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REVIEW

v For any other real-time strategy game,
Rise of the Witch-king would be a pretty
sweet expansion pack. You get a new faction,
mare units for the original factions, and improve-
ments to old features. But a lot of the new con-
tent feels like pushing a square peg into a round
hole, and the best features are simply corrective,
In the original game, the dynamic campaign
and the custom hero creation felt like glom-
med-on afterthoughts. Their potential is finally
realized in this expansion. The War of the Ring
campaign is still a mess in terms of interface,
but now it's built around a strategic economy
that makes the interface worth the hassle. The
changes to the create-a-hero system let you
make rebalanced custom heroes whose costs
are proportional to their powers; this adds a lot
of flexibility and metagame strategy. It’s also
warth nating that the expansion lets groups of
units move together rather than have each unit
running ahead at its own speed. How was some-

# Cry havoc and let slip the dogs of Angmar.

thing this fundamental not already patched into
the original game?

Beyond these fixes, Rise of the Witch-king heads
off in its own direction. The new faction, Angmar,
sounds great on paper—sorcerers with ice/death-
themed powers, Thrall Masters who enslave other
races, a couple of flavors of troll, and packs of
walves. But the problem with Angmar is that it
ralies too much on micromanagement. The lack
of micromanagement—at least in terms of pop-
ping off carefully timed unit powers—was part of
the fun of the original Battle for Middle-earth Ii.
You could slam armies into each other and enjoy
the spectacle rather than fuss with clicking little
buttons at just the right moments. Button-click-
ing was limited to heroes or Ring powers that
effected dramatic reversals of fortune.

THE NINE RIDE AGAIN V2.0

Some of the new units for each faction are also
curious design choices. Each race gets elite units,
halfway between heroes and armies. This is an
odd place to occupy, and it muddies up the clear
distinction between the heraic and the mundane,
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Like cadres of spellcasting sorcerers, it's not very
Tolkien. The concept works well enough with
Merdar's nazgul, who are now an elite cavalry
squadron, but they're offset by everyone else’s
elite army. Ch, look, it's some nazgul. Aren’t
those guys just Sauron's counterpart to the
Knights of Dol Amroth or the Goblin Fire Drake
Brood? Remember when they used to be cool?

The inspiration for Rise of the Witch-king is an
appendix from the books—so it's not surprising
that none of the new content recalls anything from
Peter Jackson's films. Again, ane of the things that
made Battle for Middle-earth Il great was the way
the game recalled the movies, As with the expan-
sion for Star Wars: Empire at War, it's a tricky situa-
tion. How do you create new content for an expan-
sion when a game relies on familiarity with a set of
maovies? |n both instances, the developers simply
invented all new stuff from outside the films. As a
result, they lost the connection—and, therefore, a
lot of the appeal of their games,

On the whole, BreakAway Games and EALA
have some great ideas in Return of the Witch-
king. It's too bad that many of these ideas—
which seem to have tumbled out of some other
game's design document—don’t fit with Battfe
for Middle-earth Ii. ® Tom Chick
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