Merchants and Corporations

Epic Phase Two

Outline

The first phase of development focused on ship rebalance, core mechanisms, combat missions and a new star cluster. It was supported by a strong single player story. This was the best first release feature set.

With this phase, I want to explore the role of the struggling citizen enduring war and anarchy while attempting to build and grow. I want to shift the players mercenary viewpoint of war as profit, to war as agony. This simulation and story should also sharpen the players sense of justice. Who owns what? When? Why? What does ‘rights of minority’ really mean?

The second phase has the goal of building a more automated storytelling system. It will do this by detailing a few simple ‘games’ played by corporations to gain control of resource production sites and new stations.

The economy simulation will be completed. It will model supply and demand in the cluster. It will allow building new stations. Pirate attacks and security of transport routes will change the economy. 

The player will gain three new professions:

1. Miner. The player will gain the ability to mine asteroids. A sophisticated 3d mining simulation will stress players to become masters of materials and space chemistry. Not your typical shoot asteroids and gain ore. As the player struggles to keep his mining operation profitable, the player will need to deal with extorting pirates, greedy corporations, corrupt politicians, and shifting alliances with fellow miners.

2. Long Haul Trader. Corrupt police, extorting pirates, customs restrictions, trade licenses, and expensive loans all threaten to reduce the player to poverty. The player will need to find contacts that can give him access to lucrative markets and valuable goods. The greater the risk, the greater the profit.

3. Smuggler. Honest police and greedy pirates are the players nemesis. He will need to use the rumor network to find sources of illegal cargo. Then move that cargo through an expanded grid of shifting Lpoints, hidden bases, and bribed checkpoints to the illegal fences that need the goods. High profit margins and great danger. Without police protection, every wanna be pirate will be looking for an easy target. Heavy weapons are a must have.

Station Owner: A possible fourth bonus profession, depending on how the well the rules can be worked out. A chance for the truly rich to dabble in stocks, politics, and faction wars. The player may invest in getting an abandoned station operational. Then struggle to keep his station profitable through war and anarchy. 

Station owner does not focus on the economics of running a station – those are actually simplified to be nearly trivial. Instead this will focus on relationships. The player must find fly about finding purchasers for his good. He must come to agreements with nearby pirates and mafia. He must gain the ear of politicians who control licenses and police protection. He must aid some of his competitors, joining forces against pirates or mega corporations.

Mercenary: The new features will enhance the mercenary profession with new missions and challenges. The story will no longer focus on the Mercenary, but the profession will be stronger than ever.

Mining

Mining is cool. It is cool to cut on an asteroid with a huge beam cannon. It is cool to prospect and search out rare items. It is cool to hit the jackpot in that asteroid field lottery.

Mining is also cool from a story tellers point of view. While most player professions are very mobile, mining is not. A miner must stay still for awhile. And this means a miner is a little bit vulnerable. And that makes for good stories.

A miner needs to protect a claim, from pirates who make a living extorting miners, from other miners, from corporations that don’t want to pay for hard work, from governments starving for war materials.

A miner is basically running a micro economy. He burns up mining supplies and equipment as he prospects and extracts ores. He sells the ores for funds. When the game begins, the player will have very little gear and will need to make money prospecting. Later he can purchase tools for drilling new materials. He can finally purchase an extractor that will let him tap the ores. At this point he can make some major funds. 

This makes for a two step economy, first step, prospecting, second step extraction and selling.

The Mining Routine

It is very important to me that the “routines” the player must complete are interesting. They should not be boring and without thought and challenge. It is also important that the game is structured so the player can become more skilled as the game goes on. I don’t mean the player’s character, I mean the player himself. In the same way a veteran Iwar pilot will mop up the novice.

The mining simulation was designed with these two goals in mind. It is not like any game I have ever played.

Asteroids

The player is looking for asteroids with valuable mineral deposits. The type of asteroid and the kinds of deposits is randomly generated – based on a few factors. The distance of the asteroid belt from the sun determines a large amount about the makeup of the asteroid. 

A player can lean what to expect by knowing where the asteroid is placed. 

The player sweeps asteroid belts, and asteroids are randomly generated. These asteroids are distinctive to keep the player focused.

The player is equipped with a spectrum analyzer. It can sense trace elements and displays the spectral properties of scanned asteroids. With time the player will learn the signature of the metals he is looking for. The game could just tell the player, but that removes the “player skill” part.

3D Mining

Asteroids are made up of a base material, and then are filled with spherical ore bodies. Some of these ores are valuable, some are obstacles that will block a player or damage his equipment. Think of filling a bucket with billiard balls.

The drilling rig is latched to any location on the asteroid surface, and drills down straight for the center. The player goal is to find a straight line drill path from the surface of the asteroid to the valuable ores. The player may move the rig at any time, searching for a new path.

The main tool for evaluating decisions is the ground bounce sonar. This device will draw a 2D picture of ore bodies directly below the drilling rig. The material of each ore body will not be known until the player cuts into the body. But the relative hardness of the ore body is known. From this information the player will learn to recognize ore and obstacles.

Drilling Gear

The primary tool is the drilling rig. The rig is towed near an asteroid and dropped. It latches onto the asteroid surface and then allows drilling.

The rig can be equipped with several cutting tools:

Diamond Drills – Cuts rock and ice, useless on steel or crystal.

Laser Cutters – Cuts rock and steel, explodes on ice, useless on crystal.

Corrosive Cutting Fluid – Cuts steel. Clogs up on ice, rock, crystal. Expensive to operate.

Explosive Charges – Cuts rock, ice, crystal with ease. Useless on steel.

Mag Field Shredders – Cuts steel and crystal. Clogs on ice. Expensive to purchase

Each tool is preferred for cutting some material over others. Some are dangerous on the wrong material. The player can change cutting tools at any time (assuming he has purchased the tool). Each tools consumes supplies. Some are less expensive to operate than others. 

The player watches the drilling in the 2D sonar. When the drill tip hits an ore body, he can click the body drawing and see the material. If it is something he likes or is looking for, he can stop.

The player has a backpressure indicator he needs to watch while drilling. If the pressure shoots up, he has hit a dangerous material for this tool. He will want to stop drilling and change tools (or path).

Extractor

The extractor is a large processing ship. It allows the player to extract any ore body that the rig has drilled into. The extraction process is slow. The player is free to leave and look for other asteroids. The extractor will keep producing pods of ore for the player to come and collect.

The rig will leave a docking point at each drill path. The extractor can be docked at any drill path.

Prospecting

Corporations will pay a flat fee for asteroids with specific kinds of ore bodies. Thus a player could be paid to find Radioactive, Common Metal, Exotics, ect. When a player drilling rig has hit something he thinks is sellable, he can hit “Claim” to register this asteroid as his. The claim will list the found ore bodies. He can go to corporations in the system and “sell” his claim to them.

Player claims are stored in the save game. They are marked as waypoints in location finder so the player can return. Once a claim is sold, it is removed from the game.

Mining Stories

All the money is in extraction. Corporations prefer to keep those profits. They like to restrict mining rights and keep miners as prospectors. The player could face mega corps working with the government to cut out private miners. Especially true near Emerald. The player will need to run an illegal extraction operation to stay in the game. They might have to turn to rebels or mafia for protection to keep operating.

Pirates like to extort miners. Individually miners are not much of a fight. The player could be faced with Pirates and need to pay extortion. Or rally other factions into fighting and wipe out the pirates. Or arrange a non-aggression pact with them.

Miners like to jump claims. The player can find they have been forced off an asteroid by a tough corporation with mercenaries. The player has to deal with a pirate of a new and powerful sort. Having a friend in the navy could help this kind of problem.

Long Haul Trader

Most space trading games are structured around purchasing at supply and selling at demand. This leaves the main player choices to revolve around where to purchase, and where to sell. Not a very interesting set of choices. So we will add a few improvements.

In Epic the player will advance as a trader in two ways: By improving his ship, and by improving his contacts.

Ship improvements change ship speed, and the kinds of cargo the player can carry. But the real value is in contacts. Contacts control where a player may trade. Several of the best markets are very exclusive. Contacts expect favors in return for aid. These favors take the form of special missions. The special missions are the best method for hooking the player into the games stories and cluster politics and events.

Player advancement is setup for two stages. The first stage, the player takes low value cargo haulage missions. The player improves ship and factions. In the second stage, the player uses faction standing to purchase high value cargos and speculate. On these high value items the player can earn a fortune. But he needs standing and capital to get started.

The economy is structured around the main trade lanes. On these lanes cargo markups are kept low by cheap transport. Our player will find very little profit here. Instead, he will need to leave the trade lanes, or specialize his ship for other cargoes.

Ship Choices 

 The player ship is another micro economy. Funds go to pay Ship loans, maintenance, crew, fuel, and mercenary protection.

The player must purchase and equip a freighter. The player chooses weapons, cargo holds, ship speed, ship size.

There are several kinds of cargo hold: Live passenger or animals, warm hold, and cold hold. Live and warm have the highest transport value.

There are many contracts that pay large bonus values for fast passage. A ship may equip faster capsule drives, or jump with near empty cargo holds. Time of transport is calculated using these factors. An empty cargo ship with huge engines can outrun a military vessel.

Specialized Hauling

A player can make quite a bit of money running specialized trade runs. Deep outpost supply runs. Engineering setups. Passenger runs. Very fast mail runs. All these can be taken at most stations. All of them require special equipment or knowledge on the player. They may also require trade passes that need to be acquired in advance. 

The pay is higher than standard, which will attract our cash starved player.

Trade Contacts

First, a quick revisit of the reputation design. The player cannot advance from Neutral to Friendly, or Friendly to Allied without the intervention of a special contact. 

The trade goods offered for sale to the player are determined by the faction standing the player has. The player will need to be friendly or higher to get the profitable cargo.

The player starts with a few contacts. When a player has done enough favors for a contact, they can ask for introductions to others. A player can also meet other contacts by taking trade missions on the Base Net job board. For instance, a player could take a refugee transport job at cost, but meet a local Bishop as a result. This Bishop could arrange a trade license in return for other favors.

Possible contact ideas – 

Navy – who want pirate information.

Spies – who want a legal ship for transport to opposing nation.

Corporation – who wants secret cargo shipped. Or to dangerous location.

Pirates – who want hidden base supplied.

Politician – who need cover on when traveling.

University – who wants charter research missions.

Survey team – who wants charter bases dropped and supplied.

Construction company – who wants base components delivered.

Government – who needs mail and legal document delivered.

Corp HQ – who needs chartered passengers delivered, including corporate inspectors, VIP, and replacement staff. Fast.

Trade Missions

Contacts provide and sometimes require trade missions. When done for pay, these mission compensate well. When done as favors, they don’t tend to pay at all. The player can refuse requested missions, but will normally lose faction standing.

Missions not specifically requested are taken at any faction station. The better the player faction standing, the better the missions and the higher the pay.

Missions often have scripted encounters to trouble the player. This makes them more interesting than normal purchase here, sell there.

Smuggler

The smugger works for the underworld. Smugglers are a specialized form of Long Haul Trader. And the Mafia may attempt to press a long haul player into smuggling.

The player starts out taking simple underworld jobs: Courier runs, scouting and clearing lpoints, distracting guards and pirates, and doing escort missions. 

As the player improves in skill, better jobs will be offered. The player will be give contacts in other Underworld factions. He will gain the right to trade with them. At this point, the player can run his own cargoes.

The key difference with smugglers is the constant faction wars that run among the underworld factions. As smugglers are unprotected by police, they must protect themselves. They also need to gain control of suppliers and purchasers of valuable goods. Or at least ally with them.

Goods and Mission

Typically smugglers are running:

Weapons from corrupt government facilities to rebels and pirates.

Drugs from “off board” suppliers to Vice Dens.

Slaves from refugee centers to Vice Dens and Mining colonies.

Refugees from refugee centers past border patrols to freedom zones.

Smugglers need to track down own suppliers. A very typical smuggler mission is like this: “Here is 50,000 credits, in advance. Bring back 5 pods of drugs from where ever you can find them. You have one week from time you take this mission. Don’t fail or else.”

Lpoint Network

A new network of Lpoints will be added for smuggling. These new lpoints are only open at limited times. They might even need to be cleared of mines, or chunks of rocks before use.

The player can learn of these as rumors, or scout with specialized equipment. Police patrol these disused lpoints less frequently. 

The smuggler will also need to learn where corrupt police are located, and where pirates are raiding. Very much like a long haul trader. 

