Age of Empires 2 is an epic real-time strategy game spanning 10,000 years, in which players are the guiding spirit in the evolution of small Stone Age tribes. Starting with minimal resources, players are challenged to build their tribes into great civilizations.
Gamers can choose from one of several ways to win the game, including: world domination by conquering enemy civilizations, exploration of the known world and economic victory through the accumulation of wealth. Age of Empires was developed by Ensemble Studios and features the expertise of Bruce Shelley, co-designer of the hit strategy game Civilization.
The real time strategy genre has been beaten to death and what was once a revolutionary genre has now become redundant.  Games like Warcraft, Starcraft, Dawn of War, and Age of Empires have excelled in a genre crowded with mediocre titles.  Even though they are the best of their respective breed, sequels to these titles do not exactly get my hard drive humming any more.  So when I sat down to play Age of Empires, I was expecting a decent game but nothing to get excited about.  After several hours of play, I was pleasantly surprised at how a few new wrinkles made Age of Empires 2 stand out among the masses.

The newest version of the Age of Empires series places you in control of one of eight mighty European civilizations, each one wanting to claim their stake in the new world.  Previous versions of the game featured ancient and medieval themes.  The concept of advancing throughout history with each new version of the game really works well for Age of Empires.  Participating in real battles and other historical events adds a sense of accuracy and realism to the game.

The campaign mode puts the player in the role of three generations of one fictional family.  Each member of this family has his or her own separate act which seems disjointed and awkward at first but wraps up in a nice little package by the end.  Many campaign modes in similar but lesser games just have you run around kill enemy X in 20 different missions in which you are doing to same thing over and over.  The missions in Age of Empires 2 are wide in variety and will force you to change your tactics with every new mission.  There are plenty of straight defend or attack scenarios but several combine both and add other unexpected elements, but I don't want to spoil any surprises.

One of the aforementioned new wrinkles is the addition of a home city.  During game play, you will receive shipments from your home city when you earn enough experience.  Experience is earned through combat, exploring the map, finding hidden treasures, and progressing economically.  These shipments range from additional resources to bolster your economy, equipment upgrades, and even a few extra troops.  Most shipments can only be sent once during the game so choosing them carefully adds yet another strategic element to the game.  Between skirmishes, you can buy additions to your home city which will unlock new shipments and just make it look better.

Another new strategic element is forging alliances with natives.  Scattered throughout the maps are Native American settlements.  Your civilization's explorer (another new feature) can build a trading post within these settlements and you will have access to new troop types and upgrades, depending on the tribe you ally with.  Making friends with the Native Americans will often be the difference between winning and losing a battle.  Not all tribes are available in every map.  For example, you will not find the Mayans in Colorado and the Sioux won't pop up in the Caribbean.

Age of Empires 2 features many different map types, each based on one geographic region.  These geographic regions differ not only by terrain types but also by what resources are available.  In New England, there is plenty of wood to be cut down but that may not be the case in Texas.  In the previous two versions of Age of Empires, the map terrain did not really influence how you went about toppling your neighbor’s town.  The geographic differences between each region truly affect your game play strategy.

The visuals of Age of Empires 2 are great but will obviously vary in quality depending on how much processing power your PC packs.  One thing that will not vary between different computers is the physics engine.  The units move very fluidly and make tiny little actions that add to the realism of the game. Your artillery will actually reload the canon before another shot and musketeers will wield their bayonets when charged by calvary.  The buildings crumble and huge chunks of rock fly when hit with a cannon ball. Trees will also be ripped from the ground when a stray canon shot flies through the forest.  You won’t notice all these small details when you are immersed in combat, but it’s nice to know that they are there.

Age of Empires 2 is an excellent game in a genre that is crowded with sub-par simulations.  The addition of just a few new features makes Age of Empires 2 a completely different game than the previous two versions.  The game is worth the monetary investment but only if you have a good chunk of spare time to invest in the game as well.  The final word is that Ag of Empires in one of the better real time strategy games to come along in a while, so go ahead and satisfy your urge to pillage and burn.

When compared with other games in the same genre, most people will choose StarCraft (SC) as a potential candidate. SC is a real-time strategy computer game produced by Blizzard Entertainment in 1998. The game is similar to Blizzard's previous hit Warcraft II, as it also has a science fiction setting. Passing judgment on the most eagerly anticipated game (SC) of the last few years is no easy task; it's difficult to set aside prejudices that would sway one's opinion either way. Let's face it: Starcraft comes with a great deal of anticipatory baggage, and it would be easy to say that it's either a huge disappointment or the greatest thing since real-time strategy became a household phrase. Truth is that it's neither. Weighed on its own merits, Starcraft is an extremely well-crafted game, albeit one with a few notable problems. It doesn't stray far from the blueprint created by its predecessors (namely the Warcrafts and Command & Conquers), but it is, without a doubt, the best game to ever adhere to that formula.  Starcraft offers a lengthy single-player campaign featuring ten missions for its three diverse races, totaling 30 single-player missions in all (there's also an unsupported veteran campaign included as part of the campaign editor). The story is compelling enough to make playing through all three worthwhile, and the campaign difficulty is tiered so that each is more challenging than the last. While this may seem like an uninteresting point, it helps Starcraft to avoid the problem that has plagued every other game in the genre: Each side is not the same. You don't have to go through a set of training missions once you've already mastered one side. The missions themselves mainly stick to the "gather, build, and conquer" philosophy, but there are a few innovative missions thrown in, and Blizzard has added some narrative elements to the missions themselves that help to keep things interesting. With the exception of the installation missions (in which you are given a handful of units to raid an enemy base, an attempt to break from the mold that is only occasionally successful), the missions are well designed. The solo player also has the option of skirmish missions, though the computer opponents have the annoying ability to see everything you are doing and defend accordingly, making the dreaded "rush" tactic one of the only viable means of emerging victorious.

Let's talk graphically regarding AOE II and SC. Definitely this game gets a thumb up.  Even upon the release of Starcraft, the first AOE still held an edge graphically to what was released by blizzard.  And, now AOE II doesn't fail to continue the standard.  While, still being sprite base in design, the amount of detail that went into each character, to the building animations, is sort of mind boggling and also impressive. And, because of the animation and the huge armies that can appear on the screen, this can be sort of a chore for the computer to handle. Now, while most RTS are starting to move into 3D look instead of 2D, AOE II still gets the thumbs up graphically, since everything is done so well. Just spend a moment and look at one of the warriors on the screen, and you can see tiny details in their animation, which is pretty cool.
I have grown quite attached to single player campaigns ever since I was shown by a few RTS titles that there is such thing as a good campaign. Since then I have raised the bar for the overall judgment of a game’s single player experience. Despite the disappointment I met with the previous installment’s offer, I found myself amazed at the work that had gone into the sequel’s large variety of single player campaigns.

An obvious improvement in mission scripting has been made. Scripting is in my opinion the most important aspect of an RTS title. Without proper scripting the mission loses all hope of keeping the player interested through the battle. Now instead of just some before and after briefings, we have events that take place during each mission. Your force could stumble into a large battle, or scuffle between a small town and highwaymen. More RTS titles are just now adopting a more involved scripting system, as this wasn’t commonplace during the days of Warcraft II and Command and Conquer. I am just glad to see that someone aside from Blizzard is doing it right.

Thankfully the backdrop for each campaign is pulled from particular moments in history. With this wealth of recorded events and storytelling possibilities, the missions are able to keep themselves very real without locking players in the death grasp of boredom. From William Wallace (Brave heart) to Joan of Arc, AoEII manages to capture their stories and plop it down for the player to experience. As separate stories develop, mission objectives change dramatically to fit the need of your people. Sometimes you need to transport supplies, and sometimes you need to storm a castle full of British folk. Either way you don’t often encounter the same types of missions most of us are used to.

The AoEII environment is extremely rich in detail. Even more than the original, details on buildings are captured right down to the dead leaves resting on the rooftops. Most of the buildings seem to have a much bigger presence than before. Castles can be made to look quite extravagant, although nothing can beat the fortresses you encounter during the single player missions. The player who has time can still make quite a little foothold for themselves.

Units, of course, animate very well too. They even have different stances that effect their actions. An aggressive stance will have a unit attack anything in range and follow it, while a defensive unit will attack something in range, but peruse it for only a short distance. The Stand Ground command confines the units to attack only within their immediate range; while No Attack Stance has your units make no aggressive movements at all. This is an increase in control that is really welcome in my book, especially when being allied with the computer.

Not only is there a large number of civilizations to choose from, but each civilization now get a unique unit. These units are some of the most powerful in the game. My favorite has to be the Japanese Samurai who slices through the opposition. Be warned though, these units are in no way invincible, they can die real easy if caught in a storm of arrows or hand-cannon fire.

The market system is probably the most ignored system in the game, at least from what I have seen while gaming online. Most players go straight for the classic tower rush, or just a whole load of archers. For the people who want nice (and sometimes long) games that require strategy being more of the deciding factor, the market can be very useful. The new market model seems much more polished than the last one. You have far more control of where trading actually goes. The ability to save yourself when you’re desperate resource wise is probably one of the most important ones.

As mentioned earlier, the player gets a lot of control over what happens on the battlefield. You can even lock the gates to your castle to prevent easy entry. This attention to detail really does get some attention from me. With the standard RTS control scheme seeming so polished these days, Ensemble Studios took a risk and attempted to make control of individual units even more precise, and as far as I can see this has really paid off.

The AI although seemingly more intelligent than in the first AoE, still suffers from a problem or two. The AI in AoEII seems to judge how it is doing against how the player is doing. Sometimes if it sees a situation in which it cannot win, it supposedly surrenders. This is a neat idea, but the main problem with this seems to be the AI likes to quit for odd reasons. A week ago I was watching my friends in my network class play against two AI opponents. The game had barely started when both AI claimed my friends were formidable opponents, at which point they quickly surrendered. I’m not sure what this occurrence is, but when playing a simple skirmish type battle in conquest mode it becomes quite annoying.

Performance as a multiplayer title is still top notch. Although I find most of the new unit control options, or market options aren’t even used that often, (which is in no way AoEII’s fault) the game still appeases the people out there that play this game for hours on end just to raise their rank on the charts. For people who do want to explore the level of control and strategy, at least that option is now open. The game doesn’t restrict you to learning how to tower rush or learn to amass archers faster than the next guy. Simply find some friends that feel the same way you do and this game can get a lot deeper in multiplay.

In my opinion these are the last days of the traditional RTS title. The gameplay is changing along with technology, and we can only hope this is for the better. There is no doubt that AoEII will be recognized (along with a small handful of other RTS games) as a title that gave RTS gaming the opportunity to advance to a higher state.

AOK's single-player campaign settings are second to none. You'll take part in one of five historical campaigns. You can choose to champion Joan of Arc, Genghis Khan, Fredrick Barbarossa, Saladin, or William Wallace (training campaign). I really enjoyed playing through each campaign, as they felt far more epic than your standard "attack/defend base #236b" RTS campaign.

It's the new additions to the genre itself that makes AOK's control so outstanding. Take the "Select Idle Unit" key. When using this feature, you'll be able to auto-select idle units (villagers or military units) no matter where they are on the map. Then there's the "Town Bell"--an alarm that, when sounded, sends all your villagers into your main building. There, they'll not only be protected, but will fire arrows to fight off the threat. Talk about effectively stopping the dreaded rush. These may be the biggest leaps in RTS genre advancement since Dark Reign's "Auto-Explore" command.

You also get four unit formations to choose from, Line, Staggered, Box, and Flank. Line is your standard "stand in a horizontal line" formation. Staggered is like Line yet spread out to avoid radius damage caused by catapults. The Box formation is used to surround your more vulnerable units with well-armored melee units, and Flank splits your troops into two groups and then both groups try to get behind the enemy for a flanking attack. You also have the ability to garrison most your buildings as a defensive tactic. (Garrisons in towers and castles can also fire arrows at nearby opponents.) In addition, you get standard RTS features like group selecting, waypoints, and building queues (with a 15-unit limit).

Audio quality is superb. Unique musical scores are provided for each campaign setting, and each civilization's units speak in their native tongues. Japanese units actually speak Nihongo, Chinese units speak Mandarin, and the Franks speak in Old French and so forth, a marvelous feature indeed.

Also, the greater technology of the time period in AOE2 allows for more sophisticated cities and fortresses to be built. Remarkably, AOE2 has managed to solve the problem of the tank rush almost completely. By giving almost all units profound weaknesses and strengths, the game forces the player to use sophisticated attack strategies involving the formations and combat stances. The old tactic of "build 55 catapults and bash up the base of the bad guys" will fail miserably time and time again. For the tactically gifted, AOE2 will be a comparably satisfying challenge as a good hard-core war-game. For others, it may get extremely difficult at times, but it will make a good player out of you.

Graphically, Age of Empires 2 is a pleasant refinement of the already good looking AOE. The terrain has been greatly smoothed out and the variety in topography and foliage has been increased. Most striking are the new graphics for the buildings. Because of their much greater size on screen, the detail afforded to the buildings is lush and exquisite. The first time you get a good look at a French cathedral or the city of Cairo, your jaw is likely to drop quite a bit. Supporting more resolutions than my monitor, AOE2 is the best looking of the 2D RTS games out there right now.
Music and sound are about the same as AOE. The music is pleasant, thematic to each civilization, and perfect for the game. The sound is at times powerful, such as when a troop of knights ride by, and also effectively communicates the variety of civilizations through some great voice acting for the regular troops, the narrators, and the ‘hero’.
Multi-player is also handled very well. The great diversity and depth in both the resource gathering, building, and combat portions of the gameplay make for some excellent multi-player action that (so far) never falls prey to the sort of cheap tactics one might find in a game such as C&C2 (the infamous special-underground-delivery-engineer trick comes to mind).

After introducing the game to my friend, it only took him around 10 hours to become a strong player of the game. I think the only reason is because he has spent too much time playing so many games before. In general he considers this game a pretty fun game. Following paragraphs are the comments he talked to me concerning the game.

One of the cool things regarding the RTS of AOE II is the ability for technology to evolve while playing the game. Obviously, the army with the better technology eventually wins. This is both a blessing and somewhat discouraging at the same time. Now I'm a pretty seasoned RTS player, but there's definitely so much happening in the game that it can be confusing for new comers. I mean, not only do you have to build your standard homes and farm, at the same time concentrate on your army and what to build, but then you have to wonder, okay what do I have to create in order to advance my weapons, or to increase my efficiency in gathering, or to improve my armor, etc, etc. Get my point? There's a lot happening when your head of a civilization, and it doesn't help when you’re being attacked left or right. Now, don't get me wrong, this kind of detailed twist is welcomed in the game, but practice is definitely a must in order to get a hang of it. Fortunately the option to start from scratch or have full technology is available to you. AOE II gives us up to 13 civilizations to choose from. I've tried every single one of them, and if you were to ask me which one is the strongest, I couldn't tell you with 4 days of gaming under my belt. There's a card that comes with the game that gives benefits of each civilization. I suggest you read it, as more hours will be needed to finally see if one does have an edge over the other. What is cool is that upon the creation of each civilizations castle, you’re treated to a special warrior from that castle. For example, the Japanese special fighter is an elite group of samurai's. Now some units that are in fact standing out in my head are the bombaders (literally guys pushing cannons) and another unit who carries hand held guns/muskets. These bombaders (I'm pretty sure I'm spelling that wrong), are guys that literally look like they're doing the doggy position with cannons, now as funny as that may look, the civilizations that have this ability seem to have a damn good weapon. The thing is, this attack has incredible range, does a ton of damage, and actually has decent mobility compared to other units that launch missile weapons. Seriously, get about 15 of these guys together in a group and you'll be taking out heavily fortified towers with a couple of quick hits from a distance.

That leads us to a cool thing about AOE II, you can click up to 15 times to create the same unit over and over again, and you can also place a marker as to where you want the unit to go after being created. Besides that ability the units no longer just huddle together in one huge globe, you have the ability of up to 4 different formations to choose from. Now one of the biggest complaints of RTS is it simply becomes a case of amassing the largest army and then charging in.  Ever watch a game of Starcraft and see the protoss guy having 20 freaking carriers moving from one spot to another, and you'll know what I mean. But from my early experience with AOE II, it seems more like a good game of chess, mixing and matching the best units against one another. To give you a perfect example, those guys with hand held guns, I was thinking..... hmmm they got guns how hard could it be, so I walked a group of 20 of them against a bunch of archers, and the next thing you know I'm back to creating more guys. Obviously, it didn't dawn on me right away that back then guns weren't to accurate from a distance, so obviously an equal number of archers were able to take apart my gun guys left and right from a distance. And, so far it appears that the creators of AOE II made sure it didn't become a random minded mass attack. With more game time I'll be able to find out of this is the case or not, but so far my early fights has been very encouraging.

Now let's get into the multiplayer fun of the game.  No, I haven't hit MS zone to test it out, but I did my fair share of TCP/IP connection. First and foremost, you gotta, and I repeat gotta have a serious computer to handle all the units. I played a simple 2 vs 2 CPU, and with my 233 PII it was bogged down when my bro and I did a double invasion against the CPU’s army. There were just too many things going on at one time for the computer to handle. Even when I played the game against myself 1 vs 7 CPU scenario, and this wasn't online, it was just too much work for my computer to handle even after lowering the graphics detail of the game. The multiplayer mode of AOE II definitely gets a thumb up in the detail that you want, from resources, to maps, to death match. The newest feature is a case of killing your enemy’s king. First one to do so wins. One of the coolest things that I like about AOE II which they retained from the previous is the ability for more than one person to control the same civilization. In other words you can have 2 vs 4 CPU, and instead of your friend controlling another civil, you can opt for the same civilization and work as a team to control the same units. Talk about team work. Also, the option to allow for the eventual progression of technology allows for another twist in online playing.

Well, everything so far has been looking good for AOE II; my only concern is still lack of CPU smarts. As with any game, I don't start with beginner level, I always play hardest. Now I've tested this scenario a total of five times, and the weird thing is: the CPU seems somewhat laid back in offense. In other words, there has been times that I literally setup a defense and just left the computer for an hour or so, only to discover the CPU still not attacking or breaking my defenses. And, I haven't set anything to difficult which I believe the CPU couldn't defeat. Why this is, I'm not sure. Obviously RTS are known for their multiplayer ability against other humans; however I still wanted to point this out. Anyway, early indications appear to have AOE II dominating my time away from Starcraft. And it appears that more strategy in fighting is involved with the addition of formations, and a better chess match between one unit vs another. 
