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CHAPTER 1

The Mojave Desert was
being baked at a temperature of 113o shortly before 10:30 a.m. This
was not James Hillsinger’s problem. Yet. He was in an
air-conditioned 4-wheel-drive SUV. The cargo area. His wrists and
ankles were in handcuffs and shackles, and he imagined his death
would be a slow one.

Echo drove with no clear idea of where he
wanted to stop the vehicle. Ahead of him was an unforgiving
landscape populated with sunburnt wild flowers and heat-absorbing
cacti. The mountainous background reminded him of the fake
sceneries in some of his favorite Western movies. It occurred to
him that those sceneries were probably real.

James said, “I won the bet fair and square,
so why would you go back on your word?”

Echo said, “When did I go back on my word? I
said I would let you live, and that’s what I’m gonna do.”

“If I’m in the middle of the fucking desert
in handcuffs and shackles, that’s the same as killing me.” He was a
nice-looking white guy, age 23, and very good at mixed martial
arts. He’d harassed and groped Kira Sutton, a beautiful white woman
who lived at the Swing Set Palace with Echo and three other
women.

Echo said, “Since you think it’s the same
thing, you want me to shoot you and throw your ass out right
now?”

“No.” He’d met Kira after a Los Angeles
Dodgers baseball game two days ago. She’d turned him down cold in
the parking lot, but he followed her. Stalked her. And tried again
when she picked up a take-out order from an Italian restaurant in
L.A. Kira was afraid, so she allowed the creep to feel her up while
he delivered his corny pickup lines. She gave him a fake name and
cell phone number but memorized his license plate. James had two
surprise guests at his house the next day.

Echo said, “I’ll keep the handcuffs; you can
keep the shackles.” He glanced at the map on his navigation screen.
“We’re almost at Death Valley, but this seems like a good spot
right here. You’re about 36 miles from the nearest anything. I hear
it’s supposed to get up to 118o today, so you better walk
fast.”

“And just how am I supposed to do that with
these shackles on? Plus, it feels like you and that other guy broke
my back with all those kicks and throwing me over furniture. It’ll
take me an hour to cover a mile like this.”

Echo stopped the SUV near a steep drop. He
looked around at the few Joshua trees while he took in the vastness
of the inconsistent desert floor. Twenty-five minutes ago, the sand
dunes and visible heat waves seemed to extend forever; but now the
terrain was part lava bed, part rocky, and part hilly. Canyons
often gutted this part of the Mojave. There were also a few mine
tunnels and shafts that haven’t been useful since the late
1800s.

Echo was wearing shades, a fisherman hat, a
black T-shirt, jean shorts, and a new pair of Adidas sneakers. He
grabbed a one-liter bottle of water then got out with the engine
still running. He looked around again, and the scenery seemed more
dangerous now as the ubiquitous heat assaulted him. After reaching
the rear bumper, he opened the cargo door and dragged James out by
the rear waistband of his shorts.

James hit the rough ground and grunted. He
rolled over quickly to get his bare arm off the hot dirt. He, too,
wore a T-shirt.

Echo said, “Get up. Stand up.” After Echo and
Brian had jumped James yesterday, they sat and watched television
with him while Echo questioned him. When the questioning was over,
Echo made a bet with James. They would each pick two popular
commercial advertisers, and James would live if one of his choices
were shown before one of Echo’s. He’d picked Geico and won on the
next commercial break.


CHAPTER 2

Echo had a gun in one hand
and the water bottle in the other when he walked James closer to
the 68-foot drop.

James said, “I thought you were taking these
handcuffs off. And what’s up with the cliff?”

Echo stopped him 12 feet from the drop. “Wait
here. Don’t move.” Echo walked past him and eased toward the edge.
It wasn’t as bad as it looked from just a few feet back. The fall
would be a tumble at mostly a 135o angle.

James recognized his last opportunity. He
estimated that the guy was about 12 to 14 feet away. James crouched
and spread his feet apart to keep the chain links silent.

Echo looked back at him and thought the man’s
back was giving him problems. He looked around again, making sure
James wouldn’t have an easy way out of the desert. He knew there
could be tourists exploring Death Valley National Park, but the
chances weren’t good this time of year.

James mustered all the strength he had in his
legs and lunged forward eight feet. He was lunging again as Echo
spun around.

Echo was bringing the gun in position but
wasn’t fast enough. Two running shoes caught him square in the
chest and sent Echo barreling over the edge and down the irregular
slope. He got off one shot, a wild one, and the bullet raced toward
the sun. He rolled and bounced and flipped. Echo released the
bottled water and the handgun because he needed his hands to break
the fall. After falling nearly 50 feet at an incline, he managed to
come to a stop on the slope. He was resting on several sprouts of
wild grass.

James was standing at the top of the slope,
watching Echo now. He said, “Your hat’s to your left just above
you, in case you’re looking for it.” He laughed. “I guess my back
wasn’t hurting so bad after all.”

Echo lay still. His left leg was hurting, but
he knew it wasn’t broken. It felt like a serious knee sprain. He
had cuts and bruises on his legs, hands, arms, and face. The ragged
ground and rocks didn’t give a damn about him. Echo shouted,
“Muthafucka, you better make some friends at NASA! If you still on
this earth when I get back, you’re gonna beg me to kill you!”

James laughed again. “When you get back? Can
you even walk? You’re about 36 miles from the nearest anything.
Plus, I hear it’s supposed to get up to 118o today.” He really
laughed hard at that. “If your address is anywhere inside your
truck, you can bet I’ll be fucking that pretty girlfriend of yours
before the night is over. It’s about time she slept with her own
color again.”

Echo was through with all the talk. He needed
to conserve energy in the blistering heat.

James laughed again then hurried back to the
SUV. He jumped inside and closed the driver’s door. He removed the
keys from the ignition and quickly found the small keys to the
handcuffs and the shackles.

Echo saw a small rattlesnake about 15 feet
away, but it was moving in the opposite direction. A minute later,
he heard the horn of his vehicle as James tapped it three times
while leaving the area.

Echo got up but kept pressure off of his left
leg. He began hobbling up the slope in search of his gun. Then, he
decided he should look for the bottle of water as well. He pulled a
cell phone out of his front pocket but the screen was damaged. He
spotted his hat and then saw his shades. Echo smiled, though he
didn’t actually know why. He wanted to laugh at himself for trying
to get fancy with James’ punishment. The heat wouldn’t let him
laugh. The Mojave Desert was already threatening to kill Echo, and
Death Valley had countless, on-the-fly burial spots for him.


CHAPTER 3

“But you don’t deny that
it’s your grandfather’s handwriting, right?” Needles said. She was
sitting next to Brian in a small law office inside a large
firm.

Megan Dowlings was a 28-year-old divorce
attorney. She was an obese white woman who was very nice. Her desk
took up too much space in the office, and she had been meaning to
replace it with a smaller one. “It’s definitely his handwriting,
but he would never commit suicide. He was forced to write that
note, and the police didn’t seem to want to investigate that
possibility five years ago.”

Brian said, “We only take cold case homicides
and missing person cases. I can’t even figure out how you became a
member of UCASTU.”

Megan said, “My grandfather was killed and
the case is unsolved. It doesn’t matter that the police wrote it up
as a suicide and never investigated it after the absorption tests
proved that he shot himself. The organization is an acronym for
Unsolved Cases Are Special To Us. If I believe the case is
unsolved, doesn’t that make me a legitimate member?”

Needles said, “We understand you only make
about $45,000 a year as a divorce attorney. At least that’s what
your last IRS filing shows. You sure you can afford to pay $60,000
down and another $60,000 if the alleged homicide is solved?”

Brian cut in and said, “Even if we find that
it was suicide and not murder or forced suicide, you’ll still owe
the balance because we’ll consider the case solved.”

Megan said, “I understand that. I have the
down payment now. I own two homes and got loans against both of
them.”

Brian said, “I like that. That means you have
a lot of confidence in your position about your grandfather’s
death.”

Megan said, “And if I’m right, his insurance
company will owe me a half million. I got nothing from them because
his death was ruled a suicide, something the policy doesn’t
cover.”

Needles said, “If you really believe he was
killed or forced to kill himself, then maybe you have an idea about
who’s responsible and why. The investigative files are thin and
point to nothing but suicide. You’ll have to give us some leads and
suspects who have motives.”

She sat up and made eye contact with Needles.
“My grandfather owned an auto body repair shop. The main one here
in Lansing. His will left me two houses and left my cousin the
repair shop. My cousin used to be a gambler and owed a loan shark a
lot of money.”

Brian said, “And you think he made your
grandfather kill himself then sold the shop to pay his debt.”

“You’re close. My cousin is smart. He still
owns the shop, and I’m not sure how he paid the loan shark. I do
know that he stopped gambling, though, after my grandfather
died.”

Needles said, “Sounds
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