Game: Half-Life 2
Genre: First-Person Shooter

Platform: PC

Rank as of writing: #9

Pros
· G-man intro good for new and old players of the series

· Good introduction of physics manipulation

· Buffer time at beginning allows new players to get comfortable with controls

· Freedom of physics system allows common sense solutions

· Non-stop action keeps player immersed

· Scripted enemies are well implemented

· Bug bait adds RTS type mini-game into the action

· The game is like a huge playground, tons of fun

Cons
· No need for 3D main menu background

· Player isn’t fully aware of why he is fighting

· Severe linearity cuts down replay

· Story asks more questions then it answers

· Unclear endings start to get annoying in game series

· Enemy AI is very dumb

· Immersion wears off after first time through game, due to linearity
Intro

The main menu is standard as far as FPS games go, with options like; new game, load game, save game, options, quit game. The 3D background showing one of the better looking scenes in the game is a nice touch. The trade-off for this is that it takes a few seconds for the main menu to load. I think a simple image of the scene would have been the better option, since players don’t spend too much time looking at the main menu background.

The game starts with a wake-up call of sorts from the famous “G-man” from the first game. He basically says that your skills are needed again, without much explanation beyond that, followed by the line, “Wake-up and smell the ashes.” With that, the player enters the game on a train that is arriving at a station. The introduction appeals to both new players of the series and those who have played the first game by using the “G-man” as a reference to the past game but still keeping the introduction solely focused on this new mission.
Getting Going

The game relies on the player having some basic knowledge of how to control FPS games. There are a few tutorial type tasks that introduce the player to the idea of manipulating objects within the physics engine. This is good as many of the games puzzles involve the use of the physics engine. While there are no control tutorials as such, the beginning of the game is mostly navigation without worrying about getting attack, so this nice for players new to FPS games.

It is fairly easy to figure out where to go, because there is always only one way to go. Throughout most of the game, you only know that you are supposed to be the “savior” against the enemy of the people. I would have like to seen more explanation as to why the player is fighting then just he is supposed too.

Fun

The gravity gun and physics manipulation is the biggest and best developed aspect of the game. Fully developed physics engines are just starting to show up in games and Half-Life 2 takes full advantage of it. This freedom lets the player do things that he/she is not used to being able to do in a FPS game, but does have knowledge of from real-life experience. From being able to throw saw blades that slice enemies in half, to moving wood boards to get across a gap, holding metal barrels to use as shields, the possibilities are pretty much limited by what is possible in real-life. Most of the puzzles in the game also take full advantage of this common sense type of gameplay, which can take some getting use too. Example: You have to cross a bridge that is being gated off by laser beam gates. You have to shut down the power to the gates and you do this by pulling the bricks from underneath the tires of the generate truck that is powering the gates. This cause it to roll backwards off the cliff, resulting in the lost of power to the gates.

Linearity is biggest down fall to the game. The player is never given the option to select different paths and is always following a very distinct path. The action is kept pretty intense throughout the game so the player really has time to think about it, but it does severely cut down on the replay value of the game. I would have liked to see multiple paths inside the city areas of the game, which would make sense, to break the linearity.
Story


The story unfolds to explain that you are trying to stop the corrupted leader of the city, but in the end, everything is for not as you are once again zapped from reality when your “mission” is completed. After that, most mysterious images are displayed that give the player hollow thoughts as to what is really going on. The first game asked questions that were partially answered in this game, but the game asks more questions then it answered. While in can be intriguing, ending the game with an unclear ending will start to get old after awhile. I don’t like the idea that I have to wait a few years to figure out what the heck just happened.
Visuals

The game does use a few old school FPS tricks like only having half gun models, since the other half will never be seen. The engine is nothing new, just higher polygon counts and higher quality of textures.

Sounds


The music fit the scenes and also kept tempo with the action, which is all good. The use of surround sound is very well implemented as well. The great use of ambient sounds helps to give life to the environment.

Intelligence


While the AI is decent, the game still relies heavily on scripted sequences. When not using a script, AI enemies don’t work as a team and tend to look very dumb. They may strafe once or twice, but that is about it when it comes to AI. The game is linear enough that, this is not a huge issue since there is usually only one way for a player to approach a scene. The feeling that the game is playing against use is pretty strong, which is helped by the use of loud speaker announcements that, the enemy (you) has infiltrated their bases and is siding with the refugees.
Immersion

If you are not in the middle of a huge gun fight, you are solving a puzzle, so the game does a good job of keeping the player immersed. The good variety of environments also helps to keep the game fresh to the player. The first time through the game, the immersion is awesome. Due to the linearity, that feeling wears of quickly if you play the game a second time. I would have really liked to see some “side-quest” like additions to the harder difficulties to keep the replay value up.
Cameras

The game is all in first-person, since the player is not supposed to see himself. First-person is the simplest type of camera and I experience no problems with it. The game is compatible of displaying actual cameras on in-game monitors and such, so this is a nice addition that helps make the world feel more real.

Controls

Standard FPS controls and fully customizable. They do feel very polished and I had no problems with them. I would have like to see some better manipulation of objects that you are holding. It would be nice to turn an object that you are holding.

Ideas

I love the idea of the bug bait. The concept of the bug bait is two fold; you can squeeze the bait to tell a group of bug creatures to come to you and you can then throw the bait somewhere you want the bugs to go. If the bugs encounter enemies, they will attack. This concept adds a real-time strategy aspect to the gameplay that real helps to add something different to the game.

Memory

The first time I played the game, I want to come back and play again, because I knew something fun was around the corner. Now that I have played the game through, there is nothing new to come back too, so I lost a lot of that feeling. Even with that, when I do start to play it, I still have fun. This game is great at supply loads of fun to the player.
