamboo worker) in order to fix it.
When you have finally cleansed the island of all of its sadness, there really is not a whole lot to do. The game only takes about 8 hours to beat. Once you are done, there’s no reason to play again since the island does not even randomly generate. There is also no difference between selecting the male and female character.
Akimi Village is an untraditional city builder. It takes the basic elements of construction and mixes it with Animal Crossing cuteness. For eight hours of entertainment, the $10 price is not terribly unreasonable, but it also has no replay value at all. However, if you want a good way to earn some easy Trophies, Akimi Village has plenty opportunities for that.
Graphics: 7
Sound: 5
Gameplay: 7.5
Creativity: 7.5
Replay Value/Game Length: 7
Final: 7 out of 10
Written by Kyle Bell
Armored Core 4
Developer: From Software
Publisher: Sega
Release Date: March 20, 2007
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
From Software’s Armored Core series has deteriorated since its first few PlayStation entries. In 2005 we saw two entries to the series; the PlayStation 2's Armored Core: Nine Breaker was met with harsh reviews, and the PlayStation Portable’s Armored Core: Formula Front was a beautiful and aurally-pleasing game that didn’t come to the table with interesting gameplay. Does Armored Core 4, the first next-generation entry in the series, inject some much-needed excitement into the franchise?
The story might not draw in the casual gamer. Mega-corporations rule the world, which has fallen into quite the state of disrepair. A small group of liberators plan to knock out these corporations through mech warfare, and a majority of the missions will put you up against such resistance as “Normals,” or standard mechs; “Nexts,” or typical Armored Core units; and other enemies like self-guided missiles, submarines, and helicopters. The missions generally ask you to attack a certain target or defend one, so they aren’t too complicated and don’t require any overthinking. This doesn’t mean that Armored Core 4 loses that traditional element of strategy, which comes into play any time you create a mech for combat.
The fun in Armored Core lies in its creative element. The mech creation has become much easier thanks to a cleaner interface and fewer uses of acronyms and confusing terms. In other words, you could possibly call this the dumb man’s Armored Core. While you’ll still customize your robot with arms, legs, core units, heads, and various weapons, a few of the other parts have been taken out. For example, since combat rules no longer restrict the amount of boost you can use, coolant units are no longer involved in mech creation. It’s this simplification that could draw in more people to the series, and I find this to be a very beneficial thing for From Software’s game.
Combat is also a lot easier and quite a lot of fun. It’s the polar opposite of From Software’s 2006 effort, Chromehounds. Chromehounds was slow-paced, while Armored Core 4 features some white-knuckle action. There are missions where you will die if you remove your finger from the boost button simply because the enemy Next that you’re fighting is so quick. At least pummeling opponents is made simple with intuitive controls. You’ll use your left and right arm weapons with L1/Left Bumper and R1/Right Bumper or the face buttons, and you can easily switch between left and right arm and back weapons with the press of L2/Left Trigger and R2/Right Trigger. There’s a quick boost function that will instantly propel you in any direction at the expense of some energy, and this quick boost can become quite useful for evasive maneuvers. Basically, Armored Core is finally easy to play. Since it’s easy and fast, it’s fun. Home run, From Software.
I'd say the only single-player flaws are the short missions and the trial-and-error missions. Even early on, you’ll come face-to-face with missions that last 45 seconds, or missions that simply require you to get your ass kicked before you can have a clue of what to do. There are a few times where you’ll feel sucked into the fast-paced combat only to be ripped out because you very quickly destroyed the single mission target–that’s lame. There are other missions, like ones against Nexts, where you’ll have to face a beating before you know what weapons to equip or what battle strategy to have. Still these complaints don’t really hurt the overall experience, which is a fun and exciting one.
Visually, Armored Core 4 doesn’t put Gears of War or MotorStorm to shame, but it most certainly dazzles in some spots with fancy lighting effects and the occasional use of a grainy visual filter. AC units animate very well, though there is some clipping from time to time whenever you pass by a hill or a building. Explosions could have been a bit more...well, explosive, and I would have liked to see the after effects of my destruction a bit more. Since a lot of rubble (and destroyed enemies) disappear quickly from the battlefield, an all-out attack will most likely look barren after the fact. It’s a little disappointing. The sound effects and music are pretty standard, although I will say that I liked the delivery of most of the dialogue. Except for a few lines (mostly the “Come home” lines at the end of a mission), the voice actors do a fantastic job of handling the proper emotion or authoritative tone for whatever situation is at hand.
Finally, with an online multiplayer mode, Armored Core 4 is the fully-featured entry into the series. Devoted mech creators can take their camouflaged, speedy Gundam-inspired bots online and blast the crap out of a friend’s massive, bright pink Mech Assault-style brute. This is what AC fans have been wanting, and From Software delivers.
Overall, Armored Core 4 is a huge step forward in every way. It might have been simplified a lot, and a lot of long-time fans might find that to be disappointing, but I think it was a much-needed shot of juice. You’ve got some pretty good graphics, fast-paced destructive mech combat, and online multiplayer. What more could you ask from a mech game? And for heavens’ sake, mech fans, buy this before you even consider touching Gundam or Chromehounds–but you didn’t need me to tell you that.
Graphics: 8
Sound: 8
Gameplay: 8
Creativity: 5.5
Replay Value/Game Length: 7.5
Final: 7.7 out of 10
Written by Cliff
Army of Two
Developer: EA Montreal
Publisher: Electronic Arts
Release Date: March 4, 2008
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
It was not long ago that when considering video games, Army of Two was the bee's knees. I remember EGM claiming it as their #1 most-anticipated original IP. There was even enough buzz to spark a Create-Your-Own-Weapon contest. EA Montreal gave the gaming media quite a lot of exciting news about their new project. As a result, like many previous occasions considering EA video games, Army of Two was expected to be a large-scale success.
Following a delay into spring 2008, Army of Two has finally released. With its not-so-gentle-nudge toward using cooperative tactics (with a second human player, for the love of God!), Army of Two and its two lead characters, Rios and Salem, produce many interesting experiences throughout the campaign. As a result, it is a good, fun game to play. That is the absolute most accurate statement I think I can make about the game, because there will be friends that play together in harmony, and these friends will enjoy a very large percentage of the game together. Sadly, however, the game has a handful or two of flaws that can potentially ruin the experience for anyone lacking the patience of a monk in a monastery.
Before I explain more about the game, allow me to first say that my review was written based almost completely on the cooperative multiplayer experience. This is the way that the developers want gamers to play the game, and I felt that it was most necessary to do so. The single-player campaign feels lonely, despite the commands that can be given to the CPU Rios or Salem. Thus, the game is aimed toward people who have others to play with (or Xbox Live/PlayStation Network accounts). For those lacking local multiplayer possibilities, Xbox Live and PlayStation Network fill in the gaps to let everyone enjoy the game's modes.
There are six terrorist-killing missions, each taking place at a different place and point in time. The game's storyline is shoved between levels and told through some very impressive-looking CG scenes. For a third-person shooter, Army of Two's plot is very interesting. It involves a lot of political and military conflict, which one would expect to be full of corruption and back-stabbing. Before the end of the game, Rios and Salem question almost every supporting character's intentions. To keep the smug politicians and gung-ho military men from becoming intolerable, the pair (particularly Salem) provide some comic relief in several different ways. Oh, before I forget mentioning it, there is also a lot of swearing included in the script. A lot. Keep Timmies away from this game.
All six levels provide a lot of chances for friends to use the two-man mechanics EA Montreal has been primping for the last few years. Partners have to use step-jumps to lift their friend up to higher ledges. There are a few parachute scenes, where one player steers the parachute while another snipes and shoots at enemies on the ground. There are several (a few too many) back-to-back sequences, where enemies simply pour from all sides while Rios and Salem spin around shooting in slow-motion. The Aggro system is also pretty interesting: one person can divert the attention of the enemy and maintain it by means of suppressive fire and aggressive tactics while the other flanks or performs an important objective. For a good reason, this is the very first thing introduced when the campaign begins. Without taking advantage of Aggro, it is almost impossible to succeed in any of the missions.
Some objectives are optional, and offer the benefits of extra cash. There are also hidden cash drops in each level, and collecting them is helpful because the cash can be used to buy and upgrade weapons. There are a lot of primary weapons (assault rifles, shotguns), secondary weapons (submachine guns, handguns), and special weapons (sniper rifles, rocket/grenade launchers) to use. Upgrading Rios' and Salem's arsenal is one of the game's best parts. Weapons can be equipped with new barrels, cartridge extensions, stocks, and more. Essentially, anything from a P90 to a .44 revolver can become a pimped-out killing toy (literally).
Unfortunately, this is the proverbial peak of the hill where I will shift the attention from the upward to the downward. As I mentioned before, there are a few parts of Army of Two that are flaws, and there are also some that are good or bad based on personal opinion and experience. As a multiplayer-based experience, the best experience can only be had as it was intended: cooperatively. Even if that happens, though, there are some hurdles for gamers to jump over.
To me, it is frustrating to be annoyed, even a small percentage of the time, with the game's most focused mechanics. The two-man tactics dominate the experience, and sometimes it all feels gimmicky. There are a lot of places to use different two-man abilities, but I feel like they were intentionally spread out to avoid staleness. Step-jumps can be useful (and/or mandatory), but they are not the most graceful or speedy. Thus I often groaned when I needed to nudge my friend to come over and give me a boost. At least getting around the levels is easy. Too easy, though, thanks to the game's GPS system that actually draws an arrow on the ground pointing you in the exact direction. I cannot stand getting lost in a video game of any kind. I like small clues or a nudge. Army of Two's GPS takes you by the hand and basically puts you on a monorail to success.
Army of Two has the production value to impress a lot of people and the exciting gameplay to interest just as many. The basic mechanics work for the most part, but I noticed another small batch of problems. Beside the fact that the enemy models and objectives become repetitive, there are control-related issues. It feels like there is a 10-foot radius around Rios and Salem that acts as a blind spot, because no matter how hard I would try to get them to attack or shoot something within that radius, they could not do it. Instead I would often be forced to backpedal, most likely just a few feet before getting blasted to the ground. This would not be such a problem if the melee attack was effective, but it is not even easy to use. In fact, throughout most of the game I ignored the melee attack due to how long it takes to use and the fact that it often does not even kill its victim. When buying weapons, one should consider how much more effective the weapons will be when they are fully equipped. Unfortunately, Army of Two does not indicate which weapons can and cannot be upgraded. Watch out for the MP7.
Probably the most annoying problem of all is the way that Rios and Salem become black holes when they are on their own doing anything. If a partner goes down, the other has to stand above him and heal him by waiting on an on-screen meter to show the progress of the healing, which depletes if one of the characters is shot. As fleshy black holes that absorb painful bullets and rockets and grenades, Rios and Salem get hit a lot in general. Most of the enemies, even on the lowest difficulty setting, can pick off a flea from a couple hundred yards away.
Army of Two is a good game. It is fun to play with a friend, particularly if the pair playing the game can cooperate very well for six missions of slightly to very-repetitive, objective-competing, terrorist-killing, third-person action. However, it is not quite the great one that I think the world expected. It has a few flaws that can severely hinder the experience for a lot of gamers. It is no surprise to me that there are mixed reviews and so many differing opinions on many different aspects of the game. It all depends on how the game is played, and how much patience can be had getting shot by enemies who had might as well be somewhere in the Andromeda galaxy.
Graphics: 8
Sound: 9
Gameplay: 7
Creativity: 7
Replay Value/Game Length: 6.5
Final: 7.5 out of 10
Written by Cliff
Army of Two: The 40th Day
Developer: EA Montreal
Publisher: Electronic Arts
Release Date: January 12, 2010
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
Following up on 2008's Army of Two, EA Montreal set out to up the ante. Released in the dead of winter, Army of Two: The 40th Day improves the core single player gameplay while ratcheting up the multi-player to compete with the likes of Gears of War 2. Still, co-operative action is the name of the game. It's called Army of Two, after all. Unless you have a friend to play with at home in split-screen or online, I'll be upfront with you right now and say that this isn't worth your time.
That being said, Army of Two: The 40th Day is a significant improvement upon its predecessor. The A.I. is vastly improved and some of the glitches that I saw in the first game don't seem to be a problem anymore. There was one weird glitch that I ran into where after a cutscene, my friend who was on the same side of a wall as me all of a sudden was stuck on the other side of a locked door and could not get through. Aside from that, I really did not experience many problems.
This is a game of teamwork where the actions of your comrade can determine whether you live or die. Certainly this is a mixed blessing, depending on who you are playing with. Fortunately for you, if you have a gun crazy ally, the game will pull aggro on them and the enemies will start to target at the guy doing all of the firing. This plays strategically into your hands if say you want to pull out a sniper rifle and pick off a few of them. Other strategic moves you can make include taking an enemy hostage.
As far as the weapons go in Army of Two: The 40th Day, you have a pretty sizable number of variations to choose from. I was rather fond of the shotgun, although the P90 and sniper rifle come in handy as well. There are numerous customization options for you to choose, ranging from new scopes to larger clips. You can even change the color of your weapons with various skins, add silencers and stabbing devices like screwdrivers/bayonets.
The single-player is not all that satisfying if you play by yourself. This is probably the biggest flaw with the game, although it is rather clear that it is intended to be played with two people. There aren't very many games that can demonstrate human-like reaction in their allied A.I. One of the biggest problems comes from the fact that you can't coordinate simply by saying “pull aggro while I find myself a good sniper's nest.” Having PSN and Xbox Live for online co-op is a great advantage.
In closing, Army of Two: The 40th Day is a solid sequel to a franchise that has a lot of potential. The gameplay mechanics feel a lot like Gears of War, except I would argue that it is more fun to play co-op in Army of Two. You feel like a team working together to achieve the same objective. The story is a bit out there, a terrorist group essentially levels Shanghai with explosives in buildings across the city, but the gameplay shines where it should. Definitely check this out if you have a fix for some co-op action.
Graphics: 8.5
Sound: 8
Gameplay: 8.5
Creativity: 8
Replay Value/Game Length: 8
Final: 8.2 out of 10
Written by Kyle
AC/DC Live: Rock Band Track Pack
Developer: Harmonix
Publisher: Electronic Arts
Release Date: November 4, 2008
Available On: PS2, PS3 Wii & Xbox 360
The success of Guitar Hero spawned Rock Band. Now the success of both is spawning a dizzying number of downloadable songs and packs for users to rock out to. Guitar Hero: Aerosmith was the first standalone music game with a single band as the main focus. Now it's AC/DC's turn in their Rock Band Track Pack AC/DC Live. Unlike Guitar Hero: Aerosmith you only get 18 songs.
Basically AC/DC Live is a bare basic standalone Rock Band game that does not require either 1 or 2 to play. So technically I guess if you were an AC/DC fan and owned Guitar Hero, you could buy this game without having to buy the full versions of Rock Band 1 or 2. That said, there is a downside. You don't get a tour mode and you can't import these songs to either Rock Band 1 or 2. This means that you will have to play all AC/DC songs all the time or you will have to switch between discs. Below is a song list:
Back in Black
Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap
For Those About to Rock (We Salute You)
Fire Your Guns
Heatseeker
Hell Ain't a Bad Place to Be
Hells Bells
High Voltage
Highway To Hell
Jailbreak
Let There Be Rock
Moneytalks
Shoot to Thrill
T.N.T.
The Jack
Thunderstruck
Whole Lotta Rosie
You Shook Me All Night Long
I was surprised at the quality of the tracks since they used live music instead of recordings from a studio. These are still the same great AC/DC songs that you know and love, only with the added atmosphere of having a crowd. I'm particularly fond of “Thunderstuck”, “Highway to Hell” and “Back in Black”, although there is not a bad song in the entire game. Essentially you are paying for an interactive Greatest Hits of AC/DC.
I would pick up AC/DC Live for the sole fact that I am a big fan of theirs. Obviously if you are not then you probably will not be interested in this game. While the game modes support both single player and multi-player, there is no online multi-player or true story mode. It also is a bummer that you have to switch between Rock Band discs if you want to play non-AC/DC songs. Nonetheless, this is a great compilation of songs that make for a decent AC/DC Rock Band experience.
Graphics: 8
Sound: 10
Gameplay: 8
Creativity: 6
Replay Value/Game Length: 5
Final: 7.4 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Assassin's Creed II
Developer: Ubisoft Montreal
Publisher: Ubisoft
Release Date: November 17, 2009
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
In Assassin's Creed 2, you continue playing the role of Desmond Miles immediately following the events of the first game. Once again you return to the animus to unravel the memories and secrets stored in Edmond's genes. In the animus, now version 2.0, you play the role of Ezio Auditore da Firenze, Desmond's Italian ancestor in the 15th century. Ubisoft Montreal invites you to re-enter the animus and unravel the mystery of the first game.
The story in Assassin's Creed 2 is more personal and brings the story's two protagonists closer to each other. Ezio's motives throughout the game are fueled by revenge after the murder of his family. In the animus you explore a few cities in the Italian peninsula during the Renaissance, including Florence and Venice. Assassin's Creed 2’s story goes back and forth between Ezio and Desmond in a more involved way than the previous Assassin's Creed. At one point, Ezio's world and Desmond's world intersect in an alarming way, like a rift between realities. This adds an element of terror to the game, perhaps also acting as foreshadowing, that creates a more organic story and reduces the jarring contrast of going in and out of the animus.
Your experience in the animus feels more like a digital simulation in this second excursion. The game often employs effects showing the environments in the animus as being constructed out of digital pieces, creating a more dramatic separation between Ezio's world inside the animus and Desmond's world. The game also features a complete day and night cycle. The areas in Assassin's Creed 2 are teeming with life. A variety of NPCs walk about in the cities with some spaces even feeling crowded. Assassin's Creed 2 looks amazing. There is less visible screen-tearing than the previous Assassin’s Creed game on the PS3 but it is still there. The Xbox 360 version of Assassin’s Creed 2 is known to perform better. Though the cityscapes don't have the same dramatic impact as those in the first Assassin’s Creed, the reproduction of the Italian renaissance architecture is impressive.
There are neither children nor elderly in Assassin's Creed 2 but there are fatsoes. I never really felt like I was in a real living city because most of the crowds of NPCs seem purposeless. The smaller locations and countryside showed the Italian culture better than the big cities though I never saw any wineries or vineyards. I do think I saw some small olive trees in the Toscana map (Tuscany) but those kinds of cultural nuances seemed generally washed over. It wasn’t until later in the game, during the “carnevale”, that Italian renaissance culture really shined through. Assassin's Creed 2 does not have cultural presence as strong as the first game unless you play it in Italian.
Assassin's Creed 2 sounds great, though the English dialogue with Italian accents got on my nerves really fast. Instead, I played Assassin’s Creed 2 with Italian dialogue and English subtitles. That created a vastly more believable and natural experience. Sometimes the quality of the dialog recordings comes off as flat and not quite in stereo, like watching a dubbed movie. Other times, everything sounds top notch. Some parts of the soundtrack are culturally significant and greatly improve the atmosphere of the game while other parts are less inspired. The soundtrack is never over the top. The crowds and environments all sound very natural and create a fantastic ambiance.
The overall gameplay in Assassin's Creed 2 has not deviated much from the original. There is a greater variety of missions, addressing the repetitiveness of the first game. There is a chase sequence and a flying sequence that breaks some of the monotony and they are spaced well apart. Variety is also added by introducing a family villa which you can renovate and derive income from. There are puzzle elements and an expanded use of Eagle Vision. You have a greater selection of weapons, more kinds of enemies, secret locales to explore, and the NPCs have greater utility as well.
The game still relies on collecting items, though this time they have a significant impact on the game. The camera remains a mix of good and bad. The free running gameplay is still hindered frequently by a camera that won’t stay put or thinks it knows better. The default difficulty setting is not any real challenge unless you get sloppy and lazy. Assassin's Creed 2 is generally easier than the first game. There are no invisible walls, as the limits of the animus are still clearly marked and the game still keeps you on a fairly linear path.
Assassin's Creed 2 is mostly an improvement over the first title. There are some performance improvements on the PS3 with less screen tearing and slightly smoother frame rates. The story is improved in the sense that it is more dramatic. Repetitiveness has been reduced and there is the small simulation element created by the family villa. I definitely enjoyed Assassin's Creed 2 more than I did the first game. Aside from collecting all of the treasures and feathers, there is not much else to do once the end credits roll. There are no branching paths in the story and there is no multiplayer. There is DLC that extends the playtime of Assassin's Creed 2. If you enjoyed the first game, Assassin's Creed 2 definitely delivers a superior experience. I am definitely looking forward to the next game in the series.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 9
Gameplay: 9
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 9
Final: 9 out of 10
Written by Angel
Babel: The King of Blocks
Developer: StormBasic Games
Publisher: StormBasic Games
Release Date: June 15, 2011
Available On: PSP & PS3
Babel: The King of Blocks is an obvious budget title just by its appearance. In fact, this is something that you would almost expect from a flash game. Despite the lack of pizazz, Babel is a decent puzzle game set in Egypt that tasks you with balancing the pieces used to construct objects in the game.
There are three different game modes to choose from: Balance, Construction, and Tower. In Balance, you play by dropping pieces from a bridge onto a swiveling level. You have to try to distribute the weight evenly or else it will all fall off.
This sounds pretty simple, but the pieces that you deal with are irregularly shaped. Some of them are triangles, others are squares and they even throw in round objects for good measure (yes, they roll). The game lets you know what the upcoming pieces will be, so there is some strategy involved in placement.
The idea of the Construction mode is to build a structure that does not collapse under its own weight. I did not care for it as much as the Balance mode. Tower basically has you build as high as you can without having it fall completely over.
The graphics are the weakest part of Babel: The King of Blocks. Very simple characters and animations were attempted. The backgrounds are uninteresting as well. I found the sound to be annoying, too, so basically the whole presentation is bad.
Overall, Babel: King of Blocks is a decent budget puzzle game. As a PlayStation Mini, Babel is a competent game, yet graphically unimpressive. There is a multi-player component, although I do not recommend it. You either take turns in the Balance mode or end up sabotaging each other in the Tower mode. If you have PlayStation Plus, you can download this for free, otherwise, skip it.
Graphics: 5
Sound: 5
Gameplay: 7
Creativity: 7
Replay Value/Game Length: 7
Final: 6.2 out of 10
Written by Kyle
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Graphics: 5
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Final: 6.2 out of 10
Written by Kyle Bell
Batman: Arkham Asylum
Developer: Rocksteady Studios
Publisher: Eidos
Release Date: August 25, 2009
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Batman Begins and The Dark Knight reset the Batman movie franchise in big ways. They deserted the campy and more kid-friendly path that Val Kilmer and George Clooney had taken the franchise with Batman Forever and Batman & Robin. You can make a similar comparison to Batman: Arkham Asylum for video games. After a string of unsuccessful and often cheesy games based in the Batman universe, the developers at Rocksteady Studios finally bring the series back to its comic roots.
From the first minute that you play Batman: Arkham Asylum, you can tell that this is not your regular Batman game. You play in dark, gritty environments full of lunatics on the loose. The developers tried to take a cinematic approach with camera angles, lighting and storyline to which they succeeded in giving the feeling that you are actually playing in a Batman movie.
The game is full of cameos and Batman history. The Joker headlines the cast of the bad guys. Not a surprise as he is Batman's arch nemesis. Aside from Joker you have his girlfirned, Harley Quinn, Bane, Killer Croc, Poison Ivy, Scarecrow, as well as Tsaz (a serial killer from the comics). Top notch voice talent was recruited with the likes of Kevin Conroy (Batman), Mark Hamill (The Joker) and Arleen Sorkin (Harley Quinn), all from Batman: The Animated Series in the early 1990s reprising their roles. This helps to give Arkham Asylum a certain legitimacy that past games have not had.
All of the game is based in Arkham Asylum and the surrounding buildings, an island off of the Gotham shores. The developers did a fantastic job recreating various parts of Arkham: the medical wing, botanical gardens, sewers, caves, the mansion and so on. The developers did a good job of balancing open roam environments with a reliable mapping system. This gives you the feeling that you have the freedom to do whatever you want, but at the same time, the map makes it hard to get lost or not know what to do.
Speaking of getting around, Batman is equipped with a number of different gadgets. At his disposal is a Grappling Hook, Bat Claw (which can grab baddies as well as pesky ventilation covers), Batarang, Line Launcher (basically a horizontal grappling hook), explosive gel (blasts through walls and glass, but can also be laid as traps for unsuspecting bad guys), and a decrypter to unlock doors. All of these will get deployed at different points of the game and can be upgraded.
Of course, Batman is not solely reliant on his gear. He also has a sick set of melee abilities. After all, Batman is a well-trained martial artist. Joker's goons are well equipped themselves with bars, baseball bats, knives, tasers, rifles and the like. While combat is fairly easy (there is only one main button to punch), you will have to time counters correctly and use stealth tactics when multiple guards are equipped. You will learn quickly that a spray of gunfire takes Batman down within seconds.
Most of the missions in Batman: Arkham Asylum having you go from one point of the island to another, rescuing characters, finding items and foiling Joker's plot. There really aren't side missions, but you can collect these things called Riddler trophies that unlock challenges outside of the main story mode. Collecting enough Riddler trophies will unlock achievements/trophies as well. Then there are a number of boss fights that, for the most part, are good if overly easy.
Batman: Arkham Asylum is the game that Batman fans have been wanting for a long time. With an ample supply of villains, kick ass gameplay, a storyline that arguably is better than some of the movie attempts of the mid to late 90s, and voice talent from the beloved Animated Series, what's not to love about Batman: Arkham Asylum. Throw in some challenges, a 20 minute “making of” video, along with trailers and video vignettes for the game and you have a package well worth the purchase. Whether you are a Batman comic book fan, cartoon series fan or movie fan, Batman: Arkham Asylum delivers.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 9
Gameplay: 9.5
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 7.5
Final: 9 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Battlefield 3
Developer: DICE
Publisher: Electronic Arts
Release Date: October 25, 2011
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Step aside Call of Duty - there's a new sheriff in town. Battlefield 3 launched to an enormous marketing campaign blitz blanket televisions and websites with $50 million worth of ads. On display was a game that looked extremely promising with its awe-inspiring graphics and fast-paced action. The good news is that the game lives up to expectations, perhaps even surpassing them.
While Battlefield has long been a PC gaming staple, console gamers have mostly focused on Call of Duty. EA wants to change that with Battlefield 3. The focus is clearly on multi-player, although a single-player campaign also exists. It seems more like a generic after-thought and is clearly a rip-off of Modern Warfare’s Middle Eastern levels, gunship missions and over-the-top action.
The multi-player is where most people will find themselves in Battlefield 3. Like almost all EA games these days it requires an online game pass, which basically means that if you buy the game used you will need to pay EA money just to get online. We haven’t hidden the fact on this site that online passes are an assault on people’s property rights (and it’s worth noting that Call of Duty still does not use them), so the value of the game takes a hit from that standpoint.
Even with that said, Battlefield 3 is a superior multi-player experience. It feels like the next logical evolution in online shooters while Call of Duty remains unchanged for the past five years. Minor annoyances in Call of Duty, such as the inability to customize your weapon load-out, are addressed in Battlefield 3. Much larger complaints, such as the ever-annoying problem of campers in Call of Duty, are made much more difficult in Battlefield 3 with an emphasis on teamwork and open levels rather than hard-to-find camping spots.
The maps are sprawling, graphically stunning, and highly destructible. You may think that you are safe inside of a building, but have your back to it for just a few seconds and a tank shell could bring the entire wall crumbling down. I am usually not a big fan of vehicular combat, especially in first-person shooters. Battlefield 3 does it in a way that is not only balanced, but actually makes sense. This game would be unplayable if vehicles were not included due to the size of the maps.
By far the most consistent annoyance in Battlefield 3 is the unpredictable nature of spawn points. You will often start a match either facing an enemy or having one within a few feet looking directly at you. This is especially a problem in the Team Deathmatch mode where the maps have been condensed. Other modes allow you to spawn on your squad mates wherever they are on the map, so if you spawn in the middle of a gun fight it is your fault and not the game’s.
Unlike Call of Duty, which does a poor job of encouraging teamwork, Battlefield 3 puts a heavy emphasis on it. Really it is imperative in certain game modes. Try taking out an enemy base by planting bombs without the assistance of your team. This innovative mode gives you two initial targets and a limit of only seventy-five lives. If you run out of lives, it’s game over. The team on defense simply has to prevent both targets from setting off. If both targets do go off, however, a new set of two targets become the focus of action. Ultimately it takes three different sets of two targets to win this mode, so on paper the defense has an advantage, but again, it takes a good amount of cooperation when you are being assaulted with everything from Humvees, tanks, fighter jets and helicopters.
Battlefield 3 is the game for you if you like online first-person shooting action. I would go so far as saying that it is the king of online multi-player. The number of options given to you will satisfy any gamer. Want to be a sniper? Sure thing. How about a mechanic that can repair vehicles? They have that too. If driving tanks is your thing or flying helicopters, Battlefield 3 will give you a hard-on. It plays like a refined version of last year’s moderately well-received Medal of Honor.
Finally a game has come along that can proudly claim to have surpassed Call of Duty in a number of areas. Fanboys from both camps will argue over the merits of that argument. I’ll certainly be the first to admit that it depends on your style of play. However, a few things are indisputable. Battlefield 3 looks like a crisp shooter with graphics that closely resemble real-life while Call of Duty is using an engine that is beginning to look dated. Battlefield 3’s multi-player puts a heavier emphasis on teamwork and its game modes punish camping. I still think that Call of Duty has a better control scheme and streamlined menu system, but it has changed so little that they have allowed the competition to out-innovate. If you have to choose between the two, Battlefield 3 is the more memorable online experience.
Graphics: 9.5
Sound: 9
Gameplay: 9
Creativity: 8
Replay Value/Game Length: 10
Final: 9.1 out of 10
Written by Kyle Bell
Battlefield: Bad Company
Developer: DICE
Publisher: Electronic Arts
Release Date: June 24, 2008
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
Online multi-player is beginning to monopolize the time of many gamers. So instead of focusing heavily on single-player, EA is playing along with its consumer base. EA has tried this before. Anyone remember a few years ago when a multi-player focused game hit consoles (PS2 and Xbox) from the developers at DICE? The name of the game was Battlefield 2: Modern Combat. That was 2005. Enter 2008: another multi-player focused game from EA, this time on PS3 and Xbox 360, called Battlefield: Bad Company. What's changed in the three years that have passed?
One major thing that has changed is the technology. There were a lot more limitations with the last generation of hardware that aren't a problem anymore. Seemingly endless maps? Yep. Vehicular mayhem, explosions and, yes, more explosions. You've got it. Battlefield: Bad Company isn't a war simulator, but it's a damn fun and frantic battlefield to play on. You can also play with up to 24 of your friends and enemies in a virtually lag-free environment.
The game teaches you early on that nothing stands between you and your objective. In the single-player campaign, one of the first things you are told to create your own entrance to a building by blowing it up. It's not just that, though. You also get to man a number of different vehicles, ranging from Humvees to tanks. The tank is a particularly useful (and deadly) vehicle in multi-player. Although it lacks agility, it more than makes up for it in power.
The single-player is the perfect place to start in order to get familiar with controls. Unlike some multi-player centered games, Battlefield: Bad Company has an extensive single-player campaign, complete with story and a variety of missions. You play as a private in the B Company with three others in your squad. B Company is composed of groups of misfits and is known by its nickname "Bad Company". There's a good dose of humor mixed in with the action as you make your way across the Russian countryside.
Once you are done with the single-player make your way online to play with the big boys. While the single-player is good, this is where the real fun starts. The lone game mode in multi-player is called Gold Rush. It's a take on your basic offense/defense type base mode, except in this you have to detonate a series of three crates filled with gold at designated spots on the map. The catch: three won't do it. There are a series of three crates, and then another, and another. If at any time the offensive team fails to destroy all three crates within a certain number of lives (which is displayed as a bar at the top of the screen), the defenders win. I am a bit perplexed why this is the only game mode they offer, but it is good nonetheless.
All in all, Battlefield: Bad Company is a purchase that you will not likely regret. If you are looking for a new multi-player game to play for the summer, Battlefield: Bad Company is a good bet. Imagine playing Battlefield with a hint of Call of Duty 4. It probably isn't going to win any awards, but it is a good game to give you an excuse to stay inside in the cool AC and get through the scorching heat.
Graphics: 8.5
Sound: 8.5
Gameplay: 8.5
Creativity: 8
Replay Value/Game Length: 8.5
Final: 8.4 out of 10
Written by Kyle
The Beatles: Rock Band
Developer: Harmonix
Publisher: MTV Games
Release Date: September 9, 2009
Available On: PS3, Wii and Xbox 360
The single greatest band to ever live. There, I said it. The Beatles are without a doubt, at least in my mind, the pinnacle of music in the modern age. You can say what you want about their talent, status as pop stars or encounters with drugs. There is no denying their impact on not just music but society as a whole. Now nearly 50 years after The Beatles formed as a band their songs have been digitally remastered and made available in the form of a video game for a new generation.
The Rock Band franchise is now in its third year. Not a whole lot has changed to the formula since the first in 2007. The Beatles: Rock Band is still about stringing together combos, scoring as many points as you can on a given song and collecting stars based on your performance. What's different is the band, the story mode and the treasury trove of unlockable content that fans of The Beatles will undoubtedly find pleasure in (such as an edited Christmas album that they released in 1963).
The story mode (which can be played with up to four people) is the heart of the experience, although it is worth noting that the developers made all of the songs unlocked from the start so that people can jump right in to play their favorite songs. The story is told through still photographs and artwork drawn up by the fine folks at Harmonix. It spans the entire career of The Beatles from their start in 1960 through the entire decade.
The order of the songs and where they are played are sequential to The Beatles history. Some of the songs are played on stage, while others are performed in studio. The early works take place at The Cavern Club, followed by an appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show, opened their second American tour at Shea Stadium and their Japanese debut at Budokan. Their final years were spent at their Abbey Road Studios and the rooftop of the Apple Corps Headquarters is the location of the final chapter of the game.
Aside from the various locations that the band played at, the developers at Harmonix decided to add a little fab flavor. The parts of the game that take place in the studio have “dreamscapes”, where representative images are shown on the screen while the song is playing. For instance, in “Octopus's Garden”, The Beatles are seen walking around in an underwater environment. Likewise, “I Am the Walrus” has a psychedelic feel that I think The Beatles would even admire. The dreamscapes are pure artwork and can be distracting when playing because of how breathtaking they can be. That said, the distraction is welcome, since it is all part of The Beatles experience.
If you are a fan of The Beatles, or at least appreciate their music, there is a good chance that you will enjoy The Beatles: Rock Band. The entire setlist is dedicated exclusively to The Beatles. Only the most obsessed fan would find the $250 Limited Edition set to be a justifiable purchase. Everyone else should be more than happy with the standard version of the game. I highly recommend that you pick up The Beatles: Rock Band. While the 45 song set list is rather short and quick to play through (you could easily beat it in one sitting), the quality of the songs more than makes up for it.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 10
Gameplay: 9.5
Creativity: 7.5
Replay Value/Game Length: 9
Final: 9 out of 10
Written by Kyle
The Bigs
Developer: Blue Castle Games
Publisher: 2K Sports
Release Date: June 26, 2007
Available On: PS2, PS3, Wii & Xbox 360
In the fall of 2006, with the release of Wii across the United States and world, it looked as if Nintendo's new home console would revolutionize the way we play sports video games. Wii Sports showed us just what time of potential there was with baseball, tennis, golf and boxing. EA Sports showed us what potential there was with football in Madden NFL 07. Yet no publisher has stepped up to the plate for a simulator baseball game. 2K Sports had a chance and they passed it up with their MLB 2K7 release, instead leaving room for The Bigs in June 2007.
The Bigs is to baseball games what Arena is to the NFL. It is much faster paced, higher scoring and over-the-top. That kind of game would seem perfect for the Wii, a casual gaming system whose audience might find traditional baseball too slow. Unfortunately, due ironically to the controls, the Wii version actually is more challenging to get used to than its counterpart on PS2, PS3 and Xbox 360. All of the versions, however, suffer from a game mechanic that puts too much emphasis on hitting homeruns.
The sad thing about The Bigs is that I would rather play Wii Sports than this more fleshed out version of baseball. You have pitching, you have hitting, defense, and team management. All of the essentials of baseball, two of which Wii Sports left out, and they get it wrong on the execution. For starters, Wii Sports has a better batting system in place. There is not 1:1 hitting in place. That is, the movements done off screen will not match on-screen like Wii Sports nearly does. Instead, a flick of the wrist will either hit or miss the ball.
The controls are also my biggest gripe on defense. To pitch, you have to do a certain motion, of which the Wii will not always register it correctly. All they really had to do was combine the pitching motion and velocity with a button press (A or B, for instance), and you would have had a better system. Throwing can be just as unintuitive, as you have to flick your Wiimote in the direction of the base. This is fine for first or third base, but when it comes to throwing to second or home, the game will sometimes get the two confused.
The game has both multi-player and single-player, but no online play. It is safe to say that playing with your friends is the most enjoyable experience (1 to 4 players), but if you want to play single player, there really is not much to offer. There is no “season” mode like most baseball games. Instead, you play as a rookie and make your way into “The Bigs.” It has become a popular model in sports games lately, going from a nobody to a super star. This is no substitute for a true season, as all you will do is face challenges from mini-games to actual games that can be retried if failed.
Overall, my impressions of The Bigs slant overly negative. What could have been a fun and appealing title to non-gamers and the hardcore alike is an overly complex and involved experience of what is supposed to be an arcade game. A simple control makeover would be sufficient to address these issues, as well as adding both season and online play. As it is, The Bigs is a disappointing effort at what could have been a more realistic alternative to Wii Sports.
Graphics: 6
Sound: 7
Gameplay: 5
Creativity: 7
Replay Value/Game Length: 8
Final: 6.4 out of 10
Written by Kyle
BioShock 2
Developer: 2K Marin
Publisher: 2K Games
Release Date: February 9, 2010
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
One of the highest rated games of this generation has finally gotten its sequel. BioShock 2 came out approximately 3 years after the original. In its absence, we have been playing other marvelous shooters, such as Halo 3, Killzone 2 and Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2. A lot has been changing in the world of First-Person Shooters and indeed in Rapture as well. BioShock 2 takes place 10 years after the first game. The underwater city is a much more dangerous place, even though Andrew Ryan, the villain from the first game, is now dead.
In many ways, Rapture returns as legacy to Andrew Ryan. His messages and ideals are still strewn throughout the game. The biggest difference between the first and its sequel is the fact that the main character is no longer a relatively vulnerable human. You're now a Big Daddy, the clunky yet deadly protectors of Little Sisters. Your Big Daddy is a lot quicker and more agile than the ones in the original BioShock, though.
As you can imagine, playing as a Big Daddy changes certain aspects of the game, but the core shooting mechanic is more or less still classic BioShock. The sequel throws at you a more defensive aspect of the game as you face an onslaught of splicers while defending a Little Sister that harvests Adam from a corpse (think of Adam as experience points for upgrades). As far as the story goes, you are out in search of your character's Little Sister. But in the meantime, you can kill other Big Daddy's and take their Little Sister's. You can choose to rescue them or harvest them just like in the last game.
BioShock 2 is heavy on action. You get thrown into tight situations quite often and will have to quickly fend for yourself. Thankfully, you have tools such as the hack dart that allow you to take control of enemy gun turrets, cameras and flying attack bots. Hacking them turns them onto your side against Splicers and other enemies in the game. In fact, you can hack almost anything, from doors to vending machines (for discounts on weapon ammo). You can also pick items (such as ammo and money) off of corpses, from objects such as desks and by buying them in said vending machines.
The developers put a heavy emphasis on both weapons and on powers. My personal favorite gun is the shotgun, but you will eventually have variants on rocket launchers, spear guns, machine guns and so on. Each weapon has three upgrades that allow you to improve damage as well as abilities such as electricity. You can upgrade these at weapon upgrade stations, which are free, but only allow you to choose one upgrade per station.
Not satisfied with single-player alone, the developers included a multi-player mode to BioShock 2. I'm still not sure if this was a wise choice or not, but I can definitely say that they did not sacrifice the quality of the single-player experience to add a multi-player mode. That said, there are not a ton of people that play online, especially for the PS3. It can be entertaining for a few hours, especially the Capture the Sister mode.
Fans of the original BioShock definitely need to check the sequel out. The single-player experience will last you a good ten to twelve hours, depending on your difficulty setting, and the multi-player adds at least a few hours of enjoyment. It's a game that I did not expect to perform on par with the first, but somehow it managed. A few different endings make playing through at least twice (once as good and once as bad) worth the effort.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 10
Gameplay: 9.5
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 9
Final: 9.3 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Blur
Developer: Bizarre Creations
Publisher: Activision
Release Date: May 25, 2010
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Lately, more and more racing games have been released, perhaps to try and compete with the soon-to-be-released racing juggernaut, Gran Turismo 5. How does one stand out from the flooded market of other racing games? Somehow Bizarre Creations, creators of the mega-popular Project Gotham series, found a way to make a unique experience with Blur that is actually a lot of fun.
Project Gotham Racing tends to have a nice bit of realism while maintaining a slight arcade-y edge that keeps it fun and not too serious. Blur, however, throws any sense of realism out the window to deliver a fun and unique experience, which seems to be a cross between Need for Speed and Mario Kart. To be more specific, it is a combat racing game which pits you against other speed demons whilst flinging lightning bolts, Force-like pushes, and metal bolts at each other. This formula is amazing online, and provides virtually endless gameplay for racing buffs of all calibers.
That, however, is where the buck stops. The single player "campaign" for Blur is pretty run of the mill. The combat racing is fun and fast paced, drawing the player in early with the various upgraded cars and perks you get from reaching certain "Fan" milestones. One of the biggest problems with not playing online is that the A.I. is brutal. You can race as hard as possible and still end up being very, very proud of your 5th place finish. The "lights" system is similar to the "credits" system in Project Gotham Racing. You earn them for doing cool stuff like drifting and smacking someone really hard.
There are real licensed cars in Blur, which is a plus for any racing title, but customization does not go as far as one would like from a game like this. Aside from the "perks" you can unlock, you can change the color of the car, but that is about it. It is quite a disappointment, but you don't spend your hard earned money just for some new tires and pink seat belts for your in-game racing machine do you?
Visually, Blur is a little above average. The car models look great, but the environments are a little repetitive and leave much to be desired. However, in the frantic chaos of 20 cars blowing through a straightaway, the multiple colors of the power-ups can be a treat for the eyes. This is usually to a fault as it can be very distracting. "Ooooh look a pretty red glowing orb… ", then you're in a wall watching the opposition drive right past you.
This game is published by Activision, the same company that publishes music games such as DJ Hero and Guitar Hero. I don't understand why a game under this house has to have such a bad soundtrack. The music is boring and downright repetitive, and the game sounds aren't much better. In fact, when I installed the game to my hard drive, I had a terrible problem with audio lagging and skipping. This was resolved when I deleted the game from my drive, but came back when I installed it again. The sounds of the weapon power-ups sound cool for about 20 seconds and then get annoying.
Blur controls very well on a controller, as most racers do, since there are not many buttons to use. However, apparently sticking true to the "no realism!" rule, Bizzare Creations omitted use of the Microsoft Force-Feedback wheel. The wheel worked to a very slight extent, but does not work in a practical sense. Luckily, you only need two buttons for firing and switching weapons, so all of your concentration is saved for the craziness on the road.
By no means is Blur a terrible game, it just needs a lot more work if there were to ever be a sequel. If you are a fan of arcade-style, fast-paced racers with little regard for the laws of physics, then this game could be right up your alley. If you want a more realistic experience that won't make you want to throw your controller through the TV, then go with something like Forza or even Project Gotham Racing. This is definitely a rental and a buy when the price goes down a little, but a definite buy if you want a crazy-fun online car bashing experience.
Graphics: 7.5
Sound: 7
Gameplay: 8
Creativity: 8
Replay Value/Game Length: 7.5
Final: 7.8 out of 10
Written by Evan
Braid
Developer: Hothead Games
Publisher: Hothead Games
Release Date: November 12, 2009
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Braid was one of the most popular Xbox Live Arcade games of 2008 – and for good reason. It is a highly imaginative platformer from a talented independent game designer in Jonathan Blow. The only major oversight that was made with Braid was nothing mechanical at all. It was that they left out the 25+ million PS3 owners that eagerly wanted to play it as well. With Braid coming to the PSN, that has now been rectified.
If you didn't play the Xbox 360 version (and admittedly, I never got the chance), the PS3 version is virtually identical. The charming hand drawn visuals with a storybook feel to them, the puzzles that revolve around time and simple controls all make for an experience that is indeed quite rare. The 2D design is a refreshing blast from the past in an era where cutting edge 3D visuals are about to give way to gameplay using 3D glasses.
The charm never really wears off, even after you beat the frustratingly short story. You play as Tim, a man in search of a princess who “has been snatched by a horrible and evil monster.” Sound familiar? Well, it actually is a lot more poetic than that. The story unfolds through text at the beginning of each of the game's six worlds. These reveal vague tidbits and details into their relationship. I'll leave it at that. Buy the game if you want to know more.
Braid is one of those rare games that does not really have an ending (although thinking about it, maybe not so rare these days). You can't die. You can, but you can always press the square button to reverse time. The game will just wait for you to reverse time as opposed to going to a Game Over screen or prompting a load of a check point. This is a neat mechanic that I can't recall ever seeing in another game. As such, it encourages gamers to sort of test the waters and experiment without fear of consequences, since you can always just retry it again with the press of a button.
There are some other neat tricks that you can use other than reverse time. There are levels where other forms of time manipulation come into play, such as slowing down time in a specific area of a level. This is particularly useful if you have fast moving objects coming towards you. Other levels will only have time move forward as you progress through the level, while time moves backwards when you walk backwards. Almost all of the puzzles involve something like this. Collecting all of the puzzle pieces can be extremely frustrating.
I have always been a fan of indie efforts in the gaming community. Studios like Telltale Games that put out fantastic adventure games get less credit than they deserve. I feel the same way towards this game. It deserves all of the accolades that it has been showered with over the past year. The graphic design is beautifully done, the puzzles are intelligent and extremely challenging and the story, while a little too vague and open to interpretation for my liking, is one of the best attempts I've ever seen in a platformer. Unfortunately the experience will only last you a few hours at the most. Don't let that deter you, though. This is a piece of art that deserves to be relished.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 8
Gameplay: 8.5
Creativity: 10
Replay Value/Game Length: 7
Final: 8.5 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Brink
Developer: Splash Damage
Publisher: Bethesda
Release Date: May 10, 2011
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
I am a huge fan of Bethesda and all of their games. Naturally, when I first heard of Brink nearly a year ago I was intrigued. As additional information on the game was released, I became more and more interested in the new ideas that were being brought to the table. I have also heard a decent amount of feedback on the game's developer Splash Damage. Release day finally came. What happened to this promising title?
I'm very bothered by games where the single player campaign is the exact same as the multiplayer offering. Repetitive objective-based gameplay that is the same in each and every mission can lead to a very bored gamer. Unfortunately, this is the style that Brink brings to the table. While you can pick what side of the war of the Ark you want to fight on, you'll find that you are playing the same missions with slightly different environments and very monotonous objectives. Hack a door, escort (or take down) a hostage, run a briefcase to a goal without getting killed. All of the objectives are just very run of the mill and do not add much to the replay value.
On a positive note, the boring and painstakingly linear shoot ‘em up gameplay has a nice distraction in the way of complete customization of your character. Given the nature of Bethesda's standard fare, character customization is not in the least surprising, and in fact, is part of Brink's core gameplay. After playing through a decent sized chunk of the campaign, I was able to unlock enough stuff to get a really cool-looking character.
Also central to the mechanics of the game is the parkour style of movement when navigating the varied terrains. This has been done before in games like Mirror’s Edge and is honestly a great idea. However, a great idea is only as good as the execution. Taking advantage of the parkour engine feels more like a chore than a seamless integration into the chaotic gameplay.
There are three body types: Light, Medium and Heavy. Each body type has different abilities in terms of parkour and weapon use. One thing I have a problem understanding is why there isn't much of a difference between them when it comes to overall speed and ease of movement. Of course, Light characters have the most maneuverability and low health, whereas Heavy players are slower and have a massive amount of health and can carry bigger guns. This seems balanced, but when you have 3 Lights vs. 3 Heavy guys, well, you can imagine the brutal outcome.
Perhaps the biggest original draw for Brink was the super deep multiplayer that was promised. As with most of the other great advertised things in this game, the multiplayer is a letdown. The "missions" you complete are little more than the single player missions with other people. Honestly, it is better than the single player because the AI in this game is absolutely horrendous. It's nice having an enemy chase you around a window rather than simply stare at you through it. While it is slightly more fun to play with people, there is pretty much an insurmountable amount of lag when playing a public match. When the lag dies down, you will notice people like to abuse the slide technique and kill you without thinking twice. Whether online or offline, however, it takes more than a clip of ammo to drop an enemy and that is infuriating. The visuals are the most disappointing thing about Brink. At times, even when in full HD, I felt like I was looking at a 10 year old movie on a VHS. Think about watching a streaming movie on a very unstable Internet connection; that's what happens when playing Brink. Somehow when things get hectic the graphics quality just degrades dramatically and then slowly improves once the gun fight calms down. For a modern video game trying to make its own way in a competitive first person shooter environment, this is just not acceptable.
The way the game looks is nowhere near as annoying as the way it sounds. Multiple recycled audio bits during a match can really wear on your nerves. For instance, if I hear "five minutes left brothers!" one more time in that way too dramatized Scottish voice, I will probably shoot my speakers. Explosions and gunfire do not sound like they would in real life and do not really make you feel like you are in a crazy battle zone.
Brink is one of the most disappointing games that I have played in a while. I was looking forward to this game and it let me down so much that I was literally shaking my head at times. I will admit that once I started unlocking more weapons and abilities I began to actually have fun with the subpar gameplay, even though that feeling was fleeting. I like to get the full experience before I write my game reviews, and I feel like I got that within the first hour of gameplay. Some people do seem to like the game, so I would borrow it from a friend or rent the game to see what you think, but I will warn you that the replay value will not be high unless you love everything about this game. I like to tell people that Bethesda has never released a bad game, but I think with Brink, I'm not able to truthfully say that anymore.
Graphics: 7
Sound: 6.5
Gameplay: 7
Creativity: 7.5
Replay Value/Game Length: 5
Final: 6.3 out of 10
Written by Evan Wilson
Burnout Paradise
Developer: Criterion Games
Publisher: Electronic Arts
Release Date: January 22, 2008
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
The racing game genre in recent years has split between varieties of themes. Most racing games can be categorized under street, simulation, or arcade racing. The Burnout series squeezes a little bit from each of those categories and makes the thesis of the game quite clear: wreak havoc. Burnout Paradise takes a turn into new territory this time around, giving the opportunity to freely cruise throughout an open-ended city. The city's name is pretty obvious given the title of the game, but many rock fans catch the Guns 'N Roses reference. According to Guns 'N Roses, the grass is green and the girls are pretty in Paradise City, I think it is safe to say there is a good reason why they are biased in their lyrics.
What sets the Burnout series apart from the mainstream is the realism in crashes and the techniques the game play uses to take advantage of it. Crashing in Paradise City can either be beneficial or a complete waste of time (just extending the lead for the opposing players in races). Crashing, in a close head to head race or whilst trying to rack up combo points in a stunt run, generally always sets you back. Either because of the time lost on the clock or due to everyone else in the race just zipping on by as you barrel roll down the intersection. Yet on the other hand, smashing into traffic is exactly what you want to do in a little mode called Showtime. No matter where the car is, whenever the player sees fit he or she can tap two buttons at the same time and enter Showtime. When Showtime is activated, the car shoots up into the air and the ability to steer the car in any direction is given. With the tap of a button the car can be bounced up into the air again to keep the mayhem going just to rack up more cold hard cash.
When I first revved my engine in Paradise City I was clueless as to where I should've begun. Don't let that cross your mind when you pick up this game for the first time; one of the stronger points of this game is the freedom to do whatever you feel. It's not confined to race after race after race, unless of course the player wants it to be. The layout is pretty simple; at most intersections there's an event that can be entered and there are different locations that are evenly distributed throughout Paradise City. While the layout is simple, having the ability to "teleport" to pin-pointed locations would be a huge plus but alas, we are restricted to emitting more CO2 into the precious air of Paradise City.
Driving around the city shortcuts, billboards, jumps, events, and drive-thrus will be found. But the most important of all them is without a doubt the events themselves. As events are beaten the license, given at the beginning of the game, upgrades. Simultaneously cars are unlocked and put out on the street just waiting to be taken down, sent to the Junkyard, and added to the collection (there's a total of 75 cars that can be unlocked). Burnout Paradise does a good job of maintaining a diverse array of cars that just wait to be totaled. The cars are divided among three categories: Stunt, Aggressive, and Racing. They are different due to the way boosts are attained. With Stunt cars a boost is given whenever the driver performs a drift, near miss, etc. and can be used whenever the driver sees fit. Aggressive cars are similar, only the boost bar extends whenever the driver takes down the competition. Then there is Racing cars, they cannot use the boost anytime. The gauge in a Racing car has to be capped in order to start a boost and if the driver goes through an entire boost without being interrupted a burnout occurs. A burnout is simply a freebie boost that seems to feel a whole lot faster than a regular one.
It took me a while to fully understand that some cars should be used for specific events just to make them a whole lot easier. For example, for a Race event one should undoubtedly use a Racing car for its insane boost. For the Road Rage events an Aggressive car would be the ideal choice considering the point of the event is to take down x-amount of cars before the clock runs out. Every car has its own unique perks, which is good; that way, every player will flow through the collection of cars rather than stick with just one.
Once anyone unlocks a sweet ride they are going to feel the need to showcase it online. Thankfully, the transition from burning rubber offline to online is seamless. No matter where I am in the city, if I get the itch to go head-to-head with some friends or random buffoons all I have to do is hit one button to activate the online menu. The online menu (dubbed Easy Drive) pops up on the side of the screen while still racing, the game does not pause. Choosing Freeburn Online will toss in seven other players into the city without any load times. During Freeburn Online a ton of challenges can be activated by players such as races and whatnot, but throughout the session there is a scoreboard that displays the best air times, barrel rolls, burnouts, drifts, flat spins, jump distances and so on. Freeburn Online just continues to justify why the non-linear aspect of this game is so great. Everything online can be accessed with so much ease. Having an online component to this degree adds to the immense replay value Burnout Paradise holds.
While the games laid-back style of game play and engaging online mode are huge contributors to Burnout Paradise's arsenal, nothing would be the same without its eye-candy visuals. The racing genre of this generation has a tendency to generate amazing graphics. Burnout Paradise continues that streak without fail. When a crash occurs it's visually immaculate. With the exception of a few screen tearing happening once in a blue moon, it is hard to believe it can get better than this.
One of the few gripes I have with Burnout Paradise is the use of its infamous EA Trax. I am sure you have read it elsewhere, but I am still asking myself what was running through the developers minds when they decided to toss a few odd tracks on there. My personal favorite is Avril Lavinge's "Girlfriend". Oh yes, that is exactly what I want to hear when I am roaring down I-88 into oncoming traffic. With the exception of that, DJ Atomika of Crash FM does a good job showing the ropes and tossing in a few tips every now and then.
All in all, Burnout Paradise's new approach to the series works wonders on so many different levels. Paradise City provides an immense amount of things to do and leaves it all up to the man behind the wheel. I am going to quote a tidbit from that creepy Cadillac commercial: "The real question is: When you turn your car on… Does it return the favor?" I am going to finally answer that question in relation to my topic here with a resounding yes.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 8
Gameplay: 9.5
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 10
Final: 9.1 out of 10
Written by Cliff
Call of Duty 3
Developer: Treyarch
Publisher: Activision
Release Date: November 7, 2006
Available On: PS2, PS3, Wii & Xbox 360
It has only been a few seasons since Activision released the original Call of Duty for the PC. In the matter of a few years, Call of Duty has been transformed into one of the company's biggest cash cows. With a new Call of Duty getting released each of the past three holiday seasons, including three on current-gen and two on the Xbox 360, the importance of the franchise is apparent. In its second iteration on Xbox 360 and its first on PS3, Call of Duty is bigger, bolder and more ambitious than ever.
Let me make this clear first. I have limited experience with Call of Duty 2 for the Xbox 360, as the copy I own doesn't work. I was not responsible for last year's review in which it received an 8.9 out of 10. Please don't draw comparisons from this review to that one since Shawn and I are two distinct reviewers with different tastes. That said, it is of my opinion that Call of Duty 2 was the only launch title last year that was worth the $60 being asked for it. Call of Duty 3 tries to add on to that experience by improving the graphics, adding new levels, more enemies and fix the shoddy online multi-player from last year.
Now that that is out of the way, this is easily the best World War II shooter I've ever played. It makes me glad I own a 360. Medal of Honor: Airborne is going to have a lot to live up to if it expects to retake the World War II genre from Call of Duty. Everything about the game impresses me. The sheer amount of chaos in battle, the graphics that give Gears of War a run for its money and the sound effects of mortar fire, guns blazing, and the clings of bullets, though admittedly the voice acting gets a bit repetitive.
There's so much going on in Call of Duty 3 that it feels like a real war. Seeing literally dozens of different Allies and Nazis storming at each other is an amazing sight that has been needed to add some realism to the World War II genre. The problem with the current-gen has been that you would think the war was fought by a group of a few people. In reality a battlefield would have hundreds or thousands of troops from each side. It's only a matter of time before we get to the point where we will be fighting a war with hundreds of computer allies and enemies on the screen.
Most importantly, the combat is intense. Running out of bullets in your gun, having a grenade lobbed your way and switching weapons to shoot down a group of three Nazis will give your heart a real workout (as well as your patience). What's been missing from World War II shooters since...forever...is that they just don't feel authentic. You shoot a few guys, run around on a scripted battlefield and don't control much. In Call of Duty 3 you have a few optional paths that you can take, altering the game slightly each time you play.
That's not to say Call of Duty 3 does not have its faults. Activision decided to implement some driving segments that are all pretty weak. You will sometimes man a gun on the back of a Jeep and can run over Nazis when you are driving, but that's about all the fun you will have with it. One of the best parts of the game comes when you hop in a tank. The tank level has you plowing through the streets of a crumbling French village, knocking over fences and firing down entire groups of enemy soldiers. It's a shame that they did not have more tank levels instead of having you drive around in a Jeep, or even a multi-player mode where you could battle against friends.
Another problem that I found with Call of Duty 3 was that the collision detection is off at times. I found situations that when ducking behind a vehicle my bullets would fail to penetrate enemies clear in the open and easily targeted. Since the game ditches health packs for a replenishing health bar, duck and cover seems to be the strategy developers expected. For this I am a bit baffled that they did not correct some of these small issues, not the least of which is the occasional glitch. There are parts of the game where your character may literally get stuck and cannot move.
With the 65th anniversary of the attacks on Pearl Harbor just passing, the release of Call of Duty 3 would feel appropriate...if not for the fact that a new installment in the franchise gets released each year. I would suggest to Activision that they need to give the series a break, even though Call of Duty 3 is a fantastic entry into the series. With 32 player online multi-player, split-screen offline multi-player and system link, as well as a relatively long single-player, this is one of the few next-gen games that can be justified for the $60 price tag. If you need a second choice shooter after Gears of War on Xbox 360 or Resistance on PS3, Call of Duty 3 should be your pick.
Graphics: 9.5
Sound: 8.5
Gameplay: 9
Creativity: 7
Replay Value/Game Length: 9
Final: 8.7 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare
Developer: Infinity Ward
Publisher: Activision
Release Date: November 6, 2007
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
I was not the first person jumping out of his chair when Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare was announced. I played and loved both Xbox 360 Call of Duty titles, but for whatever reason I never really followed it until the beta came out. I was definitely excited to see Infinity Ward's return to the reins, and it seemed then that it was Infinity Ward after all who was needed to bring Call of Duty to its highest level of greatness. It is hard not to call Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare one of the best first-person shooters of our time, with its campaign's most epic, intense battles and its Halo 3-smashing online multiplayer modes.
I liked Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare's campaign more than Halo 3's. I felt that it was more intense, and each mission and situation felt more rewarding if I could survive without dying or failing my objective. The missions take place throughout three different Acts, and there are a lot of things to do in each Act. From start to finish you'll run through a Marine obstacle course, man the guns of a helicopter, bombard and destroy groups of enemies with an AC-130 gun, call in air strikes, sneak through enemy encampments, and more. There is just so much stuff going on throughout the course of this game—none of these actions I just mentioned were placed into context, and it is the situations that you are put in as you go through the game that are so crazy. I was blown away by some of the missions—the "All Ghillied Up" mission involves a ton of sneaking, and even though you can run through most of its situations, there are some that you just want to experience without alerting the enemy—outsmarting the bad guy is always a lot of fun, and in Call of Duty 4, it is something you can very often do.
The game plays like a charm, and very much like the last two Call of Duty games. I felt like Call of Duty 4 moved a little faster than the others, and I thought that the modern-day guns made the fights a lot different. A lot of guns can perforate thin walls, so there are a lot of situations where you don't have to wait as long to pop-and-shoot at enemies; oftentimes you can just shoot an enemy through the object he's standing behind. This doesn't necessarily make the game easy—the A.I. is very good, and will pursue you diligently. There are a lot of encounters with tanks and helicopters, although you'll get to destroy a lot more of them in this game than you did in previous games. You don't get to drive anything, but Call of Duty 4 maintains its on-foot perfection and feels just as good to play as Halo 3. There are plenty of things for you to do in the game as well. The campaign isn't the longest ever, but casual gamers will probably want to play it on its default difficulty before moving up to Hardened. Veteran is as difficult, if not more difficult than Halo's Legendary—earning the Achievements for beating missions on Veteran difficulty is a challenge, and so are some of the other ones.
Online multiplayer is another one of those things for you to do, and quite frankly, it's the multiplayer that should have you going out and buying Call of Duty 4. After playing both the Halo 3 and Call of Duty 4 multiplayer betas, I claimed that the latter was the best online game. I didn't think my opinion would change, and it didn't. Call of Duty 4's online multiplayer is made so great by its different classes. You can earn experience points and rank up, earn levels, and unlock weapon attachments as well as more classes. There are also customizable slots called "Perks" that let you change how you play the game quite a lot. You can equip a Perk that increases your health, one that lengthens your running stamina, and one that lets you shoot at enemies after falling to the ground. There are others as well, and changing these different options is what makes the experience different for everyone. Since you can switch between classes at every single respawn, the game can become quite hectic but also very strategic. Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare is a game whose online experience should go down with the same prestige as Halo 3's and Counter-Strike's.
All of the little details are what make Call of Duty 4 look so damn good. As you sneak through buildings, taking out enemies with quick bursts of fire while looking down the sights of your MP5, you'll notice a lot of blurring that is incredibly realistic—your soldier's eyes focus just like yours do, and this makes for a pretty impressive effect. The explosions are unrivaled in gaming, with some of the best particle and smoke effects to date. Everything in the game looks wonderfully real. Whether it's the tattered and war-torn, shabby streets ravaged early in the campaign or the hilly Russian countryside later on, the environment will absorb gamers into each and every firefight. Next to Halo this effect has never been pulled off as well.
If Call of Duty 4's intense situations and incredibly beautiful graphics don't pull you into the game, the sound effects probably will, particularly if you are supporting a 5.1 surround-sound setup. Although I myself don't have this sort of setup, I spent quite a lot of time playing the game with people who had it—it changed the game; it made finding enemies a different process, it made hearing the bouncing of grenades absolutely terrifying, and the firing of any single gun sound like the man-killing thing that it is. The battle cries and shouts of your squad mates are a lot more realistic this time around, and although Activision took the high road and avoided the use of overly-profane language, they certainly did a good job capturing the stress of the battlefield in the dialogue.
Call of Duty 4 doesn't have a lot of flaws, to be honest. Rather than flaws, it seems to have qualities that just don't dominate other games. The graphics are absolutely wonderful with all of the small touches, but overall the game doesn't look a whole lot better than the best-looking Xbox 360 games. This is a silly statement, really, but I am just saying that Call of Duty 4 is so good that it takes comparisons to the best of the best to really distinguish the explanation for an imperfect score.
Overall, Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare joins the ranks of Halo 3, BioShock, The Orange Box, Super Mario Galaxy, Mass Effect, Metroid Prime 3: Corruption, and Ratchet & Clank Future: Tools of Destruction as one of the best games of the year, one of the games in a group of titles that truly separate themselves from the competition and have proven that they are worthy of purchase by anyone with even the slightest trace of interest or connection to the subject matter. Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare will have stiff competition going up for Game of the Year awards, but it surely is one of the best games for anyone sporting an Xbox 360 or PlayStation 3 to own.
Graphics: 9.5
Sound: 10
Gameplay: 10
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 10
Final: 9.6 out of 10
Written by Cliff
Call of Duty: Black Ops
Developer: Treyarch
Publisher: Activision
Release Date: November 9, 2010
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Only a year ago Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 came out to record-breaking sales and rave reviews. Call of Duty: Black Ops has so far outperformed its predecessors on the sales front, posting an impressive 5.6 million units sold in the first 24 hours. Yet reviews have been slightly less positive. How does the latest Call of Duty stack up?
The game takes place during the Vietnam-era. You play as Mason, a member of the Special Forces, and are in charge with taking out Fidel Castro in Cuba during the early 1960s. The plan, of course, is botched. The Bay of Pigs was a failure. Tensions increased between the United States and Soviet Union. War seemed like it was inevitable.
The developers at Treyarch did a wonderful job of crafting a story around the historical backdrop of the Cold War. They took events, such as the Kennedy assassination and Vietnam War, to craft a historical fiction that rivals that of Hollywood movies. Yes, it is over-the-top and even at times cheesy, but really that is what they are going for. It’s an interactive action movie on steroids.
The single-player experience, while impressive for the short duration that it lasts, has long been a weakness in the franchise. They basically gave up on a lengthy single-player campaign after the franchise switched to the modern warfare setting, favoring the multi-player experience. That changed with Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, which had extensive offline options with its story and split-screen mission options.
Call of Duty: Black Ops extends the single-player story by a few hours, but lacks the co-op missions that gave Modern Warfare 2 some extra replay value. Some people may appreciate the greater attention to the storyline, although it is quite weird at times, while others will likely wish they would have kept the co-op missions. At any rate, the overall package is well-balanced with both single and multi-player.
Returning to the franchise is the popular Nazi Zombies mode that first made its appearance in Call of Duty: World at War. Each of the Zombie maps are playable with two players offline and four players online. Black Ops includes two new Zombie maps: Kino der Toten and Five, as well as a new mode called “Dead Ops”. Kino der Toten is the only real “Nazi Zombies” map; Five is actually in the Pentagon during the 1960s, featuring undead civilians and scientists. Gamers play as Presidents Kennedy and Nixon, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and Fidel Castro. Some of the dialogue is hilarious and the character models look very similar to their real-life counterparts. Ich bin ein Berliner!
Dead Ops is a new addition to the Call of Duty franchise. It takes the basic concept of Nazi Zombies, survival from undead hordes, and puts it into a fun shoot-em-up game. If you have ever played the classic Smash TV, then you have a good sense of Dead Ops. It basically has you fire in a unidirectional angle using the right analog stick and moving the character with the left analog stick. The game has little 2D sprites and is a fun distraction.
The clear appeal of Call of Duty: Black Ops comes from its robust online multi-player. The new maps take you everywhere from a nuclear missile facility to a 50s-era “nuke town”. Others include more tropical locations such as the maps in Vietnam and Cuba, as well as colder, snowy climates like that of Siberia. The number of maps is impressive and none of them are poorly done, although some flaws (such as spawn points), can be annoying. Ultimately, the decision for what map to play falls to the users playing. They can vote on a map that the game selected, vote for the previously played map, or vote for a new random map.
Also new to the multi-player is the inclusion of an in-game money system. While the ranking and rewards are mostly the same, the money system means that you have to earn in-game cash from playing well, completing missions that you can purchase, and wagering against friends. Virtually everything requires money now: the weapons, perks, kill streaks, attachments, and even items such as images for your player card (basically a customizable user logo).
Fans of the franchise are sure to love the new Call of Duty. Black Ops is an improvement on an annual franchise that shows no signs of slowing down. Frankly, I started to feel Call of Duty fatigue after playing Modern Warfare 2 for a couple months. Black Ops has me back in it, playing with friends and spending countless hours killing random strangers online. Does it feel old? Yeah, the formula hasn’t changed much since 2007. It still works and relatively well, even if a break would be welcome next year. Six million people can’t be wrong, can they?
Graphics: 8.5
Sound: 9
Gameplay: 9
Creativity: 8.5
Replay Value/Game Length: 10
Final: 9 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Call of Duty Classic
Developer: Infinity Ward
Publisher: Activision
Release Date: December 3, 2009
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Having played all of the Call of Duty games besides the original PC game that started it all, I was quite excited to hear that Activision was bringing this classic back as a download for PS3 and Xbox 360. Back in 2003, gamers were still fighting the good fight against the Nazis. The World War II theater would last until 2007's Call of Duty: Modern Warfare. After playing through the single player campaign, I have to say that the nostalgia wears off pretty fast as there are more annoyances than anything in this game.
Now to be fair, we are talking about a six year old game here. What works today is a much higher standard of gaming than in 2003. The graphics are certainly nothing to write home about. Many of the levels are sparsely populated with no destructible objects to speak of. The sound of gunfire and blasts from cannons is a nice touch, but a lot of the time you will find yourself in an empty room with no ambient noise at all.
As far as the story goes, you play as three different characters across the twenty two levels. One of them, at the start of the game, is an American. You will then move on to play as a Brit and a Russian. Essentially you go full circle with the Allied forces. This set the foundation for future Call of Duty titles that would follow the same premise of switching between the various different Allied nations participating in the combat. It's a nice tribute to all of the men and women that served in World War II, not just the Americans.
Call of Duty Classic set the framework for future games in the franchise. It is not as awe inspiring as the more recent games or even Call of Duty 2. Yet it still has enough action and exciting moments to keep you interested in short periods. A lot of the time you will get annoyed by the dated AI, imprecise aiming and a saving system that leaves you replaying a lot of the same missions. If you can get past that, this is a pretty reasonable download for $15.
Graphics: 5
Sound: 7
Gameplay: 6.5
Creativity: 8
Replay Value/Game Length: 6
Final: 6.5 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2
Developer: Infinity Ward
Publisher: Activision
Release Date: November 10, 2009
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
In November 2007, Activision released a game that significantly changed the way that shooters would be played in the years to come. Call of Duty 4 introduced an old franchise to a new form of warfare, a more modern form after years of re-fighting World War II. Call of Duty 4 did more than just introduce modern weapons and a storyline that was more relevant to the geo-political situation of our times. It has influenced games ever since with its customizable weapon selection, ranking system, kill streaks that are earned to reward for performance and perks to enhance their abilities.
That was two years ago. The developers at Infinity Ward have been working on the follow-up to Call of Duty 4 ever since. Modern Warfare 2 takes what was good about the first game and changes things up a bit. I'd like to say it makes everything better, but that really depends on your preference. A number of changes have been made in the multi-player that, while not groundbreaking, certainly change the game in a number of interesting ways.
But first we need to cover the single player. Call of Duty 4 had a short, but deep single-player campaign that involved a conflict in the Middle East, an Ultranationalist uprising against the Russian regime and a nuclear explosion. It was an intense experience that won it a 9.6 out of 10 from Game Freaks 365. Modern Warfare 2 has that same intensity at times, yet the storyline does not seem to be as well developed as Call of Duty 4. The game jumps from one location to the next. One minute you're playing in Afghanistan, the next you're in Virginia defending American soil from the Russians.
One of the more controversial missions has you take on the role of a U.S. Army Ranger recruited by the CIA to infiltrate the Russian terrorist group. While you don't have to fire a single bullet, part of convincing the terrorist group that you are aligned with their cause is that you join them in shooting up an airport in Moscow. Interestingly the developers made it to where if you turn your fire on your “comrades” you instantly get brought down in gunfire. They also make it so that you slowly stroll through the airport. It's a brutal depiction of how groups like this (fictional) one pursue their political objectives.
While I was not particularly impressed by the storytelling, the actual gameplay is quite good. Certainly I would say that it is less memorable than Call of Duty 4's campaign, but among some of the best in the genre, even if it is only about five hours long. It's a rather difficult slog, too. Expect to die a lot, especially if you play above Normal. This game requires a lot of cover, precision and tactical use of items such as stun grenades, frag grenades and the occasional rocket launcher. I will quickly say this about the single-player. If you only intend to play offline, you should probably just rent this game.
Now to the meat of what Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 is all about. The multi-player is clearly the central effort of the development team. They packed a ton of levels, game modes, weapons and other customizable aspects to this version of the game. You still have a choice of whatever game mode you want to play. Everything from Free-for-All to Team Deathmatch and Capture the Flag are included. There is also a new Third-Person perspective mode that they included that really wasn't worth adding.
I still think that Call of Duty has one of the best matchmaking systems around. You can quickly join a game, stay with the same group of players once you finish and invite friends to play with you. Between matches, while you wait for more people to join, you can adjust what weapons you want to use, what attachments you want on your weapons, what secondary weapon, and so on. The maximum number of players that you can have in a match is 18 (9 vs. 9). It may not seem like a lot when a lot of games these days have 32+, but it is more than enough. There are times when enemies will still spawn on top of you even with these smaller number of players.
The biggest change to the multi-player comes from the perks, kill streaks and the newest addition known as the death perk. The perks are mostly the same. You can have faster reload, more damage, pick up items off of corpses and so on. Martyrdom is no longer a perk, but considered a death perk. This means that when you die x times you will drop a grenade on that last death. Other death perks include Final Stand, similar to Last Stand, except you can get up after a certain amount of time if your enemy doesn't finish you off and also a temporary health boost known as Painkiller.
The kill streaks have been changed significantly. While UAV (radar), airstrike and helicopter are still options, a number of new kill streaks are offered. Furthermore, you get to choose one of three kill streaks that you want to have in a given match. Not all of them are unlocked, you have to earn them through the experience system. Once you do have them unlocked, you can choose from other kill streaks such as a turret gun (which gets dropped in in a crate that enemies can get if you don't get to it first), a harrier jet (which sticks around firing at people similar to the helicopter from the first game), a predator missile where you control where it lands on the map and more. Oh, and yes, the tactical nuke exists. There is no hiding from that.
If you have never experienced a Call of Duty title before, Modern Warfare 2 is a shooting experience that is hard to match. The single-player has a relatively weak story that starts off where the first game ended and is just too short in length. The multi-player, however, is something that you are likely to play at least for the next year, if not beyond. It is well worth the $60 investment, the 2 year wait and lives up to the hype. This is a game that you should own this holiday season.
Graphics: 9.5
Sound: 10
Gameplay: 9.5
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 10
Final: 9.5 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3
Developer: Sledgehammer Games
Publisher: Activision
Release Date: November 8, 2011
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3 quickly became the biggest entertainment launch in history, yet it still has the measly problem of being the same game that Activision has released for the past five years. A few changes to multi-player including new maps, co-op special ops missions with friends and the best single-player campaign experience that you will find in the shooter genre define Modern Warfare 3. Just don't expect anything groundbreaking.
We’ll start off with the single-player campaign which remains Call of Duty’s biggest strength over the competition. While the experience amounts to nothing less than an over-the-top action movie, it proves to be an enjoyable diversion from the multi-player offerings with spectacular production value that is second only to Hollywood blockbusters. The story is a muddled mess, but who cares when you get to see Wall Street under siege, the Eiffel Tower toppling over, and airplanes ripped in half?
The content is compelling in its own right for the single fact that you are defending American and European territory as if it were a modern-day World War III. The developers do a fantastic job of making Modern Warfare 3 a visceral experience. Forget the fact that America has a larger military budget than nearly every country on the planet and that Russia is a shadow of its former self. As unrealistic as the story may be, Call of Duty makes you believe that we are under siege.
Of course the single-player is largely overshadowed by the online multi-player, which is the part of the game where most people are looking to play. Unlike the competition in Battlefield 3, Activision has opted against forcing gamers to enter online game codes to play online. Essentially it is a money grab by EA and other companies to shut down used game sales and rentals, even though every other industry on the planet accept used sales as a way of life. We give a tip of the hat to Activision for not following EA’s model of screwing over their customers.
With that being said, Activision has done little to make Modern Warfare 3 stand out from the past games. Aside from new maps and an altered perk/killstreak system, the engine remains unchanged. The maps are largely constructed in a way to encourage camping with plenty of opportunities for cubby holes, ledges and other areas to hide away. Killstreaks further encourage camping by rewarding players for getting consecutive kills.
They have balanced this a bit with a new game mode called Kill Confirmed that forces you to pick up dog tags from dead enemies in order for the kill to count towards your score. Teammates can also pick up the dog tags so if you end up killed before you get a chance to pick it up, or if you play as a sniper, you still have the opportunity to contribute to the score. However, if the person that was killed or a member of their team picks up the dog tag before you do, the points from the kill do not count. This is by far the best addition to the Call of Duty franchise in Modern Warfare 3.
Other changes include leveling up your weapons individually. While you still need to level up your account in order to unlock new weapons, the weapons have their own perks that can be unlocked by leveling them up. Killstreaks have been changed into three different classes that focus on varying play styles. If you find yourself getting killed a lot then the Support class would work best for you since your kills carry over between each death. The rewards for Support are more defensive in nature, but at least players using this can contribute to the effort instead of proving to be an albatross with each death.
Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3 is not a perfect game and it is hardly a must-have, but the developers have delivered a solid single-player campaign with fun co-op missions, as well as the tried and true online multi-player that we have come to expect. Sooner or later fans are going to get tired of these incremental games that on the PC would amount to an expansion pack. Still, there is no doubt that Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3 has one of the best single-player experiences around, albeit a short one. The multi-player is where the franchise is showing its age with campers galore, little attempt at innovation and graphics that are dated. Hardcore Call of Duty fans will eat it up even if it is the same basic game foundation repackaged as a $60 product.
Graphics: 7.5
Sound: 9
Gameplay: 9
Creativity: 7
Replay Value/Game Length: 10
Final: 8.6 out of 10
Written by Kyle Bell
Call of Duty: World at War
Developer: Treyarch
Publisher: Activision
Release Date: November 11, 2008
Available On: PC, PS3, Wii & Xbox 360
Apparently Call of Duty is now one of those franchises with annual iterations. What Activision has done is switch between two studios each year: one year is Infinity Ward's turn, the next Treyarch. One is based in modern warfare, the other in World War II. 2007's Call of Duty 4 was Game Freaks 365's Game of the Year. While I doubt that Call of Duty: World at War will follow-up on that streak, it does everything right that Call of Duty 4 did and then some more. This is by far the best and most complete World War II shooter to come to market.
The story mode in Call of Duty: World at War takes you to the battlefields of the Eastern Front and to the Pacific Theater. There were stories that I've heard through veterans and in movies that tell of old Japanese soldiers. These soldiers were found several years after World War II had ended on deserted islands in the Pacific Ocean and had no clue that the war was over. The Japanese had lost. Playing World at War reminds me of them. You spend most of your time on tiny islands that most people have never heard of, fighting the entrenched imperial forces. The other half of the game you play as a Russian fighting the Germans in Stalingrad, eventually pushing all the way back to Berlin.
Call of Duty: World at War gives you a good sense of what it was like to be in the middle of this historic conflict. Most games have failed to deliver an epic war experience, especially when it came to the Pacific. Medal of Honor: Rising Sun is an example of how difficult it is to build jungle environments and adapting your A.I. to it. World at War does it well for the most part. You will find yourself landing on beachheads, inside Japanese built trenches and walking through streams and forests. The enemy is well hidden with their camouflage and true to form, are not afraid to rush you with a bayonet.
The Eastern Front was the bloodiest chapter of World War II and indeed human history with over 30 million deaths, many of them civilians. The battle between the Germans and the Russians was waged after Hitler invaded Poland and broke a non-aggression treaty with Stalin. Again, World at War does a fantastic job of showing the conditions on the ground. You start your fight on the Eastern Front on the ground, nearly dead. All of your comrades around you have been shot by German soldiers. While pretending to be dead, one of your allies is still alive. You crawl near his body and obtain a sniper rifle. Your first mission will be to take out a German commander and reclaim the city.
The storytelling uses actual footage from World War II. Combined with next-generation graphics and impressive animation, Call of Duty: World at War has a great presentation. Likewise, the sound will keep you on your toes in both single and multi-player. I find it especially useful in multi-player to discern where your enemies are. Using both your eyes and ears will help you vastly in achieving a high kill/death ratio. That being said, there are a few annoying glitches that I noticed. Hidden walls appear from time to time in the single-player. You also may get stuck in place at times for no good reason.
The single player campaign is no shorter than that of Call of Duty 4 and while you can play it with friends in co-op to extend its replay value, you will undoubtedly spend most of your time online. To that extent, not a whole lot has changed from Call of Duty 4 to World at War. The biggest difference is obvious: you're playing in a World War II setting. The game may use a Call of Duty 4 engine, but the weapon selection is all historically accurate and the maps are brand new. The maps will vary depending on the game type you select (smaller maps for Deathmatch, larger for team-based combat). The maximum number of players you can have in a group is twelve and as a group, you can veto a map that you do not like. Another great thing about Call of Duty's multi-player is you stick with the same group of players (and new players get added as people leave) until you no longer want to stay with the group.
Since helicopters and airstrikes (at least M16s) did not exist during World War II, there's now a new reward system. Like Call of Duty 4, World at War benefits players that do well. If you get three consecutive kills without dying, you will unlock a recon plane (radar). The radar always shows a dot on the map when someone fires, but with the recon plane, all of the dots will show regardless of whether they are firing or not. Five kills in a row without dying will get you artillery and you can choose where to fire on the map. Lastly, get seven kills in a row and you can unleash a pack of dogs on your enemies.
Another one of the things that made Call of Duty 4 distinct from other shooters was the perk and ranking system. This is brought over from that game and enhanced for a World War II setting. Instead of claymores you get bouncing bettys. They got rid of the UAV jammer in favor of camouflage to avoid detection on enemy radar. As far as rank goes, this is the experience system in Call of Duty. As you gain more experience by killing people and winning matches, this will unlock new weapons, perks and game types. Finally, there is a class system that you can use to modify and save the combination of weapons and perks that you want to use in any given match (these can be switched in-game as well).
Finally, one of the more unexpected modes that they added to Call of Duty: World at War is a Zombie Mode. It takes place in a single house where you can play by yourself, with a friend in split-screen or online with up to four other people. Communication and teamwork are necessities as you will have to defend against waves of zombies trying to get through windows boarded up with wood. You earn points for killing zombies and can use it to repair the windows, unblock new parts of the house, as well as buy ammo and weapons. It's definitely a fun mode to play and a creative idea, even though it may seem out of place at first.
Call of Duty: World at War picks up where Call of Duty 4 left off. While there are basic modifications that have to do with a change in time period, World at War uses the same engine as Call of Duty 4, making gameplay nearly identical. Not that that is a bad thing. With what could be described as the most well rounded multi-player experience ever, Call of Duty: World at War inherits a tested game engine and a lot of goodwill from gamers. In a year from now, when the next Call of Duty will no doubt get released, I hope to expect something from Infinity Ward that is different from the current formula. I have every reason to believe that they will live up to this. Until then, World at War continues the same formula that has been working and keeping gamers up for long nights of gameplay since the release of Call of Duty 4. For that reason alone Call of Duty: World at War stands as the best World War II shooter to date.
Graphics: 8.5
Sound: 10
Gameplay: 9.5
Creativity: 8.5
Replay Value/Game Length: 10
Final: 9.3 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Call of Juarez: Bound in Blood
Developer: Techland
Publisher: Ubisoft
Release Date: June 30, 2009
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
New franchises were once hard to come by. Lately, however, many big time publishers like Electronic Arts, Activision and Ubisoft have been experimenting with new IP that prove to be incredibly risky (Mirror's Edge, Beyond Good & Evil), yet can also perform exceptionally well (Prototype, inFamous, Dead Space). Call of Juarez was one of these new properties when it came out a couple years ago on the PC and Xbox 360. While that game received only mediocre reviews, Ubisoft had enough confidence in the franchise for a second go-around, this time also on the PS3.
In Call of Juarez: Bound in Blood you play as a Confederate soldier (two to be exact). Their names are Ray and Thomas McCall, a couple of brothers serving side-by-side in the uniform. The first level has you defending Atlanta as Sherman marches through the South. Shortly after you become deserters as you refuse to take orders to withdraw from Atlanta (your home) where Sherman and his troops will burn down the city.
I certainly think that the story is pretty well done. We don't see a lot of historical shooters in the Civil War era so to fight on the battlefield as Sherman made his march on Atlanta was cool to play. Going AWOL in the Confederate Army doesn't hold over too well and the McCall's commander puts out the notice that they will be hunted down. This inevitably leads to a retreat westward where the McCalls will have to fight off the law and Native Americans out West.
The gameplay is fairly solid with appropriate weapons for the era. You have a rifle, shotgun, dual pistols, even dynamite. I wasn't overjoyed with excitement from playing the campaign, but it gets the job done nicely. There is a decent amount of challenge involved requiring a keen sense of your surroundings, cover and accurate fire, as well as using the correct weapons for the situation. You automatically go into cover near corners and standing next to boxes. Using the right analog stick you can peek around corners. For the most part the enemy A.I. tries to overwhelm you with numbers more than outwit you.
The main gimmick with this game is concentration mode, which allows you to target multiple people when it is charged and unleash a string of shots without the enemy having a chance to return the fire. Obviously this has been done before, but it's a fairly neat way to dispose of enemies in a quick and efficient manner. Naturally, you refill your concentration bar by killing people. Once it is full you only have 60 seconds to use it.
My primary concern with Call of Juarez: Bound in Blood is in the glitches that pop up. The game actually freezes for a few seconds during checkpoints and when the game saves. It completely ruins the flow of the game and just screams that the developers needed more time to work on the final product. Call of Juarez: Bound in Blood could have been a lot better game if not for these technical flaws. The online multi-player adds to the amount of time you will spend, although you probably will get tired of the single-player's load screens pretty fast. Still, this game is good enough for a rental.
Graphics: 7
Sound: 8
Gameplay: 6.5
Creativity: 7
Replay Value/Game Length: 7
Final: 7 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Call of Juarez: The Cartel
Developer: Techland
Publisher: Ubisoft
Release Date: July 19, 2011
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Some games just do not warrant a sequel. You would think that after the first two mediocre entries that they might call it quits. Instead they took a moderately underused premise in video games – a FPS based in the Civil War era – and abandoned it for the tired route of drug cartels. What you get is a wildly uneven experience with a surprisingly shallow story, excessive f-bombs and graphics that make some Wii games look good.
The game includes three different characters, including the descendant of the past game’s main protagonist. Each character is a law enforcement officer from different agencies tasked with the same case. You take on the Mexican drug cartels in California after they blow up a federal office in Los Angeles. The problem for your group is that there are internal divisions within the various bureaucracies and disagreement over how to respond.
The story is unfortunately hindered by ridiculously bad voice-acting and dialogue. There is a lot of profanity used, which I guess the developers thought would be attractive towards their target audience, but it is used with such frequency that it actually gets annoying. They repeat a lot of the same lines, there are awkward pauses during cut-scenes, and they use stereotypical accents. The game’s Latino agent sounds like a gringo that is trying to impersonate a Mexican. It’s embarrassing to listen to.
Oddly enough the game uses subtitles by default. They did not do a very good job editing the dialogue. I noticed a few blatant elementary-level errors, such as “there” instead of “their” and “your” instead of “you’re”. I might expect this from a Japanese import, but there is no reason that this should happen with a game developed in the U.S. This is a professional retail release, not a Facebook status.
The gameplay is not much better. The shooting is passable, but frankly average just does not cut it in a market that is saturated with good first-person shooters. Why settle when you can have great? My main beef is that the action feels like the same from one level to the next. You have to unlock new weapons at certain stages in the game, so you cannot even enjoy a wide variety of guns until late in the game. I also had a problem with not being able to exit the weapon selection box at the start of each level.
The racing missions are absolutely atrocious. Why they added this, I have no idea. It is an unnecessary component that was tagged on to give the impression that things are getting mixed up when it is really just a painful diversion. I realize that they were going for a sense of being an action movie, but all it turned into was following a white dot that told you where to go from point A to point B.
The main complaint that I have with Call of Juarez: The Cartel is that the product was rushed. The game is glitchy, the graphics are dated, the voice-acting is pathetic, and the story is laughable. If it weren’t for these numerous complaints, it might be worth a rental. As it is, Call of Juarez: The Cartel is just another sub-par first-person shooter that everyone will forget about in six months. Save yourself the trouble by forgetting it today.
Graphics: 4
Sound: 4
Gameplay: 5
Creativity: 5
Replay Value/Game Length: 5
Final: 4.6 out of 10
Written by Kyle Bell
Cars 2
Developer: Avalanche Software
Publisher: Disney Interactive
Release Date: June 21, 2011
Available On: PC, PS3, Wii & Xbox 360
The Cars movie franchise was a surprise hit when it was released in 2006. A Walt Disney and Pixar venture, the film was about a hot-shot race car named Lightning McQueen who ended up in the run-down town of Radiator Springs, accidentally tearing up their main road and being forced to fix it before he can make it to a race in California. The original game unsuccessfully attempted to use the movie’s material in an open-world experience. This latest title, Cars 2, features scenes from the movie in a more streamlined game.
You start off Cars 2 with a C.H.R.O.M.E. training facility, the spy agency from the new movie, giving you pointers about how to use the controls and various moves. It’s quickly obvious that Cars 2 will be a Mario Kart clone substituting Mario, Luigi, Peach and Bowser for Lightning McQueen, Mater and Finn McMissile. Not that this is a bad thing, especially if you like kart racing games. Power-ups are a big part of the game as well with oil slicks, machine guns and rocket launchers, among others.
The game modes vary from traditional races to arenas of destruction where you try to build points by taking out small “lemon” cars. I found the single-player experience to be a pretty boring and lonely experience. There just is not enough excitement to keep anyone but a kid amused for extended periods of time. Thankfully, there is a multi-player element where you can drop-in and out for up to four players on one system. There unfortunately is no online multi-player to complement the experience.
One of the more unique parts of Cars 2 is the way that you build up your boost ability. Most games have you drift, slipstream, etc. to build up your boost. Cars 2 lets you do that too, but it rewards you for special moves such as driving in reverse, flipping on your side and driving on two wheels, performing tricks in the air, and sidestepping to avoid obstacles. At the very least, these are worth some Achievements/Trophies for those interested.
Fans of the Cars universe are sure to find the Cars 2 video game to be a worthwhile investment. This makes for a great game for kids of all ages and potentially as a bridge between father and son. A ton of the characters from the movie, over twenty in all, make appearances in the game. This will undoubtedly please kids looking to play as their favorite characters. The Mario Kart inspired gameplay is a big improvement from the original Cars video game. Overall, this is a must-have for kids and adults may even get a kick out of it too.
Graphics: 7
Sound: 8
Gameplay: 8
Creativity: 7
Replay Value/Game Length: 8
Final: 7.6 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Catherine
Developer: Atlus
Publisher: Atlus
Release Date: July 26, 2011
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
Catherine is a difficult game to classify by any standard. The trailers led me to believe that it would be an anime-style murder mystery with gameplay similar to Heavy Rain. It turns out that the core game mechanic is pretty far from detective work, although it does have dialogue options that change the outcome of the story. Get ready to dive into the deep inner thoughts and nightmares of Vincent Brooks.
Vincent is a 30-something year old male between jobs and unsure of his future. He has girlfriend problems, spends most of his nights at a local bar with friends getting hammered, and suddenly finds himself having strange dreams. Before he knows it, Vincent is cheating on his girlfriend with a beautiful young girl that he met at the bar. Reports surface daily about young males dying in their sleep. All of them were cheaters like Vincent. He begins to wonder if he is next.
The world that Vincent finds himself in at night is a tower filled with blocks. The only thing keeping him alive in these nightmares is climbing. Once you reach the peak of each section of tower, you meet up in an atrium area with other people that are also dreaming (many of them are from the bar), but each appear to you as sheep. They reveal to you their deepest secrets, many of them quite dark and disturbing, as well as strategies for survival.
Most of the game is puzzle-solving. The tower is made up of a variety of blocks in a grid-like pattern rising into the sky. You can only climb when a block is on the same level as you (it is not possible to jump, so any gaps will make it inaccessible). You will have to move blocks in order to climb the tower, maneuvering them in a way that creates a path for you to progress. Blocks come in many varieties. Aside from the average block, there are also immovable, ice, bomb and monster blocks.
Your main tool, if you want to call it that, is the ability to pull and push blocks. The simplest way to climb is to pull out a block from wall and simply use that as ledge to reach the next level of blocks. There are a number of strategies, though, that you will learn by watching videos scattered throughout the game when you talk to the sheep. These include a pyramid formation, a shimmy ability along ledges, creating bridges and so forth.
The puzzles are often broken up into three or four different stages a night. Between these stages is the previously-mentioned atrium with the sheep. This is where you will also encounter a man in a confessional booth that asks you questions between levels. It’s interesting to see other people’s responses to the questions that the game asks. Responses are shown in a pie graph, allowing you to compare yourself to the world at large.
Once you are done with the stage, including a boss for each. You will wake up each morning, usually with a movie sequence, and then end up at the bar the next evening. This is where you meet with your friends, talk to characters in the bar to gain background on the story, drink alcohol (it actually helps you move faster in the puzzle stages), and play an arcade game named Rapunzel, which is basically the same as the puzzle stages, except it has old-school graphics and a limited number of block moves.
Catherine took me about twelve hours to beat, although it depends on which difficulty setting you choose. I expect that a lot of people will want to play a second or third time just to see the different endings and earn a higher rank on each level. Getting gold for each puzzle is quite a feat. There is also a multi-player element, but that is more of an extra than anything. The main game is an interesting experience to say the least. If you enjoy puzzle games, anime, or Japanese game imports, Catherine will likely be a satisfying experience.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 8.5
Gameplay: 8.5
Creativity: 10
Replay Value/Game Length: 8.5
Final: 8.8 out of 10
Written by Kyle Bell
Captain America: Super Soldier
Developer: Next Level Games
Publisher: Sega
Release Date: July 19, 2011
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
As great as the trailers looked, Captain America: The First Avenger proved to be a decidedly disappointing movie. One of the weaker points of most action movies, the story, was actually its strength. There just was not enough action to keep things interesting. The same can be said of the video game: too much talk and not enough action.
The main problem that I had playing Captain America: Super Soldier is that it is a linear event that feels totally devoid of life, excitement, and suspense. Once you take out the handful of baddies in an area, the place is desolate. You then have to look around for what platform to jump on or swing to.
A big part of this game is collecting useless items. If you are a collector of Nazi schematics, Prussian helmets, and dossiers, you are sure to love this game. While this could possibly be forgiven if it were optional, you have to collect these items in order to upgrade your abilities. One room of the game had a stunning five dossiers inside of it for you to collect. It’s a time-consuming and completely boring pain in the ass.
One thing that you would expect to be good in a Captain America video game, the combat, is at best a generic brawler-inspired romp. Captain America’s shield is overpowered, deflecting attacks and easily taking out multiple enemies. You can also punch, roll and grab enemies. All of these will contribute to a power-up ability that is essentially a slowed down instant kill for normal enemies.
Fans looking to recreate scenes from the movie will be disappointed. You don’t get to see the making of Captain America as you did in the movie and even the movie’s villain, the Red Skull, is absent from a boss fight in the video game. The bosses that you do encounter add little to the game.
If you found the Captain America movie to be disappointing, you will find the video game to be even worse. The game is only loosely based on the movie and the primary villain you do not even get to fight. The combat is about as good as your average brawler and the platformer sequences have nothing to them that is remotely challenging. Sorry Captain America, but you should just go back into retirement.
Graphics: 6
Sound: 5
Gameplay: 5
Creativity: 5
Replay Value/Game Length: 6
Final: 5.2 out of 10
Written by Kyle Bell
College Hoops 2K8
Developer: Visual Concepts
Publisher: 2K Sports
Release Date: November 19, 2007
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
It did not take long into this new generation before I felt like basketball games were stuck in a "one step forward, one step backward" continuum. It wasn't until I played Visual Concepts' brilliant new Career Legacy Mode found in College Hoops 2K8 that I felt like I was playing something complete and coherent, crafted carefully and almost solely for next-generation consoles. Still, a few other features fend off a couple of gameplay and interface eyebrow-raisers; and smooth and detailed graphics help to offset a disappointing aural presentation. Although I am disappointed to again sense the cycle I mentioned before, I am happy to see that Visual Concepts shaped their college basketball game well for the 2007-2008 season.
When I first put in College Hoops 2K8, I was anticipating the Career Legacy Mode. Thus, it was the main attraction for me in my time playing the game. After creating Clifford Baker ("Bakehorn" couldn't be understood by in-game announcers and the like) and hiring a small squad of assistants, I chose to occupy an open spot coaching the Golden Lions of Arkansas-Pine Bluff. APBU, not quite a stud of the lowly SWAC conference, didn't offer me a lot of talent out of the gates. I had to work on individual training schedules, drills, recruiting, attending ABL games, and capturing the interest of the college basketball media before I could count on earning prestige and moving into the offices of my favorite school, Indiana University. Eventually I could improve my squad with three-, four-, and five-star recruits, pack my stadium to the brim with fans, feel the Sixth Man Advantage (more on that later), and coast through my schedule to consistent NCAA Tournament appearances.
Devoting time to Career Legacy Mode is the key to enjoying it, and thus experiencing the depth offered in this game. I only casually mentioned some of the bigger features, after all. I found that becoming intimate with my squad, just like a real-life coach, was what I needed to do to win games and understand the strengths and weaknesses of my team and my personal coaching, recruiting, and management. Setting individual drills and working through each and every day of the week is a tedious process, but I noticed the effects later on in the season. For example, the time I put into improving my shooting guard's long range ability paid off when he would hit clutch, late-game three-pointers.
Career Legacy Mode can be enjoyed by casual gamers as well, but the benefits aren't quite as great and the attachment to your school isn't quite as profound of a feeling. For players who want to jump right into their favorite schools, there is an Open Legacy Mode that allows that very option. Still, I have a hard time believing anyone would develop the same craving to improve their players and learn about their team. A friend and I played through countless games in each Career Legacy season and have a lot of memories of funny moments during games, struggling to recruit better players, and the like. I won't soon forget the clumsy tendencies of our big power forward, Udonis Adler, who would often end up fumbling the ball and pulling some play out of his heart in redemption, or the equally-exciting point guard, Happy Mcgee. Yes, I really did name a player Happy Mcgee.
On the court I noticed that College Hoops 2K8 felt slow and sluggish, so I turned up the game speed and player speed settings very soon after I started playing. The players control pretty well in almost every way: passing the ball is simple and improved with an effective and intuitive Maximum Passing system. If your big man is feeling the heat down low, you can lob a pass over the defender for an easy dunk with the press of an easy combination of buttons. Isomotion controls are a little confusing, but they work well enough if you don't mash the buttons and actually attempt to pull off smooth combinations. Driving to the lane and playing down low in the post isn't too difficult, and the Berlin Wall defenses of College Hoops 2K8's predecessors does not negatively affect the game.
At halftime in each game there is a new feature that I thought was effective in bringing the player into the arena like never before. Coaching reports and hints are presented and help point out the strengths and weaknesses displayed in the first half; some of these tips can really help to prepare better for the second half. Frequently I wouldn't notice a specific player was lighting up my team or that I could ease off of lesser players, and these notes would be the perfect remedy to any issue. Some of the notes don't make a lot of sense, but there aren't very many instances where I found this feature to be anything but helpful. Sixth Man Advantage, a feature I mentioned earlier, is another interesting feature. The home crowd will react quite a lot to their team's ups and downs throughout the game, exploding with a key block or transition dunk. Alternatively, they'll go dead silent at the drop of a visitor's game-leading three-pointer.
A few problems keep the gameplay from perfection. Visual Concepts promised improved A.I., but I was frustrated to see my teammates watch loose balls bounce away or opponents jump for rebounds while they remained planted on the floor. There is a single glaring problem with the passing system; it occurs most frequently during in-bounds passes. I very often couldn't see the passing icon beneath my players' feet, and this meant that I would sometimes throw the ball Peyton Manning-style across the arena without intending to, resulting in annoying (and, in the worst of instances, game-squandering) turnovers. Fouls are far too frequent at their default setting. Big men absolutely can't dribble, regardless of their size or overall rating.
Most annoying of all is the frequent missing of easy shots from players who shouldn't be missing them, and in situations they absolutely shouldn't mess up. I'm talking easy transition layups, big dunks, and uncontested, short-range jump shots. There is also an interface issue that I found to be particularly strange and perplexing. There was more than a few times in a season that I'd finish a game and end up back on the team schedule only to see an incorrect Win or Loss indicator, score, etc. In video games of today it is strange to see an error like this; one would usually figure that the process of the game inputting statistics and numbers in columns wouldn't be so buggy.
Visually College Hoops 2K8 impresses with smooth animations, lively crowds, and detailed arenas. Everything from the basketball net's swishing and swooshing to the waving of hands in the crowd injected a sense of excitement in me, and I felt like I was more in the game than I ever had before. It is sad that I can't say the same great things about the game's sound. Everything in this instance, from the menu music to the commentary to the crowd chants, is terrible despite being very loud and clear. I absolutely couldn't stand Bill Rafferty or Vern Lindquist's yammering, particularly that of the former.
Greg Gumbel and Clark Kellogg do a much better job with their College Hoops Tonight and Post-Game Shows, but their robotic, stiff movements are nothing short of hilarious to watch, despite the honest quality of their dialogue. The chants wouldn't be so terrible if they weren't so frequent; "You need practice" and "Back to basics" are only funny the first seven thousand times you hear them.
I have been to at least half a dozen NCAA basketball games every year of the last decade, and not in one single 40-minute game during that stretch of time did I hear as many chants as I'd hear in a five-minute half of College Hoops 2K8. One would hope that the Sixth Man Advantage feature, one of the game's highest regards, would not be nullified by such things as poor commentary and annoying chanting—alas, this is the unfortunate reality this year.
Before I close up this assessment of Visual Concept's greatly-improved game, I'd like to mention a few other interesting features that are really more exciting to play with and experience for oneself than they are to read about. 2K Share allows gamers to connect and send files like rosters, which is essential to the gamer whose in-game rosters absolutely have to perfectly reflect those of the real-life teams.
There is a nifty chant editor that I used to ensure my crowd was spitting crude letters and sayings at any time I felt like hearing crowd chants. There is also a play editor that allows you to make an entire playbook. In case that wasn't enough there are training drills that eventually let you play against recent NCAA stars like J.J. Redick, Greg Oden, and Mike Conley, Jr.
As I said, I am quite satisfied with the improvements that Visual Concepts made to their college game. Although there are still a few issues that could be smoothed out for next year, College Hoops 2K8 would make a great option for NCAA fans feeling the madness before March. Next year I'd like to see fewer gameplay mishaps and a much better presentation.
Graphics: 8
Sound: 6
Gameplay: 8
Creativity: 8
Replay Value/Game Length: 10
Final: 8 out of 10
Written by Cliff
Comet Crash
Developer: Pelfast
Publisher: Pelfast
Release Date: April 2, 2009
Available On: PS3
The PlayStation Network and Xbox Live Arcade have been a great incubator for independent game development on home consoles. Comet Crash is no exception. This tower defense game (you read right) would seem better equipped for a PC, but surprisingly it works extremely well on the PS3. They took a concept that is not new, although hardly ever used on consoles, and made it their own. The finished product is one of the better exclusives on PSN.
In Comet Crash your main objective is to defend your base while destroying your enemy’s. A lot of tower defense games just send swarms of enemies for you to survive through. Adding the offensive units is a unique idea that gets executed nicely. You get speedy units with low health, slower yet bulkier units in the form of tanks, a Thief that can convert enemy units into your units by touching them and so on. Still, the enemy will always start with a developed base and units on their way to obliterate you. This means that you will (at least start off) playing more defense than offense.
The only real rule when it comes to placing your buildings is that you have to at least leave one viable path for the enemy to reach your base. You can arrange the path however you want. It is certainly wise to make it as long and winding as possible. Early on in the game you unlock these handy crystals that only let your units pass through them and not the enemy. This can create a shortcut for your units while maintaining a safe distance from enemy units.
Eventually you will get air units on top of your ground units. This means that you will also have to defend against air units in the form of lasers and bombers. The air defenses, such as the laser, primarily acted as a quick way of disposing of asteroids for cash, but now must be considered in the arrangement of your base to protect it from attack. Before you know it you will be building a base with every enemy unit in mind as defense and offense go hand-in-hand in Comet Crash.
Speaking of designing a base, you do so with a ship that hovers over the map. You buy buildings, upgrades and health for your structures by shooting at asteroids (your towers, not the ship). Your ship can get upgraded with blue plus signs from these asteroids. This increases the range of your ship's tractor beam to pull in asteroids for cash. I find that it is easier to achieve a high score if you constantly pull in asteroids near a structure capable of shooting into the air as cash supplies can get tight fast.
While the single player (which can be played in co-op as well) is 28 levels total, there is also a multi-player element, as you would expect from a tower defense game. You can battle with up to four people. Unfortunately, this is offline only. It doesn't really make sense to make a game like this without an online component (leader board not included), but they did. That said, there are a total of 12 different maps to choose from. You get to choose the max number of hits your main building can take from as low as 1 to as high as 100.
Some of the best games this generation happen to be simple downloads on the PSN and Xbox Live. The strong support from independent developers like Pelfast ensure a creative flow of games at a price that is affordable. While I was definitely disappointed to not have online, it's not a deal breaker. Comet Crash is one of those games that I think everyone should at least try. You will probably get hooked, whether or not you like tower defense games on the PC.
Graphics: 7.5
Sound: 7.5
Gameplay: 9
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 8.5
Final: 8.5 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Conan
Developer: Nihilistic
Publisher: THQ
Release Date: October 23, 2007
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
Nihilistic's Conan is the kind of game that needs a big warning sticker on the front of it for a few reasons; good or bad. In a creative sense it compares in a way that would put Saints Row up there with BioShock. It is a blatant rip-off quite like many other games but it still retains some entertainment value, just not enough to take it out of the flat, dry land of mediocrity.
Conan is a game about a barbarian warrior whose powers and special armor are stripped away after stumbling upon the remains of an evil and powerful sorcerer named Graven. From here Conan meets a girl named A'Kanna, and together they embark on a daunting trek to catch up with Graven and stop his terrorizing of the world with the Black Death, as well as recover the many pieces of Conan's armor. The story is not ever really weighted like it was in God of War, so I did not expect to connect to Conan or A'Kanna, or Graven, or any of the other characters for that matter. As a result, while playing through the short six-hour journey I focused on the gameplay, which has the same ups-and-downs element as every other quality in the game. I will say this: I was pleasantly surprised to find that Conan, in this game, does not come off as a brutish oaf.
The controls are essentially a copy of God of War II's setup. Conan can jump if you press A, light attack with X, heavy attack with Y, and grapple with B. A lot of games copy control setups, though, so surely that isn't something I'd harshly penalize a game for. However, when every single aspect of the gameplay is a rip-off of Stephen Glass proportions, it's a little difficult not to raise an eyebrow. The button-smashing door-opening sequences are exactly the same, only here you'll throw in a few directional movements of the analog stick to make Conan dive through the door. Parrying is essentially the same concept as well, where you have to block at the precise moment just before being hit. Unfortunately you don't have the option of which parry kill you can perform - the game throws a random button prompt at you when you parry, making the mastering of the many parry skills in the game quite annoying. Since Conan can master every single combo with repeated use and success, I spent a lot of time doing the same combos over and over for each of the three different weapon classes (light one-hand, heavy two-hand, dual-wield) until I was done mastering a lot of them. It's a pretty redundant way to play the game, but it worked.
Rather than collecting items to increase his health (as Kratos did), Conan activates three matching rune triumvirates each level to increase his parameters, which makes absolutely no sense to me. The combination of a barbarian character, runes, and magic fit together like cowboys, changing diapers, and colorful cotton candy. Conan's spells aren't even much different than Kratos's; for instance there is a spell that summons a deadly swarm of ravens to ravage your enemies. This is conceptually the exact same thing as Hades' power in the first God of War. I feel like it is very unfortunate that at this point in my review I have made so many comparisons to God of War, but literally everything about the game is similar. There is a boss fight against a giant squid, for heaven's sake, and it takes place on a ravaged, sinking ship - remember the Kraken? It starts to grow incredibly stale by the end of the game.
The end of the game, I would like to add, was particularly testing of my patience. I admittedly reached the final showdown in the game and, for now, indefinitely forfeited. The battle was so frustrating that I just couldn't continue playing without wanting to break a controller or a face, even though I gave up the chance to claim that I beat the title and earned the Achievements for it. There were points throughout the game where I just wanted to stop playing because I was so irritated. The A.I. swarmed around Conan almost exclusively, and Conan's ability to block was nothing like Kratos's, so oftentimes I was racquet-balling back and forth between surrounding enemies, all attacking at different times. Conan usually can't block in the middle of any enemy combo, you see, especially if it is a quick-hitting one. Since enemies later on in the game (especially at the end) almost always used these quick combos, as I mentioned, just getting to the final encounter was an incredibly difficult test of endurance - my many futile attempts at beating the damn game were too much for me to take.
Another thing I'd like to point out is the unnecessary overuse of frontal nudity. I understand and can accept some nudity in games, but not in a way that comes off as pubescent as Conan does. Conan has to rescue mostly-naked maidens throughout his quest; doing so earns him red orbs that can be used to buy more attacks and combos like…oh, hell…by now it's redundant to keep saying "like God of War". Back to the point, there is no sex mini-game or anything like that, but there are absolutely ridiculous lines of dialogue that were written for these maidens to show their appreciation. "Oh Conan, crush me with your love!" is a good example of what I'm talking about. It's stuff like this that comes off as hokey and makes it look like they're trying really hard to shock people; if anything the hundreds of dismemberments and butcherings that Conan will do before the end of the game would be shocking enough.
Conan is, again, quite bipolar in its graphic and sound elements. The character model for Conan looks pretty good. He's as manly as they come, and his character is portrayed very well as a result. There are several areas and levels in the game that shine with the visual caliber I'd expect from better-than-average Xbox 360 games, but it is too bad that a few flaws keep it from being just that. The animations for jumping, rolling, and being hit by attacks are stiff, sloppy, and bad enough to the point of being hilarious at times—there are huge gorilla monkeys that Conan will insult and taunt like any other enemy, only for the gorilla to combo-punch Conan like he's a speed bag. Conan's bodily reaction is almost nonexistent, it just looks really funny. This is one thing I can't compare to God of War, because Kratos and his enemies were animated as close to perfection as one could want. Some of the parry moves and the more gruesome combo attacks look pretty darn cool, but it's too bad that there are a lot of glaring visual flaws to keep this game from looking better-than-average overall. The music is pretty good and fits perfectly, just like it did in God of War. I'd give Conan a lot of credit for its music, in fact. However, the sound effects are boring and the voice acting is pretty terrible. Why aren't there disgusting gushing sounds coming from my speakers when Conan dismembers his petty foes? I want to hear bones breaking, cuts and slashes opening up, and blood spilling in my action games if they're going to be coined "exciting" in any way.
One's time with Conan isn't much shorter than with Kratos in his first adventure. As I mentioned before, I clocked in around six hours up to the point of the final encounter. Unfortunately I don't make enough money to replace a few controllers, so I quit playing. There isn't a lot of incentive, other than Achievements, to find all of the maidens, rune triumvirates, and treasure chests scattered throughout the experience because it's all over too quickly. Similarly, mastering attacks just doesn't offer much (if any) gratification. If you are really into Conan, or perhaps movies like Braveheart, you'll at least like parts of Conan. I don't recommend a purchase, but one wouldn't be losing out if one needed a game to occupy the doldrums that plague the summer season. For now, there are many better games to play.
Graphics: 7.5
Sound: 8.5
Gameplay: 7
Creativity: 0
Replay Value/Game Length: 3
Final: 5.5 out of 10
Written by Cliff
Dark Sector
Developer: Digital Extremes
Publisher: D3 Publisher
Release Date: March 25, 2008
Available On: PS3 and Xbox 360
It's been a long time coming, but Dark Sector is finally out. This is the first officially unveiled next-gen console game. You may remember four years ago, in 2004, when the game was showed off. It featured a space suit (which oddly looks a lot like a Marine from StarCraft) and the main character, Hayden. That was the last we would hear of Dark Sector for quite some time. Although the game was never officially canceled, it obviously underwent a major overhaul.
Just to prove how big of a change of direction Dark Sector underwent, consider that the setting went from taking place in outerspace to taking place in the USSR. Big difference, eh? The game still kept intact the sort of organic shield that you develop over the course of the game. But I digress. Dark Sector is not a game that you will care much about the plot. It involves a government agent sent to retrieve a virus (think Resident Evil), killing the bad guy responsible for its outbreak which caused everyone to turn into zombies (think Resident Evil) and get infected yourself (think... well, never mind).
The reference to Resident Evil 4 should not be lost. Dark Sector is an unashamed ripoff of Capcom's third person horror game. It's over the shoulder, controls much like Resident Evil 4, aims almost exactly like it and even has the button sequences that Resident Evil 4 had. Everything from your knife attack to the button layout is just like it. Even the main bad guy looks eerily similar to Mendez (the guy with the beard from Resident Evil 4). The difference? Dark Sector gives your main character a glaive and super powers.
That said, being a blatant ripoff is nothing new. Indeed, games like Saint's Row and others have basically lifted the concept of Grand Theft Auto directly off its foundation and reused it to much success. The problem is the game feels far too generic and often monotonous. Oddly enough, you will find yourself using your glaive a majority of the time instead of handguns. An “after touch” allows you to go into slow motion while throwing the glaive in order to be more precise. This results in the decapitation of your targets and could kill multiple enemies. Furthermore, the glaive is used in solving puzzles, as it can act as an elemental magnet, turning to ice, fire and electricity.
For whatever reason, the developers hate guns. Dark Sector is a game that actually will penalize you for using an enemy's gun by having it blow up in your hand after a few seconds of use. The idea is that you use your glaive and upgrade your personal weapons (while conserving ammo), as opposed to collecting enemy weapons. This can lead to frustrating situations where you are out of ammo, or nearly out, and have several enemies that need taken care of. For a third person shooter, I think it is a bit odd that you probably only spend 80-90% of the game shooting, since you will be constantly using the glaive.
To add to my confusion even further, there is an upgrade system involved with the weapons in the game. Of course, the store is like Resident Evil 4 as well, except with an extremely limited selection. I half expected the guy to say the obligatory, “Welcome” while opening his coat for the goods. They only give you between five or six choices of guns to buy (a pistol, shotgun and few others), but you cannot carry them all (only a pistol and one shotgun/rifle at a time), ammo is limited and the upgrades involved are often not very useful. You will find that the money you collect throughout the game may lead to you purchasing two, maybe three of the game's weapons. If you want something powerful, you better save up and not waste your money as it gets expensive.
I can't finish my review of Dark Sector without mentioning the super powers that Hayden will develop throughout the game. Most of it involves the glaive as I have mentioned already: the after touch and elemental aspects such as using electricity to power doors or fire to catch enemies on fire. After touch is without a doubt the most satisfying part of the game. I would dare say Dark Sector is worth renting just to knock a few heads off, but it will undoubtedly wear off after a while. Other than that, Hayden will also develop a shield ability and the ability to turn invisible.
For what is the first next-gen game to be unveiled, Dark Sector has been a long-time coming. It's now 2008, we are a good two years into this generation and yet this game seems a little late to the show. Maybe I would have been a little more impressed in 2006, but even then, Resident Evil 4 is a superior game in nearly every way. With such a crowded field of good games, it is hard to see why Dark Sector deserves much attention. Some of the ideas are neat, the glaive being the only one that stands out clearly, but much of the rest of the game is nothing new. Get rid of the glaive and Dark Sector is an average Resident Evil 4 wanna-be four years after the main event.
Graphics: 7
Sound: 7
Gameplay: 7
Creativity: 7
Replay Value/Game Length: 7
Final: 7 out of 10
Written by Kyle
The Darkness
Developer: Starbreeze
Publisher: 2K Games
Release Date: June 25, 2007
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
Starbreeze Studios entertained Xbox owners with The Chronicles of Riddick: Escape From Butcher Bay in 2004. Riddick pushed the Xbox’s visual capabilities to the limit and told a heck of a story to boot. Starbreeze hoped to replicate this success with The Darkness, their first PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360 next-gen effort. As a brief filler, The Darkness was originally a Top Cow Productions comic book.
The Darkness tells about the struggle of an Italian mob grunt named Jackie Estacado. Jackie’s bastard uncle Paulie Franchetti, leader of the Italian mob, wants him dead. Worse yet, on his 21st birthday, Jackie inherits the powers of The Darkness. The Darkness is a dark and awful force inside of Jackie that attempts to control him by talking to him in his mind, uttering disturbing statements of cruelty and such. He also sprouts a mass of tentacles out of Jackie’s shoulders, tentacles that feed on the hearts of fallen mobsters and other bad guys. He also grants Jackie the powers of the darkness, controlling black holes and a powerful, deadly demon arm. Not too bad for a parasite, huh? The Darkness’s plot thickens with each of the five chapters, and to say the least, Jackie lives through some tough stuff. Storytelling gets a cherry on top with believable, interesting dialogue and memorable characters. Jackie’s uncle, Paulie, could run for gaming’s villain of the year. The Darkness could easily be the most disturbing and twisted gaming character in years. Bonus points go to Mike Patton for voicing the vicious force.
The Darkness’s storyline fits right into the mean streets of New York City, and eventually the trenches of a hellish retelling of World War I. I don’t intend to ruin anything, so moving on, most of the plot moves through missions given to Jackie by friends and family members. Jackie does a lot of running around New York City, and can interact with NPCs, environments, and enemies alike. Each of the sections of NYC are different; you’ll explore and destroy at a dock as well as apartment houses and even a meat factory. The only problem with The Darkness’s design, especially when considering side quests, is that a lot of useless backtracking is done. This isn’t as poor as it could have been, thanks to hidden unlockable items and collectibles scattered around the world, but it definitely felt like a cheap way to tack on extra minutes to the play time. Still, the missions are a lot of fun. You’ll infiltrate a drug ring and cold-handedly kill the leader inside, fighting off his pissed-off cohorts shortly after. You’ll go after some of the NYPD’s higher-ups, all the while searching for a way to upset Paulie the most. Most missions focus on weakening his infrastructure, like destroying his drug money and killing all of his buddies.
The actual game runs a little slow, and in fact that is one of my biggest complaints. Jackie chugs along at a slug's pace, and although his movements feel quite realistic, they don’t necessarily make the game any more exciting to play. I don't expect Unreal-like speeds when I play a game that is set in such a twisted realism, but I hoped that Jackie could move around a little less awkwardly. At least shooting feels right, and it looks especially cool when Jackie hits two different targets at once with his dual pistols or uzis. It also looks cool, as an added visual bonus, when Jackie hugs up against a wall and raises his guns to avoid scraping them against the wall, as a real person probably would.
The Darkness doesn't push the Xbox 360 or PlayStation 3 quite like Riddick pushed the Xbox back in its day, but by no means is it an eyesore. Environments appear to be as disgusting and grimy, not to mention dark, as they should be to fit the storyline. The character models are really good, and so are the facial expressions as well as skin details and clothing. The Darkness tentacles look wicked and vicious, with razor-sharp teeth and dozens of bright, neon eyes. As one might have gathered, the art direction is incredible and adds an extra sense of ambiance to perfect the environment. The music is intense when it should be and propels the exciting gunfights, but slows down at the right time to be quite moody and sometimes creepy.
The Darkness ends around the 10-hour mark, not including extra time taken to find well-hidden collectibles (there are a lot of them) and unlockables. Xbox 360 Achievements are quite easy to earn in this game, and PS3 owners get a simple demonstration of how Home trophies will work with Accomplishments in their version of the game. Even though Accomplishments aren’t displayed like Achievements are on the Xbox 360, they are still a notable and gratifying thing to earn throughout the game. These push the replay value a little, but without any sort of multiplayer or extended story, The Darkness will unfortunately and probably fail to entertain after it is completed or perfected.
The Darkness, it’s a tough sell. A 10-hour storyline (15 hours at most) means that you’ll be spending more than $6 an hour with Jackie Estacado. Still, The Darkness is worth its weight. It is this summer’s Prey, and if some of you remember, Prey earned accolades for its innovative, topsy-turvy portal action and interesting mix of styles. The Darkness does almost the exact same thing, minus the portals but with an infinite amount more of the number of heart-eating, wicked-eyed tentacles. Check it out, at least give it a rental.
Graphics: 8.5
Sound: 9
Gameplay: 8.5
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 5
Final: 8.2 out of 10
Written by Cliff
The Darkness II
Developer: Digital Extremes
Publisher: 2K Games
Release Date: February 7, 2012
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
When The Darkness first launched in 2007, gamers found themselves stepping into the shoes of Jackie Estacado. Five years have passed, and the series has been handed off to developer Digital Extremes for an overhaul. The original game received favorable reviews, and this site even awarded the game an 8.2 out of 10. With The Darkness II, have the new developers managed to keep the feel of the original? Well, yes, but there is more to it than that.
For those who did not play the first game, here is a quick recap; On the evening of his 21st birthday, Jackie becomes the target of an assassination by the don of the New York mafia. While under attack, an evil awakens within Jackie called The Darkness - basically a bunch of evil tentacles that want to bring pain and suffering to everyone around them. During the events of the game, the mob boss kills Jackie's girlfriend Jenny in front of his eyes - a very powerful scene indeed. Jackie, trying his hardest to intervene, is prevented from helping by The Darkness. The rest of the game revolves around Jackie's search for vengeance against the crime family that wronged him.
Fast forward two years, and Jackie is now the head of the Franchetti family. Thankfully Jackie has subdued The Darkness, and learned to keep it buried within himself. While at a restaurant Jackie and his group are attacked by another crime family. Crawling from the wreckage of the restaurant, Jackie is urged to "embrace the darkness." Giving in to The Darkness, Jackie begins his journey of revenge, bloodshed, and insanity. Early on in the game a man named Johnny Powell - the same man who taught Jackie to temper The Darkness - informs him that the person who was behind the attack at the restaurant is the leader of a group known as The Brotherhood. Estacado soon learns that The Brotherhood wishes to find Jackie and take The Darkness for themselves.
The Darkness 2 is as much of a psychological thriller as it is a first-person shooter. Throughout the game Jackie is put through several near death experiences, but The Darkness refuses to let him die. Whenever one of these events occurs, Jackie wakes up in a psychiatric ward, where all of the patients, doctors, and nurses appear as people he knows, including his late girlfriend Jenny. There are also several sections where Jackie walks into the diner where Jenny used to work, having intimate moments with someone who no longer exists anywhere but within Jackie's mind. Jackie must not only battle enemies in the rival mob, but also toe the fine line between reality and insanity.
The biggest immediate difference I noticed between this game and the original are the graphics. I personally think that the sequel runs circles around its predecessor in terms of presentation; the original had more of a gritty, realistic feel to it, while the sequel does away with all the seriousness, introducing a comic book-style cell-shaded look, and making it more relatable to the source material. Overall, the game could have used a little more polish - there are textures that pop in and out occasionally, and the character models could have used some work - but I was ultimately pleased with how the game looked.
Changes to the combat have also been made in The Darkness II. This sequel employs something the team at Digital Extremes coined "quad- wielding." This basically allows you to use both of the demon arms at the same time as firing your basic weapons, which is great fun, allowing you to pick up enemies and toss them around while killing more simultaneously. Jackie can use The Darkness to rip car doors off their respective vehicles, using them as shields. You can also pick up various objects scattered throughout the levels and hurl them to impale bodies or sever limbs. Furthermore, Jackie can perform executions on his foes when The Darkness has a grip on them. There are some small rewards for these executions (health or ammo), on top of being very satisfying to see. The Darkness provides Jackie with one ability called "Swarm", which lets you swarm enemies with flies, stunning them. Gun channeling is the other major ability in Jackie's arsenal - this allows him to see his foes through walls, and provides unlimited and stronger ammo for a short period of time.
There are upgrade stations scattered through each level that allow Jackie to enhance four "talent trees". Each talent tree offers different bonuses and general abilities, from health to executions. Every time a player kills an enemy, dark essence is earned. Along with using abilities to earn extra points, eating a downed enemy's heart, using executions, and environment kills also earn a few extra points for use when upgrading Jackie's abilities. Players can also find 29 different collectibles scattered around in each level, which add bonus dark essence points.
Enemy variety has improved as well, although most of the character models for opponents were carbon copies of each other. There are several types of heavy enemies throughout the game, some weird giant axes and can teleport across short distances, making them difficult to shoot. Other types include enemies with Darkness-infused shields, and whip-toting enemies that can disarm Jackie if players don't take advantage of cover.
Once the campaign has been completed (this takes 4-7 hours, depending on your playing style), players can engage in the multiplayer component. Unlike the first game, The Darkness II boasts a completely separate campaign that can be completed alone or cooperatively with another person on Xbox Live or PlayStation Network. This "Vendetta" campaign offers players four characters, each with their own unique Darkness abilities and weapon bonuses. Many of the events of this campaign take place within the timeline of the single-player storyline, focusing on taking the Darkness relics within the Brotherhood strongholds.
You would think that a cooperative mode with Darkness powers would seem like fun, right? Well, wrong: the level variety in Vendetta mode is lacking, and they all play basically the same, following a strict pattern of clearing enemies from room to room until it's all said and done. Every part of it is pretty repetitive; the first level was fun, but when the next one did little to add any variety, and then the next, I lost hope. I feel like Digital Extremes took the easy way out, slacking with the multiplayer rather than making the extra effort to put more value into that $60 price tag. After all, I put about ten hours into the game, with my playthrough on the very hardest setting lasting just over three and a half hours.
The Darkness 2 will probably not win any awards this year, but it was the first solid shooter of the 2012, and that is saying something. Playing as Jackie Estacado and embracing The Darkness is extremely empowering, and watching his story continue through this entry was a fun way to begin the year.
Graphics: 7
Sound: 8
Gameplay: 8
Creativity: 8.5
Replay Value/Game Length: 4
Final: 7.5 out of 10
Written by Drew
Daytona USA
Developer: Sega
Publisher: Sega
Release Date: October 25, 2011
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
2011 has been a big year for Sega remakes. As if Sega Rally, Radiant Silvergun, Guardian Heroes and the soon-to-be-released Sonic CD are not enough, Sega has recently resurrected its most iconic arcade racing title, Daytona USA. With a presence in nearly every arcade during the mid-90s, Daytona USA has seen a few console ports over the years, each containing more tracks, cars and graphical enhancements than the last.
Daytona USA, recently re-released on XBLA and PSN, scraps all of those additions and instead, it ops to be relentlessly faithful to the original arcade hit. It contains just the original three courses (arguably the only ones that ever mattered); you have a choice between two versions (manual or automatic transmission) of the same “Hornet” car; and finally, its pop-rock soundtrack is as outrageously cheesy as you remember it. While these things may discern those who demand a lot of customization in games, they ultimately help Daytona USA mimic the original arcade experience as closely as any console port of an arcade title ever has.
That is not to say the new iteration is so arcade-faithful that it lacks content, either. While its vehicle and track varieties have been scaled back, Daytona USA features several play modes. Apart from the standard Arcade, Time Trial and basic online multiplayer offerings, new ones include the endurance-race Survival mode (complete with tire wear and pit stops) and Challenge mode, which contains a series of brief challenges like ‘knock over x number of cones’ or ‘make a sharp turn without dropping below x speed. While neither of these new modes will captivate beyond a few attempts, they are fun diversions and help provide a decent amount of value, along with the more conventional modes.
Any changes Daytona USA makes to the original’s gameplay are slight. AI drivers seem a bit more aggressive than before as they frequently swerve to block your progress. Otherwise, Daytona USA plays just as it did a decade-and-a-half ago. You race amongst a grid of up to 40 cars (in the classic “Easy” oval course) and are constantly battling against the timer to reach the next checkpoint – at least until you master the “Advanced” and “Expert” courses. At that point, players may wish there were more courses to tackle but what’s there is still a lot of fun.
Unfortunately, Daytona USA’s unique handling will undoubtedly turn off some gamers. Players used to jamming the control stick left or right, with the vehicle smoothly matching the inputted angle, may get a bit frustrated here. As an authentic port of a wheel-based arcade racing title, using a traditional controller to drive the Hornet car requires a good deal of finesse. Slightly pulling the analog stick goes a long way toward keeping the most grip through turns while full tugs are most useful for entering and exiting drifts. Most players should adjust to these nuances with practice but handling lends a potentially unwelcome learning curve even if it is, technically, arcade-perfect. Players who have invested in a racing wheel peripheral will be greatly rewarded, however.
Daytona USA goes to great lengths to preserve the original arcade experience and nowhere is that more evident than with its visuals and audio. Daytona USA boldly sheds any glossy car effects, improved environmental details or any other visual enhancements notably made by 2001’s Dreamcast remake. Instead, it defiantly reverts to the simpler textures and polygons of the arcade original. Trees once again look like they were cut from cardboard while canyon rock walls appear as jagged as they did during the 32-bit era. Pop-up is still present, albeit reduced, as if to tell players, “This game is uncompromisingly old-school and you are going to like it.”
Meanwhile, Daytona’s visuals have been modernized just enough to stay relevant with the technology that powers them. They’ve been formatted for widescreen displays and given a big boost in high-definition sharpness. Most importantly, the game moves at a brisk 60 frames per second, which is essential to recreating the arcade experience. Equally essential to this end is the selection of infamously cheesy background tunes that accompany the gameplay. Modern gamers will scoff as they immediately reach for the mute buttons and their iPods while nostalgic players will let the soundtrack blare out of sheer, unadulterated necessity.
Overall, Daytona USA is a rare and shining example of how to update a classic title without compromising anything that fans loved about it in the first place. While technically its simplistic visuals, obnoxious soundtrack and limited vehicle and course selection may alienate modern audiences, the truth is that this game is not meant for them. Old-school purists, on the other hand, will be rewarded with a faithful recreation of one of the most beloved arcade racers ever.
Graphics: 6.5
Sound: 5
Gameplay: 8
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 7
Final: 7.6 out of 10
Written by Brian Vines
DC Universe Online
Developer: Sony Online Entertainment
Publisher: Sony Online Entertainment
Release Date: January 11, 2011
Available On: PC & PS3
Super hero games are nothing new. Putting them into an MMO is not, either. Just look at the popular Company of Heroes and Company of Villains titles. However, using licensed super heroes in an MMO and putting it on consoles is a new idea. A ballsy one, even. DC Universe Online is venturing into uncharted territory and it largely succeeds.
I will say right away that I have a limited experience with MMOs. And by limited I mean none. Thankfully, DC Universe Online is a fairly friendly game to newcomers. It starts you off in a tutorial outside of the main world after you have selected your character. Here you learn the basic fighting moves and just generally get accustomed to the game.
Overall, fighting is not all that complex in DC Universe Online. Whether you are playing on PC or PS3, the basic fighting move is one button while you have an alternative distance weapon (in my case a batarang). On the PS3 the L2 and R2 buttons allow you to cast your spells when combined with one of the face buttons. All told that leaves eight spaces open, although one of them is taken up for a health item.
However, we are getting too far ahead of ourselves. A big part of playing an MMO is creating a character. DC Universe Online is no different. Unfortunately, I found the choices to be rather limited. You can choose either to be a hero or villain, of which you only have six total choices as your inspiration. Among them are Batman, Superman, The Joker and other famous DC characters. From here you can select different abilities such as flying, acrobats and speed. You also need to select a fighting type, be it brawling, pistol-wielding, sword-swinging, and mind powers, among others.
While it can be interesting to mix the various attributes up, the looks in the game only have cosmetic value. This is definitely a good thing since you can choose to be a tiny kid or an oversized brute. My character was modeled off of Batman and was rather uninspiring, but I found some pretty interesting characters in the world. Many of them were even imitations of Marvel characters that are obviously not a part of this game, such as The Hulk.
Back to gameplay. You will start the game off either on a PvP or PvE server, depending on whether you want to be able to attack human players that are not a member of your team. While there are several options for multi-player action, including some pretty cool attempts at modes that are traditionally in first-person shooters such as Team Deathmatch, the beginning is primarily single-player. You can co-operatively work with other players to take out enemies, but these are story-driven missions. Once you begin to level up you can start to take part in instances where you complete missions with teammates and after reaching 30 you can participate in raids (30 is the level cap, by the way).
Now you are probably wondering about the game world. It takes place in three main locations: Gotham City, Metropolis and the Watchtower. The Watchtower is basically a central hub where you can teleport to different areas of the two cities. However, you cannot go directly from Gotham to Metropolis. Instead, you will have to first travel to the Watchtower. Each city has its own distinct style and missions. Obviously you are not going to find Batman in Metropolis or Superman in Gotham. Likewise, they keep the villains strictly segregated as well.
Once you are in either Metropolis or Gotham City, you are free to explore the entire city without load times. The sense of scale is pretty awesome, especially when you climb one of the many skyscrapers to get a better view of things. You can think of these two cities as several Grand Theft Auto 4s put into one game. The size, while not enormous, is quite respectable. You will rarely play in the exact same area of the city for more than one mission, although you will obviously need to retread old turf to get to new areas.
As far as combat goes, this game is pretty much a brawler. I guess the gameplay will be slightly different depending on what type of character you create, but whether you are shooting a gun or using your fist, the missions are still the same. Usually they involve killing X number of targets, rescuing someone or collecting something. It can get quite monotonous at times. A lot of the missions do not feel much differentiated other than that they are occurring in different areas of the city. Still, the story-driven narrative and boss fights make the drudgery more worthwhile.
When push comes to shove, the asking price for DC Universe Online is pretty steep. $15 a month subscription on top of a $60 game is a lot of money. Fortunately, Sony Online Entertainment has promised new content, including missions, every month. Ultimately it is a judgment call as to whether you can justify the monthly subscription fee. If it was a standalone game with a one-time $60 fee, I would definitely say buy DC Universe Online. It especially proves that MMOs can be successful on consoles. However, $15 a month is a lot of money and unless you plan to marry yourself to this game, it may not be worth the cost of entry. On the bright side, every copy comes with a 30 day free subscription.
Graphics: 8.5
Sound: 8.5
Gameplay: 8.5
Creativity: 8
Replay Value/Game Length: 9
Final: 8.5 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Def Jam: Icon
Developer: EA Chicago
Publisher: Electronic Arts
Release Date: March 6, 2007
Available On: PS3 & Xbox 360
Two months ago I was one of the lucky few to got to hang out with the EA Chicago and Def Jam crew and play Def Jam: ICON. I was absolutely blown away by what I played and had a blast playing the game with Kudo Tsunoda and other Def Jam: ICON Community Day members. The final product is finally out, and EA Chicago’s hip-hop influenced brawler is a fantastic fighting game that introduces several creative, entertaining ideas to a brutal but otherwise simple and intuitive fighting engine.
Def Jam: ICON’s big single-player attraction is the Build a Label mode. Alongside record icon Curtis Carver you’ll build a label from the ground up, signing artists feature in the game while dealing with annoying pests, media, the law, and competition from other labels. Build a Label is a lot of fun and is deep enough to avoid the “just a reason to be fighting” moniker. You’ll be asked by Carver and your artists to do special favors, called “appointments.” Before each appointment you’ll find yourself at your crib, staying stylish with new clothes and accessories, reading emails from the restless hip-hop community, and pleasing girlfriends with gifts and attention.. Then you’ll have the freedom of choosing what you do for your label: sometimes you’ll have to choose between helping out an artist for his signing interests or protecting one of your current artists from crazed fans, the press, the law...it’s a little far-fetched to feel realistic, but it is still an interesting concept that works as better motivation than the typical “go out and fight because you should” excuse.
Fighting in Def Jam: ICON is much different than in previous titles. Rather than a wrestling feel, the game seems more like a brawler, which is appropriate. After all, the game’s artists in real life situations would probably throw punches long before they’d ever try to grapple their victim. The combat is simple and uses face buttons for simple combos as well as the right analog stick for more complicated attacks. Def Jam: ICON’s most original feature is the turntable mechanic that interacts with the background music and environmental hazards; using the left trigger and the analog sticks you can skip beats and even change songs. Both situations cause different set pieces in the game’s levels to explode, spew out steam or water, and more. Using these hazards and the turntable mechanics to your advantage are the keys to winning every fight, and as the game’s difficulty increases, your opponents will do a better job of throwing you into the dangerous hazards. The only combat-related problem is that there isn’t a ton of variety; there are only six different fighting styles. There also don’t seem to be a ton of moves, though each style has its own strengths and weaknesses versus others. The game’s fluid system allows you to link moves together very well, though, and the result is a fighting system that isn’t too deep but flows smoothly.
There are a lot of characters found in Def Jam: ICON, many of which return from previous Def Jam titles. Ludacris, my personal favorite, is joined by series vets Method Man, Redman, and more. Newer characters like Pall Wall, Young Jeezy, E-40, and Big Boi fit in pretty well and add some variety into not only the character roster but the selection of songs found in the game. Def Jam fans will be disappointed that a few characters from Def Jam Vendetta and Def Jam: Fight For New York are missing (no Snoop Dog this time around), but there is a solid character editor and several other brawlers that are unlocked by playing through Build a Label. I was disappointed with the F.A.C.E. editor (the character editor); it didn’t seem as intuitive or expansive as GameFace, MobFace, and character editors from other Electronic Arts games, but it is nice that it’s still around for those who want to personalize a character.
Just as important as the characters and fighting styles are Def Jam: ICON’s levels. Each of the eight venues bump to the music and interact dynamically, as mentioned earlier, so never do they feel like lifeless arenas. Each level is a different experience, and I wouldn’t want to ruin all of them, but I’ll mention a few. My personal favorites included the Penthouse, where opponents could be thrown to their demise through a huge window, and the Rooftop, with a dangerous and exposed fuse box as well as an out-of-control helicopter whose blades often spin into the path of fighting characters.
For those of you who aren’t into the obligation of story modes, plenty of fun can be had in Def Jam: ICON’s Throwdown mode. In fact, Throwdown mode is the only thing I personally experienced at EA Chicago, other than a preview of Build a Label, and I enjoyed every second of it. In Throwdown mode you’ll pick a character, an opponent, a venue, and get busy kicking ass. It’s that simple. A good chunk of Def Jam: ICON’s Xbox 360 Achievements can be earned here for finishing battles with the different environmental hazards found in each level, so Throwdown will appeal to Achievement buffs as well as those looking for a multiplayer experience. What had me pumped most during my stay at EA Chicago was Def Jam: ICON’s multiplayer. Playing alongside a friend is an extremely exciting thing to do, and going onto Xbox Live is just as entertaining. The multiplayer modes are simple but they’re addictive, and all of the trash-talk that goes along with violently pounding your buddy into a pulp makes Def Jam: ICON incredibly tough to put down. Simply put, this is a game where you’ll want to sit down with friends, throw back a few drinks, and have a blast playing.
Visually there isn’t a better-looking fighting game on the market; Def Jam: ICON’s super-detailed character models are only a small piece of the detailed pie. Each of the game’s levels move with the music and animate just as well as the characters, and the visual filters that are used as characters wither away are creative ways to show the intensity of the fight. Particle effects explode around the screen as you scratch beats and send your opponents flying through the air, and it just adds more excitement to the fighting system. Def Jam: ICON clearly benefits from “next-generation” graphics. The uncut music and appropriately vulgar dialogue are welcome additions to a game that features uncut, vulgar music and equally offensive stars.
Def Jam: ICON isn’t perfect. The lack of variety in the combat system is definitely something that will irk fighting fans, and the huge shift in the series’ direction might really turn off fans of previous titles. Still, I was absolutely enthralled with my experience and enjoyed almost everything Def Jam: ICON had to offer. I don’t normally enjoy hip-hop, but found myself absorbed by everything in this game. That goes to show how well EA Chicago did with their product, and I commend them on their efforts in bringing something new to the fighter’s table. Check it out, give it a try–you just might find yourself tapping your feet to the music as you inflict all sorts of virtual pain.
Graphics: 9.5
Sound: 9.5
Gameplay: 8.5
Creativity: 8
Replay Value/Game Length: 8.5
Final: 8.5 out of 10
Written by Cliff
Demon's Souls
Developer: FromSoftware
Publisher: Atlus
Release Date: October 6, 2009
Available On: PS3
A great evil has come upon the earth and threatens to engulf all in darkness and despair. Though many have tried, none have succeeded in ridding the world of this monstrous evil. You and only you can dispel the evil forces and restore peace to the world. This is the terribly cliché story to what may be the PlayStation 3’s most rewarding experience. Demon’s Souls is a slow paced take on the action RPG that favors tough love over flamboyant style. Can you handle some tough love?
Demon’s Souls starts with a short tutorial. You will quickly learn the ropes and pace of things to come. Upon completing the tutorial, you are squashed like a bug by a towering ogre like creature. When I first played though this, I thought I had done something wrong but the game really does want to you die like a bug. That instant kill sets the tone for the rest of the game. You are a bug and you will be squashed like one. You are not Kratos and this is not God of War. You are not some bad ass who is going to just come in and crack some skulls. Everything is out to get you and every enemy you encounter has the potential to take you down. Be prepared to get your ass handed to you, many times.
Demon’s Souls demands patience and you will need it in copious amounts. This is not a button mashing game. Button mashing will surely get you killed. You are very vulnerable; a few well-placed hits are enough to take you down. You will meet a few harmless souls that have somehow managed to survive surrounding horror, but friends will be few and far between. Most everything that walks about in Demon’s Souls is out to get you. Be very weary of your surroundings. Just because there are no enemies in front of the camera does not mean that you are alone. There are many dark corners with monstrosities hidden in them. I found myself traversing the levels with my shield raised, prepared to dispel sudden attacks from a blind corner.
Demon’s Souls is set in a very dark and gritty fantasy world inspired by the dark ages. Set in medieval Europe in the fictional kingdom of Boletaria. A strange fog has cut off the country from the rest of the world. This fog brings with it demons that feed on the souls of mankind. Those left soulless go mad and become violent. Allant XII, king of Boletaria, in search for power and prosperity has inadvertently awaken the Old one through dark ritual and released this fog upon the world. The fog is nearly impenetrable but Vallorfax of the Twin Fangs managed to escape and inform the world of Boletaria’s plight. Heroes and those tempted by the power of souls have attempted to breach the fog. You play a hero who, upon crossing the fog, is immediately felled by a demon. Your soul arrives at the Nexus, a sort of sanctuary for souls watched over by the Maiden in Black. In exchange for regaining your body, you are tasked with slaying demons and recovering souls and ultimately freeing Boletaria from the Old One. The dark story is matched by the equally dark design.
Upon starting your adventure in Demon’s Souls you will notice how dark the image appears. No, there is nothing wrong with your television set. Demon’s Souls has a very dark visual design. Often, your only source of light is a magical item carried by your character that illuminates his way. While often dark, the environments are well varied and detailed. They range from large open spaces to tight claustrophobic corridors. Many of the areas appear as if they had been hastily abandoned though the details will reveal many dead bodies and rotting carcasses. The character models are spectacularly detailed and well animated. Dialog between characters is very natural and the well done voice work makes every character feel distinct and eerily human. The world of Demon’s Souls comes alive through great sound design overall.
The professional presentation is only a complement to the well-crafted game that is Demon’s Souls. Throughout your quest you will traverse five of Boletarias most notable locations, in which you will you will defeat a variety of demons and monstrosities. Upon defeating enemies, you will collect souls which you can use as currency. You travel to each location in Boletaria through the Nexus. The Nexus is an eerie and grand space that serves as your hub. It is a lonely place initially but it is free of danger, unless you fall from a high platform. The Nexus will slowly populate as you progress through the game. Here you will meet two characters, one who will store your items and a blacksmith who will repair and upgrade your weapons and armor as well as sell your new items. The Nexus is the safest place to make weapon changes as the game cannot be paused.
When you are out in Boletaria, you must be mindful of your stamina bar. Attacking and blocking hits drains your stamina. Once depleted, you will be unable to perform attacks or block incoming hits. You are also able to sprint and this too drains your stamina. Because your stamina bar is so sensitive, taking on more than one enemy at a time can be very dangerous. It only takes a couple of effective hits to deplete your stamina bar and leave you completely open to defeat. This degree of vulnerability forces a slow and steady pace in Demon’s Souls.
If I have not yet made it clear, Demon’s Souls is a hard and punishing game. When you are defeated, you lose whatever souls you had collected and are returned to the area’s starting point. As a ghost with half of your health bar, you must trek back to your dead body so that you may recover it and the souls you had previously acquired. All of the enemies you had defeated in your living form will have to be defeated again in your ghost form. If you are defeated before you can reach your body, your current collection of souls is lost for good and you are again returned to the location’s starting point. There does not appear to be a “Game Over” screen in Demon’s Souls. Your ghost simply starts over and over again.
There are some issues with Demon’s Souls presentation and mechanics. While I realize that this is by design, the default brightness in this game may be uncomfortable for some. I felt as if I often had to play with my eyes wide open. Though it does not make the game any less foreboding, raising the in-game brightness to 10 (max) did greatly reduce eye strain. Fortunately, raising the in-game brightness didn’t magically make all the environments bright and clear so the experience of darkness was not lost. While character models are greatly detailed, defeated enemies fall like flimsy rag dolls. When you walk over a fallen enemy, it gets kicked around like a sheet of newsprint. Additionally, the camera in Demon’s Souls could use some work. Often, your view will be obstructed by set pieces and the camera does poorly in tight corridors, though nothing as bad as in Ninja Gaiden. The camera can be rotated freely unless you are locked onto a target, in which case the camera is very fixed on that target and that may work against you. Despite these few issues, Demon’s Souls offers one of the most consistent and well-crafted experiences of this console generation.
Like most modern games, Demon’s Souls includes a multiplayer option, though a very unique take on the Co-op and PvP types. Multiplayer in Demon’s Souls can be at best described as a double edged sword. You can summon a currently dead random online player to aid you in the current area but there is no way to communicate with them besides a handful of predetermined gestures. Your online partner will be restored to their living form after defeating the area’s boss. Similarly, another random currently dead player can come and invade your game. Their goal is to assassinate you so that they may be restored to their living form in their own game. The horror of PvP multiplayer sets in when you realize that an enemy player can invade your game and steal your souls. Additionally, players may leave messages within the game to warn of upcoming dangers or give clues that aid in your survival.
You may also choose to invade a random player’s world to assassinate them, steal their souls, and regain your body in your own game but this has consequences. Demon’s Souls has a default setting, which is set to hard and only gets harder. The various regions of Boletaria are depicted by carved stones that initially glow white. Depending on your actions in multiplayer, maliciously entering another player’s game will turn a region darker. The darker the region gets the harder and more aggressive the enemies of that region will become. Enjoy PvP at your own risk.
Finally, I have no reservations in divulging the ending of Demon’s Souls. The game is too hard that merely knowing what happens in the end will not deprive you of the sense of accomplishment that you will derive from actually reaching the end. I will not give out precise details. The Maiden in Black will guide you beneath the Nexus to the Old One. The Old One welcomes you inside it where King Allant XII resides and whom you must also slay. Upon defeating Allant, you are faced with one last dilemma: slay the Maiden in Black or walk away. Walking away from the Maiden in Black will result in saving the world from the Old One. Slaying the Maiden in Black will result in condemning the world and becoming its dark ruler.
Demon’s Souls is a difficult game. It is slow-paced and mean; sometimes downright torturous. Yet, it is fun and surprisingly rewarding. While most other games have begun to cater to the casual masses, Demon’s Souls leans in the opposite direction. Only those who can endure the punishments and have the mental fortitude to continue will ever see Demon’s Souls ending. Those who reach the end will feel a sense of accomplishment that few if any other games can produce. If you’re a serious gamer on PS3 and you have the patience and will for something hard and unforgiving, I greatly recommend Demon’s Souls to you.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 9
Gameplay: 9
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 9
Final: 9 out of 10
Written by Angel
Deus Ex: Human Revolution
Developer: Eidos Montreal
Publisher: Square Enix
Release Date: August 23, 2011
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Imagine a future where democratic government is basically non-existent. The formalities are still there, but corporations run the show. While that is not far from where the United States currently finds itself, it is a world that defines Deus Ex: Human Revolution. Combining elements from stealth games and RPGs, Deus Ex transcends what most games are capable of by telling a story that actually makes you think about the direction of humanity.
You play as Adam Jensen, the security chief that looks a lot like Neo from The Matrix. He works for Sarif Industries, a human augmentation corporation that comes under attack and leaves Adam nearly dead. Adam becomes one of Sarif’s many guinea pigs by undergoing augmentations that he never consented to which ultimate save his life and enhance his human abilities, but have distinct security vulnerabilities.
The majority of the game has you tasked with a specific objective with lesser optional side-missions available as well. Furthermore, there is a decent amount of exploration that you can do not only within the levels where you complete missions but also in the surrounding cities (Detroit and Shanghai). All told you will visit five different parts of the globe, but three of them are limited in scope. Most of these places have a boss fight with three main bosses, plus a final boss. The boss fights can damn hard, especially if you are equipped to take the missions the stealthy route, but oddly enough they got easier after the first one.
A solid number of weapons are at your disposal, including a pistol, shotgun, machine pistol, sniper rifle, heavy gun and rocket launcher. A stealthier route will include the taser and a shockwave type gun that blasts a large area of enemies. If you beat the game without killing someone, you will be awarded with a Gold trophy, at least in theory. I did this and the game gipped me of my trophy. Killing bosses does not count against you, but apparently it is possible to kill enemies by shooting someone in the face with a taser.
Melee stealth attacks are done with the circle button when near an enemy. You can either punch them by tapping circle or stab them by holding circle. This brings up a little action sequence and a guaranteed knock-out or kill. Melee attacks use energy (denoted as a battery pack on the screen) which has to be slowly restored. You can upgrade to have more energy bars using Praxis points, but only one of the bars will ever regenerate. The others have to be recharged using the CyberBoost ProEnergy Bar.
Speaking of Praxis, you can upgrade your augmentations to do all kinds of things once you attain Praxis. If you are going a stealthier route, you may want the upgrade that allows you to disable turrets and robots or perhaps the cloaking ability. If you plan on killing your enemies, maxed out armor is a good idea. Most of the important augmentations can be upgraded multiple times to give you even better results, such as more time with your cloak ability or further damage reduction with armor.
You have a limited inventory menu similar to Resident Evil. Just like those games you can pick up, use, examine and discard items, as well as purchase additional inventory space. Thankfully you can pick up weapons that enemies drop, so even if you need to get rid of a shotgun or assault rifle temporarily, you can always reclaim it or simply collect one from a downed enemy. Even if you go the stealth route it’s smart to keep some guns for the boss fights.
A big part of the game is hacking. Basically it is a web of different computer nodes that you have to capture. You can fortify your home base to give you more time to defend while you assault their network. Two tools given to help alleviate more difficult hacks are the “Stop! Virus” and the “Nuke Virus”. Stop automatically stops the timer while nuke takes over a node without using any time.
The presentation in Deus Ex is top-notch. The voice-actors are professional-sounding and the graphics crisp. I would like to point out that when you are in China the characters speak with a ridiculous accent. To give the developers credit, most of the characters in China speak their native Chinese rather than English. This type of authenticity should be applauded in games. I always find it odd to be in a foreign country and everyone speaking English as if it is their first language.
Deus Ex: Human Revolution is a fun action-stealth game. It fits into Square Enix’s library of games quite well since it has some RPG elements such as experience, constant upgrading and a dynamic story that reacts to your actions. The future undoubtedly will blend organic human life forms with robotic computer-based enhancements. The developers raise some important bio-ethical questions regarding human augmentation, as well as political questions about unaccountable corporate power. Not many games can claim to be this thought-provoking.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 9
Gameplay: 9.5
Creativity: 9.5
Replay Value/Game Length: 8.5
Final: 9.3 out of 10
Written by Kyle Bell
DiRT 2
Developer: Codemasters
Publisher: Codemasters
Release Date: September 08, 2009
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
Following up on the successful racing game DiRT from 2007 is Codemasters' sequel DiRT 2. Actually the franchise has existed much longer than that, but with a different name. The Colin McRae racing games always had a hardcore following with its ultra-realistic rally car racing niche, yet failed to catch on to a broader audience. Codemasters let go of the Colin McRae name (sadly he passed away in a helicopter accident) and created DiRT in its place.
That is not to say that Codemasters ditched a more authentic racing experience. This is certainly not a Need for Speed. DiRT 2 is a tough game to play and even more so to master. While it is not on the same level of realism as say Gran Turismo, it comes fairly close. Besides the vehicles in DiRT 2 are rally cars, trucks and buggies – an under-served segment of racing. Rally fans may feel like they were left behind a bit by the franchise, though, as there is a pretty good mix of racing modes other than pure rally racing.
The game takes place on a number of different tracks throughout the world. Lesser visited countries like Mexico, Morocco and Croatia are among more frequented locations such as Japan and London, England. Overall, the mix of courses, both geographically and in setting (i.e. city vs. jungle) is quite satisfying. Your cars will be speeding along the oil pipelines of Croatia, going offroad in Baja California and through the jungles of Malaysia.
The single player story revolves around racing various events across the globe. The menu system is extremely slick as you start off after each match inside of a trailer that your racing crew owns. From here you can look at the map and decide on what events you want to race. Eventually you will make it to X Games tournaments where you will make big bucks that can go into purchasing new vehicles. All of these events need to be unlocked through experience points that you earn from completing races. You can probably beat all of the races in about ten hours, but to finish first in all of them will take much longer.
Racing fans have probably been pretty disappointed with 2009. DiRT 2 gives you a reason to celebrate. It is a solid more simulation-style racing game with an emphasis on offroad and rally races. The rides are cool, the physics are among the best in racing and the graphical style is ultra-sleek. There's no doubt that fans of the first should purchase this, as well as anyone itching for a good racing game this holiday season.
Graphics: 9.5
Sound: 7
Gameplay: 8.5
Creativity: 8.5
Replay Value/Game Length: 8
Final: 8.5 out of 10
Written by Kyle
DJ Hero
Developer: FreeStyleGames
Publisher: Activision
Release Date: October 27, 2009
Available On: PS3, Wii & Xbox 360
Have you ever wished that you could be a DJ? Do you even know what a DJ does? There's a new video game out now that will have you playing like a DJ in no time. With 93 different mixed tracks of R&B, pop, rock, hip-hop, rap and electronic, DJ Hero has a collection of tunes that promise to please nearly everyone.
One of the first things you will notice about DJ Hero is that it has you jump right into the action. A tutorial will get you started to familiarize with the controls. You have a turntable controller with three colored “stream” buttons on them that correspond on the screen similar to Guitar Hero. Following along that pattern are three bars. This is where the crossfader comes into play. Sometimes those straight lines will move either to the left or to the right and along with it you need to move the crossfader.
The other important part of playing the game is of course the actual rotating part of the turntable known as the platter. Various parts of songs will have you “scratching” the platter in extended notes by pressing the corresponding button and moving the platter back and forth. It's really that simple. Between that and the crossfader is the core of DJ Hero. There are two other buttons to keep in mind, as well, though less important. One is the effects button that changes the stream of music. Basically it is the whammy button for DJ Hero. Finally, there is the euphoria button, which is equivalent to star power.
Like Guitar Hero, songs become progressively unlocked as you play through the songs and earn stars that are based on performance. The more stars you earn, the more songs, characters, venues, etc. you will unlock in the game. There are five difficulty settings ranging from Beginner to Expert. If you want to challenge yourself you will want to start out on Hard or Expert, but most people should start off on Medium. The higher difficulties also have notes with arrows that tell you which way to scratch the platter.
The single-player is not the only part of the game to be played. There is also a multi-player element both online and offline. The developers came up with the cool concept of being able to play DJ Hero with a friend that plays as guitar while you scratch away. If you want to set up your own set lists in Quickplay, you are free to do that as well. I definitely think that Guitar Hero's multi-player is stronger, but at least if you have a Guitar Hero controller laying around a friend can hop on and play with you.
If you have ever dreamed of being a DJ, here's your chance. DJ Hero is an entertaining game that makes good use of its specially developed turntable controller. It creates an experience that will make you feel like you are doing the real thing. The entry price of $120 is pretty steep, though, and should be considered an investment. Thankfully, Activision promises downloadable content some of which is already in their online store. DJ Hero is well worth picking up if the concept interests you.
Graphics: 9
Sound: 10
Gameplay: 8
Creativity: 9
Replay Value/Game Length: 8.5
Final: 8.7 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Duael Invaders
Developer: Laughing Jackal
Publisher: Laughing Jackal
Release Date: April 19, 2011
Available On: PSP & PS3
Given the PlayStation Network outage and Sony's response to it with free PlayStation Plus for a month, millions of new PlayStation Plus users are undoubtedly enjoying the free games that are offered with the service. Duael Invaders is one of them. By the way, the title is not a typo: it features both dual gameplay and a duel mode. Is it worth a download?
Released as a PlayStation Mini, Duael Invaders is a game that works both on PSP and PS3. For those not familiar with PS Minis, these are essentially the PlayStation equivalent of an iPhone game. They are meant for small games that you can quickly play with little dedication needed.
Duael Invaders is essentially a rip-off of Space Invaders. The one main difference is that instead of playing on a horizontal surface, you have two ships that you control: one on the right and one on the left side of the screen. This allows for one person to control two ships or two people to play. The other difference is that you can get a variety of power-ups.
The control scheme is a little strange, to say the least. The control pad is used to move the ship on the left, while the face buttons are used to move the ship on the right. It feels a little counter-intuitive, especially when playing single-player, but it works.
The graphics are surprisingly the strong suit for this PS Mini. Everything is bright and crisp. The ships themselves are very basic, but you have stars moving by in the background, as well as some planets. The sound is basically what you would expect, old-school arcade noises, but it has more modern-sounding music.
Normally priced as a $3.99 PlayStation Mini, Duael Invaders would not be that great of a purchase unless you are a Space Invaders nut. It could be fun for a short period of time, but quickly gets old. I don't like the concept of having two ships to control in single-player, either. The co-op aspect is solid, so if you have a friend to play with on your PS3, you have a stronger case for a purchase.
Graphics: 7
Sound: 7
Gameplay: 7
Creativity: 7
Replay Value/Game Length: 5
Final: 6.7 out of 10
Written by Kyle
Duke Nukem Forever
Developer: Gearbox Software
Publisher: 2K Games
Release Date: June 14, 2011
Available On: PC, PS3 & Xbox 360
It has been 15 years since the last Duke Nukem game hit store shelves. Fans have eagerly anticipated the release of Duke Nukem Forever since it was unveiled to the public in 1997, only to be disappointed by delays and financial trouble for the developer. Despite the lengthy development cycle, Duke Nukem Forever has finally arrived.
Let’s first address the elephant in the room. The gaming press has been absolutely brutal to this game. You would think that it was unplayable if you were to believe the 3’s, 4’s and 5’s that other sites have scored it. This game is not going to win any awards, but to rate a game based on its length of development and not the quality of content is entirely unfair.
To be clear, Duke Nukem Forever is a flawed game in many respects. Some of the design choices are baffling and you will often be confused about what to do next. Much of this can be blamed on the fact that Duke Nukem Forever switches between shooter, puzzle and platforming elements constantly. There is also a decent amount of vehicular play that really does not belong here.
The game picks up with a tutorial level of sorts. You are actually playing as Duke playing a video game that features himself. After saving the planet, Duke has become a global celebrity. In this level, which is a recreation of the final level from Duke Nukem 3D, you learn the ropes. Once you finish the game, you find yourself in the “Duke Cave” with two scantily clad females fawning over you. Expect lots of sexual innuendo, boobs and misogyny.
From here you learn that Earth is being attacked again and Duke has to protect it. The president wants to negotiate with the aliens and orders Duke to stand down, but you won’t have any of that. It’s too late anyway as the aliens have infiltrated Duke’s compound. Frankly, it’s a rather slow start to a Duke Nukem game. The first hour or two of gameplay is spent learning the mechanics and building a storyline. My guess is that a lot of reviewers stopped playing here and didn’t get to the better parts.
Speaking of better parts, Duke Nukem Forever proves to be a basic, yet fun shooter. You come equipped with rifles, a shotgun and a numb of explosive weapons. In fact, bosses only take damage using explosives. There is a lot of bloody carnage, but it gets interrupted all too often with annoying platforming and puzzle solving. I guess the developers thought it would be cute to allow Duke to shrink in size to about 1/8 his size, but a lot of times these parts just leave you wondering what to do.
The most enjoyable part of Duke Nukem Forever is by far the boss fights. They are not overly complicated and essentially once you find the weak spot of the boss, you are more or less in luck. These oversized creatures remind you of the good old days back in the 90s when every level had its own unique boss fight, unlike today, when you can go an entire game without encountering a single one.
The game has a number of pick-ups such as the pipe bomb, laser mines, steroids, beer and a “holoduke”. The pipe bomb is exactly what it sounds like and substitutes for a grenade that you’d find in most shooters. Laser mines prove to be effective tools during boss fights when smaller secondary enemies attack you. Beer basically makes Duke take more damage; while steroids give him “roid rage” and you can go berserk with melee attacks. Finally, the holoduke is a hologram that distracts enemies.
Some of the more unique stuff in the game include the health bar, which of course for Duke is actually his ego. You increase the size of his ego (and thus your health) by interacting with the world in a way that is pleasing to Duke. This includes looking at yourself in the mirror, lifting weights, perusing porn magazines and punching alien tits. It can be cumbersome to look for things to do in order to increase your ego bar, but it doesn’t detract from the experience too much. A lot of it can be humorous as well.
The best thing I can say about Duke Nukem Forever is that it has fun bits of action, some pretty decent boss fights and stays true to the franchise. This is balanced (in a negative way) by some poor design decisions, annoying gameplay mechanics and an extremely short campaign. You could easily beat the game in a single sitting. If you have a Redbox nearby, this is worth a day’s rental but nothing more.
Graphics: 6
Sound: 5
Gameplay: 7
Creativity: 6
Replay Value/Game Length: 5
Final: 6 out of 10
Written by Kyle Bell
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Available on the iPhone and Android since December of last year, Dungeon Defenders follows a recent trend in the gaming industry, making the jump from phone game to console. Big hits like Angry Birds and Plants vs. Zombies have already made their way onto PSN and Xbox Live after debuting in the App Store and then the Android Market. It is now Dungeon Defender's turn to make a splash. Does Dungeon Defenders have what it takes to keep the console players interested or is it just another casual game making the rounds?
The story of Dungeon Defenders surrounds four young misfits defending a castle against an ancient evil that was accidentally unleashed during a bout of roughhousing. That is in essence the entire story of Dungeon Defenders. You and up to three friends or strangers take on wave after wave of trolls, orcs, dragons, and other fantasy creatures. Your only task is to defend the Eternia Crystals which contain The Old Ones imprisoned within. Your enemies attack in ever increasing waves with moments of rest and planning in-between each assault. The story of Dungeon Defenders is presented through stylized 2D cut-scenes that, save for the introductory scene, are rather bland.
Dungeon Defenders is a tower defense game with several simple mechanics that amount to one very entertaining package. It is a combination of RPG elements mixed with action and strategy. The RPG elements consist of leveling up your character and distributing points to improve their attributes or the attributes of their particular defense assemblage. Each dungeon has unique layout and enemy spawn locations. Strategy involves finding the best positions for your defensive units for maximum effect against the attacking hoards. In addition, your particular character has offensive abilities.
There are four classes of characters to choose from as you embark in defending the various dungeons. In order from easiest to hardest, the classes are Apprentice, Squire, Huntress, and Monk. There is some amount of variability when creating your character but that is limited mostly to their name and selecting a combination of colors for their appearance. The Apprentice, Squire, and Monk are male, while the Huntress is the only female option. You cannot select a gender for your class. You can have up to four characters at your disposal and you are free to switch between them before each dungeon starts.
The Apprentice uses magical towers that fire magic projectiles, fireballs, electrical bolts and also a magical barricade that prevents enemies from moving forward. The Apprentice uses a staff to shoot magical bolts and can shoot them in rapid succession. He can also summon a wide shock wave that both damages and blasts enemies back. At level 20, the Apprentice can summon Mana Bomb, a massive explosion that damages everything nearby. The Apprentice can also boost his summoning speed.
The Squire uses spiked blockades or blockades with spinning blades as well as turrets that fire harpoons or bowling balls as defense units. As violent as these may sound, Dungeon Defenders does not depict gore. The Squire uses a bladed weapon to hack and slash enemies. He is the only character that can block attacks. He starts out able to sustain a great amount of damage but is rather slow. He can employ a devastating circular attack with his sword, damaging all surrounding foes. His special ability, Blood Rage, is acquired at level 20 and doubles speed, damage, and resistance temporarily.
The Huntress uses proximity traps that have a limited number of uses. These traps can explode and cause severe damage, stun, immolate, or confuse all enemies within a radius. Her attack is strong and she is fast moving from the start. The Huntress relies on crossbows and firearms for attack but is defenseless during reloading. She can become invisible to enemies at level 15 and at level 20 she can fire a piercing arrow that will pass though enemies, damaging all it passes through.
The Monk class mostly uses passive defenses. These come in the form of auras that have an effect radius and that can reduce enemy speed, drain the enemy’s life, heal team members, reduce the enemy’s damage output, or make enemies turn on each other. Offensively, the Monk uses a pole with a large blunt end or lance to deal melee damage. He can an also fire projectiles in rapid succession. At level 15 he can increase the effectiveness of nearby defense towers and repair them. At level 20 he can regenerate the health of nearby enemies and pets as well as increase the potency of their attacks.
All of the classes share the ability to heal themselves, repair defenses, upgrade defenses, sell defenses for mana, and detonate nearby traps. At each level up you are awarded points which you can assign to increase your hero’s attributes, increase the potency of their special abilities, improve the effectiveness of their defenses, or increase a hero’s resistance to damage and vulnerability to fire, lightning, and poison.
There are thirteen dungeons to play through with more expected as DLC. Each dungeon is unique, varying in size and complexity. The meat of the game comes from finding the most effective positions for your defenses. There are four difficulty levels to play through, the hardest being the Insane difficulty for those of you who are crazy enough.
Every dungeon has two phases, a build phase and enemy wave. These repeat until you have cleared all of the enemy waves. Upon setting up a dungeon, you can elect for unlimited build time but this option is only available in the easy and medium difficulty settings. Upon completing a dungeon you can elect to play them in survival mode or pure strategy mode which removes the action and RPG elements of the game. There are also challenge levels which give you unique conditions in addition to the standard game such as ban on towers, defending certain units, or a moving Eternia Crystal.
Visually, Dungeon Defenders is no slouch. It runs on the Unreal Engine and seems to hum along quite smoothly despite the oftentimes chaotic action on-screen and large number of enemies. Its levels are creatively designed and offer many minute visual details. The levels are generally geometric in nature and more symmetrical than not. The overall aesthetic is playful, with some use of cell shading that makes the game appear a bit cartoony. The character models are all a bit on the generic and blocky side unfortunately and their animations can come off as mechanical. I suppose that is something to be expected when a game can push a hundred characters on-screen and not slow down.
There is a tavern where you can sort your items, shop weapons, armor and pets to aid your hero. You can also buy augmentations here including an XP Bonus, the ability to reassign all of your level points, and the ability to rename your hero. Unfortunately, only the first two augmentations seem to be of any use and the pets can be very pricey. In the tavern you can also swap out your hero for another and set up the next dungeon. While I appreciate added personality that the tavern provides to Dungeon Defenders, it seems to break the fluidity of the game. Besides shopping, everything else can be done at any other time during the game, so having to go to the tavern to shop feels like it adds unnecessary loading time.
I did not have many issues with Dungeon Defenders save for two. The controls seem all right, though aiming at the desired target is a crap shoot. The auto-targeting is really poor and shows when you are using a melee character. There is no way to select targets or lock onto targets with the controller. Perhaps it is easier using the PlayStation Move, but the controller experience is less than optimal. The controls cannot be customized beyond the provided control schemes, the option to swap the actions of the shoulder buttons and triggers, and inverting the camera pitch. Also, the Triangle button is contextual only; it has no action mapped to it otherwise while the Square, X, and Circle buttons do double time.
My second issue was with the overall menu design. It feels pulled straight from the smartphone scene and slapped onto the console version. It seems that every button on the controller is mapped to some action in any of the menus. The user interface elements are also gigantic on the screen. Bringing up the character information boxes covers up almost the entire screen. While the large elements are useful for Move users to target, they obscure the view far too much. You can shrink the user interface elements down to take up less space but this affects the heads-up display as well. Doing so will bring the HUD items in closer to the center of the screen rather than keeping them at their respective locations, defeating the usefulness of shrinking down the UI. In retrospect, the largeness of the user interface may be so to accommodate the split-screen nature of multiplayer. That only leaves the issue of overscan, where UI elements may be clipped by your television.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/10960 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!