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Shadow Imperium

(Chapters III-V)

(From a Novel by Brit Butler)
(Editor’s note: Chapters I-II and an initial version of Chapter III of Butler’s Shadow Imperium are contained in 2001: A Writer’s Odyssey, Volume I, an anthology of literary contributions from seven students of Mill Springs Academy’s Upper School during the Writers’ Workshop segment of Winter Learning, January 8-10, 2001.)
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 begin 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 due to 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 in 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 three-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 girl 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.

Tyrus ran off excitedly to get ready while Arno sat almost in a trance, absorbing all that had happened. Arno thought on the forgiveness of Alexis, his position with the Chaos Dragons, and the violence he seemingly couldn’t control and didn’t want to the night before. He then shook himself out of his trance and headed upstairs. Arno reached his room and keyed the door open to find Togan sitting there waiting for him.

“Arno, please come in.” Arno came in and shut the door.

“What can I do for you, sir?” Arno said.

“Arno, I heard that y’all are headin’ to a movie this afternoon; that’s fine, but I want you to watch over Alexis. She’s our only lead to what’s going on in the Imperium and we need to interrogate her. I want you all to keep close watch over her while you’rr gone, not because she’d run but because someone might come after her. Keep an eye out, all right?” Togan pleaded.

“Very well, sir,” Arno said.

“Thank you,” Togan said as he headed out. “Oh, and have a good time,” he said, shutting the door.

Arno booted up his computer and accessed his MP3’s. He turned on a playlist with Metallica, Godsmack, Korn, Sevendust, Limp Bizkit, Nirvana, Linkin Park, and Nine Inch Nails; put on his headphones and laid back in his chair, eventually dosing off. He woke up about three hours later. It was noon, time for lunch. He went down and met Melissa, Alexis, and Tyrus in the mess hall.

“Hey, Arno!!” Melissa called.

“Hey!” he responded. “So, what movie are we going to? Oh, by the way I invited Tyrus,” Arno said.

“Great! We’ll be seeing Unbreakable,” Melissa said.

“Ok. I’ve been wantin’ to see that,” Arno replied. “What time do we head out to see it?” he asked.

“Meet us in the lobby at two-thirty. The movie starts at three,” Melissa said.

“Great. Excuse me,” Arno said as he went to get lunch. They ate quickly and then all went and prepared for their afternoon. Arno decided to take along his .45 and then started up a rap playlist. He then relaxed until two-thirty, at which point he headed downstairs and saw Alexis, who had a big grin on her face, and was running toward him from across the lobby. She jumped into his arms and nearly knocked him over.

“What was that for?!” Arno asked in a slightly upset tone.

“Nothing, just havin’ fun,” Alexis said. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m just really impulsive,” she said.

“It’s all good,” Arno replied.

“Hey guys!” called Melissa and Arno.

“Let’s GO!” Melissa called. “I rented a Porsche for the occasion.” They walked out front to find a man waiting with the keys to the best looking red Porsche Carrera convertible they’d ever seen. “Arno you get to drive first because of the mission success last night,” Melissa announced.

“I could get used to this,” Arno said. “Do you always spend your money on other Mercs?” he asked.

“Everybody always spends money on each other after missions,” Melissa replied.

“Sweet!” Arno said.

“By the way, Togan told me to tell you to expect a 50,000 credit bonus!” Melissa said nonchalantly.

“I tell you, one thing I’ll never mind about being a mercenary is the money,” Arno said.

80 miles per hour, 95, 120, 140, 165, 180. The Porsche flew down the super-speedway.

CHAPTER IV

The group partied all night, and a deep bond of friendship and trust developed. It was two a.m., and everyone got back in the Porsche and headed home with Arno behind the wheel. When they arrived back at base, Arno told everyone he’d park the Porsche, but he wanted Alexis to go with him.

“Good night, Arno. Good night, Alexis,” said Melissa. “Good night,” they replied in unison.

“Alexis…I had a great time tonight. I’m sorry about the other night. I’m still not sure what to say, but I’m wrestling with some things inside right now, and I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry,” Arno said in a firm, solid voice.

“Relax…don’t worry about it.” Alexis responded. “It’s no big deal. I forgive you and understand you were just doing your job. I hold no grudges,” she said.

“I’m worried it might be more than a job to me, though,” Arno said.

“Oh, that is so sweet!” she said.

“No, I mean I’m worried that the killing…it comes too easily to me, too naturally. I go into this focused mode. I feel lots of hate, lots of anger and rage, and then the death just seems to flow out of me.”

There was a deep silence before Alexis said, “Arno, you have some inner demons—we see that, but you’re a good person, and we all like you. That includes me. If you need to talk to us…we’ll be here.” 

“Thanks,” he said. They drove the Porsche back and began walking back to base. They were almost out of the dark parking lot when Alexis stopped Arno.

“Wait,” she said as she gently kissed him on the cheek. They walked up to the barracks hand in hand, ready for whatever was headed their way. They reached the base and Arno bid Alexis good night. 

He went to his room where he pondered whether Alexis was just being nice or not and whether or not he enjoyed all the killing. His mind kept drifting back to Alexis’ kiss though. Eventually, Arno dozed off on the desk around four a.m. Arno woke up to another breakfast with the guys during which Melissa commented on how strangely Togan had been acting, and Alexis noted how nervous she was about her interrogation today. Later, the group gathered in the interrogation room behind the glass window, observing and listening to the interrogation by Togan…

“We know that the Executive Commander of the IAF is planning to take over the Imperium and then the world. What we don’t know is how he plans on accomplishing this. Could you help us?”

“First of all, the Executive Commander’s name is Kai Buehler. Kai isn’t the mastermind behind this, I know that much, but I don’t know who is. Kai is someone’s pawn—I just haven’t figured out whose yet.”

“Go on.”

“What I do know is that this conspiracy is deeper than a conspiracy. This is more than a conspiracy. This is a Shadow Government.”

“Shadow Government?”

“Yes. It is becoming increasingly apparent to Imperial citizens that the government is no longer being conducted in accordance with the Constitution, or within states, according to state constitutions. While people have recognized for many years that the rich and powerful often corrupt individual officials, or manipulate their positions and use influence to get legislation passed that favors their interests, most Imperials still cling to the naive belief that such corruption is exceptional and that most of the institutions of society, including the courts, the press, and law enforcement agencies, still largely comply with the Constitution and the law in important matters,” Melissa continued. “They believe that these corrupting forces are disunited and in competition with one another, so that they tend to balance one another. Mounting evidence makes it clear that the situation is far worse than most people think; that during the last several decades the Imperial Constitution has been effectively overthrown, and that it is now observed only as a façade to deceive and placate the masses. It has been replaced by what many call the Shadow Government. This Shadow Government for the most part operates in secret because its control is not secure. When I discovered this at fourteen, I decided to play double agent, and (when I was old enough) get the highest position I could in the Imperial government, preferably one which would give me lots of intelligence access so I could expose the Shadow Government.”

“Good God. Do we know anything about its structure or decision making?”

“One of the key questions about the Shadow Government is how it makes decisions and carries them out. Some people believe the center to be in finance and others think it’s in intelligence. That the key personalities in every major institution should associate through various associations is not in itself something to worry about, if all that was involved was the development of a consensus. There is evidence that a centralized decision-making process exists; too much is done that could not otherwise occur, and the process is both contemptuous of the Constitution and increasingly willing to violate it. That suggests a permanent apparatus, a bureaucracy, and that points to intelligence and financial bureaucracies. Therefore, the real decisions may be made not by public figures, but by faceless persons operating in secret. Most available evidence indicates that the center is in the intelligence apparatus, and that it largely controls all the other components of the system, including the financial. However, it also appears that the control is imperfect, subject to resistance if it tries to go too far. There are two other major factions involved that are contending with each other. One wishes to solve problems while the other wishes to save itself with the solutions and profit by them. It’s like a classic oligarchy. There is an uneasy alliance and no individual is paramount. Anyone can be replaced if they get too far out of line. Of course the ones who get trampled under this are the ordinary people. The powers fear overthrow by the people, which could still happen if the people act in unison. Social control therefore becomes a matter of keeping the masses placated, divided, and misinformed.”

“God help us. Can you tell us anything about their finances?”

“Absolutely. The Shadow Government is very expensive. The main sources of its revenue are black budgets, the drug trade, raiding financial institutions, public authorities, government contracts, and the arms trade. Black budgets form the core of its operations, but they’re not enough to secure its control over the country or the world. The Shadow Government has seized control of a very large chunk of the market in illegal addictive substances, partially by using law enforcement to destroy competition, and partially by gaining control of the money and the way it’s reintroduced into the economy. Raiding financial institutions is what was done with the S&L’s and is being done, although at a slower rate, with banks. The process includes diversion of funds, seizure of smaller institutions by a few larger ones controlled by the Shadow Government with seizures financed by taxpayers and acquisitions under distressed prices of assets of those institutions, many of which are well-positioned business enterprises that give the Shadow Government control of the key enterprises in most business sectors and sources of revenue. The Savings & Loan raid was used to finance a major expansion of the Shadow Government. However, it is not a method that can be repeated. The public authorities I was referring to are quasi-governmental enterprises that control substantial assets without effective accountability. These include housing, port, energy, water, and educational authorities. Government contracts are a major source of diverted funds and the arms trade is another major source of direct and diverted funds, but requires payoffs to officials.”

“What about their control?”

“The problem with secret governments is that, to remain secret, they cannot involve too many people who are aware of the situation. The more who become involved, the greater the chance those who retain a shred of honor might defect. An occasional defector can be disabled, killed or discredited, but a flood of them could be disastrous. Their control consists of the placement of agents in key positions in all the institutions. These agents are somewhat constrained in the actions they can take since they cannot reveal their true role. What they do must fit the mission of the organization and not conflict with their job descriptions. The main targeted institutions are top and key middle positions throughout the Imperial Government. They also target key judges, especially presiding ones who assign cases. They have the intelligence agencies flooded. Among their functions are death squads that eliminate troublesome persons, although they usually avoid doing that to more prominent ones.”

“Actually,” Melissa continued, “almost every department of government has an intelligence function, and that function is the Shadow Government's main point of control. They target military agencies, law enforcement, and tax agencies. The tax agencies are used to harass troublesome people and sometimes prosecute them on phony charges, in which false evidence is either planted or manufactured. They target major banks, insurance companies, pension funds, holding companies, utilities, public authorities, contractors, manufacturers, distributors, transport firms, security services, and credit reporting services. Forbidden by law from maintaining dossiers on citizens not the subject of criminal investigation, the agencies get around the restriction by using contractors to maintain the data for them, and have amazingly detailed data on almost everyone. When you hire one of the major security services, you are turning over the keys to your premises to the Shadow Government. They target major media: newspapers, magazines, television, and radio stations. Together, they control the National Election Service, which in turn controls the outcome of computerized elections. They suppress coverage of certain subjects, and are the channel for the Shadow Government's propaganda and disinformation campaigns. A major part of the budget of the Imperial Intelligence Agency is for film and video production. They are not making training films. They target communications networks such as telephone, telegraph, cable, and satellite services. The Shadow Government can bug any communication they wish without bothering with a court order, and they regularly monitor dissidents and other key figures. Major holes in their control here are the Internet and public-key encryption, which the Shadow Government is trying to suppress. Although the Internet can be monitored, it cannot be effectively controlled, and it is emerging as a major threat to Shadow control. The last target is organized crime. Despite occasional convictions, they are now mostly treated as a profit center and as the executors of dirty jobs. They are also the providers of vices for the corrupt members of government. These vices are conveniently used to blackmail and control people.”

“My God. What don’t they control?”

“Not much.”

“What more can you tell us?”

“A major aim of the Shadow Government’s control has been to bring most of the assets and revenues of the economy under the control of fewer and fewer people. Part of this is causing the failure of smaller organizations and the absorption of them by a few large chains. This is being done with banks and other financial institutions, newspapers, magazines, television, radio stations, agriculture, mining producers, distributors, retailers, computer manufacturers, energy and chemical companies, medical providers, and pharmaceutical companies. The process goes beyond normal tendencies toward monopoly or restraint of trade and the economies of scale that support the old adage that "the rich get richer." It is an attempt to consolidate political control. The result has been that smaller and smaller proportions of the population control larger and larger proportions of assets and revenues of the economy while the middle class shrinks. We are moving away from the original model of the universal middle class and toward a third-world model of a small upper class and a large poor class with a small middle class that mainly serves as minions of the rich.”

“What’s their plan?”

“The Shadow Government seems to be operating according to a definite plan, various elements of which have been emerging of late. One element is the disarming of the people. There are serious plans and preparations for a general warrant-less sweep of every location in the empire to confiscate weapons. Information about these plans comes from military and intelligence personnel who are involved in preparing to carry them out. Such an action would mean seizing more than 800 million firearms from more than 200 million citizens. Obviously, after such a sweep, there would be so much public outrage that there could not be another election. Therefore, the next element of the plan would likely involve the formal overthrow of the Constitution. There is also suspicious circumstantial evidence that part of the plan is the release of diseases, of which the CIH virus is one, to reduce the world population selectively.”

“How can we stop them?”

“Exposure is the first step. They have to operate in secret, but we also need to find the leaders of the Shadow Government.”

“Then let’s get started.”

CHAPTER V


Arno sat in his room, reflecting on his life, his deeds, and himself. Where should I go from here? How can I make up for the life I’ve led and the crimes I’ve committed? Arno turned from his desk and made his way to the bed, which he plopped down on. He stared at the ceiling, the spinning fan, and beyond, but in his mind he saw none of that, just his parents’ murder and his revenge, just his haunting past. He remembered when he was eight, innocent, sheltered, and unexposed to the cruelties of the world. He understood that his parents were important, but didn’t worry about it. He figured it would never affect him.

Then it had happened, on that one accursed day, as he and his parents left the Imperial Banquet. They got in the limo and began slowly driving home. On the way, as they were passing through a forested area, a hover-bike squad attacked, well prepared and well equipped. His parents were unprepared for the attack and were quickly captured along with him. As for the limo driver, he was shot—executed on the spot. They were all put in restraining devices and given sedatives and barbiturates.

When Arno woke up, he was alone in a cell with nothing but a bed and a camera. He still had his watch and some food, which he ate hungrily and then returned to sleep, too traumatized and worried to think, and too exhausted from the experience to stay awake.

When he awoke again, it was to the sounds of screaming…he recognized it as his mother’s voice. He heard her crying and began crying himself, too confused and upset to do anything else. A guard walked in, and Arno looked up at him with terrified eyes. He trembled uncontrollably. Then the guard slumped down to the floor, dead. His father was standing behind the guard.

Holstering the pistol, he ran to Arno. “Are you alright?” he asked as he embraced and then picked up Arno as a flood of questions began to spill from him. His father began running through the labyrinth of corridors and hallways, trying to save Arno from his parents’ fate. Suddenly, his father stopped and keyed open a door to a small room, which he put Arno in and began entering co-ordinates into a small computer. Just at this moment, Arno realized the alarms were going off.

For Arno, time passed in slow motion. He saw guards run into the hallway behind his father and open fire. His father cried out in pain as he was hit twice in the shoulder, and a mist of blood sprayed into the air and hit Arno in the face and chest. Arno’s father grit his teeth, spun around, pulled out his pistol, and released a flurry of shots at the guards. Tears streaming from his eyes, he turned to Arno and said, “I love you. I’m sorry.” As his father pressed a red button, which securely locked the door and secured Arno in the room, Arno stepped back in shock.

Tears began streaming from his eyes as the room, which Arno didn’t know was an escape pod, shook and separated from the rest of the complex. Arno looked out the window and saw space. He then looked down at Earth as he approached it and blacked out.

Arno slowly opened his eyes and brooded over what had happened. He released the hatch locks and walked into the forest that surrounded him. He noticed that his watch was glowing. As he slowly walked around, it seemed to grow brighter and brighter as he hiked northwest. It comforted and interested him as well, so he walked to an area where his watch glowed brightest until suddenly it projected a hologram of his father.

“Dear Arno, right now you’re standing above a hatch with a thin layer of dirt and grass covering it. Open the hatch by whatever means necessary and get inside.”

Arno, somewhat frightened by the hologram of his father, dropped to his knees and clawed at the dirt and grass, tearing them away with his bare hands. He opened the hatch and found a ladder, which he climbed down into the darkness of a great circular room with a large round table in its middle. Once down the ladder, the floor, detecting weight, activated the lights and the holoprojector on the table.

“Hi, son. Listen very carefully. I have been very busy recently. I was working on a project that was very risky and dangerous. The Imperium has some secrets which it doesn’t want people to know. I found some of those out and they’re after me, but not you. Since you’ve escaped, you’ll be fine here. I created this when I realized this would happen about a year ago. I spent almost all of our family’s fortune on this. No one knows about this place except the contractors, who have vowed silence and have erased all records of this place and their work here and sales to me. The only other people who know are some underground friends of mine who swore to watch over you and help you however they can. One of them was alerted when you entered this facility and should be here within the hour. They’ll show you around and explain more to you. You will find fifteen years worth of food here, a butler robot, a teacher robot, a high-speed Internet connection, and everything I can tell you about that has happened to us, along with much more. This place contains everything you’ll need to grow up into a good man. If you want to get revenge or follow in my footsteps, there’s all the information you’ll need to do that. God only knows what’s happened to me by now, but that’s not important. Know right now that you’ll probably not see your mother or me again; but never forget that no matter where we are, even if we’re dead, we still love you and will always love you. Goodbye son. There are a few more holovids here that you can “see” me in. Gabriel will tell you about those when he gets here. You can call him ‘Gabe.’ He’s my best friend, but isn’t being watched by the Imperium. See you later, son. I love you.”

Arno sat down on one of the chairs surrounding the table and took in all he had just heard.
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