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Dedication

 


To all the good men and women willing
to risk everything, in order to defend human rights and
freedom.


Chapter One

 


 


"I hate Christmas, okay?" Kaitlin Harrington
tucked a rebellious strand of auburn hair under her cap and turned
away from her partner, Josh.

Night had fallen, and she crawled up to the
edge of the ridge to gaze through her night binoculars. Nothing
moved in the desert landscape of rocks, Palo Verde, Sage, and
Saguaro. No bird cried. No predator prowled. Great! A slow, boring
night on border watch, but she couldn’t stand spending it at home
with her cat. Too many bad memories of her last Christmas Eve…
That’s why she’d volunteered.

"What gives?" Josh never knew when to shut
up.

With a sigh, Kaitlin turned to Josh and
reclined against the slope of the ravine. By moonlight, she looked
over their small camp under a clump of Palo Verde.

She forced a smile. It wasn’t Josh’s fault.
"You don’t want to know. It’s a long story..."

Josh leaned his short two hundred-pound
frame against the Border Patrol Hummer. The button of his olive
shirt strained against a round belly, showing the black material of
his Kevlar vest. "Did your boyfriend jilt you on Christmas Eve, or
something? Now you hate all men? Is that your sad story?"

"Something like that." Damn Josh for
guessing.

Kaitlin struggled to remain calm. But she
didn’t tell him that the plastered bastard had kicked her belly,
and she’d lost her unborn child on that fateful night a year ago.
Raised Catholic, Kaitlin never lost her faith, but she found
Christmas too painful to celebrate. Since her ordeal, Kaitlin had
learned to fight back. Never again would she be a victim.

"That’s no reason to spoil Christmas for
everyone else." The moonlight glinted on Josh’s badge and he
grinned suggestively. "When I agreed to work on a holiday, I was
hoping we’d at least have some fun. Why haven’t you kissed me
yet?"

"You wish." She struggled to make light of
his advances. After all, he was her partner.

Josh took one step toward her. "I’d like a
chance to play connect the freckles on that smooth skin of yours.
Is your whole body covered with them?"

"Give it up, already." Kaitlin rose and
frowned in disbelief. "What the hell is wrong with you? After three
weeks of trying to get in my pants, you still don’t get the
message?"

"Oh, you don’t scare me with those angry
green eyes." The insensitive slob lifted his cap and smoothed his
short sandy hair. "Believe it or not, most women find me
charming."

"In a titty bar, no doubt." Kaitlin knew
about Josh’s reputation. She’d seen the desperate girls who’d laugh
at any stupid joke for the lure of a few dollar bills in their
G-string.

"What’s wrong with titty bars?" His eyes
rounded in feigned shock.

"Nothing." Kaitlin shrugged. She didn’t want
to get into another argument about the exploitation of women.



In the moonlit landscape, the lights of an
approaching vehicle wobbled across the hilly terrain, bearing
straight for their camp. The purr of the engine carried over the
muted sounds of the desert. Kaitlin slid down the slope as the
light beams swept the camp. The green patrol Jeep turned then
stopped, the engine still running.

Kaitlin caught up with Josh as he walked up
to the vehicle.

"We’re calling it quits for the night," Bob,
the driver, yelled out the window. He pointed to his partner.
"Will, here, says we’re wasting our time. The desert is empty
tonight. The illegals won’t cross the border on Christmas Eve."

Will, barely visible in the passenger seat,
nodded. "Those freaking Mexicans love their Feliz Navidad."

"They are not all Mexicans." Kaitlin curbed
a sharper comment. With these guys, she’d be wasting her time
trying to explain discrimination.

"We are going for a few cervesas in
Nogales." Bob revved the engine. "Want to join us?"

Kaitlin shook her head. "You know damn well
I don’t drink." She had witnessed up close what liquor could do. It
had prompted her ex-boyfriend’s violent behavior, and she wanted no
part of it. "What about orders?"

Will waved away her comment. "We'll be back
before the end of the shift."

Kaitlin shook her head. She wouldn’t abandon
her post. Her team acted so unprofessional, even for a holiday, she
would have no part of it. As an army brat, she had learned
discipline and duty early on.

Josh raised his eyebrows up and down. "You
mind if I do, partner?"

"Knock your socks off, big guy. I’ve got
everything under control here." Kaitlin waved him away. "Go. Enjoy
your beer."

Josh hurried to Kaitlin’s Hummer and foraged
around the passenger seat.

She’d be better off without him. His
incessant chatting no doubt carried over miles of desert in the
eerie silence, signaling their presence to any living thing,
whether snake, scorpion, javelina, bob cat or coyote... the
four-legged as well as the two-legged kind.

Josh returned, carrying his bag of personal
effects. "Appreciate it, partner." He opened the back door of the
Jeep then turned to her, one foot inside the vehicle. "You sure
you’ll be all right?"

"Don’t worry. I’ll be fine." She waved him
off. Good riddance.

Josh stuffed himself into the back seat of
the Jeep and tapped Bob's shoulder. "Can we make that a titty bar
run?" he heralded in a loud voice.

She heard the three patrolmen laugh as Josh
slammed the door. The jeep bounded east, its taillights bobbing
until they disappeared behind the first rocky outcrop.

Kaitlin shook her head in disbelief. Men!
The night fell silent once again. She sighed with relief and gazed
at the stars in the cloudless sky. Except for Orion, she couldn’t
name any of the constellations. The chill pierced through the
sleeves of her uniform, although the stiff Kevlar vest served as
insulation. She grabbed her warm jacket from inside the Hummer,
slipped it on, but left it open.

The weather report predicted forty-five
degrees by early morning, another wintry night for southern
Arizona. She climbed the ridge then resumed her watch through the
night binoculars.

 


*****

 


As the Jeep bounced over the uneven desert,
bright beams from the headlights swept the vegetation. Josh didn’t
like leaving Kaitlin alone. What if something happened to her? Too
late for that now. He laughed to appear uncaring in front of his
friends. "Can you believe that little rookie bitch and her
patronizing tone?" He pursed his lips and mimicked Kaitlin’s voice.
"She’s going to hold the fort all by herself."

Will guffawed and the back of his head
bobbed. "You’ve got to admit she may not be experienced, but the
little spitfire has balls."

"They may be too big for her own good." Josh
chuckled. "But I didn’t think she’d hand me the titty bar excuse on
a plate. She didn’t even bat an eye."

"Anybody who knows you would have thought of
it." Bob drove through the brush, the side of his face bathed by
the glow of the onboard GPS navigation screen.

"What can I say?" Josh played modest, but he
enjoyed his reputation. "I’m a ladies’ man." His mind kept going
back to Kaitlin alone in the desert. "Well, at least she won’t call
headquarters."

Will, in the passenger seat, turned back to
face Josh. "You sure about that?"

"Yep. She has no cell reception." Josh
patted the radio on his hip. "I stole the radio, and I disconnected
the com system in the Hummer." He chuckled. "She’s computer
challenged. She can’t do shit over there. All she can do is drive,
and she is hours away from civilization."

"Guess we are far enough now." Bob stopped
the jeep, punched a set of coordinates into the GPS and took off in
a different direction.

Will wiggled in his seat like a little boy.
"This is going to be the best Christmas ever."

Images of an easy life on a Caribbean beach
with an umbrella drink flashed in Josh’s mind. Soon, the radar
towers still under construction would replace the patrolmen, and
this kind of lucrative deal would not be possible anymore. This was
his last chance at a big payoff. "We better be careful, though.
These guys are tough and it’s a lot of money to cough up, even for
them."

Bob glanced at Josh in the rearview mirror
and nodded. "Sure, but we know how to handle ourselves. And if
anything goes wrong, we shoot first to cover our asses. No
witnesses to rat on our sweet little arrangement."

"Damn right." Josh had worked hard enough
all these years. He deserved his dream retirement.

Will turned and frowned. "What if the deal
goes bad?"

"It won’t." Josh could not think about bad
luck. Not now. "We can take care of ourselves."

"Right." Bob picked up speed. "We kill them
all, take the money, hide it, then we get it later after things
cool off."

"What do we tell Headquarters?" Will sounded
dubious.

"Easy." Bob seemed to have it all figured
out, he always did. "We tell the higher ups we spotted the coyotes,
we followed them, caught them, they shot first, so we killed
them."

"Sounds good to me." Josh nodded to Bob so
he could see him in the rear view mirror. "We have control of the
scene, we make it look good, make sure they find the right kind of
evidence."

Josh hoped it wouldn’t come to that. This
kind of deal had always gone smoothly in the past, but this coyote
group seemed more aggressive, and the amount of money involved this
time made Josh nervous.

 


*****

 


Did Kaitlin just see something move? Maybe
not.

Raising her infrared binoculars, she focused
on that particular area. There it was again. A flicker of movement.
Then she saw people furtively running from rock to rock. She
couldn’t tell how many. Fifteen? Twenty? Did they know she was
watching? Had they seen the lights of the visiting Jeep? Heard the
engine? The conversation?

Sliding down the slope, she searched the
Hummer but couldn’t find the blasted radio. Then she remembered it
hanging from Josh’s belt. Now it rode with the nitwit toward a
damned titty bar.

She flipped the switch of the car’s com
system. Only static. Strange, Josh had used it earlier and it
worked then. She shrugged. Electronics could be so unreliable and
she wasn’t computer savvy. As a last resort, she pulled out the
cell phone at her belt and checked the reception. Out of range.
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