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			the amazing 

			spider-man

		

		
			Developer: Rare 

			Publisher: LJN [U.S.] Nintendo [EU]

			Genre: Action/Platformer 

			Release: July 1990 [U.S.] | 1990 [EU]

			DMG-P-SM

		

		
			The Amazing Spider-Man establishes a new low for Game Boy software—quite a kickoff for this volume of the platform’s history. Volley Fire brought the first half of 1990 to an unenthusiastic close for Game Boy, and the Amazing Spider-Man kicks off the second half of the year in an even more spectacularly lackluster fashion. It’s a dreary start to a new chapter, but on the plus side, it’s hard to imagine that the back half of the year has anywhere to go but up. This game plays the way apathy feels.

			.

				In a curious coincidence, The Amazing Spider-Man means the second half of 1990 begins as the first half did: With a not-so-great platformer by developer Rare. This is our second Western-developed game for Game Boy, and like the first it’s not very fun… only more so. Wizards & Warriors X was pretty mediocre, but it had its moments and at least looked nice. Amazing Spider-Man has neither of those (nor any other) redeeming qualities. Well, OK, it has a great title screen. Best on Game Boy to date. The game begins with a chip tune rendition of the old Spider-Man cartoon theme song and a portrait of Spider-Man that ripples into place with an even fancier raster effect than the one SunSoft used in Batman. Say what you will about comic licenses on Game Boy, but they really brought out the fancy visual effects.

			.

				That’s it for the good stuff, though. Everything else falls squarely between “bad” and “absolutely wretched.”

			.

				The game consists of eight stages, six of which play out as side-scrolling levels and two of which take the form of wall-climbing sequences in which you scroll horizontally. What both of these formats have in common is an unflagging devotion to mediocrity. In the side-scrolling bits, Spider-Man walks (or rather, hobbles) forward. He can punch, and he can duck and kick. He can jump. And if you hold down the attack button, Spidey will fire a glob of webbing, those blasts being limited by your finite reserve of web fluid. If you jump while walking, Spidey will jump extra high, kind of like Mario getting a little extra distance from a running lead-up to a jump. This, as it turns out, is the only thing the game has in common with Super Mario Bros.

			.

				The Amazing Spider-Man serves as an example of Rare’s strange dual personality back in the ’80s and ’90s. As a developer, Rare’s Nintendo platform work operated in one of two modes: Brilliant or garbage, with very little falling between those two poles. As with TOSE, we can almost certainly attribute Rare’s volatility to the publishers for whom they worked. For a higher-class publisher like Tradewest or Nintendo, Rare performed at the top of their craft, creating games that may have been unreasonably difficult in that uniquely European way but which nevertheless burst at the seams with inventive ideas and unmatched technical polish. For trash-tier publishers, however, Rare produced trash-tier games. The Amazing Spider-Man publisher LJN was the flaming garbage barge of NES-era publishers, and it absolutely shows through in the quality of this game... which is to say, it has no quality. Everything beyond the title screen is just terrible.  

			.

				The game begins with a loopy premise in which a succession of villains call up Spider-Man on his mobile phone to challenge him to beat them up in order to rescue Mary Jane Watson. How poor, desperate, perpetually impoverished Peter Parker was able to afford what appears to be an incredibly expensive DynaTAC cell phone (the sort of technology that was exclusive to coked-up billionaire corporate executives in those days) is never explained, but he whips the bread-loaf-sized thing out of his spandex Spidey suit between every stage to banter with the bad guys. His rogue’s gallery seem to know his secret identity with surprising casualness.

			.

				The game essentially has you fighting the Sinister Six, one clumsy battle at a time. That’s assuming you can make it to the bosses at all. The real super-villain here is the interface, as Spider-Man moves more like the Amazing Arthritis-Man. He jumps and attacks awkwardly, crumpling like paper as he’s attacked by thugs, bats, and horse chestnuts (that infamous bane of superheroes).

			.

				Sometimes, he’ll manage a swing if you do a high enough jump, though the mechanisms of swinging are poorly explained and erratic in action. In any case, it doesn’t have any real value beyond skipping past chunks of level—but you generally need to play through levels properly in their entirety in order to stock up on web fluid for the boss encounters. The entire swing element really appears to have been included simply out of a sense of obligation to the property.

			.

				Spidey attacks as clumsily as he moves, and bad guys appear in endless waves—a dire combination. You’ll frequently come across spots where it’s literally impossible to advance without taking damage, though the controls and collision detection are so poor that even simple scrums can turn immediately deadly. You can acquire power-ups from bad guys, though most of these have little value. Web-shooter refills, again, are the exception; for some inexplicable reason, some bad guys carry cartridges that can recharge Parker’s proprietary spider-silk fluid. Spider-Man’s only hope of recovering health is to grab apple pies from random windowsills, which is a cute, classic cartoon touch. After a while, the level designers stopped caring, though, and you’ll soon find pies sitting around on subway platforms or on top of skyscrapers. Even the distribution of pie power-ups is terrible: You’ll go nearly an entire level without finding one, then encounter two in rapid succession. The Amazing Spider-Man offers all the shoddiness of procedurally generated content, without any of the surprising CPU interactions or replayability.

			.

				Most of the game takes the form of a bad side-scroller, except the two wall-climbing stages, which are more like a terrible variant of Crazy Climber. Dudes randomly pop out of windows to hit Spider-Man with a club, all while you dodge boulders falling from the rooftop. You’re almost completely helpless in these levels, with the only boon coming in the form of your spider-sense, which goes off if you’re directly beneath a falling boulder so you know to juke to the side. That’s nice, but past the halfway mark of these levels, boulders fall with such frequency that you’ll become pinned by multiple consecutive rocks that fall side-by-side in rapid succession, making it nearly impossible to avoid taking damage. 

			.

				Eventually, you’ll come to the boss battles, which are about as fun as the rest of the game. Woe betide you if you use up all your web fluid before facing off against a flying enemy like the Goblin; you’ll never land an attack.

			.

				The Amazing Spider-Man is a terrible game, and it’s preposterously difficult thanks to the utterly shoddy design and programming on display. You can just imagine some poor kid circa 1991 buying this game after saving up for months and beating it through sheer, desperate, tearful determination, but in this day and age the game offers zero reason to play it at all, let alone complete it.

			.

				It’s a shame, because Rare could have done so much better. The studio was capable of truly great things on dinky 8-bit hardware, and even Wizards & Warriors X had its moments. The Amazing Spider-Man, however, is the “cash the paycheck” version of Rare, the aspect of the company that involved taking contracts from publishers and turning out software that was stable enough not to crash while running the gauntlet to be certified for the Official Nintendo Seal of Quality, but which did nothing to spark anyone’s imagination.

			.

				No doubt the profits Rare earned from games like The Amazing Spider-Man allowed them to invest tons of effort into passion projects like Battletoads, but at what human cost? How many millions of youthful tears served as the foundation to that mighty work? 

			.

				This game is truly abysmal. The sad part is, this isn’t as bad as Game Boy games get. To this point, Game Boy has largely consisted of Japanese developers, who even at their worst seemed to adhere to some minimum standards of quality. That’s about to go out the window. As we see more Western developers enter the Game Boy market, we’re going to see some acts of monumental incompetence that will have us all pining for the relative excellence of The Amazing Spider-Man.
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			pipe dream

		

		
			パイプドリーム

			Developer: Bullet-Proof Software 

			Publisher: Bullet-Proof Software

			Genre: Puzzle 

			Release: July 3, 1990 (Japan) | Sept. 1990 [U.S.] 

			DMG-P-PD

		

		
			Game Boy owners didn’t have to wait long for a far more entertaining rendition of the general concept seen in the lackluster Blodia [see Game Boy Works Vol. I] to come along. Pipe Dream arrived a few months later to set things right in Japan—and, unlike Blodia, it made its way to the U.S., too. 

			.

				Where Blodia adapted an ancient computer title to Game Boy, Pipe Dream dealt with work of a more recent vintage. The original version of this game, Pipe Mania, had debuted on Atari ST and Commodore 64 in 1989. That said, if you want to trace influences, the true origin of Pipe Dream lies in a 1982 arcade game called Loco-Motion. Developed by Konami and published in the U.S. by Centuri, Loco-Motion was obscure even in the golden age of arcades. But it clearly made an impression. 

			.

				Where Loco-Motion required players to guide a train by shuffling tiles of a track—not entirely unlike Blodia, and likely a partial inspiration for that game’s original incarnation as Diablo—Pipe Dream instead serves up a randomized assortment of track pieces that you can place freely on the screen. A column of queued parts offers a preview of tiles to come, as in Tetris.

			.

				Pipe Dream’s levels begin as a blank grid surrounding a starting point, and the player is given complete discretion over where they place their pieces. The pipe tiles come in seven different arrangements, also like Tetris: Four 90º bends in different directions, two straight segments (running horizontally or vertically), and crosspieces. When you connect the open pipe ends of two tiles to one another, you create a link. A short time after you begin laying down pieces, the fixed tile at the center of the stage emits a fluid that steadily advances through the pipes. The liquid can pass from one linked pipe tile to another, but if it passes through a tile that isn’t properly connected to another, the sludge spills out and the level ends.

			.

				The goal of each level is simply to connect a mandated number of pipes together before allowing the fluid to overflow. If you hit a stage’s pipe connections target, the game tallies your score and sends you to the next level. If you fall short of your target, the game ends—no do-overs. Once a stage winds down, you’re penalized for any stray tiles you’ve left unconnected from the flow, and it only takes a few deductions to end the game for you. Every pipe segment counts, so it behooves you to lay down pieces quickly, even if they’re not the ones you want, then sort out how to connect them as quickly as possible with the subsequent tiles you’re given.

			.

				Adding to the challenge here is the fact that you have no control over the order in which pipe segments appear. This really serves as the source of the game’s core difficulty. You can’t simply slap down tiles wherever you like with no consequence, yet you also can’t guarantee when the pieces you actually need will appear in the distribution cycle.

			.

				That said, Pipe Dream isn’t totally unforgiving in its tile distribution. If you end up with a piece you find completely useless, you can set it down and then erase it. This incurs a penalty as well, but it’s considerably lighter than if you drop a ton of unused pieces on the grid. You can also make headway against all those lost points by making judicious use of intersection tiles. The occasional cross-shaped pipe tiles you receive are the game’s most versatile pieces, as you can connect them either horizontally or vertically; they’re the universal donors of pipes. A cross-piece doesn’t need to be connected at all four ends, and so long as it creates a flow in one direction the game doesn’t care if the crosswise pipes are put to use.

			.

				The real value of cross tiles, however, becomes clear when you pass the fluid through the intersection in one direction, then use corner pieces to bend the flow back around to cross the other axis of the tile. Creating this sort of overlap not only allows you to squeeze more tiles into the play space, it also earns you massive bonus points by lengthening the flow of the ooze. 

			.

				This is about all there is to Pipe Dream. The game’s various difficulty levels mainly just speed up the flow of the ooze and give you less time to set up pipe arrangements, which coincide with ever-increasing requirements for tile links. It’s a simple game, but its simplicity matches nicely with the randomized elements to create a legitimately addictive puzzler. Pipe Dream’s simplicity also meant that it didn’t have to be compromised in moving to Game Boy; the loss of color had no material impact on the experience or playability.

			.

				Of course, it would be hard to sell Pipe Dream as a full game experience today. The entire concept was lifted nearly verbatim into BioShock, where it worked as a hacking mini-game that allowed players to take control of automated defenses and secure vending machine discounts. That was well and good, but it had the unfortunate side effect of badly devaluing the entire concept behind Pipe Dream. The formula lacks the substance and depth of something like Tetris. Pipe Dream has just enough complexity to require a mental commitment, but few enough opportunities for the difficulty curve to grow, which means the Pipe Dream rule set doesn’t offer much beyond its initial premise. It’s a fun and addictive game, but not one you’ll find yourself returning to often.

			.

				Even outside of BioShock, Pipe Dream has been cloned and imitated half to death. It also saw a PlayStation remake called Pipe Dreams 3D which (contrary to what the title would suggest) was not a fully 3D remake but rather made use of polygonal graphics for a 2D layout viewed through a slightly tilted perspective.

			.

				The original Pipe Mania release of Pipe Dream was created by a developer called The Assembly Line, a British studio that produced a handful of notable titles including Xenon 2: Megablast. However, the Game Boy version (along with the NES release) was produced and published by Tetris overlords Bullet-Proof Software, who had licensed the game from original publisher Lucasfilm Games (which would soon be rebranded as LucasArts).

			.

				Between Pipe Dream and Blodia, we have coincidence in action once again on Game Boy: Two remarkably similar Game Boy releases, released quite close together. Yet after this, the closest thing to appear on the system would be Mindscape’s LoopZ, a more straightforward variant on linking pipes together. It’s a phenomenon we’ll see again in the future... along with lots of other puzzle games. 
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			Shisenshou: Match-mania

		

		
			四川省 Match-Mania

			Developer: Tamtex

			Publisher: Irem

			Genre: Puzzle/tile-matching

			Release: July 13, 1990 [JP]

			DMG-MAA

		

		
			Shisenshou: Match Mania takes us back to the very, very early days of Game Boy. Back to July 1989 and the system’s very first third-party release. If you can read Chinese, the giveaway is right there in the title on the box art: “Shisenshou” is the Japanese reading of “Sichuan”. As in “Szechaun.” Yes, as in the province in central China.

			.

				Fittingly, Shisenshou (or Sichuan, if you prefer) amounts to a variant of HAL and Activision’s Shanghai. That the names of Chinese geography adorn two games about matching scrambled Mahjong titles seems not to be a coincidence—another similar game released under the name Hong Kong would appear on Game Boy a few months later.

			.

				Understandably, it’s difficult to talk about Match-Mania without couching it in terms of Shanghai. As with HAL’s game, Match-Mania tasks players with connecting pairs of scrambled Mahjong tiles. Unlike in Shanghai, though, the tiles here have all been arranged on a single flat level rather than in stair-stepped stacks. As such, it involves a few rule changes from the baseline concept. In Shanghai, you could only bring together tiles that had at least one unobstructed edge along the perimeter of the stack. Furthermore, only tiles without another piece situated above them were eligible for matching. While Match-Mania carries forward the edge rule, the stacking aspect doesn’t factor in. The tiles here sit on a single level, so it’s a moot.

			.

				Instead, Match-Mania throws in a new rule variant to compensate for the change: In order to connect tiles, you need to be able to draw a line between them in the free space where no other tiles exist. This line can make no more than two right turns in order to connect the pieces. This means, for example, two matching adjacent tiles can be paired. Two matching tiles with no obstruction between them can be pairs. Two matching tiles along the same edge can be pairs. You can link up tiles at even more oblique angles. The important thing is that your linking line doesn’t make more than two turns.

			.

				Unlike Shanghai, though, Match-Mania proves to be frustratingly mediocre as a Game Boy game. The tiny monochrome tiles can cause something like eyestrain, lacking the more subtle multi-toned appearance of Shanghai’s tiles. It doesn’t help that the flat arrangement of tiles requires they be smaller than the ones in Shanghai. The combination of harsh contrast and minuscule size makes scanning a field of Chinese symbols painful regardless of your screen type and size: Whether on an original Game Boy, back-lit Game Boy Advance, or Super Game Boy on a big screen, this game is literally a headache.

			.

				The inelegant visual design of Match-Mania can’t be forgiven, but it can at least be explained. This game marks the debut of publisher Irem and developer Tamtex on the platform, and like everyone else, they run afoul of the system’s limitations here. Given these companies’ pedigrees, it’s a bit of a letdown to see them fall short here, especially Irem—they had been buddies with Nintendo from the start, publishing highly collectible Famicom cartridges with built-in LED lights and even providing two games for Nintendo to publish at the American NES launch. And Tamtex (not to be mistaken for the execrable Tiertex) was a long-term development partner for Irem that would eventually be absorbed into the bigger company. If you know their name, it’s for developing the brilliant NES platformer Metal Storm.

			.

				Alas, Match-Mania is not brilliant, and that has a lot to do with the fact that it’s a pretty half-hearted arcade port of a 1987 gambling game. In the arcade, of course, the play tiles were much larger and boasted colorful details. Clearly Tamtex had not spent much time contemplating the good and bad of Game Boy conversions and decided that tiny, eye-watering monochrome was the way to go for this port.

			.

				Not that the Game Boy conversion of could be completely faithful anyway; the arcade release appeared amidst a boom of coin-op smut. See, while it’s easiest to describe Match-Mania as a variant of Shanghai, it would probably be more accurate to say it adapted Shanghai’s concept in an attempt to stand out from a burgeoning field of strip Mahjong games. Rather than playing hands of tiles against increasingly naked A.I.-controlled female opponents as in standard strip Mahjong coin-ops, the arcade version of Match-Mania had you matching increasingly complex arrangements of tiles. You selected one of four girls at the outset, and with each field you cleared she’d move one step further into a state of undress until at last she revealed her pixelated unmentionables, and you’d advance to a new opponent.

			.

				For obvious reasons, this element of the game didn’t make the cut for the Nintendo release. Instead, Match-Mania offers two play modes: A breezy free-play format in which you progressively take on 50 arrangements of increasing complexity, and a challenge mode in which you attempt to play through several levels consisting of multiple tile arrangements. The latter is the meat of the game, offering a limited number of continues before you had to start over at the first set of the level. 

			.

				It’s decent enough, but hardly a classic. The eyesore visuals and the irritatingly jaunty faux-Chinese melody that accompanies gameplay make it a case of tough love. Despite these deficiencies, though, the underlying game is reasonably compelling. The game rules have a bit more nuance than you might expect, as a line can’t be obstructed by anything. This means a tile sitting detached from the main pile can spoil a seemingly perfect match if it sits in the path of your connecting line. Some of the stages Tamtex designed for the challenge mode can be pretty tricky to solve, too, like the one where you begin with only three possible matches for your first move, and two of them will cause an instant game over.

			.

				As in Shanghai, players need to be mindful of unresolvable traps. In Activision’s game, the killer arrangement took the form of two sets of tiles interlocked in a straight line. Here, it’s a 2x2 cluster of tiles with matches on opposite corners. These kitty-corner pieces are impossible to complete and will end in a loss, as you’re left unable to make a match. This means that you need to pay attention to your tile arrangements at the beginning of a round, making certain not to clear easy matches whose tiles you’ll need later in the set to clear up gridlock.

			.

				Truth be told, on a better screen, with larger and more colorful tiles, Match-Mania would be pretty fun. On Game Boy, though, it doesn’t gel. Thankfully, Tamtex would redeem themselves in due time with a great-looking Hammerin’ Harry port to Game Boy. For now, though, we have top game makers stumbling off the starting blocks.
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			paperboy

		

		
			Developer: Tengen

			Publisher: Mindscape

			Genre: Arcade/Runner/Shooter

			Release: July 1990 [U.S.] 1990 [EU]

			DMG-MP

		

		
			There were good western-developed Game Boy games. Paperboy was not one of them. This isn’t a commentary on the underlying work in and of itself, though. Paperboy was an ’80s arcade classic, a creative and whimsical take on what we think of today as the infinite runner genre. After making a splash in the arcades, it made its way to a seemingly endless array of home consoles and computers at the end of the ’80s and into the early ’90s. Some of those renditions turned out better than others.

			.

				Game Boy’s Paperboy adaptation is one of the lesser ports, whereas the NES version is fondly regarded and a lot of fun. Here’s the rub, though: They’re the same game. Yes, once again, we’ve run afoul of the unfortunate tendency for developers to take an NES release and move it over to Game Boy by simply cropping its screen dimensions and stripping out its color. This never turns out well, but it feels particularly egregious in Paperboy thanks to the game’s unconventional design and mechanics, which are poorly served by the “snip it, strip it, and ship it” approach to the presentation. 

			.

				Paperboy belongs to that corner of ’80s arcade games whose designers attempted to work around the inherently two-dimensional nature of bitmap graphics by presenting everything through a forced isometric perspective. Think Crystal Castles, Return of the Jedi, or Pac-Mania—Paperboy works along the same lines. You control the eponymous paperboy as he rides along a neighborhood street, attempting to make deliveries to subscribers along the way. Instead of cruising down a road whose orientation lies along a vertical or horizontal axis relative to the screen, though, you’re peddling at a 45-degree angle, upward and to the right. 

			.

				As a kid on a bike, the paperboy constantly peddles forward, so the screen constantly scrolls at a 45-degree angle. You can adjust the speed at which you travel, but for the most part you need to focus on steering to avoid obstacles while attempting to deliver papers as accurately as possible. The paperboy carries a limited number of newspapers, which basically work like projectiles: You throw them at a home’s front door to deliver them, earning extra points for accuracy if you can hit a subscriber’s mailbox. 

			.

				Papers also include an offensive and defensive function, as you can toss them to stun hazards that appear along the way. These include dogs, runaway lawnmowers, and even the Grim Reaper. (It’s a rough neighborhood.)

			.

				Though you cycle forward at a 45-degree angle, you toss papers somewhat perpendicular to your movement. They fly along an essentially horizontal path, which makes aiming much simpler than if the entire perspective of the game operated along the same isometric grid. I say “essentially horizontal” because there is just a hint of forward momentum to your papers: They travel forward very slightly rather than flying along a pure horizontal axis. You need to account for that deviation in your throws for maximum accuracy.

			.

				If you want to be completely reductive about it, Paperboy amounts to an isometric take on Irem’s Moon Patrol. You move forward constantly, avoid hazards along your path, and fire projectiles more or less perpendicular to your route. There is more at work here than simply “sideways Moon Patrol,” though. The isometric perspective adds a high degree of challenge to the action, and the unique theme of the game (which raises a mundane activity like delivering newspapers into high-stakes drama) gives it a personality all its own. In the arcade, Paperboy even carried this theme through to the cabinet, on which was mounted a distinctive handlebar controller for added verisimilitude. Of course, the home versions couldn’t offer that, but the underlying game design still shone through, and the bestselling NES version remains a favorite among many gamers.

			.

				You never really hear people moon over the Game Boy version, though, and that’s because it’s kind of a disaster. It reproduces the NES version faithfully, perfectly reducing the console game’s full-color graphics into simple monochrome. In doing so, it renders the game nearly unplayable. Paperboy was always going to be at a bit of a disadvantage in black-and-white to begin with; color factors into the gameplay. There’s always a lot happening on-screen at any given moment in a session of Paperboy, and color provides an important visual clue for gamers. See, your paper deliveries must only be made to paying subscribers. If you miss a subscriber’s porch or mailbox, or if you break one of their windows by mistake, you’ll lose that customer. The game gives you a quick indication of which houses along the block should be delivered to, but as with all the particulars in any given session of Paperboy, these are determined at random. Unless you have an eidetic memory, you’ll want the game to provide some visual cues along the way to help you figure out which homes need papers.

			.

				In other versions, that visual cue takes the form of color: Subscribers live in blue or yellow houses, while non-customers live in red. On Game Boy, they’re all shades of grey. The only sure sign you have for a mandatory delivery is the presence of a mailbox in front of a home. Even then, the use of dark and light shades to denote the nature of a house might not be completely useless but for the fact that Game Boy’s Paperboy port crops the screen so severely. Due to the loss of more than half the pixel information that originally had appeared in the NES version, you can barely even see the houses as they scroll by diagonally at the upper-left corner of the screen.

			.

				This is only the beginning of Paperboy’s resolution woes, though. Paperboy’s isometric perspective has the somewhat quirky result of effectively limiting the player’s movement to the bottom-right quarter of the screen. The upper half of the screen shows what’s coming up, and the bottom-left quarter works as a sort of target zone for your newspapers, from which occasional threats can also emerge. With the loss of nearly half the NES version’s pixel information, the Game Boy port basically gives you about a third of the space to maneuver as in the console or arcade versions. This makes the game vastly more difficult, because you literally do not have time or space to react to most hazards.

			.

				The obstacles that appear in each stage of Paperboy are placed randomly at the beginning of each round, so you have to dodge obstacles or threats as they appear rather than through memorization. On Game Boy, basically any element that appears randomly in the street shows up a split-second before you collide with it, essentially meaning you have to avoid biking in the streets altogether. So, in addition to lacking color cues to alert you to the different kinds of homes you’re peddling past at a glance, Paperboy on Game Boy also hampers playability by destroying your mobility and giving you insufficient time to respond to its random hazards. In short, despite being almost exactly the same game as the NES version, this portable adaptation is vastly more difficult and considerably less fun than the source version.

			.

				Whatever the story behind this rendition of Paperboy, it ultimately ranks as a good game that ran afoul of a design trap we’ve seen time and again on Game Boy, sticking too close to a console predecessor. 
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			Top: Arcade version [Source credit: VG Museum]

			Middle: NES version

			Bottom: Lynx version

		

		
			
			

		

		
			A tale of two Ataris

			It’s not that Paperboy couldn’t work on a portable system—the Lynx version turned out to be pretty darned good. It has a more suitable visual style that gives the player additional maneuvering room, despite the Lynx having a lower pixel resolution than Game Boy. It also includes color, which is kind of a big deal.

			.

				The Lynx release makes Paperboy somewhat remarkable as a Game Boy release, if only for trivial reasons. Here was a game created by Atari and released more or less simultaneously on both Nintendo’s Game Boy and Atari’s Lynx. You didn’t see that happen too often, though it wasn’t unheard of, either. We’ll see more of these instances in the coming years.

			.

				While pushing the same game to a competitor’s console might seem a sure way to undercut their own system’s first-party release, the complex politics of the U.S. games industry in the ’80s means that wasn’t strictly the case. The production of Game Boy Paperboy wasn’t necessarily Atari voting no confidence on their own platform. Remember: At this point, Atari existed as two separate and autonomous entities, Atari Corp. and Atari Games. Atari Games created games, like Paperboy, while Atari Corp. handled hardware, like the Lynx. While the two companies tended to work closely, with a huge number of Atari Games arcade creations coming to Lynx, it’s not like they were dating exclusively or anything. 

			.

				It’s safe to say that Atari Games saved the best portable rendition of the game for Atari Corp.’s console. Paperboy on Lynx demonstrates the game could work within the restrictions of a portable console, provided it was properly redesigned. As Game Boy’s Paperboy was not properly redesigned, it rendered a classic arcade game into something that’s... well, if not quite unplayable, certainly not much fun to play.

			.

				It’s hard to get solid info on the individuals behind the Game Boy Paperboy. It was published by Mindscape, who handled quite a few Atari conversions for Nintendo systems once Tengen went rogue, but the developer appears to have been a company called Eastridge Technology. However, the Eastridge Technology behind Paperboy no longer seems to exist—the current holder of the company’s name is a North Carolina based software studio established in 1998, so it’s pretty safe to say they weren’t working on any games in 1990. There is speculation online that the older Eastridge entity was in fact a company that consisted of a single man, which might make it sort of the American equivalent of Micronics... though the NES adaptation of Paperboy turned out a whole lot better than anything Micronics developed for the system [see NES Works Vol. II].
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			double dragon

		

		
			ダブルドラゴン • Double Dragon

			Developer: Technos

			Publisher: Technos [JP] Tradewest [U.S.] Nintendo [EU]

			Genre: Brawler

			Release: July 20, 1990 [JP] Aug. 1990 [U.S.] 1990 [EU]

			DMG-DD

		

		
			If I could travel back in time and give Game Boy developers one piece of advice... it would be... well, probably “buy Apple stock when it bottoms out at $10 per share.” But if I could share two pieces of advice, it would be that straight NES-to-Game Boy ports were a terrible, terrible idea. As we’ve seen with conversions like Paperboy, converting an NES game directly to Game Boy—lifting the graphics and proportions directly—makes bad things happen to your game and, ergo, to the unfortunate children who spend their precious allowances to buy those games. And no one wants to make millions of children cry.

			.

				It was absolutely possible for Game Boy hardware to play home to NES-caliber experiences. There were even sequels to NES releases that proved superior on Game Boy hardware. But you couldn’t get there by simply cramming your NES graphics and program code into a Z80 assembler and hoping for the best. Any developer who went that route played a big part in building Game Boy’s reputation for being a weak, junky, inadequate system.

			.

				No, making a great Game Boy release posed a significant challenge and demanded special effort. Great games could happen within the system’s limitations, but only developers who took the extra time and effort to consider how a conversion from console to handle would best work could do it. They were the real heroes. And they gave us games like Double Dragon.

			.

				On its surface, Double Dragon appears to be a fairly direct adaptation of the NES version of the arcade game. One of the most influential arcade games of all time, Double Dragon performed equally well on NES—this, despite the fact that the NES version of the game took tremendous liberties with the source material. In fact, the NES game was so different from the arcade original that it may as well have been a completely new game altogether. 

			.

				The arcade version played as a straightforward brawler, offering two-player cooperative action and hilariously unbalanced combat design that led to both cheap deaths aplenty and equally cheap exploits, like elbow-smashing your way to a near-instant victory. The NES game retained the coin-op’s general design. Its environments unfolded in much the same fashion as the arcade version, and it featured most of the same enemies, and the same fighting skills for the heroes to take on their foes. However, either due to technical limitations or simply Nintendo’s purported requirement that NES versions of multi-platform releases be distinct from all other releases, Technos’ adaptation of the game for Nintendo fans made some radical revisions to the inner workings of Double Dragon.

			.

				For starters, it dropped cooperative two-player mode altogether, turning the game into a solo venture. This necessitated a lot of changes, beginning with a total re-balancing of the enemy AI. In the arcade, enemies were programmed around the assumptions that [1.] two people would be playing together and [2.] arcade operators wanted plenty of coin-drops. The behavior of bad guys was designed to be unfair, trending to criminally brutal. Huge mobs of enemies appear all at once, homing in to surround players. That would have made for a miserable single-player experience, so Double Dragon on NES limited enemies to appear two at a time and to be a bit less ruthless in their attacks.

			.

				Technos compensated by creating new difficulty in other ways for NES. That Double Dragon removed the arcade’s respawn mechanic, where players would reappear where they had fallen. Instead, the console version used a checkpoint system that sent players back to the beginning of an encounter sequence, sometimes restarting a battle, but sometimes sending them back to an earlier spot in the stage. It also did away with continues entirely, forcing players to clear four increasingly vicious levels on a single credit.

			.

				The biggest change, however, came in the strange but interesting addition of RPG elements, which seemingly had become mandatory for NES games in the wake of Dragon Quest’s success. Technos would soon come up with far more meaningful brawler-RPG hybrid mechanics in Renegade sequel River City Ransom, but Double Dragon served as their dry run.

			.

				The mechanics in the NES port dictated that the player would begin the adventure at experience level 1, and for every 1000 experience points they earned, protagonist Billy Lee would level up and gain a new combat skill. You began the adventure with nothing but basic punches and kicks, and by performing well in combat you eventually earned techniques like jump-kicks, uppercut finishers, a nerfed elbow smash, and the godlike spin kick. 

			.

				Unlike in most RPGs, Double Dragon granted you experience not for defeating enemies but rather for landing attacks. The riskier the move, the more experience points dispensed. A kick was worth 15 points, for example, while a punch was worth 20: A trade-off for the punch’s shorter range and lower power. While an ambitious design choice for a simple, linear game about punching guys, Double Dragon’s level system had the curious side effect of turning the NES port into the world’s first brawler where players would grind for experience.

			.

				Since enemies only died once they had been weakened and knocked down, you could build up a ton of levels at the game’s outset by farming experience from a low-level foe by punching or kicking him twice, then moving away before knocking him down. This would allow your target to recover and be able to absorb another two blows… and another… and another.

			.

				Finally, Double Dragon on NES demonstrated its NES-ness by adding a number of areas in which the three-quarters isometric view shifted to a pure side-scrolling perspective and introduced platforming challenges. We’ll eventually look at Double Dragon in NES Works Vol. IV, but these are the basics you need to know to have a proper perspective on the Game Boy version. It’s essentially a midway point between the arcade and NES releases. Many of its aesthetic and design choices draw on the unique elements of the NES game, but at the same time it also walks back a lot of the changes seen in that conversion.

			.

				Greyscale visuals notwithstanding, this port of Double Dragon comes frustratingly close to being one of the best home adaptations of the game. Not the most faithful, necessarily— let’s assume there’s a difference between “conversions” and “adaptations”. But as a necessarily radical overhaul of the arcade game to work within the boundaries of a handheld home console, Double Dragon works well. It works within its target platform’s limitations, and that’s what really matters. 

			.

				While this version draws heavily on the NES sprites and backgrounds, Technos didn’t simply copy and paste the graphics. Instead, they used the same basic methodology that Kid did in Burai Fighter Deluxe: They redrew the NES graphics at three-quarters of their original size while taking great pains to preserve the console game’s visual style. At a glance, Double Dragon on Game Boy looks almost exactly like a greyscale rendition of its console sibling. Look more closely, though, and you’ll discover that Game Boy’s sprites are more compact, standing several pixels shorter than the NES characters. This does result in a few noticeably distorted sprites, particularly Abobo, who was already pretty weird-looking on NES. For the most part, though, it’s a compromise that doesn’t leave the game feeling compromised. 

			.

				The characters don’t have as much space to move around in as in other versions of Double Dragon, but this is a case where that doesn’t matter so much; the slow pace and in-close combat of this brawler allowed Technos to trim the edges of the screen without making the game any more difficult.

			.

				Technos also made a handful of thoughtful design changes to reflect the updated visuals. For example, the Game Boy adaptation does away with surprise attacks where Abobos burst from walls to attack; since you don’t really have enough room to keep your distance, enemies appear from either obvious doors or else the edge of the screen here.

			.

				Double Dragon on Game Boy does carries over a lot of NES-specific design elements. It features an even higher proportion of sequences in which the standard three-quarters perspective becomes constrained to side-scrolling that prevents lateral movement. It also, unfortunately, features a whole lot of platforming, and it’s just as awful here as on console. Between ambiguous platform edges and the hero’s awkward jumping sprites, every jump in the game has a pretty decent chance of wasting one of your precious lives. Indeed, jumping is so terrible in this game that even the AI can’t do it. You can often lure bad guys to their death just by forcing them to attempt to leap across a gap. Still, this shortcoming works much more against the player than against the CPU. Instant-death hazards are always awful, but especially in a game that gives you three lives and no continues.

			.

				Here we come to this release’s fatal flaw, the shortcoming that keeps it from being a breezy fun classic and turns it into a brutal chore. As on NES, Game Boy Double Dragon does away with the idea of continues and forces you to complete four absolutely crushing missions on three lives and whatever 1UPs you can earn along the way. This change made the NES game crazy hard, but almost unbelievably, the Game Boy version is even harder. You see, Technos made a single minor change here that renders a phenomenally harsh console game into a soul-destroying Game Boy experience: They got rid of checkpoints added to the NES release.

			.

				The NES game was short on mercy, but it did at least give players one small courtesy: When they died, they’d only be set back a short distance—often to the beginning of the current encounter or challenge. Granted, this had its drawbacks, such as when you burned through all your lives in about 30 seconds thanks to the horrible wall trap in the final stage, but it gave you a chance to jump right back into a tough spot right away—or even better, to face a tough enemy with replenished health.

			.

				This Double Dragon offers no such clemency. When you die in this game, you return to the beginning of the current scene—that is, from the most recent transition you’ve seen, whether that’s entering a door or beginning a new stage. So, if you lose to the Abobo in an isolated room at the end of the first stage, you simply start from the beginning of that room. On the other hand, if you lose at the end of a lengthy scrolling sequence, you return all the way to that sequence’s beginning.

			.

				The problem is, beyond the first stage you don’t really see many mid-stage transitions; most of the rest of the game consists of continuous free-scrolling sequences. This leads to the horror that is Mission Three, one of the most grueling and difficult endeavors in video game history. This is no exaggeration: The game’s third mission is one unending scroll, taking you through basic encounters, across tricky jumps where falling means death, and against an exhausting boss gauntlet. You reach an Abobo at the top of a cliff, where you have to defeat him with limited room to maneuver and inferior reach to his massive arms and legs. He’s beatable, but it’s a massive challenge.

			.

				In a sane world, this would either be the end of the stage or at least a nice place to switch to an interior scene. For example, in the NES game, once you triumph in the equivalent Abobo encounter, you enter a cave. Here, though, you keep going. You still have to face off against a trio of Chintais, the shaggy-haired dudes who love to double-team players. And even then, that isn’t the end of the sequence: You have to fight another Abobo. All this, without a chance to rest or heal up. If you slip up in even one of these difficult encounters, it’s all the way back to the start of the mission for you—yes, even if you fall against that final Abobo.

			.

				Naturally, the final stages continue to throw highly difficult enemies at you, as well as tons of those awful platforming challenges. It’s undoubtedly possible to beat the game with practice and patience, but the unbelievably punishing setbacks you face for failure, and the prospect of so many opportunities to die instantly, combine to make a game that takes the idea of difficulty too far. 

			.

				The boosted challenge level was likely an attempt to compensate for the Game Boy version’s smaller size. Not only are the visuals shrunken to about 3/4 of the NES game’s size, so too do the level layouts lose about a quarter of their content as well. It’s a questionable choice. Great as the underlying game may be, this Double Dragon port’s utter hatefulness sucks the joy out of playing it. It’s a shame, because it otherwise does a great job of bringing an arcade classic (more or less) to Game Boy. It omits a few things from the NES game while adding new elements in their place (such as new sword-wielding enemies). All the game’s iconic characters—mostly borrowed from Mad Max and Enter the Dragon—appear here... all except Jimmy Lee, that is. With no coop gameplay, the protagonist this time out is Billy Lee, just like on NES. Unlike on NES, Jimmy doesn’t show up unannounced as the final boss.

			.

				Instead, the only way to play as Jimmy is through the two-player mode, which also comes from the NES. Unfortunately, this innovative proto-fighting game with its oversized playable characters, only offers two fighters: The Lee brothers. Where the NES game let you brawl as any member of the game’s cast, everyone but the heroic twin brothers have been dropped from the fighting mode. There’s no controlling a hilariously oversized Abobo or using a Linda to slap down a Linda on Game Boy. The fighting mode is also limited strictly to player-versus-player, meaning you can’t face off against the computer as you could on NES.

			.

				Altogether, this amounts to a tantalizingly, frustratingly decent port of Double Dragon. With just a few minor tweaks it could be truly great—just the addition of checkpoints would be fine. Some fixes to the platforming sequences wouldn’t hurt, either. Or maybe just the ability to continue. A small tweak in any one of these areas and this would be a great conversion rather than merely OK.

			.

				Even with its imbalances, it’s one of the most impressive Game Boy releases to date. Difficulty aside, it nicely demonstrates how NES conversions could work on that system’s portable sidekick. But the high frustration level makes it a difficult recommendation for anyone save masochists... though the 3DS Virtual Console reissue includes save states, so maybe that’s the way to play it. Just cheese the thing, basically.
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			tasmania story

		

		
			タスマニア物語 • Tasmania Monogatari

			Developer: Pony Canyon

			Publisher: Pony Canyon [JP] FCI [U.S.]

			Genre: Arcade/Platformer

			Release: July 27, 1990 [JP] April 1991 [U.S.]

			DMG-TA

		

		
			Tasmania Story may be the strangest Game Boy release to this point, one defined by unlikely choices and somewhat confusing outcomes. To begin with, it’s based on a movie. That’s nothing new, of course. We’ve seen licensed properties before, including anime like Fist of the North Star and Lupin III [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]; toys like ZOIDS and Gundam; classic characters like Popeye, Snoopy, and Bugs Bunny; and comic heroes Spider-Man and Batman. 

			.

				To that point, like Batman: The Video Game [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], Tasmania Story is based on a single movie rather than a general license. Unlike Batman, however, Tasmania Story wasn’t attached to some global blockbuster. No, Tasmania Story is based on the movie Tasmania Story. Or rather, Tasmania Monogatari, a 1990 film released only in Japan.

			.

				Not a whole lot of information about Tasmania Monogatari exists in English. In brief, the movie appears to have been a heartwarming family film about a boy and his father and their quest to thwart corporate real estate developers by discovering a rare Tasmanian tiger, or something. It’s a little bit Footloose, a little bit ABC after-school special. As with most live-action Japanese family films of that era it clearly was produced on a budget at the after-school specials end of the spectrum.

			.

				For some bizarre reason, publisher Pony Canyon looked at this movie and said, “Yes, we want to make a game about this talky family drama.” Pony Canyon mostly licensed others’ game properties for Game Boy—see Boxxle and Penguin Land [again, in Game Boy Works Vol. I]—so licensing a film property is a change. So why this film?

			.

				Even more curiously, Pony Canyon ended up releasing the game in U.S. under its FCI label... despite the fact that the film Tasmania Monogatari never saw an English-language release. There’s no sign of a film connection in the U.S. game, whose box features a rather hideously drawn child riding a cartoon Tasmanian tiger rather than the production still on the Japanese packaging. On the other hand, they didn’t bother to rename it for the U.S., either. So, it’s strange.

			.

				Even more oddly, Pony Canyon chose to adapt a family film to Game Boy by reworking an old computer game. Tasmania Story is essentially a re-skinning of the company’s own 1984 release Fruit Panic. If you’ve never heard of the game, don’t (fruit) panic: It was evidently only released in Europe and Japan on the MSX and PC-8801 home computers. I say “evidently” because, much like the film Tasmania Monogatari, there’s not much info available on the game in English, and even that little info leaves something to be desired. Some websites claim it originated in the arcade, but trustworthy resources like the Arcade Museum have no record of any coin-op version. Evidently it just isn’t worth the effort of researching.

			.

				And little wonder: Fruit Panic was one of the early ’80s’ seemingly infinite array of uninspired Pac-Man knock-offs. Indeed, the most noteworthy thing about the game might be that it was remade for Game Boy as Tasmania Story. To its credit, as Pac-Man clones go, Fruit Panic was at least mildly ambitious: It only really stole the character’s design and ravenous hunger from Pac-Man. The rest of the game was swiped wholesale from a completely different classic Namco arcade game, Mappy. And, I suppose there’s also a bit of Tehkan’s Bomb Jack in there, too, for whatever that’s worth.

			.

				The only consistent credit that seems to be attached to Fruit Panic is its programmer, one Makoto Ichinoseki, whose name appears on numerous Pony Canyon conversions up into the ’90s. It’s entirely possible that Ichinoseki was the game’s designer as well as programmer—the two roles were often synonymous on computer games of that vintage—but, I can’t find a clear answer on that online. 

			.

				Anyway, that’s the game Pony Canyon looked to when they put together Tasmania Story. I guess it makes logistical sense—we’ve seen no shortage of vintage computer conversion on Game Boy, and the company probably figured they might as well get some use out of their dusty old MSX Mappy clone before it was too late. Sadly, though… this was too late. Tasmania Story feels painfully slight even by early Game Boy standards, a threadbare excuse for a standalone release in 1990.

			.

				It’s a single-screen arcade action game that offers a whopping two play modes: Slow and Fast. The action plays out across a mere 10 levels, though I suppose that’s enough. It’s a ridiculously difficult game, and it becomes crushing difficult around the fourth stage.

			.

				Note that I say “difficult” rather than “challenging,” because the word “challenging” suggests a certain degree of fairness and appeal, something painfully lacking in Tasmania Story. Much of Tasmania Story’s difficulty comes down to its poor controls. It plays at a lightning pace, but its unresponsive input would be better suited to a methodical puzzler like Heiankyo Alien.

			.

				Actually, the only Game Boy release we’ve seen with controls this sluggish has been Pony Canyon’s own Boxxle. Maybe the company recycled some of Atelier Double’s code here. Maybe they just couldn’t figure out how to make a snappy, responsive Game Boy title. 

			.

				Whatever the case, Tasmania Story wants to be Mappy but responds to players’ commands less like that Namco classic and more like the extremely early PC game it was. The protagonist moves a tile at a time, and the window for inputting directional changes is incredibly slim, so clearing each stage would be a task even if you weren’t being chased by relentless monsters the entire time.

			.

				Your goal in Tasmania Story is to collect all the items littered throughout the stage without being gobbled by monsters. Each stage is divided into five platforms, with trampolines flanking the central platforms. As in Mappy, you can drop off a platform onto a trampoline and go sailing through the air, pressing the controller to the side in order to nudge yourself to a different level of the stage. Unlike in Mappy, though, these controls are irritatingly fussy, meaning that simply stepping onto your intended floor feels like a Herculean effort. 

			.

				The only difference between each of the game’s 10 stages comes in how the central platforms are divided—gaps appear in the floor at odd intervals, varying by stage—as well as the nature of the sprites you collect and avoid. Otherwise, it’s exactly the same each time, livened up only by the random appearance of collectibles, like a koala bear, at the edges of the screen. The odd little kid you control has to gather his pick-ups while avoiding collision with four monsters that pursue him relentlessly. 

			.

				This might not be entirely terrible if only the rules surrounding the monsters and mechanics felt more consistent. Alas, it’s a Pony Canyon game, so everything here seems totally haphazard. Monsters will kill you if so much as a single pixel of their sprite brushes against you. The exception is when you’re leaping from a trampoline, in which case you’ll pass through the monster harmlessly. Well, usually. Sometimes you can also die on a trampoline, for no clear reason. And sometimes you can drop from above and kill a critter by landing on it... though sometimes you’ll pass harmlessly through it instead. It doesn’t feel particularly consistent or well-thought-out. 

			.

				So: Tasmania Story amounts to a badly programmed game based on an old game that felt primitive and derivative even when it was new, attached to a movie that no one in America had ever seen. Yes, it’s another home run from Pony Canyon and FCI. Tasmania Story didn’t have to be a lousy game; it’s simple, yeah, but simple works on Game Boy. Unfortunately, Tasmania Story was poorly made in addition to being simple, and that doesn’t cut muster. Something like this might have been borderline tolerable at the very outset of the Game Boy’s life, but more than a year into the system’s run, we’ve seen entirely too many examples of how much love and care can be invested into even a simplistic arcade concept. In a world where Data East’s wonderful Lock ’N Chase exists [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], there’s no room for this.

			.

				Really, the only redeeming feature Tasmania Story has to offer is its title screen, which offers a rare example of multi-plane scrolling on Game Boy. You don’t need to own the game to enjoy that, though. Just watch the Game Boy Works video retrospective on YouTube and save yourself a few bucks.
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			dr. mario

		

		
			ドクターマリオ • Doctor Mario

			Developer: Nintendo

			Publisher: Nintendo

			Genre: Puzzle/Matching

			Release: July 27, 1990 [JP] Dec. 1990 [U.S.] April 1991 [EU]

			DMG-VU

		

		
			Back when Game Boy launched, gamers couldn’t get away from Mario’s ubiquitous face. Not only did he get his own eponymous role in launch hit Super Mario Land, he also cameoed in a host of other titles, including Baseball and Tetris [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. In the year-plus since the system’s debut, however, Mario has kept a low profile. Nintendo trotted him out to put him in stereotypical ethnic costumes for a conversion of Taito’s Qix, but other than that, he’s been more or less missing in action. And now we know why: He was humping it through college to get himself a medical degree.

			.

				It’s hard to say exactly what kind of med school allows you to earn your doctorate in just a year, but maybe the Mushroom Kingdom has sketchy mail-in degrees, too. Anyway, the haste of Mario’s education certainly would go a long way toward explaining his questionable medical practices here. Dr. Mario is what I guess you’d call a prescriptivist, which is to say his solution to illness is to prescribe medicine in a murderous torrent.

			.

				The player’s objective in Dr. Mario is to clear away a horde of viruses by slamming them with pills of a like color. The viruses appear in three colors, and so do the pills that destroy them. A red virus can only be destroyed by lining it up with three red pills—or, failing that, enough pills to link it to another red virus. Basically, you’re trying to line up four red (or blue, or yellow) objects in a row. 

			.

				Wait. Red, blue, and yellow? Obviously, that was the case in the NES and PlayChoice-10 versions of Dr. Mario. On Game Boy, however, you’re lining up pills and viruses in splendid shades of, yes, grey. Kind of. Color turns out to be a crippling weakness in this version of Dr. Mario, and not just for the obvious reason you’d expect (e.g., there is no color).

			.

				Even without that issue, Dr. Mario’s game design never really rises to the level that you’d expect from a work developed by some of Nintendo’s top creators of the 8-bit era. Nevertheless, this game holds a certain degree of interest thanks to the unusual circumstances of its release. Namely, it’s the first time we’ve ever seen a simultaneous NES and Game Boy release.

			.

				Back in 1989, Bugs Bunny Crazy Castle hit Game Boy a few months after the NES version, and Burai Fighter’s two versions leapfrogged one another in different ways across the U.S. and Japanese region releases. Here with Dr. Mario, however, we have the first-ever day-and-date simultaneous release on the two platforms. By default, that also quite likely makes it the first game ever to debut simultaneously on a console and portable system. After all, as of July 1990, the only two portables in the running were Game Boy and Lynx—and unless Paperboy debuted on both portables at the same time, which seems unlikely (since they were published by different companies), there hadn’t been any actual opportunities for a simultaneous Lynx release. So Dr. Mario seems to hold that distinction more or less by default.

			.

				To be fair, Dr. Mario’s cross-platform debut was only simultaneous in Japan, where it arrived on both Game Boy and Famicom on July 27. For whatever reason, the game showed up on NES first in the U.S. and on Game Boy first in Europe. We can likely put that down to Nintendo localizations still having been a bit scrambled at that point. Not that Dr. Mario required a lot of localization—it’s a simple puzzler with barely any text. And both NES and Game Boy versions turned out to be almost completely identical, barring changes in resolution and color. 

			.

				Of all the games to date that could have made a simultaneous cross-platform debut, Dr. Mario probably makes the most sense. Its design is the definition of simplicity—a sort of watered-down Tetris derivative. And we all know how well Tetris did on Game Boy. Alas, this is no Tetris. Where that game offered a perfect balance of simplicity, complexity, strategy, and reaction, Dr. Mario comes up lacking in every respect. 

			.

				Where Tetris presented players with four-block pieces in seven different shapes, Dr. Mario consists of two-block pieces in a single shape with six different color variations. Each half of a piece can appear in one of the three puzzle colors, resulting in three solid-color pieces and three split-color pieces. 

			.

				There’s just not enough variety to this design mix to offer the same substance as Tetris. Blocks fall, you rotate them and stack them, and once you match four blocks of the same color (whether pill or virus) those blocks vanish. The closest thing you’ll find to complexity in Dr. Mario comes from the way the two halves of a pill can become detached from one another. The game looks for matches per “block”—that is, per half-capsule of a pill—so you don’t need to match entire pills. When you create a match-four connection, only the matching components vanish. If those blocks are part of pills whose other halves don’t belong to a match, the loose pill halves remain on screen once the matched elements vanish. These remnants are pulled down by gravity to fall and subside on whatever surface lies below.

			.

				This partial vanishing act opens the door for chain combinations, which are the key to high scores in Dr. Mario. If loose pill halves fall and create another match-four connection in the process, you’ll earn huge bonus points.  A truly great chain of three or four consecutive matches is worth a ton of points.

			.

				Otherwise, though, there’s not really much to Dr. Mario—these simple rules just don’t have the strength to support high-level addiction the way Tetris does. It doesn’t help that Dr. Mario features some annoying design decisions. In a recently translated Super Mario Kart interview from 1992, Hideki Konno made a comment implying that game’s tendency of altering the power-ups you acquire based on your pole position came from Dr. Mario. And indeed, Dr. Mario does seem to give you more useless pill pieces as you close in on success. This doesn’t raise the game’s tension, however... it simply serves to drag out a level by wasting the player’s time, helping to further erode any sense of Tetris-like urgency that you might experience from the game. All of this is to say that Dr. Mario makes for a decent time-waster, but it’s not quite a timeless masterpiece.

			.

				If anything, the game probably owes its success in large part to its incredible soundtrack. Hirokazu Tanaka only wrote a handful of tunes for Dr. Mario, but each one is an absolute scorcher—some of his best compositions ever. As in Bullet-Proof’s rendition of Tetris, you can choose from multiple musical themes as you play. Dubbed “Fever” and “Chill”, these tunes are all-time classic video game earworms: One upbeat and jazzy, the other down-tempo and intense. 

			.

				Even if the core mechanics of Dr. Mario are only so-so, Tanaka’s incredible compositions match beautifully with the game and go a long way toward keeping the game addictive. The steady beat and spacey arpeggios of “Chill” in particular amount to pure video game jam perfection, and it’s hard to put down any game when you have that groove looping in the background.

			.

				Anyway, yeah, it’s yet another puzzle game on Game Boy. But it’s a different kind of puzzler, and it has great music, so it’s better than average.

			.

				There is one terrible flaw in Game Boy Dr. Mario, though, and that goes back to the issue of color. Obviously, Game Boy has no color, so you’re matching shades of grey here. This makes play a little more difficult than on NES, where you can rely on peripheral vision to give a sense of the layout of the board at a glance—something far more difficult to do in monochrome. But for some inexplicable reason, whoever headed up Dr. Mario’s graphic design for its portable conversion decided it would be a good idea to make use of all four of the system’s shades of grey... even though there are only three colors of objects within the game.

			.

				What this means is that two of the pills appear in solid grey shades that perfectly correspond to the grey of their target viruses. The third pill, however, is one shade off from its virus. The blue pills and viruses from the NES version appear here as black. Yellow pills and viruses from the console edition appear as white. But the red pills and red viruses are rendered in the two different in-between shades, and this makes for a more awkward experience than you might expect. This is especially true if you play by way of a system capable of colorizing Game Boy graphics, such as Game Boy Color or Super Game Boy—their color palettes have a tendency to draw those grey objects in different hues from one another. Even the Super Game Boy’s game-specific preset, which Nintendo programmed into the device for all first-party legacy Game Boy releases, doesn’t get it quite right. No matter how you play it, there’s one pill that doesn’t precisely match its virus, and this ranges from “minor nuisance” to “total stumbling block” depending on how you’re playing.

			.

				This one strange design choice makes Game Boy the worst possible platform for playing Dr. Mario. Sure, you can train yourself to “see” the color discrepancy correctly, but why should you have to? After all, this is Dr. Mario. It’s a simple puzzler, and it’s meant to be intuitive. Thankfully, you should never have to play the Game Boy version of Dr. Mario. Nintendo has made the NES version and a number of remakes available on pretty much every platform it’s ever produced, and all of them are less compromised than this port. If for some reason you ever have to pick a Game Boy puzzler to play, stick with Tetris. 
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			ranma 1/2

			kakurenbo death match

		

		
			らんま1/2 かくれんぼデスマッチ • Ranma Nibunnoichi 

			Kakurenbo Death Match

			Developer: Banpresto (Nova Games?)

			Publisher: Banpresto

			Genre: Arcade/Puzzle

			Release: July 28, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-RNJ

		

		
			Well, it’s another puzzle game. For Game Boy. Published by Banpresto. Based on an anime property. In short, this is a recipe for sorrow and tears, right?

			.

				Surprisingly, that’s not how things turned out here. Ranma 1/2: Kakurenbo Death Match isn’t the hottest ticket on Game Boy, but it’s certainly a far cry from the worst thing we’ve seen. I’d even go so far as to call it pretty decent. What should make that revelation particularly shocking is that Ranma appears to use the same game engine as Banpresto’s last anime-based game, SD Lupin III [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. Both games feature the same tile-based top-down visuals, the same herky-jerky AI, the same emphasis on solving puzzles while avoiding brain-dead enemies. Heck, the enemies even demonstrate some of the same behaviors and gimmicks, such as their habit of striking out a space ahead with a weapon (a la Lupin’s Inspector Zenigata). Although I can’t find a credit for this particular game online, I wouldn’t be shocked to learn it wasn’t coded by Nova Games, the studio responsible for that Lupin travesty.

			.

				Ranma acquits itself far better than Lupin did. For starters, it does a pretty good job of taking the central premise of its license and integrating it as an actual game mechanic. Lupin featured plenty of references and fan service, but it ultimately fell prey to the lousy licensed game trap of featuring fan-favorite iconography that amounted to little more than keeping up appearances. Ranma, on the other hand, uses the manga’s trademark hook—protagonist Ranma’s curse, which causes him to switch genders when splashed with hot or cold water—and builds a game around it. On top of that, despite being yet another action puzzler on Game Boy, it introduces a puzzle concept we’ve yet to see on the platform.

			.

				The game is based on the Ranma 1/2 franchise, which began with Rumiko Takahashi’s long-running gag manga. A hit in the late ’80s and into the ’90s, the comic in turn became an anime, which ended up being one of the first major Japanese animation breakout series in America. Ranma predated things like Cartoon Network’s Toonami and the de facto free manga library section of Barnes & Noble, but its cult success in the west helped pave the way.

			.

				The genius of the series came from the way Takahashi took a simple premise and turned it into a convoluted comic soap opera. In the beginning, there’s simply Ranma Saotome and Akane Tendo: A high school boy and girl betrothed by their parents to marry. Akane, a tomboy, wants nothing to do with it, especially once she unwittingly discovers that Ranma has been cursed to transform into a girl when splashed with cold water. But the two eventually develop a stubborn affection for one another... at which point more and more accidental suitors and fiancées enter their lives.

			.

				As a game concept, this translates into a dual puzzle approach. Ranma 1/2 Kakurenbo Death Match combines elements of Soukoban, Dr. Mario, and SEGA’s Pengo—a bit of an unwieldy mess, conceptually, but one that hangs together reasonably well on Ranma’s transformations. Each stage works a little bit like Sigma’s Popeye [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]: Ranma has to collect three of Akane’s accessories (a glove, a hat, and a scarf), which will cause Akane to appear in the stage. Bring her together with Ranma and the stage ends. Unlike Popeye, however, this isn’t some haphazard, randomized maze game. Each of the game’s dozens of puzzles appear to have been designed deliberately, and in order to collect items (and eventually Akane), you need to work within the rules of those puzzles.

			.

				By default, you play as boy Ranma, who in Boxxle style can push but not pull objects littered about the stages. There are two types of items: Fragile ones that can be destroyed by pressing them against another object or wall (like the boulders in Flappy Special) and more durable ones that can’t be shattered. The unbreakable objects account for the word “Match” in the game’s title: By bringing together two or more of these items, you’ll cause them to vanish. Making these items disappear is almost always essential to solving puzzles.

			.

				The challenge comes in the way Ranma pushes blocks of both types. In his default form, Ranma’s martial art might causes pushed blocks to slide forward until they collide with something—think back to the sliding-block ice puzzles in Alundra or The Legend of Zelda: Twilight Princess. Maneuvering blocks into position to make obstructions disappear is essential to progress, and this is where Ranma’s transformations come into play. 

			.

				Throughout the stages, you can uncover buckets and kettles—that is, cold and hot water. Collect a bucket and Ranma will transform into his girl version; pick up a kettle and he’ll revert to being a boy again. This isn’t simply a cosmetic consideration, though—besides changing Ranma’s sprite and the background music, becoming a girl also affects the way he moves blocks.

			.

				When in his female body, Ranma can only push objects a single block at a time. (The gender politics of Ranma 1/2 is a topic far, far beyond the scope of this particular volume, so simply accept that this reflects that canon of the source material, which for whatever it’s worth was created 30 years ago, by a woman, for an audience of a completely different society than our own.) In the comics and anime, the female-bodied Ranma is much faster than his male self, but physically weaker. Girl-Ranma doesn’t seem to move any more quickly than boy-Ranma here, but that diminished feminine strength is essential for solving puzzles. Many blocks need to be moved with greater precision than Ranma can manage as a male, and transforming at strategic moments allows you to scoot objects into position as needed. There are many more kettles and buckets scattered about than you ever need, so you don’t even have to be super strategic about rationing out these resources.

			.

				In any case, in many levels you’ll encounter Ranma’s father in his cursed panda form. As in the manga, Genma Saotome loves to torment his son and will fling buckets and kettles at you. Sometimes this can be a nuisance, but it can also be a quick and convenient way to transform when it would take too long to backtrack to the appropriate icon.

			.

				Genma’s not the only rival Ranma will encounter throughout each stage. You can choose from five different groups of levels to take on, each of which contains a primary antagonist appropriate to that location—Ryouga Hibiki shows up in the cursed Jusenkyou ponds, Kodachi Kunou in what appears to be a high school gym, and so forth. The enemy AI is not particularly interesting or sophisticated, and bad guys mostly seem to wander around erratically. They will maneuver toward Ranma if he happens to cross their line of sight, but generally speaking the biggest threat they present comes from their randomness, which makes their movements difficult to predict and counter.

			.

				The only vaguely intelligent enemy appears to be annoying little senior citizen Happosai, who moves at a much faster clip than Ranma and whose erratic motions always gravitate toward him. This tendency does a pretty good job of making Happosai as obnoxious in the game as he is in the manga.

			.

				Altogether, it’s not a great puzzle game, but it certainly comes a lot closer to competence than most licensed Game Boy titles to date. By combining a few different puzzle ideas with a fairly intelligent interpretation of the source property, Kakurenbo Death Match makes for a pleasantly tolerable game. Maybe it’s not excellent, but neither is it a soul-rending disappointment. Which, realistically, is the best you can hope for from an anime-based game by Banpresto.
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			パズニック • Puzznic

			Developer: Taito

			Publisher: Taito

			Genre: Puzzle/Matching

			Release: July 31, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-PZA

		

		
			Yes, we’re knee-deep in puzzle-games at this point in Game Boy’s existence. This game is so puzzley it even has “puzzle” in title, mostly. Puzznic! It’s like a puzzle picnic, except actually it’s no picnic at all.

			.

				It’s not a bad puzzler as these things go, but it does have a strangely uneven difficulty curve. Maybe I just can’t wrap my head around some of the challenges on offer here, but the complexity of the dozens of levels in this game spikes wildly up and down without seeming rhyme or reason. It will also strike Game Boy aficionados as being incredibly familiar, and for good reason: Puzznic was developed by Flipull creator Taito [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], and it incorporates a lot of mechanics similar to the ones in that game. You’re once again pushing around one-square titles as you attempt to match the symbols emblazoned on them to make them disappear. And here, as in Flipull, you’re constrained by the linear motion of the blocks.

			.

				In this case, you shift blocks right or left in an attempt to create matches of two or more blocks. Shifting a block so that it sits above an empty space will cause it to fall; blocks observe rigid gravity, with everything settling to the lowest point possible. Where Flipull demanded you form a set number of matches and put randomized pieces into play, though, Puzznic is more straightforward. Your goal is to clear the screen of all playable blocks, using only the pieces you begin with.

			.

				Making matches is easy, but the challenge comes when you have more than two blocks of a single type to work with—manipulating blocks so nothing gets left behind can be a vexing challenge. Indeed, there was even a clone of the game for Palm Pilot called Vexed. 

			.

				The game began life in arcades, like Flipull, but it arrived in a sort of inverse to its predecessor. Where Flipull came to the U.S. on Game Boy but not NES, we only saw the NES version of Puzznic here, with the Game Boy port stranded permanently in Japan. Each version of Puzznic seems to vary somewhat, both in terms of contents and size. For example, the arcade original contained 144 stages, but on Game Boy you have “only” 128—which is plenty.  So, this adaptation of Puzznic may be somewhat different from what you expect if you owned or rented or pirated the NES release. The base game is much the same, though the puzzle layouts differ from the very beginning, and Game Boy simply presents its stages 1-128 rather than breaking them into worlds 1-1, 1-2, etc.

			.

				Most significantly, Game Boy Puzznic completely omits the NES game’s “Gravnic” mode in which you had to shuffle blocks around en masse to create matches. In its place, the Game Boy version offers a two-player mode via Link Cable—one that, unfortunately, I’m unable to test, and for which no explanation appears online.

			.

				The Game Boy version also omits some other elements that have appeared in different renditions of the game. For example, the FM Towns Marty port, and certain arcade releases, take a page from Qix/Gals Panic and reward successful play with digitized images of naked ladies, further cementing the trend we’ve seen for puzzle games to serve as a vehicle for soft core erotica. Nintendo’s versions, obviously, abstain.

			.

				However, the Game Boy release does have one truly admirable thing going for it: As with Taito’s previous releases for the platform, Puzznic was proudly developed by an internal team at Taito rather than outsourced to some ghost studio for a slapdash port. The game boots up with a credit to Taito’s internal studio, and the passwords largely appear to consist of the names of Taito games and staff, including “NISI YAMA,” “ZUN. TATA,” and “INVA DER.”

			.

				Otherwise, though, there’s not really that much to say about Puzznic on Game Boy besides “It’s like sideways Flipull” and “no boobies here.” The puzzle genre is a well-worn groove by now, and Puzznic doesn’t do anything to break out of it. On another platform with fewer puzzlers, Puzznic might merit a look. On Game Boy, though, there’s literally no reason to go to the trouble of importing this game unless you’re just on some completionist crusade.
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			ishidō

			the way of stones

		

		
			石道 • Ishidou

			Developer: Nexoft

			Publisher: ASCII [JP] Publishing International [U.S.]

			Genre: Board game

			Release: Aug. 2, 1990 [JP] Nov. 1990 [U.S.] 

			DMG-ST

		

		
			Ishidō: The Way of Stones comes to Game Boy by way of a computer game that ended up showing up on every imaginable platform of its day, like most of the rest of the system’s puzzle output to date. Despite its Japanese name—”Ishi-dō” literally means “the way of stones”—it’s a completely American invention.

			.

				If that sounds a bit like Shanghai, which you’ll remember as Game Boy’s very first third-party release back in August 1989 [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], well, here’s the kicker: Ishidō’s graphics were produced by none other than Brodie Lockard, the original creator of Shanghai. We’ve come full circle. And in its way, Ishidō functions, effectively, as an inversion of Shanghai. Where that game involved removing tiles from a board by creating matches, Ishidō tasks players with adding tiles to a board by creating matches. 

			.

				As with many Game Boy puzzlers, it’s pretty decent—the game received rave reviews from contemporary magazines—but the sheer glut of puzzle games on this particular platform undermines is specialness. It’s probably more approachable on other systems, anyway; Game Boy’s monochrome visuals don’t ruin the game, because the tiles are nicely drawn and designed, but it’s far easier to take in the board at a glance when you have color to work with.

			.

				Ishidō gives players a 12x8 board to work with, and a bag of 66 stones. Each stone comes in one of six different colors with one of six different symbols imprinted on it; each combination of stone and color appears twice. At the outset of the game, six stones appear on the board: One at each outside corner, and two placed corner-to-corner in the center of the board. The initial stone placement is determined at random—each color and pattern is represented, but the specifics vary with every session—so even though the game begins with the same board placement the precise configuration is different every time. Similarly, you draw stones randomly from the bag, and you can only place a stone adjacent to a tile that matches either its symbol or color. To set a tile in a space surrounded on multiple sides, it needs to match either symbol or color pattern for all adjacent stones. This means the most valuable, and most difficult, move in the game is the four-way. It’s only possible to place a tile in a space surrounded on every side if your stone matches either the color or symbol of all four preexisting stones. 

			.

				While Ishidō tracks players’ score, the real challenge inherent in the game is simply to complete the board without running out of valid moves. It doesn’t seem difficult at first, but the longer you play the more restrictive the tiles become. Because everything is drawn at random, and because there are so many potential match factors, it’s tough to leave the board open enough to be able to place the last few tiles. Ishidō offers a few different play options, even on Game Boy. You can play a single game, tackle a tournament mode, take on the computer with alternating turns, and play against another person via Link Cable. These modes all boil down to the same basic thing—the same board, the same tile arrangements, the same pieces—but they keep the game from being the same solo experience every time. 

			.

				Unlike many Game Boy creations, which hail from Japan and whose histories have long since vanished due to language and the respectful discretion of Japanese designers, Ishidō’s history is well-documented online. Co-creator Ian Gilman’s website offers a brief but informative look back at the game’s origins. Perhaps most interestingly is the game’s intersection with Atari Lynx: Ishidō was originally set to be published by Epyx, the company that originally designed the Lynx hardware and launch titles. While the game was initially slated for personal computers like the Mac and Amiga, not the Lynx, the bum deal Epyx forged with Atari for Lynx rights ended up destroying the company and forcing Ishidō’s creators to go solo.

			.

				So, they published the game on their own terms, shipping the initial release in a gorgeous handmade walnut box before licensing it to Accolade. Accolade and its sub-licensees—which were Nexoft, ASCII, and Publishing International in the case of the Game Boy version—released the game for nearly a dozen different platforms. It’s safe to say Ishidō’s creators made bank, and deservedly so. Tiring as Game Boy puzzlers can be, Ishidō really is a well-designed and complex board game. 

			.

				It certainly deserves its plaudits. On a platform less bogged down with matching- and tile-based games, it quite likely shines. It’s much more challenging to muster up enthusiasm for Ishidō on Game Boy, however.
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			teenage mutant ninja turtles

		

		
			ティーンエイジ・ミュータント・ニンジャ・タートルズ • 

			Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles

			Developer: Konami

			Publisher: Konami [JP] Ultra Games [U.S.] Palcom [EU]

			Genre: Action/Brawler

			Release: Aug. 3, 1990 [JP] Aug. 1990 [U.S.] 1990 [EU]

			DMG-NT

		

		
			I’ve built my professional career, in part, on my love for role-playing games. From cinematic cakewalks like modern Final Fantasy to the punch-you-in-the-breadbasket cruelty of Shiren the Wanderer and Etrian Odyssey, I love ‘em all and relish whatever challenges they care to throw my way. But it wasn’t always so. I liked RPGs right away, but for the longest time I found them far too intimidating to consider “mine.” I’d play them, but I frequently gave up before the final dungeon... not because I was actually having trouble playing, but simply because I psyched myself into thinking I would. I played Final Fantasy VII up to the edge of the Northern Crater twice before finally going in and completing it, restarting those first two attempts from scratch because I didn’t think I could win.

			.

				These days, I don’t have that problem, but it took a while for me to gain the confidence to feel comfortable tackling the hard parts of RPGs. Sometimes you just need a little time to come into your own, you know? And that, I think, goes a long way toward explaining Konami’s Game Boy output and games like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles: Fall of the Foot Clan. Konami would ultimately churn out some truly great Game Boy productions, like Castlevania II and Kid Dracula, but it took the company a while to realize that they could indeed make legitimately good games on Nintendo’s humble handheld.

			.

				Until we get to that point in the company’s history, though, we have things like Fall of the Foot Clan. In fairness, as licensed Game Boy titles go, this is one of the better efforts we’ve seen so far. It’s admittedly not up to par with Batman, but I’d take this any day over something like ZOIDS or Popeye [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. Still, I had hoped for something a little better, given that Turtles comes from the same team responsible for the surprisingly excellent Nemesis.

			.

				Then again, it also shipped less than six months after Nemesis, which is a pretty short development cycle. So maybe its mediocrity is less to do with Konami’s collective uncertainty about the capabilities of the Game Boy and more about the fact that they were hustlin’ to get it out the door. Fall of the Foot Clan arrived at the peak of Turtlemania. The first TMNT movie had arrived the previous summer and had been a smash hit, and a second film—featuring Vanilla Ice, wow!—was well into production. The TMNT cartoon continued to rule weekday afternoons, the toy line continued to come up with flimsy excuses to sell kids slightly modified versions of the characters they already owned, and the still-hot arcade game was finally due out on NES in just a months. Konami wanted to jump in on the multimedia TMNT phenomenon before it began to fade, and Fall of the Foot Clan definitely sold more than a few Game Boy systems.

			.

				Anyone old enough to have nostalgia for Game Boy almost certainly has the premise of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles burned into their DNA. If you’re reading this then you’re most likely Of An Age to take an interest, largely nostalgic, in the history of Game Boy, so you were probably right there in the thick of things, shooting your kid sister’s Barbie dolls with whatever ammunition you could get to work on the Pizza Launcher. But in brief: TMNT began life in the mid ’80s as a black and white indie comic by Kevin Eastman and Peter Laird. In the beginning, it was a weird but actually pretty serious satire of Frank Miller’s run on Daredevil with a bit of X-Men thrown in for good measure, revolving around the adventures of four baby turtles who had mutated into humanoid form by, it’s implied, the same chemical accident that blinded Matt Murdock while giving him extrasensory powers. The turtles were taken in by a wizened mutant rat named Stick—err, Splinter—taught the ways of ninjutsu, and battled against an evil warrior clan called the Hand... that is, the Foot. 

			.

				Somehow, this strange little comic became an underground sensation, went mainstream, and turned into a global smash once CBS and Murakami-Wolf-Swenson picked it up to turn it into a syndicated cartoon. Konami more or less lucked into the video game license, and turned it into a towering arcade success with a 1989 four-player coin-up. This, despite the fact that Konami’s development teams had no idea what on earth it was. According to Hidenori Maezawa, the composer of the first TMNT for NES, the general attitude at Konami regarding the property was one of bafflement. “Why ninjas? Why turtles?” as he put it. Heck, the first NES game didn’t even use the TMNT brand in Japan; Konami called it Gekikame Ninja Den, or Legend of the Ninja Attack Turtles. But they made fat bank off of this confusing little game, so they choked back their misgivings and cranked out some pretty cool sequels based on this weird American cartoon.

			.

				Fall of the Foot Clan was the company’s third attempt at bringing the Ninja Turtles into the video game realm, and it feels a bit like a hybrid of the two that had come before it. It’s the halfway point between the traditional post-Castlevania platforming of 1989’s TMNT for NES and the three-quarters perspective brawling of 1989’s TMNT: The Arcade Game. 

			.

				Of course, you put those two things together and it averages out to just a plain ol’ belt-scroller, and that’s precisely what Fall of the Foot Clan is. We actually haven’t seen a lot of those on Game Boy so far—there was Karateka [see Game Boy Works Vol. 1], of course, and more recently we had a few segments of Double Dragon that went for a pure side-scrolling 2D view. That said, Karateka was pretty basic, an almost entirely one-on-one affair, so TMNT actually stands out as something unique on Game Boy, at least for the moment. 

			.

				Alas, it doesn’t do anything particularly innovative for the genre, which means it suffers from many of the usual problems you associate with belt-scrollers... which pile up with problems you associate with Game Boy releases. Fall of the Foot Clan presents players with five different stages and four different turtles. You can select any stage you like from the outset, and you can swap turtles at the beginning of each new level, which adds a small amount of flexibility to the proceedings. Sort of. 

			.

				One way in which Fall of the Foot Clan completely fails to feel like its predecessors is in differentiating the turtles themselves. Remember how Donatello in the NES game was really awesome for striking enemies across levels of the screen? And how he had a cool enemy-flip maneuver with his bo staff? Remember Raphael striking quickly and efficiently? And Leonardo being the boring, average type that no one likes? Yeah, there’s none of that here. The turtles look, move, and fight alike on Game Boy, with their only real distinction coming—naturally—in the form of their weapon sprites. 

			.

				The weapons all work the same and appear to have the same range and power, but they look different. And each turtle has a jaunty little walk animation where they twirl their attack implement of choice. But that’s about it. Other than that, all four turtles approach combat the exact same way: With an identical standing attack, an identical jump kick, and an identical ducking shuriken toss. Unlike in nearly every other Turtles game ever, the four individual heroes amount to nothing more than extra lives rather than presenting variables to open the door to alternate combat tactics—lose all four of them in combat, and the game ends. There are no opportunities to rescue captive turtles as on NES, and there are no continues. 

			.

				It seems a real missed opportunity. The monochrome graphics of the Game Boy take franchise back to its indie comics origins, and it would have been pretty spectacular if Fall of the Foot Clan had lived up to its name by recreating the grit and atmosphere of the original comic arc. But of course, that’s preposterous. This is a product designed for kids, so it’s built around the cartoon. That includes playing mini-games against Krang.

			.

				The usual Turtles tropes and enemies appear here, either as stage fodder or bosses: Foot Clan soldiers, Mousers, Rocksteady and Bebop, Baxter Stockman, and of course Shredder and Krang. They’re all pretty underwhelming though... at least, until they become overwhelming. Fall of the Foot Clan may have the dumbest, most toothless enemy design of any release yet on Game Boy. The Foot Clan makes the bad guys in Amazing Spider-Man look like devious tacticians by comparison, and it’s a wonder they ever rose to the point where they could fall in the first place. The bosses in particular are hilariously inept, moving in simple patterns and taking only a few hits before they go down. The first boss, Rocksteady, literally can’t hurt you if you stand in a single place and swing your weapon rapidly, and they barely become any more difficult as you advance through the game. No, Fall of the Foot Clan fumbles toward difficulty the worst possible way: By presenting players with a tedious slog full of cheap ambushes and unfair hazards. 

			.

				The first few levels pretty much amount to an instant win, but beginning with the river rapids of the fourth level the game quickly ramps up to frustrating levels of cheapness. The final stage, which of course takes place in the Technodrome, is just a nonstop parade of nonsense. It’s not that any of the enemies you face are particularly difficult—well, except the robots that take two hits and will carom away from you after the first hit to fire a laser at you—but the game spawns them three at a time, forcing you to attack in multiple directions simultaneously while avoiding indestructible hazards. It really crosses the line from “interesting and fun” to “unreasonable and punishing” at this point. A big pile-on of cheap, tacky level and enemy design that turns a breezy, too-simple game into an exercise in frustration. Somewhere in between the two would have been good, but Fall of the Foot Clan never quite strikes that balance. It’s OK, but it suffers from the cheap, careless design of so many other belt-scrollers of the era; combined with a sputtery frame rate and cramped screen proportions, it falls well short of Konami’s other TMNT games of the era. Yes, even the NES one. That was brutal, but at least it was interesting.

			.

				The one area in which Fall of the Foot Clan manages to stand tall is with its music. Most of the compositions here were put together by none other than Michiru Yamane, who also composed for Nemesis. Yamane just nails it here, with half a dozen solid tunes that often sound like they came from a system besides Game Boy. There’s a decided Mega Man 2 sensibility to a lot of her compositions, and the truck convoy stage theme includes a few passages that sound more like they’re coming from an arcade board’s FM synthesis than from Game Boy. It’s really great stuff! Even if the game is forgettable, its music is worth a listen. 

			.

				Anyway, like a lot of a early Game Boy releases, Fall of the Foot Clan is acceptable but far from inspiring, and it would be eclipsed by later works in the same franchise. We’re a long way from the spectacular metroidvania ambition of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles 3, though, so for early Game Boy adopters, this cheap, unimaginative turtle-themed take on Kung-Fu and Vigilante was as good as it got.
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			sakigake!! otokojuku: meiotou kessen

		

		
			魁!!男塾 冥鳳島決戦 • Sakigake!! Otokojuku: Meiotou Kessen

			Developer: Yutaka

			Publisher: Yutaka

			Genre: Fighting

			Release: Aug. 4, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-OMJ

		

		
			It’s not a puzzle game, but Sakigake!! Otokojuku: Meiotou Kessen should still raise a wary alert for the handheld faithful. It’s the other thing we’ve seen too much of: A licensed game. In this case, the license falls well into the realm of obscurity. The manga and anime franchise Sakigake!! Otokojuku has never seen an official U.S. release, and it absolutely never will. This is a deeply Japanese series, one that’s difficult to describe in terms of Western equivalents.

			.

				The manga was nearing the end of its six-year run by the time this game debuted in 1990, and it had seen a one-season television adaptation about two years prior. So, a fairly popular series in Japan at the time, but again, not one bound for the U.S. at any point, ever. I guess the best way to describe Sakigake!! Otokojuku would be, say, a more violent version of Cromartie High School that gradually did the Dragon Ball thing and shifted from gag manga to fighting manga, and which had a rather puzzling thread of right-wing nationalism woven into it.

			.

				Sakigake!! Otokojuku centers around a Japanese reform school run by a former World War II hero, an academy that takes the worst teenage delinquents in the country and attempts to whip them into shape, ostensibly through traditional ouendan cheer squad training (which many gamers may be familiar with through the original Japanese version of Elite Beat Agents for DS). Mostly, though, the academy amounts to a place where the teachers and upperclassmen are completely terrible to the freshmen.

			.

				Everyone has a sort of Fist of the North Star [see Game Boy Works Vol. I] look about them: stony-faced, massively proportioned, always dead serious in contrast to the over-the-top ridiculousness of the whole affair. As such, it’s hard to know just how seriously to take its themes, such as its decided nationalist bent. On one hand, the series seems to ridicule the resentful, hawkish pro-Japan sentiment that you see in certain ultra-right-wing military magazines and anime. On the other hand, it often holds that mindset up as cool as well. So, who knows?

			.

				The hero of the series (if such a thing exists) is a guy by the name of Momotaro. A cool, laid-back dude, Momotaro is the leader of the freshman class and always seems to remain aloof from the nonsense that afflicts his fellow students, typically stepping in only once things heat up to quietly and efficiently show up some bully, whether that be a faculty member or an entire contingent of gigantic American marines who come to the academy as exchange students. So, long story short, manga and anime, completely unheard of outside Japan, kind of a satire, kind of nationalistic, has some unpleasant ideas about foreigners. And, hey, here’s a video game about it... which, as you can probably guess, isn’t very good.

			.

				Sakigake!! Otokojuku: Meiotou Kessen—or, best as I can translate it, Charge!! Men’s Cram School: The Decisive Battle on Dark Firebird Island—takes its cues from the later volumes of the manga, after it stopped being a weirdly cruel gag manga and turned into a typical tournament fighter. So, yeah, it’s a fighting game.

			.

				Fittingly, it’s not all that different from Taxan’s Fist of the North Star: 10 Big Brawls for the King of the Universe, which we saw in 1989. There’s some irony in that, given that Sakigake!! Otokojuku began life as something of a satire of Fist of the North Star and its ilk, yet here in the end it results in the same ol’ crap. Being a fighting game that predates Street Fighter II by a good year or so, Meiotou Kessen plays horribly. You have a single attack button, which allows you to use a single attack that varies according to your current active character, and the A button makes you jump. That right there shows you just how half-hearted this game is. By 1990, belt-scrolling brawlers and fighters had both generally settled on pressing up to jump; it was established way back with Irem’s Kung-Fu [see NES Works Vol. I] in 1984 and carried through into games like the original Street Fighter, but here we are with a fighter that denies players the opportunity to allow varied combat actions in favor of giving them a platformer-style jump command.

			.

				Not that there’s any room for depth in this game. It has artificial intelligence as brain-dead as its control scheme, and it’s idiotically simplistic. It does become impossibly difficult by the time you reach the first boss, but that’s not due to any particular game design brilliance. Rather, the first boss—a dude named Pharaoh—is preposterously cheap and almost impossible to hit. His ability to create a clone of himself and somehow fail to take damage in any predictable way likely has some narrative tie to the manga, but as a game mechanic it just makes for a miserable, joyless wall.

			.

				Up until that point, though, Meiotou Kessen is ludicrously easy. Fighters jump around you and you can literally win by standing in place and attacking as soon as they land. But then, that’s really about as much depth the game mechanics can support. And really, did we expect anything more from a company like Yutaka?

			.

				“Eh?” You ask. “Yutaka? What do you have against them? This was the first game Yutaka ever published!” Sure, it was their first... under the name Yutaka. Before this release, Yutaka went by the moniker Bandai Shinsei, a company whose only brush with anything resembling quality came in the wonderfully weird Monster Party for NES. But basically, Yutaka was a rebranded version of a Bandai offshoot that primarily dealt in cheap toys Bandai didn’t want to sully its own name with. Bandai Shinsei only managed to publish a single Game Boy title before entering the witness protection program, but that was a dud: The middling port of Jordan Mechner’s Karateka that closed out Game Boy’s 1989 lineup [see Game Boy Works Vol. I].

			.

				Come to think of it, Master Karateka was a fighting game from 1984 that featured vastly greater depth than Meiotou Kessen. How unflattering. 

			.

				In short, this game is terrible, and nothing we’ll seen from Yutaka in the coming years will alter the trajectory established by the company’s debut release.
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			amazing penguin

		

		
			おさわがせ! ペンギンBOY • Osawagase! Penguin Boy

			Developer: Natsume

			Publisher: Natsume

			Genre: Arcade/Puzzle action

			Release: Aug. 8, 1990 [JP] Dec. 1990 [U.S.] 1991 [EU]

			DMG-PN

		

		
			The goal of Game Boy Works is to document every release for the platform, in the order of its original initial release. While I don’t have time to master or sometimes even complete most of these games, I still make an effort to give them a fair shake and, if possible, understand what they’re about. They don’t always deserve this effort, yet this is nevertheless an effort worth making. Games like Amazing Penguin demonstrate why. 

			.

				At first glance, Amazing Penguin frankly looks like every other low-budget, slap-dash, half-baked puzzle action game we’ve seen for Game Boy. In fact, this is the third game to star a penguin in 1990 alone. A casual glance at Natsume’s very first portable creation would be reason enough to shrug wearily and write it off as another Flappy Special [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], or worse, another Tasmania Story. That, however, would be a terrible mistake, and quite unfair to what actually turns out to be a fun and exciting Game Boy release.

			.

				Amazing Penguin doesn’t look like much, with its simplistic graphics and early ’80s style arcade action. However, this is one of those rare games with a mysterious something that elevates it above initial impressions—a certain 8-bit je ne sais quoi. It seems like the kind of portable title that surely must have been adapted from an old PC title... again, like Flappy Special, or Tasmania Story, or Boxxle. In my researching the game, however, I could find no evidence that it’s anything but a wholly original creation.

			.

				And therein, I think, lies its saving grace. Rather than faithfully convert an aging PC title to Game Boy, inclusive of all its ancient flaws and quirks, the tiny team Natsume assigned to create Amazing Penguin instead appear to have created a wholly new work inspired by, but not limited by, bygone arcade and PC puzzler classics. The result is a refreshingly playable tribute to the minor hits of a decade before, but which moves at a much speedier clip than what we’re used to seeing on Game Boy. Amazing Penguin is a fast game, with a huge number of hazards moving erratically around the screen at any given moment.

			.

				Aside from some slightly mushy and imprecise controls, everything about Amazing Penguin is great. Maybe it looks like baby’s first BASIC programming assignment, but this is a case of developers prioritizing simplicity for the sake of legibility. There’s a lot of movement happening on-screen at any given time, yet the action never feels confusing or annoying. You always have a clear view of the bad guys, a clear sense of your protagonist’s location, and a clear perspective on your objectives for the current stage.

			.

				The gameplay is as simple as the graphics look. You control a penguin who scurries along a series of interconnected lines, attempting to take possession of predefined blocks of the stage. Once you’ve claimed the entire screen, you advance to the next level. Meanwhile, a few different enemies travel along the same paths as your avian pal, attempting to stop you by bumping into your hero. Both the player and his AI opponents are limited to traveling along the outlines that surround the perimeter of the play fields, forcing you to be mindful of your location and that of the bad guys lest you allow yourself to become trapped. In other words, it draws heavily on the Pac-Man territory-control concept, and it incorporates maze-chase principles most recently seen in Lock ’N Chase [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. In researching the game, I also found a great many comparisons to Qix in that you’re seizing chunks of space as enemies skitter along the paths surrounding them.

			.

				That’s not wrong, but personally I see a lot more inspiration from Namco’s Dig Dug II here. As in that relatively obscure sequel, simply plotting a course around the areas you’re trying to claim isn’t enough to conquer them; you also have to interact with control points situated along the lines. You can pass over a control point and return to it later—a strategy that works because, as in Dig Dug II, claiming a region while an enemy is traveling along its perimeter allows you to cause that monster to go flying away. Critters respawn pretty quickly, but timing your claims to maximize damage to bad guys is the key to racking up high scores while affording yourself a little breathing room.

			.

				There’s also a second pretty heavy inspiration at work here, and that’s SEGA’s Pengo. You control a penguin, and your primary form of attack is kicking blocks at enemies. It seems a rather obvious nod.

			.

				In Amazing Penguin, you can claim ground by making use of two different types of control points. The first is simply a switch which you activate by pressing B while over top of it, and that’s that. The second type, however, is a small weight (or rock, or something) that, like the switches, you can activate by pressing B while standing over them. However, these dark objects also grant you a second option: You can stand in front of them and kick them with the A button. Once you kick a rock, it will fly off the screen in a straight line, ignoring the limitations of the lines that you and the monsters travel along. Unless it hits one of the fixed obstacles that divide certain stages, the rock will travel forward and take out every critter in its path.  When all switches around a rectangular division of the stage have been thrown and all rocks are either activated or kicked, the surrounded region will turn dark and all monsters touching it will vanish. 

			.

				Altogether, Amazing Penguin contains about 40 stages. They start to get pretty tricky around stage 10, and crazy difficult at stage 20. The level designs become convoluted, loading you down with enemies to deal with but only a few paths to travel. Some levels span multiple screens and include dangerous choke points that require great timing to pass through safely while enemies patrol them. And, again, it all moves at a rapid clip.

			.

				Thankfully, enemies only come in a few variants seem to obey certain rules. The little blobby guys who comprise the majority of monsters, for example, will reverse direction when you activate a switch, scurrying to safety. And the things that look like ice skates sometimes patrol a fixed line, while others will track you down with bursts of speed; their behavior is determined by their coloration (or rather, by their shade of grey).

			.

				It’s hard to put all the enemies’ behavior into words, but after a while you start to develop a gestalt instinct for the patterns that govern their actions. Once you get a feel for the action, you can simply glance at a stage of Amazing Penguin and intuit how you should move and how your actions will affect enemies—a sort of instinctive feel that is often the mark of a great action game.

			.

				About the only significant shortcoming in Amazing Penguin is the controls, which can be a bit mushy in places. Cornering is a little imprecise, and lining up kicks can be fussy since you need to be a step away from a rock in order to punt it (rather than standing atop it). These are pretty minor criticisms, though. The game easily stands among the best original action-arcade puzzlers for the system, right up there with Kwirk and Cyraid [see Game Boy Works Vol. I for both].

			.

				Unfortunately, like basically every Natsume game ever made, Amazing Penguin tends to be rare and can command much higher prices than the average Game Boy release. Thankfully, the cart alone isn’t too painful.

			.

				Even if you’re not a serious Game Boy collector but simply love well-made original handheld games, you absolutely need to add Amazing Penguin to your library. It’s precisely the kind of forgotten gem that Game Boy Works exists to highlight.
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			bionic battler

		

		
			VSバトラー • Vs. Battler

			Developer: Copya Systems

			Publisher: Use/Electro Brain

			Genre: Action/First-person

			Release: Aug. 10, 1990 [JP] Nov. 1992 [U.S.] 

			DMG-VS

		

		
			Unlike Amazing Penguin, Bionic Battler is not a super-obscure Game Boy release that turned out to be a delightful charmer begging to be unearthed and shared. It’s the other kind of super-obscure Game Boy release: The kind that’s not fun and makes you regret that Nintendo ever created the Game Boy. It’s our second janky, why-did-they-do-that creation by Copya Systems, the developer behind bizarro top-down racer Dead Heat Scramble [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. The developer whose M.O. appears to be that of a mad scientist: So caught up in what they could do they never stopped to ask if they should.

			.

				It’s also our second game based around mech combat in first-person mazes, which is shaping up to be a surprisingly popular concept for a console that can barely handle basic 2D sprites and side-scrolling at a decent frame rate. Unfortunately, Bionic Battler lacks the quality and ambition that Atlus and Asuka invested into the flawed gem that was Cosmo Tank [see Game Boy Works Vol I]. Where that game could lean on its multi-format play style and creative shooter/RPG hybrid design to compensate for its rather middling first-person sequences, Bionic Battler has nothing to offer besides said middling first-person sequences. The game consists entirely of stomping around a maze in a robot suit, trying to defeat other people in robot suits.

			.

				There’s very little to this game: The “levels” progressively offer more robots for you to defeat on a single life. You can choose a few different music styles to play in the background while you march around in search of violence. But really, that’s about it.

			.

				Your robot throws punches and has a limited number of missiles you can fire. Punches, of course, require you to stand adjacent to a bad guy in order to deliver damage... which makes you equally vulnerable. Melee weapons and first-person action tend not to go together very well, as anyone who has ever played an FPS knows. It’s all well and good for beating up helpless pigs and mineral resources in Minecraft, perhaps, but throw danger into the mix and it becomes much less amusing. There’s a reason Half-Life contrives reasons to force you to use the crowbar in mandatory situations, after all: You wouldn’t rely on it at all if you had ranged weapons to depend on.

			.

				Bionic Battler does provide you with a ranged weapon, a missile, but it has to be charged up to travel any further than your fist, and it moves slowly enough that enemies can avoid it fairly easily. Otherwise, though, you have to rely on your clumsy melee attack to bring you in close to an enemy, then rely on the clumsy and sluggish controls to duck back quickly enough not to take retaliatory damage. 

			.

				The game provides you with an overview of each level, though the heads-up display is so cumbersome as to be almost more trouble than it’s worth. You have to keep an eye on your power level, your shield status, an enemy proximity meter that works like Etrian Odyssey’s F.O.E. detector, and your missile-charge status, all while watching the radar map for other combatants. Further adding to the complication is that you’re not alone with the bad guys in the maze. While you’re stomping around, so are your teammates... but there’s no tagging system in place, and other combatants tend to show up identically on the map overview.

			.

				Comrade fighters tend not to be of much value—you’ll get a “LOST!” message whenever they die, and that message shows up frequently. They rarely take down bad guys themselves, though if you’re lucky they might whittle down your foes’ shields.

			.

				Because this is Game Boy, Bionic Battler doesn’t offer much in the way of graphical performance. The game moves at a somewhat decent clip, but this is no Faceball 2000—the maze ratchets through cardinal views and grid-based steps, without a sense of scrolling or rotation. Even Cosmo Tank did better than this. But Faceball 2000 (an upcoming 1991 release) is definitely the comparison at hand here: Like that seminal PC shooter, the idea behind Bionic Battler was to present players with a multiplayer maze combat experience. This is an arena action game consisting of standalone matches, and while you can certainly stick to the single-player mode, doing so offers no real sense of satisfaction. If you do somehow manage to win a match, you get to shake your commandant’s hand and... well, that’s it. There’s no progression here, no sense of a larger quest, just standalone arena matches against an ever-greater number of foes. It’s meant to be a head-to-head competition.

			.

				And that would be reasonably interesting, I suppose, if not for the aforementioned Faceball 2000. See, while Bionic Battler debuted in Japan in August 1990 under the name Vs. Battler, it wouldn’t make its way west until the end of 1992. By that point, Faceball 2000 had been available in the U.S. for nearly a year. You know—Faceball 2000, with its comparatively smooth-scrolling mazes. Faceball 2000, with its ability to move and fire in non-cardinal directions. Faceball 2000, with its four-player head-to-head action.

			.

				By comparison, Bionic Battler feels amateurish and clumsy. About the only thing it has going for it is its ridiculous music, all of which sounds pretty good but feels bizarrely inappropriate for a robot maze combat arena game. The title screen introduces this futuristic sport with ’50s-style sock-hop ragtime. During combat, you can choose from three different musical themes: Country & Western, Japan, and the so-called “Disco” theme. 

			.

				The great news is that you can find several YouTube playlists that will allow you to enjoy the best part of Bionic Battler—its soundtrack—for free. Otherwise, the game just isn’t worth messing with. It could, arguably, have been mildly interesting at the time of its Japanese debut, but by the time it reached the U.S. it had already been massively outclassed by Faceball 2000. There is literally no reason to go back and experience or explore this game, and I can’t even begin to guess what inspired Electro Brain to pick it up for American release at such a belated date. Ultimately, Bionic Battler is like an onion. No, it’s not multi-layered and complex. It makes you cry when you open it up, and it leaves a bad taste in your mouth.
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			hong kong

		

		
			香港 • Hong Kong

			Developer: Onion Software

			Publisher: Tokuma Shoten

			Genre: Puzzle/tile-matching

			Release: Aug. 11, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-HGJ

		

		
			As promised back with Match-Mania, here’s our next Shanghai-inspired puzzler: Hong Kong. Hmm. Shanghai, Sichuan, Hong Kong... basically, if you find a Game Boy cart named for a chunk of Chinese geography, you can guess it’s probably going to involve matching Mahjong tiles.

			.

				So it is with Hong Kong. It’s a game you rarely read about, probably in part because it never left Japan, and in part because looking up “Game Boy” “Hong Kong” leads to endless lists of pirate and bootleg games out of Hong Kong. This is no bootleg, though, and it’s very definitely from Japan. As a matter of fact, it has one of the more interesting origin stories in the Game Boy library.

			.

				Hong Kong came into the world, or at least into Japan, courtesy of Japanese magazine publisher Tokuma Shoten. “What’s a magazine publisher doing producing video games?” you may wonder. But Tokuma Shoten had a fairly heavy focus on the youth market, so it made sense. One of Tokuma Shoten’s more successful business ventures in the late ’80s was its Famicom Computer Magazine, aka Famimaga. A direct competitor to the venerable Famicom Tsushin (Weekly Famitsu), Famimaga was pretty much what you’d expect for a games magazine of the era: Hyperactive layouts, photographic screen grabs scattered willy-nilly about the page, tips, previews, reviews, reader polls, and even occasional hints of meaty material like developer interviews. Tokuma Shoten’s Famimaga line lasted throughout the ’90s, eventually even spawning the likes of the Nintendo 64-focused Famimaga 64. However, for a very short while, at the beginning of the decade, the company’s games magazine line crossed over into actual games.

			.

				Perhaps taking a cue from the diskettes that you often found glued to the front of, say, Spectrum-centric magazines in the UK and American PC magazines, Tokuma Shoten began distributing games with Famimaga. “But wait,” you might say in puzzlement, “wasn’t Famimaga focused specifically on consoles—on the Famicom? How could it distribute games? Famicom carts didn’t come cheap!” Which is true, they didn’t. However, in Japan, Nintendo fans had a second format option that came far more cheaply than carts: The Famicom Disk System. Specifically engineered to be inexpensive, the Disk System even offered players an option to buy cheap rewritable blank diskettes and temporarily save games to them via in-store kiosks. By 1990, the format had reached the end of its life, beleaguered by piracy and obsolescence, so blank disks surely cost a little bit of nothing.

			.

				And so, Tokuma Shoten decided to add some sex appeal to Famimaga by including free pack-in Disk System games. Not just any games, either, but rather games specifically created for this express purpose. Ultimately, the publisher put out six of these disks in total, and these now-somewhat uncommon disks are the only way to actually play those six Famicom titles (at least legally). Not that anyone but collectors really care—the Famimaga Disk System series consisted of a bunch of mundane properties that never really went much of anywhere.

			.

				The one exception would be Famimaga Disk Vol. 5, which contained the debut of Compile’s long-running Puyo Puyo series and is therefore something of a notable release, especially for SEGA fans. Otherwise, though, the Famimaga Disk series has vanished unknown and unloved into history. But the very first release in the line managed to make at least a little bit of noise before vanishing. It’s the game that appeared here on Game Boy about half a year after its March 1990 debut as a free Disk System giveaway. Yes, Hong Kong originated as a magazine pack-in.

			.

				Aside from the smaller screen dimensions and lack of color, Hong Kong for Game Boy appears to be entirely identical to Famimaga Disk Vol. 1: Hong Kong. The game looked pretty basic to begin with, so the change of format did it no real harm. As with other titles of this ilk, Hong Kong involves a big stack of Mahjong tiles. This time, they’re not piled up into the third dimension but rather arranged flat, in a bricklayer pattern, so that each tile is centered along the border of the two tiles above it and the two below it. Unlike other games we’ve seen named for Chinese territories, though, Hong Kong only makes use of six tiles in total from the larger Mahjong set. These two details—the overlapping arrangement of tile edges and the six-tile limit—form the backbone of the gameplay.

			.

				Play in Hong Kong consists simply of matching a tile from the play field to the current draw. Unlike in Shanghai, you don’t have to take tiles only from the edges; you can play any match you see on the screen, regardless of how many tiles surround the one you select. There is a complication, however. You can only play a tile if it won’t leave a piece above it “hanging,” so to speak—if at any point you create an arrangement in which any tile on the field to no longer has another playing piece touching its bottom edge, the game ends and you lose.

			.

				The challenge, then, becomes to clear the entire screen without leaving any invalid pieces. This can range from simple to easy, because Hong Kong offers a mind-boggling degree of variety in its boards. Not only can you choose the layout shape of your tile arrangements, you can also define the “seed” variables for the pattern in which tiles are placed. There are tens of thousands of different boards possible, and while one has to assume that some of those would prove to be unwinnable, it also means you’d have to play for a long, long time before you had to repeat a particular layout. 

			.

				To make things a little less daunting, the game does make one concession: The sequence in which the match tiles appears runs on an unchanging cycle, so you can plan ahead many moves if you’re the strategic type. There’s not much more than that to Hong Kong. It’s a simple but different take on Shanghai. It’s reasonably addictive, and it offers as much replayability as you could possibly hope for.

			.

				Online sources list Hong Kong’s developer as Onion Software, a company that only existed long enough to produce this single Game Boy adaptation of a freebie Disk System game. Much as with the game itself, Onion Software appears to have vanished to the ages. Nothing about Hong Kong as a game particularly stands out from the ocean of similar tile-matching Game Boy releases we’ve seen so far. But at least it has an unusual connection to the larger history of Nintendo consoles and related publications. Sometimes, a fun back story counts for a lot.
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			dragon slayer I

		

		
			ドラゴンスレイヤーI • Dragon Slayer I

			Developer: Nihon Falcom

			Publisher: Epoch

			Genre: Arcade/Block-breaker 

			Release: Aug. 20, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-DSA

		

		
			Here’s a strange one: A Game Boy port of a vintage PC game. OK, so that’s hardly novel—there have been at least a dozen of those on Game Boy at this point. But even so, this one doesn’t really fit the profile of your typical vintage Japanese PC game to handheld conversion. Dragon Slayer I is, as the name suggests, an adaptation of the original Dragon Slayer, the very first game from Nihon Falcom’s long-running Dragon Slayer franchise, which originally debuted for NEC’s Japanese PC-88 home computer in 1984.

			.

				Although it’s been a while since the company has produced a new game bearing the actual Dragon Slayer name, the series lives on to this day through its convoluted family tree. The most recent member of the Dragon Slayer family was released in the U.S. in 2017, in the form of the PlayStation Vita and PlayStation 4 action RPG Tokyo Xanadu. Clearly, Dragon Slayer I has historic import, and it fits the criterion of “incredibly old PC game” to qualify it for Game Boy conversion. Nevertheless, this is not the kind of PC original we typically see converted to Game Boy.

			.

				Aside from the occasional exception, such as Master Karateka [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], Game Boy’s vintage PC adaptations have almost entirely consisted of puzzle games. Box-pushing puzzlers like Boxxle and Flappy Special, mainly.  Dragon Slayer, however, is an action RPG. You walk around, you kill stuff, you find stuff, you gain levels. Admittedly, one of the central gameplay mechanics involves using a magical ring to push blocks. So it’s kind of like Boxxle: The RPG.

			.

				More accurately, you might think of it as Boxxle meets Atari’s Adventure. Developer Nihon Falcom definitely took some heavy guidance from Warren Robinett’s seminal Atari 2600 classic here; Dragon Slayer pretty much plays like Adventure on steroids. As in that game, you roam a top-down maze in search of treasures, and carrying items to various locations plays a major role in your quest. There’s only one dragon here (compared to Adventure’s four), though, and the whole point of the journey is to become powerful enough to destroy the dragon.

			.

				If your only exposure to the core Dragon Slayer comes from the fourth chapter, Legacy of the Wizard—which is likely the case if you’re American—you can see elements of this game in that NES-based sequel. Just as Drasle family patriarch Xemn had to use a special glove tool in order to shift blocks around and reach new areas, here you need to acquire and hold a magical ring in order to push blocks. Likewise, to find and defeat the dragon, you need to use a special warp. Also, as in Legacy of the Wizard, you’re stuck in a huge maze full of endlessly regenerating monsters and zero sense of mercy.

			.

				Your experience with Boxxle and its ilk will definitely come in handy here, but the box-pushing ring isn’t the only tool you need to deal with. Dragon Slayer is the tale of an unfortunate adventurer who builds a house in a maze where a dragon lives. That house plays an important role here: You can return to it at any time to restore your health. Your house also serves as your medium for gaining stats. You’ll find jewels throughout the dungeon which, when deposited in your home, boost your attack strength considerably.

			.

				And for some reason, you can also push your house around. Odd as that may seem, playing Boxxle with your humble domicile can greatly reduce the tedium of Dragon Slayer, because the central gameplay loop involves venturing out, acquiring a jewel, and returning it to your home. It’s much faster to shove your home toward a cache of jewels than it is to trudge each jewel laboriously back to your home one by one.

			.

				Of course, you have other factors to take into consideration, no matter what you elect to do. For one, as noted above, you can only carry a single tool at a time. That includes the Ring of Boxxle (not its actual name), but also other items you can pick up. For example, there are crosses. These serve as barriers when placed in narrow openings and repel enemies to allow you to travel safely when carried. The fact that you can only tote one item at a time means that in order to move blocks, you need to drop your cross first, which renders you vulnerable to bad guys. This mostly causes issues in the early going of the game, when you have no strength and no weapon.

			.

				Indeed, the process of acquiring a sword with which to defend yourself is a massive, arduous chore, one leading to terrible frustration. Once you manage to pick up the sword, though, the game becomes a lot less annoying... though it never quite stops being entirely annoying. The combat system, such as it is, will feel instantly familiar to anyone who’s ever played early action RPGs like Hydlide or Falcom’s own Ys. You run into bad guys to attack them, and the game performs a simple calculation to determine how much damage you inflict with your action. If the bad guy survives, it gets a similarly calculated attack against you. It’s pretty basic and manageable... right up until the point that you become swarmed by bad guys and the game refuses to give you a chance to counter their combined attacks.

			.

				Each jewel you deposit at home increases your attack power considerably, so before long the basic foes like skeletons and spiders no longer pose a threat. However, each time you destroy an enemy, another one is generated by a grave marker somewhere in the world... and that enemy is always one power tier above the one you’ve destroyed. As such, it’s often best to let bad guys be, lest you populate the world with powerful monsters. At a certain point, the monsters that begin to spawn stop draining health and instead sap your hard-earned strength, permanently—the point at which the game becomes almost too infuriating to play.

			.

				To frustrate players even further, ghost-like enemies roam the world. These are clearly inspired by the Thief from Zork and the bats from Colossal Cave Adventure and Atari’s Adventure. If a ghost passes over an item, it will gather up that object and carry it away to a faraway portion of the maze. This can be no big deal at all if the ghost carries away something like a coin, which provides a one-time health boost. On the other hand, a ghost can essentially ruin a playthrough if it absconds with your ring or the all-important key that you need to unlock the hundreds of chests scattered throughout the game. 

			.

				Now, you can find more than one of all these items scattered throughout the maze. But often you’ll need to warp to find replacements, and warps can lead you into the equivalent of a Mystery Dungeon “monster lair”, which leads to a more-or-less unavoidable game over. So while the ghost’s pilfering probably can’t put your game into a completely unwinnable state, it’s nevertheless annoying and often extremely difficult to compensate for. This is especially true when a ghost plucks items directly out of your hands, because you have no way of knowing where in the maze, exactly, your prized items have been relocated. It simply adds to the tedium of a game whose basic concept already drags.

			.

				In fact, Dragon Slayer I plays so slowly that many people consider it impossible to beat. According to Hardcore Gaming 101, the movement speed in this version is much slower than that of any other version. Given the amount of backtracking and level-grinding involved, HG101 and several other sources claim you can’t actually complete the game within a single battery charge of the Game Boy—and since there’s no save or password feature, that means you can’t finish the game. Unless you use an AC adapter... right?

			.

				Even that may not work. Several YouTube commenters claim to have attempted this very endeavor only to have the game overheat their system after a few hours; one even claims it destroyed his Game Boy. Granted, anonymous YouTubers aren’t precisely word of God, but these supposed experiences certainly seem to line up with the generally misbegotten nature of this entire product. It’s a sluggish, ancient, PC RPG port with no save system and no apparent effort made toward re-balancing or playability, after all. Taking that into consideration, it’s not hard to believe that no one actually took the time to play-test the thing through the end and confirm that, oh yes, a human actually could conceivably complete it. 

			.

				And yet, despite this enormous flaw, despite the repetitive play, despite the fact that this game desperately cries out for a password or save feature... there’s still something curiously compelling about it. Addictive, even. Dragon Slayer I truly does feel like a midpoint between Atari’s Adventure and more fully developed action RPGs yet to come in the future. Its repetitive central gameplay loop is weirdly addictive in a Minecraft kind of way. It’s often tedious, but it offers a clear, simple upgrade methodology that nudges the hindbrain the way something like Cookie Clicker does. Kill bad guys; take a jewel; leave a jewel; get stronger; kill more bad guys; repeat.

			.

				This version is profoundly flawed on a fundamental level, and it’s possibly impossible to beat except through emulation, but there’s something eminently likable about Dragon Slayer I. Not that this should be a surprise, though. Dragon Slayer was the rock upon which Nihon Falcom built its existence, after all. Well, the PC version, anyway. Not so much this one.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			power mission

		

		
			パワーミッション • Power Mission

			Developer: Graphic Research

			Publisher: VAP/NTVIC

			Genre: Strategy

			Release: Aug. 24, 1990 [JP] Jan. 1991 [U.S.] 

			DMG-XC

		

		
			Back in July 1990, Nintendo Power featured a small promo for a game called Power Mission. Bearing a remarkable resemblance to Mega Man, Power Mission was to feature platforming action and colorful graphics—surely an NES hit in the making. 

			.

				Eventually, that game was renamed Power Blazer for Japan and Power Blade for America, and it was indeed good.

			.

				This, however, is not that game. 

			.

				Unfortunately. While I’m marvelously suited to weigh in on the merits of Mega Man-esque action games from the 8-bit era, I’m less adroit when it comes to releases like the Game Boy title that actually did come out bearing the name “Power Mission.” Hailing from none other than VAP, the infamous creators of worst-Famicom-game-ever Super Monkey Daibouken, Power Mission is a turn-based strategy game in the classic style... by which I mean awfully similar to Battleship [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. I am absolutely terrible at games like this, and Power Mission is no different... especially since the game revolves around the use of icons that aren’t particularly self-explanatory without a manual.

			.

				Despite the presence of the name VAP on the title screen, though, Power Mission doesn’t appear to be particularly terrible. It’s a by-the-numbers war simulation, basically taking Battleship a step further by allowing players to move around the map rather than simply sit stationary and launch missiles. Unlike most of the games people associate with VAP, though, this is a completely competent and not-unattractive creation.

			.

				It’s definitely not something you want to play solo, however. Power Mission is designed for head-to-head play, and that’s the only way you should approach it. Playing solo proves to be an exercise in tedium and failure, involving a great deal of watching a static screen as the computer plays out its action with unfailing efficiency. Another player could never be so cannily accurate at hunting down your fleet as the computer, because another player would be bound by the same fog-of-war as you are—a limitation the CPU doesn’t seem to concern itself with. Its attacks land with uncanny accuracy.

			.

				Each session of Power Mission begins with players choosing from one of several different fleet configurations. You have about half a dozen different vehicles of war at your disposal—a carrier, jets, submarines, destroyers, etc.—each with different hit point values and a different weapons load-out, and you can choose from a small selection of predetermined ship combinations. Once you’ve done so, you place your individual ships and jets within a limited area at your own end of the map. 

			.

				Because you can only scan so far ahead on the map, the battle begins with both players unable to get a read on their opponent’s fleet. Each side’s vessels are arranged at the opposite end of the battlefield, out of one another’s visual range. Play proceeds by rounds in a fashion that should feel familiar to anyone who has ever played a war strategy game: You take a turn moving all your ships around, then your opponent gets a turn. Each ship or jet is allowed a few actions per round. You can explore the map with a radar scan; move a set number of map grids, or launch an attack within a given unit’s range from a palette of different offensive options. 

			.

				Each vessel has its own specific set of weapons. The specific mix of surface-to-surface, surface-to-air, air-to-air, or air-to-surface offensive capabilities available varies based on the nature of the unit in question. Assuming you select the correct type of assault—definitely a job for the game manual—you’ll inflict some damage on your target, and once the target’s hit points have been wiped out it’s removed from combat. Your ultimate goal in each battle is to take out the enemy’s flagship while protecting your own. Flagships are quite durable, but their offensive capabilities are fairly limited, so it’s important to set up a defensive screen around it to take out inbound attackers.

			.

				Naturally, much of the challenge of Power Mission amounts to finding and homing in on your opponent’s flagship... a challenge that, again, doesn’t seem to affect the CPU as much as it does human players. Aside from that one major annoyance, though, Power Mission doesn’t seem like too bad a game. Nintendo would publish two different takes on military combat, Radar Mission and Game Boy Wars—yes, as in Advance Wars—over the course of the coming year; Koei would release Nobunaga’s Ambition, and Navy Blue ’90 (a greatly expanded sequel to Battleship) would arrive soon as well. In other words, Power Mission arrived slightly early to a genre that was about to explode on Game Boy, and perhaps that explains its obscurity. It seems decent enough, though, albeit little-known.

			.

				Normally whenever I encounter a game I’m poorly suited to analyze, I do considerable research around the web. Power Mission, however, doesn’t seem to have inspired a single living person to have published a review online—not even someone dragging the game in GameFAQs’ user reviews.  It’s just another forgotten release from VAP and its sister corporation NTVIC: Ultimately little more than detritus from the ’80s Famicom boom from a publisher that would soon bow out of the biz. Developer Graphic Research, on the other hand, was just getting started on Game Boy; they’d be around for more than a decade following this, publishing dozens of games that... well, frankly, no one remembers. 

			.

				So in that sense, Power Mission feels like a perfect summation of its own provenance: Decent, unremarkable, obscure, forgotten, quickly overshadowed by better and more famous games that outperformed it both in terms of design and sales. But hey, even forgotten obscurities need love, too. 

			.

				War game fans could probably do worse than hunting down a couple of copies of Power Mission to play with a fellow enthusiast. They could do better, too, but sometimes there’s merit in muddling through the middle.
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			patlabor:

			the targeted city 1990

		

		
			 機動警察パトレイバー in　ねらわれたまち　１９９０

			Mobile Police Patlabor in Nerawareta Machi 1990

			Developer: Yutaka 

			Publisher: Yutaka

			Genre: Action/Adventure 

			Release: Aug. 25, 1990 [JP]

			DMG-MOJ

		

		
			It’s our friends from Yutaka again, already. Unsurprisingly, they have another anime-licensed Game Boy game on offer. The tragedy with this one is that Yutaka seized upon a genuinely great license to turn into a mundane blob of portable pixels surrounded by something that vaguely qualifies as gameplay. Patlabor, or Kidou Keisatsu Patlabor if you prefer, is a 30-year-old franchise that began life as a manga and probably is best known for its anime renditions.

			.

				However, unlike Yutaka’s previous victim of clumsy licensing, Sakigake!! Otokojuku, the Patlabor franchise isn’t nearly so specific to a Japanese audience. On the contrary, Patlabor has been present in English-language versions for years; Viz Comics localized a few volumes of the original manga back in the really old days when they published manga in individual monthly floppy editions. Meanwhile, nearly all of the anime and movies have been localized over the years. It’s one of the few vintage anime series to be available in high-definition physical editions in English. So chances are, you’re at least passingly familiar with Patlabor. 

			.

				Patlabor’s creators, a team of creative types operating under the name Headgear, seems to have been pretty heavily inspired by Masamune Shirow’s Dominion: Tank Police, which debuted two years prior to the Patlabor manga’s beginning. Dominion, set in near-future Japan, focusing on the actions of a special division of police who used unconventional mecha to help deal with advanced crime and safety hazards. Sound familiar? Patlabor follows the slightly incompetent 2nd division of the Patlabor group, similar to Dominion’s screw-up Tank Police. And, as in Dominion, Patlabor’s main character is a petite, rowdy tomboy with a special affinity for her mech.

			.

				As befits Patlabor’s more grounded vibe, heroine Noa Izumi isn’t nearly as short-fused and temperamental as Dominion’s Leona Ozaki, but they both possess exceptional piloting skills, seem obsessively focused on their work and mecha, and tend to inspire unrequited affection by the most soft-hearted male characters on their respective teams. She’s even given her mech a nickname, Alphonse. Just like Leona’s Bonaparte. They weren’t really being subtle.

			.

				In any case, they’re tonally quite different as creative works. Pretty much everything in Dominion is played for laughs, but Patlabor makes a greater effort to explore its characters’ inner lives, even those of the secondary cast. Its unique combination of character development, near-future speculative sci-fi, and occasional forays into all-out action or high-stakes drama make for an intoxicating mix that satisfies a lot of tastes. 

			.

				Naturally, exactly none of this whatsoever comes across in the Game Boy adaptation. 

			.

				Credit where it’s due, however: This Game Boy rendition of Patlabor certainly looks the part. The minimally animated character portraits of familiar faces, like division captain Gotoh, translate perfectly to the tiny screen. So, too, do the Patrol Labors themselves. And... well, that’s about it for the good.

			.

				In action, the Game Boy rendition of Patlabor offers very little to do. It takes the form of a free-roaming RPG-esque game, but don’t mistake this for a true role-playing game. Yes, you wander around a top-down map and encounter enemies that need to be fought by way of turn-based battles, but this lacks even a hint of the depth that would justify the “RPG” appellation. The game advances through stages, breaking your top-down map into tiny regions that simply need to be cleared of bad guys before you can venture on ahead any further.

			.

				Play works like this: You bump into rogue Labors from the top-down view and enter combat, which is seen as a one-on-one face-off, with your Patrol Labor to the left and the enemy on the right. Rather than working as a fighting game, though, the battle system uses a turn-based system. Basically, you have a handful of menu options to use in battle. You can use a direct strike; a short-range melee weapon; a consumable item; or one of the special skills that you can buy from Noa, such as a powerful Labor revolver or the seemingly useless “persuade” command that, in theory, should let you talk down a criminal.

			.

				From this limited palette of skills, you cue up several consecutive actions for your turn. Once you’ve selected your choice of attacks, your Labor dishes them out while the enemy takes its own turns. Your attacks will either strike or miss, with some actions by both your mech and the foe appearing to cancel out the other. These workings probably make sense to someone with Japanese literacy, but even for someone accustomed to playing RPGs in Japan it feels decidedly haphazard. The need to preset multiple actions feels especially annoying here given the unpredictability of combat and the incredibly limited range of options. 

			.

				Curiously, the frustrating requirement that you queue up actions in advance causes the turn-based battles to bear a remarkable resemblance to the ones in Ultraman Club: Teki Kaijuu o Hakken Seyo! [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], released three months before Patlabor. I’m sure this is a random coincidence, but who knows?

			.

				Ultraman Club was developed by Nova Games and published by Banpresto, whereas Patlabor exists because of Yutaka. But don’t forget, up through the end of 1989, Yutaka was a Bandai subsidiary called Bandai Shinsei, and Banpresto has long been connected at the hip to Bandai... so it’s entirely possible that both games were developed according to some corporate spec sheet for how to handle anime game adaptations.

			.

				On the plus side, despite its randomness in battle, the game doesn’t feel particularly punishing. Between each encounter, you can simply head back to the squad’s base of operations to heal up, and outside of the “boss” encounter in each section you rarely face real danger. 

			.

				And... that’s the first stage. I’d like to be able to offer an analysis of the rest of the game, but I found myself unable to advance any further. While it’s easy enough to take out all the mechs on the first level, once you reach the goal, you receive what appears to be a passcode before being kicked to the title screen. Weirdly, though, the passcode doesn’t actually work. Perhaps there’s a time limit on the action, or a restriction on how many times you can visit the garage for repairs. But it’s more or less impossible to beat the first boss—a Labor guarding the stage goal—without building up cash to buy a service revolver, so it seems like a bit of a no-win scenario that rebuffs every attempt to advance.

			.

				Even with this baffling obstruction, everything about Patlabor feels like standard Game Boy licensed property fare. That is to say, the game doesn’t really offer anything interesting enough to justify the effort to figure out its gummed-up workings. It’s a case of minimal game design, some mild fan service, and 30 bucks wasted.
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			battle pingPong

		

		
			バトルピンポン • Battle Pinpon

			Developer: Quest

			Publisher: Quest

			Genre: Sports/Table tennis

			Release: Aug. 31, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-BPA-JPN

		

		
			As we’ve seen, Game Boy had a certain way of inspiring unexpected greatness. Who ever would have thought that you could make an RPG-inspired side story to Ghosts ’N Goblins, let alone in black and white [see Gargoyle’s Quest in Game Boy Works Vol. I]?  And there was no reason whatsoever for Data East’s Game Boy remake of Lock ’N Chase to be anywhere near as good as it was. Yes, Game Boy could sometimes nudge great developers to transcend the limitations of the platform and produce truly memorable creations.

			.

				That didn’t always happen, though. Sometimes, even the greats stumbled on Game Boy. Such is the case with Battle PingPong, the Game Boy debut of one of the medium’s true legends: Quest. You may know Quest as the developer behind Ogre Battle, Tactics Ogre, and Final Fantasy Tactics—three of the all-time classics of the tactical role-playing genre.

			.

				Before they locked down Yasumi Matsuno’s dense and complex turn-based strategy as their essential bread-and-butter, though, Quest went through a period of self-discovery that involved a few experimental projects well outside the role-playing realm. The best known of these are probably action platformer Conquest of the Crystal Palace for NES and the rare and quite pricey cutesy shooter Magical Chase for PC Engine. They also dabbled a bit in standard role-playing, with a Famicom dungeon crawler called Maharajah and a straight-up Dragon Quest clone called Musashi no Bouken.

			.

				The company was on the right track from more or less the beginning, but those early days still gave us a handful of weirdo releases that have nothing to do with the kinds of games you think of when you consider Quest’s legacy. Weirdos like, for example, Battle PingPong. Now, I’d like to be able to say this is secretly some prelude to the Ogre series—Tactics-Ogre-Battle PingPong—but it absolutely is not. It’s just a standard table tennis game, and a curiously limited one at that.

			.

				Battle PingPong appears to have been one of Quest’s very first releases. From what I understand, Quest spun out of, or was a renamed incarnation of, obscure Japanese publisher Bothtec. Bothtec didn’t make any waves outside of Japan during its existence. Its releases tended to be for Japan-centric platforms like the MSX, or else were so specific to Japanese interests as to be unreleasable anywhere else.  Probably the most interesting games the company had a hand in were two clunky metroidvanias: Relics for MSX and Famicom Disk System, and The Scheme for PC88. Neither was particularly amazing (Relics is mostly known for the fact that the Disk System port has some of the worst data loading pauses ever experienced in a video game), but The Scheme does demonstrate how tiny the world of video games can be. Its developer was Onion Soft, the company responsible for Hong Kong. And its soundtrack was the first post-Falcom project by a young musical savant named Yuzo Koshiro. So there’s that.

			.

				As for Bothtec’s transformation into Quest, there’s no hard info available on the English-speaking web about that changeover. However, it does appear that Quest as an entity developed the Famicom version of the first entry in the long-running Daisenryaku military strategy series in 1988, which was then published under the name Bothtec. At this point, Bothtec’s name effectively vanishes (after a lively three-year run) to be replaced by Quest. As a publisher, Quest released several games under its new name in August 1990, including the Japanese version of Conquest of the Crystal Palace and, yes, Battle PingPong. 

			.

				These early Quest titles are a bit hit-or-miss, with Battle PingPong in particular falling closer to the “miss” column, but you can find something admirable in all of them. They demonstrate a commitment to interesting ideas and visual polish that had been lacking in the Bothtec catalogue. Even if the games themselves would take a while to become truly exceptional, Quest seemed determined to hold themselves to a higher standard. And for all Battle PingPong’s shortcomings as a sports game, it looks pretty incredible on Game Boy.

			.

				There’s only so much you can do the concept of a head-to-head competitive ball game, and we’ve already seen two attempts on Game Boy so far. Besides Nintendo’s Tennis, we also had Penguin Wars [see Game Boy Works Vol. I for more on both]. Quest’s entry turns out to be even more simplistic, mechanically speaking, than either of those other two works. But wow, does it have some excellent animation and graphics.

			.

				Battle PingPong brings the action in close with a relatively low angle on the ping-pong table. This allows your opponents to look impressive—they’re rendered as big, chunky, expressive sprites. Yes, they encompass a wide variety of cheap ethnic stereotypes, but they do so with tremendous style. The player’s avatar, on the other hand, isn’t actually represented within the game as a character. Instead, you literally control a disembodied ping-pong paddle. This seems a little weird at first, but it works to the game’s favor. With no clunky sprite to obscure the playing field, you never have to worry about the ball getting lost behind your on-screen avatar.

			.

				In motion, the game looks surprisingly fantastic. Your seemingly possessed paddle moves smoothly through several angles of motion, and opponent sprites have a few different animations, including some small tells when they’re about to do something annoying. Meanwhile, the ball itself moves gracefully, leaving a trail behind it reminiscent of Alucard in Castlevania: Symphony of the Night. This is a trick we haven’t really seen on Game Boy before, but it’s a smart one. On the system’s slow, passive-matrix screen, it’s easy for small, fast-moving objects like balls to become lost. The glowing ball trail makes it easy to keep your eye on the ball.

			.

				It also shows off Quest’s commitment to technical excellence. The reversed-out ball trail is a nifty raster effect designed specifically as an answer to the system’s inherently flawed hardware by exploiting the nature of that screen. Because the screen is painfully slow to redraw moving objects, Battle PingPong draws your eye to the moving object by leaving an “imprint” of it.

			.

				This is also the second game to use the Game Boy’s slow screen refresh rate to create the illusion of more complex graphics by flashing alternating frames. We saw this technique in Serpent [in Game Boy Works Vol. I], but here’s Quest uses it for something more complex than creating a fifth shade of grey. Instead, Battle PingPong flashes two different animated, intersecting images in its alternating frames to create an impression of transparency. It’s a cool effect on actual Game Boy screens, but on devices without LCD screen refresh lag—like, say, the Super Game Boy device used to capture the screenshots in this volume—it’s a visual nightmare. 

			.

				So, that’s the good part of Battle PingPong. Now for the bad: Namely, it’s incredibly limited and ultimately quite tedious. By far the strangest creative choice Quest made for Battle PingPong has to do with the player’s controls... namely, there’s very little actual control. Your paddle really does feel like it’s possessed by some sort of poltergeist, as it floats about the screen in response to the movement of the ball outside of your control. You can’t actually determine the movement of the paddle, which means Battle PingPong’s table tennis action literally boils down to hitting the ball when it comes into range.

			.

				Unlike every other tennis-inspired game released before (since Atari’s Pong nearly 20 years prior), Battle PingPong doesn’t require players to move laterally to defend their side of the court. So what does the D-pad do? Not much, really. You can alternate the hand that holds your paddle, which appears to have some minor effect on the ball’s movement... but not much. According to the internet’s lone F.A.Q. for Battle PingPong, pressing the D-pad as you hit the ball also affects its movement, causing it to fly high or veer to the side... but in practice, this doesn’t seem to be particularly true. The behavior of the ball once you return it appears to be determined by when you hit the ball, not what you’re doing at the time.

			.

				The one influence I do seem to be able to exert over the ball is making it slice quickly by pressing up when I connect. Against lower-level opponents, this is a good way to respond to a high, lazy ball, as they tend to miss a strong return or else whiff it and hit the net. Mostly, though, play in Battle PingPong ultimately just boils down to hitting the ball back at your opponent and waiting for them to screw up, which involves a lot of seemingly endless volleys. The game isn’t hard once you learn its one weird trick—despite the fancy glowing ball trail, it’s best to keep your eye on the ball’s shadow rather than the ball itself—but it takes quite a while for the A.I. to whiff a return.

			.

				Each game consists of best-of-three match play, and each match can take a much as 10 minutes to complete. So if you lose once and have to replay a full three-set match, we’re talking half an hour per opponent. Perhaps there’s a technique here that allows you to exert more influence over the ball, but most likely not. It’s a great-looking game, but mechanical design beneath the flash doesn’t live up all that graphical finesse.

			.

				Quest would make only one further Game Boy title throughout the years (not counting Micro Cabin’s Game Boy Color conversion of Magical Chase), so maybe the studio recognized that the system didn’t really suit their style. This makes Battle PingPong an odd little blip in video game history—an interesting footnote in the arc of a company that would eventually create some of the greatest role-playing adventures of all time.
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			atomic punk

		

		
			ボンバーボーイ • Bomber Boy

			Developer: Hudson

			Publisher: Hudson

			Genre: Arcade/Maze chase

			Release: Aug. 31, 1990 [JP] Oct. 1991 [U.S.] 1991 [EU]

			DMG-HB

		

		
			Atomic Punk, despite the title, has nothing to do with the Van Halen song by the same name. No, this is connected to a totally different pop culture entity altogether: it’s a Bomberman game in disguise. You have to admire the tenacity of the series—35 years on from its debut, it remains the last Hudson franchise standing today, in this dark age of Konami. Maybe it’s only alive now because the series’ chaotic naming scheme through the years has helped keep it hidden from Konami.

			.

				In Japan, Atomic Punk was called Bomber Boy, which absolutely speaks to its origins and nature: It’s a Bomberman game, for Game Boy: hence, Bomber “Boy”. Simple. American fans, however, wouldn’t enjoy a Bomberman Game Boy adventure released under the umbrella of the franchise’s actual name until 1998’s Bomberman GB. Just as Bomberman spin-off Bomber King on NES was retitled Robo Warrior here, Bomber King: Scenario 2 for Game Boy would be repackaged as a Blaster Master sequel, Blaster Master Boy. Even more pitifully, the game we received in 1998 as Bomberman GB was actually Bomberman GB2 in Japan. When the first Japanese Bomberman GB arrived here, poor Bomberman was reduced to second fiddle by Nintendo, his game retitled Wario Blast Featuring Bomberman! It’s a tough world for Bombermen.

			.

				Anyway, don’t let the name fool you. Atomic Punk here is legitimately a straight-up Bomberman game. In fact, its Mode B is a pure portable adaptation of the original Bomberman, or at least the NES version of it. Of course, Bomberman actually goes back a lot further than the NES original—that release was in fact a remake. The series began on MSX computers in 1983, and before that it was a sort of internal test product for Hudson programmers that eventually was made into a game... kind of like the way Kansas’s “Dust in the Wind” started out as a guitar warm-up exercise and became their biggest hit ever. 

			.

				Hudson quickly abandoned the original game’s “fat guy in suspenders” aesthetic in favor of the familiar cute robot we know as Bomberman today, basing the redesigned characters’ appearance on the enemy robot’s from the company’s NES adaptation of Lode Runner. That had become mere trivia by 1990, as the Lode Runner license for Japan had already passed along to Irem and then to Bandai by then. Atomic Punk has nothing whatsoever to do with Bandai’s Hyper Lode Runner from 1989 [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. Nevertheless, it is very much a Bomberman game.

			.

				Again, the aforementioned Mode B is the classic single-player NES game adapted to a portable format, and it presents the familiar action that has been the series’ template ever since. You control Bomberman, a guy running through a maze of monsters. Your only defense is to lay down bombs that explode in a cross shape. Actually connecting with monsters is pretty challenging at the outset, since your bombs have only a single-block range in each direction. This means you have to time your bombs’ explosions for when enemies come within that tiny range. This task does become easier as you collect power-ups, though, allowing you to extend the range of your bombs or drop additional explosives. There are also speed-boosting items and more arcane collectibles as well, like a detonator that allows you to select the timing of your attacks. 

			.

				However, Bomberman’s empowerment comes with caveats. For one thing, he’s not immune to his own explosives. You can easily trap and detonate poor Bomberman if you’re not careful, and this becomes an even greater danger as you gain the ability to lay down multiple bombs with extended range—when one explodes, it can detonate every other bomb within range, potentially creating enormous bursts that clear the screen of bad guys and Bomberman. Enemies become more difficult to manage, too, developing A.I. routines that demand exploitation and cunning. For instance, some monsters move away from a bomb as soon as they spot it, so you have to figure out ways to pin and trap them.

			.

				And even if you do wipe out all the critters in a stage, you still have to nuke the scenery until you uncover the exit. But once you uncover the exit, you have to exercise additional caution: If the door is hit by the flames of one of your bombs, it’ll generate additional monsters.

			.

				Those are the basics, and they should feel familiar for anyone who has ever played a single- or multiplayer Bomberman game, up to and including the recent Bomberman R for Nintendo Switch.

			.

				Atomic Punk also includes a competitive mode, though it launched strictly as a two-player endeavor since F-1 Race and its four-player adapter were still a few months away. Most people consider multiplayer the heart and soul of Bomberman in any case, but with Atomic Punk I find it especially noteworthy. It represents a fairly significant leap forward in terms of play design for the series. 

			.

				Mode A of Atomic Punk presents players with a huge and rather involved adventure—a more expansive and free-form take on what the series had offered to that point. Perhaps Hudson was uncertain of what to do with Bomberman in general. Not only did they keep changing the games’ names in the U.S. and Europe, they seemed to cram the more ambitious, adventuresome elements into spin-offs. Atomic Punk feels in many ways like an extension of Robo Warrior for NES. As in that game, you collect cash here as you travel with which to purchase power-ups in shops along the way. This game, however, is far more sprawling and free than even Robo Warrior. It contains eight different worlds, each containing anywhere from five to 10 stages apiece. By default, you have only a single life with which to take on these challenges... which would seem impossible. But if you visit the center spot on the world map, aka My Town, you’ll find it contains a shop where you can exchange your combat spoils for gear. 

			.

				The most expensive items here at the beginning of the game are Elixirs; when you die, each Elixir works as a 1UP. So if you stock up on them, you can take on a stage with a whole army of Bombermen. There’s also a smart risk-reward element to Elixirs. You can take Elixirs with you into a stage as active items, which means that they work as hit points rather than 1UP: If you take a hit, you’ll use your Elixir and keep going rather than being forced to start over with your next life. However, when you take an Elixir into a stage, you’ll lose it once you complete that level, whether or not you actually activate it. So, you can take it along as insurance... but it’s a matter of use it or lose it, and given the expense of the items, you can’t just burn through them.

			.

				You can also load up with other items that carry across levels so long as you remain alive. These include blast extensions, speed boosts, and more. So there’s a real element of rationing and making smart use of a well-balanced economy here—the game allows you to empower yourself, but with enough of an expense attached that, again, you have to be mindful of your economy.

			.

				Each world has its own theme, some of which can be super annoying. There’s one world, Windia, whose every level contains gusts of wind that push you and your foes in random directions—potentially slowing you enough that you won’t be able to scramble out of range of an imminent detonation. The world gimmicks, the enemies within, and the number of stages to conquer within each create a sort of natural difficulty curve for the game. But, as with a Mega Man game and its stage select feature, you’re allowed to experiment with every world and get a feel for it. Only the final stage of the game can’t be accessed from the outset, but you wouldn’t want to go there right off anyway. Not only is it extremely challenging, it’s also the one world that doesn’t provide players with a material reward for completion—just like the Dr. Wily stages in a classic Mega Man game.

			.

				Each time you conquer the standard worlds in Atomic Punk, you unlock a new goodie you can then purchase at the My Town shop. These range from remote controls for your bombs, bonus time to give you more leisure for completing levels, and even the fantastic ability to survive your own bomb blasts. The more worlds you beat, the greater the range of options you can take into battle. On the other hand, you have limited inventory space, which means the game demands ever-greater strategic planning the further you advance.

			.

				All in all, it’s a pretty excellent game, and it definitely helped serve as the basis for the adventure modes in many later Bomberman games. Who knows why Hudson decided to call it Atomic Punk here in the U.S., but despite the ridiculous new name and goofy cover art, it’s pure Bomberman.

			.

				Even as someone who’s not a huge fan of the Bomberman franchise, I can still appreciate the care and quality Hudson invested into this portable spin-off. It’s a respectable evolution of a classic series... even if its inexplicable localized name obscures that fact. Hudson would eventually get wise to the importance of consistent branding, and the Bomberman series and its myriad spin-offs would thrive on Game Boy Color in all regions… and always under the name “Bomberman.” 
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			skate or die

			bad ’N raD

		

		
			Developer: Konami

			Publisher: Ultra Games [U.S.] Palcom [EU]

			Genre: Sports/Platformer

			Release: Sept. 1990 [U.S.] 1991 [EU]

			DMG-SK

		

		
			September 1990 brings us the second Konami release designed exclusively for western Game Boy owners. Like NFL Football [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], Skate or Die Bad ’N Rad never put in an appearance in Japan—only the U.S. and Europe. You could speculate that Bad ’N Rad never appeared in Konami’s home market due to its poor, frustrating game design, but Game Boy has no shortage of terrible Japan-exclusive titles at this point to know that quality is not actually a factor when it comes to that particular market. In fact, while Bad ’N Rad is a long way from anything you might categorize as “fun”, it does at least speak to a certain sense of ambition and earnest intention that has been sorely lacking in so many of the other excretions less respectable publishers have voided onto the Game Boy.

			.

				There genuinely does appear to be a well-intended ethos behind Bad ’N Rad. Unfortunately, though, it suffers from some frustrating design choices that turn it into a maddening exercise in memorization. 

			.

				Skate or Die Bad ’N Rad is, of course, one of two Game Boy spin-offs based on the semi-classic extreme sports game Skate or Die. This connection most likely accounts for its failure to reach the Japanese market, the brand having originated in and feeling most decidedly specific to the U.S. market. Most gamers are likely to know Skate or Die from its NES release, which Konami published under its U.S.-focused Ultra Games label in 1988. In fact, though, Skate or Die originally hails from Electronic Arts, having been released for Commodore 64 and other PCs in 1987. It began as one of EA’s answers to Epyx’s wildly successful Games series, hitting computers right around the same time as Epyx’s extreme-sports-focused California Games. Unlike Epyx, though, EA chose to focus exclusively on the skateboarding event, foregoing Epyx’s trademark style of multiple simple events in favor of a relatively deep take on a single sport. 

			.

				While it was no Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater, Skate or Die definitely stood out as one of the premiere skating games of its time—especially on NES, where its primary competition was an awful conversion of Atari’s 720º from Beam Software. 

			.

				At the time of Bad ’N Rad’s release, EA didn’t have much of a presence in Japan, something that wouldn’t be remedied until the Square Electronic Arts joint venture of the late ’90s. In 1990, EA’s poor Japanese presence meant that it relied on developers and publishers like Infinity and Imagineer to pick up and localize their creations into Japanese for them.

			.

				Konami didn’t seem to have any such ambitions, though. While the company happily picked up a handful of EA licenses to convert to NES, it never bothered bringing them back home to Japan. EA games simply served as grist for Konami’s ambitions to develop a distinct presence in the west rather than hoping domestic hits would also translate into success abroad. That gamble clearly paid off with Skate or Die, which did well enough on NES that EA would go on to create an NES-exclusive sequel, Skate or Die 2, in 1990. It’s a situation reminiscent of the way Sony didn’t want to touch a Demon’s Souls localization with a 10-foot-pole until Atlus scored a surprise hit with it... at which point both Sony and Namco jumped in.

			.

				Unlike Atlus, who was rewarded for turning From Software into an international RPG powerhouse without so much as a “Thanks, chumps!”, EA did at least throw Konami a small bone in the form of the license to create a Game Boy adaptation of Skate or Die. And Konami’s designers cracked their knuckles, squinted at their computer screens, and muttered, “Right... let’s get weird.”

			.

				And so we have Bad ’N Rad, a fascinating if not particularly enjoyable attempt to transform a multi-format PC skateboarding game into something that seemed more endemic to the Game Boy. Given the sheer volume of direct PC-to-Game Boy adaptations we’ve seen to date, you might be surprised to learn that Bad ’N Rad actually has very little to do with the original Skate or Die besides the involvement of skateboards. Rather, Konami took EA’s multi-event skating game and turned it into something akin to a typical 8-bit side-scrolling action game. It might almost remind you of Motocross Maniacs, the company’s very first Game Boy creation [back in Game Boy Works Vol. I], in the way it squeezes a modern racing-type sport into the template of a side-scroller.

			.

				Here, you control a little dude on a skateboard, traveling through a series of death traps, on a mission to do something or another. And I stress “mission”; unlike the original Skate or Die, where you were just out to test your mettle as the coolest skate kid around, Bad ’N Rad sees players facing off against deadly traps, murderous enemies, and even bosses. It kind of feels like Konami’s designers played Hudson’s Adventure Island and said, “OK, the skateboard bonus parts, except as the entire game.” Unlike in Adventure Island and Wonder Boy, these side-scrolling skateboard sequences don’t force forward-scrolling on players—you have the ability to slow down and even reverse direction as need be, even scrolling backward to a limited degree. However, because you do ride a skateboard here rather than getting about on your own locomotion, momentum and inertia play a pretty big part here. You need a fair amount of lead-in time to many jumps in order to clear gaps, and it takes a little time to stop or reverse directions.

			.

				Once you get moving, you often need to stay in motion. This part might remind you a bit of Sonic the Hedgehog, though it’s far less elegant. Another valid comparison would be Color Dreams’ Menace Beach (aka Sunday Funday, aka Miss Peach World). Both are platformers with a similar skate mechanic and the corresponding need to keep up the pace. Bad ’N Rad is nowhere near as slippery or hateful as Menace Beach, but it can be equally frustrating—especially in the way its fast-paced design ultimately amounts to an exercise in memorization rather than genuine skill. Still, the side-scrolling levels are fine, up until the part where you have to clear a gap by jumping across a pair of serpents’ heads. 

			.

				If that were the entirety of Bad ’N Rad, it wouldn’t be too poor a game. Alas, though, Konami also carried forward the top-down view of the original Skate Or Die here, and those portions are just the absolute worst. Unlike in the side-scrolling portions, you can’t come to a complete stop in the top-down sequences. You only slow your momentum to a certain degree.

			.

				The game gives you nowhere near enough time to see and react to many obstacles here thanks to the limited viewing distance, so these scenes amount to even more of an exercise in memorization than the side-scrolling portions. Worse, you have to complete three of these stages in order to reach the game’s finale.

			.

				If the platforming parts play like a less-terrible Menace Beach, the top-view sequences play like an equally poor Dead Heat Scramble [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. Indeed, it plays almost exactly like that cumbersome, ill-designed racer, with all the same flaws. You dodge and leap hazards as you move forward, scrambling up sloped sides the course. And because you can’t reverse direction, stumbling into a stretch of hazards means you’ll take several hits as you struggle to extricate yourself by pitching forward. This approach wasn’t fun in Dead Heat Scramble, and it’s no better here... even if it does have nicer music.

			.

				In a sense, the top-down design comes off worse in Bad ’N Rad than in Dead Heat Scramble simply because it walls you off from playing the more enjoyable side-scrolling sequences. Then again, even those appear to degenerate into unfair nonsense eventually: Cruel gauntlets of auto-scrolling spikes that can only be cleared with Battletoads-like memorization, and bosses that can only be defeated by sloshing around half-pipes at high speeds. While I do feel there were some interesting ideas at play here. Konami meant well… they just didn’t pull it off. 

			.

				This would be the company’s final crack at the Skate or Die license; after this, EA would take back the publishing rights and produce a second Game Boy title, Tour de Thrash, which feels a lot more like what you’d expect from a game bearing the Skate or Die name. And it’s fine, I guess... probably a more even and sensible product overall than this. But it does seem a little uninspired after getting a taste of Konami’s weird, if uneven, attempt at spicing up the skateboard genre a bit.

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			extra bases

		

		
			ファミスタ • Famista

			Developer: TOSE/Namco

			Publisher: Bandai

			Genre: Sports/Baseball

			Release: Sept. 14, 1990 [JP] April 1991 [U.S.] 

			DMG-FS

		

		
			There comes a time in any chronology of a Nintendo console’s library that the inevitable happens: A Family Stadium game by Namco. Pro Yakyuu Family Stadium, or Famista, has been the longest-running and most enduring video game baseball franchise in Japan. The first in the series launched for Famicom back in December 1986, and since then it has seen dozens upon dozens of sequels, mostly for Nintendo consoles but occasionally on competing platforms as well. It is one of those seemingly eternal series in Japan, like Momotarou Dentetsu or Derby Stallion, one that sees annual releases in its home market and completely unknown elsewhere.

			.

				Americans aren’t total strangers to the series, though. A fair few have shown up here through the years—it’s just that they’ve done so under different names. Tengen localized the original as R.B.I. Baseball, which was notable at first for being the first NES baseball game to feature licensed names from Major League Baseball teams. Then it was notable for losing its official Nintendo license after Tengen went rogue, and for its sequels not being adapted from the improved Japanese Famista sequels but rather built around the code base from the first game, which was the only one Tengen licensed.

			.

				Later, the series made it to 16 bits under the name Super Batter Up for Super NES, and its counterpart World Stadium made it to TG16. And then there was this, the series’ lone Game Boy release: Extra Bases. Released under the name Famista in Japan—marking a change in the franchise’s official branding from its cumbersome original Pro Yakyuu Family Stadium to its streamlined nickname—Extra Bases had nothing whatsoever to do with the 1980 Midway arcade release Extra Bases. This was a sequel to Family Stadium, aka R.B.I. Baseball, meaning it was yet another baseball game in the style of Nintendo’s Baseball [see NES Works Vol. I]. You have little squatty dudes square off on the diamond, with players alternating between pitching and batting. You can adjust your batting stance slightly, modify your pitches before and during the throw, and control your fielders when the offense makes a hit.

			.

				In fact, this is almost indistinguishable from Nintendo’s Baseball at first glance, though to Famista’s credit, this Game Boy adaptation of an old NES release plays a lot better than the dire ball game Intelligent Systems churned out back at the system’s launch as Baseball [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. It’s also a bit better than Tecmo’s Bases Loaded for Game Boy. Not that these are particularly high bars to clear, but it is nice to see each successive release in this genre improve by increments.

			.

				Of the three baseball games to have appeared so far on Game Boy, Extra Bases seems the best balanced in its single-player mode. The A.I. can still skunk a newcomer, but it’s less likely to feel like a total rout than in the other games. It feels more fair.

			.

				While Extra Bases does very little that Game Boy’s previous baseball releases didn’t already offer, it does at least throw in a few little new details. After a few innings, your pitcher will start to wear out and need to be changed for a fresh replacement... a fact they’ll demonstrate with a blast of flop sweat.

			.

				Otherwise, though, it’s pretty much business as usual. Press down as you pitch to throw a fastball; fiddle with the D-pad as the ball streaks towards home base for a curve ball or change-up; brush the batter back with an inside pitch. Once the ball is hit, the perspective and control switches to the fielders, all of whom are linked and move in unison. As always, this can be frustrating, since the game automatically determines some of the fielder behaviors for you... which means that at times you’ll intend for one team member to go after a ball only to have him remain under computer control, while the rest of the team runs in the opposite direction from the ball.

			.

				You can also steal bases (which never works), and the pitcher can check runners (which also never works). And that’s about it—you play nine innings, unless there’s a tie and you need to settle it in a 10th, and all the standard rules of baseball apply.

			.

				It’s fine. It’s baseball, and it does its thing. I’d recommend Extra Bases over Nintendo’s Baseball or Bases Loaded. But, like nearly all 8-bit sports games, it lacks a special something that makes it worth revisiting 25 years later. Namco—or rather, future Namco partner Bandai—would produce several more Famista titles for Game Boy, but this is the only one that would ever reach the U.S. Don’t fret, though; American Game Boy owners would have plenty of other baseball titles to choose from, so the series’ future absence in the west was no big deal.
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			hal wrestling

		

		
			プロレス • Pro Wrestle

			Developer: Human Entertainment

			Publisher: HAL

			Genre: Sports/Pro Wrestling

			Release: Sept. 14, 1990 [JP] Dec. 1990 [U.S.] 

			DMG-PR

		

		
			When it comes to wrestling, I am what you call “le idiot.” So I’m a poor judge of whether or not HAL Wrestling is any good; please hunt down more informed opinions if you need a qualitative evaluation of this game. To be honest, though, there doesn’t seem to be an online consensus over the quality of this game. While it seems to have inspired some genuine enthusiasm in certain corners of the internet (with superlatives like “excellent” and “almighty” being tossed about), it also appears have elicited quite a few dismissive waves of the hand. So while I can say I got zero mileage out of this game, your mileage will likely vary according to whatever mysterious factors determine the quality of a wrestling game.

			.

				Despite its title, HAL Wrestling is not a game developed by HAL; the company merely published it. Rather, it was developed for HAL by the legendary Human Entertainment. That company flickered from existence way back at the turn of the millennium, with its talent drifting to the wind and its properties carved up and parceled out like a Thanksgiving turkey; during Human’s brief time on this earth, however, they produced some of the most revered wrestling games ever.

			.

				For that, we can most likely thank the late Masato Masuda, a young game design savant with a particular fondness for pro wrestling. Indeed, Masuda made his debut with a game called Pro Wrestling—as in, the NES Black Box game [see NES Works Vol. III].  That game is worth mentioning here because HAL Wrestling was actually called Pro Wrestling in Japan (whereas the NES game was Pro Wrestling: Famicom Wrestling Association there). Pro Wrestling for NES was directed by Masuda under the auspices of a company called TRY. A short while later, TRY would change its name to Human Entertainment.

			.

				That said, Masuda doesn’t appear to have had any involvement with HAL Wrestling, if the game’s credits are to be believed. But considering he was the wrestling savant at the company responsible for its creation and it plays an awful lot like his other work, he nevertheless looms large over the production.

			.

				Masuda’s greatest legacy, of course, is the Fire Pro Wrestling series, which debuted on PC Engine in 1989 and stands as a sort of platonic ideal for how wrestling video games should work. Currently that property belongs to Spike Chunsoft, who followed up on it in 2017 with the long-awaited Fire Pro Wrestling World.

			.

				In a lot of ways, HAL Wrestling plays quite a bit like Fire Pro. It emphasizes grappling, boasts a remarkable variety of moves, and generally takes a more “realistic” approach to wrestling than competing games of its era. Other wrestling titles tend to work more like fighters or brawlers, but HAL Wrestling demands more in-close technique, like Fire Pro. The Fire Pro games are not pretty (especially Fire Pro World, which appears to use up-rezzed PS2 assets), but what the games lack in visual appeal they make up for with depth and substance. 

			.

				However, HAL Wrestling does not belong to the Fire Pro franchise. This is likely down to the game being commissioned by HAL; Fire Pro was one of Human’s rare and precious self-owned properties, so they needed to draw a boundary between the two. Alternately, it’s also possible that the game isn’t called Fire Pro because Masuda didn’t have any involvement in its development. Instead, its lead designer was one Yuuichi Kobayashi, whose other credits appear to be a melange of Human and Konami titles, including Vasteel, Clock Tower, and Bayou Billy. That said, he had also worked on the original Fire Pro Wrestling—not as a lead, but it seems likely that his involvement in that breakout title (and the wrestling development experience he gleaned through his involvement there) would have played a part in his landing the lead role for this portable offshoot.

			.

				You can definitely see some sort of family connection here. Even a wrestling idiot like me can recognize the commonality between HAL Wrestling and Fire Pro. Again, HAL Wrestling emphasizes grappling, holds, and pins over your typical fighting game punches and kicks. Certainly you can pull off simple blows, or even do a running attack from the ropes, but ultimately to win a match here you need to enter the clutch, or whatever they call it in wrestling.

			.

				HAL Wrestling also resembles a scaled-down take on Fire Pro in some other respects. It includes a simple one-on-one career mode in which your wrestler of choice can take on a succession of competitors, but it also has a three-on-three exhibition mode—a trimmed counterpart to Fire Pro’s five-on-five skirmishes. And while there’s no build-a-wrestler function, it does feature a decent cast of original characters. These are largely based on popular wrestlers of the era, though rarely the big-ticket WWF characters like Hulk Hogan or George “The Animal” Steele. This focus on more obscure wrestlers makes the game’s cast less obviously rips of real personages 25 years later; most of these guys are only remembered by hardcore pro wrestling fans.

			.

				For a Game Boy release of its vintage, HAL Wrestling strikes me as being a remarkably solid adaptation of the sport. In fact, it’s probably the most refined adaptation of any sport we’ve seen to date on Game Boy outside of Golf—which shouldn’t be surprising, given the involvement of both HAL and Human here. I can’t really speak to HAL Wrestling’s quality as a wrestling simulation, but we’ll be seeing many more wrestling games throughout the course of Game Boy Works. And I’m 100% positive that most of them will be much less entertaining than this one. 
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			side pocket

		

		
			サイドポケット • Side Pocket

			Developer: Data East

			Publisher: Data East

			Genre: Sports/Billiards

			Release: Sept. 21, 1990 [JP] Nov. 1990 [U.S.] 1990 [EU]

			DMG-SW

		

		
			The Side Pocket series—brief-lived as it was—got its start in 1986 in the arcade, and perhaps its coin-op origins can help explain its unforgiving nature. It’s a very straightforward and somewhat limited take on pool, but that’s not really a bad thing... at least, not in this case. As 8-bit releases go, Side Pocket offers a nice counterpoint to the likes of Lunar Pool for NES, which took the Battle Chess approach to the sport and tried to sex things up for variety. Side Pocket, on the other hand, is about as bare-bones an adaptation of the game as you can get.

			.

				That’s especially true on Game Boy. Thanks to the platform’s obvious graphical limitations, much of the game involves looking at a tiny sea of numbers: While you line up shots, the balls are replaced by numbers—an optional function in other versions of the game. After all, pool balls are coded by color and pattern, but you can’t exactly tell what each ball is supposed to be when you have only four shades of soupy green to work with. The Game Boy version also lacks the little flourishes of other versions of the game, such as the disembodied hand that performs each shot. This doesn’t matter, though, because the only thing that really matters is your ability to line up shots. And even the Game Boy can handle this just fine.

			.

				When you enter shooting mode, you aim your shots with a small dotted line that shows the predicted movement of the cue ball for a certain distance, including the angle at which it’ll bank from the edge of the table. The line automatically targets the ball with the lowest number, since a key point of both modes is to start with the 1 ball and work your way up to 6 or 9 (depending on the mode and difficulty level). This is simply a time-saving convenience, really. You can use the D-pad to alter the angle of your shot as you like—or just pop the low ball directly.

			.

				Once you select your angle and how much English you want to put on the ball, you can determine the force with which you hit the ball by way of a moving slider. If this sounds a lot like the setup for Nintendo’s Golf [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], well, yeah... it’s basically the same thing. By no means does this boil down to be the same game experience as Golf, though. Data East’s programmers did a smashing job of simulating ball physics here, and the cue ball and its targets behave convincingly as they would on a real table. Strike a glancing blow and your ball will carom away at an angle. Hit a ball straight on with full force and the kinetic energy will transfer to your target while the cue ball stops dead. Balls roll across the table at differing angles and velocities, bounding and rebounding as they strike one another.

			.

				I suspect a real pool pro would feel right at home here, though I personally can’t consistently beat the first round of the tournament challenge mode. Side Pocket’s biggest failing is that it offers only two modes of play. It disappointingly lacks the Trick Shot mode of the 16-bit adaptations and the proper tutorial from the NES port, instead providing a practice mode called Nine Ball and a score-based challenge mode called Pocket. Nine Ball mode doesn’t have any sort of win or lose state. It simply allows players to practice shots, providing feedback when they make an error. You always need to target the lowest-numbered ball in this mode, or else you’re given an error message. If you shoot without hitting the proper ball first, you foul and are allowed to place the ball on the table to take a new shot. It might be more interesting if there were some sort of penalty or goal here besides sinking all the balls, but as a practice mode it gets the point across.

			.

				The meat of Side Pocket for Game Boy comes in the Pocket mode, wherein you have to complete several consecutive tables by besting their champion’s ever-higher scores. Although Pocket mode doesn’t include Nine Ball’s mode’s requirement that you hit the lowest-numbered ball, you’re scored based on the number of balls you sink on consecutive strikes as well as how many balls you sink in numeric order. So, it’s definitely to your advantage to try and clear the table sequentially; in fact, you can’t easily pass the first round without doing so, and you can forget about even bothering with later rounds if you can’t knock them in one by one.

			.

				Pocket mode actually starts with a six-ball setup—you’re given a certain number of shots in which to sink six balls and hit a score target. If you fail to pocket all the balls, it’s game over; but if you sink all six without hitting the required score, you’re given a second chance to do it with nine balls, provided you can do so within the shot opportunities left over from the six-ball attempt.

			.

				Your ace in the hole for Pocket mode, if you don’t mind mixed game terminology, is the star icon that appears over random pockets every so often. If you can sink a ball in a pocket highlighted with a star, you’ll gain back two bonus shot opportunities. The star always seems to appear over the least convenient pockets, so making the most of those opportunities takes some real skill. But since running out of your shot allowance is the biggest challenge in nine ball mode, it’s a skill worth developing.

			.

				And... well, that’s all there is to Side Pocket. It’s super simple, but it’s hard to fault the game for that. I’m not really sure what else you would want from a portable pool game, besides the trick shot mode. If you can cope with that one omission, though, Side Pocket is a challenging yet oddly relaxing way to kill some time on Game Boy. While it’s a less impressive arcade-to-Game Boy adaptation that Data East’s last project—the shockingly good Lock ’N Chase—it plays well thank in largely part to its HAL-caliber ball physics. I just wish I were actually any good at playing the stupid thing.
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			disney’s ducktales

		

		
			ダックテールス • DuckTales

			Developer: Capcom

			Publisher: Capcom/THQ

			Genre: Platformer

			Release: Sept. 21, 1990 [JP] Nov. 1990 [U.S.] 

			DMG-DT

		

		
			Capcom seemed to operate at a nearly glacial pace on Game Boy compared to more prolific publishers like Konami, Nintendo, or FCI. In hindsight, that was probably for the best. This second Capcom portable outing demonstrates once again that quality, not quantity, was their play here. 

			.

				DuckTales makes a great counterpoint to Capcom’s first Game Boy production, Gargoyle’s Quest. That game was a tour-de-force for first-generation portable software: A fully realized action-RPG that followed in the footsteps of a popular arcade game but reworked the entire premise to play better within the limitations of the handheld system. With DuckTales, we have a solid tangent to that concept: It’s by far the best NES-to-Game Boy adaptation to date. There have been some admirable attempts at cracking this particular nut, ranging from Nintendo’s Golf to Taxan’s Burai Fighter Deluxe [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], but DuckTales blows them all out of the water.

			.

				Capcom did basically everything right here, putting together a monochrome adaptation that holds its own with the beloved NES game in most respects and arguably exceeds it in a few areas. About the only thing that didn’t quite pan out was the soundtrack conversion—despite Game Boy having a highly capable audio chip, DuckTales’ iconic tunes have been given a shrill, warbling quality here. If you’ve ever wondered what a childhood dying sounds like, the answer is “the Game Boy adaptation of DuckTales’ ‘Moon’ theme.”

			.

				Aside from that one painful shortcoming, though, DuckTales should have served as the textbook for every publisher in the early ’90s who aspired to turn their console games into portable works. Capcom made a lot of really smart design choices with this adaptation. Fundamentally, DuckTales is the same game here as on NES.

			.

				Once again, you take control of the remarkably spry Scrooge McDuck, the octogenarian avian whose cane doubles as a deadly pogo stick. And, as on NES, your goal here is to scour five different locations around the world (and above it) in search of legendary treasures and as much wealth as you can amass. Scrooge can’t directly attack foes head-on; while he has the ability to swing his cane, this doesn’t function like a weapon. For starters, you have to press against a stationary object in order to trigger the swing animation, which you obviously can’t do with a dangerous enemy. Instead, striking objects causes them to break, if they’re destructible, or else to release any secrets they might be hiding if not.

			.

				Your only means of offense is instead to pogo jump on a foe by pressing down + B while jumping. This will remind you somewhat of the down-thrust attack in Zelda II: The Adventure of Link, but with one significant feature. Link’s downward strike would only cause him to bounce off foes, and just slightly; Scrooge, on the other hand, bounces off any surface to ridiculous heights. The maneuver can be a little clumsy, requiring you to press two buttons at once to trigger it—something that would improved upon in the sequel—but it’s versatile and, above all, it’s loads of fun.

			.

				However, the designers realized you’d want to go bouncing around the screen at breakneck speed, so they threw in lots of little traps and hazards to punish players for not using at least a little caution. Monsters tend to appear at a height clearly designed to catch a high-bounding hero unawares, and certain enemies are invulnerable to Scrooge’s pogo attack. But once you learn the lay of the land, and where the bad guys spawn, you can cruise through most levels... unless, of course, you’re hunting in every corner for treasures.

			.

				Like a lot of platformers of this vintage, such as in NES compatriots The Goonies [see NES Works Vol. III] and Milon’s Secret Castle, DuckTales contains an enormous number of treasures hidden all over the place. Unlike in those other games, though, they’re so numerous and so easy to reveal that they never really slow down the pace of the game. You’re likely to come across enough hidden treasures to earn a decent ending just by thoroughly pogoing around and bouncing enemies into submission. It’s an invisible item hunt, yes, but it never feels odious—in large part because the items actually required for advancement are never invisible, merely hidden in out-of-the-way passages.

			.

				Each of the five stages has its own unique personality. The Himalayas, for example, features lots of snow that will cause Scrooge to become stuck if he pogos into it. Transylvania is a complex maze full of teleportation devices. The Moon largely takes place in a UFO.

			.

				Players can explore the world ostensibly in any order, kind of like sibling Capcom franchise Mega Man. Unlike in Mega Man, however, you don’t necessarily have to complete a stage once you enter it. Here, Launchpad McQuack shows up in various locations to offer a one-time ride back to Scrooge’s mansion, which serves as a place to tally up your treasure hoard and select an alternate stage. And certain events in one stage serve as a prerequisite to others. For example, you need to find a key in Transylvania before you can enter the mines.

			.

				In fact, you have to go back to Transylvania several times throughout the course of the adventure, even after you’ve beaten its boss. Return trips to Transylvania feel less tedious in this version of the game than they did on NES. When you head back to collect the mine key, for example, the first warp mirror you see takes you directly to the key, then once you have the key the next mirror warps you immediately back to the mansion.

			.

				The entire game is full of Disney fan service. While standard enemies are just weird generic monsters like bees, bunnies, and gorillas, the aliens have more of a Disney personality. On top of that, the bosses generally consist of characters that fans of the cartoons would instantly recognize. The Beagle Boys show up to capture one of Scrooge’s nephews; Magica de Spell rules Transylvania; and you’ll even fight the King of the Terra Firmies. Even for someone who never watched the cartoon, these iconic Disney creations are instantly recognizable. Many of them originated in the classic Donald and Scrooge comics by Carl Barks and Don Rosa. And they’ve all been translated marvelously through so many different mediums: From comic to cartoon to NES game to monochrome portable work.

			.

				Generally speaking, this holds true for every element of the NES game that’s been ported over to Game Boy. Well, besides the music, that is.

			.

				The level-puzzle elements work the same on Game Boy as on NES, for example; you’ll need to collect a key from Transylvania in order to advance into the Himalayan mines, and you can’t complete the Moon stage until you’ve located a remote control to summon Gizmoduck and have it blast through a wall to reveal a passage to the boss. However, the particulars of many levels have been overhauled this time around. While you can coast quite a ways on your familiarity with the original version of the game, ultimately you’ll need to relearn the locations and layouts of these five stages. It’s a sort of DuckTales remix, which gives it value even for people who have picked over every secret in the NES game.

			.

				Along with the revamped level arrangements, Capcom changed up how enemies appear and spawn. This might actually be the single biggest improvement for this entire port, and it frankly makes DuckTales for Game Boy a lot more enjoyable than its console sibling. As with most games of this era, defeated enemies quickly respawn in DuckTales. But on NES, they constantly respawn; you can never enjoy a moment’s respite, because as soon as you off a bad guy, it reappears, over and over again. Here, however, respawning works more as it does in the Mega Man games: Take out a foe and it stays downed, only reappearing if you double-back and bring that creature’s spawn point back into the visible play area. It’s a fairly subtle difference in the handling of infinite foes, but it helps make the Game Boy version feel less grueling.

			.

				No doubt Capcom made this tweak to account for the more limited pixel area of the Game Boy—with enemies constantly crowding you, the action would become overwhelmingly congested in short order. With the revised approach, though, there’s never a shortage of challenge, but it feels less hectic. This does serve to make DuckTales a much easier game to complete on Game Boy than on NES, but again, that’s not necessarily a negative factor. The portable remake is easier to complete because it throws out one of the more obnoxious 8-bit design quirks of the original.

			.

				It’s a beneficial change, and it doesn’t really impact the replay value of the Game Boy version. After all, DuckTales at heart is a high-score challenge, and even if you manage to finish the game in short order you’ll still want to chase down a better score and a better ending. 

			.

				The other area where Capcom really aced the design of this conversion was in the graphical proportions. At the risk of repeating a point I’ve made over and over again, the Game Boy’s 160x144 pixel resolution was much lower than the NES’s 256x224 effective play area. When developers brought over NES graphics to Game Boy at a 1-to-1 pixel ratio, the results felt cramped and clumsy. A proper 8-bit Nintendo console-to-handheld conversion demanded developers rethink and redraw their games’ graphics... and that’s precisely what Capcom did here.

			.

				Every visual element in the Game Boy version of DuckTales has been reworked to account for the fact that Scrooge McDuck himself has lost a quarter of his pixel height. Where he stood four sprites (or 32 pixels) high on NES, here he’s three sprites tall (24 pixels). You don’t really notice the change at a glance, because Capcom’s pixel artists managed to retain the look and personality of the characters despite the smaller size. Scrooge loses much of his height from his top hat; the rest comes from giving him a bit more of a hunched posture.

			.

				Even then, while Scrooge is only 3/4 as tall on Game Boy as on NES, the screen dimensions offer only 2/3 the effective play space. To account for this discrepancy, Capcom tweaked individual screen layouts along with the overall structure of each level. Background elements look largely the same as on NES; after all, everything is made up of 8x8 squares, and rather than compressing the visuals, Capcom simply used fewer blocks to draw the backgrounds. Accordingly, Scrooge’s abilities—such as how high he can pogo around on his cane—have changed slightly to match.

			.

				Perhaps the simple most important consideration in great platform game design is the need to design a world to fit around the skills and capabilities of its hero, and this Game Boy conversion alters the workings of the original game just enough to make this work. You’ll likely notice these subtle changes right away. For example, in Transylvania, many narrow passages that are blocked by destructible objects can no longer be cleared with a jump. Instead, the lower ceilings prevent you from bounding over them, and you’re forced to clear many paths forward with the use of Scrooge’s golf swing.

			.

				This has the pleasant side effect of making a largely underutilized skill from the NES game feel like more of a core component of Scrooge’s arsenal this time around. DuckTales on Game Boy is better at being DuckTales than the original DuckTales, in other words.

			.

				This game is that rarest of treats: A console title that improved in certain respects in the process of making its way to a portable system rather than simply turning into trash. This portable conversion upgrade process would become more common beginning with Game Boy Advance—think the Final Fantasy Advance games, or Wii U-to-3DS conversions like Yoshi’s Woolly World—but in the 8-bit days it was practically unheard of.

			.

				Granted, this port does have a few critical issues bringing it down. Collision detection can be a bit too loose, resulting in Scrooge taking damage when he shouldn’t. The controls for the Transylvanian mine cart sequence feel punishingly sluggish; you can easily burn through your entire set of extra lives there in a matter of minutes.

			.

				Even with these failings, though, Capcom managed an impressive of conversion feat here—and this wouldn’t be the last time Capcom they’d it pull off on Game Boy. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. For the moment, it’s worth celebrating this DuckTales port as a rare victory in the challenging world of NES-to-Game Boy conversions. It’s not perfect, but it’s as good a portable adaptation of a beloved console game as we’ve yet seen on Game Boy Works, and unfortunately we won’t see its likes again too often. Until Capcom gets its act together and puts the Disney Afternoon Collection on Switch, though, I’m afraid this is still the best way to get your DuckTales fix on the go.
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			バルダーダッシュ • Boulder Dash

			Developer: Beam Software

			Publisher: Victor Interactive/Nintendo

			Genre: Action/Puzzle 

			Release: Sept. 21, 1990 [JP] 1990 [EU]

			DMG-BD

		

		
			Not surprisingly, it’s another vintage computer game conversion for Game Boy. This has proven to be the single most prolific corner of the platform. Sure, everyone knows Game Boy had a ton of puzzlers, but the fact that most of them hailed from personal computers of the early ’80s (and even before that) doesn’t get a lot of play. A lot of vintage PC games showed up on Famicom in its early days, but most of those never reached America’s NES; so Americans missed out on that phase of history. The same held true for PC Engine and even SEGA’s Mark III—those systems had a preponderance of old computer games in their Japanese libraries, but those of us in the U.S. playing  TurboGrafx-16 and Master System never really saw them.

			.

				Game Boy would really be the last system to sport these conversions. Maybe it was the move to 16-bit chips. Maybe it was the fact that, by the ’90s, there were simply wider horizons available. Whatever the case, Nintendo’s handheld turned out to be something of a last hoorah for computer games of the previous decade.

			.

				Boulder Dash is practically the platonic ideal of this trend. Not only is it based on an old PC game, the Game Boy release also never made its way to the U.S. Licensed from original publisher First Star Games (which still owns the rights to Boulder Dash and still reworks it through its various modern permutations), Boulder Dash was initially published in Japan on Game Boy by Victor Interactive on September 1990. It made its way to Europe courtesy of Nintendo itself sometime that year, similar to the other Japan and Europe-only release we’ve seen: Othello. But Boulder Dash never made its way to American Game Boys, presumably because Boulder Dash has never been nearly as big a deal here as in Europe. For whatever reason, it’s one of those PC games that has an enormous following outside America but remains mired in obscurity here.

			.

				Originally created in 1983 by Peter Liepa & Chris Gray, Boulder Dash looks to have been inspired fairly heavily by Namco’s Dig Dug and Universal’s Mr. Do! As in those games, you control a guy digging around through the earth, viewed through something of a side-on perspective. While you can move freely in all four directions, Boulder Dash observes the same naive gravity as Dig Dug. When you remove the earth beneath indestructible objects, that object—usually boulders, as hinted at by the game’s title—drops freely until it hits the ground again, crushing and destroying any living creature it strikes along the way.

			.

				Boulder Dash ups the ante over Dig Dug, though, by incorporating a slightly more complex gravity model. Where Dig Dug included a handful of droppable items per stage, Boulder Dash sometimes crams in hundreds, and you can cause more than one item to fall. In fact, thanks to the cascading property of in-level objects, they often even serve to hold one another in place. Remove a boulder below or to the side of another and you might initiate a chain reaction of bricks and diamonds falling into place. In some levels where the developers egregiously abuse this effect, the boulder cascades play out almost like an 8-bit edition of someone getting carried away with Skyrim physics mods. I suppose seemingly endless streams of rocks and diamonds were to 1984 as free-flowing wheels of cheese were to 2012. 

			.

				Honestly, it’s a pretty impressive effect for a game of its age. You can certainly can see the vintage appeal of Boulder Dash. Where many games in the ’80s struggled to simply move a handful of objects around the screen, Boulder Dash could set dozens of things to moving all at once, creating rickety, dynamic deathtraps that players had to avoid and exploit. The game’s PC incarnations often included level editors, so players could concoct their own ridiculous fountains of rocks and diamonds with which to impress themselves and their friends. Sadly, the Game Boy version doesn’t include that feature, but even without the customization option, there’s a lot of replay value here... mainly because this game is bone-breakingly difficult.

			.

				While Boulder Dash on Game Boy contains only 20 stages, it’s a challenge to see them all. The game is divided into four worlds of five stages apiece, and you can start with any of those four worlds... but getting further than a level or two into them is another matter altogether.

			.

				Unlike the original Boulder Dash, this Game Boy port has been given something of a visual facelift. It’s been made cuter, and more cartoonish—a practical necessity of sorts, because there’s no way the ungainly stick figures of the PC original would have flown for Japanese audiences.  Each of the four worlds has its own visual theme, from the standard rocks of world one to the more exotic designs of the rest. World two features an antarctic theme with penguins; world three a jungle theme with primitive masks and simple huts; and the final world apparently takes place underwater, where you dig through the water of the ocean... you know, as one does.

			.

				Your goals in each world remain the same: You need to collect a predetermined number of diamonds in each stage, avoid being crushed by rocks, and safely reach the exit. All the elements of the original PC game show up in various forms, such as the proliferating ooze that shows up here in the ocean world and works as a de facto timer—you need to scramble in order to prevent being blocked off by the ooze’s inexorable spread.

			.

				Another major difference between this game and Dig Dug is that in Boulder Dash, enemies move fast. There’s pretty much no outrunning most of them, and they have a tendency to kill you if you stop a space outside their path.  While monsters tend to follow predictable routes—they’ll generally cling to one wall and move straight ahead, turning only when they reach an obstacle—they often appear in huge numbers and leave you no room for error. Not only that, but you have to be cautious when you crush them with boulders, as they explode, damaging everything in the surrounding eight squares of the screen—which may include you.

			.

				On top of that, the explosions can also set off chain reaction landslides, just to keep things unpredictable. Success in Boulder Dash generally comes down to a combination of trial and error, careful planning, and breakneck improvisation when everything goes pear-shaped. Still, it’s fairly straightforward, all things considered. There’s no password for saving progress, but you can continue infinitely... though you’re likely to burn through a set of AA batteries for your Game Boy before completing all 20 stages. 

			.

				One other notable detail about Boulder Dash: This port comes to us courtesy of Beam Software, an Australian company that would become one of the Game Boy’s development mainstays before being absorbed by Infogrames and later spun off to become Krome Studios Melbourne. To my knowledge, this marks Beam’s first outing on the platform, and while it’s not amazing, it does manage to preserve the source material faithfully while allowing for a whole lot of objects to skitter about the screen at once.

			.

				Also of note is the fact that Beam is one of the few developers to get the Game Boy’s screen proportions issue right. It may not seem that way at first, though.

			.

				By default, Boulder Dash gives you chunky, detailed graphics featuring a cute little explorer and the whimsical objects and monsters he has to defend against. But even more so than with so many NES-to-Game Boy conversions that emphasize graphical detail over proper screen-object proportions, Boulder Dash is pretty much unplayable with these graphics. There’s so much happening around the screen, and enemies move so quickly and in such huge numbers, that the game is literally impossible in the default view. 

			.

				But no problem: Simply press Select and the view switches to a zoomed-out perspective where everything is made tiny and the proportions appear more in line with the PC games. The game is still incredibly hard, but it’s at least manageable. We’ve seen this trick once or twice on Game Boy, but it really makes a huge difference here.

			.

				So, all in all, it’s a decent port of a vintage PC creation. Probably not the ideal version of the game, but thanks to its modified visuals and jaunty music, it stands on its own merits and at least justifies its existence.  If that seems somewhat like damning the game with faint praise, bear in mind you can only ask so much when it comes to dusty old computer games being repurposed for sharply limited portable consoles. All things considered, it could be a lot worse.
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			ルナランダー • Lunar Lander

			Developer: Pack-in Video

			Publisher: Pack-in Video

			Genre: Action

			Release: Sept. 21, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-LLA

		

		
			It’s our pals from Pack-In Video again, and they’ve given us another fascinating release. Pack-In Video didn’t really trade in good games, but at least everything they made was interesting. In this case, they’ve given us what will almost certainly be the oldest game ever to show up on Game Boy.

			.

				We’ve seen plenty of ’70s vintage works pop up on Game Boy, including the likes of Space Invaders and the beloved Heiankyo Alien, but Lunar Lander stretches all the way back to 1969. It’s the only Game Boy release ever conceived while the Beatles were still together. And since Pong would only appear on Game Boy Color rather than the monochrome system, this is also the only original-model Game Boy work to have been created while Nixon was president. In short, this game is old.

			.

				Of course, Lunar Lander for Game Boy barely resembles the original iteration of the game, which a high school student by the name of Jim Storer created for the room-sized minicomputers that existed in the year 1969. That original iteration took the form of a text-based exercise, similar to the earliest versions of Oregon Trail. Back in 1969, of course, video games didn’t even really exist, so the mere concept of typing words into a computer and having it return some sort of constructive descriptive text was profoundly novel.

			.

				It makes perfect sense for a game of that time to have echoed the real-life moon landing. The drama of Neil Armstrong’s extraplanetary walk had captured the public’s interest, and Lunar Lander was a chance for nerds everywhere (or at least the ones with access to a PDP-8 computer) to live out a simulation of the actual moon landing. The one that was happening on television, right then, in real-time.

			.

				This 1990 release, of course, barely resembles that primitive minicomputer creation from more than 20 years prior. Even if the gaming audiences of 1990 had possessed the same tolerance and awe for text-based games as they did in 1969, the Game Boy didn’t precisely lend itself to text entry. Rather, Pack-In Video’s release has more in common with Atari’s arcade version of Lunar Lander, which had shipped a full decade after the original. Pack-In Video doesn’t appear to have licensed Atari’s game, however; Lunar Lander’s fuzzy origins as an academic work seem to have left it without a firm trademark or copyright. Once Atari adapted the concept to a graphical version, the clones began flooding in. This, then, would be one of those clones.

			.

				Clocking in a full decade after the arcade game’s arcade heyday, Lunar Lander for Game Boy doesn’t simply reproduce the stand-up version’s design any more than Atari’s version reproduced the text version of the game. Pack-In Video greatly expanded on the concept of Lunar Lander here, to the point that the part people think of as “Lunar Lander” constitutes a minority of the Game Boy experience. While the classic Lunar Lander game is here, you have to work to find it.

			.

				The original concept behind Lunar Lander was all right there in the title: Players had to guide a Lunar Excursion Module safely to the surface of the moon. It was an exercise in physics modeling and math, really, as your task involved a lot of using counter-thrust to nudge the LEM safely to the ground by negating its descent and minimizing its horizontal shear. The original game involved typing in a lot of numbers and hoping for the best. Atari turned it into a vector-based game with a control setup similar to the one that would appear the following year in Asteroids. Players had only four controls to work with: Buttons to rotate their LEM clockwise or counter-clockwise, an abort button, and a very satisfying thrust handle that could be pushed forward or pulled down to adjust the power of the LEM’s retro-rockets.

			.

				The Game Boy release obviously couldn’t incorporate that huge analog lever, so Pack-In Video did the next best thing: They added new modes. The original Lunar Lander element of the game appears here, but only as the second of a three-phase experience. This makes for a pretty weird take on Lunar Lander.

			.

				The game begins with a seeming emphasis on a realistic launch and landing experience, but once you touch down, the whole thing takes a swerve into kooky fantasy. Before you can land your module, however, you need to complete the game’s first phase, which is naturally enough a launch sequence. This involves helping a Space Shuttle break orbit by holding an optimal course and building up engine pressure. It’s a pretty simple sequence, though not wholly intuitive. As the shuttle ascends, it wanders out of the sweet spot in the center of the screen, and you need to nudge it back into place with the D-pad.

			.

				That much is obvious. What doesn’t immediately present itself is that the central play mechanic here is actually to mash on the A button as quickly as possible to keep engine pressure as high as possible. This mode presents you with three meters—fuel, compression, and altitude—and your objective is to max out the altitude meter before the fuel meter drops to zero. The shuttle only gains altitude when the pressure meter is in the critical zone, though, and the only way to maintain pressure is to mash A quickly while the shuttle is in its sweet spot.

			.

				Once you pull that off, the shuttle enters orbit and you’re given your choice of targets to explore on the lunar surface. It’s here that the traditional Lunar Lander begins, though it’s over in almost no time at all. Each landing site has a slightly different layout than the rest, but your objective is always the same: Descend safely to the near-surface zone, then touch down gently on one of the target spots. Some landing zones have multiple landing targets, though the higher the point value of a target the more difficult it is to put down there without smashing into a rock overhang or something.

			.

				This part, of course, plays like the classic concept of Lunar Lander. Your options here are about the same as ever, though of course presented with the Game Boy’s interface vocabulary. You rotate your LEM in either direction (though the controls work in reverse of how you’d probably expect) and tap the A button to generate thrust.  Unlike the older versions of the game, there does appear to be some small amount of friction and resistance as you descend, so it’s a little easier to counteract your lateral drift than in the vacuum-based classic Lunar Lander.

			.

				Really, the biggest hazard here comes from the meteorites that fall randomly, constantly, and unpredictably as you attempt to touch down. There’s no way to know when they’re going to appear and no time to move out of their way, so they amount to a randomized instant-kill threat that can literally end your game before you know what’s happening. It’s a bit annoying, even if it does keep things unpredictable.

			.

				Considering it’s the heart of the game, though, the actual landing portions go by pretty quickly. It’s what happens after you land that makes Pack-In Video’s take on Lunar Lander so bizarre. Once on the surface, your goal is to go foraging for mineral deposits. At the same time, you need to avoid... moon men. Yes, for some reason, the game takes a total swerve here and shifts from being a fairly straight-laced take on the science-y aspects of the moon landing to instead force you to dodge marauding beasts on the lunar surface. I mentioned Heiankyo Alien earlier, and this portion of the game will likely remind you of that. It almost feels like an attempt at creating a grand unifying theory between two classic computer games: Centuries ago the aliens invaded Kyoto, so now we’re looting their home in revenge.

			.

				Anyway, this portion of the game plays out through a top-down view and allows you to roam a few screens away from your LEM in search of resources to take back to Earth. The moon monsters aren’t deadly; they don’t actively seek you out. They’ll sap 20% of your air supply if you make contact with them, but that’s it. As a peaceful astronaut, you’re armed only with a surface drill that allows you to dig into the ground either to the left or right... and unlike in, say, Dig Dug, the drill doesn’t double as a weapon. Your digging efforts simply create pits on the lunar surface which you can fill back in. These create obstacles for both you and the lunar citizens you encounter, but there’s no trap-em-up element. The moon critters just change direction once they bump into a hole.

			.

				Occasionally, digging into the ground will reveal some sort of weird Pac-Man flower thing. The flowers don’t pose any sort of threat; they sit in place making harmless chomping motions. However, they create a permanent barrier that you have to navigate around, so it’s ideal to avoid unearthing them.

			.

				The digging process isn’t totally blind, though. Your astronaut is also equipped with a metal detector that starts to emit sound when a buried resource is near.  When you pass directly over the mineral, the sound becomes intense and high-pitched, so there’s no aimless wandering to be done. You merely need to keep an ear open—or an eye, if you prefer, since the sound is accompanied by a change to the detector icon that runs along the bottom of the screen.

			.

				Once you’ve acquired your requisite quota of resources, a 30-second timer kicks in and you have to scramble back to the LEM before it runs completely down. If you can make it safely, you launch back into orbit and select another landing site. And that’s about it, really. Lunar Lander for Game Boy is a vastly more involved game experience than Lunar Lander for PDP-8 or arcades, but it’s still pretty straight and to the point. At the same time, it’s also rather a drawn-out game experience... the game allows password continues, but you have to clear all eight landing sites in a mission in order to get each new password, and that process accounts for nearly an hour of play time. It’s not really Game-Boy-friendly.

			.

				Still, Lunar Lander is remarkable simply for existing. It’s the oldest game we’ll ever see on Game Boy, unless there’s an official conversion of Computer Space I’m not aware of, and it’s also the more elaborate rendition of this ancient work. Lunar Lander for Game Boy never came to the U.S., which makes it another one of those fascinating blips of history lurking in the uncharted regions of the Game Boy galaxy. Someone alert Commander Shepard.
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			sunsoft grand prix

		

		
			F1ボーイ • F1 Boy

			Developer: Lenar

			Publisher: ASK [JP] SunSoft [EU]

			Genre: Racing

			Release: Sept. 28, 1990 [JP] 1992 [EU]

			DMG-FB

		

		
			The localization of games from Japan to other regions tended to be very uneven during the 8- and 16-bit games. Even if a game did make its way West, it didn’t always hit every territory. Europeans (especially role-playing fans) well remember the agony of missing out on great games that made it to the U.S. but were never localized for Europe’s PAL broadcast standards. It sometimes happened the other way, too, though more rarely: Some games hit Europe but not the U.S. On Game Boy, roughly 16 Japanese games hit Europe but never made their way to the U.S. With SunSoft Grand Prix—following on from Othello and Boulder Dash—the count is already up to three.

			.

				These games’ absence from American retail makes perfect sense. Well, Othello is a little hard to explain—the original board game has long been available in the States, and the NES version of the same release made its way over. Boulder Dash, on the other hand, was always bigger in Europe than the U.S. And SunSoft Grand Prix continues the pattern already established on NES of publishers preferring not to publish their Formula One racing games in the U.S. Americans have simply never been all that crazy about F1 racing, for some reason.

			.

				Of course, someone who doesn’t follow racing might be hard-pressed to explain the distinctions between F1 and, say, NASCAR, beyond the different vehicles involved. Where it’s easy to see the unique nature of rally races like the Paris-Dakar Rally, which involves driving across multiple continents on actual roads, F1 is your classic closed-circuit race that sees cars speeding around and around a rounded, elongated track against seemingly identical cars. At a glance, it’s basically just NASCAR or Indy 500 with weirder cars. F1 racing specifically involves the use of open-wheel cars. In a sense, it’s kind of like the ultimate evolution of go-karting. You start out karting, get serious about it, and put your foot in the professional door by racing in Formula 4, steadily working your way through the ranks until you get to Formula 1 and find a sponsor who will pay for your wheeled rocket and potentially share in the millions of dollars F1 victors take home. So you can look at F1 games as the buttoned-down, serious adult form of Mario Kart. No shell-tossing, no Ghost Houses, just endless loops around an oval.

			.

				The biggest difference between F1 racing and something like NASCAR stock car racing is that F1 vehicles are purpose-built to be fast, light, and demonstrate razor-sharp handling and performance. Stock cars, as the name suggests, are more like standard road-legal vehicles modified for speed and handling, and as such can’t reach the insane top speeds of F1 cars.

			.

				Anyway, the point is, Europe loves F1. You might assume that Europe also loves SunSoft Grand Prix, but in point of fact, I’ve been unable to find a single substantial review or retrospective on the game under its localized name—or even its original Japanese title, F1 Boy. Despite its localized release into the European market, this game seems to have slipped beneath the waves of anonymity. Like most sports and racing games that don’t involve Mario—people play them, enjoy them, then move along without the need to dwell overlong on their memories.

			.

				SunSoft Grand Prix does have the distinction of being the Game Boy’s first good racing game. I suppose Motocross Maniacs might qualify, but it wasn’t really your typical racer—whereas this is very much your traditional top-down F1 racing game. It doesn’t try to be a platformer like Motocross Maniacs, and it doesn’t involve any misguided attempts at goofy half-pipe tricks and cheap track hazards the way Dead Heat Scramble did. It’s simply a race for the pole position around convoluted tracks against seven other competitors, with the prize going to the car that manages to place first at the end of three laps.

			.

				SunSoft Grand Prix allows you to challenge more than a dozen different courses set around the world, and it offers players the opportunity to use a huge variety of different cars. You can select automatic or manual transmission, the size of your engine, and more. Automatic transmission cars tend to handle and accelerate better, while manual cars generally have higher top speeds. Realistically, it’s pretty pointless to use the automatic cars, as trying to rank in any vehicle with a top speed below 370 kilometers per hour is going to be a struggle. 

			.

				The game’s fastest car starts up like a station wagon and slides around corners with all the grace of a cow on ice, but once you manage to build up some momentum it’s essentially unstoppable. You can select the number of laps you want for each race—anything between 3 and 30—and the cars with higher speed caps excel when you allow each race to go on long enough to work through their glacial acceleration speeds.

			.

				Once the race begins, there are no surprises. If you choose a car that prioritizes fast acceleration versus a high top speed, you’ll pull ahead of the pack right away but struggle to maintain the lead. A slower-starting car with a higher top speed will begin sluggishly but reward players who can avoid driving over the track edges. Again, no surprises for anyone who’s ever played any racing game ever, but sometimes all you want is a good, steady example of a genre executed well. And that describes SunSoft Grand Prix to a T.

			.

				Its respectability shouldn’t come as too much of a surprise, given its pedigree... even if the name SunSoft Grand Prix is slightly misleading. SunSoft’s only real role in this game was to publish it in Europe. In Japan, ASK published F-1 Boy, and Lenar handled the actual development work. Of course, you’ll remember Lenar from the weird and wonderful Mercenary Force, and perhaps Deadly Towers for NES before that. The same technical skill the studio demonstrated for Mercenary Force—a kooky blend of Gradius and Bokosuka Wars—shines through here. The game moves smoothly, handles well, and feels quite fair. It even includes a few minor exploits for the canny player, namely the ability to drive over narrow portions of track dividers in order to take a shortcut and cut your race time. On top of that, it includes a number of different, jaunty chiptunes to accompany your drive.

			.

				All in all, a perfectly enjoyable racer... completely lost to history due to its close proximity to Nintendo’s F1 Race and that game’s stunning four-person link capabilities. Oh well. SunSoft Grand Prix may have vanished into obscurity due to circumstance, but it’s a well-crafted little racer, a real rarity on Game Boy. I don’t imagine much of anyone is hunting for single-player racing games for Game Boy in this day and age… but if the urge should ever strike, there are certainly worse racers.
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			maru’s mission

		

		
			おいらじゃじゃ丸!世界大冒険 • Oira Jajamaru! Sekai Daibouken

			Developer: TOSE 

			Publisher: Jaleco

			Genre: Platformer

			Release: Sept. 28, 1990 [JP] March 1991 [U.S.] 

			DMG-OJ

		

		
			It’s always a small thrill whenever Game Boy Works brings us to a release with an actual gaming legacy behind it, versus some random forgotten one-off like SunSoft Grand Prix or, I dunno, Card Game. But it’s more a thrill when that legacy adds up to a quality game—something that I’m afraid I can’t say is the case with Jaleco’s 1990 handheld creation, Maru’s Mission.

			.

				Maru’s Mission is a bizarre, sloppy mess of a game, one that seems to have been created with the hope that a single nifty graphical effect would make up for the fact that the rest of the game feels decidedly half-baked. But on the other hand, it does tie in with a long-running Jaleco legacy franchise… so that’s something. You may recall Jaleco’s Game Boy debut: A pinball title called Hero Shuugou! Pinball Party [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. While that game may have paled next to HAL’s spectacular Revenge of the Gator so far as handheld pinball sims go, Hero Shuugou did have one thing going for it: Cameos by a wide range of Jaleco mascot characters. That same mindset seems to have guided the creation of Maru’s Mission. It’s not particularly well-made, but hey: A beloved character!

			.

				Namely, Jajamaru-kun. Maru’s Mission shipped in Japan in September of 1990 under the name Oira Jajamaru! Sekai Daibouken, or roughly “Hey Jajamaru! A Big Adventure Around the World.” Maru’s Mission was essentially the Jaleco equivalent of Super Mario Land: A chance for the company’s biggest character to venture onto a new platform so players could enjoy his adventures on the go.

			.

				Between 1985 and 1991, Jaleco had released five different Jajamaru games on the Famicom. None of the Jajamaru series made its way to the U.S., though. The third game was supposed to come to America as Taro’s Quest, and fifth entry was apparently going to hit the States under the name Squashed; both efforts fizzled out, and we went sans-Jajamaru until the very first game showed up as a Virtual Console import selection for Wii. In other words, this is another case of a fairly well-known series in Japan that had almost no traction in the west during its peak era, similar to Falcom’s Dragon Slayer. Perhaps not coincidentally, the Jajamaru games struggled to lock down their identity from release to release as much as the Dragon Slayer series did.

			.

				The original Jajamaru-kun appears to have evolved from some early arcade-style platformers by UPL and Micro Cabin that had appeared in the early to mid ’80s under the name Ninja-kun. Jaleco distributed a couple of the Ninja-kun arcade games, and from that connection they appear to have adopted the protagonist for their own derivative-yet-original works, renaming him Jajamaru-kun but largely sticking to the original gameplay formula. This wasn’t particularly uncommon at the time; you can see famous examples of a distributor spinning a licensed title into its own new works in Midway’s questionable Pac-Man derivatives, or the divergence between Sega’s Wonder Boy and Hudson’s Adventure Island. A closer comparison to the Jajamaru situation might actually be found in Star Soldier, which started as Tehkan creation Star Force but somehow mutated into a Hudson mainstay.

			.

				Jaleco’s first Jajamaru-kun creation took the form of a simple platform game set in stages that were barely larger than a single screen. These very likely served as the inspiration for the “Guerrilla Warfare” levels of Bandai’s Ninja Kid [see NES Works Vol. II]. They definitely inspired the very first Robot Ninja Haggleman segment of Retro Game Challenge.

			.

				From there, the series basically chased every trend imaginable on Famicom: The second game became a scrolling platformer, like Super Mario Bros., while the third game jumped on the Dragon Quest role-playing bandwagon despite those RPG mechanics having zero precedent in its predecessors. The fourth game turned out to be a Legend of Zelda clone (and we’ll see a portable adaptation of that game in a future Game Boy Works volume with the game that actually did reach the U.S. as Ninja Taro), while the fifth and final game—the one almost localized as Squashed!—looks a heck of a lot like Super Mario Bros. 3 and Jaleco’s own Whomp ’Em (which, just to make this whole thing even more incestuous, was in fact the sequel to an adaptation of a Wonder Boy sequel).

			.

				To put it succinctly, there was not a lot of creativity or constancy at work in the Jajamaru-kun games. And that flighty approach to design likely accounts for the mediocrity of the series’ portable debut.

			.

				Maru’s Mission draws most heavily on the second Jajamaru-kun game, taking the form of a side-scrolling platformer set in very similar environments. Where Maru’s Mission stands apart from the rest of the series is in its settings. As the game’s Japanese title suggests, Maru’s Mission sends young Jajamaru around the world on a quest rather than taking place strictly in Japan. As usual for the franchise, he’s on a quest to save a girl—Cori, also known as Sakura in Japan. You don’t get to ride a giant frog around as you did in the second Famicom Jajamaru-kun game, but you’re still trying to rescue the same young woman from the same villain, and it’s still kinda janky... so, for the most part, it’s business as usual.

			.

				The abducted Cori keeps getting shuttled back and forth across the globe under the supervision of various monsters. It seems like a lot of trouble to go to for a simple kidnapping, but it does at least mean Maru (and players) get to see lots of different scenery.

			.

				Each of the game’s six stages contains both a mid-boss and a primary boss, and the mid-boss usually gives you a weapon required to defeat his sempai once you beat them. (So much for loyalty among bad guys.) Maru—who despite appearing like a typical dippy ’90s kid on the U.S. box art is very definitely a shuriken-chucking ninja in-game—defeats foes with throwing stars and collects his dead enemies’ souls for health boosts.

			.

				It’s more or less standard platforming design, and each stage has characters and occasionally mechanics that tie to its mythology. For example, in Romania your primary battle will be against Dracula, who can only be destroyed with the garlic weapon provided by Romanian mid-boss Wolfman. There are some amusing little details within the game’s bestiary, too; when you defeat a chimaera, for example, it breaks into its component creatures, which you have to destroy individually.

			.

				And... that’s about all the good there is to the game. Everything else about Maru’s Mission is kinda bad.

			.

				Let’s start with the most obvious thing, which is the game’s massive, constant, pervasive slowdown. We’ve seen some sluggish games on Game Boy before, but Maru’s Mission literally feels like it’s running at half-speed at all times. This game makes Gradius III [see Super NES Works Vol. I] look like a turbo-charged twitch exercise. At least that game had the one high-speed obstacle zone.

			.

				The sensation of slow-motion is only exacerbated by Maru’s floaty controls, which include a jump skill that appears to have no practical ceiling. The longer you hold down the jump button, the higher you jump... eventually going off the screen, if you want. There are certain zones where you can stick to the ceilings and play upside-down... but inconsistently, even within the same area. Maru’s Mission is spectacularly easy most of the way through thanks to the ease with which you can farm health items from defeated foes. But then it all changes when you reach bosses who erratically remain in their invincible attack modes almost indefinitely. So protected, they’ll whittle you down to zero health while offering you zero chance for retaliation. Since the game doesn’t include a continue feature of any sort, this means a playthrough can come to a sudden end if you have a run of bad luck against a late-game boss... because, whoops, you only get one life.

			.

				The whole game feels weirdly random, too, like the way you can be whisked to the very first boss within seconds of starting the game for no apparent reason. Sometimes you have to shoot spear guns at sharks in an underwater mode that comes out of nowhere. 

			.

				You can collect temporary weapons to use against regular enemies—some useful, others not—but you have spotty control over them. The mandatory anti-boss weapons don’t become available until you face the boss in question. Despite not being accessible until those sequences, you still have to press Select to activate these secondary weapons.

			.

				From start to finish, Maru’s Mission feels rushed and sloppy. There are the bones of a decent platformer lurking here, but it’s so badly realized that there’s no joy in playing it—especially when you constantly run the risk of getting stuck in a cheap, unfair, invincible boss pattern and being forced to start over from the beginning when you lose your single life.

			.

				Several online sources peg Maru’s Mission as having been programmed by TOSE. While TOSE has a pretty poor reputation, we’ve seen quite a few Game Boy productions by the studio, and all of them were far more competent than this. Given how much Maru’s Mission feels like a relative of TOSE’s actually quite good Ninja Kid for NES [see NES Works Vol. II], this release stands as a weird blip of lousiness from a studio that could at least be counted on to demonstrate some degree of technical skill under even the most dire of circumstances.

				On the plus side, the English-localized dialogue can be amusing on occasion, and the shimmering raster effect at the beginning of levels is kind of neat. On the whole, though, there’s not an awful lot to recommend Maru’s Mission unless you’re simply determined to build a collection of Jajamaru-kun games... no matter how underwhelming they may be.
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			wheel of fortune

		

		
			Developer: Data Design Interactive

			Publisher: GameTek

			Genre: Game show

			Release: Sept. 1990 [U.S.] 1990 [EU]

			DMG-WF

		

		
			Finally, it’s the quintessence of Game Boy: A Western-developed game built around a broad-ranging, popular property—a game that turned out incredibly poor yet still manages to be fairly inoffensive. The Game Boy experience in a nutshell. Yes, it’s Wheel of Fortune, and it’s perfectly tolerable as a Game Boy release despite scraping up against the system catalog’s utter bottom end in terms of technical prowess.

			.

				Western-developed games have been a rare occurrence so far on Game Boy, literally. We had Wizards and Warriors X to kick off 1990, and The Amazing Spider-Man appeared midway through the year... both developed by, yes, Rare. Neither of those particularly set the world on fire, but they did at least demonstrate some degree of technical competence. You can’t really say that for Wheel of Fortune. This is the worst-looking and worst-sounding game we’ve seen so far. Its music in particular is fascinatingly wretched.

			.

				And yet, as a game, I wouldn’t even place it in the bottom quartile of Game Boy titles to date. There was some utter, unplayable rubbish on Game Boy through the years, and this isn’t it... despite its many and obvious defects. 

			.

				This cartridge’s strength comes entirely from the charm of the source material. Wheel of Fortune transforms the long-running television game show by the same name into handheld form. While the translation is imperfect, the fundamental design of the actual TV concept holds up—despite barely legible graphics and some of the worst music ever to vomit from the Game Boy’s speaker. 

			.

				Visually, the game is a mess. A clumsy effigy of co-host Vanna White glitches her way across the screen to turn letters after you spin a wheel whose numeric values are almost indecipherable. Yeah, the Game Boy doesn’t exactly offer tremendous color depth, but the developers here didn’t even bother to reverse out the traditionally black “Bankrupt” space to be white-on-black. Since “Bankrupt” is written as B-O-O here and appears in the same color scheme as the other spaces, it looks exactly like the $800 space until it settles in for a nasty surprise.

			.

				Not that this take on Wheel is precisely the most mentally taxing game unless you play against another person. While most head-to-head Game Boy software we’ve seen has stacked things unfairly against the player in vs. CPU mode, Wheel of Fortune seems to have been tuned to give even the barely literate a competitive advantage. The CPU habitually chooses the least likely letter choices possible, always going immediately for Js and Qs first. You really have to work to lose… and even then, the computer often hands you the win even if you bumble through a now-obscure puzzle like “Alvin Ailey Dance Company.” Like many references in this cart, that’s one of those frozen-in-time puzzles you get from a game created 25 years ago. Alvin Ailey passed away shortly before this game was developed, so audiences of the day might have been more familiar with the name, but it’s not something you hear about on TV these days. Nevertheless, the computer will steadfastly refuse to go for the win as you grope your way to an unearned victory in such puzzles.

			.

				The TV show Wheel of Fortune itself currently stands as the longest-running game show in U.S. history. Wheel debuted in 1975, but it really hit its stride about a decade later. This game came along arguably around the time the show was at its peak popularity, the point at which hosts Vanna White and Pat Sajak had become household names thanks to their habit of showing up in American living rooms every weeknight as a light breather between the news and prime time shows.

			.

				Sajak and White continue to host the show, though over time they’ve gone from being America’s game show dad and hot game show step-mom to America’s corny game show grandparents. In many markets, they show up dutifully after Jeopardy! to give America’s poor overheated brains a bit of a breather with their show’s combination of simple language puzzles and dumb luck.

			.

				The show appears to be some kind of double Tarot reference: It takes its name from the Wheel of Fortune card, and the game itself is a variant on The Hanged Man... or rather, Hangman. It’s not quite as highbrow as all that, though. Players spin a roulette wheel imprinted with monetary values and, assuming it doesn’t land on a bad space, attempt to guess which letters have been hidden on a large display board. With a correct guess, the player is awarded the wheel’s current dollar value multiplied by the quantity of that letter Vanna reveals, and the player takes another spin.

			.

				Calling vowels is a sort of free action, to put it in RPG terms, but players have to pay for each vowel they call. And the wheel itself contains quite a few hazards, including “Miss a Turn” (which passes control of the wheel to the next player) and the aforementioned “Bankrupt” (which passes control of the wheel and wipes the offending player’s earnings to zero). The Game Boy adaptation holds to this format, in a simplified form. There’s a max of two players here versus the show’s three, and each game consists of only three puzzles plus the final round.  The third puzzle always takes the form of the obligatory “time’s up” challenge in which Sajak—who is never named or shown in this version—spins the wheel to fix its value, after which players take turns guessing a single letter until someone solves. The final round, of course, allows players to pick five consonants and a vowel and attempt to guess the solution in a few seconds based on that info.

			.

				It’s all perfectly pleasant, the kind of thing anyone with the ability to read English can pick up and play and enjoy. Technical considerations aside, the Game Boy adaptation treats the game about as well as can be expected on the hardware. You determine the force applied to a spin of the wheel with a simple slider, which can be cheesed—there’s a sweet spot that causes the wheel to land on the same space every time. Once you spin, you’re given a few seconds to select a letter, and solving mode gives you about 30 seconds to complete a puzzle by picking one letter at a time. It’s basic fare, but it works.

			.

				Wheel is a functional if somewhat unpleasant game show adaptation, and to its credit it was the first-ever game show adaptation for a portable system, so I should think it sold tremendously. It may not have looked or sounded good, but sometimes, it’s enough just to show up.
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			balloon kid

		

		
			Developer: Nintendo R&D1/Pax Softnica 

			Publisher: Nintendo

			Genre: Platformer

			Release: Oct. 1990 [U.S.] Jan. 1991 [EU]

			DMG-BT

		

		
			Metroid II is easily the best known member of the rare club known as “NES games that received their proper sequels on Game Boy.” But it wasn’t the first. No, the first was Balloon Fight, whose follow-up Balloon Kid improved on it in practically every way imaginable.

			.

				The NES took Nintendo from being a notable name in gaming to a permanent household fixture. The NES, then, had its clear and direct line of succession with the Super NES. But just before Super NES arrived on-scene, so too did Game Boy. And just as Nintendo’s game console line had branches and divisions, so did the company’s internal structure. The distinct development groups within Nintendo tended to gravitate toward different consoles.

			.

				Shigeru Miyamoto’s Entertainment Analysis Division focused its efforts wholly on Super NES as the ’80s wound down, putting their full resources into four impressive launch titles for the system: Super Mario World, Pilotwings, F-Zero, and SimCity [see Super NES Works Vol. I]. Meanwhile, Gunpei Yokoi’s R&D1 division had masterminded the Game Boy, so, unsurprisingly, that group applied a laser focus on developing handheld games rather than dwelling much on home console development during the portable system’s early days.

			.

				Their first few Game Boy releases had been a bit hit-or-miss. Almost a year and a half into the Game Boy’s life, though, and we begin to see some refinement at work as R&D1’s programmers and contractors find their footing within the handheld’s limitations. We’re also seeing a new phenomenon unfold, beginning here with Balloon Kid: The Game Boy as host platform for the true sequels to R&D1’s NES hits.

			.

				Now, we already saw R&D1 put together an NES follow-up back at launch with Super Mario Land [in Game Boy Works Vol. I]. That was an unusual case, though; Super Mario Land’s team had worked on several early Mario games, but not on Super Mario Bros. Nevertheless, Super Mario Land followed directly on from Super Mario Bros. in terms of its design. But no one on the planet looked at Super Mario Land and said, “Ah, yes, this is the next in the succession of Mario games, the true sequel.” It was clearly a side story meant to slot in between Super Mario Bros. 3 and Super Mario World, featuring a never-before-seen princess, villain, and kingdom.

			.

				Balloon Kid, on the other hand, absolutely feels like the true sequel to NES classic Balloon Fight [see NES Works Vol. II]. It takes that simple game and expands on it with a more rigid structure, a wider array of play mechanics, and even something akin to a story. R&D1 would famously take this approach with a number of their NES projects through the early ’90s, most famously with the aforementioned Metroid II, as well as Kid Icarus: Of Myths and Monsters. Balloon Kid tends to go overlooked and unregarded in the annals of Nintendo history… and yet, it very much represents a continuation of a beloved NES creation.

			.

				The original Balloon Fight saw Nintendo somewhat uncharacteristically working in “shameless clone” mode, lifting the design and mechanics of Williams’ arcade smash Joust almost wholesale. Putting aside its derivative nature, Balloon Fight’s two-player cooperative arena action was every bit as fun as the game that inspired it. On top of that, the NES version featured an addictive bonus mode called Balloon Trip, which was accompanied by an upbeat Hip Tanaka-composed melody that’s impossible for any real human being to hate. 

			.

				Here on Game Boy, Balloon Kid retains Balloon Fight’s primary arena combat action in the form of the head-to-head Vs. Mode. It also includes Balloon Trip as well, with the same great music. But while those represented the entirety of the NES game, Balloon Kid demotes them to mere secondary modes.

			.

				Instead, the focus here rests primarily on the all--new story mode, an eight-stage variant on Balloon Trip in which a girl named Alice wings her way right to left in an effort to rescue her idiot brother. Balloon Kid reverses the usual direction of platforming action, it reverses 8-bit video game gender roles, and it reverse the myth of Icarus—Alice’s brother carried too many balloons at once and vanished into the sky, like a herald of the fraudulent “balloon boy” hoax from a few years back.

			.

				While this adventure derives its general design from Balloon Trip, with auto-scrolling action across the sky, Balloon Kid adds a lot of new ideas to the sandbox. For one thing, the hazards you need to avoid are far more diverse than the tiny star-sparks of Balloon Trip.  Alice has to dodge birds, lightning bolts, helmeted bad guys drifting in from the original Balloon Fight, and more. She even has to fight bosses, which she accomplishes by dropping onto their heads.

			.

				Oh, right—that’s the biggest change here. While Balloon Kid definitely emphasizes flight, the game falls pretty solidly into the platformer genre, adding ground-based mechanics to the mix. At any point, you can press the B button to cause Alice to drop her balloons and become grounded. On the ground, she plays like pretty much any other platform game hero, running and jumping. Her controls are a bit slippery, and her jump is tough to get a handle on thanks to its floatiness... not to mention Alice’s tendency to rebound off platforms at vigorous angles.

			.

				While dropping Alice to the ground would seem to be antithetical to the entire premise of a game about flying around on balloons, it’s not a permanent affliction. While on the ground, you can tap down on the D-pad to inflate a replacement balloon. Four taps fully inflates a balloon, and eight taps gives you two balloons. Running around becomes necessary to complete the game, especially in later levels. Many times you’ll have to squeeze through areas too narrow for balloons to fit into, and most of the game’s secrets—including bonus stages hidden inside of giant Game Boys—require you to duck through such narrow passages. There’s a lot of nuance to Alice’s ability to release balloons. For one thing, they don’t simply disappear once you let go; instead, they float gently away, and it’s entirely possible to leap up and grab them right away, removing the need to inflate replacements. In fact, that’s more or less how you beat the game’s bosses: Drop onto their heads from a low altitude and use the rebound to snatch your balloons back immediately.

			.

				It’s worth noting that most aerial enemies can’t actually harm Alice—they act more like pinball bumpers and cause her to ricochet away. Instead, flying monsters pose a threat to Alice’s balloons. Most of the game’s world consists of wide expanses of open water, and if she drops into the water she loses a life… not so much because she can’t swim as because of the giant, hungry fish lurking in the ocean. As in Balloon Fight, enemies tend to be covered in lots of pointy bits that will pop one of Alice’s two balloons upon contact.

			.

				You can float around with just a single balloon if need be, but having a second inflated provides a sort of buffer. Any time you find yourself with only a single balloon, you can drop onto a patch of solid ground and pump up a replacement. This doesn’t exactly turn Balloon Kid into a cakewalk, though—unlike aerial enemies, the hazards you encounter on the ground can do Alice bodily harm and must be avoided at all costs. That can be tricky in tight spaces thanks to the girl’s slippery controls, and it’s no coincidence that the game’s difficulty spikes wildly in the last three stages… right around the time you’re forced to undertake a number of ground-based platforming challenges. Balloon Kid is a bit of a breeze up until that point, but once you’re forced to spend extended periods without flight, you finally get to see the murder that was gleaming in the game’s eyes all along.

			.

				Despite Balloon Kid’s transition from lightweight romp to esteem-crushing death gauntlet in its final leg, it’s a great little game. The multiplayer gives it plenty of replay value even beyond the standard mode, and the new take on the NES’s Balloon Trip is one of the more challenging things you’ll ever find on Game Boy. With its controls and physics re-tuned to match the core story mode, Balloon Trip on Game Boy is crazy hard... probably because the newly re-tuned mechanics were based around a more forgiving game design in which players could take a hit and still survive, and even pause to restore their missing balloon. Balloon Trip is all one-hit kills and aerial maneuvering, and it’s absolutely unforgiving.

			.

				In a lot of ways, Balloon Kid feels like a sort of culmination of the pre-Metroid work by director Yoshio Sakamoto and the R&D1 division. After all, the team really loved the idea of auto-scrolling platformers with inventive control schemes: Think Gyromite’s sleepwalker mode, or Sakamoto’s own Gumshoe for NES [see NES Works Vol. I and II]. Balloon Kid marries those concepts to Balloon Fight to create, basically, the definitive R&D1 auto-platformer.

			.

				Balloon Kid shares another similarity with Gumshoe: It appears to have been designed specifically for U.S. and European release. The Game Boy version of Balloon Kid never shipped in Japan; instead, co-developer Pax Softnica reworked it for Sanrio as a Famicom game called Hello Kitty World. Indeed, the original Game Boy creation wouldn’t make its way to Japanese handheld enthusiasts until a full decade had passed from its American debut, when it finally shipped as Balloon Fight GB. Japan got the last laugh there, though: Balloon Fight GB appeared on Game Boy Color and sported a nice, bright visual overhaul.

			.

				Don’t go looking for a copy of Balloon Fight GB at Japanese flea markets, though. The game never received an official retail release. It was only available through the “Nintendo Power” flash cart system that allowed customers to download games to a rewritable cartridge at convenience stores. At this point, the only physical copies of it remaining in the world are either bootlegs or old flash carts that have yet to be purged by their owners.

			.

				It’s also worth noting that you can see Nintendo’s localization philosophy taking shape here. The game’s first stage takes place against a backdrop of school implements, including pencils, so NOA’s writers declared her and her dippy brother to be residents of… Pencilvania. 

			.

				Sadly, Nintendo wouldn’t do much with the Balloon Fight concept beyond Balloon Kid. This really feels like the ultimate expression of that game’s premise—people floating around on balloons—and rather than belabor the point the studio was content to draw a line under this one and call it a day. Beyond 1990, Balloon Fight has more or less been reduced to cameos in larger games like Animal Crossing and Smash Bros. The closest thing to a proper follow-up came in 2007, when Nintendo and Vanderpool created a Balloon Fight remake for DS starring omnipresent Legend of Zelda weirdo Tingle. Alas, Tingle’s Balloon Fight only shipped in Japan, and strictly as a reward for the defunct Club Nintendo customer loyalty system. It’s pretty easy to get ahold of these days… though sadly, it was based strictly on the NES and Vs. Unisystem versions of Balloon Fight, meaning it lacked an analogue to Balloon Kid’s story mode. (Speaking of Vs. Balloon Fight, a Switch release via Hamster’s Arcade Classic Archives series is pending as of this writing.)

			.

				Nintendo did republish Balloon Kid on 3DS Virtual Console, and unlike Maru’s Mission, it’s definitely worth the four bucks they’re asking for it... despite the lack of support for multiplayer in that reissue. This is a fun, charming little adventure, and the ability to weasel your way through the hard parts with save states does a lot to mitigate its more frustrating moments.

			.

				R&D1 would follow up with more sequels to their most famous NES works, but this is a great start. Sure, Game Boy lacked the power of the Super NES, but for a fairly simple and breezy game like Balloon Kid, the monochrome portable was absolutely perfect. It’s a Game Boy classic.
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			mr. chin’s

			gourmet paradise

		

		
			Developer: Romstar

			Publisher: Romstar

			Genre: Arcade

			Release: Oct. 1990 [U.S.] 

			DMG-GP

		

		
			We’ve already seen at least one Game Boy creation that would go on to enjoy a sequel on NES—specifically, Capcom’s spectacular Gargoyle’s Quest [seen in Game Boy Works Vol. I]. But of all of the Game Boy works ever to show up again later on a console, the most unlikely—or if nothing else, the least-known—has to be Romstar’s arcade-style platformer Mr. Chin’s Gourmet Paradise.

			.

				Assuming, of course, that this actually is an NES prequel. See, the eponymous Mr. Chin also appeared in another NES game released by the same publisher right around the same time that debuted: Thunder & Lightning, a rather esoteric puzzler. However, the actual origins of and relationship between these two games is fuzzy at best. Gourmet Paradise shipped in the U.S. in October 1990; a planned Japanese release for the following year evidently ended up being scrapped. Meanwhile, Thunder & Lightning looks to have showed up in both American and Japanese arcades a few months later, in December 1990. Its NES adaptation launched around the same time, with a Famicom conversion called Family Block dropping midway through 1991.

			.

				So, by all appearances, Mr. Chin’s Gourmet Paradise launched before Thunder & Lightning. However, Thunder & Lightning had been co-developed by Seta and a company called Visco (which is still around but has long since abandoned video games in favor of manufacturing televisions and slot machines). Meanwhile, Gourmet Paradise has no in-game credits, and its developer is unknown; online sources list it as Romstar, but that seems unlikely. A California-based company, Romstar existed entirely to publish and distribute Japanese arcade and console games; to my knowledge, the company never actually sold games, so taking this lone foray into Game Boy development seems unlikely.

			.

				This is one of those cases where obscurity and a profound lack of interest by the general public makes it almost impossible to fully understand the true origins of this game. A likely guess: Romstar had the weirdly ambitious idea to create a mascot character out of Mr. Chin, the protagonist of Thunder & Lightning, and either commissioned a game based around him or (more likely) grabbed the rights to some mediocre work-in-progress Game Boy platformer and said, “Hey, could you change the hero of your game into our mildly racist Chinese caricature?”

			.

				Aside from Mr. Chin himself, Thunder & Lightning has almost nothing in common with Gourmet Paradise. The former is an Arkanoid clone that swipes its presentation gimmick from the bonus screens of Nintendo’s Pinball for NES [see NES Works Vol. I]—you know, the mini-stages where you play to rescue Pauline, with Mario holding the paddle aloft over his head. It very direct lifts its other core mechanics from Arkanoid, shamelessly swiping several elements of that game—including the power-up capsules that sometimes descended from broken blocks in the playing field. It’s not bad, as shameless derivatives go (although it would be more fun if Visco and Seta had gone all-in and integrated support for the Vaus controller for NES that shipped with Taito’s game).

			.

				Gourmet Paradise, however, plays more like a game in the Mario Bros. [see NES Works Vol. II] vein. A steady stream of enemies pours onto the screen, and Mr. Chin has to defeat them with his limited capabilities. Specifically, he transforms them into peaches and eats them. I guess this is where the “gourmet paradise” name comes into play, although it’s kind of a stretch: The only food here is... peaches. Not just any ol’ peaches, though… ambulatory peaches. It’s kind of weird.

			.

				Given the Chinese theme of the game, I have to assume these were really intended to be steamed pork buns. But since this was targeted at American kids circa 1990 and Pixar’s Bao was still decades away from breaking America’s hearts while expanding America’s culinary horizons, they’re framed as peaches. 

			.

				The game works like this: Enemies wander and waddle around the screen, and as many as four can appear at a time. They’re deadly to the touch, but Mr. Chin isn’t defenseless against them. He can lay down small barriers that obstruct the monsters. Once you place two barriers on the same level, you can transform any enemies trapped between them into peaches, which you can collect and eat. The more peaches you devour in a row, the higher the point multiplier you earn: 200 points, then 400, then 800, and finally 1600.

			.

				There are a few minor mechanical details to make note of here: You can smash bricks by leaping into them, and Mr. Chin can pass through certain types of floor that the monsters can’t. Also, every third stage is a bonus level in which walking peaches march across the screen and you need to collect as many as possible. And finally, you don’t earn points—you collect “calories.” In short, it feels like they were reaching  hard for some sort of novelty here, but it didn’t quite pan out.

			.

				Mr. Chin’s Gourmet Paradise may represent Romstar’s attempt to create a corporate mascot by dropping him into a Mario Bros.-alike, but there’s a reason we never saw a sequel. As a protagonist, Mr. Chin basically looks like Japanese food mascot Anpanman transformed into a doughy Chinese caricature. Meanwhile, as a game, Gourmet Paradise lacks the substance of a true masterpiece; it consists of eight endlessly looping stages that never feel particularly difficult—at least, not outside of the mild frustration introduced by the somewhat stiff control mechanics.

			.

				At the very least, it would have been more interesting if Romstar (or whoever developed the game) had stolen Mario Bros’s best feature, its multiplayer action. The central mechanic here, which involves surrounding enemies with traps, begs for cooperative play and mutual sabotage. That’s nowhere to be found, though, and as a result amounts to simply another forgotten, unremarkable Game Boy release by an anonymous developer and a long-vanished publisher. Its ties to an equally forgotten NES game—enigmatic as they are—haven’t helped  remain in the public consciousness, either. It’s a strange little blip in video game history.
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			うおーズ • Wars

			Developer: Salio

			Publisher: Towa Chiki [JP] Sofel [U.S.]

			Genre: Action 

			Release: Oct. 5, 1990 [JP] April 1991 [U.S.] 

			DMG-US

		

		
			Every system worth its salt on the collector’s market has its holy grails: Games that have become so vanishingly rare or expensive that they’ve become the impossible stumbling blocks for anyone hoping to build a complete run of that system’s library. Even Virtual Boy, which didn’t even see two dozen official releases around the world, has several games that run upwards of $1000. Game Boy, too, has its own chase pieces.

			.

				They’re not as well known as NES’s grails, though. Anyone who has been collecting for long has heard of Little Samson, Panic Restaurant, or Surprise at Dinosaur Peak. EarthBound? Banal. Rendering Ranger? Old news. Game Boy grails, on the other hand, tend to get a lot less press, because so few people actually care about Game Boy? It’s always been the forgotten child, the system for kids, the second-stringer. So its most prized releases tend to be far less known. Maybe you’ve heard of Avenging Spirit and Kid Dracula, but what about the really weird stuff? Stuff like Sumo Fighter or Bamse—games that would sell complete for a thousand bucks if a complete copy ever went up for auction. Which it doesn’t, because no one knows or cares. 

			.

				And then there’s this little gem: Fish Dude. 

			.

				Fish Dude perfectly embodies the essence of the Game Boy holy grail. It rarely goes up for auction, and when it does appear it’s often with an insultingly huge price tag attached. In fact, that’s why you see the Japanese packaging here, despite the game’s U.S. release. While the cartridge and manual were lent to Game Boy Works by Armen Ashekian, I’ve been unable to track down the U.S. box for the game—despite casting a net far and wide. Alas, even people with near-complete Game Boy collections haven’t been able to help. It’s not that it’s a particular precious or worthwhile game… it’s just that no one owned it or kept it around.

			.

				It’s not hard to understand why. This is, after all, a game called Fish Dude. It really comes off as a game for which a team of marketing people looked deep into their souls and asked, “How can we make this product as unappealing as possible?” It’s too bad, really, because over in Japan Fish Dude had a great title: Uoozu, or Wars. A little cumbersome for American tongues, perhaps, but a great linguistic pun that plays off the Japanese word for “fish” and the Japanese pronunciation of the English word “wars.” But over here, we just got “Fish Dude.”

			.

				There’s not really much to the game. It consists of a mere nine stages, making it about as slight as Mr. Chin’s Gourmet Paradise—though a lot less toothless. On the contrary, Fish Dude can be as ridiculously difficult as Gourmet Paradise was limp. Simply getting through the first stage can be a test of skill and patience, as the game world is populated by deadly foes who pursue poor Fish Dude and will devour him aggressively.

			.

				Here’s a basic breakdown of the action: You control a tiny fish swimming around through underwater mazes, attempting to devour a set number of tinier fishes so you can grow to your next evolutionary state or whatever. Meanwhile, you need to dodge ravenous larger fish—there’s always a bigger fish—who hope to eat you in turn. It’s kind of like Pac-Man, except brutally difficult; the camera viewpoint is zoomed in extremely close to the action, and everything moves at a rapid clip, which means enemies can appear from off-screen be on top of you within a split second.

			.

				To make things even more difficult, it takes Fish Dude a moment to gulp down his victims, leaving you motionless and defensive as you masticate. If you accidentally bump into a little fish while evading a bigger one, you’re basically dead, as your jaw flaps pathetically on your unwanted meal. While you can technically spit out a fish without eating it to save time, everything happens so quickly there may be no room to do so.

			.

				You can also evade big fish by leaping out of the water, but this mechanic also falls athwart of the zoomed-in viewpoint. Seagulls and boats (crewed by hungry kittens) patrol the surface of the water, and the cramped camera means that you may not realize danger lurks above until you’ve leapt from the water and it’s too late.

			.

				The premise of eating enemies to grow to the next stage has been explored in quite a few other games, such as E.V.O. for Super NES, Cubivore for GameCube, and the early phases of Will Wright’s magnificent flop Spore. It’s never been done as unremarkably as it is here, though. The growth mechanic actually works to your detriment: The further you venture into the game, the larger Fish Dude grows. This leaves you less room for evasion and makes it harder to slip between narrow spaces to safety. This is kind of a clever idea, but in practice it also works out to be kind of frustrating. 

			.

				It’s worth noting, though, that Fish Dude does offer players one advantage: You have a friend in the form of octopuses that live in several of the stages. When you bump into an octopus, you’ll cause the screen colors to invert—presumably to represent ink being sprayed into the water—and while the screen is scrambled, you’re briefly safe from the big fish.

			.

				Finally, the gameplay changes for the ninth and final stage. Here, Fish Dude becomes what the manual refers to as a “death match” wherein it’s just you and a few big fish swimming around trying to avoid a human diver while turning the tables on your foes. If you can chomp a big fish’s tail here, you can eat it. Gulp down three of them and you win, game over, with the option to play again at an even higher difficulty level.

			.

				And that’s the entirety of this game. Not much, right? It’s not the worst thing ever, but it’s also nothing to write home about. Certainly not the kind of game that should cost upwards of $50 on the after market for the cartridge alone. But, well, that’s the thing about Fish Dude.  It’s wildly expensive because who would have bought this game back in the day? It has a terrible name, unengaging box art, a middling premise, and hails from a trio of almost completely unknown, under-the-radar corporations.

			.

				So far as I can tell, its reputed developer, Salio, produced a grand total of four games in the course of its brief existence on this earth. The most interesting thing about those four games is that two of them were licensed from Tecmo and comprised the only two third-party titles ever to be published on SEGA’s Mark III console, the Japanese equivalent of the Master System: Argus no Juujiken (aka Rygar) and Solomon’s Key. Fish Dude would be the company’s fourth and final creation.

			.

				Japanese publisher Towa Chiki we’ve seen already on Game Boy Works as the company behind the perfectly mundane classic board game adaptation Taikyoku Renju [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. As with Salio, Fish Dude would be the final video game from Towa Chiki, too.

			.

				In fact, the only company that appears to have survived the creation of Fish Dude was U.S. publisher Sofel, one of the forgotten nobodies of the 8-bit era. Sofel is probably best known for the Casino Kid games, which have a decent reputation among NES fans. After releasing Fish Dude here, the company’s U.S. branch would go on to publish Z-tier NES titles KlashBall and Dragon Fighter, as well as TKO Super Championship Boxing for Super NES. Soon after that, however, the company retreated back to Japan-only publishing before fading from existence from even that market a few years later.

			.

				There’s really nothing happy in the Fish Dude legacy. It’s an unremarkable game created by doomed companies, and you can expect to pay dearly for the questionable privilege of playing it. About the only thing Fish Dude really has going for it is the fact that its U.S. branding and marketing are the platonic ideal of the garbage The Simpsons would make fun of a few years later with “The Itchy & Scratchy & Poochie Show.” 

			.

				Sadly, Salio died on the way back to its home planet. 
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			SDガンダム外伝 ラクロアンヒーローズ • 

				SD Gundam Gaiden: Lacroan Heroes

			Developer: Human Entertainment

			Publisher: Bandai

			Genre: RPG

			Release: Oct. 6, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-LHJ

		

		
			Lacroan Heroes—full title SD Gundam Gaiden: Lacroan Heroes—is as bad in its own way as fellow Gundam spin-off Kunitori Monogatari [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. It also demonstrates just how badly Bandai overextended the Gundam brand. This is, after all, a sub-spin-off of Gundam spin-off SD Gundam… but this SD Gundam spin-off has nothing to do with the SD Sengokuden spin-offs we’ve already seen.

			.

				On the contrary, Lacroan Heroes was the most inevitable video game adaptation of Gundam ever. Where SD Sengokuden is based on a weird sub-franchise in which Gundam mobile suits take on the roles of key figures during Japan’s Warring States era [for more, see Nobunaga’s Ambition, page 170], Lacroan Heroes is instead based on the European-tinged Knight Gundam iteration of the SD Gundam line.

			.

				As the name suggests, Knight Gundam is a giant mobile suit that is, somehow, also a living knight in the service of the queen of Lacroa, a realm reminiscent of medieval Europe. The thing is, though, Knight Gundam’s faux-England isn’t based on actual history such as Arthurian legend or anything; instead, it’s presented as a parody of Dragon Quest. Not only that, but Knight Gundam appears to have been specifically designed by Bandai and animation studio Sunrise as a sort of multimedia brand.

			.

				By 1990, more than a decade after the debut of Yoshiyuki Tomino’s original Gundam concept, the franchise’s central thrust had followed along the same path as Star Wars: The central product of the franchise had long since ceased to be the anime and films. Somewhere along the way, they had become props to support the lucrative Gundam merchandising business. So, the Knight Gundam cartoon came into existence to provide a new line of model kits... and games like this. 

			.

				The SD Gundam Gaiden anime to which this game serves as a supplemental tie-in appeared in four original video animation releases between March 1990 and March ’91. This related game, Lacroan Heroes, debuted at around the midpoint of that run: Oct. 6 1990. That’s only half a year after SD Gundam Gaiden’s launch, which is an impossibly short amount of time to put together a decent role-playing game. And that surely explains why this ranks among the worst of the Dragon Quest knockoffs to spring up in Japan in the late ’80s and early ’90s. 

			.

				“Dragon Quest knockoff,” by the way, is not really a criticism of the game, since that was the intended goal. The title screen looks like Dragon Quest’s logo, and the main theme sounds like a mix of the Dragon Quest theme and “Greensleeves.” Lacroan Heroes isn’t good, but on this level, at least, it works as intended.

			.

				The idea of an RPG revolving around giant mech suits could be pretty unique—in fact, that’s basically what Tetsuya Takahashi’s Xeno games are. Lacroan Heroes, however, lacks any real ambition, or any sort of rigor of thought as to what it means for a role-playing game to involve enormous mechanical suits. The Gundam mobile suits themselves become the characters here, lacking pilots, so rather than getting any sort of wild sci-fi concepts with humans struggling to make their mechs work in an age of swords and sorcery, you basically just have a Dragon Quest clone with cute robots taking on the roles of standard RPG tropes. And even that’s not consistent: The first monsters you fight are Goblins and Slimes, which are in fact chubby little monsters rather than chubby little monster-looking versions of mobile suits.

			.

				Admittedly, I played very little of Lacroan Heroes. This is one of those wretched 8-bit RPGs designed to pad out a scant story with endless grinding for experience points. At experience level 1, your party can only realistically take on a single monster at a time. You’ll find yourself dying repeatedly as you stumble into groups of two or more monsters until you can grind up some levels by lucking into a rare manageable battle. Get a manageable random encounter, save, repeat. The game is balanced in a way that it’s entirely possible to enter a permanently unwinnable state, since you have to pay to heal, pay even more to resurrect a fallen comrade, and some of the early mobs yield no cash despite being able to ruin your party before you even take a turn.

			.

				In looking ahead at other people’s footage of the later game, it becomes clear that nothing ever really changes. Each meager bit of progress you make immediately greets you with a meat wall of stronger enemies, which means more grinding. It’s such a miserable take on the RPG that despite sitting at the intersection of RPGs and Gundam—two of the most enthusiastic and devoted Venn diagram circles of fandom imaginable—no one has bothered to create a fan translation of the game. The only guidance that exists in English is a comprehensive walkthrough; and as you might expect, it could easily be a description of every generic 8-bit RPG ever designed. You go on mundane fetch quests for people in order to open up new roads for progression. Your inventory consists of things like medical herbs and magic spells, with only the occasional acknowledgment that, oh yes, you’re piloting a giant robot suit through medieval England. Those concessions amount to rust being a negative status condition, and your strongest magic attack being a callback to the Solar Ray super-weapon from the original M.S. Gundam series.

			.

				Otherwise, though, it’s all walking around castles, talking to people, buying equipment, and slowly grinding your way through sloppily balanced enemy encounters in the wilderness. We’ve seen several role-playing adventures on Game Boy to date, and this is by far the least competent or interesting of them all. Final Fantasy Legend had its weirdness going for it; Ayakashi no Shiro made a genuine effort to transplant RPG tropes into feudal Japan; and The Sword of Hope combined RPG and graphical adventure elements to fascinating effect. Lacroan Heroes, on the other hand, is nothing more than a lackluster paint-by-numbers Dragon Quest clone, cynically designed from top to bottom.

			.

				Who do we blame for this disaster? We can direct that primarily at Bandai and Sunrise. Again, they clearly created this soulless exercise in exploiting children’s love of Dragon Quest and giant robots in the least admirable way imaginable. Probably less culpable was Human Entertainment, the developer on this joint. As a studio, Human repeatedly demonstrated its love of weird, interesting ideas when left to its own devices—see also the likes of S.O.S., The Firemen, Clock Tower, and Monster Party. This, however, was a contract job for Bandai, a company notorious for blasting the market with a rapid churn of tie-in projects as quickly and cheaply as possible. Even Human’s work-for-hire projects could be quite good, as we saw with HAL Wrestling. But HAL is a publisher that cares. Bandai was a publisher that, again, favored quick and cheap. And Lacroan Heroes definitely qualifies as quick and cheap.

			.

				If there’s a silver lining to this game, is that it reaffirms the Game Boy’s place as the handheld counterpart to the NES and Famicom. The same trite crap that flooded Nintendo’s home console found purchase here, too. Not the brightest of silver linings… but it did mean that Game Boy could potentially play host to worthwhile console adaptations, too, from time to time.
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			信長の野望 ゲームボーイ版 • Nobunaga no Yabou: Game Boy-ban

			Developer: Koei/Inis

			Publisher: Koei

			Genre: Simulation/Strategy

			Release: Oct. 10, 1990 [JP] March 1991 [U.S.] 

			DMG-NY

		

		
			Another major game publisher makes its debut on Game Boy: Koei, the durable simulation specialist that now comprises the better half of Koei Tecmo. And can you believe it, they come to Game Boy with… yes, a simulation. After suffering through a handful of really terrible licensed strategy RPGs from Bandai and Banpresto, Game Boy fans must have been relieved when Koei arrived and said, “Was it strategy? I will show you how!” Or perhaps not; this isn’t precisely the kind of thing young Game Boy fans would necessarily have been into. It seems better suited for the older types.

			.

				This handheld adaptation of Koei classic Nobunaga’s Ambition is, well, a handheld adaptation of Nobunaga’s Ambition. With all that entails. No doubt it had appeal to those who had been drawn to Game Boy by the likes of Yakuman and Tetris. For kids, however, Koei’s works tend to be a bit on the complex side—not to mention the opaque side. Compared to something like SD Sengokuden [see Game Boy Works Vol. I], Nobunaga’s Ambition has a lot more depth and substance; it also has a lot more math, along with far fewer cool robot fighters, and approximately zero in the way of player guidance.

			.

				The SD Sengokuden comparison isn’t frivolous, incidentally. That oddball Gundam game used strategy game mechanics to cover the same period of history as Nobunaga’s Ambition. Both sims take place in Japan’s warring states era, and the ambitious warlord Oda Nobunaga figures heavily into both games. The difference here is that Nobunaga isn’t depicted as a mobile suit, and you have to use intelligent leadership and resource management in order to win the day.

			.

				Nobunaga’s Ambition allows you to play as one of more than a dozen different 16th century feudal lords in their attempt to unite central Japan through alliances, conflict, and diplomacy. The Game Boy version follows on the heels of the NES game by the same name, which in turn was a console adaptation of an older game that had first appeared on Japanese home computers back in 1983. It was designed by Koei co-founder Youichi Erikawa, who (along with his wife) had launched the company five years prior to that, when they were both still in college. Nobunaga’s Ambition became their breakout hit, and it changed Koei’s focus as a software company from business applications to games—frequently with a strategic and historic bent that reflect the impact of this game.

			.

				By no means is this a straight conversion of a nearly decade-old PC title, though. Koei tweaked each new version of their golden goose with additional content and revamped graphics. The actual source version for the NES game was Nobunaga’s Ambition: Zenkokuden, 1986’s PC-based update to the original game that improved the graphics and expanded the scope of the campaign from 17 kingdoms to 50. Due to the limitations of the Game Boy platform, this conversion scales the adventure back considerably from the NES game—it offers far fewer menu commands per turn and narrows the scope of the campaign back down to the 17 central prefectures—while still retaining some of Zenkokuden’s revisions.

			.

				It’s not all about downscaling, though. At the same time, this port adds a huge number of generals for potential recruitment over previous versions. So, while Koei obviously had to put forth significant effort to get such an involved game up and running within the Game Boy’s limitations, this isn’t some stripped-down port. Instead, it makes simple compromises while attempting to maintain depth.

			.

				The interface graphics, for example, have been streamlined in order to make all the information you need to take in somewhat legible on the tiny screen. The color-coding used in other versions to denote territories is obviously out of the mix on a monochrome system; here colors are replaced by patterns, which gives the whole thing a sort of ’80s Mac game vibe.

			.

				What Nobunaga’s Ambition definitely doesn’t add on Game Boy is any sort of guidance or context. You begin the game by selecting your favorite warlord and rolling for their stat breakdown. You can roll and re-roll these as in an RPG, but each feudal lord of Japan has his or her own stat tendencies. That means you’re never going to be able to roll a completely terrible Nobunaga or Tokugawa, and you’ll never get an awesome Saito or Hetakeya.  Another factor in your selection of character to control will be that each ruler has a predefined territory based on the geography of those actual regions of Japan. Each one comes with fixed terrain advantages or setbacks, and their castle always appears in the same location, so you have to factor in those considerations irrespective of the lord’s personal stats.

			.

				It’s a lot to take in at once, and things don’t get any more accessible once you choose your campaign and leap into your quest to conquer Honshu. You’re dropped immediately into a menu screen full of stats and command options and left to your own devices. It’s definitely a game to play with a manual, or better yet with a walkthrough, because the in-game text does nothing to ease you in.

			.

				In short, this is a time-based campaign in which you attempt to jockey for control of Japan through conquest and alliances. Each turn comprises a season of a year, and time factors in to the long term of the action: Your daimyou can actually die of old age if you play for too long. Certain recurring factors come into play based on time of year, such as the prospect of a monsoon in the spring and the fact that you need to pay your army its salary each fall.

			.

				Mostly, though, you spend the game looking at a screen of icons and numbers. These represent things like your tax rate, the amount of cash and food you have on hand, and the commands you can execute per turn.

			.

				You’re allowed to take a single action per turn, which is to say per season. You can develop your kingdom’s infrastructure or hire soldiers and retainers, which costs money, or you can perform free actions like training up your army. Once you select your action for the season, the game updates you on notable actions by other leaders and the advent of events like a plague outbreak or a civil uprising. It all takes place in extremely abstract terms, and it’s difficult to get a real sense of your goings-on. 

			.

				Fortunately, this is one of those rare battery-backed Game Boy carts, so you can record your progress regularly and experiment with different actions. There’s no shame in this, since there’s a certain degree of randomness in every choice you make, and sometimes a computer action breaks the wrong way for you several years into a successful campaign. For instance, if you choose to invest in fields, you might enjoy a bumper crop, which you can sell off in exchange for cash… or nothing might happen. You can try to arrange an alliance with a rival kingdom through marriage, or send a ninja assassin to kill off another daimyou, both of which cost money and seem to have very expensive random outcomes.

			.

				The only aspect of the game over which you have any real direct control are the combat sequences, which play out by way of a simplistic war sim. You field an army and take turns moving your pieces around, clashing with rival forces. These engagements aren’t about total domination but rather conquering (or protecting) the region’s castle and the first regiment of the army. Once either of those elements has been conquered on either side, the battle is lost.

			.

				As the game proceeds, you continue to take turns and make choices that often have no immediate outcome or feedback. You fend off invaders and make occasional forays into the realm of conquest, until eventually you’ve conquered Japan... or else you lose. The game doesn’t necessarily end if your daimyou dies—if your castle is conquered, that’s it, but often you’ll have an opportunity to choose a successor when your leader falls.

			.

				It’s a difficult and complicated game, and it doesn’t help that there’s so little transparency in your actions. You spend a lot of time juggling numbers and diving deep into menus to peep the traits of various people or kingdoms, and it can be hard to know if you’re making the right choices until you manage to move the needle on conquest.

			.

				It’s a good game, of course, but this isn’t really the optimal format for it. I can’t honestly imagine anyone wanting to revisit this version of Nobunaga’s Ambition today. The series has shown up on nearly every platform imaginable by now, and this scaled-down version feels crowded and small compared to those alternative takes.

			.

				That said, you can easily see how Nobunaga’s Ambition would have clicked with its audience back in 1990. Even scaled down as it may be, this is a proper strategy simulation in portable form, with a no-fuss save feature—no passwords!—and a pretty solid recreation of one of the medium’s formative classics. It’s a no-frills, no-nonsense, no-holds-barred strategy title for Game Boy, and it’s the first of its kind. As with other portable firsts like Final Fantasy Legend and Super Mario Land, that gives it a certain historic import and makes it worthy of respect… even if time hasn’t been entirely kind to it.
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			アストロラビー • Astro Rabby

			Developer: Cyclone System

			Publisher: IGS

			Genre: Platforming

			Release: Oct. 12, 1990 [JP]

			DMG-ARA

		

		
			This is the sort of game that Game Boy Works exists to document. Astro Rabby is not a timeless classic. It’s not a portable masterpiece. It’s not the greatest game you’ll ever play. It comes from a publisher no one remembers and a developer few people care about. 

			.

				And yet, Astro Rabby has a lot going for it. It’s charming, inventive, and entertaining, and in some ways feels a little bit ahead of its time. Astro Rabby combines two genres we’ve seen a few times already on Game Boy—the platform action game and the top-down auto-scroller—and synthesizes them into something unlike any other release we’ve yet seen on the platform. In fact, this game has very few antecedents anywhere, the closest thing probably being 1985’s Bounder for Commodore 64. It’s a cute little game, simple and accessible yet fairly challenging. It’s unique, it’s fun, and the fact that it never left Japan means it’s the sort of game few people in the English-speaking portions of the web know about, and even fewer ever discuss. 

			.

				Astro Rabby plays out across 24 stages of platforming action. Players take control of Rabby, a robotic rabbit who leaps into action in order to mend its creator’s broken heart—a team of rogues have stolen critical components for Rabby that prevent its inventor from completing the robot and giving it the power to fly. The game mostly takes place on the moon, which shouldn’t be any real surprise to anyone who knows anything about Japanese lore and the idea of rabbits who live on the moon pounding mochi or whatever. It’s something that’s shown up in all kinds of video games, from Compile’s Gun•Nac for NES all the way to those awful mini-bosses in Super Mario Odyssey, the Broodals.

			.

				You could almost see Astro Rabby as a sort of midpoint between Mario Odyssey and Gun•Nac, really. As in Gun•Nac, you control a mechanical rabbit on an adventure as the screen slowly scrolls upward; as in Mario Odyssey, you don’t advance by flying but rather by leaping. The top-down platformer is not a genre you see often; again, Astro Rabby doesn’t have a lot of precedents besides Bounder for C64. Even those two games differed in many respects: Bounder had you control a constantly bouncing tennis ball there, whereas here you have more agency over the timing and height of your leaps.

			.

				Basically, Astro Rabby’s action takes place across three horizontal planes: The ground, low platforms, and high platforms. Unless you pick up the rare high-jump power, you can leap up one level at a time. In order to go from the ground to a “high” platform, you have to use a lower platform as a stepping stone. The platforms appear here as panels, and their height is indicated through a simple simulation of distance from the viewer as seen from an aerial view: High panels are “close” to the screen and therefore appear as panels that are twice as large as the lower platforms.

			.

				Height and leaping factor into the core mechanics of the game beyond simple mobility. There’s a bit of the ol’ Ghost in the Shell effect at play here, as Rabby’s mechanical mass causes the force of his landing to shatter whatever he lands on. On most surfaces, landing will create stress fractures, and if you leap again and land on those damaged areas, you’ll break through and fall into the void below. However, Rabby can walk around instead of strictly being forced to jump, which will prevent you from breaking shattered tiles and is a major difference between this game and Bounder. However, the walk physics here feel slippery and aren’t much use for clearing gaps.

			.

				Still, there’s room for finesse: Cracked panels each have a durable rim, so if you manage to make a perfect leap and avoid the center of a damaged panel, you won’t break it. This isn’t easy, but with practice it’s possible. You can also pick up a power-up called the Shock Absorber, which prevents Rabby from breaking panels. Power-ups are scarce, though, and they only last a single stage or until you die, so they must be used strategically.

			.

				Which brings us to the point of the game. The raised panels Rabby leaps across are the real heart of Astro Rabby. Most of them are marked with question marks, like blocks in Super Mario Bros., and the question marks reveal hidden icons when you land on them. Five possibilities lurk beneath the Question Panels: A blank panel, a skull, a clock, an exclamation point, or a heart. 

			.

				Of these, the blank panel requires the least explanation as it literally is just a blank space that will crack if you leap on it again. Skulls are worth avoiding, as landing on an exposed skull icon reduces your score by 1,000 points. Since this is a score attack game and you earn 1UPs by hitting critical milestones, skulls are literally deadly, in an indirect way. Exclamation points, on the other hand, add 5,000 points to your score.

			.

				One nice touch about Astro Rabby is its use of audio cues. Because Rabby covers up the surface of panels it lands on, you can’t always see what, precisely, you’ve uncovered by smashing a Question Panel—but the appearance of each icon is accompanied by a chime tone that corresponds to the power-up or hazard you’ve uncovered. This makes it easy to get a sense of how you should react even if you can’t see what you’ve found.

			.

				The clock is probably the most valuable icon, as it adds 50 seconds to the stage timer. Every stage in Astro Rabby is actually a loop that scrolls infinitely until you achieve an objective, not unlike the levels in the Famicom Disk System’s musical shooter Otocky, so it’s easy to run out of time if you don’t flip the correct Question Panel in your first loop.

			.

				And what, then, is that objective? That’s where the heart icon comes into play. Each stages contains a single hidden heart icon, which contains one of Rabby’s lost power-ups. Once you acquire the heart by exposing and then leaping on it, the stage immediately ends. The heart icons can contain one of several boosts, but you don’t know which you’ve collected until you get to the power-up screen leading into the next stage. At the power-up screen, you can choose to activate the power-ups you’ve collected for a one-time boost. 

			.

				The power-ups include the aforementioned Shock Absorbers, of course. There’s also the Bullet Stock, which gives you thirty bullets to fire at the enemies that appear in a stage. This can be handy, as some defeated enemies will drop instant power-ups like the ability to jump extra high. The Power Wing booster allows you to jump further, though not higher. And the Protector soaks up a hit from an enemy.

			.

				And yes, you do have to contend with enemies here. Some are terrestrial impediments that only hurt Rabby if it walks or leaps into the monster. Others don’t do any harm but can push you off-course in mid-air—which is especially dangerous in stages set in space, where safe ground is vanishingly rare. Deadliest of all are the utterly infuriating aerial whirlwinds, which can kill Rabby at any height and will doggedly track the player’s movement through the stage.

			.

				The game’s 24 stages are spread across 8 worlds, each progressively more difficult than the last. The levels follow a very simple pattern in terms of format: One terrestrial—or rather, lunar—stage on the moon’s surface, followed by platforming without a net in the void of space, capped with a hazard-free bonus level in which you must leap on blocks in a specific order following audio cues.

			.

				It’s a pretty short and simple game, but the difficulty ramps up toward the end. You can continue indefinitely, but you have to clear a set of three stages in a single credit in order to advance, and the later outer space levels get nasty.

			.

				The whole thing works, though, in large part because the jump physics are so responsive and intuitive. The longer you hold down the jump button, the higher Rabby leaps… and the graphics do a pretty impressive job of depicting a robot bunny leaping “toward” the screen from a top-down viewpoint. Rabby appears larger as it rises, and with a jump boost on it can become quite huge and detailed—a great touch. This game concept would resurface a few times down the road on Nintendo’s 3D-capable portable systems, but considering the limitations of the original Game Boy, this is a pretty impressive effort.

			.

				You have a lot of control over Rabby’s maneuverability, too—you can easily nudge your robo-bunny pal around the screen and, with practice, nail some extremely delicate landings. The game wouldn’t work if Rabby didn’t control well, but since the game nails that, it holds up. It’s surprising, really, we haven’t seen more games like it.

			.

				Virtual Boy almost saw a spiritual successor to Astro Rabby in Japan System Supply’s Bound High, an infamously canceled title that eventually leaked for fan reproduction. And Nintendo itself would dredge up the idea of a top-down platformer as a concept demo when it first showed off the 3DS hardware. As for Astro Rabby itself, it comes to us courtesy of a developer called Cyclone System. The company only managed to put out about half a dozen titles in its short life—most notably the Japan-only sequel to Boomer’s Adventure in Asmik World and WURM for NES—but otherwise, not too much is known about it.

			.

				Cyclone System appears to have had a close relationship with developer Aicom, they of Pulstar and Totally Rad fame. According to an interview on Game Developers Research Institute, Astro Rabby director Shouichi Yoshikawa was also the director on Top Secret Episode: Golgo 13—which is quite a range of themes. 

			.

				All in all, this is one of those interesting corners of Japanese games that merit recording, even if in the grand scheme of things Astro Rabby and Cyclone System amount to a mere blip in history. Sometimes blips can be perfectly pleasant in their own right, though, and Astro Rabby stands as the kind of entertaining little obscurity that make plumbing the deep cuts of the Game Boy library worthwhile. 
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			pop’n twinBee

		

		
			 ツインビーだ! • TwinBee Da!

			Developer: Konami 

			Publisher: Konami

			Genre: Shooter

			Release: Oct. 12, 1990 [JP] 1994 [EU]

			DMG-TD

		

		
			Konami’s TwinBee series could be seen as a sort of companion piece the Gradius games, which we’ve already seen on Game Boy (as Nemesis, in Game Boy Works Vol. I), NES (Gradius, in NES Works Vol. II), and Super NES (Gradius III, in Super NES Works Vol. I). Both TwinBee and Gradius debuted in arcades in 1985, and both revolve heavily around their respective power-up systems.

			.

				TwinBee never seemed to gain as much traction as Gradius, though... probably because it’s less unique. It likely doesn’t help that it falls into the “cute-em-up” genre, something that has never really flown in the U.S. Indeed, the series’ Game Boy debut appeared in both Japan and Europe, but not in America. Until 2007’s Konami Arcade Classics for Nintendo DS, the only TwinBee title ever to reach American home consoles was Stinger for NES. And it almost didn’t leave Japan, for that matter. 

			.

				This Game Boy shooter debuted in Japan in October 1990, but it didn’t make its way to Europe until 1994, where Konami localized it as a tie-in to the Super NES release of Pop’n TwinBee, a conversion of a 1993 arcade title. That was stretching the truth just a bit; in Japan, this so-called “Pop’n TwinBee” for Game Boy appeared under the name TwinBee Da! and lacked the fancy mechanical additions that appeared in the console version of Pop’n TwinBee. This is really nothing more than a fairly basic follow-up to the original 1985 TwinBee, one lacking the fancy bells and whistles of the series’ sequels. (Well, OK, it had bells.) In fact, the Japanese manual specifically places TwinBee Da! between the original TwinBee and Stinger (which was actually the second game in the series). Not that much of anyone cares all that much about TwinBee canon.

			.

				Pop’n TwinBee for Game Boy has a straightforward design that spans four fairly brief stages—assuming you can live long enough, the game takes less than half an hour to complete. Like Super Mario Land, that’s pretty much the right length for a handheld experience of this type… though unlike Super Mario Land, Pop’n TwinBee lands on the “weirdly difficult” side of the balance rather than “extremely easy.”

			.

				For those familiar with Gradius, Pop’n TwinBee differs from its Konami stablemate in its format. Rather than playing as a horizontal scroller, it instead scrolls upward as a vertical shooter. TwinBee in general actually takes the majority of its design cues from Namco’s Xevious. Not only does the action scroll upward, your ship—a sentient combat machine named TwinBee for player one, and his lady pal WinBee for player two—attacks on two planes. The standard gun fires the length of the screen and destroys aerial threats, while your ships arm’s can also lob bombs to take out targets on the ground. It’s possible to lose TwinBee’s arms to enemy fire, and losing both of them leaves you completely incapable of retaliating against terrestrial attackers.

			.

				The dual-plane combat takes a little more getting used to here than usual, due primarily to the limitations of the Game Boy screen. In order to minimize visual confusion and clutter on a device capable of rendering the world in a paltry four shades of grey, Pop’n TwinBee’s designers denoted the plane of action on which objects appear with the use of color contrast. Aerial objects appear in darker tones than ground-based objects, which are instead rendered in Game Boy’s lighter shades. This is a smart and clever design choice, allowing the backgrounds to be more interesting than the vast expanses of blank white nothing we’ve seen in other shooters, while immediately communicating what is a “live” element and what is merely background. 

			.

				There’s only one frustrating exception to this rule. Enemy ground emplacements, whose appearance varies with each level, are also rendered with the same pale grey as other background details. They look like passive background details despite their ability to fire projectiles at TwinBee. It takes a little while to get used to the fact that objects fading gently into the background scenery can, in fact, blow you out of the sky.

			.

				Aside from this one minor quirk, the other issue that detracts from this game is the way it falls afoul of the same crime everyone commits in converting an NES or arcade title to Game Boy: The sprites are just a little too big for the Game Boy’s limited resolution. Compared to TwinBees on more robust platforms, the scale of Pop’n TwinBee’s proportions doesn’t give you a lot of breathing room when the action begins to fly fast and furious.

			.

					To compensate, Pop’n TwinBee moves a bit more slowly than in the series’ other incarnations. Still, it’s impossible not to feel like it all gets a bit unfair at times, especially in boss encounters. The final boss in particular is infuriating: It crowds your ship while firing off a triple spread of large projectiles that have surprisingly unforgiving hit boxes. Pop’n TwinBee tends to give the player a bit of clemency when it comes to collisions, but some of the bosses feel a lot more strict, and it’s hard to shake the impression that Konami compensated for the brevity of the game by making certain parts unreasonably challenging.

			.

					Pop’n TwinBee has one other maddening factor working against it: It suffers from the “Gradius effect” so common to Konami shooters. That is, when you die, you lose your power-ups. Going from a speedy, multi-shot death machine trailed by phantom helpers down to a pokey, weak default TwinBee is basically the point at which you should give up and call it a day. It’s not as completely ruthless as Gradius, fortunately. As in Life Force for NES, Pop’n TwinBee does offer a hint of mercy: When you die, your ship’s ghost drifts up toward the top of the screen. If you manage to grab it before it vanishes, you’ll recover your powers. This can be quite difficult to pull off, since TwinBees are slow to respawn—agonizingly slow, when you’re watching all your hard-earned power-ups float away off the top of the screen. If you die near the top of the screen, your phantom self gets a head start on floating out of reach, so you might as well not even bother. Still, a slim chance of recovery beats none.

			.

				With these issues at hand, Pop’n TwinBee may not be quite the slam dunk one might hope. Nevertheless, it’s still an excellent shooter for the platform. It looks great, with charming graphics that convey TwinBee’s general weirdness in monochrome. Some levels have you fighting flying butcher knives, so it’s as unhinged as expected.

			.

				Pop’n TwinBee maintains the series’ traditional power-up scheme, which requires you to shoot clouds to cause colored bells to fly out, they waft toward the bottom of the screen. You can “juggle” the bells to keep them in play by shooting them, and every few shots the bell changes color. Well, “color.” The monochrome limits of the Game Boy definitely work against a series so defined by its love of pastels, and that could be disastrous for the color-based power-up system. Pop’n TwinBee manages, though.

			.

				Bells appear as medium grey by default. As you shoot them, they turn light grey, then white, then transparent. The lack of actual color requires you pay a little more attention to the state of a given bell than on console... but considering how disastrous this system could have been on Game Boy, the fact that Pop’n TwinBee’s bell management works at all is quite remarkable.

			.

				Anyway, there’s a point to shooting bells and changing their “colors.” By default, bells simply provide you with points, but once they change colors, they begin granting different power-ups. They can increase your speed, double your fire, and generate phantom TwinBees that work a bit like Gradius’ Options. The bell system requires careful aim and the ability to shift your attention between hazards and bonuses. It demands a different skill set than Gradius’ power-up cycle or the shoot-’em-and-grab-’em power-ups of something like Star Soldier. You can also pick up occasional power-ups by bombing ground installations, though most of the time you’ll just find point bonuses there. 

			.

				Pop’n TwinBee spans multiple stages, each with a distinct visual theme. You’ll fight unique enemies in every level, and the different sprites you fight aren’t just cosmetic tweaks; different-looking enemies behave distinctly. 

			.

				The bosses are reasonably interesting, though they tend to demonstrate the same dichotomy you find in Gradius bosses. If you’re powered up, you’ll tear through them like tissue paper; if you’re stumping it with a default TwinBee, though, they can be almost impossible. This really becomes evident once you complete the fourth and final scrolling stage and have to take on the fifth stage, which consists of nothing but bosses. But hey, what’s a shooter without a little cruelty, right?

			.

				Like the best cute-em-ups, Pop’n TwinBee looks adorable yet hits hard. It definitely takes practice to master… or else an infinite lives cheat. Despite never making its way to the U.S., Pop’n TwinBee appears to have done well for Konami. They republished Pop’n TwinBee in an enhanced color version for Game Boy Color on the Japan- and Europe-exclusive Konami GB Collection 2. Years later, developer M2 gave the game a full-on arcade-style upgrade on the TwinBee Collection for PSP.

			.

				Still, it’s annoying that America missed out on this perfectly charming little Game Boy shooter. It’s a pleasant and challenging diversion, packed with cute graphics and great music. And it’s all topped off by one of the most amusing and self-indulgent endings I’ve ever seen, with caricatures of the dev team flying by one by one.

			.

				The Japanese version is a pretty cheap pickup these days, and it requires basically no reading comprehension, so you could do a lot worse than adding Pop’n TwinBee—or rather, TwinBee Da!—to your collection.
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			パラメデス • Palamedes

			Developer: Natsu System

			Publisher: Hot-B [JP] Takara [EU]

			Genre: Puzzle

			Release: Oct. 12, 1990 [JP] 1991 [EU]

			DMG-PX

		

		
			You may be familiar with Palamedes from its NES version, which saw a release in the U.S. Palamedes for Game Boy did not, instead following in the footsteps of several other titles in this volume (including Boulder Dash, SunSoft Grand Prix, and Pop ’N TwinBee) to have skipped the U.S. in favor of Japanese and European exclusivity. It’s not really that big a loss, though.

			.

				Palamedes is basically a half-baked attempt to come up with the idea for Magical Drop before there was actually a Magical Drop. Points for beating a classic to the punch, but there’s a reason Magical Drop is a cult classic and Palamedes isn’t. There’s not really much meat to the game… and Game Boy’s lack of color support hurts it more than in any other game that comes to mind at the moment. 

			.

				Consider Pop’N TwinBee, a game whose console and arcade versions featured color as a key play mechanic. By all rights, it should have suffered to the point of unplayability in Game Boy’s monochromatic ecosystem. Yet it turned disaster into no big deal, thanks to some deft use of shading and contrast. Palamedes, on the other hand, perfectly embodies the hazards of bringing a color-centric game concept to Game Boy. This version is vastly more difficult than its console counterparts, and those were pretty tough to begin with. It’s no fun to play, and that all comes down to the lack of on-screen color.

			.

				In Palamedes, you control a little person running back and forth, tossing blocks toward the top of the screen as rows of blocks descend toward the bottom. Again, it will likely remind contemporary players of Magical Drop, a series that Data East debuted five years after Palamedes hit the scene. First isn’t always best, though. Unlike Magical Drop, the play mechanics here are extremely simplistic to the point of brain-death: One button tosses blocks, the other cycles through the pieces you’re carrying, and the D-pad creates combos. 

			.

				The “blocks” in Palamedes are actually dice. You can make a die on the descending stack of blocks vanish by hitting it with another die of the same value. You don’t have the ability as in Magical Drop to pull blocks out of the stack. You can create simple “combos” by firing back the pieces you’ve cleared to make matches, but that’s the extent of depth here.

			.

				When you strike a like die, only the die you hit disappears. You can’t clear out multiple interconnected dice at once or cause the stack to collapse upward by removing dice behind the frontmost row, so the play here boils down entirely to clearing out one block at a time by rapidly cycling to bring up the appropriate die value, then throwing back a pile of pieces to give yourself some breathing room.

			.

				In other incarnations of Palamedes, each die has its own color assignments: Blue for one, green for two, pink for three, purple for four, yellow for five, and brown for six. On Game Boy, however, the dice are all grey. Now, that might not be an impossible setup for a puzzle game, even one based around color. Tetris made it work. Dr. Mario made it work. Flipull made it work. Palamedes, alas… does not make it work.

			.

				The problem is in the nature and design of the pieces. Every block in Palamedes is simply a square: One face of a die. There are six possible faces, but on Game Boy those faces only come in two tones. With the odd numbers, which are all the same shade of light grey, that works reasonably well—one, three, and five are visually distinct from one another, so they read quickly. However, the dark-tone even numbers (especially four and six), look much less distinct from one another. As a result, they can easily trip you up unless you pay careful attention. You have to read the number of dots per side rather than knowing at a glance which dice you’re dealing with.

			.

				It’s a small thing, but in a game this fast-paced and difficult, you really need every design detail working in your favor. Trying to parse the number of dots on a sea of mostly identical-looking squares on a two-inch screen feels like a chore, not the key to a joyful puzzle addiction.

			.

				It doesn’t help that, as a game, Palamedes isn’t all that interesting. It offers solo play or head-to-head play, but again, there’s not a lot of depth to the mechanics. The block-tossing isn’t even as involving as what we saw in Flipull, which feels like the baseline for tolerable simplicity in a Game Boy puzzler.

			.

				There’s also one other gameplay option in the form of a tournament mode. This allows you to compete against the computer in a CPU-driven version of the two-player mode. As often is the case in faux-competitive Game Boy games, the CPU has no issues with identifying patterns on the dice. Even the very first computer opponent is absolutely savage; she’s able to cycle through her dice sets more fluidly than the controls will allow the player to. Your only hope of survival is to make use of the combo system, which allows you to clear away multiple lines based on how many matching dice you’ve collected. But there’s just no getting around the profound disadvantage posed by the “color” design of this game. Playing Palamedes mostly just makes you want to boot up Magical Drop 3 and enjoy a much more competent take on the same premise.

			.

				It appears that this port of Palamedes was the first project co-developed by a studio called Natsu System. They were a short-lived developer that eventually shifted over to ero games, as so often happened with failed developers of the ’90s. Publisher Hot-B, on the other hand, was a bit of an 8- and 16-bit mainstay thanks primarily to their Black Bass/Blue Marlin fishing sims. This was their first Game Boy release, though, and apparently one of only three they would ever produce. 

			.

				Ironically, the lack of Hot-B fishing games on Game Boy left the door wide open for Natsume—no known relation to Natsu System—to explode into stardom with the Legend of the River King series several years later. Palamedes is hardly the most impressive way to kick off a Game Boy career. Hot-B probably would have done a lot better to have stuck with their strengths rather than offering up this me-too puzzler. A portable fishing game might have gone over well with the Game Boy’s adult audience, and it would have had the field to itself. On a system crammed full of puzzlers, though, you gotta bring your A game in order to stand out. Palamedes barely rates a C.
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			ghostbusters ii

		

		
			ゴーストバスターズ2 • Ghostbusters 2

			Developer: HAL Labs

			Publisher: HAL Labs [JP] Activision [U.S.]

			Genre: Action/Maze chase

			Release: Oct. 16, 1990 [JP] Dec. 1990 [U.S.] Dec. 1990 [EU]

			DMG-GB

		

		
			It is the year 1990, and the name “Activision” on a box does not at this point in time inspire one with confidence. The company has recently been graced with a new CEO who decided it would be more profitable to rebrand the company as Mediagenic and move into productivity applications. Activision, once known as the pioneer of third party gaming, whose logo was a rare guarantee of quality in the rocky days of collapse-era Atari 2600 software, doesn’t demonstrate an awful lot of discretion when it comes to publishing video games at this point in time. But even so, occasionally they still fall backwards into quality.

			.

				Such is the case with Ghostbusters II for Game Boy. 

			.

				It appears that Activision held the exclusive U.S. rights to games based on the recent Hollywood hit, so all U.S. releases of Ghostbusters II tie-ins on all platforms came from Activision. Those rights, however, must not have extended worldwide. In Japan, HAL Labs had the lock on Ghostbusters II for Famicom and Game Boy. This led to the tragic split release of Ghostbusters II for Nintendo’s 8-bit home consoles, which in Japan and Europe was a cute HAL-developed game and in America was… not. Rather, Ghostbusters II for NES was a Dan Kitchen-directed follow-up to David Crane’s widely acclaimed computer adaptation of the first movie. 

			.

				While beloved in its PC incarnations, Crane’s Ghostbusters did not fare well in its conversion to NES. In fact, it’s widely regarded as one of the worst things ever to happen to that system. Nevertheless, Activision went ahead and asked Kitchen and Crane’s company, Imagineering, to put together an NES sequel anyway. While the results were marginally less terrible than the first movie conversion, they certainly weren’t good. 

			.

				This meant American NES owners missed out on HAL’s greatly superior Famicom movie conversion, a top-down action game that carried forward some mechanics reminiscent of Crane’s work but involved vastly less frustrating design and controls. It wasn’t perfect, but the gulf in quality between the two releases left American gamers in the know feeling like they had totally missed out. Unsurprisingly, the Famicom import—New Ghostbusters II—has become coveted (and has risen considerably in price over the past few years) thanks to NES collectors who like Ghostbusters and hate bad games.

			.

				The thing is, though, Americans didn’t actually miss out altogether. We just had to look a little further afield for our HAL fix. HAL Labs seems an odd bedfellow for Activision, but they do share a tiny trivial link in common. Activision was the world’s first third party. Meanwhile, HAL was the first third-party publisher to release a title for Game Boy, way back in May 1989 with a conversion of… Activision’s Shanghai, in fact [see Game Boy Works Vol. I].

			.

				HAL was a studio with deep historic ties to Nintendo; this was, after all, the company that gave us future Nintendo president Satoru Iwata. Even when HAL was wandering off in the weeds, as we’ve seen with games like Hyperzone [see Super NES Works Vol. I], you could count on their games to be competently crafted and unafraid to explore interesting ideas. When HAL’s name appears on Game Boy, you’re assured a pretty good time.

			.

				And so it is here, as Activision simply brought over HAL’s portable adaptation of New Ghostbusters II from Japan for their Game Boy film tie-in rather than downscaling Imagineering’s creation. Fans benefited. 

			.

				Ghostbusters II for Game Boy isn’t without its flaws. It suffers from some annoying companion character A.I., and it’s another one of those games whose designers sometimes padded out their brief adventure with some cheap gimmicks and occasional dips into genuine unfairness. It’s possible, especially in the later stages, to go from “optimal health” to “game over” in the space of seconds because the computer boxes in your A.I. companion. So there’s a little bit of frustration here, made worse by the limited continues available to the player. Still, even with these moments of inelegance and some extraordinarily grating music, on the whole HAL did a charming job of bringing Ghostbusters II to Game Boy. 

			.

				The game loosely follows the plot of the film, kicking off when an evil ghost swoops down and swipes Dana Barrett’s baby while she and Peter Venkman are out taking the kid for a stroll. Venkman shrugs, steps off the side of the screen to get a grip, puts his proton pack on his back, and he splits. 

			.

				You don’t necessarily have to play as Venkman, though. While you can select from all four of the Ghostbusters—yes, even poor mistreated Winston Zedmore—you can’t take all four into a stage at once. Still, despite Bobby Brown’s lamentations, you don’t have make it on your own, either. Instead, you actively control a single Ghostbuster, and he’s followed around by an computer-controlled companion. The playable ’Buster fires off a particle beam to freeze ghosts, while the companion snags stunned specters with a trap. You fire particle beams with the A button and cause your companion to throw traps with B; tossing traps is all the control you have over your ally. He tags along close behind you, which, again, leads to some of this game’s bigger frustrations. 

			.

				The trapper has a tendency to get trapped himself: He constantly becomes snagged on furniture, or caught behind doors. Coaxing him along can be a hassle, especially given the harsh time limits on some stages.  Worse, this leaves him vulnerable to ghosts.

			.

				Each Ghostbuster has his own independent health meter, and if either buster runs out of health, it’s game over. Unfortunately, the trapper’s somewhat rough pathfinding and tendency to wander leaves him pretty vulnerable to attack, and when your game ends suddenly, chances are pretty good it’s because the bozo in the rear ranks got himself trapped outside of your control.

			.

				The developers seem to have recognized this and made a modest effort to compensate to a certain degree. You’ll frequently run into your nerdy pal Louis throughout the stages, who will dispense power-ups and life boosts to one of your characters. Usually those boosts go to the trapper, even if the buster could desperately use the help, which is probably a tacit acknowledgement of the trapper’s unpredictable fragility. Even better, boss battles render the trapper completely invulnerable, allowing you to focus on the buster during what amounts to shoot-em-up battles full of projectiles and hazards. So already, HAL’s game shows a lot more consideration for the player’s time and blood pressure than any of Imagineering’s releases.

			.

				The trapper can be the source of minor frustration in one final way, too. Many ghosts have the ability to pass through walls, and the particle beam can pass through walls to freeze them… but the trap can’t. So you might be able to stun enemies but not capture them, forcing you to take the long way around to snag the spectre.

			.

				None of this is game-breaking, but it does make the game a little harder than it need be at times, and collectively it reduces Ghostbusters II from “extremely great” to “pretty great.” That being said: It’s still great regardless! Despite its flaws, Ghostbusters II for Game Boy is a lot of fun. Certainly more so than its NES counterparts.

			.

				The game plays out across about a dozen timed stages. The top-down view is a bit Zelda-esque with its forced, three-quarters perspective. You can wander freely within a level in order to find the ghosts you need to trap, many of which don’t manifest until you walk near their hiding places. Once you’ve captured your quota for a stage, you move along to the next. At the end of a section of stages, you fight a boss, ultimately ending with a showdown against Vigo the Carpathian. After boss fights, you get to see little cut scenes that riff on key moments of the film, such as a haunted Statue of Liberty on the march.

			.

				It’s a pretty simple game, but the tag-team ghost-capture element turns it into something more involving than a free-roaming Commando clone. Sure, it’s annoying when your trapper gets hung up on stage geometry or something—but on the plus side, it’s great that the stages have enough of interest within each stage to even make this an issue. They could simply be big, boring boxes, but instead they’re crammed with details and fairly involved map layouts.

			.

				While the second set of levels, the sewers, is a bit on the sparse side, the first and third worlds take place in a courthouse and a museum, respectively. There, you have to deal with clutter like desks and toppled bookshelves. Navigating each level doesn’t take too long, but you often need to backtrack in order to cause ghosts to appear in spaces you’ve already covered. You’ll find allies throughout each stage. Besides Louis, you also sometimes meet Dana, too—making this perhaps the only video game ever to include Sigourney Weaver as a power-up.

			.

				The inactive Ghostbusters also hang around at different spots in each stage, and you can tag-team them into rotation by bumping into them. So far as I can tell, there’s no actual difference in abilities or strength between the different team members; swapping out is strictly a cosmetic choice. However, it’s worth tagging a newcomer in when you find them, because they’ll often provide you with a power-up. These boosts tend to be short-lived, but they can be incredibly valuable.

			.

				For example, one item reveals and stuns all ghosts in the level for a brief period, meaning your active character becomes a trapper who can snag any ghost without his companion’s help. Other boosts give you invincibility, a cone-shaped beam that disintegrates ghosts, and even a pickax that can break through walls.

			.

				Since boss encounters play as shooter stages rather than as roaming quests, they include a few power-ups unique to those scenes. Boss fights are the only place you’ll encounter heart capsules that restore health, and the only place you’ll encounter W capsules that temporarily allow your trapper to go on the offensive.

			.

				The enemies that appear throughout the stages vary in appearance and tactics. Some of them are quite familiar, like the Slimers that pass through walls and lazily drift toward players. Others give a sense of the designers saying “sure, whatever flies is fine,” like the horrible little clowns balancing on balls that have a tendency to pop up in groups and hem players in. These guys tend to not to appear until you’re literally on top of them in later stages, which feels a little unfair—you really have to memorize where ghosts manifest in order to survive.

			.

				Especially vexing are the various ghosts that spin around the screen, which include strange cyclopean blobs and haunted dolls. Apparitions can’t be stunned as they spin, so you have to wait for them to come to a halt in order to trap them… which can often take a while, burning up precious time on the clock. 

			.

				All in all, though, it’s a charming and mostly fun take on Ghostbusters II. Again, it handily outshines any of the other Ghostbusters movie adaptations to have appeared on Nintendo platforms back in the day, despite some rough spots. The super-deformed versions of Ray, Peter, Egon, and Winston all do a remarkable job of capturing the actors’ likenesses in a few pixels, and the stun-and-trap play mechanics keep things more engrossing than a simple shooter would. Really, the one thing dragging Ghostbusters II down from perfection is the uncertainty of the partner system, which can often be more trouble than it’s worth. It has you constantly thinking, “Well, I guess I’m gonna have to take control.” But then the computer’s like, “I don’t need permission to make my own decisions.” This world is a trip. 
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			モンスタートラック • Monster Truck

			Developer: Another

			Publisher: Varie

			Genre: Racing 

			Release: Oct. 19, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-MTA

		

		
			Karmic balance: A game to put an end to a solid run of good Game Boy releases. This spoiler takes the form of an import-only racer called Monster Truck.

			.

				So far as I can tell, the thinking behind Another and Varie’s Monster Truck for Game Boy was: “What if Excitebike, but bad?”  The existence of this game is bewildering on some levels. After all, monster trucks with their giant tires and insane suspensions seem like a decidedly American hobby. Yet Monster Truck for Game Boy was created in Japan and only ever shipped in Japan. The answer, however, is in the playing.

			.

				Monster Truck is awful. One assumes U.S. publishers had the opportunity to publish this game. Despite the obvious appeal of this game’s premise to 1990s kids who loved their fire-breathing funny cars every Sunday-Sunday-Sunday, these companies took one look at Monster Truck in action and said, “Um, no thanks.”

			.

				It’s a real bummer, because at a glance you really want to like Monster Truck. We’ve seen quite a few racers on Game Boy to this point, but they’ve always been side-scrollers or top down racers. Monster Truck mixes things up by adopting an Excitebike-style three-quarters perspective, which flattens out the circular race track into a single linear strip dotted with hazards and obstacles. It should be a perfect match for the limitations of a platform like the Game Boy, and that makes it infuriating that it works out so poorly in this situation. Sadly, this absolutely has to be one of the worst interpretations of the Excitebike format ever committed to silicon. 

			.

				On the plus side, Monster Truck helps you appreciate how much we take Nintendo’s talent for game development for granted. They make this sort of game look so easy, but it turns out that it is indeed possible to bungle this style of racer in extremis if you don’t know what you’re doing. I feel like there was an earnest effort to do something good here by developer Another—the studio responsible for creating Hot-B’s few first fishing games, such as The Black Bass for NES. Alas, Monster Truck truck falls more in line with Another’s most infamous creation: Hoshi o Miru Hito, a clumsy RPG widely regarded as one of the worst things ever published on Famicom. It even carries forward a few RPG-like elements: A handful of active stats to manage, a reward-based currency for purchasing upgrades, and a variety of different terrain types for your truck to deal with. And, as in Hoshi o Miru Hito, they all exist in service of a generally crummy video game.

			.

				Your truck’s body stat grants you the ability to withstand more damage, which proves to be important. Every time you crash or smash into another racer, you take a little damage. Run out of truck “stamina” and you’re forced to retire. Better engines allow you to drive faster, and tire upgrades improve your traction on unfriendly surfaces. 

			.

				These all seem like features that speak to a quality game! The problem with Monster Truck is that playing it feels awful. Unlike in Excitebike, there doesn’t appear to be any sort of lane change mechanic—you’re always in the lane closest to the player’s point of view. In reviewing this game, I was unable to advance beyond the third track (of 12), as race three is the first time you encounter other racers. Your opponents occupy your lane, and I was unable to get past them. You can “rock” your car up and down beyond the track boundaries momentarily, and in doing so you can cause other races to spin out. Despite my best efforts, though, I was unable to ascertain how to actually pass other trucks. 

			.

				Instead, my efforts simply bumped them forward, allowing them to win slightly faster than they would have otherwise. I admit this is probably a failing of literacy; the manual likely has information on how to pass other trucks in Japanese. However, it does speak to the fundamental mechanical limitations of Monster Truck. Likewise, the fact that there is no information on the game whatsoever in English—no FAQs, reviews, videos, nothing—speaks to how terrible it is. Video game fanatics love their kooky import obscurities, but no one can muster up an ounce of enthusiasm for it.

			.

				The closest thing I can find to information about the game on the English-language web is a notation that the UK’s Mean Machines magazine reviewed it back in the day. They gave it a 65 out of 100, which seems surprisingly generous given their love of great racing games… though they tended to grade on a scale of 80-100, so something that earned a mere 65 must have been poor indeed.

			.

				Info about Monster Truck is scarce even in the Japanese corners of the web. Wikipedia’s sole mention of the game links to a “kusoge” review­—a “shitty games” roundup. (Clearly, this game is dearly loved in its homeland as well.) But no, the racing here just isn’t fun. Your truck spins out constantly, especially when handling road obstacles. Given that road obstacles are kind of the point of the game, that’s an issue. You have to overcome a number of complications in the track and terrain, but the controls don’t precisely lend themselves to doing so.

			.

				There seems to be just a perfect bit of finesse required in order to climb steep stairs or make it over logs without flipping your truck, but the particulars are difficult to lock down. Feathering the gas and brake while rearing the truck back seems to be critical, but across several sessions with the game I was never able to find the right combination of inputs to be able to tackle the tracks perfectly every time. On top of that, the visuals look terrible, combining ugly sprites and wretched frame rates. The soundtrack consists of a grating four-second loop. This is simply an extremely bad video game, and that’s all there is to it.

			.

				To make this whole mess extra heartbreaking, Monster Truck appears to be Another’s final project. Not that anyone in the world was ever a huge fan of their games, but any developer deserves to go out on a better note than this. 

			.

				I’d love to be able to tell you more about this Game Boy obscurity, but no dice. If you were hoping for a Game Boy equivalent to Excitebike, keep dreaming. Your best bet is still Motocross Maniacs. Monster Truck is a mess of a racer, and one that—despite its theme—rightfully never made its way overseas.
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			ロードスター • Roadster

			Developer: TOSE 

			Publisher: Tonkin House

			Genre: Racing

			Release: Oct. 19, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-RSA

		

		
			Just as the dire Monster Truck inspired despair that there would never be such a thing as a good Game Boy racing game, here is, in fact, a good Game Boy racing game. Roadster, a creation of our friends at TOSE and Tonkin House, takes that dark nemesis known as the top-down Game Boy racer, and completely acquits the concept.

			.

				Improbable as it may be, there are a lot of really great design decisions at work here that make Roadster genuinely pleasant to play. It helps that it has a legitimately sensible difficulty curve, and that it controls and handles well without ever becoming overly complicated. Yes, Roadster may be another top-down handheld racer, but it plays vastly better than something like Dead Heat Scramble. It’s another example of the fact that TOSE could do some good development work when given the freedom by a publisher.

			.

				Races in Roadster come in at four different degrees of difficulty determined by length. You can choose to challenge five, 10, 15, or 20 tracks at once; the shortest of these options takes about 20 minutes to complete, while the longest set can span an hour or longer. Roadster could use a password system for those grueling 20-course races to allow you to break up your efforts across multiple sessions, but that’s honestly the single biggest missing feature in this entire venture.

			.

				Races consist of the player and five other cars speeding about a series of courses, vying for first place—standard fare for the genre. Unlike some other top-down racers we’ve seen, Roadster doesn’t straighten out the track into a continuous line. Instead, you race along roads while maneuvering through a full 360 degrees of orientation, and the D-pad controls remain fixed relative to your car’s orientation rather than to the screen. Pressing right turns your car to its right, pressing left to its left. It takes a little getting used to, but if you’ve ever played R.C. Pro-Am or the like, it should be a familiar control setup.

			.

				Roadster may not seem that impressive at first glance, since regardless of which the half-dozen drivers you select, you all drive the same car. Specifically, it’s a Mazda MX-5 Miata, which the company sold in Japan as a Eunos Roadster at the time of this release (according to YouTube commenter nastybun); this appears to have been a flirtation with violating property rights, since there’s no mention of Mazda in the game or in the manual. Anyway, what it lacks in visual variety, Roadster makes up for with the quality of its play.

			.

				Each of the six drivers here possess a handful of stats that actually make a substantial difference in how well they race. It almost feels like a dry run for the likes of Super Mario Kart, since the stat distinctions work out to be largely the same. Each racer has his or her own weight stat, which determines how easily you’re jostled by run-ins with other cars, how quickly you can accelerate, and your max speed on straightaways. Meanwhile, your body stat determines how much banging up your car can stand. The tire stat affects how durable your tires are—they wear down on rough roads and when you take tight turns at high speeds. And finally, there’s the “guts” stat, which appears to determine how likely your racer is to bail out of their car when getting bumped around by other racers.

			.

				See, on occasion, taking too much damage or getting pinned in a cluster of cars will cause your racer to hop out of their car—evidently in a panic—forcing you to pump the A button to force them to return to their vehicle. It’s an odd little feature that you don’t see in racers too often, and it helps give Roadster a little extra personality.

			.

				Racers throw a few other impediments at you to impede your progress, including the need to hit pit stops mid-race. You won’t need the pit in the simple, early races, but once the tracks become more treacherous and the other racers more aggressive, the pit stop becomes an essential asset in order to prevent your vehicle from breaking down from wear and damage. Stopping briefly in the pit replenishes your car’s body and tire stats, allowing you to get back into the race.

			.

				One thing I appreciate about Roadster is that it doesn’t have the impossible rubber-band artificial intelligence you see in other racers. In most games, a trip to the pit or even a simple mistake can amount to an instant loss. Here, though, you can easily pull back into the lead if you race well, even if you experience a wipeout or pit stop.

			.

				Another user-friendly feature: Your finishing rank in each race nets you a certain number of points that accumulate over the course of the campaign. Unlike other racers that use a system like this, Roadster doesn’t always put the same racers in the lead for each round. Whereas the system instituted by Mario Kart always pits you up against a rival for each race—an opponent who wins first place if you don’t and sets the score you have to overcome—here the end results for each track appear genuinely random. 

			.

				This makes it incredibly easy to pull way out ahead in the early races. If you choose a five-race competition, you can finish the competition with the highest point total by a long shot. In the more extended competitions, however, the padding of points you build up early on (and the fact that one other racer isn’t always earning top marks) gives you a little bit of breathing room to allow you to deal with complicated or challenging tracks. This means that if you screw up and come in last in one race (thus earning zero points), you haven’t necessarily blown the entire competition. It’s a welcome touch that makes this one of the friendliest and least-punitive racers I’ve ever played.

			.

				On the other hand, if you do exceptionally well in one round, you’ll earn bonus points that can be applied to your body or tire stats, increasing your car’s durability for subsequent races. Roadster feels like a racer that wants to reward you for playing, and given the limitations of the platform, it’s a welcome touch. So many games on the system expect console-level performance from players without providing players with the niceties of a proper console-quality experience, and that’s not the case here.

			.

				Another great touch here is that the game goes out of its way to compensate for the limited viewpoint of the Game Boy screen. Not only do you get to scan the race track in advance of each round to get a sense of its geography, every turn is broadcast for you by a set of arrows on the track. Again, this tilts the game toward being a bit on the easy side, but there’s really nothing wrong with that. For people who don’t play a ton of racing games, Roadster’s accessibility makes it far more enjoyable than more brutal and punishing games in the same style, such as Dead Heat Scramble [see Game Boy Works Vol. I].

			.

				Plus, the guidance arrows don’t account for every kind of track hazard. Once you complete the first heat, you move on to dirt tracks dotted with rocks that can mess up your car unless you downshift before hitting them. There are also oil slicks to contend with, as well as the increasingly aggressive driving of other racers. Roadster has some challenging moments, and the longer you play the more difficult the courses become. Details that seem to make the game a cakewalk in the early going eventually turn out to be of vital help once your rivals (and the track design) dig in and gets serious.

			.

				Yet another thing to appreciate about Roadster is that the tracks aren’t all the same. Besides the different road surfaces, you also have to challenge different layout types. Some tracks are closed circuits that require you to complete several laps, but others are extended roads that comprise more of a start-to-finish rally race type. These rally tracks often feel like they consist of sections of the closed circuits that have been opened up into alternate paths, and it’s kind of an impressive vibe to get from a Game Boy racer of this vintage. 

			.

				All told, there’s really a great deal to like about Roadster. It’s a thoughtfully designed game with excellent controls and a balance that slightly favors the player. And with so much going for it, it’s hard to say why Roadster never made its way to the U.S. It’s a far cry better than the other Game Boy racers we’ve seen. You can understand why Monster Truck remained stranded in Japan, but Roadster deserved to make its way west. At the very least, it should have reached Europe, where they love racing! The only rational explanation is that the game’s seemingly unauthorized use of Mazda’s car designs would have caused complications in regions where copyright enforcement and corporate litigation tend to be more rigorous than in Japan. Certainly there’s almost zero chance of the game ever seeing the light of day in any sort of remaster or Virtual Console reissue, and more’s the pity.

			.

				Whatever the explanation for its absence on the international market, Roadster has gone down in history as another anonymous, forgotten Game Boy creation. It’s relatively expensive among Game Boy releases these days, commanding an unusually steep $25 or more for a bare cart these days. That said, if you’re looking for a fresh, quality racing experience on a crusty old handheld console, Roadster is the definitive example of a hidden gem just waiting to be unearthed by the masses. 
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			海戦ゲーム レーダーミッション • Kaisen Game: Radar Mission

			Developer: Nintendo R&D1

			Publisher: Nintendo

			Genre: Arcade/Block-breaker 

			Release: Oct. 23, 1990 [JP] Feb. 1991 [U.S.] 1991 [EU]

			DMG-RM

		

		
			People talk about how Game Boy was flooded with bad platformers and tons of box-pushing puzzle games, all of which is true. But let’s not forget that Game Boy publishers really had a thing for creating their own takes on other established property. Take, for example, Milton Bradley’s Battleship board game, which inspired quite a few games—including, it turns out, on by Nintendo themselves.

			.

				This is the third Battleship-alike we’ve seen, coming after NTVIC’s Power Mission and Use Corp.’s Navy Blue, which came out in the U.S. as an officially licensed Battleship game [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. And if you’ve seen any of those other games, there are no surprises to be found with Radar Mission. In fact, the game’s full Japanese title is “Kaisen Game: Radar Mission,” similar to “Kaisen Game: Navy Blue”—”kaisen game” being the Japanese catch-all term for the tabletop game genre that encompasses Battleship.

			.

				...Well, OK, there’s one surprise.

			.

				The basic mode here plays pretty much exactly like Battleship. It actually contains fewer extra features than the actual Battleship Game Boy game—while you can tweak several combat parameters, you don’t have access to the wild array of special weapons as seen in Use’s interpretation of the genre.  The biggest play-altering feature in Radar Mission comes from the player’s ability to tweak the size of the battlefield. You can set a match to take place in either an 8x8, 10x10, or 12x12 grid.  

			.

				Whatever your selection for the field of battle, you always have five ships per side, so the scale of the conflict has a real impact on the nature of the game. There’s a pretty big difference between having five ships crammed into a 64-square grid and five ships spread across a 144-square grid. The smaller grid makes for shorter matches, while the larger ones demand patience and careful tactics.

			.

				You can also tweak other options and potentially create handicaps. There are “near misses,” which causes a special chime to play when you strike a space adjacent to a vessel. There are also “lucky shots,” which cause you to earn a special multi-missile barrage attack for your next salvo when you hit randomized special squares. Finally, you can activate attack planes, which will cause a jet to launch from your carrier at some point during the match to create an additional, hard-to-find, single-square escort for your side.

			.

				You can turn these features on or off for each side, making for a de facto difficulty selection system. You can also choose your own admiral and the enemy’s; the more ridiculous your computer-controlled opponent looks, the easier they are to conquer.

			.

				Play advances turn-by-turn in this mode. You call a shot by selecting a space on the enemy grid, then watch your missile drop toward the silhouette of a ship on the horizon, where it will either hit explosively or land with a splash. Then the computer takes a turn. Then you do. And so forth and so on, until one side has lost all its ships.

			.

				The same general strategies that work in Battleship factor in here: You know the enemy has a specific lineup of ships, which means you can use deduction to sort out where to aim your salvos once you’ve landed a hit. The “near miss” feature can be a big help here, as it chimes when you strike a grid square adjacent to an enemy vessel.

			.

				Still, it’s pretty standard fare: A game concept we’ve seen explored several times already on Game Boy. It’s less adventurous than Navy Blue/Battleship was, but it does benefit from that Nintendo polish—the graphics look nice, and it has plenty of neat touches like a continuous radar sweep of the attack grid. However, the real appeal of Radar Mission lies in its secondary mode, in which you take command of a submarine trying to sink an enemy fleet before their own attack sub wipes out your side. In this mode, you fire torpedoes at ships that scroll past in the distance while hoping the other sub doesn’t beat you to the punch. You need to develop a sense of distance and speed in order to clobber enemy ships. You also need to submerge on the regular, which allows you to speed through the water—there’s simply no way to win if you stick to the surface. The enemy fleet is spread too wide.

			.

				Once you dive, you can get a view of the enemy fleet and move to counter their actions. The real threat, of course, is the enemy’s sub—it has all the same abilities as you, which means it is sneaking around to take out your ships even as you’re blasting at the bad guys. The enemy sub (along with enemy planes) can also take down your sub, which is an instant game over. So it’s a really brutal game, even on easy difficulty.

			.

				Because, don’t you know, as in the other games we’ve seen in this genre, the computer isn’t afraid to take advantage of its omniscience. It fluffs attacks, sure, but it has an unerring ability to keep apace with the player… even when you give it all the handicaps. Somehow, the computer miraculously seems to know where all your ships are. If you turn off its “near miss” capabilities, it’ll take an extra turn or two to home in on your ship, but the A.I. has no interest in playing fair.

			.

				In fact, it seems to have the same sort of rubber-band A.I. you see in the single-player mode of Nintendo’s other competitive games. It’s always keeping pace with the player in order to ratchet up tension, even if its doing so doesn’t even slightly resemble fair play. I guess that’s just the company’s shtick… which is, ultimately, a way to sell more copies of the game. Games like this do that by nudging you to play multiplayer, where you’re guaranteed a fairer match. That’s nothing new in the Game Boy library. Just par for the course.

			.

				Incidentally, if this game seems vaguely familiar and not because of the Battleship connection, that’s probably because you own a 3DS. For that system’s launch, Nintendo dug back two decades into its archives and dredged up its memories of Radar Mission’s B mode to serve as the basis of an all-new game: Steel Diver. The company then published Radar Mission on the extremely short-lived 3DS Virtual Console in order to guarantee that however you like pretending to captain a submarine on a handheld system, you could get your fix. 

			.

				All in all, Radar Mission is a decent enough take on Battleship, with an entertaining secondary mode. But if you’re going to travel back into portable history to sink some bad guys, be sure to do it with a friend… unless you enjoy hopeless pursuits.
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			それ行け! アミーダ君 • Soreyuke! Amida-kun

			Developer: Sofix

			Publisher: Coconuts Japan

			Genre: Puzzle

			Release: Oct. 23, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-AMA

		

		
			Late October 1990 brings us another game from Coconuts Japan, but you’d be forgiven for thinking it was by Konami. Soreyuke!! Amida-kun looks an awful lot like a memorable portion of Konami’s arcade classic Amidar. Even the names are almost identical. And yet, Konami’s name doesn’t show up anywhere in the game or the packaging. Amida-kun was developed by a company called Sofix, a company whose only other known credits consist of a pair of PC Engine visual novels based on the anime Yawara! There’s no mention of Amidar, no “thanks Konami!,” no acknowledgment of what has come before. So, you may be asking, is that legal!?

			.

				Yes, it’s totally legal. Soreyuke! Amida-kun is legal for the same reason Nintendo, NTVIC, and Use could publish games that were basically just Battleship: The core idea here may or may not have been inspired by someone else’s trademarked and copyrighted work, but even if it’s a complete rip-off of another game, Coconuts Japan can get away with it by pointing to prior art. Just as Battleship was derived from pen-and-paper war games dating back to the 19th century, and just as blatant Monopoly knock-offs can exist thanks to the fact that Monopoly was a thinly veiled swipe of an established property called The Landlord Game, Amida-kun can safely take a bite out of Konami’s lunch by leaping back into the past.

			.

				Both Amidar and Soreyuke! Amida-kun take their inspiration from a traditional Japanese game called amidakuji. This accounts not only the similar ideas at play but also the similar names. Amidar dropped the “kuji” and stylized its title by drawing out the final syllable (it’s Amidaa in Japanese), while Soreyuke! Amida-kun just turns the “kuji” into the Japanese honorific “kun.” This makes Amida into a character name and results in a title that means, roughly, “You did it!! Mr. Amida.”

			.

				Now, even if you’ve never heard of it, you’ve probably seen some variant of the amidakuji game before. In fact, I guarantee you’ve seen it on Game Boy: The bonus screens in Super Mario Land amounted to simplified versions of amidakuji. The idea behind amidakuji is simple: You have multiple parallel lines connected by random sticks that run between the lines at different places. Your goal is to draw a line from one end of the sticks to the other—the catch being that any time you encounter a perpendicular connector, you have to move across it and begin moving down the adjacent line.

			.

				Amida-kun takes this idea and expands on it very slightly by adding an interactive element. There’s an adorable little puffball at the top of a set of four vertical rails who makes his way down toward the bottom, but only one rail has a safe terminus—the rest end in deadly skulls that murder adorable puffballs on contact. This little proto-Kirby guy begins each round with a quick roulette that results in him selecting a semi-randomized rail on which to begin his journey. You don’t know where he’s going to begin his descent, so within every one of the game’s 100 stages, there are four possible starting states.

			.

				You have to keep said puffball from dying horribly on its way home by controlling a wide blocky dude—presumably this is Amida-kun himself—who can create linkages between the vertical rails. When set into place, our puffy pal will treat Amida-kun like any other rail and walk across him. Then, once the cute little blob has made its transit across Amida-kun, you can move to a different spot on the screen. The only limit on how many times you can create a new link comes down to how quickly you can move and how many vertical spaces there are along the puffer’s descent.

			.

				There is one small quirk that makes the game slightly more challenging than simply lining up Amida-kun in the proper spot: In order to make him work as a horizontal link, you have to press the action button to switch from ambulatory to stationary mode. And, when you want to move again, you have to press the button again to switch modes. So while it’s possible to, say, let your puffy buddy cross on one row and immediately move to the next column and create a second link one row down, you need fast reflexes in order to hit the release button, shuffle over and down, then activate crossing mode again before the rambling dimwit wanders beyond your range. This task isn’t unreasonably tough on the lowest game speed, but bump the speed up too much and you need insane reflexes to pull off such tight maneuvers.

			.

				That said, you need great reflexes and strong planning abilities even at the lowest speed. Amida-kun’s world is full of danger; besides the skulls at the bottom of most rails, you’ll also have to help the walking blobber avoid skulls on certain horizontal links as well. After a while, the game begins throwing other complications at you. For instance, some horizontal links appear at an angle, which creates “dead space” into which you can’t move Amida-kun. Before long, you’ll begin dealing with reverse paths, which send the marching puff-nugget heading back in the direction he came. Or warp tiles, which will teleport your hapless chum to the matching warp tiles elsewhere on the screen, which can prove either a great help or a deadly hindrance depending on where the warp leads.

			.

				Amida-kun gets tough in a hurry. It’s not a bad or unfair sort of difficulty, though—it’s just that you have a very limited range of interactions available to you, and you have to deal both with the hazards scattered throughout each stage as well as the unpredictable, random starting point to which you need to work against on the spur of the moment. It’s not the most amazing game ever created, but as far as Game Boy puzzlers go, it definitely does feel like a breath of fresh air. There are no boxes to be pushed, no tiles to be matched. You just need the ability to respond quickly to a mindless idiot’s self-destructive march through increasingly deadly screens.

			.

				Again, there are 100 stages here, and you only get a password to save your progress every 10 levels. Amida-kun lets you choose the speed with which our tubby moronic chum ambles along the rails. These serve as a difficulty setting (ranging from “tough” to “dear god what have I done?”). You can also select a variety of musical themes for at the beginning of each level, which is a nice touch—even the best music can become grating if you hear it looping while banging your head against a vexing challenge, so the option to switch it up counts for a lot.

			.

				As for the Konami connection... it’s unlikely they were too concerned about this game that hewed so closely to one of its own arcade classics. It’s not like Amida-kun was the first competing game to lift the amidakuji concept from Amidar in any case; Pony Canyon had published a game called Amida-Kuji on MSX back in 1983. 

				Anyway, while Amidar had been fun and successful, its time in the sun had been nearly 10 years earlier. By this point, Konami had moved along to richer, more original concepts and were probably happy to leave this interpretation of a dated arcade game to someone else. Soreyuke! Amida-kun never came to the U.S., so it just might constitute a Game Boy hidden gem... assuming the premise appeals to you.
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			after burst

		

		
			アフターバースト • After Burst

			Developer: Dual

			Publisher: Masaya/NCS

			Genre: Action/Puzzle

			Release: Oct. 26, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-ABA

		

		
			A new publisher makes its debut on Game Boy here: Masaya, also known as NCS. So, not just a publisher­—a great publisher whom everyone loves! Masaya, of course, is best known for its brilliant 16-bit shooters, which usually involved giant stompy suits of mech armor. Think Cybernator, Assault Suits Laynos, and... Cho Aniki? Well, close enough. Masaya also published games in lots of other genres as well, including the Langrisser strategy RPG series, but the company is best known and best loved for its mech shooters. And, true to form, that’s precisely what we have here.

			.

				Sort of. After Burst sees a company known for its mech-based action games land on Game Boy. So, what do you think we end up with? That’s right: It’s a mech-based action… puzzle game. After Burst fits neatly into the same bucket as games like Cyraid [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]: Kind of action-y, but in a complicated, puzzle-solving way. That can perhaps best be explained by the fact that the developer behind After Burst is actually Dual, a studio we know from the games Boomer’s Adventure in Asmik World and Serpent [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. Both of those games had a strong puzzle element that ran parallel to aspirations of twitch action—something that manifested most jarringly in the form of the boss fights in Boomer’s Adventure. These components fit together a lot more smoothly in After Burst.

			.

				Here, you basically get to enjoy shooting and platforming, beginning on the ground floor. The game does have somewhat more straightforward battles with bosses every 10 stages, but for the most part you’re trying to solve increasingly complex puzzle rooms with the help of a mobile suit. This makes it a fairly original and one-of-a-kind game for Game Boy… though it doesn’t quite live up to its own concept in practice.

			.

				That premise: After Burst casts you as a guy (or gal?) in a robot suit. You can jump and shoot. Rather than trying to fly or fight through a series of scrolling levels packed with hazards in order to blow up bad guys and earn points, though, your mission is to destroy a computer core in each room you encounter. Many stages in After Burst consist of a single room, while others scroll a very small distance—never more than a screen or two—in one direction or the other. This makes for a series of quick, self-contained challenges, with each stage rarely affording you more than about a minute and a half to complete them.

			.

				There are a few unusual factors to consider as you play After Burst. The most significant of these is your mech’s weapon, which really stands apart from the usual Game Boy fare. Your mech’s main cannon, by default, fires a shell in a weak, lazy arc. It only goes forward a short distance—a couple of tiles—before plopping to the ground.  However, you do have a charge function for your gun. Hold down the fire button and a charge meter in the upper left-hand corner will build up. Depending on where in the charge cycle you release the fire button, your shell will travel further. The longer you build up your force, the longer it takes for the projectile’s trajectory to decay. If you charge it up all the way, your bullet will simply fly like you’d expect from a standard shooter—it blasts ahead in a straight line all the way to the edge of the screen. Learning to manage the arc of your projectiles is a big part of the mandatory After Burst experience.

			.

				Adding further nuance to the action is your suit’s ability to aim its cannon through multiple angles. You can press the up and down buttons to adjust your weapon through 90 degrees of motion, from straight ahead to straight up, and there are about six angles you can fire at within that range. Combine this range of motion with the arc of your projectiles and suddenly the shooting mechanics become a lot more involved than they appear at first glance. You can, for example, take out an enemy on the other side of a low barrier by aiming upward and giving your attack a small charge boost, destroying a hostile robot without putting your own machine at risk.

			.

				That said, it’s not always wise to simply take out the bad guys. A great many of After Burst’s puzzles require you to use rather than abuse your enemies, and destroying the wrong foe can land you in an unwinnable situation.  The first couple of stages treat enemies as nothing more than nuisances, but after completing a few levels you begin to encounter more convoluted setups where you have to use enemies as platforms in order to reach higher areas. This does make for a bit of trial and error play, but it’s never too exasperating. 

			.

				A lot of the complexity also emerges from the dynamic nature of the stages, which is where the Cyraid comparison comes into play. As in that game, you spend a lot of time blowing up platforms and walls in order to advance. Unlike in Cyraid, though, you don’t have free reign over smashing up the environment—instead, you can only destroy specific blocks. This is really where the puzzle element comes into play, because it only takes about five stages for these block-blasting mechanics to become extremely complex. 

			.

				Because you can only shoot and clear away specific wall blocks, most stages amount to convoluted spatial puzzles. You frequently need to blast blocks in a specific order to be able to take out the stage core, and it’s quite easy to lock yourself out of a win, forcing you to die and start over. A big element adding to the complexity of After Burst’s level design is that shooting away bricks often causes portions of walls to fall—the idea being that certain blocks are in fact load-bearing blocks. Often, you’ll clear away a destructible brick and cause a permanent block to fall and take its place. 

			.

				Indeed, understanding how stage layouts will shift as you destroy pieces of wall is probably the single most important consideration in playing After Burst. And once you have to start making use of enemy robots in order to complete stages while blasting out destructible blocks in a specific sequence… it gets pretty hard, pretty fast. 

			.

				The boss encounters come as something of a relief, because they dial back the puzzle mechanics and focus more on the action. Truth be told, though, that also kind of works as a ding against the boss stages, because After Burst could stand to do a lot better on the action front. That’s the big disappointment here, really: For a Masaya-published game about a big shooty robot, you’d expect After Burst to play a lot better. Unfortunately, it’s disappointingly rough on the tech front. 

			.

				Once you get a few moving objects on-screen, After Burst begins to demonstrate slowdown and choppiness to a degree that you rarely see on Game Boy. Things move in a halting, stuttering fashion. This is not simply the complaint of a fussy tech nerd who demands silky-smooth 60 frames per seconds in all games; the lethargy of After Burst’s action affects its gameplay.

			.

				Even beyond the need to compensate for gameplay lag, the precision of After Burst’s controls (or lack thereof) still leaves something to be desired. Your little mech suit doesn’t move pixel-by-pixel but rather “leaps” forward a few pixels at a time. When the action is in full swing, you don’t really notice this. When you’re trying to fine-tune your angle of attack to solve a tricky puzzle, however, the chunky imprecision of After Burst becomes frustratingly obvious and makes its puzzles into chores.

			.

				After Burst’s combination slowdown and control lag make for a decidedly less-than-perfect game, and the technical flaws are a real letdown considering how much the game does that’s actually interesting. It’s one of the more inventive shooters on Game Boy, and in a lot of ways it feels like a precursor to more contemporary works like Bangai-O Spirits by Treasure. If you’re looking for a fresh take on the puzzle genre, you could certainly do a lot worse than After Burst. 

			.

				That said, if you’re hoping for a mind-blowingly intense Masaya shooter on Game Boy, this isn’t it. After Burst is a lot of things, but a worthy chapter of Masaya’s classic shooter legacy isn’t one of them. It’s the sort of game whose core idea deserves to be revisited in the form of a game that can deliver on the great concepts lurking beneath the lousy tech.
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			rolan’s curse

		

		
			ベリウス ローラン城の魔獣 • Belias: Rolan-jou no Majuu

			Developer: NMK

			Publisher: Sammy

			Genre: Action RPG

			Release: Oct. 26, 1990 [JP] Jan. 1991 [U.S.] 

			DMG-VE

		

		
			As a lifelong fan of Zelda-style action RPGs, I’m always on the hunt for the ones that slipped past my notice back in the day. Rolan’s Curse, alas, reminds us that sometimes they slip past because they simply aren’t that good.

			.

				The Game Boy saw a handful of notable top-down action RPGs in its lifetime. Of course, there was The Legend of Zelda: Link’s Awakening, arguably the finest game on the system. And we can’t forget about the ambitious-yet-sloppy Final Fantasy Adventure, the freewheeling Final Fantasy spin-off that launched the Mana series. The system’s other games of this type, however, tend to go unremarked upon. As we see here, maybe there’s a reason for that.

			.

				Rolan’s Curse comes to us courtesy of American Sammy, who published (and presumably localized) the game for the U.S. market. If Sammy was indeed the company responsible for the English-language text here, they deserve some love… but we’ll get to that. Development duties on Rolan’s Curse, however, were handled by a company called NMK, or Nippon Microcomputer Kaihatsu. NMK came about following the dissolution of Universal, best known for Mr. Do!; apparently the studio came together as a coalition of former Tehkan (also known as Tecmo) staff. NMK isn’t one of the better-known developers in video game history, but they did a lot of contract work for Jaleco and Sammy on a fair few arcade and NES releases you’d probably recognize. These include City Connection, Ninja Crusaders, and Whomp ’Em. So they’re not exactly nobodies, even if they aren’t household names.

			.

				Rolan’s Curse falls right into the middle of NMK’s lifetime, and it’s honestly unlike any previous project they developed. Vaguely action-ish, ostensibly an RPG, Rolan’s Curse feels like a very clumsy and oddly linear rendition of Zelda. While it bears some resemblance to those more familiar and beloved action RPGs, Rolan’s Curse is really kind of its own thing. If Nintendo had ever tried to adapt the Zelda series into an arcade format, it might not have landed too far from what we see in Rolan’s Curse. That’s honestly not a poor endorsement, as such things go, but NMK didn’t quite deliver on the elevator pitch.

			.

				There’s not really much to Rolan’s Curse as a game. You can easily breeze through this game your first time through in a couple of hours, no cheat codes or FAQs required. It’s basically a series of interconnected dungeons divided into three “chapters”, if you can call them that, each capped with a boss battle. Each chapter unfolds roughly the same way. You begin in a town, enter a cavern, find the exit to the next cavern, eventually passing through another town or two before taking on a boss and moving along to the next chapter. The middle town in each phase contains two exits, one of which leads ahead and one of which takes you to a dead-end castle. The castles are good for farming upgrades and gear, although there’s really not much call for that here.

			.

				Again, Rolan’s Curse is incredibly limited, so there aren’t a lot of improvements for you to hunt down. You can alternate between two different weapon types, about half a dozen secondary weapons, health boosts, and strength upgrades. That’s the size of it. On top of that, your maximum health and physical strength reset after every chapter, so even the upgrades you acquire feel fleeting at best. 

			.

				I can’t stress enough what an odd little game this is, one that seemingly defies the conventions of its own genre—though whether that’s a result of confidence or just clumsiness I couldn’t really say. 

			.

				Rolan’s Curse is hardly a difficult game. The only real challenge here results from just how stiff and awkwardly it plays. Despite being an action RPG from 1990, Rolan’s Curse moves more like a Famicom or PC game from about 1984 or ’85. Your protagonist, whose name is never given in-game, moves a bit like the mech suit in After Burst. Rather than gliding through the world a pixel at a time, he moves in half-tile increments. This makes for a decidedly clunky interface, especially since the protagonist can’t move and attack at the same time. It also leads to you suffering a lot of cheap damage from enemies, who tend to move quickly, soak up a ton of damage, and often respawn beneath your feet and force you to take unfair damage.

			.

				This would all be infuriating if not for the fact that the game is extremely generous with its penalties when you die. If you run out of health, you simply go back to the entrance to the current cavern, retaining your current power upgrades, equipment, and maximum health. This makes the game way too easy, but that’s better than it being infuriatingly unfair. To make things even easier, this game has to contain the easiest-to-acquire health upgrades of perhaps any video game ever made. While you’ll find some health boosts in chests scattered throughout the world, there are certain enemies who drop them as random loot pretty often. Almost every level contains at least one spot where you can farm armor boosts from respawning enemies and top out your max health in about five minutes, tops. It turns out that each enemy type drops specific loot, so once you realize those connections it becomes trivial to customize your little adventurer to be the hero you need and deserve.

			.

				Your little guy here can wield two different weapons: A sword and a rod that flings fireballs. Like everything about Rolan’s Curse, this feature is wildly unbalanced. There’s no reason to use the sword once you acquire a fire rod. The rod throws ranged projectiles that can pass through barriers; you can rapid-fire them; they have no mana cost or other limitation; and the fireballs are every bit as powerful as the blade. Meanwhile, your sword has a one-tile range and can only be swung at a sluggish rate. The game’s bosses are almost impossible to beat with the sword, and a breeze with the rod; to that point, you can easily use the rod to defeat the next-to-last boss without taking a single hit.

			.

				In addition to your main weapon, you can also collect half a dozen different items to use with the A button. These don’t work the way they do in Zelda, in that there’s no inventory management. Once you collect an accessory, that’s the only one you have access to. To switch, you have to find a different accessory, which will permanently replace whichever one you’re carrying. The accessories range in value from “extremely useful” to “completely worthless.” 

			.

				The worst offenders in this regard are the Chameleon Ring and the Shield, both of which offer passive defensive capabilities. Rolan’s Curse isn’t a game that rewards passivity. The shield, for example, can only block projectiles—it doesn’t protect against collisions. But only a handful of enemies fire projectiles, and they do so somewhat erratically and unpredictably. Their attacks travel pretty quickly, too, while you have to stop moving and actively activate the shield in order to defend yourself with it. This makes it practically useless. Similarly, the Chameleon Ring allows you to transform into a piece of scenery, which prevents you from taking damage. But there are almost no situations where it’s better to halt and hunker down to brace for an attack than it is to kill or avoid a foe.

			.

				The most useful tools here? The health potion, which refills all your hearts. This is the only limited-use item in the game: Once you restore your energy, the potion vanishes. Also, the magic axe—which is specifically a pickax—is extremely useful, and it offers unlimited uses. This tool allows you to break through certain barriers in order to activate shortcuts or reach otherwise inaccessible treasures, which is great.

			.

				Really, though, the only items worth hunting down throughout the entire game are the health and strength boosts. Most of the other items are pretty worthless and you’ll only want to swap between them at specific times. 

			.

				It’s an odd little game, this. Despite its brevity, there’s a lot of repeated content—many sections in each chapter are recycled from other chapters, with enemy and treasure placement changed. The game gets harder as you advance due to enemies growing in speed and strength with each new chapter. Stationary skulls suddenly begin zipping across the screen; floating eye monsters begin drifting in wider patterns; bats circle wildly. Even the humble slimes from the very outset of the adventure eventually stop scooting forward and begin to sort of vibrate in place, making it impossible to simply skip past them. Meanwhile, your poor protagonist has a maximum health and attack cap, so there’s no way to balance yourself to compensate for the increased ferocity of later enemies.

			.

				Also, Rolan’s Curse has no economy, so there’s no way to buy better stuff. The towns are practically devoid of interactivity; you can talk to citizens, and most towns have a treasure chest, but for the most part these spaces exist to be breathers between combat zones. You can’t enter any homes or peer into wells. They’re just spaces where the same four NPC sprites spout gibberish.

			.

				At least it’s glorious gibberish. Rolan’s Curse includes no in-game credits to indicate who localized it, but the English-language text here is wild stuff. It’s about 50% Dragon Warrior-inspired late-middle English written by someone who didn’t really understand the proper grammar for thees and thous and whences. The other 50% is wacky contemporary slang, like the guy who tells you to go “rock that turkey” before you fight the final boss, or a random NPC proclaiming that “thou art awesome.”

			.

				Super-quirky old localizations like this as fascinating. They hail from an era in which publishers began to hire people who actually spoke English to adapt their games for the U.S., but there were no real standards or objectives for localization in place. 

			.

				But... that’s probably the best thing about Rolan’s Curse. Even the soundtrack is a miss—it’s well-crafted in terms of sonic quality, but the music consists almost entirely of five-second loops that go from repetitive to grating to murder-inspiring in a matter of moments. Between its clumsy mechanics, linear design, and general lack of anything exciting, the real Rolan’s Curse was the game itself. Fortunately, the sequel would prove to be a far more interesting creation... but that’s a few hundred Game Boy releases away.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			four-player adapter

		

		
			4人用アダプタ • 4 Nin-you Adapter

			Developer: Nintendo R&D1/Intelligent Systems 

			Manufacturer: Nintendo

			Genre: Peripheral

			Release: Nov. 9, 1990 [JP] Feb. 1991 [U.S.] Oct. 1991 [EU]

			DMG-007

		

		
			Pack-in Video’s Trump Boy II seems like a massive case of “Why bother?” at first glance—a marginal improvement to a lackluster game, released in bizarrely short order. But that’s not entirely fair to Pack-In Video, because Trump Boy II did offer one significant advantage over the original Trump Boy: Support for the Game Boy 4-Player Adapter.

			.

				This peripheral was precisely what the name suggests: A device capable of allowing up to four people to play Game Boy games together at once. That idea hardly seems a novelty in the age of wi-fi and internet play, but in 1990 it amounted to a complicated challenge involving a great many cables—and, in the case of the Game Boy, a peripheral purpose-built for the task. The complexity of this ordeal meant that the 4-Player Adapter saw meager software support throughout its lifetime.

			.

				At its Japanese launch on Nov. 9, 1990, two games supported the adapter: F-1 Race and Trump Boy II. (The number would shrink to one game when it reached the U.S., since Trump Boy II didn’t make its way west.) Not the most impressive collection of software. That said, even Trump Boy II’s mediocre card games become slightly more enjoyable when played with other people… or at the very least, they feel less a little unfairly stacked against the player. 

			.

				The real question is: How did Pack-In Video, of all companies, somehow manage to finagle its way into being on-hand for the debut of a first-party Game Boy accessory? That seems like the kind of distinction Nintendo would reserve for a top-tier partner, not a C-tier studio like Pack-In Video. 

			.

				Then again, it’s not like the 4-Player Adapter is precisely one of Nintendo’s most meticulously guarded and documented creations. Indeed, there’s not even a comprehensive online listing of games that supported the device. The closest thing out there at the time of this writing is Wikipedia’s list (a list to which I had to add Trump Boy II myself). Similarly, there’s little information online about the origins of the device or even how it works. It’s fallen to historians to puzzle out and document the workings of the 4-Player Adapter to the best of their abilities.

			.

				It’s a strange little device, really. The Game Boy shipped with support for two-player linking right out of the box, but it was never really intended to allow for larger matches than that. Compare that to Atari’s Lynx, whose ComLynx connection was specifically designed to connect via daisy chain. Each ComLynx cable included a branching female input jack that split off from the two male plugs on either end. If you wanted to link up more than two Lynxes, all you needed to do was simply tap into an existing ComLynx connection through that branching jack; yet another player could then join in by tapping into your own cable’s jack, and so on, up to the maximum limit. The ComLynx protocol could theoretically support as many as 16 devices before overloading the available data bandwidth, and at least 15 games for the platform supported more than two players. Todd’s Adventure in Slime World represented Lynx’s most “connected” title, topping out at an impressive eight players—a feat explored from time to time at classic gaming conventions by dogged Atari fans.

			.

				Game Boy ultimately only saw about the same number of four-player titles as Lynx, despite having something like 20 times as many overall releases as Atari’s system. Of those, only one title—FaceBall 2000—could theoretically support more than four people. I say “theoretically” because support for 16 people is known to exist in the game code... but unlike ComLynx, the Game Boy 4-Player Adapter doesn’t support daisy-chaining. Rather, the 4-Player Adapter operates with a hub format.

			.

				The adapter itself plugs into one Game Boy, and then up to three other systems plug into the adapter. There is a sequential element to the 4-Player Adapter: Each port is numbered, and the built-in connection always connects to player 1. But according to the Edge of Emulation blog series (https://shonumi.github.io/articles/art9.html) by writer “Shonumi,” the 4-Player Adapter runs its own internal software that works as a traffic cop of sorts for multiplayer data. This was probably necessary due to the fact that the Link Cable in itself is a bit of a hack that almost shouldn’t even work to begin with. But it does make things difficult if you want to, say, put together a 16-player Faceball 2000 match, since the hub setup doesn’t easily daisy chain.

			.

				I recently had the opportunity to speak to Takehiro Izushi, a former member of Nintendo R&D1’s division who worked on numerous Game Boy projects during the ’90s. He confirmed that the 4-Player Adapter was an internally developed Nintendo device. He said he’s fairly certain it was designed by none other than Satoru Okada, the lead hardware designer for the Game Boy… which suggests that enabling four-player communication on Game Boy was such a daunting technical challenge that only the console’s creator was up to the task.

			.

				The 4-Player Adapter suffers from a few other limitations as well. Perhaps most notably, its player-one connection is hardwired into the device… which means that in order to use the adapter at all, you need to use an original Game Boy hardware model as your lead system. Later hardware revisions, beginning with Game Boy Pocket, sported more compact Link Cable ports. While cross-device cables exist that allow you to connect a Game Boy with a Game Boy Pocket, Game Boy Color, or Game Boy Micro, the 4-Player Adapter has to connect to a system capable of accepting an original model Link Cable plug.

			.

				In short, the 4-Player Adapter is an odd, clumsy, limited device supported by few games. But it’s worth remembering just how much trouble the idea of handheld multiplayer used to be in this day and age where connecting multiple people on the go is as simple as a wi-fi handshake; we’ve come a long way. 

		

		
			
			

		

		
			interview: creating game boy’s link cable & sound chip

		

		
			Hirokazu “Chip” Tanaka began working at Nintendo back in the early ’80s. His eclectic taste in music resulted in the memorable ditties of simple “Black Box” NES games, the rich textures of the Metroid soundtrack, and more. But Tanaka also worked on hardware at Nintendo, including a few critical Game Boy components. I recently spoke to him about his work on the system. (Thanks to 8-4 Ltd. and Hiroko Minamoto for arranging this interview.)

			.

				Game Boy Works: I’ve read that besides composing music, you also worked on Famicom and Game Boy hardware. How did you contribute to things like the Zapper?

			.

				Hirokazu Tanaka: Well, I wasn’t actually involved in the development of Zapper. I was in the same division that was creating the gun. So there were maybe a dozen people in the same room, creating the gun and also R.O.B. So I saw how development was going, but I wasn’t really a part of it.

			.

				With the Game Boy, I actually created the whole sound chip. Also the Link Cable, too. I talked a lot with the manufacturers—what kind of texture to use and all that. I had a personal mission to create a transparent cable. But the samples didn’t turn out to be really transparent. They were kind of foggy, so I gave up on the idea of making a transparent cable. I’m kind of joking here, but I had an ambition of making Nintendo “transparent,” so because of that, I was obsessed with the idea of creating a transparent cable, if that makes sense. [laughs]

			.

				GBW: On the sound chip for the Game Boy, you said you created the entire sound chip. What did you try to bring to that part of the hardware? Obviously, with such a low-cost piece of hardware, you had to make certain compromises. So what did you think was important to have as a feature for the Game Boy sound chip, and what elements were you willing to sacrifice, to say, “This isn’t as important”?

			.

				Tanaka: First of all, there wasn’t that much stuff that I had to give up on! Basically, the whole goal when I was creating the Game Boy sound chip, was... I knew that the quality of sound was going to be lower than the Famicom’s. However, I wanted to be sure people didn’t feel that it was not as good as Famicom. So I tried to think of and implement certain tricks in the sound chip.

			.

				First, I added stereo effects. With the Game Boy, you’re able to use headphones to listen. So integrated stereo effects so players could hear sound from the left, the right, and middle. I felt that since people would be using the headphones, the stereo effect would turn out to be good. 

			.

				Another thing I did is—so, with the Famicom, the sound, the shortest sound that you could create was 16 milliseconds. With the Game Boy, I decided to make it possible to produce sounds shorter than 16 milliseconds. The third thing I did was... I made two noise channels available to composers. Finally, I made user-defined wave tables available to use, so composers could create their own waves.

			.

				GBW: So instead of being set to square or triangle waves, they were user-defined?

			.

				Tanaka: Yes, that’s correct.

			.

				GBW: So how was the experience of composing for Game Boy games on a chip that you oversaw and created?

			.

				Tanaka: Well, just because I created the sound chip, it doesn’t mean that I’m the best person or have the best command of it. So what I did as I was creating the sound chip—the thing I wanted to do most was basically be able to provide hardware to people that could take advantage of and create a variation of sounds. I wanted them to be able to have a variety of expressions and be able to enjoy creating tracks using this variety. 

			.

				Now, I guess you could say that by doing that, there’s so many things that you can control, that it makes creating game music a little more complicated. Maybe you need to put in more effort to create a track. In a sense, you can kind of say that required more effort to creating a track than it was when you were creating tracks for Famicom. But for somebody like me, it was fun to control this hardware to create tracks.

			.

				So, I would say I enjoyed creating tracks on the Game Boy hardware. Another thing that I think is that since I was able to bring variety to creating sound on the Game Boy sound chip, even today there are people who use the Game Boy to create music. I think because I created that kind of sound chip, it allowed for people to be using it as an instrument to create sound to this day. That’s something I’m really happy about.

			.

				GBW: Were you surprised when you saw people using Game Boy as an instrument to perform live music?

			.

				Tanaka: Yeah, of course. I was surprised. Back in the day, when I was working at Nintendo, I basically did the exact same thing. There were these big speakers in the office, so I would connect my Game Boy to those speakers and create music, perform music. When I saw people using the Game Boy as an instrument, I thought, “Oh, yeah, yeah. Exactly. That’s what I used to do as well.” So, you know, it was really fun seeing people do that.
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			f-1 race

		

		
			F1レース • F1 Race

			Developer: Nintendo R&D1

			Publisher: Nintendo

			Genre: Racing

			Release: Nov. 9, 1990 [JP] Feb. 1991 [U.S.] Oct. 1991 [EU]

			DMG-F1

		

		
			As the game specifically designed for use with the 4-Player Adapter, F-1 Race is easily the most impressive racing title we’ve seen yet for Game Boy. Admittedly, a low bar to clear. Given its straightforward name, this may have been intended as a portable follow-up to the 1984 Famicom racer by the same name. We’ve already seen a few cases where Nintendo created portable sequels to console titles, most notably Balloon Kid, and this would seem to continue that trend.

			.

				F-1 Race follows the same pattern as those other semi-sequels. It makes use of a similar presentation format (and similar mechanics) to the previous game while adding quite a bit to the mix. F-1 Race for Famicom was pretty bare-bones as a racing game, more or less amounting to a Pole Position clone. And that was fine for 1984, really; it was enough that F-1 Race managed to create 3D graphics with a behind-the-car perspective and a road vanishing into the horizon on a home console. That was more than the Famicom appeared capable of doing right out of the box, and the novelty went a long way. In fact, those visuals were enough of a technical feat that Nintendo wasn’t able to create the game internally; instead, they had to summon the legendary Satoru Iwata to program its immersive point-of-view.

			.

				By the time this Game Boy sequel rolled around, the company seemed to have a better handle on the hardware. F-1 Race was created internally at Nintendo R&D1 by a team of plucky youngsters like Masahiko Mashimo and Naotaka Ohnishi.  The F-1 Race team’s members haven’t precisely become household names, but they’re all still with Nintendo, and they’ve worked on an impressive array of beloved franchises ranging from Fire Emblem to WarioWare to Paper Mario. This, then, is the work of a core Nintendo team, and the quality shows.

			.

				F-1 Race is perhaps most notable (in personnel terms) for being the debut title for composer Kazumi Totaka—the inspiration behind K.K. Slider in Animal Crossing, known for slipping a trademark tune into his games. While that melody doesn’t appear here, F-1 Race does have a rocking soundtrack—one unfortunately drowned out by the constant whine of engines.

			.

				Still, you can sense his artful touch in the way this game uses its music. You actually begin each race in silence but for the squeal of tires and hum of engines; it’s only around 15 seconds into each race that the music finally kicks in. This delayed start feels like an unusual way to present the soundtrack to a racing game—a genre where you’re meant to feel like you’re blasting at full speed at all moments—but it works.

			.

				This being a Formula One racing title, there’s nothing unusual about F-1 Race’s core mechanics. You go as fast as possible as you jockey against other racers for the pole position. There are no road hazards to worry about, no weapons to dodge, no crazy bursts of speed boosting. It’s just you, a bunch of faceless other racers, and the need to move left and right a lot.

			.

				If there’s any surprise to F-1 Race, it’s just how demanding the Grand Prix mode is. Seriously, this game expects absolute perfection from players if they hope to advance: You have to come in first place every single time in order to reach the next track. I guess that’s one way to stretch play time out of a game with only eight tracks, but it feels unusually harsh—you have to play perfectly from the very beginning in order to see anything beyond the that first track. It feels especially punitive given that most racing games allow you to advance so long as you rank in, say, the top three.

			.

				Of course, it’s perfectly possible to see the rest of the game’s race tracks if you aren’t determined to do it through the campaign mode. You can hop over to time trial mode and select from any of the game’s eight course, which vary in difficulty from the extremely straightforward opening track to the alarmingly convoluted India course. While you don’t earn any progression for the core single-player game by playing time trials, doing so does at least allow you to check out the sights. 

			.

				Alternately, if you’re not having any luck against the CPU, you can always play head-to-head against as many as three other people with the use of the 4-Player Adapter. This is where the game truly shines. The multiplayer mode doesn’t sacrifice any of the game’s innate speed in order to accommodate the other racers, which is impressive. (You also still get to enjoy the music, unlike four-player competition in Mario Kart 64. )

			.

				Setting up a multiplayer match is surprisingly painless, once you get everyone connected. The game creates a sort of multiplayer lobby that instantly detects when other copies of the game connect to the 4-Player Adapter and enter multiplayer mode. Every racer enters their name and selects their engine type, and player 1 gets to pick the track selection and number of races to complete. It’s simple and to the point, but it works.

			.

				While F-1 Race won’t precisely blow anyone’s mind with its mechanics and design, it manages to coax impressive performance out of the Game Boy hardware. Unlike, say, Monster Truck, the racing action feels fast despite the hardware’s innate pokiness, with turns zooming up quickly and demanding quick reflexes. You can choose from two different car options, one with a powerful engine and one with less. The top-speed engine isn’t necessarily the best option here: It’s much harder to keep under control, and has a tendency to drift off the road on sharp turns. 

			.

				As in Pole Position, the road is lined with billboards that will cause you to spin out if you hit them, so using that beefy engine requires a delicate touch. The smaller engine allows you greater control and makes a spin-out less likely, but you’ll have a harder time pulling into that all-important first place ranking. Each car also has a nitro boost option, without which even the most basic-level single-player race is impossible to win.

			.

				All in all, it’s pretty solid. Perhaps not the greatest racer of all time, but perfectly serviceable. That said, it’s arguably somewhat less approachable—and less fun—than Roadster. There’s no debating the fact that it’s a truly remarkable technical feat for the Game Boy platform. Not just for its brisk, 3D visuals, but also for the impressive pack-in it shipped with. 

				Granted, the 4-Player Adapter ended up going the way of most Nintendo add-on peripherals, which is to say it saw very little use beyond this game, but it sure was a neat addition that proved the Game Boy could keep up with the feature set of the technologically superior competition. Not that I imagine Nintendo was sweating the Atari Lynx all that much. This was more like a coup de grace, a little flourish to say, “Oh, yeah, we can do that too, NBD.”
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			trump boy ii

		

		
			トランプボーイII • Trump Boy II

			Developer: Pack-in Video

			Publisher: Pack-in Video

			Genre: Casino

			Release: Nov. 9, 1990 [JP] 

			DMG-T2J

		

		
			Some publishers really weren’t afraid to double down on mediocrity when it came to Game Boy. We’re a year and a half into the system’s life, and this is our second sequel to a previous Game Boy title—the first, of course, being Boxxle II [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. Trump Boy II seems a wildly unlikely candidate to join the rapid-sequel club. This speedy follow-up is made even more bizarre by the fact that it adds so little to the original.

			.

				As in the first Trump Boy, you can select from three different card game modes, one of which is exactly the same as a selection in the previous release. This time, Sevens (also known as Parliament) takes the place of Nervous Breakdown, and Page One—which is essentially Uno, and which we saw in Coconuts Japan’s unimaginatively titled Card Game [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]—replaces Speed. So really, it’s more like Trump Boy 1⅔ than a proper Trump Boy II. If you really like card games on monochrome video consoles, Trump Boy II should be totally irresistible. Otherwise, though, this might be the single least essential Game Boy release to date.

			.

				Trump Boy II isn’t terrible, mind you. It’s merely profoundly redundant, and the subject matter at hand didn’t precisely cry out to be reiterated so soon. 

			.

				So what’s here?

			.

				First, there’s Daifugou, also known as Millionaire. We arguably see the most meaningful visual change in this particular mode, as it’s the one time we constantly see anything resembling characters on-screen during play. The proverbial cover mascot (Trump Boy himself) once again fails to make an appearance in-game. For that matter, we also don’t see any of this game’s other cover mascots in action, either. Instead, Millionaire mode offers a wide range of cartoon-style competitors to play against, presumably ranging from “weak” to “strong” challengers the further you advance from upper-left corner to lower-right. I say this assuming that a droopy middle-ager is probably much better at card games than, say, a monkey or a shiba inu. Then again, you never know.

			.

				But none of these in-game portraits even vaguely resembles the characters depicted in the cover art, which is one of those wonderful clay model diorama photos Japanese publishers did so well back in the 8-bit days. On the box, you can see what appear to be clay renditions of the royal card portraits—a King, a Queen, Trump Boy as the Jack, and a wizard as the Ace—all molded somewhat inexplicably into a rendition of Mt. Rushmore. None of these portraits appear as the in-game character sprites.

			.

				The same problem that affected the original Trump Boy’s rendition of Millionaire holds true here: The computer seems to hold an unfair advantage, ganging up on the player four-to-one. Being able to select your opponent could be meant as a way to mitigate that somewhat, but the best way to even up the odds is to go all-in on four-player mode; that’ll reduce the number of CPU opponents to just one. (Note that I haven’t tried this myself yet, but I have to assume the lone computer player still cheats.)

			.

				The object of Millionaire is to clear out your hand as quickly as possible by playing a card of a higher value than the last card to have been placed. Play proceeds in sequence from one player to the next in line. The sooner your empty out your hand, the more points you’re awarded. You gain points (or lose them) depending on how quickly you clear your hand, and the game is structured a bit like real-world economics. That is to say, winners have an easier time continuing a winning streak than losers do pulling themselves out of the hole.

			.

				More enjoyable (and egalitarian) is Page One, which we last saw in Card Game as “U.S.A. Page One.” Here, as there, it’s basically the same game as Uno. Play advances around the table, with players attempting to match either the suit or value of a card in their hand to the card currently in play. That is, if a nine of spades is face-up on the pile, you need to play either a nine or a spade in order for it to count as a valid action. Make a match and the play advances to the next person; if you lack the ability to place a matching card on the stack, you have to draw a card from the deck to add to your hand.

			.

				The first player to clear their hand wins, with one small wrinkle: Before you play your next to last card, you have to call “Page One” (by pressing a specific button combo) in order to indicate you’re down to your final card. If you fail to call before you play, you’re penalized with a stiff five-card draw. Since your goal is to clean out your hand, that’s a huge setback.

			.

				There are a few other rules to keep Page One lively, including special cards that force the next player to skip a turn or draw extra cards. You can also use specific cards to reverse the direction of play or change the current suit of the active card. Unlike Card Game’s take on the game, Trump Boy II allows you to change the value of these special cards at the beginning of a match.

			.

				And finally, there’s Parliament, or Sevens. In this game, your goal is—predictably, at this point—to be the first to clear your hand of cards. Here, however, you don’t have to deal with draw penalties. Instead, an entire deck is handed out to four players at once, and all four of the deck’s 7s are placed in the middle.

			.

				Play advances by turns, as each player attempts to place a card adjacent to one on the table. It’s like competitive Solitaire played from the inside-out—you can only play a card of the same suit as a card on the table. So, from the 7 of Hearts you can play 6 or 8 of Hearts. Play the 8 of Hearts and your next play will have to be either the 6 or 9 of Hearts. And so on.

			.

				If you can’t make a match, you’re forced to pass, and after three passes, your next miss forces you to fold. Under certain circumstances, you can play an Ace or a King and create an additional front from which to make matches, but otherwise it’s all a fairly direct and simple Solitaire variant. And that’s it. That’s all of Trump Boy II: Three card games, a little more enjoyable than the series’ first pass and with a host of charming cartoon characters (and, potentially, three other humans) to play against. Thankfully, even Pack-In Video must have realized three’s a crowd, because we never saw a Trump Boy III.
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			david crane’s

			the rescue of princess blobette

			starring a boy and his blob

		

		
			ふしぎなブロビー 〜プリンセス・ブロブを救え!〜 •

				Fushigi na Blobby ~Princess Blob o Tasukete!~

			Developer: Imagineering

			Publisher: Absolute Entertainment

			Genre: Platformer/Adventure

			Release: Nov. 9, 1990 [JP] May 1991 [U.S.] 1991 [EU]

			DMG-RP

		

		
			The Rescue of Princess Blobette (or, if you prefer its mouthful of a full title, David Crane’s The Rescue of Princess Blobette Starring A Boy and His Blob) follows on the heels of games like Ninja Boy and DuckTales in being remarkably faithful to an NES game, but not as good. I suppose that should come as little real surprise, though. The only NES-to-Game Boy follow-up we’ve seen so far that I would classify as unquestionably superior to the console game is Balloon Kid, which included all the cool stuff from the NES game and added a full quest mode to it on top of that. Princess Blobette, on the other hand, falls more along the lines of what we’ve come to expect from this particular branch of Game Boy software.

			.

				I hate to bag on a game that bears the name of a pioneering designer like David Crane, but Princess Blobette really isn’t his best work. In every sense, this feels like a worse version of the NES game it builds on, A Boy and His Blob. Take the music, for example. A Boy and His Blob only had a few tracks, but they were bangers. Aside from one very annoying high-pitched rhythmic element, the soundtrack to the NES game sounded rich and layered and featured some fantastic drum samples. By contrast, the Game Boy soundtrack (despite the handheld’s strong audio capabilities) amounts to tinnier, flatter renditions of those same compositions. 

			.

				The music makes for a great metaphor for the game itself. Princess Blobette takes, in effect, the entirety of the NES game... then shrinks it down to about one-third the size. It carries forward both the mechanics of the NES game and the graphics. Given the leisurely pace of the game, this is one of the rare instances where the developers’ reuse of NES sprites doesn’t really hurt all that much. Unfortunately, Princess Blobette carries forward all the lousy design elements and maddening frustrations of the NES game as well. It’s like a concentrated dose of unfairness and clumsy bumbling.

			.

				There’s a lot to like about the concept behind A Boy and His Blob. The NES original was an adventure game in the guise of a free-roaming, almost metroidvania-like platformer. It was also one of the first games to involve an A.I.-controlled companion character. The titular boy can’t really do all that much on his own, not even jump. He just walks around and chucks jellybeans, basically. All the heavy lifting here is handled by the Blob, a weird white lump that kind of looks like a snowman that’s been cursed with a human face. The Blob is entirely computer-controlled. It cheerfully follows the boy around and takes no initiative of its own for any action besides hopping along to catch up to the Boy, forcing the player to make all the decisions for solving puzzles and completing objectives.

			.

				The Blob may not have initiative, but it has skills. For some mysterious reason, tossing a jellybean at the Blob will cause it to transform into various different objects based on the flavor of the bean. Completing the game, then, amounts to making tactical use of your jellybean reserves in order to solve a number of puzzles and safely navigate a sprawling maze of pits and monsters.

			.

				The same holds true here in Princess Blobette, but the world you must conquer is a lot smaller on Game Boy. The NES game spanned multiple levels, beginning with a massive maze of caverns beneath the boy’s hometown and eventually leading to the Blob’s homeworld. Princess Blobette takes place entirely inside a castle on the Blob homeworld, and your task is simply to rescue the eponymous princess, who has been suspended in a bird cage high above a boiling stew pot. Unlike in the NES game, there’s no final boss to worry about; rescuing Blobette is a pretty cut-and-dried task that amounts to freezing the cauldron and having the Blob unlock her cage. It’s a compact game. If you know what you’re doing, you can easily clear it within the space of 20 minutes, maybe less.

			.

				For those seeking a little more to do with their $30 video game investment, Princess Blobette also follows in the footsteps of the NES game by incorporating a treasure hunt element. A counter at the top of the screen denotes the numbers of hidden treasures scattered throughout the game and decrements every time you find one. As with so many things about the A Boy and His Blob games, this calls back to Crane’s breakout hit Pitfall!

			.

				The NES game in a lot of ways felt like Pitfall! for the NES audience: More colorful and cartoonish, and structured with a more intricate layout. But the premise—overcoming environmental hazards and finding underground loot—comes straight from that Atari 2600 masterpiece. Unfortunately, the Blob games feel a lot more unfair and based in trial-and-error than Pitfall! did. Pitfall! was tough, to be sure, but it always felt more or less fair. The challenge of the game came to a certain degree from navigating the jungle’s hazards, but the real task at hand was to learn the ins and outs of the game world and uncover the location of all its treasures, then figure out a path that would allow you to collect them within the time limit.

			.

				A Boy and His Blob lacked a time limit, but it seemingly compensated for its more relaxing sense of freedom by constantly screwing over the player with trial-and-error traps. Consider the NES game’s opening area, in which you need to descend into the subway, then create a hole in the floor to allow you to reach the underground caverns beneath the city. There’s no way to see the layout of the caverns from inside the subway, or even any way to know that something exists beneath the subway station that you need to seek out. So, even if you’re able to figure out the fact that you need to drop through the floor to that unseen cavern, it’s still impossible to know where precisely you can safely drop to.

			.

				The entire game plays out like this, expecting players to sacrifice life after life as they slowly sound out the proper path to victory. This is certainly one way to extend play time, I suppose, but not a great way.

			.

				Princess Blobette doesn’t have quite as much of the NES game’s trial-and-error design, but that’s only because its world is so much smaller. Instead, its difficulty comes from the fact that it’s so hard to coax the Blob into moving exactly where you need it to. Since you have no direct control over the Blob, you’re forced to rely on its A.I. to guide it where it needs to be in order to properly line up a transformation to allow you to climb or descend to another screen. This is the single most difficult thing in the entire game, and it’s made worse by the Blob’s physics, which prevent it from occupying the same space as the Boy.

			.

				If the Blob decides to stand where the Boy is, the Boy gets shoved out of the way to make room. This is the one area where the NES sprite proportions cause problems on the Game Boy screen: Platforms in this game tend to be a lot more narrow than on NES, and the Blob has a maddening tendency to bump you off the side of tiny ledges, sometimes to your death. 

			.

				Meanwhile, the jellybean transformation mechanic carries forward almost 1:1 from the NES game. It’s a clever concept in both games. It forces players to experiment with a limited set of tools in order to solve puzzles. I don’t know that the puzzles here entirely live up to the concept, though. There’s one jellybean, the Root Beer Rocket, you never actually need to use—indeed, if you use it in the wrong place, you’ll instantly lose the entire game.

			.

				The dad-joke designations for the jellybean transformations are almost as good as the basic concept. Sure, some of the correlations between flavor and transformation are just kind of there for no real reason. For example, mint turns the Blob into a patch of ice, possibly because mint is cool and refreshing. Cola beans turn the Blob into a bubble, because cola is fizzy. And coconut jellybeans turn the Blob into… a coconut.

			.

				Others, however, have built-in puns. Need a key? Feed the Blob a lime jellybean. Because, you know, key limes. Need a monkey wrench to throw a spanner into the works? Try a banana bean. Monkeys love bananas, see.

			.

				The bean mechanic does come with the same annoying user interface choice as on NES: The heads-up display lists the flavor and quantity of your currently selected bean, but for some ridiculous reason it only describes the bean’s transformation power when that ability is currently in effect. I get the value in the discovery process, but would it have been so hard to retain the effect info for quick reference once you’ve experimented with that bean?

			.

				Even more annoyingly, you have to select beans by cycling through the entire list of 14 flavors one by one. It’s all cumbersome and ill-considered, and even one or two very basic tweaks would have made the jellybean mechanic friendlier. These details aren’t game-breakers, but they do typify the rough elements that should have been sanded down. The Rescue of Princess Blobette is almost laughably easy to beat if you’ve completed the NES game, since it doesn’t really introduce any new elements to the mix. The Blob has the same set of transformations, and you have to deal with the puzzles and hazards carried over from the NES game: Water, crushing machines, levers, and that boiling pot at game’s end. 

			.

				All of this is frustrating, because the premise behind A Boy and His Blob is quite strong. This sequel and/or remix (whatever you prefer to call it) could have been great with just a little more time and consideration. I mean, look at WayFoward’s remake of the game a few years back—it was both charming, substantial, and vastly more fair.

			.

				Unfortunately, this feels like a project that was hustled out the door as quickly as possible for as little money as possible. Much like the in-game world here, the staff list is a bit smaller than that of the NES game. Rather than giving A Boy and His Blob a proper portable follow-up, it feels like Absolute and Imagineering went for a quick, low-budget release to strike while the Game Boy market was hot. It’s an acceptable handheld take on the NES game... but only just. 
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			pac-man

		

		
			パックマン • Pac-Man

			Developer: Namco

			Publisher: Namco

			Genre: Arcade/Maze chase

			Release: Nov. 16, 1990 [JP] April 1991 [U.S.] 1991 [EU]

			DMG-PC-USA

		

		
			Game Boy has seen no shortage of games reminiscent of Pac-Man to date. Now, at long last, Namco brings us the real deal. And it is, well, Pac-Man. That said, it’s honestly not the greatest version of Pac-Man you’ll ever play. There’s a reason people would flip out about the Neo Geo Pocket Color version of Pac-Man a decade later: With this as the handheld competition, there was still plenty of room for improvement.

			.

				Pac-Man on Game Boy continues the series’ somewhat checkered history on Nintendo platforms, which had been precipitated by Namco’s falling out with Nintendo. Pac-Man briefly appeared as an officially licensed title from Tengen, which itself was an offshoot of Atari that ended up bringing a ton of Namco games to NES thanks to the longstanding relationship between Atari and Namco. Tengen shipped a handful of NES games with an official Nintendo license but almost immediately went rogue. They cracked the secret of the 10NES security chip lockout system and began to sell self-produced games outside of Nintendo’s official licensing system. Pac-Man debuted as a Nintendo-sanctioned release but soon shifted over to become one of Tengen’s unauthorized releases, distinguished by the angular black cartridges in which they shipped.

			.

				There was no love lost on Namco’s behalf. The company’s president notoriously chafed at the restrictions Nintendo attempted to impose on all publishers for NES and Famicom. Namco’s leadership felt, not without justification, that Nintendo owed a great deal of the Famicom’s success to Namco’s early support [see the appendix section of NES Works Vol. II]. When Nintendo attempted to tighten their grip on Famicom third parties and decided to treat Namco like any other licensee, the company balked. As a result, the U.S. didn’t see Namco as a licensed publisher on NES until late in 1993, which landed right at the very end of the console’s life.

			.

				Namco’s friction with Nintendo makes the company’s arrival on Game Boy in all regions here with Pac-Man a bit of a surprise. Pac-Man for Game Boy debuted in Japan in November 1990, and six months later in the U.S., all under the Namco name. I guess those hurt feelings only went so far when the opportunity for millions of sweet Pac-Man dollars was there for the taking.

			.

				Still, Namco ultimately wouldn’t publish a huge number of games for Game Boy compared to their support for other systems. In Pac-Man, we may have a clue to the reasons for their relative scarcity. This is a troubled port of the game. It’s not awful or anything, but you really get the impression that Namco—or whatever unknown studio they ghosted this project out to—found themselves at odds with the system’s limited hardware. 

			.

				Pac-Man on Game Boy appears to use maze graphics converted directly from the NES version of the game. Indeed, the maze lines up pixel-for-pixel between NES and Game Boy. And if you’ve been paying any attention to the past hundred-odd Game Boy releases chronicled in these volumes, you know what that means: That’s right, Pac-Man has a problem with proportions. That plague of console-to-Game Boy direct conversions affects even this most legendary of works.

			.

				The developers’ decision to retain the pixel dimensions of the maze rather than resizing it to fit the handheld’s screen means that you can only see a third of the maze at any given time. The screen has to scroll on both axes in order to keep up with the action, something that constitutes a huge strike against any conversion of Pac-Man. What makes it especially annoying is that the Game Boy screen is actually just wide enough to contain the Pac-Man maze horizontally if you trim the edges by four pixels: The Game Boy screen is 160 pixels wide, and the Pac-Man maze on NES was 164 pixels wide. They easily could have run the maze the full width of the screen and let it scroll only on its vertical axis, which would have played far better than what we ended up with. But rather than take that approach, Namco burdened the game with a big blank sidebar that takes up more than a quarter of the screen’s width to display the score and a lives counter. 

			.

				It’s a strange design choice, one for which the only possible justification could be if it were implemented for performance reasons. See, Namco released Pac-Man on Sega’s Game Gear just a few months after this port, and the Game Gear version takes the overlay-free approach. As such, that version only scrolls vertically, which makes the action a lot easier to keep up with. The score and the lives counter hover on top of the screen as an overlay, which is a little ugly but is far less compromising to the gameplay. So the question is, does Pac-Man’s Game Boy sidebar exist because it’s meant to mirror the NES version, which was a huge hit in Japan? Or is it there because the Game Boy just couldn’t handle displaying a full screen’s worth of maze action at once?

			.

				It’s worth mentioning this version of Pac-Man is noticeably more sluggish than other contemporary ports. It moves at a fraction of the speed of the NES and Game Boy conversions, which leads you to suspect the game simply couldn’t have spanned the entire screen. One of the Game Boy’s more famous tech quirks is that the system actually lacks the video memory to fill the screen with unique graphical tiles, forcing developers to either repeat visual elements or leave blank zones like the sidebar you see here. Given Pac-Man’s design, which involves a twisting maze with a constantly changing state (going from dot-filled to empty as players work through each level), it’s possible that this awkward design was actually a technological necessity to work around Game Boy’s shortcomings.

			.

				Why does any of this matter, you may wonder? Because Pac-Man was designed around fast action spanning a single screen. You should be able to look at a glance and take in the location of Pac-Man relative to the monsters chasing him, while also scanning to take note of which pellets need to be captured in order to complete the stage. With only a third of the screen visible at a time, playing Pac-Man becomes far more difficult. You can’t see at a glance where all of your enemies are most of the time, so this approach involves a lot of guesswork that didn’t exist in the original arcade game. 

			.

				Even if you keep track of where ghosts go off the screen, it’s impossible to know exactly how they’ll behave while they’re out of sight. Even memorizing the gameplay patterns becomes impossible, since this version obviously doesn’t distinguish between the colors of the four different maze monsters. All four of your enemies here appear in the same shade of grey—which is to be expected, perhaps, but it’s still unfortunate. The color divisions matter because each of the ghosts has its own distinct behavior, denoted by its color.

			.

				While those behaviors still exist here, it’s impossible to know which ghost is which when one pops onto the corner of the screen. Are you about to collide with Blinky, who will doggedly pursue Pac-Man? Or is it perhaps Clyde, who is more or less oblivious to Pac-Man and mostly does his own thing? Knowing the behavior of a monster should inform your strategy in a pinch, allowing you to know when to double back and when to barrel ahead, and you can’t do that here. The game’s lack of any real signaling regarding the monsters’ personalities turns the Game Boy port into something of a guessing game.

			.

				Between the lack of color and the bi-directional scrolling, Pac-Man loses something essential on Game Boy. It’s a poorer game for the loss.

			.

				You get the sensation Namco tried to balance out this conversion’s shortcomings by tilting things slightly in the player’s favor in other respects. Not only does everything move more slowly here than in other versions, the game feels noticeably more forgiving in terms of collisions. It’s actually possible to pass through ghosts in certain situations. Of course, Pac-Man’s collision detection was always pretty generous—a ghost normally only “catches” Pac-Man if their center pixels overlap—which means everyone who’s played the game has had those sweaty-handed moments where a ghost was literally on top of Pac-Man and death seemed imminent until they managed pull away from the pursuer or grab an energizer at the last second. But here, a maze monster basically has to overlap Pac-Man before it registers a kill. Of course, this works both ways: You’ll often fail to eat a frightened ghost or pick up a maze pellet that should have registered here due to the rather loose collision detection.

			.

				The final pebble on this game’s mountain of frustrations: Spongy controls. Pac-Man doesn’t move as crisply as you’d like him to when ducking around the corners of the maze… which is strange, because you’d think that this conversion’s slower pace would create a greater allowance for tight controls. Unfortunately, no, and unlike other contemporary conversions of the game, I find this Pac-Man doesn’t snap to respond the way he should. I constantly miss turns and wander into ghosts that my fingers and brain attempt to evade. The spirit is willing, but the D-pad is weak.

			.

				It’s a so-so showing for a legendary video game, which is a shame. Pac-Man is the second most beloved legacy work ever to appear on Game Boy (right after Tetris). It deserves better here—its legacy is too immense. Pac-Man, of course, was the big international breakout title for publisher Namco. Conceived by Toru Iwatani, a designer at the company, the game was meant to appeal to a broader audience than normally flocked to the shooting and pinball games Namco traded in… which is to say, appeal to women as well as men.

			.

				Colorful visuals and a food-based theme (not to mention the lack of overt violence and the presence of memorable characters full of personality) made Pac-Man stand apart from its competitors. It was video gaming’s first true mega-hit, eclipsing Space Invader’s impressive showing in Japan [see Game Boy Works Vol. I] by dominating arcades all around the world. Pac-Man’s simple gameplay demanded players master a four-way joystick and nothing more. It presented a simple and intuitive goal: Help Pac-Man eat everything in the maze while avoiding the four monsters. Special “energizer” dots in each corner of the maze allowed Pac-Man to flip the tables on his aggressors and devour them in a brief window during which they changed color and became vulnerable.

			.

				Pac-Man inspired merchandise, cartoons, and pop radio hits. It begat sequels and ripoffs and sequels that began as ripoffs. It was massive. And it’s appeared on nearly every game system in history… including Game Boy, of course. But if Tetris was a case of developers using Game Boy’s design and limitations to its own advantage, Pac-Man succumbed to the machine’s shortcomings. It’s slow, difficult to parse, and difficult to play. 

			.

				I know Pac-Man as a game is hard to improve on, but I do wish Namco had taken a page from Data East’s book with their treatment of Lock ’N Chase [see Game Boy Works Vol. I]. In arcades, Lock ’N Chase was a mediocre Pac-Man clone. On Game Boy, though, the game enjoyed a great revamp that makes it far and away a superior portable experience. This straight, compromised Pac-Man port just doesn’t cut it.

			.

				Again, a superior Game Gear version of the game came out just a few months later. It’s hard to say how much direct one-to-one comparisons hurt the Game Boy release, of course. Game Boy sales greatly eclipsed Game Gear, and this undoubtedly was the version of Pac-Man most kids (and adults!) bought. Still, having these two versions of the same classic game land so close to one another played exactly into the “look at how bad and dumb Nintendo experiences are compared to ours!” marketing line SEGA had begun pursuing around this time. And, truth be told, this really is a bad and dumb version of a classic video game. The one saving grace it offers is the ability to toggle the screen to a zoomed-out viewpoint that sacrifices visual detail (everything becomes small and nearly indecipherable) in favor of having the entire maze on screen at once. But even this doesn’t help mitigate the sluggish speed of the gameplay or give the grey ghosts valuable color detail.

			.

				I’d like to say Namco would redeem themselves for this letdown eventually, but they didn’t publish many Game Boy titles that would actually make their way to the U.S. Aside from a few weird excursions like Great Greed, Namco mostly treated Game Boy as a place to drop a few quick and easy ports of guaranteed sellers. After all, if someone bought Tetris, they were probably going to buy Pac-Man, too. And maybe this version didn’t need to be great to sell—a universal hit like Pac-Man on a platform with broad appeal like Game Boy was guaranteed to sell well. Still, it would have been nice if they’d tried.
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			The Amazing Spider-Man © Marvel / Disney

			Pipe Dream © LucasArts (possibly indiePub)

			Shisenshou: Match-Mania © Tamtex / Irem

			Paperboy © Atari / Warner Games

			Double Dragon © Technos / Million / Arc System Works

			Tasmania Story © Fuji Television / Pony Canyon

			Dr. Mario / Balloon Kid / Radar Mission / F1 Race © Nintendo

			Ranma 1/2: Kakurenbo Death Match © Shogakukan / Bandai Namco

			Puzznic © Taito / Square Enix

			Ishidō: The Way of Stones © Accolade / Billionsoft

			Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles © Konami / Nickelodeon
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			Amazing Penguin © SEGA

			Bionic Battler © Electro Brain*
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			Dragon Slayer © Nihon Falcom

			Power Mission © VAP / NTV

			Patlabor: The Mobile Police © Shogakukan

			Battle PingPong © Quest / Square Enix

			Atomic Punk © Hudson / Konami

			Skate or Die: Bad ’N Rad © Electronic Arts / Konami

			Extra Bases / Pac-Man © Bandai Namco

			HAL Wrestling © HAL Labs*

			Side Pocket © Data East*

			Disney’s DuckTales © Disney / Capcom

			Boulder Dash © First Star Software

			Lunar Lander / Trump Boy II © Pack-In Video/Marvelous 

			SunSoft Grand Prix © SunSoft / Astroll*

			Maru’s Mission © Jaleco / City Connection*

			Wheel of Fortune © Sony Pictures Television

			Mr. Chin’s Gourmet Paradise © Romstar*

			Fish Dude © Sofel*

			SD Gundam: Lacroan Heroes © Sunrise / Bandai Namco

			Nobunaga’s Ambition © Koei Tecmo

			Astro Rabby © IGS*

			Pop ’N TwinBee © Konami

			Palamedes © Hot-B / Starfish*

			Ghostbusters II © Columbia Pictures / Sony/ HAL Labs

			Monster Truck © Varie*

			Roadster © Tokyo Shoseki

			Soreyuke! Amida-kun © Coconuts Japan*

			After Burst © Masaya / NCS / Extreme

			Rolan’s Curse © SEGA

			David Crane’s The Rescue of Princess Blobette 

				© Imagineering / Absolute / WayForward* 
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			Special thanks to: All Patreon supporters, Armen Ashekian, John Benyamine, Dylan Cuthbert, Fangamer, Asif Khan, Chris Kohler, Bob Mackey, Patrick Kulikowski, Mark Lentz, Steven Lin, Hiroko Minamoto, Cat Nguyen, Jacob Proctor, Max Pixley Smith, and Auston Stewart. Bivert modded Game Boys by Stangboy Customs. Published by Fangamer and Bang Publishing.

			.

			Game Boy Works 1990 Vol. II is based on the YouTube video series by the same name. Text in this volume was adapted from video scripts, and game screenshots were taken from video footage captured for those videos (by way of original cartridges on a Super Game Boy 2 and an RGB-modded Super NES mini, with various SGB2 color palettes applied and upscaled to 720p resolution through an xRGB mini Framemeister unit). Some screen images were captured from an Analogue Super Nt converted to analog output through an Extron Emotia downscaler. NES images captured from an Analogue Nt Mini RGB feed. The retrospectives for Amazing Spider-Man and Pipe Dream were previously published in Game Boy World 1990 Vol. 1. When possible, I attempt to document U.S. releases (or European) over Japanese; in a few cases (Fish Dude, Pop’n TwinBee, Maru’s Mission) the preferred version is unavailable due to extreme rarity or cost. In those cases, I have featured alternate versions.
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			Game Boy Works will return in “Game Boy Works Vol. III.”
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