Part II:  Black Magic (mid 2499)





Setting and Background:  This part of the story takes place several months after Part I, after Mahdra has issued her ruling on Grith.  Part II takes place in the fringes of the Moebius Belt in the Endomar system (page 228; location is at coordinates 28, 10, 32).





Trigger:  The Assignment





You have spent the past few months doing various military or political assignments for the Monitor task force.  Recovering from your work in the Corrivale system, you know it is only a matter of time before Kholas Ahn Ji reconvenes your group for a new mission.  In mid 2499, only a few weeks after Administrator Mahdra issues her ruling on Grith, Kholas summons all of you to his conference room.  Once again, his view screen is lit with the image of a distant Verge star system.





“Endomar,” the small, gray-skinned and grey-haired fraal begins after you all take seats around the briefing table.  “A largely barren system approximately 40 light years from the Monitor’s present position.  Two uninteresting binary stars orbited by a handful of small, lifeless ice planets.  The only interesting feature is the large Moebius Belt, a vast asteroid field made up of debris and half-formed planetoids that twists in the middle like a braid thanks to the strange gravitation pull of two stars—hence its name.  But what really interests us is what may lie in that asteroid belt—a forward base of operations for the external threat first discovered in the Hammer’s Star system in 2497, commonly referred to as the ‘Klicks’ by the Concord Marines.”





“What?  How could they get so far from Hammer’s Star?” one of you asks in disbelief.





“That’s what I need you to find out,” the fraal returns.  “The data was submitted to us by an unidentified informant, probably one of the less-than-reputable asteroid miners.  He has agreed to guide a small reconnaissance team to the asteroid base.”





“Wouldn’t this be a better job for a warship?” another of you asks.





“Tactically, perhaps,” Kholas answers.  “However, I doubt our mysterious informant would agree to meet up with a capital warship.  Plus…” he trails off.





“Plus,” one of you answers for him, “Star Force doesn’t want to risk a capital ship and its trained crew on what could turn out to be a hoax.”





The fraal smiles.  “A hoax,” he responds, “or a major invasion force.  That’s what scout ship are for.  You will take the Shrike to the Moebius Belt, rendezvous with our informer, and collect detailed reconnaissance on any possible ‘Klick’ presence.  I will program the rendezvous coordinates into your nav computer.  You launch in 6 hours.  Questions?”�
�



Kholas will also mention that a ship’s store of 10,000 Concord dollars has been provided.





The heroes may question Kholas about the informant, but he knows nothing more.  The informant’s messages sent from Endomar were text only.  He will reveal that Star Force and the Concord Marines have been engaged in sporadic battles with the Klicks around Hammer’s Star ever since late 2497 but have still not been able to capture a live specimen (or even a whole carcass).  Even worse, by the end of 2498 the Klicks began making minor incursions into other star systems.  Although not widely known to the public, Concord leaders and military commanders take the Klick “external” threat seriously.  A “Klick” base so close to the heart of the Verge could be disastrous.  Some heroes might express skepticism that the Klicks would make a base so far away, but Kholas will counter that it is closer to other inhabited systems but is still fairly desolate.  Like Hammer’s Star, Endomar is an asteroid-strewn system with plenty of hiding places.





The heroes can ask Kholas to tell them more about the Endomar system, or they can search for data on the Grid or in the nav computer.  There are six Mars or Pluto-sized barren ice planets orbiting the two stars dozens of AU away, totally uninhabitable and merely referenced as K2-I through M4-VI.  However, there are an estimated 10,000 to 20,000 people living in the Moebius Belt.  Most of them live aboard small ships mining the ore asteroids or the space clouds.  However, there are a handful of domed mining towns built on the larger asteroids.  Only two of them are permanent, charted settlements.  The largest and oldest is Casa Grande, a refitting station carved into the heart of a huge asteroid.  It is the base for the system’s ore market as well as the Endomar Mining Guild, the closest thing to a union the ore miners have.  The other is Blackhaven, a newer domed spaceport built on the surface of a big asteroid at the opposite end of the belt.  The rendezvous point is at Blackhaven.  Both settlements are flagged for “criminal activity” in the official Grid records, although no specific information is available.





Scene I:  The Arrival





A few hours after the briefing, all of you again board the Shrike.  Captain Elena Mir clears your launch.  “Another classified flight plan?” she transmits from the Monitor’s command station.  “I don’t know what Administrator Kholas has planned for you this time, but good luck anyway.  Come back safe.  Mir out.”





It is just under 40 light years from the Monitor’s position outside the Aegis system to the Endomar system, requiring four starfalls by the Shrike.  After a voyage of 20 days, you arrive in the system with barely any time to spare for the appointed rendezvous.  The nav computer indicates that the Shrike has re-emerged in real space close to the far end of the Moebius Belt, a short distance from the rendezvous coordinates.  Sensors detect vehicle and comm traffic around one large asteroid, presumably Blackhaven.





The nav computer informs you that your rendezvous coordinates are at the spaceport.  However, you’ve been given no further instructions.  What now?�
�






Courses of Action:





Scan the area:  The Shrike is the only obvious warship in range.  Many of the mining ships are no larger than the Shrike, although a few are half-again as large.  All of them are armored and armed to some degree, although even the biggest still have only primitive alloy armor and laser weapons.  There are 62 vessels docked or in orbit, suggesting several hundred visitors to the Blackhaven spaceport.  Most are manned by miners, who will curtly reply to comm hails.  A handful are pirate vessels, and they will not respond.  A scan of the asteroid will reveal that it is dense and solid, with only the spaceport.  The spaceport itself is a sizable domed affair, with dozens of docking airlock struts poking up in all directions from the dome.  Thrusters built into the equator of the asteroid keep it spinning fast enough to provide 0.5 g.





Search the system:  If the heroes want to miss their rendezvous, they can spend time flying around the Moebius Belt.  They can easily find Casa Grande, which is similar to Blackhaven in function but much larger.  Since the action takes place around Blackhaven, use raids by Moebius pirates to push the Shrike back to Blackhaven.





Contact the station:  Eventually, the spaceport will hail the Shrike if the heroes to do not try to make contact first.  Blackhaven has minimal scanners, but can still tell that the Shrike is a warship.  The first priority of the spaceport control tower will be to ascertain if the Shrike is a threat—who send it, and what do they want?  But if the heroes simply state that they want to dock and do business, the control tower will clear them (for 3,000 dollars, a viciously inflated docking fee for those who know).  The control tower will threaten that the “Blackhaven Syndicate” demands payment.





Enter Blackhaven:  First the Shrike must dock with the assigned airlock strut.  Because the asteroid rotates fast enough to provided 0.5 g, each airlock strut has an automated lift running down to the spaceport floor.  Because of the light gravity, there is a +1 step penalty to all Strength and Dexterity actions performed by characters without the Zero-g training skill.  Once under the dome, the heroes can get a fuller picture of the spaceport.  The edges and upper levels of the dome are taken up by ship-refitting stations and machinery.  The heart of the spaceport contains the control tower, the barracks-like Blackhaven Berthing Center (spaceport personnel only), and a series of small buildings labeled the Blackhaven Ore Market.  This central district is heavily patrolled by seshayans thugs wearing dubious uniforms of the Blackhaven Syndicate, the front organization that maintains this spaceport. Separated from this area by walkways running less than a hundred meters is a cluster of buildings—the red-light district.  There the heroes can find the sizable Blackhaven Hotel, Blackhaven Casino, and Blackhaven Cantina.





Note:  Because of the sealed dome, no projectile weapons are allowed in Blackhaven.  A large group of uniformed thugs meet all arrivals with a weapon detector.  Guns must be left on the ship, but melee weapons are permitted.





Once inside the Station…





Special encounter:  As soon as the heroes (or any portion of the group) attempt to go to the Cantina, they will spot a “Klick” charging down a dark alley!  If they pursue, the alien will turn and charge at them.  Weapons will be useless, but the alien will simply blow past them and escape in the shadows.  (In reality, the alien is a powerful illusion created by Missioner Daochi, who is tailing the heroes.  Heroes with psionic sensitivity may detect they are dealing with an illusion.)





Investigate the locals:  By going into the hotel or casino (both of which also function as restaurants and brothels), the heroes can find a plethora of unsavory characters (mostly humans and seshayans, but also mechalus and t’sa).  Through carefully placed bribes, threats, or negotiations, they can discover some background on the local situation.  Blackhaven was built a couple of years ago by a band of seshayan pirates who broke away from Casa Grande.  Previously working with Ms. Zofia, the virtual owner of Casa Grande, the Blackhaven Syndicate is now the rival of Zofia and Casa Grande.  Most fear a turf war in the asteroid belt is imminent.  The locals will also point out that the Syndicate thugs are far more numerous and visible in the spaceport than normal—something has them agitated.  The head of the syndicate is a grizzled seshayan pirate named Te Pa’tari.  His operations are conducted from the Berthing Center and the Control Tower.





Deal with the thugs:  There are no shortage of seshayan and human thugs working for the Blackhaven Syndicate.  The can be found in any part of the station.  All carry a chainsword, pulse baton, or stutter pistol and wear a CF long coat uniform.  Regardless of race, they will be quite hostile to nosy heroes.  However, if one can be rendered cooperative, he can reveal that the Syndicate has recently had a falling-out with an ally.  A squad of raiders from Austrin-Ontis arrived in Endomar the other year and were handling the ship-capture racket for the Syndicate, but the other month they apparently kept one particularly valuable prize and went into hiding somewhere in the Moebius Belt.  The Syndicate is desperately trying to find their hidden base, but for now is holding a woman captured after she escaped from the Austrins.





Seshayan thugs:  CS, 1st level; S 11 / D 11 / C 9 /  I 8 / W 9 / P 8; Rank 1 in any needed skill; -1 step bonus on melee weapon checks; Action Check:  13+/12/6/3 (2 actions)





Human thugs:  CS, 1st level; S 11 / D 9 / C 11 /  I 8 / W 8 / P 9; Rank 1 in any needed skill; -1 step bonus on melee weapon checks; Action Check:  12+/11/5/2 (2 actions)





Go to the Cantina:  Eventually, this is where the heroes need to go.  This is a large circular room, with a bar and a circular counter in the middle and walled private booths along the circumference.  As soon as the heroes enter, Missioner Daochi will approach them.  He came to Blackhaven several weeks ago in secret by traveling on a series of freighters.  He has been  tailing the heroes since they arrived, cloaking himself with his psionic power.  If the heroes played Part I of this campaign, use the following introduction as written.  If not, omit the paragraph in which Daochi knows their names already.





Missioner Daochi:  MW, 12th level; S 8 / D 9 / C 9 /  I 11 / W 12 / P 11; 2 Last Resorts; Action Check:  13+/12/6/3 (3 actions, -1 step bonus); -1 step bonus on Telepathy; wears a CF long coat (robes) but uses no weapons; Rank 4 in any needed social or resolve skill; Rank 2 in any needed knowledge skill; Rank 1 in any needed combat skill; possesses ESP (Battlemind-4, Clairvoyance-4, Mind Reading-4), and Telepathy (Contact-2, Illusion-6, Mind Blast-4, Mind Shield-4, Suggest-2, Tire-4).





Background:  The Brotherhood of the Secret Flame is a secretive elite order of Hatire mindwalkers.  They have been sent into the Verge by the Hatire leadership to help Hatire expansion.  They possessed a prototype psi-powered warship which was captured while passing through this system by the Austrins, who realized its value and hid it in their secret base (angering their Syndicate employers).  The two-person crew ejected before the capture, but only Maia (the ship’s cloned navigator) escaped (the Syndicate found her pod drifting in space days later and have held her prisoner in their barracks ever since). Missioner Daochi is in charge of the psi ship project, and he has come to Blackhaven alone to try to recover it (and Maia) before the Hatire learn of the mistake.





The Blackhaven Cantina is about as seedy as the rest of the spaceport, but more crowded.  It looks as if a lot of business between miners, traders, and Syndicate thugs takes place here.  Humans, seshayans, t’sa, and even a few mechalus can be found crammed around the round bar counter in the center of this big circular room, and quite a few others are gathered in walled-off private booths lining the circumference of the chamber.





But you don’t have much time to look around before someone approaches you—a robed Asiatic human with a shaved head, clearly a member of a Hatire brotherhood.  “I was wondering when you would show up,” he whispers with a small smile.  “I am the one who sent the messages to the Concord fleet.  Please follow me.  We need to talk.”  He leads you to one of the private booths, gesturing for you to sit down.





“I am Brother Daochi, Missioner of the Hatire Community,” he introduces himself matter-of-factly.  Before you can introduce yourselves, he beats you to the punch by listing your names.  “Forgive me for already knowing your identities.  They were given to me by my brethren on Grith.”





“You’re the one who found the Klick base?” one of you asks skeptically.





“Not quite,” he answers sheepishly.  “My vessel was destroyed by what I am certain is a Klick warship.  I narrowly escaped.  However, I think I know which part of the Moebius Belt they are coming from.  But it would take the sensors of a high-powered, fast Concord warship to find the base.”





“That’s quite a different tale from your messages,” another of you comments.





“Yes,” Daochi murmurs, “I suppose it might seem that way.  I feared the Concord might read too much into them.  But then, I couldn’t take the chance that they wouldn’t respond.  This is much too important.”





“You might have mentioned that you are Hatire,” one of you replies.  “Our commanders believed you were an ore miner.  They might have been more apt to believe a Hatire.”





“Or less,” he returns.  “I did not wish to color this situation with old-space politics.  But now that you are here, you can investigate my suspicions.  I can provide your nav computer with search parameters and accompany you on the search.”  He then smiles weakly and murmurs, “But…”





“But what?” the most dubious of you inquires.





“But…there is something I need from you first.  Before I cooperate, I need your help rescuing the other member of my crew to escape with me.  We both ejected in space pods before our ship was destroyed, and for some reason the Klick warship ignored our pods.  I made it back to Blackhaven safely, but my comrade was picked up by Syndicate raiders.  She is being held prisoner in their barracks, the Blackhaven Berthing Center.  I am a humble bureaucrat, unable to deal with such a strong criminal organization.  But I know that a team of Concord specialists can rescue her.  Rescue her from the Syndicate, and I will help you with your mission.”�
�



The heroes will have questions, which Daochi will answer politely but evasively (and generally falsely).  If asked why he came to this system in the first place, he will reply that he was sent by the Hatire of Grith to acquire heavy metals from Endomar traders for use in the re-construction of Diamond Point.  If pressed further on the Klicks, he will slowly, intently, and correctly describe what their scouts ships look like and even what a Klick looks like (he is reading the mind of one of the heroes).  If asked about the woman to be rescued, he will describe Maia.





“Her name is Sister Maia.  Tall and thin, just under 2 meters in height, with short, straight chestnut brown hair, dark eyes, and very white skin.  She is a delicate girl, very shy and innocent.  She was raised in a cloistered environment, and knows little of the ways of the universe.  But she was an invaluable member of my small crew.    I shudder to think of her in the clutches of the Syndicate thugs.  Please, save her.”�
�



Scene II:  The Rescue





If the heroes refuse to rescue Maia, he will refuse to cooperate.  Heroes attempting to glean the knowledge from his mind through psionics will be blocked by his Mind Shield.  Heroes who attempt to use force to compel him to cooperate will find him impossible to crack.  If the heroes attempt to set out on their own to search for the base, it will quickly prove fruitless.  Maia must be brought to Daochi before he will go with them.





Courses of Action:





Storm the Berthing Center:  The biggest challenge is that the heroes will not have guns.  The Berthing Center is a big block, 25 meters on a side and three stories high.  The main entrance is guarded by two human and two seshayan thugs armed with chainswords and stutter pistols. Any open attack will set off the center’s alarms, following the attackers with cameras (which are installed everywhere).  The first room inside is the control room, filled with computers (and four more guards, plus four unarmed tech-ops who will try to flee).  The computers can be hacked to locate Maia, or the tech-ops can be captured and compelled to reveal her location.  The heroes will have to fight a running battle along the south corridor, then turn north along the east corridor.  Her detention cell is sealed with a security door (+1 step penalty to hot-wire, +3 to force open), and the door is guarded by two armed thugs.  Even once the heroes escaped with Maia, they will hear sirens all throughout Blackhaven; video monitors will display the figures of the heroes attacking the center, calling for them to be captured and turned over to the Syndicate.





Infiltrate the Berthing Center:  The building is sturdy and has no windows, but there is a loading dock along the north wall in the back.  Only two armed thugs stand guard, but there are three tech-op workers here as well.  The other is cluttered with boxes, crates, and supply barrels, providing plenty of opportunity for hiding and sneaking.  If a distraction is created, it is possible to sneak through the loading dock.  The first room inside from the loading dock is a humble supply computer.  A hero can using hacking (+1 step penalty) to jump over to the center’s main computer and search for Maia’s location.  If the heroes are especially clever, they will take uniforms from any defeated guards and put them on while walking the halls.  Maia must be liberated from her cell as described above.





Bribe the Guards:  The Syndicate guards are especially greedy.  Although they will not talk with the heroes near the center, they will meet later in a more private area and discuss business.  All guards are ‘hostile’ to the heroes at first, and must be won over to at least ‘charmed’ before they will agree to any scheme (there is a +1 step bonus on interaction rolls for every 1,000 dollars offered as a bribe).  The thugs will not agree to simply turn over Maia themselves (they reveal the center is heavily bugged and monitored with cameras), but they will agree to allow the heroes to enter through the back and will also reveal Maia’s location.  The thugs guarding Maia’s cell, however, still need to be dealt with.  These guards cannot be bribed, but if the heroes win the thugs they bribe to ‘fanatic’, the thugs will provide the heroes with Syndicate uniforms and the password ‘Gold-Key-Six’ to trick the cell guards.





Negotiate with the Syndicate:  Te Pa’Tari will meet with the heroes if they set up an appointment and provide an excuse of significant interest (especially money).  Te Pa’Tari knows that Maia is an unusual prisoner; he is also fairly sure that she was part of the crew of the strange ship captured by the Austrins.  He will use the negotiations as an attempt to get the heroes to reveal what they know of her (which isn’t much, but probably more than Te knows, although he pretends to know more).  Te is more interested in finding the secret Austrin base and getting back the ship they captured—if 5,000 dollars is put up as deposit, he will turn Maia over to the heroes.  In return, the heroes will have one week to find the Austrin base in order to get the cash back.  If they fail, they forfeit the cash and get an equal price put on their heads.





Double-cross the Syndicate:  Te Pa’tari will go into any meeting wearing a CF softsuit under his fancy clothes; he also has a laser pistol in a subdermal weapon mount.  Accompanying him will be two human and two seshayan thugs (fully armed and armored).  If captured, Te Pa’tari will order Maia released in exchange for his own release.  Of course, no sooner will the heroes be out of the Berthing Center than they will be assailed by seshayan thugs (who outnumber them 2-to-1).





Escape:  Depending on the tactic used to rescue Maia, the heroes may have a hard time escaping Blackhaven.  Through negotiation or carefully bribing (or perhaps even more careful infiltration), the heroes may be able to leave Blackhaven officially without raising suspicion.  Through storming or double-cross, the heroes will have to fight their way back to their ship.  Blackhaven cannot prevent the Shrike from forcibly breaking dock, but they will launch their own cutter warship to attack the Shrike as it breaks orbit.





Scene III:  Search and Chase





After Maia has been brought to Daochi, he will agree to accompany the heroes on their search for the Klick base.  He will insist that Maia stay with him at all times, and she will comply silently (she is completely deferential and talks as little as possible).  He will have Maia use her Navcognition skill to plot a course for the Shrike.  If the heroes ask about Maia, Daochi will go so far as to admit that she has been trained to be a ship’s psionic navigator, and hence her value to the Hatire Community.





It will take two days of difficult system travel through asteroid fields to find the secret base.  Scanners will reveal a large carved chamber inside an asteroid, with sealed doors closing off the landing bay.  If the heroes get suspicious, Daochi will again use his Illusion power to create a false “Klick” scout ship on the edge of scanners.  If computer instrumentation is checked for more data, the ship will not show up (which Daochi will try to explain by suggesting they have cloaking technology).





Courses of Action:





Attack the Asteroid:  The Shrike is more than capable of pounding the asteroid, but it will take a long time to do any significant damage.  The landing-bay doors can be blasted open (d4+1/d4+1/d4 armor; 8/8/4 Durability), but this will turn the chamber into a vacuum.  It will also provoke launching of all warships by the asteroid base.





Contact the Base:  Daochi will strongly urge against this course of action.  But if a signal is sent, it will provoke a reply from the Austrin garrison in the asteroid.  Colonel Lewis will appear on the video screen, threatening the Shrike and suggesting that it surrender before he orders his base cannon to blast it to pieces.  He will try to stall the heroes for as long as possible, given his base time to ready ship for launch.





Space Battle:  Inside the landing bay are a cutter warship, five fighter-interceptors, and one attack-fighter.  The Austrins will be able to scramble at least the cutter; and one fighter can be readied for launch for every minute of stalling.  Once the bay doors are opened, the ships will launch one at a time, one per round.  If the heroes already blasted open the doors, the ships can launch without any warning.





The Hatire Ploy:  As soon as a battle breaks out, Daochi will use his Illusion power to make Maia and himself “vanish” (each hero on the bridge gets an Awareness check to notice them missing).  Daochi and Maia will make their way to the escape pod, which they will launch towards the asteroid base.  Once in the landing bay, they will abandon the pod and board the psi-ship (named the Heart of Cosimir).  The ship will slowly accelerate towards the clearest route out of the asteroid belt, building up its drives to starfall (it will take Daochi 12 rounds to activate the stardrive).





Dealing with the Devil:  Colonel Lewis will personally fly the last fighter out of the base (it is an attack-fighter with SMP missiles).  If successfully baited by Deception or Interaction-Taunt, he can be convinced that the psi-ship is the biggest danger and to order half of his forces to recaptured it.  However, he will always double-cross the Shrike and order his ships to destroy it even if the psi-ship is disabled.





Ships and People:





Austrin Bullet-class cutter (The Renegade):  use the statistics for the Manta-class cutter on page 118 of the Star*Drive book, except that it has a tractor beam, no deflection inducers, and two mass cannons instead of plasma cannons.





Colonel Dex Lewis:  DCS, 10th level; S 9 / D 11 / C 9 /  I 11 / W 9 / P 11; 2 Last Resorts; Action Check:  13+/12/6/3 (2 actions); wears a CF softsuit under e-suit; Rank 1 in any needed social or technical skill; Rank 2 in any needed mental skill; Rank 4 in Leadership-Command and Tactics-Space; Rank 3 in System Op-Weapons and Defenses.





Austrin Crew:  TO, 1st Level; S 10 / D 10 / C 10 / I 11 / W 10 / P 9; Action Check:  12+/11/5/2 (2 actions); CF softsuits; Rank 1 in any needed technical/combat skill.





Maia:  MW, 4th Level; S 7 / D 8 / C 9 / I 12 / W 12 / P 12; Action Check:  12+/11/5/2 (2 actions); ESP (Navcognition-6, Battlemind-1); Telepathy (Datalink-4, Contact-2); Rank 1 in System Op skills; Rank 2 in Vehicle Op-Space (which she controls with Datalink).





Daochi:  He gives commands to Maia and uses his psi powers against the target ship.  He will use Clairvoyance to scan the ship for victims, using Tire or Mind Blast to incapacitate some and Suggest or Illusion to manipulate others.
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The Heart of Cosimir can be prevented from escaping by knocking out its Engineering compartment (where Maia is located); Daochi is located in the Command compartment.  The ship can be boarded by connecting airlocks (a moderate maneuver, extreme if the ship is still moving and building up to starfall).





Achievement Points:


Surviving the mission:  +2


Defeating the Austrins:  +2 (+3 is Lewis himself is defeated)


Capturing the Heart of Cosimir:  +2 (only +1 if it escapes)


Good Role-playing:  +1/+2





Reward:  The heroes pocket a net paycheck of 2,000 (3,000 for Diplomat characters).


