Darklight
a Supreme Commander mod project
DARKLIGHT is a mod for the upcoming RTS game Supreme Commander from Gas Powered Games.  It aims to be a new and innovative take on the RTS genre by changing some of the basic gameplay ruts the genre has fallen into.  The very organic, fluid nature of Darklight’s gameplay hopes to add a whole new level of strategic depth to the genre.
The basis of Darklight’s gameplay is light and how the player chooses to use it.  Light is the only resource in the game, it is the life blood for every unit and building, it powers every weapon, and its successful manipulation is the only way to defeat your opponent.  
The player builds his base and economy by collecting light from isolated spots where clusters of sunrays beam down through the clouds.  The management and transfer of this light determines how the player builds their base, defends their interests, and destroys their enemy.
Intro

The race of beings the player controls in the game has evolved into a form of pure light.  They posess no natural physical form, and require only sunlight to survive.  They inhabit a planet covered in the ruins of an ancient, long-dead civilization, and have since assembled “shells” around themselves to make them resemble that dead race.  
Throughout their entire existence, their planet had never seen a single cloud in the sky, allowing them all to live freely anywhere on the surface.  In the past year, however, dense clouds have covered the sky and forced the beings to build a physical society to store the light collected from the few remaining spots of sunlight.  
As time progressed, the beings began to fight over the dwindling light supply, and have started to create the first armies in the history of their race.
The beings themselves posess a telekinetic ability that allows them to assemble structures, including their bodies, and hold them together using only light.  The buildings and shells created by the beings contain no moving mechanisms, and only serve as conduits for the manipulation of light.

The recent discovery of Energy Crystals has allowed the beings to create far greater structures than they ever could, and has enabled them, for the first time, to create a weapon against themselves.  The weapon they created, the only known way to harm a creature of light, is called dark light.  If cut a particular way, an energy crystal can convert any light beamed through it into dark light.  This dark light is to light what antimatter is to matter.  Where light would give life, the dark instead drains it.  After realizing the potential of dark light to allow the complete destruction of a rival tribe, the beings possessing the knowledge began to quickly develop new and even more potent ways of using it against their enemies.

Some tribes have embraced this dark light as the means to their survival against other tribes, while others have chosen the power of light coupled with strategy to cripple their opponents.

Gameplay

Chapter 1 – Light, nodes, and you
The backbone of every player’s empire is light.  Collected by Solar Collectors, light is then transferred through nodes to power everything from defense shields to outposts to armies.  The interface for setup, control, and quick and intuitive manipulation of light is key to the game’s basic mechanics.  Light is primarily routed and controlled through a separate control panel, allowing fast and complete control of the operations of the player’s lifeline.  (fig.1)
The amount and type of energy being beamed to a particular building can be determined by a single slider bar, representing the entire range from 100% light capacity to 100% dark light.  (fig.2)  If the player tries to assign more power to a building than is available from the network it connects to, the game will warn the player and automatically begin to draw power equally from all nearby buildings on the same network.  Buildings that the player deems especially important can be designated not to have any energy pulled from them unless all other nearby buildings have been completely drained.  (fig.3)
Some buildings will also have the option to use dark light as a power source, altering their function and allowing them to serve more than one purpose.  For a player to switch a building from light mode to dark mode, all the power of the given type must be drained and the new type supplied before the new effects will set in.

All buildings require a steady stream of light to perform their function, but if that source is cut off, they can automatically begin to pull energy from another nearby source (if one is available, or they will shut down until a new source is connected.  Supplying energy to a building also enables it to regenerate life when damaged, though the repair rate is much slower if they are still being attacked, and only light (not dark light) is able to repair.

Another key structure to the light puzzle is the battery.  These enormous energy crystals can be filled with energy and then disconnected from the energy net, to be connected later if an enemy cuts a player off from their solar collectors and attacks.  They can be setup to automatically kick in when the net goes down, or can be activated manually.  

One strategy I imagine using batteries is for a player to setup a remote battery cluster, away from their main base, connected by inactive energy nodes.  This backup net would remain relatively hidden from the enemy, as unpowered buildings don’t show up on radar.  If the player’s main light supplies get knocked out, this remote power pool would automatically switch on and keep the player’s entire base running until they could reconnect their collectors.

Yet another crucial aspect to controlling light is the effective defense of node chains.  This can be accomplished with any combination of combat units, defensive and support structures.  Units can be assigned to defend any number of energy conduits through the light control panel.  There are many ways to disable an enemy’s energy supply lines, but there are also many ways to defend them.

All buildings are constructed with a full energy level.  Any building, except the core, can be shut down and its energy reserves transferred through the primary conduit leading to it as a last-ditch effort (to keep a shield from failing or a unit from finishing production).  Any building shut down in this way can be powered back up once enough power is sent to it for its energy reserve to be full.
Fig.1
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Chapter 2 – War, what is it good for?
To truly appreciate a well-built light network, one must attempt to destroy it.  The final goal of every game, the crushing blow every player must land to win, is the destruction of the enemy’s Core Tower.  Destroying the core tower will destroy the crystal it houses, and cause every soul in that player’s civilization to disintegrate back into raw energy.
Buildings can be destroyed, but often simply disabling them is easier and more productive.  A building is disabled by draining all the energy from it, at which point it goes dim and the pieces that compose it fall to the ground.  If another player can beam a fresh stream of energy to the building before it becomes unrecoverable (undetermined amount of time… leave that one for playtesting), and return its power reserves to full, the player will own that building and it will be treated as if that player built it.  While being powered up in this way, no player controls the building.  This effect can be countered if the original owner can start beaming in more energy than their opponent, thus draining it of any energy the enemy had pumped into it, and allowing the original owner to recharge it and regain control.  A building can continue to function if damaged, but once it has been disabled, it will not function until fully recharged.
Dark light can be used to many different effects through various units.  This variety of special abilities and double-purposed units will enable a vast range of new types of strategies.  A unit charged with a large amount of dark light will glow a deep, radiant blue and leave a faint temporary trail of decay on the ground wherever it travels.  Likewise, any units charged with a large amount of light will cause the ground around it to grow grass and plants much larger and brighter than normal.
In games with more than 2 players, the efficient destruction and takeover of an enemy base is crucial to a swift victory.  Crippling a base while building out a conduit of nodes, distracting the enemy player, and quickly assimilating disabled enemy buildings can be the difference between a costly wiping-out of the enemy and a clean takeover of their empty base.

To effectively defeat an enemy, a good player will be able to marry solid base building, clever force deployment, and subtle deception.  Subtle like being poisoned by your children.

BUILDINGS

Note: list still very preliminary, probably subject to many additions and changes…
Core Tower – First building you create, it builds your basic builder unit and certain upgrades.  Starting out small in the beginning, the building slowly grows as you collect more and more energy over time, building on new pieces and rising into the sky.  The building itself doesn’t use or require any energy to build, but only energy routed through it counts towards its growth, and so it will probably serve as the primary energy hub.  The building has a large crystal mounted on top that glows and serves as the core energy routing crystal.  This core building is also surrounded by a faint glow of light that it produces, which allows any unit or building within it’s radius to be powered without requiring a direct conduit of energy.  This radius expands as the building grows.  

This building has no dark/light variation
Solar Collector – This building is the essential resource collection structure in the game.  Placed under in the path of light rays beaming down from the sky, it collects the energy and beams it wherever the player wants.  

This building has no dark/light variation.
Light and Dark temples – These temples serve as the core research facilities.  They are built separately, and it should be possible for a player to win a game with only one of these if they choose.  Each temple houses the tech tree for its respective energy type.  The rate of research is determined by how much energy the player dedicates to the building.  

These buildings have no dark/light variations.
Relay tower – these buildings are used to route beams of energy between settlements and the solar collectors.  They are nodes in the lifelines that run between the main base, the settlements, and the solar collectors.  These towers have the ability to convert regular light into dark light, and vice versa, as some players may wish to transmit their energy as dark light to make it harder to disrupt/steal.  

This building has no dark/light variation.
Defense shield – these structures produce a large, slightly curved shield that extends above and to the sides of the building.  The size of the shield is constant, but the strength can be increased by increasing the building’s energy flow.  The stronger the shield, the brighter it glows.  The actual size of the shield won’t be nailed down till we can do some play testing, but I’m imagining it’ll take 4 or 5 of them to sufficiently shield a base from hostile fire.  No energy, light or dark, friendly or enemy, can be beamed through these shields.  The shield building has 2 energy levels.  The first is its life energy level, once depleted the building shuts down; the second is the shield integrity.  When first built, the shield integrity is 0, and the player must use the light slider to set the desired shield level, to which the shield charges.  Shield must drain all power and recharge to switch energy types.  All energy opposite the shield type depletes the shield’s energy levels, energy of the same type as the shield is absorbed and does ¼ damage.  Shield type is determined by type of energy being provided.

Light variation:  Blocks all energy passing through it, absorbs light.

Dark variation:  Blocks all energy passing through it, absorbs dark.
Defense turret – Basic defensive structure.  Small tower with a weaponized energy crystal on top.  Tracks enemies slowly, cannot hit air targets, difficulty hitting fast-moving ground targets (scouts, etc).

Light variation:  Slows enemy units by 50%, does 25% damage.

Dark variation:  Does 100% damage.

Ground unit constructor – Building that constructs ground-based units.  The more energy pumped into the structure, the faster it builds (though it takes a LOT of energy to make a significant impact on overall build times).  

This building has no dark/light variation.
Air Unit constructor – Builds air units, same as ground unit constructor.  

This building has no dark/light variation.
Repair Node – This building is the basic unit “repair” base.  It replenishes damaged units’ energy reserves and can recharge units with limited energy “ammo”.  It floats above the ground, high enough for any ground unit to fit beneath it, and can repair flying units.  The structure can repair and recharge as many units as the player can fit into its bay, though it can only transmit as much energy as is being fed into it.  This building automatically converts light into dark when necessary to recharge weapons, so it only needs a source of light to operate.

This building has no dark/light variation.
Sensor Node – A huge mass of mirrors, this building can detect any unit within a certain radius, as determined by the amount of energy being fed to it.  Units detected this way show up only on the radar/map.  At maximum energy, it can actually cause enemy units to glow through the fog of war.  This glow is visible to all players, including the player controlling the units.

Light variation:  Structure behaves as described above

Dark variation:  Structure functions instead as a pseudo-cloaking device, causing all friendly units within its radius to not show up on enemy radar.  At maximum power, all friendly units within its radius actually fade slightly from normal view to about 60% their normal opacity.
If a light and a dark sensor node belonging to different players are placed within each others’ radius, the one with the higher energy level trumps the other.
Outpost Node – This building acts as a “mini base” of sorts.  It has a large crystal on top that allows it to function like the base core building, with a light radius that grows as more energy is passed through it, though its radius is about half what the core’s is for any given energy level.  The building also has the ability to defend itself with a pair of mounted defense turrets, and can heal any unit that comes within its light radius (this can be toggled); it also has the ability to produce builder units.

This building has no dark/light variation.
Beam Transporter – This building requires at least two to be built for it to function.  It is a higher level structure that essentially allows the player to teleport units between it and any other Beam Transporter connected to it.  There doesn’t have to be a direct connection between the two transporters, they just both need to be connected to the same energy network.  This building requires no energy to operate, but any building connected to a node that the transported units pass through will briefly experience a dip in energy flow.  This dip doesn’t cause any damage, but if a shield or turret is affected (causing a shield to briefly stop regenerating, or a turret to stop firing), it could tip the balance of a fight.

This building has no dark/light variation.
Swarm Pod Thing – Need less shitty name.  This defensive structure stores a small number of little drone pods.  When an enemy unit enters the defense radius of this building, it releases the drones (which are charged with a certain amount of energy as determined by the light slider) which attack the enemy unit(s) with little zaps of energy until their energy levels are depleted and they have to return to their base to recharge.

Light variation:  Attack slows enemy by 50%, does 30% damage.

Dark variation: Attack does 100% damage.
Air Defense Beam – Defense turret’s anti-air counterpart.  Tracks a little faster, must be researched.

This building’s dark/light variation same as Defense Turret
Battery – This building stores energy for the player.  There are several levels that can be researched so the player can store much more energy as the game progresses.  This energy can be released into the player’s energy network in the case that the enemy cuts off a player’s energy supply and then attacks.

This building has no dark/light variation.
Stationary Light Hive – Mainly for defense, this unit provides power to all Mirror units.  It has a large sphere of rotating mirrors mounted on top, which randomly shoots out beams of light to any nearby mirror units.  Build wherever you want to be able to use mirror units.
This building has no dark/light variation.
UNITS

All units with personal shields have a toggle that tells the unit to break off and recharge at the nearest node once the shield is depleted.  Note: list still very preliminary, probably subject to many additions and changes…
DEFENSE MODE:  All non-mirror units that can attack have the defense mode option.  When this button is clicked, the user’s cursor will change, and all power transfer beams will turn red.  In this mode, the player cannot click on anything besides power transfer beams and the “confirm” or “cancel” buttons.  Any power beam the player clicks on in this mode will turn green, indicating it has been highlighted.  If the player clicks again on the beam, it will turn back to red.  Any beam highlighted green when the player hits “confirm” will have the selected unit assigned to defend it.  If the player has selected three consecutive beam segments, the unit will patrol up and down the length of those beams.
Constructor/Priest – This is the game’s basic builder unit.  The unit is a priest that uses a crystal-tipped staff to summon buildings through light rays that burst down from the sky.  This unit can also heal/repair buildings with a similar visual effect (though it’s often less efficient than just beaming fresh energy to the damaged building, depending on how much energy you use).  This is the only non-hovering or flying unit in the game.
Possible upgrades:  Personal shield

This unit has no dark/light variation.
Scout – This quick exploration unit is very fast, and one of the first units available to the player.  It hovers a few feet off the ground, has no weapons, and comes equipped with a personal shield that can be recharged.  Also includes “explore” command.

Possible upgrades: Stealth mode (uses dark energy to cloak), Drop Buoy (scout drops small, stationary, defenseless buoy at its present location, buoy stays until destroyed, allowing player to see area immediately around buoy after scout has moved on) 

This unit has no dark/light variation.
Beam Cannon – This high level “siege” unit is large and slow, and houses a huge weaponized beam crystal.  Its cannon must be charged and can only fire for so long before it must be recharged.  To fire, the unit must take a moment to “deploy”, and it then takes a few seconds for the beam to reach full strength after firing.

Possible upgrades:  Dark receiver (allows player to beam constant stream of dark energy to unit so it never has to recharge)

This unit has no dark/light variation.

Charged Crystal – This unit functions on its own as a sort of suicide-bomb unit.  It can be used to damage the enemy or heal friendlies.  The player can research higher level crystals which hold more energy.  Using the light slider, the player can determine the amount of energy charged in a crystal.  The unit appears as an energy crystal attached to a hovering frame of some sort, with no apparent pilot.  The unit can be detonated manually or told to attack the nearest enemy (like any other unit would), or only attack enemies the players tells it to.  When detonated, the unit is completely destroyed, and all its energy dispersed around it within a certain radius.

Possible upgrades:  None

Light variation:  Heals all friendly units within radius an amount equal to the energy stored in the crystal.

Dark variation:  Damages all enemy units within radius.
Airship – This flying unit is a large, slow-moving portable repair node of sorts.  It can gather small amounts of energy from Light areas, which it can use to repair itself or instead fill a “reserve” energy tank.  This reserve tank is used to heal units that pass below the airship while the “repair” ability is active (repair energy is drawn from reserve tank).  It flies very slowly, has no weapons, and is generally used as a roaming outpost.  It has various upgrades that can be researched.  They all drain power from the reserve tank when active.

Possible upgrades:  Sensor node, Dead Zone (temporarily disables any unit or building below it), Personal shield.

This unit has no dark/light variation.

Mobile Shield – This unit is a smaller, mobile version of the base shield, with the same (though scaled-down) properties.

Possible Upgrades:  Dark Reciever

This unit’s dark/light variation same as Defense Shield

Light Diffuser – This unit is a smallish ball-shaped object covered in mirrors and sensors.  It hovers around, moves at an average speed, has no weapons, and can be destroyed fairly quickly by dark light.  This sole purpose of this unit is to disrupt beams of light.  The player selects the Diffuser and then selects a beam of light for it to intercept, and it will move into the closest and most accessible part of that beam.  As soon as it enters the beam, the light beam is stopped, and the unit begins to take damage.  Higher level versions of the unit can be researched which can absorb more light before being destroyed.  The rate at which the unit receives this damage also depends on how much energy is currently being pumped through that particular beam.  Cannot intercept dark light beams.  Too powerful?

Possible upgrades:  Higher damage capacity

This unit has no dark/light variation.

Mobile Energy Node – This unit hovers around, somewhat slowly.  It has no weapons, but can be upgraded with a personal shield with some research.  Its sole purpose is to transfer light from a stationary source to a group of units in the field.  It can also be upgraded from hovering to flying, which allows better line of sight.  The unit is fairly weak and the supply chain it supports should be guarded by at least a couple of units.  Cannot transfer nearly as much energy as a stationary node.
Possible upgrades:  Personal shield, Flight

This unit has no dark/light variation.

Light Hive – This floating ball of spinning mirrors is kind of a cross between an evil disco ball and the death star.  It has no weapons itself, but when coupled with other units, can be devastating.  It is essentially a dark receiver that flies and can distribute its received energy to multiple surrounding units within its radius.  It must receive its energy from a nearby Energy Node (mobile or stationary) in its line of sight.

Possible upgrades:  None

This unit has no dark/light variation.

Mirror Jet – This basic flying unit cannot attack without a source of light.  It is fairly fast and has its own life energy bar, but its weapons cannot function without an outside source of light, as its only weapon is a mirror.  The unit will automatically draw power from the nearest available source to its target, if there is one.  If there is no viable power source near the intended target, the unit will not have the option to attack it (maybe a faint overlay showing the areas of the map available for attack when unit is selected?).  The only sources of power useable by the unit are the Light Hives.

Possible upgrades:  None

This unit has no dark/light variation.

Mirror Destroyer – This large flying unit is slow to move around, but once in position can be a powerful force.  Covered in large, actuated mirrors, this unit floats around the battlefield drawing power from a Light Hive nearby, attacking multiple simultaneous targets of opportunity around it or a specific target of the player’s choice.

Possible Upgrades:  None

This unit has no dark/light variation.

Mirror Tank – Functions the same as the mirror jet, except the unit is ground-based and moves slower.

Possible Upgrades:  None

This unit has no dark/light variation.

