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Dark Currents - Introduction

Dark Currents is a dynamic universe expansion for the game Independence War: Edge of Chaos. It enhances the dynamic feel by running a series of background mini-games (the Dark Currents). These mini-games generate missions and game events. Player actions impact these mini-games and thus shift the course of the universe. Major entities populate the game, including Corporations, Politicians, Cultural Groups, Secret Societies, and Underworld Figures. Entities struggle with each other using diplomacy, favor trading, alliance forming, sabotage, backstabbing, and fleet combat. They manipulate the Police, Navy, stations, and government bodies. 

New game play mechanisms are added. These include new systems for spies and informers. New systems for politicians. New rules for corruption in the Police and Navy.

The Mini-Game Concept

Each faction tries to play a simplified real time strategy game. Corporations are trying to build profits, expand, and monopolize markets. Politicians are trying to gather a power base of supporters and remove rivals. The police are trying to track down outlaws and fight internal corruption. Outlaws try to avoid the police and make large profits moving and supplying illegal goods and services.

Unlike most real time games, each side must post moves a few turns in advance. This key difference opens up the game to spies, informers, backstabbing, and double dealing. Entities may use Informers and Agents to discover others plans.

Each major entity type has a set of Actions available. Each action has specific victory and failure conditions. As an example, a corporate Action is Build Station. Opposing forces may discover this action and try to stop it in many ways: Attack the builders, Use political power to revoke build permits, Hire pirates to stop building supplies from reaching the site. The corporation could take counter actions: Hire guards, Involve Police, Pay protection money to pirates.

Many other actions exist. Blockading a vital jump point could starve a competing corporation. Assassinating a key politician could shift the vote on where the Navy places its limited but deadly fleet.

Investment Areas

There are five major areas the mini-game players may invest. (Each mini game is a little different, but they have similar patterns). This is a summery:

1. Operating Stations and Trades routes produce funds.

2. Purchasing Ships and Weapons for defense and offense. 

3. Forming alliances to improve Faction Relations. 

4. Gaining support of powerful Politicians. 

5. Information and Deception. Investment in agents, spies and informers. 

The Player Perspective

World Actions and Missions

The player interacts with the mini-game system in several ways. First, events in the game control opportunities for the player. If a station is being built, then it will need lots of station stuff delivered. The player could contract this delivery (in a trade oriented game) or raid delivery ships (in a pirate game). 

In high level code terms it would work like this:

Action:Build Station picked by entity Crosspoint Minerals. 

Add News item to the NewsNet. 

Generate trade missions at Crosspoint HQ. 

Generate escort missions at Freelance station. 

Generate guard missions at Merc station. 

Post this event where other faction AI can see it. This action takes 10 games turns to complete. It fails when x amount of station goods are destroyed. 

When Maas AI finds out, it generates an Action:Attack Station. Then missions are posted for station assault, or sabotage, or ship hunting.

Scheduling Actions

Actions are typically scheduled to happen on a specific game day. If the player moves into a location that day, the action will run right then. If they never visit that location, the action will happen at end of day. 

This mechanism allows the player to choose to interfere in actions that are happening around them. They may assist in the defense of a station they are visiting, and so earn a bonus from the defending station. 

Description of Major Entities

(incomplete)  Entities are the major players of the mini-games. They each have objectives and special actions.

Corporations

Corporations generate funds by operating stations and running trade routes. They form alliances with other corporations for trade and defense. They support politicians in return for government favors. Corporations avoid damage to their own political standing by hiring the underworld to carry out illegal actions. Corporations will harbor and protect these underworld figures with political support. 

Politicians

Politicians gather funds from Corporations and Underworld. They need votes of cultural groups to hold their positions. They compete with each other for offices on key councils. Councils control: building permits, trade permits, police protection, weapons licenses, Navy fleet location, and police activity. These councils are so powerful that other Entities are forced to have political involvement.

Underworld

The underworld is both hated and protected. They make most of their funds by infesting stations and siphoning off some of the profits. They tend to prey on vice dens and other illegal places because these stations offer little resistance. They will also engage in piracy and theft. Other entities will hire the Underworld to: Attack stations, blockade shipping, or assassinate leaders. Each underworld base has a fund of resources. The more they earn, they stronger the ships they use and the greater the local piracy. They will also try to infest stations. Outlaws no longer use the Outlaw IFF, so they are hard to spot. Attacking the stations they infest will just outrage the real owners. 

New or Improved Mechanisms

Mechanisms provide solutions to obstacles, or provide game function. Examples are capturing ships by boarding, or trading goods. These mechanisms are meant to enhance the mini-games and open new methods of player involvement.

Police and Navy

The Police and Navy become much more important in Dark Currents. To enhance the politics, corruption and underworld aspects of the game, the police forces become much more powerful. Police hunt all non licensed warships, all weapons pods, all illegal substances, all highly dangerous substances (antimatter). Police blockade or patrol all Lpoints. They respond to distress signals. They run patrols past stations. Each police station has an area of influence and is run by a captain. The captain may be corrupt and accept bribes. He may allow attacks, smuggling, or be hired to attack stations. Police are strongly influenced by politics. The politicians use the police to enforce their edicts on other game Entities.

Rumor, Informers, and Zones

When actions go into the queue they generate rumors, and information. These can be discovered by the player or other entities. A Zone is an abstract idea for a type of rumor or information. So underworld rumors are a different Zone than political rumors. NPC’s or informers may only tap into one Zone. Each Action is assigned a Zone. 

Rumors may be picked up by the player at station BaseNets. Each station has a Zone. Rumors are never specific. They should indicate where a player might look for further information. “Lots of activity out at the merc base this week”. Is an example rumor. 

Informers are NPC types that spy on stations for players. Informers directly tap the Action Queue, so they are the best source of information. They are fragile, expensive, and hard to replace. It should be a mission to plant an informer, and another to recover one. An informer has a skill rating that improves with time. Each time a player acts on information by the informer (say by ambushing some attackers), the informer runs the risk of discovery. The longer the player leaves the informer in place, the more often and better the information provided.

Informers do not give complete Action information. Instead they might send an email stating “Corporate exec is meeting someone very important. Leaving from Corp HQ at 1:20”. It should then be a mission for the player to follow the exec and discover the true action. (The point of this, is that placing informers is strategy, but the player must be the one to do the acting and take the risks.)

Clues and Weaknesses 

A clue is a game abstraction for proof of a crime. They come in two varieties, hints and hard proof. Hints are given by a mission designer to steer the player down the story path. Hard proof gives the player a way of bringing action against an Entity. For example, a mission is created where the player follows Maas to a meeting with the Marauders. If the player can find a way to get close undetected, the player gets a Hard Proof clue. This may be taken back to police, or MCA for proof Maas has committed a crime.

Weaknesses are applied to key leadership figures in the game. Weaknesses represent some current or prior offense committed by the figure. If a weakness is discovered, it is a major bonus in favor requests, or blackmail. It allows the player or other entities to turn stealth and information gathering into political power. Some organizations (FBI) specialize in gathering Weaknesses and exploiting them.

Minor Mechanisms

These improvements support the main mechanisms. They are smaller in scope.

Non Player Characters

These fill the role of aiding the player. 

There are many kinds:

· Traders: sell legal or illegal items.

· Warriors: fight on the player side. They might be Navy pirate hunters, or mercenaries. Each may have factions they will not hurt, or specific ones they hate.

· Informants: hired to discover hidden actions.

· Tour Guides: placed by the mission creator to explain places or give helpful waypoints.

· Clue provider: placed by the mission creator to give the player the information they need to move the story forward. (unlike informants, they cannot be hired).

Hacking Interface

A 2D interface that allows the player to complete informer and spy missions by computer skill. 2D maps are formed from a ships processor nodes and computer links. The player advanced through this map using hacking ‘tools’. Subversion, cloaking, stealth, infestation, and evasion all describe possible tools. (not armor, damage, hitpoints or standard weapon types). It might even be possible to create this in 3D using custom Sims.

Stealth and Tracking

The stealth and ship tracking mechanisms must be overhauled to support more indepth spy missions. The mechanisms must be made generic to base other missions on.

Threat Levels

Stations and Police act on ship threat level. Some stations should be so paranoid that anything more dangerous than a Taxi (threat 20) is attacked. The player flying a warship will be at constant risk of discovery and attack. The player might choose less powerful ships for most missions.

By allowing freighter escorts to have higher threat levels, it opens new chances for deception by sneaking close hidden as a freighter or escort.

L Point Enhancements

Outlaw smuggling operations would be greatly improved by enhancing L point obstacles. Navy and Police blockades should be added. Hidden L points that can be surveyed. L points with severe navigation hazards (asteroids, radiation storms, ‘fog effect’, engine and hull damage).

