Ensemble enters an Age of Discovery — boldly going
where no RTS game has ever gone before
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What's So Special? Ensembie helped
define the modern RTS game with Age of
Empires If and Age of Mythology. New the
same beam has a new goal with Age I
evolve the genre and rock gamers with the
best graphies ever seen in an RTS game.

| coverstory

he elevator opens, and | walk out into a dimmed, futuristic
hallway. An audible hum fills the air, as if Ensemble's office is
being rocket-propelled through the far reaches of space (instead
of actually being parked in a sleepy suburb of Dallas, Texas).

A background of stars and out-of-this-world graphics effects
beckons to visitors from the sleek, black monitor embedded

in the wall. Any minute now, | expect Scotty to appear from
Engineering and offer up a refreshing Romulan ale.

So what in the name of Spock does Star Trek have to do with a history-themed real-
time strategy game like Age of Empires HI?

MNothing...and everything, as | soon learn from Ensemble President and CEOQ Tony
Goodman. He's a quirky, likeable character who has gone above and beyond the call of
duty to make sure that Ensemble’s office is so entertaining that, for its employees, arriving
at their jobs each morning is like visiting a theme park. Inspired by Las Vegas' “Star Trek
Experience,” Goodman flew the architects responsible for designing Ensemble’s new digs
to the tourist attraction before they began building four years ago. Their mission: to boldly
re-create its sci-fi chic ambiance (on a far more modest budget).

Why? Because Goodman really likes Star Trek — a lot. But mostly because he knows that
the way to keep a bunch of veteran game developers happy — and the way to attract
celebrated new recruits — is to make work fun. And if that means qgiving your 80 or s0
employees access to kitchens that are the spitting image of Quark's Bar, then so be it.

As trippy as the place is, especially to a first-time visitor, Ensemble’s
Federation-styled backdrop is a parallel to the company’s philosophy about
the type of games that it makes. With 16 million copies of its Age of
Empires franchise sold worldwide, Ensemble has single-handedly
introduced a fresh style to the RTS genre once dominated by the
Command & Conguer series. Mow, after a detour into the realm of
fantasy with 2002's Age of Mythology, Ensemble is, like Captain
Kirk and crew, seeking out new life — in the tired universe of
strategy gaming, that is — with a game that, at its core, is all
about discovery.

Which brings us to Age of Empires ll...

The Wonder Years

Continuing from where Age of Empires I left off, the third chapter in the

series begins in 1500 A.D. and chronicles the Age of Discovery that started
arcund the time when Columbus "discovered™ the new world. (Yeah, we know — sev-
eral indigenous tribes were already living in America long before then. Write a his-
torian, not us.) The single-player campaign then follows the course
of American history up through 1850 — ending right before the
start of the Civil War.

In multiplayer mode, you'll be able to choose from among
gight different European civilizations. Only three — the
French, Spanish, and British — have been officially confirmed
by Ensemble, but the smart money says the Dutch and Swiss
will be twa more, Games will start with your arrival by ship
to the shores of America, where your goal will be to explore
the New World, establish trade routes, forge alliances with
Mative Americans, build an army for battle against rival
Europeans, and ultimately bring glory to your home country.

Codenamed “Rocket™ by its internal development team,
Age of Empires Il aimost turned into an Age game that
didn't have "ages.” Taking inspiration from German board
games, the designers crafted a strategy game in which you
captured victery points to win scenarios, but without tech-
nologically advancing your civilization through new ages,
which is one of the hallmarks of the series. Another versicn
had "autc-Ages,” in which each side automatically leveled up
at the same time. And borrowing from massively multiplayer
games, one incarnation had persistent characters that would
build in experience from match to match.



wWhile Lead Designer Greg
Street-asserts that Ensembile’s mni-
tiak =tah was a “fun game,” it didn't
feet mach like an Age of Empires
garre. A viar and a half into dewed-
opmgnt, incongrisent elements
and Teatises were dropped. Sa Lhe
team regrauped, and decided b
focus mare clasely on traditional
gameplay — bul ks experiment
with some of the first iberations’
inventive ideas

“Innovation has driven our
design,” says Ensembile Sanior
Designer Bruce Shelley, whase 20
years af experience making wideo-
games Includes a successiul part
nership with Sid Meier in the early
19905 co-designing such classics
as Rairaad Tveoan and Sid Mefer's
Civilization, The pressure was, and
s8illls, an Ensembde to nat cnly
bidild o the success of ils past Age
games, bt also o sxceed such
ambitious competitors as Rome:
Tatal Wiar amd Rise of Nations.

“There isn't an RTS made that
st plaved at Encemble,” says
SErsel, wha freely admits that the
team barrows-bits and pleces from
he compelilion when Brainsharm-

ng ldeas. Another benefit to ram-
pant sampling i that Ensemble is
atle to keap ED'-EBSIZID‘I the latest
trends ard advancements in the
genre, such as nnovations in user
interfaces, & move loward sbory-
lines with an epic scope, and,
of course, full-30 graphics.

A5 development gelled on
Age M, fwo arvas were 5in
qgied out for Innovation.
First om the list was the
graphics engine, which
the growup decided
had o be the very
best on the block. 5o
the "Rocket” team set
anat-so-simple goal for
itself: Age of Empéas
Y waukd have the best-
Innking graphics of any
game, period.

Ta accomplish that
|otty asplration, Ensemile
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bailt a brand-new graph- ri
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effects that make lit objects seam
ta glow pnscresn; and tone map:
ping to create near-photarealistic
images. And one programmer has
been devoled to nothing but water
effects, just to ensure that the
lapping coeans in the game laok
their very best.
Ensemble has alsa-licensed
the Havok physics engine
- lor Age af Empires (W,
What that means far
ﬂTﬂ gameglay is that when
vou fire a cannan at a
H\- band of Redcoats, the
%4 ensuing mayhem will
nave all the pizzazz al
an explosian in Half-Life
< bodies fly through the
air wilh ragdall phys-
Bes; Rimy ligtle hats are
knocked off the heads
af the injured: and
your canngnball may
continue to rofl after
imgpact, peasibly
uproating trees or

E

= oystanders. Similarly,

Fired vgon, with béts of

gt = shructures will destruct
é’ i ‘ dynamically as theyne
i

rocfing and rubble flung airbarme
undtil the building finally crumbles.

Home, Sweet Home
* Ensemble’s second great

innovation & the one it con-
siders to be the most important,
13’5 tha concept of & Home City, a
capital back in Eurcpe that sup-
parts your efforts fo congquer the
Maw Waorkd,

The idea is & theawback toan
warly game deskn that included
persistent characters. n multnlayer
gamas, your Homa City will be like
a character inan RPG that “levels
up” &% pou Gain experience points,
giving you access Lo varied upgrades.
Levels and vpgrades will carry over
from game to game — but unlike
in a typical massively multiplayes
game, kill will be the most salient
factar in who will win a match. 5o
a player with a leved50 city won't
autamatically trump a level-25
competibar..though | wouldn't take
any bets on a levelsS if | wene paw

Beth yau and your oppanents
will be able to wiew your Hame Ciby
at arry time. Initially, it wil be smal
and redatively unpopulated, but as

Scettish-bom explerr Morgas Black is the

= star of Ape I's first story act.






