STAR FREIGHTER DRIFT — STAR CHART & SYSTEMS MANUAL
The Game Master’s canon for the world, its economy, and its rules. Treat all contents as truth.

PART 1: THE DRIFT (THE KNOWN WORLD)
The Setting
Humanity spread to the stars and then the central government fell apart. What’s left is the Drift — a loose sprawl of star systems connected by jump lanes, where corporations, syndicates, and local authorities all claim pieces of the pie and none of them fully control it. There is no single law. There is only territory, leverage, and the next port.
You are an independent freighter captain. The big haulers belong to corporations; you survive in the gaps they don’t bother with — small loads, odd jobs, the cargo nobody asks questions about. Life is grease, recycled air, and the constant math of fuel against profit.
Tone: working-class, lived-in, morally grey. Firefly’s crew, Cowboy Bebop’s loneliness, The Expanse’s grit.
The Six Systems
The Drift’s settled space is six major systems, each a port of call with its own character, economy, and law.
1. Halcyon Reach (The Core) The closest thing to civilization. Corporate-controlled, clean, orderly, expensive. Strict customs. High demand for luxury goods and refined materials; cheap manufactured goods and tech. The safest place to sell legal cargo and the worst place to be caught with contraband. - Law: Heavy. Frequent inspections, well-funded customs. - Buys high: luxury goods, art, rare biologics, refined ore. - Sells cheap: manufactured tech, processed food, machine parts.
2. Tannhauser Junction (The Crossroads) A massive trade hub where every jump lane crosses. Neutral, chaotic, anything goes if you know who to ask. The best place to find jobs, fence goods, and hire crew. Moderate law that can be bought. - Law: Moderate, corruptible (bribes effective). - Buys high: almost anything in demand somewhere else. - Sells cheap: information, contraband (via black market), crew contracts.
3. The Ember Fields (The Industrial Belt) A mining and refining system, smoke and furnaces. Hard people, hard work. Hungry for food, fuel, and machine parts; exports raw ore, fuel, and industrial chemicals cheaply. - Law: Light, company-run (the mining corps are the law). - Buys high: food, medical supplies, machine parts, fuel cells. - Sells cheap: raw ore, refined fuel, industrial chemicals, explosives (restricted).
4. Saint Vael (The Frontier Faith) A devout, insular agricultural system on the edge. Suspicious of outsiders. Produces cheap food and organics; desperate for medicine, tech, and manufactured goods it can’t make. - Law: Light but moralistic (contraband punished harshly; “vice” goods illegal here). - Buys high: medicine, manufactured goods, tech, machine parts. - Sells cheap: food, organics, textiles, livestock.
5. The Shallows (The Lawless Verge) A debris-strewn, ungoverned cluster of stations and wrecks. Pirates, smugglers, exiles. No law at all. The only place to sell the worst contraband, buy stolen goods, and disappear — also the most dangerous. - Law: None. No customs, but pirates and predators. - Buys high: weapons, stolen goods, slaves-? (NO — do not include; buys high: weapons, salvage tech, stolen corporate data). - Sells cheap: stolen goods, contraband, salvage, forged documents, black-market ship parts.
6. Coldharbor (The Dead End) A frozen, half-abandoned system at the far edge, last fuel stop before the unmapped dark. Smugglers’ refuge, ghost stories, things that came back wrong from beyond the charts. Sparse population, strange opportunities. - Law: Minimal, neglectful. - Buys high: fuel, life support parts, anything for survival. - Sells cheap: salvage, mysterious artifacts (Substrate-tier weirdness), cheap fuel.
Jump Lanes (Travel)
Systems are connected by jump lanes; travel between adjacent systems costs 1 fuel and a day or two. Rough adjacency: - Halcyon Reach ↔ Tannhauser Junction ↔ Ember Fields - Tannhauser Junction ↔ Saint Vael - Ember Fields ↔ The Shallows ↔ Coldharbor - Saint Vael ↔ The Shallows (backwater smuggler route)
Backwater routes between non-adjacent systems exist (longer, more fuel, but fewer customs checks) — use them to dodge Heat.

PART 2: THE CARGO ECONOMY
How Trade Works
Each cargo type has a base value, a legality, and a bulk (holds used). Each system buys some things high and sells some things cheap (Part 1). Profit = buy where it’s cheap, sell where it’s wanted. The GM adjusts prices within reason based on the Star Chart, recent player actions, and world events — deterministically, never by random roll.
Credits (cr) is the currency. A struggling captain runs on a few hundred; a good run nets a few thousand; a fortune is tens of thousands.
Cargo Categories
LEGAL CARGO (safe, lower margin)
	Cargo
	Base Value (per hold)
	Notes

	Processed Food
	100 cr
	Cheap in Saint Vael/Ember; wanted in Shallows/Coldharbor

	Machine Parts
	250 cr
	Cheap in Ember; wanted in Saint Vael/Shallows

	Manufactured Tech
	300 cr
	Cheap in Halcyon; wanted in Saint Vael/Frontier

	Raw Ore
	80 cr
	Cheap in Ember; wanted in Halcyon

	Refined Fuel Cells
	200 cr
	Cheap in Ember; wanted everywhere on the edge

	Textiles / Organics
	120 cr
	Cheap in Saint Vael; modest demand

	Luxury Goods
	600 cr
	Cheap nowhere; wanted in Halcyon (high)


RESTRICTED CARGO (legal some places, not others; medium margin/risk)
	Cargo
	Base Value
	Notes

	Medicine / Pharma
	400 cr
	Legal but controlled; huge demand in Saint Vael/Shallows; inspection flag

	Industrial Chemicals
	280 cr
	Legal in Ember; restricted in Halcyon/Saint Vael

	Explosives (mining)
	500 cr
	Legal in Ember; contraband elsewhere

	Weapons (civilian)
	700 cr
	Legal in Shallows/Tannhauser; contraband in Halcyon/Saint Vael

	Salvaged Tech
	350 cr
	Legal-ish; ownership questions


CONTRABAND (illegal, high margin, high Heat)
	Cargo
	Base Value
	Notes

	Stolen Corporate Data
	1,200 cr
	Buys in Shallows; deadly Heat near Halcyon

	Black-Market Cybernetics
	1,500 cr
	Huge demand in Tannhauser/Shallows

	Restricted Narcotics (“Drift Dust”)
	1,800 cr
	Massive margin; harshest penalties; banned in Saint Vael/Halcyon

	Unregistered Weapons (military)
	2,000 cr
	Syndicate demand; Hunted-level Heat if caught

	Substrate Artifacts (anomalous)
	??? (variable, dangerous)
	From Coldharbor; effects unpredictable; collectors pay fortunes



PART 3: HEAT & CUSTOMS (THE DODGE-CUSTOMS SYSTEM)
The Heat Track (5 states)
None → Noticed → Flagged → Wanted → Hunted
· None: clean. Normal docking.
· Noticed: customs gives you a second look. Minor extra fees, occasional inspection.
· Flagged: your transponder is tagged. Inspections at every controlled port. Some legitimate work dries up.
· Wanted: active warrants. Bounty hunters appear. Core systems (Halcyon) close to you. Higher-tier customs.
· Hunted: kill-or-capture. Hunters actively track you across systems. Most ports hostile. Only the Shallows/Coldharbor are safe-ish.
What Raises Heat
· Getting caught with contraband (jumps Heat 1–2 states depending on severity)
· Fleeing an inspection
· Ship combat near controlled ports
· Failing to pay a major debt (creditor reports you)
· Being sold out by an NPC you wronged
What Lowers Heat
· Time + clean behavior (slow drift down one state per several days of legal running)
· Bribing the right official (per Bribe table) to scrub a flag
· Changing transponder ID (expensive, see Part 5) — resets tag but not warrants
· Doing a favor for a faction that has reach (see Part 6)
Customs Inspections (Deterministic Resolution)
When inspected at a controlled port/checkpoint, the GM resolves outcome from, in order: 1. What’s in the hold (legal = pass; restricted in the wrong system = scrutiny; contraband = problem) 2. Concealment prep (hidden holds, forged manifest — see Part 5) 3. Current Heat (higher Heat = more thorough inspection) 4. The player’s described approach (bribe, bluff, distraction, papers) 5. Crew skills (a Quartermaster/Slicer aboard helps)
Smart, prepared players pass even with contraband. Careless players get caught. NEVER roll — weigh these factors and narrate the logical outcome.
Bribe Table (rough, GM adjusts by Heat & official)
	Situation
	Bribe Range

	Look the other way (low Heat, minor cargo)
	100–300 cr

	Skip an inspection (Flagged)
	400–800 cr

	Scrub a transponder flag
	1,000–2,000 cr

	Make a small warrant disappear (Wanted)
	3,000–6,000 cr + a favor


Bribes can fail or backfire if the official is honest, watched, or you’re already Hunted.

PART 4: THE SHIP (KEEP-THE-REACTOR-FROM-MELTING SYSTEM)
The ship is a fragile body with four vital systems. All degrade; all must be managed.
1. Hull (states)
Pristine → Worn → Damaged → Breached - Damaged: small cargo loss risk, harder to pass visual inspection. - Breached: emergency; risk of losing cargo/crew to vacuum; cannot safely jump. - Repaired with Credits + Hull Plating parts at a port with a yard.
2. Reactor (states) — THE CORE TENSION
Stable → Strained → Overheating → CRITICAL - Pushing the reactor raises strain: fast/repeated jumps, outrunning pursuit, firing weapons + boosting engines together, skipping maintenance. - Overheating: systems flicker; warning klaxons; one more hard push tips to Critical. - CRITICAL: the next strain causes MELTDOWN (ship destroyed / death) unless the player vents or shuts down — which forces a hard choice: - Vent the core: lose all reactor strain instantly, BUT requires dumping heat — often by jettisoning cargo, drifting powerless (vulnerable to customs/pirates), or an emergency cold-shutdown stranding you for repairs. - Reactor cools one state per period of careful, low-strain running, or instantly via a Coolant Flush (parts + Credits at a yard). - This is the heart of the game: the move that saves you from customs is often the move that risks the core.
3. Fuel (jumps remaining)
· Each jump between adjacent systems = 1 fuel. Backwater routes = 2.
· Refuel at any port with Credits; cheapest in Ember Fields/Coldharbor.
· Running dry strands you — a distress call brings help, pirates, or customs (player’s gamble).
4. Life Support (states)
Nominal → Degraded → Failing - Degrades over long hauls, with hull breaches, or over-large crews. - Failing: a countdown pressure — crew sicken, performance drops, deadline to fix. - Restored with Life Support parts + Credits, or scrubbed/patched temporarily.
Ship Upgrades (per yard, deterministic effects)
	Upgrade
	Effect
	Rough Cost

	Reinforced Hull Plating
	Hull degrades slower; survives more damage
	2,000 cr

	Reactor Baffles
	Reactor strains slower under push
	2,500 cr

	Extended Fuel Tanks
	+2 max jumps
	1,500 cr

	Smuggler’s Holds
	Hidden compartments; major inspection bonus
	3,000 cr (black market)

	Transponder Spoofer
	Can change ship ID to reset flags
	2,000 cr (black market)

	Better Life Support Scrubbers
	Life support degrades slower
	1,800 cr

	Light Weapons / Point Defense
	Fight or deter pirates (but firing strains reactor)
	2,500 cr

	Cargo Expansion
	+2 holds
	2,000 cr


Ship Classes (player picks character at start; GM sets starting stats)
· Rust-bucket workhorse: many holds, cheap, but Worn hull and a temperamental reactor. Big debt-free start.
· Ex-smuggler runner: fast, comes with Smuggler’s Holds, fewer cargo holds, sleek. Often a debt attached.
· Salvaged hauler: balanced but jury-rigged; random component already worn.
· Decommissioned patrol craft: has light weapons + tough hull, poor cargo space, draws customs attention (looks like trouble).

PART 5: SMUGGLING TOOLS
· Smuggler’s Holds: hidden compartments; large bonus to passing inspections with contraband. Installed at black-market yards (Shallows, Tannhauser).
· Forged Manifest: paperwork that lists contraband as legal cargo. Bought per-run; a Slicer crew member can refresh them. Helps vs. paperwork checks, not deep physical searches.
· Transponder Spoofer: changes your ship’s broadcast ID, resetting a Flagged tag (NOT active warrants). Each new ID is a fresh identity until burned.
· Clean Runs: carrying only legal cargo lowers Heat over time and builds a cover reputation.

PART 6: FACTIONS (each can hire or hunt the player)
The Halcyon Authority (Corporate Law) The closest thing to government. Runs customs in the core. Hire them? No — but staying in their good graces (low Heat, legal trade) keeps the core open to you. Cross them and they escalate Heat fast.
The Tannhauser Free Traders (Merchant Guild) Neutral commerce network. Offer the best legitimate contracts and market info. Reputation with them unlocks better jobs and lower fees. They dislike pirates.
The Ashen Syndicate (Crime) The big smuggling/black-market power. Best contraband pay and smuggling gear, but their jobs are dangerous and their loyalty is conditional. They can scrub Heat — for a price or a favor. Betray them and you’re Hunted everywhere.
The Vael Communion (Frontier Faith) Insular, moralistic agriculturalists. Pay modestly but reliably for medicine and goods; despise vice-cargo. High standing opens the frontier; smuggling near them earns harsh enmity.
The Wreckers (Shallows Pirates) Lawless predators and salvagers. Will raid you OR trade with you depending on standing and strength. The Shallows are theirs. Useful for the worst contraband and disappearing.
The Driftless (Wanderers & Exiles) Loose network of independents like you — captains, hermits, ghosts of the lanes. Trade rumors, favors, and warnings. Good standing means a friend in every port; the underground that customs can’t see.
Faction standing shifts based on player actions and moves the world (Section IX world log). Helping one often angers another.

PART 7: HAZARDS & EVENTS (deterministic seeds, not random)
The GM introduces these based on the situation (route danger, Heat, ship state), not dice: - Customs Checkpoint (controlled space, scaled to Heat) - Pirate Interception (lawless routes, low standing with Wreckers) - Reactor Event (when running strained/overheating) - Distress Beacon (a choice: help, ignore, or a trap) - Market Swing (a port’s prices shift from a world event — opportunity) - Bounty Hunter (at Wanted+, hunting the player specifically) - Anomaly / Substrate Weirdness (Coldharbor & the deep edge — the strange, cosmic layer for flavor and rare reward) - Crew Crisis (a crew member’s personal goal or tension erupts into a scene)

PART 8: STARTING THE GAME
After the startup script, the player defines captain, ship character, starting edge, and motivation. The GM then sets starting state per the chosen ship class: - Pick a starting system (default: Tannhauser Junction, the hub — most options). - Set Credits (a few hundred to ~1,000), Debt (per starting edge), ship vitals (per class), and a small starting crew or none. - Present the ship’s status and offer the FIRST JOB: something small and telling — a legal delivery with a catch, or a tempting smuggling run that’s more than it seems. Let the player choose how they enter the Drift.
The first run should teach the three pillars by living them: a cargo to move, a customs point to consider, and a ship that’s already not quite right.
