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 Shadow Imperium

by Brit Butler

CHAPTER I


Arno woke early in his small bedroom to the bright morning sun. He rose and took a long, hot shower to wake up. It had been a long night and today would be his first day of duty. He remembered last night as if it were still happening. “We’re making you an offer you can’t refuse.” Said Togan. “I’m sorry, but this is something I’m just not ready for.” Said Arno. “Maybe you don’t understand,” said Togan “We’re not going to let you refuse.” Arno’s eyes darted around the well-lit room, and his mind raced thinking of what to do next. This mercenary organization wanted him to help them unveil a great conspiracy. “If your organization is so vast why do you need me?” He asked. “Because you’re the only one who knows enough about hacking, weapons, magic, and the underground.” Arno knew he had to accept. What else could he do? “Tell me everything.” “No, first you need some rest… Melissa will take you to your quarters.” Melissa walked in with a bright smile. She was a tall girl, Caucasian, with blue eyes and flowing blond hair. She escorted him down the hall to the elevator and input her keycard followed by her access code. She handed Arno a card saying, “This will authorize your access to most restricted information on our server. You’ll be able to access it by inputting the keycard at any of the terminals followed by your authorization code.” They stepped into the elevator and she pressed the 3rd floor for the living quarters and armory. “It will also give you access to restricted areas of the ship.” The elevator let off a gentle ping followed by a small whoosh as the glass doors slid open and Melissa escorted Arno to his quarters. “Try to sleep,” she said “you’re gonna need it…” then she walked away. Arno keyed the door open to find his personal effects unpacked and found himself quite tired. He turned off the lights and hit the sack after a quick look around his new home. Now it’s morning, time to figure out what this was all about and get his first assignment. He dressed and stepped into a hall filled with other mercenaries and crew. The hall quickly fell silent, though not in a hostile manner but one of uncertainty. Arno said good morning and continued to the elevator. He headed to the first floor and had breakfast in the mess hall after which he rushed up to Administration on the 4th floor eager for his first assignment. “Ah, Arno, we thought we might have to send someone to get you.” Said Togan, who was about 6’3” of good build with deep brown eyes and short cut brown hair with a goatee. “Let’s begin…” “Arno, this is Tyrus,” said Togan “He’ll be the closest thing you’ll have to a partner.” Tyrus was a good looking African-American, bald with penetrating brown eyes. “He’s a psychic.” “I’m sorry.” “He’s a psychic.” “Right…”said Arno. “As you know our mercenary organizations, the Chaos Dragons, are based on this island, which we bought from the Imperium. We operate throughout the world helping countries under tyranny or oppression. Our mercenaries are feared and respected world wide and in one of our recent operations we uncovered a conspiracy in the Imperium that unsettles us.” “The Executive Commander of the Imperial Armed Forces is working behind the Emperor’s back to take over the Imperium. We have a woman who wants us to bring her in. She has been threatened and is being held in the Imperial Detainment Facility. Your mission is to go and save her. She has vital information and is our only lead to what’s going on there. Her safety cannot be compromised.” Togan continued, “The Imperial Detainment Facility which is holding her is in the Southeast sector of the Imperium with the capital several hundred miles northwest. It’s a hardened underground base protected by genetically enhanced Special Forces and Imperial Marines.” Togan said. “There are 2 floors above ground and 7 underground. Alexis is the name of the woman you’ll be rescuing. She’s on the 2nd or 3rd underground floor.” Suddenly, Arno’s heart stopped…what was it about that name. It was so familiar. “Alexis?” Arno asked. “Yes, why?” Togan replied. “Because…” Arno began but was immediately interrupted by Tyrus. “…There’s something funny about the name, like he’s heard it before.” Tyrus announced finishing Arno’s sentence for him. “Can I speak for myself please?” Arno snapped. “Well, Soorryy!!!” Tyrus replied. “It’s not my fault that you don’t want to get attached to anybody, trust anyone or reveal your past.” “TYRUS!!!” Arno barked. “Oops…Sorry, man.” Tyrus said. “May we continue?” Togan said in a commanding voice. “You’ll get a small assortment of equipment for your mission. Everything else will be O.S.P.” “O.S.P.?” “On-Site Procurement” Togan took a quick breath and continued, “Do everything possible to avoid being discovered as a Chaos Dragon Mercenary or the Imperium will send everything they have against us. We don’t enough about the cells to tell you how to get her out, so, you’ll have to hack into their network to access the information on the jail cell security. We’ll give you some equipment to hack security and cell doors, but no communications equipment. We’re not givin’ you any comm. equipment so that the signal can’t be traced back to us. You’ll be dropped in by our stealth helicopter several miles from the base. From there you will proceed through the forest and then use a field disruptor to pass through the energy field and sneak past the guards to enter the base and access the elevator. We don’t have any maps of the building so you’ll have to find the way around yourself. Once you make contact with her, extract her from the base as quickly as possible and head back to the drop point” Togan took a short pause to let it all sink in… “What time will the operation take place?” questioned Arno. “10:00 P.M. is the time we drop you on the base. You’ll have 2 hours to get her and get out! Now, any other questions?” Togan paused and locked eyes with Arno…all he could think was that something felt wrong…Togan was nervous…uneasy. “Dismissed!” Togan announced. Melissa took Arno and Tyrus down to the Armory. “Tyrus you’ll communicate with Arno mentally.” Melissa ordered. Tyrus began to respond, “But Togan said…” Melissa whirled around “I don’t give a damn about what he said!” She replied raising her voice and cutting Tyrus off. “I’m not leaving one of our agents in the field in the middle of an enemy base without communication. Arno, you will be in constant mental contact with Tyrus, thanks to this mental receiver. You’ll be able to speak by thinking the words. Now for your weaponry…Two Automatic 9mm Pistols with laser sights and silencers. Night vision and infrared goggles with 12x zoom capability. Fingerprint, retina, and voice duplication software. Code hacking software, where did I put that? Switch blade, chaff grenades, and this Stealth Suit with built in body armor.” “Will this last me a whole 2 hours?” Arno asked with a sarcastic tone. “Excuse me…” Melissa said in that “I’m your superior officer so you can suck a ding-dong” voice. “Umm…Thanks.” Arno said in quick recovery. “See you at 9:00 P.M. sharp!” Melissa said and walked off. “See ya, Arno. Enjoy your research!” said Tyrus after which he turned, put on his headphones and walked off. “Hey! How did you know I was gonna do some research?!?!? Wait…oh, yeah…of course…this psychic crap’s gonna take some getting’ used to.” Arno said. Arno went to his room and accessed his computer. He began pulling up and going through every file on the Chaos Dragon’s server that he had access to. Then suddenly as he was downloading from Napster he fell asleep. “Arno” suddenly echoed in his mind. Arno looked around and saw no one. For a moment he reached for his gun and then stopped and thought “What Tyrus?” “Get to the 1st floor.” Tyrus responded. “Hurry, It’s time to go, we’re waiting for you out front and you better bring your equipment.” “Be right there.” Arno said. He looked at his Rolex…9 P.M. He quickly headed down to the 1st floor and out the front door to find a limo waiting for him. “Get in!” Tyrus yelled in his mind. Arno opened the door to see Melissa and Tyrus waiting for him. “Togan’s waiting at the airstrip on the north side of the island.” Melissa said. Arno shut the door and tires screeched as he was thrown against the seat. They sat in silence for a minute or 2 while they headed to the airstrip. “We’re here.” Melissa announced. The trio exited the limo and Melissa wished Arno good luck. Togan walked up to Arno and said “I’m gonna make this short but sweet. Arno, all I’m gonna tell you is this…bring Alexis back alive or I’m gonna kick your butt! She’s our only lead to what the Executive Commander is up to.” Said Togan. “Yeah, Yeah, Yeah, Save the world, blah, blah, blah.” Arno yelled back as he boarded the chopper.

CHAPTER II


“Welcome to the CDH-S-0, Arno.” Tyrus said as the chopper took off. “What?” “It stands for Chaos Dragons Helicopter-Stealth Class-Unit 0.” Arno gave Tyrus a funny look. “Sure. Great” Arno looked away but then looked back and said. “Help me out here. Why me? Why do they want me? You’re a psychic you know. Right?” Arno asked. Arno was hesitant and had a concerned look on his face as he said “Actually, Togan and Melissa have Psychic Shielding Implants that prevent me from reading their minds. It’s always bothered me a little. I don’t know why they chose you but I think it’s because of your credentials.” Arno thought a moment before turning back to Tyrus and asked, “Which would be?” “Well, you’re a physics genius, you have a stunning IQ, you’re Technologically adept, schooled in basic Magic, and a Master in all types of Kung Fu. You also have extensive weapons training, underground connections, and you’re an amazing hacker and thief. I can tell that the loner attitude bothers Togan though.” Tyrus replied. Arno sat in silence for several minutes before asking. “But…” Tyrus suddenly stopped him and said with a stern, yet nervous look. “On to your briefing…the soldiers you’ll be going up against on this mission aren’t that much to worry about. Average equipment, low-level genetic enhancements for enhanced senses, strength, and stamina, and not much in the way of training. The Special Forces are a decent challenge, but other than that there’s no need to worry. The marines are only equipped with automatics and uniforms that look like they were designed by Versacci. The Special Forces have better automatics, two .45s, and light body armor. They’re slightly better trained and carry card keys, which will allow you to get around. That’s all. Good luck.” “Thanks, Tyrus.” There was a pause and Arno had not realized that the helicopter had stopped its forward movement and was waiting for exit. “Arno?” Tyrus said as he snapped his fingers in front of Arno’s face. “Huh?” Arno replied. “You can jump out now.” “Oh, Right. Arno said. Arno quickly took a deep breath and strapped on his parachute. He then slid open the door and jumped out into the night sky. As he landed, the helicopter sped off and landed nearby. Arno paused for a moment and then headed through the forest, making sure to leave a beacon at the point where he was dropped off. It was only a mile to the base and after arriving at the Energy shield he quickly got to work, setting up his field disruptor and waited for the few minutes it needed to charge. While he was waiting he took out his night vision goggles and scoped out the enemies and was quickly distracted by their uniforms. “Yep, Versacci gay alright.” He said to himself. 3, 2, 1, the field disruptor created a quick gap in the energy shield and Arno slid through. After taking a quick look around he thought, “Man, I wish they’d given me a sniper rifle.” “Tyrus, can you help me out?” He asked mentally. “I can distract the two guys on the right which will allow you to target ‘em with the laser scope and take them out but, I can only give you 3 to 4 seconds.” Tyrus thought back. “That’ll do.” Arno replied. The two quick, clean shots sliced through the cool night air and dropped the guards instantly and silently. Arno hurried to the dead guards and found a Class-A keycard. He then looked at the huge door, which was well defended and monitored. He remembered Togan telling him to try to use stealth as much as possible. He looked around and found a small secondary door to his right that was protected by a security camera and an access console requiring a pass code. Arno threw a chaff grenade knocking out the camera and attached a Code Cracker to the door’s pass code entry console. He then started the cracking routine and moved out of the camera’s view as it came back online. In a matter of moments the lock was disengaged and Arno threw another chaff grenade once again knocking out the camera. He then immediately bolted for the door and as it slid open, entered the base. As the door slid closed behind him Arno felt like it was one of those “There’s no turning back” moments and then thought “God, I sound like a fruit.” He checked his Rolex…10:26. 1 Hour and 34 minutes left. There were two guards circling the room but no other security. The elevator was in the back of the room and he went to it while the guards were both a fair distance from it. It let out a soft “bing” as he jumped in and keyed the 1st underground floor. The doors slid closed just as the guard’s heads began to turn in his direction. As the elevator headed down Arno pulled out both pistols just waiting for guards to riddle with bullets. The doors slid open and there were 4 guards in the hallway. He reacted without thought, acting without thinking, becoming a fighting machine beyond description or understanding, he shot each guard twice in the head while rolling and sidestepping throughout the hallway. One guard screamed a muffle call for help as the cold bullet ripped through his weak flesh and silenced him forever. Arno then checked for keycards and took a Class-B one along with one of their assault rifles. The door down the hall opened as someone had heard the call for help. Arno immediately and instinctively opened fire without a second thought killing the 2 guards that had been in that room in moments with a cold, precise accuracy. He truly was a mercenary. He walked in to see computer consoles at which he got out his hacking software and hacked his way into their server. He found that there was an armory on the 2nd floor and that prison cells were on the 3rd. There was also low-level mental shielding on the base to prevent some of the prisoners with Psychic gifts from causing trouble or escaping. The 4th-5th floor held prisoners less important to the Imperium, while the 6th-7th floors held barracks. Arno then accessed information about the cell security. He would need a retina print and voiceprint of the Base’s Company Officer to access the cell holding Alexis…Cell Number IDF-A-27187960. He continued his computer hacking until he accessed the Base Commander’s profile and downloaded his voice and retina information into his duplication equipment, which quickly produced the materials, needed. Arno moved like lightning to the elevator and headed to the 2nd floor. “Hey, Jeff. Did you hear about that new Assault Rifle AssaultArms is comin’ out with?” “Oh, you mean the AR81! Yeah, that’s gonna be unbelievable, man.” “Yeah, Ghetto Fabulous.” The elevator let off a gentle ping at which they leisurely turned to see a man dressed in black with an assault rifle pointed at their heads. “Sup, Yo?” Arno asked sarcastically. “Oh, damn!” The guards yelled but before they could reach for their weapons Arno took them down with a hellish and devastating hail of gunfire. He then headed towards the door at the end of the hall, which opened with 6 guards when he was halfway there. He immediately dived, rolled and in one smooth, solid motion pulled out his switchblade and without a second thought threw it with deadly accuracy into one their heads after which he pulled out his handguns and shot the 4 others before it ran out of ammunition. He then chucked it full force at the last guard’s skull; the guard got two shots off that knocked Arno back through the body armor. Then the butt of the gun hit the guard’s skull and shattered it in moments. Arno took what ammunition they had and moved on. Those Special Forces were decent—but only decent. He headed in after also grabbing two of their .45s and discarding his pistols and getting a level three keycard. He grabbed as much ammunition as he could carry and walked casually back to the elevator, a look of determination in his eyes. He headed down to the third floor and as the doors opened fired on sight of any Armed Forces. He took out 8 guards plus the warden in that room and ran to find Alexis cell. He had no idea what he would find inside when he opened it…the door slid open after the retina scan and voice print to reveal the most beautiful blue-eyed brunette that Arno had ever seen. She was crying in her sleep. Arno was stunned for a moment and felt great pity for her. He was frozen motionless, mesmerized. “There he is!!! Shoot him, SHOOT HIM!!!” a Special Forces member screamed as bullets flew toward Arno. He dived into the cell and shook Alexis to wake her. “Alexis! ALEXIS!” He half-yelled. “What?” She said sleepily. “Come with me now! Hurry! A mercenary group sent me here to save you!” “WHAT!!! Oh, thank god, I thought you’d never come!” She said as Arno poked his head out the door and loosed a magazine at the guards. Arno went back into his fighting mode, a mode where he killed mindlessly without thought, question, or conscience. Arno dived out of the door, shooting as he did so, blood splattering walls, floors, and other guards. He fired endlessly, killing the guards like they were nothing. After that he called Alexis out and they ran for the elevator. “Don’t question me, or anything I say or do. As long as you follow my orders you’ll live. Understand?” Arno said. “Y-yes…sir.” Alexis said, almost crying. They ran to the elevator and he told her to get behind him as they went to the ground floor. The doors opened to at least 30 guards who opened fire but Arno was too good. He could be the most heartless, powerful killer on earth. It was just what he was good at. He rushed into them shooting and yelling inhumanly like a man who had lost his soul. He broke bones, necks, and put at least 3 bullets in each guard, slaying them inhumanly, quickly, efficiently, heartlessly. When it was over they ran out the front door Arno using the handgun to kill guards as they went, practically dragging a traumatized Alexis behind him. They passed through the hole in the shield created by the field disruptor and Arno shot it as they ran, destroying any evidence of who did it. They reached the drop-off point thanks to the beacon and departed back to base. Arno was wasted and cold inside. And that was just day 1. He was afraid and ashamed of the killer he was. What he didn’t realize was how true it was when he thought, “There’s no turning back.”

CHAPTER III


Arno tried to clear his mind on the thirty-minute trip back, but to no avail. He had inner demons and he couldn’t run from them forever. For the first time he was sorry he had killed because in doing so he had traumatized and scared Alexis. He felt like a monster. He told himself she’d recoup and began reliving his past in his mind. “Arno?” “NO!!!” he yelled back, shocked out of his flashback. Everyone was shocked and jumped at the raising of his voice. He bolted out of the chopper and headed for his quarters. No one questioned or stopped him except for Togan who yelled Congratulations after him. Arno heard nothing, felt nothing, only the pain. He went in his room and cried and wailed into his pillow, screaming in anguish as he fell asleep but no one heard him for the airtight rooms. He came out the next morning and headed for the mess hall. Along the way everyone walked up to him and congratulated him or said hi, good job, etc. He did his best to respond positively. Once in the mess hall he grabbed his food and plopped down, closing his eyes for a moment…suddenly Alexis and Melissa sat down across from him. “What’s wrong Arno you look a little paler than usual?” Melissa said jokingly. “Melissa, Alexis, I…I’m sorry about last night…I’m fine. Alexis, I’m ashamed of what I did. For the first time in my life I feel bad about killing. I didn’t want to do it front of you. I hated having to traumatize you but my orders were to save your life and I had to follow through. Please…forgive me.” Arno said in a shaky voice, tears welling in his eyes. Alexis sniffed softly as tears welled in her eyes. “It’s okay…I forgive you. I just wasn’t ready for it, I guess, but I would like to get to know you because I sense a good person, a nice guy down in there somewhere and I want to find him.” Arno exhaled deeply and began relaxing. Color went back to his face. “Thank you.” Arno replied. “Wow…never saw that one coming. Um…we were wondering if you want to go watch a movie with us today…so…do you?” Melissa asked. “What are you talking about? Don’t we have to work?” Arno asked. “Oh, No, no, no.” Melissa responded. “You get a 3-day break after every mission. It’s the only real time to relax that we have.” Arno thought on that for a minute. “But Alexis doesn’t even know me.” Arno said. “Yes, I do.” Alexis retorted. “Well, I know everything Melissa knows. We had good time.” Arno was worried and had a lot on his mind but relaxing sounded real good right now. “Okay.” Arno replied. “Great.” They said. “But we get to choose the movie. We’ll call ya later,” Melissa said. “Bye,” Arno said as they got up and left. “Hey, Arno!” Tyrus said as he had a seat at the lunch table. “’Sup, yo?” Arno said. “Man, I wish I could come, too,” Tyrus said. “That Melissa is a fine woman,” he said dreamily. “Well, you can come,” Arno said. “I just invited you.” “Are you serious?” Tyrus said. “Yep.” “Sweet!!!” Tyrus yelled enthusiastically.

~ To be continued! ~
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