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Chapter 1
Still high from the day's campaign, soldiers of the National Army of Women jumped from their armored vehicles and began unloading gear. The prisoners were taken to a guarded compound where, over the next couple of days, they would be interrogated, evaluated, and, if found useful, assigned to various work groups. As insurance, two of the synthoids went along with the prisoners but the main force was led away to be fed and watered.
Rave wasn't assigned to any of the cleanup teams because she'd been on the strike force. She was glad of it. Although they’d routed the enemy, it had been an ugly, running firefight with a bit of nasty business at the end and all she wanted at that moment was to wash off the grime. Off to one side was the admin building. As Rave glanced up she saw a large woman with blonde, close-cropped hair, step from the admin building and pause at the top of the steps – it was Colonel Reno. Rave could tell the Colonel was pleased by the way she greeted the returning troops with a smile and hearty congratulations. When she saw Rave, Reno motioned for her.
As protocol dictated, Rave smartly snapped up a hand in salute. Reno returned it casually, then extended a hand.
Rave took it.
"Congratulations, Captain," Reno said, pumping Rave's hand, "a good day's hunting, eh?"
"Yes ma'am. No casualties besides a few nicks on two of the synthoids, but they'll be fine."
"Marvelous," replied the colonel, "splendid work. Why don't you clean up, then join me at the O-Club? There are a few things I'd like to discuss with you."
Rave stared at the Colonel without changing expression. She'd rather stow her gear, take a hot shower, and collapse for a few hours, but when Reno made a request, the wise course was to follow it like a formal order.
"Sounds good," lied Rave, "I'll meet you there in, say, an hour?"
"Outstanding."
Captain Tildon saluted her superior and turned toward the officers' quarters. As she reached the barracks, another truck rumbled up the road, passed through the checkpoint, and stopped just shy of the sand-bagged admin building. Prisoners stared from the rear of the truck, men with haggard faces, lean from lack of food. They were guarded by two synthoids whose movements suggested they would prefer executing the men rather than going to the trouble of transporting them to the holding pen.
A sergeant climbed from the cab and conferred with the Colonel. As Reno signed the appropriate receiving papers, one of the prisoners, in a desperate bid for escape, slipped from the back of the truck, ducked under the grasp of a seven-foot synthoid, and ran toward the gate.
Rave dropped her equipment bag and brought her rifle to bear on the man. She needn't have bothered. He stumbled and went to his knees. At once, half a dozen fems surrounded him. From the look in his eyes, he knew it was over, and then, suddenly, he shouted "Long live Free Men!" just before an explosion blew his body apart and ripped through the group of women. He’d somehow managed to keep a grenade hidden and now he’d used it.
"God damn it!" shouted Colonel Reno. "Secure that truck! Get some medics over there, now!"
Rave went to help, but there was little she could do. Four of the female troopers lay dead while the remaining two bled from lethal wounds. There wasn't enough left of the man to worry about.
"God damn it!" repeated Reno. She pointed at the truck bearing the prisoners. "Get the rest of those animals to the holding compound! Now!"
The fem sergeant ran to the truck and jumped into the cab. In a second, it rolled toward the prison compound.
Muttering more profanities, the Colonel strode toward the casualties. "There's no excuse for this! Six of my troops down! Absolutely no excuse!"
When the medics arrived, a shaken Rave turned away, leaving the bloody scene and the bellowing Colonel.
Up to that point, it had been a good day.
By the time Rave showered and changed into a fresh uniform, she felt almost human again. A few hours sleep wouldn't hurt, either, but first she had to exchange social amenities with the Colonel. After the incident in front of admin, the Colonel wouldn't be in a good mood and Rave dreaded the meeting.
When she entered the O-Club, she found Colonel Reno sitting at a table, already half-snockered.
"There you are," said Reno. "Order yourself something to eat and a stiff drink. The drink first. You look like you need it."
Rave didn't need it, didn't want it, but ordered one anyway.
"That nasty business outside admin," started the Colonel, "could have been avoided. It spoiled an otherwise fine day." Reno shook her head, downed the last of her drink, and ordered another.
"Still," she continued, "it doesn't alter the fact that you and your people did an outstanding job. How many dogs did you capture?"
Rave shook her head.
"Fifteen. Well, fourteen now. That's a good count. High Command is pleased. You made us all look good. I appreciate it and don't think it won't go unrewarded. I'm putting you in for a commendation."
"You don't have to do that, ma'am."
"Of course I don't, but you've earned it and I want you to have it." Reno took off her thick glasses and polished the lens with her handkerchief.
Rave took the opportunity to look around the O-Club. Two officers danced slowly to the canned music. A handful of others stood at the bar, waiting for drinks. The lights were turned low and the butch fems sat in the darkened corners in pairs, feeling one another up. It was a common sight, especially since the only available men were either in the breeding house or sequestered in the brothel. Rave at times thought about taking her desires there, but unlike most of the other women, Rave couldn't imagine herself making love to a stranger. These days, she couldn't imagine making love to anyone. The war had taken too much from her. Maybe she'd lost her capacity to love, she didn't know anymore.
The Colonel put her glasses back on and the drinks arrived. Reno lifted her glass.
"A toast," she proposed, "to victory. Death to the dogs."
Rave clinked her glass against the Colonel's and took a sip as Reno drained hers.
The food came and Rave ate without tasting, wishing she was asleep in her rack instead of sitting in the military night-club keeping her boss company. Like most commanding officers, Colonel Reno was too full of herself and too serious to be a good companion. The conversation was one-sided, stilted, and opinionated. Still, it was these qualities that made the woman a good commander. She never admitted defeat and would press an advantage until the enemy was destroyed. When it came to killing men, the Colonel was a woman without conscience.
"There's something else I wanted to talk to you about."
"Yes ma'am?"
I've decided to take you out of the field. You're far too valuable a resource to risk in combat."
"Colonel," protested Rave, "I don't think what I do can be described as combat. I coordinate the synthoids into attack sequences from the mobile comm center and..."
"I am well aware of what you do, Captain, and I must say, you do it extremely well. You certainly proved yourself again today. Whether or not you want to call it combat doesn't really matter. While it is true the synthoids do the dirty work, you're the one who makes the decisions. You're the one who orders the air strikes. You're the one who goes into the field and coordinates the attacks. Make no mistake about it, Captain, you may not be pulling a trigger, but at times, you're up to your neck."
"Maybe so, ma'am, but the dog soldiers we're up against are a scraggly lot. The men are beat, they just don't know it yet."
"I agree. And that's all the more reason to relieve you from the field. I'll give someone else a chance to make a name for themselves. Hell, Captain, the war's as good as won. We need good women like yourself as leaders for the new society. I want you to begin accumulating as much political savvy as you can in addition to your tactical know-how. That's why I've selected you as my new aide."
Inwardly, Rave groaned.
"You don't look too pleased."
"Oh, I am, it's just that I'm surprised."
"Well, you shouldn't be. What did you expect to do after the war? You can't remain in the army forever."
"I guess I hadn't thought that far ahead. The war, it's consumed my adult life, it's all I know..."
"It's time you started to think about your future. This is a good opportunity, you'll see. It's up to us to re-build society." The Colonel sighed. "It's a pity we can't do it without men, but unfortunately, it takes two genders to maintain variance in the genetic pool. The scientists tell me we've finally collected enough samples to begin thinking about other alternatives. In any case, we finally have the male population under our control, or, at least, we will as soon as we smash the last of the resistance."
Rave pushed the remains of her meal away.
"What will happen to the males who survive? I mean, will things go on as they have for the past six years? Breeding camps, slave labor?"
"Until we can rehabilitate them, there's no reason to believe we can even begin to re-integrate males into society. The world has changed, my dear, but male thinking has remained the same. They're dogs, controlled by their passions. This war was a long time coming, but it's been necessary for the evolution of the human species." Reno tilted her head and looked carefully at the young captain. "You must be tired. Why don't you call it a night? Unless, of course, you'd rather..."
"No," Rave said quickly, "you're right. It's been a long day. I need to turn in." She stood and reached into her fatigue pocket, searching for money to pay the tab, but the Colonel waved her away.
"I've got it."
"Uh, thanks."
"Don't mention it. I'll see you in the morning. Good night, Captain."
"Good night, ma'am." Rave turned and made her way out of the bar. As was her habit before retiring, she strolled around the camp, not so much for the exercise, but rather for the time alone. It was her thinking time, the time of day she used to unwind. This night, she had a lot to think about. Not just the new assignment as Reno's aide de camp, but what the Colonel had verified: the war was nearly over.
For the first time in its turbulent history, North America was to be ruled solely by women. Men had squandered their chance to lead society into the 21st century by perpetuating the politics of fear and intimidation. Sure, a few had tried to change things, but they had been assassinated and reviled by other men, until at last, the growing population pushed mere street violence into a perpetual chaotic state. All that was years before Rave was born, but her feminist consciousness classes had taught her that the root cause was the paternal mindset, the male frame of reference that called for no less than the subordination of anything female.
Rave walked across the parade grounds, past the motor pool. She passed a few enlisted women, some hand in hand. They all promptly saluted the Captain and continued on their way. Rave took a left at the armory and walked toward the pens.
Unlike the others, she didn't avoid the prison compound. She liked to be reminded that males weren't the only gender who inflicted pain and suffering. It wasn't an especially correct thought, but it was reality, a reality she hoped one day to leave behind.
The smell from the prison drifted through the air like a locker room nightmare. It was the odor of agony and death. Behind the tall razor-wire and the electric fences were the survivors of the so-called American Army of Free Men, the AAFM, those who selfishly valued free will over order and preservation. All the same, sometimes it was difficult not to feel sorry for them. They lived like animals, fighting one another and remaining alive in the futile hope they could someday escape back into the mountains.
Quite a few would be judged to be beyond help. Those would be put to death. The remainder would be used as laborers and breeders and, after a lengthy indoctrination and re-education process, a few would be permitted to live in open society. Beyond those she'd briefly spoken to in the camp brothel and the handful who served as workers, she'd never known a man.
In the years before the war, her mother had divorced her father when Rave was still a baby. She often wondered what he'd been like. Had he liked music, as she did? Had he been interested in the arts and philosophy, in the things that a sensitive mind was drawn to? Or had he been just another dog?
Rave didn't know, her mother had never spoken of him except to say that he liked to laugh.
A coarse scream from beyond the prison walls interrupted her ruminations -- one scream and nothing more. The dogs fighting among themselves again, she grimly noted before turning away.
She walked back the way she'd come, arriving at her quarters later than usual. In the privacy of her room, she undressed and prepared for bed. Glancing at her nude image in the mirror, she admitted she had a good figure, perhaps a little too muscular, but shapely all the same. For some unknown reason, she felt good about it, although when she climbed into her bunk, she felt restless and uneasy, as if something was lacking in her life. After awhile, weariness overtook the young woman and she passed into a fitful sleep.
Chapter 2
A column of armored vehicles weaved up the mountain highway through an early morning mist, avoiding potholes and shattered pavement created by mortars and small arms explosions. As a result, the vehicles were forced to slow down, making themselves more vulnerable to attack. The commander of the force wasn't worried. They were in the waning days of the war and the rebel forces, the dogs, were in such a weakened state, the risk of an ambush was minimal. All the same, as they approached a mountain bridge, they slowed further still and finally stopped to inspect the assailable passage before they passed. Finding nothing to alarm them, they started up again.
Two assault wagons, a command car, and a tank led the column, followed by the trucks that carried the synthoids. The wagons and the command car moved onto the bridge without incident, but when the tank started across, an explosion ripped the pavement directly behind, halting the rest of column. The vehicles in front sped up, trying to get off the bridge. A barrage of fire met them, including a small arms rocket fired at the first assault wagon. The rocket tore through the vehicle's grill and radiator before igniting the fuel tank. The blast lifted the wagon fifteen feet into the air and turned it over before it touched the pavement again. It landed in the center of the bridge, effectively blocking any chance for escape.
Small arms fire rained from the facing mountain cliffs, pelting the stopped cars and trucks, effectively pinning those inside. Behind, the synthoids poured out of the stalled trucks and, in the face of heavy fire, began to advance across the bridge.
From his concealed perch, Crawford Hayes, soldier in the American Army of Free Men, sighted along the muzzle of his AR-15 until the crosshairs rested on the forehead of the leading synthoid. He squeezed the trigger and his rifle barked once, kicking against his shoulder. The creature's head exploded and the monster dropped to the pavement. Two more synthoids took its place as the genetically-manufactured troops rushed to the aid of their human leaders.
Crawford glanced at the men at his left and right. All maintained their positions, taking care to insure each shot counted. These days, the dwindling ammunition was more valuable than gold.
The gunners in the lead tank spotted the muzzle flashes made by Hayes' men and began to return fire. The turret swiveled and the cannon aimed toward the cliffs. The first shot hit low, blasting out a portion of rock, but missing the handful of dog soldiers.
Crawford motioned to the man on his immediate left and the soldier twisted the handle of the detonator box, sending an electric charge to hidden explosives. Both ends of the bridge erupted in fire and smoke. The resulting explosion echoed deafeningly up the mountain canyon. When the smoke cleared, to his disappointment, Crawford saw that the bridge, although severely damaged, still stood. Although the lead tank was now out of service and the bridge was temporarily cleared of synthoids, the rest of the trapped vehicles remained untouched. A group of fems, accompanied by two synthoids, abandoned the exposed command car and ran in the only direction they could, toward the base of the cliff ahead.
According to plan, the dog soldiers fell back to their secondary positions. Crawford found himself with a clear view of the handful of females who now huddled beneath the cliff. He signaled to Corporal Jones. Jones nodded and took two men down to encounter the pinned group.
Another tank rumbled into position and brought its cannon to bear on the cliffs. Its first shot forced the remaining men to fall back even further. More synthoids gathered at the far end of the bridge, preparing to rush across to aid their trapped leaders.
Crawford saw it all and reckoned it was time to vanish. He passed the signal and his men began their retreat. Corporal Jones and the two men were already gone. Crawford grabbed Menendez.
"Come with me," Hayes said. The two scrambled down the cliff as the rest of the men disappeared into the mountainous terrain.
Hayes dropped onto the shoulder beside the pavement, his view of the bridge obscured by a slight curve in the road. Quickly, he and Menendez worked their way forward. He rounded the curve and saw the body of a synthoid sprawled on the asphalt. A few yards away, a fem lieutenant lay on her back, dead eyes staring at the morning sky. Jones and his men crouched behind fallen boulders and fired at the remainder of the stranded enemy.
Bleeding from wounds in its chest and shoulder, a wounded synthoid stood in front of two female soldiers valiantly protecting its masters. Jones and his men unleashed a barrage and the creature staggered backwards, finally falling. One of the two fems drew a pistol and pointed it at the advancing men. She was dropped before she got off a shot. The remaining fem raised her hands in surrender.
Crawford looked from the woman to the bridge. As more synthoids worked their way across, he shouted at Jones.
"Grab her and let's split."
Jones nodded and rushed forward with his men. They grabbed the fem by the arms and, in vain, she struggled as a storm of fists fell upon her. In seconds, she was dragged away and the area was evacuated.
As Sergeant Hayes led his men down a little-used ravine, two attack choppers streaked overhead, flying to the ambush location, too late to support the attacked column.
Three hours later, with their prisoner in tow, Crawford led his men into camp .
The woman caused a stir among the men, not so much because of her rank, but for the more dominant fact of her gender. As the troop marched into camp, the men got to their feet, grinning and cat-calling. It didn't matter that the prisoner wasn't particularly attractive, she was, after all, a female. Seldom did the men have a chance to get so close to a helpless, living woman.
"Hey baby," one soldier called, "get your make-up smeared?"
Another man stepped up and ripped the Captains' insignia from her shoulders. "You won't be needing these anymore."
Amid the whistling and leering faces, she was pushed to the ground. Crawford turned away and walked to a camoflauged cave entrance. His friend, Corporal Bender greeted him.
"Got a prisoner, huh?"
"Yep. She's not talking, though."
"Tough little bitch, eh?"
"Aren't they all? McKinney inside?"
"Yeah. He's waiting for you."
The sergeant nodded and entered the cave. Major McKinney sat at a battered folding table, looking at terrain maps. He looked up as Hayes approached.
"How'd it go?"
"Not bad. No casualties on our side. We put three vehicles out of commission. The bridge didn't go down, but it's damaged enough to stop traffic for awhile. Got a prisoner."
"Oh?"
"Yes sir, a captain."
"Outstanding. We need information."
"She's going to be tough to crack, Major. She's pretty pissed off."
"Well, that's tough. Better to be pissed off than pissed on. She's lucky she's not dead. Where is she?"
"Outside with the men."
"Shit, Hayes, you left her out there, unguarded?"
Crawford shrugged as the major got to his feet. "Come on, let's bring her inside."
Together, they stepped from the cave. The fem captain had been dragged into the shade and was now surrounded by a group of soldiers. Through their legs, Crawford could see her sprawled on the ground. Her uniform blouse was ripped down the front and the skin of one of her small, exposed breasts flashed white, which incited the men even more. Corporal Jones, holding her by the ankles, positioned himself between the woman's legs and pulled at her trousers.
Crawford stepped forward in an effort to go to her aid. The major gripped him by the arm and pulled him back. "Wait a minute," he said.
The fem's trousers were now down to her knees and hands grabbed at her cotton panties. She struggled in vain. One of the soldiers pulled her face toward his crotch and she tried to bite him. He nimbly stepped backward and laughed. More hands pulled the remains of her blouse away and felt her breasts, pinching her nipples.
Jones' pants were now down to his knees, as well. Displaying a full erection, he ripped the panties away and placed his member against her vagina. At that moment, the major stepped in.
"All right, that's enough. Jones, back off."
The sadistic corporal gazed at his commander with a crazed look in his eyes. He blinked, and with great effort, backed away. Hands shaking, he pulled his pants up.
"Bring her inside," directed McKinney.
She was pulled to her feet, dragged inside the cave, and tied to a chair. She sat gasping for breath and glaring at the soldiers around her. The major looked her over.
"Enjoying yourself, Captain?"
"Fuck you," she replied.
"No, honey. My men almost fucked you though, but I stopped them. I'd think you'd be a little more appreciative."
The fem sniffed and looked away.
Corporal Jones laughed. Abruptly, his laughter changed to coughing. McKinney looked at him.
"Get out of here, Jones. Go find something to do."
"Sure, sir." Jones coughed again, leered at the fem captain and left.
McKinney turned back to the woman. "Now, as you've learned, this can be hard or it can be easy. It's up to you. We're going to ask you some questions. If you're cooperative, I'll guarantee no harm comes to you. Otherwise," he looked at Bender, who stood beside Hayes, "it may be difficult to control my men. They haven't seen a woman in a long time. You can understand how, uh, anxious, they've become."
"You're nothing but dogs," she spat, "animals!"
Shrugging, the major didn't argue the point. The woman sat before him, fully naked, hands and feet bound by frayed rope. In the cool air of the cave, her nipples were fully erect. Blood oozed from a cut on her cheek. These details were ignored by McKinney. He held a water bottle to her lips, but she turned her head away.
He set the plastic bottle aside. "Not thirsty, huh?"
She glared at him.
"Well then," said the major, "let's get to it. We know there's a synthoid manufacturing center somewhere outside Colorado Springs. I'd like you to give me the exact location."
"Forget it," she replied without hesitation.
McKinney feigned surprise with his reply. "Now Captain, you know how much trouble those things are to us. If you don't tell us what we want to know, I'll just have to go out and find someone who will."
"None of my girls will talk."
The major smiled. "Oh, eventually, all you women sing like birds." McKinney leaned back in his chair and noticed the gold band on the captain's left ring finger. "Married, huh?"
"It's none of your business."
"I disagree, Captain. Everything about your happiness is presently my business. I suppose you've got a big bull dyke back in the barracks, or maybe a pleasant little blond fem to share your secret thoughts with, as well as your more urgent desires? I'll bet you miss her, don't you?"
"Shut up!"
"Do you have a picture of her? I'll bet you do." The major turned to Crawford. "Hayes, go outside and check out her rags. See if the captain has a picture of her husband." He looked back to the woman. "Or is it wife? I'm an old-fashioned sort of guy myself, these sexual identity things get confusing for me."
"Yes sir," replied Crawford. He rose and strode from the cave.
Outside the entrance, Jones and few others loittered like vultures.
"Where's her clothes?"
In answer, Jones coughed once and pointed with his chin to where the woman's ripped clothing still lay upon the ground. Crawford walked over and went through the pockets. As the major had suspected, a photograph of another woman was in the captain's left breast pocket. Additionally, he found other papers in the trousers. They looked to be standard NAW movement orders.
Another small group of men walked into the camp. Crawford spotted Master Sergeant Rodriquez in the lead and waved. The large Mexican unslung his rifle, removed his pack, and joined Crawford.
"Any luck?" asked Crawford.
"Nah. Plenty of choppers around, though. You and your boys really must have stirred them up."
"We did all right. A prisoner's inside with the major now."
"Yeah? Let's go take a look."
Together, the two men entered the cave.
The woman's chin rested on her chest. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth and nose. Back at his table, the major nodded as Hayes set the photograph and the papers before him. Rodriquez grasped the woman's hair and pulled her head back. Her eyes rolled.
"Did she say anything?"
"Oh yeah,"replied McKinney, "I don't know why, but they always loosen up when you start talking about their lovers. Tell Jones to take her out of here. Save the ammo though, cut her throat instead."
"Yes sir," said Rodriquez.
Major McKinney looked at Hayes. "You don't like this part much, do you, Sergeant?"
"To be honest, sir, no, I don't."
"I understand how you feel, Hayes. You're a good soldier. Admittedly, some of the things we have to do are unsavory. Unfortunately, we don't have the time nor the resources to extract information with more civilized methods."
Looking away from the bruised face of the woman, Crawford nodded.
Jones came in, coughing and smiling.
"Yes sir, you want to see me?"
"What is it with that cough, Corporal? You getting sick?"
"Just a cold, sir. You want me to get rid of the fem?"
"Yes. Afterwards, dump the body on the highway where it'll be found. Don't do it close to the camp and don't leave a blood trail."
Jones grinned. "Yes sir, you can count on me, sir." Jones hoisted the unconscious woman onto his back, fireman-style, and carried her out.
There was no doubt that the corporal and his pals would rape the woman before killing her. Hayes tried not to think about it
When Jones left, Hayes and Rodriquez sat with the major and discussed the next mission -- the destruction of the NAW synthoid manufacturing complex.
Chapter 3
The synthoids were first created in genetics laboratories in the years prior to the outbreak of the war. Their existence remained a secret for all of six months before the inevitable rumors started and the remains of the free press picked up the story. A year later, the stories finally broke through into the major networks and, eventually, the government admitted that, indeed, some experimentation into the creation of new lifeforms was taking place.
The first creatures marched into public view were cute, cuddly things, no larger than domesticated dogs and cats. They astounded the public by displaying an intelligence and self-discipline that rivaled human adolescents. Everybody wanted one, but, of course, the cost of creating the animals was astronomical and prohibited the sale of the creatures except to the extremely wealthy.
Afterwards, a great debate arose over whether or not it was moral to bring such things into existence. They weren't natural, the religious moralists argued. Man was meddling in affairs better left to God and nature. Some groups made legal petitions against the labs and, in some states, even succeeded in outlawing the things.
Spokespersons for the responsible companies counter-argued that the synthoids could be useful in a variety of ways, that the creatures could be used in the stead of humans wherever dangerous work was involved, such as mining, high-rise construction, even space exploration. Hardly anyone ever expected to see them used as cops.
Their first appearance as police officers was in Los Angeles, to quell the last in a long series of riots. Shortly after, they were used against the gangs with such success that officials in other cities began making inquiries as to how they too could get synthoids to supplement their police forces.
The great moral debate still raged, but the door had been opened and by then, there was no turning back. Synthoid police and military units became common.
These creatures were very different from the first furry balls of affection that were displayed on television sets across the nation. The new animals were big, rivaling NBA centers in height and exceeding them in weight. With genetically-tuned biology, they displayed superior senses of sight, hearing, and smell. Their skin was thickened to a supple leather that afforded protection against everything short of a high-caliber bullet. They appeared as gentle giants, as tender with infants as they were vicious with criminals. And, best of all, they were completely loyal to their handlers, willing to lay down their lives without question.
It was soon deemed that the creatures could easily be misused and tomes of government guidelines were written and distributed describing their proper care and disposition. Thus, the synthoids were put directly under the protection of the federal government, which by that time had fully adopted what was called the proto-socialist agenda.
That was about the time a lot of people, mostly single men tired of the 73% tax rate, started dropping out and taking to the hills.
Crawford was just a teen living in Durango, Colorado, with his foster mother. When the discipline problems began occurring at school, she found the excuse she'd been looking for and began taking away Crawford's privileges. These included the only two passions the boy had: hunting and fishing. To her dismay, he compensated by cutting classes. When his absences were uncovered, his mother ordered him to voluntarily enroll in male rehab, a government-sponsored program for the betterment of at-risk adolescent males.
The methodization consisted of a catena of mind-numbing socialization lectures and one-on-one sessions with psychiatric specialists intent on showing Crawford his feminine side. Crawford didn't make it through the first week. He didn't even make it through the second day. At lunch, he simply walked out and, like the growing number of other dissatisfied men, he went up into the mountains and never looked back.
That was eight years and another lifetime ago. Crawford couldn't remember what his foster mother looked like anymore, but he often wondered what his real mother looked like as well as the father he had never known.
He stayed on his own for the better part of a year, avoiding the camps of men that continued to grow in size. The only contact he had with the outside came during the winter when he went down into small, southwest Colorado towns to steal the few things he needed. Although he was alone, those were happy times for Crawford, unquestionably the best of his life. He had no one to answer to and spent his days doing exactly as he pleased.
One day in the early fall before the first snows fell, he took his fly-fishing gear, procured via five-finger discount from the All-Sports Center in Pagosa Springs, and hiked up the trail that led away from his hidden encampment. Intending to fish the Piedra River, he took a route that passed to within 500 yards of one of the male refugee camps. He looked, but hardly paused when he saw how crowded the camp had become.
Most of the men moved listlessly, apparently with nothing to do. The smell of the latrines, acrid and nasty, reached Crawford's nose. Smoke from open fires drifted lazily into the sky, and he wondered why, if the men were hiding from authorities, they allowed such things.
Leaving the camp behind, he climbed until he reached the top of a ridge that overlooked not only the camp, but the entire valley. That was when he saw the trucks. They moved slowly through the pine forest, their engines muted, until they stopped short of the camp. Synthoids jumped from the rear of the vehicles and spread out in an arc that encompassed the entire south side of the tents and makeshift shelters. When they appeared to be in position, the creatures hunkered down and waited.
Crawford wondered why and decided to put off fishing for awhile. These were the first synthoids he'd ever seen, besides those on television, and he was curious as to why they were there. He watched the camp through stolen binoculars. The inhabitants remained unaware of their visitors.
Minutes later, the sound of helicopters drew his attention. They came flying in fast and low from the northeast and, as Crawford focused his binoculars on the lead chopper, he saw the first missile launched. It hit the middle of camp, exploding with a fireball and a thunderous roar that echoed up the mountainsides and shook Crawford where he sat, a half mile away. The initial explosion was followed by another, then another as the three choppers passed once over the camp, turned and started to make another run. This time, instead of launching more rockets, they fired from side-mounted machine guns into the men who by now ran panic-stricken in all directions.
Smoke filled the air, obscuring Crawford's view. The choppers made one more strafing run before banking on the air and flying back to the northeast, in the direction they'd first appeared. Now the sounds of small arms fire drifted up to the boy. Crawford strained to peer through the smoke and caught sight of the advancing forms of the synthoids as they moved toward the burning camp.
Most of the men were unarmed and were no match for the government troops. A few tried to fight back, but were quickly cut down like wheat before a threshing machine. Their screams reached Crawford's ears filling him with a fear that finally forced him to move. Shaken, he crossed over the ridge and left the carnage behind.
He didn't understand. Why had it happened? What was going on? He didn't think he wanted to know. As always, he just wanted to be left alone. If he went about his own business, and bothered no one, why should he have anything to fear?
The thoughts bounced around inside his head even as he reached the Piedra and rigged his line. He fished for an hour, but was distracted by the battle scene that played over and over again. The fish were there, he knew, but they weren't biting. It was his fault, he wasn't paying enough attention and, before the morning was half done, he decided he'd had enough for the day and started back to his own concealed camp.
When he reached the ridge that obscured the remains of the raided camp, he took the longer way around, preferring to leave plenty of room between himself and anyone, or anything, who might be left lurking about. He walked through a stand of trees, through tufts of floating cottonwood until a stirring further up the ridge caused him to stop and crouch.
Rocks and debris rolled down the slope; someone was headed his way. Crawford hidden among the trees and watched. Another shower of rocks and dirt fell, but this time it was followed by the lunging body of a man who half-ran and half-stumbled to the base of the slope.
The old man lay where he fell, huffing and puffing, his breaths coming in gasps. He was only some twenty yards directly in front of Crawford, but although Crawford was in plain sight, the man hadn't noticed the teen. Other than being exhausted, the old man didn't appear to be injured. He sat up, looked around, and slowly, painfully, got to his feet. After another look around, he started off away from the boy. Then, as if realizing he had seen something, he stopped, turned, and looked directly at Crawford.
"What are you doin' here?" he said to the boy.
Crawford stared at him without replying and the man took a stumbling step toward him. "You better get on out of here," he said, glancing back over his shoulder, "I think they're followin' me."
The old man looked like what Crawford imagined a grandparent to look like. He was paunchy with a thinning crown of white hair. His wrinkled and cracked skin bore testimony to years spent outside. The khaki work clothes he wore were old, the material worn through at the elbows and knees. Battered logger's boots, stained by the years, covered his feet. His skinny legs shook from exertion and Crawford thought the poor guy might collapse again any second.
"What's the matter with you," he said, "didn't you hear me? I think they're comin' for me, so's you better high-tail it now while you got the chance."
Crawford stood. "Who's coming after you?"
"The goddamn NAW, that's who. Save your ass and get on out of here." He glanced back up the hill.
Crawford followed his gaze up the slope but saw nothing. From what he'd seen earlier, he believed the old man. Someone was after him, someone with deadly intentions. The old man looked like he wouldn't make it another ten feet and Crawford made a snap decision. He stepped from the trees.
"Follow me."
The old man shook his head. "I can't go no more. Too old, too tired."
From somewhere not far away, the sound of steel against rock warned Crawford. He took another step closer to the old man and reached out a hand.
"I'll help you. I know a quick way off this ridge."
The old man shook his head and waved Crawford away. "Save yourself, son, it's too late for me."
Crawford took another step forward. He was a foot taller than the old man and probably outweighed him by thirty pounds. He knew he could carry him if he had to.
"You can do it," said Crawford, taking him by the arm, "lean on me."
The old man, certain that he was going to die but too tired to argue about it, sighed and did as he was told.
Practically lifting him from his feet, Crawford guided him down an unmarked trail, one that certainly couldn't be seen without foreknowledge. In minutes, they were off the slope and on the other side of the trees. When the old man's legs gave out, Crawford picked him up and carried him the last four miles.
On arrival at camp, he set the old man under the shade of his camouflaged lean-to. He handed him a plastic water bottle and the old man took a long draught before speaking.
"Thank you, son. For what it's worth, you saved my life."
Crawford nodded thoughtfully and took a drink from the bottle, then asked, "From who?"
The old man looked at Crawford a long moment before answering. "From the goddamn NAW, that's who. Where you been, anyway?"
Crawford shrugged. "Nowhere, well, here mostly."
"How long?"
"Nearly a year, I guess."
"By yourself?"
Crawford nodded.
The old man thought about it for a minute. "Then you really don't know what's goin' on, do you?"
"Guess not. I don't go down much in the summer," Crawford explained.
The old man sat up a little and ran a hand through his snowy hair. Remembering etiquette, the old man suddenly extended a weathered hand.
"Name's Lucius Bonnet."
Crawford shook the offered hand. "Nice to meet you, Mr. Bonnet. I'm Crawford Hayes."
"Hell, son, you can call me Lucius." He looked around. "Good set-up you got here. This'd be real hard to find. Anybody with you?"
Crawford shook his head.
"That's the way to go, but these days it's getting harder to make it with or without help. I was on my own too before the damn rheumatism got so bad I had to move in with the city boys." He sighed heavily. "I reckon they're all gone now."
"What happened back there?"
"You been out of touch a long time, boy. Big things going on in the cities and they're reaching out for the rest of us. Fuckin' women are runnin' everything now. They got themselves a new government, even worse than the last one, if you can believe that. They've got their damn animals hunting us down now. That's what happened back at the Pagosa Camp. They found us and sent in the troops. Didn't even ask for a surrender or nothin' like that, just came in and started shootin. We didn't have a chance."
"But why?"
"Because we're men, that's why. I know it don't make no sense, but that's the way it is. We been headed this way for a long time. Lot of us seen it coming, but shit, after they banned all the guns, there wasn't nothin' anybody could do 'cept take to the hills and lay low. You got anything to eat, son? I'm starving."
Crawford got up and went to a sealed wooden crate. He removed the top, withdrew several strips of jerky, and returned to Lucius, handing him a few strips of the dried meat, and keeping one for himself. Lucius tore off a piece and chewed it slowly, savoring the taste.
"Not bad. You make this yourself?"
Crawford nodded proudly.
"How'd you kill the deer? You got a gun stashed somewheres?"
"No. Bow and arrow."
"That's a shame. Boy like you needs a gun. I need to rest now, son. Let me be for awhile so's I can get some strength back. We'll talk more later."
Lucius leaned back, crossed his hands over his chest, and closed his eyes. In minutes, the old man was asleep.
While he slept, Crawford gathered wild greens and cooked them slowly over a smokeless fire, adding a little salt and pepper for flavor. As the food simmered, he climbed to his lookout perch and looked back in the direction of the Pagosa camp. Smoke still drifted into the sky from that direction, marking the spot of the morning's raid.
Later, after Lucius woke, they ate their meal and the old man told Crawford more about the new society and its edicts concerning the welfare of children and the rehabilitation of anything smacking of paternalism. For men who refused to cooperate, there were few alternatives: either take to the hills, cooperate with the new order and become enslaved, or be sent to the death camps.
"They couldn't control all of us," Lucius continued, "and they knew it too. That's why they set up the camps. It's full scale slaughter down south. They came down real hard on men from Texas to Florida. I hear California's got it bad too, especially in the cities."
"Why aren't people doing something about it?"
Between mouthfuls, Lucius explained. "They're tryin' to. Free men are gettin' organized. I hear there's a big camp up near Cochetopa Pass, real military-like, call themselves the American Army of Free Men, the AAFM. Problem is, weapons are hard to come by. They got to go down to NAW reservations and steal what they need and that's risky business what with their damn synthoid troops and all."
"What's the NAW?"
"Why, that's the National Army of Women, son. Bunch a dykes, the whole lot of 'em, if you ask me."
He shook his head. "I don't know what's goin' to happen. I'm an old man. Used to be a logger before they said we couldn't cut no more. Hell, that's all I knew. I was sixty years old when they told me I'd have to get re-educated, learn how to program computers and such. Bullshit! Well, I said to hell with it and, like a lot of other guys who were fed up with it all, I took off. But now they're trackin' us down."
"What are we going to do?"
Lucius shook his head. "I don't know, son, I just don't know."
Crawford looked at the sun, stood and stretched. "I need to check my traps before the sun ruins the meat."
Lucius waved his hand. "You go on, I'll be fine here if you don't mind me sharing camp with you for awhile."
"No, sir, I don't mind. It's kind of nice having company."
"Thank you, son. I'll earn my keep soon's I get some strength back."
Crawford took his bow and quiver and headed out. He liked the old man. Not just because he hadn't talked to anybody in so long, but because Lucius was genuine, a man with enough honor and dignity left to prefer death to enslavement. He felt an immediate kinship to the old man and looked forward to talking with him more.
The traps were laid in a series beside an old trail that wound through junipers and pines, finally ending at a small mountain stream. The first three were empty, but the last two held a fat squirrel and an equally fat beaver, enough for several meals. Crawford removed the carcasses from the traps, slung them over his back, and headed back to camp. Judging by the position of the sun, he'd been gone for two hours.
As he approached the path that led to his lodgings, he sensed that something was wrong. The breeze carried an odor of smoke and dust as if something had preceded him along the route a short time before. He stopped short and carefully listened. There was no tell-tale sign, only the familiar sounds of the forest and the mountain. Birds flew overhead and two squirrels played nearby. The animals showed no fear and Crawford continued until he could see what it was that initially caused him concern.
His camp was in disarray. The lean-to was pushed over, the smokeless fire trampled. His few belongings, now crushed and broken, littered the ground. Two legs ending in a worn out pair of logger's boots jutted from under the remains of the lean-to.
Crawford ran to the broken timbers and pushed them off Lucius. Open-eyed, the old man stared into the sky, dried blood at his ears and the corners of his mouth. More blood, still wet, pooled beneath a gaping wound across the old man's neck. The khaki pants had been torn from his body and his private parts were missing.
Crawford felt sick and staggered away. After a time, he dug a hole and put the old man in it, covering it with rocks and dirt, finally putting a few small stones at the top to mark the place where the old man was buried.
There was nothing to salvage in the camp. With his bow and quiver and the game slung across his back, Crawford turned away and began to walk north, in the direction that eventually would take him higher into the mountains, to Cochetopa Pass.
Chapter 4
Hiking over the mountain trails, the small party kept quiet and avoided contact with the more well-traveled roads until the sun dipped behind the peaks and night fell. In their packs, they carried enough plastique explosives to create a considerable amount of havoc.
Crawford knew the food rations wouldn't last the six days estimated to complete the mission. Sometime after the raid, they'd have to stop and find something to eat. He looked forward to going fishing.
Up ahead, Corporal Bender squatted and motioned for the others to follow suit. Multiple headlights shined from the road below. The men waited as the patrol passed, then cautiously proceeded down to the pavement.
They padded silently along the road, not expecting another NAW patrol for at least another hour, but remaining alert all the same. Finally, after rounding a bend, the lights of Colorado Springs spread out below. According the captured NAW captain, their destination, a converted warehouse, was located on the northwest side of the city. Soon, they'd have to find a vehicle.
On the edge of town, the streets were lined with darkened houses and closed businesses squatting silently in the night. More than once the dog soldiers passed burned-out structures whose blackened timbers testified to earlier battles. Few lived close to the mountains anymore for fear of the rebels.
High-intensity lights from the first NAW checkpoint clearly shined from a mile away. Crawford and the others left the road and circled around the barrier, allowing plenty of room between themselves and the enemy. Just outside the suburb of Manitou Springs, the group encountered a well-known minefield that separated the mountains from the city. Rather than risk crossing in the dark, they detoured south until reaching an elevated railway that ran from Rocky Mountain to the station in Manitou Springs. The rails passed over the minefield, offering an easy walk into the sleepy little town.
Like most of the other buildings, the station was abandoned. It stood on a hill, allowing the soldiers to look out over the lights that shined from sparse residences and the few businesses that were still open. Easy to recognize and even easier to avoid, the occasional NAW patrol drove slowly through the vacant streets. At Crawford's' signal, the men left the station, heading north again.
They avoided the next roadblock by taking to a drainage ditch and crawling for three hundred yards. Emerging from the ditch with clothes covered with mud, Hayes shot a quick look around and, seeing nothing, ran across a darkened street. He ducked between two houses and emerged at an open field that led into a part of the city known as the Garden of the Gods.
It was a sparsely populated area with winding, one-lane roads and a number of beautiful homes tucked away into hidden cul-de-sacs. It was into one of these that he led the small party.
A multi-leveled home stood against a rocky bluff with a single porch light illuminating a roomy outdoors alcove. In the second story, lights indicated that the occupants were in residence. More importantly, a shiny Range Rover rested in the drive.
Without a word, Crawford pointed to the car. Coy Jones ran to the vehicle. He checked the doors, found them to be locked, and kneeled to the ground as he withdrew a slim piece of metal from his backpack. The other men spread out, picking shadowed spots on the lawn from which to wait. Rodriquez circled the house and checked the back. Returning, he shook his head at Hayes. The rear door was locked and bolted but it didn't matter, it was the car they were after.
Jones slipped the hooked bar between the metal and the glass of the driver's window and fished for the door release. In seconds, he found it and pulled. A metallic click sounded and the door popped open. Jones slipped into the driver's seat and unlocked the other three doors.
The other men rose and started across the lawn. Crawford waited at the rear of the vehicle, keeping an eye on the street. When the front door to the house opened, the men immediately fell back into the shadows. Crawford, his back to the door, saw the others disappear, but it was too late.
A voice came from the house.
"Hey fella, what's going on? Are you looking for Jess or me?"
He turned faced the affected voice. A slim man in striped silk pajamas stood on the edge of the porch, facing Crawford, one hand on his hip and the other raised to his chest, wrist hanging limply. Multiple earrings hung from both ears, stretching the lobes until Crawford could see light shining through.
With one hand holding the dated AK-47 behind his back, Crawford adopted a confused expression.
"Is this 1934 Gateway?"
The man emitted a high-pitched laugh and took a step forward. "No, no, you haven't gone far enough, it's probably a mile farther up." Now he noticed the mud on Hayes' military style clothing and the pack the sergeant carried. "My goodness," he said with dawning realization, "you'd better get away from here. I'll call the authorities!" He backed toward the open door.
Crawford swung the muzzle of the AK toward the man. At the sight of the gun, the slender, effeminate man dropped to his knees and began to sob.
"Please, please, I haven't done anything wrong. Take whatever you want, just leave us alone!"
A male voice called from somewhere in the house. "What is it, honey? Come back to bed. It's time for the news." The voice moved closer.
Another man, younger than the first, stepped into the doorway. Seeing his lover kneeling on the porch, he spoke in a voice dripping with sympathy, "What's the matter, sweet-cheeks, lose one of those darn contacts again?" Then he saw Crawford and the gun. "Oh," is all he managed to say.
Sergeant Hayes motioned with the rifle. "Step outside."
The second man did as he was told and Jones jumped from the Range Rover, pistol in hand. "Get down, on your knees," he hissed.
The younger man kneeled beside the first and, like the first, he began to cry. "We haven't done anything!"
"Maybe that's the point," said Rodriquez as he stepped from the shadows. The other men came forward as well.
They dragged the two pajama-clad men inside the house to a spacious and opulently furnished living room. In one corner, an over-sized fish tank cast green light into the room. Brightly colored fish swam back and forth, ignoring the crowd outside their watery cage.
"What are you going to do with us?" one of the two sobbed.
"Nothing," said Hayes. "Just shut up and you'll be all right. Tie 'em up, Jones."
Corporal Jones jerked a length of line from the window shades and began tying the men by the hands and ankles.
"You're AAFM, aren't you?" asked the second man.
"Shut up, Freddy," said the first, "or they'll kill us."
"I just wanted to know!"
"Do like he says," grinned Jones, displaying a large hunting knife, "or maybe I'll have to cut your little peckers off."
Simultaneously, the bound men looked at one another. "Oh God!" they said in unison.
Crawford turned to Bender and told him to get as much food from the kitchen as he could carry, then spied the car keys hanging from a hook in the entryway. As Jones taped the mouths of the prisoners, Crawford told the others to get in the car. They filed out and piled inside the Range Rover. Bender came out of the kitchen with an armful of cans, apples, assorted cold cuts, and a mouthful of lunch meat.
"We're out of here," said Crawford.
After a last look at the two homosexuals, Crawford motioned for Jones to follow Bender to the car. Once outside, Bender climbed into the back seat and Crawford slid behind the steering wheel. As if forgetting something, Jones snapped his fingers.
"Just a minute," he said, as he turned back and re-entered the house.
"What now?" asked Rodriquez.
"Fuck if I know," said Bender from the back seat. "Here, have a pickle." He tossed a jar into the front seat. Rodriquez shrugged and helped himself.
Another minute passed.
"What the hell is he doing in there?"
"He's horny."
"Aren't we all?"
"Not enough to turn into a rump ranger."
Crawford looked nervously to the open door. "Hell," he said, opening the door, "I'll go get him."
He stepped out of the car and hurried to the house. Stepping inside, he saw Jones standing behind the younger man, drawing his blade across the man's throat. Blood sprouted from the wound, spraying over the body of his already dead friend as the remaining man struggled for breath in the final seconds of his life. Jones looked up and grinned at Crawford. He let go and the man tumbled to the floor.
"You didn't have to do that."
Jones shrugged as he brushed by. "Why not?"
Crawford didn't answer. It was no time to get into an argument. Angrily, he followed Jones to the car.
The Rover started easily. Crawford, upset with Jones for the needless murders, fought to get his mind back on the business at hand. They had their transportation, but there was much more yet to be done.
He drove slowly, with the lights off, following side streets and avoiding major thoroughfares. Twice they pulled over and allowed NAW patrols to pass. Half a mile from their destination, they parked the Rover in an alley behind a warehouse and once again proceeded on foot.
As expected, the complex was well-guarded. Unexpectedly, the information from the NAW captain turned out to be only half-right. The warehouse housing the genetics lab wasn't a warehouse at all, rather it was only one in a series of bunkered buildings surrounded by a high fence topped with razor wire. Armed fem guards, accompanied by synthoids, periodically walked the perimeter. The entire complex was much larger than it had been described.
Rodriquez looked at his wristwatch. "That's ten minutes," he whispered, "from the last time they came by."
"Doesn't give us much time," replied Bender.
"We'll have to create a diversion," said Crawford. "Looks like an armory of sorts housed in the last building on the right. Rod, take Bender and Jones to the other side, cut through the fence and break inside. Grab a few things to make it look good, set a fire, and get the hell out. Meanwhile, during the shitstorm, I'll cut through down here and break into the lab. It shouldn't take more than five minutes to set the charges. This has to be fast, so don't fuck around. Questions?"
There were none and Rodriquez set out with Bender and Jones. Jack and Zack, brothers who had come down from Montana the year before, stayed with Sergeant Hayes. Together, they sat in the shadows and waited for Rodriquez to do his work.
The sergeant waited until the sentry passed. As soon as the way was clear, they cut through the fence and ran to the ammunitions bunker. A steel padlock hung from the door, but it took less than two seconds to sheer through it with steel cutters. The soldiers warily entered the building and shut the door behind. One minute had elapsed.
Once inside, Bender immediately spotted a box of flares and set about making a bomb. Rodriquez and Jones found small arms ammunition and grabbed handfuls of the bullets, stuffing their shirts and trouser pockets. Additionally, the Hispanic sergeant grabbed frag grenades and several cannisters of smoke bombs. Jones rummaged in a corner and called to Rodriquez.
"What's this?"
Rodriquez looked. "Joseph, Mary, and Christ," he whispered.
Stacked neatly into two piles were eight briefcase-sized nuclear devices. Without a word, both men took two each.
In less than two minutes, Bender finished with his makeshift bomb and signaled to the others that it was time to go. They went to the door as he bent and lit the fuse to the crudely-fashioned explosive.
Rodriquez released a smoke cannister outside the door. Instantly, smoke billowed, covering the men as they ran through the haze to the fence and safely crawled through. Outside the compound again, Rodriquez tossed another smoke bomb over the fence, successfully covering their exit. A few seconds later, Bender's bomb went off.
At the sound of the first explosion, Crawford and his two men jumped from the shadows and ran to a section of fence some two hundred yards away from their comrades. As Hayes had figured, the explosions and the resulting fire caused momentary confusion among the fems. The guards ran for cover, leaving the way open to the lab.
Zack cut through the fence and in minutes they stood before the reinforced lab door. Unlike the ammunitions bunker, there was no padlock. Instead, a card reader controlled access to the entry. At a glance, Crawford knew he wouldn't get past the electronic lock. There wasn't time to blow the door and, in any case, he couldn't waste the plastique getting inside. Hastily, he looked about. Unfortunately, there were no windows and no other entrances. Tons of dirt were bulldozed onto the sides of the building for additional protection, in effect, making ramps to the dirt-covered roof. The only break in the beveled surface was a sizeable air vent sticking from the top. Hayes made his decision and, with explosions still bursting from the munitions bunker, he climbed up the sloping wall to the roof with Jack and Zack behind.
With Jack's help, he removed the heavy cover and looked down the dark shaft. Crawford looped one end of the line around the base of the vent and dropped the other end into the darkness. The two boys from Montana remained on the roof as he lowered himself into the lab.
Kicking a grill free from its moorings, he dropped to a tiled floor in an unlit room. He fumbled in his pack, located a flashlight, and pulled it out. The beam danced across a clean, white floor. Raising the light to search the room, Crawford found himself face to face with a towering synthoid. He staggered backward before realizing the thing was contained within some sort of growth tank. It was alive, but unconscious, as yet unborn.
He took a deep breath and surveyed the rest of the room. Other tanks likewise held more of the creatures. Satisfied, he pulled out the plastique explosive, attached a digital timer for the detonator, and set the entire assembly on the floor in the middle of the room. As he turned to leave, he inadvertently backed into a table full of beakers and lab equipment. A liquid-filled bottle toppled from the table, breaking against the floor, the liquid spilling and spreading quickly to the explosive.
He paused, peering at the digital readout on the timer. Thirty seconds and counting. There was no time to consider the effects of the liquid on the detonator. He moved to the knotted rope and quickly pulled himself up.
The two boys crouched in the shadow of the vent. The munitions explosions had stopped, but a raging fire consumed the opposite end of the compound, throwing off light and heat. Occasionally, a round cooked off and popped loudly. Sirens pierced the air and fire trucks raced up the street toward the complex.
Crawford pulled himself out of the vent and looked at his watch. The time for the detonation came and went. Nothing happened.
"Shit," he muttered, "I've got to go back."
"No way" said Zack, "we gave it a shot. Let's bug out while we've still got the chance."
More guards appeared and ran helter skelter across the open lawn between the bunkers and the fence.
"You two go on."
"We can't leave you."
"Just shut up and do what I say."
The two brothers hesitated, but Crawford didn't. He climbed back over the edge of the shaft and prepared to lower himself again. A shot rang out. A dark stain appeared on Zack's chest and the young man looked at it in disbelief. Still standing, he looked at his brother.
"I think I've been shot," he said, then dropped to his knees before toppling over to one side.
Jack crouched at his brother's side. "No," the boy said in disbelief, fingers touching the blood on Zack's chest.
More shots raised dirt all around the vent as well as around the two brothers. Jack picked up his dead sibling and tried to run but he stumbled and fell down the slope. Zack lay where he was dropped. Jack tried to pick up his brother again, but a burst of machine gun fire cut him down. Forcing himself away, Hayes disappeared into the hole.
Back in the lab, he saw what he suspected. The spilt liquid had short-circuited the timer. Besides a single, short-fused grenade, it was the only detonator Crawford had. The grenade, once activated, had four seconds before blowing, not nearly enough time to get far enough away to survive the explosion.
He sighed, took the grenade from his utility belt, and pressed the cold metal into the plastique. Taking a last breath, he thanked God for his life, pulled the safety pin, and began counting down from four.
Again, nothing happened.
Another second passed, then another. The grenade was a dud.
Crawford expelled his breath and shook his head. A door slammed open and light filled the room. Three synthoids rushed inside followed by three armed fems. He swung the barrel of his AK toward the first creature, but it reached forward with amazing speed and slammed the weapon from his hands. Crawford's shot went errant, harmlessly passing through the ceiling.
Strong hands pushed him to the floor and held him there.
The fems stepped up and looked down at him. One of them barked orders to the three synthoids. "Pick this dog up and bring him along."
The creature did as it was told and none too easily pulled Crawford to his feet.
Chapter 5
The truck rumbled up Highway 25 toward Denver. Crawford, taped by the wrists and ankles, sat in the back and wondered what the fems had in mind for him. As far as he knew, Rodriquez, Bender, and Jones had gotten away. That was the only good news. Regrettably, the mission was a bust. Other than breaking a few lab supplies and losing two men, he hadn't done anything. The synthoid manufacturing complex would keep squeezing out the creatures for the NAW. Well, it had been a desperate gamble, in any case.
He was sore from the bruises on his legs and back. The synthoids had given him quite a beating before tossing him into the back of the truck. A couple of the fems had joined in, not even bothering to ask him anything before smacking him with the same flexible batons they used on the synthoids, beating him like the dog they kept telling him he was.
Morning sunlight slanted between the planks that lined the sides of the truck. He looked eastward, watching the rising sun. It might be the last time he had the chance. Already he missed the mountains. His thoughts wandered to the rushing streams he'd fished all his life and the fat trout resting in the shallows, waiting for his fly to be cast over their heads and the game to begin. Those times were over and chances were, they'd never come around again.
After stopping at a heavily fortified roadblock, the truck weaved its way around the concrete barriers and entered the outskirts of Denver. Two jets streaked by overhead, testifying to the NAW air superiority.
In Denver, things appeared almost normal. People went about business as usual, running errands, working, shopping. There was, of course, a definite lack of men. Now and then, Crawford saw a male outside a shop or on the street, usually working at some menial task.
There was also a noticeable lack of children. They were a protected commodity, taken care of by the state from birth and indoctrinated with socialist philosophy from the time they were old enough to understand. He'd seen their schools from a distance; walled compounds containing everything the children needed, serving to insulate them from the outside world, protect them from the war, and keep them free from the contaminations of reality.
The truck stopped again. This time, at its destination. A sign proclaimed that Crawford was now at the headquarters for the 3rd Division of the NAW. A synthoid stepped in front of the crack from which Crawford peered and, spotting the sergeant's face, slapped at the planks. Crawford sat back and waited.
Moments later, the rear door opened and two synthoids entered. They pulled him to his feet and dragged him out. Blinking at the sunlight, he had only seconds to notice that the inside of the camp was heavily fortified with dozens of fems and synthoids. Here, they were fully protected and held little concern about a surprise attack from the dog soldiers. And why should they? Crawford thought. The remaining members of the AAFM were nothing more than hold-outs now, preferring death to imprisonment.
The synthoids were directed by a fem lieutenant to take Crawford through the back door of a building. They took him to an innocuous-looking room that contained a metal table with two opposing chairs. One of the chairs was bolted to the floor. Other than that, there was nothing save a mirror on one wall, no doubt, he guessed, concealing an observation room.
The creatures took his clothes, ripping them from his body. They then taped him to the bolted chair. Afterwards, they left, shutting the door behind and leaving Crawford alone to consider his situation.
He had no idea how long he sat there. He took advantage of the time and dozed.
When the door opened, the sergeant raised his head and looked at the two fems who entered. From the insignias attached to their shoulders, he saw that one was a major and the other a master sergeant. The sergeant looked at him with disdain as if she looked at a pool of grease staining the seat of the chair. The other feigned compassion.
"Not very comfortable being tied up like that, is it?"
Crawford said nothing. He lowered his eyes and looked at the floor.
The sergeant stepped before him and slapped him across the face. "Answer her, you fucker!"
The major extended a hand, placing it lightly on the sergeant's arm. "Wait, sergeant, that's not necessary, just yet."
The sergeant obeyed and stepped back. Both fems looked over his naked body. He watched them as their eyes evaluated his condition, his physique, and finally lingered on his genital area.
"Nice equipment," the sergeant commented, "I'll bet he's real proud of it."
"Is that right?" asked the major. "Are you proud of your sex? Hmm?"
He avoided their eyes and again refused to answer.
The major continued. "I hope you're not planning on being hard-core about this. Your life as a killer of women and children is over. If you cooperate, you just might save your life, not to mention the penis you're so proud of."
She leaned against the table and withdrew a slim stogie from her breast pocket. Watching Crawford all the while, she lit the cigar and took a puff. The smoke smelled bad and he wondered how she could inhale the poison.
"Sergeant, leave us for awhile. Turn off the recorders and get yourself a cup of tea. I'll let you know when I'm ready for you."
"As you wish, ma'am." The sergeant turned away and left the room, shutting the door behind. Crawford heard a click as the door was locked from the outside. The major crossed the small room and locked the door from the inside as well. She turned back to and looked at him.
"What's your name?"
He acted as though he hadn't heard her.
"Serial number? Rank?"
He remained silent and kept his eyes glued to the floor.
She reached forward and grabbed him by the dark hair atop his head, forcing him to look up. Now, Crawford didn't avoid her gaze. He looked into her eyes without fear.
"You're a tough one, aren't you? You don't know how many others like you I've seen come and go. Some eventually cooperated and some didn't. Most did. Which kind are you? Hmm?"
He surprised her by finding his voice. "I'm a soldier. A free man."
"So you can speak after all." She released him, but he continued to stare at her.
"You know," she said, "with a bath and a shave you could be an attractive male." Once again, she allowed her eyes to roam over his nakedness. She leaned forward and her hand rested on the inside of his thigh. "But you'll never be a free man again."
Her hand began to slide up his leg.
"Why don't you tell me your name, honey? It would make things so much easier." She squeezed his upper thigh and her hand brushed against his penis.
No one had ever touched him there before and he felt a growing discomfort. She leaned closer to his face, the smell of her perfume at such close range seemed to go straight to the middle of his head. All roses and intense sweetness, it wasn't a pleasant odor at all. It made his head hurt.
"My name is Major Simmons. Angie to my friends. Are you going to be my friend?"
The major's hand continued its exploration and closed around his penis, gently stroking him as she watched for a reaction. Crawford felt his member beginning to spring to life, as if from its own accord. The major smiled.
"I think we have a reaction," she said. "Now that we're getting to know one another, why don't you tell me your name?"
Crawford struggled to control himself. "Hayes," he told her, wishing she'd stop what she was doing.
"Ah, that's good. We're making progress." She glanced down at his lap. "An inch at a time," she added.
"What's your rank?"
"Master Sergeant in the Free Man's Army," he gasped.
She released her grip and her hand slid up his stomach to his chest. "Not much left of the AAFM, is there? I mean, hardly enough to even call it an army anymore."
He took a breath and willed his heart to stop its rapid beating. He sweated, staining the tape binding his wrists to the chair.
"There's just a few pockets left, barely enough to give us any trouble."
That was partly true, Crawford admitted to himself, but he also knew the rebels still gave the fems plenty to worry about. The new society would never have complete control until all the bedbugs were shaken out.
Her fingers probed a bruise at his side and he winced.
"Does that hurt?"
He kept his mouth shut, refusing to admit his pain to the woman.
"Male pride," she chuckled, "never fails to amuse me. Well, you don't have to tell me if you don't want to. If you're a good boy, we'll have your wounds examined by a doctor. I'll bet it's been a long time since you've seen a real doctor, hasn't it?"
He stared at her without replying. To his relief, she stopped fondling him, leaned back again against the table, and took another puff from her stogie. She adopted a businesslike tone.
"Hayes, I need to know something. Actually, it's all I need to know. When you've answered correctly, I'll see to it that you get the attention you've been deprived of. So, this is it: where are the others? Where's your base of operations?"
It was a question he knew was coming and the one thing he'd never allow himself to confess.
"Decided to go quiet again? That's too bad. I guess the good part of the interrogation is over."
She leaned over him again and, with her left hand, grasped his penis. With her right, she removed the cigar from her mouth and brought it down until it was inches away from his exposed skin. She looked up.
"One more chance, Sergeant Hayes. Where is your base of operations?"
Crawford sucked in a breath and held it, waiting for the pain.
"All right," she shrugged, "have it your own way." She pressed the burning tip of the cigar into the side of his penis.
The pain seared through him, unbelievable in its intensity. She held the cigar there for a brief second, but it continued to burn even after she removed the burning ash. He kept his mouth closed, refusing her the satisfaction of knowing how much pain she delivered.
Sweat popped out in beads along his forehead. She leaned close to him again.
"It doesn't have to be this way," she said in a low voice," just tell me what I want to know."
The pain subsided. Crawford smiled and spit into her face. "Never."
The major staggered against the table with an expression like acid had been been thrown on her. She wiped her face with the back of a hand and then slapped him hard across his face.
"You bastard," she said, crossing the room to the door. In her anger, she fumbled with the lock and pounded on the door. The sergeant opened the door and looked expectantly at her superior officer.
"He's not going to tell us anything. Drag his ass over to the infirmary and then throw him in with the others."
As he was jerked to his feet and led away, Crawford smiled again and winked at the major.
"How did you get this burn?" the doctor asked.
Crawford shrugged. The doctor looked at the fem sergeant with a questioning look.
"Don't ask me," the sergeant said, "that's the way he was when we brought him in."
"Sure, it is," the doctor replied, turning back to Crawford.
"Any lingering cough, sore throat, low-grade fever?"
He shook his head.
"Are you sure?"
"Yes."
"All right, put your clothes back on."
He pulled up his ragged pants and wriggled into the remains of his shirt, all under the watchful eye of the sergeant and her accompanying synthoid. The doctor filled out some papers and turned to the sergeant.
"Other than a few bruises and contusions, he's in excellent shape. That wound on his penis is going to have to be looked after for a few days, though. Put him on light duty status until it's healed."
"It doesn't make any difference, doc."
"Eh?" the doctor looked at the sergeant. "How's that?"
"The major ordered him to the pens."
The doctor stared at the sergeant for a moment. "This man is in excellent physical condition. It doesn't make any sense not to use him. You know what'll happen if he's sent to the pens."
"Not my decision, doc. I just follow orders."
"And you do enjoy carrying them out, don't you?"
The fem sergeant didn't answer.
"Well," the doctor said, "we'll see about that. I'm going to make a recommendation that he be considered for breeding purposes."
"The major's not going to like that."
"It's not the major's call and she knows it. Now get him out of here. Have him cleaned up and put him in a proper cell until his disposition is settled."
The sergeant sighed. "All right, but don't say I didn't tell you different."
Angered, the doctor faced the soldier. "Do as I say and don't give me any more lip, unless you're looking to be put on report."
"Yes ma'am." She motioned to Crawford. "Come on, you."
With the sergeant in the lead, Sergeant Hayes in the middle, and a synthoid trailing behind, the three walked out of the infirmary and headed toward the stockade. They stopped before the gate, giving Crawford a chance to look over the twenty foot walls. Formidable and thick, they were topped with razor wire, impossible to climb.
A sentry checked their papers, rang a buzzer, and the gate swung open. They entered the compound. The gate shut behind with a resounding thud, but he hardly noticed. Instead, his attention was drawn to the five men hanging by their necks from a scaffolding directly in front of him. From the condition of the bodies, Crawford guessed they'd been there about a week.
The dead men swayed at the end of their ropes, the decaying odor lifting in the slight breeze, reaching his nose as he was marched past.
The sergeant noticed Crawford's interest in the dead men.
"Friends of yours maybe?"
He looked at the grotesque and bloated faces. "Who could tell?"
The sergeant sniffed. "All right, dogface, take a right."
Crawford took the turn and stepped upon a sidewalk that led between two drab, barracks style buildings. Inside, he heard numerous, hacking coughs and surmised that the buildings held sick prisoners. The next building was marked with a sign that read "PROCESSING." They entered and Crawford soon stood before a tall desk. Behind the desk sat a large woman, her uniform stretched tight over her bulk.
"Toes on the line," she commanded.
He looked and saw red tape running in a line parallel to the desk. He placed the toes of his worn boots on the line.
"Got a new dog for you," said the sergeant to the obese clerk.
"I don't know where we're going to put him," she replied, "we're too crowded already."
"The word is to put him in temporary quarters until it's decided what to do with him."
"Temporaries are filled too."
"That's your problem," said the sergeant as she tossed Crawford's papers on the desk, "I'm out of here."
The fat woman sighed and shook her head. Crawford looked around the room. Two synthoids mutely stood at opposite ends, eyeing him closely. The clerk touched a button on her desktop and somewhere in the back, he heard a bell ring. A minute later, a fem private emerged.
She stopped beside him. "Strip," she ordered.
Crawford again removed his clothes.
"Raise your arms."
He did so and the private looked at his armpits.
"Okay, let 'em down and turn around."
Again, he did as he was told.
"Bend over."
This time, he looked doubtfully back over his shoulder.
"Do it, asshole," said the fat lady, "or we'll do it for you." She nodded at one of the synthoids and the creature stepped forward.
Feeling the shame rising to his face, Crawford bent over. The private took a look as did the fat clerk.
"All right," said the private, "come with me."
He stooped to pick up his clothes.
"Don't bother. You won't be needing them."
Crawford dropped the rags and followed the private through a door, down a hallway, and into a tiled shower. If a synthoid hadn't accompanied them, he would've killed the fem without a second thought.
As the creature kept watch, the private sprayed Crawford with a mixture of soap and water. After making him scrub, she switched first to plain water, then a chemical substance that smelled like detoxicants. It dried quickly and made him itch.
"Don't scratch, it'll work better if you leave it alone."
"What's it for?"
"Lice-killer, dogface, now do me a favor and shut up. You can do all your talking to your new friends. Here's some new clothes. Put 'em on."
He quickly dressed in the orange prison dungarees and was led on a short walk to another concrete building where he was handed over to different sentry. She barely looked at him as she unlocked a barred door and shoved Crawford ahead.
"Walk," she said.
He went down a corridor lined with steel doors and stopped when ordered to do so. The sentry stepped to the door, unlocked it, and pulled it open.
"Inside."
He stepped into the cell. Gaunt faces stared at him and he shuddered as the walls immediately seemed to close in. Behind him, the door shut with a resonating clang.
Chapter 6
"What are you looking at, stupid?"
Crawford continued to stare at the man who had spoken. The prisoner looked as though it had been a long time since he'd had a decent meal. A man in the corner hacked, turned his head, and spit.
The first man grimaced. "We have to live here, you know."
"So what?"
"So, why don't you tell the bitches you're sick so they can do something about it?"
"No thanks. They'll put me in that fucking AIDS ward, or whatever it is."
"Look, just don't spit on the floor, all right?"
The sick man sighed and turned his head away.
The first man looked back to Crawford. He hadn't moved from the door because there were only two bunks and each already held a man. The other two prisoners sat on the floor. The cell was a pigsty.
The man who had spoken sat on the bunk to the right. "Waiting for an invitation? Find someplace and have a sit. You'll get something to eat in an hour or so."
Crawford leaned back and slid down, his back to the cell door.
The man on the left spoke. "What's your name?"
Crawford looked at him and guessed his age to be over fifty. Like the others, he was slender and thin. They all wore prison orange.
"Hayes, sergeant, AAFM. 2nd regiment, 3rd Battalion."
The four prisoners laughed.
"What's so funny?"
The older man, the one on the bunk, explained, "Well, we're just not that formal in here." He looked at the other men and waved a hand. "All these guys were soldiers, like you, but not anymore. We're professional prisoners now."
"You mean you've given up, don't you?"
The man on the right hand bunk snarled, "Who the fuck are you to come in here and tell us we've given up? We're still alive, aren't we? That's more than you can say about plenty of others who've passed through here. Look Hayes, sergeant in the AAFM, you may have been some kind of hotshot a week ago, but you're nothing now. Like it not, the war's over for you, buddy. Take some advice and get used to it. Switch into the survival mode or you don't have a prayer. Now, shut the fuck up and let me get some sleep."
He turned away from Crawford and faced the wall.
Crawford looked at the others but they'd already lost interest. He took a breath, let it out, and stood. He stepped to the older man on the left side bunk and tapped him on the shoulder. The older guy turned his head.
"What the fuck do you want?"
"My bunk," said Sergeant Hayes. In one smooth motion, he gripped him by his bony arms and threw him across the cell into the opposite wall. The air rushed out of the mouthy prisoner with a whoosh and he landed atop the occupant of the right hand bunk. The other men laughed as the first who had spoken, the one on the right hand bunk, pushed the gasping prisoner onto the floor.
The first man extended a hand to Crawford. "Name's Grenfield, welcome to the joint."
Crawford took the hand and shook it.
The other men complained about the food but it tasted fine to Crawford. It was hot, there was meat in it, and there were greens on the side. The greens weren't prepared properly, but they'd do. He ate his share and took Grenfield's when it was offered to him.
"You don't want it?"
Grenfield coughed. "Naw," he said, "lost my appetite lately. Damn cold or something. It's going around."
Crawford spooned a mouthful of food. "What's the routine here?" he asked between bites.
Grenfield shrugged his bony shoulders. "No routine for us, none to speak of, other than mealtimes and exercise periods. Lately, they've been shuffling a lot of us in and out of the infirmary."
"What for?"
"Who knows? Crazy bitches don't tell us anything. They're going to move us somewhere, that's all I know. That why we're in the temporary cells."
"How'd you come to be here?"
"Ah, well, six months ago I was out near Sulphur Springs with some of the boys. We'd been out on extended patrol for a week and we were headed back to camp. A storm blew in and it started snowing to beat all hell. Temperature dropped so fast, we all thought we'd freeze. So, we snuck into town and broke into one of the hot baths to warm up. Now that I think about it, it was a damn stupid thing to do. But I suppose we didn't have any choice. It was either that or freeze to death. Anyway, they found us there."
"What were you doing out in those parts?"
"We heard of some aerial activity and went to check it out. The fems were spraying the mountainsides with something, never did find out why or what it was. How about you, Hayes? How'd you wind up here?"
Crawford related the story of how he and his group had tried to destroy the synthoid lab, and failed.
"That's tough," said Grenfield. "It's a wonder they didn't kill you outright instead of taking you captive. You're lucky."
Crawford grimaced. "I'm not so sure about that."
"I know it ain't much here, but you're still alive. You're in good shape, not like the rest of us. Just keep your head. Maybe they'll pick you for a breeder. Now that's the place to be."
"What's a breeder?"
"Luckiest sumbitches alive, that's who. They're guys who're chosen to impregnate selected fems."
"I thought they did all that in the genetics labs."
"They do, but they still need variations to the collected gene pool. I told them I'd do it, but they told me I was too old. Hell, I'm only thirty-two." Grenfield coughed again.
Crawford finished the tray of food and pushed it away just as a fem corporal entered the room and blew her whistle.
"All right, time for class. Everybody line up."
The men rose from their tables and formed into a line.
"What's this about?"
"Indoctrination classes," said Grenfield, "fucking propaganda."
"Shut up there!" shouted the corporal. "Move out!"
With half a dozen synthoids watching over them, the men marched out of the mess hall and crossed to the opposite side of the compound where they were herded into a small auditorium. They took seats and waited. Synthoids walked slowly up and down the aisles, keeping order. After a few minutes, a fem lieutenant walked out onto the stage and stood behind a rostrum.
"Good afternoon, men."
A few men returned the greeting. Most remained sullen and quiet.
"Today, I'd like to speak with you about social responsibility."
Scattered moans arose and the lieutenant rapped on the rostrum for order. The synthoids tried in vain to search out the source of the moans.
The lieutenant continued. "Social responsibility is an extremely important concept to any civilized society. Without it, there would be no social services, no cooperation between people, and, most importantly, without social responsibility, chaos would reign. Just what do we mean by the term? In simple words, it means doing your fair share. Can anyone give me an example?" She looked out over the heads in the crowd. Nobody offered an explanation.
"Well," she continued, "paying taxes is a social responsibility..."
"Not at a 73% rate, it isn't," somebody shouted.
The synthoids turned their heads, searching for whoever made the comment, but there were too many men in the crowd to pick out the source.
"...and obeying the laws, that's part of our social responsibility, as well as serving on juries, and giving your time to volunteer services..."
"I'd rather go fishing," someone said.
This time, one of the synthoids saw who offered the remark and pulled the man from his seat.
"I didn't do nothin'," he protested as he was led out.
The men calmed down somewhat and the lieutenant went on with her lecture. Crawford looked at Grenfield and saw that he had slid down in his seat and closed his eyes. He wasn't the only one. Pretty soon it seemed that half the audience was asleep. Less than an hour into the lecture, Crawford dropped off as well. He awoke with a start to the sound of feet hitting the floor. The indoctrination class was over and they were moving out again.
He yawned and asked Grenfield what was next.
"Thirty minutes in the yard. Fresh air and exercise. They let some of the men play volleyball, but you don't have to do anything if you don't want to."
"What do you do?"
"Me? I don't do nothin'. I'd smoke a cigarette if I had one."
"Cigarettes are illegal."
"What ain't these days?"
"There was a major who interrogated me when they first brought me in. She smoked a cigar."
"Rank does have its privileges," observed Grenfield.
The men were let into an open area surrounded by a high fence. In the middle of the field was a volleyball net. A few of the men drifted over and began to pat a worn ball back and forth over the net. Grenfield sought out the shade made by one of the barracks and sat with his back to the wall. Crawford followed and sat next to him. They watched the players.
"Anybody ever escape from this place?" asked Crawford without looking at Grenfield.
"A few," said Grenfield, "but not many. It's a big risk to take."
"Why do you say that?"
"If they catch you the first time, and they nearly always do, they castrate you. The second time, they kill you, no questions asked. I know you saw the swinging five when you came through the gate. That was the last bunch who tried to break out, all second-timers."
"Well," said Crawford, "just suppose you wanted to escape. Have you thought about how you'd go about it?"
"Sure, I guess so. Sometimes I like to think about wrestling a gun away from one of the fems and shooting my way out. But that's not reasonable, I just like to dream about it. No, the best way, as far as I can see, is to have some help from the outside."
"Like who?"
"Beats the shit out of me. I'm still here, ain't I?"
Grenfield was suddenly wracked by a fit of coughing.
"Jesus, man, you all right?"
Grenfield wiped blood from his mouth. "Yeah. Maybe I better go to sick call in the morning. Lots of guys getting sick in here lately. Chester's got it bad. He's the dude that sat in the corner and didn't say nothin' when you came in. He's still walking around, but I don't know for how long."
They fell into silence and the remainder of the exercise period passed quickly. It seemed like no time at all before they were back in the cell. The man who he'd had thrown from the bunk glared at him, but otherwise said nothing as Crawford again took the bunk for himself.
The evening meal was the same as the mid-day meal. He could see that even though he was being fed three times a day, it wouldn't be long before he got tired of eating the same thing. After the meal, they were marched back to the cells where they stayed for the remainder of the night.
In the morning, Chester was dead.
Chapter 7
The doc dabbed antiseptic on Crawford's burn and, looking satisfied, tossed the used cotton swab into a trash bin. "Healing nicely," she said. "I still wonder how you got it."
Under the fem sergeant's watchful eye, Crawford shrugged. "It's not important."
"If you change your mind, I'll listen. There are rules about treating prisoners humanely." The doc looked at the sergeant, but the fem soldier acted as though she hadn't heard.
"I'm fine," he said, "but what about the guy who came in with me? Grenfield."
"Why? You two becoming... attached?" The doctor smiled.
Crawford blushed. "No, no, nothing like that. We share a cell, that's all."
"I don't know. He's been transferred to the observation barracks and there's different doctors for those men. Well, we're finished here. You look fine but you can come back in a couple of days for a final check."
"Thanks," said Crawford as he was escorted out of the examining room.
Once outside again, the sergeant ordered him to stop.
"Look," she started, "I don't know how you got the burn and, to tell you the truth, I don't care. I do care about the major, though, so I'm going to tell you how it is. You're in good shape. You've been noticed. Keep your mouth shut and good things will happen. You read me?"
"I think so."
"All right. Move out."
He thought about Grenfield. Grenfield wasn't the only one who seemed to have the same illness, whatever it was. If it was AIDS or one of the newer, related diseases, it sure worked fast, faster than he'd heard that AIDS worked. Crawford'd been there a week and already seen half a dozen men die from the illness. It was scary. All the prisoners were uptight about it, afraid they'd catch it. Whenever anybody coughed or sneezed, the others responded by pulling away. If the cough persisted, the sick man was avoided altogether until he was finally hauled off to the special sick barracks. So far, no one had returned.
The only good thing about it was that there were only two men in the cell now, Crawford and the man he'd tossed on his first day inside. The guy's name was Winkle. Apparently, Winkle didn't forget the initial incident because he wouldn't talk to Crawford unless he had to.
That was okay. Crawford liked it quiet.
A couple of days later, another prisoner was put in the cell with them. He too had a cough. As before, Winkle was rude and soon ended up on the floor again with the new guy taking his bunk.
The new guy had been captured just two days before, up in the northern portion of the state, and he remembered precisely when his illness started.
"It started the day they took us," he explained. "That morning, we saw planes spraying something all around the mountain. Well, we went down to take a look and found the stuff everywhere, some kind of chemical, I guess. Anyway, I got it all over me. Not half an hour later, I started coughing."
"Never heard of the fems using biological agents before."
"Yeah, well, me neither, but that's what I think it is."
Crawford never learned the man's name because, a short time later, the fem sergeant who'd been an aide to the major came and took him from the cell.
"Where are we going?" he asked.
"You'll see," she said with a smile.
He was taken to a part of the prison he hadn't seen before and was led into a sturdy-looking structure. Other than the synthoids stationed inconspicuously in the halls and the usual electronic eyes, it didn't look like a prison building. Although there was a steel door at the entrance, the rest of the place looked like a dormitory. Bars were absent. Instead, there were regular doors spaced at intervals along a carpeted corridor. They stopped before one of these and the fem opened it.
"Go ahead," she urged, motioning for Crawford to enter, "this is your new home."
He stepped inside. It was a far cry from the cell he'd just left. For one thing, it was larger than the cell, and he was obviously the only occupant. Instead of a stained concrete floor and peeling walls, there was full carpeting and fake veneer paneling. A nice, comfortable bed replaced the metal bunk. A writing table, chair, trunk for clothes, and, of all things, a television rounded out the furnishings. The last time he'd seen a television, he'd been a boy. Perhaps best of all, a single window allowed him a view of the mountains. The window was made from thick plexiglass, apparently unbreakable, but a window all the same.
"What's the catch?"
"You've been selected as a breeder, Hayes."
"Oh yeah? What does that mean?"
The sergeant was amused. "You'll see. But don't worry about it, it'll be the easiest job you've ever had. Stay here until you're called for initial testing." She pointed at the intercom located in the wall next to the door. "You can watch TV if you want."
"How do I turn it on?"
"You have been away a long time, haven't you? Press the button on the top left."
He did and the screen sprang to life. A woman rattled on about how to properly prepare some sort of baked dish.
"Good luck, dogface." The sergeant backed out of the room and closed the door. The lock clicked into place, reminding Crawford that he was still in prison.
He watched the television for a few minutes before growing bored. Turning it off, he stared through the plexiglass window at his beloved mountains.
A call from the intercom interrupted his thoughts. "Prisoner Hayes?"
"Yes?"
"Proceed directly to the second floor, Room Twenty-Two, for your briefing and examination."
Confused, he didn't stir from the bed. The lock in the door clicked. "On the double, Hayes."
He got up, opened the door, and stepped out into the corridor. There was no escort waiting for him, but the synthoids watched him closely as did the cameras located high on the walls. The stairway was down the hall to his right and he quickly climbed to the second floor finding more synthoids watching a group of prisoners who were queued before an open door. He walked past them, found Room Twenty-Two, and entered.
A fem private sat behind a desk and directed him into a small examining room.
He hadn't been there for a minute before a woman dressed in doctor's whites entered the room. She stared at a clipboard and finally looked up at him. "Hayes?"
"That's right?"
"Do you know what you're here for?"
"Not exactly."
"Well, first, we need blood samples to map your genetic configuration. After our analysis is complete and you've been deemed fit, you'll be asked to supply us with samples two or three times a day. Each procedure shouldn't take more than a few minutes. Of course, between procedures, you'll continue to attend indoctrination classes. Your exercise periods will be lengthened and you'll be required to visit a doctor once a week. Additionally, I think you'll find an improvement in the quality of your food." She glanced back at the clipboard before continuing. "Says here you've received a burn on your genitals."
Crawford said nothing.
"Drop your pants. Let's take a look."
He was getting used to strange women asking to have a look. He pulled down his trousers and the doctor peered at him.
"Does it work?" she asked.
"Excuse me?"
"Looks healed. Does it work, I said. Is there any pain?"
"Uh, no, no pain."
"Show me."
He didn't know what she meant. He grasped himself and turned his member over, trying to give the doctor a better angle."
"Come on, you're wasting my time. I need to see if it works. Make it hard."
Crawford stammered. "I, I, can't do that."
"Why not?"
"Well, you're a woman."
"Would it make a difference if I was a man? Your profile says nothing about you being a homosexual."
"I'm not."
"So what's your problem?"
"I don't know, it just doesn't seem right."
She looked at him a long moment before speaking again. "Look," she said finally, "usually I wouldn't put up with this kind of behavior. You understand, it's a privilege to be asked to participate in this program."
He looked blankly at the doctor.
"You do know what you're doing here, don't you?"
"Not really."
She laughed. "You know, maybe it's foolish of me, but I actually believe you. Look Hayes, you've been selected as a sperm donor. It's an honor. You should be proud, that is, unless you have a problem that prevents you from becoming aroused. Do you have such a problem?"
Crawford's face became even redder. "No, it's just that I've never, you know..."
"What are you saying? You've never had sex?"
Crawford nodded.
Incredulous, she stared at him. "Never?"
He shrugged.
"Well," she explained, "you won't be asked to actually have sex with anyone. We take samples of your ejaculate and store them for later use."
"What kind of use?"
The doctor sighed. "You really don't know much, do you? We use the collected sperm to fertilize selected eggs. From the ova, babies are created. It's a safe, clean process by which we perpetuate the race. By this means, we circumvent emotional attachments and maintain control over the genetic makeup of individuals. Now, to address your, uh, sensibilities: the process of extraction is automated and, if need be, which in your case appears to be necessary, we can insure privacy. What I need to know at this point is if you'll be able to cooperate. If there's a problem, I need to know now. Will you cooperate or should I arrange for you to be taken back to where you came from?"
Crawford sighed. "I'll do my best."
"I'm sure you will. Now draw up your sleeve and let me take some blood samples."
After she took the blood, he was told there would be another session in the afternoon and then he was excused. After lunch and thirty minutes in the exercise yard, he was again told to report upstairs, this time to another room.
A private, under the watchful eye of a synthoid, rose from a desk full of monitors, and led him to another room, about the size of a large closet. Inside was a machine that looked similar to an industrial vacuum cleaner. A hose dangled from the circular top.
"This is really easy, Hayes. All you have to do is to insert your penis into the open end of the hose, the machine will take of the rest." She waited expectantly, but he didn't move.
"Well?" she said.
"I need privacy."
She expelled a breath. "Oh, all right. Put your thing into the receptacle and flip this switch." She pointed to a toggle switch on the side of the machine and left the closet.
When she left, Crawford pulled down his pants and did as he was told, inserting his member into the receptacle and flipping the switch. A hum came from the machine and he felt a gentle, massaging tug at his penis. At first, he was alarmed, but in a moment, the stimulation produced a pleasurable feeling and he felt his penis growing hard. He shook as the machine succeeded in producing his orgasm and leaned his head back. At that moment, he noticed the camera lens imbedded into the ceiling. Hurriedly he pulled up his pants and left the closet.
The private sat at her desk. Now Crawford knew what the monitors were for. "Good job, Hayes. Get some rest and we'll see you later."
It was another incredibly humiliating experience. He felt degraded as if something private had been stolen from him, and indeed it had. It was ironic that these women who claimed to be champions of sensitivity could be so clinical, so distant, and yet so amused at a man's uneasiness when asked to expose such a private and personal act. Crawford had virtually no experience in the sexual realm, other than dealing with his own unfulfilled desires. What he had just done seemed unnatural and not only left him feeling spent physically, but spiritually as well. For all their knowledge, the doctors and their assistants knew nothing about what made a man feel whole. Once again, his thoughts turned to escape.
It was certain there was no hope for escape while he was locked inside his room. So far, he'd only been allowed access to the clinic's cafeteria, the small exercise area, and the inside of the building itself. Other than the time he was locked away, he was under constant surveillance from cameras, synthoids, and the fem personnel. If there was a way to leave unnoticed, he hadn't found it as yet.
The late afternoon session went much as the earlier session. Although he hated it, he did as he was told. The clerk was satisfied and told him he was finished for the day, he could join the other men in the exercise yard if he wished.
It was the first time he'd had a chance to talk to the other prisoners and Hayes was anxious to gain any new information that might give some clue as to how he could get out of there. Unlike those he'd met before, these men seemed healthy and fit. They exercised in the open yard and, contrasting starkly with Crawford's previous experience, they joked with one another in good humor. Crawford kept to himself until one man sauntered over and sat next to him.
"New guy, huh?"
Crawford nodded.
The man introduced himself, extending his hand. "Name's Peters." He laughed as Crawford shook his hand. "Most people in here find that pretty funny."
Crawford released his grip and shrugged.
"Don't have much of a sense of humor, do you?"
"Why should I?"
"Why, friend, things could be a lot worse." He jutted his head toward the maximum security section of the prison. "You might be over there with all the dogs."
"Maybe that's where I belong."
"If that was so, you wouldn't be here. Listen man, you got to go with the flow. Get with the program. It's easy, just let it happen, and they'll take good care of you."
Crawford sighed. "I don't want to be taken care of. I'm a free man."
"Not anymore, buddy. The war's all but over, may as well position yourself as best you can for the changes to come. There's not much choice, really, that is, unless you're willing to cash in."
Peters was beginning to annoy Crawford.
"No, I'm not ready to cash in just yet."
"That's the attitude." Peters punched him playfully on the arm. Crawford had to control himself to avoid smacking the man.
"Say, tell me something," Crawford said.
Peters smiled and leaned closer. "Sure."
"You've been here awhile, right?"
"Couple of months now."
"So you know pretty much the routine around here, when things happen, what to do, stuff like that?"
"Sure. It doesn't take long to get used to it, if that's what you're worried about."
"No, that's not it. I was just wondering if there was ever a time when we're left alone outside."
Peters smiled broadened. "Not outside. But sometimes it's possible to get together in one of the rooms. Even overnight."
He didn't understand Peters' answer.
Peters leaned closer until his face was inches from Crawford's. "You are a go-getter, aren't you? Well, if you still have enough left after a day's work, I think I can arrange something."
Thinking Peters' was talking about escape, Crawford asked what it would take.
"Not much really. The fems are very understanding about such things, even encourage it actually."
"What are you talking about?"
Peters looked confused. "Well, what are you talking about?"
"Escape, you fucking moron."
The smile dropped from Peters' face and he leaned away. "Escape?" he whispered. "Forget about it. I was talking about sex. Real sex, not sex with a machine."
"Sex with who? One of the guards?"
"No, silly. With me."
Crawford's jaw dropped. An instant later, Peters' was laid out on the ground, knocked unconscious from a single right cross.
Almost immediately, four synthoids rushed into the exercise yard and grabbed Crawford. He fought them but they were too large, too strong, and easily dragged him out. Minutes later, he stood before the desk of the clinic's administrator. She held a file with Hayes' name stenciled on the cover.
"Perhaps we were wrong about you, Hayes," she began. "Sometimes we do make mistakes. The upshot of this is that you seem to have a prejudice against some of the other men here."
"I don't like queers."
"We don't use that word here, Hayes. They're homosexuals and, to set you straight, there's nothing wrong with an alternative sexual preference. You're suffering from an outdated morality and it's obvious you're in need of further rehabilitation." She removed her glasses and leaned back in her desk chair, eyeing Crawford critically.
"The sexual act is no longer viewed as a biological necessity for procreation. We do recognize the need for sexual pleasure, the drive for affection and acceptance from another human being, whether that person is male or female. There is nothing wrong with homosexuality. Apes practice it all the time."
"I'm not an ape."
Irritated, the administrator slapped her hand on the desktop. "Indeed, Hayes, you're a dog. Once a dog, always a dog, that's what I say."
"You know what else they say?"
"What's that, Hayes?"
"You can't teach an old dog new tricks."
"That remains to be seen. If I had my way, you'd be with the rest of the animals over in maximum security. Fortunately for you, you've been deemed to be fit and useful, but I'll be damned if I'll allow you to assault my men. I'm transferring you, Hayes, to a place where I'm sure you'll be more at home."
"Where?"
"The brothel. You're going to be a boy toy of the NAW."
Chapter 8
Crawford's new digs weren't as private as those in the breeding house, but things were a hell of a lot looser. He'd never been in any kind of place that was quite like the brothel. Some of the older soldiers remembered a time when such places existed for men, but those places had women for the use of men. Now, everything was turned around.
Of course, it wasn't wholly approved by the high command, but enough so that the establishment was allowed to remain open. NAW officers admitted there was no other facility that did as much to raise morale among the heterosexual troops, and, after all, the new society gave a great deal of lip service to sexual freedom. The brothel offered those fems who desired male companionship a safe place to pursue their desires. For others, it was a place where they could dominate sexually.
They went easy on him his first week. So far, all he was required to do was to make brief appearances in the main ballroom situated downstairs. They gave him new clothes that he didn't really like. The pants were too tight and the silk shirts too bright. Additionally, he was doused with a cologne every night that tended to give him a headache. In the mornings, when the brothel shut its doors to customers, he shared a room with two other guys. Like him, they were young. Unlike him, they enjoyed being there, except, one admitted, whenever one of the fems decided to get rough during sex.
The young man shook his head. "They can get pretty kinky, man, and there's nothing you can do about it except ride it out and hope they don't do any permanent damage."
"You can protect yourself," offered Crawford.
"If you raise a hand to one, they'll kill you or castrate you. Shit, I'd just as soon be dead if I was castrated."
Crawford frowned and looked at the silk shirt he held in his hands.
"Hey man, don't worry about it. Most of 'em just want to be fucked stupid. You can tell the ones who're looking for trouble. They want to dominate because they hate men in general. Just avoid them."
"This is a nightmare," muttered Crawford.
It was Friday night, the night when, so Crawford had been told, he was expected to perform. For a week, Madam Rose, the house matron, had paraded him in front of the customers, working the fem regulars up so they'd be willing to pay a premium price for the services of the new man.
As promised, a crowd filled the place. Most of the fems were fresh from the field and looked to blow off steam. The habitual customers knew Hayes was new to the place and greeted him accordingly.
"Hey, hot pants," one called over the noise, "want to go short time?"
Short time meant thirty minutes in a room upstairs. The going rate was a dollar a minute, but Madam Rose expected her new men to get at least double that.
A burly fem put her hand on Crawford's shoulder and asked him to dance.
"No, thanks," he said.
"What's your problem?"
"Bad foot," Crawford lied.
"Then let's just go upstairs." She leaned her ample belly on him and he smelled gin fizz on her breath.
"You got sixty dollars?"
"I don't want an hour, honey. I doubt if you could handle me for that long anyway."
"Who said anything about an hour? Sixty dollars will get you thirty minutes."
"Get out of here."
"Sorry, that's the deal."
The fat woman rolled her eyes. "You're good looking, honey, but no man's worth sixty dollars."
"Have it your way." Crawford walked away. As he worked his way through the crowd, he received numerous pinches on the backside from drunken fems. Reaching the opposite side, he flopped onto a leather couch, rubbed his behind, and watched the lights play across the dance floor. The music was frenetic and deafening.
Meanwhile, on the other side of the base, in the Officer's Quarters, Rave Tildon had just completed her first full week as Colonel Reno's aide-de-camp. It was going to be even harder than she'd expected. Not because of the paperwork or the new surroundings, but because of the colonel's incessant demands.
The colonel also had a temper. Rave had known about it and a couple of times had witnessed it in action, but had never been its target. That is, until that afternoon.
She'd been trying to get the weekly reports completed when Lieutenant Charlette O'Malley came in.
"Afternoon, captain," said O'Malley.
"Hello, Charl," replied Rave, barely looking up.
"It's time," the lieutenant said, looking at her watch.
"Oh? Time for what?"
"I can't believe you forgot. We've got a softball game. Our group against the security group."
Rave stopped typing and looked at her friend. "I'm sorry, I've had so much to do, I forgot all about it."
"Well, it's not too late. Come on."
"I really need to get this done."
"Oh come on. What is it?" Charl looked at the monitor. "Weeklies. Just what I thought. Can't you finish in the morning?"
Rave sighed and looked at the computer screen. "I suppose so. Nothing's going to happen if I don't finish today."
Charl grinned. "All right, let's go. What'd we do without our second basegirl?"
Rave closed the file and shut down the computer. Donning her hat, she turned to her friend. "Let's go."
Together, they walked out of the office and through the main corridor of the admin building. On the steps, they met Colonel Reno on her way inside.
The two younger women smartly saluted and Reno, with a nod, formally returned the military greeting. They'd already passed when the colonel called out to Rave.
"Captain?"
Rave stopped and turned. "Yes, ma'am?"
"You did complete the reports, didn't you? I'd like to review them before I go home tonight."
Rave glanced at Charl before speaking. "Well, actually ma'am, no, I didn't. I thought I'd come in tomorrow morning and finish up."
"Excuse me?"
"I thought I'd come in..."
"I heard you the first time. You know perfectly well that the weekly reports are to be completed by the end of day on Friday of each and every week. There is to be no variance in the routine. I hope you have a good reason for not attending to your duties in a timely manner."
Rave realized the colonel waited for an answer. She glanced at Charl.
Reno glanced at the lieutenant. "What does she have to do with this?"
"Nothing," Rave said quickly. "It's entirely my decision. I just thought that since distribution was on Monday, I could finish up in the morning."
"That's what you thought?"
Rave nodded. "Yes, ma'am."
"Well, you'd better think again, soldier," Reno bellowed. "Now turn around and get your ass in there and finish your work. I want to review it afterwards. On the double!"
"I'll drop by later," muttered Charlette.
Rave accompanied Colonel Reno back inside. Without a word, the colonel entered her office and slammed the door behind. Rave went to her desk and completed the reports in thirty minutes. In nothing more than a display of unconditional authority, Reno kept Rave for two more hours making revisions. By the time Rave was done with the work, the ball game was long over.
Disgusted, she went to her quarters and treated herself to a long, hot shower, allowing the water to massage muscles taut as cat-gut strung over a Stradivarius. She thought she'd finish showering, grab a bite to eat, probably a sandwich at the base package store, and curl up with a novel. Above all, she wanted to get the colonel out of her mind and keep her out for the weekend.
She left the shower, dried off, and, instead of putting on a fresh uniform, she decided to put on her civvies. She had a new outfit that fit in all the right places and she hadn't worn it yet. Why not? she thought to herself. She wriggled into the tight-fitting pants, started to put on a bra, decided against it, and pulled on a matching sweater. Because she didn't want to take the time to dry it, she pulled her wet hair back and clipped it. Before leaving the room, she judged her reflection the mirror. Pretty dressed up for the package store. What the hell. She grabbed her pocketbook and walked out.
She gathered stares from passing fem soldiers, reminding her that she looked pretty damn good for a trip to the store. She felt good about that, but a little sad about being all dressed up and having no place to go.
The store was brightly lit. A sign over the door proclaimed the best soy burgers in the West. Rave decided to treat herself and have one, with plenty of barbecue sauce. Onions too, what the hell. She gave her order to the pimply-faced girl behind the counter and went to the coolers to choose a drink.
Somebody tapped her on the shoulder and she turned around. It was Charl.
"Don't you look nice. Going out?"
"Well, no, not really. New outfit. I just wanted to see what it looked like."
"Fabulous," said Charl. "What are you going to do?"
"Nothing really. Have a sandwich, read a little, call it a night."
Charl frowned. She was dressed up as well, wearing tight-fitting shorts and a gold lamé halter top. Matching gold spiked heels adorned her feet.
"It's a shame to waste that outfit. Why don't you come with us? Joanie and Gwen are in the car outside. They'd just love it if you came along."
Rave looked through the front window and saw the two other girls. They were friends and she liked both of them. All three were fun-loving and fun to be around.
"Where are you going?"
"Queenie's. It's ladies' night."
"It's always ladies' night at Queenie's."
"How would you know? You've never been there."
"Yes, well, you go enough for the both of us."
"I don't go that often. Come on, it'll be fun."
"I don't know," Rave said doubtfully.
"Look, if you don't like it, I'll bring you home in an hour. How about it?"
"What about my burger?"
"Eat it on the way over. Just don't get any on that lovely sweater. Or my upholstery."
"All right," said Rave, "an hour, then I want to go back to the barracks."
"Right-o." Charl pulled a six pack out of the cooler, tossed a five on the counter, and walked out with Rave in tow.
Queenie's was hopping by the time they walked in. The laser light show momentarily blinded Rave and the music nearly blew her back out the door. Actually, it wasn't the first time she'd been to Queenie's, but it was the first time she hadn't been tricked into going. This time she felt different. She was dressed for a night out, she had plenty of money in her pocketbook, and she deserved a change of pace.
The four women went directly to the bar and ordered drinks.
Charl faced the dance floor and looked through the noise and rotating lights to the line of men standing along the far wall.
"I know what I want," Charl said to no one in particular.
"Hey," said Rave as Charl walked away, "you forgot your drink."
Charl waved a hand, "You drink it," and disappeared into the crowd.
Rave turned back to the bar and laughed with her two remaining friends. They sipped at their drinks, listening to the music and watching the dancers. Charl danced the lambada with a tall, Nordic-looking man that appeared to be a year or so younger. She was a good dancer, Rave noted, not as inhibited as herself. Astride the Nordic's leg, she moved her hips in perfect rhythm to the music, grinding her pelvis against the man. Rave watched with rapt attention, not because she wanted either Charl or the man, but because she wished she could find intimacy as easily as the other girls. She quickly reminded herself that these men were whores, taken from the ranks of the dog soldiers. All the same, the available men, those who lived in the new order, all seemed to be something less. Wimps was the word that came to mind.
Rave finished her drink and, in an uncharacteristic move, picked up Charl's drink and drained it.
"Have another?" the bartender asked.
"Why not?" answered Rave.
In a moment, the drink was set before her and she worked on it. She really had no idea what it was, or what was in it, but it was palatable and it made her feel good.
Gwen drifted off and Rave spotted her a short while later, walking up the stairs hand in hand with another handsome blond. Why do they like blondes so, Rave wondered, when there are so many handsome dark-haired men? As an afterthought, she wondered how Gwen could go off like that with a man she'd just met, a man she had to pay for? Where was the romance?
Joanie took Rave by the hand, shouted something unintelligible, and pulled her onto a dance floor so crowded, it was impossible to tell who was dancing with whom. In seconds, all Rave could see of Joanie was her frenzied, waving hands. Rave kept getting bumped and soon stepped away. Returning to the bar, she retrieved her drink and decided to take a walk around the place.
Queenie's was a large, sprawling two-story affair with several rooms and multiple bars downstairs. Each room had a different decor and was calculated to appease a patron's changing moods. Upstairs were the men's rooms, territory where Rave had never ventured.
She left the crowded central room and passed into a smoke-filled pit. In one corner, a band of butch femmes played blues, the lead singer crooning into a handheld mike. Rave liked the music but the smoke was a bit much to take. She continued to stroll through the building until she found herself at the Far Bar, the only quiet place in the entire building, other than the rooms upstairs.
The Far Bar was dark with muted lighting behind the bar only. The bartender chatted with a fem trooper and, when Rave entered, she asked if she could get her something.
Jokingly, Rave replied, "How about some company?"
"Well," the bartender replied, "I'm afraid I'm taken..."
Rave started to tell her that's not what she meant, but the bartender continued.
"Try over in the corner." She jerked her head past the tables and chairs.
Rave looked but couldn't see as far as the wall.
"Go on," she urged, "I'll bring you a drink. On the house."
Rave shook her head, "No thanks," and started to leave.
The bartender released her girlfriend's hand and leaned forward. "Listen, sweetie, do me a favor, would you? There's a new guy over there. He's kinda shy, you know? Some of 'em are like that. It's quiet in here, private. It'd be a big help if you just talked to him, maybe bring him out of his shell a little. That's all. Free drinks for both of you."
"I don't know..."
"Wait a minute, I haven't even told you the best part yet. He's about the best looking man I've ever seen in here. I'd go after him myself, but I don't swing that way. What do you say?"
"Oh, all right. But if I don't like what I see, don't bother with the drinks."
"Thanks a lot, you're a gem."
Rave turned and peered into the darkness. Seeing nothing, she turned and looked back at the bartender questioningly.
"Over there, on the couch," she said.
Rave took a few steps forward and saw the outline of a man sitting motionless on a leather couch. She approached him.
"Mind if I sit down?"
"It's a free country," he said, then added, "no, check that, but you can still sit down if you want to."
His voice was smooth, like water. Rave still couldn't tell what he looked like, but she liked his voice. She sat next to him. Now she could see his profile. She couldn't be sure, but she thought he had dark hair.
"What's your name?"
He sighed and spread his hands. "They told me to say Jett, but that's not true. I feel stupid saying it."
"Well then, what's your real name?"
"Hayes," he said, "Crawford Hayes."
Chapter 9
She still hadn't seen his face in the light, but she sure liked the way he talked. Maybe it was the liquor, or maybe it was just her mood, whatever it was, the more he talked, the more fascinated Rave became.
Crawford was relaxed. From the way he said things, she knew he wasn't into games, and although she also knew he'd been a rebel soldier, there was a deep gentleness about him. And yet, along with it, was an assuredness that was unique to certain men. She'd seen it before, but those men hadn't lived very long.
The bartender brought the drinks and turned down Rave's offered tip with a wink.
She hoisted her drink in toast. "What shall we drink to?"
"Freedom?"
Rave lowered her drink as well as her voice. "Let it go, Crawford. It's just a word, it doesn't mean anything."
"Maybe you're right," he sighed. "So, why don't you propose a toast?"
"All right," she said, hoisting her glass again, "to this night."
They clinked the glasses together and Rave took a drink. Crawford put his lips to the glass, but didn't take in any of the liquid.
"You didn't drink."
"Oh, I don't drink alcohol. I guess I should have told you."
Rave stared hard at Crawford, trying to make out his features in the dim light. "You are a funny one. But I respect that. To tell you the truth, I don't drink much either."
"Then what are you doing here?" He quickly added, "Oh, maybe that's a stupid question."
"No, it's not like that. I didn't come looking for, well, you know, romance. I came with some friends."
"Where are they?"
Rave giggled. "They found romance."
Crawford laughed and leaned forward to set his glass on the table. As he did so, his face was illuminated by the light from the bar and Rave got her first good look at him.
The bartender was right. He was a handsome man, young with rugged features. His deepset eyes flashed green and crinkled at the edges when he smiled, giving him the appearance of being older than he was. There was character in his face as well as a silent strength. Additionally, he had dark hair. Almost involuntarily, Rave dropped her arm across the back of the couch.
He leaned back, touching her arm. Rave felt unaccustomed emotion pass through her and briefly wondered if she had enough nerve to follow through with what she was thinking.
"Look," she started, "I don't know exactly how to say this but, uh, would you like another drink? I mean a soft drink, fruit juice or something?"
"Yes, as a matter of fact, I would."
Rave started to get up, but Crawford gently touched her on the arm. Rising, he said, "I'll get it. Would you care for something else?"
"No, I'm fine," she said, shivering from his touch.
Crawford crossed the floor to the bar and Rave took a good, long look. His body was lean and muscular. He walked with the certainty of an athlete. Rave couldn't stop staring at him. When he returned, she again draped an arm across the back of the couch.
Rave took a deep breath. "Crawford?"
"Yes?"
"I want to ask you something."
"Sure, go ahead."
"Well, I don't want you to get the wrong idea. I've only been here once before and that was just for a short time..."
"Yes?"
"Well, I was just wondering, do you think you'd like to, well, I don't know how to say this."
"Just say whatever's on your mind. I'm sure it'll be all right."
"Okay. Here goes. Do you think you might, well, would you like to... take me upstairs?"
Crawford stared at Rave a long moment before answering.
"You might be happier with one of the other guys."
"Why do you say that?"
He shifted uneasily on the couch.
"There's nothing wrong with you, is there?"
"No, nothing like that."
"Well?"
Crawford searched for the right words, couldn't find them, and said something else. "I'm new here, you see, so Madam Rose wants a lot of money..."
"Don't worry about that," said a relieved Rave, "I'm an officer, a captain, actually. I've got plenty."
"Well, if you think it's all right."
"I think it's all right."
"Okay." Crawford looked at her. "Now?"
"Well, if you're ready."
"I guess so." Crawford got to his feet, but Rave took him by the hand and pulled him back down.
"I'm a little nervous," he explained.
"That's okay, so am I." Then, surprising herself, she leaned forward and kissed him.
When the two finally got their nerve up, they proceeded through the lower rooms of Queenie's, which was in the height of the evening's revelry, and began to climb the stairs. Much to Rave's embarrassment, she encountered Gwen on her way down.
"Where are you going?"
Rave ignored the question and introduced Gwen to Crawford.
"How do you do?" said Crawford.
Gwen shook his extended hand. "Such a gentleman," she said, then in an aside to Rave, "where did you find this hunk?"
Although embarrassed, Rave felt a charge of ego fueled by her friend's compliment.
"Well, have a good time you two. I did."
Rave quickly turned and walked up the stairs, her hand in Crawford's. At the top of the stairs, she finally noticed the synthoid guards. Because the creatures were so ominous, they were instructed to stay well out of sight. In any case, everyone knew they were there, but it was agreed that the place was more fun when the synthoids stayed out of sight. Still, it was impossible for the large animals to remain hidden anywhere for very long. Upstairs, one stood at the either end of a long hallway, within earshot of all the rooms.
As an additional security measure, hidden cameras were planted everywhere, even in the restrooms. It was an accepted fact of life in the new order. No one liked it, but it was seen as a necessary evil. Rave correctly assumed that cameras watched her and Crawford as they walked to the payment window.
"Short time?" asked the cashier. "The rate is double on this man."
Rave shook her head. "No, not thirty minutes."
The cashier smiled. "An hour? Fine. That'll be $120."
"No," said Rave, "I want him for the entire night."
Crawford pulled her to one side. "But what if I'm not what you expect?"
"But you are, I know it." She turned back to the window, back to the startled cashier.
"How much?" Rave asked.
"I'm not sure. Just a moment, please." The cashier picked up a phone and briefly spoke into it. A minute later, Madam Rose herself came up the stairs.
"So," she said, "you want my new boy toy for the entire night?"
"That's right."
"He isn't going to be cheap, honey. You're his first customer and, if I don't say so myself, he's worth a pretty penny."
"How much?"
Rose pulled a small calculator from her bodice and punched buttons. After a moment, she looked up and smiled. "You understand, of course, an entire night includes complimentary champagne, breakfast, and the use of both whirlpool and sauna."
"Fine. How much?"
Rose glanced again at the figure on her calculator. Finally, with resolve in her voice, she said, "One thousand dollars."
Rave didn't even blink. "Will cash be all right?"
The Madam smiled, showing capped teeth. "Certainly."
Rave drew the money from her purse and counted it out. Crawford watched the entire transaction and couldn't help thinking about the ammunition that could be bought with that amount of money.
Rose's smile broadened. "Thank you. I guarantee you'll have a wonderful time tonight. I'll have the champagne chilled and delivered to your room. If you require anything else, a phone is provided. Anything."
"I'm sure I have what I want."
As the two lovers to be walked to their room, Rose called after them. "I hope we see you again soon."
Rave glanced at Crawford and said, "I'm sure you will."
As soon as they shut the door to the suite, Crawford put his hands on Rave's shoulders and looked into her eyes. "You shouldn't have paid so much."
"I don't see why not. I'm sure you're worth it."
"Look, Captain..."
"Rave," she corrected.
"Rave, I have to tell you something."
"Now what is it?" she said playfully.
"I've never been with a woman before."
"What do you mean?"
"Just what I said. I have no experience whatsoever. I was just a boy when I joined the army. I never could bring myself to abuse the prisoners like some of the other men." Crawford looked at the floor. "I don't know what I'm doing."
Rave tenderly laid a hand across Crawford's face. "You're serious, aren't you?"
"I'm afraid so."
"Don't be," she said suddenly, hugging him tightly. "This is even better than I could've dreamed."
Crawford was relieved but he didn't understand how Rave could feel the way she did after paying so much money. Women are strange, he reminded himself, no man he'd ever known had ever admitted that they'd understood women.
Rave pushed Crawford to the queen-sized bed. She surprised him again by pulling off his shoes. Then she leaned over him and kissed him deeply, her tongue parting his lips, searching and touching. Crawford felt the passion rising within and kissed her back, equaling her passion. When he reached for her, she gently pulled away and smiled.
"I've a feeling," she said, "this will be a night we remember for the rest of our lives."
Crawford was confused, but found himself enjoying the beautiful woman's playful nature.
A knock came at the door.
"The champagne!"
A waitress entered carrying a silver pail with an iced bottle in the center. She set the bottle next to the bed and backed out without asking for a tip.
Crawford watched Rave open the bottle. The cork popped and the golden liquid bubbled from the top, spilling over Rave's fingers. Without a word, she leaned forward and outlined Crawford's lips with her wet fingers. Never taking her eyes from him, she made sure he had a taste.
"How do you like it?"
"It's bittersweet, like fermented honey."
She poured two glasses and handed Crawford one. "Sip it," she instructed, "it'll relax you."
Doubtfully, Crawford tried the chilled wine and found it not unpleasing. Between kisses, they toasted the night and one another until Crawford began to feel flushed and happy. At that point, Rave took his empty glass and set it aside.
She slowly removed his shirt and admired Crawford's upper body, running her hands across his chest and fondling his shoulders. Crawford would have liked it better if he didn't feel so awkward. He felt there was something he should say, but he couldn't think of the words to describe his feelings. He was a prisoner of those he'd spent his adult life fighting and presently, he was well on his way to the ultimate collaboration. He thought of stopping. Instead, he responded by fondling Rave's breasts through the pullover she wore.
She sat up and Crawford pulled her shirt over her head.
Her breasts, firm and free from restraint, met Crawford's hands with gratitude. She sighed as his hands began their gentle exploration. The two lovers continued to touch one another, kissing and exploring, and gradually they shed the remainder of their clothes. Rave took the lead in their lovemaking by allowing her hands to roam over Crawford's now fully hard genitals. Crawford followed by feeling, for the first time in his life, the woman's downy pubic area. Lower still, he found her to be wet. As his fingers explored, Rave moaned and shut her eyes. Suddenly, she rolled over onto her back, urgently pulling Crawford atop her.
With one hand encircling his lower back, the other took him by his manhood and directed him to the place between her legs, guiding him inside. She gasped as Crawford entered her. After that, nature took its course.
Crawford came quickly and the two lay together for a time, breathing hard and recovering for a second round. Because he didn't know better, he didn't apologize for the shortened performance. It didn't matter. The second time was longer and even more intense than the first. The third was much the same. And on it went through the night.
Rave returned the following evening as well as the one after that. In gratitude, and not a little understanding, Madam Rose dropped Crawford's cost to the standard rate. Although she hadn't uttered the words, Rave was in love. She had been since the moment she'd first seen him.
Back at work on Monday, Rave was quite herself, nonplussed with the annoyances of Colonel Reno. Indeed, the colonel had heard of her aide's latest distraction, but instead of calling her attention to it and any adverse affects the romance might have on her work, the colonel set about initiating another course of action. Under a veil of secrecy, Reno left the office early.
When Rave arrived at Queenie's on Monday evening, she was surprised to find that she was invited to join the colonel and a handful of other officers in the private and exclusive, executive party room. There was a large quantity of foods piled upon a serving table and waiters incessantly ran from the bar to the officers' tables, supplying them with an assortment of drinks. Although many of the fems were professed lesbians, men sat among them accomplishing small favors when asked. Standing upon raised pedestals, three scantily-clad men danced to music that was more suited to the colonel's generation.
Upon seeing Rave, Reno called the woman over and instructed her to sit at her right. "Are you surprised?" asked the colonel.
"Yes, ma'am. What's the occasion?"
"I just thought it was high time I showed my officers how much I appreciate all the good work they've done. A little party to celebrate our success and help us focus on the work to come." Reno stood and clanged a fork against her glass. All heads turned to her.
The colonel raised her glass. "I'd like to propose a toast to all my girls. You've done a marvelous job. As you know, the high command believes that the end of the war is at hand. All of you have been instrumental. You should be proud of yourselves. I certainly am. Tonight, I expect each and every one of you to drink and eat more than your share."
A laugh rose from the crowd of women.
"Additionally, feel free to imbibe in the other offered pleasures this establishment has to offer. It's all paid for, ladies, so help yourselves."
A cheer went up and the party continued at full tilt. At that moment, more men were escorted into the banquet room, among them was Crawford. Rave immediately caught his eye and smiled. Crawford smiled back, but under the circumstances, Rave could tell he wasn't happy.
And why should he be, she thought? Well, if things went as she planned, Crawford would no longer continue to work at Queenie's. She'd already made inquiries about obtaining Crawford's license for herself. It was perfectly legal and, although it didn't happen very often, there had been other cases where women had obtained custody over favored men. The arrangement was quickly replacing the institution of marriage in the new society. So far, the unions that had resulted in such associations had proved to be strong.
Reno drank heavily and enjoyed herself immensely. On occasion, she scolded or slapped a man when he didn't respond fast enough to suit her. Additionally, she kept a close eye on Rave. Crawford avoided as much contact with the women as he could get away with, preferring to loiter at the entrance and volunteer for errands that took him out of the room.
As the evening wore on, Reno's appetite for liquor and cruelty grew. She reprimanded the men for their masculinity and nodded approvingly when her officers followed suit. Rave watched the colonel closely and, when she thought the woman was too inebriated to notice, she went to Crawford and spoke to him, assuring him that the party was a trial that would soon be over.
"Captain Tildon!" the colonel roared.
Rave turned from Crawford.
"Yes ma'am?"
"Bring that dogface forward. Let's have a look at the animal."
Rave looked back to Crawford sympathetically. Without a word, Crawford stepped forward until he stood before the colonel.
"He certainly looks sturdy enough," said Reno. Turning to Rave, she asked, "How's he in the sack, Captain? I hear you two have become quite an item."
Not knowing exactly how to answer, Rave said nothing.
"Oh come on, Tildon, we're all women here. Come here dogface, let's have a closer look at you."
Crawford stepped up to the older woman until he was within reach. He was dressed in black leather pants and a white, open-front shirt. Reno pulled the shirt further open. "Such a manly chest," she commented, running her hand over his skin.
Crawford clenched his teeth and stood firm.
In a sudden move, the drunken colonel gripped him by the shirt collar and pulled him forward, kissing him full on the lips. Crawford pulled away, pushing the colonel from her chair in the process. Reno fell to the floor.
Save for the music, silence fell over the banquet room as the colonel got to her feet. Crawford wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, and, in a rebellious move, spat on the woman.
An expression of menacing outrage fell over Reno's face. She looked about herself for help. Spying a nearby knife lying on a table, she grabbed it and in one motion brought it up and across Crawford's face, cutting him deeply from cheek to ear. Instantly, blood began to pour from the wound.
"Get him out of here," the Colonel screamed and two synthoids appeared. Grasping Crawford by the arms, they dragged him out of the room, leaving a trail of blood droppings behind.
As he was taken from the room, Rave unashamedly rushed to his side. "I'm so sorry, Crawford, I'm so sorry," was all she could say.
Chapter 10
Crawford's cut took thirty-seven stitches to close. When the doctor found out how it had happened, she was clearly upset, but, just as Crawford suspected, the colonel's rank and position persuaded the doctor from pursuing charges. All around the cut, his face was swollen and red.
"I'm sorry," the doctor said, "I did the best I could, but you're still going to have quite a scar."
Crawford wasn't a vain man. He shrugged and considered it an injury of war. As to his duties at the brothel, it only took one look from Madam Rose to make the decision that Crawford no longer had the looks necessary to entertain her clientele. As a result, Crawford's disposition was put into limbo. He was sent to the prison hospital until he healed enough for a new evaluation.
The first day in the hospital, Crawford was approached by two men. They stood in front of him, critically appraising him before speaking. The larger of the two, an ugly man with a perpetual frown on his face, finally spoke.
"You the guy from the whorehouse?"
"What's it to you?"
"Nothin'. Just wanted to know, that's all. From what I hear, you had it made until you stood up to Reno."
"So what?"
The ugly man shrugged. "Takes guts to throw it all away for honor."
"Yeah, well, maybe you're making more of it than it was."
"I don't think so." He turned to his companion. "This is Bill Jeter. Major Bill Jeter. Ever heard of him?"
Crawford had heard of the man. Jeter was famous for his exploits during the pre-war years as an assassin and a commando. He'd put on a few years as well as quite a bit of weight.
"I thought you were dead."
"Nearly was. Knocked silly by heavy bombing out near Four Corners last year. You remember?"
Crawford nodded.
"Believe me, it was the only way the bitches could capture me."
"I'm Pete Morrow from the Tenth Armored Division," said the ugly man.
Crawford was impressed. "You guys took hell in Vegas, held out for four months before the water ran out."
"That's right, Crawford, you know our history. We know a little about yours as well." The man looked about conspiratorially and lowered his voice. "That's why we're here."
Jeter moved closer and looked at Crawford's wound. "The bitch cut you good."
"Yeah, well..."
"Play your cards right, you might have a chance to get even."
"How's that?"
Jeter glanced around to insure no one was listening. "We're breaking out. We need a third man."
Crawford tried to smile but pain shot through his cheek. "Not going to be easy," he said between clenched teeth.
"We've been planning it for a long time."
"Why haven't you done it already?"
"We need another man, and not just anybody, we want somebody who won't lose his cool in a tight spot. We've heard about you, Hayes. We want you."
"Tell me about it first."
Morrow sat on the edge of Crawford's bed and began speaking in low tones, outlining his plan. Like all good plans, it was simple. The danger was obvious and neither of the men, hardened as they were, dwelt on what would happen if any of them were caught.
When Morrow had finished, he asked if Crawford was still interested.
"You can count me in. When do we go?"
"When you heal up some. We need to get out of here before we're missed from our work detail." Morrow got to his feet. "We'll be in touch."
"Nice to have you aboard," said Jeter as the two men turned to go.
Crawford closed his eyes and thought about what the two veterans had told him. Trucks constantly moved in and out of the base. Prisoners loaded and unloaded equipment and supplies from the trucks. Jeter had worked his way into a position of trust among some of the fem supervisors and they always called on him when they had a particularly large shipment. Additionally, Jeter got to pick the men in the work detail. There were certain times when large jobs came along, and as Morrow had told Crawford, they were always at the same time of the month. Halfway through the story, Crawford guessed they planned on stowing away aboard one of the trucks.
It was worth taking the chance, even if it meant he'd never see Rave again.
Thinking of her troubled Crawford. She was a complication he'd never counted on. If it weren't for the war and the insane turn the world had taken, maybe things could have been different. As it was, she was the first love in his life and Crawford swore she'd be the last. Was he in love with her? He didn't know, he'd never been in love before, but he felt something different about her, something he'd never felt about anyone before. It was strong and true and it made his heart ache for her. For the hundredth time, he wondered what she was doing and if he'd ever see her again.
Rave was packing her gear when Charl knocked and opened the door a crack.
"Can I come in?"
Rave looked up. "Sure."
Charl stood and watched for a minute before saying anything.
"Listen," she said finally, "I'm sorry for all this."
In the middle of stuffing a camouflaged poncho into her pack, Rave stopped and looked at her friend. "Why? It's not your fault."
"I feel like it is. If I hadn't insisted on dragging you to Queenie's that first night, this would've never happened. You'd have never met Crawford, he'd be all right..."
"It's not your fault. What's done is done. Beside, I'm glad I met Crawford."
"How can you say that now? Reno's transferring you out of here and who knows what'll happen to Crawford? Do you think it was worth it, I mean all this because of a dogface?"
"You know, Charl," said Rave, facing the woman, "I don't think I like that term anymore."
"What's that supposed to mean? Don't tell me you've gone and fallen in love with the guy?"
Rave said nothing and started packing again.
Charl sighed and crossed her arms. "I guess it won't make any difference if I tell you you're being foolish?"
"It doesn't matter, Charl."
"Of course it matters. What about your career? The war is almost over. It's time to position yourself for the transition to civilian life. Reno was going to take care of you."
"Maybe I don't want Reno to take care of me. I'm a big girl, I can take care of myself."
"You've changed."
Rave stopped and thought about it. "Yes, that's true, I have. I understand now that some things are more important than my career."
"Yes, but a man?"
Rave shrugged. "You don't understand."
"Maybe not," admitted Charl, "but you're still my friend."
The two women tearfully hugged.
"Don't lose touch," said Charl, "and let me know if there's anything I can do."
Rave wiped the tears from her eyes. "Try to keep track of Crawford for me."
"All right, I will, but I think you'd be better off forgetting about him."
"I can't."
"He must be some kind of man."
"He is."
A week later, Crawford was placed in one of the regular prison barracks. The next morning, immediately after the reindoctrination class, a guard told him to report to the loading docks. He'd been selected for a work detail.
When he arrived, he saw that a group of prisoners was already there, waiting to unload a semi tractor-trailer, among them, Jeter and Morrow. They both nodded as Crawford approached.
Acting nonchalant, Morrow moved beside Crawford. "This is an incoming job. We wanted you to see the setup before we go for the real thing."
"When?"
Morrow glanced around before speaking. "Tomorrow. An empty truck is coming in to be loaded with supplies for another base. We'll make sure you're here. Just be ready."
"Don't worry about that. I'll be ready."
A guard appeared, accompanied by a synthoid. "All right, you dogs, let's get to work."
That night, Crawford had a hard time sleeping, not so much because of the impending escape attempt, but because of Rave. Through the restless night, his thoughts continued to return to her face, her touch, and the all too brief moments they had shared. When the dawn's light came creeping into the barracks, Crawford was glad of it, he had something to do, something to occupy his mind other than Rave, even if it meant that in a few hours he might be dead.
After breakfast, the men were herded into the auditorium and forced to suffer through another interminable indoctrination lecture. Typically, most of the men fell asleep, even though the synthoids walked among them jabbing them awake with police batons. Crawford wondered why the fems even bothered with the lectures. No one paid any attention.
Two hours later, they were herded into the exercise yard. As promised, a guard called Crawford's name and told him he was to report to the docks. Half a dozen other men, besides Jeter and Morrow, also showed up. Behind the open trailer sat a small mountain of boxes containing rations intended for NAW troops stationed elsewhere.
As the men began to load the supplies, Crawford picked up a box and carried it inside the trailer. Jeter loitered inside, telling the others how to stack the boxes. For a moment, he and Crawford were alone.
"Where's this load headed?"
"Who knows? Get in the front of the trailer with the box and make sure you leave enough room for a hiding place. Then go back for another."
Understanding Jeter's intention, Crawford said, "It won't work, man, they'll do a head count and they'll know three of us are missing."
"Trust me. Morrow's guys will stage a fight when the loading is finished. They'll cover us long enough for the truck to leave."
"I hope we get off the base before they realize we're gone."
One of the synthoids strolled into the trailer, ducking its head to avoid the ceiling. Jeter fumbled with his clipboard and Crawford went out for another box.
Fifteen minutes later, the trailer was half-full. Unknown to the guards, a crawlspace was left, large enough for three men. A forklift, driven by a guard, brought another two pallets of equipment and placed them inside. By then, the trailer was sufficiently loaded.
Outside, someone shouted. The synthoid standing inside the trailer grew curious about the commotion and stepped out onto the loading dock. Seeing three men fighting, it went forward to break them up. As it did so, Jeter, Morrow, and Crawford slipped back inside and then backed into the crawlspace until they were hidden from view.
More voices came from outside.
Crawford breathed a sigh of relief, but then heard the synthoid as it stepped into the back of the trailer. He thought it lingered longer than it should and, just as he was beginning to think they'd been caught, he heard the sound of the rear doors being shut and locked. Complete darkness fell over the three men. Still, they remained silent, not daring to speak until the truck started up and pulled away from the dock.
"For a minute there, I thought they had us," said Jeter.
"We're not out yet," said Crawford. "How are we going to get out of the truck?"
"We'll cut a hole through the top. The metal is thinnest there."
"Cut it with what?"
"Morrow's got a blade."
"A blade?" asked Crawford doubtfully.
In the darkness, Crawford heard Jeter turning on his side and squirming out of the crawlspace. Morrow was next, followed by Crawford.
When they got out from under the boxes, it was still dark, but not as bad as before. Morrow climbed to the ceiling and began cutting a hole. It was slow, hard work. First, he punched holes in the thin metal with the hand-fashioned knife. Before he was half finished, Crawford relieved him. When a rectangular hatch was completely outlined, Jeter took his turn, cutting through the metal gradually, playing connect the dots. This part took even longer, requiring both Crawford and Morrow taking turns again. Finally, they completed cutting three sides and pulled the flap of metal down, exposing the evening sky.
Crawford pulled himself up and took a look. They were in open country, headed south on Highway 25. Even at night, Crawford knew the exact location: just a few miles outside Colorado Springs, not far from where he'd been captured. Crawford lowered himself and Morrow took a look.
"What now? We can't jump, the truck's going too fast."
"This is where you come in, Crawford."
"How's that?"
"We were hoping you could utilize your commando skills, crawl forward and take out the driver. Of course, you'll have to do it quickly before the truck crashes."
"You're shittin' me."
"I'd do it myself," said Jeter, "but..." He patted his ample belly and shrugged.
Crawford shook his head. "This is your plan, huh?"
"It's the best we could come up with. Look on the bright side. We're out of prison."
"Give me the shiv."
Morrow handed Crawford the homemade knife. Together, Jeter and Morrow lifted Crawford through the hole. Once outside, he spread himself over the top of the trailer to keep from falling off and looked ahead into the distance. The lights of Colorado Springs were in plain view. He'd have to work fast.
The wind whipped at him as he crawled forward, threatening at every moment to blow him off the top. When he reached the forward part of the trailer, he had to turn around and ease himself onto the top of the cab. Crawford ducked low as another truck passed from the opposite direction, the turbulence nearly causing him to lose his grip.
He edged to the driver's side window and peeked down. Luck was with him, the window was down. Country music floated from the cab accompanied by an out of key female voice. Crawford tried to position himself for a quick strike, but found that between the exhaust sticking up directly behind the cab and the 70 mile an hour speed, he didn't have a chance of reaching his target. He eased back and saw that he had only minutes before they reached the city limits. Somewhere up ahead, he knew there was a checkpoint. There wasn't a moment to spare.
Moving quickly, he went to the passenger side and lowered himself down, all the while praying the driver wouldn't look to her right. She saw him just as he opened the door and slid into the passenger's seat. Wide-eyed, she stared at him.
"Where'd you come from?"
"Originally?" Crawford put the knife to her throat, letting her see the long, jagged blade.
"Stop the truck or die."
"You won't do it, you'll die in the crash."
"But so will you."
She didn't even think about it. She applied the brakes and gradually brought the rig to a halt.
Crawford grabbed the driver and dragged her out of the cab, pushing her to the rear of the truck.
"Open it," commanded Crawford.
"I don't have the key."
"You're lying, and what's more, I'll kill you before I search you."
"All right, all right." She pulled a ring of keys from her pocket and opened the rear door. Jeter and Morrow stood waiting.
"Why didn't you kill her?" asked Jeter.
"She's just a truck driver."
"So?"
"So I decided to give her a chance."
Morrow jumped down to the pavement. "I don't have time for this shit." Without another word, he punched the woman in the throat. Crawford heard the cartilage pop and could only watch as the driver dropped to the pavement, gasping for breath. In minutes, she was dead.
By that time, the three men were headed west, toward the mountains.
Chapter 11
Crawford led Jeter and Morrow across the foothills under starlit skies. Jeter, for all his experience as a soldier, lagged behind, obviously unaccustomed to such extended exercise. Crawford reckoned that the man was sixty years old. His age and the time he'd spent in prison had taken their toll. At the top of each hill, Crawford stopped and strained to look back over their trail, looking for any sign of an NAW search party. There was little doubt in his mind that the truck and the dead driver had been discovered by that time. How quickly the fems could dispatch a search party for the escaped prisoners was still an unanswered question. It would be simpler for them to send out helicopters and chances were that's where the truest danger would come from. Crawford knew he could avoid detection, but he worried about Jeter.
Morrow had no problem keeping up. Unlike Jeter, he appeared to be in good shape. At the same time, all three men were hardened soldiers and used to extreme discomfort.
Faintly, a sound drifted to them, the sound of helicopter rotors beating on the air. It wasn't a surprise, Crawford had been expecting it for the last hour.
He turned to his companions. "Let's get off this hill."
The other two men heard the choppers themselves and didn't have to ask why. They ran into a gully that divided two foothills and searched for shelter. Unfortunately, there wasn't as much as a single clump of bushes. They were caught in the open with the sound of the search helicopters pressing down on them. The orange prison uniforms didn't help either.
Crawford ran up the gully and was the first to find an outcropping of rock. Below it was perhaps room enough for one man to squeeze under. Morrow pulled up behind Crawford with Jeter not far behind. Without a word, Crawford motioned for Jeter to take the spot, then he turned and continued to pick his way along. Morrow ran alongside him, but soon they ran out of options.
A helicopter lifted over the rise directly in front of them, its spotlight sweeping down and over them, capturing them in its circle of light.
"Halt!" a voice boomed from the chopper's loudspeaker.
Crawford turned to run, but another helicopter appeared from behind. There was simply no place to run. Crawford and Morrow lifted their hands, resting them atop their heads.
The second chopper approached and hovered over the ground. Keeping its spotlight on the two, it gently set down on a level piece of ground. Just as it landed, a popping sound came from above and to the right, followed by a whoosh and an accompanying streak of light that led directly to the second helicopter. The chopper exploded in a great fireball and fell to the ground in pieces, exploding once again on impact and spreading debris all around.
Crawford and Morrow, recoginizing the sound of a Stinger missile, had fallen to the ground and covered their heads. Small arms fire erupted from the same spot the missile had come from, forcing the second chopper to quickly rise. Crawford heard the pings of bullets as they hit the rising chopper and bounced off its shielding. Apparently, some of the shots found their mark because as soon as the chopper lifted, it pitched violently to one side. Instead of returning the fire, it gained altitude, turned, and flew back in the direction it had come.
The downed helicopter continued to burn not thirty yards away. Crawford raised his head, searching for the source of the firepower. A voice called from the top of the hill.
"You! Get to your feet and identify youselves!"
Crawford stood. Morrow remained where he was. At a glance, he saw that Morrow had taken a fatal hit from the helicopter's exploding debris. A metal stanchion stuck from the back of his neck, the opposite end jutting out his throat and imbedded in the ground. Death was instantaneous. Footsteps approached.
"Keep your hands where I can see them! Who are you?"
"Staff Sergeant Crawford Hayes." Crawford glanced at the dead man at his feet. "This was Major Bill Morrow."
"Morrow? And you're Hayes?"
"That's right," Crawford said to the approaching soldier, "who are you?"
"Corporal Benson, 2nd Regiment, Mountaineers. Anybody else with you?"
Crawford looked over the soldier before answering. He was young, no more than nineteen. Around his neck hung a trophy necklace of severed female ears. Still not completely trusting, he pointed an ancient M-16 at Crawford.
"Yes," said Crawford, "back there." He jutted a thumb back down the ravine.
On cue, Jeter's voice arose from behind. "Hold your fire, son. We're on your side."
"Identify yourself!"
"Liuetenant Colonel Robert Jeter."
"Jesus Christ," the boy whispered. He turned and shouted to someone in the shadows. "Did you hear that? You know who these guys are? Goddamn legends, that's who!" Nervously, the young soldier looked at the skies. "We have to move out and fast! Those orange jumpsuits stand out like rescue flares."
Regrettably, they had to leave Morrow's body. There simply wasn't enough time to do anything else. So the fems wouldn't know who it was, they set it afire first. The man died as he had lived and the smell of burning flesh stayed with Crawford for several miles.
In the distance, he heard more choppers returning to the crash site, but it was too late, Crawford and the others were miles away by then.
They walked for hours through the night, avoiding roads and crossing them only when necessary. More than once, slow-moving, low-altitude aircraft crossed the skies and each time the small band of men scurried into rock fissures, squeezed under outcroppings and generally did their best to hide from the search parties. By midnight, the men crossed over the first mountain via an unguarded pass. Although Crawford had left the prison behind, he still couldn't stop his mind from wandering back to Rave.
In the early morning, the men turned south. They crossed the highway ten miles east of where Crawford and his men had successfully ambushed the NAW column. It seemed like years ago. After another hour and a half, they entered the base camp.
The soldiers in the camp, few as they were, looked in worse shape than Crawford and the others -- and they had traveled all night without rest or food. It was then that Crawford first realized the war was lost. The men were sick, looking much like those he'd left in the fem's prison camp. A few stood and stared as the small party dragged in. At a glance, Crawford could tell they hadn't had a decent meal in weeks, maybe even months. Why hadn't they hunted food? As bad as things were, the streams were still full of fish, and, for those who knew where to look, there was game. One of them started coughing, a familiar, hacking sound that Crawford had grown accustomed to hearing in prison. So, these men suffered from the same malady as those he'd left behind.
An older man stepped out from under a camoflauged tent. The two soldiers who led the group stopped in front of him. He eyed Jeter and Crawford.
"Who's this?"
"This is Bob Jeter and Crawford Hayes."
"No shit? We heard you men was dead."
"If I don't get some sleep and something to eat, I'm going to be." The trip had been especially hard on Jeter.
"You can get all the sleep you want, but there ain't nothing to eat. You all really Jeter and Hayes?"
"In the flesh," said Jeter. "What's wrong with you men? Everybody looks sick."
The older man, apparently the leader, shook his head. "'Bout a week ago, planes flew over the camp. We was up higher then, six miles to the west. They sprayed chemicals. Some of the men started getting sick right away, it took others a little longer, but now everybody's sick."
Jeter nodded. "We heard about it. The fems are using biowarfare. From the looks of things, it's working."
"Yes, well, the commander died three days ago. In all, nine men have died since we got sprayed. Besides the scouts who were out at the time, everybody else is sick."
"Who's in charge now?"
"Nobody, really."
"What are your plans?"
The man shrugged and coughed. "Thought we'd try to get help from one of the other camps. This is as far as we got. I wish I could say our scouts were lucky to find you." He looked at the two men who'd rescued Crawford and Jeter. "You didn't bring back any food, did you?"
The scouts shook their heads negatively.
Verification of the fact seemed to weaken the man. "We don't have nothing to offer you. I'm sorry but that's the way it is." He turned and went back under the tent.
Jeter turned to Crawford. "We'll rest here for awhile, then we'll keep going west."
"What about these men?"
Jeter ran a hand through his hair. "I don't know, Hayes, I just don't know."
A hummer pulled up to the barricade outside NAW headquarters in Denver. Rave Tildon stepped out, showed her identification, snapped a salute in return to the sentry's salute, and entered the building. There was a relaxed atmosphere inside. There hadn't been an AAFM raid reported in weeks and it showed on the faces of the female soldiers.
Rave purposefully walked to Colonel Reno's offices. When she entered, she was recognized by the colonel's staff and a hush fell over the women.
"I'd like to see Colonel Reno."
The receptionist, a butch corporal with a Mohawk haircut, looked Rave over and asked, "Do you have an appointment?"
Rave stared at the young soldier. "Do you know who I am?"
"You're Captain Tildon, but that doesn't make any difference if you don't have an appointment."
"You're insolent, Corporal, and it's been noted. Now, are you going to announce me or am I going to have to announce myself?"
"I told you, ma'am, you have to..."
Rave turned away and strode toward the colonel's office door. The corporal got up and ran after her, gripping Rave by the arm.
"You can't go in..."
Before she could get the words out, Rave had pivoted, taken her by the wrist, and locked the young soldier's arm behind her back.
Rave spoke calmly into the corporal's ear. "Do not touch me. Do not ever touch another officer. It is a court-martial offense. If I broke your arm right now, there isn't a single NAW tribunal that would say it wasn't justified. Now, I'm going to have a chat with the colonel. You go back to your little desk and play with your phone. Understood?"
The corporal meekly nodded and Rave released her. The enlisted soldier slunk to her desk. Rave proceeded to Reno's office door, knocked, then entered.
Reno looked up from her cluttered desk. "I didn't say..." She saw that it was Rave. "What do you want Tildon?"
"Information, ma'am."
"Make an appointment," the woman snapped, "I don't have time for you today. And I don't appreciate you barging in here either. Get out."
Instead of leaving, Rave stepped before the colonel's desk and looked down at her
"What kind of biological agent is being used against the AAFM?"
The colonel leaned back in her chair and smiled. "So that's what's got your panties in a wad."
"This is serious, Colonel, and you damn well know it. Using biowarfare is a breach of every civilized agreement in modern warfare."
Reno waved a hand, dismissing Rave's statement. "It's none of your concern. Now get out of here before I have you thrown out."
"You can have me thrown out, that's true. Afterwards, I'll go to the Adjutant's office and file for an investigation. They'll do it too. I already know they've gotten wind of this and they're just waiting for someone to come forward."
Reno threw the papers she held onto her desk and stood up. "What's the matter with you, Tildon? Whose side are you on? What we've done is to win the God-damn war, you fucking moron! You want to start a God-damn firestorm? You little bitch, I'll have your commission!"
"I'd think about that first, Colonel, long and hard. The men that are dying in the field and in the prisons are dying of an immuno-deficiency disease caused by biological agents that have been sprayed in active combat areas. Everybody knows it, but no one is talking about it. You may as well have used tactical nukes."
"What do you care? Afraid your dogface lover is going to contract a germ or two?"
Rave leaned forward. "You disgust me, Colonel, and you're not going to get away with this!"
"You think I don't have the High Command to back me up? Go ahead, tell whoever you want. You'll see. The results are far more important than what we had to do to achieve them. You haven't heard of the coming cease-fire, have you? Hell, woman, the dogs are ready to start peace talks. You know what that means? With all the dogs dropping out in the mountains, it means we're ready to accept an unconditional surrender!"
Rave stared at Reno for a long moment but said nothing. Turning on her heel without saluting, she walked out of the office.
The colonel bellowed after her. "Get back in here, Tildon! You don't know what you're doing, you stupid bitch! Get back here!"
Rave ignored her and, as promised, went directly to the Adjutant's offices.
Crawford slept for three hours and woke up hungry. He waited until Jeter woke, then, after advising the men in the camp to lay low, the two started their trip west in the hopes of finding men who were still capable of fighting.
"This can't be all that's left," muttered Jeter as the two left the camp. "Have things gotten this bad?"
It appeared to be the case, but after experiencing the NAW prison, neither man was willing to call it quits.
"I'll never give up," admitted Jeter, "and I'm sure there's still plenty who feel the same. They're out there and we'll find them."
Crawford agreed that he'd never give himself up, but he wasn't so sure that continuing the war was a viable alternative. He wondered about the men in other parts of the country. Had they suffered as the units had in the Rockies? Were they the last? Things didn't look good.
They walked all day without seeing anyone. Once, high in the sky, they saw a commercial airliner. It was the first they'd seen in years and both men realized it meant that the fems felt safe enough to resume domestic, non-military flights.
Stopping at a stream, Crawford threw in a line and succeeded in catching three fish within ten minutes. They didn't cook the meat for fear of rousing someone's attention. Instead, Crawford cut fillets and they ate the raw trout in silence. Afterwards, they continued their trek to the west.
At dusk, they decided to rest under the safety of a pine forest. Crawford was removing his pack when a man stepped from behind a tree.
"Hayes? Is that you?"
Surprised to hear his name, Crawford turned and peered through the semi-light. It was his friend, Corporal Bender.
Chapter 12
"How was it?" asked Rodriquez.
"Wasn't any picnic, I can tell you that," replied Crawford, "but I did get hot food three times a day." He glanced toward Majors McKinney and Jeter. "What do you think they're talking about?"
"Strategy, my friend."
"Doesn't look like we've got much to talk over. Most of the men I've seen are sick, the ammo's lower than it was before I left..."
"There's more than meets the eye."
"How's that?"
Rodriquez told Crawford about the suitcase-sized nukes they'd taken from the armory in Colorado Springs.
"Good God. Do you know how to use them?"
"Sure. It's easier than you think. Problem is, somebody's got to detonate the things."
"That'd be suicide."
"Yeah, well, like I say, that's a problem."
McKinney ended the conversation with Jeter and strolled over to where Rodriquez and Crawford rested underneath a camo-tarp.
"I didn't get the chance to tell you before, Hayes. but I'm glad you're back, and not just because we need every available man. You're a good soldier and you were missed."
"Thank you, sir."
"I have some good news for you."
"Oh?"
"I'm giving you a field commission. You're promoted to lieutenant as of now." The major dug into his pocket as the news sank into Crawford. Withdrawing a tarnished pair of lapel bars, he handed them over. "Here you go. Sorry they're worn, they're the best I could come up with. They were mine, you know. I was beginning to wonder if I'd ever have the chance to pass them on. Anyway," he said, sticking out his hand, "congratulations."
Crawford took the bars and shook McKinney's hand. He was an officer now, but what it meant, he didn't know. The AAFM didn't have enough soldiers anymore to really call itself an army.
McKinney saluted, and Crawford returned the salute. "Thank you, sir."
"I know you'll do us proud," added McKinney.
Crawford didn't know what to say.
Jeter walked up and held out his hand to Crawford. "Congratulations, son, and thanks for getting me out."
Crawford shook his hand. "It took all three of us."
"Couldn't have done it without you, son." He turned to McKinney. "Did you tell him?"
"I was just about to. Hayes, there's another group ten miles north of us. We want you to join up with them and do some training."
"What sort of training, sir?"
"You'll find out when you get there. Leave in the morning and take the long way. There's no need to take any chances. Avoid contact with the enemy. Hell, go fishing for a day if you want. Knowing you, you probably would anyway. But we want you there by the end of the week. If you leave in the morning, that gives you four days, so you've got plenty of time."
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