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Chapter 1
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Someone was watching me.

I felt their eyes on me as I entered the concert hall.  The big auditorium was full, the men in tuxedos, the women in evening gowns.  On stage the musicians were already in their chairs.  The house lights dimmed and brightened.  Stragglers began to hurry for their seats.

I found my own seat in the last row and sat down in it.  I could still feel the attention.  I raised my head and tracked it down.  Five rows in front of me a tall woman had turned sideways to look at me.  She was perhaps sixty years old, with silver hair and a lively, intelligent face.  She wore an off-the-shoulder black gown and a necklace of pink freshwater pearls.  A large florid man sat next to her, reading his program.  The expression on her face was one I had come to recognize.

It was an expression primarily of puzzlement, tinged faintly with alarm, or some premonition of alarm.  To every other person in the hall I was just another big man in a dinner jacket.  But this woman sensed something different.  It was a rare intuition.  I had seen such an expression no more than half a dozen times in all the years I had spent in this society.

The woman continued to look at me.  I smiled.  She flushed deeply and turned her gaze away.  I watched her for a while longer, wondering what she would do if I made my way through the crowd to her, leaned over and whispered my secret in her ear.  But that would not have been prudent.

The house lights dimmed.  I turned my attention to the stage.  The conductor rapped with his baton, raised his hands and held the orchestra for a moment with his eyes.  His hands came down.  The musicians began to play.  I sat back in my seat, disconnected all my senses except for hearing, and lived for a time in the music.
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Chapter 2
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If I had worn my gun that evening, things might have gone very differently.  Or if I had been more alert on the street after the concert.  But the nine-millimeter Glock which usually hung under my left arm was locked in the safe in my apartment.  And my mind was distracted by the music I had just heard.  And what happened, happened.

The concert ended at eleven o’clock and the hall emptied onto the street.  The music had made me restless, as music often did.  The program had been an experimental piece by an American composer, very challenging and complex.  It was still running through my head.  I felt the need to walk and think until I had fully assimilated it.  My apartment was east of the concert hall.  I turned west toward the ocean and started walking.

Spring had come early that year and then retreated.  The April night was chill.  I wandered generally west, like a man in a daydream, paying almost no attention to where I was or where I went.

Around midnight I turned down a deserted residential street.  I was deep in the Avenues by then, not far from the Pacific.  The smell of salt was in the air.  Streamers of cold fog drifted down the street.  On my left was a block of expensive townhouses, dark and silent, shut away behind tall wrought-iron gates.  Across the street on my right was a wooded park.  Vandals had broken the streetlight in the middle of the block.  The shadow beneath it was black as night.

I was still thinking about the music, replaying it over and over in my head, unraveling the separate voices of the instruments, trying to understand what they had been saying.  I walked slowly down the block, my hands clasped behind my back.  I had almost reached the broken streetlight, when two men armed with shotguns stepped from the shadows and blew my legs off at the hip.

The world fragmented into random sensory impressions.  The two tall men, dressed in black, faces hidden behind black masks.  The blue wisps of smoke still rising from the barrels of the shotguns.  The shriek of the damage alarms inside my own head.

I reached under my arm for the gun that wasn’t there, tried to run on legs that weren’t there, and fell to the sidewalk in a heap.

I heaved myself up on my arms and spun to face the gunmen.  They were big men, carrying pump-action Remingtons fitted with foot-long suppressors.  They moved very quickly for human beings.  Before I could gather myself to attack, they had pumped the shotguns and fired again.

I jerked my head to the side, like a boxer slipping a punch.  One round missed wide to the right.  The other slug grazed the top of my skull, the merest caress, but it was enough to slam me backwards and blur my vision for a fraction of a second.  I crashed back into the side of a silver Mercedes parked at the curb.  The men took two steps toward me, cocking the shotguns again.

I reached up with both hands, hooked my fingers into the rain gutter of the Mercedes and flipped myself up and over the car.  I landed in the middle of the street just as the third round from the Remingtons blew out the windows in the Mercedes and knocked the driver’s side door off its hinges.

I scrabbled on my hands toward the sanctuary of the park, moving like a giant crippled insect.  As I reached the curb the gunmen fired again.  The slugs missed to either side of me, throwing up fountains of shattered concrete into my face.  Then I was over the curb, across the sidewalk, and into the darkness under the trees.  I stopped behind a big eucalyptus and looked back.

One of the men stood on the hood of the Mercedes, scanning the park over the sights of his shotgun.  His partner was still on the sidewalk, speaking quietly into a cell phone.  I considered the situation.

If the two men followed me into the park, I would almost certainly have to kill one of them, quite possibly both.  I regretted this, but understood the necessity.  I ran my fingers through the soil between the tree roots, feeling for stones.  In half a minute I had gathered four smooth rocks the size of hens’ eggs.  I slipped three into a jacket pocket, held the fourth one loosely in the fingers of my right hand.

Across the street the gunman jumped down from the hood of the Mercedes and started toward the park.  I tightened my grip on the stone.  I would hold my fire until the man had reached the trees.  The stone would not miss.  With luck the man would fall forward into the shadows.  I would be on him before he hit the ground and take possession of the shotgun.  That would change the odds considerably.

The man reached the curb.  I braced myself on my left arm and drew back my right hand.  The man stepped onto the sidewalk and stood peering into the darkness between the trees.  I could hear the rustle of his clothing and the rapid intake and outflow of his breath.  I selected a spot between the eyeholes of the black mask for my target and locked on.

On the far side of the street the man on the cell phone looked up and barked an order.  The man on my side turned around and retreated a few feet.  He looked over his shoulder into the trees, hesitated, then trotted back across the street.  The first man collapsed the cell phone and thrust it into a pocket.  The two men stood together, talking in low tones.  I watched them uneasily.

Half a minute later two windowless vans came slowly down the street, pulled up to the curb and cut their engines.  The side doors swung quietly open.  A dozen black-clad men climbed out.  Each of them carried a 10-gauge Remington fitted with a long suppressor.  The man with the cell phone spoke softly to them.  They trotted quickly into the street, formed up into a long line and came on slowly toward the trees.

As silently as I could I turned and snaked deeper into the park.  

It was quiet under the trees.  Somewhere in the branches a robin burbled sleepily.  A dove settled its wings with a soft whistling sound.  Tendrils of fog moved through the branches, dripping water in a slow patter on the fallen leaves.  The park was thick with California live oak and eucalyptus.  Vandals had long since shattered the lights along the footpaths.  The darkness was too deep even for my eyes.  I shifted my vision down into infrared and looked around.  Thirty feet to my left a steam vent sent up a plume of drifting light.  In the trees the sleeping birds were bright as Christmas ornaments.  And back the way I had come, fourteen shining figures stalked through the gloom, hunting me.

At the edge of the park the hunters stopped and switched on see-and-shoots mounted on the barrels of their shotguns.  The miniature xenon lamps cast a brilliant blue-white light.  The line of men moved carefully into the park, sweeping the terrain with the beams from the lamps, each man’s scan overlapping his neighbor’s.  There was no way through that line.  I faded deeper into the trees.

The gunmen had spread out across the narrow width of the park and were driving me down its length.  I moved out at a fast crawl, trying to strike a compromise between speed and stealth.  The gunmen were moving slowly, searching as they went.  They began to fall behind.  I quickened my pace and tried to think.

I had no idea how far the park extended, but it couldn’t go on forever.  Eventually it would terminate, probably in a residential neighborhood like the one where I had been ambushed.  If I let my pursuers drive me out into the city streets and offered them a clear line of fire, I was dead.  I stopped and looked back.

The bright xenon glare was two-hundred yards behind me now, moving slowly forward.  I couldn’t fight fourteen armed men.  My only hope was to put more distance between us.  If I could get to the end of the park well before they did, I stood a chance.  I could disappear into the surrounding neighborhood, hide in a back yard or, better yet, open a manhole and slither into the storm sewer.  I could stay there for a day or two, wait the hunters out.  I turned around and began crawling again.

I had been pulling myself forward with the strength of my arms, dragging my torso over the dirt and dry leaves.  It made a horrible racket, but that didn’t worry me.  The wind had risen and was rattling the eucalyptus leaves with a noise like hard rain.  The gunmen wouldn’t hear me.  But the technique was slow.  Over the rough terrain I could move no faster than a quick trot.  I needed more speed.  I experimented and found I could raise myself on my fingertips and sling my torso forward between my arms, like a man walking on crutches.  My speed picked up to a good marathoner’s pace.  The blue lights fell behind and vanished in the trees.

The land began to rise.  The trees began to thin.  I went stilting up a gentle slope and stopped in the shadow of a huge live oak standing alone on the crest of the little hill.  I raised myself on my arms to reconnoiter.

Ahead of me the terrain fell away steeply.  At the foot of the slope was a wide grassy meadow.  On the far side of the meadow was a dense strip of cypress trees marking the park’s border.  Beyond the trees was a block of stucco row houses, showing dark windows to the empty street.  I started forward.

And stopped.

Inside the stand of trees at the park’s edge, something had winked once, briefly and faintly, like starlight on polished metal.  I shifted my vision into infrared.

Instantly a dozen figures shone brightly within the dark mass of the trees.  They stood motionless, but each man was alert, facing inward toward the park’s interior, waiting for something.  And each man held a long gun at port arms.

I looked back the way I had come.  At the foot of the slope blue lights began to show through the trees.  As I watched, fourteen men came from the woods, one after another, and started slowly up the hill, meticulously sweeping the ground with the bright xenon beams.

I was boxed.  If I stayed put, the men with the lights would be on me in minutes.  If I went forward, the men waiting in the woods would cut me down as I crossed the open ground.

As quietly as I could I crawled behind the oak tree and peered around its trunk.  The hunters were halfway up the slope.  I felt in my pocket and removed the largest of the three stones.

I would wait as long as I could and drop the nearest gunman as he approached my hiding place.  I would pounce on him, take his shotgun and flee back down the slope toward the woods.  If I made it to the trees, I would turn and empty the gun at the other men.  Depending on the number of rounds in the magazine, I would eliminate perhaps half a dozen of them.  When I had fired the last shot, I would drop the gun and retreat through the woods.  If I reached the far end of the park before my pursuers, I might stand a chance of eluding them.

But I doubted it.  The men were showing good combat discipline.  When I revealed myself, they would converge on me at once, firing as they came.  The shotgun would slow me down as I made for the shelter of the trees.  They would surely cut me to pieces before I had gone a hundred yards.  In a very few moments I would cease to exist.  It was a strange and disquieting thought.  I put it aside and concentrated on the stone in my hand and the man coming toward me up the slope.

The wind had risen further, whistling through the limbs of the big oak.  A sudden shower of acorns fell around me.  One struck me on the back of the hand.  I looked up into the canopy above me.  It seemed enormous as a cathedral, filled with an impenetrable darkness.

I dropped the stone and swarmed up the trunk into the shadows.

I stretched out along a huge horizontal limb and looked back down the slope at the approaching gunmen.  The nearest was fifty yards away now.  He would pass very near the oak.  When he came a bit closer, I would squeeze myself behind the limb and lie very still.  The limb was as thick as a good-sized tree trunk.  Even if the man shone his lamp into the oak’s branches, he would almost certainly miss me.  I would let him get well past, then descend and creep back the way I had come.  With luck I would reach the far end of the park and vanish into the surrounding neighborhood before the hunters discovered they had missed me.

The nearest man had almost reached the oak.  He was working his way up a shallow gully where the vegetation grew more thickly.  This had slowed him slightly, and he had begun to fall behind the men to either side of him.  I could see him try to hurry.  Suddenly he fell heavily.  There was a sharp pop and the lamp on his shotgun barrel went dark.

I lifted myself on the branch and craned to get a better look.  The man in the gully lay quite still.  The men to the right and left of him hadn’t noticed his fall.  They passed on either side of the crest of the hill, closed the gap in the line and moved on down the far slope.  The man in the gully had been left behind.  I watched him closely.

After a moment he stirred and rose.  He stumbled on up the hill, clicking the switch on the little shotgun lamp and muttering in a guttural language I had never heard before.  He stopped directly below me, rubbing the side of his head and cursing.  I lay very still.

The darkness beneath the oak tree was total.  I shifted into the infrared to get a better look.  And saw that the barrel of the shotgun below me glowed with heat.  This was one of the two men who had attacked me.

Without conscious thought I reached down, twisted my right hand into his shirt front and lifted him kicking into the air.  I raised him until his face was level with mine and I stared into the whites of his bulging eyes.

“Looking for me?” I said.

He was enormously strong.  He dropped the shotgun and tore with both hands at the hand that held him.  I tightened my grip.  He struck me in the face with his right fist, gasped with pain and filled his lungs to shout.  I banged his head twice against the branch and felt him go limp in my grasp.

I held him in one hand while I looked back over my shoulder and down the farther slope.  The line of men moved steadily on, apparently unaware that one of their number had been captured.  I gauged the distance to the edge of the park.  I had perhaps three minutes before the men reached the cypress trees and encountered their waiting comrades, perhaps another minute of confusion before they sorted things out and came hurrying back to find me.

I opened my hand and let the man fall, heard his dead weight strike the ground.  I slipped off the branch, hung for a moment and dropped down beside him.  I found him in the darkness and examined him quickly by touch.  He was deeply unconscious, but his breathing was even and his pulse was strong and steady.  I paused for a moment and considered my options.

I couldn’t kill him in cold blood.  Nor could I take him captive, dragging him the length of the park with two dozen armed men hot on my trail.  I had to leave him lying where he was, to be discovered by his comrades and revived or carried away.  But at least I might take away some clue to his identity.

I frisked him rapidly.  There was nothing in any of his pockets, no wallet, no keys, not even a handkerchief.  All the tags had been removed from his clothing.  His only weapon was the shotgun.  I pulled off the ski mask and peered at his face in the darkness.  There was only an impression of fair skin and blond hair.  It was impossible to make out detail.  I shifted into infrared.  His face flared up at me, but the features ran together in blobs of light.  I could have passed him on the street without recognizing him.

I felt a surge of frustration.  More than two minutes had gone by.  I was almost out of time.  Quickly I stretched the man lengthwise on the ground.  With my outstretched arms I measured his height.  Then I propped myself on my left arm and ran the fingertips of my right hand over every square centimeter of his head and face, memorizing the contours.

The wind was still quickening, blowing cold from the sea.  In the distance men began to shout.  There was one last thing to do.  I lifted the unconscious man’s left hand, took hold of the little finger, tore it off and tucked it away in my jacket pocket.

The voices were growing nearer.  I raised myself on my arms and took myself away from there, back down the slope the way I had come, toward the far border of the park and safety.
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Four hours later I was sitting propped up in the front seat of an unmarked Ford sedan.  There was a short-barrel 12-gauge resting across what remained of my lap and an open box of Federal rifled slugs on the seat beside me.  Dawn was just graying the eastern sky.  I had returned to the park.  And I had brought a friend.

I had called him from the pay phone at a boarded-up Texaco station three blocks from the park.  He had pulled up to the curb five minutes later.  I had come creeping out of the reeking dumpster where I had been hiding.  He had opened the passenger door, hauled me bodily into the car and slapped the shotgun into my hands.  Then we had gone back to the park, looking for trouble.

I had been waiting in the car for more than two hours, but I wasn’t worried.  The man who had gone alone into the park wasn’t someone you worried about.  The Ford was backed into a blind alley on the park’s south side, facing outwards.  I rolled down the window and listened to the dawn sounds.  Somewhere in the distance a streetcar rattled through an intersection.  A robin woke up in the park and sang a long liquid trill.  I thought I recognized his voice, that it was the same bird who had stirred in his sleep as I crept through the dark with fourteen killers on my trail.

Across the street something moved in the trees.  I raised the shotgun.  Police Lieutenant Martin Lee came striding out of the park, wearing a Kevlar vest and carrying a Heckler & Koch submachine gun in his big right hand.  He pulled off the flak jacket, threw it into the back seat, tossed the gun in on top of it.  He opened the driver’s door and slid behind the wheel.  Suddenly the front seat seemed very crowded.  Lee stretched and yawned.

“Couldn’t you get shot up at a decent hour?” he said.

“Sorry.”

“I’ll let it go this time.”  He yawned again.

Lee was my tutor, mentor, drill sergeant, goad, co-conspirator, protector, big brother, guide, critic, confessor, confidant and friend.  He was also my partner in the Special Investigations Unit of the SFPD, and one of only two people on earth who knew me for what I was.  I would have stepped cheerfully into the path of a locomotive for him.

A green hydraulic line protruding from the tatters of my pants had begun to drip red fluid on the Ford’s carpet.  I reached down absent-mindedly and tied it off.  Lee watched without the slightest squeamishness.

“That hurt at all?” he said.

“No,” I said.  “It doesn’t hurt.  It was a distraction before I cut power to the damage alarms.  Now it’s nothing.  Except I can’t walk.”

“Damn,” Lee said.  He shook his head.

“Did you find anything?” I said.

“Not much.  They must have sanitized the area and cleared out fast.  I found the tree where you took that guy down.  He’s gone.  Shotgun’s gone.  Nothing left but some scuff marks in the dirt, a little blood.  You had to figure that.”

“Yes.”

“After that I went on down to where they jumped you.  Vans were gone, of course.  But the big Merc was right where you said.  All shot to shit.  Glass gone.  Door lying in the street.  What’d you say they were firing?”

“Ten-gauge Remingtons.”

“Damn!” Lee said.  “That must have sounded like the Battle of the goddamn Bulge.  Why aren’t there cops all over the place?”

“I doubt that anybody called it in,” I said.  “They had big suppressors on the Remingtons.  They weren’t exactly silent.  But they didn’t sound like shotguns, either.  More a loud barking noise, like a big dog.  Probably nobody recognized it as gunfire.”

Lee nodded.  “Yeah, okay.  I could see that.”  He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and stared moodily off through the Ford’s windshield.  A dog trotted past the alley mouth, glanced at us and went on his way.  A sooty gray pigeon landed in the gutter, searched the ground briefly and began pecking at something mashed into the asphalt.  Lee said nothing.  I watched his profile uneasily.

“There’s one thing I can’t figure,” he said finally.  He turned and looked straight at me.

“What’s that?” I said.  I shifted in my seat.

“Why didn’t you whack the bastards?” Lee said.  “Okay, sure, they jump you, get in the first shot.  They’re still dog meat.  You’re fast as a goddamn snake.  You should’ve punched their tickets before you hit the ground.  What happened?”

“Well, uh...”  I mumbled.

“Sorry?  I couldn’t quite catch that.”

“I wasn’t carrying,” I said.

“Excuse me?”

“I left the Glock at home.”

“And why might that be?”

“It spoils the fit of my tuxedo,” I blurted.

Lee stared at the tattered remains of my clothing.  “Well, we certainly wouldn’t want to do that.”  He shook his head and sighed.  “Day, are you listening to me?” he said calmly.  Lee almost never raised his voice.  When he did, his audience usually became too distracted by fear to pay attention to what he was saying.

“Yes,” I said.

“Good.  Day, you’re a cop.  Bad guys like to shoot cops.  That’s why cops wear guns.  So we can shoot them first.  Will you remember that?”

“Yes.”

“Fine.  Now, I would gladly beat the crap out of you to drive the point home.  But we both know I can’t.  So if I catch you without your piece again, I’m going to shoot you myself.  Just a little.  To teach you a lesson.  Understand?”

“I understand,” I said.  He would have done it, too.

“Okay.”

Lee rolled down his window.  The gray light had strengthened.  The bird song in the park had grown to a chorus.  Down the street a car door slammed and a starter cranked.

“This place is waking up,” Lee said.  “If somebody finds that Merc and starts messing with it, it’s really gonna screw us up.”  He unclipped the dash mike and keyed it.  “Blue Light, this is Sierra India Niner.”

“Sierra India Niner, Blue Light reads you five by five,” came the voice of the dispatch operator.

“Thank you ma’am.  I’d like the O.W., please.”

“Sergeant Mendoza has the watch.  I’ll patch you through.”

There was a click, a short silence, and a voice like an ore crusher said, “Mendoza.”

“Lee here,” Lee said.

“Yes sir,” Mendoza said.  I could hear the tough old veteran come to attention.

“Listen up, Hijo,”  Lee said.  He spoke for thirty seconds, giving Mendoza orders for securing the park and the Mercedes.

“Tell the uniforms I want them to get the yellow tape up and keep the civilians back,” Lee said.  “Nothing else.  I don’t want the scene contaminated.”

“Yes sir.  Anything else.”

“Yeah.  Wake Lieutenant Jansen up.  Give him my compliments and ask him to meet me at the site.  Tell him I’ll be there in two hours, max.”

“Yes sir.”

“Jump on it, Hijo.”

“I’m jumpin’, sir.”  Mendoza broke the connection.

Lee slapped me on the shoulder.  “Okay,” he said.  “Let’s get you down to Doc Isaki’s place.”  He started the Ford and slipped the transmission into gear.

“Lee,” I said.

Lee looked at me.  Suddenly I felt a curious shyness.

“What is it, man?” Lee said.

“Uh, did you find my legs?” I said.  “They would’ve been right by the Mercedes.”

Lee shook his head.  “Sorry, babe.  I looked.  The bad guys must have taken them.  God knows why.  Anyway, they’re gone.”

I sat back in the seat and closed my eyes.

“Oh man,” I said.  “Isaki’s going to be so upset.”
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Doctor Robert Isaki was not an MD.  His PhD was in mechanical engineering from the Rensselaer Institute, and he was the world’s undisputed Stradivarius of advanced servomechanisms.  Three of Isaki’s creations had crept across the surface of the moon.  There were two more on Mars, and another was making its way through the cold reaches of space to the moons of Jupiter.  But my body was his masterwork.

My brain was not Isaki’s doing.  A colder, and perhaps greater, intellect had created the mechanism that sat inside my skull.  But years before, when I had left my old body behind and needed a new one, Isaki had brought me in secret to his house in the Stanford hills and bent his considerable genius to the task.  What he accomplished astonished me and surprised, I think, even him.

I had lived in Isaki’s house for some years after that, and Isaki had been many things to me, most particularly my friend and teacher.  For all that time, only he knew me for who I was.  And it was from him I had learned much of the subtle art of being human.

Then one day I had told Isaki that I was leaving.  And that I was going to be a cop.

He had been appalled.  Isaki was the least violent of men.  The idea that I would intentionally jeopardize myself – not to mention the incomparable body I wore – filled him with horror.  And although he had eventually acquiesced, he had never understood.

Over the years he had grown used to patching me up and sending me back out on the streets.  But he blanched and staggered back when he opened the door that morning and saw me crouching legless on the mat.

“Hi, Robert,” I said.  I tried smiling.  A small pool of hydraulic fluid had formed under me and was spreading outward onto the porch.

“Good God!  Where’s the rest of you?” Isaki said.  He was dressed in flannel pajamas and a plaid bathrobe.  His thinning hair was uncombed.

“Well...”

“Never mind.  I don’t want to know.”  He looked over my shoulder.  “How on earth did you get here?”

“Lee brought me,” I said.  “He had to get back to the city.”

“Well, come in, for pity’s sake.  Before someone sees you.  Or should I get the handcart?”

“No, no,” I said.  “That’s not necessary.”  I lurched through the door on my fingertips.  “Should I go on down to the lab?”

“Yes.  And be quick about it.  You’re staining the carpet.”

* * *
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That evening we sat in the parlor where we had sat on so many other evenings.  My new legs were stretched out comfortably in front of me.  I wore soft jeans and a work shirt from the closet in my old room.  A chessboard sat on the table between us.  The pieces were at end-game.  When we had begun playing years before, Isaki beat me handily.  Now I spotted him the queen and a bishop, and still usually won.

“Check and mate in ten moves,” I said.

“The devil you say!”

“Ten at most.  Five, if you’re not very careful.”

Isaki studied the board, sighed and toppled his king.  “I don’t know why I bother,” he said.

I smiled and stood up.  The new legs were more supple and springy than the old ones.  I could feel their power.  I hopped gently and shot three feet into the air.

“Careful, you idiot!” Isaki said.  “You’ll put your head through the ceiling.”

I flopped back into my chair and crossed my legs.  They looked more natural than the old ones, more relaxed, more human.  For the sheer pleasure of it, I uncrossed them and recrossed them in the other direction.  I looked at Isaki.  He was still studying the chessboard, his lips moving slightly.

“Robert?” I said.

“Hmm?”

“You remember this morning down in the basement?  I was sitting on the workbench, reading a magazine, and you went into the back room.  What were you doing back there?”

Isaki moved a white knight, shook his head, moved it back.  “I was finding the components I needed,” he said.  “To build a pair of legs.  To replace the ones you lost in a street brawl.  Or had you forgotten?”

“You were back there a long time.”

“Lot of components.”

“Funny thing, though,” I said.  “I thought I heard you using an air wrench.”

Isaki looked up from the board.  “I was putting together some of the sub-assemblies.  Easier to carry them.  What are you driving at?”

“See, the thing is, that’s not what it sounded like,” I said.  “An air wrench makes a different noise when it’s tightening a nut than it does when it’s loosening one.  Have you ever noticed that?  Tightening sounds sort of like fweeeet, and loosening sounds more like fweeeetaw.  Hear the difference?”  I repeated the two noises several times.

Isaki stared at me.  “Have you gone mad?”

“No.  It didn’t sound like you were putting things together.  It sounded like you were taking something apart.”

“You’re crazy.”

“I don’t think so.  I think you had a pair of legs already built back there.  I think you took them apart, brought the components out into the workshop and put them back together again where I could see you.”

“Why on earth would I do that?”  He picked up the black king and began inspecting it closely.

“Because the legs were going to be a surprise for me, and you didn’t want me to know I’d spoiled it.  I think you were going to give them to me on my birthday.”  Neither Isaki nor I knew when my real birthday was, or if I could even be said to have one.  But Isaki had decided years before that I needed a birthday like everyone else.  He had chosen the summer solstice for mine, because, he said, it went well with my name.  He had never once forgotten it.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Isaki said.  “I was going to give you a tie for your birthday.”

“A tie.”

“Yes.  Your taste in ties is vile.  It’s time someone bought you a decent one.”

I stood up and walked around the table.  Isaki watched me nervously.  “What are you doing?” he said.

I plucked him up out of the chair and hugged him.  The top of his head came barely to my chin.  He struggled feebly in my grasp.  “Put me down, you thug!”

“They’re wonderful legs, Robert,” I said.  “I’m sorry I spoiled the surprise.  I didn’t mean to.”  I hugged him harder.

Isaki sighed.  He put his arms around me and hugged me gently.  “I know you didn’t, Day,” he said.  “You’re a good boy.  You’ll be the death of me someday.  But you’re a good boy.”

“I try to be, Robert,” I said.  “I really do.”
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Chapter 5
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Lee picked me up early the next morning.  We pulled out of Isaki’s drive at dawn and coasted down a narrow country lane.  On a low stone wall a gray cat sat grooming himself.  A pretty dappled filly hung her head over a whitewashed rail fence and watched us go by.

“It’s nice here,” Lee said.  “Peaceful.”

“Yes.”

“Where we’re going it ain’t that nice.  Here.”  He reached under the seat and pulled out my Glock 17L in its holster.  “I swung by your place and got this.  Put it on.  Don’t let me catch you without it.”

I untangled the straps, slipped into the shoulder rig and settled my faded Levi jacket over it.  I sighed.  I was back to being a cop.

“Okay, let me give you our cover story,” Lee said.  “I’ve been telling everybody you got caught in a 245B night before last.”  In the California Penal Code, 245B was armed assault on a police officer.  “You went to a concert, took a little walk in the Avenues afterwards, two bad guys jumped you and opened fire.  They missed with the first round.  You beat it into the park, evaded them there, got away and called me.  We went back to the park, bad guys were gone.  See?  Exactly the way it went down except for the little detail of getting your pins blown off.  Keeps it simple.”

I nodded.  “And where have I been all this time?”

“I told Heller I put you in a safehouse down the Peninsula, just until things cooled off.  That’s pretty thin, but I think he bought it.”

Captain Heller was our boss.  He gave Lee all the slack in the world.  He tolerated me.

“Did you find out anything yesterday?” I said.

“Couple of things.  Wait’ll we get to the Hall.”

* * *
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Lee and I shared a tiny office on the top floor of the San Francisco Hall of Justice, a massive ugly building half a mile south of Market.  It had once been a very bad part of town.  Then they built the Hall and several hundred cops moved in.  It was better now.

The heat was broken in our office again.  It was hot as a sauna.  Lee swore and kicked the register while I threw open a window.  A soft breeze blew in.  Spring had returned to the city while I’d been away.  The small-boat fleet was out on the Bay.  I counted more than a hundred sails.  A flight of city pigeons wheeled in the air over Pac Bell Park.  As I watched, they banked in formation and their wings flashed white in the morning light.  I stood still and watched them rise and drop together, until they rose one last time and vanished beyond the stadium wall.  I turned away from the window and found Lee watching me.

“You all right, man?” he said.

“I’m fine,” I said.  “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because of the evil shit you just went through, that’s why.”

“I’m fine.  Tell me what you found out yesterday.”

Lee watched me a moment longer, nodded and picked up a piece of paper from his desktop.  He glanced down at it.

“Let’s start with the vans the bad guys were driving,” he said.  “Big Chevies, right?”

“Right.  Not passenger vans, more like the utility vehicles the phone company uses.  No side windows.”

“Two big side doors in the cargo area?” Lee said.  “Double doors in the back instead of a hatch?”

“That’s right.”

“Okay.  That’s gonna be the Express Cargo Van.  They sell a ton of them, mostly to the big fleets.  Power company, phone company.  Like you said.”

I nodded.

“So I was thinking about that last night.  For starters, I figure they were stolen.  Only an idiot would use his own vehicle to pull a hit on a cop.  These guys weren’t idiots.”

“No.”

“So I got on the computer and started running the unsolved 487’s, looking for someone lifting a couple of big Chevies.  I figured it had to be pretty rare.”

“How many did you find?” I said.

“Zero.  No reported thefts of Express Cargo Vans anywhere in the state in the last six months.”

“That’s kind of strange.”

“Yeah.  So I started looking farther afield.  None in Oregon, Nevada or Arizona.  Ditto Washington, Idaho, Utah and New Mexico.  I finally got a hit in Colorado.  Ten days ago somebody nicked two big Chevy vans from the U.S. West motor pool in Pueblo.”

“They know who did it?” I said.

“Not a clue.  Lot’s unguarded, not even a surveillance camera.  They got away clean.”

“And you think these are our guys?”

“Could be.”

“It makes no sense,” I said.  “Pacific Bell must own a thousand of those vans.  Why go halfway across the country when you could boost one in five minutes right here?”

Lee shrugged.  “Beats me.  But I’m starting to get the feeling these guys are kind of exotic.  I think they might do things a little different.”

“Maybe.”

“Reserve judgment,” Lee said.  He reached under the desk and brought out a blue Igloo cooler with SFPD Evidence Repository stenciled on the side.  He put it on the desk, snapped down the cover and pulled out a ziplock evidence bag dripping with condensation.  Inside the bag, packed in ice, was something pink and curled like a shrimp.  Lee pulled it from the bag and stared at it with distaste.  It was the finger I had acquired in the park.

“We ran the print from this thing through SF AFIS.  No hit.  I faxed a copy to Sacramento, Clarksburg and the Pentagon.  Sent one to Denver, too.  Just in case there’s some connection to that job in Pueblo.”

“Any response?” I said.

“Got a negative from the Feds.  Nothing yet from anybody else.  You know how it goes.”

I did.  Identifying a fingerprint was one of the most frustrating challenges in modern police work.  The technology had made tremendous strides in the past decade.  Using UV, lasers and modern fixatives, a good forensics officer could lift a print from the most improbable surfaces – tissue paper, bed linen, even carpeting.  And the advent of the AFIS – the Automated Fingerprint Identification System – had reduced the time for matching a print from days to minutes.  The problem was the sheer number of separate databases.  Every state had its own.  So did many counties, the big municipalities and dozens of federal agencies.  You couldn’t hit them all.  So you made the best guess you could and hoped you got lucky.  Lee had tried San Francisco’s own AFIS, the joint FBI and INS database at Clarksburg, West Virginia, the consolidated military database at the Pentagon, and the California and Colorado state systems.  So far he’d come up empty.

Lee was still holding the finger.  He stared broodingly at it.  “You know, the print from a little finger’s the hardest to match,” he said.  “I wish you’d brought back a thumb.”

“A thumb seemed excessive,” I said.

Lee stared at me.  “This guy tried to whack you out,” he said.  “You could have pulled off his goddamn head and it wouldn’t have been excessive.”

“I see your point.”

Lee grunted.  He shoved the finger back into the cooler and stowed it away under his desk.

“Okay, so far we’ve been firing blanks,” he said.  “But here’s something interesting.  I don’t know where it gets us.  But it sure as hell is interesting.”  He picked up a heavy cardboard envelope and shook something out onto the desktop.  It rang on the metal surface and rolled glittering toward me.  I picked it up and looked at it.

It was a tiny dart, shaped like the ones you see drunks throwing at targets in bars, but no more than two inches long.  It was made in one piece of a silver-gray metal I couldn’t identify.  It was very heavy for its size.  The point was needle sharp.

“That’s what the bad guys were shooting at you,”  Lee said.  “Jansen dug it out of the Mercedes.”

“What is it?” 

“It’s called a sabot round.  One of the guys on Jansen’s team is in the National Guard.  He recognized it right away.  The ones he’s seen are sized for the five-inch cannon on an Abrams battle tank.  He’d never seen one this small.  They’re made out of a tungsten alloy.  Armor-piercing.  Really nasty.”

“Not explosive,”  I said.

“No,” Lee said.  “Just hard as a bastard.  And sharp.  And they come out of the muzzle like a bat out of hell.  The big ones go right through tank armor.”

“Damn.”

“No kidding.  Jansen says this one went through two layers of sheet metal, the car battery, the intake manifold and six inches into the engine block.  Take a close look at it.  It’s barely scratched.”

I held the little dart to the light.  Its surface was mirror bright.  The needle point was unblunted.  I looked up at Lee.

“What shape you think you’d be in if you hadn’t dodged that second round?” he said.

I looked at the dart and tested its point with my finger.  The gunmen had fired their second round at my head.  My skull was the toughest part of my body.  It was capable of deflecting most pistol rounds and even small-bore rifle fire.  But a high-velocity rifle round would have penetrated it.  And this thing...  I looked back at Lee.

“Not good,” I said.

“No.”

“Where would you get something like this?” I said.

“Jansen’s guy doesn’t know,” Lee said.  “But he says it’s black-market for sure.  He’s gonna ask around.”  Lee drummed his fingers on the desk top.  “You know,” he said.  “I think we can learn something from that thing.”

“You think it’ll lead us to the bad guys?”

“Uh uh,” Lee said.  “Not that.  I’m guessing they know how to cover their tracks.”

“What then?”

Lee didn’t reply.  He leaned back in his chair and looked out the window.  Out over the bay a United 747 lumbered north from SFO, following the twisting noise-abatement route over the water.  Someone walked past outside our office door, whistling Sunshine of My Life badly off key.  Lee closed his eyes and laced his fingers across his chest.

“Let me ask you something,” he said.  “How would you kill a cop with a shotgun?”

“I wouldn’t.”

“Humor me.  You and a buddy decide to ice one of San Francisco’s finest.  You’ve already made the decision to go with shotguns at close range.  Take it from there.  What kind of loads would you use?  What’re your tactics?  The whole thing.”

“Body armor?” I said.

“Nope.  He’s off duty, dressed in a tux.  You can tell he isn’t wearing a vest.”

I thought it over for a moment.  It was an oddly disquieting exercise.

“Okay,” I said.  “To start with, I’d use Federal’s low-recoil loads with number 2 pellets.  All the power you need, and you’re back on target faster than you would be with a hotter shell.”

“Choke it?”

“Negative,” I said.  “Let the pattern spread.  At that range it’ll still be tight.”

“Aiming point?”

“Center mass.  Pump and fire again, then get out of there.  He’s gone.  There’s not much left of him.”

Lee nodded.  “So you wouldn’t buy some trick armor-piercing loads on the black market?  And you wouldn’t take your first shot at his legs?  Or try for a head shot on a moving target with your second round?”

I shook my head.

“Funny,” Lee said.  “Me neither.”

The room seemed suddenly chill.  I saw where Lee was going.  I had been thinking of the ambush as an attack on Police Lieutenant Day.  That it might be something else entirely had never occurred to me.  Lee and I had made a great many enemies.  A distressingly high percentage of them owned shotguns.  The men in the park had been out to settle a grudge, and they had gone for the junior partner as the easier target.  It was the obvious explanation.  But the way they had gone about it was all wrong.  In fact there was only one way it made any sense at all...

“They know who I am,” I said.  “Someone’s found me.”

Lee nodded grimly. 
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Chapter 6
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That night I went to a wine bar in the Financial District to sit alone and think.  There was a crush of young people there, computer programmers and account reps from the office towers clustered at the foot of Nob Hill.  They stood three deep at the bar, self-consciously swirling glasses of white zinfandel and watching each other from the corners of their eyes.

I bought a glass of Laurier cabernet at the bar and took it to a table at the back of the room.  I sat down and raised the glass to my nose, letting the subtle vapor drift into the passages that led to my olfactory circuits.  I took a sip, closed my eyes and sighed.

When Isaki had begun the design of my body, he had run into an immediate problem.  What would power it?  Batteries were the obvious answer.  But batteries are extremely bulky for the energy they provide.  Enough of them to fill my entire torso wouldn’t have powered me for a single afternoon.  So batteries were out.  And I couldn’t very well trail an extension cord everywhere I went.  Isaki had to find another answer.  He researched the problem for three months and decided to give me a fuel cell.

General Electric had developed the proton-exchange fuel cell back in the early 1960’s to power the internal systems of the Gemini space capsules.  Fuel cells produce electricity directly from fuel, quietly, efficiently and without much waste heat.  The cells can run on anything from liquid hydrogen to gasoline.  Mine worked best on ethyl alcohol.  I could run all day on half a gallon of generic vodka.  The power problem was solved.  But there was a curious side effect.  I began to enjoy drinking.

There was no intoxicating effect, of course – three or four mornings a week I drank a gallon of eighty-proof vodka for breakfast – but I learned to appreciate the complexities of the potions that powered me.  Most of all I loved wine.  I could spend half a day drinking a single glass, analyzing all the individual tastes in it, calling up the memory of wines I had tasted before and comparing them.  It calmed and soothed me almost the way music did.

I closed my eyes and sipped the Laurier.  It was good, but very young, with a tannic bite as sharp as a knife.  I could taste the rocky Sonoma soil, the sun-ripened fruit and the oak of the vinting barrels.  I took another sip.

And suddenly I felt someone’s attention.

It was like the scrutiny I had felt in the concert hall, but stronger this time, the strongest I had ever felt.  It was like physical contact.  I opened my eyes and sat up, splashing wine onto the tabletop.  I looked around.  Across the room a young woman was looking back at me.

She sat alone at a small table against the far wall.  A leather-bound book lay open in front of her.  Her right hand held a tall crystal glass of deep red wine.  Her left hand lifted and brushed a strand of silver-gold hair back from her face.  Our eyes met and her gaze never wavered.  Finally it was I who looked away.

I felt the deepest confusion.  I had seen others look at me in almost the same way, not often – no more than a handful of times over the years – but often enough to recognize it.  Always the watcher wore the expression of someone who sees something and knows it is not quite what it seems.  Always their expression was tinged slightly with fear.  Always they looked away at once when I met their gaze.

But this time was different.

I looked up.  The woman was still watching me.  Her expression was grave but unafraid.  And suddenly I realized that that was where the difference lay.  Her face showed not the slightest trace of fear.

I stood and crossed the room.  The woman looked up at me and I saw that her eyes were precisely the same shade of gray as my own.

“Hello,” I said.

She smiled.
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Chapter 7
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Lee and I sat in the back seat of a teal-green Lincoln Navigator.  A young plainclothes cop had parked the big SUV near the corner of Kirkham and 18th Avenue at six that morning.  He had gotten out, briefcase in hand, and caught the N-Judah streetcar for the Financial District, just like any other commuter.  Now it was three in the afternoon.  For nine hours Lee and I had sat in the back seat, concealed from view by the Navigator’s mirrored rear windows, watching the front door of an anonymous two-story stucco house.

Inside the house were two-thousand brightly painted statuettes of the Virgin Mary.  The statuettes had been made of compressed coca paste by a clever artisan in Juarez and trucked across the border at Laredo.  If things went as planned, the virgins would soon be ground into powder and refined into base cocaine in various basement labs in San Francisco, Oakland and San Jose.
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