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Specifications:

Game Name:

Empire Earth II

Company/Author:
Mad Doc Software (under Sierra)

Type of Game:
Real Time Strategy

Retail Price:

$49.99

Minimum Hardware Requirements:


- NVIDIA GeForce 3 or equivalent DirectX-9.0c-compliant 64 MB 3D video card with hardware T & L and pixel shader support


- MS Windows 98/Me/2000/XP operating system


- 1.5 GHz Intel Pentium 4 processor or equivalent


- 256 MB RAM


- 1.5 GB uncompressed hard disk space for game files


- DirectX 9.0x (included)


- DirectX-compatible sound card and speakers or headphones


- 4X CD-ROM drive


- Microsoft compatible mouse and keyboard


- Minimum 56K dial-up modem for online play

Recommended Hardware Requirements:


- Microsoft Windows XP


- NVIDIA GeForce 4 or DirectX 9.0c-compliant 128 MB 3D video card with hardware T & L and pixel shader support


- 2.2 GHz Intel Pentium 4 or equivalent


- 512 MB RAM or more


- 1.5 GB uncompressed hard disk space for game files


- 24X or faster CD-ROM drive


- Broadband (Cable, DSL, LAN) or faster Internet connection for online play

Installation:


Like most modern games (and programs in general), installation is simple.  The user must insert Disk 1, and then Autorun guides him/her through a simple installation.  The user must insert Disk 2 when prompted, and then insert Disk 1 again when prompted.  Overall, the installation is quite simple.  Even an ECE major could do it. (
 A Basic Introduction to Empire Earth II
I.
Overview

Empire Earth II is a Real-Time Strategy game in which the player has control over his/her subjects and can order them to perform various tasks, depending on their character type.


This game is very similar to games like those found in the Age of Empires series.  Much of the interface is similar to that of SimCity or the old Empire Earth (the first version), but has a substantially larger set of choices that its predecessor.
II.
Story Line


The story line is based upon choices that the player makes, as well as the actions and reactions of the game AI.  The ultimate goal of the game, for most scenarios, is to defeat the opponent.  This generally means destroying all enemy units on the map.
III.
Player’s role, User Interface, Game Play, and Scoring

The player has a 3-D ‘god-view’-type perspective, and may zoom in and out with respect to the map in a semi-parabolic fashion (i.e., it is not a straight-line zoom, but rather curved).    

The player is in control of all of his/her units and is able to instruct them to perform various tasks based upon their character type (as mentioned above).  For example, the citizens are the only units allowed to build structures.  However, citizens are the weakest units and are therefore not suitable for large combat situations (although they do posses the ability to fight, their attack power is not very strong).

As mentioned, citizens build the city infrastructure, both Civilian, and Military-type buildings.  Examples of Civilian buildings include Capitols, markets, houses, etc.  Military structures include buildings such as barracks, stables, workshops, airports, and docks.

The game map is divided up into sections, called territories.  When a Capitol building is built in a territory, the player takes control of that territory.  The enemy (or enemies) also attempts to procure territories.  Once a Capitol building is built in a particular territory, no other player (live or Computer) may build another Capitol building in that territory without destroying the one present in said territory first.  Markets allow the player to trade various resources for other resources.  Houses increase the moral of units in their proximity.  Barracks produce ground soldiers, stables produce mounted warriors, workshops produce heavy artillery (like catapults in earlier epochs, and cannons in later epochs), and airports (only available in later epochs) produce (not surprisingly) airplanes, and docks produce marine units (such as battleships, frigates, etc.)  There are dozens of other types of buildings, but for the sake of brevity, I have only mentioned some of them.


As mentioned above, there are various epochs in which a player may begin the game (and end the game).  There are 15 epochs in all, ranging from primitive Stone Age-type epoch (epoch 1) to the Synthetic Age (epoch 15), with others in between, resembling the Iron Age, Middle Ages, Atomic Age, Digital Age, etc.

I find the user interface to be especially interesting.  I believe it to be one of the game’s definite strong points.  It is incredibly simple to use, and works in much the same way that the interface in SimCity 2000 or SimCity 3000 works.  To select units, you simply click and drag, just as if you were highlighting or selecting text or an image in a word processor or painting program.  When you select the units, their status appears above their heads, and you see a list of all the units (the number of each type you have selected) at the bottom of the screen.  


If you wish for citizens to build something, it is simply a matter of selecting a group of them, and then clicking on a category of building, and then the specific building you wish to build.  The more citizens you have working will decrease the time it takes to build something.  Additionally, you can order the citizens to mine or gather resources by selecting them, and simply pointing to the resource you wish to have mined or gathered.  Military units are ordered to attack in much the same way.


This consistency and simplicity in the interface dramatically increases usability.  Many games with excellent graphics and storyline have been ruined because of a poor or inconsistent user interface.  Empire Earth II does not suffer from any severe interface problems, and in fact, has one of the best interfaces I’ve seen in a game.


The scoring in the game is based upon the Crown System.  This system involves three crowns (Military Crown, Economic Crown, and Imperial Crown).  Each crown is controlled by only one player (or computer character) at a time.  To control the Military Crown, for example, a player must research military technology at his/her universities, and must have more military buildings and/or units than his/her opponents.   The Economic Crown depends on, not surprisingly, the economy research and economic buildings/assets controlled by a player.  Likewise, the Imperial Crown depends on various factors, including how many territories the player controls, and how many defense structures (such as walls and towers) the player has built.

Other influences on the player’s score include how many resources the player has, how many enemy kills the player has made, how many deaths the player has sustained, as well as a host of other factors.  The game is so involved and intricate in its determination of winners/losers that it mimics real life more closely (verisimilitude).
IV.
Artwork, Sound, and Music


I find the graphics in Empire Earth II to be reasonably good.  Considering the performance, I understand that they can’t make the detail exhaustively accurate.  However, I would like to see a bit more variety in the people.  Even if there were two or three different face types for citizens (within each culture), it would add some to the game.  But, since most of the game is played from a distant perspective, I’m not so sure details like this would be appreciated as much.  Ultimately, the graphics are very good and an incredible improvement upon the original Empire Earth.  

As a musician, I’m very particular about sound effects and music.  The work that went into the sound effects and music is quite noticeable.  Since there are different cultures from different regions (such as South America, Far East, Middle East, North America, etc.), the designers took the time to write and play a different set of music depending on the region from which your civilization’s culture is from.  Additionally, the sound effects depend on what climate you chose for your map.  Combined with the sound, this can really give a different feel to the gameplay, depending on your culture, as well as the map climate chosen.   Detail is everything, and I think the designers really did a superb job in this.

V.
Manual and Bugs

I find the manual to be quite adequate.  Although I believe it could use better organization (some of the information is somewhat strewn about, instead of in a nice orderly fashion), it is overall very informative and can get the user started.



As far as bugs are concerned, I haven’t been able to find very many.  I have only had the game crash once, and I believe that it was more a graphics card problem than anything the game designers could have anticipated.  I believe that the game was well-tested before it was released, and I’m very pleased with the final product.
Review


I find the game very enjoyable, due to choices available.  Choices are what really make real-time strategy games enjoyable, and Empire Earth II does very well in this area.  With over 500 different units to choose from, and variation on units and special powers depending on your civilization’s culture, it is difficult to get bored with the game.  Additionally, the game includes various game types, such as King of the Hill, which is a game type in which a player must secure and hold a territory at the center of the map for a set period of time, and then they win.  Another game type offered is the traditional Conquest, in which players must completely destroy all enemy units in order to win.  Overall, the combination of available units and buildings, the increased complexity of strategy, the ability to play online against others in a multiplayer setting, and the fairly realistic graphics make this game easy to enjoy, and hard to stop playing.


As far as negative aspects of the game go, there are very few.  Many people have complained that it isn’t much better than its predecessor Empire Earth, but I disagree.  I believe the designers addressed many of the shortcomings of Empire Earth, and really made an enjoyable improvement on it.

The original Empire Earth, although an excellent game, suffered from some issues that were more annoying than detrimental to gameplay.  For instance, sea-faring units (Galleons, Frigates, etc.) used a “rock-paper-scissor”-type damage administration scheme.  For example, ship type A could beat ship type B, and B could beat C, and C could beat A.  Any ship could do damage to another, but often the outcome would be very predictable.  The sea-fairing units were not nearly as mature as the land and air units.  Empire Earth II addresses this issue by having many more ship types, and addresses the predictability issue by not having the obvious “rock-paper-scissor” damage scheme.


One of the most annoying problems with Empire Earth II is that citizens were not very intelligent.  By this, I mean that the path finding was not very good sometimes, and when citizens built buildings or other structures, they often trapped themselves behind walls and sometimes even in walls.  Although the trapping does occur occasionally in Empire Earth II, it doesn’t occur as often as in its predecessor, and the path finding is substantially better.


I would say that the game is appropriate for almost any audience.  It isn’t overly violent or gory, so even young teens and preteens could enjoy it.  However, given the complexity of the strategy required, it may be most suitable for those in their mid teens and older.
Summary

In conclusion, Empire Earth II is definitely worth purchasing at the retail $49.99.  As mentioned earlier, its overall strengths lie in the ease of use, its immersive qualities, the excellent music and sound effects, and overall artificial intelligence.  If I had to pick a weakness for the game, I may say that detailed graphics might be the one issue with the game.  However, given the type of game and the fact that the user would not usually play the game zoomed in all of the time, it is understandable that the designers made the graphics somewhat more simple in order to improve the efficiency and speed of the game.

To improve the game (perhaps when designing Empire Earth III), the designers could include a little bit more detail on character faces and attributes.  But, ultimately I have few complaints, and cannot honestly find any serious negative aspects of it.
