WAR DOGS

* * * FLAVOR TEXT
Flarden just drops the sergeant.  

I turn, thick and stupid, reaching for my sidearm.  Flarden doesn't make mistakes.  He's a good judge of character.  Gun out.  The dog is flying.
Militia sergeant goes down like a bag of meat, Flarden tearing his throat out.  Sarge spends a minute or so on the ground, dead but squirming, eyes glazed, big paws pinning him to the dirt.  Round in the chamber but I don't interfere.  Then sarge is dead and still, and I whistle Flarden up.  He's all ten-hut! on me, standing there out of harness, bloody and nasty and a little kill-crazy.  

"What the fuck?" I say, and Flarden doesn't break attention.  He just does that thing they do, sort of a little nod toward the guy he'd just killed, and waits.  I think time moves real quickly for them.  Turns out it isn't the sergeant after all, just some guy in the sergeant's clothes, wired with a couple of kilos of home-made amatol.  Headed for the chow hall.

So good old sarge, the guy with the lazy eye who taught me how to say get on the fucking ground in English is gone, and I can't tell these people the one from the other behind the raggedy beards but my dog can smell up a powerful wrongness fast as lightning, and tear the throat out of a suicide bomber before he can flick a fucking switch.

Well goede hond, Flarden. 
* * * CHAPTER ONE:  THE STORY SO FAR
THE LOST WAR
There has been a war, a bad war, and it was fought in North America.  There are places where it is still going on, and other places where it has turned into something new and maybe worse.  The United States has ceased to exist in practical terms.  So have a couple of large cities, and the national power grid, and the telecommunications infrastructure.  America today is a curious and tragic mixture - pockets of advanced technology awash in a sea of throwback muscle power, seasoned by unspeakable suffering, humiliation, and hatred.  
Much of the technical infrastructure to supply advanced land armies is simply gone, but huge stockpiles of equipment are still cached all over the continent.  More flows in illegally from south America, often still in the packing cases of the same nations that are sending troops to keep the peace.  
GETTING UPPED
It turns out you can cybernetically augment ("up" in common parlance) mammals in pretty hard-core ways - enhance their senses by hacking directly into the brain, give them bionic limbs, all kinds of crazy shit.  The technology to make this happen is pretty straightforward and can be done by a teams as small as two - a surgeon and an engineer - in labs you can stuff in a shipping container, or on a plane, or underground.  Most of the components are technically illegal, but freely available to the properly motivated. Augmentation was the killer app of the Lost War.  
There are downsides, of course.  The implantation doesn't always take; the process has a forty percent mortality rate.  Even successful augments shorten your life - they work your nervous system in ways it was not meant to be worked and you die young.  The bottom line is that nobody in their right mind volunteers for augmentation.  People who "get monstered up" are crazy, desperate, or both.  It is not a subtle thing, and being turned into a cyborg does not typically improve one's now-shortened life.  Outside of China it is actually pretty rare.  
Dogs, on the other hand, are plentiful, domesticated, and not in a position to object.  

WAR DOGS

Dogs have gone to war since people went to war, which is forever.  Starting in the twentieth century they became a valuable commodity on the battlefield - strong, smart, unflinchingly loyal and completely expendable.  During the great war they pulled artillery and carried messages.  In World War Two they rooted out enemy positions and guarded prisoners.  In later conflicts they worked with handlers to track insurgents, sniff out explosives and contraband, and perform rescues under fire.  These dog-handler teams formed intense bonds of empathy, trust, and pride, and modern teams - despite radically different capabilities - are no different.  This cross-species relationship forms the core of this game.  
Every American faction uses war dog teams, because they are cheap and easy to deploy and generally more effective than two men.  The multinational brigades have access to sophisticated robots and UAVs and tend to lean on "pure" technology more than bioengineered dogs, which are inherently messy and unpredictable.  But for some tasks they are indispensable even to the peacekeepers.
SO IMAGINE

Imagine that everything - everything - became one hundred times more expensive overnight, when you could get it at all.  And imagine that there was no more oil, and that there were ten simultaneous, large-scale wars around the world with American boots on the ground in each.  Imagine that when the volunteers dried up the draft kicked in.  Imagine that young people stopped dying overseas, and started dying in California, defending the west coast from the Chinese before the Big Kill gave everybody some breathing room and the UN stepped in at last.  The operative word here is dystopia, and any details that illustrate this are perfectly appropriate in War Dogs.  Things can vary from "struggling to get by" to "no time to bury the dead" - but it is all bad, all the time.  Plague, famine, internecine violence, neo-feudal butchery - all grist for the mill.  

THE FACTIONS
KEEPING THE PEACE:  THE MULTINATIONAL BRIGADES

In urban areas there are the multinational brigades - UNPROFORNA, United Nations Protective Force - North America, and SFOR, the North American Joint Stabilisation Force - keeping some kind of order in the cities that survived the war.  Alternately reviled as invaders and embraced as saviors, sometimes by the same people, peacekeeping contingents from Europe and Asia have a mandate to secure the major metropolitan areas, provide humanitarian aid, and kick out the petty warlords that have sprung up like poisonous mushrooms.  The brigades are often outgunned and always outnumbered, and torn by internal disputes over doctrine and goals.  Most of them want to do the right thing amid so much suffering, but not all.  They have the best equipment and, more importantly, never go hungry.  
HOLDING IT TOGETHER:  THE MILITIAS

In many places there are the simple remnants of local government, or its less democratic successors.  In some places states survived more or less intact and "de-federalized" military units to secure a tense peace and keep out refugees.  In others, no semblance of order existed until violent men carved out feudal holdings of their own.  Some of these people just want a safe enclave for their families.  Some of them are power-mad sadistic perverts.  All of them are heavily armed, thanks to unscrupulous south American governments, and all of them have nowhere to go.  Some want to be left alone, some aspire to greatness of their own, some dream of being swallowed into a Provo hegemony, and some look forward to the arrival of UN troops.  
BLOWING IT APART:  THE INSURGENTS

Among the most heavily-armed citizenry in the world are many thousands of insurgents who hate the UN troops, Americans who will stop at nothing to drive them out.  These are the bombers, the kidnappers, and the assassins of collaborators.  They live in the cities, under the noses of their oppressors, striking and vanishing into the anonymity of a sympathetic population.  Their motivations are manifold - some are religious zealots, others are "nationalists", and others fight for myriad ideologies, some known only to them.  The worst are little more than criminal gangs in the pay of other factions, professional anarchists and hit men.  The best are their people's only hope for something better, defying brutal foreign hegemony that calls itself "peacekeeping".  SFOR fears them in the east and the Chinese-dominated UNPROFORNA hunts them in the west, sometimes with monstered-up special forces.
BRINGING IT BACK:  THE PROVOS

In the lonely places there are the remnants of the United States' armed forces, deadly warlords themselves.  Most of these recognize a vaporous chain of command and continue to pledge their allegiance to a nation that died a decade ago, identifying themselves with the decayed military bases and commands which serve as their centers of control and supply.  Their ability to project their overwhelming power is limited, but their neighbors are usually very polite.  These "Provisional United States armed forces", known as Provos, see themselves as the last, best hope for American democracy, an irony not lost on those they oppress.  Provos universally hate the peacekeepers and have the firepower to oppose them on a local level.  They sometimes network with insurgents when their objectives align, but typically view them as unprofessional thugs.  
All these factions clash all the time, in all sorts of ways.  And they all use war dogs.  
* * * CHAPTER TWO:  YOUR TOWN
As a group, you will sketch out the political and social landscape in which your game of War Dogs will take place.  

PLAY YOUR TOWN

If you are playing this game in the United States, set your game in your home town.  Let the action take place within fifty miles of the table you are sitting around.  If you are playing in Canada or Mexico, set it at the border somewhere.  If you are playing elsewhere, either set it in an American place you feel you know best collectively from personal experience or through film and literature, or re-write the backstory to suit your home turf.  The point is to be invested in the location in a visceral way, hopefully in the same way that you are invested in the factions and characters.  
BEFORE YOU PLAY THE FIRST TIME
As part of preparing for a War Dogs campaign, you will decide as a group on the perspective and status of the local factions.  By creating the regional political landscape collectively, everyone will have some investment in each of the groups.  

There should be one faction for every player.  This may mean competing insurgent networks, multiple militias, or UN troops with different chains of command in the same area - this is good, even great.  Encourage messy, overlapping factions.  
As a group, you will answer a series of questions about each faction:

Who is our figurehead?

Who is really in charge?

What is our mission?

What do we really want?

Who is our worst enemy?

Who is our closest ally?

What's the best thing we have ever done?

What's the worst thing we have ever done?

SET UP THE LOCAL FACTIONS
Give every player a sheet of paper with these six questions on it (Or use the sheet provided in the back of this book).  Each player should name a faction, writing this on their sheet.  Ideally, each of the four groups will be represented, but as long as their are at least two, you're cooking.  

For factions not chosen, make a note about why they are not a local power.  Each of the four types should be represented in some way, even if it is "There are Provos from Fort Campbell in the mountains west of here but we never see them."  This way there is a hook to introduce them later, if desired.  

OK, you've got as many factions as players, and probably a bit of overlap.  Now pass the sheets to the left.  Each person now has the sheet of a faction they did not create, and it is their responsibility to add some information - in this case, the name of the faction's figurehead - the person nominally in charge.  Write a few sentences, perhaps a name, rank if appropriate, and some descriptive or informative phrases.  There's no need to go into detail.  

Now rotate again!  Shift the partially completed faction sheets to the left, and add some information to the new sheet.  It will have the faction name and "person in charge" already - but you get to describe the person who actually calls the shots.  Continue to rotate the faction sheets until they are all filled in.  

Now read them aloud - it should be a pretty heady mix!  Hopefully, story ideas and intriguing characters will  be dripping off the pages.  Feel free to adjust things if the results don't quite gel.  

The final step is to collectively rank them, in terms of general power and influence, starting at #1 and descending until all the factions have a number.  This will probably lead to some useful discussions that will help define the setting - establishing what constitutes "power and influence" will shape the sort of game you play.
THE QUESTIONS IN MORE DETAIL

Who is our figurehead?

This should be the person that the average mule-skinner would tell you was in command, were you to ask him.  They may actually have some power and authority, but they may be completely for show.  
Who is really in charge?

This could be the same person as "Who is in charge", particularly in a well-run military outfit.  But it also could be another officer, a religious leader, a wife or lover - the possibilities are endless, and choosing someone unexpected can really drive play.  

What is our mission?

Like "Who is in charge?", this is their openly-professed objective.  It probably sounds reasonable - to maintain law and order, to rebuild, to keep the peace, to protect freedom and democracy.  It can also be inflammatory - "to drive the UN into the sea" is perfectly acceptable.  

What do we really want?

This can be much more complex.  Temporal power in some form is always a good choice.  "Return to the good old days" is a more philosophical choice that will drive their behavior.  "To destroy X", provided X is an interesting target, can also be interesting.  Lots of flexibility here, so choose an objective that you want to play with, around, and through.
Who is our worst enemy?

Among the local factions, there is one group that is more trouble than the rest, the target of this group's venom and lethal industry.  Ideology may not enter into this - two insurgent factions might hate each other far more than they hate the UN.  
Who is our closest ally?

This could be an ally, a subordinate faction, even an "enemy of my enemy" situation.  Maybe they don't have any allies at all.  
What's the best thing we have ever done?

Be creative.  Pick something grand and memorable, like the food drop during the famine that saved thousands of lives.

What's the worst thing we have ever done?

Similarly, pick something people will never, ever forget - massacres and witch hunts are good, blowing up markets, poisoning reservoirs, that sort of thing.  Maybe the worst thing they did was unintentional.  Maybe the worst thing they ever did was simply show up.  
CHOOSE YOUR FACTION

Finally, once you have a handful of colorful local factions all ready to go after each other, as a group you'll need to choose the single faction your squad belongs to.  All are open and each will result in a different sort of game.  You may want to flesh out some additional details for your chosen faction, since your squad will be dealing with their own people more than the others.  
* * * CHAPTER THREE:  YOUR DOG AND HANDLER
War dogs do not work alone.  They work, first and foremost, with a human handler with whom they have a close bond.  They also work in squads consisting of multiple Dog/Handler teams.  These squads, from the dog's perspective, consist of a tight pack with humans as ancillary - but honored - members.  

Each player must create a dog and a handler, but not a team.  You cannot play both a dog and his handler.  The dog character will be paired with another player's handler, and the handler will be paired with a different player's dog.   Ideally, this is arranged by mutual agreement based on character concept, temperament, and ability, but if you prefer, simply have every player be handler for the dog played by the person on his left.  Work it out as a group.  
The bonds that exist between dog and handler are central to play.  There are three traits:  Empathy, Trust, and Pride.  The strength of these bonds are very important.  Ideally, all three will be high, reflecting an intense and productive relationship between dog and handler.  But there is a trade-off.  Characters tightly bound in this way are insular and emotionally involved and, as a result, ineffective in real-world operations.  There needs to be a balance between the bonds and practical matters:  Skills, social status, and innate ability.
Empathy, Trust, and Pride each share points with a competing ability or function, and these demands are unique for dogs and handlers.  

Dogs divide five points between the two, and handlers divide four.  At least one point must be allocated to each area. With only four points, handlers tend to be more or less the same, one to the next, from a dog's perspective.
The strongest possible bond for a starting team is seven, and the weakest is two.  These numbers are directly translated into six-sided dice for resolving conflicts.  A score of three will allow you to roll three dice, for example.  
EMPATHY

Empathy is a bond between dog and handler.  Handler Empathy plus dog Empathy equals Bond Strength.

Dogs have five points to share between Empathy and Ups, or augmentation.  The more heavily upped a dog is, the less empathy he will have.  A tweaked-out dog will be hell in a firefight, but won't be able to receive or issue complex commands.  But oh, the augments!  They are spectacular - jaws that can sever limbs, antibiotic saliva, subcutaneous body armor, even opposable thumbs.  Every dog gets one free up, and one additional for each point allocated.  Thus, even the most sensitive dog has one augment, and a "monstered up" brute may have as many as five.  
See the section on ups for detailed descriptions of some common options.  
Handlers have four points to share between Empathy and Military Rank.  With rank comes responsibility, and with that responsibility comes a host of competing demands for time and attention.  Empathy necessarily suffers - the most sensitive handlers are low-ranking grunts with a rigorous focus on their dog.  The highest ranking handler commands the operation.  This is a metagame reward for the player who chooses to sacrifice the most Empathy in exchange for story control.  In the not-uncommon event of tied Military Rank, the character with the lowest total Empathy, Trust, and Pride is in command.  Each team will need to determine the chain of command based on these totals.  
With one point of Military Rank you are enlisted, with two you are an NCO, and with three you are an officer.  These levels of authority will be equivalent, even if unspoken, in less organized groups like insurgents.  
TRUST

Trust is a bond between dog and handler.  Handler Trust plus dog Trust equals Bond Strength.

Dogs have five points to share between Trust and Pack Rank.  The higher a dog's rank within the squad pack, the more responsibility and authority he has over his mates, and the less trust he places in his human handler.  The alpha dog runs the pack.  This is a metagame reward for the player who chooses to sacrifice the most Trust in exchange for story control.  The top dog has little use for humans and will always struggle with his military role, being occupied with staying top dog and keeping his pack safe and secure.
Pack rank is relative, so the dog with the highest rank is alpha and the dog with the lowest is omega.  If there are ties, the relevant dogs need to work out pack order themselves - usually through short, violent displays of dominance.  Players can resolve pack order disputes in any way they like, and order can be challenged at any time, but there is always a hierarchy in place, and every dog knows where he stands.  Pack rank should be prominently noted on the character sheet.
Handlers have four points to share between Trust and Experience.  The more experience a handler has, the less he trusts anyone - including his own dog.  This cynicism and fatalistic outlook are the products of terrible loss and a painfully cultivated instinct for self-preservation.  Experience helps a handler see the big picture, avoid ambushes, and stay out of trouble.

With one point of Experience, you are an innocent.  With two you are seasoned; with three a veteran.

PRIDE

Pride is a bond between dog and handler.  Handler Pride plus dog Pride equals Bond Strength.

Dogs have five points to share between Pride and Intelligence.  A smart dog begins to realize the lopsided nature of his relationship with his handler, and no longer enjoys simply pleasing him, or basks in the glory of accomplishing a command. Brains help a dog adjust to unexpected events, plan on the fly, and issue commands.

With one point of Intelligence you are dumb, with two dull, three clever, and with four, genius.
Handlers have four points to share between Pride and Training.  The more highly trained a handler is, the more professional distance he places between himself and his dog.  At the extreme, the animal becomes an operational asset with performance parameters and a measurable life cycle.  Training provides an assortment of enhanced and specialized skills that are useful on the sharp end and is a benchmark of effectiveness.
With one point of Training, you are incompetent.  With two you are competent; with three an expert.

* * * COMMUNICATION

Dogs can communicate in symbols, based on their Empathy.  An Empathy three dog can string three symbols together:  “You flank left”, for example.  Or “I suppress house”, which could be translated as “I will direct suppressing fire on the house”.  Empathy one dogs can do little more than bark – “go!” is about as complex a symbol as they can articulate.  

Dogs communicating with their handler or other dogs use both Empathy scores added together.  For Cracker and Corporal Luna, this means that Cracker can communicate up to five symbols at a time.  

Be sure to enforce this communication limit during play.  Description has no limit, but actual commands must be communicated in discrete symbols.  

 * * * * UPS
This list of augmentations is not canonical; feel free to invent cool new augmentations.  An up should provide some practical bonus and be useful in a military setting.

WETWARE
Brain:  Cortex implants designed to boost cognition.  The dog isn't any more intelligent (although dogs getting this augment tend to have low Pride), but is better able to solve complex problems and retain information.    

Ears:  Enhanced hearing.  Since dogs have superior hearing to begin with, this allows for astonishing feats of perception.  Dog can hear voice conversations a kilometer away and can differentiate between individuals based on their breath sounds.  A dog with Ears cannot really be surprised.  .

Eyes:  Enhanced vision with magnification, light intensification and infra-red.
Link:  Dog has built-in communications gear connecting directly to the handler.  Handler has access to dog's mounted gun or GFAC equipment and can operate it remotely.

Nose:  Enhanced smell.  Since dogs have superior smell to begin with, this allows for extraordinary detection and tracking of odors.  Dog can track individuals across absurd gulfs of time and distance and can accurately outline the layout of mine fields from tens of meters away.
RC:  The dog's brain has been supplemented by an electromechanical override, which, when activated, gives the handler motor control over the dog.  Requires Link for all but the simplest blind actions.  Wildly unpopular among dogs and handlers alike.  

MEAT HACKS

Chameleon:  The dog's fur contains a chromatophoric pigment that causes it to change color to blend into the background.  This is unconscious and automatic.

Courier:  The dog's internal organs have been rearranged to accommodate a small storage compartment, well concealed, big enough to hide a thick textbook or four cans of beer.  

Fast:  The dog's musculoskeletal system has been tweaked for fast running.  Fast as a greyhound even when fully loaded for battle, the dog can run a kilometer in a minute flat. 
Kiss of death:  The dog's saliva contains a human-specific neurotoxin that incapacitates in twenty seconds.  Continued exposure kills.  

Palliative slobber:  The dog's saliva contains a topical painkiller, coagulant, and antibiotic.  

Shovel Paws:  The dog's forelegs and paws have been modified to facilitate digging.  The dog can dig through loose earth as fast as four highly motivated men with entrenching tools, and can tunnel  through jungle underbrush and heavy debris with ease.  A digger can cut into dense, stony earth at twice the rate of a man.  Diggers are lethal in close combat.

Stealth:  The dog has been modified for extreme stealth.  Body heat signature is dampened, black coat is scent-neutral, and paws are adapted for a silent and print-less tread. 

Strong:  The dog's musculoskeletal system has been modified for brute strength.  The animal is a monstrous brute, literally as strong as a horse.  The jaws of a stronged-up dog can sever limbs.

Thumbs:  The dog's forelegs have been modified to turn the dewclaw into a crude opposable thumb.  This makes a variety of tasks much easier.  Thumbed-up dogs can reload other dog's mounted weapons, for example.  
Tough:  The dog has been modified for durability.  Drug glands secrete wound sealants and stimulants in the event of injury, and nerves have been deadened.  A Tough dog can withstand horrible punishment that would kill any unmodified dog or handler.  

Vox:  Dog has a crude voicebox, allowing communication (Empathy rules apply) with non-handlers.  It is a little creepy and tends to either terrify or charm.  
Martyr:  Dog's chest and abdominal cavities are packed with a payload of shrapnel-encased explosives, a shaped charge, or a chemical weapon, triggerable by the dog and/or its handler.  Specify who has default control over activation, and whether the dog is aware that he is martyr'd up.  

HARDWARE FITTINGS
The standard issue assault harness is a Kevlar vest with attachment points for equipment and a grab loop for hauling equipment or injured soldiers. This is a free item all dogs are issued.  Specialized equipment can be added with the addition of proper fittings - these include a data jack that allows the dog to monitor and control the attached equipment.  Multiple sets of fittings can be added to a harness, wired into a dog, and employed simultaneously.  Each counts as an up.  
Aquatic fittings:  Dog's harness can carry SCUBA apparatus, buoyancy compensator and weights for sub-surface operations.

Antitank fittings:  Dog's harness can carry a pair of disposable anti-tank guided missiles, which the dog can fire but not replace.  When combined with Link, the handler can control the ATGMs as well.  Includes a heavy, undignified flame-retardant neck-cone.  

Body armor:  Dogs trunk and limbs are encased in heavy body armor, providing excellent protection but limiting agility.

Ground Forward Air Controller (GFAC) fittings: Laser target designator and ground-to-air communications equipment are built in to the dog's harness.  

Gun fittings:  Dog's harness can carry a fully operational firearm, which the dog can use but not reload.  When combined with Link, the handler can control the weapon as well.  

Rescue fittings:  Dog's harness can carry trauma supplies intended to support a human field medic and provide lifesaving supplies for first responders.  
* * * * CHARACTER EXAMPLES

Cracker, War Dog

Empathy: 2

Free Up:  Eyes

Additional Ups: 3 Link, Digger, and Gun fittings

Trust:  4

Pack Rank: 1 (Omega)

Pride: 2

Intelligence: 3 (Clever)

Cracker is a Provo sniper, designed for covert insertion and concealment.  His Link allows Private Luna to see through his light-intensifying eyes, and the gun fittings allows Luna to pull the trigger remotely.  Cracker can burrow through anything short of granite to create a firing position.  His role as pack outcast suits his solitary specialty well.  

Private Jaime Luna, Dog Handler

Empathy: 3

Military Rank: 1 (Enlisted)

Trust:  2

Experience: 2 (Seasoned)

Pride: 3

Training: 1 (Incompetent)

Private Luna handles Cracker from a distance, issuing orders and operating the sniper rifle mounted to the dog's back.  He's new to sniper duty and a little shaky still.  
Their bonds are:

Empathy bond:  5

Trust bond:  6

Pride bond:  5

These bonds are pretty high.  They are offset by a nice assortment of augmentations for Cracker, as well as his intelligence.  They are a fresh young sniper team with lots of potential, provided Luna can hit what Cracker aims at.   

NOTES AND IDEAS

The game is about the dogs, not the handlers.  Not really focused on combat and battle but more on relationships and interaction. 

Dogs have a pack structure and pack ranking, which can be contested at any time.  

Loyalty, love, devotion, the pack, and kicking unholy ass

Simulating the world through the eyes of animals utterly alien but our closest allies.

Smell and telepathy and hearing

Injury idea:  A hurt dog RAISES his Handlers empathy (and thus bond strength) and vice versa.  No "hit points", just bond strengths.  
 * * * BOND SUMMARY
EMPATHY

Dogs have 5 points to share between Empathy and Ups.  

Handlers have 4 points to share between Empathy and Military Rank.  With one point of Military Rank you are enlisted, with two you are an NCO, and with three you are an officer.  

Handler Empathy + dog Empathy = Bond Strength.

TRUST 

Dogs have 5 points to share between Trust and Pack Rank.  

Handlers have 4 points to share between Trust and Experience.  With one point of Experience, you are an innocent.  With two you are seasoned; with three a veteran.

Handler Trust + dog Trust = Bond Strength.

PRIDE

Dogs have 5 points to share between Pride and Intelligence.  With one point of Intelligence you are dumb, with two dull, three clever, and with four, genius.

Handlers have 4 points to share between Pride and Training.  With one point of Training, you are incompetent.  With two you are competent; with three an expert.

Handler Pride + dog Pride = Bond Strength.
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