NiGHTS: Journey of Dreams

Dream Dreams
NiGHTS is so totally not gay.

NiGHTS: Journey of Dreams
Overall score: 8.0/10

Fans of the original NiGHTS into Dreams faithfully begged Sega for a sequel. Fourteen years later, and at long last, the powers that be at Sega have hearkened to the cries of the poor unwashed masses and created an all-new NiGHTS adventure, NiGHTS: Journey of Dreams for the Wii.

I might as well get this out of the way early. You’ll play as a 10-year-old boy or girl who, in the world of their dreams, forms a symbiotic bond with a sparkly purple jester-like thing named NiGHTS, which for story reasons tends to be thrown in prisons a lot. After rescuing NiGHTS, you’ll then fly as free as a bird through brightly-colored dreamworlds as you rid the kiddies’ dreams of the evil Nightmarens. Believe it or not, there are absolutely no suggestive overtones here, just pure-hearted fun worthy of a storybook or classic Disney animation. It’s a whimsical tale meant for the kiddies, so don’t expect a lot of character development or depth. NiGHTS is really all about the gameplay, which is unique enough to blur genre lines.
Journey of Dreams is really like no other platformer/adventure game out there.... well, maybe one. When discussing NiGHTS with non-Sega fans, I usually hear comments along the lines of “That sure looks a lot like Sonic....” That’s a pretty accurate assumption. Having been born of the same fathers at SONIC TEAM, NiGHTS is practically Sonic’s first cousin -- where Sonic is to speed, NiGHTS is to the ability to fly. The stages NiGHTS navigates, though rendered in quality 3D, are on two-dimensional tracks; effectively, NiGHTS is usually flying towards the general direction of the right side of the screen. It’s not entirely incorrect to call it a platformer, it’s just that usually there aren’t any platforms since NiGHTS loves to stay airborne so much. Like the old-school Sonic games, NiGHTS’ world revolves around picking up collectible trinkets (including rings) as fast as possible to connect combos (called Links) which add precious time to your timer. NiGHTS is invincible, but each hit she takes deducts a little time from your countdown, and when you run out of time, any progress you made in the stage is moot as you are forced to start over from the beginning. The VERY beginning. That’s right. This game might be geared for kids, but the difficulty level is nearly as frustrating as it was for us playing the original Sonic back in the day.
NiGHTS has more than it’s fair share of challenges, too. Beyond normal “chase missions” which feature NiGHTS breaking from her prison and getting back at her captors, there are the decidedly more-tedious foot missions where you’ll control your kid as he/she navigates a more-traditional platforming stage as they attempt to reunite with NiGHTS, armed with nothing more than blue marbles which they can chuck to stun their enemies. These missions, though not particularly challenging, slow the game down considerably and make you miss being able to soar over everything. Then there are the handful of special missions than have you negotiating whitewater rapids in a raft, or racing a doomed roller coater that chugs along at a set speed, trying to gobble up what boost power you can before you run out of track.
And then, there are the bosses. NiGHTS, being a jester-like thing prone to non-violence, usually must accomplish some sort of trick to defeat her more potent adversaries; you’ll bounce a balloon-shaped clown into a statue’s razor-toothed maw, and tilt a large pachinko board to drop a witch’s oddly marble-shaped cats into the oblivion below. While some of these bosses (like the aforementioned balloon/clown) are quite easy and actually fun to fight, others (like the aforementioned witch) can be maddeningly frustrating. Persistence pays, just like the golden days of Sega, but I wonder how many of today’s gamers, accustomed to having success handed to them in the form of sympathetic game design and cheat codes, are going to stick around after their umpteenth failure or so.
At least no one can gripe much about the simple controls, which essentially consist of a single button to perform a dash-attack, and the pointing method of your choice. Journey of Dreams gives you the foursome of controller options which stand poised to become the supported standards in many upcoming Wii games: the Wii Remote by itself, the Remote and Nunchuck, the Classic Controller, and the legacy Gamecube controller. The Wii Remote’s pointer feels like it should be the most natural and precise way to guide NiGHTS over obstacles and through sets of rings with ease.... unfortunately, that is not the case, as SONIC TEAM’s version of the Wii cursor tends to stick in place and jerk around; ironically, this is one case of a Wii game where you’ll want to use a control stick versus the pointer. The upside is that, while it does take a few minutes to get used to, controlling NiGHTS with the control stick is smooth and relatively effortless; you’ll be zig-zagging and drawing loop-de-loops to outwit your enemies and rack up combos in no time.
If you miss the way games used to be, NiGHTS is full of retro simplicity and challenge, and certainly something different in your gaming diet. I’m giving NiGHTS an 8.0 out of ten. Way to bring back those obscure properties, Sega. Now let’s see a Wii update of Golden Axe.

