




August

It begins! The start of a new era! Uhhh...there...there can only be one! It probably isn't a good sign when the third sentence in this month's newsletter is a line from The Highlander. Hrm. Well, now that I've given you no reason to have any hope for this turning out well, there's really nowhere to go but up...right? Hopefully?!





NPD Top 20 Sellers for June

1. The Sims 3 – EA

2. The Sims 3 Collector's Edition – EA

3. The Sims 2 Double Deluxe – EA

4. World of Warcraft : Wrath of the Lich King – Activision Blizzard

5. World of Warcraft Battle Chest – Activision Blizzard

6. Spore Galactic Adventures – EA

7. World of Warcraft – Activision Blizzard

8. Spore – EA

9. Empire : Total War – Sega

10. Starcraft Battle Chest – Activision Blizzard

11. World of Warcraft Burning Crusade – Activision Blizzard

12. Reel Deal Slots Adventures – Phantom EFX

13. Civilization IV : Complete Edition – 2K Games

14. Warcraft III Battle Chest – Activision Blizzard

15. Sim City Box – EA

16. Diablo Battle Chest – Activision Blizzard

17. The Sims 2 : Apartment Life – EA

18. Prototype – Activision

19. Elder Scrolls IV : Oblivion Game of the Year Edition – 2K Games

20. Ghostbusters : The Video Game – Atari

Am I the only one who finds that list incredibly depressing? Not for any reason relating to the games themselves...more in terms of their age. By my count, there are a whopping 8 properties that are LESS than 6 months old on that list. And among those are 2 different versions of The Sims 3, a reissued complete version of Civ 4, an expansion for an existing game (Spore) and the newest addition to the money printing exercise that is WoW. Getting past that...with Spore STILL in the top ten, and now its expansion, I think we can safely refer to that as a success commercially. The slots sim moved UP a spot in the rankings. I'm so confounded by that that I can't even think of anything funny to say...a slots sim being at #12 should be funny enough on its own. Oh, and I think we can safely say that Activision is officially the 'woman' in their relationship with Blizzard. Hell, PC gaming as a WHOLE is the 'woman' in that arrangement!

Well, I've added to the Top 10 lists. With Impulse recently publicizing a top ten for sales, I figured I'd add that...and I may as well roll in the Gamersgate list as well. Now, both of them are VERY centered on their own company's sales, MUCH more so than Steam, so we'll see if things shift around at all, or if it's the same old same old every time I include them.





Steam Top 10 Sellers July 25th

1. Aion Collector's Edition (Pre-order)

2. Left 4 Dead

3. The Secret of Monkey Island : Special Edition

4. Counter Strike : Source

5. ArmA 2

6. Tales of Monkey Island Complete Pack

7. Dawn of Discovery

8. Street Fighter IV

9. Team Fortress 2

10. Killing Floor

This is probably the first Steam list in awhile that doesn't seem to have been shaken up by a sale of any kind. Quite a bit of new content from last month, too, along with the Valve titles you'd expect to see there until the very end of time itself. No real surprises though, aside from a pre-ordered title coming in at #1. Will Aion be the latest MMO to hit big in initial sales and fizzle away in to nothingness?





Direct 2 Drive Top 10 Sellers July 25th

1. The Sims 3

2. ArmA 2

3. Dawn of Discovery

4. Warhammer 40K : Dawn of War II

5. The Sims 3 (Mac)

6. Civilization IV : The Complete Edition

7. Supreme Commander Gold

8. Aion (Pre-order)

9. Fallout 3

10. Call of Duty 4 : Modern Warfare

Dawn of War 2 and SC Gold get a boost from D2D's THQ sale. CoD 4 keeps rolling along...proof that a good multi player component will drive sales well past a game's expected 'best before' dat (paying attention, Ubi? If you'd lifted a finger to fix the multi player for Far Cry 2 or Rainbow Six Vegas 2, they wouldn't ALREADY be found in bargain bins). 





Impulse Top 10 Sellers July 28th

1. Sins of a Solar Empire : Entrenchment

2. Sins of a Solar Empire

3. Sins of a Solar Empire Bundle

4. Demigod

5. Sword of the Stars : Argos Naval Yard

6. Children of the Nile Complete

7. Sword of the Stars Ultimate

8. Europa Universalis III Complete

9. Galactic Civilization II – Ultimate Edition

10. Tropico Reloaded

Yep, Impulse has started tracking their top ten on a weekly basis. Considering Stardock's own product fills 6 of the 10 spots, obviously they still aren't exactly pushing a lot of 3rd part units yet. Very cool seeing EU 3 up there, though, AND very cool seeing an older release for something as sweet as Tropico pop back up, too! It's like a zombie...only instead of trying to eat your brain, it hands you a Cuban cigar and a pile of illicit money.





Gamersgate Top 10 Sellers July 30th

1. Hearts of Iron III (Pre-order)

2. Europa Universalis III Complete

3. Europa Universalis Rome : Gold Edition

4. East India Company bundle (with Pirate Bay add-on campaign)

5. Restaurant Empire 2

6. Tropico Reloaded

7. Hearts of Iron II Complete

8. Crusader Kings Complete

9. Victoria Complete

10. Mount & Blade

And the Gamersgate list is replete with Paradox games, since they just finished their 10th Anniversary sale where all of them were 50% off. Interesting that, even with all that, HoI 3 was STILL the biggest mover and shaker on the whole list! And again, I'm glad to see Tropico make a re-appearance.






Gaming News

-Hey hey, it's the first story in the news section which means it's Midway Time! Woohoo! The sale to Warner Bros' Interactive is now as in the bag as your Uncle Larry at last year's family Christmas get together. The final tally...$49 million for assets (which ended up including the entire Mortal Kombat team), IPs and buildings and between $65-$76 million of Midway's debt magically vanishes to the kingdom of 'Too Damn Bad, We Ain't Payin!'. On the other side of things, 20% of the total workforce will be looking for jobs, as the company's HQ in Chicago, as well as a development studio in Newcastle, are both closed down. All in all, not a bad bargain considering the state Midway was in...and now maybe we'll 'finally' see that 3D version of Joust everyone has been waiting for! Cause the market is screaming for a modern remake of a game featuring chicken riders with polearms. /sarcasm

UPDATE : From this point forward, what was Midway will now be WB Games Chicago.

-That's not the ONLY exciting Midway-related news, though...like with late night infomercial sales, wait, there's more! Remember last month when I mentioned that Hollywood producer (cause if they didn't include the Hollywood reference we might think they worked from Des Moines?) Lawrence Kasanoff was trying to ensure he retained non-game rights to Mortal Kombat? In the brief he entered with the courts to try and keep them, mention was made of a THIRD MOVIE. Yes, indeed! By the way, that horrible scream you just heard was your soul crying. In much cooler news a Voltron movie is in the works. This has absolutely nothing to do with gaming, but a bunch of robots that combine to form a bigger robot with a sword is simple geektacular. And Hell, at this rate someone might actually make a GoBots movie (GoBots being Tonka's very pitiful, ghetto version of Transformers). 

-Square Enix has finalized their takeover of Eidos (bought in April) by rechristening the studio. No longer will the name Eidos exist (except to embittered Tomb Raider fans who remember how the studio introduced a new game, then slowly killed it with meaningless sequels with worse graphics and level design that seemed to wholly exist because now Lara Croft could swim or climb a rope)...get ready for Square Enix Europe! Not exactly catchy, is it? Seriously, did these guys use up ALL their creativity with their Kingdom Hearts series? Go with 'T&A Games' or something...really.

-Remember when Activision decided to sue EA and Double Fine in a hissy fit over Brutal Legend, basically asking the court system to rectify their screw up in dumping it in the first place? Well, Double Fine is returning fire. In a counter suit launched against Activision, Double Fine says that Activision was interested in Brutal Legend up until discovering it would be near impossible to convert it in to yet another game in the Guitar Hero franchise, at which point they dropped it as quickly as possible to clear the assembly lines for more hot sequel action. Double Fine is claiming (probably quite correctly) that Activision is trying to kill competition for their Guitar Hero franchise (you know, faster than their own market oversaturation will), and more than likely trying to avoid looking as boneheaded as they currently do. Activision responds by claiming they will publish the game as planned. Okay, did Bobby Kotick suddenly have a brain episode or something? You gave up the rights to publish...several companies competed to GAIN those rights in a very public manner, with EA winning...that means you DON'T get to publish the game. Anyway, one thing that IS now official...Activision have ascended to the top of the mountain as 'Biggest Douchebag Gaming Company in Existence'. UPDATE : An LA Superior Court judge has rejected Activision's request that the release of Brutal Legend be put on hiatus until the lawsuit is settled. It is still possible something could come to light during the suit/countersuit (which gets cranked up this month) that will cause him to change his ruling, but so far so good in screwing Activision.

-Ubisoft have announced that their financial results for the fiscal second quarter are as healthy as that guy from next door who choked to death on his morning bagel three days ago...nobody's found him yet, but the smell will soon attract police and/or stray dogs. The results...an anticipated 51 PERCENT DROP from the same time last year, which was 12 percent worse than expected. Not much was expected because...well, Ubi hasn't exactly released much, and THAT trend will continue as 2 games slated for release this year (Red Steel 2 & Splinter Cell : Conviction) have been pushed to 2010, and 2 slated for early 2010 (Ghost Recon 4 & I Am Alive) might not make an appearance until the following year. The reasons for the slide (according to Ubi)? Piracy, of course! And Ubi's response?

"Piracy is strong so we are working to put new figurines and new elements in the boxes that will change that in the future… for example in Europe we have the same market share in DS this year as last year…," 

That's right folks, he's talking about Nintendo DS piracy, NOT the eyepatch wearing peg leggers of the PC community. Now, I don't own a DS, but seeing how Ubi has been treating their PC products of late (basically ignoring the fact they are even publishing Anno 1404/Dawn of Discovery and not doing anything so far to fix the massive problems with Call of Juarez : Bound in Blood's multiplayer), perhaps they should stop worrying about trinkets and extra crap and GET THE GAMES RIGHT. UPDATE : this quote was also taken from an interview with Ubi head Yves Guillemot : 

"On the PC the piracy is quite a lot. We are working on a tool that would allow us to decrease that on the PC starting next year and probably one game this year." 

No details, just a nebulous 'something'. Considering the way this company has gone over the past year, I am not personally expecting anything remotely good (and it probably won't release in a finished state, either).

-THQ has announced that they made a tidy little $6.4 million profit in the first quarter (ending June 30th). Red Faction : Guerrilla and UFC 2009 Undisputed seem to be the biggest reasons for their having a good quarter (both have been console exclusives thus far, with Red Faction slated to appear on PC in August). Over all, net sales were up a whopping 77 percent...which actually isn't a bold statement, seeing as their releases from the previous quarter consisted of seemingly nothingness and 'Empty Box : The Game'. Despite the fact they essentially plan to release next to nothing of consequence for the next quarter, THQ has said that they still expect to make money for the fiscal year when it's all said and done.

-Capcom has reported they've had a VERY good quarter, coming off a year in which company revenues and profits both rose nicely. Revenues for the quarter were up over 19 percent over the same period last year, totaling $204 million. While the company's overall profits rose 22 percent to over $38 million, their arcade business fell further in to the void and lost a good portion of that. This is easily explicable by the fact that...well, when was the last time you SAW an arcade?! They're practically mythological creatures at this point!

-Well, it seems that Duke Nukem absolutely refuses to friggin' die! The court documents filed by 3D Realms against Take Two mentioned a '3rd party' who was now developing Duke Begins. That third company is apparently Gearbox Software. No doubt 3D Realms is planning to sue them for some convoluted reason as I type this, and probably Jack Thompson as well because they made claims against peanut butter or something else about as legally reasonable. So, will this game appear? IS Duke Nukem a curse? Is it maybe time to just let this go already? Did Red Herring hide the pirate gold at the bottom of the creek, or was someone else responsible?

-For as much as politicians like to scapegoat the gaming industry for every issue from teen violence to the inexplicable and horrifying  terror that is the continued existence of The Pussycat Dolls as a musical entity (I kid of course...many politicians don't drop the ills of the world at the feet of games companies...they're still stuck in the past blaming the rap music for everything), they also like profitable companies and jobs. And in the past month its become clear that they're willing to 'grin and bear it' for the economic incentive of a successful games developer/publisher in their district . In the past month, the Province of Ontario has agreed to directly invest almost $250 million to help convince Ubisoft to set up their new studio in Toronto, and both Massachusetts and Louisiana (whose only common denominator is being a pain in the ass to spell and type) have promised tax breaks as an incentive to lure developers to their states. Liverpool has gone in a slightly different direction, pledging 5 million pounds to help construct a National Games Academy. I would imagine this school would be set up to help aspiring game designers learn their craft, as opposed to teaching Starcraft players how to not be utterly decimated by the gaming populace of South Korea, but who knows? At any rate, kudos to some governments for realizing that not everything game related is obscene and violence-inducing...only the fun stuff fits those descriptions.

-On the other side of the economic fence is Sweden, who have announced that they plan to begin taxing MMO gamers. Now, the first part of this is their plan to tax the real money proceeds some people make by selling avatars and the like to other people for actual cash . Okay, fine. Where this delves in to the deep end of the bizarre pool is when they start talking about charging REAL taxes for items purchased in game using IN GAME MONEY. So, as a comparison...imagine you're sitting down and playing a cut-throat game of Monopoly with friends (I don't know about you but EVERY game of Monopoly I ever play turns in to a vicious war of attrition. What can I say, my friends and I are cold, heartless bastards). You land on a friend's property and pay him the required rent of, say, 100 dollars of Monopoly money. He then has to turn around and give a dollar of his REAL money to the government for that (whether you take that opportunity to 'raid' the bank while he's distracted by the taxman is completely at your own discretion). First off, that doesn't even sound like anything remotely LEGAL, since the government would essentially be taxing you for nothingness. Second, it is such a colossally STUPID idea that I have made the following decision : Henceforth, I shall award a 'Moron of the Month' in these newsletters to the...well, the moron of the month (if you required that explanation, feel free to award yourself a second place showing). Congratulations, Swedish government, you ARE not only the Moron of the Month, but thanks to your incredible effort the prize shall henceforth be known as the Riksdag (Swedish Parliament). Now, whether or not I actually remember any of this in a month's time is quite debatable, but it was worth it just for the mockery.

-Speaking of economic idiocy, we return to the planned purchase of The Pirate Bay by Global Gaming Factory X (am I the only one that tastes the bile coming up when I even read that execrable name? Who named this company, the idiot who comes up with monikers for Megaman villains???). Their stock spiked initially after the purchase as their President made a bunch of empty promises for the future with no plans for how to implement any of them. Of course once the press started pointing out that he had no plans, the stock promptly ran out of fuel, nosedived, and crashed in to the ground. It didn't stop there as it then sprouted a digger attachment and began tunneling towards the Earth's core. When it finally stopped it was lower than it had been before the announcement. Since then, plans have actually been made in a 'sorta kinda' fashion. TPB WILL follow a paid subscription model...just nobody knows how much it will cost. There's talk of ad revenue, but hasn't online ad revenue been a promised economic Valhalla since Al Gore woke up one fateful morning and decided “Hell, I'm gonna invent me an Internet!”? And nobody knows what sort of rates the software and media companies will demand, or what kind of spy software they will insist be used to monitor that downloads are being done by people with a subscription. It's currently so well organized that one wonders if the ex heads of FEMA are now running GGFX. Toss GGFX being included in a new lawsuit against TPB from BREIN (a Dutch anti-piracy group...and, really, I don't know about you, but after typing that sentence I want to go back in time and kill the creator of the acronym), and it's not exactly looking like a sound investment. UPDATE : And it appears that as the shareholders look at the numbers and realize that the few that exist have been put in place using Crayolas, the deal is probably off. What that means for TPB is unclear. UPDATE REDUX : And now GGFX insists that the deal is still on. Apparently the Board of the company has signed on to it since a group if outside investors was found who are willing to chip in some bucks. That is, until tomorrow when this will all probably change again. On a different note, TPB has been ordered by the Dutch legal system to begin blocking Dutch users from accessing the site if they want to avoid further court action being brought against them in The Netherlands.

-The NPD has released the past couple of months of total sales figures, and compared to LAST year's figures for the same months...yikes comes to mind. Total game sales in May at retail outlets were down by 25 percent. For June that decline WIDENED to 31 percent. Sales down nearly A THIRD from the previous year...good, can I never again hear about how the gaming industry is supposedly recession proof, please? Of course, once Fall hits and the usual ridiculous run of AAA title after AAA title begins, numbers will jump...but will they jump enough to make up for the spring/summer shortfall?

-Let's get to some happier news...Jack Thompson, renowned fearmonger and idiot, is facing federal disbarment! Nine months ago, Jack was disbarred by the state of Florida for improper conduct in court, harassing witnesses, ignoring judges, ignoring 'private' proceedings by blathering to the press about them, and generally just being an all around dick. Well, since that happened, Jack has continued to claim that he can still practice law within the US District Court of Florida's Southern District as it falls under Federal jurisdiction. Maybe not, Jack. Judge Federico Moreno has sent an order to Jack, asking him to explain WHY he shouldn't also be Federally disbarred. Jackie boy has 30 days to submit a defense, including copies of all paperwork relating to his state disbarment. Jack's response? Whining about the cost and time required to get copies of those documents, and demanding that Judge Moreno produce any documentation of communications between himself and the Florida Bar concerning Thompson. See, Jack's a bit of a conspiracy nut (actually, he's just a nut) so he has no doubt concocted an elaborate plot involving Federal and State legal authorities banding together to stop him, all bankrolled by the games companies, Walt Disney (by which I mean the reanimated corpse of Walt himself) and the nation of Algeria for some nefarious reason. I doubt we've heard the last of Jack, but I'm glad it's unlikely this twit will ever be able to practice law again.

-In Germany, protest marches have occurred in Karlsruhe, Cologne and Berlin against the German government's proposed plan to scapegoat games for every problem they...errrrrr...restrict the sale of 'killer games' to anyone within the country. Germany has a rather longstanding approach of censorship towards the gaming industry...for example, public displays of Counterstrike are illegal (and also a very weird phrase to type. When I hear something start off mentioning 'Public displays of...' it usually ends with some sort of sexual act carried out by a hooker, not some kid fragging his buddy. Actually...that  does sorta sound dirty...), but their recent attempts to just blame youth violence on gaming instead of facing ACTUAL problems were bald faced in their obviousness. So now, German government, you get to face the wrath of legions of overweight, sweaty gentlemen, squinting at the light coming from that 'sun' thing and half-assedly chanting against your censorship while also playing Grand Theft Auto : Hooker Slap War Vol. 3 on their PSP.

-The French senate has passed a revamped version of the '3 strikes' anti-piracy law that was shot down in May as unconstitutional. In THAT version, the French governmental organization Hadopi (sounds like a children's television character to me. Maybe starring a talking yellow dog wearing a bright red hat that can also talk? In every episode he can hilariously surrender to anyone crossing the border...tourists, foreign businessmen, anyone named Klaus) was going to be the group deciding whether or not someone's Internet would be cut off. This time, Hadopi will collect the information and then pass it along to a French judge, with the judge making the final decision. While that is DEFINITELY an improvement, the fact that they make specific mention of fast tracking these cases through in 5 minutes or less is a bit of a concern. Also, the potential highest end penalites...permanent Internet cut off, a fine of up to 300,000 Euros, or 2 years in a cell (and French prison is NOT known for being cushy) are flat out ridiculous. And I pity the poor bastard who gets sent to the big house for music downloading...imagine THAT conversation with a cell mate! 

“I killed my brother...what are you in for?”

“Downloaded some Chris Isaak.”

Good luck to THAT poor bastard! On the topic of 3 Strikes laws, New Zealand is also looking at revamping their proposed law along those lines after the original version was shot down for being completely reliant on Internet cut offs. The new version would involve a multi step process with the rights holder never even actually knowing WHO the downloader is until/unless it reaches the final step. The process as it's diagrammed actually makes some lick of sense...which all but guarantees that some screaming idiot from one party of government or another will demand that it be rendered stupid.

-In Spain, meanwhile, the entertainment industry must be just about ready to start grabbing ax handles and forming a posse. First, the government pretty much killed any chance of a 3 strikes law appearing there anytime soon. Then the ISPs pretty much ignored the industry's requests for a little torrent shaping to be used. Following that, in a case where Spanish media interests tried to shut down a site they claimed was  abusing copyrights, the judge declared that Peer 2 Peer networks DO NOT, in principle, violate any Intellectual Property legal rights, and that p2p transmission on it's own cannot be used as a basis for which a legal attack can be brought against a site. The media companies are having a big pout, bitching about having to do all that pesky 'proving guilt' stuff, which I find gratifying and funny as Hell...until I remember the fact that HERE when the media companies start to bark, government and the legal system basically bend over backwards to help them out.

-According to a study in the Journal of Neurosurgery (which sounds inherently more interesting than anything one could find in, say, the Journal of Podiatry), an increase in car surfing corresponds to the release of the Grand Theft Auto games and Youtube videos. First off...was anyone aside from the VAST readership of the Journal of Neurosurgery even remotely aware that there was a car surfing problem? When did this happen? Apparently it is an issue. To quote from the article :

"has since swept the US, propelled by depictions in movies, video games, and in song lyrics detailing every step of the activity." 

All I can say is, thank goodness for those step by step instructions! Without those who could POSSIBLY figure out the complex machinations required to climb on to the roof of a car and ride it while someone else drives? Oh, just a note for all of you, no doubt in next month's RIVETING Journal of Neurosurgery, a follow up article will be painting the Reclaim Your Game newsletter as a source of information that corrupts the youth. Honestly though, has any of you EVER seen or heard any TV show, movie or song that glorified this? According to the study, spikes in car surfing seem to happen within a short time frame of Jackass re-appearing on TV or a movie screen and/or the release of a GTA game. First off, by 'short time frame' they mean OVER A YEAR. Secondly, I seem to have missed those rampant car surfing missions in any of the GTA series. Hooker slapping, cop capping, skull rapping...nope, absolutely no instances of riding a moving car. Oh, and in case you were wondering, the numbers behind this 'epidemic' : 

The authors of the study found that there were 74 cases of car-surfing between 1999 and 20008 in Iowa, Michigan, Ohio and Texas. 

Now, I'm going to go out on a limb and say there's an extra 0 in that second year as opposed to the Journal having built themselves a time travel device. Yep...in a decade, 74 TOTAL confirmed cases. Not even one a month. I can round up more kids who think Pat Boone is awesome.

-California Senator Leland Yee (a Democrat by the way, just to show there are crackpot wackos on both sides of the spectrum) is petitioning the Supreme Court to reverse two lower court rulings that deemed a proposed state law restricting sales of anything deemed a violent video game to youth in the state unconstitutional. Yee, who is rather surprisingly backed by two groups of California psychologists (we'll get back to them), has this to say in his brief to the court :

“The interactive nature of video games is vastly different than passively listening to music, watching a movie, or reading a book. With interactive video games, the child becomes a part of the action which serves as a potent agent to facilitate violence and overtime learns the destructive behavior. This immersion results in a more powerful experience and potentially dangerous learned behavior in children and youth.” 

So, I can learn behavior by playing a video game? So by playing a NASCAR game I can become a pro stock car driver...is that how it works? Just a sec, folks...damn, there is no game based on sex with Heidi Klum. Oh, Yee ain't done!

“These violent video games, on the other hand, can contain up to 800 hours of footage with the most atrocious content often reserved for the highest levels and can be accessed only by advanced players after hours upon hours of progressive mastery.” 

800 hours of atrocious content? You know, you're allowed to stop playing Spore...(rimshot). Thank you ladies and germs, I'm here all night! So what is WITH airline food? Seriously, my only real question is...where is this violent game with 800 hours of content and why the Hell isn't he sharing???

It goes on to quote from Dr. Craig A. Anderson, a PhD in Psych :

“There are reasons to believe that violent video games may have a larger harmful effect than violent TV and film effects...There is a significant relation between exposure to media violence and aggressive behavior. Exposing children and adolescents (or ‘youth’) to violent visual media increases the likelihood that they will engage in physical aggression against another person. By ‘physical aggression’ we mean behavior that is intended to harm another person physically, such as hitting with a fist or some object.” 

I would like to thank the good doctor from bringing new and interesting information to my attention. Namely, for explaining that a 'youth' is a child or adolescent, as well as the STARTLING fact that 'physical aggression' means physically harmful behavior! Here's another lesson for the 'youths' out there (I hope I'm using that correctly! Dr. Anderson didn't cover describing multiple 'youth'...) : Describing well known and obvious things to everyone else like we're children is a REALLY good way  to get a good clinical example of 'physical aggression'. Now, aside from the theories of these California types (you know, the ones who thought that electing Kindergarten Cop to office was a good idea), the stats seem a bit different. The National Youth Violence Prevention Research Center (good lord is that long! And why don't you just skip researching prevention and move on to preventing?) reports that from 1991 to 2003 (You know...the time period was video game usage skyrocketed), the percentage of fights in high schools DROPPED 9.5 percent. Also, from 1992 to 2005, nonfatal crimes against one student by another dropped over 42 percent at school and almost 38 percent everywhere else. What the Yee?! Could it be that since these kids grew up with games, they learned much earlier on to differentiate between real and game? Or maybe California's kids are just more violent than everywhere else. I have a theory on that...I imagine those interviews with Dr. Anderson went something like this :

“Now, just pick up that 'pen'...by which I am referring to the metal casing with the ink tube inside of it...and use it to 'fill out', meaning of course that you should write the required information in...OW! OW! Oh GOD...you BROKE my NOSE! GAMES did this!”

-And continuing with this subject, First Amendment attorney Robert Corn-Revere has absolutely crushed California's attempts to push this through, saying :

“In seeking review, California is asking the Supreme Court to reverse 60 years of First Amendment jurisprudence and to hold that 'excessively violent' material-whatever that may be-'deserves no constitutional protection.' It is also asking the Court to relieve government from actually having to demonstrate the purported harmfulness of speech it seeks to regulate, but instead to defer to ‘reasonable inferences’ and legislative judgments.”

“If California is successful, it will open the door to regulate not just video games, but a wide range of speech that is currently protected under the First Amendment.” 

And THAT is exactly why so many balding folks who last played a game the same night they last played beer pong (you know, last week at the toga party the Senate held) are dead set against this kind of thing. Allowing this through for games opens the door to allowing all sorts of arbitrary decisions to be made on content others might find 'objectionable'. So, aside from the fact that it's baseless, not grounded in an ounce of fact and wipes it's butt with the constitution of the country, GREAT law! Thumbs up, California! And it certainly must be nice that you don't have better things to do, and can focus all of your...oh...oh, you're BROKE!? How bad? Like, TOTALLY broke? Well...well sure, I've got 5 bucks, maybe 6. Sure, you can have it...don't you spend that on cheap wine!

-Dr. Richard Graham, a psychologist in London, has a request to make of Acti-Blizzard...give a bunch of shrinks free access to the World of Warcraft. Why? So that they can help out those with an addiction to the game. The good doctor makes the argument that, in order to reach those with a problem, they will have to deal with them in the area where the problems exists. Um...what? So, using that rationale, addiction therapists should be teeming to inner city crackhouses to drum up some business? And THIS quote has to take the cake :

"One problem we're going to have to overcome is that while a psychiatrist may excel in what they do in the real world, they're probably not going to be very good at playing World of Warcraft. We may have to work at that if we are going to get through to those who play this game for hours at end." 

In other words, you want Acti-Blizzard to pay for your accounts so that you and your cohorts can spend dozens of hours building up characters in the game. Call me CRAZY (and luckily, Dr. Graham would be an expert on that) but that sounds a LOT like, you know, PLAYING THE DAMN GAME to me! I mean, you don't even explain how exactly you plan to figure out WHO might be having a problem putting the game down...so far as I know there isn't some character sheet flag to tell you that Elmar the Great Elf has been playing for 33 straight hours while subsisting on his own urine.






Game Releases

In terms of big name, AAA stuff...uh, not so much. I'm looking at my list of games so far, and about half of them are reissues or expanded versions of pre-existing products. However, I won't complain now, because I know the Hell of releases that approaches in the Fall...I might have to do these newsletters in 2 parts when we get in to September and beyond.

I'm actually not even entirely kidding about that, folks...let THAT nightmare announcement sink in!

We're going to start with what's normally 'small' territory...my beloved Matrix Games. Why do we start there? Bias towards a favored developer/publisher? Wanting to really push them to the forefront? Guilty as charged on both counts. However, they have also released 3 games this month, so they earn the top of the list.

-First up is the re-issue. Some time ago, a WW2 real time strategy game called WW2 : General Commander (I can't wait for them to branch out in to other genres with UPS : Brown Wearer and Deli Owner : Maker of the Sandwich) by Games GI was released in Europe, a mangled disaster of broken code and bad DRM. Now it has re-appeared. First of all, as Matrix ALWAYS does, their release of it uses only a serial key. Second, a lot of the errors in the earlier release have been cleaned up by the developer for this version. So there's nothing new, except for the fact that the game actually works properly. Now, what's interesting in this one is that you issue orders to large units...battalion sized and up...as opposed to telling every single infantryman where to hole up. The other thing that pops out is the topographical map, which looks really nice. Besides that...it's WW2 RTS again and it's the Battle of the Bulge again. Could be worth a look...right here : 

http://www.matrixgames.com/products/370/details/World.War.II:.General.Commander

-Up next to the plate is WW2 : Time of Wrath (as opposed to Late 30's : Time of Sloth, full of 'exciting' campaigns loaded to the brim with hot German annexation action!), another remarkably badly named strategy title. I am starting to suspect that the makers of WW2 games simply use a random word generator to name them. This one is a more traditional turn based strategy game using either 3D unit icons or detailed unit tiles. It's actually a complete rebuild of a game that came out last year, Road to Victory. They rebuilt the engine, rebuilt the graphics, and basically made a whole new title. The AI is supposed to be quite good, it's full of actual historical events (so long as they're triggered), and you can take a score of nations through the history of the second world war era. A basic political/economic engine means that things don't have to follow real history, though this game is certainly geared more towards military conflict than global policy. The best part...because it is considered a remake, the price is considerably lowered (and anyone who owns Road to Victory can download and install the new version absolutely free). I have had a chance to play the Demo and quite enjoyed it...if you're looking for a simpler strategy game (along the lines of Strategic Command), this should be right up your ally. Find it here  : 

http://www.matrixgames.com/products/371/details/WW2:.Time.of.Wrath

-Finally we come to the game (really, it's more of a frigging lifestyle) that actually scares me a little bit. War in the Pacific has been out for awhile and is possibly the most complicated game system that I have ever set my eyes upon. It's massive. It spans 1941-46, with each turn taking up, at most, 3 days. People spend YEARS playing through a single game of this! When they talk about a detailed order of battle, they aren't kidding. Every ship, squadron and Marine company that took part in the war is in there somewhere. Each hex in the map spans 40 square miles...and this is a map that covers everything from India to the Hawaiian islands, and from New Zealand to the Aleutians. You'll scroll like never before! You don't just upgrade every ship, you can upgrade individual COMPONENTS of every ship. More than 500 aircraft models are in there. You'll worry about infrastructure, transport, supply lines, overall operational logistics and all sorts of other things that pop up in the wet dreams of comptrollers everywhere. And now they've gone and made it bigger. Yes, the Admiral's Edition has been released. They took everything from WitP and supersized it. More detail, more complexity, more everything. It IS expensive...sticker shock is a definite possibility with this. However, originally it was going to require buying the original WitP AND an expansion, so in all actuality this probably clocks in as cheaper. If you are brave and have a lot of time to burn (perhaps you are a clinical shut in or under long term medical quarantine) you can find this monstrosity here :

http://www.matrixgames.com/products/351/details/War.in.the.Pacific.-.Admiral%27s.Edition

-Okay, on to games designed for people who can't list every destroyer that the Japanese ever built! Bio shock and Oblivion were both huge releases for respective companies 2K Games and Bethesda. Now they're available again...together. This is sort of a strange arrangement that neither party has quite explained yet. They have no official affiliation with each other and it's not like either is in a position to purchase the other...so what's going on? Is this a serious relationship or just some bizarre fling during those heady college days of experimentation and keggers (often linked, I would imagine)? Whatever it is, they are together for the moment. At least one of them still does use SecuROM, and since it's the Game of the Year edition of Oblivion, it's possible both do.

-Street Fighter 4 (Capcom) proves that the company can avoid just releasing endless remixes of Street Fighter 2 until the end of the world comes (I hear the Mayan prophecy specifically mentions the sun being blotted from the sky by Capcom reissues). Actually, before I go on with talking about this game...does anyone even remember a third game??? Did it get beaten up and killed in a back alley by Mortal Kombat and Dead or Alive? Or maybe it was a pacifist, and nobody wants to play a fighting game featuring a hippy (unless they can drop kick the hippy). Whatever the case may be, we've jumped right to 4. I'm going to be up front about this right now...I hate fighting games. I just don't see the point! Oh, I've enjoyed a few, but they tended to feature animal/human hybrids or dudes with chainsaw arms. Standard fighting games are completely and utterly boring to me. So it kind of pains me to say that this game is getting over the top stellar reviews. So, if you DO like fighting games (you maladjusted misanthropic dolt!) this seems to be one worth a try. As for DRM, it depends where you buy it. On Steam it just uses Steamworks, on Impulse it uses Goo, everywhere else it uses SecuROM.

-G-Force. Yes, 5 games in and I'm on to a game about...well, let's quote the descriptor that the publisher (Disney Interactive) uses :

G-Force is a fast-paced action-platform game featuring a unique elite team of specially trained guinea pigs that use high-tech gadgets and specialized talents to complete a dangerous government mission. G-Force puts players in control of both Darwin, the guinea pig leader of the covert intelligence G-Force squad, and housefly surveillance sidekick, Mooch, as they team up with the other G-Force agents and use their gadgets, stealth mastery and pint-sized teamwork as mankinds only hope to complete a dangerous high-level government mission. G-Force uses innovative gameplay featuring a unique sense of scale, puzzle solving that requires players to manipulate environments and enemies, including diabolical waffle irons among evil household appliances. 

That may have been a mistake as I really don't even know what to say at this point. Specially trained...guinea pigs. Really. The phrase 'pint-sized teamwork' hurts my brain. However, I DO have to give it credit for diabolical waffle irons...that scores some unique amusement points. Still I...I'm flummoxed. It's gotten one review. It wasn't good. It uses SecuROM.

-From spy-gadget wearing rodents and right back to stat geek heaven! It's Out of the Park X, a baseball game that actually came out last month but did so so damn quietly I missed it. First off, that's OOTP ten, not OOTP X : Xtreme Fastball. This is a game for people who want to manage and run a baseball franchise...you don't actually play as the pitcher/batter/fielders. It's the most detailed of all the somewhat popular stat geek baseball simulations...which is both good and bad. If you're a true baseball fan and want to experience everything in the game, you'll roll around in this like a pig in fecal matter. Of course, that will probably break the game and you'll have to buy a new one, but seeing as you're the type of person to do something that stupid in the first place, you likely don't care. If you don't understand the nuances of the 40 man roster vs. the 25 man roster, the Major League Baseball waivers system or the Rule 5 Draft, you will be overwhelmed and spend a good portion of time wiping tears from your reddened cheeks. The thing I find puzzling is that here we have the most detailed baseball simulation on the market...and it's made by a team of Swedes. That's like finding the best sushi on the planet somewhere in Iowa. I mock, but it has gotten excellent reviews for years, and if you are a real baseball fan you'll probably quite enjoy it (it was a bit much for me). OOTP is only available on line and uses the e-License system for DRM (basically, e-License is a combo purchase, download and activation system. It does install files on your system and registry but they're completely tied to the game and can be deleted any time, with a resulting loss of an activation if the game is using limited installs). Check it out here :

http://www.ootpdevelopments.com/joomla/
-Paradox Interactive are known for their big, sweeping historical simulations, and the Europa Universalis series has always been right at the forefront. So when EU : Rome came out awhile back, people were excited. An EU title set in the history of the Roman empire sounded like a match made in heaven...unfortunately the game was buggy at launch. However, with a few patches and an expansion (Vae Victus) added to the mix, the game has gotten good reviews from players. So now Paradox has reissued the new and improved game (with the expansion) as a Gold Edition. Actually, if you're looking to try out a Paradox title, this would be a good place to start simply because of the price. The Gold Edition can be downloaded from Gamersgate for $20 and is pretty close to that anywhere else that I've seen, too.

-Tropico Reloaded is yet ANOTHER reissue this month (apparently that's July's theme), this time from Kalypso, who came to own the Tropico brand at some point in time. The original game with the Paradise Island expansion was a fantastic strategy title. You are the dictator/benevolent ruler/whatever you want to call yourself to make you seem less bloodthirsty of a tropical locale. Build up an economy and the island and create jobs as you would in other builder sims. The difference here is that you need to give the people some illusion of power while ruling with an iron fist...and also try and sock away enough money from the national coffers in your foreign bank accounts in case things get a little too hot. You'll do everything from building up coffee plantations and trying to improve tourism to keeping an eye on an individual islander sparking up trouble (screw you AND your union!) and perhaps ensuring they 'have a little accident' (as in car off a cliff, not as in wetting their pants. Sure, causing them to urinate uncontrollably would embarrass them, but it's probably not going to be sufficient). Both the game and expansion are included here as well as the follow up, Tropico 2 : Pirate Cove. That sequel was a bit...weird. It looked and sounded exactly like Tropico, and really should have been an expansion as opposed to a full game. It also completely shook things up and made you in to a pirate. Now, this could have been done well, but instead of spending all your time roving the high seas and looking for treasure galleons, you spent a good deal of time managing your population of kidnapped slave labor as they ran your various industries, then took those goods to markets. Uh...I don't remember reading about the great pirate industrialization of the Caribbean. And what store owner is purchasing goods built by the minions of a man with hooks for hands and a parrot?! Anyway, it was a bit of a dud. Still, the package is worth a look for people looking to play the original. It does use SecuROM, except on Impulse and Steam.

-Twice the monkey island, twice the...well, twice the monkeys I guess. Erm. Yeah. Anyway! First up is Secret of Monkey Island : Special Edition, a complete remake of the original game from...good lord, 20 years ago?! Wow! Anyway, it basically is the same game, only with enhanced visuals and full voice acting for every character in the game. It's a typical Lucasarts point and click adventure game. Therefore, it's funny as Hell. The interesting thing here is that, at any time, you can actually switch to the original game and play that...same game, only looking like it did when it originally appeared. Definitely worth a look for people who remember these games fondly, or are new to them entirely. Also appearing on the Monkey Island front was the first episode of Tales of Monkey Island from Telltale Games (Sam & Max, Wallace & Gromit, etc.). Telltale has a good history with episodic content, and this one is getting good reviews as well. It will eventually comprise 5 parts...but you have to buy all of them in one shot. Or you can wait, and it will likely appear on physical media (Telltale usually does that at the end of every 'season' for their episodic series'), as it's currently download only. Secret of Monkey Island : SE uses Steam for DRM, Tales uses SecuROM.

-Capcom brings their 3D remake of Bionic Commando to PC after a few months on console. Pretty much anyone who played BC for Nintendo loved it, and the rework called BC : Reloaded from last year was a lot of fun. This one...not so much. I've been skeptical of how well the whole mechanic of travel via the robotic arm would work in a 3D environment (swinging from pole to pole in a 3D game, the type that typically have the worst camera systems known to man? Sounds about as good as a razor blade sandwich). THAT actually sounds like it's workable...when it feels like it. Oh boy, nothing's more fun than a twitchy control scheme! One thing that might be is letting you go wherever you want in the post-apocalyptic game world (okay, we get it, mankind is on its way to doom...and you're looking for an excuse to not use any color brighter than 'muddy clay brown' when designing levels). And BC does that...sort of. Oh, you can GO anywhere, but the game makes use of possibly the most obnoxious set of invisible walls that I have ever heard of...oh, you've leapt in to an 'irradiated' zone which there was no warning of, and you're dead. So feel free to explore...and die an agonizing death as a result. Apparently Bionic Commando actively plots against you as you play, making it the perfect title for those of us who like to accessorize their outfits with a tinfoil hat. Overall, reviews have not been favorable. Bionic Commando uses SecuROM.

-Paradox issues the first in a run of new games over the next little while as East India Company makes its' appearance on the games market. Well, actually a newcomer to the scene, Nitro Games, developed it, but Paradox jumped in to publish it when original publisher Lighthouse Interactive went out of business. EIC charts the rise of European trade and power in India. In this, you will lead one of 8 European faction corporations as a startup, competing with up to 7 AI rivals for economic control of the region. You start off quite modestly, buying low and selling high (or perhaps trying to follow the methods of the US banking industry, buying high and selling to those lacking money...keeping in mind that you won't have government coffers to help refill yours and let everyone ignore your mismanagement) at various ports to build up your stack of money. As you gain cash you'll spend it on companies, ships, fleets and control of ports. Eventually, you'll fight at sea against pirates and rival corporations, and try and take over ports and companies from your rivals. It all sounds good, but it's also being noted in most reviews I've read that naval combat tends to take a LOOOOOOONNNNNG time to resolve, and the auto resolve is about as fair as a contract from a loan shark. There also seems to be a bit of a disconnect between the trading and economic simulation and naval warfare portion of the game that never seems to stop being at least a little jarring. Reviews are a bit middling as well...it sounds like a title that could benefit from some patching/updating. Anyway, there IS a demo out that can be tried. East India Company uses Impulse Goo, or Steamworks of course if you buy it on Steam.

And now for something new. As a fan of Good Old Games, I'm going to start giving a quick mention of some of the titles they've added to their library over the past month with a very brief description of each. This month has been a very good month!

-Silent Hunter 2 is a classic submarine simulation with the player captaining a German U-boat against Allied convoys, and their escorts, during the second world war.

-The Tex Murphy series stars you as Tex, a classic gumshoe detective operating in the mid-21st Century. I haven't played them, but they're supposed to be quite entertaining.

-Personal Nightmare is an old-school early 90's graphics adventure with a horror theme.

-Knights & Merchants : The Peasant Rebellion is a real time strategy game with you as a military commander trying to take back your king's provinces after an insurrection.

-Ground Control (which includes the expansion) is the first RTS game by the guys who went on to make World in Conflict. This one's set in the distant future.

-Evil Genius is an amusing little game...think Dungeon Keeper, but you're playing the role of a campy Bond villain.

-The Nations : Gold Edition is a Fantasy RTS game that looks reminiscent of the Settlers series or maybe Majesty.

-Empire Earth : Gold Edition is an historical strategy game on a massive scale. You can play a scenario, or you can guide a civilization through literally 500,000 years of History, with all the advancements and growth that entails.

-Lords of Magic : Special Edition is a great turn based strategy game with real time tactical combat. Mix Masters of Magic, Heroes of Might & Magic and the Age of Wonders series together and give it a really good AI and about a thousand tons more depth and you get this game.

-Judge Dredd : Dredd vs. Death is a first person shooter with you as Judge Dredd. Comic style visuals and blowing away bad guys...and no Stallone shouting “I am the law!” with all the clarity of a Mongoloid with a mouthful of marbles.

-Lords of the Realm : Royal Edition contains the original game, plus the second game and the Siege add on for the 2nd game. Basically, a game set in 1262 with you and your rivals fighting it out for the role of Britain's new King. Very well done game.

