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Chapter One

October, 2104

Jason Culver was on the late-night patrol in
Elko, Nevada. He checked the communicator on his wrist and saw the
time was four thirty in the morning. His shift would be ending in
two and a half hours. This was going to be his last late shift.
Beginning Monday, he would be transferring to the day shift of the
Elko Police Department. He was more than ready to get on a regular
day schedule like most of the other people in the world. What he
did realize was this had been a good shift for him, at least when
he was single. Most people were at home in bed and not out making
mischief or breaking laws. On the day shift he would see much more
action.

His mental musings were interrupted when he
saw something in the under lights of his hovercraft that caused him
to land and go to investigate what seemed to be too bizarre to be
true.

As soon as he landed, he left his craft and
hurried to where a little boy, wearing pajamas with no shoes, stood
on the sidewalk crying.

“I’m Officer Culver,” he said as he
approached the child. “Where is your mother?”

The boy sniffed loudly and proclaimed in
heavily accented English, “My mama won’t wake up.”

Jason knelt in front of the child. “What’s
your name?”

“Marco.”

“Do you know where you live?”

He nodded his head and pointed to an
apartment complex.

“Did you have a bad dream?”

Marco shook his head.

“It’s very late. This is the time when
everyone should be in bed sleeping. Let me take you to your
apartment. I’m certain your mother is very worried about you.”

Again, Marco shook his head. “She’s been
asleep for a long time. I tried to wake her up when I got up in the
daytime. She wouldn’t wake up. I’m hungry.”

Jason noticed the child’s words, although
they were spoken in English, sometimes sounded more like Spanish.
Looking closer, he could tell the boy was of Mexican descent. It
was possible his mother was in the country illegally. There could
be drugs involved. Anything was possible.

Picking Marco up, he made his way inside the
building. After checking the listing of tenants, he saw the name
Tessa Almanor. It was the only name that sounded as though it could
be Mexican. The apartment number beside the name was two
fifty-two.

Rather than taking the elevator, Jason
carried Marco up the stairs to the second floor. The door with the
right number stood open. Before entering, Jason put the child
down.

“I’m going to check on your mother. You stay
here.”

His heart pounded almost out of his chest as
he made his way through the dark apartment. He shone his flashlight
around the neat living room as well as the pristine kitchen. It
looked like Tessa kept a clean house. To his right was a hallway.
It led down to a bathroom and two doors that looked like they led
into bedrooms. In the first room, he saw a single bed, with
decorations that denoted it belonged to a small child. Moving on,
he went into the other room where he could see a woman sleeping on
the bed.

“Ms. Almanor? Can you hear me?”

When he received no response, he touched her
shoulder. To his horror, her skin was cold and her body stiff. It
was evident she’d been dead for several hours.

He immediately contacted his superior officer
on his communicator. He also requested the medical examiner as well
as social services and backup.

Remembering Marco, he hurried back out into
the hall. The child was still whimpering, although now his cries
weren’t loud, big tears rolled down his cheeks as he sucked his
thumb.

“Do you know where your father is?” Jason
asked.

Without taking his thumb from his mouth,
Marco shook his head no.

“Do you have other family here in town?”

Again, the child indicated no.

It wasn’t long before social services arrived
and took the child away. With his duty to little Marco finished, he
returned to the apartment. He started going through the rooms,
looking for any information that would help him find the family of
either the deceased woman or the child. He was shocked to see there
were no papers identifying either Tessa or Marco. It was entirely
possible those weren’t even their names.

“What do we have here?” his superior officer
asked when he entered the apartment with the medical examiner.

“I saw a little boy out on the sidewalk at
four thirty this morning. He was wearing pajamas with no shoes and
he was crying. He said his mother wouldn’t wake up. I was certain
he’d had a bad dream and woke up frightened. I brought him into
this building and surmised the apartment rented under the name of
Tessa Almanor had to belong to his mother. I left him in the hall
and found his mother in the bedroom. It’s evident she’s been dead
for several hours.”

“Do you suspect foul play?”

Jason thought for a moment “I don’t think so.
The apartment is too neat to have a murder take place here, there
are no signs of a struggle. There also wasn’t any blood that I
could see. It’s possible she died of natural causes.”

“Where is the boy now?”

“Social services got here before you did.
They took him. He was very distraught and he said he was hungry.
He’s only three, maybe four, and just thinks his mother is
sleeping. From what I gathered, he tried to wake her up yesterday
when he got up and he couldn’t. He’s probably been alone ever
since. It’s possible he went out onto the street to see if someone
could wake up his mother.”

“Well, if that don’t beat all. We’ve got to
find out where the kid’s father or any other relatives are. If we
don’t…”

Before his supervisor could continue, the
medical examiner came out of the bedroom. “I won’t know anything
until we do an autopsy, but it looks like she might have suffered
either a massive heart attack or an aneurism. What have you found
out about her identity?”

“Next to nothing,” Jason replied. “We’ll know
more when we can talk to the owner of this apartment building in
the morning. He can probably shed some light on her
background.”

 


~ * ~

 


The woman who took Marco’s hand and led him
away from the apartment he’d shared with his mother seemed nice
enough. She tried to ask him several questions, but he remembered
what his mother told him about talking to strangers.

We can’t let him find us, Marco. If he does,
he’ll take you away from me and I’ll never see you again.

His mother’s words of warning rang in his
head. Remembering them, he could hear the bad man who wanted Marco
to call him Papa. They ran away from him and left their home in
Arizona in the middle of the night. He also remembered his mother
calling him Paco but telling him from now on he would be called
Marco.

Even though the nice lady got him some food
to eat, he knew he had to protect the secret his mother told him
never to tell.

 


~ * ~

 


Two weeks into the investigation, Jason knew
no more about Tessa Almanor than he had the morning he found her
dead in her bed.

He didn’t know how many times he’d read the
report from the medical examiner. What it showed was that in the
past she’d suffered a severe beating, so severe that it caused her
a slow and painful death from the internal bruising. It was
entirely possible she’d been slowly bleeding internally for several
days, if not weeks.

The interview with the owner of the apartment
building didn’t give them any more information than they already
had. Tessa and her son moved into the furnished apartment less than
two weeks before her death and she’d paid him cash for the first
two month’s rent. Other than that, he had no further information.
Knowing the area where the apartment building was located, he
realized cash talked very loudly and often it paid for no questions
asked about someone’s past.

To add insult to injury, he’d heard from
social services that since no family could be found for Marco, he’d
been sent to a boy’s ranch in a remote area of Nevada called
Henderson Ranch. It was probably the best thing that could have
happened to the boy. He would be able to grow up in a healthy
environment. Being an orphan, as well as his Mexican heritage, made
his chances of being adopted slim to none.


Chapter Two

 


Marco didn’t want to believe his mother was
dead, but that was what the lady at the social services office told
him. He didn’t think she would lie to him, but he still wanted his
mother to come and get him. The bad man didn’t know where they
were, and they had a nice place to live.

He stayed at the social service house for a
week, before a man by the name of Mr. Henderson came to take him
away.

“You’ll be living on our ranch now,” Mr.
Henderson said as he packed Marco’s meager belongings into his
hovercraft. “You’ll like it there. We have horses you can ride and
other children for you to play with.”

Marco was hopeful, but everything changed
when they arrived at the remote ranch. He was taken to a building
where the walls were lined with beds. He saw a few small children
but not enough to fill all of the beds.

“Do you speak Spanish?” Mr. Henderson asked,
as he led Marco to the lower bunk that would become his.

“Si,” he replied, hoping to impress the man
with his knowledge of both languages. “My mama and I speak both
English and Spanish.”

Mr. Henderson smiled and nodded. “We’ll help
you to recall all of your Spanish and to talk English better too.
It will be helpful when you grow up.”

Once the man left the building, Marco sat on
his bed. He was frightened, but he decided it was best if he didn’t
tell anyone much about either his mother or the bad man they’d run
away from when he was called Paco.

He must have fallen asleep, because he was
startled awake by the voices of boys entering the room.

“You’re new here,” a boy with very dark hair
and piercing brown eyes said. “My name is Christopher, what’s your
name?”

Marco looked at the boy and decided he wasn’t
much older than himself. Being careful to perpetuate the lie he and
his mother had been living, he answered, “I’m Marco.”

“This is Peter. He doesn’t talk much until he
gets to know you. I sleep over here and Peter sleeps over there.”
He pointed to the bunk bed on the opposite side of the room after
indicating the bunk next to Marco’s as being his.

“I bet you ain’t got no folks, just like us,”
Peter said.

“My mama died. At least that’s what they told
me.”

Peter nodded. “My ma was a dirty whore,
that’s what Mr. Henderson said. She went to prison and nobody else
wanted me. You got a pa?”

Marco shook his head no. The bad man wanted
Marco to call him Papa but Mama said he shouldn’t call him
that.

“Christopher ain’t got no folks either. They
told him that his pa was killed in a hovercraft crash and his ma
died after he was born. Don’t know if that’s true, but it’s a good
story. Henderson told us to come in and get you for supper. If you
don’t eat now, you don’t get nothin’ until morning.”

Thinking about eating a meal brought back
memories of the delicious meals his mother served. His mouth
watered thinking about having meat, potatoes and vegetables, with
the seasonings his mother used to make them taste good. It wasn’t
that the people at social services didn’t give him good food but it
wasn’t the same as the things his mama made for him.

While Peter and Christopher ate their food
with great gusto, Marco was sadly disappointed. He could find no
meat or vegetables in the watery soup and the other unidentifiable
food that was put on his plate had no taste.

“When do we get our meat?” Marco whispered to
Christopher.

“We only get meat once a week. This is what
we get and we have to like it. It ain’t so bad once you get used to
it.”

I’ll never get used to this. I want my mama.
I want to eat the food she used to make for me.

Having been told this was all he was going to
get to eat, he gagged down the food. It was either that or starve.
Knowing that, he decided he wanted to live and make his mama proud
of him.

 


~ * ~

 


As the months went on, Marco, Peter and
Christopher became fast friends. He also noticed that one by one,
the older boys no longer played with them. He soon learned that as
soon as the boys reached the age of six, they went out to work the
ranch with the other older boys. From what he could tell it was
hard work, but Mr. Henderson said it was how the older boys earned
their keep and it was the duty of all the older kids to help out on
the ranch.

By the time Marco neared the age of six he
was used to eating only two meals a day. Games of tag, as well as
hide and go seek, gave way to training, with lessons of roping
along with learning to ride horses.

To Marco’s disappointment, both Peter and
Cristopher went out to work with the ranch hands, leaving Marco to
become the instructor for the younger kids who were now learning
the skills he’d mastered over the years.

It was a bright fall morning when Mr.
Henderson came into the dormitory and told Marco that today was his
birthday and from here on in, he would be working on the ranch,
like the rest of his friends.

He soon learned the meager morning meal that
was meant to sustain him all day left him starving by the time the
sun was high in the sky. Spending hours in the saddle, herding
cattle, was more exhausting than the lessons he’d engaged in over
the previous months.

After the first week, he complained that he
was hungry and tired. His reward for his complaints was being sent
into the house where Mrs. Henderson made him pull down his pants so
she could paddle him with the board that brought tears to his
eyes.

When Mr. Henderson saw the tears staining his
cheeks, he took him out to the box. It was the first time he’d been
made aware of this punishment and he decided he never wanted to
spend time there again. He could do nothing other than sit there
for the allotted time, no matter how much his butt hurt from the
paddling he’d received at the hands of Mrs. Henderson.

 


~ * ~

 


Years passed and Marco made the best of his
situation. He soon learned he enjoyed working the ranch. It was the
same with Peter, but he could tell Christopher hated every minute
he spent in the saddle, taking care of the cattle.

“Have you noticed that Christopher isn’t
happy ranching?” Mr. Henderson asked one morning.

“I have,” Marco replied.

“Well, you know the three of you will be
turning eighteen soon. I know you and Peter will be able to get
good jobs on ranches down in Mexico, but I worry about what
Christopher will do. You might want to tell him about a group I
heard about up in Idaho. They’re young men like you and they might
take Christopher in. He’s white and so are they. You, on the other
hand, wouldn’t be accepted there. I want you to tell him about
Patrick Ernst’s group. He should be able to make his way up there
without too much trouble.”

Marco tended to agree with Mr. Henderson.
Christopher was looking for something and it certainly wasn’t
ranching or carpentry.

It was about a week later when Christopher
and Marco were rounding up the spring calves that Marco broached
the subject of Patrick Ernst and the group of young men who served
with him in the state of Idaho.

“You know,” Marco began, “there’s a group in
Idaho where you might fit in. From what I heard it is a group of
young men. Since you’re white, they should take you in.”

“What about you?” Christopher asked.

“I’ve got too much Mexican blood in me.
Besides, Mr. Henderson tells me there are good jobs on the ranches
down there. I can make good money and do what I know and love. I
hope you will have as good a future with Patrick Ernst and his
group as I will have on one of the ranches in Mexico.”

Within two weeks, Christopher disappeared
from Henderson Ranch. Marco missed his friend, but it made for a
closer tie with Peter. The two of them talked about the future that
looked so bright for both of them.

As ranch hands, they would have no need for a
formal education. It didn’t matter much to Marco. He knew what he
needed to know to survive and make a living on a ranch.

Two months after Christopher left the ranch,
it was Peter’s turn. It was the same with him as it was with
Christopher, it came without warning. One night, Peter was sleeping
in the dormitory and the next morning, he was nowhere to be
found.

Marco missed his two friends. They were the
two best friends he could have asked for in life. He was certain
their paths would not cross again, but he would never forget
them.




~ * ~

 


October brought more changes to Marco’s life.
He was summoned to the main house where Mrs. Henderson gave him
breakfast, before Mr. Henderson told him on this day he was now
eighteen and it was time for him to go to Mexico and work on one of
the ranches.

“I’ve contacted my friend, Carlos Gonzales,
and he has a position for you doing the work you’re so good at
doing. I told him how good you are with the horses as well as the
cattle and he’s anxious to have you working with him.”

Marco nodded. He’d been anticipating this.
Soon he’d be free from the grueling work on Henderson Ranch and he
would have a real job, working on a ranch in Mexico. He was also
pleased that Mr. and Mrs. Henderson had insisted he speak Spanish
with them whenever they were alone. He knew that Peter also spoke
Spanish, but it wasn’t the same with Christopher. He was never
taught the language and spoke only English. It seemed strange, but
since Christopher wasn’t as good at ranching as he and Peter were,
it made sense. His life was going to take a different path and he
probably wouldn’t ever have a need to speak a second language.

Without so much as a goodbye to the other
boys and young men who shared the dormitory, Marco climbed into the
passenger seat of Mr. Henderson’s hovercraft.

For the first time in fourteen years, Marco
was leaving Henderson Ranch behind. His dreams of a life doing
something he loved, being paid for his labor and taking pride in
his future were about to come true.

After a three-hour flight, they landed on
what looked like a prosperous ranch in southern Mexico. As soon as
they docked the hovercraft, a middle-aged man approached them.

“Is this the one you were telling me about?”
Carlos Gonzales asked.

“That’s right, this is Marco. I think he’s
just what you need. He’s good with both the cattle and the horses.
He should be, I trained him myself.”

The man approached Marco and roughly grabbed
his hair. “Open your mouth, Slave,” he ordered. “I want to see your
teeth.”

Horrified, Marco did as he was told.

“Now, take off those clothes. I ain’t buying
any damaged goods.”

Unable to protest, he dropped his pants and
took off his shirt. Once he stood, naked, Señor Gonzales grabbed
his genitals.

“Hmm, he’s well hung. There are times we make
deals with other ranches who are breeding slaves. He might be a
good breeder. In the meantime, he should work out well.”

Once Marco was again dressed, he was
horrified when Señor Gonzales put an electronic collar around his
neck as well as one on his ankle.

“It’s good to do business with you,
Henderson. Can I ask, why you’re bringing this one down? I mean
what about Granger?”

“Things are getting tighter. You know, not as
many bastards being brought to us by the state. I can’t afford to
split the profits with Granger.”

“How much do you want for this one?”

“Since he’s the best one I’ve sold you, I
want double, fifty thousand dollars.”

“From what I see, and what you tell me, he’s
worth it. It’s less than I’d have to pay a top hand to work the
ranch. The way I see it, I get free labor and you get paid for your
time.”

Marco looked from Gonzales to Henderson. “You
old bastard,” he spat. “How can you sell me as a slave?”

He no more than put voice to the question
than an electric shock jolted his neck, forcing him to his
knees.

“You’ll learn your place, slave. From this
day forward you belong to me. I’ve paid good money for you and you
will do whatever I tell you to do. If I tell you to fuck another
slave or let another one do it to you, there will be no backtalk. I
have more ways to punish my slaves than just the electric shock.
You’ll learn I’m not someone to disobey.”

Marco watched as Mr. Henderson got into his
hovercraft and lifted off into the blue October sky.

 



Chapter Three

 


If Marco thought life was hard on Henderson
Ranch, it was paradise compared to the life he led as a slave
working for Carlos Gonzales. He longed for the two meals that were
served all the time he was growing up. As a slave he was given an
evening meal of moldy bread, watery soup and rancid meat.

Days turned into weeks and weeks into months.
Soon he’d been working as a slave for almost two years. During that
time, he’d seen young men come and go. No one ever escaped, but
many of them either died from malnutrition or were beaten to death
for some infraction sometimes without proof.

Having grown up under the regime set up by
the Hendersons, he knew better than to break the rules or not do as
he was told.

For the past few days, he’d begun to realize
his days of working on the ranch were coming to an end. More days
than he could count, he had times when his vision blurred, and he
had a hard time staying in the saddle. Death was only days away and
for the first time he welcomed it.

In his dreams, he’d seen his mother, telling
him how much she loved him and how sorry she was that she hadn’t
been able to raise him to adulthood.

Hanging onto the saddle horn, he rode into
the dooryard of the Gonzales Ranch. For the past hour, he’d
struggled to stay in the saddle, but managed to do so in order to
avoid punishment. To his surprise, there was a strange hovercraft
at the docking station.

“We’re looking for Marco Almanor,” he heard
one of the men talking to Señor Gonzales say.

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

With all the strength he could muster, Marco
dismounted his horse. “I’m Marco,” he said with the last of his
energy.

After saying the words, the darkness he’d
been fighting all day overtook him and he collapsed, knowing his
life was at its end.

 


~ * ~

 


“I want you to go to the Gonzales Ranch in
Southern Mexico,” Cassion told the rescue team that was assigned to
the recovery of as many of the young men who grew up on Henderson
Ranch as possible. “I’m certain you will find several of them on
this ranch. Most of them can be taken to one of our facilities near
Mexico City. There’s one young man in particular I want brought
back to Denver. His name is Marco Almanor. There will be several of
our people going on this mission with you. Before you land at the
ranch, you will be meeting the authorities from the Mexican
government. From what we’ve learned, there will be several arrests
made once you get there.”

Captain Jules acknowledged the orders of his
superior. It seemed strange to think they would be raiding a ranch
run by slave labor. How could these people be perpetuating
something that was outlawed over two hundred and sixty years
earlier?

Along with Captain Jules was his crew, as
well as three other rescue mission hovercrafts. He prayed to the
One God that he would be able to find the young men who had been
sold into slavery before it was too late.

As soon as he landed, the other crafts in his
party made their landings. Each of his men took out their laser
guns in the anticipation of an armed confrontation.

Three men with rifles stood in front of
them.

“We are from the Council of Intergalactic
Affairs,” Jules announced. “We have been informed you are operating
this ranch with slave labor. It is against all of the laws that
have been passed in the past two hundred and sixty years.”

“You have no right to be on my property,”
Señor Gonzales said.

“This search warrant gives us the right. We
are looking for any men you have working here who are marked as
slaves. In particular, we are looking for Marco Almanor. Where is
Marco Almanor?”

From the corner of his eye, he saw several
men enter the dooryard on horseback. Seeing them made his blood run
cold. They were little more than living skeletons. Even from this
distance, he could see the electric shock collars around their
necks as well as the monitors on their ankles.

“I’m Marco,” one young man said as he
dismounted, only to immediately collapse.

Thankfully, the medic from Jules’ crew was
able to catch him before he could slump to the ground.

Attendants from the hovercrafts that landed
with him hurried to the sides of the other young men who were with
Marco. Each of them was taken to the waiting crafts and one by one
they lifted off, out of the reach of Señor Gonzales.

“These men are my property,” Carlos shouted.
“I paid good money for them. You can’t take them away from
here.”

“You are under arrest,” Jules heard someone
shout from behind him.

Turning, Jules saw a hovercraft with the
insignia of the Mexican government docked across the dooryard. Men
in uniform, with their laser weapons drawn, surrounded Gonzales and
the men standing shoulder to shoulder.

“Put down your weapons, you are outnumbered
and your primitive weapons are of no use to you. You are charged
with human trafficking, the perpetuation of slavery, and cruel and
inhuman treatment of any and all of the men you have imprisoned on
this property. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you
say may be used against you in a court of law. You are entitled to
a lawyer. If you cannot afford one, one will be appointed to you.
Do you understand these rights?”

Gonzales and his henchmen lowered their
weapons, a dejected look on their faces. Seeing them in such a
state relieved some of the pressure Jules felt earlier about this
mission.

“Captain,” the medic said, as he came
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