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	Introduction

	One day when I was in seventh grade, I had a friend over and we went to the video store to grab something to rent. We picked some two-player game I’d never heard of called Gunstar Heroes. From the minute I turned on the Genesis, with the Treasure logo animated with polygons, my mind was blown, and the rest of the game didn’t disappoint either. From then on, I was a fan and followed everything they did.

	Of course, not everything Treasure developed was a winner. They were fairly prolific for a spell and did quite a lot of work for hire, though those projects often ended up being just okay. Indeed, some of these games are examined in-depth in this book where appropriate, but in others, they were mostly just there for the programming gruntwork while the actual design was handled by another party. Still, the company was, if nothing else, experimental. They loved action games – particularly 2D ones – and were always trying interesting things with them. Even when they didn’t work, at least you got a heavily stylized, deeply weird game out of it. 

	Along with a look at Treasure’s library, we also have reviews of several Treasure-inspired games, including several beat-em-ups and two fighting game series that were developed by some of the staff members. We’ve also resurrected the “80 import games” feature from the first two HG101 digests, this time focusing on the Saturn. The system was known for 2D love, and goes hand-in-hand with Treasure’s output.

	One final apology – some articles ended up running a little long, but I didn’t want to cut anything, so  this digest is a little bigger, but also slightly more expensive than the other volumes. But I think it’s worth it!

	 

	-Kurt Kalata

	June 2019
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	McDonald’s Treasure Land Adventure

	AKA: Donald no Magical World (JP GG) / Ronald in the Magical World

	Original Release: 1993

	Platforms: GEN, GG

	 

	There were a handful of platformer tie-ins with McDonald's fast food in the late 1980s and early 90s. These were fairly odd in that, for games based on a restaurant, they really didn't seem to be that focused on food, but rather on promoting the overall brand. They were even more unusual in that most were actually pretty good, like Data East's Famicom game Donald Land, Virgin's M.C. Kids, and Mick and Mack as the Global Gladiators. Fan-favorite developer Treasure made a name for themselves with 1993's Gunstar Heroes, but around the same time, they also put out McDonald's Treasure Land Adventure, an early bit of contract work for Sega.

	The game features the McDonald Land set of characters, which were introduced in the early 70s and featured regularly in restaurants until they started being phased out in 2003. The story begins with Ronald McDonald walking through the forest when he happens upon a piece of a treasure map. He figures it would be a fun adventure to track down the rest of the map and see where it goes, completely unaware of the apparently evil creatures that hold the other parts. His journey takes him around the forest, on a train to the big city, across the ocean, and then finally into outer space.

	Ronald's main method of attack is throwing sparkly magic across the screen. He also has handkerchiefs, which are extended directly upwards and used to grab onto grapple rings and send him flying upwards. His life meter is determined by jewels, which he’s technically carrying, as you'll see him drop one with every hit. There are also colored flowers (or rings, in the European/Japanese version) – if you collect three white ones or two red ones, you’ll replenish a jewel. If you're already at the max, then the game will helpfully bank the flowers until you get hit and then cash them in, effectively extending your life meter beyond its max.
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	Also spread throughout the levels are gold bags. You'll regularly come across shops where Ronald can buy stuff (seemingly from himself, since he also runs the store), to replenish health or obtain extra lives and continues. There are magic power-ups, as well as balloons, which will save him from falling into pits and even allow you to float around briefly and land wherever you want. In a few cases, you'll also come across a falling block puzzle mini-game. Here you can obtain even more items cost-free, assuming of course that you can match them in threes.

	There are four levels altogether, which sounds pretty short, but each area is comprised of a number of sub-areas, so ultimately the length is about typical for a Genesis side-scroller. There are a fair number of interesting challenges here too, which show a preview of the kind of brilliant weirdness that would come to typify later Treasure games. For example, the pathway to the first boss is a downward slope where Ronald is chased by gigantic fish bones. When exploring a cave, you need to time your jumps between splashes of water, where safe zones are helpfully indicated, perhaps as a guide toward younger players. Also, when scaling a large, partially assembled building, you come across humorous sumo wrestler pigs, who stop and wildly distort the girders. Then, when riding through a train tunnel, everything suddenly goes dark, and you find yourself jumping on the heads of ballerina bunny girls.

	The cast of McDonald Land always had a whiff of Sid and Marty Kroft's bizarre type of insanity to them (to the point where it was actually the center of a lawsuit), but this game goes even further in just how borderline demented it all is. Incidentally, you do meet some of the other characters – Hamburglar, Birdie, Grimace, and the Fry Kids – throughout your adventure, usually having been captured or in some other type of conundrum. Here, they ask that you sacrifice some of your jewels – technically your life meter, after all – in order to help them, but they're often necessary to advance.

	The boss fights are weirdly grim in the same way. As the Hamburglar hints when you come across him, the only way for the bosses to lower their guard is by eating some of Ronald's gems. They each have a tractor beam attack, so you have to intentionally get hit and then attack as quickly as possible until they recover. The boss rooms typically have power-ups in them, and will infinitely spawn enemies that drop further health items, but it's such a curious conceit. Then again, it wouldn’t be a Treasure game if it didn't have some kind of unusual mechanic.
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	Granted, McDonald's Treasure Land Adventure doesn't quite have the mechanical brilliance of the developer’s later titles. It comes off as more bizarre than clever. Still, it paved the way for Dynamite Headdy, which is similar in many ways.

	Beyond changing the flowers to rings, the American version also alters the tribesmen enemies from stereotypical natives to electronic robots. The European version is also much harder, with the default difficulty level starting you off with less health and enemies taking much more damage.

	There's also a Game Gear variation of this title, released in Japan as Donald no Magical World (Ronald is known as Donald McDonald there). While the game was technically never released in English-speaking territories, if you play the cart in an American or European Game Gear, the language will switch entirely to English, with the title screen calling the game Ronald in the Magical World. It’s based on Treasure's 16-bit title, though this version was actually developed by SIMS, a company who was a part of Sega and worked on many of their 8-bit titles in the early 90s.

	It borrows some of its elements (including the concept, its soundtrack, and visual style) but is otherwise near-totally different. There are still four main worlds – there's a forest stage as before, but then there's a cake level, a clock tower, and a castle. There are a handful of weird scenarios like in the Genesis game too, like a segment where you're stuck on a conveyor belt that's feeding desserts into the mouth of a gigantic creature, and you need to run away from it. Ronald attacks with a short-ranged cane instead of magic; said cane can then be used as an umbrella to float in mid-air and extend jumps. The shops are gone and the life system is simplified as well. There are a couple of minigames, this time either a card-matching memory game or one where you need to complete a picture of an item by collecting falling pieces. Most levels also require a bit of exploring to find a key to open the door at the end of the level. It’s not on par with the Genesis game, nor is it quite in the league of other 8-bit Sega licensed platformers like The Lucky Dime Caper or Asterix, but it’s not bad either, and the visuals are nice.
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	Gunstar Heroes

	Original Release: 1993

	Platforms: GEN, SMS, GG, PS2, WIN, X360, PS3, 3DS

	Konami’s legacy stands as one of Japan’s premier video game developers and publishers. Whether you’re a fan of their games or not, you have to admit that they have a very diverse and strong track record. Castlevania, Contra, Gradius, Metal Gear, Dance Dance Revolution, Snatcher, Rocket Knight Adventures, even Winning Eleven. Konami has done it all and generally does it well. This knack for excellence even extends to some of their offshoots.

	In 1992, Masato Maegawa and several of his fellow programmers, designers, and artists, many of whom had worked on some of Konami's greatest 16-bit achievements on the SNES, decided to leave the safe confines of the company and embark on their own little creative venture. The focus of the new company, christened Treasure, would be on making original, totally compelling games. It could be argued that many of Treasure's "innovations in play mechanics" are gimmicky in practice. Even so, this grandiose, yet-admirable notion has resulted in some great software.

	Having found a home as a second-party developer for Sega, Treasure made their impressive debut on the Genesis with the excellent Gunstar Heroes, which consequently has gotten the most coverage of any of their games over the years. In terms of gameplay, it was the perfect starting point for the company, as some of the team members had been involved in the development of Contra III: The Alien Wars, arguably one of the best run-and-gun games ever. If Contra was the benchmark, Gunstar Heroes sought to break the mold, while still offering a familiar and organic play experience. Most anyone who tries this game can instantly see how great it is. While the visuals have now crossed into the realm of retro, Gunstar Heroes is so well- executed that even the most jaded of the post-PlayStation generation of gamers have to give pause.
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	The story involves a bunch of crystals being stolen by an evil empire, but at the core are the titular Gunstar Heroes, Red and Blue. They fight against a variety of villains, all named after colors – the femme fatale Pink and her lackeys; the military strongman Orange; the skeezy gambler Black; and the wiz pilot Green, who is actually the brother of the Gunstar folks who's turned against them. Leading them is the evil Emperor Gray and his subordinate Smash Daisaku, a cackling madman who looks a bit like M. Bison and has no qualms with sacrificing his own soldiers to beat those pesky do-gooders.

	As is the case with most games in the run-and-gun genre, Gunstar Heroes is light on narrative but heavy on action. What it lacks in the plot department is deftly compensated for in the areas of visuals, sound, and gameplay. From the opening polygonal Treasure logo, the game never stops delivering the goods. The multi-sprite, multi-stage boss characters found here would even become a Treasure trademark. The character art, masterfully created by in-house artist Tetsuhiko Kikuchi (HAN), instantly delivers a unique and, quite frankly, strange stylistic bent that has been woven through almost all of their original properties to date. Truly, there’s never a dull moment, as the screen is perpetually filled with explosions superimposed over richly detailed, multi-scrolling backgrounds. Impressively, with all manner of pyrotechnics happening on a constant basis, the game never slows down, either. This may seem quaint in an era of VR and 4k displays, but at the time it was quite striking.

	The soundtrack is equally as exciting and unique. Featuring compositions by their resident maestro, Norio Hanzawa (NON), the music has a quality that can best be described as epic & inspiring, with a nod to the tongue-in-cheek. The various digitized voices also have their own unique sound and style, a trend that would continue throughout their Genesis output. Sound effects are effective too, with nice bass and some decent voice samples. Gunstar Heroes is one of those games that fully illuminates the potential of the system’s Yamaha sound chip.

	The gameplay is standard run, jump, and shoot, but somehow manages to be so much more. One of the things that makes Gunstar Heroes stand out from other run-and-gun titles is the amount of actions you can perform with your characters. If you're close enough to a bad guy, you can pick them up and sling them at other enemies. It's pretty handy for grabbing bombs in mid-air and tossing them back at the attacker! You can also slide and execute body slams or jump kicks, which do an astounding amount of damage. If you're playing two- player, you can even chuck your pal across the screen, without damaging him at all! At the beginning of the game, you can choose the option of fixed or free aiming – do you want to aim your shots carefully while standing still or be able to run and shoot at the same time? Unfortunately you can't change your mind mid-game. These little touches, coupled with the design decision of doing away with instant death or damage from enemy contact, allow the player to develop their own technique – a freedom not offered by many games of this type.
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	Another important advantage is the weapon system, which is deep and incredibly well- implemented. There are four basic weapon types – flame, lightning, homing, and force – that can be used in any combination of two. This means there are 16 different weapons in total, including super flamethrowers, napalm shots, and short-range laser swords. Though the combo of the blue laser & green homing shot is admittedly broken – it can track and destroy everything on screen with minimal user input – the ability to mix & match livens things up quite a bit, and adds greatly to replayability.

	There is also a decent bit of variety throughout the stages, many of which have been done before in one way or another, though never quite so well. The second level, with its breakneck magnetic mine cart ride and incredible boss fight with the now-famous Seven Force, is something that everyone simply needs to experience. It's a gigantic robot with the ability to transform into seven different mecha, such as a phoenix or a huge revolver. Further, Black's palace is represented as a board game, with each square containing some kind of brief, unique challenge. In one, you need to destroy a vehicle as fast as possible. Another is an obstacle course. Yet another is a fight against a tiny robot a fraction of your size that can still toss you across the screen. One square totally bans weapons. Lots of them are completely crazy and just go to show off some of the fancy effects that Treasure decided to stick in. The horizontal shoot-em-up stage that takes place later on is also quite fun and could even be its own game. 

	The final stage begins with all of the bosses watching your attack on a gigantic television screen. After you fight through them, one by one, they're called out of the control room and into battle, before you finally storm in there yourself to confront the last boss. Every element is so expertly crafted that it seems much larger than its seven stages. You can also pick the order in which to tackle the first four areas, and beating each one will extend your starting HP by 20 points.

	Gunstar Heroes also introduced a number of elements that have been seen throughout other Treasure games. Most notably is its preference for using numeric life gauges rather than standard life bars. It's also unique compared to other shooters due to its looseness. In Contra, your heroes are killed after a single hit, demanding exact precision to dodge enemy fire or overpower quick-moving bosses. Gunstar Heroes is much more forgiving, and doesn't require nearly the same amount of reflexive intensity. While one could argue that it makes their games simpler, on the flip side, their relaxed approach actually make them a lot more fun, allowing you to concentrate more on the joys that come with dealing expansive amounts of damage without worrying too much about memorizing enemy patterns.
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	Of course, that's not to say that Gunstar Heroes is easy. It's still quite a challenge on the hardest setting. Even so, this attitude contrasts greatly with Konami's Contra: Hard Corps, released around the same time for the Genesis. Despite that game containing the same unbridled enthusiasm as Gunstar Heroes, the revisions in the overseas version make things so brutal that it's practically unplayable to all but the most dedicated gamers.

	Gunstar Heroes received a re-release of sorts on the PS2 with the Sega Ages Gunstar Heroes Treasure Box. The port is excellent, with many display options available if you're a stickler, including progressive scan mode, true low-res, and a scanline mode. Only the sound suffers a bit, due to the notorious difficulty in emulating the Genesis sound chip. There are also extensive galleries with pictures of all versions from all territories, including full manual scans and a lot of cool concept art for Gunstar Heroes. You can also unlock the original design document, which has all kinds of trivia. (Just beat the game and make sure you're playing the "JAPAN" version and not the "OVERSEAS" one.) Two initially planned names included "Lunatic Gunstar" and "Blade Gunner", the double flame weapon was initially supposed to be a dragon, and each gem was supposed to grant extra powers when collected and equipped. 

	There's also an interesting prototype ROM floating around the internet, which was also included as a secret in the Treasure Box package. (Get to the region selection option, highlight "Overseas", and hold Right for a few seconds until it shows up.) While it's basically the same, there are a ton of tiny little differences that hardcore fans can point out. There's a lot more hilarious English featured in this version ("BOSS TIME COMING SOON" and "WAITING OF THE DANGER" before fighting bosses, "LIFE OF ENEMY" instead of "BOSS ENERGY", and "BREAKDOWN" instead of "BOSS DEFEATED"). There are little score items that appear while you're sliding down the pyramid in Pink's stage, and there's a strange door marked "Heaven" in one of the item rooms in Black's level (which doesn't go anywhere). The heroes also don't grab the gem when you beat a stage. Some of the sound effects and animations are different, as well as some graphical details. The "OutRun" billboards in the fifth stage have been changed. The signs for "Gunstar Light" (presumably cigarettes) were changed to "Gunstar Gum" for the final version. There's also a cheat to gain 9999 health. It stops midway through the fifth stage (though later, incomplete areas are available with a code), since this was just supposed to be a preview  for the press.

	The game was also released as part of the Sega 3D Classics Collection for the 3DS. In addition to some beautiful 3D layering – like all of the other games in this series, some of the best on the platform – there are a few additional options, including the ability to toggle between the fixed and free-aiming modes mid-game. This changes the sprites instantaneously, so it looks a little awkward, but this absolutely helps the game. There’s a "Gunslinger" mode too, which lets you switch between any of the weapons at any time. Further, an option exists to start the game with 200 life instead of the normal 100.

	In addition to the Sega Mega Drive/Genesis version, there was actually a Game Gear port, developed by M2. The declining sales of the Game Gear and lukewarm reception of the Genesis release kept it out of US hands, despite languishing on release lists for months. Rumors of a Brazilian Master System port by Tec Toy are exactly that; it has never surfaced because it doesn't exist. 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Despite the obvious visual downgrade due to hardware limitations of the 8-bit Game Gear, fewer stages that have all been shortened and re-worked, and single player only restriction, it still manages to feel like Gunstar Heroes. The game may be slower, filled with flicker & slowdown, and trapped in the backlight-saturated, Vaseline-smeared Game Gear screen, but it is still somehow satisfying. The graphics are very impressive for the system, with lots of those multi-sprite, Treasure-style explosions and bosses, just like its big brother. The sound is merely adequate, but that was to be expected. No voices made the cut and the sound effects consist of a series of bleeps and noises at various frequencies, but the music is actually replicated quite well. The mushy D-pad of the Game Gear can be a bear, but otherwise, control is fine. The only big change is the use of the pause button for weapon switching. A tap changes your weapon; holding the button pauses the game. It works remarkably well.

	One of the most interesting things about the Game Gear version is that it offers a completely new experience with Seven Force. He now only has five forms, but they are still impressive, especially on the Game Gear. Also, instead of the double jump mechanics of the fantastic split-level, dual-axis, magnetic mine cart ride of the original, Red has a gravity-sensitive helicopter pack which begins to fall when the player releases the jump button. It's like Joust or Balloon Fight without the frantic button pressing for altitude. The epic multi-part battle is spent holding Button 1, while feathering Button 2. It sounds annoying, but it actually might be the best part of the game. The only drawback is how short the actual level is. There are a few flying enemies to dispose of, and then, just as you settle into things, Seven Force commences his attack.

	Black's board game stage didn't make the cut, but the remaining stages are reasonably faithful to the original. The horizontal shooter level was also a casualty, replaced with a stage where you ride a large bipedal walker with a ricocheting machine gun. While laying waste in this bonus stage of sorts, the battle between the Gunstars' starship and the reanimated Seven Force takes place in the background, presumably with Blue at the helm. Another big difference from the 16-bit original is that the shorter stages are balanced by occasional fights with what can be best described as Supersoldier versions of the regular grunts that take much more damage and have additional methods of attack. These battles are a bone of contention as they can be quite difficult and have a habit of softening you up too much for the coming boss fight.

	The Game Gear Gunstar Heroes is available as an Easter egg on the Gunstar Heroes Treasure Box. It is emulated very well and has many of the same features as the other games on the compilation, such as the ability to turn off the sprite limit/flicker and wait limit/slowdown. With these enhancements, it looks and plays much better than it did on the Game Gear. 

	Gunstar Heroes is one of those games that almost everyone admires, but it wasn't initially a runaway hit. It reviewed extremely well but only sold modestly (and in North America, even had a bizarre tie-in where a Fruit Rollup snack was included with the game). But now it's remembered as one of the defining games of the Genesis. Few games are so deserving of such continued praise. 
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	Gunstar Super Heroes 

	AKA: Gunstar Future Heroes (EU)

	Original Release: 2004

	Platforms: GBA

	For a long time, Treasure had professed their aversion to sequels, preferring to make each game their own separate entity. This seemed to change in 2004 with the release of Advance Guardian Heroes, a continuation of their famous Saturn beat-em-up. In truth, it was related in name only and provided a completely different experience from its predecessor. A year later, Treasure announced a new Gunstar Heroes game, also for the Game Boy Advance. Much like Advance Guardian Heroes, though, it's not really a sequel – it's actually more of a drastically adjusted remake, taking elements from the Genesis game, changing around the levels, and mucking around with the core mechanics to create another new, yet familiar experience.

	The plot is set roughly a thousand years after the original, but really just treads the same ground, with the cast comprised of redesigned versions of the characters from the original game. The major difference here is that Red is now a girl (at least, according to the English translation – their gender was ambiguous in the Japanese release), but that's about it. Each level is punctuated with a bit of dialogue that's meant to flesh out their personalities, but it's mostly fluff. At least the text changes depending on the difficulty level and the character you've chosen. This helps to provide a bit of incentive to play through all of the available paths.

	One of the biggest draws of the original game – the two-player simultaneous action – has unfortunately been ditched. Red and Blue are now different characters with slightly different abilities. A lot of other things have changed as well, and not necessarily for the better. There's no more weapon combining, for instance. Instead, each character has three guns at their disposal, which can be switched at will. Red carries a Force gun, a Flame shot (equivalent to Force + Fire), and a Homing gun, which is basically just like a weaker version of the Laser + Seeker weapon from the prior game. Blue also has a Flame shot and the Laser Seeker, but has a standard Laser instead of the Force shot. The gun combos may have been a bit unbalanced before, but playing around with the different variations was part of what gave Gunstar Heroes such a sense of unbridled, chaotic joy. With that removed, it feels more restrained.
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	The melee elements have been scaled back as well. You can no longer throw enemies, although you can tap the attack button to whack foes with your gun. There's a flying uppercut and downward jump kick move, but neither are as powerful as they used to be. Perhaps to make up for this, your heroes are now equipped with a super laser rifle. After delivering enough destruction, you can tap the R trigger a few times and wreak some massive destruction.

	The levels themselves are all based on stages from the first Gunstar Heroes, but have been chopped up a bit, with tons of additional segments to add some extra variety. There's a brand new prologue stage that has the heroes running through a base before saving their commander Yellow from a gigantic flame monster. The forest stage now begins with an homage to After Burner and other Sega Super Scaler games from the mid 80s – it's a 3D level as you ride on top of your ship, wildly rotating the screen to dodge enemy fire. From here, you actually land on the surface of the planet, but this section is much shorter than it used to be. There's another whole new area where you need to run around a sphere, gathering little birds and delivering them to the exit, a reference to the old Sega game Flicky. The whole stage rotates as you move around the edges, another impressive graphical effect. Then you scale the pyramid, fight a mini-boss, and then fight Pink.

	Orange's stage, the airfield, begins with an overhead action stage similar to Thunder Blade, except without the forced scrolling. You have both a standard cannon and missiles to fire at enemies on the ground. You can also rotate your ship with the triggers. This would be impressive, except the helicopter takes up way too much of the screen and it's hard to dodge enemy fire. From here, you begin your ascent to Orange's battleship. This part is pretty similar, except you're being airlifted up by your spacecraft, as opposed to chasing the battleship before it launches. The rest of the level is pretty much the same.

	Green's stage, the mines, is also pretty similar, except it's much shorter, and you can command your bike to hover in the middle of the screen instead of just sticking to the tracks. The Blaster Force form, a pistol, has also been changed into Archer Force, a bow and arrow.

	Moving on, Black's fortress has much more detailed graphics, making it resemble a casino. The intro segment is a bit longer, but the board game has been scaled back a bit and redesigned. Many of the obstacles are similar to the Genesis game, but there are plenty of new challenges, too. In one particularly odd segment, you fight a gigantic teddy bear who's been discarded in the middle of a street. A huge truck will periodically zoom into the screen, knocking it off its feet. On another, you need to blast downward through various blocks before you're crushed by a gigantic tombstone.

	After the main stage is complete, you'll begin to infiltrate the enemy base. In the Genesis version, this was a very long, straight stage where you just ran forward and dealt as much damage as possible. It's much, much shorter here, though, and arguably not as satisfying.

	The sidescrolling shooter level is still present, except this time, you can rotate the entire screen with the trigger buttons. You need to follow an arrow leading you to the end of stage. Before, you fought Green in outer space in your ship, but this battle has been moved to right before the final boss. It's much more intense fighting Seven Force on foot.

	From there, you jump back on your ship for another segment with scaling graphics. All of the interior boss battles from the Genesis version are gone now, though, without any equivalents taking their places. The final set of battles is similar, with the bad guys watching you from a control room. However, the bosses themselves have all been changed in this version.
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	Visually, Gunstar Super Heroes is pretty fantastic. Despite the squashed resolution, the GBA offers a larger color palette and more ROM space, allowing for even more insane detail. The stages that looked a bit plain in the Genesis version are much more vibrant here, and the flame effects in the intro stage are spectacular. Much like how Treasure was pushing the Genesis to its limits, here they've maximized the power of the GBA, particular with its scaling effects. Advance Guardian Heroes had similar stages that were absolutely plagued with slowdown. Here, there's a bit of flicker, but it's smooth and looks outstanding. The sound doesn't fare quite as well – nearly all of it consists of remixes from the original game, but the low fidelity GBA sound just lacks the punch of the powerful Genesis synth. The explosions sadly lack the same impact as before, which is unfortunate for a game that emphasizes haphazard mayhem.

	In recognizing all of the changes made to the game, it's easy to see what Treasure was going for – they wanted a leaner, meaner game with more variety than the standard run-and-gun. To accomplish this, it pares back the game mechanics in favor of more of the gimmicky elements that made the original stand out. In the end, the result is somewhat mixed. It's still a fantastic game, but some of the additional segments are either little more than graphical flash (like the scaling, spinning levels), or just poorly implemented (such as the Thunder Blade stage). Parts of it  feel hugely unpolished, too, or even unfinished. So even though it's a bit of a disappointment compared to one of Treasure's greatest titles, it's still a fairly decent game in its own right, and certainly one of the better action titles on the Game Boy Advance.

	This game is known as Gunstar Super Heroes in Japan and America, while in Europe, it’s called Gunstar Future Heroes. There are quick voice clips of the bosses before you fight – these are in Japanese in the JP version, and in English in the American release. The English taunts sound pretty awful, though.

	There's also a curious change to Black's dice palace. If you overshoot the boss, you're taken to a square called "File Crash". In the Japanese version, it shows a grave warning stating that your save game will be deleted if you fail this section, and instructs you to reset if you don't think you can take the pressure. The gravestone that comes pounding down reads "RIP - Save File - 2005.5.16 - Today". Of course it's just an empty threat – if you die, it won't erase your save, you just need to continue as normal. This warning message was completely removed from the English release. Instead, the tombstone reads "RIP - Gunstar - 2005.5.16 - Today". There's a bit of Engrish clean-up too. In one level, you fight in a bathouse. There's a sign in the back of the room with a few bodybuilders on it – the Japanese one says "Man of the Men's", while the English one says "Man Among Men".
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	Some early screenshots and remnants left in the ROM indicate that a few more references to Sega games were intended, including fights with characters from Altered Beast and E-SWAT. There are some unused music tracks from After Burner, Golden Axe, Thunder Blade, and Galaxy Force too, oddly unused in the areas where they would've been appropriate (except for Golden Axe, it's unclear where that track would have appeared). 
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	Alien Soldier

	Original Release: 1995

	Platforms: GEN, PS2, WIN, WII, PS4, XB1, NSW

	 

	While the Genesis was successful in North America and Europe, it played third fiddle to the Super Nintendo and PC Engine in Japan. Therefore, it was considered the console of the “hardcore” audience. Alien Soldier is a game aimed squarely at this target, as evidence by the title screen. “Visualshock! Speedshock! Soundshock!” it reads, a reference to a launch TV commercial for the system. “Now is the time to the 68000 heart of fire!” This sort of exuberant phrase expects the player to be the kind who is knowledgeable of the system’s CPU. “For Megadrivers Custom” it also reads, with “Megadriver” being a nickname for Japanese Mega Drive fans.

	As perhaps to be expected of a title aimed at the most devout console gamer, Alien Soldier is unforgiving, exhausting, and infuriating. That said, it’s also an almost unequivocal technical masterpiece, and a veritable rite of passage for the serious action gamer. This game pushes the Mega Drive, and the player, to the absolute limits of their powers with a confident, almost arrogant effortlessness. In short, Alien Soldier is game design at its finest. 

	Here, the designers of Gunstar Heroes decided to take the solid foundation of play mechanics built by that title, expand the functionality, up the ante, and create a great big boss rush orgy. There are small stages full of cannon fodder, but these are mostly reserved for attempting to refill one's weaponry and life energy, as well as taking a small breather between the bosses. The amount of practice required to become skilled enough to take down all 28 bosses and minibosses, across all 24 stages, is daunting to say the least.

	The plot involves some insane backstory with an evil group called Scarlet, who is attacking the people of A-Earth. The enemy leader, named Epison-Eagle, is attacked and thrust into the space-time continuum. He then begins to manifest himself as a parasite in a young boy with super powers named Fou Misaki, who eventually transforms into a bird-human. The new Epsilon-Eagle then fights against Scarlet and his old pal Xi-Tiger, now the leader of Scarlet, for the sake of humanity.
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	The game uses an expanded version of the Gunstar Heroes control scheme for maximum xenomorph destruction, allowing the player to select between fixed & free shot options – in the middle of gameplay this time – as well as four separate weapons with limited ammunition. There are six types in total, which are selected at the beginning of each stage and can be changed by hitting A during the game. It also introduces a neat Zero Teleport dash ability which allows the player to zoom to either side of the battlefield by pressing Left or Right + C, allowing a brief moment of invincibility and limited hovering for attacking in the center part of the screen. Since your character is too large to effectively jump around most attacks, this is an essential dodge maneuver. This also allows for a devastating attack when used with full life energy, with the player becoming an infernal Phoenix and annihilating everything in their path, though this uses a small amount of health in the process. Skilled players can use this Phoenix Dash at the right time to either take out bosses in a single shot or inflict massive damage. You can also switch gravity and walk on the ceiling, which is integral to a number of boss encounters.

	There is also an interesting Counter Force maneuver that allows the player to change incoming projectiles into life energy with a simple double-tap of the B button. This is especially handy for charging up the Phoenix Dash move, as it yields life-recharging items. The drawback of the expanded controls is that they take some getting used to, and can be a bit overwhelming when facing the relentless attack that Alien Soldier continually pummels you with. The limited ammunition can also be a bit of a bear to manage, requiring the player to choose their shots carefully, and picking up an incorrect weapon can spell certain doom. There are two difficulty levels – Supereasy and Superhard, with the former giving you unlimited continues and password saves – although the game is still brutal regardless of which one you choose. Thankfully, the levels are broken up into small chunks. Persistence ultimately pays off here, though, with everything becoming second nature as you turn into a merciless killing machine. Satisfying indeed.

	Graphically, if you've played Gunstar Heroes, or any other Treasure game for that matter, you know what to expect. Over-the-top special effects; parallax scrolling; large, multi-jointed sprites; ultra-fast gameplay with no slowdown...the good stuff. Visually, the best aspects of the main character are that he’s nicely animated and about twice the size of the Gunstars, or as large as a character from a one-on-one fighting game. As mentioned, though, this size does make it difficult to dodge smaller bullets. The various bosses are all well-rendered too, with some being quite large. Their designs also range from being interesting to downright weird, including the return of the weird floating eyes/nose/teeth boss that showed up in Black's palace in Gunstar Heroes. Per usual Treasure standard, almost all of these are remarkably cool. 

	One of the best is when you're flying up a tower, holding onto the back of a gigantic insect. Almost without warning, it gets tangled in a web, where you then need to fight the monstrous mechanical spider that spun it. In another, a tiny blue bear takes control of a boat and then gets kidnapped by the aquatic robot that pops out of the water. 

	You face off against Xi-Tiger fairly early, who looks like a regular dude clad in black... until the screen zooms to a close-up as he screams, grows claws, and expands greatly in size. Another boss saunters similarly on-screen, this time a woman – various materials indicate she is named Kaede, a human girl with super powers and former friend of Fou – who transforms into various robots, very similar to Seven Force from Gunstar Heroes. It even plays the same music from that game, though the forms themselves are different – they’re named after mythical animals, and there are only five of them. Schizophrenic art aside, one thing is certain – the Genesis is running at its absolute shining apex here, and we’re thankfully along for the ride.
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	The sound is also quite good, with excellent explosions, some nice voices, and appropriate incidental and weapon effects. The music is the Treasure standard too, with their trademark instrumentation and inspirational compositions to get you fired-up to kick some multi-jointed tail. The main musical difference between Alien Soldier and its spiritual predecessor, Gunstar Heroes, is that the tone is much darker this time around, lending a feeling of all-out war. The music is as intense as the game, and enhances things considerably.

	Unfortunately, Sega didn’t release the game in North America, and it only saw retail releases in Japan and Europe. As a result, expect to shell out well into triple-digits USD for the original Japanese version. The European copy goes for less, thankfully, mostly due to the fact that it was optimized for the 50 Hz PAL display standard. This was great for European gamers accustomed to horribly poor PAL conversions, but became a snag for US gamers in search of the Alien Soldier experience. The game will play on a 60 Hz NTSC system with a Game Genie or Action Replay (there is a territory lockout as with Yu Yu Hakusho), but the game will run too fast, resulting in slightly sped up gameplay and some graphical glitches. It’s still entirely playable, but a sped-up version of an already difficult game can be quite frustrating.  As mentioned at the start, the intro text of the Japanese version consists of a huge amount of hilariously bad Engrish. This has been mostly cleaned up for the European release. It also renames the planet from A-Earth to Sierra.

	Luckily, both versions are included in the PS2 Sega Ages Vol. 25: Gunstar Heroes Treasure Box. The sound is a bit off, but otherwise it's emulated perfectly. There's some cool artwork included, as well as a Superplay video. Sega published this  internationally for the Virtual Console on the Wii, and it’s also available on Steam, as well as on the Sega Genesis Classics Collection for the PlayStation 4, Switch, and Xbox One.

	Although Light Crusader was released a few months later and was technically the last Mega Drive game released by Treasure, Alien Soldier was most definitely meant to be their swan song, and it’s a sweet one at that. 

	As an aside, some pre-release magazine shots of Alien Soldier  also showed the hero as a buff human dude (left) rather than the bird-alien found in the final release. Terminology like “achikyuu” (translated here as A-Earth) is also used in Treasure’s later Sin and Punishment games. 
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	Dynamite Headdy

	Original Release: 1994

	Platforms: GEN, SMS, GG, PS2, WIN, WII, 360, PS3, XBO, PS4, MOB

	Dynamite Headdy is Treasure's second foray into original IP. Like its immediate predecessor, Gunstar Heroes, it is a side-scrolling platform game jam-packed with some interesting mini-games and boss encounters. Though critically acclaimed, it never reached mainstream US popularity. Partially a victim of its time, Dynamite Headdy was released into an unforgiving market suffering through a deluge of games starring wannabe mascot characters dropped into run-of-the-mill platform games. Well, that and the fact that it’s a textbook example of Japanese quirk released at a time when the market wasn’t quite ready for it. What most people missed here was yet another game that made an attempt to innovate in mechanics and further refine the level design of its genre.

	Dynamite Headdy has its central gameplay element imbedded in its title. While also being the protagonist's name, "Headdy" refers to the fact that your noggin is your weapon. Pressing the B button shoots Headdy's cranium a short range out from his body to bash into enemies. In addition to this, he can grab and pull himself up onto platforms using his beak-like mouth. Fundamentally, this game is very much an evolution of McDonald Treasure Land Adventure – the grappling mechanic is similar to Ronald’s handkerchief in that game, plus its art style is similar.

	Further, Headdy can pick up a slew of optional heads, with each one possessing a unique and different power. For example, a Hammer Head amplifies attack power and can destroy certain blocks. The Vacuum Head lets you suck up both enemies and power-ups, Kirby-style. The Spiked Head lets you scale walls. Certain heads will also make you temporarily invincible, shrink in size, or stop time. There are 18 heads in all, including the three you can use in the side-scrolling shooter stage.
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	You're usually given a choice of two or three heads at various points, which can potentially alter the course you take through a level. A couple of bosses require efficiently managing which heads to choose and when. However, these opportunities feel a bit underutilized. This is a bit of a negative, as the individual powers aren’t nearly as essential as one might expect them to be. In practice, you spend most of the game with your standard vanilla head. On the other hand, this isn't necessarily a bad thing – if the heads were given too much of the spotlight, it would have killed the frantic flow of the game, creating more opportunities for unnecessary frustration. As it stands, Dynamite Headdy is a solid archetype of the action-platform genre. 

	It’s quite beautiful, too. Yet again, your eyes are blessed with the excellent graphics that have become a trademark for Treasure's Genesis games. The whole game is filled with impossibly vibrant (64 colors? Are you sure?), diverse, strange lands, filled with oodles of effects�cand smiley faces. The game has the trappings of a whacked-out Kabuki theater – the characters are supposed to be puppets come to life – staffed by miniature musclemen, enveloping the disparate, abstract landscapes of the levels. (Note the scrolling red curtains in one of the stages that’s supposed to be lava, or the strings attached to much of the scenery.) All of the little things going on in the backgrounds are some of the best treats the game has to offer. Dynamite Headdy is filled with signs for Sega, Treasure, and even bits that advertise the game itself. They even routinely show off the stage number as part of the background. From miniature sumo wrestlers to technical delights like platforms that rotate convincingly on the Z-axis, forcing you to keep your balance, the game never stops surprising the player. Each level also has a number of secret areas and bonuses, the discoveries of which are tallied at the end of the stage. It's a small thing, but this encourages the player to explore everywhere to obtain a "perfect" game, which adds greatly to the replayability.

	Headdy himself is a fairly interesting and well-animated character, as well with a detached head floating above his body in a way similar to that of the limbs of Ubisoft's Rayman; so much so that Michel Ancel's creation is almost plagiarism. There are all kinds of funny little touches in Headdy's movements, such as his head-juggling idle animation, the goofy grin on his face when he's running, or the strangely angry expression when he sits still –  these all give him a life of his own. He's even accompanied by a female compatriot named Heather (Fingy in Japanese version), and aided by a strange flying angel which will point out boss weakpoints by yelling "TARGET!" in a digitized voice

	The enemy design is solid, if a bit scattershot, and the bosses are up to the pattern-heavy standard of excellence established with Gunstar Heroes. They come frequently, and are almost always pretty cool. A recurring foe is a cat/bear thing called Trouble Bruin (Maruyama in the Japanese version), who shows up with a variety of crazy contraptions to wreak havoc. The second boss is a gigantic toy dog, whom you fight while an orchestra plays "The Nutcracker" in the background. One of the coolest is a pseudo-homage to the second miniboss from the first stage of Gunstar Heroes (the block man on top of the pyramid). In Headdy, a wooden mannequin poses and moves in a way similar to the Gunstar Heroes foe. Here, though, he changes between several outfits that range from a Godzilla-esque dinosaur to a ballerina. It’s delightfully strange, and the battle itself is extremely well-designed and satisfying. Great stuff.
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	There's also a wacky secret ending if you beat all of the bonus stages – an odd variation on basketball – and remember the secret code. In this ending, you face off against the theater owner and a group of his thugs.

	Aurally, the game is about on par with McDonald's Treasure Land Adventure. The demented amusement park is in town here, though most of the melodies aren't as memorable. The music is arranged well and sounds great, but it just isn't very exciting, complementing the action and that's about it. The effects are also good, but the voices deserve special consideration. Voice samples are occasionally used in the game at various points and they’re all of surprisingly excellent quality. None of that tinny Genesis scratchiness is apparent, and they all have a slight reverb effect that’s quite cool.

	The World (American / European) version of the game is a bit different from the Japanese original, more so than most of the domestically released Treasure games. For starters, the Japanese version is quite a bit easier – the World version has bosses with tougher patterns that take more hits to kill. Also in both games, you need to earn continues by picking up the exploding objects that pour out of defeated bosses. However in the Japanese version, you start with two continues. The World version starts with zero.

	These changes are frustrating – Dynamite Headdy isn’t a short game, clocking in at nine stages, with several sub areas and numerous difficult boss fights. It's tough to restart the game from scratch, although thankfully a level select in both versions alleviates some annoyance. The original Japanese release had a nice balance. It was challenging but doable, much like Gunstar Heroes. Unfortunately, the changes to the World version do nothing more than increase frustration and minimize enjoyment. It’s not as bad as say, the Working Designs release of Silhouette Mirage, which messed significantly with the mechanics and balance, but it’s  definitely a negative, and may have also contributed to the game's less than Earth-shattering sales figures. Due to this fact alone, it's probably more worthwhile to grab the import.

	Additionally, the Japanese version has plenty of dialogue that appears before boss fights. Nearly all of this was removed from the World version. The ending is also drastically altered – in the World version, Headdy is simply hugged by his gal pal Heather, while the Japanese version adds quite a bit more. All of the levels have different names too, though they're written in English in both releases. The Japanese game has generic titles, but nearly all of the levels in the World version are puns based on the names of popular movies ("Toys n the Hood", "Terminate Her Too", "Stair Wars", "Fly Hard", "The Rocker Tier", "Illegal Weapon 3", "Fun Forgiven", and a host of other groaners.)

	Several characters and bosses were also changed. Trouble Bruin in the World version has an evil look on his face at all times, but his Japanese equivalent looks substantially cuter. Two other bosses were also given overhauls. In the Japanese version, you fight against a giant doll in Stage 2-1. This was changed into a massive robot for the World version. Later on, you fight a female Japanese dancer in Stage 7. This was also changed into a different robot in the World version, perhaps because it portrayed violence against female-ish characters. 

	Usually when one needs a Treasure fix, the likes of Gunstar Heroes, Guardian Heroes, or Radiant Silvergun, among others, tend to be better remembered over Dynamite Headdy. It’s unfortunate, because it’s a gem that is most definitely worth a playthrough for anyone who loves 2D side-scrolling platform games. It will keep you on your toes with its challenge, and all the little touches are more than enough reward for your perseverance.
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	In addition to the Genesis game, there are ports of Dynamite Headdy for the Game Gear and Sega Master System. Many times these 8-bit versions were identical to each other aside from differences in resolution due to the screen size. However, the SMS version is actually a moderately different title, and was only released in Brazil by Tec Toy. Most notably, the color palette has been altered and the visuals are quite a bit brighter. Oddly enough, the Game Gear version appears to be the original source, as the stage layouts are about the same.

	As for the games themselves, they’re both scaled-back, but still adequate conversions that offer a nice snapshot of what Headdy was all about. The levels have been truncated, with sections shortened or cut out entirely. The boss encounters have also been changed. In the second level of the Genesis game, Trouble Bruin/Maruyama begins to fight, but is instead squashed by a gigantic toy dog. In the SMS/GG version, you'll actually fight him without any interruptions. There are also far fewer heads to use in the SMS/GG version. The Game Gear version was released in all territories and can be had for a pittance due to most collectors' aversion to the portable system. The Master System game on the other hand, was only released in Brazil and carries a high price tag.

	Both 8-bit ports of Dynamite Headdy are hidden in the Sega Ages Vol. 25: Gunstar Heroes Treasure Box for the PS2. However, both of these ports, though reasonably close to the 16-bit original, are really just a curiosity at this point.

	Emulated versions of the Genesis release of Dynamite Headdy are included in Sonic's Ultimate Genesis Collection for Xbox 360 and PS3, as well as the Sega Genesis Classics for the PlayStation 4, Xbox One, and Switch, and was also released on Steam.
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	Light Crusader

	Original Release: 1995

	Platforms: GEN, WIN, WII

	Light Crusader is a dungeon exploration/spatial puzzle game. The closest thing to it on the Genesis would be Landstalker by Climax, but it feels more inspired by the sort of isometric action-puzzle games that were common on the ZX Spectrum and other European computers, like Knight Lore or Sabrewulf. Additionally, rather than plucking a whimsical realm from HAN’s Treasure-land for the game’s setting, it uses a grittier motif that would be more at home on the Amiga or IBM PC.  However, rather than being anime-tinged like Capcom’s Dungeons & Dragons arcade games, or even Vallejo-esque, the art is disappointingly amateurish. This sets the stage for a game that’s only kind of okay.

	Light Crusader actually begins promisingly, with the game’s title written in a cool font that appears to have been inspired by Roger Dean of Yes album cover fame. (As a side note, the first sword available for purchase in the town shop is called the “Relayer”, which was actually the original title for this game – it also shares the name of an excellent 1976 Yes album. Coincidence?) Upon starting a new game, the player is treated to a text introduction illustrated with shockingly poor stills, badly drawn in the aforementioned Western-influenced art style. This is followed by an oddly animated sequence showing the hero riding his horse through a forest, en route to the task at hand. Finally the hero is seen, in the game engine, at the foot of the King, who predictably asks for help.

	Upon accepting the challenge, the hero is off to glean the proper exposition from the incredibly inanimate NPCs peppered throughout the nondescript town. The player can also buy weapons and elemental magic for the journey ahead. Upon being clued in to the fact that the action can be found in the graveyard, the player must push some monuments around The Legend of Zelda-style and descend into the abyss.

	Graphically, Light Crusader is inconsistent. Despite any qualms with the art style, the characters look pretty decent in-game, if a bit anorexic. The backgrounds are also passable, though generic in a way that’s almost forgivable. The map and item screens are equally simplistic. On the plus side, these are at least legible and relatively user-friendly. The main character himself is well-animated too, though his movements are awkward. Apparently Treasure just doesn’t do “realistic” humans very well. The various baddies the player comes across in the single dungeon are okay as well, but none of them are overly interesting. Conversely, the bosses are drawn well and have the distinction of being some of the only designs that seem up to Treasure’s skill level. 
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	Another odd thing going on graphically is that some of the effects are polygonal in nature. Doors are flat-shaded polygon objects that open in 3D space. When the hero strikes a wall or kills certain enemies, the particle effects consist of a burst of tiny flashing triangles. While not completely appropriate in terms of the game’s aesthetic, they’re still pretty cool to look at. Also, to its credit, the game does a good job of implementing a real sense of depth and weight to the environments, though there’s a propensity for blind leaps of faith. This is due to the fact that the foreground objects don’t become transparent like they would in later games of this type on more powerful hardware. Accordingly, you can’t rotate the camera to alleviate this, either. Overall, the visuals, with the exception of the polygonal touches, are decidedly mediocre at best. Normally this wouldn’t be such a big deal, but when compared with any of the other games Treasure released for the system, this one doesn’t quite measure up.

	Regrettably, graphics aren’t the only issue with Light Crusader. Unlike most games of this type from this era, movement isn’t grid-based. The background is isometric, but all object sprites can be moved freely around the environment. When done well, this is a good thing, as precise, incremental movement in any direction is theoretically possible and just feels more natural. It just doesn’t quite work here, though, especially since you can push but can’t pull, and the objects also feel a bit too light. It’s impressive that they attempted physics on a 16-bit system, though.

	The lack of rigidly defined spaces in Light Crusader‘s environments make solving the various object puzzles, achieving comfortable success with the three-dimensional jumping, and engaging enemies in mortal combat an imprecise, frustrating, and frankly, annoying experience. The collision detection is extremely suspect as well, making it difficult to judge distances consistently. Add to this a weapon swing that’s nearly impossible to aim and you have a recipe for a headache. It just shouldn’t be that hard to attack something that’s right next to you. This causes many battles to devolve into an ambiguous game of hit and run.

	The issues continue to mount. It can be tough to know which door you’ve just unlocked, as there’s no indication of any change on the map. The elemental magic system also could have been interesting, but in practice it’s too arbitrary, as you won’t know what effect you’ll get until you’ve experimented with it. Like Gunstar Heroes, there are four elements – air, fire, earth, and water – and you can combine them to make specific spells. There are 15 different types altogether, ranging from attack to healing spells, but not all combinations are useful.

	On the bright side, at least the music is good. The tracks are context-sensitive in the dungeon, though thoroughly scripted, a rarity for the time. This works well to create suspense and fear. The compositions are also very different when compared to any of Treasure’s other efforts. The music employs a sparse, baroque- meets-ambient approach. The town music is a catchy fugue, for example, while dungeon music ranges from atmospheric to heart-pounding. Even with the fact that the item/map screen tune is basically stolen from “Silent Sorrow in Empty Boats” by Genesis, the sound is easily the most fully realized, and best, part of the game.

	Light Crusader certainly isn’t a terrible game, but in the company of the likes of Gunstar Heroes, Alien Soldier, or even Dynamite Headdy, it’s a misstep. As for the import versus the domestic release, the only differences appear to be the Japanese text and the superior, though still questionable, cover art. The American cover is laughably terrible. Despite its mediocrity, it’s worth checking out Light Crusader if you can get it for a good price. This is likely, considering that it’s relatively common for such a late release. If anything, the fact that this is the weakest Treasure game on their beloved Mega Drive makes it historically significant.

	Light Crusader isn’t the most frequent guest in Sega’s compilations, but it was included in the Sega Genesis Classic Collection Gold Edition for PC, and was also available on the Wii Virtual Console
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	Mischief Makers

	AKA: Yuke! Yuke! Trouble Makers (JP)

	Original Release: 1997

	Platforms: N64

	Treasure made a name for themselves with the Genesis title Gunstar Heroes, which took the action-shooter template from Contra and turned it on its head. Later, they took on the beat-em-up genre with their Saturn title Guardian Heroes. But while they had attempted to invade the mascot platformer field with their Genesis title Dynamite Headdy, their first attempt at a full blown, Nintendo-style Super Mario Bros.-type game was Mischief Makers. It's actually far closer in structure and function to Super Mario World or Yoshi's Island than any of Nintendo's efforts for their own 64-bit system, and does an admirable job at mimicking Nintendo-style games while possessing a flair of its own.

	Mischief Makers focuses on a crazy scientist named Professor Theo and his robot maid, the Ultra InterGalactic-Cybot G, Marina Liteyears. They've just landed on the planet Clancer, which is inhabited by a strange looking race, also called Clancers. Practically everything on this planet – creatures, floors, structures, etc – consist of the same face, designed to look after a particular type of Japanese Haniwa statue (similar to the famous cactuars from Final Fantasy). It's an interesting look, but it doesn't quite cross the cultural gap, looking more creepy than endearing – it's actually a bit closer to the classic Halloween mask made infamous by Wes Craven's Scream franchise of horror movies. Despite their unintentionally creepy appearance, the Clancers are generally friendly, but they're also pretty naive and often manipulated by more sinister forces. As such, there's a mysterious group in the Evil Empire controlling a faction of the Clancer, and they're off to make lives miserable for Marina and her professor pal. You see, the professor has a nasty habit of getting kidnapped – he's not terribly bright – and it's up to Marina to dig him out of whatever trouble he's gotten himself into.
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	The story sets this game apart from its 16-bit forebears – the dialogue in games like Gunstar Heroes and Dynamite Headdy was sparse, leaving character personalities to be communicated largely through pantomime. There’s much more written text in Mischief Makers though, and a lot of it is incredibly silly, owing to the ridiculous cast of characters Treasure has filled the game with. Tutorial messages are communicated by members of a Clancer village, explaining the controls but also telling Marina not to do them, due to her presence being kind of a nuisance. A recurring enemy is Calina, an enemy Clancer who dresses up like Marina (poorly) and attempts to cause trouble. Outside of the Evil Emperor, there are three main foes, part of a squad called the Beastector. Lunar is a werewolf, Taurus is a gorilla, and Merco is a falcon, though he looks more like if you took the bird hero from Alien Soldier and plunked his head on one of the armored guys from Guardian Heroes. They look menacing, but even their encounters are humorously undercut, like when Marina and Lunar both fight in the snow and appear to be fending off colds.

	Mechanically, Mischief Makers is rather unusual, even more so than Treasure’s previous games. The directional pad controls Marina, while the A button is used to jump and the B button grabs objects. In Gunstar Heroes, you could pick up practically any enemy and chuck them at your foes; similarly, you could grab bombs in mid-air and chuck them back. Mischief Makers takes this concept several steps further. Like most Nintendo-style platformers, there are no direct attacks – rather, you can pick up enemies or items and toss them to knock down anything in your way. This extends to more than just bad guys – you can grab bombs, ninja shurikens, missiles, boomerangs, or pretty much anything else they'll toss at you, and just lob it right back at them. You can also shake anything you've grabbed, usually robbing enemies of gems or other goodies.

	Being that Marina is a robot, she's equipped with a pair of jets in her shoes. Using the C buttons, you can propel yourself in any of the four cardinal directions. Although you can't exactly fly, you can use this function to hover, or to extend the length of your jumps. You can also double tap the directional pad to activate the boosters, but the C buttons are usually easier to use. Additionally, each level typically has a number of floating circular heads which can be latched on to. Most of the platforming challenges involve leaping from head to head, which is trickier than it sounds. You can also tug on these when you've grabbed onto them – sometimes these act as triggers, opening up hidden passages, but in other cases the heads will be traveling along linear tracks, and pulling them will hop between the lines. The controls take a bit of getting used to, and you might end up flinging yourself in the wrong direction, or missing the timing when grabbing onto heads, but it's pretty fun once you get adjusted.

	The levels are neither involved nor as expansive as anything in Super Mario World – some are actually pretty short – but there's a remarkable amount of variety between the five worlds and 52 levels. A few stages are little more than town segments, where you talk to the friendly Clancers and learn helpful hints or background information. Some are straightforward action sequences, where you just need to barrel over hordes of foes to survive. Still others are more focused on tight platforming. One stage forces you forward as the floor explodes beneath you. Another is a huge tower that tilts the entire screen back and forth, in an almost impressively nauseating fashion. A number even feature simplistic puzzles to solve.
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	One stage has Marina balancing on the back of a missile, requiring you to shift your weight to navigate it through narrow corridors. Another consists entirely of Track and Field-style events, like button-mashing 100 meter dashes and long jumps. A recurring character is a Clancer child named Teran, whom you get to control for two stages and has a completely different set of moves than Marina. (He can quadruple jump and ride a tricycle�cbut not much else.)

	Each level is also filled with red gems. Unlike most platformers of this type, Marina actually has a huge health meter – you simply lose a bit of health and need to restart a given section if you fall into a pit – but only one life. As long as you have enough gems, you can continue, which starts you at the beginning of the stage. This mechanic doesn't entirely make sense, considering that the game saves your progress after every level anyway, so it's completely unnecessary to have to keep track of “lives”. 

	At any rate, you can head straight for a level exit if you wish, but the real goal of each stage is to find the single hidden yellow gem, which usually requires a bit of searching. The number of yellow gems determines how much of the ending you can view. Seriously, there's a literal counter at the bottom of the screen that ticks down based on how many you've found, and when it hits zero, it ends the game, requiring you to revisit previous levels to find more. If you unlock the true ending, you can see Marina in human form, either as a child or as a full-grown woman, depending on the age you set in your profile. Finding some of these can be a real hassle, especially in the boss stages – you usually need to beat them without getting hit, and given the imprecise nature of the controls, this can be frustrating.

	That's mostly a minor aggravation, though, as fights are generally pretty impressive, as per usual Treasure standard. Most of the mini-bosses are fairly simple – watch for the targets that indicate their weakness, grab them at the right moment, and slam them right into the floor. However, the boss encounters at the end of each world are significantly more advanced. In the first real fight, you face off against a gigantic dragon in a sea of lava, along with his significantly smaller pal, who floats (mostly) harmlessly in the sky. At first, you realize that you need to wait for the big guy to punch you, grab his fist, and send it flying straight back into its chin. However, try this a few times and the junior lizard floats by and heals him. Determined not to let this get you down, you instead need to grab the fists as they fly and toss them at the floating guy. Soon he'll begin tossing lightning bolts at you, which makes the whole process more difficult, but once he's out of the picture, the big dragon gets angry and tries to fake you out, again changing up the strategy of the fight.

	In another boss battle, you're riding on the back of a tiny little cat, being chased by Lunar, who’s riding a motorcycle. To beat him, you need to grab one of his missiles, shake it to make it more powerful, then toss it back. Eventually he'll drop his machine gun, at which point you need to grab him and carefully aim at his weak point, all while he's dashing across the screen. In true cinematic fashion, the screen zooms out like a fighting game to show off the whole playing field, which looks really cool.

	Indeed, the Nintendo 64 was an odd choice of platform, seeing as how almost everything is sprite- based, with polygonal graphics only used for a few select levels, like the tilting tower. The sprites are computer-rendered, which feels a bit dated now, but the rest of the visuals are pretty decent. Although most of the stages throughout a given world use the same tilesets, most take places at different times of day, so the majority of the outdoor levels feel relatively unique. The parallax scrolling on the ground is also pretty impressive, so the game looks quite a bit better than your average 16-bit title, although perhaps not as phenomenal as something like Symphony of the Night, or even Treasure's own Guardian Heroes.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	The bosses are undoubtedly the coolest part, though. Like Treasure's Genesis games, most of these actually consist of several sprites that are independently animated to create one single, huge enemy. The Nintendo 64 is a much more powerful machine than the Genesis, and the individual sprites here are much more detailed than the simplistic balls or blocks used in Gunstar Heroes and the like. The music is also extremely distinctive and quite catchy, definitely one of NON's best works since Gunstar Heroes. The voice clips, dubbed in English in the American version, are generally pretty amusing (like the beleaguered cry "HELP ME MARINA!!!" when the professor is in trouble, or the ubiquitous "SHAKE SHAKE!" when Marina rattles something she's grabbed.) The official soundtrack CD even has a vocal version of the theme song, which is insanely catchy.

	In closing, the passing of time hasn’t been particularly kind to the Nintendo 64. While its competitors had a number of 2D games that have aged gracefully over the years, a huge amount of the titles on Nintendo’s 64-bit system relied upon blurry, choppy 3D, with only a handful of Nintendo's own titles still holding up today. In that respect, Mischief Makers is one of the scant few games that resides within a league of its own, and still remains one of the must-own experiences for the system. It's also one of the few third-party games that actually does a damn good job at matching Nintendo's own style of platforming finesse, though sadly it remains exclusive to the N64.
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	Silhouette Mirage

	Original Release: 1997

	Platforms: SAT, PS1

	

	When it comes to genre pieces, Treasure almost always seems to take the fundamentals and inject some sort of crazy mechanic that sets it apart from its competitors. Case in point: Silhouette Mirage, originally released for the Saturn, then ported to the PlayStation in 1998. It’s a side-scrolling action game that’s part platformer, part shooter, and part beat-em-up, with a number of unique twists that make it completely unlike anything out there.

	Silhouette Mirage stars a little girl named Shyna Nera Shyna. Despite her cutesy demeanor, Shyna is actually the Messenger of Justice, a being created to bring balance to the world. Sadly, the world isn’t exactly in the greatest of shape – a psychotic computer system called Edo has attacked the entire planet, leading to a war between two factions, dubbed Silhouette and Mirage. Shyna is awakened from her hypersleep in the middle of this chaos, and needs to hunt down the Edo system before the two wipe each other from existence.

	The first level boss, Bug, actually mistakes Shyna for the “Messenger of Destruction” and attacks. After realizing his error, he joins Shyna on her quest, transporting her between stages. He has a pretty odd speech pattern and acts like a stammering weirdo. Throughout the adventure they’ll also encounter Zohar, who, along with Shyna, is one of the few beings that also possesses both Silhouette and Mirage characteristics, and can switch between the two at any time. However in doing so, they also changes genders – the male is Mirage and called Metatron while the female is Silhouette and called Sandalphon. They also seems to be able to bend time and space through the use of complex mathematical formulas.

	The big catch with this game is that almost every enemy is classified as either a Silhouette (blue) or Mirage (red). Shyna, on the other hand, is both. When looking in one direction, she’ll have Silhouette properties, but by facing the other way, she’ll change to a Mirage. By default, she’s Mirage when facing right and Silhouette when facing left, but you can switch these at any time at the expense of some Spirit power.

	Similarly, each character – both Shyna and enemies – have two meters: the standard life meter and a Spirit meter. The Spirit meter determines the strength of attacks. When Shyna’s spirit is low, her magic is pretty weak – however, if the enemy runs low on Spirit, their attacks will also be weakened, and potentially nullified.

	Here’s when it gets a little strange – if you attack Silhouette enemies when Shyna is a Mirage, you’ll damage them and cause them to lose health. However, if you attack Silhouette enemies as a Silhouette, you’ll only drain their Spirit. This means that you need to approach every enemy from a specific angle in order to actually kill them. Of course, the same properties also apply to Shyna – if she’s a Mirage and gets hit by a Mirage attack, she’ll only lose spirit instead of health. It creates a weird dichotomy – do you want to attack foes head-on and risk damage, or jump to the other side, drain their spirit until they’re practically defenseless, and then leap back and kill them? It’s a lot of fun to slowly incapacitate your enemies and watch as they fruitlessly try to launch an offensive, only for their efforts to spectacularly fail.
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	There are some melee attacks too, like the ability to slide or toss enemies. Shyna, while a bit on the slow side, can also triple-jump, so her movement is pretty versatile. Your shots automatically aim towards enemies too. So as long as you’re facing the right direction, you’ll probably hit your targets. This is similar to the Genesis game Alisia Dragoon – it took awhile to get used to there, and it’s still a bit odd here. The camera also zooms in and out of the action when there’s a lot of stuff going on – a typical feature in many fighting games, but pretty unique in a sidescroller.

	All of Shyna’s weapons are technically cuddly little creatures called Parasites. You begin with only the Surosa Parasite at the weakest level, which is a standard rapid-firing weapon. As you progress through the game, you can purchase six others – one, Priday, acts as a boomerang. Another, Grattoni, is a powerful laser beam, while Angara explodes on contact. (The names are modified versions of the seven deadly sins, strangely enough.) There are six strength levels to each Parasite, and you get access to more powerful versions in later levels. However, you can find fully powered-up versions in special hidden shops if you keep your eyes peeled.

	Alas, the shopkeepers – silly rabbit creatures with a hand cart – need to pay the rent, so you have to find money to get any of the other Parasites. Killing enemies will grant you a small amount of cash, but it’s much more useful to grab a few and beat the currnecy out of them – this mugging technique is known as the “Cash Bash”. While you can blast straight through each stage killing things indiscriminately, it’s much more effective to Cash Bash everything first before disposing of them. The game is also notoriously cheap with doling out health restoratives, so you also need to ration some money to purchase healing items.

	This leads to the biggest problem with Silhouette Mirage – the pacing just feels incredibly off. Having to constantly reorient yourself so your attacks will damage foes, along with all of the required Cash Bashing, makes for a curiously slow-going experience, a huge contrast to the run-and-gun action of most Treasure games. Worse still, the level designs are generally rather pedestrian.

	Like most Treasure titles, though, the real strength lies in the boss battles. There are a number of wacky boss characters, including an anthropomorphic fish with a punk rock hairdo, and a gigantic flying fish with the head of a little girl and the mentality to match. Another is a gigantic revolver which shoots different colored enemies. As it reloads, you see their colors as they jump into the bullet chamber, so you need to remember their order so you can defend appropriately. In another fight, you’re riding on top of a limousine as it careens through a city while its driver – a gigantic misanthrope wearing a Jason-like hockey mask – bursts through the ceiling and tries to throw you off. At one point you fight a loud samurai lizard against the backdrop of a city. The noise of the resulting brawl causes the residents of the neighboring apartment to start yelling and tossing bits of debris to get the both of you to shut the hell up. Wacky stuff.

	Another foe sits in the background, drinking soup from a giant bowl in the middle of the screen. He’s Silhouette-class, so all of the enemies toss in red vegetables – every time he sucks in the soup, he gains spirit power and unleashes a powerful attack. However, all of the enemies are Mirages, so you need to knock them into the soup, slowly changing the broth from red to blue, so it actually damages the enemy when he drinks. These fights are pretty clever, and highlight the strengths of this unique system.

	The continuing structure is a wee bit outdated – Shyna only has a single life, but you can continue where you left off a number of times. However, once you run out of continues, you need to start from scratch. The game gives you dozens of opportunities to save – usually after each level segment, which is accompanied by annoying load times, especially long ones in the PlayStation version – forcing you to ration continues throughout the entire game. Considering the save system, it would’ve made sense to just drop the credits completely and restart you at the beginning of the stage when you die. The problem is that so many of the later boss battles are difficult to beat in a single life. This turns them into a huge battle of attrition. The game’s not terribly long – it can be beaten in a bit over an hour – but all of this makes the whole ordeal come off as poorly balanced. At least there are multiple endings to see, depending on your victories and choices in the final stages.
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	Silhouette Mirage was initially released on the Saturn, but was ported to the PlayStation shortly thereafter. The differences between the versions are minimal – the Saturn game has extra background layers and various other details in certain stages that are missing from the PlayStation version, but that’s about the only major change. To make up for this, there’s an extra boss fight – the Reaper – at the end, as well as an additional ending for beating it. Considering how badly a lot of other ports got butchered back in the 32-bit era – especially 2D games for the PlayStation – Silhouette Mirage turned out pretty darn well.

	The English localization is another story, however. This was handled by Working Designs, a company that was known to tinker with gameplay elements, usually to make them more difficult. They really went overboard with this one, though. It wasn’t an accident either, like the way Exile: Wicked Phenomenon was made almost unplayable by a glitch, but rather deliberate mechanical changes.

	Here, the very essence of the power-draining mechanics have changed. Previously, you could use any of the weapons as much as you wanted. Now, all weapons drain spirit power as you use them. To make up for this, when you attack enemies with the same class, you replenish your own Spirit meter in addition to depleting theirs. This is actually really useful in certain boss battles when your spirit is depleted, since you can just suck the strength back out of them. Additionally, some of the weapons in the Japanese version were pretty unbalanced, and this seems to be a way to keep players from abusing the more powerful ones.

	Ultimately, however, the revisions do more harm than good, primarily because most of the weapons drain way too much power to be useful. It also pretty much forces you to drain every enemy before killing them, and potentially you can expend more energy than you replenish. It also forces you to use the weakest weapons in most cases, since that usually expends the least amount of Spirit. Quite simply, the game is already complicated enough through dealing with the different classes – keeping track of ammo conservation just isn’t fun.

	Furthermore, Working Designs upped the difficulty by increasing the damage inflicted by enemies, as well as making all of the items in the shops more expensive. The latter solves nothing – having to stop and Cash Bash enemies to be able to afford upgraded weapons and health replenishments was already somewhat tedious in the Japanese release, but this just makes everything worse.

	That’s not to say they screwed up everything. The opening anime was re-encoded to look nicer, and there are now pictures on the loading screens, so it doesn’t look quite as barren. Additionally, the game now keeps track of how many endings you’ve obtained, and opens up an option menu once you’ve cleared all of the paths. Granted, this is pretty much the same option screen that was accessible with a code in the Saturn version – how does it make sense to enable the “Super Easy” mode only after you’ve beaten the game five times? There’s also an extra two-player minigame where you can control Shyna or Zohar in a dual to the death, plus a little bonus in the ending credits sequence where you can control the characters that bounce around. Some of this is superficial, but they’re nice bonuses overall.
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	Beyond gameplay adjustments, the in-game text has also been reworked, as well. Working Designs’ translations usually take great liberty with the source material, and Silhouette Mirage is no different. Despite the doom-and-gloom overtones of the plot, it’s a very light hearted, silly game, and the wacky jokes and speech patterns are appropriate in this context. All of the voices have been translated into English, with some amusing choices – the punk rocker fish in the first stage has been given an Australian accent, and the samurai dude from the second level has been given a stereotypical Japanese-Engrish manner of speech. Some of Shyna’s voice clips (like when she yells “Reflector!”) are intensely loud and grating, but they weren’t much better in the Japanese version anyway.

	In short, Silhouette Mirage sounds brilliant on paper, but doesn’t quite work out in practice. The controls are a bit on the sluggish side, most of the weapons are awkward to use, and the jumping back and forth between polarities mixed with Cash Bashing makes everything feel exceedingly tedious. The game has some fantastic boss fights, loads of personality, and it’s definitely still a fun experience – it’s just that it wants to be more brilliant than it actually is, and ends up suffering for that lofty ambition in the end.

	Regardless, it’s an interesting experiment in game design, and some of the ideas were carried over to Treasure’s later shoot-em-up Ikaruga, to greater effect.
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	Radiant Silvergun

	Original Release: 1998

	Platforms: ARC, SAT, X360

	 

	Treasure gained quite a bit of popularity with fans due to several factors. Their adherence to old school conventions, combined with innovative mechanics, explosive action, and an amusing sense of humor, all added up into a winning style. For the most part, they produced side-scrolling action platformers or beat-em-ups – it wasn’t until six years after their foundation that they created their first real shoot-em-up, Radiant Silvergun. It may have been beginners luck, or it may just have been the collective culmination of years of brilliant video game development experience, but this initial outing in the genre outclassed most of the company’s previous titles, and even eclipsed most shooters from other developers. It’s one of the few shooters that can actually be qualified as “epic” through its ambitious storyline, wondrous presentation, and tightly paced level and boss design.

	Radiant Silvergun is an overhead shooter where you have three primary weapons, with each assigned to a primary button. The A button shoots standard, forward- firing projectiles, the kind that you’ll probably be using most of the game. The B button fires homing shots which are versatile, but weak. The C button, in turn, emits two lasers at a wide angle, which explode on contact. This is the most powerful of the weapons, but also the most awkward to use.

	Pressing each of the buttons together will attack with a different weapon. B and C will activate a close-range targeting system, launching missiles at anything that comes near. This is useful for firing at enemies behind barriers or finding hidden objects. A and B together will activate another targeting system, which fires two lines from the front of your ship – if they hit an enemy, it will lock on and electrocute them until they either explode or fall out of your range. The A and C weapon is much simpler – it simply acts as a variation of the standard A weapon except it shoots from the ship’s rear, allowing you to attack enemies from behind. Not all of the weapons are perfectly balanced, though. You’ll find yourself using certain ones more often than others – but there’s rarely a wrong way to approach a situation, offering a refreshing amount of freedom.
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	The most interesting weapon – though perhaps not always the most useful – is your Radiant Sword, activated by pressing all three buttons simultaneously. It’ll swipe around your ship in a circle, but if you hold down the buttons, it remains brandished and can be swiped around by moving. It isn’t easy to wield, but it is efficient, especially if you feel daring enough to sit right in front of a boss’ face, dealing continuous damage as long as it’s drawn. The sword has a secondary function, however – certain enemies will spit out slow- moving purple bullets, which can be absorbed by the sword attack. Once you gather enough, you’ll become super-charged and can execute a special attack, calling upon two gigantic blades to crush everything in front of you�cand rendering you temporarily invulnerable in the process.

	This is actually extremely important to note – many overhead shoot-em-ups grant you a number of screen-clearing bombs at the beginning of each new life. It’s essentially a free pass whispering that, hey, we know that we can toss everything and the kitchen sink at you, and sometimes it can feel impossibly overwhelming, so here’s a “get out of jail free” card to use at your leisure. In some ways, Radiant Silvergun isn’t so charitable – you need to earn your super attacks, and even then, only when the game allows you. 

	The key to this is that Radiant Silvergun never really puts you into overwhelming situations to begin with. It’s a difficult game – a requirement for any great shoot-em-up – and it has no problem flooding the screen with enemies, bullets, lasers, flames, and whatnot. At the same time, though, it’s meticulously paced in a way that, despite its difficulty, is almost always fair. Some shoot-em-ups scroll so quickly that you’re dead and resurrected before you even know what killed you. Here, you’ll always see what killed you and know what you did wrong. In some ways, it’s reminiscent of methodical shooters like R-Type, though the instant resurrection of Treasure’s game makes the proceedings feel much less like trial and error.

	The relaxed pace of Radiant Silvergun is arguably one of its biggest shortcomings. A whole playthrough takes roughly an hour, and it’s in no rush to get to its conclusion. The screen scrolls slowly, enemies casually saunter into view, fire their bullets, and stroll away just as effortlessly. Even your ship is a bit on the sluggish side. Although it lacks the frantic pace of more chaotic shooters, it still forces you to weave through corridors of deadly enemy fire. In this case, a need for twitch skill is replaced with pure, unwavering intensity, which is almost more exciting in a way.

	To complement its design, Radiant Silvergun has an intriguing scoring system dictating which enemies you should destroy. Each can be classified as one of three colors – red, blue, or yellow. If you manage to kill three foes in a row of the same color, you’ll get a scoring bonus. Kill another set of the same color, and the bonus increases. Soon it goes up and up and up, yielding enormous scores. It’s a strange thing, playing a shoot-em-up where avoiding two-thirds of the enemy populace is the best way to win big.
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	Silvergun further differentiates itself from other shooters in that its scoring system actually has a huge impact on the game itself, beyond just earning extra lives and crawling up the leaderboard. There are no standard power-ups to be found. Instead, each of your three weapons is upgraded by your score, depending on which weapons you use to wrack up the combos. Your power level stays upgraded throughout the entire game, too, even when you die or continue. There are other ways to boost your score, as well. All of the bosses consist of multiple segments that can be damaged and destroyed independently. You can take down its weak spot for a quick kill, but you get a huge destruction bonus if you dismantle it completely first. If you play the scoring game poorly, you’ll end up fighting the final areas with an underpowered arsenal. Play it well, and you can tear through foes like the proverbial warm knife through butter. As such, there’s no throwaway situation – every enemy you kill is an investment in your future.

	Visually, the color palette is a bit on the drab side, consisting of sepias and browns and largely repetitive scenery. Through most of the game, you’re flying straight over 2D scenery, but occasionally your boosters kick in and you soar into the sky, as the horizon tilts and the ground races beneath you, utilizing 3D polygon effects. It’s a huge contrast when the game injects some amphetamines and kicks itself into high gear, as your ship begins scaling an infinitely tall building or dives into underground sewers. Ever since the Genesis days, Treasure has been the master of taking a 2D world and making it feel three-dimensional, and they do it just as fantastically with Radiant Silvergun.

	All of this is accompanied by Hitoshi Sakimoto’s fantastically dramatic soundtrack. This composer is usually known for RPGs and strategy games, although he wrote music for shooters like Shippu Mahou Daisakusen and Soukyugurentai earlier in his career. Overall, the OST for Radiant Silvergun feels similar to his work on Final Fantasy Tactics – also known as one of the best video game scores in existence – featuring strong synth orchestrations, heavy use of trumpets, violins, pounding drums, and even ringing bells. It’s such a huge change from the typical shoot-em-up score that it lends a very original feel to a game that’s already pretty unique, even though it’s pretty typical of Sakimoto’s other works. If there’s any downfall, it’s that it tends to get a bit too repetitive. The game is pretty long, and there are only a handful of themes. And per Sakimoto’s usual style, there’s a strong motif that’s repeated through many of the tracks, which does make it feel a bit unvaried.

	Beyond just the graphic design and music, Silvergun oozes its own style. Each boss battle begins with an extremely cool looking “WARNING” animation, complete with ominous sirens and the now-famous line “NO REFUGE”, before rattling off its name and a number of “Be Attitudes”, some nonsense Engrish phrases that attempt to give you advice on how to handle your assailant. Although the battles themselves are nearly all brilliantly designed, most of the bosses lack the type of personality found in other Treasure games. Unlike most of the enemies, which are sprites, the bosses are nearly all polygon models, and do tend to look a bit generic. 

	A highlight is one particularly cool boss fight where, for reasons that aren’t entirely explained, the entire screen turns into wireframes, complete with blippy sound effects mimicking old computer games. In the final stage, everything culminates in what is possibly the most incredible boss in a shoot-em-up – an assault against a being called Xiga. This is a gigantic humanoid with superathletic strength and dexterity, being able to run across the neverending landscape, leap, and pound on your ship, all while the world is swirling around chaotically. The enemy takes on several forms, the last of which reveals the shining crystal that appears after each boss battle. You can’t attack during these final moments, instead needing to stay alive for 60 seconds, dodging curtains of fire before you can witness the ending.

	Radiant Silvergun saw release both in the arcades and on the Sega Saturn. The arcade game is pretty straightforward, without any story segments. As such, the flow of events seems a bit odd and nonsensical. The game actually begins on Stage 3 – at the end of this level, you can pick to tackle either Stage 2 or 4. The game continues all the way up until Stage 6, before being cryptically flung to Stage 1 to fight the final battle.

	With the Saturn Mode, we learn that the stages are actually numbered chronologically. Stage 3 is the beginning of the story, but Stage 2 is a flashback detailing earlier events, while Stages 4, 5, and 6 continue in order. At the end of Stage 6, you’re flung back in time to the beginning of creation – Stage 1 in the game’s convoluted timeline.
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	This all makes much more sense in the Saturn version, which includes a fully fleshed-out story mode. While a number of shooters, like R-Type and Gradius, have fairly detailed backstories, they rarely manifest themselves in the actual game. Radiant Silvergun actually has a pretty intricate plot, one that’s surprisingly dark for having such a bright, purposefully stereotypical cast of characters. These include Buster, the cool-headed pilot of the red Silvergun (player one); Reana, the light-hearted and ditzy pilot of the blue Silvergun (player two); Gai, the hot-headed son of the commander and pilot of the yellow Silvergun, which can’t be controlled by the player (you spend a good chunk of the game getting him out of trouble after he blasts off without you); Tengai, an old man and captain of the Terra; Chief Igarashi, the commander of the Earth’s military forces; and Creator Type ID 00104, a robot found by the crew, who seems to be connected to this mess somehow.

	The opening cutscene begins with a conversation between the army and the starship Tetra, which is hovering outside of Earth’s orbit. During an archaeological dig, the scientists of planet Earth unearthed a giant crystal. Buried with it is a Creator robot bearing the same serial number as the Silvergun’s resident mechanoid. They shrug this off as being impossible. A short time later, the crystal goes haywire and begins summoning hordes of enemies to attack the earth. The Silvergun fleet, the only human vessels not caught under attack, reenters the atmosphere and attempts to save the dying remnants of the planet from extinction. The rest of the story is told through character portraits and voiceovers, along with another FMV animation piece at the end.

	Although the first part of the opening is fairly comical, especially with the goofy character designs courtesy of Treasure mainstay character designer HAN, it quickly takes a turn for the serious, with all of the apocalyptic threats and such. It’s pretty clear that the developers were influenced by the seminal anime Neon Genesis Evangelion when developing the plot, both from the second segment of the intro – wherein a panicked control room attempts to respond to an overwhelming menace – and the similarly downtrodden ending. The crystal seen harassing you throughout the game is, more or less, God, and He’s pissed. At the end of the game, you’re warped back in time, before the dawn of humanity, and your ships crash onto the barren Earth. The two heroes, the pilots of the Silverguns, and the last remaining humans, have perished. The Creator robot endures, though. He then uses the DNA from his fallen compatriots, cloning them and beginning humanity anew. This brings the entire storyline into a full, eternal loop. It’s truly remarkable to see a shoot-em-up containing such a weighty premise.

	In addition to all of the story segments, there are a few big changes to the regular Story mode. For starters, you need to play through both Stages 2 and 4 – you can’t just pick one like the arcade version. There are also five new boss battles. The arcade version had hidden “dogs” you could collect for bonus points, but the Saturn Mode adds some extra ones, as well as a status screen where you can view your total collection. Perhaps most importantly, however, your weapon power is saved every time you play. That means if you get your weapons up to Level 8, then die and start over, you’ll begin the game anew with Level 8 weapons. In this fashion, you can continue to replay the game and upgrade your weapons to max via continual playthroughs. 

	On one hand, this is almost a genius tactic – the level-building makes the game feel like an RPG encapsulated in a shooter, perhaps the only game that’s structured in this manner. With repeated plays, not only will you gain the wisdom and experience that comes with memorizing the levels, but you also get a more powerful ship, which in turn builds up strength faster as you master the chaining mechanics. You also get an extra credit with each hour of play – although you only start with three continues (and up to nine lives). You’ll eventually be able to see the end of the game if you devote enough time to it. On the downside, the level-building experience is really only effective during the initial playthrough. If you come back to it years later, only to find that your Saturn’s memory is wiped, the grind to regain your lost progress can be rather enervating.

	Radiant Silvergun saw a retail release in Japan, but its popularity saw the price skyrocket after the initial run disappeared from the marketplace. Due to this, copies often went in excess of $150. That is, until 2011, when Treasure ported it to the Xbox 360 on the Xbox Live Marketplace. They most likely did this due to the success of their port of Ikaruga, which had been released three years before. There are a handful of graphical upgrades here, such as true transparencies rather than meshes, some lighting effects, and some texture filtering, but it still very much looks like a Saturn game. You can disable each of these individually, too,  if you want a more authentic experience. The intro video is now a much higher quality as well, and all of the dialogue is left in Japanese with English subtitles. Naturally, this makes following the story during the level intro narrations somewhat difficult.
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	The screen is still 4:3, with customizable borders breaking down the weapon combinations. Both the Original and Saturn (now called Story) modes are included here, with the ability to save replays and upload leaderboard scores. In Original Mode, you can still set up to nine lives and you gain an extra credit for every hour you play, much like the Saturn release. However in the Story Mode, you can’t continue at all and receive a mere three lives at the beginning, and only get one more life for every hour played. One of the game’s greatest boons is that the Story/Saturn Mode was more acclimated to home play, and eventually made itself approachable to lesser skilled players after enough time was put into it. This is no longer the case. There are ways around it – the timer counts even when it’s paused, so technically you can leave your 360 on for a whole day and find yourself with substantially more lives, but the change shouldn’t have been made in the first place.

	There’s also a new “Ikaruga” chaining method, unlocked if you have an Achievement for the XBLA version of Ikaruga attached to your gamertag (which requires either buying the game or transporting your account to a system that does and playing it there). In this mode, you’re allowed to switch colors between every three enemies instead of sticking with the same one throughout the entire combo. This is the best addition to the port, and it almost feels like certain areas of the game were designed with this system in mind in the first place. The score values have been adjusted down a bit to compensate, as well.

	There are a few details that are missing, like the option to enable a visible hitbox and the screen that kept track of individual stats (and hidden dogs), but outside of the minor changes to the Story Mode, this is an excellent port, and it’s fantastic that such a long sought-after game is now easily accessible.
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	Ikaruga

	Original Release: 2001

	Platforms: ARC, DC, GC, X360, WIN, NSW, PS4

	A commonly asked question is: is Ikaruga the sequel to Radiant Silvergun? It’s a pretty tough question to answer, because while its work-in-progress name was "Project RS2", the final product was a significantly different game from the arcade/Saturn classic. In the following years, Treasure created a few sequels to their franchises, such as the jump from Guardian Heroes to Guardian Heroes Advance, or Bangai-O to Bangai-O Spirits. These sequels aren’t merely extensions of the original games, but drastic evolutions of game mechanics, with very different attitudes towards pacing and freedom. From this perspective, Ikaruga is very much the successor to Radiant Silvergun. It features a similar graphic style, although the upgrade to the Naomi from the ST-V leads to much prettier 3D graphics. It also features chaining mechanics similar to Silvergun, with each enemy having a unique color. Finally, they both focus on hugely epic, intricate boss battles.

	Having said that, Ikaruga is a much more concentrated game than Silvergun ever was. For starters, Ikaruga has only five stages, and can be completed in roughly 20 minutes. There are just five real bosses too, compared to the 20 or so in Silvergun. It's approximately a third of the length of its predecessor, but in reducing the scope, it creates a much more focused and engrossing experience. It also whittles the arsenal down to just two choices. Your primary weapon is a standard, rapid-firing laser. There’s also a special homing attack limited by your power gauge. That's all you get. Your main weapon cannot be powered up at all, although your homing attacks are made stronger depending on your power gauge. There aren’t any real story sequences either, and no RPG elements at all. Further, Silvergun was a bit slow-paced and deliberate, whereas Ikaruga kicks up the speed considerably.
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	In terms of gameplay, the primary mechanic borrows a bit from Treasure's side-scrolling platformer, Silhouette Mirage. Your ship and all enemies fall into one of two classifications: black or white. (The title of the game, as well as the ship, is named after a specimen of mottled dove, which is both black and white.) For example, if your ship is black, then it can absorb all bullets fired by black enemies, but can still be killed by white projectiles. However, your attack strength is doubled against white foes. The opposite is true, of course – while your ship is white, you're practically invincible to white attacks, and can heavily damage black foes. You can switch polarities at anytime, and determining which color is best for each situation is completely up to the player. It's a beautiful system of risk and reward integrated into the very core of the action.

	Now, back in Silhouette Mirage, getting hit by the same color of shot drained your power meter. In Ikaruga, it actually replenishes it, which gives you incentive to charge head-first into enemy fire. There's an additional feature on Normal difficulty and above, too. If you destroy an enemy of the same attribute, they'll fire a few scatter shots right as they explode. This allows you to power up your special meter faster, but can also cause havoc if you want to switch colors, as it leaves you quite vulnerable. It works better here than it ever did in the previous example, mostly due to the overhead perspective – Silhouette required the character to turn around and approach enemies at different angles to take advantage of the system, but in Ikaruga, all you need to do is hit a button.

	Capcom's Bionic Commando (the NES version) is one of the most genius platformers ever made, primarily because it removed your ability to jump. Without one of the most primary gaming functions, you need to approach every single situation from a different angle, all while relearning its most basic functions. Ikaruga is a bit similar in that respect – nearly every single other shooter out there has taught us to dodge bullets, yet Ikaruga encourages you to blaze ahead into enemy fire. Certain enemies shoot out hugely powerful lasers beams, but if you're the same color, you merely get pushed to the side and harmlessly absorb its strength. The practice of having years of video gaming experience deprogrammed and reinitialized takes several stages. At first there’s confusion, then perhaps anger and frustration, before moving onto acceptance, and then perhaps, acknowledgment of its brilliance. Much like a certain small segment of the hardcore shooter base complained that Radiant Silvergun was too slow and over complicated – understandable in the context of quick-play arcade games – Ikaruga tends to get criticized because it feels less like a shooter and more like a puzzle game. And yet this ability to break boundaries is precisely why Ikaruga sits high above the rest of its genre, transcending from simply being a fantastic shooter to a fantastic video game.

	Not everything is a revolutionary leap forward, of course. Some revisions are more incremental. For example, color-chaining still exists, albeit in a slightly revised form. If you kill three enemies of the same color, you're awarded a chain. However, you can switch between colors and keep building up your combos, as long as you kill enemies in sets of three. Mechanically, it makes a bit more sense, but it's lacking a sense of reward. In Silvergun, maintaining chains rewarded you with more powerful weapons. In Ikaruga, it only affects your score – and thus, bonus lives – and end of level ranking. It's excellent for hardcore gamers who play for score, and seeing it in motion in superplays is a thing of beauty. It's a bit useless for basically everyone else, though.

	Graphically, this is one of the best looking games on the Dreamcast. Many modern 2D shoot-em-ups that use 3D graphics, like Shikigami no Shiro and Homura, tend to look really cheap and ugly. Ikaruga, on the other hand, has crisp texture work and intensely beautiful visuals. The engine was created in part by G.Rev, who had built a lot of the technology for their Naomi / Dreamcast shooter Border Down, and was later updated and put to use again for Gradius V. Like Radiant Silvergun, it also has a flair for dramatic cinemas. Each level begins with a brief prologue before a cinema takes over, as your ship flies into the sky and the intro text is displayed. Each level begins with a short poem, and every stage name is an allusion towards the struggle towards enlightenment as found in Buddhism. This lends the game an artistic (if somewhat pretentious) flair. Your ship then blasts off and you take over control. All of this is perfectly punctuated with the musical score, which builds up to the climax of the sequence perfectly. The music is very similar to Radiant Silvergun in style, although like the rest of Ikaruga, it's a bit faster paced and more intense. Certain tracks are backed with a shamisen, lending a uniquely Japanese feeling to the orchestrations. The music was composed by Hiroshi Iuchi, who also served as head designer and one of the main graphic artists.
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	There is a plot to Ikaruga, although unlike Silvergun, it mostly sticks to the background. The player one character is named Shinra, a freedom fighter who was shot down over the titular village. He gets nursed back to health and resumes his crusade against the evil empire of Horai. His ship is also named the Ikaruga. Kagari, the player two character, pilots the Ginkei and has a story much like Shinra’s. 

	You'd never know any of this if you didn't read the manual – other than a shot of Shinra walking towards his ship as you choose your difficulty level, the rest of the characters don't appear at all. The artwork, designed by Yasushi Suzuki (the same illustrator behind Sin and Punishment), is significantly classier than the bright anime caricatures of Silvergun. No offense to HAN, but they definitely clashed with that game’s apocalyptic overtones. The infamous crystal from Silvergun also makes a guest appearance at the end of the game, similar to how Golden Silver from Gunstar Heroes showed up at the end of Guardian Heroes, although this is more for fan service and doesn't  link the two games together.

	Ikaruga ranks up next to Gunstar as one of Treasure's most internationally popular games, and it's easy to see why. The compelling atmosphere, the brilliant polarity mechanism, and overall epic feel of the entire game make for one of the most remarkable shooters of all time.

	Ikaruga was initially released in the arcade for the Naomi platform, and eventually got ported to the Dreamcast in Japan, about a year after the "official" death of the system. Everyone assumed it was going to be the last Dreamcast game, although it was followed up by a number of other niche titles for a few more years. It's an exact port, along with practice modes and an artwork gallery. Similar to Radiant Silvergun, you start out with limited continues, but every hour of play grants an extra credit. Beating certain goals or playing for a set amount of hours also unlocks a few bonus features. Most notable is the "prototype" mode, which changes the power gauge to a bullet counter. This depletes when you fire both your regular cannon and your super attack. Like the standard game, the only way to restore it is to absorb bullets.

	About a year after the DC release, Ikaruga was ported to the GameCube. Other than a few additional modes, like the ability to play chunks of the stages in slow motion, it's pretty much the same as the Dreamcast version. This is also the first time the game was released outside of Japan, with Atari publishing it in North America and Europe. It's mostly known for the hilariously awful (if well-intentioned) IGN quote on its cover which reads "Our frothing demand for this game increases." However, instead of translating the poems and the ending, they simply removed all of the text.

	In 2008, Treasure released Ikaruga for the Xbox 360 Live Arcade. Given that the disc versions of the game had since become valued collectors’ items, being able to easily download the game for a mere 800 points ($10 USD) exposed Ikaruga's genius to an even wider audience. This was later ported to Windows, PlayStation 4, and the Nintendo Switch. It's basically the same game, although it looks extremely gorgeous with high res visuals, even though the actual assets are the same. However, it's missing the extra modes from the GameCube version, and for some reason, the scene with Shinra walking to the Ikaruga, where you select your difficulty mode, has been removed. Some of the patterns of certain levels have also been changed, perhaps to throw off veterans. It also translates the story text this time, which basically makes this the definitive English version. The Switch release is particularly nice in that you can play it in tate mode. With the help of an accessory like the FlipGrip, this makes it feel like a portable arcade machine.
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	Guardian Heroes

	Original Release: 1996

	Platforms: SAT, X360

	Traditionally, beat-em-ups have all been about strutting forward, punching some dudes, and then walking forward some more. Their depth usually lies in the playable characters, variety of moves, and types of enemies. Some examples try to add RPG elements to liven things up a bit, like River City Ransom and Capcom's Dungeons & Dragons arcade titles. For their part, Treasure looked at the landscape of beat-em-ups, and decided that they could do better.

	Their game, dubbed Guardian Heroes, includes experience- building elements along with a variety of statistics that can be upgraded. There’s also a relatively large story with a number of NPCs and plenty of dialogue, several branching paths that lead to multiple endings, five playable characters with their own distinct movesets, a number of magic spells, an AI-controlled monster that you can command, and game mechanics that borrow closely from 2D fighters like Street Fighter II. All of these parts come together with the impressive sprite-handling capabilities of the Saturn, allowing for nearly a dozen characters on screen at once, along with screen scaling effects. It’s awesome.

	The designs here are by HAN, Treasure's resident artist, so some of the characters look a bit like the cast of Gunstar Heroes. Instead of that game's futuristic landscapes, though, Guardian Heroes takes place in a medieval fantasy universe, filled with swords, sorcery, and the occasional laser-spewing robot to mix things up a bit. The story begins when a gang of adventurers discover an ancient sword. Little do they know that Kanon, the scheming adviser to the king, is hunting for this very same artifact, and is using the Royal army to do his bidding. After being chased out of town, they discover that the sword can summon a fearsome undead creature called the Golden Warrior, who takes up arms to fight alongside you.

	Han Samuel is the game’s resident tank and who carries a damn huge sword. The fact that he shares a name with the character designer probably isn’t a coincidence. Randy M. Green is the  mage – physically weak, but with the best spells. He also has a little rodent for a pet, which shadows his every movement. Ginjirou Ibushi is the martial arts expert who moves and attacks like a ninja. He can create massive combos and even has some decent magic. Nicole Neil is primarily focused on defensive magic, but she's a good all-around character too. Finally, Serena Corsaire is a badass knight who warns the Guardian Heroes of the power of the sword, and fights alongside them in a few levels. She's only playable after beating the game, though.

	On the evil side, there’s the aforementioned Kanon. Zur serves as his idiotic right hand man, a clownish jester who nonetheless continually torments our heroes. There’s also Valgar, a member of the evil kingdom's knights who eventually switches sides to help you out.
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	Mechanically, the fighting in Guardian Heroes is heavily based on the Yu Yu Hakusho Mega Drive fighting game. While that capped the experience at a match-based four-player rumble, Guardian Heroes transforms it into a side-scrolling brawler. The B and C buttons execute weak and strong attacks respectively, while the A button is used for blocking. It's a fast and friendly system, makes it very easy to execute combos, knock enemies skyward, and juggle them in mid-air.

	The playing field is divided into three planes – the foreground, middle ground, and background, similar to SNK's Fatal Fury. By pressing the trigger buttons, you can leap between the planes. In typical beat-em-ups, you'd just push Up or Down to move around the scenery. The method used by Guardian Heroes frees up the controls so it can play more like 2D fighting games. Pressing Up will jump, and most characters have the ability to double jump as well. Each character also has a number of special movies that are executed with command motions, allowing for a larger moveset than your regular Final Fight clone. Altogether, the experience feels like a predecessor to ASW’s Guilty Gear series, which implemented similar mechanics (with less than stellar success) in a spin-off title, Guilty Gear Isuka.

	In fact, Guardian Heroes has its roots in a mecha-themed beat-em-up called Mad Stalker: Full Metal Force, developed for the X68000 by Fill-in Cafe (and also ported to the PC Engine and PlayStation). Designed by Masatoshi Imaizumi and Masaki Ukyo, the duo (both individually and jointly), created several other similar games over the years, including Guardian Heroes, as well as Panzer Bandit, Code of Princess, and Phantom Breaker: Battle Grounds. The same basic fighting system was also used in the fighting game Asuka 120% Burning Fest, a one-on-one fighter featuring an (almost) entirely female cast. 

	Control-wise, the X button uses magic in Guardian Heroes. You can bring up a menu to select a spell, but it's generally much easier to memorize a command motion and cast them that way. The Z button commands the Golden Warrior, giving him vague orders to defend your character or attack. You can also order him to go all-out berserk, triggering a minor nuclear explosion to beautifully wipe the screen clear of foes. Trying to tell your undead pal what to do can get a bit hectic, though. You need to run off to an empty corner of the screen before you can even hope to issue a command without getting knocked to the ground.

	Lots of people like to classify beat-em-ups as mindless button- mashers designed to milk quarters from gullible arcade goers. It's true that a number of poorly designed games fall into this category, but in order to succeed like the better examples, you need to learn the concept of crowd control. That is, being able to position enemies so you don't get attacked from all angles. Most entries in the genre only allow you to attack one or two enemies at the same time (not counting super moves to wipe out numerous opponents). However, due to the multi-plane system and powerful attacks, Guardian Heroes lets you take out a number of foes – potentially half a dozen or more – with a single, well-timed strike. That immense power is largely what makes the pummeling so satisfying. However, the game’s greatest strength is also its greatest weakness. With its constant state of madcap havoc, there are only a few sparse moments where the screen isn't flooded with enemies. As such, it's tough to see exactly what's going on, especially if you're on the background plane.
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	The fighting engine at least is more than solid. It’s the RPG elements that greatly expands its depth, though. You'll gain experience points as you wail on enemies, eventually leveling up for your efforts. At the end of each stage, you're then allowed to increase one statistic per each level gained. These include the usual strength, defense, magic, luck, and agility options, and allow you to customize warriors to better suit your tastes. Han, for example, has low MP at the beginning of the game, but you can fix that if you want. Given that there's a limited amount of enemies in the game, the amount of experience you can gain technically is fixed. However, if you continue to juggle dead foes before they hit the ground, you'll continue to rack up points. There's a karma system to counterbalance this, though, which will drop whenever you juggle bad guys or destroy civilians, or increase whenever you let an enemy retreat. Although there are seven basic endings, your karma will alter a portion of the final text.

	There's also a pretty sizable storyline, with a number of recurring villains. The most interesting feature, however, has to be the branching paths. You're given a variety of choices after certain levels that affect your route through the game. These add to a total of 30 stages, complete with seven endings and five different final bosses. Alas, there's no way to skip the cutscenes, in the Saturn version at least. All of the paths intersect at one point before diverging again, and with each playthrough, you'll have to sit through the same, long-winded speech about the history of the game universe.

	If the expansive story mode isn’t enough, Guardian Heroes also offers up an awesome multiplayer mode. Although there are only five playable characters available in the regular game, Guardian Heroes goes all-out with its battle royale feature, where you can play as ANY character once you've unlocked them in the regular mode. This includes a total roster of over 40 possibilities. Naturally, it's incredibly unbalanced when you're playing as Natto, Randy's tiny rodent with next-to-zero HP, and your opponent's playing as a giant boss character that takes up half the size of the screen. If you have a Saturn multiplayer adapter, though, and enough controllers, up to six people to can join in to pummel each other ruthlessly. It's a fantastic party game that foreshadows the popularity of Super Smash Bros. and other similarly themed titles.

	It's interesting to see how Guardian Heroes evolved out of Gunstar Heroes. Most of the stages in Gunstar were punctuated by huge boss fights and fast-paced setpieces, with the exception of a single stage. The fifth level simply commands you to "DESTROY THEM ALL!", and is a fairly long playing field consisting of nothing but bad guys pouring out from every corner of the screen. Guardian Heroes borrows its philosophy from this stage, as the levels are little more than brief, flat playing fields. The game simply pumps out more and more enemy soldiers until it’s satisfied, and then you move on. There are boss battles to fight, but they're hardly the calculated showdowns that Treasure is known for – they're usually just like regular foes, except larger. In fact, there's really no single moment that sticks out as being particularly memorable. 

	In the end, though, that may not necessarily be a bad thing. Guardian Heroes is about emerging battle techniques amidst chaos, and a rigid structure wouldn't serve the game well at all. Even if the game does grow a bit repetitive, the game thankfully saves after each level.

	The stages consist of the usual fantasy fare – towns, graveyards, castles and caves – and generally lacks the imaginative zest that punctuates most Treasure titles. At least the character sprites are decent. These are drawn with bright colors outlined in black, which adds a nice animation-quality look to the visuals. However, with all of the sprite scaling going on – either when you leap between planes or when the screen zooms out – the characters get pretty pixelated and jaggy. That’s to be expected, though. On occasion, the number of on-screen sprites will also slow down the action, completely bringing the Saturn to its knees. However, this isn’t consistent enough to ruin the action.

	The music, by Nazo2, is the type of synth rock you'd find on early 90s PC Engine games. Some tracks break out a guitar to lend them a heavier edge, and a few even utilize a saxophone, bringing a bit of unique jazz flavor to the  action. The game contains no voice acting though, outside of some exclamations made by certain enemies.

	The American and European Saturn versions of Guardian Heroes command sizable prices on the secondary market, but the Japanese release is a bit cheaper. However, you may need a FAQ to read the stats at the level up screen or the script to understand which branch you're taking. The only other real difference is that the voices and sound effects in the intro movie were removed for the English version, leaving only the music in its place.

	Treasure ported Guardian Heroes to the Xbox 360 in 2011, sold exclusively on the Xbox Live Arcade. It's no quick and dirty emulation, though, as it features a number of enhancements. The playing field has been extended to fit the full 16:9 widescreen ratio, for one thing, with an option to use the original low-res graphics or updated high def visuals. Though most upscaling filters look quite ugly, the one implemented here is actually pretty decent, as it gives the sprites a pencil-shaded look. Some of the larger monsters have been redrawn, too. The backgrounds, however, are still blurry. The character portraits have been redrawn, and there's a brand new GUI with new artwork as well. The Saturn intro is also hidden away in a menu, though it runs at its original resolution and suffers from blocky compression, though the sound effects and voices have been restored. The script has thankfully been retranslated and generally is much better than the original. The dialogue is livelier, with everyone having goofier character quirks, like Genjirou's silly metaphors. The Earth Spirits are now known as Earthblood, and the Sky Spirits are Skyborn, taking less literal but better-sounding monikers.
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	You get two main options for play here. "Original" mode uses the same controls and mechanics as the Saturn version, but the "Remix" mode makes several tweaks to the action. Among the many additions: three attack buttons for light, medium, and heavy attacks, rather than just two; a whole button is now devoted to back-dashing, which has a larger invulnerability window than before and can pass through characters, though it now drains magic; all characters can now air-dash; you can actually run as long as you want instead of just sprinting short distances; and a number of other revisions. It also keeps track of the plot branches across replays, so you can easily tell which routes and levels you have yet to visit, plus you can fast forwarded through cutscenes. The status screen even keeps track of your karma now. Further, the multiplayer mode features online play and expands the number of simultaneous players from six to 12. There's also a new Arcade mode, which challenges you to see how long you can last against a gamut of enemies, along with the ability to post your score to some leaderboards. Overall, it's a brilliant conversion, paying respect to a classic game while actually improving it along the way.

	On a final note, while not technically related to Gunstar Heroes, Guardian Heroes does share the same spirit, where "spirit" is defined as "the incredible feeling one gets from causing extreme amounts of destruction with relative ease." With that in mind, the final boss from Gunstar, Golden Silver, makes a cameo appearance in one of the penultimate conflicts. Additionally, the main bad guy from Gunstar Heroes is Emperor Gray, while the main foe of Guardian Heroes is Kanon G. Gray. Randy's mentor is also named Brown, just like the assistant in Gunstar Heroes. 
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	Advance Guardians Heroes

	Original Release: 2004

	Platforms: GBA

	Eight years after the original Saturn game, Treasure released Advance Guardian Heroes for the Game Boy Advance. It's proven to be one of the company's most controversial titles, primarily because it's so far removed from the Saturn title that, at first glance, it may as well be a completely different game.

	The story takes place hundreds of years after the original. Technology has matured, and now the planet is filled with spaceships, floating fortresses, and even more robots. However, not all is right in the land. Kanon and Zur have somehow been reincarnated, and have possessed the souls of the old protagonists. There's some kind of master plan to take over the world, but the exact nature of this is anyone's guess, as the storyline is a complete mess. In truth, the setting is meant to bridge the gap between the original Guardian Heroes and Gunstar Heroes

	A lot of the issues are due to the incredibly poor English localization, the likes of which haven't been seen since the 16-bit days. It's full of awkward phrasing, overly literal translations, and just plain confusing language. They didn't even bother to keep the spelling of the names consistent with the original game. Perhaps this is due to the game being published by Ubisoft rather than Sega.

	A lot has changed for this sequel. The multi-plane system has been ditched for a traditional beat-em-up playing field where you can move up and down freely. There are still stats to upgrade, but the multiple paths have been removed completely. The Golden Warrior itself is also gone, with no other AI companion to take its place.

	There are three main playable characters: Enn, Hyu and Ray, each with the power of fire, wind, and ice, respectively. There's also Dylan, one of the primary antagonists working in conjunction with Kanon and Zur. These new characters are dorky, stick-thin little scamps, with no personality and no weapons. The only real difference between them, other than their color and starting statistics, are their magic attacks.
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	Looks, thankfully, can be deceiving, and the new generation of Guardian Heroes can still pack a decent wallop. By remaining motionless and pressing the B button, you'll execute a flurry of punches, but hold Right or Left, and you'll use a power attack that wallops enemies across the screen, hurling their limp bodies and knocking over other foes. If you hold Down and press B, you'll slam your fist into the ground, causing all enemies surrounding you to be knocked off their feet. You can also cast magic by holding down the R trigger and pressing B. These attacks are weak at first, but can be slowly powered up over the course of the game. There's also a hyper gauge that builds up as you take damage – press both buttons simultaneously, and you'll temporarily turn into a blazing-fast death machine.

	These attacks are powerful, but your character's mobility is what sets this apart from other beat-em-ups. By holding Up and pressing the B button, you can knock your foes into the air, leap out with a flying uppercut, and continue to kick them in mid-air until they hit the ground. The most useful moves, though, are the homing attacks. If you're in the air, you can press Down and B to hurl yourself into the nearest foe. If you're on the ground, you can double tap forward and press B to launch a flying punch, which will automatically target the closest opponent and plow through them. Although you never face quite as many foes at once as you did in the Saturn game, these techniques allow you to easily clear the screen of enemies, regardless of their position. You can still upgrade your stats after each level, too, though you need to pick up crystals left by fallen enemies if you want to gain experience.

	Almost as important as the homing strikes is the ability to counter and parry enemy attacks. Normally, you can press the R button to block. However, if the enemy is about to attack and you time your block just right, you'll stun them, leaving them open for a counter attack. If you can properly block a projectile, you'll reflect their attack right back at them, similar to the melee move from Treasure's Sin & Punishment. The catch is, you need to time it exactly right. The window is generous, since the enemies will usually pause with a little exclamation point over their head before they attack. Mashing the block button drains your magic meter, though, effectively leaving you helpless. You’ll want to hone your skills, as the final encounter features a harrowing segment where you need to counterattack within tenth of a second – miss, and you need to restart the battle. Rough, perhaps, but tense.

	Some of these changes while well-intentioned, aren’t executed as well as one might hope. The action is missing the frantic pace of the original Guardian Heroes, leaving the game feeling sluggish, and almost all of your moves have fairly long charge and recovery animations. There's some notable slowdown at certain points, too, which tends to hamper things.
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	Treasure also decided to try some wacky experiments with the concept of player death. If you're slain, the demon lying within your soul offers to make a pact – you can either perish or give you body to him. If you perish, you need to restart the level at the last checkpoint. If you succumb, you're allowed to play for a few moments in devil form before fading away for good. This may seem odd, but it can allow you to better prepare for enemies that come later in the stage. It's also required for one of the endings.

	Although there are only six levels, each one is pretty huge, and the game takes well over an hour to play through. There's a bit more variety here than in the original game – one level takes place on a raft, showing off some impressive scaling effects, and another features your characters hovering above a highway in a high velocity chase. Most of the major battles consist of fighting and refighting the same giant robots or cyclopses, or numerous bouts against Dylan and Zur. There are also a few parts where you're falling through the sky and need to hop on various platforms to keep safe – you leap from rock to rock by hitting the direction and double-tapping the A button.

	You get to fight against the old Guardian Heroes folks as midbosses at various points. After defeating them, you'll obtain their soul, which will enhance one of your statistics. At this point, it would've made sense to be able to play as them, but that isn't quite the way it works out. Like the original, you can control any of the characters, friend or foe. Unlike before, however, you can use them in the standard story mode, although it doesn't affect the plot. In order to unlock them, you either need to donate crystals during the main game – thereby diverting them from strengthening your character – or repeatedly complete the Time Attack mode, which is opened up when you beat the game on Normal difficulty. 

	After completing this numerous times, you can finally play as Han, Ginjirou, Valgar, Randy, Serena, Nicole, and Randy. They all basically look and animate the same as they did before, although they've been resized to fit on the GBA screen, and they all play differently from the main cast. This is actually one of the most rewarding parts of the game, and it's confusing that Treasure buried it so deeply.

	Although there are some cool graphical effects, most of the visuals are pretty average. The old characters look a bit more cartoonish – Nicole, in particular, almost looks like a Doppelganger of Marina from Mischief Makers. The music suffers from the usual low fidelity audio of the Game Boy Advance, but thankfully the actual composition quality is quite good.

	Advance Guardian Heroes tends to get shunned by fans for removing many of the coolest aspects of its predecessor on the Saturn. This leads to the sequel feeling like a very different game, and the absence of the iconic Golden Warrior or the expansive story branches only serves to hammer that point in. On the other hand, the core mechanics and level design have been refined into a more developed game. It lacks the over-the-top anarchy of the original, but it’s still an excellent title in its own right.
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	Yu Yu Hakusho: Makyou Touitsusen

	AKA: Yu Yu Hakusho: Sunset Fighters (BR)

	Original Release: 1994

	Platforms: MD

	In the early 90s, Capcom's Street Fighter II wasn't just a video game, it was a bona-fide phenomenon. It revitalized the arcade business, and eventually dominated the home market with its brand of one-on-one fighting done right. Hot on their heels, SNK used the power of their 24-bit Neo Geo MVS to create their own family of fighting titles, which would go on to become legendary in their own right. Unfortunately, the inevitable result of any gaming phenomenon, even to this day, reared its ugly head, and a rash of inferior clones flooded the market in a race for that piece of the profit pie.

	Fresh off of Dynamite Headdy, Treasure was again set to take on a licensed property. This time it was to be Yu Yu Hakusho, an anime and manga popular in the Land of the Rising Sun, but almost completely unknown in the West (at least in 1994). Possibly due to the genre's overwhelming market presence at the time, not to mention the large cast of characters and storyline provided by the license, it was decided that a fighting game would be created. To step things up a bit, Treasure took the multi-plane battlefield of SNK's Fatal Fury series, injected some familiar Street Fighter controller motions, and added support for up to four players simultaneously. This was not to be some inferior clone.

	Not surprisingly, considering that Yu Yu Hakusho would have been a tough sell in the US at the time and the Genesis was nearing the end of its life span, Sega of America passed on the game. How typical and unfortunate. The sad truth is that, even with an obscure storyline and character roster, the Yu Yu Hakusho license lent itself well to a versus fighting game, and the sheer mayhem inherent to the innovative four-player brawling led to a title that could have been a true contender for dominance in college dorm rooms everywhere. With a more recognizable cast and setting, this game could have been a Super Smash Brothers before the Nintendo 64 was even conceived. As it stands, the US missed out on what might have been regarded at best as a true classic, or at worst, as a cult sleeper hit.
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	Good play mechanics are the absolute cornerstone of any great gaming experience. In this regard, Makyou Touitsusen is an absolutely stunning success. Rather than just copy the six-button control scheme of the current standard, Treasure approached things from a different angle, creating a system that places as much emphasis on defense and player movement as it does on offense. Even better, their approach also allows for ease of use on both the three-button Mega Drive standard controller and newer six-button pads.

	Getting down to the specifics, the A & B buttons serve as strong and weak attacks respectively, with C acting as a necessary block button due to the multi-directional, battle royale nature of the combat. On a six-button controller, the Y button is used for shifting between the foreground and background planes, while X & Z handle forward and back dashing, depending upon which direction your fighter is facing. Holding down either of the attack buttons at any time recharges your Ki (energy) bar, which is used for special attacks. These three actions translated surprisingly well to the reduced capacity of the standard controller, with a combination of C + Up as plane shift, B + C as back dash, and a double-tap for forward dash. Those who only have three-button controllers are still faced with a small handicap, but the truly skilled can play either way just as well, with some even favoring the three-button setup. This attention given to control allows anyone to quickly develop their technique, and even manages to keep button-mashers at bay, though they too can be competitive with a modicum of practice.

	Specials are performed via easy to remember and execute Street Fighter II-style quarter-circles and the like, with some projectile attacks having a charge ability achieved by continuing to hold the attack button upon completion of the controller motion. This leaves the player vulnerable to attack, much like when charging the Ki gauge, but if they alter their direction while charging the projectile, the move will cancel. In a lesser game, this would have translated into a lost move and waste of effort, but in Yu Yu Hakusho, the charge is retained and then discarded in the next use of the projectile attack. This can be held indefinitely and combined into a combo for devastating results. There is an incredible amount of strategy buried in the combat.

	The tempo in Makyou Touitsusen also separates it from the pack of Street Fighter clones. The readiness of dashing and plane-shifting coupled with the fast, melee combat and spectacular projectile system to create hectic, though entirely manageable four-player chaos. Projectiles are considerably weaker than normal punches and kicks too, more so than in any other fighting game at the time, which balances the close and ranged combat. The fact that matches are single-round free-for-alls without a time limit is also quite different. Everything just clicks, and it's an absolute blast to play with a couple of friends and a multi-tap.

	In addition to having one of the most addictive and entertaining fighting systems ever conceived, Makyou Touitsusen is a stunning game both, visually and aurally. All of the 11 characters are of differing heights, have unique features and moves, are well-animated (though not quite on par with something like Street Fighter II or The King of Fighters), and actually scale when they move between the two planes of the battlefield. This last point is particularly impressive for the Mega Drive. Every character also has three color schemes that can be selected by pressing A, B, or C at the character select screen, with A being the default look. There are also some nice, detailed character portraits that appear next to the life and Ki gauges, as well as in pre- and post-fight sequences. The only negative is that some of the characters look a bit too similar in their white tunics, but that’s more a fault of the license and should be a non-issue for fans of the anime.
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	The eight backgrounds are likewise a cornucopia of intense parallax, line-scrolling, fore and background transparencies, and warping effects. One backdrop has a shimmering lake that the fighters appear to fight around due to the speed of the parallax. In another, a fortress is connected to the foreground by a line-scrolled, pseudo-3D land bridge over a chasm. Transparent clouds also move across the face of the fortress, and the coliseum background gradually moves from morning to evening throughout the fight. There’s even a floating space junk stage that could be straight out of a horizontally scrolling shoot-em-up, punctuated by several planes of warping starfields. The least impressive of stage takes place in a gloomy forest, but even that manages to have impressive foreground grass, line-scrolling, and parallax effects.

	All of these strengths make Makyou Touitsusen a quintessential game that one must see in motion to appreciate. Screenshots absolutely cannot do it justice, especially since they shine a bright light on the dithering that occurs due to the limited color palette. Though letterboxed, the game manages to have four unique fighters on-screen, simultaneously fighting in front of its effect-filled backgrounds, all with little to no slowdown present. It is a great achievement and yet another testament to the power of the Mega Drive. If it weren't for the aforementioned dithering, one could easily mistake this title for a Sega Saturn game.

	Having said that, the graphics outshine the sound a bit, as the music is standard fare that works well enough but isn't overly spectacular. As it stands, the audio is forgettable in comparison to something like Gunstar Heroes or Alien Soldier. The game does excel in the sound effect arena, however, with Makyou Touitsusen sporting some of the best voices in any Mega Drive game. The sample rate isn't as high as it would be on a system like the SNES, but there are a plethora of voice samples used throughout the game that sound great and add to the overall ambiance. At the very least, they’re all leagues better than the experience-killing samples in Street Fighter II: Championship Edition. Battle sounds are also varied and bombastic, unlike Capcom’s flagship title.

	All things considered, Makyou Touitsusen is just great. It manages to be one of the best anime license games ever produced, and stand toe-to-toe with the most legendary of tournament fighting games. It far surpasses any of the Dragon Ball Z and Ranma 1/2 fighters that were being touted by the gaming press at the time. This all does come at a cost though, both literally and figuratively. 

	Yu Yu Hakusho: Makyou Touitsusen received a standard release in Japan, and was also later published by Tec Toy for the Mega Drive in Brazil under the name Yu Yu Hakusho: Sunset Fighters. Sadly, it wasn't released in either the US or Europe. The Mega Drive didn’t do as well in Japan as it did in the U.S., so even a regular release meant that a paltry amount of copies were supplied to the market. There are probably even fewer copies of the Brazilian release floating around out there. 

	In terms of regional differences, the only real change between the two is language. The Japanese version has menus that are almost exclusively in Japanese, so it requires at bit of deciphering and/or trial and error to navigate, especially when using the copious single match and tournament modes. The Brazilian release has Portuguese text and romanized character names, although a few names were truncated or changed entirely.

	In closing, Makyou Touitsusen is a worthwhile pursuit for Treasure or fighting enthusiasts, though a bit dated for the mainstream. This resigns it to being a footnote in the genre’s history. For a time, Atari held the Yu Yu Hakusho license in the U.S. and released a handful of games on the PS2 and the GBA. The MD title still remains unlocalized in English. Due to its status as a licensed title, it hadn’t been re-released for a very long time, until it was included on the Japanese Mega Drive Mini console in 2019.
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	Bleach: The Blade of Fate

	AKA: Bleach DS: Souten ni Kakeru Unmei (JP)

	Original Release: 2006

	Platforms: NDS

	 

	The entertainment industry is more or less cyclical. You'll see the same kind of concepts and archetypes used and reused over and over, each time entrancing a new generation as the old one outgrows it. In that respect, it's easy to see that Tite Kubo's anime/manga Bleach owes a lot to Yu Yu Hakusho, to the point where it's almost its spiritual successor. Both deal with an average Japanese teenager getting involved with denizens of the spirit world, and both feature expansive storylines with a fairly large cast of characters. Except instead of being a spirit detective, Ichigo, the main character, joins the world of "Soul Reapers", also known as "shinigami". Perhaps seeing these similarities, Sega went to Treasure to get them to make a Bleach game for the Nintendo DS. Much like the anime/manga, Bleach DS is essentially an update of Yu Yu Hakusho: Makyou Touitsusen, though drastically reworked to suit the enhanced technology.

	Like the old Mega Drive Yu Yu Hakusho game, Bleach DS is a fast paced, four-player arena fighting game. The graphics and animation are much better, although the basic gameplay is pretty much the same. Each level is divided into two planes, with a bigger distinction between the foreground and background – characters in the other plane are darkened – making it easier to focus on your fighter. The controls are basically the same, although there are three attack types (weak, medium, and strong) as opposed to two. Each character has a spirit meter which is used for special attacks, which slowly refills as you cause damage. The action is just as loose as before, allowing for easy combos and plenty of juggling opportunities, although the speed has been given a bit of a turbo boost. Similar to Guardian Heroes and Guilty Gear, the screen now zooms out as the characters move apart, also allowing for air combos of even greater altitude. This has the unfortunate side effect of making the game look quite ugly due to the jagged sprites, and it’s hard to see the detail that the artists put into the characters. Although each fighter can run and double jump, there's also a dash button, which can be used to quickly move around the field.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Since the DS directional pad isn't exactly conducive to Street Fighter-style command motions, the control input is very forgiving. For instance, you only need to press Down and then Right to execute a special move, rather than a full quarter-circle. If that still causes problems, you can execute all special moves – including super attacks – by pressing panels on the touch screen. The lower screen is also used to activate a character card, which triggers a number of temporary powers like increasing your strength, disabling the ability to jump, or other abilities. There are two cards available at the same time, which are randomly drawn from a customizable deck. It's a fun way to keep things fresh, and may even turn the tide of battle in your favor.

	There are a total of 28 characters, which is a pretty sizable roster considering this is the first game in this particular series. Many of the combatants are similar, but there's still a ton of variation, with a few amusing joke characters like Kon, the tiny lion doll and Bonnie, the enormous boar. Bleach DS does share another, similar problem with Yu Yu Hakusho – so many of the characters look alike, even when you've set them to use alternate colors, that it's hard to tell them apart unless you're familiar with the manga/anime. There are 16 backgrounds, though, which is a pretty stunning amount of variety for an initial entry.
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	Bleach DS also contains a fairly expansive story mode, featuring a number of episodes focusing on various characters. At the beginning, you can only play Ichigo's path as he tries to rescue Rukia, but more and more open up as you progress through the game. These single-player modes can get pretty annoying, since you usually need to finish off enemies with a certain move, or satisfy certain conditions, otherwise you'll just keep running in circles.

	Still, at its heart, Bleach DS is a multiplayer game, and that's where the appeal truly lies. When it was originally released, you could play over WiFi, though this has since been disabled, but the best option is the Download Play feature. In this mode, you only need a single cart to play with up to three of your DS-owning pals. Unlike a lot of games with Download Play, neither the action nor selection of characters is compromised – the only problems are the long load times when making the connection or beginning a match, which can often exceed two minutes in length. Still, it's a small price to pay for such user-friendliness.

	Sonically, the music is loud, with a lot of synth guitar, but it's mostly just noise against all of the screams and sword clashes. There's a substantial amount of voicework, which (rather annoyingly) announces the menu selections. The English version redubs all of the speech samples using the anime dub actors, and they actually do a pretty decent job. The "DS" part of the title was also dropped for this release, and the subtitle changed to The Blade of Fate, rather than Souten ni Kakeru Unmei ("Fate Running to the Blue Sky").

	Like Yu Yu Hakusho: Makyou Touitsusen, Bleach DS transcends the "anime/licensed games are awful" stereotype, managing to be a fast and fun fighting game in its own right, one that both fans and non-fans can enjoy.
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	Bleach: Dark Souls

	AKA: Bleach DS 2nd: Kokui Hirameku Requiem (JP)

	Original Release: 2007

	Platforms: NDS

	 

	Bleach DS 2nd is a pretty solid  sequel, offering the frantic fighting action of the original without too many change-ups. The English localization drops the “DS 2nd” part of the title. Instead, the subtitle is Dark Souls, rather than Kokui Hirameku Requiem ("The Black-Clothed Flickering Requiem"). 

	The most notable improvement is obviously the expanded roster, with 17 new playable characters, making for an overall total of 45 fighters. These include a number of demon spawns, like the Tsukaima and Shrieker foes, in addition to the absolutely massive Menos Grande. This is several times taller than any of the normal fighters, and requires the screen to be zoomed out during the entire match. Fans may be annoyed that more popular characters have been excluded in favor of minor ones, but that's not a huge blemish. 

	The existing fighters have been rebalanced a bit, with a few new special moves added in, and some of the infinite combos have been removed. It's still not perfect, but it's a bit more fair than the original. Additionally, the special move panels on the DS touch screen now black out for a few seconds after being used. This helps to prevent players from spamming attacks. Additionally, the number of cards that are accessible at once has been increased from two to four. There are also 12 new backgrounds, in addition to the 16 from the previous games, as well as a number of new songs. The intro is also animated now and uses the song "Resistance" by J-rock band High and Mighty Color.
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	The story mode has been changed up a bit, too. It's a non-canon plot that takes place after the Soul Society arc, and features four different paths. Unlike the original, which forces you to use certain characters, you can now pick any character you want for each path. The routes feature a number of different branches which include dialogue scenes, fights against certain characters (or hollow versions of the characters), or mini-matches where you face off against a number of smaller foes. It's still not particularly compelling, but it's definitely a step up from the first game. 

	This release essentially makes the original Bleach DS game obsolete, discounting that title’s  mostly useless story mode. Unfortunately, Sega gave up on Treasure for future installments. Bleach 3rd and 4th for the DS weren’t developed by them and weren’t even fighting games (though they did do a 3D game on the Wii). Overall, this trilogy of games – including Yu Yu Hakusho: Makyou Touitsusen – stands as a collection of really serious fighting game experiences. They’re way too chaotic and lack much precision, but are by far the best of their type on handhelds, and loads of fun to play.
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	Rakugaki Showtime

	Original Release: 1999

	Platforms: PS1

	Rakugaki Showtime is one of Treasure’s more obscure titles. Released in 1999 in Japan for the PlayStation, it’s a multiplayer arena combat game, not too dissimilar to Capcom’s Power Stone. The big draw here is its unique art style – each character is made of paper- thin, crayon-colored, animated little scribbles, or “rakugaki” (a term for artistic doodles in Japanese). These then hop around maniacally and do anything and everything in their power to destroy the other characters. It’s almost like a coloring book come to life – even when standing still, the scribbles continue to animate. Despite the rough-draft quality of all of the characters, they’re easily identifiable as works of Treasure’s in-house artist HAN, who illustrated the designs for nearly all of their previous games. It even features a guest appearance from Marina, the star of Mischief Makers.

	There are only four characters to choose from in the beginning, as you work your way through the remaining dozen or so possibilities. Sometimes you fight them mano-a-mano – other times, you’ll face up to three opponents at once. As you beat the single-player mode, you’ll slowly begin unlocking the rest of the characters. That is, except for the final boss.

	Each stage consists of a square playing field, usually flat, with some occasional trees or towers off in the corner. Although the action is usually zoomed in, the camera can pull out so you can keep track of all of the action, and you can rotate the angle with the shoulder buttons. This is all pretty important, because there’s always a lot going on. If you time your actions just right, you can also catch anything thrown your way and toss it back at the attacker. It’s a bit like a super chaotic match of dodgeball, but without the boundaries that would usually separate the teams.
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	Although your characters have a handful of melee attacks, most of the action is focused on tossing objects around the screen. Whenever you pick up something, you’ll automatically toss it at the closest object, with its trajectory displayed as a red arrow. You can also alter the type of throws by holding the pad in different directions. Press it towards an enemy and you’ll execute a quick but weak lob. Hold away and you’ll toss a slow but extremely damaging attack.

	Adding to the mayhem, you can chuck bad guys at other foes, damaging them all in the process. Even so, it’s more fun to toss around the rocks and other bits of debris that litter the playing field. You’re “aided” by an omnipotent figure called the “God Hand”, which, similar to the artists’ brush from the classic Looney Tunes cartoon “Duck Amuck”, will appear on the screen and draw new items into existence, including missiles and miniature ICBMs, which cause mini nuclear explosions. However impressive this may be, the most important weapons are little smiley faces that bounce all around the screen and cannot be destroyed. Each time they’re thrown, they slowly get angrier and angrier, until they begin flashing. Whomever picks up the smiley face in this enraged state will execute a character-specific super attack, which usually targets the entire playing field. Thankfully, your characters are pretty mobile – all of them can execute a mid-air homing dash by pressing the jump button twice. Like the item tosses, the trajectories are shown with blue lines, making it easier to target where you’re going to land. The game’s pretty fast, and like many brawlers of this type, it’s sometimes hard to see what’s going on. If you want, you can slow down the speed to reduce the chaos, but braver gamers can set it to turbo mode to see everything go berserk. Aurally, the music is generally grating, but the comical sound effects – like the classic “HALLELUJAH!” whenever a smiley face ball is grabbed – lends an extra bit of silliness to the action. Similarly, the character’s life bars are actually small colored pencils, which break when they’re defeated.

	Rakugaki Showtime is a rough, frantic game that’s hard to play skillfully, but it’s not really meant for single-player sessions anyway. As a party game, it’s incredibly fun, especially with a multitap and four players. Just don’t expect much depth, as the mechanics are pretty shallow.

	Relatively speaking, this is one of Treasure’s rarest and most sought after games. Rumor has it that there was a fallout between Treasure and Enix (who had also published Mischief Makers in Japan), resulting in their publishing agreement falling through. It would make sense, considering Treasure never worked with Enix after this game, although the truth is shrouded in mystery. However in 2008, Square-Enix released it for the Japanese PSN, making it widely available, and perhaps indicating that any bad blood had since been laid to rest.
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	Astro Boy: Omega Factor

	AKA: Tetsuwan Atom: Atom Heart no Himitsu (JP)

	Original Release: 2003

	Platforms: GBA

	There was a trend amongst certain publishers in the Game Boy Advance and DS era. Releases of major titles were accompanied by a scaled-down portable version. This was most prevalent in licensed or kids games, but it happened with other properties too, usually with less-than-desirable results. After all, did we really need a DS rendition of Assassin’s Creed? In a small percentage of these instances, however, the portable version actually ended up better than the console rendition. Sierra’s Eragon and Ubisoft’s TMNT are quite a bit better on the GBA than any other platform, for example. One of the largest discrepancies in quality is within Sega’s Astro Boy titles. Released for both the PlayStation 2 and Game Boy Advance, they were published in 2003 to promote a new television series, which itself was largely forgettable. The PlayStation 2 game is mediocre, but the Game Boy Advance release is one of the best action titles on the system. On paper, it’s easy to see why – the GBA version was developed by fan-favorite developer Treasure, in tandem with Sega’s Hitmaker division.

	For the most part, Astro Boy: Omega Factor is a fairly standard beat-em-up, although unlike Double Dragon or Final Fight, all of the action takes place on a single plane. Astro Boy’s standard attack is a punch, which packs quite a wallop, but you can also kick enemies across the screen, knocking them through other foes. Being a super robot, you can also fire a straight laser out of your fingertips. This damages all adjacent enemies, but is pretty weak and leaves you open to attacks. As you crunch through hordes of enemies, you’ll also fill a power meter, which can be used to unleash two types of special moves – a super laser, which works much like the standard shot but is much more powerful and fires for a few seconds, and the machine gun attack, which causes little barrels to pop out of Astro Boy’s posterior and deal damage to everything on the screen.
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	Most of the stages are fairly straightforward, as you advance a few steps, kill all of the enemies that the game drops at you, then continue onward. There are only a scant handful of foes to face, but it often tosses shrunken, tiny, or gigantic pixelated versions of standard enemies. Occasionally Astro Boy will take to the skies for some shoot-em-up type levels, although these too are generally pretty basic.

	The basics of the plot are a bit similar to the 1979 movie Undersea Super Train: Marine Express – the writers have combined dozens of characters from a variety of Tezuka manga and given them a variety of roles, essentially making this game a huge tribute to his expansive oeuvre. Although it briefly recounts the origin of Astro Boy, the main plot is the usual “save the world from evil doers”, this time fighting against Sharaku from the manga The Three-Eyed One / Mitsume ga Tooru (who actually appeared in a Famicom title of the same name, made by Natsume). Some of the cameos are halfway nonsensical, and it’s all largely irrelevant if you’re not a manga buff, but there’s something amazingly cool about Astro Boy getting advice from Blackjack, the ace surgeon, or talking to Unico, the baby unicorn, or rallying against Duke Red from Metropolis, or meeting up with Phoenix upon getting destroyed in the first finale.

	Yes, first “finale” – Astro Boy: Omega Factor takes a cue from the pages of the cheapest of 8-bit video games and requires you to play through the whole game twice to get the real ending. The second playthrough features a whole new trippy plot, and opens up even more hidden characters and a few more stages, if you’re up to looking for them. It also allows you to replay any levels to look for more stuff.

	Hunting down all of these characters is useful for more than just fan service, of course – with every character you find, you can upgrade one of Astro Boy’s abilities, including his health, attack power, laser and machine gun strength, and jet boosts. The jet boosts are pretty fun, as they allow you to fly forward and change directions multiple times, a welcome twist on the usual double jump mechanic. You can also upgrade your “sensor” ability, which makes certain levels easier, allowing you to see in the dark or through thick steam.

	For a Treasure game, Astro Boy: Omega Factor is oddly restrained. The level designs are fairly nondescript, and though the boss fights are entertaining, they aren’t quite up to the standards of some of the company’s better games. The most noteworthy include a giant spinning globe which starts out small and slowly grows to take up nearly the entire screen – a nice reference to the rock monster from Super Castlevania IV – and a run in with Pook has him turning into a variety of forms, similar to Seven Force from Gunstar Heroes. Undoubtedly this cutback is a caveat on working with a licensed property, but even though it lacks some of their trademark invention, it’s still a remarkably solid game, and flies circles around the dull 3D PlayStation 2 game. Of Treasure’s other GBA games – Gunstar Super Heroes and Advance Guardian Heroes, sequels to established properties – both falter a bit, the former for lack of focus, the latter for missing punchy, fun mechanics. In this regard, Astro Boy: Omega Factor is refreshingly uncomplicated, and its straightforward manner is a welcome change of pace, if only because wailing on enemies three times your size and sending them spinning across the screen is remarkably fun.

	The North American and European versions were released several months after the Japanese version, and has a handful of additions. The Japanese game only has two difficulty settings – Easy and Difficult. The Easy setting is so simple as to make the game completely boring – you can take numerous hits, and have an almost unlimited amount of super attacks. The American and European versions have three settings – Easy, Normal, and Hard. Normal is a rebalanced version of the Japanese Difficult setting, and Hard is much, much more challenging. The American / European version also adds a health meter for the bosses, a couple of new enemies, and fixes some of the slowdown.
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	Tiny Toon Adventures: Scary Dreams

	AKA: Tiny Toon Adventures: Buster’s Bad Dream (EU)

	Original Release: 2002

	Platforms: GBA

	Astro Boy: Omega Factor is a direct descendent of Tiny Toon Adventures: Scary Dreams, released in Europe and in limited quantities in North America for the Game Boy Advance. It was produced and published by Conspiracy Entertainment, who owned the rights to Tiny Toons and contracted Treasure to make a few games. (Another, Tiny Toons: Defenders of the Universe, was canceled before its release.) 

	The core fighting engine is very similar – as Buster Bunny, you wear boxing gloves and punch through hordes of bad guys, some of which are scaled and pixelated just like in Astro Boy. There aren't nearly as many moves – a standard combo, a punch that knocks enemies across the screen, and an uppercut that hits enemies into the air. Unlike Astro Boy, there's a bigger focus on juggling foes, which is pretty much required to beat some of the nastier ones, who can otherwise get in some cheap hits. You also have two special moves that build up as you smash stuff – one where you pull out a jackhammer, which hurts enemies on the ground, and one where you ram forward with a shopping cart.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	The biggest difference is the inclusion of partners. Although you always control Buster, you can also enlist the help of a variety of friendly Tiny Toons, each with their own special ability. For example, Babs Bunny will shoot tennis balls, Fifi La Fume will send stink clouds that paralyze enemies, Plucky Duck drops anvils, and Dizzy Devil spins forward in a whirlwind of fury. Much like the partner attacks in Marvel vs. Capcom 2, you can call upon your pal as much as you want, but every time you summon them on-screen, you leave them vulnerable to attack. Once their life meter is drained, you can't call on them for the rest of the level.

	The partner system is really the only interesting thing about Scary Dreams. The levels are dull, the boss fights are colorless, and the fighting action, while fun, is painfully unrefined  It's also quite short and generally seems like it was developed as a building block towards a bigger and better game. This is easily one of Treasure's few skippable efforts.

	 

	[image: Image]

	Tiny Toon Adventures: Defenders of the Universe

	Original Release: None (Canceled)

	Platforms: PS2, GC

	 

	Treasure was actually contracted by Conspiracy to make not one but two Tiny Toons games. Scary Dreams just barely made it out, while Defenders of the Universe for the PlayStation 2 and Game Cube was never released at all, presumably due to financial difficulties with the publisher. Luckily, a pre-release PS2 ISO was uploaded to the internet. Beyond some typos in the writing and other small artifacts, it’s fully playable.

	The game is, basically, Rakugaki Showtime with a story mode. Players can pick Buster, Babs, Plucky, or Hamton as they zoom off to outer space to help the gold-plated Bullion civilization, who is under attack by a “Galactic Overlord” who sounds an awful lot like Montana Max. Your main method of attack includes picking up bombs and missiles to chuck at foes, though you can grab enemies and toss them, too. The Bullion buddies are floating little faces, and they casually meander along throughout the stages. Each character has a unique special attack too, like Buster’s laser gun or Hamton’s bounce move. A few bonus items can also be collected, which need to be obtained to get the best ending.
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	Alas, Defenders of the Universe inherits Rakugaki Showtime's control quirks as well, and in some ways, makes them worse. There are "jump" points that you're supposed to be able to lock onto when you leap, but it never quite works. You can aim your throws using the analog stick, but this too is tough to pull off accurately. Further, without any close combat moves beyond grabbing and throwing stuff, it’s easy to become overwhelmed.

	The level designs are likewise uninspired and clumsy. The first stage is set in Acme Looniversity, requiring you to jump over piles of broken glass, which proves to be problematic thanks to the rigid controls. One section takes place on a river raft, and ends up feeling incredibly claustrophobic. The pyramid stage is needlessly complicated, too. The game works at its best when you're just in an arena fighting against boss creatures, though even they suffer from having too much health. Compounding things further, you only have a single life and can continue (on the spot) five times before you need to start over, with no ability to save and resume.

	Still, the fundamentals work well in the madcap Tiny Toons universe. The visuals aren't exactly high tech, but they capture the feel of the cartoon in 3D, and there are full voices in the story scenes from nearly all of the original actors. Other characters make amusing cameos too – Gogo Dodo replaces used rockets, for example.

	It's a shame Defenders of the Universe was never released. It's not exactly a classic, but it's a good bit of explosive fun, and great as usual for multiplayer.
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	Bangai-O

	AKA: Bakuretsu Muteki Bangai-O (JP)

	Original Release: 1999

	Platforms: N64, DC

	There's an old saying that "big things come in small packages." In Treasure's Bakuretsu Muteki Bangai-O ("Explosive Invincible Bangai-O", or simply Bangai-O in the English release), you control a robot, just a dozen or so pixels in size, which can decimate an entire screen with a single, well-timed attack. It's a love letter to both Japanese mecha shows (the name itself is a reference to a late 80s OVA called Dangaioh) and old-school computer shooters. Bangai-O combines this classic flavor with a healthy dose of clever game mechanics and fantastic amounts of wanton destruction, both of which are Treasure trademarks.

	Each of the 44 levels contain only one real goal – get to the end and get to the boss. In the meantime, you're given the opportunity to destroy anything and everything that moves. The control pad pilots the mecha, while the C-buttons (in the N64 version) or the face buttons (in the Dreamcast version) manages your firing. In the standard configuration, you can use two attack buttons to enable free movement or fixed shooting, allowing you to lock your fire in a single direction while moving in another. It's much better to change over to the advance mode, though, where each of the four face buttons can be used to fire in any of eight directions, similar to Robotron 2084 or any number of dual analog shooters that have shown up on the Xbox Live Arcade. The big difference between Bangai-O and any of these games is that Bangai-O is a side-view shooter – since your mecha doesn't hover on its own, gravity is always pulling you down, requiring much more precision to be able to dodge enemy fire. The Bangai-O has two different pilots – blue- haired boy Riki, and a meek, brown-haired girl, Mami. Each has their own projectile type. Riki fires homing missiles, which are great for open spaces, while Mami shoots reflecting projectiles that bounce off of walls, more useful for enclosed spaces and destroying foes from around corners. You can change between either character with a quick press of a button. Your own bullets will also cancel out any enemy projectiles, which forces you to play defensively as well as offensively.
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	There's certainly plenty of enemy fire to dodge, too. Each level is filled to the brim with other floating mecha, wall-mounted missile turrets, wall-mounted enemy generators that create an unending supply of enemy mecha, laser guns, and other dangerous obstacles. There's rarely a moment when you aren't being assaulted from every angle, which is why the multi-directional shooting in extremely handy.

	Even more useful than your standard shot, however, is the explosive mega attack. When you use this maneuver, it sends a number of missiles hurtling in every direction, effectively damaging everything on the screen. And this is the brilliant part – the amount of missiles fired is determined by the proximity of enemy fire. If you're about to get grazed by an enemy bullet, your firepower will double. If you're surrounded by bullets which are mere pixels from your ship, you'll unleash an even larger number of missiles. When things get especially dire and you're next to a flamethrower, with enemies everywhere and you're scant milliseconds away from getting completely annihilated, a well- timed mega attack will trigger a beautiful explosion of 400 missiles, flooding the entire screen. It's an obvious tribute to the "Itano Circus" style of battle scenes, nicknamed after the Japanese director famous for Macross amongst other mecha anime, where dozens upon dozens of missiles fly out, weaving extensive webs of smoke trails.

	The amount of projectiles, combined with all of the other sprites on the screen, usually causes the game to grind to a halt. It's like a flower of destruction and mayhem, as the projectiles slowly navigate their way through the screen, hunting down enemies and exploding, as the game slowly crawls back to its feet and resumes running at full speed. Years and years of video games have conditioned us to think that slowdown is a bad thing, caused by haphazard design or lazy programming. Yet in Bangai-O, seeing a Nintendo 64 or Dreamcast – both extremely powerful systems for their time – brought to a stuttering, sputtering halt by a mere 2D game, is a thing of fantastic glory. This kind of intentional slowdown caused by gigantic explosions and used solely for the effect of pure awesomeness has since become a Treasure trademark, and later used to great effect in both Ikaruga and Gradius V.

	All of this destruction has to take place somewhere. On that count, the levels in Bangai-O are varied. Some can be short, while others take roughly five minutes to complete. Some are fairly open and straightforward – others are tiny mazes, requiring you to hunt down switches to destroy roadblocks. A few even require you to set off explosions and rush to the end of a specific area before you become trapped by the resulting rubble. The tiny sprites and large areas emulate the feeling of early 80s computer games. With that in mind, it comes as no surprise that Bangai-O was originally meant to be a remake of an old Japanese title called Hover Attack. It's also not an easy game – the first dozen or so levels don't pose much of a challenge, but the speed and tenacity of later areas can get quite brutal. It doesn't help that there's no invincibility period after taking damage, so it's pretty common that a focused onslaught of missiles can destroy you in a single hit.

	Story-wise, Riki and Mami exchange dialogue with each boss before fighting. Now, all of Treasure’s games have some kind of goofy sense of humor, but Bangai-O goes totally overboard with the ridiculous speeches. Riki is a nonsense- talking goofball, loud and brash like traditional anime mecha pilots in the days of old, but without much of a brain. Mami, on the other hand, is soft spoken and generally stays in the background. The enemies are just as crazy. One is a sheep who loves to quote from hard-boiled pulp fiction novels, another is an evil twin brother who's jealous that Riki has starred in his own game. One speaks entirely in strange little doodles, and there's a whole family called the "Core" gang (undoubtedly a reference to the cores found in most bosses in the Gradius series), a bunch of nincompoops who usually sit in place and do nothing. Part of the epic brilliance is due to the English translation, which is so awful it must've been intentionally done to emulate the feeling of classic 8-bit games. The writing regularly ignores traditional grammar rules as simple as punctuation and capitalization, yet there's no part of it that isn't extremely funny. Each dialogue exchange is also enhanced by the dim-witted background music, which seems to be saying that the game is just as confused by all of the absurdity as you are.

	There's a lot to love about Bangai-O, but the actual game mechanics differ greatly depending on whether you're playing the Nintendo 64 or Dreamcast version. The Nintendo 64 game was the first to be released, although only in Japan. In this version, your bullets are pretty weak when you start a stage and need to be strengthened. The super attack meter is also replenished by grabbing fruit from destroyed buildings and enemies, and you can store up to 10 explosions at once. If you manage to destroy over 100 objects in a single attack – tracked by a combo meter – a little portal will open up, allowing you to upgrade your bullet's strength or penetration power, replenish your health, or – if your combo is big enough – obtain temporary invincibility. The amount of items you can purchase depends on the size of your combo – a single upgrade per 100 hits. Further, your super attack needs to be charged up before it can be used effectively. If you fire it without charging, it will deploy about 40 missiles, but if you hold down the button for a few seconds, it will build up to the maximum of 100. You'll fire additional missiles based on the proximity of enemy fire too, as described before.
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	The Dreamcast version, which was released in America and Europe by Conspiracy Entertainment and Crave, refines a number of the elements for a tighter experience. Your super meter is now filled by destroying objects, be it enemies or scenery, so this essentially makes the fruit useless (although it still gives you points). This means that you can essentially do your super attack infinitely if you manage to destroy enough bad guys with each attack. However, you can only store half as many super attacks. In addition, the shop is completely gone. Instead, the more objects you destroy with a single hit, the greater likelihood that you'll find health items or invincibility power-ups amongst the wreckage. The combo meter is also absent, replaced by an explosion counter at the top of the screen. Your attacks are now stronger by default, too, so you can't upgrade them like you could in the N64 version. Additionally, the amount of missiles fired by the super attack is solely dependent upon the danger proximity. You can still hold down the button to properly time your assault, but it's not necessary to charge it up to fire the maximum amount of shots.

	There are other minor differences – the life bar is segmented in the N64 version, but it's one solid line in the Dreamcast release. Mami's shots were also changed – in the N64 version, they auto-target enemies after reflecting, and they look like missiles similar to Riki's attacks. They're also a bit weaker. In the Dreamcast version, they no longer home in on foes, they've been changed to lasers, and they've been strengthened so they're just as strong as Riki's attacks. The Dreamcast version also has a few extra enemies and structure types. There are some scoring differences too – the N64 version grants you extra points based on the percentage of objects destroyed in the stage, while this is gone from the DC version. The N64 game also gives you increasing amounts of points by gathering a large amount of fruit in a short amount of time. These  yield constant values in the Dreamcast version. There are also more characters in the Dreamcast release, and thus, even more wacky dialogue.

	From a technical perspective, the Dreamcast version is also much better. Although the game is still 2D and runs in low-res 240p, the backgrounds are significantly more detailed, and the sprites are a bit better looking too. Even the explosions look cooler. There are also many more tilesets in the Dreamcast version. Although most of the levels are structured the same in both games, the backgrounds may look completely different. (The only difference is Level 15, which was completely changed for the DC version.) The Dreamcast release also features higher quality, remixed, streamed versions of the songs versus the sequenced soundtrack in the N64 version, although neither are particularly great. Further, the DC game includes quick voice clips when taking damage, changing firing modes or using a super attack, as well as other additional sound effects. This release also has quite a bit less slowdown, although it'll still crawl with the bigger explosions.

	There's a small difference in the Game Over screen between the territories, as well. When you die and continue, you see a bizarre screen of a naked Riki being led through a garden by a ghost. It looks a bit too much like a Ku Klux Klan member in the Japanese version, so it was changed to a strange-looking robot for the American version, and they put some clothes on the poor kid. Interestingly, the European release has the same screen as the Japanese one. The ghost also has "N64" written on it in the N64 game, and "DC" (obviously) on Sega’s rival platform.

	In conclusion, it's kind of a toss up as to which version is actually superior. The Dreamcast game looks and sounds better, plus it definitely runs much smoother, and has the added benefit of being in English. Mechanically, the various revisions lead to smoother gameplay. However, the C-buttons on the N64 controls feel a bit better suited to the game’s control scheme than the face buttons on the Dreamcast pad. Either way, you can't go terribly wrong. enough differences between them that they’re both worth trying.
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	Hover Attack

	Original Release Date: 1984

	Platforms: X1, PC88, MZ2500 

	 

	During an interview with Yaiman, one of the directors at Treasure, he revealed that Bangai-O was originally intended to be a remake of an old Japanese computer title, but later took on a life of its own. He didn't directly specify the name, but this game is almost definitely Hover Attack, published by a company called Compac. Your goal is to maneuver your mobile base from one side of the level to the other. The base itself is technically defenseless. However, you can send a little  soldier with a jet pack out to eliminate any threats.

	Similar to Bangai-O, you traverse and fire independently of each other – the directional arrows move your soldier, while the numerical keypad allows you to fire in three directions, either straight ahead or at upward or downward angles. Unfortunately, you have both limited ammo and thrusting fuel, so you regularly need to resupply at base unless you want to get destroyed. The missile trails left by all projectiles were another major aspect taken for Bangai-O, which certainly looks impressive for a PC game from 1984. It's a difficult experience to play, though, as the movement is choppy and it's too easy to get overwhelmed by enemy fire. Still, it's cool to see the game that inspired Treasure's masterpiece.

	A freeware fan-made version has been released for Windows, available at http://nishiokozo.web.fc2.com/hv/hv.html

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	
Bangai-O Spirits

	Original Release: 2008

	Platforms: NDS

	 

	Nearly 10 years after the original, Treasure released Bangai-O Spirits for the Nintendo DS. Like most of their previous sequels, it's less of an exact continuation of the original game and more of an evolution of the underlying mechanics, resulting in an experience that plays similarly, yet is still remarkably different.

	The first 17 levels here consist of a tutorial, where a crazy professor teaches two disinterested kids about the mechanics of Bangai-O Spirits. You get to pick from two weapons at the beginning of each stage. In addition to the Homing and Bound (reflecting) attacks found in the first game, you can also choose from the Break shot (which can penetrate through most enemy fire, rather than simply blocking it), or the Napalm shot (which explodes on contact and causes huge amounts of damage). You also no longer need to switch between weapon modes, as X and B are assigned to your two weapons. Further, you can now combine both properties into a single attack. There are also a couple of other non-combinable weapons, including a sword for melee attacks, a baseball bat for whacking enemies and/or projectiles across the screen, and an invincibility shield to absorb enemy fire.

	Similarly, there are a variety of EX super attacks instead of the single one from the first game. These include Homing, Bound, Break, and Napalm shots like the regular weapons, but there's also the Direct shot, which will auto- target any enemies around you, allowing for a quicker, more concentrated strike. Like the standard weapons, you can also combine these attacks into a more powerful EX attack. However, two additional EX weapons can’t be combined – Reflect, which will automatically turn all enemy missiles against them, and Freeze, which temporarily stops time.
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	Some of the mechanics here have been borrowed from the N64 version of Bangai-O, rather than the Dreamcast game. For instance, you need to charge up your super shots for a few seconds for maximum strength, and your power meter is built up by gathering fruit rather than destroying objects. This time around, though, you can also aim your super shots and choose to focus them in a single direction. Additionally, the programmers must've discovered that having 400 missiles on the screen would cause the DS to slowdown a bit too much. Instead, you can only shoot out at maximum of 100, but now they can double or triple the size and strength of standard shots, again based on the proximity of enemy projectiles. However, certain enemies can reflect your own shots back at you – but you can also take those and reflect them back again, essentially creating a gigantic back-and-forth volley of tremendously huge warheads. Unfortunately, the slowdown here is perhaps even worse than in the N64 version, with the largest explosions freezing the DS for whole seconds and causing the whole screen to flicker, but it's still just as impressive as the original game.

	Other changes include the absence of multi-directional firing this time around. Even so,  the revamped controls work surprisingly well. If you begin firing and then move, you'll continue to attack in free mode, where you'll shoot in the direction you're moving. If you're already moving and then hold down the fire button, you'll lock your shots in that direction, regardless of how you move. If you double-tap the button, you'll stop dead in your tracks and hover, allowing you to fire in any direction. You can also use the B button to dash, which tackles enemies and send them flying into other foes, similar to the baseball bat weapon.

	There are technically no boss encounters – the goal is simply to destroy all of the targets in a stage. A target can be anything – a house, a turret, an enemy, whatever. There are giant foes that can sometimes fill the whole screen, but you may find levels that contain several of these, and they may be necessary to destroy the stage. Alas, that means all of the nonsensical exchanges from the boss encounters from the original game are gone. The dialogue in the tutorial stages is pretty funny, though, and full of references to anime and video games, as well as Treasure itself.

	Once the tutorial's over, the credits roll (one of the tutorial characters jokes that they're ready to resell the game), and you're free to begin for real. Including these intro stages, there are over 160 levels, a huge step up compared to the 44 of its predecessor. They're all of greatly varying sizes – some take a few minutes to complete, while others can be beaten in mere seconds. In fact, many levels are no more than a single screen. These smaller, more focused stages give Bangai-O Spirits the feel of a puzzle game with action elements, rather than a strict shooter like the first title. The amount of variety is incredible – each level usually has a specific solution, and only through multiple attempts can you discover the optimal way for beating them. Some stages are claustrophobic mazes, others are closer to the open range levels of the previous game. Some levels focus primarily on offensive tactics, while others require quick counters. The game delights in surrounding you with enemies, leaving you with only a split-second to figure out how to escape unscathed. In others, you begin at the bottom of the screen and need to work your way up through a slew of falling obstacles, finding the correct order to blast through them without getting buried in the rubble. One  sticks you in a maze of explosives and forces you to consider every move, lest you accidentally cause the whole area to go nuclear. Sometimes you need to fiddle with your weapons, and in other cases you need to experiment and figure out some way to exploit the rules.
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	A number of levels here are based on Pac-Man and Super Mario Bros., and one is even inspired by the iconic battleship from R-Type. The backgrounds range from creepy skeletons to H. R. Giger alien rip-offs to European towers. One level even takes place inside of a DS. There's no real cohesion among the designs, but that accurately reflects the variety of stages you'll encounter.

	Some of these are pretty obtuse, but the game has a shockingly freeform approach to progression – you can choose any level at any time, so you can skip over the ones you don't like. The game records your score and time for each stage too, allowing you to keep track of the ones you've completed. Still, Bangai-O Spirits isn't a title you play to "beat" – it's something you keep to mess around with.

	Undoubtedly, though, the coolest feature is the ability to create and share your own levels. There's a fully functional stage editor, even allowing you to pause and alter any level you're already playing. In order to send these to other players, the game encodes your stages in the form of sound data, so you can record it via the line-in on your computer. (It sounds like shrieking, which should be familiar for those who remember modems or old computer games that came on tapes). Then, in order for other players to receive the data, they play the sound file by sticking the DS microphone next to the computer's speaker. If all goes well during transmission, you can save and play the level.

	The schizophrenic nature of Bangai-O Spirits might not go over well with those who just want a straight up action shooter like the original. Still, it makes for a more interesting, varied, and thoughtful game, and its bite-sized nature makes it extraordinarily well-suited to portable gaming.

	Region-wise, the North American version features eight extra stages, including one that looks like Sabu's face, one of the characters from the original game. The targets are also highlighted with bigger crosshairs, and there's a small "victory" scene with the Bangai-O flying towards the screen whenever you beat a stage. The stages are also sorted differently. The Japanese version simply divided them up into "ROM" and "Custom", while the U.S. one has "Treasure's Best", "Puzzle", "Other", and "Custom".
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	Bangai-O HD: Missile Fury

	Original Release: 2011

	Platforms: X360

	Treasure felt a brief resurgence in popularity thanks to the Xbox Live Arcade, allowing some of their older franchises to experience revivals. Among the ports of Ikaruga, Radiant Silvergun, and Guardian Heroes, they also released their sole new title, Bangai-O HD: Missile Fury. It is, of course, not technically an original IP, but rather the third entry in the Bangai-O series.

	Design-wise, the game is at a midpoint between the original and the DS game. There's still no real story mode, and instead the game is presented as a series of brief levels. You can't play them in any order this time, though if you fail a stage three times, you're allowed to move on to the next one. There are 47 to traverse in the main game before it's considered "beaten" – however, there are 56 additional ones after this, making for 103 total. In terms of levels, this is more than twice as long as the original, but only 2/3rds the length of the American version of Spirits. There's still no consistency in the difficulty curve though, as stages can be brutally difficult in one case and a piece of cake in the next. These are slightly more advanced however, as they can now have boss encounters after you’ve taken down all of the main targets.

	While many of the weapons return from Bangai-O Spirits, you're no longer given the freedom to chose your arsenal. Instead, each level has a predetermined selection. This makes for less trial-and-error to determine what a "correct" solution to a level should be. Certain levels also have various other restrictions, like forbidding dashing or limiting your gauges. The upside to this is that you’re given a clearer idea of what you’re actually supposed to do to beat a stage, rather than fumbling around. On the other hand, this also leads to a more restrictive experience. Worse still, the level design just isn’t nearly as interesting. Many of the game parodies are gone, and the result is something that just feels kind of lifeless in comparison.
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	There have been some other significant mechanical changes. The baseball bat, sword, and shield have been removed, and instead the dash ability has been greatly strengthened in order to punt stuff around. However, to avoid overuse, there's a separate gauge now that depletes and recharges over use. The freeze EX attack can also be used all the time without needing to be equipped, and is dictated by the same dash gauge. There are also two circles that float around the mecha, indicating the radius of the missile EX and freeze EX attacks. Finally there’s MAX attack, which triggers a super invincible mode at the cost of five EX gauges. Fruit can now replenish both your EX gauge and your health, too, though often just in tiny amounts.

	On a technical level, Missile Fury really puts the 360 hardware to the test, allowing up to 1,000 missiles on screen at the same time. This is substantially more than the 400 from the original game and the 100 on the DS. Now, if you have enough EX gauges, you can also overcharge the missile attacks up to four times, to increase the size of the missiles like in the DS game. The system can smoothly display the regular 1,000 missile volleys with no problem, but it'll absolutely slow to a crawl when sending out the giant ones, especially when it's sharing the screen with enemies and their bullets. At least you can still find some measure of satisfaction in murdering the hardware's poor processors.

	Multiplayer from Spirits has been carried forward, and is obviously much easier to play here than sharing between DS systems. The Xbox 360 is also the first platform with a Bangai-O game to have proper dual sticks, which makes the game more comfortable to control than the previous entries. There’s a mode to create levels too, though without any kind of central hub, you can only trade them with other friends. 

	In short, Missile Fury addresses many of the more egregious issues of Bangai-O Spirits, but it still never quite manages to live up to the original game. This is due to a few reasons. The game is obviously pretty low budget. This is to be expected for a title that sells for 800 MS Points ($10 US) – but it still feels lacking in spite of the large number of stages. The DS game had the tutorial segments with the crazy doctor and the two bored kids too, but these have been reduced to a single sketchy illustration of another mad scientist, Dr. Ban, giving bland directions. The visuals are a mix of 2D and 3D, but the 3D elements look dull, and at a glance, the game looks much worse than the DS version, despite running at a much higher resolution. The music is taken straight from the Dreamcast version, too.

	The fundamental issue, though, is that anyone who was annoyed at the bite-size structure of Spirits will still have the same problem here. It's still just the player dying over and over until they discover some kind of trick to get past all of the hurdles. It remains a sight to behold watching hundreds of missiles waging mass destruction across the screen. This is doubly true thanks to the second player and smoother frame rate. Even so, that sense of wonder can only carry a game like Missile Fury so far.
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	Sin and Punishment

	AKA: Tsumi to Batsu: Hoshi no Keishousha (JP)

	Original Release: 2000

	Platforms: N64, WII, IQUE

	The 32-bit era was a dark age for Konami's beloved Contra series. It saw two installments – Contra: Legacy of War and C: The Contra Adventure – both outsourced to a Hungarian development team and produced solely for the Western audience. The former was garbage; the latter was better, but only in relative terms. Since Konami wasn't up to the task, it was up to other publishers to carry on the Contra spirit. Sometimes this came from unusual sources, like ASC Game's One for the PlayStation, developed by a relatively unknown American team. One of the best examples, though, was Sin & Punishment for the Nintendo 64, developed during the twilight years of the system and just as the Dreamcast and PS2 were hitting the market. It's the brainchild of Treasure, the same guys who puts together Gunstar Heroes some seven years earlier – so it's no surprise that this game does "Contra in 3D" way better than anything Konami ever produced. While in development, it was know as Glass Soldier.

	Sin & Punishment isn't your typical 3D action game – it's actually more of a rail shooter, similar to Panzer Dragoon or Star Fox. The main difference is that you control human characters rather than dragons/starships, so you can't fly around the screen. By default, the analog stick controls your crosshairs, while either the control pad or the C buttons handles movement and the Z button fires your gun. In other games of this type, both the cursor and movement are handled with the same input, so dividing up the functions alone takes a bit of getting used to. To aid with this, there are two firing modes – free aim and lock-on. The lock-on mode will automatically target an enemy once you've moved the crosshairs over it, so you'll fire at it no matter where it moves. While this may seem simple, your shots are much weaker this way, so you need to get used to the free aim mode if you want to beat bosses within the time limit.

	It only gets more complicated from there. Since the game is auto-scrolling, you can only move left or right. However, the shoulder buttons will make your character jump, which are really only used for a handful of sections with pits. You can also counter most enemy projectiles with your sword by highlighting an enemy with your crosshairs, waiting until the projectile is about to hit, then pressing Z to reflect it back.

	That's a whole lot of functionality to take on at once – it's like trying to pat your head, rub your belly, chew gum, and solve trigonometry problems, all at the same time. Until you get to a point where you master everything completely, you'll probably find yourself making a ton of stupid mistakes, like walking straight into enemy projectiles or routinely falling into pits. Thankfully, like most Treasure games, you have a pretty huge life meter. On top of that, you get extra continues every time you kill 100 enemies, so there's plenty of room for error. Once you finally wrap your head around the game’s mechanics, every single other rail shooter will pale in comparison. There’s also a "two-player" option where one person controls the character movement while the other aims, which can potentially result in all kinds of hilarity.
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	Of course, like most Treasure games, it's the level and boss design that really elevate Sin & Punishment to classic status. There are technically only three stages (in addition to a brief a prologue level), although each is broken up into several parts. It's rare that a section goes on longer than it has to, and each is filled with boss fights that challenge your mastery of the control scheme. There are a few times when the perspective changes to a side-scrolling view too, which is a cool change of pace, but the highlight of the game is a stunning sequence where you zoom haphazardly around a fleet of battleships – riding on what appears to be a telepathically controlled sheet of metal – taking down an entire fleet of carriers and fighter jets, until you ascend into the sky and destroy a gigantic flying fortress piece-by-piece.

	There are a few times where you need to use your sword in boss battles, which are actually pretty cool. One foe, the malicious Kachua, will hover in the middle of the screen and use his psychic powers to toss tumbling enemy soldiers right at you. He starts with full health, but a single well- timed sword slash will take him down instantly. At this point he becomes gigantic, morphing into a gigantic Evangelion-style mecha. He behaves the same, but the scale is far more grandiose now, with Kachua's form taking up nearly the entire screen. After besting this section, he hides under the surface of the lava, sending out crashing waves of death that need to be jumped over to survive.

	Another fight is against an unimaginatively named enemy called Brad. Here you need to attack both him and his furry little pet companion. The only way to beat him is to wait until he jumps close enough, engage him in melee combat, and mash buttons until you send him crashing through the windows and out to his death, regardless of his health. That's to say nothing of the final battle, either, where you have to fight an entire planet. In an ode to Missile Command, the enemy is bombarding the Earth with ICBMs, forcing you to divide your firepower to protect the world from damage while still fighting your primary foe.

	Sin & Punishment is full of crazy set pieces like this, all told through one of the most absurdly convoluted plots in any video game. The whole story is told with terribly acted, terribly written English dialogue – subtitled in Japanese – but the game never bothers to introduce the world or its characters. There's something about genetic mutations due to blood transfusions, resulting in a group of enemies known as Ruffians. Your characters, members of the Saviour Group, band together to save Japan from this menace.

	Saki Amamiya is the main character for a majority of the game, and serves as the leader of the Saviour Group. He received a blood transfusion from Achi, which seems to have given him mysterious powers. Airan Jo is another member of the group and was rescued by Saki, and fights alongside him. When Saki is taken out of commission, you play as Airan for a whole stage. Achi herself seems to possesses a mysterious power. The populace regards her as something of a messiah, especially since she fights alongside Saki and Airan, but there's quite a bit of intrigue lurking beneath the surface.
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	By the time the credits roll, very little of this will have made sense. In fact the game seems awfully proud at how nonsensical it is, and it's hard to dislike that kind of naive pretentiousness. All of it can be skipped instantly with a press of a button, too, so it’s easy enough to disregard if you want. Plus, while the visuals are generally pretty fantastic when you're actually playing it, the angular, low polygon character models can't quite manage to accurately portray Yasushi Suzuki's artwork. The music is also a bit on the dim side, providing a blaring, meandering, quasi-rock score that seems awfully disinterested in itself. This serves as a poor accompaniment to an otherwise outstanding game.

	Sin & Punishment was released near the end of the Nintendo 64's life cycle, and is one of the few Treasure titles published by Nintendo themselves. (Previously, Nintendo of America distributed Mischief Makers in North America, and Treasure was later commissioned to develop Wario World for the GamecCube.) The English dialogue seems to indicate that it was primarily intended for an overseas release. However, perhaps due to the flagging sales of late-era Nintendo 64 titles like Conker's Bad Fur Day and Perfect Dark, it was only released in Japan. The game wouldn’t see an official release overseas until 2007, when it was added to the Virtual Console for the Wii in North American and Europe. This finally meant that gamers could experience the title in all its odd glory without importing. The Classic Controller helps to refine the input a bit, and the enhanced resolution further serves to make this the definitive version of the game. The menus are translated too, as well as the tutorial and ending text, although the subtitles are still in Japanese. Since Sin & Punishment is technically a Nintendo property, Saki also makes an appearance in Super Smash Bros. Brawl as an assist character, as seen in the above screenshot.
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	Sin and Punishment: Star Successor

	AKA: Sin and Punishment: Successor of the Skies (EU) / Tsumi to Batsu: Sora no Koukeisha (JP)

	Original Release: 2009

	Platforms: WII, WIIU

	 

	When Nintendo announced the motion control remote for the Wii, longtime gamers were skeptical that it could actually enhance the gaming experience. Indeed, this proved to be mostly true, as games using this new form of input were more about flailing randomly than anything resembling actual skill. However, a small handful of titles, such as No More Heroes and Super Mario Galaxy, used the motion controls to enhance the experience. Even so, they were extraneous in most cases. With that in mind, it didn't seem like anyone was really using the Wii remote to its fullest potential. That is, until Sin and Punishment: Star Successor was released.

	Sin & Punishment is a totally ideal fit for the Wii – the nunchuck is in the left hand to the control the character, the Wii remote in the right to handle aiming. It's far more natural than any of the setups in the original Nintendo 64 game, and it's almost surprising that it took anyone this long to develop a rail shooter using these controls. A sequel to Sin & Punishment only took so long because Nintendo didn't realize the demand. It wasn't until they saw the Western sales of the Virtual Console re-release of the original game that creating a sequel became a priority.

	The application of the motion controls is obvious – it's smoother, more logical, and far more approachable. From a technical standpoint, it's obviously improved too – as a native Wii game, it looks leaps and bounds beyond the foggy Nintendo 64 technology, and runs at a smooth 60 FPS almost all the time. The character models are a bit dodgy, but the incredible looking bosses more than make up for it, resulting in what is easily one of the best looking games on the Wii.
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	Fundamentally, the game is pretty much the same. There are still two types of targeting cursors – an entirely manual one and a lock-on, which as before reduces damage but makes it easier to aim. You can also still reflect projectiles with a sword attack, executed by tapping the Z button. The biggest change is the ability to fly at all times, removing the need to jump. In its place is a dash roll maneuver, which lets you quickly dodge and grants temporarily invulnerability. While this might theoretically sound like it would make things too easy, there's also a split second after each dash where you're susceptible to damage, requiring you to not only time them perfectly, but also make sure that you end up in a safe spot. You also now have a charge attack. This deals substantially more damage than your standard rapid-fire laser. The charge shot has a few seconds of downtime before it can be used again, but careful balancing of dodging and charging is absolutely essential to mastering the game. Previously, the viewpoint would occasionally shift to a side-scrolling perspective to change things up a bit. The sequel maintains this tradition, and a few boss fights zoom the camera out to allow 360 degree movement, similar to G.rev’s Senko no Ronde.

	Narratively, the story is a bit less insane than in the original game, though not by much. It takes place several years in the future, where it's become apparent that there are two dimensions: Inner Space and Outer Space. The leaders of Inner Space, called the Creators, have created several Earth planets and have populated it with humans to fight against Outer Space. Whenever the humans try to establish peace, they are destroyed and a new Earth is created. (At this point in the game’s story, they’re up to Earth-5.) One of the agents from Outer Space takes the form of a human girl to check out Earth, only to be hit with a terrible bout of amnesia. She's rescued by a Earth boy named Isa Jo, the son of Airan and Saki from the first game. Having apparently forgotten her mission, this girl, called Kachi, instead chooses the side of her nemesis. This action angers the Creators, who command a squad of beings to take them down. This group is known as the Nebulox in the Western version, and G5, or Gathering of Five Countries, in the Japanese release.

	You can play as either Isa or Kachi, who possess slightly different abilities. Kachi's auto-lock is as powerful as her manual one, and her charge attack can lock onto multiple enemies. Isa has a better firing rate and is more powerful, and his charge shot is a single powerful blast. Again, there is technically a "two-player" mode, but the second person just controls their own set of crosshairs, without actually having their own character.

	The North American and European versions include both English and Japanese voice acting. The North American version is subtitled Star Successor, while the European version is Successor of the Skies, which sounds slightly better. The English script weakens some of the religious undertones – the "Creators" were known as "kami" or "Gods" in the Japanese version – although the original English story was presented on the official European site.

	It seems that Isa is afraid of the powers he may have inherited from his parents. However, he takes it upon himself to protect Kachi from the forces who seek to destroy her. Meanwhile, Kachi is a life form from another dimension, and has lost nearly all trace of her memory. In fact her new name was given to her by Isa. Despite her apparent innocence, as evidenced by her form as a young girl, the Creators apparently feel she needs to be annihilated.
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	Sin & Punishment: Star Successor is also a much, much larger game than its predecessor. The original only included three full stages (and a single short one). Conversely, the sequel features a total of seven full stages, in addition to a similarly brief prologue level, making it over twice as long as before. It also saves the game after every checkpoint and offers unlimited continues. Once a stage is completed, you can restart at any area, which is perfect for replaying favorite bosses or trying for score attacks. This game is also substantially more difficult, even on the Normal setting, so to balance this it offers as many retries as necessary.

	Mechanically, the scoring system is pretty simple. A multiplier slowly crawls up as you kill enemies – when you get hit, it drops a small bit. That's about as complicated as it gets, but many areas are filled with masses of popcorn enemies that fly out in the distance. They're not dangerous, but taking down these swarms will obviously help increase your multiplier further. It also offers (now defunct) online leaderboard functionality, if you want to compare your scores.

	The stage designs and bosses are of the highest caliber, which one would expect from Treasure. Each checkpoint usually changes up the scenery or introduces new enemies, so you don't spend more than a few minutes doing the same thing. The scenery is varied, ranging from destroyed landscapes to underwater subways to Japanese forests. There are also desert roadscapes (complete with jumping sand worms) and the volcanic expanses of Mt. Fuji. Bosses include all manner of battleships, flying monstrosities, and other behemoths. Most stages culminate in a battle against one of the members of the Nebulox, all of whom wield a variety of insane powers. In a fight taking place over the ocean, one will morph into a squad of dolphins, who pull off a series of killer acrobatic maneuvers. It sort of makes sense in context – the transformations show the evolution of sea life – but it's still pretty bizarre.

	A later section involves a boss whose hide is too thick for bullets, rendering it immune to regular attacks. Instead, your characters jump on a train while a rear view mirror pops up on the top of the screen, showing the foe giving chase. The only way to beat him is by disconnecting the various train cars so they smash into your pursuer. After getting killed, it spews a small baby from itself, causing our heroes some slight guilt that the grotesque monster they destroyed was actually a mother. The baby crawls out of sight and, for some reason, mans a crane that snags your partner and threatens to toss him/her in the lava. 
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	This whole stage also involves a segment where you can fling a stampede of cow-like creatures into the horizon, destroying distant fortresses. During one of the fights against another Nebulox member, your character is bound to him with a rope, forcing you to play a very simplistic 2D fighter-type game to defeat your foe. The final stage takes place after the heroes have changed shape, similar to the giant robot form from the first game, as they approach the Nebulox base hovering in Earth's orbit. Here, the camera switches to the bridge of the station as each member of the enemy quintet teleports out to face you, a concept practically lifted straight from the climax of Gunstar Heroes. In other words, it's simply gorgeous.

	Treasure has always had something of a spotty track record with sequels. Games like Gunstar Super Heroes, Advance Guardian Heroes, and Bangai-O Spirits are all fine in their own right, but they each falter in one way or another – Gunstar Super Heroes for stripping down its mechanics, Advance Guardian Heroes for maintaining almost nothing from its predecessor, and Bangai-O Spirits for changing the system to bite-size action-puzzles.

	Sin and Punishment: Star Successor, though, is probably the only Treasure sequel that not only stacks up to the original game, but actually manages to exceed it. It addresses the short length and cumbersome control issues of the first game, and benefits from the improved specs of the hardware. The end result is not only one the company's best titles, but an absolute must-have for the Wii.
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	Stretch Panic

	AKA: Freak Out (EU), 

	Hippa Linda (JP)

	Original Release: 2001

	Platforms: PS2

	Stretch Panic – known as Freak Out in Europe and Hippa Linda ("Pulling Linda") in Japan – is Treasure's first effort for the PlayStation 2. This very eccentric 3D action game puts you in the role of a little girl named Linda. She’s the youngest in a family of 13, and all of her sisters have been driven completely mad by the Demons of Vanity. They’ve been transformed into a variety of odd creations – robots, monsters, aliens, etc. – and only Linda, armed with a demonic scarf, can save them.

	Linda isn't exactly agile – she has no direct attacking powers, can barely run, and can't even jump. The big gimmick of Stretch Panic is, of course, her demon scarf. While the left analog stick controls Linda, the right stick manages the positioning of the scarf. When you want to latch on to something, you target it and hit the R1 button. If successful, the scarf will grab onto the object. At this point, you have a couple of options: you can pull and stretch it out like taffy, damaging it in the process (called "Stretchtisity Technology"). Alternatively, you can click or rotate the right stick and launch Linda through the air, attacking anything in her way. You can latch on to any floor or piece of scenery too, although it's rare that you'll need to do this. Pressing L1 will also center the camera and lock onto an enemy.

	Like Alien Soldier, the emphasis is on boss fights – there are twelve of them, each against one of Linda's crazed, transformed sisters. Although you can pick at practically any part of your opponent to cause damage, they have vulnerabilities that will greatly sap their strength. However, it's not enough to merely beat each boss – draining their life will allow you to advance through the game, but you won't be able to see the end credits. In order to fully conquer a boss, you need to successfully execute a Spirit Bomb move at least once in a battle. By grappling onto a foe and pressing down on both analog sticks, you'll create two additional scarf arms, which will ensnare your opponent and strangle them. The wilder you spin the sticks, the more damage you'll do. If you manage to keep the attack going for about five seconds – you usually need to do them at specific moments, and you can't get hurt in the process – the exorcism will be successful, and your sister's soul will be set free once you've finally drained them of their strength.
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	It's a fantastic concept, in theory, but one has to remember that this is all done in 3D. Trying to target anything specifically is a bit difficult, since you need to judge the depth of the scarf's arms. It also doesn't help that both the movement and camera are awkwardly implemented. This is technically Treasure's first real 3D game – Sin and Punishment, despite using polygonal graphics, didn’t allow movement in 3D – and it's clear that they haven't gotten it quite right here. Linda moves slowly, and dodging attacks almost seems like more of a matter of chance than actual skill. And since you use the right analog stick for scarf movement, you need to use the L1 button to reposition the camera, and it’s pretty awkward.

	The game has a bizarre structure, too. You can't simply go from boss to boss – instead, you need to rack up points in levels called EX Worlds. These stages are fairly short arenas filled with creatures called Bonita Zakos, women with absurdly gigantic balloon breasts. (“Bonita” in Spanish/Portuguese/etc. for “pretty” and “zako” being the Japanese video game term for non-boss enemies.) They're too well-endowed to be efficiently attacked from the front, so you need to get behind them and snap from the back. You can technically exit these areas whenever you want, but killing these "babes" is the main way to get more points. These sections are particularly weird (and just a wee bit tasteless), mostly because the Bonitas barely fight back. They'll try to push you off of edges and occasionally use their boobs as helicopter blades (!!) to fly around, and a few will try to belly flop on you, but there's no real challenge to any of it. Although points are used to enter into boss battles, you also need five to execute Spirit Bomb attacks. If you screw up, you'll lose those points – and while technically exploiting one its of vulnerabilities will restore a single point, it’s probably not going to be enough to get the five necessary to execute another Spirit Bomb. It seems like you’re supposed to grind for points and then spam the bosses with Spirit Bombs, but it feels like padding.

	Artistically, the sparse environments are typical of early PlayStation 2 games, but the character models look fantastic in spite of (or perhaps, due to) their technical simplicity. As with other Treasure games, the rogues’ gallery of bizarre creations give the title a cutely disturbing sensation, especially with the creepy boss introduction sequences where Linda’s sister is turned into her foe. Cinder is a gigantic doll with pink hair and purple pig tails, who seems cute enough... but then she opens her mouth to reveal a splash of colors and tries to eat you. (Her weak point is her uvula.) Siren is a beautiful woman who lures tiny children to worship her with her song... then transforms herself and her followers into little demons. Fay Soff is something of a nightmare Mrs. Potato Head, and Samantha spends roughly ten seconds straight puking. Jelly-Chan is a blob with eyes, as seen in games like Gunstar Heroes, while the fight against Demonica has a distinct horror vibe, as it hides behind walls and you attack it before it insta-kills you. It may lack the tight mechanics of other Treasure games, but it still has the same oddball charm.

	Stretch Panic is a captivating mess. All of the elongating and flinging is neat in concept, but one can’t help but feel that it would've been so much better if the game were in 2D, which Treasure had far more experience in. As a result, it’s better regarded as a fascinating art project rather than something typically video game-y like Gunstar Heroes. A sequel with better 3D implementation would’ve been great, but Treasure never got the chance, and so Stretch Panic ended up as a sole odd experiment.

	 

	Other Treasure Games
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	Silpheed: The Lost Planet

	Original Release: 2000

	Platforms: PS2

	Game Arts’ Silpheed series began as a shoot-em-up using an isometric perspective, released for assorted Japanese PCs and also published for American computers by Sierra Online. It was renowned for its technical brilliance, utilizing polygonal graphics. It’s more widely known thanks to its Sega CD remake/sequel.

	Hot off of Radiant Silvergun, expectations were high when it was announced that Treasure would be developing the third entry, released in the first year of the PlayStation 2’s life. The result is�c.okay. The visuals aren’t bad for an early PS2 title, though it suffered from significant slowdown in its initial Japanese release. The design has barely changed since the original, though. It’s pretty simple, just with a large number of weapons. Compared to Taito’s similar RayStorm, which has a cool missile targeting system, it feels dated, with little of the clever design Treasure is known for.
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	Hajime no Ippo!: The Fighting

	Original Release: 2003

	Platforms: GBA

	Hajime no Ippo is a boxing manga that has been running since 1989, which had anime tie-ins produced between 2000 and 2003. The PS2 and Wii entries of the video game tie-ins, dubbed Victorious Boxers, were released in North America. The GBA game by Treasure, however, remained Japan-only.

	Similar to the arcade Punch-Out, the game is viewed from the first-person perspective, with only your gloves visible. You can attack and defend, but can’t move. Various moves are performed by combinations of the buttons and the direction pads, plus special “Spirit” moves when your gauge is high enough. There’s a Story mode which roughly follows part of the manga, where you gain moves as you progress through the stages, plus a mode where you can customize your own boxer. It’s visually impressive but it moves a little too fast, and without the puzzle-type design of Punch-Out, its appeal is short lasting.
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	Wario World

	Original Release: 2003

	Platforms: GC

	Mario’s money-hoarding, garlic- loving, fart-enthusiast nemesis was originally introduced in Super Mario Land 2 for the Game Boy. He’s since spun-off into his own ridiculous action-platformer series. The best games of these are for Nintendo’s portable systems, but a few ended up on consoles, including the sole 3D entry, Wario World, for the GameCube. Here, the game feels more like a beat-em-up with some light platforming and exploration elements, as Wario pummels enemies with his fists and throws them at other foes. 

	Development is credited to Treasure, but it’s more accurate to say this was a co-production with Nintendo – much of the staff from Treasure previously worked on Stretch Panic, and were probably drafted due to their 3D programming experience. It’s a pretty good game, though lacking the unique design and brilliant charm found in most Nintendo or Treasure titles.
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	Dragon Drive: D-Masters Shot

	Original Release: 2003

	Platforms: GC

	Dragon Drive was a manga/anime from the early 2000s involving children who discover an alternate world filled with dragons, and then team up to save the world. Treasure co-developed the GameCube game, subtitled D-Masters Shot, published by Bandai.

	Most of the levels in this 3D shooter take place in an enclosed arena, as you fly around and shoot enemies. It’s a little easier than Star Fox 64’s free-range sections, since you can hover and easily change your speed. A few stages are also rail shooter levels, a la Panzer Dragoon. You can gain experience to power-up your dragon, as well as obtain cards for various abilities. There’s also a competitive battle mode.

	It’s a little slow compared to other dog-fighting (or in this case, dragon-fighting) games, and the graphics are a bit ugly nowadays, but it’s not too bad either, if still somewhat average compared to Treasure’s output.
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	Gradius V

	Original Release: 2004

	Platforms: PS2

	 

	Konami briefly resurrected the Gradius series for the PlayStation 2 in 2004. Since most of their shoot-em-up staff from the glory days of the 90s had since left, they subcontracted Treasure for development, who then got G.rev to chip in for assistance.

	Unlike the relative disappointment of Silpheed: The Lost Planet, Gradius V is a brilliant shoot-em-up, one that manages to remain faithful to the legacy of the arcade legend while still providing an interesting twist on the formula. Here, you can pick from several Option types, one of which lets you aim in any direction, which changes the feel of the game. It also features two-player simultaneous play and auto-resurrection.

	This is one of Treasure’s better titles, and only gets a small write-up here because we already have a full one (along with the rest of the Gradius series) in our Konami Shooters book, so please check that out!
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	Bleach: Versus Crusade

	Original Release: 2008

	Platforms: WII

	Treasure was responsible for the first two DS games based on the manga/anime Bleach, and also developed a 3D entry for the Wii, subtitled Versus Crusade. Unlike the previous Bleach Wii game, Shattered Blade, which was developed by Polygon Magic, this wasn’t released outside of Japan.

	It’s a 3D one-on-one anime fighter, roughly similar to Dragon Ball Z: Budokai Tenkaichi, with the camera positioned behind your fighter and zooming in during some attacks. You can use the nunchuck to move and the Wiimote to attack, though standard controls are also available. It can be a little tough to follow due to the quick camera movement, but it’s still pretty fun to play. There’s a story mode with branching paths, and in certain modes, you can pick a partner to swap in during battles. With 25 fighters, the roster is nicely sized but still missing some essential characters. Still, it’s a huge improvement over its predecessor.
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	Gaist Crusher / Gaist Crusher God

	Original Release: 2013 / 2014

	Platforms: 3DS

	Gaist Crusher was an anime/manga that began in 2013. The story focuses around a troupe of “Gaist Crushers”, humans that fight against alien creatures encased in powerful “Gaimetal”. There were two 3DS games around the same time, published by Capcom and designed by Treasure.  They’re 3D action games similar to Monster Hunter, Lord of Arcana, God Eater, and other games that were popular on portable platforms from the late 2000s and early 2010s – you run around an arena killing smaller enemies, face off against larger boss creatures, then use your obtained experience points to strengthen your character. 

	The whole franchise was something of a flop. The games are fun, but generally simple and repetitive. Still, since they crashed in price, the general consensus is that they’re worth it for the low cost, and good games for children. As of this writing, they’re also the last games developed by Treasure.
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	GunBeat

	Original Release: Unreleased

	Platforms: ARC

	Treasure was largely a console developer, with their only arcade games being Radiant Silvergun and Ikaruga. They also had a third game in the works called GunBeat (AKA Glitter GunBeat), though, developed for the Sega Naomi arcade board.

	Little is known about this title since it was canceled before release, with all that exists being some tiny screenshots and brief video clips of the location test. It seems to be a rail shooter, though, somewhat like Sin & Punishment, except presented as a racing game (note the place ranking and number of laps in the screenshot). At least one of the player characters rides what appears to be a gigantic hamster, too, in one of those odd touches of inspiration that seems to be distinctly “Treasure”. 

	Unseen64 postulates that the game was designed by founding member Fukuryu, who left the company around the same time as this title’s cancellation. It’s possible the project led to some friction.
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	Rapid Reload

	AKA: Gunners Heaven (JP)

	Original Release: 1995

	Platforms: PS1

	 

	Rapid Reload, also known in native Japan as Gunners Heaven, is very, very obviously influenced by Treasure's Genesis run-and-gun Gunstar Heroes. It was developed by Media.Vision, a company that worked closely with Sony and later went on to create the Wild Arms series of RPGs. Treasure wasn't known for creating sequels at the time, so the developer must've felt they needed to take matters into their own hands. It was an early release for the PlayStation, and got passed over by the general public in favor of flashier 3D games. It never hit America, as Sony was never very down with 2D titles, especially early in the system's life. 

	For the outset, it remains easy to see why this game didn't garner any attention, as neither the graphics or sound are anything to write home about. There’s a little bit of voice acting, but nary an anime cutscene or flashy intro in sight. The presentation is definitely lacking – other than the slightly more detailed graphics due to the increased color palette, the game practically looks like an SNES title. Still, all of the action would probably have caused Nintendo's 16-bit system to choke.
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	The game puts you in the shoes of Axel Sonics and Ruka Hetfield, a pair of wackily named commandos-at-large. They're fighting against a rival treasure hunting team called the Pumpkin Heads in their search for a treasure called Valkiry. 

	Despite the usual tradition of games like these, Rapid Reload is a single-player affair, so your Contra buddy will have to sit this one out. The object is, of course, to run to the right (and occasionally up) while shooting pretty much everything in sight. Many of the elements of Gunstar Heroes appear here: zany boss characters; huge, multi-segmented machinations; and the ability to toss enemies and hang on handlebars – even the animation is astoundingly reminiscent. Quite welcomed is the ability to stand in one place as you aim while holding down the L2 trigger. You also get a grappling hook for reaching high places, although it's sadly underutilized.

	Unlike the usual deal where selectable characters play exactly the same, Axel and Ruka actually have their own completely unique weaponry set – Normal, Homing, Grand (multi-shot), and Fire –making for a total of eight weapons altogether. While many of these weapons will seem familiar to Gunstar Heroes vets, the system is entirely different here. For one thing, you can cycle between any of these armaments at any time. They’re further differentiated in functionality, as well. There's a timer on the screen that's constantly counting down, and as long as it's above zero, your gun will be charged. When this reaches zero, your weapon loses strength. Certain enemies also drop power-up crystals that increase the timer a few seconds. This helps to keep you moving forward and shooting as much as possible.

	Unfortunately, the implementation of the weapon system is lacking, feeling half-baked in execution. In theory, a timer encourages you to attempt to destroy as much as possible in the least amount of time, thereby leaving some power left over when you reach a boss (where the timer stops.) The distribution of power-ups is very unbalanced, though, leading to feast-or-famine scenarios. At times the game teases you with an item that will fully charge your gun to maximum level, allowing you to really rip loose, but this power lasts for only a scant amount of time. These kinds of haphazard design choices are somewhat baffling. Even at their lowest levels, your weapons aren’t useless – certainly much better than, say, the pea shooter in the NES Contra games – but they remain significantly weak enough to make boss encounters drag out needlessly. Still, as long as you keep yourself charged, the game provides a reasonable challenge without being too difficult. The placement of multiple checkpoints throughout each stage certainly aids in that regard.
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	There are six levels in total, with two deviating from the norm: one being a mine-chase on some kind of ultra-roller skate, with the other being a trip through the skies on a jetpack. Not to belabor the point, but both of these are  similar to Gunstar Heroes. Most stages also have at least three bosses that need to be crushed, most of which are somewhat inspired with the occasional bit of wackiness. Out of them all, the robot with a chassis of a Union Jack flag wielding a laser flail is by far the best.

	On the plus side, the core action does a good job of mimicking the template established by Treasure's classic shooter. The weapons are fun, things explode very nicely, and the levels are constantly throwing new challenges at you. The music is also pleasant, if not exactly memorable. As another example of an odd choice, there are two arrangements you can pick from for some reason. Still, it can't help but feel like Rapid Reload falls short of its potential. Part of this is because it's perfectly content to just mimic another title rather than try anything new and interesting. It's more than just that, though. Gunstar Heroes was a technical masterpiece for the Genesis, but there's nothing that pushes the barrier here – it wouldn't be until later titles like Klonoa or Strider 2 where 2D titles really utilized the power of the PlayStation. Plus, the character design is simply generic mid-90s anime compared to HAN's uniquely stylized artwork. Coupled with the goofy weapon system and absence of a two-player mode, the game is held back from attaining classic status. Still, quality 2D titles were like an oasis in the desert during this period, at least until SNK ramped up production of Metal Slug titles, so the end result is still a pretty fun experience.

	The Japanese version of the game is a little easier, as it offers unlimited continues and even has a cheat code to skip levels. The European version limits the credits to nine (which is still generous) and disables the level select. Plus, the Japanese version has some voice acting for the brief periods where the heroes meet the villains, which was cut out totally from the European version. The European release also offers English text, though it's sparse anyway, and it’s not like the story is all that important.
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	Mad Stalker: Full Metal Force

	Original Release: 1994

	Platforms: X68K, FMT, PCECD, PS1

	 

	Mad Stalker is Fill-In Cafe’s first attempt at a beat-em-up. Designed and programmed by Masatoshi Imaizumi and Masaki Ukyo, its systems are loosely similar to the Asuka 120% Burning Fest series, whose first entry was released later in 1994. There are three main versions: the X68000 and FM Towns games, developed by Fill-In Cafe themselves (the X68000 version has the subtitle Full Metal Forth, which was corrected to Full Metal Force in the FM Towns and later entries); the PC Engine CD port developed by Kogado; and the PlayStation version, again by Fill-In Cafe, which is more of a complete remake than a port.

	The story takes place in Artemis City in the year 2142, in the wake of a massive war. A ship containing hundreds of mecha, called SlaveGears, is discovered and confiscated by the government. Two of them are put to experimental use by the police, but one, Rising Dog, is commandeered by a rogue officer. The other, Hound Dog, is sent to stop his rampage.

	Mad Stalker is a bit different from the typical belt-scrolling beat-em-ups released in the early/mid-90s. The action is kept to a single plane, akin to older games like Irem’s Kung Fu Master, while the gameplay is closer to a 2D fighting game. Despite controlling gigantic mechas, the characters are fairly agile, with various dashes and double jumps. Your moveset is also relatively large considering there are only two attack buttons, with jumping uppercuts and laser projectiles. You can even become dizzied after successive hits. Unlike beat-em-ups like Final Fight, which create combos automatically by hitting the attack button, Mad Stalker expects you to vary up your moves by beginning with weak attacks, moving into strong ones, and then using more powerful techniques that can hit them in the air. Again, this is closer to a typical 2D fighting game. In fact, if you try to play it like regular beat-em-up and just keep hitting the attack button, the game ends up feeling very stiff. It’s fairly freeform in the way that other attacks flow into each other, though.
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	Even so, there’s a certain clumsiness to the action. This is  mostly due to the enemies varying in size and maneuverability. There are tons of foes that are half the size of your mecha, meaning you need to squat down to reach them. Others fly in the sky, requiring you to leap up to smack them down. The enemy AI, especially for bosses, is also fairly aggressive, even on the lower difficulty levels. Plus, they can block effortlessly while you need to press both buttons at the same time, which is awkward to pull off in a pinch.

	The game also lacks some of the features one would expect from a beat-em-up. The main arcade mode is only single-player, and you can control just one mecha, the Hound Dog. At least the bosses are playable in the two-player versus mode, which is a recurring feature in all of the subsequent games spun off by Mad Stalker.

	There’s little difference between the computer versions of the game, other than the X68000 version using a MIDI soundtrack and the FM Towns release featuring CD audio. Kogado made some changes to the PC Engine CD version, including adding fully voiced cutscenes after all of the stages. They’re pretty low budget, considering they merely consist of characters talking about an upcoming mission without much action, but they’re still a nice touch. To accommodate the expanded story, there are actual characters now who pilot each of the mechas. Two other mechas, the Kamui and the Gong, are also available in single-player mode as well, with the rest still present in the versus mode. This version also features a CD-audio soundtrack. All that aside, the gameplay remains more or less the same. The graphics receive a noticeable downgrade here though, with all of the parallax scrolling having been removed.
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	The PlayStation version was released in 1997, and adapts the system so it’s closer to Panzer Bandit, also released by Fill-In Cafe in the same year. With the revamped controls, the action is much, much smoother. Like Panzer Bandit, there’s an auto guard when the controls are left in neutral, and you can also deflect enemy attacks by hitting them at the same time. Dashing and boost jumping have been assigned their own separate buttons, too. A few other things have been added as well, like an “overdrive” power gauge that can be discharged for more powerful maneuvers. Enemies also regularly drop health restoratives, whereas the previous versions only provided them at certain points in the stages.

	The sprites here are all the same, but the backgrounds are now 3D (though still single-plane), and look entirely different. Despite the visual makeover, however, the stages and bosses are all still pretty similar. The music has been rearranged, though, with some tracks taken from a Mad Stalker soundtrack album released alongside the X68k game in 1994.

	In spite of the enhancements, this version still feels pretty thin. By default, you can still only use the Hound Dog in single-player mode. There are several more you can unlock with a code – six total, twice even the PC Engine version – but it’s weird that they’re hidden. Co-op also remains conspicuously absent. It’s completely missing the extra story and cutscenes from the PC Engine CD, too. Overall this is superior to all of the other prior releases, but it can’t exactly be called definitive.
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	Panzer Bandit

	Original Release: 1997

	Platforms: PS1

	 

	Sega/Treasure's 1996 beat-em-up/RPG Guardian Heroes was a surprise cult international hit, but it didn't come of out of nowhere. It was directly inspired by Fill-In Cafe's Mad Stalker: Full Metal Force, which was only released in Japan for home computers and the PC Engine CD, which was in turn somewhat similar to the Asuka 120% fighting games. After this, one of its main programmers, Masaki Ukyo, went to work for Treasure, continuing the beat-em-up entries with Yu Yu Hakusho: Makyou Touitsusen and Guardian Heroes. Masatoshi Imaizumi, the other programmer on Mad Stalker, continued similar projects of his own at Fill-In-Cafe. His follow-up, the incredibly fun Panzer Bandit, published by Banpresto for the PlayStation in 1997 exclusively in Japan, is a much truer successor to Guardian Heroes than the actual GBA sequel, which wasn't released until 2004.

	The story takes place in a steampunk world called Kanadyne, where magic and science coexist. The land is inhabited by mysterious ruins from a long-dead civilization, whose secrets are found to be held in a vessel called Arc. There are legends being told about a being named Think, which may be either a god or a demon. The Golden Foundation has consolidated its resources to use the power within Arc for their own nefarious purposes, and only a group of bandits can stop them.

	The game is structured like Gunstar Heroes, where you're given orders by your team leader and can play through any of the first four areas in any order. Your commander is kidnapped at the midway point, so the second half of the game is played linearly.
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	The basic fighting feels like Guardian Heroes, though a bit simplified. You have two primary attacks (weak and strong), and a variety of simple Street Fighter-esque command motions to perform flying flips, fireballs, and whatever other special moves your character may have (and in case you're not adept enough, most of the specialty attacks are mapped to the extra buttons on the controller). Even the bulkiest of characters are relatively agile, allowing you to super jump, double jump, dash, and almost fly around the whole screen. Plus, it's extremely easy to pick up enemies and chuck them into one another (an element inherited from Gunstar Heroes), tearing new holes in everything. Blocking happens automatically when you're in a neutral pose, plus you can deflect enemy attacks, giving the action an extremely aggressive feel. Hitting the trigger buttons will send your character leaping back and forth between planes, though there are only two compared to Guardian Heroes' three. There's also the usual power meter, which can unleash a super attack when charged up enough. And as is natural for games of this type, you can choose to smash bad guys with a buddy by your side. Though it only offers a two-player simultaneous option in story mode, multiplayer mode offers up to four, providing you have a multi-tap or are playing on a PlayStation 3. It's all reasonably simple, but a total blast to play.

	Like so very many Japanese games, Panzer Bandit features cutesy, adorable character designs to compliment the hectic gameplay. The characters are designed by Yoshitsune Izuna, who also designed the characters for the anime OVA Saber Marionette R, as well as mechanical designs for Diebuster. The aesthetic here is reminiscent of the vistas of Studio Ghibli films like Castle in the Sky, with mechanical designs reminiscent of Osamu Tezuka.

	As for the main characters, Kou is the standard blue-haired anime hero who can shoot fireballs, and has a floating robot buddy to assist him as well.

	Kasumi is a ninja girl who attacks with a robotic girl by her side. These little helper pets travel alongside the player characters, though given that they really only perform super attacks, their full potential is never reached. Miu is an insanely cute little girl who rides on top of a gigantic mecha. She’s skilled at piloting this device even though she seems to have trouble with them. Finally, Ein is a badass robot filled with guns, lasers, and bombs – and he smokes a cigar. 
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	Each level has a unique boss, and many of these are as equally colorful as the main cast, particularly Senka, a vivacious catgirl. In addition to the anime intro, all of the bosses have voiced pre-fight dialogues.  As with all of the other games in the Mad Stalker/Guardian Heroes lineage, these can all become playable in both multiplayer and single player modes, though they either need to be unlocked via multiple playthroughs or by entering a code. What is a little weird is that these secondary characters have their own personalities, but the actual four protagonists don't speak a word beyond their attack grunts, and don’t really have any storyline dialogue.

	Panzer Bandit throws a lot at you at one time, but never quite reaches the epic chaos that Guardian Heroes immersed you in. While at times the game doesn't quite feel busy enough, it also doesn't overwhelm you to the point where you can't see what you're doing. While the foreground is polygonal, everything else is comprised of fully detailed, well-animated sprites. Even though the camera is constantly zooming in and out as you jump or switch between planes, the graphics stay fairly clear and never become the pixelated mess usually associated with scaling effects. The music is also similar to Capcom-style pop cheese that would feel right at home in a CPS2-era fighting game.

	This being a side-scrolling brawler, Panzer Bandit is somewhat repetitive by nature. The fact that you're really only fighting the same two or three enemies over and over doesn't really help alleviate the issue. Almost all of the foes are the same weird monkey/skeleton robots, with only a few variations. By the time you hit the eighth and final level and have to right all of the old bosses again, the experience begins to wear out its welcome. Further, while the lack of RPG elements like its forebear isn't necessarily a bad thing, the absence of multiple routes, or even multiple endings for each player character, leaves the content feeling rather sparse. 

	All things considered, however, when taken in spurts, Panzer Bandit can be elegant in all of its bone-smashing simplicity, leading to some of the best button-mashing fun you're likely to find. It's one of the more obscure PlayStation imports, and even only has cult status in Japan, where it’s regarded as “PlayStation’s version of Guardian Heroes”. Second-hand copies can become a little pricey, though it was released on the PSN.
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	Code of Princess / Code of Princess EX

	Original Release: 2012

	Platforms: 3DS, WIN, NSW

	 

	Agatsuma Entertainment was a Japanese company that specialized in education products, but they also dabbled in game development. One of their few titles was Code of Princess, initially released for the 3DS, then later ported to Windows and the Switch. Developed by Studio Saizensen, the team behind the Umihara Kawase games, it’s a brawler inspired by Treasure’s Saturn game Guardian Heroes, to the point where they hired Masaki Ukyo as a programmer / designer and Tetsuhiko “HAN” Kikuchi as a planner and artist. They also drafted former Capcom artists Kinu Nishimura and Bengus to create character artwork, and music studio ACE (Xenoblade Chronicles) to handle the sound. For all of the talent behind Code of Princess, though, it doesn’t quite work.

	The story takes place in the Kingdom of DeLuxia. The land has been invaded by monsters, and Princess Solange Blanchefleur de Lux is blamed for the attack, leading to her exile. In an attempt to clear her name and save the realm, she joins up with a rag-tag team and fights against the actual bad guys, one of whom is her brainwashed brother, Schwartz.

	The combination of RPG elements and beat-em-up action in Code of Princess is very obviously styled after Guardian Heroes, right down to the plane-switching. However, the Saturn game was distinct for its fast, combo-heavy action, while the movement here for most characters is sluggish. There are a variety of leaping moves, but only certain fighters can double jump or air dash, and everything feels really heavy. 
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	It also uses a very strange damage system. When you hit an enemy with a heavy attack, you’ll lock-on to it, which will cause all subsequent attacks to do twice the amount of damage, until it either dies or you target something else. You also have a “burst” state, which will double all damage and restore lost health for a limited amount of time, determined by your MP. Further smashing up enemies will replenish MP, so you can continue the cycle of attacking and bursting. Certain characters can also drop bombs that can have debilitating effects like poison.

	You can get adjusted to the weighty combat after a certain amount of time, but the issues with Code of Princess run far deeper. Like Guardian Heroes, you gain experience points, and upon gaining a level, they can be funneled into different statistics. Here, there’s also a store to buy equipment to tweak stats as the situation dictates.  However, while Guardian Heroes was a linear experience, Code of Princess is broken up into tiny chunks, with each of the 31 main story missions only being a few minutes long. There’s no plot branching either, just two endings based on a decision you make at the end. Not only does it give a very choppy feeling, the game expects you to replay missions in order to grind experience, as many of the later stages are incredibly unbalanced. If you don’t level up your strength, you’ll end up barely making dents in bosses. If you neglect to put points into defense or mind (magic defense), then you can be easily wiped out by a few stray hits. If you don’t want to replay the story missions, there are a number of bonus quests too, but there’s no real variety to them. 

	The Switch version attempts to balance these issues by automatically allocating points in each stat after each level up, which feels like a bandage on a larger issue. Also, in the 3DS and Windows versions, only the chosen character gains experience, but the Switch version at least gives points to those left on the bench. The 3DS version also makes other tweaks, including removing the “speed” stat and splitting up the magic offense and defense, and fixes some boss AI.

	There are four main fighters: Princess Solange, wielding the ridiculously named DeLuxcaliber, and wearing some hugely revealing bikini armor; Ali-Baba, a tomboyish thief; Lady Zozo, a necromancer assembled from assorted dead body parts; and Allegro, the sole male character, an elven bard who attacks with a guitar. There are also three side-characters: Tsukikage, a blind samurai; Master T. Drakkhen, a masked martial artist; and Sister Helga Wilhelmina, a warrior nun. However, only the four main characters are playable in the campaign, at least in the 3DS and Windows versions, and the rest are only used in bonus quests, so they’re kind of useless. They’re available in the main campaign in the Switch version, though the story doesn’t change to accommodate them. Like Guardian Heroes, all of the enemies and civilians can be used in the side modes and the multiplayer battle mode, though this can only be played over the internet in the Windows version and the 3DS version requires multiple systems and carts. The Switch port adds local two player co-op, though.

	While the story is fairly serious, the actual world design and writing is quite silly. The characters are all colorful and unique, and there’s quite of bit of fourth-wall breaking, especially as other characters comment on Solange’s ridiculous fashion sense. The English translation is quite good too, even though it misses a few RPG parodies – Eruda’s Tavern is meant to be a reference to Luida’s Bar, and the shopkeeper Marco Neko was originally named Maruneko, a parody of Torneko the merchant, both from the Dragon Quest games. The English 3DS version was published by Atlus and includes full English voice acting, but the others, by different publishers, lack this dub, and only has Japanese voices.
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	Graphically, the sprites are prerendered. They’re incredibly detailed and smoothly animated, but since the game was designed for the 3DS, they’re also very low resolution, and look terrible in the other versions on larger displays. Plus the music, while decent, is just way too repetitive. The 3DS version also runs at only 30 FPS and is stuck with tons of slowdown. The other versions run at 60 FPS without any hitches, so they’re much more tolerable.

	Ultimately, Code of Princess just feels unfinished. The combat isn’t as snappy or satisfying as it should be, the stat management requires tons of tedious grinding, and the cast of goofball party members is half-wasted. There’s still some dumb fun to be had with it, but it falls way short of what it should be.

	Nicalis, the publisher of the Switch port, also produced a fighting game called Blade Strangers, featuring characters from their properties. These include Solange, Ali, Master T, and Schwarz.
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	Asuka 120% Burning Fest (series)

	Initial Release: 1994

	Platforms: FMT, X68, PCE, PS1, SAT, WIN

	The release of Street Fighter II in 1991 caused ripples through the video game industry, as numerous companies attempted to capitalize on the new fighting game boom. One of the smaller outfits to join the fray was a company called Fill-in-Cafe, who was known for a few X68000 3D shooters like Neural Gear and Metal Sight. Their first attempt at 2D was a PC Engine game called Kakutou Haou Densetsu Algunos, a sci-fi-themed brawler which wasn't terrible, but wasn't exactly good either. However, it did lay the groundwork for one of the most influential fighting game series of all time: Asuka 120% Burning Fest.

	The Asuka 120% series takes place in the all-girls Ryouran Private School, which holds annual fighting tournaments to allocate prize money to its assorted clubs. The best fighters are typically members of athletic activities – sports, gymnastics, and so forth – but chemistry club representation Asuka Honda tries to shake things up by putting her science skills to good use and beating all of the competitors. Storytelling in fighting games at the time was relegated mostly to post-battle quotes and ending sequences, leaving other media products like manga and anime to fill in the gaps. By comparison, Asuka 120% has quite a bit more characterization than other titles, with much more pre-battle chatter to help flesh out the characters a little more. 

	Aside from its emphasis on story, Asuka 120% is famous for two main reasons. First and foremost, it has a very fast and loose fighting system that allows for easy combo chaining. Though the specifics differ slightly from version to version, most games in the series have dash moves, double jumps, high jumps, air blocking, air throws, and all sorts of techniques that allow for incredible maneuverability. It also promotes extremely aggressive offense, as you can deflect many attacks by hitting them (instead of just blocking). There are counter attack abilities too, allowing you to quickly cancel from a block to a strike. It's also very bouncy, with moves that rocket opponents across the screen, allowing for air juggles.
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	What's more, the controls are extremely simple. While Capcom fighting games had six buttons and most Neo Geo games had four, this proved problematic to 16-bit systems like the PC Engine and Genesis, whose default controllers couldn't accommodate those styles. Perhaps owing to its roots on home computers, where controllers were pretty simple, many games in the Asuka 120% series use only two attack buttons, one each for weak and strong hits, along with a counter attack (executed in the early games by pressing both buttons, and can only be executed when blocking, though this was tweaked in later titles). The command inputs are also more generous than other fighting games. For example, rather than being strict about quarter-circle motions, most of the time it will accept a Down, then Forward tap for executing special moves.

	All of these techniques have long been standard in 2D fighting games, but Asuka 120% pioneered them. Indeed, later games like Arc System Works' Guilty Gear and Capcom's Marvel Vs. series owe a tremendous debt to the groundwork laid by Fill-in Cafe's series. Additionally, the gameplay systems were programmed and designed by Masatoshi Imaizumi, an employee of Fill-in Cafe who also worked on the mecha brawler Mad Stalker: Full Metal Force around the same time, as well as later similar titles like Panzer Bandit and Phantom Breaker: Battlegrounds. Former Fill-In Cafe member Masaki Ukyo, worked with Treasure on a number of games, including Yu Yu Hakusho: Makyou Touitsusen and Guardian Heroes. All of these games share the same basic DNA, and play rather similarly. 

	The other claim to Asuka 120%’s fame is its all-girls roster. At the time, most fighting game characters were male, with a token female or two, either for sex appeal or ostensibly to give women gamers someone to identify with. Here, though, all of the main cast (save for a male character in the later games) are girls, with a diverse range of personalities, body types, and hair colors. Much of the aesthetic is drawn from bishoujo games of the mid-90s, with some well known artists of the time providing character artwork. While there is a bit of fan service – some jiggling and panty shots – it's actually remarkably restrained compared to other games. These "girl power" characters made way for later titles like Yuki's Arcana Heart, as well as a number of doujin fighting games in the early/mid 2000s like French Bread's Melty Blood. Capcom also appropriated the "fighting high school" theme for their own game, Rival Schools: United by Fate, though with a more gender diverse cast.

	Of course, even though non-Japanese gamers may have experienced the titles that they influenced, most never got to play Asuka 120% itself. This owes to a variety of factors – since it was born on Japanese PCs, there was no way those were ever going to leave the country, and the TurboGrafx-16 was long dead in America by the time the PC Engine release came out in 1995. The PlayStation and Saturn games would have been slightly more viable, but 2D fighters were quickly falling out of popularity in North America and Europe, and would've likely struggled. Further, neither Fill-in Cafe or its publishers Family Soft and ASK Kodansha had any reach into international markets. They would've needed to rely on a partner, and there were few such outfits at the time, outside of Atlus and Working Designs. The extremely Japanese setting and concept also probably wouldn't have found many fans in the late 90s landscape either, as it was before the anime/manga boom that made such media more broadly acceptable. 

	Of course, the naming convention of the series is also incredibly confusing. There are technically eight different games across several platforms, none of which have any numbering scheme, just English superlatives. (The lineage goes: the original Burning Fest, Excellent, Maxima, Special, Excellent (PS1), Limited, LimitOver, Final, and Return.) Some of these are similar to one another, while others have tremendous visual and mechanical overhauls. There aren’t any real sequels either, because each just builds on the previous entry. (The exceptions are the two Excellent games, which feature unique story modes.) Still, the games can be broken down into roughly three generations: the original computer releases and the PC Engine entry; the first two PlayStation games; then the Saturn, third PlayStation game, and Windows port. 

	The first release, Asuka 120% Burning Fest, was initially published in March 1994 for the FM Towns computer, with an X68000 port following the year after. Both of these are fairly similar, differing in small things like minor visual changes, nicer UI fonts, and sound synthesis. This version is pretty basic, featuring fairly tiny sprites, sparse backgrounds, and only six player characters – Asuka, Kumi, Tamaki, Ryuko, Megumi, and Torami. This version, and every game through the PC Engine release, has artwork by Aoi Nanase, a doujinshi artist at the time who was a fan of various SNK games, and was later known for the manga Seraphim Call. The music, as with all games in the series, is by Keishi Yonao, who later became known for his work on the game/anime Dies Irae.
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	This was followed by Asuka 120% Excellent Burning Fest later in 1994, released solely for the FM Towns. This version has redone sprites that are larger and more detailed. There are some added tweaks too, like the ability to change speed, as well as super moves for characters, which are able to be executed when your health is low. This version was released on CD, so it also features a Redbook audio soundtrack.

	No new characters have been added, but the big draw here is an extensive story mode, which is presented as a mix between an adventure game and an RPG. Here, you pick one of the heroines and then spend your day exploring the school, performing various activities, training, and resting. At certain intervals, you then have to fight an opponent. It’s all pretty simple – everything is done through menus – but fairly expansive for the time, and there’s plenty of dialogue, too. 

	The third release is also the first for home consoles: Asuka 120% Burning Fest Maxima for the PC Engine Super CD, released in 1995. The sprites have been redrawn yet again, with their quality being better than the first game, but not as good as the second. The system can’t handle the high res character images used between matches, but the cutscene visuals are still pretty good, particularly the animations for when you pick a character. This version also has a brand new CD audio soundtrack. Four new characters have been added here: Karina, Cathy, Kiyoko, and Nana. While this version is pretty basic compared to later entries, it’s still solid, and is one of the best non-arcade port fighters on the PCE.

	The fourth version, Asuka 120% Special Burning Fest, arrived on the PlayStation in 1996. This is the first truly big overhaul of the series, and marks the point where it really comes into its own. The character sprites have been redone once again, and the backgrounds have been completely redrawn to add many more details – most notably, spectators in many stages, but also cool details like the mirror in the gym. All of the characters from the PC Engine version return, plus a new hidden one, Shinobu, bringing the total count to 11. The character designer has changed to Atsuko Ishida, a prolific animator and manga author mostly known to non-Japanese audiences for her work on Magic Knight Rayearth and Shamanic Princess.

	A new super meter called the Burning gauge has been added here, which allows you to use a super move a la Super Street Fighter II once it hits 100%. However, it can also be charged up to 120%, during which you use your super as many times as you want for a limited amount of time, before the meter resets. With that in mind, it’s in the player’s best interest to charge up to this state as quickly as possible. There are a few other mechanical changes – auto guard has been implemented, which will automatically block most attacks without pressing any buttons, and the counter strike has been changed so you can use it whenever you want instead of only after blocking, though it will drop your super gauge by a bit.

	A few months after this release, Special Burning Fest received a small update, commonly dubbed Ver. 2, even though this isn’t actually indicated anywhere in the title. When looking at retail packaging, you can tell it’s an updated version if there’s a small black circle next to the logo. This version contains assorted small tweaks, but the most noticeable improvement is faster load times.

	The fifth release, Asuka 120% Excellent Burning Fest, came out in 1997 for the PlayStation. It shares the name of the second game, released back on the FM Towns, as it’s basically an updated remake – it has the same adventure-RPG mode, but with the updated visuals, mechanics, and roster of Special Burning Fest. Otherwise, there’s not much new here, other than Shinobu being a regular player character instead of needing to be unlocked. It also changes the character voices.

	The sixth version, Asuka 120% Limited Burning Fest, was released later in 1997, exclusively for the Saturn. This is another major revision, once again completely redrawing all of the sprites and backgrounds, plus it adds in SNK-style screen zooming, though the mechanics haven’t changed significantly from the previous game. Two new characters have also been added – Tetsuko and Genichirou, the latter being the only male character in the series. This time the character artwork is by Jun Sasameyuki, later known for the mangas Rune Soldier and Generator Gawl. 

	Despite this version’s high quality, this release wasn’t all that successful. An anticipated arcade version, to be published by Kaneko, also fell through the cracks. At this point, Fill-in-Cafe filed for bankruptcy, and its staff scattered to the winds.
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	However, despite technically no longer being employed by the company, some of the original designers continued the game in an unofficial capacity. Asuka 120% LimitOver Burning Fest was released as a free downloadable patch in September of 1998. The user would need to dump an ISO of the original Saturn game with their PC, apply the patch, then burn a CD-R, to be played on a hacked Saturn console (and later through emulators). This is probably the only time developers have released an update in such a way for a home console. This version adds more significant tweaks, including the addition of a medium attack button, and added special moves. The story mode has also been replaced with a new Deathmatch mode.

	Fill-in-Cafe’s publisher, Family Soft, still maintained the rights to the series, so they issued their own entry – Asuka 120% Final Burning Fest for the PlayStation in 1999. This version was developed by Success, of the Cotton series of shoot-em-ups. For the most part, it uses the graphics and basic mechanics of Limited for the Saturn, though the screen scaling is gone. It does add in a few extra things though, like the medium attack button from LimitOver, plus two super moves for each character instead of just one. Further, when your gauge reaches 120%, you can press the taunt button (Select) to activate a Super Rush mode that allows you to string moves together into a gigantic combo, much like the V-ism mode from Street Fighter Alpha 3. Ichiko has also been added as a playable character.

	The biggest change here is the addition of a second life meter called the Down gauge. This depletes more quickly than the regular one, but also regenerates fairly quickly. If a character’s down gauge is drained completely, they’re knocked to the ground and their down count is increased, but they can continue fighting. If the timer runs out, then the player knocked down the least number of times wins. This adjustment serves to further encourage aggressive action so you can deplete your opponent’s gauge before it replenishes. However, since the main health bar drains so slowly, it makes everyone feel underpowered. It also seems to expect that most matches will end in time overs. Indeed, the default match time is set to 60 seconds now instead of 80, as in some of the previous games. 

	Family Soft also published another entry, Asuka 120% Return Burning Fest, but this is really just a slightly modified version of Limited ported to Windows. It has higher res character portraits, but suffers from bad MIDI music, among other technical issues.

	Of course, with all of these different releases, the discerning player will be left with a single question. Which one is the best? If you had to pick, the standout game would probably be the Saturn version, Limited, since it’s the last true release developed by the original staff, and because some of the stuff added in Final for the PlayStation, like the Down gauge, is a little weird. 

	Like many smaller franchises, the Asuka 120% series appears to have been relatively forgotten after its initial run. With the closure of Fill-in-Cafe, the series has remained mostly dormant, outside of some digital releases of the PS1 games for the PlayStation Network. However, some of the original staff went on to work on the Phantom Breaker series of fighting games, making that something of a spiritual successor.
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	Phantom Breaker 

	Phantom Breaker Another Code / Phantom Breaker Extra

	Initial Release: 2011

	Platforms: X360, ARC, PS3

	 

	 

	 

	5pb (later renamed MAGES) is a Japanese company that began as a record label in 2005. They started releasing games in 2007, with their development team consisting of former members from KID, Tonkin House, and Scitron. Their first run of games were visual novels like Chaos;Head and Steins;Gate, but they quickly branched out into other genres that catered to the otaku audience, particularly for arcade-style games. Their entry into the 2D versus fighting genre was Phantom Breaker, initially released in 2011 for the Xbox 360. While it might not seem like it at the outset, this is basically the spiritual successor to Fill-In Cafe's Asuka 120% series, which had been dormant since the late 90s. To create the game, 5pb hired some of Fill-In Cafe's old staff, including programmers Masatoshi Imaizumi and Masaki Ukyo, also both formerly of Treasure.

	The story involves a tournament called the Phantom Duel, which draws various people from all over Japan for a fighting contest, with a single wish being granted to the victor. At the helm of this is a mysterious entity named Phantom, who is the root of all evil. As in Asuka 120%, the roster is largely female, though there are a small number of male characters as well. The high school setting gets ditched in favor of something more diverse, plus most of the characters wield weapons, here referred to as an "FA" ("Fu-mantion Artifact). The designs were provided by Hiro Suzuhira, who at the time was famous for the adult visual novel Shuffle! There are three releases: the initial one for the Xbox 360 in 2011; Another Code, a slightly revised version for arcades in 2013 and ported by Delta Factory; and Extra, an updated sequel with several new characters, released for both the Xbox 360 and PlayStation 3 later in 2014.

	The mechanics here are patterned after Asuka 120%'s accessibility, while integrating some of the systems that became popular over the decade since its release. There are four buttons, three of which are devoted to weak, medium, and strong attacks, with the fourth being dedicated to special moves. These have been simplified further and no longer require command motions – instead, you just hold a direction and press the special attack button. The special moves can be altered by simultaneously hitting other buttons - enhanced "EX" moves can be executed by holding a direction and hitting the strong and special button, while standing still and pressing both will activate their super special "Phantom Break" move. Both of these will consume the Burst gauge at the bottom of the screen, which increases when you attack and take damage, much like the super meters in other fighting games. There’s also an "Emergency Mode", activated when you hit the special button right when you're about to get hit, which blows back your opponent at the cost of your Burst gauge. As with Asuka 120%, you can dash and hop backwards, there's a loose auto-guard if you keep the controls in neutral, characters that attack at the same time will "clash" to offset each other, and there are moves that send your opponent flying across the screen.
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	There's also the Tension gauge, which is positioned at the top of the screen around the timer. Unlike the Burst gauge, this grows whenever you run towards foes or have clash attacks. It increases the damage output as it fills, and when it hits maximum, you'll temporarily become much stronger. Your Burst gauge also stays at 100% while it's active, at least until this effect wears off.

	There are two styles that you set when you pick your character (three in Phantom Breaker Extra). Quick style allows for easier combo chains, the ability to double jump, various guard cancels, faster Burst gauge increases, and a parry technique, though you end up being a little weaker. Hard style disallows double jump in favor of the ability to slow your descent after jump, has lower combo chains and Burst gauge increases in exchange for higher strength, and a parry move called "protection", though this can be guard broken. You can also hold the special button to charge your Tension. When this is full, it can be used to execute an unblockable attack at the expense of both full Tension and a full Burst gauge. Extra style is a mishmash of both.

	Pressing Weak and Medium attacks will cause you to enter Overdrive mode, at the cost of your Burst gauge, which will replenish part of your depleted life meter, as well as other effects depending on your style. In Quick style, it will speed up your character and slow down time for your opponent, and allow you to more easily chain all moves together, a la Street Fighter Alpha 3's V-ism. In Hard style, you’re unable to be staggered. In Extra style, you can switch between the other two styles on the fly. 

	The original release features Mikoto, Mei, Yuzuha, Waka, Ren, M, Itsuki, Ria, Tokiya, and Cocoa in the main roster. As cross- promotions with other 5pb games, Rimi Sakihata from Chaos;Code and Kurisu Makise from Steins;Gate are hidden characters. Kurisu's stage takes place in Akihabara, and even plays a variation of the game's theme music. There's a green "jellyman" alternate color palette for her too, which is a little dark, considering people that were turned to "jelly" had been killed. 

	Another Code has the main roster, plus Fin and Infinity unlocked from the outset, but Rimi and Kurisu are now absent. Extra adds in Sophia, Shizuka, Ende, and Gaito & Rin. The Xbox 360 version was initially planned for release in North America from SouthPeak Interactive, but kept getting pushed back until it was eventually canceled. As a consolation, both consoles versions of Extra are region-free, allowing for easy importing.
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	The graphics are something of a mess, owing to the issues of creating a 2D fighting game on what appears to be a fairly low budget. The sprites are higher resolution than CPS2/3 or Neo Geo arcade games, putting them above other doujin fighters released at the time, like Melty Blood, but they're still not to the level of Arc System Works' BlazBlue. They look upscaled and rather blurry, plus the game really goes overboard with various shadow and clashing effects, making everything appear hazy and indistinct in motion. The backgrounds are 3D and unfortunately look both cheap and empty. The upside to this is that each round takes place in a different section of the same place. This gives the numerous arenas some semblance of variety, even if they aren’t all that attractive. The music, meanwhile,  is decent, but largely fades into the background. Composed by Takeshi Abo, it’s neither offensive nor particularly interesting.

	As a successor to Asuka 120%, Phantom Breaker holds up pretty well. There's certainly a lot more high level stuff to keep track of, but it's still immensely satisfying to play as long as you keep the basic button combinations in mind. However, the overall vibe just isn't quite the same – surely they couldn't do an all-girl fighting game again since Examu's Arcana Heart had stolen that thunder, but what they came up with just seems like an assemblage of bad anime stereotypes. Fans have cosplayed distinctive characters from Capcom and SNK games for generations, but would any of Phantom Breaker's cast stand out at a convention? Plus, it's missing its predecessor's happy-go-lucky attitude and replaced it with a much more dour atmosphere, which is reflected in the darker, moodier color palette. It still comes recommended for 2D fighting fans, but there's a reason why it didn't really continue beyond two installments.

	While Phantom Breaker itself never left Japan, its spin-off beat-em-up, subtitled Battle Grounds, was released worldwide, even though international players didn't have any context for the story.
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	Phantom Breaker: Battle Grounds

	 / Phantom Breaker: Battle Grounds Overdrive

	Original Release: 2013

	Platforms: X360, PSV, WIN, PS4, NSW

	 

	Phantom Breaker was the spiritual successor to the Asuka 120% series of games, so with its spin-off, the developers once again went with what they knew. The follow-up, Phantom Breaker: Battle Grounds, borrows heavily from beat-em-ups like Guardian Heroes and Panzer Bandit, utilizing many of its concepts and mechanics. However, it's also obviously inspired by Scott Pilgrim vs. The World: The Game, featuring chibi characters rendered in chunky pixels, combining all of it with a retro-styled soundtrack.

	At the outset, you can play as one of four characters – Mikoto, Waka, Itsuki, and Yuzuha. They all venture through Tokyo and eventually head to the mysterious Demonsphere realm to fight off Phantom and rescue their kidnapped friend Nagi. A few other characters – M, Cocoa, Nagi, Infinity, White Mikoto, and L – become playable under certain circumstances. Kurisu Makase from Steins;Gate also pops up as a DLC character, though Rimi Sakihata from Chaos;Head has been ditched in favor of Frau Koujiro from Robotics;Notes, which is a different visual novel from the Science Adventure series.

	The game itself merges elements from the developers' previous titles. Here, the action feels more or less straight out of Panzer Bandit, though with significantly more depth, as it has three buttons for light, medium, and heavy attacks, plus a dedicated special attack button. That special attack can be used for super powerful character-specific SP, EX, or Phantom Break moves, as long as your meter is charged up. There are also Outrange attacks, which summon energy orbs to strike multiple enemies, and the Over Drive ability, which will temporarily enhance your strength. Basically, most of the systems found in the original fighting game are also present here. You fight many more bad guys at the same time, though in any given area, there are usually only one or two enemy types. These typically consist of regular-looking people that have been mind-controlled, demons, or robots. Given the enormous power of your fighters and the ease with which they wipe the floor with most enemies, it almost gives the game a musou-type feel. Based on your combos, disposed foes also drop large amounts of coins for your score, as well as crystals, which add experience points.
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	Battle Grounds also brings back some elements from Guardian Heroes – namely, four-player simultaneous co-op, this time with online play in most versions, as well as a leveling system. Whenever you die or complete a stage, you can choose to pump skill points into attack, defense, or speed. Alternatively, you can also unlock moves via a skill tree to increase your combos, perform added dash and jump maneuvers, create shadow clones to help during combos, and other tweaks. You can also choose at any point to lower your stats or rollback skills in case you want to change your build, giving you a lot of leeway when it comes to character customization.

	There are five difficulty levels, and combined with the eight levels and multiple player characters, it's actually pretty meaty for those that really want to max out everything. The difficulty curve is pretty decent too, so you probably won't need to grind too much, at least on the lower settings. All bets are off for the higher ones, though, which really need a strong character to get anywhere. The original release capped the character levels at 50, which wasn't nearly enough to max out everything, so a patch upped this to 99.

	The game is filled with references to real-life locations in Tokyo, like Akihabara, Ikebukuro, Shinjuku, and Odaiba, with some real-life stores and assorted parodies. It also cross-promotes other products from 5pb – beyond the cameos by Kurisu and Frau, you can see the satellite crashed into the roof of the Radio Kaikan building (a reference to Steins;Gate) and ads can be seen for other titles like Bullet Soul. 

	It also has plenty of callouts to assorted classic arcade games. Occasionally you'll find a chubby character running around with a sack who will drop health goodies if you hit them, an obvious reference to the gnomes from Golden Axe. Naturally, as with numerous beat-em-ups, there's a level that takes place on an elevator. One of the later levels is also a maze, a trope seen in games like The Revenge of Shinobi. The beginning of stage six gets a bit more obscure. Here, Yuzuha says "Panda Cocoa?" This seems like a non-sequitur at first, but it's actually a reference to a strategy guide from Gamest magazine for the arcade version of Super Contra. In that game’s intro, the main character says "What is this place?" in English, which is subtitled as "Nada koko wa?" in Japanese. The joke from the magazine changed some characters slightly to "Panda cocoa", while adding in a cup of hot chocolate with a panda on it. In this context, Yuzuha is entering an unfamiliar area while looking for a someone named Cocoa, hence the connection.

	Phantom Breaker:  Battle Grounds was originally released digitally on the Xbox 360, with ports following for PlayStation Vita and Windows. An enhanced version was later released in 2017, now with the subtitle Overdrive. This version makes several tweaks, including adding some new abilities to the skill tree (like triple jumps), adding even larger floods of enemies to the stages, and sticking in a few hidden routes, though these are extremely difficult to find. The music has also changed from PSG to FM synth (though the original PSG soundtrack is available as DLC), and there's a new intro as well. After beating the game, enemies may also drop items that let you change your Outrange attacks or enhance one of your stats for as long as they're held. The physical PS4 release from Limited Run Games, as well as the Switch port, contains all of the DLC. There was also an amusing live action video created to promote this release. The only bummer about this version is that it was never backported to original platforms (although the FM soundtrack is available as DLC).

	Generally, Battle Grounds is excellent. It's still not quite on the level of Guardian Heroes – it's missing the branching story for one thing, and  the whole "anime girls fighting evil in Tokyo” theme isn't quite as compelling – but it's still a ton of fun, especially in multiplayer. The combo system is fairly flexible, which is great for hardcore players, but wrecking scores of bad guys as a button masher is just as satisfying. Curiously, Phantom Breaker: Battle Grounds came out within a year of Code of Princess, another similar title, but is a much better game overall.
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	Guardian Heroines / Guardian Heroines Final

	Original Releases: 2003 / 2004

	Platforms: WIN

	 

	There was a common theme for many doujin games developed through the early 2000s – take a popular retro game and create a crossover with another property featuring lots of cute girls. That's the obvious formula for Rapid Fire's Guardian Heroines, which takes Treasure's Guardian Heroes and sticks in characters from assorted visual novels like Kanon, Clannad, and Fate/stay night. There are two games in the series: the original, and an upgraded sequel, known as Guardian Heroines Final.

	Thankfully, the games manage to replicate the structure of their inspiration fairly well. Each title is largely multiplayer-focused, with six available characters in the original Guardian Heroines and eight in the multiplayer competitive mode of Final. The story mode features some fan fiction-y dialogue of little consequence, but it generally works the same way – you blaze your way through a short stage, pummel enemies, improve your stats based on your score, and then continue onwards. In terms of controls, two buttons are used for weak and strong attacks, a third is for magic, the fourth is assigned to blocking, and the fifth manages line-shifting. There are a variety of super moves, too, plus two modes that are activated for a limited amount of time: “Rush” lets you use super moves continuously, while “Super” allows you to cancel out of almost any attack in order to execute huge combos.

	The first game features Ayu Tsukimiya, Nayuki Minase,  Mai Kawasumi, and Akiko Minase, all from from Key’s visual novel Kanon. There’s also Ayaka Kurusugawa from To Heart, with Kazuki Sendo and Taishi Kuhonbutsu from Comic Party making appearances as unlockable characters. As with Guardian Heroes and other Fill-In Cafe beat-em-ups, the enemy roster is also playable, becoming unlockable when certain conditions are met.
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	Most doujin games of this era are more "amateur games developed in their free time" versus the more modern "professional independent" type. With that in mind, not only is Heroines fairly low budget, but also pretty unrefined. The character sprites are small, which in turn gives the action a claustrophobic feel since all of the attacks are so short ranged. The AI is dumb as bricks, too, either waiting around to be slaughtered in the case of regular bad guys, or obnoxiously blocking most of your moves as you whittle down their health, as is the case with bosses.

	The sequel has a much larger roster of characters, friend and foe. The main characters have changed – Ayako and Ayu from Kanon return, while Saber, Rin Tohsaka and  Archer from Fate/stay night have been added. Also present are Mai Kawasumi from Kanon, a buff guy in Pikachu costume, a super manly version of Ayu, and both Adon and Samson from Cho-Aniki. There’s a heavy King of Fighters influence here too, as one of the characters is similar to Kyo, and another has a moveset stolen straight from Geese Howard.

	The Final revision is more refined in many respects. The action just feels better, mostly the result of added hit effects, as well as more numerous and aggressive enemies. To make up for the fact that you'll often get swarmed with tough foes, nearly all drop some kind of food item to replenish your health. Unfortunately, the enemies can also take advantage of these restoratives, which means that boss fights can still drag out. New to this game is the SP meter, which dictates other types of special moves separate from your magic meter.

	Overall, these are goofy little homages, but nothing that stands up next to most of the big time titles. That being said, the first game was released about seven years after the original Guardian Heroes, and long before the indie renaissance brought back retro-style games. As such, it was up to efforts like these to keep the genre alive while they were being ignored by the major studios. Plus, it remains truer to the core spirit than official sequels like Advance Guardian Heroes.

	Cross Fire also released a number of thematically similar (though still very different) titles, including Spartan XX (a parody of the game known internationally as Kung Fu Master); Mr. Karateka, a spoof of Jordan Mechner's martial arts game Karateka; and Choanikimura, a mashup of the muscle-themed shooter Cho-Aniki and Capcom's famous Makaimura/Ghosts 'n Goblins series of games.

	Fellow doujin studio Watanabe Seisakusho/French-Bread released some similar games for Windows-based computers. One of these is Glove on Fight, a parody of Atlus' Groove on Fight with characters from Kanon, Tsukihime, To Heart, and Di Gi Charat. The other is Ragnarok Battle Offline. It’s similar to Guardian Heroes, with characters from the then-popular Korean MMORPG Ragnarok Online.
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	Shinrei Jusatsushi Taroumaru

	Original Release: 1997

	Platforms: SAT

	 

	 

	Shinrei Jusatsushi Taroumaru, also translated as "Psychic Killer Taromaru" or "Spiritual Assassin Taromaru", or any combination of those words, has a reputation for being one of the rarest and most sought after titles on the Saturn. It was designed by Time Warner Interactive, the Japanese branch of Atari, which closed right after the game was published. It's rumored that there are only about 7,500 copies on the market. This rarity, combined with the fact that it's kind of a good game, results in after market prices that run anywhere from $600 to $700, making it even more infamous than Radiant Silvergun or Panzer Dragoon Saga. However, while Radiant Silvergun may be expensive, most shooter fans can at least agree that it's an outstanding game. On the other hand, Shinrei Jusatsushi Taroumaru sits next to expensive PC Engine rarities like Kaze Kiri: Ninja Action  and Ginga Fukei Densetsu Sapphire. Both are decent enough titles, but burdened with excessive expectations due to absurdly high aftermarket price tags.

	Shinrei Jusatsushi Taroumaru is a sidescrolling 2.5D action game, featuring sprites for the main characters and polygons for the backgrounds, similar to Klonoa. You can play as one of two characters – the ninja Taroumaru and his buddy Enkai, who wears a huge straw hat and looks very similar to Sokaku Mochizuki from Fatal Fury. Other than some minor discrepancies with attack ranges, though, they're mostly identical. 

	The setting is vaguely similar to Sega's Mystic Defender / Kujaku-Oh SMS/Genesis games, in that you're fighting mythical bad guys in a medieval Japanese setting. It also tends to draw comparisons to classic Konami and Treasure games, mostly due to its level structures, which feature tightly designed set pieces and a ton of amazing boss encounters. Strictly speaking, though, the only real relation to Treasure is one of the graphical designers Hiroshi Iuchi. He was a former Konami employee and worked on visuals in earlier titles like Gunstar Heroes, then returned to Treasure to direct Radiant Silvergun and Ikaruga.
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	Shinrei Jusatsushi Taroumaru uses an atypical combat system, similar to Game Arts’ Alisia Dragoon. Both attack enemies at range, with Taroumaru using psychic powers and Alisia employing lightning. Floating in front of them is a targeting cursor which will automatically lock onto the closest enemy, so all you need to do is jam the fire button to attack foes with streams of energy. This is somewhat handy, as it allows you to attack enemies above or below you without having to jump to their level. 

	On the other hand, the cursor in Taroumaru is extremely finicky. It has limited range, and it's not always entirely clear when something is out of range. Additionally, you don't have any real control over which enemy is targeted. The screen is cluttered with bad guys most of the time, and since you can only target them individually, it makes certain areas feel pretty overwhelming. Many bosses also have multiple target spots, requiring you to cycle through them with the shoulder buttons. Only one of these is an actual weak point, which leads to unnecessary frustration.

	On anything but the lowest difficulty setting, even the simplest enemies take tons of hits to kill, with bosses having absolutely huge life meters. You also can't move when you're firing, which turns you into a sitting duck whenever you attack. You can technically power up your psychic bursts to damage multiple foes, but you lose your charge when you get hit, making it difficult to pull off in situations where you need it most. This is a game that desperately needs a rapid-fire controller to spare your thumbs from exhaustion.

	In addition to your main attack, you can also hypnotize certain enemies to fight alongside you, similar to the later Darius games. This is an awesome idea in theory, but in practice, it's a bit underwhelming. Only a handful of different enemy types can be recruited – generally just flying priests and a few different variations of ninjas. You can also have only one ally at a time, and they generally aren't very aggressive. You can cause them to explode and damage everything on the screen, though. Other than the primary attack and hypnotize moves, you also have a quick defensive maneuver which will momentarily knock away enemies and absorb most projectiles.

	Taroumaru can be difficult – enemies attack in huge numbers and the bosses litter the screen with tiny projectiles. Despite this, your life meter is pretty generous, and you resurrect immediately where you left off after dying or continuing. Although you have a limited number of credits, the game isn't particularly long, and can generally be beaten within half an hour. Although the game is technically divided into chapters, each stage segues into the other without any break for loading.

	The boss fights, though, are often incredible. In the coolest encounter, you’re riding on a log that's zipping downstream while being attacked by a gigantic frog. The awesome scaling in this part would make the SNES jealous with fits of murderous rage. Even when you successfully kill the foe, you get stuck in the frog's stomach anyway, and need to kill its rather violent ulcers.

	Graphically, the game isn’t as impressive as similar titles on the PS1, as the textures are pretty blotchy. Similarly, some of the main sprites look a bit pixelated, as if they were designed for a lower resolution. Still, there are some pretty amazing effects – the multi-segmented bosses might not be as huge as in Castlevania: Symphony of the Night, but they're animated just as well. The Saturn could also pull off some pretty amazing water effects, and Taroumaru has the most gorgeous "burning town" level since Dracula X on the SNES. On the audio side of the presentation, the music consists of Japanese-style instrumentations with some synth. It's not bad, but hardly special.

	 Even though the targeting system could've used some polishing, Shinrei Jusatsushi Taroumaru remains an excellent ode to 16-bit side-scrollers, and a great portal into an alternate future where gaming didn't completely transition to 3D.
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	Kokuga

	Original Release: 2012

	Platforms: 3DS

	G.rev was founded in 2000 by some ex-Taito employees, and was known for shoot-em-ups like Border Down, Under Defeat, and Strania. They also had a working relationship with Treasure, as some of their staff aided in the development of both Ikaruga and Gradius V. As Treasure shrank, Hiroshi Iuchi, the director of Radiant Silvergun and Ikaruga, jumped over to the studio, where he helmed Kokuga, a tank-themed action game for the 3DS. It tells the story of two nations at war, with the hero taking part in simulated training, and then finally heading into actual combat. The story is vague, told mostly through a strangely poetic intro waxing about the tragic nature of human conflict. The game received a retail release in Japan, but is only available digitally in the United States and Europe.

	The structure here is unique, in that you're presented with all of the training simulation stages on a grid, with most labeled with different letters of the alphabet. In the corner are also three "final" stages, which take place in actual combat. You can select any of the training levels, but each subsequent area must be adjacent to that stage. So technically, you can fight one of the final areas as your second level, though you still need to make your away around the map to get to the others. You don't need to beat all of the stages to complete the game, just the three final areas. There's no save game feature, either, requiring a full restart each time through.

	Kokuga is different from Iuchi's previous games in that it's not an auto-scrolling shooter (for the most part), but rather you move your tank through fairly straightforward levels, blasting everything in your way. The eponymous vehicle is equipped with a turret, which is rotated 360 degrees using the L and R shoulder buttons. A few stages and boss battles change things up a bit, though, by taking place in an auto-scrolling field.

	Like Radiant Silvergun, the pacing is rather deliberate – your tank doesn't move all that quickly, the turret rotation is similarly slow, and while enemies can attack with dense bullet patterns, their speed is moderate. Oftentimes, you won't even be dodging enemy fire directly, but rather backing away to outmaneuver it, or hiding behind some cover. Further contributing to the leisurely pace is your sluggish rate of fire, yielding a single bullet per second. Thankfully, this is strong enough to tear straight through weaker enemies and hit multiple targets at once.

	To supplement the leaden firing speed of your main cannon, the game provides you with a unique weaponry system. You’re given access to a deck of chips that contain power-ups. These are shuffled and display four at a time on the bottom touch screen. When one is activated, it's removed from the deck and the next one randomly takes its place. This continues until you've exhausted your supply. Some of chips are offensive – lasers, homing shots, three-way beams, and so forth – while others are defensive – shield restorations, a stealth mode which will stop enemies from firing for a few moments, and the "repair" chip, which restores you completely if you've run out of health and effectively acts as a second life if it's in your hand. 
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	It's here, though, where Kokuga runs into some problems. Your main weapon is so slow that you're going to want to be using these power-ups frequently, but they only last for a few seconds each, so you should only be using them when you really need to. They're also tied to the scoring system, where certain weapons will grant point multipliers (the most powerful one won't give any at all). However, since they're randomly chosen, there's not much strategy to this, as you can only work with the hand you're given. It would've been interesting if you could customize your deck, finding new power-ups and determining the best combinations to use in a given level, but there's no such feature, just the set pack determined by the game. You may even find yourself wasting chips so you have a chance of getting one you might actually want/need.

	This is all just as well, though. Outside of basic shooting and dodging, there's not much strategy, due to the basic level design. Most of the areas look and feel identical, with colored, Tron-like walls (the color changes on each difficulty level) and clear glass floors, and basically the same types of enemies. Only the "final" stages, ostensibly the non-simulated areas, look any different, but those too are pretty bland. The end result gives the impression that they're randomly generated, even though they aren't. The boss battles provide some much needed relief from the repetition, at least, with many multi-turreted tanks and vehicles that are satisfying to dismantle piece-by-piece. Many of them even look and feel like they could've come from Radiant Silvergun. However, their weak points can be difficult to reach using your regular weapon, meaning you may want to save your subweapons for these. On the flip side, that also means you have to ration them during stages. Plus there aren’t any checkpoints – even if you reach the boss and die, you need to start everything over. (You can, however, play the stages in "boss" mode, which just skips you right to the encounter.)

	Structurally, each stage is broken up into sections, with all of the enemies dubbed a "platoon". If you destroy the building at the end of each section, everything within the platoon will self-destruct and you can move onward. However, if you kill all of the enemies first and then blow up the leader, you're awarded a score bonus and some replenished shields. That means you're incentivized to kill everything, which drags down the pacing, especially if you need to hunt around for that one straggler you missed. This makes stage replays dreadful, especially since they aren't always very short.

	In spite of the uninspired backgrounds, the mechanical designs are nice, and the game does look pretty cool in hectic moments. Particularly, the colored explosions and laser effects are quite nice, especially with 3D enabled. The soundtrack is by Manabu Namiki, a regular contributor to shoot-em-ups (Mushihime-sama, Metal Slug 6), and while it's not his best work, it's catchy enough, and the theme changes a couple times over each stage to prevent things from getting too stagnant. As with Ikaruga, there are some spoken English voices introducing the stages and giving other updates, though they're less distorted, so they're easier to understand.

	The one bright spot is the game’s co-op multiplayer mode. Allowing up to four players at once, the stages become quite a bit more fun when divvied up between your buds. The pacing is much quicker here, and you can even mix and match powers with other players. However, while it has Download Play, it's only local. This restricts your pool of potential squadmates to your 3DS-owning circle of friends.

	Kokuga has some interesting ideas, but at the end of the day, nothing about it really gels together. The chip power-up system is too haphazard, the action lacks intensity, and while the gameplay loop allows for some clever strategies, the level design is so bland that you rarely need to take advantage of them. The boss battles are generally well done, at the least, but the whole thing is rarely more than mildly agreeable outside of multiplayer mode.
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	Kitan Iwanaga

	Original Release: 2007

	Platforms: WIN

	Let’s make a game cocktail. We’ll take equal parts Ikaruga and Alien Soldier, add a healthy dose of Sin & Punishment, and garnish with a slight horror vibe. Voila: the result would be Kitan Iwanaga, typically referred to as just Iwanaga among English-speaking fans. This game was developed by an amateur designer named “Buster” with a program called Shooter Tsukuru 95. Iwanaga was entered into Contest Park Fall 2007, where it won the gold medal. It’s also freely available for Windows.

	While its influences are clear, Iwanaga is hardly formulaic. It looks like a run-and-gun, but it’s actually an auto-scroller. It’s got clouds of bullet-hell projectiles, but it’s not defined by tight dodging. There are swarms of standard enemies, but it’s mostly a boss rush. Reflexes are also important, but you need forethought, planning, and last-minute improvisation too. There’s resource management in a simple sense, but the game isn’t relaxing. Buster has never verified that Iwanaga was intended as a love letter to Treasure, but it’s very hard to imagine that’s not the case.

	The plot in Iwanaga is implemented without any dialogue – it’s abstract and greatly open to interpretation. As such, some context can be helpful to get the uninitiated up to speed.

	As Japanese mythology goes, there was a prince named Ninigi in the pantheon of deities who fell in love with a beautiful goddess named Konohanasakuya-hime, the daughter of flowers. He approached her father Yamatsumi and proposed marriage. Yamatsumi was so pleased, he gave her to Ninigi as well as his other daughter, Iwanaga, the goddess of stone.

	While Konohanasakuya-hime was beautiful, Iwanaga was not. Being a shallow jerk, Ninigi rejects her. Further, though Konohanasakuya-hime represented prosperity, Iwanaga’s relation to stone represented eternal life. Thus, as a result of Ninigi’s actions, the world – including deities – would be denied eternal life, thereby explaining the reason for mortality. Thanks for nothing!

	It’s also worth noting that all of the game’s bosses are named Old Order, incorporating a woman with white hair and red eyes who takes on the form of rock monsters and animals. Are we fighting Iwanaga herself in various forms? It’s all up to interpretation!
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	With the basic concept established, the game itself can be discussed. This opens with a man and a woman about to be executed by villagers somewhere in Japan. The screen scrolls away, blood sprays, and we are suddenly in control of a stone avatar in the middle of the forest. You have a glowing blue hitbox-heart and a variety of weapons, and must face off against waves of wasps, lanterns, and hideous rocky foes.

	In terms of gameplay, Iwanaga isn’t hard, but you’ll need to master its intricacies, which feature a steep learning curve.

	For starters, you have one life. There aren’t any continues. Death is absolute and there are no 1-ups or ways to mitigate that. There aren’t any checkpoints, either. Thankfully the game isn’t super long, and can be finished in 30-40 minutes depending on the difficulty level. Still, it takes a lot of attempts to get there.

	Further complicating things is a time limit. You start the game with 100 seconds to finish. Run out of time, and it’s game over. You can replenish both life and time by killing enemies and bosses with your red gun and blue guns, respectively, and this is where resource management comes into play. When you kill a boss, all of their on-screen bullets become orbs which refill time OR life. This means you need to make sure you know which one you need and have the right gun equipped while dealing the final blow.

	Shooters require tight controls, and the system here is like Cabal or Sin & Punishment. That is, you need to manage the player’s movements as well as an aiming reticule. Here the arrow keys or D-pad will move your character, but holding down the shoot button will keep you firing your gun, leaving the d-pad free to manipulate the aiming reticule. Normally, games like this have you shooting enemies in the background, but it’s all on a single plane in Iwanaga.

	Going back to the colored shots, blue bullets work like rapid-fire projectiles, but can be blocked. Red ones, meanwhile, appear at the cursor’s location (as if you were shooting into the background), and can get around shields but aren’t as powerful.

	The enemies’ own attacks barrage you with purple bullets and all sorts of beams and large rock structures. This may make Iwanaga seem like a bullet hell, but there are some twists to the formula. Your jump makes you immune to bullets, for one thing. This may seem overpowered at first glance, but the screen is so crowded, you’ll still face a lot of challenge determining where to land. Further, you’re constantly switching between controlling the player and the reticule. This means there’s a lot to manage right off the bat in terms of squeezing your hitbox through bullet clouds while aiming at enemy sprites.

	Shooting foes builds up a blue meter. When filled, this allows you to perform a powerful double jump screw attack, or a Phoenix Dash (a la Alien Soldier) that will track through the aiming reticule's cursor and to the edge of the screen where you were facing. This lets you do all sorts of ultra-damage moves if positioning allows for it. This takes practice, but it’s immensely satisfying when you figure out how to turn away from an enemy and dash backwards, THEN forward for a double-dash attack.

	As if that wasn’t enough, there’s one more ammo mechanic – shooting red shots drains red ammo, but replenishes blue and vice-versa. With the aforementioned system in place for killing bosses, this means you have to effectively weigh your options. For example, which type works best on a given boss? If blue shots are better, do you have to fire red ones at enemies to make sure you have enough blue ammo? What if you don’t have enough for the boss fight? If you need a specific type of orb, how do you ensure you’re going to kill the boss with the right weapon and not run out of ammo during the fight? While you’re thinking about all of this, you’re also dodging bullets and building special meter and canceling with sword swipes.

	In short, it is a lot.

	Like a lot of games of its ilk, however, Iwanaga is very rewarding when you finally come to terms with its eccentricities. There’s nothing more satisfying than seeing your plan executed, killing a boss with a full blue meter and getting tons of time back to carry you through the next couple of areas, only to realize you took a couple of hits and now you’ll need to deplete the meter to get life back. Each time you play, you’ll get a little deeper into Iwanaga’s depths, earn its multiple endings, and ultimately start score attacking. It’s an addictive game once you get the hang of it. Admittedly, it takes a while to hit your groove, but the game is definitely worth checking out. 

	Unfortunately, Iwanaga is a pain to get working on modern Windows systems. It doesn’t have native controller support, either, so you’ll need an additional program like Joy2Key. If you end up liking this one, though, Buster has another decent shooter called Vacant Ark.

	A sequel to Iwanaga was announced in 2011, dubbed Ibun Iwanaga. The visuals have moved from sprites to polygons, looking similar to Outland. It retains the same perspective and bullet types, though. Unfortunately, there’s been no word on its status for years, so it’s likely canceled.

	 

	80 Japanese Saturn Games
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	Assault Suit Leynos 2

	A side-scrolling mecha action game from Masaya, and sequel to the Genesis game known as Target Earth. Each mission has specific goals, sometimes to protect another vehicle. You can change and customize your mecha with weapons and parts, awarded based on performance. It features scaling effects to zoom in and out of the playing field. Not nearly as difficult as Target Earth, but the level design isn’t quite as good as its SNES side-game, known as Cybernator.
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	Astra Superstars

	A 2D fighting game where characters fly and duel in mid-air, co-developed by Sunsoft and a company called Santa Claus. The roster is filled with colorful characters similar to a children’s book, and feels like a spiritual follow-up to Sunsoft’s Waku Waku 7. You can fling your opponent in any direction, and the camera zooms out to keep everything in view, making the action feel punchy and giving it a sense of scale. Easy to control and a lot of fun to play.
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	Batsugun

	A vertical shoot-em-up and one of the last from Toaplan, who were one of the most prolific developers in the genre throughout much of the 80s and early 90s. Batsugun is credited as an early “bullet hell” shooter, in that it introduces some thick bullet patterns but isn’t nearly as overwhelming as later titles from developers like Cave. As with many home ports, this version includes an alternate mode with assorted tweaks. A chill soundtrack is also a plus.
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	Battle Garegga

	An immensely difficult vertical shoot-em-up from Raizing. It’s known for its brutal “rank”, which increases drastically in difficulty the better you perform and the longer you stay alive. The dark, dieselpunk setting is filled with brilliant sprite work. This seminal title was partially designed by Shinobu Yagawa, who worked on later, similar games for Cave like Ibara and Pink Sweets. Later re-released with many enhancements on the PS4 and Xbox One.
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	Black/Matrix

	An SRPG from Flight Plan, the developers of the Summon Night series. The game takes place in a dark fantasy world based on Christianity where the seven sins are now virtues, and themes like “justice” are considered evil. Angels are the bad guys, devils are good guys; humans are born with colored wings that show their association. Magic power is consumed using “blood points”. Various ports and remakes appeared on the Dreamcast and PlayStation.
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	Blast Wind

	A vertical shoot-em-up from Technosoft, developers of the Thunder Force series. Purportedly a tweaked version of an unreleased arcade game called Inazuma Saber. Each level has switches, which can drop power-ups, send you on other branching paths, or have other effects. A bit short and easy compared to other shooters from the company, with a greater focus on scoring. Decent music as usual, though. Not bad, but probably not worth the high asking price.
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	Bubble Symphony

	Also known as Bubble Bobble II, and separate from both the NES game of the same name as well as Rainbow Islands. There are four playable dragons, each with slightly different characteristics, plus there’s a new bubble charge shot. Bosses are more prevalent, many based on classic Taito games, and there are branching paths too. Otherwise, while the improved visuals and music are nice, it’s not overly different from the original.
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	Bulk Slash

	A 3D mecha action game from C.A. Production and Hudson. Each mission takes place in a sprawling arena, where you must hunt down specific enemies to destroy them and can shift between flying ship and bipedal forms. Unlike many 32-bit action games, the speed is fluid and the controls relatively easy to use. Also includes some minor dating sim elements, as you can choose and bond with various female commanders. Excellent music, too. A true Saturn classic.
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	Magical Night Dreams: Cotton 2

	A horizontal shoot-em-up from Success, and sequel to an arcade game, starring a cutesy witch named Cotton (this series has spin-offs for the SFC and MD). Here you collect colored crystals to charge your magic spells, which also determines your elemental power. There are also some spells used via command motions, and can be fired in different directions. It uses the 32-bit power of the ST-V/Saturn for some cool multi-segmented sprites. A decent shooter.
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	Magical Night Dreams: Cotton Boomerang

	A revised version of Cotton 2, featuring some mechanical overhauls. There are now eight types of characters to choose from, and you get to pick three, each with different abilities. The life bar from Cotton 2 is gone, and instead when you die, you cycle to the next character. The levels have been tweaked but for the most part, they aren’t all that different. It’s hard to say which version is better than the other, since they’re still so similar.
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	Crows: The Battle Action for SegaSaturn

	A 2D beat-em-up based on the long running “delinquent” manga series, published by Athena. It’s thematically similar to Technos’ Kunio-kun games, and even has some of the same staff from those games, as well as Double Dragon. It uses super-deformed sprites for its tough guy characters, making for an interesting contrast. The lack of a combo system makes the action feel choppy, though the addition of a block button is neat. Overall, pretty average for the genre.
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	Death Crimson

	This light gun shooter from Ecole is regarded as one of the worst video games ever made – it has terrible graphics, hilariously off-key music, and completely indecipherable action. It’s so bad it’d be liable to give you a headache, if you can even survive for more than 30 seconds. Its awfulness elevated it to cult classic status, resulting in two sequels, one of which, Death Crimson OX, was localized for the Dreamcast. It’s not great, but also not nearly as bad.
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	Deep Fear

	At a time when survival horror games were all the rage, this is Sega’s attempt as Resident Evil, set in an underwater laboratory. It’s a little more action-focused, giving the ability to constantly replenish ammo and life, but there are many environmental hazards, and some rooms have limited air, acting as time limits. Released in Europe but not North America. The Japanese version has English voice acting but Japanese text. A solid clone with cool enemy designs.
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	Shin Megami Tensei: Devil Summoner

	The first 32-bit Shin Megami Tensei game is a spin-off that switches from a post-apocalyptic setting to modern day Japan. You control a regular guy whose soul has been bodyswapped with a demon hunter, and must resume his duties. As with other SMT games, you must recruit demons, though here there’s a loyalty system where they act on their own accord unless you follow their wishes. This makes things really painful. Received a PSP port with few changes.
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	Dezaemon 2

	Athena’s “create your own shoot-em-up” series began on the Famicom, with follow-ups on the Super Famicom and PlayStation. This Saturn release is the best of the bunch. There are a handful of sample games included, but the user-made games are the real treat, as it’s quite versatile. However, downloading them to an actual Saturn is a pain, as you need to use a CD-R. The games Daioh and Shienryu are related due to being made by the same developer.
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	Digital Pinball: Necronomicon

	There were two games in the Digital Pinball series, developed by KaZe: Last Gladiators, which was released internationally, and Necronomicon, which was Japan-only. Both are similar, in that they offer static, high res, relatively realistic renditions of pinball tables. This game features tables based on HP Lovecraft’s Arkham Asylum (technically a DC creation), Dreamlands, and Cult of the Bloody Tongue, along with music by Dream Theater member John Petrucci.
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	Dragon Force II: Kami Sarishi Daichi ni 

	The sequel to the cult classic strategy game from Sega. It’s basically the same as its predecessor, as you pick from several different lords, usher them around a map, and then fight opponents in strategic real-time combat by commanding scores of troops. There are only minor gameplay modifications – generals can now command two types of units, for instance – but it suffers from duller graphics and worse music. Still alright, though.
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	Dungeons & Dragons Collection

	A collection of the two Dungeons & Dragons arcade beat-em-ups from Capcom, Tower of Doom and Shadow Over Mystara. These are excellent games featuring various character classes, branching paths, and simple RPG systems. The ports are almost arcade perfect, changing only minor things, and reducing the number of simultaneous players from four to two. The later Chronicles of Mystara port for HD platforms makes this mostly redundant, however.
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	Touryuu Densetsu: Elan Doree

	A fantasy-themed 3D fighter from short lived developer Sai-Mate, ported from an ST-V arcade game. The main gimmick is that each of the game’s 10 fighters rides around on the back of a dragon. However, the dragons can’t fly vertically, and instead are just used to fly around the arena. Human characters can be knocked off of a dragon and attacked on the ground. It’s a clumsy game owing to the stiff controls, but interesting for the novelty.
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	Elevator Action Returns

	A port of a Taito arcade game, and a loose reimagining of the 1983 arcade classic Elevator Action. Play as three characters as you fight off terrorists in a variety of scenarios – the first level seems like the original game, but then you reach the floor and the entire building explodes. The sprites are small but brilliantly animated, the Zuntata music is classy, and the setpieces make it feel like a Hollywood action movie. One of Taito’s best games from the 1990s.
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	Falcom Classics 

	A collection of early games from Falcom, including Dragon Slayer, Xanadu, and Ys (Book I), complete with remade graphics and updated music. There are also optional updated versions that tweak the gameplay slightly. Dragon Slayer and Xanadu are ancient but interesting, and while Ys is decent, both its TG16 forebear and its PSP/PC Chronicles successor are better remakes. A limited edition includes a second CD with assorted video goodies.
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	Falcom Classics II

	Another collection of early Falcom games, this time including Asteka II: Templo Del Sol and Ys II. Asteka II was released in English in the US as Tombs and Treasures, though that version was significantly retooled and the version here is closer to the PC original. As with the previous Falcom Classics release, the version of Ys II presented here is okay, but the other remakes are substantially better. A second CD in the package includes some arranged tunes.

	[image: Image]

	FEDA Remake!

	A remake of Feda: The Emblem of Justice, an SRPG from Max Entertainment, initially released on the Super Famicom. It’s a lot like Sega’s Shining Force, right down to the town exploration, interface, and cinematic battle scenes. However, it has a law/chaos alignment, based on whether you follow your orders in each scenario, which can also affect experience distribution. The Saturn version has improved visuals and music, new characters, and assorted tweaks.
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	Fighter’s History Dynamite

	The sequel to Fighter’s History, the game infamously sued by Capcom for being too much of a rip-off of Street Fighter II. Also known as Karnov’s Revenge. Clown and Karnov, previously boss characters, are now playable. Two more fighters have also been added, bringing the total roster to 12. Since this is a Neo Geo game, the six button control scheme has been reduced to four, plus combos are smoother. The Saturn port requires the 1 MB RAM cart.
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	Final Fight Revenge

	A 3D fighting game developed by Capcom’s American branch, who later created Final Fight Streetwise and the two Maximo games. It has a roster of nearly every player character and enemy from the original Final Fight, many of whom later appeared in the Street Fighter series. The fighting itself feels clumsy and lackluster, though the ridiculously over-the-top comedy is worth it for some laughs. Requires the 4 MB RAM cart, for some reason.
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	Firepro Wrestling S: 6Men Scramble 

	The first original entry in Human’s venerable Fire Pro Wrestling series (not including Blazing Tornado, an arcade port, released the prior year). This is one of the better games in the series and by far the best wrestling game on the Saturn, owing to the massive six-wrestler matches, as referenced in the title. As usual, it includes a large number of characters as well as expansive customization options.
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	Funky Fantasy

	An RPG parody featuring characters from the Japanese TV show Yoshimoto Shinkigeki. The same producers were involved with the goofy Sega arcade boxing title Funky Head Boxers. It’s a fairly typical (and rather ugly) SRPG, but uses some odd digitized photography pasted onto illustrated characters, and features a bunch of silly battle units. It’s mildly amusing if you enjoy the weirdness and video game references, but otherwise it’s kind of a junk title.
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	Galaxy Fraulein Yuna 3: Lightning Angel

	The final entry in Hudson’s mecha pretty girl series, featuring transforming idol/warrior of justice Yuna and her friends as they fight off threats from outer space. Though previous entries were adventure games, this one is more of an SRPG, owing to the popularity of Sega’s Sakura Taisen. An attractive game, with plenty of anime cutscenes, and while there are many characters from past games, it’s easy to understand for newcomers. Also released on the PlayStation.
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	Gale Racer

	A port of Sega’s arcade racer Rad Mobile. It differs from games like OutRun in that it’s viewed entirely from the first person perspective. This Saturn port adds in some 3D graphics for the cars, but the draw distance is much worse than the arcade version, making it a poor port. The music is decent, though. The original arcade game marks the official debut of Sonic the Hedgehog, as a figure dangling by the rear view mirror.
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	Game Tengoku

	A vertical cute-em-up from Jaleco, featuring references and parodies to various aspects of 90s otaku culture, including characters from several older Jaleco games like Claris from City Connection, Momoko from Momoko 120%, and the pig from Buta-san. The Saturn port includes an extra mode with some extra stages, while a special edition includes a VHS with an anime OVA. Later released on the PS4 and Windows with some enhancements.
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	Gekirindan

	A Toaplan-style vertical shooter from Taito where you travel through time. A neat concept, but the game is too short to take advantage of it. Plus, the farthest in the past you travel is 1942, with the rest being present day or future stages. Decent visuals and an excellent Zuntata soundtrack, per usual Taito standards, but it feels like a step back from RayForce. The Saturn port is okay but missing some effects, and the intro/ending cinemas are now compressed FMV.
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	Groove on Fight

	The third title in the Gouketsuji Ichizoku (Power Instinct) series of 2D fighters from Atlus. This entry refreshes nearly all of the characters – other than the famed old lady fighters, Oume & Otane, new faces include the futuristic cop woman Solis and the magical girl cosplayer Popura. While the game keeps the character designs from artist Range Murata, the tone is much darker. It also adds in tag-team fighting. A solid fighter all around. Requires the 1 MB RAM cart.
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	Guardian Force

	A vertical shoot-em-up from Success where you control a tank. The main gimmick here is that you can use two of the three buttons to rotate your tank’s turret, allowing you to fire in eight directions. To take advantage of this, the screen will occasionally scroll in different directions, rather than just straight up. Not the cream of the crop when it comes to Saturn shooters, as it lacks visual oomph and the cannon rotation is awkward, but still pretty decent.
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	Gun Frontier

	A vertical shoot-em-up from Taito that uses an alternate version of the American Wild West as its setting, with the ships based on various pistols. It’s mostly known for its bomb system, where you grab multiple smaller icons to form one large one. Initially released in 1991, it feels a little dated compared to other 32-bit shooters, but the art is still cool and its music is excellent. The Saturn port looks okay at the outset, but has a number of inaccuracies and bugs.
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	Hissatsu!

	A side-scrolling action game based on a long-running Japanese period drama, which ends up feeling like a samurai version of Shinobi. You pick from two of four different characters, charging through levels and slashing up bad guys, to assassinate your target. The graphics walk the line between digitized sprites and pixel art, and manage to look less ridiculous than Shinobi Legions. Overall the game is a little uninspired, but it’s not bad for 2D action game fans.
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	Horror Tour

	A strange first person adventure game featuring 3D rendered FMV visuals from Caravan Interactive. You explore Rodvydel Castle and solve various puzzles, similar to Myst. Despite the title, it’s not really a horror game, so much as just really bizarre. There are a number of female characters too, some comically proportioned. The Windows version released in the US as Zeddas: Servants of Sheol. It received two sequels on computers as well.
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	Hyper Duel

	A horizontal shoot-em-up from Technosoft, developers of the Thunder Force series. You pilot a transforming mecha called a Buster Gear, which can shift between a spaceship (Fighter) or a robot (Armor), with tradeoffs in speed, power, and versatility (the robot can fire at an angle). Initially a 1993 arcade game, the Saturn port adds a special mode with revised graphics, as well as a rocking new soundtrack from Thunder Force V composer Hyakutaro Tsukumo.
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	Hyper Reverthion

	A 3D arena combat game from Technosft, and an enhanced version of a PlayStation game. This is rather similar to Sega’s Virtual On, except instead of piloting mechas, you control biological creatures called Thangu. These are modeled after various animals and insects, including a bee, lion, turtle, butterfly shark, spider, bird, and a crab. It’s awkward and not terribly fun, though the soundtrack is at least decent.

	[image: Image]

	Keiou Yuugekitai 2

	The sequel to the Sega CD game Keio Flying Squadron starring a bunny girl named Rami, though it’s been changed from a shoot-em-up to a 2D platformer (though there are a few shooter levels). Rami can pick up things to throw at enemies, and can equip items like hammers and umbrellas, which also absorb damage, otherwise she dies in a single hit. Pretty standard as a platformer, though it’s got a good sense of humor. Released in Europe as Keio Flying Squadron 2.
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	Konami Antiques MSX Collection Ultra Pack

	A compilation of 30 MSX games from Konami. Included are classics like all three Gradius games, Salamander, Parodius, Yie Ar Kung Fu, TwinBee, Antarctic Adventure, Penguin Adventure (pictured), Super Cobra, Knightmare, King’s Valley, and others. It doesn’t include any MSX2 games, though, so famous titles like Vampire Killer and Metal Gear are missing. This is still a good deal, considering these games were spread across three releases on the PlayStation.
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	Goiken Muyou: Anarchy in the Nippon

	A 3D fighting game from KSS. It’s very similar to Virtua Fighter, and overseen by some well-known expert players, who appear in the game. The fighting system is slightly different, adding in a dedicated dodge button, plus it removes the ability to jump. Not bad, but it feels dated compared to Virtua Fighter 2. There are some other oddball characters, which include a kogal, an old man, and an old woman. A sequel was released for the PlayStation.
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	Kyuukyoku Tiger II Plus

	Toaplan went bankrupt in 1994, leaving their staff to scatter to different companies. One of these was Takumi, who finished up this game, which was originally canceled during development. It’s a vertical shooter where you pilot a helicopter, and the sequel to the game known in North America as Twin Cobra. It’s not one of the company’s better shooters, but it’s okay. This “Plus” version for the Saturn adds some cutscenes, new music, and an extra level.
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	Kyuutenkai

	A “Fantasic [sic] Pinball” game from Technosoft. The developer had previously ported Naxat Soft’s Devil’s Crush to the Genesis, and this game is very similar, though with a much cuter art style. There’s a single main board divided into three sections: heaven, earth, and the underworld, plus separate bonus stages for each of the four bosses. You can pick from three warriors, giving their ball a special property in certain circumstances. Also on the PlayStation.
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	Linda3 Kanzenban

	This remake of a PC Engine CD title, pronounced “Linda Cube”, was designed by famed developer Shoji Masuda. It’s basically “Noah’s Ark: The JRPG” – seeing as your colony is headed for extinction, you need to combat and collect as much of the animal population as possible. There are a few different scenarios, all very weird, and giving different roles to the heroine’s lady friend Linda. Also on the PlayStation, though that version cuts back on some of the violence.
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	Linkle Liver Story

	An overhead action-RPG from Sega and Nextech, the developers of the similar Genesis game Crusader of Centy. As a young woman on a planet filled with beast-people, you can cultivate many types of weapons by planting seeds, and use a cute creature called a Puchimaru to attack. The action is clumsy, but running around the expansive maps is fun. Cute, if a little easy. The “liver” in the title should probably have been spelled “river”.
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	Madou Monogatari

	Compile resurrected their classic RPG series for the Saturn, though rather than being a first-person dungeon crawler like the older PC games, it’s a more traditional JRPG. Exploration is presented from an isometric view, while battles are shown from a side perspective. The cast of this game is more widely known for starring in the company’s Puyo Puyo series of puzzle games, with heroines Arle and Rulue taking the starring roles. A little standard, but cute for fans.
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	Mahou Gakuen Lunar!

	This spin-off title is technically the third game in Game Arts’ Lunar series, and a remake of a Game Gear title. You lead a trio of schoolgirls (and eventually some boys) as they train at a magical school floating on an island. While the charming visuals, exciting music, and humorous writing are consistent with the rest of the series, it’s dragged down by the viciously high random encounter rate, which draws out the game’s short length. It basically makes the game unplayable.
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	Metal Black

	A horizontal shoot-em-up from Taito, and a port of an arcade game. The game starts on a post-apoclyptic world, but subsequent levels get supremely trippy. By harvesting molecules called Newalone, you can charge up a super laser, which can be used to “duel” with beam attacks from bosses. The game has a fantastically gloomy vibe, thanks to its spritework and moody soundtrack. The G.rev arcade/DC game Border Down is sort of a spiritual successor to this.

	[image: Image]

	Nanatsu Kaze no Shima Monogatari 

	A beautifully animated 2D adventure game from Givro, the same folks behind the Wonder Project J series. You control a bipedal dragon named Gaapu, as he explores the wonders of the Islands of Seven Winds. Though understanding Japanese is essential to figuring out the (otherwise fairly simple puzzles), you can still admire the craft behind the artwork, which is utterly gorgeous. Includes a second CD for use in PCs, which contains higher resolution scans of its art assets.
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	Nekketsu Oyako

	A 2D beat-em-up from Technosoft. The title translates to “Burning Family”, as you pick from a dad and his kids to beat up bad guys. It's not much different from the usual Final Fight clones, though it has a slightly more comical tone, including pink-Cadillac driving bad guys, and a level set inside of a whale's stomach. Also on the PlayStation, but the Saturn version has better gameplay and music.
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	Ninpen Manmaru

	A 3D platformer starring a ninja penguin, based on a cutesy manga series, courtesy of Tamtam and Enix. It eschews the collectathon structure popular among other similar games of its era, in favor of more straightforward platforming. However, it’s a little simple because there are no offensive moves, just running and jumping. The controls take a little while to get used, especially the triple jump, but the visuals are attractive for a Saturn game.
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	Planet Joker

	A “quarter-view dramatic shooting game” where you control flying mechas, published by Naxat and developed by IMP. It uses 3D graphics but plays like a vertical shooter, like Game Arts’ Silpheed. Unfortunately it’s a gigantic piece of junk, with ugly and repetitive graphics, boring level design, and an awkward perspective, not to mention that none of the weapons feel like they have any impact. One of the worst shooters on the system.
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	Princess Crown

	A unique side-scrolling action-RPG from Atlus and Sega. You control a warrior princess named Gradriel as she fights to save her kingdom from evil. Combat is handled via one-on-one combat, though it’s a bit sluggish. Four other characters can be played as in their own unique scenarios. The staff behind this game, including director George Kamitani, formed the company Vanillaware, who made Odin Sphere and Muramasa: The Demon Blade. Also has a no-frills PSP port.
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	Purikura Daisakusen

	An isometic run-and-gun from Atlus, starring the magical girl Princess Clara from their Power Instinct fighting game series. Other playable characters include her counterpart Kirara and a large cat named Gray. The hybrid of European fantasy, magic, and technology combine to make this feel like a Ghibli film. The ability to lock fire in one direction means it’s also less clumsy than other isometric games, but ultimately, it’s still nothing special.
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	Rabbit

	A 2D fighter from Aorn and Electronic Arts. Most of the characters are Chinese and can summon spirit animals, similar to the stands from JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure. You can also steal defeated opponent’s spirits to use as special attacks. The heroine Wu-ling controls a rabbit, hence the title. Other characters include Little Eddy, who looks like a large baby Elvis, and Houen, a hulking jiangshi with a cartoon wolf. Alas, this port suffers from low res sprites.
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	Ronde

	The third in Atlus’ Majin Tensei series, an SRPG spin-off of their Shin Megami Tensei line. As usual, you can chat with demons to get them to join your side, but here, you can’t speak directly, but rather they randomly chat if you kill them. The visuals in this game are shockingly bad, with terrible 3D battlefields, and laughable CG rendered sprites, both in and out of battle. Coupled with the awkward interface and long loading times, it ends up being a disaster.
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	Sakura Taisen

	The revolutionary life sim/strategy-RPG from Sega and Red Entertainment, with character art by Kosuke Fujishima. Taking place in an alternate 1920s Japan, you lead a theatre troupe that also happens to fight demons by climbing into steam-powered mechas. During your down time, you interact with the (almost entirely female) cast members to increase your bonds. Later ported to the Dreamcast and PSP, then completely remade for the PS2.
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	Sakura Taisen 2

	This sequel largely offers more of the same, though more refined. There are two new female cast members, in addition to the six returning main ones. The number of discs has also been expanded from two to three. Save data from the previous game can be imported to maintain old relationships, too. Also ported to the Dreamcast and PSP, but without a PS2 remake. There are also two Sakura Taisen fan discs released for the Saturn with assorted bonus content.
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	Saturn Bomberman Fight!!

	This game is unusual for the Bomberman series in that it’s displayed from an isometric perspective, with both 3D rendered characters and backgrounds. It plays oddly too. Characters can jump and throw bombs, plus they have life meters. The stages are also relatively small. It’s not nearly as good as its (US released) predecessor Saturn Bomberman, especially seeing as how only four people can play at the same time, compared to that game’s ten.
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	Sega Memorial Selection Vol. 1 & 2

	Two separate discs featuring ports of various early 80s Sega classics. Volume 1 has Flicky, Head On (also known as Dodge ‘Em on the Atari 2600), Pengo, and Up'n Down. Volume 2 has Doki Doki Penguin Land (released on the SMS as Penguin Land), Samurai, Sindbad Mystery, Star Jacker, Monaco GP, and Ninja Princess (pictured, also released on the SMS as The Ninja). These are no-frills ports, but they’re better than the ancient Atari or SG-1000 conversions.
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	Segata Sanshiro Shinken Yuugi

	A selection of ten minigames featuring Segata Sanshiro, Sega’s mascot during the Saturn era. These include a Simon Says-style dancing game, a segment where you take on the role of Santa Claus to deliver presents, and a Columns-style falling block puzzle game. The graphics are a mixture of digitized visuals of the titular hero and cartoonish backgrounds. Live action TV commercials are also available as unlockables. Fun and goofy but shallow.
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	Sengoku Blade

	This is a sequel to Sengoku Ace, maintaining the same mix of steampunk and Japanese mythology. It changes from a vertical shooter to a horizontal one, and while it isn’t much different from most other Psikyo shooters, it’s still solid. Its attractive artwork by Range Murata (as well as its busty heroine, Koyori) is one of its big appeals. A second CD with the Saturn version includes assorted artwork, fan and official. Also available on the Switch.
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	Shadows of the Tusk

	A heavy metal strategy game published by Hudson, with character design by Famitsu cover artist Susumu Matsushita. You assemble “decks” of warriors, and then engage in turn-based combat on a 5x5 grid. The game was designed for use with the Xband modem, but has a short single-player story mode, an “ante” mode to obtain more cards, and local competitive play. While the story is in Japanese, the menus are in English, making it fairly easy to play.
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	Shippu Mahou Daisakusen: Kingdom Grand Prix

	The sequel to Mahou Daisakusen (AKA Sorcer Striker), both by Raizing. It keeps the fantasy-shooter theme, but presents each stage as a race, where you can speed up or slow down based on your position on the screen. Opponents can’t be attacked directly, but can be nudged into walls and enemy bullets. You only play some of the stages in the first loop, but if you place high enough in the race, you can play the rest. Also has fantastic FM synth music by Hitoshi Sakimoto.
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	Shiroki Majo: Mouhitotsu no Eiyuu Densetsu

	A remake of the third game in Falcom’s Legend of Heroes RPG series, published by Hudson. The heroes are two kids, Chris and Jurio, who follow in the footsteps of the legendary White Witch. This version is a total overhaul, featuring anime-style graphics, FMV cutscenes, and voice acting, along with turn-based battles to replace the pseudo real-time system of the PC original. A different remake was put out in English on the PSP, called Prophecy of the White Witch.
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	Solo Crisis

	A simulation game from Quintet, which sort of takes Bullfrog’s famous god game Populous and then adds in elements of turn-based battles. Each stage is on a two-sided floating rock, and you can deform the terrain to have various effects. For example, you can raise the land on one side to create a mountain, which then carves out a valley on the other. You can then cause it to rain and drown enemies in that valley. A very unique title, if incredibly difficult.
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	Sonic Council

	Also known as Sokko Seitokai, this 2D fighter from Banpresto and Sims is based on a manga found in Gamest, a magazine that specialized in posting move lists and other strategies. It focuses on a fighting high school council, with a majority of the roster being female. The story mode is presented as a TV program. It’s a little dated for a 32-bit game, especially with the relatively small sprites, and while it’s not amazing, it has a certain amusing energy to it.
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	Soukyuugurentai

	A vertical shoot-em-up from Raizing, also known as Terra Diver. It’s a bit different from the rest of the company’s output, being closer to Taito’s RayForce/Galactic Attack, in that your ship has a targeting radar that can be used to fire homing attacks. The 2D effects of the Saturn are put to good use in showing your ship’s descent down to different planets. The music by Hitoshi Sakimoto is excellent, as well. Also on the PlayStation, but this version is better.
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	Steam-Heart’s

	An infamous softcore porn shoot-em-up from TGL. Your characters, the boy Blow and catgirl Falla, must cure the female warrior populace of a virus by defeating and mating with them. Beginning on the PC98, then moving to PC Engine, then to the Saturn, the cutscenes get toned progressively due to console standards, but the actual shooter gameplay gets marginally better. That said, it’s still very average, with the main draw being the attractive girls.
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	Steamgear Mash

	An isometric run-and-gun/adventure game from Tamsoft and Takara. As a toy-like mecha, you explore levels to find new weapons and abilities that will allow you to proceed. The pacing is fast, and the controls are solid, side-stepping most of the usual problems of the skewed perspective, It still has some issues, though, namely awkward platforming and a cramped view. It’s also a bit repetitive, but it’s still a fun, charming little game.
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	Stellar Assault SS

	This 3D space combat simulator is a pseudo-sequel to the Sega 32X game known in English as Shadow Squadron, developed by Sims. The visuals have improved, though only slightly, but it benefits from having voiced characters, improved radar, and several more stages. Some levels are frustrating, but the space dogfighting is fairly solid and the controls work rather well. The display window is pretty small, however.
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	Super Tempo

	A beautiful 2D platformer from Red and Aspect, and a sequel to the 32X game Tempo. The hero, Tempo the insect, attacks by blowing bubbles, though you can play as his friend Katy the butterfly in a few stages. The game is full of fantastic and silly sprite animation, fluidly animated with an intensely bright color palette. The game has a neat rap/hip-hop soundtrack too, with English lyrics. Purely as a game it’s rather average, but the gorgeous vibe makes it worthwhile.
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	Taito Chase H.Q. Plus S.C.I.

	Two of Taito’s classic cop chase racing games bundled together in nearly arcade perfect form. This is the best way to play these, since it has the smooth scaling the 16-bit and previous ports lack. In the first half of each level, you need to catch up to an escaping criminal, while in the second, you need to ram into their car until they can be arrested. The sequel, Special Criminal Investigation, adds in the ability to shoot your gun at the bad guys.
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	Tengai Makyou Daiyon no Mokushiroku (The Apocalypse IV)

	The fourth entry in the Tengai Makyou (AKA Far East of Eden) series changes the setting from feudal Japan to 19th century North America. However, its humorous misinterpretation of geography and history is in full force, as the game is filled with ridiculous scenarios (the Alamo is turned into a mobile tank, for example). The full screen enemy sprites in the battle scenes are fantastic, too. A PSP port adds and tweaks to a few aspects.
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	Tryrush Deppy

	A 2D side-scrolling platformer from Nihon Create starring an anthropomorphic taxi cab. The game is set up like a race across the United States, though functionally it plays a bit like Sonic the Hedgehog. The levels are short, though, with the main focus being on finding gas cans to keep your fuel from running out. Decent sprite visuals and a fun art style (though the female cars with gigantic breasts are odd), but the troublesome controls and dull level design hold it back.
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	Twinkle Star Sprites

	A unique competitive shooting game from ADK, initially released on the Neo Geo. The screen is divided into halves, and each player must destroy enemies in chains, which will then cause attacks on their opponent. Create a big enough combo and you’ll summon a miniboss to overwhelm them with. It’s a blisteringly cute title, and a ton of fun. The Saturn port has an extra character and some added fan art galleries, missing from later versions.
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	Vatlva

	An overhead car combat game from Ancient and Victor-JVC. Up to six players can compete in an arena at once to blow up everyone else. There are several vehicles to pick, each with unique weapons and accessories. It feels like a more manic version of the melee scenes from Star Control. It also has a funky soundtrack by Yuzo Koshiro and Motohiro Kawashima. Received a pseudo-sequel that adds in RPG elements for the GBA, localized as Car Battler Joe.
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	Wachenröder

	A strategy-RPG from Sega, featuring a dark, steampunk world and character designs by Range Murata. The game takes place in a world of great wealth inequality, where the poor are subject to pollution, and the hero makes it his mission to save his sick sister. Characters fight with steam-powered weapons called sludges, and battle sequences are shown in 3D. It has great art and storytelling, but it’s too easy, and the tactical sequences end up being rather boring.
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	Willy Wombat

	An overhead action game from Westone and Hudson that’s a parody of American superheroes, with art by Susumu Matsushita. The sprites are 2D but the environments are 3D, and can be freely rotated. In spite of the unique perspective, it’s a fairly typical game, as you clumsily jump around platforms, collect gems, and fend off enemies with boomerangs. It also feels strangely out of time compared to other anthropomorphic mascot games like Crash Bandicoot.
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	Yu-No

	A port of a PC98 adventure game by Elf. You play as a teenage boy who must travel through parallel realities to uncover the mystery behind a strange girl, who appears out of nowhere, then dies. Since it was originally an adult game, there is a number of female characters to interact with, though some of the nudity is cut back for the Saturn version. Still, with the added voices and new scenarios, this is an excellent port. Later remade in 2018, which was localized.

	 

	Key Treasure Staff

	Most of Treasure’s initial staff came from Konami, where they had worked on games like Super Castlevania IV, Contra III, Rollergames (NES), Bucky O’Hare (NES), Quarth (GB), and The Castlevania Adventure. (These games are covered in other Konami-themed HG101 books.) Many are programmers but often switch responsibilities between various titles.

	Masato Maegawa: A programmer from Konami who worked on the NES versions of Rollergames and Bucky O’Hare as well as The Castlevania Adventure for the Game Boy. He is the president of Treasure, and worked as both the director and one of the programmers on many titles. In later years he entered more of a production role.

	 

	Mitsuru Yaida: Also known as Yaiman and Yaipon, he is also one of the main programmers, who previously worked on Contra III and Super Castlevania IV for Konami, and is one of the leads of the Bangai-O games.

	 

	Hideyuki Suganami: Also known as NAMI and Choco Monkey, he is a programmer who worked on Contra III for Konami, and took on similar roles in many Treasure games. He was also the director of Alien Soldier, Mischief Makers and Sin & Punishment.

	 

	Masaki Ukyo: A developer from Fill-In Cafe, who had worked on Mad Stalker. He is the main programmer on Treasure’s beat-em-up games, as well as the director of Silhouette Mirage. Later joined Masatoshi Imaizumi, another former Fill-In Cafe employee, to form the company R.U.N., where they worked on Phantom Breaker.

	 

	Atsutomo Nakagawa: A former programmer from Sega, and co-director of Ikaruga and Gradius V.

	 

	Tetsuhiko Kikuchi: Also known as HAN, he was a graphic artist who came over from Konami. The distinct character design style of many Treasure games can be credited to him. He was also largely involved in the creation of the Guardian Heroes games and Rakugaki Showtime. He was later involved with Code of Princess.

	 

	Hiroshi Iuchi: A graphic artist from Konami. He briefly left Treasure to work for Time Warner Active (formerly the Japanese branch of Tengen) but returned upon that company’s closure, where he went to direct Radiant Silvergun and Ikaruga. He then went to work for G.rev and M2, where he directed Kokuga.

	 

	Koichi Kimura: Another graphic artist from Konami. The director of McDonald’s Treasureland Adventure and Stretch Panic, and producer of Dynamite Headdy.

	 

	Yasushi Suzuki: The character artist for Ikaruga and the Sin & Punishment games.

	 

	Norio Hanzawa: Also known as NON, he is the main composer on many, many Treasure games. Another former Konami employee, he composed the music to The Castlevania Adventure and Bucky O’Hare (NES).

	 

	Sega Ages 2500: Gunstar Heroes Treasure Box

	Initial Release Date: 2006

	Platforms: PS2, PS3

	A compilation of Treasure-developed titles for the Genesis. This includes Gunstar Heroes (Genesis and Game Gear), Dynamite Headdy (Genesis, Game Gear, and Master System), and Alien Soldier (Genesis). It is missing only McDonald’s Treasure Land Adventure.

	As with some of the previous Sega Ages 2500 compilations, it was developed by M2. It offers comprehensive emulation options, including 240p and 480p output, plus you can choose regional variations for all of the titles. Also included is a prototype of Gunstar Heroes. There are still issues with the sound emulation, as the music won't sound quite right if you've spent a lot of time with the original hardware, but it's definitely tolerable. Super play videos are available, showing the best way to beat these games, which, for Alien Soldier, is like poetry in motion. Also included are extensive galleries with pictures of all versions from all territories, including full manual scans and a lot of cool concept art for Gunstar Heroes.
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