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By Jennifer “More in demand than Harry Potter” Miller
(nah, not really, but it sounded cool)

It’s like sitting on your front porch on a cool summer evening, sipping a glass of cherry Kool-Aid and reminiscing about the days when games were simpler.  These were the times of pretty pre-rendered still frames, interrupted occasionally by an ambient animation.  All the music you needed was the sound of birds chirping, water lapping against a stone cliff, or the low hum of a mysterious machine as it springs to life.  Puzzles frustrated you for hours as you struggled to master an ancient language or compute a difficult mathematical system.

Ah yes . . . those were the days.

Just, make sure you don’t leave the house with that red Kool-Aid mustache.

Deja-vous

Rhem, developed by German game guru Knut Mueller, is a game that harkens back to those days of such games.  Personally, I think it was the right idea.  I was dying for something that reminded me of why I got into adventure games to begin with and Rhem does the trick.  I’m not going to use that nasty “Myst-clone” term because nowadays, we associate all sorts of ugly pictures with this, games like Reah and Lighthouse: The Dark Being. Yes, Rhem does remind me of the Cyan classic Riven with its use of the “how many different kinds of brown can I find” color palette, but it didn’t turn me away from the game.  But of course, I love Riven so I suppose that makes me biased.

(From the game manual)

“By the time you see this message, I will have been long gone from RHEM.  If fate has kept you a prisoner here I can offer you the opportunity to return to your own world.  But I will need your help. In RHEM is a letter I have written to my brother. If you help me get this letter to my brother ZETAIS I can help you get back to your world.” KALES 

Placed into the role of the nameless, faceless, genderless hero/heroine of your own story, the game begins with you traveling along a railway in sort of high tech mine car.  You’ll pass through much of the land of Rhem, which well, isn’t much of a land at all.  It reminds me more of a giant mouse-maze.  After passing through what looks like a prison gate, the car suddenly stops . . . and this is where you begin your journey.

Brown, mud, sienna, sand, light dirt

When I first heard about this game, I was intrigued, but knowing that it was coming from an independent developer, I had low expectations of the graphical quality.  Um yeah, so I was wrong . . . REALLY wrong.  While they aren’t crystal clear like more modern efforts like Myst 3 and Schizm, they are still quite eye catching.  In a few places, you can look down over the cliffs to see the water below.  Yes, the water is “jellified” (think Atlantis: The Lost Tales) but the vivid blue against the starkness of the rocks was pleasing to my eye.  I found this simplicity refreshing in a time where adventure games have become inundated with high tech graphics and super speed refresh rates.

Only a few animations are present in the game, small movies of being transported via mine car and the encounter with the previous occupant of Rhem, who is more than happy to steal your way in to make his way out.

Pay no attention to the computer synth voice behind the curtain

Sounds are at a minimum in Rhem adding to the bleak atmosphere of the game.  There is little music and the sound effects are just sparse enough to evoke the loneliness of the island. The only drawback I found here was the use of “special effects” during the voice over near the top of the game.  Though the character you are listening to is a man, this is obviously a woman’s voice that had been remixed to a lower frequency to try and fool us into believing a man is talking back.  In the end, she sounds like drag queen that had one too many the night before.

And now presenting the PhD candidates for adventure gaming . . .

Um yeah, so the puzzles were hard.

VERY hard. (Hence why this review has been SOOO delayed. Well, that and all the moving and opera performing that I’ve been undertaking. But I digress.)

Let’s just say that Rhem’s brainteasers are not for the faint of heart.  From the start, your first dilemma is find your way around this incredible maze of an island, equipped with only your sharp sense of direction and the map that Knut has supplied you with.  Even with this, I found myself getting frequently lost.  Because most things are brown or variations thereof, I had a hard time orientating myself to where I was on the map.  Many locations look identical, but are actually distant points from each other.  I backtracked quite a bit and still couldn’t backtrack to my original location when I began getting lost.  Frustrating yes, but fun and quite crafty.

The one drawback here is the pointer system.  In short, there are too many of them.  There’s an arrow for left and right turns, but then there’s also a set for partial turns, and this is where I ran into some of my navigating issues.  In order to turn completely left or right, the cursor had to be in a precise spot on the screen or else you would only make a partial turn, causing all sorts of confusion.  (Gasp) If the developers could have stuck to a simpler navigation plan like its inspiration, I believe this would have cleared up some of my earlier issues with the game.

But all is not lost

Even with its simple construction, Rhem kept me entertained and showed me what intelligent game play and remarkable puzzling can lend to this world of adventuring.  Mr. Mueller has already announced a sequel to this intriguing game and I wish him all the best.

Until my next vacation break!

Grade: B- (for confusing navigation and pointers)

If you liked Rhem then I recommend:

Read:  Sphinx by Robin Cook (for cool puzzles and lots of sand)

Watch:  Castaway or Mission Impossible

Play:  Riven, Schizm

System Requirements

PC

PC 300 MHz Pentium or faster

Windows 95/98/2000/ME/XP (so basically anything but 3.1, and if you’re still using that, please COME INTO THE NOW!!!)

32 MB of RAM

20 MB free hard disk space

12x CD ROM

Display 640x480 (you will need to set this manually)

16-bit color

QuickTime 4 for Windows or higher

Soundcard

Videocard

Mac

PowerPC 200 MHz or faster

Maces 8.51-9.2/OSX Classic environment

32 MB RAM

20 MB free hard disk space

12x CD ROM

Display 640x480 (you will need to set this manually)

16-bit color

QuickTime 4 or higher

