
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Ephesians 6:5-9

	Servants, be obedient to them that are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart, as unto Christ;

	Not with eyeservice, as men-pleasers; but as the servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart;

	With goodwill doing service, as to the Lord, and not to men:

	Knowing that whatsoever good thing any man doeth, the same shall he receive of the Lord, whether he be bond or free.

	 

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	PREFACE: ONE THOUSAND KRONER AN HOUR

	 

	She was getting tired of being a non-conformist, especially tired of the smell of nonconformism. Freetown squatting was taking a toll on the middle-class art school dropout, and she was seriously considering returning to Århus and her parents.  It would precipitated jeers amongst her fellow anarchists, though Emma knew damn well by now that they were mostly poseurs and as essentially as middle class as she was.  

	Anarchism was getting boring in Freetown Christiania.  And dirty.  And smelly.

	In fact, Emma Lindstrøm was starting to hate it.

	But could she really go home?  She knew her parents would welcome her, but eventually, her teacher father and bookkeeper mother would begin to gently ask about her future.  The fact was that, as much as she loved the idea of being an artist, she just didn’t have it in her to be one—not a real one.  She’d always been enough of a realist to be honest with herself.  Boredom and discomfort here or dropout loser back in dull, dull Århus?

	Money was the immediate issue.  She was broke, and unless she was going to rely on fellow hippy wannabes, who were as broke as she was, she was going to have to figure out a way to make a small score.  Some of the kids rang drugs. Emma wanted no part of that.  Casual work was hard to get when you showed up looking like you were squatting.  She knew she had one commodity always in demand, but that really ran against her middle-class upbringing.  She was a good looking girl—twenty, a decent figure and a pretty enough face if you didn’t mind the slightly needle-like nose and weak chin.

	The computer in the public library connected her to scores of ‘opportunities’ but all were outside her boundaries.  She wasn’t prepared to escort and she was a wreck on the dance floor so stripping seemed like an invitation to disaster.  

	One ad caught her eye.

	MODEL WANTED FOR PHOTOGRAPHY SHOOT
18-21, NATURAL BLONDE A PLUS, WHOLESOME LOOK A MUST—NO TATTOOS OR PIERCINGS PLEASE!
WE WILL PROVIDE WARDROBE; NO SEX INVOLVED
ONE THOUSAND KRONERS PER HOUR; DAY RATE NEGOTIABLE!
TEL (45) 40-38-62-91

	 

	Could she pose nude?  It seemed within her boundaries.  Could she do this?

	A thousand kroners an hour?  No sex? Hell, yeah!

	 

	The next morning, she knocked on the photo studio door. It was located in a downscale commercial district, but so were lots of businesses in Copenhagen.

	“Come in!”  He sounded Polish—maybe Baltic—but looked normal enough.  Inside, there was group chatter, and she was relieved they wouldn’t be alone.

	The tall photographer, a thin, bloodless balding blonde man in his late forties, nodded.  “Emma Lindstrøm?”

	“That’s me!” she acknowledged.

	He nodded, pleased. “You’ll do nicely!  Come on in!  Meet the rest of the crew!”

	The studio was large, airy.  Several white Europeans waved, as did a clutch of Africans, all dressed in army fatigues and carrying AK-47s!  She began to back out and the photographer chuckled.  

	“Tope—your prop!”

	One of the uniformed Africans tossed his rifle over, which was handed to Emma.

	“Just a prop—an Airsoft.”

	She handed the plastic airgun back.  “Sorry!  Freaked me out for a second!”

	They discussed the job.  It seemed like a piece of cake.  It was commissioned for a magazine that specialized in “edgeporn”, whatever that was.  She was to pose as an office worker that was going to be raped by the soldiers.

	“But not really,“ he assured her.  “The raw stuff will be shopped later.  It is the look and some acting that we really need—not, the, you know, real deal.  We’ll be here the whole time,” he promised, indicating himself and a normal woman who looked to be the photoshoot make-up artist.

	Emma looked around. An office set sat in the back, with a desk, file cabinets and the like.  Several secretarial outfits hung from hangers on a rolling rack.

	“How long?”

	He nodded.  “A full day.  We start now, and you’ll walk out of here with eight thousand in your pockets.  No funny stuff, and it is for a magazine published overseas.  If the boys get out of line—"

	An African soldier smiled and held a plastic pistol to his head, smiling clownishly.

	“You can scream, and the shift from the machine shop next door will rescue you in minutes. OK?”

	She shrugged.  “Why not?”

	It was a long day.  It was tough to maintain the illusion of fear and terror they wanted too—but she gave it her best.  As soon as she realized they were all doing this for money, she became less self-aware of her increasing lack of wardrobe too.

	The photographer was in her ears all day long—quite the taskmaster and a professional, she soon realized.

	“He’s going to rape you—let’s see some fear in those baby blues!”

	“Tear her blouse open now!”

	“Hold your hand up to her face.  Ingrid- can you do a hard slap on Emma’s right cheek?”

	“Bend over the desk, Emma. Tope, grab her hair!”

	Towards the end of the day, they broke out the menthol strips to induce crying, and she felt herself become a mushy mess which translates well in the snapped frames. Finally, the photographer called a wrap.  She was wrung like a rag after being groped and virtually raped all day long. It was odd— for all the implied violence, she’d never once felt in any physical danger.  The African rape squad was all actually quite solicitous when a camera wasn’t pointed at them. 

	She counted the cash out.  “Eight thousand!  Wow—thanks!”

	“Thank you!  For an amateur, you did great.”

	“Thanks.  But this is a one-off. I’ve decided to enroll at school.”

	“Back to art school?” She’d shared her backstory over the course of the day with the shoot crew.  That’s how comfortable she’d felt around them.

	“Nope. I’m thinking of nursing now,” she admitted. It beat the squat and the money would let her set herself up to pursue her new dream.  The more she had considered it, the comfier a choice it felt.

	“Good for you!  Thank care of yourself Emma!”

	She winked. “Always have, always will. Hey, just for the record, what’s the name of this magazine anyway? Seems kind of fucked up subject matter, to be honest,” she said, now that the money was tucked deep in her jeans pocket.

	He didn’t argue.  “A job’s a job, dude!  Anyway,  don’t worry—it is kind of a custom published thing. It will only ever be distributed in Asia. Unless you’re planning on relocating, no one will ever connect you to any of this,” he promised truthfully.

	“Yeah, but the name?” she pressed.

	He thought for a minute.  “Winks? No—it’s Minx!  Minx magazine.”

	Emma shrugged. “Whatever!” she replied, satisfied if bored. “It didn’t sound familiar at all.

	As she packed her few bags back in the squat, Emma Lindstrom never knew she had just helped set off a revolution a half a world away, one that would change the lives of millions forever.  And of all the great and bit players in the great game about to commence, she was the only white girl to enjoy a happy ending.  For the rest, dark storm clouds gathered!

	 

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	CHAPTER 1: LANDING DAY

	“Is that it?  Three and a half years jammed into just two boxes and three pieces of luggage?”

	The young blonde woman nodded, shrugging.  “What can I say?  I travel light—besides, I brought a lot back on my last trip.  Thanks, guys.”  She handed the driver of the idling SUV some bills.  “For petrol.”

	“Oh please, Karin—as if!”  The driver, another blonde, pushed the bills away.  “Do you need a lift down to Vestdall?  I could come back later, and we could go down together.”

	Karin, shook her head.  Mariela, the housemaid, had already begun hauling her boxes into the townhouse.  “Thanks but I’m really not sure what my plans are.  You guys go ahead—you all going to be at the club tonight?”

	Elise, the driver, nodded.  “You know I am.  You guys going down?”

	“Yeah, I think—aren’t we?”  It was Laura, the younger of the two Christiansen sisters.

	“Oh—definitely, I think,” confirmed Sarah.  “But who knows what the fam has planned.  But probably.”

	Karin waved the uniformed maid away.  “Mariela, I’ll get those—ok, look I know I’ll see you one way or the other.  Thanks again for the ride—it was fun!”

	Through rolled down windows, the girls all made their proper farewells, and Karin was grateful as Elise’s sleek black BMW SUV sped down the city street.  Five hours of gossip and chit chat had been fun, but she was happy to be back home at last.  She looked down to pick up the last of her luggage, but the maid had already retrieved it.  Karin closed the gate and headed into the courtyard of the family’s townhouse.  She smiled in the warm afternoon sun.  She was at home.

	“Thank you, Mariela.  Anyone home?”

	The fortyish Philipina shook her head.  “Dr. Vester, she leave you a note.  Mister Paul—he busy in Parliament.  Busy day, busy day!” she added in exasperation.

	Karin took the envelope, even as the maid poured her a glass of her famous homemade lemonade. 

	“It is hot.  You have this.”

	Karin took the glass and drank greedily as she scanned the note, written in her mother’s meticulous and practiced script.

	“Dear-

	Sorry to miss your arrival!  I had hoped to be home, but there’s so much I need to clear off my desk before the holiday break.  I probably won’t make it down to Elf Hill until tomorrow morning.  Paul’s all hung up in Parliament because of the latest budget dramas as well.  We won’t make the fireworks at the Club tonight, but there’s no reason you shouldn’t head down.  Take the Landrover—it’s all top offed—and we’ll see you in the morning.  Just one favor—if you do decide to head down to Vestdall, please go before it gets too dark.  Humor me, ok?  

	Love, Mum”

	She was disappointed.  Landing Day was sacrosanct— the long weekend, the fireworks, the parties all celebrating the landing on the Dominion of the first European sailors.  It was the national holiday, but more importantly, it signaled the beginning of summer!

	“I already call Abazu to air the place out for you,” Mariela said, taking the empty glass from Karin’s hand.  “If you go, you should go soon Miss—it is already four o’clock.”

	Karin nodded.  “I need a shower, and I need to throw an outfit together for the Commodore’s Ball first,” she noted, more to herself.   “Mariela, my Pradas—the black ones—are they…?”

	Mariela’s normally placid mien flipped into a grimace.  “Ah—I apologize!  No—I will call Chinoso—you no need worry.  Go take shower—I call him now.”

	Karin was about to wave her off but she really did want the shoes—they’d go perfectly with the little black dress she’d bought at the Boxing Day sale for just this occasion, once the heels were mended of course.  She nodded.

	“Fine, fine,” she agreed as she headed up the staircase to her wing of the Vester townhouse.  She should have sorted this out already, she thought.  She’d given Mariela the shoes for repair when she’d been back only a month earlier.  If she had to scramble a bit, well—that was her job, after all!

	Thirty minutes later, Karin was already in an improved post-shower mood and ready to hit the road, shoes or not.  As she took the keys off the hall rack for the Landrover, she was ready to tell Mariela not to worry about the shoes—she already had another pair packed—when she overheard the exchange between herself and Mr. Chinoso.

	“No—you SAY twenty, you GET ten.  Ten for you, ten for me.  That’s the way it works, you old thief.”  It was Mariela, in a hushed but threatening whisper.

	“But please Miss Mariela—”  It was Chinoso, the old Primevan, beseeching her just as quietly.

	“You take this or nothing!”

	Karin could hear the drama end as the old man grunted.  She paused, then entered the kitchen.

	Mariela held up a pair of black stiletto pumps.  “Chinoso just bring these around for you Miss Karin.”

	The dark brown Primevan man in worn, soiled khaki work clothes, nodded, smiling.

	“Thank you, Mr. Chinoso!” she responded, taking the shoes in hand with a smile.  

	“You are most welcome, Miss.  The heels, they replaced— all repaired,” he added gravely as if it was a matter worthy of more discussion.  He turned to Mariela.  “Perhaps you need knives sharpened?  Since I’m here?”

	Mariela shrugged.  “Since you are here.”  She rummaged through a drawer and wrapped up a handful of kitchen knives in a tea towel.  “Go on then,” she said, handing the bunch to the grateful old man.

	Karin had already jammed the shoes in her overnight and, keys in hand headed out behind the older man.  “If anyone calls, I’ll be down at Elf Hill.  Happy Landing Day, Mariela!”

	The maid merely nodded, taciturn as always.

	After tossing her bag in the back of the Landrover, she walked over to Chinoso’s truck.  It was a small utility moke, on the door of which advertised in stencil, “The Knife Man”.  Mr. Chinoso was already honing the kitchen knives on the grinder mounted on the back of the absurdly small vehicle.  Chinoso had been servicing Lighthouse Hill, her own neighborhood, for as long as she could remember.  While he had always offered a variety of services—everything from handyman repairs, small painting jobs, and even shoe repairs—he had always simply been known as “The Knife Man”.

	“Mister Chinoso?  I wanted to thank you for my shoes.”

	The old man stopped his grinding.  “A pleasure to be of service, Miss!  Any time, any time!”

	She handed him a ten Dominion krona bill.  “Please—for the last minute inconvenience!” she insisted.

	He stared at the bill, then back to the rear of the courtyard worried.  He shook his head.  “Please, Miss.  Not necessary.  Mariela would not… approve,” he forced himself to say.

	Karin’s smile tightened.  “But I DO approve.  Go on—take it!  I’m not leaving until you do!” she waved the bill at him insistently.

	Reluctantly he took the bill, head bobbing gratitude.  “Thank you, Miss.  Thank you very much.”

	Now her smile returned in full measure.  “That’s fine, fine.  Happy Landing Day, Mr. Chinoso!”

	The old brown man now returned her smile squarely.  “And to you, Miss—and to you!” 

	Karin felt good as she shifted gears in the old Landrover, leaving the neatly bricked and gabled district where some of the Dominion’s most powerful families kept a city residence.  Her great grandfather had bought the Vester townhouse and it had remained in the family like a jewel, passed on from generation to generation since then—even when they had spent most of their time in the country on the big estates that made the familial fortunes possible.  These days, her mother and her new husband Paul spent most of their time in Kongestad.  At twenty, everyone had tacitly accepted that she would NOT be referring to Paul as her stepfather, and Paul hadn’t seemed offended.  Of course, he loved the new address—as a politician on a constant hunt for credibility, the Lighthouse Hill address granted him that and more.

	Chinoso seemed grateful and she was pleased to have brightened another’s day.  She was piqued that Mariela has seemed to be skimming off a share from such a trivial domestic transaction but, with Primevans, she knew she mustn’t jump to conclusions.  How they dealt with each other wasn’t something she felt she should get involved in.  Was ten kronas such a big deal?  She honestly didn’t know.  She knew the Primevans she encountered seemed happy and content with their lot.  Of course, that was a small group—the household workers (not servants—that wasn’t respectful, her mother said) like Mariela and the caretaker Abazu.  DNU employed Primevan maintenance workers and cafeteria staff and they seemed happy enough.  

	Even now, as she rolled down Little Stroget, Kongestad’s High Street shopping district, she noted the Primevan clerks behind the counters, the nannies and governesses tending to their charges, the smartly uniformed chauffers, even the municipal workers and none seemed to display the slightest resentment as they tended to their duties.  Even as the Landrover approached the Royal Kongsborg Motorway, the topic had already lost its appeal.  

	The Landrover hugged the highway as Karin shifted into fifth gear, leaving the capital behind her.  She loved this part of the trip—the flat road carrying her past less and less traffic, which all seemed headed towards to city and the suburbs that ringed it.  Paul had wanted to get rid of the Landrover but her mother had refused.  It was her father’s old ‘warhorse’ and had carried the three of them to Elf Hill innumerable times when she was younger.  He had maintained it, like everything else in his care, with immaculate care, the twenty-year-old engine purring like the classic she now was.  It was the ‘beach wagon’ and saw more use around the verdant, dusty roads around Vestdal than in Kongestad.  

	She thought of her father then—he had only been gone five years but the ache was there and always would be.  At least it had been quick.  He had been a strapping man—six feet, broad-shouldered, a modern-day Viking of a man whose appearance complemented the delicate beauty of her just as striking mother.  The cancer had hit while she was still finding her sea legs at St. Hilda’s, feeling like a goose amongst swans.  Her parents had decided not to tell her until the end-stage hit.  By then, Bjorn Vester was a shadow of his former self.  Even then, there was dignity and reserve.  She would be fine, he informed her, from his hospital bed.  Death was a partner in all things and she must resist the urge to indulge in self-pity.  Her mother would need her, and she must focus on her studies.  Her financial security had been assured.  In his final six months, Bjorn Vester had carefully organized his finances and the family fortune, which he had inherited and had doubled, had been placed in a trust.  Mum had been well cared for, and a comfortable consideration for Karin had been designed.  As the only child, she’d inherit everything when her mother also passed on.  In the interim, a trust of five million Dominion kronas would revert to her when she reached the age of twenty-five.  “In less than ten years, Karin, you’ll have a head start in life few girls your age have.  I expect you to conduct yourself accordingly,” he said, in a mock stern tine that even her father couldn’t maintain.  That was her last memory—the two of them laughing absurdly with Karin just as mockingly replying “Yes, Father, I shall conduct myself!”  Two days later, he was gone—just like that.

	The familiar big green highway sign soon announced “Vestdal Lake Region 2 km” and, as if my muscle memory, she drifted the Landrover off the exit into the twilight and towards Elf Hill.  The weekender was only fifteen minutes away, but as the white utility vehicle jumped onto the gravel road, she already felt home.  The signs she passed announced the numerous vacation homes she had memorized since she had been little—“Cliff Cottage”, “Sandy Retreat”, “Shore House”—and they all saluted her as she peeked over high hedges to guess which houses were open for the season.  Since she had begun summering at Elf Hill, the Vester property, as a little girl, she had grown up at Lake Vestdall as much as the townhouse in the capital—probably more so.  

	About an hour away, Lake Vestdall couldn’t boast the magnificent seacoast estates only the most wealthy old money families could maintain, it was close enough to provide a weekend refuge for what her mother called the “comfortable class”.  Lawyers, bankers, executives, and investors colonized the Lake about fifty years ago.  Property lots were large, ensuring privacy and enough room to grow.  The Vester property had been purchased by her own great grandfather in the first wave of development and the Vesters were one of the ‘first families’ of the Lake.  The body of water was ringed by the properties—a  beautiful big blue spectacle that lapped a wide long beachfront on all sides.

	Karin unconsciously smiled as the Landrover made the short jog up the paved road to Elf Hill.  Abazu, who had been caretaker as long as she could remember, had the outside lights on just as the sun was making its final descent.  She parked, grabbed her bag and swung the screen door open just as Abazu turned the corner from the side of the property.

	“Miss Karin!  All ready for you!”  Like Chinoso, he wore the khaki work clothes preferred by Primevan service workers, though his were starched and creased.

	“Happy Landing Day, Abazu!”

	The middle-aged black man nodded.  “As you say, Miss.  You need me, I be in cottage, ok?”  He pointed over the massive hedge, where a small, neat white cottage had served as his home for the past twenty years.

	She nodded and he left by the rear kitchen door, as always.  She was amused that he should follow such decorum, given it was only the two of them but that was the silent but thoroughly dependable Abazu.  She didn’t even know if that was his first or last name—she had just always known him as “Abazu”.  Karin tossed her bag on the huge, overstuffed couch that faced the massive windows that displayed the expanse of Lake Vestdall in all its holiday home lit glory.  Switching on lamp after lamp, she opened the French doors that led out onto the huge deck.  It was as it had always been—the slate deck, the pool illuminated by blue lights, the loungers she’d collapse into tomorrow to combat the inevitable hangover.  Abazu had trimmed the lawn that day—she could smell the freshly mown grass—and her father’s little putting green sported brave little flags on all sides.  Beyond the tennis court, no one much used but her grandmother had insisted on some twenty years back.  In front, the private beachfront and the raked, creamy colored sand.  The home’s manicured exterior belied that sprawl that was the house itself.  Though initially not one of the larger homes in the Lake region, previous generations of Vesters had added to the modest ground level and keep going, adding room after room, each facing the lake.  Her father had satisfied himself with merely updating an office, but that still left a long, lazy residence that offered six bedrooms, interspersed with sitting rooms, parlors, the office, sunrooms, a library and the kitchen which dated back to the 1970s—not counting the two cabanas that sometimes doubled as guest houses when the infrequent need arose.  It was a ridiculous, irrational compound that Karin knew every inch of and absolutely adored.  

	A glimpse at her father’s Rolex prompted her into action.  6:12pm and the club activities would kick of at 7!  Pouring herself a small glass of chardonnay in the vintage but spotless kitchen, she retrieved her bag and made her way to her own bedroom right off the east wing.  An hour later, she was driving through the security gate at Whitecaps Beach and Sailing Club, the institution that was the heart of the Lake region.

	“Evening!:  Sensing he was new, she added “Vester, 1718.”

	The club had only ever hired Dominioneer staff—mostly kids from the nearby Dominion State University—and security was no different.  The handsome white-uniformed blonde boy, about her own age, checked a roster and, smiling, popped up the boom gate.

	“Evening, Ms. Vester!  Happy Landing Day!  Know you next time!”

	She replied in kind and drove the short distance to the main reception building, where a short line of vehicles was waiting for the valets to attend to them.  Karin added her own road dusty Landrover to the impressive line of Mercs, Rolls, Jaguars and Bentleys and giggled as she was helped out of the beast by the club’s doorman, balancing on her now repaired Pradas.

	“Thank you, Alastair.  So much for my chariot!”

	The elderly Englishman shook his head.  “Fits you to a tee, Ms. Vester.  Besides,” he leaned in and whispered, “you can roll in here in whatever you like—you’ve been a member here since you were born!  A lot of these folks are Johnny come latelys,” he tipped his brow to the growing crowd of men and women in evening dress.  “I remember your father drove a tractor in here one time!”

	Karin laughed, believing him.  Reception was lit up and the ships’ prow, a stern looking mermaid that had once guided an old sailing ship, dominated the large room, staring down on all of them with her typical disdain.  

	Seeing all the familiar faces, she nodded, waved, gave and received greetings with all the usual crowd.  At the bar, while others repeated their own club account numbers—no cash was ever exchanged on club grounds and everything was done by account—she never had to share her own account number and received her vodka tonic in the secret smug satisfaction of being a familiar.  She set off to find Elise.

	Passing by the Sortvanger Swingers, a quartet that played every club event and who’s idea of “swinging” ended at Sinatra classics, she caught sight of her best friend on the club deck.  Looking spectacular as always in a red number that was only as provocative as Elise permitted it to be, the two hugged, then toasted their respective drinks.

	“Happy Landing Day!”

	“Happy Landing Day!”

	The clink completed the club ritual the two had shared since they’d first met there, toasting Shirley Temples at ten in imitation of the adults.  Since then, they had shared not only the Whitecap, but St. Hilda’s and then Dominion National University.  Family and friends were always referring to them as virtual sisters and they both had teased Elise’s little brother Edvard in the infuriating way only sisters could.  

	“Where’s the punk?” she asked smirking.

	Elise pointed over her shoulder, leaned in and whispered: “Please don’t laugh—he insisted, even though I told him he’d look ridiculous!”

	Karin’s eyes followed and there was Edvard—in full dress blues—striding in supreme confidence towards the pair.  It was an effort to heed Elise’s request.

	“Uh, Hi Karin!”  Edvard proffered his white-gloved hand, which she shook solemnly.  

	“You look quite dashing, Edvard,” she allowed.

	He saluted, with a broad smile.  “Cadet Edvard Holm, Royal Academy for Military Arts, at your service!”  

	“At ease, soldier,” Elise giggled, then patted her little brother’s shoulder.  “She’s thoroughly impressed.  Now let us gossip already—ok?”

	The eighteen year old awkwardly backed off.  “Sure, uh—see you for the fireworks, ok, Karin?”

	She nodded.  “Absolutely—don’t be AWOL, ok?”

	He nodded gravely and turned to take compliments from an older couple on his dashing new wardrobe.

	Elise mock relief-wiped her brow.  “He’s still smitten with you, sister.  Can’t you just break his heart already?”

	Karin shook her head helplessly.  Edvard had exhibited an ongoing case of puppy love since he’d turned fourteen.  It was equally endearing and appalling.  “What’s doing at JP?”  It was the nickname for the Holm holiday home, the most prestigious home on the lake—Jade Palms.

	“Madness, as always.  There’s a humoungous house party that starts tomorrow.  About a bazillion guests expected and Cook is going insane, even with the city help being shipped in to help.  I’m keeping my head down—maybe I’ll crash with you guys.”

	Karin laughed.  “You have twenty bedrooms, not to mention five guest houses.  And you want to crash with us peasants?”

	Elise crossed her arms over her red silk party dress, exasperated.  “For a ‘party’, it all just all get so serious.  Drives me nuts!  Oh, but there’s one good thing about it—guess who’s staying with us?” she asked slyly.

	“Frida Ebba?” Karin teased.  

	Elise put her hands over her ears, eyes closed.  “Don’t start— my ears will bleed if I hear it one more time!”  Frida Ebba’s was the Dominion’s latest one hit wonder, bordering on meme.  Her “Love Me, Love Me” had hit the charts and was either horrible or angelic, depending on who you asked.  “No, really—guess.”

	Karin thought.  The Holms were heavily involved in advertising and media—that was it!  “Not Hannah Claydon?”

	“Yes!” Elise screeched, drawing disapproving glares from two older ladies nearby.  She pursed her lips in atonement, then explained.  “My father was part of the consortium that convinced GNN to give it a go here.  She limo’d in this afternoon—and yes, she’s AMAZING!”  The two older ladies glared again, in disapproval.

	Hannah Claydon had been a sensation since she’d arrived in the new GNN Kongestad studio six months earlier.   The Englishwoman was a fresh contrast to the dowdy government media service presenters of the DBC or Dominion Broadcast Corporation.  Ratings suggested GNN was making a race out of it.  Karin loved the new service which seemed to reflect a more modern perspective than the DBC’s one sided take on everything.  She especially like the brash new anchor.  Hannah was what her father might have called a ‘piece of work’.  Working her way from soft news back in the UK, she had battled her way to her current role which, even though it was a minor market, still marked her as an up and comer.  It didn’t hurt that she was stunning, a blonde with an English Rose face and a Page Three figure.  And she was, like Karin and Elise (and her mother for that matter), a DNU grad.  Or she had at least attended DNU for her semester away—and even roomed with Grand Duchess Frida.      

	“Did Laura and Sarah make it down?”  With the Christiansen sisters who had been part of their caravan from DNU, it was always a fifty-fifty proposition.

	“Laura was up for it but Sarah wanted to see the big fireworks in Kongestad.  I’m sure they’ll be down tomorrow.  Come on—let’s get a fresh drink.”

	For the next couple hours, the two friends made the rounds, swirling in drifts of old friends and family acquaintances, bouncing from group to group sharing news of campus life, gap year plans and first job jitters.  Karin felt a second wind, casting off her long day of travel in a happy glow of club socialising.  Some minor stars even lit up the festivities.  Karin and Elise kept a running tally.  No royals of course but they recognised Auguste Waltraub, an MP who never met a media opportunity she didn’t like.  Ellinor Vita, Captain of the Dominion Olympic team, was on hand and as friendly and down to earth in reality as she seemed to be on the sports networks.    Claudia Valeska, the face of the DBC, was staying with friends and seemed to be anticipating a run in with her new on-air competitor Hannah Claydon.  The friends watched in admiration as the older journalist finally made the first move, crossing the ballroom and extending a hand to a surprised Claydon.

	“Ms. Claydon, congratulations on what you’re achieving with GNN.”

	There was a noticeable drop in volume across the ballroom as attention focused on a possibly delicious little drama. 

	Hannah didn’t pause.  She took the hand firmly and smiled.  “Please call me Hannah and thank you.”

	The veteran journalist nodded.  “And I’m Claudia.  I enjoy watching you—when I can.  We are usually working the same hours.”

	That brought wary but warming laughter.  “True!” Hannah agreed.  “And I you.”  

	There was a tiny lapse which Claudia filled gracefully.  “The Dominion is well served by different approaches to whatever constitutes the national conversation.  The DBC and GNN offer different perspectives and that’s a good thing.”

	Hannah nodded. “Couldn’t agree more, Claudia.”  She paused, then pressed on.  “I’d love to interview you—you’re an institution in Dominion media.”

	Claudia shook her head.  “Institutions are…old.  Let’s just say I’ve been keeping the chair warm.  As for your offer, well—I feel the same.  What say I host you—on Green Room?”  That was Valeska’s weekly one hour interview show, always a Sunday evening ratings draw.

	Hannah considered.  “OK—if it is reciprocal and I can interview you on Backstage, you have a deal.”  Backstage with Hannah was GNN’s own celebrity interview show.

	The erstwhile competitors shook hands.  Aware there was now an audience for their exchange, Claudia smiled and raised her arms.  “Who said it was impossible to negotiate a deal in the Dominion?” she cheerfully demanded, to a small round of applause and laughter.  There were a few glasses raised in a toast and the ballroom once again resumed it’s bubbling gaiety.

	“She handled that well,” Elise noted, admiringly.

	“Well, they both did, didn’t they?” Karin countered, impressed with Hannah’s professional aplomb.

	“Agreed.”

	They both turned to the male voice behind them.

	Elise set her glass down and hugged the young man, looking handsome as ever in his tailored evening clothes and tall but off-the-rack frame.

	“Gunnar!”  Elise might have offered the greeting but the tanned blonde man’s gaze was fixed on Karin.

	“Ladies!  Happy Landing Day!  Home for the break?”

	Elise nodded.  “We drove back today— you know what a beast that drive is!”

	“You’re not any worse for it, though.  You’re both gorgeous as always.”

	Elise gave her friend a knowing look.  “Both of us?  Look, I promised my parents I’d make a appearance with the usual suspects here and all I’ve done is booze it up with you know who,” she nudged Karin.  “See you on the deck at midnight for the show?”

	“With champagne in hand,” Gunnar promised, even as he steered Karin towards the beach pavilion.

	The pavilion was of course closed for the evening but the beach was dotted with others, enjoying the purple cloudless evening sky.  

	“Take a walk?” Gunnar asked.

	Karin unslung her Pradas, leaving them on the stairs leading down to the sand.  Gunnar followed suit, depositing his own shoes next to hers, and rolled up his pants.  Silently, they stepped on the cool sand, walking into the soft wind coming off the lake.  After they had made their way well past any other beach strollers, they found a natural seat on the dunes, watching the occasional dots of lights on the water—motor yachts ready to enjoy the Whitecaps fireworks from the water.

	“Why didn’t you return any of my calls?” he finally asked.  The question wasn’t accusing—it was curious and slightly mocking.  Typical Gunnar Brandt.  The two had known each other since they were kids—he the older boy by two years, always the ringleader in the builder of sandforts under the club walkways or the endless games of volleyball.  The Brandt place was on the opposite shore from Elf Hill, a whitewashed brick affair as polished as Elf Hill was a work in progress.  They’d grown up together, then graduated to summer infatuations and eventual a six month fling during Karin’s freshman year—and Gunnar’s senior year—at DNU.  Then he was off—a semester abroad in the US at Wharton, an internship with a Silicon Valley venture capital fund, and eventually back in the Dominion with Danish-Pacific Investments, the family firm.  The calls, emails, texts had all grown less frequent, due no doubt to Karin’s lack of response.

	“I just got…busy.  I never forgot you but it…well, it wasn’t practical.  Sorry.”

	He chuckled.  “Practical.  You are consistent, I’ll give you that.  My sandforts were never practical—but I got you to help me dig them, didn’t I?”

	“Yes—AND get us all suspended by the Club Manager, Mr. Lymston, for a week in the hottest part of the summer!”  She gave his shoulder a mock punch.  “Anyway, how’s life?”

	Gunnar grinned.  “Life is good.  I’m here—you’re here.”  He waved his arm towards Whitecaps.  “We’re here.  What’s not to love about this life?”

	“I know all that.  I’m asking about you, dummy!” Karin chided.

	“Finally out of boot camp.  The last year, I was rotated through the firm’s forex, reinsurance, risk management and accounting divisions.  To my dad and uncles, all being a Brandt means is you get a shot.  I guess I passed probation.  When I get back, they’ve assigned me to the merchant banking division—which is where the fun stuff happens and the big money gets made.”

	Karin nodded.  The Brandt clan were a serious lot.  If Gunnar had received the green light, it wasn’t because of nepotism.   But then had Gunnar ever failed to achieve anything he set his sights on?

	“And you?  You have another semester and you’re finished.”

	She smiled.  “I’m finished now.  I took extra courses so I could graduate early.  My trip today was my swan song from DNU.”

	He waited.  “And?”

	“3.8.  Magna cum laude in International Relations.  I can attend the actual ceremony in a few months if I want to.”

	He put his arms around her, a firm kiss surprising her accepting lips.  “Congratulations.  Well done.”

	She drew back gently.  “There’s more.  No one knows but Elise and she’s sworn to secrecy.”

	Gunnar was perplexed.  “Anything wrong? Look, I swear,” he raised his hand in response to her arched brows.

	“It’s NOT bad—it’s AMAZING.  I was accepted.  You’re looking at only the Dominion’s seventh Rhodes Scholar!”

	Gunnar’s palm hit his forehead in genuine, happy shock.  “I don’t know what to say!  I’m so happy for you, Karin!”

	“I’m off to Oxford—but not for six months.  I just found out two days ago—I wanted to tell Mum first but… anyway, promise not to say anything, ok?”

	“Of course not!  She’ll be thrilled!  What great news!”

	She could already tell he was calculating how the news might affect his own planning.  She knew he had always wanted them to wind together.  He was nothing if not patient.  Her own decisions had been based on the same long term objective, to some degree.  True, they had each dated other people.  But none of those relationships had ever been serious.  While he’d always stayed in touch during their ‘out’ periods, he’d never obsessed.  Sometimes that annoyed her—but it always hooked her back into his orbit when the circumstances warranted. 

	“We do a fair bit of business in London,” he mused, even as he pulled her down into the sand.

	“Do you?  What kind of business?” she asked blithely, even as his hands drew up the black party dress.

	“Sometimes, it’s risky business,” he murmured, his tongue finding her ear lobe.  His hands we exploring other aspects of her body.

	Suddenly, she drew up.  “Not… tonight.  It… isn’t the right time.”

	He nodded with gentlemanly correctness.  “Of course.”

	Her fingers circled his lips.  “It will be the right time soon.  I need to see this next chapter of my life through and then…”

	“You’ll finally marry me and we can dispense with this tantalising virginity of yours?” he asked with a frankness that betrayed the frustration of years.

	She pursed her lips in playful defiance.  “Probably.  In any case, won’t it be worth the wait?  I never demanded that YOU remain a virgin.”

	He shrugged.  “I’m loyal, not a saint.  Yes, of course it will be worth the wait.”  He began to zip up the trousers of his tuxedo trousers, when her hand intercepted his.

	“Since we’re here, I may as well check on MY investment,” she whispered, her hands already drawing the trousers down again.  

	Twenty minutes later and thoroughly dishevelled, the two dusted the sand off their formal clothes.  Karin hadn’t agreed to Gunnar’s original terms but she was fairly certain he was happy with the negotiated settlement they’d come to.  They slowly made their way off the dunes towards the club deck, where a crowd had already begun assembling for the fireworks.  When the sky magic finally began, rockets hissing and booking in multi-coloured streaks far above them, she saw Gunnar’s naturally confident smile scan the sky then down at her.  She was sure then that her decision had been a sound one.  Months later, she would learn just how fateful that decision would be, in ways she could never have imagined.

	“I’ll drop you off,” Gunnar offered when the final fireworks faded in the inky black sky.  “You can get the Landrover tomorrow.”  She wasn’t drunk but she wanted a few more quiet moments with him.  Grabbing her shoes, she followed him to his Mercedes convertible.  With no reason she could articulate, a question popped into her head.  As the car whipped through the soft, warm night, she turned to Gunnar.

	“Is ten kronas a lot of money to a Primevan,” she asked, suddenly aware how bizarre the question must seem.

	Even in the dark, she could sense Gunnar’s confusion.  “I suppose.  Why do you ask?”

	She shook her head as she poked her feet back into the Pradas.  “Just curious.  Thanks for the lift.  See you tomorrow?  For lunch at the Club?”

	He sighed, looking at Elf Hill forlornly.  “Yes, for lunch then.”

	The two kissed, then kissed some more but when Karin opened the door, the spell was broken.

	“Thanks again and no telling anyone about the big news!”

	Gunnar raised his palm again.  “I said I swear I wouldn’t”

	“Good.”  Then turning back, she blew him a final kiss.  “Happy Landing Day!”  As his car sped towards his own family place, Karin watched the lights on the lake dim one by one.  It really had been the best Landing Day she could remember.  It was a memory she would cherish many times in the difficult days ahead, a memory that, like the lonely lights on the lake, would remind her that Life could be a source for happiness and promise, no matter how dark the world around could become.   

	Bacon.  Karin stretched, glancing at the clock on the nightstand.  11:03.  Outside, the sun and sand beckoned for the uncountable time.  There were already white sails coasting in the distance, a southerly wind filling them.  More importantly, there was bacon-- and coffee—and they were both to be had downstairs.  Throwing on an old, well worn robe, she padded down to the kitchen.  

	“Darling!”

	Before she could answer, her mother had drawn her into a hug, one hand holding the acceptance letter from the Rhodes Trust.  

	“This is how you share your news?  You, young lady, are an absolute brat!” her mother chided her, even as she refused to let her escape the embrace.

	“Well done, Karin.  Why didn’t you tell us you’d apply?”  It was Paul with a much needed cup of coffee, which her mother finally allowed her to accept.

	It was Paul who prepared a plate for her, as the mother and daughter caught up.  She didn’t even try to reply until she’d down three pieces of bacon and a couple of pancakes for good measure.

	“We got here around nine.  What a day!” The husband and wife both shook their heads.  “How were the fireworks at the Club?”

	“Stupendous as always.  Hannah Claydon and Claudia Veleska were there—that MP too—Waltraub?  It was lots of fun.  Ellinor Vita—she’s staying with the Jensens.  Oh-- Gunnar was there—he’s doing amazing things!  What was the drama yesterday anyway?”  She vaguely recalled Mariela referring to something, but she’d been so focused on getting to the Lake that she hadn’t really picked up on it.

	It was Paul who filled her in.  As a Senator with the neutral Centre Party, he was the in-house political commentator who loved nothing more than to prattle on about the latest developments.  That was how he and her mother had met.  As Director of National Health Services, she was required to report to Parliament on a somewhat regular basis.  The romance and marriage had been lowkey affairs.  She was no huge fan of Paul but he was growing on her.  He certainly doted on her mother and had not objected to the pre-nuptial agreement she insisted her mother request.

	“Ingrid threw a temper tantrum, got her defence budget increase and the PRF promptly suspended negotiations,” he summarised.

	Her mother, in her Elf Hill khaki shorts and blue linen top, sipped her coffee, still holding the letter.  “Translation: Minister of Defence Hanne got the PM to up the ante and the PRF left the table.  No one knows what happens next.  But honestly,” she held up the letter, “why didn’t you tell us?  We might have been able to help!”

	Karin nibbled more bacon.  “First, I wanted zero help.  Second, if I didn’t get it, what would be the point?  But I did!  Oxford, here I come!”

	Paul’s mobile rang.  “Senator Ludvigsen.  Yes, yes—give me a minute.:  He held the phone up, shaking his head wearily.  The two women waved him away--- it was a common occurrence.  He retreated to the Sun Room, where mumbles rose and fell down the hallway for the next half hour.

	Her mother rolled her eyes.  “The more he’s out of government, the more he’s propositioning or being propositioned.  We were stuff in a loop yesterday—all the budgets were frozen for ‘review’ once the media bullied the poor PM after the PRF news went live.  As if the VERY meagre health budget has anything to do with power sharing or party politics!”  Her mother’s eyes flashed in irritation.  Even in anger, it was difficult for her light blue eyes to really convey convincing ire.  Not true for Karin—her dark ocean blue eyes, inherited from her father, easily signalled fury before a word left her lips.  “Anyway, congratulations Darling.  What are your plans for the next six months?  You’re welcome to stay here, with us in the city?  If you like, we could find you your own place—”

	Karin held up a hand.  “Mother, please!  I don’t know—I only found out the day before!  I was thinking about getting a job of some kind, I guess.”

	Her mother shook her head.  “Why?  I don’t understand.”

	Karin sighed.  “It is what adults do, remember?  But to be honest, I hadn’t thought further than that. There isn’t exactly a job I could apply my degee towards, unless baristas require international relations to serve espresso in some High Street café,” she admitted.

	As always, her mother’s brain was already chewing on the question.  “I know— the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  Yes, that would look good on your cv.”

	Karin snickered.  “Sure, I’ll run for Parliament and get tapped for the Minister gig.  Mother, what are you thinking?”

	Her mother waved her away, phone already in hand.  “A cadetship, smartass—would that suit?  I doubt it would pay a salary but the experience… I’ll text Lucy right now!”  

	“Uh, Lucy?”

	Her mother looked up in exasperation.  “Lucia Therese?  The PM, if you weren’t following along?  We went to school together—Felixholm Prep, then DNU.  She went on to King Peters for law and I went to South Pacific for medicine.  Between us, I can’t believe she made it to PM but then she was always such a politician, even in school.  There--,” she clicked a phone button, “…and I’ll let you know when her office responds.  It won’t be long.  I don’t bother her that often so when I do get in touch, she always gets back to me.”

	Karin nodded, considering.  “But she’s PM, not Foreign Office.  Wouldn’t her Minister get annoyed?  I wouldn’t want to—”

	Christa Vester (her mother had kept her first married name, to Karin’s delight), cut her off.  “She’s handling both PM and Foreign for now.  She came out of Foreign and prides herself on it.  Given everything with the PRF, it probably does make sense that she conducts her own foreign policy personally. Ah!  And here we go—yes, and her staff will be in touch after the holidays regarding the cadetship. There are security clearances and the like but you’ll soon be doing whatever International Relations grads do in the Foreign Office.  Anything else I can sort for you?” she held her phone up in triumph.

	Karin devoured another piece of bacon.  “Maybe some more pancakes?” she asked innocently.

	The mother and daughter both giggled, Karin breaking down first.  She suddenly felt as if she was riding Life like some magical barge, coasting towards increasingly inviting destinations.  

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	CHAPTER 2: MONSOON KING

	 

	The Halvoen piers were deserted.  It was well after midnight and the Harbourmaster’s Office had closed hours ago.  Their contact had been correct.  Security was non-existent, with the four guards assigned to patrol the piers rarely straying from their never-ending poker game in the Front Gate building.   It was a third tier pier, mostly devoted to servicing the local fishing boats as well as the occasional freighter collecting and hauling off the produce from the local farming communities.  

	The Monsoon King was flagged as Panamanian, but crewed by Chinese, a typical dodge that jaded Dominion customs officials were used to.  The tractor parts to be off loaded in the morning were needed, regardless of place of origin or who owned the vessel.  The Halvoen peninsula was a breadbasket in the making and anything that the local farmers wanted was waved through.  The tractor parts would represent 70% of the profits for this journey, but the remaining 30% would be provided by the PRF.  That cargo took up a miniscule percentage of the hold, less than half a shipping container.

	Lights flashed twice in the upper deck.  “That’s us,” his companion nudged him.  “Let’s go.”  The two men made their way from behind the terminal and made their way silently across the gangway up into the freighter.  They were greeted by two crew, who gestured up to the bridge.  From there, the captain, an older Chinese who never opened his mouth except to puff on his cigarette, led them wordlessly into the cargo hold.  He flicked on a flashlight, pointed it at a container near a forward hull hatch.  The container door and hatch were already both opened.  

	“How do we get the merchandise off?” he asked his companion.  

	“RORO—roll on, roll off.  We have an electric truck ready to more everything through there.”  He pointed at the open hatch.  Beyond it was another, wider gangway prepped to accommodate a small vehicle.

	“Let’s check it.”  He followed the captain, already entering the shipping container.  He directed the crew to use an electric forklift to move an obstructing crate, which revealed what seemed like just another shoulder height crate labelled “GREENWAY TRACTOR TECHNOLOGY”.  A crowbar appeared and the top cracked.  Inside, there were dozens of small unmarked cardboard boxes.  The captain handed him a box cutter, which he took and used to cut through the packing tape wound tightly around a box on top.  Opening the box, he waved for the captain’s flashlight.  Pointing it into the box, he nodded, reaching in and withdrawing a fistful of the contents and tucking them into a messenger bag he’d brought just for that purpose.

	Handing the flashlight back, he held up a mobile phone.  He tapped the keys then nodded at the captain, who now withdrew his own phone.  Seconds later, a visible glow rose and the captain nodded.  He turned to the companion.  He held up two fingers then withdrew.

	The companion now pulled out his own phone.  “We have two hours.  Bring the truck up and get going.”  Turning to the other man, he nodded.  “They’ll handle it from here.  Let’s go.”  They passed the small electric truck roll past them, the small whirr barely a whisper.  

	As they descended, the older man made a note that if the crew had an idea of what was being smuggled into the Dominion, which they most certainly did, then official Chinese channels would also know.  That they had permitted the crew to take the job—albeit at an eyewatering rate—was significant.  He must share this insight with the Central Committee.  

	They exited the same way they had entered—through the tunnel under the abandoned terminal—and found a delivery truck waiting for them, keys under the seat and a tank full of petrol.  They both drew on the overalls and pulled on the caps advertising the grocery home delivery service noted in large letters on each side of the truck.  After driving thirty minutes, the younger man pulled into an industrial district on the outskirts of Manvikhaven.  The job at the Halvoen pier would be complete, the merchandise soon headed for multiple destinations within the Dominion, some in trucks like the one they were in and in other inconspicuous vehicles.

	“Why did you join me?” he asked the younger man.

	“Because I don’t trust you,” you answered, smiling wide, white teeth in the dark night.

	He nodded.  Opening the messenger bag, he withdrew the contents, passing one to the companion, who took it eagerly and began flicking through the slick pages.  Then he slowed, spending more time on each page, using his phone light to read the text and make out the images.  

	“This is… powerful,” the man acknowledged.  

	He already knew just how powerful.  He’d approved every aspect of the production of the magazine the man was now excitedly flicking through.  ‘MINX’ magazine was his proposal and the cost had been enormous.  The Central Committee had given him the go-ahead reluctantly, some arguing the money was better spent on arms or explosives.  He countered that the revolution needed fighters before they needed guns and the wavers fell in line.  ‘MINX’ magazine would become a recruiting tool he was confident would succeed and his companion, one of the naysayers, now seemed to agree.

	“Yes, you were right.” He held up a magazine spread featuring a soldier, face pixelated but clearly not European, grabbing a ponytail of a blonde girl in tatters, clearly terrified.  The headline above the image read ‘TAKE WHAT IS YOURS!  JOIN THE FGHT!  JOIN THE PRF!’  

	 

	“Any chance it can be traced outside the Dominion?” he asked.

	“None.  It was all commissioned through Russian organised crime, using Eastern European talent, photographed in a Swedish studio.  It is as authentically Dominion visually as they could make it and nobody involved are traceable.”

	Kabemba Munda continued to flick through the glossy, coated paper.  He rubbed his fingers.  “Nice stock, which is good as I imagine a single copy will be passed amongst a dozen ‘readers’,” he chuckled.  The Chief Ideologue of the PRF, Munda was the final authority on politically correct messaging.  That he was finally converted to the project was a huge victory for the older man.  “Weaponised porn,” Munda mused, still turning pages, “is going to send our recruitment efforts through the clouds, Old One.”

	“Sixty four pages of explicitly violent sexual content featuring all types of Dominion-looking nubiles, laced with PRF party positions and promises of the spoils of war.  A powerful mix of stimulation and inspiration.  I predict we’ll fill out all capital city cells within sixty days, and we can begin distribution of the next issue into the provincial towns and villages next.  Though by then, we won’t need to produce the magazine production overseas.  I imagine, the next issue will be produced by your team and starring,” he paused, “local talent.”

	Kabemba nodded.  

	This would be a win for him as well—as the older man had anticipated.  His propaganda unit would produce the magazine and he would collect all future kudos.  He had no desire to out manoeuvre the man many had already begun calling the ‘Violin Spider’.  The two had been informal allies for months leading up to this point and he saw great merit in building on it.

	“But will it make a difference?”  

	He was taken off guard by the usually brash young cadre.  He knew the source of the despair.  There had been two attempts to provoke the Dominion into response in the last five years.  One he had approved of, the latest he had bitterly opposed.  Neither had caused so much as a ripple.  

	“Yes, because it is only the beginning.  The window is closing.  We have no choice but to take the ultimate risks.  Our people are becoming infected with the decadence and weakness of prosperity.  We have no choice but to resort to more extreme measures.”

	Kabemba nodded in agreement.  “We agree.  At least we’ve chased the so called moderates away.  And this latest Dominion government is a farce we must take advantage of.  So,” he held up a rolled copy of ‘MINX’ magazine, “we have our expensive recruitment drive launched.  The Dominion will learn of it and—”

	“Do nothing,” the older man replied.

	Kabemba nodded.   “Do nothing, lest they terrify their own people or provoke us.  We then have our new PRF cadres, with which we…”

	“…can fill out our party cells, which can then begin terror operations design to corrode the Dominion political system, which is already weak spined, and sap Dominion military and security morale.  I have some concepts which I’ve shared with the Leader.  He’s giving them serious consideration, but if we even implement some of the operations I’ve proposed, we will begin to hollow out the Dominion and destroy it’s capacity to resist our eventual military conflict.”

	The Violin Spider steepled his fingers, contemplating the long game just outlined.  His narrow East African eyes held the thousand yard stare the old man knew was born of a deadly mix of fanaticism and ambition.  He turned the key and the truck began moving slowly down the service road.  In a steely tone the older man knew would brook no refusals, he asked, without turning.

	“I should like to learn more about these operations.”

	And so he began sharing them.  By the time the delivery truck had dropped him off in the dawn light, the older man knew his erstwhile ally would be in communication with the Leader—and advocate for the proposed operations.  With that, another Rubycon crossed and fewer days left for the degeneracy known as the Dominion.
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	CHAPTER 3: A CALL TO ARMS

	It was a most unwelcomed end to a long day at the construction site.  First, the materials he’d ordered two weeks ago still hadn’t arrived, which meant re-scheduling his crew to work on the fit-out for the extension, rather than the structural work required for the third floor.  The owners, a young high powered professional duo from Lund, had expected their ‘little’ 1,000 square metre beach place tucked right between Moon Mountain resort and the Tilde Estate to be ready weeks ago and weren’t pleased to learn the property wouldn’t be ready for a Landing Day move in.  That phone call tested his patience but he had managed to calm them with promises of overtime which would be billed at normal rates and an extension of only an extra week to the schedule.

	Now this.  Of course, he’d already received the text alert on his phone so the express delivery was not a complete surprise, but usually there was a day or two in between alerts and actual orders.  He opened the envelope.

	 

	“MINISTRY OF DEFENCE

	TO: LARS SCHMIDT

	1st SGT

	1st RECON CO, 3rd BATT

	15th EASTERN LT RIFLE REGIMENT

	RE: READINESS EXERCISE”

	 

	“More weekend warrior fun?”

	It was his wife, Inga, changed out of her teaching outfit into a t shirt and jeans.  She kissed him.  “Long day?  Looks like you could use a beer, hon.”

	He nodded and she obliged, cracking pen a can of Carlsberg, which he took with a grateful smile and a thirsty gulp.

	“The kids?”

	“Kristi in her room, listening to that damn song again—I had to tell her to put her headphones on!  Bent, in his room—”

	“Playing ‘Weapons of War’,” Lars completed.

	“Dinner?” he asked, suddenly exhausted.

	“As you know, Kristi doesn’t eat any more and Bent binged on what was left of the Chinese when he got home so it’s you and me.  I’ve got all these term papers to grade so ok to order in?  Pizza?”  She had clearly had her own long day but was all the more lovely for it.  Her golden blonde hair was bobbed these days but lustrous and framed a face that brought to mind a younger sister of Nicole Kidman. The body behind him was both full figured and lithe and in a bathing suit, Inga could pass easily as an older sister to their daughter Kristiane.  Those lips, thin but cherry red and usually smiling, invited a kiss, which he delivered promptly.

	“Of course.  I need a shower,” he admitted, to which she nodded.

	“You do.  And that?”  There was a barely perceptible concern in those two words.

	He put the letter down.  “More ‘play soldier’ stuff, that’s all.  There wasn’t even an annual exercise last year, so it is probably some bureaucratic budget catch-up silliness.  That new minister—” he shook his head—“is a real piece of work,”

	Inga mimed a punch.  “Why?  Because she’s the Dominion’s first female Minister of Defence?” she demanded in playful outrage.

	He shook his head. “Please—no politics!”  The last election had divided them as nothing else had.  “I surrender!  Anyway, we take the Reservist money every year so it doesn’t matter what I think of it all.”  In their early married years, the Reserve stipend had often meant the difference between making the rent or not, as Inga had struggled as a substitute teacher and he had chased work on construction jobs.  Now that they were both established—he with his own small but well regarded building outfit and she in a tenured high school teaching role in the school district—the Reservist stipend more often went into a trip or Christmas gift fund.  He wished he’d resigned now because he was already juggling projects and calling in favours to complete the holiday home job because of the latest call-up.

	“Go on, you reactionary,” she swatted his dusty backside.  “When you get out of the shower, your pizza will be ready and waiting,” she promised.

	He did just that, peeling out of the work clothes.  Though he was the ‘boss’, he was indistinguishable from the rest of the crew by the end of a long day and just as tired and grimy as they all were.  As he stepped into the marble walk in shower he himself had designed and built just three years ago, he felt the tension of the day melt off.  All drizzled off his long, lank pale frame except for the two words—“and that?”—his wife had posed.  The call up wasn’t normal.  His unit was militia grade and in all his time in the Reserves, his unit had never been summoned for a ‘readiness exercise’.  This was new language and he suspected it might signal something he had thought was light years away.  The PRF was a terrorist outfit, and a fringe one at that.  It wasn’t a military threat as far as he knew.  He could only hope it was a normal annual call-up and the two weeks would pass quickly.  Hell, it might even be fun to fire off some automatic rounds with the boys and drink some Carlsbergs out in some bush bivouac.  In any case, there were more important matters to attend to.  Lars dried himself off with a thick towel and slipped into gray running shorts and a clean blue “Schmidt Building & Design” t shirt.  He’d already heard the doorbell, which meant the pizzas were here!
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	CHAPTER 4: KASPER FARMSTEAD, 3rd District, WEST SOLLOPSGANGSDALEN

	“Anything, Sergeant?”  

	Lars looked up from the drone controller board, exasperated.  “No, nothing—Captain.”  It was just a second’s delay, but she’d caught it.

	“Anything else you want to add?” demanded Captain Bach, her uniform still crisp with those out of the box perfect creases.

	“No, Captain,” he replied quickly with a lie.  He wanted to ask why a twentysomething Dominion State University grad with six week’s training at the Royal Artillery Grounds was in charge of his militia unit.

	The short haired blonde in her peaked garrison cap tapped the controller.  “Keep looking and focus.  I’m off to regimental HQ— contact me by field VOIP if they pop their heads up, Sergeant.”

	 “Yes, Ma’am!” he nodded, happy to fiddle with the controls as she left the field position in her jeep.  Captain Astrid Bach had been waiting for him when he joined his unit at the Bollgrund rendezvous point.  The company’s prior CO, at thirty-five an accountant his own age, had apparently been transferred to a Blomsterby unit after being promoted to a regional role by his civilian employer.  It was an opportunity for the new Minister of Defence Ingrid Hanne to score a goal for the PM’s “A Way Forward For Women” program.  Wonderful.  He couldn’t blame Bach—the new government was making it easy to fast track women in all kinds of government roles.  Why not put a barely trained Sociology major in charge of a Royal Dominion Army militia company?  Aside from the obvious enjoyment she derived from strutting around in her new uniform, she seemed more interested in hanging around regimental HQ than actually spending time with her new unit, composed entirely of male Reservists between twenty and fifty.

	He re-focused on the recon drone.  He wondered if the powers that be regretted not investing in anything resembling a modern air force and instead relied on gadgets.  He doubted it—those who had made that decision were already retired and beyond bearing any responsibility.  

	“Hey Sarge, we’re over two weeks on this annual—you think we’ll finish up soon?  I got things to do and my boss—”

	“Shut it, Bertelsen!  There—look!”  He held the controller board up.  There was a flash of camo and undergrowth that seemed to roll forward.

	“PRF!” the corporal exclaimed.  

	“Jesus, keep it down!  Spread the word… quietly.  They can’t be more than five clicks out.  Kasper Farmstead.  Mount up!”

	Five minutes later, the 1st Recon Company was surging southwestward towards the farmstead in three columns, each composed of a platoon.  Lars took Platoon B, ready to reinforce either flank as needed.  

	“It might just be a patrol.  It could be a raid,” he whispered calmly into the VOIP field phone.  

	“Roger that,” came the response from the Kasper Farmstead.  

	“Your disposition, Kasper?” he checked.

	“Fifteen adults, eight kids.  We’ll concentrate in the blockhouse and post snipers in the compound.  We have nine rifles, three shotguns, three handguns—lots of ammo,” came a confident reply.

	“Roger that.  We’ve got a recon militia company on your back porch—we should be in position in five.  Good luck, Kasper. Over out.”

	Lars was both relieved and unsurprised that the farmstead was well prepared.  Rural farmsteads had originally spread out over large acreage land grants, dating back to colonial days.  They in turn had been divided over generations but almost always kept in the family.  Instead of splitting apart, the modern farmsteads were more like small stations that connected and supplied other family farms in the same area.  City folks mocked the rurals, implying in-breeding and stupidity but Lars had always found the farmsteaders self-sufficient and capable.  

	The PRF hadn’t dared to attack even villages thus far.  Perhaps they hoped the farmsteads would make easy pickings, but he was damned if they’d carry off so much as a chicken tonight.  And he doubted they’d be satisfied with just chickens.  Since the initial call-up, there’d been rumours about just what the PRF was up to in this new, bloodier phase of their insurgency.  Thank God, Inga and the kids were safe in Bollgrund, he thought.

	Bertelsen pointed at the beeping VOIP field phone.  “BACH” insistently blinked on and off, as annoying as the company commander herself.  “You gonna answer, Sarge?”

	“Corporal, I stowed that away already.  Remember?”

	The corporal shrugged.  “Now I do, Sarge.”  The two men moved quickly to catch up with the rest of B Platoon, just as Lars heard the unmistakeable blast of a shotgun erupt from the clump of buildings up ahead.

	The PRF unit had moved even more quickly than Lars thought possible.  They were weaving in between the out buildings and surrounding the sturdy blockhouse with interlocking fire.  A Molotov cocktail exploded on the flat blockhouse roof when B Platoon began laying down automatic fire on all sides.  A surprised PRF officer in a red beret pointed towards his position before being immediately cut down by his advancing platoon.  By now, Platoons A and C would have heard the fireworks and begun fanning towards the PRF flanks and rear.

	Another camo’d figure dashed out with a lit Molotov but was dropped by fire well to the rear.  The farmers had positioned their snipers well.  He was about to call in platoons A and C when he heard a jeep engine roar up from the rear.  

	“What the hell is going on?”  Bach. 

	“Looks like a PRF raid, Captain,” he explained pointlessly.  “We caught them out though.  Platoon A and C are closing now,” he gestured with the VOIP field phone, which she snatched.

	“Platoons A and C, hold your position!  I repeat, hold your position!” she snapped into the phone.

	Lars was incredulous.  “We can take them out, Captain—I doubt they have any reserves!”

	The blonde hair bobbed in ire.  “The Minister has ordered “Deflect Not Destroy” rules of engagement, Sergeant!  Why didn’t you call me as instructed?” she demanded furiously.

	“Captain, we can catch them NOW if—”  He stopped.  What was the point?  The firefight was over just as abruptly as it had begun.  The PRF unit had already slipped through the gap, headed back into the mountains and jungle—though empty handed.

	“Answer my question, Sergeant!” the little red faced blonde yelled.  In the distance, a victorious cheer rose from the blockhouse and lights illuminated the surrounding area, in which at least three unmoving PRF cadre lay.

	The VOIP phone vibrated and he answered.  “Kasper?  You did well.”

	“Thanks.  We got three at least.”

	“Leave them—we’ll be up in a minute.”  

	Turning to Bach, he nodded to the farmstead.  “Could be intel opportunities, Captain.  Shall we?”

	She glared at him.  As always, he found an angry woman extremely attractive—even this self-important twit.  Though not half as sexy as Inga, he amended his thought.  

	“This isn’t over,” she snarled, as she rose and walked ahead.

	But it was.  As he’d thought possible, one of the PRF cadre was only wounded.  He was a young grunt, but any POW was an intel bonanza, given how hard it was to catch one.  He doubted there was much such a low level recruit could spill-- but it DID suffice to produce a citation for Captain Astrid Bach, as well as secondment to Military Intelligence, where she was well out of their hair.

	He learned all this a week later, when the entire 15th Eastern Light Rifles were ordered to the Bollgrund base for R&R rotation.  

	“You interested in taking it on, Schmidt?  1st Recon, that is.”  Colonel Clausen had been a regular before civvy life as a successful solicitor.  He had been running the reserve unit since he had joined up at twenty.  It was an old topic of discussion.

	“No, thank you Sir.  You know me.  I can do more good at my current rank.”

	Clausen sighed.  “Well, at least I can get you a less… political… CO replacement.”

	Lars nodded.  “Appreciated, Sir.  Is this “Deflect Not Destroy” the new rule of engagement?”

	The Colonel smiled.  “I didn’t hear that, Sergeant Schmidt.  Say again?” he asked, lips curled.

	“Sorry, Sir.  Just clearing my throat.”

	The regimental commander nodded.  “As you can probably guess, this isn’t the annual Carlsberg and Ammo beer blast.  You’ve got a week and then you’re rotating back in.”  He held his hand up, as Lars began to remonstrate.  “Stow it.  The PRF has ratcheted the whole thing up.  This isn’t isolated.  Reserves have already been called up in Jernbjerg and Kryyderlandet.  We’re getting regular RDA units and support shortly.  We’re going to stop this in the hinterland before it gets out of hand.  Your men’s employers have been informed and—” he raised his hand again as Lars tried to interject—“the government will be running PSAs thanking all the Reserve staff for their brave and patriotic service.  If your construction clients complain, they’ll be audited by Royal Revenue for the next century, alright?”

	Lars nodded.  “Understood, Sir.”

	“Dismissed.  Call your wife, get a drink and play some pool.  That was some work out there last week.  Let’s just get this done, Lars,” he added informally.  “I get tired of playing soldier too, but we need to knock these bastards out before they get too big for their boots—that clear soldier?”

	Lars saluted crisply.  “Crystal, Sir.”  
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	CHAPTER 5: OPERATION BLACK MAGIC

	EboManso looked at his watch.  9:03.  All that would be here were here.  It was time to begin.

	“Comrades, welcome.  You have heeded the call.  You are the select.  You are the Assegais!”

	The nine men, seated on crates and construction material scattered through the eighth story worksite, lightly stamped their feet.  Though situated in the heart of Blomsterby’s CBD, there was no danger of discovery.  The security guard on watch below was one of their own.

	“Look at one another.  When our struggle is concluded, the fighters in this room shall be amongst the most important men in this city!  You shall command the heights and you shall bend the arc of destiny to lead our people—the Prime people—into a new Golden Age!”

	The appeal to vanity and patriotism was, as he had been instructed in Cadre School, irresistible.  The men positively glowed with pride and commitment.

	“As you know, our cell has grown from one,” he pointed to himself, “to two,” he pointed at another, “to three, four and more-- to our current eight.  We have a new candidate for consideration tonight and we shall see if he has the courage of his convictions.  Adebayo, come forward.”

	A gangly teen, still wearing his janitorial overalls, stood up from a stack of gyprock he’d used as a seat.  Gripped in his hand was a rolled up, much smudged magazine.  Every other man in the room had one as well by his side.  They were much sought after and he had pleaded for another hundred copies at least, but Party HQ had run out of stock.  A new issue of MINX magazine was promised in the near future though.

	“Do you offer yourself as a candidate for the Assegai cell of the PRF, Adebayo?”

	The voice was nervous but the emotion strong.  “Yes, Comrade.”

	“And the target for your initiation?”

	“ JulieAbildgård.  I saw her name tag.  She’s a waitress at Solskin Café, on Bremerholm and Ny Østergade.  She—I--,” he stammered, suddenly overcome.

	Ebo nodded.  He pressed a button on his phone, which then projected a series of images on the white sheet he’d draped on the wall for just this purpose.

	“Julie Abildgård, age eighteen—remember comrades, never younger!—and as Adebayo has said, a waitress at a café.  She works part time and attends Dominion State University at Blomsterby.  She majors in…” he checked his notes, “architectural design.  How nice for her!”

	The men gathered chuckled, even as they gazed at the surveillance photos and videos taken of the subject of Adebayo’s fancy as she waited tables in her blouse and skirt.  The brunette was nothing special to Ebo—decent face, a willowy figure—but for Adebayo, she evidently represented a great deal more than that.

	Adebayo was transfixed by the many images dancing across the screen.  “I watch her every day for months now—I work at Brasserie du Nord across the street.  She…uh, she’s—”

	Ebo waved his hand.  “No need to explain.”  He turned to the whole group.  “No need for a Prime EVER to explain.  A Prime sees, a Prime desires, a Prime TAKES!”

	The foot stamping began again.  Adebayo’s face had grown damp with excitement.

	“As we speak, your Julie is walking back from the university library.  She will take the Sofiegade and we will greet her after she passes over the bridge there.”  He handed a pistol to Adebayo.  “There you will assert your privilege over her and secure your admission to the Assegai cell of the PRF.  Are you ready?”

	Adebayo took the pistol in wonderment, still not able to conceive that his deepest fantasy was about to be released.  He nodded dumbly, grinning.

	“We will secure her for you and then you may have as long as you require.  You will leave her healthy and alive—this is important.  Kill her and your application will be rejected.  You understand?”

	Adebayo nodded, grimly.  They had discussed this in depth many times already.  The girl had to live in order to share her story.  It was the sole objective of Operation Black Magic—which had nothing to do with cell initiation and everything to do with the greater psychological warfare campaign now underway throughout the Dominion.  Kabemba Munda had been adamant.  No underage and no murders.  

	“Let’s go.”  The nine men filed down the half constructed stairwell down to street level and from there,  Sofiegade.  

	“Can I have her afterwards?” Adebayo whispered.

	“After what?”

	“After we win?”  

	The assumption was so earnest, Ebo was taken aback.  He honestly didn’t know if they’d be alive at the end of the night, let alone be victorious in an insurgency with long odds already.   

	“Her and more.  As many as you could ever want,” he promised, pushing the boy forward down the quiet empty street.  Ebo might be lying or telling the truth.  Only blood, and perhaps more important, luck would provide the ultimate answer to Adebayo’s question.
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	CHAPTER 6: THE ACCIDENTAL ARCHIVIST

	Karin looked down at the neat stacks of file folders on the dark oak conference table, all stamped “FOREIGN OFFICE” and then, in script, dates rolling back years.  

	“Well, let me know if you need anything.  I’ll let you get on with it!” the middle aged lady announced, a bureaucrat who smiled primly and left her alone.  

	The King Peter Map Room was a large sun lit room, a sumptuous library filled with volumes on the most minute aspects of Dominion foreign policy, as well as a collection of maps dating back two hundred years.  The dust motes rose from the stacks of file folders and danced in the streams of sunlight that poured in through the huge old floor to ceiling paned windows.  Based on the layer of dust alone, she doubted it had been used in years.

	Her career in international relations was off to a running thump.  So much for connections, she thought, as she began pulling out the file folders, quickly reviewing them and assigning them to one of an increasing family of stacks, each destined for archiving based on a carefully outlined master list of labels the sans-personality under-secretary had provided her.  Instead of the centre of activity the ministry had been under Foreign Minister Therese just a few months before, the place was now a graveyard, with all the really talented staff moving over with their boss, the new PM Therese, into Government House.  

	It could have been worse. Since returning from the holiday, she’d simply taken up her old room in the townhouse and the Ministry was close enough to walk to.  If the cadetship hadn’t turned out to be half as glamourous or challenging as she’d hoped, it kept her busy—if only with archiving busywork like the kind staring back at her, in the form of musty old manila files.  The staff were older but nice, not exactly the high powered policy makers and diplomats she’d imagined and more like a local council office with better interior design.

	Gunnar had surprised her with a dozen red roses delivered to Ministry reception, which tickled the older women who made up the middle ranks of the Ministry.  “Glad you’re back” it read and she wasn’t surprised when Mariela handed her a note on her return home, from Gunnar, asking her to meet him at Nord for drinks and dinner.  Since then, they’d had dinner together when he was in town.  When he was out of town, it was only because he was working on “mad deals” that would ensure trips to London when she departed in a few months.  It was comfortable, it was good and it was going exactly as Karin had hoped.

	Elise called a couple times a week from uni to “check in”.  Her news about Gunnar was rewarded with gossip on the Christiansen sisters—Laura was thinking of grad school, while Sarah was seeing a British exchange student.  Other friends were already interviewing for jobs after graduation, though Elise was in no hurry to make any commitments.  “Publishing, probably,” she offered with no enthusiasm, “but maybe advertising.  I just don’t know.  I’d loved school—maybe I’ll just do a grad degree with Laura.”

	“In what?” her best friend pressed, already knowing her mind.

	“Well, I don’t know!” came the exasperated answer.  “What difference does it make?”

	Typical Elise, with her large, impossibly prosperous family behind any choice she made.  As for her own family, Karin saw her mother as rarely as before, always busy at National Health Services.  Paul was home more often.  Since the election that had put Lucia Therese in Government House, his own safe seat in the Senate made him a target for unending political seduction attempts by the Opposition National Party, as well as by the governing Progressives.  It all bored her to no end—big and small fish swirling about in the tiny fishbowl that was the Dominion political arena.  It was why domestic politics were a black hole for her and she’d always been attracted to the wider world stage.  She honestly knew more about the domestic politics of countries in Europe and North America than whatever was going on in the Dominion—which was usually related to commodities prices or the cost of shipping.

	Now she realised how boring the Dominion’s foreign relations were as well.  Based on the files she was reviewing, foreign affairs had less to do with intricate diplomatic dances than facilitating quarantining of visitor pets and granting tourism visas.  She scanned through the top sheet on the hundredth file of the morning.  A summary on the installation of a new well in Peru.

	“Aid,” she said to herself, dropping it in small pile to her right.

	When she’d asked if there was any more to the cadetship than archiving loose ministry paperwork, the Under Secretary had primly informed her that as they had never offered a cadetship before now, she had no idea what a cadetship involved.  Until they came up with something else, Karin was informed, yes, it would involve archiving, which the permanent staff of the last few years seemed to have had little interest in.  Karin didn’t blame them.

	Advice not to visit Katanga due to ‘adverse local condition’.  “Travel,” she noted, tossing it in a fairly tall stack in front of her.

	A Dominion vote in the General Assembly in the affirmative for naming 2019 as the ‘Year of the Indigenous Languages’.  Yawn.  “UN.”  It landed in a big pile on her left.

	Scanning the next topsheet, she was confused.  It was, except for sender, recipient, subject and date lines, almost entirely redacted.  Thick black lines obscured the rest.  Lazily, she began to place it in the small pile for “Intelligence” as it must have been a DIS request.  But a quick double check revealed the sender as Royal Household, Security Detachment.  Not strictly the DIS.  Recipient was the Ministry, so fair enough, but the subject line simply read “Extradition Request, Azania”.  It was dated five years’ previously.  Where did this need to go?  “Royal”?  “Intelligence”?  “Criminal”?  She set it aside as she pressed on with the rest.  She’d ask for clarification and let someone else decide.  Still, as the afternoon ticked down to the end of the work day, the mystery file kept calling to her.  Too many loose ends—and something had happened five years ago.  The Dominion didn’t boast any international jewel thieves that she knew of.  Before leaving for the day, she decided to uncover the mystery herself.  But, who to call?

	She picked up the secure land line phone, the only type allowed in the Ministry, and asked to be connected to the Palace.

	“Private Secretary’s Office please—this is the Foreign Ministry.  Me?  I’m the… Archivist,” she replied.  A few minutes later, she’d relayed her question to an assistant.  “No rush—just need clarification on how this document she should be handled,” she assured the listener, “so if you could, please just leave a message for me if you might.  Thank you!”

	With that, she packed up for the day, pleased she could brag it had ended with a call to the Palace if anyone should ask.  
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	CHAPTER SEVEN: SIGNS AND PORTENTS

	Ministry of Justice
Kongestad, Kongsborg Province

	 

	Major Astrid Bach waited in the austere conference room, reviewing her notes and re-checking her Powerpoint.  She was still a bit confused by the protocol.  She’d ben seconded to the Blomster Police Command via Justice, but should she have informed her superiors about this meeting before agreeing to present her findings?  For a reservist junior officer, she still wasn’t sure about the ins and outs of military procedures, at this level any way.  For her, it had originally meant an easy “A Way Forward For Women” military scholarship and not having to take on a workstudy job at Dominion State U, not a foray into real combat or a career in military intelligence! 

	“Major?”

	Astrid sprang to attention, saluting instantly.

	“Ma’am!”

	Hanne Ingrid, the Minister of Defence and the ultimate power in the Dominion military establishment, gave her a cool nod and Astrid slipped into an “at ease” position.

	“I still do not understand why we aren’t having this—well, whatever it-- is in Grimborg or the MOD!”  The question was addressed to her host, Minister of Justice MaryBethCarlene, and it was just shy of rude.  It was well known that, while they shared a loyalty to the current PM were considered future rivals for the big job should it become available.

	Carlene instructed a uniformed policeman outside not to allow anyone in, then closed the door.

	“Because this is a criminal matter as of now, Ingrid.  And because my security is better than yours.”

	The older woman stiffened at that, then sat down.  “Well, that’s highly debateable and you’re the lawyer, not me MaryBeth.  Let’s go—I have a Defence Council meeting in an hour at Government House.”

	“Very well.  There was an assault in Blomsterby three weeks ago.  The particularities seemed odd to the investigators as the crime seemed to bear indications it was… political in nature.  Given the cross over between terrorism and national defence, I was asked to request a military intelligence expert to consult.  Major Astrid was seconded.  We were most grateful—a veteran of recent field action AND an intel analyst!  What she’s going to share with you has only been recounted to myself—that’s it.”

	Hanne re-considered the young officer.  “Recent field action, major?” she asked, more intent now.

	“Sallopsgangdalen, Northern District, Minister.  It was really nothing,” she added, “just a failed PRF raid on a farmstead.”

	Now Minister Hanne smiled.  “You are being too humble.  That may have been a turning point in the PRF’s little attempt at a ground war.  They seemed to have gone back to ground since then.  It was fine work, Major.”

	Astrid nodded uncomfortably.  “May I, Minister?”

	Hanne nodded.  “Do proceed, Major.”

	Astrid tapped the mouse.  “The Blomsterby attack, as Minister Carlene has said, contained elements that were peculiar to say the least.  The victim, a Julie Abildgård, was returning home after closing down the café she worked at part time.  It is considered a ‘safe’ part of the city and she was no more than a block away from her flat when the assault began.  A bag was placed over her head and she was carried away by several men into a nearby office building under construction.  There she was striped, raped three times and subjected to being photographed afterwards.”

	Hanne glowered.  “This is what the PM has been fighting against all her life—wanton violence perpetuated against women.  Unfortunate, but not uncommon.”

	Carlene drew circles on the table.  “Actually QUITE uncommon.  Rapes have dropped to a fifty year low in the last few years, Ingrid.  But do continue, Major.”

	Astrid nodded.  “The victim couldn’t identify any of her attackers but she believed there were at least five, maybe as many as ten.”

	“And they all raped her?” Hanne pressed.

	Astrid shook her head.  “No, Minister.  She was raped three and only three times and she believes it was by the same man.  She smelled the same smell each time.  She believes it was a Primevan.”

	Hanne rubbed her brow.  “So now we come to it.  Well, this must happen from time to time.  It doesn’t necessarily mean it was political in nature.  More like bad luck on the part of the poor victim.”

	“Ingrid, there hasn’t been a Primevan on Dominion rape in thirty years.  It just doesn’t happen,” the Minister of Justice stated unequivocally.  “There were a flurry of false reports thirty years ago and back but there hasn’t been a prosecutable case since then.  I’m not saying it doesn’t happen, but that we haven’t carried any charges through to a successful prosecution.”

	The MOD turned to the young major.  “That doesn’t men it was political, though—does it?”  It was stated as a fact, the options too disagreeable to contend with.

	The major tapped the mouse and another image appeared on the screen.  It depicted a woman in a police clinic, head obsured but blouse raised.  Between her breasts was the unmistakeable five pointed star of the PRF, drawn with a bright red ink.  “I’m afraid it does,” she informed Hanne.

	“I see.”

	“There’s more.  There’s, well—there’s this.”  Astrid pulled the half tattered magazine from her satchel, dropping it on the table.  “This was found dropped a block away.  But we’ve discovered other copies.”

	Hanne’s eyes bulged as she flicked through the pages.  “Other copies in Blomsterby?” she barely managed to ask, eyes riveted to the images on the slick pages.

	“Other copies across the Dominion,” Minister Carlene answered.  “This trash is being distributed throughout every major urban location, always found in Primevanneighborhoods.  And it gets worse.  Major?”

	Astrid held the attention of two of the most senior officials in the Dominion but wished she could be anywhere else.  “This was just the first reported attack.”

	“There have been others,” Hanne grimly acknowledged.

	“Thirty-nine reported attacks in the last two months.  They may have been others.  The Minister,” she nodded to MaryBeth, “ has placed them under a media blackout so as not to cause undue panic.  In each and every case, the victim has been between eighteen and thirty, a Dominioner female and while the attack as always involves a group, I believe the rapes are only committed by one of the group.  Every victim is finally photographed in multiple, uh, poses.”  The pinpoints on the Dominion map clustered in cities and towns like tiny red daggers.

	“How many murders?” Hanne asked.

	Astrid shook her head.  “None.  And there’s one more common element to the ritual.  Each victim is forced to swallow a pill.  Toxicology tests have identified it as Levonorgestrel— the so called “Morning After” contraception pill.”

	“This is new to me,” noted MaryBeth.  “What do you make of it, Major?  Where are we now?”

	Astrid shrugged.  “I’d only be speculating, Minister—”

	Hanne slapped the table.  “Then speculate, damn it!”

	Astrid jumped.  “Very well.  I believe this activity may be a PRF cell ritual.  PRF recruitment, we believe, has spiked in recent weeks, the same period in which that,” she pointed at the copy of ‘MINX’ magazine, “starting getting distributed.  It is a recruiting drive, I believe.  And the attacks are an initiation rite which is the pay-off.  Join up and get a free rape.  Several of the victims seemed to think they were attacked by someone who knew them.  Not a specific name, just a sense.  Because every attack was planned to the minute.  Travel routes, times, addresses—the attackers knew it all.  It wasn’t random—it was premeditated in every aspect.”

	MaryBeth shook her head.  “Why would the PRF willingly expose themselves as rapists?  It doesn’t make sense, Major Bach.”

	“With respect Minister, because it conforms to the recent shift in PRF ideology.  The new leadership has expelled the old moderate wing.  They aren’t interested in co-existence or power sharing.  They want total control of the Dominion,” Astrid insisted.

	“But who?  The Primevans are a concept, not a people.  Africans, Indians, Arabs, Chamorros and every other imperial troublemaker the British wrapped up and transported here.  They aren’t an indigenous people—the Europeans settled the Dominion—they were dumped here!”

	Astrid nodded.  “I agree but the recent chatter on social media and offline conversations indicates and new syncretistic tone—”

	Hanne shook her head.  “A what?”

	Astrid backed up.  “Sorry, Minister.  I was a sociology major at uni.  Syncretism is when a new identity springs out of a range of older concepts.  The language coming out of the PRF is filled with trigger words that indicate they are attempting to establish a new identity for everyone in the Dominion excluding the original settlers.”  She referred to her notes, reading off the phrases rapidly.  “Forging a future, bonds for strength, unity for mastery—they go on like that.  In the new PRF philosophy, everyone gets a place at the table—except Dominioners.”

	“What the hell is a ‘Minx’?” asked Minister Hanne, pointing at the rough handled magazine.

	“Slang for a female Dominioner.  The PRF are pushing a new term for Dominioners—‘Minions’.  Minx is just shorthand for a… sexually promiscuous Dominion woman,” Astrid reluctantly translated.

	The Minister of Justice had grown increasingly agitated and now it was spilling over.  “I still don’t get it!  PRF cells recruit with porn featuring Dominion women—”

	Astrid jumped in.  “We don’t think that it was locally produced—”

	“Fine—but the intention is clear!  The porn promises rape rewards and PRF recruitment skyrockets.”

	“We estimate urban PRF cells to have grown two hundred percent in the last month alone,” Astrid noted.

	“OK, OK, but in aid of… what?  Other than these assaults, we haven’t experienced any major security incidents.  What are they going to do with all these new recruits?” Carlene demanded.

	Ingrid Hanne paled.  Astrid nodded at the unspoken conclusion.

	“Again, I speculate, but I believe the recent attacks are tied to a central strategy.  First, they establish the basis on which the coming war will be fought,” Astrid explained.

	“And that is?” the Justice Minister pushed.

	“That the Dominion will belong exclusively to the Primevans, including… Dominion women,” Astrid suggested as neutrally as she might.

	“Go on.”  Carlene’s face was as wan as her fellow Minister now.

	“Second, they will use the larger cells to fill out field units—as well as to expand their underground activities.  The hardier, more fit cell members will join the uniformed guerrilla units in the bush, jungles and mountains.  The others will remain behind to commit terror, collect intel and otherwise support PRF initiatives.  But the underlying impact of the recent attacks have already accomplished more than the PRF could have ever hoped for.”

	“And what is that, Major?” the MOD asked wearily.

	“They have begun to erode the confidence that Dominion security forces can protect our citizens.  The first victim—Julie Abildgård—has quit her job, abandoned her university studies and returned to her home, a rural village.  Each attack—regardless of media blackout—will ripple outward.  We’ll see more, not less, of these types of attacks moving forward.  The PRF has also established ground rules.  As barbaric as their rape strategy is, they restrict it to adult women.  I’m still a bit confused about the contraception pill though,” she scanned her notes.  “I’d have thought forcibly impregnating Dominion women might have spread even more terror.  Children from interracial unions are extremely rare but I thought I might visit a mission which tends to the few there are.  It’s called,” she flipped a notebook page, “St. Olaf’s.  I’ve left several messages but no answer yet.  I thought I’d take a trip to consult with the staff on—”

	The two ministers locked eyes simultaneously and Astrid, alarmed, stopped abruptly.  Finally, the Justice Minister turned to her.

	“That’s… impossible.”

	“What the Minister means is… St. Olaf’s was destroyed a few months ago,” Hanne filled in.

	Astrid shrugged.  “Well, someone on staff must be available.  I just need to know more about how Primevans view children with Dominion mothers or—”

	“Everything—and everyone—at St. Olaf’s was destroyed.  It was a deliberate operation to erase the mission and its purpose,” Minister Carlene reluctantly explained.  “The PRF radicals were trying to provoke us at a very crucial point in negotiations with the remaining moderate wing.  The PM thought it best not to make the attack public.  It was an isolated community and roads to and from it have been dynamited to prevent any media types from investigating.  This is all classified highest level and you will treat this information accordingly.”

	Astrid nodded, shaken to the core.   “Then they’ve already begun thinking about their future headaches.  A half-Primevan half-Dominion presents a host of complications.  They can’t permit a mixed child to be born in their ideology.  It explains the pill.”  She directed her gaze to the MOD.  “Minister, I’d like to request assignment to the CIG.  I believe my perspective might prove useful.

	CIG was the MOD’s new pet project—the Counter Insurgency Group, a joint agency task force designed to collect and analyse PRF-related intelligence across all Dominion services.  Astrid knew her timing was perfect.

	“Agreed.  Dismissed for now Major—but check in with my office for a follow-up briefing tomorrow morning.  Fine work.”

	As the young major gathered her materials and closed the door, the two senior female politicians considered what they’d been presented.

	“This is getting out of hand.  This is getting way out of hand,” Hanne shook her head.

	The Justice Minister demurred.  “Your major was just speculating.  And you got your new budget request.  The PRF are just malcontents.  Ninety percent of Primevans have no interest in this kind of insane race war.”

	“I need to tell the PM,” the MOD rose.  “You coming with me?”

	“Yes—but you know what she’ll do with this information, don’t you?  Nothing!  She’s so stuck on this negotiation track!  We both know how idealistic she is.  What did you make of all that?”

	Hanne shrugged.  “We dredged up what we could with the PM’s new quotas.  The General Staff is still furious about having so many new female officers.  Believe me, the major is one of the brighter sparks.  As for her conspiracy theories, well… maybe the live fire gave her the vapours.  Or she’s got an incredible imagination.  In any case, the PRF IS all over this latest activity.  You’re right about Lucia though—I’m just not sure what we can do,” the Minister of Defence concluded glumly.

	MaryBethe smiled fiercely.  “We design a second track—one that is the ‘stick’ to Lucia’s ‘carrot’.  Something that the PRF will finally understand.  I’ve spoken to Jorunn and she’s all on board with taking a harder line.”

	Hanne nodded thoughtfully.  Senator JorunnBenedicte had been an outspoken critic of the Prime Minister’s ‘dovish’ approach to the PRF in recent weeks, claiming the resistance movement had made a major dent in the Dominion’s economic prospects for the coming fiscal year.  

	“I see.  This is why you wanted me to come to you,” Ingrid suggested.

	“Yes.  Jorunn’s in my office.  Let’s have a word now. She’s got some ideas I like and I’m sure you have your own as well.  But the PM mustn’t know about it.  She has to have complete deniability.”

	“What do you two have in mind?”

	And, as the two Ministers made their way to meet the Senator, already waiting for them in the Justice Minister’s private office, the outlines of a ‘second track’ soon became more tangible.
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	CHAPTER EIGHT:  THRONES AND DOMINIONS

	“Niles, get the garden,” Hannah snapped, pointing at the rainbow blanket of flowers that graced the grey stone foundations of Dronninglund Summer Palace.  The cameraman, long used to her imperious nature, sighed and obeyed, capturing what would make glorious B roll.

	“Amazing, Your Majesty,” she said, taking the flower offered by Queen Karla. 

	“A Red Clover—the national flower of the Dominion,” the casually if expensively dressed monarch explained.    

	“May we continue the Palace tour inside, Your Majesty?”

	“OF course!”  The Queen was perfect for the camera.  Naturally poised, she imbued a quiet grace and authority that was the real thing, Hannah noted.  She’d grown up a lower middle classstriver in Essex that had always posed as a proud commoner but she’d always harboured a fascination for her own royals.  Now she was chatting with one in real life and she had to restrain herself from gushing too openly.  Not only was she a commanding woman, she was an attractive one as well.  For a woman in her mid forties, she had an amazing figure.  Her curly red mane—ok, perhaps that was touched up by the royal hairdresser if there was such a person—crowned a well proportioned face with classic cheekbones, intelligent blue eyes and a smile that could convey approval or withdraw it, depending on her whim.  Hannah and Niles followed her at a respectful distance into the Palace that was her home.

	“The Palace and grounds, as well as the Winter Palace in Jernbjerg, was financed by a fund raised by private citizens and was granted to the House of Sellander in perpetuity.  King Oscar 1st was coronated as the Dominon’s first constitutional monarch and my family has resided her ever since.”

	Niles swung the shoulder mounted camera around the Grand Foyer, capturing the many portraitures and landscapes.

	“From the air, the Palace looks like a plus symbol, with four equally sized wings.  I live in the North wing.  When Katrine, Crown Princess Katrine, is in residence, she stays in the East Wing, though, like all girls her age, she likes her space and is more often in the Winter Palace.  Princess Sofie is in the West Wing and the South Wing is reserved for functions and guests.  Grand Duchess Frida, my sister in law, can be found in her residence at Molsand House, when she isn’t traveling, which, to be honest, is more often than not.”

	Hannah responded with her earnest interviewer nod.  As they walked through the long, wide hallways deeper into the Palace, she noticed smartly uniformed staff- maids, butlers, messengers and footmen, Hannah guessed.  Not one Primevean, she noted.

	“Your Majesty, your beautiful home must require lots of love and care to maintain it properly.  May I ask about your staff?” Hannah queried.

	Queen Karla’s smile trimmed, then widened.  “We have a Head Gardener, he has two assistants, a Head Groundskeeper—I think he has a coupe of assistants.  There’s a Stable Master and two stable Boys I believe.  The domestic staff includes the Head Butler, Head Maid, their various assistants, the Royal Messengers—two of those at the moment.   My Ladies in waiting—well, as you can tell, the Palace is home to many Dominioners who we are proud to call our royal householders.”

	“And for security?”

	“We have a Royal Security detachment which I’m very pleased to say has the most boring job in the country!” Queen Karla laughed, opening a large oak door.  “Please, come in and sit.  This is my private office.”

	Hannah did so, taking the visitor’s chair across the Queen’s large cherrywood desk.  Behind the seated Queen were huge windows sharing yet more gardens, now being tended by gardeners in immaculate white overalls.  They looked more like a cricket team than labourers.

	A woman, perhaps a little older than the Queen, suddenly appeared at the door.  She’d caught sight of the smartly dressed woman earlier in the tour, who had seemed, until now, content to observe.

	“Lady Greta, my Private Secretary.  Greta, this is Hannah Claydon from GNN.”

	The two shook hands briefly.  Lady Greta offered a perfunctory smile and returned to her post at the door.

	“My right hand,” the Queen explained.  “I’d be hopeless with Greta.  She’s more conversant with royal etiquette than I am!  We’re cousins,” she added.

	“Do you live here in the Palace, Lady Greta?”

	“As Her Majesty requires me,” the Private Secretary replied.  “Though I maintain a home at Dagstad Hill as well,” she added.

	“You mean a mansion!  She can’t wait to escape the drudgery of the palace for her beautiful Dagstad,” the Queen needled.  “I can’t blame her—it is one of the most beautiful homes in the Dominion.”

	You’ve never been to Infinity Bay, Hannah wanted to say.  

	“May I ask your thoughts on Her Majesty’s current government?”

	The Queen’s manner grew instantly formal.  “As you know, we support the people’s elected representatives and place our trust in their judgement.  With this said,” she continued calmly, “let me say this.”  Here she spoke not to Hannah but directly to the camera. “We have noted, with much pleasure, how the current Prime Minister has advanced the opportunities for Dominioners with her “A Way Forward For Women” initiative.  We approve of the effort and, as you know, I have established the Queen’s Women’s Guard Regiment in support of it.”

	She paused, then, continued to speak directly to the invisible audience.  “We also are in complete support of Prime Minister’s outreach efforts to ensure that Dominioners of ALL backgrounds may enjoy the blessings of our fair homeland.  The Dominion is, and always has been, a beacon of prosperity.  It is high time that prosperity and opportunity of all types be available to every Dominioner—not just descendants of the original settlers.”

	Hannah was tempted to probe this but instead, she gestured towards the oversized oil of a ruddy, red haired man of middle age to the Queen’s right. 

	“May I ask about King Oscar?”

	The Queen grew solemn, as did Lady Greta.  “Of course.  My dear husband—such a tragedy to have lost him at such a relatively young age.  We still miss him and always will.”

	“It was quite unexpected, wasn’t it?”

	“Most unexpected.  SUND as a matter of fact—Sudden Unexpected Natural Death.  A heart condition no one could have even tested for.  It has been five years now and we’ve all done our best to move on with our lives, as” Queen Karla looked up at her husband’s smiling visage, “he would have wanted us to.”

	Hannah took a patent Claydon leap.  “Your Majesty, have you ever considered re-marrying?” she asked, hoping it wasn’t pushing it too far.

	The Queen took it with good humour.  “Well, Hannah, you never know, do you?” she teased.  “But for now, I can assure all my subjects that the Queen is NOT dating,” she announced with mock solemnity, which reduced Hannah to laughter.  It would make a great soundbite for the interview promo spots!

	“May I ask Her Majesty what she does for fun?”

	The Queen was clearly enjoying the pivot.  It was an opportunity to show her human side.  “Well, I never miss an episode of ‘Hearts and Deeds’.  Yvonne Kris is phenomenal—and isn’t it wonderful that the show is now in international syndication?  I missed the first season of ‘Those Three Little Words’ so I’m bingeing those as well.  That Milly is such a hoot!  And if you haven’t seen ‘The Future Is Tomorrow’ with Paige Malvina.. you have no idea what you’re missing!”

	“And with those royal recommendations for your viewing queue, I’d like to thank Your Majesty for this generous peek into the world of the Queen of the Dominion,” Hannah wrapped it up.  “Cut!  Got that, Niles?”

	The cameraman made an ‘OK’ sign and began packing up the lights and equipment.

	Hannah followed the Queen and rose.  “Thank you, Your Majesty.  You’ve been wonderful.  It will be a great segment on Backstage.”

	“Pleased to do it, Ms. Claydon.  Never let it be said that we have any media favourites,” she affirmed, indirectly referencing the state media broadcaster, DBC.  “Bythe way, I thought the duelling interviews were brilliant.  I watched both and couldn’t say who did a better job!”

	“Claudia was very gracious.  The Green Room segment was fun to do,” Hannah replied.  The Landing Day Challenge had been a win for both Hannah and GNN and Claudia Veleska for DBC.

	“Well, if that will be all…” the Queen smiled, ready to dismiss the newswoman now with the interview concluded.

	“Well, I hate to ask, but I was wondering if you might give me your… thoughts on a… personal matter?” Hannah asked, uncertainly.

	The Queen resumed her desk chair.  “By all means.”

	“As you know, I’ve made a commitment to GNN and, I hope, to the Dominion audience.  I thought the best way to really demonstrate that commitment would be to purchase a home here.”

	The Queen nodded, neutrally.

	“Well, I’ve found a property in Infinity Bay,” she continued.

	“A glorious location!  You’ve done well!” the Queen complimented her.

	“Unfortunately, my solicitor’s advised that, as I’m not a citizen, I’m not able to buy the place.”

	Queen Karla’s prim smile, the one that graced the stamp on every piece of Dominion mail, now silently addressed the newswoman’s conundrum.

	“I see!  Is this true, Greta?”

	“That’s the law, Your Majesty,” came the dutiful advice from her Private Secretary.

	Queen Karla cupped her chin.  “That’s a tricky one then!  There might be a solution, but before we discuss that, I’d be interested in discussing… royal interests.  On an off the record basis, as your journalists put it?”

	“Of course, Your Majesty!” Hannah replied warmly.  We’ve begun the dance, she thought.  “Niles, take the van back to the studio.  Start putting it together—I’ll be back in an hour, ok?”  

	“On it,” the English import said, already out the door.  He was good and was glad to get him assigned to the new GNN Dominion bureau.  He also kept his mouth shut, which was always a plus in a studio monkey.

	“After my responsibility to the Dominion, I must also see to the health of the monarchy—an institution central to our national identity.  As such, I am always keen to see the institution shown in the most positive light.”

	Now Hannah offered a neutral smile.

	“Like any family, we have our good and bad days.  I should be grateful that future GNN coverage accentuate the positive, as it were.  I’m aware, based on your career history, that you might be inclined to cover the more sensational activities of the royal family.  The recent dramas involving my daughters for example.”  

	Hannah knew exactly what she was talking about.  The overseas tabloids had picked up on the royal sisters battling over the same hedge fund boyfriend.  It was juicy stuff but hardly reputation killing.  Still, Karla was a mother, as well as a queen.

	“And, as you know, my sister in law—the Grand Duchess-- has a long history of…  public missteps.”

	She’d known her simply as ‘Frida’ while rooming with her at DNU. The royal connection had impressed her until familiarity did its usual damage.  The skinny girl with the bad skin and the classic Sellander red hair had been a tolerable roomie whom she had helped cheat on her exams in exchange for royal gossip.  She’d since matured into a regular in the gossip rags, with her outrageous behaviour and numerous affairs with Euro-trash jet setters.

	“You aren’t asking me to suppress news, are you, Your Majesty?” she pointedly asked.

	The Queen looked at Lady Greta and there seemed to be a silent conversation between the two.  Finally, she answered.

	“Of course not.  Simply that your coverage be… balanced.  In order to display some independence, the DBC has, in recent years, been less… balanced.  While they remain supportive of the government, the monarchy allows them an occasional target on slow news days.  Don’t get me wrong—Claudia and I have a fine relationship.  But that doesn’t always ensure the monarchy is shown in the most flattering light.”

	“I see.  How could you help me do that?” Hannah innocently queried, already seeing some angles.

	The Queen brightened.  “Exclusive coverage of our many charitable and civic activities.  The opening performance of the Royal Theatre—from inside the Royal Box.  Or ghosting Crown Princess Katrine as she opens the Stillhavn Flower Festival, for example.  Dominioners would love it.”

	Hannah nodded.  “I think we could agree to that.”

	The Queen nodded to her Private Secretary.  “Very good.  There’s another personal favour, if I might…”

	Hannah almost blurted “Go for it!” so impressed by the Queen’s chutzpah.  She nodded invitingly instead.

	“My Queen’s Womens Guards—would you mind appearing in a special Dominion United Services Show for them?  The girls would love to meet the Dominion’s newest media celebrity and you’re such a role model!”

	Hannah saluted.  “At your service, Your Majesty.  Now, about my… situation?”

	Lady Greta appeared at the Queen’s side and whispers were exchanged.  Finally, the Queen turned back towards Hannah.

	“In my office, I am permitted certain privileges.  Our annual Honours List is being compiled now.  In addition to the requests from the PM, I’d be happy to add my own—Dominion citizenship for yourself—in recognition of your career accomplishments and in opening a new window to the world for the Dominion.”  Lady Greta nodded—it was no doubt her own spin on the offer.

	Hannah had got what she wanted… almost.  “Well, that’s very generous and I’m be most honoured!  To avoid any misunderstandings, might I suggest the citizenship be categorised as ‘honorary’?”

	The Queen and her aide exchanged more whispers.

	Now Lady Greta replied on behalf of her Queen.  “It would be a distinction without a difference, Ms. Claydon.  You’d still hold full Dominion citizenship, but if that’s how you’d prefer the announcement to read, it won’t be a problem.  I take it that would eliminate your barriers to property ownership?”

	Hannah grinned.  In her mind, she was already moving into the breathtaking clifftop mansion.

	“It would indeed, Lady Greta.”

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	CHAPTER NINE:  HOLLOW PILLARS

	 

	Overhead, smaller commuter planes, both airline and private, dove in and out of the blue, cloudless skies.  Cupping his eyes, he even spotted a larger 727 emblazoned with Dominion Airline branding.  He’d been to the South Pacific National Airport many times, but never as a customer.  Primevans rarely flew.  It was usually wearing the overalls of a ground crew, with a trash picker to complete the disguise.  This time, he wasn’t there to map the airport or the positions of the planes—that work was now done by others.  He’d chosen the location of the meeting in deference to the Sollopsgangdalen command.  It was a desolate, waste ground just beyond the fenced perimeter of the airport, where Primevans airport workers left their bicycles.  The small cinder block building, the only structure on that side of the airport, had been converted into a restaurant serving breakfast or dinner, depending on the arriving or departing shift.  At mid day, the ‘CLOSED’ sign faced outward.  Dominioners could be counted on to avoid if at all possible.  If he could make it there, the rest could as well.  

	“Gava, something cool for us if you please,” he asked, “then you better leave,” he advised.  The portly proprietor he’d known for many years brought a bottle of iced water and a stack of plastic cups and left the building, locking the door behind him.  The men gathered around the table quickly filled their cups.  It was a very warm day and the men drank greedily.

	“Wahyu Tri,” he turned to the wiry man across from him, “welcome back to the fight!”  He toasted with his glass.

	“The Leopard is back in the hunt,” another said with admiration.

	The small, tough nut of a man had escaped his Dominion accommodations yet a twelfth time and the Old Man wondered if he was exceptionally brave or entirely mad.  Probably both.  He was pleased though—his escape from the Dominion SuperMax reserved for the most dangerous PRF political prisoners meant he’d be able to train the flow of new recruits headed to Sollopsgandalen.

	
“I didn’t care for the menu,” he shrugged, inviting a round of chuckles.

	“Thank you for—”

	The knock at the door silenced them all.  He stood up, walking quickly to the front door.

	“The Leader said I should be here,” the arrival apologetically explained.  He nodded, unlocking the door and admitting Kabemba Munda.

	“It is right that you should be here.  We were just starting.  We only have an hour though.  Come.”

	He resumed his seat.  The group nodded at the arrival.  Everyone at this level of the party knew the Violin Spider.

	“Since Comrade Munda is here, I should congratulate his working group on their publishing operations.  Fifty thousand copies of “MINX” magazine have been distributed throughout the country and the effect has been… well, I think we all know what the effect has been!”

	Smiles broke out amongst the group.  Munda beamed.  Reaching into his jacket, he withdrew a rolled up magazine, laying it on the table.  Underneath the ‘MINX’ masthead, a kneeling brunette, nude but for the dog collar and leash, cupped her smallish breasts, her face wet with tears.  “I’m a bitch for PRF cock!” a starburst promised.   In text below the image, read ‘Julie Abildgård, 19, Blomsterby—there’s more where she came from!”

	“Our second issue!  Designed locally this time.  I received shipment last night and you should all see quantities delivered in your provinces shortly,” Munda announced.

	“We only got a few hundred last time,” one party cadre complained.

	Munda waved this off.  “We’ve doubled the print run.  Plenty for all!”

	This was well received and the latest issue was passed around, compliments flowing around the table.

	“If we might return to our agenda please!” he demanded and the group quieted down immediately.  “Very good.  Now, if we might get a head count per cell—let’s go around the table.”

	“Jernbjerg Assegais, four hundred twenty seven!” 

	“KrydderlandetMambeles, five hundred and five!” 

	“OraniaMambeles, six hundred thirty two!” 

	“BlomsterlandetRungus, three hundred twelve!” 

	“RodbjergNzappas, three hundred seventy six!”

	“SollopsgangdalenKpingas, four hundred three!”

	“StillhavnSemes, one hundred seventy nine!”

	“Passatvinde Sjamboks, two hundred ninety one!” 

	And, reporting on his own cell, “Kongsborg Mambas, one thousand two hundred and three.”

	There were admiring whistles all around.  

	“It would seem our cadre has quadrupled in the past two months.  The Leader is pleased with all your efforts, is he now Comrade Munda?”

	The younger man nodded broadly.  “I can assure you he is most pleased, comrades,” he affirmed.

	“Now the question is what we will do with them.  The Leader has a plan.  He believes we have entered the period of escalation.  He wants the most fit and capable third of each of your cells to make their way to our base in Sollopsgangdalen over the next seven days.  It is there where we will train and outfit our first regular units.  The location is of course known to only a few but your men will be given guides at the rendezvous points.”

	This prompted foot stamping and grins.

	“Will the fighting begin soon, Comrade?” one cell leader asked hopefully.

	The Old Man nodded.  “Soon, but only when our men are ready.  The probes earlier this year proved less than successful  The Leader is always evolving our strategy.  When ready, we will hit the Dominion positions with more success.  In the meantime, the Leader also expects you to accelerate your local assignments.  You will now report on progress please.  Sjambok One?”

	“Operation Broken Vows.  Targeting wives of RDA officers for morale suppression.  The wives of three lieutenants, four captains, two majors and the colonel of the 8th Regular Rifle Regiment taken and used thoroughly.  All returned safely— after two days of generous mileage logged on their chassis.”  There was laughter.  “The message has been sent—no one is safe from the PRF!”

	“Excellent.  Assegai One?”

	“Operation Hunter Gatherer.  Random home invasions in upper class urban neighbourhoods.  Fifteen break-ins, five single women, ten wives and six daughters—all,” he held up his palm, “all adults, per the Leader’s instructions,” he pledged.  “We will harvest the chicks only when they come of age, Comrade—I swear it!”   

	The Old Man nodded.  Failure to respect the Special Order, all knew, would result in court martial and execution—by the PRF.  Mambele One, if you please!”

	“Operation Blue Evening.  Targeting female police officers serving in Orania Police Command.  Twelve officers ‘detained for questioning’ and photos and videos of all leaked on Dark Web with the help of our more technical cadres.  So far, five resignations and five leaves of absence!”

	“Fine work.  Nzappa One!”

	“Operation Trap Door.  Infiltration and mapping of the Royal Defence Command.  Half complete.”

	“It is one of our most critical operations—and it must be finished within thirty days.”

	“It will be, Comrade,” came back the confident response.

	 “It better be.  Rungu One!” he snapped.

	“Operation Bad Trip.  Targeting Western tourists at Club Pacific.  Attacks limited to theft only and warnings that Westerners are no longer welcomed.  Almost fifty thousand kroners in currencies, jewellery, watches and other sundries.  Bookings now down by fifty percent—and still falling.”  

	“Good.  No physical harm—the Leader doesn’t want any pretext for interference from Western powers!  Kpinga One?”

	“Operation Fallen Angel.  Design, collection and curation of a model brothel for research purposes.”

	At this, there were snickers, soon suppressed by a grimace from the Old Man.  “Continue, Kpinga One.”

	“Eight candidates located and approved.  Collection will begin whenever the Leader gives the order.”

	“Continue to ghost.   You will be contacted when the time is right.   Seme One!”

	“Operation Bald Eagle.  Targeting female minions at the Royal Technology and Arts Academy.  The President of the Student Body, the President of the Student Senate and the captains of the female soccer, gymnastics, volleyball and basketball teams.  All taken, each given ten lashes and their mounds shaved.  Told to warn the rest of the university bitches that any minx found with an unshaven mound in the future would receive a proper PRF punishment.”

	“Results?” the Old Man pressed.

	 “Once the word got out, there was a local run on disposable razors.  I doubt there’s a curly hair left on campus!”

	The Old Man smiled.  “Then a good result and another message sent.  And to finish—Mamba One,” he pointed to his chest, “ Operation Friendly Persuasion.  Targeting female aides and members of Parliament.  Rape, videos, then blackmail.  The Prime Minister has lost several key votes requesting additional funds for security and defence.”

	All nodded in admiration, marvelling at what had been achieved in so short a time.  

	“We are hollowing out the pillars of the Dominion.  When we begin to strike at them openly, they will crack,” he proclaimed.

	Kabemba Munda, who had remained quiet but attentive, now felt compelled to add an additional achievement.  Holding up a hand, he spoke.

	“I am in awe of all of your efforts, comrades.  You are building a sturdy foundation for our coming war,” he nodded towards Wahyu Tri, and continued.  “May I add my own Operation Useful Idiot to your mighty mountain of achievements?”

	While the Old Man disapproved of sharing too much in even such restricted gatherings as this, the Chief Ideologue deserved kudos on Useful Idiot.  The party funds invested were minimal and the embarrassment the Women’s Partnership for Peace was causing for the PM and her ruling party was significant.

	“Please do tell, Comrade,” the Old Man invited, which the proud party leader was more than happy to do.
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	Karin had never seen a door which was designed to disappear once closed.  After she’d been deposited in the room by her two abductors, she’d been so disoriented that she couldn’t be sure which spearmint painted wall the door was even on.  Then, focusing, she knew it had to be the one facing the metal bunk.  She’d run her fingers around it until she’d found the seam, then run her fingers around the rectangular shape.  Not that the knowledge was of use, but after six or so hours, boredom had overcome fear and she had nothing else to do but satisfy her curiosity.

	At first, when she felt the firm hands lift her from behind and dump her into the waiting van, she’d assumed it was a PRF kidnapping attempt—except the two black suited men were as white as she was.  She had been making her walking commute to the Foreign Ministry when she had been scooped up, in broad daylight, so shocked by the brazenness she was dumbstruck.  She’d never ever been manhandled in such a way.  The back of the van was empty and windowless.  The drive, on highway then off road, only took an hour.  When the van door opened, she assumed she was in an underground garage, but the hood jammed over her head prevented her from guessing much more.

	It must be late afternoon, she calculated.  Had anyone at the Ministry noticed her absence?  She doubted it.  She’d been working Archives alone, barely exchanging more than a “hello” with anyone and it wasn’t as if she was being paid.  Would anyone really care if the intern assigned to make-work decided to skip a day?

	She wanted to pee but the metal toilet, though gleaming, didn’t appeal.  She had no doubt there was a camera that was capturing her every movement.  She wasn’t about to expose herself in front of some unseen observer.  She was getting hungry too.  And thirsty.  And angry.

	When the door finally cracked open, Karin was utterly unprepared for the identity of her captor.

	“Prime Minister!”

	“Karin, I’m so sorry about all this.”  Though she’d never personally met her, the PM’s face popped up on a screen about every ten minutes.  Now that face was creased in an uncharacteristically embarrassed expression Karin had never seen on tv.  Before Karin could even rise, the middle-aged woman, attired in a tailored cream pant suit, sat beside her, sharing the metal bunk.  In her lap, she held a sheaf of paperwork and a pen.

	“We had to be sure.  Absolutely sure.  National security and all,” the PM explained nonsensically.

	Karin shook her head.  “I don’t understand anything you’re saying.”

	Lucia Therese nodded.  “I can explain,” she waved her hand, “all this.  But before I do that, you’ll need to sign this.”  She dropped the document, perhaps twenty pages long, on the bunk, placing the pen on top of it.

	Karin scanned it.  “So, I agree not to sue for false imprisonment and basically give up all my rights under the State Secrets Act?  What is this?”

	PM Therese merely shrugged.  “You need to sign this.  Then, we can talk.”

	Scowling, Karin obeyed.  “Prime Minister, I’m trying to be polite but—”

	“Yes, alright.  Come take this,” she raised her voice.  That seemed to summon a wide shouldered black suited man, who retrieved the thick document and left the room, though this time the door remained opened.

	“Well?”

	“The call you made—to the Palace.”

	“I remember.  What about it?  I was only trying to get clarification on how to file it!  It wasn’t like I was trying to have a catch-up chat with Queen Karla or anything!”

	The PM patted her knee.  “I know that.  But your call triggered a red flag with Royal Security.  They assumed, because you were calling from Foreign that you were asking on my behalf.”

	Karin shook her head.  “That’s a little micro, isn’t it?  Checking up on an intern and all?”

	“The extradition request was withdrawn immediately but the original file was obviously still on file.  A small detail no one noticed at the time.  Of course, I was in the dark.  I was just a back bencher in the Opposition five years ago but no one else, outside the Royal Household, knew anything-- even Olsen, who was the PM at the time.  When you made your call, the Queen was concerned the whole episode would come out.  So, she called me.  I came directly from the Palace, where we pieced together what had happened—that it was a fluke that resulted from lazy staffers and a too-thorough intern.”

	Karin’s jaw dropped.  “You spoke with the Queen—about me?”

	“By way of your query, dear.  Yes, you could say that.”

	“But then, what is the ‘whole episode’ you’re talking about?  Who was the extradition order for—and what was it for?”

	“Akilah Onwudiwe, a maid in the Royal residence.”

	“So, what was it she was supposed to have done?”

	“Karin, Royal Security is fairly convinced she poisoned King Oscar.”

	Karin gasped.  “But that was a heart attack!  That’s what Queen Karla said!”

	Therese nodded.  “And so, thought we all, myself included.  I’ve only just learned this hours ago.  Her Majesty made the decision at the time to propose an alternative… narrative for public consumption.”

	“But why?” Karin demanded in anguish.  “Why let a murderer get away with it?  Why--”

	 The PM’s level look silenced her.  “Because Her Majesty knew the act was a deliberate provocation by the PRF, on that would create a wave of revulsion and hate against Primevans.  An assassination would have touched off an avalanche of repression that the PRF must have hoped would generate a backlash and an uprising.”

	“She gave up her husband to keep the peace,” Karin gasped.

	The PM nodded.  “An amazing, selfless woman.  So instead of taking the bait, the Dominion mourned and gained a new Queen, one who has earned respect across the board and who has been a strong supporter of my own initiatives.”

	“Buy why didn’t the PRF just take credit?”

	“The moment was lost.  They were boxed in by the Queen’s move.  Who honours an assassin?  No one.  They lost and could only hope the Dominion’s first queen would prove an even weaker figurehead than her husband.  Instead, she’s proven a remarkably able and popular Head of State.”

	“What happened to the poisoner?”

	“Dominion Intelligence Service believes she’s back in country and working with the new PRF leadership.  Akilah Onwudiwe , the Angel of Death, as she’s known.  One day…” she trailed off grimly.

	“My God!”  Karin was hearing the unthinkable.  “The PRF murdered King Oscar—and got away with it!”

	The PM sighed.  “I wish I could say it was the worst they were capable of.  Poisoning a monarch is positively quaint compared to their more recent tactics.”  Then, realising she was opening a line of inquiry she didn’t wish to expand upon, she added “It is why the path to peace is so narrow.  We must do everything possible to avoid open conflict.  Thousands of innocent Dominions—of all colours—would become victims.” 

	“I won’t say anything.  You can count on me,” Karin promised.

	“If you do, you’ll be in prison for a hundred years, my dear—or so the covenant release you signed says so!”

	“No, I mean—well, I just would never.  Please tell the Queen I’d never betray her.”

	“I will.  And I trust you.  Let’s get you out of here. I want you to drive back to the capital with me.”

	“Yes, Ma’am!  But first… could I visit a restroom?”

	Ten minutes later, the black SUV, in a caravan of five, as well as five motorcycle police escorts, were headed back to Kongestad.

	“I had no idea they were going to dump you with such drudge work.  Frankly, I’m mortified.”

	Karin shook her head, enjoying the smooth, cool ride.  “No Ma’am, it was fine.  Really!  I didn’t ask my mother to pull strings to begin with.”

	“Nonsense.  She never asks me for anything.  And we St. H girls stick together, don’t we?”  The PM winked.

	Karin felt butterflies.  The PM knew she’d attended St. Hilda’s as well! 

	“And DNU grads as well, though I never got a Rhodes Scholarship!  Congratulations, my dear!”

	Karin beamed.  “Uh, thank you, Prime Minister!”

	“Have you considered what you’ll do after you complete your studies at Oxford?”

	“Not really.  I’m fascinated by international affairs.  I’ve been a big fan of yours,” she noted, trying not to come off as fawning.

	“Well, I did start in the Foreign Service, it is true.  Then politics, then the Cabinet.  Now, as PM.  Perhaps a career in public service might suit you as well.”  She tapped Karin’s shoulder.  “Our first Rhodes Scholar Prime Minister?”

	Karin blushed.  “Oh, I don’t know, I mean, I’m—”

	“You’re a Vester and your mother’s daughter, Karin.  You should set your sights as high as you can.  Your father—what a man!  I can’t tell you just how jealous we were when he started dating Christa!  Bjorn Vester!  Even as fierce a feminist as I was couldn’t help but swoon in that man’s presence!”

	Karin nodded.  “Yes.  I miss him a lot,” she admitted.

	“I never married.  It was the price I paid I suppose for all this,” she rubbed the black leather seat.  “Look, if you’re interested, perhaps we can find something more stimulating that archive duty.”

	Alert now, Karin listened.

	“How would a transfer to the PM’s Office suit you?  You’d get an insider’s view of things.  Might be interesting to a smart, ambitious young woman.”

	“That would suit me just fine, Prime Minister,” she replied as calmly as she could manage.

	“Nothing glamourous, I assure you.  It would be a fair share of coffee orders, making copies and all the rest of the nonsense that goes on in any workplace.  But instead of quarterly reports or marketing campaign reports, we’re dealing with the People’s Work.  If that’s that, report to Mr. Frandsen, the Permanent Secretary at Government House tomorrow morning.”

	Karin had avoided the Primevan man distributing coupons for some new café, as she did all such street flyer distributors.  She was only a block away when the white van began following her, the only observer to her collection was the Primevan hawker.  Mamba173 was of Tamil heritage, of which he was proud, but he primarily considered himself a “Prime”.  He dropped the stack of outdated coupons in a bin and walked to a bus stop.  Three stops later, he waited for the crosstown bus, which pulled in on schedule.

	He waited for the passengers to get off— working class Dominioners and Primevans alike—then boarded the bus.  The uniformed driver turned his way—a Primevan wearing a dapper cap bearing a gold badge embossed with text that advertised “Kongsborg Transit Authority.”

	“Sir, does this bus stop at Langesforden Place?” he asked, holding up a piece of paper as if proving he had a destination.

	“Excuse me,” announced a burly Dominion man, clad in mechanics overalls.  

	Mamba173 quickly moved aside, head bowing.  “Sorry, Sir!” 

	The man didn’t respond, hunting for a preferred seat.

	The bus driver took the paper.  “You need an East Side bus—try Number 16 over there,” he advised, pointing across the street at another stop.

	Mamba173 nodded, walking off the bus.  The driver still held the small piece of paper and tucked it away inside the pocket of his blue uniform shirt.  In an hour sitting on a diner stool, he’d leave the paper after drinking a quick cup of coffee.  Thirty seconds later, the man sitting at an adjacent stool, the driver of a garbage truck, would palm the paper and sweep it into his pants pocket.  In this way, Mamba1 would learn of Karin Vester’s interesting commute just as the PM’s caravan was dropping her off at the family townhouse.      
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	Her mother was thrilled of course.  Karin had shared the news regarding her transfer to the PM’s Office, though leaving out the circumstances that had precipitated the shift.

	“Already promoted after just a few weeks!”

	Karin appreciated her mother’s pleasure at the news but couldn’t refrain from a dubious smile.

	“You don’t really get ‘promoted’ when you’re an intern.  They just said they were short handed,” she explained vaguely.  

	Maybe she wasn’t far off, she thought.  Government House was just couple blocks over from Foreign but instead of the usually deserted street, she was greeted with what looked to be a full blown riot ready to kick off at any time.  Blue uniformed police officers behind thing plastic shields ringed the Colonial era building, presumably protecting it from a throng of what looked like hundreds of protesters.  Signs bobbed above the crowd, promoting their agenda as they jabbed at the sky in ripples.  

	“DOWN WITH DOMINION PRIVILEGE!”

	“TRY PEACE FOR ONCE!”

	“MAJORITY RULE IS THE ONLY SOLUTION!”

	“GIVE UP THE POWER OR FACE ZERO HOUR!”

	She was ashamed that her immediate thought was that if the protesters had been Primevan, it was likely that the plaza would have been filled with bodies.  But these were Dominioners, not Primevans.  “WOMEN’S PARTNERSHIP FOR PEACE” banners, in pink and white, accompanied the ‘message’ banners, all held by angry women varying from university age on up.  She noted lots of hair dyed every hue of the rainbow and lots of very short styles, including straight buzzcuts.  Not exactly a pearls and heels crowd—more like piercings and Doc Martens.  

	She’d heard of the WPP, which had begun popping up back at DNU in her sophomore year.  Espousing a mishmash of radical misandry, lesbianism and far left progressivism, they’d started small and gradually grown.  They flouted campus rules regarding public demonstrations and, encouraged by the administration’s refusal to push back, engaged in classroom takeovers, targeting professors who were insufficiently supportive of their ever wide ranging demands.  She’d thought it was just an academic phenomena and yet here they were, besieging Government House and the most progressive PM the Dominion had ever had!

	A purple haired girl sporting a leather jacket and camo shorts pressed a flyer into her hands.  She looed down at it.  It featured a smiling Prime Minister Lucia Therese—her new boss—with “TRAITOR!” stamped across it.  She began to crumple it up, then folded it and dropped it in her purse instead, eyes scanning the crowd nervously.  No need to rile them, she thought defensively.

	Approaching one of the officers, she displayed her Foreign Ministry photo id badge, asking how she might get in.  Opening a space in the plastic shield phalanx, he waved her inside the perimeter.  It was, she considered, a memorable first day.  By the end of it, she hardly remembered the dramas outside.  They soon paled in comparison to those awaiting her inside the walls of Government House.

	Frandsen, the PM’s Private Secretary, met her at Reception and after an induction that lasted ten minutes, she was put to work.

	“PM’s got an Advisory Council meeting.  You prepare the room, keep the water pitchers and coffee urns filled and take notes,” he instructed.  He was a man who, propelled by momentum, was loath to slow down.  He fielded a half dozen questions even as he led her down the hallway to the meeting room, his mobile on non-stop vibrate.

	In a brief intermission in the action, she asked “Is it always like this?” and instantly regretted it.

	Frandsen cocked his brows in unintentional parody.  He didn’t even bother to answer.

	Fifteen minutes later, like moths drawn to their own flames, men and women, some in uniform, others in civilian suits, located the table tents bearing their names and positions and took their seats.  Karin mentally recorded the names and attached them to faces.

	“The Right Honourable Ingrid Hanne,

	Minister of Defence”

	Defensive.  Alert.  Attractive; early forties.  

	“The Right Honourable Marybeth Carlene,

	Minister of Justice”

	Her body language screamed ‘hidden agenda’.  Eyes constantly scanning the room.  

	“Brigadier General Olaf Thomsen, Chief of Staff

	Royal Dominion Army”

	Composed but tired.  Skeptical glances thrown at Hanne from time to time.  

	“Simon Søndergaard, Director

	Dominion Intelligence Service”

	Too young for the job but faking his way through it.  Gorgeous suit though.

	“Colonel Andrea Blanid, Commander

	Counter Insurgency Group” 

	Confident, mid thirties, a comer.

	“Major Astrid Bach, 

	Counter Insurgency Group” 

	Mid twenties.  Intense.  Intimidated as much as she was.  

	“The Right Honourable Auguste Waltraub,

	Member for Kolveberg”

	A perky-cute thirtysomething.  Put together, but just.  Almost punchy.

	“The Right Honourable Jorunn Benedicte,

	Senator for Kryyderlandet”

	Bemused and observant.  A player of sorts.  Attractive in her austereness.

	And finally, her new boss, which shot a welcoming wink at her as she took the chair at the head of the long meeting table, flanked by her various ministers, advisors and officers.  Karin was dazzled by the concentration of her country’s power elite in this one room.

	“The Right Honourable Lucia Therese,

	Prime Minister, Dominion of Primeva”

	Earnest and warm, but betrayed an uncomfortable degree of vulnerability.  A handsome woman in her late forties.  Never a beauty but she was weathering well enough. 

	“Shall we begin?” she asked.  Heads nodded, papers shuffled in preparation.  “Before we do, let me introduce my new aide.”  Heads turned briefly at Karin, to whom the PM had gestured.  “Karin Vester.  Her mother is Dr. Christa Vester, our highly respected Director of National Health Services and an old friend.  Karin will be with me until leaving for Oxford to begin her studies as a Rhodes scholar.”

	That elicited some impressed nods and then it was on to business.

	“Let’s start with the economy.  Jorunn, your toplines please?”

	The senator remained seated but did pass around a stack of handouts corroborating her talking points.  

	“The indicators aren’t good.  The KSE has dropped five hundred points since the beginning of the year.  Foreign investment, which had grown thirty percent last year alone, is going backwards fast.  Many multinationals are delaying or suspending their expansions plans here.  The Dominion Kroner has dropped five percent in value and consumer spending is sluggish.  This could just be a recession or a sign of a more serious downturn.  The GDP forecast has been re-adjusted, from a previous slight drop of one percent to a much more concerning three point nine percent.”

	It was a sobering start to what would be a long meeting, Karin thought.   She rested her back against the wall, visually checking the water levels in the pitchers and filling them as the participants around the table emptied them.

	“Unemployment overall has hit eight percent,” she continued.  Noting the nonplussed reaction, she added “But among Primevans, it is more like twenty percent.”

	Karin caught the eye contact between the Senator and Søndergaard.

	“Our assessment is that the PRF is trying to tank the economy specifically to drive up unemployment,” the spy chief elaborated.

	“Among their own people?” the PM asked, incredulously.

	“Yes Ma’am.  And, based on the Senator’s analysis, we expected Primevan unemployment to hit fifty percent within the next twenty four months.” 

	“Dominion Airlines is doing a bang up business though,” Senator Benedicte jumped in.  “Unfortunately, it is all one way—exit Dominion stage right, so to speak.  Attacks in the resort areas on wealthy overseas guests have pretty much wiped out the tourism trade.  The universities have reported that applications from foreign exchange students have dropped off to nothing for the next semester.  I wish I had better news to share,” she concluded.

	“If it comes to it, we can always talk to the IMF,” the PM assured the room.  Karin noted Benedicte’s and Søndergaard’s dubious reactions.

	“As you know, I was at the UN for most of last week.  The General Assembly provided a perfect opportunity to engage with friendly—and not so friendly powers—and there was a great deal of interest in our domestic challenge,” the PM advised, choosing each word selectively.

	“I’m still not sure why our internal issues should be anyone’s business.”  Minister Hanne looked around for support, found none and then lapsed into silence.

	“Ingrid, working with stakeholders demonstrates our goodwill.  Our old friends in Denmark suggested the possibility of helping us connect with—”

	“The ‘motherland’ issued a public condemnation of our domestic policies just yesterday!” Hanne broke in.  

	“That’s just public posturing.  They have to maintain what they see as an ‘anti-imperialist’ position in order to—”

	Hanne shook her head.  “Whatever.  Did you get anywhere with the Chinese?  The Americans?  The Indians?”  Karin was annoyed by the Defence Minister’s surly tone and lack of respect, even as the PM chose to avoid confrontation.

	“Well, ever since we decided not to sign the Silk Road Compact, our relations with China have been… less than positive.  The Americans, as usual, offer supportive words but still require more progress in the shape of ‘reforms’ before they’ll agree to mediate.  India, as we all know, still insists they have a legal claim on the Dominion dating back to the British Raj era, which makes normal diplomatic relations with them… problematic.  Despite this, I think if we continue to build consensus for international mediation, we can create a dynamic for a peacefully resolved outcome that all parties will respect and that—”

	It was Minister Carlene that now interrupted with exasperation.  “Prime Minister, we all appreciate your diplomatic prowess.  Your career in the Foreign Service, your international leadership as our Foreign Minister, your Peace Prize nomination for mediating the Ossetia border dispute— all inspiring triumphs for peace.  But are you sure the diplomatic path is the most appropriate one for attempting a settlement with the PRF?  Do we have any sense that they’d even agree to international mediation?”

	The room was quiet.  Finally, the PM, replied, albeit without her usual confidence.  “Not as such.  But if we don’t demonstrate our willingness—,” she faltered, searching for words.

	“PM, we all support your diplomatic approach.  Perhaps we might ask the Brigadier for his assessment with regard to the domestic security situation?”  It was Hanne offering her boss a reprieve, Karin noted, which the PM gratefully took.

	“By all means.  Brigadier, your readiness report please.”

	The Chief of Staff stood as a map was displayed on the screen, filled with various icons and numbers.

	First turning to the Minister of Defence, who gave him nodding permission to proceed, he began pointing at positions on the map.

	“The Royal Dominion Army consists of ten full regiments, each with a thousand soldiers.  As you can see,” he waved his finger across the map, “these units are based primarily at RDA facilities across the Dominion.  They are supported by four light artillery batteries.  Mostly mortars but we have a few 122s and 150s.”

	That didn’t mean much to Karin, but the next reference did.

	“In addition, we have the 1st and 2nd Royal Paratroop regiments—”

	“The only nation with paratroops and no air force to deliver them,” cracked the Minister of Justice.  

	The Brigadier continued.  “The longstanding decision not to field an air force—well, you know my thoughts on this.  As for transport, we contract Dominion Airlines for jump training but, of course, the paratroop regiments operate more as an elite fighting force than as a modern air assault unit.  The Royal Paratroops are the best trained units we have and the most experienced ones as well.  Both regiments have deployed as peacekeeping units over the last decade, most recently in Venezuela and Ossetia.”

	“Understood, Brigadier—I apologise for the teasing,.  Please continue.” offered Minister Carlene.

	“The RDA is supported by twenty militia regiments, only five of which are called up at any given moment, and we rotate to ensure all twenty get some training throughout the year.  These units are all volunteer, equipped from local armouries and mostly deployed in response to natural disasters such as the Rodbjerg rockslides last year.”  

	Karin recalled the tv visuals of the militia boys digging out roads to rural farms cut off by the mountain slides.

	“The Dominion Coastal flotilla consists of five cutters the Brigadier continued.  “Each armed with .50 cals and used primarily against smugglers.  We’ve had a couple wins recently and intercepted some PRF arms shipments,” he noted with satisfaction.  “Then we nominally have the Royal Academy for Military Arts Cadets Regiment, but there’s never been a reason to call that regiment up.”

	“Brigadier, the Queen’s—” Minister Hanne interjected with annoyance.

	“Yes, my error.  We also have the recently established Queen’s Women’s Guard Regiment as well.  How could I have forgotten!”

	Karin wasn’t sure if the Brigadier was being sarcastic or not, but the PM didn’t seem at all pleased with the gaffe, intentional or not.

	“And then there’s my little army,” the Minister of Justice added.

	The Brigadier nodded.  “Yes.  The RDA conducts joint training exercises with Ministry of Justice police units on a regular basis.  Each provincial command fields a full regiment of special weapons and tactics police trained to support regular RDA units if required.  These units specialise in urban terrain and are good value.”

	Minister Carlene nodded in appreciation. 

	“Overall, the RDA is a small, well trained modern light fighting force of about forty thousand-- more than sufficient for handling a low intensity guerrilla effort of the type the PRF seems to be conducting.  We could always use more men, money and equipment—” he stopped as Hanne grimaced.  “Ah, men AND women, I meant—but all I was saying is that we have what we need, assuming the situation remains relatively stable.”

	Karin noted lots of confident nods exchanged now.  

	“Thank you, Brigadier—sounds like we’re in safe hands.  As for the PRF, what can you tell us?”

	“Colonel Blanid please?”

	The ambitious young officer had been anticipating the request since she had been seated, Karin thought.

	“Yes, Sir!”  She tapped at her tablet.  “CIG estimates the PRF to consist of a hard core cadre of between five and ten thousand—“

	“Out of a population of six million citizens of Primevan heritage?”  It was MP Waltraub, who had remained quiet up to that point.

	“Correct, Ma’am.  But for every cadre, we estimate ten supporters, so perhaps there are a hundred thousand PRF partisans altogether.”

	“It is hard to believe such a small group of troublemakers can cause so much trouble!” the politician exclaimed.

	The young colonel nodded gravely and continued.  “The PRF attempted to move straight to a conventional mode some weeks ago, but their attacks on rural settlements were easily broken up by militia units in Sollopsgangdalen.  Since then, they’ve regrouped and now seem to be taking a twin track approach.  Major Bach?” she turned to her aide.

	The military intelligence officer rose and distributed a stack of magazines.  “Apologies but these are actual copies of the PRF’s latest recruiting campaign.”

	Sighs and expressions of disgust filled the room.  Karin watched the PM push the PRF propaganda material away from her with revulsion.

	“The effort seems to be working.  PRF cells are growing rapidly across the Dominion.”

	“How rapidly, Major?”  Senator Benedicte asked.

	“Doubling in just three months, Senator.  This growth has allowed the PRF to cream off the most motivated and capable and send them for conventional training.  We believe the PRF now has at least one base, location unknown, and perhaps another where they equip, train and indoctrinate conventional companies of troops.  They are concentrating their forces currently in Sollopsgangdalen, where we believe they can now field a force of about three thousand armed guerrillas.”

	“Armed with what?”  It was MP Waltraub again.

	The major referred to her tablet.  “A mishmash of just about everything—shotguns, revolvers, hunting rifles.  But increasingly we’re seeing captured RDA weaponry and…” here she paused, then continued, “a few AK-47s of Chinese manufacture.”

	The Prime Minister pursed her lips but remained silent.

	“We believe the guerrilla cadres are preparing for more active operations in rural Sollopsgangdalen, targeting farmsteads for loot and weapons, over the next few months.  At the same time, we’re seeing more intense, more numerous terrorist activities being conducted by the provincial cells that are having an impact on morale.”  Major Bach seemed prepared to elaborate, then hesitated and finally decided to leave it at that.

	Karin noted an uncomfortable cloud settling around the room.

	“That’s an understatement, Major.  Our officers’ families—their wives-- are being targeted, Prime Minister.  Even while our officers are fighting the PRF in the field, their wives are selected for kidnapping and rape in their own homes.”  The Brigadier was seething now, eyes hard on the Minister of Justice.  

	Carlene acknowledged the criticism.  “The PRF caught us out—we never expected them to go this low.  We’re extending personal protection for all RDA families.  It won’t happen again, Brigadier.”

	The angry soldier seemed unpersuaded.  “If we can’t protect our own wives and daughters, Minister, our officers will begin to ask themselves what they are fighting for.  Your people better start doing their jobs or—”

	Karin watched in sinking despair as the room exploded in a barrage of charges and protest, even as the PM seemed helpless to quell the tumult around the conference room table.  Eventually it was Ingrid Hanne who was able to restore order.

	“Brigadier, I’m sure the Justice Minister is just as infuriated as you are about these terror attacks on RDA personnel and their families.  Let us work on this.  Let us end this barbarous practice of intimidation by finding and punishing these PRF criminals as brutally as they deserve.  Yes?”

	It was Auguste Waltraub who now popped up again.  “Prime Minister, that’s not the only kind of terror attack the PRF is engaging in.  My sources tell me the PRF is using rape, sexual humiliation and blackmail to undermine morale, collect intelligence and other types of covert operations.  They aren’t just common sex crimes—there’s always an objective.  And PM—it is starting to leak.  I’ve got interview requests from Claudia Valeska—”

	“And Hannah Claydon, no doubt.”  The PM sighed.  “Yes, me too.  But this all must remain classified Auguste, alright?”

	“Of course, Prime Minister!  I’m just saying…”

	The PM ignored her, turning to her spy chief.  “Simon, what does the average Primevan think of the PRF?  Or the average Dominioner, for that matter?   And who are those idiots making a spectacle of themselves out there?”  She pointed towards the windows, beyond which a dull roar of protest had continued for almost an hour now.  

	“Fellow travellers, PM.  Radicals who, we believe, are being egged on by a core of ultra progressive types, who in turn, we believe, may be receiving funds from the PRF itself.”

	“Arrest them then!  Marybeth, get your paddy wagons out there and—”

	But the Minister cut her boss off reluctantly.  “For what, PM?  They’re just protesting!”

	“Might not help us with the left wing,” Auguste Waltraub added.

	Throwing her hands up in mock surrender, she waved her spy chief on.

	“As for the average Dominioner, I don’t think there’s much consciousness of what is going on.  Unless you are directly affected, it isn’t real.  We haven’t experienced any interruptions in most of everyday life—no messy bombings for example.  Aside from work or low lever transactions, there isn’t much exposure to Primevans for the average Dominioner, let alone the PRF.”

	“As for the average Primevan,” he continued, more thoughtfully, “ we have a different challenge, one the vast number of Dominioners have no concept of.”

	Senator Benedicte shrugged.  “Simon, it seems to me that the vast number of Primevans are content.  We’ve never had a lot of crime in the Dominion and Primevan citizens share all the same rights as descendants of the original European settlers.  Up until the recent PRF dramas, we had a perfectly comfortable working arrangement and there’s been a social equilibrium between us.  We have had increasing opportunities for those of Primevan descent and,” she looked around the room, “I don’t think most of us would have any problem if in say ten years, we actually have a Prime Minister of Primevan ancestry—would we?”

	Tellingly Karin thought, the Brigadier didn’t react to the question, but everyone else nodded in what suggested broad agreement.  The PM herself nodded vigorously.

	“Absolutely not!” the PM affirmed sincerely.

	Benedicte turned back to Søndergaard.  “Perhaps we’re making an insurgency out of a molehill, Simon.”

	The Intelligence Director smiled thinly.  “With respect, Senator, I disagree.  On a surface level, we all must admit that, political rights notwithstanding, European Dominioners own the country and run the country and will for the foreseeable future.  On another level, I agree—another ten years from now, your multicultural vision is likely to become reality.  The PRF has also recently seemed to recognise what you say is more than likely true.”

	Senator Benedicte nodded.  “If true, then maybe the PRF is just doing a bit of political positioning to gain more leverage.”

	“Or they are consciously trying to derail that future in favour of one they prefer,” Simon countered.  “Maybe they sense that Primevans are growing used to the idea of a multicultural future shared with we original settler stock.  And that’s the last thing the PRF wants to see happen.”

	Karin filled glass water jugs in silence as the implications of the spy chief’s observation landed.

	“Why now?  Why have we experienced so many decades of living together without conflict then?” asked MP Waltraub in peeved confusion.

	“You have to remember, when they were first transported here as political prisoners of the British, they weren’t Primevans.  They were East Africans, West Africans, Punjabis, Hindus, Arabs, Malays… just dissidents rounded up from around the Empire.   We called them Primevans to differentiate them from ourselves.  It took them decades to adapt to an identity they could embrace.  In the meantime, we simply viewed them as conveniently non-white.”  

	Ignoring the protestations that followed, he continued.  “Different cultures, languages, genetics— the ‘Primevans’ had virtually nothing in common, except for one key factor.”

	“Well, they were political prisoners,” Minister Hanne replied dismissively.

	Simon nodded.  “Which made them leaders.  The British took the elites that resisted their imperial rule and dumped them on the Dominion.  Imagine taking the most intelligent, creative, talented elite you could find, planting them in a new home and predict what will happen.  It took them decades to coalesce around a new national identity—but they finally have, haven’t they Major Bach?”

	That surprised the young officer, who recovered and nodded, deep in thought.

	“The Major and I have speculated on the current situation and she has some fascinating ideas.  Major, please?”

	Her superior, Colonel Blanid, nodded her permission, seemingly just as curious as the rest of the room.

	“I, uh, have been analysing the PRF chatter and messaging over the last few months.  The focus is on fusion—elements that complement a new identity they refer to as ‘Prime’.  It is a syncretic response to their historical destiny, one based on what they see as they natural aristocracy.  There are constant references back to ancestors who are revered as tribal leaders, generals, priests, statesmen, organisers and so on.  Imagine everyone you knew was descended from a leader of your society.  Then, imagine your world dominated politically, intellectually, economically by… a people very average in comparison,” Major Bach suggested, glancing around the table.

	Minister Carlene sneered.  “That doesn’t sound like any Primevan I know.”

	The major shrugged.  “How many do you know Minister?”  Before she could answer, she pressed on.  “To most Dominioners, Primevans are invisible.  They do the manual labour or domestic jobs and disappear when not working.  They don’t really register.  Even in the happy future the Senator suggests, we see them more as upgraded Dominioners, not a distinct new people.”

	“How are they linked?  Do the sub groups intermarry?” the Brigadier asked clinically.

	The major nodded.  “They do but most Primes stick to their in-groups.  So East and West African Primevans intermarry, as do South Asian Primevans.  There’s enormous respect between different ethnic Primevan groups, which is a key foundation for the Prime identity.  And there’s another dynamic that’s played out amongst Primes over the last few decades that no one’s recognised.:

	“Which is?” the PM demanded.

	“Progression of the mean, Prime Minister,” she replied promptly.  

	The only person in the room who registered any reaction was Colonel Blanid, who’s lips parted unconsciously in surprise.

	“You mean regression, Major,” asserted Minister Hanne brusquely.

	“No Ma’am.  I mean progression.  Natural leaders intermarry and they have children.  These children don’t regress the mean—they progress it.  Prime IQs have been rising.  Life expectancy has increased.  Nothing magical about it—it is just basic genetics,” the major affirmed.  “And if you understand that, then you have an insight into how and why the PRF does what it does.  It explains what motivates them.”

	“They hate us, then?” Minister Carlene demanded pointedly.

	Now Simon took the reigns back and he shook his head.  “No.  They don’t hate us.  It is worse than that,” he warned grimly.  “They despise us.”

	Karin felt as if she had suddenly been dropped without warning into the deep end of the pool at Whitecaps.  

	“The PRF don’t want a multicultural détente, Prime Minister,” the spy chief expanded.  “They don’t want a shared future at all.  The PRF is making their move now because they want to head off those historical avenues of escape.  You can offer them as much power sharing options as you like PM, but I don’t they’ll settle for anything less than total control of the Dominion.”

	“Well, I don’t know,” the Prime Minister rebuffed weakly.

	“I need only point to St. Olaf’s to suggest the lengths to which the PRF will go to forestall any kind of a Dominioner-Primevan modus vivendi,” the director pointed out.

	The room once again grew intensely subdued, a silence broken only by MP Waltraub.

	“The orphanage fire?  That was PRF?” she demanded shrilly.

	The Justice Minister nodded.  “I remind you Auguste that you’re bound by your intel classification.  But, yes, it was PRF.  It wasn’t a fire—that was for the public.  It was PRF and it was a massacre.”

	The PM’s head drooped.  Karin was shocked.  St. Olaf’s was the Dominion’s home for children of mixed race—those of Dominion and Primevan parentage.  There were just a handful—intermarriage between Dominioners and Primevans just didn’t happen—and the home was always touted as a symbol of what could be achieved in the name of racial harmony.  

	A massacre.

	A PRF massacre.

	“The PRF won’t accept any compromise, especially in blood terms,” the Director concluded.  “That is the challenge, even if 99% of Dominioners don’t see it staring them back in the face.”

	“Because it is inconceivable and inconsistent with Dominion values,” the Major added.  “It is so extreme, it is difficult to accept.”

	Karin noted a triangulation of stares now, linking Minister Hanne, Senator Benedicte and Minister Carlene.  

	“Which brings us to what is fast becoming the Primevan Question,” Hanne finally articulated carefully.

	Benedicte and Carlene both exuded deep, regretful agreement with their cabinet colleague.

	“If the Director’s and the Major’s ideas—which do seem a bit fanciful I must admit—even vaguely reflect PRF ideological nonsense, then we have no choice but to consider more… extreme preventative measures,” the Defence Minister proceeded.

	The PM’s eyes narrowed.  “What… kind of measures are you talking about, Ingrid?”

	“Re-location camps.  With the assistance of the RDA and the MOJ, we could quickly construct camps that could house Primevans of… questionable loyalty.”

	“For how long?” the PM asked, wearily.

	“To be determined.  For the duration of the current little unpleasantness, certainly.  Lucia, these would be humane, safe places for—”

	If she’d hoped invoking her first name would ease of the edges of the conversation, Hanne was quickly disabused.

	“We are NOT putting our own citizens into concentration camps!  And I will not entertain this subject ever again—do you understand?”  She was looking intently at Hanne, as well as her two allies.  As weak as the PM had seemed earlier, Karin was proud that her new boss had finally recovered her nerve.

	Hanne cracked quickly.  “Fine.  It was just exploratory.”

	Karin doubted that and wondered if a camp or camps had already been built.

	The PM rose, not even bothering to respond to her minister’s acquiescence.

	“Very well.  It is clear from the current situation that, while we face challenges—and those challenges are serious—they can and will be overcome.  However, to do so will require a united front composed of Dominioners from across the entire political spectrum.  As such, I will be forming a Unity government that shall include leaders from the Opposition.  I will also extend an invitation to prominent citizens of Primevan heritage as well to join the Cabinet.”

	As optimistic and brave as the Prime Minister had intended the announcement to be, Karin could tell from the expressions—ranging from sceptical to questioning—that the surprise news wasn’t as welcomed as she had probably hoped it would be.

	“I’ve already spoken with Paul Ludvigsen, Senator of the Centre Party, and offered him the Ministry of the Interior.  He’s accepted and I am sure he will only be the first of many to support our new Unity government.  Thank you all for this briefing.”

	As the room emptied out, Karin could only smirk.  Paul had actually weaselled his way back into government!
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	CHAPTER 12: DATE NIGHT

	 

	Trattoria was busy for a Thursday evening.  Attractive formally uniformed Primevan waiters and waitresses spun like dancers between the tables, all decked with white linens, bright red roses and candlelight.  Fellow diners toasted one another with crystal glasses filled, their chatter warm and friendly.

	Inga looked beautiful.  The light cotton floral dress accentuated her figure in just the right way and her lightly made up tanned face—the gently upturned button nose, the soft blue eyes, the hint of freckles—still made him wonder how he’d ever managed to lure such a beautiful creature into his life.  For thirty four, she still earned admiring male stares and he had no doubt there’d be more than one of her boy students who held a torch for Ms. Schmidt.  They might have been on a date some eighteen years earlier if it hadn’t been for the golden hair, which now rested around her chin instead of flowing midway down her back.  He’d wished she wore her hair longer but he understood she preferred a more manageable style.  It was a small concession—he was a lucky man and he knew it.

	He tapped his glass and a waiter appeared as if conjured.  “Another glass please,” Lars pointed to his glass and his wife’s.

	The waiter’s smile was correct, his white teeth contrasting with his dark skin.  “Of course, Sir,” he replied, heading towards the bar to fill the order.  Indian?  Maybe a Malay?  It was a random thought.  As long as they weren’t shooting at him, he had little curiosity regarding Primevans.  He used them on job sites, found them hard working and affordable—a win for both employer and employee.  As long as each was treated with respect, Lars found there were rarely problems.  

	“And how was your day, Missus Schmidt?”

	Inga was sipping from the new glass now and Lars wondered how many glasses might put the proper Dominioner wife in the mood for an after-party in the master suite!

	“Nothing special.  We’re coming up to finals, so of course all the kids are trying to catch up with all the assigned reading they’ve blown off all semester.  It’s always the same—“Ms. Schmidt, can I get an extension?   Ms. Schmidt, can we get an extra day?’  I swear!”  she shook her head, taking another sip.

	Inga had been a trainee teacher when they’d first met and since then, she’d made steady progress.  After a very brief stint in the public system, she’d found a spot with Blue Bay Day School.  It was no Felixholm Prep or a St. Hilda’s, but it was certainly the best private school in Sollopsgangdalen province.  Virtually no Dominioners enrolled in the public system, which was pretty much reserved for Primevan kids.  Even the least affluent Dominioner could find an affordable private school of some kind or apply for readily available scholarships.  Inga hadn’t said her time in the public system was bad, just that she hadn’t felt comfortable there.  He was grateful though for her time there as it guaranteed a paycheck when his own building business was still very much just an idea.  Over time, as his firm and the billings grew, he’d suggested she no longer needed to work, but she’d rebuffed him, insisted she enjoyed the work and that it was an easy way to keep her eyes on Kriti and Bent, both of whom attended Blue Bay Day.    

	“What do you make of the new Unity Government?” she asked, perusing the menu.  “Isn’t the weather perfect!” she added.

	“It is!  As for the other, who knows?  I wish I had more confidence in her—I know you’re a fan, but I’m just worried the PM is more interested in scoring soundbites with Hannah Claydon than sorting the issues.”  To be fair, Lars did enjoy watching the news more these days, if not necessarily whatever the latest breaking was.  Hannah was easy on the eyes.

	Inga’s pert pink lips pursed into an adorable pout.  “Well, it seems like a good idea to me.  With everyone supporting her, the government can come up with a political solution acceptable to all sides!”

	Lars shrugged, also considering the menu.   The Tortellini Boscaiola looked tasty.  “Do you know what you’d like?” he asked, hoping to move off the current topic.  She did—veal scallopini with prawns, mushrooms and pink sauce—and they ordered.

	“There has to be some solution, some way to live together and give the PRF what they want without you getting shot at!” his wife exclaimed, as she speared a succulent prawn with her fork.

	“Darling, that was nothing.  Really—I barely got the chance to get of a round in anger!  It was the farmers who had all the fun.  Besides, the RDA has to get their money’s worth once in fifteen years,” he assured her.

	The creases on her forehead suggested she wasn’t convinced.  “This time—but what about next time?”

	“The crew we beat back was armed with handguns, for God’s sake.  They aren’t a fighting force—they’re a criminal gang looking for an easy mark, that’s all.”

	He was growing annoyed now.  His wife had never shown much interest in politics.  True, the recent election of the Dominion’s first female PM had sparked some interest and they had mock quarrelled about it.  This was different.  Perhaps his recent reservist duty had seeded some concern, or perhaps it was something else.  It seemed silly.  They’d had the kids early and in two years they’d both be at university—certainly Dominion State, maybe even for Bent, DNU—and the hard work had paid off.  They had a beautiful home, money in the bank and they were both relatively young.  These evenings out were just a taste of the life stage to come.  And now Inga was souring the dinner with pointless political blather!

	Inga continued to eat, though clearly distracted, her lovely blue eyes—the ones she’d gifted to Bent—darting around the restaurant as she did so.  She seemed to be weighing some internal decision.

	“I… found something.  In Bent’s room,” she finally revealed.  She reached into the purse at her feet and withdrew her phone.

	“Hey, no fair!  N phones on Date Night!” Lars parried playfully.

	Inga gave him a narrow look.  “I took a picture—I didn’t want him to know I’d found it.”

	“What were you doing in Bent’s room anyway?” he asked, taking the phone.

	 “I always check before Pertiwi comes in to clean.  How else can I be sure she actually even turns on the vacuum cleaner?”  She was referring to the maid who cleaned their house once a week.  “And thank God I did!  I can’t imagine what Pertiwi would make of it!  Anyway, it was peeking out from under his mattress.  I was… well… what do you think?”

	Lars looked at the phone.  It displayed a soiled magazine opened to a page featuring a young nude white girl on her knees, hands presumably bound behind her back.  Before her was a line of brown and black men wearing camo pants and combat boots.  The girl was in tears, her face well lathered with semen.  Behind her was another man in military uniform, tightly clasping a leash attached to a collar on the girl’s neck.  Text above the scene read “Join the PRF and earn your reward today!”

	“Well?” Inga asked.

	Lars was aware he hadn’t spoken a word and was still processing the image staring back at him.  He tapped a button and the image disappeared.  He handed the phone back. 

	“I… I’ve never seen anything like that before.  He probably found it dumped somewhere.  And, well, he is a normal sixteen year old,” he tried feebly to rationalise the discovery.

	Inga shrugged.  “Of course.  It’s just the PRF bit and, well, it’s not normal porn, is it?”

	Now Lars shrugged.  “What’s normal, babe?  It isn’t like when we grew up.  I had old Playboys hidden under my mattress.  As for the PRF bit, that is…”

	“Primevan men and she looks like a Dominioner girl.  That’s just…”

	He knew what she meant.  There was a long unspoken cultural taboo that was practically unwritten law.  Dominioners and Primevans scrupulously restricted their affairs to the public sphere.  There were no interracial relationships, no intermarrying.  It wasn’t illegal, just unthinkable.  He supposed it traced back to an acute understanding that if the Dominioners were to exploit their advantage and social superiority over the newly arrived immigrants, that it would create the kind of animosity and resentment that would inevitably lead to bloodshed.  Since those early years, Dominioners had displayed the most correct behaviour towards Primevans of the opposite sex as they possibly could.  He’d always assumed it was a shared compact based in mutual respect—and that the kind of image he’d just viewed was impossible in the Dominion he’d grown up in.

	“I know what you mean.  Must be some propaganda thing the PRF is trying.  But I can’t imagine it will have any impact.  As usual, they are just trying to provoke the government, get attention.  Dominioners and Primevans—they just don’t—I mean, I can’t imagine.  They don’t do a thing for me.”

	Inga nodded fiercely.  “Me either!  It’s just disgusting!”

	Lars chuckled, chewing on his tortellini.  “Hardly a progressive position, Missus Schmidt!” he chided her.

	She shot him a baleful glare.  “You know I’m no racist!  I think we must respect Primevan culture and do more to even the playing field!  I just don’t think objectifying women… or competing with Primevan women is any way to demonstrate that kind of respect!”  Inga’s face flushed slightly and Lars admired the passion that animated her, though more when it was on display in the bedroom than expounding her naive school teacher politics!

	“Yes, well, as I said, Primevan ladies may be lovely but they don’t do a thing for me.  Dessert?”

	“I suppose.  Tiramasu?  Say,” she paused, remembering something.  “Have you heard anything about… Bald Eagles?” she finished, seemingly embarrassed.

	“Well, they aren’t native to the Dominion.  Why do you ask?”  

	But she waved him off, no longer interested in pursuing whatever topic she’d been considering.  Before he could press her on it, she had already moved on.  “Birthdays,” she noted.

	“Yes, the kids’ birthdays.  Well, Bent will be easy.”

	Inga nodded.  “Yes, but something safe please!”

	“I have my eye on a nice solid used Landcruiser.  Only has thirty thousand kilometres and seems to be in good shape,” Lars informed her.

	Inga smiled.  “You ARE capable of multitasking!  That sounds good.  Now, about Kristi…”

	Lars prepared himself.  Their daughter was a delight, a popular, friendly girl with golden hair and his own dark blue eyes.  Like her mother, she was bright and capable, if from time to time, moody and capricious.  Like her mother, it was hard to hold it against her, her pretty magazine model face reducing her father to a happy idiot whenever she choose to grace him with a spoiled smile.

	“Don’t tell me she wants another car!”  Kristi had received her own turquois VW convertible last year.

	“No, it’s a bit more… well,” Inga was twisted up, obviously not sure how to proceed.

	“How much is this going to set me back anyway?” he demanded sourly.

	 “Surprisingly affordable,” Inga perked up.  “Nothing like a car!” she promised brightly.

	“Well?” Lars hated these female guessing games.

	“Kristi wants a… boob job,” Inga finally admitted.

	“What?”  Lars was taken aback.  “She’s just a kid!  This is crazy!”

	Now Inga straightened her back, her school teacher authority clicking in.  “Now Lars, she is not!  She’ll be eighteen and she’s, well, she’s very self-conscious.”

	“She is absolutely stunning, Inga!  My God, she’s drop dead gorgeous!”

	Inga shrugged.  “Spoken like the father you are, Lars!  Yes, she is.  And she’s also very flat.  And she wants to address that.  I can understand where she’s coming from.”

	Lars hated the whole concept.  “Why?  You know how much I love…” he’d unconsciously let his eyes drop on his wife’s pert B cups.  Inga smirked, well aware of what had momentarily transfixed her husband.  “Anyway, she’s never had any dramas with boys—they practically line up for her.  Not that she’s like that either,” he added, “I’m just saying why bother if she can get any boy she’s interested in?”

	Inga’s button nose flared.  “Typical man!  It isn’t about boys, it is about her own self confidence!  This has nothing to do with boys, you idiot!” she upbraided him.

	Lars realised he was in a corner now and it was time for a strategic retreat.  “Ok, ok!  Let’s talk about it when we get a bit closer, ok?”

	Inga accepted this concession with suspicion, but happy the idea had been broached, seemed content to leave it for the time being.  “The tiramisu is to die for, isn’t it?” she remarked, licking her spoon.

	He nodded.  “As always.  Look, do you want me to talk to Bent about…”

	Inga smiled.  “Well, I did but… you’re probably right.  He’s just curious and it IS just PRF garbage.  I think we’ll all survive.”

	“I agree.  Maybe I’ll just suggest he find a better hiding place for it and see if he has anything to say about it.  Anyway, if you’re ready?”  She nodded primly, wiping her lips.  

	“Check!”

	Later, he’d remember that evening and savour it.  He’d had the Mercedes’ top down and they’d driven through the warm purple evening, the wind cooling them and Inga’s head on his shoulder as he motored his way on the smooth highway home.  The spell had been broken as soon as he’d seen Bent and Kristi greeting them worriedly at the door.

	“What’s wrong, kids?” he asked.

	Kristi handed him the envelope.  It was stamped URGENT.

	“An army guy delivered it, Dad,” Bent explained.  “Said your unit was…”

	“Mobilised,” Kristi finished the sentence.
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	CHAPTER 13: GYPSY SUMMER

	“It’s hard to imagine there’s actually a war going on,” Gunnar noted, sipping the flat white coffee, his lips retaining a bit of the milky froth.

	Karin wiped it off playfully.  As always, he looked like he leapt out of a recent issue of GQ, the navy pinstriped suit contrasting with the white button down shirt and the school tie.  By comparison, she looked more like the grad student she would soon be—bookish glasses, a white cotton blouse, a khaki pencil skirt and comfortable flats. 

	“I wish there wasn’t,” she admitted.

	“There haven’t been many causalities though,” Gunnar pointed out.

	“One is too many,” she countered, forcing him to concede the point with a nod.  “But no.  Under a hundred so far.”

	“So the mobilisation must be working!  Overwhelming force, shock and awe!  This may all be over before Christmas!”  He drank more deeply, the coffee at Norden’s always a sure draw for the budding venture capitalist.

	“We all hope so.  There’s been a bump in RDA recruitment.  Are you planning on joining up?” she asked delicately.

	He flashed those eyes, that always had her on the backfoot, as if she’d made a joke.  “Absolutely not.  No need—the defence of the realm is in Edvard’s capable hands, remember?”

	She laugher.  Her best friend’s little brother was a freshman cadet at the Royal Academy for Military Arts and, as Gunnar well knew, had always had a crush on Karin.

	“We may as well surrender now!” she replied with a chuckle.

	“Actually, we’re involved in a number of plays, mostly in the security sector.  Retina scans, surveillance equipment and the like.  This whole PRF episode has revealed a rich vein of potential commercial opportunities and once this situation is put to bed, I suspect you’ll see a whole new approach to domestic security than the looseygoosey take we’ve had up until now.”

	Of course, Gunnar and his clan had figured out a way to make money out of the mess!  Karin didn’t know whether to congratulate or curse him.  Still, considering the number of state secrets she’d become privy to, she couldn’t really disagree.

	“Anyway, what about you?  You could follow the Crown Princess and join the Queen’s Women’s Guard!” he archly countered.

	“I’m already serving my country—or the PM anyway.  As for Princess Sofie, I don’t expect she’ll be marching or manning a machine gun!”

	Gunnar laughed.  “God no—she might break a nail!  Still, good of her to make an effort.  Princess Katrine too.  Sets a good example.  Have you heard from Elise or the Christiansen sisters?”

	Karin checked her watch, then took a quick sip.  “All at DNU.  Fine.  You know—you see their Instagrams.  Lots of Elise showing off new clothes or her latest cooking experiment.  She and Laura have started making noises about interviewing in publishing.  That Brit Laura was seeing went back to the UK early.  Sarah’s determined to achieve the ever elusive 4.0 GPA of course.  Hey, I’ve got to be in the Situation Room about ten minutes ago!”

	Flinging herself reluctantly out of the café chair, she landed a kiss on the amused Gunnar before slow jogging towards Government House, thankfully only a five minute walk.

	“See you this weekend?” she asked.

	He shrugged apologetically.  “I’m off to London this afternoon for the week.  Raincheck for when I get back next week?”

	She tried to give him a displeased scowl but it didn’t come off, as usual.  “OK, but behave, alright?” she wagged her finger.

	“Always!” he promised, not quite convincingly.

	Mr. Frandsen pointed to the guarded door and Karin nodded, heading into the Situation Room which had become the PM’s address of necessity these days.  As always, it hummed with chatter and electronic equipment with military and civilian bodies jostling, convening, and otherwise running the country from inside the nerve center.

	Spotting the PM standing by a group of officers, she discreetly deposited herself behind her, listened to yet another briefing.

	The PM noted her arrival gratefully.  “Karin, a tea please?  I’m a desperate woman!”

	“Of course, Ma’am!”  Karin returned with a steaming porcelain cup bearing the national seal.

	“As you can see,” harrumphed a staff officer, demanding the return of the PM’s attention, “Prime Minister, the newly mobilised 15th Eastern Light Rifle is now in position to interdict any PRF operations aimed at farmsteads outside of Grimvag.  For a reserve unit, it has a high readiness and fitness rating and should be able to handle—”

	Eight hours later and eyes rolling back in her head with military jargon and impossible to remember stats and figures, Karin made her way back to the townhouse.  Mr. Chinoso was honing a small pile of knives on the street in front of the Vester address.

	“Good evening, Mr. Chinoso!”

	The tinkerer looked up.  “Good evening, Miss!  Good evening!  What a fine night we have!”

	Karin nodded.  “Mariela got you busy?”

	“Lots of cooking means lots of cutting, Miss.  But Chinoso brings them back to life—see?”

	He held up a carving knife, then waved a small piece of paper over the blade, which separated it effortlessly.

	“You are an artist, Mr. Chinoso!  Are you finished?  Come in—I’ll help you,” Karin offered, taking a bundle of the sharpened knives.  Knowing he’d never follow her through the front door, she led them both to the back, entering the kitchen.

	Mariela the maid eyed them suspiciously.  “He bother you, Miss Karin?” she barked.

	Karin put the knives down.  “Not at all.  Just having a chat.”

	Mariela reached into her apron and withdrew a couple of bills.  Chinoso watched them make their way to his palm with pleasure.  “You should go now—curfew approaches!” the maid advised the man.

	Chinoso nodded wearily, unhappy to be reminded of the impending restriction.  “If only I had extra time!  Lose many customers because of this curfew!”

	At that point, Karin heard the powerful purr of a limousine.  It was Paul of course.  Since his appoint to the cabinet, he’d revelled in his new little status symbols—such as the government car and driver.  Then a thought.  It was a casualconnection but it clicked.

	“Hold on, Mr. Chinoso.  Paul?” she greeted her mother’s husband who has just entered from the front of the townhouse with a yell.

	“Yes?  Karin?  What is it?” he asked, confused and searching for a place to drop a pile of documents he’d brought home.

	“You’re Interior now, right?”

	He straightened up, as if posing for a photograph.  Yes, I am the Minister of the Interior for the Dominion of Primeva,” he replied, as if speaking to a slow child. 

	“Well, don’t you manage this curfew?”

	“Well, in part.  Why?  The curfew doesn’t affect you,” he pointed out, then dropped his tone guiltily. While the curfew had to be observed by all citizens, there were so many exemptions for Dominioners that it virtually only applied to Primevans.  

	“You know Mr. Chinoso.  I don’t know how many times he’s saved me with a quick shoe repair and Mariela’s always got him doing some chore or project around here.”

	The older Primevan nodded respectfully in full agreement.

	“Couldn’t you give him a pass or something?  This curfew is cutting into his business.  Oh—I made a pun!” she clapped with satisfaction, grinning at Chinoso.

	Paul rubbed his temples.  “Well, we do issue Good Character Passes. I suppose—”

	“Excellent!  Thank you Paul!”  she rewarded the surprised older man with an appreciative kiss.

	“No need to be out after dark anyways,” Mariela muttered in objection, which Chinoso took with an air of infinite patience.  “No reason,” she repeated, right to Chinoso’s face.

	“Karin?”  It was her mother now from the front hall.  

	“Be there in a minute!  Mr. Chinoso, it will all be sorted.  Come back tomorrow and you can pick up your pass,” she promised, as Paul nodded.  

	“Bless you, Miss!” he offered before waving and shuffling off to his moke.

	Her mother was holding up a package, which Karin grasped with anticipation.  It was postmarked from Oxford University, sent by the Rhodes Trust.  “PREPERATORY PACKAGE” emblazoned the front of the packet. Ripping it open, Karin shuffled through forms, checklists and brochures.  

	Her mother drew her in for a hug.  “It won’t be long now and I’m already missing you!”

	Karin couldn’t believe it—she was no more than two months away from the next chapter of her life!

	“What’s top of the pile today, Mr. Frandsen?”  Karin couldn’t help notice how tired the PM was.  She still looked the part but her energy level seemed to fall a tiny bit every day ever since she’d ordered the mobilisation.  

	The career bureaucrat, coolly efficient, tapped a mouse and the Daily Briefing was on.  Karin’s eyes were drawn to the screen, as were those o the PM’s small inner group.

	“Women’s Partnership for Peace protests in all Provincial capitals.  Seventy one arrests and three officers injured,” Frandsen noted.  The image of the multi-hued short haired women, many older and heavy, seemed to screech silently right into the Situation Room.  “One hundred prominent professors have signed a petition demanding your resignation and opening direct negotiations with the PRF.”

	“In what order?  Never mind, I’m kidding, Mr. Frandsen.  Have Justice prosecute all to the fullest,” she ordered, mildly shocking Karin.  The PM’s patience was clearing running out.  “Next?”

	“Trade has been informed that the Chinese have decided to cancel the autonomous vehicle manufacturing facility they’d been planning in Bollgrund.”

	“Our Chinese friends are still peeved we didn’t opt in to their economic block treaty.  We’ll survive. Next?”

	The call with the American Secretary of State is scheduled for now—when you’re ready, PM.”

	Rubbing her brow, she nodded.  “On speaker when she’s ready then.”  Two minutes later, the speakerphone beeped.

	“Madame Secretary?”

	“Madame Prime Minister?  Are we on speaker?”

	“We are, Anne.  Is that an issue?”

	A light chuckle answered the question.  “Not at all.  How have you been, Lucia?  The Dominion is getting a lot of attention these days—first a female prime minister elected, now the latest.”

	The PM smiled.  Clearly they was a personal side to the relationship.  “I wished we’d stopped at the first headline.  Anyway, I was hoping,” she smiled shrewdly, “you might be able to put me in touch with somebody who could sell us some helicopters.”

	A brief silence.  “You know us—always open for business.  Happy to oblige.  You’ll need some training crews as well, I imagine.  And these aren’t for the city traffic reports either, are they?”

	“No, Anne—not for the traffic report.  It is just a bit of insurance.  Expensive insurance for sure.”

	“You’re talking about six to twelve months for that kind of order—”

	“I can get Parliament to pass a bill tomorrow.  Our decision not to field an airforce now seems less than sound.”

	“Well, we DID offer—in any case, yes, happy to help Lucia.  Helicopters—absolutely!”  It’s only hundreds of millions we’re talking about, Karin thought.

	“And Anne, you know we’re really looking to sort this internal situation through good old fashioned talking.  Insurance is nice, but jaw jaw beats war war, as Churchill once said.  I imagine the services of a good faith mediator—like the US—would do much to bring the PRF to the table.  Surely you might have a spare envoy laying about to help us sort this out?  You can fly the in on one of our new helicopters.”

	Again, silence.  Then a hearty laugh.  “Lucia, you ARE good.  Leave it with me.  Send me the particulars regarding the helis and I’ll confer with the President.”

	“Thanks, Anne.  Speak soon.”  Then a beep signalling the end of the call.

	“And that boys and girls, is how it is done!” the PM proclaimed, to sincere applause.

	Had the PM managed, at the cost of some helicopters, to bring the US in as an arbiter?  Karin felt more optimistic than she had in weeks!
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	CHAPTER 14: BLOOD AND THUNDER

	 

	“—so the question remains.  Is there a massive criminal effort on the part of the PRF to kidnap and ransom well known personalities—all female by the way-- throughout the Dominion in order to fund their insurgency?”

	The familiar face, a wan but attractive one, embodied Trust and looked directly at Hannah now.  

	“And if so,” she continued with solemnity, “why is the government enabling this thoroughly illegal response?”  Pointing to a video wall of a half dozen well known Dominion celebrities, Claudia Valeska wheeled back to her audience.  “Don’t we,” and here she pointed to herself, “deserve to know?  We’ll be back after this message.”

	“Damn girl, we got smoked!”  It was Niles, whistling in admiration at the screen in their Kongestad studio.  

	“Yes, we sure as hell did.  How did I miss this story?” Hannah Claydon asked.  “Did you hear anything,” she demanded of her cameraman and producer.

	Niles shook his head.  “But then I’m not the investigative journalist, am I?”

	Hannah scowled at that.  Valeska had scooped her—her, queen of celeb reporting!  GNN’s softball specialist!  It was a great story too.  Clearly Claudia had proof the government was allowing the ransoms to be paid, which was bad.  What was worse is how the hell the PRF was managing to abduct the most highly protected people—no, women—in the whole country?  Claudia suggested that at least six celebs had been kidnapped and ransomed—all B Lister types but still!  How many millions had the PRF extracted—not to mention, what had happened to the women while being held?  She was imagining all kinds of juicy nastiness and it was all wasted with some old school reporter like Claudia, who’d never focus on the up close and personal—some might call prurient-- aspects of the story.  But that’s what viewers want! she wanted to howl.

	“In other news, Parliament has approved a supplemental spending build that will give the Dominion its first helicopter based defence unit.  Part of a pending agreement with the US, the Prime Minister’s brilliant diplomatic initiative—”

	CLICK

	“Hey, I was watching that!” complained Niles.

	“Try GNN—you’ll get the real news,” she snickered, snapping the remote to her own network.  And there she was, in a pre-taped segment on the Queen’s Womens Guard Regiment.

	“The real news?” Niles asked sarcastically, pointing at the screen.  Hannah was interviewing a young recruit, looking quite happy in her trim new khaki uniform.  “Looks more like a cheerleading squad for the royals than the Dirty Dozen.”

	He was right.  The Queen’s original intentions in forming the Queen’s Womens Guards may have been admirable but the result really was more like Little Women go to War.  The recruits all seemed to be pretty bubblehead society types who were expecting tea parties, not blitzkriegs.

	“Well, I promised I’d do it,” she shrugged. Hannah had done a number of pieces on ‘softer’ stories but they’d all snagged good ratings.  Her competitor, the DBC, rarely covered ‘fun’ stories the way GNN did.  The Crown Princess at the Flower Festival, the opening of the Royal Theatre’s season from inside the Royal Box as Her Majesty’s guest—these had done blow away numbers versus the DBC’s more ‘serious’ stories on Parliament and Unity Government appointments.  

	“I bet we do at least as well with this segment,” Hannah boasted.  Now they were watching Hannah interview a group of Olympic darlings who had all pledged to head up a red Cross blood drive to support the Royal Dominion Army’s troops in the field.  

	Niles nodded.  “Maybe.  At least you got your babes to talk on air.  And they are cuties!”

	Hannah nodded.  They were.  “Watch this,” she ordered, just as the four female athletes all raised their bandaid sporting arms and pointing back at them.  “Now it is YOUR turn!” they shouted in laughing unison.  “That’s good tv,” she noted in self satisfaction.

	But Niles was no longer looking at the tv.  Instead, he was staring at his phone, which was beeping madly.  He looked up.

	“Airport—Varberg—now!”

	As she grabbed her purse and phone, Niles was already hoisting a camera over his shoulder.  Without a word, they both ran past the non-plussed receptionist and front door, leaping into the Jeep.  Niles had them on the motorway in minutes, headed straight for Varberg International Airport.

	“What?” she yelled over the rushing highway gust.

	“A plane is down.  Looks like PRF!” Niles answered, eyes on the road the whole time.  Varberg was a short ten minutes outside the capital but they saw the flames on approach.  Hannah’s blonde mane was already combed and her lipstick refreshed as the two dashed towards the black and yellow police tape.  She was pushing past blue uniformed street cops waving her press pass like a talisman when she ran into the more imposing Police Command body armoured types.

	“Hold on, Ms. Claydon,” a red faced officer restrained her.  “We’re not sure if the other fuel tank has blown,” he explained.

	 That was fair enough, she thought, immediately dropping into interview mode.  Holding up the GNN microphone, she went into action.  “Officer, can you tell our viewers what happened here?”

	“A Dominion Airlines cargo plane crashed fifteen minutes ago.  I repeat, this was a cargo plane, not a passenger plane.  We estimate the crew of seven were lost in the crash.”  The officer paused.  “That’s all we know.”

	Hannah doubted that, even as she spotted Simon Søndergaard, Dominion Intelligence Service chief conferring with police brass around a table.  They were clearly examining something.

	“Simon!” she yelled, catching his attention.  He turned away in annoyance, thought better of it, then began to begrudgingly walk toward her.  

	He nodded to the cop, who drew back,  Hannah and Niles immediately surged forward and under the police tape line.  Simon wagged his finger at Niles.  “No video!  Audio only for now,” he warned.

	Hannah waved Niles back.  “Fine!  Now, what happened?”

	Simon took her arm and drew her further inside the perimeter.  “I’m telling you this because it will get out anyway and I expect you to handle it with sensitivity.  So, you’ll know what I know but won’t report on all of it until I confirm—deal?”

	She nodded.  

	“It looks like a MANPAD.  We found the gear at the far end, the storage area—” he pointed towards an abandoned looking end of the airport.  Looks Indian in manufacture and yes, we think it is PRF.”

	“MANPAD?” she demanded.

	“Man-portable air-defense systems.  They’re shoulder-launched surface-to-air missiles.  Guided weapons and are a threat to low-flying aircraft AND helicopters,” the harried spy chef explained.

	Hannah drew a quick breath. “You think this is tied to the PM’s recent deal with the US?”

	Simon gave her an exasperated grimace.  “Gee, you think Hannah?”

	She ignored the sarcasm.  “OK, so just tell me what I can report now and what I can’t already!”

	With B roll of the dying flames streaming off the downed aircraft in hand and a short audio clip from a designated police officer—Simon was NOT going on the record but arranged for a cop to handle the official take—and they were madly producing the evening’s lead story.  They managed to beat DBC by a half hour and Hannah knew she had to have a killer follow up to cement the headstart advantage.

	“London wants to know of we’re going with the airport or the parliament,” Niles asked, hand cupped over a phone.

	“Airport.  If it bleeds, it leads Niles—you know that!” she yelled behind her, already headed for her chair so the make-up girl could do her magic.

	Hours later and Hannah was repeatedly trying Søndergaard’s number—or one of his numbers anyway—but he still wasn’t picking up.  Bastard promised me! She cursed.  She’d assumed she’d get something, even a crumb, before the eleven o’clock.  God knows what Claudia knew by now—she had at least as many contacts if not more than Hannah had.  Screw it—let Simon deny what he told me earlier, and let it play out.  But she hated reneging on a deal, even one where she’d been played.  What to do?

	Then her phone finally beeped, her GNN dialtone a pleasant surprise.  The number was blocked.  She accepted the call.

	“Ms. Claydon,” the rich voice—West African?—greeted her calmly.

	Sensing herself on the edge of an enormous yawning opportunity, she swallowed then almost whispered “Yes!”

	“Perhaps you might guess what organisation on whose behalf I am speaking?”  It was educated, nuanced, smooth.

	“PRF,” she allowed.

	“Correct.  And the reason for this phone call?”

	“The crash at the airport.  To claim responsibility?”

	“Regretfully so,” came the reply, oddly wistful.  “So much violence, though we attempt to mitigate.”

	“May I report this?” Hannah asked, holding her breath.

	“You may.”

	Hannah began writing on a notepad.  “The PRF today claimed responsibility for the downing of a Dominion Airlines cargo jet in which a crew of seven were killed.  A shoulder mounted missile launcher—of Indian origin-- was sued to down the aircraft,” she recounted.  “Does that work for you?”

	A pause.  “We’d prefer you leave out the reference to India.  It might suggest connections,” the smooth crisp African voice noted.

	“Very well,” she replied, crossing out the hurriedly written phrase.  

	“There’s more.  With the greatest concern for the safety of passengers, the PRF must insist that Dominion Airlines immediately cease all flights to and from this country.  Any attempt to depart by commercial airliner will be targeted by our operatives.  We have more than just one MANPAD,  I assure you.”

	Hannah scribbled it all down verbatim.

	“We shall allow foreign airlines to operate, for the purposes of evacuating all overseas residents, for the next seventy two hours.  If we discover any Dominion passport holders boarding these flights, our exemption will be withdrawn and all airliners will be targeted.  The PRF is making this offer to avoid the deaths of any foreign nationals.”

	“Wow!  You’re taking control of the Dominion skies!” Hannah noted, without realising she’d verbalised her thoughts openly.

	“We are indeed.  First the skies, then the rest, Miss Claydon. All in time,” that deep welcoming voice promised.

	“Is there anything else you wish conveyed over the air?”

	A short chuckle.  “Well, there IS the reason for our decision.  Perhaps our move is a reaction to one already made.  Or two or three.”

	Hannah was getting lost here.  “Tell me,” she asked, no pleaded.  And as the voice responded with secrets like treasures, she gasped, knowing once and for all she had won the race she’d been running all her life.  It was the story—or stories—any journalist cold only dream of.  She saw every door opening now before her, a career of thresholds to cross effortlessly.

	 

	GNN: PRF SHUTS DOWN DOMINION AIRSPACE IN RESPONSE TO GOVERNMENT ‘PROVOCATIONS’

	DBC: FOREIGN RESIDENTS STREAM TO AIRPORT AS AIRLIFT BEGINS

	CNN: EX-PATS EMPTY OUT OF DOMINION AS PRF DEADLINE LOOMS

	GNN: MINDEF HANNE IMPLICATED IN MASSACRE OF PRF POWS

	GNN: FARSTAD CONCENTRATION CAMP REVEALED; BENEDICTE NAMED AS SECRET PATRON

	GNN: MINJUST CARLENE ACCUSED OF KRYDERRI POLICE TORTURE RING

	DBC: PM THERESE APPOINTS ROYAL COMMISSION TO INVESTIGATE ATROCITIES

	CNN: DOMINION OFFICIALS ARRESTED ON WAR CRIMES CHARGES

	GNN: UNITY GOVERNMENT FALLS; PM STRUGGLES TO FORM NEW COALITION 

	Karin tried rushing through the gaggle surrounding the entrance to Government House, but her shoe caught the curb and she lost a heel, providing the media jackals enough time to surround her.

	“When will the PM respond to—”

	“Will the PM resign or attempt to—”

	“Does the PM have any reaction to the US helicopter deal falling over?”

	“When will the PM guarantee safe air travel again, in light of—”

	Karin’s primal scream cut through the cacophony, chilling even the most jaded reporters.  Shaken out of their chase, they now saw a young woman, frantic to the point of tears, alone and struggling to stand up.  Despite her ID, she was too young to be one of the usual Government House apparatchiks—that she was truly just a pretty young woman who was scared, angry and upset well beyond being knocked down by accident.  Suddenly ashamed, they parted, giving her space.

	Still shaking, she gained her balance, holding the broken shoe, aware of the absurdity of her situation.  Calling for the strength only her father’s memory could supply, she stood up with straightened back.  Eyes fixed forward, she practically marched through the media mob, leaving them nothing but two grim words.

	“No comment.”    
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	CHAPTER 15: THE GOOD FIGHT

	“Sparta Five, do you copy?”

	“Sparta Five.  What have you got, Atlas?”

	“Request for assistance from Troy.  Currently under assault.”

	“How many Indians we looking at, Atlas?” Lars asked, already motioning Bertelsen to prepare the company to move out.

	“Unknown, Sparta Five,” the headset crackled back.

	“On our way, Atlas.”  On his signal, twenty armoured quad bike engines revved as the company prepared to move out.  Switching to the company comms channel, he briefed his company.

	“OK, looks like Troy—the Gellner Farmstead—is under PRF attack.  Just kicked off, so let’s get there as fast as we can.  A Squad, take the old rail tracks.  B Squad, we’ll take Orchard Path.  C Company, you’re on the Crystal hiking trail.  Get those night vision goggles on— I don’t want you running into a palm tree.”

	“Roger that,” his drivers echoed, even as they sped off into the blue-black night.

	Bertelsen was already on the .50, riding the quad’s shotgun passenger seat.  It was at twenty minutes to reach the Gellner Farmdstead—too long for Lar’s preferences but the regiment was already stretched too thin.  The tripwire response grid had to cover multiple farmsteads.  The ATVs helped speed up response time, but the PRF could still do a lot of damage in the meantime.  

	“You hearing anything?” Lars asked his wingman over the headset.  The bush ahead seemed quiet to him, with just a single farmhouse light breaking through the darkness.

	Bertelsen shook his head.  “No. Not a damn thing, Sarge.”

	Lars geared down, dropping the quad into third as they approached the outer reach of the farmstead.  What a difference even an over the hill Apache would have made right about now.  But of course, Varberg killed any prospect of that.  Lars had to admit the PRF had played that hand beautifully.  In what was surely a consequence of the Laws of Intended Consequences, they’d killed the deal with the US (the helis and the hope of mediation), flushed out all foreign non-diplomatic residents, pretty much imprisoned Dominioners on their own island and threw the government into chaos—all because of one hand held missile launcher and a downed cargo plane.  Even there, PRF had chosen their target with care.  True, the cargo plane loss and the seven crew members was terrible— but everyone well knew the PRF could well have taken down a full passenger plane just as easily—and had chosen not to do so.  Lars was beginning to reconsider his take on the PRF.  They represented a far greater danger than that of a common criminal gang.  His assessment had been wrong.  He hoped the government was more prescient in its analysis than his own.      

	“Approach Troy with extreme caution,” he ordered, dismounting from the camo’d quad bike slowly.  Berterlsen followed his lead, his own SIG SG 550 assault rifle thrust out in front, finger in trigger well.

	“They’re gone!” came a yell.  “It’s ok—they’re gone!”

	In a slow job, Lars moved forward.  He could hear the rest of the company converging on the farm compound as well, expertly encircling the well light outbuildings.  An older man, hunting rifle already shouldered, waved them in.

	“Sorry boys—it think it was a false alarm we had here,” the farmer apologised in relief.

	Lars nodded.  “No problem, Sir.  What happened?”

	The man pointed to bushland to his right.  “There was a, well, it sounded like hell on wheels.  Light up the sky and sounded like a swarm of PRF.  Then there,” he pointed behind Lars, “and then, over there,” waving to the left.

	“Martin, Jacobs—go check it out.”  Minutes later, the troopers returned, handing him some metal fragments.

	“Flashbangs,” Lars noted, then licked his headset.  “Atlas, Troy secure.  Looks like a PRF feint—”

	“Sparta Five, roger that.  Be advised Thebes under attack.  Thirty PRF, possibly more, farm in danger of being overrun.  Relieve Thebes ASAP.”

	“Damn!  This was a decoy!  Mount up Boys—the Kasper Farmstead is catching hell!  Sir, lock it up tight and count your blessings,” he yelled to the oblivious farmer, even as the quad bike engines filled the night.

	Lars knew it hopeless, but gunned the quad anyway.  Maybe if the farmers had been able to hold them up, even a few precious minutes!  But twenty minutes later, the very absence of gunfire signalled the worst.  He expected a farmstead in flames but was surprised to find it quite intact.  Pulling up to the central farmhouse, he got out, again expecting bodies to litter the yard.  Instead, there were a group of ten, Kaspers he guessed, of various ages.  One younger man was on the ground, nursing a knee in pain.

	“What happened?” he asked, looking around.

	A woman in her forties spoke.  She seemed to be in shock, though she appeared perfectly unharmed.  “They came in about half an hour ago.  About thirty, maybe more.  PRF.   All in smart uniforms like you boys.  Caught us by surprise—we were eating dinner.  No chance to get our weapons.  Just able to put an assistance call in before we got scrambled.”

	“Then what happened?”  

	“They knew about the safe.  How they knew about that, I have no idea.  But they knew.  But that’s just money, you know?  We gave it to them.  All of it.  Twenty thousand in currency, jewellery, some coins and precious stones.  That made them happy.  We thought they might leave then… but they didn’t.”

	“Sarge, this guy’s been shot,” Bertelsen noted, examining the kneeling man who exuded oain and helplessness.

	“Corpsman, see to this man.  Ma’am, what else happened?”

	The woman was a true farmer’s wife. Stoic, grim faced.  Handsome in her way.  

	“My husband’s one of you lads, but serving farther south.  Always been proud of his reserve service.  Wished he’d been here with us tonight though,” she sighed.  “They took the girls—Ditte and Helena.”

	Lars reeled slightly.  It was the damp warm, night, he told himself.  “Took them?” he repeated.

	She nodded, handing him a photo.  A pretty, smiling brown haired girl resembling the woman wore a white wedding gown and beamed at the camera, arms around another slightly younger brunette in a bridal maid’s dress holding a bouquet.  “Ditte’s married to my son Leif.  He’s serving in the 4th Rifle in Rodbjerg.  That’s Helena, my boy Erik’s fiancée,” she pointed to the young man on the ground, who now pounded the ground in anguish.

	“And they… took them, you said?”

	The woman nodded dully.  “First, they had some fun with them.  Then, they took them.”

	Lars swallowed hard.  He noticed now the group included a girl in her teens, also brown haired.  Her face was smeared with tears, her frown revealing braces.  She was only a little younger than Kristiane.

	“Fun?”  He hated asking but he had to.  The debriefs required a full account.

	The woman nodded.  “That was how Erik got shot.  They pulled the girls forward and said they’d better see some bald eagles or they’d get it good.  Erik, well, he tried to—you’re damn lucky they only shot you in the leg, you idiot!”  This was addressed to the son, now being bandaged by the company corpsman, who responded with a bitter scowl.

	“Bald eagles?” Lars asked, baffled.  A memory pinged but he couldn’t place it.

	“PRF says they expect Dominion girls to be bare for ‘em.  To show… respect.  We women don’t talk about it but we hear things.  They made Ditte and Helena present themselves.  They were… shaved bare.  They liked that,” the mother spit with acid.  “Then they made them pack some clothes and put them on a truck.  Said the girls would now be serving in the PRF Comfort Corps.  And that was that.”  She crossed her rams, looking down.

	“And then we arrived.”

	
She nodded wordlessly.

	“Anything else, Ma’am?”

	She looked up, less miserable now.  “They were going to take Nadia there.”  She pointed at the girl with braces.  “One of the young soldiers took a fancy to her and was ready to put her on the truck too-- but the officer of the group asked to see her id card.  She showed it to him and he let her come back to us.  I thanked him for that.  He said they didn’t allow children to come to harm.  Nadia’s only sixteen.”

	Lars nodded thoughtfully, then switched on his headset.  “Atlas, Sparta Five here.”

	“Roger, Sparta Five.  Status update please?”

	“Troy has fallen.  One light casualty, two MIAs, looks like kidnap.  Please dispatch transport for evac within thirty.  Got that?”

	“Roger that, Sparta Five.  Transport inbound within thirty minutes.  Over, out.”

	“Ma’am, you and your family will need to evacuate immediately.  We can no longer guarantee your safety here,” he was informing the woman, but she was already busy ordering her group to prepare to depart the farmstead.

	“We have a refugee centre in—”

	Mrs. Kasper cut him off.  “We have a place in Lund, Sergeant.  We’ll be alright.  Maybe one day,” she looked over the farm sadly, unable to finish.  “If you can get us out of here, we’ll be fine.  Just find my Ditte and Helena. Bring them back to us.  They’re good girls.  I can’t imagine what kind of things they’ll be…” but she couldn’t go on and instead joined her family in their departure activities.

	Lars tucked the photo of the two smiling young women in their wedding attire into his tunic.  Two more taken.  Two more Dominion girls scored as war booty by the PRF.  He ground his teeth, silently swearing to find and free them all—every single one.

	An hour later, he reported to Colonel Clausen’s office, saluting promptly.

	“At ease.  What happened out there, Schmidt?”  The colonel was, as always, calm, cool, collected.

	“Bait and switch, Colonel.  The PRF buildup has us scrambling andthey know it.  They seem to know how our tripwire grid works.  They lured us to the Gellner Farmstead, then hit the Kapser Farmstead.  It was over before we got there.”

	“Brigadier Thomsen’s shifting the 3rd Regulars and the 15th Reserve here—both arriving in next forty eight hours.  That should help us tighten up our lines.”

	“They’re throwing more into Sollopsgangdalen?  It will help, that’s for sure,” Lars noted, positively.

	“Not so fast.  Intel suggests PRF is ramping up too.  They’ve now pinned down three regular and three reserve regiments in this theatre.  And they only need a fraction of our force to do it.”

	“It’s whack a mole but they always seem to have the intel edge.  Every move we make—”

	The Colonel nodded.  “The PRF seems to be clairvoyant.  What is it, Schmidt?”

	“Sorry, Sir.  Been a long night.”  Lars had gripped the desk, swaying slightly.

	“Sit down.  What’s on your mind?”

	Lars did so, grateful.  “Between us Sir, I’m starting to think we’re getting the PRF all wrong.”

	“Go on.”  The Colonel seemed genuinely curious now.

	“Tonight.  The PRF could have burned down the farm.  They didn’t.  One of the farmers tried to attack them.”

	“And was shot for it.”

	“In the leg, Sir.  They could have executed him there on the spot.  You know we have unwritten rules about no prisoners between us and the PRF.  Off the record, of course.”

	The Colonel nodded grimly, remaining silent.

	“They took two girls—but they could have taken a third… but didn’t because she wasn’t eighteen yet.”

	“So what are you driving at Schmidt?”

	Lars shook his head.  “I don’t know exactly, Sir.  But the PRF raids a few months back—that’s now the PRF we’re dealing with now.  These guys were uniformed, armed properly.  It is as if the initial raids were meant to fail, to lull us into thinking the PRF was a joke.  Now, the same insurgency is tying up six RDA regiments in Sollopsgangdalen alone.”

	The Colonel’s cool gaze suggested agreement, but he remained silent.

	“The way they treated the Kapsers—the farmstead—they could have gone for a pure terror play—burning everything down, executing the Kaspers in their own home—spread fear like a wildfire.  But they didn’t.”

	“Your conclusion?”

	“Not sure I have one, but it seemed to me that not taking the younger Kasper girl is a clue.  The PRF has rules.  They’re not nice rules, but the consistency is there.  As for the farmstead, it seems to me that they’re more interested in protecting it than destroying it.”

	“The way you refrain from destroying your own property,” the Colonel added.  It wasn’t a question.

	Lars nodded.  “Or not plucking a fruit before it is ripe.  You wait and take it when it is ready.”

	“Schmidt, for a sergeant, you’re quite the analyst.”

	“The PRF must have a base in the upper Crystal Range, Sir.  The raids are more frequent, the wounded are now being withdrawn, and the PRF is fielding what look like regular formations.  And the girls must be there as well, working in some sort of a brothel I’m guessing.”

	The Colonel sighed.  “Except we’re not publicly admitting Dominion women are being used as sex slaves, Schmidt.  It might derail any potential negotiated settlements, don’t you know.”  It was sarcastic and disgusted in equal measure.

	“So, we’re not allowed to take a shot at them?  Find this base and free these girls?” Lars demanded, angrily.

	The Colonel shook his head.  “I’m told we’re building up and that our sheer mass will exhaust the PRF.  Then they’ll come to the table.  Search and destroy continues, along with tripwire defense doctrine.  Pour more troops in and knocking back their raids are the orders I have.  Look Schmidt,” suddenly the Colonel’s tone shifted.  “I’m going to be straight with you.”

	Lars sat back, listening.

	“A couple months back, another regimental commander—his wife was… well, it was a PRF attack and though she survived the assault, she’s still in a sanatorium recovering.  At that point, I got my family out of the country.  It took some doing but I couldn’t allow them to be a way to get to me.  They’re safe and that allows me to do my job.  If things improve, I’ll get them back.  But, at the moment, I’m not optimistic.”

	“Why is that, Sir?”

	The Colonel folded his hands on the battered desk, considering.  “Because, Schmidt, I’m starting to think something I never, ever considered possible.  I think they’re smarter than us.”
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	CHAPTER 16: COUNCIL OF WAR

	 

	The Old Man was pleased with the progress.  The abandoned campsite had proven an ideal site for the Sollopsgangdalen theatre PRF command base, just as The Leopard had claimed it would be.  Regnbue Camp had once beckoned Dominioner lovers of the outdoors with promises of mountain views and high altitude hikes, and rock climbing before it began melting back into the wilderness dictated by an untimely bankruptcy.  It had bunkhouses that could accommodate the continuous flow of cadres sent from across the Dominion and, without spotters, the Dominion was blind to all of them.  It was far up and deep enough within the upper Crystal Range that the chance of casual discovery was virtually non-existent. 

	Wahyu Tri patted his shoulder gingerly.  “We are honoured to have you, Comrade.  You have travelled far?”

	He nodded.  It had been a long five days, mostly crouching in crates in the back of hot, stuffy delivery trucks—once in a tractor!— but there had been a fair bit of walking as well.  “Nothing to be done, Tri.  It seems Dominion Airlines isn’t taking any bookings these days so I have to rely on these,” he slapped his thighs.  “What do the new recruits look like?”

	The party cadre and notorious escape artist smiled.  “Like soft city slugs!  But the Sergeant-Major is turning these slugs into soldiers.”  The Old Man knew he was referring to Chinonso Ejiro, a one-time Sergeant-Major in the Royal Dominion Army.  Ejiro had been cashiered from the RDA as gently as possible for ‘cultural sensitivity reasons’ and even now still drew a hefty RDA pension.  Ejiro was a powerhouse who, with Tri, was transforming the political cadres into a military force capable of fighting—and defeating—the RDA.

	“Will the Leader be joining us for the War Council?” Tri asked impulsively.

	“By sat phone.  The Leader’s personal security precludes physically attending any meeting at this stage,” he explained pointlessly.  Tri knew the Leader never attended these meetings.  He was simply too important to risk—truly the Revolution’s Indispensable Man.  Like a child, Tri had asked because of how much he wished the answer to be otherwise.

	“Of course.  Come!  Hurry—we surely don’t want to miss this!”

	The Old One hastened, even though he knew the whole thing would no doubt be on YouTube for review in minutes, fair use or not.

	Tri opened the door of what looked to have been the Reception Centre.  Now, it was guarded by two stern cadres clad in greenish yellow jungle camo’d uniforms and each brandishing a gleaming SIG SG 550.  He tapped the barrel, to the apparent annoyance of the guard.

	“Do we have many of these?”

	“Easy, soldier.  This man was a hero of the Revolution before you were out of diapers.  And yes,’ Tri continued, “we have more all the time.  The RDA generously leave them for us once we chase them off the field.  And the Police Command armouries also generously donate them as well.  We simply send a team down to collect them.”

	He laughed.  Tri was a fearless commando and no doubt personally led some of these ‘visits’.  “Speaking of collection, just how many Dominion starlets have you ‘collected’ and, more importantly, how much ransom have you raised?”  Tri has proposed the abductions but then again, only Tri could have pulled them off—so of course the Central Committee approved the plan.

	“Just a few of the spoiled white darlings—but they paid up enough to equip at least two regiments!  And we do love the little mementos they leave us.  We have a very popular scrap book filled with fond memories of our precious guests.  Very revealing, you might say,” Tri laughed easily.  Tri had seen more Dominion celebrity skin than had the richest, most handsome Hollywood pussy hound—no doubt why he loved his side projects so much. 

	Five figures were seated around a table, perusing a map and occasionally looking up at a large flat screen tv.  He pulled out a chair and joined them.  Tri did the same.

	“Sir,” Samnang Dara greeted him with warmth.   A one-time informer for Dominion Police, he had trained up this protégé to take on his own previous role as PRF Spy Master.  Dara’s loyalty was prized by the Old Man.  Dara kept him abreast of anything worth knowing and he, in turn, advanced his protégé.  

	The Warlord offered his hand, which he shook.  Though he found the Butcher of St. Olaf a personally distasteful oaf, he had his own personal militia band and was a hero to many in the Inner Circle.  There was a place for a Saral Suresha in the Movement, regardless of how he felt about him.  

	The purple black giant in a red beret and simple green fatigues only conferred the slightest acknowledgement but that was Nadif Kalejaiye for you-- a professional mercenary and veteran of countless African, Asian and South American conflicts.  He was Primevan by birth but no less expensive for that.  His contract with the PRF ran into seven figures, with huge bonus riders based on performance in the field.  

	“Sergeant-Major!”  The Old Man delivered a sharp salute.  The former RDA non-comm tapped his swagger stick to his own cap in response.  He’d been offered a commissioned title but he refused, arguing his troops need a working soldier and he was more proud of his current stripes than any garish little stars they could pin on him.

	Kabemba Munda rounded out the group.  Wherever he seemed to find himself, Munda wasn’t far behind—as if he refused to miss anything the Old Man might say or suggest, lest he be at a political disadvantage.  This might annoy him but he didn’t doubt the Party’s Chief Ideologue’s loyalty or commitment to the Cause.  He patted the man’s arm.

	“As always, an honour, Comrade,” he noted.

	“And for me, Comrade.  Your timing is perfect—look!”  Picking up a remote control, he pumped up the volume and the group was rewarded by a voluble and excited Hannah Claydon.  Beneath the buxom studio anchor a chyron promised “GNN EXCLUSIVE!  INTERVIEW WITH THE LEADER OF THE PRF!”

	The Leader was represented with a silhouette—the negotiations beforehand only allowed for a call-in via a disposable mobile.  The GNN woman had begged for a face to face interview but was told it was by call in or nothing.  Of course, she’d agreed to that condition—just as pliable as she’d proven to be with the various ‘tips’ she’d been provided with.

	“How shall I address you?” she asked stupidly.  She’d been told this already—this was for the audience.

	“You may call me ‘Leader’ Hannah,” the Leader answered neutrally.

	“Leader, is it true that the PRF’s decision to close down the Dominion to air travel is a response to the war crimes the current government has been accused of?”

	“That is just so, Hannah.  We had no choice but to punish the criminal regime for their executions, tortures and cruelties forced upon my people.”

	“Leader, are there any circumstances under which the PRF might enter into negotiations with Dominion authorities to end the current conflict?”

	Here, a pause, then “Perhaps, but those are not yet in sight at the moment.   Our ultimate dream is to unite all peoples in this nation under a more enlightened leadership better suited to rule.  Otherwise, we believe the current decadence and degeneracy of the current regime can only bring more death and misery.”

	Hannah nodded.  “Would the PRF accept any third party mediation in the conflict?”

	A deep laugh.  “We believe this is an internal discussion, one that does not lend itself to foreign intrusion—as much as the current criminal administration is desperate for such distraction.”

	“Leader, finally, may I ask why you believe this conflict has accelerated so quickly?  Dominioners and Primevans have co-existed for many years in peace.  Why should there be war and division now?”

	“Hannah, this is THE question of the age.  Why have Primevans risen up with such righteous anger?  What has changed so quickly for so many?  I can only speculate but in my heart, I believe that the Prime people have, like the sleeper, awoken.  We do not consciously decide to awaken—we do so when we must.  The Prime people have awakened and they are not pleased with the dawn before them.”  With that, the connection was audibly broken, leaving a Hannah caught of guard.

	“We’ll be right back.” She said, eyes wide, before a woman holding a box of detergent took her place.

	“Masterful,” Kabemba intoned.  “And from the sublime to the ridiculous,” he warned, clicking to the DBC.

	Claudia Valeska faced the Prime Minister, asking questions in what was billed as a duelling “EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW”. 

	“Prime Minister, as we speak, the Leader of the PRF is taking questions on another network.  If you could pass on a question to him, what would you ask?”

	The whey faced woman, clearly diminished by the proceeding tumultuous months, mustered a feeble response.  “I should ask why peace should be so elusive when we are more than willing to meet the PRF halfway… or more.”

	Samnang nodded.  “Far more than halfway, bitch,” he directed towards the screen.  “Not bad for a girl her age, but I think I might prefer the DBC girl.”

	Suresha, the Butcher, guffawed.  “Tool old and stringy.  I’ll be looking for young, curvier Minxs to warm my bed,” he exclaimed.

	“Plenty of those!” Tri winked.

	“And your response to the PRF Leader’s claim that the recent attack on a Dominion Airlines cargo plane was in response to atrocities perpetrated by members of your government?” Claudia asked.

	“No longer in my cabinet!” the Prime Minister lashed back.  “The Royal Commission is investigating these charges and if those named are found complicit, there will be trials!  But why should three possibly corrupt ministers prevent negotiations that could possibly lead to peace?”  It was more whine than question.  “We don’t even know what the PRF wants!  If we could only get a list of demands instead of attacks and terrorism, perhaps we could make some headway!”  Now the desperation and frustration was obvious and it was damning.  After a couple more minutes, it was obvious the Dominion politician had nothing new to say and the television was muted.  

	 “Wahyu, my compliments on the base.  Do you have a full complement here?” the Old Man asked.

	Tri nodded.  “Twenty barracks, five thousand currently in training.  A full mess kitchen, hospital and even a commissary.  The armoury supplies the six regiments operating in the Sollopsgangdalen field, with capacity to supply more.”

	 “Not to mention the brothel,” Sergeant-Major chimed in. 

	The Old Man turned.  “Indeed!  How many?  You were just beginning your acquisition raids the last time I was here.”

	“Twenty altogether.  Just bagged a couple more last night!  Lovely playthings, especially after a long patrol in the bush!  A nice selection of blondes, brunettes, brownies and even a couple of gingers, if that’s to your taste!  Not a one older than thirty either!”

	“Or younger than eighteen?” the Old Man pressed.

	“Of course!  We throw the little ones back, per the Leader’s Special Order.  At least until they’re a little bit older,” the tough drill master laughed.

	“They go eight on, eight off.  That seems sufficient to service our fighters,” Saral Suresha commented dryly.  “Though there should be some consideration for stocking an Officers Brothel with a special selection.  Say the next five prettiest ones?” he suggested dryly.  

	The question was addressed to General Kalejaiye, Commander of the Base and the entire Sollopsgangdalen theatre.  He nodded.  “Agreed—and I’d like six additional Minxs to serve as Comfort Girls to distribute to my senior field commanders.  They’re fighting hard—they deserve rewards.”

	The Old Man had views on this but he wanted clarification on what he was seeing on screen.  “Kabemba, please, the tv!”

	Hannah Claydon appeared breathless.  “Following this journalist’s exclusive interview with the Leader of the party, the PRF has announced the imposition of a naval embargo around the territorial waters of the island nation in order to prevent the important by water of, and I quote the statement, ‘weapons that will only exacerbate the current conflict.’  This has prompted several responses internationally.  The Arab League has recalled their ambassador.  China, India and Russia have all announced they would observe the embargo.  In related news, under pressure from the EU, Denmark’s parliament has passed a law rescinding Danish citizenship from all Dual Dominion passport holders.  This follows a wave of rumours that Dominion personalities requesting travel visas from several Western nations have been refused entry.”

	“That’s the signal for the Red Month.  It’s on then,” observed Samnang, the PRF Intel boss.

	“The Prime Minister has just announced that all current military cadets will be processed into active duty, in order to support the RDA as the war spirals and grows,” Hannah continued.

	“Who will claim that one?” the Butcher wondered aloud.  

	“And now they call up the children!”  Kabemba snickered.

	 The Old Man snapped back to DBC.  An older white officer was being interviewed.  In the background, khaki uniformed troops gathered kit and weapons, before climbing into transport planes.

	“Brigadier, can you now confirm that the 1st and 2nd Royal Paratroops have deployed to Sandvall?”

	He nodded.  “I can.  The recent terror attacks in Jernbjerg prompted the move.  By sending in our elite units, we can anticipate snuffing out every PRF unit on the island.  Even now, our units are converging on PRF concentrations we plan on destroying.”

	Samnang shook his head.  “No, General,” he answered the figure on the screen, “you’re moving on targets we gave you, whether you know it or not!”

	The Old Man was relieved.  It was all playing to the music party leadership had composed and approved months ago.  Phantom PRF armies and ghost bases would be too tempting for an army so dismissive of their opponent to pass up.  The RDA would win the day, even as the civilians dithered—and the weak female politician would agree, so desperate was she for a reprieve.  The outcome would be far different though.

	“Well, they took the bait,” he nodded.  “The leader will be so pleased.”

	General Kalejaiye turned to the commando-cum-kidnapper.  “Tri, can you catch me some pretty lures?  If we’re to launch, I’d like to initiate Operation: Live Bait.”

	“Of course, General.”

	“May I ask?” the Old Man questioned.  He was unaware of any such operation.

	“A bit of fun and some competition for the advancing columns.  We leave a Minx gagged and tied and secured in a hidden location in the target zone.  When we kick off, the GPS is given to the field commanders.  First unit to find the Minx…” he offered his palms as if bequeathing a gift.

	Ingenious if brutal.  “I see.  Interesting idea,” he added, if a bit dubious.

	“You’d be surprised Comrade.  Worked wonders in the San Salmander campaign.  We beat the campaign schedule by six hours!”

	“Very well.  You all now have much to do and I must not distract you.  Commander Suresha?  Might I have a quick word?” he asked casually.  The request raised eyebrows among the rest but their attention was all called elsewhere now and they left the two alone at the table, staring across it.

	“Comrade?  I also must attend to preparations—my men—”

	“Yes, I’ll be quick.  As you know, we appreciate the support of you and your…men.  Your contributions are appreciated.  That said, while your unit is independent, it IS considered part of the PRF armed forces and subject to the same regulations.”

	The warlord smiled without warmth.  “My men make up for their rowdiness with courage, Comrade.  A fair trade-off, no?”

	“No, Comrade.  Letting your men off the leash for post-combat gang bangs is NOT a ‘fair trade-off’.  Lack of discipline means we lose strategic opportunities.  When you allow your men free reign with Dominion prisoners, you hurt, not aid, the war effort.  No more of that—do we understand one another?  I speak for the Leader in this—and he despises lack of discipline.”

	The Butcher of St. Olaf’s blanched and bowed his head.  “It shall be as you say, Comrade.”

	“Good.  And you swear you have observed the Leader’s Special Order regarding underaged Dominion females?”

	Now the warlord was quaking.  “I swear it!  It would be my life!”

	The Old Man nodded.  It would have been too.  The Leader understood the symbolism with crystal clarity.    The symbolic difference of a few months or years might mean nothing to common thugs, but the Leader knew his opponents and audience well.  The West might be horrified by the concept of Dominion girls of eighteen subject to comfort duty but respecting their thin limits would also restrain them from doing more than moral posturing.   The Leader knew this and used it against them, as he flipped many such dangers into opportunities.

	“I believe and trust you, Commander.  Happy hunting then!”
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	CHAPTER 17: HORS DE COMBAT

	 

	He watched the white parachutes open up drastically over the skies of Jernbjerg.  It made for magnificent television.  

	“As we watch the dramatic deployment of the 1st and 2nd Royal Paratroops in what I am told is only the fourth full scale drop the units have ever conducted, it would appear that the RDA, for the first time since the insurgency began, has the PRF on the back foot!”  Claudia Valeska, wearing helmet and bullet proof vest, seemed elated.  She too had her competition on the backfoot as the sole media embed allowed on Operation: Winged Salvation.

	Turning to a smiling khaki’d officer surrounded by cheering civilians, she asked “Major, how were you able to transport the paratroopsers here to Sandvall without incident?”

	“Simple, Claudia!  We had intelligence that required an immediate response and if we’d marched overland, we would have lost the initiative!  Dominion Airlines provided the planes, which had been moved to an alternate back-up field.  The rest was old fashioned surprise!”

	Claudia nodded.  “What happens next, Major?”

	The officer spoke into the camera, confidently and with complete assurance.  “We destroy the PRF here on Jernbjerg and begin rolling the rest of it up, from East to West, across the Dominion.”

	“You buy that?” Colonel Clausen asked.  The two had been watching the latest developments in his regimental command office.

	Lars shrugged.  “I’m not sure why they were able to lift those big fat birds filled with juicy paratroopers without catching a PRF ground missile… unless they only had the one MANPAD to begin with.”

	“I was wondering the same thing.  I hope they have caught some intel luck here.  Those boys do look like they have the PRF by the tail,” he commented, watching the impressive columns of paratroopers marching as if victory was a preordained outcome, through the provincial capital.

	“If it is right, we could use the help.  Sollopsgangdalen in turning into a meatgrinder.  Our tripwire grids are going off like mad.  We’re looking at three PRF attacks in the last six hours and it isn’t about raids any more—the outer farmsteads are pretty much squeezed dry and deserted.  Attrition is going to become an issue, Colonel.”

	“I know.  We’re trading one for one.  We can’t keep paying that butcher’s bill.  But they can’t either, Schmidt!”

	Lars didn’t know how many bodies the PRF was prepared to throw at what was turning into a killbox, just that they seemed determined to engage as much as possible with the RDA forces in the sector.  Command Staff seemed pleased that at least they had drawn the PRF out into the open.  Maybe the guys above his pay grade knew what they were doing, at least he fervently hoped they did.

	Then Brekberg fell and the Kryyderlandet burst into flames.

	Brekberg was considered as quiet a sector as you could get assigned to, outside the capital district.  Just a village far in the interior, it was bounded to the north by the middle part of the Crystal Range and to the southwest by a thick swathe of jungle that was as impassable to the RDA as to the PRF.  When the PRF attack launched, it was considered a long distance recce by their forces in the north.  

	Held by a reserve battalion, the local commander reportedly hadn’t even requested reinforcements.  “They’re just trying it on,” he had reported back.  “We’ll sweep the out in no time.  They’ve got nothing major this far south.”  An hour later, contact with the battalion had been lost and a belated rescue column was dispatched out of Askerberg.

	That column—a regular battalion and a company of Field Police out of the Kryyderland Police Command- soon learned how wrong RDA working assumptions had been.  Six regiments of regular PRF troops spearheaded by a new Guards regiment equipped with heavy weapons were steamrolling eastwards, out of the mountains and towards the flat coast.  There was only one place where a force that size could have come from—the Sollpsgangsdalen theatre, hundreds of kilometres to the north and separated by the peaks of the Crystal Range.  The rescue column never had a chance.  Racing into the maw of an advancing PRF elite formation, they soon found themselves surrounded.  News of the surrender triggered a massive flow of refugees southward, clogging roads and frustrating RDA attempts to form a defence line around the coast. 

	Later, the “Crystal Slide” would be lauded as one of the most brilliant military operations on the twenty first century.  The construction of supply trails through the Crystal Range had allowed the quick passage of the large PRF strike force.  It was a logistic feat no one thought possible, one that had been under construction two years in advance.  

	Even as the PRF army flanked RDA positions in the Kryyderlandet, orders came from Staff Command to shift units from Sollopsgangdalen.  When the 15th Eastern Light Rifles were ordered to move south, they were immediately hit with PRF assaults in the north, pinning them down and preventing them from offering any relief to the crumbling front in the south.  Lars felt the mounting frustration as he realised they’d been caught in a well devised trap.  

	Meanwhile, in Jernbjerg, the 1st and 2nd Royal Paratroop Regiments had been ordered to shift westwards over the Jernbjerg Straits back to the Kryyderlandet mainland.  The intelligence windfalls and reports of a vulnerable PRF build up had proven specious, a PRF counter-intel coup that had proven lethally effective.  High was high that the retreat from Jernbjerg would be a temporary one.  After the RDA’s elite regiments had cleared the Kryyderlandet, they’d return to pacify the most eastward province without delay.

	Except that the PRF had other ideas.  Even as their own units opened up on the vulnerable paratroopers crossing the straits in small craft, PRF cells began taking over the positions abandoned by the retreating paratroopers.  Sandvall fell—the first Dominion provincial capital to be occupied by the PRF.  The PRF flag was raised over the Winter Palace, failing to capture the Crown Princess who had fled just hours before by royal yacht.  The JernRygg Police Command gave an honourable account of itself, holding out for three days before running out of ammunition and surrendering.  The Royal Academy for Military Arts made a less impressive stand, the cadets being overrun by a hastily formed PRF Militia unit out of Grandfed in less than a day.  Within a week, the unthinkable had occurred.  The island province of Jernbjerg was firmly under PRF occupation.  Of the two thousand paratroopers originally dispatched to crush the PRF there, seven hundred managed to make their way to the Holmen Royal Marine Base, where they were cut off and surrounded.

	“We’ll hold them at Lund!” everyone seemed to say, eager to convince one another, around regimental HQ hallways.  Lars was less confident.  He called Inga.  She was fine, no there hadn’t been any trouble in Bollgrund, what should they do?

	“Pack a bag.  Get the kids and head west!  Do it NOW!”

	“OK, ok!  Calm down.  Are you sure?  The news says the army will stabilise and then push the PRF back!”

	Lars shook his head.  “Maybe.  Maybe not.  Just do as I say Inga!”  He promised to call them later, when he expected them to be long out of Bollgrund and was about to catch a much needed nap when the loudspeaker blared out orders to prepare to move out.  They were headed back into the field and he guessed they were moving south.

	The Colonel addressed all his company commanders with marked speed.

	“PRF has flanked us again, boys.  They’re by passing Lund and headed straight for Vadsund.”

	“Can they do that?” 5th Company asked.

	Clausen shrugged.  “They’re moving fast.  They can always mop up Lund later.  What they want to do now is destroy the integrity of the entire Sollopsgangdalen Front, not occupy cities.  If they manage to do that, there’ll be nothing standing between the PRF and Rodbjerg Province.  After that, it is all downhill to the capital.”

	“Jesus!  They can’t really win, can they Colonel?”  It was an agonised realisation from 9th Company.

	“No, because we’re tying up with Sollopgand Dal Police Command and we’re gong to hold them there, until HQ can send in some reinforcements!” the Colonel snapped back.

	“What’s happening in Jernbjerg and Kryyderlandet?”  Lars asked, though the wall map confirmed his worst suspicions.

	“Pincers on the Skjern River have closed.  Everything from Port Stenkildehavn to Ostlandet is gone, outside the garrison at Lund, which is cut off, and what’s left of the 1st and 2nd Royal Paratroops holding out at Holmen.  Jernbjerg was a purely local affair.  Looks like party cell irregulars filled the vacuum left by the retreating paratroopers.  As we discussed, it all looked at bit too easy.  I’d guess the PRF was quite happy to let the paratroopers make their grand entrance over the skies.  Maybe that’s why we were able to ‘surprise’ them—or not—with the jump.  In any case, it will be a bitch taking it back, that’s for sure.”

	Lars nodded, though very much doubting that taking back Jernbjerg Province was an option any time soon—if ever.  It had all happened so fast that it was hard to comprehend.  His men had been fighting hard out in the field.  That had seemed real. But the sudden collapse in the east—that had seemed impossible.  That a terrorist group that had graduated only recently to the status of a ragtag guerrilla band was on the verge of controlling two of the country’s nine provinces seemed preposterous.  That the most highly training elite units in the RDA had been smashed by PRF militia?  That was a bad joke.  And yet, here they were.

	“Let’s move people—Schmidt, your boys take point.  I need you south of Lund city limits by midday.  The PRF is moving quickly.  These new guard units are motorised.  We have to win this race if we have any hope of stabilising the northern front.  Understood?”

	The company commanders, a collection of older non-coms like Lars and younger captains and lieutenants, nodded and rolled out.  It was time to move.  

	If they didn’t win the race that day, the Police Command had bought them precious hours.  The ferocious fighting around the ruins of the Sallopgang Dal Police Command was evident in the piles of PRF green camo coloured corpses and the dark blue of the fallen field police.  It had been a fight to death and the PRF had paid in blood for the ground.  Viewing through binoculars, Lars knew he was looking at the toughest battle of the war thus far.  This was a battlefield worthy of the name.  

	“Advance, Sergeant?” Bertelsen asked from his side of the armoured quad bike.

	Lar shook his head.  “Nothing left to advance to, Corporal.  Company,” he barked quickly into his headset, “we’re pulling back to the South Lund Reserve.  We’ll set up a line there.”  Quads reversed and the company moved cautiously back to a position just outside the provincial capital, where the company busily set up machine guns with interlocking fields over the fire.

	“Lay some mines near the entrance to the park—maybe we’ll get lucky,” Lars ordered.  He then, as surreptitiously as he could, tried to ring Inga again.  The fizzle sound was all he got but he knew what it meant.  It was a scramble which meant the PRF was on the way.

	“Move it, people—we’ve got company inbound!”

	Lars clicked the headset.  “PRF jamming us and inbound, Colonel.  Police Command lost—we’re preparing a position in the park south of Lund.”

	“Roger that.  You’re going to buy us three hours, understand?”

	“Roger.  What can you send us?  We’re looking at lead elements of a Guards regiment.  Over.”

	There was radio silence, then finally the Colonel returned.  He was exhausted, distant, unemotional.

	“We can’t send you anything, Lars.  We’re pulling back to Statvik.  We have to hold the Hasslebo gap or the whole east is wide open.  You understand what I’m saying?”

	“Roger out.”  Lars turned off his headset.  It wasn’t everyday you heard your own death sentence, he thought, thinking of the pointless sacrifice of the police he’d just to the south.  He set his watch timer for three hours.  He and his men would do their duty, if they could, but no more could be asked of them.  And if truth be told, he was only doing what he could to buy time for his family.  Faster Inga! He yelled at her silently.

	Smoke and cordite filled the sky, which was finally hinting at the onset of a merciful evening.  The firefight had been fierce all afternoon.  The RDA had stood their ground, relenting only when the Guards had slowly but relentlessly flanked them.   They were on their third hold-flank-retreat sequence but the RDA was running out of space.  Behind them was a major access road straight into Lund.

	“Major!  Major!”  One of his company commanders was flagging him.  Behind him was a bound RDA soldier.

	He considered the older thirtyish white man.  It was clear he was broken.  “Yes?”

	“We surrender, Sir.”

	The major laughed.  “Only if I allow you to.  Now beg for the right to surrender, Minion coward.”

	Hesitating only a second, the man slumped forward, on his knees, head bowed, before him.

	“Please allow us to surrender and to let us live, Sir.  I beg of you,” he added humbly.

	The major turned to his Guards company lieutenant.  “Since this coward has shown such manners, we will accept his unit’s surrender.  Take this dog to our foreign friend, Comrade Chen.  We will have questions for you, questions regarding the forces ahead.  You will answer them or you will be executed.  Do you understand?”

	Lars nodded.  For him, the war was over.  He had held his ground for a total of three hours and seven minutes.

	He feared that the forced march through the jungle into the mountains might devolve into a death march.  His fellow prisoners were spiritless and ready to drop.  However, they reached the camp, high up in the Crystal Ranges, in less than eight hours.  It was early morning when they were marched to and end of the encampment, which seemed to be buzzing with hundreds of PRF men in crisp, clean uniforms marching in and out of the base.  They were herded into a larger building and into what looked to be a communal shower.  A young PRF trooper, barely out of his teens, ordered them to strip off their uniforms.  They’d already been relieved of any valuables or cash and the loss of the bloody khaki rags was no great loss to the tired men.  The cold water that beat down on them from above was welcomed and Lars opened his mouth, catching drops like a thirsty bird.  A cardboard box was opened, revealing yellow clothing of some sort.  The box was dumped by the PRF man, who instructed them to dress.  Lars grabbed a yellow ball, found it was a pair of what looked like yellow bike shorts, and quickly stepped into them.

	“Yellow for cowards,” the PRF trooper smiled.  Lars didn’t respond to the bait, not did any of the others.

	They were led into an open courtyard bound only by posts.  A PRF man at a table gestured them forward and, in single file, they obeyed.  At the table, the PRF man reached into a pile on the table.  Lars felt a collar locked securely around his neck, a thick band of black industrial rubber with a bright yellow bob on the outside.  Once all his fellow prisoners had been collared, the group was addressed by a PRF officer who had joined them.

	“You are now property of the PRF.  You will live only to serve the needs of the PRF war effort—you have no other value.  Failure to serve will result in your execution.  Do you understand?”

	There was a murmur of acknowledgement from the despondent men.

	“You will sleep here.  You will work where we send you.  You will eat what we give you.  In the morning, you will leave for your first labour assignment.  You will work hard for us.  At night, you will return and we will re-educate you as to your future in the new People’s Republic of Primeva.  If you learn well, you may someday be released.  If not, you will live out your days here, labouring to serve the interests of the Prime people.  Do you understand?”

	Again, murmured assent.

	“You—” the PRF officer waved a swagger stick at Lars.  “Walk to the water pump beyond the perimeter!”

	Lars hook his head.  “Please Sir!  I don’t want to be shot!”  He pointed at the PRF soldiers touting captured SIG SG 550 assault rifles.

	“I shall shoot you myself if you disobey me,” the officer threatened, waving a pistol at him.

	Lars walked slowly, one step at a time, towards the water pump.  Within a metre, he fell to the ground in agony.  The collar around his neck was like a noose now, shocking him cruelly.  He lay in the dust, immobilised by pain.

	“The PRF needs no fences to hold cowards.  At any time, we can reduce you to that,” he pointed at Lars, heaving on the ground in tears.  “Remember this.  Now you sleep.   Tomorrow you will begin your first day as Minions, serving your betters in the new time of correction!”

	Lars crawled back inside the perimeter and passed out in gratitude, thinking of his wife and children safely behind RDA lines.

	The sun rose and the camp came to back to life.  Lars rose unsteadily and was prodded into a line of other yellow shorted prisoners.  They were directed to a latrine pit to relieve themselves with no particular effort to provide any hint of privacy, then pressed passed a table where they could snatch a candy bar sized stick of something.  Urged to eat, he aped the others and took a small bite of the bar.  It was tasteless but, he could only hope, contained some kind of nutrient.  They were then allowed a gulp of water from a public fountain.  Lars drank as much as he could before being pushed forward by another impatient prisoner.  

	“On the truck,” a soldier ordered.  Lars followed the man in front of him, jumping into the flatbed.  From his new vantage point, he could see across the camp, a line of pale white women also being led to a destination.  Like the male prisoners, they also wore a common uniform—it looked like gray cotton panties and bras—and wore shock collars as well.  The line of perhaps ten were being led in the opposite direction to a Quonset hut shaped building.  Above the door, Lars could read the sign “ENLISTED BROTHEL”.  While he and the other male Dominioner prisoners were being sent to perform some kind of manual labour, these female prisoners were beginning their own working day or serving PRF enlisted men.  His fellow passengers had also spied the women, one of who now turned and waved at them.

	The PRF soldier merely laughed and wagged his finger like a school teacher.  “Not for you!  Only for Prime men!  You understand?”

	Lars nodded glumly.  He didn’t want another shock.

	Three hours later, the truck stopped.  Lars recognised where they were.

	“We take a break here,” the PRF driver yelled.  The PRF soldier riding shotgun dismounted and headed towards the farmstead holding two canteens.

	It was the Klauber Farmstead.  In the centre of the oval drive, a small group of heavily armed PRF troops pointed their submachine guns at a group of thirty bedraggled Dominioners.  The extended Klauber clan—he recognised them from previous visits—stood silently as an officer addressed them.  To the side, a whit esuited civilian Primevan sat in a lounge chair that had been retrieved from the main farm house, flanked by another Primevan wearing clothing more appropriate to outside work.  The soldier from his own transport greeted his fellow Primevans, who invited him to fill his canteen inside the farmhouse and to help himself to any food he’d like.  Thanking them, he disappeared inside the farm house.

	Outside, the officer addressed the captured family of farmers.  

	“This plantation has been granted to Mr. Choonasa, by authority of the Central Committee.  The criminal Klauber family has been paroled to Mr. Choonasa on condition they shall all serve faithfully as his servants and bond labourers.”

	“Never!”  All the men on the truck snapped to watch the older Dominion farmer who suddenly leapt towards the new owner of his ancestral holdings.  A single bullet snapped.  This time it wasn’t a leg wound.  The older man, surely the family patriarch, fell forward, a bullet lodged between his eyes.  Cries of anguish filled the air.  An example had been made.  Examples would be made from now on, Lars realised.

	“You will now be assigned your new roles!” the officer yelled, not even referring to the dead body at his feet.  “Mr. Choonasa?” the officer gestured to the Dominioners.

	The white suited Primevan—a young man, Lars noted—waved towards his companion.

	“Mr. Lambele is the new Overseer.  He shall assign them.”

	The rougher Primevan approached the group, which was now in a single file before him.

	“Field,” he decided.  A sturdy Dominion man moved to the left, whose eyes were locked on the young woman behind him, a tall, fresh faced woman in her early thirties who was just as anxiety filled.

	The Overseer gave her a long once over, then glanced to the new owner.  The white suited man merely nodded.

	“House,” Lambele nodded, licking his lips.

	By the time the convoy guard had returned with two full canteens and a full leg of ham, two groups had formed.  All the men, children and older women were being marched to a barn—presumably their new accommodations on a farmstead until recently they had called their own.  The remaining group, composed of four girls between eighteen and thirty, were directed to the main house—though which group was more fortunate, Lars couldn’t say.  He did know the tall girl was stifling back tears, looking forlornly at her former companion, already being prepared for a long day of labour for their new master.  All he did know was that the tall girl had meant something special to the dull, sturdy fellow.  All she’d be to the new owner was a servile receptacle he’d occasionally rotate through, depending on his whim.

	Lars now knew what had been at stake in this war and what the Dominion’s defeat would mean.  It wasn’t about who sat in the Prime Minister’s office or who was on the stamps.  It didn’t even resemble the most vicious of the wars of the twentieth century.  It was a struggle that was more biblical in implication than modern.  The PRF was rolling back hundreds of years of European history and culture and restoring something far older.  He prayed the Dominion—or what remained of it—might still rally.  If not, the fate of the Klauber Farmstead would be that of the entire Dominion people.
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	CHAPTER 18: WORST PLACE IN THE WORLD TO BE A WOMAN

	 

	“Lars?  Lars?”

	CALL ENDED

	Inga wanted to fling the mobile at the wall in frustration.  

	“Kids!  Kids!”

	Her son and daughter ran into the kitchen, alarmed and confused.  Before they could pepper her with questions she didn’t know the answers to, she explained the situation with as few words as necessary.  Dad had called and said it was time to leave.  They would pack some clothes and they’d be leaving in ten minutes.  They were to take only what they would need, like for a camping trip.

	“Is Dad ok?” Bent demanded.

	“Yes, he’s fine.  He’s fighting the PRF.  He just wants us to be safe,” she tried to reassure her son.

	“But I was supposed to sleep over at Jo Poulsen’s tonight!” Kristiane whined.

	“Please—I’m not arguing with you.  Not now.  Just do as I say—NOW!” she yelled, shaking her children out of their seeming paralysis.  That did the trick and they ran upstairs.  She’d need to pack as well, but she needed more news on what the hell was happening.  She switched on the kitchen television, straight to DBC.

	“Filling in for Claudia Valeska, currently embedded with the 1st Royal Paratroops, this is—”

	But Inga never learned what the news presenters was about to say, as the screen went black and was replaced by a PRF star.  

	“Attention!  The is a PRF announcement for viewers in the Bollgrund region.”

	The black screen now dissolved into a terrified white woman behind the bars of a jail cell.  Inga watched as the woman, in response to orders barked off screen, began to unbutton her blouse and unbuckle her belt.

	“Our forces will be occupying Bollgrund very shortly.  Female Minions should prepare to receive their liberators with respect and obedience.”

	Inga’s hand went to her mouth as the young woman peeled off the last of her underwear, revealing a bald mound.  

	“Failure to follow any PRF directive will result in immediate execution.”

	The woman now placed her hands behind her neck,  With eyes cast to the floor of her cell, she began to pose for her captors, awkwardly offering her ample bare breasts.

	“Prepare to be liberated and occupied.  That is all.”

	The screen flicked back to the newscaster, oblivious and now sharing the weather forecast.   She turned the tv off and scrambled to prepare her own bag.  Hurrying to their bedroom, she pulled the vanity mirror back to reveal the wall safe.  The combination was east enough—their wedding day—and she flung open the metal door.  Ten thousand kroners in small bills was tossed into a small duffle she used for her yoga class.  A few hundred in US bills—left over from their Hawaii anniversary trip that she’d never had a chance to exchange—joined it.  Next her formal affair jewellery, including the absurd Rolex Lars had bought her for her birthday.  She loved her husband but what had he been thinking—a Rolex for a school teacher?  Finally, the passports, though what use they’d be she wasn’t sure.  Toiletries next and a handful of bras and panties.  On top, a stack of pullover tops and some shorts and she was ready to go.

	Downstairs the kids waited for her.  She wanted to scream at Kristi, who’s large Samonsite luggage could clothe her for weeks, but there was simply no time.  

	“The SUV’s out front.  Go!”  They did and as she closed the large front door, she locked it firmly.  We will be back, she pledged to herself.  Seconds later, they were headed towards Bollgrund, then, hopefully west to safety.

	An hour later and Inga began to hope they’d managed to stay ahead of the approaching PRF columns and get to the gap to the west.  They weren’t the only car on the road but it was pretty clear and they were moving along at a steady clip.   Bollgrund’s skyline was just ahead.  Then she heard the quad bikes roar up in her rear—and the snap-snap of a flurry of automatic gunfire.

	Like the other fleeing vehicles, she dropped speed, watching the quad bikes—captured RDA?—driven by brown and black skinned PRF soldiers wearing well worn camo uniforms speed up.  A hundred metres up, they stopped, turned their quads towards the oncoming vehicles and began firing over them, causing all of them to veer off the highway and stop.

	“All vehicles off the road!” commanded a PRF man wielding a loudspeaker.  This highway belongs to the 3rd PRF Army Group.  You will park your vehicles off the road.  Leave the keys.  Minions no longer permitted to drive!”

	The refugees, most women and children like the Schmidts, obeyed, hastily pulling out their own luggage. 

	“It’s going to be OK.  Let’s get the bags and go.”

	“But in what direction?” Bent asked sensibly.

	The inbound roar of a caravan of PRF transport trucks behind them answered the question.

	The three began trudging towards Bollgrund, dust from the passing trucks coating them, the raw smell of petrol dowsing them.

	It was an hour later when the ragged tail of refugees slowed and stopped.  It was a PRF roadblock intended to stop pedestrian traffic, not the heavy flow of PRF trucks, jeeps and other military vehicles which cheerily sped into the city.   There were only two Primevan soldiers with a jeep questioning the hundreds of refugees, but it was enough.  There was no fight in the mobof refugees that Inga could see.

	“Open the bag,” ordered a tired soldier.  Inga sighed.  She did so and a grin spread over his dark, smeared face.  He nodded to his companion, holding up the satin bag of jewellery.  He pulled out the Rolex, slipping it on his wrist, then tossed the bag to him.  “For your wife!” he suggested an the other soldier stuffed the bag in his tunic.

	“We split this, huh?” he said, holding up the small wad of US currency.  His companion nodded.  It was clear they had an understanding.  “This,” he continued, holding up the much thicker stack of Dominion kroners, “is worthless!”  He tossed the stack up in the air, ten thousand kroners carried by the wind over the crowd of astonished refugees.  Inga watched transfixed as the bright blue, gold and white bills danced over the dusty roadside.  

	He pushed the duffle back, pointing at Bent’s bag.  Her son obliged and a quick inventory turned up an air pistol.  The soldier held it up for his companion, who laughed.  Turning back to Bent, the soldier swept the back of his hand across the sixteen year old’s face.  Caught by surprise, the boy reeled backward, hand covering his now swelling redden cheek.  

	“Minions not allowed to play with guns anymore,” the soldier explained.  “Next time, you get shot for this,” he held up the air pistol.  “Understand?”

	Bent nodded, tears flowing down his cheek.

	The soldier flung the pistol to the ground.  He wagged his finger at Kristi.  Inga silently prayed her daughter hadn’t packed anything they’d find objectionable.  

	Now the other soldier joined his mate as he fished through Kristi’s bag.  No longer disinterested, he pawed through the content of the large piece of luggage, pulling out a pink cotton thong approvingly, tucking it in his pocket.  Kristi blushed furiously but remain silent.  The soldier continued to inspect her daughter’s intimates, then turned to his compatriot.

	“Maybe you give me ten with this one and you keep all the American money, huh?” he asked, as if cutting a deal.

	“Can’t you wait?  We’ll be in the town soon enough.  This one doesn’t even have any tits,” he replied, trying to discourage him.  Kristi looked away.  Inga couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

	“Just five then,” the partner pressed.  “She doesn’t need tits to give me a blowjob.”

	That bought him a shrug.  “Fine.  Still,” there was a hint of concern now, “better make sure it’s ok.  He pointed at Inga’s bag.  “Open.”

	Inga did, and the PRF man pulled out the passports, discovering Kristi’s, then shaking his head.  He waved his friend to look at the open document.  “You’re out of luck with this little one.”

	The other soldier frowned and shrugged.  “Who has to know?” he tried one more time.

	But now his companion straightened up, angry.  “You’re not getting me shot!  You break a Special Order for the Leader and that’s what you get!”  That finally discouraged the man once and for all, who began waving the line forward again.

	Inga found the passports slipped back in her hand.  “Hurry—curfew for all Minions is six o’clock and,” he referred to his new gold Rolex, “it is already five!”

	The stumbled into the town, which teemed with PRF troops.  They warily broke off from the main group of refugees and Inga scanned the streets for an open door or window.  Everything seemed locked down.  

	“Minions found outside during curfew without permission will be arrested”  It was a recording that repeated mindlessly over and over again from loudspeakers mounted in the emptying town centre.

	Think!  Inga consulted her mental rolodex.  Who did they know in Bollgrund who would take them in?  She was drawing a blank.  All their friends and acquaintances lived in the country outside of town!  She mainly only came in to Bollgrund to shop and… she felt for her keys.  Got them!

	“Come on.  I know where we can go!” she said, leading them across the Bollgrund Town Square.

	Blue Bay Day School was deserted and had been for the last week or so, the Headmaster declaring a two week break due to concerns about student safety.  Unlike some of the other buildings in Bollgrund, it looked like it had arrived the recent fighting unscathed.  There were more interesting places to loot than a school, she supposed.  Her key opened the front door and the three scooted inside, Inga quickly locking the big door behind her.  

	She led them to the cafeteria, which had the advantage of providing views of the main street and access, she hoped, to something to eat.  Miraculously, the pantry was filled with canned goods and the industrial refrigerator packed with school lunches.  Not exactly Trattoria, but it would do, Inga thought, handing the kids some milk containers and some cold ham sandwiches.  

	“What now?” Bent asked.  Kristi still looked dazed from what had nearly befallen her on the road.

	“We eat, we keep our heads down and we keep an eye out,” Inga answered.  “We’ll see where things stand tomorrow, ok?”

	The two nodded. Eating and sitting down sounded good to them.

	Both her son and daughter had soon drifted off, the events of the day left behind as they sank into deep sleep.  Inga remained on edge, her maternal instincts refusing to allow her to escape into slumber.  It was she could only estimate about eight when the loudspeakers barked.

	“Comrades, I am pleased to make the following announcement!  In recognition of the extraordinary bravery displayed in the conquest of Bollgrund, General Kalejaiye hereby grants an eight hour unrestricted rest and relaxation leave for the following units: the 3rd Guards, 10th Regular, 14th  Regular and 16th Regular Regiments.  Gentlemen, enjoy your leave and remember—no permanent marks or serious injuries.  Be nice and remember the girls are simply on loan.  Also, be prepared to move out by 0600 hours tomorrow morning.  That is all.”

	A rising roar of male cheers carried up from across the town that chilled her to the bone.  She could only hope that their distance from the more residential parts of the city would keep any troops from wandering in.  Four hours passed and not a PRF boot had entered the square when Inga watched two couples approach one another just under the street light warily.

	“Identify yourself!” an obviously drunken trooper demand, approaching slowly from the left.  His arm was wrapped around a young strawberry blonde wearing what looked to be a nursing uniform.

	“Fuck you” came the response.  Oh fuck—16th Regular, alright?  Don’t shoot!”  The soldier on the left also had a companion, a tall brunette in what looked like a commercial uniform of some type—real estate or a travel agency?  He had a firm grip on her long black mane.

	Now the two groups converged.  “3rd Guards here.”  He passed the other soldier a bottle, from which the now friendly trooper took a long draw.  “Damn, you boys did some good work in Oslandet!”

	That got him a burp and a nod.  “But you guys took the real hell at the Police Command.  Damn, I heard that was one hell of a firefight.  That’s some tasty looking minx you got there!”

	His new friend cupper the blonde’s neck with one hand, squeezing one of her breasts in the other,  The squeeze elicited a squeal.  “Didn’t ask—who cares?  I just know her widdle hubby didn’t want to share.”  He patted the pistol in a holster at his side.  “He’ll wake up with a headache and wifey will there giving him an aspirin.  Plus she’ll have learned a few tricks, won’t you slut?”

	The nurse nodded, eager to please her abductor.

	“What about yours?”

	The other man yanked the brunette office workers hair down with a brutal yank.  The girl sank to her knees immediately.  “Sucks cock like a champ, that’s for sure.  She’s been aching to suck Prime cock—couldn’t wait for us to get her, could you, slut?”

	The brunette broke into tears, but nodded vigorously.

	“This is why we joined up, huh?”  The two men high fived each other, passing the bottle back and forth.

	The Guardsmen eyed the brunette with interest, Inga noted.  “You want to swap?” he asked.

	“Sure, why not!”  As if transferring a title, he roughly handed the brunette’s long mane like a leash of hair to the Guardsmen, who took it even as he pushed the nurse into the other man’s open arms.  The exchange had been made.

	“Time to teach these whores new tricks!  But where?”  16th Regular eyed the school, pointing.  Inga held her breath.  “What about in there?”

	But the Guardsman had a better idea.  He pointed north.  “Fuck that.  May as well be comfortable.  Beside it looks locked up—could be the party has plans for it.  The hotels and bars are all up there, towards the harbour district.  And,” he patted his pistol again,” tonight everything is on the house.  Let’s go, slut,” he yanked the brunette up off the ground.  “We only have a few hours left—let’s make it good.”

	“Where we headed in the morning anyway?”  16th Regular slurred, hands now moulding the strawberry blonde’s breast, yanking her blouse open.

	“Rodbjerg, is what I hear.  East.  To finish the job.”

	Inga watched the four figures recede, headed to the harbour, heart throbbing in relief.
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	CHAPTER 19: MIDDLE GAME

	 

	“Your Majesty,” Prime Minister Therese curtseyed, as did Karin behind her.

	The Queen, striking in even her casual floral dress, patted the PM’s shoulder.  “Come Lucia, dispense with the formalities—it’s is just us girls here, alright?”

	Karin was again struck, up close, at the Queen’s inner grace and charm. Even under the dire current circumstances, she was composed and radiated calm.  

	“Thank you, Your Majesty.  Please,” the PM gestured towards the chairs surrounding the large table that dominated the now empty Situation Room.  “Tea?”

	Queen Karla nodded and Karin responded, rolling the waiting tea caddy towards the women.

	As she handed the Queen her tea, the PM thanked the Queen for joining her at Government House.  

	The Queen shook her head.  “It is no imposition, I assure you.  Between us, it is a pleasure to escape the Palace.”  Since the conflict had intensified, security around the Royal Family had virtually imprisoned the Royals behind the walls of their residences.  “And it is good to have Katrine back.  It was such a close thing.  I’m awarding that paratrooper captain the Order of the Links at the Palace tomorrow morning.

	Karin noted the hint of a blush on the PM’s otherwise calm face.  The near capture of the Crown Princess and escape off ofJernbjerg had, like every other event in the last few weeks, had caught everyone by surprise.  She nodded her approval.

	“What is the current situation, Prime Minister?  The utter truth, please.”

	The PM pointed to the wall map.  “The PRF bogged us down in Sollopsgangdalen, deliberately turning it into a meatgrinder that drew our forces in.  At the same time, we were fed a disinformation campaign that suggested a build up in Jernbjreg.  Intel believed we had enough information to justify a surprise attack, spearheaded by the paratroopers, that would allow us to roll up the PRF entirely in the East, then redeploy them back east to Sallopsgangdalen to finish up the job.  We had a backup Dominion Airlines air field that we thought the PRF was unaware of and launched the airlift successfully.”

	The Queen nodded, following carefully.  

	“However, while we thought we were grinding them down in Sallopsgangdalen, we were totally in the dark about the planned Crystal Range Slide.  The trails the PRF built to accommodate large scale troop movement, well, they’ve been working on them for what must have been years.  As our forces concentrated in the north, the PRF began sliding the bulk of their forces south towards Kryyderlandet.  We didn’t have much there and what we did got overrun very quickly.  Once we began to react by moving the 1st and 2nd out of Jernbjerg to the straits, the PRF was already in place.  The paratroopers got caught out and wiped out, even as the main PRF force rolled north.  By the time they linked up with the northern PRF army group, we had no choice but to pull back to form a line on the Rodbjerg border.”

	“Casualties?”

	“4,900 or so KIA, 6,400 or so WIA and about 3,000 prisoners.  We’ve had to write off the 1st and 2nd Royal Paratroop Regiments, as well as the 3rd and 7th Regular RDA.  The 2nd, 4th and 7th Reserve Regiments are write offs as well.”

	“About half of the entire RDA?” the Queen gasped.

	“Not to mention the loss of weapons, ammunition, vehicles… and Jernbjerg, Kryyderlandet and Sallopsgangdalen province,” the PM added.

	“And Passatvinde?”

	“It is a only a matter of time.  We have a huge refugee problem building there and in the north.  Dr. Vester of the National Health Services insisted on personally directing aid efforts near Statvik.”

	“Is there any good news, Lucia?” the Queen practically pleaded.

	“Yes!  The geography favours us.  The Crystal Range provides a natural bulwark between the East and West and the river lines provide a natural defence line.  We have about thirty thousand troops under arms and are raising up more as we speak.  All we need is a breathing space to reorganise.  That’s why I’m grateful for your presence here today.”

	“I understand.  What about the internal domestic situation?  We have millions of citizens of Primevan descent.  How are they responding to PRF news?”

	The PM rubbed her temple.  “As you know, we had to respond to the media reports regarding allegations of war crimes.  The Ministers of Justice and Defence were sacked as was Senator Benedicte.  All three are under investigation by a Royal Commission as you know.  I believe that good faith response did much to convince ordinary citizens of all backgrounds that we wish to negotiate an equitable settlement we can all live with— as opposed to the ongoing bloodshed the PRF represent.”

	“Yes, fine,” the Queen interjected, “but are they a threat?  The Primevans I mean.”

	The PM shook her head.  “Day to day?  No.  We’re not seeing any spontaneous outbreaks of violence but… I admit, I just don’t know.  To be honest, it is a hornet’s nest.  We can’t lock up millions of Primevans, nor can we assume their loyalty… or even continued neutrality.”

	“And if we can get a ceasefire, our friends in the West might be inclined to support it?”

	The PM nodded.  “Perhaps.  But we may be getting ahead of ourselves.  First, we need a ceasefire.  And there’s only one man that make that happen.”

	Karin refilled the PM’s teacup even as the speakerphone beeped insistently.  The Queen nodded and the PM hit the accept button.

	“Hello?  Are we speaking to the Leader of the PRF?” the PM queried, uncertainly.

	“You are.  And I am speaking to…?”

	“Prime Minister Lucia Therese and her Majesty, Queen Karla the First.”

	A pause, then a pleased “Hmmm!  And what is the topic of our conversation today, ladies?”

	The PM was flustered.  “I understood through intermediaries that you were possibly open to discussing a ceasefire so that both sides might attend to their wounded.   Perhaps a prisoner exchange as well.”

	“I wasn’t aware you held many PRF prisoners.”

	“Not as many as you have RDA POWs, but still…  Uh, is this a topic you are open to discussing?”

	A pause.  “I’m thinking of something of a more significant magnitude, Prime Minister.”

	The PM brightened at that.  “Wonderful!  We have always been open to a peaceful solution to our situation.  We recognise the need for more Primevan representation—”

	“Actually, given the collapse of your Royal Army, I was thinking more of a… partition.”

	Karin looked at the wall map.  It was inconceivable!  The Dominion—split in two? 

	The PM blinked, stunned but quickly calculating.  The Queen remained deathly silent.

	“Along the existing frontlines?  Just for the purpose of discussion, of course.”

	A chuckle from the other end of the line.  “Of course.  No.  We’d expect Passatvinde to sit on our side of any line.  We’ll have it in days anyway.”

	The PM searched for some indication from the Queen, who refused to give any.  “So, Sallopsgangdalen, Kryyderlandet, Jernbjerg and Passatvinde.  In exchange for peace?”

	“Yes,” replied the invisible PRF Leader.

	“I see.  Other nations have resorted to partitions in the past.  North and South Korea, North and South Vietnam, East and West Germany.  Cyprus.  Theoretically, is that what you’re suggesting?”

	A pause.  “Not exactly.  We’d see something more along the lines of a protectorate.”

	The PM shook her head, staring at the speakerphone.  “You mean, your area would be an independent protectorate of the Dominion?  That could work—”

	“Exactly the opposite, Prime Minister.  Your region would be a protectorate of the Primevan People’s Republic.”

	Karin noticed the Queen reaching for a handkerchief and deftly daubing her eyes.

	“And, and, and how would that work?” the PM asked in confusion.

	“We’d allow you some autonomy in domestic affairs in exchange for accepting Prime central authority.  Of course, we’d demand complete disarmament.  You’d be allowed a small constabulary to deal with motorcar accidents and the like—that would be quite sufficient to maintain local order.”

	“Is that all?” the PM asked, almost sarcastic.

	“No.  There would be steep reparations—about half of your GDP for the next twenty years would do.  We would assume responsibility for foreign relations and represent the Republic at the UN.  We couldn’t possibly allow you to conduct foreign relations on your own.”

	The PM was staring at her shoes, avoiding the Queen.

	“Anything else?” she practically whispered, seeming so lost Karin wondered if she’d be able to even continue the conversation.  

	“Yes.  While you would be allow to elect your own leaders, we would appoint a PRF advisor to whatever Prime Minister you elect to advise them, ensuring we are all aligned, so to speak.  Also, the monarchy represents a potentially destabilising institution for your people.  We would expect Queen Karla to abdicate and your government to dissolve the throne of the Dominion.”

	Karin watched the Queen gather herself.  Speaking directly into the speakerphone, she asked “And if I was prepared to make this sacrifice for my people—”

	“Your Majesty, no!” the PM looked up, tears welling her own eyes now.

	“If I was prepared to do this, you’d end the bloodshed and promise all Dominioners an opportunity for peace and safety?” she continued, struggling internally but resolve to get an answer.

	“Yes.  Of course, we’d also need to extend you and your lovely daughters protective custody.  In order to prevent any resisters from using you as a symbol to rally around, you understand.  And to facilitate your eventual reintegration in society.”

	“What the hell are you talking about!?” the PM demanded in tearful shock.

	“The Queen and the Princesses must, of course, be re-educated to PRF satisfaction.  We would see to this process in PRF facilities suited to the job.”

	Queen Karla’s face drained of all colour now.  “You will never—NEVER-- get your filthy black hands on my daughters, you disgusting animal,” she hissed.

	“On that point, I’m afraid you’re going to be  proven wrong.  I’m a big fan of all the Sellander women and I look forward to getting to know each of you must more intimately.  Prime Minister, you have forty eight hours to consider this offer.”

	BEEP BEEPBEEP

	The Old Man looked up, his scepticism obvious.

	“Leader, you don’t expect them to—”

	The Leader shook his head, obviously pleased with himself.  “I don’t expect anything and I care even less.  If they are craven enough to accept, we’ll swallow them within twelve months whole.  If they refuse my ‘generous’ offer, more Minions will die.  In either case, the outcome is preordained.  With that said, Kabemba-“

	“Leader?” the Ideologue replied promptly.

	“Make the terms of our offer public as soon as possible.  Make sure our useful idiots are briefed.”

	“Yes, Leader.  You believe this will split the enemy?”

	The Leader bowed his head affirmatively.  “Some of these weaklings are so desperate for even the most degraded peace deal, they’d accept it.  It will cause yet another crack to appear.  Thank you both.”

	And with that, the Old Man knew they had moved into the middle game and everything it promised!
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	“---outside Statvik, as the stalemate on the Rodbjerg border continues, reporting 32 killed, 54 wounded and 17 missing.”

	With a practiced gesture, Hannah swept up her notes, directed her half smile at the camera and delivered her now trademarked “And now YOU know.  This is Hannah Claydon for GNN.”

	“CUT!  Nice!”  Niles gave her the thumbs up.

	She merely nodded as the crew moved cameras back and lights dimmed in the small Kongestad studio.  GNN had passed DBC a couple months back in the ratings—after the so-called ‘Woke’ interview with the mysterious PRF Leader—and never looked back.  Claudia’s subsequent move to counter by getting herself embedded with the disastrous Royal Paratroop drop on Jernbjerg had ended with that veteran Dominion journalist going missing.  GNN had won by default ever since, leading the ratings by substantial margins as DBC struggled to find a successor capable of filling Claudia’s shoes.  Hannah had tried to help but her PRF contacts denied any knowledge of the whereabouts of the missing anchor.  That bothered her because she’d heard from at least two non-PRF sources that Claudia was indeed in their hands and very much alive.

	A studio assistant passed her the latest off the wire, a sheaf of papers she flipped through as she drank from a cup of coffee offered her by yet another assistant.  

	“Anything worth doing an update for?” Niles asked.

	Shaking her head, she tossed the sheaf on a nearby counter.  “No, thank God.  I think we’re done tonight.  I need a drink.”

	Niles nodded.  “Got you covered.”

	Minutes later, they were in her dressing room, drinking gin and tonics in the cool air conditioned air.  “Any word back from Government House?” Niles asked.

	She shook her head.  “The PM is hunkered down.  She’s not talking to anybody.”

	“And the Palace?”

	“No.  A shame—you’d think the Queen would want to reassure her subjects but my calls aren’t getting any response.  I think she knows she’d have to address the asylum rumours.”  Hannah had heard from her GNN colleagues that rumours were flying that the Dominion had requested, in the event it was required, asylum for the Royal Family.  Denmark had agreed, then been forced to withdraw the offer by the EU—or so it was whispered.  No word on the UK but the US was a firm no, or, so it was said.  

	“That’s got to be PRF disinformation—just like all that partition scuttlebutt they tried to sell.  If they really did negotiate a partition, you’d think the PRF would have proof—a recording, right?  Anyway, tt’s good luck that so much is happening out there, then,” Niles comforted her.

	Hannah took a long draw from the tumbler.  Government House had denied that any consideration had been given to a possible partition, despite the PRF announcement.  True or not, it had blown up a couple of news cycles.  A recording—wouldn’t that be something?, she thought bitterly.

	“Out there,” she repeated.  “Sure is a lot going on… out there.”

	Niles drank and nodded.  “It’s not going well for them.”

	“No.  Did you see how much the kroner dropped today?  Another ten percent,” Niles added gleefully.  “Thank God for the British pound, huh?”  He raised a toast and took another swallow.

	Hannah knew why he was so pleased.  They were both paid in UK pounds, making their salaries balloon in terms of the local currency exchange.  Nikes had facilitated in making them both small fortunes through his black market contacts.  

	“Waltraub’s flipped—she announced she’s joined the Women’s Partnership for Peace caucus,” Hannah shared.

	“I thought she was the PM’s attack poodle!  Isn’t the WPP just a front for the PRF?”

	Hannah shrugged.  She thought it was but there was no definitive proof.  And attempts to undercut the PM and form a new government was now evergreen—hardly worth even talking about.  “Ludvigsen hasn’t flipped and I doubt he will.  Since the Royal Commission arrests, his share value keeps going up.  I can’t think of anyone else who either wants or could get the job,” she observed.

	“Congrats on the Winnie by the way.  I keep forgetting—so much happening every day!” Niles toasted her again.

	Hannah smiled.  The ‘Winnie’ was the Winston Churchill Award for International War Reporting, which she had just been informed she would be awarded later in the year—for her breakthrough “Woke” interview, of course.  “Thanks.”

	“It is just the first of many—you know that, right?”

	She nodded, distracted.  “Probably.”

	Niles eyed her curiously.  “Earth to Hannah—we’re talking about your favourite subject—your career?”

	“Sorry—yeah, not bad for a weather bimbo, huh?  I’m just exhausted—I need a good sleep without getting woken up by some RDA media relations flunky.”  By force of will, Hannah set her half consumed drink on her dresser and stood up, yawning.  

	“Got to get some sleep.  No need to get up—relax and hang out,” she insisted as Niles half started to rise himself, then thought better of it and returned to nursing his cocktail.

	“Don’t forget the MIA celebs piece!” he reminded her.

	She nodded.  “I’m sure if we sent a cameraman to the south of France or Miami Beach, we’d find them, but yes, it is a good angle.  See you in the AM,” she promised, leaving the dressing room and Niles behind her.  The missing celebs piece would be good—everyone loved celeb news—even when it did turn up they’d simply managed to get out of the Dominion via private yacht or plane until the current situation was sorted out.  But that was hours away and sleep beckoned now.  She yawned, eager to escape the suddenly claustrophobic studio.

	“All hell’s breaking loose.”  Niles was answering her question even before she could ask it.  The video wall was broadcasting images of what she had only heard described on the car radio in her quick commute from her townhouse in the CBD.  The explosions at multiple locations were there, captured by video for al the world to see.

	“How many dead?” she asked, headed to her newsdesk.

	“None.”

	“None?  What do you mean? DBC radio news reported at least ten bomb explosions—”

	“More like twenty,” Niles corrected her, handing her a print out.  “Water and power plants, some transformers, a transport switching station—but no, no casualties so far.”

	Hannah scanned the reports.  “PRF?  They issue a statement?”

	Niles handed it to her.

	Her eyes danced over the words.  “Smart.  They say they have no intent to harm innocents of any stripe, only to impede the criminal war effort and resistance to what they call ‘the Great Correction’—that’s new verbiage.  Also, this industrial strike—is that happening?”

	Niles nodded.  “Seems to be.  Primevans not showing up for work.  Didn’t see a single one on the street coming in.  It is as if millions have gone to ground overnight.  It has shut down pretty much everything that involves manual labour.  Combine that with knocking out utilities and mass transit and—”

	“And no casualties.  Very smart.”

	Niles was less convinced.  “For terrorists? Aren’t they supposed to cause, like, terror?”

	 He was right.  She didn’t get it either, which made it hard to know how to spin it all.  She briefly thought of her fabulous holiday house in Infinity Bay, pleased once again she had bought on the west coast, with lots of distance from the madness.

	“And, here it comes,” Niles announced, passing on a note from a worried looking assistant.

	“Diplomatic evacuations,” Hannah read aloud dully.  “The US. The UK.  China.  Arab League.  The Russians—everyone.  Due to,” she continued to read aloud, “the deepening levels of instability in the Dominion of Primeva, embassies representing all foreign powers have accepted an offer from the PRF to permit a full scale evacuation of all diplomatic staff over the next twenty four hours.  The PRF will lift both air and naval embargoes to allow departures by any foreign flagged aircraft or vessels, with the proviso that no Dominion citizens be allowed aboard said craft.  Jesus, Niles!” she exclaimed in shock.

	But Niles was already in motion.  “The airport—let’s go!”

	Hannah scrambled after him.

	When he finally told her, she had known it for days.

	“You’re really leaving?  Now?  Why?  How?”

	“A lot of questions but then you are a journalist, right?” Niles cracked, mirthlessly.  The last few weeks had taken their toll.  Her sometime producer, cameraman, driver and confidante had finally thrown in the towel.  He was leaving the Dominion.  He was leaving her.

	“It’s done, Hannah.  For your scrapbook,” he said, tossing a copy of the latest Kongestad Journal on her desk.
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	Hannah pushed the paper away.  “Looks like news—like what you used to do for a living,” she replied curtly.

	“Christ, Hannah—I didn’t sign up for this!  The PRF tries to look all sweetness and light but this is not going to end well!” Niles retorted angrily.

	“So what?  You’re a British citizen and so am I!  We’re neutrals, we’re reporters!  We cover both sides—not take sides!”

	But Niles was having none of it.  “If you haven’t noticed, this is no normal war, no normal revolution.  We both know about the POW forced labour going on.  Not to mention the other…” he trailed off.  “Well, we’ve both heard the same rumours, what is happening in the occupied provinces,” he insisted.

	“Rumours?  You’re turning tail and running because of rumours?  Because the PRF is putting RDA prisoners in work details?  Jesus, Niles!  Besides, the RDA will push back like they have before and--”

	“And Mayor Angelina just declared Godthabsgrund an open city.  So much for high confidence in the RDA!  That pretty much opens up Orania to the PRF.  And if Orania goes, you’ll have the PRF on the capital district within weeks, if not days!  It is time to leave!”

	Hannah considered.  She finally broke the silence.  “How are you getting out?”

	“Chinese freighter.  I lined it up weeks ago.  Cost a fortune, which I intend to bill back to GNN.  Come with me and I’ll put it on my tab.  Hannah,” he pleaded, “you have to get out before it is too late!  GNN won’t dare say a damn thing—they should have pulled us out weeks ago!”

	Hannah pulled out her UK passport.  She’d kept it on her at all times, ever since things had started to go downhill in the last month.  Then she slipped it back into her inside coat pocket.

	“No.  I’ll be ok.  You go—no, I don’t blame you—you should go.  Look, this place made me—there’s still a story here that needs to be told.”

	Niles tried to object but Hannah held up her hand.

	“No.  I can’t, Niles.”  Here she felt she was seconds away from losing it and she couldn’t allow that.  “How would it look if I bailed now?  I will—just not right now.”

	Niles nodded, out of time and forced to accept her decision.  He reached into his travel bag and placed a gift on the table.

	“Just in case,” he said.  “Good luck.”  Without a backward look, her producer began his long walk to his Chinese freighter, waiting somewhere off the coast of the Dominion.

	She looked at the pistol deposited on the table.  Gingerly, she picked it up and placed it in the top drawer of her desk, idly wondering if or how she might ever use it.  She could still catch up with Niles.  GNN management wouldn’t dare object if she chose to depart now, not after what she’d done for them.  

	The thing was she’d never expected the local talent to be so good.  Claudia was an expert at her craft, not some minor market nobody.  She’d ben a hell of a lot tougher competitor that she thought she’d been facing.  Sure, she had the high cards in the looks department.  Claudia was an attractive older woman but no comparison to herself.  Unfortunately, after the initial numbers, her T&A hadn’t prevented the eventual slippage in ratings.

	She felt zero guilt about paying the PRF for the interview.  GNN management hadn’t bat an eyelash.  They’d agreed—it was the best hundred thousand pounds they’d ever paid out, and they were well used to paying for celeb interviews.  As long as it remained confidential of course.  And therein, lay the rub.  GNN would never reveal the pay to play deal—but…

	…the recording the PRF had of the entire interview, the one on which she was forced to repeat the terms of the deal…

	…that she was pretty sure the PRF would have no compunctions about sharing with the world.

	Hadn’t they told her so in just the last couple weeks?   She remembered the older Primevan she’d encountered the parking garage.

	“You’ll be tempted to leave.  We should like you to stay,” he’d informed her.

	“Excuse me?” She was surprised.  She wasn’t used to being addressed by Primevans, let alone being approached out of the blue by one.

	“Ms. Claydon, such fine work.  And your interview with the Leader— nicely done.  We wish you to remain.  We guarantee your safety.  There is no need to leave and we need a media outlet to report on the impending conquest.  Do you understand?”

	That’s when he played the recording of the interview.  She heard her own voice betray her with the payment figure as clear as day.

	“Paying for an interview—with monies that I can assure you went to buy weapons for our soldiers… how would this news affect your career, Ms. Claydon?”  The elderly Primevan waited for an answer he knew she never provide and walked off into the night.

	She still couldn’t answer that question with an answer that held the promise of a happy ending.  She had to remain.  She’d be safe.  They had guaranteed it—they would allow her a happy ending on their terms.  Hannah could only hope it would be over sooner than later.
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	Inga, Kristi and Bent woke simultaneously as the green truck rumbled past the school, loudspeakers pointed in all directions and delivering instructions in booming volume.

	“Attention!  Members of the following units 3rd Guards, 10th Regular, 14th Regular and 16th Regular Regiments-- are hereby ordered to return to camp immediately.  The 5th People’s Brigade has been ordered to reinforce our push to the West.  Repeat, the following units—”

	“Stay down—we’ll wait until the soldiers move out,” Inga whispered to her kids.

	That seemed like a prudent plan as they watched PRF troops in various stages of undress hustle towards the motorway leading out of Bollgrund centre.  As they moved on, Inga watched their recently discarded companions, young Dominion women, stumble out of the shadows themselves.   Their traumatised expressions and ripped clothes told night tales Inga did not wish to know.  As the engines of the heavy trucks and marching boots finally began to fade away, Inga pointed to the luggage and the three began to move out of the deserted school building.

	Inga didn’t have an immediate destination but she assumed remaining anywhere for too long was a bad idea, given how fluid the situation seemed.  

	“We’ll head to the town centre,” she finally concluded with no particular conviction.  

	The three had progressed less than a block when another PRF vehicle sped towards them.

	“Wait—Mom—is that--?”  Kristi asked, before raising a hand to her mouth in surprise.

	The truck was black, driven by a Primevan in crisp, clean black overalls wearing mirrored aviator sunglasses and a black beret sporting a PRF gold badge.  “Internal Security, Sollopsgangdalen” was stencilled on the driver’s side door.  The rear of the truck was a flat bed that was covered by what looked to be a cage.  Kristi’s question was prompted by the women that inhabited the truck’s cage.

	“Milly!” Kristi screamed, before her mother clamped her own hand over her daughter’s mouth.  It appeared that the curly haired blonde heard her name and she rushed to the cage bars.  Milly Gustavsson, star of DominionOne’s sitcom ‘Those Three Little Words’ scanned the street hopefully, even as the truck bearing she and her companions sped merrily down the town street.  The stunning beauty ToveGunvor, winner of the Dominion’s Next Top Model, joined her, stretching her arms outside the bars of the cage as if hoping to cling to a chance at rescue.  Zanna Cecilia, Miss Dominion, focused her efforts on the front cab, smashing her fists and screaming.

	“You fucking assholes!  God damn you, you black bastards!  Let me go!  Do you know who I am?  God damn you!”  The beauty queen’s rage was as unrelenting as it was pointless, her captors merely laughing in response.

	VanjaCathrine, the Dominion’s Olympic gymnastic star, sat sobbing, insisting repeatedly that hadn’t done anything.

	“What did I do?” she whined helplessly.  “I didn’t do anything!  Please, what did I do?” she begged to know.  

	Kristi had pulled her mother’s hand away, dumbly watching the black truck disappear in the distance.  “Mom, why are they taking them away?” she asked cautiously.  “They aren’t soldiers!”

	Bent merely watched, clearly transfixed by the spectacle.

	Inga didn’t answer.  Terrible images threatened to unbalance her and she needed to focus on the immediate challenges.  

	“Come on.  We need to move,” she urged.  They continued their silent trek to Bollgrund town centre.

	The Primevans in olive drab uniforms weren’t soldiers, but they were armed and obviously wielded authority.  The PRF armbands suggested they were police of some type and they seemed buoyant as they issued instructions to the very deferential Dominioners who queued up before them.  Inga, Kristi and Bent joined the line.

	“You live here?” Inga was asked by a middle aged Indian Primevan, who seemed to be one of the senior paramiltary personnel.

	“No, Sir.  We live in the Diamond Hills suburb,” she replied.

	“Not any more.  That district is now restricted to Prime residents,” he informed her with obvious pleasure.

	“But our house is-“

	“All Minion property has been seized by the government,” he explained with dissipating patience.

	Inga was momentarily confused until she realised the ‘government’ he was referring to wasn’t the one she had grown up thinking of as serving her.  It was the new government, one designed to control her.

	“All refugees go to new Minion Zone there,” he pointed down the street, where a stream of others were now headed.  

	Inga nodded.  An hour later, they found themselves on the outskirts of Bollgrund, where the larger commercial and light industrial buildings were clustered.  The paramilitaries had been replaced by whites, mostly women, who carried what looked like cattle prods.  They repelled as much as they shocked—their short hair dyed in greens, blues, pinks—and sported tattoos and piercings.  They seemed angrier and more vicious than the Primevan paras, occasionally shocking a refugee they felt displayed insufficient respect.  All sported “Partnership for Peace” buttons as symbols of their authority.

	“You three—over there!” a heavy young woman ordered, pointing at a large flat building on their left.  The t shirt she wore read “PRIME TIME” across her pendulous breasts.

	“Chic Physique” had been, until recently, a fitness centre catering to a female only clientele.  It was already half filled but they were able to claim a space against a wall and secure three exercise mats to sleep on.  

	“You live here until further notice,” a heavyset girl announced.  “There are showers and there’s water for bathing and drinking.”

	“What about food?” an older man asked.

	That question was left unanswered for several days.

	It was dangerous to stray too far outside the new Minion Zone but Inga had no choice but to chance it.  Their small cache of food had been consumed and it was scavenge or starve.  There was no definitive boundary and she could always claim ignorance if a paramilitary caught her, she supposed.  Fortunately, the new occupation authorities were continuing to celebrate their conquest with gusto and dumpsters were filled with half eaten food.  While the kids remained at the gym, she continued to make her daily forays, hunting for scraps and anything that might keep for a few days.  The only problem was that she wasn’t the only one— other refugees had been forced to do the same.  As more refugees were directed into the Minion Zone, the competition grew fiercer and the pickings slimmer every day.  Paramilitary patrols had also increased, called in by the new Primevan occupants of the spacious homes beyond the Zone.  The new owners clearly found the desperate activity distasteful and warning shots now popped over the heads of the pathetic refugees that attempted to scrounge.

	Inga assumed that was the reason for the new Rations Registration rather than any humanitarian motivations.  New Primevan property owners didn’t want their new neighbourhoods infested with starving Dominioners, she surmised grimly.  There was also a sense of creeping acceptance of all parties to the new realities of Primevan occupation.  Like it or not, ‘Primes’ (as they styled themselves) ran things and ‘Minions’ (as Dominioners were now officially designated) did as they were told.  Weeks were turning into months and whatever war news did seep through was bad.  She hoped with all her heart that Lars had been captured but the daily necessities of survival didn’t give her much time to dwell on her missing husband.  The announcement that a Ration Registration was coming was the first bit of hope she’d had since they’d fled their house.

	“Name?”  It was one of the dykes who did the bidding of the Primes, a Partnership traitor, who was rudely asking her for her information.

	“Schmidt, Inga, Ma’am!”  It was always wise to show respect to the dykes.  They could make life very difficult for Minions who didn’t toe the line.

	The purple buzz cut creature tapped on her laptop.  She looked up, an evil smile prompted by whatever the screen had revealed.

	“Husband is Lars?”

	Inga’s heart leapt.  “He’s alive?”

	Buzz cut nodded.  “Looks like it.  POW—which means he was a combatant?”

	Inga nodded, eyes averted.  “Yes, Ma’am.  Just a reservist though!”  She immediately despised herself for adding that.  

	Buzz cut shrugged.  She pulled a card out, took a rubber stamp, inked and hit the card with it with immense satisfaction.  She handed the card to Inga.

	Inga held it up. It was indeed a ration card but the stamp it bore read “HALF PORTION”.  “What does this mean?”

	Buzz cut smirked.  “Families of combatants only receive half rations.  Your hubby dared to fight against the Prime people and you’re going to pay for it!”

	“But we’ll starve!” Inga begged.

	Buzz cut was no longer interested.  “Next!”  Then, perhaps moved by a spark of compassion or boredom, she added “Look, I’ve been told that the Occupation Authority is going to start allowing Minions back into the town centre during the day and that lots of businesses are going to be looking to hire on workers.  Maybe you could get a job, alright?”

	Sure enough, just as their food was running out, the olive drab paras entered the gym and confirmed the rumour.  Yes, Minions would be permitted back into the town centre, but not after curfew, which ran from 7 PM to 7 AM. Yes, newly installed Prime business owners might be interested in taking on Minion workers—though at Occupation Authority wage schedules.  Minions would be allowed to purchase food, clothing and other necessities at Minion-only stores.  Finally, long term housing was being organised for Minion refugees, though they would be charged rent for the new accommodations when they became available.  Cheers went up from the relieved Minions.  Kristi and Bent smiled for the first time in weeks.

	The very next day, Inga was walking towards town right on 7 AM.  She’d cleaned herself up, applying some precious lipstick and blush and brushing her teeth thoroughly.  Her deodorant had run out but she’d found some soap and was as fragrant as she could manage under the circumstances.  The white blouse was only a little smudged and her knee length navy blue skirt clean enough.  She wished she’d managed to grab some flats but her running shows would just have to do.

	She wasn’t quite sure where to find a job until she hit an upscale neighbourhood where many of her old school’s students had lived.  There, on a front door, she spotted a small but legible sign.

	“Maid Wanted--Inquire in Rear”

	Gathering herself, she walked to the back of the large two story home and knocked on the back door.

	An Arabic Prime woman in her mid twenties opened the door.  Her deep set brown eyes considered her guest, her thick carmine coated lips curled into a pleased smirk.

	“Yes?  What do you want girl?” she asked coolly.  She was dressed in am immaculate white silk pant suit that contrasted brilliantly with her golden toned skin.  

	“I am interested in apply for the maid position, Ma’am,” Inga replied, eyes avoiding the young woman’s.  When dealing with Primes, it was better to keep one’s eyes averted.

	“Come in.”  Inga followed the woman into a kitchen filled with boxes and new utensils scattered everywhere.  “We’ve just taken possession of this property.  My husband is Deputy Commander for Internal Security, Bollgrund Region—the ‘whip hands’ I believe you Minions called them and with good reason.”

	Inga didn’t know what the woman was talking about, but nodded nevertheless.

	“Prior job?”

	“Schoolteacher, Ma’am. At the Blue Bay Day School.”

	The woman seemed to like that.  “Responsible then.  Can you cook?”

	Inga nodded.  “Yes, Ma’am—and I can learn new dishes quickly,” she added.

	“Good.  It is six and a half days a week.  Unless we are entertaining, you’d have Thursday afternoon off—that is, I understand, when employers allow their Minion girls time for themselves.”

	“Very good, Ma’am,” Inga replied.

	“Only a dollar an hour but there is room and board,” she added. 

	Inga’s heart sank.  “Ma’am, would that include my children?” she asked weakly.

	The Arab’s sensuous lips now curled into an annoyed snarl.  “Children?  I don’t want filthy little Minion brats soiling my home!”  

	“But they are older, Ma’am—they—”

	“Absolutely not!  I don’t need two useless eaters around here.  Anyway,” she looked at Inga again now, reappraising her, “I’m sure Mahmoud would want something a lot younger.  Get out.”

	Inga didn’t bother protesting, slipping out the back door in humiliation.

	With more optimism, Inga headed towards the Harbour district.  As she did, she felt Prime eyes on her, though she studiously avoided returning the stares.  She suddenly felt as if she were intruding in the very town in which she had once worked, shopped and dined with complete freedom.  In many respects, it was as if nothing had changed and there had never been a war.  The buildings were certainly the same, though the business names had changed, as had the owners.

	Arena was a sports bar she and Lars liked to visit when they were in Bollgrund.  Now it was called ‘Rookies’ and the ‘HELP WANTED” sign called out to her.  She crossed the street with mounting hope, which quickly dipped when she entered the club.  Loud, thumping music blared from a stage which had never been there in previous visits.  Prime men sat watching the talent on the stage, where two Minion girls performed-- one dressed in a parody of a gridiron uniform air humping another dressed as a cheerleader.  A dozen pale skinned girls dressed in very abbreviated and tight fitting sports uniforms served drinks and otherwise draped themselves over the Prime patrons.

	“Mrs. Schmidt!”  The girl in a referee uniform that was two sizes too small for her was familiar.  It was Liv Krogh, Lar’s bookkeeper!

	“Liv!  You work here?” Inga asked in amazement.

	The petite brunette’s shamed brown eyes answered the question.  “I do,” she admitted, “but not like that,” she nodded towards the stage.  “I’m the Assistant to the General Manager.  Is… Mr. Schmidt--?”

	Inga smiled.  “Yes, he’s alive!  A POW- we don’t know where but he is alive,” she reported happily.  “Liv, I need a job.”

	The little brunette sighed.  “You don’t know what you’re asking, Mrs. Schmidt.  Mr. Schmidt—he wouldn’t want you working in a place like this.”

	“Liv, Kristi and Bent are counting on me.  We need to eat.  I know I could waitress—”

	At that moment, a short, dark Malay Prime with his arm around a trembling, skinny girl, grabbed a laminated menu next to Liv.  He handed it to the girl.  In the dim club light Inga could only make out silhouettes of females in various sexual poses with pricing in Prime Dollars under each.

	“You learn the menu—memorise it—and be here tomorrow for second shift.”  

	As she watched the Malay Prime casually cup the girl’s breast through her blouse, she remembered him from prior visits.  He’d been a cheerful, silent little busboy.

	“You get an under-the-counter,” he pointed to a waitress in a soccer uniform, head bobbing between the thighs of a Prime seated at the bar, “or a score room,” now pointing to what looked like a half dozen closet doors in the back of the club emblazoned with “SCORE” on each, “you pay the house half.  No salary--  Minxes live on their tips here.  You understand?”

	The skinny girl nodded.  “Yes, Sir.”  The girl clutched the menu nervously.

	“Get lost,” he ordered, slapping her on the ass and sending the girl back onto the street.  Now he considered Inga.

	“What’s this?” he demanded rudely.

	“General Manager Nawaal, this is Inga,” Liv responded meekly.  “She’s looking for work, Sir.”

	The little brown man’s reached out without warning and, grasping Liv’s breast, gave her nipple a vicious twist through the tight referee blouse.  Liv’s eyes filled with tears.

	“Get this fucking pig out of my club now and if you waste my time again, you’ll get the belt” he growled.

	Inga fled the club, distraught that she had caused the innocent girl any pain and still hearing her apologies behind her.  “I’m sorry, Sir!  I’m sorry!  I’m sorry!”  Liv whined, even as the club’s patrons surrounded her pleas with raucous laughter.

	Inga felt woozy, the bright sunlight disorienting her after the dim light inside ‘Rookies’.  She hadn’t been optimistic about much of anything but she certainly hadn’t been prepared for the raw cruelty she’d been subjected to.  Minion women were obviously accorded little value in the new Prime order and the older and less attractive, the less earning potential they had.  She thanked God again that at least Primes still had boundaries and that Kristi had so far been left unmolested.  

	And that made Inga accept what she was going to have to do, the sacrifice she would make for her kids.  She was not a ‘pig’ and was proud of her looks.  She had a decent figure, with firm 34 B cup breasts that seemed to satisfy Lars.  She’d always been trim and she’d dropped a few kilos since living in the rough.  Her hair was styled in chin length rich blonde bangs with hints of brown that ‘girls next door’ preferred.  She wasn’t beautiful but she was pretty—the nose a tad too big, the chin a little weak but all more than compensated by her light blue eyes, high proud cheekbones and peaches and cream complexion.   

	If she was going to be forced to do what she thought she’d have to do to survive, it would be better to accept reality now.  She headed back to the Zone, grim and committed to a course of action.

	The kids asked about her job quest and about what was happening outside the Zone.  All she could do was report that she was ‘making progress’ and suggest that “things were different now” and they’d all have to be very careful when dealing with any Primevans.  

	“How do you mean, Mom?” Bent asked, confused.  “I’ve always been nice to Primevan people.”

	“I know you have.  But you’ll have to be extra nice now.  Just be respectful and if they tell you to do something, just do it, ok?”

	“Mom, I’m hungry,” Kristi pouted.

	In the Rations line on the way home, Inga’d received a single apple, as well as a small loaf of something bread-like that was called Arti-Loaf.  The three spread out their meal and ate in grateful silence. 

	Later, when curfew began and the lights went out, Inga checked her meagre luggage again.  The valuables were gone, as well as the cash, which was now worthless in any case.  The Dominion Kroner had been rendered worthless and only a Prime Dollar was legal tender in the occupied areas.  She’d learned she’d require fifty Prime dollars—practically a fortune—and prepared herself to surrender her last possessions of any commercial value.  She also knew she’d need to borrow clothes from Kristi but she’d deal with that later.  She dropped into a fitful street, holding on to her new resolve as tightly as she could.

	The next day, following directions offered by a paramilitary, Inga found herself standing in a line of Minions in a wing of the Bollgrund Town Hall, now decked with PRF propaganda posters and flags.  She noted the portrait of Queen Karla had been removed, along with any hint of a Dominion past.  The sign over the Dutch door read “MINION REGISTRATION”.

	“Next!”

	Inga obeyed, advancing towards to an older dark skinned Indian Primevan bureaucrat of some type.

	“Yes?” he demanded brusquely.

	“I’d like to register as a Prostitute,” Inga replied, blushing.

	The dark man smiled, looking her over.  “Prior profession?”

	Inga looked at her shoes.  “School teacher, Sir.”

	“You have the fee?”

	“Yes, Sir.”  She’d reluctantly sold her wedding and engagement rings for the precious Prime dollars needed.  She’d had no other alternative, she told herself.  She counted out the bills and pushed them across the counter.

	The Prime re-counted them, them gave her a form in exchange.  “MINION PROSTITUTION REGISTRATION” stared up at her.  “Fill this out then report to Examination Room 4.  Next!”

	Examination Room Four was part of a department called Minion Disease Control.  Momentarily confused, she soon understood what was required next.  A young male Prime technician wearing scrubs pointed to the chair.

	“Let’s go then!” he snapped.

	She obeyed, slipping off her skirt and panties, then placing her heels in the stirrups feeling utterly vulnerable.  The Prime tech opened a package of blue latex gloves and she looked up at the ceiling, dreading what was to come.  She felt the rubber gloves teasing her exposed lips.

	“You’ve given birth?” he asked.

	“Two children, Sir!” she squeaked, as he slipped a finger deep inside her.

	“Not in bad shape for a snapper that’s dropped a couple Minions!  You have any conditions?  Or are you a clean girl?”  He pumped his fingers in and out of her rhythmically.

	“A c-clean girl, Sir!”

	“We’ll see about that.”  Ripping open a sealed packet, he withdrew what looked like a disposable wooden litmus stick and inserted it in place of his fingers.  To her embarrassment, she was well lubricated by now and it slid in smoothly.  He referred to his wristwatch and Inga held her breath.  Finally, he pulled it out and held it up to her face.  The stick had turned from white to blue.

	“You weren’t lying!  You’re disease free.  All we need to do now is take your picture and issue you your ID,” he informed her casually.  Ingra dressed quickly and, clutching a slip of paper stamped “NEGATIVE” she returned to the original line.  Ten minutes later, Mrs. Inga Schmidt was issued a photo ID that permitted her to legally sell herself to Prime customers.

	“Remember, no Minion johns.  Not that they have any money anyway, but it is illegal.  You trick for anyone but Primes and you go to prison,” the bureaucrat instructed her.

	She nodded like a dutiful schoolgirl being taught a simple lesson.

	“You are allowed outside during curfew but restricted to conducting your business within one hundred metres of the Zone.  You might want to make friends with some of the hot sheet hotels down there.  That,” he pointed to her new ID, “needs to be renewed monthly, but only so we can test you. Renewal fee is twenty five Prime dollars.”

	Inga sighed.  She hadn’t counted on that!

	“Any questions?”

	She shook her head and smiled.  “No, Sir.  Thank you, Sir!”

	He chuckled.  “Good luck in your new career, Mrs. Schmidt!You now have official permission to peddle that pussy of yours!”

	“Did you get the job, Mom?” Bent asked anxiously.

	She nodded and the kids both gave her a tight hug.

	“So, when do you start?  What is it?” Kristi asked.

	“Uh, tonight!  As a waitress in a very fancy restaurant!  I have a special pass that allows me to be out after curfew.  They said I could earn lots of tips,” she lied as convincingly as she could muster.  She hoped they wouldn’t ask to see her ‘special pass’—the word PROSTITUTE was stamped right over her smiling headshot.

	Promising them a special celebration meal the following day from the tips she’d earn that evening, the kids joined the other Minion teenagers they’d met in the gym turned refugee shelter.  Of course—they be bragging about how their mom had secured a precious job outside the Zone.  She grabbed the small plastic bag she’d prepared and, on weak legs, walked to the Wall where she’d be conducting her new business venture.

	“Minion Zone” signage on the concrete wall signalled the end of the Minion Zone and the beginning of the new Prime world.  Kristi would noticed sooner than later than her clothes were getting stretched out but there was nothing Inga had that was suitable whore-wear.  Behind a tree, she pulled off her drab blouse and too long skirt, replacing them with one of Kristi’s bikini panties, her tight, tiny party skirt and a torso hugging t shirt that pictured Frida Edda’s face on the front and “Love Me, Love Me” lyrics on the back.  Kristi had even packed some pink plastic dance shoes—very uncomfortable but required to sell the package.

	It was seven PM and she joined at least a score of other girls already positioning themselves on the Wall.  A para would approach them occasionally to check an ID but otherwise left them alone.  Inga soon learned why the Wall was the focal point for the Minion Zone after dark.  Lights had been strung overhead, which made it convenient for potential customers to consider them all from inside the large cars which looped past.  Most of her new competitors were younger—and prettier, she had to admit—but some were in their mid thirties or even older.  She even suspected a couple were boys, based on their awkward attempts to walk in heels.  No one spoke and each warily eyed the others, even while posing for the cars that slowly rolled by them.  Some were brazen, lifting tops to reveal breasts they hoped would secure a client.  Others were more demure, using stretched legs in a more subtle technique.

	Inga felt eyes on her but there were no takers.  Every time another girl hopped giddily into an open car door, she felt less and less confident.  Even surrendering her pride wasn’t proving to be enough.  Inga had given up the last treasures she had, in order to pay for the privilege of servicing men who had conquered her country—and it still wasn’t enough.  By midnight, even the boys in dresses had managed to earn a tumble, but not Inga.  Some girls had secured three, even four customers—but she had still not earned so much as a second look.  Whatever appeal they had, Inga definitely lacked.  She had failed.

	“Mrs. Schmidt?”     
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	Embassy Parade towered over Karin as she passed the deserted diplomatic palaces.  Once one of the busiest and most prestigious neighbourhoods of the city, it was now a platoon of tall, silent sentinels.  Abandoned by their occupants, they remained only to transmit a sign to their homelands when, if ever, circumstances now warranted a return to the Dominion capital.  Only the Russians had maintained a presence.  Though their ambassador had been recalled, they’d kept on a tiny skeleton crew led by a junior Charge D’Affaires.  It was as if they’d drawn the short straw and would assume the role of Witness for whatever would come to the Dominion.

	For a capital city in the midst of a civil war, Kongestad was remarkably calm and quiet.  Aside from the occasional RDA jeep or troop carrier, you’d never know there were armies confronting one another just a few hundred kilometres away to the east.  True, there were more uniforms in the street, more weapons on display and more security roadblocks.  But with the mass migration of Primevans out of the urban areas, they all seemed absurdly irrelevant.  The authorities had allowed the Primevan evacuation for practical reasons—they simply didn’t have enough resources to process so many potential combatants and the Primevans themselves seemed driven by an equally practical motivation—they didn’t want to  find themselves in an RDA-PRF crossfire.

	Mariela had left a week back.  She’d promised to return when “all the trouble” had sorted itself out.  She’d planned to stay with relations in the country for a few weeks, she’d claimed, but would be back soon enough.  She’d stocked the larder with enough food for an RDA regiment, closed off rooms in the townhouse she knew Karin and Paul would be unlikely to use, then, with suitcase in hand, she trudged to the bus that would take her to wherever her newly announced relations lived, out in the country.  She looked strange out of her maid’s grey and white uniform and seemed excited about her journey.  

	Karin wondered idly what Mariela made off all the drama.  Probably nothing, she thought.  Except for the PRF, Primevans never discussed politics, nor did most Dominioners press them—it would have been considered rude to do so.  That’s what made the whole conflict so unreal.  The mass strike hadn’t eventuate in any violence whatsoever.  The rash of bombings that had damaged infrastructure had been otherwise bloodless.  True, there were reported assaults on Dominioners involved in the security or military branches, horrific rapes especially.  But these were selective and strategic, not acts of mindless violence.

	Popping a Valium, Karin wondered if her mother was still keeping a safe distance between her and her refugee mission and the advancing PRF frontline.  It had been a day since her last radio check in, but she’d seem positive enough then.  “We’re bringing them west,” she promised.  “We’ll need lots of beds!” she’d demanded, before dropping back into radio silence.  When she’d asked Major Bach about the current status of the Rodbjerg front, she could only promise that it was “holding—for the present.”  Paul hadn’t even tried to object when his wife departed, though whether that was because he knew it would be hopeless to do so or whether he was more involved in his new government activities.  Karin had begged her not to go but it had been pointless.  “I’ll be back in a week!” she’d promised— but that had been three weeks ago and the relentless sweep of the PRF westward seemed tireless.  

	After an absence of a solid month, Gunnar had reappeared.  He’d returned from London on one of the very last inbound flights, before the Dominion had been cut off by air by the threat of PRF MANPADs.  “If I’d known, I’d have booked a later flight,” he half joked.  She wasn’t amused.  Grounding air travel had forced her to defer her Rhodes scholarship and left her in limbo.  The Rhodes Trust had assured her in an email that she’d be able to accept the scholarship “at such time as studying at Oxford is possible” they’d delicately phrased it.  The prospects of that seemed to diminish by the day though, with every report from the RDA.

	She’d assume Gunnar would respond to the new draft promptly, but other than sporting a stylish khaki bush jacket, he seemed less than inclined to join up.  “I’ve got a deferment based on ‘strategic contribution to the national financial infrastructure’, he’d bragged.  That merely meant he’d used family connections to stay out of the army—a fact which disappointed her more than she’d thought possible.  

	“I’ll be head to the west coast for the next few days,” he advised her with barely concealed excitement.  “I’ve got a lead on a private yacht.  If it works out, I’ll come back for you and we can get the hell out of the Dominion,” he promised.

	Her response was an unambiguous no.  “Are you serious?  We can’t just leave!  My mother is out there—the Prime Minister is depending—” she started.

	Gunnar’s blue eyes flashed in anger.  “Karin, the Dominion is finished.  The rest of the world has already written us off.  I know— I was just in London!  They don’t want to hear about any of it!  If we can get out of here, I’ve got money overseas we can access!  You can do your Rhodes—”

	But she’d stormed off in disgust and denial instead, horrified Gunnar was prepared to sacrifice his own nation—his own people.

	“Fine!” he yelled.  “But you’ll be ecstatic when I come for you, Karin.  I’m getting us BOTH out of here!” he vowed.

	That had been a couple weeks ago and her eventual calls to Danish Pacific Investments merely informed her that the firm was “temporarily unavailable” during normal business hours but that she was welcomed to leave a message.  She did but knew it was pointless—the firm’s new operating hours were likely to soon revert to between the hours of now and never. 

	She was pleased to find Government House grounds empty.  The protesters had seemingly disappeared once the tide had begun to turn against their own side, she noted bitterly.  It was a relief to pass through the security checkpoint.  The townhouse, half shrouded by Mariela, was a place to escape from these days.  Paul was like a somnambulist, playing politics more than he could have ever hoped on a stage with an ever shrinking audience.  His Interior Ministry duties were of less interest to him than the little cabals he was constantly confecting, even as the prestige of the Unity Government coalition was growing ever fainter.  They passed one another like ghosts these days.

	“Good Morning, Prime Minister,” she addressed Lucia Therese, as she entered the PM’s office.  Once again, she’d chosen to sleep in Government House rather than return to her official residence—and looked it.  She handed her boss her tea, which the exhausted woman drank with gratitude.

	“Perhaps you’d like a moment before the Daily Briefing?” she suggested gently.

	“Yes.  Yes, I need a moment.  Oh,” she grasped Karin’s arm,” it would appear Mr. Frandsen has left our service,” she shared.

	The PM’s Private Secretary had now joined the Disappeared.  She shouldn’t have been surprised.  The regime had been losing staff each day, a junior aide here, a cabinet bureaucrat there.  Like a slow but steady leak, the government was shedding personnel like the sinking ship it was.

	Karin merely nodded, knowing it would make her own burden heavier.  In months, she’d transformed from a university intern into a trusted aide and constant presence in the PM’s inner circle.  It wasn’t a fate she’d have chosen for herself but it was the one she’d drawn from the big deck.

	An hour later, the PM, in a clean linen suit and lightly made up, entered the Situation Room, Karin trailing behind as always.  Taking her customary chair at the head of the long table, she surveyed her cast of ministers and officers, hoping to land on one that would provide some measure of positive tidings.

	“Paul, an update on our internal security situation, if you please?”

	Karin had to restrain herself from rolling her eyes.  Her mother’s husband revelled in his new role as the government’s point man for domestic security.  Since the expulsion from the cabinet of the Minister of Justice, he’d been the Man of the Hour, dashing from podium to podium, assuring the public that their safety was his foremost concern.

	“Thank you, Prime Minister.  Following the PRF bombing campaign, we’ve secured all our key utility plants and there have been no further incidents.  I’d like to say that addressed the issue but it appears the PRF goal was more psychological than physical destruction.  There’s a fair bit of hoarding going on that there’s not’s not much we can do about.  Now that Auguste Waltraub has taken on the leadership of the Women’s Partnership for Peace, they’ve stopped their protests, so there’s that.  I’m still of the mind to arrest them all but we hardly have the resources to do that now.”

	“And any incidents involving Primevans?  Any arrests or suspicious activities in support of the PRF?” the PM queried.

	Paul shook his head.  “We’ve avoided any direct confrontations, thank goodness.  Primevans do seem to be crossing our lines, which poses an intel challenge—one we’re really not equipped to deal with.  In short, they seemed to have a watch and wait attitude.  In the occupied areas, we do know they’ve embraced the PRF wholeheartedly.”

	“It is one of the major reasons we’ve been unable to get any Western powers prepared to mediate,” the PM sighed.  “The PRF isn’t behaving like a typical third world people’s rebellion—at least not what is expected.  They’ve been playing the optics well.  It is all hardball but they pull the punches for the West—make the impossible seem almost reasonable.  Like their demand for unconditional surrender!  The sooner we give up, the sooner we can all enjoy ‘peace’—on their terms.  Which they have also refused to share publicly.  For so long, the Dominion could rightly claim we didn’t have an enemy on the world.  Today, we can’t count on a single friend.”

	The Brigadier tapped his pen glumly.  “They even had the effrontery to broadcast that the sooner our troops surrendered, the sooner they could complete their six month ‘reparations’ service, whatever the hell that is!”

	“A penal labour duty, Sir.”  It was Major Bach, CIG’s XO.  “All captured RDA personnel are automatically sentenced to a minimum of six months forced labour.  It is totally against the Geneva Convention of course.”

	Her boss, Colonel Blanid jumped in now.  “It isn’t just RDA personnel.  We’re getting reports of Dominion civilians in the occupied areas being thrown out of their homes and reorganised in preparation for what is often referred to as…” she shuffled through her papers, before her number two Major Back whispered in her ear.  “Something they are calling the ‘Great Correction.’”

	The PM shook her head.  “What is that?”

	“We’re not sure—just the inference that it will involve a wholesale reorganisation of the civil society of this country once the PRF get total control,” the Colonel answered warily.

	“And the situation on the frontline, Brigadier?”

	Karin knew then by looking at the man that he was running out of time and things were far worse than even he was sharing.  The bloodshot eyes, the trembling hands—he was a man who was at the end of his internal resources.  It was an instinct that was borne out just four weeks later, when news of his HQ suicide reached Government House.

	“Orania was overrun yesterday and Stillhavn is next.  We’re seeing a lot of fresh PRF formations we’ve never seen before—elite guards units that are well equipped and have high morale.  We sent two regiments to link up with units holding out around the DNU but… we weren’t able to make the link up.”

	“Is it true the PRF has converted St. Hilda’s into a whorehouse?” the PM snapped.

	Major Bach took the question as the Brigadier’s head sank into his palms.  “Uh, yes, Ma’am, we can confirm.  Actually, both the DNU and St. Hilda’s have been designated as ‘comfort facilities’ for PRF party leaders and senior officers,” she added uncomfortably.

	Karin gasped, thinking of her university friends.  Had they managed to escape in time?

	“How can we be giving up so much of our territory to these guerrillas, Brigadier?” the PM demanded, incredulous to the velocity of the approaching storm.

	“What started out as a guerrilla struggle is now a conventional war.  Their militia and street thugs are now regular and guards units, all equipped with either captured RDA arms or weapons purchased overseas.   The best half of our forces have been lured into traps and destroyed.  We’ve been flanked in the north and south and are now facing two converging columns aimed at Kongestad.  Scouts report the Vestdal is likely to come under PRF control and the capital itself under assault within four weeks.  Simply put, they are growing stronger and we are growing weaker.”  

	A pall fell across the room.  “I see.  And your plan, Brigadier?”

	“We hold the line.  If necessary, we withdraw to Blomsterlandet and build a redoubt that will cost them dearly,” he responded solemnly.

	After a desultory ten minutes of minor matters, the PM closed the meeting, asking only that Søndergaard, the Dominion Intelligence chief, remain.

	He had remained silent throughout the entire meeting.  Karin had barely noticed him until now.

	“I’ve heard from our ‘friends’, Simon and we have a deal.  Do you have the cutters ready to make a breakout?” the PM asked cryptically.

	He nodded reluctantly.  “We’ll have one chance—that’s it.  But the cutters should be good for this.  We’ll need all five to do the haul.If they can re-fuel us at sea, we’ll agree to dismantle the fifty cals and re-flag as Panamanian.  Then all we need to do is get to the port of L.A.”

	The PM nodded.  “From thre, our ‘friends’ have organised transport by rail to the vaults of the U.S. Federal Reserves in San Francisco.  Half a billion of bullion—the Royal Bank gold reserves.  To keep the fight going if things go the way they may be,” she considered, chin in hand.  “The Brits will be furious when they learn we went with the Americans over them.”

	“I wish you and the Royal Family would accompany—”

	The PM waved it all away though.  “The Queen refused.  Setting the example, I don’t have much choice myself.”

	Karin gathered what was happening.  Ask if you can go!, her inner voices demanded.  Later, she’d regret the decision bitterly.  But for now, good breeding won the day and she remained silent.

	“Then let me stay, PM—I have good people I’d trust to do this job—”

	Again, the PM knocked away the request.  “Simon, only you can do this.  Get yourself, your family and team—and the people’s treasure—out of the Dominion.  May God go with you.” 

	Søndergaard left, eyes downcast but resolved.  It was the last time Karin would be in the same room with one of the Dominion’s most capable public servants.  She watched him go with the deepest misgivings.
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	“Mrs. Schmidt?  Is that you?”

	Inga spun around in surprise.

	He looked like a bike messenger, a gangly boy in pink bike shorts and a tight fitting cycling jersey, though he wore no helmet.  The voice was familiar but…

	“Mrs. Schmidt?” the boy asked again.  He sounded as surprised as she felt.

	“Yes, I’m Inga Schmidt,” she admitted warily.  “Who are you?”

	As the boy walked towards her, she remembered him immediately.

	“Niklas?  Niklas Rasmussen?”

	He nodded, smiling broadly.  She was aware he was admiring the curves of her body.

	“Wow!  Are you…” he began to ask, then looked around, realising how awkward the question was.

	Inga was equally challenged for appropriate words.  Niklas had just graduated from Blue Bay Day School in the past year.  She’d had him as a student and watched him grow from a skinny, clumsy kid to an equally awkward, if more handsome, young man.  Like many of her male students, she’d secretly known he’d had a crush on her and recalled that Niklas was even less circumspect about it than the other boys.  Though he’d always displayed appropriate respect, she’d felt his eyes on her many times in the school hallways and classrooms they’d shared.  

	“I’m fine.  Kristi and Bent are—we live in the Zone and… and Mr. Schmidt,” she was pleased to add swiftly, “uh, we just learned he was taken prisoner and is ok.”

	Niklas nodded with goofy relief.  “That’s great—he got lucky!”  Then his smile dissolved and he grew quiet.

	“How are your parents?” she asked cautiously.

	Niklas looked down at his pink sandals.  “My dad—he—well, they found a pistol he had.  He didn’t turn it in like he was supposed to and he was… they just came in and… shot him.”

	“And your mother?”

	His eyes remained fixed on his ridiculous pink sandals.  “Sentenced to a military brothel for five years for not reporting my dad.”

	Inga considered that, again grateful her own family had survived the war.  Or had so far.

	“I’m very sorry for our loss, Niklas.”

	He shrugged.  “Thanks, Mrs. Schmidt.”  The two shared the silence for a minute.  Against the wall, they could hear Minion girls negotiating with potential Prime customers, cooing with promises of unimaginable delight in exchange for a reasonable fee.

	“So, are you… looking for something?” she asked, forcing the words out of her mouth.

	“You could say that, Mrs. Schmidt.”  Niklas was blushing but it was more in triumph than shame.  “You been doing this long?  I don’t remember seeing you down here before.”

	She couldn’t believe she was having this conversation.  “This is my first night,” she admitted.

	Niklas nodded, now openly evaluating her wares.  “That makes sense.  I’m down here a lot.  What are your rates?”

	She swallowed hard.  She’d been thinking about this but never thought it would come up as a topic of conversation with a former student, especially one who’d only just graduated.

	“Twenty for… oral.  Fifty for… more,” she bluffed, wondering how much money Niklas had and how he’d managed to get his hands on it.

	He laughed.  “Mrs. Schmidt, you’re an… older girl.  Don’t get me wrong—you’re real hot—but there are girls down here that--- well, let’s just say, you’re kinda out of your league.  And at those rates…”  He just shook his head in contempt, not even bothering to complete his thought.

	Inga felt deflated like a popped balloon, any remaining pride fleeing her mind.  “OK,” she tried to sound calm, “what’s… reasonable?”

	Niklas’s eyes drew lazy invisible patterns on her face and breasts.  Finally, he answered her question.

	“Five for a blowjob.  Ten for anything else—and I do mean ANYTHING.  You understand me, Mrs. Schmidt?”

	It was so little for what was left of her dignity.  It was difficult to keep her voice level.

	“I understand, Niklas.”  Unable to hold his gaze, she looked over his shoulder.  Another pale young blonde girl was wrapping her rams around a Prime paramilitary customer.

	His reaction wasn’t what she expected.  “What, are you crazy?” he whispered in alarm.  “Do you know how much trouble we could get into?  Anyway,” he laughed, “as if I had that much money!”

	“Trouble?”  Inga was confused.  What had they been talking about here?

	“Prostitution between Minions is like totally illegal!  Didn’t they tell you that when you registered?” he pointed at her laminated ID card, the one that legally permitted her to ‘peddle’ herself as the Prime administrator had noted.  

	“I… forgot,” she replied, truthfully.

	Niklas didn’t seem to believe her.  “Minion prostie pussy is for Primes only!  You better not try this again!”

	Now Inga was the one getting angry.  Hands on her hips, she glared at the boy in his ridiculous effeminate outfit.  “Well, why are you wasting my time then?”  She began to stomp off in her unsteady heels when Niklas’ hand shot out and grabbed her upper arm.

	“Hold on!  I’m here for my boss, alright?  He sends me out to see what’s on offer.  If I like what I see, I bring it back to him,” he explained, pointing at a vehicle about fifty yards towards the Prime end of the Zone.

	She brushed his hand off her arm.  “Well, is your boss a Prime gentleman?”

	“Of course!”  He pointed at the lettering on his tight jersey.  “That’s my boss!  The Superintendent!”

	“Mr…. Sharmith is your boss?”

	He nodded proudly.  “I’m his, uh… ” here he searched for the right word and finally finding it, completed his answer.  “Uh, his chauffeur!  He likes to see what’s new—he doesn’t like tapping the same stuff more than once.”  Looking around the Zone, his gaze returned to Inga.  “You’re the only new cooze on offer tonight— so that’s why I’m checking you out.  You DO want the business, don’t you?” he smirked.

	“Yes, Niklas—I would.”  Inga felt nauseous.

	The former student leered at her.  “The girls are usually a LOT nicer to me than this, but still, it IS a nice surprise to see you again, so I’ll overlook it—this time.”

	“Thank you, Niklas,” Inga offered, as humbly and gratefully as she could.

	“The Boss might like you.  I hope he does—I’ve always had a kind of a thing for you, Mrs. Schmidt.  And sometimes the Boss lets me watch,” Niklas shared with her eagerly.  “Come on—let’s go see if you’ll do.”

	Inga followed him, carefully making her way through the discarded trash strewn throughout the Zone.  Five minutes later, she was in the back of the huge limousine and on her knees, successfully earning her first five Prime dollars-- as well as the official Sponsorship of Superintendent Vijay Sharmith.
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	To Karin, the artillery barrage was more staging for future story telling than for any actual impact on Kongestad’s defence.  To begin with, the RDA didn’t have enough guns to begin with and the PRF hadn’t managed to capture all of them.  For the last couple months, it had been clear that whenever possible, the PRF had done all it could to avoid property damage.  Why blow the place up right when you were ready to take it all over?  That was the accepted Situation Room wisdom at the moment and it also made it difficult for the RDA to assume a ‘no retreat’ position, except now they were now running out of territory to give up in exchange for time.  The PRF was here and the game clock was running out.

	The final PRF push had cut off the last roads west to Blomsterlandet.  Kongestad was cut off, surrounded on all sides.  Only a thin ring of scratch units provided the last shield-- shattered soldiers, militia, police and volunteers armed with what remained in the Dominion arsenals.  Maybe five thousand in all—a pitiful shadow of the Royal Dominion Army— faced five times that in fresh PRF guards and regulars, with another ten thousand paramilitaries and dreaded ‘whip hand’ terror troops ready to impose a final humiliating occupation.

	Varberg International Airport had represented a final remaining escape route.  Small private planes had been fuelled and prepared to attempt an escape.  The PM had been urged by what remained of her cabinet to get the hell out but she’d refused.  That had proven fortuitous.  The PRF finally made good on its long standing threat to prevent any departures and took down all five small planes that had attempted an aerial getaway with the shoulder to air missiles they’d promised they’d use.  Once again, the PRF had carried out retribution in response to Dominion misconduct.

	Karin’s own world was shrinking as well.  Her mother was now behind enemy lines and she could only hope her civilian medical status would afford her some protection.  Paul had sequestered himself inside the Interior Ministry, probably realising his current tenure could be measured in weeks, if not days.  He only dropped by the townhouse now for clean clothes and Karin only ever saw him now in the confines of the Situation Room.  Gunnar hadn’t popped up again and she could only hope he had found some comfortable place to ride out the storm.  She’d rung Abazu at Elf Hill for days until the line went dead.  The last reports out of Vestdal suggested the region had been deserted by the RDA but that there had been relatively little property damage because of this.  Regions, cities, even villages that surrendered were rarely damaged.  Again, she could only hope that Abazu had fled and Elf Hill safe.  Even the ubiquitous neighbourhood fixture, Mr. Chinoso, the knife sharpener and handyman, seemed to have disappeared.  

	As shells burst in the distance, Karin did the only thing she knew to do.  She walked to work.

	She found Government House as secure as ever, with RDA troops in their smart dress uniforms standing guard as always.  What they were protecting was increasingly questionable.  The Dominion was shrinking in geographic tandem with her own life.  Every day, more ministers disappeared on ‘fact checking tours’ or had to depart the Capital District due to “family issues”.  Even the Women’s Partnership for Peace had dropped their protests, signalling it was no longer worth the bother.

	The PM was in her office, shuffling through documents and then consigning them to different trash bins.

	“Tea, Ma’am?” Karin asked.

	The PM smiled weakly and nodded.  “Thank you, Karin.”

	Returning with the steaming cup, the PM gestured to a chair.  “Do sit.  I’m just re-classifying some of this nonsense.  Any word from Christa?”

	Karin shook her head.  

	“I’m sure she’ll be ok.  Even the PRF needs doctors.  Look, it is time you should start thinking about an exit.  I can put you on a convoy headed West later today and—”

	“No!” Karin had surprised herself with the involuntary response.  “PM, I’m not going to abandon you!”

	But the older woman only smiled with a deflated appreciation.  “Of course not.  Karin, you’ve been a godsend but all this,” she looked around the room where a dozen prior prime ministers had led the Dominion, “is about to end.  You’re not abandoning anything—you’re preparing for a new life.”  She passed her an envelope.  “A recommendation, for what it is worth.  I wish I could do more.”

	Karin took the envelope, the absurdity of the gesture not lost on her.  “What’s happening?”

	“The PRF has virtually cut us off.  Since the Brigadier’s suicide, morale is non-existent.  Desertions are growing and ammunition stocks are running out.  I’m ready to resign and I’ve been looking for someone—anyone—to appoint as interim PM in order to get the best terms possible.  But no one is interested—not even Paul.  The Palace has turtled up.  The Queen has requested protection but the only unit we have left is the Queen’s Women’s Regiment so that’s who is defending Dronninglund.  It won’t end well unless…”  The PM paused, gathered herself and stood up, offering Karin her hand.

	“Good luck, Karin.  Try to get out if you can.  If you can’t, go into hiding and keep your head down for a few weeks to see how this all plays out.  It may be… messy… for the foreseeable future.”

	Karin shook the proffered hand.  “I don’t really have any place to go,” she replied softly.

	But the PM was already looking beyond her.  “Good luck, Karin.  We will all need as much as we can get in the days to come.”

	On her return to the townhouse, Karin noticed how even the sporadic PRF barrage had ceased.  The streets were empty—stores shuttered with signs that promised to re-open ‘soon’ and apartment windows with blinds down.  She wondered where the city had gone to ground.  Her own parade dress neighbourhood had begun emptying out weeks ago, following the blitz on Rodbjerg, headed to points west and unknown.  

	She felt purposeless and lone as she flicked on the television for company.  The DBC coverage was no longer 24/7, instead broadcasting only ‘special reports’.  The screen now simply read “Stay tuned for the latest”.  Of course, GNN was on.  Though the local studio had shut down, GNN International was now broadcasting all reporting coming out of the Dominion.  Hannah Claydon now reported from behind PRF lines exclusively, her reports more like PRF propaganda puff pieces than real journalism.  She had clearly fallen under the sway of the PRF and delivered a narrative to a global audience of a plucky people’s movement taking down a corrupt neo-imperialist oppressor regime.  It was laughable but Karin wasn’t so naïve as to know how smoothly it was all going down Western throats.  It made the idea of intervention unthinkable.  

	“And here we have one of the many refugee centres operated by the PRF,” Hannah noted in breathy tones of admiration, pointing to a line of bedraggled white people—old, women, children all pitifully accepting bowls of soup provided by black and brown women clad in olive drab PRF paramilitary.  “The PRF’s policy of peaceful re-integration of all who share this nation is on full display here at Checkpoint Compassion—”

	She muted the volume and, falling onto the couch, dropped into a deep dreamless sleep, Hannah Claydon mouthing platitudes on the large screen tv to a now comatose, snoring Karin.

	She awoke with a start.  It was late afternoon now, the sun finally drooping in the horizon.  Kongestad was still bright and sunny, but the promise of night was closer now.  She unconsciously looked up at the screen.  For once it seemed, GNN was actually covering non-Dominion news.  The Golden Globe nominees had just been announced.  Karin was tempted—for just a second—to lose herself in the silliness, then flipped to the DBC and unmuted the volume.

	Seeing the PM prepare to share remarks from her office in Government House was a common enough sight.  The graphic that had replaced the old DBC logo was not.  What was “PBC”?  And the PM looked as downcast as Karin had even seen her.  This was bad news—very bad news.  Karin shivered.

	“—am relieved to announce that the PRF has accepted our offer of unconditional surrender.  All Dominion units are immediately ordered to stand down, disarm and place themselves at the disposal of the local PRF authority.”

	Karin then heard a brief burst of gunfire, followed by silence. On the screen, the PM looked to her right seeking approval to continue.

	“With this unconditional surrender, the Dominion of Primeva is hereby dissolved.  Those citizens formally designated as ‘Dominioners’ shall henceforth be referred to as,” here she swallowed hard, “…as ‘Minions’.  I have been given suggestions that if we ‘Minions’ accept our new place in the People’s Republic of Primeva, that there is every opportunity for us to earn safety and security for ourselves and our families.  This next phase will be challenging for us but let us show our new protectors that we are capable of contributing to their glorious new future.  It is the only path forward that we now have.”

	Here she forced a smile to form around her thin lips.  “I am most personally grateful to announce that, despite my many war crimes, the Central Committee of the PRF has, under condition of my re-education, granted me a parole.  Once re-educated, I look forward to becoming a useful asset on behalf of the PRF and the Prime people!”

	Karin’s tears coursed freely now.  The trance was broken for both she and the PM with the spoken command off screen.

	“Strip.”

	It wasn’t loud or demanding.  It was simple and insistent though.

	This isn’t happening, Karin thought.  I didn’t hear that.

	The PM looked to her right in shock.  “W-what?  Now?  But this is a live feed!  I can’t—”  Whatever was used to persuade her off screen made Lucia There’s eyes bulge in fear.  She began, miserably, to strip out of her white linen pants suit on live television in the majesty of the Prime Minister’s office.  She had stripped down to her white lace panties and bra when the steel chain was tossed at her feet.  She looked down and now the tears finally broke out, overwhelming her internal control at last.  There was another cool command but Karin couldn’t make it out.  The former PM could though, reaching down and fitting a collar attached to the end of the chain around her throat.  There was an audible *click* and, without a second’s delay, the former Prime Minister Lucia Therese was yanked from the frame, sobbing and begging as she was pulled away from her desk.

	A tall, wiry framed black man, fortyish, in PRF camo stepped into the frame.  He cast an amused glance off screen, presumably at the deposed leader of the Dominion now being led away in her underwear.  After a prolonged leer, he turned his handsome gaze towards his waiting audience.

	“I am Kabemba Munda, Minister of Information for the People’s Republic of Primeva.  If you are a Prime watching this broadcast— rejoice, my brothers and sisters!  The Revolution is triumphant and the Age of Correction has come!  Your patience, strength and bravery will now be rewarded beyond your dreams.  Your time has come.  All this nation can give its Prime children, it shall.  I ask only for a day or two more of your patience.  Do not loot.  Do not harm any Minions.  Doing so would be taking from yourself.  Let the PRF begin the process of reorganising our society.  When we have finished our labours, I swear to you—you will have the home you deserve!  You will have the job you deserve!  You will have the wealth and leisure you deserve!  And you shall have the respect you deserve!”

	Karin shivered involuntarily.  His zealotry was matched only by his gleeful hatred of Dominioners, the venom that dripped from his lips.  

	“To the Minions watching me, take heed.”  

	His tone had plunged from one embracing joy to one delivering a dire warning.

	“You have been defeated.  Were you listening to your own Lucy’s pleas?  All Minion soldiers and police must drop their weapons now and surrender immediately.  From this moment on, any Minion found with a firearm will be executed on the spot.  Minions are no longer permitted to handle firearms!” He explained, with dark relish.

	Karin could almost feel the collective intake of breath across the former Dominion.  This defeat would be well beyond anyone’s worst case scenario.

	“I personally do not care if you choose to resist.  It only means more dead Minions.  But you have been given the option.  Surrender or die.”

	Karin could see, in her mind, all the rifles being dropped, white flags rising…

	“In this interim period, Minions shall remain where they are until directed by PRF authorities.  To assist in this period of adjustment, Paul Ludvigsen has been appointed as head of the Coordination Committee—”

	Karin gasped.  The perfidy of her mother’s husband knew no depths, of that she was now sure.

	“This Committee will assist in the handover of property, financial and other resources into the safe keeping of the PRF, who shall distribute them to the Prime people.  In addition, the PRF has deputised members of the Women’s’ Partnership for peace as Auxiliary Constables.  These Minions have demonstrated their submission and loyalty to the Prime people and are hereby entrusted to assist in policing the Minion community.”

	Those hideous, ugly overweight, buzz cut bitches!  They were the police now?

	“The Coordination Committee and the Auxiliary Constables represent the will of the PRF.  Failure to obey them as you would any Prime authority will result in the same fate—arrest and imprisonment or execution,” he added with barely concealed delight.

	“In preparation for your imminent relocation, all Minions are advised to pack their possessions.  No more than one bag per Minion will be permitted.  Re-location will begin over the next few days.  You will remain in place until you are collected.  If you are found on the street, you may be arrested.  

	That is all for now.”

	The screen went blank but was soon replaced by the PRF Red Star, which covered the screen—leaving no doubt as to who now owned even the airways of what had been the Dominion of Primeva.  Still half in shock, Karin rose.  She must pack a single bag—one she could carry.  She stepped up the stairs, driven by instinct.  As she was trying to select from her generous wardrobe what clothes she might have to wear for a very long time, she heard the townhouse door open.  

	She tensed.  “Hello?”

	Running to the top of the stairs, she looked down and reeled back.

	“Mariela?!?!”
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	CHAPTER 25: LONG WAY HOME

	 

	Lars looked up into the purple night, grateful for another chance to escape into sleep.  But, of course, he couldn’t sleep until he’d said prayers for his wife and children.  He had been appalled by the official surrender by the Dominion, but he had also been pleased.  The war was over, which meant his family was in less danger than it might have been had the RDA continued to resist.  Months before, it would have been a shameful admission, but now it was just reality.  He uttered his silent prayers and rolled over on his side.  It hadn’t made the matt any more comfortable though.  

	At least it was warm, he thought.  The grey tight jersey top and shorts all RDA POWs wore were sturdy but only provided so much warmth.  These nights were bearable enough though.  Thank God it wasn’t raining like the night before last!  It wasn’t as if their PRF paramilitary guards slept in the open.  The work crew leaders all slept in demountables, complete with local Minion girls provided by their hosts.  That was what was really keeping him up now—one of those girls had looked like a younger version of Inga.  He flipped on his other side in frustration.

	“What if we just walked away?” Iverssen had asked.  He was new, just trucked in after his unit had surrendered in the Vestdahl region.  He was young, barely older than his own son Bent, and had been conscripted into the Reserves right before the end.  

	It was a reasonable point.  The guards never fenced them in.  They were free to walk whatever perimeter the guards instructed them to observe.  They often disappeared into bushes when they needed to relieve themselves.  Guards only rarely bothered watching them.  It seemed like walking away was a perfectly reasonable idea.

	“Because of this,” Lars had tried to explain, pulling on the black industrial rubber collar.

	The dorky kid shook his head.  “That’s just for show.  It doesn’t really work!” he asserted.

	“Yes, it does—trust me, I know!” Lars had tried to convince the kid.

	But it had been pointless.  That morning, as the sun rose and the guards began prepping the trucks, he knew his advice had been ignored.  The Malay Prime para did the headcount twice and came up one short both times.

	“Iverssen!” he barked, causing the other nineteen in the crew to jump to attention nervously, Lars included.

	No response.  

	Lars watched the guard inform the crew chief, a fat Sub Saharan Prime who always favoured his comped Comfort Girls blonde and young when he could get them—and the chief always had first pick when they arrived at a client’s project location.  The two confirmed and finally the chief shrugged, handing the guard a tablet.  Lars almost opened his mouth—but didn’t.  He watched, as did the rest of the crew, as the guard tapped the screen three times.  In the bush, a small explosion echoed back, signalling the end of young Iverssen’s escape attempt.  

	“More work for the rest of you,” the guard laughed.

	It had meant a little more work, not much.  Iverssen was a spoiled rich kid who had been mostly useless.  Still, it was a shame.  He wasn’t surprised when they were loaded up into the truck without bothering to retrieve Iverssen’s body.  He was, after all, just a Minion.

	Work Crew #94 rose as if one the next morning.  After the usual scramble to relief themselves, they lined up for breakfast—a small slice of something called ArtiLoaf that tasted of sawdust and a cup of water.  Thus fortified, they boarded the truck and were driven to the daily worksite.  It varied.  Initially they had been put to agricultural duty, planting or harvesting or ploughing or clearing bush.  It was all for well connected PRF members who had been granted former Dominion farms, now being combined to create huge plantations to be worked by Minions.  In urban areas where there had been combat, they were put to clearing debris, all by hand.  It was grinding work, hefting chunks of concrete away in order for new construction to begin.  He looked forward to the construction work, where his own skills came in very handy.  He’d been made a sort of informal overseer for a recent project—a Sino-Prime industrial estate which would employ thousands to manufacture whatever the owners desired.

	Lars vastly preferred the daylight hours, all spent at the work site, no matter how physically demanding.  At least that was honest work.  From dusk to sometimes near midnight, the crew was subjected to Political Re-Education, all conducted by perpetually bad tempered Ministry of Information commissars.  

	“Pay attention!  This if for your benefit!” they explained.  “No Minion will be released until he has demonstrated an acceptance, love and respect for the Prime people!”

	He watched other prisoners respond with bitter stares, listening to the drumbeat of new pledges and oaths they must be expected to repeat, viewing hours of Minion atrocities and victorious PRF troops marching into provincial capital after provincial capital in triumph.

	“You have been conquered.  That is not enough—you must understand why you have been beaten so easily!” his instructors demanded.

	Weak leaders, a decadent culture, innate cowardice, genetic inferiority, effeminacy, weak men led by strong women.  As soul crushing as the litany of the Dominion’s defects was, education in the new laws was even more humbling.  Lars had seen the Primes have their way regularly with the Minion Comfort Girls but had hoped this behaviour was restricted to the battlefield.  Surely peace would usher in a less overt humiliation?  That hope was dashed as the commissars began to reveal that the PRF hadn’t just restricted their plunder to Minion land, wealth or labour.  Subjugation also meant the loss of their own women.  It was dressed up and rationalised.  Words like “sponsorship”, “national service” or “Prime Privilege” were all used to describe what was happening out there but it all meant the same thing.  Primes considered the Minion female as a dividend to be collected and all the jargon and new regulations were design to lend it legitimacy.  Lars could only pray his own wife and daughter weren’t ‘premium’ enough to earn that kind of Prime attention—and that the intricate rules and regulations the PRF had promulgated would also protect them from random violence.

	Lars watched his fellow prisoners respond in different ways.  A few committed suicide through lethal escape attempts.  Most displayed a bitter reserve that was both a defence and a silent offensive against their relentless indoctrination.  He thought them stupid.  All that behaviour did was extend their time in forced labour harness.  He was resolved to find his family and return to as normal a life as they might make under the new Prime regime.  Gradually, he began to respond to the nightly indoctrination with bright smiles and enthusiastic responses.  Fellow prisoners might no longer speak with him but he soon found his slice of Arti-Loaf was a sliver bigger and being made an overseer more and more.

	“Schmidt!”

	As the others boarded the truck for another day on a worksite, the guard pointed him towards the chief.  

	“Sir?” he asked, eyes averted and voice small and respectful.

	“Schmidt!  You have satisfied the commissar.  He says you’ll make a fine Minion, now that you’ve accepted your place in the new order.”

	“I hope to, Sir!” he answered calmly.

	“You’re become such a bootlicker, he thinks you might even make a good little Auxiliary Constable.  How would you like that?  Be a snitch for us?  Might make things more easy for you and your family!” the chief noted.

	“My family, Sir?” Lars felt his knees weaken.

	The chief tapped his tablet.  “Yes!  Inga, wife.  She’s a schoolteacher—good for her!  Kristiane, daughter.  Bent, son.  All accounted for.”

	“Sir?” Lars asked pitifully.

	The chief chuckled.  “Yes, boy?”

	“Sir, may I ask where they are?”

	The chief looked down.  “Bollgrund.  You from there?”

	He nodded.  “Yes, Sir.  I am from Bollgrund, Sir.”

	“Well, it looks like you’re going home.  Here is your Re-Education Certificate,” he said, handing Lars an official document declaring him a legally released POW.  “Now, about that job offer…”

	His heart soaring, Lars shook his head.  He had found his family and wanted as little to do with the PRF or Primes as he possible could.

	“No, thank you, Sir!”

	The chief shrugged.  “Very well, boy.  Goes to show that even a Minion can show a little bit of pride.  Let’s remove that,” he gestured to Lars’ collar.

	Lars dropped to his knees offering his neck.  The chief waved a small sensor over it and the rubber snapped open, the collar dropping to the dirt.  Freedom! Lars yelled in his mind proudly.

	“You’ll be put on a Minion Transport bus for Bollgrund at noon.  Good luck and behave yourself, boy.”   His duty completed, the chief returned to the demountable.  Lars saw the freckled blonde who watched from the window, momentarily pitying her.  The pity was soon forgotten.  After hard fighting and six months in gruelling captivity, he was going home to his family!

	The journey from the POW camp to Bollgrund took almost four hours.  When the bus stopped, he and a couple other exhausted men stepped off onto what looked like the edge of the town.  Jersey barriers ran across the edge of an unpaved road.  The checkpoint stuck up thumb-like, with a sign announcing the entrance to the “Minion Zone”.  Lars made his way there, painfully aware of his brief grey uniform advertising him as a graduate from a POW camp.

	He was surprised to see a short, squat white girl sporting an electric blue buzz cut, a red armband conferring some sort of authority.  Then he remembered the Auxiliary Constable position he’d been offered.  This was the kind of Minion who was being given authority these days—a Partnership for Peace traitor, he thought dismayed.  Minion malcontents now maintained order for the Primes.

	“Papers,” she demanded.

	He handed over his certificate and she nodded, tapping on a computer keyboard.  

	“Arcadia Estates.”

	“What?  What’s that?” he asked, confused.

	She pointed down the road.  “Your family’s registered residence.  That way.  You’re lucky—it is one of the newer relo addresses,” she told him.  “Curfew at seven,” she added, before dealing with the next visitor.

	Lars trudged down the road.  This had been the industrial district of Bollgrund.  Lars had bought construction materials and equipment wholesale here for his business.  Then it had been filled with warehouses, lumberyards and big box discount retailers.  Now it teemed with Minions, forced into what was now considered the “Minion Zone”.  He sighed.  The constable had said his family was in one of the newer addresses.  Perhaps as a schoolteacher, Inga had been given special consideration?  He assumed she’d be teaching in a public school and that had heartened him.  Back to school was a ritual of civilisation and that was a good sign.

	Lars recognised his new home.  “Arcadia Estates” had once been “Saver Self-Storage”.  Another constable sat in a plastic chair in front of the gate of the hurricane fencing.

	Her hair was a bright red and Lars knew she was looking at him with a mixture of superiority and anger.  The PRF had managed to find and use Minions who themselves were once despised and ignored.  No more.  Now they seemed to fill minor admin roles, in aid of PRF control.  She wasn’t overweight, instead she was whippet thin and sported a curious scowl at his uniform.  After introducing himself, she officiously insisted on seeing his certificate and then, after consulting a clipboard, told him the Schmidt family resided in Unit #138.  Thanking her, he followed the signs to the right and minutes later found himself looking at a metal door bearing a stencilled paint job announcing unit 138.  

	He knew what the builders had done.  They’d knocked two large storage spaces together to form one twenty by thirty foot space enclosed by steel partitions.  It was big enough to house two cars—or a Minion family of four it would seem.  There was an old painting tarp that hung on the left side, supported by a strung length of rope, rigged to provide some privacy for Bent and Kristiane.  The corner to the right of the door had been similarly rigged with a tarp and Lars assumed this was where Inga slept.    On the back wall, there was a kind of black all-in-one kitchen unit.  On top, there was a small sink and a one burner stove top.  Below was a small cupboard and a small fridge.  Lars found a plastic cup and pressed a button on the facet.  Water poured but only so long as he pressed the button.  There was only one button and the water was cold.  In the back left corner, there was a walk-in combination black plastic shower and toilet unit, again powered by a button that produced a stream of cold water—and cold water only.  He had seen them on motor yachts but never installed in an apartment.  A fluorescent tube provided the whole steel box with yellow-green light.

	In the only space remaining, he couldn’t help but notice the large flat screen on the wall.  It was on, the screen merely promising that Minion programming would return at 6 PM.  Lars didn’t see an on off button.  There was a folding picnic table and three folding camping stools where his family ate their meals. That thought involuntarily prompted a growl from his empty stomach.   He knelt down and opened the small fridge.  There was a small clear bottle labelled “MinWine” with an “A+” sticked on it.  It was half full.  An éclair sized package labelled “Poly-Meat” was unopened with a “B” sticker on it.  Evidently each item was graded accordingly to price or quality or both, Lars guessed.  The cupboard search produced a familiar brick sized pack of Arti-Loaf, labelled “C-“.  A small jar that contained a dirt-like substance was called “Wake-Ade”.  It smelled like very weak coffee and rated a “C” sticker.  A small plastic bag contained irregular brown chunks called “Tofu Treats”—a “D+” grade offering.  Finally, there was a small brown box that promised to contain “SoyJoy Biscuits”—a “C+” grade treat. 

	He stood up, his hunger quickly dissipating.  He drew the tarp aside and looked into the corner in the back left.  From the small neatly stacked pile of brightly coloured clothing, he assumed this was Kristiane’s “room”.  There was a thin mattress on the concrete floor, neatly made up with dull grey sheets and a fluffed pillow.  She’d decorated the dull steel grey metal walls with pages that looked to be ripped out of magazines.  Looking closely, Lars saw they all displayed black and brown women in glamourous dresses having the time of their lives.  Prime celebrities, he assumed.  Those images weren’t as disturbing as the poster that hung over the mattress.  It portrayed a handsome young ebon Prime man, dashing in a tuxedo, sipping slyly from a Martini glass.  Before him, three Minion girls knelt—a blonde, a brunette and a redhead, all wearing the same leopard skin microkini that barely covered the girls’ intimacies.  All three looked up at the Prime with worshipful gazes.  That was bad enough but the caption was worse.  Lars sighed as he read it.  “Reminder: Minions Are For Practice!”.   

	Bent’s “room” was predictably messy—some things never changed, war or no war, Lars reflected.  Clothes were strewn across the concrete floor.  His mattress was unmade of course.  In his space, Bent had taped a poster of twenty young Prime men and women, all wearing track suits, with an oversized Olympic flag hanging behind them.  Kneeling in front of them was a single Minion girl, a girl he recognised.  It was Valdís Linda, the Dominion darling who had brought back five medals in swimming from the last Olympics in Paris.  She was listed as “Mascot” on the commemorative poster.  Next to it was another poster.  It featured a muscle bound Minion male in a fighting pose, a bikini clad petite Minion girl’s arms wrapped around his legs in slavish adoration.  “Bounder, Minion Fighting League National Champion!” the caption announced.    

	He left his wife’s sleeping space for last.  Her mattress was of course made up, even if the sheets were just as dingy grey as the others.  Inga had managed to find a three drawer cardboard box for her own clothes and personal items, as well as a strung rope on which her clothes hung.  There were a couple dresses and blouses he recognised but the rest was all new—and much more daring than Inga was partial to.  He didn’t remember her ever wearing a miniskirt to work or even out socially with him, not for years anyway.  The half dozen pairs of shoes were also atypical—none sported less than a three inch heel and Inga had hated high heels.  On the top of the dresser was a plastic container of something called ‘Melanique’ but there wasn’t much else.  Inga had never used anything more but the most basic cosmetics but even still, he could only see a couple tubes of lip gloss and some nail polish, a brush and a comb.  He paused before opening her cardboard dresser, but curiosity built up over half a year’s confinement got the better of him.  The top drawer contained jewellery, but again, nothing he remembered.  There were plastic bangles, earrings, bracelets—all cheap costume stuff.  Was that a belly ring?  Inga with a belly ring?  Lars picked it up.  It was a steel stud with an “S” dangling from it.  

	Opening the second drawer, he realised that a lot had happened in the six months’ he’d been imprisoned.  Since Bent’s birth, Inga had favoured practical and comfortable underwear.  Much to Lar’s chagrin, she’d stopped wearing the lace and silk nothings he’d been giving her every holiday and settled into cute, if boring, cotton panties and bras.  That had changed—her drawer was filled with g strings, thongs, push-up bras and more.  The third drawer made him question if this was actually the woman he had married.  Their sex life had been satisfying if conventional.  And now he was looking at a sleek black plastic vibrator?  Handcuffs?  A dog collar?  Picking up a nasty piece of work, Lars swatted the air with the wooden paddle—an implement meant to deliver a message.  He returned the paddle to the drawer.  He had to prepare himself to accept what it all might mean.  Had Inga, his wife, moved on and found herself a new lover?

	“Lars?  My God!  Lars?  Is that you?”

	He turned slowly.  The tears of joy on his wife’s beautiful face erased whatever doubts he may have had.  He embraced his wife tightly, the couple reunited at last.  

	CHAPTER 26: CONFUSIONAL AROUSALS

	 

	“Mariela?”

	But it couldn’t be!  This woman looked just like their housemaid, but instead of her usual grey dress, she was wearing a jungle camo uniform, and instead of a duster, she wielded an AK-47.  

	The female soldier looked at her curiously, a smile growing wide on her brown face.

	“Colonel Mariela Perang, Military Intelligence, Capital District,” she coolly answered her former mistress.  The woman lowered the automatic weapon.  “You will address me as ‘Colonel’.”

	Karin’s jaw dropped.  “Colonel?”

	The former housemaid grinned.  “For the last five years.  It was a posting that was supremely valuable.  Some of our best intelligence came from the gatherings held here.  So many Dominion elites in one place—so much information to be gleaned!”  

	“But… how could you?  We were so good to you!” Karin demanded indignantly.

	The woman took her time.  Her stride was measured and when she stood in front of her accuser, she planted her boots firmly on either side of her.  When the open palm connected hard against Karin’s cheek, it knocked her flat.

	“You do not address a Prime in such a way.”  Mariela’s face glowed, the woman elated at finally being able to deliver a blow she’d long dreamed of delivering.  “Do you understand, girl?”

	Karin nodded, stroking her cheek.  Tears had automatically sprung down her face and she could only focus on the woman’s black, shined boots.

	“Enter!” 

	Karin heard the heavy footfall of new boots stamping across the foyer of her home.  

	“Doctor?”

	Karin looked up now.  There were five PRF troopers and an officer of sorts, an older man who nodded to Mariela.

	“Get her on her back—on the table,” he instructed the soldiers, who immediately grabbed her arms and legs, yanking her up.  Karin felt herself laid across the length of the dining room table, her wrists and ankles held and spread towards each corner of the table.  The officer approached with a pair of scissors and began cutting her dress off.  Like a man peeling a banana, he had soon disposed of her dress, leaving her feeling almost naked in her bra and panties.  

	Mariela nodded and the doctor continued his scissor work, now snipping open the crotch of her blue panties.  She began to struggle when Mariela one again landed her thick, wide palm on her flushed cheek.  Karin was again reduced to tears, the fight in her dissolving instantly.  She watched numbly as the officer pulled out a pen light and began spreading the lips of her sex.  Donning latex gloves, he proceeded, to her horror, to performing a more thorough examination of her intimacy.  Finally, he withdrew his fingers and dropped the penlight back into his tunic pocket.  Then he nodded.

	Mariela seemed displeased but nodded in return.  “He’ll want the paperwork of course,” she finally spoke.

	“Of course!  I shall have the certificate prepared immediately.  You look as if you lost a bet, Colonel!”

	Mariela shrugged.  “You win some, you lose some, Doctor.  Thank you.  You,” she spoke down at Karin, “get up.”

	Karin scrambled off the table, hands covered her tattered panties and bra.  

	The Doctor leered openly at her now.  “He will be so pleased!  What a find!”

	Mariela didn’t answer.  She was speaking into a mobile phone.  “Yes Comrade.  Yes, it has been confirmed.  I was mistaken.  No, I’m sure I’ll be able to find a suitable replacement.  Shall we send her?— no, you’re close?  Of course.  It will be good to see you again, Comrade.”  

	Ending her call, she looked at Karin.  “This is a lucky day for you, Karin Vester.  A very lucky day.  I suppose I will have to settle for becoming mistress of this house… if not its inhabitants.  A shame.  I’d built up such loathing for all of you. I’ll have to find a new target to direct it towards.  Lucky for me, Primeva is, as we say in the military, a ‘target rich environment’.”

	Karin shook her head.  “I don’t understand what you’re saying… Colonel!” she added quickly, as Mariela playfully raised her open palm again.

	“It means, girl, that this property has been, by the generosity of the Central Committee, bequeathed to me.  I know it well and it will suit me.”

	“But where will I live?” Karin sobbed.

	Mariela had been a second away from slapping the girl once again when a familiar form entered the open front door.

	“Mister Chinoso?” she blurted in amazement.

	The older black man didn’t address her, all his focus on Mariela.  He looked just as she’d last seen him, only now wearing a fine-cut suit of coffee linen.

	“Thank you for handling this.  Even though our people have demonstrate the greatest forbearance, I still anticipated some looting and raping.  And, given our medical finding,” he nodded towards Karin, “that would have been a shame.”

	Mariela patted his shoulder.  “Congratulations, Comrade, are in order.  Although, I admit I had expected you to hold a, shall we say, higher profile position in the new regime.”

	Chinoso shrugged.  “The Leader was kind enough to grant me a role which allows more flexibility.  The Chief Magistracy of the Capital District will let me continue to serve the Revolution in my own special way,” he assured her.  “And this is now all yours, Mariela!  The stage for our best work, I dare say!The Ministry of Interior pass was very helpful, too.  It allowed me to organise the final stages much more conveniently,” he winked at Karin.

	“Indeed, Knife Man!  We practically crafted entire campaigns here, under this roof!  The things we learned saved many lives,” she noted proudly.

	“I must be off.  See you at the Victory Day ceremony tomorrow,” he promised, turning to leave.

	That was when the day’s third least expected visitor arrived.  It was Paul!

	“Chief Magistrate!   Colonel!” he almost squeaked in surprise. 

	“What are you doing here?” Mariela demanded coldly.

	Her mother’s husband seemed to quake at her question.  His eyes bounced from Karin to Mariela to Chinoso and then to the troopers around the room.

	“I only wished to clean out the house before you took possession, Colonel!  And, and to collect…” he seemed to weakly nod towards Karin.

	“You no longer have any right to be in this property.  And that,” Mariela pointed towards Karin, “doesn’t belong to you.”

	Paul eyed Karin, panic overcome by greed.  “I was led to believe that, as Head of the Coordination Committee, that I was entitled to a, uh, companion.  Naturally, I thought…”

	Karin considered him with disgust.  Paul had hoped to claim her as a… companion?

	“You’re a Minion and entitled to nothing!  If you earn one, you may be given a slut, but this one has already been claimed.  Now crawl out of her before I have you shot!” Mariela warned him.

	With a single glance backwards, Paul scrambled hurriedly out of the townhouse for the last time.

	It was only then that Karin understood what was happening.  Chinoso was pointing at her now, though still not bothering to address her directly.

	“I’m in consultation with the Occupation Policies Committee all afternoon.  Could you have her delivered?” he asked Mariela.

	”Of course.  Where are you staying?”

	“Top floor of the Royal Nordlund—the penthouse.  Lovely amenities and convenient to Government House.  Oh, and do have all her clothes delivered as well,” he requested.  “I’m looking forward to a fashion show,” he winked.

	Karin sat on one of her bags of luggage in the hotel’s storage room.  Huge stacks of bags filled the room, continually increasing as uniformed Minion bellboys deposited new bags on top of them.  She’d been to many affairs at the Nordlund—parties, weddings, balls—but she’d never remembered seeing a white skinned service staff—or a black or brown management staff for that matter.  The country’s best hotel—an old, classic five star dame built a hundred years earlier in the art deco style—had changed hands and was expressing a definitive change in employment policy. 

	She’d been dropped off by the Colonel’s troopers hours ago.  They’d simply told the desk manager that she was “Chinoso’s” and that he’d pick her up later that day.  She’d been instructed by a Prime in charcoal suit and tie to sit in storage and to ‘behave herself’ while she did.  She was still getting used to being spoken to by Primes like this but held her tongue.  At least she’d been able to replace her cut up underwear and slip on some clean shorts and a fresh top.  As she sat, she watched a procession of Primes enter the hotel.  Some were confident, others more tentative, as if trespassing.  The sight of servile Minions in bellboy uniforms who appeared to take their luggage seemed to resolve any lingering timidity.  The Royal Nordlund was now a Prime clientele only establishment and Minions were there only to ensure their stay was a pleasurable one.  That was evident, Karin suspected, by the pretty, nervous pale Minion girls dressed in skimpy maids’ uniforms.  They might be hotel maid staff—but in those uniforms, they probably had more personal duties beyond vacuuming and changing sheets.

	Primes queued in evening check-ins lines and the lines were growing when a bellboy came to collect her.  Refusing to answer any questions, the bright red uniformed man, sporting a silly box cap, led her to the service lift.  The old elevator creaked as it ascended to the twentieth floor, the top one, where it finally opened into a small reception space gracing a door whose bronze plaque invited visitors to the “Chancellor’s Suite”. 

	“What about my bags?” she demanded.

	“I’ll bring them up,” he promised flatly, knocking on the door.  Package having been faithfully delivered, the bellboy disappeared back into the service lift.

	When the door did open, Karin found herself face to face with a ghost.  She also heard herself laugh spontaneously for the first time in at least six months.

	“Gunnar?”

	++++++++

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	CHAPTER 27: ANXIOUS AVOIDANCE

	 

	“I can’t believe it!”  Inga buried her head in his chest, weeping happily.  “Are you ok?”

	As Lars hugged his wife, he lost himself in her embrace, feeling her breasts selling between them, his hands finding her trim hips and bottom just as firm as he’d remembered.  

	“I’m fine.  Got Early Parole for Good Behaviour.  Let me just see you!”

	She dropped her arms and smiled at him.  She looked just like she always did—her teacher’s uniform of white blouse and dark skirt, a little end-of-day tired-- and maybe she’d lost a few pounds-- Her sandy brown hair was shoulder length now, an improvement as far as he was concerned, but she looked like his Inga.  His Inga.  Was she a classic beauty?  No, but she was the mother of his children and a pretty woman. 

	“God, you look amazing!”  He couldn’t resist, drawing her back into a hug and kissing her deeply, a kiss imagined hundreds of times over lonely midnights.

	“We knew you were alive, in a POW camp, but this is… this is like Christmas times a thousand Lars!”  She hugged him hard and they stood like that, a husband and wife arms entangled and blissful, for some time.

	“The kids will be thrilled!” Inga finally expressed, breaking the moment.  “Are you hungry?  You must be hungry!  I’ll fix you something!  Isn’t this place great?  We’re so happy here—we were in a refugee camp for a while and it was… rough.”

	“I’m ok.  Hey, am I imagining something or…”

	Inga blushed, arms immediately crossing over her chest.  After an internal debate, she finally dropped them.

	“Are you wearing a,,, well, a…”  He had taken note of the multiple push-up bras in her dresser.  Maybe it was an optical illusion aided and abetted by fashion.

	“I, uh, he, uh, had me… boosted.  That’s all.  From a B to a C cup, that’s all.  I thought you might like them,” she added hopefully.

	“He?” 

	Inga looked down at her shoes.  Six inch heels he now noticed.  Fire engine red.  

	“My Sponsor.  Mr. Vijay Sharmith, Superintendent of Municipal Public Works for Bollgrund.”

	“Your… sponsor,” Lars repeated slowly, as if learning a new word.

	Inga’s fair brow creased in guilt or sadness or something else Lars couldn’t detect.  “You know how things have… changed since you’ve been away.”

	Lars felt himself growing irrationally angry.  “Yes, I know.  We had Political Re Education classes every night.  I know what a Sponsor is.  But I never thought… I assumed you were too… I mean, you’re past the age limit for Sponsorship!”

	Inga shook her head.  “Look, look— the age limit is thirty five.  I’m only thirty four.  So it won’t be forever, ok?  He’s been kind to us.  He got me my job, he helped us get this place!”

	“And your new fake tits too,” Lars sourly reminded her.

	Inga looked down, hands balled into fists now.  Pounding on her thigh, she looked up at him.  “Yes!  Yes!  What do you want me to do?”

	Lars shook his head, hoping the bad dream would end.  “How are we—how am I—supposed to accept this?”

	She tried to hug him but he pushed her away.  “You think this just affect YOU?  You selfish son of a bitch!  You have no idea what we had to live through!  You think you’re the only Minion husband whose wife is Sponsored by a Prime?”  

	She was right, though the fact offered no solace.  “I’m sorry,” he offered.  It was grudging but it was enough for now.

	Inga brightened.  “We’ll deal with it, ok?  The important thing is you’re home!  Let’s focus on that.  One step at a time, ok?  Anyway, the kids are home from school.  We can talk about this later, ok?”

	At that point, the kids burst in and surrounded their father with hugs.  Kristi and Bent both looked happier than he’d ever seen them.  Like their mother, they might look a little leaner but then he imagined they’d all lost weight since adopting the new Prime menu for Minions.  The dingy white tops advertised them as proud pupils at the “Bollgrund Minion Zone School #5”.

	They caught up over dinner.  Inga found a couple milk crates for Lars to sit on and she quickly served up five plates, each containing a slice of Arti-Loaf and a SoyJoy Biscuit for desert.  She poured two glasses of water for the kids and two glasses of MinWine for herself and her husband.  They all ate the meagre meal ravenously.  The Arti-Loaf seemed a little less cardboardy than the camp variety, for which he was grateful.  The MinWine was sour but even the small taste of alcohol was revivifying after such a dry spell.   As they ate, the screen on the wall came to life and he was watching a cartoon, which seemed to transfix the kids.  It looked childish for kids their age.  

	“What’s that?” he asked.

	“MinTV, Dad!  It comes on at six.  Just for Minions too!”

	Lars nodded.  “Just one channel?”

	Kristi sighed.  “Yeah.  It sucks.  Primes get to watch anything—and all day too!  Like we used to be able to do…” she trailed off then.

	Inga jumped in then.  “You don’t need to be watching TV like you used to!  MinTV is fine for us.  And we love the Claudia show—don’t we Kristi?” she coaxed.

	His daughter shrugged.  “She’s ok, “ she admitted.

	“Oh man, I wish we could watch this!”  It was Bent, excited by what the screen was showing now.

	It was a promo for “The Voice Primeva” and it showed Frida Ebba, the teen pop star, bouncing around on stage in a red string bikini.  The camera offered a close up of her sexy pout as an announcer promised Frida would be losing her ‘good girl’ image forever in this season’s semi-finals.  It winked out with a “Primes Only!” advisory before returning to the crude cartoon of before.  Lars noticed his wife and daughter had been watched the spot with clinical interest.   Bent had been watching with honest male lust.

	“I don’t understand why they show us these promos when we can’t watch them on MinTV!” Bent sulked.

	Kristi’s laugh was bitter and far too knowing for her age.  “Because they want us to know we aren’t invited to the party anymore.  I heard Frida was being sponsored by the Minister of Culture,” she said, before choking off her observation.  Her eyes flipped from her mother to father and back again.

	“Why don’t we let the kids watch tv.  We’ll be in my bedroom kids.”  Inga rose to collect the dishes.

	Kristi popped up.  “It’s ok, Mom.  I’ll clean up.”

	Inga led Lars into their new shared “bedroom”.  

	“I know it isn’t exactly luxurious,” Inga began, sitting down on the mattress.

	But Lars, sitting beside her now, cut her off.  “It is palatial compared to the camp, trust me.”

	Inga rubbed his shoulder.  “You look good.  You’re home now.  It will work out.”

	“It has to, honey.  I’ll start looking for a job tomorrow.”

	Inga smiled.  “Hey!  There’s a new joint venture happening.  A big plant within the Minion Zone!  It’s the Zhan Zun Autonomous Vehicle Works—they manufacture driverless cars.  It’s a Sino-Prime business and it is supposed to be huge!  All the bigshot Primes have driverless cars—it is a real status symbol!  They can’t even keep them in stock.  They’re looking for thousands of workers—I bet you’ll have no problem.”

	“I have my Early Parole Certificate.  That should help,” Lars said, hoping his veteran status wouldn’t in fact be held against him.

	“You bet!  With two jobs, we can save up for some new furniture, maybe some new clothes for the kids!”  Inga was excited now.  It was clear they’d been barely making it on her salary.

	“Of course!  But,” he caressed her soft, pink cheek, “for now, how about we get reacquainted.  OK?”

	Inga winked.  “As long as we keep it quiet, ok?”

	Lars winked back.  Close quarters would pose a challenge from now on but they’d just have to adapt!  He unbuttoned her blouse, revealing the transformation he’d suspect.  Inga’s B cups had graduated into fine, firm C cups, resting in a white cotton bra.  She kicked off the heels and unzipped her polyester black miniskirt, revealing a white cotton bikini thong.  She began to take off her bra when he stopped her.

	“Let me do that,” he whispered.

	She turned, offering her back.  As he unhooked the bra, he saw the tattoo on the small of her back.  “V.S.”  It was a stylised cursive script in red ink that was meant to be seen above a low slung waistband.  Her back stiffened as his fingers traced the letter slowly, knowing exactly what they stood for.

	“He insisted,” Inga explained reluctantly.  “It’s pretty common.”

	He turned her to face him, hands on her breasts, pressing her into him.  They kissed passionately, quietly and without restraint.  He was pushing her down on her back, the television now seeming surreal and loud in the background.  He was pushing the waistband of his shorts down, his erection making it a challenge now when Inga sprang up.  He vaguely realised his wife’s sex was shaven now—another change that surprised and delighted him.

	“No!” she whispered hoarsely.

	Lars jerked back, looking behind him and half expecting an intruder headed through the makeshift curtain.   But there was no one, just the sound of the whatever MinTV show was on beyond the paint tarp wall.

	“What?” he demanded in a frustrated whisper.

	“We can’t!  Not,” here Inga sulked as she put her bra back on, “without permission!”

	Lars pounded the mattress furiously.  “But—you can’t be—I don’t believe this!” he sputtered, still managing to keep his voice out of the kids’ earshot.

	“Anyway, how would he even know?” he asked, ashamed it sounded more like a pout than righteous anger.

	Inga pursed her lips grimly.  “Mobile Loyalty Audits.  You have no idea how much has changed!  If I know the Superintendent, there will be a MLA van waiting at the school tomorrow morning first thing.  They’ll give me a polygraph and the first question I will be asked is if we had sex!  And then we’d both be charged with ‘Unauthorised Conjugal Relations’, arrested and God knows where they’d put the kids—we can’t risk it!”

	“But I just got released!  How would—”

	Inga cut him off wearily.  “They know everything.  They communicate everything.  The Superintendent probably knew when you were being released before you did.”  Bra back on, she placed her husband’s hind on her breast.

	“You like them?  You’re not mad, are you?”  She pressed his hands on her covered breast and he squeezed lightly.

	Lars signed.  “No, I’m not mad.  So can we or can’t we be together?  This is ridiculous.”

	Inga drew her blouse back on now and buttoned it up.  “Of course we can!  We just need permission, that’s all.”

	“From him?” Lars spat acidly.

	Inga gave him a stern warning look.  “Yes, that’s the way it works.  There’s a form we have to—”

	Lars’s palm hit his forehead in disbelief.  “A form?” he laughed bitterly.

	Inga nodded.  “Yes, a form.  We fill it out, I submit it and the Superintendent considers it.  Other wives I know do it all the time.  And yes, if the Sponsor approves it, we can… have relations.”

	Lars ground his teeth.  “It’s been so long,” he growled.

	Inga patted his thigh.  “I know.  Look, you need some sleep.  You have a big day tomorrow and this must all be so strange.  Get some sleep, ok, hon?”

	He nodded.  He was overwhelmed and it was all still so surreal.  And suddenly the sleep deprivation of six months hit him and he dropped back into the mattress as Inga pulled up the dingey sheets over him.  It was right before he lost consciousness that it hit him.  For him, sexual release had been just a teasing dream.  For Inga, it was, he now knew, an integral part of her new status.  She was ‘Sponsored’ and it changed everything.   

	The peck on the cheek woke him.

	“Got to go!  Good luck and see you later!”  It was Inga and morning already.

	Lars stumbled up from the mattress, returning the kiss.  She looked exquisite—every schoolboy’s fantasy of that sexy, serious teacher in a miniskirt and too high heels.  Her photo id badge was pinned incongruously to a too tight black polyester jacket, beneath which she wore a sheer white cotton Oxford blouse.  A red lace bra peeked naughtily out at him.  He buttoned her up with silent admonishment.

	“Inga—really!”

	She rolled her eyes and nodded. “Yes, Sir—whatever you say!  Come on kids—we have to go!” 

	Kristi and Bent were ready, uniformed in their regulation white blouse and shorts, schoolbags shouldered like a couple of soldiers.  They smiled at their father.

	“Have breakfast and get showered and going, ok?  Good luck!”  She leaned in and whispered “I left a note—I’ll see you later!”  

	He saw them off with a hearty, happy wave as they left.  A plastic cup, filled with a thin brown liquid, waited for him, as well as a small slice of Arti-Loaf.  He sipped.  It was cold but tasted vaguely like coffee.  Wake-Ade, he guessed.  He sipped more, feeling more alert.  There was a salty after taste and he wondered if…  He discarded the thought.  Why would a morning drink contain any trace of meth?  It was silly.  He took another sip.  It didn’t taste very nice but he did like the zip it seemed to be giving him.  As he chewed on the tough Arti-Loaf, he picked up the note left for him.

	“Darling,

	Good luck on the interview!  The new plant is all the way down the West End— go left outside the apartment and it is twenty minutes.  Don’t forget to bring your Early Release Certificate!

	My Sponsor called.  He wants to meet you.  He lives at Skelvænget No. 1.  It is outside the Zone but if you are stopped, just tell them that you have permission from Mr. Vijay Sharmith.  Be there at six sharp, ok?  There’s nothing to be nervous about—he just wants to get a look at you!

	XOXOXO, Inga”

	Lars crumpled up the note and flung it at the wall.  He hated being summoned like this.  He didn’t want anything to do with his wife’s so-called ‘Sponsor’ but he supposed he didn’t have much choice.  He rose, picked up the note and smoothed it out.  He was happy to get his mind off the late day meeting and focus on preparing to find work.  Stripping down, he jumped into the shower.  Holding the water release button down, he felt a cold spurt of water spray over him.  It was a challenge to clean himself with the small bar of soap while holding his finger down on the button.  It was a true pain in the ass to wash his hair this way but he’d get used to it.  Drying himself with an already small damp towel, he slipped on his greyed out POW top and shorts.  If only he had something else to wear!   

	The screen was dark except for the advisory that MinTV would be back on the air at 5 PM, but it also told him the time.  It was already 8:05 AM and time to start his job search.  Grabbing his Early Release Certificate, he left the ‘apartment’.  The door had no lock but then there wasn’t much to steal.  Crime was probably the least issue most Minions had these days.  

	The morning walk through the Minion Zone suggested that Minions were trying to rebuild some kind of normality in the Age of the Great Correction.  He saw more ‘estates’ like Arcadia, with Minions trying to brighten them up with flower pots and mats.  There were small shops that offered “Minion Grade Products & Goods”, including food, clothes and second hand items.  He even saw a couple of hole-in-the-wall pubs with “MinBeer on tap!”.  The streets were garbage and rubble strewn but even then small groups on Minion males wearing orange “Municipal” shirts, shorts and sandals were busy clearing them, all under the loose attention of a plump Prime man in a four wheel ATV.

	The Zhan Zun Autonomous Vehicle Works was enormous.  The fenced compound contained numerous three story buildings that sat like massive lazy steel logs, each emitting the raucous music of heavy industrial production lines.  The line outside the plant was long—easily a hundred Minion men and women were queued up before a security check-in, some like himself wearing a POW uniform.  The banner gave him some sense of hope though—“HELP WANTED FOR ALL SHIFTS AND POSITIONS; APPLY WITHIN”.  An hour later and Lars found himself being directed inside the compound into a rabbit warren of huge passageways filled with throngs of Minion workers and Prime managers, identified only by numbers.  He found the one he was looking for at least, with a line of yet another fifty or so Minions, all males, waiting outside the door of one “Mr. Samir el-Diab, Production Manager, Luxury Lines”.  Lars watched as each applicant awaited being summoned by a blonde girl wearing what looked like a pink sailorsuit blouse and skirt, her hair bobbed short and her miniskirt even shorter.  She was maybe twenty, if that.  Finally, it was his turn.

	“Go ahead,” she gestured to the door.  “Good luck!” Her smile was as plastic as the ID badge that identified her as ‘Nookie’.

	Lars entered the office.  It was large, with huge glass windows that allowed the occupant to look down on the hundreds of Minions below busily working on dozens of fast moving manufacturing lines.  A large framed poster of a blueprint of a vehicle stared back at him on the wall behind the oversized desk.  The middle aged man wore an immaculate white shirt and green tie and looked as fearsome as his Yemeni warlord ancestors must have looked a hundred year ago.

	“Thank you for seeing me, Sir,” Lars said, eyes downcast respectfully.

	The man waved his fingers.  “Your papers, boy.”

	Lars placed his Early Release Certificate on the desk, then backed away.

	The man read it, nodding.  “Says here you are a good boy, a real Mimp.  That true boy—you a Mimp with a good attitude?”

	Lars nodded avidly.  “Yes, Sir!  A real Mimp!”  He didn’t know what that was, but if this man wanted him to be one in order to land a job, he would be.

	“Says you’re a soldier here,” the manager asked suspiciously.

	Lars was ready for this though.  “Not much of one, Sir-- I surrendered as fast as I could!”

	The Prime laughed.  Lars noticed the magazine on his desk.  “Management” magazine promised an article on the new ‘Master Class’ of Prime executive, with a suited Prime smiling with a pair of doting, teasing Minion secretaries awaiting his orders.  “Another Minion coward—why am I not surprised?  So, you know your place, boy?  Give me the Pledge.”

	Lars perspired.  After only a second’s hesitation he hoped the manager hadn’t picked up on, he asked “Standing or kneeling, Sir?”

	“Nookie!” he barked, reeling the sailorsuit blonde in instantly.

	“Production Manager?”  Her hands were behind her back, eyes on the floor.  

	The Prime ran his open palm under the hem of her too-short hem.  He must have pinched her, as she suppressed a squeal.  “Coffee,” he ordered, then, turning back to Lars, “Kneeling, I think.”

	Lars lowered himself to his knees.  Forming a heart shape with his hands and raising them over his head, he repeated the mantra every adult Minion was forced to repeat whenever required by a Prime, eyes glued to the floor.

	“I pledge my whole submission to the Prime People. 

	I swear to obey, respect and abase myself before all Primes. 

	I freely acknowledge the superiority of the Prime People and the inferiority of my own.   

	I live to serve!”

	Nookie walked around him, bearing a steaming cup on a saucer.  Lars couldn’t see what was happening, but it sounded like the manager was fondling the Minion assistant.  She moaned and giggled and finally a hard slap landed and she was dismissed.

	“Get up,” the manager finally ordered.  “Do you know what we do here?”

	Lars shook his head.  “Not really, Sir.”

	“We make driverless cars.  Under Chinese license.  The Leader wants a 100% adoption rate within five years and that means we need to make lots of driverless vehicles of all types.  Since Minions are no longer legally permitted to operate vehicles, we need to make driving as labour free as possible.  My division is focused on making luxury cars for PRF party leaders, government ministers and so on.  You think that with training you might be able to do that?”

	Lars nodded.  “Yes, Sir!  I’m very handy.  I used to be a builder, Sir!”

	The man nodded, filling out a form.  “We’ll try you out as a Junior Drone.  You’ll only earn one Prime dollar an hour-- but do a good job and promotion is possible.  You’ll work seven am to five thirty pm, with two five minute breaks and one twenty minute lunch break.  We work six days a week, Sundays are your own.  You’ll be able to lose that,” the Prime said, pointing at Lars’ POW uniform.  “You’ll wear a corporate uniform from now on, on and off duty.  Take this,” he handed Lars a filled out form, “and my office girl will point you to the Supply Room where you can draw your uniform and ID badge.  The cost will come out of your first weeks’ pay packet.  You start tomorrow.  Understand?”

	“Thank you, Sir!” 

	“From now on, you address me as ‘Production Manager’—understand, boy?”

	“Yes, Production Manager!” Lars couldn’t hide his excitement and gratitude.  He would be earning a small fraction of his former income but it was a start.  He would be a breadwinner again, with a family to feed and protect.  It restored some small bit of pride as he collected his new neon green nylon top and shorts.  Turning in his POW uniform, he left wearing his new uniform, one that labelled him a ‘Junior Drone’ in front and a ‘Zhan Zun Autonomous Vehicle Works’ employee on the back.  He broke in the matching green sandals as he grimly headed towards his next appointment, one that filled him with painful uncertainty.

	It took him an hour to make his way to Skelvænget No. 1.  He knew the neighbourhood.  It was graced with large green lawns, fountains and ivy clad two story Colonial Plantation style homes with plenty of room to breathe.  No. 1 was indisputably the grandest, with a wrap around deck and a four car garage.  There was actually a limousine sized driverless vehicle parked, with a small exposed cabin up front and the rear all tinted black.  It looked like the blueprint he’d seen back in the plant.  Lars wasn’t sure exactly what time it was but he was determined to get this nuisance out of the way sooner than later.  Walking up the length of the bricked front path. He knocked on the door.

	A teenage boy wearing a uniform much like his own—except in a shocking pink and bearing   “SHARMITH” labelling.  He was surly.

	“The back entrance!  What are you thinking?” he admonished Lars, slamming the think door right in his face.

	With a sigh, Lars trudged to the back of the property and knocked again, this time on a screen door opening out on a small fenced in entrance.  

	The pink uniformed boy appeared again, this time more agreeable.  “Yes?”

	“I’m Lars Schmidt.  I’m here to see Mister Sharmith.”

	The boy smirked.  “Wait here.  I’ll let him know you’re here, alright?”

	He returned five minutes later, the enigmatic smile still on his less than handsome face.  “He’s busy right now.  You will wait here until he is ready to see you.”

	“Can you tell me what time it is?” Lars asked, but the screen door shut again, the boy disappearing back into the large house.

	The afternoon sun was slipping from mid day yellow to afternoon gold when the boy returned.  “Come with me,” he snapped.

	Lars tread carefully on the expansive Persian rugs, admiring the home’s fine appointments.  It was all crafted, tasteful and expensive—from the overstuffed couches and chairs to the crystal chandeliers and marble topped tables.  The absolute normality of the comfortable affluence—an affluence he had once taken for granted—eroded the small amount of pride he’d picked up from landing a job.  It was all such a nothing compared to the way Primes now lived.

	The boy knocked on a closed door.  “Sir?”

	“Show him in, Puppet!”  It was a clipped, pleased sounding command.

	The boy opened the door just in time for him to see Inga rising from her knees before a seated Prime of Indian descent, a balding middle aged man with a small grey moustache that was bracketed by a small chin beard.  Inga was wiping her chin with her wrist, as she quickly darted to stand behind the chair her Sponsor occupied.  As she re-buttoned her blouse, he recognised the red lace bra she’d chosen that morning.  The Prime man, sitting comfortably, grinned.  He ignored the retreating Inga.

	“Come closer, boy.”

	Lars walked a few steps forward.

	“Puppet, a citranova.  Would you like some water, boy?  You look nervous,” the dark skinned man observed wryly.

	Lars shook his head.  “No, thank you… Sir.”

	The Indian Prime chuckled.  “Get him some anyway.”

	The Minion teen returned bearing a silver serving tray.  He handed Lars a plastic cup of water, then assumed a station next to his master, who picked up the cocktail tumbler filled with ice and a cola brown liquid.  The Indian was like a king, with his serving boy on his left and his Minion mistress—his wife Inga—on his right.

	“Congratulations!”  He raised his tumbler.  “I understand you have found employment.”

	Lars toasted him back, sipping his water.  “Yes, thank you…Sir.”

	The Indian man leaned back into the overstuffed red leather chair.  “A drone.  A fine occupation for a Minion.  Prime industry has great need of menial labour.  It will keep you focused and productive.  Every man—even a Minion man—needs a job to feel useful in this world.  I myself used to ‘ride the barrels’.  Do you know what that is, boy?”

	Lars looked down.  “No Sir.”

	“I worked Bollgrund sanitation—a garbage man.  I rode on the back of the truck and tipped the trash barrels left on the curb.  It was a dirty job, a smelly job, an unpleasant job.  Now all those jobs will be done by Minions.  Now, I am the Superintendent of Municipal Public Works for Bollgrund and I have hundreds of Minion boys like you ‘riding the barrels’, hauling Prime trash.”

	Lars wasn’t sure what to say and so remained quiet.

	“I’ve been thinking.  Some Sponsors find these little ‘reunions’ between Minion spouses quite tiresome.  And I’m sure you can’t be pleased with this… situation we find ourselves in.  As Inga’s Sponsor, it is my right to dissolve your marriage.  All I have to do is fill out some paperwork and,” he snapped his brown fingers, “it is over with.”

	“No!”  Both Lars and Inga had involuntarily begged in unison, and now looked at each other in horrified surprise.

	The seated Prime didn’t react.  He merely sipped his cocktail, dunking a finger in to twirl the ice and wiping it on a white linen napkin residing on the silver tray.  The Minion teen serving boy remained silent, but a hint of a smile suggested he was enjoying the scene his master was orchestrating.

	“An outburst!  I will see to this shortly.  But, to return to the subject, I do wonder if it might be better for both of you.  It can be a challenge requiring much discipline for a Minion boy to accept his wife’s Sponsorship.  And for the Sponsored, it means a hundred percent focus on her Sponsor.  What do you think, boy?”  He sat back, waiting for Lars to respond.

	“Sir, please let us remain married.  We would both be deeply grateful and we would take care that our marriage would in no way interfere Inga’s Sponsorship,” he pleaded, with as much dignity as he could muster.

	That seemed to please the Prime.  “It is true that Minion institutions are of little account these days, but I do believe—as many other Primes do--” here he waved his tumbler to punctuate the point, “that an intact Minion family produces more loyal Minions.  And you two do have a couple of brats already, do you not?”

	Lars swallowed hard.  “A daughter and son, Sir.”

	“I do know that even after getting the teaching job I arranged for her—as well as placement in superior Minion housing—Inga is still struggling financially.  Between the two of you now, perhaps you can have a more comfortable life.  You’d be grateful for that, wouldn’t you, my little Minx?”  He slipped his arm around Inga’s waist and possessively patting her backside.

	Inga smiled angelically.  “I would be ever so grateful, Superintendent!”

	“You’re sure about this boy?  You’ll do whatever it takes to keep your little marriage together?”

	Lars caught the Prime’s eye briefly, then lowered his own.  “I would, Sir.”

	Then the Prime slapped his thigh, laughing.  “I think I knew you might.  I had the minx tested this morning.  You two were good little Minions last night.  Inga proved her loyalty and you didn’t force her either.  I was must impressed.  After so long apart, Inga maintained her loyalty to me rather than surrender to you.”

	“It would have been against the law, Sir,” Lars meekly noted.

	“Quite right.  Very well, I’ll allow you to remain married.  Don’t disappoint me though!”

	“Thank you, Superintendent!” Inga gushed.

	“Thank you very much Sir!” Lars exclaimed.

	The Prime stood up.  “Very well.  Our business for now is almost concluded.  Before I dismiss you, missy,” he pointed his finger at a suddenly concerned Inga, “there’s the matter of your outburst!”

	Inga looked away miserably.

	“Puppet, my flogger for this one.”  

	The teen boy bowed, left and returned shortly with an evil looking short black handle with multiple foot long tails dangling from it, all presented on the silver serving tray.

	“Assume the position, Inga!”

	His wife reluctantly wiggled out of her miniskirt, revealing silky red panties matched with a red lace garter belt which held up sheer red stockings.  She faced a table, placed her head in her arms face down on the table and spread her legs, teetering in the six inch black heels.  It seemed a practiced and very familiar ritual.

	“One of the many reasons for your defeat was that you Minions never knew how to properly discipline your females.  Or use them for that matter.  Inga’s admitted you never so much as took her over your knee!  A typical mimp.  And as far as being trained to please in different ways, I can assure you I have enjoyed initiating her in many new skills.  A Minx doesn’t just require discipline—they crave it.  But only when it is dished out by a real man.  Ten, Inga.”

	And with that, his wife’s thrashing began.  Lars was helpless as the Prime delivered righteous stroke after stroke.  His wife was in tears by the fourth but she remained silent otherwise, her twitching backside the only evidence to any involuntary resistance.  Finally, it was over.

	The Indian Prime pointed the flogger at Lars.  “That’s how you discipline a Minx!” he assured him, then dropped it back on the silver tray.

	“That will warm her up for later.  You don’t mind if I borrow your little wifey for the night, do you boy?”  The Prime stared down Lars.

	“No, Sir.  Not at all.”

	“Take a shower and get that Zone stink off you—then put on something that will surprise me,” he said over his back.  Inga nodded, avoiding her husband’s eyes, and scrambled out of the room hastily.

	“Then we only have one more piece of business to attend to!  Puppet, bring the box.”

	The teen obeyed, returning with a package on the tray.  Lars read the text on it.  “The Governor” featured a Caucasian man’s genitals in a tube cage fitting.

	“Expensive.  Top of the line from Castus!  But I can afford it.  Now, boy, this is to ensure your wife’s fidelity an dto remove any temptation for you.  I can’t assume your self-discipline will hold up over the long term, so this is, I’m afraid, going to be mandatory.  Puppet?”

	The boy began unpackaging the chastity device with a sad frown on his own face.  

	“My houseboy doesn’t like his very much either.  Still— Puppet, please do the honours.”

	The boy knelt down before Lars and pulled down his new corporate green spandex shorts, his penis popping out of the confining material comically.

	Without a word, Lars pushed the boy back firmly and began pulling up his shorts.

	“I see.  Well, then I will have to reconsider dissolving your marriage after all,” the Prime Sponsor needled.  

	Beaten, Lars pulled his shorts back down, wincing as the houseboy slipped on the steel device and depressed as he heard the definitive click of the device lock.  He stood there dumbly with his shorts down, absorbing the degradation in despair.

	“Cheer up boy!  You’ll get used to it.  And this doesn’t mean you won’t be allowed to play with your wifey!  Submit a Conjugal Relations Permission Form and I promise, I will consider it, alright?  I want you to have something to look forward to—I’m not a monster!  And since you’ve accepted your new place so politely, I’ll allow you a little treat right now.  How does that sound?”

	Lars’s ears pricked up.  Was the Prime suggesting he might have relations with his wife now?  He nodded, suddenly smiling.

	“Please, Sir!”  It was humiliating but he no longer cared.

	The Prime smirked.  “Very well.  Puppet, bring in a copy of the Kongestad Journal.  And the picture.”

	That seemed to spring the houseboy into action.  Soon he was placing sheets from the broadsheet on the floor and was positioning a stool.  Finally, when Lars saw what he placed on the stool, his hopes froze.  It was a framed photo pf his wife, wearing a microkini that barely covered her sex and only barely covered her nipples.  She was on her knees, presenting up her breasts lewdly and licking her lips.  It was the pose of a desperate whore hoping to lure a customer.

	“Puppet?”

	The houseboy produced a key and unlocked Larrs’ penis from captivity.  He was staring at the photo, a hunger in his eyes.

	“Go on.  But don’t take all day.  Do confine your mess to the newspaper and don’t take too long.”

	Lars stared at the photograph. His body threatened to humble him as his penis grew erect at the sight of his wife in such a slutty pose.  Then an inner pride returned.  He pulled the device back on, clicking the lock tight himself.

	“No, thank you, Sir.”  He wouldn’t humiliate himself this way.

	The Prime nodded.  “Very well.  Puppet, would you like--?”

	“Yes, please, Superintendent!  Please?” the boy whined.

	Taking the key to Lar’s device from the houseboy, he then exchanged it with another.  The teen busily used it to unlock himself and, without missing a beat, began masturbating to the image of Slut-Inga, posing and provoking and responding to the boy’s fantasies in his mind.

	“Puppet used to be one of your wife’s students.  I think he’s got a bit of a schoolboy crush on her!  I reward him for superior service this way—he’s ever so grateful.  I do hope you don’t regret your decision,” the Prime shrugged.  “In any case, you better see yourself out and hustle—the Minion curfew starts in thirty minutes so you’d better make a race off it!”

	Lars bowed and shorts now pulled up even tight over the unwanted extra between his legs, he sprinted towards the Zone, leaving the Superintendent, Inga and the houseboy Puppet to their own devices for the moment.

	He made the trip back with two minutes to spare.  The kids were home and looked up from the screen, smiling.

	“Where’s Mom?” Bent asked.

	Lars gritted his teeth.  “She won’t be home tonight,” he blurted.

	Kristi’s sad smile said it before she opened her mouth.  “She’s staying with her Sponsor,” she answered her brother’s question.  It was a flat statement, not requiring any further explanation.

	Her brother nodded, his eyes silently accusing his father, before returning to the screen.  
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	CHAPTER 28: TORMENT

	 

	“You look like a gay mime!”

	Chinoso smiled as he heard the girl’s laughter.  It was like the tinkling of piano keys!

	“Please, you have to come in,” Fetch pleaded.  “I can’t explain right now.  He’s waiting!”

	“Who’s waiting?”

	With that Chinoso rose from his desk and made his way to the penthouse foyer.

	“I am, Karin—your new Sponsor,” he explained.  

	The girl’s jaw dropped.  “My… what?”  Her amazement’s focus had switched from the houseboy’s admittedly farcical uniform to his calm assertion.

	“Come in and I’ll explain,” he promised.  She trailed him into the large, well appointed sitting room.  

	He settled himself in his favourite chair, one that afforded him the magnificent view of Kongestad from twenty floors up—a capital city he had labour so long and so hard to conquer for his people.

	“A citranova, Fetch.”

	The handsome young man bowed and left the room.

	“Why is Gunnar dressed that way?” Karin asked, standing before him.  She’d made a superb concubine—once broken in and trained, he noted with pleasure.

	The houseboy’s uniform was absurd.  The spandex top and shorts were a floral rose pattern, as were the matching rubber sandals. He wondered if she had noticed the boy’s much lighter pixie-cut blonde hair—dyed an unnatural platinum that nevertheless seemed to compliment his now ‘look’.

	“You mean ‘Fetch’—that’s the name he answers to now.  He’s wearing his houseboy uniform.  As for the style, I’m assured by a very successful fashion marketer that it is a very ‘in’ look for Minion male domestic servants.”

	Karin crossed her arms.  “A servant?  Gunnar Brandt comes from one of the wealthiest families in the Dominion!”  Her confident aplomb was so amusing!

	“Well, he certainly was,” he admitted, accentuated the past tense.  “But as you know, the new government has expropriated the domestic wealth of all Minions for the benefit and welfare of the Prime people.  What was providential was collecting Fetch for the purposes of laying claim to the family’s overseas assets.  It was easy enough to lure him with the promise of escape—a berth on a ship leaving Dominion waters.  For the record, he was always told there was only ever one place on the boat.  He would have gladly abandoned you, if he’d been able to.”

	At that moment, Fetch returned with his citranova on a serving tray.  He took the glass and sipped with pleasure, then placed it back on the tray.

	“I knew he’d have the knowledge necessary to drain down the family’s significant holdings and he was given the chance to trade that in exchange for his life.  He’s such an entrepreneur and knew it was the deal of a ‘lifetime’!”  He chuckled—he couldn’t help himself.  Draining Danish-Pacific holdings had netted several hundred million US dollars, enough to merit a personal thank you note from the Leader.  

	“In a moment of pity, I took the boy on as a domestic.  He’s fortunate—I doubt he’d have lasted long in a role demanding any kind of physical labour.  As it was, it took several months of shock collar training to really whip him into shape.”

	Fetch trembled at the mention of a shock collar and the tray shook slightly.  The memories were quite fresh!

	“But don’t worry—I shouldn’t think you’ll require a shock collar.  Very few Minion males do and female Minions respond naturally to authority.”

	Karin glared at him, arms still crossed.

	“And so here we are.  You’re a VERY lucky girl, Karin.”

	Her snarky bitch face was exactly what he’d hope to bring out.  She didn’t reply.

	“I wasn’t sure.  Of course, I knew you two love birds were involved—between what I observed myself and what Mariela told me.  Of course, I was sure Fetch was pressuring you but then I also had a sense of your upbringing as well.”

	She stiffened at that.

	“Fortunately for you, you seemed to have resisted the charms of young Fetch here, which means you’re a virgin.”  With that, he flourished the doctor’s Certificate of Virginity at her, delivered earlier.  

	She blushed in confusion, her peaches and cream complexion reddening.

	“That has saved you from a far more dire role as the Colonel’s domestic, I can promise you!  And now I have my own set of two of the Dominion’s best and brightest—as my Houseboy and Sponsored Tea Girl!”  He clasped his hands together in triumph.  “What a pretty pair you two do make!”

	Karin looked in disgust at Fetch then back at him.  “What do you mean ‘sponsored’?”

	He steepled his fingers, looking over them with immense satisfaction.  “With the institution of the People’s Republic of Primeva, new laws have come into place that are designed to make our nation more stable and productive.  A key part of this program is the institution of the Sponsorship Laws, under which all adult females between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five now fall.  This program has already been instituted in the provinces the PRF had occupied and now it will roll out nationally.”

	He paused and took another sip of the citranova.  A bottle of the exquisite liquor cost the equivalent of an average Minion’s monthly wages.  In one sense, perhaps that’s what made it such a mellow indulgence!  But he needed to continue.

	“All Minion females in that age group are eligible for Sponsorship by Primes.  You will begin to notice that many of your former celebrities and public personalities have been sponsored by high profile Primes.  These are Priority List girls—Minion females selected for their high status.  You are NOT a Priority List girl,” he added, then took another sip.

	Karin looked beyond him, at the cityscape that was so captivating.  He could tell she was processing what he was telling her now.  

	“That said, you ARE considered an A grade Minion female.  I applied to sponsor you as long as you were certified to be a virgin—which, surprisingly for a Minion, you are.  I applied to Sponsor you and in their generous wisdom, the Central Committee approved my application.  As your Sponsor, I have legal guardianship over you for a period of five years.  I have the option to renew your sponsorship for another five years, right up until you reach the age of thirty five.  You are twenty one, so for the next fourteen years, if I choose to continue to sponsor you, you will be my legal ward.”

	Karin’s eyes welled up.  “W-what does that mean?” she demanded weakly.  She looked helplessly at Fetch, who avoided her eyes.

	He sipped again.  “It means that from now on, you no longer need to worry about thinking for yourself.  I will do all the thinking for you.  All you need to do is obey me and learn to please me.  It is a prospect I have entertained since you were sixteen.  You really blossomed that year and you’ve only grown more lovely since.  You shall work in my office, the Planning Commission, as a Tea Girl.  You will earn a salary, which I will administer.  If you prove worthy, I will give you an allowance, with the rest accumulating for future use as a dowry.  You will live here, in my residence.  When not working, you will learn to satisfy me as a Minion concubine.”

	Karin’s courage finally departed her, tears racing down her cheeks.  The pretty blonde girl physically rocked back in revulsion and fear.  He finished the rest of the citranova.  Another?   Why not.

	“Fetch, bring me another.  And the Correction Cart.  And the new diary.  And a…” he considered.  What would be an appropriate implement?

	“… cane.”

	Fetch bowed, his eyes conveying the deepest sympathy for Karin, and disappeared to comply with his Master’s wishes.  And so he should, he considered.  Fetch had been educated with the cane often enough!

	Karin watched as Gunnar wheeled out a tall hotel luggage cart.  It looked unremarkable until she noticed the handcuffs dangling from the curved top rack and those cuffed to the base.  He then returned, bearing a silver tray containing a refilled glass and a stainless steel cane with a black leather handle.  Her instincts screamed Run! but her physical courage had long since evaporated.

	Chinoso picked up the cane, swinging the thin two foot rod through the air, creating an audible whoosh!, like a fencer.  His old face seemed younger now, glowing in satisfaction.

	“It is a growing standard practice that Sponsors give a newly sponsored Minx a good taste of precautionary discipline.  I agree with this practice.  Besides,” he grinned, “you will do well with some warming up for our evening date.  Now, strip!”

	Karin was not going to strip.  As helpless as she felt, she would refuse to take her clothes off in front of this creature!

	Chinoso smiled.  “If you don’t strip right now, your Induction Discipline will be doubled from twenty to forty strokes.  And if necessary, I can have Whiphands up here in five minutes who will strip you anyway.  You’re a smart girl—almost a Rhodes Scholar!  Don’t be stupid.”

	The prospect of that thing biting into her twice as many times terrified her.  She sensed her hands pulling herself out of her blouse without even thinking.  Soon, she finally squeezed out of her panties, hands attempting to provide modesty in futility.

	“Mount the cart.  Fetch—buckle her in for her ride.”

	She obeyed, numbly feeling Gunnar’s hands gently lock cuffs around first her ankles, then, raising her arms over her head, her wrists.

	Chinoso examined her then with an almost clinical manner.  Then, flexing the steel rod, he moved behind her, beyond her line of vision.

	“Here boy—the drink!” the monster seemed to roar.  Gunnar give her one more small, sympathetic smile, then, instead of helping her—defending her as he was bound to do—instead, lifted the tray containing the damn drink!

	The first stroke was a physical shock.  The second was agony.  After that, they were unbearable, as white pain seemed to blind and envelop her like a shroud knit from nettles.  Karin had lost count and still screaming for mercy when she realise the strokes had stopped.  All she could hear was the knocking of ice cubes inside an empty cocktail glass.

	Bleary eyes still closed, she felt rather than saw Chinoso move to face her.  

	“Fetch, take the diary.  Note the date and time, as well as the teaching aid used and number of stroked administered.  In ‘description’, write ‘Sponsorship Induction Session’.  You will keep Karin’s Discipline Diary on the shelf the pantry next to yours and you will be responsible for cataloguing all Karin’s corrections.”

	Her boyfriend looked down meekly.  “Yes, Chief Magistrate!”

	Chinoso then ran his thumb between her spread legs.  Instinctively, she tried to close them but they were firmly cuffed apart.  Cupping her vulva, the black man ran his thumb over her public bush.

	“Shave her for me.  Until she learns to attend to it herself, you will ensure she’s as smooth as silk.  Understand, boy?”

	Gunnar’s head bobbed up and down.  “Yes, Chief Magistrate!”

	“Leaver her here for another hour—let her first lesson sink in.  At three, I want you both watching PBC,” he ordered, pointing at the wide flat screen on the wall.  It will be an historic event and you should experience it live.  I’ll be back by six and I want this place vacuumed and dusted.  And wear the apron—I bought it for you for a purpose!”

	“Yes, Chief Magistrate,” Gunnar replied glumly.

	“Pick something out for her.  Imagine YOU were popping her cherry instead of me—what do you fantasize she’d be wearing if it were you that had the pleasure?  Be creative but I DO want a virginal theme,” Chinoso instructed, even as he pulled on a suit jacket and straightened his tie.

	“Yes, Chief Magistrate,” came Gunnar’s deferential response.

	“After I do the honours, I’m scheduled to appear at a number of Victory Day balls.  I’ll need my evening clothes ready and shoes shined,” the black ogre told Gunnar, who disgusted her to the point of cringe.

	“Yes, Chief Magistrate!”  Could he say anything else?, Karin thought in contempt.

	Chinoso then patted her wet cheek, even as she dared to look at him with barely concealed hatred.  

	“I have matters of state to attend to.  But be patient—I will be back soon enough and we will get on with the business of deflowering you, my little Minx!  I look forward to enjoying a very tight fit.”
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	CHAPTER 29: THE REVOLUTION WILL BE TELEVISED

	 

	“Damn it, Gunnar, let me down!”

	It had been an hour since he’d wheeled her into a spacious walk-in closet which held at least fifty men’s suits, shoes and other more clothes.  Karin had been recovering from her thrashing and the cool darkness was soothing.  She heard a vacuum cleaner rolling across floors outside.  When he’d returned to roll her back into the sitting room, she could see the rug brushed neatly and she smelled a sharp cleaning fluid in the air.  Then he had started this insane chore he’d been given.

	Heedless of her furious demand, he simply rubbed the warm, soapy water over her public mound, then picked up the disposable plastic razor.

	“Please Karin, stop thrashing around, ok?” he pleaded.  “I don’t want to hurt you, ok?”

	She sighed and obeyed, feeling the steel blade begin robbing her of her softy, downy brown mound.  Not that it was a jungle or anything—she trimmed during warm months to allow for more revealing swimsuits.  Now it was disappearing fast as he drew the blade up and down.  When he had finished, he stared at her now pink, denuded sex hungrily before applying a half, cream, half wax.  

	“This will help later.  It will feel weird at first, but you’ll get used to it,” he promised.

	“How the hell would you know?  Why are you doing this, Gunnar?” she spat.

	He just shook his head.  “Your luggage is here.  I’ve got to pick out an,” he paused, “outfit for you for when Chief Magistrate returns.  I’ll be right back.”

	“Gunnar, get back here!” she yelled, now angry that he was deserting her.  

	He wasn’t gone long.  Holding up a pair of pink hair bands.  Inexpertly, he bunched up her shoulder length hair to her right, slipping the pink band over it creating a pigtail, then repeated the task on her left.  She had stopped wearing her hair this way when she was twelve!

	“Here, let’s get these off, ok?”  He unlocked her ankles, then slipped up a white silk thong over her legs.  A return to partial modesty was a relief. 

	“Now, these,” Gunnar said, unlocking her wrists, finally allowing her arms to fall.  He held up a simple white lace bralet, a bright pink rosette between the cups adorning it.  “Please—put it on, ok?”

	She snatched the delicate bra out of his hands, snarling.  Ironically, she’d bought it with him in mind.  Now, instead of sharing the romantic discovery, he leered at in in impotent jealousy.  She hurriedly swept it on and slipped the single hook into place.

	“Why didn’t you stop him, Gunnar?   Why are you allowing him to treat me this way?  Are you just going to let him do whatever he wants with me?  What kind of a man are you?”

	His shoulders slumped.  “What do you expect me to do?”

	“Let’s get out of here!  Get me some proper clothes and—”

	But she could tell he was well past the point of any such thinking.  “Look, I’m not going back to the collar—you have no idea what it is like living with a shock collar.  Besides, where would we go?”

	“Well, we’d…” she started, then ended before she began.  He was right.  It was hopeless.  They wouldn’t make it outside the hotel, let alone Kongestad.

	“Then, then YOU fuck me!  Go on—I’d rather you did it to me than that black traitorous bastard!”  With that, he thrust herself in his arms, hugging him and trying to kiss him.

	Gunnar pushed her off in terror.  “Are you crazy?  Do you know what he’d do to me?  To you?  My God, Karin—you can’t even think about something like that!  Besides… I couldn’t if I wanted to.”

	“What do you mean?” she asked, but he wouldn’t answer.  “God damn it Gunnar—it isn’t like you haven’t seen every naked inch of me!  What do you mean you couldn’t if you wanted to?”

	He didn’t answer, merely looking down at the waist of his laughable rose floral spandex shorts.  Brazenly, she yanked them down, revealing some kind of metal cage that covered his penis.

	“What the hell is that?” she gawked.

	Angrily, Gunnar pulled his shorts back up.  “It’s my Castus, if you must know,” he replied almost sniffily.  It was hard not to laugh.  “Chief Magistrate says it keeps me… focused on my duties.”

	“Can you take it off?” Karin asked, now fascinated.

	He nodded.  “Well, I can’t—Chief Magistrate has the key—but he can unlock me.”

	“Does he?” Karin pressed.

	He sighed.  “No.  Especially not now—since you’re here.  Come on—it’s almost three o’clock.”

	
Gunnar found the remote and clicked the power button.  

	“That’s Drunninglund Palace!” Karin exclaimed, sitting on the couch next to him.  

	It was a scene she’d never imagined.  An announcer narrated in a smooth Western African English, presumably for the PBC, whose logo had replaced the old DBC.  

	“—The Leader, known to many insiders as ‘The Player’, a nickname based on his well known interest and study of Game Theory.  Many have attributed the success of the Revolution to the Leader’s expertise in this science.  To his right is the Minister of Information, Kabemba Munda—also known as the ‘Violin Spider’ for his ability to weave webs of propaganda which were so successful in galvanising the Prime people in their struggle for liberation.  Chief Magistrate Chinoso is, as always, on the Leader’s left.  A long time PRF party leader, Chinoso has been a key influencer on strategy and recently named by the Leader as head of the Planning Commission, which has proposed sweeping changes in establishing the Great Correction through laws, regulations and initiatives.  Field Marshal NadifKalejaiye, confirmed as head of Primeva’s armed forces and great hero of the reduction of the Oranian Pocket, sits to the right.  Samnang Dara, Head of Domestic Security and Chief of the so-called Whiphands Terror Troops looks to be having a chat with Kissa Yeboah, just confirmed as Chief Justice of the High Court of Primeva and author of the new Minion code.”

	The platform held hundreds of newly minted Prime officialdom, come to celebrate the inaugural Victory Day ceremony.  Of course, both of them were focused not on the Primes, but on the Minion women below the landing, sitting on the mowed green lawn in a row right below the Prime elites.  

	“We are also seeing the public introduction of some of the first Priority List girls accompanying their new Sponsors.  Many viewers might recognise, for example, the blonde Minion at the Minister of Propaganda’s feet.  Hannah Claydon is now sponsored by the Minister, who tells us we might soon see the former news anchor perform on PBC productions in the future.  Despite initial criticism of the Priority List program, recent polls suggest that, as everyday Primes are enjoying the fruits of victory, there are fewer objections to the program.  Seventy three percent of respondents in a PBC poll say they believe those who were responsible for destroying the Dominion deserve P List rewards!”

	A murmur ran through the assembled Primes, then a hush.  A hundred PRF flags flew proudly behind the landing, the Royal Castle in the background.  The weather was perfect, a blue, cloudless sky lit by a golden sun above.  A Prime man who could have been thirty or fifty, wearing a charcoal grey suit, stood up.  The Leader.  For someone who had accomplished the impossible, he seemed utterly ordinary in almost every way.  He walked to a waiting dais to address his audience, both those on the palace grounds and the rest of the world waiting for the first public address of the new leader of the People’s Republic of Primeva.

	“I welcome the members of the new government, including our brave officers, ministers and newly sworn in members of the Primevan Parliament.  Welcome to the Central Committee, Provincial governors and party cadre leaders.  And, of course, I welcome every Prime man, woman and child who represent the future of our people.”

	This elicited strong applause, which the Leader allowed to die down before continuing.

	“I am pleased to open this first official ceremony commemorating the victory of our people. Victory Day will henceforth be a public holiday, one requiring observation by all Minions.  It will be a day for Prime celebration of our triumph and a day of reflection by Minions on the righteousness of their subjugation!”

	Tumultuous cheers erupted, rolling across the manicured grounds like thunder.

	“I am pleased to report the Central Committee has approved the new Minion Code, which shall provided the basis of the legal relationship between Minions and the Prime government.  This code is eloquent in its simplicity.  Let me share it with you now.  

	Prime Rights supersede all Minion privileges, without exception.

	Minions are residents of Primeva; they are not citizens.

	Minions have no, and shall never have, the right to vote, run for public office or hold a government position.

	Minion privileges are granted through the appropriate government ministries.

	Minion justice is administered through the Court for Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations.

	Once the Court has ruled on a matter, no further appeals are permitted.”

	Each point was interrupted with now rapturous response, the dignitaries howling their approval until hoarse.  It sent a chill through Karin.

	“Before we continue, I wish to recognise the bravery of our soldiers, who fought so hard for this victory and will continue to defend it.  Field Marshal, if you please?”

	The ex-mercenary who had led the PRF forces rose and joined the Leader.  With that, drums began beating a tattoo.  The drums seemed to cue the march of a most unlikely military formation.  Karin gasped as ten single file columns of Minion women, each containing perhaps a hundred women each, marched to face the assembled Prime elite.  Sporting khaki garrison caps and camouflage patterned bras and panties and black high heels, they wore nothing else.  Wheeling to face the rank of official, they stopped in perfect unison and a thousand Minion semi-clad women snapped a salute, then fell back into a position of ease, legs spread, arms folded behind their backs, breasts thrust forward and eyes cast to the green lawn.

	“Field Marshal, in recognition of the Army’s tireless devotion, I offer you the full compliment of the unit formerly known as the Queen’s Women’s Guard Regiment.  I now give you the Comfort Corps, which you may now use to reward your brave officers and troops.  In addition, the nation also gifts you the facility formerly known as the Winter Palace in Jernbjerg Province, now to be used as a Hospitality and Comfort Station.”

	As the Field Marshal shook the Leader’s hand in ecstatic gratitude, the drums resumed and the girls marched off into what Karin assumed would be a difficult and humbling future.

	As the field cleared, the Leader continued.  “The world is beginning to accept the reality of our victory.  I am pleased to share this news, delivered to me within the last hour.  The government of Russia is pleased to be the first major power to recognise this government.  Others will follow shortly and those who were in sympathy with the old regime will have no choice but to accept our rulership!”

	More delirious cheers.

	“We shall now accept the official submission of the House of Sellander.”

	Karin clutched her sides, wishing she could look away as the Royal Family—Queen Karla, Crown Princess Katrine and Princess Sofie—was ushered by black uniformed Whiphands before the Leader. A machine gun nudged Princess Sofie forward.  She wore, as did her older sister and mother, nothing but  scarlet red heart pasties with tassels, a tiny red tong and red stilettos.  Karin felt crushing shame for her.  She was the ‘good’ princess, studious, not as pretty as her older sister, and now she was white with absolute fear.  The Leader snapped his fingers and the Princess minced before him, raised her hands to form a heart shape and began reciting memorised lines, her voice weak and quavering.

	 “I pledge my whole submission to the Prime People. 

	I swear to obey, respect and abase myself before all Primes. 

	I freely acknowledge the superiority of the Prime People and the inferiority of my own.   

	I live to serve!”

	Once complete, she approached the Leader, dropped to her knees and prostrated herself, with face to the ground, bottom raised and arms flung forward in a position of utter submission Karin had never seen another women make before a man.

	Now the applause was mingled with derisive laughter.

	Crown Princess Katrine was pushed forward.  She stumbled forward, throwing angry looks at her guards, then straightened herself.  Karin watched as the blood rose, her complexion growing scarlet.

	“No!  Don’t”! she warned, anticipating what was to happen next.

	Steadying herself, Katrine stamped forward and screamed in defiance.  “No!  No!  No!”  It was an act of hopeless anguish, one that should have provoked admiration but instead ignited fury from the audience.

	The Leader rose and waved his hand.  The growls subsided and then there were black clad Whip hands seizing the Crown Princess.  Karin was momentarily confused—they weren’t removing her from the field—when the other Whiphands arrived with two steel poles, which they proceeded to pound into the ground.  Katrine was then secured by her wrists and ankles by cuffs on the poles.  She looked up at the Leader looming above her, sneering behind her long, red mane of hair.

	“Twenty,” the Leader instructed.  A Whiphand positioned himself behind the bound Crown Princess and snapped a bullwhip, which restored the crowd to a good humour.  

	Karin looked at the Queen.  She had closed her eyes tightly, but remained waiting to offer her own, final submission.

	“Begin.”

	The whip landed.  A second camera provided a view of the whip’s work.  Red strips began covering the Crown Princess’s bar back.  No matter how hard she swung to avoid the next lash, it always fell hard on the intended target.  The crowd grew ever more boisterous as the Crown Princess’s angry defiance soon gave way to profanity and very soon thereafter, agonised pleas and desperate apologies. She had lost consciousness by the sixteenth stroke, but the Whiphand continued until he’d completed his task.  She was then uncuffed and carried off.  There was only the Queen’s submission left to make.

	The Queen didn’t hesitate.  It seemed to Karin that submission would almost be a relief now for her.  As she raised her hands to form the heart shape, the Leader stood.  Holding up his right index finger, he lowered it downward.  In obeisance, Queen Karla the First sunk to her knees.  With heart shaped hands above her, she repeated the humiliating pledge her youngest daughter had made.

	After she had finished, she was ordered to rise.  She and Sofie were flanked by Whiphands.

	“I hereby declare the dissolution of the House of Sellander and the institution of the monarchy,” the Leader announced. “To ensure that no pretender shall ever make an illegal claim, I shall personally sponsor Karla, Katrine and Sofie Sellander.  And to mark this day, I now order the demolition of Dronninglund Castle.”

	At this declaration, the seat of the monarchy, the storied walls of the monarchs of the Dominion, were unsettled by a deep, unearthly boom.  Then, as if deprived of any further function, they shrugged and collapsed in a cloud of dust.  At that moment, a further cry of astonishment rose from the crowd.  Karin watched the Queen and Princess were led away, both in a state of the deepest shock.

	As the last stones tipped into a now huge dusty crater grave, the Leader went on.

	“As you can see, we have now truly entered into a new era—an Age of Correction.  This government’s first obligation is to ensure Primes now come into their own—possession of this nation and all the riches due to them.  We have already seen a large number of Primes assuming new roles and taking occupancy of new homes.  This process will continue until every Prime has benefited and will not be complete until this goal has been achieved.

	As for the Minions, their future is more questionable.  There are those who suggest they are a distraction and that Primeva might be better served with a Minion Free land.  That the decadence the Minions represent might corrupt ourselves.  

	There are those who believe the Minions as representing a valuable resource to our people in the form of labour.  That they are capable of adapting to their new inferior status in our society.

	These are weighty matters and I will continue to evaluate the implications of both paths.  However, for the moment, I ask my Prime brothers and sisters to treat those Minions who obey the law as subjects worthy of our official protection.  As long as a Minion follows Prime instruction, there should be no violence done to them.  To facilitate this policy, most Minions have been removed to Minion Zones, where they can contribute without making a nuisance of themselves.  

	To conclude, I wish the entire nation a healthy and happy Victory Day, a day which you may all have to treasure and repeat annually in the years to come.  Let us enjoy the victory march led by our Field Marshal shortly.  We shall salute the brave regiments of Red Guards, Infantry, Special Operations, Militia, Paramilitary, Whiphands and Primevan Youth—all so worthy of glory and cheer.  And tonight, from the Victory Day Balls in our cities to the thousands of private parties, let us take measure of what we have today wrought, as we bent the very arc of history to our desires.  Thank you and God bless Primeva!”     

	Gunnar rose.  “Do you want to keep watching?”  His voice was hollow, the words traveling to her as if through fathoms of deep water.

	“No.  Turn it off.”

	He did so.  For a moment, Gunnar looked at her, words on his lips, then restrained himself.  Minutes later, he was in the pantry.   Sitting on a stool, he began rubbing a brush against a black shoe.  

	Karin remained seated on the couch, her eyes now turned to the gorgeous, busy city below.  From her elevated position, she could see a large group of uniforms forming up at the far end of Government Plaza, a sea of camouflage, olive drab and blacks.  PRF flags seemed to have sprouted from virtually every roof and lamp post, the black star now everywhere.  The ant-like pedestrians that now filled the many avenues were brown and black, with only a few squibs of white moving amongst them.

	In the back of her mind, she idly observed that she was in shock.  Not a physical shock—even her beating hadn’t been that traumatic—but a kind of spiritual shock.  How long had she assumed the movie she was in would take a twits—that the Americans would intervene, that the Army would stage some spectacular miracle, that the PRF would be defeated, her mother return home in safety and things would return to normal before this bad dream began.  Now she knew she was waking up from that dream— and the real world was here to stay.  As she sat in the waning afternoon sun, she saw all the doors in her life before here—the soft blue lit door of Elf Hill, the amber lit door of Whitecaps, with soft laugher flowing behind it, the orange door of her stately city townhouse, the bright, purple door of university, the golden door of Oxford.  As the martial music from below grew louder and the marching columns filled the streets, she watched each of these doors in her mind close, until there was only one left—a harsh, white door held open by Chief Magistrate Chinoso, who beckoned her forward impatiently.

	She sat like that until Chinoso returned.  She stood up, conscious of the next milestone of her life facing her.

	As the older man considered her, Fetch had already found his place face paces behind his master.

	“This… looks good.  The cleaning?”

	“I have vacuumed and dusted everything, Chief Magistrate.  Your shoes are shined and your tuxedo laid out.  I hoped you’d be pleased, Sir,” Fetch replied respectfully.

	“Let’s get this done.  It is far overdue and this little Minx is almost overripe—almost.  Prep her with the cuffs in the Minx position.”

	“In the Master Bedroom, Sir?” Fetch asked, uncertainly.

	“In the smaller guest bedroom.”

	Fetch—he was just Fetch now, Karin realised—gestured to a door at the far end of a hallway.  She obediently followed.  It was indeed a small room, with a single bed.  Fetch switched on a lamp sitting on a side table. 

	“On your stomach, now,” Fetch requested sadly.

	She complied, feeling her wrists and ankles once again pulled up and apart.  The thong rode up between her thighs.  A pillow was delicately slipped under her hips.

	“Chief Magistrate?  She’s ready for you, Sir!” Fetch announced, then departed.

	The door closed and she knew then that, as she heard him unbuckled his belt, she was about to lose her once most prized virginity.

	“A minx in the presenting positioning is in her natural state, especially before a Prime.  Face down, ass up.”  He patted her backside, rubbing his palms over her bard body.  “But first things first.”

	Next Karin felt a small nozzle fitted between her lips, then a sharp, cold jet inside her that stung.  She tried to thrash impotently in her cuffed captivity.

	“Babies in time, but never with Prime,” her Sponsor whispered cheerfully in her ear.  Then he positioned himself behind her, his erection now rubbing against her sex.  He probed her top hole with it and she fairly bounced off the sheets.

	That only elicited a chuckle.  “We’ll save that defloration for another occasion.”   Then, without warning, he yanked the thong crotch hard and it snapped, leaving her bare and ready for him.  Grabbing each pigtail like traces, he plunged himself inside her and she gasped with pain, as her delicate wall was finally breached.  It was a brief, vigorous and rough ride.  Her hair yanked hard, she felt him deep inside her, forced to bear him helplessly as his body weight pressed down on her.  As an after thought, he found her breasts underneath the delicate bralet and pinched both her nipples hard enough to add a few more tears to her already copious collection.  Finally, he pulled out of her and she heard him step back into his trousers and re-buckle his belt.  It had lasted only minutes but felt like hours to Karin.

	“From now on, I will do this to you—amongst many, many other things—any time I want,” he informed her sternly.

	She didn’t answer, praying for release so that she might curl up into herself.  

	“That is all I have time for, for now.  Affairs of state.  Fetch, bring the Stopper.”

	The houseboy handed him something, which Chinoso took.  It was a large rubbery rod of sorts, easily two, maybe three feet long.  Taking one end, he inserted it into her now no longer virgin sex.  She gasped again—it was thicker than her Sponsor had been—as he gently pressed a good third of it inside her.

	“Well, Fetch, your little girlfriend couldn’t help herself—she just couldn’t wait for you any more.  It seems that she needed a real man to break her in.  Isn’t that right, boy?”

	“Yes, Chief Magistrate!” he answered.

	“Yes, indeed.  The Stopper will keep you company tonight as I attend the many official Victory Day balls I’m obliged to attend.  It will be a nice companion for a randy little minx like you, Karin Vester.  Because now that you have serviced a real man, we both know that you’ll be aching until you’re able to get your little Minx muffin stuffed by a Prime again.”

	He slapped her backside hard and the two left, the lamp turned off, the door shut and herself in the dark with what felt like a battering ram jammed inside her.  For a while, she tried vainly to expel the unwanted invader, tightening her internal muscles and straining to push it out.  It was pointless—it was there to stay until her Sponsor wished otherwise.   She drifted to sleep, dreaming of locked doors and empty hallways.

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	CHAPTER 30: THE CUCKOLD TO HIS HORN

	 

	There were bearable days and then there were days like this.  This was, Lars decided as he felt the MinBeer hit the back of his throat, a good day.  A really good day.

	“Well done, Schmidt!”  Another man from the lines at Zhan Zun Autonomous Vehicle Works slapped him on the back.

	Another pointed at his new jersey in jealousy.  “How did you manage it?”

	Lars looked down.  It was identical to his old jersey except this one sported a new title: HANDLING DRONE.  He proudly puffed up his chest and pointed to it himself.  The workers squeezed into the small, dark pub known as Happy’s gave him a round of applause.  

	“What’s next for our boy—a twist with Nookie herself?” another asked

	Nookie was supposed to be the Reward Girl for the Luxury Lines Staff, but Production Manager el-Diab had pretty much laid claim to her and now used her as his personal assistant.  Instead of being used as a reward to motivate more productivity from the Minion drones, she was used by the Boss in whatever way he saw fit.  It wasn’t like any of his hundreds of Minion staff would ever complain.  

	“That is extremely unlikely,” Lars pointed out, “but one can always hope!” he exclaimed, downing the last of his can.  He had thought of Nookie—they all did.  It was hard not to, considering the teasingly short skirts and tight tops her Prime manager insisted she wear.  He had heard she used to be a bank manager and her husband an architect—just another upwardly mobile couple until the Age of Correction.  Now she was under the thumb of a Prime all day and her husband a bike messenger.  Production Manager often boasted that he was just a few points short of being able to Sponsor Nookie and would do it once he had earned the additional points.  Poor Nookie pretended to be thrilled at the prospect, but like all Minions, she was only doing the best she could in a Prime world.

	He desperately wanted another MinBeer.  With a mere one percent alcohol, it took a few to drown sorrows or celebrate, and he’d had three already.  But at a Prime dollar a can, even a newly promoted Handling Drone couldn’t afford a splurge like this.   But it was easy to fall into it.  Happy’s was a dark, dirty hole-in-the-wall but it was good to be around others like you in a place you could call your own.  The Primes had lifted the curfew within the Zone, which allowed gatherings like this and had allowed Minions to begin reviving a kind of public space within their community.  Of course, the curfew on Minions outside the Zone was remained in place, but unless you had to leave the Zone, the curfew may as well not even exist.  Lars rarely had reason to leave the Zone and as cramped and dirty as it was, he was finally beginning to think of it as home.  He bade his co-workers a good night as he made his way to Arcadia Estates.

	He was already calculating the impact his promotion would make on family finances.  His jump to Handling Drone meant a seventy five cents per hour increase.  It was still a long way from Ingra’s Teacher position.  In the Minion Clerical Wage scale, she was earning the equivalent of a Junior Office Girl, a fairly senior position, at three dollars an hour.  Even though she did earn more, she only worked five days a week, whereas Lars worked six.  That meant she was earning six hundred per month to his four hundred twenty for a combined one thousand twenty Prime dollars.  From that, six hundred came out for the rent on their apartment.  The Reparations Tax was automatically deducted from their account, for one hundred per adult and fifty per child for a total of three hundred Prime dollars.  That only left one hundred twenty left for food and anything else the family needed.  It was constantly living on a knife’s edge, leaving little room for anything but basic survival.  Even if Inga had paid their rent in whole or in part through ‘trade’ with the Prime Property Manager—something many married or single mothers were forced to do—her Sponsor would never have allowed it, nor was it something Lars would ever let her do anyway.  It all made him even more ambitious.  If he could now only work harder, perhaps he could make Assembly Drone, even Attendant Drone, within the year!

	“Attention!”  

	Like the hundreds of other Minion men, Lars did just that, assuming a military inspection stance in even ranks, as the visiting Chinese dignitaries above observed the morning formation.  Production Manager el-Diab addressed them as always, clipboard in hand and Nookie behind him wearing a neon pink miniskirt and black tube top.  Like his fellow labourers, he didn’t dare give her more than a quick glance lest he attracted undue attention.  

	As Production Manager reeled off meaningless statistics and goals, Lars found himself mentally drifting.  He’d volunteered to work through his lunch and breaks without pay the past few days and he thought it was catching up with him.  Still, he wanted to demonstrate eagerness to his impossibly remote Arab Prime boss—as if that was possible out of hundreds of other striving Minion labourers.

	“And in recognition of their superior contributions over the last month, I will reward the following Drones later this morning.  Lifeson, ten o’clock.  Dahl, ten thirty.  Schmidt, eleven o’clock.  You will report to my office promptly at the time given.  Dismissed!”

	As they made their way towards their manufacturing lines, another drone nudged Lars in the ribs.

	“Lucky bastard!  You’re going to get a bite of cherry, aren’t you?”

	Lars wanted to ask him what he meant but was soon in his position on the line.  He performed his recently assigning task of positioning the steering wheels within the yellow guide lines as they streamed down the ever rolling line.  It was a mindless task but no talking was allowed during working hours, unless on break, so it was fours hours’ worth of speculation about the reward meeting before he was told to report to the Production Managers office up on the third level.

	He knocked on the door, which was opened by Nookie.  The pink bra that crept over her blouse buttons matched her miniskirt.  He imagined her panties matching as well.  Inga had matching pink bra and panties as well.

	There was another girl inside as well.  Lars didn’t dare cast his eyes over her, keeping them on the ground as Minions did in the presence of any Prime.  What he did see, he liked.  From the cute pink high heels to the smooth long legs to the tiny denim miniskirt, it all looked good to him.  Was this a Reward Girl?

	“Say hello to Cheri, boy,” the Boss ordered kindly.

	He looked up.  She wasn’t as pretty as Inga but she was younger.  Her shoulder length hair was dyed a honey blonde, her narrow brown eyes batting lashes at him sweetly.  Thin lips but mostly clean skin.  The bra straps were visible but her chest was disappointingly flat.  The corporate uniform jersey matched his except for the title.  Instead of HANDLING DRONE, Cheri’s title was REWARD BOY.

	Lars’ felt his servile smile dip.  “Hello, Cheri!” he managed neutrally.

	“You’ve been working hard boy—very hard.  I like what I see—two promotions since you started and lots of volunteer hours.  That’s the way to get a head—as well as some head,” he chuckled.

	“Thank you, Production Manager!”

	“That’s what Cheri is for—to motivate and reward drones like you, boy.  You’ve earned it.  Cheri, go on.”

	The girl? dropped to her knees.  She removed some chewing gun from her mouth.  Before he could protest, she began tugging down his shorts.

	“Production Manager—Sir!  I’m, uh, grateful but I’m—”

	“It’s alright, boy.  The network alerted your wife’s Sponsor. We’ve spoken and he’s kindly sent over a key.  To the Castus you’re wearing.”

	As if on cue, Cheri pulled out a key and unlocked Lars from his genitals’ imprisonment.  The speed of his growing erection surprised him.  It was beyond his ability to control it.

	Cheri looked up at him.  It was a cute but bored face, the thin lips enveloping his member and drawing it in expertly.  He couldn’t remember Inga having such skill, though she hadn’t favoured him this way for many years.  He wanted to grab her head, jam himself forcefully into that wet mouth but restrained himself.  Instead, he waited passively for her/him to service him.  Perhaps two minutes later, Lars spent himself between those thin lips and sighed.  Pushing off of him, Cheri cupped her palm and spat into it.  The expression on that face was an annoyed pout, as she tugged his Castus back on his now limp cock, locking it back on with a snap.

	“Thank her and get back to work, boy.”

	“Thank you, Cheri,” he obeyed softly.

	The peeved girl/boy shrugged, already dismissing him.

	“Keep the good work up and you can see Cheri again, boy!” the Boss promised, as Lars returned to his position on the line.  At first, he was overloaded with as much pleasure as he was with shame, but as the mindless hours dragged on, it was the memory of the pleasure that eventually triumphed.

	The vision of Cheri bobbing on his cock was still in his head as he opened the apartment door.  “Hey, good news—"

	“Mom!”

	“Mom, it’s not true!”

	His daughter and son were facing off furiously, as Inga undressed in their area behind the tarp.  They turned to face him and Bent seemed to grow more relieved, Kristiane more defensive.

	“What’s going on?” he asked.  All three looked at him briefly, then returned to their bickering.

	“He’s doing it again!  I can hear him!” Kristi pointed at her brother.

	Inga put her hands on her hips.  “Have you been playing with yourself again, Bent?”

	His teenage son blushed furiously.

	“Inga!  This is hardly a—”

	But his wife had no patience for his interference.  “Lars, stay out of this!  Kristi—the ladle!  Bent, assume the position!”

	Kristi smirked, eagerly retrieving a metal ladle they used for cooking, even as Bent grudgingly yanked down his school shorts and leaned against their small kitchen table.

	Lars was shocked as his wife administered ten heavy handed swats to their son’s exposed backside, equally as shocked at the way his son submitted to the punishment, despite the yelps of pain he was making.

	“You do NOT play with yourself, young man—not in this home!  Your father doesn’t play with himself—do you, Lars?”

	He hated having to answer his wife but obligated to do so, if only to show parental solidarity.

	“No, I do not,”

	“Apologise to your sister and go to your room, Bent.  No supper.  I want you quiet as a mouse—understand me?”

	Bent nodded, wiping tears out of his eyes.  “Yes, Ma’am.  I’m sorry, Kristi.”

	“And Kristi,” she instructed more softly, “you go to your room, alright?”

	“But I was going to watch ‘Claudia!’” she whined.

	“Fine, fine—go watch it then,” Inga gave in, exhausted.  Lars followed her into their own enclosed space, confused.

	He watched as Inga began undressing.  “What was that all about?”

	She sighed, pulling off her top and shaking her hair.  The bra wasn’t one of her “Sponsor” inspired items—it was an everyday white cotton number that was pilled from overuse.  He couldn’t help but stare at the magnificent fake breasts they held.  They disappeared under a dingey white sweat short and now he sighed.

	“We’re in a tight living situation, if you haven’t noticed.  I’ve been dealing with this, so I’d just appreciate you backing me up, ok?” she advised, slipping out of a black polyester skirt that had seen better days.  His eyes fixed on her blue cotton bikini panties, especially the stubble that peeked out from around her crotch.  She desperately needed to buy a home bikini wax kit but money had been so tight.  The Superintendent hadn’t said anything yet, but when he did, it would mean they’d all be missing some a few meals.  Sponsorship purchases were priority purchases for the Schmidt family.    

	“But it is completely natural,” he began, then wilted under her gaze.  “I could talk to him,” he started gain, but to no avail.

	“No, Lars.  He has to learn to control himself.  Both the kids are approaching National Service—why do you think Kristi’s been so twitchy?” Inga explained, drawing some grey shorts on.

	“National Service?  I thought that program was for prisoners…” he replied in confusion.

	Inga shook her head.  “There’s so much you still have to catch up on.  Be a dear and pour me a MinWine?”

	He nodded, left their space and returned with a small plastic cup, half filled with the sour smelling yellow drink.  He watched her down it quickly, grimacing.

	“God, it tastes awful but…”

	“…it’s better than nothing,” he completed the statement.   It was a common joke between them when dealing with Min Grade products.

	“The Superintendent only stocks the best.  If you ever get a chance to try citranova…  Anyway,” she pivoted quickly.  Anything about the Sponsor was always sensitive. “Anyway, National Service is now in place for all eighteen year old Minions.”

	“What does that mean?” he sked, collapsing on the mattress next to her.

	“It’s part of our reparations responsibilities,” she answered matter of factly.  “When Bent hits eighteen, he goes into the Sweat Battalion for a minimum of two years.  He’ll do the kind of work you did—agricultural, commercial, industrial clearing and construction, under contract through the government.  If he performs well, they’ll let him out in two years and he’ll have earned his patch.”

	“Patch?”

	“Yes.  A Sweat Battalion patch means you’ve completed your national service and are now eligible to apply for a job.  A Minion boy can’t get a job unless he’s earned his patch.”

	Lars considered this.  It was a rough start into adulthood but Bent could survive it.  “Well, if it’s the law…”

	Inga nodded meaningfully.  “You bet it’s the law!  Failure to complete National Service means long term incarceration!” she pointed out, sounded just like the schoolteacher she was.

	“So, they can survive that, right?”

	Inga shook her head.  “That’s just for MALES.  Eighteen year old female Minions are tracked another way.”

	“How?” he asked, not wanting to hear the answer.

	“They are assessed for physically, mentally and emotionally.  Their virginity is certified and God help the family if the daughter isn’t a virgin!  Then they are graded and placed into the Pool.”

	Lars covered his eyes.  “So, then they get, what, forced labour?”

	Inga gave her husband a hard look.  “Lars, you know what happens to them.  They go into the Sponsorship Pool.  If they have a high enough grade, they get Sponsored.”

	“Like… you?” he asked helplessly.

	His wife nodded.  “Like me.”

	“F-for how long?”

	“Five years, but the Sponsor can re-new right up until the end of the Sponsorship period.  That’s thirty-five, Lars.”

	He choked then, as a bright headache of realisation exploded in his brain.  He knew Inga’s sponsorship would be over in a year.  He knew—suspected—that she wasn’t some exception, that other Minion women were… but he hadn’t asked.  He hadn’t wanted to know.  He knew he couldn’t have accepted it.  Now, he had to.

	“And what if no one wants to… sponsor our daughter?” he asked, grasping feebly for hope.

	“Then it is worse.  You better hope Kristi is sponsored.  High grade Minions get snapped up by senior government and party officials who have accrued high levels of points.  The Superintendent didn’t have very many points which is why he ended up with me—why else would he sponsor a Minx my age?  Middle grade Minion girls end up getting their sponsorships picked up by porn producers or brothels.  The least lucky girls are handed out as Comfort Girls to military officers or end up serving in military brothels.”  Inga was calm but dispassionate.  It was clear she had come to accept all this as normal a long time ago.

	“So… there are no exceptions?”

	“None.  Lars, get it through your head—we lost.  From now on, every Minion girl will lose her virginity to a Prime.  Every girl I teach these days understands this.  Kristi understand this.  This is the way things are.”

	Lars was blind with eyes he struggled to hide.  “We’ll hide her—get her out—somehow—”

	Inga laughed.  It was a bitter laugh.  “And we get arrested, probably executed.  And where would she go, Lars?  Where?”

	He couldn’t answer.  He didn’t have an answer.

	“Exactly.  Get used to it, Lars.”

	“They can’t just take our daughters and do this!” he whispered fiercely.

	“Just like they can’t take your wife, Lars?” she demanded, just as fiercely.

	They sat like that for awhile, Lars accepting the unacceptable as Inga rubbed his shouder.  Finally, she broke the silence.

	“What’s your good news?”

	“What?  Oh, I… got a promotion,” he answered, slightly less depressed.  

	“Good.  We need the money,” was all she said.
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	CHAPTER 31: THE BONDAGE OF RIBBONS

	 

	Karin sat back on her heels, allowed to resume her place by her Sponsor’s feet.  At least the limousine’s floor was plushily carpeted.  Her knees were taking hell under the new regime.  The Chief Magistrate favoured blow jobs from his new minx multiple times a day and Karin found herself on her knees often.  She had never performed oral sex before and her initial attempts had earned her more time on the Correction Cart.  

	“Don’t worry.  Apply yourself and you’ll become a sugarmouth—just like all Minion girls,” Chief Magistrate had promised.

	Now she could at least swallow his deposits in full.  She was well past her disgust and now chugged the thick gooey load as thoroughly as she could.  A drop on the limo’s carpeting would mean a caning she did not wish to earn in her Discipline Diary!

	Fetch was in the driver’s cabin up front but, of course, he wasn’t really driving.  It was a driverless vehicle and while Fetch might pretend to drive by twisting the steering wheel, it wasn’t connected to the wheel shaft.  His job was merely to open and close the limo door, as well as attend to anything else his Master might require. She wished she knew where they were going, but her bowed head was below window level and she dared not poke her head up.  Chief Magistrate was reviewing paperwork, though he occasionally stroked and patted her dirty blonde hair.

	When the limo came to a slow halt after a short trip, Fetch bounded out and held the door open.  Chief Magistrate stepped out and Karin followed him, careful to keep the five pace distance behind him as he’d instructed her.  They were in the parking lot of a large retail establishment she recognised.  It was Scandi’s, a high end department store that she’d shopped at many times.  The sign over the entrance now announced “Skippy’s”, along with a neon sign that proclaimed it was “Sponsor’s Night”.  The ornate front door invited “Sponsors Only!  Minions enter in back!” and Fetch made the way clear for them as she followed her own Sponsor on through.

	A black Prime woman in her late thirties attired in a glorious mutlicoloured dress greeted them.

	“Chief Magistrate, so good of you to visit!  Some cognac, whiskey… perhaps a citranova?”  She snapped a finger and a minion woman dressed in a modest Skippy’s attendant uniform of drab blouse and pants appeared with a serving tray offering all of the cocktails on offer.  The woman was tired, on edge and on the plain side, despite nice cheekbones.   She looked familiar.  

	A citranova was fine by the Chief Magistrate and Fetch was dismissed to wait by the car.  He looked terribly disappointed, his eyes ablaze at the huge racks of lingerie on display, as he obeyed.

	“Dayo,” the CM remarked, sipping the citranova with satisfaction, “you’ve done well for yourself!”  He waved his drink across the large store, each wall, corner and display rack featuring a wide variety of women’s clothing.

	“It was your doing.  You said they’d be a huge market for attiring minxes and you were spot on!  Your introductions to party leaders were so helpful.  I’ve had more Priority List minxes through here in the last few weeks.  Every Sponsor so eager to dress up their new dollies!”

	“Skippy’s?” Chief Magistrate chuckled.

	DayoFalola, CEO of the Skippy’s fashion brand, joined in.  “That’s what they are these days, aren’t they?  The Sponsors certainly enjoy the joke.  Say, I don’t recognise this one,” she observed curiously, noting Karin for the first time.  “What P List category is she?  C? D? Not A or B.”

	“She’s not a P List girl.  Merely a Grade AA,” the CM explained.

	Dayo looked sceptical.  “But surely you rate a P List!”

	“I do, I do!  I simply preferred this one for… personal reasons.”

	“Well, she IS pretty—for a minx.  Please, let’s take a seat.  I’m attending to you personally tonight.”

	“But this is a Sponsor’s Night—surely you must circulate with your best customers!”

	“And I will, right after I’ve taken care of my dear friend’s own skippy.”

	The two Primes sat on chaise lounges while the two minion girls stood behind them.

	“Now, what are you looking for?” Dayo asked, flipping open a catalog handed to her by her pale assistant.

	Karin was curious as well.  Before they’d left, the Chief Magistrate had taken an inventory of the clothing she’d packed.  Five massive luggage bags were ransacked and she watched in despair as, after inspecting an item, he tossed it in a discard pile.  He spent more time reviewing her intimates, thought most of those were also tossed.  After a complete inspection, she was left with a couple of thongs and a push up bra she’d never worn.  He’d then made a phone call, presumably setting up this appointment.

	“Two modes.  Day mode—she’ll be a Tea Girl in my office.  So, a crisp, efficient and yet entirely available look would suit her well.”

	Dayo nodded. “I have a couple of options.  Lemon, let’s she here in SecreTease and Executive Perk.”

	The assistant lightly touched Karin’s elbow, eyes indicating a Fitting Room.  She followed.

	“Wait her,” the assistant instructed.  In a minute, she returned with boxes and garments folded over arm.  Assorting various items, she organised a small pile for Karin.  “Put these on.”

	“Are you… Christina Kruse?”

	The assistant nodded.  “Please Miss.  We aren’t supposed to talk and I very much need this job!”

	Karin nodded.  Kruse was renowned for her fashion designs and ran—had run—House of Kruse, one of the Dominion’s top fashion houses.  Now she was a mere shopgirl.

	“My… racey!” her sponsor responded to her outfit.  

	“The SecreTease is a favourite among my entrepreneur clients.  The exposed midriff, the black lace halter, the black miniskirt all broadcast an office toy who knows what she’s for.  Do you like?”

	“A bit… obvious.  Let’s put it in the ‘maybe’ column.”

	Karin returned shortly in a new outfit, the assistant right behind her.

	“Ah!”

	“Better?” Dayo asked, pleased.

	Chief Magistrate nodded.  “Yes, I approve of this.”

	“The ‘Executive Perk’ is a look favoured by party officials.  The tight oxford button down shirt accentuating her ripe udders, the long minx legs showcased in black stockings and garter belt and of course, the tight, barely there patterned miniskirt.  It mKes a most submissive statement—“I’m a minx pretending to be a secretary but I’m really just a slut.’” Dayo mused.

	“I like the glasses—a nice tough.”

	“We’ll organise different styles and colours for this.  Shall we take this outfit?”

	The Chief Magistrate nodded and the shopping spree continued, now based on the ‘Executive Perk’ theme.   Karin found herself parading in parodies of professional office wear—tight pinstriped vest and skirt sets, hems that always revealed the tops of thigh highs or the bottom stays of garter belts, blouses that were formfitting or lacked top buttons.  Soon, a sizeable bundle was forming.

	“Lemon, another for the Chief Magistrate and one for me as well,” she brusquely instructed her minion underling.  As the two sipped, Dayo offered her customer a sly smile.

	“I also have an idea.  Would you indulge me?”

	“Of course—you know I depend on your for my fashion sense!”

	Dayp turned to Karin.  “You seem a posh girl.  Did you attend a private school?”

	Karin nodded.  “Dominion National University, Ma’am.”

	Dayo waved her hands in annoyance.  “Before then!”

	“St. Hilda’s School for Girls, Ma’am.”

	Dayo smiled.  “I thought as much.  Lemon, a Hildy please.”

	As Karin emerged from the Fitting Room, Dayo patted her client’s shoulder.  “What about this?”

	“This is… a ‘yes’, Dayo,” clapped the delighted Chief Magistrate.

	“Go on, curtsey girl. You must have been taught how to curtsey at St. Hilda’s!” Dayo ordered.

	Karin lifted the hem of the tartan plaid skirt and complied.  The uniform was a match for the one she had worn from the age of twelve to eighteen—the plaid miniskirt, the long sleeve white oxford button down blouse, the white cotton knee socks, the little pink tennis shoes.  God, how she had hated it then and hated it now!

	“I remember her wearing this just a few years ago!” Chief Magistrate slapped his knees.  

	“And now she can wear it for you whenever you like!” Dayo assured him.  “What fun for you, minx!  Will you play the innocent naïve minion schoolgirl eager to grow up?  Or perhaps the naughty minx school brat caught out by a Prime principal? What do you say?”  She was asking the Chief Magistrate, who merely nodded, captivated by both the uniform and the suggestions.

	As the uniform was added to the ‘yes’ pile, Dayo pressed her advantage.  “So, that’s Day Mode—what is the other mode she needs outfitting for?”

	“Concubine Mode,” her Sponsor replied.  “Shameless, submissive, in heat—and very, very cheap.”

	Dayo nodded.  “A look we can certainly accommodate!  Lemon—”

	Three hours later, four large shopping bags were filled with items her Sponsor had personally approved.  Her new wardrobe would now be made up of clothes and shoes entirely picked out by him.  Not once had her own opinion been asked.  Her own preferences were no longer of any importance.  She prepared to slip on the t shirt and shorts she’d worn but Lemon took them away from her.

	“He’d prefer you in your school uniform,” she explained, tossing the t shirt and short sin the bin.

	She sighed and obeyed, slipping the white cotton bikini panties and bralet on, before donning the rest of the—her—uniform.

	“We offer a lot more than just clothing,” Dayo was upselling.  “We can sort out the Sino-Implant if you’d like—that prevents pregnancy.  Unless you’re one of those Sponsors that likes to knock them up and racked up forced abortions,” she added dubiously.

	“No, I think that’s a very cruel practice.  I’d suggest that issue is being dealt with as a public health issue.  Between us—and no gossiping, Dayo!— there won’t be a need for an implant to prevent miscegenation very shortly!” the Chief Magistrate shared.

	Dayo seemed relieved.  “Thank God.  The margin on the implant isn’t huge and I do hate wasting life—even Minion life.  Well, what about a tongue stud for Sugarmouth?”

	“Perhaps in the future.”

	“A tattoo?  Initials are popular!”

	“Definitely.  Let me call you on that though—I’m so busy these days.”

	“Lemon, make a note of that.  Toys?  A paddle?  A collar and leash?”

	“Yes, a collar and leash.”

	“Lemon, see to that.  What about training?  Striptease?  Massage?”

	“Dayo, you never stop selling!  It all sounds wonderful—add it to my list and we’ll organise another appointment.”

	Dayo nodded, wagging her finger at Lemon to do so.  

	“What about makeup?” her Sponsor asked.

	Dayo nodded.  “It is a bit tricky.  You do know the use of anything more than lip blush by minxes in public is really frowned on,” she confided.

	“Ah yes, our proud Prime ladies have set down boundaries, haven’t they?” he chuckled.

	Dayo nodded primly.  “Minxes inherently fall most short of Prime beauty ideals.  They must not be permitted to mimic their betters with artificiality.  But, in the privacy of your own home, a Sponsor is certainly entitled to allow it.”

	Karin couldn’t believe it.  Minion women were no longer allowed to make themselves up—because Prime women forbade it?

	“They are pale, homely things, it is true—but they also reach a certain kind of raw, animal sexuality,” her own Sponsor noted.  

	“True.  And the combinations!  I had a Sponsor Couple in here the other day.  Drove all the way in from the Vestdahl to spend a day shopping.   They brought these sisters they have— my, what tricks those two are learning to play!” she laughed suggestively.  “Sugar and Spice, yes that’s it.  I think that bill was even bigger than yours will be!”

	“I’ve just acquired a holiday home in the Vestdahl,” her Sponsor noted.

	“I prefer Infinity Bay—I’m looking for something there right now,” Dayo responded.  “Say, do you need anything else for, what’s his name—‘Flit’?”

	Chief Magistrate shook his head.  “You mean Fetch.  No, he’s fine.”

	“Does he like his apron?”

	“Not particularly.  Why do you ask?”

	“Well,” Dayo paused gingerly, “quite a few employers of Minion Houseboys are… converting them.”

	“Into what?”

	“Well, housemaids.  I’m doing a big business on maid uniforms designed for young Minion males.  Maid uniforms and… more.  I make no judgement—who is to say what happens in a Prime’s castle isn’t his business?  And some of these mimps are absolute dolls!”

	“I have no interest in buggering my houseboy—if that’s what you’re getting at, Dayo.”  He sounded more amused than offended.  Karin realised the whole idea had made much more of an impact on her than on her Sponsor.  She didn’t know why, which bothered her, but she soon had other distractions to hold her attention.  

	“The radio, boy.”

	Fetch nodded in the driver cabin and light pop filled the spacious limo.  It was the latest from the re-booted Frida Ebba, whose songs were now far more suggestive that they had been pre-war.

	“Primes pick cherries!

	Primes pop cherries!

	Hey Mister Sponsor,

	won’t you pop my little cherry?”

	It was horrible but catchy.  She’d been humming it without being aware of it earlier that day.  Chief Magistrate reached down and cupped her breasts hard through her school blouse.

	“Good girl,” he murmured, patting her on the head, but making no move to draw her in for another blow job.

	“Primrose District, Fetch.”  He enjoyed pretending Fetch was actually a chauffeur and it as mutual.  Fetch saluted his Master and the autonomous limo zoomed down the avenues of Kongestad.

	“I feel like celebrating,” Chief Magistrate said, though to her or himself, Karin wasn’t sure.  She remained silent, as she must do now, unless it was clear she was being directly addressed.  

	The limo parked in what had been Kongestad’s campus district.  Now the capital’s various academies and schools had been converted into a red light zone.  It was a warm night and neon lights illuminated the purple night with promises of “plenty of minx on parade,” “high quality blondes”, “youngest legal minxes in the city” and more.  

	“Let’s walk.  Fetch, stay with the car.”  Chief Magistrate walked past Fetch, who stood at attention like a sentinel.  Karin followed him, feeling Fetch’s eyes all over her, excited by her new outfit.  As she followed her Sponsors, she felt like a schoolgirl out after dorm curfew accompanied by her guardian.

	The first storefront had a military fort type entrance.  A Minion woman of perhaps thirty acted as greeter.  She wore olive drab cotton panties and bra, an oversized RDA helmet on her head, a plastic toy rifle slung over her shoulder.  She saluted smartly as they approached.

	“Welcome to the Officer’s Club, Sir!  We aim to please!”  The woman’s smile was so inauthentic, Karin wondered how much longer she could keep it up.

	Passing through, they entered a club designed around a military motif.  A couple dozen minion women, between twenty and forty, mingled pretty lewdly with Prime customers.  A Prime club manager approached them bearing a friendly smile for her Sponsor.

	“Chief Magistrate?  This is an honour!  May I get you a drink?  Is there anything special you are looking for?” he asked, eying Karin curiously.

	“Thank you, no.  I just like to make the rounds.  There are so many new enterprises in the capital now.  Do tell me about yours, my good man.”

	The manager nodded.  “We’ve done well so far.  The minxs here are all either either widows or married to Minion POWs—and all commissioned officers.  There seems to be a taste for fucking the women of the officers of our defeated enemy.”

	Her Sponsor nodded, while she was repulsed.  Using desperate women who’s husbands had been killed or were imprisoned by Prime soldiers?  It was… horrible.  

	“I suppose the higher the rank, the higher the fee?”

	The manager nodded.  “You have it!  There’s the wife of a colonel,” he pointed to a small breasted woman with light brown hair sitting on the lap of a black overalled Whip Hand trooper, “who will do anything you want for twenty dollars for an hour.  Won’t she have some stories to tell when her husband is released!”

	The two men laughed and the Sponsor took his leave.  He rambled on, Karin padding beside him, a faithful pet.

	“There are so many parlourhouses in Kongestad,” he noted to himself.  “Maybe allocate less stock for commercial sponsorship,” he considered aloud.  Karin had no idea what he was referring to, except that there were indeed scores of choices for Primes interested in adult minion entertainment.  There was the Royal Burlesque Troupe, lit up like a crystal palace and offering the most degrading performances, all presented by what had once been the Royal Ballet Company of the Dominion.  Ballerinas who had once danced on air to Tchaikovsky now offered lewd striptease.  The Gingerbread House used a fairy tale theme, featuring only young minion girls with red hair—from strawberry blonde to dark auburn—all dressed in princess costumes.   Atonement Abbey held a street corner captive like a imposing brownstone, Luciferian monastery.  Inside was a rare mix of both male and female minions, all either punishing or being punished by each other for the amusement of the Prime clientele.  Tribade Theatre embraced a Las Vegas casino theme.  The ‘showgirls’ were clad in the most revealing micro bikinis and musical arrangements involved the most elaborate lesbian lovemaking Karin had never imagined was even possible.  But for all those, Menage shocked her the most—shocked her to her core.  For it was this club, that the Chief Magistrate wished to spend the remainder of the evening.

	It was the least remarkable on the surface.  Designed as a dinner theatre, they were led to a table and Karin was graciously permitted to share a both with her Sponsor.  For all the world, they might have been teacher and student out on an in appropriate after school adventure.  She noted many male Prime eyes admiring her form and conveying their approval to her Sponsor with the tip of the head or a grin.

	“Citranova,” he brusquely instructed a minion cocktail waitress stuffed into a Hooters style uniform.  After a short chuckle, he added “And a glass of milk for the girl,” indicating Karin.  When the drinks arrived, she was grateful.  She was parched and downed the milk greedily.  As she did, the next act appeared.

	The stage lights gradually rose, revealing a bedroom scene.  Two minion girls sat on the neatly made king sized bed chatting inaudibly.  They both wore abbreviated schoolgirl uniforms and shared the same buttery blonde hair colour, though the taller girl sported a ponytail, while the shorter girl had pigtails.  As they rolled on the bed, their short skirts rose and exposed bright white cotton bikini panties, to the Prime audience’s enjoyment.

	The audio grew louder and it was now possible to hear the conversation between the two girls.

	“—do you think will you’ll be assigned to?” the shorter girl asked shyly.

	“I hope he’ll be a strong, tall Prime!  I just can’t wait!” the taller girl replied, toying with her ponytail blissfully.   

	“Me too!” her companion agreed in excitement.  “Why do we have to wait until we’re eighteen, sis?”

	Her older sister frowned.  “I dunno.  I can’t wait till my Sponsor pops my cherry!” she chafed.

	“Me too!  What will we do until then?” she asked coyly.  

	With that, the older sister pushed the younger girl onto her back and began undressing her.  Soon the sisters were nude, kissing each other with zest and cupping each other’s breasts in a simulated abandonment of scruples.  They giggled, then repositioned themselves, sexes to sweet mouths, with tongues lapping on both ends in shameful lust.  

	Karin was mesmerised.  Horrified but unable to tar her eyes away, she could only take solace insofar as the performance was surely just that.  Then the Sponsor destroyed the illusion by pushing a menu across the table.  She opened it.  “Tonight’s Special” was in fact the two girls on the stage.  Rikke and Mille Hansen were photographed in a pre-war birthday scene.  Rikke was listed as nineteen, while Mille, the older sister, was twenty-one.  A price of fifty Prime dollars per hour was assigned.  Her eyes scanned the rest of the menu.  There were all combinations of lesbian incest—mothers and daughters, aunts and nieces, cousins with cousins, even wives and mothers-in-law— each with a photo of a pre-war couple of related Minion women and girls.  Karin shivered involuntarily as her Sponsor paid the bill.  
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	CHAPTER 32: SAFEST IN SHAME

	 

	Chinoso smiled as he pushed the minx away from his crotch.  She fumbled a bit, anxious to catch the goopy semen on her chin lest it fall on his trousers or the limo’s carpeting, but was successful in catching the errant semen and popping it into her mouth.

	She was getting better.  He absently patted her head as she zipped him up and returned to his paperwork.  

	There was so much to see to.  The volume of work was overwhelming.  His eyes rolled over the piles of memos, emails, forms and other mandatory detritus of the administrative state… and found them shifting to his new concubine instead.  She wore a variation of the ‘Executive Perk’ work uniform he’d outfitted her in-- a pink short sleeved button down oxford blouse that cupped her proud and firm breast, a bright blue micromini that was barely hip length, the matching pink stockings and garter belt revealing the lacy pink thong that was visible to the least curious and those baby blue six inch heels that forced her frame into such a marvellously provocative pose.  She had settled down by his feet, on her knees, fingers idly playing with the bright gold plastic bracelets he’d given her.  He could tell she was secretly pleased with the gift, however inexpensive.  

	Karin seemed to have accepted the reality of her new situation.  Unlike the boy, she’d required far less physical coercion, but that was much in line with the experiences of other new Sponsors he’d spoken with.  The males required breaking, but once broken, proved to be quite reliable.  The females required shaping and molding.  Of course the imposition of regular corporal correction was a given and Karin was well familiar with the crop, paddle and cane—but compared to the agony of the shock collar, these were minor discomforts.  He actually intuited that Fetch was quite jealous of his fellow underling, so little pain had she experienced compared to his.

	The introduction of sex—rough and regular—to her life experience had been a profound shock.  That had also played a part in her rapid outward submission and embrace of her new role.  He’d enjoyed those first few days when her eyes silently screamed at him in righteous outrage as he used her as he wished.  After her introduction to correction, she hadn’t dared make her protest audible but he could tell she imagined herself resisting him, preventing him from entering her.  Since then, he had eased back.  From him, the conquest was complete and he was preoccupied with far more important matters.  It had been blow jobs mostly since then and he’s already sensed her guilty disappointment.  He knew—as she did not—that once the minx had tasted carnality, no matter how degrading the  circumstances, her feminine appetite had been unchained.  Regardless, she’d be called on only for oral servitude for the foreseeable future.  It would allow her to discover how much she appreciated her Sponsor’s attention.

	He pretended to scan his documents as Karin re-applied her lips gloss.  He’d taken Dayo’s advice and denied her request for most cosmetics, even just for use at home.  “What a young girl might experiment with,” was her advice and Karin had been allowed a cherry flavoured lip gloss, 2 nail polishes (pink and red), a toe separator and a nail file.  He’d also allowed her a small bottle of something called Cherry Sugar, a fruity perfume she might wear in moderation.  She’d pouted at being denied more mature make up choices, but then it was unseemly for a Minx to primp herself as if she were a Prime lady.  “It forces them to make the most of what little they have”, Dayo had advised and he agreed.  He’d been curious about what those plump, pink lips might taste like so coated, but it was fleeting.  After the many discharges he’d pumped between those lips, he’d followed the advice other new Sponsors had given him: “Her mouth is for Prime cock first, mimp kisses second.”   He soon saw the truth of it.  After a thorough session, Karin had looked up at him, on her back, lips poised to accept a wave of hungry kisses.  He’d merely cupped her chin, looked into her eyes, and whispered “Swallow me, sugarmouth,” and proceeded to use her mouth again to clean up the session.  She knew then exactly why she could never expect a kiss on the lips from him—ever.

	She’d seemed to accept much about her new lifestyle but her sleeping arrangements were a very sore spot for her.  After he’d taken her virginity on Victory Day, she’d naturally assumed the small guest room would be hers.  He disabused her of that notion quickly.  The penthouse Master Suite boasted a large walk-in closet.  Fetch had been assigned a small mat in the back and it was a perfect place for him to sleep—out of the way, close but not inconvenient.  He saw no reason why his concubine shouldn’t make do there as well.  The flash of anger in her eyes surprised him.  It seemed the least of the indignities that had been imposed on her from his perspective.  Nevertheless, she sulked but had no choice but to accept his decision.  He also knew the topic would arise in the future but for now, he enjoyed bedding the two down when he was tired of their presence, closing the door and leaving the two in the dark to prepare for another day of servicing their Master.  It gave him a deep satisfaction he hadn’t expected.    

	It was strange having a woman in his life after being single for so long.  His wife had died in a TB epidemic less than a year after their wedding and it was difficult to even recall her now.  Fate had set him on a different path.  For others, happy domesticity and children cheerfully crowded a late middle age.  Not for Chinoso— the loss of his wife occurred at—perhaps activated?— a turn in Life’s path, one that led him into the arms of his only true love—the Party.  Over the years, he’d enjoyed sexual opportunities as long as they were transient in nature.  His monkish devotion to the PRF engendered mockery and scepticism, which, over the decades had transcended into sublime respect from his colleagues.  

	The fruits of victory had tempted him and he’d had no compunctions about surrendering himself to his passions since the conquest of the Dominion had been secured.  He’d enjoyed several ‘gifts’ from the Leader over the last few weeks—shy whey faced pretties deposited in his bed regularly, most of whom bore familiar faces.  The little tv starlet had especially intrigued him and he’d almost changed his mind.  In the end, he’d refused all the P Listers offered him and he’d instead applied for sponsorship of the Vester girl.  Even now, she had no idea how lucky she had been.  She was certainly high value—AA Grade after all—but she’d never symbolise to another Sponsor what she meant to him.  He’d been watching her grow up for years.  In his role as the “Knife Man’, he’d enjoyed the way the awkward, skinny spoiled brat transform into a classic Dominion beauty—the fine chiselled cheek bones and pert little chin of her Danish forbearers, the generous firm body combined with a metabolism that kept her taut and trim.  Her virginity had been the final test.  If she’d failed that test, he’d have gladly put in for the tv starlet.  But even in the extreme, Karin had not disappointed.  Like every other test she’d ever taken in her life, she had passed this one too with flying colours.

	He knew his colleagues didn’t understand his choice.  Karin was high grade but no Priority Lister.  He might have reasonably claimed any of the high profile Minion girls and women now awaiting sponsorship.  He suspected, given his contribution to victory, he might have even requested the Crown Princess Katrine or Miss Dominion.  Either would have projected incredible prestige and cemented his status as one of the Republic’s key decision makers.  That was all fine for those eager to celebrate, after the long, long struggle.  He was of a different mind.  In his mind, the struggle was far from over—one of the very reasons he’d chosen Karin.

	They had militarily vanquished the Minions, true.  They were now beginning a massive reorganisation of society that was intent on restricting Minions to the lowest rungs of the new order.  A major plank in that effort was the commodification of Minions, their males consigned to menial labour and their women forced to sexually serve the Primes.  This, as he saw it, was the next challenge.  It required a delicate balance which extracted the most from Minions—hard labour and no consequence sexual servitude—without provoking resistance or sparking rebellion.  For all the policies and technologies and use of force, Chinoso still suspected it would be a far bigger challenge than even the military victory.  They now had to defeat and occupy the hearts and minds of Minions to be truly dominant in the future.  

	This was precisely why he’d chosen Karin, even if he’d not explicitly explained his choice to anyone.  Karin Vester was his test.  She was the best the Dominion had to offer— from an elite family, wealthy and pampered, beautiful and brilliant and fiercely loyal.  Even he had been impressed by how she’d resisted the urge to run and hide as the inevitability of the PRF advance was clear.  To Chinoso, the girl represented everything the Dominion might be most proud.  He had reduced her to concubinage already.  That was the easy part.  Now he wished to conquer her heart, her mind and her dreams.   His intuition told him that if he could convert and channel her obedience into worshipful adoration, Prime domination was assured.  Primes owned the present, just as he, to all affects, now owned Karin.  It would be a long journey, but in his mind, what was at stake was a conquest of the future.  

	The limo rolled through the gated archway, finally slowing to a gentle stop.  Fetch opened the door and he stepped out.  

	“You may return for me at six sharp.  Until then, you’re to see to the housework schedule set for the day and Fetch—”

	“Yes, Chief Magistrate?” Fetch quivered nervously.

	“Wear your damned apron when you do your housework!”

	“Yes, Chief Magistrate!” he pledged in misery.  Chinoso caught Karin’s smirk and he had to suppress his own as he strode into the official headquarters for the Planning Commission.  Karin followed him, five paces behind, carrying his briefcase.  A pair of uniformed guards saluted him as he walked through, enjoying the sight of his assistant in her too short skirt as she pranced passed them on her high heels.

	The structure had been the old Mercantile Museum, a large column lined Classical affair that had housed some of the Dominion’s most revered artifacts.  He’d chosen the building and grounds precisely for that reason.  He’d had the antiquities all boxed and sent to storage.  Dominion school children had once been part of the regular traffic here, groups exposed to their history in the form of exhibits.  Now Minion school children would celebrate and honour new traditions, those representing the people who had subjugated their parents!

	He had appropriated the old museum director’s office, a honey wood panelled room filled with light from the expansive harbour views.  It was a joy to watch the new Primeva blossom like a phoenix—ships bearing visitors and goods from those nations who had recognised the world’s newest nation.  Not enough, he thought bitterly.  Not the West.  But they will.

	Karin rolled her tea caddy in, careful to close the office door behind her.  It was part of the morning ritual--- the slim, full busted Minion office girl serving her superior Prime his morning coffee.  She placed the delicate porcelain cup and saucer before him, eyes downcast, waiting.  Did he really want another blowjob?  He’d just had one on the car on the commute over after all.

	“Call the boys.”

	“Very good, Chief Magistrate,” she responded promptly, offering no hint of her inner thoughts.

	The “Boys” were his closest aides, the hands that constructed the programs and policies that emanated from his Planning Commission.  While other party faithful had clamoured and schemed for ministries or provincial governorships, he had argued he was better placed in an independent office where real work could get done.  Thank goodness the Leader had agreed.  There was so much to do and he and his boys were producing results at an impressive pace.

	Leonard Okeke represented intellect firmly rooted in conscience.  An East African Prime, he was a tall ascetic, too thin and too reticent for many.  Chinoso had found him quite voluble when he was passionate about the topic.  He’d been an orphan, parents lost in mudslides, when he’d appeared at a PRF cell meeting.  He’d made an impression and Chinoso had seen to it that he was enrolled in a party sponsored school.  His teachers lauded the boy’s prodigious intelligence and, again, Chinoso had seen to it that he was educated at Cambridge and the London School of Economics. He’d returned just in time to catch a bit of front line service and an appointment as Deputy to the Chief Magistrate.

	Like himself, Joshua Shekoni was a West African, a sociable, chatty fellow like Leonard in his mid twenties.  Aside from the fact that he was a second son, the tribal scion had the world before him now.  Like many of the political prisoners first deposited on the island, the Shekoni tribe had been brought here en masse and those tribal bonds had held firm.  There were a few independent power bases outside the party and the Shekonis were one such clan.  Joshua’s father had thrown in early with the Revolution and had ensured his tribe would share in the spoils.  Joshua had matured in the web of this highly successful Prime dynasty and he made the perfect pragmatic foil to his idealistic intellectual colleague.  The unlikely duo had forged a fast friendship in their governmental apprenticeship under Chinoso, who had no doubt they’d both earn high posts in future administrations.

	They entered his office, Karin trailing behind them.  As they took seats opposite his broad desktop, he offered them refreshments.

	“I know what I’d really like, but I’m too polite to ask,” Joshua chuckled, leering at Karin.

	“Why don’t you sponsor your own then?” he teased.

	“Last I checked, I had barely enough points to bag some C grade minx.  No, Chief, I’ll be saving my points up so I can pick out a hot, little A grade like you!”

	“Besides, Chief, he’s at Bunnytails all the time anyway,” Leonard wryly noted.

	“With me treating the college boy every time, as I recall!” he punched back with mock indignation.

	“I should join you sometime,” Chinoso considered.  “I’m interested in how all these new enterprises are going.”  Bunnytails was one of the capital’s most expensive brothels, featuring A grade Minion girls and even a few P Listers.  It was ridiculously expensive and beyond a bureaucrat’s salary, but Joshua’s personal wealth was such that he could afford to be not only a regular but to treat his friend and colleague as well.

	“Anytime, Chief!  It’s very well run and the girls undergo special training to ensure complete satisfaction.  Tea,” he added, smiling at Karin.  She poured a cup, served it primly, and turned towards Leonard expectantly.  After a curt shake of the head, she assumed a place against the wall, hands behind her back, bust thrust up, head down, legs spread slightly. 

	“I prefer the schoolgirl uniform,” Leonard smirked.

	“I admit I do as well.  Tomorrow, you’re a St. Hilda’s girl.”

	“Yes, Chief Magistrate!” Karin chirped.  

	“On to business, boys.  Let’s start with healthcare.  Leonard, what’s happening with Pre-Empt?”

	Leonard’s sallow face hinted at a grin.  “I am pleased to report the Grandfed Experiment has been a complete success, Chief.  Here’s the official policy paper—classified, of course—from the Racial Science Division.  All the facts and figures, but the bottom line is this.  The clinical tests confirm that even with repeated involuntary fertilisation with Prime sperm, no Minion girls in the were impregnated.  Genetic Security has been established.”

	Chinoso nodded, secretly surprised at the rate of the project’s progress.  The goal of ending any possibility of miscegenation had been achieved.  Thank God—no more St. Olaf’s, he thought.  “Means of delivery?”

	“Water Treatment.  I’ve taken the liberty of authorising immediate implementation throughout the country.”

	“With the Minister of Health’s approval?”

	“Of course, Chief.  The public announcement will come from his office—as you suggested,” Leonard nodded.

	“He’s learning!  Let the Minister have his soundbite!,” Joshua noted with approval.  “Question—what about those fertile minxes who got in the family way during the war>”

	“PreEmpt will naturally abort any mixed fetus,” Leonard answered his friend.  “No fuss, no muss.”

	Chinoso nodded.  Thank God they could mothball the mobile Racial Hygiene units at last.  During the war, every time a PRF front had rolled through a region, they’d planted their seed in scores of Minion women and girls.  It had been unavoidable—the soldiers had been promised their fun.  But it had also required the rolling abortion clinics and round-ups of pregnant Minions in the following months.  It was too inconvenient to test for paternity which meant many pure Minions were aborted.  That had led to a Minion baby bust at a time when his team calculated the need for more Minion labour in the future, not less.  

	“It’s a tremendous relief.  And no impact on Prime fertility rates?”

	“None whatsoever, “ Leonard replied confidently.

	“Our boffin boy has done good work,” Joshua added, patting his colleague’s shoulder heartily.  Leonard just rolled his eyes.

	“And what have you managed to contribute to the cause?” he asked Joshua, with a sidelong glance.

	The ebullient aide drew out some documents and spread them on the desk so his Chief could view them.

	“As we have often discussed, physical coercion of Minions isn’t sufficient in the long term to ensure acquiescence.  Right now, Minions are still is a state of shock at the abolition of their old privileges—including certain assumptions regarding assertive mating we have put to rest rather dramatically.”

	“So eloquent!  And I thought I was the Cambridge scholar,” Leonard jibed.

	Joshua offered a melodramatic bow of acknowledgement and continued.  “I understand people, my boy—that’s MY edge!  As I was saying, it is not enough to take their women from them—this must be normalised in a way Minions can process and hand down.  While their females are at our disposal, we must manage the very nature of their intimacy at all levels.  This product,” he tapped on one of his documents, “should help our new wards adjust to their new limits.”

	“ ‘Denygra—from virility to humility in sixty seconds!’  You actually commissioned Pfizer to produce this?” the Chief asked.

	“Of course, Chief.  What do you think?”

	The image was striking—a Prime embracing a minx in a hovel, while her husband docilly held up a blue pill.  He read the copy with increasing amusement.

	‘Sponsor visits can often spark dangerous feelings of frustration and disloyalty-- as well as unwanted sexual jealousy.  Those are the kinds of things that can annoy your Sponsor and lead to unhappy consequences.  That’s when you’ll want to pop a Denygra!  Our patented over the counter treatment for Prime Envy Syndrome will depress your testosterone for up to eight hours, rendering you safe and limp, as well as feeling content and accepting of your Sponsor’s natural and legal rights to your wife. Do it for her, do it for yourself and most importantly, do it for your Sponsor.   You’ll ALL be glad you did!’

	“They earn so little as it is—make sure these are affordable, alright?” the Chief suggested.

	Joshua nodded.  “As cheap as candy.  In any case, if the Sponsor insists, they’ll have to find the money to pay for them, regardless of cost.”

	“True.  Still, let’s not make it an issue.  I like the candy idea.  Make them sweet so they become a habit.”

	Both his deputies nodded.  The Chief never failed to take a good idea and transform it into a great one!

	 

	“And this?” the Chief asked with pleasant curiosity.

	“The Curtail!  Prophylactics designed with Minions in mind!  ‘Make it legal.  Make it with Curtail.’  Says it all, I think,” Joshua smiled proudly.  Continuing to read aloud, he share the ad copy.

	“ ‘You obey the rules, work hard and your wife keeps a smile on your Sponsor’s face.  It is time for CURTAIL- your monthly couple thrill time!  Anaesthetized for maximum hygiene, a CURTAIL provides you with the 2-5 minutes required for Minion coupling.’

	What do you think?”

	Leonard spoke up.  “Fifty dollars per condom?  That’s absurd!  Minions only earn a few dollars an hour!  And they are anesthetised?”

	Joshua shrugged.  “For their own good!  Wouldn’t want them getting too used to it!  As far as the price, you’ll be surprised at how much harder a Minion boy will work if there’s a chance of earning a go at his wifey from a Prime Sponsor!  And Sponsors will be encouraged to make the Curtail mandatory in their Minx’s bunny play.”

	Now Leonard shrugged.  “I suppose that makes sense.”

	“Limit it to one purchase per month,” the Chief insisted.  Joshua nodded.

	“I like what I’m seeing.  Fine work, the both of you.  By eliminating the possibility of an unhappy surprise through PreEmpt—and the introduce of these intimacy control products—you’ve normalised the values hierarchy we wish to establish in Minions.  For the female Minion, these are her sexual market value first and foremost.  Following that, her economic value as a clerical or domestic worker.  Next, her breeding value—her ability to throw off enough Minion brats to support the Prime economy.  Last and least, her mate’s value.  A female minion must be conditioned to view herself according to those four values in that order.”

	“And for the poor mimps?” Leonard asked.

	“Primarily economic, as industrial or agricultural drones.  Next his mate, as a reward.  Finally, breeding—though our forecasts don’t relay on natural Minion mating cycles.  Minxs can always be artificially seeded with Minion spunk,” the Chief explained.

	“So much for the feminist nonsense of the Dominion.  My how the mighty have fallen!” Joshua observed, not without pleasure.  “At this rate, by the time they are allowed to couple with their bitches, the poor mimps are going to forget how to do it!” 

	Leonard’s forehead creased at this, in thought but not yet willing to share them.

	“Speaking of which, what are the current projections?  Leonard, you’ve been analysing the data?”

	The deputy thumbed through his notes.  “Minion life expectancy has dropped overall by ten years.  The city Minions are better off—the male life expectancy sits at an estimated 51, female at 56.  The country Minions are a different situation.  So many have had no experience with manual labour and the conditions on some of the plantations are, well…  In any case, country Minion males life expectancy sits at 41, with females making it to 45.”

	Both the Chief and Joshua pondered that and Leonard paused to let the facts settle in.

	“Infant mortality is very high as well,” he added.

	The Chief rubbed his eyes.  He had anticipated this but was not pleased at the confirmation of his fears.  “These fools will kill the golden goose by working this Minion stock to death.  And yet, these plantations grants are extremely…political.”

	Joshua nodded sympathetically.

	“Increase the breeding quotas for country female Minions.  What is the current quota?”

	Leonard checked his files.  “Two children per female Minion, Chief.”

	“Make it four.  Based on this projection, at least two will survive.  Perhaps having more Minion stock will wake these fools up.  We have to stop wasting our providence, gentlemen!”

	The young men nodded.  They were well acquainted with the Chief’s position regarding Minion Policy and agreed with it.

	“Chief, I’d like to suggest something with regard to Minion fertility,” Leonard offered, with a hint of hesitation.

	“Go on.”

	“I believe it would be dangerous to totally denature male Minions with regarding to breeding and intimacy.  As it stands now, Male Minions are forbidden to share intimacy with a female Minion, unless a Sponsor’s permission for conjugal relations is granted.  And unrestricted intimacy is only possible with a female Minion aged thirty-five or older—after the Sponsorship Period has ended.  I’m not suggesting any changes here—it is a popular policy and seems to be working well.  But I would suggest that young Minion males get at least some sense of relief—one that would in no way break with policy or inconvenience a Prime Sponsor.”

	“And why?” the Chief asked, interested as always in his protégé’s thinking.

	“First, it would channel and reward young Minion males and second, it would prepare them for eventual breeding opportunities.  Natural Minion breeding is much less expensive than artificial alternatives and if these Minion boys don’t have an idea of what to do, we may be raising an entire generation of effeminate, emasculated Minions with decreasing genetic value.”

	“What do you have in mind?”

	“A Mating class, part of their Politics, Culture and Obedience curriculum.  If they earn high grades, they would be entitled to practice.  On a synthetic doll—not a living and breathing Minx—but a convincing plastic substitute would be enough for them.   We can also use the mating labs to collect Minion spunk for artificial insemination if required.”

	Joshua laughed.  The Chief joined in.  Leonard smiled in return.

	“See to it.  Speak with the Ministry of Education.  And let’s make the practice dolls as life like as possible.  What’s next?”

	Joshua read off of a printed out email.  “Our Chinese friends are keen on establishing a concession zone.”

	“For what purpose?”

	“Sex tourism.  They are keen on setting up an isolated resort staffed with Minions to pleasure their own party, political and military VIPs.  They’ve offered to pay for all construction but would like to use their own partners.  They’ve asked for a ten year concession and a private airfield that would allow them to access and leave the resort whenever they wish.”

	“Yes, with conditions.  We wish to work closely with our Chinese friends but will not trade one group of exploiters for another.  Scout for a suitable location, someplace remote.”

	“The Ostlandet peninsula might suit well,” Leonard suggested.

	The Chief nodded in agreement and continued.  “A three year concession, which we would review at that time.  And we would only consider this as a joint venture proposition, a 51-49 split, with a Prime majority stake.  We’d also insist on local partners handling construction, supplies and on-site management.  Thank the Minister of Trade for handling this negotiation—but I want you on this, Joshua.  Understood?”

	His other protege nodded, already excited at the prospect.

	“What else?”

	 “More applications for products and licensing.  Have a look at this!”  Leonard placed what his Chief took to be a plastic brightly coloured toy.  

	“What is it?  It looks like a toy mobile phone,” guessed the Chief.

	“It’s an electronic leash.  It works— but it can only receive calls, not make them.  For a Prime Sponsor to contact their Sponsored Minx,” Leonard explained, pointing at the function buttons.  “It has integrated camera and video functionality.  They call it the M Fon—a phone so simple a Minion can use it!”

	“I thought we agreed Minions had no need for consumer electronics like this,” the Chief grumbled.

	“It’s purely for the convenience of the Prime Sponsor, Sir ,” Leonard insisted.  “But if you think it is too much—”

	The Chief waved his hand in surrender.  “It’s fine.  Consider it approved.  What else?”

	Joshua leaned back.  “Castus has a new angle.”

	“Aren’t they rich enough already?  Practically every other adult Minion male is wearing one these days,” Leonard riposted.

	“Ah, but their newest product line is intended for the female of the species!” Joshua shot back.

	Leonard shook his head.  “A chastity belt for a Minx—how pointless!”

	But the Chief was intrigued.  “They’re smart, Leonard.  They know their marketplace well.”  He glanced at Karin, silent and no doubt stiff as she leaned uncomfortably against the wall, her pert upthrust breasts practically begging for a mauling.  “Give them the go ahead.  What else?”

	“There’s grumbling about the distribution of Sponsorship candidates,” Joshua remarked worriedly.  “The Sponsorship Registry Authority has published a completely transparent guide on how it works.  But there are always malcontents out there.”

	The Chief Magistrate sighed.  Like any luxury good or status symbol, Minion sponsorship was always going to generate envy.  “What percentage of Minion females are earmarked for sex worker employment again?” he asked.

	“Twenty percent, Chief.  By design.  So every Prime can indulge at a low price.”

	“If there was a way even a Prime Everyman could sponsor a Minx…” Joshua mused.  Then, he snapped his fingers.  “Chief, why not create a lottery?  For a dollar, every Prime can buy a chance to sponsor a minx!  It means you don’t need Sponsorship Points to qualify.  I bet PBC would carry it—say once a week?  I can see it now—a profile of the lucky Minx, the drawing and the winner announced on air!”

	Leonard nodded.  “It would theoretically make any Prime eligible to become a Sponsor.  Plus, what a money spinner!”

	Chief Magistrate pounded his fist on his desktop with glee.  He wondered proudly how much longer these bright Primes of the next generation would be sitting in his own seat of power.

	“Brilliant!  Do it!  Now, what else?” 

	It was Joshua’s serve now.  The two had managed to act as a kind of doubles team, divvying up the day’s policy issues and lobbing them in turn to the old man.

	“Same theme, different end of town, Chief.  The Central Committee has passed on‘unofficial’ complaints about the lack of P listers left to sponsor.”

	The boss rolled his eyes.  “They’re the ones who made up the original list and now they’re upset that all the toys have been selected?  They’re acting like greedy children!  How am I supposed to create new female Minion celebrities for them to argue over?”

	Joshua steepled his fingers, his smile that of a Cheshire cat.  “I might have an idea, Chief,” he grinned.  The Chief rolled his hand impatiently.

	“Stop showing off and go on!”

	“Well,” the big aide wagged back, “we could make them.  It is true that all the original Minion Priority Listers have been located, scooped up and assigned as rewards.  They’ve become such a status symbol that there’s of course an increased demand for more.”

	“The parlourhouses are in the act too.  They’re buying up Sponsorships behind the scenes.  You can bang Miss Dominion for fifty bucks at Bunnytails—and a whole lot more than that,” Leonard added.

	Joshua gave him an annoyed glare—he was on a roll.  “As I was saying, we could make a next generation of P listers.  Not the A or B designations—we can’t create more Royal Family members nor will we ever see a Minion female politician again—but athletic C and media entertainment D class P list candidates would be easy enough to create.”

	“And how would you manage that?” the Chief asked dubiously.

	“We consult local Prime Superintendents of Minion school systems, get them to flag minx schoolgirls with athletic ability—cheerleaders, dancers, gymnasts, whatever.  When they turn eighteen, we offer them an opportunity to appear on MinTV in sporting events for a year or two—just long enough to give them profile with Minion audiences.  Likewise, the same for minx schoolgirls that are particularly fetching, demonstrate charm or a sense of humour or singing or acting ability.  They also gain a kind of fame amongst Minions, starring in Minion programming and appearing in events staged for Minions.”

	The Chief was listening carefully now—very carefully.  Had Joshua solved a potential long term problem?It sounded like it!

	“The chosen girls enjoy a year or two of managed fame and, for Minions, even a kind of luxury.  They eat decent food, wear nice clothing, get centre stage—the object of the lust of Minion males and the envy of Minion girls.  Then, after a sufficienttime in the sun,” he snapped his finger, “she’s made available for Sponsorship and a bigshot is made good.  What do you think?”

	Leonard offered a mocking golf clap, though the admiring smile was genuine.

	“Sounds like MinTV is going to get a lot more popular,” the Chief remarked. “That’s run through PBC, correct?  Who is the big star on MinTV these days?”

	Joshua nodded.  “It is.  Claudia Valeska has been given a show called ‘Claudia!’.  Her ratings are good.  She’s still a role model—of sorts—to Minion females.  Of course, she no longer does anything serious—all just fluff for the minxes.  Her sponsor keeps her on a very short leash, I’m told.”

	“And that is…?”

	“AdenikaDuru, Executive Director of the PBC.  When Claudia’s not on the screen, she’s a PBC Tea Girl… among other duties,” Joshua chuckled, then made a ‘V’ sign with his fingers and drew his lips up between them.

	The Chief Magistrate sipped his tea.  “A very talented young woman.  I nominated her for that position.  We need to make use of all out most talented—men or women.  Next?”

	Leonard held up a sheaf of forms.  “Clinics requesting permission to operate.  Cosmetic surgery mostly, but some interesting genetic plays amongst them.  Now that collecting Minions has become a hobby, everyone wants theirs to stand out.  Boost jobs, blow job lips—”

	He glanced at Karin again.  Where her lips a bit thin?

	“--rib excisions and more.  Do you want me to review them all?”

	The Chief Magistrate shook his head.  “Your time is too valuable for that rubbish.  Send it on to the provincial authorities and let them sort it out on a local level.  We haven’t addressed Minion staples yet.”

	The two aides were already on their feet, the daily briefing they had thought completed.  They resumed their seats.

	“What are your thoughts, Chief?” Joshua asked.

	“We’ve released so many new Minion Grade products, I suspect they are getting a bit spoiled.  Leonard, can you create an algorithm for production cycle use that would guarantee shortages of basic Minion staples of between ten and twenty percent over the next six months?  Not enough to cause outright starvation but enough to create some gratitude when we unclog the supply chain in six months?”

	Leonard nodded.  “Consider it done, Chief.”

	“Joshua, let the suppliers know they are welcome to raise their prices to cover the artificial shortage,  Let the Minions tighten their belts before our businesses have to take a loss—correct?”

	Joshua nodded, his hearty dark face filled with amusement at his mentor’s way of looking at things.  “A pleasure, Chief!”

	And with that, another briefing completed and another day of work just begun!  He watched each aide give Karin a body length gaze as they departed, which prompted his Tea Girl to reciprocate with a dainty curtsey with that immodest skirt hem of hers. When the door closed behind them, he pointed to his desk.

	Like a marionette, she strutted (she was strutting now, her hips wiggled from side to side as he’d ‘suggested’) over to his desk.  Wordlessly, she placed her cheek against the hard, polished surface of the antique desk.  Her hands gripped her skirt up over her hips, while fingers then slipped under the teensy crotch of her red thing lace panties, pulling it aside in invitation.  Finally, she spread her legs, encased in those stockings and impractically steep heels.

	Power is the ultimate aphrodisiac, Kissinger was once reputed to have said.  It was true.  Not his power over this frail, powerless plaything—but his power over an entire group of people that was the engine of his lust now.  He directed his erection towards her top hole—one he was pleased to find pre-greased.  As he entered his office toy, she gripped the desk harder and repressed a sob.  A quick, hard slap to her backside soon converted the pitiful sobbing into a more pleasing, if utterly simulated, moans of pleasure.
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	I’M JUST A HONRY LITTLE MINX IN A PUSH-UP BRA!

	I’M JUST A HONRY LITTLE MINX IN A PUSH-UP BRA!

	I’M JUST A HONRY LITTLE MINX IN A PUSH-UP BRA!

	Lars hated that ringtone.  He hated the stupid pop song, he hated the singer (Frida Ebba!), he hated the lyrics, he hated the melody.  Most of all, he hated what it meant.

	“Good morning, Superintendent!” he heard his wife purring into her new M Fon.  Instantly, he found his work shorts, drawing them up over his Castus.  He found sleeping easier without the spandex shorts but hated being awake only in his imposed chastity device—it as worse than being naked.

	“This evening?  Of course, I’ll be available for my Sponsor!  Is there an occasion…or will it be just…you and me?” Inga asked, feigning an innocence that was just for show.

	Lars pulled himself off the dingy mattress and found a clean work jersey.  It was time to get ready for work anyway.  Still, he couldn’t help but listen in.

	“Yes, Superintendent!  Of course, I remembered it was my Sponsorship Day!  It’s the most important day of my whole year—after your birthday of course!  I’ve been thinking of nothing else for weeks!  I picked up that outfit you liked from Skippy’s yesterday—I was hoping I might wear it for you!”

	Lars clenched his fists.  Her ‘outfit’ had cost a week’s worth of his wages.  It was sitting on her cardboard box dresser, wrapped up in delicate gift paper with a bow on it.  He hadn’t even known what she’d bought but was sure it was just more slutwear picked out by the Superintendent for her—and paid for by him!

	“You’d like a preview?” she replied, looking guiltily at her husband who was trying to resolutely ignore her in grim silence.  “May I have a minute, Sir?”  

	She looked at Lars, shrugged helplessly and began undressing.  She’d been minutes away from leaving for school for the day and now it was all coming off.  Gingerly placing her M Fon on the mattress, she tore open the package and slipped on the complicated looking yellow and black lace panty, bra, garter and stockings set.  Slipping the M Fon on a selfie stick, she held it up in front on her, allowing the phone to perform the inspection demanded by her Sponsor.  He noticed the utter servility of her expression.  Lars had noted how his wife had learned to match it to her whatever her Sponsor’s current mood might be.  She waved the stick around her, allowing a 360 view of her body packaged up in his latest lingerie whim.  She remained silent until a relieved smile emerged.

	“I’m so pleased you like it, Superintendent!  I can’t wait for you to,” here she pretended to whisper, “take it off of me.  I can’t wait to celebrate my Sponsorship!  I’ll be thinking of it all day long.”

	There was more and now Inga wanted to frown—but of course, she didn’t.  Instead, her response was agreeable.  “Whatever you say, Sir!  See you tonight!”  She clicked the phone off, irked.

	“So, you won’t be home tonight.”  He hadn’t asked a question.

	She was drawing her work skirt over the stocking legs.  The yellow tops would be quite visible, as would be the black lace garter stays.

	“No.”  Instead of the light blue turtleneck, she searched her drawer and drew out a sheer—a very sheer—a too sheer—white cotton blouse.  The half cup yellow and black lace bra was clearly visible through it—no imagination was required.  Teenage boys would be gawking at her all day, whispering about her, making jokes about her.  She buttoned it up, lips pursed in a sulk.  Inga then drew some rose lip gloss on her lips.

	“He said my boy students deserved a thrill today,” she explained bitterly, “seeing as how it IS my Sponsorship Day.”

	Sponsorship Day—the day a Minion woman or girl was selected by a Prime.  Lars hadn’t known what exact day it was—now he did.  Still, this will be the last one, he calmed himself.  She wouldn’t be sponsorable a year from now!

	There was no point in being mad.  It wasn’t her fault, he had to keep reminding himself.  He wandered out to the kitchen and poured them a couple of Wake-Ades.  Than God the kids had already left for school.    

	Handing her the cold cup of brown Wake-Ade, he had to ask.  She hadn’t mentioned it in a couple  weeks and he was getting verrrry frustrated.

	“Any word on the application yet?”

	She dunked the brown drink down quickly.  It didn’t taste like much but it did get you ready for a long day and, he was beginning to think, it was also somewhat addictive!

	“Nothing yet, honey,” she replied.

	“But it’s coming up!  I mean, surely he knows that, right?”

	Inga was slipping into the black stilettos.  “Look, I submitted it, ok?  It’s up to him after that!” Her response was short, impatient.

	He took another swig of his morning drink.  How he longed for coffee!  But like a lot of things, that was reserved for Primes these days or impossibly expensive for an average Minion family.  They’d filled out the Conjugal Relations Application together two weeks ago.  If he thought about it much, it was a process designed to humiliate any normal Minion man—so he didn’t think about it.  Instead, he concentrated on completing the form like a diligent schoolboy taking a test.

	“I don’t think he liked the reason given,” Inga allowed reluctantly.  “I told you that it might not fly.”

	“Our wedding anniversary?  Since when is a wedding anniversary not a suitable occasion for a husband to have sex with his wife?”  He was angry, because he already knew the answer—they both did.  

	Inga was looking for her purse and notebook now.  “It wasn’t just that.  It was also what you wanted to do.  I could tell he wasn’t impressed,” she admitted.

	He placed his and her empty plastic cups in the tiny sink.  Kristi would wash them later—that was one of her chores.  Initially, he’d wanted to check ALL the boxes.  Why not?  It had been months and he’d been… compliant.   Respectful.  Then she’d outright rejected the oral sex request.

	“I am NOT giving you a blow job, Lars!  I mean—really!” she’d laughed.

	“Why not?  You… used to,” he objected.  It sounded more like whine.

	“I don’t know.  It just seems…silly.  I mean to even ask!”

	“But you give him—”

	Inga had raised her palm.  “He’s my SPONSOR, silly!  I’m a Minion.  Of course, I give him blow jobs!  Not another word.  There’s no way, ok?” she advised him sympathetically.

	He had settled for vaginal penetration and that would be just fine—perfectly acceptable.  More than acceptable!  How much was it to ask, after all?  If Prime Sponsors were just going to prohibit all Sponsored Spouse conjugal intercourse, why even have the form?

	“OK, so maybe the reason wasn’t great.  I didn’t mean any disrespect,” Lars lamely acknowledged at last.

	That earned Inga’s little disapproving frown.  “You didn’t?  You know how lightly Primes consider Minion marriages!  The Superintendent has been pretty kind—he could have dissolved our marriage if he wanted to.  He still can!”

	“Will you just ask him about it… I mean, when you use him tonight?”

	Now she was the schoolteacher, teasing him with mock authority.

	“What’s the magic word?”

	He hesitated, then gave her an answer that humbled him all over again.

	“Please?”

	She gave him a peck on the cheek.

	“Have a good day at work.  Better not stay up for me—I’m not sure if I’ll be home or not, ok?”

	Lars nodded, without speaking.  It was a common enough occurrence.  A hard day on the line would at least distract him from thinking about what would be going on later that evening.   

	 

	“And in recognition of their superior contributions over the last month, I will reward the following Drones later this afternoon.  This week, it is just Schmidt, five o’clock.  Good boy, Schmidt!  That is all.  Dismissed!”

	Lars could hear grumbling from disappointed drones, but he was smiling.  He could feel the jealousy wafting off the hundreds of drones who must have hoped their contributions might have given them some extra consideration.  Normally, at least three or four drones earned a reward. This week, he was the sole recipient!  The rest of the day flew by until the clock hit four-thirty and, after asking permission to leave the line, he was waved off and he broke into a light jog.

	He knocked on the storage room door.

	“Come in!” a falsetto voice responded.

	He opened the door.  Cheri was filing her nails—he had gotten used to thinking of him as a ‘her’—it made it more enjoyable—and looked up with a sweet smile on her thin pink lips.

	“Hey Mister Lucky!  Nice to see YOU again!” she gushed.

	“Hi Cheri!  You’re looking real cute today!” he complimented the Reward Boy.  Was she wearing a new bra?  There were nice little bumps there, not just the usually empty bra cups.  Maybe A cups.

	She winked at him.  “So do YOU!”  After the third session, Cheri’s initial rudeness seemed to give way.  He was pretty sure she liked rewarding him more than other drones.  She stood up and approached him, right up close.

	“You like ‘em?” she brushed her mouth against his ear.  “Feel them if you want.”

	Lars did just that, squeezing the little bumps through Cheri’s company jersey.  She flinched a little.

	“Sorry!  They’re sensitive!  I’m officially a triple A cup.  I’ve been taking these pills.  You like?” she asked again.

	Lars nodded, squeezing them more gently now.  Cheri sighed.

	“Show me who’s the boss!” she whispered fiercely, placing his hands on her shoulders.

	Feeling like a titan, he gently pressed her down to her knees.  Seconds later, his shorts were down and the lock of his Castus clicked.  His erection sprang to life, bobbing demandingly in front of the Reward Boy’s face.  Like last time, he felt the oral suction obediently accepting his member, which began rolling in and out of the supplicant’s wet mouth.  He tried to make it last but whether he was so eager or Cheri was so skilled, he soon felt the release.  It felt good!

	Lars was suddenly ashamed, as he always was after a reward session.  Cheri was a male, like himself.  This was wrong, pathetic.  If he weren’t so desperate for relief—

	Looking down, he then noticed something Cheri wanted him to see.  As she looked up at him, she proffered as darling a smile as she was capable of and with a wrinkle of her small nose, swallowed what she had held within those clear skinned cheeks.  Then, running her fingers around those thin lips, she licked the residue off them and swallowed again.  Reaching down, he helped her off her knees.

	After a minute, she broke the silence.  “I’ve never done that for a drone before,” she informed him solemnly.

	“I’m honoured,” was all he could say, now horribly conscious of the way she was looking at him.

	“Ah, Cheri, look… I really enjoy—”

	“Me too.  We’re kind of good together, aren’t we?” she cooed.

	“Well, sure, but, ah… I mean, you know I’m married.”  There.  That would prevent this all from moving in a direction he didn’t want to go.

	Cheri cocked her eye sarcastically.  “Like you ever get any!  Your wifey is Sponsored.  She’s off limits these days.  But I’m not,” she teased.  “If we got together, we could do a lot more than we’ve been doing.”

	Lars’ pale face was his immediate response.  Cheri’s interpretation of it confused him even more.

	“Look, Primes don’t care.  The Boss wouldn’t care if we, you know, got together.  As long as we both continued to do our jobs well, that is.  I mean you couldn’t get all jealous about that.  I give about fifty blowjobs a week in this plant—that’s my job.  But after work, well,” she took his hands and placed them on her budding breasts, “I’d be all yours.  Ask for a divorce.  You’d lose that thing,” she held up the hated Castus, ”and you’d get this anytime you wanted,”  she promised, slapping her ass lewdly.

	Lars felt his hands leap off her chest as if she was on fire.  “Cheri, it isn’t going to happen!  I’m married and have kids!”

	At that moment, Cheri’s wan face grew darker.  Her nimble fingers drew his Castus back on station, the lock clicking hard.  Then, pulling his shorts up, she gave him a penetrating look.

	“Don’t throw this away.  Think hard before we meet again.  I know we could be happy.  And for once, you’d get to be the man.”  Tapping his Castus through his work shorts, she smirked.  “Think about what that might be like.”

	The conversation was still on his mind as he plodded home, words and images echoing even as he tried to push them out of his mind.  Happy’s beckoned but as much as he needed a MinBeer, he couldn’t spend the money.  Prices on everything had crept up over the last couple months and money was tighter than ever.  It was back to Arti-Loaf, as much as they all hated the taste of it—it was the only meal many Minions could afford these days!

	Bent and Kristi seemed to be in the midst of some silent cold war he didn’t want to know about and as soon as the three of them had finished their tasteless dinner, all three retreated to their areas.  Lars was asleep well before the overhead light and tv automatically winked off at ten.  It had been a damn long day.

	Inga’s drunken giggles woke him up.  He tried to pretend he was asleep as he listened to her stumble out of her clothes and kick off her heels.  He sensed it was at least three in the morning as he felt her nuzzle against him.  He could feel the lace of her bra as she pressed into his back.

	“How’s my little guy?” she whispered, patting his Castus.  He could smell the Citranova on her breath.

	“You should get to sleep,” he mumbled, as she rolled over him, pinning him on his back.  

	“My faithful little hubby,” she cooed, kissing him on the lips passionately, still patting his Castus.

	He turned away.  His wife stank of cheap perfume and raw sex.  Her face was wet and not with tears.

	“Please!  Inga, go to sleep!”

	“Hush—don’t wake the kids!” she admonished, kissing him again.  Her tongue was teasing him uncomfortably, as it plunged inside his mouth.  Her own mouth tasted salty.  Conscious of her warning, he responded as she desired.  His hands cupped her laced up breasts, squeezing them tenderly.  There was sticky residue on them, as well as her bra.  He was glad the light wasn’t on.  His hand next explored those deliciously sexy panties he’d watched her slip on just that morning.  They were so delicate and damp!  Slipping a finger between Inga’s legs, he found her more than wet.  She was sopping and her lips dripped a creamy flow.  The Superintendent’s seed.  He sighed, all passion dispersing from him rapidly.

	“Inga, did you ask?  About the application?” he asked in an anxious whisper.

	But she had already passed out.  

	Like thousands of others, the Schmidt family stood clapping as the next Primevan Army formation marched by.  It had been one year since the official abolition of the Dominion monarchy and the erasure of the Dominion of Primeva.  Victory Day was the foremost civic holiday in the country now, conveniently scheduled on Sunday for Primes, who enjoyed the spectacle of parades and patriotic speeches at their leisure, even as Minions were required to attend them as a reaffirming reminder of their lost liberty.  While Primes drifted in and out of the almost day long festivities, Minions remained in place, heads alternating from raising and bowing as Prime leaders in their motorcades flew by—movie extras in their own national humiliation.  

	Lars hoped his claps and those of his family were sufficiently enthusiastic for Auxiliary Constable Heike, the short lesbian Minion who represented law enforcement and the manager of Arcadia Apartments, where they lived.  As an early turncoat, she’d been given minor privileges and extra rations which she earned by keeping an eye on her neighbourhood charges on behalf of her Prime superiors.  Lars had maintained a properly servile approach to dealing with her and she’d pretty much left them alone.  It helped that they paid their rent always in cash and never in trade and that Inga had a Sponsor.  He knew one poor single mother with two children who was a registered Brothel Girl and could never come up with the full rent.  The Prime Manager, who otherwise never visited the property, was always ready to collect ‘in trade’ from her at the beginning of the month.  Lars suspected that this allowed “Miss Heike” to lean on her as well, taking her own from the desperate young whore as well.  He sympathised.  The whore either cooperated or she’d be reported as a nuisance and lose her place.  As small, dark and depressing as the units were, they were better than ninety percent of the other housing options available in the Zone.

	As the last unit of Primevan Youth in their jungle green uniforms and scarlet kerchiefs had marched by to the thunderous if tired applause by the Minion spectators, Auxiliary Constable Grunfos clapped her hands.

	“Minions, dismissed!” Miss Heike informed them, her red armband all the authority she needed in this neighbourhood to order the dispersal of thousands of Minions.

	All four Schmidts let out a relieved sigh in unison.  It was four o’clock and they’d been standing since noon that morning.  They made their way home, hungry, thirsty and happy to be back.

	“Kids, not so fast!” Inga warned them as they tried to escape into their personal spaces.  “MinTV is Mandatory Viewing all day.”

	On cue, the big screen began playing a three hour documentary on the Revolution, which would be followed by half hour profiles of key members of the Central Committee, right up until sign off at 10 that evening.

	“Evan ‘Claudia’ is cancelled?” whined an irked Kristi.  Shea and her mother LOVED the ‘Claudia’ show and often watched it together.

	“Yes, yes.  Look, you two better take notes.  I shouldn’t tell you this, but you WILL be tested on this material all week in both your schools,” Inga advised them.  Sullenly, the kids pulled out their notebooks and diligently began taking copious notes, eyes glued to the screen.  

	His wife made a little frown.  “We better go, hon,” she reminded him.

	He was nervous enough as they waited at the back door of Skelvænget No. 1.  The Superintendent’s lawn was manicured to the grass blade, no doubt regularly trimmed and watered by a Minion landscaper.  Many young male Minions’ first jobs these days were as outdoor yard keepers.  He had higher hopes for Bent.

	Puppet ushered them not in the house but to the gardens.  Over a hedge Lars could hear the lapping of the outdoor spa and pool.  How nice would it be to take a swim!  

	“You, change,” the insufferable little houseboy brusquely ordered Inga, she merely shrugged and entered the house.

	“You, wait,” he spat at Lars.  It was ten minutes before the Superintendent appeared, Puppet carrying a serving tray with two glasses and a bottle of Citranova on ice.  He was wearing a white cotton robe, which seemed to hide a brown middle aged paunch and what Lars took to be a swimsuit and was barefoot.

	“Happy Victory Day, boy!”

	Lars bowed his head.  “Happy Victory Day, Superintendent!”

	“I do hope you don’t mind me doing some celebrating with Inga?”

	Lars shook his head.  “No, Sir!  Not at all!  An honour, Superintendent!”

	The Indian Prime nodded.  “For both of you, yes.  Thank you for delivering her.  I’ll be keeping her for the night.”

	Lars nodded stiffly, head still bowed.

	“I did want to speak with you regarding a couple of matters.  First, I’ve decided to reject your application for conjugal relations.”

	Lars’ heart sank.

	“You deserve to know why.  I found the request very bold.  Your wedding anniversary is a very poor reason to make such a request and vaginal penetration—for your very first time in Inga’s Sponsorship?—well, it is just absurd.”

	Lars wanted to shrink and disappear.  Instead, he replied.  “I apologise, Superintendent.  I was thoughtless and meant no disrespect.”

	This mollified the older man.  “Look, I know you two are… anxious to be together.  You’ve had a couple of brats together and it has been quite a long time—especially for you.  Many Prime Sponsors don’t permit any Minion spousal relations, but I’m not unreasonable.  Re-submit your application with a more realistic expectation and I’ll consider it.  As far as next Saturday goes, I’m reserving that day to treat myself.  She doesn’t know it yet, but I’m buying her a cheap little wedding dress at Skippy’s this week—Thursday is Sponsor’s Night—and I’ll be doing the honours on your anniversary instead.  Won’t that be a fun surprise for her!”

	Lars felt his fists begin to clench then relaxed.  His body language must not betray him.

	“Yes, Superintendent!  My wife Inga is a lucky girl!”

	At that moment, Inga entered the room.  She had changed into a bright red bikini that hid little, one he knew well.  

	“Wait for me in the spa.  Puppet!”

	The teenager followed Inga out of the room, carrying the silver serving tray bearing the bottle and drinks.  Inga gave him a fleeting, neutral glance as she disappeared behind the hedges.

	“Well, I am pleased with your attitude, boy.  I understand you’re doing well in your job and you seem to know your place.  That’s why I’ve decided a carrot is in order.”

	“Sir?”

	Puppet returned now, bearing a stool, a rolled up newspaper and a framed photo.

	“Well, it IS Victory Day after all.  As long as you display the proper attitude, as a Prime, I want to motivate you.  When we first met, you’ll remember I offered you the opportunity to lose some of that built up frustration.  You may only be a Minion, but you are still a male.”

	Puppet spread out the newspaper, then placed the framed photo on the stool.  It was Inga wearing the red bikini in a most brazen and inviting pose.  Puppet’s hungry eyes were glued to it.

	“Well, what about now?  Or are you still so proud as to refuse the reward?”  The Indian Prime smirked at him.   

	“Yes…please, Superintendent,” he croaked, voice thick with anticipation.

	“Puppet!”  

	A keyring was tossed to the floor.  The houseboy scrambled for it.  Lars stepped onto the newsprint and looked away as his spandex shorts were lowered and the weight of the hated Castus fell away.

	“And since it IS Victory Day, Puppet, you may also indulge yourself with the object of your desires.  This is early in the month for you but don’t get the idea you’ll be allowed released again this month.  Once a month is fine for houseboys!” the Indian Prime pedantically observed.

	In a minute, Lars felt the houseboy kneeling next to him.  Both their eyes were transfixed by the near pornographic vision of Inga in her beckoning red bikini.

	“My citranova and fuck bunny are waiting.  Have fun boys.  Puppet, make sure the mess is completely cleaned up after you’ve both finished.  Now, what do you have to say?”

	Lars and the teenage houseboy both responded in near unison.

	“Thank you, Sir!”

	The Prime chuckled and walked out.  In minutes, both Minion males were lost in fantasies fuelled by a piece of paper behind glass, even as the real squeals and moans of the model began drifting from behind the hedges.
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	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	CHAPTER 34: THE LEER OF INVITATION

	 

	“Let go of me!” Karin barked at Fetch, who reluctantly drop her upper arm.

	They were in the lobby of Skippy’s again, where Karin had become a regular at her Sponsor’s instruction.  Fetch had delivered her yet again and she knew he enjoyed playing the chaperone.

	A plain if curvy enough Minion shopgirl approached.

	“May I help you?” she asked, pointedly addressing Karin, not her male escort.

	“My Sponsor, Mr. Chinoso, made an appointment for me with Madame Falola?”

	The Minion girl’s demeanour shifted quickly from polite to deferential.  “One moment please!” she requested before zipping behind to the rear of the counter.  

	As large as the front of the shop was, it was still crowded with various Minion women, all pretty and all excitedly pawing through rack after rack of a universe of female fashion choices.  Many held up skimpy items against their pale skin, their other hand holding aloft a mobile phone.  Karin assumed these were the new M Fons she’d seen advertised on PBC, a one-way device that allowed Sponsors to manage their Minion wards remotely.  The Chief Magistrate hadn’t given her one yet, probably because she was virtually always in his line of sight.

	A well dressed Arab Prime, a younger man, entered with an older Minion woman trailing behind him.  Though not in a uniform, he held the bearing of a soldier, no, an officer, Karin thought.  The woman, in her early thirties perhaps, wore an abbreviated maid’s uniform.  Greeted by an obsequious Minion shopgirl, they disappeared into a Fitting Room.  As the woman followed, she met Karin’s eyes briefly and mutual recognition registered.  Colonel Blanid had once headed up the Counter Insurgency Group.  Now, she was a pleasure maid, handed out s a prize of war to a junior officer.

	“Please follow me,” the perky Minion requested.  They followed her past the rows of shopping Minions, past the many Fitting Room doors and well into the rear of the shop.  Then, into a lift and up three floors, past an executive office suite and into a large private reception area, where they were delivered into the presence of DayoFalola.  

	She reclined in a chaise lounge, comfortable in a cream silk gown, attended by her assistant Lemon, who was kneeling and massaging her Mistress’s feet.  Christina Kruse had once been a celebrity in her own right, a Dominion fashion diva who had ruled over her own fashion empire.  Now she kneaded brown toes, her face unmade and her blonde hair tied into a messy ponytail.  She was topless, her small breasts bobbing as she worked, and wore nothing but white cotton panties.  Her expression was one of absolute exhaustion.

	“Ah, the Chief Magistrate’s girl!  Come in!  Daisy, re-stock the Fitting Rooms with champagne and Citranova, and confirm the VIP appointments for this afternoon.  Advise me if any of the visits require my presence.”

	The perky girl curtsied.

	“And you—” she pointed at Fetch.  “You are dismissed.  Go wait in your vehicle—I’ll have her returned when we are through. This is women’s business, boy,” she advised.

	Karin smirked as her escort bowed in frustration and followed the perky shopgirl out.

	“As if I was going to allow the likes of him a free show!” Dayo noted in amusement, catching Karin’s bemusement.  “You don’t like him, do you?”

	“No, Ma’am.”

	“Let’s see what your Sponsor is interested in today.”

	Karin handed her a sealed envelope, which the store proprietor tore open, removing a folded note which she read, a smile acknowledging the contents.  

	“As always, your Sponsor demonstrates his innate good taste with his requirements,” Dayo noted, slipping the note face down on her lap.  “What do you think he sent you here for today?”

	Karin shrugged.  “I have no idea Ma’am.  It isn’t my place to question my Sponsor’s requests.”

	Dayo’s white, even grin was her only response.  “Before we attend to your Sponsor’s requests, do you have any requests of your own?”

	“Is it permitted?” Karin asked, surprise equal in measure to respect.

	Dayo stretched her toes.  “The other foot, Lemon.  Well, yes.  You have an allowance now I understand.  As long as you can afford something, I’m not averse to taking your money, as well as your Sponsor’s.”

	Karin had been surprised to learn she’d be earning a salary while in service to the Chief Magistrate.  It wasn’t much— only a dollar and an half an hour—and most of that placed in an account she wasn’t allowed to draw from.  It was, she was told, to become a dowry at some point, to be used as a nest egg when she left Sponsorship at the age of thirty five.  “Something to let you start a little family with,” her Sponsor noted.  She was allowed a ten dollar allowance per month though that she might use on whatever she liked.

	“Might I buy some… make-up?” Karin asked eagerly.

	Dayo shook her head.  “I’m afraid not.  You know the expression ‘lipstick on a pig’?  That’s the way Primes look at Minion girls and cosmetics.  Prime women use cosmetics to accentuate their natural beauty—Minion girls have used it disguise their natural homeliness, but not any more.  It’s simply no longer permitted.”

	Karin’s heart dropped.  “Perhaps lipstick, Ma’am?”

	“For what reason, child?  Do you wish to draw attention to your lips in the hope your Sponsor will actually kiss you?”

	Karin hadn’t enunciated that hope so explicitly but it was true.  She nodded.

	“He won’t kiss you.  No Prime would ever kiss a Minion.  For one, kissing a Minion is a filthy, unhygienic experience.  Everyone knows where your pretty mouths winds up so very often.  The very thought of contact with those lips is simply too disgusting for most Primes.  And if it wasn’t, do you believe any Prime man who has kissed a Minion girl should ever find his lips allowed to kiss those of a Prime woman?  Ridiculous!  Minions kissing is one thing, but put that out of your mind.  You’ll stick to lip gloss.”

	“Yes, Ma’am” Karin accepted the decision glumly.  “Perhaps…”

	“Go on.”

	“Do you offer bikini waxing?”

	Dayo nodded. “Of course!  I assume your Sponsor keeps you bare?”

	“Yes, Ma’am.  But I’m not responsible for that.”

	“Who shaves you then?”

	“The houseboy—Fetch.  I hate it!” Karin exclaimed.

	“How exciting for him—and how infuriating for you!  I could have Lemon attend to that—with your Sponsor’s permission, of course.  Lemon is most familiar with female intimacies these days, aren’t you girl?”

	Lemon looked up from the brown feet sheepishly.  “As you like, Ma’am.”

	Dayo patted her head.  “I will ask for you.  How are you doing otherwise, Karin?”

	Karin was taken by surprise.  No one had inquired about her own feelings or opinions in a very long time.

	“The Chief Magistrate asked me to have a little chat with you— the kind of chat only women can have with each other.  You may be just a Minion but you are still a woman.  So, Karin, how are you finding your new life?  Sit,” she ordered gently, pointing at a footstool.

	Karin sat down, looking up at the Prime woman.

	“Now… answer me.”

	Karin considered her words carefully.  “I am getting used to it.  I eat well.  I’m allowed to watch television.  I’m disciplined but only when I deserve it,” she shared neutrally.

	Dayo’s eyes arched.  “Only when you deserve it?” she repeated sceptically.

	Karin frowned a little.  “Perhaps when my Sponsor thinks I deserve it,” she amended her response.

	“You sound like a very spoiled Minx.”

	Karin nodded.  “I think I am, Ma’am,” she replied carefully.

	“No anger or resentment then?  Surely you must secretly hate losing your personal freedom!  Being reduced to the lowest status in society—after having enjoyed the highest position not so long ago?”  Dayo’s question seemed to assume she did.

	Karin blinked, reluctant to touch the question.  Was it a trap?  Was the Prime woman drawing her out in order to generate a reason to discipline her?  Dealing with Primes this way was so draining.   She far preferred to just obey them, rather than try to outwit them.  Finally, after a rapid calculation, she decided just how to frame her response.

	“Of course, I do!  I’d be lying if I said I didn’t wish things were the way they used to be!  I miss my freedom.  I miss not being allowed to make choices about my life for myself.  But I no longer think there’s any chance that things will ever go back to the way things were.  Primes are in charge now.  Minions will never, ever again regain our freedom.  The more time passes, the more it seems strange that Minions were ever free.”

	It was the truth.  It was the way she now felt.  She’d seen the innate weakness of her people.  As much as she hated the bitter taste of defeat and humiliation, she knew it was meant to be.  The more she came to understand the vitality and genius of the Prime people, the more Karin knew how inferior her own kind were.  Her own people had learned so quickly to embrace their degradation.  The evidence was so overwhelming—day after day, she experienced it with her own eyes.  In her Sponsor’s own office, she was a daily silent witness to the plans to further humble Minions in hundreds of ways.  On the street, the domestics and menials were all pale skinned drudges.  The Minion concubines or escorts were all freshly scrubbed pink cheeked beauties, whose pride increased in proportion to the power and prestige of their Sponsors or employers.  On the television screen, she was exposed to Prime programming the vast majority of Minions would never see—entertainment all based in the humiliation and exploitation of her pale skinned sisters.  Just that morning, she’d seen a visual parade of Prime domination and Minion submission:

	A news report on re-education in Orania, Minion women whipped en masse for collective disrespect

	A new game show—‘Spread or Starve’- in which Minion women whored for additional rations

	An ad promoting the auction of a Minion beauty’s 21st birthday party at a high end brothel

	Another news report on potential increases in the Minion Breeding Quota

	The daily sentencing and execution announcements of former Minion leaders

	The promo for the veteran’s charity—the Royal Strip-athon, featuring the deposed monarch herself as centre stage attraction 

	No—things were never going to be the way they were.  The Dominion was dead.

	“And servicing your Sponsor—how do you feel about that?”

	Karin felt threatened by the question.  Again, should she lie or tell the truth?

	“You may be honest.  As a Prime, I may despise you but as a woman I am capable of sympathy.”

	“I’m… getting used to it, Ma’am.  I am trying harder to please him.”

	“That’s what he tells me.  That’s good.  It must be difficult to go from being a pampered little Dominion princess to becoming a Prime man’s personal whore—to know he’ll never have any respect for you.”  Dayo waited pointedly for a response.

	Karin wouldn’t bite.  She merely looked away.

	Dayo reached down and tugged Karin’s chin up.  “Your Sponsor tells me you’re becoming quite… responsive.  He says he often finds you quite wet—even after discipline.  Is that true or is he boasting?”

	Karin blushed.  Of all the humiliations, this drew her fiercest shame.  “No, Ma’am— it is… true.”

	Dayo patted her cheek.  “You’re a Minx—a perfectly natural reaction to a Prime man.  Or woman, right Lemon?”

	The blonde servant raised her head from her Mistress’s feet.  “Yes, Madame.  As you  say,” she answered, then returned to her task.

	“Before the War… did you have plans?” Dayo pushed.

	Karin shrugged.  “I had hoped… it doesn’t matter.”

	“The Chief Magistrate says the houseboy was special to you.”

	Karin looked away, eyes narrowed.  “He was… I thought we’d get married.  Now, I…”

	Dayo nodded.  “You hate him.  Because, like all Minion males, he failed to protect you.”

	“Yessss,” Karin hissed.

	Dayo patted Lemon’s blonde head again.  “Natural.  Of course, Minion males were never going to be able to protect their women once Primes claimed them.  You understand this by now.”

	“Yes, Ma’am,” Karin replied truthfully.

	 

	“I’m glad we had this chat.  Now, let’s review the Chief Magistrate’s shopping list.”

	It was a long list.  

	Two hours later, Karin slipped the last item—a sleek black vibrator—int a Skippy’s shopping bag.  A summoned Fetch was waiting to escort her back to the waiting limo.  She handed him the shopping bags—all four of them.  He scowled but took the bags, however reluctantly.

	Dayo rewarded her with a wink and Karin found herself grinning.

	“Ma’am?”

	“Yes, child?”

	“Do you have any advice?  On how I might… make my Sponsor… more… pleased with me?”  Asking made her feel small but she had to know if there was any chance at improving her situation.  It was, she recognised, her natural ambition finally returning to her.  Even now, Karin wanted to be more than what she was.  She needed a way to re-assert herself and this was the only avenue for her to do just that.  Talking to another woman, especially a Prime women, has helped her find this part of her again, she realised.   

	Dayo’s satisfied expression suggested her question might have been the entire point of their time together.  Was this why she had been so generous with her time?  Was the point of this visit simply shopping—or was there more to it?

	“Show him you’re more than a warm and willing white body, child.  Give him your heart and your mind—without reservation.  If he finds you worthy, he’ll accept your devotion.  And that will fulfil you far more than any dreams you used to have.  Do you understand?”

	Karin nodded and curtsied.  “Yes, Ma’am.  Thank you, Ma’am!”

	 

	Chinos sipped his morning coffee absently, his attention captured by the various collection of print outs splayed across his desk.  Unlike the usual single pile of items of interest dumped on his desktop, these were gathered according to theme, making them much easier to review.

	At present, his attention was captured by a memo from Finance, entitled “Subject: Access to Western Credit Network”.  Upshot: lack of diplomatic recognition precluded any access to even basic ninety day credit facilities, requiring all imports be paid in hard cash.  Another from the Central Bank of Primeva warned that inflationary pressures were building.  The Prime Dollar was dropping in value against the US Dollar precipitately.  More concerns from the Reparations Council—expropriations were slowing as Minion asset stripping was nearing completion.

	The other pile was just as worrying.  Internal security reports on intra-party clashes: “Provincial Militia clashes with Regular Garrison in Bergtorp over Minion POW disposition”.  “Primevan Youth troop claims credit for rash of Minion lynchings in Passatvinde.”  “Minion community leaders plead for protection after Kolveberg riots.”  “Coordinating Committee members beaten by Minion Resistance.”  “Dozens of Minions executed in Jernbjerg Crackdown.”

	His concentration was momentarily broken by the rising pressure below his waist.  Reaching down, he found the ponytail and gripped it hard.  He felt his assistant, on her knees and under his desk, arch and prepare for his release, her lips tightly encompassing his shaft.  Without a pause, he let go, gripping the handful of hair tightly, as his deposit sludged down her throat.  He’d have liked to have held her in that position, the sensation of her wet, stuffed mouth a pleasurable one—but it was 9:27.  Releasing her ponytail, he felt her quickly clean up after herself, zipping him up and backing out on her knees from under his desk.

	She wore a SecreTease themed outfit today, a form fitting top which showed off her midriff, and a barely there miniskirt.  She licked her lips shyly, hands behind her back and breasts proudly on parade for him.

	“Send them in.”

	Joshua and Leonard took their customary seats and yet another official day of the Great Correction began. 

	“I’m becoming concerned,” he announced, pushing the stacks at his deputies.  “I see not so invisible hands at work.”

	Leonard nodded.  “Minister Munda’s messaging is increasingly… hyperbolic.  His antipathy towards Minions is no secret.”

	“My contacts suggest he’s building alliances with key players in the party and provinces.  They don’t think the Revolution went far enough.”

	Chinoso nodded.  “Comrade Munda’s statements are dangerously inflammatory.  What’s more concerning is the Leader’s silence.  I worry we may lose all we have worked so hard for if this is allowed to continue.  And yet, Munda has become very popular.  Many share these views.”

	“What will you say to him?” Leonard asked.

	The Chief Magistrate shrugged.  “I’m not sure.  Just be open, I suppose.  We got along well enough during the war.  Perhaps we can reach a compromise.  By the way, thanks to you both for organising your daily intel items.  It makes them much easier to read through!”

	The two deputies looked at each other in confusion, each shaking their head in disavowal.

	“Not sure what you mean, Chief Magistrate,” Joshua admitted.

	He almost missed it, but then caught a small smile on Karin’s face.  Interesting.

	Later that afternoon, Karin ushered in Kabemba Munda, current Minister of Information and confidante of the Leader himself.  Munda wore his customary suit, though he’d added a PRF party armband lately.  He was ebullient and shook the older man’s hand firmly before taking a seat opposite the Chief Magistrate.

	 “Good to see you, old friend!  How have you been?  We never see you in cabinet meetings.”

	“Hardly a place to get work done!  I’ll leave the present to you—I need to focus on the future,” Chinoso advised.  “It is why I asked for this meeting.  I sense our goals have begun to… diverge, my friend.”

	Munda shrugged, even as his eyes communicated agreement.  “I wouldn’t say that was necessarily so.  But the Revolution continues and we must follow where the tides of history flow.”

	Typical Munda nonsense.  “Of course.  But your recent speeches suggest a tilt away from official policy—especially regarding the Minions.”

	Munda stared at the harbour, filled with sails.  “We have evolving views on the Minion Question, my friend.”

	Chinoso took note of his use of the plural, as well as the word ‘evolving’. His suspicions were now well confirmed.

	“And perhaps you’d be good enough to share your current thinking,” he asked.

	Munda’s nodding indicated he’d be more than happy to do just that.  “There are some who believe that a more complete separation might be a better option for the Prime people.”

	“Why is that?”

	“Quite a few reasons, actually.  For one, they,” here he rested his eyes on Karin, standing against the wall as always, “represent a danger.”

	The Chief Magistrate laughed out loud.  “Munda, we kicked in an open door!  The Minions were ready for the yoke even before we launched the Revolution!  Their culture was decadent, weak and lacked even basic instincts for survival.  They are natural inferiors.  What danger do they possibly represent?”

	“For now,” Munda replied, undeterred.  “They also represent a distraction.”

	“As I recall, you chose to sponsor one such prize ‘distraction’—to the consternation of many of our most envious colleagues!”

	Munda’s not so guilty smile conceded the point.  “As far as distractions go, Hannah is a major one, I’ll admit.  Also a very creative one—once I broke her in.  And I’m in no way advocating giving up all our just rewards.  But their utility is reaching the use by date. For example, the Coordinating Committee has been a wonderful diving wand, but they’ve uncovered almost all of the remaining Minion assets for us.”

	“What about the labour value?”

	Munda waved the objection aside.  “I know your so-called ‘humanomics’ school of thinking but we could easily lose ninety percent of all Minion labour and replace it with more reliable automation.”

	Chinoso wasn’t having it.  “Theoretical and decades away!  We both know many newly established Prime magnates who are demand in more—not less—Minion labour!  What is your real position, Munda?  You’re an Eliminationist, aren’t you?”

	Munda’s eyes narrowed.  “I place Prime security above all else and I—and others—do believe Minions represent an eternal threat to our people.  Any interaction with them—even as superior and to their inferior—risks contaminating our people.”

	The Chief Magistrate looked directly at his old friend and in a low, calm tone, began responding.

	“For argument’s sake, let’s say you are correct.  Are you seriously suggesting the elimination of millions of Minions?  DO you have any idea how that would be received by the wider global community?  We are trying to re-integrate and get recognition from the West.  What you are suggesting would make us a pariah among nations.  And any nation that chose to ‘liberate’ the Minions you wish to genocide would be applauded by the rest of the world.  We would lose our independence just as quickly as we have achieved it!”

	Munda leaned back, visibly shaken.  “You have a valid point.  Still, I believe the Leader shares my concerns.  Perhaps there might be room to discuss reasonable compromises.”

	Now Chinoso shrugged.  It was important to concede room for Munda’s faction to be heard.  “What do you have in mind?”

	“A jointly hosted summit—you and I.  Nothing official—but all the key players would be there.  We discuss both positions and see where we might… meet in the middle, if possible.”

	“And the Spiders would accept this approach?” he asked, openly using the faction’s unofficial moniker.

	Munda straightened his armband.  “Would the Crocs?  Let’s convene it and see what happens.  Business for the first day, then pleasure the next day.  We could hold it in the Vestdal— the summit at the old Whitecaps Club and the House Party at my new place.”

	Chinoso nodded.  He had heard references to the ‘Crocodiles’ grow louder, even as his own confidantes had begun whispering about the ‘Spiders’.  He disliked the natural progression to factions, but as long as the Leader was willing to leave them in limbo regarding his own preferences, the vacuum Nature abhorred would be filled.  He wouldn’t rise to the clumsily dangled bait. 

	“Agreed.  I’ve heard it is magnificent.”

	Munda smiled.  “The Leader insisted.  Jade Palms is a wonderful place to escape.  And huge as well.  We’ll sort our issues and have a wonderful time away from the affairs of state.”

	“I’ll have my deputies put together a proposed guest list.  Can you supply the same on your end?”

	“Of course.”  Munda rose and offered his hand.  “I’m glad we can work this out like civilised Primes.  Our staffs can work out the details and I look forward to seeing you—and your distraction,” he pointed at the ever quiescent Karin, standing against the wall, “very soon, my friend!”

	Karin could tell her Sponsor was distracted on the ride back to the hotel.  Without prompting, she began fellating him and all he did was absently pat her head.  Her servicing was diligent and she felt him inflating within her wet mouth as her tongue busily attended to it’s task.  She wondered if he knew how hard was trying—really trying—to service him as well as she might.  Or was it a given—taken for granted by a Prime Sponsor of his little Minx plaything?  Her tongue deftly lifted the last creamy drop from the tip of his cock and she efficiently zipped him up just as the limo pulled up in front of the hotel.  She had followed the verbal tennis match between her Sponsor and his guest and the implications terrified her.  The desire to please him was only magnified.  Depending on forces well beyond her understanding, the feature of her people—the Minions—teetered on the edge of genocide. 

	Starder, the middle aged doorman on duty as ever in his crisp red uniform, opened the door and tipped his black hat to the Chief Magistrate smartly.  Fetch gave his the fish eye, always jealous of his own responsibilities— which usually included opening his master’s door.  Starder winked at her kindly as she followed her Sponsor into the grand lobby of the hotel, headed towards the Resident Elevator.

	After the Chief Magistrate had enjoyed his room service provided light evening meal in the surprisingly large dining room—after which she and Fetch were allowed to eat in the penthouse kitchen—she dropped to her knees, waiting.  Normally, he’d drop a few brief orders and, depending on his whims, she’d change and prepare for the evening’s entertainment.  Tonight, the Chief Magistrate was self absorbed, barely acknowledging her presence.  Then, struck by a thought, he tinkled the small bell.

	Fetch appeared immediately.  

	“From now on, she will sleep in the small guest bedroom.  Prepare the room immediately.”

	Fetch’s eyes grew wide but he nodded and left to carry put the order.  He and Karin had been sleeping on the floor of the Chef Magistrate’s expansive walk in closet.  Evidently, he’d be sleeping alone from now on—Karin’s sleeping situation had been upgraded by a magnitude. 

	The Chief Magistrate patted a pleased, if shocked, Karin on her head.

	“I have no need of you this evening.  You may organise your new room as you like.  Go on—I wish to be alone,” he ordered, not unkindly.

	Karin nodded, and left, leaving him in mild confusion as he clicked on the television, scanning the domestic and international news channels.

	 

	+++++++++++++++++++++

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	CHAPTER 35: BEGGARS AND CHOOSERS

	 

	Lars could already hear the screams and shouting as he approached his own apartment’s door.   He very nearly did a 180 and head for Happy’s for a MinBeer.  It had been a hellacious day, just one of a long week in which the production goals had been increased another ten percent.  

	“Fucking dyke!”

	“Little queer!”

	It was Bent and Kristi going at it again.  They’d been going at it like cats and dogs in a way they never had when they were younger.  What had turned them from siblings into bitter enemies?  The claustrophobic living space?  Just a consequence of teenagers getting a bit feral?  He suspected it went a bit deeper than that—that the education to which they were now subjected had been taking a toll on them both.  He knew Kristi was increasingly nervous about her eventual sponsorship and that Bent was growing frustrated by the prohibition against dating.  In a world where the Dominion went on, Kristi would be applying to universities and Bent would be wondering about who to invite to the Junior Prom.  

	“Kids!  Stop!” he growled, but they ignored him.  

	“Hey, did they elect you president of the No Bra Club yet, you skank?”  

	Lars sighed.  Bent never failed to resort to the ultimate verbal shiv for his less than nubile older sister.

	“As if you’ll ever fuck a REAL girl, you little Minion faggot!” Kristi slashed back.

	“oh yeah?  How are your lezzie classes going?” Bent shot back.

	“That’s enough!” he bellowed.  But while they acknowledged his presence, they continued to hurl insults at one another.  Since he had returned from the POW camp, he had yet to reaffirm his parental authority.  It was as if any natural residual respect had been forfeit.  He had begun to worry about complaints to Ms. Heike, the apartment manager, when Inga arrived.

	Hands on hips, she glared at the two teenagers, then to himself.

	“Lars, get me the ladle,” she ordered him.  As he obeyed, he saw Kristi’s wary expression slowly transform into a smirk and Bent grow sulky and despondent.  The recipient of the ladle was always Bent.

	“They were both out of control,” he offered weakly.  

	“Over the table,” she instructed Bent, ignoring her husband.  The boy obeyed, dismay displacing his sulk as he pulled down his school shorts.

	She let go with ten hard swats, reducing Bent to tears and pleas in short order.  Soon he was abjectly apologising to his sister once again—his third time in as many weeks—and the domestic matter resolved.  Inga handed him the ladle and he demurely washed it and placed it back in the drawer from which it had come.  He followed her into their personal sleeping space, leaving Kristi watching MinTV and Bent furiously rubbing his backside.

	Inga was already stripping out of her day clothes.  

	“Long day?” He felt guilty about her having to come home to such chaos.  The kids used to listen to him but now domestic tranquillity required Inga’s firm management.  Except for his pay check—still much smaller than Inga’s-- Lars felt superfluous.

	She patted his cheek.  “Yes, a long one.  Big directive from the Sponsorship Registry Authority so I had to stay late and update all my students’ profiles.  All these Sponsors want to know everything they can about the girls before they begin planning their applications.  Look, you’ll have to handle dinner— Puppet will be here any minute to pick me up, ok?”

	He sighed.  “A special occasion?” he asked, not really wanting to know the answer but understanding he had no choice but to ask.

	“Damn it—where are my hot pink panties?  Now I can’t wear the bra!  He always insists on a matching set on a date!”  Inga tossed the bra angrily back into the multicoloured pile of satin, silk and lace, then dipping into it again to search for a replacement set.  “Yes, sorry— the new Bollgrund’s Bunnytails has its grand opening tonight.  More of a VIP thing—the public ribbon cutting ceremony is tonight.  The girls are all Grade A and up— the Superintendent showed me the brochure.  They are all so gorgeous!  They’re going to have a draw for a St. Hilda girl— a three hole virgin, if you can believe that!  Ah, this will do!”  

	Lars watched longingly as his wife stepped into a sheer navy blue lace pair of panties, dangling the matching bra in her other hand.  His wife’s Sponsor would be taking his wife on a ‘date’ to a high end brothel and he’d be preparing dinner for their kids.  

	“I don’t think it is fair to punish Bent all the time.  Kristi winds him up too, you know,” he pointed out.

	Inga continued to dress, drawing up the garter belt and pulling up the sheer blue stockings.  “I’m glad you brought this up in private.  Wouldn’t want to confuse the kids any more than they are.  Look, Kristi is extremely embarrassed about her senior year Lesbian Studies.  Bent’s just twisting the knife.”

	Lars shook his head.  “What are you talking about?”

	Inga’s face palm suggested how oblivious he had become to what was going on under his own roof.  “Hon, all Minion girls have to take and pass Lesbian Studies if they are going to graduate.  Kristi’s no exception.  Good, you males have no idea how easy you have it!”

	“But.. why?  What reason—I don’t understand..” Lars stammered.

	Inga’s smirk was equal parts sympathy and superiority.  “It’s a new requirement—just been introduced this year.”

	“But Kristi isn’t a lesbian—is she?”

	“Of course not!,” Inga scoffed.  “But Prime Educational philosophy is designed to establish maximum Minion flexibility in all areas—including orientation.  Kristi’s must learn to perform with another Minion girl, whether she like sit or not.”

	“That’s… horrible,” was all he could say, so appalled was he.

	Inga grinned.  “Oh, is it?  What about your little boyfriend?  At work?  You think I didn’t know?  The Superintendent told me all about your work sweetheart!”

	Lars was stunned into silence, the blood drained from his face.

	“Honey, it’s ok!  I’ve known all about it—it isn’t like I’m in ANY position to complain.  Besides, if you earn a little reward, I say good for you!  You’re a hard worker and I’m happy for you—not jealous!”

	“She’s more like a girl than a guy,” Lars tried to explain lamely.  “I mean, I’m not—”

	Inga put her index finger on his lips.  “Of course you aren’t.  I know that.  Your boyfriend can be our little secret, ok?” 

	He turned away, hiding his burning cheeks from his wife.  Of course, she’d know.  He had no doubt the Superintendent enjoyed updating Inga on his sessions with Cheri.  “The way you treat Bent still isn’t fair,” he persisted.

	“I’m only preparing Bent for the real world.  We both know he’s going to need to toughen up if he’s going to make it.  The sooner he learns to deal with correction, the better off he’ll be, ok?”

	Lars slumped.  “Ok.  Will you… be home tonight?”  He knew what the answer would be, but he had to ask.

	Inga slipped the bra on, arranging the straps, then slipped a gold sequin cocktail dress that left nothing to the imagination.  She dabbed some of the sweet candy scented perfume he hated on her wrists, rubbing them.  “Don’t know, hon.  Up to the Superintendent, as always.”  She puckered up and rolled the bubble gum flavoured lip gloss over her lips.  She looked like an off duty stripper.  

	“Sure, of course.”

	“Mom!  Puppet’s here!”  It was Kristi, announcing her ride.

	“Tell him I’ll be right out!” Inga replied.  She leaned in, catching him by surprise by kissing him fully on the lips.  

	“I’ll be thinking of you,” she promised, winking playfully as she pulled back.

	Hours later, he smelled the citranova on her breath before she collapsed drunkenly on top of him.  

	“How’s my little hubby doing?” she whispered in his ear, as he felt her slip off her cocktail dress.

	“It’s kind of late,” he responded, peevishly.  She was definitely drunk again.  

	If he thought that reminder would suffice to quiet her, he was mistaken.  Rolling him on his back, he found himself looking up at her, straddling his chest.

	“How about you doing your husbandly duty first?” she demanded, her words slurring.

	Lars felt the blood rush to his head.  In his fantasies, he was reversing their positions, pinning her on her back and then taking her as rudely and roughly as he could.

	“Go to sleep, Inga!” he whispered.

	“No.”

	She remained straddling him, moving her hips towards his face.  Lifting a leg, she slipped off the navy lace panty off, kicking it off with the other leg.  He could smell the raw musk of sex from between her legs.  She’d been used by her Sponsor—and maybe other Primes as well, if he had to guess.

	“Don’t be stupid,” he muttered hoarsely.

	Instead of rolling off of him, she just pushed her hips up to his chin.

	“Don’t be like that,” she scolded him.  “Come on.  Give me some sugar.  I really, really need it.”  

	She seemed to be practically whining like some annoyed, spoiled schoolgirl.  As she did, she spread her legs and placed her sex over his mouth, which he clamped shut stubbornly.  He felt the wet, sludgy remainder of an earlier visitor begin to drip down his cheeks.

	“Come on,” she demanded.  “Don’t be a tease!  I just want to get off— it was a long night!”

	But Lars was damned if he was going to finish off his wife’s date night with her Sponsor by lapping her to completion.  Underneath her, he tried to gently but firmly push her off.  She was beginning to lean back when she rocked forward, her lips against his ear.

	“If you don’t, you’re NEVER going to get any from me—ever!  I’ll tell the Superintendent I don’t really want to do ANYTHING with you and he won’t make me either!  Just think about that!”  As if to make her threat real, she reached back and tapped his Castus with her fingernails.

	Reluctantly, he opened his mouth.  With little enthusiasm, he began lapping the creamy deposit that had been pumped so generously into her sex.  Her hands gripped his hair with authority and her hips began bucking above him as she continued to pleasure her well used portal.  And that’s how he began servicing his wife after dates with her Sponsor.

	It was the discovery in Bent’s sleeping space that inspired the idea, but he couldn’t believe he hadn’t come up with it before.   Necessity being the mother of invention and all, he thought.  

	Both Kristi and Bent had household chores they were responsible for. Kristi cleaned while Bent did the washing.  It was an unfair split of the responsibilities, as the apartment was tiny and it took only Kristi a few minutes to sweep the concrete floor clean a couple times a day.  Lars only had a couple of work jerseys and shorts and the kids the same in the form of their school uniform tops and shorts.  Inga, however, had a rather extensive wardrobe.  Her daywear was fairly uniform like but her sponsorship required a large selection of options, including her underwear.  Watching Bent having to scrub his mother’s intimates was a depressingly familiar sight.

	He’d seen it from the corner of his eye.  Bent always buttoned up his personal space but Lars had bumped the sheet and that’s when he saw the pink barely poking out from under the balled up floor mat he slept on.  He had been thankfully alone—Inga had left as had the kids—when he gave the pink lace a tug.  It was Inga’s missing thong panty—crusty with Bent’s spunk.  Once again, he cursed their collective fate at having to live in a new nightmare reality, where a normal, healthy boy was reduced to stealing his own mother’s underwear for sexual relief.  

	Privacy.  It was what was so demonstrably missing from their lives these days.  Being crammed into the storage space was bad enough, but living like hamsters in some transparent cage was even worse.  The sheets that divided their personal spaces were a joke.  He had been a builder—could he solve the problem somehow?  It might help avoid the continual fighting and provide he and Inga some much needed privacy too.   He couldn’t be entirely sure that the new late night pattern of ‘welcoming her home’ after a date was as private as it needed to be.

	A search at the plant uncovered a number of old cardboard boxes that were slated for the industrial dump pick-up.  They were large and plentiful enough and when he asked if he might take a few, he was given permission to do so.  With accelerating excitement, he began cutting them, shaping them and eventually adding poles to act as frames on which to prop the cardboard.  As his wife and kids watched and cheered, he was able to add internal walls and even doors within the apartment over the course of an entire Sunday.

	“Dad—this is amazing!”  Kristi was beaming, opening and closing the cardboard door to her now fully compartmentalised bedroom.

	“Glad you like it!  We’ll get some carpets too.  Really cheer the place up,” he promised.

	Inga rewarded him with a grateful hug and a kiss, while Bent helped by cleaning up the project odds and ends.  Finally, even this home was becoming bearable, he thought with pride.

	Apartment Manager Heike’s almost immediate visit was a complete surprise.  They had just finished cleaning up the job and admiring the sense of privacy they could now all feel, when the buzzcut Auxiliary Constable entered through the front door.

	She tapped the wall.  “What’s this?” she demanded.

	Lars prepared to accept any retribution in order to spare his family.  He was sick at the thought of having to dismantle the interior walls but he knew how petty the apartment manager could be.

	“Ms. Heike, just some improvements.  Nothing permanent.  I just wanted to give my growing family a bit more privacy.  I should have asked permission first,” he acknowledged.

	The short, squat lesbian nodded.  “Yes, you should have,” she observed coldly.

	Then an inspiration hit him.  “But I wanted to see if I could do it properly—before offering to do the work on your own apartment,” he added quickly.

	That caught her by surprise.  “Well, as long as it can be pulled down quickly enough if needed.  And yes,” she nodded, “if you’ve done it properly, you may begin putting up a similar treatment in my own quarters.”  She tapped the wall.  “Quite a creative approach, Schmidt!  Impressive even!”

	Within days, many within Arcadia Estates had heard about the interior improvements Lars had completed for their own apartment and had asked him to do the same for their own homes.  Though it meant working during his only day off, he was soon earning additional dollars with which to upgrade the Schmidt apartment furnishing and even get those carpets he’d promised Kristi.

	“It appears I’m back in the construction business,” he noted with satisfaction.

	In addition to his ‘welcome home’ duties, the extra cash he was pulling in part time had warmed Inga up even more.   “It’s time I make good on MY promises,” she noted cryptically one evening before heading over to the Superintendent’s for the weekend.  When she returned late Sunday afternoon, she was smiling and handed him an all too familiar form.  Inga handed it to him proudly. It was a Conjugal Relations Permission form—this time bearing a stamp that declared it was APPROVED.

	“Happy?” she asked.

	“Of course I am!  I can’t believe it!  How did you—”

	“This time, I filled it out—in a way I knew the Superintendent would accept it.  Go ahead,” she pointed at the details, “read it.”

	He did.  Inga had requested a hand job for him on the occasion of his birthday— just next month!  

	She patted the Castus under his work shorts.  “Is my birthday boy excited?”

	If he were honest, he’d admit he had hoped—after so long—for more.  But he also knew he was lucky to have such an opportunity and that he should be grateful to have such a supportive wife.

	“I can’t wait!” he responded eagerly—and honestly.  

	Inga’s eyes flashed in pleasure.  “The Superintendent wants to supervise— and that’s non negotiable—but I know it will be great!  He says it will be like we’re kids again on a date!  If he likes how we handle it, he said this might just be the beginning.”

	A rush of resentment flared in him briefly.  Another man was using his power and privilege to set conditions for him to be with his wife!  But that man was a Prime.  The flare burnt out just as quickly as it had flared.  He was going to enjoy his wife on his own birthday.  Maybe not as fully as her Sponsor enjoyed her, but still, as a Minion husband.

	“You ok?” she asked curiously.

	He nodded.  “Yeah—just happily surprised, I guess.  Thanks, hon—this will be the best birthday gift ever!”

	The following week brought more good news to the Schmidt household.  This time, it was Bent who was proud to share his own good news.

	“I’ve qualified for Mating Lab!” he announced, his handsome young face beaming with pride.

	Lars didn’t know what that was but Inga patted her son’s hand.  “Congratulations!  I’m very happy for you!  You must be doing very well in your PCO classes!”

	Even Kristi gave him a wry smile.  “Well done, little man!”

	Lars recoiled a bit.  “PCO” stood for Politics, Culture and Obedience, the core educational curriculum for Minion students.  He’d flipped through the textbooks his kids were required to read and they secretly repulsed him with their degrading study points.  Minion pupils were indoctrinated by teachers like his own wife as to their intrinsic inferiority to Primes.  Primes were idolised as creators, builders and warriors, while Minions existed only to serve them.  In a hundred years, there would be no memory of how things were before the Revolution.  It sickened him and in his heart of hearts, Lars could only hope things might change.  They always did— didn’t they?  

	“Uh, well, that’s great, son!” he offered uncertainly.

	Later he questioned Inga about Mating Lab.

	“It is because Minion boys have such deferred sexual opportunities,” she patiently explained.  

	He knew that all too well—and he was a married man, not a high school boy.

	“Mating Lab allows them to, well—practice a bit.  Each Mating Lab has a life sized white sex doll that Minion boys with high PCO grades are allowed to spend time with.  Only the boys with the top grades get the opportunity.  Isn’t Bent excited about it?”

	He had to admit he was.  He felt a wash of sympathy for his only son.  When he had been Bent’s age, he’d had plenty of experience with the real thing but now those first fumblings with the opposite sex wouldn’t occur until well after a number of milestones for a Minion girl, including her deflowering and any number of sexual acts she’d have performed for Prime Sponsors, superiors or customers.  By the time a Minion male had the opportunity to have sex with a Minion female, she’d be far more experienced.  A Minion male would know he was the last in line to enjoy a woman he might love and adore.   If Bent were fortunate enough to land a wife, she’d have serviced many Primes in the blossom of her youth and his son would be nothing but the inevitable consolation prize for a dutiful little Minion whore.  

	Until then—a few minutes each month to ‘practice’ on a sex doll would have to suffice to meet his son’s natural yearnings.   And that, even while Prime boys his son’s age had easy access to female Minion domestics or the cheap licensed Minion whores who worked the Minion Zone quarters at all hours of the day and night.

	There’s no point in dwelling on things I can’t change, he told himself.  Instead, he comforted himself with the thought of his upcoming birthday—and the hand job the Superintendent had approved for him!

	+++++++++++++++++++++

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	CHAPTER 36: 

	SPIDER WEBSAND CROCODILE TEARS

	 

	Karin rang the small silver bell again impatiently.

	“Flit!  Flit!”

	The former houseboy—now transformed by her will into a housemaid—minced into the bedroom.

	“Sorry Miss—I was—”

	“Never mind!  None of your excuses!  Have you finished washing up in the kitchen?”

	The white lace cap bobbed up and down, the platinum pageboy cut framing a pasty face which nodded abjectly.

	“Yes, Miss!”  Karin noted the new tone.  Gone was the initial surliness and resentment at his much changed status within the household.  Now Flit presented a far more polite and respectful demeanour, one more fitting to a mere housemaid.

	Not that it had been easy!  But with Miss Dayo’s guidance, she had begun her subtle campaign with quite practical suggestions.  The hotel room service was growing stale and couldn’t the houseboy learn to cook?  She’d learned about schools established to train Minion domestics and slyly shared them with the Chief Magistrate.  

	“Why shouldn’t I have you learn to cook?” he had asked pointedly.

	“If you like—I just thought you’d prefer to reserve me for… other duties,” she’d replied playfully.

	And that had been that!  Gunnar, now Fetch, had been dispatched to Capital Domestics Academy, where cooking was just the first course he’d been enrolled in.  Along with other aspiring domestic Minions sent by their Masters and Mistresses, he was soon learning how to handle laundry, formal serving, and general housekeeping.  He’d even become a fairly competent seamstress!  

	Miss Dayo was gratified to see her little protégé manoeuvre the bullied houseboy right into a formal maid’s uniform selected and purchased for him at Skippy’s.  The Chief Magistrate had allowed himself to persuaded to permit all this by Miss Dayo, who insisted his little Minx was graduating into a proper little chief domestic—in addition to her concubine responsibilities.

	“I told you I didn’t want some mimp in a dress, Dayo!  And yet here we are!  How did you manage it?”  The Chief Magistrate shook his head good naturedly.  “I spoil you too much!” he added, wagging his finger at Karin, who pursed her lips in a playful pout.

	The store owner patted his hand.  “Your little pet is more than capable of keeping her in line.  Isn’t that right, girl?”

	“Yes, Madame!” Karin snapped back gleefully.

	Thus Flit was born.  The houseboy-turned-housemaid now reported to Karin, to whom the Chief Magistrate had delegated all domestic authority.  Flit’s first uniform soon had companions and ranged from utilitarian to quite suggestive.  He wore the later when it was just the two of them.  Karin enjoyed watching the former playboy awkwardly negotiating the vacuum cleaner in patent leather heels while she reclined, reading the latest Prime magazines she was allowed to read.  Any interaction with hotel Minion staff was an entertaining opportunity to introduce the ‘new girl’.  Freddy, a middle aged bellboy, who was regularly dispatched to attend to the hotel’s most distinguished permanent resident, seemed especially taken with ‘Flit’—a fact Karin filed away for future consideration.  

	Flit’s final fall from grace was cemented when Karin had ‘offered’ to attend to Flit’s discipline—if that was permitted by her Sponsor.  The Chief Magistrate had merely shrugged, not even bothering to look at his former houseboy.

	“As you like—just remember to record all his discipline in the diary,” he’d insisted.  

	That was how Karin had come to be the Mistress of the House, as she had been thinking of herself. She was one of the Minion elite, who lived in relative luxury, ate fine foods and had her very own bedroom-- and one with her own housemaid.  She had been selected and she had earned her position.  Never again would she ever allow any other Minion to try to surpass her.  As long as she pleased her Sponsor—and that was the focus of her life now—Karin was confident she could live life as fully as any Minion girl could ever hope to in the Age of Primes.

	“If you’ve finished up with the breakfast dishes, you better start the packing!” Karin snapped.

	Gunnar-turned-Flit bowed his head again.  The skimpy uniform looked ridiculous on the tall blond man, which was just as she would have it.  Even the little falsies Flit fitted himself with failed their job, merely presenting two small bumps hardly worth a leer.  

	“I’ll pick out the Chief Magistrate’s clothes—I know what he looks best in.  Then you’ll pack for me—again, I’ll tell you exactly what I want.  It will be a very important weekend, Flit, and we must all look our best—even you!”

	“Yes, Miss!”  It was that cringing response he was getting so good at.  The routine application of a paddle had made that possible.  

	When Karin’s Sponsorship commenced, it wasn’t the rape that appalled her.  Curiously, she’d grown used to all those ‘duties’ fairly quickly.  Not that she had a choice.  The Chief Magistrate would have cancelled the Sponsorship and she knew exactly what that meant—being traded off to a brothel or worse.  No, she’d accepted the obliteration of her sexual limits and now even felt she was beginning to get better and better in her Sponsor’s bed.

	No, it was that Fetch would be responsible for managing her, even administering and diarising any assigned correction.  She could tell he’d enjoyed exercising his petty authority over her—until she’d turned the tables.  Now she was the one who managed Flit and his Discipline Diary had filled up accordingly.  She’d keep it up to—she liked the feeling of power it filled her with.  Her paddle was always close, as Flit knew well!

	How long would it all last?  As long as it all amused the Chief Magistrate, of course.  But she knew he was pleased with her, more and more every day.  It wasn’t the impromptu sexual servicing—though he made use of her often enough.  No, it was, she believed, her contributions in the office that had made such a positive impact on her Sponsor’s opinion of her.  At first, it was proving to him that she had a brain she could put at his disposal just as much as her body.  She’d begun by organising his notes and correspondence.  It pleasantly surprised him initially, but when she shyly offered some short notes on various Minion-oriented issues, he was truly impressed.

	The Chief Magistrate now pumped her regularly for her opinions on a range of issues—from Minion rationing levels to testing out new Minion-grade products and requiring her to speculate on Western responses to PRF policies and positions.  How many Minions’ lives were changed because of her own suggestions?  Easily millions!  Even as she offered insights, he grew even rougher with her in bed.  Before her Sponsorship, she’d have never tolerated such treatment.  Now it made her feel positively valued.  Putting her brain in the service of her Sponsor had increased her overall appeal—it was something she recognised intuitively, whether her Sponsor did or not.  It was why he gave her the liberties he had—she was no longer a convenient whore or even a favoured pet, as many lucky Minion girls were.  She was becoming more—she was serving as his muse—or so she hoped!

	The upcoming Summit would be her greatest test in that role so far.  It was happening at an extremely delicate time, one in which factions were emerging that would dominate and design the post-war period.  She wasn’t sure how she might assist her Sponsor but she must be prepared to do so in any way if an opportunity to do so arose.  As always, she must do so discreetly—it would never do to speak without permission in front of other Primes.   That she would behave as the pretty lily white concubine in public was a given.  But in doing so, she’d also keep her eyes and ears open.

	It was considering the trip ahead of them that prompted Karin’s next instruction.

	“Before I forget—Flit, you need to change into one of your less stimulating uniforms.  We can’t have you distracting everyone.  Go get into one of your day uniforms—go on!”

	As her former boyfriend scampered off to slip on a more demure, practical alternative to his lacey costume, Karin considered with excitement the journey ahead.  After so long, she was returning to the Vestdal! 

	Chinoso was pleased to see the Minion chain gangs working on expanding the highway into the Vestdal, all under the watchful eyes of the few paramilitaries overseeing them.  Minion resistance had been broken and this was just another sign of it.  The crew were young—most likely a Sweat Battalion-- now feverishly pounding the road top smooth for the driving pleasure of Prime drivers.  The Dominion had spinelessly surrendered their sons, who now laboured on Prime projects, just as it had given up its daughters, who now served in just a primal mode—only on their knees and backs.  Proud peoples didn’t capitulate so completely unless they were decadent and weak.  Primes never had and never would.

	Absently, he reached down and gave Karin’s breast a hard squeeze.  She yelped in surprised pain but otherwise maintained her kneeling position on the limo floor—her usual place.  Up front, Flit watched the road fly by despondently.  He was no longer even a make believe chauffeur, now existing solely as a housemaid.  He’d spoiled Karin by allowing this but couldn’t debate the results.  Having a housemaid—even a male Minion housemaid—made more sense than a houseboy.  Certainly, the menu had improved over the Nordlund’s admittedly delicious fare.  One could only deal with the same offerings again and again.  It also pleased him to be able to humble the young scion once again.  That the once arrogant business executive had been reduced to dusting and folding his laundry—in a too-short, too-tight maid’s uniform, no less!— was a source of endless satisfaction to him.  That his own personal whore—the boy’s one-time love interest—was his domestic superior was a proverbial cherry on top.

	He checked the dash in the armrest.  It informed him they were just under a hour away from their destination.  He wondered if Joshua and Leonard had been right.  Neither wanted him to take this trip alone—well, without staff anyway.  That had been a mutually accepted precondition by all invitees though—no staff, just the principals from around Primeva.  This was to ensure a less formal, unofficial setting that would keep anything off of the official record.  Minion servants and concubines excepted, only a handful of Primes would be present at Whitecaps to allow for a ‘full spirited discussion regarding key developments and issues’ as the note explained.  Unless he saw troops or security forces he wasn’t expecting, he suspected it would be fine.  Munda was far too subtle than to attempt so direct a move.

	The driverless limo decelerated smoothly in front of his destination.  Whitecaps had been a very exclusive private club for Dominion elites, so much so that it had only ever been staffed by their own young people—Primes weren’t even considered worthy of employment there.  Things had changed though.  Now there was no shortage of crisply uniformed Minions on hand, including the valet who opened his limo door.  He got out without bothering to look at the white boy who held the door open for him, instead seeking out his fellow VIPs.   There were a line of vehicles similarly disembarking their Prime occupants now, most followed by a retinue of Minion concubines, houseboys, chauffeurs and even maids like his own Flit.  How many had been members of this club, he wondered, only now to return as servants?

	A thin, spectacled Prime he recognised as one of Munda’s aides greeted him correctly, barking orders for white bellboys to gather his luggage and direct his own Karin and Flit to the suite reserved for him.  

	“The Minister hoped you might have a moment for drink, Chief Magistrate?”

	He nodded and followed the stiff side into the whitewashed courtyard.  It was another day of glorious Prime weather, the sun high in a deep albedo cloudless sky.  He followed the aide, glancing at the large blue pool and lounge chairs, some already claimed by summit guests, who acknowledge him with a nod.  Suddenly, he felt relaxed.  The Primes he was used to negotiating with, cajoling, debating—many were here sipping drinks, attended to by bikini’d Minx waitresses, and exuding deep relaxation and ease.  Their pleasure gave him permission to perhaps indulge himself as well.  He waved at his old friend Mariela, who waved lazily back.  The intel officer was reclined in a bathing suit taking in the sun.  A shirtless pale skinned cabana boy in shorts held an orange drink topped off with an umbrella at her side. On her knees was a bare chested Minx in her mid twenties, massaging her feet, wearing only a red spandex thong.  He recognised her—a one-time up and coming Dominion officer—Astrid… Bloch or Bach or something.  He’d read her dispatches—a keen mind!  She had been one of the few Dominioners who had any useful insight into the PRF.  Fortunately, they had been few and far between.  Evidently Mariela found her pretty and interesting enough to be worthy of Sponsorship.  Lucky girl—though she didn’t appear to feel that way.

	There were now many faces he knew and knew well, either at the pool or the bar or on the beach, taking in the midday sun.  Rather than intrude on their relaxation, he’d connect with them later at the cocktail reception.  He noted Chief Justice Yeboah on a beach lounger, attended to by her own pale Minx.  The slender nude beauty rubbed suntan lotion on her mistress’es legs, her own pale skin beginning to sport a red burn.  An idea popped into his mind—more of an image actually.  He must make sure to speak with the Chief Justice later.

	He continued to follow the aide who finally deposited him at a secluded table overlooking the lake.  Kabemba joined him, a Minion cabana boy in tow bearing a serving tray bearing two citranovas.  What might have started as a handshake became a hug and the two party vets embraced warmly.

	“We have much to do but first things first,” the Propaganda chief insisted.  Holding aloft his glass, he bowed his head slightly.

	“To the Leader!”

	“To the Leader!”

	The glasses clinked and the first cool draw down the throat was exquisite.   

	The Old Man cast his eyes around Whitecaps.  “A marvellous idea, Kabemba.  A perfect setting to make many decisions.”

	Munda smiled, accepting the compliment contentedly.  “This is all just for work.  Once we conclude our business, I’m hoping you’ll be joining my little house party?”

	“At Jade Palms?  Absolutely.  I hear it is a stunning property.”

	“I have some diversions planned I hope you’ll find amusing!” Munda teased, before taking another sip.

	“Involving Hannah, I hope!”  He wished he hadn’t sounded as envious as he did, but the former news anchor was one of the top valued trophies from the war.

	Munda shrugged.  “If you like, old friend.  I wouldn’t want to disappoint!  Look,” he leaned in now, directing all his attention on Chinoso.  “I just wanted to let you know that while we have differences, we have both fought for the same things.  Let us resolve to work together—your Crocodiles and my Spiders—to make the best future possible for our nation.”

	The Old Man nodded neutrally.  “Always, Kabemba, always.  I should like a rest now—it was a long ride from Kongestad.”

	Munda was on his feet.  “Of course.  Take the Chief Magistrate to his quarters,” he ordered the cabana boy, who bowed his head.  Chinoso noted the pink shock collar on the boy’s neck.

	“I will see you later,” he promised and them Munda was gone, no doubt greeting other guests in the opening moves of the Whitecaps conference.

	 

	Chinoso drifted through the ballroom, making eye contact with his fellow Prime elites.  He approved of the evening uniform switch for the many young Minions servants—from form fitting bikinis for both sexes to more formal black and white outfits of serving boys and girls.  He had already been advised that any were available for ‘guest duties’ in between shifts.  Karin walked behind him, looking tasty in a sleeveless white cut out dress that exposed her taut stomach and the undersides of her bare, pale and bra-less breasts.  Before leaving the grand suite, he’d deposited a copious amount of his essence between her legs and she was practically purring with satisfaction now.

	Small talk, fuelled by expensive liquor, created a low hum through the ballroom, though escape to the deck was easy enough, if one wished more quiet.  Twilight was slowly settling in, though the air was still warm and the breeze off the lake soft and cooling.  His eyes scanned the group for the Chief Justice but she had yet to make an appearance, assuming she would.  Instead, his search netted him another discovery.

	“General, so good to see you!”  He offered his hand to SaralSuresha, who grasped it tightly.

	“Chief Magistrate!  I’m pleased you’ve made time for this gathering!”  The warlord’s personal army had been instrumental in the push for Orania.  Fewer knew his secret nickname though.  Few Primes would let it be known they were the Butcher of St. Olaf’s.

	“You’re alone, I see,” he observed, catching the rogue’s leering eyes latched onto Karin’s breasts.

	“I always have a comfort girl near.  I have a place a few minutes from here.  A reward for services rendered.  I’ve turned it into a bit of a camp for my men—it’s stocked with fresh minxes if you’re interested!”

	“Good for you!  Something on the order of Jade Palms?”

	The warlord snickered.  “Nothing like that!  I’m a mere foot soldier for the cause.  No, it’s much smaller but fine for me.  Called ‘Elf Hill’ or something by the former owners.  Has a lovely little beach where my staff is even now enjoying a BBQ and an after dinner rape session with some slightly used Minx nurses!”

	He noticed Karin’s expression revert to a respectful neutral.  Good, he thought.  She needed reminders of how pampered she was!

	“A fine night for it!  Enjoy yourself!”  He dispatched Suresha with a slap on the back, eager to move on.  

	He was idling by the open window when he noticed the shock of recognition on Karin’s face.  She was a ghost.

	“What is it?” he whispered.  Unless, she was spoken to, she was expected to remain silent in social situations— standard protocol these days for attendant Minions.  When she explained herself, he couldn’t help but be quietly pleased.  This was an interesting tidbit he could use in the upcoming discussions!

	He made his way through the crowd toward the imposing army officer, decked out in full dress regalia.

	“Field Marshal, good to see you!  Of course, I knew you’d be here to represent the army’s interests.”  

	NadifKalejaiye had started the war as a mercenary out of Africa, but his indispensable leadership and strategic vision had made him the hero of the war.  He had been granted Prime citizenship and had the Leader’s ear on all things military.  He could be a key enemy or ally, depending on how he was handled.  

	It was the little Minx behind him that had all his attention now.  She was slightly built, an elfin blonde with fine features and a medium blonde pixie cut.  She couldn’t have been more than eighteen, eyes on the floor, hands clasped behind her back and almost hiding behind her tall Prime master.  The choice of an angel costume was inspired—the white corset, the wings, the halo.  

	“What a very pretty… boy, Field Marshall!  You have excellent taste!”

	The officer was momentarily speechless but soon found his balance.  Steering the Chief Magistrate by his elbow, he moved to the deck, indicating privacy would be appreciated.  When the four were against the railing, he turned to Chinoso and nodded, indicating they could speak in confidence.

	“A Bloody Machete for the Field Marshal and a citranova for me,” he instructed Karin.  She obeyed, though her eyes were locked on the angel even as she turned to fetch the drinks at the bar.

	“Was it that obvious?”

	“Not at all.  He’s adorable.  Is he…whole?”

	The officer nodded.  “In a Castus.  I plan on letting her out once a year—on his Sponsorship Day.  Something to look forward to—otherwise, she doesn’t need it.  That should suffice, shouldn’t it Petunia?”

	The angel boy shrugged, the smile less than sincere.

	“Go help her,” he ordered the little boy Minx, who went to find Karin.  “How did you know?” the army chief insisted, a dangerous hint of belligerence just beneath the question.

	“I know things.  But this isn’t common knowledge nor does it need to be.  How did you acquire him—I mean ‘her’?”

	The soldier relaxed.  “When we overran the Military Academy, there were some cadets playing soldier.  Petunia was one of them.  We used many of them for target practice, then clearing minefields.  This little one begged me to make her my personal Comfort Girl, which I obviously did—though I made her prove to me she really wanted to become a minx first.  For a virgin, she was quite the little hussy the way she seduced me!  Anyway, that’s how Cadet Edvard Holm became Comfort Girl Petunia.”

	“Have you seen her sister at all?”

	The soldier shook his head.  “Don’t know anything about her backstory, nor do I care.  Will this be an issue?”

	“Not at all!  You aren’t the only Prime with a taste for the… exotic,” he concluded.

	That wording satisfied the army head.  “She’s a prize as far as I’m concerned.  There were a few of the cadets I distributed to officers during the Jernbjerg campaign.  As long as she passes muster, I don’t see a problem with it.”

	Emasculating a male Minion was common enough— young males like Flit were often dressed in skirts for disciplinary purposes.   But the Chief Magistrate knew official party policy discouraged homosexuality but it winked when it came to Minion boys.  As long as it didn’t disrupt or put the party in a bad light, he could care less if some Minion boy’s sexual orientation was bent for a Prime Sponsor.

	“Neither do I.  Nor, dare I say, does the Leader.  As long as she… passes.”

	The Field Marshall took his meaning.  “I’ve had her vocal cords cut—didn’t like the voice.  She’s on hormones and I’m told she’ll manage an A cup within a few months.  I’m considering botox for her lips—but I may not bother.  Other than that, she’ll be quite passable for three or four years at least.”

	 “What about when she… matures?”

	The soldier’s eyes followed the slim hips of his boy concubine across the floor, looking for the far more nubile blonde.  “I could lie.  But I won’t.  I’ll be merciful—and then pick a replacement.  That’s what you do with pets, isn’t it?  How do you see tomorrow’s conference developing?”

	 

	He could tell Karin was still brooding over her encounter with the Holm boy the previous evening.  She’d told him who he was immediately of course, which had been quite useful—the understanding with the Field Marshal would go far in steering the conference in the right direction.  But seeing what had been done to the boy (he didn’t believe for a second the boy had ‘volunteered’ to become a Comfort Girl) had shocked her to the core.  Her loss of focus annoyed him and he took her roughly in her tightest hole to teach her a lesson.

	“Good morning.”

	She forced a smile.  “Good morning, Chief Magistrate!”

	They were strolling along the boardwalk and it was another marvellous day.  The surf lazily beckoned, the beach a white sandy carpet.  His concubine looked superb in her Skippy’s bought cobalt blue teardrop microkini.  It barely concealed her nipples and sex lips—all else was on display.

	“You’re giving the poor cabana boys quite a show.  Too bad they are all Castus fitted!” he chuckled.

	She smiled slyly.  “Those little mimps?  They wouldn’t know what to do with me!”

	“Are you sure Flit will be alright in that?” he pointed a thumb back at the male maid.  He looked even more miserable than usual, decked out in a frilly black and white formal and heels not meant for a day at the beach.  He was following behind them, shielding them with a large umbrella from the sun’s rays.

	Karin frowned dismissively.  “He’ll be fine.  Will you be at the conference all day?”

	“Yes.  Which gives you hours to work on those tan lines I want to see.”

	“Yes, Sir!” she replied automatically.

	They’d come to the end of the boardwalk.  A sign designated the very end of the beach as “Minions Allowed” and he slipped his hand down to his pet’s firm backside, patting it.

	“Stay within this area and you’ll be fine.  I’ll have a box lunch and water brought out for lunch.  Remember—tan lines—no burns!”

	She nodded submissively, padded off with Flit holding a large beach towel in tow.  He enjoyed the wiggle in her g-stringed hips, surely offered for her Sponsor’s viewing pleasure.  Then, steeling himself, it was time to get to work!

	 

	The conference room was filled already, the atmosphere relaxed.  Familiar faces were appreared along a long, rectangular teak dining table capable of seating twenty or so.  Unlike a typical meeting in the capital in some dark, cloistered chamber, the large room opened up on three sides with floor to ceiling windows, all opened to allow a light breeze to sweep through and offering a vista of the beach lakefront.  At the far end he could seen a white speck that might have been Karin or some other Minion concubine.

	Kabemba Munda gestured towards the seat at the end of the table, which faced his own.  He nodded.  The advocates would be opposite one another. It was a sign of respect which he reciprocated with a smiling nod to his party colleague and rival.  Uniforms dotted the room, with Field Marshall Kalejaiye there, as well as SaralSuresha,  Wahyu Tri and Mariela.  Interestingly, ChinonsoEjiro had traded his own uniform in for a cream tailored suit.  The old fighter had been parading around his latest prize the previous evening—the tv starlet Yvonne Kris—and been discussing his move into commercial projects.  Security Chief Samnang Dara had landed his own pretty songbird, Frida Ebba, who he had perform a surprisingly erotic song and dance number to the delight of the onlookers.  Kissa Yeboah had finally appeared, for once not wearing her black judicial robes.  He made a mental note to catch up with her after the conference. There were others—provincial governors, ministers and party officials as well.  

	Collectively, they represented the decision makers of Primeva—the grandees who had the greatest stake in the future of the nation.  Some were Hardlines—the so-called ‘Spiders’ loosely led by Munda.  Their views on Minions fell on the harsh end of the spectrum, preferring no rights or privileges for the conquered people and a preference for legal slavery or even chattel status.  The Normalists or ‘Crocodiles’ which he associated himself leaned towards basic protections for Minions and some legal recognition as residents, if not citizens.  It had been a growing split within the PRF and now needed to be addressed.  It was a basic question of policy which would determine so much for so many, both Primes and Minions.

	Munda stood, drawing all eyes towards him.  “Friends, welcome and thank you for joining us.  As you know, this is an unofficial gathering, one the Leader felt was best had outside the capital and off the radar, so to speak.  We are here to have an open discussion regarding the current state of the nation and to come to a consensus about how to address some of the issues we have legitimate differences of opinion on.  Chief Magistrate, is this a fair overview of our purpose her today?”

	He nodded.  “It is, Minister.  Please continue!”

	“Thank you, Comrade.  Before we direct our attention to the Minion Question, I’ve asked some of you to brief us on key sectors of our society.  Director Dara, would you give us your impression of our current security?”

	Samnang Dara, the low key head of the security apparatus of the PRF, including the Whiphand Terror Troops, stood. 

	“I’m pleased to assure you all that the Great Correction has well and truly begun.  We continue to track down and arrest former Dominion officials successfully— few are left on our priority arrest lists.  In ‘restless’ Minion regions, I’ve established arrest and rape quotas which local police have been happy to meet.  Those regions aren’t so ‘restless’ after the quotas have been posted!”

	A wave of chuckles passed around the table.

	“The effectiveness of our Minion auxiliary constable force has resulted in a decrease in anti-social activities—our little traitors perform well!  In addition, by working with the Ministry of Education, we are now receiving reports on Minion students from their own teachers that red flag any potential future rebels, allowing us to isolate them for more intense indoctrination or imprisonment.  

	The ‘Resistance’ movement is essentially a myth, a false front we basically control in order to entrap any Minions stupid enough to reveal themselves.  This is, of course, a highly classified operation.

	One question I do have is how much longer to allow the Coordinating Committee to continue to operate.  As you know, it was set up to allow for a more efficient identification and draining of any hidden Minion assets.   Our lickspittle traitors have been so efficient that they’ve basically put themselves out of work—we have located virtually all the secreted Dominion fortunes.  Do we continue to use them as a puppet body or end the farce?”

	Chinoso was ready to offer his opinion but Munda was already there.

	“Paul Ludvigsen’s cabal of turncoats have no further use to us.  Minions no longer have any illusions that any of their people have any power.  Unless there are any objections, I’d suggest you arrest the males and execute them live on MinTV.   The females can be distributed via the Sponsorship Registry Authority.”

	Murmurs of approval answered the question.  His issue resolved, the security chief nodded and took his seat.

	“Chairman Ejiro, would you please give us an overview on the economy?”

	ChinonsoEjiro, the former sergeant major, a barrel chested brawler who had ordered the Red Month that had devastated the Royal Dominion Army, was now in a stylish, full cut suit that had easily cost a few thousand Prime dollars.  Instead of remaining in the army, he’d adroitly transitioned into the private sector.  His collection of former Dominion companies, including PrimeAir, gave him a loud voice in economic policy making.  He stood to address the group.

	“Before you begin, what’s she like in bed?”  It was Wayhu Tri, the object of his question the tv starlet Yvonne Kris—a Priority List coup for the old soldier turned businessman.

	Ejiro grinned.  Yvonne was one of the few Dominioners known worldwide via her starring role on the tv series “Hearts and Deeds” that had been picked up by many overseas networks.  

	“At first?  A bit cold.  But it’s amazing how persuasive a leather belt can be.  Now, she’s more receptive.  Much more receptive!”

	The room laughed.

	“As for the state of the economy, the redistribution of wealth is mostly complete.  The so-called ‘Big Lift’ has propelled all Primes to at least a lower middle class lifestyle.  Imposition of a monthly Reparations tax on Minion families has increased government revenues by an additional twenty percent.  Living standards for Minions of course have dropped precipitately and for the vast majority, poverty will be he norm, with only a few ever rising to even a sharecropper rung on the economic ladder.”

	That was met with applause from all.

	“That being said, I am concerned that the recent good times are threatened by our continuing ostracism by the global community.  We are not wholly self sufficient and unless we establish trade agreements that open up foreign markets to our goods and service, we’ll soon be looking at a recession.”

	“What about China?” Colonel Acuestaaskd pointedly.  “Our so called ally?”

	“Indeed.  While Primeva has been recognised by China and we have many ongoing joint ventures, this spirit of cooperation hasn’t extended entirely into the realm of trade.  They remain tough negotiators and their terms are cash on the barrel head.  Credit is the big challenge facing us.  Unless we achieve diplomatic recognition, we’ll be cut off from the financial markets.  It is as simple as that,” he concluded, resuming his seat.

	This seemed to concern Munda less than it should have, Chinoso observed.  He now rose.  

	“Comrade?” Munda seemed mildly surprised.

	“I should like to speak on this matter, if I may.”

	Munda gestured him on.  “Please do!”

	“I know we will soon be discussing some of the Minion concerns we share, but this is a topic that is very much intertwined with them.  The passing of the late Foreign Minister couldn’t have come at a worse time.  The West has condemned our new government in the strongest terms possible.  Yes, we have been recognised by China, Russia and the Arab League.  But India has not offered formal recognition, which has been a disappointment—not least to Primes of Indian descent.  Our Minion Pacification Policy has been denounced by dozens of NGOs, including Amnesty International, the Red Cross and the UN Refugee Authority.”

	“It is a concern,” added Chief Justice Kissa Yeboah.  “We must have recognition in order to have firm legal foundations for contract law, if nothing else.”  It had been a pre-arranged interjection.  Chinoso noted Munda’s slight nod.  He’d exposed one of his faction pieces and Munda now knew Yeboah was one of the Crocs.

	“How we treat the Minions may well determine the future of our economy and national security,” he stated baldly, before sitting down.

	“So stipulated, Comrade,” Munda leapt in.  “And so we come to it at last—the Minion question.  As you all know, it is a question which the Leader is considering and he has asked each of you to offer your honest thoughts.  He has asked his most influential and valued supporters about how you all would like to see this issue resolved.”

	He remained seated, taking a less formal, even conversational tack now that the issue had been joined.

	“I’d agree that the short term repercussions of our Minion Pacification and Great Correction policies have resulted in some difficulties for us.   That said, we didn’t fight this war for diplomatic recognition.  Having won our war for independence, it is our right to dictate the future of the Minion people—and no one else!”

	Palms banged the table in avid agreement now and even Chinoso had to join in.

	Munda continued, nodding solemnly.

	“With regard to the Minions, I believe our challenge remains internal, not external.  Since the peace, we’ve loosened our grip.  With respect to the Chairman, Minions show signs of wanting to regain their former place—perhaps not outright disobedience but it boils under the surface none the less.  We need to formally establish that Minions have zero rights and I’d suggest we consider legalising slavery or even chattel status for them.  That would ensure a future in which Minions are forever under our boots.”

	Palms slapped the table top but fewer now.

	“A bold move,” Chinoso felt needed to say.

	Munda nodded gravely.  “Let me go further, Comrade.  I believe dependence on cheap Minion labour is also a trap for future generations.  I believe we should begin culling the Minion population immediately.”

	Silence.

	“How so?” the Chief Magistrate asked quietly.

	Munda’s eyes flashed.  “The specific method?  To be determined.  But I would set targets to reduce the Minion population by fifty percent within the next three years.”

	A verbal firestorm erupted.

	“Kabemba, are you mad?”

	“The sooner, the better!”

	“You are NOT taking my Sponsored away from me!”

	“The Revolution demands it!”

	The Chief Magistrate stood up so abruptly the gathering was instantly silenced.

	“Comrades, let us allow the Minister elaborate.  He has the floor.”

	Munda nodded in gratitude.  “If I may.  For the record, there would be no changes to the Sponsorship Program.  Initially the target of the culling would be male Minions.  It would be very easy to maintain a population of female Minions for exploitation with just a few male Minions.”

	The Field Marshal, Chinoso noted, remained visibly sceptical.  It was, however, Ejiro who responded to the proposed genocide.

	“Minister Munda, the issue should be increasing the number of Minions, not decreasing them!  We need as many labourers as we can get!  Minions work hard, seem quite content with their low wages and we have very little issues in our manufacturing plants.  Now you tell me we need to dispose of them—why?”

	Munda paused before responding.  “Chairman, as long as Minions are an integral part of our society, they represent a two-fold threat.  First, should they ever regain their spirit, they may well rise and murder us in our beds.”

	“Nonsense.”  It was the Field Marshall.  “Minions will never represent a threat ever again.  We are breaking them and transforming them into a slave race that exists to serve!”

	“Second,” Munda continued, “any interaction between a Prime and Minion will eventually sap and degrade the Prime.  The more we purge the Minion for our nation, the less risk we have of becoming a decadent cesspool.  Yes, keep the females—but eliminate any male no required for breeding!  Only then will we deliver on the promise of our great struggle!”

	An ominous silence began to grow, one Chinoso needed to break.

	“If I might respond to the Minister of Information’s eloquent argument?”

	Munda nodded coolly.  “Of course, Chief Magistrate.”

	Unlike his debate opponent, Chinoso gave his position while standing, his eyes ranging over the group.  He estimated there was a hard third of the room sympathetic to Munda’s general proposal, if not necessarily to the same degree.  He had the same.  It was the undecided remaining third that was at stake here.

	“As has already been suggested, there are those who believe we should increase the number of Minions, not reduce them.  Our new factories are hungry for cheap pliant white labour.  Those of you who have plantations,” and here he knew many of the provincial governors were sensitive to this,” also require obedient white backs to work the land for you.  And that doesn’t even cover the number of urban and suburban households that now complain about the scarcity of Minion domestics!  There are far more of our citizens who desire to see more Minions than less.”

	Munda glowered but said nothing.

	“As for the issue of Minions undermining us as a people, I have far more confidence in Prime greatness and resiliency than the Minister.  I only direct your attention as far as the nearest Minion—your Sponsored Minx, your secretary, your houseboy, field hand or factory drone.  Do you sense ANY threat from them?”

	There was a murmur of agreement now.  Munda looked annoyed and ready to interrupt, so Chinoso ploughed on quickly.

	“Of course not!  Minions are weak minded, weak willed and any creativity limited strictly to the bedroom.  Were we not pleasantly surprised when a war we estimated would take five years to conclude was won in less than two?  Their natural cowardice prevents them from even considering rebellion!  As for infecting us with decadence, let me suggest that it is Minion subservience that is an eternal reminder of our own greatness!  We have taken their cities and towns, their palaces and courts, their very nation.  We have taken their pride, their sense of worth and in the process of erasing their history.  And of course, we have taken their women.  The only woman a Minion will ever enjoy from now on is one well used and discarded by a Prime.  Even their children belong to us—educated and indoctrinated to think and behave as we wish them to.  This is now decadence—this is triumph!”

	Munda looked shocked at the applause which greeted Chinoso’s declaration and he knew he had lost—for now.  He now also stood.

	“Well said, Chief Magistrate.  There is much merit to what you say.  And yet there are still different perspectives on the Minions.  For now, might I offer this compromise—let us agree to allow local authorities to determine what, if any, privileges and legal states a Minion might have?  This will allow Primes to decide for themselves what best males sense for their communities?  Governors and Lord Mayors are better informed as to what makes sense for their regions.”

	Chinoso considered the proposal and grudgingly nodded.

	“Also, until we are in complete agreement regarding the right Minion population level, can we not keep the current Breeding Quotas in place, until such time as we readdress it?”

	Again, Chinoso nodded.  The status quo was a win in his opinion.

	“Very well.  Unless there are any objections, I motion that we adjourn this gathering.  I also look forward to seeing you all at Jade Palms!  Even now, the domestics are busy preparing for our guests and I promise you a most memorable stay with me!”

	+++++++++++++++++++++

	EARTHLY MASTERS
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	CHAPTER 37: 

	BITTERSWEET REFRAIN

	 

	He’d been watching the woman for a few blocks now and Bent was hoping he’d be following her for a few more.  She was older than his mom—maybe forty or so?— but she looked hot in that tiny black pinstriped miniskirt.  For a Minion, she had a great ass—it looked nice and tight— tight like the black crop top with a white collar that showed off a very flat stomach.  The shiny black heels had to be six inches and her legs were bare, smooth and perfect—a dancer’s legs.  The dark roots in her dyed blonde ponytail needed attending to and she looked dead tired, her long face plain and her nose too long.  A secretary he guessed, or maybe just an office girl—she was on the old side for a Prime boss.  Still, she looked gorgeous to him, but then all women looked gorgeous to his seventeen year old eyes.  Like always, his imagination was in overdrive.  First, he made the little five year old son she was escorting disappear, then he was holding her hands and she was kissing him.  They weren’t walking down a rough street in the Minion Zone but on a beach somewhere.  She was wearing a bikini, telling him how handsome he was and—

	That’s when he sensed he wasn’t the only one watching her.  The Prime looked dishevelled though his suit was expensive.  He looked hung over, maybe twenty five or so.  Bent dropped back a bit.  He guessed the Prime had hit one of the Minion Zone pleasure houses and had enjoyed a long night and just now headed back home.  Lots of Primes enjoyed slumming in the Minion Zone, where the brothels were cut rate and Prime exclusive.  Based on the way he was eying the tired mother, he wasn’t quite ready to leave the Zone either.

	He watched as the Prime caught up to the Minion woman in a jog and as he approached, he already had his hands on the bottle blonde’s small breasts.

	“Please, Sir—my little boy!  I have to drop him off to BratCare and—”

	“Calm down, bitch.  You aren’t sponsored, are you?”  The way the Prime asked the question suggested he already knew the answer.

	Her long face fell.  “No, Sir—I’m not.”  

	The Prime spread his fingers.  “Well, then!  You got a little hubby?”

	She sighed.  “Yes, Sir.”

	The Prime man smiled, his mood lightening.  “You wouldn’t want him to lose his job, would you?  Just because a stubborn little Minx refused a Prime man invoking his Privilege?”

	Now the woman’s eyes grew wet.  “No, Sir!  But… my son?”

	That’s when the Prime looked around and saw Bent.

	“Boy!  Here!  Now!”

	Bent walked quickly in response.

	“Sir?”  He kept his eyes on the ground as he’d been taught in PCO class.

	“You’re going to school?” he demanded.

	He nodded.  “Yes, Sir.  Minion Zone School Seven, Sir.”

	“You know  where the BratCare Centre is?  Take him,” he pointed to the woman’s five year old son, now confused and crying, “there.”

	Without waiting for him to answer—a Prime was issuing an order so it wasn’t required—he stuck a Prime dollar bill in his hand.   He looked at the woman, who simply nodded in surrender.

	“Lucas, you go with this boy.  He’ll take you to BratCare and I’ll see you when I pick you up tonight—ok?”  She was wiping tears away, trying to smile at her little boy.

	“Is there a Comfort Station around here, boy?”

	“Two blocks down Sir!  Thank you, Sir!” Bent answered, holding up the bill.  Comfort Stations had been put up recently in an initiative by the Lord Mayor of Bollgrund.  With a coin, a Prime could rent a small enclosed room that offered a bed and some privacy— in which to conveniently involve Prime Privilege on any eligible, unsponsored Minion female.  Just like this poor, tired married woman.  Bent wondered if she’d tell her husband later.  He knew his own mom made no secret about it when she’d spent time with her Sponsor, which was often.

	He watched the Prime man, his hand on the skinny Minx’s ass, as they walked away.  He burned with envy.  

	“Come on—it’s ok,” he promised the little boy.  “It’ll be ok.”  

	 

	He felt Inga’s tongue and his intertwining, their cheeks burning in arousal.  His arms were wrapped around her and he felt her own on his neck.  He was barechested, though Inga wore her teacher’s blouse.  Best of all, he exulted in the absence of the usual weight of the Castus.  His penis was erect—had been as soon as it had been released—but as of yet, Inga had ignored it.  They were on their knees, smiling at each other almost shyly.

	It was his birthday and, true to his word, the Superintendent had arranged a treat for the sex starved husband.  He sat in his favourite arm chair, Puppet holding a serving tray at his side, directing the scene before him.  Before his ultimate reward, the couple would enjoy a ‘date’—one chaperoned by his wife’s Sponsor.  

	“Adorable.  It must be nice to be treated like a lady for once!”  

	“I love you,” he whispered into his wife’s ear, giving her pink lobe a darting lick.

	“How romantic you two are— a couple of Minion lovers getting all worked up!  Let’s see if you’re heating the little bitch up at all.  Inga, here girl!”  The Superintendent pointed at his shoes and his wife hopped to comply.  On her knees, he instructed her to spread her legs and he stuck his brown hand down her panties.

	“Still dry, boy!  I’m afraid you’re going to find once a Minx gets spoiled by Prime cock, they’re ruined for you white boys!  Anyway, YOU are the birthday boy.  Go on Inga—show hubby a good time.”

	On her knees, dress pulled back down, she returned to her husband, looking down at his erection slyly.  Reaching into her dress pocket, she withdrew a small, square foil package.  She was smiling as she daintily pulled off the top of the silver package, withdrawing a fresh brown coloured condom.  He closed his eyes as she slipped it over the tip of his erect penis, more aroused than he had been since before the war.  It was a Curtail, so he wouldn’t have much time to enjoy his wife’s ministrations.  The Curtail was a Minion Grade product, expensive and purchasable only with a Sponsor’s written permission.  It was made of thick rubber and contained a lubricant that lightly anesthetised the member enclosed in it.  It required a quick Minion release, otherwise the Minion’s penis would soon go limp.  If a Sponsored Minion couple were allowed to enjoy conjugal relations, Sponsors almost always insisted a Curtail be used.

	“Go on, slut—give him a good pump now!”

	Inga nodded, but locked her eyes on her husband now, her grip firm on his cock.  The explosion in his pleasure centres disoriented him—he hadn’t felt so filled with sheer joy in so long he couldn’t remember.  Just as the Curtail had begun to soften his erection, he felt the explosion as he spurted long and hard into the thick rubber.  

	“Ha!  Forty-two seconds!”  The Superintendent was looking at his Rolex, timing Lar’s orgasm.

	Lars looked at Inga, was holding his deflated cock.  She struggled to maintain a loving smile.

	“Happy Birthday, Drone Boy!” the Superintendent offered smugly.

	“Thank you, Sir!” he managed while gasping, still reeling from the handjob his wife had given him.  

	The Sponsor lifted his citranova in a silent toast.  Lars thought Puppet looked extremely jealous.

	“Was that worth the wait, boy?”

	“Yes, Sir, it was.  Thank you, Sir,” Lars replied humbly.  

	“Clean him up, Puppet.”

	The surly teen houseboy obeyed reluctantly, leaving then returning with towlettes.  He pulled the slimy, filled Curtail off Lar’s cock, then began daubing it with the alcohol-dipped towelettes.  After an efficient cleaning, he none too gently drew the Castus over it, locking it with a malicious smirk.

	“You may put your clothes back on, boy,” the Superintendent allowed.  Once Lars had pulled his lycra work shorts and jersey back on, the couple stood before the Indian Prime, heads bowed and awaiting their next instructions.

	“Normally, I’d keep Inga here after a liberty like that—to remind her who the REAL man in her life is.”

	It was what they had both expected.  Inga had packed an overnight bag and Lars had resigned himself to spending another night in their bed alone.

	“But,” the middle aged Sponsor, “I was rather touched by your sticky fumblings.  It was like watching two naughty little teenagers out on a date!  I think we’ll be doing more chaperoned dates like this.  Would you like that, boy?”

	“Oh, yes—please, Sir!”  It was out of his mouth before he even knew it!

	The Indian Prime nodded.  “You know, this little whore’s Sponsorship concludes in six months.”

	Lars knew it and was bursting with relief that the Prime had acknowledged it too.

	“I’ll have to ease you two back together.  You’ll need some practice, boy, if you hope to keep this slut satisfied.  I won’t allow your nasty spunk to contaminate her pussy of course—not while I’m still her Sponsor.  But I may allow you two to perform other tricks on your next date.  Let’s see what you kids come up with on your next Conjugal Relations Application and I’ll consider it.  Also, boy, I expect you to demonstrate reciprocity with horny Inga next time.  This time was for you.  Next time, it is only fair, you do something for her.  You are not a Prime—you shouldn’t expect sex with a Minx to ever be a one way proposition!”

	He heard but didn’t see Inga’s elated gasp.

	“You may leave.  Hold hands like boyfriend and girlfriend on the walk home.  Inga, I will call you tomorrow.”

	The Schmidts did just that.  Even as they made their way from the well ordered Prime neighbourhoods into the gritty Minion Zone, Lars was oblivious to all but the sensation of his wife’s hand in his.  It had been the best day he’d had in the post-war period and he wanted to savour it.  The couple remained silent, internal subjects absorbing them both.  For some strange reason—was it guilt or relief?—that made him think of Martin and Nina Klausen.  Perhaps he was thinking of them now because he could actually bear to do so, so happy he now was.

	Not that Martin was unhappy these days.  But that was a recent development.  He had met the university graduate a few months after joining Zhan Zun Autonomous Vehicle Works.  He was a smart, intelligent fellow in his early twenties and he’d barely put on a uniform before the Dominion surrendered.  He was assigned to Lars shift and the two became friendly.  He learned Martin had met his wife Nina at university.  He’d been a IT systems major, while she’d been pursuing a web design degree at Dominion State.  They’d married in a rush after Martin had been conscripted, with not even enough time to consummate the marriage before he’d been sent to the front, he admitted over beers at Lucky’s.  While he was a too thin, bookish type with dark, intelligent eyes, his wife was a vivacious brown haired girl.  With a pale freckled complexion, full lips, beguiling green eyes and a figure that might have been on the boyish side, she had a certain appeal, if in no way a striking beauty.  In the aftermath of the capitulation, they’d found each other quickly and were forced, like all Minions, to adjust to Prime rule.

	Martin was hired on as a Junior Drone at Zhan Zun.  Finishing her degree was no longer a legal option, so Nina sought out office work, landing a Junior Office Girl job at a newly established real estate firm catering to the newly wealthy Prime upper class.  They were lucky at first.  The owner of the firm had been an elderly Prime with no sexual interest in his underling and somehow Nina had remained under the Sponsorship Authority’s radar.  That blissful period found them working to re-establish some kind of life, living in a warehouse divided into a hive of tiny rooms that was still better than refugee housing.  It was a hard life but they had each other, so it was bearable.

	That ended when Nina was informed she’d been sponsored.  Her sponsor was Martin’s age, an up and coming Prime of Indonesian descent, a shy fellow who was a whiz at finance and was the Deputy Regional Finance Director for the Prf.  He might have been shy but he was insistent on exercising his privileges with regards to Nina.  Martin had commiserated over beers frequently, the two husbands sharing a Castus requirement and losing access to their wives.  Lars had warned Martin— sharing complaints with the wrong person might well send you to Re-education—but Martin needed a shoulder to cry on and he did just that for months.  Lars heard it all and it was all familiar.  First, there was the change in Nina’s brown hair to a more pleasing and dramatic auburn colour, the cute manageable choppy bob grown into the high ponytail preferred by her Sponsor.  Glimpses of Nina’s new lingerie, worn exclusively for her Sponsor, made him ache with desire for her, though applications for Conjugal Relations were rejected without comment regularly.  There were the frequent nightly absences, the occasional bruises, the flinches his hugs now triggered.  It was all depressingly familiar to Lars but he and Inga had already been together and had a family.  For Martin and Nina, their marriage had been practically choked before it had even had a chance to begin.

	It was only five months later when Martin was informed that his marriage to Nina had been legally dissolved.  He’d been summoned to the Sponsor’s office, where the Prime had patiently, even sympathetically, explained to Martin that he’d been promoted to a new party finance role as Deputy Controller for the national party and would be relocating to Kongestad.  Their marriage was no longer ‘convenient’ and he’d already signed off on the paperwork.  Martin and Nina were divorced and she’d be leaving the following day, taking on a new role as his secretary in his new role.  He rushed back to their apartment to find a dazed Nina packing.  They’d hugged one last time before a taxi arrived for her and then she was gone.  

	“Perhaps you’ll see her again,” Lars had tried to comfort him, but both men knew Kongestad might as well be the moon.  Minion travel was strictly controlled and most were confined to a very small geographic area, unless Primes required them to relocate.  

	“At least I lost the Castus,” Martin confided dolefully.  It wasn’t much of a consolation at first, though Lars was certainly jealous.  However, over the last couple of months, something had happened.  Alone and depressed, Martin had plunged into work, volunteering to do unpaid overtime in the hope of attracting management approval.  For himself, Lars had stepped back.  He wanted to prove to Inga he wasn’t interested in Cheri and his own side apartment remodelling services now generated nice money on the side—not a lot, but enough to make life a little more comfortable.  Martin had been surprised when he first was granted some ‘reward time’ with Cheri, then began to boast about his soon-frequent session with ‘her’.  Last week, Martin had proudly told Lars that he was moving in with Cheri and that they were a couple.  The Reward Boy, he said, would still have to perform ‘her’ on-site duties, but once she was off the clock, ‘she’ was all Martin’s.  Lars wished them well, pretending it was all normal.  What else could he do?

	Martin and Nina had haunted Lars.  He half feared Inga’s Sponsor might well decided to keep her, regardless of her completing her legal obligation.  At thirty-five, she should be outside Sponsorship obligations but what if the Superintendent ignored the regulations?  At least that fear had been put to rest.  He squeezed Inga’s hand and she looked up and smiled at him.  They had been together as man and wife, sort of, on his birthday and they would be again in the days to come.  Life was good!

	 

	“Bent Schmidt?”

	“Here, Ma’am!” Bent replied.  

	Miss Louise Dahl, their Mating Lab instructor, ticked off his name, the last of the twenty young Minion males that had been lucky enough to earn a place in the class.  Only a top score in Politics, Culture and Obedience made you eligible for a spot in Mating Lab and Bent was so glad he’d absorbed the lessons so completely.  While the rest of the boys spent time in Remedial, writing monotonous lines assignments or completing endless captcha exercises to assist with PRF security sweeps, he was here, eyes fixed on Annie.

	Annie was the life sized doll they were allowed to practice on, a silicon filled rubber skinned mannequin that was, nevertheless, the closest they’d be getting to a real girl for a very long time.  Sometimes she was dressed in normal day clothes, sometimes in costumes, bathing suits or lingerie—depending on Miss Dahl’s mood or the focus of the lesson.  Today she was dressed in a schoolgirl uniform, sitting dumbly on a white vinyl divan, waiting.

	“Ready, boys?”

	“YES, MA’AM!” the boys responded together.  School Seven, Minion Zone was an all boys school, though all the teachers were ladies, even for Mating Lab, which was a bit awkward at times.  Unless you had a sister, you only ever encountered girls your age on the streets and Minion moms and dads were paranoid about allowing their daughters any time alone with a Minion boy.  It had something to do with keeping them protected and ready for their National Service assignments.   It sucked knowing it would be years until he was even legally allowed to be with a Minion girl!  ‘Annie’ was about as close as they’d get, at least until they were a lot older.

	They watched eagerly as Miss Dahl rolled out the huge spinner on wheels, pulling it right next to ‘Annie’.  

	“Johan, why don’t you get us started today?”

	A dark haired boy jumped up, bounding for the spinner.  The Spinner was an arrow surrounded by various sexual activities the boys might engage in with Annie, ensuring a random opportunity to experience different types of sexual congress, depending on a boy’s luck.

	Johan sucked in a breath, then gave the spinner a hearty yank.  The boys watched it rotate, mesmerised, until it finally slowed and stopped.

	“Missionary for you- what a lucky boy!  Go on, Johan—show your lady love what a little man you can be!” Miss Dahl instructed.  She was about his mom’s age and he wondered if his mom taught Mating Lab.  Thank Prime, mothers weren’t allowed to teach in schools in which their own children were enrolled!

	Johan tugged off his school jersey and shorts and pushed ‘Annie’ down on her back.  He rolled on top of her, pulled her white cotton panties aside and directed his erect prick into the artificial vagina.

	As he rammed his hips into the inert doll, the rest of the class listened to Miss Dahl explain what they were watching.  “The Missionary position is the most common for Minion couples, though Primes tend to prefer the so-called ‘Minion’ position where a female Minion’s face is pressed down while her hips raised behind her.”

	She then gave Johan’s bared ass a hard swat.  “Finish up now, like a good boy!”

	Johan heaved into the doll once more, expelling his spunk with an ecstatic grin.

	“Bent, you may go next.”

	Bent practically levitated off his seat towards the spinner.  After a curt nod from Miss Dahl, he gave the spinner a yank.  The class watched it spin.  His spirits dropped when the point came to rest.

	“Cunnilingus!  Wonderful—and Johan’s prepared Annie for you!  Go on—no need to take your clothes off.”

	Bent knelt at the end of the divan, slipping ‘Annie’s’ panties off and spreading her legs.  Dejected, he began lapping at the plastic vulva, still glistening with Johan’s spunk.  Miss Dahl’s words narrated his unpleasant performance as he poked his tongue reluctantly into the goo deposited in ‘Annie’s’ artificial vagina.

	“When your wife is sponsored, you’re going to become accustomed to the taste of Prime sperm, which will so often be left in her mouth, pussy or ass.   You’ll get used to it, just like Bent now knows what Johan’s spunk tastes like.  Gobble it down like a good boy!”
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	CHAPTER 38: 

	LA DOLCE VITA

	 

	He seemed tense but not as on edge as he had been when they’d arrived.  That was an improvement as far as Karin was concerned.  Now that she was invested in her Sponsor’s success, she was especially sensitive to his moods and humour.  He hadn’t given her any indication of how the conference had gone, though she’d piece it together in time.  She suspected there’d been a kind of truce between the two factions, which relieved her.  Not for herself so much—as long as she was under the protection of her Sponsor, she’d be ok.  The impact on millions of other Minions though might not be so benign.  

	The highly engineered autonomous limo almost hovered over the country road.  She yearned to see Elf Hill, which was achingly only a few kilometres away-- but also knew it would only cause her pain to see it in Prime hands.  She had slowly come to terms with the loss of very important aspect of her old life but some remnants were more painful to remember than others.  Elf Hill was one.

	She’d dared to ask the Chief Magistrate about the whereabouts of her mother, half expecting to be punished for even raising the question.  She’d been surprised when he offered to make some inquiries.  Weeks later, he absently recalled the request and informed her he’d received no replies to the emails requesting any information on Dr. Christa Vester.  He’d merely noted that many Minions were lost during the last days of the conflict and it was all history now.  That would just have to satisfy her, as far as he was concerned.  He had no interest in wasting any more time on the matter.

	When the limo turned onto the private gravelled road, she was transported to earlier pre-war times.  Jade Palms, the magnificent holiday retreat of the Holms clan, glimmered just ahead.  There was the main house, a sprawling three story affair that was a veritable castle rising from the lush grounds.  It was surrounded, like a monarch by their retinue of courtiers, by a slew of stone guesthouses.  A familiar oversized pool dominated the space between the guest houses and the beach, but Karin didn’t remember the amphitheatre that lay next to it.  Just beyond them, the golden sands and blue waters of Lake Vestdahl beckoned.  What was totally unexpected and new were the utilitarian structures that now bordered where the old holiday grounds had ended.  Instead of the famous palm groves and luxuriant green that had once ringed the property, there now stood new freshly painted barns and out buildings, and the bush now transformed into neatly cultivated fields.  She could make out pale skinned workers in those fields, overseen by brown and black figures on horseback, occasionally directing the white field hands below them.  Jade Palms was no longer a holiday home—it was a working plantation, and a sizeable one at that!

	 

	The limo bounded down the road, rolling to a stop in front of a veritable corps of Minion servants, all standing at attention and clad in formal black and white uniforms of butlers, cooks, maids, stable boys and more.  Like the sovereign of his private realm stood Kabemba Munda, Minister of Information—one of the nation’s most influential men.  Munda himself opened the limo door, greeting the Chief Magistrate personally and with a heart solicitude.

	“Welcome, my old friend!  It is a great pleasure to have you under my roof.  Did you ever imagine so many years ago we’d be enjoying such rewards for all our efforts?”

	Chinoso answered with a question of his own, just as felicitous.  “Did you ever think we wouldn’t?”

	The two walked ahead, already reminiscing about old party cadre and gossip, while Karen and Flit cautiously trailed behind.  

	“I see you ‘ve become a farmer!” the Chief Magistrate noted, pointing at the fields now under cultivation.

	Munda was pleased with the question.  “Nothing large scale, but yes, I suppose I am now—or a planter, which I much prefer.”

	“And what are you planting?”

	“Vanilla beans!  Extremely lucrative—my accountant forecasts sales in excess of ten million in our first year!  And,” here he tapped a long brown on Chinoso’s shoulder, “it is an example of exploiting Minions the right way!”

	“I should have thought the opposite, based on your own words.  Won’t automation make Minion labour obsolete?”

	Kabemba wagged his finger in denial.  “Not all crops!  Vanilla beans require tending by hand, which is what my Minion tenants are learning to do and do well.  I’ve suggested to the Leader that Primeva might be a leader in high value, labour intensive crops—in addition to vanilla, there’s saffron, cacao, palm oil and cottonseed oil.  Since Minions will work for bare subsistence wages, there’s a huge upside for smart planters.”

	Chinoso filed this away in a mental archive.  Munda had always been a savvy player!

	Changing the topic, he asked if all the conference attendees had arrived.

	“All but the Field Marshal.  He had to return to the capital for a readiness exercise.”

	Chinoso nodded.  “You’ll still have a full house—the property is most impressive!”

	Munda gave his guest a theatrical wink.  “And hopefully some entertainments you’ll find just as impressive!  Speaking of which,” he pointed his thumb back at the two trailing Minions, “would you them put in the Kennel while you’re here?  There’s no shortage of Minx bedwarmers, should you wish to enjoy some variety while you’re here.”

	To Karin’s relief, Chief Magistrate shook his head.  “I’ve broken her in well—I’ll keep mine close.  But the maid—by all means.  Feel free to put him to work if you like.”

	Munda snapped his fingers.  A young liveried Minion teen boy dashed up.

	“Escort him to the Kitchen.  Perhaps Cook could use him for scullery while he’s staying with us.  And give the gentleman a check so he may retrieve him when he leaves us.”

	The boy nodded and performed an elaborate bow.  After quickly scribbling on a slip displaying the coat of Jade Palms, he offered it to Chinoso, who slipped it in his pocket.  Soon Flit was following the boy to the rear of the sandstone manse, not to be seen again until it would be time to depart!

	“Now, it appears I must play the host to another arrival!  Where would you prefer—quarters in the Main House or a guest house?”

	After indicating a guest house would be fine, Munda snapped, conjuring yet another Minion houseboy and organised for luggage to be delivered to ‘Guest House Zealand’.  He left his friend with promises to see him again the late afternoon reception.

	“We’ll be kicking off the house party with an appetiser I hope you’ll find most tasty!” Munda winked, even as he peeled off to welcome another dignitary.

	 

	Karin gently lifted her mouth off of her Sponsor’s freshly lapped member.  Her eyes had been looking at the clock on the bed stand and it now showed six o’clock on the dot.

	“Sir?  You said…”

	He rose drowsily from his afternoon nap, palm rubbing the top of her head.  

	“Yes, time for cocktails.  You’ll join me—wear something that shows off those new tanlines.

	Her heart leapt.  She’d hoped he’d take her along.  It was boring just being left behind, especially with Flit slaving away in the estate kitchen.  She picked herself off the bed and looked for an outfit that would meet her Sponsor’s request.  As he showered, she considered carefully, then made her choice.  The leopard print halter cut dress revealed the hot angry tan lines left by her time in the blazing sun.  In earlier times, she’d have covered them up but Primes found tanlines on their pale female playthings attractive—or at least exotic.

	His nod confirmed her approved.  Chief Magistrate looked as relaxed as a Prime could be in a putty coloured linen suit and white, crisp shirt.  Karin had grown increasingly impressed with the older man’s understated confidence and power.  It was impossible to see him as the peddler he had once posed as.  Now that she’d been exposed to him, she had no idea how had he managed such a humble disguise.

	The sunny afternoon had given way to a windier, more threatening early evening.  The common area between the guest houses now offered canopies to protect from any possible showers, which seemed likely to appear at some point soon.  Scores of subservient Minion domestics served drinks and hors d’orderves to chatting Primes.  Pretty, young Minion girls in outfits as revealing as her own orbited their Sponsors who otherwise ignored them.  As they approached one group, Karin’s eyes grew wide as they took in the woman’s companion.

	“Chief Justice!  You look divine!”  The Chief Magistrate leaned in and hugged the stylishly dressed older African Prime woman.  She was, like all Prime women, imposing and Karin averted her eyes quickly, though she dared to confirm her first impression.  Could it really be who she thought it was?

	“Chief Magistrate!  What a wonderful way to celebrate such a happy outcome!”  Without looking, she took the wine glass held by her companion, enjoying a sip of the golden wine.

	Chinoso nodded.  “It is quite an estate.  My guest house is as big as my penthouse at the Nordlund!”

	The large Prime woman nodded.  She was an African Prime, middle aged with a generous, curvaceous figure.  “I’m in ‘Saltholm’ and the view is stunning.  Forget the mansion—I’d be quite satisfied with just the guest house!  Of course you know my Sponsored used to holiday here,” she smiled, indicated Elise Holm.

	Karin looked at her best friend, whose eyes were just as wide as her own.  Their embarrassment was mutual, though Karin felt even queasier for her friend.  The Playboy Bunny outfit, complete with bunny ears and tail, was even more humiliating than her own slutwear.  That she was Sponsored by a female Prime was, of course, the greater shock.  

	“They used to own this property, didn’t they?  Munda did well to get his hands on it.  It is the jewel of the Vestdahl.  Did you know my girl grew up with your girl?  Best friends, if I recall.”

	That was when Karin realised the meeting was not by chance.  She desperately wanted to talk directly to Elise but it was impossible.  

	“Yes,” the Prime Chief Justice replied.  “I remember you mentioning it.  Along with that idea we discussed—”

	But just as Karin was hanging on the next words—as was Elise, it seemed— a bell rang and the Host waved his hands for attention.

	“Dear guests!  I trust you all had a comfortable afternoon!  I have a little surprise entertainment to kick off our House Party this weekend.  If you’ll just follow me to the Amphitheatre…”

	Guests, driven by curiosity, all filed in behind their host, their own quartet included.  Behind their Sponsor’s backs, the childhood friends could only glance at each other, smiling in happiness and embarrassment.  A rumble of thunder from the lake rolled across the sky, grey turning purplish.  Fortunately, the amphitheatre was also covered with a canopy.  Their Sponsors took a seat on one of the benches that surrounded the circular performance pit, their Sponsoreds taking up standing positions directly behind them.

	Munda took centre stage, an expectant smile hinting at something special about to take place.  “Honoured guests, following our productive conference, I have planned what I hope will be a most memorable House Party weekend for you.  I’d like to begin with an introduction to some ladies you might remember.”

	Clapping his hands, he pointed to a couple that was now led into the centre of the circular stage.  

	A pallid, skinny woman with a pixie cut red bob walked out uncertainly.  She wore what looked to be a parody of a groom’s tuxedo—a small black collared vest that lifted her small breasts like a corset and matching shorts, with a black top hat.  Karin recognised her from a tsunami of media coverage from a few years’ back.  Her plain, angry horse face with her weak chin and hooknose had made her a most unlikely media figure, even though it was more than compensated by her intense zeal.  She didn’t know the name of the blushing bride in the laughable ‘whore bride’ costume standing shivering beside her but she had a general idea of who she must be.  That woman was younger—maybe in her early thirties, on the short side with her blonde hair wrapped and set in a side fishtail braid.  While not a beauty, her puzzled, scared face was conventionally cute and her figure a little, not much, curvier than her companion.

	“Perhaps you remember Ella Schultze?  She was a Green MP in the old Dominion Parliament, but that was hardly what she’s best known for.  As we prepared our people for the future, the old Dominion was preoccupied by matters most decadent and trivial.  Instead of seeing her people were about to be displaced, Ella was more focused on her own naughty, selfish needs—the ones that could only be satisfied by a lesbian marriage recognised by the state.  As we trained and planned, Ella was unremitting and her campaign to legalise same sex marriage was successful.  After being approved by the Parliament and signed into law by Queen Karla, the entire Dominion watched the spectacle of Ella marrying her cute American girlfriend-- Karen Morris of the International Marriage Equality Alliance--  on live tv.  Even as they celebrated, we all laughed at the degeneracy of the Dominion and knew our time was coming sooner than we knew—and that Karen’s sham marriage to our own Ella would make her a Dominion citizen.

	When I learned the couple had finally been apprehended,” here he stopped to wave to Samnang Dara, PRF Security Chief, who waved back, “I requested the couple for a special performance I knew you’d enjoy.  But we still have need of another player!”  He snapped his fingers and now a Houseboy led a cowled figure out from the opposite end of the Amphitheatre.

	Once the figure stood before him, Munda whisked the cowl off.  The male was perhaps in his late teens, not tall but massively muscled and Karin thought, unnaturally so.  His skin was pale, much bruised, and he wore nothing but a collar and a canvas loin cloth.  His eyes were red, narrow slitted and angry, his short blonde hair dyed a bright platinum.  Strength and barely subdued rage radiated from him, his torso, upper arms and legs freakishly bulging and out of proportion.

	“Let me introduce Mikkel Jessen, or as I’ve renamed him, ‘Brick’.  As you know, the Minion Fighting League is growing by the day and I wanted to train and manage a champion to represent Jade Palms.  I began talent scouting and found Brick had been captain of the Felixholm Prep School varsity wrestling team!  Rather than simply ship him off to do his National Service in one of the Sweat Battalions, I took him under my wing and began preparing him properly.  As you can see, he’s a bit of a beast now!  He trains eighteen hours a day without fail and as you can guess, he’s on a regular regimen of steroids, which are quite legal in the MFL.  It’s made him a bit moody but Brick’s a good boy and only wants to please his trainer—don’t you, boy?”

	The blonde boy grunted, bowing his head.  Karin noted the neon green shock collar straining around the teen monster’s neck.

	“He’s been training hard for almost a year now and he can’t wait to begin competing to earn money and glory for Jade Palms.  As a reward, I promised him a treat.”  Munda gestured towards the now trembling older women.  “Of course, he has to earn his treat and we have to give our minxes the chance to defend their honour.  An invisible fence surrounds the stage—our boy and girls are all wearing shock collars so any attempt to flee will get a nasty shock.  Then, we will make sure our beast can’t do the girls any permanent harm.”

	A houseboy fitted two mitten shaped gloves made of thick black rubber over the wrestler’s hands, locking them on.

	“Finally, we shall arm our fierce little Amazons with Shock Sticks.  These sticks can deliver quite a ting!  While one shock won’t be enough to knock Brick out, if the girls can land at least ten, he will collapse and lose his opportunity to enjoy them.  I’m sure Ella will do her best to defend her pretty wife’s honour and Karen will do all she can to remain faithful to her husband, won’t you?”

	
The petite blonde in the lacey bridal costume broke down in tears.  The guests tittered in response.

	“I’m calling this competition ‘Honeymoon, Interrupted’— a battle of biology versus ideology.  And to ensure a motivated performance, I had some blue powder added to Brick’s mush an hour ago,” here Munda checked his watch, “which means he’s probably growing VERY uncomfortable about now!”  He issued some instructions to the houseboy Karin couldn’t hear but the next thing she knew, the houseboy’s hands were underneath the loincloth and pulling off a Castus.  Immediately, the loin cloth tented, an erection released and eager for purchase.  The contrast between Brick’s excitement and the lesbians’ terror roused laughs and applause from the Prime audience.

	Finally, the steroid fuelled gladiator was led to the stage centre, a chain locked to his collar and then locked to a post, reducing range of movement within the stage.  Ella and Karen were both handed  Shock Sticks, four foot red coloured staffs with a lightbulb shaped tip that presumably issued a shock on contact—a fact that was confirmed when Munda himself grabbed one, tapped Brick with it, and returned it.  Brick winced in pain, eyes locked on the two females.

	“I’ll even give the lesbians one for free!” Munda’s ironic bow earned another round of laughs.

	Walking backwards outside the circle, he raised his arms.

	“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Jade Palms and I hope you find the opening act entertaining.  The match will conclude when either the boy is shocked unconscious or the lesbians subdued.  Should the lesbians win, they will have earned an unmolested honeymoon and will also be allowed to remain as a couple while awaiting disposition.  If the boy wins, he will be allowed to play the husband in the honeymoon with his choice of either lesbian— or both, should his performance merit it.  With all that said, let the games begin!” he declared.

	It was over in twenty minutes-- a breathless dramatic struggle that had utterly captivated the spectators in Munda’s amphitheatre, Karin included.  It was soon apparent that the match had been cleverly constructed.  Restrained by the chain which restricted his range, Brick had to constantly choose between defending his back or lunging forward.  The women soon saw their best option was for one to distract, while the other landed a punishing shock on the boy with their shock stick.  They did this successfully and as much as Karin was with the women, she winced every time they landed a shock on the boy, who began screaming after the fourth hit connected.  The rain soon drenched the combatants, though the canopies kept the guests dry.  Everyone could smell the steroid fuelled testosterone hunger and rage that radiated off the boy, as well as the estrogen soaked terror that cloaked the desperate lesbian couple.  It was electrifying and Karin was growing aroused.

	Right up until the end, Karin was sure the women had prevailed.  By luring him right up to the chain’s length and then the other diving in to deliver a shock, the double team continued to inflict shock after shock on the teen beast, until, finally, he dropped to his knees.  Incredibly, he still maintained his massive erection, which stubbornly tented his loin cloth.  The older redhaired lesbian tentatively prepared to deliver a shock that would surely have knocked him out, when the boy leapt up and seized the shock stick out of her grasp.  Howling in her face, he snapped the stick in two, flinging the two pieces dramatically into the audience.  Before she or her wife could react, the boy exploited his opening and balling up his rubber mitted gloved, he landed a roundhouse into the former MP’s stomach.  She landed on her back, gasping, the air knocked out of her.  The crowd cheered their new champion, who now turned on the lone opponent.  The bride, her costume now a ripped, muddy mess, raised her own shock stick to ward him off but the boy now had momentum and batted the stick out of her weak grip.  The rubber mitt just allowed him to take the blonde’s side braid in a tight grip, while slapping her face viciously with the other.  He continued to do this, using her braid as a leash and slapping her face red until she dropped before his feet, huddled in a sobbing mass of defeat.  As if to stamp proof of his victory on the blonde, he raised her head by the braid once more and land a solid punch on her face, one that would leave her with a black eye before long.

	Munda, the ringmaster of the spectacle, re entered the stage.  

	“Heel,” he snapped.  The boy dropped wearily to his knees in the mud, head bowed.

	“A well fought match but it appears Brick has won the day!  I leave it to you to determine his prize!”  Stepping over the quivering blonde, he raised his hand, thumb over the girl, a modern day Roman emperor requesting a ruling from the crowd.

	“Has he earned his prize?”

	Karin felt the booming response from her own Sponsor and the other Primes.  “YES, YES, YES!”

	Munda’s thumb flipped up, approving applause following.  Karen Morris looked up, face already beginning to swell, then looked away in desolation.

	Stepping over Ella Schultze, still heaving in pain and trying to recover her breath.  She’d lost her top hat and her groom costume and skinny, pales legs were spattered with mud.  Munda raised his thumb once again. Again, the spectators gave their verdict in the affirmative.  Brick had earned not just one prize but both!

	Houseboys directed by a Prime overseer soon gathered up the battered girls and unlocked Brick from his chain.  They were led out of the amphitheatre to an accompanying round of applause for the victorious young Minion gladiator.

	“Wasn’t that exciting?  It is just a taste of the entertainment to come, my friends!  Due to the weather, I’d like to direct you to the Ball Room in the Main House, where a buffet has been laid out for dinner this evening,” Munda informed them, ever the proper host.

	“Should you wish to watch the Honeymoon party, you are invited to visit Display Pen One.  Brick and his girls will be cleaned up and deposited there in one hour.  Brick will be given free liberties until dawn, so there’s no rush should you choose to take a viewing after dinner.  And just for spice and between us, Brick wasn’t the only one who had his mush topped up today.  The girls are both in cycle and fertility stimulants were added to their mush as well.   Though they may not know it, both Ella and Karen may be leaving Jade Palms with more than just a memorable honeymoon—they may leave with Brick’s babies as well!”

	That elicited howls of laughter and delight.  Truly, all guests were happy to have taken up the invitation now.  Karin swallowed hard.  Her arousal had accelerated through the match and her panties were now embarrassingly damp!  Though she couldn’t be sure, the blush on Elise’s face suggested she might not be the only one moist between the legs!

	 

	Though the two childhood friends were practically shoulder to shoulder, neither dared to do more than communicate through facial expressions.  They knelt at the feet of their sponsors, occasionally opening their mouths to accept a hand fed piece of chicken or bread.  At home, Karin was allowed to eat at the table, as were, she suspected, most sponsored Minxs.  Public decorum, however, demanded stricter management by Sponsors.  No Prime would ever wish to be accused of being too lenient with their Sponsoreds, however loosely they might be treated in private.

	She was desperate to ask how Elise had wound up being sponsored by the Chief Justice, how she’d survived the war, what had happened to her family—and yes, to share the news of her kid brother as well.  She didn’t want to tell her best friend that Edvard had been turned out as the Field Marshal’s Comfort Girl but she deserved to know—if she was allowed to speak with her.

	Elise looked well treated.  She was thinner but all Minions had lost weight under the Occupation, Karin included.  Most Primes preferred their Minxs on the skinny side—it was a popular aesthetic.  She didn’t look happy though.  Every time Chief Justice Yeboah’s hand delivered another morsel, Elise looked up smiling.  But when she lowered her face, there was a sad frown on it, one she shared with Karin silently.  It was obvious Elise burned with shame at being sponsored by a Prime woman.  Perhaps their enforced silence was a blessing— words couldn’t change the reality of their situations.  Karin felt a pang of guilt.  She had been so fortunate in having attracted her own Sponsor, while Elise’s luck had left her.  Karin admitted to herself that she enjoyed most of the uses to which her Sponsor put her to, even the one-way oral servicing her demanded so often.  She couldn’t imagine how she could sublimate herself to a Prime woman the way Elise had to.

	“—and so, I’ve been thinking that it is a lack of experience that is proving an impediment to her development,” Kissa Yeboah was lamenting.

	“Surely she knows what to do,” chuckled Chinoso.  The Sponsors were seated by the huge bay window facing the rain storm pounding the lake.  Their plates and glasses on small tables offered fine cold meats and citranova which they partook of in between their conversation.

	Kissa smiled.  “The basics, yes.  But it was a painful, unnecessary process.  I’m so glad the Minister of Education has introduced Lesbian Studies for young Minxs.  A Sponsor shouldn’t have to put up with the nonsense I did with Cameltoe!”

	Karin watched Elise’s blue eyes grow wet.  Once again, she counted her blessings.  Chief Magistrate had never given her a new name, like so many Sponsors did.  Having to answer to ‘Cameltoe’ for a proud young heiress like Elsie must be punishingly profound.

	“So she was defiant?  All Sponsors have that challenge.  You just have to show them who’s the boss.  It looks like you’ve been successful,” Chinoso offered.

	Kissa shrugged.  “It is all a matter of degrees though.  I assume it took, oh say, a couple months for you to break in your pet there?”

	“About that,” Chinoso admitted.

	“Six months with this one,” Kissa retorted ruefully.  “Continual corporal discipline—I must have worn out a half dozen paddles and canes— was required and then, she’s only responding in the most perfunctory way.  I can see it on her face—your little toy is half in love with you.  You do know that she adores you now?”

	The Chief Magistrate nodded with no little pride.

	“Is it too much for me to expect the same from my plaything?” Kissa Yeboah lamented, reaching down and stroking Elise’s blonde hair.  

	“I’m sure she’ll find her way, guided by her most respected Sponsor.  Much in the way her little brother has come to adore his own Prime protector,” Chinoso assured her.  Karin noticed Elise stiffen, even as her mistress continue to run her brown fingers through her golden bangs.

	“Indeed?  Do tell!”

	“The Field Marshall took him on after overrunning the Military Academy.  The boy was a cadet he plucked out for re-purposing as a Comfort Girl during the final campaigns of the war.  You’d hardly know he was a boy these days.  Poor thing looked bowlegged when I last saw him.”

	Karin wanted to comfort her friend, whose eyes were rapidly filling with tears.  What a horrible way to learn the fate of her little brother, poor Edvard!”

	The older Prime woman chuckled.  “Scandalous!  Is he… convincing?”

	“If he wasn’t, he’d be dead by now—you know the Field Marshal!  Still quite boyish, but some Primes favour that.  He’s got beautiful long blonde hair now and even has a pair of small, delicate little breasts.  He behaves sweetly enough—answers to ‘Petunia’.  The Field Marshal had his vocal cords snipped so you’d never know,” the Chief Magistrate continued.

	The Chief Justice’s brow raised.  “And the Leader approves?”

	“I wouldn’t say that.  But the man’s a war hero with a hundred thousand veterans who worship him.  And he isn’t the only senior officer who has taken on a Minion boy as a Comfort Girl.  Surely, from a legal perspective—”

	But Kissa wasn’t about to be drawn into the subject.  “From a legal perspective, I’m sure the doctrine of Prime pre-eminence could easily be used to legitimise whatever is required.  I’m a fan of the Marshal—as you know.”

	The two toasted then, suggesting more that could be said, but need not be.

	“And how is your son?” Chinoso finally filled the silence.

	From the corner of Karin’s averted eyes, she watched the older woman’s brown hand dance through the air, alternating wiping away Elise’s tears and wiping her hands on the blonde’s fine, corn silk hair.

	“He’s just been appointed as Chief of Staff to the new Governor of Passatvinde!”

	Chinoso raised his glass as a salute.  “Somsak_Kamon is a good Prime—of Malaysian descent I believe.  Took his time to join us, but when he did, it was a major moment.  Your son will do well there.  Joseph would be proud.”

	“I miss him, even though it has been five years.  To have died of untreated injuries in a Dominion prison right before we found our freedom,” the woman shook her head in weary resignation.

	“You wanted to discuss a favour?” the Chief Magistrate pressed, hoping to lighten the mood.

	With that, the Prime judge clasped Chinoso’s hands in her own.  “Yes, thank you.  It involves,” here she clutched a handful of Elises’s hair, yanking it and forcing a squeal from the kneeling blonde, “this one.”

	“How can I help?”

	Kissa released the hank of golden hair in disgust.  “She’s so… willful!  As much as I train her to serve, she retains a spark of pride and… disgust for her mistress I find unacceptable.  I’ve tried beating it out of here but it still remains—stubborn girl!”  With that, she let loose with a gale of slaps, reducing Elise to cowering tears.  

	“I assume this has to do with her more… intimate duties?”

	“Of course!  Why else would I bother feeding her?  She’s pretty enough and of superb stock but she shows no enthusiasm for her, as you say, most important duties.  She merely goes through the motions.  It gave me an idea—if only she knew what it felt like to be the focus of her efforts, she might embrace her task with more dedication.  And knowing her little girlfriend would be here, well…”

	Karin looked down, stunned at what she suspected the Prime woman was suggesting.

	“I’ve even allowed her to grow her little yellow fringe back—so she’d know what it was like to have a tongue on her natural down,” Kissa pointed out, pointedly expecting a response from her friend.

	“Well, of course.  What did you have in mind?”  Karin’s heart sank.

	“If your Minx could service my Minx, Cameltoe here might acquire a more personal idea of the kind of pleasure it is possible to experience when one is on the receiving end.  Of course, it needn’t be a drawn out education—a day and night of oral delight delivered by your minx would do the trick.”

	Chinoso’s wry chuckle sealed her fate, Karin knew.  “I assume my minx’s tongue will be doing all the work?”

	“Indeed.”

	“What a wonderful time for Cameltoe then!  Of course.  It will give the pair a chance to re-connect, if only in a purely giver-receiver manner.  I want no talking and you’ll keep your tongue rooted firmly between your girlfriend’s legs, understand?”

	Karin nodded, disconsolate.  She noticed Elise looking at her in guilt.

	“Fine.  This will be her first girlplay—I suppose it will be good for her,” the Chief Magistrate observed.

	Kissa nodded, smiling.  “If you’re telling me you haven’t put her to another minx, it means you work too hard.  Especially one as fetching as that one,” Kissa smiled, patting Karin’s head.  “You’ll teach my pet how to give pleasure by letting her receive it, won’t you, child?”

	It wasn’t a question Karin was permitted to answer, so she merely nodded dumbly.

	The favour granted, the two friends fell silent again, eyes roaming the evening grounds of the magnificent, brilliantly lit grounds.  Liveried white Minions dashed to and fro, serving Primes who conversed, laughed and drank lustily.

	“Things are different out here, aren’t they?  I mean, in the cities there is a sense of… ‘before’.  With us in charge of course, but still recognisable,” Chinoso observed.  “This is all new.   Darker,” he added reluctantly.

	His companion nodded in agreement.  “Wait until tomorrow.  The little cage match earlier is just the beginning.  Poor little lesbians—I thought for a moment they might prevail for a while!”

	“These plantations— say what you will, the Minions never treated us this badly,” Chinoso noted honestly.

	Kissa took a sip before responding.  “The distance allows a Prime to rule an estate like this as their own kingdom.  The minions in the cities and suburbs work, serve, obey and please but they also have their own little dreams, rewards and pleasant days.  These poor creatures… well, wait till you see the fields.” She shivered.

	Karin pondered that for only a moment.  Her Sponsor handed her over as he retired for the night—but not before selecting a petite ripe busted Minx maid to take her place for the evening, she noted with jealousy.  She marched behind Elise, who in turn followed her Sponsor for what would be a long evening of the most revolting intimacy she could have ever imagined.

	 

	I forgot to ask her name!

	It had only just occurred to Chinoso as he enjoyed his first coffee of the day.  She’d be a delight too.  He detected a university education though she’d remained silent—except for her soft moans—throughout, so he might have been mistaken.  The slight overbite, the big blue eyes, that soft curly chestnut hair—she must be a household favourite!  She’d worked so hard to impress he’d promised himself to commend her by name to the Master of the House but now…  If he spotted her again, he’d ask for her name and do just that.  Minx bed warmers like her deserved the occasional kind word, if only to encourage them.

	He scanned the bright, sunlit grounds but he didn’t spot Kissa.  No doubt she’d be overseeing ‘Cameltoe’—once known as Elise Holm and daughter of the family that had once claimed this estate—and her new playmate, his own Karin.  A shame—he enjoyed the Chief Justice’s company—be he couldn’t begrudge her.  He’d have to interrogate Karin on her introduction to lesbian lovemaking.  The two friends had looked so uncomfortable at the prospect of being paired, especially Karin who would be conferring all the pleasure.  But that was last evening.  It had been hours now and the shock surely must have worn off.  

	“If this goes well, I understand he’s considering formal dressage next year.”

	Chinoso spun around.  It was his protégé Samnung Dara, slim, sceptical and in black as always.  The security chief offered his hand, which he took warmly.

	“All I understood was there was to be a hunt today.  I confess, not my cup of tea,” he admitted.

	Dara’s normally grave, long face was split by a broad smile.  “After today, you may change your mind.”

	“Oh?  What do you base that on?”

	“On the quarry.  Come, it’s about to begin.”

	Chinoso had hoped to beg off and do some work—make contact with his aides—but Dara’s cryptic comment intrigued him.  He followed, as did other house guests, into the pavilion in the back of the grounds.  Teams of minion houseboys stood at attention next to saddled horses and ATVs.  He was instantly alarmed to see stacks of rifles in front of them.  What the hell was Munda thinking by putting lose weapons at arms reach of minions, even well trained ones?

	Applause greeted their host, who galloped in dramatically.  Chinoso’s eyes remain locked on the loose weaponry.

	“Good morning, friends!  I do hope you’ll enjoy our scheduled hunt!  Jade Palms once hosted many such hunts, though today, changes are required to suit the pleasures of the new ruling class!  Let me demonstrate!”

	A houseboy grabbed a rifle off the top of the stack and Chinoso restrained a cry.  Munda looked nonplussed though, snatching the rifle from his servant’s hands and, finger in the trigger guard, held it aloft, pointed skyward.  He snapped a command to the houseboy and the teen trotted off to do his master’s bidding.

	His eyes widened as he beheld his bedwarmer from the previous evening!  She was nude now—no longer wearing her maid’s uniform—except for a bright blue collar.  The houseboy pushed her towards the clearing.  She held her hands up to protect her large bare breasts, the ones he himself had enjoyed in the privacy of the guest house.

	The houseboy looked up at his master, who nodded.  Suddenly the boy was pushing the girl towards the bush beyond the manicured grounds.  Goaded by his yells and slaps, she helplessly began running away, picking up speed as she raced from the confines of the house grounds.  Chinoso gasped as Munda raised the rifle, aiming it at the fleeing minx.  He grimaced, horrified as the rider let loose the weapon.

	It was a hit!  The proof wasn’t a bloody wound but the dimming of the bright blue collar around the girl’s neck.  She stopped, her hands flying up to wrench helplessly at the collar.  As she did, Munda raised the rifle again and fired.  The girl screamed now, the collar dimming more.  Chinoso’s anguish turned to relief as the next three shots transformed the blue collar into a red one, as she finally passed out.  Two houseboys trotted over to retrieve her and carried her over to their master, dumping her in front of him like a sacrificial offering.  She lay unconscious but breathing and otherwise unharmed.

	“The rules are simple-- a point for each girl you bag—with one exception!”

	Dara nudged Chinoso.  “This will be interesting!”

	Gesturing to a minion servant summoned up a new figure, a young, familiar red haired woman wearing a cheap plastic tiara.

	“Is that—”

	“Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce Crown Princess Katrine?  She’ll be joining us in our hunt today, though in in the capacity she’s been most used to!  Five pint swill be according to the hunter that bags the Crown Princess.”

	She’d been in captivity for months, her fate unknown to minions though infrequent news reports put her under protective custody and under the sponsorship pf the Leader.

	“She’s on loan,” Dara explained.  “But just for the house party—then I’ve been instructed to return her to her cell.  She’s actually happy to be here and out of prison, if you can believe that.” 

	She did actually look, if not happy, at least alert.  Her normally pale complexion was even more pallid after so long a time in detention.  Suddenly, Chinoso looked forward to this ingenious diversion of Munda’s!
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	CHAPTER 39: A SISTER’S FAREWELL

	 

	Though it was raining as he made his way home through the Minion ghetto, Bent was happy.  True, it had been a long week— correction, another long week—at school.  Much of it was spent on memorising the names of all the current Prime officials that governed he and the rest of his class, all the way from the Leader right down to the Lord Mayor of Bollgrund.  There would be a test on the Chain of Authority next week and he’d have to practice his delivery and make sure he pronounced each name correctly over the weekend.  There had been Oath of Submission practice and too many line writing exercises to remember.  It was all dreary stuff but the Mating Lab had made all that drudgery disappear.  He’d gotten a lucky spin and been able to do Annie Minion style—which was only his favourite way to put it to her!  Miss Dahl had even given him a slap on his butt as he pumped in and out, urging him on!  It had been a great class and Miss Dahl had even said he might qualify for a Milking Appointment, based on how well he was doing in Mating Lab!  

	“Would you like that, Bent?” she had asked, teasingly, even as she played with her ‘S’ pendant, the one her Sponsor had no doubt bought for her.  In his fantasies, he ripped the necklace off her and took his teach Minion style—on all fours and howling like his own personal whore.

	“Yes, Ma’am!” he answered and she winked at him mysteriously.  Now all he wanted to do was wrap his mom’s panties around his cock and knock one out, still flush from the Mating Lab.  Not that he could though.  Even with the privacy walls his dad had constructed, the small apartment would still be crowded and he’d have his laundry chores to do.  It never ended!  He’d have to wait until everyone was asleep, as usual.  Sigh.

	As soon as he entered the apartment, he knew something was wrong.  His mom looked depressed, his dad looked furious, but it was his sister who looked worst of all.  She was like a zombie—eyes opened, face wet with tears and utterly broken.

	“What’s wrong?  What happened?”  He wasn’t sure he wanted to know—his family looked more miserable than at anytime since the war ended.

	Kristi didn’t answer.  Instead, she sprinted into her bedroom, slamming the fragile cardboard door so hard he thought she might pull it out of the frame.  From behind the thin walls, her sobs echoing through the metal box hey called a home.

	“Your sister had her National Service Examination today,” his mother explained.

	“So?” Ben was annoyed.  He’d do his National Service next year.  All Minions at eighteen had to— it was the law.  If anything had been drilled into him over the last couple years, it was the Minion obligation to serve the Prime people.  Kristi knew that just as much as he did.  Of course, his own service would only mean two years of unpaid labour and his sister’s would last five, not counting extensions.  But still, what was the big deal?

	“Just leave it, ok?”  His father’s words were ground out, bitter and angry.

	“She was rated a BB, alright?” his mother explained, more worried than angry.

	Bent considered that.  He knew minion girls were graded for Prime consideration.  AAA was the highest—used mostly for Priority List minxes.  BB wasn’t that bad, was it?  But he guessed it was, based on how everyone was reacting to it.  

	“Is that… bad then?”

	His mother shrugged.  “It’s… borderline.  It means she—”

	“My daughter is a beautiful girl!  She shouldn’t have to—”  Before his father could continue, his mother’s eyes flashed furiously at him, then stared pointedly at the wall mounted television screen.  His father seemed to catch her unspoken warning.

	“I’m going to Happy’s,” he muttered, before slinking out.

	His father’s suppressed anger hung in the room and Bent felt himself growing upset.  He looked at his mother, waiting for her to continue.

	“Kristi’s a BB.  It’s her… figure.  Otherwise, she’d have rated higher.  I wished your father had… oh. Never mind.  The point is that all some potential Sponsors look at is the rating.  If they filter for A or higher, she won’t make the cut.”

	He knew what she meant.  It had been explained in detail in Minion Civics class.  All minion girls were examined, photographed, video’d and registered at eighteen and their profile and rating was posted on the V or Virgin List.  Prime Sponsor used the app to decide what minx they wished to apply for, all girls listed guaranteed virgins waiting to be deflowered by their first Sponsor.  It was why his parents had been so paranoid around Kristi.  If she lost her virginity before her National Service Exam, they could face heavy fines or even prison.  It made conversations between teenage minions of the opposite sex practically forbidden, unless they were related.  

	“It can’t be that bad, can it Mom?”

	She sighed heavily.  She was rated a C but then she was older.  But she had a kind of important Sponsor, didn’t she?  He didn’t want to point that out though.  The whole concept of his mom being Sponsored was uncomfortable and he knew how much his dad hated it, even when he didn’t say so.  But then if he had, bad things might happen to all of them.

	“Look, a BB isn’t terrible but she is competing for a quality Sponsor with every other girl her age.  And if she doesn’t get selected, she could be assigned to the Army, though I’m sure she’d end up a Comfort Girl and not be assigned to a base brothel,” she added more confidently.

	“So, for like a General?” he chimed in optimistically.

	She shook her head.  “Not a BB.  Maybe a Colonel though.  Anyway, we’ll know soon enough.  The next two weeks, probably.”

	In fact, it was only a week when Kristi was officially notified that she had been sponsored for a minimum of five years, with an option to re-new should her Sponsor so wish.  Her sponsor would collect her within twenty four hours, the letter informed her, and she should be prepared to leave immediately.

	“It’s not from the Army, Mom!” Kristi noted hopefully.

	“It doesn’t appear to be,” their mom agreed cheerfully.  “We’d better get you packed!”

	It was weird watching them lay out Kristi’s few possessions as if she was going on a grand holiday in the old days.  His dad was noticeably grim but kept his mouth clamped shut, occasionally looking at the tv screen worriedly.  It was rumoured that the security forces monitored Minion homes through the screens, which was why it was illegal to turn off the set.  In fact, it had no power source Bent had ever seen and the idea of the screen going dark was now unthinkable.

	The knock on the door was merely a courtesy, as the visitor did not wait for the inhabitants to open it.  His dad began to object to the intrusion when he promptly shut his mouth.  Kristi’s Sponsor had arrived.

	The Prime woman wasn’t far into her twenties, though she exuded the confidence of her people, especially in the presence of a mere Minion family. Bent had never seen such flawless ebony skin or such high, imperious cheek bones.  The woman’s almond brown eyes took in the sight of their apartment with little concealed disgust.  She wore a pinstriped suit befitting a professional Prime and a white Oxford blouse.  Bent had never been so close to a real Prime woman and he was filled him with instinctive desire.

	Immediately the Schmidt family lined up before the woman, eyes cast down respectfully.

	“This is the, uh hum, home of Kristiane Schmidt?” she demanded, addressing his father.

	“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied.

	The woman ignored him, turned and faced Kristi, cupping her chin upwards.

	“I am Aziza Haile, Regional Public Prosecutor for the Ministry of Racial Justice.  I am also your Sponsor,” she announced, staring curiously into Kristi’s eyes, which bulged in confusion.

	“Ma’am?” she managed to squeak in shock.

	The Prime woman tapped Kristi’s nose playfully.  “You are a pretty little Minx, aren’t you?  You haven’t tampered with her, have you boy?”  The question was directed at his father, who seemed dumbstruck.

	“I have never—” he began to answer.

	Bent offered a prayer of relief when his mom jumped in.  “Lars is in a Castus, Ma’am,” she answered on behalf of her husband.

	The woman smiled,  “You’re Sponsored then?”

	His mom nodded.

	“Not bad for an older Minx. Too bad she didn’t get your tits,” the woman observed before turning to Bent.

	“What about you, boy?  You diddle your sister here?”

	Bent flushed beet red.  “No, Ma’am!  I—”

	But the woman laughed.  “I’m just teasing!  I know she’s a virgin,” she affirmed, holding up a form.  “Her Certificate of Virginity guarantees it!  You’ve all done a good job of keeping her nice and fresh for me—well done!  It isn’t as common as you’d think though.  A lot of Minion mischief goes on in these hovels.  I’ve prosecuted more than a few cases myself—Minion fathers and sons taking liberties reserved for Primes. Anyway,” she turned back to Kristi, “You won’t be one for much longer, will you?”

	Kristi blushed now and her eyes looked ready to spill a tear.

	The woman leaned in and only Bent could hear what she whispered in Kristi’s ear.

	“I spoke with your teacher.  She said you excelled at Lesbian Studies.  Is that true?”

	Kristi nodded, eyes blinking.

	“We shall see,” the Prime woman promised, before pulling back.

	“You will be my Lady’s Maid.  I’ve already enrolled you in a Domestics academy to ensure you learn the skills you’ll need to be able to carry out your responsibilities.  You will address me as ‘My Lady’.  Do you understand?”

	Still stunned, Kristi took a second then responded.  “Yes, My Lady.”

	“I can’t have a maid with some vulgar Minion name so from now on you will answer to ‘Camellia’  Do you know what that is?”

	“Yes, My Lady.  It is a flower, My Lady.”

	“A white flower, and so quite suitable.  What is your name, girl?”

	“My name is Camellia, My Lady,” his sister replied promptly.

	The woman nodded, pleased.  “I know you are probably quite surprised and disappointed but,” here she cupped Kristi’s undersized breast, “you didn’t think you’d tempt a Prime man with these, did you?  Luckily for you, there is a man in MY life, which means there will soon be one in your life too!”  She flashed a three carat diamond ring in front of the girl.  “I’m engaged, Camellia!  To a Colonel in the Security Services!  We’ll be married in six months, by which time my Lady’s Maid will have a Master, as well as a Mistress!  Isn’t that exciting?”

	Kristi could only respond as expected by her new Sponsor.  “Yes, My Lady.”

	The gorgeous Prime cupped his sister’s chin again.  “I intend to take you with us on our Honeymoon.  I may even have these done,” she squeezed Kristi’s breast again, “as a little present for my husband.  Would you like juicy udders like your mother?  I will probably need a wetnurse at some point.”

	“Yes, My Lady.”

	“Well, we’ll see.  But for the next six months, it will just be the two of us—Mistress and Maid.  And you’ll be focusing on my requirements exclusively,” she confirmed.  Glancing at her watch, she looked up anxiously.

	“We better go.  I have us booked on the four o’clock to Lund and you’ll need to be checked in with the baggage.”  

	Looking up, she addressed the rest of the Schmidts.  “Camellia will be living in Lund and serving in my household.  It is time to go.”  As if it was an afterthought that tiresomely needed to be verbalised, she added, “You probably will never see her again.  Come, Camellia.”

	Kristi’s cheeks now dewed with tears she could no longer suppress.  She looked helplessly at her parents and brother, then dazedly picked up her small bag of possessions.

	“Leave it.  I’m not having any Minion trash in my home.  You’ll be given what you need—no more, no less.  Come!”  The magnificent ebony skinned beauty turned and left the apartment.

	The family quietly watched as Kristi walked out of their lives.  

	He wondered if he’d ever see his sister again.  Primes had complete freedom of movement but Minions were pretty restricted in terms of travel.  It was apartment, work and the Zone.  No, he probably wouldn’t see his sister again, he decided.  Kristi would become Camellia and learn to live a new life, serving her Mistress and eventually her Master. 

	His parents were depressed.  His father immediately left for Happy’s and her mother was soon summoned by her own Sponsor.

	“Just tell your father.. well, you know,” she asked, before dashing out with an overnight bag.

	Bent was alone in the apartment now.  He looked at Kristi’s abandoned bag and opened it.  Like him, she had so little.  There was a family photo from before the war, a toothbrush, a hair brush, a tube of lip gloss.  He found a t shirt and a pair of shorts, some sandals and underneath these, three pairs of cotton bikini panties and two bras.  Before thinking, he snatched the panties and bras and zipped the bag back up.

	Back in his room, he closed the cardboard privacy door and laid out the new treasures on mis mattress.  The bras were stringy things, not real bras but the things flat girls like Kristi wore.  One was white and pilled but the other was black and seemed new.  The bikini panties were white, black and red and all seemed new.  The Prime lady had been wrong—he’d never had any improper feelings for his sister.  That wasn’t what was fueling his fantasies right now.  It wasn’t his poor, skinny, flat chested washed out blonde sister who commanded his thoughts.  It was the Prime lady.  

	He wrapped the black panties around his now erect cock and began pumping.  She was incredible!  All woman, so tantalisingly sexy and so out of reach, she was everything a male could dream of—even a Minion male.  Especially a Minion male.  Minion girls were so plain, so thin, so dull, so… nothing, compared to Prime women.  Not that he didn’t fantasise about getting a Minx himself some day.  But a Prime Lady…   He pumped harder.

	Images filled his fevered brain.  He was a houseboy, attending to his Mistress.  Then he was Kristi, serving as her Lady’s Maid.  In all of them, he was on his knees and serving.  Even in his fantasies, he couldn’t imagine any other juxtaposition.  The idea of serving—that was natural.  But even imagining a coupling—that was dangerous and obscene.  He forced his thoughts back to imaging his head between her ebony thighs and---

	He tucked the now damp black panties, along with his other new prizes, under the mattress.  Perhaps now it was time to discard his mom’s g string—it was pretty gunked up.  He shelved the thought for further consideration the next day as he pulled his shorts back up and fell into a deep sleep.       
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	CHAPTER 40: THE DEPRAVER AND DEPRAVED

	 

	“Evidently, the life of the country squire suits you.”

	The two men watched as the houseboy beaters strung the unconscious Crown Princess to a pole, before hauling her off.  The collar around her neck was a deep red.

	“The Butcher will have an evening to remember!” Chinoso nodded.  The warlord SaralSuresha had not only bagged the Crown Princess, but four other minxs as well, for the hunt’s high score and overall honours.  Though he hadn’t participated, he had watched in fascination from an ATV that followed the various hunters’ progress.  Munda had launched yet another nee fad.  He had no doubt other Prime plantation owners would soon be mimicking the minister’s country house pastimes.  “Then back to the House of Contrition for her,” he brooded.

	Munda raised a gloved hand.  “Not for long.   The Leader has agreed to permit Katrine, Sophie AND Karla for a PBC project I’ve proposed.”

	“Do tell!”

	“Anyone on the Central Committee with any interest has ‘visited’ the Queen and her brats over the last year, so the novelty is wearing out.  Karla was such a hit in a recent stripathon, it suggested there was still a lot of interest on the part of the normal Prime in the doings of the old royals.  So. I’m turning them into stars.  They’ll be featured in a new costume drama set in pre-war, exclusive for PBC—though I think it will sell overseas, no matter what the Western hypocrites say.”

	It sounded, like many of Munda’s ideas, as a popular one.  “What will it be about?”

	“Working title is ‘Royal Scandals’ and it will be shot like a down and dirty reality tv series.  It will feature lots and lots of lesbian incest between the three of them.  We’re talking strap-on,, 69s, lezdom hell here— the works.  The script for the first episode is hot as hell.  Not much plot, but who cares.”

	“Does she know yet?” Chinoso watched the beaters carrying the unconscious redhead to Suresha’s guest house.

	“Not yet, but in three days, she’ll be reunited with sis and mommy for the first rehearsal.  You’re welcome to come to the studio, if you’re interested.”

	The Chief Magistrate shook his head.  “I can’t—though you can be sure I’ll be tuning in to watch the premiere.”

	“As you wish!  I must beg off—I have a bit of plantation business to attend to,” Munda offered in apology.

	“Do you mind if I go with you?  I’m fascinated by your estate.  It would be interesting to see the working side of it—if I’m not a distraction.”

	Munda clapped him on the back.  “By all means!  Follow me—we need to head to the back forty.  That’s where the barns and equipment is kept—including the minions.”

	The walk was a pleasant twenty minute jaunt on a brick pathway, past the main grounds, and towards the fields and pastures of the estate where the air grow more earthy.

	“How many minions do you have—and where did you get so many?  And what do you pay them?”

	Munda considered.  “Thirty domestics.  Mostly young and attractive, all handpicked by me and collected from Dominion National University.  You enjoyed one of them, I believe.”

	“Oh, yes!  Uh, oh dear—what was her name?” Chinoso struggled.

	“Hibiscus!” Munda filled in the answer.

	“Yes—is she alright?  You used her to demonstrate your shock hunting rifle, I believe.  Was that a message meant for me, my old friend?” he asked in deadly earnest.

	Munda was not to take the bait.  “She’s fine.  The shock is nasty but there’s no lasting damage.  So, the domestics— because of the close proximity, I keep the boys in Castuses, which means they can all sleep together in the basement kennel.  My field hands—let’s see—I’d say roughly fifty males and twenty females.  The males I keep in the stable, the females in the henhouse—that’s what we call it anyway.”

	“What do you pay them?”

	Munda laughed.  “Nothing!  The regional administrator gifted them to me.  They are classified as chattel, as are the domestics.  Most are locals.”

	Chinoso took this in thoughtfully.  “So, you’ve already decided to re-classify minion rights—unilaterally.”

	“As we discussed.  Minions as chattel property fits the needs of this region.  We agreed local authority should decide these matters,” Munda pointed out.

	Chinoso nodded, finally responding.  “Of course.”

	Munda nodded.  “You’ll find other estate owners taking the same position.  These minions live on MY land and though I’m not a lawyer, I DO know possession is nine tenths of the law.”

	The older man didn’t offer any objections.  What was the point?  In any case, he would avoid any rudeness.  This was Munda’s home ground.  He was, in fact, just a guest here.  “What is the plantation business you need to attend to?”

	“Harvest Reward!  It is a bit of a ritual.  I normally don’t interact with the working side of the place—I’m just not here enough to do more than sign paperwork!  I do have some highly capable—and highly paid—overseers to attend to that.  Tun Ag Nyan is Head Overseer, a Burmese ex-pat who came highly recommended.  He’s a bit rough… but he gets the job done.  All that said, he still likes me to be present for some ceremonies.”

	“What is Harvest Reward then?”

	Munda winked.  “You’re about to see.  Follow me!”

	The Burmese was a no-nonsense character in a khaki uniform.  His dark brown face was pitted and inscrutable.  A whip hung on one side of his John Brown belt, a holstered pistol on the other.  Introductions were brief and business-like.

	“Isn’t there a danger with…?” Chinoso asked, pointing at the pistol.

	Tun pulled it out, holding the grip outward.  “Printed for my use only.  Even if a minion got hold of it, they wouldn’t be able to fire it.  And our minions are well tamed,” he promised, patting the curled whip.

	They walked towards the pasture.  On ether side, a minion was tied to a bamboo rack—one a male, the other a female—facing each other.  The sun beat down on them mercilessly and their pink skins were turning red.  Chinoso even spotted heat blisters on the male’s forehead.

	“What do we have here?” Munda asked.

	Tun held the whip up to the male’s mid section, clothed only by a loin cloth.  He was rangy, with a black flat top cut and a split lip.  “Spike here slipped his chain and made his way into the Hen House.  Seems he wanted to spend time with Pinky here,” he waved the whip at the female, who turned her face away.  She wasn’t pretty but her breasts were fulsome and her legs were long.

	“That’s unusual.  Why would he take a chance like that?” Munda asked Tun.

	“They were married—pre-war so of course it doesn’t count.  But you know these minions!  He probably missed her and wanted a quick hump.”

	Munda scowled.  “This is exactly why we separate the bucks from the bitches.  Normally, the bucks organise their needs amongst themselves—the Alpha bucks making a weaker minion their little ‘stable wife’—disgusting but it keeps them calm.  But this!  I won’t put up with this ridiculous behaviour!  Sell him off—ask Kikoyo down at Three Springs if they need a field buck for cheap.  I want him off the property by end of day.  Let her down--  but put her on the Reward Roster for next month.”

	Chinoso’s heart broke a little then.  He had fought minions for decades and they would be kept firmly under Prime mastery from now on, but the reaction of the young couple couldn’t help but touch him.  The tears in the male’s eyes, the frantic shaking of the female—both knowing that they’d never see each other again—it was a harsh justice indeed.

	Tun nodded in agreement.  “Consider it done, Minister.”

	As they neared the pasture, they were greeted by two grounds of ranks of minions, males lined up on the left, females on the right.  Like the disciplined couple they’d just passed, the males ranged from late teens to thirties, all in loin clothes, same for the females, who were bare breasted as well.

	“Oh dear, I’ve held you up, haven’t I?  How long have they—”

	Tun shrugged.  “Only an hour, Minister.  They do as they are told.  They work for you, they live for you, they breed for you.”

	Munda’s broad satisfied smile looked almost unhinged.  “Yes.  They do, don’t they?”

	“Are there any children here?” the older man inquired.

	Tun answered.  “Minxs foal and nurse in the Birthing Hut,” he indicated a small white outbuilding beyond the pasture.  “If the offspring survive, they are sold on as soon as possible.  We’re not set up for minion families like other estates.”

	Munda shrugged.  “Chemical abortions are easy to induce. Though, Tun, I do want to discuss some selective breeding experiments I’ve been considering.”

	“Sounds interesting, Minister.  If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to get this over with so I can get them back in the field.”

	“Of course, Tun! Let’s begin!”

	Tun set up a pallet for Munda, who stepped onto it to address the dumb, expectant minions.

	“Slaves who work hard earn rewards!  The rewards for this Harvest cycle are…” he paused as Tun handed him an index card.  “Ah!  The rewards are Punky, Bitsy and June Bug!”

	As the names were read out, overseers pulled girls out of the ranks, leading them to a clearing into which three posts poked out of the earth, each with short chains and collars.  Each girl was locked into a collar, the chain allowing them no more liberty than to sit on their haunches, their bare breasts lewdly presented.

	“And now…the bucks who have impressed the overseers the most this past Harvesting are,” Munda paused and their was a noticeable wave of excitement that rippled through the male ranks, “Spike, Porkchop and Pebbles!  Congratulations!  You may claim your bitch in that order.  Spike—what’s your pleasure, boy?”

	A tall, well muscled blonde brute of perhaps eighteen looked anxiously at the nearest overseer, who nodded.  The boy’s eyes were hungry as he walked towards the three waiting girls.  

	“Hurry!” Tun ordered and the boy scampered.  Less than a minute later, he advanced towards the one called Bitsy, a petite brunette with a button nose and blushing smile.  He looked up at Tun, who nodded.  The boy dropped to his knees near the girl, who now considered him with a welcoming smile.

	“Porkchop!”

	A short, barrel chested minion in his early twenties practically flew to the girls now.  He didn’t hesitate, standing next to a rather beak nosed blonde in her late twenties.  She wasn’t pretty—her eyes bulged and her overbite was pronounced—but she did offer a pair of large D cup sized breasts.  She wasn’t as excited about her partner but she managed a weak smile nevertheless.  After gaining an overseer’s approval, he knelt down next to his prize.

	“Pebbles!”

	Chinoso expected the pale, skinny redhead to simply join the last minx, but instead, he hesitated, looking up at Tun beseechingly.

	“Tun, what is this?” Munda demanded, impatiently.

	“Pebbles and June Bug are siblings, Minister,” he explained.

	“So?  They’re minions— such matters don’t apply to them,” he replied peremptorily.

	The last unclaimed minx—June Bug—was a freckled, flat chested thing with curly red hair.  She considered her brother with disgust and horror at the prospect of being his ‘reward’.

	The boy hesitated, looking at his sister, then back at Tun.  Finally, Tun addressed his silent plea.

	“Pebbles, either take your reward or not—but if you decided not to, you will no longer be eligible for Harvest Rewards.  What is your answer?”

	The boy was also as heavily freckled as his sister and with hair just as orange red, though his own was cut close to his scalp.  Their complexions were snow white and they even shared the same boyish figure, as June Bug was hopelessly flat, with barely a set of nipples protruding from her chest.  

	“Pebbles, are you going to give up your very first Reward Time, which you worked so hard for?  It’s going to be some minion’s cock in her— it may as well be yours!  For such a flat slut, she IS a little firecracker—I can tell you that personally!  So, what is it going to be?  You going to give up a piece of minx ass just because you got a bad deal?”  Tun sounded indulgent, even like a mentor to the confused minion boy.

	Chinoso watched as the field hand debated internally, then slumped and joined his sister.

	Tun looked over at Munda, who nodded.  Then, adjusting his watch, he looked up.

	“Begin NOW—you have ten minutes!”

	The three watched as the boys closed in to claim their prizes, loin clothes ripped off both male and female waists.  While the first two couples began humping in a moreorless consensual manner, the siblings rolled in the dust, the female pushing her brother away.

	“No!  No!  I’m your sister!  You can’t!” she screamed, even as the brother cracked her solidly across the face, stunning her.  Rolling her on her stomach, the boy, sprouting a healthy erection, began pumping her from behind, even as she moaned and wept.  The scene was transfixing.  Though the boy had been initially reluctant, all such inhibitions had now been sent packing.  His pent-up needs now were his master, not any familial respect.  

	“This is what I mean, Tun—when is she in cycle next?”

	Tun checked his smartphone.  “June Bug will come into heat again in five days, Minister.”

	Munda nodded.  “Excellent!  Have her covered again by her brother!  Let’s see what will result from a pairing like this!  And Tun—if she’s showing a baby bump her brother has given her in three months, you’ll earn a thousand Prime dollar bonus.”

	The Burmese grinned.  “Consider it done, Minister!  I’ll have these two fucking like rabbits until Pebbles managed to put a baby in his little sister!”  If he had to bet, Chinoso knew he wouldn’t lose money on Tun.

	“Is that an advisable… I mean what if…” he tried to dissuade Munda feebly.  It only earned him a grimace from Tun and a chuckle from Munda.

	“What’s a little inbreeding when it comes to Minions?  If the offspring is defective, it will be destroyed, that’s all.  Let’s see what happens—perhaps I can breed a line of pretty gingers out of them!”
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	CHAPTER 41: First, Do No Harm

	“Christa!”

	She had been tending to a Minion mother’s young daughter.  The daughter, a spindly ten year old, had been wheezing when she came in but was now gratefully sucking on a puffer.  Asthma was popping up as a common Minion ailment, due to so many of them living on the edges of high pollution emitting industrial estates.

	She felt herself stiffen, straighten her once white lab coat, and attend to her superior.

	“Be right back!” she whispered.  The mother, just as wan as her child, nodded gratefully, as she watched her child inhale deeply.

	Administrator Saanvi Punja was in her office.  She theoretically managed Minion Health Services Clinic Seven, but in reality it was former Dr. Christa Vester who attended to the endless line of Minions who lined up everyday outside the dingy, tin shack that served as a surgery.  She was a large woman in her late twenties whose own lab coat was spotless and pristine.  Though only a one time pharmacy assistant, as a Prime she now was responsible for the well being of the ten thousand Minions in her district—not that she was in the least interested in her charges.

	That was Minion work. That was Christa’s job.

	Head bowed, her eyes followed the cracks in the linoleum floor tiles and waited for her superior to address her.

	“I’m off for lunch,” she was told.

	“Yes, Ma’am!”

	“I may be back.  Or not.”

	“Yes, Ma’am!”

	“If not, lock up and leave the key in the slot.”

	“Yes, Ma’am!”

	With that, the disinterested bureaucrat walked past her.  Administrator Punja made no pretence of having the least bit of interest in how the clinic actually served the Minion patients.  Why should she?  Minions were… disposable.  And a long lunch and shopping beckoned.

	The older Minion woman curtseyed, though the Indian Prime didn’t bother with so much as a glance over her shoulder.  Primes, Christa thought, sensed subservience these days—they had no need to witness it any more.

	To the victor, the spoils, Christa pondered grimly, even as the next patient took the battered chair the girl had been sitting in.

	She had been cast firmly into the spoils category.  She’d refused evacuation, even after it was clear that the situation in the field was beyond hopeless.  The entire front was being overrun and the RDA was in full flight.  It was the refugees that held her like a magnet. When communications were cut, she knew the only chance she’d ever have to see her daughter Karin again was to get out and get out immediately.  By then, it was too late.  The advanced Whip Hands squad found her attending to her remaining refugee patients, those too far gone to move.  She watched in silent horror as the PRF paramilitaries machine gunned them, regardless of age or gender, one by one.

	She might have been next if it hadn’t been for the Major.  He’d ordered the Whip Hands to stand down, even as he’d noticed her filthy lab coat.

	“You’re a doctor?”

	She nodded, eyes trapped by the bullet ridden bodies of her former patients.

	“Believe me, it was n act of mercy.  The PRF isn’t wasting medical supplies on Minions.  Come with me.”

	She followed and was soon put to work in the PRF infirmary, treating the wounded in silence.  She knew that asserting her authority as a doctor was wholly inappropriate now, something the Major noted.

	“If you need me to direct them, let me know. You’re a pretty thing,” he noted, even as he cupped her breast.

	She’d become the Major’s Woman, after that.  She acted as nurse during the day, as his ‘Field Wife’ in her time off and as his whore whenever he liked.  She learned to iron his uniforms, shine his boots and service him as he preferred—usually on her knees or all fours.  Many PRF officers appropriated Minion women for this role.  She was one of the older ones, but the Major didn’t seem to mind.  As the Medical Services Officer for the Bollgrund Occupation Zone, he was bust to the point of exhaustion.  Bagging a Minion doctor who could warm his bed made it a simple choice, she guessed.

	The rude entry of forced sex in her life was as intolerable as it was inevitable.  Christa saw it all around her.  Minion women were raped casually or frantically or brutally—but they were raped all the same.  Nor did the Prime soldiers allow them to huddle in victimhood.  Those Minions who wrapped themselves in hatred or agony were only raped that much harder.  She learned to accommodate, to display receptivity, even availability.  It worked-- the Major was less rough with her.

	That made her realise how much she hated Primes.  The Major was pleasant enough.  He had been an orderly at Prince Karl Royal Hospital, but was training to become a doctor.  He was educated and well spoken but she still hated him.  It surprised her.  She’d always considered herself a Progressive and above race hate.  Just the opposite.  She’d been a long time advocate for Prime rights.  Now she hated the stink of them, the sight of them, the idea of them.  Indian, Arab, African—she didn’t care.  Any dark skinned Prime was a brute, a dangerous predator.  Any one of them right now might be doing to her Karin what the Major might be doing to her.

	No matter.  Survival required submission.  It was her docility that had brought her here after all.  The Fifth Army was moving south and the Major wouldn’t be bringing her along.

	“Time for something new,” he explained, not unkindly.

	“Of course!  Major, may I ask what provisions have been made for the Minions—for medical treatment?”

	That puzzled him.  “Well, none that I know of.”

	It was as she had feared.  “Major, may I have permission to treat Minions?  I mean, since you no longer need me?” she had pleaded.

	He’d laughed then.  “Minions are no longer permitted to practice medicine.  It is impossible!”

	It was as bad as she’d feared.  Then a thought sprang to life.  “Sir?”

	“Go on,” the Major sighed, clearly indulging his bed warmer.

	“Isn’t Minion labour a, a, a—resource?”

	The Major nodded, intrigued.  “Well—yes.”

	“Well, it’s just that if a jeep had a flat tire, you wouldn’t junk it—am I right, Sir?”

	“Well, no.  Go on.”

	“I was just thinking that, with the war almost over, wouldn’t it be worth trying to salvage Minion labour—I mean, as long as it didn’t drain any Prime resources?  That way, Minions could be fixed and put to whatever use Primes have for them—I mean, us.  Isn’t that right?”

	The Major rubbed his chin.  “Well, yes.  What are you suggesting?”

	And so it was that former Minion medical personnel were put to work—always under Prime supervision of course—in the primitive clinics Minions were now permitted to visit.  It wasn’t much, but it was a start.  It allowed her a designated unit in a Minion housing complex and paid enough to keep her fed and clothed.  It was a better fate than many other Minions faced.  She only needed to look into the eyes of her desperate patients to know that.

	It was another impossibly long afternoon.  As usual, there were the desperate faces in pain, waiting patiently to be seen.  The environmentally caused illnesses—those commonly arising from desperate poverty—were bad enough.  Instances of cancer were popping up, though there was little she could do but offer placebos and cheap Chinese knock off fetanyl pills.  Minion labour was worth something but proper treatment was far too expensive to invest in.  Amazing, considering the Dominion had once boasted one of the finest public health services in the southern hemisphere.  She ought to know—she had once been the Director of Public Health for the whole country.        

	Dental care was non-existent now for Minions.  She tried to impress on anyone she knew to brush their teeth to avoid gum disease—but tooth brushes and toothpaste were often a luxury beyond the means of many of her fellow Minions.  Unless you were Sponsored, no one had much interested in what a Minion’s teeth looked like.

	It was the raft of those conditions which were entirely once avoidable but now seemed like permanent burdens Minions had to carry.  There were the numerous Minion girls who needed VD shots.  Some licensed, but most menial industrial or office girls who had the diseases implanted in them by Prime work superiors.  It was no longer a stigma— almost all Minion females experienced venereal diseases these days.  It was important to treat it as soon as it appeared, lest the victim lose their job due to Prime impatience.

	She knew what the twenty something brown haired girl would say before she opened her mouth.  She knew the girl was Sponsored—her tight fitting top advertised that.  “Sponsored and Proud of it!”--  the words jumping off her top.  The girl was pale and underweight, though not unusually so.  She was pretty, of course, though she winced in pain as she took the patient chair.  Christ knew why.  The girl’s frame was fair too thin for the 34 DD breasts she sported to be natural.

	“Having back pain?” she guessed.

	The girl nodded. “Yes, Doctor.”

	“I’m not a doctor,” she corrected the girl.  “Minions are not legally permitted to practice medicine,” she pointed out, almost if by rote.  Administrator Punja had pounded that fact of life into her constantly until she could offer up the phrase automatically and without thinking.

	The girl nodded, absently.  

	“How long have you had them?” Christa asked.

	The girl knew what was referring to.  She looked down at the breasts that popped out stiffly.  “Two months ago,” she answered miserably.  “I was a B cup before I got Sponsored.  I’m,” she hesitated, then continued unconvincingly, “so grateful my Sponsor had me boosted.   Really, I am!”

	Christa patted her hand.  “Of course you are!  You wish to please your Sponsor, don’t you?”

	The young woman nodded sullenly.

	She opened the ‘medicine’ cabinet, withdrew a small plastic bottle and handed it to her.  “Take one of these when your back starts to hurt, ok?”  It was just more of the fentatnyl pills, but that was virtually the only medication she could prescribe these days.  No ethical plastic surgeon would have ever inflicted these oversized breasts on such a small framed woman, but Minion well being now took a backseat to Prime preferences.  The girl popped a pill, smiled in relief, and made way for the next patient.  She’ll be addicted in six months Christa guessed, but no matter—the girl would service her Sponsor with a smile and that counted for more than any inconvenience for her.

	The mother and daughter who entered next didn’t seem to suffer from any physical symptoms she could detect.  That instantly worried her.  The mother was in her early forties, a handsome woman whose hands were calloused and arms bruised.  A factory girl, probably.  The girl was fine boned, delicate, with cornsilk hair and clear blue eyes.  She looked about sixteen, with barely budding curves underneath her school uniform.  A BBB grade, possibly an A grade if she developed a bit more, Christa considered.

	“How can I help you?”

	The daughter looked into her lap, blushing.  The mother looked around furtively.  

	“Doc-, I mean, oh—may I ask a question?” the older woman asked nervously.  “I mean, confidentially?”

	Christa shook her head.  “I’m sorry. Minion patients aren’t entitled to medical confidentiality.”

	The woman nodded, unsurprised.  “It’s Gunther.”

	“Who is Gunther?”

	“M-my… we aren’t married but we live together.  My husband was killed in the war.  We moved in with Gunther—we needed a place to live and… well…”

	“Go on,” Christa prodded.  She had at least one of these a week.

	“If Jana is… not a virgin when she reports for National Service—well, what would happen?” she asked desperately.

	“Jana,” she nodded towards the agitated teen, “ must be a virgin.  It is a legal requirement.  That means you’d face the harshest consequences—you and…Gunther as her guardians.  Jana would loses four—or more—Grades off of her classification.  That wouldn’t be good for her—at all.”

	The woman nodded.  “Gunther has been… I saw him!... he denied it, but… and…”

	Christa took Gunther’s information.  By the end of the day, he’d be picked up and spend the next five years in a labour camp.  Minxs were too valuable a commodity to be trifled with.  At least in these instances she could actually help.  If the mother had brought her son in…  But there was no value associated with male Minion virginity.  

	The last patient was the only one actually scheduled.  She always performed these procedures at the end of the working day.  There were a depress way to end a day but they were just too disruptive to perform while there were a line of patients in need stacked up.

	The tight pale pink pleather miniskirt, matching heels and knit hot pink belly top might have once made her out to be a street walker, but of course she was actually just an office girl.  The pigtails and pink hair bows didn’t hide that she was in her early thirties, nor did the pink lip gloss.  She handed Christa the permission form bearing her Sponsor’s signature.

	“Want to talk about it?”

	The blue eyes blinked.  She shook her head.  Her lips pouted in fearful anticipation.

	“I’ll give you a local— you won’t feel a thing,” Christa promised.  “Take off your skirt and underwear and pop up on the examination table for me, ok?”

	The office girl did so, disrobing in silence.

	The procedure was conducted in silence.  At the moment her scalpel snipped off the clitoris, the woman shivered and tears flowed down her cheeks.  It was an automatic reflex, even though the local really had done its work.  She had seen it in previous cases— cliterectomies were standard Sponsor Requests.  She performed a handful every month, usually when a Minx failed to respond to her Sponsor as desired.  She was happy she didn’t have to do more.  Christa figured the mere threat was often enough to re-focus a distracted Sponsored Minx.  Not in this case, though, she thought sadly.

	She handed the shaking woman a handful of green pills and the Permission Form, now bearing a “FIXED” stamp.  

	“I’m sorry,” she offered.  “Take these as needed.  You’ll… get used to it.  It’s not so bad, ok?”

	The woman wiped away her tears, recomposing herself bravely.  “It was my own fault.  I was selfish and stupid.  Now I’ll be more… focused, right?”

	Christa nodded.  “Yes.  Yes, of course.”

	 

	Did Miss Dahl have a crush on him?  It was a crazy idea, of course.  For one, she was Sponsored, so even thinking about such things was wrong.  He was a police captain, a big Samoan Prime who could have broken him in two—and probably would, if he could read Minion minds!  Not that he was the only boy in her Mating Lab class that lusted after her—all the boys did.  She was just twenty—not much older than they were—and he could imagine her in the school uniform his sister and all the Minx girls wore.  She had one of those bodies Minx girls ached for—all curves that jiggled in her tight tops and skirts.  Her lips were full and pouted and he knew what her Sponsor used those for, as often as he liked!  All her male students were hard for her and it was pretty clear she knew it too.  And it was her face he imagined on Annie’s mannequin head whenever he was lucky enough to mount the practice mating doll.

	Why did he think it was more than his blissful fantasy then?  What was this little worm that twisted in his head, whispering the suggestion.  It was ridiculous!  But—maybe she secretly preferred Minion boys to Prime men?  Was it possible?  Not that she had a choice… but if she did?  But that was hard to believe.  It went against everything he was taught.  Of course he knew a lot of it as PRF propaganda, and yet they had lost, hadn’t they?  Primes had won because they were stronger, smarter and tougher.  There was no denying that.  That meant, like it or not, than Minions were inferior.  You couldn’t argue with facts, right?  Minion females might not be naturally attracted to Prime men like they said, but then again-- why wouldn’t they?  Minion boys were weak, stupid and ugly.  

	Then why has she scheduled so many spurty session for you?, the worm asked stubbornly.

	Bent didn’t have an answer.  He knocked on the door.

	“Come in, Bent.”

	Miss Dahl didn’t look at him.  She was swabbing Annie down with antiseptic wipes.  It must have been quite the Mating Lab—the sex doll was coated with Minion spunk, from head to toe!

	“You ready?” she asked.  She seemed more tired than excited.  It deflated him.

	“Uh, yeah, sure.  Shall I get ready?”

	She just nodded, positioning Annie back on the Mounting Table.  “We need to get this over quickly today.   Captain Talatonu will be here in ten minutes.”

	Bent nodded and stripped off his uniform in seconds.  His cock was already growing stiff, bobbing a bit as he stood in front of his teacher, hands clasped in the small of his back.

	As she pulled a small plastic bottle out of her drawer, she smiled at his cock wryly.  “You like these spurty sessions, don’t you Bent?”

	“Yes, Ma’am!”  He wished he didn’t sound so eager.

	She gripped the shaft and, positioning the head over the wide mouth of  the bottle, began to stroke.

	“M-ma’am?”

	“Yes, Bent?” Her voice was cheerful, not sexy.

	“Um, I was wondering why I, uh—well, why do I get to—”

	She tugged hard and, on cue, he spurt.  The goo dribbled out and into the bottle.  Three more tugs and he was done.  He sighed as she loosened her grip.  Wiping her hands, she told him he could put his clothes on.  He watched as she wrote on a label, then attached it to the bottle, which she slipped in her top drawer.

	“You may go, Bent,” she instructed.

	“Yes, Ma’am.  I was just wondering why—”

	The car horn blared and Miss Dahl stood up, hands patting her hair.

	“Bent, you like your spurty sessions, right?”

	“Yes, Ma’am!”

	“Then just enjoy them and don’t ask questions.  I have to go— see you at our next Lab!”

	“Yes, Ma’am!” he replied, but she was already out of the room, dashing down the hallway towards the insistent car horn.  As he headed home, the worm began whispering again.  He’d be thinking of Miss Dahl tonight, his mom’s stolen lace thong encasing yet another teacher-inspired erection!

	 

	“But why does he want to see us?  I mean, the both of us?” Lars pressed worriedly.

	“I don’t know!” his wife Inga answered in exasperation.  “It isn’t like he needs a reason, does he?”

	“When?”

	“Sunday.”

	Lars grimaced.  “My one day off!  That’s just great!”

	Inga’s eyes tightened in anger.  “Do you know how many Sundays I’ve spent over there?  How dare you moan about—”

	“Alright, alright!  Say, do you think it has to do with the CRR?”  The Conjugal Relations Request had been submitted months ago, but hope sprung eternal.

	Inga shook her head.  “Maybe?  I don’t know.”

	Three days later, Lars was wearing his cleanest work uniform and Inga primped in front of the mirror.

	“You guys going out?” Bent asked.

	Lars looked away, nodding.  “Yeah.”

	“We have an appointment with Superintendent Sharmith, hon.”  Lars hated hearing the name spoken aloud in his home and Inga knew it!

	His son looked at him and he felt stung by the boy’s pity. The boy nodded.

	“When will you be home?” he asked.

	“That’s up to the Superintendent, dear” Inga responded.  “Behave yourself while we’re out, ok?”

	Bent’s repressed smile suggested as soon as they were a block away he’d be ‘behaving himself’ quite shamefully.  Lars didn’t dwell on it.  There was precious little pleasure to be had out of the world these days.  Bent may as well play with himself—he’d be in a sweat battalion soon enough and few opportunities to do so then.

	Puppet answered the door.  As always, the obnoxious teen leered at his former teacher. Not knowing the purpose of the meeting, Inga had simply worn a tiny denim skirt and a red tubetop with heels-- no bra and a black lace thong underneath.  Lars forced the loathing from his thoughts.  His wife’s Sponsor must be respected.  No signs of disrespect could be allowed to revel themselves—even the rude ogling of his punk pf a houseboy.

	They followed, side by side.  The Superintendent sat, sipping his Citranova as always.  A caddy carried a bottle of champagne and two crystal hollow stemmed glasses.  Before the seated Sponsor was a pommel horse, with bindings on each end.  Husband and wife looked at each other in silent alarm.   

	“Well—the Schmidts are here!  How wonderful!”

	“Good afternoon, Sir!” Inga replied sweetly.

	“Good afternoon, Superintendent!” Lars added promptly.

	“Puppet—dismissed!”

	The surly houseboy bowed and slunk out of the large living room they were usually received in.

	“Well, today is a big day—a VERY special day!  Can you guess what it is?”  The Indian Prime was the epitome of elegant comfort, his beige linen suit exuding relaxed authority.

	Prime questions were always problematic.  Was this a trap of some kind?

	After a pause, Inga formed a careful response. “Every day of my Sponsorship is a special day, Sir!”

	Sharmith nodded. “You’ve come a long way, Missy!  And how many days do we have left together?  You answer, boy—I suspect you know the answer.”

	“One hundred seventy one days, Sir?”

	“And I bet you’re counting off everyone one, aren’t you little man?”

	Lars’ head bobbed up and down, face flushed, eyes on the polished marble floor.

	“Of course you have!  Even a Minion husband has his pride!  You want your little wifey back!  I understand.  That’s why I asked you to come over.  As you both know, Inga’s sponsorship will be over soon. She’ll have met her legal obligation to the Prime people.  Other than the occasional Priv, you’ll have your life back.  The boy will lose his Castus and you two monkeys will be free to do whatever you like to each other! Exciting!”  The Sponsor sipped his drink, letting the image settle in.

	“With that said, there’s even more exciting news.  I’ve been appointed Minister for Public Works.  In the cabinet.  In Kongsberg, no less!”

	“Congratulations, Sir!  That’s wonderful!” Inga  exclaimed, in almost genuine admiration.

	“Thank you, pet.  I just received the news.  Evidently, my hard work here in Bollgrund has been noted by the Powers That Be.  Had I known, I might not have volunteered… well, as I said, I didn’t know.”  He took another self satisfied sip.  

	Lars and Inga watched, mildly confused.

	“Well, here’s the thing.  As a very minor local official, I was lucky to even have enough points to claim your sponsorship, Inga.   With this promotion, I have enough to really upgrade.  A prettier, younger Minx to replace you with.  Of course, I as already planning on replacing you but before I learned of my new position in the capital, I had another plan.  A recent memo on Minion population stock levels landed in my inbox.  It promised points in exchange for the inconvenience, points I could apply to anew sponsorship.  So, of course I applied.  So, you see where we are.”

	Lars blinked.  Inga blinked. They had no idea what the Prime was talking about.

	After a chuckle, he explained.  “Inga, I volunteered you for an additional Quota fulfillment.  You’re going to be a mommy again and drop a minx or drone.”

	His legs wobbled. His wife burst into tears.

	“Now, now—I’m sure you’ll do me proud!  If there’s any consolation, it means I’ll have even more Sponsorship Points to use!  Between my promotion and your Voluntary Quota application, I’ll be able to select a Grade A minx, fresh out of school.   Isn’t that great news?”

	Inga forced herself into a state of calm, wiping her tears.  “Y-yes, Sir.”

	“And boy, the good news for you?  I’m going to let you do the honours!  Isn’t that kind of me?”

	Lars nodded.  Shame and lust rolled through him.  He felt warm—very warm.

	“Puppet!  Serve the champagne!”

	The houseboy entered and obeyed.  As the husband and wife sipped the impossibly exotic liquor, they listened as the Superintendent scheduled out the remaining months of Inga’s sponsorship.

	“Inga, Lars here will cover you every day while you’re in your cycle.  I’m sure hubby will be up to it.  You’ve already dropped two healthy brats so why tempt fate?  You’ll make a regular appointment at the Minion Clinic and the covering will continue until you’re pregnant.  Once you’re pregnant, you’ll be excused from your teaching job and I will give you an allowance to cover the loss of salary.  When you deliver your whelp, you’ll a one hundred Prime Dollar bonus.  How does that sound?”

	The couple nodded, dazed.  Lars was ashamed of the idiotic smile that found a life of its own.  Inga was subdued, eyes puffy.

	“Have another drink—then we will get started.”

	An hour later, Puppet uncuffed Inga and she gingerly let herself down from the horse.  Puppet then wiped Lars’ cock, then pulled the Castus back up between his legs.  Lars thought the houseboy looked jealous.  He savoured it like a dessert.

	“Well, you can still play the hubby, can’t you boy?  Well done!  It is a good start—Inga certainly has lots of Minion spunk up in her, doesn’t she, boy?”

	He nodded dumbly, then remembered to speak.  “Yes, Sir!  Thank you, Sir!”

	“Just remember, this isn’t for you—this is for Minion brat making, right?” the Superintendent admonished playfully.

	“Yes, Sir.  Sorry, Sir!”

	“Good.  Now my limo needs a wash. Why don’t you attend to it now.  I need some time with Inga.  We’ll be through in a half hour.  Get going on the car, boy!”

	Lars hesitated, then followed the Prime’s fingers to the door.

	“Puppet’s got a bucket and sponge ready for you.  Go on—show my your gratitude!”

	 

	Inga watched her husband leave the room.  She was still in shock from the path laid out for her.  She’d never even considered having another child, not now.  It didn’t matter.  Her Sponsor would have his way.

	“Back on the horse, Inga,” the Superintendent ordered.  “It is standard suggested breeding procedure.”  

	Trembling, she obeyed.  Puppet re-shackled her to the horse, which was lowered a bit.

	“Go on, Puppet. Your turn, now.”

	The teen houseboy positioned himself behind her, just as Lars had.  As he entered her, she looked up, facing her Sponsor once again.

	“I know you’ll resent me for this, but I’m not leaving anything up to chance.  And before you say a word, just keep in mind I could have had you two divorced.  I didn’t break up the happy little Minion family though, did I?  Nor have I ever told hubby about how I saved you from whoring yourself out!  Now it is your turn to show some appreciation.  You’re going to pump out a brat for me. Besides, Puppet’s always carried a torch for you.  And really, who cares who the brat’s daddy is?”

	Inga began sobbing.

	“Now, now!  This can be our little secret, ok?  I won’t tell your hubby about Puppet. If you want to let him think he’s the daddy, that’s fine with me.  Now, isn’t that kind of me?”

	Inga squeezed her eyes, expunging tears.  “Y-yes, Sir!  Thank you, Sir!”

	The Superintendent nodded.  “Ten more minutes, Puppet.  Spurt as hard as you can!  Now, there’s just one more detail we need to cover…”

	 

	Christa hooked a finger.  “Come on in.”

	The pale, pretty blonde rose.  She looked queasy.

	“On the table please.  Spread your legs.”

	The woman disrobed.  She looked like a teacher.

	“You’re Inga Schmidt, sponsored by Superintendent Sharmith?”

	“Yes, Doctor.”

	“I’m not a doctor.  Ok, take a breath.  We’ll do the pregnancy test now, ok?”

	Today’s result was negative, but she doubted that would be the case for long.  The woman had been volunteered by her Sponsor for the Quota. She was being covered by two Minion males continuously.

	“OK, this is just an insurance policy,” she explained as she pulled out the turkey baster.  “I know it looks primitive but it gets the job done!  Just relax,” she advised as she inserted the plastic tube into her womb.

	Inga gasped as she felt the cold spunk hit her inner walls.  “My God—what’s that!”

	Christa patted her shoulder.  “Calm down.  Just another candidate to be the Daddy—nominated by your Sponsor.  Do you feel it inside you?”

	Inga nodded, clearly upset.  “But why?  Why?”

	“Like I said—insurance. With three regular injections of Minion spunk, your chance of pregnancy goes up dramatically.  You’ll be pregnant sooner than you can imagine.”

	Inga sat up, instinctively crossing her legs.  “Who is the… uh…”

	“Donor?” Christa filled in.  “No idea.  Chosen because he is healthy, I imagine.”

	“But, will I ever know who the father of my child is?”

	Christa shook her head. “Not unless a DNA test is ordered.  And for Minions… well, that’s not going to happen.  I’m sorry.”

	Inga nodded, weeping and humbled.

	 

	Bent finished packing.  The bus would pick him up in an hour but he needed to be waiting thirty minutes prior to boarding. He looked around the room.  He thought of Kristi, his sister, now well into her Sponsorship.  He thought of Annie, of Miss Dahl.  He’d traded his copy of Minx magazine his mom’s lacy thong to an eager kid for a six pack of MinBeer.  There was nothing left here for him. He walked out without looking back.  He was reporting in for the Sweat Battalion today.  He was going to become a man meeting his obligations to the Prime people!

	His parents gathered around him.  His mom had seemed so emotional lately—he hoped she wouldn’t lose it!  His dad, though, seemed happier than he’d been since from before the war!  They both seemed to glow every day when they got back from Mom’s Sponsor!

	“We’re very proud of you!  Show ‘em what you’re made of!” his dad advised.

	His mom gave him a hug.  “Take care of yourself, ok?”

	“I will Mom—jeesh!  I better go.”

	“Some news to remember us by, son—you mom’s going to have a baby!”  His father beamed with a fierce pride.

	“Mom—that’s wonderful!”

	And his mother nodded sadly.  

	He turned to the door.  It was time to go.  He looked behind just once.  His father’s arms were around his mother, his satisfied grin and ramrod posture reminding him of days long gone by, in a different era.  Things had changed.  Life was harder.  But it wasn’t all bad.  He’d earn his patch, return and get a drone job.  And one day, he’d meet his own girl.  She’d be like Mom— Sponsored sure, but also a wife.  And, when the Quota notice came, they too would have a child.  It filled him with hope.  Bent smiled at the world as he walked to thestation.      
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	CHAPTER 42: Poisoned Chalice

	 

	The door bell rang at three in the morning.  It was insistent.  That was the first indication that the situation was, as the Chief Magistrate too often observed these days, ‘fluid”.

	His pet Minx clung to his calves at the foot of the bed and he gently kicked himself free.  Absently he noted that he was allowing her more and more liberties.  Her tousled blonde head popped up and he pressed his index finger to his lips.

	“Be quiet and stay here,” he instructed.  Karin ducked her head back down, her blue eyes wide and alert now.

	He gently clutched the H&K P7 he kept in his bedside table.  

	Fetch stood outside the master bedroom door, confused.

	“Chief Magis-“

	“Quiet!  Stay with Karin!” he instructed in a harsh whisper, pointing into the bedroom.  The houseboy obeyed.

	DONG DONG DONG DONG

	And now there was pounding on the door.

	“One moment!” he roared, tamping down his increasing panic with a more natural tone of authority.

	The pounding stopped at once.

	With the HK by his side, he calmly unlocked the door and pushed it open, prepared to raise the pistol.  It was only the apprehension on the young army lieutenant’s face that saved both their lives.

	“Sorry, Chief Magistrate!  I apologise for the late hour!  Field Marshal Kalejaiye dispatched us.  We’re here expressly for your protection!”  There was a squad of five privates in olive drab behind him, all bearing AK-47s at port arms.

	Now that he could see how nervous the young officer was, he relaxed the grip on his pistol and slipped it into his robe pocket.

	“The Field Marshal, eh?  And what is his favourite drink?”

	The lieutenant looked up quizzically, then shrugged.  “The Field Marshal favours Bloody Machetes, Sir!”

	“And how do you know that?”

	The lieutenant smiled. “I’m his nephew, Chief Magistrate!”

	“Very well.  Come in.”

	After the lieutenant had dispersed his squad to cover all points of egress, he did just that.

	“What the hell is going on Lieutenant?”

	“Not sure, Sir.  All I know is that the capital is on lock down.  All travel suspended and the PBC only reporting that the Leader has instituted Martial Law—but just for the next forty eight hours.”

	“And you’ve come to arrest me?” he asked, hand back on the pistol in his robe pocket.

	“Chief Magistrate?  No, Sir!  We’re here to protect you!”

	“Then you’ve no objection if I make some calls?”

	The officer shook his head vehemently.  “Sir, we’re only here to protect you!”

	He nodded.  “Very well, Lieutenant.  Thank you. You may join your men.”

	The officer, relieved, saluted and spun on his heels to do just that.

	Thirty seconds later, he heard the call connect.  Good, he thought, telecoms still operational.

	“Dara.”

	“Samnang, what is going on?”

	“Chief Magistrate!  Where are you?”

	“At home, here in Kongsberg.  Why is there a squad of soldiers outside my penthouse?”

	“It all happened twenty minutes ago.  I was as surprised as anyone.  I was summoned by the Leader—there was no time to—”

	“What happened?” he demanded, exasperated.

	“Munda.  Suresha too.  Some others in the Eliminationist Block.  Arrested and executed.”

	He felt a ghostly weight descend on his shoulders.  “This was so…unnecessary.  I thought we had worked this all out.  I told the Leader…never mind.  I assume the Field Marshall is alright?”

	“Oh, yes.  He told me he’d dispatched some troops to your place—just in case.”

	Just in case I was on the Leader’s list, he considered.

	“And the Chief Justice?”

	“Kissa is fine, as far as I know.”

	“Send some Whip Hands over to her residence immediately.”

	“Yes, Chief Magistrate.”

	“And send some here as well.”

	“But you have regular army—”

	“Yes, and as soon as your boys arrive, I’m taking them with me as a bodyguard unit.”

	“Taking them—where are you going?”

	He sighed.  “To request an emergency audience with the Leader.”  

	 

	Samnang Dara meet him at Government House.  Black uniformed Whip Hands were installed throughout the official residence, while platoons of khaki paramilitaries parade marched in the grounds outside.  Dawn was on its way, as a red rimmed horizon began to grow.

	“I see you have things locked down.”

	The security chief nodded grimly.  “It was short and sharp.”

	“And you had no idea?”

	The tall, thin secret policeman shook his head.  “There’s a reason ee call him ‘The Player’, isn’t there?  Plays his cards close to his chest—always has.  He just called me up, issued the orders and I carried them out.”

	“Why?”

	A pause.  “He said it was in response to the growing influence of the Eliminationists.  He was worried about the radicalisation going on in some of the provinces.” 

	“Munda seemed happy enough with the settlement we achieved.  Wait—you don’t believe him, do you?”

	Dara shook his head.  “I don’t know.  Between us, I don’t think that’s what this was about.  I think he’s sorting out loose ends.”

	“Loose ends?”  

	“Munda represented a threat.  So do you.”

	“That’s insane.  I’m completely loyal to the Leader.”

	“So was, I believe Munda. My operatives didn’t detect any coup threats from Munda. But he had a circle, profile, power.   Be careful, Old Friend.”

	He nodded, then entered the newly refurbished Presidential Wing.

	Government House had trebled in size.  The old residence had been far too cramped to contain the spirit of the leadership that guided the Prime people.  The old Prime Minister’s office had been replaced by a palatial chamber several magnitudes larger.  It served as a work area, with a massive desk and several guest chairs. It also served as a meeting room, with a full multimedia theatre on one side.  Finally, there was a reception area, complete with an enormous stuffed couch, lounge chairs and a wet bar.  It was fifty paces away and just where the Leader was relaxing.

	“Come in, Chinoso!  Or shall I address you as Chief Magistrate?” The Leader teased.  “Can I get you a drink?  Slut, a Citranova!”

	An angelic blonde in red panties and bra pranced behind the wet bar, clinking glass bottle to fine crystal.  In less than a minute, she was by his side, a silver serving dish bearing his drink just as he dropped into the lounge chair facing The Leader.

	He took the drink. In any other situation, he’d have given her more attention—she looked familiar.  Instead, his eyes were focused on the three women twenty feet away.

	Two hung naked from a bar, restrained full length by cuffs and chains, squirming frantically.  If it hadn’t been for the ball gags, the large chamber would have echoed with their screams.  That was clear from the copious tears that smeared their too pale faces.  The woman wielding the bullwhip seemed as determined as the subject of her vicious attention were contrite.  All were redheads, the disciplinarian older than her pupils in pain.

	“I suppose you’re here to discuss my little clean-up operation then?”

	“As always, three steps ahead. Yes, that’s the reason for my visit. But I seemed to have interrupted you!  My apologies—I can return at a more convenient—”

	“Nonsense!  I’m just administering some ‘encouragement’. Queenie—ten more for Princess Two and twenty more for Princess One!”

	The older woman nodded and proceeded to snap the whip as ordered.  He was mildly amazed how readily the mother inflicted such pain so casually on her own daughters.  

	“You’ve trained her well,” he offered.

	The Leader nodded.  “A guilty pleasure, I’ll admit.  They’re coming along well.  Karla plays well with her brats but the brats are still a little reluctant to play well with each other.  And the performances have to be authentic!  I’m starring them in a new PBC drama—“Palace Scandals” and the audience will expect uninhibited performances!”

	“Of course!  Will Miss Dominion also play a role?”  He nodded to the blonde serving girl.  He had finally put a name to the beauty—Zanna Cillia, one time Miss Dominion and winner of the last season of the Dominion’s Next Top Model. 

	“I hadn’t considered that!  What a good idea!  Slut!”

	The blonde looked up fearfully from behind her wet bar station.

	“Service your queen while she teaches her brats!  From behind—on your knees and with that talented tongue of yours!”

	There was no hesitation.  As she complied, he could see the angry red stripes across the tanned golden skin on her back.  Queen Karla smiled dully as the beauty queen began tonguing her, even as she arched and dropped the bullwhip hard, alternating between her daughters who screeched behind their ballgags.

	The two Primes watched the scene briefly before returning to the subject at hand.  Soon, it was mere background.

	“May I ask why you ordered the clean-up, as you put it?” he asked as neutrally as possible.

	The Leader patted his thigh.  Today he had favoured a paramilitary look.  “Suresha was rogue.”

	“Agreed.”

	“His involvement in the St. Olaf affair—well, now that’s a closed book.”

	“And Kabemba?”

	The Leader shrugged.  “Because I listen to YOU, my old comrade.  While his policies certainly advantaged some of our people, the overall impact on the economy has been catastrophic.  This was less a philosophical disagreement than an existential challenge, both economically and, more immediately, from a foreign relations standpoint.”

	He nodded.  He had to agree.  “Still, Munda was one of our best.  I thought I had negotiated a settlement that would—”

	“You did.  But events accelerate, old friend.  Between us, the treasury is running dry.  Fast.”

	“How long?”

	“Three months.  We need international recognition in order to secure financing or we descend into another civil war.”

	“Russia?  China?  India?”

	“Russia- no.  No money.  China, yes—but the terms are, well—we might as well hand the whole country over to them.  And India is actually making noises about annexing us.  No, we have to find our own way out of this—or it will all have been for nothing.”

	“Then you’d better appoint a Foreign Minister, Leader!”

	Fist came the knowing nod, then the leather portfolio, which he caught mid air.

	“All approved by the Central Committee.  See my signature?  Congratulations, Minister Chinoso.  Might I suggest using the United Nations as a platform?  We might not have been granted recognition by the so called civilised world but we have MANY fellow travellers and quiet fans there.”

	“But—my work!”

	The Leader brushed him off.  “One of your well know strengths is your ability to cultivate talent.  Your staff can carry on the work.  You’re needed far more on the international stage now Chinoso—time to become the statesman I’ve always known you to be!”

	He didn’t respond.  He was too old to be so blatantly manipulated, as the Leader well knew.  If he’d jumped too soon…  He sat, thinking.  The Leader’s summation was concise and correct.  He’d hoped the leadership cadre might have filled in more of the cracks that it had so far.  Too many noses in the trough, he guessed.  The heady post-war prosperity had been an illusion.  Without recognition, Primeva wouldn’t survive.

	The Leader allowed him his ruminations, sending him a serious smile over the distance between them.

	“Some conditions,” he finally broke the silence.

	The Leader’s palm bounced off his thigh.  “Of course.  Go on.”

	“My replacement as Chief Magistrate—Joshua, I think, would do well.”

	“Done.”

	“And as new party Propaganda Chief—Leonard would serve well.”

	The Leader pondered that.  “Yes—but on a probationary, acting basis.  Let him show me what he can do.”

	“Agreed.”

	“Is that all?” The Leader asked, rising to his feet.

	“Yes. Kabemba Munda was a legitimate hero of the Revolution.  I understand why you did what you did but his memory should be honoured.  I don’t want his name sullied.”

	The Leader nodded, gravely.  “Comrade Munda was targeted by… the CIA!... in an attempt by allied reactionary Dominion resistance efforts to destabilise our nation!  He fought and killed several before he was brought down in an ambush at his country estate.  He died bravely and as a Hero of the Primevan People.  Does that suit?”

	He nodded.  “Leonard won’t have much more to do with that narrative.  Yes, thank you.  I’d better pack.”

	“Safe travels, old friend!”

	Dara meet him discreetly on the grounds.  “How did it go?” he asked, anxiously.

	“A poisoned chalice.  He handed me a poisoned chalice-- and I just took a deep draught, Dara.” 

	 

	He didn’t pack immediately.   Instead, he had a trooper drive him over to the Foreign Ministry.  May as well begin organising for the biggest trip of his life, he thought grimly.  The permanent under secretary seemed competent enough.  He was a Somali Prime, an ex-pat university instructor who’d returned just in time to get recruited to a senior role in the ministry.  He was led into a large office—his now— empty and waiting for its first occupant.

	They discussed the immediate requirements of the trip.  An agenda was put together, a formal request to the UN for an official audience and address prepared, orders to prepare the old Dominion Embassy in Washington DC for the new Foreign Minister, invitations to friendly powers to meet while in New York, and so it went, the details blurring but all carefully attended to by the Somali.

	“When will you leave, Sir?” he was sked at last.

	“As soon as possible—day after tomorrow.  You’ll sort out a plane with Prime Air?”

	“Will a 747 do, Minister?”

	 “Nicely.  We’ll discuss ministry appointments when I return.  Hopefully, if I’m successful, we’ll be able to appoint a slew of ambassador once recognition is sorted.”

	The Somali’s thing long face tightened up.  “How will you manage that, Sir?  Frankly, since the Revolution, world opinion—especially Western opinion—has been full against Primeva.”

	He nodded.  “We’ll manage it.  Anything else?”

	“The Greeter, Sir.  May I bring her in?”

	He shrugged.  “By all means.  What is a Greeter?”

	The Somali under secretary smiled.  “I think you’ll recognise her.   One moment, please!”

	The former Prime Minister looked good for a minx her age.  The rose coloured blouse and skirt were pilled and tatty, the dingy blouse missing two top buttons, but he doubted her visitors minded much.

	“I understand you are our official Greeter, Lucia.”

	The woman curtseyed. “Yes, Minister.”

	“And what do your duties include?”

	Eyes on her high heels, she answered.  “I’m assigned to foreign dignitaries who visit the People’s Republic of Primeva.”

	“As a high class Comfort Girl,” he added.

	A slight pause.  “Y-yes, Minister.  You might put it that way.”

	He turned to the Somali.  “Who has she ‘greeted’ since being assigned to the role?”

	The Somali pulled out a tablet.  “Quite a few.  The Chinese Ambassador is a fan, as is the Russian Consul General.  The India First Secretary, the South African Deputy Trade Minister, the Zimbabwean military attache, the Cuban military observer, the Venezuelan Central Bank Vice Chairman— she’s booked regularly.”

	“It would seem fucking a disgraced ex-prime minister is one way to make friends and influence people!”  He and the under secretary shared a laugh over that.  He noticed the older minx’s lips purse, though she kept her mien properly devoid of any hint of indignity.

	“Keep up the good work.  And be grateful to serve the Prime people-- in just this way.  Dismissed.”   

	The former world leader looked questioningly to the under secretary.

	“The Greeter is available, Minister, should you wish to indulge.  She’s a perk of the office.”, the Somali Prime noted, with a smirk.

	He frowned.  “Fucking some has been minx might be a novelty for our diplomatic community, but I don’t ‘indulge’ with any minx over the age of thirty these days—but thank you, Under Secretary.  I pass on the privilege to you, assuming you’re interested.”

	The Somali beamed.  “Most generous, Minister!  Most generous!”
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	CHAPTER 43: A WING AND A PRAYER

	 

	“Captain Semande, at your service, Minister!”  The older African pilot offered his large hand, which her Sponsor shook.  Karin noticed he wasn’t a little alarmed!

	“Thank you, Captain, but who is driving this thing?”

	“Nothing to fear!  My co-pilot, First Officer Pathan, is on the stick.”

	She watched her Sponsor visibly relax.  

	“Ah, of course!  What is our ETA, Captain?”

	The pilot was an older man and his English was a crisp, musical “African” idiom.  “May I?”

	Her Sponsor waved at the empty chair.  “By all means.”

	The pilot sat down in the leather lounger across from Minister Chinoso.  “Thank you.  We’re making good use of a tail wind.  At this rate, and with clear skies over the Rockies, we should land at Dulles at approximately seven pm.  Is the ship and service to your satisfaction?”

	“By all means.  I understand this was the plane designated as Karla One—the royal aircraft!  You can tell from the amenities!  We’re you piloting for her?”

	The uniformed pilot laughed.  “Hardly!  I’m on contract.  But I flew for Uganda Airlines for twenty years.  No, this plane was staffed by a crew supplied by the old Dominion Airlines—now, PrimeAir of course.  The new airline has contracted most of its pilots from overseas but I’m sure native Primes will soon be manning the cockpits.”

	Karin had assumed a royal connection. The modified 747 was luxurious.  The original seats had all been removed and the fuselage now offered a large living area with a bedroom and en suite bathroom with silver and gold fittings.  

	“And your co-pilot?”

	“Another contractor— I don’t know much about Pathan.  Pakistani I think.  Is the service acceptable?”

	Karin, on her knees by her Sponsor’s feet as usual, stared at the three stewardesses who hovered in the back of the cabin suspiciously.  It was nothing personal— these days she viewed all Minion women as potential rivals.  

	“The Air Whores are fine.  I haven’t been introduced. Do they have names?”

	The captain snapped his finger and the women responded.  The uniforms wee a mockery of the old professionalism of Dominion Airlines—tiny blue miniskirts that failed to conceal the gold metallic things underneath, the gold metallic push-up bras that served as tops, the comical blue caps and the gold stilettos that must be hell to wear in any kind of turbulence.

	“Freya is the Senior Stewie. “

	A short blonde bobbed girl with electric blue eyes curtseyed. She was around her own age, early twenties, with long legs, a reasonable figure and a fetching smile.  

	“Freya was a hospitality major at Dominion National before the war.  She’s been an air whore for six months now.  When she’s not servicing VIPS like you, she’s a First Class Hostess.  And when she’s not servicing First Class fliers, she’s servicing captains like me.  You like our layovers, don’t you Freya?”

	The blonde forced herself to blush and giggled.  It was so fake!

	“Clara’s a Junior Stewie.  Normally, she’s assigned Business Class.  I don’t think I need to explain how she got the job!”              

	Both men laughed, and the redhead joined in.  Her push-up barely contained the bullet-like DDs and she assumed the bra was deliberately assize too small. She was in her late teens, not as pretty as the blonde, but cute enough to secure a job like this.

	“And to round our crew out, we have Laura.”

	The brunette who curtsied was much older, maybe early forties, with grey threads visible in her shoulder length dark hair.  She didn’t have much of a figure—her breasts were small and she was far too thin—but she was very pretty.  High cheeks, sea green eyes and an insolent thrusting chin were arresting.   

	“Laura’s husband was a Dominion Airlines pilot.  When it was nationalised, so was she.  It was all part of the legislation, I believe.  She’s just a Trainee, but she’s coming along well enough,” Captain Semande explained.  

	Her Sponsor then asked a question Karin was also asking in her head.  “And what became of your husband?”

	“He’s a baggage handler now, Sir,” she replied with an upper class articulation.  

	Karin breathed in relief.  She wondered if the couple were allowed intimacies when they were off duty, but it wasn’t a question her Sponsor was interested in asking.

	“Back to your stations.  And make sure you attend to all our passenger’s needs—or you’ll earn correction!”

	The women withdrew quickly, nodding stupidly.  

	“I doubt I’ll be able to avail myself, Captain.  There’s just so much prep to do before we land!”  He waved at the stacks of files.   “The ink on my appointment is barely dry and I’m already facing a major diplomatic crisis,” he added glumly.

	That left the captain at a loss until he brightened.  “Well, I do have some good news, Minister!  I was told to inform you the old Dominion embassy was being readied for your residence.  A legal firm representing the PRF in Washington got a judge to rule in Primeva’s favour.  So at least you’ll have a place to operate out of while you’re in the US!”

	“Thank you for that news, anyway, Captain.”  Karin didn’t see that it had shifted his mood all that much.   He’d been depressed ever since the unexpected late night visit by the soldiers.

	“I’ll leave you to your work, then,” the pilot offered, heading back to the cockpit.  Karin noticed the blonde Freya’s eyes following him intently.  She approved.

	The captain’s interruption had been most welcomed.  She had been so bored, kneeling by her Sponsor’s feet for hours while he scanned document after document, switching from his table to the stacks of papers, from time to time.  She sighed.

	“Is my little minx restless?” he smiled.

	It was permission to look up and face him.  She smiled.  “May I give you a back rub, Sir?”

	He shook his head, amused.  

	“I could get my pet toy,” she purred. That was what he called it—her pink vibrator.  He often enjoyed watching her play with it while he was otherwise engaged in reading or watching something.  She didn’t like the idea of doing this while the stewies looked on, but that was unimportant.

	He shook his head, already turning back to his papers.

	“ A heater, Sir? A girl performance? I’m sure any of the stewies would be honoured!  Would you please pick one for me?  Or would you like me to pick one myself?”  She hated engaging in lesbian sex but she was well used to it by now.  Prime men enjoyed directing Minion girls to play with each other and the Sponsor was no different.

	But he just shook his head again.

	She was beginning to run out of tricks.  That was bad.  Then, suddenly inspired, she said “Foot rub, Sir?”

	He nodded then and she began untying his shoes and rolling off his socks, taking a large brown foot in her hands and began rubbing them.  He soon rewarded her with a pleased ”Ummm.”

	“Sir, may I ask a question related to the household?” she asked, somewhat timidly.  Karin had begun trying to take more ownership of the household—nothing important but it was a sphere he allowed her a little say in, as long her suggestions amused him. 

	“Go on,” he answered, bored.

	She rubbed harder.  “Well, with your appointment, I imagine you might be taking a country estate—I mean all the PRF VIPs have one!”

	He shrugged, eyes still focused on his reading.  “Maybe.  I hardly have time to think about the future right now.”

	She listened carefully.  He was open to distraction, even if he acted otherwise.  Like any sensible minx, she was a keen student of her Sponsor’s moods.

	“Well, you know Mister Max?  At the Nordlund?”

	“The doorman?  Yes.  Why?”

	“For a Minion, he’s very competent, polite and I think he’d be quite loyal.  I was just thinking he might make a suitable butler—for a country estate.  I’m sure the hotel would sell his contract if it was for your service.”

	He laughed.  “You have a crush on old Max, do you? 

	Now she giggled.  Max was in his early sixties.  He was a vigorous man but she’d never thought of him—or any Minion male for that matter—like that.

	“No, Minister!  But I do have an idea…”

	“Go on, you little minx.  What ‘idea; did you have?”

	“Well,  I left him in charge of Flit while I was—I mean we were traveling.  That really seemed to please him.”

	“Poor Fetch—don’t think I haven’t been noticing how you’ve been turning him from a House Boy to a Serving Girl!  I ought to put you over my knee for that!”

	It was muck anger. He was actually amused by her not so subtle makeover.  “But I swear he likes it, Minister!  He always wanted to get into my panties—now he wears them!”

	The Minister laughed out loud at that and she knew she’d scored!

	“For a Minion that used to be your fiancé, you really don’t like him, do you?”

	She shrugged.  “He’s just a little mimp.  I was thinking if, while we’re away, if they hit it off… well, maybe I could take Flit to Skippy’s and really dress him up for Mister Max.”

	“You’re playing matchmaker?  And what does Fetch—I mean Flit—say about all this?”

	She rubbed the other foot now.  “Oh, does that really matter, Sir?  I just think it would be perfect—Mister Max as our butler and Flit as our House Girl.  Mister Max would be a good husband for Flit!”

	He pulled his foot away.  “That’s enough.”  Something he’d read had recaptured his attention.  “Seventeen percent?  In just the last month?” he said to himself.

	“Minister?” she asked tentatively.  Sometimes he’d discuss work, though not often.

	“The PD M1 numbers are off the charts,” he mumbled,” more to himself than to her.

	“Demand-pull is kicking in then< Karin responded absently.

	“What?”  He seemed shocked.

	She was retying his shoe and was caught by surprise.

	“Minister?”

	“What did you just say?” he demanded.

	“Uh, demand-pull?  I mean, I was just, well it means inflation, right?  Quantity theory and all?”  She was scared.  What had she said?

	His palm rubbed his forehead but his smile relieved her.  “I forget you were almost a Rhodes Scholar!”  He handed her a sheaf of documents.  “Tell me what you make of this.”

	She took the papers reluctantly.  This wasn’t her world. Then she began to read.  As she did, her face paled.  After ten minutes, she put the papers down.

	“You know what this means then.”

	She nodded.  “It means the Prime Dollar will be worthless in less than six weeks.  Inflation is destroying the Prime economy!”

	He nodded, taking the papers back.  “Smart minx.”

	Forgetting herself, she asked “But how?”

	And forgetting himself, her Sponsor answered.  “The Revolution is devouring itself.  The Dominion assets have been sequestered and the public treasury can’t keep up with expense.  The PD is based on nothing and without recognition—and the trade deals and financing it brings—we’re looking at a complete collapse in weeks.”

	Karin finished tying her Sponsor’s shoes and sighed heavily.  Then she looked up.

	“What does it all mean?”

	His intelligent brown eyes flashed.  “Right now, Primeva only has access to one cash crop.”

	“Minions,” she said, feeling her heart drop.

	“The Chinese want as many as we’re willing to sell.  Organ transplants, for forced labour, medical experiments—the lot.  We’d become trapped in a debt cycle we could only ever repay with Minions.”

	That nightmare chilled her to the bone.  

	“Minions,” he continued, “that we fought hard for—that we deserve.  Minions to work in our factories, on our farms and in our homes.  That was the PRF Dream and now we find ourselves destroyed because of selfish traitors amongst our own ranks that have so thoughtlessly left us in this position!”  Minister Chinoso was furious!

	Karin thought then.  Of her parents, her friends, even Gunther.  Of her old way of life but also her people.  They would be washed away, literally chopped into pieces to feed a voracious appetite for Dominion humanity.  They would become nothing more than chum, no longer even having the identity of a slave people.  She now knew she could live as a slave.  She wanted at least that much for her people.  A future of slavery was better than a future of commercial extermination.

	“If I fail in New York— and I believe, for once, I will—then we shall have to make plans.  This may be a one way trip for you, Karin. I have no interest in selling my personal property.”

	She placed her cheek on his shoe.  She felt a tear drip down onto the shoe and she wiped it off.  Before she spoke, she pictured Elf Hill in her mind on ta beautiful summer day. 

	“Minister, I know something.”   
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	“There were some issues with creditors owed money by the Dominion, but it was more of a nuisance that needed untangling than anything else.”

	Chinoso patted the man’s shoulder.  “Which you were able to sort out.  You have my appreciation.  Even residing in the old Dominion embassy give some credence to our demand for official recognition.  Yeboah—you aren’t by any chance—”

	The middle aged attorney smiled.  “Kissa is my older sister!  Yes, the Chief Justice of the People’s Republic is MY sister!  Still strange to think of her that way!”

	“She’s a remarkable woman and we are all better off for her sage advice.  I can’t think of another jurist who has been more influential in drafting an entirely new justice system in the last hundred years.  You should be proud.”

	Kwase Yeboah nodded.  “I am.  And grateful.  If not for Kissa’s pushing and prodding, I might never have found myself, first at the University of Virginia and then Harvard.  Kissa and the PRF made it all possible—my education, my firm, everything.  I owe it all to Kissa and the Revolution.”

	“And now it is time for the debt to  be repaid and you have not failed.” The Old Man clicked on a wall light switch and the embassy foyer lit up, revealing a high ceilinged, wood panelled room that might have hosted a grand ball. 

	“The offices are all on the first floor—we’ll need a staff of fifty once we’re open for business.  The private residence is upstairs.  Five bedrooms—enough to serve your immediate needs and the eventual needs of the ambassador, once one is appointed, of course,” Kwase reported.  “I’ve had it cleaned and the kitchen stocked for your stay.  There’s just… yourself, Minister?”

	Chinoso nodded.  “And my Sponsored.  And you.”

	Kwase straightened his back.  “I am at your complete disposal for however long you need me!  My firm can run itself and if the Revolution requires an ongoing commitment from me, I am prepared to divest myself and make myself completely available.”

	As in becoming our ambassador to the US, Chinoso noted mentally.  Perhaps he should just do it now and get it out of the way.  He needed an on the ground perspective and he came highly commended.  In the last two decade, Kwase had handled many delicate transaction on behalf of the PRF from the safety and anonymity of Washington.

	“Kwase Yeboah, by my authority as Minister of Foreign Affairs and on behalf of the People’s Republic of Primeva, I hereby appoint you as Ambassador to the United States, as well as Ambassador to the United Nations.”

	The middle aged man nearly broke into tears.  It had obviously been a driving ambition of many years to see these day.  

	“Minister, I accept with the greatest humility!  I—”

	“Comrade, we have much to do if your appointment is to have any relevance!   Is there some place you can brief me?”

	Kwase composed himself.  “The Ambassador’s Office, Minister.  This way?”

	“Karin!”

	The minx, turned out in her most conservative office girl outfit, bowed her head.  “Minister?”

	“Go up and warm my bed.  No sleeping. I may desire your attentions when I finish with Kwase,” he ordered, firmly but gently.

	The lawyer watched her mince up the stairs with hungry eyes. “Minister, was it wise to have her accompany you?”

	“Why?”

	“The media has been quite hostile to our regime’s policies, especially those regarding the disposition of the former Dominioners.  Also, isn’t there a flight risk? You have no security detachment—what if she flees the grounds and requests asylum here in the US?”

	Chinoso smiled.  “She’s well trained and quite loyal, I assure you.  Besides, I see potential value in using her quite publicly.”

	That visibly disturbed the lawyer!

	“Not the way you assume, Kwase.  Come, let’s get to work.”

	Over the next few hours, the attorney outlined the diplomatic situation, which was indeed confronting.  Other than Russia, China, Cuba and Venezuela, Primeva had been ostracised by the rest of the world community.  The US, UK and EU had refused all entreaties and had exerted pressure on their allies to likewise refuse to entertain any possibility of official recognition. This put desperately needed loans from the IMF or private banks beyond reach. 

	“The sticking point is the status of the Minions,” Kwase explained.  “While there was no great affection for the old Dominion, the West does condemn what they see as a reintroduction of slavery into a modern era.  They are especially incensed about the treatment of Minion females.  Western feminists have put enormous pressure on their governments.  Even if they were so inclined, it would be political suicide for them to recognise us. And they are decidedly NOT so inclined!”

	Chinoso drank the white wine, wishing he’d brought a bottle of Citranova with him.  

	“And we thought the war was the hard part!  What’s the itinerary for the next few days?”

	“While we don’t have open support, we do have quite a few quiet supporters—including the Secretary General.”

	“Finally, some good news!  Tell me more.”

	“The Secretary General is a Nigerian. He’s carefully positioned himself as a neutralist in any Great Power dramas, but he’s also a steadfast nationalist.  As President of Nigeria, he prevented external exploitation of their oil industry and became a bit of a role model for other African leaders.  He’s agreed to put the Primevan Resolution, granting us the old Dominion UN seat, to a vote in the next session of the General Assembly… which is in two days.”

	“Is this open knowledge?”

	“Pretty much.  Your arrival, however much we tried to keep it a secret, has sparked all kinds of speculation.”  Kwase pushed a tabloid newspaper towards Chinoso.

	There he was, leaving the VIP Lounge where the jet had landed, Karin behind him. New York Daily News headlines screamed in hundred point type:

	“PRIME TIME: UN TO CONSIDER RECOGNITION

	BOYCOTT CAMPAIGN CASCADES

	FEMINIST FURY UNFURLED”

	“And this,” Kwase said, slapping another tabloid down.

	“PRIME PET BREAKS INTERNET!

	SOCIAL MEDIA MELTDOWN OVER MYSTERY SEX SLAVE”

	“We seemed to have caught the interest of the US media,” Chinoso mused.

	“I have multiple requests for interviews, appearances, statements—pretty much everything.  The public appetite for anything Prime is intense,” Kwase noted.

	“We’re a conveniently cast enemy, Kwase.  We’re a black box they can project anything they want onto us.”

	“It is a pr disaster,” Kwase moaned.

	“Or an opportunity,” Chinoso countered.  “So, New York in two days.  We’ll push for recognition from the UN, which should grant permission to our silent supporters.”

	Kwase shook his head.  “The US won’t. Which means the UK, EU, Japan and the rest of the Western block won’t.”

	Chinoso tapped his temple. “The US will have no choice.  What else?”

	Kwase didn’t press the Minister, but it was clear he wished to.  “An invitation tomorrow night to the Aurora Club.  It’s in Manhattan.  Not much is known about it other than it being a kind of Bilderberg for national leaders, with the rather provocative exclusion of all European-origined nations.”

	“The Leader briefed me.  Please accept the invitation ASAP.  Are those media requests?”

	Yeboah pushed a stack towards him.  Flicking through them rapidly, he pulled one out and pushed it back towards his aide.

	“Accept this one.”

	Kwase looked up, perplexed.  “Minister, are you sure?”

	Chinoso nodded.  “Yes— and accept it in the name of Karin Vester.  She’ll be representing Primeva for us.  Speaking of, my bed must be quite warm by now—though it is about to become a bit warmer.  See you in the morning, Kwase!”

	 

	“Welcome to The Narrative, where we unpack what you’re talking about!  We have an amazing guest today—”

	“Really amazing!” her fellow panel member Becky Lamm whistled.  Becky’s father was the daughter of a former Democrat President.

	“Such a surprise!” added the third panel member Stacey Tate.  She had been an Instagram sensation who had suddenly found right wing politics as a convenient stepping stone on her career path.

	“—that only this audience is lucky enough to get to know, up close and personal.  I’m Mana Shine, this is Stacey and this is Becky.   We are on the narrative!”

	The audience, almost all women, applauded loudly on cue.  Mana Shine was a black MMA star who’d segued into a hugely popular host and who had developed The Narrative into the media powerhouse it was now.

	“Let’s welcome Karin Vester, Special Assistant to the Foreign Minister of Primeva!” she continued, the audience settling in now.

	The guest had already earned cat calls and laughs before she took her seat.  The blonde’s outfit seemed deliberately donned to insult the audience. It was a parody of a feminist nightmare—her miniscule pinstriped miniskirt slit high, the matching belly top exposing her flat stomach, the fishnet thighs highs and black six inch heels—it all elicited outrage from the viewers and even the panel members, whose jaws hung in disbelief.

	Karin offered her hand to Mana Shine, eyes averted.  The talk show host gave her a polite shake, trying unsuccessfully to make eye contact.  Karin took the middle chair, flanked by the panel, and straightened her large black framed glasses.

	“Welcome to The Narrative, Karin!”  

	“Thank you, Ms. Shine!” she answered promptly.

	Stacey shifted and picked up on the opening “Karin, first we were delighted you accepted—”

	“The Minister accepted,” Karin corrected.

	“—our invitation,” Stacey continued.  “Can you tell us why you’re here and what you hope to accomplish on this trip?” 

	Karin looked up, speaking to the audience.  “Minister Chinoso is hear to demand the United Nations give Primeva representation.”

	“And your role, Karin?  We understood that Dominioneers—”

	“Minions,” Karin corrected Becky.

	“OK, Minions then.  What little we know about Primeva is that whites no longer have power there.  What then,” she comically gave Karin’s outfit a disapproving one over, “is your role on this mission?”

	Karin didn’t miss a beat.  “Minister Chinoso is my Sponsor.  I do whatever he wants me to do.  Mainly, my duties are as an Office Girl, so basic secretarial duties—in addition to intimate services.”

	That stunned Becky enough so that Stacey hopped in.  “So are you confirming that Primeva has reintroduced slavery there?”

	Karin nodded.  “Yes, in some regions.”

	“Are you a slave?” she followed up, flabbergasted.

	“I suppose so!” Karin shrugged.  “I’m Sponsored, so when I turn thirty five, I’ll have met my National Service obligations and I’ll be allowed more choices.  Unless the law changes, of course.”

	“And how old are you now?”

	“Twenty two!”

	Mana Shine jumped back in now.  “Karin, if you could stay here in the United States, would you?”

	“No Ma’am!  Absolutely not!  I’m totally loyal to my Sponsor!” Karin responded angrily.  She stared directly into the camera, then pivoted to Becky and Stacey in turn.  

	“It is the duty of every Minion to meet their National Service obligation—without exception!  And if Minions are prepared to conform to the terms of our surrender, what business is it of yours to interfere or judge?”

	“It IS our business when our sisters are being abused, raped and enslaved!” Becky exclaimed righteously.

	“We belief in freedom and democracy for all peoples!” Stacey intoned solemnly.

	Karin shook her head and, ignoring the co-hosts, trained on Mana Shine. “Ma’am, the Prime people are asserting their privilege—Prime Privilege, as it is known.  After having treated Primes so badly for so long, it was to be expected.  As far as democracy, Minions were too weak to defend ours and so we deserve none.  Ask any Minion pupil and you’ll get the same answer.”

	Mana Shine shushed her co-hosts, already eager to continue the verbal duel.  “Karin, we only have a minute left.  Is there anything you’d like to tell the world before we go?”

	Karin nodded, straightening her glasses.  “Yes, Ma’am—two things actually.  First, Minister Chinoso has asked me on his behalf to invite you to visit Primeva.  You’d be the first Western commentator to visit the People’s Republic and you’d be an honoured guest.  You can judge first hand what life is like in a society organised for and by the world’s youngest people—the Prime people. This invitation is,” she paused, “specifically for you and only you.”

	 

	Stacey and Becky glared, both astonished.

	“Secondly, I ask the United Nations and governments of the world—give Primeva what it wants and what it deserves.  As a Minion, I ask you to do this selfishly for us.  While we may be a conquered people, but as long as we obey and serve, we will have a future.  The less respect you show Primeva, the more difficult you make our lives.  I beg you—if you want to help us, give Primeva her rightful seat at the UN and recognise Primeva as the newest member of the family of nations!”

	Mana nodded, thoughtful and pleased.  “Thank you, Karin and thank the Minister for me.  I will certainly consider it.  Primeva sounds like an amazing place!”

	Stacey and Becky exchanged quizzical expressions as Mana ushered them into the hard break.

	Kwase looked at his new boss Chinoso, who watched the large screen, most satisfied.

	“That turned out quite well,” he tendered truthfully.

	“As I knew it would.  Always use the right materials to build the best bridges.  When the talk show host accepts the invitation—and she will—we’ll make it a national event showcasing Primeva.  We’ll assign her a personal attendant—perhaps Hannah Claydon or Claudia Valeska.  Hmmm.  Maybe both.  They’ll be most persuasive in making our case.”

	Kwase grinned.  “A master stroke!”

	 

	The Aurora Club was quartered in what looked to be an ancient tavern in the Lower East side of Manhattan.  It was a mixed neighbourhood of brownstones, stacked shops and parks.  Affluent residents, mostly white Chinsoso observed,  strolled up and down the tidy city lane, enjoying the pleasant weather.  The ivy clad brick building was clean, well maintained but hardly hospitable.  The windows were shuttered and no one entered or left.

	“Drop me off here, Kwase.  Stay close—I’ll call when I’m finished.”

	“Very well, Minister!”

	Chinoso stepped out of the large town car, still amazed that the Primevans had managed to adopt the driverless auto while the Americans had still not done so.  Perhaps technological progress wasn’t an exclusively American prerogative!  He didn’t walk to the door of the address he’d been given.  Instead, he walked into the boutique bakery next door.  He was the only customer and the Hispanic clerk quickly locked the door behind him and flipped the “Sorry, we’re closed!” sign front forward.

	“Minister Chinoso, please follow me,” he requested deferentially.

	He did so, descending into the bakery basement, then into the freezer.  Inside he opened a door, then beckoned him to pass through.  He did so, arriving in a well-lit wine cellar with a staircase leading up.  Then, he was ushered by a suited young black man through a conservatively appointed interior into a jarringly futuristic meeting room.  Inside, sitting around a circular polished steel framed table, sat perhaps  twenty men of almost every ethnicity the human race had conceived except for one—there were no Caucasians to be seen.   To a man, they stood and applauded him with robust admiration.

	“Welcome to the Aurora Club, Minister.”  The Arab wore Western clothes but retained all the natural authority of a sheik.  He was very dark—a Saudi, no doubt.  He was told no names would be used and so he simply took the proffered hand and shook it vigorously.

	“We are all in awe of your recent victory and subjugation of your indigenous subjects.  We approve of your embrace of the most draconian measures to ensure their submission.  Please, take a chair.”

	Chinoso did so, eyes catching the shifting swirl of the image on the large circular table.  It was a three dimensional globe which spun relentlessly.

	“This is our Map Room.  It is where we hope to engineer the future,” an elderly Chinese man remarked.  “We didn’t anticipate your success, Comrade.  Otherwise, me might have offered aid sooner.”

	“Nor did we,” a light skinned and quite bald Indian added quickly.  “But we are pleased with the outcome never the less!”

	Then why haven’t you recognised our regime, he wanted to ask. Why have you floated claims on us?  But he merely nodded.

	“Aside from the post facto congratulations, may I ask why I am here gentlemen?”

	The Indian and Chinese stiffened, but the Saudi dipped back in.

	“We wish to formally extend Primeva membership in the Aurora Coalition.”

	Chinoso smiled neutrally.  “We are honoured.  May I ask why you have decided to extend such an honour?”

	“Because Primeva has achieved more against Western domination in the last few years than many of us in decades.  This is said with all respect to all our members and their own extraordinary historical achievements.”

	This seemed to mollify some incipient annoyance he’d caught on the faces of some of the delegates.

	“Most kind.  I am authorised by The Leader to accept the invitation, with the stipulation that invitation does not obligate us to any further conflicts.  Our current focus is internal, not external.”

	The Saudi nodded.  “The Aurora Coalition is not a military alliance and so your condition is accepted.  Instead, we are a confederation of peoples who have suffered exploitation by the West.  That is what we have in common.  We also share the view that the West is now in the early phases of a steep decline, one that will allow for opportunities to re-draw existing boundaries and political structures.”

	“We have no further ambitions.  Our island is enough for us,” Chinoso pointed out.

	The Saudi nodded.  “Of course.  We simply look for your guidance.  Your example has excited us all and we want you in our ranks as an advisor, Minister.”

	Chinoso lifted his palms up.  “We are happy to do so!  Although, I might point out that your collective support in the upcoming General Assembly session would truly demonstrate that admiration.”

	“The Secretary General, as you know, will introduce your motion.  We will— or rather our official delegations— will vote in the affirmative.   You shall have our support but we predict you will still be short.  The US bloc opposes your recognition and will lean hard on their satellites to fall in line.”

	“I will deal with the Americans.” It was so incongruously confident a declaration that the Indian looked up in amazement, as did the Chinese.

	“Well, in any case, you will have our support,” the Saudi responded sceptically.  “Now, with your permission, we’d like to brief you on Aurora Coalition objectives.”

	“A blue print for a new world order,” the Chinese underscored, now taking the reins of the meeting.

	As he spoke, all eyes watched the display screen embedded in the table as it now telescoped to the Pacific.  For the next three hours, each delegate described their own geopolitical aims, handing off in turn to the next.  Maps were re-drawn in new visions of global community that laughed at the existing boundaries.  

	Chinese ambitions were featured first.  Australia turned from blue to red, no longer a sovereign nation but a mere province renamed Dàyángzhōu.   New Zealand was swallowed whole by China, and a light red descended on British Columbia, now a ‘protectorate’ which Canada would be forced to ‘share’ administration with.  

	The announcement of the South African-Zimbabwe unification was no huge surprise.  The new People’s Republic of Southern Africa would naturally, the African delegate assured him, follow the protocols regarding white indigenous residents that Primeva had innovated.  Coexistence in the new nation would be based on African superiority in all ways.

	The newly hatched North African Confederacy, combining the Berber peoples under one banner, expressed claims on the Cote d-Azur.  Local ethnic Berbers in southern France would request intervention, which the Confederacy would be prepared to respond to with an expeditionary force.  A negotiated settlement would see France ceding her Mediterranean coastline.

	The Islamic Republic of Turkey would demand administration of key industrial zones on the Rhine.  “The Germans are broken,” the Turkish delegate explained.  “They will agree or our resident ethnic brothers will paralyse their fragile economy.  We don’t expect to exercise outright control, but failure to respect Turkish laws in the new zones might result in a police action the upgraded Turkish Army is well capable of carrying out,” he assured.

	“Sweden will have to formally acknowledge loss of independence,” the Arab League delegate pointed out, even as the blue of Sweden on the display was washed with green.  “We already control the largest cities.  It is just a matter of raising some flags and activating our cells.  Much as the PRF has done!”

	“And as the Bolivar Front will!” affirmed a Hispanic delegate.  “With the combined support of Latin America—excluding Argentine and Chile, unfortunately—we are within twenty years of an armed uprising in Texas, California, New Mexico and Arizona. This would result in our beloved dream of Atzlan!” he rhapsodised.

	There were other more fantastical claims.  Haiti’s claim on Miami actually resulted in a verbal tussle with the Cuban delegate.  A black American delegate changed the hue of several southern US states to a golden yellow, designated as the African Republic of America.  Pakistan plans for several shires in the United Kingdom painted those areas green, though Chinoso considered that a long reach as well. All in all, the global map had changed complexion dramatically.  Even if only half of the schemes were realised, Chinoso was looking at a world dominated by fellow peoples of colours. 

	“It is a reversal of the shameful Scramble for Africa,” he remarked carefully.

	The Saudi nodded.  Chinoso had not noticed any proposed Saudi claims. No doubt the Kingdom was content to bankroll, and therefore, guide many of these efforts.  Nor had India demanded any territorial concessions.  Instead, he’d noticed the Indian delegate bristle at both Chinese and then Pakistani demands, though he did so in silence.  The new order would contend with rivalries that had nothing to do with the West.

	“If these plans represent the Coalition’s ambitions, Primeva can only offer our support,” he stated, “though with the stipulation already submitted.  How else might we be of assistance to our new allies?”

	That opened a floodgate.  There were requests to send observers to study the Primevan model.  There were pointed inquiries about Pre-Empt—how it had been developed and if it could work amongst their own populations. It could, he assured them.  Questions on the civil administration of Minions were surprisingly specific, as were inquiries on jurisprudence which established degrees of legal Minion submission Primeva had already begun developing.

	“And, of course, Citranova!  We simply must have as much as you are willing to export!”

	By the time Kwase arrived to pick him up, Chinoso’s mind was already considering the blueprints the Aurora Coalition had drawn up—as well as the unexpected respect Primeva had earned through her struggle for independence and domination. 

	“Did it go well?”

	“Let’s just say the future isn’t what it used to be, Kwase.  To the Waldorf, please.  Tomorrow will be a long day.”

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	CHAPTER 45:   SPECIAL RESOLUTION 2602

	 

	“Remain in the limo.”

	Karin pouted but remained silent.

	Chinoso chucked his minx under the chin.  “It will only be for a few hours.  I’m not having you gawked in the hall of the United Nations.  Turning to the chauffeur he’d engaged for the Minister, he instructed the driver to give his “companion” a driving tour of New York City.

	“Show her the sights and make sure she’s fed.  He can be trusted?”

	Kwase knew what he meant.  The driver was white.  “The driver is bonded and the company has a superb reputation.  Come, Minister!  We should go!”

	His new boss nodded.  The two were suited for diplomatic combat, in traditional three pine stripped suits organised through one of Manhattan’s top tailors.  He had heard rumours that for many years prior to the outbreak of the Revolution, the Minister had assumed the identity of a handyman best known as the “Knife Sharpener”.  While he had enjoyed relative comfort in his role as the PRF’s man in Washington, the Old Man-- as even he referred to himself at times- had faced constant danger of arrest by the Dominion.  It was hard not to respect and admire a Prime of such courage!

	“The Secretary General has afforded us the convenience of a meeting room, Minister.”

	“Will we be meeting with him?”

	“No.  It would be… problematic for him to meet with us in an official capacity.  He has already extended himself in entertaining a non-member application for recognition.”

	The two Primes seated themselves in a discreet meeting room just off the General Assembly hall.  Coffee and tea awaited them.  He shut the door firmly, engaged the ”Occupied” sign for privacy.  He served the Minister and himself coffee then the two began to discuss the day’s upcoming schedule of events.

	“I may be an amateur foreign minister but even I know any application for UN membership must pass through the Security Council—where the US is likely to deliver a veto.  Explain again how you’ve managed this manoeuvre, Kwase.”     

	He was pleasantly surprised that the Minister already knew how rocky a road they were traveling.  “The motion to introduce isn’t a call for a vote per se.  It will be positioned as a ‘Sense of the General Assembly’ resolution.”

	The Old Man nodded.   “So a veritable vote and one that the US can’t prevent.  Go on.”

	“We will be allowed to address the General Assembly as guests on behalf of the resolution.  If we win the vote, we can appeal to the permanent Security Council members—and they will all be present—for a show of good will and an override of the normal process.  We’ll press for an immediate vote.”

	Chinoso sipped his coffee.

	“Of course, the Americans can still veto.  And if they block us, it is difficult to see how we will achieve a two thirds majority, Minister,” he concluded gloomily.

	Chinoso patted his arm.  “The Americans will NOT veto.  They will SUPPORT our demand for recognition and a transfer of the Dominion seat to us.”

	He could no longer restrain himself.  “But Minister—how?  I see no—”

	But the Old Man wagged his finger.  “Patience, Mister Ambassador!  There is always a way.”

	A bell rang.  It was the signal the General Assembly was about to convene.  They rose, steadfast and silent, and joined the throngs of diplomats who entered the huge chamber.  A table had been made available, two small signs acknowledging the Honourable Mr. Chinoso and Mr. Yeboah, and they took their seats behind them.  Delegations regarded them with a mix of curiosity, admiration and scorn, depending on the nationality.  They remained impassive.

	“In the matter of Special Resolution 2602, I hereby ask the Assembly to consider-“

	“Point of order!”

	The Secretary General, a older Nigerian man with cotton white hair, nodded.

	“The Secretary of State for the United States is recognised.”

	A compact, short haired blonde in her trademark pants suit, bowed her head.  “Mister Secretary, may I point out the irregularities involved in this resolution?  Applications for membership, as all present know, must first be voted on by the Security Council.”

	The Secretary General sighed.  “As Madame Secretary well knows, this is not an application for membership.  This is a ‘sense of the-“

	“Our objection is withdrawn,” the American replied tartly.

	The Nigerian bowed in mock respect.  “I thank the good lady.  Then, if we may proceed—”

	“Point of order!”

	“Yes, Madame Secretary?”

	Once again, the angry middle aged blonde rose.  “The United States should like to offer an amendment to the resolution.  If I may?”

	“The floor is yours… again, Madam Secretary.”  The sarcasm sparked some titters from several African delegations, who seemed pleased to see the Nigerian push back, even if subtly.

	“Insofar as the PRF is a terrorist organisation and the illegal regime in Primeva’s very governing principles violate the most basic tenets of the United Nations Charter of Human Rights, it is the sense of the United Nations that UN shall administer a mandate over the former Dominion of Primeva for no less than ten years, at which time free and open elections be held to determine the true wishes of ALL residents of the Dominion.”

	Kwase felt his fingers grip his armrests tightly.  The gall of the Americans!  He was still fuming as Chinoso stood, hand raised for recognition by the chair.

	“The Honourable Mister Chinoso is recognised.”

	The Old Man smiled.  “I thank the Secretary and, indeed, all the delegates to this august body.  I even thank Madame Secretary for her attentions.”

	There was open derisive laughter now and the American Secretary of State smiled in mock delight.

	“As the world’s newest nation, we do seek recognition and a voice in world affairs that each of you has so dearly won.  In many ways, Primeva is cousin to many of you.  Primes hail from many different homelands—from Africa, Asia and Oceania.”

	“What about Denmark!” the Danish delegate demanded.  

	The Minister ignored him totally.  “We come to you today asking for your support in our quest for recognition.  No, we do more—we demand it!”

	That earned a round of supportive applause from a dozen dark skinned delegations.

	“Our friend from the United States suggests we do not honour the Human Rights Charter-- and therefore not worthy of inclusion here.  Even more, that we should be ruled like some colony by the United Nations— even after we—like many of you-- have shed much blood to earn our independence.”

	There were boos and hisses now.  The American shrugged, seemingly bored.

	“No, my friends, we shall have recognition and we shall have it today.  We shall have it because the Prime people deserve to have their victory consecrated by your official acceptance.  What’s more, we shall have the US be the first nation to recognise the People’s Republic of Primeva and to co-sponsor an official resolution for our recognition here TODAY.”

	The top American diplomat sneered.

	“Secretary, I ask for an adjournment of thirty minutes.  If Madame Secretary will indulge me, I believe that is all the time I shall need to convince her of the justice of our case.”

	The American woman bowed formally, accepting the invitation with the least respectful smirk possible.

	“Very well,” the SG, “we shall adjourn for thirty minutes.”  His gavel sent delegates packing for exits, the air rife with speculation, as the Prime man and American woman left the room to confer in private.

	 

	“By all means, MinisterChinoso, thrill me with your elocution.”  

	She was so smug, Kwase wanted to knock the coffee out of the American’s hand.  If she had dared to speak to a Prime that way in Primeva, she’d have been cropped long and hard for such insolence!  He had no idea how the Minister was able to maintain his composure.   In fact, he was more than calm—he was positively enjoying the situation!

	“Madame Secretary, I won’t need to thrill you.  When we return, I’d like you to ask for a vote on your amendment to the resolution.  Now that you’ve tabled it, it needs to be addressed.”

	“I intend to!” she exclaimed.

	“First, you’ll advise that you intend to vote against your resolution and apologise for so rudely introducing it in the first place.”

	“I most certainly will not!  It may not pass but—”

	“Then you’ll ask for the opportunity to co-sponsor Special Resolution 2602 and request that normal Security Council procedures regarding a member application be suspended.  Before the vote is taken, you will officially recognise the People’s Republic of Primeva on behalf of the United States of America.”

	“Absolutely not!” she jumped out of her chair.  The meeting room was heavy with the diplomat’s tension and anger now.

	“Yes, you will.  Once the vote has passed, you will announce a credit package amounting to five—make it ten billion—in foreign aid.  That should establish us nicely enough in the world credit markets.”

	The Secretary of State crossed her arms and glared at the older Prime, then burst out laughing.  “Are we through here?”

	He watched Chinoso sigh now in impatience.  

	“Madame Secretary, if you fail to follow any of my instructions, I will be forced to bring up a certain lost and found incident.”

	He didn’t know where the Minister was going with this, but he certainly noticed the American’s eyes narrow.

	“Lost and found?”

	“Yes.  Specifically in the vaults of the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the American snapped.  Kwase thought he detected a slight shift—was she nervous?

	“I suppose we might look at the manifests of the RDS Neptune, Narwhal and Argos— the Dominion coast guard cutters that are surely in your government’s custody?”

	“We have no Dominion vessels in custody!”

	Chinoso considered this.  “I see,  Ambassador, please hand me the tablet”

	He complied, watching the older man tap the screen to life. He then held up it, revealing the screen to both he and the Secretary.  

	YouTube had been called up, a video ready to play. It featured none other than Lucia Therese, one time Prime Minister of the Dominion, now the official Greeter of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  The video title bar read ‘Official Confession of Lucia Therese regarding the theft of Primeva’s gold reserves.’

	“An old friend of yours, I believe!  She’s no longer in politics of course—but if you should ever come for an official visit, you’re more than welcome to enjoy her charms.  She was quite eager to earn some favour but the details are the important point.  They’re specific enough for any number of online sleuths to investigate.”

	The Secretary of State had covered her mouth in shock.  “is that… live?” she croaked.

	“Not yet.  I just need to hit ‘publish’ and we can share this with the world.”

	“She would never have volunteered—”

	“She didn’t.  I had another source.  Søndergaard smuggled the gold out, didn’t he?  You can keep him— but we will have the gold back.  I only have one question.”

	The American woman’s face was pale, bloodless.  Her eyes bulged.  “What?”

	“Was the existence of the gold made known to the highest levels of the current administration—or with to compartmentalised to yourself and your inner circle?”

	She didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

	“I assume we have an agreement, Madame Secretary?”

	The woman nodded.  “Y-yes, Minister Chinoso.”

	“And that is?” he pressed.

	“The United States will immediately recognise the People’s Republic of Primeva and ask to exchange ambassadors,” she replied morosely.  “I will vote against my own amendment and co-sponsor Special Resolution 2602.  We will urge all our allies to do the same. We will immediately call to suspend the regular process and invite Primeva to be seated immediately.”

	Chinoso’s wise, brown face crinkled in pleasure.  “And?”

	“And,” she continued dejectedly, “I will announce a foreign aid package for Priemva in the amount of ten billion dollars.”

	“And finally, Secretary?”

	Her face was ashen.  She had been beaten and she’d never allow herself to forget it, Kwase thought.  

	“You’ll get your gold back.  I’ll arrange it today.  You have my word.”

	“It will do.  Shall we return to the General Assembly hall?”

	 

	ABOUT FACE!  RECOGNITION FOR PRIMEVA IN COMPLETE US REVERSAL

	New York Times

	CHAOS AT UN AS PRIMEVA IS SEATED!

	Washington Post  

	INDIAN CLAIMS ON PRIMEVA ‘UNDER REVIEW’

	The Times of India

	DENMARK ABSTAINS AS UN ADMITS PRIMEVA

	The Guardian

	ENRAGED HUMAN RIGHTS GROUPS PICKET WHITE HOUSE

	CNN

	The vote concluded with a collective explosion of applause, as the representative of almost two hundred nations, states and peoples celebrated the world’s newest nation.  Chinoso felt hands patting his back, shaking his own and otherwise deluged in a bath of verbal adulation.

	As the crowds cleared and he and Kwase were finally able to make their way out, a familiar figure glided in front of them.  

	“Congratulations, Minister.”  It was the Pakistani he’d met at the Aurora Club, who also officially represented Pakistan as their ambassador to the United Nations. 

	“Thank you, Ambassador.  And thank you for your vote.”

	“We were honoured to act as your co pilot, Minister.  Might I suggest you always trust your co pilot?”

	Chinoso nodded neutrally.  

	 

	“Chinoso!”

	“Leader!” he replied, pleased. 

	The limousine was cruising down East 57th Street.  Kwase was quaffing his second Citranova and Karin was gingerly wiping away evidence of his own indulgent way of celebrating.  It had been a stunning debut for Primeva on the world stage. 

	“The Finance Minister is your biggest fan, Chinoso.  It would appear the taps are flowing freely now.”

	“I saw the Primevan Dollar had gained 32.7 cents as well, Leader.”

	The Leader was ebullient.  “What you achieved today was nothing short of magnificent.  An immediate reward is absolutely in order.  What can I give the man who wants nothing, my old friend—and don’t say nothing?  Perhaps an estate? What about Jade Palms?”

	Chinoso winced, thinking of his dead friend and rival and the spectacle of that decadent weekend.  “No—thank you.  Not… Jade Palms.”

	“Another address you fancy?  Name it!”

	“Elf Hill,” he answered.  “That property would be more than sufficient.”

	Karin had involuntarily looked up and into his eyes.  She was astonished.

	“Never heard of it but consider it yours.  Now look,” the Leader switched topics, “I need you back here immediately.  Can you hand things off?”

	He grinned at Kwase.  “Our new Ambassador is more than capable.  Yes, of course, Leader—I’ll depart as soon as possible.”

	“Good.  Good!  We have much to do.  Now that this crisis has passed, we have many more to confront.  I shall see you shortly?”

	“I’ll leave at once, Leader!”

	 

	Semande’s cock was pistoning between Freya’s tits, ready to explode all over her face.

	“Oh my Captain!  Please give it to me!  I’m a minx whore and I love it!” she whined.  It was a good act.  She was a smart thing—he bet she’d eventually catch the eye of a First Class passenger and land herself a Sponsorship.  It was all these minjon sluts live for.  Still, as long as he was Captain, even on contract, he was allowed his privileges.  It was in his employment contract, after all—and one of the reasons he’d taken a hit in his normal pay rate.

	“Lick that off the control panels,” he grunted.  “If it isn’t clean, I’ll thrash you,Freya!”

	The blonde just nodded, struggling to rebutton her tiny uniform top.

	There was a knock on the cabin door.  It was Pathan.

	“Captain!  VIP is aboard and ready to depart,” the Pakistani informed him. 

	“Freya, attend the Minister!” he snapped.

	But the Pakistani shook his head, leering.  “The Minister is already engaged, if you understand me.  He’s asked not to be disturbed until it is time to land.”

	Semande nodded. That blonde minx of his made Freya look homely by comparison.  

	“Unfortunately, I’ve been re-assigned.  There’s suddenly a big demand for flights to Primeva,” he explained.

	“It’s ok.  I can fly solo.  I’ll stick in on auto over the Pacific swing.”

	Pathan nodded.  “Well, safe flight!”

	Semande nodded. He was already thinking of letting that big titted Clara sit up with him in the co-pilot’s seat!  How many Sponsorship Points was an airline pilot owed?  He had already prepared his application for immigration.  Primeva was going to be THE place to be over the next few years!

	 

	PRIMEVAN DIPLOMAT KILLED IN MID AIR EXPLOSION

	Los Angeles Times

	PRIME AIR SUSPENDS ALL FLIGT SIN WAKE OF ACCIDENT

	Primeva Broadcast Corporation

	PRIMEVA SHOCKED AT TRAGEDY, DOMINION RESISTANCE BLAMED

	Sydney Morning Herald  
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	CHAPTER 46:   FOOL’S MATE

	 

	They were headed to JFK, packed and ready for the long flight home.  Karin seemed wistful, drinking in every passing view the limo afforded her.  It had been an exciting, once in a lifetime experience for a minx and she knew it.  It was time.  He drew his hand into his coat pocket and withdrew something.

	He dropped it in her lap.

	Surprised, she looked down and her eyes grew wide. 

	“My watch!  From my father?”  She turned it over and read the familiar inscription.

	“F-for me, Sir?” she asked, daring not to hope.

	“A reward.  For a loyal minx.”  He patted the top of her head and she nuzzled into his palm, a docile pet.

	He’d had it in since he’d Sponsored her.  Now was as good a time to reward her for her submission as possible.  She’d been the one to suggest the idea of inviting the widely popular black American talk show host as well.  Karin had embraced her status at last.  She knew her place in the world and that place was on her knees before her Prime Sponsor. 

	The beep announcing the arrival of a text message broke the reverie.  It was a mobile phone he’d never used.  It wasn’t meant to be used, except in the more dire circumstances.  He pulled the phone out.  

	FOOL’S MATE. PLAYER TAKES BISHOP

	“How far to the airport, driver?” he asked.

	“Twenty minutes, Sir.”

	He pondered the text.  The Player was in motion and the game afoot.  He hadn’t expected events to accelerate so quickly, but, of course, the timing was actually perfect.

	Holding the phone, he replied with a text of his own. 

	KNIGHT TAKES KING

	He waited.  Seconds stretched into centuries as he willed the device to deliver a reply.  Finally, it did.

	ACKNOWLEDGED

	He sighed in relief.  Karin looked at him worriedly.  He squeezed her breast tightly by way of reply.

	She winced.

	He had used her lightly on this trip.  He’d been distracted by more important tasks. On this flight though, he intended to give her a thorough workout.  He may as well—he had no idea how much longer he’d enjoy the ministrations of the well trained minx once they landed.

	 

	“Where’s Semande?  Where’s our plane”

	First Officer Pathan regarded him carefully, then handed him an air control bulletin.

	“Change of plans, Minister.”

	Chinoso’s brown skin visibly greyed as he read the alert describing the mid air explosion.  

	“It was suggested I remind you to trust your co-pilot, Sir.”

	Chinoso looked up.

	“I’ve taken the liberty of chartering a new plane for your return home, Sir.  Your current status is… uncertain.  Once we’ve landed, I’ll correct the authorities on the misinformation being reported.”

	“Once we land… where?” Chinoso demanded.

	“Primeva, of course!  Unless you’d like me to fly you someplace else.  I am at your disposal, Minister.”  Pathan held his palms upward.  “I do hope you can trust your co-pilot.”

	“What do my friends in Islamabad want in exchange for this… courtesy, Captain?”

	“What all friends desire, Sir! Your friendship!”  Pathan’s smiling and gleaming white teeth promised just that.

	 

	The charter was a less luxurious Learjet, lacking the bedroom the Prime Air modified 747 had provided.  There was a fully stocked bar but no Citranova.  He had no desire to drink anyway.  The texts from Samnang Dara—who he HOPED were from Dara—had communicated that the Leader had made a move, one unthinkable just months before.  

	Pathan maintained complete radio silence throughout the entire flight.  Their landing was to be unannounced until the last possible moment.  When they finally did begin descent, he half listened for anti aircraft batteries to open up on the aircraft.

	Instead, the jet taxied, smoothly ending the journey on a deserted runway.  As they debarked, two columns—one black, the other green camouflage—marched out to provide an honour guard reception.  Field Marshal Kalejaiye and Samnang Dara approached.

	The Field Marshal saluted, surprising him.  He returned the salute.

	“Knight,” he said softly.

	“Bishop,” the Field Marshal replied.

	“King,” Dara added, looking at Chinoso.

	The three most powerful Primes in the nation walked between the ranks of regulars and Whip Hands, Karin walking five paces behind them, pulling their wheeled luggage along.  They ignored her, as they ignored all Minions unless they were being put to use.

	“The Leader?” he asked at last.

	Dara nodded.  “Yes.  Our new propaganda chief—Okeke—has already suggested it be spun as a heart attack while in the saddle, so to speak.”

	Leonard!  What a mind!  “Well, he was known to enjoy the company of the Queen and the Princesses pretty regularly.  That would add a tragicomic dimension.”

	The Field Marshal nodded, in agreement.  “It was a close thing, Chinoso.  He ended up using one of my men who told me about it.  A shame we had to go through with it.  Waste of a damn fine plane!”

	Dara continued.  “When I got your text, we put our plan into motion.”

	“And Pathan?  The Pakistani?”

	“He’s been ghosting you from the beginning.  Pakistan was concerned about Indian intervention.  They thought failure to gain recognition at the UN might trigger a move.  And of course, we had no idea what you had up your sleeve.  We still don’t get how you pulled that off.”

	“Later, Dara.  Where do we stand with the Central Committee?”

	“Key members have been informed that the Leader is no longer among the living.  It will seep out in the next twenty four hours.  The PBC has already begun correcting the false reports you were killed in a mid air explosion.  You’re alive and well—the hero of the hour.  Your proposal to introduce a Ruling Council will be submitted for a pro forma vote in the Central Committee.  They’ll rubberstamp it and we’ll move on from this terrible chapter.”

	“The timing is good, Chinoso,” the Field Marshal added.  “The Leader has been losing perspective since the victory.  He was more interested in himself than Primeva.”

	“He’d have taken us all down, one by one,” Dara agreed.  “We had no choice.  But we do have a choice regarding the Presidency of the new Council.”

	“I’d be happy with you or the Field Marshal.  I’m sure the Chief Justice would agree,” he suggested comfortably.

	The Security man looked at the soldier.  Both shrugged, smiling.

	“Luckily, it isn’t up to you—Mister President,” Dara grinned. “It was unanimous.  We want a patriot, Chinoso—we want you.”    

	Karin heard the words, her heart pounding with pride for her Sponsor!

	“May as well be frank—the Leader was not up to the challenges of the next stage of our national development.  Primeva must be a model going forward, not an abattoir of never ending political assassinations and instability.  The Prime people want to enjoy their victory.  They can do that with confidence with a man like you as our figurehead,” the Field Marshal concluded.

	Chinoso didn’t respond immediately.  But then he rarely did—it was what they admired about him.  Finally, entering the airport, he agreed.

	“On condition of the Council including both yourselves, as well as the Chief Justice, Joshua Shekoni—the Chief Magistrate and Leonard Okeke—the Minister of Propaganda.”

	Both men seemed pleased with that and nodded.  It had been as bloodless a coup as they could have organised and they had pulled it off in a spectacular manner.  Like athletes at the conclusion of a victorious match, all three felt their brains, hearts and bodies release any residual tension.

	As she watched them, a realisation rolled over her.

	I’m the concubine of the most powerful man in the country.   

	EARTHLY MASTERS

	A novel of peoples and their places reversed set in the near future

	 

	EPILOGUE:   EXECUTIVE ORDERS

	 

	The Minion couple stood before the seated Indian Prime, eyes averted but with smiles betraying their excitement.  The Prime was swiping fingers across a tablet, also bearing a smile. After tapping some pages to review later, he placed it down—then clapped.

	“Well, look at you, little man!  Congratulations, boy—you’ve managed to plant yet another brat in your wife’s belly!  Good for you!”

	The handsome, blonde husband bowed his head.  “Thank you, Superintendent!  Thank you for the opportunity!”

	The Prime waved the gratitude away.  “We all know I allowed it to advantage myself—but if you derived some pleasure from the process, good for you!  I also understand you’ve been promoted?  That must mean a few pennies more per hour, right?”

	Lars beamed proudly.  “Yes, Sir!  Assembly Drone, Sir!  Another ten cents an hour!  I’ve also been transferred to the new tank drone production facility!”

	“To produce tank drones for our friends in Pakistan, no doubt.  Well done, boy.  You’ve comporting yourself well— a real example for every Minion male.  Respectful to your wife’s Sponsor and a hard worker as well.  I hope more of your kind follow your lead, boy.  I think they will.”

	Unsure, Lars remained silent.

	 Vijay Sharmith snapped his fingers.  “Here, Inga—let me feel that baby bump pf yours.”

	The woman approached, pulling up her top and offering her expanding stomach for her Sponsor’s inspection.  His brown hand roamed over the woman’s bared flesh, kneading it gently.

	“How does it feel to be a little mommie again, after so many years?” he asked.

	“I’m not sure, Superintendent,” she lied.  In fact, she dreaded the morning sickness, the long nights, all the experiences she’d hoped she’d left behind with Kristiane and Bent.  She especially hated having to bear a child just so this man could accrue some extra points to apply towards a more attractive Sponsorable minx.  None of that mattered though.

	He pulled her onto his lap.  Lars slumped, but then he’d seen the Superintendent take far greater liberties with his wife for many months now.  

	“I wonder who the daddy is!  I bet you do too!” he whispered.  “But then maybe we’ll never know, will we?”

	She prayed it was Lars, but for every time he’d mounted her, so had Nicklas Rasmussen, her one time student who now answered to ‘Puppet’.  And there had also been her mysterious spunk donor.  The only thing Dr. Christa had confirmed was that every insertion came from the same anonymous male Minion.

	“All I know is that he is young, healthy and quite virile,” she had been told.

	She had even dared to ask her Sponsor point blank whose spunk was being used to artificially inseminate her.  He’d merely smiled.  “Let’s just say if that spunk takes, you’ll be having a blonde brat for sure!”

	He picked the tablet up again, holding in front of them so Inga could see what he was viewing.

	“I’m still window shopping but my Sponsorship point score allows me a much greater selection than I had with you!”

	She looked at the screen.  There were dozens of Minion girls, headshots that linked to full profiles of girls posing for their National Service Profile—totally nude so potential Sponsors could assess them online, just as Superintendent Sharmith was now.  

	“All virgins too—unlike you, pet!  All nice and fresh, in all different hair colours and body types.  I’m suffering from a bit of analysis paralysis, I’ll admit.  How I’ll choose, I’ll never know!  Up you g—return to your hubby now.”

	Inga slipped off his lap and rejoined her husband, but not before the Indian patted her stomach one last time.

	“I’ll be keeping an eye on this little brat.  You’ve been a bit of s lucky charm.  If you throw off a boy, perhaps I’ll take him on as a houseboy.  If a girl, maybe a Sponsorship.  I’d only be sixty eight when she’d turn eighteen.  Wouldn’t that be something—if I wound up with a Schmidt houseboy—or a new bedtoy?”

	Inga’s pale face remained neutral, even as she silently summoned a heart attack on her Sponsor.

	“Well kids—I have one last surprise.  I’m leaving Bollgrund and no longer have time to fiddle with you two.  Now that Inga’s bearing a brat, I no longer have any further use for you.  And while technically, there are four months left on your Sponsorship, I’m cutting you lose today.  Which means, boy, I’m also letting you out of chastity.  Puppet!”

	The normally surly houseboy appeared, now more despondent that haughty.

	“Unlock him.”

	The ugly red headed teen knelt, yanked down Lar’s work shirts and placed the small key in the Castus.  It dropped off now, once and for all.  Puppet retrieved the Castus and, casting one last sad glance at Inga, left the room with it.

	Lars felt light headed.  He wanted to grab his prick but restrained himself.  For almost a year, it had felt like a foreign object.  Now it was free at last.  Without realising it, he had dropped to his knees and was sobbing.

	“Thank you, Sir!  Thank you so much!”

	The Prime nodded.  “You’re welcomed, boy.  I’m returning your woman to you today.  Maybe she’s a little worse for wear,” he chuckled, “but still serviceable.  Certainly good enough for mimp like you, isn’t she?  Minion boys like you take what you get and like it, don’t you?”

	Lars nodded, in complete and honest agreement.  The day when he might have been offended were long in the past now.  

	“After she drops the brat, I have no doubt she will be priv’d, but instead of being upset, you’ll be proud your bitch is still pretty enough to earn a huge Prime cock. That’s true, isn’t it boy?”

	Lars nodded.  “I’ll be very proud, Sir!”

	The Indian’s smile was cold.  “Of course you will.  Inga, you may leave.  I wish to dispense with some final advice to your mimp husband.  You’ve been a good little minx whore and your service is now considered concluded.

	Even now, Inga sputtered her thanks and backed out of the room. She didn’t wait long.  Five minutes later, Lars was as happy as she’d seen him since before the war.  He slipped his palm possessively on her backside, squeezing it, in a public declaration of his new place in her life. She felt the jealous eyes of other Minion males on them both.  This kind of proprietary body language was rare in most Minion couples these days.

	When they arrived him, she began to speak when he wagged his finger. “To the bedroom—now.”  It was firm, a command and not a request.  She obeyed.

	He yanked open her dresser, tossing her a matching green lace pushup bra, lace thing, stockings and garter belt. 

	“You’ll wear your slutwear for ME from now on,” he declared, even as she hastily undressed and slipped on the selected lingerie.  The edge in his voice was alien to her. He’d never treated her this way before!

	“On the bed—face down, ass up.”

	“Lars, look—”

	“Silence!  Do as you’re told!”

	The edge in his voice brooked no objections.  She did as he said.  As she positioned herself, he addressed her with a voice choked with excitement and anticipation.

	“The Superintendent said only anal and oral until you had the baby.  He said you were still pretty tight and that you liked it both those ways.  I do too.”

	She wanted to say something but the words kept falling back down her throat in anger and shame.  She felt her skin grow cold as he pulled out a thin leather belt he hung tools from.

	“He also said you were always at your best after he’d warmed you up a bit.  Let’s see if you can still warm up for me!”

	She stiffened as the belt descended on her arched backside.  Soon she was burying her head in the mattress, paying for her husband’s cuckoldery and humiliation with every lash.  

	“From now on, I’ll be your Superintendent, Inga—me!  Lars Schmidt!”

	Inga wept.

	 

	One thousand kilometres to the southwest, Karin Vester reclined on a chaise lounge.  The mid day sun was high, bouncing columns of flights off the clear, calm blue waters of Lake Vestdahl.  Her skin was warm—she’d been absorbing some of the sun earlier in a new pink microbikini from Skippy’s of course.  The Sponsor liked to run his fingers along her scandalously intimate tan lines.

	She returned to her tablet. Unlike the vast majority of Minions, she actually had access to the real world via a high speed Prime internet connection, even access to some government only databases.  She was conducting searches through them now.  Wait-- here was a potential candidate!

	Soren Berg, age eighteen, Vadsund Minion Boys School No. 3.  Received a D+ in Politics, Obedience and Culture.  PCO, a four year foundational study track that covered the history of the Prime people, was a required subject for graduation for all Minion students.  It hammered home the natural superiority of Primes and the inferiority of the Minion people. Karin touched a red flag icon.

	In the next few days, Soren would be sounded out by a local directed by the regional Whip Hands Commander. If he shared treasonous sentiments with the agent, he’d be invited by representatives of a Dominion resistance cell to join them.  He’d be given a mission to demonstrate his fidelity to the Resistance—usually something innocuous like spray painting a D on a government building.  Soren would then promptly be arrested.

	Soren would be big news in Krydderlandet Province for the next couple weeks.  He’d be tried and found guilty—all mandatory viewing for any Minion with a viewscreen.   Minion children would be required to write essays on the traitor’s guilt and reasons for it.  There would be speculation about his sentencing.  Eventually, Minions would watch him receive the death sentence in real time, which would, a day later, usually be stayed through a pardon from the provincial governor (as requested by the President).  Instead, he’d be given ten years hard labour, for which Soren would public grovel in gratitude for the mercy shown.  When he was released at twenty eight, Soren would never ever entertain anything but thoughts of complete subservience to the Prime people—truly a happy ending for all involved. 

	It was all part of the Overwatch Program—a program she’d thought up herself.  

	Her Sponsor had been pleasantly surprised.  As the President often noted, Karin had almost been a Rhodes Scholar and it was evident in ideas like these. Controlled opposition allowed the government to vacuum up any malcontents.  It also assured Primes that their security was vigilant and never slept.  It had made President Chinoso very popular with all classes of Primes, who enjoyed seeing Minions reminded of their place frequently enough to tamp down any incipient trouble.

	She’d pushed for outright executions—it would have provided a powerful visual cudgel for would be Minion resisters.  Both the President and Director Dara both thought that ending was far too extreme though.  She’d pouted a little, but kept silent.   While her Sponsor allowed her to participate in conversations, there was never any question about whether she was allowed to debate him or any other Prime.  Debate implied equality.   She was a Minion, therefore inferior.  Still, Dara had complimented her and paid her the rare honour of calling Karin a  “credit to her race” for coming up with such an ingenious program.  Another reward was selecting the targets.  As much as she wanted to even out the list with a minx here or there, that was too disruptive.  Every minx put on a list was one not available for brothel duty, the sponsorship catalogue or other duties.  Minion males had some value, but not much.  Anyway, Soren would round it out for this month.  She hit the send button and Samnang Dara would shortly receive a of list of twenty Minion candidates for the Overwatch Program.

	She looked down.  Flit was on his knees, blowing on her newly painted pink toenails.  Her feet had been spoiled that morning—the polish completed the Flit’s full pedicure job.

	“Good girl!”

	Flit merely offered that pinched, deferential servant smile of his and returned to blowing on her toes, which he’d been doing now for twenty minutes.

	When learning her Sponsor had been granted Elf Hill as a parting gift by the late Leader, she’d pouted and pleaded for him to give her the whimsey she’d been whining about.  In the flush of his newfound place in history, he’d given in. It had been a practical suggestion, after all and the Royal Nordlund had been happy to transfer their doorman’s contract without compensation.  He’d insisted, as he always did, by paying double the value remaining on the contract. Mister Max, the staff in question, had been delighted at the prospect of promotion to Head Butler of the President’s country estate— and the opportunity to manage the boy housemaid now known as ‘Flit’.

	She’d been given accommodations in the new Presidential Palace, but there was need for Flit to be there. Instead, he was moved permanently to Elf Hill, where he’d serve on staff as a Housemaid, under the guidance of Mister Max himself.  Before the move, she’d been given permission to take her one time fiancé to Skippy’s on her next shopping trip.  She had become friends with Miss Dayo—as much as a Prime and Minion could possibly befriends, anyway—and in an effort to always stay ahead of her Sponsor’s appetite for new sights, she visited the shop often.  They both giggled, dressing the one time scion of a powerful Dominion family in a parade of bewitching intimates of all types.  Flit blushed as he repeatedly tucked in and pulled out his steel sheathed member, safely locked up and guarding against any suppressed male libido.  

	“She has a beau, Miss Dayo—an admirer!” she confided.  “An older man, no less.  Our new Head Butler at Elf Hill.”

	The wise entrepreneur smirked.  “Are you playing matchmaker, Karin?”

	Karin shrugged, smiling.  “I’ll admit it.  But I’m only trying to provide my Sponsor with the most agreeable personal retreat possible!  If the staff are happy, they’ll serve more faithfully.  I like her in that black lace ensemble!” she noted, as Flit disconsolately modelled a panty and bra set for them    

	“Yes, she’ll need black.  But will she be the happy one, Karin? She doesn’t look happy to have a suitor.”

	Karin shrugged again.  “Like all Minion males, he failed his duties to defend his women.  He’s lost any pretence at being a real man.  The only real men in the world are Prime men.  He’ll play the girl and learn to like it.”

	Miss Dayo arched a brow.  “You really hate him, don’t you?”

	Karin straightened herself.  “No, Miss Dayo.  Gunnar isn’t worthy of hate.  He deserves scorn, Ma’am— and that’s ALL he deserves.”

	They’d left with a nice bundle of cheap frillies for Flit— nothing too expensive but sufficient for a domestic in an influential household.  When they’d arrived, Flit’s relationship with her new superior soon took on a sexual side. Karin had spied Flit on her knees in the wine cellar, reluctantly fellating the Head Butler, who was evidently satisfied with the servicing.  They two coupled fairly often, though always discreetly behind corners and off-duty.  It was most certainly a one way relationship form what she could see.  Flit looked resigned, though not happy, with the arrangement.  Mister Max was quite pleased though an that was of far more consequence.  Mister Max was Head Butler, after all.

	“How is your man treating you, Flit?”

	The feminized mimp sighed.  “Fine, Miss Karin!” he squeaked.

	“We have to keep our men happy, don’t we Flit?  It is very important we keep them happy,” she stressed, with an edge.

	“Yes, Ma’am!” he agreed sullenly.

	“You need a new look.  Let’s try a platinum dye, shall we?”

	“As you wish, Ma’am.”

	She’d caught the less than full embrace in his reply. She’d been considering giving Mister Max a key to Flit’s Castus but she now firmly rejected that.  There’s was no reason to tease Flit with even the hope of release—not until she’d attained the correct attitude, anyway.  She picked up her tablet again.

	Mana Shine, the American tv talk show host, had accepted the invitation to visit Primeva and experience the People’s Revolution for herself first hand.  She needed to plan every aspect of the upcoming visit to ensure the media personality saw what the Prime elite wished her to see.  She’d already proposed Hannah Claydon as her Body Girl while here and the President had already forwarded the request to the PBC. Hannah would entertain the VIP and ensure Mana was satisfied in every way.  She’d already been featured on the recent cover of ELITE magazine, the first American to be so honoured.  There would be official receptions, private receptions and even a one on one interview with the President himself.  As a woman of colour, she suspected Mana Shine would return with an appreciation for the Prime Way of Life and say so on her media platforms.

	Karin had been on magazine covers too.  Nothing as prestigious as a Prime magazine but she’d been on MINX magazine three times already. She’d done numerous interviews with Claudia Veleska on her own MinTV talk show, exchanging sex tips on how to please their sponsors, even though hers was a Prime mand and Claudia’s a Prime woman.  She knew she was touted as an example to follow to little Minion girls and, she suspected, a bit of a sex symbol for many Minion males.   As the Sponsored of the most important man in Primeva, she was probably the most important MinioninPrimeva!

	She watched the Presidential Guard detachment march by, smart in dress greens and gold epaulettes.  The young lieutenant who had bravely defended them during the Munda arrest now led them, promoted to Major.   She returned his nod with a bright, respectful smile.  As she did, a flight of four of the new Dassault Mirage jets whisked by overhead, another sign of the potency of Prime power.

	It had all tripped, like a released waterfall, after the President had achieved the impossible by  earning diplomatic recognition. She’d overheard that the gold reserves had been quietly returned, along with a squadron of newly flagged Primevan cutters.  The US foreign aid package and unlocked the worldwide financial system, allowing the Prime Dollar to reach new heights and an equivalence to the US dollar. That had all allowed the Field Marshall to establish the new Primevan air force that now defended the skies and prevented once and for all any hope of surprise amphibious assault.  After the delivery of the French made jets, India had even renounced their claims on the island nation and asked to exchange ambassadors.  An entire district—Embassy Row—had been designated in Kongsborg to house diplomats from specifically Western nations.  Small groups of white diplomats now walked that area, though they were restricted to that quarter only.  Even now, the Dominion was a memory disagreeable to even Minions, for whom it represented an exotic and dangerous dream.  It was certainly the way she felt, as she lounged, adoring the blue water and yellow sand of her Sponsor’s small but elegant country retreat.

	The whump of the approaching helicopter echoed above and the Presidential Guard formation was already marching to the new helipad in the front of the property.  The President was in route!  Flit had already daintily placed his mistress’s feet in her pink sandals as she pulled herself off the chaise.

	She frowned as she watched President Chinoso climb out of the large green and red official Bell helicopter, followed by a woman—a Minion.  She wasn’t naïve and her Sponsor had never pretended not to indulge himself with minxs other than herself.  He did and that was certainly his prerogative.  He enjoyed many Priority List girls these days.  He rarely brought them to Elf Hill though.  Even when he arranged threesomes, they had all been organised within the walls of the Presidential Palace in Kongsborg.

	No matter.  She’d greet the guest politely as he’d expect her to and, assuming she was here to join her in his bed, Karin would curb her distaste and comply.  Being disciplined, especially in front of some random ex-Minion celeb was too humiliating to be allowed to happen.

	The two figures neared the door, the President saluting the Major and regarding his guard unit with respect.  Karin walked to the cosy living room which the front door opened into.  She lifted her electric blue microbikini bottom and was pleased to note the pale tanline underneath.  He would be so pleased! 

	The front door opened.  “The Council meeting went long,” he explained, as if he were a husband returning from work late.   “I have treats,” he added playfully, shaking a full carry bag in front of him.

	Dr. Christa Vester uncertainly had filed in behind him. She seemed stunned to be in her old home, then dumbfounded when her eyes fell on her daughter.

	“I couldn’t hope,” she choked, then stopped herself, overcome by the reality before her.

	“Mother?”  But it wasn’t a question.   The pale, blonde woman in the dingy labcoat was Christa Vester.  Thinner, more gaunt yes, but it was her.

	“You father’s watch?” Christa pointed incredulously.

	“A reward for services rendered,” the older brown-black Prime leader answered.   “Take that filthy thing off in my house,” he barked.

	Christa let the labcoat, the last remaining symbol of her old profession, slip down her shoulders.

	Karin felt her blood grow cold. Underneath, her mother wore the same electric blue microbikini as she wore.  Only her mother also bore a pink rubber shock collar around her neck.

	“I think we’re only missing Senator Ludvigsen to complete the reunion. But of course, he was executed quite some time ago.  Did you know he requested Karin be assigned as his personal whore when he began to collaborate with the PRF?”  The question was addressed to Christa, whose chin dropped to her chest, avoiding his undisguised stare.

	“No matter.  I’m sure we’ll do just fine without him. Flit!  The large playmat in the Sun Room!  And bring me a Citranova.”

	As the feminized maid entered the room and bowed, Christa blurted out, bewildered.

	“Gunnar? Gunnar Brandt?”

	“Go on, Flit,” Chinoso ordered.  The maid scurried out, returning with a large white mat.

	Karin watched as he spread it out, then pour a cocktail and leave it on the arm of the armchair the Sponsor preferred.  He often relaxed in the chair, gazing out on the lake as she knelt at his feet.  She watched her Sponsor seat himself, dropping the carry bag in his lap.  He pointed at the mat.

	“Now.  Both of you.”

	Karin obeyed, kneeling on the mat, facing him, the beach and water views to her back.  She watched her mother follow his lead and do the same.  They managed a sideways glace at one another.  It was the first time they’d seen each other in three years.

	“I first imagined this scene many years ago.  I never thought I’d live to see it.  And yet… here we are.”

	Both Vesters remained silent.  Karin’s chest had tightened at the word ‘scene’.  She knew what was coming.  Evidently her mother did as well.

	“Please, Mister President!  If you are—”

	She finished the statement gasping, hands at her throat.

	The Sponsor raised his finger from the remote.  “There, there Christa.  I knew you’d put up a fight—that’s why I had you collared.  I imagine this first session will prove unpleasant, but you’ll learn, just as Karin has.  By tomorrow, I doubt you’ll even need the collar.  Your daughter is such a smart little minx—and much of that is inherited from you.  You’ll soon accept the need to do what you’re told, especially from your new Sponsor.”

	Karin felt nauseous.  He had sponsored them both—daughter AND mother.  And they would perform for him in THEIR former home, without the slightest regard for their revulsion.  She’d been paired many times—loaned out to ‘play’ with her best friend, act out scenes with Lucia Therese and mingle fingers, tongues and lips with both royal princesses and the queen herself.  She had never experienced any pleasure from her trysts, though she learned to mimic it quickly enough.

	They both watched his hand dip into the carry bag, placing the retrieved items on the oversized armrest of the huge, comfortable armchair.  It had once been her father’s favourite when she was little. Two pairs of eyes grew larger, lips pursed in creeping horror as the items were lined up—the body oil, the matching vibrators, the pair of black dildos, the handcuffs, the red ballgags, the eel like double dong and a strap-on.

	 

	“Please,” she heard her mother plead pitifully.

	The final item was a paddle, which he tapped his palm with.  “I hope we don’t need this!  Ready to begin?”

	Neither Vester responded.

	“Let’s start with this,” he continued, gently tossing a bottle of body oil which dropped between them.  “Do each other.  Karin, show your mother how to do it.”

	As she gently tugged down her own mother’s bikini bottom, then top, she took the bottle, squeezing a generous dollop in the palm of her right hand.  Karin could feel the sun on her own back, the wind off the beach cooling her at the same time.

	She knew what she must do.  And she did it. And over the next few hours, both women, awkwardly at first, then more smoothly, performed as they were directed.  They ceased to be anything other than two minxs performing together for their master, synchronised playthings of flesh discarding any remaining inhibitions by the time he joined them.

	It was midnight.  She could hear him snore above them—it was what had woken her.  Her mother nestled in exhaustion, as she had been, between his legs, across from her laying on the fine, cotton sheets.  All three were naked, the hint of a rising bruises on her mother’s backside—and, she felt, her own.  Where that spark of rebellion had come from, Karin had no idea, but her Sponsor had snuffed it out thoroughly and with enjoyment.  There would be no further refusals or resistance to any of his demands— they all knew that.            

	At some point in the blur of what he called the ‘Reunion’, it had occurred to her—a random sliver of memory.  Three years ago, she’d been right here—in this place—celebrating the dawn of her adult life.  Landing Day.  She began to remember the details, the music played at Whitecaps, the drew Elise had worn, the excitement of seeing Hannah Claydon—

	She felt a firm hand grasp her long blonde hair.  Her mother’s eyes sprang open as she felt the same.  Inexorably, their faces were pulled together, meeting over the Sponsor’s member, which was growing already stiff.

	Karin brushed the comforting, if useless, memories away.  Her Sponsor had an urgent chore for mother and daughter now. They obeyed, tongues and lips emerging from wan, white mouths to service a Prime cock—and to touch each other.

	It should have disgusted her, but she felt only the imperative to serve.  It was who they were now. They were what he had made them—minion toys for his Prime passions and desires.  She licked and sucked, like her mother, until he bathed them both with his glory. He watched them clean each other off, in muted lust— all for his amused appraisal.  Eventually, he dropped back to sleep, as did his two women.

	Somewhere in the night, similar scenes played out.  

	Somewhere in the sunlight, on the other side of the world, others planned a future in which they might enjoy the same.

	And so the story continued, dreams and realities forever bedevilling the conflicted creature known as Man—the story of proud earthly masters and their broken, conquered slaves.

	 

	THE END
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