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	Introduction

	 

	So I’ve got a bit of a confession to make – I really didn’t care much for Nintendo’s output during the Nintendo 64 era. Neither Super Mario 64 or The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time clicked with me, though that was more due to my dislike of clumsy 3D than anything else. Still, there were two of their less-heralded franchises that I dug for the system – Star Fox and F-Zero, both of which originated on the SNES but found substantially enhanced versions on Nintendo’s fifth-gen hardware. Along with Mischief Makers and the few Mystical Ninja games, these were the only titles that I really played much of on the platform, instead leaving it dusty in favor of PlayStation RPGs and Saturn shoot-em-ups. Still, they stuck with me, and this digest pays tribute to these two high-octane, high-flying sci-fi series.

	To branch off from this, there’s a lot of interesting history behind Argonaut Software. This studio was one of the primary forces behind the original Star Fox, and much of their story isn’t really known outside of Europe. Their Starglider games were massively impressive titles on the computer scene, for instance. These helped pave the way for their partnership with Nintendo, and this digest presented a good opportunity to examine them, as well as some of the company’s other early 3D titles. Additionally, some other rail shooters are featured here, mostly for the PlayStation. 

	Rounding things out, we’re including some features and reviews that are meant to be additions to some of our previous books. The downside to print is that books get outdated, and forcing readers to repurchase new editions just for a few new pages of material doesn’t make much sense, so this digest (and future digests, probably) will expand on these. This volume includes extra stuff on Wonder Boy games (originally featured in Sega Arcade Classics Vol. 1), a few more homebrew Castlevania games, as well as a review of the Netflix anime, plus several more entries in our Best Games of All Time canon. This initially capped at 200, but we’ll be adding to this, sticking on games that have been released since the book was originally published back in 2015, plus other ones we couldn’t fit.

	In closing, we ran a poll back in 2018 for the most requested future digest. The votes have been tallied, and we’ll be doing cult developer Treasure and classic Namco titles!

	 

	-Kurt Kalata

	February 2019
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	F-Zero

	Original Release: 1990

	Platforms: SNES, WII, WIIU, 3DS

	 

	 

	What's faster than F-1? Even though F-Zero is part of Nintendo's long list of franchises that are only dug out from their vault for new Smash Bros. characters and trophies, it used to be one of the big names identified with the company in the 16- and 64-bit days. As one of their launch titles for the Super NES, it was a showcase of the system's capabilities as much as it was a sharply designed game, and essentially codified what people should expect from a futuristic racer – insane speeds, rocket engines, crazy jumps, and murderous race tracks.

	F-Zero was not the first sci-fi racer by any means, nor was Nintendo's EAD department acting as a great innovator when designing it. Atari's 1989 arcade game Stun Runner already contained most of the elements that would later become trademarks of the F-Zero series, like boost stripes on the road, jumps, and even features Nintendo only introduced on the N64, as Stun Runner was already made of polygonal graphics. For home entertainment, Nintendo's title was predated by computer games like Michael Powell's simulation-heavy Powerdrome for Electronic Arts and Loriciels' Space Racer, the latter of which used conventional sprite scaling techniques instead. What made F-Zero special was the good old Nintendo playability and clear vision. Stun Runner was a very awkward mix between a racing game and a rail shooter, for one thing. Further, computer hardware in the 80s wasn’t exactly up to the task of providing reflex-based experiences. F-Zero, on the other hand, still holds up.
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	Despite the sci-fi premise, the concept of F-Zero is relatively straightforward. There are three cups with five tracks each, and a single race lasts five laps. The average speeds aren’t ridiculously high above actual Formula-1 speed records – the fastest vehicle tops at 478 kilometers per hour – and the game doesn't quite feel the speed it shows on the velocimeter, but it still runs faster and more fluidly than most anything else in the genre at the time. For each completed round, the car is awarded with a boost, which pushes the needle above 500km/h and provides a significant advantage when used wisely. A driver with poor timing, on the other hand, might end up being bounced back and forth between the road boundaries, losing not only valuable seconds but also chunks of the power bar (essentially the vehicle’s durability). This can be recharged by running over a glowing strip that sends down a repair unit, usually at the beginning of a new lap, but if a car ever runs out of shield energy, it blows up instantly on the spot.

	There are some other elements you won't see at Daytona and co., too, as the tracks in F-Zero are plastered with mean obstacles and traps. Speedup stripes and jumps may seem like a blessing – in fact, sometimes they're necessary to get past huge gaps in the road – but at times they're placed in ways that make it easy to lose direction and end up catapulted outside of the track. There are force fields that cause you to slide all over the floor, and others that pull you down from a jump. Yet other races are plastered with mines or magnets that pull you towards the borders. Further, a special hindrance is offered by the two tracks on the planet Death Wind, where there's always a strong gust blowing to seriously hamper with your steering.

	Compared to other Nintendo games of the era, F-Zero still retains a lot of the old arcade mentality, and doesn't even put much effort into faking an actual simulated race. There are several cars on the track, but beyond the four main vehicles, they're all generic drones, with only the first few differing in color. The game doesn't want you to see these losers much, anyway. There’s a "safe" limit that starts out at 15, but is decreased with each lap, and drivers in positions below the threshold are mercilessly disqualified at the finish line. (Strangely, you still overtake scores of generic cars towards the end of the race.) Only the top three racers count in the end, and if you ever drop below 20, the race ends immediately. You can then try again, but the amount of "lives" is limited. You're also awarded a rank-based score.

	Perhaps due to its place as a launch title and having a tiny 4MB (that's 512KB!) cartridge, F-Zero is rather lacking in content. With 15 tracks and four vehicles, it's still more than most arcade racers of its era, but the time it takes to master everything within the comfort of your home is rather brief. There are four difficulty settings to play through, but afterwards it's only free practice racing to improve on your record times and nothing else. Although other, later SNES games like Super Mario Kart had a split-screen option, the large courses of F-Zero make that impossible, so there's no multiplayer mode. The game’s plot is likewise meager, being relegated to a short comic found in the manual, though the four available pilots at least have distinct personalities. There's the hero and bounty hunter Captain Falcon, the secretive pirate Samurai Goroh, the brutal alien Pico, and the somewhat snobbish professional racer Dr. Stuart, who inherited his car from his father. Still, if you bought the game without the instructions (or rented, as was common in America at the time of its original release), you wouldn't even know about the existence of these people.

	Together with Pilotwings, F-Zero was Nintendo's initial showcase for the capabilities of the legendary Mode 7, and to the audience that mostly migrated from the NES, it looked nothing short of revolutionary with its pseudo-3D graphics. In the grand scheme of things, though, its capabilities are rather limited. Most noticeably, almost everything that isn't part of the background or a race car is flat on the ground, lacking anything like the striking roadside obstacles seen in Sega's Super Scaler arcade games like OutRun. The roads are also mostly monocolored, which makes the gradient that's supposed to give the illusion of distance seem weird, as the same shades always appear stuck in place on the screen. At least the planets are fairly distinct. From the metropolis of Mute City and quiet ocean planets like Big Blue and Port Town, to the wastelands of Sand Ocean and Death Wind, you immediately know where you're racing, even without looking at the track name. Most of the planets are reused for two or three races each, but in those cases different times of day are utilized with altered color palettes. This small effect helps prevent things from looking too monotonous.
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	Beyond the graphics, another memorable feature of F-Zero is the music. Every planet comes with its own theme, with each being catchier than the last. The most iconic tunes carry throughout most of the sequels, as well, making them an integral part of F-Zero’s distinct feel. Even though most of the songs are fast, the SNES samples give them a slightly jazzy feel. This might be the reason for the style of the arranged soundtrack by PeeWee and Michiko Hill, which just goes for all-out jazz, to the point that it almost sounds like a compilation of 80s sitcom themes. Even the theme for Death Wind sounds completely laid-back here.

	In North America and Europe, F-Zero laid dormant until the N64 era. In Japan, however, Nintendo revived the brand for their Satellaview program in 1996 with the BS F-Zero Grand Prix. Each of the four broadcasts consisted of one cup, but the game was structured a bit oddly. Before each race started, there was a practice round and a demonstration of a trip for the course. The parts were played as timed SoundLink broadcasts with added commentary and arranged music (though different from what was on the jazz album).

	The four iconic F-Zero cars were in turn replaced with new alternatives that had a fancier look and shuffled the stats around a bit. Even though later entries in the series greatly expanded the roster of competitors, these four vehicles never returned. The tracks were mostly the same, but they were arranged a bit differently and feature one new course in each cup for a total of 19 (Mute City I was repeated once in the last broadcast). Some of the new courses mixed up the familiar elements in unique and interesting ways, but there was nothing categorically new here.

	A bit later, this was followed by BS F-Zero Grand Prix 2. An initial practice release was followed by the full version, which contained at least one entirely new planet (”Forest”) and was broadcast with a completely custom soundtrack, featuring the likes of Deep Purple, Janis Joplin, and Aerosmith. Only video footage of the first week exists.

	 

	 

	F-Zero on other platforms?

	 

	All of Nintendo's games remain exclusive to their consoles, but in 2002, a programmer named Paul Hamilton wondered what it would be like to play F-Zero on his PC, and thus created a fan remake of the SNES original. It has all of its elements, but the cars are ugly, grey, prerendered sprites. Further, there appear to be issues getting the sound to work. Worst of all, the keyboard controls are terrible. Still, it's a neat effort for a homebrew fan game.

	More recently, a programmer who goes by the name of gasega68k made a playable Sega Genesis demo, cheekily labeled G-Zero. It’s only a test of an empty Mute City course, and the rotating and zooming part of the screen is at a noticeably lower resolution, but the framerate is surprisingly smooth.
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	The most low-tech F-Zero has ever gotten, though, is an MSX2 bootleg version by Madou Yochien. This was made as early as 1991, if the copyright notice is to be believed, and bears the name F-Zeru Kai. It only offers a super tiny 3D view, with the camera tilted so you can’t see very far. The graphics are still extremely blocky, but at least movement is reasonably smooth. No matter if you chose Grand Prix or Training, there are no opponents in the race. The game does feature some track elements from the original, such as speed stripes and lots of gravel to slow you down. In Bloody Wind, the gusts blow so fiercely you can never escape from being pushed towards the road barrier, but there’s no energy gauge and the car can’t be destroyed. With six race tracks and all four cars selectable, there's a surprising amount of content, even though the program is just barely playable.
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	F-Zero X

	Original Release: 1998

	Platforms: N64, WII, WIIU, IQUE

	 

	F-Zero fans had a long wait for a proper sequel to the SNES launch title. Even after the Nintendo 64 hit shelves in 1996, it took two more years before the series could conquer truly three-dimensional spaces. At that time, the landscape for futuristic racing games looked way different compared to 1990. Tech-savvy British developers had conquered the genre, with Psygnosis' Wipeout at the forefront, followed by Hi-Octane (Bullfrog Productions). Even on Nintendo's home turf, Extreme-G by Probe Entertainment was sending players around breakneck courses that would have filled a rollercoaster architect with envy.

	All of these games have one element in common: They were heavily action-oriented, diluting the racing experience with scores of single-use weapon system power-ups in Super Mario Kart fashion. Regardless of the trend, though, and despite Super Mario Kart co-director Tadashi Sugiyama being at the helm of development for F-Zero X, Nintendo EAD opted to maintain the pure concept introduced by the first game. The only upgrade awarded during the course of a race is the familiar booster, which is now unlocked after the first round in each race, whereupon it can be activated at any time. This is directly fed from the cars' shield power, however, so it becomes ever more imperative to use it wisely. Even when you manage to not crash before the next recharge strip, it's generally not a good idea to deplete it too early, as a car without energy loses speed significantly, making it very likely to be overtaken (or rammed and destroyed) by many opponents. Sitting on too much energy, on the other hand, is a waste you can’t afford too often, as all the CPU drivers get the booster, too.
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	A lack of weapons doesn't mean that F-Zero X shies away from combat entirely, of course. Tapping the R or Z trigger twice allows you to employ a ramming maneuver, which not only pushes a rival driver off course, but also takes away a good chunk of their health, and can even destroy their vehicle immediately if they crash right into a track barrier or into the void at unprotected stretches. Holding one of the triggers while tapping the other furthermore executes a twisting attack. This causes you to lose a lot of speed, but works wonders when bumping into a throng of cars. Taking out rivals is extremely effective, as any driver whose car is destroyed gets zero points for the race, which easily can cost a champion the top space on the winners' rostrum. On the Master difficulty, the AI is so fierce that all but the best players will have to resort to such petty tactics to secure their ranking.

	With the jump to true 3D, the track design is much more adventurous than before. There are fewer artificial obstacles – no mines or magnets here, and the planet Death Wind is eradicated from the galaxy entirely. Instead, the challenge comes from the course layouts. At some points the road turns into a half-loop, only to have you drive back passing your pursuers on what is now your ceiling. There are some crazy long jumps, as well. The main attractions, though, are the gimmicks introduced on selected tracks. Right from the first cup, you get to ride through a long tube which you can rotate around by 360 degrees. This is followed soon by a similar tube, which is approached from the outside, where you search for hidden speedup arrows while still managing your velocity to not get thrown off at turns. There's also a deadly half-pipe and a track shaped like a giant palm, aptly named Big Hand, with no railing for most of the time and insane hairpin bends at every fingertip.

	The course count here has been increased to 24 – four cups with six tracks each. When clearing them all, you additionally unlock the X Cup, which sends you on freshly randomly generated roads each time. These range from boring round circuits to the meanest deathtraps, although the courses tend to average on the dull side, with only occasional surprises. It's a testament to the AI that it can handle most of the stuff the generator spits out, although it's also possible to have a race that none of the CPU drivers are able to finish.

	F-Zero X has often been criticized for its lack of graphical fidelity, even when taking the usual weaknesses of the N64 platform into account. Indeed, this game isn’t exactly a looker. The drawing distance isn’t terribly far, the car models are functional but not very detailed, and there aren’t many decorative objects aside from some advertising banners or the occasional cube-shaped skyscraper protruding from the flat planet surface. The bitmap backgrounds are not only less detailed, but also less varied than the SNES original.

	This lack of detail is the price Nintendo EAD willingly paid for the fluidity of the gameplay, which runs at a steady 60 FPS in most instances. This was indispensable to convey the insane velocities F-Zero X is meant to simulate. While the SNES game was fairly conservative with its metrics, the vehicles now have the capability to crack into supersonic speed on a long straightaway. It's hard to tell if it's a physics glitch or intentional behavior, but on some courses, you can go so fast that your vehicle is ripped right off the magnetic road and pulled into the void. The game doesn't feel quite as fast as it's supposed to be, mainly due to the lack of references in the form of roadside objects and the usually generous spacing of the tracks, but it's still the fastest, most fluid racing game of its era.
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	With the added time for development, F-Zero X became a much more content-rich game than its predecessor. This not only reflects in the greater number of race tracks, but also in a solid range of play modes. Aside from the obligatory Grand Prix mode in four difficulty levels, there’s Time Attack, Practice, and a Death Race. This is a single straight, vertically looping course where the goal is to take out all 29 other cars in the shortest time possible. Time Attack has unlockable staff ghosts on each track, which take a good amount of practice to beat even after you've mastered the GP. Contrary to the first F-Zero, which was strictly a solo experience, F-Zero X supports splitscreen races for up to four players. Outdoing Mario Kart 64, it even keeps the music with all four players, but the 2D background elements are omitted in this mode. All multiplayer races are fought out between four cars, with the remaining slots filled by AI drivers.

	The F-Zero universe has been expanded, too. Now all 30 participants in the races are individual pilots, each with their own characteristic vehicles. It's an incredibly colorful roster, with heroes and villains, comic book homages, and even a nod to the Star Fox series in the form of James McCloud (who is referred to in Star Fox as Fox McCloud's father, although here he is human), with his car styled like an Arwing. Their designs almost make the game feel like an anime license, like there’s a fun and sprawling sci-fi narrative just waiting to burst from under the surface. All that's ever presented in the game is a one-liner given by each pilot after winning a cup on the Master difficulty, though. The driving characteristics of the cars is determined by three grades for body, boost, and grip. The acceleration and top speed of a vehicle are mostly based on its weight, but the balance can be tuned a bit before each race, alongside a choice between four alternate colors for each car.

	The music is once again superb, with many of the iconic tunes returning from the first game. The style is significantly more rocking, with screaming guitar sounds at their center. The F-Zero X compositions are the versions most people probably think of when music from the series is mentioned, and they're unquestionably the versions that most appropriately suit the feel of the game. Unfortunately, due to cartridge space limitations, they're kept in monaural audio here. The F-Zero Guitar Arrange album includes live instrumental versions of the music, however, which are all fantastic, though the CD is exceptionally rare and pricey. This is both due to its quality and a relatively sparse print run.

	F-Zero X is the most clearly defined and the most typical example of the F-Zero essence. It might not be the most impressive-looking game out there, but its graphics are just as elegantly restrained as its gameplay. There's this sense of minimalist future-chic that pervades the entire experience, making it seem like a more worthy work of art than most intentionally artsy games.
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	Nintendo's fancy Disk Drive add-on for the N64 didn't amount to much of anything, but one of the few good uses that it got was the F-Zero X Expansion Kit. This comes with extensive editing options, courtesy of the ample storage space on the disk. The vehicle editor allows the creation of new cars with individual appearances and specs, comprising of individual front, rear, and wing elements. Player- created machines can then be set to replace any preexisting ones, and "Super" versions for Captain Falcon, Samurai Goroh, and Jody Summer's vehicles are also available. These come complete with tough-looking redesigns for the pilot portraits. Otherwise, the vehicle editor is pretty limited.

	The fully realized track editor is much more powerful – allegedly being the exact same tool the Nintendo EAD team used to create the official cups. Due to the somewhat archaic interface, however, it takes a great deal of dedication and patience to get anything worth playing out of it, but the possibilities are still numerous. As if to demonstrate the capabilities of the editor, the Expansion Kit also adds two entirely new cups, with these demonstrating more extreme applications of the known elements than anything seen before. Finally, the add-on thankfully includes optional stereo music for the whole game.

	Unfortunately, since the 64DD remained a Japanese exclusive, Western players never got their hands on these additions. Nintendo didn't bother adding any of the features to the Virtual Console releases, either. Only very recently, inventive hackers managed to convert dumps of the 64DD software into the regular cartridge format. This makes it possible to run the Expansion Kit in the Project 64 emulator. It’s even available fully in English and integrated with the US version of the game. This fantastic development means that importing an actual Japanese N64 with a functioning 64DD drive (a costly endeavor to be sure) finally isn't the only option for experiencing everything that F-Zero X has to offer players. 

	 

	 

	F-Zero GX / AX

	Original Release: 2003

	Platforms: GC, ARC

	 

	After completely dominating the market for nearly a decade, the N64 marked the beginning of a period where Nintendo struggled to properly get its consoles backed by third parties. It was no small surprise then when the Mario factory announced the Triforce, a GameCube-friendly arcade hardware developed in cooperation with former rivals Sega and Namco. As part of the deal, Nintendo lent a few of its prestigious franchises to the new partners. Namco co-developed Mario Kart Arcade GP, while Sega put its subsidiary Amusement Vision to work on F-Zero. Where Mario Kart Arcade GP was a distinct experience from Double Dash, the most recent console outing at the time, Amusement Vision built essentially the same game for both Triforce and GameCube.

	You'd be forgiven to expect that the creators of Daytona USA and Super Monkey Ball would bring an entirely new perspective to the series. Just as Maximum Velocity was content with retracing the footsteps of the SNES original, the GX/AX duo tightly adhere to the formula established by the Nintendo 64 outing five years prior. It uses the same racing rules, same amount of rounds per race, same booster capabilities, and the same melee combat moves (albeit with modified input methods). Contrary to the handheld game, it also fully commits to the F-Zero universe for a reunion with Captain Falcon, Samurai Goroh, and all 28 of the other pilots from F-Zero X. It also features all the classic locations, such as Mute City, Big Blue and Port Town, which appear fully realized in 3D for the first time.
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	If nothing else, F-Zero GX is visually rapturous. The ships are modeled in loving detail and even the pilots, whose appearance doesn't matter at all during the game, are fully modeled 3D characters in the menus and endings. The most stunning parts, though, are the circuits. Before each race, the cameras pan around to give a view of the surroundings. These include flying structures, endless skyscrapers, and meteorological phenomena like asteroid storms.

	Aesthetically,       Star Wars was an obvious inspiration. The desert world Sand Ocean even recreates a joke from The Phantom Menace, where ghastly looking alien creatures are consumed by even larger monstrosities when passing by them in the next round, and one of the new planets is basically Endor from Return of the Jedi. There are few racing game experiences more thrilling than rushing through a massive, lava-spitting furnace on a tube, with giant machines presumably processing the molten metal on all sides, or dealing with the ever- changing glow of a road made from Tron-style virtual reality constructs.

	More than any installment before, the GameCube outing loves to feed the illusion that there’s a rich sci-fi world beyond the races. At the end of each cup, the winner is interviewed by Mr. Zero, the commentor seen in the short comic that came with the first game. The player gets to choose from three random questions, many of which are answered with inanity, but the replies also reveal much about the racer's own personality. Also, while localizations were becoming increasingly better at the time, the Western versions still feature some censorship. 

	Completing a circuit on the hardest difficulty level is rewarded with an individual FMV ending for each pilot. However, most of these are nonsense dances, slapstick numbers at the laundromat, or other silly stuff.

	F-Zero GX is also the first title in the series to feature a proper story mode, where you follow Captain Falcon on his mission against the various villains of the F-Zero universe. Sadly, it doesn't go beyond that basic premise at all, being perfectly content to ape the usual Saturday Morning cartoon tropes. Even so, it's neat to have the moments between races filled out just a bit with this colorful cast.

	Conversely, the stages that connect the story sequences aren’t very pleasant. A few of them are standard races, but most are specific challenges on non-circular race tracks. Falcon has to duel Samurai Goroh through a canyon where boulders keep rolling down across the road, rush along a highly populated highway with a bomb on board that goes off when he drops below a certain speed, or make his way out of Black Shadow's trap before safety gates close in front of him. Each story mission comes in three difficulty levels, the highest of which is extremely brutal. These sections are highly frustrating, since they need to be cleared to unlock everything, and unlike the Grand Prix mode, there's no way to "cheat" by pushing rivals out of the race.

	If there’s one divisive aspect of F-Zero GX, though, it's the music. Amusement Vision opted for a hard techno soundtrack that only occasionally breaks into riffs that pay lipservice to more familiar melodies. It also explores a variety of different genres, with the swinging heist movie theme of the Casino Palace and the almost metal feeling music in Fire Field. When judged on its own merits, the OST might be the most versatile in the entire series, and it’s definitely the most befitting of a futuristic racing game. On the other hand, it is also the least catchy, and very decidedly not F-Zero-like at all. This deviation is surprising in such a fanservice-fueled sequel, but you still can get your fix of the good old Mute City or Big Blue themes. Both can be unlocked as alternate choices for their applicable races.
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	As the GameCube relied upon memory cards with very limited storage space, not all of the features found in the 64DD expansion of F-Zero X were carried over. While self-modeled circuits remained a pipe dream for Western F-Zero fans, the sequel at least retains options to create custom vehicles, but the possibilities feel rather limited. Each ship consists of only three parts: body, cockpit and booster. The program even has an intricate naming scheme to give each combination a unique name. Even though there are 21 models for each, making for more than 9000 possible combinations, you have to take their weight into account during assembly. Getting a competitive result is harder than it would seem, as most possible combinations will just be unplayable, often forcing you to choose function over form.

	F-Zero AX for arcades is running on the same engine as the GameCube variant, but features a special AX Circuit, plus 10 new characters and vehicles designed by Sega. Everything from the arcade game can also be unlocked in GX, but the conditions for them are among the hardest challenges in the entire game. Some of the vehicle parts were even only made available in special promotions exclusively in Japan, so the only way to access them now is via Action Replay or Gameshark codes. These cheat modules can also boot the home game in AX mode entirely.
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	F-Zero: Maximum Velocity

	AKA: F-Zero for Game Boy Advance (JP)

	Original Release: 2000

	Platforms: GBA, 3DS, WIIU

	 

	F-Zero: Maximum Velocity was a Game Boy Advance launch title. As the system’s capabilities are similar to the SNES, it comes as no surprise that it harkens back to the original game instead of trying to further evolve the series from its 64-bit outing. Even presumed F-Zero inventor Kazunobu Shimizu was brought back to direct this entry. It goes without saying that the circuits are flat, Mode 7-scaled surfaces again, but almost every gameplay detail is exactly the same, right down to the workings of the booster and the number of rounds per track. The various obstacles and traps are the same, too, and even the nominal speeds are back to the comparatively tame dimensions of the early days.

	At the same time, Maximum Velocity tries very hard to appear as off-brand as possible. The Pawn League doesn't start in Mute City, but rather Bianca City. With the exception of Fire Field, all the tracks have completely new names while vaguely resembling themes from the former games. All the cars and pilots have also been swapped out, and none of them ever appear in another F-Zero game. Only the Falcon Mk-II suggests any relation to the series’ universe, but even then it’s not a whole lot different from the regular Blue Falcon.

	Unfortunately, the classic F-Zero music tunes are also gone. The new compositions are pretty good, but in a much more typical 16-bit racing game sense, never being as catchy or unique as the originals. They're also almost completely drowned out by the engine noises, especially when playing without headphones.
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	At least this outing looks a lot better than the SNES game. This is achieved predominantly by a much higher color count, which allows the roads to have a proper texture and makes for more vivid sideline details. The ships are all prerendered CGI, but they look pretty cool, some with an almost retro-futuristic vibe.

	There are four vehicles available at the start, but five more can be unlocked by winning the different cups on certain difficulty settings. The tenth and final machine is only made available when naming the save game in a specific way when creating it.

	With the gameplay being almost identical to the first F-Zero, it all boils down to the circuit design. Maximum Velocity only partly succeeds on this front. This isn’t really a fault of its own, though. The issue is that almost everything it does with its limited technology has been done before. With 20 courses instead of 15 also comes a bit more filler and repetition, which thins out the frequency of interesting segments for a worse overall impression, even if the game technically has all it needs for thrilling races.

	F-Zero: Maximum Velocity is a very good racing game, even if it’s just a slightly polished and updated portable version of the franchise’s progenitor. It still doesn't offer much in terms of playing modes, having only a Time Attack with limited replay capabilities and four player link support. The result is adequate, but seems a bit too content to harvest low-hanging fruit, only ever jumping as high as it absolutely has to.
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	F-Zero: GP Legend

	AKA: F-Zero: Falcon Densetsu (JP)

	Original Release: 2003

	Platforms: GBA, WIIU

	 

	After years of teasing a greater universe outside of its racing games, Nintendo finally licensed F-Zero to Ashi Productions, who made a 51-episode animated series out of it (see pg. 14). Developed by Suzak, GP Legend ties in with this animated series, and features an extensive story mode where you follow the exploits of eight central characters through five chapters each (plus a few secret stages). 

	At the beginning, the only available episode is the story of the anime's original hero Rick Wheeler (originally Ryu Suzaku in the Japanese version), but eventually you unlock Captain Falcon, Jody Summer, Jack Levin, Samurai Goroh, his newly introduced amnesiac wife Lisa Brilliant, Black Shadow, and Zoda. A few of the story missions are standard races, but the majority consist of rather  tedious duels and chases. If you've ever played an F-Zero game before, the story mode here will by far be the easiest thing you've ever encountered. The plotlines are always just one character chasing another, with plenty of meandering text to fill the scenes. It's utterly boring and pointless.

	It's unfortunate that this lackluster mode is front and center in the product, as the rest of the game is still pretty good. Aside from the usual Grand Prix, Time Attack, and Practice modes, GP Legend introduces a new mode called Zero Test. This is a collection of brief challenges where you have to perform tasks such as navigating around tight corners with a heavily sliding machine, or completing short stretches with an excellent time. As you can tell from these examples, the challenges aren't terribly creative, but for series veterans it’s still the most interesting mode in the entire game, mostly thanks to the high demands for perfect rankings in the higher groups. The session time is also quite short since they never go beyond a single lap, saving you from boredom through brevity.
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	Artistically, GP Legend attempts a mixture between old and new styles. The stages are still all perfectly flat Mode 7 planes, but the booster mechanics, combat (minus the spin attack), and nominal speeds are taken from F-Zero X and GX. The controls also adopt the somewhat looser feel of the fully 3D entries, so precision isn’t as essential this time around.

	Unfortunately, none of the circuit designs are quite good enough to fully justify this game’s existence. It's pretty telling that the Platinum Cup, which consists entirely of five tracks recycled from the original F-Zero, has more exciting races than all of the others combined. The Japanese version also supports the e-Reader to unlock courses, but these are accessed via in-game means in the other releases.

	In later interviews, Shigeru Miyamoto mentioned how Nintendo had become cautious towards outsourcing its franchises due to experiences they had with F-Zero and Star Fox, and also assumed that players had gotten weary of the series. Given how uninspired the GP Legend game is, one could easily surmise that this title might have been a contributing factor toward instilling those sentiments in the company.
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	F-Zero Climax

	Original Release: 2004

	Platforms: GBA

	 

	Suzak must have nabbed a two-game contract with Nintendo, because even though GP Legend was kind of a disappointment, the developer put out yet another F-Zero for the Game Boy Advance. However, this release is substantially more polished, making its predecessor feel like a beta.

	Not everything is an improvement, of course. The gameplay remains almost unchanged from the prior entry. This earned some criticism for being a glorified expansion pack sold as a standalone title, but the redundant game here is definitely the earlier title. Despite the similarity, there are some less obvious but still significant changes to the formula. For starters, there’s a two-tiered booster system now. If a boost is triggered a second time when one is already active, you upgrade it to a Boost Fire, which is roughly as powerful as the boost from the SNES game, but can only be used once per lap. Furthermore, there are only 24 competitors in the standard races and the lap count per race is now down to three, like in F-Zero X. Since the individual courses aren’t  much longer than the other Mode 7 games, this makes Climax the breeziest game in the series yet. That doesn't mean it's the easiest, though, as the AI opponents are quite a bit more challenging compared to GP Legend.

	The spin attack is also back, but since the GBA doesn't actually have enough buttons for all the actions that can be performed in the game, this requires some inconvenient compromises. You have to choose between a number of configurations before each game, some of which include interesting combinations like auto sliding with the steering at all times. Oddly enough, the first setting doesn't include a brake button, even though there are some challenges in the game that absolutely require it. The mappings can also be modified freely, which in theory makes it possible to include all vital functions, but that requires using "Up" on the d-pad, which is more than a little bit inconvenient.
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	Thankfully, the minor hiccup with the controls is compensated for in spades with the huge amount of content squeezed into this cartridge. The Grand Prix settings don't differ solely in the difficulty of the AI opponents anymore, but instead Expert and Master take place on new roads, bringing the amount of circuits between the Bronze, Silver, and Gold Cups up to 45. Platinum Cup shares the same circuits across all difficulty levels, but you have to compete in eight races in a row. Since GP Legend already did the nostalgia tracks thing, these are all new devious variations on more familiar themes.

	Survival Mode offers challenges similar to what would be asked of you in the previous game’s story mode, but here many of the tasks are actually challenging. There's a greater variety of them, as well, including races where you must stay on top at all times, death races, really tough slalom courses, and even chicken races (where you're sadly out of luck if you happen to have chosen the default control setting without the brake button).

	Time Attack sounds self-explanatory, but in this case it's a very humble name for an entire box full of playing options. In addition to the ability to play each individual race from the Grand Prix mode without opponents, by completing all four Cups in Grand Prix mode you can unlock a special Championship course which includes more obstacles than any other race in the game. This submenu is also home to the Zero Test challenges, of which there are 36. Finally, it allows you to play Edit Courses.

	That's right, the course editing feature that formerly had been the privilege of 64DD owners finally makes its appearance in a vanilla release. Naturally, it figures that this would be the one handheld title that never came to the West. The game grants storage for 30 courses, and there's even an option to share your creations with other players via system link. While it is a pretty cool feature – one of the sample courses is a walled-off version of Big Hand from F-Zero X – the tools are rather limited. There doesn't seem to be a way to recreate courses with jumps that go orthogonally over other parts of the road, for example.

	The story mode is fortunately omitted this time, and you just unlock synopses of the anime episodes instead, which can then be read separately in the options menu. In addition to 34 individual drivers, you can also get alternate versions of Captain Falcon, Zoda, and Ryu Suzaku.

	Unfortunately, few people seemed to care about F-Zero anymore after the pair of releases from the previous year, least of all Nintendo, who didn't even bother publishing the game outside of Japan. It's kind of a shame, because in many respects F-Zero Climax is the game GP Legend should have been.

	 

	 

	F-Zero Anime

	 

	The F-Zero anime is an odd thing. As previously mentioned, this was developed as a tie-in with the GBA game F-Zero: GP Legend, so instead of focusing on the familiar pilots, the series introduces the police officer Ryu Suzaku as a surrogate for the audience, as he  becomes involved in a terrible accident while chasing the criminal Zoda. On the brink of death, he gets frozen for a few centuries to wake up in the era of the F-Zero tournaments, where he teams up with the Mobile Task Force. The body of his arch-nemesis, meanwhile, has been obtained by the evil organization Dark Million, who turned him into the pink monster found in the games. 

	The premise kind of rips off the old anime series Mirai Keisatsu Urashiman, and a summary of the series reads like a checklist from the Guide to Generic Anime: Captain Falcon is Jody Summer's brother who has lost his memory, Falcon and Black Shadow aren’t just headhunter and criminal, but the very incarnations of light and dark, and there’s even a Dragon Ball-like fetch quest for ancient powerful objects. Amusingly, Captain Falcon even has a day job as a bartender, working under the alias “Bart Lemming”.
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	The character artwork is typical of early 2000s kid’s anime. Most of the racing sequences are CGI and they look absolutely dreadful, somehow being worse than the Nintendo 64 game in spite of the higher resolution.

	The anime debuted in Japan in October 2003 and ran for 51 episodes in total. 4Kids Entertainment brought the series over to North America the next year, but it was canceled after only 15 episodes. As usual for the company, it was heavily rewritten and edited, and the original soundtrack was replaced with bland techno. The series was never released outside of Japan on any home video format, so the only recourse for English speakers are fan subtitled versions.

	 

	F-Zero in Super Smash Bros.
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	Captain Falcon has been with the Super Smash Bros. series since the beginning. His signature attack, the Falcon Punch, has been so overpowered, that it’s since become an internet meme. Though Captain Falcon is the only character from F-Zero, there have been a handful of stages in the games, though there weren’t any levels based on the series until Melee. Of note is the one where the background mimics the Mode 7 effects of the SNES game.
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	Star Fox

	Original Release: 1993

	Platforms: SNES

	 

	Due to technical limitations, video games were mostly rendered in two dimensions through the 1980s. Still, there were always attempts to make games more lifelike by creating, or at least mimicking, display in three dimensions. Most of these were done with vectors (as with the Vectrex), or using sprite scaling techniques (with Sega's many Super Scaler arcade games like Space Harrier). While impressive, the hardware required to run these was typically relegated to the arcade or on computers, where it was mostly used in racing games or flight simulators. There were console ports of many of these titles, but they typically failed to capture the look or the flow accurately. Systems like the NES, TurboGrafx-16, and even the Genesis simply lacked the muscle.

	The SNES brought these effects closer to the consumer audience with its built-in Mode 7 scaling, which worked similar to the sprite manipulation found in Sega's games. However, games were still fundamentally rendered using 2D graphics, just with assorted display tricks. The real future of 3D rested with polygons, which allowed full 3D worlds to be created. One of the most talented creators of these types of games was UK-based Argonaut Software, who developed Starglider for the Atari ST (see page 42). In the early 90s, the company worked together with Nintendo to create 3D visuals for their platforms, first resulting in the Japan-only Game Boy game X. Though rendered in simple wireframes rather than full polygons, it still showed an incredible amount of programming technique. The SNES still didn't quite have the power to run a game with polygons, though, at least not at an acceptable speed. One need only look at the port of games like Race Drivin' for an example, which often struggled to display more than five FPS. To that end, Argonaut helped develop a chip called the Super FX. This would then be loaded onto each cartridge, providing the extra power to make polygonal visuals possible. A team of programmers from Argonaut – Dylan Cuthbert, Giles Goddard, and Krister Wombell – shacked up with Nintendo in their Japanese office to help create a new SNES title, produced by Shigeru Miyamoto and directed by Katsuya Eguchi.

	In spite of the advancements, only simple polygonal models could be animated. This was where the marketing and character design skills of Nintendo came in – a spaceship assembled from a few triangles didn't have much in the way of personality, but what if they were actually piloted by a group of cute, anthropomorphic animals? By adding in a sci-fi back story, heavily inspired by Star Wars (just as Starglider was), and populating it with likeable characters, they created one of the first blockbuster 3D breakout titles – Star Fox.

	The game begins with a shot explicitly recalling the opening of Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope, with a low view of a gigantic battleship approaching towards some distant target. The Corneria system is under attack by the evil Andross Empire, and the only defense is led by the mercenary team Star Fox. The leader (and player character) is Fox McCloud, piloting a ship called an Arwing. He's also joined by three companions: Falco Lombardi (a bird), Slippy Toad (a frog), and Peppy Hare (a rabbit). The orders are given by General Pepper (a dog in a cool pair of aviator shades), the leader of the Cornernian army.

	The opening level begins with another dramatic sequence, as the four Arwing fighters blast off from their base, with a digitized voice declaring "Emergency! Emergency! Incoming enemy fighters! Prepare for launch!". The four heroes then share a brief bit of chatter as they check their communications before engaging with enemy forces. Combined with the opening animation, it establishes the Star Fox world as strongly cinematic. This helps to set it apart from the mathematically sterile levels typically found in early 3D games. 

	At its core, Star Fox is a rail shooter, meaning you fly in a straight line as you shoot stuff, with its closest relative being something like Sega's Galaxy Force. The Arwings are equipped with lasers (which can be upgraded to a double laser) as well as a limited amount of bombs, which detonate with a gigantic explosive effect that takes out almost everything on the screen. You can tilt your ship (and even barrel roll) with the L and R triggers, necessary to squeeze in tight spaces, and can also accelerate forward or trigger a brake to slow down. 

	There are some digitized voices, used in the intro and when grabbing power-ups, but the chatter between the pilots is rendered in a gibberish language (in different tones for each character) with text displayed at the bottom.). Your pilot friends spend most of the levels off screen, though occasionally they'll pop into view when they're getting harassed by an enemy. If you manage to save them, they'll stick around for a short period of time to help shoot down baddies; otherwise, they'll lose a bit of their shields. If they get knocked out, they'll disappear from the next level, but they appear later on once they’re repaired. It's not a huge part of the game – they'll complain if you shoot them but you can't actually damage them – but it helps to create a sense of camaraderie, even if they aren't all that useful.

	The Arwing has a huge wing span, which also makes it an easy target, especially when trying to fly through buildings or past mountains. While you have a shield meter, these wings can also be torn off if they sustain direct damage, throwing your ship off balance as a result. Thankfully, these can be repaired by picking up wing gyro icons. There are also various rings, either scattered about the levels or dropped by destroyed enemies, which replenish a bit of health. Most levels have a ring that act as a midlevel checkpoint, as well, in addition to regenerating your shield strength. 

	Before you begin the game proper, you're allowed to choose from three different routes, each assigned a difficulty level. All of these start at the Corneria home planet and end at Venom, the home of Andross' operations. You really only go through between five and seven levels in a single playthrough (Venom is divided into two), but the levels themselves are almost totally different on each path. Even Corneria in the first stage changes; on the easy and medium levels, they're pretty similar, but the hard level changes the setting from midday to dusk and gives you a different boss to fight. Some of the stages, like the asteroid belts, are similar across the routes, but the actual planets are totally different, and even Venom has some changes.

	Corneria is a lush green planet, filled with cities and buildings, but the rest of the stages have more hostile terrain, often with different types of enemies and gimmicks. Fortuna is filled with dinosaurs and other prehistoric life, while the planet in Sector Y takes place entirely above an ocean, filled with all kinds of aquatic creatures. Titania takes place on a snow- covered planet and requires that you destroy a weather generator, otherwise the stage will loop infinitely. As befitting its Star Wars inspiration, one stage also recalls the Death Star attack in Return of the Jedi, as you fly through battle stations, weave through its interior defenses, and blow up the core inside. 

	There are a couple of hidden areas – the easy path has a "Black Hole" level that lets you skip over one of the stages, while the other found in the hard route is a strange area called "Out of This Dimension", which features paper airplanes and ends with a fight against an interstellar slot machine. It also leads into an alternate "ending" of sorts, where you can shoot the letters "The End", though the only way to actually exit this stage is to completely reset the console. There are other secrets, too – if you miss the checkpoint ring in certain stages, you’ll trigger a bird called the Silver Phoenix to drop power-ups, and if you manage to shoot all of the red stringrays in Sector Y, you’ll summon a space whale, who will also drop helpful stuff before the boss encounter.

	Regarding the 3D visuals, these were obviously a huge selling point for the title, to the point where it was heavily featured in retail store kiosks to show off the impressive power of the system. Obviously, it became fairly dated as soon as the Saturn and PlayStation came out, but time has wrapped around and there's still a retro chic appeal to its simplicity. The Arwing might be simple, but its design has since become iconic, and many of the larger enemy ships have aesthetics that manage to recall the best arcade shoot-em-ups, despite their boxy presentations. Even the final encounter against Andross, a gigantic face made of visibly jagged polygons, looks pretty cool in a cheesy type of way.

	The soundtrack is fantastic too, as it relies on both dramatic orchestrations (similar to the type heard in ActRaiser) combined with the deep electric guitar typical of SNES titles. The soundtrack is by Hajime Hirasawa, and served as his last project before leaving Nintendo. He'd previously only worked on two other titles: the FDS adventure game Time Twist and the shooter Super Scope 6, neither of which really showed off what he was capable of. The sequel, Star Fox 64, opted for a different style, more concentrated on the orchestra style. As a result, subsequent games in the series were based on that direction, often ignoring the SNES version. This at least gives the original Star Fox a unique sound, though it's unfortunate that the later games don’t really draw on its motifs.

	The lingering issues with Star Fox have less to do with its presentation and more to do with how it feels. Even with the power of the Super FX chip, the game only runs at about 10-15 FPS – higher than other polygonal games of the 16-bit era, but still pretty choppy. What's worse is that the actual game speed is incredibly inconsistent, from sailing along nicely when there are no enemies to slowing down whenever there's one or two foes on-screen. Further, the view is also surrounded by a black border that takes up about 20% of the screen. 

	The perspective also adds some frustration to the experience. You only have a third-person view in the planet stages, whereas in outer space, you can switch between first and third-person. Both of these have issues, unfortunately. In third-person view, there's no targeting reticule, which makes it awfully hard to aim at anything. Generally the shots head towards the middle of the screen, and with enough practice you can feel it out, but when you need to hit something with precision, like the glowing weak points on boss ships, you essentially have to fire blind and adjust as you go. This obviously becomes a larger problem whenever the frame rate or speed dives. Trying to figure out the trajectory of enemy attacks in order to dodge them can be just as difficult, too. First-person does have a targeting cursor, but that also means that you don't have any true awareness of what's around your ship, though at least in these levels, you can switch to third person for when you need to dodge spinning girders.

	These technical issues make the game very hard to play, but even without that, it's not exactly forgiving. You can take quite a bit of damage, and health restoratives are common (if you can catch them), but there's also no invincibility time after taking a hit, so it's very easy to get soaked with multiple successive attacks, especially if you crash into something. You start the game with three lives and zero continues, though if you score high enough (based on your teammates’ health and how many enemies you've shot down), you can get some extra credits. The easiest course through the game isn't too terribly difficult, but the hardest requires both a lot of skill and patience to get anywhere.

	In that sense, Star Fox is still kind of a relic – it's hard to play nowadays, though not exactly impossible for the determined. Its sequel was fundamentally a remake that does pretty much everything this SNES game tried to do, but without most of its technical limitations. Even so, there's enough worth seeing here to make it not entirely redundant. 

	Due to copyright reasons, Star Fox was renamed Starwing in Europe, to avoid confusion with the German company StarVox. Andross is also known as Andorf in Japan, but other than these names, there's no real regional differences between them. 

	Various promo artwork (including the game's cover) feature the cast created as furry puppets, giving them a realistic texture. However, the characters' legs were seemingly made with metal. Over the years, this gave rise of a fan theory that the gravitational forces of the Arwing required the pilots to cut off their legs from below the knee and have them replaced with prosthetics. This was eventually brought up to the original creators, who confirmed that this was just an artistic touch, as something like voluntary dismemberment is a little too dark for a Nintendo game starring talking animals.

	Incidentally, the decisions to choose a fox as the main character wasn’t arbitrary. The sight of the ships flying through gates had reminded the Nintendo staff of the Fushimi Inari shrine in Kyoto (lower left picture), located close to Nintendo's offices at the time, which was closely associated with foxes. Additionally, in Japanese culture, foxes and monkeys are viewed as natural enemies, similar to the conflict between cats and dogs recognized in Western culture. Therefore, it made sense that Andross should be a simian.  

	For a long time, Star Fox wasn’t ported from the SNES and didn’t appear on any Virtual Console service. This was long believed to be due to a legal quagmire of who actually owned the Super FX technology, since Argonaut had been defunct since 2004. The game eventually popped up in the SNES Classic, though, and interviews with Nintendo confirmed that its absence had been due to issues emulating the Super FX. (This is itself a questionable answer, since amateur emulators had this functionality for years by then.) 
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	WarioWare: Smooth Moves for the Wii (above) features a few sections of Star Fox as a boss fight in some stages. These accurately replicate its look, displayed at a higher resolution, and moving at a smooth 60 FPS. While brief, it gives a glimpse at what a faithful remake of Star Fox might have been like. There are ways to increase the frame rate of the SNES game on emulators, but it also messes with the speed and causes other glitches. 
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	Star Fox 2

	Original Release: 1996 / 2017

	Platforms: SNES (SNES Classic)

	 

	After the release of the original Star Fox, Nintendo and the Argonaut team quickly went to work on its successor, using the more advanced Super FX2 chip. Unfortunately, while the game was completed, Nintendo canceled it before entering production. Why? It was 1995 and both Sony and Sega had released the PlayStation and Saturn respectively, and apparently Nintendo felt their 3D on the SNES looked bad in comparison. Plus at the time, they wanted to focus on the upcoming Nintendo 64 (though the system didn't end up being released for another year anyway). Star Fox 2 was essentially lost until two prototypes were leaked onto the internet, in various states of completion, giving gamers a taste of what they had been denied. In an unexpected move, Nintendo officially released the game as part of the SNES Classic microsystem in 2017, presenting it in a final state that had been previously unseen.

	Star Fox 2 is fundamentally a very different game from its predecessor. It completely tosses out the on-rails stages, replacing it with a mixture of strategy and dog-fighting. Each game begins with a map of the Corneria system, with the homeworld in the lower-left and Andross' mothership in the upper right. The enemy then immediately invades a few of the neighboring planets, positions a few of their battleships, and begins their assault, sending both missiles and fleets of ships. You pick from two (out of six) characters to intercept these attacks, protecting anything from reaching Corneria, as well as destroying the battleships and liberating the fallen planets. Naturally, your eventual target is to take down Andross' base.
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	The strategy comes from figuring out the best way to handle multiple threats, alternating between offense and defense. Technically the segments don't progress in real time, as enemies only move when you do. This at least gives you the opportunity to plan a bit. Corneria has a defense station that can shoot down some small attacks, but won't do much against larger ones, plus it can be taken over by the enemy if you're not careful. You also have access to your mothership, which can restore your shields and warp to any planet that isn't occupied by enemies. Time passes when you're in battle, so if you take too long, something might slip by you. Furthermore, if Corneria takes too much damage, it’s game over.

	As you fight, Andross releases various stronger enemies. These include the members of Star Wolf, a mercenary team that's like an evil version of Star Fox. Their ranks include their leader, Wolf O'Donnell, the chameleon Leon Powalski, and Pigma Dengar, the traitorous swine. You also have to deal with the Mirage Dragon, a robotic creature dramatically shown tearing some hapless Arwing fighters apart in the introduction.

	Regarding your own crew, Fox, Slippy, Peppy, and Falco return. This time they’re joined by two new characters: Miyu, a lynx, and Fay, a dog (who looks like a white Cocker Spaniel with a red bow in her hair). Each has different capabilities, including the type of special weapon they're initially equipped with (bombs, shields, or health restoratives). You only control one character in combat at once, though you can switch between them after encounters, which is helpful when one of their shields run low. If a character is destroyed, you can switch to the other. If that one goes down, then you lose the whole game.

	There are basically two types of encounters: dogfights and base invasions. The former take place in outer space, where you fly around in a 3D arena and destroy all of the enemies. Functionally, these are similar to the Wing Commander games; they're presented in the third-person by default (though you can switch to first-person), and you have a radar as well as a helpful "target" indicator that shows the location of one of the enemies. Thankfully, a targeting crosshair has been added for the third-person view, making aiming much easier than in the original game.

	Base invasions can either take place on a planet's surface or in space. On a planet, you need to look for a way to disable its shields before you can enter, while you simply need to fly near the battleship in the space encounters. In these segments, you can change your Arwing into a "walker" formation, which turns the ship into a biped and lets you amble around the scenery as opposed to just automatically barreling forward. The bases themselves usually consists of a few rooms connected via corridors, requiring that you beat some enemies to unlock them, before reaching the central core and destroying the whole place. It's a little tough to control at first, since you strafe by pressing Left and Right on the D-pad, and turn by using the L and R buttons. 
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	In both forms, you also have access to a charge laser. Scattered around the various planets are General Pepper tokens; if you manage to collect all of them, you'll unlock a secret base where you gain access to an upgrade that grants this homing capabilities. Otherwise, it's not terribly useful on its own.

	By its very nature, Star Fox 2 gets a little repetitive – there's not much in the way of mission variety, with the only bosses being the Mirage Dragon and Andross at the end, who is a little too similar to his incarnation in the original game. There are the three Star Wolf fights, if you count those, though these are easily beaten if you manage to bring enough bombs along. Playing a full campaign takes about as long as a single six-stage run through of the original game – about 30-40 minutes. The default difficulty level isn't hugely tough once you get a grasp on it, but the hard mode requires both smart micro management techniques and proficient dogfighting skills. Only by beating and getting a high enough score on this can you unlock the final difficulty setting, which is a huge challenge. In other words, it might not seem like much at the outset, but truly mastering Star Fox 2 will take a ton of devotion.

	Visually, the Super FX2 chip allows for smoother, slightly more complicated polygonal models. However, it still suffers from a choppy frame rate and significant slowdown, especially in the interior base sequences. Unfortunately, the music isn't particularly memorable here either, outside of the victory fanfare. 

	The leaked prototypes are interesting, as they show how some of the game's design progressed. The first version actually had a split screen two- player mode, which was totally removed in later renditions. The characters were also changed – early versions had Faye Phoenix, a fennec fox from the Nintendo Power comic, plus an Andross-like monkey (see left column on opposite page for some small pics), plus early screenshots also showed a goat. These were later replaced by Miyu and Fay. The second prototype (the one that was the most feature-complete before the SNES Classic version was released) is also missing some stuff, primarily the randomization, where Andross's battle plans – what planets he invades, etc. – change each game, plus the balance is tweaked. Noticeably, all of the stuff that needs to be unlocked in the final version is available from the state in this build of the game.

	If Star Fox 2 had been released at the time, it probably would've caused some disappointment, since it's such a departure from the original. Still, even though it could've used more variety, it's actually a really interesting game, one that takes notes from older space combat games like Star Raiders and Star Luster. Plus, many aspects were carried forward to later games: the dogfighting was implemented in Star Fox 64 (called All-Range mode) plus Star Wolf was reused. Star Fox Command for the DS is basically a spiritual successor to Star Fox 2, as well, and the walker made an appearance in Star Fox Zero for the Wii U.
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	Star Fox 64

	AKA: Lylat Wars (EU), Star Fox 64 3D (3DS)

	Original Release: 1997

	Platforms: N64, WII, WIIU, 3DS, IQUE

	 

	The original Star Fox on the SNES was a huge push forward for 3D titles on console platforms, one which would fully evolve with the next generation of consoles. Obviously, the game's sequel feels right at home on the Nintendo 64. Whereas most other older 8-and 16-bit titles ended up being drastically reworked to take advantage of the extra dimension, Star Fox 64 is fundamentally the same, but with a ton of improvements and enhancements. Fully textured polygons! A smoother framerate! Full screen visuals! Analog controls! Voiced dialogue! A multiplayer mode! Plus tons and tons of improvements, due to both technical enhancements as well as a better understanding of how to develop 3D titles. Argonaut's contract with Nintendo had expired by this point, so Star Fox 64 was developed entirely by Nintendo of Japan 

	The changes can be felt as soon as you begin the first stage, as you fly over the oceans of Corneria City to begin your assault against the Andross army, who are already tearing up the landscape. Not only does everything feel so much smoother than before, but there are a number of noticeable enhancements, the most welcoming being actual targeting crosshairs. You can also switch between third-person and first-person cockpit view at any time. Along with the acceleration and brake commands, you can also do a somersault, which is more helpful to turn the tides on enemies that approach from behind. Also new is a lock-on missile, perhaps inspired by Panzer Dragoon, Sega's competing rail shooter from a couple years before. Hold down the button and you fire a homing projectile, which also explodes on impact and can take down several surrounding enemies at once. Using all of these abilities is key to destroying as many enemies as possible and getting high scores. Weirdly, you can only use inverted controls to steer your ship, without any option to switch (at least in the original N64 release).

	Another added feature, inherited from the at-the-time unreleased Star Fox 2, is the All- Range mode. In certain levels and boss fights, your ship is taken off the rails, allowing you to fly around in any direction. Since these arenas aren't very large, if you fly to the edge, you'll automatically do a loop-de-loop and are put back on track. The goal is typically to take down a large enemy or to destroy a certain number of foes. These, of course, require much more advanced dogfighting skills than in the regular stages. For example, the first stage boss is a gigantic robot whose armor is impenetrable from the front, but has a large glowing weak point on its back. 
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	To change up the pace a bit, a few levels stick you in different vehicles. One stage puts you in control of the Landmaster tank, which is mostly stuck to the ground, though it does have limited hovering capabilities. The Blue Marine submarine is used in the underwater stage, Aquas, which is similar to the Arwing but a little slower. It can't lock-on to enemies, but it does have unlimited torpedoes, which also act as lighting beacons to help see in the darkness of the ocean.

	The levels themselves and their accompanying boss fights are much more advanced, as well. MacBeth, one of the Landmaster stages, is an assault on a moving train. The planet Solar is made entirely of lava, so you need to dodge its flaming waves regularly. In the outer space areas, you can take down whole enemy battleships and face off against mechas that are parodies of the Doms from Mobile Suit Gundam, except with ape heads. The final boss, a projection of a gigantic Andross head along with his two massive hands, seem like it's what the original SNES game had always wanted to do, with that angular mask and strange, textured mapped cube.

	From a storyline standpoint, Star Fox 64 is a remake of its predecessor. The evil Emperor Andross is invading the Lylat System, and you, as a team of mercenaries called Star Fox, are hired to take them down. Many of the levels and planet names will seem familiar, then, even if they look almost completely different thanks to the graphical makeover. It does, however, expand on the characters. The four main crew members didn't have much individual personality in the original game, which has changed here – Fox is the typical do-gooder leader, Slippy is the rookie (or rather, since he's the team mechanic he's not so great of a pilot), Falco is the arrogant hotshot, and Peppy is the wizened expert, having been aged up to be much older than the rest of the team. Along with that is Fox's relationship to his missing father James, something referenced in the original game but made into a larger part of the hero's role here. 

	General Pepper still exists to give mission briefings before each stage, and rival unit Star Wolf returns, at least technically, as well. This marked the team’s first appearance in a released game,  though they were previously featured in Star Fox 2, which still remained dormant in 1997. This incarnation is led by Wolf O'Donnell and accompanied by the swine Pigma Dengar, the chameleon Leon Powalski, and the ape Andrew Oikonny, who is also Andross' nephew. Pigma had previously flown with Star Fox, but his betrayal led to James McCloud's death, adding for additional drama between the teams. Two other minor friendly characters are also introduced, making brief appearances in key stages: the dog Bill Grey, an old friend of the team, and the feline Katt Monroe, whose flirtatious manner suggests a relationship between herself and Falco. Also introduced is the Great Fox, the Star Fox team's home battleship, which needs to be defended in one mission. This is helmed by the robot ROB 64, who will also pop up in the middle of stages to deliver power-up packs, providing you answer his transmission in a timely manner. His name is a reference to the Robot Operating Buddy toy from the NES era. In Japan, ROB 64 is called the NUS 64 (Nintendo Ultra 64).

	All of the dialogue is now fully voiced, and despite the high compression due to the cartridge format, still manages to sound pretty decent. The voice acting is outstanding, particularly because it leans into the cheesiness, as there's some very silly, over-the-top dialogue. Wolf's "I can't let you do that, Star Fox!" and Peppy's "Do a barrel roll!" were popular enough to become Internet memes (for some reason). Other lines, like first level boss Granga's “My emperor... I've failed you!” when destroyed, and Fox's "Andross won't have his way with me!" before the first level, are both delivered with such melodrama and confidence that they lend a huge amount of personalities to these characters, despite the fact that the dialogue is still relatively sparse. The European version also has the added bonus of "Lylat" language, which turns the speech into the gibberish language spoken in the SNES game.
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	The music style is completely different from the original Star Fox, opting for a more orchestral tone compared to synth rock. It's fitting for something that aims to be like a Hollywood movie, though much of it sounds tinny due to the weak Nintendo 64 sound synthesis. Still, the melodies are strong enough that they've been remixed in almost every subsequent Star Fox title, particularly the main theme, played when the team checks their systems and then rockets to the first stage.

	There are still multiple paths through the game, though unlike in the original, you don't get to choose them at the beginning. Instead, most levels have secondary objectives which, if successfully achieved, will send you to an alternate stage. Typically, these paths are harder than the default, easy routes. So while there are seven missions from start to finish, there are a total of 16 stages in the entire game (the last level, Venom, has two variations). The catch though, is that the optional objective isn’t directly indicated. 

	The initial example is the most obtuse – halfway through the first stage, you need to save Falco from attack, then follow him through a series of stones arches. If successful, he'll challenge you to follow him, sending you to an alternate path and a different boss fight (a remade version of the first level boss of the original Star Fox). After this, you'll go onto a different second stage. Finding the alternate mission objectives in successive levels is a little more straightforward – in one stage, Peppy tells you to destroy "all" of them, which isn't literal, but does imply that you need to kill a certain number to reach the alternate stage. 

	In another example, the level Zoness is filled with searchlights to destroy – if you miss one and they spot you, you'll skip the alternate path. If you fail one of these, you can pause and choose to restart the stage at the price of one life. If you manage to stay on the hard path through the whole game, you'll get a better ending after defeating Andross. 

	There are also medals you can get in each level for superb performances. Again, the requirements aren't explicitly stated, but typically you need to destroy a certain number of enemies, plus ensure that none of your comrades bite it during a mission. These unlock things like extra vehicles for multiplayer, an Expert difficulty mode, and an alternate title screen (a recurring thing in later games in the series, and technically one that would've been introduced in Star Fox 2). Regardless of performance, the game also has a fairly amusing final score screen, presented as an invoice by the Star Fox team to the Corneria army, breaking down how much they're owed based on the enemies they destroyed. 

	In general, outside of obtaining the medals, Star Fox 64 is easier than the original, even when fighting on the hardest routes. Part of this is just due to the technical enhancements (you can actually hit and dodge things more accurately), but also because it's more generous with extra lives. Plus, it's harder to lose a wing when damaged. Conversely, shooting an ally will actually damage them this time around, so be sure to check your fire.

	Star Fox 64 was also the first game to make use of the Nintendo 64 Rumble Pak, which it was actually packaged with in some territories, including North America. By plugging it into the back of the controller, it will shake and vibrate during moments of heavy impact. With the release of Sony's Dual Shock controller a few months later, it began a trend that has since become standard in pretty much every console since.

	Star Fox 64 is the rare perfect sequel. Outside of maybe the changes to the music style (which is hard to complain about since the new music is still pretty good), it does everything the original does, and does it much better. It was regarded as one of the high points of the Nintendo 64 library even back in the 90s, and has aged much more gracefully than a vast majority of the system's catalogue, mostly because it doesn't struggle with basic things like camera controls. 
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	It's also the point where the Star Fox franchise peaked, for better or worse. None of the subsequent titles in the franchise ever quite lived up to it, mostly because Nintendo seemed to not really care for the whole "rail shooter" aspect and kept trying various gimmicks to change things up, with each attempt having varying levels of success. 

	Star Fox 64 was released on the Wii (and later Wii U) Virtual Console, being an emulated version of the game run at a higher resolution than the original, making for slightly cleaner visuals. The Wii version changes a few minor effects and reduces the screen flashing. It’s also missing the rumble effects, but these are present in the Wii U version. Outside of these emulations, in 2011, it was also completely remade for the 3DS.

	Much like the 3DS port of The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time released the same year, Star Fox 64 3D features completely reworked polygonal geometry and higher resolution textures that make the visuals look remarkably better. Plus the framerate is smoother, and it eliminates the fog that permeated the original release. There are also re-rendered versions of the main characters.

	The music here is slightly enhanced, though considering the full orchestrations found in Star Fox Assault, it's still not quite as good as it could've been. All of the voices have been re-recorded as well, sounding much clearer overall. Some of the original actors have reprised their roles, but the others still sound excellent. (Alas, there's no option for Lylat speech.) They even give a voice to Yaru de Pon, the tanuki found in the training mode who previously talked in gibberish speech. 

	Newly added is the option for gyro aiming, allowing for more precise movement than the analog pad provides. There's an added mode with enemy patterns based around this too, though otherwise there's nothing in the way of new content. You can also now save the game between missions, though it still keeps track of your lives, so you can still face the possibility of running out and having to start from scratch. Completed levels can also be replayed in a time attack mode.

	The multiplayer mode has been completely revised to have new maps that actually have some semblance of design to them. These are now filled with various structures, instead of just being wide open-maps. Plus there are added power-ups that work sort of like Mario Kart, running a slot reel every time you grab one. These can do things like turn you invisible, or slow down all of the other ships with sticky burrs. Unfortunately, you can no longer use the Landmaster tank or fight on foot like you could in the N64 game. It only supports local play, as well. As a neat gimmick, though, the camera records your face and sends it to your opponents, so you can see their facial expressions. 

	Other than having to play on the small screen, Star Fox 64 3D is the ideal way to play the game – it looks and sounds great, and while the analog pad on the system isn't ideal, it's certainly a step up from the N64 stick.
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	Star Fox Adventures

	Original Release: 2002

	Platforms: GC

	 

	Rare was Nintendo's golden boy studio throughout much of the Nintendo 64 era, having expanded their roster of 3D platformers with Donkey Kong 64 and the two Banjo Kazooie games. What’s more, they introduced the competitive FPS phenomenon to console players with GoldenEye. One of their later projects was Dinosaur Planet, heavily modeled after The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time, starring an anthropomorphic cat duo named Sabre and Krystal and taking place on�cwell, a planet of dinosaurs. This game went through two major shifts before it was released, first being moved from the Nintendo 64 to the GameCube. Additionally, it was also integrated into the Star Fox franchise, changing the story and replacing the main character with Fox McCloud. (This was reportedly at the behest of Shigeru Miyamoto, who once mentioned in an interview noting the similarities between Sabre and Fox.)

	The game opens with a different version of Krystal, now depicted as a fox instead of a cat. She’s searching the galaxy to discover the mystery behind the destruction of Cerinia, her home planet. Krystal is called to the Krazoa Palace, the ruins of an ancient race floating above Dinosaur Planet, a previously unmentioned world in the far regions of the Lylat system. (There was a planet full of dinosaurs in the SNES game, though this one is completely different from Fortuna.) Here she encounters the evil General Scales, who’s fighting for control of the world. In order to stop him, she needs to collect all of the Krazoa spirits, but her task is cut short after she captures the first, leaving her trapped in crystal.

	Shortly afterwards, the Star Fox team is sent to investigate Dinosaur Planet, primarily because parts of it have literally broken off and are floating in space. Before long, Fox McCloud picks up where Krystal left off, exploring the planet and fighting off the attack of General Scales and his army of the SharpClaw tribe.
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	The first thing for players to do is get acquainted with the planet's denizens, particularly learning of the various dinosaur tribes and their fight against Scales, as it's pretty obvious that his actions are what's causing Dinosaur Planet to break to pieces. This quest eventually leads to recovering the four Spellstones, stolen from the planet's temples, as well as the remaining Krazoa Spirits, in order to save everything.

	The game opens with some typically Star Fox-esque action sequences (first as Krystal riding on a pterodactyl fighting General Scales' ship, then as Fox as he descends onto Dinosaur Planet's surface), but most of your time is spent walking around on foot. The comparisons to Ocarina of Time are immediately evident in the way everything controls. For example, Fox can't jump on command and instead automatically leaps off of platforms when he gets close. The lock-on melee combat even works the same way, right down to the manner in which the screen dramatically letterboxes when engaging enemies. General Pepper actually disallows Fox from using his blaster (not wanting to cause wanton destruction is a rather dumb reason), leaving Fox to pick up Krystal's staff, which has coincidentally fallen on the planet right where he landed. In addition to whacking enemy dinos with it, it also has some magical properties, including harnessing the elements to shoot fire and ice, cause earthquakes, or flying upwards by placing it in a fissure. Peppy and Slippy spend most of the adventure aboard the Great Fox, giving advice when requested (Falco had left the team after Star Fox 64 but he does make a quick appearance at the end). Fairly early on, Fox also rescues a dinosaur named Tricky, a mini triceratops that's the prince of the EarthWalker tribe. He tags along and helps with puzzles, though ultimately he's far more obnoxious than Navi ever was, especially as he constantly complains about his voracious appetite. 

	Dinosaur Planet is broken up into several areas, with ThornTail Hollow acting as the central hub. It's not nearly as expansive or as fun to explore as any given Zelda overworld, though. The orbiting areas of the planet can be reached by flying to them. In these parts, you play a brief Arwing sequence where you need to collect a bunch of rings to continue. These are the the few times where it remotely feels like Star Fox, even if they're pretty simplified (there's no lock-on laser, for example).

	Star Fox Adventures also has some of the worst aspects of Rare's typical design, including its infatuation with collectibles. By the end of the game, your inventory will consist of GrubTubs (mushrooms that are given to Tricky so he'll cooperate), Fireflies (used to light up dark hallways), Fuel Cells (needed to hop into your Arwing and fly to space), Scarabs (the currency used in the shop), Bomb Spores (plants that act as explosives), and the goofily named Bafomdads (basically the game's equivalent to Zelda's fairies, that resurrect you when fallen). Then there are also the health restoratives and the staff's energy to keep track of. Having lots of items in itself isn't terrible, but there are plenty of times where you need to use some and don't have any, so you need to wander off to collect more (lifting up every rock you see to find more scarabs gets old the second time you do it, much less the tenth).

	This is accompanied by the fact that many areas have some kind of character that requests "X" number of some kind of item found in the area, requiring you to scavenge around for it. These sections typically aren’t very big, but fetch quests are still pretty exasperating, and take the place of any meaningful exploration. This is accompanied by some puzzle design that's absolutely pedestrian compared to Zelda.  

	Despite some of these issues, Dinosaur Planet is still somewhat fun to explore because it looks and sounds absolutely gorgeous. Rare was ahead of the curve when it came to these areas, going way back to the Donkey Kong Country games on the SNES, and Star Fox Adventures shows them at their finest. The character models look spectacular, particularly the fur rendering. The expressive animations are impressive too, even if the "Fox gets really excited and picks up new item" cinema scene gets a little old the hundredth time you've seen it. The environmental design is a little plain, but many areas look gorgeous thanks to the colored lighting, as well as a real-time system that changes the time of day, from morning to afternoon to nighttime. As an early title for the GameCube, it really shows off the platform's strengths compared to the PlayStation 2, especially during its initial release, but it still looks pretty decent nowadays.
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	The music likewise is fantastic, being the work of legendary composer David Wise. Here he remixes songs from Star Fox 64, as well as provides more appropriate, tribal-themed tunes for the dinosaurs. Even the voice acting is generally pretty decent, although the gibberish Dino Talk language sounds ridiculous, and Slippy's high-pitched voice makes him seem like he could be a Monty Python character. There are some secondary cast members that also make the game feel distinctly British, as opposed to something made by Nintendo's Japanese team, particularly the strangely hostile shopkeeper. (The game was actually dubbed in English in all territories, even Japan.) The writing can occasionally get pretty funny too, especially with Fox's occasional exasperation and annoyance at all of the crap he has to put up with.

	Unfortunately, Star Fox Adventures is unable to escape a very basic truth: this is a game that began as something else before being reconfigured to fit a different property, and rather hastily at that. Again, dinosaurs aren't outside the realm of the Star Fox universe, but it's always been a distinctly sci-fi series, so the mystical talk of spirits and magic just doesn't fit at all. Plus, the Arwing segments (and the floating planet pieces) come across like total afterthoughts. One gets the impression that they were stuck in there just to maintain some semblance of the flying action the series had been previously known for. This serves as an attempt to make the shoehorning of the Star Fox license less transparent, but it doesn't really work. There are a couple of bike racing sequences, too, which somewhat fit the Star Fox mold, but these are more annoying than anything since they're easy to fail the first couple of times and require replaying.

	The problems go much, much deeper than this, though. The game just flat-out isn't finished. The cover seems to present Krystal as a partner, but no. You play as her in the introduction, then she's trapped for the rest of the game, only helping via her telepathic communications. Indeed, in the original Dinosaur Planet design, she was supposed to act as a second playable character, complete with her own dinosaur helper (a pterodactyl named Kyte, who does pop up in the final game, though obviously not in the same role).

	With that in mind, it’s a shame that she was relegated to being a simple damsel-in-distress. She was also supposed to help in a fight against General Scales at the end, but that too is another problem. This is because despite being the primary antagonist, you never actually fight him. Literally as you're gearing up for the final battle, a booming voice comes out of nowhere, quickly revealed to be Andross, who's somehow back again. You then take off into space to fight your old foe, after which the game ends. There’s no other climatic confrontation, no sense of closure. The game doesn't even resolve anything regarding Krystal or her mission, either. The cited development reason is that Rare was in the middle of being sold to Microsoft at this point, and they needed to hastily get the game out the door before the transaction could be completed. This resulted in a whole ton of cut content.
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	Of course, even though it's fun to see an expanded adventure of the Star Fox crew, it's easy to get a little bummed that a new franchise was basically killed so it could happen. The original Dinosaur Planet didn't seem to have been near completion (at least from a development standpoint), and no prototype ROM has been leaked, though there’s a decent amount of gameplay footage available from back when it was demoed. This shows that a lot of characters and scenarios are more or less identical to how they ended up in Star Fox Adventures. One of the bigger changes is that Sabre and Krystal were supposed to be adopted siblings, so it probably wouldn't have had the romantic angle that later Star Fox games played up with her and Fox. 

	Ultimately, Star Fox Adventures ends up as a middling Zelda clone, only held together by the nice visuals and strong core design. Otherwise, even at the time, it was just meant to be a holdover until the real Zelda and Star Fox titles arrived. Fans got the former with The Legend of Zelda: Wind Waker, released just a few months later at the end of 2002, but a new Star Fox wouldn't arrive for a few more years. The issues with Star Fox: Assault are a whole other story.
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	Star Fox: Assault

	Original Release: 2005

	Platforms: GC

	 

	About two years after Star Fox Adventures, the GameCube got a "real" Star Fox entry, subtitled Assault. Around this time, Nintendo was occasionally working on their properties with third party developers, like when they hired Sega to create F-Zero GX. Star Fox: Assault was initially meant to be developed by the Ace Combat team at Namco, which proved to be an exciting concept. It must've run into some type of development issues, though, because ultimately the responsibility was handed off to the team that created the Klonoa games. The result is a game that isn't completely terrible, but also not really what anyone wanted.

	The first level gives a very good initial impression. Star Fox is back! The cutscenes are slightly expanded, with more dialogue. The frame rate is a buttery smooth 60 FPS (with only minor hitches), and it looks and feels fantastic, especially compared to the rather dated N64 game. The music mostly consists of arrangements from Star Fox 64, but redone with a full orchestra, and they sound amazing. Peppy has even retired back to the base, giving Krystal a place on the Star Fox team as the squad telepath, weaving Adventures into the canon so the game doesn't feel like a weird fever dream.

	Assault is filled with fan service, recalling dialogue and characters from Star Fox 64. For example, the first stage focuses on chasing down Andrew Oikonny, Andross' nephew and (now former) member of Star Wolf, who proclaims to fight for the glory of his empire before going down in flames, revealing a new enemy: the robotic insect-like Aparoids. Dinosaur Planet even returns as a stage, though now given the proper name of Sauria.
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	And then everything goes downhill from there. The second level has Fox jumping out of his Arwing to attack an enemy base on foot. The goal here is to run around and destroy all of the highlighted enemies on the radar. Destroy all of them and more pop up. This goes for a few cycles until the boss spawns. Partway through the level, the Landmaster tank spawns, which you can hop into and drive around, giving you extra firepower at the expense of mobility. Many subsequent levels are similar, with a few having you switch between ground combat and hopping into the Arwing to take to the skies and defend your friends. These parts play out similarly to the All-Range mode conflicts in Star Fox 64.

	It wasn't entirely clear at this point in the franchise's history, but Nintendo didn’t seem to like the idea of Star Fox being a rail shooter. This explains why it had no problem sticking Fox into Dinosaur Planet. Accordingly, the rail-shooter scenes of Assault take a back seat to the on-foot battles. Out of the game's 10 stages, only three of them are on-rails (with a fourth being an All-Range battle). This leaves the rest of the levels to focus on melee combat.

	Conceptually, this isn't necessarily a bad change�c except the design and the control of these stages are pretty bad. By default, the left analog stick moves Fox forward and backward, and makes him turn left or right. In order to strafe, you need to hold down the L trigger, which also makes him do a roll, while the C-stick is used to change weapons. This is like something out of an early 3D game on the N64 or PlayStation. You can switch to more standard dual analog controls, but nothing about the way Fox or the camera moves feels right. Everything is just way too fast, and there's no way to adjust it, either. Your default blaster weapon takes a second or so to charge, too, and it's a pain to hit anything with it. Other weapons, like missile launchers, machine guns, and sniper rifles are more useful, but many are awkward in their own ways, and also governed by limited ammo.       

	Piloting the Landmaster is even more sluggish, especially when you need to use its limited hovering ability to do anything. On foot, you can at least run quickly and dodge enemy fire. In spite of the tank also having a roll ability, though, it’s just way too large to be effective. To top it off, the "hunt the red dots" design of these stages just isn't very interesting. They also get particularly confusing when an enemy is on a different elevation, or hidden inside a building. The only standout parts of these levels are the sections where you hop on the wing of a spaceship, piloted by someone else, and then shoot down enemies from there. These are also a downgrade from a technical standpoint, considering that they only run at 30 FPS compared to the 60 FPS of the pure flying stages.

	The advantages to these segments only really appear in the multiplayer mode, which is Star Fox Assault's biggest strength. Though the control problems remain, it's a lot more fun to play against other players, especially when hopping in and out of vehicles, rather than bumbling around looking for targets. There are a whole bunch of different modes here among the 16 stages (four times the amount in Star Fox 64, and with many areas not featured in the single-player game), including ones that only give players sniper rifles or missile launchers (but with unlimited ammo), or grant your characters jet packs. There's also a "Crown Capture" mode where you attempt to take a crown from your opponent and hold it as long as possible. The five main members of Star Fox are playable, along with Wolf O'Donnell, each having different characteristics and special effects. The downside to this is that most of its features are locked, requiring either beating the main game (not a huge hassle for the most part, except when getting all of the medals to unlock Wolf) or playing X number of Versus Mode matches, with over 260 (!) required to get everything. 
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	It's hard to tell exactly what issues plagued Star Fox Assault’s development. Around the same time, Nintendo announced an arcade game for the franchise, also by Namco, but it was never seen or heard from again. It almost seems like the multiplayer mode was the core focus of the game, but at some point they needed a stronger single-player mode, so they did what they could to make some regular missions out of what they had and tacked on a few classic Arwing stages. 

	Even taking into account the sloppy ground stages, there's plenty about Star Fox Assault that just feels off. There's no branching at all in any of the stages, with the only reason to replay being to gain medals. The Arwing stages feel good at first, but there are some minor issues – your ship only fires one laser at once instead of three, and many of the enemies take several hits, so the emphasis seems to be on using the charge shot. The enemy cadence just isn't as satisfying, either, and the levels are on the longer side (probably to make up for their relatively small number). 

	The voice acting is also noticeably worse than either Star Fox 64 or Star Fox Adventures (save Slippy). It's cool to see the story expanded a bit, especially by bringing back Star Wolf as sort of a "frenemy", though Pigma is still a foe (he was a traitor to the original Star Fox team after all), with a new character named Panther taking his place in the squad. The design of the Aparoids is cool, but they’re kind of boring compared to the cheesy Andross foes. The cutscene character models are also a substantial step down from Adventures – it appears Rare didn't share their technology with Namco. What's odd is that the character animations are much more expressive in the Japanese version, making the English release seem stiffer by comparison.

	There are a couple of unlockables beyond multiplayer stuff. For starters, in the American and European releases, you can earn the NES version of Xevious. In the Japanese version, you can also unlock two other Namco Famicom games, Battle City (a simple but fun overhead multiplayer blast-em-up with tanks that was later revamped into an arcade game called Tank Force) and Star Luster (a first-person spaceship simulator heavily inspired by Atari's Star Raiders). Neither of these were originally released outside of the country, but they don't have any real language barrier either, so it's annoying that they were deleted from the overseas release.

	In short, any time you're in the Arwing in Assault, it's pretty darn good. These parts look and feel great, and while the design isn't quite up to Star Fox 64's level, it's still really well done. The on-foot parts are far less enjoyable, though. It's such an inconsistent experience that it's hard to recommend for any reason outside of the multiplayer mode and the fantastic soundtrack.
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	Star Fox Command

	Original Release: 2006

	Platforms: DS, WIIU

	 

	A good year after Star Fox: Assault, Nintendo followed up with a portable entry, Star Fox Command. The back of the box indicates that it's a return to the franchise’s roots, which is partially true. The game was co-developed by Q-Games, the company run by Dylan Cuthbert, one of the programmers from the SNES original. Otherwise, this is a pretty stark departure from the series’ norms, with almost nothing resembling its predecessors. In essence, this is basically a follow-up to Star Fox 2, which at that point wasn’t officially released and was only known to fans who used emulators to play the leaked beta.

	Taking place after Assault, a new enemy has once again threatened Corneria. This time it’s the Angler Empire, who have emerged from the polluted seas of Venom. The Star Fox team once again comes to the rescue, though they’re somewhat fragmented, as Falco is still out on his own and Krystal has left due to various romantic issues with Fox.

	The game is broken down into several missions, each of which is presented with an overhead tactical map, similar to Star Fox 2. The goal is usually to destroy all of the opposing bases while protecting your own (here, the Great Fox ship) from enemy attack. In theory, the stylus is used to draw the flight paths for the allied ships. However, it actually works quite differently in practice. Rather than using the pseudo-real time movement of Star Fox 2, where enemies moved at the same time that you did, the flow here is broken up into turns. Your ships can only move a certain distance within a single turn, after which enemies will either try to intercept you or head towards the Great Fox. You only have a limited amount of turns to beat each mission, though destroying some of the bases will give you some extra turns. The maps are also clouded by fog, which is erased whenever your ships pass over it, though you can scribble a little bit per turn in order to reveal what's underneath. However, this slowly grows back over time. If anything gets too close to the Great Fox, your base will be destroyed and you'll lose the whole mission.
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	There are basically three kinds of encounters in Command. Most conflicts are presented like the All-Range mode sections from Star Fox 64, where you need to destroy a certain number of enemies and collect their cores to proceed. In the base missions, you also need to destroy the enemy mothership, which is done by flying through a series of red gates and then performing a barrel roll right before you hit it. If you fail at any part of this, you die immediately. Then there are missile interception missions. Much like the mothership destruction stages, you're on a linear path to fly through red gates and must destroy an incoming missile. If you miss one, though, you'll lose and the enemy attack will get through. Then there are boss fights, which are typically unique to each area, some of which include dogfights with old faces like the Star Wolf team.

	Beyond the turn limit, there's also a running timer that counts down during the action segments. Once it hits zero, you lose a ship. This crosses over across all of your units, too, so if you end up with only 10 seconds left, the next character is probably going to be screwed. When the timer expires, the character will remark that they're out of fuel, which doesn't really make sense considering it's shared. Ultimately, it feels like something that was bolted on at the last minute to make the game feel more intense. 

	Thankfully, there are a few ways to increase the timer. Hunting down non-essential enemies or zooming through rings may seem like a distraction when the clock is ticking, but they usually drop power-ups that replenish precious seconds. Barrel rolls gain further utility, as well, as in addition to deflecting enemy shots, they also add to the timer, meaning skilled pilots can build a surplus of time. There are time replenishments to be found on the map, too, in addition to missiles, which can be fired by the Great Fox as an extra layer of defense if one of your units can't intercept an enemy attack.

	There are over a dozen playable characters, each with their own ship, ranging from the main cast of the previous games to their friends and family (Slippy's girlfriend Amanda and Peppy's daughter Lucy), to members of Star Wolf, and even minor characters from Star Fox 64 like Katt Monroe and Bill Grey (though they look a little different here, with Katt turning from purple to black). There's also a young monkey named Dash who aspires to be a member of Star Fox. Their ships all have different abilities, pertaining to their weapon strength, whether they have a lock-on laser, the number of bombs they carry, how long their barrel rolls last, and so forth.  

	In combat, your ship is controlled completely with the stylus, with all of the other buttons on the system firing the lasers. Bombs can be dropped anywhere on the playing field by dragging and dropping them on the radar. You also somersault and perform u-turns by hitting the appropriate buttons on the touch screen. Boosting and braking is done by double-tapping either the top or the bottom of the screen, though, which isn’t exactly intuitive.

	The touch controls definitely offer a level of precise aiming that wouldn't be possible on an analog stick, much less the digital d-pad of the DS. Despite requiring an adjustment period, it works pretty well most of the time. However, it can still feel clumsy in certain scenarios, especially when you're trying to do quick, tight turns. Giving the option to use the d-pad would've been welcome, as this reeks of the times when Nintendo thought they knew better than the player when it comes to control methods. They have a history of making things harder than they need to be (see: The Legend of Zelda: The Phantom Hourglass, Donkey Kong Country Returns, and Kid Icarus: Uprising).
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	Despite the different map layouts in each mission, Star Fox Command suffers from the same basic issue as Star Fox 2 – there just isn't enough variety. There are plenty of types of enemies with different behaviors, but fighting all of them is actually about the same. The boss encounters are usually pretty decent, but everything else is just the same stuff over and over. There are different planets at the least, so there's a wide variety of scenery, but considering you're usually just flying over open mountains (except for the city stages), it doesn't really make much of a difference. (The Arwing can also apparently fly underwater, rather than getting into a submarine.) There still aren't any on-rails missions at all, either.

	The game does offer an incredible amount of replayability thanks to its branching scenarios.  You're railroaded along a set story on your first time through, but on subsequent replays, you can make decisions that take the plot in different directions, giving new missions and taking you to new endings. Most of these veer straight into completely ridiculous melodrama, too. In one ending, Krystal leaves the team after having a fling with Star Wolf, gives herself the absurd nickname "Kursed," and flies around the galaxy as a pariah. In another, Fox quits mercenary work and ends up joining an F-Zero-like racing league (here called G-Zero). Then there's the one where Fox and Krystal settle down and have kids, leading to a new era of Star Fox pilots. 

	None of these could be considered canon of course, as they all mostly contradict each other, and the next non-remake game (Star Fox Zero for the Wii U) rebooted the story anyway.

	It's not like the story was a particular highlight of the previous games, but there was some level of seriousness to it that made a group of intergalactic furries seem kind of cool. Here, it gets so bizarre that it approaches the level of fan fiction, particularly the over-the-top artwork in the endings. That's not accounting for the fact that the designs for characters like Amanda, an absurd pink frog with a gigantic yellow bow, are already pretty bizarre. 

	Discounting this, there's one other major aspect of the plot that might upset some long time fans, particularly in regards to General Pepper. Without getting into details, it's revealed that Andross wasn't quite the psychotic maniac that the earlier Star Fox games made him out to be, but rather was banished by Pepper for political reasons. On one hand it adds shades of grey into the conflict, but on the other, it's not like Pepper had much depth beforehand, other than being a dog with a cool voice who provided your mission briefings. Did they really need to drag him out to present him as a bad guy for this?

	At any rate, the story is interesting for its sheer insanity, even though the endings are just a few illustrations accompanied by text. There are nine in total, but due to how the branching works, you'll need to replay many of the earlier missions several times if you want to see them all.

	Visually, the game is on par with most 3D DS games – which is to say, lesser detail than the N64, though without the fog (and replacing the blurry textures with pixelated ones). This isn’t a huge deal, given the low resolution of the screen. The music, as with most of the games post-Star Fox 64, is based on that game’s soundtrack, though there are quite a lot of original tunes, since each pilot has their own combat theme. The speech goes back to the gibberish language of the SNES game, rather than using actual recorded English (or Japanese) speech. One neat aspect of this choice is that by speaking into the DS microphone, the game can turn your voice into its own unique gobbledygook. There's also a multiplayer battle mode, which can be ran locally with download play. At one point it was also offered online, but internet play for the system has long since been disabled by Nintendo.
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	Star Fox Assault disappointed many fans due to its departure from on-rails gameplay, but Command received even more blowback for being even more different. Seeing as how it’s basically a sequel to Star Fox 2, it's a good indicator of how that game would have been received had it actually been released. There are certainly problems with Star Fox Command, due to the controls and general repetition, but the core gameplay loop is still pretty fun barring some occasional frustrations, and the story and endings are fun enough as long as you don't take it too seriously. It's not really a classic, but as long as you can acclimate to its style, it's better than some might think.

	Star Fox Command has only been ported once, on the Wii U VC. Considering that both screens are presented vertically, the controls become much more awkward, with only the bottom (emulated) screen accepting input. This can be alleviated by holding the tablet vertically, though. The game is also much easier to play on DS XL and 3DS XL systems, due to the larger screen sizes.
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	Star Fox Zero

	Original Release: 2016

	Platforms: WIIU

	 

	After the release of Star Fox Assault and Star Fox Command in the mid-00s, the franchise went dark for awhile, leading to an enhanced port of Star Fox 64 in 2011 for the 3DS. A brand new title, Star Fox Zero for the Wii U,  wouldn’t arrive until nearly a decade later. While the game was conceptualized by Nintendo, much of the actual work was performed by PlatinumGames, they of Vanquish and Bayonetta fame. This company was chosen thanks to their chops with 3D action games. The "zero" in the title is an allusion to the fact that the game is sort of a reboot, but the fact that it uses the kanji in the logo can also be interpreted as a reference to the Mitsubishi A6M Zero aircraft flown by the Japanese in World War II, meaning it has some association with fighter airplanes.

	The title is a little confusing, though, as it infers this to be a prequel. In actuality, from a story perspective, it’s a remake of Star Fox 64 (which in turn was a reimagining of the SNES game). All of the four main characters (plus General Pepper) are the same, the briefing scenes are basically identical, most of the planets are the same, and even the opening moments seem to imply that this is just Star Fox 64 with HD graphics.

	That illusion fades away pretty quickly, however, once you actually get into playing the levels – the first stage is still Corneria under attack from Andross, but the actual structure is 100% original. That’s pretty much true of the rest of the game, too. There are still asteroid fields and battleship squadrons to face, of course, and while you’ll still visit locations like Fichina, Titania, and Venom, but they’re all presented differently from before. For example, you’ll still visit Zoness, but instead of skimming across the surface, you’re flying through an enemy base (though it still involves dodging spotlights). So it’s more accurate to say that it borrows the story, themes, and settings from Star Fox 64, even though it’s not really a remake.
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	It also carries over an element from Star Fox 2, which at that point had not been officially released: the Walker. Once you’ve reached a certain level, the Arwing can transform into a bipedal vehicle, which allows it to infiltrate enemy bases in order to attack their cores. Once this functionality is obtained, you can use it whenever you want (though obviously it’s useless in the pure space levels, since you’ll just drop down into nothingness). The Landmaster returns as well, along with a new flight-focused transformation. Plus there's a new vehicle called the Gyrowing. This is a piloted like a drone, and can drop a cute little ROB-style robot on a tether that can be used to hack certain panels.

	The biggest addition is the way that Star Fox Zero makes use of the Wii U control pad. Like Star Fox 64 for the 3DS, it makes use of the gyro controls to allow for more accurate aiming. Unlike that game, where it was optional, this one is built around having that level of control, something which is hammered home right in the first level. Here, you face robots that have red weak points directly on their top, and it’s very difficult to hit these spots without using precision aiming.

	Additionally, while the TV screen shows the standard third- person camera, the gamepad shows the viewpoint from the cockpit, so technically it displays both perspectives at once, even though your eyes can obviously only look at one or the other. This is a little overwhelming at first, particularly due to one major quirk: the targeting reticule in the third- person view is slightly different from the first-person one, with the latter being more accurate. Therefore, to really make pinpoint shots with the gyro controls, you need to look down at the bottom screen, which also means that you concentrate on targeting at the expense of piloting your ship.

	This all becomes even more important in the All-Range mode. Here, you can hold the ZL trigger to target the boss, which causes the camera to focus on it rather than your ship. However, the first- person perspective remains the same, shown on the gamepad.

	This all sounds pretty confusing, and initially it is, but it’s not without reason. In previous games with All-Range modes, there was always a question of how to actually hunt down and target an enemy, given your limited perspective. They dealt with this issue in different ways, ranging from pointing out the location of foes with arrows, showing where you fly, or simply providing a radar. Star Fox Zero instead gives an omniscient view by allowing you to see your surroundings, by showing where you are in relation to your target, so you can not only try to avoid its fire but also reorient yourself in the correct direction to launch a counterattack.

	Again, juggling between both screens, and thus both perspectives, is easily the toughest part of the game, because you need to learn how to prioritize, and concentrating on one means giving up some level of control you’d gain from the other. It requires a lot of practice, and even though the game tries to ease you into it before really putting your skills to the test, it’s still initially overwhelming, even at the most basic of levels.

	Once it clicks, though, it really clicks, and allows the genius of the game to shine through. On some level, Star Fox Zero, like the previous titles, is still afraid to feature too many on-rails sections. Instead, it compensates by offering much more elaborate boss battles, all of which are fought in All-Range mode, with many involving switching between spaceship and Walker forms. For example, an impenetrable enemy battleship needs to open up a small part of its shields in order to fire its laser. You need to fly nearby until it’s ready to fire, zoom right into its opening, fly around back, transform into a Walker, run inside it, destroy its core, and then dash back outside to space before a friendly assault takes you down with it.

	Even with that understanding, though, Star Fox Zero is a much harder game than any of the others in the series. These boss encounters are not only more involved but also much longer, without any checkpoints upon dying. It’s more forgiving since there’s no real “game over,” and if you run out of lives you just need to restart the stage, but even once you grasp the controls, you can expect to die quite a bit. This is especially true when facing off against Andross at the end of the game. The final boss truly serves as a test of all the skills you should’ve learned throughout the previous levels.

	The game is also conscious of bringing back old locations and enemies – one of the on-rails levels is Fortuna, which was in the SNES game but not Star Fox 64 (though revised in a fashion for Assault). With these are some familiar enemies – that level’s boss, the two-headed bird robot Monarch Dodora makes a return, as does the Assault Carrier, the first level boss of the SNES game (and alternate first level boss of the N64 game). Revising these fights to use All-Range mode, along with several new abilities, walks that tight line of being familiar while still doing something original. The Section Omega: Space Graveyard level is also incredible, since it’s the closest that Star Fox has come to mimicking the Death Star trench run from Star Wars: A New Hope, along with sending you through a series of gates that really hammers home its inspiration from the Fushimi Inari Shrine.

	There are branching paths still, though they work a bit differently. In the initial play through, there’s only one branch, which will send you to one of two levels based on your performance in a battle against the returning Star Wolf team (if you fail this part, Peppy ends up crashing, and you follow after him). Instead, most of the alternate stuff is only available on replays.

	For example, halfway through the first stage, there’s an allied ship flying over a mountain. You can only track it if you’ve first unlocked the Walker form, since you need to unlock the door that leads to that area. Further, in later levels, members of Star Wolf pop up where they didn’t before, which again allows for some branches. There aren’t as many alternate stages as in Star Fox 64, and they don't affect the ending, but it’s still pretty cool as they present some stages that were previously focused on either Walker or Gyrowing forms as on-rails Arwing stages. 

	There are five medals in each stage, each with unique requirements. Obtaining them all will unlock a couple of bonuses, including an SNES-style low-polygon Arwing, complete with the return of the classic Corneria theme in the first stage (these can also be unlocked with Amiibo). Unfortunately, there's no true multiplayer mode at all, other than a "co-op" mode where one player pilots the ship and the other takes controls of the guns.
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	The music is in the style of the previous games, but the sound effects are so loud that it's hard to hear any of it. The voices in turn reuse the same actors from the 3DS version of Star Fox 64. The visuals aren't anything impressive from a technical standpoint, but there's still some fantastic graphic design, especially with the bosses and on Fortuna. The game tries to run at 60 FPS, but unfortunately it struggles to be consistent.

	Star Fox Zero received a pretty bad reputation at launch, one that it never quite shook off. It does fall under a trend of certain Nintendo games where it introduces an offbeat control scheme and expects the player to deal with it without offering any reasonable alternatives (Kid Icarus: Uprising, both Zelda DS titles, Skyward Sword, even the previous Star Fox Command). However, the use of the Wii U gamepad isn't a mere gimmick, as it really does add to the game, but learning to use it effectively is no small feat. It doesn't help that so much of the game’s story is a retread of Star Fox 64. It’s not like the plots of Assault or Command were all that interesting, but at least they offered something new.

	Additionally, Zero lacks polish in a number of areas, especially as it tries to do too many things at once. Even after learning the controls, it's difficult to use the Walker, as it just doesn't have the versatility required to properly dodge enemy attacks. The Gyroscope levels, of which there are really only one-and-a-half, are dreadful, just because they're concentrated on stealth and interminably slow. Further, the penultimate level is just a replay of the first Corneria stage, except its dusk and slightly harder (and there's a different boss battle). Even taking into account the concepts behind the gyro aiming and first-person shooting on the second screen, the discrepancy between the targeting cursors still doesn't make sense. The game apparently experienced development problems – it was delayed a few months after its initial release date – and even that extra time didn't really get everything where it needed to be. 

	Still, in spite of its lows and a high learning curve, there are some absolutely brilliant moments in Star Fox Zero, enough that they largely manage to overshadow these weaknesses. It's probably still not the Star Fox 64 successor that everyone really wanted, but its advancements to the formula work better than any prior attempts. The game was a flop unfortunately, and probably buried the series again, much like Assault and Command did a whole decade before it. That is, at least until Nintendo decides to resurrect it, as they typically do. It would be a hard game to port since so much of it relies on the Wii U gamepad – it would have to be rebalanced to take different control schemes into account (which wouldn't be impossible, considering the altered gyro mode in the 3DS Star Fox 64). Perhaps history will better remember the game as one of the standouts of the Wii U's rather small library.
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	Star Fox Guard

	Original Release: 2016

	Platforms: WIIU

	 

	Released simultaneously with Star Fox Zero (and in some territories, bundled together with it), Star Fox Guard is a unique tower defense game starring Slippy Toad and his uncle Grippy, who runs a mining business. Taking place after the defeat of Andross, your job as a security commander is to defend these bases from a horde of invading robots.

	The mining encampment is surrounded by a simple maze-like structure, with several cameras placed at key areas. Each camera is equipped with a laser and you can only directly control one at a time. This is viewed in the center of the screen, but footage from the other cameras is shown surrounding it. Switching between cameras is handled by touching them on the Wii U control pad screen, which also shows a map and positions of any enemies. Each stage begins with robots pouring into the entrances, before weaving their way towards the center of the area. You're given a rough battle plan at the beginning of each stage, allowing you to concentrate on where enemies may come from, and are provided with some freedom to determine the best places to position the cameras.
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	There are two types of robots: Chaos and Power. Chaos robots are mere mischief makers – they'll disable your camera if you don't shoot them first, or pull other kinds of tricks, like detonating smoke bombs to cloud your view or loop fake footage so you might miss other invaders. The Power robots are the ones you really need to worry about though, as if any of them touches the gem in the middle of the encampment, you'll lose the stage.

	Of course, the game itself has very little to do with Star Fox other than borrowing its setting. Each of the planets of the Lylat system are used for the backdrop of various the mines, though, and Slippy acts as a tutor to help you learn the ropes. Many of the assets seem taken from Star Fox Zero, though the robot designs are mostly new. They're all rather cute, in spite of the trouble that they cause. 

	Despite the repetition inherent in the concept, Star Fox Guard manages to remain entertaining because it's always escalating, tossing new tricks at you once you think you’re comfortable. There are over 20 robot types in total, plus as you get higher scores, you can unlock new types of guns, including weapons like lock-on missiles. Further the levels are short enough that they manage to intensify (and potentially overwhelm) pretty quickly. The only real control issue is that it's heavily suggested to use the stylus to change cameras, because the game demands quick camera changes and the indicators on the touch screen might be too small to reliably hit with your fingers. As either a freebie or a cheap purchase, it's decent enough.

	 

	 

	Star Fox (Miscellaneous)

	 

	Star Fox: The Battle Begins

	 

	Star Fox: The Battle Begins is a 15 minute animated short released in 2016 to promote Star Fox Zero for the Wii U. The first half is the prologue to the story, while the second is a dramatization of the opening stage, as Fox and crew save Corneria from the initial Andross onslaught. The voice actors are the same as the game.
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	Though the story is well- established in the game, this film gives some extra background, primarily in showing brief glimpses of the Corneria citizens, and what the Star Fox crew do in their spare time. There are also some bits of humor, as Falco can be seen playing something that looks and sounds a lot like the SNES Star Fox (and doing quite poorly, too, right as Fox’s voiceover indicates that he’s a star pilot), plus the revelation that Slippy has to use the bathroom before every mission. Peppy is also revealed to keep a tuft of General Pepper’s fur as a good luck charm, which is acknowledged to be weird even by the other characters. It does serve a purpose in the story, though. Although rendered in CGI, The Battle Begins uses cel-shading for its character models, giving it a classic, hand-drawn look. Unfortunately, the animation displays some rather questionable lip sync. Still, for something that was released for free, it looks quite good. This wasn’t bundled with the game itself, but can be found on various online streaming sites like YouTube.

	 

	Super Smash Bros.

	 

	Fox McCloud has been in the Super Smash Bros. series since the beginning on the Nintendo 64. Falco later became a playable character in Super Smash Bros. Melee. Star Wolf was also added in Super Smash Bros. Brawl, and although he was removed for the 3DS/Wii U version, he returned for Super Smash Bros. Ultimate.

	As of Super Smash Bros. Ultimate, there are three Star Fox themed stages – two of them take place on top of the Great Fox, flying over one of two planets (Corneria and Venom), as well as the Lylat Cruise stage, where you fight on top of a ship called the Pleiades as it flies around various areas of the Lylat system. The Orbital Gate Assault stage is only found in Super Smash Bros for Wii U, and is based on Star Fox: Assault. The original N64 game also has a stage in Sector Z, though it’s similar to the Corneria level of the later games.

	 

	Star Fox Comics

	 

	There are three separate Star Fox comics. The first is an 11-episode series published in the pages of

	Nintendo Power through 1993, written and illustrated by Benimaru Itoh (above and right). It starts with Fox and team as a group of outlaws, raiding Andross’ ships, before they’re drafted into Pepper’s command. This comic features a female fox named Fara Phoenix, presented as a love interest for Fox, who was never included in the games. It also expands on the backstory of Fox’s lost father. The team beats the final Andross boss around the fourth chapter, but subsequent episodes feature some of the other stages from the SNES game. The space whale shows up too, actually commanded by Fox‘s dad, who is stuck in another dimension. Itoh was later credited as providing art for Star Fox Zero.

	A second short tie-in comic created for the German release of Lylat Wars (below-left). It has Japanese-style manga art in color. 

	There was also a Japanese manga called Star Fox: Farewell, Beloved Falco, which fills in the gaps of the story between Star Fox 64 and Star Fox Adventures (below-center and right). The story focuses on why Falco left the team. It can be found archived at https://www.nintendo.co.jp/ngc/gsaj/history/page/
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	Starglider

	Original Release: 1986

	Platforms: AST, AMI, C64, CPC, ZX, DOS, AP2

	 

	British programmer Jez San was in high school when he founded Argonaut Software as a way to put his programming techniques to use. Though he began contract work with telecoms, he also developed video games, with his first being the 1984 Commodore 64 game Skyline Attack. It’s his 1986 game Starglider, however, that put him and his company on the map. A fully 3D action game with an incredibly smooth (for the time) framerate, this was initially published for the 16-bit Atari ST and Amiga computers by Rainbird, and provided a technical showcase for their horsepower. 

	3D action games had existed on computers prior to Starglider, the most well-known being 1983’s Stellar 7, developed by American Damon Slye and his company, Dynamix. While impressive for the time, these types of games were terribly slow, held back by the weak CPUs of 8-bit computers. Starglider instead wanted to replicate the fast action of arcade titles, like 1980’s Battlezone and 1983’s Star Wars, and for the most part, it pulls it off. Like many 3D titles of the time, fully rendered polygons was a bit too much to handle, so everything is displayed via wireframe models.

	The game takes place on the planet of Novenia, which has been invaded by an alien army known as the Egron. You pilot a flying ship called the AGAV (Airborne Ground Attack Vehicle) to defend your homeworld, with the ultimate goal being to destroy their main ship, the StarGlider One, piloted by traitor Hermann Krudd. It’s a pretty typical sci-fi space story, though the package includes a novella written by author James Follett, which helps to set up the background to the game world. 

	The AGAV is technically some sort of a flying tank, though you can glide between land and air effortlessly. When using a mouse, the left button fires lasers while the right controls your throttle (press and move the mouse forward or backward to accelerate or decelerate). You also have a very limited amount of missiles, which are activated by the keyboard. When fired, the viewpoint switches to the missile, as you control it via remote to your target.
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	Once you’re plopped onto the surface of Novenia, it can be hard to figure out exactly what you’re supposed to be doing. There are a good number of gauges on your HUD, none of which are labeled, and a few of are only there for show anyway. There’s a tiny radar, but nothing really points you towards your goal. The manual addresses most of this, but you’re supposed to be hunting down the orange StarGlider One ship and destroying it, though there’s no indication of where this actually is. As a result, you just need to fly around until it pops up. In the meantime, you must avoid or destroy the remaining Egron fleet. 

	During your mission, you have a few things to keep your eye on – your shield, your lasers, and most importantly, your energy, which is basically your fuel. In the field is a silo, which plays a pretty important role in the game. Strangely, the entrance rotates, so you need to park yourself outside of it and wait until its opening faces you, after which you can zoom inside. Upon entering, you fly through a brief tunnel before reaching the center, where you can replenish your shield, lasers, and missiles, as well as review a briefing of enemy robots, which shows off some of their cool animations. 

	Energy is recharged a little differently. This requires you to find a series of pylons, park on the ground between them, and then drive straight ahead very carefully. The process is pretty difficult to pull off successfully, but you’ll need to do so regularly in order to stay in the battle.

	Between this constant refueling and replenishing, the combat is also incredibly chaotic, plus your ship is drastically underpowered. Most enemies attack with lasers, which are practically impossible to dodge, though missiles can thankfully be shot down. Practically every enemy takes multiple hits to kill, and some of them, like the mechas, require a whole missile in order to be destroyed. 

	Most of the testimonials of people who played Starglider when it was new are pretty similar, things like “I didn’t know what I was supposed to be doing and I died a lot, but it sure was fun!” Indeed, from a technical perspective, it’s super impressive for 1986, just for how smooth it looks and feels. Apart from that, though, it’s something of a difficult mess to play. Enemies are too strong, and the game ends up feeling overcomplicated for what is otherwise pretty simple.

	Beyond the impressive visuals, Starglider also features some digitized audio. Some versions come with a vocal song, sung at the loading screen, crooning “Staaaaargliiiider! From Rainbiiird!” It’s only about 15 seconds long, but it sure sounds cool, and it’s pretty catchy. Some of the other versions offer digitized speech in-game as well, though outside of a title theme, there’s no other soundtrack outside of effects.

	Although Argonaut only created the original Amiga and Atari ST releases, Starglider was ported to a variety of other home computers – Realtime Games handled the Amstrad (CPC and PCW), ZX Spectrum, and IBM PC ports, while Solid Images worked on the Commodore 64 and Apple II versions. Of course, the draw of the original game was the relatively smooth animation, which these weaker systems can’t come close to replicating, often struggling to reach more than a few frames per second. The only one that runs smoothly is the IBM PC port, though that version is stuck with ugly four-color CGA visuals and PC Speaker sound.
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	Starglider 2

	Original Release: 1988

	Platforms: AST, AMI, ZX, DOS, MAC, PC98

	 

	Despite its focus on fast, arcade-style action, the original Starglider wasn’t fundamentally different from early 3D action titles like Stellar 7 and Arcticfox – zoom around an infinitely looping arena, destroy things – except you could also fly. Its sequel is far more ambitious, taking some inspiration from the 1984 British intergalactic trading computer game Elite. It expands the concept of Starglider by turning it into an expansive outer space exploration space sim, making it into one of the most ambitious games of the late 80s.

	Starglider 2 picks up a bit after the first game, as the Egrons have still occupied the star system but now they’ve planned something much worse – a “beam projector” that will completely destroy the planet of Novenia. The only way to fight back is to hop in the ICARUS (Interplanetary Combat and Reconnaissance Universal Scout) spacecraft, explore the solar system, and find the necessary items to build a neutron bomb, and then blow it up.

	This sequel marks a significant technical improvement over the original even though it was only released two years later. The wireframes have been replaced with flat shaded polygons, and the stark black ground replaced with colorful checkerboard patterns. The draw distance isn’t that long, but the framerate is still high.

	That’s a big step up on its own, but the game manages to impress even further once you realize that you can fly into the sky, straight out into outer space, and then cruise off to any of the five planets in the solar system, as well as their moons, then land on them to explore. Considering that the original game was just one small planet that looped around infinitely, the fact that there’s several of these you can fly to, without so much as a single load screen, is mindblowing. Many planets also have underground tunnels you can fly through, which typically take you from one side to the other, but also house important items for your quest.

	The ship controls are more complicated, now that you can fly in 360 degrees, plus the fact that you have an actual inventory, as well as a tractor beam you need to manipulate to pick stuff up. Along with this are expanded camera controls to give an external view of the ICARUS, though it’s useless from a gameplay perspective, just something to show off the polygons. Owing to the game’s length, you can also save and load at any time. Your arsenal has been increased beyond standard lasers, as you can also find missiles, as well as bouncing bombs. Most curious are the time-warp cubes, which, according to the game’s manual, send enemies ever so slightly back in time that they end up colliding with themselves.

	However, if there’s one unfortunate element carried over from the first game, it’s that it’s incredibly vague about what you’re supposed to be doing. Once again, there’s a novella that plays out the story and gives some vague guidance, but at the outset, you’re supposed to fly in a specific tunnel on the starting planet of Apogee, where you find someone who gives you a mission to create the bomb: save a scientist, and collect a bunch of items, including an asteroid, a rocket, some mineral rocks, and weirdly, a cask of wine. As for where in this massive game world any of that stuff is�c well, good luck figuring that out. In-game, you get occasional intelligence reports to check out certain planets or moons, but that’s it. Some of the items are found just by cruising around certain planets, others by destroying enemies, and still others found by trading other  objects you’ve scrounged up at various depots. And you’re on a time limit too, or else the space station will be completed and destroy Novenia.
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	The game’s scale is both its biggest strength and its biggest weakness. Sure, you can go anywhere and do anything, and flying through space can be sped up by use of the ship’s stardrive, but you’ll also spend a lot of time zooming through tunnels...and they’re long. Just way, way, way too long, and not very interesting once the effect has worn off.       

	But simultaneously, it’s just so damned hard not to be bowled over by this game. It’s not just the scale but a number of other weird little impressive things. For example, like the first game, you have a limited energy supply that needs to regularly be refilled. If you manage to find recharging pylons, you can do it the same manner as before, by carefully driving between them. But there are a few other ways to recharge, including grabbing asteroids, flying close enough to gas emissions on certain planets, or even zooming around the sun to glean its heat rays. Of course, you can also rocket straight into the sun, if you’d like, where you’re treated to an animation of the entire viewpoint melting before you hit the game over screen.

	Most of the things you’ll come across are hostile, like pirate ships, but cruising around space, you’ll also find space whales, harmless in their majesty. (Space whales and stingrays later appear in Star Fox.) There’s not much text, but it is quite British, especially the rankings when you die, often giving you snarky advice, perhaps suggesting that you “try the fire button”, or terming you “mostly harmless”. An option called “Painting with Rolf” will let you examine all of the models.

	Like many open world games, Starglider 2 is a great game to mess around with, to zoom around, look for things, and blow stuff up. But to actually play it just isn’t much fun, because it is just one big fetch quest. But that vast galaxy, along with its fantastic visuals, is what makes the game one of the hallmarks of its era, even though culturally and commercially, it didn’t make much of a splash outside of Europe.

	Again, the Amiga and Atari ST were the lead platforms for this one. An IBM PC version uses a slightly lower 16 color palette, which mostly looks okay but as a result, some visual effects are missing, like the transitional changes when flying from a planet into outer space. It’s also stuck with PC Speaker sound effects again. For the ZX Spectrum version, it’s back to the wireframes, along with a more sluggish frame rate, leaving it admirable for having tried its best but not really worth playing in comparison to the 16-bit ones.

	The Amiga, Atari ST, and ZX Spectrum versions have a catchy theme song. Included in the packaging was a cassette with a higher quality, full length version of the song, which is quite a nice bonus item.

	 

	NESGlider (Prototype)

	 

	When Argonaut Software was tinkering with Nintendo’s systems, they created prototypes for both the NES and SNES, both internally named NESGlider, due to its similarities to the Starglider games. The SNES version of this was leaked to the internet.
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	Since it’s just a very rough demo, there’s not much to do beyond move around and shoot at enemies, though seemingly you can switch between a tank and walker form (though this doesn’t quite work). The frame rate is very low, not more than a couple of frames per second, and you can see why Argonaut convinced Nintendo that 3D games needed extra hardware to run smoothly.
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Starlink: Battle for Atlas

	Original Release: 2018

	Platforms: PS4, XB1, NSW

	 

	The "toys-to-life" genre of games, where you could purchase various figures and then interact with them within a game, saw a period of popularity for a number of years, starting with Skylanders in 2011. But like most fads, it burnt out over the years, and by 2018, the other big name series – Disney Infinity, Lego Dimensions – effectively shut down, and figures clearanced out. So it seemed strange that Ubisoft would try again with Starlink: Battle for Atlas, an open world outer space shooter, though this one differentiates itself not through characters, but from concentrating on model spaceships, among other customizable aspects.

	The story takes place in the Atlas system, as a group of humans faces off against the evil Legion and its leader, Grax, who is obsessed with technology from the extinct Warden race. It's typical sci-fi stuff, though aimed towards kids, especially with some of the characters, one of whom is basically a "#millennial". The most interesting element comes with the Switch version of the game, which includes Fox McCloud as a playable pilot. The partnership between Ubisoft and Nintendo might seem a little weird, but they did previously work together with the bizarre strategy game Mario vs. Rabbids: Kingdom Battle for the Switch. Having departed the Lylat system on a hunt for Star Wolf, Fox joins up with the main human crew to help them out, and there are a few optional side missions that focus on Fox's quest. The starter pack for the Switch version also comes with a toy Arwing, which is pretty nice. 

	The open world structure is familiar to anyone who's played an Ubisoft game like Assassin's Creed or Far Cry – the main difference here is that there's an entire galaxy to explore, with seven planets total. The main quest will send you back and forth between all of these, with various tasks to accomplish on the surface – find observatory, hunt down or set up Refineries to mine Electrum, the game’s currency. You can also explore ruins, mess with the local animals or pick up its native fauna. Each planet is distinctly beautiful, with a variety of color schemes, and time flows too, with day changing to night and then back. 
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	You can activate hyperspace when traveling between planets to speed things up, though you’re often pulled out to fight against pirates; alternatively, there are quick travel options once you unlock them. The transition in flying from space into a planet's atmosphere is nearly seamless, too, which is an impressive effect. With this, Starlink is somewhat similar to 2016's No Man's Sky, and while the scale isn't nearly as vast (it doesn't rely on any procedural generation and there's no on-foot exploration), it is more focused on story and action rather than resource gathering and crafting. But more interestingly, it feels like it could be a spiritual successor to Argonaut's Starglider 2 from 1988, just with modern controls and structure. (The connection with Argonaut and the appearance of Star Fox here is eerily coincidental.)

	The "toys-to-life" aspect comes into play, as you can mount them on your controller, and then change certain aspects of it, like switching out the pilot, putting on wing extensions, or attaching different weapons. (You can even attach them backwards, if you want, and it'll be reflected in the game.) Technically you don't need to buy more than what's in the Starter Pack – if you get destroyed in combat, you can swap in another ship, but otherwise you just respawn at a checkpoint, while losing a bit of Electrum. Purchasing the toys and weapons is kind of expensive though – starships retail for $25 and weapon packs for $10, which is really only worth it if you're there for the toys, as the equivalent in-game DLC is substantially cheaper. Alternatively, you can just buy a digital version of the game that forgoes all of the toys together and grants you a greater number of ships, pilots, and weapons than what's included in the retail version. 

	Practically everything is upgradeable, both through experience and through obtaining and purchasing modifications. Weapons also have different elemental abilities, so it's the best bet to switch to the appropriate type when dealing with certain enemies, plus there are XP bonuses for maintaining combos. The game includes split-screen co-op if you have a buddy around, too.

	The controls are a little unusual, because they feel more like a first/third person shooter than a flying game. The left analog stick moves back and forward or strafes side to side, while the right stick is used for turning. This makes space combat feel a little awkward, but it makes sense when you're skimming on the ground and don't always need to have your jets activated for constant forward momentum. In addition to your two mounted weapons, you have an energy meter, which dictates how often you can boost, use your shield, or activate defensive maneuvers like barrel rolls. 

	Outside of the rather juvenile story and characters, Starlink is a well put together game, with beautiful visuals, exciting action, and plenty of stuff to upgrade and tweak. And yet, it falls victim to the same issues as most open world games – find or build Observatories and Refineries, destroy Extractors, destroy Imp nests, run into hyperspace outlaw traps, etc. – the basics of the missions begin to repeat, and the structure quickly becomes familiar, in spite of the changed scenery. Any of the missions that don't involve shooting stuff, like the ones that require some simple puzzle solving, are just dreadfully boring. Plus, there are some instances where you need to grind away to get enough resources to advance the story, and these instances just drag the pacing to a halt. At a gameplay time of about 15-20 hours to do all of the main and side missions, though, at least it's not too bloated.

	Starlink isn't technically a Star Fox game – but then again, given how many genre shifts that franchise took, it wouldn't really feel out of place if you ditched Ubisoft's human characters and put in the rest of Nintendo's crew. Plus, the toys-to-life aspect isn't nearly as intrusive as the control gimmicks in some of the actual Star Fox games. The character integration is stronger than a mere cameo, too. Fox has his own unique dialogue, and even has a pilot skill where he summons other members of the team, all complete with their voice actors from Star Fox Zero, featuring a remix of the SNES Corneria theme. It's even savvy enough to reference Fox's homeworld of Papetoon, an obscure bit of trivia initially referenced in the comics and only mentioned a few other times in the actual games.
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	X

	AKA: Lunar Chase / Eclipse (Prototypes)

	Original Release: 1992

	Platforms: GB

	 

	In 1990, UK-based Argonaut Software was a tiny operation, but they were able to attract Nintendo’s attention in the most brazen way possible: by beating the copy protection in the Game Boy. After attending CES and getting summoned to the Nintendo HQ in Kyoto, the two developed a partnership: Argonaut worked with the console giant, extending their reach beyond the computer field, and Nintendo benefited from their 3D programming prowess, as well as learning to work with non-Japanese developers. The first published game to come out of this cooperation was X, a Game Boy title released only in Japan. 

	The game takes place in the future year XXXX, where Earth has become overpopulated and launched into space to find a new home. Fortunately, they’ve discovered the planet Tetamus II, whose environment is similar to Earth. Unfortunately, after a mining operation is set up, the colony is attacked by an alien menace. Piloting the space tank VIXIV, your goal is to defend the new planet and drive the enemies off.

	X borrows some elements from Starglider, in that the entire game takes place from a first- person perspective. However, the tank controls much differently. For starters, you can’t just fly around at will, and by default, you’ll move on the ground. There are many ramps strewn about, however, and if you approach one at top speed, you’ll launch into the sky. You’re limited by fuel consumption, though, so you can’t spend too much time flying around. The game also has a mandatory tutorial where your commander, a wireframe face, teaches how to pilot the tank.

	In addition to your main guns, you also have a few subweapons, including lock-on missiles, bombs, and a jetpack, which lets you enter flight mode without the need of a ramp. You can only carry one type at a time, though, and need to re-equip at radar bases.

	The scale of X is also is much, much larger than Starglider – the entire surface of Tetamus II is gigantic, being divided up into eight sectors. There are 10 missions in total, each with different objectives In the first, you simply need to scour for power crystals and bring them back to the nuclear silo, but the second and third have you blowing up time bombs and defending the encampments from robots. Later missions task you with rescuing a scientist (you’re given their face and must find the correct one amidst a group of imposters), escort a truck, hunt down irradiated insect larva, and destroy alien-constructed tunnels before  finally blowing up the mothership. Depending on how well you complete objectives, you’re given stars, which are needed to continue after a game over. The number of stars required to continue depends upon each given mission.
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	You’re only provided with limited information when you start each mission, other than the goal, so you’ll regularly need to visit the radar stations. These can provide some more information on which area to check out. Once you’ve entered the correct area, you can zoom around and follow indicators to find whatever it is you’re supposed to be looking for, whether it be items to collect or stuff to destroy.

	All of the missions are timed, and given the size of the planet, simply driving or flying anywhere is far too slow. Instead, there are a series of tunnels beneath the planet, with a number of portals spread across the surface. Upon entering, you need to fly through and avoid its obstacles. These are fairly simple, and in addition to providing faster travel, it also suspends the timer, making these are essential. (The concept of underground tunnels is taken from Starglider 2; additionally, the entrances to the tunnels rotate around, much like the main base from the original Starglider.) Given the length of the game, there’s a save game function that lets you restart at the last mission you were playing after powering off.

	From a technical perspective, X isn’t nearly as smooth as the Amiga or Atari ST versions of Starglider, but that’s expected given the weak CPU of the Game Boy. It does run about as well as the ZX Spectrum port of the game, though, which is respectable. The framerate is okay when there are just one or two objects on the screen, but slows down substantially when there’s much more. The tunnel sections also suffer from noticeable screen tearing. Still, the fact that the tiny little system can even pull off 3D graphics at all is something of a small marvel. (Incidentally, Argonaut Software also developed the Game Boy port of the Atari 3D driving game Race Drivin’, which ended up better than the SNES port due to the developer’s programming prowess.)

	In spite of its technical strengths, the truth about X is that the game is kind of boring. The scope is just way too large, and in spite of the different missions and tunnel warps, much of the actual gameplay is spent running around empty scenery. The combat is also clumsy, which is expected given the first-person perspective and limited controls of the Game Boy. Still, the game isn’t nearly as brutally difficult as either of the Starglider games, and the fact that you have concrete goals makes it a much less confusing title. 

	X was directed by Yoshio Sakamoto and designed and programmed by Dylan Cuthbert. The rest of the staff is rounded out between a few other Argonaut and Nintendo Japan team members. The soundtrack was composed by Hirokazu “Hip” Tanaka and Kazumi Totaka. Notably, Totaka liked to hide a simple, signature tune in many of the games he worked in, and X is the first instance of that cropping up. (Other games to include Totaka’s song include Mario Paint, Super Mario Land 2, The Legend of Zelda: Link’s Awakening, Luigi’s Mansion, Animal Crossing, and many others). The tunnel theme was also featured in Super Smash Bros. for 3DS and Wii U.

	X was originally meant to be published by Mindscape under the name Eclipse, but was renamed when Nintendo took over. Ironically, this change in publisher may have been what kept the game from being released outside of Japan. Nintendo planned on an American release, now renamed Lunar Chase, but according to Cuthbert, this was canceled because Nintendo was met with disinterest from distributors, who felt the game was too tough of a sell to the typical Game Boy audience. That does make sense – most games on the system were either cutesy action games, licensed fare, portable versions of popular NES titles, or puzzle games. In contrast, X feels like something that would be more at home on a computer. 

	An English prototype ROM of the game with the title Lunar Chase, was eventually leaked to the public. This version is much closer to the original Starglider, especially since your tank can fly without needing to use a ramp or equip the jetpack. The world isn’t divided up into sectors, either, and the radar map gives a larger view of the area. There’s also an indicator for money, which hints to there originally being a shop you were intended to visit to buy stuff. The stage featured in this version is the same as the final release where you grab all of the power crystals. It’s not really clear if Nintendo was working on a different, localized version for American consumers, or if this is simply an early version of the game in general, before it was given an overhaul for the final release as X.
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	X-Scape

	AKA: X-Returns (JP) / 3D Space Tank (EU)

	Original Release: 2010

	Platforms: DSI

	 

	After releasing X, Argonaut went on to make two more games for Nintendo: the massively popular Star Fox, and the less popular (but still fairly okay) Stunt Race FX. They parted ways and continued to develop games until 2004, after which they closed down. However, programmer Dylan Cuthbert had eventually moved back to Japan, and eventually founded Q-Games, who became well known for their uniquely styled PixelJunk game series. His path crossed with Nintendo again when he worked with them on Star Fox Command for the DS, released in 2006. Their next collaboration reached farther back into their history: a sequel to X, released for the download service on the DSi console, and this time published in all territories. It’s known as X-Scape in North America, X-Returns in Japan, and the rather generic 3D Space Tank in Europe.

	Despite never having been released in English, the game is a direct sequel to X, and the story makes several references to it. You control the same nameless character as before, who, after successfully fighting off the aliens on Tetamus II, sets off to the farther reaches of space. Twenty years pass as you return home to the Kiisa system, only to find that your commander, the same wireframe face that used to give you your missions, has gone mad and declared himself the emperor. Your goal is to explore the local planets, find out what happened in the intervening years, and save the galaxy again. All of this is explained in the introduction, though a few references will be lost. 

	The core of the game is pretty similar to the original X – even the first mission, where you have to collect power crystals and deliver them to the nuclear silo, is basically the same. But in modernizing it, pretty much every single issue with the Game Boy title has been addressed. Instead of one gigantic planet where all of the missions take place, there are several different, much smaller planets that you explore across the galaxy. There's no need to traverse the gigantic sectors, or constantly check in at radar stations to figure out your mission, because pretty much everything you need to hunt for is helpfully highlighted on the radar. The result is something not only faster paced but more action focused.

	You can move between planets via warp tunnels (the entrances still rotate), though these segments are a little more elaborate. Instead of just dodging obstacles, you have a strict time limit to make it to the end. Bump into something and you lose precious seconds, but there are also enemies now, and destroying them will grant a little bit of extra time. If you lose, you just need to restart the segment.
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	The VIXIV can still take to the skies by hitting ramps, though since there's no more fuel, instead it slowly drains your shields whenever you're in the air. Thankfully, the shield regenerates automatically (however slowly) as long as you’re on the ground and not taking damage. By default, you control your tank entirely with the stylus, shooting with any other button on the system, and using other functions via the touch screen. This is initially clumsy at first – technically you're both controlling the direction and speed of your tank, as well as the targeting reticule, all with the same motions – but it actually works pretty well once you get used to it. Conversely, there is an option to use a more traditional control scheme, though since the DS lacks an analog control pad, it's not nearly as easy to aim your guns. The game offers the option, which is better than what can be said for Star Fox Command.

	The game certainly feels more like a Nintendo product. All throughout, you're given commentary by the tank's support bot, VIX-529. He's a little chatty, as expected, but in addition to giving you your missions, he supplies some background of the game world. There are a few spots on the map where you can "hack" in order to uncover extra bits of story. The game also makes a Zelda-like jingle when you hit certain switches.

	The visuals have certainly seen a remarkable improvement over the monochrome wireframe days. In playing to the DS strengths (or rather, its poor 3D capabilities), it uses a very clean but heavily stylized aesthetic, using low polygonal models but highly contrasting colors between the backgrounds and objects, which often changes given on the planet. In a few cases, it ends up looking a lot like Disney's Tron. It avoids the low-resolution pixellation typical of DS games, simply because it doesn't really use any textures, and it hums along at an incredibly smooth frame rate. The game even keeps faithful with the original game in a few aspects, like basing the commander's gigantic face on his old wireframe visual. There's even a mission where you need to hunt down the same scientist as in the original game, and it uses the exact same portrait. The music is supplied by Kazumi Totaka, one of the composers of the original Game Boy game, giving a sleek, low key electronic soundtrack that perfectly accompanies the minimalist visuals. The tunnel theme even returns.

	In addition to collecting items to open up new warp gates, you also collect shield cubes, which will increase your rank, and allow you to upgrade your tank's stats. Certain warp gates can also only be activated by reaching a high enough rank, necessary for undertaking some subquests once you reach a certain part of the story. The star continue system is gone, as you can simply retry any failed mission, and the game autosaves regularly.

	While X-Scape is largely free of the tedious roaming around of its predecessor, there is still one lingering issue – you can't directly teleport between any planet you want, as every planet is connected with a specific series of tunnels. That means if you want to travel to another planet on the other side of the galaxy, you'll need to make several jumps between all of the planets between them, usually requiring that you run around a bit to kill some more enemies and re-open the warp gates. It feels like unnecessary padding, given that the game really isn't that long, since it's just a cheap downloadable title,

	The original software for the DSi was largely shovelware, so due to the service's poor reputation, X-Scape seems to have gotten lost in the shuffle. That label should not apply here though, as it not only works as a fantastic upgrade to a lost classic but also one of the best games of the service, that looks brilliant and uses the touch screen in a way that improves the game rather than detracting from it.

	Q-Games released a few other games for DSIware, including Trajectile (Reflect Missile in Europe) and Starship Defense (Starship Patrol in Europe). These  share some similarities to the stylish bit Generations series, of which Argonaut developed one entry called Art Style: Digidrive. Various games in the series appear on the Game Boy Advance, DS, and Wii.
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	Stunt Race FX

	AKA: Wildtrax (JP)

	Original Release: 1994

	Platforms: SNES

	 

	After X and Star Fox, Stunt Race FX (Wild Trax in Japan) was Argonaut's third collaboration with Nintendo, this time being an off-road racer. On the Argonaut side, it was programmed by Giles Goddard, Colin Reed, Peter Warnes, and Carl Graham. Nintendo's staff handled the rest, including Masato Kimura and Kenji Yamamoto as programmers.  As the title implies, it uses the Super FX chip for true 3D visuals, making it separate from F-Zero and Super Mario Kart, Nintendo's two other, older racing game franchises. While other off-road racing games use monster truck licenses like Bigfoot, Stunt Race FX is quintessentially Nintendo. The cars are anthropomorphized, with eyes (roughly) where the headlights should be, and grills that look like cute little faces. 

	Stunt Race FX uses its 3D graphics to create much more elaborate courses than were seen in previous 2D titles in the genre. The roads have hills that travel up and down, with plenty of banked turns, and courses often take you through tunnels. Every other racing game on the SNES feels remarkably flat by comparison. As with F-Zero, you can tweak your turning with the L and R triggers. There are three main types of cars, plus an unlockable motorcycle. You can also perform a "jump" where the chassis of the car separates from its wheels. This is necessary to pull off some of the required stunts. There are also three cameras, positioning the view directly behind your car, at an overhead angle, or from a first-person perspective.

	The game is curiously arcade-y, despite having been developed for home platforms. Each race requires running three laps, but rather than judging your progress by times or final placement, there's a countdown timer that's replenished every time you reach a checkpoint. If it runs out, you lose a life; lose all three lives and you lose the whole circuit. Depending on your placement at the end of the race, you can get bonus seconds on the clock, which then carry over to the next course.

	Your car can also take damage, by smashing into walls or other racers, or failing to land jumps correctly. It's actually pretty cute when you smash into something, as the individual pieces of your car fly apart from each other before reforming back together. Once you've taken enough of a beating, you'll also lose a life, though the courses regularly have orbs that will decrease your damage meter. You also have a turbo boost, which is also dictated by a meter that can be replenished by pick-ups found around the course.
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	Stunt Race FX is actually rather fully featured for a 16-bit racer. There are three circuits in the main "Speed Trax" mode – Novice, Expert, and Master – each with four courses, plus a bonus round where you drive a huge tractor-trailer through narrow gates for extra seconds. Novice is quite easy and can be beaten without much effort, but Expert and Master are significantly more difficult, having stricter time requirements where one or two mistakes can torpedo your chances of winning. Along with this main mode, there's also the "Stunt Trax" game, which puts you in an arena and challenges you to collect all of the balloons in the stage. As the name implies, there's more than just racing here, as you often need to hit ramps effectively to fly through the air and capture the necessary balloons. There are four main arenas offered, plus a fifth one that becomes unlocked when all of these are completed.

	There's a two-player "Battle Trax" mode as well, where you play in split-screen against another player across four courses. The stages here are based on tracks from the single-player mode, but simplified a bit to accommodate the necessary CPU power to display two different screens. There's nothing really here in the way of combat though, so don't expect something in the way of Super Mario Kart.

	As with all Super FX games, Stunt Race FX is a technical showcase for the chip. The visuals are more colorful than Star Fox, and there are plenty of amusing details, like the Mario, Star Fox, and Kirby billboards found in some of the courses, the coyotes that run by in the mountain stage, or the adorable car on the "pause" menu, which looks like an animated children's drawing. A few of the tracks are pretty cool, particularly the aquarium stage, where you drive underwater through a transparent tunnel. The music sounds like the SNES playing a banjo, which is delightful, even if it's not as ultimately memorable as some of Nintendo's other racing themes.

	However, as is the nature of many early 3D products, there's not really much reason to revisit Stunt Race FX nowadays. The visuals were impressive for a 16-bit game in 1994, but even back then, the movement was pretty choppy compared to the smooth 60 FPS of F-Zero or Super Mario Kart, and it's much worse now. Even playing the game at such a low frame rate takes a huge adjustment due to the way the steering handles. There are other issues too, primarily the short draw distance (noticeable in the bonus stages), and a camera that can get lost in scenery (evident in the stunt arenas).

	Its closest contemporary is Sega's Genesis port of Virtua Racing, also released in 1994, which itself uses a custom chip called the SVP to handle polygonal graphics. This game is not only smoother, but has a much more amusing theme and many, many more courses (12 main tracks versus three, plus the extra stunt levels). To that end, Stunt Race FX was pretty well-lived upon its initial release. Even back in 1994, though, it was outclassed pretty quickly when Sony put out the PlayStation and Namco published its home port of Ridge Racer. This just completely blows Stunt Race FX out of the water, technologically speaking. From this perspective, it was understandable that Nintendo felt their SNES 3D technology was obsolete, which played into the cancellation of Star Fox 2.  

	The original Star Fox is also pretty dated, but there are very few 16-bit rail shooters, so it's still pretty unique, even within the context of its franchise. On the other hand, Stunt Race FX is still just a racing game, and there have been hundreds of those since. As such, other than the cutesy veneer, there’s really not much worthwhile to make a franchise out of it. 

	California-based Angel Studios (later Rockstar San Diego) had been pitching projects to Nintendo in the late 90s, and one of these concepts was a game called Buggy Boogie, where various vehicles had different abilities based on their DNA, and could eat other cars to obtain and advance their powers. It obviously doesn't sound much like Stunt Race FX, but the cars have a similar visual design in the prototype pictures that were released to the public. Excite Truck and Excitebots: Trick Racing are the closest this has to spiritual sequels, though they're obviously much more advanced visually.
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	Vortex

	Original Release: 1994

	Platforms: SNES

	 

	The partnership between Nintendo and Argonaut ultimately created three games – X, Star Fox, and Stunt Race FX (with the fourth being the canceled Star Fox 2). However, in 1994, there was another SNES title, developed solely by Argonaut and published by Electro Brain, called Vortex. One look at it and you can see the relationship between their other games – it's also fully 3D and uses the Super FX chip, though it features a transforming mecha rather than a spaceship or a race car. It tends to be forgotten when discussing 16-bit polygonal games, though for good reason.

	In Vortex, you control a mecha called the "Morphing Battle System" as you invade seven stages in order to save the Aki-Do system from invading forces. The robot takes on four different forms, each with different weapons and abilities. Most of the time you'll be in the upright Walker mode, which is armed with a cannon, a laser, and two types of missiles. The other transformations include the Sonic Jet, which lets you zoom through the sky; the Land Burner, basically an armored car; and the Hard Shell, which basically turns your mecha into a turtle and absorbs damage, while limiting your attacks to bombs. You have two gauges to keep track of – your shields and your energy – and if either drain completely, you'll explode. The Sonic Jet in particular gulps up huge amounts of energy, so you can't even really use it all that often. The Hard Shell will drain energy instead of shields if it takes damage, but if you manage to find somewhere safe, it will regenerate by absorbing solar energy.

	You can cycle through the four forms by hitting the Select button, though this takes time and leaves you vulnerable to damage. Instead, you can quickly shift by holding down the L button and hitting one of the four face buttons. The Walker form has additional weapons, which are changed through by holding the R button and pressing either of the two fire buttons. It's a little much to handle, but if you practice and memorize, you can get it all down.

	There are other control quirks, however, that are less forgivable. For example, the B button, one of the most commonly used buttons on the SNES, performs a 180- degree turn, which isn't something you need to do regularly. You don't just push forward or backward to move, as instead you switch between different speeds (or go in reverse), which makes your robot rather hard to maneuver. Combine that with the low frame rate, sluggish movement, and awkward digital controls, and even doing basic things in Vortex is vexing.
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	In terms of gameplay, there are a few different types of goals across the levels. The first (and sixth) take place in the eponymous Vortex, which is an expansive tunnel through outer space. These stages most closely resemble rail shooters like Star Fox, though technically you're not bound to any track, as you can turn around and fly where you want. You're just constrained by the sides (and plus, there's no reason to fly anywhere but forward). However, if you try to play it like Star Fox, you won't get very far. The first boss, for example, has attacks that are basically impossible to dodge, no matter how hard you try. Instead, you're supposed to transform into the Hard Shell to absorb these hits, then turn back into an offensive form while it retreats. This encounter is just way too hard for something so early in the game.

	Levels 2, 4, and 5 are open-ended, requiring you to hunt down various keys and doors or find certain items. There's a map you can access in the pause menu which roughly indicates your goal via blinking dots, though you might still need to explore a bit to find certain things. Other than enemies, who have a nasty habit of attacking from off-camera, you'll also need to watch out for traps on the ground.

	Elevators help provide shortcuts, as they take you to underground sections that will transport you to another part of the stage. For these areas, the viewpoint switches to the first- person perspective. However, one of the main obstacles in these areas are gates with beams that raise and lower, requiring you to zoom quickly through so you don't get whacked. Given how sluggish your robot is, this proves to be a consistent problem.

	Levels 3 and 7 are linear stages, which consist of pathways floating over empty space. The goal here is simply to follow the trail to the end, but that’s much easier said than done, as there are plenty of gaps that you either need to jump or fly over. It's nearly impossible to gauge the distances of your jumps too, since you travel an extraordinary distance, so you just need to guess. In these areas, it's also super easy to careen right off the edge and be killed immediately.

	Regardless of the stage, you'll probably find yourself dying a whole lot in Vortex. It's brutally difficult, especially the boss fights, and without any in-level checkpoints, it quickly becomes a drag. At least there's a password system that lets you pick up where you left off, as well as some cheat codes.

	In  Argonaut's previous console games, they handled the programming work while Nintendo did the actual design – in other words, the parts of the game that actually make it fun. Vortex is just Argonaut all on their own, and it's easily apparent where Nintendo's influence is missing. It simply tries to do way, way too much, and is further hindered by hardware that can barely handle it. 

	Fans of this sort of low-polygon aesthetic will definitely enjoy this game for that alone. Again though, without Nintendo's guiding hand, there's nothing remotely resembling interesting characters or personality. The only aspect handled well is the incredibly catchy soundtrack, which is probably the lone instance of the SNES attempting to reproduce a Commodore 64-style soundtrack. 

	Contemporary reviews were mixed on Vortex, compared to the near unanimous praise given to Star Fox and Stunt Race FX. Those games haven't exactly aged well, but Vortex comes off as being much worse. Still, it's hard to hate on something that tries so hard and just flounders, and there’s truly nothing else like it on the SNES.

	In the early 90s, Argonaut was revealed to have been working on a 3D game based on the Transformers license. The radio went silent, and then Vortex was revealed. Gamers then assumed that Vortex was that Transformers game – after all, it had transforming mecha – just without the license. However, an interview in 2015 with the programmer revealed that they were two separate projects, and the Transformers game had been completely canceled.
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	FX Fighter

	Original Release: 1995

	Platforms: DOS

	—

	FX Fighter Turbo

	Original Release: 1996

	Platforms: WIN

	 

	By the mid-90s, there were few genres quite as hot as the 3D fighter. What had started with Virtua Fighter had become a craze that nearly everybody would attempt to cash in on. The PC was no exception, and in time, would even see ports of the first two VF games to fill what was somewhat of a niche on the platform. In 1995, though, your first option would be a rather peculiar game by Argonaut called FX Fighter, who pioneered bringing 3D games to systems where such things were rare. Unfortunately, it's far from their best work, and nowadays, exists as more of a novelty. It is, however, somewhat of a technical marvel for a company who frequently pushed the systems they worked with to their limits, and it deserves credit enough for that.

	Interestingly, this game begun development on the Super Nintendo using the Super FX2 chip that powered games like Yoshi's Island and that system's port of Doom. This version would have used fighters made out of flat shaded polygons. The only surviving footage of the game on YouTube looks somewhat choppy, but playable enough considering the hardware. Eventually, development shifted to the PC, most likely due to Argonaut's souring relationship with Nintendo. While the SNES version would have been a technical marvel for sure, one can imagine it wouldn't have been a vastly better game.

	In FX Fighter, an alien by the name of Rygil challenges the best fighters of the universe into a tournament, where anyone who is able to defeat him will earn his entire planet. (The fact that the thing looks and functions like a bootleg Death Star probably makes it a healthy piece of real estate, too.) Conversely, those who lose will have their planets destroyed. Among the cast you've got a shirtless human, a purple woman, an amazon, a praying mantis, a lava monster, a cat woman, and a robot. Some of these concepts sound pretty neat on paper, but unfortunately, they're all generally lacking in any personality or style to really sell them.

	The game uses two buttons to handle punches and kicks. That wouldn't be the worst setup for a three-dimensional fighter, except for the fact that blocking is done by holding back together with the punch button. One other annoyance is that while every character has at least one throw, none of these are performed the same way amongst the cast. These problems mean the game never quite feels comfortable, and it's easy to end up forgetting about these facts in the middle of a battle. Something about the controls feels just off enough that they’re difficult to really ever come to grips with. 

	At least the typical staples of the 3D fighting genre are accounted for when it comes to moves. Every character is capable of performing jump kicks, leaping on prone opponents, and doing sweep and headspring kicks when they're getting up from being knocked down. Among the individual fighters, the move sets aren't quite as long as what you would find in Virtua Fighter or Tekken, but they're generally acceptable. There are far less combo strings than some examples of the genre, though, with some characters not getting any at all. There are even a couple of projectile moves, a rarity for this style of fighter, but they're generally so weak and slow that they're hardly worth using. Much like Tekken, juggle combos are also possible, although they're far more difficult to pull off due to the somewhat unresponsive controls.

	If there's any real danger you should watch out for, it's the edges of the arena. Much like Virtua Fighter, moving off the sides of the platform gives an instant win to your opponent. Perhaps it's the size of the platform, or attacks causing more knockback than VF, but somehow it feels a lot easier to end up getting knocked off in this particular game. One particular character, Ashraf, has a move that puts this to great advantage. He's capable of physically knocking his opponent backwards, pushing them a great distance away from him. He can do this from any distance, too. The one thing that makes him beatable is the fact that the move will seemingly backfire at random, stunning him for a moment.
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	On its default difficulty, the game's single-player mode features an absolutely relentless AI. Eventually, it gets so rough that you'll have almost no choice but to abuse glitches to make any progress. Rygil, the game's final boss, is probably the biggest roadblock, especially since he's capable of picking you up off the ground, swinging you around, and tossing you away. Generally, this is an almost guaranteed instant KO, unless you're on the very edge of the platform. The ending, too, is so short and insulting that a VF-style credits roll might have been preferable, makes anything else not remotely worth the effort.

	As a hardware showcase, the game does an admirable job, especially considering that it runs without the use of any sort of graphics card, with the minimum specs being a 486DX/33 CPU. While the models are rather blocky up close, they move pretty smoothly. Most of the stages are made up of a textured platform and a static background, which keeps the frame rate rarely stable. When they get more complicated than this, however, such as Rygil's stage, the frame rate suffers dramatically. Still, considering hardware limitations, it's a real testament to Argonaut's skills in the third dimension to how well the game runs on hardware of its time. The sound effects are weak, though, and you'll barely hear them over the music. This isn't all bad, as if you're a fan of Eurodance, you'll find a lot to like.  

	Overall, it's unfair to be too harsh on FX Fighter. While it's rather mediocre even compared to its earliest competitors, it's still a technical marvel. It’s also easier to forgive considering how little choice you had in the genre when it came to DOS.

	A year after the release of the original FX Fighter, an updated version called FX Fighter Turbo was released for Windows 95. Everything for this update has received a new coat of paint, even the plot. Rygil, it turns out, is a renegade cyborg who's stolen Anarkis, a planet-killing superweapon, from his creators. Kwondo, a battle cyborg, is sent to capture him, while Linna is a soldier who seeks revenge for the destruction of her home planet. To get to Rygil, however, they'll have to face the original cast, who have apparently ended up in simulations of their previous battles. Along with the two new challengers, Rygil himself is now playable.
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	All the returning cast have been given an assortment of new moves, with a handful removed, as well. The most notable omission is Ashraf's psychic push attack, which makes him far less dangerous than he used to be. One odd addition is “bloodlust”; the ad copy implies that these moves work as finishers. In actuality, they're performed just like any other throw, and aren't particularly more damaging than any other. In fairness, they do look rather fatal, including backbreakers, impalements, shooting your opponent with an arm cannon multiple times, and vomiting acid directly into their stomach wound.

	Unfortunately, most of the major issues with the gameplay remain unaltered. You can now, however, disable the ring, leaving an infinite stretch of land on which to battle. For some reason, doing so makes the AI incredibly aggressive though, even if you're playing on the easiest difficulty.

	The graphics have been improved somewhat, so character models are a little less blocky, and the frame rate is a tad smoother. All of the characters have been retextured, as well, some of them getting different outfits in the process. Just about everything has been replaced, from the menus, to the designs of the stages, and even the cutscenes. Finally, there's a new survival mode, as well as the ability to play against other people online, which would have made for a fine selling point back during the game's release. Otherwise, it’s not a huge improvement over the original, and pales in comparison to Sega’s own Windows port of the original Virtua Fighter.
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	Gamera 2000

	Original Release: 1997

	Platforms: PS1

	 

	One could hardly be blamed for scoffing at Gamera 2000, a Japan-only PlayStation title, simply by virtue of its license. While Gamera may have his fans among the kaiju crowd, he’s definitely one of the sillier designs that have come from that genre of films. Add in the fact that it's a licensed game on the PlayStation and...well...let's just say the odds were not in favor of this being a quality title. And yet, somehow it turned out that it's not just a good game, but it skirts dangerously close to the edge of being genuinely great.

	The setting is modeled after the Heisei Gamera trilogy of movies, which began in 1996 and ended in 2005. These gave Gamera more heroic origins than his original inception. It's an original story that’s separate from the films, but the final stage is based on Gamera 2: Attack of Legion.

	The gameplay can be neatly summed up in two words: Panzer Dragoon. Pure and simple. With one exception, you’re in control of a jet that flies through the air, using the L1 and R1 buttons to shift your viewpoint through quadrants on a circle. Tapping the fire button sends a rapid-fire burst of energy at your target. You also have a wingman, of sorts. Indeed, it’s nothing less than Gamera himself who soars alongside in a support role. By holding the fire button, your targeting reticule shifts and you can then lock onto multiple foes in a fashion identical to that of the PD games. When you release the button, Gamera kicks into gear, launching a batch of fireballs (in the number of how many lock-ons you had) which home in on and damage your opponents. In practice, it’s not very different from Panzer Dragoon’s homing lasers, but it certainly is a lot funnier to behold. Each launch also comes with the signature Gamera roar, straight from the movies.

	There’s also a special attack button, which must be held down for a bit while Gamera begins charging up. During this time, the giant sea turtle retracts all his limbs and begins spinning like a dervish, small streams of energy coming from the holes in his shell where his flippers and legs...err, thrusters...used to be. When you release the button, he flies into a flurry, still spinning, before careening off of every enemy in sight multiple times. The longer you hold the button to charge, the longer this special attack lasts. Obviously, when you're charging and releasing this attack, you have only your rapid-fire energy weapon, as Gamera's too busy spinning to launch homing fireballs.
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	That’s essentially the core gameplay of the title, which would be enough on its own to merit checking out. Fortunately, there’s a considerable wealth of entertainment to be had in this title, well beyond the shooting/spinning/colliding action. The game's storyline is told by way of a very Wing Commander-style interface, and you can expect to see plenty of well-done cinemas (relatively speaking) along the way, which are completely, 100% in English. All of the menus and in-game text are in English, too. Indeed, aside from the relative obscurity of the license, this is one of the most import-friendly games ever made.

	The live-action cinemas might sound ridiculous at first, but when you see them, you will immediately come to love this game as a perennial favorite. These scenes are among the funniest things ever created by man, god, or beast. The acting is so over the top that it's laugh-out-loud funny, and more quotable than you can even imagine. They must be seen and heard to be believed. From a technical standpoint, they actually look pretty good, as they were shot in a fashion similar to Wing Commander III, on greenscreen with CG backgrounds.

	Gamera 2000 also impresses with a decent variety of missions for a shooter. One stage of particular note, in an obvious nod to Return of the Jedi, has your characters riding a hoverbike through a forest while being chased by all manner of creatures. Gamera isn’t with you here, so your copilot handles the shooting with a one-handed laser gun. Locking on in this stage actually produces the much-vaunted homing lasers. Another has you fighting Neo Gyaos, which is a variant of Gyaos, one of Gamera's regular foes in the movies, as it emerges in the middle of San Francisco Bay. Speaking of which, the boss battles in this game are pretty intense. The bosses typically tend to be much larger than you and your reptilian wing-turtle put together, with dozens of possible lock-on targets. In fact, one of the final enemies is nearly the size of Manhattan Island.

	The difficulty is also extremely well-balanced. Easy mode is pretty much a walk in the park, while Normal provides a solid challenge. Hard is really going to test your skills, though. The later bosses on Hard can cause some severe hair loss. Rounding out this surprisingly complete package is a very unconventional two-player cooperative mode, in which the second player assumes direct control of Gamera, with player one still piloting the jet. While this is an interesting addition, it can be a little difficult to get used to, and overall isn’t as much fun as the single-player mode.

	On top of all that, the music is quite good, although perhaps not the sort of thing you'd buy a soundtrack for. It's solid late-90s electronica, with enough variety to not get annoying after extended play, though it tends to get drowned out in the din of all the explosions and blasting. In fact, this particular soundtrack was handled by Zuntata, Taito’s in-house band that has supplied music for dozens of their own arcade games. Along with the lock-on gameplay, this almost makes Gamera 2000 feel like a spin-off of their own shoot-em-up series, Raystorm.

	All things considered, Gamera 2000 is a seriously overlooked gem. It comes very highly recommended, both as a quality rail shooter, and as prime source of entertainment with a drunken group of friends.
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	Cowboy Bebop

	Original Release: 1998

	Platforms: PS1

	 

	Cowboy Bebop is a science fiction anime television series released in 1998, focusing on the exploits of four bounty hunters – ex-hitman Spike Spiegel, ex-police officer Jet Black, femme fatal con artist Faye Valentine, and super genius whiz kid Ed – as they try to make ends meet by taking on an assortment of jobs. The series is well-regarded for its incredible style, with high quality animation (particularly for a TV show) and a brilliantly jazzy soundtrack by Yoko Kanno. 

	There were two video games based on the series, the first being a rail shooter published by Bandai in 1998 for the PlayStation. Here, you control Spike at the helm of his fighter craft, the Swordfish II, as he flies through five levels in a story exclusive to the game.

	For the most part, it plays like a typical 3D rail shooter, though it’s remarkably sloppy. The ship has a wide wing span, with its main machine guns mounted on their sides. This means the targeting reticule is a gigantic circle, and hitting anything with it can be pretty difficult. You also have a secondary weapon, activated by holding down the Square button to switch and then hitting the X button to use it. By default, this is the powerful Ruby Laser, which looks really cool, since you can use it sort of like a light sword to cut enemies out the sky. However, it’s also rather hard to use effectively. After each mission, you’re granted points based upon your performance, which can be used at the shop to upgrade either of your main weapons, or purchase two additional subweapons.

	Shooting down bad guys is awkward, but piloting the ship is just as clumsy. The main issue is that the camera jerks itself back and forth regularly, sometimes just for minor adjustments, other times wildly changing your course. It also has a tendency to lose track of your ship completely, leaving it out of view. Some of the stages have relatively narrow paths, too, so it’s easy to get disoriented and crash into mountains or buildings. There are a few open-range sections where the game is taken off rails, but these are even worse, since there’s no way to accelerate or brake, nor is there any radar to show where anything is in relation to your ship. Thankfully, there aren’t many of these segments, but they’re frustrating messes when they do appear.
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	All of these issues result in a game that’s pretty tough, and not due to intentional design. It’s made worse by the fact that there aren’t any health pick-ups at all, nor are there any lives or checkpoints. Failure will send you back to the beginning of the stage. There’s no save game function, either, but the game is short enough that it doesn’t need one at all.

	At least the visuals aren’t too bad. The first level takes place flying through a mountain range at dusk, the second is set in a city filled with neon lights, and the third is over a European-style city with a river running through it. The fourth takes place entirely in outer space, and the stars make a cool blurring effect with every movement. On a moment-to-moment basis, it’s decent, but it’s also extremely repetitive. The scenery never really changes (with a few exceptions), which is one of the main factors to why this game drags on.

	For a licensed game, this doesn’t feel all that connected. It’s similar to the PS1 game based on Ghost in the Shell, which took place entirely inside of the Tachikoma mecha – sure, the characters use these vehicles on occasion, but the anime (or manga) don’t really focus on them that much. Cowboy Bebop does feature a variety of locales, so all of the disparate planets make sense in context, but there’s still almost nothing about the setting that feels appropriate. The player technically controls Spike, with commentary by the other characters popping in every once in a while. The pre-level cutscenes are similar, in that they’re just a long, lingering exterior shot on one of the ships, with small pictures of the characters popping in to deliver dialogue. As such, it barely feels like the cast has all that much of a presence.

	The voice actors are authentic, but that’s about the only part. Apparently the publisher couldn’t use any music from the series and wasn’t able to hire Yoko Kanno to compose any more, so the soundtrack is entirely original. It’s not bad, but again, it’s just not really Cowboy Bebop without its signature jazz.

	Gamera 2000 proved to be an odd man out, in that it took a license and paired it with an unlikely genre to somehow end up with a decent game. Regrettably, Cowboy Bebop is more of a typical tie-in. It’s more interesting in concept than an average side-scroller or an adventure game, but it’s just not very good.
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	Cowboy Bebop: Tsuioku no Serenade

	Original Release: 2005

	Platforms: PS2

	 

	Cowboy Bebop had a typical 26- episode television series run, followed up by a movie released in 2001. However, the series maintained some level of popularity, especially in North America, where it was shown on the Adult Swim block of Cartoon Network, thus exposing it to a wider audience. This allowed it to get a second game, released in 2005 for the PlayStation 2, subtitled Tsuioku no Serenade (“Serenade of Reminiscence”). However, like the first game, it never left Japan. This made sense with the original release in 1998, since no one outside of Japan knew what Cowboy Bebop was, but by 2005, it was more because the game is pretty bad.

	One significant improvement is that this actually feels like an episode of the show. It kicks off with the signature introduction and uses authentic music, including a few new tracks from Yoko Kanno. It’s focused entirely on the characters now, with fully animated cutscenes, rendered with cell-shaded polygonal models and sporting an original story that feels like it could be a lost episode. Rather than being a rail shooter, this time it’s (mostly) a 3D beat-em-up, where you switch between Spike, Jet, and Faye.

	However, it still suffers from the typical licensed game curse. The core fighting is pretty boring, while other segments – when you’re running and shooting, or piloting your ship – are just messes. The cutscenes are subtitled and available on places like YouTube, so just watch those.
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	Omega Boost

	Original Release: 1999

	Platforms: PS1

	 

	Omega Boost was released in 1999 for the Sony PlayStation, the first effort of developer Polyphony Digital after their previous title, Gran Turismo. The monumental success of that title led Sony to grant the studio more autonomy and rebrand them from their original moniker, Polys Entertainment. While a 3D shooter might've been outside of Polyphony's wheelhouse, which previously had worked exclusively within the racing genre, lead designer Yuji Yasuhara brought experience from his time with Team Andromeda working on the Panzer Dragoon series. That influence is obvious in a number of this game’s design features. 

	Omega Boost opens amidst a war-torn future where mankind is fighting a desperate, losing battle. Their implacable foes are a rogue AI called AlphaCore and its host of machine servitors. AlphaCore, which in the fiction of Omega Boost apparently predates humanity, had long worked in secret to aid mankind's technological progress in an attempt to further integrate it into something enigmatically referred to as The Network. However, when humanity discovered AlphaCore's existence and grasped its destructive potential (the AI and its robotic armies are easily capable of leveling human cities), they attempted to destroy it, which inevitably backfired and led to a lengthy, deadly conflict. 

	In desperation, human scientists discover time travel technology and plan to use it to travel back in the timestream and destroy AlphaCore before it begins its genocidal offensive. Before they can launch their plan into motion, however, AlphaCore discovers their scheme and appropriates the technology for itself, utilizing it to construct a massive timeshaft on a distant planet and escape down it into the past. Its plan is to integrate itself into the core of ENIAC, the early human computer prototype, thus creating a causal loop and permanently linking it to humanity's technological advancements. Humanity responds by creating a giant pilotable robot also capable of time travel, who they send back through time to thwart AlphaCore's plan with decorated pilot Lester J. Hemming at the controls. 

	As you might expect from a video game about time travel, AI, and giant robots, the story is a convoluted mess, delivered mostly through a light wrapping of highly produced, poorly acted FMV. It's very clear from even the opening sequence that the focus of development was much more heavily concentrated on stylish action than delivering a coherent, thoughtful narrative. The story is just a simple justification for what is, at its core, a twitchy, frenetic rail shooter, albeit one with some minor wrinkles.
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	In terms of presentation, the sound design is fairly standard, with some pretty flat effects for weapon fire and impacts, and an aggressive industrial metal soundtrack that, while it matches the over-the-top gameplay, drowns out some of the dialogue in the FMV sequences (though, given the caliber of the actors, that may be for the best). 

	The gameplay consists of the player piloting the eponymous Omega Boost through nine levels (and nine bonus stages, which are more difficult versions of the vanilla offerings), blasting through waves of robotic enemies, and then fighting set piece boss battles. The enemies are generally from the military aircraft or giant robot mold, with some of the bosses breaking form to assume marginally more interesting configurations. One of the game's strengths is rendering interesting robotic forms, including the Omega Boost itself, and it's here that the team's collaboration with Shoji Kawamori, best known for his design work on mecha anime like Macross and Gundam, is most obvious. The Omega Boost itself looks straight out of Macross, and a number of the enemies would fit comfortably into any number of anime.

	Unlike a number of shooters of its ilk, Omega Boost often lifts most of the restraints on player mobility through its scan mode. Switching into scan from the game's default linear movement allows players to rotate freely around and through groups of enemies or bosses, and assign lock-on targets at will. Scan mode also immediately targets the closest hostile opponent, which is a good way to maintain orientation during combat and quickly rotate to the next foe after destroying a cluster of enemies. This freedom of movement adds an illusion of depth to the action, and allows for more cinematic fight sequences where the player is boosting dynamically and rapidly around foes and projectiles. 

	It’s precisely that kind of dynamic movement, and those intense, high octane firefights, where Omega Boost excels. The game is at its best when you're focused on all the flashing laser fire and brilliant explosions, or rotating around a giant, imposing boss and blasting off various pieces of its armor, or destroying its horde of robotic minions. In terms of stylish action and competent shooting, Omega Boost is near the top of the list of this era's various 3D rail shooters. 

	Unfortunately, the game is crippled by two fatal flaws. For one, there's almost no depth to speak of; the story is paper thin and there's next to no progression, or even additional mechanical systems to speak of. If you score well in a level you gain an extra level of "boost," which improves your movement and also allows you to lock-on to additional targets. Eventually, you can even unlock a ramming attack called Viper Boost. Beyond that, however, there's no progression whatsoever: no additional weapons, forms, or vehicles, no RPG-style leveling or skills, no mech customization. After the first level of locking-on and blasting away, you've experienced all of the systems and gameplay Omega Boost has to offer. The only variation on the formula comes by way of enemy and level design. Sadly, the stages are mostly uninspired and rendered as very flat, visually uninteresting backdrops, sometimes containing single textures. 

	Perhaps even worse, however, is Omega Boost's length. The core nine levels can easily be completed in under an hour, and even with the lazy padding of the challenge levels, the whole package offers less than a few hours of entertainment. The game is linear too, with no branches or alternate endings, which would be forgivable if there were more of it. The entire game feels more like a demo than a fully realized product, which is a shame because the core shooting is pretty entertaining, and the potential for this kind of game inside a product like the Panzer Dragoon series is really obvious. 

	In truth, Omega Boost feels like it was designed for arcades, where it would be easy to justify dropping a few quarters to blast through its explosion-riddled starscapes. However, as a full- price console offering, it's a lot harder to recommend. In terms of how it stands up almost 20 years after its release, it's still surprisingly playable. Even so, there's nothing particularly special about it that would draw players back to it instead of, say, one of the Panzer Dragoon titles, or even something more offbeat like N2O: Nitrous Oxide.
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	Vanark / Astro Trooper Vanark

	Original Release: 2000

	Platforms: PS1

	 

	It's not easy being a fan of rail shooters. Panzer Dragoon had three good outings (not counting Saga, of course, since it was an RPG), but Nintendo continues to struggle with the Star Fox license. This is despite the fact that Star Fox 64 was not only one of the best examples of the genre, but one of the best games on the system. Thankfully, there are a handful of other scattered titles worth experiencing for the PlayStation, like Surveyor Corp.’s Gamera 2000 and Polyphony Digital's Omega Boost. There’s also Asmik Ace's Vanark, known in Japan, as well as on the American title screen, as Astro Trooper Vanark. 

	Vanark is a pretty typical example of the genre. You fly a ship over 3D terrain, zoom through tunnels and past mountains, and shoot bad guys with lasers or homing missiles. There's also a wingman, whom you get to choose before each level. Your choices are rated on things like "Root Analysis" and "Combat Experience", although it’s difficult to tell what any of these really mean. There are a number of different guns and lock-on weapons at your disposal as well. All of these purport to be different, but appear to be largely the same.

	Despite its no-frills attitude, Vanark manages to be an engrossing experience simply because the flying and shooting are done so well. Despite being an off-brand title, it looks fantastic for a PS1 game, and runs at a pretty solid frame rate to boot. As you zoom across the surface of an alien planet, you can expect to fly through jungles, over (and beneath) the ocean, into canyons and past ruined cities, and into the core of the earth, flying over some rather impressive-looking lava. Similarly, the boss fights are pretty cool. The first stage has you squaring off against a gigantic robotic bee who shoots a huge laser out of its stinger. The fourth level boss is some kind of flying brain-octopus that fires rotating rings of lightning. The first level miniboss and fifth level main boss even take a cue from the Darius games, pitting you against flying fish battleships.

	The first, second, fourth, and seventh levels are all relatively straightforward flying stages. The third level takes place on a motorcycle, which like the tank levels in Star Fox 64, aren't nearly as much fun. The fifth level mixes things up a bit by taking you off rails, sending you into the depths of outer space. Here you must use your radar to track down and kill enemies, similar to the Colony Wars games. The sixth stage is also free-flying, although you just need to shoot down a boss. Surprisingly, these work a lot better than the All-Range stages in Star Fox 64, as they're less confusing and there's no time limit involved in any of them. Despite the solid visuals (for the PS1, anyway), the level designs themselves are fairly dull, consisting mostly of flat landscapes with some scenery. It's especially disappointing compared to the gorgeous vistas found in the Panzer Dragoon games, but the enemies rush at you so quickly that it's hard to be bothered too much by this. Technically the lack of variation in the stages does hurt the replay value a bit, but a few of the stages have branching paths to help liven things up. Your wingman will usually advise you of a path to take, too. This is usually the "easy" route, but you can ignore their advice and take the "hard" routes if you want more of a challenge.
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	Vanark has three difficulty levels, but the action can get tough and there aren't any health regeneration items at all. The levels can get pretty long, too. Thankfully, most stages have a handful of checkpoints, and you're granted limited credits to restart with when you die. You gain more credits as you get further in the game as well. Additionally, if you run out, you can helpfully reload from your last save.

	Overall, the game is pretty fantastic. That is, for about two hours when the ride ends. Even though it's well made, it doesn't have the personality or the scoring depth of Star Fox, or the world design of Panzer Dragoon. These flaws make it rather tough to replay. To make up for its length, the developers padded the game out with a whole ton of hilariously unnecessary story sequences. These aren't just cutscenes between levels – after every stage, you get to run around your space station, Resident Evil-style, to talk to crew members and stuff. There's literally almost no game here – there's no puzzle solving or action at all, you just stumble around until you find the trigger to begin the next mission. There's one spot where you need to explore another ship under a time limit, which is pretty easy, and another mini-game where you need to guide a ball through a maze without touching the walls. If you fail, you end up damaging some of your weapons for the next stage. Otherwise, though, these are all extremely silly and feel pretty tacked-on.

	On top of all this, Vanark has aspirations to be an epic science fiction story, too. There's a CG-rendered intro that someone somewhere paid money for, though probably not good money given its quality. The plot has the heroes being a bunch of guys on a ship that has to save Mars from biologically created monsters, as well destroying something called the Zero Field. You eventually save some characters and add them to your crew, and there are poorly translated, overly dramatic text crawls after each stage detailing both your triumphant successes and harrowing dangers. However, other than the parts where you have to run from place to place, you can skip nearly all of the cutscenes, which makes a lot of this bloat forgivable.

	Vanark might not be the best example that the rail shooter genre has to offer – it’s certainly no Star Fox 64 – but it's still a pretty fun game while it lasts. It's understandable that this title was ignored when it came out, since rail shooters were hard sells even back in that era, but it's still definitely worth checking out. Alas, as with many overlooked titles in niche genres, secondhand prices for this game have shot up rather dramatically, and with Jaleco not doing much anymore, the possibility of any sort of re-release is rather slim.

	 

	 

	Ex Zeus 

	AKA: Counter Force (Wii)

	Original Release: 2004

	Platforms: ARC, PS2, WII, IOS, AND

	 

	The story of HyperDevbox Japan is a curious one. Despite its name, it was actually founded by a Frenchman named Carlo Perconti. Together with associate Lyes Belaidouni, they had previously been at the helm of two other companies, Arcade Zone and Toka, who focused on creating games inspired by Japanese arcade titles. Their offerings included the beat-em-ups Iron Commando (SFC) and Legend (SFC/PS1), as well as the Dreamcast game Soul Fighter. 

	Ex Zeus, a 2004 rail shooter,  began life as an arcade game developed for Tsunami Visual Technologies’ TsuMo arcade motion cabinet, which included a chair encased in a bubble that would move around as you tilted the joystick. This system wasn’t distributed in Japan, so for Asian release, the game was ported to the Sega Naomi hardware. This was then ported to the PlayStation 2 in 2004 and released only in Europe, where it was published by Conspiracy Games. It was then ported again to the Nintendo Wii in 2007, where it was released in North America and Europe under the alternative name Counter Force.

	Like Perconti’s previous games, Ex Zeus is heavily inspired by Japanese arcade games. You pick from three giant mecha – Sophia, Calista, and Dynamis, each with different stats but with the same weaponry – in a fight against enemies all over the world. The basic gameplay is similar to Star Fox or Panzer Dragoon, though the controls are a bit unusual. You move you mecha with the control stick, but the targeting cursor stays more or less in the center of the screen, only moving around very slowly. So in order to shoot at enemies, instead of actually aiming at them, you just keep shooting and then slowly align that line of fire into oncoming foes. 
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	As with other 3D rail shooters, you also have lock-on missiles, though those are so slow to activate that they seldom feel very effective. Furthermore, they’re in limited supply based on the amount of lock-on energy you have. There’s also a super laser, which charges slowly and can be disbursed whenever you want to cause mass destruction. For some reason, your mecha completely stops moving when using this, which again, makes it less useful than it should be. Instead, it’s mostly use in boss fights, where you’ve stopped flying anyway. You’ll pretty much need to rely on it, too, as your opponents take way too many hits with the regular weapons. There are also shoot-em-up style bombs provided in limited supply, which destroy everything in range. You can further collect gold in each stage, which lets you restore your health, shield, lock-on energy, or bombs, or let you extend their max capacity. 

	The control scheme was completely changed when ported to the Wii, allowing you to aim your guns independently of which way you’re flying. This is a gigantic improvement. However, in order to dodge, you need to tilt the nunchuck, which can either be too awkward to pull off in a pinch or so touchy that you end up rolling when you don’t want to. The PS2 version lets you do this with the trigger buttons, which proves to be much easier.

	Unfortunately, when porting the game to the Wii, the developers neglected to implement the lighting effects. The game already looked dated on release in 2003, and was even uglier after four years had lapsed, leaving the game widely mocked as a result.

	Still, divorced from its cheap look, Counter Force isn’t really all that bad. It’s certainly not good –  it has some curious design decisions, the controls aren’t exactly intuitive, the enemy pacing is haphazard, the boss fights are dreadful, and the damage levels are so high that it makes the difficulty feel pretty cheap. Even so, the core feeling of zooming around and blowing stuff up is still pretty fun. Counter Force was released as a budget title and spent most of its life sitting in the bargain bin for just a few dollars. It’s actually a lot better than most typical Wii shovelware. Especially so considering that rail shoot-em-ups are relatively uncommon, meaning even the mediocre ones are worth giving a shot, even if only for a few rounds.

	The game lived on in mobile ports to iOS and Android, once again given the title Ex Zeus. This version adds touch controls and some extra difficulty options.
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	Ex Zeus 2

	Original Release: 2012

	Platforms: IOS, AND, WIN

	 

	The relative success of the smartphone ports of Ex Zeus lead to a sequel, initially created for mobile platforms and then later released on Windows. This actually reworks the gameplay significantly, though unfortunately, most of the changes are to its detriment.

	On the plus side, the movement and aiming controls feel more natural than in the original. On the minus side is�c pretty much everything else. There’s only one mecha now instead of three – not really a big deal since there wasn’t really much difference before anyway, but the variety was nice. The lock-on missiles still feel weirdly sluggish. Instead of bombs, there are a limited amount of other super attacks – “EM Impulses”, the “Zeus Wrath”, and cannons – though their animations take a curiously long time to play out.

	Making the same mistake as the later Star Fox games, there’s more variety here than just the rail shooting segments. A few times per stage, you’ll land on the ground and walk around, shooting enemies at a distance or smashing them in close. These arenas are tiny and your movement is extremely slow, making these not much fun. There are a few vehicle segments too, but these are also pretty bad. For example on the bike, you lose your gun completely and instead need to drift into enemies, which is really awkward. Between the levels are vertical shoot-em-up sequences, which are only tolerable because they’re brief and inoffensive.

	The levels drag on forever, though, often wrestling control away from the player for a brief cutscene that’s supposed to enhance the drama but grows tiresome after a few cuts. The visuals are at a higher resolution than the original game, but it’s just as low budget – see the dozens of textures tiled on all of the buildings in the first stage. In fact, when taken together, they’re arguably even worse, considering how repetitive the stages are. You can still buy stuff between stages, though there are more things to purchase this time around, including enhanced weapons. 

	The original Ex Zeus had its roots in arcades, which ensured that the action was immediate and the pacing was fast, so it was still fun in spite of its other faults. Without that ethos guiding the design team, the sequel just ends up as a gigantic drag.
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	Castlevania: The Lecarde Chronicles

	Original Release: 2013

	Castlevania: The Lecarde Chronicles 2

	Original Release: 2017

	Platforms: PC

	 

	The Lecarde Chronicles is a pair of games developed primarily by Mig Perez, a longtime producer of assorted fan titles. They focus on the adventures of Efrain Lecarde, forefather of Eric Lecarde from Castlevania Bloodlines, as he investigates assorted vampire-related events in Europe in the late 17th century. 

	The first game, released in 2013, involves Efrain's exploration of the Von Viltheim family's estate in Austria to investigate rumors that they may have become involved with assorted demonic elements. After an opening stage you reach the town of Ruhigestadt, which serves as the central hub for your adventure. From here, your course of action is chosen with a map screen, showing all of the available levels. You need to find six crests in order to actually open the castle, which then becomes available in the second half of the game. It's actually a pretty long adventure compared to the 8- and 16-bit games.

	The most interesting thing about The Lecarde Chronicles is the way it marries the classic stage-based Castlevania games with the more modern Metroidvania-style, although in different ways. Konami had only really tried this with Order of Ecclesia, and despite that game’s strengths, it didn't really balance out all that well. Impressively, this fan-made game succeeds in a way that feels natural within both styles of play. As you progress through the stages, you'll eventually get more skills like slide moves, double jumps, air dashes, and more powerful item crashes, as well as stronger weapons. You can also revisit previously played stages in order to get things you may not have been able to reach initially, like health or heart max extensions. In many cases, you can choose between levels, so in case you fail at one, you can always try the other. And since you keep any relics that you've found, you can return to any failed levels in a stronger state. 

	The levels are typical Castlevania – challenging but not overwhelmingly difficult. Many of the areas consist of "Castlevania's greatest hits" – the opening area channels Haunted Castle pretty closely – but it manages to have enough unique elements to make it stand out. For example, surprisingly, you never fought giant spiders as bosses in the 2D Castlevania games, so The Lecarde Chronicles fills in that gap. Also of note are the skeletons dressed like Austrian soldiers.

	The overall style seems most closely patterned after the Dracula X games, though Efrain's movements are faster and he has full control over his jumps. What’s curious is that the player is technically a Lecarde, but he doesn't wield a spear like his descendent, and instead has a whip like a standard Belmont. Indeed, the choice to feature the family seems mostly to have been made for plot reasons, as it gives another lineage the chance to fight vampires without running roughshod over the series’ canon. There's a surprising amount of detail put into the background of the Von Viltheim family, though much of the dialogue is weirdly written and obviously not by a native English speaker. (Though simultaneously, it's more comprehensible than, say, Castlevania II.)
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	The visuals aren't quite on the level of the official games, which makes sense considering this was developed by a single person. Many of characters seem traced (or at least heavily inspired by) official sources, though redrawn at a higher resolution (640x480). They're a little blurry, but decent considering the circumstances. The music consists of fan remixes of previous Castlevania tunes, as well. They’re decent, if a little rote.

	The second Lecarde Chronicles was released in 2017, continuing Efrain’s adventures, this time investigating the area surrounding Rome at the request of the Pope. Though it looks and plays similarly, it's a much more ambitious game. For starters, its structure more closely channels Symphony of the Night, being completely open-ended and without the map screen of its predecessor. With this are more RPG elements (a status screen and equippable weapons and armor), rebalanced gameplay (a longer healthbar but only a single life, plus the elimination of bottomless pits), save and warp points, and a switch from whips to swords and other similar weapons. You also purchase equipment with gold rather than hearts. As far as play time, it’s similar in length to the DS Castlevania titles.

	One other major aspect this game brings back is the climbable ropes from the Game Boy titles. Here, however, you need some gloves in order to protect yourself from the thorns on certain ropes. As with before, there are many classic Castlevania scenarios, but with enough interesting things to keep it all fresh. In one set of castle ruins, you can investigate a portrait of a woman, only to be sucked in and almost immediately killed unless you have the right item. (These insta-kill scenarios were common in older games and generally missing in newer titles... thankfully there's a save point right before this.) 

	The visuals are roughly on par with the original, though some of the bosses have better designs. The music is a substantial improvement though, offering plenty of original tunes along with some more high quality remixes, courtesy of Jeffrey Montoya. They even drafted professional voice actor Douglas Rye (the voice of Dracula from Curse of Darkness and Portrait of Ruin), and Robert Belgrade returns as the voice of the narrator, as well as Alucard. (Alucard is also playable in the game's boss rush mode.)

	While both games are a little rough around the edges – the characters don't quite control the way they do in the older games and the boss designs aren't as polished – they're also both excellent titles. The Lecarde Chronicles are homages to the classic games, but stand well on their own, too.
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	Castlevania: Spectral Interlude

	Original Release: 2015

	Platforms: ZX

	 

	Originally planned as a demake of Castlevania II for the ZX Spectrum 128K, Spectral Interlude ended up becoming its own game, basically acting as a sequel to the NES game. It was even renamed to indicate both the development platform and to continue the music-based theme of the Metroidvania line of games. This was coded by Aleksander Udotov, with graphics by Aleksey Golubtsov and music by Vladimir Tugay, and has been released as freeware. It’s also been translated into several languages.

	Much of the graphics here are rendered with the very distinct style of the British microcomputer, where the colors of the sprites change to match the background. Structurally, it’s similar to the original, though updated to be more player-friendly – it's open-ended but much more direct, with a helper who'll provide some commentary of what you're supposed to be doing. Right from the outset, he'll even warn you not to go in certain areas until you're strong enough. There is also an in-game map. 

	The layout of Transylvania seems similar to the NES game at first, but is in fact radically different. You still adventure about, beating bosses and collecting items, and upgrading your whip in the process. Money is banked separately as a currency from hearts and you only get a single life, though checkpoints are common. There's no experience system either, just enhancement items to pick up to extend health and the like. Some of the bosses are taken from other games, too, notably Castlevania III, and their battles are much better-designed than they were before.
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	The storyline attempts to fit into Castlevania canon, telling what happened to the Belmonts after Simon. Indeed, Richter even shows up here as Simon's father (though that’s not technically accurate). There's actually quite a bit of dialogue (several pages worth for many conversations), and it has a much more sarcastic tone than one would typically expect from the series, particularly the way the other characters treat Simon. It's amusing on its own, though despite all of the attempts to make it feel like a real Castlevania game, this definitely marks it as a fan work.

	Other than that, this is a fantastic project, one that takes the best aspects of Castlevania II while making the experience far less obtuse. No more wandering around aimlessly and chucking holy water at every block! The music has been converted fantastically too, using the base game's soundtrack and a few tunes from other games. 

	From a technical perspective, it's impressive given the simplicity of the hardware. It's playable on a Spectrum emulator that supports 128K, as well as the real computer, though it takes over 10 minutes to actually load from tape. It’s well worth it even for players not normally into the Spectrum scene.

	 

	Castlevania Anime

	 

	In 2005, reports spread throughout that Internet that comic book writer Warren Ellis was working on a Castlevania animated series. The news came and went and the project was assumed dead, like so many other similar efforts (like Paul W. S. Anderson's script for a Castlevania live action movie). Then in 2017, Netflix announced that the series was in fact, still alive, and would be broadcast in July. It had entered development hell after Ellis had worked with Konami's Koji Igarashi, who demanded numerous re-writes, but was eventually resurrected using the scripts that had been commissioned from nearly a decade before. It was produced by Frederator Studios, known for their work on Adventure Time among many others, in conjunction with Powerhouse Animation Studios, Shankar Animation, Project 51 Productions, and Mua Film.

	Based on Castlevania III, the first season is only four episodes, but largely focuses on one of the main characters. The first shows Lisa's first meeting with Vlad Dracula Tepes, before she’s burned at the stake by the local bishop. Dracula curses the land of Wallachia, and demands that they leave within a year. They ignore the threats, and when Dracula returns, he unleashes a legion of demons upon the populace.
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	The second episode introduces Trevor Belmont, initially portrayed as a disgraced drunkard, who wanders into the city of Gresit and runs into the corrupt church that essentially rules the place, including the bishop who commanded Lisa's death. Here he meets Sypha, who’s part of a gypsy-like tribe called the Speakers, then has a run-in with Alucard. The season ends with the three joining forces to venture through Dracula's castle and put an end to his war against humans.

	The second season is twice the length, with eight episodes total. About half of these is spent in a holding pattern, as the main trio investigate the Belmont family’s massive underground library for clues on how to fight back against the demon forces, while Dracula finds that his own army is crumbling due to squabbles as to how he’s waging his war on humanity. Their main problem is that Dracula wants every human extinct – but if they’re all gone, who will the vampires feed on (animals like pigs don’t digest well, apparently)?

	This season also brings in Hector and Isaac, seen in Castlevania: Curse of Darkness, as two humans who have betrayed their race and sided with Dracula, becoming demon forgemasters who resurrect fallen creatures. (Hector resembles his design from the video game, Isaac does not.) One of they key figures of Dracula’s forces is Carmilla, who manipulates some of the other vampires for her own gain. Among the rest of Dracula’s forces are other vampires around the world, including Chinese and Indian demons. However, the only one of these that actually has any real presence is a viking named Godbrand, who, in spite of his amusing vulgarity, doesn’t actually do a whole lot.

	This is often referred to as the "Castlevania anime", though its production was handled entirely by Americans (and animated in Korea). It borrows the style of anime, particularly the hyper violent types popular in the 90s. Indeed, the Castlevania series (particularly the older games) was never particularly gory, but this amps up the blood considerably, especially with the organs tossed about whenever people get ripped to shreds. It does have little bits of humor to liven things up, though, particularly the barbs between Trevor and Alucard. These have a Joss Whedon feel to them, just with fewer pop culture references and more expletives. Indeed, the standoffish relationship between the two, with Sypha acting as a medium, is fairly amusing.

	The series largely succeeds as an adaptation because it manages to fill in the blanks from the video game while still maintaining its own narrative autonomy. Castlevania III didn't have much of a plot beyond a page in the manual, and while Symphony of the Night had a bit more, it was still pretty sparse. Here, the major plot beats are adapted – the Belmonts being outcast from society due to fear from the people, Sypha being turned to stone by a cyclops (and masquerading as a man), and Alucard's disagreement with his father's hatred of humanity and his ensuing slumber. It also weaves in the relevant bits from Symphony of the Night, like Dracula's attachment to Lisa. There are a few other nods to the series, too, like a scene that takes place amid gear-like mechanisms (not technically a clock tower but close enough), and Trevor's whip causing demons to explode in fire (it's blessed, of course). Some freeze-frame gags include a piece of meat falling out a destroyed wall, and a brief glimpse of Dracula’s castle turning upside down during teleportation, a reference to SotN’s second half. Alucard is based on his SotN design, though Grant is missing from these seasons and it's not clear if he'll show up. Other than all this, though, the story is mostly divorced from the game. 

	The music is excellent, though the classic tunes aren’t really used, save for a rendition of “Bloody Tears” during the climactic battle in season two. The English voice acting is decent as well, though a bit mumbly at points, and some of the accents feel out of place. British actors Richard Armitage (Thorin Oakenshield from Peter Jackson’s The Hobbit movies) and James Callis (Gaius from Battlestar Galactica) play Trevor and Alucard, respectively, with Scottish actor Graham McTavish as Dracula. The art is excellent, and the animation really shines during battle scenes.

	In fairness, some of the dialogue is a bit clunky and parts of it feel like it’s trying too hard to be “edgy”. Furthermore, the middle of the second season drags on for too long. Still, as far as video game adaptations go, it's a spectacular success.

	 

	Assorted Castlevania Stuff

	 

	Pachinko Akumajou Dracula

	Original Release: 2015

	Platforms: ARC

	 

	After the publication of Metal Gear Solid V in 2015, Konami greatly stripped back its video game division. Rather than maintaining its classic properties, they decided to invest further in their other divisions, such as pachinko. In addition to their pachislot titles, they put out a new title in 2015, simply dubbed Pachinko Akumajou Dracula, with a revised version released in 2016. These were both developed by Takasago Corporation. Based on Dracula X: Rondo of Blood, it stars Richter and Maria, and features a new character named Victoria Florescu, a sword-wielding woman.
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	This product received a lot of derision from Western press based on a trailer which included a ton of close-ups of the breasts and butt of the Succubus, and advertised “erotic violence”, a sentiment which doesn’t seem particularly suitable for Castlevania.

	 

	 

	Castlevania Requiem

	Original Release: 2018

	Platforms: PS4

	 

	Released to tie in with the second season of the Netflix anime, this compilation for the PlayStation 4 includes both Dracula X: Rondo of Blood and Castlevania: Symphony of the Night. They’re based on the PSP versions, so it has the English voice acting for Dracula X and the revised script (and playable Maria) for Symphony of the Night. It also means it has some of the same sound effect oddities, as well as a lack of pixel-by-pixel display options (though there are some additional “HD” filters that look pretty bad). 
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	In other words, it’s basically Dracula X Chronicles but with the remake taken out of it. For the asking price of $20 US, it’s a little high considering that the PSP game can be bought digitally for $15 US. That won’t work on PS Vita or PSTV, though. SotN is available as a PS1 classic for $6 US but the PS4 doesn’t have PS1 compatibility. It’s a convenient package, but not a great value.

	 

	Castlevania: Simon’s Destiny 

	(Doom Total Conversion Mod)

	Initial Release Date: 2017

	 

	Castlevania: Simon’s Destiny is a free Doom total conversion for use with GZDoom, developed by Andrea Gori. It reimagines the six levels of the original Castlevania as a first-person shooter, with original graphics, sound effects taken from the Castlevania games, and arrangements of music from various sources. It even includes a multi-phase battle against Dracula.
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	It really does strive to maintain the feeling of the NES game, for better or for worse. For instance, your main weapon is a whip. This is a pain to use, especially on flying enemies, so you’ll need to focus on hunting for subweapons and hearts. Health power-ups are typically hidden and sparse, as in the games. There’s an emphasis on platforming, too, along with precipitous falls that can kill you. As a result it’s extremely hard, though overall still a very cool novelty.

	 

	 

	 

	Super Bomberman R

	 

	 

	Super Bomberman R for the PlayStation 4, Switch, and Xbox One contains a number of characters based on Konami properties. This includes bombers based on Simon, Dracula, and Alucard.

	 

	Super Smash Bros Ultimate

	 

	Castlevania is represented in Super Smash Bros. Ultimate, released in late 2018 for the Nintendo Switch. Simon Belmont is a playable character (based on his NES design, with a Super Castlevania IV alt color), and Richter is his echo (clone fighter). Their special attacks are based on the classic subweapons, and their Final Smash calls back to the Grand Cross item crash. Alucard is here too as an assist character.
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	There is a single stage based on Dracula’s chamber, and several pieces of music, many of them being new arrangements. The single-player Classic mode, dubbed Smash-vania for Simon, also includes a unique boss encounter against Dracula, based on his forms in Dracula X: Rondo of Blood. One of Richter’s victory poses is also based on a cutscene from the PC Engine game.
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	Wonder Boy: The Dragon’s Trap

	Initial Release: 2017

	Platforms: WIN, PS4, XB1, NSW

	 

	Though Wonder Boy III was strangely omitted from the 2012 Monster World Vintage Collection,  it was completely remade in 2017. This was developed by a French team called Lizardcube, who had previously worked on the DS cult classic Soul Bubbles. Rather than being a mere emulation or port, it's a complete remake, featuring entirely new HD graphics and revamped music. The project came about when Omar Cornut, developer of the MEKA Master System / Game Gear emulator, began hacking the ROM of Wonder Boy III to look for hidden elements, and then decided to use that experience to try to replicate the game as closely as possible. It was released on the PlayStation 4, Nintendo Switch, and PC.

	The 2D hand drawn illustrations are absolutely gorgeous. Just stunning. They're  rendered in high definition, with the sprite work having a distinct art style from the original but still in keeping with the spirit of the Monster World series. The backgrounds are just as breathtaking, with many areas given complete overhauls to make them look less generic. It also lets you choose to play as the pink- haired Wonder Girl, even though as before, you only really get to control her in the intro (and the main game with a code). 
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	All of the music has been redone with live instruments, with many of the lairs given their own unique arrangements. You can switch between the retro graphics, music, and sound effects with a single button press too, allowing you to compare the new and old school styles (including both PSG and FM synth soundtracks). There's even a new 8-bit style sprite for Wonder Girl.

	Most of the physics and level designs are basically identical, though there are occasionally some extra signposts to indicate where hidden doors might be. There are some minor tweaks though, as well as some balancing for the various difficulty settings. For example, the Tasmanian Sword had a secret ability to switch forms at any time, originally done with the second controller. Here, the command was adjusted to be performed with a single controller. Getting Mouse Man to latch onto checkered blocks is a little easier, too.       

	The charm stone system has also been replaced. You can buy almost any piece of equipment as long as you have enough gold, and enemies don't drop charm stones anyway. Instead, there are a handful of completely new, rather challenging areas which will grant a charm stone when completed. Gain all of them and you'll be able to purchase a new, extremely powerful weapon.

	This is easily one of the best retro remakes ever created. It looks amazing, sounds amazing, and was obviously created by people who loved the original. The staff roll even has photos of the development staff (both the remake and original), and while the game automatically records your progress, it can still give or use all of the passwords from the SMS/GG release. That’s devotion.
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	Wonder Boy Returns

	Original Release: 2016

	Platforms: WIN, PS4

	 

	Unfortunately, Westone went out of business in 2014, with their intellectual properties being liquidated to a company called LAT. The Korean developer CFK then picked up the rights to the original Wonder Boy and created Wonder Boy Returns in 2016. It’s technically the first follow-up to the original game not to use the Takahashi Meijin / Adventure Island name.

	This straddles the line between a remake and a sequel. There are 10 worlds, each with four levels. The first is a pretty close recreation of the set of stages in the original arcade game, but most of the rest of the levels are new, with many original background sets and enemies. All of the boss fights have been redone too, with new bosses at the end of each world instead of the head-swapped, near-identical foes of the original game. However, very little of the core mechanics have changed – for example, the only power-ups are the hammer and the skateboard.

	The colorful art style, with chubby, cartoonish characters, perfectly fits with the game world. The new intro, which shows Tina fuming at the hero for his flirtatious ways but then getting kidnapped by a demon, is pretty cute. It only looks good in stills, though. Like many of these types of remakes, the developers didn’t really add many extra animation frames, so the high definition of the sprites really makes their choppiness stand out. In fact, some are markedly worse than the original game. Take for example the jumping cycle of the frog enemy, which doesn’t even move smoothly at all. It looks pretty bad.
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	That kind of cheapness permeates the entire game. The main character begins each stage in his idle animation, a few pixels below the actual ground. Worse, the camera often has trouble keeping up with the orientation of the character after starting a new life. The easy mode is more like a practice mode, as all of the levels (and even the ending) are unlocked straight from the beginning, and you’re given a generous 10 lives to beat each one. There’s a challenge mode that gives you a traditional arcade-type experience (run through all 40 levels in one go, with three lives), at least. Plus, even though it controls well most of the time, there are little quirks that make it feel sloppier than normal. The original game was always a little slippery, but the inertia here is a little different. The way it registers jump heights feels off, too. As a plus, Tina becomes a playable character if you collect 30 bonus dolls in the stages.

	Overall, there’s a pervasive sense that this was done on the quick and cheap. It doesn’t do anything to improve on the original beyond the new levels and bosses, and the flat difficulty curve means the later levels aren’t really any harder than the earlier ones. Ultimately, it’s a disappointment.
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	Monster Boy and the Cursed Kingdom

	Original Release: 2018

	Platforms: PS4, XB1, NSW, WIN

	 

	The title Monster Boy is a combination of Monster World and Wonder Boy, but in spite of the smashed together name, it's definitely a proper sequel to the classic Sega/Westone games from the 80s and 90s. Both Sega and LAT, the company that owns Westone's IP, are on the title screen, and original designer Ryuichi Nishizawa was consulted during its development, which makes it official. Even if that wasn't the case, everything about Monster Boy not only emulates the look and style of the classic games perfectly, it also improves and modernizes it all in almost every conceivable way.

	The game begins with a young boy named Jin quietly fishing on the beach. He and the entire village are soon turned into monsters thanks to his uncle Nabu, who has apparently gone mad drinking "Royal Nectar". (The planned subtitle, “The Wizard of Booze”, makes it pretty clear what that's supposed to be.) Jin then sets off on an adventure to discover a set of orbs that will help break the curse, while also getting to the bottom of what's happened to Nabu, who has become a wanted criminal with the local authorities. 

	Monster Boy was developed by Game Atelier, a French company who not only has a huge affection for Westone's classic series, but is perfectly versed in its language and understands how to play to its strengths. The Monster World games all had their own positives and negatives, so this game takes the best elements, and polishes and expands on them. 
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	Like The Dragon's Trap, the core of the game involves changing into different animal types, each with their own abilities. The pig form (based on the oddball shopkeepers / password givers from The Dragon's Trap on the SMS) is a weak physical attacker, but wields magic spells, which include the usual tornado, boomerang, fireball, and lightning abilities, along with bombs. He can also sniff out hidden doors, which are typically indicated by transparent clouds. The snake can crawl along certain walls and ceilings, like the mouse from The Dragon's Trap, but can also spit venom at a distance. The frog can not only swim, but also has the ability to use his tongue to latch onto and swing from grappling hooks. Meanwhile, the lion has a variety of dash abilities that not only make movement easier, but let you smash through bricks. Finally, the dragon form can both breathe fire and fly through the air.

	In The Dragon's Trap, each area was designed specifically for each form – you could only change between them on demand with a hidden ability. Here, you're constantly expected to switch forms to suit the task, sometimes even in the middle of a jump. For example, swinging on a few hooks with the frog then using the lion to dash upwards to reach a platform. The level design was one of the few weak points of The Dragon's Trap, often just consisting of straightforward, enemy-laden hallways, but here the dungeons are filled with challenging platforming puzzles. This recalls something like the classic The Legend of Zelda titles, if they were presented from a side-scrolling perspective. The puzzles themselves are rarely very difficult (and the few that might stump you just involve interpreting environmental clues), but actually pulling them off can be quite a bit more demanding. For example, you might need to move a block from one side of the room to the other, but the only method of moving it is by ramming into it, so you need to clear a path while still avoiding enemies. 

	The enemy damage output is also pretty high – even in the first area, you can only take two or three hits before getting killed. The "angel descending into heaven" scenes from the older games are gone, as you just fall over and then quickly respawn at a checkpoint, but that's because you'll probably end up dying a whole lot. This will probably be the case when overcoming the many platforming puzzles, which require quick timing and reflexes. Luckily, said checkpoints are regularly placed, rarely being more than a few screens apart, so the end result is a game that's demanding but never frustrating.

	The game's equipment and stat system is a little closer to Wonder Boy in Monster World, in that there are only three stats (attack, defense, and speed), with only three levels. There are still plenty of helmets, shields, and suits of armor to find, most of which have various abilities either suitable for combat (reflecting projectiles, restoring health when taking damage, preventing status ailments) or are necessary for progression (like double jump boots and ice shoes that let you walk on lava). Each piece of equipment can also be enhanced by finding certain jewels hidden throughout the levels. There are tons of other things to hunt for, too, including truffles, that expand the pig's maximum number of magic spells, and sheet music, which is given to a musician back in town. This character is based on real-life musician Banjo Guy Ollie, and plays his own arrangements of six different Monster World tunes, providing you can find all of the sheets.
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	Many of the environments should feel familiar for Wonder Boy fans – the game opens up on a beach, and you'll explore a jungle, an Aztec pyramid, a volcano, and a pirate ship. The second half of the game has a few other areas, including a graveyard and a haunted house. You also get to infiltrate a castle prison, as you sneak past an army of (somewhat easily fooled) penguin guards, one of the few cases of a stealth sequence that's actually pretty fun. You meet a Pepelogoo pretty early on, and while he’s not a persistent presence like in Monster World IV, he does join for a couple of spots to help with some puzzles. One interlude even changes into a side-scrolling shooter a la Wonder Boy III: Monster Lair, with a familiar fish enemy at the end.

	It's also a relatively gigantic game. The older Monster World titles were maybe five hour experiences, and their closest modern analogs, the Shantae series, aren't much longer. You can expect to spend something in the area of 20 hours to beat Monster Boy, though – more if you want to search for all of the extra goodies and equipment. This is also the first game in the series where you get an in-game map, which helpfully points out your next destination.

	The soundtrack is a collaboration between several well-known Japanese composers, with contributions from Yuzo Koshiro (Streets of Rage, Etrian Odyssey), Michiru Yamane (Castlevania), Motoi Sakuraba (Star Ocean), Keiki Kobayashi (Ace Combat), and others. Several tunes of the soundtrack are arrangements of Shinichi Sakamoto's tunes from the older games, primarily The Dragon's Trap, but also draw from the rest of the series. The arrangements are universally fantastic, and the new tunes are excellent as well, some with styles reminiscent of classic 90s Redbook soundtracks. The anime opening also contains a somewhat cheesy vocal song, in both English and Japanese, but it’s fun and appropriate. The visuals are a near-flawless reimagining of what the 8/16-bit art would look like in HD, too. The sprites are colorful and full of personality, and the backgrounds are intricately detailed. There are plenty of weird shopkeepers as well, including a shark in sunglasses and a Hawaiian shirt.

	All told, the developers’ love of Monster Boy really shines through, with the heroes from the older games being shown on stained glass windows on the local chapel, and their relics playing a pivotal role as well. Beyond the reverence paid to the story and characters of the old games, though, Game Atelier really understands what made these games work. For example, those bouncing arrows were always a lot of fun, so there are plenty of areas where you can boing all around the room. Structurally, it really gets it right – at the beginning of the game on the beach, you can technically explore the area beneath the water...though you can’t actually do much until you get the appropriate abilities. It all offers a tantalizing preview of what you’ll eventually uncover. It also understands the pacing of the end-game – revisiting old areas using the lion’s dash or the dragon’s flight ability makes backtracking a breeze. Plus, while there’s a mandatory quest near the end to assemble some equipment, you’re only required to craft one piece. You’re also given clues on where to look, and you’re able to obtain most of them earlier in the adventure if you pay attention. This avoids the tedium in other scenarios, like the dreaded Triforce quest from The Legend of Zelda: Wind Waker. There’s a ton of hidden stuff too, though a few things are so obscure as to nearly require a guide to find them.       

	Monster Boy is a particular rarity in that it’s not only a pitch-perfect reboot of a long dormant property, but also an exemplary game in its own right, easily ranking next to other big name Metroidvanias like Super Metroid and Castlevania: Symphony of the Night. With the popularity of the genre as of the 2010s, that’s a tremendous compliment.

	DISCLAIMER: The author of this piece and editor of HG101, Kurt Kalata, is listed under "Special Thanks" in the credits for Monster Boy. In full disclosure, he was in communication with Game Atelier to help promote the Flying Hamster 2 Kickstarter (see opposite page). He also introduced the team to Wonder Boy creator Ryuichi Nishizawa, who gave the project his blessing. This began the steps to the game becoming a true Monster World title. Kurt has no financial stake in the game, other than having received free digital copies (though he bought the PS4 retail release anyway).
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	Flying Hamster

	Platforms: IOS, AND, PSP, VITA

	Release Date: 2010

	 

	Game Atelier's first game was Flying Hamster, a mobile shoot-em-up starring an adorable rodent named Newton. The main gimmick is that there are over 30 weapons, typically things from the environment, that are used as weapons. Apples, eggs, mugs of beer, and all kinds of other things can be consumed and then spit back to attack a legion of cutesy foes. There are also two kinds of attacks – a standard rapid fire barrage, and a charge attack. The amount of ammo you get per pickup is pretty small, so it's easy to (literally) chew through it and end up back with your default attack. Thankfully, items are found regularly, and even respawn in boss battles to help even the odds.

	The game does have a Euroshmup feel, with fairly straightforward level designs populated by waves of enemies. It gets by on its utterly charming visuals, as Newton takes on a variety of silly enemies in assorted locales, ranging from forests to jungles to the streets of Japan, where you even fight a mouse modeled after celebrity Hard Gay.

	It's all a little simple, since it was originally designed for the touch controls of mobile phone platforms, but it's well-designed, and the high resolution visuals sparkle. For those who'd prefer regular controls, it was later ported to both the PlayStation Portable and PlayStation Vita, with the latter offering crisper graphics.
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	Monster Boy was originally conceived in 2014 as Flying Hamster II: Knight of the Golden Seed (below), though it was always meant to be an homage to the Westone’s series. Despite the genre shift, it was also mimicking the same way in which the original Wonder Boy was an arcade-style platformer, and then the sequel shifted more towards RPG territory. The crowdfunding campaign attracted the attention of publisher FDG Entertainment, who funded the game over the next four years. During that time, they were also able to obtain the Monster World license, including its characters and music, giving it an extra layer of authenticity. It also allowed for visuals that improved substantially over the span of its development.
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	More Best Video Games of All Time

	 

	Life is Strange
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	Video games often borrow from other forms of media. In fact, many of their intense moments come from action movies – car chases, explosions, literal cliffhangers, and so forth. In Dontnod's cinematic adventure Life is Strange, the most stressful moment of the game comes when you have to talk a friend, who's been subjected to a bullying campaign, out of jumping off a building. Up until this point, the story has telegraphed that she's distressed, and counts on you to not only pay attention to her but also make decisions to support her. This isn’t a scripted event either – you can fail, and it’s absolutely heartbreaking.

	Life is Strange takes heavily after the pattern set down by Telltale Studios, offering dialogue choices that have lasting effects on the game's story. It’s less constraining, though, in that you have more space to explore the environment and solve the occasional puzzle. The main difference here is that the heroine, a young art student named Max Caulfield, can rewind time, allowing you to see the result of her actions and pick a more desirable outcome. There’s rarely a "correct" path – friends and enemies are made depending on who you side with, which in turn influences later events. Going back to the scenario with the suicidal girl, this is so harrowing because your safety net is taken away. Further, you can't rewind time back too far anyway, so not everything is under your control. Still, it forces you to confront some very realistic, very difficult choices, a few of which may hit too close to home for some players.

	The intimidating nature of high school life is represented far more accurately here than in most video games, being filled with standoff-ish cliques and incompetent administrators. The characters are multi-dimensional, with layers peeling away to reveal the truth behind their apparent motivations. Both the Pacific Northwest setting and the calm, acoustic soundtrack, along with Max's penchant for Polaroid photography, elicit a calming, nostalgic feeling, despite taking place in the present day.

	Beyond this, the core of the story is built around Max’s relationship with Chloe, a former friend. As the game begins, they haven't seen each other in five years, and during the intervening time, Chloe has had her life thrown into disarray, leading to her being murdered in the school's bathroom as part of a botched drug deal. It's here that Max discovers her powers, and even though the rest of the story ostensibly revolves around the disappearance of another student, it's really a heart wrenching tale of Max reconnecting with her old friend in a battle against fate. –Kurt Kalata (KK)

	 

	See also:

	Night in the Woods

	 

	Night in the Woods presents itself as a side-scrolling platformer with stylized anthropomorphic characters, but it's entirely story-based, focusing on a college dropout named Mae who returns to her hometown in the United States Rust Belt. In telling a tale about decaying landscapes and faltering local economies, it also addresses mental health issues, with some supernatural elements lying in the background. Rather than picking dialogue choices, the story branches based upon which of Mae's friends you'd like to hang out with on a given day. The slang-filled dialogue is much more natural than Life is Strange, and while the plot lacks the same emotional gut punch, it still tells a story entrenched in contemporary American politics that resonates on several levels. –KK

	 

	Undertale

	 

	There was a time when the internet seemed to talk about nothing but Undertale. That era has passed, and while the hype might have died down, the game endures, having seen ports to modern consoles. As a result, it’s a great time to check out one of the most unique RPGs around. So unique, perhaps, that there's some debate as to whether it qualifies as an RPG. However you define it, it's a unique experience that deserves to be played through once�c and as the creator would likely prefer, no more than that.

	Compared to other games that share the genre, Undertale initially seems limited. You have only one character under your control, no magic system, and equipment upgrades are sparse. The path ahead is generally a straight line, with detours every so often to lead to distractions from the main plot. However, this narrow focus serves as one of the game's greatest strengths. There's almost no filler to get in the way of the game's story, nothing that feels like it exists simply to waste your time.

	The story itself is probably the strongest part of the experience, especially for the sheer range of emotions on display. Almost all of the characters you meet support the game's wacky sense of humor, from pun-loving skeletons to anime-obsessed fishgirls. Dig deep enough, however, and you'll soon find it's not all laughs; the people you meet tend to have severe problems hidden deep within themselves. The game always knows when to drop the comedy and play up the drama, and there are some rare moments when the mood shifts to full-on horror. Just how far the mood can shift is heavily dependent on how you, the player, choose to interact with the underground's inhabitants.

	Despite its emphasis on plot, you’ll still encounter plenty of combat, and this is another area where the game shines. Enemy attacks come out in bullet hell-esque patterns, forcing you to dodge and weave against a variety of attacks to avoid damage. When it's your turn, striking back is certainly one option. The game also provides the chance to attempt to outwit or talk down the foes you encounter, non-lethally removing them from the battle. The boss fights are where this feature really shines, as you try and puzzle out their weakness as they bring all new mechanics against you.

	Undertale’s simplistic art and short length could be considered faults, but on its own merits, there’s nothing else like it, with a message that never overpowers the gameplay, something that can't always be said for indie gaming. Overall, it's definitely a game that causes each player to take something different away from it. –Ed Burns (EB)

	 

	See also:

	Moon: Remix RPG Adventure

	 

	Undertale developer Toby Fox has pointed to Love-de-Lic’s Japan-only PlayStation title Moon: Remix RPG Adventure as being one of his game’s inspirations. In a particularly meta experience, you control a young boy who's sucked into the world of his favorite Dragon Quest-like game, where he finds its characters living out their own existence. It pokes fun at RPG conventions, like showing the typical hero as being more obsessed with gaining experience levels than saving the kingdom. Like Undertale, though, there’s substantial heart beneath the silliness. It's a cult classic in Japan, but wasn't published in English until a Switch port. Previously, the closest we got was Chibi-Robo! for the GameCube, from Skip, which was founded by former Love-de-Lic staff. –KK
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	Valkyrie Profile

	 

	In most RPGs, it's your job to stop the end of the world. In Valkyrie Profile, it's your job to start it. Ragnarok, the end of the world as defined in Norse mythology, is just around the corner, and the Good Guys in the heavens are in desperate need of souls to fight in the resulting war against the Bad Guys in the underworld. There's a catch to recruiting these soldiers, dubbed Einherjar – they need to be dead. As a valkyrie named Lenneth, you fly through the world of mortals, listening to their cries for help, and rushing to the moment of their death.

	With each character, you get a short glimpse of their story as lives are shattered, happy couples are torn apart, and heroes become martyrs. Amidst all of this, Lenneth seems to have a past in the human world that she's only barely conscious of. There are roughly two dozen characters to recruit – some fully fleshed out, others barely touched upon – but their souls aren’t quite ready to fight for the gods. You need to train them by venturing into dungeons, building both their battle skills and their spiritual fortitude in the process. All of these dungeons are side-scrolling stages, filled with puzzles, traps, and of course, numerous enemies.

	The battle system is a strange beast, with actions for each of the four party members assigned to a face button. Each character has a number of attacks, each with a unique speed and strength – timing the button presses to create combos and juggle enemies is the key to executing impressive special attacks and overpowering foes.

	Tri-Ace, creators of the Star Ocean series, has a knack for making exciting, visceral battle systems that feel like action games, even though they're still heavily rooted in role playing conventions. The soundtrack, meanwhile, is provided by prog rock virtuoso Motoi Sakuraba, and stands as one of his best works, delivering both pounding, intense battle themes and dreamy, melancholy ballads. In other words, it packs a punch that few RPGs can counter.

	This studio also has a reputation for being a bit too obtuse. There’s a time limit in each chapter, curtailing the amount of places you can visit and the events you can witness. It becomes important to budget your time, but the game is so loosely designed that it's easy to miss important things if you're not paying attention. Similarly, at the end of each chapter, you need to send off some of your warriors to the heavens, permanently removing them from your party. You're given vague hints about the requirements, but you can never be sure that you're doing it properly. It’s intimidating and messy, but the concept alone is enough to raise Valkyrie Profile to classic status. –KK

	 

	See also: 

	Star Ocean: The Second Story

	 

	Tri-Ace was founded by a group of developers from Telenet who were fed up working under Namco for their RPG Tales of Phantasia. They responded by making their own competing game, Star Ocean, a very loose JRPG take on Star Trek, which has been the company's defining series. Some of their titles, like Valkyrie Profile, bask in the face of obtuse systems. Star Ocean is a little more typical, though one with an action-packed battle system. Star Ocean: The Second Story is the best of the series, as it presents a skill system where you can do all kinds of ridiculous things to break the balance. The cinematic tendencies of later games also resulted in worse writing and stories, while this one is at least passable. Plus the soundtrack, as with most Motoi Sakuraba work, is stellar. –KK
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	Lode Runner

	 

	Developed by a bedroom coder named Doug Smith in the early 80s, Lode Runner is one of the many "chase" games that grew out of the massive success of Pac-Man. The goal is to grab all of the coins on a level then make it to the exit, all while avoiding a series of enemies hell-bent on killing you. While you can’t attack them directly, you’re at least equipped with a laser gun that can dig holes to the left or right (but not directly below). Your foes are tenacious, but not terribly bright, and will predictably fall into whatever traps you lay for them. They still have enough strength to climb right back out after a few seconds, though, whereupon they resume the chase. (Strangely, this is something you can’t do – if you fall in, you're stuck.) Any holes automatically refill after a short period of time, so it is possible to kill an enemy by timing it so this happens while it's inhabited, but even then they respawn almost immediately in the level, granting only a brief respite.

	The first stage starts off easily enough, as you simply climb ladders and over hanging poles to avoid capture. However, the difficulty quickly ramps up with more elaborate stages, and gold buried deep within the floors. It's here where the action-puzzle elements of Lode Runner come into play, as you need to carve through the ground without getting trapped, while also fending off the bad guys that will inevitably try to screw you up. It's a game of chaotic multi-tasking, as one distraction will send you into an inescapable pit, leaving only a few seconds as you helplessly contemplate your own failure before you're killed by the hole you created.

	Lode Runner was ported to numerous home platforms at the time, where it was monumentally successful for Broderbund, its publisher. Although the game shipped with tons of levels, it’s also one of the first titles to include a built-in level editor, potentially giving it infinite replayability. Surprisingly, it found greater success in Japan, where it sold tremendously as one of the earliest games on the Famicom. As a result, there were many sequels published specifically for Japan, including several multiplayer games and arcade titles. Among all of these, the Sierra entries from the mid-90s are the best, with plenty of graphical sets and an excellent soundtrack (skip the gimmicky 3D releases put out by assorted companies). Even so, the original computer versions are still pretty good. The characters may be mere stick figures, but they move fast, and while later games use larger sprites, the levels are compromised by no longer fitting on a single screen, denying you a comprehensive view of the area. –KK

	 

	See also:

	 

	Boulder Dash

	 

	Peter Liepa and Chris Gray's classic puzzler Boulder Dash puts you in the shoes of spelunker Rockford, who must collect a certain number of diamonds in a given cave. However, the goods are usually buried inside clusters of boulders, so you need to figure out the best way to dig through and reach them, all without getting crushed or trapped before safely making your way to the exit. The few enemies, like the exploding butterflies, or the infinitely expanding amoeba are terrifying, and attempting to contain them is a huge part of the game’s challenge. Like Lode Runner, it's been ported several times over the ages, but the Atari 8-bit and Commodore 64 originals hold up just fine. –KK
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	Donkey Kong (Game Boy)

	 

	On the surface, this 1994 Game Boy title seems to be a simple port of the classic 1982 arcade game. After defeating the eponymous ape on the fourth stage, however, instead of the game looping back to the first level, Donkey Kong gets back up, grabs the damsel Pauline, and continues his escape from Mario. It’s here that the real game begins, with 96 more levels spread out across nine worlds, ranging from forests to pirate ships to icebergs.

	There were many single-screen action games similar to Donkey Kong in arcades and for computers in the early 1980s, often limited in levels due to memory constraints. Once ROM sizes expanded and screens could smoothly scroll, these types of experiences became less common (with the exception of games like Bubble Bobble). After Mario Bros. and Donkey Kong, the series shifted gears to the Super Mario Bros. line. The Game Boy release of Donkey Kong switches back to the old days, expanding upon ideas and concepts that hadn’t had the chance to reach fruition due to technological advancements. The result is a brilliant platformer with strong puzzle elements.

	What’s interesting is the way that various elements from the Super Mario series were grafted onto this one – particularly, Super Mario Bros. 2, the step-brother of the series. Levels are typically completed by grabbing keys and making your way to the exit. Many of the puzzles revolve around figuring out how to get them from one side of the screen to the other, since Mario’s movement is impeded when carrying the key and it disappears when left unattended for more than a few seconds. Many enemies can also be ridden, picked up, and thrown, and when not being defeated, need to be manipulated in order to clear a path. There are numerous other gimmicks spread throughout the levels too, like the ability to position platforms on the screen via a cursor. Mario’s movement has also been expanded here, including flips and handstands, many of which were carried forward to Super Mario 64. Every four stages, you’ll also face off against Donkey Kong, sometimes requiring you to simply evade his attacks as in the original games, others necessitating more aggressive actions.

	There are tons of levels, and they’re almost all clever and interesting, creating one of the best and most engaging titles in the Game Boy library. There were originally plans for a Game Boy Advance edition called Super Donkey Kong, which would interface with the GameCube for a level editor. This was sadly canceled, however, and the concepts of this game were carried on to the (sadly inferior) Mario vs. Donkey Kong series. –KK

	 

	See also:

	Captain Toad: Treasure Tracker

	 

	The original Mario vs. Donkey Kong game for the GBA is alright, if lesser inspired than the Game Boy version, while later games moved the series closer to other puzzle games like Lemmings. A more proper spiritual successor to this lineage is Captain Toad: Treasure Tracker for the Wii U, Switch, and 3DS. Beginning as a series of side-levels in Super Mario 3D World, you guide the intrepid Captain Toad through short stages to collect jewels, which requires you to manipulate the camera to get a clear view of the action. Our hero here is more defenseless than normal – he can’t even jump! – so you need even more quick thinking to outmaneuver enemies. He can obtain a pick-axe, though, which causes him to pound the ground automatically like the hammer in Donkey Kong. –KK

	 

	Nex Machina
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	Williams' 1982 arcade game Robotron: 2084 begins with a full-screen warp effect as you're dropped onto the playing field with one goal – survive or die. Games of this era were meant to be immediately enthralling experiences that also kept you pumping in quarters. In that vein, this kickstarted the dual-joystick control method of moving and shooting, and while that's found popularity in the years since, none of its successors – Smash TV, Geometry Wars – quite captured its raw fury. Housemarque's Nex Machina is the closest anyone has ever come. They have quite the pedigree, having worked on arcade-style shooters like Super Stardust, as well as the Defender-esque Resogun. This time, rather than simply being inspired by legendary arcade developer Eugene Jarvis, they brought him onboard as an advisor, which may have been the key ingredient to capturing that golden era glory.

	The first stage of Nex Machina begins with your character literally zooming and exploding onto the playing field, and the ensuing assault on the senses never lets up. The music is appropriately thumping electronica. Even your death causes a mini fireworks display.  Also, despite being entirely 3D, the visuals still recall old chunky arcade games through its heavy use of voxels, where scenery rolls and explodes in large squares. 

	The core game is basically the same as Robotron: rescue helpless humans and kill of all of the enemies. Each of the game's five expansive worlds is broken up into small chunks, around a dozen in number, along with boss fights. The first time through the game, it's probably enough just to survive, but once you've got that essential skill down, then the depths of the design truly shine through. There are main weapon power-ups, but also subweapons like bazookas and swords, and it's up to you to determine which is best in each scenario. There's a primary combo that increases as long as you keep shooting and stay alive, but there are also combos activated when grabbing humans, requiring that you time their rescues appropriately. Each world is also filled with hidden humans, secondary enemies to destroy, and secret areas. There's so much to find that it's always gratifying to play, just to see what you might've missed.

	It's certainly easy to miss stuff in a game like this, too, when just staying alive is a feat in itself. Thankfully, the default difficulty allows for unlimited credits, and even the next one up offers 99. To that end, frequent player deaths are expected (though continuing resets your score). Nex Machina is an amazing blend of old and modern ideas, no matter how many hours you sink into it. –KK

	 

	See also:

	Assault Android Cactus

	 

	Released a little over a year before Nex Machina, Witch Beam's Assault Android Cactus is another brilliant twin-stick shooter, and one of the best of its kind. Each level is broken down into a small arena, as you endure regular waves of enemies for a few minutes each. The design acknowledges that these types of games can be insanely difficult, so it's quite forgiving – getting hit won't kill you, but you’ll be stunned and drain your batteries, so you need to keep killing enemies to get replacements to spawn. Of course if you want to keep your score up, you still need to avoid taking damage as much as possible. There are nine different androids to play as, too, each with their own drastically unique weapons, allowing you to approach each crafted challenge in the way that fits best. –KK
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	Super Mario Odyssey

	 

	3D platformers dominated the gaming sphere throughout most of the 32/64-bit era, but their popularity tapered off over the years. Super Mario Odyssey, released in 2017, seeks to resurrect that old style, the kind found in Super Mario 64 and Super Mario Sunshine, while modernizing the mechanics and the structure. The goal is still to collect a number of trinkets scattered (and usually hidden) across each sprawling stage, but the levels are persistent and no longer require resetting once you've found one. There are tons to find among each of the 16 stages, too, adding up to 1000 in total, though the game avoids player burnout by only requiring you to collect a handful on your initial playthrough, thus assuring a steady pace through the stages.

	These stages are truly the highlight of the experience, too. Compared to the outer space setting of the Galaxy games, the scenario comes back down to Earth, setting the stages across the many strange kingdoms on the globe. Some are typical – forest, tropical, and snow areas – but the standouts are wildly creative, including an iced-over desert and a lava mountain based entirely around food. The standout is New Donk City, basically a (suspiciously clean) version of Manhattan, featuring a tribute to the original Donkey Kong and recasting Mario's old flame Pauline from that game as the mayor. All of the other kingdoms are filled with strange and weird characters, but this one features realistic-looking humans, and their contrast to Mario's cartoonish features makes for the most surprisingly surreal experience in the game. 

	That sure is saying something, as well, because the prime mechanic involves Mario possessing various characters – mostly enemies and animals, but sometimes assorted inanimate objects – and using them in creative ways to navigate the environment. There are over 50 of these, most unique to specific worlds, and they feel like a brilliant way to update the idea behind the suits found all the way back in Super Mario Bros 3. Here you can not only possess familiar foes like Goombas and Hammer Bros., but also lava bubbles, rockets, taxis, and even gigantic T-rexes. 

	Considering the focus is on exploration rather than platforming, the game is a little on the easy side, which may disappoint some fans looking for a greater challenge. Further, some stages, like the dark fantasy Ruined Kingdom where you fight a ferocious dragon, are way too short. All the same, Super Mario Odyssey represents the peak of Nintendo's creativity, with strange and wonderful things found throughout the entire experience. –KK

	 

	See also:

	A Hat in Time

	 

	The advent of digital distribution as well as crowdfunding platforms heralded a return for many long-forgotten genres, including the 3D platformer. Titles like Yooka-Laylee and Super Lucky’s Tales are decent enough, while Astro Bot: Rescue Mission is one of the killer apps for the PlayStation VR. The best out of all of these, though, is Gears for Breakfast’s A Hat in Time, a super charming game starring a cute little girl who travels through space in a ship shaped like a top hat. Like most of these reborn entries in the genre, it takes after the Nintendo 64 era rather than Super Mario Odyssey’s more progressive design. Even so, it’s one of the best at what it does, and without the limitations found in days past, like bad cameras and low framerates. –KK
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	Doom (2016)

	 

	Even though the original Doom was the quintessential first-person shooter, id Software never quite figured out how to update it. Doom 3, released in 2004, was turned into a horror shooter. This was decent but didn't feel authentic; meanwhile, most other FPS games of the early 2000s were content to emulate Half-Life, Halo, and Call of Duty. Even its sister series, Quake, sputtered out with the fourth entry. Naturally, it came as a surprise that 2016's Doom quasi-reboot managed to channel that classic spirit and eschew many modern conventions, all while still feeling fresh.

	It walks a tight balance, sometimes paradoxically. The game pays curious attention to bits of Doom lore, yet concedes that the story is a mostly pointless excuse to rip and tear – the hero, referred to outside of the game merely as "Doomguy", never speaks, and his only personality trait is pure, demon-killing rage. When being given orders through a radio comm, his first instinct is to angrily smash it. Needless to say, there isn't much in the way of cutscenes and very little downtime.

	The levels are (mostly) linear, but still have enough side-paths and secrets to make them worth exploring, many routes offering permanent, albeit minor, upgrades. There’s no regenerating health, since that instead emphasizes cautious play and taking cover. Owing to the aggressive approach, instead you pummel an enemy within an inch of its life, then execute a violent "Glory Kill" attack which literally smashes them apart and drops restoratives. This amps up the gore factor substantially, perhaps owing a debt to famous mods like Brutal Doom, not only in the ways that you can dismember enemies but in the unique methods that you can be killed yourself, all viewed from the first-person. The soundtrack has advanced from Pantera and Metallica tributes to djent heavy metal, too, courtesy of composer Mick Gordon.

	The game even borrows from the "arena deathmatch" approach of the Quake games by often enclosing you in large rooms, forcing you to demolish a nearly-unrelenting torrent of enemies until you're allowed to pass. Here, it's often to your advantage to take to higher ground, sometimes even being propelled through the skies to rain rockets and BFG blasts from above. It's also the only first-person shooter, outside of the Metroid Prime games, where jumping actually feels fun, adding an extra vertical dimension to the action.

	The game loop doesn't change much, and while the setting only jumps between "Mars base" and "hell", Doom just feels so damn good to play that it never wears itself out. –KK

	 

	See also:

	Titanfall 2

	 

	id Software's Wolfenstein series saw a reboot in 2014 courtesy of Starbreeze Entertainment. That and its sequel are pretty good, but their strengths lie mostly with their storytelling, exploring an alternate history where the Allies lost World War II and the Axis invaded the United States. However, from a pure gameplay perspective, Electronic Art's Titanfall 2 is nearly Doom's equal. The first game was a multiplayer-only shooter focusing on mecha combat, but the sequel adds a proper single-player campaign, and it's almost as good as Doom's (and much less dark, too, seeing how the environments are more varied). The levels are huge, and along with the slides, wall jumps, and double jumps, are incredibly fun to navigate. –KK
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	Killer Instinct (2013)

	 

	The Killer Instinct reboot faced a multitude of obstacles on its way to its final update. To start, its long-time exclusivity on a divisive console meant that most fighting game players would ignore it entirely. Doing so, however, would be a terrible mistake, as what started off as a goofy Mortal Kombat competitor has become one of the most thrilling fighting games of this generation. You might find fighting games that are faster or fit more attacks onto the screen at once, but few provide the sheer intensity seen in a close match of Killer Instinct. Its simple-yet unique mechanics and gritty, yet never gory aesthetic make it one of the most accessible fighters out there.

	Special moves are simple two-direction motions or quarter-circles, which prevents the frustrations that can come from trying to pull off a 360 motion. Instead, learning the unique traits of every character provides the real challenge. Amazon warrior Maya has her dagger projectiles become stronger every time they're blocked. Enigmatic AI Aria switches between three forms, each with their own set of moves. There's a character out there to cover every playstyle and skill level, so there's bound to be somebody you'll enjoy.

	What really makes the game stand out, however, is its unique combo system. Players can deal massive damage onto each other by stringing together attacks and special moves. The defense, however, has the option of guessing what moves their opponent is using, breaking free of the combo if they're correct. The offense, on the other hand, can anticipate such a tactic and counter it, leading to even bigger damage for their opponent. Once you learn the tricks you can pull off, an intense match starts to breed the intense mind games that come from a heated match of poker.

	Killer Instinct's aesthetic also helps the game to stand out among its competition. Drawing heavily from its inspiration while modernizing where it needed it the most; its grungy, 90s comic book stylings give the game a look few other fighters offer. Everything about the game is flashy and extremely over the top – especially with all the visual effects, and it makes for a game that's just as fun to watch as it is to play. On top of this is the fantastic soundtrack, which uses a variety of genres to bring life to its characters. Not many fighting games can boast having both a Norse-inspired theme with a Bulgarian choir and a rap with full lyrics, but this game manages to pull it off. Ultimately, the comprehensive tutorial and smooth netcode make Killer Instinct a perfect choice for any and all fighting game players. –EB

	 

	See also

	Mortal Kombat X

	 

	The Mortal Kombat series can be a bit of an acquired taste for most, with its emphasis on gore and strange fighting mechanics. If you're looking to try any of them, Mortal Kombat X (the tenth game, not the same type of “X” used in Japanese titles) is probably your best place to start. Mortal Kombat has never been more polished than this, with every character having three variants that change up their playstyle significantly. If you can get past the gameplay and animation quirks, there's a solid fighting game in there. It also has a heavy amount of single-player content, including a story mode with two hours worth of cutscenes. The XL version is best, with ridiculous guest stars including Jason from Friday the 13th and the Predator from the movie of the same name. –EB
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	Batman: Arkham Asylum

	 

	When Batman: Arkham Asylum was released, the gaming community was shocked by how good a licensed superhero game could truly be. Its unique combat mechanics, immersive environment, and the feeling it offered of being the actual Batman easily made it one of the best superhero games of all time. Arkham City, however, manages to do all that and more, offering everything that made Asylum such a great game and expanding on it even more. Many could consider it to easily be the best entry of the Arkham series.

	Whereas Asylum placed the dark knight in a contained but explorable environment, where upgrades would open up new areas, the sequel takes more of an open, Zelda-inspired feel. Batman is free to explore a fenced-in area of Gotham, now known as Arkham City, at his leisure. There are plenty of criminals to pounce upon and sidequests to pursue here, from rescuing political prisoners to solving riddles scattered around the environment. Despite the larger play area, Arkham City still feels like a fully realized world, where nothing was simply made to fill space. Everything feels like it was placed with care, with a massive number of secrets for the observant hero to find.

	As the story progresses, Batman is lead into territories being held by his rogues’ gallery, which work in a similar fashion to Zelda's dungeons. Over time, Batman will collect new pieces of equipment that will both help him traverse the environment as well as aid him in combat. You're going to need every one of these if you're going for full completion, too, as some secrets require full knowledge of their operation. All of these items add some new wrinkle, like letting the caped crusader make platforms out of ice, or launching a remote controlled batarang capable of reach switches.

	In terms of combat, this game takes what worked from Asylum, only adding a handful of new ideas. What the combat lacks in technicality, however, it makes up for quite well in spectacle. With the brutal animations and sound effects on offer, watching Batman tear his way through a room full of thugs with only a few button presses never gets old. The stealth sections, where you try and take down each gun-wielding thug separately while watching the remainder break down in panic, are likewise just as enjoyable.

	Asylum was a fine game on its own, and as City does everything that one does and more, it's hard not to recommend it over its predecessor. No other game really distills the essence of being a powerful character like Batman quite so well, and sadly, it hasn’t been topped since. –EB

	 

	See also:

	Spider-Man (PS4)

	 

	The quality of early superhero titles were mixed, and the ones that managed to be decent rarely did a good job of showcasing the character’s actual abilities (think Sunsoft’s Batman for the NES and how he killed people with batarangs). One of the first standouts was Neversoft’s Spider-Man for the PlayStation in 2000, which brilliantly replicated the sensation of web-swinging between skyscrapers. There were a few duds after that, but Insomniac revived the brand to coincide with the Hollywood MCU movies in 2018, featuring a gigantic open world to explore. Suffice to say, it does for Spider-Man what Arkham City did for Batman, though we have to say we prefer the atmosphere of Arkham over the (mostly) faithful replication of Manhattan, for as impressive as it is. –KK
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	428: Shibuya Scramble

	 

	Chunsoft's 428: Shibuya Scramble is a bit different from a typical Japanese visual novel – for one, it's inspired more by live action television dramas than anime or manga. Rather than shifting around portraits on top of static backgrounds, each image is a uniquely photographed picture of real life actors portraying the scene in question. The text is laid on top of the background, with music and some sound effects where appropriate. This particular style has been labeled by the developer as a "sound novel". The story takes place over the course of a single day, following five different characters in Shibuya, Tokyo, all revolving around a kidnapping plot, international terrorists, and a virus that's so deadly it could obliterate all of Japan, if not the world.

	428 is such an interesting title because each of the various characters are drastically different, signifying different genres and tropes. Shibuya local Achi Endo plays the role of a typical heroic do-gooder as he protects a young woman at the center of the conspiracy, while detective Shinya Kano gives a view into the police department and its politics. The aggressive newspaper reporter Minoru Minorikawa gives a ground-level look at the inhabitants of the city, while pharmaceutical scientist Kenji Osawa plays out like a dark, psychological thriller, as he slowly breaks down given his central role in creating the deadly virus. The goofiest of all of these is a mysterious girl named Tama, who’s stuck inside of a gigantic cat costume and gets embroiled in various get-rich-quick schemes.

	Though the characters don't realize it, their fates are all intertwined, as actions in one story will affect another. There are dozens of instances where they can get beaten up or even killed, and only by jumping into another's shoes and making different choices can they eventually make it to the end. As such, the player is less like a static reader and more like a god who's attempting to play a puzzle with fate to create a happy ending. Luckily, the game is structured in a way that’s easy to understand, broken down into time blocks with a handy map, as well as giving clues upon each bad ending.

	The story truly shines with the ways that it manages to blend drama with comedy. Even the darker stories have goofy characters, which manage a tone of levity in spite of the near-apocalyptic theme. It's not just the writing, but the brilliant performances by the actors, who manage to pull off perfect expressions despite never uttering a word. It balances its very particular tone in a way that few stories, video game or otherwise, manage to pull off, lending it a particular charm. –KK

	 

	See also:

	Banshee's Last Cry

	 

	The sound novel style has rarely been seen outside of Japan, aside from some niche visual novels like Fate/Stay Night. One of the only ones that’s been localized, years after the fact, is the second game labeled as Kamaitachi no Yoru ("The Night of the Sickle Weasels"). Initially released for the Super Famicom in 1994, it spawned a series of sequels and remakes, though the only one translated in English was made available in 2014 for iOS platforms. Heavily localized under the name Banshee's Last Cry, it tells the story of a ski resort hotel, buried in snow, that’s become overrun by murderous demons. While horror is common nowadays, it was unique at the time, and still manages to tell a chilling story. Structurally though, it isn’t nearly as elaborate as 428. –KK
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