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INTRODUCTION: PLEASE INSERT DISC 2
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Let's be honest: you thought the VHS era was the peak of cinematic insanity. You thought nothing could top the glorious madness of the 1980s, when anyone with a mullet and a synthesizer could make a movie. You were wrong. So very, very wrong.

Welcome to the straight-to-DVD era—a time when digital technology democratized filmmaking just enough to be dangerous, but not enough to prevent disasters. This was the golden age of "What if we made Die Hard, but in a submarine/prison/space station/haunted house/all of the above?" It was when Steven Seagal discovered that acting was optional as long as you could sit behind a desk and mumble threats. It was when Jean-Claude Van Damme began writing his own scripts and somehow convinced people to film them.

The DVD revolution promised crystal-clear picture quality and special features galore. What it delivered was an avalanche of movies so spectacularly misguided that they make Troll 2 look like Citizen Kane. These weren't passion projects like the VHS era's beautiful disasters—these were often cynical cash-grabs designed to fill the bottomless maw of Blockbuster's new release wall.

But that doesn't make them any less magnificent in their awfulness.

Between 1995 and 2005, the straight-to-video market exploded like a poorly constructed action sequence. Established stars who'd fallen from grace found new careers making three movies a year for budgets smaller than their former catering bills. B-movie producers discovered they could slap together creature features with early CGI that looked like it was rendered on a Game Boy. Martial artists from around the world descended upon Eastern Europe to make incomprehensible action films in abandoned warehouses.

The result was a decade of gloriously unhinged cinema that bypassed theaters entirely and landed directly in your local video store's "New Releases" section, right between the latest Disney sequel and whatever romantic comedy Sandra Bullock was contractually obligated to make that year.

So adjust your progressive scan settings, skip past the FBI warning, and prepare for a journey into the weird, wild, and what-the-hell world of straight-to-DVD cinema. These movies may not have been good, but they were never, ever boring.

And remember: Always return your DVDs on time. Late fees were somehow even more brutal than VHS.
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When C. Thomas Howell Became a One-Man Army

Figure1: Cover THE SWEEPER
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TAGLINE: "He's cleaning up the streets... permanently."
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C. Thomas Howell—yes, Ponyboy from The Outsiders—stars as Mark Goddard, a police detective who becomes "The Sweeper," a vigilante who literally sweeps the streets clean of criminals using automatic weapons and one-liners that sound like they were written by a malfunctioning Terminator.

After his partner is killed by drug dealers, Goddard goes rogue and starts methodically executing every criminal in Los Angeles. The twist? The police department secretly supports his mission because the courts are too lenient. It's like Death Wish if Charles Bronson was replaced by the kid from E.T. and given unlimited ammunition.
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THE PLOT (SUCH AS IT IS)
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Detective Mark Goddard witnesses his partner's execution by drug kingpin Angel (Jeff Fahey, clearly thinking about his mortgage payments). Traumatized and fed up with a justice system that lets criminals walk free, Goddard becomes "The Sweeper," a one-man death squad who eliminates bad guys with extreme prejudice.

Operating from a high-tech underground bunker that looks suspiciously like someone's finished basement, The Sweeper uses advanced surveillance equipment to identify targets, then kills them in increasingly elaborate ways. Each execution is followed by him leaving a small broom—his "calling card"—at the crime scene.

The police, led by Captain Johnson, initially hunt The Sweeper, but eventually decide he's doing them a favor. The film climaxes with a warehouse shootout where The Sweeper faces off against Angel's entire organization while delivering dialogue that sounds like fortune cookies written by a sociopath.
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