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	Namco is basically a company with dual histories. Internationally, they’re known for games like Pac-Man and Galaga, groundbreaking classics in the golden age of arcade gaming. In Japan, however, they also had a reputation for their offbeat, quirky output, often based on creating unique and interesting characters. Since they relied on overseas partners for their distribution, Americans and Europeans never really got to see most of these titles, at least until both MAME and the Namco Museum line gave them greater exposure.

	This digest seeks to cover both of these aspects of Namco’s history. For the “popular” side, I chose Dig Dug and Mappy. Dig Dug was fairly well known, though it also had plenty of sequels that tend to be forgotten, which are fun to explore. Mappy, on the other hand, never quite caught on the same way, at least in America. Since it wasn’t really ported as extensively as Namco’s other games, I didn’t experience it until long after its prime, at my bachelor party at the Barcade in Jersey City. All the same, I was immediately enamored with it, and I hope to help explain its appeal to those who have yet to discover the title.

	For the company’s “quirky” side, I picked a lot of games that I had never really heard of until the 2006 release of Namco x Capcom for the PlayStation 2. It wasn’t localized, and probably one of the reasons was because so many of the Namco characters were unknown. There was Bravoman! And Wonder Momo! And the kid from Youkai Douchuuki (Tarosuke)! And the dude from Genpei Toumaden (Kagekiyo)! Some of these games weren’t necessarily great, but they did speak to an era that’s largely unknown to English speakers, and I wanted to explore this further. A few other interesting games, like the highly underrated Outfoxies, and the forgotten multimedia project Mirai Ninja, are included here as well. Honestly, this edition only scratches the surface of Namco oddities, as there’s so much else out there (Tower of Druaga, Numan Athletics, so many weird Pac-Man games) we could definitely do another volume. Further, some of their shoot-em-ups like Xevious, Dragon Spirit, and Ordyne, are going to be covered in the upcoming Guide to Shoot-em-ups Vol. 2. Also, see Digest Vol. 3: The Guide to Retro Horror for a full look at the Splatterhouse series.

	Rounding out this digest are a few other features we couldn’t fit in our previous digests –  reviews of the two Bloodstained games as an update to our Castlevania book, as well as five more “Best Games of All Time”, covering more of our faves after that book was published back in 2015. 
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	Dig Dug

	Original Release: 1982

	Platforms: ARC, A8BIT, A2600, A5200, A7800, PV1000, FDS, NES, C64, MSX, FM7, PC60, PC80, PC88, X1, M5, MZ1000, AP2, COL, INT, TI99, VIC20, IBM, X68, GB, PS1, GBA, PS2, XB, GC, WIN, WII, X360, PS3, PSP, PS4, MOB

	 

	Like many early arcade games, the concept of Namco’s Dig Dug is a bit out there. The hero is a tiny little guy with a harpoon and air pump. He’s named Dig Dug here but retroactively given the moniker Taizo Hori in the later Mr. Driller series, an anagram of “horitau zo”, which means “I want to dig”. In terms of gameplay, your job is to bore underground and rid each stage of monsters. There are only two types  of foes – the innocuous Pookas, red balls with legs and goggles which just kinda hop back and forth, and the more dangerous Fygars, little dragons who, as the name half-suggests, can breathe fire. As your character moves along, he carves out tunnels in the dirt. Enemies are generally content to pace back and forth throughout the caves, but can also turn into ghosts and hover straight through the soil. In addition to being hard to hit, they can also move diagonally, as opposed to the usual four cardinal directions. Of course, Dig Dug's own mobility is limited – the screen is divided into an invisible grid, and you can only move within those squares – putting you at a distinct disadvantage.

	There are two ways to dispose of foes. The most direct option is to simply chuck a spear at them and begin pumping until they explode like a balloon. (Although it's done in a rather cartoonish fashion, one can’t help but think that this is an extremely sordid method of execution.) Standing still and pumping takes a little time, but if you walk forward as you jam the button, they’ll blow up quicker. 

	If you're feeling ambitious, there are also rocks littered throughout the stage in the dirt. If you dig your tunnel properly and take it just right, you can dislodge the soil beneath them and drop them on the baddies, potentially a few at the same time if you're really lucky. Since boulders won't drop until you walk out from under them, you can hang out and properly time these attacks, too. In addition to extra points, there's a bit of a personal satisfaction to be gleaned from setting these up, due to the extra planning required. Of course you can also squash yourself if you aren’t careful, which is infinitely embarrassing.
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	The game continues in this fashion until a single enemy is left. At this point the final creature will begin to panic and make a direct beeline to the top of the stage, where it will try to flee. There's a certain joy in hunting the enemies down and killing them before they escape, and a certain lament when they survive, even though there aren’t any tangible rewards or punishments. You can, however, attempt to lure creatures into the lower stratosphere of the level. The further down you get, as indicated by the color of the dirt, the more points you'll get from defeating them. Since Fygars can only breathe fire left or right, you'll also get more points from killing them in a horizontal position, since you're closer to danger. Clearing out dirt also gives you points, thereby providing an incentive to clear the whole map for higher scores. Further, if you drop any two rocks in a stage, a bonus item appears, once again for extra points.

	While Dig Dug starts off slowly, the enemies grow both in number and speed as you traverse the various stages. Even though it's not quite as intense as, say, Robotron 2084 or Defender, it gets pretty chaotic when you have two enemies coming at you from both sides, with another phasing through the soil in your direction. In times of panic, you find yourself pounding on the pump button to kill a foe as fast as possible, even though there's a limit to how fast your little guy can kill things. One of the best tricks involves stunning enemies by only pumping them a few times, allowing you to run past harmlessly. These fight-or-flight moments permeate the game, with the background color schemes changing every four levels and eventually repeating with faster enemies. Certain versions of the game end on the 256th stage, whereupon an enemy is placed right on top of Dig Dug, killing him immediately.

	In the arcades, Dig Dug runs on a vertically oriented monitor, using a variation of the Galaga hardware. This was then converted to practically every home platform at the time, appearing on consoles and computers worldwide. Since it's a slow-paced game, the ports don't suffer the way some other arcade conversions did at the time. The major difference in all of them is a change in playing field size due to running on a horizontal screen, and many only have three strata instead of four. Not all versions run at full speed, like the C64 port, which is otherwise quite playable. The Atari 2600 version is a bit choppy, too, and has some flickering. The ColecoVision game is particularly annoying. Initially unreleased and available in beta form, this port has incredibly screechy noise and blinking sprites. The IBM PC version is probably the ugliest of them all, though. There are two Atari 8-bit computer ports, one released in 1982, and an enhanced one in 1983, with the latter also released for the Atari 5200.

	Atarisoft developed most of the Western computer ports, while Namco handled the Japanese ones, with most of those featuring only three layers of soil. (There was even an unofficial doujin port for the PC-80, which has tiny graphics but all four layers intact.) The Famicom version (never released in the US, also released for the Famicom Disk System) is the most faithful, featuring nearly identical sprites, even though the blue sky on the surface has been changed to a dark black. 

	By the late 90s, most of the home versions of Dig Dug are near exact copies of the arcade original – including those found on Namco Classics Vol. 1 for the PlayStation; Namco Museum for the PS2, Xbox, and GameCube; Namco 50th Anniversary for PS2, GameCube, Xbox, Game Boy Advance, and Windows PCs; the Xbox Live Arcade; and those mini-joystick games that hook up directly to the TV. The exception is the Japanese Game Boy Advance version, which was released as part of the Famicom Mini series, and thus is an emulation of the Famicom version. Later, another Windows version appeared as part of the Namco All-Stars line of downloadable games, which has the arcade version alongside an "Enhanced" setting that uses graphics from the DS game Digging Strike, but plays the same as the original.
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	A pirated clone called Zig Zag was also released in arcades. Most of the sprites are the same, but all of the backgrounds are horribly mangled and much darker. The only major change is the appearance of pick-axe items, which allow you to dig through the dirt faster.

	The Game Boy version, released in 1992, features an additional mode called “New Dig Dug”. The goal here is simply to dig through the level to obtain three keys and then make your way to the exit door. Thankfully you don't need to kill all of the enemies, which respawn infinitely, anyway. New obstacles include 16 ton weights that stay on the playing field even after being dropped, balls that roll back and forth, and bombs that explode when dropped. Each stage usually features many impassable walls, as well, requiring you to navigate through small mazes to find all of the keys. The graphics change as you progress through the stages, and there's some new music too. This serves as the first of the "Arrangement" types, which were seen later in different releases. Unfortunately this version is a bit sluggish. It can also be found on the Namco Gallery Volume 2 collection, which was only released in Japan and features three other titles: Galaxian, Tower of Druaga, and Famista 4 (Family Stadium AKA R.B.I. Baseball). There are assorted micro arcade cabinets with Dig Dug, but some have the Famicom port while others have the arcade original.
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	Dig Dug Arrangement (Arcade)

	Original Release: 1996

	Platforms: ARC, PS2, XB, GC

	 

	Namco released two compilation packs in arcades in the mid-90s,  dubbed the Namco Classics Collection. Each featured three vintage Namco titles, along with updated, arranged versions that used new graphics and reworked mechanics. The first set included Mappy, Galaga, and Xevious, while the second featured Rally-X, Pac- Man, and Dig Dug. Like all of the other titles, Dig Dug features updated 2D graphics. While nothing terribly impressive, the improved colors do look fairly decent. A world map between stages now displays your progress through the game, with several dozen levels taking place in a variety of habitats, including cities, icebergs, and even the moon. The new music, which plays regardless of whether you're in motion or not, is unfortunately pretty bad.

	Dig Dug Arrangement is more than just a graphical overhaul, though. As compared to the arbitrarily placed tunnels in the original game, each stage here has a distinct layout, which lends a little bit more variety to the action. In addition to the standard Fygars and Pookas, there's also a new horned enemy, which can dash back and forth; a robot, which explodes when pumped, damaging nearby enemies but thankfully not Dig Dug; evil clones that can dig through the dirt and blow you up; and red Fygars that can breathe fireballs that zoom across the screen. There's also two-player simultaneous play, wherein you compete to kill as many enemies as possible. You can inflate your companion in this mode if you're a jerk, although its possible to escape from that by pounding on the pump button. There are also some new power-ups, including boots to make you walk faster, a variety of pumps, and, rather strangely, a laser gun. Additionally, there are new boulder types, including giant rocks, which drop directly to the bottom of the stage, and rolling orbs, which bounce back and forth through the tunnels. There's even a staff that causes rain to fall from the sky, carving niches in the ground and potentially harming enemies in the process.
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	For the most part, these are all some pretty cool additions. The biggest misstep, however, is the inclusion of poorly implemented boss battles. Every so often, you need to defeat a gigantic Pooka or Fygar. The former can be beaten by inflating one of the robots so it explodes and damages the boss. For the latter, you just need to grab a gun and keep shooting. The fact of the matter, however, is that the controls for Dig Dug just weren’t made for this kind of action, especially since the bosses move quickly and randomly about the playing field.

	Outside of its initial arcade release, Dig Dug Arrangement was included in the Namco Museum pack for the PlayStation 2, Xbox, and GameCube.
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	Dig Dug Arrangement (PSP)

	AKA: Dig Dug Remix (IOS)

	Original Release: 2005

	Platforms: PSP, X360, IOS

	 

	Despite sharing the same name, this version of Dig Dug Arrangement for the PSP and Xbox 360 is completely different from the arcade release. It shares a lot of the same ideas – improved graphics, expanded gameplay, etc. – but the way they're implemented is much different. It's included on the Namco Museum Battle Collection for the PSP, and Namco Museum: Virtual Arcade for Xbox 360, which, in addition to featuring several emulated arcade games, also has arranged versions of Pac- Man and Galaga.

	The backgrounds are all 2D in this version, while the character models are 3D. Overall, it’s a much better look than the abysmal Dig Dug Deeper. The soundtrack also mostly consists of remixes of the famed Dig Dug theme song. Due to the PSP’s 16:9 screen ratio, the levels are now wider and shallower, with a status screen placed on the right side of the display.
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	Compared to the first Dig Dug Arrangement, the level types are closer to the original Dig Dug, with some occasional obstacles to block movement or obscure the view. There are a few new enemies, like ants that can dig, and rock bugs which drop boulders when they're killed. There are also fans spread throughout some of the stages, which, when activated, can either freeze enemies in their tracks or send them flying in the opposite direction, potentially slamming them into a wall. There are also a handful of power-ups to make you walk, dig, or pump faster, which can be stockpiled and activated at any time. The out-of-place gun from the first Arrangement is, thankfully, absent. There are six different worlds, each with a distinct theme and ending in a boss battle. These are much less frustrating than in the previous game, mostly because the bosses are contained to a portion of the level, and defeating them relies more on traditional Dig Dug mechanics (dropping boulders, inflating them) rather than shooting them with laser guns. Overall, it's a bit on the short and easy side, but it's a nice dalliance for any fan. This version appeared as a standalone app for iOS devices in 2009, renamed Dig Dug Remix.
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	Dig Dug II

	Original Release: 1985

	Platforms: ARC, NES, X68K, PSP, NDS, X360, MOB

	 

	Dig Dug II seems like a bit of an odd title for a sequel, considering there's no actual digging. Instead of tunneling through the soil, Dig Dug II takes place entirely on land, with each stage comprised of a single island. The goal is still to kill all of the enemies, and your handy spear-pump thing remains your main implement of destruction. You also get a hand drill, which Dig Dug rides sort of like a pogo stick. In terms of gameplay, the island has little fissures dotted around. You can drill in one of four directions at each of these, causing another crack. If you completely corner off a part of the island, it will crumble and fall into the ocean, taking anything else with it. Accordingly, the main goal is to encase as many enemies as possible and dump them all into the drink at once, thereby netting a huge score.

	You can forego all of this and continue to inflate enemies to kill them, but since there are no longer any tunnels, it's harder to keep them under control. Further, it's way too easy to get surrounded, so drilling the island is definitely the best way to go. This might all seem simple enough, but there's one extremely important factor that comes into play. Namely, the larger half of the island will stay afloat while the smaller part sinks. This is easy to judge when you're just carving off small bits, but with larger sections, it's possible to find yourself on the wrong side and end up drowning, too. As a result, Dig Dug II is a game of extremes – either you end up giddy that you've cleared the entire stage with one cleverly thought out plan, or your scheme backfires and you end up looking like a chump.

	Some of the same elements of the original still come into play, however. There are only two enemies, for instance, and they both function the same way. They can still turn invincible and float around as ghosts, but since there's no soil to float through, this doesn't entirely make sense. The last enemy on the stage will also run around to the edges and hop into the ocean, denying you a final kill if you're too slow. However, the music plays constantly, rather than the stop-and-go theme of the original.
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	As typical for many Namco arcade games, there are two different versions of Dig Dug II. The original release was quite hard, while the second one tones down the difficulty. Both have completely different levels. Most of the compilations feature only the second version, but Namco Museum for the NDS has both.

	For some reason, Dig Dug II wasn't remotely as popular as the original, which is a bit of a shame. Even though carving tunnels was fine, destroying whole sections of the level at once is equally, if not more enjoyable. There are 32 actual "levels" in Dig Dug II as well (repeating thereafter), whereas the original just plopped down a couple of pre-made caves and let you do as you wanted. Perhaps the absence of this free-form strategy contributed to its unpopularity. As a result, it wasn’t ported to nearly as many platforms as before. 

	The NES version remained the only home release for a long time, and plays perfectly despite the different resolution, even though the graphics are a slight step downward. Unlike its predecessor, this one was released in America courtesy of Bandai. Sporting the subtitle “Trouble in Paradise”, it also adds a few bonus scoring items and a second music theme. A near-perfect conversion was also made for the X68000 almost 10 years after the arcade release. 

	While Namco seemed content to neglect Dig Dug II on many of their earlier PlayStation compilation packs, they eventually saw fit to include it in later releases. To that end, the game appears on the Namco Museum Battle Collection for the PSP and Namco Arcade Classics for the DS and Xbox 360.
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	Dig Dug Deeper

	Original Release: 2001

	Platforms: WIN

	 

	With the advent of 3D graphics in the mid-1990s, many developers decided it would be an excellent idea to remake old arcade games using newer technology. This was somewhat spurred on by the success of Jeff Minter's Tempest 2000, which actually managed to be better than the original arcade game. It also didn't technically use 3D graphics, which is why most of these remakes (Missile Command 2000, Defender 2000, Warlords, the list goes on) didn't fair so well.

	Dig Dug Deeper was released for Windows PCs in 2001 by Infogrames, with no actual involvement from Namco outside of licensing. (The game was never released in Japan and isn’t considered an official part of the series.) Despite using 3D graphics, the game is still in 2D, and remains fairly faithful to the original. In fact, it's much more conservative than even Namco's own Arrangement versions. There are a couple of power-ups to be found, like hoses that can extend and turn around corners, as well as pockets of water or gas, which can be dug out to attack enemies or get yourself killed, if you aren’t careful about it.
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	It's hard to actively screw up Dig Dug, so this technically plays pretty well, but some things just feel off. For starters, Dig Dug walks too fast. This ruins much of the challenge in itself, but it doesn't help that there's no real difficulty curve. By the sixth level in the original arcade game, the enemies were fast and numerous, but the game doesn't really change as you climb through the stages. Additionally, small things are missing. One of the best strategies of the original games was to carve a space next to a tunnel full of enemies while leaving a tiny layer of dirt. It would let you stick the hose through the wall to attack them, but the enemies would still turn around when they hit it, effectively giving you an extra layer of protection. For whatever reason, you can't do that here at all.

	Each stage takes place on a different planet with an overworld hub. These are largely insignificant, since there's almost nothing to actually do in them other than entering the next stage. If an enemy escapes from a stage, it'll also show up on the overworld. Here you get another chance to kill it, which makes one think that the developers of Dig Dug Deeper kind of missed the point.

	Special mention must be made of how completely hideous this game looks. It's hard to make dirt appear attractive, but Dig Dug Deeper is especially appalling, even when compared to other PC games released around 2001. Dig Dug's redesign also look terrible, with a grotesquely huge chin and bizarre digging animations. The sound effects are likewise dreadful, complete with high pitched exclamations, and the music is just weird and trippy. This one is really better off left forgotten.
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	Dig Dug: Digging Strike

	Original Release: 2005

	Platforms: NDS

	 

	Namco released a strange little action-puzzle game called Mr. Driller in 1999. The goal of this game is to drill through a huge columns of blocks as you try to make it as far underground as you can before running out of air. It's rumored that this game was called "Dig Dug 3" during its development, but other than the common theme of excavation, there's very little connection gameplay-wise to the classic arcade games. Still, Namco decided to forge a link anyway. It turns out that the hero of Mr. Driller, Susumu Hori, is the son of the hero from Dig Dug. While previously the character had only been named "Dig Dug," Namco pulled a retcon and gave him the moniker Taizo Hori, a pun on the Japanese phrase "horitai zo," which means "I want to dig!" The art style of the Mr. Driller games is decidedly more cartoony, with Taizo Hori receiving a fitting makeover, including a strange little goatee. He's also a playable character in Mr. Driller G for the PlayStation.

	The Mr. Driller games found some measure of popularity (in Japan, anyway), so Namco capitalized on this craze by sticking Taizo in a brand new Dig Dug game, this time for the Nintendo DS. The result, Dig Dug: Digging Strike, is an incredibly strange marriage of the concepts of the first two arcade games. The underlying goal in each stage is to defeat a gigantic monster, who traipses along on an island displayed on the top screen. The only way to kill this foe is by cutting off parts of the island so it sinks into the ocean.

	Various stakes litter the island, and are located next to fissures. Within these cracks lay assorted holes, which take you underground and to the bottom screen. Here, you need to dig out all of the dirt from beneath the stakes, which causes the ground above to fracture. If you manage to completely cut off a part of the island while the monster is on top, you win the level.
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	The biggest problem with Digging Strike is that it completely undermines the concepts that made the original games so appealing. All of the stakes are pre-placed at the beginning of the stage, which removes a lot of the strategy. Instead, you just need to walk around and look for vulnerabilities in the soil, instead of making your own. You can find power-ups that allow you to change the directions of the stake (from horizontal to vertical, or vice versa) but that doesn't add much to the strategy. Similarly, once you go underground, you're faced with the usual monsters, but you don't need to kill them at all. If you want, you can completely avoid them and just dig out the stake. This is a rather tedious process, as you need to dig two squares repeatedly until you reach the bottom of the screen. Simply digging two columns vertically won't cut it. You also need to sit and wait to watch the top screen until the monster steps over the right part of the island. This is perhaps supposed to give you incentive to kill the enemies, but you're still rarely in danger.

	Other elements just don't work either. There are occasionally hunks of food lying in the underground caverns. If an enemy touches one, it'll float to the surface, where the monster can eat it and become faster. There are also power-ups that call upon Susumu to help stop the monster. These include a race car a la Rally-X, or a spaceship as in Xevious, which is called the Horivalou, a play on the Solvalou. Neither of these work long enough for them to be useful, though.

	The 2D graphics on the bottom screen are upgraded versions of the old Dig Dug sprites, similar to the Arrangement arcade game, and look decent enough. The top screen utilizes 3D graphics, which allows the viewpoint to be rotated, and looks fairly clean for a DS title. In an homage to the first game, the music only plays when Taizo is moving. This worked for the simple eight second music loop in the original game, but sounds very out of place here. There's also a ridiculously tacked-on story mode with awful dialogue, which is thankfully quite skippable.

	The problem with Digging Strike is that there are so many things going on that none of it really sticks. It doesn't help that the game is also ridiculously easy and quite short. It would've been nice if Namco had included ports of the original games – the first stage is actually played just like the first arcade game, as a reminder of its former greatness – but Namco cheapened out and just held out for their release on a later compilation pack.
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	Dig Dug Island: Minami no Jima no Pukapukapon

	Original Release: 2008

	Platforms: Windows

	 

	Dig Dug Island: Minami no Jima no Pukapukapon is an online multiplayer game developed by VerX.  The title translates to "The South Island Pukapukapon" –  "puka" is an onomatopoeia for something inflating and also the name of the famous red enemy, while "pon" means "explosion." In other words, the sound effects of killing a foe in Dig Dug. Judging by its official website, it seemed to have been a huge multiplayer deathmatch version of Dig Dug II. Players could set up their own islands and play as cartoony versions of Dig Dug, as well as Namco's Valkyrie. 

	The idea seems fun, but since it was online and for Windows, it was only accessible to Japanese players.

	 

	Similar Games / Other Apperances

	 

	A few months after Dig Dug was released, Universal brought Mr. Do (upper right) to the arcades. Taking the role of a clown, it looks like Dig Dug on the surface – carve through tunnels, avoid bad guys, etc. – but in practice, it's a much different game. The goal in Mr. Do is simply to collect all of the fruit in each level. Although you can attack enemies with a bouncing ball, there are times you'll be left defenseless as it bounds throughout the stage, so you're running away more often than attacking. However, you can still drop rocks on your foes' heads. The enemies also spawn in the middle of the screen and aggressively track down your character, as opposed to Dig Dug, where they just kind of meander in your general direction. The three successive Mr. Do games have little to do with the original, other than starring the same character.

	Boulder Dash (middle-right) came a few years later, by First Star Software. This was initially released for home computers and eventually ported to arcades and consoles. The only thing in common with Dig Dug is that you burrow through tunnels. The goal in each (rather expansive) stage is to collect all of the diamonds, but navigating the huge amount of boulders requires a fair bit of strategy. You can't directly attack foes, but you can drop boulders on their heads to kill them.

	There are also numerous unauthorized clones for various home PCs, including Tunnel Blaster (Windows), Digger (Amiga), Pump Man (TRS-80), and Horuhoru (FM-7).

	Dig Dug also ties into season 2 of the TV show Stranger Things. One of the characters plays it in the arcade, and it’s the name of one of the episodes, tying into how the creatures are digging tunnels underground. Polaroid’s website did a tie-in called Monster Flash, where you play as each of the kids, though you take pictures of enemies rather than pumping them up.

	Namco x Capcom is a bizarre fanfic of a strategy game that features a madcap plot as justification to assemble characters from both the Namco and Capcom universes. It then pits them against each other in a Super Robot Taisen-type battle system, and adds in a flashy pseudo-fighting game style mini-game to show off lots of fancy moves. Amongst the Namco characters is, of course, Taizo Hori. Except instead of the little cartoon dude in Dig Dug, he's now a big action hero complete with a bad ass drill. His theme music is a drastic rearrangement of the stage intro theme from Dig Dug II. The original Dig Dug also shows up in Namco Super Wars for the WonderSwan, the portable predecessor to Namco x Capcom.
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	Although Dig Dug/Taizo doesn't make many appearances in games outside of the Dig Dug and Mr. Driller series, the Pooka seems to be the unofficial mascot of the games, showing up in many of the Pac-Man World games, as well as appearing in statue form in Ridge Racer Type 4. A remix of the Dig Dug theme also appears in the rhythm game Technic Beat, released in the arcades and for the PlayStation 2. The Namco Video Game Graffiti album also contains a song called “Koi no Dig Dug”, a cutesy laid back J-pop bit with female vocals, based loosely on the main theme

	Finally, characters from Dig Dug have cameo appearances in Disney’s video game parody movie Wreck-It Ralph.
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	Mappy

	Original Release: 1983

	Platforms: ARC, FC, GG, MSX, PC60, PC80, PC88, PC98, MZ, X1, FM7, PS1, WIN, M5, SCV, DS, WII, IOS

	 

	The battle of "cat vs. mouse" has been told countless times, from children's stories to cartoons to video games. Mappy is Namco's take on the formula, a 1983 arcade game that has some vague influence from Pac-Man, combined with some unique platforming elements. The game was designed by Eiji Sato, who later worked on Dragon Buster.

	The hero of the game is the eponymous police mouse, who’s charged with collecting a number of treasures within a small house. Chasing him throughout the stage are a legion of cats of two different varieties. There are a number of smaller felines called Meowkies, who run around randomly at first but then begin to aggressively chase Mappy, as well as a single larger cat named Goro, who acts independently. (The large cat is named Nyamco in Japan, a portmaneau of "nyan", the Japanese pronunciation of a cat's meow, and Namco.)

	Each stage is divided into six floors, plus a "top" floor from where the enemies spawn. There is no jump button, so you can only hop between floors via trampolines scattered around the floor. There are also numerous doors scattered throughout the corridors. The only button in the game is used for opening and shutting these doors, in order to knock over bad guys or stop them from chasing you. However, each level also has a handful of glowing "microwave" doors that, when opened, will send an energy blast across the floor, momentarily clearing the screen of any enemy cats in their path.
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	Like most of these types of enemy-chase games, the goal is to find the most efficient way to collect everything on the screen while keeping track of all of the enemies and not getting stuck between them. It's a little bit difficult in Mappy's case, especially since the screen scrolls, so it's impossible to see all of the enemies in the level at once. Furthermore, the arcade version uses a vertically oriented monitor, which limits your horizontal range of sight.

	Avoiding enemies is just the tip of the iceberg in Mappy, though. There are two other major things to take into account – the periods of invulnerably, and the scoring system.

	While Mappy is bouncing on trampolines, he’s completely invincible – enemies just float right through him. (To counterbalance this, a trampoline can only bounce so many times in a row before it breaks.) The minute he sets foot on the ground, though, he's fair game for the cats. Using the doors is also important – if Mappy opens a door from the knob-side, he'll be knocked back a short distance, but he'll also plow through enemies and knock them down too, usually earning enough time for a quick escape in the process. You actually don't need to be right next to a door to open it, either. In fact, as long as you're on the same platform, even several tiles away, you can still open or shut it. The cats can open doors on their own too, sometimes stunning themselves, though they can’t close them.

	There are a handful of tricks to the scoring system, which play off of a risk/reward mechanic. All of the treasures are spread out in pairs. If you grab one, the other one begins to flash. If you manage to grab the flashing second item, you'll increase the score multiplier, up to a multiple of five if you grab all of the items in pairs. Of course, grabbing the second item usually requires trekking all the way across the stage, which puts you in much greater danger. Some items are worth more than others, so if you grab them with a higher multiplier, you'll be greatly rewarded. There's a time limit to be aware of too, after which the enemies speed up and ghosts begin to haunt the level.

	The way you deal with foes also adds to the score. The more cats you hit simultaneously with a microwave, the more points you get. Further, if you manage to snag Goro along with the other cats, the point value will double. Additionally, Goro acts differently from the other foes, and will occasionally hide behind treasures for a few seconds. If you snag the item while he's behind it, you'll get bonus points and remove him from the stage for a bit. However if you misjudge and he jumps out, he'll probably catch you. After every three stages, you play a bonus stage. These levels consist entirely of trampolines, and you need to pop all of the balloons before the timer ends.

	The stages grow a bit more complex as you go through them. At first the floors are divided up evenly, with trampolines every few steps, making it easy to run away from the cats. As they progress, the levels become more dynamic, with longer floors and fewer ways to travel between them. Later levels introduce other elements, like bells, which hang on the top-most floor of the stage and can be dropped on enemies, and rainbow floors, which dissipate once you've crossed over them. There are 16 unique stages, which repeat and get faster as you loop through them.

	Namco arcade games like Rally-X and Xevious were some of the earliest to feature soundtracks, however simple. Other than the jingles, there are two theme songs in Mappy, the main tune and the bonus level, both composed by Nobuyuki Onoki. The upbeat main theme in particular is incredibly catchy for a game from 1983. Mappy is also an adorable character, whose design was perfectly translated into his tiny sprite. His death animation, where he falls over and his eyeballs rattle, is amusingly comical.
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	Mappy is an excellent game, one that took some familiar concepts, did something new with them, and added quite a bit of depth to the scoring and mechanics. While it was distributed widely in North America by Bally Midway, the game never quite caught on. It was much more successful in Japan, though even there, it didn't quite have the lasting appeal that Namco had anticipated. In fact, in order to make some use out of the surplus arcade boards, Namco put together the legendarily infamous Tower of Druaga.

	The game didn't see release for American or European home computers, which perhaps hints at its lack of popularity, but it did receive numerous ports to Japanese home computers. None of the contemporary versions had the vertical resolution to feature all six floors, so cutting those down was typically the first compromise. Other issues include choppy scrolling and/or movement, flickering, and lower quality sprites. Most versions have music, suited to the computer's particular sound hardware. Because of all of these revisions, the movements of the enemies have been changed, and none are quite arcade faithful.

	Many of the computer versions were ported by Dempa. The PC6001 game is the simplest, with very low resolution graphics. The quality starts out lower with the X1 and FM7 versions, and gets better with the PC8001, PC8801, and PC9801 releases. There are actually two X1 games, with the second being significantly rewritten to enhance performance. On the Sord M5, the presentation has again been truncated. The MSX version is also fairly stark, and serves as one of the weaker ports due to only featuring four floors, whereas most of the others have five. There's also a fan-made patch that brings this version up to MSX2 standards, primarily by including more detailed sprites. 

	One of the most amusing ports is for the MZ-700 home computer. If a PCG board was attached to the computer, it could generate simple graphics that were a little lower quality than the MSX version. Without this, however, it couldn't render sprites at all, resulting in all of the characters being displayed as colored text and symbols. Mappy and the cats are two "o"s (for eyes) and triangles (for ears), while the score items literally just read "television" or "painting" in katakana. It's pretty ridiculous looking, but considering the platform was never really meant to host games, much less arcade ports, it's a work of art in a way. There's actually a ROM hack of the Famicom version that replaces the graphics with the weird sprites of this version.

	Speaking of which, the  Famicom game is the best of the early ports, primarily due to the smoother scrolling and sprite movement compared to the computer releases, though it too has only five floors. The Game Gear version squishes everything down to fit on a portable screen, with five floors as well, but looks and plays great. This port also has an exclusive battle mode for when two systems are linked with a cable. Here, both players complete on their own screens to rack up as high of a score as possible. Though the players can't directly interact with each other, any defeated enemies are sent to the opponent's screen to terrorize their side of the game.

	The Game Boy Color version commits the grievous sin of scrolling the screen vertically to fit more floors, rather than squeezing everything in like the Game Gear version, making it substantially inferior. Still, the borders for use with the Super Game Boy are fun. The Game Boy Advance Famicom Mini release is based on the Famicom version, of course.

	Mappy was never officially ported to the X68000, though there are two fan-made versions. These are better than all of the other ports (including the Famicom ones) because they run in a resolution that allows all six floors to fit on the screen. Both are similar, though the one labeled "Yopino", released in 1988, has a slightly nicer score display, and replaces the computers with systems that look like the X68000 unit itself. 

	The first official near arcade perfect console port was released on Namco Museum Vol. 2 for the PlayStation. This version lets you flip your TV to mimic the arcade orientation, or simply runs in a resolution that keeps the proper aspect ratio while adding a sidebar to the screen. Most subsequent versions, like Namco Museum Virtual Arcade for the Xbox 360 and Namco Museum for the DS, are emulated like this.

	There were four plug-and-play systems in 2006 under the Let's TV Play Classic line – two for Taito and two for Namco, each featuring two classic arcade games as well as arranged versions. Namco Nostalgia 1 includes Xevious and Mappy. The port of Mappy is close to the arcade game, though only features five floors, and the music isn't quite the same. While all of the other games featured in this line include special variations of the arcade original, this one features an entirely different game styled after Breakout. You control two Meowkies holding a trampoline, as Goro bounces around the top of the screen, breaking boxes and getting items. 

	Mappy was also released on iOS. This version includes slightly touched up visuals that round out the edges of the sprites while still maintaining their low res, old school look. The frame rate is a little choppy, though. This port also adds in little arrows so you can see the locations of any cats that are out of view. The title screen includes a fun piano rendition of the main theme, too. There’s a new "Scramble" score attack mode, as well, where you're given 120 seconds to earn as many points as possible. You have unlimited lives, though getting hit will stun you for a bit while the timer counts down. All of the regular items have been replaced with new ones, too, all with various effects – fish will cause Meowkies to ignore Mappy for a few seconds, the hourglass will freeze all of the Meowkies, the sewing machine will prevent the trampoline from breaking, and so forth. The items don't activate in pairs anymore, though there are score multipliers for temporary boosts. These power-ups will continually spawn around the level until time runs out. There are also trap doors in the floors in addition to the regular entrances. 
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	Mappy Arrangement

	Original Release: 1995

	Platforms: ARC

	 

	 

	Like many of Namco’s classic arcade titles, the company created an arranged version of the original (dubbed Mappy Arrangement, of course), bundled together on the same board with Galaga and Xevious. It’s a little unusual in that it’s primarily developed for two-players – the game is split in half horizontally, with the first player on the bottom and the second on the top. (In a nice touch, the second player, colored orange, wears a pair of aviator shades.) This means that the entire screen is compressed into half of its regular size. It has five floors (you can go into the attic from the first stage), but each one is about the height of the sprites. It feels very squished, and a huge waste of space if you’re just playing single-player.

	Compared to the multiplayer mode in the Game Gear port, here it’s “friendly competitive” – you’re both working to rid the screen of cats but you’re still trying to get all of the items before the other. Every level, the scenery changes to different backgrounds, with a boss fight against a large mechanical cat every few stages. Since there are no other offensive options, the only way to attack is by swinging the radioactive doors at the right time. Needless to say, it’s a poorly thought out addition. The balloon popping stages are back, though, and this time they use the whole screen. They’re also vertically oriented, so you need to bounce upwards, rather than right to left.
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	Though Namco ported many of their arranged versions to various compilations, this one remained arcade exclusive, and for good reason – none of its additions are designed very well, and serves as another example of the developers not knowing how to iterate on an original game. The only amusing aspect is a hidden mode that turns Mappy and the enemies from cartoonish anthropomorphs into realistic looking mice and cats. It’s surreal to watch them bounce around the levels, even though the proportions are smaller and it’s hard to see anything. The arcade board also includes the original Mappy, which is basically the same as the 1983 release, though with slightly different sound.
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	Hopping Mappy

	Original Release: 1986

	Platforms: ARC, MOB, WII

	 

	Mappy's only true arcade sequel came in the form of the 1986 release Hopping Mappy. ("Hopping" is a verb in English, but in Japanese it's a noun, for the word "pogo stick".) All characters now bounce on pogo sticks, and the screen is divided into a grid. The goal, as before, is to obtain all of the items in the stage, and gathering matched items will result in extra points. Meowkies will bounce back and forth, so avoiding them is simply a matter of timing, but Goro is more troublesome and moves in a less predictable zig-zag pattern.
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	Every once in a while, a treasure box will pop up, scattering several assorted bonus items across the screen which can freeze enemies, make them temporarily vulnerable to attack, or add a random number to your score. The only button is used to speed up your movement as it's held down. Mappy can also defy physics by changing directions in mid-air, which is handy if you're quick enough to realize you've made a misjudgment. There are 31 main stages, plus bonus levels, which involve grabbing balloons as quickly as possible while the stage autoscrolls forward.

	Hopping Mappy isn't awful, but it’s not all that fun either. Since the Meowkies tend to bounce in disorganized mobs, it's really hard to make out when you're about to bump into one of them. And beyond the extra goal of grabbing items in pairs, there's not really a whole lot of strategy to it, either. Namco must've felt the same way, as it never received any contemporary ports and remains missing from all of their compilations. In fact it only ever showed up on the Wii Virtual Console, and even the X68000 port (called Tiny Hopping Mappy) is just a fan-made conversion.
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	Mappy-Land

	Original Release: 1986

	Platforms: NES, WIIU

	 

	Mappy-Land, the first Mappy game developed exclusively for a console audience, attempts to greatly expand on the original, with a larger variety of levels and different mechanics. The story focuses on Mappy’s attempts to woo his lady friend, Mapico.

	Although the basics of Mappy-Land are similar to the arcade original, there have been substantial shakeups. There are no longer any doors, for instance, and while trampolines still exist, there are also ladders to climb up and down. The level design isn’t as rigid, either, as some platforms have dead ends.

	The goal is still to obtain a certain number of items in each stage, which allows you to move on to the next. With the doors gone, enemies are instead defeated through the use of unique traps spread throughout, including punching bags, zip lines, cannons, and others. 

	You’re also armed with assorted items that can be used to temporarily distract foes. Cat toys are the most prevalent and work on standard Meowkies, but will be ignored by Goro. He can instead be distracted with a coin, since he loves money. Fish are the most useful, since they’ll lure both kinds of enemies. There are also jars that are supposed to be like catnip, which tire out all of the Meowkies (but not Goro). These items are peppered throughout the stage, but aren’t replenished after each level, so it’s generally better to stockpile them for the later areas. These tend to pop up after collecting other items, giving you an incentive to run around the stage a bit. One stage even has fish jumping up from the water, so you can happily sit by and farm as many of them as you want, time permitting. Unfortunately you can’t select which item to use – the game automatically activates whichever one you last collected – so you might end up wasting a few until you get to the one you want.

	There are eight unique levels, which loop four times, for a total of 32 stages. At the end of each loop, there’s a quick bonus stage where Mappy must reach his beloved Mapico within a time limit. Thankfully, you don’t lose any lives if you’re too slow, you just get an irritated message from Mapico admonishing you for being too late, and must retry the stage until you get it right.

	In subsequent loops, the items you collect change. In the first pass, you’re grabbing bits of cheese, but in later loops you’re nabbing assorted other items. It’s a cute effect that shows Mappy’s adventures are basically going through the stages of a relationship, courting his girlfriend with presents, grabbing rings for his engagement, collecting trees for a Christmas party, and then finding baseballs for his son.

	While the levels are essentially the same in the later loops, there are still some minor alterations in some of them, beyond just making the enemies more difficult. For example, in the third loop of the first stage, you need to enter one of the train cabins in order to find extra items. Other levels are similar, with substages that must be explored in certain loops, but not others. It lends some variety to the proceedings, but it’s still a little obtuse. If you collect all of the items and find that the exit simply won’t open, it means there’s a substage somewhere that must be opened. The entrances are never properly highlighted, though, so it’s just a matter of stumbling around until you find it.

	Most of the levels follow the standard Mappy stage construction, but a few try to spice things up by adding extra platforming elements. The third level, the jungle, is short, consisting mostly of vines you can climb on and moving trampolines. Unfortunately the controls are too stiff, and Mappy’s new jumping ability is borderline useless, so these areas ended up being the weakest part of the game.
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	The graphics hail back to the early Famicom days, when the artists hadn’t quite figured out how to work around the constraints of the platform and develop attractive sprites. The characters are larger than the arcade title, but the whole game has an ugly, boxy look to it. Still, these shortcomings are somewhat negated by little details that add a substantial amount of personality. Primarily, the animations of the Meowkies bouncing around the cat toys, thoroughly entranced, is simply adorable. Additionally, Goro is dressed up in an appropriately themed outfit for each stage. He’s a train conductor in the first level, he has a Polynesian grass skirt in the island area, a Snidely Whiplash villain mustache in the Wild West stage, and he’s a ghost in the graveyard zone. Plus, pummeling enemies off the stage never stops being comical.

	There are a lot of really great touches that give some unique character to the game, something which was fairly uncommon back in 1986, and shows how devoted Namco was to creating a world with a silly, likeable cast, even if most of them are enemies. Even so, none of this really outweighs the fact that, despite all of the refinements, the core gameplay feels watered down.

	The original game relied on a few mechanics that needed to be mastered and exploited to get high scores, but there wasn’t much variety in the levels. That works fine for arcade games, but this was the era when console titles were getting longer and more involved, and needed to compete with the likes of Super Mario Bros. In the processes of expanding Mappy into a longer form of game, they succeeded in adding more variety, but lost most of the tightly designed mechanics that made the original game so addicting. After all, unless you mismanage your items, you’re never really trapped, and the level designs are so open that it’s much easier to navigate around enemies. Without any pressure, something ends up lost.

	Overall, Mappy-Land is an interesting example of an arcade developer attempting to adapt to an evolving landscape, but not quite getting it right. It’s still a likeable game though, and one that’s probably more appropriate for younger players anyway, since it’s not as immediately difficult as the arcade original.
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	Mappy Kids

	Original Release: 1989

	Platforms: FC

	 

	Mappy-Land told the story of Mappy and Mapico finding love. In this sequel, exclusive to the Famicom, they've settled down and had children. Their kids take on the starring role here, as they explore the world and attempt to make life better for their parents.

	The gameplay in this iteration has been changed to a generic 8-bit platformer, with barely any trace left of the original Mappy games, beyond its characters. It's a bit like Capcom's Rescue Rangers for the NES, in that the mice are supposed to be miniature, running around oversized environments, mostly consisting of houses and yards. It also features two-player simultaneous play.

	The children can technically kick, but their attacks have no range, so it's usually easier to just avoid enemies. As you traverse each area, your main goal is to collect as much cash as possible in each stage. While the kids can technically take a number of hits, taking damage also depletes a large amount of money, which is a more severe punishment. At the end of each level, you can use your cash to buy assorted gifts for your parents. The Mappy family starts off rather destitute, and the kids can buy windows, picket fences, tire swings, cars, the sun (!!), and other decorations to improve their standard of living. Like Mappy-Land, it's this sort of ridiculously adorable scenario that sets Mappy Kids apart from other platformers.
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	Mappy and Mapico aren't the only ones that have reproduced, though. At the end of the stage, you play a slot machine to face off against one of Goro's three kids. These minigames are generally pretty simple: one is basically a sumo match, as you bump butts to knock your foe off a small platform; another has you examining two pictures and trying to spot the differences. These areas feature some amusing cameos from assorted Namco games – one of the pictures you have to analyze features the hooded enemies from Rolling Thunder kidnapping Ki from The Tower of Druaga, and another has them playing baseball (a reference to Namco's Family Stadium, more widely known amongst English speakers as Tengen's R.B.I. Baseball). You can also find the hoods of the Rolling Thunder guys lying out as laundry during some of the stages, though due to the coloring, they look even more like KKK outfits than they even did originally.

	With the bland gameplay and minigames, Mappy Kids feels more like an offshoot of Namco's Wagan Land. That series is also bright and colorful, albeit incredibly easy and simplistic, and all were clearly aimed at young kids who didn't have much familiarity with video games in general. As such, Mappy Kids isn't awful, but compared to any number of similar titles from Nintendo or Capcom, it's definitely a lesser product.

	 

	 

	Mappy Mobile Games

	 

	Teku-Teku Mappy – Mobile (2003)

	 

	A Mappy-themed puzzle games developed for early 2000s Japanese cellphones. Unfortunately, it is basically lost to time.

	 

	Mappy de Puzzle – Mobile (2003)

	 

	 

	Another Mappy-themed puzzle games developed for early 2000s Japanese cellphones.
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	Mappy Taiketsu! Neo Nyamco-dan

	Initial Release Date: 2015

	Platforms: IOS, AND

	 

	In the early 2010s, Namco unveiled the “Namco Creator’s Program”, which allowed independent developers to license characters from the company’s early arcade games for use in their own games. Most of these (predictably) star Pac-Man, but two were created with Mappy.

	Mappy Taiketsu! Neo Nyamco-dan (“Mappy Showdown! Neo Nyamco Gang”) from Grateek takes the basics of the original game but ditches the strict floor-by-floor layouts in favor of slightly more elaborate, individually designed levels, presented in landscape format. The goal is still to collect all of the items in the stage, though instead of giving extra points for getting pairs, you start a combo by grabbing an item and get increasingly higher points when you grab them successively. Enemies are still defeated by microwave doors and bells (as well as other traps, like rolling barrels), utilizing a similar concept. Some levels absolutely flood the screen with enemies, though, which include the usual Meowkies and Goros, plus foes from other Namco games like the ghosts from Pac-Man or the creatures from Dig Dug. Some levels have bosses, too. This concept didn’t really work in Mappy Arrangement, but is much better implemented here since the levels are designed around staying out of their reach while looking for different ways to damage them.

	Though the game is ad supported, the free-to-play mechanics revolve around getting different “costumes” (new sprite sets) for Mappy. Some of these are just new outfits (like a heavy metal rocker outfit), but others let you turn him into heroes from Namco games, like Valkyrie, Dig Dug, the dragon from Wagan Land, and others. When you finish a game, your score is converted into coins, which are used in a gacha machine to determine which costume you’ll get. Alternatively, if you’re connect to the store, you can buy them outright – each one costs anywhere from 120 to 360 yen ($1-3 US).
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	The game works well with touch controls, since you can only walk left and right (you need to touch doors to open them). The freeform level design generally works too, with one caveat: the trampolines. In the original game, you couldn’t be damaged by enemies if you were both bouncing, but here, the physics are adjusted so that it’s fairly difficult to avoid an enemy if they’re bouncing as well – it’s best to hope that they’ll simply jump off on their own. Some of the trampolines (and floors) make this more difficult since they’re sloped, which in turn changes the trajectory a bit. Otherwise this is a pretty decent game, and certainly a better iteration on the original Mappy formula than any of Namco’s older attempts.
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	Touch the Mappy: Fukkatsu no Nyamco-dan

	Initial Release Date: 2016

	Platforms: IOS, AND

	 

	Another game developed as part of the Namco Creator’s Program, this one was actually crowdfunded and development by several Namco veterans. Eiji Sato, the original designer, returns, along with Hiroshi "Dotman" Ono, who was a sprite artist on many early Namco games. Junko "Zunko" Ozawa, the composer from games like Tower of Druaga, rounds out the group.

	Rather than directly evolving the platforming elements, as with Mappy Taiketsu!, Touch the Mappy: Fukkatsu no Nyamo-dan (“Resurrection of the Nyamco Gang”) reworks the concept to be more suited to a touch screen, with it being presented in portrait view. You don’t directly control Mappy, as instead he moves on his own accord. Each level is presented as a minor puzzle, with the goal being to grab all of the objects. You can only interact with the level by touching transparent floors, which will cause it to become solid. If Mappy is next to one of these, he’ll jump off and continue walking forward, so you need to guide him through while protecting him from danger. As with the original game, you get more points for grabbing items in pairs, and there’s definitely an optimal way to beat each stage – you’re scored on this at the end of each level, of which there are about 100 in total, as well as on completion time. When you get a high enough score, you unlock pieces of an image of an early Namco Famicom cartridge, which had distinctive designs. The free-to-play version lets you try a handful of levels (or lives) before you need to watch a video ad in order to resume playing.

	Overall, this is another excellent interpretation, especially since it finds a way to reinvent the basics while still keeping the general rules of Mappy. The only issue is that some levels are more than one screen, so you can’t see the full layouts until you actually move over there.

	 

	Other Mappy Stuff

	 

	Mappy Robot
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	While most overseas gamers are familiar with Mappy and the Nyamco gang through video games, they actually originated as mechanical robots to be entered in competitions, which were popular in Japan in the early 80s. These typically involved putting the robot into some kind of maze and seeing them try to navigate it. Nyamco the cat actually came first, having been created for the first Microcat event, held in 1980. He was 65 cm in height (2.1 ft) and weighed 27 kg (60 lbs). He could move his head, body, tail, and eyes.

	Mappy himself was created the next year for the 2nd All Japan Micro Mouse Competition in 1981. He was a bit smaller and weighed quite a bit less (height 41 cm, 1.3 ft, weight 4.3 kg 9.5 lbs), and cost 20 million yen at the time (about $100,000 US). The design was finalized and sold to consumers in 1983 for 78,000 yen (about $400). In demonstration, the mice popped balloons with a needle on its tail, which had pictures of Nyamco on them, much like the bonus level from the arcade game.

	Information on the robotic events, as well as the picture above, can be found at the following Japanese blog: https://ameblo.jp/homearcade/entry-12254865437.html

	 

	Mappy Cartoon
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	Shiftylook was a project started in 2011 that mostly focused on web comics involving Namco properties. Mappy, subtitled The Beat, was one of the few that became an animated series (along with short runs for Bravoman and Wonder Momo), though “animated” is only used in the loosest terms. It’s actually very simple, with no mouth movements for the dialogue and only slight motion every few seconds. The art and voices were provided by Scott Kurtz (from the webcomic PVP Online) and Kris Straub, who patterned the animation style after their Blamimations Flash cartoons.

	As with Shiftylook’s other comics, the premise is actually quite silly, and in practice ends up feeling like one of those Hanna-Barbera parody cartoons found on Adult Swim in the early 2000s. Here, Mappy is a disgraced cop, having been kicked off the police force due to botching one of his run-ins with Goro and the Nyamco gang (he accidentally shot one of the valuable paintings). Hard up for a job, the story takes place in the present day, as he ends up being hired as a security guard for Nyamco (now a legitimate business, apparently), with Goro as his boss. Of course, Goro only hires Mappy to annoy him and give him grief. The core cast is rounded out by Dig Dug, Mappy’s best friend, and Sky Kid, their affable but dimwitted co-worker. There are 13 episodes, each about eight minutes long.

	Keeping with Shiftylook’s theme, there are several references to Namco characters, usually in comedic contexts. Wonder Momo is an idol, for example, and both Mappy and Dig Dug ditch work for a day to drive out to her concert. Other cameos include the Prince from Katamari Damacy (who rolls around his ball and acts as sort of a fancy janitor for the building), the heroes from Time Crisis, Albatross from Rolling Thunder (here acting as a corporate spy dressed in the laziest disguise imaginable), and even the muscular dudes (and the bear) from absurd Wiiware title Muscle March.

	The production has an amateurish quality, but that's also part of its charm. It's much better for them to interpret the characters in ridiculous ways, rather than the likes of Super Mario Bros. Super Show, or the Saturday Supercade. It's shocking that this was an official Namco product and not just a fan parody. The writing does meander, in the same lackadaisical way of a lot of Adult Swim’s cartoons, but it can actually be funny, especially with Goro's scheming-but-not-quite-insidious voice and his absurd plans to irritate Mappy.

	Almost everything regarding Shiftylook was scrubbed from the internet in 2014, though the episodes have been uploaded by third parties on YouTube.

	Cameos

	 

	Ridge Racer includes blue and pink enemy cars based on Mappy's character. Ridge Racer Type 4 for the PlayStation includes the team "Micro Mouse Mappy". In Ace Combat Infinity, a woman in one of the movies sings the theme tune from Mappy. Mappy also appeared as an attraction called Fukubukuro Tantei Daigaku ("Lucky Bag Detective College") at Namco Nanja Town, an indoor amusement park in Ikebukuro, Tokyo. A vocal song called “Chotto Mappy Otoko no Ko” (“Hey Mappy Boy”) is featured on the Namco Video Game Graffiti album. A human anthropomorphic female version of Mappy also appears in the mobile game Zoku Tamashii Shoujo: Soul Girl (right).

	Origin of "Mappo"

	 

	The name “Mappy” was derived from the Japanese slang word “mappo”. It’s an old term so the exact origin is unknown, but there are two theories. The most prominent one hails back to the Meiji era, where many police officers were from the Satsuma Domain, so they were derisively called "satsumappou". Over the years, this was shortened to "mappou", and then truncated even further to just "mappo". 

	The other theory comes from the American occupation of World War II, where the military police wore helmets that said "MP". They were said to be referred to by the Japanese as "Ma-Ppo", so the Americans couldn't understand what they were saying.
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	Dragon Buster

	Original Release: 1985

	Platforms: ARC, FC, MSX2, X68K, FM7, X1,  PC88, PC98, PS1, X360, WIN

	Dragon Buster is a bit of an obscure classic. Much like another similarly themed Namco title from the era, Tower of Druaga, it's remembered fondly by retro geeks everywhere in Japan, due to being one of the first arcade games to feature some light RPG elements. 

	While Tower of Druaga is an immensely obtuse dungeon adventure, Dragon Buster is, at least, more immediately accessible. It's a sidescrolling action-adventure where you navigate a hero through a series of caves, collecting items and killing bad guys. At the end of each series of levels, you kill (bust?) a dragon, and then move on. This might not sound like a lot, but it was impressive for an arcade game circa 1985, and introduced plenty of mechanics that have become essential to the genre, including map screens, double jumping, and dashing.

	In Dragon Buster you control Clovis, a chivalrous knight who must rescue Princess Celia from a dragon, or maybe a bunch of dragons, because there are numerous found throughout the game. Every few stages, you'll find Celia after defeating a dragon, but then she'll be swept away again and your quest resumes. After defeating the dragon several times, Celia will finally be safe, and you'll get a proper ending.

	Dragon Buster is one of the first games of its kind to utilize a world map to choose levels. When you first start the game, there's only a single path to take, but then they branch off, allowing you to plot different routes to the end of the map. While you usually only get two choices, it's a lot more impressive than the linear paths in most other games at the arcade.
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	Each map is divided into several levels with five different themes: Cave, Tower, Graveyard, Mountain, and Ruins. Although each level is unique, each type has a different style of layout and contains different kinds of enemies. Caves, for instance, are usually pretty straightforward, while Graveyards are more maze-like. When you pick a stage, you're thrown into a labyrinth filled with bloodthirsty enemies, and need to hack through the maze to find your enemy. In the beginning, your only method of attack is a dumpy sword that's about as impressive as a two liter bottle of soda. Clovis swings his sword in an overhead motion, which is somewhat awkward, because it has almost no range. As a result, it's hard to hit enemies without taking some damage yourself. Furthermore, Clovis flips in the air after getting hit, allowing him to be juggled helplessly by additional enemy attacks. Thankfully, this is one of the first games to use a life gauge, so you can sustain multiple hits, but you only have a single life per credit.

	There are a couple of other maneuvers, too. You can perform a downward thrust with your sword (similar to Zelda II), which is handy for certain enemies. Dragon Buster also marks the first appearance of the double jump, which later became a staple in the Ghosts ‘n Goblins and Castlevania franchises. Unfortunately, there's no jump button – you need to hold Up on the joystick instead. Even jumping forward tends to be difficult, as most of the time, the game doesn't register that you're pushing in a direction while you jump. You can also run by double tapping in a direction.

	Every few hallways, you'll come across a dark room. Upon entering, the walls will drop down and the music will change, signifying an encounter with a miniboss. There are usually at least three in a stage, and they drop useful power-up items. Of course, these fiends aren't very easy to defeat, owing to their much greater attack range. There are only a handful of different bosses that are repeated over and over, however, so once you formulate a strategy, you can take them down easier.

	The power-ups that you get are random, and they can help out quite a bit. You have your typical health refills, health expansions, and single-use magic spells. Magic comes in two varieties: a single shot fireball and an extremely powerful triple shot that engulfs the screen with flames, killing everything on it. You can also get equipment, such as a shield that boosts defense, and a sword upgrade that increases attack power. Further, a scepter and a crown can be obtained and will change Celia's actions when you save her. If you have the scepter, Celia will give you a kiss. If you have the crown, she'll change outfits, from a miniskirt to a bikini. If you have both, she'll turn into a bunny girl. The catch is, you can't wield the sword upgrade if you're carrying the scepter, and can't use the shield if you have the crown. This requires you to give up offensive or defensive power (or both) to get the best ending.

	At the end of a map, you'll fight a dragon. These foes can be extremely annoying due to the massive amount of damage they can deal, as well as their long range. The easiest way to kill them is with the magic spells you get from the minibosses – especially the triple fireball – but if you don't have any, you'll have a hell of a time defeating them.

	In terms of audio, Dragon Buster has more music than a lot of arcade games at the time, but the soundtrack itself is fairly simple and monotonous. The miniboss theme makes you really want to pull out your hair, considering it loops every three seconds, while the dragon fight tune feels too upbeat.

	Visually, the game is a little odd. Dragon slaying isn't normally associated with bright pastel colors, but Namco must’ve thought that it would be suiting. Maybe it was a limitation of the hardware, as Dragon Buster runs on a modified version of the Pac-Land board, but you know there's something odd when you're being attacked by a brightly colored skeleton in a pink vest.
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	Dragon Buster was ignored in the West as it was never ported to any home system outside of Japan. As a result, its innovations weren’t taken in the context of the time, and the game seems extremely dated now. Back in its home country, though, it saw ports on the NEC PC-8801, PC-9801, Sharp X1, FM-7, MSX2, and Famicom. Its first official US console release was as part of Namco Museum Volume 2 for the PS1, but it also shows up on Namco Battle Collection for the PSP, and Namco Museum Virtual Arcade for the Xbox 360. These are all straight ports / emulations of the arcade version. 

	The Famicom version, released in 1987, is a great port. Perhaps most importantly, the jump button is mapped to A instead of Up. However, it's still rather difficult to control. The graphics have been changed a bit too – while Clovis looks a bit less dorky, the tiles and backgrounds are worse. The music, however, is a tiny bit better, for whatever that's worth. The action is also confined to the top two-thirds of the screen, with the bottom acting as a status bar.

	There are several other improvements as well. A couple of  new enemies have been added, for starters, like spiders and thieves (though some of the ones from the arcade game have been removed), plus there are also substantially more secondary weapons. These include canes, which shoot lightning bolts; lamps, which cause columns of fire to erupt from the ground; and amulets, which turn all enemies on the screen to stone. You can save up and use any of these items as needed by pressing Down and A. There are also a couple of other handy items, like a compass, which points you towards the exit, and a diary, which allows you to continue. The maps are larger too, and occasionally have obstacles in their path, which can be cleared with the correct items. For example, keys will open doors, and axes chop down trees. Further, just finding these tools can potentially allow you to bypass certain levels. You no longer obtain health expansion items, either. Instead, your score has turned into an experience gauge, and reaching certain points will cause you to level up, granting more hit points. There are a few extra kidnapped women to rescue along the way too, though none are deigned special enough to warrant their own name. Finally, there’s a hidden second quest called “Ura Dragon Buster” which changes the palette, increases the difficulty of the enemies, and adds in poisonous items. Every few stages in this mode, the hostages appear in swimsuits.

	The MSX2 version is available as a floppy disk or cartridge, and is very similar to the Famicom game, except it has art of a dragon on the title screen and a longer ending. The screen also can’t scroll (as was typical for the platform), so each room is displayed one at a time. Conversely, this port includes an exclusive enemy, a knight.

	The NEC PC-8801 version was done by Enix, and has a unique intro that shows the biography of Clovis and Celia, and is the only release to mention who the characters are in-game. Otherwise, this port is pretty bad, featuring unresponsive controls and slowdown, but at least the FM synth conversion of the soundtrack is pretty good. The PC98, FM-7, and Sharp X1 versions, developed by Denpa, are similar but with different color palettes. Arcade perfect ports were also released later in Japan for the X68000 (also by Denpa) and Windows computers.

	The Japanese Plug-in-Play system, called Namco Nostalgia 2, has a mode titled "Dragon Buster 100". It's a much harder game, but thankfully, you can cycle through your magic, which means you can save your powerful fire magic for later. The map is gone, though, and all of the levels are linear. Here the levels are horizontal and contain only four enemies, with a dragon at the end of each. After clearing 20 stages and killing 100 foes, you find Celia in a bunny girl costume, telling you how great you are and that you must play more. The game then restarts from scratch. 
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	Dragon Buster II: Yami no Fuuin

	Original Release: 1989

	Platforms: FC

	Dragon Buster II: Yami no Fuuin, which roughly translates to "Seal of Darkness", is a Famicom- exclusive title that's nothing like its predecessor. If anything, it's very similar to the 1982 Intellivision game Advanced Dungeons & Dragons: Cloudy Mountain, itself sort of similar to the even older 1975 computer game Hunt the Wumpus. This time around you play as Carl, a dragon slayer who wields a bow and arrow. You start out on a map just like in the first title, except you're presented with a screen that shows you which stages have useful items. Some of the maps are huge as well, extending as large as four screens. The stage themes are like the previous game, and include motifs like cemeteries, caves, towers, and dragon nests.

	When you enter a stage, the view changes to an overhead camera. The labyrinth is covered in fog, so you can't see areas in the cave until you actually move in that direction. The goal is to hunt monsters, one of whom carries the key to the exit. The enemies usually die with two arrows, but you only have a limited amount you can use. If you fire at a wall, the projectile ricochets back at you and deals damage, which is pretty funny, but can be annoying when you're trying to kill a monster in close quarters. When you get the key, you have to find the exit door in order to leave. Some levels are massive, especially the dragon nest stages, and you'll probably feel pretty lost most of the time.

	When Carl is damaged, his shirt gradually changes from blue to red, indicating his health points.  You can collect fairies that replenish your health, quivers that give you more arrows, tomahawks to increase your attack power, and a shield that makes you temporarily invincible. There are also Mimics, enemies that take shape of items and bite you.
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	There is absolutely no music in the stages, which increases the feeling of being lost and lonely. This is rather strange for a Famicom game, though. The sound effects, on the other hand, are quite important. You can hear it whenever it’s nearby, but you can't see it. This is an awesome effect because you know something is out to get you, even though you can't tell where it’s coming from.

	Graphically, this is slightly better than the Famicom version of Dragon Buster. Some stages have details such as coffins and crumbling pillars. One negative aspect of the graphics, though, is that it leads to a lot of places looking the same. This makes it very easy to get lost, so expect to sometimes spend upwards of 20 minutes on a single stage.

	While Dragon Buster II is a unique game, it gets boring rather quickly. Thankfully, the game uses passwords, and they're only five digits long, as opposed to the 20-digit-long examples of the day.
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	Dragon Valor

	Original Release: 1999

	Platforms: PS1. PS3

	 

	Namco decided to revive the Dragon Buster series in 1999, so they gussied it up a bit and released Dragon Valor for the Sony PlayStation. Incidentally, early ads tried to laud this game as a "Zelda-killer". Then again, they did that for a lot of other 3D fantasy games, like UbiSoft’s immensely forgettable Hype: The Time Quest. Anyway, Dragon Valor isn't really a sequel, but a kind of spin-off that retells the story of the first Dragon Buster, adding a revenge angle to an expanded love story.

	Despite its marketing, Dragon Valor isn't really an RPG – in fact, it's closer to a Golden Axe-style beat-em-up with some vague RPG elements. This worked out well for other titles like Treasure's Guardian Heroes, but it's not quite as well implemented here.

	The game starts with you playing as Clovis, the hero of the original Dragon Buster, although he looks markedly different. Upon beating the prologue and first chapter, you can choose which of the female characters to marry. Similar to Phantasy Star III, your bride will determine your offspring, whom you control in the next chapter. This is a great concept, but it's never fully exploited. There are only three real paths through the game, with some characters simply running through the same levels. They all control the same, too, with the only difference being their magic abilities. This is somewhat limited, considering you can easily beat the game in under nine hours. The levels are also extremely linear, even though a few of them are huge.

	The controls are quite basic. You can swing your sword, jump, double jump, cast magic, run with the L1 button, and duck with R1. You can also block by simply not pressing any buttons. There are upward and downward slash moves, as well, so in many ways, it's very similar to the moveset from Dragon Buster. However, it plays much differently. Everything is in 3D, but the camera is usually positioned at a side viewpoint. This means it's much easier to control than most 3D action games, since you never need to worry about managing the camera.

	The leveling system is unique as well. You can get power-ups from enemies, which can increase any of your stats, though these are somewhat rare. The magic system works the same way, except bosses drop spell upgrades. Another similarity to Dragon Buster is the map screen, though Dragon Valor tends to be more linear in the later chapters because you have only one path to take. However in the earlier chapters, you’re presented with a choice between more than one level.
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	There's also a shop screen. Each store is run by the same creepy guy, who's rather corpulent and has a really big, frightening grin on his face. After some levels, you can go to the shopkeeper and either trade items or buy some overpriced (and fairly crappy) equipment. One annoying aspect of this is that you can only buy in certain shops and trade in others. This isn't really a problem, though, because the gear doesn’t really change a whole lot.

	The music sounds like it could fit in with the "Tales of" RPG series, especially the prevalent use of synthesized electric guitars. Some of the songs are catchy, especially the main theme, but overall it's rather bland and repetitive.

	Like most PlayStation games of the day, Dragon Valor looks fairly blocky and pixelated, but it's really not all that terrible. It uses a lot of blur effects, especially in certain magic attacks, cut scenes, and when transitioning between screens. While it may look cool at first, it gets really old the billionth time you've seen it.

	On the other hand, the art is fantastic. The character portraits are a refreshing change from the usual anime-inspired artwork found in Japanese RPGs, and seems to reflect the care that was taken in recording each character's genealogy. Thankfully, Dragon Valor also has an unlockable art gallery that shows all of these illustrations.

	While Dragon Valor is cool in concept, it definitely overstays its welcome. As an RPG, the story is barely existent, and the customization elements are limited. As a beat-em-up, it's pretty fun for a short period of time, but then gets old quickly, due to a lack of variation in your arsenal. It's not a terrible game, but it's not outstanding either.

	 

	 

	Tales of Dragon Buster
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	The Namco RPG title Tales of the Abyss holds another minigame, commonly dubbed "Tales of Dragon Buster". Despite being just a bonus game, this is what Dragon Buster probably would have looked like if it had an arrangement mode like some of the PSP games. In order to unlock it, you need to discover Nam Cobanda Island, a secret location late in the game. This cave is filled with references to Namco games, including Pac-Man and Klonoa. If you manage to complete some subquests there, you can play Tales of Dragon Buster.

	The actual game is still 2D, although it utilizes 3D graphics. Luke takes on the role of the main character, with all of the enemies replaced by common foes from random encounters. The healing items are also swapped out with gels/gummies, the curative items of the Tales series, and there are still different types of spells to find. The action controls similarly to the arcade game, although it's much smoother, offers an extra button to jump like the Famicom version, and has quick dodging abilities too. The songs are remixed versions of the classic Dragon Buster tunes, but if you put in a code, it'll enable retro-style music and sound effects. Luke will also wear Clovis' costume in this mode, which is unlocked for use in regular play when you beat the game.

	The goal of the game is to get to the end, of course, but the world map is gone. Instead, each stage has several exits, which in turn leads to different areas. The dragon is on the eighth level, but there are many branching paths throughout. Each stage is littered with items, some of which strengthen your attack or defense, increase your maximum hit vitality, or simply unlock costumes for characters in the main game. Much like the original release, you need to explore caves to find the appropriate equipment to face off against the dragon at the end. This includes the scepter and the crown, which must be worn during the final battle to get the best ending.

	While this can be beaten in about 10 minutes, there's a surprising amount of depth to be found. With the improved controls as well, it's arguably better than the game it's actually based on.
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	Valkyrie no Bouken: Toki no Kagi Densetsu

	Original Release: 1986

	Platforms: FC, PS1, MOB, WII, WIIU, 3DS

	 

	Namco was one of the most prolific developers in the Japanese scene, but their presence outside of the country was limited to whatever their overseas distributors wanted to publish. While the likes of Pac-Man and Dig Dug were legendary, dozens of other titles fell through the cracks. One of the more unfortunate victims is the Valkyrie series (sometimes rendered as "Walküre", using the German spelling). The main character, a young blonde woman sent by the gods, has become a mascot of sorts for Namco, though none of the games she starred in were published in North America at the time of their initial release.

	The series itself began on the Famicom in 1986. Valkyrie no Bouken: Toki no Kagi Densetsu ("The Adventure of Valkyrie: The Legend of the Key of Time") was released seven months after The Legend of Zelda hit the Famicom Disk System in Japan. While not an outright clone – it could also have been inspired by other earlier 8-bit action-RPGs like Hydlide – it was probably influenced by Nintendo’s game on some level. This is noticeable in the way you can assign weapons or magic to the B and A buttons, explicitly denoted on the status bar. Valkyrie is a little more advanced overall, though. For one thing, it scrolls smoothly in all directions (rather than flip scrolling as in Zelda), and features a day/night cycle.

	The story takes place in Marvel Land (a setting re-used, at least in name, for a later arcade platformer of the same name by Namco). Long ago, humans were granted eternal life, but their souls soon become overwhelmed with evil. In exchange for their immortality, the evil was locked inside of a clock using the Key of Time. Peace and prosperity reigned for a while, until a man, scared of his own death, took the Key of Time. The resulting evil was unleashed again and blackened the souls of nearly everyone in the land. And so, Valkyrie is sent from the heavens in order to contain the darkness by recovering the Key from the dark lord Zouna.

	At the outset of the game, you can choose from a few factors – the zodiac symbol determines whether you're more gifted in strength or magic, the blood type determines experience growth (some let you gain levels quickly at the beginning but more slowly later on, or vice versa), and the color just affects what you want your Valkyrie to look like.

	You begin with a sword, and depending on your zodiac, some basic magic, which can include a fireball and a healing spell. When beginning your adventure, there's no real direction aside from exploring. In hunting down Zouna, you'll need to find a few important items, as well as some pieces of equipment to help you survive your journey. The world is broken up into a few continents, most of which can be reached either by using teleport blocks or sailing on  a ship (found in a treasure chest and then apparently stuffed in your pocket), though this can only be docked wherever there's a port. Later on, you can also summon a whale named Marco. Axes can be used to chop down trees (and even mountains, if your strength is high enough), while keys can be used to open treasure chests and doors. (You can hack open treasure chests with an ax, but it'll also set off a trap that will poison you.)  There are a few inns where you can rest in exchange for money, as well as obtain a password. Plus, you need to visit these to level up once you've obtained enough experience points. Shops provide some equipment in exchange for cash, though some items can also be found on the field. Most items can be sold to get more gold, as well.

	Valkyrie no Bouken was released before cartridge battery saves were standard, and unfortunately the passwords here are limited as to what they’ll actually record. In fact, you'll lose all but the most important items if you leave and resume your progress (or if you die). It's just as well though, as many of the items, particularly the initial helmets and armor, will break after taking too much damage. At least they respawn if they're found on the map, so you can get them again or just buy them if they're available. 
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	Beyond this, there are several other major problems with the game, many typical of mid-80s RPGs but some uniquely infuriating. Enemies aren't placed on the map for starters, but rather spawn randomly and tend to surround you in groups of three or four at a time. They can also move and shoot diagonally, plus they can move over scenery while you're stuck utilizing the four cardinal directions, sometimes in confined spaces. Valkyrie has a shield, but unlike Link, it's just for show and can't actually block anything. There are also invisible traps to fall into. 

	You need to spend a bit of time grinding the first time you play, but even after several level gains, regular encounters still pose huge threats, and you don't really feel like you're getting all that more powerful – you really need the extra equipment before you can even think of weathering the strong enemies found in the dungeons. Magic use plays a big part here too, but it's not displayed anywhere during gameplay – you need to visit an inn to see it. To enter the pyramids, you need to obtain a "Soul of Xandra", which is a random drop with low frequency, so you need to beat the same type of opponent ad nauseam until it decides to grant you one. You also need one of these to beat the final boss, so God have mercy if you need to get another one.  Plus, due to color limitations of the system, Valkyrie looks nothing like she does on the cover, with black hair rather than blonde.

	Though the game never left Japan, there's barely any text in it, save for the beginning and the status screens at the inn. As such, there's no real in-game guidance. (Even the manual just has vague hints.) The game is filled with hidden or otherwise completely vague goals, and item usage isn't explained. It's the sort of game that's so obtuse that beating it without some kind of guide is basically impossible (though it's not quite as bad of The Tower of Druaga, the earlier Namco game infamous for its obtuseness, if mostly because the open world and passwords mean you can't permanently screw yourself over).

	Coupled with the high level of difficulty and the tedium that comes with it, Valkyrie no Bouken is barely playable nowadays. Even though the NES Legend of Zelda is deemed too dense by modern gamers, it's absolutely a masterwork compared to this game. It appeared on Enterbrain's Top 100 Famicom games, so clearly Japanese players have some pleasant memories of it, perhaps for being one of the more prominent Zelda clones. There's little reason to visit it now though, beyond seeing how some elements of the Valkyrie series started – the pitchfork wielding Xandras (also seen as friendly shopkeepers) were promoted to the second player character in the arcade sequel, Valkyrie no Densetsu, and then later got his own game, plus some of the other characters. The thieves, named Zul, show up as merchants, and the cloaked Quarkman (a mangling of “Koakuman” or “Little Devil Man”) enemies appear as (mostly) friendly characters too. Plus the main theme is catchy, even if it's no match for Zelda's tune.

	Valkyrie no Bouken received a ground-up remake for the PlayStation on Namco Anthology Vol. 2, though a more faithful port was released for Japanese mobile phones (below). This version has improved visuals, including a sprite for Valkyrie that more closely resembles what she's supposed to look like.
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	The Legend of Valkyrie

	AKA: Valkyrie no Densetsu (JP)

	Original Release: 1989

	Platforms: ARC, PCE, PS1, WII, MOB

	 

	This series may have started with the Famicom action RPG, but its true claim to fame was the excellent arcade game, The Legend of Valkyrie. It may look like an RPG, but it's really an action-adventure in the vein of Wonder Boy in Monster Land, combined with the frantic shooting action of a run-and-gun like Mercs. 

	As the titular fair-haired warrior maiden, it's up to you to reclaim the Golden Seed stolen by the evil Kamuz. Two players can join in, as either Valkyrie or her green lizard friend Xandra. The former wields a sword while the latter fights with a trident, but the difference is merely aesthetical and they play identically. The default weapon fires out a ranged attack, which isn't terribly powerful, but sure is a nice step up from the near-useless swords of the Famicom game.

	In addition to slaying hordes of bad guys, you'll have to do a fair bit of platforming. This is a little difficult given the overhead perspective, plus the fact that your jumps are hard to control, but falling just deducts from your health as opposed to killing you outright. Most impressive are the scaling effects – as you climb the mountain in the first stage, you see the ground shrink in the distance, giving a nifty illusion of depth. Later in the game, you'll find a catapult that slings you across the entire stage, giving a bird's eye view of the level. One of the bosses, a fire scorpion, is so huge that the game has to zoom out just so you can see it. This is all pretty incredible for a game from 1989.

	The Legend of Valkyrie isn't just pure action though, and the RPG elements are what really make the game unique. You'll run into a variety of colorful characters who give you gameplay advice and occasionally reward you with stuff. Alas, not every person is just willing to give away items. Fallen bad guys will drop gold, which allows you to buy a variety of weapons from shopkeepers. Your armaments have limited ammunition, though the game annoyingly doesn’t display the remaining uses. You can at least hold multiple instances of weapons, so they're automatically replaced when they run out. On the other hand, you can only buy one item per shopkeeper, so you can't become too overpowered.       

	Other than assorted projectile weapons – three-way blades, homing fireballs, bombs – you also have several magic spells, which allow you to summon mini-Valkyrie as Options, turn Valkyrie into a giant so her jumps create mini-quakes, or create an explosion to clear the screen of enemies. Once again, there are no free handouts – each spell is only found once, and they’re easy to miss. Each level usually has more than one path, and if you take the quickest route through each area, you're bound to miss all of the spells, plus a lot of potential cash and other power-ups, like items that permanently extend your health or magic meters. However, you're still restricted to an extent – you can't backtrack past certain points, plus there's a timer which will drain your health if you dawdle. It’s only through several replays and looking for hidden areas can you eventually find everything.
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	The first half of the game is fairly easy, as you’re given loads of extra weapons and plenty of cash. Shopkeepers become scarce in the later areas of the game, though, and charge an exorbitant amount of money. Health replenishments are almost non-existent, too. They’re also flooded with enemies, or have gigantic bosses which are difficult to dodge effectively. To be fair, you're always equipped with the clone spell, and you can summon several of them at one time so you're never completely overwhelmed. In the arcade and PS1 versions, you can immediately resurrect where you left off, or continue from the beginning of the level to rebuild your cash stock.  

	Still, even in its roughest moments, it’s quite a charming game. The protagonists never speak, but the illustrations between levels are fun, as are the portraits on the high score screen. The NPC dialogue is limited, but it still presents a unique and strange fantasy world. One of the later "bosses" is a gigantic elephant that challenges you to either a test of brain or brawn. You need to fight if you pick brawn, but choose brain and you need to complete a sliding tile puzzle. The characters are distinct enough that it's easy to see how Namco was able to develop both them and the world in later games. The upbeat main theme, composed by Hiroyuki Kawada, perfectly complements this too, though it does get played too often. 

	Namco Museum Volume 5 is the only way to play this game in English. Outside of some quiz questions though, the dialogue isn’t essential. It's a straight port of the arcade game, although the playing field has been shrunk to take up about 2/3 of the screen in order to maintain its original vertical resolution. You can also activate a "tate" mode so you can rotate your TV and play the game in full screen.

	Prior to this, the only home conversion was for the PC Engine. The graphics take a hit here, but they still look okay, and the screen has been formatted for a TV rather than a vertical arcade monitor. The lack of scaling effects means that certain areas lose their sense of depth. The music suffers quite a bit, too. The two-player mode is also gone, although Xandra and other NPCs show up more often to give extra items, and there are a few new subquests. The health and magic meters are also extended by your score rather than finding items. Finally, magic is earned by responding correctly to quiz questions.

	Speaking of which, the spells themselves have been altered. The clone spell is gone and instead you summon a Valkyrie duplicate for a twin shot. There are some minor changes and additions to the level design, as well. The order of two stages have been swapped and two others have been combined into one. There's also a new boss near the end, the Black Valkyrie. Although the volume of enemies has been toned down, dying will send you back to the beginning of the level unless you gained extra lives. A password feature has also been added, as well as a status screen. In many ways it's a better game than in the arcade, but the lesser visuals and music prevent it from being the definitive version. Still, it’s a classic either way.
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	Whirlo

	AKA: Xandra no Daibouken: Valkyrie to no Deai (JP)

	Original Release: 1992

	Platforms: SNES

	 

	The third title in the Valkyrie series, strangely, doesn’t actually star its namesake heroine. Instead, it focuses on Krino Xandra, the second player character from the arcade game and NPC in the original game for the Famicom. The title here translates as “Xandra’s Great Adventure: Encounter with the Valkyrie”.

	The story is actually a prequel, before the days of Xandra adventuring together with Valkyrie. In the far-off region of Marvel Land lies the country of Zandraland. Unfortunately, it’s been beset by a terrible plague, which has afflicted the hero’s young son. Being the good dad that he is, he sets off to save his family and find a cure, which eventually leads him into encounters with the demon lord Zouna. Valkyrie doesn’t really appear through most of the game until the ending, other than on the password screen, though some other familiar characters pop up, including the Quarkmans. Sabine, one of the characters from the other games, also appears here as a kidnapped child.

	Despite sharing a universe with the Valkyrie games, this title is almost entirely unrelated in every other way. The perspective has changed to a side-scrolling view, for one thing. Xandra’s main weapon is a trident, which can be used in a straightforward manner to stab enemies, but he can also use it to attack from above and whack bad guys on the head. He also has a few special skills assigned to separate buttons. These let you either jump extremely high, or activate a whirlwind technique to spin through foes and obstacles.

	The visuals do a good job of adapting the style of the Valkyrie games from the Super Famicom, and they’re probably a bit better, especially considering the arcade game. The artwork is provided by the same designer, Hiroshi Fuji, who had also worked on some other Namco games like Tower of Babel and Sky Kid. Even so,  despite the cute character designs, the game is extraordinarily difficult, and not in a good way. This feels out of place, giving it the impression of being an Irem arcade title instead of something for SNES.

	The biggest problem is that Xandra can only take a single hit, and getting killed will send you back to the beginning of the area. Even Ghosts ‘n Goblins let you take two hits of damage! You do have a generous supply of lives, plus you can restart levels with a password, so if you’re tenacious, you can still make it to the end if you’re willing to practice and memorize the levels. But another issue comes with Xandra’s special moves – there are a LOT of things that will temporary stun him, which leaves him open to danger. If you try to jump on an enemy with your spear and miss, you’ll get stuck in the ground for a moment, at which point the next opponent can easily dispose of you. If you miss something with a whirlwind attack, you’ll be knocked dizzy for several seconds, at which point you’ll be lucky to recover if something else doesn’t get to you first. Jumping or falling too far will daze you for a split second as well, and even that short amount of time is enough to put you in perilous danger. There are even a few auto-scrolling levels, where these tiny moments of inaction can squish you.
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	One of the only connections to the main series, beyond the characters, are the framed cutscenes that introduce and bridge each level, and even those aren’t particularly unique to 16-bit action games. Some areas have minor puzzles you need to solve (such as using your whirlwind attacks to help another character open a door), which does break up the action nicely. Unfortunately, most of the RPG elements, outside of the occasional dialogue sequence with NPCs, are gone.

	One small addition is the inclusion of various dialogue branches along the course of the game. It’s usually obvious what you’re supposed to say to advance the story, but if you make incorrect decisions you’ll automatically be tossed into a dark, alternate ending. For example, in the second stage, you’ll come across someone trapped in a cage who begs to be let out. His captor emerges and tells you that he’s a criminal, and not to listen to him. Since you’re supposed to be a good guy, the correct action is to free him (you’ll have to fight the guy who captured him anyway, though he ends up joining your side regardless). If you refuse to let him out, then all of a sudden Xandra gets cursed and ends up turning evil. Altogether, these are often so strange that the various outcomes are worth seeing just for the shock value alone, even if they essentially serve as fancy game over screens. Unfortunately continues are also limited, and running out of these will also trigger one of the bad endings.

	There are eight levels in total, each having three or more sections, and due to the extreme difficulty, it can take a very long time to get through all of them. Thankfully there’s a wide variety of stage types, starting from the forests of Xandraland through the caves of Alxandra, into the Castle of Caldera, over the ocean, through mazes of Neverland, and finally to the desert for the final confrontation. Together with the evolving stories and NPCs, it does give the proceedings a grandiose sense of adventure, even though the game itself really is little more than a side-scroller. Still, in spite of its charms, the overall experience is hard to fully appreciate due to its frustrations.

	Xandra no Bouken was translated into English and released in Europe, where the game and hero were rechristened as Whirlo (due to his whirlwind attack ability). Some of the other names have been changed, too. For instance, the town is now referred to as Sandros, the demon lord is Malix, and so forth.  The cover also ditches the Japanese art and replaces it with something closer to a Saturday morning cartoon. It’s unclear why this wasn’t released in North America.
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	Valkyrie no Bouken: Toki no Kagi Densetsu

	Original Release: 1998

	Platforms: PS1, 3DS

	 

	Outside of the Namco Museum discs for the PlayStation, which merely collected and emulated arcade titles, there were two games in the Namco Anthology series. Concentrated on console releases, they included both the original version, plus a brand new remake. The star title of Namco Anthology 2 is the remake of Valkyrie no Bouken. 

	"Remake" isn't strong enough of a word, really – it plays almost nothing like its Famicom forebear and feels more like a sequel to the arcade game. In other words, it plays almost exactly the same as Valkyrie no Densetsu, while fixing some of its minor snags. There are eight levels in total here, each based on one of the areas found in the Famicom game. You can now backtrack through the current level to look for more stuff or gain more gold, and you can store weapons and use them when you want by accessing the inventory screen (although they are in tragically short supply). The quest is also quite a bit longer than the arcade game, and each stage has multiple save points. Indeed, it has more of an RPG feel, with quite a bit more dialogue with various NPCs.
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	While you'll still face huge hordes of enemies at any given time, your main weapon is now powerful enough so that you never feel too overwhelmed. Compared to the original, this strikes a much better balance of difficulty. This is good, because you can't resurrect where you die anymore. Valkyrie has a few new moves too, like a defensive maneuver that lets her aim while stationary. Some characters from Xandra no Daibouken have also been added.

	Graphically, there's nothing too impressive here, although the sprites have improved quite a bit. Valkyrie's character design resembles the Famicom game, so she wears a gigantic white bow instead of her trademark winged helmet from the arcade game. The music is comprised of enhanced tracks from both titles, and they're just as catchy as ever. There's also a particularly awful computer- rendered opening cinema. 

	This a fine game, and definitely the best on the compilation. There are three other games on the disc: Pac-Attack, an interesting combination of Tetris and Pac-Man; King of Kings, a strategy game for the Famicom; and Namco Classic II, a golf game.

	The game was later ported to the 3DS but was only available with a download code with certain editions of Project X-Zone 2 in Japan. In other words, it’s basically impossible to play nowadays. This version is very similar, though reoriented for the slightly wider 3DS screen. It also lets you play as a second character, Xiaomu, who was originally created for Namco x Capcom and has since popped up in a few other games, such as Super Robot Taisen OG Saga: Endless Frontier.
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	Valkyrie no Densetsu Gaiden: Rosa no Daibouken

	Original Release: 1996

	Platforms: WIN

	 

	The third Valkyrie game, as it were, isn’t really a game so much as a digital comic / visual novel for computers called Valkyrie no Densetsu Gaiden: Rosa no Daibouken (“The Legend of Valkyrie Gaiden: Rosa’s Adventure”). It stars a young goddess name Rosa who works under the tutelage of Valkyrie, and lives on the islands floating over Marvel Land. Other characters include Violet, another goddess with red hair; Michelle, a Quarkman boy, and Bianca, a young Xandra girl. There’s lots of cute, albeit somewhat simple, color artwork.
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	Valkyrie no Eikou I & II

	Original Release: 2007

	Platforms: MOB, AND

	 

	The Valkyrie brand was briefly resurrected in the form of two mobile games, dubbed Valkyrie no Eikou (“The Glory of Valkyrie”), which tie into the manga of the same name. The first is a side-scrolling action-adventure, with fairly short stages and a map that connects them all. As with Legend of Valkyrie, you can collect money to buy new equipment, and you often need to switch between levels in order to find the proper items that allow you to progress. The second release is more faithful to the arcade game, as it maintains the original overhead perspective.

	The initial mobile releases are basically lost to time, as with many Japanese cellphone titles of this era. The first entry was ported to Android though, so it can at least still be played even on international devices if you install the APK file. Despite the implementation of touch controls, both games play very well, plus the sprite art and music are very good. It would’ve been nice to see these ideas fleshed out for a console release.

	 

	Assorted Valkyrie

	 

	Valkyrie no Bouken II

	 

	Namco had planned a sequel to the Famicom game, in development for the MSX2. On Compile’s DiskStation Compilation No. 4, there is a short demo that shows off various graphics and enemy visuals (though no in-game screenshots). Unfortunately somewhere along the line, the game was canceled, and no other information has seen the light of day.

	 

	Manga and other goods

	 

	Valkyrie was quite the star of many spin-off products. Among them is a trilogy of game books (Choose Your Own Adventure-style novels with some RPG elements), written by Seiji Honda, with cover artwork drawn by Hitoshi Yoneda (the Japanese Phantasy Star Mega Drive covers). The art here is drastically different than what’s found in the games. Separate from this, there was another fantasy novel called Valkyrie no Bouken: Tsumuga Reshi Toki no Kanata ni (“Beyond Spinning Time”), written by Katsuyuki Ozaki. 
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	There was a manga in 1987 called Valkyrie no Bouken Gaiden: Futari no Megami (“The Two Goddesses”), by Ken Sugimori (Pokémon). There was also a second manga series by Hiroshi Fuji, the original artist for the Namco games, beginning in 2005, called Walküre no Koutan (“The Birth of Valkyrie”) and Walküre no Eikou (“The Glory of Valkyrie”).

	In addition to the original soundtrack for The Legend of Valkyrie, released as part of the Namco Game Sound Express series, there’s also an orchestral album called Walküre Story For Orchestra, published in 1993. Played by the Slovak Philharmonic Orchestra, it includes six tracks from both the Famicom game and the arcade game. The Valkyrie theme has also popped up in a few games, like as a playable track in the rhythm game Taiko Drum Master.
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	Rolling Thunder

	Original Release: 1986

	Platforms: ARC, NES, AST, AMI, C64, ZX, CPC, PS1, PS2, XB, GC, PSP, WII, X360, WIN, IOS, NSW

	 

	Namco circa 1986 had some pretty nice arcade games under it belt, the most popular being Pac-Man and its variations, but also other classics like Pole Position, Galaga, and Dig Dug. At this time, Namco decided to branch out further and attack the side-scrolling action game market. The result was Rolling Thunder, one of the most influential action games of the 80s.

	The first Rolling Thunder has a retro-spy feel to it. Playing as a secret agent codenamed Albatross from the organization WPCO (World Police Criminal Organization), you must infiltrate the secret lair of an evil faction known as Geldra, in order to save his lady partner Leila. Even though there's no mention of this in-game, it takes place in the late 1960s, in an underground base in New York City.

	Rolling Thunder plays much like Shinobi, even though Namco's game predates Sega's by about a year. In both games, you spend most of your time ducking behind boxes and shooting it out with a variety of bad guys, while jumping back and forth between the two planes on the screen. However, Rolling Thunder is a little more straightforward, since there are no hostages to rescue.

	The most pronounced difference is that, in Rolling Thunder, you have limited ammunition. Running out of bullets doesn't leave you completely defenseless, but you can only fire a single bullet at a time, which is extremely inefficient against the hordes of enemies you'll be fighting off. In order to replenish your supply, you need to duck in one of the many doors spread throughout the levels. Most are helpfully labeled, and a few even offer an upgraded machine gun, with more rapid firepower. There's even a rather helpful bug, wherein ammo stores replenish their stock if you walk a couple of screens forward then double back. However the time limit is often very tight, so this isn't always abusable.

	Many of the doors act as spawn points for enemy soldiers, who will often duck in and out of the fray. You can too, and some unmarked doors give bonuses, but it's rarely a good idea to stay hiding for too long since more enemies will usually pop up when you're indisposed. This brings us to the subject of difficulty. Rolling Thunder is known for being brutally hard. It's not just kind of tough – it’s massively, gut-punchingly severe. The game gives you a life bar, but this is almost a cruel joke, since running into an enemy decreases it but half, and getting shot kills you outright. Dying also means getting sent back to an earlier part of the stage.
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	In the beginning levels, the enemies consist of an endless flood of cloaked goons in bright outfits, which are usually color-coded to indicate their skills. Some simply walk around aimlessly, some have guns, others use grenades. The tougher varieties can even take multiple hits. Once you've beaten a few areas and have successfully managed to figure out effective tactics, the game throws even crazier foes your way – agile panthers, flying bat monsters, and jumping fire beings who explode into smaller flames when you shoot them.

	Moreover, the controls are very restrictive. To be fair, many of these issues are common to the era – you can't change direction in mid-air and you can't fire your gun vertically, so you need to work within these constraints to effectively kill bad guys. More maddening is the fact that you can't even fire your gun in mid-air, often leaving you completely defenseless unless you can climb up to a higher level. And while there are only a few platforming segments, they rank next to the NES Ninja Gaiden as some of the most infuriating sections ever conceived. This is due to the enemy placements, which are perfectly calculated to knock you to your death.

	There are technically only five stages, but upon completion of the fifth, you begin the second "story", where you need to replay them all again but at a higher difficulty level. Second loops are hardly unheard of in games of this era, but this one features more than just stronger enemies. The stages themselves have been modified with new obstacles, like cages that block off certain hallways or laser beams positioned for the greatest amount of aggravation. Upon beating these areas again, you finally face off  against the green-faced Maboo for the final battle.

	Visually, the game is fairly decent, if a little repetitive. Three of the five levels take place in a generic underground military base setting, while the other two are set in a jungle cave, complete with lava pits. The character sprites are large and lanky, though there are some cool touches, like the way the hero effortlessly flips around handrails when jumping between levels, or his overtly dramatic animations.

	The levels are punctuated with brief, wordless cutscenes of Leila being tortured by Maboo. He also appears on the Game Over screen, where he taunts you with digitized laughter. These scenes, along with the title screen, are displayed on a massive monitor as part of a war room setup. All of this is powered by Namco’s System 86 hardware, which was also used in games like Wonder Momo and Genpei Toumaden.

	The arcade version was included in Namco Museum Encore for the PlayStation, which never made it outside of Japan. Unfortunately, it doesn't work right on PlayStation 2, and only plays in slow motion. It’s also available on Namco Museum 50th Anniversary for Xbox, GameCube, and PlayStation 2, Namco Museum Battle Collection for PSP, Namco Museum Virtual Arcade for Xbox 360, and the Wii VC.

	There are two major revisions of the arcade game, known as the "old" and "new" versions. In the "old" version, the only music played throughout the whole game is the Cave theme. The "new" version adds a separate track for the first, second, and fifth stages. This also adds some post-level cutscenes of Leila being tortured, and the ability to earn extends. Other changes include bug fixes, difficulty rebalancing, a slightly nicer title logo, and the ability to select stages via a cheat code. Only the "new" version was seen outside of Japan, with Atari handling distribution of the game in North America.
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	The Nintendo 8-bit version of Rolling Thunder is a pretty decent port. While the reduced detail makes everyone look even more like stick figures, the enemies lose their brightly colored uniforms and seem much less goofier as a result. The post-level scenes of Leila are also gone, though the laughing Maboo is still present. The life bar has been reduced to two blocks, as well, which more closely indicates how many hits the hero can actually absorb. The game is still incredibly difficult, though in different ways. While there are far less enemies on the screen due to technical limitations, their patterns, especially the grenade throwers, are faster than the arcade version, and require more precise timing. There are limited continues, but the game does issue passwords so you can skip ahead to the second story. Incredibly enough, the American release of Rolling Thunder actually has a pretty cool cover that combined the two main selling points of the game (guns and saving damsels) into one package.

	The Famicom version of the game uses the Namco 163 mapper chip, which takes advantage of the extended sound channels of the system for a slightly richer sound. The NES didn’t include support for these channels.  As a result, the Tengen-published American version has different, somewhat weaker music, and worse sound effects. Truth be told, though, the difference isn’t very substantial.

	As was usual at the time, Rolling Thunder was ported to every popular computer system in Europe. All of the computer versions were ported by Tiertex and they're all terrible, to varying degrees. The Amiga and Atari ST versions are shockingly awful, with embarrassing animation, miscolored graphics, and gameplay that runs at maybe a third of the speed of the original. At first, the music here sounds like a decent replication of the arcade tunes, but it only plays the first half of the theme song and repeats it endlessly. The Amstrad CPC and ZX Spectrum versions also play just as badly, and both look and sound even worse. The Commodore 64 version is, by default, the best of the lot, if only for the the fact that it's not completely unplayable. However it's still far too slow, the graphics look terrible compared to the Amstrad version, and the music is also quite bad. Compounding these limitations, all of the versions have a huge portion of the screen taken up with the game's logo. Interestingly, there was also a version for the Atari Lynx in the works, but this was never published.
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	Rough Ranger

	AKA: Super Ranger

	Original Release: 1988

	Platforms: ARC 

	SunA was one of the first Korean arcade manufacturers to start developing their own products, rather than bootlegging games made by other companies. That said, not all their releases were entirely original. Rough Ranger was certainly their most egregious example of this. Not only is the gameplay almost identical to Namco's Rolling Thunder, its animations also were clearly used as a template for the graphics. It really almost is a re-skinned Rolling Thunder with new levels, with the only real additions being simultaneous two-player gameplay and a stage map shown between levels. All of the extra weapons got cut, though, with the exception of an alternative ammunition type for the pistol.

	Nonetheless, the game was exported to the US, and while it was licensed to Sharp Image, it also got distributed by Capcom, of all things. As it happens, Capcom themselves made a Rolling Thunder clone for the NES under the title Codename: Viper (Dead Fox in Japan), but at least its plagiarism was far less blatant.
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Rolling Thunder 2

	Original Release: 1990

	Platforms: ARC, GEN, WII. NSW

	 

	Rolling Thunder 2 takes the series out of the 60s and into the modern era, with a style that more closely apes the James Bond flicks. The enemy this time is an organization named Gimdo, who’s using old technology from Geldra in order to take over the world. Instead of taking place solely in a generic underground base, there are now two locales. The first half of the game is set in a fancy European villa, and the second shifts over to Egypt. As you progress through each stage, you slowly work through the facade and into the underground lairs, with scenery more typical of the original game, though with upgraded graphics.

	One of the biggest draws is the two-player mode. The heroes are named Albatross and Leila, though due to the time jump between this and the first Rolling Thunder, they’re obviously different characters who inherited the codenames of their predecessors. Considering that the female character was just a damsel-in-distress in the previous game, it’s cool to see the lady take on a more active role here.

	The core of the game hasn’t changed much, beyond the expanded scenery. The game is still very difficult, but the biggest concession is that you no longer take damage simply from bumping into an enemy. You will, of course, take a point of damage if they manage to punch you. In the early stages of the game, this greater defensive capability makes dealing with the floods of enemies a little easier. However, once the game introduces enemies that can fire while ducking, the difficulty shoots way up. There are a couple of new opponents as well, like foes with glowing shields that can only be hit from the back, and bad guys that attack with bubbles.

	The graphics are, of course, a huge step above the original game, as it runs on the 16-bit Namco System 2 hardware. The soundtrack is much better too, with a number of tracks composed by Ayako Saso, who later worked on assorted Ridge Racer and Tekken games. The arcade soundtrack album features a number of unused songs too, which were re-purposed for the console release.
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	Namco was partial to Sega in the 16-bit era, so Rolling Thunder 2 ended up getting ported to the Genesis. While it suffers from the usual hit in graphics due to the limited color palette of Sega’s system, it’s otherwise an excellent translation. There are three new stages which feature some additional enemies, including the return of the panthers from the original game. A few areas also have enclaves in the background where you can duck in and engage other enemies in intense cover-fire standoffs. The new levels also feature brief boss encounters – the arcade game only had a lone fight with the final boss – as well as a couple of new weapons, the laser and the flame thrower. It’s also more generous with hidden bonus items, including time extensions, extra lives, and even lengthening your health meter.

	There are also small storyline scenes between the stages. The arcade version seemed unfinished at times, especially at the end of the fourth stage, where you suddenly go from an underwater base to the deserts of Egypt. At least this version shows the villain escaping in a submarine.

	Another interesting feature of the Genesis version is an amusing password system, wherein seemingly random words are strung together to create nonsensically amusing phrases, sort of like code words. With 11 levels in the home release, it’s certainly a meaty game, and being able to resume progress makes a difficult experience much less overwhelming. It also has one of the most puzzling sound tests in existence, where an alien band jams to your chosen song.

	The arcade original has been omitted from most of Namco’s classic compilation. The Genesis version was at least available on the Wii Virtual Console. The arcade version was also on the Wii Virtual Console, but only in Japan. Unfortunately this release is pretty bad, with fuzzy, resized visuals. It was, however, included on the Namco Museum collection for the Switch. Even though there’s an English version of the arcade game, this release opts to use the Japanese version and instead use windows to overlay English writing over the Japanese text.
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	Rolling Thunder 3

	Original Release: 1993

	Platforms: GEN

	 

	Rolling Thunder 3 is the first (and only) console exclusive title of the series, and some changes were made from the prior entries to make it easier. You now start with three life marks, so you can actually take more than one bullet, and you resurrect where you died rather than going back to a checkpoint. You can also jump and fire at the same time, and shoot diagonally upwards. The time limit is gone, though a sniper will pop out if you dawdle. There’s also a secondary attack button, so you can use your special weapon or stick to your pistol. If you don’t have a special weapon, this button triggers a knife attack.

	There are now nine weapons that you can arm yourself with at the beginning of a stage. In an interesting twist, each option can only be used once per game, so you need to vary up your selections. These range from lasers to shotguns to flamethrowers, artillery cannons, and a variety of grenades, including flash grenades to blind enemies. These extra weapons make your attacks far more versatile, considering that you can now attack enemies from behind barriers by chucking grenades over them. You start off most stages with a decent amount of ammunition, too, so you’re rarely under-equipped.
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	Due to the lower difficulty, this doesn’t feel very “Rolling Thunder”, since you don’t need to replay each and every section to sneak past undamaged, but it is also much less frustrating. There’s an unlockable hard mode which only gives you two blocks of health and amps up the number of enemies, though. This also changes the color palette of the levels to different times of day.

	Unfortunately, the two-player mode has been cut entirely, and Leila and Albatross are no longer the main characters. Instead, you can only play alone as an agent named Jay. (A code will allow you to play as Ellen, Jay’s female assistant, who converses with him during cutscenes.) His mission is to hunt down a villain named Dread, the second-in-command of the Geldra group from the original game. The adventure takes him around the globe, starting from oil rigs in California, to the streets of Las Vegas, and then onto Easter Island. There are two vehicle levels, as you ride on a motorcycle down a California highway and on a jet ski across the Pacific Ocean. There’s also a clever fakeout after the eighth stage, where it seems like you’ve taken down Dread only to have your plane ride home hijacked by terrorists, leading to two more stages before the true finale.

	Rolling Thunder 3 was never ported to any other platform, nor was it ever re-released. It was never even published in Japan, for that matter. This is likely due to the fact that the series was always more popular in North America than it in its home country.
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	Baraduke

	AKA: Alien Sector (US)

	Original Release: 1985

	Platforms: ARC, X68, PS1, WII

	By now, everyone and their mother knows that Samus Aran, the interplanetary bounty hunter from Nintendo's Metroid series, is a woman. Nintendo was praised for this choice at the time, however this wasn't the first time a player character’s gender was revealed when you completed a game. This honor almost certainly goes to Baraduke, an arcade shooter released by Namco in 1985, about a year before the seminal NES title.

	There are a number of oddly specific similarities between the two titles: in both you play as a faceless space soldier in a bright-colored suit who travels inside a sprawling complex of caves full of weird alien creatures. This isn't proof that Yoshio Sakamoto ripped off Namco's title, however, since the two games play very differently. Most likely they were both inspired by the first Alien movie. What little plot is there in Baraduke (space soldier receives an SOS signal from a formerly peaceful planet) hearkens to the beginning of Ridley Scott's film.

	Baraduke also shares some similarities with Capcom's arcade game Section Z that came out roughly at the same time. In both titles the players control a free-range space soldier with a jetpack traversing a number of areas both horizontally and vertically. The difference in Baraduke is that the player characters are affected by gravity and their gun's recoil. Said characters, "Kissy" and "Takky", derive their monikers from the nicknames of Yoshihiro Kishimoto and Yukio Takahashi, who respectively were the programmer and designer of this title.

	The very first thing you see after starting the game is a round, one-eyed, floating yellow creature that goes towards our player character and proudly proclaims "I AM YOUR FRIEND!" in a garbled digitized voice (provided by Namco employee Junko Ozawa). This little guy is a Paccet, a member of the only alien race that isn’t hostile to you. The Paccets are being attacked by a race of blue aliens known as Octy. Kissy needs to explore all eight sectors of the underground Baraduke fortress, for a total of 48 levels, to reach the bottom where the Octy King resides. Defeating him will then save the Paccet homeworld.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Baraduke focuses more on shooting than the exploration. The levels aren’t entirely linear, but they’re not even remotely as large as Metroid's huge, interconnected areas. The goal is to find and destroy the Octy to open the stage's exit, a pipe that leads to the next stage. When the Octy blows up, it leaves behind a capsule that can randomly contain a score bonus, a gun power-up, a Paccet, or an enemy looking like a veiny, mutated, purple Pac-Man. Well, it is a Namco game after all.

	You need to pick up all the Paccets you can find, as while they don't usually directly help Kissy, they remain an important resource for her survival. She’s able to withstand two points of damage before losing a life, but at the end of each level there’s a roulette mini-game that lets her gain additional shields, up to a maximum of eight. She'll need them, since the game gets pretty hard very quickly. The more Paccets that are saved (up to eight), the bigger your chance of winning an extra shield becomes. Beware of the Octy tiles that remove a shield from your total, though. If you don't land on a Paccet tile, you can keep all the ones you've got, but when you win a shield their number gets reset to zero. The total resets when you kill one of them, too.

	Every fifth level of a sector is a sort of bonus stage where the gates are already open and there are only several capsules scattered around and a couple enemies roaming the place. These areas are meant for Kissy to raise her chance to gain new shields in the mini-game, but she can still die in these parts. After that comes the boss area. Once you get to face the boss, all the Paccets you eventually still have to decide to show their gratitude by suicide attacking the enemy (!!!), hurling themselves one by one against the creature in order to briefly stun it. To defeat the Octy King at the end of the eighth sector, after having hit his lone eye enough, you have to enter his mouth and then shoot his eye again, a detail that isn't explained in the game or any related material.

	As expected from an 80s Namco arcade game, Baraduke is a brutally difficult game. Our spacewoman shoots at a fast rate, but only to the left and right, and your only weapon is the standard ray gun. The Octy are stationary, but they constantly spawn fast bullets and lesser enemies (some of which can shoot on their own), and sometimes are placed at points that make them almost impossible to avoid. Other aliens appear from nowhere and some have randomized movement patterns that make them hard to predict and avoid. There are just too many random factors here, from the shield roulette to the capsules that must always be approached with caution, lest you get chomped to death. Also, Kissy's invincibility time after a hit is almost nonexistent, and she can be destroyed in a couple of seconds. Worse still, the cabinet’s default factory settings don't even let you continue from the last level reached, forcing you to start from the beginning every time Kissy loses her last life.

	As another typical facet of 80s games, it contains several esoteric scoring bonuses. One involves the massacre of 20 Paccets from the beginning of the game, which only makes the adventure even more grueling as you can't get more than two shields this way. Interestingly, some bonuses the game spawns are tiny versions of the enemies or even bonuses from other titles, such as Pac-Man and Dig Dug.

	Baraduke is based on the hardware for Pac-Land and a video system derived from the one used for titles like Dragon Buster and Metro-Cross, which allows for detailed graphics for the period. The sound was handled by Yuriko Keino, and it’s quite different from the standard fare. Outside of the sound effects (including subtle stuff like the sound of Kissy's steps on surfaces) and several brief jingles, there is no background music, only a continuous, slow-pulsing beat that becomes a bit faster when you are on your last shield. This adds to the creepiness of the entire game.

	Baraduke is a bizarre, sadistic title that never became anything more than a cult classic for Namco, but still received the honor of an arcade-only sequel three years later. The company didn’t port the game until 1995, when it was released for the Sharp X68000 as Vol. 13 of the Video Game Anthology series, in pretty much arcade-perfect form courtesy of Dempa. Two years later it was featured on the fifth CD of the Namco Museum series for the PlayStation. It was also released for Wii Virtual Console in 2009. There's an alternate arcade version called Alien Sector as well, which only differs in the title screen, since the game was already completely in English even in its original Japanese release.
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	Bakutotsu Kijuutei: Baraduke II

	Original Release: 1988

	Platforms: ARC, WII

	The subtitle to Baraduke’s sequel, meaning "Big Assault Machine Gun Vessel", refers to the contraption piloted by Takky and Hommy (there is no Kissy, which may mean that Kishimoto didn't work on this game) in this new adventure to save the Paccet planet. This time the similarities to Metroid are negligible, while the ones to Section Z became stronger, and there's a little bit of Gradius in the mix as well.

	The changes become apparent right from the start. You no longer need to find Octy to open gates. Instead, to get to the exit now you just have to go right and survive. The random elements have been reduced as well, since there's no more shield roulette and the capsules left behind by the Octy are color-coded to their contents. This time the Paccets have also become more proactive and have lost the urge to kill themselves. When you save them this time, they follow you around, as the new hardware can handle them, and shoot enemies like the Options from Gradius, provided that you found the appropriate power-up. If you shoot them, they blow up and leave behind their eyeball, which can be picked up for a single point, the purpose of which is to mess up your score while showing everybody that you murdered poor, defenseless creatures. 

	At first glance it may seem like everything has become easier. Unfortunately, Namco still managed to make this even more frustrating. The levels are obviously shorter and much more linear, but they’re still filled with the same ridiculous amount of stuff (including the floating Paccets and their bullets), to the point that they feel cramped, and in some moments it's hard to figure out what's going on. There's a new mini-game this time too, appearing before boss levels and whenever you lose a life. Since there are no more shields, it instead offers gun and speed power-ups/downs, the Machine Gun Vessel, another Paccet, or the ability to give your Paccets vessels of their own. The downside is that the gun's default power is very low and sometimes it's easier to avoid enemies instead of shooting them, turning the levels into obstacle courses and defeating the point of a shoot-em-up.
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	The ultimate "screw you" to the players, however, is that you start with only one life. This means that one hit will end your game, unless you picked up the Vessel and/or scored enough points to get an extra life. Inserting another coin also makes you restart from the beginning of the level, unlike the previous game where losing a life resurrected you on the spot. Basically, the game suffers not only from these ridiculous limitations, but also from forcing the original's playing style onto a more standard shooter structure, making a hybrid that's both slow-paced and chaotic at the same time.

	Visually, the graphics have more muted colors but are less dark, and the general tone is more cartoonish. All the sprites have been redrawn and are rounder and more detailed, and the new additions to the cast are things like two new kinds of evil Pac-Men or brains encased in bouncing spheres. Added to the jetpacks is an improbable head propeller a la Doraemon, and when hit they don't explode but have their faces comically covered in soot, a gag from old-style cartoons. There are BGMs and new sound effects now, but they don't leave any impression, unlike the original's unsettling minimalist "score".

	It seems that the designers wanted the Paccets to become the new franchise mascots like Goombas or Slimes, since there's an abundance of them. Besides the regular yellow kind, there are also the invincible white ones, the evil black ones, a huge ugly individual as a late boss, and even the mustached "old sage" Paccet that leaves comments between levels and hosts the roulette mini-game. Also, the "I am your friend" vocal sample gets spammed at the beginning of every level, making it annoying. However, since this game bombed, they were relegated to a few sparse cameos in later Namco productions. Indeed, like the first game, Baraduke II was never ported until a release on the Wii Virtual Console in 2009.

	Kissy didn’t fare much better. Namco abandoned her too until 1999, when the first Mr. Driller game came out. Here she was rechristened as "Tobi Masuyo" (from the Japanese phrase "Tobi de arimasu yo", meaning "I can fly") and revealed as the mother of Susumu Hori, that game's protagonist. The father was none other than Taizo Hori, also known as the protagonist from the Dig Dug series. She made appearances in the Mr. Driller series and also in Namco x Capcom, but never received a reboot, remake, or re-imagining of her own series. To top it off, it's said in those games that she and Taizo went through a bad divorce and she's still bitter about it.
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	Märchen Maze

	Original Release: 1988

	Platforms: ARC, PCE, X68K

	 

	Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland makes perfect fodder for a video game setting – it’s a strange world full of odd and iconic characters. To that end, Namco's Märchen Maze isn't the first game to be based on the story – that award goes to Windham Classics' 1985 computer adventure game – but it is the first Japanese-developed one to take the concept and place it in an action-arcade setting. ("Märchen" is German for "fairy tale", basically.) This precluded other efforts, like Face's 1990 PC Engine side-scroller Fushigi no Yume no Alice and Konami's 1996 shooter TwinBee Yahho!. 

	Märchen Maze was developed by N.H. System, a short-lived branch of Namco. The characters were designed by Katsuhiko Nishijima, director of numerous famous anime like Vampire Hunter D and Outlanders, and who later made a name for himself with assorted fan service shows like Agent Aika. At the time, he also worked on the art for other arcade titles like Sega's mahjong game Sukeban Janshi Ryuko and Jaleco's Ginga Ninkyouden.

	The premise is familiar – young Alice is called through the looking glass by a talking rabbit, who requests her help. The game is played as an isometric hybrid run-and-gun/platformer, an unusual combination for a Japanese- developed game from the late 80s. It follows up on Namco's Wonder Momo for being an early "moe" video game – that is, starring a cute female character.

	Alice wields a small bubble blower, which seems fairly weak but can be charged up to create  spheres that resemble large bowling balls, rolling over everything in their way. Additional power-ups grant a three-way shot, or let her fire fully powered bubbles without the need to charge them, as well as a shield that surrounds with her rabbits for temporary invincibility. You have three minutes to complete each level, with the white rabbit popping up at regular intervals to let you know how much time you have left.

	The levels consist of narrow platforms floating in the sky, often with small blocks that float back and forth, per usual platforming game convention. There is no life meter in Märchen Maze, making it a bit unusual in that regard. Instead, all enemies attack with tiny beach balls, which knock Alice back a few squares. The only way to actually die to be knocked off the edge of a platform. If you happened to have a balloon power-up, it'll be consumed and you'll float up to safety – otherwise, you'll get sent back to a checkpoint or need to restart the level if you run out of lives.
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	Although isometric games have an often well-deserved reputation for frustrating platforming controls, Märchen Maze handles this relatively well. You're not restricted to diagonal movement – in other words, you can walk in all eight directions – and the game only scrolls one way, upwards at a 45 degree angle. As a result, there's rarely a time where the viewpoint makes it difficult to see where you're going. Alice's jumps are a little on the short side though, and some of the later levels require precision platforming, not only in timing your movements correctly, but also in dodging enemy fire. The later areas are absolutely packed with enemies too, which causes the game to slow to a crawl.

	Thematically, the levels are only loosely based on Alice in Wonderland. There are card soldiers and Tweedle Dees and the final boss is a robotic-looking evil Queen of Hearts. Others are original but maintain the drug-addled style of the source material, like glasses-wearing, chain-smoking mushrooms. Each of the game’s 10 levels have weird bosses, the most amusing being a mustachioed, fedora-wearing turtle. The levels take place over areas that include desserts and landscapes filled with Salvador Dali-style melting clocks and backgammon boards.

	Märchen Maze was ported to the X68000 in 1991 by SPS, which is essentially a perfect port. Predating this by a few months, Namco themselves released a version on the PC Engine. "Port" is a really generous word here as it's really more of a gigantic revamp based on the same basic themes. The most unique facet – the isometric perspective – has been removed and replaced with a more standard overhead view. The rationale is that the PC Engine pad was bad at diagonals so it would be a pain to play. As a result, the levels have also been entirely redesigned. It’s also missing the parallax scrolling, so the towering sense of depth is lost.

	The number of enemies has been drastically toned down, but now enemies aim their shots directly at Alice rather than just firing straight ahead like in the arcade game. Alice is also flung back much farther when getting hit. Altogether, it's less overwhelming but also not as forgiving. The balloons are now Alice's lives, which will resurrect her on the spot, but lose all of them and you have to continue back at the beginning of the level.

	Most of the levels have been rearranged too. The "robot" level was originally the fourth stage in the arcade game but is now the second one in the PCE version. Many levels in the arcade game also repeated some of the themes – in the PCE version, several are brand new, like an arctic stage or a "mirror" level filled with Alice clones. There are also new enemies, like Cheshire Cats, which were strangely absent from the arcade original. Oddly, despite the change in themes, the bosses remain the same. There's also a new, somewhat longer ending. The art this time was provided by Kouichi Tokita, who also did the cover art for many other Namco PC Engine titles, as well as numerous Gundam manga.

	Märchen Maze is cute, but it definitely runs out of steam midway through. The platforming challenges are difficult but enjoyable, but beyond that the game's solution to make itself more challenging is just to litter the screen with enemies. The boss battles also aren’t much fun, considering they always seem to hover just out of view. These issues are mitigated in the PCE release, though at the same time the changes in that version make it seem less special.

	Finally, Alice makes a cameo as a hidden player in Family Tennis Advance for the GBA from 2002.
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	The Genji and the Heike Clans

	AKA: Genpei Toumaden (JP)

	Original Release: 1986

	Platforms: ARC, X68K, PCE, PS1, MOB, WII

	 

	Many early 80s Namco titles, like Pac-Man and Dig Dug, were loved the world over thanks to their likable characters and easy-to-understand gameplay. Starting with Tower of Druaga, though, they also became known for more complex, often obtuse styles of games. These required the use of strategy guides, or at least some sort of communal knowledge. Owing to the difference in arcade cultures, these types of games were never released outside of Japan.

	And then there's Genpei Toumaden ("The Demonic Tale of the Genji and Heike Clans", later known as The Genji and the Heike Clans), which has strong ties to Japanese history and mythology, both in its setting and aesthetics. It's one of the first (if not the first) game to use traditional Japanese characters for its score display rather than Arabic numerals, and kanji are literally thrown about as war cries. Combined with the sort of complex game design that the company had been fostering a reputation for developing, it's as if Namco was creating a title that was completely impenetrable to anyone outside of Japan. 

	The game takes place during the Genpei War of the 12th century, as told in the The Tale of the Heike, a Japanese epic story often referred to as the equivalent to The Iliad. Indeed, the attract sequence actually presents the first two lines of the story. (“The ringing of the bells in Gion Monastery intone that all things are transient. The colors of the flowers of the Sal tree show that even the prosperous must perish.”)

	However, rather than simply wanting to control Japan, as in the actual historical conflict, here the Minamoto clan has used dark magic to rule not only the country, but the entire world. The hero is Taira no Kagekiyo, a samurai who was killed in battle but has been resurrected in order to fulfill his mission and exact revenge for his clan. His ultimate goal is to search for the Three Sacred Treasures of Japan – the Kusanagi no Tsurugi (a sword), the Yata no Kagami (a mirror), and Yasakani no Magatama (a curved jewel). Using these, he can kill the three heads of the Minamoto clan: Minamoto no Yoshitsune, Saito Musashibo Benkei, and the leader Minamoto no Yoritomo. The basic concept is taken from the 17th century play Shusse Kagekiyo, though that had none of the demonic overtones.

	Across the game's 40+ stages, most representing one of the old Japanese provinces, there are three gameplay modes. Most of the time is spent in standard "Small" side-scrolling areas, where Kagekiyo must run and jump to reach one of the torii gates that will lead to the next stage. There are also the "Big" mode stages, where the perspective zooms in close and the hero takes up about half the size of the screen. The platforming elements are mostly gone in these stages, as you simply blaze forward, take down enemies (and arrows), and typically fight a mid-boss before reaching the end. Owing to the simple layout of these levels, there's only ever one gate at the end. Finally, there are Overhead stages, which are comparatively less common, and also usually have multiple exits.
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	The game literally starts at the exit of Hell, as Kagekiyo fights through a few stages before emerging on the Western end of Japan. The ultimate goal is to reach Kamakura, the capital of Nihon in the 12th century (and reasonably close to Edo/Tokyo). The gate you take at the end of a level will determine the next stage. There are a few different routes through the game, some more difficult than others. You're not given any clues as to the location of the three treasures, so it's very easy to blunder around if you don't take a look at a map of how all of the stages connect. You can also miss the treasures even if you're at the necessary level, so you won't be able to beat the final boss even if you reach him. Two of the treasures can be found in two different places (the Magatama at Settsu or Ise, the Mirror at Echizen or Ecchuu), while the Sword can only be found at Shinano. So all of this is relatively complex – not as much as, say, Tower of Druaga, but there's a lot here for an arcade game from 1986.

	The actual gameplay is… well, it's a little unusual. In the Small sections, Kagekiyo controls rather unusually, in that he'll walk for a step or two before increasing speed into a run. This also determines your jumping strength, so if you don't build up a bit of steam first, your resulting leap won't have much reach. The basic sword slash has extremely low range, too. There are power-ups that let you fire waves, but you don't always have them, and getting hit will send you flying, giving the game a very bouncy feel. There are a few cases where you even need to jump on enemies and ride them for a bit in order to traverse tall landscapes. Many stages also have floating rocks, some of which will bound around haphazardly, while others drop down from the sky to smash you, or politely move back and forth. You'll need to jump onto these, but Kagekiyo's feet don’t really connect to them, particularly the ones moving horizontally, so you need to walk along with them or else you'll plummet to the ground. Enemies attack quickly as well, often careening right through the scenery. In truth, the action regularly tosses way more than the CPU can actually handle, resulting in regular bursts of slowdown, which combined with the awkward movement, creates a very jarring tempo.

	All of the stages have impressive parallax scrolling, along with added background elements, like the animated faces in the ground in the hell levels, or the clouds scrolling by in most other stages. Time transitions from day to night (extremely quickly), and in levels where you can see the sun or the moon, it will even rise and set in the background. The level titles aren't displayed in the center of the screen like in most games, but rather as floating elements on the game field, that scroll away as you run past them. Whenever you die, you don't just fall over, but your whole body explodes outward, limbs flying in all directions, at least in the Small mode. After this happens, a gigantic kanji reading "END" falls from the sky. Plus, the speed is quite fast, and combined with the odd controls, it make everything feel like a bizarre fever dream.

	The Big mode levels are similarly messy, but in different ways. Kagekiyo's sprite consists of a few parts that move independently, the only way to assure smooth animation in an 80s arcade game with limited memory. There are a couple of different sword moves, too, depending on which direction you tilt the joystick when you attack. The goofiest is when you get a power-up scroll, which causes Kagekiyo to spin his arm around continuously like a buzzsaw. This is a hugely powerful move and it's a lot of fun to mow down enemies with this, but it looks ridiculous. At any rate, these levels do feel a little same-y as there are only a handful of mini-bosses.

	The Overhead stages aren't quite as awkward as the other ones, and indeed, they're quite easy and straightforward. However, the most unusual is the Pit stage. Whenever you fall through a hole in the Small side-scrolling stages, instead of dying immediately like other games, here you'll be sent to this limbo area. After fighting through the creepy-crawly monsters here, you'll come across Yama, the Buddhist deity of judgment, who sits in the middle of several coffins and asks that you choose one. Pick correctly, and you'll be returned to life. Pick poorly, and you'll be killed immediately. This is random, so you're really just playing your luck, and besides, the only real difference between this judgment is that you'll need to put in another credit if you get a bum roll. (There is another way to escape though...)

	Everything about the animation and hit detection just feels bizarre, but luckily Kagekiyo can absorb a fair amount of damage before he's killed. His life meter is represented by candles, which melt away as he takes damage, and are typically replenished to some extent when beating a level. You only have a single life, but in the first half of the game, you just restart the stage when you continue. This is pretty generous, but alas, once you reach Kyoto, which is about halfway through the game, this becomes the last checkpoint. In other words, any time you die after that, you'll be tossed all the way back there, which can be several stages. 

	Throughout the zones, you'll also be picking up two kinds of power-ups – swords and money. The sword icons increase your weapon strength, which in turn can make the miniboss fights much easier if you're powered up. Conversely, if you strike objects which are too thick (rocks or other armored things), you'll decrease your sword power – you can actually see it get bent and broken in the Big levels. There are no shops, but instead money is required when picking up a few kinds of specific power-ups, which can increase your sword strength or heal you. If you have enough cash, you can also easily escape from the pit level without trying your luck with being judged. Additionally, the three treasures aren't just useless trinkets – the Sword will prevent your weapon from every getting damaged and losing strength, the Mirror will make you immune to thunder attacks, and the Magatama will protect you from poison.

	Most of the Small side-scrolling stages are pretty similar, but there are a few gimmicks in the levels, such as miniboss fights with flying dragons, and bonus stages where the sun goddess Amaterasu drops a litany of power-ups for you to grab. In a few areas, a gigantic Minamoto no Yoritomo will pop up in the background and try to thwack you with his fan. There are also a few gag stages which include appearances by the game staff.

	The Genji and the Heike Clans feels like a janky mess, but it's hard not to admire its ambition. Its scale is incredible for a mid-1980s arcade game, and while the levels do get repetitive, they're fairly short, and the constantly changing perspective ensures that the action stays fresh on a moment-to-moment basis.

	During this time, Namco was experimenting with giving "character" to its games, which mostly resulted in cutesy or comical titles like Wonder Momo or Bravoman, but here it's much darker and more foreboding, with both the visual design and the soundtrack exuding a strong Japanese atmosphere unseen at the time. It has a weird energy that becomes entrancing the more you spend time with it.

	There's also an amusing allusion to a classic Japanese arcade game. In the Kyoto stage, you'll fight against weird looking four-armed pink creatures with gigantic mouths. These are called Heiankyo Aliens, based on the 1979 game of the same name. (It's a little hard to make the connection considering how simple they looked in the original game, but you can see the vague resemblance.) The game takes place in Kyoto, hence why they only appear in this stage.

	As far as ports, the X68000 game released in 1988 is basically arcade perfect, and even has improved sound. The PC Engine port from 1990 is also pretty solid. The color palette has changed a bit so it ends up looking a little brighter, some of the background details are missing (like the day/night transitions) and the UI has been rearranged, plus the sound isn’t quite as good. Some of the enemy's attack patterns are different too, and Benkei's weakpoint has changed, but it’s still a great port.

	The first (and only) time the game has appeared in English is on Namco Museum Vol. 4 for the PlayStation. This version translates (most) of the text, changes the numbers from Japanese to Arabic, and makes a few other UI modifications for the sake of readability – for some reason, the source of currency has been changed to gems. Without any context to what this game was, and only a few screens of instructions buried within the in-game museum, it was a perplexing inclusion at the time, though perhaps with some better understanding (and modern strategy guides on the internet), it can be more fully appreciated. 

	Genpei Toumaden did inspire a few other games – Konami's Famicom game Getsu Fuumaden has an undead hero with long red hair, and Sega's Master System game Kenseiden also borrows some elements, including the non-linear exploration of feudal Japan.

	If you enter a default name like “AAAAAA” in the high score screen, the name will change to “namuko” in kanji – pronounced the same as “Namco” but  meaning “nameless kid”.
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	Samurai-Ghost

	AKA: Genpei Toumaden: Kan no Ni (JP) 

	Original Release: 1992

	Platforms: TG16, WII

	Two years after the PC Engine port of Genpei Toumaden, the game received a console-exclusive sequel. However, it's really only a sequel in name-only – it is, weirdly, more of a re-telling, but focused entirely on the Big mode action levels, and removing nearly all of the level-branching and item-hunting elements. Indeed, the premise is exactly the same – Kagekiyo is resurrected and must journey across Japan to take down Yoritomo. Unlike its predecessor, which didn't see an English release until a PlayStation compilation, this game came to America in the same year as the Japanese version, where it was given the name Samurai-Ghost.

	Some enhancements have been made so that this is more polished than the original. There are many more enemies, including several types of bosses, many of which were imported and redesigned from the Small mode from the previous game. Most of Kagekiyo's moves are the same, though you can now defend by holding down the attack button. This is a bit cumbersome, as while it's useful for blocking projectiles, it's immediately deflected on taking a hit. The three imperial treasures still exist, but since the exploration elements have been totally removed, they're just simple power-ups to collect here. There are plenty of other items to find too, including five different types of attack power-ups. The sword strength meter is gone, but the strange money system is back, where certain pick-ups require you to cash-in a certain amount of currency in order to obtain them.
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	The levels are more complex – before, you just ran in a straight line, defended yourself from arrows or small enemies, and then fought a boss. Now, there are platforming elements, and some stages have gimmicks, like slippery ice floors, crumbling floors, and lava waves that chase you from behind. There are seven stages altogether, consisting of a few areas each. Some parts do have two gates at the end, so there is some branching, but it's pretty minimal. The pits and thus the hell stages are gone, too. You're now granted a limited number of lives, and while you can continue as often as you like, you're tossed back to the beginning of the section. Throughout the levels, you're given advice from old lady Shokoku, which is often hilariously translated into English as "Don't be inattention" or "Be caution!". Even the levels have goofy names like "Hurting Zone".

	Samurai-Ghost still replicates the same dark Japanese atmosphere of the previous game, and the visuals are improved over the Big levels in the PCE port of the original. Even so, the game remains clumsy, repetitive, and overly difficult. Plus by stripping out so many elements, it ends up being a much less substantial game.
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	Genpei Toumaden: Computer Board Game

	Original Release: 1988

	Platforms: FC

	 

	While the PC Engine port had gotten a decent port of Genpei Toumaden, the Famicom got this bizarre hybrid of a board game and an RPG. Apparently someone at Namco wanted to make a board game that worked in conjunction with the Famicom, and at some point decided to attach the worldview of Genpei Toumaden onto it. 

	The package comes with the Famicom cartridge, a board, four figurines, a stack of cards, three special cards indicating the three treasures, and little colored tokens.

	The setup is similar to the arcade game, in that the board is patterned after Japan. When you enter an area, straws are drawn to determine its difficulty, adding an element of randomness. You’re then presented with an overhead map you can explore as Kageikiyo. You can visit shrines to spend money or virtue in order to strengthen your character. One of the other players (or the CPU) controls a whirlwind that will drop enemies onto the board. If Kagekiyo touches them, he enters combat in a Dragon Quest-style first person command-based battle system. Here you can attack, use special moves, or run away. The ultimate goal in each area is to find and storm the castle, after which you can negotiate with (or attack) the ruler, convert any monsters into virtue, and take the territory. 
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	The goal of the game is different depending on whether it’s played solo or multiplayer. In single-player, the goal is to defeat Yoritomo, and it can actually be played without the accessories. However, Yoritomo’s forces move incredibly quickly around the map, and it’s easy to become overwhelmed. If he captures all of the territories, it’s game over.

	In multiplayer, the board is required so players can move their pieces in conjunction. Unlike in single-player, Yoritomo isn’t on the board, so there’s no way for everyone to lose. The goal here is to capture as many territories as possible. When one of the players kills Yoritomo, the game is over and the score is tallied up.

	It’s a pretty cool idea, but the game is just insanely long to play. Trudging through each area, constantly stopping for random battles, and slowly expanding your territory can take hours. Further, the single-player mode is so difficult that it’s not really even worth playing.

	Incidentally, the exploration segments look a whole lot like Konami’s Getsu Fuumaden, a Famicom title that was obviously based on Genpei Toumaden, as it has the same “demonic ancient Japan” theme and a similar looking character. The name entry screen will censor our obscene words, and will render “Getsufuu” as “XXfuu”. Otherwise, default player names include Mappy and Girugame (short for “Gilgamesh” from the Druaga series of games).

	 

	Genpei Touran

	Original Release: 2013

	Platforms: WIN

	In 2013, a doujin group called Team Neokogunu released Genpei Touran (“Genpei Struggle”) for Windows, a freeware 2D fighting game created using Fighter Maker 2nd. It’s an SNK-style fighter with characters based on all of the cast from Genpei Toumaden, including Kagekiyo, Benkei, Yoritomo, Yoshitsune, Fuujin, Raijin, and Onihime, as well as many others. The sprite artwork is originally made for this game and looks absolutely fantastic, while all of the music and sound effects are taken directly from the arcade and PC Engine games.

	There are three levels of regular attacks, plus a fourth button to execute a guard technique. The story mode is fairly complex too, with branching paths and multiple endings. It’s certainly very well done. The home page is http://humind.sakura.ne.jp/game/genpei/index.html

	

	

	The God and Devil of Namco

	 

	Genpei Toumaden's ending includes a poem that's actually a tribute to two Namco programmers. The opening line says that "God is dead, the devil has left". "God" refers to the nickname of Shouichi Fukutani, who worked on titles like Dig Dug, and was a well-loved mentor among the staff. Sadly, he passed away suddenly at the young age of 31 due to a liver rupture. 

	"Devil" refers to Kazuo Kurosu, who worked on Rally-X and Mappy, among others. He left the company along with Xevious developer Masanobu Endou to form Game Studio, and continued to work with Namco for a number of other projects, but was still missed by the staff. While dedications are common in Western media, these are atypical in Japanese products, especially in video games. The arcade ending even includes text explicitly dedicated to Fukutani. This was removed for the PCE version, though. Several other Namco games also include dedications to their departed mentor.
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	Youkai Douchuuki

	AKA: Shadowland

	Original Release: 1987

	Platforms: ARC, PCE, FC, WII, WIIU

	Tarosuke is a naughty boy. So naughty, in fact, that his misdeeds have brought him right to the entrance of Hell. In order to save his soul, he'll need to fight through five levels, fending off the demons that inhabit the underworld, and hope that his deeds by the end have earned him the favor of Yama, the Buddhist deity that judges the dead.

	Namco's Youkai Douchuuki ("Youkai Travel Journal") was the first game released for their System 1 arcade board, showcasing greatly improved visuals and sound over their previous games. It also represents a significant design advancement over their other platformers – Namco basically invented the genre in its modern incarnation with Pac-Land in 1984, while Youkai Douchuuki greatly expanded on it with branching levels and light RPG elements.

	This can be seen immediately upon starting the game, as the screen is divided into halves. The top part presents the level title, a large map of the stage, Tarosuke's health and money, and his inventory. The actual gameplay is presented on the bottom half. Tarosuke's main weapon is a ball of ki, which is tossed around like a boomerang. He can also charge up his attack for more powerful blasts, which is extremely useful considering most enemies otherwise take several hits to kill. Unlike most other games that require you to hold down the attack button, here you hold down on the joystick. This is pretty awkward since it makes it difficult to walk at the same time, but at least it charges pretty quickly. You can't keep charging too long anyway, or else Tarosuke will become exhausted and leave himself vulnerable. Stages have set enemies, plus others that attack randomly, particularly the frogs that regularly rain from the sky.

	The underworld is filled with tons of cash, along with a few shops where you can buy health restoratives (the only place to find them), weapon power-ups (to allow you to fling multiple ki shots at once), as well as a few other cursory items. Most interesting are ones where you can recruit a dog or a cat to fight alongside you, though they have a tendency to get stuck and stop following, especially when crossing pits.

	While the levels are mostly linear, there are occasionally some branches, and even multiple routes. There are some rather interesting things to find along the way, including a gambling minigame with a frog, as well as a few bathing goddesses. Some of them will grant Tarosuke with a heart to refill his health upon death, but others will reveal themselves to be a decrepit zombie. However, you're not really intended to explore, because the game will constantly throw enemies at you if you dawdle too long, plus many of the foes will chase you down. Therefore, it's important to keep moving forward.
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	There are five stages in total, with some having different goals. The first two are similar, culminating in a fight against a large, club-wielding oni. Here, Tarosuke must pray and summon his departed ancestor, Monmotarou, who will attack in his stead. As a spirit, he can fly around the screen and wield homing bullets, but he takes damage just like Tarosuke would, so you both can still be killed easily. In the third level, you need to gather up enough gold to rescue a kidnapped turtle. Once you've saved him, he carries you on to the next stage, though first stopping off to see a stage show by the mermaid queen. He also grants you Pandora's Box – if you open it, you'll get 10,000 gold, but there's also a chance that you'll get turned into a feeble old man, which can only be cured by finding the "Angel Poop" item (yes, you read that correctly) in the next stage. (The game asks if you want to open it three times – the chance that you'll be cursed decreases each time, though there's no way to avoid it completely unless you refuse to open the box.) The fourth level is the most open-ended, as you need to explore and find three items in order to satisfy the boss.

	The fifth is by far the most difficult level in the game. There are five endings in Youkai Douchuuki (at least in the arcade and PC Engine ports), and which finale you get depends on how much gold you pick up and how many enemies you kill in the final stage. In other words, you're supposed to run from all of the bad guys and avoid picking up as much money as possible. If you manage to execute a perfect run and avoid everything, then you'll end up in heaven. The rest of the endings range from being returned to the human world (the next-best ending), to being reincarnated as an animal, to being stuck in the "hungry ghoul" world, where food is always just out of reach, to just plain being tortured by demons for all of eternity. 

	Getting the best ending is insanely difficult on its own, but even getting to that point is quite an achievement. The levels are flooded with enemies, many of which are quite aggressive and take multiple hits. You can continue after dying (at least in the arcade version) but you do get sent back to the beginning of the stage. However, the real killers here are the "hell fire" enemies, which begin spawning after about 10 minutes of play. They chase you down ruthlessly and take several hits to kill, plus if one manages to touch you, you're killed instantly. About the best thing you can do is try to scroll them off-screen, since they tend to get lost when you travel vertically. Even speedrunners have problems with these, since the game takes about 15 minutes when played normally, but there is an exploit where you can use enemies to jump over the fourth level boss, thereby skipping the item collection subquest and thus reducing the chance that the hellfire enemies will spawn in the crucial final stage. 
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	In spite of its difficulty, there's still plenty to like in Youkai Douchuuki. Tarosuke has an odd design, having a squat, super deformed sprite with gigantic eyes that take up most of his head. This allows his sprite to be extremely expressive, wincing with damage or squinting with determination. The backgrounds are a bit repetitive but attractive, and the enemies run the range from cutesy to mildly grotesque. Plus, all of the side details, like the bathing women or the mermaid show, create a rich, interesting world. The game does feel cramped thanks to the large top menu bar, which doesn't really justify its size – the map gives some sense of presence to the stage, especially since it indicates where Tarosuke is, but it's not entirely useful. 

	Youkai Douchuuki received two console ports. The first was for the PC Engine in early 1988. Though it's pretty similar visually, the levels have been greatly simplified, to the point where many of the vertically scrolling sections have been removed outright, and the few that remain just involve flipping screens. The game might initially seem easier due to the presence of far fewer enemies on screen at once, and the hellfires are greatly reduced in number. However, you can't continue at all, so ultimately the journey still ends up being incredibly troublesome.

	The Famicom port, released a few months later, is actually more faithful to the arcade layouts. Like the PC Engine version, it still doesn't scroll up or down, opting again for screen flipping, but at least the stages still have some verticality to them. It also has fewer enemies on screen, but you can thankfully continue. You can no longer purchase the dog or cat followers, but otherwise it's pretty feature-complete. Visually, it's not bad looking, but the color palette ends up feeling far too bright.

	This port has one addition that greatly transforms the theme of the game – the "Pious" meter. There are several added sub-events that allow Tarosuke to perform good deeds, thereby earning him positive karma. Some of these are a little weird – for example, the stray dog from the arcade game is still here, though he's hungry and asks for food. Unfortunately, it gives him food poisoning and kills him, so you need to take his remains and bury them in a later stage. 

	Other events are also influenced by your Pious points. For example, you won't be allowed to see the mermaid show if you don't have enough, and certain bathing women will curse you and cause poop to rain down from the sky.

	Ultimately, this allows you to build a bank of points to help you in the final stage. Here, any enemies you kill or money you grab will deduct Pious points, but assuming you grabbed enough in the previous four stages, you can still kill some enemies or grab some gold and get a decent ending. The final stage also has an extra section not found in the other versions. Along with this, there's an added super best ending to this version, where Tarosuke finds himself among other Namco heroes. The requirements are still very strict, though, as you need to perform all of the karma events and complete the final stage near-perfectly, without using a continue. The upside to this is that the heaven ending is now easier to obtain.

	Incidentally, outside of the added ending to the Famicom version, the actual cinemas for these scenes are different. For example, in the arcade version’s  beast ending, Tarosuke is reincarnated as a pig, while in the Famicom version, he becomes a bug (with the Pooka from Dig Dug looking on, for some reason). In the ending where he returns to life, he wakes up at his funeral in the arcade version (to the shock of his parents), while in the Famicom version he comes back to life right before being cremated. The PC Engine release is the weirdest of these, as it simply shows Tarosuke outside of a Namco building with little duplicates all around, without any explanation of what's going on.

	The PC Engine version also has a brief section right before the end where Yama quizzes you on certain things. The answers don't have any effect on anything, though you need to say "no" to the question "Do you believe in doing a good action or deed every day?" or else you'll get stuck in an endless loop of interrogation until you respond correctly. 

	The mermaid show is also different in all three versions. In the arcade, it's a whole big production, with a number of topless mermaids. On the PC Engine, this was changed to be more like a strip show, with the screen going dark and spotlights floating around the screen to give quick glimpses at the mermaid queen. In the Famicom release, she instead changes into a few outfits and poses.

	Youkai Douchuuki technically wasn’t released outside of Japan. However, a bootleg English- translated version was released by unknown sources, using the name Shadow Land. Many English language resources refer to the game under this title even though it isn’t official. Since there’s a small amount of Japanese dialogue in the original arcade release, this definitely makes it easier for non-Japanese speaking players to experience what this game has to offer.
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	Kyuukai Douchuuki

	Original Release: 1990

	Platforms: ARC, MD

	 

	Youkai Douchuuki never got a proper sequel, but it did get this unusual spinoff, Kyuukai Douchuuki (“Baseball World Travel Journal”). Namco already had the extremely popular Family Stadium series of baseball games (occasionally brought to North America under the R.B.I. Baseball moniker), but this is a cutesy variation filled with tons of silly jokes – the attract sequence actually begins with Tarosuke walking onto the screen and changing into a baseball uniform. 

	When beginning the game, you can pick from seven regions, (though their names are slightly altered): Japan, America, Germany, Russia, China, Arabia, and Hunbaba (a seemingly African tribe, even though the map places them in the Pacific Ocean). Japan has 12 teams, all parodies of real life ones, and the rest only have four, each with names based on either celebrities from the region, assorted national stereotypes, or other references. China has players named after warlords from Romance of the Three Kingdoms and various types of Chinese food, one of Russia’s teams is named after folk songs, Germany’s teams are all parodies of beer labels (including non-German ones), etc..

	The gameplay is mostly familiar baseball, just with squat, cutesy characters reminiscent of Youkai Douchuuki, though it doesn’t borrow its other elements. Russians wear thick, furry coats, Germans have military uniforms. There are different stadiums in the region, some with varying effects (like the desert in Arabia or the ice in Russia). The stadiums are also fashioned based on the region – China has Mao Zedong on their scoreboard and the stadium walls look like the Great Wall of China, while the seats in Arabia and Hunbaba are largely populated by animals like elephants and camels. Each area also has their own unique post-game announcers – Japan gets Valkyrie from the Namco games, America gets a busty blonde, Hunbaba gets a  racist depiction of a tribal woman juggling her baby, and Germany gets both a woman in S&M gear and basically Adolf Hitler.

	Kyuukai Douchuuki was ported to the Mega Drive, which adds a handful of extra teams, including one based on assorted Greek mythological figures, as well as one with a roster of assorted Namco characters, a recurring theme in many of the Family Stadium titles.
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	Wonder Momo

	Original Release: 1987

	Platforms: ARC, PCE, PS1, MOB, WII

	 

	Namco found itself accidentally at the helm of the “gal game” boom that started in the mid-80s. Since Ki, the damsel-in-distress in the 1983 arcade game Tower of Druaga, proved almost as popular as Gil, the actual protagonist, they gave her double billing in the sequel, The Return of Ishtar, and even her own game with the Famicom game The Quest of Ki. However, graphics technology was simple during this time period, and the only thing that set Ki apart from Gil was a slightly different sprite. The idea of a “gal game” was to attract both male and female players, by giving guys an attractive character to ogle and girls someone cute to identify with. Other examples at the time included Telenet’s Mugen Senshi Valis, SNK’s Athena, and Sunsoft’s Madoola no Tsubasa. As a result, Namco invented Momo, one of the first “moe” video game heroines.

	The concept of “moe” has evolved along the years, but fundamentally it means a warm and fuzzy feeling towards something cute. The 1987 arcade game Wonder Momo really leans into that right when you start a new game, as the titular heroine appears in a logo and gives an adorable roar a la the MGM lion seen in countless movies. As the story goes, high school idol Momo Kanda is actually the “warrior of love” from the planet Lolicott, sent to Earth to protect it from evildoers. The whole thing is presented as a stage play, a tokusatsu parody similar to Namco’s own later game Bravoman (though a little more modern feeling). Every character in the game – Momo, the many grey-outfit wearing enemies, the monsters in rubber suits – are all technically played by actors.

	The game is basically a single- plane beat-em-up a la Kung Fu Master, though since each level is contained entirely on a small stage, it only scrolls back and forth a few screens. So instead of actually walking to the end of the level, you just keep fighting bad guys until the boss creature pops out. Momo can attack with a high kick, though if she kneels, this becomes a split kick that will strike in both directions. Both of these moves are pretty short-ranged, and enemies will rather annoyingly knock Momo to the ground upon contact. This is perhaps marginally less annoying than the karate chopping dudes getting their arms stuck in you in Kung Fu Master. 

	As you continue to punch bad guys, you’ll build up a “Wonder” meter, which will determine how long you can maintain your alternate superhero form, Wonder Momo. You can do this by either having Momo face the screen (by tapping in the opposite direction very briefly so she doesn’t completely turn around) and then jamming the attack button, or, more simply, by waiting for a tornado to fly onto the screen, and then grabbing it.
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	As Wonder Momo, the heroine gets a new outfit – a bright red dress, a masked helmet, and thigh high boots – along with enhanced power, speed, and jumping ability. You can also knock certain projectiles out of the air without taking damage, plus you have some extra moves, like the “Wonder Bullet” projectile and a spinning “Wonder Typhoon” attack. However, the most important difference is her electric hula hoop weapon called the Wonder Ring, which can be tossed around the screen to damage enemies, making things much more manageable. This isn’t a straightforward projectile, though. Instead, it sort of bounces around and then you have to catch it. Most of the strategy revolves around managing your Wonder meter and determining the correct time to transform so you can properly face off against boss monsters, which are nearly impossible to beat without that hula hoop.

	In terms of length, there are four stages divided into four episodes, for a total of 16 levels, each with different backgrounds and a wide variety of enemies. The actual gameplay doesn’t really take advantage of the “theater” setting, other than the guy who runs beneath the stage to take a picture. The resulting flash of this will temporarily stun Momo unless she’s transformed. You only get a single life as well, though you can continue from any previously completed stage.

	Other than that, there’s really not much to Wonder Momo, other than its cuteness. And boy does it lay this on thick. The title screen has the heroine smiling with her freckles, then she transforms and reveals a little snaggletooth. The attack moves obviously pay attention to her long legs and short skirts, with some occasional panty shots.  This makes for some skeeziness given the somewhat questionable age of the heroine. There’s plenty of digitized sound effects too, mostly coming from Momo. When she runs out of life, she collapses on the floor and cries while the game makes a “Pac-Man dying” sound effect and the curtain drops.

	Wonder Momo isn’t a particularly good game, since the action is both clumsy and repetitive. It’s hard to consistently hit foes and even tossing around the Wonder Ring isn’t much fun. It’s also extremely difficult for such a seemingly cute game. Still, as an early example of a title that tried to give its protagonist a unique, likeable personality, it certainly succeeds due to its colorful visuals and catchy music.

	Wonder Momo was ported to the PC Engine, which is a solid conversion. A few larger enemies were cut, the number of stages was reduced down to 12, some visuals have been redrawn, and the sound effects have either been cut or downgraded (the lion roar is now a weird squeal). However, the game actually feels much better due to the increased speed and less slippery controls, as well as a lower difficulty level, making this the preferred version. There are a few new music tracks too, plus new images of Momo posing for photographs (below). A more faithful conversion appears on the Japan-only Namco Museum Encore for the PlayStation, though due to technical issues it won’t work on a PS2 console.
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	Bravoman

	AKA: Chou Zetsurinjin Berabouman (JP)

	Original Release: 1988

	Platforms: ARC, TG16, WII, MOB

	 

	Throughout much of the mid-to-late 80s, Namco excelled in creating video games with distinct, interesting characters. Bravoman is certainly one of the more unusual examples, being a parody of 60s- era Japanese tokusatsu television shows. The hero is Hitoshi Nakamura (Arnold in the English version), a salaryman at the Togin Fire Marine Insurance Company. An alien from the planet Alpha has bestowed extraordinary power on this ordinary guy, transforming him into the superhero Bravoman, allowing him to defend the world against the evil Dr. Bomb. In the intro, he’s transformed by the coin you'll need to insert to start the game, which is a cute bit of fourth wall-breaking. Developed by the same team behind Genpei Toumaden, the arcade version of Bravoman never left Japan, though the TG-16 port was localized.

	Bravoman’s main ability is his super extending limbs, which can reach about halfway across the screen. His default attack is a punch, though you can kick upwards at an angle, and if you duck he attacks with his head. The developers were also keen to show off digitized sound effects, so the hero shouts “berabou!”/”bravo!” with every attack, which does grate pretty quickly. He can also jump extremely high, more than the length of the screen. Due to these abilities, as well as the large sprite size, the screen ends up feeling a bit cramped.

	The arcade machine uses two pressure-sensitive buttons referred to as the "Berabou Switch". Based on how strongly you push the buttons, the hero will use different attacks, or change the height of his jump. A similar implementation was used in early versions of the original Street Fighter. For the TG-16 port, the game instead measures how long you've pressed the button. For the Wii Virtual Console release (and in emulators), each move’s strength is assigned its own button, so between attacking and jumping at three levels, there are six buttons altogether. Needless to say, it's all a bit clumsy. Even in the arcade, it was pretty impractical, as the buttons were prone to breaking.

	There are 32 stages altogether in the arcade version, including a number of boss-only levels, and some side-scroller shooter stages that take place underwater. These areas are fairly straightforward and play similar to Gradius, with a regular forward-firing gun as well as missiles that fire at a downward arc. It’s a nice change of pace, but it can’t mask the fact that the stages are awfully repetitive. There’s not much variety in the background types, either. There’s the town area, the ninja house,  the underwater shooter segments, and a few bonus stages that take place in heaven, but it recycles these over and over until the last level.
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	Enemies will routinely drop little bonus “luck” items, and when you collect five of them, you’ll summon a helpful guy named Lottery Man, a robot with a "garapon" lottery wheel, who will drop a bonus item. Some of these include an energy drink which grants invulnerability and looks like Oronamin C (a famous real-life  product), and a Shinkansen bullet train, which will warp you to the end of the stage. 

	Bravoman really succeeds because of its bizarre sense of humor, much of which comes through with its bosses. There’s Black Bravoman, a competitor at a different insurance company with similar powers to the hero, and Waya Hime, a female ninja who attacks with her "Ohoho-no-jutsu" fire strike as she laughs. Pistol Daimyo, a ridiculous looking feudal lord with a large gun on his head, even received his own spin-off game. Dr. Bomb himself looks absurd, with hair that’s shaped like a mushroom cloud explosion. At the beginning of each stage, he both halfheartedly threatens you and helpfully tells you the stage number, while delivering a stabbing motion with his cane. He's apparently a fan of both Albert Einstein and Adolf Hitler (!!), as you can see their portraits on the wall in his lair.

	The TurboGrafx-16 version is a solid port, though there are significant changes. In addition to the aforementioned control fixes, the number of stages has been reduced to 22 and the designs have changed. The visuals here are similar but a little simplified, with noticeably less animation frames. However, there’s also a new area type, a mountain at sunset, which does add some much needed variety. Most of the digitized voices have been removed, though Bravoman’s “bravo!” yell remains, and there’s a lot more in-game dialogue found in speech bubbles. When you die and continue, you also restart at the beginning of the stage. These are actually presented as continue screens, with Dr. Bomb counting down, and admonishes you if you fail to hit the button. 1up items have also been added, and in general the game is a little easier. There's an extra underwater form of Black Bravoman to fight, too. 

	The translation of the protagonist's name is a little peculiar. When written out in kanji, "Berabouman" means something like "idiot man" in slang. However, the title is written in katakana, so perhaps the translator misunderstood "berabou" and interpreted it as the English word "bravo". Or maybe it was intentional, because the game is already pretty foreign from a cultural perspective, and titling your game "Idiot Man" would be a marketing disaster. The “Chou Zetsurinjin” in the Japanese title means “Super Unrivaled Man”, though in certain contexts, “zetsurin” can also mean “virile” in the sexual sense, which gives it some unintentional humor. Beyond the title, and the English digitized speech, many elements have simply been left unlocalized, like the “luck” symbols. The pre-fight boss text is often translated hilariously badly, as the writers clearly struggled with the limited character space, as well as making plain old errors (Pistol Daimyo here calls himself “Pistol Load” instead of “Pistol Lord”). This adds to the charm though, and helps make up for the other Japanese cultural bits that would have otherwise gone over Westerners’ heads.

	Overall, Bravoman is a bit clumsy, and certainly overly repetitive, particularly in the original arcade incarnation. The home port tunes some of these things up, but it’s still pretty awkward. Still, it’s so damn weird that it’s hard not to be at least a little enamored by the game.
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	Dr. Bomb also appears as Dr. Bakuta (without the hair and with a robot arm, seen above) as a scientist in the Famicom RPG Megami Tensei II. He was removed from the SFC remake on Kyuukyaku Megami Tensei since it was published by Atlus rather than Namco. The arcade game was planned to be included in Let's TV Play Classic Namco Nostalgia Vol. 3, including a crossover with Wonder Momo, but the whole product was canceled.
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	Pistol Daimyo no Bouken

	Original Release: 1990

	Platforms: ARC

	 

	Game development can be quite strange. Pistol Daimyo is a boss character in Bravoman, appearing as a Japanese lord with a gun on his head and fans on his feet. For reasons that aren’t quite clear, someone at Namco decided “Yes, he should be the star of his own game!” As a result we have Pistol Daimyo no Bouken (“The Adventure of Pistol Lord”), an odd shoot-em-up and the last title by the Genpei Toumaden team.

	When you begin the game, you can choose which of Pistol Daimyo’s enemies you’ll face – the Evil Kappas, the Shuriken Gang, the Ayakashi (a gang of youkai), the Cult of Odoro, and the Coming Black Ships (based on Matthew Perry’s fleet). There’s also an optional introduction “Journey” stage. Each of these consists of four short areas, finishing off with a miniboss fight. Once you’ve completed three of the five courses, you’re then sent to the final stage, the Gonsuke Gang, for the climactic final encounter.

	The entire game has a goofy vibe based heavily on Japanese art, history, and culture, sort of like Konami’s Ganbare Goemon series but with an even goofier, Parodius-type feel. When you get hit, Pistol Daimyo’s clothes fall off and he hides his shame with his fans. In the ending, he does a goofy Japanese-style dance, complete with karaoke lyrics. You fight Japanese demons, ninjas, and all sorts of weird things, mostly against the backdrop of medieval Japan. The “Black Ship” chapter is probably the weirdest for non-native players, as enemies include Moby Dick (at least, a white whale with a propeller for a tail), American-style battleships (“Remember Pearl Harbor! Goddamn!” They yell when they die), flying William Shakespeares, and a clown in blackface. 
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	This is a bright and lively game, having been designed for more advanced hardware than Bravoman. Unfortunately the designers weren’t very good at creating a shoot-em-up. The hero fires bullets from his head, which is a little awkward, but enemies take so many hits to kill that this attack is almost useless. You can charge up to shoot a more powerful cannonball that detonates fireworks, but it’s also lobbed at an upward angle and is tough to aim. Since Pistol Daimyo flies by fluttering the fans on his feet, he’ll constantly drift towards the ground unless you keep guiding him upwards. There aren’t any weapon power-ups, either, as instead you collect hanafuda cards, which may grant you either a speed-up or armor to absorb extra hits. Without that armor, you die in a single hit, which sends you back to the start of the area. The game is insanely difficult, and in spite of its goofy demeanor, just isn’t much fun to play. The game was a flop and was never ported anywhere, not even in any arcade compilations.
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	Bravoman: Binja Bash!

	Original Release: 2013

	Platforms: AND, IOS

	 

	Shiftylook resurrected several Namco properties in 2011 for web comics and other media. They also produced a small handful of games, including a resurrection of Bravoman, subtitled Binja Bash!. This was developed by Hiptic Games, who previously made ShaqDown, a mobile game starring Shaquille O’neal. Since Binja Bash! was developed for mobile smartphones, it takes on the form of a side-scrolling auto-runner a la Canabalt. You jump over obstacles and use Bravoman’s extending limbs to attack enemies and grapple onto objects. The game was free-to-play, so either in-game currency or real world money was used for power-ups, extra playable characters (including Waya Hime and Anti-Bravoman), and other enhancements. There are also over-the-shoulder scenes that take place in outer space when piloting a spaceship. Pistol Daimyo and Dr. Bomb make appearances, as well as a new character named Benjamin, a ninja cyborg who attacks with a keytar.

	With the collapse of Shiftylook, Binja Bash! was quickly withdrawn from the marketplace. Unfortunately, it needs to log onto a server to run – even if you have the full game installed on your phone. That server no longer exists, meaning it’s impossible to play the game anymore.

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Wonder Momo: Typhoon Booster

	Original Release: 2014

	Platforms: AND, MAC

	 

	Like Bravoman, Wonder Momo didn’t get a true sequel either, at least until this 2014 release, subtitled Typhoon Booster. Unlike Binja Bash!, it plays more faithfully like the original arcade version, as it’s designed for platforms with a controller rather than a touch screen. You control Momoko (technically the daughter of the original Wonder Momo) as she journeys through Japan and fights off aliens. Rather than being confined to a small area, this game ditches the whole “theatre” setup, so the stages scroll left-to-right like most 2D games, and there’s a bit of platforming too. Otherwise, it works pretty similarly – kick bad guys, get enough power to transform into Wonder Momo, and toss around your Wonder Hoop. When transformed, you also get the power to shoot projectiles. There’s also two-player co-op where the second player controls the original Wonder Momo. Panels from the webcomic are unlockable as well.

	This game was developed by Wayforward, and uses high res 2D graphics. Unfortunately, its release strategy was baffling, as it was only published for Android platforms that had a Tegra-4 graphics chip – which is to say, the NVIDIA Shield and Mad Catz MOJO – and for Macintosh. No Windows port, no consoles, no portables, nothing else. Along with the rest of the Shiftylook stuff, this also disappeared completely from stores less than a year later, making it lost to the ages.

	 

	Wonder Momo and Bravoman Webcomic / Cartoon

	 

	Shiftylook had many comics based on Namco properties, while Wonder Momo and Bravoman (along with Katarmari Damacy) were published in hardcover books by Udon.
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	Bravoman also received a 12 episode online animated series. The hero is joined by Alphaman (the guy who gives you the tutorial in the original game) as his sidekick. Bravoman himself is voiced by Rob Paulsen. Each episode is five minutes long, and most involve one of the secondary characters, who include Dr. Bomb (given a goofy European accent), Waya Hime (now something of a goofy fangirl who gushes after the hero while trying to kill him), his evil shadow Anti-Bravoman, and his female counterpart Bravo Woman. Like the webcomic, this has a self-aware sense of humor, often referencing the writers and animators directly. The animation quality is also significantly better than Mappy: The Beat. All things considered, this is a cute, fun, bite-sized series.
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	Burning Force

	Original Release: 1989

	Platforms: ARC, GEN, WII

	 

	Sega's 1985 arcade game Space Harrier broke ground for 3D shooters, and as is natural for these types of things, spawned a number of imitators. Namco's Burning Force is among the better clones, partly because it's based on more powerful arcade hardware (the Namco System-II, which ran Phelios and Valkyrie no Densetsu, amongst others), and partly because it puts its own unique spin on the formula.

	The star of Burning Force is Hiromi Tengenji, a 21-year old cadet at Earth University who takes her test to graduate and ascend to the rank of Space Fighter. This exam takes place over the course of six days, as she rides her transforming airbike, the Sign Duck, over oceans, deserts, forests, and into outer space.

	Each day is its own stage, and most are broken down into four sections, taking places at different times of day – beginning from daytime, moving to night, then eventually back to dawn. The first two are played on the airbike, each culminating in a miniboss fight. For the third, the airbike transforms into a jet fighter and ends with a battle against a larger boss. In the fourth and final section, you continue as the jet fighter in a bonus stage where you try to pick up as many orbs as possible for points. Right before the beginning of the third area, you receive a briefing from your instructor, Miss Kyoko, who points out the boss' weakpoints. The final day is only one section long, and occurs entirely in jet form.

	Still, over half of the game is played on the airbike, and this is where things primarily differ from Space Harrier. Since it's bound to the ground by that pesky thing called gravity, you can only move left and right, while pressing Up or Down is used for changing speed. Tactically, this means it's much harder to dodge enemy fire, since you can't just fly over it. The enemy formations and projectile types are also more complicated, especially the rockets which explode on the ground in eight directions. This requires some deft speed manipulation (or, better still, destroying said rockets before they detonate) to pre-empt death.

	There are also several ramps found throughout these parts. Hitting them at the right speed will send you into the air, which usually holds a variety of power-ups. In addition to the standard projectiles, you can also equip yourself with lasers, wide range shots, and the slightly more powerful cross lasers. 

	You have a limited amount of missiles too, in two varieties – homing and "max" shots, which are fired in front of you and explode outwards. A single hit will destroy your airbike, although you can bump into most objects harmlessly. This merely slows you down, but temporarily renders you vulnerable to follow-up attacks at the same time.

	The visuals are nicer than Space Harrier, though not nearly on the level of Galaxy Force, Sega's own Super Scaler follow-up. The enemies are mechanical in design, ranging from planes to mechs to boats. This leaves things feeling less inspired than in Space Harrier or some of its goofier clones. That being said, the third stage, Aero Space, is the most impressive part of the game, with a flashy checkerboard pattern and Greek statues that, along with the dated-yet-hip 80s pop music, suggests some kind of mythological dance club. Other weird bits include the trucks which seem to have nude ladies painted on the side and the boosters which seem to have a hologram of a Marilyn Monroe-type, holding her skirt down from the upwind breeze.

	The soundtrack, provided by Yoshinori Kawamoto, is fantastic. In particular the first level, "Bay Yard", possesses that classic Namco sound. Each stage also has two themes, with the second being a night variation.
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	It is a little unusual that Namco put such emphasis on having a cute heroine here, at least on the title screen and in promotional material. Since the game is viewed from behind, she's reduced to a blue-haired, pink-clad blob of pixels the majority of the time. Her most impressive moves are when the airbike is destroyed, as she gymnastically somersaults into the air and lands unharmed on the replacement vehicle that appears beneath her.

	Even though the lack of vertical maneuverability, combined with overwhelming enemy onslaughts, can make those three-lives-per-credit disappear relatively quickly, Burning Force is nonetheless a great game, and certainly worthy of stepping outside of the shadow of the game that clearly inspired it.

	Burning Force was ported to the Genesis in 1990. The effect of the scrolling landscape has been replicated almost perfectly, but the scaling of the sprites is somewhat choppy. Unfortunately, its speed and smoothness are part of what make the arcade game so impressive, so the technical deficiencies do reduce its enjoyment. This really affects the boss fights, too. In the arcade version the fourth level boss, a gigantic space cruiser zooms in from beyond, showering electric bolts and chucking bombs from above. Such impressive effects are absent from the Genesis release.

	Some of the landscape elements are gone as well, like the archways you could fly through, or the neon signs that appear in the third stage. The levels don't seem as fast-paced, and parts feel relatively empty by comparison.  In the arcade version, the background image changed with the time of day to completely new images. Here, the same one is used throughout the stage, just changing the color palette. The music hasn't really survived the transition either, with much of the soundtrack converted into harsh mechanical noises.

	The port is also easier, due to the lesser amount of enemies, and the fact that you can take three hits before getting destroyed instead of one. Additionally, destroying background elements can occasionally yield green orbs. Grab five of these and you can activate a brief period of invincibility any time you want.

	The ending here has also been revised. In the arcade version, Hiromi is given a piece of headgear that looks like a tiara. In the Genesis game, this is changed to a military-type hat, which really makes more sense. She's training to be a Space Fighter after all, not a Space Princess.

	The only other port is on the Wii Virtual Console in Japan, which is an arcade emulation, though the screen size is wrong and the visuals are blurry.

	Hiromi appears as a playable character in Namco x Capcom on the PlayStation 2, teamed up with Tobi Masuyo, the heroine of Baraduke. Of course, she rides the Sign Duck. Both characters are noted to be members of the G.S.F., and as such appear to be part of the same continuity. 

	 

	Marvel Land

	AKA: Talmit’s Adventure (EU)

	Original Release: 1989

	Platforms: ARC, GEN, WII

	 

	Marvel Land is Namco's attempt at a comical platformer, in the vein of Super Mario Bros. The game stars Prince Paco, a dragon child, as he traverses through Marvel Land, the eponymous theme park. His goal is to rescue four fairies, including Princess Luxy, that have been kidnapped by the evil King Mole.

	The gameplay is straight-forward – just run forward, jump on enemies heads, and collect point items. The hero can only take one hit before perishing, which sends him back to an earlier checkpoint or to the beginning of the stage if he's run out of lives. The game seems easy at first, but the later levels grow quite challenging.

	There are two power-ups here. One creates four shadows, which can be swung around in a circle to both kill enemies and collect items. The other is a pair of dragon wings that allow the hero to jump higher and slow his descent. Both last for a limited amount of time.

	One of the few unique elements on display is the way the game handles physics. Throughout the park are various rides, like swinging canoes, that can be used to propel the hero higher and farther than he can normally jump. There are also gigantic spinning wheels with platforms on them, which you need to navigate carefully lest you end up falling down, usually into spikes or a pool of lava. These parts are all animated by impressive-looking sprite rotation effects.

	There are a few other interesting touches as well. Boss battles are fought via small minigames, rather than traditional fights, and most levels end with a gigantic target marker. Rather than hitting the top of it, like Super Mario Bros., the goal is to fly through the bullseye, granting the most points. A majority of the stages include a roller coaster too, where you need to jump over signs and dodge enemies. During the loop-de-loop, the whole screen spins around dizzyingly. The bonus levels take place in a Disney-esque light parade, featuring floats with characters from several Namco games like Pac-Man and Mappy. Lots of other Namco cameos can be seen throughout too, like the pink robot at the beginning of each stage. This is Uketsuke Komachi, an actual receptionist robot created in 1985 by Namco.

	The levels run the gamut of environments, ranging from forests to ice caverns to lands filled entirely with desserts. Most of the enemy designs are clever, too, being based on Japanese puns. For example, "batta" is both the Japanese word for a grasshopper and a "batter", as in a baseball player. Naturally, one of the enemies is a baseball-playing grasshopper. Other foes include a whip-wielding dominatrix rose named Barbara ("bara" means rose"), and a hybrid turtle/chameleon called a Kameleon ("kame" means “turtle”).

	The Japanese version has an "easy" mode that skips several stages, plus some help messages whenever you grab a power-up. The music also sounds different between the Japanese and English versions. It's hard to tell if this was intentional, or the result of a bug in MAME or bad ROMs. 
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	Though originating in arcades, Marvel Land is probably more widely known for its Genesis port. While the system doesn't quite have the technical chops to replicate the arcade game, it still looks quite colorful, and sounds decent too. Most of the rotational effects have been removed, and are replaced by obstacles that work similarly. Substituting for the canoe is a similarly shaped series of logs that fly in the same arc, for example. Most of the wheels also have platforms that move around in a circular pattern without having any wheel rotating in the background. The screen doesn't spin at all on the roller coasters, either. There are a few floating platforms that still tilt using a similar effect, though it taxes the CPU to the point where it slows things down severely.

	Even though it's missing some of the fancier effects, the Genesis port is a drastically expanded game. The arcade version has 18 levels, including the final escape sequence, while the Genesis version has 29, making for a much longer game. Several new levels are added, and most of the existing ones have new hidden warp points that allow you to skip stages. There's also a password system.

	Another change comes in the form of the boss minigames. There were only two in the arcade game, with one being a janken match where a slot machine will automatically play a rock-paper-scissors games, and you need to either attack or dodge, depending on the outcome. (In the English arcade version, this was simplified so there's only a picture of the winner.) The other is a button mashing tug-of-war. The Genesis version keeps the janken match and adds three others – a balloon pumping competition, a card matching game, and a whack-a-mole challenge. Further, there's an actual boss battle against King Mole at the end.

	There are a few other differences, too. The English home ports change some of the names – the hero is now Talmit and the princess becomes Wondra.  Paco/Talmit's friend Bunny is missing her rabbit ears, plus his design is slightly different, omitting the pony tail. The Genesis version is missing some of the enemies of the arcade game, but adds several new ones in their places. There's a new introduction sequence detailing the story, though. There are a few extra songs too, which is good, because the main theme of the arcade game is fun, but reused too often. The bonus stages also feature new floats.

	In the grand scheme of things, Marvel Land is hardly the cream of the crop. It's still good though, and challenging, even if a bit standard. Still, this was easily one of the best of its type available in 1990 for the Genesis, at least until Sonic’s debut.

	Other than the Genesis port, the arcade version was also released for the Japanese Wii Virtual Console.
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	The Outfoxies

	Original Release: 1994

	Platforms: ARC

	 

	The Outfoxies might rank up there as one of the most ridiculously awesome games ever made. The idea is, a group of seven hitmen/women/monkeys are coerced by a mysterious Dr. Acme to fight each other to the death in one-on-one combat. Instead of the usual Capcom or SNK-styled 2D fighter, this game is an arena fighting game vastly predating Super Smash Bros. or Jump Super Stars. Playing as one of these characters, you use anything at your disposal - both weapons and the environments themselves - to "kill your enemy by any means", as the game instructs.

	The characters are totally crazy. John Smith is a man with a cool leather jacket (and a somewhat dorky t-shirt), who’s the most normal of the bunch, with no special attributes. Betty Doe is a businesswoman who turned to the life of a hitwoman to fund her several businesses. Like John, she has no special attributes. Professor Ching is a brilliant scientist confined to a wheelchair. He's loaded it with gadgets, though, and although he's disabled, he's a famous martial arts master. He can also block bullets with the back of his wheelchair.

	Bernard White is a bio-engineer who lost his hand in an experiment, so he replaced it with a metal prosthetic. He's the tallest fighter in the game, which unfortunately makes him a bigger target. Dani & Demi are two conjoined twins (separated by a train crash) who are constantly holding on to each other’s hand. Though they're young, they're just as deadly as the rest of the cast.

	Dweeb is just a chimpanzee, but that doesn't mean he’s any less lethal. Dressed up in a top hat and tux, he’s the most acrobatic fighter, able to jump higher and run faster than the others. He's also the smallest target. Eve, meanwhile, is a has-been film starlet who turned to a life of crime. Her pet iguana follows her everywhere she goes, even if it gets separated from her.

	The game itself feels sort of like a cross between Rolling Thunder and Elevator Action Returns. The Outfoxies uses a lot of scaling and rotation effects, with the screen zooming out as the fighters get farther away from each other, and zooming back in when they meet up again. It looks great, although it's quite pixelated when pulled all the way back. There are only two buttons – Attack and Jump. Holding the joystick Up or Down when jumping lets you climb through platforms to reach higher or lower levels, and different directions let you aim your weapons and close-quarter attacks. You can also double tap to run. It's a little hard to get a hold of at first, especially since climbing obstacles and picking up weapons can be awkward, but you get used to it.

	You can run forward and try to beat your enemy senseless, if you'd like. Close-quarter attacks only do minor damage, though, so if you want to cause some real pain, you'll need weapons. These range from standard things like pistols, machine guns, rocket launchers, and flame-throwers, to more creative weaponry like swords, hot soup, and even pie. Since it's hard to pick out the weapons amidst the chaos, there are little flashing indicators that appear on screen to show you where they're hidden. The guns have limited ammunition, but you'll chuck your firearm in true action movie style whenever you run out of bullets. You can also find crates and barrels to toss around, some of which can get stuck on your opponent's head, causing them to blindly fumble for a few moments. Any weapon will also be knocked out of your hand if you get hit.

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	 

	Just as deadly as the weapons are the environments themselves. One is a huge cargo plane mid-flight, which can nosedive or shake violently if you toss a grenade. Similarly, there's a boat out in the middle of the sea during a storm, which will occasionally submerge underwater. One level takes place aboard a moving train, which will enter into a tunnel every once in awhile, damaging anyone who's standing on the roof. You can toss your opponent off the edge in these stages (or fall off, if you screw up), although your character will automatically be returned onto the playing field at the expense of some health.

	One of the most creative levels is an aquarium that begins exploding around you. Water constantly floods from the broken tanks, and loose sharks chomp anybody who gets too close. When the timer reaches a certain point, the stage changes somehow, opening up more sections or making things tougher for you. One cool example is an exploding skyscraper. You start out at the top, and as it collapses, you can fall into the lower levels, like a fancy dining room where you can toss food at your enemies. The whole game feels like a ridiculously over-the-top action movie, the kind that throws in pretty much everything except the kitchen sink. The fact that you can do such tremendous damage to your foe, and they basically shake it off and get back into the fight, is remarkably amusing.

	The final stage is just as cinematic as the rest of the game. Mr. Acme makes you chase him through his mansion, avoiding the traps he's set for you. When you corner him, the "twist" is that the man actually isn't Mr. Acme…it's actually his wife who's been giving you instructions all along. They reveal their plans to betray you, before you chase them to the mansion's rooftop where they try to escape in a chopper. You blow them out of the sky with a rocket launcher with unlimited ammo, and, in a humorous ending, the servant is crushed by "Mr." Acme before the helicopter crashes on top of them both. Each of the individual characters also has a signature way of defacing their opponent's image on the TV screens between stages – John writes "DONE" on a piece of paper and slaps on it them, Dani & Debi scribble them out with marker, Dweeb replaces their image with a children's TV show, and Bernard simply punches and shatters the screen. Each also has their own unique (and rather silly) pictures as the end credits roll. Arguably, the best one features the monkey at a strip club.

	The sound is pretty entertaining as well. Most of the music is rather jazzy, with a lot of synth saxophones and pianos. The sound effects are just as loud and clear as they should be, although none of the playable characters speak, aside from grunts and screams. Dr. Acme provides plenty of voiceovers in the cutscenes, though.

	The Outfoxies received little attention after its initial release in arcades, not even enough to garner a console port, and was soon forgotten after. It's clearly a game that was ahead of its time, especially with the proliferation of the genre after Nintendo's mascot fighter hit the streets. Even then, it's so radically different from more popular arena fighters like Super Smash Bros., that it's still worth checking out, as it’s truly a one-of-a-kind game.
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	Lucky & Wild

	Original Release: 1992

	Platforms: ARC

	 

	With the successes of 48 Hours and Lethal Weapon, the buddy cop film genre was thriving in the 80s and 90s. The basic formula of "loose cannon cop and no-nonsense detective fight crime together" not only made for some great cinema, but also influenced multiple games. Lethal Enforcers and Virtua Cop made two-player criminal blasting a staple of arcades, and Policenauts is basically “Lethal Weapon in Space”. Before any of the above, Taito had modest success with Chase HQ, which is like OutRun plus ramming criminals' cars until they break down. 

	Standing within the crossover zone between a Venn diagram of "Cop Shooting" and "Cop Driving" is Lucky & Wild, a product of the same illustrious 90s Namco period that gave us Exvania and The Outfoxies. Namco is certainly no stranger to lightgun games, as evidenced by the prior Steel Gunner and the later Point Blank and Time Crisis. Lucky & Wild isn't just an arcade shooter, though, but a police pursuit/action movie simulator as well.

	The premise sees the eponymous detectives – the smooth and well-dressed Lucky, and the rugged, long-haired Wild – take on gang leaders through six stages. The heroes may bear a vague semblance to Ryu and Ken at first, but they’re more likely modeled on the buddy cop film Tango & Cash, starring Sylvester Stallone as Tango (Lucky) and Kurt Russell as Cash (Wild). Working together to bust crime lord Big Cigar, our heroes throw out police procedure in favor of chasing baddies on roadways and shooting at their cars until they pull over. Whoever plays Lucky not only gets a gun (which appears to be some sort of machine pistol), but also has control of the wheel. Your goal in each level is to put the pedal to the metal and reach the boss, disabling their getaway vehicle with bullets before the time runs out. Wild only gets a gun, which is a bit less exciting than Lucky's double duty, but also considerably easier. Without having to worry about steering out of harm's way, player two can better focus on their accuracy. If so inclined, the cabinet potentially allows for Lucky to focus entirely on driving while Wild takes both guns simultaneously!

	Shooting is pretty simple, thanks to secret advanced police technology that somehow gives your guns infinite ammunition. They're fully automatic and never need to be reloaded, so there's never any reason to not keep the trigger held down unless your finger gets really tired. Most of the time, you're shooting at black cars where goons pop out of the windows to shoot or toss explosives. You can either shoot all the thugs or the cars' bodies to get them out of the way, and you'll often times have to do both. There are also motorcycles, helicopters, and one level even factors in dune buggies. Grenades and Molotov cocktails frequently go flying, while time bombs and even bold criminals jump onto your dashboard to cause mayhem. You also need to watch for obstacles ahead, most frequently in the form of cars you just shot up. Try not to get distracted by the insanity of the setpieces, like driving through a mall as a potential classic homage to The Blues Brothers. Another area forces you to curb your speed as you crawl through a narrow alleyway full of gangsters who walk out and open fire. Yet another has you gun down an enemy helicopter while plowing through a road under construction. It's never a dull moment for the duo. Truly, if there was a special cabinet with rotation hydraulics like OutRun, it could qualify as an amusement park thrill ride.
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	The stages are already crazy enough on their own, but the tension skyrockets during the boss battles. The first encounter isn't much worse than a normal car, but later roadside rumbles include a truck where goons toss barrels out of the back, a yellow DeLorean that liberally spams grenades, another truck equipped with a flamethrower, and a rocket-firing monster truck that can only be damaged by firing at its body atop massive wheels. However to apprehend the criminals, you need to reach and destroy their vehicles within the time limit. You can still continue to the next stage if they get away, but you lose the big point bonus you'd otherwise get from arresting them. 

	The game provides you with more than enough time to fight the final boss, but it'll likely take you quite a few credits to put Big Cigar in his place. If you're not careful, you can easily lose your life in seconds, and even if you’re overly cautious, you'll likely have to continue several times before the end. That's par for the course with most lightgun shooters though. If you don't mind quarter-feeding, the real challenge becomes staying alive long enough to reach the bosses before they flee. You lose a few seconds slowing down after your lifebar drains, and the boss might just elude you if your shooting or driving skills aren't quite up to par.

	Lucky & Wild simpley oozes fun out of every circuit. Its genre fusion of driving and shooting is thrilling enough, but it gets bonus points for personality. Every stage starts out with a slow cruise until the windshield gets shot out, where Lucky comically screams about his car being ruined before speeding up. The two of them throw out all sorts of quips like "You creep! I'll make you pay!" and "You sure do make life difficult!" If they successfully nab a criminal, they head on over to the rather saucily named "Pink Cats Garage" to get their vehicle tuned up. 

	Lucky & Wild is a great game, with the only caveat being its unique design. While the car-and-gun setup gives the experience its unique identity, it also makes it impossible to accurately replicate in a household experience. As such, it was never ported, not even in any compilations. With that in mind, if you find a Lucky & Wild cabinet, buckle up for a helluva time.
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	Mirai Ninja

	Original Release: 1988

	Platforms: ARC

	 

	Namco released three side-scrollers in the arcades in 1988. Bravoman was a hit in Japan and spawned a shoot-em-up spin-off, while Splatterhouse made waves in America and turned into a series. Both of these were ported to NEC's Turbografx-16, and have been re-released on multiple occasions.

	Mirai Ninja ("Future Ninja"), meanwhile, wasn’t successful anywhere, and never received a console port or re-release. This is all the more ironic when you consider that it was the most ambitious of the three. Not only was it the only one to use Namco's new System 2 arcade board, it was also one half of what the Japanese term a "mixed-media" project. In this case, this means that a live action film was developed concurrently with the game, so that both could support each other commercially upon release. However, the game's development incurred delays, and it ended up being released a few months after the movie. 

	Unsurprisingly, the story is heavily pared down compared to the movie. Even then it’s really only an ending cutscene, though it's pretty cool by 1988 arcade standards. The robo-ninja Shiranui rescues princess Saki, a cannon blows up the castle, and they barely escape on a flying sled (yes). Other principal cast members like Akagi and Taromaru don't exist in this version, but the main villains and enemy types appear, along with a few key locations from the namesake film.

	Most of the environments unique to the game are rather bland. There's a modern city with skyscrapers and elevators, a sort of semi-futuristic base with a clockwork theme, and a series of bridges over shallow waters. These are all themes Shinobi and others had already handled with more personality. The basic gameplay is similar to Sega’s game, too, in that your actions are limited to jumping and throwing projectiles, which turn into sword hits when you get close to the enemy. You don't just die in one hit, though; you start out with a fair amount of health, which is displayed as kanji at the top of the screen rather than as a bar or a number, an idea first used in Namco’s Genpei Toumaden.

	While by no means ugly, the visuals are somehow less appealing than either Splatterhouse or Bravoman. This is because Mirai Ninja opts for a zoomed-out view in which the sprites are tiny and the backgrounds a bit empty. The protagonist might look cool on the arcade flyer, but you can't make out the details of his design at all when you play – a strange choice for a game whose producers went to the trouble of hiring Keita Amemiya, a pro character designer from outside the games industry. One way in which it does take advantage of the System 2's capacities is in its occasional use of rotation effects, notably during a boss fight in which the room rotates by 45 degrees every few seconds. There's also some pretty nice parallax scrolling in the skies of the outside levels, and some nice details here and there.
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	The levels can feel empty in gameplay terms, too, as you sometimes find yourself running through entire stretches with no enemies or obstacles. There are multiple paths to get through most stages, but you can't actually backtrack for more than a few steps, so you don't get to explore until you replay them. There really isn't much to find, though, besides a few health restoratives and short-term power-ups. Still, it's a fast-moving game, and most levels can be traversed in under two minutes if you pick the shortest path. As a result, the first half remains kind of fun despite the lack of adversity.

	Then you reach the sixth stage, where there’s a very sharp increase in difficulty. Suddenly, it becomes hard not to get overwhelmed by enemies that seem strangely hard to hit. This is because unlike most older action games, which tend to restrict the amount of projectiles the player can have on-screen to just a few at a time, Mirai Ninja requires you to mash the button like a madman in order to keep a steady flow of shuriken going. Normal enemies don't respawn, so you might be tempted to advance carefully in order to handle them in small numbers, but you can't be too careful, as small hovering devices will start to show up and will likely kill you within seconds using their powerful lasers. Even if you manage to kill a few, they continue to spawn faster than you can move, sometimes accompanied by ground-based types, until you inevitably die and have to restart the level. This is especially cruel as there's no visible time limit; you just have to learn through trial and error that some levels require you to maintain forward momentum.

	You have to restart the level whenever you lose to a boss, too, which is always annoying, though at least it usually doesn't take very long to make it back. Their patterns are simplistic, though, at least when there are patterns; a few bosses have unavoidable attacks, and can only be beaten if you reach them with enough health left and manage to mash the attack button fast enough to kill them before they get you. This is made harder by the fact that you only recover some health when you beat a level, and health restoratives become rare later on. Sometimes, you have no choice but to kill yourself just so you can restart a level with full energy.

	Bizarrely, two of the level settings are repeated with new layouts. The second version of the clockwork stage requires precision jumping, which is extremely finicky as it's easy to either undershoot or wildly overshoot and end up far past the cog you were aiming for. The worst offender, though, is the final level.

	It wasn't uncommon for side-scrollers to feature some kind of maze in the late 80s. This one involves multiple floors than can only be accessed by jumping into certain holes, and statues that act as dead ends and send you back to the beginning. Of course you still can't backtrack; run into a statue and you know you've wasted a life, because being sent back causes those same deadly laser-shooting bots to appear and quickly terminate you. The amount of repetition necessary to chart the correct path is enormous, and the idea that gamers would put themselves through this in an arcade setting is complete madness. Should you figure it all out, you'd better make sure you don't forget it, because the final boss' ultimate form has unavoidable attacks, and even with full health, this is a crucible that will likely take many attempts to get through.

	In the end, Mirai Ninja's obscurity is probably no real mystery. The simple fact is that it just isn’t a very good game. As a result, Amemiya decided to concentrate on TV and film for the next few years. By the time he'd taken on another job designing video game characters, he had established himself firmly as a director in both fields. This would lead to Hudson Soft’s Hagane in 1994, whose ninja-RoboCop concept is strikingly similar to Mirai Ninja's, though the two games are quite different.
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	Of course, parallel to the Mirai Ninja game was the movie.  Key to this project was the character designer, Keita Amemiya, who had quite the credentials. A television and film director, character designer, illustrator, and writer, he had worked on the biggest tokusatsu franchises (Kamen Rider, Super Sentai, Ultraman), before creating his own (Garo); written & directed several movies, including the early 90s sci-fi cult classic Zeiram, which itself birthed a small franchise; authored a fantasy horror novel and some manga; and contributed to over a dozen video games, including Onimusha 2, the Genki duology, and Shin Megami Tensei IV. By 1988, however, his most notable contribution to video games had been the cover art for the Famicom Disk System Zelda-clone Seiken Psycho Calibur, and he had yet to direct anything.

	Amemiya had been working as a character designer on Toei's superhero series for just two years when he was hired by Namco to provide designs for the Mirai Ninja arcade game they were developing. According to a 1997 book about the tokusatsu genre, he became so taken with the characters and setting that he personally convinced Namco's top executives to produce a movie based on them, despite their never having done such a thing before. Though he initially intended for an acquaintance and colleague at Namco to direct it, he ultimately ended up with the job.

	The cast for the project was comprised of beginners or bit players. One of the leads had appeared in Akira Kurosawa's Ran, along with two Juzo Itami comedies, in roles so small they didn't warrant names; another had decades of experience playing mostly bad guys who say a few words and get killed. As one might expect, the performances here are uneven. The better roles are theatrical, in the style of TV samurai dramas while the weaker ones are wooden or unsteady.

	The special effects are of the old-fashioned, artisanal type that comes off as charming to fans of old sci-fi and ridiculous to most others. Low-level mooks wear goofy costumes and walk funny like the Putties in Power Rangers, while the top villains look like characters from some demented stage play.

	The sword-fighting choreography isn’t bad at all, and the stuntmen are game enough, throwing themselves up and down dirt hills as they get cut down, blown up, and shot. At one point, a soldier launches into a front flip from an explosion before breaking his back on a large rock. Hopefully that crag was just a prop, but it looks painful regardless.

	The first line of the opening narration suggests that the movie takes place in the distant past and the future simultaneously, which is a fair, if nonsensical, summation of the general aesthetics. There are giant, Star Wars-style walker robots, automated tanks with parts that look like traditional Japanese castles, and samurai warriors who wear electronic devices displaying their ki level on the side of their heads, like reverse Dragon Ball Z visors. The good guys use rifles mostly made out of wood that fire lasers out of cannons shaped like Gatling guns, or swords whose handles can be loaded up with spirit bullets for extra power, while the bad guys are mostly robots. 

	Plot-wise, the film is set a few years after a battle that nearly wiped out the Suwabeh clan. The remnants are almost ready to try out their new weapon, an enormous, pistol-shaped cannon that they hope will be powerful enough to destroy their enemy's castle. Unfortunately, their princess is taken prisoner on her way to witness the event. A grizzled mercenary named Akagi proposes infiltrating the castle with a small group of soldiers and rescuing her before the coming eclipse, at which point he insists the weapon must be fired whether the team has made it out or not.

	This deadline is due to the actions of the Dark Overlord’s troops. It seems they’ve been feeding their master human souls in order to bring him back to life, and the time of his resurrection is near. Akagi and his group aren't alone in trying to stop the forces of evil, though. Shiranui, the future ninja, is there too. He's a bit of a RoboCop type; a former Suwabeh warrior whose conscience was transferred into a cybernetic body as he was dying. He now fights to recover his soul, which the enemy has snatched and stored away. Eventually, Shiranui joins Akagi and the lone surviving soldier, Taromaru, setting the stage for the finale.

	At just 72 minutes, the pacing almost can't help but be tight, and with an intriguing world, decent script, and slightly above-average martial arts, it's surprisingly watchable, even with the cheap effects and costumes.

	The movie ended up being released directly on VHS just a year before the original video boom would create a market for such things in Japan, and doesn't seem to have made much of an impact. In America, it was picked up by Streamline Pictures with a cheap dub and renamed Cyber Ninja. It’s better to watch with subtitles. While the game is really only playable in emulation these days, the movie is still available in Japan, and was even included in the North American DVD set Ninja Collection Volume 1.

	One last aside: the stuntmen for this film would go on to do the motion capture for games like the Virtua Fighter series, Metal Gear Solid 2 and 3, and Code Veronica. Like Amemiya, this was their first movie job.
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	Bloodstained: Ritual of the Night

	Original Release: 2019

	Platforms: PS4, XBO, NSW, WIN

	 

	Castlevania series producer Koji “IGA” Igarashi left Konami in 2014, with the last title he worked on being Harmony of Despair. Following in the footsteps of Keiji Inafune’s Kickstarter for Mighty No. 9, a spiritual successor to Capcom’s Mega Man series, Igarashi spearheaded his own crowdfunding campaign in 2015 to make a Metroidvania-style game. The resulting project is Bloodstained, a game very much in line with the Castlevania titles IGA worked on. This was in development for four years, after which people began to grow nervous, especially after Mighty No. 9 ended up being kind of a dud. Luckily when the game was finally released in 2019, it proved all of that negativity wrong.

	The story takes place in England in the 18th century. The Alchemy Guild experiments to create beings called Shardbinders, who can summon demons by using powers from crystal shards. Naturally, this plan goes poorly and much of the country is wiped out. Most Shardbinders are killed, but two survive – a girl named Miriam and a boy, Gebel. Ten years later, Gebel has seemingly gone mad, and has taken residence in a castle called Hellhold. Miriam is charged with infiltrating the keep to stop him, while assorted friends hang out in the destroyed town of Arvantville, which acts as a base. 

	Despite being unshackled from Castlevania’s lore, the story plays out pretty similarly to Igarashi’s other games. Other characters pop in, like the Japanese warrior Zangetsu and the alchemist Alfred, who seem like they might be enemies, but actually aren’t. It’s not riveting but still serviceable.

	From the time of Bloodstained’s release, it has been over a decade since Order of Ecclesia on the DS, the last “Igavania” style game. Despite its many follow-ups, Symphony of the Night was still the most technically advanced of the lot, since its sequels all appeared on portable platforms. As a result, it’s delightful for longtime fans that Bloodstained seems like returning home, as it feels almost identical to the 1997 PlayStation game. Of course, it’s now using 2.5D high-definition visuals, displayed in 16:9 widescreen, but basic movement remains faithful. 
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	The visuals have an unusual style, though. The character models are nice – a midway point between Ayami Kojima illustrations and usual anime art – though it’s hard to discern their details from a distance. Unfortunately, the backgrounds often look a little strange, for a number of reasons. There’s a certain glossiness in some places, and many areas feature unusual color schemes. The introductory areas of the castle have backgrounds that show identical hallways stretching off into the distance, giving it a weird sense of depth. On the plus side, there are a few areas where the third dimension is put to good effect, particularly the tower area, which rotates as you walk around it, though the automap has a hard time parsing this. Ultimately, 2D fans will probably be a little disappointed, though it does have a few benefits, namely being able to change Miriam’s hair style and put on different accessories, which would be far more difficult to implement when using sprites.

	The game wisely acknowledges that the “soul” system from Aria/Dawn of Sorrow was the best method of obtaining new abilities, and so Bloodstained copies this almost identically, though here they’re called “shards”. Obtaining a new one is accompanied by a cool animation of the crystal stabbing into Miriam before she embraces its power. Beyond obtaining multiple shards of the same type (extras can be sold), you can also use various items in order to enhance them. As with Aria/Dawn, some shards are actively used as weapons while others just give passive abilities or stat bonuses, but here there’s an extra slot where the abilities are mapped to the second analog stick. For example, before you learn to swim, you get a shard that lets you propel yourself underwater, while another is a reflective light beam that lets you travel between tight spaces. 

	New to the series are crafting and cooking subsystems. Various items found around the castle can be put together to create new items, plus ingredients can be combined into meals, which provide permanent stat boosts the first time you eat a specific dish. Most items can also be disassembled to give you their core components. At the outset, much of this is out of reach just because you need to explore the castle almost fully in order to locate the necessary items. 

	In order to aid the expanded loot-based aspect of the game, the bestiary and assorted databases are far more involved than they were before. When you look up an enemy, it will catalogue where it’s located, as well as its item drops and its percentages. How handy!

	One of the characters in the home base is also a farmer, and you can give him seeds to plant rice, potatoes, or other harvestable food. One particularly irate woman will give you subquests for killing a certain number of monsters, ostensibly in revenge for various villagers that had been slain, most of whom have names taken from previous Castlevania games. Two other characters found elsewhere in the castle include Todd, a barber who can give Miriam various hairstyles providing you can find them elsewhere (named after the famous murdering barber from the musical Sweeney Todd), as well as Orlok Dracule, abbreviated “O.D.”, who will lend you various stat-enhancing books. (He’s also voiced by Robert Belgrade in English and Ryoutarou Okiayu in Japanese, the voices of Alucard in the original release of Symphony of the Night.)
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	There’s only one castle (so no subareas or hidden “backwards” map), and by square footage it’s significantly larger than, say, Symphony of the Night or Aria of Sorrow. Some areas do seem a little overly long, but most of the designs are interesting enough to avoid the repetition that plagued games like Portrait of Ruin. Many of the areas are the type we’ve seen before – a chapel, an underground cavern, and so forth – but a few have some cool twists, like the Livre Ex Machina, a mechanical library of sorts, and the Oriental Sorcery Lab, which has a distinctly Japanese feel and is filled with ninjas. One “level” takes place on top of a speeding train, and leads you to a secret laboratory on the outskirts of the castle grounds, while the Den of the Behemoths is an oversized zone filled with giant-sized foes. Other caves are filled with sand, lava, or ice; in other words, typical video game settings, but rather novel inside of a Castlevania-esque setting.

	Since having a second castle is a cliche concept, Bloodstained plays with this a bit. At a certain point, it gives you the ability to rotate the entire game world at will. In other words, it takes a well-known idea and reinvents it as a new traversal mechanic, since you need to use it to access certain areas that would otherwise be out of reach. Pretty clever!

	There’s a similar fake-out ending too, where you encounter the “final” boss fairly early on, and killing them outright will just lead to a bad ending. Obviously you need to run some other quests and hunt for extra items to order to defeat them properly and unlock the true final areas. However, progression in these points is a little obtuse, with one mandatory item being so well-hidden that it’s hard to believe anyone would find it without a guide. Outside of the main quest, there are some fun optional things to find, like a “nightmare” styled after the 8-bit games (complete with catchy chiptune music) and a number of optional boss fights, including one against Koji Igarashi.

	Bloodstained keeps the same tone as the older Castlevania games in that it mostly takes itself seriously, but there are occasional weird bits that lend it some personality. Some of it works – there’s one enemy simply named Tamako-Death that’s a woman shredding a guitar while riding on a stagecoach, and seems to be a reference to the J-rock band Babymetal – while others feel a little out of place, like the portraits of Kickstarter backers that appear in the castle’s opening area, or the enemies based on gigantic cats and dogs. 

	Balance-wise, the game takes the same attitude towards difficulty as Symphony of the Night, in that outside of a few boss battles, it’s not terribly difficult providing you don’t play carelessly, and it can be broken to the point that it becomes trivial, if you’re willing to find the exploits. That’s not necessarily a minus for those who enjoy tinkering with the various systems and abilities, which Bloodstained certainly delivers in great quantities.

	The soundtrack, provided by Michiru Yamane, is of course pretty good, but overall it lacks the genre variety found in Symphony, or the style that defined her output in the PS2 era. Nonetheless, it still helps the game feel authentic. Plus some tracks use a violin, which imparts a sound similar to Falcom games. 
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	The Metroidvania landscape certainly changed a lot in the span of a decade. For a long time, Igarashi’s Castlevania games (and the occasional portable Metroid) were some of the only ways to play this type of experience, especially for 2D fans. The indie renaissance heralded by Steam and other digital platforms turned this subgenre into a favorite though, with all manner of games that created variations on the formula (Axiom Verge, Hollow Knight, etc.). Thus one must ask what place a more “authentic” Castlevania game offers in this varied landscape. Bloodstained hews close to its heritage, but its systems and designs are expanded, and it plays enough with the formula to make it feel fresh, especially since this branch had been dead for quite a while. For longtime players, it feels like a comforting return to form, in ways that are both nostalgic and progressive. Skepticism was high, but Igarashi and team pulled it off. 
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	Bloodstained: Curse of the Moon

	Original Release: 2018

	Platforms: WIN, PS4, XBO, PSV, 3DS, NSW

	 

	One of the goals during the crowdfunding campaign for Bloodstained was a “prequel minigame”. This ended up being far more than initially planned, evolving into a full-fledged retro-style Castlevania game developed by Inti Creates. This team worked on the main game, but they also had quite a bit of experience in 8/16-bit style titles, including the Mega Man Zero series and Mega Man 9 and 10 for Capcom, Blaster Master Zero for Sunsoft, and their own Azure Striker Gunvolt games.

	Koji Igarashi had long pointed to Castlevania III as being his favorite game in the series, and so that’s the one Bloodstained: Curse of the Moon most closely adheres to. The protagonist here is Zangetsu, technically one of the supporting characters in the main game, as he travels across the land to fight the demon Gremory. He meets potential companions at the end of the first three stages, including Miriam, star of the main game; Alfred, another side-character; and Gebel, technically the villain. If you allow them to join your quest, you can switch to them at any point, and each has their own abilities and subweapons.
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	Zangetsu wields a sword with medium range, whose special weapons include the ability to attack diagonally, tarot that make a small black hole (similar to the holy water weapon), and a flame that temporarily raises his attack power. Miriam wields a whip and is closest to the typical Belmont, wielding throwing knives and a boomerang. She has an axe, too, but it’s gigantic, so rather than throwing it, she slowly swings it behind her back and then swipes, resulting in an attack that’s extremely powerful but slow to execute. Alfred is effectively Sypha, with weak attack powers but strong magic, including fire, lightning, and ice, as well as a fourth spell that creates a shadow duplicate that appears a few steps ahead of you. Gebel, meanwhile, is classic Alucard, complete with flying bat ability and a more powerful main attack.

	There’s a remarkable amount of versatility here. Instead of just picking one partner, you can have all four at your command. Plus, in Castlevania III, the characters shared a life bar as well as the same pool of lives. Here, their life meters are separate, plus you won’t lose a life until all of your partners have fallen. This means that if you have three lives and all four partners, in actuality you have more like 12 lives until you get a game over. Quite generous!

	Rather than picking different routes at the end of each stage, you need to play through all eight levels directly to reach the end. However, there are numerous branching paths within each one, some of which are shortcuts that bypass more difficult areas. Examples include parts that require Miriam’s slide ability or Gebel’s bat form to reach, so if they’ve been killed or aren’t in your party, you can’t reach those paths.

	When you encounter one of the side-characters, you can also choose to (rather cruelly) kill them, sacrificing their lives for a unique ability for Zangetsu. These extra moves include a more powerful leaping sword strike, a double jump, and a dash. 

	What’s more, there are several different endings depending on whether you choose to join, kill, or leave any of these partners. This basically lets you choose the game’s difficulty level, since having all of the character’s abilities (or even the extra ones given to Zangetsu) makes the game significantly easier, not to mention having all of the backup lives. Additionally, the game assumes you’re probably going to join all of the characters in your first run, so when beating this mode, Zangetsu is possessed in the ending. This unlocks a second run called Nightmare mode, which restarts the game at the first level with the remaining three characters. Since you didn’t initially have all of their abilities, the first few levels include a few new areas you can explore, plus a brand new ninth stage at the end where you face off against Zangetsu himself.
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	The game itself plays much like classic Castlevania games, though quite a bit smoother, considering you can move when jumping. An easy mode is also included which gives you unlimited lives and eliminates knockback. The stages are quite a bit longer than their NES counterparts, even when you don’t take into account multiple routes, and checkpoints are pretty common. The levels all have cool names too like “Blasphemy Unto Hell” and “Sunder the Knight”, and many stages are similar to areas found in Ritual of the Night. It also includes many of its bosses, like the demonic train in the first stage. Owing to the more old-school boss design, enemies like Valefor, the steampunk-styled ghost who attacks with stacks of gold, and Bloodless, the crimson countess, actually end up being more interesting here than the versions found in the main game.

	The visual style is similar to the NES, and while this is evident in the sprites and backgrounds, the boss designs are far more elaborate than what the 8-bit system could display. It does use some odd coloring, particularly on the character sprites, which have a singular color scheme. Zangetsu is primarily orange, Miriam is incredibly purple, and so forth, though this is an intentional homage to the way the heroes were displayed in Castlevania III. The soundtrack instrumentation is based on the Konami VRC6, and while it doesn’t quite sound like classic Castlevania music, it’s still thematically appropriate. A few themes are from Ritual of the Night, but most tunes are original.

	Curse of the Moon is an almost perfect tribute game. It’s as hard or easy as you want it to be, based on the characters you pick, and there’s quite a bit of variation in gameplay styles and levels. Taken together, this ensures it has lasting appeal.

	 

	Characters
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	Miriam 

	Miriam is an orphan (and obvious Shanoa clone) who was taken in by an Alchemist when she was young to be turned into a Shardbinder. She slept for 10 years, and as a result managed to survive the demon attack. However, she has now awakened with amnesia. It looks like she has horns, but that’s only her headband.
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	Zangetsu

	Hailing from “a small country far away in the East” (obviously Japan), he’s a powerful demon hunter who fights with dual katanas. His name in Japanese means “Moon Slasher”.
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	Alfred

	One of the alchemists involved in summoning the demons. He’s searching for the Libre Logaeth somewhere in the castle. You fight him a few times, but he’s not technically a bad guy...
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	Gebel

	The original host for the magical curse that caused demons to invade the human world. Gebel has managed to survive where other Shardbinders perished. He believes himself to be evil, which is why he raised the demon castle. 
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	Dominique Baldwin

	An exorcist from the church, though unlike her bosses, she treats Miriam and Gebel as proper humans. Dominique acts as the shopkeeper for much of the story, essentially serving as this game’s Yoko Belnades (from Aria/Dawn of Sorrow).
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	Johannes

	A member of the dismantled Alchemist guild, apprentice of Alfred, and former friend of Gebel. He helps Miriam cook, craft, and enhance various items.
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	Orlok Dracule

	A vampire who calls himself “O.D”. He resides in the castle library and lends books to Miriam, which expand her powers. Obviously based on Alucard from Castlevania: Symphony of the Night. He isn’t playable but is a hidden boss.

	 

	More Best Video Games of All Time

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild
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	Release:       2017            Platform: WIIU, NSW

	Developer:       Nintendo

	 

	 

	The Legend of Zelda series is pretty consistent in quality, but in the long run, it became stuck in a rut. While Nintendo was keen to try on new visual or gameplay gimmicks, they were still rooted in the same basic “explore overworld, visit dungeons, find items” structure that had been established in A Link to the Past on the SNES. With the Wii U/Switch release Breath of the Wild, the developers tossed out almost everything that was understood about previous Zelda games, 3D or otherwise, to create an adventure as expansive as it is engrossing.

	While there have been many open world games before this one, it’s astounding how much freedom Breath of the Wild offers to the player. Outside of the prologue, where you need to complete a few mandatory tasks to get all of the magic spells, you’re more or less free to roam the land as you please (though you’re restricted by how far you can climb, and some climates may prove dangerous). Taking place in a world ravaged by Ganon, the main goals are to visit the four kingdoms of Hyrule and slay the evil beasts that terrorize them, then head to the central castle to take on the main villain. How you decide to approach these tasks is completely up to you. There are several other pursuits as well, including finding and climbing the world’s many towers in order to help fill out your map. Unlike so many other modern open-world games, though, there aren’t any quest indicators for where you’re supposed to go. Instead, you scout the region from high vantage points to visually identify where they are, and then find a way to get to them.

	This approach makes the exploration feel organic, plus it’s very easy to get caught up in detours to do other things. “Dungeons” like in the previous Zelda games don’t really exist, with the puzzles instead split up into smaller hidden shrines. Beating them gives you the opportunity to increase either your health or your stamina (your ability to run and climb), one of the few permanent upgrades. Further, nearly all of your equipment will break upon regular use, requiring you to constantly cycle out new weapons. Along with this, you forage to find stuff to cook, not only acting as curatives but providing other bonuses, like temporarily bolstering your strength or allowing you to survive in hazardous climates. If one task proves to be too troublesome or annoying, there are a bevy of other options, and directions, to take. It’s all tied together with familiar elements from other Zelda games (the Zora, the Gerudo, and so forth), combined with a subtle, serene atmosphere reminiscent of Ghibli films. The way you can fall into this beautiful world and lose yourself is unparalleled.  -Kurt Kalata (KK)

	 

	Runner-Up:
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	Horizon Dawn Zero

	 

	Released within a week of Breath of the Wild, Guerilla Games’ Horizon Zero Dawn is a somewhat more typical Western open-world game – that is, it’s much more cinematic, with more defined goals and structures – but it has a gorgeous landscape and worldview that makes it more gratifying to explore than most other similar games. It takes place in a setting after a fall of a civilization, as the heroine Aloy discovers remnants of their technology to fight against the robotic “animals” that roam the landscape. Breath of the Wild lacks a strong protagonist or interesting story, so Horizon Zero Dawn makes a good counterpoint, plus it has more interesting combat and a larger variety of enemies. It’s also one of the most gorgeous games on the PlayStation 4.  -KK

	 

	The House in Fata Morgana
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	Release:       2012            Platform: WIN, PS4, PSV

	Developer:       Novectacle      

	 

	 

	The House in Fata Morgana is a visual novel, presented with lush, gothic-style artwork. The story begins with "your" death via crucifixion. You then hear a voice calling to you from the void, leading you to a mansion. You enter and are met by the Maid, who greets you as the Master of the house, welcoming you back. You can remember nothing. The Maid seems disappointed by this, but decides that the best option is to guide you to a door, which leads to visions of the Mansion's past. And so begins a journey to learn who you are, who the Maid is, and why she has been waiting for you.

	Over the course of the game, the Maid opens several more  doors, behind which you see the prior "Masters" of the house, with each door leading to different times and places. The Maid is present in each vision, from 15th century Europe to the launch of the Trans-Continental Railway. But she's not alone. In each period there is another person present, a girl with white hair and red eyes. As the Maid explains it, she is always the same girl and she's never at fault. Each door tells the story of the demise of the master of the house. The demise isn't strictly lethal. Most, in fact, live well beyond their ordeals. But their lives are irrevocably shattered. Each of the doors weaves a tapestry of tragedy; mistakes made, feelings hurt, bodies broken, and terrible sins. The question lingers, however. Why these men? And how do you relate to all of this if these aren’t your memories?

	The House in Fata Morgana is a very human and personal story. It looks into the thoughts, motivations, mistakes, regrets, triumphs, failures, joys, and despair of what it means to live. On its surface, it may seem as though the game is a cesspool of misery, the likes of which one might question subjecting theirself to. Beyond all of the heavy themes and difficult subjects, though, the game holds its greatest message: no matter how dire, life is worth living and hope is something to be held dear. While in many games this notion could be written off as trite, here, it’s anything but. The subject matter can certainly be off-putting (content warning), with some examples being abandonment, cannibalism, rape, domestic abuse, and depression. These aren’t for mere shock value however, as the story treats each with the gravity they deserve and realistically explores what they can do to a person. Among these subjects, the game also manages one of the most sincere and relatable depictions of an intersex character ever shown in fiction. For those who have experienced such things, The House in Fata Morgana offers relatability, comfort, and encouragement to move on.  -Word on the Wind

	 

	See also:
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	Umineko: When They Cry

	 

	Umineko: When They Cry is an epic series of visual novels written by Ryukishi07, who was also behind the Higurashi When They Cry series. It’s a murder mystery focusing on the wealthy Ushiromiya family’s estate and their private island Rokkenjima, involving a bloodthirsty witch named Beatrice. It doesn’t have the same Shakespearean feel as The House in Fata Morgana, but it’s just as riveting in other ways. It also grew out of the Japanese doujin scene, and while it lacks its gorgeous art (the character designs were a little amateurish in the original release and improved with subsequent versions), it almost makes up for it with its outstanding soundtrack.  -KK

	 

	 

	 

	Alien: Isolation
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	Release:       2015             Platform: WIN, PS4, XB1

	Developer:       Creative Assembly

	 

	The majority of Alien games follow the style of the sequel Aliens, which is understandable. Space marines with pulse rifles gunning down hordes of Xenomorphs translates to a game more easily than the first film, which pitted the under-armed and unready crew of the Nostromo against a single, unkillable monster. However, after Frictional Games’ Amnesia: The Dark Descent popularized first-person stealth survival-horror, where your character can’t fight back, it made the pitch for a game based on Alien that much more appealing.

	The team at Creative Assembly spared nothing in their attempt to match the vision of the first film. Isolation shows off “retro sci-fi” in monochrome computers, claustrophobic ships and rooms, and grainy video recordings. It stars Amanda Ripley, the daughter of series protagonist Ellen Ripley. The setting, the doomed space station Sevastopol, has a lot of care put into it. Monochrome messages on computer terminals and audio logs tell the story of Seegson, a corporation losing a technological race with Weyland-Yutani, as well as the personal stories of the inhabitants within.

	The true star though, of course, is the Xenomorph. Isolation boasts a sophisticated AI – the titular Alien menaces the player not only in set-pieces, but at given points depending on how often the player has had to deal with the monster. It checks under desks, peeks around corners, and goes through vents. The developers insist the Alien genuinely doesn’t know where the player is hiding too, which makes the game all the more tense. Further, true to the first movie, the Alien is unkillable, at least in conventional terms. 

	The AI gives Isolation something unique in the horror genre: replayability. Multiple runs aren’t exactly the same as the AI has different abilities, can take various paths, and “learn” to try new hunting techniques. Tactics that get you through a level the first time may not work twice. Further, usable items are randomly generated. There’s crafting in the game, so you may not get as many Medpacks, smoke bombs, or flashbangs in one playthrough as in another. This helps to ensure a challenging experience even for veteran players.

	There are downsides, of course. The game is a little slow to start, plus there seem to be vestiges of an abandoned Metroidvania design. It’s also hard to explore when you’re being stalked by an implacable foe. There’s a downturn as well where the Alien isn’t present that goes on longer than it should. That said, Isolation is a masterpiece of horror – it’s tense when it needs to be, and it’s absolutely effusive in terms of heart.  -Michael Sawyer

	 

	See also:
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	Clock Tower

	While Isolation drew from Amnesia: The Dark Descent, it’s also worth noting that the “unkillable monster stalks the protagonist” concept can be found in Clock Tower for the Super Famicom. Though not officially released in English, there are fan patches available to enjoy this 2D adventure, where you explore a house while being chased by Scissorman. There isn’t really much AI to speak of, but the game’s items are randomized each playthrough, and the killer may or may not appear in the house’s many setpieces, providing a tense journey each time through. Add in a climactic endgame with a shocking twist, and Clock Tower even sticks the landing better than Isolation! Alas, the sequels, all of which were actually localized, never quite lived up to the original.  -MS

	 

	 

	Celeste
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	Release:       2018     Platform: WIN, NSW, PS4

	Developer:       Matt Makes Games

	 

	Celeste is a masocore platformer about a young woman named Madeline who attempts to scale a gigantic mountain. At first glance, it seems pretty typical of this type of game – lots of moving platforms, spikes, and tons upon tons of deaths. Madeline has a mid-air dash that she can use precisely once before she needs to touch solid ground to have it recharge, and can also grab onto and climb walls for a few seconds.

	However, Celeste is unusual among the genre, or even video games in general, because of its earnestness. The masocore subgenre was based on an ironic misremembering of how hard 8-bit games were; here, the game is actually a metaphor, as the heroine must overcome depression, self-doubt, and internal loathing in order to reach the mountain's summit; or, more explicitly, grow as a person. It helps tell a very human tale, but also explains why a girl keeps exploding and reappearing after being impaled on spikes, because it's not literal.

	Where this aspect really shines is in the final level of the game. It's here that Madeline, who's constantly sabotaged by a shadowy doppelgänger, a representation of her worst side, accepts herself, and the two work together. Functionally, this gives the heroine an added mid-air dash, which adds a whole extra layer of movement. All of the stages up to this point have had some kind of unique gimmick to keep things fresh – clouds that bounce her up, starry blobs that propel her in the direction you enter them, etc. – and in the final stretch, these are all revisited with the expanded moveset. Celeste is a brilliant implementation of the old "boss rush" trope, one that works exceedingly well because it involves overcoming old challenges with new tools.

	The adventure takes place over the course of a single day, with early stages using snowy nights as a backdrop, and the later ones moving towards dawn, in parallel to Madeline's emotional journey. It’s quite pretty, though the real aesthetic star is Lena Raine's beautiful soundtrack, a mixture of catchy piano pieces, drum rhythms, and chiptune synthesis. The melodies evolve throughout the stages, which, again, are put to their best use in the final stage, as each moment where Madeline and her shadow propel themselves to the next area remains emotionally affecting. 

	Little strawberries are also positioned on many screens, requiring extra fancy maneuvers to obtain, plus the levels allow for a bit of exploration. Hardworking players can unlock even more difficult variations of the stages, allowing for increasing levels of challenge even after Madeline has learned to love and accept herself.  -KK

	 

	See also:
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	VVVVVV

	Terry Cavanagh’s VVVVVV is a fantastic platformer inspired by titles for the Commodore 64, and other European micro computer games. You control the perpetually happy Captain Viridian as he adventures through a strange dimension to rescue his fellow officers. You cannot jump or attack, but navigate the world by flipping gravity. Most of this involves traversing through narrow tunnels of spikes, but while death may be prevalent, there are numerous checkpoints on each screen, making retries painless. The open-ended world is short but succinct, and user-created levels add a bit of extra challenge.  -Chris Rasa (CR)

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Dragon’s Dogma
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	Release:       2012           Platform: WIN, PS4, NSW Developer:       Capcom      

	 

	Capcom’s Dragon's Dogma is a product of passion and ambition, and it really shows. It takes the concept of an open-world game in the vein of several Western RPGs and utterly puts it to shame with an amazing assortment of options, approaches, detail and care. This is the dream game of Hideaki Itsuno, one of the main directors of the Devil May Cry series, and it’s basically him and his team trying to make a Western-style RPG based on Dungeons & Dragons but without the license.

	Dragon’s Dogma has elements of many larger titles but still maintains an identity of its own. It’s technically an open world game, though it’s not nearly as large as, say, an Elder Scrolls title. It has some Monster Hunter in its DNA, particularly in the way you can grab onto and scale large monsters, plus it shares some music composers. There’s a bit of Souls influence too, primarily due to the way you can create personalized “Pawns” – a companion – which can then be uploaded and shared online. The game also compares favorably to Skyrim, in just how many satisfying systems go into Dragon's Dogma's gameplay, and how much more interesting and compelling the narrative and NPCs are. It’s hard not to love a game that lets you kill a dragon by strapping a bomb to its heart in mid-flight, jumping off, and blowing it to hell.

	Even player-character centric matters are above and beyond. Your avatar is called the “Arisen”, who has had their heart ripped out by a dragon and is destined to defeat it. There's such an array of body shapes and types in character creation that it's one of the few titles where a female character isn't pigeon-holed into being some manner of hourglass. There are considerations for how small and light or how large and heavy your character is that the game respects. Just about anyone is romanceable, and the game doesn't particularly care whom you choose. You can be a seven-foot stout brickhouse lesbian of a fisherwoman with designs on the local witch and the game doesn't even bat an eye.

	The focus on class-building and combat also greatly defines Dragon’s Dogma. These types of RPGs are seldom remembered for their action – even well-regarded entries like The Witcher III have iffy combat – but there’s a remarkable amount of flexibility between melee fighters, archers, magicians, and various hybrid classes. Between yourself and three AI partners, it really feels like you’re going on one grand adventure. The game is a bit awkward in the way that most Japanese RPGs aren’t, but it’s an earnest take that compares favorably to Western entries.  -Word on the Wind

	 

	See also: 
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	Xanadu Next

	 

	Released to celebrate the 20th anniversary of Falcom’s seminal 1985 game Xanadu, this PC title carries little of its forebear beyond the basic setup – find a mystical, long-lost kingdom. Like Dragon’s Dogma, the game is a blend of East and West, though in different ways. It maintains the satisfying point-and-click combat of Diablo, but instead of randomly generated levels, uses carefully designed dungeons. There are some simple puzzles and a cohesive world design where each area is connected to one another. Combined with intense boss battles and a beautiful soundtrack, both Falcom specialties, it’s a fantastic action-RPG. Alas, outside of a dire N-Gage conversion, it’s never been ported to any consoles and remains PC-exclusive, though it has been localized by XSeed.  -KK
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