































































































Chapter 2 Text Adventures

HELP: You’ll get a lot of funny answers to this question — be prepared
to be well and truly insulted for admitting to the computer that you
haven’t the faintest idea of how to progress. Many programs will merely
say: LOOK AROUND AND TRY REPHRASING YOUR
COMMAND, which means that you will get absolutely no help
whatsoever throughout the course of the game. Others will sometimes
give a cryptic clue, based on what is currently at the location: but no
adventure can give you a specific clue.

INVENTORY: Typing this, at any time, will give you a list of items that
you are currently carrying. The word can be abbreviated to IN (don’t be
surprised if the computer misunderstands you, and takes you into a
room full of bloodthirsty Orcs!), or I, which is probably safer.

LIST: Often accomplishes the same as INVENTORY.

LOOK: Will give you another chance to see the room or location that
you are in.

REDESCRIBE: Has the same effect as LOOK.

EXAMINE: When you come across the body of a dead tramp, or a pile
of leaves — in other words, some fairly inanimate object — then
EXAMINE it! Don’t forget our Golden Rule: Everything has a purpose.
Adventure programs haven’t the memory space to include non-essential
items, so assume that anything you see will have some purpose in the
overall scheme. Thus, a pile of leaves will often conceal a gleaming
sword, or a dead body yield up a diamond bracelet.

SAVE/RESTORE: Judicious use of this command will save you a lot of
time. Before embarking on a hazardous mission, like going into a dark
cave, or opening a large wooden door, first of all SAVE your current
position. Then, if you are killed off, as you usually will be, you won’t
have to retrace your steps — steps which have no doubt been very
hard-won! RESTORE is the command usually required in order to
reload your position from disc or tape.

PICK/TAKE/GET: One of these will be your program’s required
command to pick up an object. To find if you have indeed acquired the
object, type INVENTORY, when you should see the object added to
the list of things carried by you.

DROP: Conversely, you may need to leave an object — most programs
have a weight limit, which, realistically, you cannot exceed. So a careful
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compromise is required, between an object’s usefulness, and the
player’s acquisitiveness.

OPEN: This command is most often used when the player is confronted
by a door, or receptacle. Most programs are very pedantic in this regard
— you will be required, usually, to unlock the door or chest before
being able to open it. Sometimes, the player will have to PICK or
TAKE the chest before being able to open it.

KILL: This is one for the old D&Ders! Most adventures will recognise
the word, or indeed any synonym, like STAB, KICK, THROTTLE,
BREAK (that can also be used against the stubbornly-closed door) and
so on. Finding the one that will elicit the response you are hoping for is
really left to your imagination — don’t forget to SAVE your position
first.

D———: Along with all the other words that will be thought of at 3 am,
when you are about to throw the d———ed computer out of the
window, some form of swear word is almost always understood by the
program. If they are not, it does not say very much for the
programmer’s sense of humour — on the other hand, you can’t really
expect the program to recognise every variation that you might dredge
up! And don’t expect to see a long list in our program Eye of the Star
Warrior, this is a family book!

This is necessarily a very short list of the words you will come across
— you may be expected to DIG, SWIM, FLY, SHOUT, WHISPER,
CRAWL, MOVE, SPIT, DRAW and COMMIT SUICIDE among
many other possibilities. The only way to find out which words a
particular program accepts, is to try every thing that comes to mind.

There is no British-written software for the Atari to match Level 9’s
special blend of humour, complexity, literacy, puzzle-setting and sheer
bravado. Their programs will have you alternately shaking with
frustration and curled up with uncontrollable laughter — sample, for
instance, the moment in one of their adventures when the player is
confronted with a tiny plant which whispers in a meek, pitiful voice:
‘Water . . . Water’. Taking pity on the poor thing, the player waters it,
and then can but watch as the plant rears up to eight feet, and menaces
the player, demanding: ‘WATER, WATER !!".

One British software firm which challenges Level 9 is Channel 8
Software, of Preston. Channel 8 has some ten Adventures for the Atari,
as well as the Spectrum, BBC, Commodore 64, Dragon 32 and other
machines. The catalogue has a long and honourable pedigree, originally
being written, by Brian Howarth, for the TRS-80 and Nascom machines
way back in 1980, and marketed through Molimerx. A list of the
intriguingly-named adventures follows:
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1 The Golden Baton: Ever since the Golden Baton was stolen from the
kingdom of King Ferrenuil, brave Warriors and hard Knights were sent
far and wide through the world in search of this artefact . . . none ever
returned . . . Now it is up to you!

2 The Time Machine: Alone in the fog on the moors, you, the news
reporter for the Tulkingham & Dunsby Gazette, have set out to
investigate the strange goings-on around the old house . . .

3 Arrow of Death: You have at last regained The Golden Baton, and
returned it to King Ferrenuil. Recently, however, the Golden Baton has
become a symbol of hatred and evil. With a sense of foreboding, you are
now travelling to the palace, full of dread. Surely a mere mortal, such as
yourself, cannot stand up against the evil power that threatens the
future of your land . . .

4 Arrow of Death Pt.2: Having successfully completed Part One, you
will now need the Arrow in order to defeat Xerdon the Evil!

5 Escape from Pulsar 7: Onboard the PULSAR 7, you are alone and
being hunted by a savage creature, which has killed and eaten the rest of
the crew . . .

6 Circus: Out of petrol on a dark, deserted country lane, you come upon
a circus in the middle of a field. The raucous sounds of laughter and
merriment stop as soon as you approach . . . darkness is falling, and it’s
going to be a long, long night!

7 Feasibility Experiment: You awake from a troubled sleep to find
yourself . . . the subject of an experiment by strange, disembodied
aliens from an artificial world far beyond the rim of the Galaxy (where
else?). They wish to test the human race, to find a heroic strain for their
gene pool — they will test your heroism in an arena . . .

8 The Wizard Akryz: The evil Sorcerer has had enough of the pesky
mortal who has foiled him at every move in his attempt to snaffle the
Golden Baton. He has now dreamed up the ultimate plan — you are
that mortal, and this looks like Golden Baton Pt 3!

9 Perseus and Andromeda: You are Perseus, and your task is to bring
back the head of Medusa the Gorgon, whose very glance will turn grown
men to stone!
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10 Ten Little Indians: The treasure of Major Johnston-Smythe has been
much-publicised in the press, and it is hidden somewhere in the creepy
Manor of Major J-S — you cannot resist the challenge of finding it, and
thus find yourself on a train, rattling through the countryside towards
your destiny . . .

By the time you read this, one or two more will have been released,
although too late for me to have seen copies. Again, they have
intriguing titles like Midwinter and After the Fire (a post-nuclear
adventure).

The versions for the Commodore and Spectrum contain high-
resolution graphics, to support the location descriptions, but as yet the
Atari owner will have to make do with text-only displays.

In the main, the programs follow the usual pattern of the two-word
input, and thus hold no surprises for the adventurer weaned on Scott
Adams. Howarth even follows Adams in dedicating each adventure
(sometimes obscurely, true, but that is what dedications are for,
surely?).

The plots and scenarios, as we've seen, are unusual and make a
welcome change from the troll-bashing that is present in many other
adventures. Many of the puzzles are also extremely hard to crack (of
course, once unravelled, that’s it — there is no other way to solve these
adventures but one), and will keep you guessing for a long while. The
adventures themselves, and the attractive packaging, which would look
good on any shelf, make for an interesting series that will reward a
closer look.

And that is about it, as far as home-grown, nationally-available
adventures for the Atari are concerned. Both Level 9 and Channel 8
programs sell for about £9-10 ($14), which makes them great value for
money. It is worth looking in a British-produced magazine called Page 6
(an Atari programmer’s in-joke!), for news of home-grown software.
Not as expensive as American products, there are the occasional
programs that will interest the adventurer. American software is more
expensive — from the £16 ($23) for the Scott Adams adventures, which
is also pretty good value — on up to £30 ($44) and beyond.
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CHAPTER 3
Scott Adams and Infocom

Two of the American software houses stand far taller than the others
producing text adventures — Scott Adams’s Adventure International,
and Infocom.

The first name most people hear of when they start computer
adventuring in earnest is Scott Adams. This is especially true if they own
an American machine, such as one of the Commodores, the Apple, or
the Atari. Scott Adams, and his company, Adventure International,
have had almost a monopoly in American adventures, where the British
machines, like the Spectrum, the Dragon and the BBC are very much in
the minority. At the time of writing, late 1983, versions for all these
British machines are appearing written, incidentally, by Brian Howarth,
of Channel 8 fame (and one suspects that a great deal of prodding went
on to persuade Adventure International that there was indeed a market
for games on these machines!).

It is fitting that Howarth should have a hand in implementing these
adventures for home computers, for Channel 8 programs have a great
deal in common with Adams’s adventures, even down to the dedications
at the start of each game.

Scott Adams started his career as a computer programmer in Florida,
and, like many before and since, found Crowther and Woods’s original
Colossal Cave on the company’s mainframe. Entranced at the fantasy
world conjured up, he wrote a version on his TRS-80, before releasing a
commercial program, Adventureland in 1978. The project very nearly
died in the making, when Mrs Adams put the disk in the oven — luckily
for Scott, and a grateful world, the oven was not switched on!

Adams went on to found Adventure International, which nowadays
has several arcade success stories, including the great Preppie, as well as
many business programs and utilities. The company is also promoting
another adventure-writer, Jyym Pearson, who has written four excellent
adventures.

The programs written by Scott (and Mrs) Adams are recognised as
classic text adventures.

There are twelve:

Adventureland: this is the one that started it all. There are thirteen
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treasures in all to find, and some 29 locations to be mapped. All the
other adventures follow the same pattern as this first one, and indeed,
Adams wrote an adventure compiler, which acts as a framework on
which any storyline can be hung.

Pirate’s Cove: and this shows the technique in action — Mrs Alexis
Adams actually wrote this one, using the compiler. It is probably the
easiest, but do not believe for one moment that any Scott Adams
adventure is not frustrating and devilishly difficult! A lot of humour is
present in Pirate’s Cove, and it has 25 locations, though only two
treasures.

Mission Impossible: is a race against time, with the player attempting to
stop a saboteur from blowing up the nuclear reactor.

Voodoo Castle: set in a dark castle with 24 rooms, this one leads on
naturally to

The Count: Dracula, in this case — although the adventure only has 19
locations, ‘things change’ throughout the game, as night succeeds day.

Strange Odyssey: set in space, on a damaged spaceship, crash-landed on
an alien planet, this adventure has 22 locations, and only five treasures
— but the last one will prove extremely difficult to find!

Mystery Fun House, Pyramid of Doom, and Ghost Town: a trio of
adventures, the scenarios of which should be fairly obvious from the
titles. Fun House has some 37 locations, and is many people’s favourite
of the twelve. The second can be rather tricky, while the third is
extremely difficult. It has nearly 40 locations, and can be solved in more
than one way. It also has a couple of objects carried over from Pyramid.

Savage Island Parts I & 11: these two are parts of a whole — the first has
to be solved before the second can be tackled. A password to the second
is the goal of the first. They are the toughest of the Scott Adams
adventures, and not for the faint-hearted.

Golden Voyage: less difficult than the Islands, this concerns your race to
bring back the elixir of youth for the king.

Like an old music hall joke, these adventures may appear, at first

glance, to be just like all the other programs around, but they were the
first, and in fact, most of the other text adventures merely imitate the
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Scott Adams series. No news, yet, of more adventures in the series, but
the existing programs will keep many players happy for hours and
hours, in their attempts to solve the Adams conundrums.

A fairly recent development from Adventure International is the Saga
series. This stands for the Scott Adams Graphic Adventures. Al has
taken the first half-dozen adventures (although there may well be more
by now) and, without changing the plot, have added graphic displays.

We’ll quickly run through a couple of the early locations and see what
difference the graphics make.

The adventure starts in a flat in London. And the program tells you:

“I'M IN A FLAT IN LONDON. VISIBLE ITEMS: FLIGHT OF
STAIRS. SIGN SAYS: “BRING * TREASURES * HERE, SAY
SCORE” BOTTLE OF RUM. RUG. SAFETY SNEAKERS.
SACK OF CRACKERS.”

And sure enough, you can see all those items scattered around the
room. If you now type:

TAKE SNEAKERS
The program will reply:
I(OK”

and, lo and behold, the Sneakers will have disappeared from the room.
You can carry on and do this with the Rum and the Crackers — try and
TAKE the Rug, though, and you will be told that it is nailed to the floor.
Serves you right, you vandal!

To see what you are now carrying, type INVENTORY. A picture will
then be called up from the disc, showing you (rather ugly, too!) holding
up a sack, out of which has tumbled all your possessions, which lie
scattered around you. You are also told in text what you carry.

Now, the only way out of the flat appears to be via the stairs, so type:

GO STAIRS

and the program obliges. Unfortunately, the light has gone out, and two
big eyes stare out of the blackness, with the legend:

IT'S TOO DARK TO SEE!

At the moment, you have nothing to light, so just grit your teeth, hope
there is not a time limit set on movement here, and carry on upwards.
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Eventually you will come across a boat, accompanied by a picture of
the same. Also around here somewhere is a quaint picture of
Never-Never Land, complete with mushrooms and a rainbow (or could
they be Munchkins?). Most of this early part is conducted in pitch black,
although you will eventually find a Musty Attic in which there is a source
of light, as well as other goodies.

Once you have light, of course, you can wander around to your
heart’s content, and you will find that there is nothing outrageously
difficult about Pirate’s Adventure, although, like all Scott Adams
adventures, they are not the easiest.

If Scott Adams is the American Channel 8, then Infocom is certainly
the American Level 9. Infocom displays a lot of panache — in both their
programs and the packaging of those programs. Just look at the
paraphernalia that is supplied with Deadline. This adventure is a sort of
sophisticated Cluedo, with you as the Inspector, attempting to solve the
murder mystery. You are given 12 hours to accomplish the task, and a
lot of paper. This paper includes lab reports and so on.

You'll also be given a page from a newspaper, a scrawled note, and a
book of matches with a telephone number on the back. It all adds to the
atmosphere surrounding the adventure, and it is typical of the verve
with which Infocom endows its programs.

But to start at the beginning — Infocom is the first of a new breed of
companies revolutionising the adventure game market. It is a young
company, made up of young computer professionals who cut their teeth
working within the hallowed walls of the MIT (Massachusetts Institute
of Technology).

Since going it alone, Infocom has played a large part in the
development of adventure games. Zork, their first program, has become
a classic unequalled by any other adventure but the original Adventure
and the Scott Adams series. If this had been their only program, they
would have a secure place in the Adventure Hall of Fame, but they have
since released Zork Il and 111, each of which is more than a match for
the first.

Zork I was originally written, in a LISP-inspired language MDL on
mainframe computers. In the early 1980s, Infocom used its expertise to
implement the program on microcomputers. It borrows heavily from the
Crowther and Woods original Colossal Cave.

The games are now available for a very wide range of computers,
including Apple, Commodore, CP/M systems, Tandy, Osborne and
DEC.

One of the reasons for Infocom’s success is the languge used in the
programs. The descriptions are no mere one-liners, as in other
adventures — instead, they are extremely witty and rich in detail.
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Whereas the Scott Adams adventures are rather spare in their
scene-setting and recognise only short commands from the player, being
content to give the player more and more difficult puzzles, Infocom has
developed an extremely sophisticated ‘parser’, a routine that allows the
player to communicate with the computer in a natural language.

Thus a Scott Adams adventure will say: I'M IN A FLAT IN
LONDON. VISIBLE ITEMS ARE . . ., and the player must reply
with one or two words, for example: TAKE SNEAKERS. An Infocom
adventure, on the other hand, will say (and notice the shift in emphasis
here to the first person): YOU ARE STANDING BEFORE A CHASM
. . . (the description may well go on to fill up a whole screen!), to which
the player can reply, for example: THROW THE NEWSPAPER, THE
RED BOOK, AND THE MAGAZINE IN THE CHASM, or similarly:
TAKE BOOK. GO NORTH. DROP BELL, BOOK AND CANDLE.
Other characters may be asked to carry out various actions, or divulge
certain information — for instance, the whereabouts of the Gold. The
program will even try to figure out what you mean when you don’t give
enough information.

While LOOK is recognised by every adventure game, although the
word can take on several different meanings, think about the possi-
bilities in Zork, where LOOK INSIDE and LOOK UNDER are equally
valid!

Several commands can be used when travelling about the world of
Zork. VERBOSE, for example, will ensure that you are given a very
detailed description of each room, every time you enter. BRIEF can be
typed, in which case, only newly-encountered rooms will be described,
while SUPERBRIEF will give only the name of each room.

Although each of the three Zorks may be played and enjoyed
separately, there are glimpses of others in each one, and the storylines
do in fact follow on.

In Zork I, the Great Underground Empire confronts the player with
predicaments ranging from the mystical to the macabre, with 20
treasures to be found before escape has to be made. Zork II takes the
player to new depths of this subterranean realm where the Wizard of
Frobozz will be met. And in the final game of the trilogy, players
encounter the Dungeon Master himself, who holds their destiny in the
balance.

The Zork adventures are, though, only the tip of the Infocom iceberg
— unrivalled though they are.

Deadline we have seen, and this is complemented by The Witness,
which is a whodunnit rooted in the popular crime novels of the 1930s
and 40s. It too boasts a dossier stuffed with clues in the form of
matchbooks, newspapers and so on.

The science fiction adventure Starcross takes place in the year 2186.
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The player has to rendezvous with a starship from the outer reaches of
the galaxy and enter its mysterious interior. Once inside, other-worldly
beings are met, some helpful, and some harmful. Another science
fiction adventure is Planetfall, though this one is rather more light-
hearted than the others. It takes place on a distant planet, where the
player has been ship-wrecked, armed with only a patrol-issue, multi-
purpose scrub-brush, and aided by an impish robot companion. The
player is challenged with saving the doomed and plague-ridden world
while trying to keep a straight face.

The most original of the Infocom Adventures is Suspended, subtitled
A Cryogenic Nightmare. Written by staff writer Michael Burlyn, an
established writer of SF novels, the adventure concerns cryogenic
suspension — bodies in deep freeze! Having woken from a long, frozen
sleep, the player finds the planet in crisis, and remembers that he has
won, 500 years before, a lottery to serve as Contra’s Central Mentality.
Using a game board and game pieces, the player must manoeuvre six
robots in an attempt to end the crisis.

Each of the robots has one sense, and thus the overall picture has to
be built up from the input received piecemeal from each robot. Poet, as
his name hints, is given to long-winded, obscure passages, while others
are more straightforward in their information. The player also has
control of Waldo, which is able to manipulate objects, and Whiz, which
can interface with the Central Computer’s memory banks. Thus, it is not
enough to say GET OBJECT — in Suspended the player will have to
first ensure that Waldo is already at the location — after making sure
that Iris, the Eye robot, has already seen the object. And, of course,
robots can go wrong!

There is no need to map the 58 locations, as in the majority of other
Adventures — this is taken care of by the board and rubber pieces
already mentioned. There are four levels of play, one of which will allow
the player to configure the adventure to his own tastes — the robots may
be placed in any starting position, and the various systems set.

The most original and challenging adventures that I know of!
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CHAPTER 4
Arcventures

The American software houses have a love of arcade games in which
each level (or sheet, as the arcadists have it), contains a puzzle — solve
this, and the player can move on to the next, usually harder, level with
its attendant problems. At least, they love these games this year, for
that is where the demand lies! Next year, or next month, there will no
doubt be a different kind of arcade game that will hold the public’s
attention.

Although the term ‘Adventure’ is often applied to arcade games in a
rather cavalier fashion by the software houses themselves — thus aiming
at two sectors of the market at once — there are several major arcade
games that do indeed qualify for the name, as far as the complexity of
the puzzles contained therein are concerned.

From JV Software comes Journey to the Planets. This program has
been around now for some while, but still holds a certain charm.

The Journey starts on your home planet, where your little man stands
in the middle of a bleak landscape. The odd tree is to be seen, and a few
Lego-like buildings. Nothing moves. Shift the joystick, and your man
can explore — take him to the edge of the screen, and the present
display is replaced by the next section of the landscape. Unfortunately,
this is where the program first shows its age — the Atari is very well able
to support fine scrolling, and many, more recent, programs implement
this in some way or other. It would have been a plus point if the author
of Journey to the Planets had thought to include this in his program —
but no matter, it is a small inconvenience.

On your home planet, there is a grand total of five such screens — in
one of these, you will find a revolver. Remembering our First Golden
Rule of Adventuring, which we encountered in the section on Text
Adventures, we know that everything has a purpose. So we pick up the
gun, and take it with us. Another part of the planet has a strange-
looking building which will act as an energy-reviver, when you return to
home base. The most interesting thing you’ll find, though, is your
spaceship.

This is a small H-shaped craft, and you take off by moving on to it and
pressing the fire button on the joystick. Up it goes into the air, and when
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it reaches top-screen, the display is replaced by the view of the top of
buildings as your spacecraft heads for the stratosphere. The incessant
music dims as you pull away from the surface, and the next screen is
deep space.

Press the fire button now, and a Galaxy Map is shown. This is very
similar to the one in the venerable Star Raiders, and shows your current
position, and information about surrounding sectors of space, with
planets marked. In order to move, just push the joystick in the required
direction — little jets of flame appear, and the longer the joystick is
pushed, the faster the spacecraft moves. It obeys the physical laws of the
universe, in that, to stop, reverse thrust must be applied. Slowing down
can thus take some while, and all the time the engines are engaged,
precious energy units are being expended.

Having successfully negotiated space and found a planet (avoiding the
occasional meteorite along the way), the landing must be accomplished.
Again, two screens are traversed on the way down, with that good old
music getting louder as you get near the surface. A bit of arcade action
here, as you manoeuvre your craft through tight crevasses and channels,
to finally come to rest on the landing site.

The screen display contains, as it does on the Home Planet, a status
strip along the top: ENERGY (which starts at 9999, and, as we've seen,
is decremented as you use your rockets), the NUMBER of PLANETS
left to explore and plunder, the SCORE of course, and finally, the
CLOCK — ever present and ticking away. When on a planet, this
display also contains the name of the treasure to be found. Bag of Gold
is a fairly uninspiring one (although the puzzle associated with it is
certainly not!). But there is also a Snake Plant, as well as a Magic
Accordion and a Diamond among others.

So now we must explore the planet looking for the treasure that we
know must be here.

To take the Bag of Gold as an example, we land after negotiating a
complicated network of caverns. Heading off to the left, we find an
unslope on the next section of the planet. Moving up this slope, we
come to the next section of the planet, which is a bridge across a river —
the middle of the bridge has fallen away, and there is no way over, yet!
So we retrace our steps, back past the spaceship. To the right of the
spaceship, we find two coloured blocks of light, moving from left to right
in the sky, of all things. At that moment, they are different colours. We
still have a gun, and in the absence of anything else to do, we may as
well have a few potshots at them. And, would you believe it, but they
change colour as we hit them! Now there is a clue.

So, let’s try to make them the same colour. If we have a good eye, and
a true aim, we will eventually accomplish this — but nothing spectacular
happens. Wait a few moments, and still nothing happens — the blocks
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just move serenely back and forth in the sky.

Our little ship is sitting there, and seems to be unchanged, so we’ll
carry on to the up-slope. Again, nothing has changed here — wait a
moment, what’s this? A great key floats gently down from the sky, to
settle at our feet. Now we’re getting somewhere. We won't pick it up
just yet, but instead, go back to the coloured blocks, and see if some
other colour combination will bring forth other goodies from the sky. To
cut a long story short, we will find ourselves with a chest—locked, of
course, but we have a key too, haven’t we? Eventually, we will be able
to bridge that gap, and get on to find the Bag of Gold.

This is actually one of the easier problems to solve — the planet that
contains the Candelabra holds a very complicated puzzle consisting of a
lift, a detonator and a crab, as well as rings and cages. It’ll take some
time to crack the secrets of this particular planet.

The graphics are rather blocky, but the conundra present in Journey
to the Planets make it good value for money. It will take some time to
solve all the puzzles, though these are rather more important than the
arcade action, and, once they’re all solved, the program loses much of
its interest.

However, the game is a very concentrated form of adventuring, in
which quick reactions and a sharp eye lend a new dimension to the usual
puzzles.

Two more games, from the same stable as Journey to the Planets, JV
Software (and they seem to have done nothing else since writing these
three classics), combine arcade action and puzzles in a mind (and finger)
bending exercise.

Ghost Encounters and Action Quest both take a similar format. You,
the player, control a small ghost that looks, sometimes, like a little white
tadpole complete with waving tail.

At the start of Action Quest this tadpole is placed in the middle of an
innocent-looking suburban lounge, complete with table and chairs, and
a little light-bulb hanging from the ceiling. At the top of the screen is the
number of lives (ghosts/tadpoles) remaining — there are ten to start
with — along with the score, which is reckoned from the number of
treasures you have found, and finally, a clock that starts ticking away as
soon as the display is drawn. Four doors beckon invitingly from the
corners of the room.

These are like red rags to a bull, for adventurers! To open one, we
simply move onto it, and we are immediately in the room beyond. This
is where the fun starts. To take one of the rooms at random, we find a
room with one or two walls, and a box in one corner, containing a lovely
bit of treasure. As we move into the room, we notice three things. At
the bottom of the screen display, where LEVEL 1 was a moment
before, we can now see another legend. This will change with each new
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room, and will give us, we hope, some small clue to the puzzle that must
be unlocked. This particular room is entitled: Boxed In. Well, the
treasure is indeed boxed in — the clues are not always so obvious! The
next thing we notice is that the clock at top right is still ticking away
relentlessly, and if we stand still long enough, about a minute, our little
surrogate ghost will rapidly fade away to nothing, and we will have lost a
ghost-life (a contradiction in terms?). So we must get moving and get
that treasure. And this is when we notice the next, and most unnerving
thing. We are not left in peace to just walk in and nab the treasure —
that would make for a pretty boring game. The spice, as in most arcade
games, is an alien — in this room, just one, but other rooms may contain
a couple of beasties. They all look suitably horrific! This particular nasty
is fairly slow-moving, as this is the first level — how do we get rid of
him?

Well, we could just work our way round him, but of course, he is not
going to let us do that, and doggedly pursues us wherever we go, getting
even closer until. if he touches us, we lose one of our precious lives. So,
we must find some way of stopping him. Luckily, we have our trusty
Atari joystick with us, complete with fire button. Although the aiming
procedure is rather awkward and seems sometimes to be deliberately
difficult, this particular monster, being a bit of a lumberer, is fairly easy
to get a bead on. Pressing the trigger will turn us for a second into a little
revolver! Having zapped the alien, turning him into a frozen shadow, we
are at last free to investigate the treasure.

It is still boxed in a seemingly impenetrable receptacle. No other
objects are apparent in the room, so we are on our own. Keeping an eye
on the clock, and our ghost’s luminosity, we must do the obvious thing,
and shoot at the box. Lo and behold, a small gap appears where the
bullet has passed through the wall of the box. Enlarging this, we can
finally squeeze through and nab the loot. Quickly, we then exit the
room, and find ourselves back in the cosy little lounge, with now three
doors.

Stepping through door No. 2, the legend we see is: The Magic Touch.
What we see is the treasure lying between two luminous blocks. No
aliens here, thank goodness! It looks like a piece of cake, doesn’t it?
Moving our ghost up the screen, we pick up the treasure — to be
crushed as the two blocks hurtle together, with our ghost trapped
between them. Another ghost-life lost, but we have learnt our lesson,
haven’t we? Again, there are no other objects around for us to use, so
once more, we use the fire trigger. Aiming at the blocks makes no
difference — they are encased in bullet-proof channels. So we must try
the treasure. And, yes, hitting the treasure does indeed push it back —
out of the path of those two blocks. Firing rapidly, we can eventually
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move the treasure far enough so that we can pick it up without being
squashed.

Back in the lounge, two doors remain. Investigating these, we find
one called: Looks Too Easy, while the other is called: Bountiful Bullets.
Both descriptions are apt.

The first certainly does appear to be a walkover, with the treasure
sitting quietly on a table waiting to be picked up. But as soon as we do
s0, a bird appears right next to us, and comes after us. You may be sure
that its very touch means goodbye to yet another life. And at the same
time, another alien appears near the door, and he too starts after our
ghost. The walls in this particular room are rather twisty, making it hard
for us to negotiate the route back to the door, and the aliens are making
a pincer attack.

The final room, Bountiful Bullets, comprises several parallel
corridors, with, this time, no treasure, but instead, another door at the
end of the corridor network. Making our progress a little harder are the
bountiful bullets. There is just enough room to squeeze between their
trajectory and the corridor walls, and if we're careful we’ll eventually
get down to that door. Once there, we are through to another little
room, called: Disappearing Doors. The treasure is in one corner, with
no alien guards, and ready for the taking. As soon as that is
accomplished, a small door appears, and we make our way toward it. As
we get near, it disappears. Well, we should have known, from the title.
And luckily, as that door goes, another pops into existence on the other
side of the room. So, a cat-and-mouse game! Eventually, we’ll be quick
enough to get a door before it disappears, and we are finally back in the
starting lounge, with no doors and a score based on the treasures that we
have found.

That is Level One over with, and we can now move on to Level Two.
The problems now get harder, and the aliens faster and meaner. Each
room is unique, and the puzzles contained in each one, completely
unlike the others. And the factor that keeps the player returning to the
program again and again is that, although the puzzles may be solved, the
arcade element ensures lasting interest.

Action Quest’s sister program is Ghost Encounters. The format is
familiar now, but with a few little twists.

Our starting point is a square, featureless room — gone are the chairs
and tables. Again, there are four doors, but this time, two are sealed
with a huge padlock. Just as well, then, that this time we have a few
extra aids available to us via the keyboard. We can use the first of these
straight away, in order to open the padlock. Pressing the K key turns
our little ghost into a key, which of course, will open the two locked
doors. Returning to ghostly form, we can enter the unlocked door —
other metamorphoses we can undergo with the relevant keypress are:
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T for TORCH

H for HAMMER
S for SPADE
and

M for MAGNET

All of these manifestations are useful in any one way or another as we
progress through the game.

Ghost Encounters is a lot harder to crack than the earlier Action
Quest, and more abstract in design, and there are rooms in which it is
difficult to know where to begin getting the room to yield up its secrets.

The two programs together, although they have been around for
some while now, both contain puzzles which would grace the best of text
adventures, while the arcade action should satisfy the itchiest fingers.

Although all these games from JV Software reward repeated
playings, and will not be consigned like many other games to the back of
a deep drawer, the arcade flavour of Ghost Encounters and Action Quest
is rather sedate, and that of Journey to the Planets even more so. Are
there any games that combine a good strategic game with a frenzied
arcade action?

Fortunately, there are. Before we get on to these, though, let’s look
at some games that offer a lot of action, with at least a hint of
adventure-type puzzles.

Many adventurers would not agree with me about my next choice —
their credulity may have been strained, in fact, by the last three games,
and by my belief that they are basically adventures, but let’s see if I can
justify my beliefs.

All arcade games have some element of stategy in them: they all
require a special technique in order to be completed properly. Many
books, for instance, have been published, showing the frustrated
Pacman player the correct way to manoeuvre round the maze, and
monthly magazines are devoted to letting mere 10,000 point-scorers in
on the arcane secrets of the million-plus scorers.

These games, however, the Pacman, Defender, Gorf, Scramble and
all the shoot-as-many-alien-monsters-as-possible-in-ten-minutes-then-
find-your-way-through-the-maze/complex-of-caverns derivatives rely on
a speeding-up of the process, or a gradually more complex screen
layout, or a simple increase in alien numbers and speed, in order to give
the player a more difficult task on each successive screen.

Arcventures set more and more complex tasks, which may or may not
be combined with the usual alien hordes, for the player to solve. Once
solved, he can go on to the next screen, and another, different puzzle.

I believe it is no coincidence that the top games, on both sides of the
Atlantic at the time of writing, are what I would call arcventures. Space
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zap games, will not, of course, lose their popularity — there will always
be a big market for them. But now, after the first flush of enthusiasm for
an arcade in your front room is over, computer users are looking for
games to tax their mental reflexes as well as physical reflexes.

Games like Miner 2049’er and Jumpman in the States, and Manic
Miner (for the Spectrum) in Britain, have become such big sellers for
precisely this reason. And I think that we will see many more programs
like these — and I hope they will not all be imitative, but innovative in
some way.

Some way in the future, as hardware prices fall, we will certainly see
network adventures, in which several players, not necessarily in the
same room or building, will combine forces or battle against each other.

Back to Jumpman and its like. Epyx is the company that has created
this masterpiece, and they have enjoyed a huge success with it.

A distant relative of Donkey Kong, one of the classic arcade games,
which has bred countless versions, both official, and not so official,
Jumpman’s basic scenario, like those of most of the arcade games, has a
rather tenuous link with the actual game. The thirty levels of Jupiter
Headquarters have been sabotaged by the Alienators, who have
overrun the building, planting bombs wherever they have been. You,
trained as the government’s top secret agent, have the necessary speed
and skill to manoeuvre through the girders and ropes of the
Headquarters, find the bombs and defuse them. And, of course, you
have been granted immortality (well, up to the seventh life, anyway!).

The game has several options — you may choose from the Beginner
level, the Intermediate or Advanced, the Grand Loop or the
Randomizer. Beginners only need to cover levels 1-8, and
Intermediate, the next eight levels, while choosing Advanced will
condemn you to roaming the hardest levels, from 19 to 30. The Grand
Loop option will take you through all thirty levels in sequence, with the
Randomizer making a random choice for you.

Having selected the option of playing as a Beginner, the first level is
retrieved from disc. The display scrolls down to show a network of
ladders and girders, some with ropes hanging. Your little Jumpman is
ready and waiting for your instructions. Along the bottom of the display
is the usual status report of lives left, the score and Hi-score and a
readout of your bonus points. The bonus ticks away as time passes, so
speed is of the essence if you wish to collect the additional points. Some
levels are so hard that bonus points are not awarded at all.

In addition, the name of the room is displayed. Taking a leaf out of
the Ghost Encounters/Action Quest book, these names sometimes offer
clues to the problems to come, but are more often straightforward
descriptions. Level 1, which is where the beginner starts, is called ‘Easy
does it’, and as befits an introductory passage, is indeed rather easy.
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Dotted around the layout are several little footballs. These are the
bombs, and the Jumpman defuses them by simply moving on to them,
when they will disappear. The object is, usually, to clear them
completely, after which you will go on to the next screen.

The Jumpman has the unique property of being able to leap great
distances, with merely a flick of the joystick, but you must be careful
how you manipulate him — the slightest miscalculation in take-off, or
the wrong choice of landing-spot, and down he will go, base over apex,
toward the hard ground below, bouncing off girders, all the while
accompanied by a Keystone whistle.

This first level is a simple race against the clock, and the puzzle here is
to find the quickest way of defusing all the bombs and getting on to
Level 2.

Later levels, of course, get harder and the puzzles much more
complex. And the Alienators (remember them?), are not content to sit
there watching you neutralise all their hard work — they will come after
you with everything they’ve got! The first of the defences you’'ll meet is
the automatic bullets, and these will quickly become a nuisance,
appearing on most of the levels. They move slowly across the screen,
until they draw level with your Jumpman, when they will suddenly
speed up and head straight toward him. There are often two or three of
these misguided missiles around the screen at once, and the poor
Jumpman has to watch them all. That’s easy you cry: well, it might be
for a seasoned arcader, but of course, that isn’t all that there is to it. As
well as the bullets, which seem to have a canny intelligence and trap
your Jumpman where he cannot avoid them, there are the other
hazards. I didn’t mention them? The guardians of the girders include
mean robots, blood-sucking vampires, talling masonry and Space
Invaders, as well as, would you believe, dragons! There are methods of
tackling each of these hazards, but these problems are basically of the
arcade type — shoot ’em as quick and as often as you can, in order to
rack up the points.

The adventuring slant comes in working out the puzzles of each room
— and most of the rooms have a unique puzzle associated with it, a
certain sequence of girders to be climbed, or a certain order of defusing
to be adhered to, in order to be successful. Sometimes, a section of
girder will act as a trap, which causes another part of the structure to fall
away. This will not necessarily make that girder impassable, but it will
almost always become so! Defusing a bomb out of sequence will
sometimes have the same effect, and sometimes will cause an
impenetrable girder to appear around other bombs. There are many
puzzles like this — my favourite being the mystery mazes, of which
there are two kinds.

The whole screen of a mystery maze, once loaded from disc, is a
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uniform light blue. Your Jumpman is at the bottom left, and that, and
the section of girder he is standing on, is all that you can see. Move him,
and a small section of the surrounding girder-work becomes visible. The
whole screen must be explored and mapped in this way. Easy enough,
while your man is edging carefully along girders, with solid steel beneath
his feet — soon, however, he will have defused all the bombs thus
reached, and will have to go further afield. This means jumping off
those safe girders, into void, and making an educated guess as to what
may lie at the end of the jump — a welcoming girder, or another slow
plummet? There may be a rope, of course. These come in two varieties,
up and down, distinguished by different colours. Your man will
automatically climb or descend — the only way off a rope, once on it, is
to jump (making sure there is a safe landing place), otherwise, stay on
until the bitter end which, again, may be a safe girder or a long drop to
the ground far below.

As the levels get higher, so the problems get harder — as in most
arcventures, once each problem has been solved, we are still left with
the perennial arcade problem: how to beat the machine and score more
points (and Jumpman has a high-score, save-to-disc routine). Actually,
the number of levels, and the number of problems contained within
Jumpman are sufficiently numerous for us to need an awful lot of
practice before becoming adept at progressing through the levels easily.

Jumpman is merely my favourite of a growing list of maze/climbing
games, which includes Miner 2049’er, from Big Five Software, which
features Bounty Bob working his way through a mine — along with
Jumpman, probably the most successful of all the post-Kong games.

As 1 said before, the reader may disagree with my insistence upon
applying the name adventure to these games, which may seem to be
obviously arcade games. But that is what they are essentially —
animated and rather light-hearted versions of a text adventure, which
keep the player amused and confounded and returning time and again
for : JUST ONE MORE GO!
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CHAPTER 5
Dungeons and Dragons

We have met Dungeons and Dragons before, near the start of the book.
There is a vast range, now, of role-playing games. These are so called,
because the player (or more often, players in the plural), take on,
temporarily we hope, the role of the character they are controlling in the
game.

The microcomputer is ideally suited as a housekeeper in this sort of
game — rolling the dice, keeping track of positions as well as holding all
the information about the various hazards that the players might
stumble across. How much easier for the Dungeon Master to merely tap
a couple of keys and see the information on his monitor, rather than be
surrounded by countless scraps of paper!

As a housekeeper, then, the computer is extremely efficient — but
this use of its powers is not so efficient. It is in the solo D&D game that
the computer really comes into its own.

There are many programs that combine adventure with Dungeons &
Dragons — the mix being in various proportions.

A new program, released in the States as I write, is Zombies from
Bram Inc. This would appear to offer a real D&D scenario, with a
‘party’ of adventurers (well, two) taking part in exploring a weird
landscape, brilliantly executed in 3D scrolling.

This is one of the few games available for the traditional D&D ‘party’
of two or more adventurers — probably the most well-known and
established is Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, from Quality Software.
Ali Baba allows up to four players to participate — in glorious high
resolution graphics. Playing is possible either from the keyboard or by
joystick — the joystick option is probably easier, with commands being
input entirely by moving the joystick one way or the other in response to
on-screen prompts. The action takes place in a matrix of rooms, and as
each room is entered, a moving cursor picks out each exit. Although this
slows play down rather considerably at the start of the game, later on, it
is taken for granted that you will remember the possibilities in each
room.

Moriana and Abdulla are both held captive somewhere within the
dungeon complex — if you rescue them, they will help you in your fight
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