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A short humanoid shape scuttled from shadow to shadow; his pursuers close behind.

Total darkness never falls on Barbo Transfer Station. Many shadows blanket the alleys of the city when the night cycle is engaged in the torus. Someone can be furtive if they avoid the lights coming from the buildings crammed cheek to jowl.

Dim light reflected from the day side of the torus filtered through the roof panels a thousand feet above. The figure paused and looked around for signs of his pursuers.

The back door of an all night noodle café gaped and a rectangle of light illuminated the figure. His bald head reflected the light. The bulbous head had green skin coated with a sheen of sweat. The green man panicked and ran down the alley to return to the safety of the darkness. His body was a block, almost half as wide as he was tall but he moved with a light agility remarkable for such a bulky form.

Brother Cassius smiled from a darker patch of shadow. He watched the Narath sprint away, escaping the revealing purity of the light. Cassius hugged the concrete wall. He focused his senses until he felt every imperfection in the wall and became one with it. The fleeing alien’s efforts at evasion were wasted. The Narath’s pursuers were too skilled to lose their quarry in the darkness. Even Cassius ebony skin alone would not be enough to hide in the darkness. Skill was required—a skill he possessed. He pulled the cowl of his cassock lower over his features. Detaching himself from the wall he walked after the running man. He had followed the Narath for over an hour trying to learn where he was heading. Cassius heard the sounds of others in the darkness. He was not the sole observer of the running man. His concealing robes and years of training in stillness rendered the priest invisible. Neither the hunters nor the pursued noticed him. He remained unmolested; a witness to the drama playing out in the alleys.

Irregular flashes of yellow, white, and blue light created a confusion of shadow and color. The scent of rotting garbage almost masked a more rancid scent—fear. The air was ripe with the sour scent of the pursued. Over that laid the more pungent, predatory aroma of his stalkers. The men hunting the Narath smelled of sweat and alcohol. A metallic scent clung to them, almost as herald to the blood they wished to spill. The smells tickled Cassius’ nose. Scent revealed both the Narath and his pursuers better than any of the faint lights.

“Where you goin’ greenie?” A nasal voice cut the darkness.

They found the Narath. Cassius moved forward by inches. The drama was reaching climax.

“Leave me alone,” the Narath’s voice shook with terror. “I haven’t done anything to you.”

Brother Cassius reached the edge of a building and pressed himself against the wall. He forced his heart rate to slow, becoming one with the darkness before peering around the corner. The Narath’s desperate race had ended. Seven Human men surrounded the shorter alien. Light glinted from pipes and knives as they circled their hapless victim.

“Hey boys,” a pinch faced man with a knife longer than any of the others said. “The freak thinks he hasn’t done anything.”

The men laughed. It was the laughter of hyenas circling their prey, devoid of humor and lusting for blood.

“Oh you did something greenie,” the man stepped closer to the Narath. “You came to my station.”

“Please,” the Narath whimpered. “Don’t hurt me.”

“That’s not the way this works. You and the other alien freaks think you’re better than us. You insult us by daring to mingle with Humans.”

Pinch face was within an arm length of the Narath. His left hand struck like lightning. He grabbed the cloth of the man’s shirt and pulled him close.

“I can’t allow that,” he drove his knife to the hilt into the Narath’s belly.

The green skinned Humanoid howled in agony as the blade violated his torso. The sound of his pain released the rest of the Human pack and they rushed forward. Knives, pipes, fists and feet slammed into the Narath’s body. 

The shorter alien was more powerful physically than any one of the Humans. But even a lion can be brought down by a pack of hyenas. His strength was useless against the gang. He collapsed to the ground. The Human predators continued their assault. Sprays of blood, black in the darkness of the alley formed a mist around the violent huddle. Cassius heard the panting of the attackers, almost sexual in its intensity. The cries of the victim soon stopped. The only sound that came from the Narath was a sickening, wet sound as they slashed and beat his body. Soon it bore little resemblance to a humanoid.

In a short time, which seemed to last forever, the attack ended as abruptly as it had begun. The Human hyenas backed away from the ruin that had once been a living man. Pinch face spit on the corpse.

“Tag him Rico.”

The smallest member of the gang pulled a canister from his pocket. He sprayed paint in three sweeping motions over the corpse. The thugs laughed and joked as if they had just shared a friendly game of chance rather than a bloody massacre.  The gang walked away from the corpse and disappeared into the night.

Brother Cassius detached himself from the concealing darkness and walked up to the corpse. He threw his cowl back revealing a bald head with an encircling tattoo of thorny vines. He wanted all his senses unhindered as he examined the scene.

The Narath was barely recognizable as having been a living thing. His head was a shattered egg and every inch of his body was covered in gaping wounds. Blood covered the body. 

If Cassius had not known the man was green skinned he would assume it was dark red instead. The blood spread like a lake around the corpse. Cassius stood unconcerned in the lake that was the man’s life. Bright orange paint was the only color on the corpse other than blood. The paint formed two arcs, almost half circles. The arcs met at the apex of their curves. A smaller circle rested above the intersection of the arcs. The arcs formed a stylized Human shape. It was the calling card of the Armia Razvod Chelovechestvo—the Army for Species Separation.

ARCh was a xenophobic Human group that harassed and killed alien races whenever they could. This bloody assault was exactly what would be expected of them.

“Stipendium peccatum mors est.” The wages of sin is death.

He reached into his robe and withdrew a bottle and pipette. He deposited a small amount of the blood into the bottle and returned it to its hiding place. He then stood and turned from the corpse.

Cassius raised his cowl once more. He looked down the alley where the hyena pack departed. He turned in the opposite direction and walked away from the scene of the attack.
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The Interstellar Trade Commonwealth came into existence as a political entity slightly over 300 years ago. Like any political body, over time bureaucratic infrastructure accreted like barnacles on a ship. Departments come into existence to take charge of taxes, licenses, and permits. Functionaries decide who can pilot a starship, who can negotiate trade, and who can make policy. In such an environment it is only natural for some to move outside of the limitations of governmental control. Pirates, brigands, mercenaries, and many more rise to exploit the system for personal gain.

The ITC, more commonly called the Commonwealth, created its own military arm called the Fleet. The Fleet’s duty is to ensure that no member government nor citizen of the Commonwealth attempts to gain military advantage over another. They protect merchants and innocent civilians from pirates and other threats, known or unknown.

Over the centuries of its existence the leaders of the Commonwealth learned that not all things are solved through normal channels. Occasionally local laws, Commonwealth statutes and Fleet regulations collide. This creates gaps which allow villains to escape justice. To battle these problems, and to police the gaps between the rules of a complex civilization, the leaders of the Commonwealth created a new force. This force of troubleshooters was called the Custodes.

Custodes are specialists. Each member is a consummate professional, and dedicated to supporting the Commonwealth against all enemies. Each crew of Custodes is led by a Free Agent.

They are the best and brightest sentients in the Commonwealth. Free from the constraints of Commonwealth or local laws, they are judge, jury and—if needed—executioner. A Free Agent can exercise their authority over any member of the Commonwealth from the lowest panhandler to the ruler of a world government.

From among the trillions of citizens of the Commonwealth there are only 20 holding that rank. They fill the gaps in the authority of the Fleet and individual planetary governments. They maintain the status quo, and support the fragile peace that is the Interstellar Trade Commonwealth.

For all their power and authority, Free Agents often find that they are not as powerful as bureaucracy. Even they are sometimes forced to wait like the lowest laborer.

Free Agent Emma Malbane was suffering from the extreme length of her wait. A quick mental flick called up her chrono on retinal display. Twenty eternal, unendurable minutes had passed. Waiting for the brass was the part of the job she hated.

“Free Agent Malbane,” the receptionist called across the room.

Her breathy voice set Malbane’s nerves more on edge than blaster fire.

The receptionist looked like a model. She probably spent hours primping to get just the right look. Malbane, on the other hand, retained smudges of grease from the shipyard as makeup. The minute dark streaks on her face and hands contrasted to the dress uniform she wore for this meeting. 

A Free Agent’s uniform consists of black pants and a band-collared white shirt closed by a row of small platinum buttons. Each button is embossed with the stylized capital C of the Custodes within a blazing sun. A black jacket with high collar bearing the kite shaped platinum emblem of rank completes the look. The front of the jacket stands open to the waist to display the shirt and its buttons of precious metal. The only other color on the black jacket beyond the rank pin is a silver braid at the top of the collar and edges of the cuffs. A Free Agent’s uniform is unique among all the services and there is no mistaking its wearer.

Malbane chewed her lip for the thousandth time and prepared to face her opposite in the female universe.

Malbane never believed in makeup or stylish clothing. She preferred worth to appearance. Many a time, hunkered in a foxhole, she found herself wondering if her life might have been less painful had she opted for the glamor route.

Where the receptionist had an oval face, considered the height of Human beauty, Malbane’s was angular. The receptionist’s skin glowed like pale alabaster while Malbane’s was somewhere between olive and a light coffee, a heritage from her unknown parents. Malbane’s breasts were no match for the size of other woman’s but during combat in a low gravity environment she wouldn’t want large counterweights. The receptionist’s coiffed blonde curls were the antithesis of the Free Agent’s straight, black, utilitarian length hair. 

While pleasant to look at, Malbane did not draw the eye of the male of the species as easily as this woman. She preferred to focus on her skills rather than her appearance. Free Agent Emma Malbane had 37 successful missions under her belt since achieving her Free Agent rank. Defending the Interstellar Trade Commonwealth would always trump sex appeal in her book. She often wondered why a man with as important a position as Sawyer would employ a brainless doll rather than a competent secretary. 

Malbane was inspecting the new gravitic pod mounted on her ship, Manta, when the call came to report to the Human representative of the Council.  The small starship was Malbane’s pride and joy. It had taken a beating in an unnamed star system twenty light years from Vanir.

Pirates had racked up quite the total in damages and stolen cargo from merchants in the area over the prior year. When Malbane and her crew caught up with them it was one hell of a fight. The pirate’s ship had more than triple the mass of Manta and was more heavily armed. In the end, Manta’s system drive was crippled and she had lost a missile launcher. The ship had more holes in her hull than Swiss cheese but as they say - you should have seen the other guy. When they finally limped to port there was one less pirate attacking honest merchants. Four months in dry dock on Earth had returned the ship to fighting form – even better than before. Malbane had called in a few favors and wrangled some upgrades. The way she saw it, the cost of the upgrades was fair trade for the beating the old girl took.

While the crew appreciated the downtime on Earth, Free Agent Malbane had been going stir crazy. She was desperate to get back out to the action. She startled the technician adjusting the gravitic stabilizer by whooping when the summons came.

Free Agents, true to their name, choose their own missions. This avoids political manipulation of their actions. Occasionally the Commonwealth Council determines that something is enough of a threat to order a Free Agent to duty. This rarely happens. Only great threats which could damage the Commonwealth as a whole warrant such an action. Never in the history of the Custodes has more than one Free Agent been called to duty for the same task. Each Custodes crew is so capable that nothing short of interstellar war would require multiple crews assigned to a task. 

Counselor Sawyer’s call meant that something big was up but probably not on the scale of Armageddon.

“Counselor Sawyer will see you now,” the living china doll said.  She appeared oblivious to the emotional conflict raging behind Malbane’s hard eyes.

“Thank you miss,” Malbane flashed her best smile. She imagined that the receptionist saw a rictus rather than the cultured smile she intended.

She hitched her empty weapon belt and suffered a mental twitch as she registered the incorrect weight. She felt naked without a gun or truncheon. One did not come armed into the presence of one of the rulers of the ITC–even if one is a Free Agent. She brushed an imaginary speck of dust from the cuff of her uniform jacket and then marched toward the counselor’s door.

The door slid open as she approached and then sealed itself behind her. The room was protected from eavesdropping and nothing short of a tank could succeed in breaking through.

“Emma thank you for coming,” Counselor Sawyer rose to welcome her.

Malbane suppressed a wince. No one ever called her by her first name. She ceased introducing herself by anything other than her last name when she left her home world.

Nicholas Sawyer crossed the room to meet her, hand extended. His smile could outshine any media star. He was tan with a full head of silver-white hair. Rejuv treatments had treated the 107 year old well. He looked like a man of 50.

The counselor’s grip was warm and solid, a reminder of his career in the Fleet before becoming a politician. This man was a soldier, unlike his receptionist his value lay in much more than image.

“No problem at all sir. It’s always a pleasure and an honor to answer the call to duty.”

“Always butter up the politicians, right?” He smiled again. “Please have a seat.”

Sawyer directed her to a small table where they could speak informally rather than across his antique wooden desk.

“I understand your ship is about ready for service.”

“Yes sir. She’s fully repaired. I supervised the final tests of the system drive just this morning.”

“Excellent. When is the last time you visited Barbo Transfer Station?”

Barbo Transfer Station is considered the jewel of the Commonwealth. It was built after the decades long Great War between the Human and Narath races. Made with the support of the peacemaking Quaal, it was a symbol of enduring friendship. Thousands of ships deliver cargo each year to this central location of the Commonwealth. Millions of sentients live, work, and trade their goods within the confines of the 12 mile wide space station.

“Must be five years. I’ve been a bit focused on piracy the last few years. Is there something of concern happening?”

“There are unsettling things occurring on Barbo that may be of consequence to the rest of the Commonwealth.

“There’s always something happening in a hub the size of Barbo. Intelligence has been reporting an upswing in racial tensions within the station.”

“Beyond what the Enforcers can handle? Isn’t there a Fleet squadron stationed there? Shouldn’t they be called in to assist?”

“Normally yes, but this seems to be a directed effort rather than normal hate group activity. We think there’s a new group named ARCh, imported to Barbo from Hellhole. That’s why I called you. You’re from there aren’t you?”

Malbane never liked to admit to her youth on Hellhole. Mention of that world made people look askew. When people looked askew at Malbane it made her want to shoot someone. The planet lived up to its name in every way imaginable. The environment was harsh and unforgiving. The population consisted of nasty, small minded people. There were equal numbers of power crystal miners, pirates and the dregs of society who serviced them. She didn’t know how she came to be on that world. Maybe her parents were miners or pirates – or their victims – she would never know. Someone abandoned the infant Malbane on the doorstep of an understaffed Commonwealth orphanage. Raised by the state, she escaped that world as soon as possible, riding on the strength of her grades to a scholarship on Earth.

“I was born there sir. I haven’t been back since I was seventeen.

“But regardless, I don’t feel that the Custodes should be stepping on the local jurisdiction.”

Sawyer held up a hand, silently asking for her to bear with him.

“I understand. Just let me tell you a few other things before you make up your mind.

“Now, people being people, there’s always going to be some dislike for those who are different but I’m talking about active hate groups. The level of activity and aligned purpose between unrelated groups is, in my opinion, beyond pure chance. There have been non-stop assaults and recruitment campaigns that seem focused on resurrecting the hatred from the Great War.”

“Is that really possible sir? I’d like to think we’re a bit past that sort of stupidity now. Humans and Naraths have been allies for almost 300 years.”

“Emma, think about the stupidity that the Custodes and the Fleet deal with on a daily basis. We’re never more than a couple incendiary speeches from a return to chaos.

“Intelligence reports that there are groups operating on Barbo who have trafficked in everything from vandalism, to riots, to executions. Station Enforcers seems either incapable or unwilling to stop the violence. There are those of us on the Council who fear that if Barbo explodes, the rest of the Commonwealth will follow.”

“Well, now that sounds more like something for a Custodes crew.”

“Exactly. But let me add one more thing. I believe this is part of a larger plot by some group that wants the Commonwealth fragmented and weak. The violence and crime seem to be immune to our normal channels of control. I think some group is trying to destabilize the Commonwealth. They’ve got the very people who should be stopping them so deeply in their pocket so they can act without worry. ”

Malbane sat back in her chair. Sawyer’s idea was so outrageous that it couldn’t be true. If it was true it hinted at nothing short of a coup engineered within the heart of the Commonwealth.

“Sir, is the Council ordering me to task my crew to deal with this situation?”

“That’s the dig, we can’t.”

Sawyer stood and began to pace between the table and his desk.

“The Commonwealth Council is at odds over the meaning of these activities. The counselor from Antir is reluctant to cooperate with my ideas. The Narath seem to be on the receiving end of the bulk of these hate crimes. Those crimes are causing the most tension within the council.

“Strictly between us, the council is falling apart. I haven’t shared this knowledge to avoid speculation or, God forbid, a media circus. If the people found out that the Narath counselor won't even speak to me can you imagine the potential for panic?

“Counselor Rhumphlip refuses to answer my requests for a meeting. Now the other counselors are beginning to draw up political battle lines.

“Emma, if it were up to me I’d order you, and the other nineteen Free Agents as well, to become involved. I believe it’s that serious. You know as well as I that it takes a vote of the full council to order a Free Agent. I’m asking you as a fellow Human, and someone who cares about this civilization to please investigate of your own free will. You and your Custodes may be all that keeps the Commonwealth from falling back into chaos.”

What could she say? It’s not every day a girl was asked to save civilization. Malbane stood and saluted.

“Sir, I think my crew could use a change of scenery. A little time on Barbo might be just the ticket. If there’s something odd going on, we’ll ferret it out.”
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Malbane stopped at the armory on the first floor. Baton and pistol sank into their holsters like an old man into his familiar, comfortable chair. She then signaled for a cab to the spaceport. She could have requisitioned a driver, but an automated pod cab provided privacy to mull the ramifications of her meeting with Sawyer.

The bubble shaped white car descended from the travel lanes far overhead and the entire side irised open as it reached the street. The interior was built for four people, spacious and luxurious. She didn’t care about the padded seats, she needed its link to the data network of the Commonwealth, the CommonNet.

“Please state your destination,” a synthesized female voice said.

“Guiana spaceport, pad 476C.”

“My records show that to be a restricted zone. Please provide your clearance credentials or an alternate destination.”

“Free Agent Emma Malbane, identity number 271828, unlimited access. Please initiate a direct flight.”

“Thank you Free Agent. Please enjoy your trip.”

The door closed and pale light from the walls filled the interior. Malbane felt the thrum of the gravitic drive as it engaged and launched the cab into the sky. Most civilians would never notice the nearly subliminal vibration. Any spacer who didn’t instinctively pay attention to the feel of her gravitics would soon be a spacer on her way to a graveyard.

“Cab, activate CommonNet link, neural interface.”

A blinking cursor appeared suspended in front of her. Malbane’s implants projected the image directly to her optic nerve. To her it looked like it was floating in midair. She received her interface over three years ago but still was not used to it. Her engineer teased her mercilessly each time she tried to use screen interfaces rather than master her implant. She tongued the rearmost tooth on the left side of her mouth to activate the vocal interface.

“Search news feeds for the last 30 days. Racially motivated or hate crimes on Barbo Transfer Station.”

Hundreds of icons formed a swirling fog in the air before her. A floating counter in the lower right of her field of view showed over three thousand unique hits. Not a good number for just 30 days. She saw thumbnails of vid feeds with miniature reporters gesturing and speaking. If the audio feed from all those thumbnails engaged it would sound like a stadium inside her head. Text stories outnumbered videos by more than two to one. She could spend weeks pouring through all the redundant views and text.

“Drop the text feeds and only show me the five most recent unique video reports.”

The floating chaos in front of her disappeared. The remaining five thumbnails snapped into a neat pyramid of tiles. She looked at the timestamps to identify the most recent and attempted to focus on it. Implants can determine the user’s intent by the user’s concentration of focus. She concentrated on the most recent vid and squinted, attempting to select it. All she managed to do was set the pile of tiles circling as she pushed instead of selecting.

“God damn it. Sort the selection again.”

The tiles returned to their neat pyramid.

“Play all selections beginning with the most recent in reverse chronological order.”

The interior of the cab disappeared and video filled her vision. She was pretty sure she could make it transparent to see her surroundings. She bit her lip and forced the idea down. After the selection fiasco she didn’t want to risk shutting off the feed or worse.

A chisel jawed Human male in a suit that cost more than most working class people earned in a month stood in an alley.

“The alleyway that runs behind Mister Lu’s Noodles and K’aletka’s Emporium is normally the scene of deliveries and happy employees enjoying a break. Today it is a crime scene.

“In the hours just before day cycle began, a man was attacked and brutally murdered. Enforcers have not yet identified the man but have informed this reporter that the victim was a Narath who was brutally beaten by a notorious gang of criminals.

“Mister Chow Yin was preparing meals for late night workers when he heard a commotion outside the service door of his restaurant. Mister Chow, can you tell us what you saw?”

The perspective shifted to a Human of Chinese ancestry in stained white clothing and a tattered apron that looked like it might have been involved in the murder.

“I heard people in the alley and peeked out,” he said.

“What time was this?”

“Exactly 4 a.m. I was waiting for my water to boil and remember looking at the clock. I peeked out and saw this form sneaking around. I figured it was a bum. We get them sometimes digging for scraps in the recycler. I’m pretty sure it was a Narath because I saw green skin. He took off running and I went back to work.”

“What happened next?”

“I was just putting my noodles in when I heard this horrible scream.”

The cook choked on the last word, visibly shaken. He wiped his eyes with a soup stained sleeve.

“I opened the door again and heard screaming and laughter. The sounds were horrible, it...”

The cook shuddered and turned away from the camera.

“Thank you sir,” the reporter said, taking control.

“The sounds Mister Chow heard were those of the brutal beating and near evisceration of the victim. Enforcers are not releasing details but the victim was brutalized so badly that identification may be impossible.

“My sources in Enforcer command have provided me with exclusive Eye On information. The body was marked with symbol of a notorious terror group: ARCh. These criminals are known for violence against non-Human races. In the last nine months this group has been connected with over thirty incidents of xeno-violence.

“Enforcer command does not yet have any suspects in custody. They assure me that the members of ARCh who committed this act will be in
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