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Age of Emplres 2: Evergreen not Forgotten

ZOHEB MASHIUR

The fourth expansion pack for Age of
Empires 2, Rise of the Rajas, was released
on December 19, 2016 as downloadable
content.

Think about that sentence for a while.

The age when real time strategy game
releases were hyped as much as our mod-
ern AAA shooter titles is no more than a
fond memory. Starcraft 2 was a glimpse
back into a Golden Age when the genre
was king of the hill but now it's just a
shadow of its former self. They do make
new games, and good ones too, just as
they still make good rock n' roll. It's just
no longer what the industry cares about.

Yet you have classic RTS games surviv-
ing, often without official support. Games
that weren't on Steam (and sometimes
still aren't) survive through cyber cafes
and services such as Voobly and
Gameranger. Warcraft 3, any Age of
Empires, Rome: Total War... all have huge
player bases, often brute-forcing these
ancient pieces of software onto modern
hardware with community-created
patches. The community is there. The love
is there. The support rarely is.

Age of Empires 2's sudden resurrection
is not simply a case of a developer decid-
ing to take a shot in the dark. For a start,
Ensemble Studios is dead. Microsoft hired
Hidden Path Entertainment to do an HD
update for Steam with a view to release in
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The second season of Telltale's critically
acclaimed The Walking Dead had three
alternate endings. So, I was very curious as
to how they were going to continue the
story. After almost two years of waiting, we
have the third season, dubbed as “The
Walking Dead - A New Frontier”

The Walking Dead — A New Frontier
shifts the focus from Clementine to the
new protagonist, Javier Garcia. He is one
of the survivors of the viral outbreak and
he must do whatever it takes to protect his
family from the dead and the living,
Eventually, Javi meets Clementine and a
few other survivors.

Since it has been around two years
since I played the first two seasons, I did
not have them installed on my computer.
Thus, I was unable to import my choices
from the previous seasons. However, the
developers did include a neat Backstory
Generator in the game where you answer a
few questions and the game assumes your
choices in the previous seasons. There is
also the option to start the game without

2013. Apart from fixing the screen resolu-
tions to work with modern machines,
fixing the fire effects and providing (ques-
tionable) multiplayer via Steam, it was
not a contribution that would register as
more than a bookend for the game's
history.

The credit for one of gaming's greatest
stories goes largely to the team behind the
Forgotten Empires mod. Not only did
they create their own HD update in the
winter of 2012 (for a game they described
as 'evergreen'), they added new civiliza-
tions. No one had ever done that for Age
of Empires 2 before. Five new civilizations
to play with, on multiplayer, and on mod-

ern machines. For anyone with a love for
the game it was a dream come true.

Microsoft deserves the next bit of credit
for recognizing that their HD edition and
the Forgotten Empires mod had redun-
dancies and features that each version
needed. They contacted the team to create
an official expansion a few months later.
A mod had become the future of a 14
year-old game.

It could have ended there, but of course
it didn't. In 2015 the team were back with
a new expansion focusing on the crimi-
nally neglected history of Africa. And here
they are now, exploring South East Asia.
Even if they stopped now they'd have
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any backstory whatsoever for people who
are new to the franchise.

The first major change I noticed was the

visual quality. I always complained about
how the first two seasons and Michonne
were not visually appealing. In this sea-
son, however, the graphics have been
vastly improved, especially the textures.
Unlike Telltale's another recent release, the
Batman series, A New Frontier is very well-
optimised as I managed to play it
smoothly even on my low-range PC.

The story and the characters in A New
Frontier are absolutely spot-on compared
to those in Season 2 which I felt were
rather forced. Clementine is a whole new
person now and though there is much
debate surrounding whether Telltale went
in the right direction with her character, I
personally liked the change and felt it was
quite a necessary one. The new protago-
nist Javi and his family are very interesting
as well.

The Walking Dead series is known
mostly for its emotional appeal and while
the formula worked in the first season, it
felt rather dull in the second. Starting
from Michonne, TellTale ditched the emo-
tional appeal and started putting more
emphasis on plot twists and intense situa-
tions. I am very glad to see that A New
Frontier is also walking along that same
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achieved monumental tasks.

Currently you have 13 new civilizations
to play as, with all the new expansions,
not to mention important new structures
and units to add needed depth. Rise of the
Rajas even brings mangrove terrain, water
you can build on. The quality of the civili-
zations varies from the powerful but bor-
ing Slavs to the truly far-out South-eastern
civs. It would have been tempting to
release these new civs as must-haves for
competitive play but instead the old civili-
zations still stand as the top tier choices.
New ones just offer increasingly interest-
ing alternatives, the opposite of the
Pay2Win approach to downloadable
content.

[t's not all good news. The HD edition
is still not well put together and there are
frequent problems with connectivity on
Steam. Tellingly, most competitive play
takes place on Voobly, running an old
version of the Forgotten expansion. Game
balance issues from 2000 still persist.

There is an argument to be made that
the flow of content gets in the way of the
more responsible work of first fixing, then
perfecting, what already exists. Yet there
will never be a time I will see Rise of the
Rajas' release date and not smile.
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path as it makes the game feel a lot more
immersive. Voice acting, one of the stron-
gest suits of the franchise, continues to
shine on in this game.

The developers also did a brilliant job
of implementing the choices from the
previous seasons into this one. There are
flashback sequences from time to time
that fill up the gap between Season 2 and
A New Frontier. Another positive change is
that staying silent during dialogue choices
now have consequences unlike the previ-
ous seasons. The only downside I have

noticed so far is that the choices still do
not affect the storyline significantly.

A New Frontier brings some very wel-
come changes to the franchise and shows
a lot of promise. If the rest of the episodes
are strong as the first two, this season is set
to be an absolute rollercoaster.

Nony Khondaker is an introvert with immense
passion for tech and music. Feel free to send
your constructive feedback at
nonykhondaker @live.com or follow him on
twitter.com/NonyKhondaker



