Engine 9

A crowd milled and shuffled uncomfortably. They stood in an area of the Hab level 4 West promenade. Buildings within a building. A mighty roof overshadowed the promenade, on the other side of that roof was another level, and above that more. The architecture was strong, but claustrophobic. The discontented crowd were crammed awkwardly together. Too many people in too small a space - but then what else is expected in a Hive Complex. This was a little different though. The crowd was a protest. The governor's food supplies were too little and too expensive. It had started angrily, but a spokesman for the bureaucracy of the High-Hab levels was reasoning with them. The speaker was good. Retired Commissar, apparently. He had a strong voice and a way with the crowd.

Jarrat Torvan spat on the ground. The speaker was shouting again and it sickened him how believable he was making his lies.

“You must be strong....” he was saying, “These times are hard, but the Emperor's light shall give us strength. He will provide. Patience is what he asks.”

Torvan found himself spitting upon the ground again.

“A nearby world is cursed with a bitter civil war. Supplies are being redirected to feed our brave Soldiers fighting for righteousness upon that world and it is this which is sadly making supplies scarce. Our governor is donating the food for the greater good.”

Torvan grinned. This was the chance he had been waiting for. “Nonsense!” Despite the milling of the crowd and lack of a height advantage, Torvan's voice struck out loud. The ex-Commissar was stunned momentarily by the outburst. This silence allowed Torvan to leap upon a large refuse bin to use as an impromptu podium. “I was a guardsman,” he stated. “And I know for a fact that guard rations are simply made. I know that, and so should you.” The other orator was still a little lost for words, which was good. Murmurings were rising from the crowd.

“My friend, as an ex-guardsman, you should know that dire situations require dire measures.”

“These people need real food, not rationed cubes of tasteless vitamins.” A few people shouted their agreement. One of the four Arbitrators protecting the other speaker whispered to the ex-commissar, but the man shook his head. Torvan knew what was going on.

“Really, sir!” He called out, his voice confident. “Would you have your Arbitrators shoot me?” As some of the crowd gasped, others saw the speaker and Arbitrators look even more uncomfortable. The crowd looked angry.

“People!” Torvan addressed “They deny us proper food, clean water. They lie to us about where it goes.”

“Listen to me, good citizens,” The flustered speaker tried to shout over the ever-louder crowd.

“Where is our food, Commissar?”

“It goes to our Guardsmen ... and ... and the innocent civilians trapped there.”

“Oh, innocent civilians,” Torvan mocked “Are we not innocent?” The ex-Commissar said something, but it was lost in the crowd. “Do we deserve this?”

The crowd screamed a negative, fists waving. “Will we get what we want?” Another roar from the masses. “Will the Bureaucracy stop us?” Another roar. Torvan only just noticed a nod to the Arbitrators, and Jarrat dived into the crowd as shots bit into the air that had been occupied seconds before. The gunshots did not dissuade the crowd though, to them it was like a starter’s pistol, and the peaceful protest became a full-blown food riot.

Civilians launched themselves at the general stores lining the promenade. Shutters were wrecked and glass smashed as looting began. The speaker and his Arbitrators disappeared under the crowd like a blob of Jam under a swarm of ants. Torvan laughed with glee as the chaos unfolded around him. Shots nearby pronounced the survival of the Arbitrators. Spinning, Torvan headed towards the sound, slipping a knife from his boot, unperturbed by the rioters knocking into him. Through the sea of people, he spotted the dark helmet of an Arbitrator, obviously searching for him. You want me, Torvan thought with an evil grin, you got me. He began to weave through the crowd, but a little to the left of the Arbitrator, so eventually he was behind the armoured figure. The fool was struggling to pick out anyone in the confusion. It was easy for Torvan to sneak in behind him and slit his throat.

Slinging the standard issue shotgun over his shoulder, Torvan headed towards the podium and spotted the three other Arbitrators and an already broken-nosed ex-commissar literally beating a hasty retreat through the rioters. Torvan stood on his adversary’s podium and took aim. Two fell lifeless to the floor before the third spotted him and fired. Torvan was in the crowd again, he didn't have to beat them aside, they parted for him, picking him out as a leader. Shots headed his way, but they hit civilians, and as he reached the ex-commissar, braver rioters had swamped the last Arbitrator and were beating him painfully into a bloody pulp. Torvan grabbed the Imperial orator and dragged him back to the podium.

“This has gone on too long!” He cried, gaining the crowd's attention with a gunshot. “We demand more!” There was an almighty roar of approval. “But they will not sway with words. We have tried it all. We must take action! Take control of our future. For our children and their children. Will you join me?” The noise was nigh on deafening. He held the weak looking ex-commissar up to the crowd, which bayed and snarled like a seething, hungry animal. “This man is a LIE! He speaks untruths to keep us quiet for the fat cats who rule this Hive. Well we will be quiet no longer. Who is with me?” Not a voice objected - except for that of the original orator, but his disapproval became a whimper of terror as he was hurled mercilessly to his death at the hands of the baying crowd

* * *

The view screen went blank.

“That was but three days ago.” The speaker was Judge Urillian. He spoke with respect to a fellow Judge and his head Arbitrator.

“What of him now?” The other Judge asked.

“The man vanished. By the time our Arbitrators arrived in support, he was nowhere to be seen.”

“How many Arbitrators did you send in?” The judge said disapprovingly.

“I assure you, Judge Morkar, that I had my best men there.” Urillian countered, biting back his resentment. “But there are over six million in this hive, and that is only above ground level. One man is not easy to find.”

“But Jarrat Torvan is no mere man, Judge Urillian, which is why we are here.”

Arbitrator Captain Sinice fought desperately to hide a grin at his superior's pomposity. It was plain from the moment he and his fellow squads had arrived in the precinct that they were not welcome. Their posting was as if someone had stated that the Hive's home Arbitrators were not good enough, and Morkar was making the most of it. Sinice's half-brother was here somewhere, and he would find him. The man may be too far gone into the dark by now, but he would try to reason with him. The Imperial guard were on his tail, the Inquisition were probably already here.

Sinice followed as Judge Morkar left the monitor room and headed towards his private quarters.

“Sergeant, are you all right?” Morkar said casually as he paced the unfamiliar corridors. “It's just that you seemed.... most drawn whilst watching that reel.”

“I ... erhm... sorry, M'lord.” Sinice shook his head lightly. “Bad memories. My wife....”

Morkar breathed in, and almost seemed to show some kind of emotion when he placed his hand on the Arbitrator's shoulder. “Your loss was much to bear, sergeant, but the Emperor is keeping her safe for when you shall meet again. As for now, we are up against a dangerous enemy - and I need my head Arbitrator on form. Would you disappoint me, sergeant?”

“No, M'lord.” Sinice said, composing himself.

“Now...” Morkar said calmly, his powerful stride defying his years. “I have a plan, Sinice.”

“I thought you would, M'lord.”

“At 0900 hours a convoy will be moving through Hab level 6 on its way to level 4. I want you and your men to be inside one of those grain-trucks.”

“You predict he will lead an attack when it reaches Level 4?”

“No, Captain, I believe he will attack on level 6.” The judge explained for his captain “I think he is working his way up the hive. I have taken a look at roster sheets and the Arbites are expecting it too, extra bodyguard transports join on level 5. I believe Jarrat Torvan will also know this and attack when the defence is at its weakest.”

Sinice nodded his understanding. “I'll brief the men, M'lord.” Sinice broke off and walked towards his men's dormitory, wondering if Morkar's theory was correct - and more to the point - if he was right, how was he going to stop his men gunning down his half-brother before he got a chance to talk to him.

The grain truck was uncomfortable to say the least. Sinice crouched at the far end of the chamber, his squad and one other were just as uncomfortable as he was, There was no way of telling where they were or how far there was to go. Then it happened. First the truck lurched as it was forced to brake suddenly, and an explosion was heard outside. Sinice was about to order the go ahead as a closer explosion sent the vehicle careering sideways before being knocked on its side.

The Arbitrators weren't ready for it, and as a hold for grain has no reason for safety belts, their armour was the only thing stopping them from being knocked out or having limbs broken.

“Go!” Sinice commanded, steadying himself. He was shocked by the front of the attackers. He had expected a subtle hijacking, not a full assault. Their assailants were probably carefully hidden, and the Arbitrators were blind to the outside world. Sinice had peepholes bored in the sides, but thanks to how the explosion had left the truck, they looked respectively to the floor and roof.

One of his squad kicked the rear door open and peered out. Two large craters were in the road, the second, grain-filled truck had to stop because of their transport now blocking the road. The driver was shooting towards a building on the right hand side of the road, and the Hive's own Arbitrators were pinned behind their APC. Sinice's grain truck was pointing towards the other side of the road, and due to the hive's nature, they were only a short run from being inside a maze of poorly built houses.

“Garret, Hallik, push out the unloading ramp.” Sinice ordered, a plan forming in his mind. The two Arbitrators stared at him briefly, confused, then did as commanded. With the truck on its side, the thick and strong ramp extended as extra cover, partly to hide Sinice and his squad as they ran into the nearby group of houses, partly to offer cover for the second squad, under Sergeant Avern's command, to use as cover as they bolstered the defence of the grain trucks on the road. A communiqué from the Hakoris Hive's Arbitrators told them the attacker with the grenade launcher had been eliminated, so at least now they were just pinned down and not proverbial ducks in a barrel.

Sinice skidded to a halt behind one of the ramshackle buildings, a small and irritating animal yapping at them from the window he was crouched under. His squad looked at him eagerly for instructions. These first few moments were crucial, the attackers were confused - stunned that what they had thought to be a truckfull of grain was in fact packed with rather inedible armoured men with shotguns.

Sinice struggled to think what to do so rapidly - he had to be a step ahead. What would these organised thugs do? The attackers are all on the west side of the road, so all eyes will be focused on them... decoys.

“We go up that way, the guns over there are bait.” Without further explanation, they moved North through the huts. His men were good, they knew what he knew - the offensive had two fronts; a diversionary group keeping all eyes West and another group ready to pounce from the East to grab the truck and go.

Sinice called Rekx and Wisitaal to take point, their sniper rifles ready so the Arbitrators could launch a surprise attack of their own. Seconds later, Rekx called for the group to duck back, he had seen a weapon glinting in the open, glassless window of an abandoned hut as they passed an alleyway. With the precision of well-trained street-fighters, the five men surrounded the house unnoticed - the sniper rifles silently picking off the two guards outside the house. Before there was time to notice this, Arbitrator Tyler fired three smoke grenades into the house, and the startled criminals staggered outside, only to have their kneecaps removed by shotgun fire.

However, seconds later a shot ploughed its way through Wisitaal's shoulder as more criminals revealed themselves. Retreating to cover, it became clear there were far more than they had anticipated, but the sneak attack from the Arbitrators meant a hasty retreat.

“Sir,” Tyler's deep voice crackled through his helmet com-unit. “They're getting away, do we call in the others?”

Sinice was ready to reply when he caught sight of someone. Just a brief flicker as he ran between houses, but somehow he just knew it was Jarrat.

“Sir, what are our orders?” Rekx added. “Sir?” But Sinice didn't respond, instead he darted from cover and gave chase. His squad weren't supposed to see him, but he had trained them too well, and Rekx spotted their sergeant and signalled that they should follow.

The chase took them deeper and deeper into the cluster of dwellings, those that stopped to fire at their pursuer were easily taken down with Sinice's Bolt Pistol. Nothing would stop him reaching his half-brother. He was the only person in the galaxy that wasn't out to kill him. The other Arbitrators would be unforgiving, the Imperial guard would make an 'example' of him. The Inquisition ... His train of thought took up too much of his concentration and he walked into the trap that had been set for him. Darryl Sinice tried to dive back behind the corner, but a shot grazed his leg and the sergeant toppled. He fired before he hit the ground, pulping the head of one of the two thugs instantly, but he didn't have the time to hit the other....

The second of the attackers dropped as a lasblast opened up his ribcage. Sinice let out a sigh of relief and turned to his saviour, but then breathed in sharply as he saw who it was.

“You don't give up easily, do you, sergeant?” Jarrat Torvan hissed, his laspistol now levelled at the Arbitrator's face.

Sinice put his pistol on the ground where he was kneeling and raised his hands.

“Let me talk to you...” he began.

“Talk?” Torvan snorted, “What, to ask me to surrender? To repent?”

“Jarrat, it's-”

“How do you know my name?”

Slowly, Sinice moved a hand to his helmet and flipped his visor up. Torvan didn't recognise him instantly, but he frowned as if he remembered the face from somewhere.

“It's me, Jarrat... Darryl.”

Torvan looked confused, lowering his pistol one second, reaffirming his grip and aim the next. “How... how do I know you?”

“I'm your brother-”

“Errun? No, Darryl,” the Arbitrator was far older than Errun was before... This man was a good six years older than himself. This man was his “My... half brother?” The pistol was lowered to the man's side, but the grip remained tense and the safety off. Sinice relaxed a little, but it swiftly became clear to him that for all the chasing he had done, all the determination to find this man who stood before him, he hadn't a clue what to say.

“What.... wh..” Sinice momentarily gave up, shaking his head, then looked directly into Torvan's terrifying gaze. “What happened to you?”

Torvan chuckled distantly at the question. “Little Jarrat grew up.” And he was right. The man Sinice looked at now was no longer the fresh-faced youth that he once knew. Torvan still could not be more than thirty, but the sights he had seen in the guard had aged him beyond his years. His face was wrinkled with frown lines, the skin looked more worn and tired, but his eyes held a fire that was more than youthful - more than human for that matter. Something had happened to Jarrat - but noticing this was nothing, Sinice had to change him back.

“You wouldn't believe the things I've seen, old man.” Torvan said dreamily. “War opened my eyes, I saw it for what it was... and what we were doing wrong.”

Sinice held his breath, dreading what would come next, when a voice whispered in his head; “I can take him out, right now.” It took a few seconds for Sinice to realise the voice was not his own, but belonged to Rekx and was coming from his earpiece. Focusing on Torvan, he saw a tiny red dot hovering on the side of his temple.

“Jarrat, I can help you - guide you back to the Emperor's light. We can rebuild-” Sinice tried to finish his sentence, but was drowned out by a deep, evil laugh from his half-brother.

“Oh, brother..” he chuckled, “So devoted to that false god.”

“Jarrat!” Sinice hissed “That's blasphemy!”

“That's heresy,” Torvan grinned,

“I can take this heretic out now, sir.” Rekx whispered through the com.

“NO!” The sergeant’s outburst provoked a quizzical expression from Torvan, before Darryl turned his order to Rekx into something else. “No... Jarrat, are you... what do you believe?”

“What do I believe?” he said with a dreamy sigh. “I believe ... that order is repression. You say my words are heresy - but tell me, Darryl, what happened to your wife and child?”

Darryl breathed in sharply, his half-brothers reminder like a heavy blow to the stomach. “They - they were killed.”

“How?”

“In a.... in a food riot.” Sinice sighed.

“Yes, and that food riot was because, 'The Emperor commanded for strength'” He grinned evilly, “People starve to death, for what, the good of the Emperor? It is death through repression. This universe should be survival of the fittest, not the richest. We people should be free! Do you not see that?”

“So what then?” Sinice snapped back, on his feet now. “Follow the dark Gods? Chaos gods, Jarrat, Chaos? There is no order in chaos.”

“And there is no order in your order!” Torvan growled back.

“I'm taking him out, sir.” Rekx said defiantly.

“Call your men off, Darryl.” Torvan hissed, obviously aware of the red dot hovering near his ear. Sinice paused, then ordered Rekx to stand down. Reluctantly, the tracer speck vanished. Torvan smiled, it looked at first to be relief, but there was something more malign about it. Only too late did Sinice see what lay behind the intentions of those curled lips. The Arbitrator dived forwards, but was not quick enough to stop his half-brother's hand from stretching out. Not even looking where he was aiming, the unbelievably accurate shot vanished into the distance, only to be finished with the sound of Rekx screaming over the still open intercom. With his free hand, Torvan took hold of Sinice's breastplate and redirected his dive. Sinice landed awkwardly atop a pile of debris, re-balancing himself just in time to see his half-brother's trench coat vanishing around a corner. Resting his hands on his thighs, the Arbitrator let out a sigh. He was gone - in more ways than one. He clicked off the now dead personal channel that had once held Rekx's' voice, only to be assaulted by the worried voices of his other officers. Good, at least no more of them had heard the revelation that he and the felon were related. Sighing dejectedly, Sinice directed his men to the now silent roadway. No grain trucks had been stolen, and many troublemakers dealt with, but as far as Sinice was concerned, it was not a victory.

* * *

I should not have spared him, but he is my brother and deserved a fair hearing like he gave me. I am fighting for the rights of billions, am I not - if he shares some of my family's blood, surely he would be closer in realising this than many?

But then why did I kill my true brother Errun?

* * *

“You are troubled, Arbitrator.” Judge Morkar said calmly. It was not a question, but it demanded a reply.

“Sir, I....”

“Is there something I need to be informed of, Sinice?”

Sinice looked briefly at the steely eyes of a man who has passed judgement on thousands of lives, and knew that lying to him was unthinkable, not to mention impossible. He let out a short sigh. “M'lord. The heretic we are chasing, he is... He-”

“Is your half-brother?” Morkar finished, a wry smile cracking his stony face. Sinice looked at the judge, wide-eyed. What fate would befall him for withholding such information? Dismissal? Court-martial? Morkar let out a rare chuckle. “Oh, brother Arbitrator. Do not turn such fearful eyes upon me. I know your mind better than any other man. Yes, I knew of Torvan's past. Am I not capable of independent research? What do you think I do all day? I watched you closely, Arbite, and though you were rash in your procedure, I see that now you have some answers, and I put it to you to dictate the next move, not I- so that you can prove to me that you will be a Judge yourself someday. What is your verdict?”

Sinice closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. He must now pass judgement on his own blood. The Guard was on its way, the Inquisition probably already on the planet. He had tried to talk to his half-brother, and saw the fiery devotion in his eyes. He had mercilessly killed one of his men, yet had spared his life. But there was only one answer. The problem of Jarrat Torvan was one of great severity. He had seen the carnage he could cause, and he must be dealt with before greater damage is done.

“Well, Arbitrator?”

Sinice exhaled and opened his eyes to deliver his verdict...

“Guilty.

