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 The process that turned James Penney into a completely different person began 
thirteen years ago, at one in the afternoon on a Monday in the middle of June, in 
Laney, California. A hot time of day, at a hot time of year, in a hot part of the 
country. The town squats on the shoulder of the road from Mojave to L.A. Due 
west, the southern rump of the Coastal Range Mountains is visible. Due east, the 
Mojave Desert disappears into the haze. Very little happens in Laney. After that 
Monday in the middle of June thirteen years ago, even less ever did. 
  There was one industry in Laney. One factory. A big spread of a place. 
Weathered metal siding, built in the sixties. Office accommodations at the north 
end, in the shade. The first floor was low grade. Clerical functions took place 
there. Billing and accounting and telephone calling. The second story was high 
grade. 



  Managers. The corner office on the right used to be the personnel manager’s 
place. Now it was the human resources manager’s place. Same guy, new title on 
his door. 
  Outside that door in the long second-floor corridor was a line of chairs. The 
human resources manager’s secretary had rustled them up and placed them there 
that Monday morning. The line of chairs was occupied by a line of men and 
women. They were silent. Every five minutes the person at the head of the line 
would be called into the office. The rest of them would shuffle up one place. They 
didn’t speak. They didn’t need to. They knew what was happening. 
  Just before one o’clock, James Penney shuffled up one space to the head of the 
line. He waited five long minutes and stood up when he was called. Stepped into 
the office. Closed the door behind him. The human resources manager was a guy 
called Odell. Odell hadn’t been long out of diapers when James Penney started 
work at the Laney plant. 
  “Mr. Penney,” Odell said. 
  Penney said nothing, but sat down and nodded in a guarded way. 
  “We need to share some information with you,” Odell said. 
  Penney shrugged at him. He knew what was coming. He heard things, same as 
anybody else. 
  “Just give me the short version, okay?” he said. 
  Odell nodded. “We’re laying you off.” 
  “For the summer?” Penney asked him. 
  Odell shook his head. 
  “For good,” he said. 
  Penney took a second to get over the sound of the words. He’d known they were 
coming, but they hit him like they were the last words he ever expected Odell to 
say. 
  “Why?” he asked. 
  Odell shrugged. He didn’t look as if he was enjoying this. But on the other hand, 
he didn’t look as if it was upsetting him much, either. 
  “Downsizing,” he said. “No option. Only way we can go.” 
  “Why?” Penney said again. 
  Odell leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head. Started 
the speech he’d already made many times that day. 
  “We need to cut costs,” he said. “This is an expensive operation. Small margin. 
Shrinking market. You know that.” 
  Penney stared into space and listened to the silence breaking through from the 
factory floor. “So you’re closing the plant?” 
  Odell shook his head again. “We’re downsizing, is all. The plant will stay open. 
There’ll be some maintenance. Some repairs, overhauls. But not like it used to be.” 
  “The plant will stay open?” Penney said. “So how come you’re letting me go?” 
  Odell shifted in his chair. Pulled his hands from behind his head and folded his 
arms across his chest defensively. He had reached the tricky part of the interview. 
  “It’s a question of the skills mix,” he said. “We had to pick a team with the 
correct blend. We put a lot of work into the decision. And I’m afraid you didn’t 
make the cut.” 



  “What’s wrong with my skills?” Penney asked. “I got skills. I’ve worked here 
seventeen years. What’s wrong with my damn skills?” 
  “Nothing at all,” Odell said. “But other people are better. We have to look at the 
big picture. It’s going to be a skeleton crew, so we need the best skills, the fastest 
learners, good attendance records, you know how it is.” 
  “Attendance records?” Penney said. “What’s wrong with my attendance record? 
I’ve worked here seventeen years. You saying I’m not a reliable worker?” 
  Odell touched the brown file folder in front of him. 
  “You’ve had a lot of time out sick,” he said. “Absentee rate just above eight 
percent.” 
  Penney looked at him incredulously. 
  “Sick?” he said. “I wasn’t sick. I was post-traumatic. From Vietnam.” 
  Odell shook his head again. He was too young. 
  “Whatever,” he said. “That’s still a big absentee rate.” 
  James Penney just sat there, stunned. He felt like he’d been hit by a train. 
  “We looked for the correct blend,” Odell said again. “We put a lot of management 
time into the process. We’re confident we made the right decisions. You’re not 
being singled out. We’re losing eighty percent of our people.” 
  Penney stared across at him. “You staying?” 
  Odell nodded and tried to hide a smile but couldn’t. 
  “There’s still a business to run,” he said. “We still need management.” 
  There was silence in the corner office. Outside, the hot breeze stirred off the 
desert and blew a listless eddy over the metal building. Odell opened the brown 
folder and pulled out a blue envelope. Handed it across the desk. 
  “You’re paid up to the end of July,” he said. “Money went in the bank this 
morning. Good luck, Mr. Penney.” 
  The five-minute interview was over. Odell’s secretary appeared and opened the 
door to the corridor. Penney walked out. The secretary called the next man in. 
Penney walked past the long quiet row of people and made it to the parking lot. 
Slid into his car. It was a red Firebird, a year and a half old, and it wasn’t paid for 
yet. He started it up and drove the mile to his house. Eased to a stop in his 
driveway and sat there, thinking, in a daze, with the engine running. 
  He was imagining the repo men coming for his car. The only damn thing in his 
whole life he’d ever really wanted. He remembered the exquisite joy of buying it. 
After his divorce. Waking up and realizing he could just go to the dealer, sign the 
papers and have it. No discussions. No arguing. He’d gone down to the dealer and 
chopped in his old clunker and signed up for that Firebird and driven it home in a 
state of total joy. He’d washed it every week. He’d watched the infomercials and 
tried every miracle polish on the market. The car had sat every day outside the 
Laney factory like a bright red badge of achievement. Like a shiny consolation for 
the shit and the drudgery. 
  Whatever else he didn’t have, he had a Firebird. 
  He felt a desperate fury building inside him. He got out of the car and ran to the 
garage and grabbed his spare can of gasoline. 
  Ran back to the house. Opened the door. Emptied the can over the sofa. He 
couldn’t find a match, so he lit the gas stove in the kitchen and unwound a roll of 
paper towels. Put one end on the stove top and ran the rest through to the living 



room. When his makeshift fuse was well alight, he skipped out to his car and 
started it up. Turned north toward Mojave. 
  His neighbor noticed the fire when the flames started coming through the roof. 
She called the Laney fire department. The fire-fighters didn’t respond. It was a 
volunteer department, and all the volunteers were in line inside the factory, 
upstairs in the narrow corridor. Then the warm air moving off the Mojave Desert 
freshened up into a hot breeze, and by the time James Penney was thirty miles 
away the flames from his house had set fire to the dried scrub that had been his 
lawn. By the time he was in the town of Mojave itself, cashing his last paycheck at 
the bank, the flames had spread across his lawn and his neighbor’s and were 
licking at the base of her back porch. 
  Like any California boomtown, Laney had grown in a hurry. 
  The factory had been thrown up around the start of Nixon’s first term. A 
hundred acres of orange groves had been bulldozed and five hundred frame 
houses had quadrupled the population in a year. There was nothing really wrong 
with the houses, but they’d seen rain less than a dozen times in the thirty-one 
years they’d been standing, and they were about as dry as houses can get. 
  Their timbers had sat and baked in the sun and been scoured by the dry desert 
winds. There were no hydrants built into the streets. The houses were close 
together, and there were no windbreaks. But there had never been a serious fire in 
Laney. Not until that Monday in June. 
  James Penney’s neighbor called the fire department for the second time after 
her back porch disappeared in flames. The fire department was in disarray. The 
dispatcher advised her to get out of her house and just wait for their arrival. By 
the time the fire truck got there, her house was destroyed. And the next house in 
line was destroyed, too. The desert breeze had blown the fire on across the second 
narrow gap and sent the old couple living there scuttling into the street for safety. 
Then Laney called in the fire departments from Lancaster and Glendale and 
Bakersfield, and they arrived with proper equipment and saved the day. They 
hosed the scrub between the houses and the blaze went no farther. Just three 
houses destroyed, Penney’s and his two down-wind neighbors. Within two hours 
the panic was over, and by the time Penney himself was fifty miles north of 
Mojave, Laney’s sheriff was working with the fire investigators to piece together 
what had happened. 
  They started with Penney’s place, which was the upwind house, and the first to 
burn, and therefore the coolest. It had just about burned down to the floor slab, 
but the layout was still clear. 
  And the evidence was there to see. There was tremendous scorching on one side 
of where the living room had been. The Glendale investigator recognized it as 
something he’d seen many times before. It was what is left when a foam-filled sofa 
or armchair is doused with gasoline and set afire. As clear a case of arson as he 
had ever seen. The unfortunate wild cards had been the stiffening desert breeze 
and the proximity of the other houses. 
  Then the sheriff had gone looking for James Penney, to tell him somebody had 
burned his house down, and his neighbors’. He drove his black-and-white to the 
factory and walked upstairs, past the long line of people and into Odell’s corner 
office. Odell told him what had happened in the five-minute interview just after 



one o’clock. Then the sheriff had driven back to the Laney station house, steering 
with one hand and rubbing his chin with the other. 
  And by the time James Penney was driving along the towering eastern flank of 
Mount Whitney, a hundred and fifty miles from home, there was an all-points-
bulletin out on him, suspicion of deliberate arson, which in the dry desert heat of 
southern California was a big, big deal. 
  The next morning’s sun woke James Penney by coming in through a hole in his 
motel-room blind and playing a bright beam across his face. He stirred and lay in 
the warmth of the rented bed, watching the dust motes dancing. 
  He was still in California, up near Yosemite, in a place just far enough from the 
park to be cheap. He had six weeks’ pay in his billfold, which was hidden under 
the center of his mattress. Six weeks’ pay, less a tank and a half of gas, a 
cheeseburger and twenty-seven-fifty for the room. Hidden under the mattress, 
because twenty-seven-fifty doesn’t get you a space in a top-notch place. His door 
was locked, but the desk guy would have a passkey, and he wouldn’t be the first 
desk guy in the world to rent out his passkey by the hour to somebody looking to 
make a little extra money during the night. 
  But nothing bad had happened. The mattress was so thin he could feel the 
billfold right there, under his kidney. Still there, still bulging. A good feeling. He 
lay watching the sunbeam, struggling with mental arithmetic, spreading six weeks’ 
pay out over the foreseeable future. With nothing to worry about except cheap 
food, cheap motels and the Firebird’s gas, he figured he had no problems at all. 
The Firebird had a modern engine, twenty-four valves, tuned for a blend of power 
and economy. He could get far away and have enough money left to take his time 
looking around. 
  After that, he wasn’t so sure. But there would be a call for something. He was 
sure of that. Even if it was menial. He was a worker. Maybe he’d find something 
outdoors, might be a refreshing thing. Might have some kind of dignity to it. Some 
kind of simple work, for simple honest folks, a lot different than slaving for that 
grinning weasel Odell. 
  He watched the sunbeam travel across the counterpane for a while. Then he 
flung the cover aside and swung himself out of bed. Used the john, rinsed his face 
and mouth at the sink and untangled his clothes from the pile he’d dropped them 
in. He’d need more clothes. He only had the things he stood up in. Everything else 
he’d burned along with his house. He shrugged and reran his calculations to allow 
for some new pants and work shirts. Maybe some heavy boots, if he was going to 
be laboring outside. The six weeks’ pay was going to have to stretch a little 
thinner. He decided to drive slow, to save gas and maybe eat less. 
  Or maybe not less, just cheaper. He’d use truck stops, not tourist diners. More 
calories, less money. 
  He figured today he’d put in some serious miles before stopping for breakfast. 
He jingled the car keys in his pocket and opened his cabin door. Then he stopped. 
His heart thumped. The blacktop rectangle outside his cabin was empty. Just old 
oil stains staring up at him. He glanced desperately left and right along the row. 
No red Firebird. He staggered back into the room and sat down heavily on the bed. 
Just sat there in a daze, thinking about what to do. 



  He decided he wouldn’t bother with the desk guy. He was pretty certain the 
desk guy was responsible. He could just about see it. The guy had waited an hour 
and then called some buddies who had come over and hot-wired his car. Eased it 
out of the motel lot and away down the road. A conspiracy, feeding off 
unsuspecting motel traffic. Feeding off suckers dumb enough to pay twenty-seven-
fifty for the privilege of getting their prize possession stolen. He was numb. 
Suspended somewhere between sick and raging. His red Firebird. Gone. Stolen. No 
repo men involved. Just thieves. 
  The nearest police station was two miles south. He had seen it the previous 
night, heading north past it. It was small but crowded. He stood in line behind five 
other people. There was an officer behind the counter, taking details, taking 
complaints, writing slow. Penney felt like every minute was vital. He felt like his 
Firebird was racing down to the border. Maybe this guy could radio ahead and get 
it stopped. He hopped from foot to foot in frustration. Gazed wildly around him. 
There were notices stuck on a board behind the officer’s head. Blurred Xeroxes of 
telexes and faxes. U.S. Marshal notices. A mass of stuff. His eyes flicked absently 
across it all. 
  Then they snapped back. His photograph was staring out at him. The 
photograph from his own driver’s license, Xeroxed in black and white, enlarged, 
grainy. His name underneath, in big printed letters. JAMES PENNEY. From Laney, 
California. A description of his car. Red Firebird. The plate number. James 
Penney. Wanted for arson and criminal damage. He stared at the bulletin. It grew 
larger and larger. It grew life-size. His face stared back at him like he was looking 
in a mirror. James Penney. Arson. 
  Criminal damage. All-points-bulletin. The woman in front of him finished her 
business and he stepped forward to the head of the line. The desk sergeant looked 
up at him. 
  “Can I help you, sir?” he said. 
  Penney shook his head. Peeled off left and walked away. 
  Stepped calmly outside into the bright morning sun and ran back north like a 
madman. He made about a hundred yards before the heat slowed him to a gasping 
walk. Then he did the instinctive thing, which was to duck off the blacktop and 
take cover in a wild-birch grove. He pushed through the brush until he was out of 
sight and collapsed into a sitting position, back against a thin rough trunk, legs 
splayed out straight, chest heaving, hands clamped against his head like he was 
trying to stop it from exploding. 
  Arson and criminal damage. He knew what the words meant. 
  But he couldn’t square them with what he had actually done. It was his own 
damn house to burn. Like he was burning his trash. 
  He was entitled. How could that be arson? And he could explain, anyway. He’d 
been upset. He sat slumped against the birch trunk and breathed easier. But only 
for a moment. Because then he started thinking about lawyers. He’d had personal 
experience. 
  His divorce had cost him plenty in lawyer bills. He knew what lawyers were like. 
Lawyers were the problem. Even if it wasn’t arson, it was going to cost plenty in 
lawyer bills to start proving it. It was going to cost a steady torrent of dollars, 
pouring out for years. Dollars he didn’t have, and never would have again. 



  He sat there on the hard, dry ground and realized that absolutely everything he 
had in the whole world was right then in direct contact with his body. One pair of 
shoes, one pair of socks, one pair of boxers, Levi’s, cotton shirt, leather jacket. And 
his billfold. He put his hand down and touched its bulk in his pocket. 
  Six weeks’ pay, less yesterday’s spending. 
  He got to his feet in the clearing. His legs were weak from the unaccustomed 
running. His heart was thumping. He leaned up against a birch trunk and took a 
deep breath. Swallowed. He pushed back through the brush to the road. Turned 
north and started walking. He walked for a half hour, hands in his pockets, maybe 
a mile and three-quarters, and then his muscles eased off and his breathing 
calmed down. He began to see things clearly. 
  He began to appreciate the power of labels. He was a realistic guy, and he 
always told himself the truth. He was an arsonist because they said he was. The 
angry phase was over. Now it was about making sensible decisions, one after the 
other. Clearing up the confusion was beyond his resources. So he had to stay out 
of their reach. That was his first decision. That was the starting point. 
  That was the strategy. The other decisions would flow out of that. 
  They were tactical. 
  He could be traced three ways. By his name, by his face, by his car. He ducked 
sideways off the road again into the trees. 
  Pushed twenty yards into the woods. Kicked a shallow hole in the leaf mold and 
stripped out of his billfold everything with his name on. He buried it all in the hole 
and stamped the earth flat. 
  Then he took his beloved Firebird keys from his pocket and hurled them far into 
the trees. He didn’t see where they fell. 
  The car itself was gone. Under the circumstances, that was good. But it had left 
a trail. It might have been seen in Mojave, outside the bank. It might have been 
seen at the gas stations where he filled it. And its plate number was on the motel 
form from last night. With his name. A trail, arrowing north through California in 
neat little increments. 
  He remembered his training from Vietnam. He remembered the tricks. If you 
wanted to move east from your foxhole, first you moved west. You moved west for 
a couple hundred yards, stepping on the occasional twig, brushing the occasional 
bush, until you had convinced Charlie you were moving west, as quietly as you 
could, but not quietly enough. Then you turned around and came back east, really 
quietly, doing it right, past your original starting point and away. He’d done it a 
dozen times. His original plan had been to head north for a spell, maybe into 
Oregon. He’d gotten a few hours into that plan. Therefore, the red Firebird had laid 
a modest trail north. So now he was going to turn south for a while and disappear. 
He walked back out of the woods, into the dust on the near side of the road, and 
started walking back the way he had come. 
  His face he couldn’t change. It was right there on all the posters. 
  He remembered it staring out at him from the bulletin board in the police 
building. The neat side-parting, the sunken gray cheeks. He ran his hands 
through his hair, vigorously, backward and forward, until it stuck out every which 
way. No more neat side-parting. He ran his palms over twenty-four hours of 
stubble. Decided to grow a big beard. No option, really. He didn’t have a razor, and 



he wasn’t about to spend any money on one. He walked on through the dust, 
heading south, with Excelsior Mountain towering on his right. Then he came to 
the turn dodging west toward San Francisco, through Tioga Pass, before Mount 
Dana reared up even higher. He stopped in the dust on the side of the road and 
pondered. Keeping on south would take him nearly all the way back to Mojave. 
Too close to home. Way too close. He wasn’t comfortable about that. Not 
comfortable at all. So he figured a new move. He’d hitch a ride west, and then 
decide. 
  Late in the afternoon he got out of some old hippie’s open Jeep on the southern 
edge of Sacramento. He stood by the side of the road and waved and watched the 
guy go. Then he looked around in the sudden silence and got his bearings. All the 
way up and down the drag he could see a forest of signs, bright colors, neon, 
advertising motels, air and pool and cable, burger places, eateries of every 
description, supermarkets, auto parts. Looked like the kind of place a guy could 
get lost in, no trouble at all. Big choice of motels, all side by side, all competing, all 
offering the lowest prices in town. He figured he’d hole up in one of them and plan 
ahead. After eating. He was hungry. He chose a burger chain he’d never used 
before and sat in the window, idly watching the traffic. The waitress came over and 
he ordered a cheeseburger and two Cokes. He was dry from the dust on the road. 
  The Laney sheriff opened a map. Thought hard. Penney wouldn’t be aiming to 
stay in California. He’d be moving on. Probably up to the wilds of Oregon or 
Washington State. Or Idaho or Montana. But not due north. Penney was a 
veteran. He knew how to feint. He would head west first. He would aim to get out 
through Sacramento. But Sacramento was a city with an ocean not too far away to 
the left, and high mountains to the right. Fundamentally six roads out, was all. So 
six roadblocks would do it, maybe on a ten-mile radius so the local commuters 
wouldn’t get snarled up. 
  The sheriff nodded to himself and picked up the phone. 
  Penney walked north for an hour. It started raining at dusk. 
  Steady, wetting rain. Northern California, near the mountains, very different 
from what Penney was used to. He was hunched in his jacket, head down, tired 
and demoralized and alone. And wet. And conspicuous. Nobody walked anywhere 
in California. 
  He glanced over his shoulder at the traffic stream and saw a dull olive Chevrolet 
sedan slowing behind him. It came to a stop and a long arm stretched across and 
opened the passenger door. The dome light clicked on and shone out on the 
soaked roadway. 
  “Want a ride?” the driver called. 
  Penney ducked down and glanced inside. The driver was a very tall man, about 
thirty, muscular, built like a regular weight lifter. Short fair hair, rugged open 
face. Dressed in uniform. Army uniform. Penney read the insignia and registered: 
military police captain. He glanced at the dull olive paint on the car and saw a 
white serial number stenciled on the flank. 
 “I don’t know,” he said. 
  “Get in out of the rain,” the driver said. “A vet like you knows better than to be 
walking in the rain.” 
  Penney slid inside. Closed the door. 



  “How do you know I’m a vet?” he asked. 
  “The way you walk,” the driver said. “And your age, and the way you look. Guy 
your age looking like you look and walking in the rain didn’t beat the draft for 
college, that’s for damn sure.” 
  Penney nodded. 
  “No, I didn’t,” he said. “I did a jungle tour.” 
  “So let me give you a ride,” the driver said. “A favor, one soldier to another. 
Consider it a veteran’s benefit.” 
  “Okay,” Penney said. 
  “Where you headed?” the driver asked. 
  “I don’t know,” Penney said. “North, I guess.” 
  “Okay, north it is,” the driver said. “I’m Jack Reacher. Pleased to make your 
acquaintance.” 
  Penney said nothing. 
  “You got a name?” the guy called Reacher asked. 
  Penney hesitated. 
  “I don’t know,” he said. 
  Reacher put the car in drive and glanced over his shoulder. 
  Eased back into the traffic stream. Clicked the switch and locked the doors. 
  “What did you do?” he asked. 
  “Do?” Penney repeated. 
  “You’re running,” Reacher said. “Heading out of town, walking in the rain, head 
down, no bag, don’t know what your name is. I’ve seen a lot of people running, 
and you’re one of them.” 
  “You going to turn me in?” 
  “I’m a military cop,” Reacher said. “You done anything to hurt the army?” 
  “The army?” Penney said. “No, I was a good soldier.” 
  “So why would I turn you in?” 
  Penney looked blank. 
 “What did you do to the civilians?” Reacher asked. 
  “You’re going to turn me in,” Penney said helplessly. 
  Reacher shrugged at the wheel. “That depends. What did you do?” 
  Penney said nothing. Reacher turned his head and looked straight at him. A 
powerful, silent stare, hypnotic intensity in his eyes, held for a hundred yards of 
road. Penney couldn’t look away. He took a breath. 
  “I burned my house,” he said. “Near Mojave. I worked seventeen years and got 
canned yesterday and I got all upset because they were going to take my car away 
so I burned my house. 
  They’re calling it arson.” 
  “Near Mojave?” Reacher said. “They would. They don’t like fires down there.” 
  Penney nodded. “I was real mad. Seventeen years, and suddenly I’m shit on 
their shoe. And my car got stolen anyway, first night I’m away.” 
  “There are roadblocks all around here,” Reacher said. “I came through one 
south of the city.” 
  “For me?” Penney asked. 
  “Could be,” Reacher said. “They don’t like fires down there.” 
  “You going to turn me in?” 



  Reacher looked at him again, hard and silent. “Is that all you did?” 
  Penney nodded. “Yes, sir, that’s all I did.” 
  There was silence for a beat. Just the sound of the wet pavement under the 
tires. 
  “I don’t have a problem with it,” Reacher said. “A guy does a jungle tour, works 
seventeen years and gets canned, I guess he’s entitled to get a little mad.” 
  “So what should I do?” 
  “Start over, someplace else.” 
  “They’ll find me,” Penney said. 
  “You’re already thinking about changing your name,” Reacher said. 
 Penney nodded. “I junked all my ID. Buried it in the woods.” 
  “So get new paper. That’s all anybody cares about. Pieces of paper.” 
  “How?” 
  Reacher was quiet another beat, thinking hard. “Classic way is find some 
cemetery, find a kid who died as a child, get a copy of the birth certificate, start 
from there. Get a social security number, a passport, credit cards, and you’re a 
new person.” 
  Penney shrugged. “I can’t do all that. Too difficult. And I don’t have time. 
According to you, there’s a roadblock up ahead. How am I going to do all of that 
stuff before we get there?” 
  “There are other ways,” Reacher said. 
  “Like what?” 
  “Find some guy who’s already created false ID for himself, and take it away from 
him.” 
  Penney shook his head. “You’re crazy. How am I going to do that?” 
  “Maybe you don’t need to do that. Maybe I already did it for you.” 
  “You got false ID?” 
  “Not me,” Reacher said. “Guy I was looking for.” 
  “What guy?” 
  Reacher drove one-handed and pulled a sheaf of official paper from his inside 
jacket pocket. 
  “Arrest warrant,” he said. “Army liaison officer at a weapons plant outside of 
Fresno, peddling blueprints. Turns out to have three separate sets of ID, all 
perfect, all completely backed up with everything from elementary school onward. 
Which makes it likely they’re Soviet, which means they can’t be beat. I’m on my 
way back from talking to him right now. He was running, too, already on his 
second set of papers. I took them. They’re clean. They’re in the trunk of this car, in 
a wallet.” 
  Traffic was slowing ahead. There was red glare visible through the streaming 
windshield. Flashing blue lights. Yellow flashlight beams waving, side to side. 
  “Roadblock,” Reacher said. 
 “So can I use this guy’s ID?” Penney asked urgently. 
  “Sure you can,” Reacher said. “Hop out and get it. Bring the wallet from the 
jacket in the trunk.” 
  He slowed and stopped on the shoulder. Penney got out. 
  Ducked away to the back of the car and lifted the trunk lid. Came back a long 
moment later, white in the face. Held up the wallet. 



  “It’s all in there,” Reacher said. “Everything anybody needs.” 
  Penney nodded. 
  “So put it in your pocket,” Reacher said. 
  Penney slipped the wallet into his inside jacket pocket. 
  Reacher’s right hand came up. There was a gun in it. And a pair of handcuffs in 
his left. 
  “Now sit still,” he said quietly. 
  He leaned over and snapped the cuffs on Penney’s wrists, one-handed. Put the 
car back into drive and crawled forward. 
  “What’s this for?” Penney asked. 
  “Be quiet,” Reacher said. 
  They were two cars away from the checkpoint. Three highway patrolmen in rain 
capes were directing traffic into a corral formed by parked cruisers. Their light 
bars were flashing bright in the shiny dark. 
  “What?” Penney said again. 
  Reacher said nothing. Just stopped where the cop told him and wound his 
window down. The night air blew in, cold and wet. 
  The cop bent down. Reacher handed him his military ID. The cop played his 
flashlight over it and handed it back. 
  “Who’s your passenger?” he asked. 
  “My prisoner,” Reacher said. He handed over the arrest warrant. 
  “He got ID?” the cop asked. 
  Reacher leaned over and slipped the wallet out from inside Penney’s jacket, two-
fingered like a pickpocket. Flipped it open and passed it through the window. A 
second cop stood in Reacher’s headlight beams and copied the plate number onto 
a clipboard. Stepped around the hood and joined the first guy. 
  “Captain Reacher of the military police,” the first cop said. 
 The second cop wrote it down. 
  “With a prisoner name of Edward Hendricks,” the first cop said. 
  The second cop wrote it down. 
  “Thank you, sir,” the first cop said. “You drive safe, now.” 
  Reacher eased out from between the cruisers. Accelerated away into the rain. A 
mile later, he stopped again on the shoulder. Leaned over and unlocked Penney’s 
handcuffs. Put them back in his pocket. Penney rubbed his wrists. 
  “I thought you were going to turn me in,” he said. 
  Reacher shook his head. “Looked better for me that way. I wanted a prisoner in 
the car for everybody to see.” 
  Reacher handed the wallet back. 
  “Keep it,” he said. 
  “Really?” 
  “Edward Hendricks,” Reacher said. “That’s who you are now. It’s clean ID, and 
it’ll work. Think of it like a veteran’s benefit. One soldier to another.” 
  Edward Hendricks looked at him and nodded and opened his door. Got out into 
the rain and turned up the collar of his leather jacket and started walking north. 
Reacher watched him until he was out of sight and then pulled away and took the 
next turn west. Turned north and stopped again where the road was lonely and 



ran close to the ocean. There was a wide gravel shoulder and a low barrier and a 
steep cliff with the Pacific tide boiling and foaming fifty feet below it. 
  He got out of the car and opened the trunk and grasped the lapels of the jacket 
he had told Penney about. Took a deep breath and heaved. The corpse was heavy. 
Reacher wrestled it up out of the trunk and jacked it onto his shoulder and 
staggered with it to the barrier. Bent his knees and dropped it over the edge. The 
rocky cliff caught it and it spun and the arms and legs flailed limply. Then it hit 
the surf with a faint splash and was gone. 
 

 
 


