“Madame! Did you receive our message yesterday?” she cried.

With a feeling of foreboding, Renee told her that she received no message. Frantically she asked her what was wrong.

“I am sorry, Madame Renee! But the baby you wanted is gone. Two foreigners collected her on Thursday; only Ma-dame Binh knows who they are.”

Renee reeled with the shock of finding out that not only had other foreigners taken her ‘baby,’ but that she would never see her again. Tears ran down her cheeks as she desperately searched her pocket for a handkerchief.

Quietly Hein watched her pain and, taking her hand, she led Renee to a chair, which she immediately slumped into.

“I’m so sorry, Madame. But when a baby leaves here, we never know the name of the parents. This baby has gone! But Madame, there are many babies who need your love! Come, we have new babies now; you can choose another one,” then she dragged the distraught Renee to her feet.

Renee walked between the cots; she gazed through tear-filled eyes at the small infants lying there. She tried to show interest in the children, but she felt heartbroken over her loss of the chosen one.

“Look, Madame! This is a little girl who was delivered yesterday by the staff from a local hospital. Her mother de-livered her alone on the hospital grounds; she left the baby near the emergency entrance,” said Hein desperately.

Renee looked at the tiny infant, noticing the fair com-plexion, the soft brown curls. The baby lay on her back with her small fists clenched tightly. In sleep, her eyes appeared more Caucasian than Oriental in shape; Renee turned to Hein saying, “This baby appears to be more European than Asian, don’t you think, Hein?” She leaned for-ward to pick up the sleeping child.

“This is true, Madame. The mother left a note saying that she was a single woman who is part French and Viet-namese herself. She works for a European company; the child’s father is a Frenchman. He is married; he will not leave his wife and family for her. Her family will not accept a child from a mixed relationship, so she left her to be found by the hospital staff,” said Hein quietly.

“How old is the child, Hein?” asked Renee.

“We think she is about five weeks old; she is a real battler for life. You should hear her cry for attention! She really wants to find a good parent, this one,” said Hein as she smiled, stroking the baby’s hands.

The little one, feeling the attention, opened her eyes wide; she looked straight into Renee’s face. Her tiny face lit up with delight as she saw Renee, and she dimpled a spe-cial smile for her.

“Look, Renee! She knows who you are. How can you refuse this baby? You are meant to be together as a family.” Then they laughed together as the tiny baby flashed her beautiful brown eyes at both of them.

“Look at the length of those eyelashes! This girl is going to be a beauty,” said Hein.

“Could I take this baby to the doctor today and then take her home to show my husband over the weekend?” asked Renee happily.

Hein thoughtfully consulted her daybook; she then told Renee to wait while she asked Madame Binh. She would ring Madame at home and give Renee her answer.

While Renee had the baby to herself, she laid her on the table; she carefully examined her body for any abnormalities. She already loved this little girl; she desperately wanted this adoption to work out for all of them. She knew that her husband would fall in love with this child, as she was so fair-skinned. He had been a little afraid that Renee, in her desperation, would choose any child. But this baby would not raise any questions about its parentage; people could not help but love her.

Hein finally returned to the nursery. She smiled as she told Renee that Madame had agreed to her taking the baby and that she could return her to the orphanage on Monday morning. Madame had said that she was sorry about the first baby, but officials had made other arrangements for her. Glancing around, Hein lowered her voice. She told Renee that the other baby had gone to a German couple and that a much larger price had been paid for her...

...DARKNESS surrounded the men as they moved through the sleeping village, cautious of the dogs sleeping under the elevated pole houses. At the far right of the village, separated by a wooden fence from the villagers’ houses, was the local cadre’s residence. A faint light glowed through a window slit near the high roofline. 

The men continued to file through the village on silent feet, watchful of danger. They entered the doorway and were greeted by an elite group of armed warriors. The guards were small, fierce men used to fighting and to defending the hill country villages, especially if the money and rewards were acceptable.

The leader, Van Thinh Mi, strode into the center of the room. He signaled to his men to surround and search the area for spies. His aggressive stance, his fierce slanting eyes, watched every move made by the men patiently waiting near the warmth of the hearth. He coarsely cleared his throat, spitting into the flames, smiling evilly as the fire stuttered, darkened, then rose again to a bright flame. His powerful stance showed confidence in himself and his team of mercenaries. 

With a baleful stare he began to speak, “Elders of Ban Don village, it’s time to deliver your young men and women to the greater cause, the welfare of the people in the Buon Ma Thuot region. For every able-bodied youth, you will receive a sack of corn or rice to fill the hungry bellies of your children. The sale of the young women will enable you to plant out your spring and autumn crops of sweet po-tato, pumpkin or maize.” He stared hard at the elders who rocked with indecision, lowering their eyes from his fierce glare.

“Oh, please sir, don’t take all the able-bodied men from our village,” an ancient warrior cried.

“We will have no fit men to defend our village or to help the old women plant the rice if you take all our young men,” said another elder. 

“Take our young women; they have less value to us! Just another mouth to feed, unless they make a good marriage.” said a lean man dressed in the robes of a follower of Buddha. His interest lay in introducing more young men into the arms of the all-powerful Buddha. The devout needed the support of new blood to strengthen the faith. War and Communism had taken its toll; it was vital they gathered large numbers of young men to rise victorious again. 

“But our young women are still needed in the village. Who will look after the aged and bear the children for the next generation?” asked an elderly grandfather, his lined face creased with his concern for the future of their blood-lines.

Van Thinh Mi stamped his feet together; he slapped the wooden baton against his leg in anger. “Did these peasants think that they could refuse him?” he snarled.

His orders were explicit! To collect and deliver no less than thirty young men and twenty-five young women from the hill tribes of the Western Highlands to the designated drop-off point on the Cambodian border. They asked no questions about the next destination for these people; they had no personal feelings on this matter. Secret officials, well hidden in government, controlled the collection, to transport personnel to designated positions on the borders linking China, Cambodia, Myanmar and Laos.

But with the increase of disease and poverty in the high-lands over the past few years, the quality and quantity of the merchandise was diminishing. He would suggest in his next report to his masters in Hanoi and Saigon that other areas should be designated for healthier prospects.

Silently, the required number of young men and women were gathered and led away to the waiting trucks on the outskirts of the village. The mothers of these young people sat in their houses; their keening sorrow wandered around the village in the early morning mists, like the ghosts of old. Their sorrow was profound, as they knew that these children were lost to them forever - the young men to become laborers for their enemies, the daughters of the village condemned to a life of shame. They would become the slaves and prostitutes of rich men, who would discard them when they grew tired of them, or when they became sick with disease. 

The new fear now was the dreaded AIDS virus that was sweeping Asia like the ancient plagues. The Small Pox vi-rus and Tuberculosis, spread by foreign traders throughout the ages, had rampaged throughout Asia, following the destinations on the old ‘Silk Road,’ forged by greedy mer-chants trading in the commodities of ancient times.

The mercenaries blindfolded the young people with coarse cotton strips, tying their hands and feet to prevent escape on the long rugged journey to the border. They laughed cruelly as the women wept in despair; the traders in new flesh would control their lives. The young people knew that they were losing their families forever. Shame and sorrow were etched on their faces as they sat on the dirty floor of the bucking truck. The roads were rough with potholes and, when they moved past villages, the lights of the trucks were dimmed to hide their secret passage. The mercenaries stopped many times that night, collecting more victims for their illegal trading...

