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Аннотация
The use of story situations and supporting characters from the Jack Reacher universe authorized by Lee Child.
Several years after the riveting events depicted in international bestselling author Lee Child's NOTHING TO LOSE, a brutal abduction threatens to turn a small Colorado township upside down�
Jack Reacher�
Former army major, military police, the 110th Special Investigations Unit. Now a drifter and a trouble magnet.
Caminha Sozinho�
Assassin for hire. An expert marksman when distance is called for, but prefers the intimacy of a sharp blade. After failing on his first attempt, he must kill Reacher now or face death himself.
The trap�
In a small Colorado community just west of the Kansas border, a police officer named Vaughan goes missing shortly after finishing her shift. Will Jack Reacher come running when he hears that an old friend is in trouble?
Note: While the name Jack Reacher and some of the supporting characters and story situations are used with author Lee Child's permission, the Jack Reacher character remains offstage in THE JACK REACHER FILES thrillers.
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The last thing Caminha Sozinho remembered was a fat black gun barrel pointed at his face.
He opened his eyes.
He was flat on his back on a king size mattress. Blurred vision, throbbing headache, sharp stinging pain on the right side of his neck. He touched the center of his forehead with the tips of his fingers, felt the hard knot that had formed there, wondered why he wasn�t dead.
He raised his head and looked around, felt a wave of nausea come and go. He was still in the motel room he�d rented after leaving the CHOKE compound. The man in the black leather jacket-the man who�d hired him for the hit-was sitting on the foot of the bed switching television channels with the remote control. He stopped on an old cowboy movie.
�What time is it?� Sozinho said.
�It�s night. After ten o�clock. You�ve been out for a few hours.�
Sozinho had accepted a large sum of money to assassinate a former army officer named Jack Reacher. He thought he�d been successful, but apparently that wasn�t the case. Apparently he�d shot the wrong man. He�d expected the man in the black leather jacket to kill him and take the money back. Now he wondered if some sort of fate worse than death awaited him. Daily torture sessions, perhaps. He�d heard rumors that the organization the man in the black leather jacket belonged to did such things just for entertainment sometimes.
�Why am I still alive?� Sozinho said.
�You�re still alive because you�re one of the best hit men in the world. I�ve been on the phone with my associates, and we�ve decided to give you another chance at Jack Reacher.�
�Good. I�ve never made a mistake like this before, and I can assure you it won�t happen again.�
The man in the black leather jacket nodded. �I know it won�t happen again,� he said. �But your carelessness has delayed what should have been a relatively simple assignment. Reacher�s going to be expecting something to happen now. He knows that he has been targeted for some reason. He�s going to be twice as difficult to locate, and it�s going to be twice as difficult to achieve the results we were expecting. We could wait until the smoke clears, but it might be a long time before we could go after him again in any sort of conventional fashion. We don�t want to wait, so we�re going to have to draw him out, lure him into coming to us. Which brings me to the real reason you�re still alive. We have another job for you.�
�Another job?� Sozinho said.
�Yes. And since you botched the first one so spectacularly, we�re going to expect you to do this one for free.�
�Of course,� Sozinho said, although he had no intention of doing anything for free. He�d been doing this kind of work for a long time, and his services were in high demand. He would listen to what the man in the black leather jacket had to say, pretend to accept the assignment, and then simply disappear to one of his homes abroad. It didn�t matter that he would never be able to work in the United States again. There were plenty of opportunities elsewhere.
And it wasn�t his fault that he�d shot the wrong man. Not altogether. The sketchy intelligence he�d received was partly to blame. So why should he take on a new assignment with no compensation? It just wasn�t going to happen.
The man in the black leather jacket turned the volume up on the television.
�You might be thinking that you can slink away to a place where we won�t find you,� he said. �You might be thinking about leaving the country and never coming back. If that�s what you�re thinking, then you need to think again.�
�I would never consider such a thing,� Sozinho said. �You must not know me very-�
�Touch the right side of your neck. Be gentle about it. I wouldn�t want you to start bleeding again.�
Sozinho brushed his fingertips across the area of his neck where he�d been experiencing some discomfort, felt a square of gauze held on with two strips of tape.
�What have you done to me?� he said.
�Just a minor surgical procedure. Local anesthesia. It only took a few minutes.�
A rage boiled up inside Sozinho. He wanted to jump to the foot of the bed and wrap his fingers around the man in the black leather jacket�s throat.
�What kind of-�
�It�s a tiny electronic circuit, a disk no larger than a headache tablet. I placed it under your right carotid artery, and now I�m going to activate it.�
The man in the black leather jacket pulled a phone out of his pocket, flipped it open and punched in a number.
Sozinho climbed out of bed and staggered to the bathroom. He peeled off the dressing and looked at the wound on his neck in the mirror. The incision was about half an inch long, closed and tied off with several blood-crusted stitches. The skin surrounding the site had been shaved, and it was stained orange from the solution used to clean it. Whatever anesthesia the man in the black leather jacket had used was starting to wear off, the pain becoming more and more intense as the minutes went by.
This was outrageous. There was no way Sozinho was going to let the man in the black leather jacket get away with this horrendous assault.
He grabbed the straight razor he�d used to shave with earlier and stomped back out toward the bed, intending to perform a little surgery of his own, but the man in the black leather jacket had already moved to the little round table by the window. He was sitting there picking his teeth with one hand and pointing his pistol at Sozinho with the other.
�I know you�re not going to shoot me,� Sozinho said.
�How do you know that?�
�There�s someone in the room next door. I heard the toilet flushing when I was in the bathroom. Your gun will make a loud noise, even with the sound suppressor on the barrel. I will shout out that I�ve been shot, and the person in the room next door will call the police.�
�I could drill one in your forehead from where I�m sitting,� the man in the black leather jacket said. �You wouldn�t have time to shout. Yes, the gun will make a noise, but anyone who hears it will probably think it came from the television. I doubt if anyone will call the police. But even if someone does, I will be long gone by the time they get here. I don�t want to shoot you, but I will if I have to.�
�Take this thing out of me, or I�m going to take it out myself.�
�That would be unwise. In slightly less than twenty-four hours, a signal will be sent from my cell phone to the device implanted in your neck. Your entire body will be electrified for a moment, and then a smaller charge will burn a hole in the artery that supplies blood to the right side of your brain. Death won�t be quite instantaneous. You�ll feel the warm oxygenated blood trickling internally as the darkness slowly engulfs your consciousness. Any attempt to remove the device will trigger the process automatically.�
�I have the contacts and the money to make you disappear very quickly,� Sozinho said. �All I have to do is make one phone call.�
�That would also be unwise. I�m the only person on the planet who knows the code to deactivate the circuit. If anything happens to me-or if you�re not successful with the assignment-you�ll be dead by this time tomorrow.�
�You expect me to coordinate a hit in less than twenty-four hours?�
�It�s not a hit. It�s a kidnapping.�
�I don�t do that,� Sozinho said.
�Now you do.�
Sozinho was angrier than he�d ever been in his life. He felt as though he�d gone spinning into some sort of elaborate nightmare that he couldn�t wake up from.
�Who am I supposed to abduct?� he said.
�A certain police officer. I�ll tell you all about it in a little while.�
�You want me to locate and kidnap a cop in less than twenty-four hours?�
�Don�t worry. The officer will come to you. You�ll be arrested, and then you�ll escape. I�m going to give you a key that fits ninety-five percent of the handcuffs manufactured worldwide.�
�Ninety-five percent? What if this particular cop has a pair of cuffs from the five per cent that the key won�t open?�
�Then you will die in a jail cell.�
�You�re kidding, right? You really think I�m going to-�
�A few hours ago, you thought your chances of living were zero. You should be pleased with the current odds.�
The man in the black leather jacket was right. Earlier that afternoon Sozinho had expected a bullet in the brain for failing to kill Jack Reacher. At least now he had an opportunity to make it out of this alive.
He sat on the edge of the mattress. �This is unnecessary,� he said, pointing to the surgical wound on his neck. �I�m a professional, and you�re treating me like-�
�Let�s just call it insurance. And maybe you�ll do a better job this time knowing that your life depends on it.�
Sozinho didn�t want to die, but he also didn�t want to provide his services for free. Not that he needed the money. It was a matter of principle.
Kidnapping wasn�t his thing, but he didn�t think it would pose much of a problem as long as he had the right tools. He would go ahead with the assignment. The man in the black leather jacket had left him no choice. He would do the job, but then he would get his payment one way or another.
Perhaps in cash.
Perhaps in blood.
�Tell me what you want me to do,� Sozinho said.
�Get your things together. You�ll be flying to Hope, Colorado in a private jet. I�ll tell you more about the job on the way to the airport.�
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Officer Vaughan turned left on Second Street, steered her cruiser into the diner�s parking lot, found a place in front near the door and killed the engine. She climbed out and walked inside and took a seat in her usual booth. It was 7:17 in the morning, and the place was busy with breakfast customers, but the staff always kept this table by the window open for cops. It was their way of thanking the department for the service they provided to the community.
Exhausted from the twelve-hour shift she�d just pulled, Vaughan looked forward to going home and getting some sleep and then being off for two days. She wanted to be in bed by nine so she could get up and enjoy the afternoon and evening. She liked her work, but she liked her time away from it as well. Work hard, play hard. That had become her philosophy over the past few years.
It had been an uneventful night for the most part, just one domestic call and one citation for reckless driving. Hope was a boring little town out in the middle of nowhere, and Vaughan liked it that way.
A waitress stepped up to the table with a menu and a glass of ice water.
�Coffee?� she said.
�Decaf. And I�m ready to order.�
�Okay.�
�Two eggs over easy. Bacon, hash browns, toast. I want the bacon extra crispy.�
�Anything else?�
�No. That�s all.�
�Okay. I�ll be right back with your coffee.�
�Thanks.�
Vaughan stared out the window, watched the teenagers walking by on their way to class. There were some couples holding hands and some groups acting silly and some studious types carrying backpacks weighted with thick textbooks. Some of the kids appeared to be stressed out for one reason or another, and some wore sad expressions, and some sauntered along with cigarettes and attitudes, trying to look tough. Vaughan wanted to grab each and every one of them by the shoulders and tell them that the choices they made now were likely to affect them for the rest of their lives, that they would only be young once, that they should make the most of their years in school. She wanted to tell the slackers to buckle down and stay in school and get their diplomas, and she wanted to tell the super-ambitious students to take a little time to enjoy their youth, to do something completely frivolous now and then.
Work hard, play hard.
She wanted to tell every one of them that one day they would wake up and be forty and wonder where the time had gone.
She wanted to tell them all those things, although she knew that most of them wouldn�t listen. No more than she would have at that age.
The waitress brought a mug to the table and filled it with decaf from a Bunn decanter with an orange spout. She told Vaughan that her food would be out shortly.
�New here?� Vaughan said.
�Actually, this is my first day. But I�ve waited tables before. I�ll be right back with your breakfast, okay?�
Vaughan nodded, and the young lady walked away. Nineteen, maybe twenty. Short brown hair and a pretty face. She wasn�t wearing a nametag. Maybe the manager hadn�t had time to make her one yet.
The high school kids had made their way past the diner, and the sidewalk outside the window was deserted now except for the occasional restaurant patron coming or going or the occasional employee or owner arriving to open one of the other businesses on Second Street. Vaughan was winding down, mentally and physically, but for most of Hope�s population-and indeed for most of the population in this part of the country-the day was just getting started.
The waitress with no nametag delivered Vaughan�s bacon and eggs and hash browns and toast. She filled Vaughan�s coffee mug and asked if there would be anything else right now.
�This is fine,� Vaughan said. �Thank you.�
The waitress smiled and walked away.
Vaughan dabbed one of the bacon strips on the edge of her plate with the corner of a napkin to soak up some of the grease, and then she picked it up and took a bite. It wasn�t quite crispy enough, not as crispy as she cooked her bacon at home, but it was okay. She picked up her fork and cut into her eggs, looked out the window and saw a guy with a can of spray paint writing something on the sidewalk.
A county employee marking the pavement for a new sign, perhaps, although he wasn�t wearing any sort of uniform-not even one of the orange safety vests they always wore when automotive traffic was a concern. Vaughan watched him for a few seconds, saw him move to the corner where he started spraying red blotches on the fire hydrant.
Vaughan dropped her fork on the plate, scooted out of the booth and walked outside. As she approached the man with the spray paint, he tossed the can aside and disappeared around the corner.
Vaughan followed, shouted to him from a few feet behind.
�Excuse me, sir.�
The man stopped and turned around.
�Can I help you, officer?�
�I was just wondering why you were painting the sidewalk and the hydrant back there.�
�I wasn�t.�
�I saw you through the window at the diner. It was definitely you.�
�I�m afraid you�re mistaken. I was just walking along minding my own business.�
The man wore faded jeans and a flannel shirt with the sleeves torn off. He wasn�t big, five-nine or five-ten, maybe a hundred and sixty pounds, but the muscles in his arms were well-defined, most likely from some sort of hard work rather than time at a gym. Bloodshot eyes, whiskey breath. He didn�t appear threatening at the moment, but Vaughan kept her distance just the same.
�Got some ID on you?� she said.
�No.�
�Sir, I just finished a twelve-hour shift, and I really don�t feel like spending the next two hours processing you through the system, so if you�ll just follow me over to the hardware store, we�ll get some paint thinner and you can-�
�I�m not going to follow you anywhere,� the man said.
Vaughan shook her head in disbelief. She unhooked the set of cuffs attached to the back of her gun belt, rested one hand on a canister of pepper spray and the other on the grips of her pistol, ready to use whatever force was necessary if the guy tried to resist.
�Put your hands on the wall and spread your legs apart,� she said. �You�re under arrest for public intoxication and the destruction of county property.�
�Yes ma�am.�
Surprisingly, the man complied with Vaughan�s instructions without any argument. Maybe he thought jail wouldn�t be too bad for a while. A warm place to sleep and three hot meals every day. She felt sorry for him, but she couldn�t just let him go. In his present state, he was a danger to himself and to the community.
�You have some kind of injury?� Vaughan said.
There was a gauze dressing taped to the right side of his neck, a couple of inches above his collar bone, pink in the center where a small amount of blood had started to seep through.
�Don�t worry about it,� the man said.
Vaughan cuffed his wrists behind his back and patted him down. His pockets were empty. Nothing. Not even a gum wrapper. She led him to the diner�s parking lot, guided him into the back seat of her cruiser and shut the door.
A couple of years ago, the mayor had increased the budget for the police department, but other than the watch commander, there were still only eight full-time officers, four working days and four working nights. The twelve-hour shifts could be grueling sometimes, but as long as nobody was out sick or on vacation, the current staffing provided coverage around the clock, and everyone was able to take two consecutive days off every week.
There was usually one officer out on patrol, and one working the desk at the station. Today, the officer out on patrol-the one who�d relieved Vaughan at seven-was a man named Retro, and the officer on the desk was a woman named Ashton.
Technically, Vaughan was off duty, but she wasn�t going to bother calling Retro over to the diner on such a minor bust. She would take care of it herself. The commander had pre-authorized ten hours of overtime per week for every officer for such occasions, so no problem with that. And of course the extra money would come in handy.
Vaughan climbed into the driver�s seat, keyed the microphone on her radio and said, �Unit One to base.�
Ashton answered right away. �Go ahead Unit One.�
�Ten seventeen from Second Street with a ten ninety-five. PI and destruction of property. Caucasian male, no identification. Brown eyes, brown hair, approximately thirty-five years old. Cooperative, probably homeless.�
�Clear to transport, Unit One.�
�Ten four. Unit One over and out.�
Vaughan slid the microphone back into its clip. So much for having a nice breakfast and getting to bed by nine, she thought.
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Hope was a small town, and the police station was only a few minutes from the diner.
Which meant Sozinho needed to work fast.
He waited until Officer Vaughan started the engine and pulled out onto Second Street, and then he opened his mouth and lifted his tongue and let the key fall to his lap. He raised his buttocks off the seat just enough for the shiny little notched cylinder to slide back to his fingertips, and then he pinched it between his thumb and forefinger and discreetly worked it around until he found the hole in the left handcuff.
He twisted the key clockwise, and the cuff popped open.
Which was quite a relief, since there had been at least a five percent chance that it wouldn�t.
Sozinho waited until Vaughan turned onto Old Slaughterhouse Road, a decaying thoroughfare with very little traffic, ready to make his move as they approached the abandoned meat processing plant. This was the most direct route from the diner to the police station, according to the man in the black leather jacket. Things might have been a bit more challenging if Vaughan had taken the long way around, but she didn�t. She hardly ever took the long way, the man in the black leather jacket had said, even though it was a much smoother ride. She liked the bumpy old short cut, which worked out beautifully for Sozinho.
�I�m sick,� he shouted. �I think I�m going to throw up.�
�We�ll be there in a minute.�
�I�m not kidding. You want to spend the rest of the day cleaning vomit off the back seat?�
Vaughan eased over to the curb. She flipped the switch to activate the blue strobes on her light bar, climbed out and opened the back door.
�Hurry up,� she said.
Pretending that his wrists were still cuffed behind his back, Sozinho scooted to the edge of the seat and started dry heaving over the gutter, retching convincingly while Vaughan stood there with her hands on her hips looking down on him.
�We�re going to offer you treatment for your drinking problem,� she said. �Maybe you can turn your life around.�
A vehicle backfired a couple of blocks away. Probably a truck making a delivery over on First Street, where most of the town�s businesses were located.
It was the diversion Sozinho had been waiting for.
When Vaughan shifted her eyes in the direction of the disturbance, Sozinho clocked her in the jaw with a right uppercut. Her knees buckled and she collapsed forward into Sozinho�s arms. She reached for her pistol, but she was groggy and slow and Sozinho beat her to it. He tossed the gun on the floorboard where it was out of reach, and then he kicked off his left shoe and reached down and peeled off his sock, which had been soaked in chloroform.
He held the sock over Vaughan�s face until her muscles went slack, and then he cuffed her wrists and folded her into the back seat. All this in less than thirty seconds.
It was almost eight o�clock, and almost everyone in Hope was where they needed to be for the morning.
And hardly anyone ever used Old Slaughterhouse Road anyway.
No pedestrians, no cars driving by. Nobody had seen anything.
Sozinho went through Vaughan�s pockets and the compartments on her gun belt. He took her cell phone and a canister of pepper spray and an ID case and thirty-two dollars in cash. Knowing that the phone�s location could be tracked, he tossed it to the pavement and stomped on it, and then he grabbed the pistol from the floorboard and walked around and climbed into the driver�s seat. He switched the light bar off and put the car in gear and made a U-turn at the first intersection.
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Retro got the call from Ashton at 8:07.
She called him on his cell phone instead of the police radio.
�I didn�t want this to go out over the airwaves yet,� she said.
Nervously.
Informally.
More like a friend-to-friend exchange instead of official police business, as if she suspected that something was very wrong but wasn�t quite ready to admit it yet.
�What�s going on?� Retro said.
�I need you to swing by the diner. Vaughan called and said she was on her way to the station with a subject in custody. That was twenty minutes ago, and she hasn�t shown up yet.�
�Why didn�t she call for backup?�
�It was nothing. Public intoxication and destruction of property. She said the guy was cooperative. What really worries me is that she�s not responding to my calls. I�ve tried the radio and her cell phone.�
�Did you get a description on the perp?�
�Yes. Caucasian with brown eyes and brown hair, approximately thirty-five years old. No ID.�
�I�m on my way over there,� Retro said. �She probably walked back inside and bought the guy a hamburger or something. You know how she is.�
�But why isn�t she answering her phone?�
�Maybe the battery went dead.�
�Okay. Give me a call when you know something.�
�I will.�
Retro switched on his light bar and headed over to Second Street, going a little faster than the posted speed limit and pulsing his siren through the red lights, trying to reach Vaughan on the radio every thirty seconds or so.
No answer.
He turned the corner and parked on the street, climbed out and saw the writing on the sidewalk and the blotches on the fire hydrant and the can of spray paint that had rolled into the gutter. He would need to call in a clean-up crew to deal with the mess, but first he wanted to find out what happened to Vaughan.
He walked around the block, didn�t see her car anywhere.
He entered the diner, which was still busy with the breakfast crowd. There was a waitress wiping down one of the tables in front, a young lady Retro didn�t recognize. He motioned for her to come up to the counter.
�Have a seat,� she said from across the room, gesturing toward the booth reserved for the Hope Police Department.
�I need to talk to you,� Retro said.
She left her bottle of spray cleaner and her roll of paper towels on the table and hurried to the front of the restaurant.
�What can I do for you, sir?� she said.
�Was there a female officer here about an hour ago?�
�Yes, sir. I served her. She ordered eggs and bacon and hash browns and toast, but then she walked outside and arrested some guy before she had a chance to eat much of it.�
�She never came back inside?�
�No, sir. I saw everything through the window over there behind the drink station. Guy was staggering around with a can of spray paint over by the fire hydrant. Looked really drunk. The officer was trying to talk to him at first, and then she patted him down and handcuffed him and led him away, toward the parking lot. She never came back into the restaurant. In fact, I still have her guest receipt. She never paid me.�
Retro pulled a ten dollar bill out of his pocket.
�Will this cover it?� he said.
�Yes, sir. I�ll be right back with your change.�
�That�s okay. Keep it.�
�Thank you, sir. I hope everything�s all right.�
Retro nodded. He walked outside, looked up and down Second Street, wondered what could have happened. He pulled out his cell phone and called the station.
Ashton answered right away.
�Did you find her?� she said.
�No. Go ahead and put out an APB. I want to get the state police in on this as soon as possible. And I�m sure Commander Bailey will want to schedule a press conference right away and set up a tip line. Maybe offer a reward. I�m going to tape off the area where Vaughan arrested the guy, and I�ll bag the can of spray paint he was using. Maybe we can get some prints off of it. After that I�m going to check the possible routes Vaughan might have taken from the diner to the station, and then I�ll check her house. I�m trying to stay optimistic, but I�m pretty concerned at this point.�
�Me too,� Ashton said.
Retro walked back to his cruiser, opened the trunk and grabbed a pair of nitrile gloves and a zippered plastic evidence bag and a roll of yellow crime scene tape. No telling how long it might take for the state police to show up with a forensics team, he thought. Best to secure the area and get everything started.
He picked up the can of spray paint first, dropped it into the bag, placed the bag in the back seat of his car.
As he taped off the sidewalk, a few of the shop owners walked outside and expressed their concern, wondering what had happened and worrying about how it might affect their business. Without going into any details, Retro told them that it was potentially a very serious situation, one that might require a great deal of patience from them. They walked back to their stores, grumbling about how difficult it was to make a living these days.
When Retro finished what he was doing, he climbed into his cruiser and drove toward the station, veering onto the route that Vaughan liked to take from this part of town, the shortcut down Old Slaughterhouse Road. Most of the other officers-and most of the other citizens of Hope-preferred to use First Street when traveling east and west through the business district, even though it was a little bit further in distance, and even though there were several intersections with traffic lights to deal with.
First Street was properly maintained by the county, new and smooth and well-lit at night, whereas Old Slaughterhouse Road was bumpy and crumbling and eerily quiet and dark. It was desolate and creepy and some of the older people in town said you could still smell the blood sometimes when the wind blew the right way.
Vaughan insisted that the gasoline she saved paid for the department�s Fourth of July picnic every year. She claimed that she knew the old thoroughfare well enough to dodge all the potholes blindfolded, but her police car always looked like it needed to be washed and it was frequently in the shop for one thing or another. Retro didn�t mind using the shortcut occasionally, but he avoided it for the most part. First Street was just so much more pleasant, and the job was hard enough without having to rattle down three miles of grit and grime multiple times every day. Not that he would have to worry about it much longer. After twenty years of service as a police officer, his retirement had been approved, and he would soon be moving to Florida and leaving Hope behind. He was forty-two years old and single, and he would be getting a nice paycheck for the rest of his life. No more cold winters, no more twelve-hour shifts. He looked forward to fishing and playing tennis and watching the ocean from a hammock with a tall drink in his hand.
He drove slowly. As he approached the meat processing plant, he saw something off to the shoulder, a bright white rag or something, stark and incongruous against the sandy black dirt.
He stopped and got out to take a closer look.
It wasn�t a rag.
It was a sock.
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Vaughan opened her eyes, tried to get up but couldn�t. She was lying flat on a carpeted floor, wrists cuffed and ankles wrapped with duct tape.
A few feet to her right, the man she�d arrested was sitting in a tattered desk chair next to a cheap wooden table, his legs propped up on a large ice chest. There was a steel lamp on the table, no shade and no bulb, along with a semi-automatic pistol-probably the one that had been in Vaughan�s holster. To the right of the table there was a solid wooden door and a rectangular window. The curtains had been parted a few inches to let some light into the room.
The man had a cell phone to his ear.
�I have her,� he said. �You can deactivate the circuit now.�
Vaughan had no idea what the man was talking about. He sat there and listened for a few seconds, and then he clicked off and set the phone on the table. It rang a few seconds later. He looked at the caller ID, but he didn�t answer.
�Where are we?� Vaughan said.
�You�re awake. Good. I was afraid I might have overmedicated you.�
�Where are we?� Vaughan said again.
�It�s not important for you to know that.�
�Are we still in Colorado?�
�It�s not important for you to know that, either, but yes, we�re still in Colorado. Far from any sort of populated area, so don�t bother trying to shout or scream. Nobody will hear you. And if you annoy me enough, I�ll make it so you can�t talk at all.�
Vaughan looked around. She knew that they were in a motel room somewhere, but she had no idea how long she�d been unconscious or how far she�d been taken from home.
�Who are you?� she said. �What do you want?�
�My name is Caminha Sozinho. It�s not my real name, of course, but it�s what people in certain professional circles know me by. I made it up. In Portuguese, it means walks alone. Pretty cool, don�t you think? As for what I want, well, right now that�s somewhat basic. I just want to survive.�
Sozinho told Vaughan about the man in the black leather jacket. He told her about the electronic circuit implanted in his neck, and he told her about the contract out on Jack Reacher.
�He won�t come,� Vaughan said. �Reacher�s too smart for that. He�s going to know it�s a trap.�
�I don�t know a lot about the man,� Sozinho said. �But from what I understand, he�s intensely loyal to people he considers to be his friends. From what I understand, he will come, trap or no trap. The man in the black leather jacket thinks he will probably want to hear your voice over the phone, to make sure you�re still alive. Once that has been established, he will analyze the situation, consider all the angles, and then he will come, confident in his abilities to defeat the opposition-which at the moment happens to be me.�
�He�s confident in his abilities for a reason,� Vaughan said. �He won�t have any problem dispensing with you.�
�We�ll see about that, won�t we?�
�Anyway, how is he going to hear my voice? Are you going to give the police your cell phone number or something?�
�Or something.�
�You�re assuming that he�s going to take an interest in this. I doubt if he will. I haven�t heard from him in a long time.�
�A police officer being abducted is going to be big news. I imagine all the major networks have crews en route as we speak. When Reacher hears that his good old friend Officer Vaughan has been taken-and especially when he hears it directly from you over the phone-it�ll be on. He�s going to get here as fast as he can. At least that�s what the man who hired me is betting on. It might take a couple of days for Reacher to get here, but we�ll be okay. The man in the black leather jacket arranged for this nice big cooler full of food and water to be placed here for us, along with some clean clothes and this cell phone and some other supplies and a portable toilet. We have everything we need, and if we need something else, it will be brought to us. We can wait Reacher out for as long as it takes. The authorities will never find us here.�
�What makes you think Reacher will find us here?�
�He won�t have to,� Sozinho said. �Once I get word that he�s in the area, I�ll find him.�
Vaughan wondered what Sozinho had done with her police car. He must have hidden it someplace where it wouldn�t be spotted from the ground or the air. The only other way for anyone to track her would be through her cell phone, and she was certain that Sozinho had destroyed it before leaving Hope. Or maybe he had tossed it into the back of a pickup truck or something, maybe one with out-of-state plates, enjoying the thought of the FBI wasting time chasing it.
At any rate, Sozinho was right. It wasn�t likely that anyone was going to find her, wherever she was. There were thousands of square miles of nothingness in Colorado, and there were thousands of places a kidnapper could have hidden her.
Or buried her.
�Let�s say Reacher comes,� Vaughan said. �And let�s say you�re successful in taking him down. Where do I fit in to all this? What�s going to happen to me?�
Sozinho opened the cooler and pulled out a bottle of water.
�Thirsty?� he said.
�No. I want you to answer my question.�
�Don�t worry. You�re just bait. Once I�m done with you, I�ll let you go.�
Vaughan didn�t believe that for a second. She�d seen Sozinho�s face, not only here in the shadows but in the bright morning sunshine back in Hope. She could easily identify him. There was no way that he was going to let her go. He was just telling her that to keep her calm during the wait.
�How much is he paying you?� she said.
Sozinho choked on his water.
When he finished coughing, he said, �Don�t you think it�s a little rude to ask about that? I would never ask you about your salary.�
�I�m just curious. How much money does it take for you to end the life of another human being?�
�I don�t even think about it in those terms. Anyway, as it turns out, this little number is going to be gratis as far as any monetary compensation is concerned. It�s not the way I wanted it to be, but I wasn�t given much of a choice in the matter.�
�There�s always a choice,� Vaughan said. �Instead of going after Reacher, you could go after this enigmatic man in the black leather jacket you keep referring to. You could give yourself up right now, cut a deal for testifying against him. And if this guy�s organization is as big as you say it is, we might even be able to get you into the witness protection program.�
�You don�t know what you�re talking about, so maybe you should just be quiet for a while.�
Vaughan closed her eyes. If she couldn�t entice Sozinho into surrendering, then she needed to make an attempt to get away from him. She couldn�t wait for the cavalry to show up, like it happened in the movies. It was doubtful that the FBI would ever find her, and it was doubtful that Reacher would ever find her. Not in time. She needed to make a move, and she needed to do it now. The sooner the better.
�I have to use the restroom,� she said.
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Retro put on a pair of gloves and grabbed an evidence bag. He climbed out of his cruiser, walked over to the sock, crouched down and picked it up. It was damp and there was a strong chemical smell rising from it.
He dropped the sock into the bag, squeezed the air out and closed the plastic zipper. He felt a little lightheaded when he stood up. Like he might pass out. He took a few deep breaths, and the sensation finally faded.
That was when he noticed the rusty chain on the gate leading into the plant. He tossed the sock into the back seat with the can of spray paint he�d bagged earlier, walked over to the gate to take a closer look. The chain was dangling loosely, and the padlock that had been securing it was on the ground.
The lock hadn�t been opened with a key.
It had been cut.
Retro called Ashley on his cell.
�Where are you?� she said.
�Old Slaughterhouse Road. At the gate to the meat processing plant.�
He told her about the sock he�d found, and about the breached entranceway.
�Don�t go in there by yourself,� she said. �Wait for backup. A team from the state police is on the way. I�ll call their dispatcher and have a couple of units sent-�
�Vaughan might be dead by the time they get here,� Retro said. �I need to go in and check it out. I worked at the plant three summers in a row when I was a teenager. I know all the buildings, and I know the layout of the interior spaces.�
�Negative. You need to wait.�
Retro didn�t have time to argue with her. He clicked off and clipped his phone back onto his belt. It rang a few seconds later, but he didn�t answer it. Vaughan was his friend, and her life was at stake, and even though his career as a police officer would be over in just a few days, nothing was going to stop him from trying to rescue her.
He pulled his pistol and held it toward the ground as he opened the gate and walked onto the property.
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Sozinho had started to pull away the duct tape wrapped around Vaughan�s ankles so that she could get up and use the toilet, but his cell phone trilled before he could finish.
�I better get that,� he said.
�I need to go,� Vaughan said. �Bad.�
�You�ll just have to hold it for a few minutes.�
Sozinho walked back over to the table and answered the phone.
�You�re an idiot,� the man in the black leather jacket said.
�Excuse me?�
�I just heard from one of my contacts. A cop named Retro found your sock in front of the meat processing plant. Now he�s in there looking around.�
The sock.
Sozinho had been on the road driving toward his destination for a few minutes before he realized it was missing. He�d thought about going back, but he�d decided that it would be too risky, especially since he was driving a police car. Anyway, it was just a sock. One soaked in chloroform, but still just a sock. There was no way to trace it to anything.
�Sorry,� Sozinho said. �But I really don�t see how it could-�
�Ever hear of a little thing called DNA? Your skin cells are all over that fabric. In a few days, every police agency in the world will have access to your genetic profile.�
�It doesn�t matter. I have too many aliases, too many layers of protection. That information will be useless to them.�
�Unless they catch you in the act sometime in the future. Then that information will be very valuable. And if that happens-�
�It won�t,� Sozinho said.
There was a long pause, and then the man in the black leather jacket said, �I thought I was dealing with a professional, but it seems I was mistaken. Now I�m going to have to send someone else to keep Officer Vaughan company until Reacher gets to Colorado, someone I can trust to get the job done without making any mistakes. I should have known better than to give you another chance. As soon as I hang up, I�m going to reactivate the circuit implanted in your neck. At that time, you�ll have five minutes to live. I just called to let you know.�
Before Sozinho could say anything, the phone went dead.
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The front of the meat processing plant, the part that people driving by on Old Slaughterhouse Road could see, was a modern three-story steel and glass office complex, a building that could have housed a software company or the headquarters of a bank or a gleaming new lecture hall at a university.
But it didn�t house any of those things.
It housed death.
Or it had, anyway.
As Retro made his way past the concrete fountains and the overgrown rock beds that had once been so meticulously maintained, as he carefully rounded the corner toward the staging corral where the trucks from local farms had made their deliveries, he could almost hear the frantic squeals and moos and bleats from the livestock, animals that somehow seemed to know they didn�t have long to live.
Retro had worked at the plant three summers in a row when he was in high school, and it was during that time he�d decided to become a vegetarian. He just couldn�t bring himself to slice into a thick juicy steak after witnessing the terror in the animals� eyes on a daily basis. Fish was the only flesh food he�d been able to stomach since he was fifteen, and he only ate that once in a while. For the most part he lived on fruits and vegetables and grains and legumes, foods that kept his waist lean and his conscience clean. Most of his friends and family members ate meat, and he didn�t have a problem with that, but he just couldn�t do it himself. He just couldn�t.
Retro walked around the entire perimeter of the office complex, and it didn�t appear as though the building had been broken into. All the windows were intact, the deadbolts on the doors secure. If Vaughan and the man who�d abducted her were on the property, they were probably somewhere in the crumbling brick structure on the other side of the corral, somewhere inside the original processing and packaging rooms that once provided employment for nearly half of Hope�s residents.
Retro knew that Ashton was right, that he should wait for backup. The inside of the plant was a labyrinth of hallways and staircases and conveyor lines and packaging stations, scaffolds and storage tanks and hooks and grinders, drip pans and mixers and slicers and smokers, everything necessary to change a fresh carcass into something that could be slapped onto a sandwich bun. It was a dangerous place to be, even under the best of circumstances.
Retro knew he should wait, but he couldn�t.
He just couldn�t.
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Caminha Sozinho figured he had about three more minutes to live. He hadn�t been keeping track of the seconds ticking by, but he figured that was about right. In three minutes or so the electronic circuit implanted in his neck would burn a hole in his right carotid artery. The blood supply to that side of his brain would trickle out and spread into the surrounding tissues, creating what would appear to be a massive bruise on his neck and chest and shoulder as he collapsed and died.
The man in the black leather jacket was the only person on the planet who could stop it from happening.
Sozinho punched in the number to call him.
No answer.
He tried again.
And again.
And again.
Finally, the man in the black leather jacket picked up.
�There�s nothing you can say to change my mind,� he said. �You might as well accept the fact that you�re going to die now.�
Before walking out onto Second Street with a can of spray paint and luring Officer Vaughan out of the diner to arrest him, Sozinho had soaked one of his socks in chloroform, a compound once commonly administered as an anesthetic for medical and dental procedures. His left foot was stinging now where the chemical had come in contact with his skin. If he�d been a little bit smarter, he would have wrapped his foot in plastic before slipping the sock on, thereby avoiding the skin irritation and the man in the black leather jacket�s concern about DNA being left on the fabric.
If he�d been a little smarter, he would have thought of that.
It hadn�t occurred to him at the time, but there was no reason he couldn�t try to convince the man in the black leather jacket that it had.
�The sock never touched my foot,� Sozinho said.
�What are you talking about?�
�I used a plastic grocery bag to protect my skin against the chloroform. I put the bag over my foot and trimmed off all the excess plastic, and then I put the sock over the bag. I wasn�t even thinking about DNA at the time, but of course-�
�Why didn�t you tell me this before?� the man in the black leather jacket said.
�It�s a little hard to think when someone is telling you that you only have five minutes to live.�
There was a long pause.
�My contact in Hope said that the officer found the sock,� the man in the black leather jacket said. �She didn�t mention anything about a plastic bag.�
�The wind probably picked it up and blew it away,� Sozinho said.
Silence.
Sozinho figured he probably had less than two minutes now. His heart was hammering in his chest. He reached up and wiped the sweat from his forehead with his free hand, looked over at Vaughan lying there on the floor by the bed with a pleading expression on her face. She needed to use the restroom, and Sozinho certainly wasn�t going to be able to help her if he was dead.
�I�m going to deactivate the circuit again,� the man in the black leather jacket said. �But don�t forget it�s there. I can switch it back on at any time.�
Sozinho let out a sigh of relief.
�Thank you,� he said.
The man in the black leather jacket disconnected. Sozinho set the phone on the table, tucked the gun into his waistband, and went back over to where Vaughan was lying on the floor. He crouched down and started unwrapping the tape on her legs.
�What was that all about?� she said.
�Don�t worry about it.�
�Okay. I won�t. But you need to worry about getting me to the bathroom, or there�s going to be a wet spot on the floor.�
Sozinho finished unwrapping the tape, and then he helped Vaughan get up.
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Vaughan�s hands were still cuffed behind her back, but her legs were free now.
Sozinho guided her to the bathroom.
The water to the motel room had been shut off, probably years ago from the look and smell of the place, but someone had positioned a portable camping toilet on the floor next to the bathtub.
There was a partial roll of cheap-looking paper on the closed lid.
�There you go,� Sozinho said.
�I need my hands.�
�Sorry. You�ll just have to do the best you can.�
Vaughan took a step forward. She was dizzy, and her tongue felt as though it had been coated with some sort of toxic chemical. Her jaw hurt where Sozinho had punched her.
�You going to stand there and watch?� she said.
There wasn�t much light in the bathroom, and Vaughan knew that if she closed the door there wouldn�t be any. She didn�t like the idea of fumbling around in the dark, but she figured being out of Sozinho�s line of sight for a couple of minutes would be her only chance to do what she needed to do.
�I�ll turn my head,� Sozinho said.
�No. I need to shut the door.�
�Not going to happen.�
Vaughan thought about making a move right then and there. She was close enough to Sozinho to stomp on an instep or kick him in the groin, but he�d taken her shoes off while she was unconscious, and she was concerned that she might injure her feet if she started using them as weapons. Then she wouldn�t be able to run.
And she needed to run.
She decided to be patient and proceed with her original plan.
�It�s not like I can go anywhere,� she said. �There�s no window in here, so what do you think I�m going to do? Kick my way through the wall or something?�
�Why couldn�t my assignment have been to kidnap a male officer?� Sozinho said, clearly annoyed with Vaughan�s demand for privacy.
He reached over and grabbed the knob and pulled the door shut.
�Thank you,� Vaughan said.
�Just hurry up.�
Vaughan immediately crouched down and rolled onto her back. The floor was hard and cold and it reeked of urine. Vaughan wondered if vagrants had broken in at one time or another. Surely Sozinho couldn�t have singlehandedly caused the place to smell so bad in such a short time.
Vaughan had gained a little weight over the past few months, and her uniform pants had gotten a little tighter. Her fortieth birthday had come and gone and she wasn�t quite as flexible as she used to be, but with a great deal of effort she finally managed to bend her knees to her chest and thread her feet under the handcuff chain.
Now her hands were in front.
Her heart was pounding, and she was a little short of breath. She promised herself that if she got through this she would start spending more time at the gym and less time at the Second Street diner. No more bacon and eggs and toast and hash browns before driving home and climbing into bed after every shift.
She stood and started feeling her way around the bathroom, trying to be as quiet as possible. She ran her fingers along the edge of the vanity, and then over to the top of the toilet tank. Not the plastic portable thing, but the original toilet that had been plumbed in to the motel room. She tucked her fingers under the overhang and lifted the lid off the tank. It made a slight clinking noise, but Sozinho didn�t say anything, and he didn�t come barging through the door, so he must not have heard it.
The lid was heavy and cumbersome with Vaughan�s hands bound so closely together. Straining, the muscles in her fingers and wrists burning toward complete exhaustion, she wrestled it up and rested it on the top of her head so that one of the smaller sides of the porcelain rectangle was pointing toward the door.
She took a couple of deep breaths.
�Okay,� she said, a hot bolus of adrenaline surging through her veins. �I�m done.�
As soon as Sozinho pushed the door open, Vaughan stepped forward and slammed the toilet tank lid into his forehead like a club. The lid shattered. Most of it fell to the floor, but a few slivers found a home up around Sozinho�s hairline, and a nice big ugly shard stayed in Vaughan�s grip. As Sozinho staggered backwards, Vaughan moved in and swiped at his head and opened a gash along his left cheek. He shouted and shrieked and pressed his hands against his face, ineffectively trying to stop the flow of blood from multiple wounds.
�I�m going to kill you,� he said, pulling the pistol from his waistband and firing wildly in her general direction.
Blood trickled over Sozinho�s eyebrows, and he probably had a concussion from the vicious blow to the head. His ability to aim straight had been adversely affected, but Vaughan knew from experience what one bullet could do to human flesh, and she didn�t want any part of it. She�d gambled with an act of aggression, but her best bet now was to get away from Sozinho as fast as she could.
Trying to use the deafening blasts to her advantage, she ducked down low and slung the jagged chunk of porcelain aside and went for the door. She frantically slid the security chain out of its slot and twisted open the deadbolt and ran out onto the concrete sidewalk in front of the room. Squinting against the afternoon sun, she darted into a large open area that led to an outdoor lounging deck and swimming pool. She figured her best chance at freedom was through a stucco archway on the other side of the courtyard.
The pool had a blue vinyl cover stretched over the top of it, faded from the sun and stained with rust where it snapped onto the edges. As Vaughan ran past it, she noticed that she was leaving a trail of blood.
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With a flashlight in one hand and his pistol in the other, Retro had checked every inch of the meat processing plant. Every hallway, every staircase, every nook and every cranny. A crumpled cigarette pack and a condom wrapper and a few dirty insulin syringes were the only indications that anyone had recently occupied the spaces.
Like a lot of small towns across the country, illegal drug use had found its way to Hope, Colorado, and apparently some of the users had found their way inside the plant.
Maybe they�d been the ones who�d cut the lock on the gate.
Retro walked back out to his cruiser and called Ashton on his cell.
�There�s nobody here,� he said.
�You checked the whole place?�
�Yeah. Looks like some addicts have been using the ham boning room for a shooting gallery. We�ll need to make sure the lock gets replaced, and we�ll have to start keeping a better eye on this part of town.�
�Vacant buildings are always a problem,� Ashton said. �Did anyone ever come to help you out?�
�No.�
�I called the state police, but there was a big accident on the interstate earlier, and they said it might be a while. Anyway, two detectives showed up here a few minutes ago, along with a sketch artist and a forensics guy. They�re talking to Commander Bailey in his office right now.�
�Good. Make sure they know I already checked the plant. I�ll stop at the hardware store and buy a lock for the gate, and I�ll tag it with a strip of crime scene tape. Maybe the addicts will leave it alone, at least for a while.�
�Maybe.�
�I�m going to keep driving around town. Vaughan�s cruiser has to be here somewhere. I don�t think the perp could have taken it very far without being noticed.�
�You think he transferred her to another vehicle?�
�That�s what I�m thinking. If we can find the cruiser, maybe we can lift some fingerprints and get an ID on this guy.�
�Assuming his prints are in the FBI database.�
�Yeah. Not a sure thing.�
�We put an alert out to the local TV and radio stations,� Ashton said. �And the detectives from the state police said there�s a helicopter on the way. If the car�s still around here anywhere, we�ll find it.�
�Yeah. We�ll find it.�
Retro disconnected.
He and Ashton had avoided talking about the obvious, that Vaughan might still be with the car, that the perpetrator might have gotten away and left her incapacitated.
Or dead.
As Retro reached for the handle to open the driver�s side door of his cruiser, something that felt like a baseball bat came down hard on his left shoulder, just below his neck. He blacked out momentarily, dropping to one knee, balancing himself with his left palm against the gravel to keep from going down completely. He reached for his pistol, but the holster was empty.
�Looking for this?�
Retro turned and glanced up and saw a tall skinny man yanking the magazine out of the 9mm semi-automatic. The man tapped the cartridges loose and flicked them away one at a time like cigarette butts, and then he whizzed the gun out onto the street and tossed the empty magazine toward the gate. There were two other guys standing beside him, one to his left and the other to his right. They all wore jeans and dirty t-shirts and grimy ball caps. Like some kind of uniform.
�You�re trespassing,� the one on the left said.
He was holding a rusty old length of pipe or something, probably the weapon he�d used to put Retro on the ground, slapping it against his palm in an effort to look menacing. It was about fourteen inches long with a rounded end that gradually tapered down toward the handle.
Retro�s vision was blurry, and it took him a few seconds to focus and recognize the tool. It was a wrench designed to tighten and loosen the bungs on fifty-five gallon drums. Retro had used one many times when he�d worked at the plant.
�You guys are the ones who are trespassing,� Retro said. �I have a strong feeling that some of the discarded drug paraphernalia in there belongs to you, and now you�ve added assault on a police officer to the list of charges. You�re under arrest.�
The three men started laughing.
�How are we under arrest?� the one on the right said. �You think you can take all three of us with your bare hands?�
At forty-two, Retro still wore the same size uniform as he did when he graduated from the academy. He ran three miles before breakfast every day, and he�d been working out with free weights since he was a teenager. He was strong and quick and agile, and he was an expert at exploiting the most vulnerable areas of the human anatomy. These guys were a lot younger than him, but they were thin and pale and weak. They�d ruined themselves with drugs and alcohol and bad eating habits.
He stood and faced the men, locking eyes with the one in the middle. �Not a problem,� he said. �In about thirty seconds, you�re going to wish you�d let me take you to jail.�
The man with the drum wrench rushed forward and swung at Retro�s face like he was trying to hit a homerun. Retro ducked, heard the heavy tool whisper by over his head, and then he whipped around and delivered a fast and crushing uppercut that probably broke a couple of the man�s ribs.
Retro expected the guy to double over in pain and call it quits at that point. But he didn�t. He was tougher than he looked. He grunted, but he didn�t fall to the ground, and he didn�t walk away. If anything, he seemed more determined than ever. There was fire in his eyes. He was angry. Whatever drug he�d been injecting into his veins was keeping him charged up and going strong, but before he could regain his balance and go for another swing with the wrench, Retro tenderized his left knee with a ferocious side kick, forcing the joint inward at an outrageous angle. The man shouted out in agony as he collapsed to the pavement, his weapon slipping from his hand and clanging away harmlessly under the police car.
Retro was ready for the other guys, but they never came. They just stood there with their mouths open for a few seconds, and then the one who�d taken Retro�s pistol slapped the other one on the arm and the two of them took off running.
Retro brushed himself off, retrieved the pistol and the magazine and the bullets, reassembled everything and slid the gun into his holster. He handcuffed the drum wrench guy, climbed into his police car and radioed for an ambulance, got back out and crouched down and pulled a wallet out of the assailant�s back pocket.
�How long have you and your friends been squatting at the plant?� Retro said.
The man was writhing in agony, tears streaming down his face, his left lower extremity crunched and mangled and pointing inward like a toppled V.
�You broke my leg,� he said.
�I didn�t break your leg. I tore all the tendons and ligaments in your knee. There�s a difference.�
�It hurts. Can�t you see that I�m in pain?�
�I gave you a chance to surrender peacefully, and you came at me with that skull buster you were holding. Not very smart. But then it looks like you�ve been making bad decisions for a long time.�
�I need a doctor.�
�Help is on the way, but it�s going to be a few minutes. Right now would be a good time for you to start cooperating.�
�I need something for pain. You hear me? I need something for pain!�
Retro stood and looked at the man�s ID card, which was clearly a fake.
�What�s your real name?�
�Don�t worry about it.�
�Did you see another police car stop here earlier today? This morning between seven-thirty and eight?�
The man went into a laughing fit that terminated with a wet gurgling cough.
�I don�t know what time it was,� he said. �But yeah. There was a lady cop out here. It was pretty funny.�
�What happened?�
�I�ll tell you all about it when I get some medicine.�
�I don�t have any medicine to give you,� Retro said. �Tell me now.�
The man started laughing again.
Retro couldn�t stand it anymore. This guy had seen Vaughan being attacked, and now he was treating it like some kind of joke.
Wrong answer.
Retro stepped forward and pressed the toe of his shiny black shoe against the man�s injured knee.
The man screamed. His face turned purple.
�Stop! You�re hurting me!�
�I�m going to hurt you a lot more if you don�t start talking. My friend�s in trouble and I don�t have time for any of your-�
�All right! Just get your foot off my leg and I�ll tell you everything I know.�
Retro took his foot off the man�s leg.
And the man told Retro everything he knew.
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Vaughan stopped and looked down at the puddle of blood forming beneath her left foot. At first she thought she�d been shot, but then she realized that she must have stepped on one of the stray slivers of porcelain from the broken toilet tank lid. Amped on adrenaline, she hadn�t noticed the pain or the blood until now.
She knew that she couldn�t take the time to stop and tend to her injury. Concussion or no concussion, Sozinho would be coming as soon as he realized she�d left the room. She knew this, but when she tried to take a step forward, a white hot jolt of electric agony shot up through her left leg and terminated at the tip of her scalp. She tried limping along on her heel, but it was no good. Every step felt as though someone was jabbing an ice pick through the bottom of her foot.
She hobbled over to the swimming pool area and sat on the concrete deck, easing herself down as gently as possible without the use of her hands. She rested her left foot on her right thigh and examined the cut. It was about an inch long, running lengthwise along her arch, a little closer to her toes than to her heel.
Running barefoot on the hard surface had driven the porcelain shard deep into the tissue. Vaughan wiped away some of the blood, but she still couldn�t see it. With tears streaming down her face from the excruciating pain, she reached into the wound with her thumb and forefinger and dug the foreign object out. It was long and crescent shaped, like a miniature Samurai sword, and there was a gelatinous chunk of raw meat dangling from one end.
Vaughan turned to the side and retched, allowing herself a few seconds for the nausea to pass, and then she went to work with the sliver of porcelain that had been in her foot, slicing out a patch of the filthy vinyl swimming pool cover to use as a dressing. She cut a section about the size of placemat, folded it into a triangle, wrapped it around her foot and tied it tightly.
Then she heard footsteps.
Sozinho.
�I�m going to kill you,� he shouted from across the courtyard.
He was about a hundred feet away, shambling toward her like some kind of grotesque character from a horror movie. As he got closer, Vaughan could see some of the damage she�d done. There was a meaty flap where the left side of his face used to be. It jiggled with every step. His hair was matted and the front of his shirt was covered with blood.
He aimed the pistol and fired once.
The bullet whistled past Vaughan�s left ear. She got up and started running toward the archway. Her foot didn�t hurt anymore. It was numb now, the makeshift bandage slapping awkwardly against the rough Spanish tiles like a snorkeling flipper. She ran as fast as she could, her lungs on fire, a prizefighter working the speed bag deep in the center of her chest.
Just a few more feet to go.
She made it to the arch, heard the rumble of an engine approaching, turned the corner and trotted toward the highway that ran in front of the motel, shouting and waving her cuffed hands in the air.
It was a man on a motorcycle. He slowed and looked over at Vaughan, shook his head and kept going.
Vaughan screamed and shouted and motioned for him to come back.
�Please! He�s going to kill me!�
The rider eased off the throttle about a quarter of a mile down the road. His brake lights came on, and then he made a U-turn. Maybe he�d heard Vaughan�s frantic plea for help, or maybe he�d seen her uniform and figured she might make trouble for him, or maybe he just decided it was the right thing to do. He sped back toward the motel, pulled into the parking lot, stopped a few feet from where Vaughan was standing and lifted the plastic shield on the front of his helmet.
�What happened to you?� he said.
�There�s no time to explain. Just get me out of here.�
�What are all these signs for?�
Vaughan looked back at the motel. All the doors and windows in front had been boarded up, and there were large rectangular DANGER signs nailed to the sheets of plywood.
Now she knew where they were.
�Please,� she shouted. �We need to go.�
The man glanced down at her badge.
�Climb on,� he said.
Vaughan started crying and laughing at the same time. She was giddy with excitement. What were the odds of a conscientious citizen riding by this abandoned motel on this desolate stretch of Route 37 at just the right time? A million to one? Maybe a billion to one, but it had happened, and now she was going to live to see another day.
She was already thinking about what she was going to do when she got back to Hope, about helping to coordinate the manhunt with the state police and the FBI. She would probably have to do it from a hospital room, but that was okay. Everything was going to be all right now.
For the first time in hours, Vaughan was optimistic about her chances of making it out of this predicament in one piece. All she had to do was get on that bike and she would be home free. But as she started to mount the rear part of the vinyl seat, a shot rang out and a hole the size of a nickel suddenly appeared on the left side of the biker�s helmet. His body went slack. He slumped forward and then tilted sideways, his weight carrying Vaughan and the motorcycle to the pavement.
Vaughan tried to scoot away, but her right leg was pinned under the fender.
She looked up and saw Sozinho standing over her.
He aimed the pistol at her face and cocked the hammer.
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The drum wrench guy told Retro everything he knew, but it didn�t turn out to be much. He�d seen everything from a distance, from the second floor of the old brick building. He saw Vaughan go down, and then he saw a man with a sleeveless shirt put her in the back seat of the police car and drive away. And that was about it. Not much help. He did say that the car continued in the direction it was pointed, east toward the station. Which meant that it might be in Missouri by now, or hundreds of miles in some other direction, but Retro didn�t think so. The car had to be somewhere nearby. Vaughan was either still with it, or she had been transferred to another vehicle. If she was still with it, she was probably dead. If she had been transferred, there might still be a chance. Either way, the man who�d carjacked the cruiser couldn�t have driven it far. If he�d taken it out on the highway somewhere, it would have been spotted by now.
After escorting the ambulance to the hospital and getting all the paperwork squared away, Retro rode by Vaughan�s house, just to make sure the car wasn�t there in the driveway.
It wasn�t.
Retro knew it wouldn�t be, but he had to check. He parked at the curb and got out and peeked in the garage window and knocked on the front door.
Nothing.
He thought about the times he�d been to Vaughan�s house as a guest. The parties, the barbecues. Vaughan liked to laugh and have a good time, although there always seemed to be some sort of intense emotional pain just beyond the facade. Because of what had happened to her husband, Retro supposed. It was the same underlying sadness he saw in his own eyes when he looked in the mirror. It was a bond he and Vaughan shared. The life-shattering finality of irretrievable loss. They�d never talked about it, but maybe they would some day. Maybe on the phone after Retro moved to Florida. Maybe time and distance would allow them to open up to each other.
As Retro turned to walk back to his car, the woman living in the house next door stepped out to her porch and asked him if everything was all right.
�Have you seen Ms. Vaughan today?� Retro said.
�No. I haven�t seen her since she left for work yesterday evening. I was carrying some groceries into the house as she was backing out of the driveway. She waved, but I couldn�t wave back because my hands were full. I smiled, though, and then I saw her smile back at me. I think it�s good for neighbors to be friendly with each other, don�t you?�
�Yes ma�am. Give us a call if you happen to see Ms. Vaughan.�
�Is she missing?�
�Yes. Since early this morning. We�ve put the word out on radio and TV, hoping we might be able to get some help from the community.�
�We�ve been neighbors for a long time, and I�ve always worried about her doing that kind of work.�
�Let us know if you see or hear anything.�
�I certainly will, officer. I certainly will.�
Retro tipped his hat, walked back to his car and climbed in and drove to the diner. This time he walked past the counter and took a seat in the booth reserved for the department. The place was starting to fill up with the early dinner crowd.
The same waitress Retro had spoken to earlier brought him a glass of water and a menu. He handed the menu back without looking at it and ordered a fish sandwich with fries and a cup of coffee.
�What�s your name?� he said.
�Mira.�
�I was wondering if I could talk to you for a few minutes.�
�Sure. Let me just go ahead and put your order in real quick.�
�Okay.�
She disappeared behind the partition that divided the dining area from the kitchen, came back a couple of minutes later carrying the coffee Retro had ordered and a humungous plastic tumbler filled with some kind of soft drink for herself.
She slid into the booth across from Retro.
�Have you found that female officer yet?� she said.
�Officer Vaughan. Not yet. That�s what I wanted to talk to you about.�
�We have a TV in back. They were talking about it on the news a while ago. It�s kind of freaking me out, if you want to know the truth. I have two little kids, and the low crime rate was one of the reasons I moved here. I thought Hope was just a nice little town where nothing like this ever happened.�
�It is a nice little town,� Retro said. �And nothing like this has ever happened before.�
�I guess it just goes to show that bad things can happen anywhere.�
Retro nodded, took a sip from his coffee cup. �You said you saw Officer Vaughan arresting the man who�d defaced the sidewalk and the fire hydrant out there. Did you get a good look at the guy?�
�He had jeans on, I think, and a flannel shirt with no sleeves. Muscular arms, like maybe he did some kind of hard work at one time.�
�Any tattoos?�
�I didn�t notice any.�
�What about his face?� Retro said.
�He wasn�t what you would call handsome. But he wasn�t ugly, either. Just a regular guy. Kind of average, I guess. His hair was dark and cut short like yours.�
�Facial hair? Piercings? Anything like that?�
�I don�t think so. Oh, but there was something on his neck. Like a bandage or something.�
�A bandage?�
�Yeah. You know, gauze and surgical tape and all that. It was professional looking, like maybe he�d been at a doctor�s office or a hospital or something.�
�You�re doing good,� Retro said. �Those are the kinds of details we need. Do you think you could describe the man�s features to a police sketch artist?�
�I could try.�
�What time do you get off?�
�I should have been off already, but one of the servers didn�t show up for work this evening. I was just sticking around to make a little extra money, but it�s really not that busy. I can probably leave whenever I want to.�
�Could you put my sandwich in a go box and ride over to the station with me?� Retro said.
�I�ll have to call my babysitter and make sure she can stay for a while, but I don�t think it�ll be a problem.�
�Great. Go ahead and make your call, and then let me know.�
�Okay.�
Mira scooted out of the booth and walked back toward the waitress station. Retro was glad he�d taken the time to come back to the diner and question her some more. If she could provide enough details for the artist, maybe the state police could get a drawing out to the media in time for the ten o�clock news.
And then maybe some calls would come in, and maybe they could catch this guy before it was too late.
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Vaughan stared into the barrel of her own pistol, expecting Sozinho to pull the trigger any second. She thought about her mother and her father and her life as a little girl. Playing hopscotch and riding a bicycle and pretty shoes and dresses and scraped knees. She thought about chalkboards and erasers and the first day of algebra class and the first time she kissed a boy. She thought about her decision to become a police officer and how proud her parents had been when she graduated from the academy, even though they had tried to talk her out of it. She thought about her husband, and about how Jack Reacher had helped with that situation. She still owed Reacher a favor. A big one. She wasn�t afraid to die, but she didn�t want to leave the world with so much left undone.
There was still too much work to do.
�You�re not going to kill me,� she said. �You still need me.�
Sozinho stared her in the eyes. Snarling. Every muscle in his face as tense as a fiddle string. Vaughan figured he was thinking it over. If he pulled the trigger, she would die, but by killing her, he would probably be killing himself as well. The man in the black leather jacket wanted Vaughan kept alive, to be used as bait for Jack Reacher. If Sozinho killed her before exploiting the full extent of her usefulness, the man in the black leather jacket would then kill Sozinho.
Probably.
Reacher might come to Colorado without hearing Vaughan�s voice over the phone, but he might not. Was Sozinho willing to take the chance that he wouldn�t?
Vaughan didn�t think so.
She didn�t think Sozinho would take the risk, and she was right. He eased the hammer down with his thumb, lowered the pistol and tucked it into his waistband.
�I�m going to kill you,� he said. �But not yet.�
He wrestled the motorcycle to an upright position and wheeled it out of the way. Now Vaughan�s leg was free. Her right leg. Her left foot, the one injured from stepping on a shard of porcelain, had started hurting again. It wasn�t numb anymore, which she supposed was a good thing. At least it was getting some circulation.
Sozinho leaned over and picked her up and started carrying her back toward the archway. When they crossed the threshold, Vaughan caught a glimpse of something through the rectangular hole she�d cut in the vinyl swimming pool cover. It was red and shiny and the late afternoon sun was hitting it at just the right angle for the reflection to beam upward as they passed by.
It was a tail light.
Her tail light.
Sozinho must have peeled back the vinyl swimming pool cover and pushed the police cruiser in nose-first.
The pool had been dry for years. It was a good place to ditch a vehicle. Vaughan never would have thought about it being there. It was just a fluke that she�d seen it.
Sozinho carried her back to the room. He set her on the floor and washed her injured foot with soap and water, sprayed it with something from an aerosol can that felt very cold, and wrapped it with a roll of gauze from a first-aid kit.
�I�m sure you saw the signs on the boarded-up windows,� Vaughan said. �We need to get out of here.�
�Shut up. I don�t want to hear another word from you for the rest of the night.�
Sozinho wrapped her legs with duct tape, and then he walked back outside, presumably to deal with the motorcycle and the dead rider. Vaughan figured he would probably hide the man and his bike in the pool with her cruiser.
Sozinho was gone for about thirty minutes. When he got back, he took the first aid kit to the bathroom to work on his own injuries. He was in there for a long time. Maybe two hours. By the time he came back out, the motel room was completely dark, but Sozinho had a flashlight he�d been using and he wanted to make sure Vaughan got a good look at what she�d done.
He sat on the floor beside her, held the light a couple of inches under his chin. Harsh and dramatic shadows accented every line on his face, every wrinkle, every hairy pore. And there, on his left cheek where Vaughan had slashed him with the broken toilet tank lid, was a winding series of crude stitches, a ghastly S-shaped disfigurement that looked like something that had crawled out from under a rock.
�It was not my intention to scar you for life,� Vaughan said. �I was going for your throat. I was trying to kill you.�
�I thought I told you to be quiet. I can tape a rag in your mouth if that�s what you want.�
Sozinho spoke from the right side of his mouth-the only side that was working properly at the moment-which made it seem almost as though he was trying to convey sarcasm. Also, he was having difficulty pronouncing certain consonants, which caused a phrase like I can tape a rag to come out as I can take a nag. Garbled and nonsensical, although Vaughan knew what he meant because of the context.
�I understand they�re doing great things with plastic surgery these days,� she said. �Maybe you can use some of the money you�ve made from killing people to have your face fixed.�
�You don�t understand. They�ll never be able to make it like it was. I�m ruined. One of my main assets was my ordinariness, my ability to walk the streets unnoticed. Now, because of this, I will be instantly recognized everywhere I go.�
�Then I did good,� Vaughan said.
Sozinho glared at her with a hatred that was palpable. He sat there in silence for a few seconds, and then he propped the flashlight against one corner of the bed, aiming it upward so that a cone of light reflected off the white ceiling. While he was doing that, his cell phone rang. He got up and walked over to the table, looked at the caller ID but didn�t answer. It rang again a minute or so later. Same thing. He didn�t take the call.
�You know, I hardly ever use a gun for my work,� he said. �I prefer the intimacy of a nice sharp blade.�
�Is this where I get to hear your speech about how much you�re going to enjoy killing me?�
�Yes. This is exactly where you get to hear my speech about that. I�ve been rehearsing it in my mind, just for you.�
�Save it. I�m not afraid to die. And I�ll go happy now, knowing that I did something-inadvertent as it was-to take one more scumbag out of circulation.�
Sozinho got up and walked over to the bed. Vaughan couldn�t see what he was doing, but a few seconds later she heard the sound of cloth being ripped apart.
�I warned you,� he said.
�But I thought we were having such a nice conversation.�
He knelt down beside her and forced a strip of the cotton pillowcase fabric into her mouth, tore off a piece of duct tape and pressed it over her lips in an arc spanning earlobe to earlobe. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pill bottle and rattled it over her face.
�Narcotic pain tablets,� he said. �I bet you wish you could have one, but you can�t. I might have shared if you�d behaved yourself a little better. Now I�m going to keep them all for myself. I took one in the bathroom a few minutes ago, and I�m feeling better already. How about you? Is that foot hurting you? That�s nothing compared to what�s coming. As soon as the man in the black leather jacket gives me the go-ahead, I�m going to inflict more pain on you than you ever thought possible. You�ll be begging me to let you die, but I won�t. Not until every last nerve has been tapped.�
The cell phone rang again. Sozinho got up and walked to the table and looked at it. A contorted smile curled up on the right side of his mouth as he lifted the device and clicked on to answer the call. He didn�t say anything. He just stood there and listened for a few seconds, and then he walked back over and knelt down and peeled the duct tape off and pulled the rag out and held the phone up to Vaughan�s lips.
She figured there was only one person Sozinho would allow her to talk to.
�Don�t come,� she shouted. �It�s a trap.�
Sozinho clicked off before anything else could be said.
Vaughan never actually heard Jack Reacher�s voice, so she wasn�t a hundred percent certain that it was him on the other end. But if it was, she hoped that he would heed her warning and stay far, far away from Colorado.
She hoped that he would stay away, but somewhere deep in her heart she knew that he wouldn�t.
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Retro�s shift was almost over. He could have filed his written reports for the day, and he could have relayed any pertinent information about Vaughan�s abduction to the oncoming patrol officer, and then he could have gone on home.
But that wasn�t what he wanted to do.
He wanted to find Vaughan.
Not that he thought he could do it singlehandedly. He had to be back on the job at seven the next morning, and he couldn�t work around the clock, but he wanted to see what Mira came up with for the sketch artist before he called it a day.
He took a sip of his coffee, glanced over and saw her walk back out from behind the partition holding a brown paper bag in one hand and a denim jacket in the other.
�Here�s your sandwich,� she said, placing the bag on the table beside Retro�s coffee mug.
�Thanks,� Retro said. �Ready to go?�
�Yes. I have to be home by nine, though. My babysitter has school tomorrow.�
Retro nodded. He slid out of the booth, grabbed the brown paper bag. It was warm, and some grease had soaked through to the bottom. He wondered if it would make it to the parking lot without falling apart.
Mira shrugged into her jacket and started walking toward the exit.
Retro followed.
�I�ll be out in just a minute,� he said, stopping at the front counter.
�Okay.�
Mira walked on outside. Retro got the attention of another waitress and asked for a plastic bag for his sandwich.
�We�re out of the small ones,� she said.
�That�s all right. Whatever you have.�
She brought him a big white thing with handles that could have held dinner for ten. He thanked her and dropped the greasy paper bag into the huge plastic bag, shouldered his way through the door and walked around the side of the building to the parking area.
Mira was standing beside the cruiser, on the passenger�s side, looking at the identifier painted on the front fender.
Unit Two.
�Is this the car you�ve been driving all day?� she said.
�It�s the car I�ve been driving all year.�
Mira walked around the engine compartment and looked at the fender on the other side.
�But I thought you were in Unit One this morning,� she said.
�I wasn�t. Unit One is Officer Vaughan�s car.�
�Oh. Well, I�m pretty sure I saw it going that way,� she said, pointing west.
�When?�
�Probably about fifteen minutes after Officer Vaughan walked out of the restaurant this morning.�
That changed everything. Retro opened the passenger�s door for Mira, and then he ran around to the driver�s side and climbed in and started the car and sped toward the station.
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Vaughan knew exactly where she was now. She couldn�t believe that Sozinho had agreed to stay here, although it was obvious why the man in the black leather jacket had chosen the location.
It was the last place anyone would ever think of looking.
Except maybe Jack Reacher.
Only he and Vaughan knew the exact story behind what had really happened in Despair, Colorado.
And it was a secret that they would take to their graves.
Vaughan thought about it as she shifted her weight from one side to the other, trying to ease the pain that had crept into her lower back. Sozinho had switched off the flashlight, maybe about an hour ago. It was completely dark in the room now, and eerily quiet. And hot. There was no ventilation. The outside temperatures had been pleasant over the past few days, but the motel room was stuffy and stagnant and it smelled bad.
Vaughan closed her eyes and tried to fall asleep, but the floor was uncomfortable and she was hungry and she was sweating and her foot still hurt and she kept thinking about all the poison that might be floating around in the air.
She couldn�t sleep, so she just stared up into the blackness and tried to think of another way to escape.
But there was no other way.
Sozinho wasn�t going to let her out of his sight again, not even to use the bathroom.
She�d given it her best shot.
But her life was over now.
She was going to die in this wretched abandoned motor court.
There was nothing else she could do. She�d already tried to convince Sozinho that she was on his side, that the man in the black leather jacket was the enemy in this situation.
She�d already tried, but maybe she should try again.
Maybe Sozinho would listen this time.
�He�s never going to let you live,� she said.
The bedsprings squeaked.
�You must want the tape back on your mouth,� Sozinho said.
�Think about it. The man in the black leather jacket wants you to kill Jack Reacher. Once you do that, he�ll have no further use for you. He has treated you badly, first by putting that thing in your neck and then by sending you into this potentially lethal environment, and he knows you�re going to be out for revenge. Why would he allow-�
Before Vaughan could finish her thought, someone came crashing through the motel room door.

17

There was a fat yellow moon rising over the Colorado prairie, and immediately after the frame splintered and the lock parts scattered and a wall of cooler air came whooshing into the room, the silhouette of a man appeared in the doorway.
Maybe it was a combination of the lighting and the abrupt and violent nature of the entrance, but the man appeared to be about ten feet tall. Arms fashioned from tree trunks, chest as broad as a �58 Cadillac.
And he had gun.
Sozinho rolled off the bed, expecting a barrage of hot lead projectiles to come tearing into the mattress and maybe into his flesh, but all he got was a rapid series of metallic clicks. Apparently the man�s weapon was jammed.
Officer Vaughan�s pistol was still on the table by the window, several feet away and well out of Sozinho�s reach, but he�d slid his folding straight razor into his pocket before lying down on the bed. He pulled it out and snapped it open as he waited for the intruder to advance.
He didn�t have to wait long.
The man came charging forward, jumping over Vaughan and lunging toward the space on the other side of the bed where Sozinho had landed. The man reared back and came down hard with his fist, a blow that would have crushed Sozinho�s skull if it had connected. But it didn�t. Sozinho managed to dodge the punch, and before the man could deliver another one, Sozinho swiped the sharp steel edge of his expensive professional shaving tool across the man�s abdomen, ripping through the fabric of his shirt and opening a gash at least eight inches wide.
Frantic, moving quickly and fiercely to avoid a second assault with the blade, the man grabbed Sozinho�s arm, banging his wrist and hand against the top edge of the nightstand until the razor skittered away.
Then the man wrapped his fingers around Sozinho�s throat.
Sozinho struggled, clawing at the man�s face, trying to push him away, but he couldn�t. He grunted and gurgled and bucked and twisted, but it was no use. The man was too powerful.
It quickly became apparent to Sozinho that any effort to resist was a waste of energy, so he made a conscious and rational decision to stop fighting and let his body go limp.
Silence.
�What�s going on?� Vaughan shouted.
The man didn�t say anything.
Sozinho�s airway was occluded, but he�d decided not to panic. He�d decided to relax. He was an excellent swimmer. He could hold his breath for three minutes, no problem. And the man would bleed to death long before then.
It was still dark in the room, and Sozinho couldn�t see much of anything, but he knew that the cut to the man�s abdomen had gone deep. He�d felt it. He was surprised that the man had lasted this long. Soon he would collapse and Sozinho could breathe again.
But the man didn�t collapse.
If anything, his grip around Sozinho�s neck got even tighter.
And tighter.
And tighter.
And tighter.
And then a searing explosion of light flashed behind Sozinho�s eyeballs-a result of his brain being deprived of oxygen, he thought-and the man simultaneously and inexplicably let go and shouted out in pain.
Sozinho turned away and started gasping for air. The man fell back against the wall. Shaking. Moaning. Arms folded over his torso like he was hugging himself.
Maybe he was just now feeling the full effect of the gaping wound to his gut, Sozinho thought. Maybe his intestines had oozed out onto the floor.
Blinking his eyes back into focus, confident that the man was incapacitated now, Sozinho got up and staggered toward the table on the other side of the room, planning to finish the man off with a shot to the head. He grabbed the pistol, but before he could turn and pull the trigger, a veil of utter blackness fell over his visual field, as if he�d suddenly been thrown into a cave. He felt a burning sensation on the side of his neck, building gradually over a second or two, rising up into his brain like mercury through a glass tube, a dozen and then a hundred and then a thousand sulfur match heads flaring all at once, the pain more intense than anything he�d ever experienced in his life.
Sozinho went to his knees, and then he fell facedown on the floor, and then he felt a tingling sensation wash over his body like a wave, and then he felt nothing.
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The door was still partially open, allowing a hazy wedge of light to shine into the room. Vaughan had watched Sozinho go down, but her mind didn�t fully process what had actually happened to him until she saw the smoke rising from his neck.
The electronic circuit must have fired. The surgical implant. Sozinho had said that any attempt to remove the device would result in it being activated automatically. The sensors must have mistakenly interpreted something during the fight.
She was thinking about that when a raspy male voice from the other side of the room said, �Are you okay?�
It was a voice she recognized.
�Retro?� she said.
�Yeah. It�s me.�
�What happened?�
�Something zapped me, like a lamp cord or something. There�s a blister on the palm of my hand.�
He crawled over to where she was lying on the floor, unlocked the handcuffs and started removing the duct tape from her ankles. She told him about the device in Sozinho�s neck, the source of the electrical shock.
�How did you find me here?� she said.
�A witness at the meat processing plant saw what happened. Part of it, anyway. He said your cruiser was pointed east, toward the station, and that it kept going that way when it drove off. Which didn�t mean anything, really. It was the direction you were headed with the suspect when you pulled to the side of the road. But then, later on, the waitress at the diner told me she saw your car heading west at about eight this morning. That was substantial. It was indicative of purpose. It meant that whoever was driving the car had chosen that direction for a reason. It was a deliberate act. There would have been no point in turning around and heading west unless the eventual destination was that way.�
�But we could have been in Utah by now,� Vaughan said.
�True. He could have transferred you to another vehicle. But I knew that the police car couldn�t have gone far. It would have been spotted if it had stayed on the highway for very long. So I figured it was still somewhere in the area, and I figured there might be some fingerprints and some other forensic evidence we could use. To tell you the truth, I really didn�t expect to find you alive here in Despair. It�s a pretty crazy place for a hideout.�
A crazy place indeed, Vaughan thought.
�How did you know we were at the motel?� she said.
�I didn�t. It was the second place I stopped. I got out and looked around and saw the hole cut in the swimming pool cover.�
�How did you know which room we were in?�
�I just followed the blood.�
Vaughan took a deep breath.
�Unfortunately, most of it is mine,� she said.
�I was afraid that might be the case. I�m going to get you to the hospital right away.�
�You came here alone?�
�Yeah. But the state police should be here any minute. They were still waiting for some special gear to be delivered when I left.�
�At least you wore your body armor,� Vaughan said, noticing the deep gash on the side of Retro�s bulletproof vest.
�If I�d been a little smarter, I would have brought a backup pistol, too. Mine got a little dirty earlier. I guess that�s why it jammed up on me.�
�I was wondering about that.�
�It�s a long story. I�ll tell you about it on the way back to Hope.�
�I�m starving,� Vaughan said. �Can we get something to eat?�
�Sure. As long as you�re buying. I paid for the breakfast you didn�t finish this morning. You owe me ten bucks.�
Vaughan laughed. Retro was a good cop, and a good friend, and she was going to miss him when he moved to Florida.
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It was a cool crisp October day, the sun shining brightly and just enough breeze to need a light jacket.
A perfect day for Retro�s retirement party.
Vaughan was sitting on a lounge chair in the picnic area behind the stationhouse, sipping on a glass of lemonade and enjoying the smells coming off the barbecue grill. Burgers, hot dogs, roasted peppers, corn on the cob.
And the tuna steaks Retro had requested.
Vaughan watched him pile some raw veggies and onion dip on a paper plate, and then he walked over and sat down beside her.
�Looks good,� she said.
�Want some?�
�Sure.�
She reached over and picked up a carrot stick and dragged it through the dip.
�Be careful,� Retro said. �Your body might not be used to anything this healthy.�
Vaughan smiled. �Actually, I�ve been making a conscious effort to eat better,� she said.
�Good for you. How�s the foot?�
�It still hurts. And the doctor said I shouldn�t put any weight on it right now, which is kind of driving me nuts.�
�Give it time,� Retro said. �It�s only been a few days.�
After stopping for something to eat on the way back from Despair, Vaughan had spent several hours in the emergency room, and had gone home with stitches and a bandage and a special boot and a pair of crutches. She could still drive a car, but Commander Bailey had put her on desk duty until her foot healed completely.
Which was also driving her nuts.
She lowered her sunglasses, turned around and looked toward a section of wooden fencing at the back of the lot.
�Ever get the feeling someone�s watching you?� she said.
�What do you mean?�
�I don�t know. It�s just a feeling. So what are you planning to do down there in Florida?�
�As little as possible,� Retro said.
�You�re only forty-two. I�m having a hard time imagining you on a porch in a rocking chair.�
�I�ll send pictures. Better yet, you can come and visit sometime.�
�I would like that,� Vaughan said.
�I�m sure I�ll get bored with tennis and fishing and long walks on the beach after a while. I might get a private investigator�s license and go into business for myself. It�s something I�ve been thinking about for a while.�
Vaughan nodded, took a sip of her lemonade.
They sat there in silence for a couple of minutes, and Vaughan started thinking about the message she�d received from the FBI yesterday-about their efforts to trace the origin of the incoming calls to Sozinho�s cell phone. Apparently some of the calls had been intercepted and redirected from Vaughan�s home phone, the landline at her house.
Which was probably how Jack Reacher had managed to connect-if it was really him who�d called. When he heard the news that she was missing, he�d called her home phone, just like Sozinho and the man in the black leather jacket figured he would.
That was the theory, anyway.
So far, the FBI had failed to trace any of the calls any further than Vaughan�s house, so they still didn�t know where the man in the black leather jacket was operating from or exactly how everything had transpired.
And maybe they never would.
Vaughan was thinking about all that when Commander Bailey walked over with a distressed expression on his face, incongruent with the apron and chef�s hat he was wearing.
Something was wrong.
�We forgot to buy buns for the hot dogs,� he said.
Retro laughed. �I�ll make a quick trip to the store,� he said.
�You stay here,� Vaughan said. �I�ll go.�
They tried to talk her out of it, because of her foot, but she insisted. It was Retro�s party, so he shouldn�t have to leave to run an errand, and everyone else was busy cooking or chopping vegetables or playing horseshoes. Anyway, it was about time for Vaughan to apply some more sunscreen-another lifestyle change to go along with the healthy new diet-and she had left her bottle of lotion in her car.
Retro helped her up. She grabbed her crutches and navigated past the food tables and through the back door of the stationhouse.
There was a long hallway with offices on both sides. It doglegged to the right, past the front desk, and then there was a double set of doors that led to the sidewalk. Vaughan nodded to the officer on duty as she pushed her way outside.
Her car was parked at the curb, just a few feet away. As she made her way toward it, she saw a very large man walking at a steady pace on the other side of the street. He was heading east, away from the station, maybe a hundred feet from where Vaughan was standing. He wore a sturdy set of clothes that might have been purchased from a sporting goods outlet, or even a hardware store.
Reacher?
Vaughan wanted to run to him, but she couldn�t.
She was on crutches.
Anyway, it probably wasn�t him.
But maybe it was.
Thinking she would start the car and drive by and get a look at his face, she reached into her pocket for her keys, realizing immediately that she had left them in her purse under the lounge chair.
�Hey,� she shouted.
But the man didn�t respond.
He kept walking, and then he turned and disappeared around the corner.
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