Dark Secrets

Spies, Hacking, Underworld

Dark Secrets

This phase of Epic expands the game into the world of spies, crime fighting and hacking. A world of hidden connections, hidden information, hidden bases, and hidden spies.

To make this hidden world real, several new mechanisms are added:

1. Underworld Operations: These operations are hidden inside stations. They are the underworlds money making tools. The player can find them and use them, or root them out.

2. Informers: These spies allow a player to infiltrate into stations, locate hidden operations, learn of factions plans, locate hidden connections and bases. Informers are expensive agents, difficult to plant, hard to keep safe.

3. Hacking Interface: Every station holds a 3D world of computer nodes. A whirling maze of lights and data. To an expert hacker this world is ripe with information and clues. To the novice, a deathtrap of security systems and black ice.

4. Clues: These objects act as proof of crimes. They often require medical or engineering specialists to understand correctly. The guilty will kill to keep them secret. The Just will pay to have them found.

These mechanisms interlock. Informers may require hacking missions. Hacking may uncover clues. Clues may lead to Underworld operations. Underworld operations may sell hacking equipment.

This set of interlocking mechanisms gives players a whole new world to explore, far removed from the Plasma cannons and Fusion reactors that make up the Epic world they have seen to date.

Informers and Spies

Informers are spies that work for the player. Informers can infiltrate factions and learn what actions they are planning. Informers can reveal hidden stations or proof of crimes. Informers can uncover other spies and can locate Underworld Operations.

Basic Operation

An informer could be a police agent, a journalist, a navy spy, a mafia plant. The player can meet and recruit these Informers. 

Once the player has hired an informer, a new informer menu is available when the player docks at stations. By picking a menu option the informer is started on a task. The informer leaves the player ship, and begins to work on station.

Most informer tasks take several days to complete. The player will be notified by email if the informer has finished, or if the informer needs help.

Typically an informer will need the player to perform special missions. For instance, an informer might need the player to hack into a database and change a security code. The purpose is to keep the player involved in the spy action. We don’t want bored players.

The player can stop and recall an informer at any time. The player may need to rescue an informer.

Description of Informer tasks  

Search:

Requires getting an informer into the station. (Some stations prohibit docking without permit).

Select an informer.

Select Search. The informer leaves the ship and begins to look for underworld operations.

Will continue searching until stopped by player. Status checked with informer screen.

Search costs funds.

Some political positions have a special ability: Search. May use police or troops to conduct a sweep.

Uses Informer Zone Skill. Any Bonus Clues. Compare with “Hide Value” of Operation to determine if revealed.

Infiltration:

Infiltration is for getting inside an organization and discovering what it is doing. 

Infiltration starts by docking to the station and picking infiltration from the informer menu. All informers start at depth Zero, no information. The greater the depth, the better the information. 

A special Mission is needed to increase an informer 'depth'. The level of security determines what kind of mission is needed. Some mission ideas – hack a corporate database and steal an Identity. Another might be intercept a courier carrying the latest security codes.

There is a delay time between depth advancements of a few days at least.

Depth 0, no info. - Start here.

Depth 1, Outsider. - Knowledge of major operation that move ships and material, as it happens.

Depth 2, Inside data. - Knowledge of major operations before they happen.

Depth 3, Secure. - Knowledge of diplomacy and agent operations.

The player is shown a list of actions and information. A list might be: Assassin, Smuggler run, Secret Base. The player can select any item to have the informer steal the wanted data. Each time data is stolen, increases the risk the informer is discovered. 

The Discovery risk is determined by security level, informer skill, and depth. Also modified by current use of information supplied by informer, and counter-spy operations being done by operation. The player may choose to rescue or pull out a high risk informer.

Depending on depth of informer, they can collect a key clue or proof. This is a high risk operation option that may create a special rescue mission to save the informer. The clue can be give to police to shut down an operation. It can also be used to catch a Mastermind.

Some stations always require rescue. All high security stations, military bases, R+D, Hideouts require the player to collect an informer in person.

Informer Task Menu

Informer menu choices:

Infiltrate -> Known Operations

Search     -> for Operations

Search -> for Enemy Informers

Diplomacy  -> Faction

    Trade

    Alliance

    No Compete

    Join

    Protection

    Agree leave station Neutral

Informer Skill

Informers have specialty skill. Each one does better in a specific Zone.

Zones:

Outlaw - Casino, Resort, Settlement, Habitat, Entertainment

Transport/Mining - Rough and tumble world of mines and docks, these people know ships.

Corporate/Manufacture - All corporate stations and manufacturing bases.

Police/Navy - Police bases, Navy bases, Defense stations

Government/Political - HQs, Departments, (Settlements, Villas)

Science/Medical - Medical, Research, University

Underworld Operations

Operations are the bases outlaws use to make money. They are hidden in normal stations. 

They typically need some kind of supply to generate funds. They also generate missions for players.

Each operation is run by a boss. Independent bosses operate only one station. Masterminds run Hideouts and can control several bosses. Capturing a mastermind is the goal of every police detective.

Operations are started by Informers. The informer is taken to a station and searches for a corrupt person in power willing to start the operation. The player (or underworld) then pays the startup cost. 

Each kind of operation needs a specific kind of station to begin on. It can be a player mission to start operations for a crime family, or as a government spy.

Underworld Operation Descriptions

Hideout is a base of operations hidden in any station. It allows control of multiple bosses.

Supply operation is built on way stations, repair stations or dry docks. Allows supply to a pirate cove.

Smuggle op is built on a supply link resource. Typically a transfer station or warehouse or supply depot.

    Allows sourcing the links cargo types.

Vice Den is built on a casino, entertainment station, resort or settlement. Requires drugs and/or prostitutes to operate. 

    High profits at luxury operations. Half profits at settlements and higher alarm rate.

Medical sources illegal medical procedures. Must have medical drugs and clone parts to operate. Allows identity changes. It can be used to improve informer skill level. Built on any medical station. It is hard to find corrupt entity for start.

Embezzle is built on any processing or non-weapons manufacturing plant. Allows starting up a fence. 

    Gives profit source. It is hard to find corrupt entity to start. 

Pirate Cove is a hidden base for illegal warships. Typically a disused station or abandoned mine. May be a hollow asteroid. Allows owning warships and outfitting ships with weapons. The cove must be supplied by a supply operation. Expensive.

Pirate Base is built on any settlement or habitat. The pirate base is the ultimate outlaw base. The pirate forces replace the base owners and defenders. Allows open owning of warships. Avoids police attacks. Two types of operation: 

1. Pay large tribute to settlement. As long as settlement is happy, base stays. 

2. Take over leadership of settlement. Take over has half upkeep cost but danger of navy rescue without political backing.

Safe House can be created quickly by a fleeing agent. It represents a hiding place in a station. When looking for someone you need to be able to find the safe house. A safe house has a very high hide value.

Operation Notes:

Operations have a running cost. You must pay the cost even if no production. The operation can “go low”, to avoid snooping police and agents, but then it cannot generate profits or complete missions. 

All operations have a list of station types where they might be created. Some need resource attributes to be present.

Operations are state objects. They have these properties:

Station Name

Hide Value - how hidden is the operation. Determined by type.

Operation Type

Owning Faction

Parent Boss (might be none)

Boss Name

Relation State

    Independent (top level)

    Joined (has parent)

Relation Level - hate if forced to join, love if started by faction.

Boss Decision Level - determines the kind of missions started here.

    Trade and Operation only

    Create new Sub operations

    Alliance and Diplomacy 

Security Level - how expensive protections, hard to get informers inside.

Alarm Value - how much public alarm does this operation raise.

Underworld Resources

Resources represent links to off game supplies. Some operations must be set up on a resource. Finding and controlling outlaw resources are a key activity of outlaw factions and the police. A Resource is always attached to a station. (For example: a drug only grown on a planet would be a Resource on the Orbital Transfer station above the planet. You must purchase the drug at this station.)

A Smuggle Operation typically has supplier point fixed by resource attached to a station.  The selling point is typically a fence or direct contact to a consuming operation.

Slave Supply: is a source point for slaves and prostitutes.

Slave Buyer: is a selling point for slaves. Some operations use slaves as well. 

Refugee Supply: is a place where refugees are trying to flee. Refugees always have a destination. The destination is often illegal.

    They are willing to pay high prices for the trip. 

Illegal Supply: is a link to illegal goods, equipment or drugs. Purchase goods here for smuggling to fences or Vice Dens. Smuggle operations are built on these resource links.

Weapons Supply: is a specialized illegal supply. Typically an inside link at a government facility. These links cannot be controlled by an outside crime organization. If you want weapons, you must deal with them. They start with a controlling operation. Weapons are in high demand at all other operations and good for high profits.

Ship Buyer: this specialized fence can handle reselling whole star ships. A major money supplier for pirate operations. Again it cannot be controlled.

Taxed Good Buyer: this purchaser is willing to fence legal goods that have been slipped past customs. Typically located on opposite sides of a nation boundary, these buyers have funded most smuggling operations since time immemorial.

Hacking Interface

Every station has a large internal network of computer nodes. The hacking interface lets the player enter and explore these station networks. Inside the nodes the player can find data and clues, or sabotage equipment. The player must deal with roving security processes and data locks.

The basic idea is that the player equips his character with a variety of hacking software tools (softs). These softs have many special abilities. Some hide the player, some destroy security processes, some convert processes to the players side. The player equipment and skill limits the number of softs that can be loaded.

The player then enters the stations network. The player is “transported” out of his ship and into a start node inside the network. The player “becomes” a floating point of light, just like all other processes. Jumping from node to node, the player uncovers the network and learns what is hiding there. He must also avoid or defeat any security.

Eventually the player finds what he wants, or runs out of softs. The player then logs out of the network. If the player trips up security, they will trace the link back to his ship.

A player recruits a hacking crew member. This crew member has the skill and equipment to use the hacking interface. If the player really messes up the job, the character can be killed. Cybernetic enhancements can be located to boost the abilities of the hacker.

The Network

Most station networks are formed of grids of 5x5x5 nodes, 125 total. Each node is connected to at least one other in the network.

The network is represented in 3D space around the station. It is made up of CPU “cores” joined by glowing network links. Processes are glowing 3D shapes of a many colors and sizes. 

To make each station unique, there are many 5x5 grid decks. The game chooses 5 of these and packs them together to create a 5x5x5 cube. Stations will also change over time, removing some decks and adding others. Decks are designed to fit with other up and down.

There are several security levels of grid decks. Higher security stations will have much tougher grids. The shapes will also differ.

A player can follow the network links, and move from node to node. This creates the maze the player must solve to reach his target data location.

Some nodes are Black Ice nodes. If a player is deleted or traced while on black ice, the hacking character is killed.

Hacking Tools

Hacking tools are disposable one use computer programs. The player selects the program he wishes to use, just like a missile weapon. Then he selects his target and pulls the trigger.

A very fast pog program notes the launch of the soft, and executes a small effect program. The player has a very limited inventory of softs and must choose with great care. Each soft has a strength and weakness. Just the right combination will be needed to defeat the node protectors.

Using some softs will set off system security. This will start the trace back timer. It will also start generating extra Security Processes. Typically the player will want to run as quietly as possible until it is no longer feasible to sneak further. Then grab what he came for and run like crazy.

Here are some possible softs:

· Jump – if the player has targeted a CPU node connected to his current node, the player is jumped to the new node.

· Cloak – gives the player a temporary boost to his hide value. This may let him escape scanning security processes.

· Noise Maker – launches a bunch of CPU processes that attract security processes. They act as decoy, allowing the player time to escape, attack, or launch other softs.

· Subvert – takes over the target Security Process and turns it to the player side.

· Infiltrate – Attaches the player to a wandering data process, allowing him to be carried past network locks.

· Mobius – a deadly trap that causes an attacking Security Process to kill itself.

· Delete – A slow but deadly program that deletes Security Processes.

· Scan – A program that reveals hidden processes. Good for locating those Stealth Security Processes.

· Shadow Cloak – A program that copies the players process to a hidden location. The first fatal attack only destroys the copy, giving the player a moment to act.

· Fatal Exception – A program that copies the player into the boot sector, and then resets the CPU node, killing all other programs. Good for clearing a dozen Security Processes. It is sure to alert system security that something is going on.

· Ice Cracker – A encryption cracking program. Launched with a lock target, it will begin a lock breaking countdown and then free the data. The player only need survive until it is done.

Network Processes

The network is inhabited by many kinds of software processes. There are data packets moving through the network that the player can hop a ride on. There are security processes that will delete the player if they find him. There are generator processes that create the others.

Trace back

Once the security alarm has been raised, the trace back timer will begin a countdown. When the timer hits zero, the station will know the hacker is located on the players ship and will order guards to attack. The player will be disconnected from the network. If the player is trapped in a black ice node, the hacking character will be killed.

Treasure Nodes

Some nodes have items the player can pick up. These are normally new hacking tools, secure data items the player may resell, information about hidden bases or clues.

Generated missions can include items in a stations network. This allows generate informer missions, or story mission to include collecting items out of a network.

