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Introduction

Extended Play is a fanzine, released roughly quarterly, that I started in the summer of 2018. So far there's been two issues, with a third in the works. The 'zine's tagline is "RETRO, INDIE, NICHE," which should give you a good idea of the kinds of things that go into it, or that we aim to put into it.

This digest of feature articles mostly covers the "Retro" facet of the magazine. Each issue to date (and the one to come) has dealt with two arcade games from decades past. In particular: Gradius, Dorodon, Bubble Bobble, Mr. Do!, Rampart and Cadash. Each of these articles appears here in their entirety, or at least, their en-most-ity. Other features in Extended Play include roundups of indie games, interviews with developers, a continuation of the "@Play" roguelike column from GameSetWatch, links and news pages, and (in the first two issues at least) a gaming-related crossword puzzle. If those things sound interesting to you, by all means, seek out the original issues. They are free to download, or you can get print copies at, what I must admit, is considerable expense. (MagCloud is not cheap. I think the magazine looks really good in print, but we're talking around $10 an issue here.)

While much of our content is of nostalgic value, we don't actually have much use for nostalgia at EP. Our philosophy is that a game that was considered good and fun once still is, although, like good literature, you might have to adjust your perspective enjoy it as it was intended.

Extended Play is available for free download, but in a PDF format that heavily relies on layout. Its inspiration isa 1982-3 video gaming magazine called Joystik. Joystik is pretty obscure today, but those who saw it in its time must have known that it was really quite awesome. I know I knew it. With its neon colors, heavy use of game artwork or look-alikes, and tons of screenshots, I don't think I can name another magazine that managed to convey the allure of the classic arcade as much as it did, either in content or style. Sadly, Joystik's fortunes were heavily tied to those of the classic arcade, and when video games fell out of the US mainstream in 1984, it, and many other worthy publications such as the classic Electronic Games, could not survive.

Our ambition is to create something that carries some of Joystik's enthusiasm and informational content: issues of Joystik presented detailed guides to overcoming Donkey Kong's four boards, a strategy guide for Centipede written by master player Eric Ginner, patterns for Tron and Dig Dug, and other subjects. We offer guides of this nature, but we also publish deep dives into the design internals of these games. These things are what this book is about. If you are as crazy about classic arcade games as I am, then I am bold enough to say that you will like these articles. It's the kind of magazine I would be reading if anyone were making it other than me.

And if you happen to have a time machine back to the mid-to-late 80s, you could print this book out, go back then, and rule at certain games there, for a short time, at least.


You can get the PDF edition of Extended Play onits siteor from the Internet Archive. The MagCloud page for print copies is here.


Gradius: Secrets of the Rank System
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NOTE: Since this was written, additional facts have come to light about the rank system of the first game! What follows may be true of successive versions, but the known details of the original game diverge somewhat from this. For more information, consult theCutting Room Floor article on the game, under Difficulty Changes. In summary, the idea is broadly correct but the details resolve to being a bit different, and there is an additional, timer-based factor. That page also contains details about the effects of the rank system.



Konami's classic Gradius was not the first scrolling shooter. It wasn't the first game with powerups. It wasn't the first game with bosses. It wasn't even the first game of the type from that company; both Scramble and Super Cobra predated it by years. But it was a game in which a lot of elements came together and clicked for the first time.


Another thing about Gradius, in fact what it has come to be known for, is its innovative powerup system, which sometimes reappears in interesting places, like Rare's NES boat game Cobra Triangle. Many shooters offer individual icons representing each powerup the player's ship can acquire. The issue with this is that it eliminates play variety, you can only get what you are presented with. Being able to tackle different areas with different weapons adds replayability to a game, and strategy to a given run.


Gradius' powerups system makes the collectible items, power capsules, a resource to manage. Do you go for Missiles now, or save up for Double, Laser, Option or Shield? But because a player's potency can vary widely depending on what powerups they've collected, the game compensates for it using what has become known as a rank system. Lots of arcade shooters use "Rank," a kind of dynamic difficulty adjustment, to adapt to the player's skill.
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The classic Gradius games do this too. It was known for a while that the game would adjust variables like enemy shot frequency and speed, among other things, according to a number of factors, but the details were obscure for a long while. Eventually, YouTuber and participant in the Gradius Homeworld forums seahawk0027 examined the program's state during a game and discovered the formula the Gradius games, up through III, used to determine the game's dynamic difficulty. The formula turns out to be a mixture of the exact powerup state of the player's ship, the current level, and the game's operator-set difficulty adjustment. This article provides an elaboration on this information, but you can read their findings in their forum post. (See Sources.) Another post they made shortly after in the Shmups forums describes the system used in later Gradius-like arcade games like Parodius Da, which is substantially different and much more focused on player survival time. All glory to seahawk0027!


What Is Rank


Rank, most simply, is a number, tracked internally by the game engine. It can adjust both up and down according to the events of the game, but usually, it goes up. It is not the player's Rank, but more a direct measure of a game's dynamic difficulty. The higher Rank is, the harder the game is. In Gradius, nothing on the screen directly tells you what's the current Rank, but you can mostly figure it out yourself.


Rank difficulty is in addition to the standard difficulty progression of the game. Arcade shooters generally have tougher enemies, obstacles and bosses as you progress through them. Even if Rank remained at the lowest level throughout, that doesn't mean the game is easy. Rank increases difficulty in long games, to encourage shorter turns. Even some console games use Rank systems, but they're most important in arcade games, where short games may translate into increased profits.


In the first three Gradius games, Rank is primarily a way to adjust to the player's powerup state, and an additional factor that advances as the player makes it through levels. Later games use a different system that increases with player survival time. Both systems reset difficulty after a ship is lost, but the reason they do so is different.
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How Is Rank Affected


At the start of a game, Rank is determined entirely by the operator-set difficulty adjustment. This number can range from 0 (Easy) to either 4 (Hard) or 6 (Very Hard). If you loaded up a Gradius game in an emulator, set it for Easy, and played a level, then did the same thing on Very Hard, you could observe for yourself what effect six points of Rank has upon the game. In addition to this, every time you complete a level, Rank increases by one point, for the rest of the game (or until you finish the last level, which we'll get to).


Then, Rank goes up further depending on what powerups the Vic Viper has. In general, Missiles increase it by one point, Double shot by two, and Lasers by three. Having a Shield or Force Field increases it by four, but when the protection runs out it goes back down by that much. The game actually makes itself easier to compensate when your shield runs out.


The odd thing is Options, those glowing orbs that follow your ship and duplicate all your firepower. Each Option only increases Rank by one, no matter what other weapons you've got. Getting another Option gives you the same difficulty increase as Missiles, which is the same as if you progressed to the next level. If you lose Options for whatever reason (like they get snagged by an Option Eater), difficulty goes down to reflect it. This makes Options a very difficulty-efficient way to increase your power.


All of these difficulty changes happen immediately. Effects from decreases in powerup state are as instantaneous as increases. If you lose a life, your ship's powerup state returns to zero, and as a result the Rank goes down to the current base. This is why the game eases up on you a bit if you die. In any case, Speed Ups don't affect Rank at all; get as many as you feel comfortable with.


After all of this, if you're on the first "loop" of the game (haven't finished the last level), the value is limited to 16. After you've won, higher ranks are possible, which may be responsible for special effects like the "death bullets" destroyed enemies fire at high difficulties. The difficulty of the first stage on each successive loop is the beginning-of-game Rank plus eight. So, on Easy, the second loop begins at Rank 8, and the third at Rank 16.


The Implications
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Rank 0 timelapse
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Rank 4 timelapse

For the most part, the additional attack power afforded by powerups is worth the increase in Rank. Having Missiles or a plain Option increases your shots by one. Double boosts it by two, but the extra attack angle can be worth it. Laser increases it by three, which may not be worth it if you're just attacking popcorn enemies, but can be the edge you need to demolish a boss. Getting Shields or Force Fields results in a huge increase in Rank, but that's offset by giving you protection against all the extra shots coming your way.


When you lose a ship, all of those powerups are lost. This means Rank goes down, but at this point the naturally-increasing difficulty of the game, both from the nature of the harder levels and from the steady climb of Base Rank each time a level is finished, take over. This is what produces the notorious "Gradius syndrome," where you lose a ship and all your powerups, then quickly lose all your remaining ships; the effective Rank boost produced by all those weapons has gone away, but you still have the Base Rank to contend with.


When you get very far into the game, some of the specific effects of ultra-high Rank can cause specific problems that decreasing Rank on purpose can help you overcome. Knowing exactly what causes the game's difficulty to increase opens up the game to difficulty manipulation, which can be just the extra edge an advanced player needs to get past a difficult area.


Parodius Da!


Starting with Parodius Da!, and extending both into later Parodius and Gradius games, Konami started using a new system, one that increases difficulty more from time survived than raw powerup state. In it, Rank goes up at an adjustable rate over time. This natural difficulty advancement increases in speed if you have significant powerups. Missiles, Doubles and Lasers don't affect it (although this is disputed), but the Shield-type powers do, as do invincibility and some other effects. So, if you get a Force Field or become invincible, the game will make you pay for it by getting harder earlier! Another thing that advances the difficulty acceleration is getting more than one Speed Up.


Rank also increases directly, in the old style, from having certain powerups, while you have them. On the other hand, it goes down a bit directly when you lose a ship. Due to Gradius Syndrome, this can be counter-productive, but might point to a strategy of dying on purpose after defeating a boss, both to slow down the Rank increase counter and to directly reduce Rank at a time when recovery is at its easiest.


Sources




	seahawk0027's YouTube channel


	seahawk0027's forum post on the Gradius rank system


	seahawk0027's post on the Parodius Da, and later games', system


	Again,the Cutting Room Floor article on the game, which has updated facts







Extra Info




	One of the most notorious aspects of the game, the afore-mentioned "Gradius syndrome" where, once you lose one ship, you tend to lose all the rest because you have no powerups and little opportunity to collect more, is considered a distinctive part of the game by hardcore players. They call surviving a death with no powerups a "recovery," and it is like a little puzzle in itself.


	Beloved of Gradius players is the game's deterministic nature. Because of things like the Rank system, while it may look like a chaotic array on the screen with multiple independent enemies firing at you and moving with distinctive means, nearly everything in the game moves strictly according to a pattern based on the player's actions. This means, if you do exactly the same thing every game, the enemies will oblige by reacting identically. So, once you learn how to recover from a death in a certain situation, you can systematize it, make it a way to always recover from that situation.


	One thing that some people don't realize until they've played a few games is that it's not true that a player's next ship is completely powerless. If you have any selections on the power bar lit when you lose a ship, your next ship will, as a courtesy, start with exactly one capsule, highlighting the Speed Up item. Usually you would activate it immediately, since without any speedups the Vic Viper moves quite slow, and then use that speed to collect whatever powerups there are to obtain before the boss. But in isolated situations, you might consider saving it and, in combination with other capsules, maybe get to a higher-level weapon that you would otherwise.


	One can play the game a surprisingly long time before realizing this next fact. While it may look like the enemies tend to shoot directly at the Vic Viper, they are actually limited in the angles at which they may fire. This is a symptom of the integer math used to keep the game running quickly on classic-era arcade hardware. Each shot has to be moved, each frame, by a certain amount, and it's faster to calculate that if movement deltas don't involve messy floating-point math. While later console installments of the series, up to and including the excellent Gradius Rebirth on Wii, are not so constrained in floating point performance, they still hold to the limited shot angles.


	In addition to that, certain enemies tend to fire at specific angles anyway, just from their nature. The primary example of these are the iconic walking turrets called Duckers. These guys are great. In most games, especially on the Volcano and Fortress levels, they come in from behind at the top and bottom of the screen, then move back in forth, stopping when they reach a certain angle from your ship to get off a shot, then waddle around looking for another opportunity. Depending on the combination of Rank and game, they might fire multiple shots, or in a small spread. In some games, they don't even try to hit you directly—they may fire two shots off at an angle that, if you remain perfectly still, will miss you to either side! Their shining moments, however, are in the animations that show up when you get a high score on arcade Gradius II.


	The hardware-limited shot angles and deterministic enemy behavior sometimes combine to make interesting exploits possible. It might seem difficult to believe, but some bosses in Gradius games have outright safe spots in them, places you can park your ship and all attacks will mysteriously miss you. Because of another quirk of Gradius games, that all the bosses are on a timer and if it runs out the boss self-destructs, if you can utilize this safe spot you've pretty much won the fight. In the sources, there's a link to a video seahawk0027 made (yes, again!), a playthrough of Gradius III where he dies after that game's notorious "gunwall" boss near the end. Upon returning, he parks himself in a safe spot and simply waits the boss out! Here is the video, cued up to that point:https://youtu.be/KAfUGOkaNYE?t=46m46s
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Here is the gunwall safe spot in arcade Gradius III, from seahawk0027's video.

Multiple AI quirks, combined with the limited shot angles, cause all the shots aimed at you to miraculously miss.

Good Morning!


Finally, Gradius is a game notable for its atmospheric music, but one of its most iconic pieces is never heard in-game. The original Gradius hardware had to warm up for proper operation, so upon booting it would play a charming little tune as it prepared for operation. This piece has become known as the "Morning Music." You can hear it here:https://youtu.be/tEueYGq2mT4



  Dorodon


  A maze game with swinging gates like Lady Bug, and yet completely different, and a forgotten gem from the classic era of arcades.
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  One of the unsung heroes of the era of classic arcade games was Universal, manufacturers of Space Panic, Lady Bug and the Mr. Do! series. They managed to last a little while after the fall of arcades; the last Mr. Do game, Neo Mr. Do!, made by Vesco, came out late enough to be made for the Neo-Geo hardware. The company still exists today, mostly as a casino and resort company with a sideline in pachinko manufacturing.


  In the classic arcade era, they spun off their sales division for a while, which released a number of games themselves. One of their early releases appears to have been Dorodon, which various sites credit to UPL, even though the title screen itself says it's copyright by "Falcon."


  I have no idea who or what Falcon is. I still suspect UPL made it, because of their ties to Universal, and because Dorodon has a surprising amount in common with Universal's Lady Bug, enough that I think it's probably a self-made hack of that game, similar to how Midway made add-on boards for Pac-Man that turned it into Ms. Pac-Man.


  Both Lady Bug and Dorodon are maze games, where you have a character trying to clear a board while pursued by fast-moving enemies. More significantly, both are games where you, and only you, can change the maze as you play, by moving into turnstiles. This allows you to adjust the labyrinth to your liking, and with a sudden movement, you can put a wall between you and a pursuer.
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  Both games have an otherwise-fixed board, designed so that there's no configuration of turnstile rotation that can ever block you off completely from the enemies. And both games have a lot of randomness: enemy movement is chaotic and jittery until one of the chasers gets a lock on you, in which case it will diligently take the shortest path it can to catch you. This is where your ability to block them off with the turnstiles is useful, for if you play it right you can instantly make the shortest possible path to you longer by twenty tiles or more.


  A couple of additional details: the name entry board is identical between the games, and a couple of the sound effects are the same as well. But while Lady Bug was a sleeper hit, Dorodon is now largely forgotten. I am here to tell you that Dorodon is actually a great game on its own, and deserves to be treated as its own thing, separate from its probable source.


  How To Play



  Like lots of old arcade maze games, Dorodon's premise is bonkers. Many minor manufacturers watched Pac-Man's success and decided that what the public wanted was insanity. So in Dorodon, you are a yellow-and-purple gorilla in white overalls, and you have two jobs: to capture the imp-like Dorodons that roam the board, and to turn the turnstiles so that they're all white. The former is the most consistent way to score points in the game, but you only get those points if you manage to complete all the turnstiles.



  Your unnamed simian protagonist has no direct means of defense. Instead, randomly placed on each board are three yellow Question Marks, which turn all the roaming Dorodons into Ice Cream Cones for a limited time. In Pac-Man, such a move would open the door to big scoring, but here grabbing Ice Cream Cones scores very low: each is only worth 100 points. This is a general thing with Dorodon. It is hard to achieve impressive scores. It's not too difficult to complete a board by turning it all white, but if that's all you do, you'll get to advanced levels with a piddling score.



  The Board



  Like in the archetype laid down by Pac-Man, each board is a single screen, laid out into a highly-connected maze. Like Lady Bug, within the maze are turnable walls, which the player can rotate. For the most part, your canary-yellow chimp is defenseless, but by flipping a wall around they can suddenly block off a route and evade pursuit. And like Lady Bug, the maze is designed so that it's impossible to create a board layout where it's impossible for the Dorodons to catch you.
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      Unlike either Pac-Man or Lady Bug, however, there are no "permanent" walls other than those bordering the maze. The only barriers are what you construct with the turnstiles. Except at the beginning of a level, the Dorodons are faster than you, and while they spend a lot of their time bumbling about randomly, when one decides to give chase it is a relentless pursuer.


      "Highly connected mazes" are those with lots of small loops in them, and they are of great aid in an angry Dorodon's pursuit of your hapless ape. So, basic Dorodon strategy is to arrange those walls so they connect together, making the barriers that your red menaces must move around to reach you larger. It also means, when you buy yourself some time by putting a wall between ape and foe, that the Dodoron will have to cover more territory to catch back up to you.



      Clearing a Maze



      Those walls I mentioned, they start each board in one of three different colors, randomly. When you flip one around, it changes color to one of the others. Your ultimate goal is to turn the whole maze white, which immediately ends the current level.



      [image: dorodon_screen7]


      Once a gate has been turned white, it doesn't mean you can forget about it. On every level after the first, spinning a white gate will unsolve it, turning a different color. This is bothersome, but not a huge hassle. It does mean, though, that you might need to flip a gate a couple of extra times to get it both the color you want and in the best Dorodon-blocking orientation. It also means, if you turn a solved gate hastily to get away from the enemy, you'll have to fix it later. As you turn gates white, they also increase the number of Dorodon jails at the top of the screen. I'll get to those in a bit.



      At the start of every level, there are no Dorodons on the board. There is one sitting in the middle of the screen, but it's actually more of a marker; you can safely walk right through it, so long as a real Dorodon isn't in the process of emerging.



      At periodic intervals, an active Dorodon will come out from the center. Usually it'll just randomly meander around for a bit, but eventually it'll catch your scent, or something, and decide to eat you. When this happens it turns into a ruthless and intelligent pursuer; it can easily figure out the path to take that gets it to your chimp's location quickest. This makes Dorodon a very difficult game for the unprepared.



      There can only be up to four active Dorodons chasing you at once. When the fourth emerges, like in Lady Bug, a prize appears in the center of the board, worth a lot of points. Collecting it plays a short tune that freezes the Dorodons in place for a short bit while you're free to flip gates to white. The Dorodons actually unfreeze a little before the tune ends, so be alert! Unlike Lady Bug, by the way, you cannot farm prizes by killing a Dorodon and letting it reemerge; you only get one prize per board and/or life.



      Other Maze Inhabitants



      There are two other kinds of things in the maze, and they're all placed randomly at the start of each board, and reset with each life lost. The simplest are flames, which are plain, but deadly, obstacles. They are exactly like the skulls in Lady Bug: running into one is instantly fatal to both you and the chasers. It's a simple manner for you to avoid them, but Dorodons don't "see" them in their pathfinding, and so frequently they immolate themselves just wandering around the board.



      If a Dorodon hits a flame, the flame is eliminated too. While it's impossible to completely block a region out with walls, you can often make it so that, to reach you, a Dorodon must destroy itself, by colliding with a flame, before one of its friends can finish the job.



      There are also three blue whirlpools on each board. When you collect one of these, all the completed white gates spin around a couple of times. Any Dorodons they hit are sent bouncing around the screen. If one of them then hits one of the jails that have been made at the top of the screen, it is held there. At the end of a level you get 500 points for every Dorodon so captured. This is a bit risky, but it's the surest method of earning big points in the game.
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      This is one of several semi-optimal arrangements of the gates, placed to maximize the potential distance Dorodons have to travel to reach you.



      Strategy



      It's best to use the few safe seconds at the beginning of each board getting the gates connected. There are a few ways you can do this. A screenshot above shows you an "optimum" way of arranging the gates to prolong ape safety.



      You get ten points every time you spin a gate, whether you solve it or not. Dorodon scores low, so this is a way to get a few extra points. My highest score, after eight levels, is just a little north of 28,000.



      When you start seriously playing Dorodon, you have to make a choice whether you're going to go for boards cleared or score. Unlike many games, just clearing a lot of boards won't get you even close to a good score. It's easy to complete a level and just get a few hundred points out of it. If you play that way, you might get decently far, but your scores won't get anywhere near the scoreboard, or the one extra life the game awards at 20,000 points.



      The two main paths to high scores in Dorodon are collecting prizes and jailed enemies. The further you get into the game, the more points the prizes are worth. The scoring starts at 1,000 points on the first board, and seems to go up by 500 each following level. The issue is that the center of the board, where the prize appears, is connected on all sides, and when there are four Dorodons roaming the board it's very hard to get to it without getting caught.



      The longer a board lasts, the faster the Dorodons get. If you're going for prize points, the Question Marks are your secret enemy, because they end up eliminating all the Dorodons going around. That means you'll have to wait until all four come out again before you get a chance at the prize, and the opposition will be much more hostile. The exception is if you get the Question Mark after the last one emerges; then you have the whole cone time to get the prize. But if you grab even one cone before getting it it'll disappear, and as any dieter can tell you, it can be surprisingly tricky to dodge ice cream when the need arises.



      The other way, catching Dorodons from grabbing the whirlpools, is a little more reliable. It's important to remember that the whirlpools are not a sure thing. A Dorodon must be in a white turnstile's rotation space to be hit. If a Dorodon is halfway between spaces at that moment, the game will immediately put it into the closest space. If it doesn't get hit, it'll still be roaming and dangerous. Even if it is hit, if you haven't formed all 11 jail cells yet (by spinning gates) one or two might get away. Since the cells naturally appear as you spin gates this doesn't matter often, but it might cost you 500 points once in a while.


      Whatever method you choose, it will get much harder to accomplish later in the game. You must focus on completing each board as you adopt whatever point-earning strategy you're going for. I suggest starting a board by getting some of the center solved, as it tends to be the most dangerous area.


      Since Dorodons come out based on a timer, you can get a sense of when one's about to emerge. Try to time your efforts so you're solving the middle of the board between enemy appearances.



      If you're not going for the big-point prizes, then you'll need to rely on the question marks for help in finishing each maze. The 100 points you get for each ice cream cone isn't much; the real advantage is the several seconds of safe time you get to arrange and solve gates.



      When there are three or more Dorodons on the board, the odds are high that at least one of them will be tracking you down at a given moment. Usually only one Dorodon at a time is capable of tracking you down. Let's call it the Tracker. Sometimes there is no Tracker, and when there is one sometimes it changes randomly. While you can sometimes escape pursuit by flipping a gate around, if there's a Dorodon on the other side, it's not uncommon for it to suddenly become the Tracker.



      Based on behavior like this, I would say that the game probably reevaluates its AI whenever you spin a gate. It's much more likely to mess you up this way later in a board, when the Dorodons are much faster than you anyway. If they've gotten to that point, it's probably best to abandon your scoring schemes and do whatever it takes to survive.



      Games tend to eventually get to a point where you're spending most of your time desperately trying to clear a board, and using the Question Marks and whirlpools to survive and eke some score out here and there. You still get points for doing this, and for spinning gates. Keep going, and keep your eyes open for the possibility of a big bonus as you go. Just don't come to expect them.



      Dorodon (set 2) is emulated in MAME as dorodon2.
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Bubble Bobble: Reaching The First Secret Room
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Bubble Bobble is a game of secrets, and we're off on a trip to visit one of the least-seen, a secret room that shows up if you get to level 20 without dying. I've been there several times, and I'll show you how you can reach it too, and fairly! But I'm getting ahead of myself, let's introduce the game first….

Taito's popular 1986 arcade game Bubble Bobble is one of a class of game that we might call SRPPs: Single Room Platformer-Puzzle games. These are a category of game that consists of a series of single side-view rooms, where the player controls some small surrogate on the screen, and must typically use a basic set of abilities, often just jumping and a means of attacking, to defeat all of the enemies in the playfield-like room, which then allows passage to the next room, among some large number of them. Although Donkey Kong itself fits the description if taken literally, SRPPs are actually a fairly exclusive genre. Taito made a few of them, some of them sequels to Bubble Bobble itself; others of the same type are Bubble Bobble's predecessor Chak'n Pop, contemporary The Fairyland Story and Toaplan's 1990 release Snow Bros.
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Of them all, Bubble Bobble is the best known, so popular so as to be almost legendary. Its popularity is a result of its shallow difficulty curve, its insanely catchy music, its easy-to-grasp gameplay, its vast number of power-up items, and the game's ridiculous depths as far as secrets go.


One of the secrets is the purpose behind this article: there are a set of three secret rooms that become available to players (up to two can play at once) if they can reach rounds 20, 30 and 40 (out of 100) without losing a life. These rooms are (assuming you weren't spoiled) one of the keys to finding the game's "true" and "Happy End" ending, for reasons we'll get into, but reaching even level 20 without dying at all is quite challenging. This guide is here to help players achieve this feat on their own, and explain to them its importance.


The Bubble Bobble Series


In addition to the original game, there are at least three intersecting and crossed-over series connected with Bubble Bobble that interested players might wish to examine. There's the original sequence themselves, which could be taken to include Rainbow Islands (arcade and ports) and Parasol Stars (various console and microcomputer versions, but no arcade release). Bubble Bobble might also be seen to be a follow-up to the earlier arcade game Chak'n Pop. All of these games are SSRP-type games (except maybe Rainbow Islands), although some of them have some amount of scrolling within their rooms.


Even if they're in a similar genre, these games still play differently enough to Bubble Bobble that there was demand for more games with Bubble Bobble's specific play mechanics. That would bring us the rare Famicom/NES game Bubble Bobble Part 2 (1993) and arcade games Bubble Symphony and Bubble Memories. On top of these, there's also the Puzzle Bobble side-series, also known as Bust-A-Move, which have completely different play style but use many of the same characters.


Bubble Bobble Basics


The game consists of 100 rooms of enemies that can be tackled either by one player going solo, or two playing cooperatively. Each room has different enemies and a different layout. Every room is a single screen. While the game is a platformer, unlike most of them, a player character falling off the screen doesn't immediately lose a life, but instead wraps around to the top. It's very easy to die in Bubble Bobble, so even small advantages should be appreciated.


The player's representatives in the game world are "bubble dragons," color-coded green or blue depending on player. A bubble dragon's a cute li'l lump of scales that can jump about four blocks high (blocks here are much smaller than those in Mario, mind you), with very little control over your motion when you're in the air. You can adjust your motion slightly while in mid-air, but there's still not much you can do once you've launched yourself.


[image: Zen-Chan]

Zen-Chan (aka "Bubble Buster")

Walks left and right, jumps straight up, sometimes takes a running jump to the side.


[image: Monsta]

Monsta ("Beluga")

Moves diagonally, bouncing off of solid objects. Fairly predictable.

[image: Mighta]

Mighta ("Stoner")

Moves as Zen-Chan, but also fires large, round rocks at players on the same line.

[image: Pulpul]

Pulpul ("Hellaballoon")

Flies left and right quickly, while slowly moving up or down. A little harder to handle than Monsta.


A lot of deaths come from when you take a leap, and an enemy hits you before you land. In fact, a lot of deaths happen, period. Our favored soaplizards are fragile like, well, bubbles. If any enemy so much as brushes against one of them, they perish on the spot. Bubble Bobble is not sparse with extra lives, at least at first, but it's not long where you're losing them all over the place, and then the game is over.


Continues are odd—you are free to join or continue a game at any time so long as the other player is still playing. If you're in a single-player game, then your game ends the moment you lose your last life, but in a two-player game continuing is easy so long as both players don't run out of lives at once. Unlike as you might be expecting, adding another credit does not allow a running player to simply buy extra lives. This adds a bit of strategy; to get far, the players must be desperate not to run out of lives at the same time. It can help to keep credits in the machine for the event that one player fails early; then they can at least pound on the start button to try to rejoin before their partner also fails out.


It's not just enemies that are problems for our reptile heroes. Bubble Bubble's levels have some places where, if a player enters them, it is basically impossible to escape. One of the earliest such places is Level 19, which has a number of tall shafts with ground at the bottom, far too far for a player dinosaur to leap from. There are a lot of these places where a player can get out by blowing bubbles then jumping on them, holding the jump button down and thus bouncing on them over and over. If that's not possible (the case if the shaft is two blocks wide, as the bubbles have nowhere to go), sometimes a player can get out by popping a passing Water Bubble, letting the flow carry them out of the trap.


[image: Screenshot]
If none of these options will suffice, the player must either try to somehow defeat the remaining enemies from their trap (usually using passing elemental bubbles) or wait for the Skel. The Skel, aka "Skel Monsta," aka "Baron Von Blubba," is a skeletal white whale that appears if the players take too long to complete a level. It is an example of what I call a baiter, after Defender's harassing enemy, a powerful, sometimes invulnerable, foe that arrives if the player stalls the game for too long. The Skel is easy to avoid if the player has full movement, at least at first, but it homes in on the players faster and faster until it kills one of them. In a two player game each gets their own Skel. At least, in the process of losing a life, the player is freed from their trap.


However, this is not acceptable for us on our audacious quest. For we are bubble dragons on a mission: to lay our eyes on one of the game's fabled Secret Rounds, and behold for ourselves the wonders contained therein.


Secrets Upon Secrets


Bubble Bobble's reputation is not built off of its easy-to-grasp gameplay alone. A lot of it, maybe most, comes from the insane array of awesome items and secrets buried in the game. Bubble Bobble's cute facade hides a true player's game, an experience that must be studied and practiced to master, and even then, there's a lot of studying and practicing to do.


About those items. It's usually not far into Bubble Bobble (maybe as early as the first level) where one of the game's many entertaining special items show up. There's the Blue Cross, for instance, which immediately floods the whole board with water and instantly defeats all the enemies, turning them into valuable diamonds. The various Cane items create a gigantic, high-scoring bonus item that appears in the center of the board once the last enemy has been defeated.


Then there are three different flavors of candy, each of which provides a useful powerup that lasts for the rest of the current life. There's powerful weapons, invincibility hearts, time stop clocks, bonus rounds and many other wonderful prizes to discover. There's even an item (the Bell) that alerts you if other powerful items are due to arrive soon. The best of them all may be the Umbrella, which outright skips you forward from three to seven levels.


These special items are quite powerful, and Bubble Bobble is hard enough that figuring them out is an important step towards learning to play it well. We'll be getting to that shortly, but in the meantime I should explain what the Secret Rounds are.


When you reach levels 20, 30 and 40, if at least one player in the game managed to get there without losing a life, its entrance is actually presented as one of these secret items; it just has the graphics of a silver doorway instead of some random treasure. If a player manages to make it to level 50 without dying, the prize is a golden door that skips 20 levels, but good luck finding that one.
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Preparatory Work


First things first. If you're playing this in an emulator, go into the machine settings and set it to Easy. There's no reason to make this harder than it has to be. Bubble Bubble has a dynamic difficulty feature that increases the difficulty when you gain a life, and decreases it when you die, that can play a major role in your progress. This means, even if you start the game on Easy settings, after a while it'll creep up towards high difficulty anyway. High dynamic game difficulty both increases enemy speed and reduces the time enemies stay trapped in bubbles before breaking out.


Since your aim is to get as far as you can without dying, this means it's actually a good idea to avoid extra lives. These have two sources: points and EXTEND bubbles. If you're serious about getting there by any means, you might want to disable extra lives by points in operator settings.


The first few rounds are easy, especially in an arcade where you're very likely to find powerful items in the first few levels. On a freshly initialized MAME setup this never happens, but in the meantime you'll have to clear these boring early boards yourself. Take advantage of the downtime by launching a lot of unnecessary bubbles and jumping a lot. Why? Well....


Nearly every round in Bubble Bobble generates two items, a points item that appears first (usually 7 seconds in), the value of which depends on how long it took you to finish the previous level, and a special item (at 12 seconds) that give you some kind of ability. There's a tremendous variety of these, and they give Bubble Bobble a lot of its appeal. What's not well-known is the fact that, despite appearances, they aren't random at all.


Every special item has a trigger condition, something you've done in the game up to that point that makes it appear. Internally, Bubble Bobble maintains a large array of counters, and is constantly watching, recording everything you do in a game like a Z80-powered NSA agent. At the start of every level, the game looks through its list and stops when it finds the first counter that's exceeded a specific target value. This target value is usually unchanging, but for some items depends on the game's operator-set difficulty level.


When the machine finds a count that's gone over its threshold, it resets that counter to zero and sets a specific special item to appear on that level. It only does this once per level; any other counters that have been passed continue to grow. There is a set order in which the threshold values are checked, usually prioritizing the more exotic and powerful items, whose triggers are difficult to activate. It also does this regardless of whether the item actually appears or not; if you finish the level before it shows up, it's lost.


[image: Screenshot]
The thing about all those counters is, they are not reset at the start of a game! Any progress the previous game made towards generating special items is retained, meaning successive games can take advantage of them to improving their own state. This is what makes playing via MAME a bit more boring than on a physical arcade machine; when an emulated MAME machine starts up, all the counters are initialized at zero, meaning that the first level, instead of possibly generating an awesome item like a Lamp or an Umbrella, will see no special item generated at all!


(As a personal aside, I love it when communal game systems like arcade machines use the actions of past games to influence succeeding ones. Usually, one expects a video game to begin from a zero state every time it is played, but this isn't always the case! Pinball machines sometimes have what are called progressive jackpots that make this kind of thing more visible.)


But one thing that is true of an initialized MAME game is that the Candy and Shoe items, which provide basic but life-lasting powers like rapid fire, fast bubbles, long range and quick movement, but which appear late in the threshold list and this often get overruled by flashy yet temporary powers, have a better chance of showing up. You can trigger them yourself, and should take advantage of the early rounds by building them up. Pink Candy (long range) appear after players fire 51 bubbles; Orange Candy (rapid fire) appears after players jump 51 times; Blue Candy (fast shots) appears after players directly pop 51 bubbles; and the fast-movement Shoe counts the number of frames that players have collectively spent moving along the ground. If you're efficient about building up your counters, you can have all four of these powers active by the end of Round 5.
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Pink Candy: Long Range
Triggers when you fire 51 bubbles

[image: Orange Candy]

Orange Candy: Rapid Fire
Triggers when you jump 51 times

[image: Blue Candy]

Blue Candy: Fast Shot
Triggers when you pop 51 bubbles

[image: Shoe]

Shoe: Extra Speed
Triggers when you run a sufficient distance on the ground


There are two other items of special interest to us. The Magic Potion items, when collected, immediately cease the current round and turn it into a bonus round, filled with points to collect, but more importantly immediately defeat all the enemies upon collecting it. There's a number of other items that instantly finish a round for us, but most of them have special requirements, like popping a lot of Fire bubbles, collecting a lot of items or killing enemies with different elemental bubbles. Potions are special because their requirement can be done on many levels. Their trigger counter follows the number of times either player wraps around the screen from bottom to top. Do this at least 15 times and a potion will appear in an upcoming round. You can do this quickly by finding a place where a bubble floats near the top of the screen and bouncing on it repeatedly, causing your lizard-guy to bounce up off-screen, or else finding one of the rare levels where there's a step from which you can naturally jump high enough to wrap the screen.


Of even greater importance are the Umbrella items. These items instantly advance you ahead up to seven levels, and you still get credit for the levels you passed as if you cleared them. If you could somehow make Umbrellas appear at will the Secret Rounds would be easy to reach, but their appearance is limited by the fact that their trigger condition counts popped Water Bubbles, which do not appear in most rounds, and appear slowly when they do. 15 Water Bubbles popped (whether they release water or not) will cause the weakest Umbrella, that skips three levels, to appear. To get the five-level skip Umbrella, you must have a total of 20 Water Bubbles popped at the start of a level; to get the most valuable, seven-level-skip Umbrella, you have to have popped 25 of them. You'll be lucky to see much more than 25 Water Bubbles appear in the first 20 rounds, so you'll probably only be able to trigger one Umbrella in that time. Fortunately, the first two Water Bubble rounds are fairly easy, and with careful play you can pop many of them before the Hurry Up alert appears.
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Cane: Makes a giant bonus item appear at end of round
Triggers when you pop 3 of the same EXTEND bubble

[image: Potion]

Potion: Immediately begins a bonus round
Triggers by wrapping around the screen from bottom to top enough times
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Cross: Grants a special attack power
Various triggering conditions

[image: Umbrella]

Umbrella: Skips next 3, 5 or 7 rounds
Pop 15, 20 or 25 Water Bubbles

[image: Ring]

Ring: Grant all candy powers & bonus points for rest of round
Triggers when you eat three of the same candy


The Levels

All of that said, here are the first 20 rounds of Bubble Bobble, and how to conquer them, hopefully on the first life:
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#1: Difficulty: *


Befitting the first level of such a long game, this one's a breeze. Not only are there only three weak, slow Zen-Chan enemies to deal with, but trapped enemies won't start to escape until nearly the Hurry Up timer. Take advantage of this by blowing a lot of bubbles and popping them, while jumping a lot, to set up Candy items in upcoming rounds.
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#2: Difficulty: *


Just one more enemy here than last time. Jump up to the center ledge and bubble the Zen-Chans as they come down. With practice, you can get them all before they fall down further, but if you miss one or two it's not hard to track them down. After they're all bubbled, you can use the rest of the time preparing more Candy, or doing laps back and forth on the bottom level to prime a Shoe powerup.
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#3: Difficulty: *


The first thing to do is to immediately jump up to the point to the left of the READY! in the screenshot, and keep firing bubbles to the right until all enemies are encased. Remember, if you clear a level before a special power item appears, you lose it, and if you defeat the last enemy in a level, any special item left uncollected will immediately disappear. Make sure to wait at least 12 seconds to get the item!
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#4: Difficulty: *


Jump up to the ledge above you and bubble the Zen-Chans as they fall into range, just like in Round 3. You'll probably start seeing EXTEND bubbles here, which are generated when you pop three or more enemy bubbles at the same time, carried over from previous rounds. Spelling EXTEND will instantly clear the current level, which is good, but also award you an extra life and thus increase the difficulty, which is bad. Still, I usually just go for the letters anyway, because it's fun.
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#5: Difficulty: **

This is the first level with Water Bubbles. Try to bubble the four Zen-Chans then hold out on popping the Water Bubbles until Hurry Up begins. Be careful though, the Zen-Chans will probably escape before then and have to be rebubbled. The air currents in this level also tend to draw their bubbles to the top of the screen, where they'll get mixed up with the Water Bubbles. If you end up killing the last enemy by accident don't feel too bad about it, as it frequently happens.
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#6: Difficulty: **


This level is similar to the previous one, but two of the Zen-Chans have been replaced by Mightas, which have projectile weapons. Be careful any time you're in a horizontal line with them. It's still early in the game so they'll be slow, but still, bubble them quickly. It's a lot easier to farm Water Bubbles here, and it's possible to get up to 15 popped total by now, but it's best if you stop at 13 or 14, so as to have the best chance of getting a seven-level Umbrella later.

[image: Screenshot]
#7: Difficulty: **


Four Mightas appear here. Use the same trick you've been using, standing on the ledge below them and bubbling them as they fall in front of you. By now you should have both long range and rapid fire, which will make it much easier. The Mightas won't stay bubbled as long before escaping, but make sure to grab the special item, which will appear in the upper-right corner, before passing this round.
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#8: Difficulty: *


Now that you're decently powered up, you shouldn't have much trouble here. The worst thing about this level is that, once bubbled, the enemies won't cluster together but tend to separate into one group on each side of the screen. You've probably got most, if not all four, of the main powerups by now, and the special items will probably be boring for a few levels.
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#9: Difficulty: **


Five Mightas show up. You can handle them the same way as before, but be quick! If you delay even a second, one will probably fire a rock at you. If that happens, drop down a level and try to get them there. Make sure to rebubble them if they start to escape before you pop them, which is pretty likely.
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#10: Difficulty: ***


The game is now starting to heat up. Not only is this a particularly chaotic level, but it's also the first one with the bouncing purple Monsta enemies. (The game tends to introduce new enemies on round numbers that are multiples of ten.) This is one of the levels that caused me to suggest playing on Easy difficulty; if the dynamic difficulty has gotten too high, it's easy for enemies to escape from your bubbles in just a couple of seconds. Play this one carefully. Water Bubbles show up after a short while and can help you clear out the enemies, but be cautious. Keep out of danger and pop whatever you can. It's easy to run out of time if you're too cautious, though. This level is a major stumbling block. Don't use it to farm Water Bubbles or EXTEND letters, just get through it.
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#11: Difficulty: ***


At the beginning, quickly jump to the middle island then up to the center ledge. Firing left and right as quickly as you can, bubble all seven enemies as they come down.

Pop the four on the left first. You probably won't have enough time to pop the others before they escape, leaving one angry Monsta and two angry Zen-Chans on the board. The Monsta's not hard to care off: watch its bouncing pattern to predict when it'll come to your horizontal level so you can finish it off. The Zen-Chans will tend to gravitate to the bottom of the screen where they'll jump back and forth across the pits. Fall onto the middle island, on the side they aren't, then bubble and pop them from there.
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#12: Difficulty: **


If you're fully powered up, and you're playing on Easy, this one can be finished quickly. Bubble all the Monstas as they rise up, from off the bottom of the screen, into your horizontal line. Then as they drift up, fall through to the top of the screen and crush them. Blowing lots of extra bubbles helps you here; when you pop a bubble, all bubbles that are close to it pop too, and so on, enabling you to pop lots at once if they're in a cluster, even if it extends far across the screen.


If you're not playing on Easy, or the dynamic difficulty has risen enough, some Monstas might escape. Try to pop any stragglers as well as you can. Do not fall into the traps in the sides of the screen unless you need to to pop the last enemy! It's very difficult to escape from them. Water Bubbles spawn on this screen, but it's usually better to go ahead and wipe out the enemies.
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#13: Difficulty: **



This would be a very hard round if it weren't for the Water Bubbles that float up from the bottom. Take care of the two Monstas bouncing around outside before focusing on the ones in the heart.

There is a special trick when dealing with all the "elemental" bubbles (Water, Lightning and Fire): their effects tend to spread in the opposite direction to which you are facing. Use this to pop the Water Bubbles at the top of the heart and direct their flows into it, to kill the enemies trapped in there. Don't get swept into the heart yourself unless a really REALLY good prize appears in there, as you'll probably just get killed. Once only enemies inside the heart are left, you can try to farm Water Bubbles, directing the water away from the heart's opening but make sure to kill the last Monstas before the Skel Monsta gets you.
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#14: Difficulty: ***


This one's actually not that hard if you follow these steps.

[image: Screenshot]1. Take care of the Mighty that falls beside you.
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2. Three Monstas will descend from above. Watch carefully so they don't land on your head, and when they get to your horizontal level dispose of them.
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3. The other Mighta will attack from the right now; get it first.
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4. Be patient. After a few seconds another Monsta will descend from above. Again, make sure it doesn't hit you on the head, and bubble & pop it when it's in line.
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5. Finally, a single mad Monsta will be bouncing around crazily around on the screen. It won't be hard to defeat on its own, but if you've been quick, the special item will still be around, and it could be something fun like a Red Cross, allowing you to fry the last enemy with fireballs.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
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#15: Difficulty: **


Try to bubble all three of the enemies in the middle first, and pop them all before moving on to the top. If one escapes back into the middle room, just re-bubble and pop it. If one of their bubbles floats up and out, don't panic, just get it as best as you can. Be careful with entering the top chamber, jumping from below. Wait for an opening then bubble them all quickly. The special item appears in the top chamber, and is sometimes a Potion. One thing you might consider doing is farming Water Bubbles, which tend to aggregate in the top-right of the screen. If you get stuck in the top before clearing the rest of the board, the flows from the Water Bubbles is your ticket out.
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#16: Difficulty: **


Start out quickly, before the enemies activate, by killing the center Monsta as it falls into place, then jump onto the left-hand, single-block platform. As long as you keep shooting left, you're safe here. Bubble the Monstas as they enter range and pop them quick. Repeat for the other side when it's safe, then go up and take care of the last two trapped in the middle of the screen. There is a high chance of a good special item on this board, and it could be an Umbrella. It'd be very nice to skip the next three levels….
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#17: Difficulty: **


Do it step by step. First, take care of the Monstas coming up from beneath your starting point. Try to get as many as you can from this perch. When it looks safe, fall and wrap around to the top, which is a good place to bubble remaining Monstas. Watch out for the two Mightas; the only way they can escape from the middle is by jumping straight up, so be ready for them when they do. Don't worry about the special item, appearing in the middle chambers, unless it's really good.
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#18: Difficulty: ***


Be very careful here. Try to get to the top of the screen along the side. Bubble Zen-Chans, which should be moving pretty fast now, opportunistically. Water Bubbles will eventually appear and greatly help you in clearing them out, focus on survival until then.
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#19: Difficulty: ****


Argh! They put this one right there, one level before your goal! It might be a good idea to save-state at the beginning and practice this one.

I should explain here a maneuver in Bubble Bobble some call the "kiss of death." It means pressing the Bubble button, when facing an enemy, at the precise moment it touches you, so that you both bubble and kill it in the same frame. If an enemy is in a locked-off chamber, this can be the only way to kill it, by jumping straight up beside it and "kissing" it as you pass by. It's actually not that hard if the enemy is still, but precise movement is necessary.


First off, you're completely safe from the Monstas in your starting chamber, but the time limit on this level is a bit short so you've got to focus on killing the many enemies here. The first thing I do is "kiss" the Monsta above while it's still in the start-of-level paralysis. Then retreat back into your starting chamber and bubble/pop Monstas that come to you. I like to stand in the low-ceiling'd opening, where you're both safe and able to blast arriving Monstas. You can care of a good number that way.


When your easy kills run out, fall straight down from the ledge, wrapping around, and land on top of one of the walls between the narrow shafts. You absolutely do not want to fall into one of those, as they are inescapable. Instead, after bubbling any remaining enemies that approach up there, leap right and fall into the wider middle shaft.


This is where you want to be, because the Lightning Bubbles that float into this level tend to gather there. You can pop them and use the horizontally-emerging lightning to kill enemies as they pass by at that elevation. The timing is tricky to master; there's about a second between popping the bubble and the lightning coming out. Remember, it always emerges going the opposite direction as you're facing! Play this one cautiously, you're almost there!
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#20: Difficulty: ***


If you enter this level and haven't died yet, then the special item here will be the gate to the first Secret Round; reaching that is not only a great achievement in itself but worth over 300,000 points. It's also got pretty dang awesome music and graphics! Even if you die here, the gate will appear, but you have to get to it before it disappears.
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One issue is a new enemy type is introduced here, the Pulpuls that appear in the middle of the screen. They fly like Monstas, but they move in a more gradual, wavey pattern left and right while slowly ascending or descending. In a large area like this, they're not that hard to handle. Bubble and pop them quickly. When they're out of the way you can focus on the other problem: the gate appears at the top of the screen.


There are two ways up there. The first way is to bounce on your own bubbles as they ascend the side of the screen. It's not that hard to do really: blow some bubbles so they hit the side wall, then jump on top of them while keeping the jump button held. As long as you keep holding Jump, you'll leap up off the bubble instead of falling through and popping it. As the bubble rises, you can keep rising up with it, and land on one of the upper ledge blocks when you get there, just watch out for the Mightas lurking at the top.


The other way is to pop one of the Water Bubbles emerging from the bottom and let it carry you through to the top. The issue is, the water won't wrap back around to the top of the screen, leaving you vulnerable to the Mightas that are up there. Be careful if you take this route; bubble the Mightas as soon as you can, or immediately leap into the gate.


Remember not to kill the last enemy, or the gate will disappear! Leave it bubbled, and get to the gate. Also note, the gate will disappear immediately if the level enters Hurry Up.


If the unexpected happens and an Umbrella warps you past Round 20, don't despair! The Silver Gate will appear on the next level you play. The levels immediately after 20 are relatively easy, so this may be for the best.


Then, if you make it....
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If all goes well and you made it to Round 20 without dying, then the special item for that stage will be the Silver Gate. Collect it, and you end up here.

There's a lot of weird things about this room, some of which are outside the scope of this article. (Try waiting for Hurry Up sometime and see what comes to get you instead of the Skel Monsta.) In game terms, you get 360,000 points in gems, you skip the next round, and you get a look at this mysterious mural in the background art:
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It turns out these symbols are a code hiding a secret message for players who happen to get here. The key is in the top line, which is the 26 Latin/English letters, written out in what's called the Bubble Alphabet. It looks hard at first, but with practice it's possible to read messages written in it without great effort. Most of the letters are just flipped or rotated. See if you can figure out what this one says.

The information given here is not important, it's just telling you that, to win the game and get a "Happy End," you have to make sure to finish in two-player mode. But these screens have another purpose, to teach you how to read Bubblish. When you do win the game, there's another secret message for you, and it'll help a lot if you can already read it when it appears....

Bubble Bobble hides secrets even greater than this! Can you reach Round 100 and defeat the Super Drunk, and decode the message found after? I wish you the best of luck on your journey through the cave of monsters!



Sources

The best source of information on the game online is the excellent resource,The Bubble Bobble Info Page, by Stephen Tjasink and Paul Rahme. That page hostsa FAQ written by Chris Moorein 1998 that reveals the game's algorithm for generating special items.


EXTRA: On SRPPs

Bubble Bobble is the most famous and most popular of the genre I've called "SRPPs," games where you're in a single room (usually just one screen in size), and, using your platforming skills, must clear all the enemies before heading to the next room. In the classic form of the genre, you have some distinctive means of attack for clearing out your opponents. These games very frequently have a large number of levels, usually 50 or more, and two-player co-op modes.


What isn't a SRPP? Joust and Balloon Fight aren't, because they're not platformers. The original Mario Bros may be an early example, but it's borderline because its levels all have the same layout. And Solomon's Key isn't about defeating the enemies.


What is a SRPP? These games, which are all originally arcade games unless otherwise noted:


Bubble Bobble's predecessor Chak'n Pop


Bubble Bobble, Bubble Bobble Part 2 (NES), and its direct sequels Bubble Memories and Bubble Symphony. Also, its storyline sequel Parasol Stars. Note however that its first arcade sequel, Rainbow Islands, is not an SRPP, because it's not about defeating all the enemies, and it scrolls up! And Parasol Stars, while an arcade-style game, never got an arcade release


Bubble Bobble's sibling games Fairyland Story and Don Doko Don, also made by Taito


Toaplan's Snow Bros, and its weird sequel Snow Bros 2 With New Elves


Jaleco's RodLand


SNK's ZaPaPa


Mitchell's Pang, aka Buster Bros, and Funky Jet


Data East's Tumble Pop and Diet Go Go. Also Joe & Mac Returns (unlike the original Joe & Mac!)


Subsuno's Penguin Brothers


Irem's Yoyo's Puzzle Park for the PlayStation


Riot's Pop'n Magic for the PC Engine


NEC's Chip Chan Kick for the PC-FX


Kaneko's Wani Wani World for the Mega Drive (aka Genesis)


More recently, there's Cowboy Color's Handsome Mr. Frog for PC on Steam, and Whip! Whip! for PC on Steam, and Switch.

Thanks to brandon (@eryngi777), @zarawesome, and Misandrist Stache (@totesmcduck) for suggestions for this list. An old NeoGAF thread (https://www.neogaf.com/threads/bubble-bobble-genre.325955/) provided more suggestions.






Mr. Do!

"That game that's like Dig Dig" is actually much deeper in its gameplay! Here we give you the low-down on the clown.
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You're Mr. Do, the charismatically-named clown. You've forsaken the circus for digging out cherries, for some reason buried underground, but are being chased by the dinosaur-like "Badguys." Your main weapon against them is the potent Powerball, here unrelated to lottery, and instead a bouncing weapon of destruction. Your other weapons, scattered within each candy-like cavern, are Apples, which can be pushed side to side and dropped on bad guys for big points.

Once in a while the Alphamonster emerges from a pen at the top of the screen, bearing across its chest a letter in the word EXTRA. Killing this awkward-looking foe awards its letter; completing the entire word immediately ends the board and awards an extra life. If all of this sounds bizarre, well, you must be new around here.


Each board is a side-view collection of tunnels, like an ant farm, or Dig Dug. And like Dig Dug, Mr. Do has the power of digging, able to create new tunnels just by moving into them, with only a small penalty to speed. And, also like Dig Dug, the tunnels are laid out on a grid, and Mr. Do's movement is confined to it. Unlike Dig Dug, enemies cannot escape the grid or tunnels, even when in "angry mode." Instead, if the Badguys get impatient enough, they turn blue and become able to dig their own tunnels.


As shown by the fact that the easiest way to describe the game is "it's like Dig Dug," Mr. Do! (with the exclamation point) has long laid in the shadow of Taizo Hori's premiere game. This is a tremendous shame however. While Dig Dug is, indeed, a great game, I am here to boldly claim that Mr. Do! is, in most ways, its superior. The gameplay has much more variety, the strategy is much deeper and levels are much less susceptible to patterns. Indeed, it is one of the deepest games (pun not intended) of the classic arcade era, with many possible strategies.


The game is also much more complex than Dig Dug. I am not someone who will tell you that greater complexity always makes a better game; on the contrary, it often means it's worse. Still, after playing Mr. Do!, it's difficult to play Dig Dug and not conclude that something seems missing. Allow me to explain the game, then try it yourself and see if you do not agree.
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Cherries


Each level of Mr. Do! consists of a layout of pre-dug tunnels. Unlike Dig Dug's, they don't form disconnected pockets of air but form a network of starting paths. This is important, since at the start of each level Mr. Do's foes can only travel where there's a path.


Scattered around, always in 2x4 grids, are five sets of Cherries. The most obvious way to clear a level is to collect all the Cherries. As you pick them up, so long as you get them without a pause between, there is an ascending musical tone with each acquisition. If you can play a whole scale like that, you get a bonus 500 points, in addition to the 50 points you get per pair of Cherries, for 900 points in all. So, if you manage to do that with all the cherries, you get an easy 4,500 for the board.


You could stick with that and probably have an okay game, but chasing Cherries will only get you so far. As you become more experienced with setting up Apples and killing monsters, it will eventually become clear that collecting Cherries is a sucker's game. Not only can you get more points through other means, but frequently it's easier too. You'll tend to fall back on Cherries as a panic solution, something to go after if the enemy gets overwhelming.


One interesting fact is that the Badguys can collect Cherries too, making Mr. Do one of only two games I can think of where, if the enemies get sufficiently fed up with your presence, they'll finish the level for you, just to get you out of their hair. (Can you name the other one? A hint: it was made by Atari.) This is not the only example of Mr. Do's attention to detail.
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Badguys


These red monsters are your main opponents. Six emerge in the first two levels, after that eight will come out after you. They always appear, from the center of the board, in pairs, one appearing closely followed by a friend. They give you an alternate way to clear a level, in that it ends after you either get all the Cherries or kill all the Badguys.


At the start of a board they tend to act a little aimlessly, but the longer the level continues the more aggressive they become. At first they stick to the paths that are already dug out, either pre-existing or clown-made, but as their rage increases they gain the power to turn blue for short periods. While blue they're called Diggers, and they can make their own paths during this time. They always freeze and flash for a moment before digging, giving you a little bit of warning.


As you progress to harder levels, the Badguys will start each board madder than the last. After a few boards they'll start trying to track you down from the beginning, and soon they'll start digging after our hapless hero almost from the start. Pac-Man is relatively sedate by comparison; Mr. Do means business.
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Apples & The Powerball


Your primary weapon against the foes is the Powerball. Pressing the Powerball button causes it to launch into action, fired ahead of your clown's position and bouncing back and forth across the corridor ahead.


The Powerball is an awesome weapon; it immediately destroys any enemy it touches, but that destroys the Powerball too. Mr. Do will eventually generate a new one, through mysterious clown processes, but the amount of time it takes to happen is variable. The first regeneration is nearly instantaneous, but as you use the Powerball over and over, the next ball will take longer and longer to appear. Also, while the Powerball's motion is predictable down a straight corridor, sometimes corners cause it to double back, and branches can cause it to get lost, bouncing around randomly in some distant corner of the board. Mr Do cannot generate a new Powerball while the old one still exists, and while it'll eventually expire on its own, your now-defenseless surrogate will probably not survive until then.


The first couple of Badguys are pretty easy to dispatch via Powerball, but the more you use it, the longer it takes to regenerate. Thus, it is good to try to use Apples to crush Badguys in order to reduce the total recharge time. Apples are much like Dig Dug's rocks; they come into play once you dig the soil out from beneath one and move away, they both fall until they hit solid ground and can smash through thin walls of dirt, and they can kill Mr. Do too if he unwisely fails to escape it before it falls. If you instead manage to crush enemies with an Apple, you get more points the more you crush, up to 8,000 points if you get five or more at once.


One difference between Dig Dug's rocks and Mr. Do's Apples is that Apples can be shifted left or right by pushing them. You can even push them through the dirt this way. This is the means of a powerful strategy, which I will mention later, but in the meantime, beware, because Badguys can push Apples too, and take a great joy in shoving one over on top of you as you try to get away. Also, while Apples shatter if they hit another Apple or the bottom of the screen, they can fall distances of one space and, provided they don't kill an enemy, survive the fall.
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Essential Strategy #1: Apple Traps


While Apples can be pushed, they still block movement. This is the basis of an extremely useful trick, where you block off a vertical passage by pushing an Apple so that it slightly hangs over it, but not far enough to fall. If a Badguy tries to chase Mr. Do up such a passage, it'll be blocked by the Apple, and frequently, instead of trying to find another path, will just wait there. Then the player can either leave it alone, as it'll usually be stuck there until it decides to start digging, or push the Apple over to crush the monster. Often in the early rounds several Badguys will cluster in one spot that way, giving the player an opportunity for big points by crushing them all with one Apple. Even in later rounds where Badguys start digging nearly immediately, they will often dislodge the Apple by their excavation, crushing themselves.
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Munchers and Alphamonsters


Badguys are the most common opposition, and clearing them out finishes a board, but there are two other kinds of foe that can turn up. When all the Badguys have emerged, their spawn point is replaced by a prize, a food item of some sort, in the tradition of Pac-Man, Dig Dug, Lady Bug and other arcade maze games. Collecting it is worth a score bonus, but more importantly freezes all the Badguys in place. From the top of the screen then emerges the Alphamonster and an escort of three Munchers.


It's called an Alphamonster because it's got a large letter on its chest. Usually through the game, the Alphamonster rests in its pen at the top of the screen, which contains the letters E-X-T-R-A. It cycles between the letters periodically, but it lingers much longer on letters that haven't yet been collected. When the prize is grabbed, the Alphamonster's letter will be whatever it was standing on at the time.


Collecting the prize is an important milestone in each board. It freezes the Badguys in place, for one. They're still deadly to touch, but will not move while any of the Alphamonster's Munchers remain alive. They're sitting ducks during this. Second, and more subtly, it resets the Powerball recharge period to minimum. If it's currently charging it'll still take a while, but the next time it's fired, it'll recharge immediately. This gives the player a good chance to obliterate the last few Badguys while they're helpless.

But even more importantly, this is a chance to kill the Alphamonster and earn its letter. If you can get all five letters in EXTRA, you both immediately clear the current board and score an extra life. This is the only way extra lives are given out in Mr. Do, so earning letters is important to having a long game. You even get a fullscreen, scrolling cutscene when this happens, a surprising thing to encounter in an arcade game dating to 1982.


The problem with just sniping the Alphamonster with your recharged Powerball is its Muncher entourage, which are fully mobile unlike the Badguys and move faster and faster the longer their ward survives. They are also immune to the blocking Apple trick; they eat any Apples they come across! They never dig new passages like the Badguys, but they always take the shortest route to get to Mr. Do to clean his clownish clock. The Alphamonster usually tags along, taking up the rear, meaning that, to shoot it, the player will have to get around its guards.


Note, any Munchers and Alphamonsters killed via Powerball turn into Apples. Also, if you kill an accompanied Alphamonster, any Munchers left at that point immediately turn into Apples. Be careful that you don't get crushed.



Additionally, every 5,000 points the player scores, a "naked" Alphamonster will emerge if one isn't already out. This one doesn't have any Munchers around it, and it doesn't freeze the Badguys. This one is usually easier to zap with the Powerball to earn its letter. By the way, if the prize is collected while a solitary Alphamonster is active, it'll still begin the Muncher phase; the Munchers will emerge from the Alphamonster itself, raising strange questions about their biology.
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Diamonds


Yes, there is still one more game element to explain! Once in a great while (one in every 512 dropped under normal settings), a shattered Apple will open to reveal a Diamond. This is a momentous event, signaled by the game's music cutting out, replaced with a high-pitched alert noise. Often this is so startling as to cause the player to mess up and die immediately.


If the player can collect the Diamond, he immediately earns 8,000 points, clears the board (yes, again) and wins a free game, making this one of the very few arcade games willing to award extra credits to players without coindrop. Being such a huge award, players have formed theories over time as to how to trigger Diamond appearances, but it turns out they're all wrong. Don Hodges, of donhodges.com, looked at Mr. Do's code and managed to figure out that Diamond appearance is purely a function of the game's random number generator. The only way to increase your chances of finding a Diamond in normal play is to drop lots of Apples, as each drop is a 1/512 chance.


Enemy UI


Unlike Pac-Man, where the ghosts each have a simple calculation they perform to make a best-guess as to how to chase you, Mr Do! relies heavily on pathfinding to get the enemy monsters after you. Everything that follows is conjecture on my part, but based on observations from playing hundreds of games.
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Badguys (six in the first two boards, eight every level thereafter) emerge, two at a time, from the center of the board. At the start of a board there's a period where they don't track you down very persistently. This is most noticeable on Board 1. One purpose of this period, in the design, I think, is to vary enemy placement. Since all the Badguys come from the same place, if there is no variation or randomness in their movement, they'll all follow the same path to try to catch you. Some randomness keeps them from clumping up on top of each other, and also means you cannot absolutely predict their movements, guarding against patterns.


When the Badguys decide to get serious in their chase gets earlier in each board. In advanced levels, it's almost immediate. A closely-pursuing Badguy is very difficult to shake; you can't even Powerball it reliably, because you have to reverse direction to fire towards it, and that might put you right in its clutches.
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In far advanced boards (after the first loop), one thing that often works is to park above an Apple near the top of the board. Often, Badguys will dig upwards into it and get themselves crushed!

One thing you can try is running horizontally beneath an Apple. Badguys have a quirk where, if there's an Apple above it dislodging or falling, they panic, running back and forth. This means sometimes the Apple misses it, but it usually takes most of them out, and more importantly, it gets it off your back. This doesn't always happen though, especially on the faster boards or if the Badguy is right behind you.


Care should be taken when doing this. If you drop an Apple only one space it won't break, and if your route then takes a downward turn it's possible for pursuing Badguys to push the Apple down the shaft on top of you!


When the board has been going for a little while, the Badguys start digging after you. They are indiscriminate about this, and will sometimes crush themselves with Apples they themselves dislodged. One strategy for very advanced boards (beyond 10) is to wait above a highly-placed Apple for Badguys to burrow up into it, causing it to fall and crush both it and pursuers.
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Alphamonster Circle-back Strategy



A good way to handle Munchers is to dig a long tunnel parallel to the route they'll take to reach you. When the Alphamonster, trailing behind them, passes by, poke into the adjacent tunnel and hit it with the Powerball. This relies on the fact that Mr. Do can actually slightly extend through a thin wall without digging through it, and even shoot the Powerball on the other side of it without breaking through the dirt. Once you get practice with this, you can fairly reliably get two or more extra lives a game. One thing about this trick, though, is you have to do it before you kill any of the Munchers. If a couple of Munchers die, the Alphamonster gets cowardly, and instead of following its guards will try to get as far from you as it can.


The big problem with Munchers is that they eat Apples, and frequently even devour Apples in the process of falling on top of them. The Alphamonster can do this too. They can only do it if they're facing the Apple, but because you usually dig up to dislodge it, and they're chasing behind you, frequently the Apple will just fall into their mouth. There is a trick you can do however, a "trap" that can be used to crush Munchers for a lot of points. It's hard to describe here; the long-play listed in sources features it a lot. See the illustration below; the way it's done, the Apple falls beside you, slides a bit, then keeps falling down atop the chasing Munchers, which have trouble eating an Apple, it seems, if it's not in its grid column. I am no expert in this technique; see the super play video, linked further below, for demonstrations, as its player Dazzer makes frequent use of this trick.Here's it is, cued up to the first time it's done.
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If you dig a tunnel like this, with the space two grid cells beneath the Apple half-dug,
then release the Apple with the right timing, you can reliably crush the whole group of Munchers and the Alpha monster at once!

As mentioned before, every 5,000 points an unguarded Alphamonster emerges. Unlike the guarded ones, this one will only spend a limited time on the board before it returns to the pen. The more times you've spelled EXTRA in the game, the less time it'll wander around before escaping. If you've spelled it twice, it'll only emerge for a few seconds!
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Essential Strategy #2: Digging Delaying


The pathfinding of the Badguys is heavily dependent on the grid-like nature of the board. The fact that Mr. Do can dig a tunnel halfway between grid points is a thing the enemies sometimes have problems with. If you dig a tunnel halfway and rest in the hole, the enemy dinosaur will see the half-finished tunnel and think it can't reach you. It'll probably start digging immediately (even on Board 1), but the thing is, it takes a half-second for a Badguy to transform into a Digger. In this time, you can complete your tunnel forward, past the center grid point, and make another halfway tunnel beyond it. When the Digger finishes transforming, it'll see it doesn't have to dig anymore and change back, reverting to normal, then advances to find the same situation, whereupon it'll become a Digger again, and again wasting time.


This may be the one skill that most separates the Mr. Do's from the Mr. Don'ts. It takes practice to make consistent use of this, because most of the board patterns don't make it immediately obvious where the grid points are. Using pre-dug tunnels, Cherries and unmoved Apples, all of which are centered on a grid point, helps a lot, but are ultimately no substitute for muscle memory. On very advanced boards, Badguys move so fast that a normal digging escape may accidentally be enough to trigger Digger delays consistently.


The Boards


Mr. Do! has ten boards that cycle. Whimsically, except for the first board (which is shaped like a period and a capital D), the other boards are styled after the trailing digit of the round counter. Round two is shaped like a big number 2, round three looks like a 3, and so on. After boards three, six and nine in each set of ten there is a short intermission summarizing your progress; after round ten (the "0" board), you get a screen saying "Wonderful!" This pattern continues throughout the game.


Here are the ten boards. Note however that the Cherries and Apples are placed semi-randomly each time you play a board, so they may be in different places than pictured below:
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#1 ("Period-D")

At the start of the game, go left, dig a tunnel up to the side of lowest Apple, then cut beneath it so it falls one space. Then push it slightly overhanging the vertical shaft you dug, making an Apple trap. You should easily be able to kill five Badguys with it, earning you the maximum 8,000 points. That'll trigger an Alphamonster, which you can get with the Powerball, then grab the prize for another Alphamonster. Use the Muncher strategy to kill this second Alphamonster, then wipe out any remaining Badguys with either your recharged Powerball or other Apples. There, already 2/5ths the way to your first extra guy! You might even be able to break 10,000 before the end, to get another fifth the way there.
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#2

If you killed the last Badguy with an Apple on Scene 1, there might be an Alphamonster wandering around the top of the board at the start. The board is arranged as a single long tunnel with a bulge in the middle around the enemy spawn point. Often you can send the Powerball down such a tunnel, long range, and be reasonably certain it'll connect with its target; it might be worth it to do this to earn another letter. We're still in the early levels, so a combination of traps and Powerball use should be enough.
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#3

Most levels now settle into a kind of pattern, where you make an early trap at the bottom of the board, wait a bit, maybe collecting Cherries, while enemies accumulate there, then push the Apple onto them, then head to the top to do it again.
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#4

This is a "loop" board, where a trap using one of the natural tunnels won't work so well because Badguys can approach from above the Apple. The difficulty is starting to pick up here.
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#5

That place on the left of the board, the stem of the big numeral "5," is usually a prime place to set up a trap. Lookout for trap-spoiling, wandering Alphamonsters though.
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#6

Similar to #5, use the top, vertical part of the 6 digit to set up a trap.
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#7

Difficulty increases again. Set up traps using the lower Apples, then dig up and try using the right-hand side of the 7 for another one.
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#8, #9, #10

This and the next two boards are loop-like. The Badguys are getting quite fast here.


Further play: I can usually reach around board 11 or 12, but some players are able to play indefinitely. Their strategy for high-advanced boards seems to be, to make an early trap in the bottom half of the screen on one side of the board or the other, then dig up and try to maneuver so Diggers, which emerge very early in advanced boards, dig upward into an Apple and crush themselves. Surviving very far seems to rely on using the Digger Delay tactic described above.


That's about all I can offer. Good luck, intrepid jester! Try not to soil your clown whites with all that dirt you're shifting.
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Trivia


The music that plays behind the cutscene when you earn an extra life, in case you don't recognize it, is the Astroboy theme song. I don't know why it's here.


One interesting thing about Mr. Do!, that shows its great attention to detail, is that, in isolated instances, it's possible to "survive death." If your clown gets caught by an enemy, most of the game stops while the death animation plays. However, any Apples dislodged or falling at that point continue their course. It's possible for one of those to kill the last Badguy on a board before the death animation finishes. If that happens, you don't die, but instead you finish the level, and keep that life!


GamingHistory credits Mr. Do! as the game that kicked off the conversion kit industry, where instead of buying a whole new machine for each game, an operator could just change out the innards and apply new art to the cabinet.


Mr. Do! was released by Universal, a company that, like Exidy in the US, had a small number of sleeper classics that don't get a lot of press today. Universal, as a company, still exists; they're in the resort and casino business, and currently even use their old logo. Mr. Do! had a port for the Colecovision, a wonky one for the Atari 2600, and a fairly late one for the SNES, but its most recent release was for the Wii's Virtual Console Arcade--although, sadly, in Japan only.


Mr. Do! would end up with four sequels with varying levels of depth and quality. Mr. Do's Castle is a bit like Universal's early title Space Panic; Mr. Do's Wild Ride isn't great; Do Run Run is pretty good; Visco's Neo Mr. Do!, for the NeoGeo arcade hardware, while pleasingly weird (there's a powerup that turns the clown into Ms. Do!), isn't nearly as good as the original game.


Sources


GamingHistory hasa good backgrounderon the game's history.


Amazing play!A nearly 4M game on YouTube, lasting over two-and-a-half hours.


The Diamond generation odds were discovered by classic arcade game code diver and secret finder Don Hodges, andcan be read on his website.




Rampart

Atari Games' 1989 puzzle/combat hit has a ton of ports but is fairly neglected today. Read our tribute to one of the best arcade games ever made.
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In the late 80s Atari Games was recovering from 1983's Great Game Crash, which decimated the US arcade industry and resulted in a great dying out of companies. Atari Games, newly split away from the consumer electronics company that would make the Atari ST, weathered it better than most, primarily through developing ingenious kinds of games the likes of which were seen nowhere else.

This period, 1984-1990, is the age that begun with Marble Madness and the System 1 hardware, followed by hits like Paperboy, 720 Degrees, Gauntlet, Toobin', Cyberball and others. It lasted roughly to the release of Street Fighter II, which sparked the fighting game craze and made arcades inhospitable to most other genres for a while. At the tail end of this period came Rampart, designed by John Salwitz and Dave Ralston, who also created Paperboy, 720 Degrees and Cyberball.


It's a bit obscure now, but it was quite a hit for Atari at the time. For home systems Rampart received no less than thirteen distinct ports, plus a few notable emulations. It got very good reviews from Nintendo Power (SNES version) and Videogames & Computer Entertainment (arcade). More recently, it was released emulated with network play for free for the PlayStation 3. And yet, no one talks about Rampart anymore.
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Battle Phase




That is a weird thing about what I call Atari Games' "Silver Age," that time after the classic arcade boom of the late 70s/early 80s but before the rise of one-on-one fighting games, its games, while still fun and surprisingly ingenious, and widely ported, don't have the star power, other than a couple of things like Gauntlet, that Japanese releases from the same time have garnered.


Part of the reason may be trademark-related. The name Atari still carries considerable nostalgic weight, but another company, the one formerly known as Infogrammes, bought the trademark and the classic Fuji logo, and still releases games under it. They own the rights to everything before Marble Madness. Games after that were owned by Midway for a while, whose parent company WMS spun them off. Midway then, in a crushing indignity, renamed them Midway Games West, before closing them outright in 2005, getting out of arcades altogether and, soon after, declaring bankruptcy. Many of its assets were sold to Warner Bros. Entertainment, who presumably now owns the rights to Atari's post-Marble Madness catalog.


I've written before that, at their peak, I think Atari Games was more ingenious and original than Nintendo themselves. They made some stinkers, sure (few remember Thunderjaws, or their arcade take on Tim Burton's Batman movie) but their best games were, and still are, amazing. Rampart is at the top of the gilded heap.


Rampart is great, but it's difficult. For a game I've been obsessed with since its release in arcades in 1989, I can only complete it on default settings about a third of the time, and usually only after expending all the continues the game allows. This was common for Atari Games games, who tended to make arcade machines that mocked the idea of one credit runs, but even among those, Rampart is hard. You are not going to master this one overnight.


Here at Extended Play, we view our main purpose to be a secondary source, that is, we prefer to summarize, encapsulate, explain and preserve information available elsewhere. But the thing about Rampart is, there is very little of this information out there. For a game that was popular at the time of its release and with so many ports, googling it will not turn up much to aid one. As far as I know, and I've searched for it many times throughout the years, Rampart has never had a good, comprehensive strategy guide written for it.


It is because of this, favored reader, that I have decided that this shall be that guide. Since most of it is self-discovered, I have no one to blame for errors but myself. I have made some efforts to make sure it's correct, but, well, sometimes even well-considered assumptions turn out to be false. I've done what I can.


When I started writing this, I had in mind a fairly short article. I have the perception that the previous issue's articles on Bubble Bobble and Mr. Do! were a bit too long for this format. But then I found out just how much there is to write about Rampart, because most of this information is available nowhere else. It's insane! As I write this, the piece stretches to 24 pages in my word processor, and I'm not done yet. (It ended up at around 30.)


Overview
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Building phase

Rampart is really two separate but related games, the single-player game and multiplayer. Both are excellent. Even so, this article mostly concerns itself with single-player, but towards the end I will have a few things to say about its multiplayer mode.

Before we begin, you should know that Rampart is a highly abstract game, and as such it might not be easy to see how it all fits together from a text description. I have uploadeda complete playthrough of the gametoYouTube, the first such on that site of the arcade version. You might watch a bit of it, it should make it pretty obvious how the game works.


The Board


In both single-player and multiplayer, after selecting a home castle and placing initial cannons, the game repeats a sequence of rounds, each consisting of a Battle phase, Building phase and Cannon phase. In the Battle phase, players shoot at ships or the other players' walls, while those ships or enemy cannons fire back at their own walls. In the Building phase, players place a variety of shaped pieces in an attempt to fix their wall and/or construct walls around at least one of the castles on their land within a time limit. Then in the Cannon phase, players get a number of new cannons to place within the territory they captured in the Building phase, adding to the number of shots they can get off in Battle.

Select Home Castle, then

Battle -> Building -> Cannons -> repeat


This cycle continues until the player wins or loses. Losing happens when a player fails to capture a castle in time in Building. Winning happens, in single-player, when the game decides the ships don't have a reasonable chance of defeating the player, and advances to the next level, out of six in total. In multiplayer, it happens when all the other players have lost and don't continue, or for a set number of battles, whenever comes first, in which case victory goes to the surviving player with the highest score.
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A defeated player can put more money in the machine to continue the game "with more firepower." This is allowed four times in single-player, and losing after that results in a solid Game Over. The dynamics of continuing in Rampart are really more complex than this, and I'll explain those later, but for the time being, you should know "with more firepower" signifies several important changes that are not clear during play.


In multiplayer, losing players can choose to continue individually twice. That can make for a decently long game if all the players choose to buy all their continues. But eventually, the game will declare a round to be the "Final Battle," after which no continues will be offered to losing players, and the game ends regardless. The number of rounds a game is allowed to go is operator-adjustable, and continued games usually add a few battles to the overall length.


There also exists one semi-secret game variation. If just two players play Rampart, and at least one of them is joining in again after a completed game, there is a map selection screen that offers the chance to play a composite game mode, featuring both two players and ships! In this, the ships belong to one or the other side, and are color-coded based on who they belong to. They function like extra cannons, generally firing where the player aims their cursor, but are more autonomous. This mode is an interesting variation, and is fairly obscure. Could there be other such secrets hidden in Rampart's code?


Basics



For now, we're most concerned with figuring out and defeating the very difficult single-player game. The basic play of both games is similar, but there is a lot of difference between attacking ships or walls, and the structure of single-player is quite different, so it's worth treating each mode separately.


When you put a coin in and press Start, this appears:
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This ornate lobby screen is accompanied by booming drums and realistic, although synthesized, trumpets and fifes. With the volume turned up (as all Rampart machines should rightfully have) the effect is startling and bound to attract some attention. The purpose of this screen is to give other players the opportunity to join the game, for unlike the Gauntlet-style, "join any time" play model most arcade games used, once underway a game of Rampart cannot be entered by others. Players can only leave a game, by failing and not continuing.


An interesting thing about Rampart is that, after a game concludes, it always returns to the lobby screen and adds the player's score to a total across all their games in the session. This encourages players to play repeated games, to see their overall score climb higher and higher. I've seen the total go up to over 900,000 points, which takes around 18-or-so full-length games. I know of no reason to go for a high total score other than vanity, but if someone else has information on this I'd certainly like to know!


Your Domain


[image: rampart_difficulty]

Assuming a single-player game, the screen clears and shows a map of an island. There are four possible maps here. At the start of the game, two areas along the shore are boxed, one marked "RECRUIT," the other "VETERAN +5000 points." Most of Atari Games' arcade releases had such a selection, for it was a major part of their house style to offer a basic and an advanced difficulty, with a score bonus for starting harder. With Rampart, this choice is mostly an illusion. All choosing Recruit does is start you off with a very easy first board (the Recruit map is always the "J" map), which usually takes only two rounds to finish.


Each level pits the player against a larger and more dangerous enemy navy.
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At first, only weak Single-Sailed Ships attack, which go down with two hits from basic cannonry.
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With level two comes Double-Sailed Ships, which take three hits, and if they manage to get close to a diagonal shoreline, they drop off a swarm of evil little grunts.
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Grunts are a huge danger! They are the only enemy that has the power to move around during the Building phase. I'll have more to say about them later, but for now just know that a grunt beachhead, left unopposed, has more credit-ending power than anything else in the game.
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Starting with level three, Red Ships join the battle. Although few in number at first, these take five shots to sink, and their red cannonballs leave fiery craters where they land. Craters block piece placement and persist for multiple rounds. Usually a Red Ship can get off two or three shots each Battle, and they add up.


Levels four through six feature the same kinds of ships, but they're darker in color, which in game terms means they take one additional hit before sinking.
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Every time you complete a level, you're returned to the island screen to pick a new map to play. After the first level, three remaining unplayed options are offered. If you chose a Recruit game you'll eventually have to face all these boards, but if you picked Veteran and started on level two, you end up skipping one of them, an opportunity to avoid a disliked map.

[image: rampart_c_level]

The "C" Map
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The "Hat" Map
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The "J" Map
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The "N" Map


The maps are not all even in base difficulty. Generally, easier maps have more castles with land around them on all sides, and more straight horizontal or vertical coastline, giving Double-Sailed Ships fewer places to land. My opinion is that the "Hat" map is the easiest, followed by the "J" map, then the "C" and "Lowercase N" maps. A good strategy is to try to get one of the harder two maps out of the way as first selection, so you can later play the J and Hat maps to offset the harshness of the third and fourth levels, but sometimes the Veteran selection level ends up being the Hat, and you'll have to play them in a different order.


[image: rampart_peninsula1]

The "Slash" Map
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The "Backslash" Map


Level five is selected from one of two unique maps, both peninsulas with water on both sides. Both are difficult, although I think the one on the right ("Backslash") is a little easier. As you've been progressing, each level starts you out with fewer castles to capture. By this point you're only getting three castles, and you'll probably have to use all of them to survive.
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The final, "Island" Map


The last level is an island to itself, with a lake in it and only two castles! There, ships attack from both sides of the screen. This level is a huge trial; although you have to sink fewer ships here to win, it's difficult to prevent landings and grunts from overwhelming you, and the craters from Red Ships can easily give you an inescapable situation unless you manage to mitigate them somehow.


If you finish the last level, you get special ending music, and an illustration that few arcade goers have seen, before being returned to the High Score and Lobby screens. It may seem anti-climatic, but final victory and safe shores are their own reward.


Each of Rampart's phases has its own considerations, so let's take them one at a time.
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Battle Phase

Rampart's most traditional mode is its Battle sequence, which plays a bit like Atari's old hit Missile Command. For a limited amount of time, players use the trackball to move a crosshairs around the screen, and the Fire button launches a cannonball from one of their cannons aimed at that spot.


Cannonballs have a set speed that they travel as they move through the air; nearby shots go directly towards the destination, but distant targets travel in a high arc. Thus, more distant shots take much more time to reach their targets, due to the fact that they have to be angled upward.


The speed of your shots matters for two important reasons. First, in single-player mode, enemy ships don't always sit still and let your projectiles sink them, but sometimes move around at different speeds, and sometimes even try to dodge your shots. One of the most annoying events in Rampart is when you launch a volley towards a ship, and it decides to pull anchor and float elsewhere just as your shots launch, wasting those precious missiles. Firing at close-up ships means you don't have to lead your targets by nearly as much, and reduces the chance that a ship will just sail out from under your projectiles.


The other important thing is, each cannon can only have one shot in the air at a time. Firing at nearby targets means you can get more shots off during a Battle phase. The combination of the two, being more accurate when shooting moving targets and getting more shots off, means that, absent other issues, you should prioritize firing at ships near your guns.


You cannot entirely erase the chance that a ship will decide to start, or stop, moving after you launch shots towards it, but there is some finesse that can be applied. Ships always sail in a straight line in one of the eight cardinal/diagonal directions, and ships cannot travel through other ships. If a moving ship runs into a spot that contains another one, it will stop. They cannot turn around while in motion, but must wait until their invisible captain picks a new direction, which could be immediately or never. They also stop if they reach the shoreline, although if it's a Double-Sailed Ship that could be a very bad thing. Once in a while a moving ship will just stop for no reason. The only constant is, all ships stop moving at the very end of the Battle phase, once all cannonballs have landed.


The rules about cannonfire, the ones concerning shot speed and there only being one shot in play at a time per weapon, they also apply to the enemy ships. Nearby ships are able to launch more shots at closer walls than distant ones, another reason to prioritize shooting nearby ships. But this must be balanced against those times when you need to prevent a landing, or take out some Red Ships to make the Build phase more survivable.


The game continues no matter how many ships you sink in Battle, but to progress to the next level, and eventually win the game, it's advantageous to sink ships. The exact qualification for finishing a level is unknown, but it seems to happen either after a maximum number of rounds, or earlier if you wipe out a lot of ships. Every level seems to have a set number of ships, and if you run out the reserve and deplete most of those on-screen in one turn, the game usually lets you advance.


There is a maximum of 16 ships that can been on-screen at any time. If that number is reached, but there are some weakened or Single-Sailed Ships on-screen, Rampart is known to remove some of them so stronger ships may enter the fray.
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Building Phase

This is the meat of the game. While shooting ships eventually clears levels, you can't do that without cannons, and cannons are awarded from skill at building. Also, if you fail to capture at least one castle in a round, you're done.


The way it works is, the game hands you an assortment of building pieces of various shapes, one at a time. The pieces you're given first exist as just a flashing outline that you can maneuver freely over the land with the trackball. You can move it anywhere while you're getting it into position, or rotate it clockwise with a press of the "Rotate" button. (If you start out your first building phase without using the button, the game's voice will suddenly intone, "Use ROTATE for a better fit!" Rampart doesn't have nearly as much digitized speech as Gauntlet, but it sure is memorable when it does speak.)


The difficult bit is, you cannot place pieces anywhere there is something pre-existing. The piece cannot be placed if any part of it overlaps with a pre-existing wall, the shore, a castle, a cannon, a crater, a grunt, or the edge of the screen. Everything visible beneath the piece's outline must be the clean, green checkerboard of countryside.


You must place the current piece before you get the next one. Intermediate Rampart players ruefully observe that the game tends to hand out just the wrong piece they need at a given time. A lot of this is observation bias, you don't tend to notice the times when the game hands you just the right piece, but it's true that the pieces the game has to hand get larger and more complex as the game continues.


When a piece is plopped down it turns into wall. If the wall adjoins wall pieces already extant, they'll join together pleasingly into a solid-looking structure. Your task is to connect wall pieces together like this until you have a complete loop all the way around, enclosing at least one castle. Usually you want this castle will be the one you start with, called your "Home Castle." It's worth extra points and cannons if you capture it, but any castle will allow you to survive.


There are two particular hassles in the Building phase that deserve special mention. The first are those grunts the Double-Sailed Ships sometimes drop off if they reach the shore, and that have the power to move around during your Building. They look like tiny, mobile battering rams.


Grunts move during Building, meaning they can actually block pieces just as you're trying to place them. They not only move, but slowly multiply as they go, tending to form lines between the shore and your castles. And worst of all, grunts that make it to your castles have the power to destroy them during the following Battle phase, the only thing in the game that can harm a castle itself.


Grunts are so dangerous that landings must quickly be dealt with or else your game will soon be over. You can shoot them during the Battle phase, or you can surround the territory they're on, destroying them instantly with a satisfying crunch noise.
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One important thing to note about grunts is that they can't be dropped off just anywhere. Double-Sailed Ships (here circled) can only leave grunts on diagonal shorelines. Here are the landing sites on the "Hat" map. Guard them at all costs!


The other problem you must worry about during Building is craters, flaming pits in the very ground left when the red cannonballs launched by Red Ships strike your wall. A crater is an implacable obstacle; there is no direct way to remove a crater from the board other than time. Near the end of the game, depending on the randomized ship generation, you may end up with rounds where you must face six or more Red Ships at once, which is horrifying.
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Caused by too many Red Ships, this situation cannot be survived. Can you see why?


When a crater is formed, it's a full-strength pit of fire. Every Battle phase, each crater diminishes a bit. They all do this in lockstep: all the craters formed in one round will advance to the next state at once.


How does the game decide how quickly to make craters disappear? It seems to be a function of how recently you've put in money and continued the game. If you've recently continued, it seems like the game usually makes craters disappear in two rounds instead of three.
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Cannon Phase


The Cannon phase is much less tense than the others generally. You get ten seconds to place additional cannons for the following Battle. But placement of cannons is one of the most important decisions of all. In a sense, the reason you're capturing castles, beyond mere survival, is to support your artillery.


For the first Cannon phase of the whole game, the game gives you three cannons to get you started. On the first Cannon phase after continuing, you get four, as part of the "and more firepower" the game promises. On the first round of other levels, you start with just two.


Beyond that, on each successive Cannon phase, you get two more cannons to place for having captured your home castle, and one more for each other castle. But this only happens if you have room to place them. When surrounding castles in the Building phase, you must not only survive, but try to leave extra room for placing cannons, if you want more artillery.


The more cannons you have, the more shots you can get off in the next Battle phase, and thus the more of a dent you can put into the enemy navy and/or other players' walls. This, in turn, decreases the shots coming in towards your walls, lets you do something about Double-Sailed Ships before they drop off Grunts, lets you shoot at Grunts directly, allows you to sink more Red Ships before they set your whole countryside ablaze, and ultimately deplete the opposing navy faster.
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Lots of cannons mean lots of shots! Shots can stop landings, clear out Red Ships, and hasten the end of the level.


But cannons are also a big problem. Each cannon you place is a 2x2 square of ground that cannot be otherwise built upon, which restricts the shapes of pieces that can fit on the ground. Having lots of cannons progresses you through the level, but increases the area you have to surround to survive.


Practically, you must build at least some cannons directly adjacent to your castle, and other cannons adjacent to those, in a big sulfuric blob. Thus, to capture that castle, you'll also have to capture all the cannons that adjoin it, a mass of guns that grows in size with each round. And in case you come up with the idea to build cannons away from castles to avoid this, you should know that cannons that aren't "owned" during a battle phase sit idle, doing nothing.
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A "summer home" is a secondary castle you turn to in order to survive, usually with cannons attached, when your home castle is too hard to recover.

You must have cannons to survive through each level, to punch back against the enemy, to take care of threats and eventually to advance towards finishing it, but having them directly makes later Building phases harder. Once a cannon is placed, it cannot be removed except by losing and continuing the game. And not having any cannons is a counter to using the "summer home" strategy for every round: while you can often abandon your home castle and its armaments in favor of a small unadorned dwelling out in the sticks, unless you've built cannons there on previous rounds, you'll have, at most, one gun to thwart landings by Double-Sailed Ships. A lot of games have ultimately ended due to this.


One subtle aspect to Rampart strategy is the cannon firing order. Cannons fire in the order in which they were placed. Any uncaptured cannons, and also cannons with shots in the air, are ignored in the queue, of course. The difference in lead time between a cannon near the shore, and one way back at the screen edge, is significant, and can result in a lot of missed shots. To thwart this, it helps to try to build cannons in one mass, instead of spread out, and to try to build in more centralized locations, but truthfully it's difficult to consciously make use of this strategy during a game. And, on some boards, you must build where you can just to survive.
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This is a danger spot, a location where, if a single Red Cannonball hits, it renders the whole castle and its cannons impossible to capture.

But one thing that players cannot afford to ignore is the danger of building cannons too close to the water or the edge of the screen. This is a huge concern. Building cannons close to hard barriers like those greatly reduces the number of pieces that will fit between the gun and the obstacle, and increases the chance that a red cannonball will hit in a such a place as to create an impossible rescue. To the game's credit, Red Ships do not appear to target these locations intentionally, but neither do they avoid them, so It's important to try to leave at least two spaces between cannons and any hard barriers, and more if you can. Especially look out for one-space diagonal separation, because it isn't as obviously dangerous as horizontal or vertical. The more free space around your installations, the easier it'll be to build walls there later, and the better off you'll be.


So what if you decide you have enough cannons and don't want to place some or all this round, do you have to sit and wait out the clock? The answer is no: if you make five consecutive illegal cannon placements in a row, the game will take that as a signal that you're done placing them and end the Cannon phase immediately.


Level Strategies


Level One ("Recruit")

Castles available: 6

It's advised not to start on this level unless it's your first game. You'll not only miss out of 5,000 points by starting here, but it means the beginning of Level 2 will begin you with only two cannons instead of three, and you'll face more ships.


This level is so easy that it barely rates mention here. It has six castles, and only single-sailed ships appear. Unless you're purposely stalling, you'll finish this map in two rounds. Even if you stall, the level auto-completes in three rounds even if you don't fire a single shot, which is not enough time to earn points enough to make up for not taking the Veteran bonus.


Another reason to avoid picking Beginner is that its selection is always the "J" map, which is one of the easier selections from the initial four boards. It's better if you pick it later, when the opposition is harder, to balance out the difficulty.


Level Two ("Veteran")

Castles available: 5

The Veteran level is randomly chosen from one of the other three of the basic maps, although it tends to be the "C" map most often. Ideally it won't be the "Hat" map, it being the easiest, as you'll want it to be your Level 4.


If you started on the board, the first round will always put you up against four ships, one of which may be double-sailed. Later ships are frequently also double-sailed. As a result grunts may appear on this board, but even if some appear, so long as you focus on destroying enemy ships and don't suffer major setbacks like losing your home castle, you'll probably wipe out the attackers before they become a huge problem.


On a later round in this level you may encounter your first Red Ship. A Red Ship tends to get off two or three shots in a round, each producing flaming crater you must build around.


Level Three

Castles available: 5

You always get to pick this level yourself. I usually try to make it "C," "J" or "Hat," in that order. I usually avoid picking "N," but it's not really harder than "C," so pick whatever is your preference.


Much of the fleet will be Double-Sailed Ships here, so this is the first level where you must be diligent about thinning out their numbers. Especially try to take care of ships about to land; grunts are unwelcome visitors to deal with, and it's best if they never show up at all. If a landing does happen, which is unavoidable sometimes, try to spare a few seconds to build a break, to wall them off from the rest of the board. If you can contain them in a small area around the landing, you can keep their numbers down that way and thus reduce the number of shots you must expend in cleaning them up. Don't think you can just let them be! They will overwhelm you easily if you ignore them.


I try to pick a home castle that's near another castle, so I can capture them both with one wall. If you can consistently get both each round, that's three cannons each time. Use them to connect the space between the two castles, but try to keep that space as small as possible. Try to aim for the minimum-sized rectangle needed to save both of them, and then try to place all your cannons within that rectangle.


Level Four

Castles available: 4

Now the game starts to get serious. If you can get here on your first credit you've done very well, but your weak basic guns will become more and more of a liability for you. Dark ships start appearing on this level, and will appear until the end of the game. They all take one extra hit to sink. That's three hits for Single-Sailed Ships, four for Double-Sailed, and six for Red Ships.


Try to make Double-Sailed Ships that have a chance of landing at a diagonal shore your top priority. If one makes it through, then at the start of the Building phase devote three seconds or so it blocking their progress with walls. If they get away from the shore and a significant number appear, then focus on surviving and shoot them with cannons during Battle.


Red Ships start to be a significant threat here. Once all the potential landings are taken care of, try to pump six shots into a Red Ship.


Level Five (peninsula)

Castles available: 3

Regardless of how you got here, you have a choice between two new maps for this level, a diagonal peninsula going upper-right to lower-left, or one going from upper-left to lower-right. I call these the "slash" and "backslash" maps, respectively. I usually pick backslash, but both are about the same difficulty.


These maps have the property of having two seas, a small one at the top of the screen and a more typical larger one at the bottom. The small water region is both a blessing and a curse; the restricted movement makes it easier to destroy ships there, but landings are very likely unless you clear out the Double-Sailed Ships arriving there every round. What is more, these maps are the only ones in the game that break the rule about landings only being possible on diagonal shores! Double-Sailed Ships in the small sea are also counted as landed if they contact land at the very edge of the screen, even if there's no diagonal shore nearby! This property doesn't extend to screen-edge landings in the larger sea.


But the worst thing about these levels is that the game takes off the limiter on the number of Red Ships that can be generated each round. Red Ships here are just as common as Double-Sailed ones! You'll frequently see seven or more on-screen at a time! While you must remain vigilant to prevent and/or mitigate landings, you must also work towards reducing the number of Red Ships. The large number of flaming craters on these levels made adopting a "summer home" strategy imperative, where you switch off between castles when one gets too difficult, or impossible, to save. It's usually a good idea to try to capture two castles in the first round because of this; then you can station some or all of your cannons for that round at the other castle, so you're not defenseless when you're forced to turn to it for survival. From there, you can focus on getting cannons around the third castle for maximum safety.


These levels are strong tests of your Rampart skills, and often are barriers to progression until you've played many games. But they are not invincible. On Easy difficulty, I've passed this level still on my first credit multiple times. The biggest thing you have to worry about is the high probability of impossible situations. Consider: when any castle is adjacent to other objects, you must capture the whole collection as a set. Chains of objects like this increase the difficulty of getting the whole thing, and increases the odds of getting an impossible save. I've seen this happen after the first round on a peninsula board, and I've seen it happen on all three castles on one of these maps at the same time.


The only substantive thing you can do, besides rotating between castles, is to shoot some of the dangerous walls yourself. Red Cannonballs don't leave craters if the wall is already destroyed, but that takes time and often makes for a difficult repair.


So, what if you manage to clear this map? What happens next? The game scrolls the FINAL BATTLE banner, and you get a one-way ticket to:


Level Six (island)

Castles available: 2

It all comes down to this. This level is a special kind of hell, a hell only slightly mitigated by the fact that it seems you can get away with sinking fewer ships here, and, because you're surrounded on all sides, your shots often don't have that far to travel to reach a ship. There are four prime landing areas, each in one corner of the map, so landings can only be delayed, not prevented. And you only get two castles. Enjoy!


When you start looking more closely at the map, some slight advantages become apparent. There's a lake in the bottom-left of the board, which gets in the way, somewhat, of grunts approaching from the bottom. Both castles have a good amount of land around them, although there are so many Red Ships here that the "summer home" strategy is essential to survival.


The continue limit eases up a little bit here. If you were at the maximum of four continues upon starting Level Six, the game will grant you an extra continue when you get here. (You still have to pay your coins for it though.) And also, if you were at that final credit, the game will actually downgrade your cannons one step when you get here, so get used to expending two/three/five shots for Single-Sailed/Double-Sailed/Red Ships again. If (ha ha, "if") you do expend that last continue, you go back to only needing one/two/four shots to sink ships. (There is more information on the effects of continues on cannon power in the notes, later on.)


This level is an ordeal, but it can be finished surprisingly quickly. I've seen it cleared in three rounds, although that was after several continues (it had been a pretty great game up to that point). This level is the big obstacle to one-credit clears, I've managed to finish everything up to it on one credit only to bang my head against it repeatedly. Using save states, I've managed to finish it with a single continue, so it is possible to finish it relatively cheaply, but making do with such weak cannons is a real challenge.


Rampart Maxims

1. The worst thing you can do is build cannons too close to the water or screen edge; better to have too few cannons than too many.

2. Centrally-placed cannons are more valuable that cannons near the edges of the screen.

3. When building, start from the middle of the hardest-to-fill places and build outwards from there.

4. Avoid building from two directions that converge in a tight spot.

5. If you have to build towards a converging point, try to avoid leaving too small a hole.

6. In the late game, a place that requires a Short piece (1x2) is harder to fill than one that requires a Single (1x1).

7. Learn to tell quickly when a castle's too hard to save. Come back next round, when the rubble has cleared.

8. In the first rounds of a level, try to get cannons around at least two different castles.

9. Your top shooting priority is Double-Sailed Ships about to land; second is those that might quickly land before you can do anything; third is Red Ships from nearest to farthest.

10. If enemy ships don't fully resupply after a building round, they may be depleted. Consider going all-out in the following building round.

11. When there's lots of Red Ships but all your castles have two or more cannons, resist the urge to capture multiple castles.

12. If you know of a spot that would really hurt if a red cannonball hit it, consider shooting it yourself.



Scoring


This score table comes entirely from observation. Corrections and confirmations are welcome, particularly checking up on scores for shooting and sinking dark ships, and ships in multiplayer.


Survived a Round: 200 points

Captured Home Castle: 300 points

Captured Other Castle: 200 points

Captured Territory Tiles (regardless of contents): 1 point

Hit on Ship With Cannonball: 16 points

Hit on Enemy Wall (multiplayer): 4 points

Shot Grunts: 26 points

Captured Grunts: 0 points

Destroyed Cannon (including own!): 16 points

Sunk One-Sailed or Two-Sailed Ship: 16 bonus points

Red Ship: 0 bonus points (apparently, the hits used to sink them are enough points)

Point Squares (multiplayer): 100-1,000 points, more points depending on the other territory captured along with the capturing wall placement

Veteran Bonus: 5,000 points


Novice Advice



Beginning player aids

The first level of a game on Recruit is a bit special. On this board, for the first Rebuild phase only, if the player fails to survive it, the game will reconstruct their wall itself! It will place a block (with a loud BEEP and an arrow showing the placement) on every space around the home castle in a rectangle, until it is completely enclosed, and then proceed as normal. If the player loses the next round too, well, tough luck. Put in more coins. Or better yet, start over. This grace period also lasts for each player in the first round of a multiplayer game, by the way.


Picking a home castle

Do you think the selection of a home castle is minor? It affects the progress of the entire board! A castle close to the shore can get more shots off during battle, and be surer of hitting enemy ships. But it will be harder to defend because of the water getting in the way, and the ships will also get more shots off on your walls. A castle further back will get off fewer shots, increasing the chance of a landing and making it harder to obliterate dangerous Red Ships, but will be easier to defend.


Making the first round of a battle easier

Pick your home castle quickly! The following fact has been directly observed using savestates: during a Building phase, while you're hurriedly placing pieces and trying to capture a castle, the enemy fleet is replenishing itself from off-screen reserves. This usually happens within the first few seconds of the round, and is easy to overlook because attention is rightfully elsewhere.


Technically, the selecting of your home castle is a special building phase with a different interface. When you pick a castle, the timer stops and the came erects its starting wall around it. Until the wall is complete, the game is adding the initial ships to the board. Once the last piece is placed, you halt that process. So if you pick your first castle quickly, you can reduce the enemy forces in the first round by up to around half! This especially applies when starting later levels, where quick selection can, depending on other factors, reduce your first wave opposition to as few as three ships.


It's easier to build new walls than repair old ones

After a particularly messy Battle round where lots of cannonballs strike your walls, the result can bring one to mind of a Swiss cheese. This is a particularly hard repair to do. If the edge of the screen, water or craters are close it can be even harder. What is relatively easy to build, however, is just walls through open fields. They invert the expected utility of pieces: big pieces are much more useful than small ones. With practice, a good rhythm and great piece luck, you can cross half the screen in about three seconds!


In the earlier rounds of Rampart, you can almost always be assured there's a spare castle somewhere on the board. If your home castle looks like a difficult fix (or, glob forbid, has been destroyed), you can almost always survive a round by getting one of these other castles. Whether you can survive the rounds after that is another question, since you'll have just one cannon to prevent landings with, but this is the basis of the "Summer Home" strategy, which I describe later.


A wrong-placed piece is worse than no piece

The worst mistake you can make is to place a piece so that it almost, but not quite, fits a hole. This can be disastrous: it can turn an easy-to-fix situation into a nightmare that requires multiple single blocks to remedy. Unfortunately, the short time of the repair phase requires that you place quickly. Only practice can bring you the necessary combination of speed and surety required for later levels, and even expert players make mistakes once in a while. Do your best!


"Bricklock"

One mistake players make sometimes is, in the rush to repair a wall, they place a piece in an illegal location. This makes a little "blocked" noise and freezes the control for a split-second. That control lock is difficult to deal with. If you get frustrated with an annoying mistake, you might try to move the piece with a quick motion and place again, but if you do this too early you might not move the piece far enough, and result in being blocked again. Sometimes you'll end up making several incorrect placements in a row, the piece not moving each time. I call this "bricklock," and it's important to learn to break out of it when it happens or you could waste a lot of time. Just wait slightly longer before moving the piece.

Cannon Packing

It's a minor thing, but it's important to place your cannons efficiently. If you place them in an uncoordinated heap, you'll end up increasing the area you need to surround to survive the round. The two most efficient ways to squeeze cannons together are square packing and hex packing. Square is overall more efficient when building near the sides of the screen; Hex is better when building near diagonal coastline. You can even combine the two, a bit, since hex packing still aligns into either rows or columns depending on its orientation. You don't have to slavishly stick to one, or any, packing scheme; sometimes you need to fit an extra cannon or two for the sake of mere survival, and when that happens, drop it wherever there's room. But generally, sticking to a packing scheme like these will make rebuilding less troublesome overall.
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Square Packing
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Hex Packing


Intermediate Advice


Horizontal building vs. vertical building

We're starting to get into the secrets of Rampart here, the little nuances of its programming and design that aren't immediately apparent. This is hard-won knowledge, sussed out after playing many games. This is what I'm writing this article to record, so this information is not lost.


I said that it's easier to fill empty ground than repair holes in pre-existing walls. Well, along similar lines, it's much easier to build horizontal walls than vertical ones.


All of Rampart's pieces are oriented so that, when they first appear, they are rotated so their longest dimension is horizontal. In later Building phases where most of your pieces are big, this knowledge can help you out a lot. During the moment between placing a piece and getting your next one, get used to anticipating its orientation and moving the control ahead of time. This is one of the most important techniques of the expert Rampart player!


Level completion criteria

It is still unknown what exactly how the game decides to advance the player to the next level. The following is conjecture, but it's backed up by a lot of games.


It's not score that advances you to the next level, we know that much, but Rampart seems to have mechanisms to prevent you from milking levels for points. It seems that every level has an ultimate length that, if you go beyond it, the level is automatically cleared. This can be seen most readily in the first two levels. The first level's (Recruit) turn limit is three rounds (measured in Battle phases); the second level's (Veteran) is four rounds. The limit for level three appears to be six rounds, and the fourth is eight rounds.


Levels will end early if you're trouncing the enemy. I think of this as an enemy morale factor. There seems to be a limit to the size of the enemy fleet, that might increase by one or two ships a round, and if you sink a lot of ships the enemy will end up with a very light replenishment during the Building phase. This is your chance to score a victory "by knockout," so to speak, by depleting over half of the ships present at the start of that board. But it's worth noting, it feels like the game will decide not to declare a knockout if the rebuild situation looks particular dire, like if you're about to be overwhelmed by grunts. The search for the Rampart's precise battle-winning formula continues.


Continue limits and effects

Rampart is designed around games that cost five credits to play. The game is much easier after you've continued the usual maximum of four times than if you're going for the holy grail of arcade gaming, a "one credit clear." I don't know if a one credit clear is reasonable to achieve, but I do know that two credit clears are possible, at least on Easy. But, how does the game get easier when you continue?


When you pay for a game continuation, the game says it's "with more firepower." Most obviously, when you continue, you start the new board with four cannons, instead of two or three. This requires you to change your strategy a bit: it's best to pick a home castle that can accommodate all those cannons without creating potential hard-to-fix situations, so prioritize placing away from permanent obstacles like water or screen edges.


In addition to this, the game will usually give you the "Easy bag" piece selection until you capture your first castle or ten pieces are given, and even then it'll switch to the Intermediate bag before going back to giving you the really big pieces. And for the next several rounds, flaming craters will last for only two rounds instead of three. You'll face fewer ships generally.


In addition, the game also gets easier in a significant and permanent way. Your cannons are actually upgraded for the whole rest of the game. The first two times you continue you can see this visually because your cannons will look different, a bit beefier, and their shots will actually travel faster! You don't have to lead your targets as much, which can actually mess you up if you aren't expecting it.


Most importantly, on continues three and four, while your guns don't look any different and appear to fire at the same speed, your cannonballs are actually more powerful, and each ship goes down after one (3 continues) or two (4 continues) fewer shots. That last state is significant: the dark Single-Sailed Ships in the late game will go down in just one hit, Double-Sailed ones only need two shots, and even Red Ships sink with just four hits. This, combined with the faster shots, allow you to obliterate lots of ships quickly, and let you get away with building fewer cannons, which in turn lets you keep your fortifications simple and easier to repair. Armed with this knowledge, the final Island map starts to seem possible.


Ship Target AI

It is known that enemy ships greatly favor firing at the "outside" walls, that is walls directly touching uncaptured terrain. Experimentation has revealed that, when a ship launches a cannonball, it only attacks wall pieces that directly adjoin the "outside," uncaptured terrain out of your territory. If you watch during a battle, there is a visual confirmation of this: the explosions from shots from enemy ships indicate the direction towards the outside air. This is why, frequently, walls completely enclosed by your terrain will survive Battles intact, and why thick walls (two blocks wide) seem to be a bit more durable.

However, there is a limit to this protection. Although it's not visually indicated, when a shot hits a wall, the game seems to update its internal map of what's in your territory or not, and this can open up interior walls to later cannonballs. Still, this effect seems to be limited, and it may be possible to take advantage of this behavior.

It is also known that the game slightly favors attacking walls towards the left side of the screen, and the higher the difficulty rises, the AI will go from leaving no space between shots (easy) to leaving two spaces (harder) to "checkerboarding" your walls, blasting holes precisely in every other space (hardest).



Surviving Grunts

A casual observer of Rampart will see a game of shooting ships and building walls. It usually takes a couple of rounds of play before the first grunts show up, which radically transform the nature of the game.


Grunts are why you can't just switch between unarmed castles forever without worrying about cannons. If you have no cannons you have no tool with which to prevent landings and their concomitant grunts, and an infestation of grunts, if you don't spend time fighting against it with guns and walls, will easily end your game. To use summer homes as a viable strategy, you much station some of your cannons at your summer homes, preferably early on in a board.


Players usually discover quickly that grunts will destroy castles they reach, but it's less obvious that they also destroy walls. Each grunt looks like a tiny battering ram. When battle begins, each grunt has a visible facing. A grunt will, at some time during that battle, destroy either a wall of castle if it is facing that object and adjacent to it. A castle or wall with an adjacent grunt that isn't facing it will not be destroyed.


You can shoot grunts during Battle, and this is often a good thing to do. Try to shoot grunts that are just about to reach a castle, to buy you a little extra time in the next Building phase. What is more, if a grunt is facing a castle, if you get off a quick shot at the grunt and it lands before it destroys the castle, the castle will survive!


It seems that, when a grunt is touching a castle at the start of Battle, it has a random amount of time before it gets around to torching it. Sometimes the castle burns almost immediately, sometimes it waits until nearly the end of Battle. If it's just one grunt threatening the castle, launching a shot at it at the start of battle, in an attempt to save it, is usually a good idea. Note that grunts above a castle are often hard to hit; the castle, blocking sight of much of the grunt, seems to block your shots. I'm not sure why this is. Sometimes the solution there is actually to aim at the top half of the castle, but sometimes it'll block your shot. Walls that block sight of grunts usually require two shots, one for the wall and one for the grunt.


The infuriating thing about grunts is that they move during Building and block your placements. They even seem to try to linger beneath pieces that are floating over them. But grunts are also blocked by your walls, so one thing you can do is place a guard wall against their advance. If you can hem them in to a narrow space around their landing, you can even keep their numbers down to manageable levels. Note however that even one surviving grunt is a threat, because as the move around and advance towards the nearest castle, they also multiply. Also note, grunts can sometimes sneak through diagonal gaps in walls, so make sure the barrier you build is solid.


There is one other way to destroy grunts. If you can surround them will walls they will perish immediately, with a very satisfying CRUNCH. It seems that the game doesn't award you points for doing this, but survival is reward enough. The biggest problem, besides the time spent in surrounding them, is that they tend to form solid, continuous barriers between castles and terrain features, making it difficult to surround either grunt or castle unless you manage to break through somehow.

Expert Advice



Summer Homes

To survive a round of Rampart, all that is necessary is to capture one castle. This can be anywhere on the board. It doesn't have to be your home castle, and it doesn't have to have any cannons near it. Capture a castle and you survive to the next Building phase.


The way the game is designed, you must sometimes abandon your home castle for one of these "summer homes," isolated castles away from the wreckage. Since as noted before, it's easier to build to repair, you can usually capture one of these without spending much time. If your home castle is surrounded by so much rubble that it looks impossible to save (or is impossible to save, it can happen), the sooner you switch to a summer home, the better off you'll be.


The Last Piece

On Easy settings, you have around 25 seconds to rebuild your wall. On Medium (default) settings, you have about 20, and less on Hard and Very Hard.


But there is one exception to this. When the clock hits zero, you are actually given about four seconds to place your last piece! Sometimes this extra time will allow you to find the perfect spot for your last piece, saving a round. Or, it might just give you extra mourning time after failing a round. Note however, that as long as you hold off on placing that piece, enemy Grunts will continue to advance towards your castles.


Weathering

"Weathering" is my name for the wall simplification process that happens after the end of the Building and Cannon phases. The game does a good job of hiding it with its screen wipe, but pay attention and it's easy to notice.


During Weathering, the game looks over the whole board and removes every wall block with less than two neighboring walls. That means loose single wall pieces that stick out of straight walls are eliminated, and any long, straight, single-block-wide walls shorten. Any single wall pieces standing on their own completely vanish. This happens both inside and outside of your captured territory. A consequence of this is, while it simplifies your walls, it never results in the loss of territory; any surrounded regions remain surrounded. (I leave the proof of this to you to figure out, but it's not hard to see intuitively.)


Weathering helps make room for cannons, increasing the chance that you get a stray 2x2 bit of surrounded ground after a tight building phase. It tends to reduce "clutter" on the board, places with just random pieces that don't do anything. Since this means more pieces will end up being able to fit any holes, it is largely a positive process. But because of weathering, any loose pieces you drop in the middle of a field somewhere, unconnected to anything, will almost completely disappear by the time the Battle rolls around. This is an important thing to keep in mind when placing decoy walls (for more on those, see below, yet again).


If you want an isolated section of wall to survive to the Battle phase, the easiest way to do it is to construct at least a 2x2 square. Such squares are weather-proof. They will never dissolve naturally, it takes cannonfire to break them up. Importantly, if those squares are completely inside your territory, then chances are enemy cannon fire won't hit them either! If you want them to go away, so as you give you more room for cannons, you may have to fire a shot at then yourself.


Importantly, while weathering is performed after the Building and Cannon phases, it is not performed immediately after battle when it would help the most.


Decoy Walls

You're on an advanced level, maybe a Peninsula or even the Island, you've managed to capture a castle, and you have some time left. Hooray! What do you do with it?


If it's an early round, I'd suggest going for another castle so you can put cannons there, to improve its utility as a summer home. But putting walls up around a castle also makes those walls a target, leaving rubble for the next Building phase and craters for up to the next three. A lot of this can make a castle difficult to recover when you need it most.


What I often do, if I don't really need a second castle right now, is use that time to build decoy walls. That is, just put walls out anywhere, as fast as you can, connecting with each other. Just do it away from your castles. The walls, so long as they aren't within enclosed territory, will cause the enemy ships to waste shots in shooting them, as the game doesn't distinguish between useful and useless walls. Each ship, on the average, gets off about 2.5 shots in a Battle. With a maximum of 16 ships at once, that's around 48 shots, some of them Red. The more of these shots aimed at useless structures, the better off your important walls will be.


You shouldn't just plop decoy walls down anywhere. Of course they should be away from castles, but you should try to connect them to each other, preferably in solid masses or long strings, to maximize their chances of surviving weathering. Solid masses have the disadvantage that the interior walls of the mass won't be an attractive target, so strings of walls, made of pieces joined end-to-end, are best.


Advance Fortifications

So the horrible has happened, and a Double-Sailed Ship is releasing grunts onto the land, and they're crawling their way towards the nearest castle. What to do about it?


If you can get to them right at the start of the Building phase, you might be able to enclose the point at which they embark. This is generally best, and if the place where a ship tries to leave grunts is completely filled with things like walls, it may not even be able to leave grunts at all.


If you can't get there in time, you can also just leave some individual pieces in their way, to slow their approach, or if the landing is near a castle, you might go ahead and start building your away from that castle before they reach it and make it unsaveable.


It is important to get the pieces placed as soon as possible, but placing them takes up valuable castle capturing time, so it's important to recognize what counts as a valid landing. Remember, ships can only drop grunts off at diagonal shorelines!


Summer Guns

Summer guns are kind of a mixture between summer homes and decoy walls. Instead of just building your decoys so that they attract fire, you actually surround a little 2x2 piece of territory, and put a cannon there.


The advantages to this is that, if the cannon is close to the shoreline, it can get shots off much faster, and tear into nearby ships. It's also a use for spare cannons produced by castles that you don't want to build nearly, increasing the area you must enclose to survive. On the other hand, such cannons take extra time to capture in the future, which is more effort relative to the advantage of retaking them.


Spontaneous Landings

The game has one dirty trick it likes to play on players on the final Island map. During the building phase, while you're focusing on survival and claiming territory to place cannons on, more enemy ships are arriving around the edges of the screen.


It happens that, on the Island map, one of the possible spawn locations for ships, down in the lower-left corner of the board, is itself within landing range of a diagonal bit of shore. If a Double-Sailed Ship generates there (and it's very likely), it actually counts as an immediate landing, and it'll begin generating grunts right then and there, in the middle of the Building phase.
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Spontaneous landing site

The location is not terribly close to your castles, but over time the grunts so produced can eventually cause lots of trouble. One possible counter is, as soon as the Building phase begins, to go down and place a piece so that it covers the square marked bright green in the image. This will prevent grunts from appearing if a Double-Sailed Ship is generated in the red circle. This isn't an essential move, but it could save you a fair amount of hassle.


On-target misses

Play Rampart long enough and you're bound to encounter occasions where shots that seem like they should be hits will actually miss their target. The hitboxes around ships appear to be a little wonky sometimes, especially at the end of a battle it seems. All I can suggest is, be prepared for occasions where shots that seem like they can't possibly miss to do so, once in a great while.


Piece Selection

About those building pieces. There's 13 different kinds of them in total. I name them:


[image: rampart_block_brick]


The "Block," a "Single," or a "One": a 1x1 square which can fit in any single empty space. It is the most flexible piece, able to fit in an empty spot even if there's stuff all around it. It can often be a lifesaver, but it can also be annoying to get if you're trying to cover ground quickly. It appears rarely even when difficulty is very high, but it's really best to limit, as much as you can, how much you rely on these pieces, as late in the game you'll be lucky to see one in an entire Building phase.
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A "Short," or a "Two": a 1x2 rectangle. This is the rarest piece, not appearing at all at all in the most advanced bags. A situation where you have a 1x2 gap that must be filled, where a Corner won't fit, will probably have to wait for two Singles in one Building round, which is very uncommon near the end of the game.
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A "Long," a "Bar," or a "Three": a 1x3 rectangle. This is probably the most generally useful piece, able to both cover distance and fill gaps that aren't too confined.
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The "Corner": three blocks placed in a shape forming a right angle. This is another early game staple that becomes rare later on.
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I call these "Ell" and "Jay", after the letters they resemble when turned the right way. When you start seeing these pieces, you can be sure you're no longer in the Easy piece bag.
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This is a "Tee." It's a fine piece, although that side bit sticking out usually gets in the way more than it helps.
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These are "Zig" and "Zag," respectively. "Zig" goes diagonally from the bottom-left to the upper right, like a slash: /. "Zag" goes from upper-left to bottom-right, like a backslash: \. These pieces, as well as Ell, Jay and Tee, always first appear in a horizontal orientation, a fact that an experienced player can use to rapidly lay down east/west walls.
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The "Big Zig" and "Big Zag" pieces are poorly suited to fine detail work, but are great for covering a lot of diagonal space. When you start seeing these, you know you're in the more advanced piece bags.
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The "Eww" is an annoying piece, like a T purposely designed to fit fewer places. This piece's awkward shape means sometimes it won't be able to completely seal a small gap.
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And finally this is a "Plus." It is exactly the same regardless of how you rotate it. It's is probably the least useful piece, but at least you don't have to fret about how to best turn it. Put it somewhere useful or dump it and move on to the next piece.


The smaller of these pieces, especially the Single, are great in cases where you need a tiny piece to fit. Unfortunately, the longer you survive, the less common these pieces tend to be. The largest of the pieces, especially Big Zig and Big Zag, are best for covering empty ground, quickly erecting long walls with few pieces. Nothing throws you off your building stride as much as getting one type when you need the other. You cannot skip pieces, but you can quickly place one out of the way so as to advance to a more useful piece, an operation we call "dumping."


In the more difficult levels, there will be times when you need a specific piece, most notoriously the 1x1 block, in order to capture a castle. A useful skill to develop is the ability to quickly scan your walls at the start of a Building phase, looking for places that need tight-fit pieces, so when they come up in the queue you can place it where it needs to go instead of wasting it in a spot when any piece will do.


Piece Bags

The game doesn't select pieces completely randomly, but is believed to hand you pieces from "bags," akin to the piece selection in more recent versions of Tetris. A bag is a set selection of pieces that are given to you in random order. It is known that there are at least three "bags" that the game can present, which I tentatively call the Easy, Intermediate and Advanced bags.


The Easy bag is the one you tend to get this at the start of the game and after a continue. It consists of 10 pieces: three Longs, three Shorts, two Corners and two Singles. This bag lasts either until you exhaust it or capture your first castle, at which time the game switches to the Intermediate bag. It contains 13 pieces, and although it's more resistant to interrogation, we think it contains 13 pieces: two Ells, two Jays, three Longs, two Corners, and one each of Zig, Zag, Tee, Short and Single.


Once it's exhausted, or the player captures another first castle in a round, you're switched to the Advanced bag. I'm still experimenting to figure out what it contains, but among hem could be: two Big Zigs, two Big Zags, two Tees, two Longs, two Corners, and one each of Eww, Jay, Ell, Zig and Zag. Notice there's no Single in there, but they're known to turn up in later bags, so the full story of Rampart's piece generation is yet to be written.


One Credit Clear (1cc)?

Can this feat be done? Using save states, I've finished Rampart on Easy using two credits to get a sense for the challenges involved. The game really picks up in difficulty starting on the peninsula level. The swarm of Red Ships on this level, combined with the constant distraction of sinking Double-Sailed Ships before they land, means you're almost doomed to be overwhelmed with flaming craters. The summer home strategy is a must for survival. Try to capture two castles on each of the first two rounds, so you'll have cannons to attach to every castle. It's not hard to surround a castle with no walls and few cannons or craters.


On Easy difficulty settings, I think a 1cc is possible with good luck. On Medium, I've gotten to the last level twice without continuing but then lost several times to the onslaught there. Attempts continue to be made, though.


The remaining notes all have to do with multiplayer mode.


Rising Multiplayer Difficulty

Although there's no grunts or craters, difficulty still increases in a game through piece generation. Also, after a completed multiplayer game of Rampart, winning players buying into a new multiplayer game will find their terrain containing one less starting castle than the others!


Point Squares

They're hard to see, but in a few places in each player's domain in multiplayer are these faintly flashing tiles that we call "Point Squares." If you capture them, you earn points, from 100 to 1,000. The amount you earn depends on how much territory is gained at the moment you enclose them. It doesn't matter how much terrain you've already enclosed; all that matters is how much you enclose with that last piece.


If you place a piece directly on a Point Square, it is lost, and if you enclose more than one Point Square at the same time, you only get credit for one. The act of getting bonus points might not seem like a big deal, but if all players survive through the Final Battle, score decides the winner, and a single Point Square is a nice bonus.


Mutiny

An invented variation that we used to play, back in the arcades when Rampart was new, was something we'd call "Build Up." In it, players made an informal agreement not to fire on each others' walls until the Final Battle. They'd spend the intervening rounds trying to capture all their castles and amassing as many cannons as they dared have at once.


The designers of Rampart, perhaps seeing how this would result in fairly long games, put in a correction for it. If players spend too many Battle phases without firing, their cannons will take the initiative on their own, and fire on their own at randomly-selected enemy walls! We called this act "mutiny," but there is a simple way to prevent it from happening. Just have each player pick an empty bit of field or some neutral water, and then rapidly tap the Fire button. This will prevent cannons from having any opportunity to fire their own shots.


Even if you decide not to hold off on hostilities until the final battle, it is an interesting variation on the game to purposely not fire cannons yourselves, letting your guns pick their own targets.


Destroying Cannons

It is not immediately obvious, but it is possible to destroy cannons in Battle scenes. This doesn't work in single-player, but you can destroy your own guns in multi-player. A destroyed cannon is completely useless; you can't shoot with it, and it still takes up space on your board. The only way to prevent enemies from shooting your cannons is to shoot their first, which is an unfortunate aspect of play.


This does mean the strategic choice is necessary: fire at walls or cannons? It takes more than a few shots to destroy a cannon, and while shooting them can make a player unable to fire back, that ultimately only means your own game becomes easier. Most of the time, we agreed not to shoot at cannons, feeling that it resulted in a better game, but I leave the question open as to whether that is true. Some ports of Rampart let players decide how many shots are needed to destroy a cannon, or if they're completely invulnerable.


Cannons that have been built but are not currently owned, curiously, are immune to fire.


Playing Rampart Today


Setting up MAME for Rampart

Something you should know if you're coming to this game through MAME instead of an official emulation or arcade-quality port (the Gameboy Color version especially). Rampart has not worked properly in MAME for ten years!


I know this first-hand, because I was the one who finally tracked down this long-standing bug. Because of a change in Atari "Slapstic" support from way back in version .124, Rampart tends to develop severe issues, leading to unplayability, on later levels. As of this writing the bug remains unfixed in current versions. Even if you went to version .123, note that it requires different rom files than more recent versions. It's been about three months since the issue was confirmed, and as of right now there is as yet no word on when it will be fixed.


Setting up Controls in MAME

Rampart was made more difficult in the arcade because its default format was a three-player trackball game. Trackballs are terrific for aiming at ships, but they're a little less optimal for piece placement, especially for a game like Rampart where a single wrong placement can easily turn a quick fix into a failed round.

It could be argued that mastering the trackball is part of the skill of playing Rampart. However, there is a joystick version of the game, which reverses the qualities: piece placement is now a snap, but aiming isn't nearly as quick and precise. With practice, I find that difficulty is easier for beginners the joystick version and keyboard input than with the trackball version and mouse input, but the differences diminish with experience. Being able to move the crosshairs and building pieces around rapidly with a mouse is very useful.


If you play the trackball version, it's essential that you set the game up to use a mouse as a trackball substitute. On MAME .123, this requires a special command line. Using the 64-bit version of MAME, from a command prompt window within its directory, enter:

vmame64.exe rampart -video gdi -mouse


You're not done yet. By default, you may find that Rampart's controls are unresponsive, unsuited for the sweeping movements needed to quickly aim at ships across the board. Press TAB while the game's running and configure the analog controls to your liking. You'll probably have to experiment a bit; my suggestion is to focus on the X and Y analog speed (set both to 50 or more) and sensitivity (120% or greater). Also, I've had trouble setting up mouse controls for Red and Orange players, so this may not be the best way to play multiplayer. Sadly, this version of MAME doesn't play well with my USB gamepad, so I've been unable to test the game out well in multiplayer.

Note, the joystick version of Rampart is the romset named ramprt2p. Even though it implies it's just for two players, there is a DIP switch that allows it to be configured for three players.


Midway Arcade Treasures


The next most accessible version of Rampart is in Midway Arcade Treasures compilations. It was one of the 20 games in the first collection, made for Gamecube, PS2 and the original Xbox. It's also in Midway Arcade Treasures Extended Play (no relation) for PSP. It was not included in the PC compilation Midway Arcade Treasures Deluxe. It may be in the first Midway Arcade Treasures for PC, but that goes for around $100 on Amazon. There is a downloadable Midway Arcade Treasures compilation for Xbox 360 [https://marketplace.xbox.com/en-US/product/Midway-Arcade-Origins/66acd000-77fe-1000-9115-d8025752082f], but Rampart, not typically regarded as a headline game, is not advertised as belonging to it. There is also Midway Arcade Treasures Origins for Xbox 360 and PS3, which does see to include Rampart, and that version is playable on an Xbox One through backwards compatibility.


The biggest obstacle to enjoying Rampart via official emulation, besides just getting ahold of it and hardware that matches it, is version/control mismatch. They all include the trackball version of the game, playable with the analog stick. It works well for battle but is hard to control (although doable) for building. The only place I know of that you can play the joystick version is through MAME.
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EXTRA:The Ports of Rampart

I don't know of many arcade games that have been ported as much as Rampart. In its era it got thirteen separate versions for consoles and home computers. Three of these were produced by Bitmasters, a porting company that sometimes worked with Atari Games subsidiary Tengen, and were programmed by Franz Lazinger, creator of Crystal Castles.


An interesting fact about Rampart ports is a good number have slightly different rules that, while subtle, still greatly change the nature of the game! Here are all the ports that I know of, and what's special about them:


NES


A solid port by Bitmasters, although its graphics and sound suffer a bit. Japanese Famicom/NES developers focused on the hardware enough that, by the time Rampart was released, they had learned to make it to amazing things. Their work was an art that took time and experimentation to develop, knowledge and skills that few Western developers, even proven ones like David Crane, had developed. NES Rampart has many of the flaws common to Western-made NES ports, like poor use of the system's palette and plain sound. It's a testament to the game's design that it's still very playable.


When double-sailed ships land (which they can do anywhere), they leave a Grunt immediately, during the battle. If you can shoot it before the battle ends, you can basically negate the landing, but if you shoot the ship but not the Grunt, it'll remain, and Grunts are very fast and dangerous here.


Something this version has in common with the SNES version is that pieces place very rapidly. The arcade version has a pause every time you place a piece that limits how fast you can drop them down, but the NES and SNES versions have a much shorter pause, which lets you really construct if you're prepared for it. That, combined with the gamepad being much faster for placing pieces than a trackball, tends to make Building phases a lot easier than in the original game.


Cannon shots seem to be unusually fast in this version, and you always start a level with three. To make up for it, enemy ships are correspondingly fast, especially on the highest difficulties. I can vouch that the game is beatable though, even on its hardest setting. Ships are represented as sprites during battle, which limits the number the NES can display on-screen at once.


An interesting thing is that, after you finish the final level, the Island, you get a special bonus level where the leader of the enemy fleet comes ashore on a ship under a white flag to negotiate surrender! No other version has this endgame, to my knowledge. You still get to select a home castle and place cannons, though, and, if you choose, you can sink the ship. Me, I've always let the ship land, so I don't know how the ending (just a screen full of text) changes if you blast it.


Famicom

Hoo boy, I bet there's an interesting story behind this. It's a good demonstration of the differences between the best Japanese and American developers at the time, not only in Famicom graphics and sound style, but in game design ideals. Because this incredibly weird version of Rampart is not a rerelease of the Bitmasters NES port, but an entirely new game developed by Konami. It's Rampart remade in their image, right down to using a little Konamiman sprite on the title screen!


The differences are extreme. The game has probably been changed as much as it could be and still basically be Rampart. Gone is the medieval setting, replaced by a set of four different scenarios depending on difficulty: from WWII military in the tutorial, to Little Red Riding Hood on Easy mode, to classical fantasy with Greek influences for Medium, and the Japanese Sengoku period (which is pretty appropriate) on hard.


It'd be easier to list all the play similarities than differences. The original game's calculated randomness is replaced by a series of set scenarios, often with special rules. Instead of there being the sea with ships and the land, enemy units walk around on land during battle, and often tramp directly over your walls. Since there's no separation between the sea and your land, Grunts (which get different names on each board) only appear situationally, and are rarely a big problem.


Victory conditions change a lot (and are difficult to make sense of if you don't speak Japanese), but generally you have to wipe out all the enemies in a board or reach a target score before a turn limit expires, which ends the game. A password system lets you save your progress, which makes sense since the game is a lot more specific, more situational, and just longer than the original. Infuriatingly, a trick the game loves to play is watching you get right up to a target score or enemy depletion, then have a cutscene occur that moves the goalpost back, sometimes hugely. It's a trick that gets old fast, and the game does it a ton, especially on Hard.


It's not bad, but it's so different from the arcade game that it's hard to directly compare. The different scenarios eradicate the distinctive theme that was so much of the arcade experience, and the removal of randomness decreases replayability a lot. Some players will immediately prefer it, but I find it lacks compared to the arcade game and superior ports. But it's worth trying at least, if just to demonstrate how different a Japanese version of a US-designed game could be.


Sega Master System

I had never heard of this release until I saw video of it on YouTube. Instead of Bitmasters it was made by "Developer Resources."Here's video from YouTube. I assumed it had never been released, but a blog article accompanying that video (http://retro-spill.blogspot.com/2014/08/rampart-sega-master-system.html) reveals a box and instruction manual, so it must have been published somewhere.


Lots of Western Master System games have bad sound, but much of this game is played to silence, and what sound there is is literally just beeps and bangs. It's a tremendous shame for a game originally with such distinctive audio. As for gameplay, ships move slowly and move forward in jerks instead of sailing smoothly, and they take far too many hits to destroy, and you get way too many cannons. This is possibly the worst port of all, please avoid it.


Gameboy


Until the Famicom version came to light, this was the weirdest version of Rampart, another remade version produced in Japan, this time from Jaleco. Particularly baffling is the abandonment of the ships in single-player. Instead of sea and a shoreline, there's a river. On the other side of the river are knights who wander around, throwing cannonballs, it is presumed, at your walls, along with mobile siege towers. They don't make an effort to approach your land but instead just bounce around nonsensically. Their movement is fairly quick, and chaotic enough that you don't so much lead your target but spray shots around where you think the enemy might go, playing percentages.


One concerning thing about this version is that craters (the shots thrown by the knights) don't seem to go away. You also select a character before the game, which affects how complex the pieces you get are and, I think, how fast your shots travel. During the rebuild phase, you get what seems like ages to build out your territory, although you only get three castles to capture.


On the Gameboy it's a given that the graphics aren't going to be much like the arcade. Other than a pointless title theme, it at least tries to follow the arcade game's theme music. Still, give this one a pass. It's not a representative Rampart experience.


Gameboy Color

This port has a splash screen from Digital Eclipse, implying there's some kind of emulation happening, even though that seems fairly ludicrous considering the arcade game ran on a 68000 processor while the Gameboy Color used a Z80. Mike Mika of Digital Eclipse claims that this port was made using many tricks, and access to the arcade game's source code, making this an unusually accurate port. The graphics are in color, but greatly simplified compared to the arcade original. The music seems to be a sampled version of the arcade theme which, although staticy, is acceptable given the hardware. The title screen art seems to be lifted from the Lynx version.


Lynx


This one appears to have been ported in-house at Tengen. The credits screen list as one of two programmers a name I hadn't seen in a long time: Eric Ginner. Is this the same Eric Ginner who, in the classic arcade era, was a noted master of Centipede and other games? I do not know. It'd be some coincidence if it was not. Music was done by LX Rudis, a name that should be familiar to Atari fans. LX Rudis is still kicking around it seems.He has a homepage.


This is a very good port overall, it plays very closely to the arcade and I couldn't catch any substantial deviations from arcade behavior. Other than emulations and/or the GBC version, this seems to be the closest to the arcade version, but it doesn't contain any extra features. It's the arcade game, and that's about it. I don't know if three-player games are possible with networked Lynxes, but it'd be awesome if it was.


The sad thing about portable ports of games these days is that there's usually a better console port out there, and even phones can now emulate basically any game hardware released before 1995, so unless you have a physical Lynx and Rampart cart in your possession, there's little reason to play this port. Still, if you feel the need, it's a solid and faithful version of the arcade original. There are still a couple of changed rules though: any ship can drop off Grunts, and they can do it even on non-diagonal shorelines. Fortunately, they're slower and far less numerous in this version.


GBA

A fairly late release, bearing a 2005 copyright date and sharing a cartridge with a port of Gauntlet. Splash screens allow us to blame DSI Games and EC Interactive Games for this terrible port. The music is outright annoying in places (the same repetitive drumbeat plays throughout the way-too-long rebuild phase), there's a bad pause after you place a piece, and the graphics don't change all the way when battle mode begins.


In gameplay, new ships arrive in battle phases even when you've cleared them all out, and, shockingly, Grunts not only get left immediately when a double-sailed ship lands, but even start moving around during the battle. This can even happen during home castle selection! This just isn't a good version. When your port of a game is outclassed by a port of it for the previous generation of hardware, you've not done much of a job.


SNES


This ties with the DOS port as the best non-emulated version of Rampart. Bitmasters must have handled this version with extra care, for it sure does show. The development polish that was left out of the NES version is back here, with style to spare.


Notably, the game is split into two versions, "Normal" and "Super." Normal is generally meant to follow the arcade game, although without the map selection. Also, every board, not just the last one, is an island conceptually, although ships still attack from their customary directions. Some Mode 7 flash is used to present each board, which is impressive the first couple of times you see it, then thankfully can be fast-forwarded through by holding a button.


The highlight here, though, is Super mode, which consists of 16 scenario-style boards with lots of cool wrinkles in them. There's boss fights, bonus rounds, and some huge, sprawling boards! I mean, seriously, there's some huge islands to defend here, so big that you'll sometimes forebear fast-forwarding that Mode 7 zoom-in so you can get a glimpse of where the enemy ships are!


One thing that's common throughout this version, which is really a significant play difference, is that, for some reason, only one enemy ship can move at a time! Given the huge distances that sometimes come into play in some Super boards, it was possibly a necessary gameplay change to give players a chance against those huge fleets, but when you get down to the last ship it can be maddening to corner it somewhere and hit it with the necessary shots. And on all boards with ships, you must completely wipe out the enemy fleet; even one surviving ship means you must keep going. A single ship can't do much to damage your walls, so often you have time to capture lots of castles. Another change is that every board has a turn limit. When you're two turns away from reaching it, the introductory crawl will warn DANGER, one turn away it'll repeat the message, and on the last battle, if you fail to destroy the last ship, it's instant Game Over as your shores are suddenly overwhelmed by a horde of Grunts.


There's a number of other minor tweaks to the rules. Sometimes you get weird pieces in Super Mode, for instance. Craters don't last a set number of rounds, but each has roughly a 50/50 chance of disappearing each round.


Another thing Super mode adds, which extends to Two-player mode, is some extra game elements. There are randomly-placed rocks that cannot be built on, which must be destroyed with shots to get them out of the way. There's sometimes swamp spaces, which also can't be built upon, but are cleared up for good the first time their territory is surrounded. There are also Huts, or Houses, little yellow squares on the board that can be captured for lots of points, but if a piece is built atop one it both leaves a hole in the wall and generates a Grunt to harass you!


You also have new choices to make in the Cannon phase; by placing the Rotate button, you can choose to build a 3x3 Super Cannon that fires the fiery red cannonballs launched by flagships! Strategic use of these can obliterate human opponents, and what's more, they cannot be destroyed themselves. You can also build one Propaganda Balloon per round, another 3x3 item. It disappears from your board at the end of the next battle, but in the meantime lets you convert one enemy cannon (or ship in single-player) to your side! It'll join your armaments during successive battle phases. In response, the afflicted side can Propaganda it back over on a later turn, or just destroy the traitorous object. By the by, this is the only home version that (in normal mode) uses the multiplayer arcade's point square mechanic.

Building with the gamepad in this version is extra sharp, and with practice you can claim large sections of board quickly.


Even the sound is terrific, and actually follows the arcade game better than the MAME emulation, which greatly over favors the drums in the music. This is a hugely entertaining port, and beside the DOS version, the only alternate version of Rampart that manages to build on the arcade game in positive ways. It doesn't replace the arcade game by any means, but it stands beside it as a supplement. It's a neglected SNES classic that deserves attention! This also means that it's pretty hard to find. If you see one of these used, jump on it!


Mega Drive/Genesis

I root for the Mega Drive often when it comes up against the SNES, but the plain fact is, if a game has a version available for both systems, 90% of the time the SNES will do it better. (The only exception I can think of off the top of my head is Might & Magic II, which got a sterling MD/Genesis adaptation.)


Rampart is no different. While the graphics and play of this version are about the same as the arcade, the music and sound is much more subdued. Rampart without those stirring sampled drums and FM fifes just doesn't feel the same. Other than that it seems to be a competent port. The Bitmasters name is not on this one, so whoever the nameless developers of this version are, my hat is off to you. If only you had been able to hire a good sound programmer….


Commodore 64


Like they say, it's amazing the dog can talk at all. Sometimes forgotten these days is that the C64 had a weird and shadowy second life long after most of the world decided it was obsolete, and in Europe especially, it got commercial releases long after you'd have thought possible. Some of these games are particularly sad NES and arcade ports, usually with one or two really good SID-powered theme songs, but otherwise lacking in almost every way, missing major features like most of the levels or the ability to fight more than one enemy at a time.


It is in this period that Rampart got a port for the Commodore 64. (It is not to be confused with Ramparts, an entirely different game.) The graphics are okay but there's little music, which is extra sad really because there's little here, really, the C64 couldn't handle. The gameplay is okay, although advanced pieces never seem to appear, it's difficult to aim quickly and hard to tell ships apart. I'd like to tell you more, but it crashed for me on the third level. Up until that point, it seemed like it was a lot harder to deal with grunts and prevent landings. At least it claims to support three players, although I'm not sure how.


MS-DOS

Along with the SNES version, this is the other standout port, and it's also made by Bitmasters. It doesn't have the huge levels of the SNES version's Super single-player game, but it's got Super Cannons and Propaganda Balloons in multiplayer, some of its special space types as well, supports three players, and adapts well to EGA graphics (which is the only version of Rampart where you can end up playing for Purple Army). And mouse controls are the ideal way to play the game, combining the quick movement of trackballs with some of the precise piece placement of joystick controls. The music is very good here too; only the arcade and SNES versions sound better.


Amiga & Atari ST


The Amiga and Atari ST versions are similar to each other in gameplay and appearance. The Amiga port edges out the ST version, although both have this thing where the "Fire!" sample in "Ready, Aim, Fire!" gets reused in "Cease fire!" even though it doesn't match the sound clip. The ST version seems to play a lot more slowly than the Amiga version. I notice, watching video of the Amiga version, that you don't have much of a grace period for the final piece in a Rebuild phase.
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Cadash

One of the least-suited genres for arcade play, the RPG, made into a unique and fun experience by Taito. This is a walkthrough that also serves as a design examination.
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Action, shooting, driving and racing were all prominent early genres for arcade gaming. Action-adventures (like Metroid and Zelda), pure adventures (Infocom, point-and-click games) and especially RPGs didn't catch on so much in arcades. In particular, RPGs especially are a weird genre there, because they're so generally unsuitable. CRPGs, in the classic form, are not real-time games; they're mostly too long for arcade play; they usually need to display character stats, inventory and magic in an unobtrusive way and that doesn't delay the game too much; they should allow players to use items and magic at will without bulking up the control panel with tricky-to-use and expensive controls; and arcades are not usually considered to be venues supportive of storytelling.

But because of all these things, and the efforts of ingenious designers to overcome them, many arcade experiments with RPG gameplay end up being really interesting! Grafting experience systems, especially, onto fast-action game types like platformers tends to produce quite unique games. Due to the special needs of the genre, all kinds of trade-offs have to be made, not the least of which being that RPGs usually expect players to be able to sit and contemplate their actions, while arcade games must constantly be pushing games towards a conclusion, so that more people can put money in.


Cadash might be the purest melding of arcade play and RPGs there is. It is a genuine, full-featured role-playing game, with NPCs to talk to, unique items to find, cool places to explore, subquests, strategy and character advancement. It can be played cooperatively with other players, like a D&D adventure. And it can be finished in less than 45 minutes. It is wonderful.

You have four classes to choose from, and each must be played differently from the others to be successful.



Character Classes
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Fighter



	Reasonably fast character growth, but gains no spells.


	Three attacking moves: stab, overhead slash and jumping underthrust (think of Link's downstab in Zelda II).


	The most expensive, in terms of gold, class to play. They have the most individual pieces of equipment to purchase. In the final shop they have four items to buy! Generally though you'll have enough money to afford it all.


	The second most-difficult class to play solo.









In the midgame the Fighter picks up the Fire Sword, which shoots fireballs. This is a substantial advantage for this character, who otherwise doesn't have a missile attack at all. The major drawback of is that the Fighter doesn't really keep it all that long (for the duration of Area Three presuming he upgrades at earliest chance), and the power of the fireball (not the sword itself) doesn't increase as the Fighter gain levels.

Yet, Fighter gets great Attack, Defense and Agility increases, making him a good all-around character, but that still requires a fair bit of technique to master. It's not really a good choice for beginners.

The Fighter is fast and has good defense. Their short range (when without fireballs) demands that they stay in the front lines in a group.

[image: cadash_mage]



Mage



	Has the fastest character growth. It's not hard for Mages to reach maximum level by the end of the game.


	Strangely, Mage has the same three attack moves as the Fighter, including the down stab (though with a staff instead of a sword).


	Probably the least expensive class in the game. In the final shop, it has nothing to buy at all!


	The Mage is likely the hardest class to play alone.









The Mage plays surprisingly similar to the Fighter in basic ability. It has the same attacking moves, and even has a fireball-shooting weapon for about the same time as the Fighter.

And yet, the Mage is substantially harder to play, indeed it's probably the hardest character in the game to complete on one credit. Mage doesn't have the advantage of Fighter's natural statistic increases, nor the comfortable range of Fighter's sword.

Mage's counter to all these flaws is that it's the only class capable of casting attack magic, but even that comes with a fatal flaw: a number of enemies in the game, including two tough types of opponents in the final area, are completely immune to it. Basically, any enemies that are either undead or colored blue will take no damage at all from any of Mage's spells, requiring players to rely on that weak, short-ranged staff to make it by. On the plus side, none of the game's bosses are immune to magic, and the Mage can demolish them in this way, sometimes in as little as one spell.

The Mage's final staff upgrade (bought in Area Four) is especially important, since it grants automatic MP regeneration. The only other way to get magic points back is to either stay at an Inn (which can be expensive in the late game) or to die and continue.

In a group, it's best to let the other characters defeat normal monsters, and save most of your fearsome powers for bosses.


Mage Spells (official names are unknown, these are invented)

To use magic (for both Mage and Priest), hold down the Attack button. A balloon will appear over your character indicating the current spell, along with the number of magic points you have left. It'll cycle through your spells, as long as you hold it down. When you release the button, either you'll cast the spell, or a message will appear saying you lack the magic points. Magic maxes out at 255 MP at level 20.

	Fireball (Mage begins game with it, 1 mp) – Fires straight ahead. Quickly outclassed, for the midgame the Mage even gets a weapon that provides this effect for free. For pretty much the whole game, this spell is just wasted time on the way to better magic.


	Swarm of Daggers (level 2, 2 mp) – Daggers fly around the screen and hang around for a few seconds. Cheap and powerful, this is an excellent bread-and-butter spell.


	Liquid Fire (level 4, 4 mp) – Pours onto the ground in the direction you're facing and follows it for a good distance. May be useful against Ropers and Mudmen, but there's other, cheaper stuff to use.


	Magic Circle (level 7, 6 mp) – expands outward from your position, damaging enemies within range. Use this against bosses until you get Lightning Bolt.


	Lightning Bolt (level 11, 10 mp) – Flies around then focuses on enemies visible on-screen. Use this against later bosses.


	Explosion (level 20, 40 mp) – Greatly damages enemies on-screen. It's main drawback is that it's only obtained at maximum level. At maximum level, by the way, the Mage will have 255 magic points, enough to cast this six times. The same full tank can handle 25 Lightning Bolts. Mainly useful to use against the final boss.
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Priest



	Pretty slow character growth. Priests generally don't need high levels to finish the game, however, as their spells, used right, are extremely useful.


	The Priest's attacks are unique. Her spring-loaded flail attacks out in a straight line in any of eight directions, and has great coverage of the whole screen. Her weapon is also the only one that can always attack through walls, which is useful for grinding experience (but not gold) in places where enemies cannot reach you.


	Pretty cheap as far as equipment goes, giving her lots of excess money for herbs and time extensions.


	Once you know how to play her, Priest is probably the easiest character to solo.









The Priest is awesome. Her weapon, while not super powerful, has amazing range, especially in its upgraded versions. Near the end of the game it's essentially a missile weapon, but additionally can pierce enemies and strike several in a line.

Her defense is also fairly good, but where the Priest really shines is in her spells. She has a number of game-breaking abilities that nearly blow the game open. Compared to the Mage, her spells are much more expensive, and she rarely can use very many before running out of magic, but their defensive nature and long-lasting effects make up for it. Since Priests only get their magic back after an Inn stay or continuing, it's a good idea to use up all your remaining magic on a Barrier and Sand Clock spells before paying cash.


Priest Spells



	Minor Healing (Priest begins game with it, 12 mp) – Despite what the screen says, this heals 16 hit points to the caster.


	Antidote (level 4, 2 mp) – This cures the Poisoned condition. It only works on the Priest. There's enough free antidotes in the game that you shouldn't need this in ordinary play, but it might help if you get poisoned while building experience fighting Red Spiders in the Rock Elemental area.


	Barrier (level 6, 20 mp) – Surrounds the Priest with a protective barrier. This guards against damage done by enemies, water and fire. This is a terrific spell, light on magic usage yet capable of surviving multiple blows even from the final boss. This should be your go-to defense spell, as it is much more efficient, in terms of results over magic consumed, than either of the healing spells.


	Sand Clock (level 12, 30 mp) – Once you learn to use Barrier, this should be the only other spell you use. Its amazing power is that it adds more time to the game clock, 40 seconds under the Japan/US rules, a full minute in the World version. In a "normal" game, where people are dying all the time, the game clock will probably never become a factor (it's reset to eight minutes if not greater upon continuing), but if a group is seeking to decrease their coin outlay, or even go for a one-credit clear, then more game time means more time for grinding experience levels. That can change the final boss fights from slogs to short work. After charging your Barrier, always cast as many Sand Clocks as you can before visiting an Inn, as the extra time persists for the rest of the game.


	Greater Healing (level 16, 70 mp) – Restores 64 hit points, but costs enough magic that the Barrier is usually the better choice. If you have time to spare, even Minor Healing is a more efficient converter from magic to hit points.
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Ninja



	Ninja has the slowest character growth.


	Alone among all the characters, Ninja always uses missile weapons, choosing to throw shuriken or knives at monsters instead of swinging a blade, staff or flail. He can do this in any of eight directions.


	Ninja has average equipment costs.


	He starts out weak, but once you get used to him the speed and flexibility of his attacks make Ninja an easy character to play. He is especially strong if you grind for levels, for his attacks soon make short work of Earth Elementals.









Ninja has the highest Agility, which directly affects running speed, making him the character of choice for speed runs. He is also the best character to use in attempting to reach the Gnomes' secret chamber.

The issue with Ninja is that he almost demands some grinding to become powerful. If you kill each enemy only once in Area 1, he'll gain his second level upon the defeat of the Black Pudding at the end of the area. Even with grinding, it's very hard to get Ninja to maximum level (20) before the end of the game.

The good thing about him is that he gains power satisfyingly quickly with grinding. It feels almost like the character was included as a bonus to players who do Krakenskip. The only issue is, if you skip Kraken but find you don't have enough gold for the Triple Shuriken at the hidden Weapon Shop in Area 2, you'll probably be surprised to find that your weapons don't do any damage at all to the Rock Monsters!

Note, there is a bug with some versions of Cadash where often Ninja scores won't be entered into their scoreboard.


The Classes, Ordered From Least To Most


Difficulty: Priest, Ninja, Fighter, Mage


Speed of Growth: Ninja, Priest, Fighter, Mage


Range: Mage (without magic), Fighter, Priest, Ninja, Mage (with magic)


Gold Cost to Equip: Mage, Priest, Ninja, Fighter


Movement Speed: Mage, Priest, Fighter, Ninja





Walkthrough


Area One: Deerzar & Caverns
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A. Quest Begins, Medical Herb and Gold
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Your quest begins here, with the King of Deerzar giving you the lowdown on the evil Baarogue, who has kidnapped "my daughter, the princess," Sarasa. Huh, that's not suspicious at all. Anyway, go rescue her, traveler(s)! Two treasure chests in the room (which automatically open as you approach) contain some starting gold and a medical herb. Herbs automatically restore ten hit points when you run out, which is a very useful reprieve. In the easier World version of the game, Herbs only cost 20 gold in shops and you can carry up to eight of them! In the harder Japan and US versions, they cost 200 gold, and you're limited to four.



There are people in the room here, and in the following room and outside. They provide basic adventuring tips and background information. The fact that this stuff is presented so quickly, and optionally, is terrific; I know it's because it's an arcade game, but I wish more JRPGs were like this. For your first game, feel free to indulge in this flavor text. If you're speedrunning or going for a one credit clear, listening to them consumes valuable time. Throughout this walkthrough, I mention every place where it's important to talk to a character to advance.


B. Orcs & Green Slimes
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You encounter your first enemies here, club-carrying Orcs. They're simple opponents, without much danger or nuance to them. Many enemies in the game have stronger, palette-swapped forms that appear later on, but not Orcs, this is the only time in the whole game you face them. Enjoy their friendly, pig-snouted faces while you can. Since they're easy to defeat for any character and beating them carries little risk, a little bit of grinding here might help out later, but don't waste to much time.


The nice thing about the arcade format applied to an RPG is that it takes a mindless and time-consuming aspect of play, grinding for experience and gold, and, because of the time limit, makes it into an element of strategy. Do you spend some of that precious time here build up experience, or do you do it later where you'll get many more experience points per second? Orcs are pitiful in terms of experience, but it'll help you beat the area boss faster. You also encounter Green Slimes here, which drop from the ceiling as you approach, but they're even weaker.


C. Moving Platforms Over Water
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While it isn't the focus of play, technically Cadash is a platformer, and here you have to do a bit of platforming. Ride the moving platforms across the water to the other side. If you fall in, it's important not to panic, just try to walk to the left through the water and you'll escape easily.


Due to a quirk of the engine, the water damages you at specific, periodic moments, and always throws you backwards, away from the direction you're facing, when it happens. It's possible to take advantage of that by turning around the moment the damage happens, propelling you where you want to go! In any case, the water only does two points of damage each time, so it's actually the weakest of the threats you'll face in the first area. Even the bats that menace you above do more damage, meaning it's possible to fall into the water and end up better off than a player who didn't fall in.


After the pond comes sword-and-shield wielding Skeletons. Attack them low to get past their defenses. If you're playing a Mage, this is the first enemy you'll face that your magic is useless against, so swing your staff at them. Remember, the rule is that Mage magic cannot harm either undead or blue-colored enemies.


D. Hidden Medical Herb
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The monster skeleton in the background here hides a secret. If you strike it with a weapon five times (it makes a clang sound that indicates something is happening), a medical herb will appear! There are secrets like this throughout the game, of varying levels of usefulness. This one is fairly handy, and might be just what you need to save a credit when fighting the Black Pudding later.


E. Eyeball Traps

Cadash has a number of evocative hazards to menace you. Here, huge eyeballs blink out of the stone in the background then roll at you! Your weapons cannot harm them; the intended solution is to jump onto one of the vines around here, climb up, and let it pass by. Note that the eyes are not immune to the Mage's spells; his Swarm of Daggers spell can destroy them easily.


F. Yellow Spiders
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Yellow Spiders attack here. They're the first enemy type with a missile attack; they pause, then shoot a blob of web straight ahead of them before charging at you. The pause is your signal that you should wait a half-second, then jump straight up. Priest and Ninja can attack diagonally downwards to get a hit in while in the air, but all classes should be able to defeat them upon landing.


G. Falling Rocks & Bats
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An erupting volcano in the background here launches rocks forward at you. As long as you're observant and only push forward when the way is clear, the rocks shouldn't be too much of a problem. Worse are the bats that sine-wave their way in near the end of this section.


H. Boss: Black Pudding
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A fallen soldier here warns you that a dangerous opponent is ahead. That is the Black Pudding, the first boss. Composed of a mass of little blobs animating in concert, it's quite a striking visual effect. The pudding has two attacks. First, it sticks to the ceiling and drops little blobs at you, that bounce high along the ground. Second, it drops to the ground and do a rapid leap over you head to get to your other side, and then does shallow, low bounces at you. Keep your cool and keep attacking, and it's not hard to beat it taking little or no damage. Collect the gold it leaves behind then exit through the door in the background.


I. Way From La Heim

When you're fighting the Black Pudding, you might notice that the wall doesn't extend all the way to the ground at the right side of the screen. This is because, when playing Cadash with two linked-together cabinets, players three and four have their own alternate first level, La Heim, and the Black Pudding room is where the two areas join, with the other players entering through the right-hand side. We'll discuss this area, and tell you how you can play it, later.


Note, after beating the Black Pudding, you must talk to the man in the blue robe to open the way to the Gate to Marinade. You must complete his whole conversation; it's possible to abort it on its last page, which doesn't count as finishing it!


Area Two: Marinade & Tunnels
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You enter this area inside one of the houses of Marinade; you only reach Marinade proper once you exit the house. The timer is only refreshed once that happens.


A. Inn A
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This is the first of the game's three Inns. Inns are important: staying at one refills your health to maximum (Elixirs and spending a credit are the only other things that can do this) and also replenishes your magic, if any. High-level Mages get magic back over time, but Priests only get it back this way or by spending a credit.


The price of staying at an Inn increases with each stay. The price goes up throughout the game and affects all inns, not just the one you stay at. In the easier World version, the price changes go: 50, 200, 1000, 5000,. In the harder Japan and US versions, it goes 50, 200, 1000, 6000, 30000. This usually means you get one or two fewer maximum inn stays on the harder versions.


B. Equipment Shop A

This is the first equipment shop in the game. In Cadash, all your upgrades come from shops; there are no findable weapons or armor pieces anywhere. The game is designed so that you'll probably have enough gold to buy all your character's upgrades by the time you reach each shop without having to grind. Note, if you're planning on going to the second Equipment Shop early (see further below), the Warrior and Ninja weapons here do not have to be bought, as they'll be replaced by the weapons you get there.


Warrior can buy a sword and armor here, Mage, a staff and robe, Priest can get a great long-range flail, and Ninja can get butterfly knives that attack through walls.


C. Information

This house contains an old woman who tells you about the area boss, the Kraken, and asks you to rescue her adopted daughter who was given to it as a sacrifice. You don't actually have to speak to her, or anyone else in town, to progress with the game, although the woman's dialogue when you rescue her assumes you've talked to her.


D. Item Shop A
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This is the first general item shop. Like all the item shops, it sells Medical Herbs, Antidotes and Sand Clocks. In the World version, Medical Herbs cost 20 gold each and you can carry up to eight. In the Japan and US versions, they cost 200 and you're limited to four, which is a substantial difficulty increase. You can fill up on Herbs in the World version for less than the cost of one in the others! The increased cost means buying Herbs can actually cause you to not have enough to buy better equipment in the second Equipment Shop if you skip right to it.


Antidotes cost 40 in all versions. Cadash has far more than enough findable Antidotes, hidden and in chests, to get a single player through the game, but it's possible to get poisoned before you reach the first, so cautious play might have you buying one here. Priests have a cheap spell to cure poison, but it only works on herself. Sand Clocks bought in shops extend the timer by one minute, but their price goes up as you buy more in a similar way as Inns. In all versions, the pricing progression is 50, 70, 100, 200, 500, 700, 1000, 2000, 5000, 30000.


E. Flooded Alternate Path
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Here, the path diverges. The left is the obvious way to go, where frogs and trolls await. Down is a flooded area, and as players probably discover in the first area, water damages you.


However, water doesn't damage you much, and the flooded area isn't very long. With what amounts to two Medical Herbs (the exact number found in the game naturally up to this point), you can get through the water alive. It even protects you a bit: while you're flickering from water damage, you can't be hurt by the only enemy in that section.


There are multiple reasons you might choose to do this. First, within the flooded section is an invisible passage to a hidden treasure chest containing the Magic Lamp, which I'll describe later. Second, in this area is a second Equipment Shop, selling powerful upgrades for all four characters. Third, this section contains the Gate to the next area. As it turns out, there is only one place in the game after this where water immunity, the game progression reason for beating the Kraken, matters at all, and it's short enough that the player can just muscle through it. Thus, practically all of the Tunnels beneath Marinade is optional terrain. The player can skip all that, either for speedrunning purposes or to use the extra game time to grind for experience and gold fighting in the next area, where players can advance to high levels in a few minute.


Or, players may decide to just dip into the Gate, immediately claiming the time bonus, then come back through, go back through the water, and do the second area normally, with the advantage of the extra time and equipment from the shop. If this is what is desired, there is another hidden Medical Herb at the bottom of the vine to the left of the Gate.


That's a lot of gameplay depth exposed by a small level design choice. Note, if you do decide to move on and grind in the forest, be sure to have upgraded your weapons as far as you can in the two weapon shops in this area. If you haven't, there's a good chance your weapons won't even affect the upcoming enemies!


F. Frogs & Trolls
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Continuing along the obvious path, Frogs and Trolls show up along this route, both enemies that appear nowhere else. Trolls both throw bones at players in an arc and, being blue creatures, are immune to the Mages' spells. Frogs must be attacked low, and can be hard to hit if one doesn't use the sloped terrain here to their advantage. Neither are very dangerous though.


G. Grasping Traps
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Two sets of Grasping Traps are here, huge brick hands that come up out of the ground and try to smack the player. They follow a set pattern and aren't really that hard to avoid, but they're certainly well-animated!


H. Gold, Safe Grinding Location
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A treasure chest here contains some gold. What's more, the Priest's flail and the Ninja's butterfly knives and shoot upward through the bridge here and kill frogs and trolls with no danger to themselves, worth a few extra experience points.


I. Hidden Items: Herb, Antidote, Herb, Gold

[image: Screenshot]


Each of the four steps on the way down this way has a hidden item above it: some Gold, an Antidote and a total of two Medical Herbs. This is more valuable when playing on the Japan/US version, where Herbs are quite expensive.


J. Slimes & Ropers
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White Slimes hang on the ceiling, drop as you get near and leap at you. They're tougher than the Green ones in the first area, and depending on experience and/or character may take two hits to kill. They have a chance of poisoning you on contact. "Ropers" are the name for the tree-like enemies that quickly sprout out of the ground in front of you and fire shots in your direction. It seems like they take extra hits to kill, but they're actually not hugely tough; they are programmed so that they are immune to damage for about a second after they appear. Because of this, they will always get at least one shot off at you before you can kill them. The way to avoid taking damage is to get the timing down so that you jump immediately before they shoot, which will cause them to miss you. Then attack quickly (diagonally in the air if possible) so they don't get a second try. Unfortunately, low ceilings make it almost impossible to avoid damage in a couple of places. The Fighter might be able to block the shot with his shield.


K. Ropers & Yellow Wasps

Yellow Wasps and Ropers make for an annoying combination. Wasps can fly horizontally to attack you even from off-screen. Jumping attacks work best. Fighters can try to swat them down with their overhead attacks, but if they're taking more than one hit to kill it may not be worth it. This is a good place for a Mage to use Swarm of Daggers.


L. Boss: Kraken
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The Kraken has two tentacles that wave around and fire blobs of water at you. They tend to come at an angle that makes it difficult to jump over them. If you jump at the right moment you might cause them to miss, but I find that difficult to pull off. Since the tentacles tend to fire from lower down, beneath the bridge you're standing on, it can help to approach them and back off when a shot approaches.


To defeat the Kraken, you must destroy both tentacles. Characters with weapons that can penetrate walls, like the Priest, have a bit of an advantage. Regardless, watch out when the tentacles curl up; they may stop shooting for a moment, but they're about to lash out at anyone standing above them.


Once the Kraken is defeated, talk to the woman tied up to the post to free her. She'll ask you to follow her to the cave on the right.


M. Spring of Wonder, Scales of Mermaid

[image: Screenshot]


If you come here before beating the Kraken, this place will be identified as the Spring of Wonder. Afterward, after the woman comes here, she'll reveal her true identity as a mermaid and, after a speech, give you the Scales of Mermaid, which allow you to move through water without taking damage.


N. Yellow Wasps
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Several more Yellow Wasps attack here. The Priest will probably take at least two hits to kill them. For the Mage, use Swarm of Daggers.


O. Spinning Spiked Balls
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Another of those weird traps, only the spike at the end of the chain hurts you. This is basically a timing puzzle. Just jump over the ball. The third one you may have to do it twice, and the last spins the other way. They're not super damaging, and it's not uncommon to take a hit here.


P. White Slimes, "Medusas"
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White Slimes are capable of poisoning you. The floating, ray-shooting one-eyed blob monsters are probably better called Beholders than Medusas, but that monster is actually the property of Hasbro now. Medusas are all placed so that it's possible to kill them without being hit by their rays, with patience.


Q. Illusionry Wall
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The wall to the left of the bottom of this vine can be walked through. It leads to an invisible vine that leads up, then another one that leads down, until it eventually reaches a small lake with a treasure chest in it.…


R. Secret Treasure Chest
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Inside is a unique item, the Magic Lamp. Given how well it's hidden and its name, you might think it's something incredible, but all it does, as far as we know, is flash the screen when a secret item enters it. I already tell you where all the secret items are, plus, few of them are as hard to find as the Lamp itself. It is perfectly okay to pass this one up.


S. Hidden Antidote

For example. Find it by striking the bottom of the vine here five times. There are lots of hidden antidotes, and unless you're particularly unlucky, are unlikely to be poisoned more than two or three times in a game. Some games, I never get poisoned at all.


T. Equipment Shop B
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Of rather greater importance is this out-of-the-way Equipment Shop. Its presence here is a strong argument for making the trip through the water early, even if you have no interest in sequence breaking or speed running. The Fighter and Mage find weapons here that let them shoot fireballs, important upgrades for each of them. The Fighter also finds a shield that can block the shots of the Ropers elsewhere in this area, and the Ninja can buy triple throwing stars! The Priest is the only one left out; she just gets better protective robes. If you are sequence breaking, then picking up these items is not really optional, as you probably won't be able to damage the enemies in the next area, at your level, without them. Note, the shots launched by the fiery weapons here don't increase in strength as you gain levels; only melee hits from these weapons increase in power with experience.


U. Hidden Medical Herb
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One last hidden item, it's at the bottom of the vine to the left of the gate to the next area.


Area Three: Gnome Village & Trackless Forest
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Welcome to the Trackless Forest! From here, going up leads to the Gnome Village, where you can talk to some of the short people who live there, but you are much too tall to enter their buildings. The whole quest of this area has to do with finding the Flower of Maiya, which allows your characters to shrink in size (adorably), enter the buildings, buy stuff, stay at the Inn, and ultimately buy the Silver Key and enter the gate to Area Four, Baarogue's doorstep.


A. Impassible Cliff

This is the way forward, but there's no way up there. You'll have to explore the area below before you can pass this obstacle.


B. Gnome Outpost & Item Shop
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Beyond a door here is a small area with a lot of talkative gnomes. None of what they say is essential to finishing the game, but the gnome in back with their weird yellow "horses," is willing to sell you things. You can buy Medical Herbs, Antidotes and Sand Clocks for their usual prices, but importantly, this is the only place where you can buy Magic Bells. Each cost 500 gold and will increase your maximum hit points by eight, up to the maximum of 255! Even characters as maximum level probably won't have maximum health, so this is a good place to spend some of the money you're getting from defeating Earth Elementals. Also note, the only Inn in this area is the one inside the Gnome Village; if you desire to refill your magic and health, your best option is to go back through the gate and do it at the Inn in Marinade. Other than that, your only options are spending a credit, the Elixir held by the Creeping Vine optional boss, and Medical Herbs bought here.


C. Earth Elementals, Red Spiders
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This is the best place in the game to grind for experience and money. Even if you're not speedrunning, it makes sense to get at least a few levels here. Even at higher levels, you can usually promote to the next level after killing only three dozen-or-so Earth Elementals. It is possible for the Mage to get all the way up to the max Level 20, although that might be pushing time a little.


Climb the steps up to point C. Along the way you may have to fight one or two Earth Elementals coming down the steps. If this is the first time you're here, you may take significant damage, but try to persevere. If you skipped most of Area Two, you'll probably gain a level outright the first one you kill. The next few will probably earn you a couple more levels as well.


Earth Elementals are pretty stupid. They just walk towards you slowly, unless you're facing away from them; then they suddenly charge at you. Earth Elementals can appear both ahead of you and behind you, but usually at set places, so once you learn their spawn points you'll be much better prepared.


Mixed in with the Earth Elementals are a few Red Spiders. They have more hit points and attack power than the Yellow Spiders in Area One, and can poison you either on contact or when they hit you with their webs, but are otherwise the same.


When grinding for experience, I usually go left from point C, defeating Earth Elementals and two Red Spiders along the way. Then I keep going to the downward slope, beating a few more Elementals from both directions. You can learn their spawn points relative to the pillars in the background.


D. Downward Slope
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When you start to go down the slope at point D, you'll face one more Earth Elemental from ahead of you, then a total of three from behind. Stop to kill them before they overtake you. Once you've killed the third, it's time to go back.


The enemies you face going right area a different pattern from the ones going left. After you beat one Red Spider and two more Earth Elementals after it, you should be back at point C again. Continue to cycle through this and you'll earn experience points the fastest rate and lowest risk from enemies in the game, and earn a pretty fair amount of gold as well.


At first it's easy to get caught off-guard by fast-approaching Earth Elementals from behind, but as you learn to anticipate their arrival you'll get better. It's possible to avoid damage entirely on each loop, which is optimal, because other than that Inn back in Marinade your only non-Priest healing is from is the herbs on sale in the Gnome Outpost. If you're on the World version, this isn't so bad. On the harder Japan/US versions, you can't have as many Herbs and they cost 200 each, so it's possible to take so much damage that your money gets eaten up by your healing. On this version, Inn prices are much higher as well, so it's important to avoid damage.


At some point in your grinding (maybe after five or six cycles), you'll want to load up on Medical Herbs then continue beyond the end of the grinding grounds. You'll face two more Red Spiders, one from behind and one from ahead. Kill the one in back and jump over the one in front of you.


E. Medusas, Water
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If you skipped the Tunnels in Area Two, you'll take damage from the water here. In that case, the best thing to do is eat the damage and use the invulnerability period to pass through the Medusas. If you did get the Mermaid's Scale, it's still not hard to kill the Medusas if you take cover intelligently. At the end is a door, that leads to....


F. Boss: Worm
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The Worm is probably the simplest boss in the game, and can easily be beaten with no damage. Jump its shot, then attack it until it rolls into a ball. Hug the left wall. It'll charge at you; jump straight up while still hugging the wall. Keep doing that until it unrolls, then attack it. When it starts rolling up again, resume hugging that wall.


As long as you keep doing that, attacking when it unrolls, and jumping the occasional shot, it should be an easy win. Get the gold it leaves and the Thread, which is the item you need to progress. Return to Point A and the thread will unfurl and let you climb it to get up the cliff.


G. Mudmen

As soon as you reach the top of the cliff a Mudman will suddenly sprout up at your feet. This is all they do, spring up right as you'd collide with them. Once they're visible they're easy to kill, but it's easy to be surprised by them. A total of two will attack before point H.


H. Branching Path: Left or Up
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This is a genuine choice: you don't have to go the other way at all.


I. Spike Beasts & Mudmen
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If you go up, you'll have to jump over a tricky series of invulnerable spiked creatures that walk back and forth. It's possible to get poisoned by them too. Mudmen will also cause you problems as you go. Going this way, eventually you'll reach an optional boss at point K.



J. Red Wasps, Harpies and Plant Traps
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Going straight left to point J is faster, but means you'll face poisonous Red Wasps, plant traps that vomit sap periodically, and Harpies that usually take multiple hits, sometimes dive to hit you, and like to fling damaging feathers around. I generally prefer to go through Point I, but either way is viable.


K. Optional Boss: Crawling Kelp, Elixir
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Going the top route, you'll have to fight this plant monster. The room is full of vines to use to attack from. The Crawling Kelp boss itself has two attacks, spitting out spore balls in a spread, and emitting a vine that seeks out your location, but that can be destroyed by your attacks. Characters with long-range attacks fair best here, which should be everyone at this point in the game, because they can hang back at the side of the screen, in a place where the spores miss them consistently, and just keep shooting. The only danger is, as the Kelp boss takes more damage, its seeking tendrils home in on you faster and faster, and you might not always get to hit it at the right angle to kill it before it reaches you.


If you manage to beat it, you get an Elixir, a powerful item that completely refills your health one time! It's because of this that I usually take the upper path through this area, but that's not strictly necessary to fight the boss and get the Elixir. If you prefer the lower route, you can climb the vine and approach the Kelp by the back entrance.


L. Hidden Item: Antidote

There's a hidden Antidote item up here.


M. Treasure Chest: Antidote
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You have to jump over a Spiked Beast to reach it, but there's another Antidote in a chest here.


N. Hidden Item: Magic Bell

And, at the bottom of the vine here, there's a hidden Magic Bell, free for the taking. Eight bonus maximum hit points, just like that!


O. Moving Platforms, Harpies, Hidden Item: Gold
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At the bottom of the vine to the right of point O is some hidden gold. As for the rest of the room, it's quite annoying.


First off, there are two Harpies that fly around the room that have to be taken care of, so do that first. Then, there's a set of three moving platforms, leading up, that have to be jumped on to get over the ledge to the left. No matter how high it looks like your character can jump, you can only ascend one platform at a time, so don't try any shortcuts.


Once you're on the top platform, you still have to jump over to the ledge, which is far enough that it's possible for slower characters to miss the timing repeatedly. About the only solace I can offer here is, it does get easier with practice, and having a high leve increases your movement speed and jumping distance, so grinding a bit can actually help you clear this obstacle.


The worst thing is that once in a while you're trying to jump between platforms, one of the Harpies will respawn, and make platforming impossible until you destroy it again. On the way down the stairs down after the jump, one of the stairs hides another hidden Antidote.


P. Red Wasps

These are a stronger, more poisonous version of the Yellow Wasps from Area Two. They take more damage too. They always attack at the same angle and to the same depth, so walking away might cause them to break out of their dive before they reach you—but then they might attack from the back. Thankfully, this is the last trial before you're out of the forest for good.



Q. Gnome Village
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This is the front, basically useless entrance to the village. While it's technically in the same region, you can't reach the Flower of Maiya traveling from the right. The room will scroll on forever if you try.


R. Village, Rear Entrance

You have to come up from the forest, beneath the village, at point R…


S. Flower of Maiya

...to reach the Flower, at point S.


T. Equipment Shop
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Every character gets a defense upgrade item here. Further, the Fighter gets a new sword. The fireballs from the previous sword must be seeming pretty weak by this point, but no other sword in the game gives Fighter a missile attack. This sword does let him attack much more quickly though, and it gives him an Agility increase, which increases his movement speed. Priest, in case you didn't think her previous weapon was long enough, now gets an even longer flail. The Mage gets his very last defense upgrade in this shop, which is part of what makes the late game so difficult for him.


U. Inn

There are a total of three Inns throughout all the world of Cadash, and this is the second. This is arguably the most important one of the three. The third is deep in the next area and can only be practically reached once, while players will backtrack near the gate to the Gnome Village twice before finishing Area Four, allowing players to duck back through and take a short walk to get back to this one.


The main issue is the increasing prices of inn visits. On the Japan and US versions, the fourth visit costs 6,000 gold, and after that it's 30,000, an amount that grinding is unlikely to allow players to reach. Players on the World version of Cadash can get a lot more use out of them throughout the game, especially with the aid of a hidden item in the next area.


What this means is, if you think you can get by without visiting an inn, by all means try it. Try to avoid serious damage whenever you can, take advantage of relatively safe grinding locations to increase your defense, and try to make do with Herbs. If you use up all your cheap Inn visits early you won't be able to afford it late in the game when you really need them. Don't forget that Elixir you got from beating the Creeping Vine will completely refill your health when you run out of Herbs! And there's another Elixir coming up!


V. Item Shop & Way to Area 4
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This is the last Item Shop of the game, but you can reach it quickly through the Gate in Area Four. In addition to Herbs, Antidotes and Sand Clocks, you can buy a Silver Key for 800 here. This is a must-buy, you can't advance in the game without it, so get it before you spend the rest of your cash on Herbs or Clocks. The Gate to the next area is helpfully in this very building; just walk to the left.


W. Information (Unnecessary)

There's some flavor text dialogue in this house, but it can safely be skipped.


X. Invisible Vine

Before we leave the Forest, we should probably address the secret area in the forest. Back down where you were fighting the Earth Elementals, there is an invisible vine at point X on the map. It's too far to jump; the only way I know to get to it is to lure a Red Spider over, let its web hit you then immediately jump towards the vine, then while in the air with the web around your feet, push left. When the web's second damage event hits, the game's weird knockback coding will then push you further right in the air, where you'll grab the vine. A Japanese player shows off the trickin a Replay Burners video.


I've been in the reachable secret area in multiple versions. Only in the Japanese version is there anything of interest, specifically several gnomes, and a couple of gnome horses, with Japanese messages to tell you. There are a couple more invisible vines in the room for getting around it, but that is all.

What do the messages in the Japanese version say? Please check the end of the article....


Area Four: Ruined Kingdom & Bone Tunnels
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You start this area, like Area Two, inside a house, but this time there's no one at home. The reason becomes clear as you exit the building….


A. Hanging Skeletons
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The skeletons here are more than just atmosphere, you can talk to them! They fill in some of the backstory of this cursed land.


B. Abel's Grave


Alone of all the graves in this area, the game makes sure to inform you who this one belongs to. Maybe there's some reason for that? There is a dog sitting by it, for some reason.


C. Zombies
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Zombies aren't smart, but they're annoying and can beat you around a bit if you don't attack them the right way. If you hit them in their upper body, it'll break away and leave you with just a pair of legs! The legs still hurt when they hit you. If you let one "live" long enough without so sullying it, it'll eventually just sink back into the ground on its own.


Zombies will probably take you around two hits to kill at this part of the game. The Mage has the hardest time, since undead monsters are immune to his magic. Two quick hits to the lower body will usually kill one, or alternatively, go ahead and destroy the top half and jump over what's left. Zombies tend not to give you enough experience and gold to make up for the trouble they cause, anyway.


D. Lightning

There are three specific places where lightning strikes down from above. Traveling from right-to-left, the first comes after the last three zombies attack you, all from the front. The second hits right as you're passing a specific tombstone, and the third right before you pass by another one. Once you've gotten down where lightning appears, you can avoid it by standing still right at the moment it strikes! It helps a little to duck at the moment it hits. Note that you'll travel across this area several times, and the locations where you must pause to avoid getting struck are different when going the other way.

Presented here are some screenshots showing exactly where to stop moving in order to avoid getting zapped by the lightning. Note the relative locations of the tombstones in the background.

From the right:
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From the left:
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E. Spike Traps
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Spikes emerge from the walls here, and they'll still be around the other times you progress down or up this shaft. Timing is the best way. There is one point where two very close traps are just far enough apart that you can wait between them, and it's best if you do so. If you do get hit though, take advantage of the invulnerability period to get a bit further.


F. Will-o-Wisps

These bouncing fireballs are weak but can still ding you for a bit of damage. It's best to wait on the rope until they clear out.


G. Manticores
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These lion creatures attack by running into you, turning around, and running into you again. Priest and Ninja can jump and attack down diagonally, then get the killing hit in as they turn around. But in a couple of places, two will attack around the same time. Fighter can attack and jump, using underthrust for the second hit. As or Mage, well, that's what magic is for.


H. Wraiths

As if things weren't bad enough, these ghosts start appearing and floating around. They usually take three hits, two if you've gained a lot of levels. When hit, it'll disappear and reappear somewhere else nearby. If you let one go too long without damaging it, it'll shoot out three painful lightning bolts in your general direction. Often, it's best just to get away from them as fast as you can, and dodge the lightning if it comes for you. As that last little bit of ill-will, they can sometimes even poison you.


I. Passing Man
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It is around this place that the dog from Abel's Grave will chase a man by you. You'll probably get hit by the man, but it does no damage.


J. Tree & Dog
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The dog stops by this dead tree. It seems to be important, but unfortunately, dogs can't talk, so you can't ask it what's the matter. You'll have to come back later.


K. Secret Path

[image: Screenshot]


Midway up this vine there's an invisible passage through the wall to the right. It leads to a fiery chamber. Screw up your courage and run into the flames! You'll take eight damage for each hit and probably get burnt at least twice, but in a treasure chest here you'll find the Amulet of Dragon. It might sound special and magical, and it is: the magic of cold hard cash! It gives you a huge amount of money, 10,000 gold in the Japan and US versions, and 60,000 in the World version!


There are not that many things left in the game to spend money on, but it can be useful forInn visit, or to buy out the 2,000 and 5,000 gold Sand Clocks for that last extra little bit of game time. On the World version Inn visits max out at 5,000 gold, so the Amulet is your ticket to health and magic refills.


L Green Firedrakes
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These big, green, but land-bound, dragon creatures stop a short distance from you and try breathing fire. They're not so good at it most of the time, but once in a while one will get off a gout of flame. The ones coming up from behind are more likely the ones that'll be able to flame you, so beware them the most. Once in a while, some Zombies will come up from the back as well, but they're likely to sink back into the earth before they become a problem.


M. Zombies, Wraiths

This graveyard has three levels; the way forward is up a vine in the far upper-left of this area. You'll get harried by Zombies and Wraiths throughout this region. There are three items to find within the graveyard, marked on the map at points N, O and P.


N. Hidden Item: Gold

Strike the tombstone here five times.


O. Antidote
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This one's not hidden, but in a treasure chest. By this time you should have more antidotes than you'll need for the rest of the game, but if you're low for some reason, here you go. You'll have to get past a Wraith for it though, and they can poison you.


P. Hidden Item: Medical Herb
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Strike this tombstone five times to make it appear. There's a good chance you're already at maximum at this point, though.


Q. Wraiths
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You might be out of the graveyard, but you're not safe yet. You'll get attacked by a pair of Wraiths as you run by. It's probably best to hit them if they get in your way, but otherwise keep running. Remember to watch out for a possible parting lightning bolt.


R. Manticores.

They're the same as the ones you fought before.


S. Green Firedrakes
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A couple of these green monsters block the way forward. You can probably take them by now.


T. Flame Traps & Vines

This is a large area filled with vines, with some large, square blocking walls amidst them and large rotating spouts of flame within them. It's hard to get out of here without taking damage, but do you best. Three more hidden items are in this place.


U. Left of here, in corner: Sand Clock
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If you find the Sand Clock item where the Ninja is standing in the above screenshot, it will add 40 seconds to the clock. All the found Sand Clocks in the game ao this.


V. Right of here, in corner: Medical Herb

This is only worth going for if you're \below maximum Herbs.


W. Left of here, in upper corner: Gold
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A bit of extra cash, but it requires braving the approach of the flame right above you. It's not much money, relative to the payday from the Amulet of Dragon, and probably not worth it.


X. Moving platforms, flame spouts
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Here we go, what the moving platforms over the water were training you for way back in Deerzar. This is a much longer sequence, with spouts of flame shooting up and down at regular intervals. The hardest flame spout to pass is probably the first, which occurs so rapidly and often that you have to jump for the next platform while the last one is just leaving.


Like with the water, if you fall into the fire, it's not so bad. You'll take eight damage every two seconds until you make it out. Reverse your facing right before you take damage to get a bit of extra distance. It's significant health, sure, but there's an Inn right after the firepit.


Y. Secret Path #2
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After you drop down the ledge after the firepit, you'll see buildings ahead of you, and underground. Your instinct might be to run ahead and see what's up with that, but stop for a moment. Behind you, in that ledge you just fell down, is another secret path!

This one's fairly long, and there's Will-O-Wisps bouncing around it, weak but still damaging. At the end are three treasure chests, containing a Sand Clock, a Magic Bell, and a unique item, the Magic Gem (or "Magic Jem" in the World version).

The Magic Gem is great. It puts another, smaller version of you on top of your head for five minutes! When you press the attack button, it leaps off and runs around, damaging enemies it touches. It'll be useful in fending off the Zombies and Manicores on your second trip into the tunnels. It is possible, though difficult, to keep it long enough for it to help you fight the area boss.


Z. Underground Town
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Here's where the survivors of this ruined land have clustered together, in these three buildings. You'll probably be visiting all of them. The Inn is the last one in the game; if you're low on health you might consider visiting it, but you'll have two more chances to visit the Gnome Village's Inn, so it can be put off if you're okay on health and/or magic.


The Equipment Shop specializes in protective gear, but sells the Ninja the "Dagger of Swallow," finally replacing the three-way throwing stars, and can travel through walls. In particular, note that this shop sells the Mages' last equipment upgrade of the whole game, the Wizard's Staff, but it is great: it allows you slowly regain your magic points just by walking around. With this, you no longer have to worry much about conserving your magic. It makes the Cloud of Daggers spell essentially free, and even Lightning Bolt reasonable to cast everywhere. Only the top-of-the-line Explosion spell, at 40 mp, is significantly limited for you now, but it's best to save it for the final boss anyway.


AA. Enter & talk for Gina's Pendant

If you're used to skipping houses as containing needless information, this one will catch you, because it is required to complete the game. Like the blue robed guy back at the first Gate, you must talk to her and finish out (not abort!) her conversation. This will make appear Gina's Pendant; be sure to pick it up! Now that you have this, your next objective is to climb back up to the surface, back up to Abel's Grave. Time for some good ol' fashioned backtracking!


AB. Hidden Gold
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One last hidden item: there's a bit of gold at the bottom of this vine.


AC. One-way down
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The Will-O-Wisps are back, and it's best to deal with them the same way, wait for them to scatter a bit then destroy (with the help of your little Magic Gem buddy) any stragglers.


Your route after here is to drop down the ledge and climb back up the vines, by the spike traps again, back across the field up above, to get to Abel's Grave. The lightning is now in slightly different places. Zombies will oppose you, but so long as you press forward they'll only appear in front of you this time. You'll automatically leave the pendant when you get to the grave. You must wait out the long-winded Spirit of Abel's dialogue, then attack the tombstone five times to get the Magic Charm, which… lets you talk to dogs! (Not animals, as the game says, just dogs. There is no secret message waiting for you if you go back and talk to the gnome horses. Yes, I checked.)


Remember that dog, the one that was here before, and is now sitting beside that tree after all the Manticores and Wraiths? That's where you gotta go now. Backtracking, ho! The enemies and traps are all the same as the first time, although since you've gained better equipment and a level or two, you'll probably have an easier time. But before you go, you can dip back through the Gate to the Gnome Village, if you have the time and inclination, and buy some Medical Herbs, or even visit the Inn if it's still cheap enough to use.


AD. Boss: Fire Elemental
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Make it to the dog by the dead tree again and talk to it, and it'll tell you of a secret path in the wall to the right. This path actually doesn't exist until you talk to the dog with the Charm, so it can't be shortcutted. Go in, jump up and down some invisible stairs, and you'll find a door. It's boss time!


The Fire Elemental is pretty simple to beat, but I know of no way to avoid taking at least a little damage. It's mostly a test of how much damage you can do quickly. The faster you hurt it, the fewer times it cycles, and the fewer hits you take from the fireballs it shoots around as it does. The Mage can make short work of it, as he does all bosses, with his spells, but the others will have to smack it up a bit.


Beat it to get the Magic Flute, which lets you cross that lake of fire to the right of the Gate building back on the surface. Time to backtrack, again! One more trip up the spike trap vine, one more trip through the lightning and Zombies.


AE. Lake of Fire
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On the way here you pass by the Gate building again, giving you access again to the Item Shop and Inn in Gnome Village. Go to the edge of the fire lake and you'll use the Magic Flute automatically, summoning a bridge. This is how construction is done in fantasyland.


Let's talk about time. On default settings, you start with eight minutes, and when you enter an area for the first time, the game gives you eight more. You can easily finish each of the first three within eight minutes, especially the second one if you bypassed. Grinding experience in the Forest, though, while an efficient use of time, still consumes it. To combat this time loss, there are three Sand Clock items, one in the spinning flame tunnels of Area Four, one in a treasure chest in Secret Path #2, and one in a treasure chest in Area Five. You can buy extra time in Item Shops, very cheaply at first but the price goes up the more you buy. This should be good for another eight or nine minutes. The Priest has a spell that outright gives extra time, although less in the Japan and US versions. It is expensive, at 30 magic points per casting, and depending on the version it could give you from 40 seconds to a full minute. And finally, if you die, when you continue the clock will be set back up to eight minutes, if it wasn't higher already.


When time expires, the Time Skull comes out to end your game. It's small, fast, can travel through walls and is invulnerable. A single hit from the Time Skill will deplete all your hit points. The Time Skull, however, is not omnipotent. Any Medical Herbs you have will let you keep going, for a few seconds anyway, and it still can't hurt you on invulnerability frames. It travels in a wavey, attracting manner that might could be avoided sometimes. People thought the huge Metroid in Super Metroid couldn't be avoided, until speedrunners did so. Maybe the Time Skull is the same way.


By this point in the game, if you have six or so minutes before you enter Castle Cadash, you should be well set for the rest of the game. If you have less you can still make it, but will have to rush more.



Area Five: Castle Cadash
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Someone in the first area says there's five "continents," but this castle itself comprises the last one. I guess they build ‘em big these days.


The game's difficulty sharply spikes up here. The castle's rooms tend to all look the same, and there are lots of doorways to confuse you. The enemies are rather more difficult here than in earlier regions. There are several notable trouble spots, each of which requiring a special technique just to get through. The Castle is designed to frustrate players and make them expend credits to get to the end. Here, I try to explain the best ways to get through each trap.


A. Purple Slime


One is already on the ground, but the other purple slimes drop in from the ceiling. The Priest and Ninja can get them as they fall with diagonal attacks, and the Fighter and Mage can get them with overhead swings or just attack low when they land. Just try not to get hit by them, as they can poison you.


At the end of this section there is a Gold Door. You'll have to find the key to get past it to the endgame. There's also a background-type door to enter, the first of many.


B. Gray Skeletons

The weak Skeletons from way back in Area One are back and greatly upgraded. Now they can actually use their shields a bit, and take two or more hits to kill. Attack low when they're close up. If they're far away though and you try using missile attacks they tend to block them.


The first door here leads to a side area with several useful treasures in it, including a Sand Clock, an Antidote, a Medical Herb and ultimately an Elixir. It is, however, entirely optional. If you don't wish to collect them, continue to the left, to around point G. You'll have to come back this way after getting the goods anyway.


C. Gray Skeletons

Two attack at once here! It seems to be impossible to get through without taking at least one hit, but if you attack low you should be able to get them before you get hit a second time.


The first door in this room leads to point D; the second to points E and F.


D. Sand Clock, Medical Herb, Antidote
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There's just treasure in here!


E. Gray Ropers, Blue Firedrake, Gray Skeleton
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Above your head there are Gray Ropers, probably the most annoying enemy in the whole castle. Unlike their Area Two counterparts they fire a steady stream of shots, and can take lots of hits. The best way forward is to use the platforms they're resting on to block their shots. Unfortunately, there's a Blue Firedrake, a stronger and magic-immune version of the green ones from the last area, to deal with while taking cover, and on the way back through also a Gray Skeleton. Priests and Ninjas can take care of them from a distance, but Fighters and Mages will have trouble. Still though, the Elixir is worth a complete credit's worth of hit points.


F. Elixir


The ultimate goal of this side excursion rests in a treasure chest here. Note, you can only carry one, so if you still have the one from Area Three it's best to pass this up. Maybe get it on the way back, if you end up using the first one?


G. Spike Traps
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Castle Cadash has three towers, each ascended through a series of two-door rooms. This one has spiked traps set to hit you as you enter a door. Just be patient and wait for the traps to retract before moving on.


H. Blue Firedrake

The Firedrake here tends to appear only when you're on your way back down this tower. Use the invulnerability provided from coming out the door to protect you as you slaughter it.


I. Serpents
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The last unique normal enemy in the game is the flying Serpents that only appear over this bridge. You'll have to face them twice, once going to the right and once going to the left. Near misses make them curl up, which guards them from damage for a couple of seconds. It takes a solid hit to the head to do damage. It's hard to reliably kill them without getting hurt, but if you can do so, they offer a nice amount of experience points, making this probably the fastest grinding spot in the late game. Note, if one if chasing you when you leave the bridge area, they might follow you and cause you trouble later.


J. Spinning Spiked Ball Traps
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These are a harder version of the spinning traps from Area Two. Instead of traveling in a wide sweep hoping to hit you they turn in a small circle, then every few seconds speed up then lash out at you. The key here is that it actually attacks the spot you were standing when the ball speeds up. The statue flashes briefly at this instant. It helps to be at the top of your jump at that moment, so the ball strikes over your head.


K. BOSS: Giant Jelly
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This is just a purple version of the Black Pudding boss from Area One, with more health and less room for you to move around. It still shouldn't give you much trouble.


L. Princess
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It's Princess Sarasa, the object of your quest! She gives you some information on Baarogue, the villain you're trying to defeat, and her father. Weirdly, you don't actually have to talk to her at all; the game proceeds normally whether you do or not. Continue to the right, down the vine (?), into the heart of the castle. Now things are getting serious.


M. Confusing Room 1, Gray Ropers
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This is a profoundly frustrating room, but you're not at the hard part yet. Continue, beneath the Gray Ropers overhead, to the right, past the first door (it's a dead end) and through the second one.


N. Gray Skeleton, Spike Trap
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This Gray Skeleton shouldn't give any character much of a problem. But once you go through the door at the top of this room the real test begins.


You're back in Room M, except now you're up on the level with the Gray Ropers. You must somehow get across the platforms the Ropers are on and to the door at the top-left of this room. If you fall, you'll have to go back through Room N to get back up there. This is probably the most challenging, certainly the most frustrating, task of the entire game.

Killing the Ropers is tricky, because the first one, if killed, if you're in the middle of being knocked back as it happens, will immediately regenerate at full health the moment it scrolls back on-screen. The Priest has the easiest time; she can just cast the Barrier spell and just tank through the Ropers without getting knocked back. The Mage can probably make his way by using Lightning or Magic Circle. It's possible to get into a rhythm, with the Ninja, where you jump with such timing that shots alternating go overhead and beneath your feet, but that's really challenging, and there's a second Roper right after it! The Warrior can block their shots with his shield, but his short range is an issue. I hear it might be possible to hit a Roper by hanging as far as you can off the edge of your platform and swinging your sword, but I haven't done this.


The best way across, weirdly, may be to take damage. If a Medical Herb or Elixir activates when you take a hit, you aren't knocked back! If you run out of hit points, thus, you can just jump right through them. In  any case remember, if you do get knocked back, if you're facing away from the direction you're going, you'll instead be knocked forward. This might help you in getting across, but seriously, this is pretty tough. Good luck! Here is the Replay Burners playthrough with Fighter, on the Japan version,cued up to that place. Notice he uses a damage boost from the first Roper to get through both it and the second. It requires starting your jump from the right place, facing right in the air so you get knocked back onto the first Roper platform, then using the invulnerability period from that hit to get through the second one and through the door.


O. Blue Firedrake
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When you make it through the door you end up here, on top of the ledge overlooking the dead-end mentioned back at point M. When it's time to get back out to the Gold Door, you can fall down there as a shortcut. For now, continue left and kill a Blue Firedrake.


P. Spike Traps
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The traps aren't difficult to avoid, but another tricky bit is coming up. Go through the door.


Q. Confusing Room 2, Gray Ropers

You can go left or right here. Left goes to an Equipment Shop, in the center of Baarogue's castle, right to the Gold Key, but also goes by the Equipment Shop. The problem is, there's another set-up with a Gray Roper on a platform you have to jump across to get to it. This one's a bit easier though, for if you duck behind the first step of the stairs its shots will miss you. Ninja can snipe the Roper from this position. Priest and Mage also have long-ranged means to kill it, leaving Fighter, again, with a tough situation. He might be helped by going to the Equipment Shop near here first and upgrading his gear before trying to beat it.


R. Gold Key

This is your goal; now, you have to backtrack back to the Gold Door. Fortunately, you can bypass the Roper areas to get to the vine by taking some shortcut doors. These routes are colored brown on the map.


S. Equipment Shop
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But before you go, be sure to stop here, by the last Equipment Shop in the game. I can't help but think this lady doesn't get much business selling stuff to adventurers here. The Fighter can buy four items, all his best equipment, here. Ninja gets fireballs he can throw, which are strong but cannot travel through walls. Priest gets a bit of better headgear. The Mage gets absolutely nothing.


Now that you have the Gold Key, you must work your way back through the castle, up the vine, back by the Princess (she's patient), back through the spinning ball traps, ]across the bridge and through the Serpents and Gray Skeletons. Don't get mixed up!


Once back at the Gold Door, you have a choice to make. How is your health? Your magic, if playing Priest or Mage? How many Herbs do you have left? How much time is left on the clock? If your state is poor and your time is good (at least four minutes left), what you can do is backtrack some more, back out of the castle, back across the bridge, through the Gate to the Gnome Village, and fill back up with Herbs there, or even go to its Inn, if you have the money for it. That's what you call a convenient location.


If you're playing the World version, the Inn never costs more than 5,000 gold, and the Amulet of Dragon gave you 60,000, so you can visit many times. On that version, playing the Priest, you can stay at the Inn, then use the time spell six or more times to give yourself extra time, although by this point you really don't need that much. Alternatively, it might be a good idea, if you didn't get it the first time, to go get the Elixir in the castle. Whatever you do, standing at the Gold Door, you can win the game with the clock reading just two minutes left.


T. Eyeball Traps

Your preparations complete, the game has one more obstacle for you. When you run down this hallway, some of the Giant Eyeballs from back in Area One will chase you down the way. If you stop and duck in the holes in the floor, you can avoid them easily. Or if you're playing Fighter or Ninja, you can probably outrun the Eyeballs at this point, jumping over the holes and dashing through the door at the end.


U. Gray Ropers
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A couple of these rooms in the last tower have Gray Ropers overhead, but it's a simple matter to avoid their shots. The Priest can attack them through the platforms they stand on and do a little last-second grinding, but other classes should just move on.


V. BOSS: Worm v2
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This is an upgraded version of the Worm from Area Two, but the same pattern works against it. Kill it and continue up the tower.


W. BOSS: Baarogue
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At last, the final boss. When this fight starts an area time bonus is added to the clock, which should be more than enough to finish the game. There are three phases to this boss, with a break in the middle of phase two….


In the first, Baarogue is a floating sorcerer guy. This is easy enough, just keep attacking him. Periodically he freezes in place; this is his tell that he's about to fire Lightning, like the Mage's spell, at you. He targets the spot where you're standing when he freezes, so just move to the side a bit and you'll be okay. Keep hitting him until his head comes off. Oops!
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He then turns into a big red dragon! He's got three attacks in this mode: he can breathe fire for high damage, he can float in the air and them slam down on the ground (hopefully not on top of you), and he can swing his tail around and try to smack you with it. The sweet spot for avoiding these attacks is just in front of him: the fire will go overhead, you're just out of range of the tail, and he won't land on you. However, he moves back and forth, and makes it harder for you to stay in the narrow safe zone.


When you inflict enough damage on this form, he'll… fly away. What? Boo! Come back here and take your medicine like a lizard! The princess, somewhat sheepishly, shows up and suggests going back home.
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You return to Deerzar (through that gate you couldn't go through back at the beginning of the game!), but everyone's injured and laying on the ground. The Mage can take advantage of this break to walk around and let his magic points refill, using the generous time bonus earned from starting the boss fight. You can't, alas, leave the castle and explore the game world again. There is a second throne room though, where the King is seated, humorously, with a crutch by his throne. But them some textual intrigue happens and the boss fight is back on again!

[image: Screenshot]


After some villain monologing, phase two of the fight resumes as before, but after you inflict some more damage the dragon grows a second head! This head shoots bits of lighting at you, that, as far as I can tell, are unavoidable. In the US version, it feels like Dragon Baarogue has extra health, but that might just be my imagination.


I've beaten Baarogue with Ninja with a full Elixir left in inventory. Priest has the easiest time, her Barriers really help out in shielding her from damage. The Mage can spam the Lightning and Explosion spells and quickly drain Baarogue's health, although it helps to use the castle lull to refill his magic. Fighter has the hardest fight (I have yet to 1cc the game with him), but the best armor and weapon.
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Video Playthroughs


Here are YouTube playthroughs with each character:

Fighter, by Pasky


Mage, by Vanguard's Arcade


Priest, by Pasky


Ninja, by Pasky



The excellent YouTube account Replay Burners (homepage) has some non-speedrun, one-credit playthroughs:

Fighter, by Novice


Priest, by もんちゃん("Mon chan")

Ninja, by HYO


Two players Fighter and Mage, by もんちゃん and P21



Cadash Versions

There are two primary gameplay versions of Cadash, which are what I will call the "World" version and the "Japan/US" version. I do not know which version is earlier. The gameplay adjustments in the Japan and US versions seem like they would be a reaction to skilled players tearing the game apart, as they made the game a fair bit harder to one-credit, but you wouldn't expect the World version to be the first released. Some more research is probably necessary in this area.

The earliest indication of different gameplay is probably the price of Medicinal Herbs. In the easier World version, herbs cost 20 gold each, and you can carry up to eight, making taking the time to load up whenever you're near a shop an obvious choice. In the Japan and US versions Herbs cost ten times as much, and you can only carry four. The increased price means you generally won't have money for many herbs.



What is "Grinding?"

If you're not familiar with the term I kind of envy you. I think of it as like a scourge upon gaming, but Cadash is one of the few games that make it an interesting gameplay decision.


Grinding is the act, in an RPG-kind of game, of roaming an area for an extended period of time, generating monster encounters for the experience points and gold they award for their defeat. Experience systems, in their origins in Dungeons & Dragons, provide a way for a character's statistics to feel like they're developing over time, both as a nod to the improving effects of practice and in order to reward the player for successful play.


The early days of JRPGs and CRPGs would often treat grind as a gameplay end in itself, a thing the player had to do in order to survive more difficult areas and complete the quest. Later, more enlightened design practices made grind unnecessary, giving a typical player's party enough experience points through random counters resulting from necessary travel to generally keep them powerful enough to overcome game challenges as they come, although grinding remained an option, a way for a player to trade a bit of time and effort for a reduction in difficulty.


But back in D&D, grinding came at a cost. The DM would likely not idly sit by and let players gain experience without substantive challenge, and was exhorted by the game books to provide an appropriate amount of risk. Not only would the challenge be greater (and more dynamic, seeing as how a human being was providing it), but if a party member died the result would be more dire, as a dead PC in a TRPG cannot be instantly restored by loading a saved game. In D&D, unless the party has powerful magic, death counts. CRPG cannot do that without resorting to permadeath, enforced character loss. And most CRPG grinding enemies are not a great threat, little more than a speed bump on the way to power.


Arcade game RPGs with experience systems add back in a bit of that tension. Arcade enemies must always provide at least a little challenge to keep games moving, and must also have some mechanism to prevent stalling the game, usually some form of timer. This puts some strategy back into grinding: remaining time becomes a resource that players must be careful about spending, but if spent wisely, may be a good investment in reducing the game's difficulty.


Four-Player Cadash?

MAME has done wonders for the preservation of classic arcade games. Because of their hard work, we have access, PLAYABLE access, to thousands of old arcade games. Arguably the audience for these games is greater now than it has ever been.

But MAME is not perfect. Not only do many games still have incomplete emulation (witness Rampart), but a few features remain unimplemented for some games.

In arcades, operators who bought two Cadash kits from Taito could also purchase a "Communications Kit." It amounted to some promotional art and a pair of networking boards that could be inserted into the PCBs of the Cadash kits.

The result was three- or four-player Cadash games! By itself, Cadash is capable of hosting two players on a single screen, but with a second machine and communications kit, it was possible for games on separate machines to be joined together.

This LAN feature is not supported by MAME, or by any Cadash emulator that I know of. This means that, currently, the only way to play three- or four-player Cadash is via the actual arcade cabinets.

What was a four-player game like? The machine's attract mode shows one off; it appears to work much like the normal game, just with more people. Since a networked game has two screens, you could think of the two pairs of potential players as being of two separate parties, each moving through the game at its own pace. Cadash, for the most part, is a fairly linear game, so there's not much scope for parties searching in different directions (with the possible exception of Kraken skip, see the main article), but we do know of one potential, major difference in the game.

If one enters the machine's Debug Mode, accessible via code (including the game's Service button, it is: hold Service, reset the machine, release Service when error message appears, then press P1 Start three times, Service once, then P1 Start one more time, then start a game), its stage select option appears to offers two castle areas. The second one is actually an alternate first level of the game!

This alternate map begins in a castle, just like the normal game, but mirrored horizontally. The king identifies his kingdom as that of La Heim, and says that he's sending the player over to the kingdom of Deerzar to help them fight Baarogue. The player receives the usual gold and Medicinal Herb from chests, but once you get out of the castle and underground (you travel left to get there instead of right), the caverns are an entirely different layout!

The same general enemies are faced, although under different circumstances. There's more rope climbing and the way winds a bit more. The volcano area is missing, but there are some spike traps set up around some ropes, a preview of a hazard that otherwise doesn't show up until Areas Four and Five. Eventually, the Black Pudding boss room is reached, and from that point on it's the same as in a normal game. A group starting from La Heim can then explore the normal starting area; they can go all the way back and up to the King of Deerzar, who treats them as if the players began from there. (If you use debug mode to do this, there will be another chest of gold and Medicinal Herb at this point, and the King will give the player his usual game start dialogue.)

It seems like that this alternate first area was used as the starting point for the second party in a two-machine game. Once the two groups meet up, it may be up to them to keep themselves together. The alternate area is a little more dangerous, it seems, than the normal one, yet if the players rush through it they will end up with fewer experience points than players going the normal way.

Until I can find some way to play Cadash in two-machine mode, or find someone who has played it that way at least, this seems to be all I can say about this game mode. I hope to be able to tell you more about it in the future.

The Messages In The Secret Area

I mentioned there were some secret messages in the Japanese version of the game in a hidden area.Clyde "tomato" Mandelin, professional translator, originator ofthe famous fan translation of Mother 3and author of the Legends of Localizationwebsiteandbooks, was nice enough to provide English equivalents to the text spoken by the gnomes and their "horses" in this area. The translations are given in the same order as they appear in the video I linked. (Here it is again.) The characters here present messages directly from individual members of the game's development staff. Tomato notes the first two are Japanese pop culture references from the time, as likely is the third, but he doesn't know what that one refers to.

1

Baaaah! I'm the Cyber Being Yagi. Or a bug. Urk... I feel sick.

Bleeeh! Bleeergh! ...But there was no one to claim the body.

2

Yellow and black are the symbols of fatigue. Can you make people

laugh for 24 hours? Hello, this is Toru "Work for Free" Sugawara.

3

No way will I die for Ken-chan or Tsumo-kun, but for Junko-chan,

Kazuko-chan, Hiroko-chan, and... and... I can't write them all here, but

I'd totally die for all of you!! By Taikoishi

4

Hey! I'm Yuichi Kohyama. My kidney stone hurrrrrtssss H-hurry and

give me an injection, nurse!

5

Wow! Thank you ever so much for saving me! I'm dear little Princess

Sarasa. Just kidding. Ah'm actually Onijust, dagnabbit.




6

Neigh. I'm Hori-chan Taribar, AKA Takamasa Hori. Try entering

"horichin" (in Japanese) as Player 2!!




Entering that name as player 2, in the Japan version, causes the appearance of the Black Pudding boss to change. We know that it could cause the boss to appear as a bunch of the developers' faces. There are some alternate appearances of the Pudding as well, but I am unsure how to make those happen. The effect can be seenat this point in the Replay Burners 2P video. Some of the other appearances can be seen inthis Twitter post.(You can see the name of P2 in each of those images. Maybe that's the name you need to use?)



Sources

I used maps from The Video Game Atlas to help confirm my own maps. Theirs use screens to illustrate the game. They're great visually, but I went with symbolic maps in order to more clearly show game flow and points of interest. TheirCadash mapsare available from vgmaps.

Some of the finer details were confirmed byninjasrok's FAQ on the game, at GameFAQs.

Thanks to Clyde Mandelin for the translation of the characters in the hidden area!


More Arcade RPGs

Tower of Druaga – Never released to US arcades, it's notable for taking some of the most obtuse things about D&D and going to town with them. Demands either a strategy guide or a horde of obsessed arcade players sharing notes to play.

Gauntlet/Gauntlet II – The first big RPG-ish game to reach US audiences, and tremendously influential, not just in gameplay, but in how it supports up to four players on one cabinet in a drop-in-anytime style. Its RPG elements are very light actually; character development is entirely through finding Ability Potions to increase each stat up to once, and they can easily be stolen by Thieves or lost outright by dying before adding more health.

Shackled

Dark Gate/Gate of Doom & Gate of Doom II

Lightbringer – Does field exploration and dungeons really well!

King of Dragons – While more a brawler than an RPG, it does have "real" experience points, awarded from your direct actions through the game, which is more than we can say for Capcom's D&D games.

Knights of the Round – Similar to King of Dragons in play, but a little fancier. Of particular interest is the ability to attack health and score items to divide them into smaller units for sharing between players.

Black Tiger – A platfomer. Has no experience points, but has a complex armor upgrade system and optional dungeon areas.

Magic Sword – An awesome game I like to call "Barbarian Bubble Bobble." Has tons of secrets and deep strategy, and a two-player co-op mode. No experience system though.

Gaiapolis

D&D: Tower of Doom – The experience system in this one is faked, sadly, but it does have full magic and inventory systems, which is very difficult to pull off in an arcade setting, and ingenious secret areas and clever ways to present a complex adventure. I heard the scenario was created by TSR staff and playtested as a TRPG adventure in-house!

D&D: Shadow Over Mystara – Even deeper than Tower of Doom, although its greater polish also wears down a bit of what made the first one interesting. Still, a terrific game.

Gauntlet Legends/Gauntlet Dark Legacy – More recent than the others, these are notable for allowing players to carry their characters over between sessions, an idea that was pretty unique around the time it was made.
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