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Back Alley Games is lovingly slapped together by three gay people:
Sebastian Galvez, editor-in-chief

Jonah Lillioja, layout editor

Danny Myerscough, managing editor
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Feywood Wanderers:

A grid-based roguelike for the uninitiated
(and worn-out veterans)

Fcywaod Wanderers takes a typically obtuse and high-barricr to entry genre and distills it
down to a more digestib]e version of a grid—hopping rngue]ike more than say, the
crunchy ascii graphics of Angband. Don’t get me wrong, it’s no less lethal, but qualicy of
life features such as a stash, meta-progression, and a simp]iﬁcd stat and class system
heavi]y lower the barrier to entry. Also, instead of being a white guy with brown hair
and a sword, you can class change to an orc, which makes you a green guy with brow‘e
hair and a sword and tusks, ... oF e ; i
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Luéha, Chess: f

Dinosaurs killed my wrestling rock band 3 .

Developed by solo developer Jorge TV., Lucha Chess takes the autochess formula we've all A\ ng' =]
come to know and covers it in a coat of luchador paint straight out of “Mucha Lucha” and 4 :‘1 24
“El Tigre.” Like any good wrestling media, the characters here are more like well-muscled N/ e
superheroes than athletes — one spider themed character quite literally has six arms. While g2
~gameplay isn’t the most innovative in an increasingly saturated genre, the art is a blast and e s
the stat system makes for a more relaxed, less crunchy version of autochess. If I'd A e
encountered it at the height of the browser game era it would have only hastened my 4 SR
current autobartler addiction. BN

Calming get chaotic diorama builder

ShantyTown takes the same calming, simulation-builder approach as projects like Townscaper, but
introduces Puzzle elements thar elevate the gameplay past mere pastime.

W N
Stac]ting buildings on top of each other to fill an abandoned subway pipe or surround a lighthouse
may seem trivial, and it is, but getting it just right isn’t. When you add in each building’s upgrade
requirements — ]ight, utility, and decoration — the limiced space of each level, and pure
unadulterated aesthetics, you get a vaguely puzzling experience that expertly emulates real world
locales like Kowloon City or Slab City.

9707 ‘91 1dy :230p aspapa1 pandaforg v
uadwayy g :adopad

Take this one at your own pace, take in the atmosphere, then take a picture and send it to me. I'll

definitely be jealous. il - ‘!':.'}J“;

Bag of Dreams: :

® <.
Roguelites finally get the girly game treatment g
A &3
Not that roguelite deckbuilders aren’t a dime a dozen in any given Next Fest (or just, every yearly indie | g
release slate since Slay the Spire), but Bag of Dreams feels sufgciently different to warrant talking about, &7
Rather than the standard side view combat of the genre, it focuses on a mix of meter management and 7 :
board control. A bit unintuitive at first - if only due to its distinct rule sgstem - but once it clicks, it’s z o
great. Add to that the “girly game” look that is not only very underserved in the modern games scene bur g :
essentially nonexistent in roguelites, and Bag of Dreams makes for a great spin on what has become a very R
tired, oversaturated genre. e
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Developer: Chris D
Projected release date: Mar. 9, 2026

Developer: Evil Rapor
Projected release date: 2026

Developer: Secret Plan Games
Projected release date: Coming Soon

release dare: May 8, 2026

Dcvclo{ftr: 0dd Dreams Digital
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Labyrinth Trailblazer:

Lowpolyian Odyssey

It’s a shame that out of all the old school dungeon crawlers in existence, the Etrian Odyssey series for the
Nintendo DS seems to have left a comparatively shallower mark than its contemporaries. Labyrinth
Trailblazer is an exception to the lethal, dun eon—crawling blobber formula, instead featuring playﬁll,
anime-inspired sprites and a strai htforwarg JRPG combat system. The game currently has some rough
edges, but that's also part of the EEarm. For those looking for a change from either the blobber or roguelite
RPG formulas, this demo provides a great alternative and an homage to an oft-overlooked DS series.

Far Far West:

A shooter with cowboys, robots, potential

With a planned release later chis year, the Far Far West demo comes complete with a few diverse builds and
fantastically fun co-op arena levels. There’s some great humor in the writing and the core gameplay loop is
solid, but I found myse]f frustrated at multiple points. First was when trying to use a gamepad, which Steam
swore to me was “mostly supported.” If that means that there’s a 2-3 second latency on the right stick —
necessary for every shooter I've ever played — then 1 agree. Further, I don't think it’s quite balanced for solo
play. I was able to kill the arena boss, but making it out alive was another story.

If you're comfortable p]aying on mouse and keyboard, enjoy robot cowboys, or are willing to wait until
functioning controller support is added, check this one out. It's skeleton-shooting, sarsaparilla-swigging fun
with friends.

Floek Around:

Flock Around: Franticallg Whispering about ducks e

Many friendslop games released in the past year lean heavily on the inherent humor of gamer-gamer
relar.ionships for most of their a pcal. If you don’t have friends to take control of the other low poly models
in a given environment, it's hard to see the appeal over other, more complete solo experiences.

Flock Around is no different, but it is novel in thar it takes the genre staples: proximity chat, cooperative works
toward a goal, ridiculous writing, and applies them to the most old man-ass activity on the planet. Birding.
We spent over an hour standing on each others heads and frantically whis ering (loud talking in proximi
chat, predictably, scares away the birds) every time a brightly colored bird fresh out of MS Paint appearc«:ly on
our screens. It was fantastic.

Everything is Crab:

Simple, addictive evolution roguelike

Listen, as a kid that spent way too much time playing the first stage of Spore, this Eame was
made for me. If you too like dashing, eating, and ad ing more parts to a litcle blob, you're in
luck, because Everything is Crab delivers.

Your build, such that it is, is decermined by new parts and abilities gained every so often as you
eat your way through the world around you. Choose between options such as “beak,” “choniy.”
or “antlers.” Once your abomination has leveled up enough, denoted by a progress bar ac che
top of the screen, gosses appear. The first is a cow crab. You should get this demo.

Article images from the relevant Steam pages



'é@er: Armonica LLC
Release date: Nov. 26, 2025
Platform: PC

UEIECIIVE INSTINCI

Farewell M Bﬂ I

By Sebastian Galvez

It S NOot uncommon to see nl)\tdlu‘ J. or [L'tl() lllf][lc[]LC‘
U\k(l o hdnd\’\ ave ]-1(]\111‘![(1 I'l .l})‘l]l(‘\ mn ln(‘llL\ P\l 11‘1\
been well-trod as a reference pmm for low- po]v games with
11111(1d\ textures, L()l11])]ttL’]\ 1}_{1‘]0: lng tl1L‘ mecensely
beautiful and detail-oriented work of real games for the

system, such as Breath of Fire IV,

By contrast, it is the Nintendo DS’ influence that is felt on
all levels in Detective Instinct: Farewell, My Beloved, from the
carefully pre-rendered and blurred 3D backgrounds to the
l:m,c r tI 1an average text size — snmcthing that is worth

raising in itself. Too many story-based games out there
Ij‘uc font sizes that require the p]a\ er to squint at a
monitor, let alone a TV.

The sketchy pencil strokes in the game’s flashbacks and its
luxurious L‘il'rc card are a bit too on the nose to not be an
lmmu,u to Hotel Dusk: Room 15, maybe the most lauded
mystery game on the DS, and the train secting bears more
than passing resemblance to the 1997 PC adventure game
The Last Express. It is in every way a love letter to the
Nintendo DS, point- -and-click adventures, and classic TV
detectives. It is a game that grounds itself in nostalgia, both

o
{LU]' I)Ctt(’]' 1111(] worse.

Detective Instinct opens immediacely on a murder, after
which our pl.l\'m surrogate is shortly 1mp|w.alcd duri ing a
hotel stay in [{thl‘lltcl\ not-West Berlin. The murder victim
ln C[\.lL\llUn turns out to b( an ll‘l'll]]]“l‘lnl {{](,]11 L‘l({ll‘lllLl\*
not-East Berlin), introducing the 1hcmc of how .nbm‘u\
h()ldL'I\ \lldpL‘ ]]Llll]d]‘l ll\ 'es, a constant })IL‘\L‘“LL’ ]n thL‘ lL'\t
of the game. It’s a shame that in a game with such strong
poluc rwwmc the story fails to fu”\ commit to mnll\ll’)i_‘
dn\ P() ltlLJl NtdtCl‘l]L’n[ (){TCI‘] L“n1ln§“ L]()\L’ ljtf(‘] ¢ rever tl[1"
o n]:”nl.lln lh( status C[Llﬂ.

Some Pl.l\l.‘l § t'l1l{_‘l’11 l[)t.‘l‘l‘ll‘hll'l 1]‘1‘." I‘ll. I( 0[ more eccentric
Ll‘ld[(lL[L’[\ ]ll\C [h()\L‘ ()[’ [llL‘ Ace Attor nc\ ser lL\ hut thl\

Detective Instinct banner art (Photo: Armonica LLC on Steam)

would be a disservice to what Detective Instinct :lctually is:
an episode of an 8os procedural mystery show in which
America’s nosiest and most oblivious pair of‘\.‘o”cgc
students diwupt an otherwise quiet train. It is in the same
vein as any Lpl\("dt of “Columbo” or “Murder She Wrote,”
albeit with less memorable protagonists than ].B Fletcher
or the titular detective.

This isn’t to say that the game's characters are without
merit. There are more than a few ch arming interactions
with its cast of putunti:ll suspects, with my pcrsmm]
favorite being two erranc golfers.

The problem is that the game seems to oscillate too much
hL‘t\\-‘L‘L’“ tI1L' u l'gL‘ to bL‘ a NC]‘i()LlS‘ P()]itiL‘lll]}' Cl12l l'g('d
111)'5[(‘1‘}’ Zin({ [hC COHIF(‘\T(HI)IC [Cl‘l‘i[()l‘ﬂ\" 0{'. a Sinlp]t’.
lighthearted romp through a beat-by-beat procedural.

PCI‘IIZI])\‘ what stands out most in Detective Instinct, apart
from the absolutely stunning visuals, is the more L[)llu meral
parts of its scructure. Things that would feel out of place in
a modern game's quality of life but are true to the quirks
and clunks of the system Detective Instinct secks to evoke.
The way menus are navig:ll‘t‘d, at times obtuse and others
overly simple, places an emphasis on nostalgia of not just
content, but form. It is in l'lI]is p:lrticulzn‘ area that Detective
Instinct succeeds and truly stands out.

Despite many g;lhws making a claim to evoke nostulgia, the
Llni['ll‘ll‘lll ]:l\'nut of modern controls incvituhl\' seeps its way
into them. By contrast, in Detective Instinct, you begin to
feel the controls as if you were le\ ing them on the
Nintendo DS (a now over tw enty-year- -old system, tor those
kwpmur count). Even on a kevboard, it becomes easy to
envision the navigation bcmg done with a small D- pdd and
two buttons, with the game's nuupdd [qu_, ated to the
lower screen.




The menus, though true to the

are clunky. l)mlovuu options w ill send
}ﬂll l‘.‘ l\ 0 a root menu, ILUIUII" \UU
to click through muluplu. times
direction for where to g0 Next ¢«
conf‘ux'in‘f Choices don’t pe

direction, with any deduction on the
pla\c part lvcmg a matter of course
in the story. More than once I found
m_\aLH rotating through options
attempring to find the unspecified
Cl‘l(‘)ict‘ t]lc g:ll‘nc \\';]n[cd me to n]:l]{L’
in order to progress to the next scene.

Detective Instinct’s greatest flaw is that
i seems to fu]]\ trust the

The
th.lt of a l\lnt_tl(_ novel
with :lddltmn;tl menus rather than
where the p
tnﬂut])m cud;nu n

ACCUsa

My criticisms here shouldn’t be
istaken for lack of fun. I genuin
ed my time with the game,
hndmn m\'sclf xcttlmﬂ into an easy
flow. It gave me nost: 11"14 for a game
I've never pln_\'cd. Derective Instiner is
not a new Ace Attorney, and that’s
okay. It doesn’t need to be. It is
sumuhmu entirely different bur

sing the immediate im
nmmImL series installments instead

choosir g tn I(P]lt ite the Ioulrll td“t\
of a pla

l'L‘l'lL']L‘]'lL

orm and the design

s that make up ¢ the character
Uf d ‘-PLL[{’IL cra ()f g.ll‘ﬂL ({L\ klt)})]]lLl]t
Detective Instinct is that one game you
blayed in the backseat of a car ona
ong tr lp, or under the cov at mqht
when you should be sleepi

It’s well worth yvour time, cciull_\' if
}-’UL[‘\'C Cver PLI]]C(] d l‘llnLlUn] g'd!'[‘lk' Uf{"
the shelf on a whim and ended up
with an experience that stuck with
\ULI IULIU]] L(l"'t\ dnd d“ lt 5 tl]( gd]'ﬂk
that vou assume

cing you Lhmunh mulnph
i istic mfm mation and
choices that have no real fail state or
alternative storv outcome. As a
mystery game, the p]:l_\ er is never

L’(_]Ll.l.“\’ ll'l'l]'!l’l[ tant to our \Il‘ll Ld perience {'l\l everyvone

LRPLIIKHLLS in (hk ﬂlLLllLan.

N0 [.‘J

the p]:ltﬁ)rm, o1 'to find our it
wasn't.

It’s a piece of art less interest

F=Chers

Arey

;
-4 it i, Berter watc;ogrﬁmr; 1 here?! This area is " mam : At i e 1
- Clunky yet faithtul to its DS-era inspirations,
1+ Detective Instinct: Farewell, My Beloved is full of s I8
beautiful tableaus and charming c¢haracters yet falls « %
flat when it comes to gﬁay@r choice and menu d@mgﬂ,
Ko - Atmosphere:

= 9.5/10




By Jesse Boruft

Somertimes | enjoy tllings that
are bad.

Zelda CD-i cutscenes, The Johnny
Depp remake of “Willy W onka and
the Chocolate Factory.” Fallour 4 base

building,

M;{\'hc it shouldn't have been one, but
I was pleasantly surprised to discover
the sertlement butl(ﬂng community
fl)l I"l”()uf was ¢ UltC l()l)u.\[ I}\C\U
folks, like myself, have been
inextricably drawn to the janky base
hll]]dln" tl1‘lt [llC fl)l]lth [111[[[11[[](’
entry in Lhc series offers. And while
much of my maligning comes from a
p];lcc of fondness, I would still
describe the base building, at its base,
to be... Well, bad.

NU[ fUl Ll(k ()f r \ ll‘l“ th()ll"]] as lll\C a
lot of Bethesda games, the rlm end up
running the ball into the end zone on
idL‘;iS tllL‘ (1C\'L’]OP“1C]][ team g()t
maybe halfway there. Like in the case
of the Place Anywhere mod. Withourt
it, the pcrinutc'r fence I built around
Sanctuary doesn't clip into place,
instead turning fruscracingly red to
lndlL.ltC lt can [ 1}(’ PLlLtd l)CCdU&C lts
within two mere feet of another
structure. My suspension of disbelief
\\'()nlt lelU\V pCl'f‘L’L‘[ RZIi(ICFﬂ\iZCd hﬂ]t'.\
in my perimeter fence that said
assailants can poke their pipe guns
into and shoot my settlers. With che
mod, the fences clip into each other
and create a perfect wall,

Tricks and glitchcs are the names of
the base building game. Well, some of

Or how 1 learned to
stop worrying and
love the crash report

sereen

tl1C nameces.

Many avid

St.‘l‘rlclm‘n[

builders are familiar with the pi”:lr
glitch, where ]J].l\ ers craft a strucrure
l'hL’\ d ]1]\0 o f‘l L‘t‘]\ pl.u e in t]"lc wor Id
t11C11 dttd(l‘l a ﬁ})tL]}l( Pllldl i)l)]CLt to
it. From there, the game allows the
player to grab the enrire build,
including the Pil]dl‘\‘ for leccmcnt
practically anywhere. You'll find this
trick used by numerous members of
tl1C (:\111 Pl 1511‘]3_,1) d]g(') Y()Ll [uhc
settlement building community.

They're very pdsxlnt!‘ll’(‘ and do things
W ]tl:l I"ﬂl’ our 4 \ hu[ld system th‘lt l]l()\\
my mind. Many ILthllqut‘\ have to be
learned, and luckily, the community is
\'Cl)‘ \\'Cl(()llllllg J.nd ltdd)’ to tL’dLh.
The compiled knowledge of the
community is based around several
common c'xploits, like c]ipping
vendor counters into other objects to
create immersive storefronts and
pl‘lL]n \]CC})]HL’ l)dL’;\ dt()]) (()LIL]1C‘1
and [.II’rIL‘\ to make slapdash beds.
‘mmcrhméﬂ .llmul‘ rhl,\ Sy stem ]13_'}’11‘5 up
pl‘l\LT CrCJti\ i(\' fi)]‘ 50me reason, Jl‘lJ
I'm not immune; I've logged .1h0u( 100
hours rebuilding Sancruary alone.

There are folks that have built
versions of Sancruary with crammed
streets, packed with item vendors and
NPCs bustling about. I've seen The
Castle converted into a veritable
forcress that makes Diamond City
look like Riverwood from Skyrim.
There are jaw-dropping Brotherhood
Boston Airport conversions thar fill
me wich envy. As undcni:tbly

ltllplL‘\'«l\L’ as it all is, though, it bears
l’l‘lt‘l‘ll’lt\l"lll‘lL' that this sy stem, out of
tht' l)(“( as Btt}‘lc\dd h‘l\ \]]]ppl‘d 1L, l\
almost completely inadequate at
.1l]nwm&, the player to build an
lnllllt'l h]\'L' Stttlﬂn]cnt. \r\ ltl1()u[
bending, breaking, or unnplclcl\
mndlh iing the system, you can’t do
W ]](l[ vou want. \l]d l)Cl]L\-C \ ou me,
I've fr c.lkm broken it.

My current build of Sanc tuary is a
bit... Uh... Massive? Numerous
skyscrapers line the streets, electrical
lines webbing across the surface of
each bmldmg like vines. When
standing on the dilapidated bridge
that crosses over into the city, the
glllllt‘ StuttL’l'S, 112[\'i]1g a hlll‘(l tin1('
oading in the structures.

Directly to your left upon entry is a
Lll "C :IP‘“ tment blllldl]]‘r bullt Alt()[)
two of the homes in 'b.muu.n_\. My
vision for this building was to create a
room {:Ul‘ CZ[Ch C(]lllplinil)n, dL‘L‘king it
out in designs that fic their
versonalities. The build limir,
LU\'\'C\'L’]', had UthL’l‘, ]TlllC]l more
nefarious plans.

You see, another one of those handy
tlr.l\ t]‘ldt tht’ commu nlt\' thLllC\ to
new builders is how to increase the
build limit. Most common is the build
limit cxp]uit, utilizing how the game
counts any dropped item in the
settlement as being a part of the




Developer: Bethesda Game Studios @
Release date: Nov. 19, 2015
Platform: PC, XBox, PlayStation, Nintendo

settlement. When those items are
removed in any way, like d]».m.mtlmu
or stowing them, you get some

your ].uuld limit back. Onc could
dmp their entire inventory nf‘guns,
go into build mode, send the items
back to the workbench storage, and
continue to do this to lower their
build limit gauge. This can be

done indefmitely.

Il]LlLdlhl\' ]‘]J]]d\' no? A ﬁngcr on t]]C

Some of you probably know where
this inevitably leads. One day, |
discovered that w ]un pl.mnﬂ items in
the first-floor y apartment
building, the game jus bed. No

Addicting but prone to infinite erashes, Fallout 4’s
settlement builder acts as a testament to the
community’s resilience and the ingenuity of modders.
If you're a masochist or just enjoy exploiting Bethesda
games for pure aesthetic value, this one’s for you

[. ! r
'ARcapE UPsTazgs,

_MORKING ThniNETsi

crash report. No pnrup Just “Ro
69" continuing to play alongside
wild 3 meunu and trtnuatm

chugging sounds. In fact, my interface

fm/c and I couldn't do any thm:' until
I reset the

Not discouraged qunc vet, as 1'd of
course cmmmtugd a fair number of
crashes at this point, [ instead started
work on the other side of the
settlement. This time on a }mspi

| pl‘tud the first conduit on thc
bmldlm, to give it p

wire to anjmt it cr

¢ or inur new pu ec
perate .lnd |1.1t]‘|Lt1L

more than 5 maddening minutes
without a problem.

Exhausted and defeated, thac sa
laid dormant now for a good whi
At its final count, I had 11it 10C
of work on Sanctuary.

It was hubris, I know, and I'm r

to accept my part in my own

L]U\‘\ nfxl]] Hm\'c\'cr ]_mrlk 1 must
accept that they need to give the
settlements enough storage space to
hold more than a sinUlL J air and a
dresser. Or maybe, llu engine kept
crashing when “they tried mul they
gave up, defeated like me.




CREBEATUER

Creature Kitchen title art (Photo: The Rat Zone on Steam)

Cooking Mama meets eryptids in this

near-primor dl.ll urge to dn

until | find an unnuupiud cabin
or cottage. | would set up there and live
out the rest of"m_\' ortal moments,
living off the land and befriendi
various forest critters like dee
dwelling puses. I’Ia_\'ing (
Kitchen sated that urge. For now.

dlu]\ forest, Jnd ‘1]] the game soon npcm
up into a Lh.l[[‘llln"]\ retro cooking sim.
Between burning eggs and dmppmu

an spnnt through the
s, scaring off every creature in a
ten-mile us and t king Polaroid
pictures of them as they run off.

Heart, humor, and horror are balanced
expert I_\' with stupid sim hle cooking
mec and dc]ig])tfut Dreamcast-ers
graphics. In short, this game cultivates a
vibe.

One of the first rhinw [ did in my
playthrough was t]nn\\ the first
mushmum I could see into the river,
never to be seen again. As it floated out
of reach, [ followed it, finding an empty
jar the tutorial informed me could be
filled with fireflies.

This is related to a later puzzle, but I h:
stumbled into the solution mere

emepy—cezy coolﬂng sim o

Creature Kitchen is full of easy |1uzzlcs lot overly easy, as | found myself
stuck at one or two points, espe rd the end of my time in the
cottage, but easy u.mmgh not to make progression i'rusrr:umg.

Instead, progression is both incuitive and ~th1~f\m-v Filling out one critter’s
}A) l"( lll lh( .lll“.l[ll lL lLl\ L]]]LLLI\ Lo Ll1( ne l, .lIlLl lf \ULI "Ll '\llltl\ l]}k 5
on each are quick to get you back on track.

Before I could start f‘i]]in" the album out, t]‘l()tl"’]] | had to turn on the

powe After opening Llu breaker box and solvi ing another puzzle, I received N
my first recipe card and the .11\1]11\ 1o a for L into an outle ou know,

for science.

That’s another great thing about this game. [t encourages pl:l_\-‘.

Berween the c\plm.mnn required to find new ingredients and creatures, the
game also doesn’t require the use of recipe cards lmtmd p]ll\ ers can thm\\

lI‘lglL(llLl]lN \\'1”)' ml]\ into l{llL‘ll‘ oven, cres llll‘.lg mis 'd]\k d[lL[‘ mis
l'hk‘\' l)l'Lll'L orce I'I'I('II‘ way into an :l(‘lu:\l l'(‘L‘ipL‘.

Ingredients can be found all over the kicchen, around the cottage, and once

pml\ul up, m [hL p‘mn\ or f[ld“t th p antr is never
ond of spaghetti, while the

fridge rotares its stm]\ every time \nu open Jnd close the door. 4

g and comes

C
p].lu.d in 1]1( VO {t)i creati

some sort OI' ancient I]Ll“'lt I'\ st ’{']\ t[(ld][l()ndll\ L()ﬂl\&d m fht‘ OV L‘n" \0

[s chis game operating u~.m'r standard rules of ILd[Il\ as we understand them?
Also no.

ing of the oven, it constitutes one of the four cnnking m nics in the




game. Each i 'imp]iﬁcd to its basest

components — the pan fries cge ind
meat, the mixer r.l‘oduccs new
combined ingredients, the knife clmps
l]ﬂngs — but pr

diversity to I{uvp game

getting too stale.

For me, the steepest learnir
was the pan. ( ontrolled via r]u
motion of a control stick or mouse,
the pan jerks \\'lldl}' when the
\Iio'lu'c >St p] sure is 1pp|iu;1 to it, and
ldundnnﬂ ingr redients out of the pan
with a pnml\ timed fllp 1S far too
hupunr an exper ience. Authentic to
ll\ 20008 gaming, sure, but
] L].xlmg .l]] the same.

so in the cottage is a small radio.
This radio is pcr] aps the thing I will
remember most from Creature
Kirchen, as I feel it best demonstrates
the amount of care the dev clupcr.\ put

into this game. The radio is

unne ry and casily-missable. 1

didn’t turn it on until two hours into

my pld\tl‘llou"]‘] content to cnlm the
ric bac |w1 ound music, but

once I did, I never turned it OH'.

There are three channels. The first is
far .l“\ curated mus from
several : s, complere with an
announcer between songs. W
but not cm;lct]y for me. The third is a
wditional numbers station in the
“ome to Night V

numbers
second station, oh bo_\-', [ loved the
second station.

It’s all commercials.

Bcspnkc commercials.

I have to give the developers so much

nderful,

just for the hell of it. But the

credit for t;l]\in" the time to write and
d joke advertisements for their

cooking game. Thart kind of actention

to det ‘ul should be rewar and

rcplic:llcd whenever pos ible, and it's

the kind of thing that turns a regular
£ £

indie game into one that sticks with a

pl:

Finally, the stor y. [ won't

anything, but I very much enjoyed the

ending. Over my vthrough I came

to luu the lictle eriters [ was

spending time feeding, so when the
game commended my compas:

toward them, I teared up a liccle.

Given the fact this game can be 100%
umlplctc(l in less than four hours, it’s
well worth your time. Come for the

C nking. stay for the inclusion of an
advertisement for the Season 1 DVD
box set of “China Beach.”

The devil is truly in the details in Creature Kitchen, a
charmingly retro experience with streamlined, sometimes-
frustrating gameplay. The Rat Zone have crafted a game
that balances heart, humor, and horror expertly, making |

for a short yet fmmimg experience.

w ; Cameplag: : - -Atmosphere: z
. 75/10 ** a 9.5/10

Story:

7/10

Developer: The Rat Zone
Release Date: Feb 6, 2026
Platform: Windows
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Developer: Douze Di}dEnies ot .
Release Date: Jan 20, 2026
Platform: Windows
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I am lost in a crumbling ship stuck in the stars. We are all
d_\-'ing. | have to save the S]‘Iip.

MIO: Memories In Orbit is a game about hope lost, about the
moment in the journey where the crush of the world wins
and you curl up and wait for the end. Abour a tiny robot.
About a lictle spark of hope?

I loved this game.
I hated this game.

The 1')(_“711111111‘7 is brilliant. A steady dri 1p- -feed of upgre ades
and unlodxx \.ms[\mtr fights, and p.th\ discovered. A
~]10p]\upu upgr ‘\dL mndu]u L]‘Iukpomts, {"lst travi Ll

I reached the flow state of a good Metroidvania in a hurry,
hopping around the gorgeous decay of The Vessel in my
search to find and flx the Pearls of the \I‘Ilp The Blmrh The
Blood, The Eye, The Hand, and The Spine. Only The Heart
still beats, Lhou{__h she is dying. A slow choral dirge plays
out over E,AI.KTH. \\'nrh\ Lush environments roll past my
little robot, and I am filled with determination. Hope.

My progress stutrters as L'I‘It map opens up. am
lmd\tt‘ld\ma‘ war pm" between KLL‘PL[N S{_“llthll‘]ﬂ; for the
next movement upgr: ade, a way to unlock the next shortcut,
or I']“IL next Hum Of' an le\"ll'Ol th \l’mpkupu is ln\\' on
%tod\, and [ on cur rency: Nacre dloplt_ts from the machines
gone feral and Old Cores from long dead units. I begin to
see []u slopt of t]‘lls lllmb IhL way is [lL‘lL]‘KIOUN bur [ am
determined. (1L‘tt1n" stronger. I can still save my friends.

I've ﬁna”_\' reached the third Pearl. He was scared,
ashamed, confused. “Please, don't look at me.” | feel h:lggurd
and worn. The battles are no longer about reaction or
improvisation so much as memorization and precision.

I return to the ulmp to find the s'hopkc_chr missing, t taken
by The Hand. I cannot spend my growing hoard of treasure
now. How will I become stronger \nr]mur his upgrades? It’s
been ages since | stumbled on a module that made me feel
stronger, |ongcr since I've increased my capacity to equip
more than a few. Surcl_\' if 1 defeat The Hand, I will find my
friend, 1'ig]1t?

I descend into the dark.

The Hand was the hardest Hwhr yet. Three ph‘m s, where
mmt]\ per fect dodge timing was u_qmud to defeat her

cruel puppet. The s mp]\upcr is still missing. My health
ticks away in violent whiteouts as | watch my small robot
stagger and struggle to reboot. A pip of health blinks out
pum.lmml\ ld}m( increased past tLch and I am back
where | started.

More of the ship’s adorable robot NPCs have permanently
fallen, become “unrecoverable,” as The Heart shudders. The
ship is becoming more treacherous; I am growing weaker

3 = s fe (2

instead of stronger.

I am c.']cspcmn‘. | (iooglc how to rescue the s]u‘rpkccpcn
shocked at how well hidden he is. [ would not have found
him on my own.

The Hand was a cake walk. The Last Embedders are brutal
and efficient.

I die in seconds.

I've MIJPPL(‘] toge >ther some mods to improve my health,
but they cut me down in what feels like three hits. The
runback is easy but .15_10111/,111'4\ slow compared to the single
moment it takes the P‘m to eviscerate my frame. May 'be 1f |
watch someone else hL,ht it, I will discover some tlmmq or
strategy | am missing.

The player [ watch weaves through the air somehow, barely
missing most accacks, parrying the rest. Then the floor
crumbles and he must win without touching the ground.

Nope. Nope nope nope.

I abandon the Embedders and stalk oft to confirm my
suspicions about the final story boss. My sister is tough; I
\\II% have to memorize her movements and parry her grab. 1
take a break and wander the ship a little, maybe I can find
another upgrade among the dwindling unexplored areas of
the :.]“Ilp.

The screen goes w hite. Again, | per manently lose a health
pip. I am down to two n.mu.l]]\ three or four if I max out
my prec ious Lqu}pnu nt budgcl’ on dc f'L cNnse. Ehdl’ \\'l” mean
less points toward the offensive skills, some of which [ have
still never used, as I've never had the budget to swap them
out for the more consistent alternatives.

My ]mpc falters. Is cthe ¢ game worth hms]‘nng or will I bow
out like I did near the cnd of other Soulslikes?

A bittersweet victory. A prcdicmblu sacrifice, confirmation
of a suspected horror. The music swells. I recall the
Ll['ll'ULlL‘[]’lL‘d areas of the ship, the gear I did not find, the
boss I did not vanquish. The game holds a vigil for me. |
wonder if this is “tLLC bad end ing,” or if‘things would be
different if I'd found another candle, opened another door.
If there was still a way to become stronger. The credits roll.
This is my victory.

I do not feel victorious.




Hransisco

%M dark, and the

Death, dark, and the beyond: a
philosophical motto that drives
my way of life and by extension
my clpplthltll to art. | have
killed parts of myself, feared
my own curiosity, And have
seen another side to life I am
glad to be acquainted with.

i roughout my five years of
self-exile from my home in the
Arabian Peninsula, I have
tossed and turned about the
way | want to use my voice in a
world much bigger than I could

have ever known.

I left home as a bold rejection
of the lifestyle in the Arabian
Peninsula. My work can be a
critique of my Arab heritage,
whuL is not \01‘1‘181’1‘111‘1” I cou]d
do if I stayed. It often explores

my attraction to the unknown
and elevates the darkness as
something both taboo under
the kind of Islam [ was raised
with and something to
embrace.

A majority of my life, including
my tenure in C hlmwo has been
spent hiding parts of my
identity for LE(‘ safety of myself
and others. I now embrace my
deprogramming journey, dual
Latin-Arab heritage, and
rheologlull\ confusing
upbringing through my art and
storyte lm*r My e\(puleme
with Aurhm itarianism makes
secrecy another feature of a few
pieces, from deeper meanings
to making puzzles out of the
work using color theory.

My experimentation with
llﬂhlm;1 and contrast deepens
these concepts, offering a
unique perspective on matters
of religion, culture, gender, and
the sense of belonging.







Abu Bilad

“Abu Bilad” means “father of the country.” It represents authoritarian indoctrination in the Gulf
Arab states and the cost that comes with it, the loss of culture, people, and a clean environment.

This, for me, is part of my grief at having lost a majority of my ife to censorship, racism, and
Frpom my Arab family.

forced silence
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Go

You may perceive a man staring menacingly and pointing in
the dark, but what I felt while creating this piece is that no
matter how scary or uncomfortable knowledge can be - Go,

seek it out, be afraid of the unknown, but go boldly.




Why making and playing

Every upcoming indie game is
friendslop. Or at least, that’s the
impression that certain corners of the
internet will give you.

Inverse labclcd“it the “biggcst gaming
trend [of] 2025,” and manv other
outlets put out articles either
lumcnting or 'lcfcndim; the genre.

(= i < -
That's certainly a lot of hullabaloo for
a term that originated in a sarcastic
tweet, but in an increasingly bleak
indusn‘y any points of lig’lt are quic.l(
to be noticed.

As much as pcoplc were cnjnying
these games, with some even

becoming some of the bestselling
pl‘ujc‘cts of the vear, others were

confused as to tl al, pointing
out their amateurish graphics and
simple premises.

One of the lead develo at Aggro
b, the studio behind “friendslop”
title Peak and classics like Going Under
(zo20), Nick Kaman, ¢ 'pl:‘lincd as
much in an interview with
GamesRadar, “There’s backlash
bec rmetimes these games ﬁ')rcgo
traditional qualicy markers like
polishc‘d g lph or Stﬂl"\_"," but adds
that he thinks that “it's mainly just
fun to be a hater.”

By D. Myerscough

friendsmp just may save us all

Despite it all, friendslop remains popular. Small developers love making it,
plavcrs love gunhng around in it, and jnurnu]ists love :lrguing about whether it

means 1)_-'(11i11g at all.

And they're all right to get on board and
A g g

If friends

F'.\_\_" arrention, bt‘L‘i\USﬁ the unclear
mc:ming of the term doesn’t matter, but the way it disrupt:-‘ the industl‘\,-' does.

b does have a definition, though, it would be this

A 1111.11(ip|:l}-‘@1‘

game, gt‘.l’lt‘.l".\ll_\_r" small in scope, that pl‘OVidt‘S a pl‘.ll‘[‘bl'l‘l‘! {'bl‘ interaction bc‘f'\\-‘t‘t‘.l‘l

players.

Think Peak, REPO, Lethal Company, and RV There Yet?. Each massive hits, each

bolstered by its ability to fa
distribution on TikTok and YouTube.

Pcrhzlps tl

of these games originates in their populari

that be Among Us Enck in 2020 or Peak th

litace mildly entertain

ng scream clips for

1'c be ignored that much of the success

amongst Twitch streamers. Whether

past year, stream viewers love to see
complete simple gameplay tasks.

their favorite ereators team up to (often poorly

Bur this magazine isn't about
these games be successful, and wh

Firstly, they're accessible for pla

compact experiences, and so small teams

In these games, mundane

s and develo

about indie games. So, why
should small teams ]\'eep making them?

are ;1[3]

eriences are commaon

else may

pers alike. These games are small,

e to produce them more quic
and effectively than they would a more ambitious project.

Sledding Game, Steam’s Cozy Quest “Best of the Quest” v
described as “a game about sled {ing and ]'1;111gi11g out with friends.”

The project, created b
('.ngil'lt." l'h'.lt SEEMS Wron

and ce

‘brated. For ex:
ner l&lb‘t '\'T."Jl" is
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£ forward.
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% hal

-straightforward premise that
‘facilitates interactions between
players rather than guiding them
toward specific tasks to push a story

MOh, and it has proximity chat.

For anyone who'’s played Peak or any
of the other games ]aheled
“friendslop,” these traits should be
familiar. What once were traits of a

single project have now become

%marks of a new genre, one where
.- the goal can be as simple as “hanging
- out with friends.”

Or what about Flock Around and Stick
¥ A Round, two upcoming (and similarly
named) projects with graphics,
“physics engines, and premises that

$ . resemble Sledding Game. Each are

made by small teams and are centered
on a mundane goal that is second to
the interactions between players.

In the former, players are bean-
shaped birders taking pictures of
birgs in a park. Each picture earns the
player money, and each bird is
accompanied by a silly description
that adds to the somewhat surreal
experience.

Proximity chat is in full effect here
too, though the developer
demionstrates in one OFtl’ICiT social
media videos that it actually scares
away the birds. A novel (and
shockingly realistic) use of the
mechanic, to be sure.

In Stick A Round, players take control
of small, simply rendered animals in a
park, tasked with finding the best
procedurally generated stick with
which to beat the tar out of their
friends. In many of the developer’s
videos on the topic, they focus on the
code required to randomly generate
these unique sticks, something that
comes across as genuinely impressive

and time consuming.

That leads to the next reason these
games are good for both players and
developers. They’re fun. For a
developer, the simple scope means
that time can be spent perfecting
whichever systems drove the creation
of the project in the first place,
whether that be an engine that
generates 600 trillion unique sticks or
new descriptions of birds.

Kaman seems to agree, saying “these
games aren’t trying to be Game of the
Year, they focus on delivering a
specific experience.”

Instead of providing a tightly curated
story and specific goals, games like
Pea?and Stick A Round are attempting
to redefine what video games are by
focusing on why people play them in
the first place: the desire to have fun.

Traditionally, video games have had
very clear and distinct goa]s, and
every action in the game moves the
player closer or further from those
goals. In Pac-Man, players must clear
each maze of Pac Dots and avoid
ghosts. In Stardew Valley, the farmer
must make their grandpa proud — a
task that may be daunting in the real
world, but in this case, the wiki has a
guide.

In Peak, players are nominally
required to climb a mountain, but the
fun is more in the ways that players
achieve that goal. Many play sessions
consist of scouts stealing from each
other’s backpacks, getting stuck in
odd places, and falling to their deaths
in ridiculous ways, screaming
incoherently through proximity chat
as they do.

In other words, players are able to
make their own fun.

Finally, the main reason that these

: 3
games are successful is that they brin
players together. They don’t cost halfg
a week’s worth of groceries, the
aren’t overly competitive,and they
force people — best friends and
online acquaintances alike — into the
same lobby, where they have no
choice but to communicate with each
other. '

Instead of yelling at teammates over’
their choice ofsuperhero or .
lamenting how an unskilled friend

will ruin their ranking, players are :
instead allowed to just let go and have
fun blowing on a bugle or swinging a
mug of cocoa around.

That openness to play for its own :
sake, that spontaneous chaos that can
only come E‘om human interaction,
those are the things that indie
developers should be focusing on
right now. The industry at large is in a
tailspin, with layoffs and the
proliferation ofygenerative Al in
games — the truest form of slop.

It’s nowhere else but the indie gaming
space, and by no one else than a guy
with Unity open on a dusty laptop,
that the most genuine and fun
experiences can be created. As
massive tech companies seek to
siphon our ideas and market them
back to us, as game companies raise
their prices more and more for less
satis@fing products, we must resist in
any way we can.

In many ways, it just might be
resistance to pick up a game for less
than $10 where you sle(i or whack
your friends with sticks, or work
together to climb a mountain. In
those games, the fun is found mostly
in the time spent together.

It might be resistance to make a iame
like that, too. So, because big tec
doesn’t get it: bring on the friendslop.




H oW mﬁ“&m&g @E‘bmg add géb@ﬁ ﬁ%m@ﬁ
_to modern musie wmmﬁm@m :

A ﬂ’\\' \\-‘c.‘cks ago, I spent thc bL‘[[L‘l‘ part OF an c\'cning or-so
.putzing arou nd the uti]ity apps on th Nintendo DSi and
2DS I grew up with. Possibly the best thing shared betweéen
the two handhelds is the Sound app: an absurd musical
playground where a very charming parakeet explains how
aisers can watch visualizers, tinker with voice cfips. and turn
their favorite songs into nigh[cm‘c remixes.

I realized that [ had installed quite a few songs onto both
systems. For the first time in years, | p]u&gcd in my
I1L’1l(1l)l1ﬂ|'](' J.n.(l Il\[l_‘nl_({ [t was ll]\(‘ aw (.']]d tln"lk’ JP\\IIC
from a pre-algorithmic era where interactions with music
meant something. Tg put those beloved songs on either
"\ stem, I }]ald 1o )U\ r NCIm Oon 1 lunL‘\ (Dl (1()\\'t]l()ll({ t]"lt'n']
from a library CD, sorry!), move them onto an SD card, and
then put the SD card in my DS. I don't remember doing
t]10'\{’ t]"l]]"l hut i.'ﬂ]]"lt1 Thl U‘lﬁoh J“ th‘lt as a \'ﬂun‘L_‘ .lnd not
p‘utuul‘uﬁ persistent kid must have meant ¢hat those

- songs were really important to me — more important Lh.m
J]'T\I]’]]nb m r]"]’: %}‘J(‘T]f\' era LL‘JUId l“:

But connection with music on that level is still pua.&iblc. |
g ‘\\"a's reminded of this through a weird, budding microtrend:

artists and labels releasing video game cartridge albums.
B4 Here's hm\ they work: you pop in a cartridge to your
console (most often a GBA or DS) and lﬂ.l.& up the
PIOEI am, bll[ ln\\tt“l({ Of a E_"ll"l"lt', l[ (.Ol')r‘llnfv an Jlbl“'ﬂ FOI'
you to listen to. Some are precty bare-bones and only have a
tracklist, while others include additional features like lyrics,
" custom animations, and even music videos. Almost all of
~them, however, are p.ldmgul in a case that either riffs on or

parodies official releases from the tar get console.,

.’,urtridgl' albums have been around for a long time, but I've
grown especially fond of them recently thanks to Netlink
Records, a relatively new label that just began its foray inco
thc: wor ld of DS w]'«ulws t]"n». vear. l\ct]mk s ]J[{’\I 1«']&1\0

(Photo from Destruatmd Lom) 3
ﬁ - # W

TO-THE ( ()RL iﬁHP\! |hc‘ J]hum is pmhqh]\ the best
rnw]blc fit for a DS release: it's p.lLl\LL] with a frenetic

sarrage of samples from console menus as well as games
like Sonic CD, Undertale, and Overwatch. Its ]imitc(frun, of
course, sold out before 1 could grztb a copy.

But beyond Netlink, there's an entire underground world
of'currridgu releases. These nmst]}f come from the
electronic music scene, which has proven to be a nacural fic
for cartridges. In more recent years, however, bands from
Uthcl “L‘n] (& h ave l)l av c]\ ventur L‘({ mto [h(.' })1 ac t]’\ (N
cha]dlus of their genre, though, the growing trend of

cartridge albums stands as a reminder o[ the importance of
in[cntimm“y listcning O music.

TOO THE-CORE_153BPM’s Netlmk DS
releuse (From netlinkrecords on Instagram)




A Brief Trip to Cartridge City

l’nssib]}' the most Cndc:n‘ing C;u'tridgc
releases are firmly rooted in video
games. 1 he (‘.hicago-b:\scd ch point,
an J]ti\t w ]]l) J]‘!() lllllkL\ some ]L'Jl]\
5ﬂod midwest emo, has released quite
a few cover 4|butm made-with v 1(1{00
glln]t' S()Lll](]f()]]t!\. IllC[‘C S an
American Football cover album sung
by Animal Crossing's K.K. Slider, two
RMH(’SLﬂPL’ cover J]])Ul]]‘\ Jnd a
Stardew V. TH(}'-lnsand Pincgrove
cover album (that was even wlm\scd
a8 a l]]()d f‘()l‘ th.C gll[l1t’). tO name a {:L'\\".

My person: al favorite is Alex GBA, a
LI"IIPI'UI“IC cover album of Alex G songs
made exclusiv cl\ with GBA
soundfonts. I was lucky enough to end
up with a GBA cartr l(I“’k‘ copy
L()lllplL[L’ \'\'lt}] 1S Own I)UJ\(’”“”]
Emerald-inspired case, and it’s been on
displn_\-' in my apartment ever since.

'[‘llt'l‘(' are d Uitt’ a FC\\" Uthc[‘ neat
carcridge :lhmms that are less
thematically bound to their release
format, too. Pop band Sherry CD-
ROM l‘l.l\ put out two really charming
GBA albums: Demo Disc and Beach
hpzsndf, the latter of which also
received a DS release. A recent post
by the band’s lead hints thar there
n'light be a Sherry CD-ROM No64

port on its way, too.

OumLtld. hydrodipped GBAs for OasisLtd.

Mlxtupe #1 (From OasisLtd. on Bundcam ) £

i 3

'lllt' 'd[‘t[‘i(:rt’ dlhun1 l‘lldl‘ktt hd\
notably been pretty saturated with
vaporwave, largely thanks to
QasisLtd., a label that’s been on
hiatus for a while. Before it went on
hiatus, the label frequently released
albums for the GBA, the PSz, and
even the Digapyeast. Most
lt'l'lPlL‘\'sl\'t‘]\“ however rer, OasisLed.
()LLd\]Un.l”\ hundlcd entire custom
consoles with with their albums.
These were hydro- dlppt.d to match
t]](' dlbulll COVEers, \\]]l(h. 15 l\llld ()f
ridiculous: you could literally order a

e first Detroit-style pizza album (From
Belushi Speed Ball on Bandcamp)

Liminal Cove l‘J_\-' Be Careful-themed
custom GBA system :llong with its
album carcridge.

In more recent years, artists from
outside the electronic scene have
branched out into the weird
underground of cartridge releases. ¢ h
hoint's Alex GBA was made pnssilﬁlc
L_\-' Gizzmoix, a German label that's
put out a handful of DS L‘:lrrridgc
releases, including a King Gizzard &
the Lizard Wizard album as well as
several screamo and emo projects.

There’s also :1pp:arcntl)' quite a few
cartridge releases happening in the
metal scene. I'm not a big metal
person, but it is pretey uml that the
5_,1mmuk\ metal band Party Cannon
is releasing their upu)mmg album
Sub iccted To A P, artying on NG,
\u.mmﬂ’]\ followmw in the footsteps
of {'L]]ow metal b‘md Belushi \pu_d
Ball's releases on the N6y as well as
the GBA, SNES, and Sega CD.
(Belushi Spccd Ball has also released
an album on pizza h}' sc:lling aslice in
resin and .111'.1Lhin5_, a speaker with a
play button to it. That’s obviously not
a u)n'\nlt but it feels 1mpm~.1bk to
not me nuon.)

But nobody has been more commirced
to experimenting with cartridge
: £

releases than Remure, 2 German

techno D] who's seemingly the god of
weird music release formats. After he
released an album on a tloppy disk to
widcsprcad publicit_\; he hcg:m what
I'm assuming is some twisted mission
to release albums on every possible
console, computer, and OS: the
Commodore Céy4, the Sega

Dreamecast, MS-DOS, and the Atari

Jaguar, to name a few.

: Okay, So How The Hel] Does

This Work?

It’s tldmlttu”\ hard to trace the

history of ph\ sical album releases for

game consoles, but it seems like the
cartridge album scene kicked offin
the lllL 20108, |1|\gl\f LUII‘ILICI]I‘I% with
the availabilicy of easier modding
tools. It’s Ntl” le]l]lllL" steam now, and
it seems like artists are finding it
espec ially easy to release album-. on
DS carer 111710\ after Nintendo hlmll\'
moved on to a new generation of
consoles and scopped policing the DS
piracy and mndcring scenes so heavily.

[11le sa dlf{L]Lnl plﬂ((\\ [01 L\(l\
console. DS wlmu s, arguably the
most common, ‘HC [11()\( (){Tt’n 1]].1L1L'
with flashurls and ¢ustom ROMs.
Netlink’s FAQ amusingly notes that
its albums will appear as Deep
Labyrinth, a game notorious for its
role in the homebrew scene, and that
t]1l§ cannot l)C Lhdn%(‘d th]).

Some of these albums just appear as
bare-bones tracklists similar vo the Ul
you‘d see on an c:n‘])’ iPod. In cases of
more modding-oriented artists like
Remute, they're bound to the
constraints of the cartridgc. Remute's

SNES album The Cult Of Remute, for

meplc uses the system’s sound L]“Iip :

itself to z_;:ncmtc the music in real -
time. In an'interview with B.mdt.lmp
the artist dt.‘:su ibed his process as
“more like coding than

making music.”

With newer consoles, artists have
morc¢ Fl'L'L'd()n] to hli\"t’ f‘ll n \'\"ith [hC
visuals. Sherry CD-ROM’s GBA .
release of Beach !'Jnis'oa'c for example, .
fL‘dtl” "CS ]\ r IL\ f()l Llll 1ts \(‘]lg Lllld
even a music video. But regardless of
how elaborate these 1clca.~.c\ are, it's

' le\\';{\'h l‘L'll”)' CndL‘:l[‘ing O see an
“album played somewhere where it

isn't supposed to be.
Good Friction

I've been t]nnl\mg a lot abourt the
pllnuph of ‘mud friction, or the idea“
of mdl\mg, thmgs intentionally

inconvenient to .\I()\\ users d()\\ mn lll‘.ILl [

allow them to engage meaningfully.
This is something I've tried to
incorporate in my life more this year.
I even got a Brick, one of those pricy
licele squares that you have to actually
Wi J.l]\ to Jl‘ld t‘lp ) our })ll("lt' on bL{()lL’
unlocking social media, to put some
artificially positive friction berween

k.




myself and social media.

Now that social media is on its way out, there is may be no
process in my life less frictionless chan che way | engage
with music. As someone who was consiste m]\' a member of
the 120,000+ Minutes on \pm:n‘\' W mppgd C lub I found
my self llsthn" to music so often that it lost meaning.

And the fact that Spotify’s Ul is genuinely designed to
climinate any and all friction thmugh ‘llgm 1thmu. curation
certainly doesn’t lulp Every time I open it, 'm encouraged
to listen to one of several «Iull‘mhlllt.l“_\’ generated mixes (or
that horrible Al DJ) based on my listening habits. Clicking
on one of those mixes means 'm missing out on more
intentional modes of engagement with music: flipping
through a crate of records to decide what put on, tuning
into a radio station at 1 p.m. to hear my favorite DJ, or
curating and downloading a playlist on an iPod to take on
a long walk.

It’s no coincidence that these more intentional mechods are
all associated with the past, by the way. Massive tech
companies like hponf\ want to eliminate intention in

favor of convenience, which leads to more [’I’Lt[LlLllt

usage and profic.

However, near the end of 2023, there was somewhar of a
mass exodus from Spotify. After the platform ran ads for
ICE recruitment and its CEO donated millions to an Al
military startup, quite a few users ditched the

platform entirely.

Obviously, fuck \pmlf\ for the above reasons. But stepping
away for thuc reasons has also become a more pusnndf
reminder of the fact chac it feels so, so good to listen to
music intentionally.

To me, cartridge albums are the perfect antidote to the
Spotify pmbILm I'm not positing them as a complete and
total replacement for streaming, obviously. There are way

DOOM on a vape (From Aaron Christophel, PCMag)
AT T Y e

more convenient formats of physical music (team iPod,
anvone?) or other, more LthlL.l[])l;l[fl1ll]]\ like B .mdmmp
and only a lmndful of artists have dared to release albums
on cartr ld“t\ so far. But they are the most fun antidote.

There’s just something so goofy about wanting to listen to
an album on a console it should not run on. It’s like how
everybody wants to run DOOM on fridges and pregnancy
tests or whatever. Unlike algorithms, humans are
relentlessly curious about bre: iking the rules. Can we run
an album on the Wii? How many years away from the first
Nintendo Switch album are we? And when is someone
going to fially let me plav a sad indie folk album on

the DS?

But beyond its novelty, the cartridge album microtrend is
unc{putull\ pr rosocial. A lot of these physical releases are
made by DIY communities — programmers, wmphu
dmgnuls visual artists, and musicians — who probably
wouldn't team up otherwise. And quite a few of these
artists, like ¢ h point, often choose to donate all profics.

Similarly, since these cartridges don't need to be mass-
prnduud like vinyl, they allow smaller artists to venture
into the world of ph\ sical releases without taking on too
much of a financial risk. There’s also a 5u1udl culture of
uplifting smaller artists in these communities. For example,
pre-hiatus OasisLid. stuck to platforming albums by artises
who had very few listeners on streaming platforms.

I really don’t blame anyone who's still attached to
streaming. Convenience is really, really nice sometimes! But
incr nduung little inconveniences like cartr idge albums into

your llfL m.\l\u l'ﬂtdld LO[')E\U]']'!}'JI'IU['I more ll'll:LnElUll.ll,

cthical, and meaningful. Friction every once in a while is
good. And, above all else, popping a c:n'tridgu album into a
console is a rc:l“_\' beautiful reminder of what it fele like to
be a 1z-year-old going through all the steps of downloading
a song you n:u]]_\' cared about onto your s]nin_\' new DS.




\kn1get

One (1) packet of seeds

o : : . .
8 [nour gloomy corner of the American Midwest, sprm%hasn’t quite sprun? yet, but that doesn’t mean
we can’t hasten it along through sheer willpower alone.

Every Back Alley Games subscriber is near and dear to our hearts, which is why we’re sending you
onions. Please plant them wherever you see fit then send us pictures of what you did (or didn’t)
manage to grow with them. We just may print them in our next issue. That’s right, your beautiful
alliums and/or failed patches of dirt will be famous!

Send all pictures to us at backalley@indiecitygames.org with “Onions” in the subject line and
whatever message strikes your fancy - though E]ease let us know where you are in the world and what
you'd like us to call you.
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BLEEDING

TREES &
~ BALLET

Dlsempowénng sée_wta,l
; expeetq,tmns and findi

hought about moving to the counu

wrong, I love the city. I love my hlgn{' here, the ICG community, Do-
Rire l)onut\ my swim team, and the lake. I love the walkability, the

A. But there is a force in the city that w ghs me {own.
3\ fo ce tlmr until recently I had blamed o1 Ii\'mg in a metropolitan
area. A \\'L'lght I suspect we all feel. I am re ing to the churn — the
hustle and bustle, the work work work — that seems to define much of
the American ex pcricm‘t‘.

In my (pmb;lbl 7) naive mind, the countryside is somewhat divorced
from that churn. It’s a fantastical }\]:'lcc of nature and pl w where |
could live my ultimate Stardew Valley far - Ac least that has been

xperience of the Australian C()lll’]tl‘)‘h‘iL]C’\\"]‘]L’]‘L‘ much of my
extended 1';mlil__\' lives.

‘t-time and S(‘H"‘k‘l’l"l})]i red individual, I do not work
5, but that does not mean [ am pmtcctcd a

churn. Living in the eity, I constantly compare myself to m
with more tl.udmun.\l ]ob\ and in that comps

a traditional L): nst the

olleagues
£

n, I never feel like
I'm w ml\m:r hard enough. Hell, even independent of that comparison
[ fear I'm not we l\ing rd cnough. When your surviva

it's'a hard f‘L‘L'Iing to escape.

find my peac There must be other ways to escape the churn, other
means of \nthst;mding its current. And there are. [ found them

'mgh dcvclopil , entional l‘cl:lliunship with plzlcc one
where | pl:\_\' more within my environment

[he first step was to discmpm\-‘ r societal (pectations of how | e
should behave. These expectations are artificial rules that make life
way more lnnm::, and limit my t\puunu in the ¢ m I, a fully-

grown man, \Lll‘lPﬂ\L’Ll to L]ll‘l]h a tree in t]]L 3‘111\‘ DE Not, hut

o
hurting anyone and it’s really not lh.ll serious. Fuck whar
s are doing or what I feel like I'm supposed to do.

[]1C \L‘Ld Uf t]th dl\t’]‘llp‘.)\\ er ll‘l" was PI lﬂth l)\ my sw im team. We

1ltqle I\ swim in lh& ldl\( dll[ m“ lhk summer, w hl&h f&(]\ .not




allowed? I'm often a bit embarrassed jumping into the
water in my little Speedo amongst the many non-swimmers
W .l]kmU .1]011“ tlu l.ll\Lfl ont. But every time | "Lt out of th(
water, l feel so LI‘l‘l]JO\\ULd and connected to lh:s pl.lu —to
the lake, to the city, to the seasons, to all those swimmers
before me and to those ahead.

But this idea of connecting to pl.lu through play really
began to take root early last winter. During a walk thmugh
d LL]]lLtLI\, I fﬂund a F)Ll\lnllllﬂn tree .]l}\ﬂ]utLl\ ;U-ld(d
with ripe Truic. My thoughts went like this:

Is it okayv to pu_k them? Suu:l\ I’'m not allowed, [I]L\ must
be for...all the “hn\t»’ That can’t be 1‘11_,]1t What if 1 just
picked one? Sure ly no one would notice. Oh wow, they're
eu”\' ripe and — Wow, that’s tasty. Okay, maybe j justa few
more. What if 1 l‘nlnz7 some back? I should plt)hahl\ pul\
enough to make somuhmé_,, or at least enough to share with
my downstairs nc]ghbm 5.

\5 [ ]().ldL(I my arms w I[h. f]L'\l] P(l\]nlnll’n\ J.nd SNnow
began to fall, T thought about how I was in the graveyard,
really in chis place, engaging with a single tree, giggling as
my fmwrs got \tltl\\ \\Jth |u1u and cold in tlu fruxt What
a fun way to exist in this place. Sorry to the ghosts my joy
may have offended.

I later used the fruit to bake a dessert for my friends and
couldn’c help but think about how if life were a video game,
gravc_\-'m'drpcrsimmnn bread pudding would offer one TlL‘”
of a stat boost.

Moving into this year, | wanted to tap a maple tree. I have
W rth(S{-\m tap a tree for years. People have 51 unk the sap of
Ird lndﬂn‘l trees fl)r tllﬂu\dnll\ ﬂf VCars w h(n thl CI-]\' s are
warm and the nights are cold, bur it always felt out of reach
to me, like somc(i(md of riddle. But not this year. Not

‘ln} more.

During the first warm week of Ft‘bl‘u:ll'_\", some spirit moved
t])rnugh me and inspircd me into action, as i{'_\_'clling: “This
is your window! The trees bleed now!”

I grabbed a drill, my spile, and a hammer. I prepared my sap
container — a lummmcfc pitcher wrapped in my old
roommate’s abandoned macrame string — went outside to a
tree | knew was a m;lilc and made my move. | was equal

parts thrilled and embarrassed. Here [ was, dri“ing into the
trunk Of d plll'k\\':l)’ lTlilplC Jlnd hZiIlllTlCTing il] d S]Tlll“ n‘.IL'tle
tube all to drink its sweet blood.

No one L{()L‘» thl‘» \Lll(.]\ (_\Ll\'()n(_' klll)\\i I'm 17](_‘.11(1]11’; some
FUIL I've never hldld Uf

But the new me, the one post- -dise "mpowerme nt, is okay
with fu_'lmg cmb'n rassed and scared. It\'mg new thmgs will
often feel tmb.ul.l\\mﬂ and scary, but t[‘ldt s a part of thL
process. Once I let lhOhL fu.]mbs move lhroui_,r h me, the
world of pos:ibi]it_\' l'czlll_\' t)])cncd up.

| quuklv realized that this level of pl.w wasn't Just limited
to my natural environment, .llll‘louijh it is the one I'm more
L‘dkll\’ drawn to. C ]‘llLng has endless oppor tunities to
L\p|mL cultural pre actices — cl: asses, concerts, stores, (lubs
hobby groups, and more.

I started taking ballet classes a few
weeks ago. I'm absolutely terrible. I'm
one Uf two “'U\'\ ]n thL L].l\\ .ln(l [
move like a hrmk I'm having so much
fun.

This month I plan to take a stained
glass class and I'm making garden
ﬁcds out of old wooden parcts o go
in my \\'1‘1g1cy\'1]]c lﬁullding’s )‘:11‘({.

Besides that, 'm also working on
getting access to my roof in tﬁu

‘v})] In“ fﬂl sOome mor I]ln“ \U%l l l]tLCl
a L\ddu (and an Jbundanu of
caution) but I know you can go up
there.

Some of these ideas might seem
obvious if you're someone who still
h:lh [hL‘lr L‘]]lllll]ﬂﬂl{ sense ()f [Dli]}'. F()T
those of us that get swept up in the
never-ending current of work,
tlmugh, we f()rgct. Deadlines creep in,
work starts piling up, and we focus
on chipping away at the pile of scuff
tl‘mt bL"\ fm our attention. But th at
pile never stops growing. Never.

If you're exhausted or want a break,
yvou nud to carve out th at sp.lu f‘m
\mnsdl because that pile of work
isn’t going to vouch for you and your
1111’1 1Le I1L((] o I)L d llLlIll an fu(l\lnl_,
being.

When we sink beneath the surface of
jubs, deadlines, and expectations, we
start to lose rouch with the most
human parts of ourselves. But thw re
never [ll.ll\ out Uf lL‘th E\ln ll: we
have to reach out over and over
again, it will alw ays be a joy to
lLdl\(O\ cr .lll tht \\r‘l\\ We can \llT.IPl\
exist L)\JLII_\' where we are.
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Proclamation of Faith

A desperate, exhausted and relenting prostration to everything he
was taught to avoid; the Occultist finally submits to the desire of
seeking out hidden truths. In this, he hasn’t rejected Islam but
fearfully welcomes an evolution of his understanding of it.



A GAME ENGINE
TAROT READING

Spring is here, and with it comes c]mngc. Not just for us — you are rcading a brand spanking new magazine,
after all — but for you, too. Whether or not those changes are for the better, though, only time will tell.

But ifgou’re impatient, we've got some hints.

arot isn’t an exact science, but we communed with some local lake spirits and figured out how to do readings for
Tarot isn't t but d witl local lak t d £ d out | tod d f
many of the game engines that you, our dear readers, may use to make your projects.

Disclaimer: Back Alley Games is not responsible for any maiming

from these readings.

misfortune, or changes in game engine that may result

T

Nine of Cups, reversed

Lack of inner joy, smugness, dissatisfaction

Your path has been a hard one, and
while you may have reached a period
where you think you should be fulfilled,
sumcrhing feels like ic's missing. This
might ourwardly appear as smugness or
a desire for attention, rL’Cl)gI‘lil"ll)r‘l‘ and
success. Your desires may be never-
ending. Stop moving the goal posts and
take time to appreciate what you've
made and where you are. Don’t let
insecurity or a lack of confidence keep
your sense nf\uccnmp]ishmrm forever in
the furure.

Shift your thinking: Find fulfillment
within, not in external excess

Nine of Swords, upright
Anxiety, hopelessness, trauma

The suit of swords explores themes
of the mind, lu{.]ic, and intc"igcncc.
The Nine of Swords focuses on the
destructive side of the mind, the
side that turns inward and against
itself. You are li\-'ing ina pcrim:] of
repetition, with negative patterns
coming back again and again. Find
a way to get out of your mind. Try
sharing your problems with
someone else who might understand
the issue.

Shift your thinking: Be brave and
act, dcspitc your anxiety

GameMaker

Death, upright

Ending of a cycle, beginnings, change

Death is feared by many because it
represents an cm[ing, but it also
represents @ moment of transition
berween one world and the next. It
is also a card of new lwginnings. As
much as death destroys, it also
creates. Sometimes tl]ings must die
in order ro be reborn.

Shift your thinking: Loss can open
the doorway for a new beginning




TIRPG

Eight of Swords,

reversed

SCIF—GCL‘L“E‘J[(IHCL‘. new
perspectives, freedom

When reversed, the Eight
of Swords suggests
freedom from the traps
of your own mind. V ’li1i|c
mental pitfalls like fear
f.l]1(.l Sl-lﬂn-l‘.' ]11([“ ]il‘ Ll"
(“‘()Ll“(l HULI‘ ':I(‘ll hﬂ‘-'('
found a way out simply
by looking up. The light
of possibility empowers
you to new heights.

Shift your Lhinking: New
truths can !.]uidc you to
deeper understanding
(ln(rur:c&'pt(lncc

Godot

Six of Wands,
upright

Victory, success, puHic
reward

The dug hcl(mgs to
you! You and your
achievements are in the
.\put]ig]lt. You have
arrived here through
hard work, and you
deC]'\'L' o l)C
celebrated. Be careful
that your ego does not
rest on 1|nur luul’cls‘
rlmugh. There is much
more work ahead.

Shift your t]linl—&ing:
Your successes are
worth celebrating in
l‘ﬂl]dC]‘util]ﬂ

Folk Games

%@en of Pentacles, reversed
S

¢ "CL‘]’]EL’]'CL{I‘I(_’SS, jc:u]ousq, smothcrinq

The Queen reversed
is disconnected
from her nurturing
enerqy and has
become self-
absorbed. Usually
gencrous, she feels
jealous when
others’ successes
seem greater than
hers. Once a
sanctuary for
others, she’s lost the
ubi]itl:] to take care
of herself and her
surroundings. Her
focus on the
material may
manifest
n&'guti\'clH, mmking

her greedy.

Shift your thinking:
Honor your own
needs and
compassionately
practice self-care

Board & Card Games

Five of Cups, upright

Loss, g rief, disuppoi ntment

The Five of Cups
signals loss in some
manner, and you are
dealing with all
those feelings —
regret,
disquointman and
grief. In time you
will notice that while
some cups have
spilled, others
remain upright and
salvageable. Do not
hold on to something
that must go, for
that is the source of
all suffering. Accept
and work with what
you still have to

find peace.

Shift your thinking:
Disappointments
shuuH-:fl make you
afraid of

dreaming big

v

Seems like a tough season across the board. We're all dcaling with issues of the mind and spirit, and the (wcrwhelming
advice here is to let go of expectations. Take a beat to look around, acknowledge, and appreciate where you are, how
far you've come, and what you still have to look forward to.

It’s okm_.] to mourn where you wanted to be, but don’t throw a pity party. Lean on your friends for support and when
you're ready, get back on the horse.
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Accessibility in the FromSoftware
Souls series and beyond

Code Vein z came out recently to very
middling (and sometimes sc athing)
reviews. (:nmplaints about lack of
difficulty, less than engaging story,
and an empty open world dominated
online conversation. That fele a liccle
confusing, as I enjoyed the short 50
hours | spent with the game. So much
so that it became one uf the only open
world games I'm interested in
:Lp]a\mz, The discrepancy berween
my experience and online chatter had
to be interrogated, so I eracked my
knuckles and began overthinking and
analyzing.

For as long as the series has been a
thing, Dark Souls and its :ipirinml
successors have led the conversation
around difficulty. Whether the
conversation is held in bad faich or
not, any Soulsborne fanatic will tell
vou the highest barrier of entry for
the series is diffic ulty, after w ‘hich
vou'll likely hear any number of stock
community in jokes. More often than
not that joke will be "git gud,” a meme
that origin:ltctl in the car v era of
Souls’ popularity.

It's an interesting pln';lsc that I've
intcrrug:ltcd often rl1ruughour my
adule life. Dark Souls came into my life
at a time when | needed it, where the
game’s struggle and darkness felt like
what I was experiencing in real life.
The pain of my flesh space cased when
Smough flactened me wich a hammer
or a Black Knight shunted me off'a
narrow wn]k\\'u_\' with a brisk kick.

Conventional wisdom says that
absurd punishment is part of the
experience of a Snu]s]i]i\'c, is baked
into the DNA of the genre. But does
it have to be? In pl wving Code Vein z,
an experience that fele \\m|d~. more
accessible than other Soulslikes, [
came to realize that the whole
conversation about diﬁicult}' is
misguidcd. Instead of-rnlking about
whether the difficulty is necessary, we
should take a look at the tools given

to the Flld.\ er that allow them to tailor
the experience in a way that suits
them. We need to look at Jucss]b]]]t\

Bq ]usc Boruff

For as long as I've been pl.n ing the
Souls games — which is from Ll‘lL very
bcgmnm%, mind vou — there’s been
community pushback on the idea of
developers making the genre casier.
These people claim that .1ddint* a
ditficuley slider would L[)lﬂPlLt(_l\
devastate the experience. And while
(ll\a%lu. \\llh ll'lO\L P(UPIL I'm not
exactly arguing for one simple slider.
Humor me and let’s take a detour for
a beat.

Bravely Default is a fantastic [RPG
from the 3DS era with numerous
(hdldL crers, classes dnd areas to
c_\(p](nc Besides that scuff, one thimY
it does \pL‘LLJLLan ly is the lelLU]l\
menu, which contains a set of
customizable paramerters that 4[[]ust
every part of the experience. You can
adjust random encounters, tur ning
them off or L\POHLHUJ“\ increasing
the rate of them (to a ridiculous
degree). You can even increase your
experience gain, intrnducing a
multiplier or completely turning it

off.

Now, some folks just flat-ourt dislike
turn-based games, and their
sometimes-notorious lack of direction
does create friction. Yet one thing I've
found in numerous contemporary
RPGs is the abilil‘y for p]a_\'crs o

Gain EXP
Acquire irepg
Gain Job Pomts
Difficulty

Encounter Rate

adjust their experience to near-exact
specifications. Maybe this domain
holds the answers to all Soulslikes’
problems.

Many modern RPGs kind]_\-‘ offer
massive P:l“L‘tS of :lcccssilailir)-' options
to adjust and tune the experience, but
many of those options in Soulslikes
are sparsc, and what ones do exist are
often diegetically (and cryprically)
hidden from p]a\ ers who may need
them from the ourtset of the
experience,

FromSoftware is notorious for
including almost no accessibilicy
fc.uurc». in their games, but Dark Souls
2, the most obtuse and, frankly, unfair
game of the trilogy, is weirdly full of
almost player-fr undl\' .lLLL‘\\ll‘JIIll\

SV stems.

That game introduced the Blue
Phantom ring, which summons an
actual player to your world to help
you when you're invaded by another
pl.\\'c It’s an incredibly useful tool
when the servers are active, mhcnmg
the PvP for those who dislike or
struggle with the system. It's a really
great inclusion, vet it's an AtLL‘\\lhlrlt\'

cature you have to be given in-game
to activate. It also uses a ring slot, a
purposefully limiting trade-off. And
\\11th yes, the Blue Phantom ring is
so easy to acquire that [ believe

Hormal

-50%

Restore Defaults




invone could do it, I've also bore
witness to players who approached
their 4()([1 Lnur with the game
unaware the crestfallen knight who
gives you the ring was even in Majula,

t]u l)ub town.

Another accessibility ﬁ‘uurt in Dark
Souls 2 concerns runback. Say you
have to keep running to a boss, and
you've killed the enemies in the area
10 times. After that tenth run, the
foes will stop spawning, making
runback much less stressful. It also
brought back healing items,
mmu:hm" Dark S(Jufs thtllLtLd to the
Estus Fl.\sl( and to a highly coveted
resource called Hunmmt\ Making the
game more difficult was a breeze too,
with the Bonfire Ascetic increasing
the difficulty of enemies in a given
arca to New Games levels.

That's right, if we're going to have this
conversation, it has to go both ways.
Blue Phantoms could be a menu
option or a covenant plavers could
select at ]‘)]J\ er creation, and for my
SL1 naked, club run sickos (I love
v'all), Imld modes like Demon’s Souls
black world tendency wouldn’t be
locked behind tlnm\m" vourself off a
cliff zo times. \uuslln]lu goes in
two directions, and that means also
giving the hardcore community boss
rush modes, the ability to adjust
ddmagc mulcipliers, or the mpabl]it\'
to stop receiving souls for enemy kills.
Oh, how many speedrun sessions and
c]m]]cngc live streams would have
their setup time reduced if these
games were just more accessible.

F 1nal]v addre essmg the tourlsts ¥
3 _1n the room ; :

Dark Sm![_\' 2, lwing the first entry not
helmed b}' the series director, one
Hidetaka Miyazaki, played with a lot
of what made the previous two
entries into the series so difficult.
Miyazaki himself must have
:lpprccintcd these additions, as many
of its :lcccssilﬁilit)' features have made
their way into his f‘bliowing titles in
some form.

When vou look at what the team l\LPt
1111011;1]1 the years, lhmt;‘h it’s clear
t])(_'l e's lkcn some Lﬂ'm t b\' t]‘]ls du
team to create a more w L[(ommg and
fair game for all cheir players.

Ho\\ ever, manv of those efforts have
been cnnt:lmcd to a few very narrow
categories.

Many of the accessibility tools given
to the plaver in the F ‘romSoftware
Souls series center around online an,
rightfully so. Being invaded can feel
Lomplctul\' r-andom and unfair at
times, upum]l} when that invader is
someone of higher skill. Accessibility
tools make the one being invaded feel
like tln\' have the upper l).md tl]()l.l"]‘l
thev oftentimes do not. However,
there are almost no options to make
the game's PvE content easier.

Obviously strengthening the player
character and outfitting cthem in the
best and most effective arms and
armor is the answer. Yet I must pnim‘
out the obvious: a brand-new player is
\tlll “()ln“ to \L”Tl tll(ll]\Ll\ ¢s on [h{
nmks for quite some time until they
acquire any truly worthwhile gear.
.\ddl\ there isn't a Bonfire Ascetic
that works in the opposite direction.

One solution is offered by Anocher
Crab's Treasure, a 2024 indic Soulslike,
which adopted the RPG approach
with menu options allowing the
pl:wcr to don armored shells that
make them invulnerable, among other
things. You can even give Kril a gun,
which both sends him fl\mw and spits
out an insta-kill buller that dlsp;llchcs
;111_\'t|1ing in the game, including
bosses.

Another solution is found in the
Code Vein series in partner characters
and party members. They um\t.mtl\
accompany the player, watch cheir
back, draw enemy aggression, and
ofttn have fun thmﬂs Lo say w hile
exploring the w nrhT

Elden Ring almost mimics that system
with the spirit summons, a massive
list of NPC summons that can help
the Pld\'t_’l out of a jam, tlmugh thL\'
are uddl\ restricted to certain areas of
the map. They mostly act as fodder,
;1|t]mug,l1 there are a few summons
that can trul) pu“ their own \\Ught
alongside the player, such as the
Mimic Tear, referred to jokingly by
. " “wp o g

the “git gud crowd as “Elden Ring

£ §
casy mode.”

Due to the nature of Elden Ring as a
more open world experience, it
naturally becomes the most accessible
entry in the Souls series. The :1l1i|it_\'
to leave a boss area to go explore and
get stronger alone is a big cl}'n:mgc. The
NPC helpers help too, lowering

pl.l\ er tension and .l(tm“ as tlu kind
of assistance a player nudw to build
confidence to interface with the g game

and overcome
obstacles they were
unable to before,
but that doesn’t
mean it's tru]_y
accessible.

My father

re mLu ly plays
Dmbfo on the
hardest
diﬁicult_\',
which,
depending

on the

build, ain't

too bad.

Yer | was
confused
watching

him bounce
1‘i5_,]1t off Elden
Ring uncil 1
lL’J]o/Ld that the
(]IL"L *tic,
pomhlv -obtuse
nature of
FromSoftware's
titles made
grasping much
of the game's
conceprs P

and

systems

an overwhelming prospect for him.

I do realize I'm dmggmg this
conversation out uFlts mudd\’
shallow grave vet again secemingly just
to beat its corpse with a stick, ﬁut |
do have an aim here. rl‘rmhfu]]ﬂ\', |
struggled for some time
con[umpl;lting if I even wanted to
write this article. At first, | had an
admiccedly contradicrory opinion,
bc:]u_\'mgr oames should be for
everyone \\hllL Mmult.mum.\l)
gatekeeping Dark Souls and its
dc.sccmf;mts. The ﬁmhn_\' in me felt
like pcoplc who didn't even like the
Souls games were coming in and
trying to mold the series into
s‘nmcthin" it wasn't. I even l)cg;m to
use the re .l”\’ nasty terms Jdopud by
series purists, 1m_]udnw the u.gcntlv
pupu].u (and thrwmtm\) ‘tourist.”

In reality, though, many of these
“tourists” really get down with che
\117( the mnnd tlu aesthetic of the
Flom&o[l\\ are games, or at least theys
would if-thc_v had the time, mortor
skills or patience to enjoy them.
Instead of"u‘»mp]u‘d\ writing those
pc_nplu off, the community umld ;
welcome them. After .l]] what's l)un“
lost if the barrier to entry was
lowered justa litele bir?

et Me Solo Her, a one-man accesibili
Image from Let Me Solo Her and PCGamer)



Let me take you on one more detour
to a pair of cxnmp]cs that were given
to me as the impetus for this article.

Tarmshed T.mukl nd *
Bloodborne ija Dog§, 4

Super Mario 3D World was prohahl\ my
favorite Mario game on the Wii U. My
father and 1 pl.u red through the w hole
thing in a single w LL]((I‘I('{ and I often
fond l_\' look back at how much of a
blast that cxpcricncc was. Another
thing I can clearly recall is the
chal enge. Certain levels were Lll.‘tl.l:l”_\'
quite tx‘ick)'. and there were times
both of us would die enough for a
specific and controversial feature to
appear: the Golden Tanuki suit.

This power-up, which makes players
near-invulnerable, would appear at
the bcginning of levels after the
rlayer had lost enough lives. [ would
Lc a liar if [ said [ never cried it our,
and it does fill you with a bit of little
brother syndrome, almost like you've
been handed an unp]us_.ng controller
while someone Lffmtlusl\ .lutupllots
their way through all the difficult
parts for you. W hile ves, you are still
maneuvering your Lll{h(l‘l plumber/
prmuas/muahmnm mutant through
the level and the levels don't lock,
:l]]()\\-’ing rcpl:l)-‘S. it does still feel like a
cheat. This example might seem like
I'm comparing a ‘JP]L’S to
orangces, and | :ulmittc(”)‘
may be dmnw so — Mario is a
bitof a jump hom Dark Souls
— but allow me to connect a
few more dots.

Ninja Gaiden Black for the
XBox was undgni‘ll)l
badass. As a youngster I'd
balk at the buckets of
blood and gore most other
teenage boys enjoyed. | was
g;u‘h:lgc at it. Over and
over again I'd
desperately try and
defeat the ninjas in the
first level and f.ul
realizing that maybe |
just didn't have what it
took to
F i hang with
! the g game.

]11(

f{" thought

just do what I say and perform your duties
as competently as you can.

Ninja Gaiden Black’s Ninja Dog cutscene (Image from Mr. Riley's Gameroom on YouTube)

crushed me. I loved the aesthetic, the
grap shics, ev clxt]‘nm, about the game
ent 11.1]1((1 me. As | continued my
seemingly fruitless endeavor, d_\mL
once again, instead of the now-
familiar “Game Over” screen, | was
instead greeted by a hilarious (albeit
cmharmssing) popup message: "Ninja
Dog difficu]q\‘ Unlocked."

Ninja Gaiden, notorious for its
ridiculous diﬁ‘lcu]t_\'. threw easy mode
at me and said: "\lriwht dude, you
obviously can't use the tools we gave
you to make rhm"s easier, but you still
hou"ht the game. \\ ¢l thlu\\ you a
bum. me there it wasn't Lx.ull_\
smooth 5;1i]ing, the game had tweaked
things _,fust (’mmgh for me to cke out
wins, but it was still brutally hard.

[ wasn't asking to be held by the hand,
hu[ tI]L \iﬂ‘lplﬁ act fi "Om th(
developers of extending a very blatant
helping hand to a struggling le\c
made me a lifelong fan of the series. |
was even one of the few people that
played Ninja Gaiden 3 ac Lumch.

At the end of the Ll:l)’, it didn't matter
whether it was Mario or Ninja
Gaiden; both games gave me
;lcccssil}ilit)' tools, unobscured h)'
excuses like diegesis or “maintaining a
baseline experience for all pl;l_\'cr.s,"
and allowed me to enjoy the game at
more enjoyable pace. Besides, what
business is it of‘_\'ours that I used the
Golden Tanuki or p]:l)‘u] on Ninja
Dog?

To be clear, FromSoftware can make
their games however they want. But
what would be the harm in their own
Ninja Dog mode or ;1djust;1b]u enemy

d:im:lgc modifiers? With the dev

studio looking toward a future thac
includes what I assume is an
extraction-Soulslike in Duskbloods, 1
wonder firscly if the game can
maincain a ph\ er base on a Nintendo
platform alone and secondly, if things
continue to change for FromSoftware,
what does their idcntit_\' become?

The studio has built up p]uﬂ\ of
brand loyalty based on difficulty
.1lunc but that core group of fans
tends to be resistant to inevitable
;h.mi,u in format. They would rather
cry g]t L'le than opcn their arms to
new pl.l\ ers that can’t or won't rise to
the games’ challenges. That kind of

“hardcore gamers (m]\ mcntal]t\
makes it so that tluxt fandoms can’t
mc;mmgf‘u”_\-' grow.

Of course, some would ask, \\'h_\' cater
to those who aren't interested in
meeting the game where it is? The
obvious answer is that FromSoftware
wants to make more money, but |
have a different one: the stories are
gm‘)d. These worlds need to be seen.
Some of the most prnf‘uund and
interesting musings on life, death, and
a million other things exist within
these titles. The more accessible said
titles are, the more players get to
experience the unmatched

story ullmg of the series. From
Demon's Souls to Bloodborne and
cvur_vthing after, I'll c;lgcrl_\' be there,
awaiting their next masterpicce. Ied
be precty damn cool if the crowd
waiting with me was even biggm' than
it :l]rc:ldy is. Ninja Dogs included.




Coraroc capsule arc on (Photo: Coral Feather on Steam)
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DEV LOG: CORAROC

By Coral Feather

Coraroc is an u comi:;lf platformer developed by Coral Feather.
With retro Igr?ﬁ ics and a cfassica”y sparse control scheme, this
i

one is for platformer purists. - Back Alley Editors

Coraroc is for those who are looking for a streamlined retro
gaming experience. It is primarily a p]atformcr where
you've got your run, your jump, and your swini. That's it.
'Tht?r're all you need! The stages do the rest of the work,
cha ]enging you to use your imited arsenal in the best way
possible to proceed.

I've been using the term "back-to-basics platformer" as my
quick description of the game.

Coraroc started, as many things do, as a stray notebook
doodle in summer 2024. I kept doodling him. Coraroc had
more moves and powers in the beginning. But as I was
setting this all up, I questioned the “why” of it all. Was 1
including them because 1 felt they would make the game
better, or because I felt ob]igate to?

»
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Coraroc gameplay sereenshots(Photo: Coral Feather on Steam)

This is where the "back-to-basics” platforming philosophy
comes in. [ guess you can say Coraroc is a reaction to the
current trend ofplatfm'mers. When I start a platformer
and I find that I need to keep an eye on a combo or juggle
several inputs, [ get a little tired.

What Coraroc may lack in moves, I aimed to make up for
in personality. Coraroc, of course, is a charismatic fcﬁa and
no one has ever said a bad word about him. I had a lot of
fun designing the enemies, the Pacicaps, and making them
as silly, stupid, and patheric as possib[i.

It has been nearly two years since I started working on
Coraroc. Wow! It would have been shorter had it not been
for some life events and unexpected setbacks in getting the
game ready for the public — but I am excited to see it
through to the end!

Whether Coraroc is a smash hit or lost to the algorichm is
beside the point. I have no expectations; | on]_y go what I
feel is right. I don't plan to have this be the only story for
Coraroc. It can't be. He's been in my head for too long.
Help! He is eating out ofnly fridge.

] ¢ '

Genre: Platformer
Developer: Coral Feather
Release/Platform: March 12, 2026/PC
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hen it comes to independently
developed simulation games, a name
that comes up often is SomaSim. The
Chicago-based studio has been at it
* for over 10 years, and in the wake of
a less-than-satisfying launch, they're
looking for a new direction.

The studio’s major success began with
Project Highrise, their second effort.
Partially inspired by the founders’
time living amongst the skyscrapers of
the Chicago Loop, the game garnered
a loyal fanbase and positive critical
attention.

Matt Viglione, lead designer at
SomaSim, said that the response to
that game was gratifying, with the
team spending the first three months
almost entirely on engaging with their
new players.

“Those couple of months post-release
were a lot of fun,” Viglione said. “That
time went a long way to building upa

lot of goodwill.”

That goodwill carried over into the
team’s next project but stalled out
somewhat when they came back for
round four. Rise of Industry 2 is still
SomaSim’s most recent release,
leading both to the studio’s
restructuring and a split with their
longtime puilisher, Kasedo Games.

About the development
process, release, and
aftermath of Rise of
Industry 2, Viglione was
succinct: “The whole

thing was fucked.”

Projects on the rise

In contrast to the current situation,
picturesque beginnings heralded the
studio’s early success. 1849, their first
offering, is a city manager set during
the Calgifornia gold rush. Partners
Viglione and Robert Zubek
conceptualized the game while
driving back from Thanksgiving at a

friend’s house in the Sierra Nevadas.

Players are tasked with creating and
managing a booming mining town in
an isometrically-rendered California
that resembles early PC management
games like the Oregon Trail series.
Viglione said that the game was

deliberately retro, an attempt to
recapture the kinds of games the two
fell in love with as children.

“When you drive up there, you drive
through the areas that were major
gold mining towns in the 1850s,”
Viglione said. “I was looking at all this
stuff and 'm like; there’s a game out
there in those hills.”

Development began quickly after the

air returned to San Francisco. "lhey
lzunded 1849 themselves, intending to
complete the game within a year,
nrliore out of necessity than anything
else.

“The first game we wanted to make
was actual% 7 Project Highrise, but that
was going to take two years to make,”
Viglione said. “And I looked at our
bank account. There wasn’t two years
of money there.”

Before making the transition to indie
game development full time, Viglione
worked in marketing in Catholic
Charities in San Francisco. He has an
exacting eye and a cutting sense of
humor that leaves the listener never
quite sure what he’ll say next.

Upon release, the pair was unsure if
they would have the runway to make
another game but found themselves
SO inspired after their recent move to
Chicago that they gave it a go anyway.

Project Highrise began as a conceptual
reboot of SimTower, an idea so
obvious that Viglione was concerned
another team would beat them to it.
After completing a majority of the
project, SomaSim began speaking to
publishers, eventually landing on
Kasedo Games, an offshoot of Kalypso
Media, the publisher responsible l}or
the Dungeons series.

For the publisher, Project Highrise
was their first major project. For
SomaSim, it was a lifeline.

“None of us got paid when
we were making Highrise,”
Viglione said. “We were all
barely coasting off 1849,
and when that first check
from the publisher came
for Project Highrise,

we really needed it

Because of the precarious financial
situation that Project Highrisc was
developed under, Viglione said the
team always had the feeling that the
project may be their last. That o
desperation, he said, may be what sold !
the publisher on the game. ;

1

What sold audiences on it, however,
was the classic SimTower elements
combined with an easy to learn, hard
to master gameplay loop. After its PC
launch, the game Woulcl)be ported to
tablet and mobile devices at the

behest of the publisher.

Viglione said the process took a year
and required SomaSim to redesign
the user interface of Project Highrise
five times in order to accommodate
the play styles and limitations of the
different platforms. That harrowing
process is not one that he would
recommend, but he stands behind the
final result.

“At first, I didn’t want to do a mobile
game,” Viglione said. “But I'm a game

esigner, and as soon as I stopped
fighting the problem and started
embracing the challenge, things got
better.”

SomaSim’s next offering would be

City of Gangsters, another

management game predicated on the
idea of playing as Al Capone’s
accountant. Tlg’lC game is a mix of a

social and physical economy where
players have to create social bonds in
ordler to make and spend resources.

“It was sort of this idea of how you
had to know a guy or gal to get stuff
done during Prohibition,” Viglione
said. “It’s a combination of a physical
economy and a social economy and
the gameplay occurs at the nexus of
those two things. They have to grow
together.”

This project would not reach the same
success as Project Highrise but was still
able to create more opportunities for . &5
growth as a studio and court a
devoted fanbase.

Up until this point, SomaSim had

been a small team, made up mainly of **
Viglione, Zubek, and a few artists.
Because of that size, the team

operated mostly on a revenue share
model that linked the hours spent
working on the game to the

percentage of profit the team member
would receive after launch.




“It was my arrival that kind of broke
that model,” Gabriel Firmo, lead
engineer at SomaSim, said.

Toward the end of the development
process on City of Gangsters, Firmo, a
recent Northwestern University
graduate and a former student of
Zubek’s, was brought on as a full-
time, salaried employee.

Firmo is an upbeat figure made up of’
contradictions, with smiling eyes
ositioned under perpetually
lgurrowed brows. When asked about
his history as a developer, he sped past
much of his early life and focused
instead on a student game he said was
n “absolute nightmare,” but
convmced him that pursuing game
ﬁevelopment was the right path for
im.

The meeting between Viglione and
Firmo was one the two treat like an
odd stroke of fate, with Viglione
calling Firmo “annoying’ in one
joking breath and arguing over who
was most luckl_)‘v overghis hiring at
SomaSim in the next.

Once City of Gangsters launched, the
team created five DLC E)ael(s and then

moved on to conceptualizing and
pitching their next project, originally
intended to be a post-Soviet sendup
of a city rebuilding game.

“We pitched it to Kasedo
and like the next day, they
came back with an answer
saymg they thought it was
too grim,” Viglione said,
rolling his eyes. “They sald
on’t you make Rise of

W
Indl;stry 2 for us?”

Industrial revolution

and its pitfalls

In 2015, another management game
was being developed by a small team
of independent developers: Rise (E[
Industry Alex Mochi, the head o
now-defunct Dapper Penguin
Studios, said in a YouTube video that
he began developmg the game with “a
Couple of nice guys from reddit,”
before shifting his focus to itch.io and
Steam. By the end of the game’s life
span, he said he had 20 employees on
his payroll.

Partway through this process, Mochi
signed a deal with Kalypso Media
consisting of a $75,000 advance and a
50/50 revenue split with the publisher
until they recovered $100,000. He
described that deal in his video as
“fair,” but goes on to characterize the
relationship between Dapper Penguin
and Kalypso (then Kasedo Games) as
strainecl>,’ ultimately calling the deal a

bad one.

Speaking to (mmeslndustry biz,
Kasedo Games confirmed the deta1ls
of the deal, but emphasized that it
was “a licensing agreement in which
the developer committed to secure all
development funding and asked for a
small advance.”

Mochi would go on to claim that after
Rise of Industry launched in 2019, the
support from Kasedo Games
evaporated, and that once the
publisher had recouped their
earnings, they funneled the money
from Rise of Industry into other games
like Warhammer 40,000: Mechanicus.

Kasedo Games also disputed those
claims.

Once the relationship between Mochi
and Kasedo Games surrounding Rise
({ Industry had well and truly broken
own, Mochi claimed to have been
over $100,000 in debt, holding his
1éame together with “duct tape and 8o
ours a week.” Eventually, he decided
to sell the IP for Rise 3/ Industry to the
same publisher he said abandoned it.

In 2021, Mochi and Kasedo Games
penned a deal that paid Dapper
Penguin $5,000 for the IP itself, then
$45,000 in advanced sales and
royalties for the now four—yur -old
game. The publisher said in a
statement to GamesIndustry.biz that
they had not intended to buy the IP
until Mochi approached them several
times. The developer dlsputed that
claim in a reddit thread, saying “I felt
like I was being mani ulated by my
own publisher so I'd be forced to sell
our existing [P.”

Mochi would go on to publish
another game under the quper
Penguin name in conjunction with
Kasedo Games, called Reczpefor
Disaster, before shuttering the studio
and creating several postmortem
videos and posts attempting to
explam what went wrong.

When all was said and done, Kasedo

, W h

Games owned the code, assets, and all
other aspects of Rise of Indust
setting about to make a sequel that
Mochi said in another redtlit post
lacked “testing, polish, and any real
marketing.” Tli at sequel, made
without his input, several years after
he had sold all rights to the ll’ was
created by a “new dev team,’ despite
the fact he claimed to have pltched
workable sequel” to Kasedo.

A “new” studio,
an old IP

That “new dev team,” of course, was
SomaSim. They had been working
with Kasedo Games for almost elght
years by that point and had been
handed the Rise of Industry IP and
funds to create a sequel for the

publisher.

Because of the level of investment, the
publisher took a completely different
approach with the development of
this project than they had with
SomaSim in the past. Vi lione said
that Kasedo Games funded a lictle bit
of City of Gangsters but generally left
the development process to the studio
because the studio was self-funding
their games.

“The thing that was most
fundamentally different
about Rise of Industry 2 is
that at the highest level,
creative was not being
driven by us exclusively,”
Firmo said. “In some
moments, it was being
driven really hard by
Kasedo.”

The increased publisher oversight led
to a Feeling Firmo described as being
the developer of the game, but also
not. Besides the initial pitch, Kasedo
would, Viglione said, find problems
with the game and 1nste‘1d of
identifying them, would appear with
multiple solutions to problems the
development team didn’t even know
existed.

Another massive change was in
scheduling. Both Viglione and Firmo
stressed the importance of schedules-
to SomaSim’s past processes, but that
Kasedo would often cause the'project




10 lose large chunks of time by
"att:lcking" the established
({C\'Cl()Pﬂ.lL'nt h(‘hc(]l.llt‘.

About his meticulous, schedule-
driven development philnsoph_\',
\’igli(mc cxp]:lincd:

“When you're making a game, you
have time, cost, and scope. The only
tl1ln" \(,Ll can 1(&1]\(1( lll\ (ll.ln"L 15
scope. If you try to change any al the
other ones, you get crunch. So, if it
comes to it .lnd tlu time and rlu cost
do not allow i, it gets cur. And [ like
cutting.”

He also said that there was still almost
no crunch with Rise of Industry 2
because he refused to engage with the
pre actice. Instes: ul, there were many
inscrutable schedule changes.

In one instance, Viglione
said that the ublis%]er
approached tEc team nine
months into development
and asked if that version of
the game was
representative of the final
product. When they were
told that it Obvious]y
wasn't because the
development schedule
spanned two and a half
years, they insisted that
team members be moved
off their current projects
in order to make the game
ready to show.

“So we move things around and then |
tell them that it cost us two months,”
Viglione said. “They were like, what
do you mean that cost us two months?
Because it did.”

r\ccm‘ding to \-"igliunc. there was a lot
of focus on m:ll\'ing the project slick,
consumer-friendly, and accessible to
new le\ ers. He said that the head of
Kasedo wanted to be able to p] 1y and
understand the game right away, but
that “stmngcl_\; he is not a genre
p]:l}'cr.“

Compounding a development process
V lhlmnc and Firmo called weird was
thc llt‘P:]l‘[lll‘C Of‘ Z'L'lb('l{, \\-’i]ﬂ lkit [l'll'
studio h:\“\\-’:[_\' through the process. In

the wake of that departure, Firmo was
promoted to lead engineer in an
inb[:]ncc I]C Ch:ll‘:!L‘[L‘l‘i‘LL‘LI as “-l
battlefield promortion.”

Where before Firmo was insulated
me a i()t nf'thc ch:ms tlmt mccting.\
with Kasedo Games had become, now
he was :‘cquircd to sit in and discuss
endless milestones and deliverables
that became less and less realistic the
closer the launch date became.

“It very quickly became a game of’
musical chairs that basic: 1|]\ no
project could survive intact,” he said.

Nick McKay, another software
engineer on the project, agreed with
this assessment, saying: “The last few
months were pretty snusfu] The
pubh\.hu basically went from almost
ignoring the project to full micro-
management. We were pushing
through major features and revisions
up until the s]]ip date and past it.”

Features like the sandbox modc,
which Firmo said was supposed to be
developed closer to launch but was
pushed forward at the behest of the
publisher, launched in a much worse
state than the team ever imagined.
Worse were the two Steam Next Fests
that the game was slaced for, one they
were nnl\ informed of a week in
advance.

Firmo also scemed frustrated by the
process of developing the console
\’CI'Ni(]I'l ()F(hl' g:ll‘ll(‘. S()]]]C(l1i[1g tll:lt
was done in three iterations and thar
the team never planned for.

E\ L[\ tllTlL w¢ '\ldltlll uﬂd(]‘”olﬂ“
console work it would be inter lupud
by something, and it would not be
in tCrl‘Ll})[Cd 7)' .\Ulﬂcl’]‘ling thi][ was an
emergency that we could handle,” he
said. *It would be inturmptcd 13_\' a
ﬂ()nncg()ti:lbl(‘ dcljnﬂn(‘l [hllt wdas tUF‘
down.”

In addition to all chis, Firmo was also
forced to leave the country during the
development of Rise of Industry 2, a
situation that resulted from him
never .l[[.lil‘lil‘l“ permanent ]L".l] status
in the United St.uu despite h\\mlT
lived and attended sdmnl here for
most of his life.

“We had basically timed it all our that
[ would go back to Brazil for a month
around six months before release,”
Firmo said. “And then I would come
back on my green card, but that green

card failed for reasons of my lawyers
not hcing very gnod at their jnhs and
also the U.S. government mzlking the
whole immigration process a hellish

nigh[m:n'c."

While the studio :ldjustul in order to
make it possible for Firmo to work
remotely, the time difference and
ph}-‘.\*im[ distance from the other
members of the team pur furcher
stress on an already difficult
development.

Then he was detained by CBP when
attempting to reenter the country on
a B-2 Visa, which is L‘xp]icitly
intended for f‘brcign nationals
tr;l\'u]ing tor short-term business
reasons. Firmo was mocked by armed
agents, kept in a windowless cell at
O'Hare airport for hours, and was
C\-'cntu:l]]y returned to Brazil without
his passport, which was confiscated by
CBP and handed to the pi]m of the

pl:l ne.

Firmo was distressed while explaining
this, spcaking in a near-monotone and
;1\-‘0iding eye contact. He went on:

“They have me sign a document that
they do not J”O\\ me to read and then
t11C)' t:ll’if :lll l‘l‘l)' (hln.gﬁ, [11)' }Wllﬂ,nL" Fn‘\'
laptop. They forced me to give them
the passwords so they Lould go

t11] ULl"h ]]1\ \tuff .]]l({ tl‘l(\ Ce lnlLlL(I
my visa.

’lhey made it so that it is
very, very difficult for me
to return to the U.S. or get
any other visa approved in
any other circumstance.”

Firmo let out a humorless
laugh after that. “So that
was the emotional context
of what was going on with
me three months before
the release of Rise of
Iﬂdustry bt

Wich pruh]ums like that
c(nnpuunding by the L]:I)’, Firmo and

Viglione were concerned the f\;:lmc

wouldn’t arrive on time. The
recounts a meeting where he sat down
with Viglione and said that a single
additional schedule ch;mgc would
lead to the team missing their
planned release date.

ormer




Despite it all, on June 3, 2025, Rise of
Industry 2 launched to hized revien s,

How (not) to market
a game in 10 days

“For the past Li"ht months or so, I've
been postmor teming this in my Iu.ld
every time | can’t slccp or that I'm
sitting on the L looking out the
\\mdo“ Viglione said, looking away
and slg]mw; ”I ve only 1u_cnt|\ started
moving into the acceptance plmu of

the grieving process.”

Upon release, negative reviews of the
game were fmuxul mainly on

technical issues like bugs ‘and crashes
and the differences between the first
and second installments of the series.

About the technical side of'things.
Firmo luuglwd a lictle when he said
that the game releasing was “a

" < o, .
miracle,” and characrerized the fact
the game launched in a playable state
at .]]] 4as an -l(t Uf dl\ mnc¢ l\lndl'lL\\

However, he is not without regrets.
While he thinks the game is fun and
has p]:l)‘u] it both on console and PC,
there are issues with it that he wishes
could have been addressed before
launch.

Vig]ionc was terser when
he described the launch
and the response from fans
of the first Rise of Industry:
“I'm never making 2\

sequel again.”

More specifically, he intends to never
touch the 1P of another dc\'cinpcr,
especially one that he describes as
having “an antagonistic relationship”
with the publishur who owns that IP.
Further, \"iglinnc remarked that
Kasedo did next to nothing to address
their 1'clnti0nship with Mochi and the
impact it could have on Rise nf
Industry .

“They entirely failed to anticipate
what the response would be; and it
was entirely expectable,” Viglione
said. *I had asked them numerous
times what we were doing on this
front, and they basically just said to
leave that with chem.”

.'\ccm‘ding to \'igliunc, simulation

games are always hard to mar Lu
doubly so when the game is a sequel.
Kasedo, in his view, dld almost
nothing to prepare the game for
release, a failure that created much of
the initial backlash to the p[n]ut.

He said that while there were many
issues and hurt feelings around the
reles ase, he was ul[]]‘ndtkl\ h: appy w ith
the game and assumed that the

puh isher was h happy with it as well.

“I can't rmlh spmk to
their motives or what their
thmkmg was, but they had
a lot of o portunity at
every milgstone to tell us
that this wasn't the game
they wanted or that they
wanted to make mgmﬂc ant
Lhdnges, Viglione said.
“We never heard that.”

Firmo agrees that much of the
l]lill‘l'i('[iﬂg Uf.t]]L' g:l me was bﬂtchfd,
but that players are responding more
to unaddressed pr oblems with the

g.llﬂ& Thdl‘] .Ill\ thlll" LINL

“As much as I was happy with the
game, it does reflect a troubled
dev relopment cycle, and that comes
l]HL\uE‘I‘I to p].\\u s,” Firmo said.

\"ig]ionu poin[cd to the inertia of
Steam reviews, Ml_\'illg that thc_\’ tend
toward negative unless the developer
does somcthing to |msh them in a
positive direction. That comes from
the experience of marketing Ciry a{
Gangsrers, another game that had a
lu]\t\\ arm release lmt was able to
grow a loyal player base through
constant updhtcs h\' the dev team.

“There’s still a loc of chatter in the
plaver Discord,” he said. “Like, a guy
in Korea translated the whole game
into Kore: 1, and (,rtv nf (;LIH"\[U 5 18
650,000 Wor ds in fiull. That was like
two weeks ago.”

When pl.t\u response to Rise r)f
Industry 2 was ]'LILL\\ qarm, Viglione
said Kasedo and SomaSim lmd the
oppor tunity to " 1\1(1\ tlu Lnuuu over, i
but chat the scudio had no b.md\ndlh
or money to do the kind of
community response the game needed
and Kasedo chose not to engage.

“At some poinr, and I could not cell

you why, it seems they have washed
their hands of the thing," he said.

Many of the choices Kasedo made
after the release of Rise of Industry 2
are confusing to Viglione, something
he is not shy about pointing out. He
also said that m: any of the choices will
likely remain a mystery because of the
departure of an executive at the
publisher.

“It’s going to be like the Berumuda
T]‘i:mglc, I think,” he said.

One thing that isn’t a mystery to
Viglione, though, is the motivation

l)t 11!1(1 t]lL })Lll)ll\l]([ .]\l\lll" \Unhl%llﬂ
to make Rise of Industry 2. He said thats

the 01‘iginal question poscd
to the team by Kasedo
wasn’t just whether thcv
would like to make Rise of
Industry 2, but whether
thcy would like to make
Project Highrise 2 or Rise of
Industry 2

“M‘\I\ing Project qufni\r. 2 would have
pmlub]\ involved 1c]1nqu1~.|1m-Y the
1P, which is what thu wanted,”
Viglione said.

Without ownership of the Project
Highrise IP, the puf}lishcr was stuck
marketing a game they weren’t quite
sure how to sell. Ar one puint
Viglione said the community
management from Kasedo was so bad
that he asked one of SomaSim’s 3D
artists to do some community
outreach and that he “did a better lub
than Kasedo did.”

Ultimately, Vi 13_,11011( said, Kasedo got
what 1lu\ ordered with J"m;ur
Highrise 2, they just werent sure whart
to do with it.

Out in open water
and swimming down

After the difficult dcvclnlpmum cvele
and Lmsatisf_\'ing launch, both
\’ig]ionc and Firmo were unsure if
thev even wanted to continue m:lking
games. ;
£

“After the game came out, we had to
go through the layoff process-where |
3 1 & I




had to lay three rcnplc off)” Viglione
said. “It was the hardest thing ['ve had
to do in a very long time.”

During his time at Catholic Charities,
he Ihltr .nticip.m_d in a round of
layofls l]ml made for an incredibly
difficult two months of work, but he
said the summer after the release of
Rise u/ Industry 2 was worse because he
had to lay pe oplu off that were his
friends and u)mpktcl\ change the
vision he had of his studio.

“I went rhmuwl 12 lot of anger,” he
said, eyes puuLd to make J]‘luthL‘ joke
that didn’t come. “I would call

Gabriel and walk around the block
nine times while [ velled. There are
probably people w ho live in North
Center who have seen me \\JI]\mg
around in May with headphones on
velling and swearing and muttering
under my breach.”

For Firmo, things were similarly
emotional. He was back in Brazil
pumamnrl\ and was ready to cut any
and all ties to the U.S. after his abuse
at the hands of CBP.

“I was like, ma_\'bc I should look for
something else because working from
home is not great for my health and

I was just general]\ ina
mood to cut all my ties to

the United States, " Firmo
said. “So, | was havmg
conversations in my life
about moving on, and
when | mlsetj? the topic
with Matt, he said he was
about to invite me to a
meeting to pitch me on the

next t]ling.”

That statement confused Firmo, who
had assumed that his melm ment was
plt({l(..l& -d on bcm%‘ based in the U.S.
V qumm, tlmu:vh, had .1]1;.1d_\ lwc_:run
planning the next step for the two of
them.

\m]llmr in his usual w ry way, V l"llUHL‘
\pOl\( \\11]] UJ]T][JIL[L sincerity to
Firmo: “You're not getting rid of me
that m\ll_\.

From that point, the two beg E,‘m
pl‘mnmfr what thc\ were going to do
next, with conversations ‘Ihou[ how
to do rhmt,s differ ently. How to do
things better.

“Rob, my partner in life as well as in
starting the business, told me that
needed to take time off and I should
not plan on working until 2026, and |
think Gabriel’s brother told him the
same thing,” Viglione said. “We

. b L y
mostly ignored them.”

Smrring in Nov. 2025, Firmo and
Viglione began brainstorming what
they called “basic, cool ideas for
games.” Each time thev started to
iterate on an idea, t]‘u:_\' decided to
make that game. The process repeated
four times.

At the huginning. Firmo was
concerned that the differences in
sensibilities berween him and
\"i<f1i0nc would lead to friction, but
was pl(.ls.ml]\ surpr l\(Cl Lo fmd Llu\
were excited abour a lot of the same
tl‘lll‘lgh.

“When he approached me about being
on the creative end and wor I\in in an
(_L]Ll‘ll letHL‘l\hlP [ was prerty
shocked,” Firmo said. “Before, I had
just been hxlams him execute his
vision, but wLat [ have been n:;lll_y
excited and hopeful about is that the
process went way easier than
cxpcctcd."

\"igliom‘ agreed, saying that their
focus in this new era of SomaSim has
been pushing the boundaries of what
game design could be. The pair have
been “nuuhim‘ thin gs up” and
c_uupl]rnr ~.1mu|.ttmn strategy with
innovative processes from ulhn
media. Esse nrmll\' they are trying ro
move as far away from the
development of Rise of Industry z as
pusx‘il)]}c

“It’s been exciting to do,
because with Rise of Indusery
2, it wasn’t real game
design,” Viglione said.
“We've been getting back to
thinking about core
mechanics and base
prmup]c s again. I¢'s been
fun.”

Core mechanics are not the onl\'
thing the two have been erying to get
bz aaL to. Viglione said that one of’ L]u
l‘]“lmx,'s he's l‘l\'ll“lgr to recreare is the

[= - (s ~ &
unsure, desperate feeling he had
during the development of Project
Highrise.

“l know it kind of sounds
strange, but I want to get
back to that ‘I don’t know
if we're going to make
another game again’
feeling,” Viglione said.

o Ihat was what Project
Hrghnse was, and that’s sort
of the vibe I'm looking to
get back to.”

That desire to get back to kleppiL‘

indie development is fele by Firmo as
well, who said that he really wants to
push SomaSiny’s sensibilities and land
somewhere weirder and more hybrid.

“We want to lLd“\ L\PIUIL the space
and evolve the genre, " he said. “I think
pu.)p]c in our niche will be ]mpp\' but
I think we're also out in open water
and swimming down and {Ii_‘ll] ing out
what there stf]l is to discover.”

When asked whether the pair would
consider wm'king with a publishcr
again, they both Lm-*hcd and spnl\c

hs lll.lﬂ"l\ about economic realities and
the uouh]u\ of dmn%‘ your own PR,

F uml]\ V I"]mnc made a definitive
statement:

“If T can find a partner that doesn't
make me feel gross and that is \\-'ining
to jump in with us in the way that an
artist or other contributor would,
then veah, it’s mmLtth, that I would
consider. But it’s "um" to be on our
terms, not theirs.”




Maker Themed Game Jam, Beregon, BroodyGamin
Entries must be made in RPG Maker or must he top lown style JRPGs if pmduccd in another
Themes:

Heir to the Throne: The royal heir is a disappointment to many. When a crisis shakes the realm, their cdarefree life i

turned upside down.

Knight of the Realm hampion with no equal, this knight serves the people with utmost zeal. It's up to you to tell
e saga of the greatest Knight of the Realm in your game!

ivery so often, a hero falls, often as a result of doing something truly despicable. Now's the
a redemption story; as your game's protagonist will be Seeking Absolut

MYSTERY GAME JAM: APRIL 4 — MAY 5, 2026

Hosted b& Mystery G
Cclchmti_r}g the an versary of Ec gar ¢ llan Poe’s “Murders in the Rue Morgue”

Theme to be revealed before the jam starts

St

Fe

— APRIL 19, 2026

R

e
i




ﬁ.ﬂ?}’fﬁ “ﬁ’ﬁ*f 1 Ay

_ _" . .;“ '

hw« TR me

5 D@V@E@g}@rs aﬁ@ gamars ﬁﬂdmg Ways to c@mﬁmﬁz

1 Egl'&tﬂ@ﬁ injustice

o aa (
By Jonah White ﬂ;

-

A W




You don’t need me to tell you that
t]nnf,r are bad. By the time you are
res l(lln" thl\ hdd FJ[ Ul‘).lbl\ Itfll"\ to
mmuhmi_J completely different than
it did a month ago. R]L,ht now, the
l‘).l(l l m 1Lh111ng to lh h()Ptl.l[lUn
Metro Surge,” ICE’s assault on
N‘linncupnﬁs that started in
December.

You know the stats. Two protesters
executed in the middle of the street,
at least six deaths in ICE umtml) out
of public view, and thousands of
people i”L’L.J”\ arrested and thrown
into d(ttntmn centers. A nm]mlt\ of
them innocent. Many of them U.S.
citizens.

'lhings suck. You know that. [f‘ynu’rc
like me, you probably feel precry
helpless.

My experience is that when I am not
W Ul‘l\lni_‘ a day ]011 am running
games, pl.wmﬂ games, dcﬂigning
games, Wit 2 about games, thmlxu o
abour games. (r.lmu are a major p.nl
of my ite and community, :md it can
be hard to feel goml about that when
there is so much real horror
hnppuning in the world.

But in the midst of all this horror, |

h:lVL‘ fbund cncguragcmcm‘ in hO\’\' [I‘It‘

communities | participate in have
rfspondcd. Not content to sit back

and shake their heads in dismay, many
players have stepped up in the last few

months to do what tllq' can to fighl:
against fascism and support our
communities, and thc_v Lu\'c been
Llﬂing it all through the thing tl](‘)'
know how to do ﬂcsl: play.

For puoplc outside of Minnesora,
knm\'ing how to hc]p can be difficult.
There is a human instinet to do
something tangible in the face of

adv ersity. While demonstrations and
protests are helpful, they can only do
so much for the immediate needs of
the )coplc affected b)’ state violence.
In 1]}1csc cases, the best thing that you
can do as an individual is to support
the pcop]c and m‘g:miz:ltiuns on the
front lines muncl‘;ll‘i]_\'.

I:ortunutc]_\: gaming culture has
th\(l(‘)pl(] quite a few tools for raising
money for charitable causes over the
past few decades. The following are
|U:~t a few.

Twitch and YouTube have proven
reliable tools in generating money for
worthy causes. Games Done Q_uk is
one lll“h DT Ufllc L‘(.lnlp](‘ (]f tl1C
pmulu, f‘:ul the beauty of these
platforms is that anyone can set up a
L‘]l:ll*it}' stream [‘Cg:ll‘dlcss ()f‘llll[]iC11CC
size.

For example, on Jan. 30, media outlets
Giant Bomb and the Minnesota-based
MinnMax teamed up for an eight-
hour livestream that raised over
$282,117 for Volunteers Enlisted to
Assist People, ensuring that affected
citizens have access to healthy food.

Meanwhile in (fhic;lgn, the 'l';lblct()p
RPG community pitched in as well,
with at least two charity streams
"i\'inly their support to Minnesota. On

‘].m 31, the Chic: ago Role Players’

755 g m—— 24-hour actual
p]a)_ marathon of Dagger heart, the
recent tabletop RPG from
Darrington Press. The Guild raised
$1,950 for the Immigrant Law Center
of Minnesota and the North Side
Housing Homeless Shelter.

Later, on Feb. 21, [)ungcuns &
Dragons: The rl‘wcnl'“\'-Sidcd Tavern
actor Diego F. Salinas invited friends
and fellow cast members to stream a
D&D one-shot. Ih(\ raised $2,0° 30 for
the Rcﬂlg_‘ec and lt'l'l]‘]‘)li_‘l ant Center
for Education and chd] Services, an
organization that gives ]cg:l]
representation to immigrants across
the country.

Just a handful of streams like these

can ease the burden of communities

affected b)_' ICE and pm\'idc a fun and
engaging way for communities to pool
their resources for the good of others.

(:11]]1C l)l]ndlcg are lln(“:h.L'[' p()PlllZl r
method of fundraising in the gaming
community, with possibly the best-
known mcth()d bcmﬂ the itch.io
bundle. Ttch.io, a popul.lr website for
indie game dcsigncrs to share their
\\’(][‘k‘ 11ZIS ﬂl]l)\\"Cd creators to 1)Lllldlc
their works for vears. An excellent
way to provide discounts on bulk
)Lll(]].l\L\ thL‘ fL'JtU[C (WY t']‘ltud“\
l)tk.lll]L an L[{(LL]\( W “.,\ 1o r.]]SL
money for charitable causes.

'lllt' hL'.‘it'kn()\\'n Cxlln]PlC ()f‘ll
charitable itch.io bundle is likely the

2020 Bundle for Racial Justice and
Equality, created in response to the
nlLllClU Uf (I'LUI'"L FIO\L] \’\hILh
offered over 1,700 games, tools, and
assets from nearly 1,400 independent
creators fl)l‘ a lllinin]un} DFS]U. rlhc
bundle eventually raised over $8
million for the NAACP l.cgnl Defense
Zln(l Educ:ltion:ll Fund as \\"{'ll as th['
Community Bail Fund.

Since then, itch.io has ph\ ed host to
numerous L]].lI’ltdhlL bundles
supporting c\'cr_\-'l]nng from trans
rig])ts o ]mspit:lls in Ukraine.

In February, itch.io began hosting the
No ICE in Minnesota bundle,

featuri ing 1,439 games from over 650
creators for a minimum of $10. At the
time of writing, the bundle has made
over $576,000 for the Immigrant Law
Center of Minnesota, with plcnt}’ of
time for that number to go even
hlghur.

In case you l‘l.l\ ren’t notiud 17\ now,
there are many ways to raise funds,
and few of them require you to bc.n
the burden alone. In fltt some
fundraising can be done \\-llhout a
lzlrgc commitment.

Take StartPlay ing, a website that
connects mbluop RPG pru s with
pr -ofessional game masters. They
waived their lurul.u p].ltfmm fee for
charitable games run in the month of
Febr uary. Anyone w ho chose to could
run a game and donate 100% of the
profits to the Immigrant Rapid
Response Fund. Simply by plaving
games, pl.l\ ers and game masters were
able to raise $25,000, with
StartPlaying adding their own $3,000
to the fund.

Even small press designers are
contributing in their own way. The
team behinc Coyote & Crow, the
Native American-led sci-fi RPG, was
L‘rm\-'dﬁmding their latest expansion
while Operation Metro Surge was
underway. Rather than take drastic
action, tl"ll.‘_\' simpl_\' added a stretch
gn:l] to their existing campaign,
promising to donate at least $1,000 to
a Minnesota charity if the campaign
reached a certain level of success.

The above examples were all about
how the gaming community has




1

supported Minnesota at this time, but - /

Minneapolis was not the first city to
be targeted by ICE, and it won’t be
the last. Chicago saw its own brutal
raids last year, and the threat of ICE
returning is ever-present. While the
need in Minnesota is immediate, there
is value in supporting your local
community, and there is no single
area that needs support.

For a few more examples, near the
end of February I attended Extra Life
Chicago. The convention featured a
lictle of everything: Street Fighter 6
and Mario Kart tournaments, Magic:
The Gathering tutorials, miniature
painting, passionate fan artists and
small businesses exhibiting at booths,
and local TTRPG group Rough Magic
running D&D for curious players. The
event raised $60,000 for Lurie
Children’s Hospital of Chicago,
supporting health care in the city.

In January, Level Eater Adventures
ran their annual fundraising event for
the Public Media Institute in
Bridgeport. Seven tables played in a
massive D&D game where tge success
of individual tables contributed to the
overall success of the fictional town of
Portsbridge and real-life money could
be spent on in-game and out-of-game
items to contril%ute to the fundraiser.
All of the money raised went towards
supporting locafIart and radio, giving
citizens a way to make their voices

heard.

._

These are just a few examples of how
people have supported Minnesota and
their local communities in the ﬁght
against fascism.

I am sure you know the usual advice
for making your voice heard. Call
your senators, join a protest, vote. But
what I want to encourage you to do
right now is spread the word! Don’t
be silent. Talk with your neighbors,
share opportunities to connect and be
informed. When a fundraising event
or charitable opportunity appears,
share the news far and wide. Share it
in a Discord, share it on social media,
put a poster in your local coffee shop.
The gaming community is large, it
spans the globe, and there are pockets
of community everywhere. It’s easy to
overlook good news when it is buried
ina barrage of terribleness, so it is
doubly important that we keep each
other informed.

No ICEin Minnesota

470€,000.C0

MINNEAPOLIS

Giving Activity

© Aziz Bowany gave §

& Anonymous

We are not powerless. Our passions,
our hobbies, are not merely an escape.
We can do good when we Reverage our
strengths as a community to a better

end.

My last piece of advice is to find a
community where you can form
connections and discuss the things
happening in the world. Indie City
Games is a great choice for in-person
and online discussions. If you're into
tabletop games, check out the
Chicago Tab]etop Gamin
Association, which hosts frequent
meetup events and a Discord for
players and GMs to connect and chat.
There’s also Storygames Chicago’s
Discord server, Save Point meetings at
Is/Was Brewing, and countless local
game stores and meetups you can join.

Stay safe, stay strong, and fuck
ascism.

“OREVER

BTRAT Singularits




| Veruca Salt, 1995 (From Veruca Salt on Facebook)
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Below every YouTube upload of the
May 1997 performance of Fleetwood
Mac’s “Silver Springs,” there are
endless comments iscussing the stage
behavior of one Stephanie Nicks an
her ex—everything, Lindsey
Buckingham.

Some cheer her for “cursing his entire
life.” Others point out that they both
look “heartbroken and crushed” by
the then zo-year-old dissolution of
their relationship. Still more posit
theories about reconciliation and joke
that Mick Fleetwood appears to be
high or otherwise drumming through
the absolute massacre occurring
downstage of him.

And from certain angles, I can see all
of their points. Nicks does glarc
daggers at Buckingham, especially as
she sings about his inability to “get
away from the sound of the woman
who love[d] him,” and Fleetwood is
absolutely blissed out on the power of
percussion (though not more than
usual).

Some see Nicks as angry, seconds
away from pouncing on her ex and
stabbing him with her boot, and
others as heartbroken, reminiscing on
the failings of her long-ago romance
with the co-worker stanfing next to
her. There is no consensus as to
whether these feelings are
contradictory, whether they are
mutually exclusive, or whether
Buckingham Nicks will ever reconcile

like that.

What Stevie really feels doesn’t
matter, though. Only our perception
does.

Aristotle coined the term catharsis in
the book “Poetics,” describing it as
the purging of negative emotions
through the viewing of tragic art. He
is thought to have created the term to
discuss how interaction with the arts
can create a more morally upright
populace.

After all, the term is linked to the

cart with the Fishers and Heart without,

or purging, often of an illness. When
an audience is forced to confront
tragedy, they experience the same
negative feelings as the tragic hero
and thus are purged of those same
feelings in their real lives once they
leave the thearter.

Once purged, those former audience
members would be rational and less
prone to outbursts of negative
emotions such as fear, pity, and anger.
Tragedies, then, are the path to a
better world.

On that last point, I am willing to
agree, though I would like to present
a more charitable interpretation of
Aristotle’s concept of catharsis.

Fear, pity, and other emotions aroused
by tragic or horrific art are deepl
human and thus cannot be fully
repressed. However, experiencing
them in an environment that carries
no real stakes — a safe space, if you
will — allows us to examine the
feelings enough to learn from them.

Few audience members that have seen
a production of “Oedipus Rex” would
want to be the titular ing, but most
are able to take their feelings of pity,
horror, or disgust at his tale and apply
them to the (hopefully less
incestuous) events of their own life.

This displacement of feeling is why
great art has the ability to resonate
with so many people and may go far
toward explaining why $O many are
sure that Stevie Nicks felt a certain
way about Lindsey Buckingham in

May 1997.

77 and 1980 (Photos from Epic Records

In fact, breakup songs are one of the
best vessels for exploring the feeling
of catharsis, even more so when the
subject of that heartbreak (or ire, or
ambivalence) is sharing the stage with
the author.

The concept even works for stage
relationships that have broken down
entirely. Besides Fleecwood Mac, who
were constantly breaking and making
up, another ‘7os band may hold the
title for “most incestuous,” namely
Heart.

Led by the Wilson sisters — Ann as
lead songwriter and vocalist, Nancy as
rhythm guitarist — and supported

the Fisher brothers — Roger on lcacly
guitar and Mike, ex-drummer and
manager — the band is perhaps most
famous for “Barracuda,” an aggressive,
driving rock song about a persistent
creep.

Ann dated Mike and Nancy dated

Roger. The highs were high, with Ann
enning all-time banger “Magic Man”

about Mike, but the lows were lower.

According to the Wilson sisters, the
band unanimously voted to kick
Roger out of Heart following their
1978 album Dog & Butterfly and his
breakup with Nancy, and Mike was
quick to follow, either steppin down
as manager shortly before or shortly
after the release of follow-up record
Beébé le Strange, aka my favorite Heart
album.

The band released Bébé le Strange on
Valentine’s Day, 1980 as a bit of what
Ann describes in her memoir as
“gallows humor.”

On thar record is the song “Break,”
which is both an SEO nightmare and
a fantastic example of the new
hardened direction of Heart under
the full control of the Wilsons, devoid
of the softer, folk elements of
previous records.

Ann sings that “there ain’t no more
magic, man,” and declares that she has



“no more respect for the big man”
over Nancy’s lightning-fast
strumming.

That indictment is even damning
when read as plain text.

When confronted with the raw power
and anger of a voice like Ann Wilson,
one can’t help but feel pity for the
poor soul she’s talking to. Catharsis in
this case, then, is taking on the pain of
Mike Fisher and every other man
stupid enough to piss off a woman.

Another YouTube commenter puts it
best under the song’s music video,
saying “This song’s like being beat up
for three minutes. GOOD STUFE.”

The audience chooses to take the
vicarious beating as a way to atone for
all the harm they’ve caused and all the
harm they’ve yet to cause. Being beat
up by Ann Wilson is “good stuff”
because it reminds us that when we
choose to hurt others, they can always

hit back.

Another case brings us, as all things
do, to Olympia, Washington. My
beloved Sleater-Kinney is another
band that features a powerful voice
and a wiekedly talented guitarist that
once dated each other.

Corin Tucker and Carrie Brownstein
were, until right before the release of
their third album, secretly dating each
other. The lead single of that album,
“One More Hour,” is an absolute
odyssey of a song. From Tucker’s
wailing lament and Brownstein’s
monotone placations to newcomer
Janet Weiss’s steadfast percussion —
literally drumming her way through
an emotional minefield.

The song is about Tucker and
Brownstein’s breakup, if you hadn’t

already guessed.

Ive listened to this song more than
any other I've mentioned so far. 've
mimicked Brownstein’s vocals, whiny
and nasally; I've screamed Tucker’s
parts to myself in the car; I've thought
about the nuances of love,
relationships, breakups and
continuing to make art with a person
despite it all.

It’s a powerful song.

But the best moment is early in the
song, between the first chorus and

second verse. The chorus ends with
Brownstein alone, declaring that she
“never wanted to let [the relationship]
go,” then Tucker begins again, askin

a seemingly rhetorical question: “If
you could talk, what would you say?”
An odd thing to say to a person W{IO
just finished speaking.

This is the best moment of the song
not because it’s a little bewildering,
but because it reveals the heart of the
whole thing. Carrie Brownstein and
Corin Tucker are not bitter exes. They
are not separated by time, distance, or
ambivalence. Their creative
partnership is the force that has and
will continue to sustain their lives and
careers.

If Tucker wants to know what
Brownstein has to say about anything,
she can just ask. But does the answer
matter?

No. Any answer that either could give
would not change the way the other is
feeling. The feelings aren’t rational;
they’re from a much deeper and
harder to access part of the human

syche. Sometimes, there are no clean
Ereaks. Sometimes a person is so
important to you that you can’t let
them go, even if that makes the hurt
worse.

According to Brownstein, almost
every song on Dig Me Out is about her,
and while the two may have broken
up almost 30 years ago, they haven’t
subjected the band to the same fate.

Instead of letting a breakup album
force them to grow apart, Tucker and
Brownstein let it be the thing that
made them grow together.

Catharsis, then, is found in
experiencing pain, then letting it lie.

e pain isn’t a conversation, it can’t
be pElcated, and the only solution
sometimes is to put it all out there,
messy and inexplicable, and then
move forward.

Finally, I recurn us home to Chicago
for a 1>c7)0k at underrated alternative
rock heroes, Veruca Salt. Made up
mainly of guitarist-vocalists Nina
Gordon, a dour blonde, and Louise
Post, a smirking brunette, the band
produced a few fantastic records in

the 19908 before spiitting up.

Post got the band’s trademark,
Gordon got material for a solo record
that is mostly about the breakdown of’

scein and Corin Tucker, 1996
(The Guardian, c¢/o Carrie Brownstein)

rrie Brownstein and Corin Tucker, 2019
(lmuge bg Jonny (’10urnoger)
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her personal relationship with Post.

In an effort to avoid a lawsuit, I will
say that the two were very close
friends. Songwriting partners and
studio mates. Post described them in
2015 as “mirrors” and called Gordon
her “inspiration.”

Once the two split, an explosive event
they still refuse to talk about, Gordon
put out a mellow, singer-songwriter
album, Tonight and the Rest off‘iv/ly Life.
The guitars are still there, to be sure,
but it’s bouncier. More Mazzy Star
than The Breeders.

Post, always the Seether, aimed for a
more hardy rock sound. She seemed a
little angrier, a little more broken up
over the whole thing.

The most interesting part of the split,
though (besides the mysterious
circumstances), is the song “Black and
Blonde.” Before 2015, it was just the
closing track to Gordon’s first solo
record.

Beginning dreamy and bittersweet, it
quickly gives way to abrupt, distorted
guitars more indicative of Post’s
influence. Gordon demands that
“somebody tell [her] what the hell is

Eoin on” after claiming that someone

ad beat her “black and blonde.”

In the chorus, there are calls for
someone to “save the little child,” and
much talk of drowning, then the
outro reintroduces longer, gentler

uitar melodies interspersed with
%rrics about hearing the ocean.



Louise Post, 1995 (From Veruca Salt on Facebook)

By the end, the listener is left with che
feeling that Gordon has made it
through the turbulent, “oh god I'm
drowning” portion of the breakup
and has made it to the shore. Then
Veruca Salt got the band back
together.

After marriages, children, and seeing
Mazzy Star perform at Coachella, the
two were ready to give it another try.
The resulting album, Ghost Notes, is a
personal favorite, though it wasn’t
particularly well received.

The second track on Ghost Notes is,
once again, “Black and Blonde,”
though it’s gone through some
signi%cant changes since the last time
we heard it.

In rewriting the song, the two have
made it more overt, the lyrical
changes acting alone to alter the

entire meaning of the original
composition, which remains mostly
unchanged.

The intro is the same, with the
addition of Post on that distorted
guitar, slamming into the song as if
she’d like us to remember that it’s
about her. Gone are most mentions of
the “little child,” though, replaced
with someone listening to confessions
over the phone and a repeated refrain
where the two women demand the
other “take it like a blonde.”

Gordon also gets meaner than that.
She “spells it out” for Post, saying
outrigiit that she’s the “greatest
fucking thing that ever appened to
[her].” There are hints abour the
breakup, too. After almost lamenting
their relationshi being over, the
vitriol kicks bacE in, with audibly
angry lines abourt a hidden “so-and-so”
that may have gotten berween them.

In the new outro, Gordon begins
what could be called a lullaby,

brin ing back the missing child — a
stand-in for Post in this version — just
to apologize for her part in the drama
and to say that she forgives her.

This is almost pathological.
It’s one of my favorite things in music.

Making changes to art like this onl:y
when in the presence of the subject of
that art is the best example of the
kind of catharsis I've been talkin
about for the last z000-odd words.

When separate from the cause of their
pain, a pﬁ[’son may bCCOmC

introspective and self-obsessed,
cur]ing in on themself rather than
lashing out. However, put the other
person in the room with them and
they explode, releasing all the pent-up
frustration and anger that's been
festering during their time apart.

17 years, though not the longest
amount of time we've seen, sure is a
lot of time to let things fester. After
the breakup, Post and Gordon didn’t
speak again in person until they met
back up to discuss recording Ghost
Notes. No wonder “Black and
Blonde” became so vitriolic.

Pain is multi-faceted and deeply
personal. When artists take that pain
and make it into a product, they open
their own hearts up for an audience
to interpret, to speculate on, and to
graft their own experiences onto. That
process can be deeply invasive, but it’s
also the nexus point of all grear art.

Catharsis is sympathy pain made real.
It’'s what connects us to artists and to
each other. It’s how we make sense of
ourselves, of art, and of the world,
and that’s more important than who’s
dating who and whether two rock
stars still hate each other.

What a beautiful — and poetic — thing.
It’s the thing robots will never
replicate, and it’s something that
Aristotle understood deeply, despite
critics ca]ling him decp]y unpoetic.

Anyway, if Stevie Nicks is a witch and
if she d{d curse Lindsey Buckingham,

it would have been in 1976, not 1997,
and any ill-fortune that has befallen
him since is surely a result of that
original magic.
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