Chapter Four:


“Special Effects and Goodies!”








MED Mission Moves!


We spent a lot of our time on “Secret Ops” (The sequel to Wing Commander: Prophecy) developing ‘mission movies’ or “game engine cut-scenes.”  We did this to see if we could tell a good story using this technology.





Turns out that a good story is possible (even if it didn’t rear its head in “Secret Ops”), but it will take continued expansion of the ‘mission movie’ camera commands to make it GREAT!  We are developing a ‘Cinematic Editor’ tool that will allow our team of animators to bring their artistic sensibilities to the game engine cut-scenes.





Since the art does not have to be ‘rendered’ separately from the game and turned into a movie, we get VOLUME!  Many, many more mission movies can be created for every one rendered CGI sequence we would have needed.





Add to this the ability to see Poly Pilotsô in their cockpits, as well as audio data that can change to reflect changes in the story and we have a very, very powerful tool for bringing Shadow Force to life.





Polygonal Pilots


Speaking of the Poly PilotsôÖ we consider them a ‘special effect.’  They add greatly to the improved ‘look’ of Shadow Force in that they allow us to SHOW the story unfold in the cockpit!  You may have noticed that previous Wing Commanders did almost NO storytelling in-cockpitÖ with the exception of Wing Commanders I and II.





The in-flight moments, for me, are the most compelling.  They are active, tense and fully interactive.  You do well in the recon mission, you get an in-cockpit view of CRAWLER saying his line:





CRAWLER


(Poly-pilot)


You’re coming into your own!  Excellent work!  We really could have used you back on FirekkaÖ





Connecting the mission objectives to the pilot characters you are flying with is an excellent reward.  It puts a ‘human’ face on the good work that you’re doing!





During the run of the game, the Poly Pilots are visible through the cockpit glass of their fighters.  This is achieved by adding an additional “SUPER” detail level to the fighter craft mesh that includes the polygonal actor.





When flying, the Pilots’ heads are trained on the target they are ‘attacking,’ positioned forward when flying normally (with an animation here and there for ‘looking around’), or trained on the object they are communicating with.  Using the F7 button, gives you a “dashboard-to-face” perspective on the polygonal actors.





Asteroids / Planetoids: Bigger and smaller!


Shadow Force asteroids can get much, much bigger than any you have ever seen.  These extremely large asteroids are great environment pieces to dogfight around, since Shadow Force AI has been upgraded to recognize and ‘use’ the large objects in their tactics.  Expect the asteroid battle in “Empire Strikes Back” to be our objective.





You will find a number of large asteroids that hide secrets!  Using the “Scan Gun” you can search asteroids that hide weapon debris, secret CIS bases, and additional crystal machines.





To balance out the larger asteroids, we are also going to have ‘dust fields.’  These are tiny fields of dusty rock that pelt your cockpit glass as you fly through!  As mentioned in the first Chapter, this effect is more audio than visual, but ultimately necessary to give a REAL sense of being in an asteroid field.





Planetoids are considerably larger than the largest asteroid in Shadow Force, but they do not have atmosphere.  AI will fly around these objects with you, too, dogfighting against the planetary surface.  But, for full-on terrain mission stuff, you have to go down to the surface of a major planet!





Planets: Smooth Transition to Terrain system!


We have planets.





They are extremely large and are covered with atmosphere.  Our volumetric cloud technology will make the atmosphere happen while you are still high above the planet surface.  And, when you descend, you will fly through opaque cloud cover then find yourself atop real terrain (without cutting away from the action to a ‘movie’)!





It’s a ‘continuous level of detail’ terrain system that represents a small portion of the planet’s surface.  We’re not going to try to model the whole planet with unique textures and terrain meshes.  Considering the size of the planets, you’d never FIND anything you were looking for if it could be anywhere on the surface.  Instead, we are creating smaller terrain environments which focus on the mission objective, or ‘secret objective’ if it exists.





Component Enhancements


A greater number of extremely large moving components on capital ships will be one of the first things that you notice in “Shadow Force.”  Most of the more interesting (and lethal) parts of large space installations and capital ships could end up in motion in many different ways.  Since these structures will serve as the key components of ‘environments’ within action spheres, their motion could allow for an intense level of play-depth in, and around them.





Damage Meshes


The destruction of these new moving pieces is going to be considerably more rewarding than it has been thus far.  Component parts will support greater particle-system effects (such as spouts of flame and smoke).  And, when the entire ship goes down, we will use a combination of smoke, fog and particle effects atop shockwave and shock ‘sphere’ (with textures) animations.  When it all clears, both the component pieces and the main mesh body will have been replaced with fully realized damage appearances.





Beam and Spray Weapons


On-the-fly mesh creation will allow for beam weapon effects (including ‘tractor’) to be combined with light ‘particle’ effects.  As if material were boiling from the core of the beam weapon.  Additive lighting will reflect on nearby ships and cockpit struts.





Explosion Enhancements


Explosions are enhanced considerably.  The moving shockwave takes on much more rich animation in addition to ‘vector’ impact on nearby vessels.  Lighting effects are added to the main effect, along with light ‘shafts’ appearing from the main explosion core.





Shadow Force has a BUNCH of different explosions.  They represent extremes in size, color, shape, blast-radii, and shockwave animations.  And, that’s just for the fighter craft!





Capital ship explosions are devastating!  Shooting columns of burning fuel, launching huge pieces of the hull, bridge, enginesÖ the BIG PAYOFF for firing your torpedo at the right moment!





Smoke Trails


Damaged ships will trail much more than ‘sparks’ in “Shadow Force.”  When ships are damaged to the point that they are losing fuel, or burning oil, the engines will leave long trails of black and gray smoke.





Additionally, the smoke trails behind the missile objects will be enhanced using a combination of better sprite animations and particle system.  Application of a particle fountain could make the missile smoke trails appear considerably more unique and realistic.





Sound Enhancements


Sound has been considered more of a functional necessity in the past.  It was present, it relayed the information that needed to be delivered, but seemed to lack an internal atmosphere.  Think of driving in your car, as you run over a sped bump the dash rattles, the knob on the radio clacks, the keys jingle.  In much the same way the cockpit of your ship should have those immediate sonic cues which let you know what is inside your spacecraft and what is outside. 





For the first time, true aural ship environments will be designed.  When engines are on and combat is close the ship will respond with more than just the blazing sounds of burning plasma and streaming acid.  You will also hear the body of the ship react to radical maneuvers and the sickly sputter of an engine burnout.  Alternately, when the engines are off and you await the arrival of the enemy you’ll hear the creaks of the hull, the pumping rush of the life support system, the electrical hum of systems on standby.  You’ll feel the claustrophobic environment of your ship’s cockpit, and become intimately aware of how your ship is holding up. Not just by gauges, but (like any true pilot) by the way your ship “talks” to you.





With the exploration of the possibilities of the revamped Direct Sound3d API’s in the latest rev of DirectX6 we should be able to deliver true 360∞ positional audio. On the fly doppler effects as a bogie screams past you should cause the player to instinctively move their head to one side as they try and dodge a possible collision. This is one of the dramatic possibilities that true 3d audio allows. 














�
Appendix A:


“Shadow Force Plot / Sub-plot Treatment”





Note: When you spend all of your time in story meetings referring to something as the “Great Unknown Evil,” your tongue gets a little tied.  To get past this, we’ve started calling the Steltek’s enemy “JUNIOR.”  





MAIN (or “Player”) ARC:


You are a veteran Confed pilot who has enjoyed a very fulfilling career.  Unfortunately, after several bad ‘psych’ episodes, and an annoying obsession with unknown mechanical crystal formations, you are given a medical discharge.


CIS Commander Quinn Kyle comes to offer you a second chance.  Seems that CIS believes you’re psychicÖ or, at least, figures you don’t have any good reason to know the precise whearabouts of several of the ancient Steltek crystal machines.


You are ordered to lead a special contact team aboard TCS Cerberus.  You are in charge of where the team looks for crystals, and you are in charge of testing out the crystal machines in your own shipÖ tapped into your ship’s main processor.


Eventually, you build ‘super ships’ for each member of the team and dole them out on the “Pilot” screen within the ICIS interface.


Your team of six (6) will take these super fighters into battle agains the Bugs in order to wrest the Steltek chassis.  But, the Bugs have leaped several steps on their own.  They have synthesized the mechanical needs of the Steltek chassis with their own bio-technology.  This creates a HIDEOUS MONSTROSITY that you must defeat in order to complete your quest.


With the Bug monster dead and the Steltek pieces at your disposal, you build the STELTEK WEAPON!


Use this weapon in the explosive end-game battle with JUNIOR!





BUG SUB-PLOT:


The Bugs discover the Steltek chassis at the end of “Secret Ops.”


They fail repeatedly in trying to make it workÖ until they decide to synthesize materials for the chassis’ mechanical needs out of their own bio-tech.


The resultant weapon is an immense and hideous beast that is half Junior / half Steltek, all pukey ugly.


They meet you head-on after vanquishing your Confed buddies and pitch the creature at you.


They die in explosive and embarrassing ways once the creature is killed.








JUNIOR / STELTEK SUB-PLOT


War breaks out between the Steltek and Junior.  Steltek ARE their technology.  They are a race inter-woven with their machines.  Junior are purely organic tech.  They are the giant squit of this ocean.


Steltek lose badly and must surrender much territory, but develop a ‘super-weapon’ that can even the odds.


Junior beats the living Hell out of the Steltek and destroy the machine.  Since they are what they are, they cannot use the device in any way.  The device pieces are scattered to the furthest reaches of space.


Bugs find the main device chassis and try to fiddle with it.  Once they activate it using their own Junior-esque bio-technology, the titans are alerted.


Steltek begin a life and death race to reclaim the ancient tool.  But, Junior is not far behind.


They engage in battle that sends them tumbling in a fury of system-crushing mayhem directly toward Terran space.


Junior acquires the human targets first.  Their meeting is quite tragic for the Juniors.  With the advanced Steltek weaponry augmenting Confed fighters, Junior is nearly matched.  This is the most explosive battle within the gameÖ right after the eruption between Confed and the Bugs to gain the device chassis.


The final blow is the Cerberus / Chassis combo.  (The rear of the gun turret opens up, you fly inside and go to a super-wide focus view of the turret’s firing field.  Use this to obliterate the Junior boss.)


HUGE celebration!  You beat the bad guys!


Steltek show up and your new technology turns really sour.  They arrest all of the craft attending and suck them into a stargate leading back to their own spaceÖ and the end of the game.








EXPLORATORY ARC:


Detachment of Exploratory services spies the Steltek/ Junior battle.


They witness the immense destructive power of their fighting and escape from the battlefield (barely) with their lives.


They quest to reach a “starbase” to send a message to ConfedÖ all along, gathering more information about Junior, the Steltek and the coming onslaught.


Finally, they reach a starbase and send all of their information to ConfedÖ shown to the player while he/she is aboard Cerberus.








�
Appendix B:


“Shadow Force Character Backgrounds”








Maj. Marion “BUCK” Blaymier


	Age: 34


	Ht: 6’ 3”


	Wt: 232 lb.


	


	Grew up in the posh suburbs of Port Headland with adoptive parents.  Learned to hate everything about comfort and affluence during childhood and then became a serious problem for his folks during his early teen years.  Joining Space Force was Buck’s first and only good idea as a young adult.  Space Force represents an acceptable way to shirk all of his folks’ values and aspirations.


	Buck is a big dude from boot to shoulder but has a strikingly boyish face.  There is a prominent gash along the top of his head left over from an incident when his uncle threw him down the stairs and into a glass sculpture.


	Like most flyers who make it to CIS, Buck was chosen because of his psych profile.  Capable of face-to-face murder, able to keep his mouth shutÖ willing to do anything that makes him feel dirty when compared to his former life.


	In “Shadow Force,” Buck represents a strong tactical source for the player.  He is quick-witted, agile with puzzles and very sharp when it comes to mission objectives.  Excellent choice for the insertion missions (especially assassinationÖ he LOVES assassination!)





Capt. Drew “DIPPER” Scaela


	Age: 28


	Ht: 5’ 9”


	Wt: 143 lb.





	Dipper is no stranger to secrets.  She grew up in the worst parts of Telemon system and suffered under the “protection” of local organized crime.  Her family ran afoul of the criminal element and was summarily executed.  Dipper survived only because she had been attending a Confederate recruitment seminar in Trafalgar system.


	She returned to Telemon, grieved for all of five minutes, put on her party dress and infiltrated the crime organization.  It took nearly eight months to earn the trust of the local boss, Glim Castor, but it was worth it.


	During a “gang summit” in Telemon, Dipper stole and set oblitterative charges inside the Castor estateÖ and blew up every spacecraft parked inside.  This nearly erased pirate influence over three systems.  


She kept a little piece of Glim Castor to remind her of the revenge that she sought and achieved.  A little pieceÖ


	CIS approached Dipper when she was charged with breaching the Border Worlds Terrorism Act.  They gave her the standard ‘second chance’ they give all dedicated and creative killers.  She took it.


	


Col. Zane “CRAWLER” Green


	Age: 42


	Ht: 5’ 10”


	Wt: 193 lb.





	Crawler flew with Confed for many years and is a veteran of both the Kilrathi War and the un-declared War in the Border Worlds.  During the latter, Crawler was given special assignments by the Confed Admiralty to infiltrate Border Worlds outfits and report sensitive information back to loyal forces.  He did this job with the utmost secrecy and professionalismÖ while also racking up a tragically inflated kill score against Confederate craft.


	He was elevated to Colonel during his assignment, but faced court-martial when the Admiralty failed to protect himÖ specifically, when they failed to obscure his relationship to the “Black Lance.”


	Fortunately, CIS saw through this and recovered Crawler for deeper domestic work in Hawking sector.  He remains one of the sharpest tools in the CIS arsenal.  Unfortunately, the court-martial had to be played out.  Crawler’s family has no idea that he is still alive.  He has been forbidden to make contact with them for the rest of his natural life.


	This disagrees with him.





Maj. Doris “WHIPS” Mangam


	Age: 30


	Ht: 5’ 7”


	Wt: 118 lb.





	Whips grew up in Cygnus as an orphan.  She tried growing up in Tikopal as a cross-cultural Image consultant for a sector-wide marketing firm, but her fake credentials and mail-order “degree” were eventually discovered and she was forced to leave.  With no money, no home and no identification (no REAL identification, that is), Whips had no place to go.


	By chance, she met a Confederate pilot on shore leave and made fast friends.  He believed her story about needing to get to Perry naval base to meet her dear-old dad, and took her with him.


	After nearly two years of being “Christine Fabian,” Confed linguist extraordinaire’ Whips was again discovered to be a big-ass fraud.  But, this time CIS got involved.


	She was able to snow so many folksÖ and had done some stellar work for the Perry base as a linguist and cross-cultural consultant, CIS had no choice but to shape her up and put her to work.


	After a long, torturous (almost impossible) pilot training, Whips became one of the premier advisors to CIS command.  She hates being in the cockpit, but realizes that its part of the life she has assumed.  Don’t expect her to save you in a fire-fight, but expect her to give the best tactical information of any characterÖ including Buck.





Lt.Col. Henry “WOLFMAN” Fellows


	Age: 27


	Ht: 5’ 10”


	Wt: 172 lb.





	Wolfman is the youngest son of General William Fellows, a colorful historic figure from the battle of Repleetah.  It has been said that none could love Confed more than General Bill, but that saying never met his boy, Henry.


	While in school in Sol system, Wolfman became particularly unpopular because of his hyperbolized sense of nationalism.  He promoted the Confederate build-up after the Kilrathi war with flyers that he distributed on his college campus, at church, and at parking lots and shopping centers on the weekends.  It is believed that Wolfman’s propaganda is responsible for the riot on Sirius IV that resulted in six dead and thirty-odd wounded.  Wolfman was arrested during the riot but was immediately released (for a variety of reasons).


	He went into Confederate service as an Officer immediately after completing his college education in Sirius system.  He was unable to participate in the Border Worlds conflict because he was late to the fight.  However, several “clean-up” operations in the Border Worlds required pilots of the most serious mind.  Wolfman was chosen for this special duty and brought hellish destruction on numerous Border systems after the “war” was officially over.


	Nothing is worth more to Wolfman than Confed.  That’s why the CIS picked him up.  He’s willing to do anything that Confed thinks is right and just.


	In “Shadow Force” Wolfman is, by far, the BEST pilot.  His youth is tempered with a peculiar focus (gleaned from his GO CONFED attitude) that makes him a terrifying nightmare to his enemies and yours.
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Appendix C:


“Single-Player Menu Flowchart”
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Appendix D:


“Multi-Player Menu Flowchart”
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