Essay on Building Variants.

By 

“NussBeep”

Are there rules or guidelines on ship conversions or alteration available? 

NO (....ok, that part was easy...) 

Are there reasonable ways to estimate what can be done to alter a ship, yes, but it is a very subjective process and is VERY dependent on what a person considers reasonable. 

First, there are basically four types of 'variants' you could try to work on. 

Incremental variants - These postulate a small change in weaponry with few other ship changes (Omega Alpha to Beta, Drazi Sunhawk to Darkhawk). These are easy for there are logical guidelines to follow, which few would argue with. 

Major variants - these will completely change the function of a ship, adding or removing weapons, fighters sensors, etc. These get a lot tougher, because you get into questions like "How many lasers can you fit into a cargo hold". My answer is ZERO, but I'll explain that later. This is usually where the arguments start. 

Racial conversion - once you start talking about converting a captured or purchased ship to another race's technology, you're getting into terra incognito (unknown ground). There are very few such published conversions, and many of these reflect such a spirit of desperation that they push the absolute limits of what might conceivably be done. 

New construction - now you're building something entirely from scratch, and you have do avoid the temptation to go 'uber the top'. 

--------- 
Lets start with the simple stuff, incremental variations in weaponry. The first thing you need to understand is that AoG has (very) roughly divided weapons into four categories 

Light weapons (LPC, SPB, fusion beam, scattergun, twin array, etc) - as a good rule of thumb, if its -2/hex its light, if its -1/hex it is either light or medium. The medium plasma is considered a light weapon (sometimes!) 

Medium weapons (MPC, Med laser, particle cannon & blaster, heavy plasma torpedo, missile racks) - good, solid, mid-range weapons 

Heavy weapons (Hvy Pulse Cannon, Battle, CombatHeavy, and Neutron Laser, Antimatter cannon, graviton beam) - you get the idea, a races HEAVY weapons 

Immobile Weapons - weapons which are so huge, you only get to put them on ships under VERY SPECIAL conditions - Heavy Particle Cannon, B missile racks, heavy interceptor, quad array - let me give you a rule of thumb on using these weapons. 

DONT 

If you've never seen it anywhere but on a base do you really think your design that includes it will be taken seriously? 

Now, let’s say you want to replace a weapon with another weapon. If you exchange a weapon for one in the same class using the same firing arc, you're reactively save - the only thin you still have to account for a power. If the new weapon uses less power, great - you might be justified in claiming SOME of the excess as "Extra Power". If it uses more you'll need to justify the extra. 

Now lets consider everything else people usually want to do 

"I want to add more weapons" - OK, ask yourself - if it was easy to add more weapons to the design, why didn't the designer do so already? Are they stupid? There are a lot of issues associated with weapons that NEVER show up in the game. 
- Sheer size - weapons take up space and add mass to a ship, often a long way from the center of gravity, which reduces stability 
- Mounting and bracing - all science fiction weapons either produce recoil or require stabilization to reduce vibration. Once again, this requires space and mass. And if you don't use enough the weapon either breaks or tears itself loose. 
- Power routing and accumulators - these weapons don't run off of space dust. How are you generating and routing power to the mount? 
- For these reasons, figure that you DONT GET TO ADD WEAPONS UNLESS YOU TAKE WEAPONS OFF 

"I want to make the weapons bigger" - see above about comments on mass, bracing, and power. If the ship's frame could have mounted a bigger weapon, it would have. So don't suggest it 

"I want wider firing arcs" - and who wouldn't? Firing arc limits reflect two things - you don't want to shoot through your own ship and you don't want he gun to end up in the galley each time you fire it. Because of physical constraints and structural limits, assume the arcs can't easily get wider than they are, unless you make the weapon lighter. 

"I want to trade a few big guns for many smaller ones" - now we get into judgement calls. If you want to trade a big weapon for a little one, that's easy, and you may even be able to justify widening the arc (just make sure you're not shooting through your own ship!) If you want multiple smaller ones, you may be in trouble. Two medium weapons will probably take a little more space than the corresponding heavy weapon. This may cost you some firing arc flexibility. Two light weapons would probably fit easily, but three might get extremely crowded. 


OK, how about more extensive changes - like a carrier into a cruiser, or vice versa. This is a difficult thing to do, because there are NO guidelines on how much space things really take up. You need to be guided by common sense (which seldom is common) and mission objectives. 

Very few true carriers are armed with heavy weapons. Why? Well, first of all, they tend to pattern themselves on real world carriers, and secondly, a carrier is not intended to get into real combat, but to send its fighters to do its dirty work. There are also 
- Self escorting cruisers (Hyperion, G'Quan, Primus) with strong weaponry and some fighters and there are also 
- Strike carriers (Omega, Sharlin) which carry strong fighter wings but prefer to themselves stand-off and support their fighters. 

To do an effective conversion, you first need to understand the units’ mission and how the race usually accomplishes it. The Pak'ma'ra will not build a cruiser with three-ranged fuser torpedoes on it. It does not fit in with their 'close & hose' philosophy and they could not afford a hull strong enough to take the stress. The Abbai will not build a close assault variant of their cruiser armed with 6 quad arrays facing forward. It is too inconsistent with their defensive mindset. The EA will not build a cruiser-sized ship without fighters - they have too much fun with them. 

My main advice on to is very conservative in any changes you make. Figure out what’s reasonable and then cut it in half. Play test that, and if its obliterated then increase the weapons SLIGHTLY. 

About power balancing - many ships change to more or less expensive weapons without ever balancing their power costs. What's happening? Game balance - AoG will not publish a ship with a +10 power surplus because their EW rules are too vulnerable to abuse. The excess is lost in power couplings, reactor inefficiency, who knows. Figure that maybe 1/3 to 1/2 of the power you free up might show up as true "Extra power". 

About improving thrusters, engines, and sensors. Now, I'm starting to repeat myself. Why didn't the original designer's do it? ECONOMICS EA ships maneuver like scows because they made a trade-off maneuver Vs firepower. An Omega that could maneuver would not be an Omega because it would be built completely differently. As far as sensors, figure that a sensor bonus of +1 increases the construction cost of the ship by 50% and that +2 doubles construction cost. And don't quote me game numbers out of showdowns that combat point cost, not economic. Why? Consider real world. Today you can buy a pocket calculator that does four functions for much less than $1 (you'll be hard pressed to find one that ONLY does four functions) It will probably also have a clock, maybe an alarm, and often be solar powered. It will be the smallest size that allows you to still push the keys. In 1978 I entered high school. A four function calculator cost over $300, just barely did four functions, ate 2-4 AA batteries every week or so, and was larger than a Nintendo gamely (the older, larger one). 

Military sensor technology will allay represent the apex of what a race is ECONOMICALLY capable of. Making it better gets EXTREMELY expensive. (And no, the friendly Vree merchants DO NOT sell you a better one, they just abduct your credulous rag-readers and mutilate a few cattle before they sneak off). 

Converting one race to another - if you can't come up with a REALLY good story about why, don't bother. We don't see it in the source material (except for Gaim), so it must not happen much. 

New construction - there has to be a good reason, from the RACE'S point of view, why their existing hulls aren't good enough. Prototyping is horribly expensive, and it becomes another unit that training, spare parts, support, etc have to be developed for 

Now, lets say you want to convert a freighter or cargo hauler into a commerce raider. The first thing you notice is all that nice cargo space. Yes, the holds are huge. But they are also not stresses for maneuvers, have no power couplings, no bracing underneath them. YUCK! By the time you get in all the support stuff, you'd be real lucky to get in a single medium to light weapon. I think three mediums are WAY over the top. 

But why would the Narn build a raider or antiraider out of the Arcismus? If it’s a military supply ship it is a very expensive and custom build boat already. Its hull must be stressed for high speeds and some maneuvers. It will be equipped with rapid 'roll-on/roll-off" cargo handling equipment. Its cargo doors will be oversized to handle military loads. And on top of that, they are no common sights and the pirates will get very suspicious, very fast. 

What you want is a Q-ship, which means starting with a true freighter. The Civilian Commercial freighter is a harmless looking boat, so the Pirates won't expect much. But it’s too spindly to carry anything, and its reactor, engine, and sensors cannot be upgraded without being hideously obvious. About the only thing you can do is put 2-3 Frazi's in each pod, so the whole thing carries 2-3 flights. You'd want the exit hole to be small, so only a single flight could launch per turn. 

How about this - convert cargo A & B into a single LPC or burst beam, firing 120 degree side forward (08-12/00-04) plus small aux. reactors to power them. Pods C-H each replaced with a hanger for two Frazi's plus deck crews. Can launch one fighter per turn from each sub bay. Landing requires two turns for one because of small opening, and a dropped out or damaged fighter has to make a second drop-out roll to not be destroyed on landing. If you really want to push the bounds of reason, add a two box mini reactor generating one power in each of the pods (C-H) and have the six extra power available to the engine or sensors. But the energy conduits would be so jury-rigged that ANY reactor hit (primary or auxiliaries) would force a reactor critical. 

Well, that's my $4.87 

Eric

