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[bookmark: _GoBack]Faster Than Light is a top-down, sci-fi based rouge-like game in which you control a crew and a spaceship as you explore a randomly generated universe released back in 2012. Throughout the game you do battle with other spacecraft filled with many races of hostile and friendly races alike filling the different sections of space you explore.

As stated before, Faster Than Light is a rouge-like style game in which you explore open space as you attempt to evade capture from a group known as the ‘Federation’. They are presented as the main threat to you and your team and are the main driving force of the minimal story through the game, however you will also encounter many other obstacles such as Pirates, Slug people and Mantis men, along with other hostile ships. 
As a rouge-like, once all your ship members die or your ship sustains critical damage you will be met with a game over screen and you must start from the beginning again. With each new restart you will gain knowledge on how to effectively use weapons, where to target ships for high damage and other such useful information throughout your attempts. Many players online have dismissed the rouge-like genre, mainly due to the oversaturation of the genre and the frustration of starting from nothing repeatedly after each death they face. However, even these players often find at least one rouge-like game they enjoy. Games like Hades, Into the Breach and Faster Than Light are often talked about in such regards.

Visually FTL has a genuinely lovely pixel art aesthetic, the ships are all brilliantly crafted with high quality pixel art, the backgrounds for each new area are just as high quality as well as any guns and crew. The sprites are too detailed to be reminiscent of the original Mario games though one might find a closer comparison to games around the late 90s or early 2000s. Players that grew up playing video games, mainly millennials nowadays, are often fond of pixel-based games, granting them a sense of nostalgia when playing through the game and could easily find themselves immersed in FTL due to a sense of nostalgia. 
“In 2014-15, those millennials are starting to earn money. Now, they don't have to ask parents for money to buy games. Now, they can buy them with their own money.
And guess what? This is where childhood nostalgia comes in. We were happy when we were kids. We were happy playing those games. And we want to be that happy kid again.” 
This quote taken from an article on LinkedIn sums up perfectly how many sprite-based games manage to nail that sense of nostalgia, an urge to return to more simple games both visually and otherwise. And FTL fits right into that definition.
There are also small, subtle uses of visual feedback. For example, if your ship were to receive damage that caused a fire to break out on the ship, that fire could spread. To indicate where it could spread, the game covers said spaces in which it could in multiple red lines, indicating the possibility of danger. Similarly, if your O2 is taken out or you open the ships doors, you will begin to lose air. This is indicated by the slow increase of red in certain rooms or the entire ship. With the colour slowly fading into the rooms lacking oxygen it acts as both a warning and a timer, once that colour gets too deep, that room will begin to heavily damage any crewmate inside it. Furthermore, red is used for when critical parts of your ship is damaged, letting the player know that one of their options is no longer available to them. 
Red was likely chosen as a warning colour due to its association with warnings and danger. Red is known as a “colour of extremes” often associated with feelings of “...violence, danger, anger, and adventure.” With items in our everyday life like stop signs, red traffic lights and other such items, red is also associated with the feeling of hesitation or cautiousness due to the extreme implications of using the colour.

Moving back to the topic of aesthetics, the music found in FTL is quite atmospheric, each new region of the game is accompanied by a new theme that fits the scenery well. ‘Milky Way’, the theme of the first sector in the game, is a rather upbeat song that sets the tone for your adventure through the game, while more treacherous sectors opt for far more ambient sounds instead of any actual music. The tracks ‘Deep Space’ and ‘Void’ are by far the most atmospheric tracks from the game, setting the tone for their respective sectors as dangerous, only ever straying from their ambient noises when the player engages in combat with another vessel. 
Each track in the game has two different versions it alternates between, ‘Explore’ and ‘Battle’. These are quite self-explanatory, one played in the background while you explore the sector you are in while the other plays during combat. The ‘Explore’ themes are often quiet and soft, helping you focus more on the dialogue and options the player is faced with while traveling through space. The combat themes are remixes of the original ‘Explore’ theme, usually with a heavier base or a faster, more intense version which allows the player to focus solely on the battle.
This could be considered some form of Adaptive music, a technique used primarily in games based off the player’s actions, decisions, and situation. For example, if encountering a ship in FTL that is threatening you, the player is often given the chance to avoid the confrontation by staying out of the matter or to engage in battle with the aggressive ship. Until the fight option is picked the Explore theme continues to play, only after choosing to fight does the Battle theme fade in. The technique used in FTL is likely that of ‘Cross-fading’ where one track fades out while the next fades in to overpower the first track. This allows for “Immediate changes to the music based on a game event.” and “Ability to completely change the tempo, harmony, instrumentation, or melody instantly based on a game even.” as taken from an article on adaptive music.

On to the topic of combat, the combat in FTL is the main form of entertainment and challenge found in the game. The battles are all in real-time, making the player think quickly and strategically in order to keep their crew and ship alive. There are customizable weapons, ships and crew that you need to keep track of, what areas on the enemy ship to target and destroy for a quick win and much more. Sometimes enemies will board your ship and destroy your facilities, while their ship continues to fire on your own, in which case the player will be fighting on both fronts.
If someone were to feel too overwhelmed during events like this, or battles in general, one can avoid these real time events via the pause button. Pausing the game will freeze both the enemy and your own ship from shooting each other, as well as any other combat or hazards currently taking place. This is, of course, what any player would expect. However, FTL allows the player to continue to interact with the fight while paused, letting the player take time to think, aim their weapons at the enemy as well as order their crew to any locations in which they are needed. This turns the frantic real time battle system into more of a turn-based form of strategy. Some may prefer not to use it but for those who prefer a slower, more methodical approach to combat, it is there to use freely.

In terms of structure FTL is rather straightforward. As a rogue-like, there are no lives, once you die, you start over. You and your crew simply jump from sector to sector, these sectors could technically be considered levels as they house different environments and a greater likelihood of events happening. For example, in the ‘Mantis Homeworld’ sector you are more likely to encounter mantis ships. Upon your death and the end of the run you are given a score based upon how you played during that run of the game. This can be affected by how many sectors you got though, how many battles you won and how you performed in them. Each time you get a new high score after a defeat you can’t help but want to continue playing in an attempt to get and even better score, which leads into my next topic.

The replay value in FTL is exceptional. As a rouge-like, the game is meant to be played multiple times over, it may even take players as much as 10 attempts to get the hang of most combat scenarios, yet alone get anywhere near beating the game. Also due to it being a rouge-like, you’re always greeted with different challenges and choices due to the randomness of the genre. For example, you could attempt to play through the game as a valiant hero, agreeing to help out anyone and everyone you come across through your journey, this in turn will grant you rewards you wouldn’t normally get if you decided to ignore or fight that same ship. Alternatively, you could play through as a cold-hearted killer, striking down any pirate, civilian or any other ship that moves. You can choose to sell off a crewmate to traffickers, attempt to rescue slaves or other crew on a doomed ship and add them to your own.
There are countless scenarios in which the player can make a choice which changes the outcome of that specific run of the game. Most of which makes it all the more tragic when you meet the game over screen and must start from scratch again, yet it fills you with a determination that you need to overcome those obstacles via a different approach.

This leads onto my final topic, that of challenge. Throughout this review I have made it clear that Faster Than Light is not the easiest game to play through to completion, especially when you first start out. The randomness and permanent death feature don’t make for a warm welcome for most players upon their first experience. However, this mechanic itself challenges the player to master the combat system in order to progress on their next attempts.
There are also plenty of circumstantial challenges you encounter through the game such as meteor fields rendering your ship’s shields practically useless in combat. The game itself is a challenge to the player’s quick, or strategic, thinking skills as well as a challenge of proficiency in the game mechanics themselves. Guns, ship types, dealing with crisis on your ship, when and who to help through your journey and the randomness of each attempt, all of these aspects combine to give the player a new and equally challenging experience each time they boot up the game.

FTL is a game in which you could find yourself losing hours of your day playing without realizing it. The pixelated charm and immersive music and world allows for hours upon hours of fun, exciting gameplay as you attempt to master the combat system and complete your mission. Each new playthrough presents new challenges and choices allowing for almost endless replay ability. For those players who find themselves familiar with the genre of rouge-likes, they will likely find many aspects of FTL to their liking. Alternatively, FTL may also be a good place for someone interested in the genre to start. Faster Than Light is a very charming game and one I will likely find myself returning to in the future, just as many other players have before me.


Bibliography
 Stojanovic, Mladen (2014) - Why Are Pixel Games So Popular Right Now? 
Available at:  https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20140827160557-59406537-why-are-pixel-games-so-popular-right-now

Auther Unknown - Red - The Meanings of Red
https://www.colormatters.com/the-meanings-of-colors/red

Sweet, Michael (2016) - Top 6 Adaptive Music Techniques in Games – Pros and Cons
Available at: https://web.archive.org/web/20181113210932/https://www.designingmusicnow.com/2016/06/13/advantages-disadvantages-common-interactive-music-techniques-used-video-games/


	
	
	



