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Chapter One


Fingers drummed restlessly against the
steering wheel as DEA Special Agent Declan Foster watched the early
evening sun slant across the street in front of him. He and his
partner had been on a surveillance for the past three hours, taking
photos and watching the people that flowed in and out of a
low-income apartment block. Beside him, the little electronic
shush-click of the digital camera went off again.

“How many does that make
this hour? Seven? This place could give Grand Central a run for its
money,” griped Matt Pulaski. Pulaski was a tall lanky red-haired
East Coaster who had transferred to San Diego a little over three
months ago.

“Eight,” replied
Declan.

“Huh? Oh, yeah, you’re
right, I forgot about the dubious pizza delivery guy. I give it
only a fifty-fifty chance that pair of boxes actually had pizza in
them. On the other hand, even drug dealers gotta eat. Speaking of
which, I’m hungry, and we’ve got another whole hour until our
relief gets here.”

“In the meantime, I’ll have
to listen to you,” said Declan.

“What? I’m supposed to sit
here in dead silence listening to the traffic go by? Next time I’ll
bring a crossword puzzle and you
can take the pictures,” Matt replied.

“Nuh-huh, then I have to
listen to you bitch about the ones you can’t figure
out.”

Matt flipped him the middle finger then
snapped another photo of the man standing near the front of the
apartment building. A moment later Matt’s cell phone chirped, and
he dug it out of his pocket. “Hey, Kenny, you ready for bed?” he
asked. “No, I haven’t forgotten. Fish food on Wednesday…Nope, I
haven’t seen it…Yes, I did look under your bed. You can look when
you’re there…Okay, sleep tight. I love you, Kenny.” He thumbed off
the phone.

“I’m really hoping that
your kid isn’t keeping his fish under the bed,” said
Declan.

“Huh? No. Fish are in the
tank; Bionicle feet are under the bed in a plastic box, or at least
that’s where they’re supposed to be.”

Declan was finally getting
used to Matt rattling on about his son, even if the whole being a
parent thing baffled him. He knew that the only reason Matt had
moved to San Diego was to maintain joint custody of his
four-year-old son after a fairly nasty divorce from
Maria—that woman, as Matt occasionally referred to her.

“What’s a
bion-kull?”

“Bi-on-i-cle. It’s this
half-alien, half-robot-looking guy made by LEGO. They come in about
sixty pieces and have to be put together. Kenny swore he
had to have one. Now I’m
thinking I should have waited a little longer because he’s only
four, and he always seems to be missing pieces.” Matt pointed
toward the building. “Oh, hey, gray sweatshirt guy came back
out.”

Declan made some mental notes on the
man he was watching. The guy was black, mid-twenties, had a shaved
head, and the jeans he wore were at least three sizes too big. “I’m
thinking he’s one of the mid-level guys. He doesn’t seem to be in
and out anywhere near as much as some of the others. He’s getting
in a car. I’m gonna follow him.”

“What? I thought we were
just supposed to be doing surveillance,” Matt protested.

“I’ve only seen this guy
like three times so far. I think he might be going to fetch more
product.” Declan picked up the radio. “Two, this is six. I’m
following one of the suspects from the building. He just drove off
in a dark blue SUV with plates reading SDR7458.” He started the car
and pulled away from the curb.

“Six, maintain distance and
document any place he goes then get back to your assignment,” the
voice over the radio responded.

“Are you going to get us in
deep shit with Groseman? I do not
want disciplinary action letters put in my file,”
said Matt.

“Chill. The group you were
with in D.C. may have been run by some petty dictator, but
Groseman’s flexible. As long as we get the information, he’s okay
with running on a possible lead.”

Matt looked unconvinced.

Matt had to give Declan a little
credit. The agent kept a fairly careful six to eight car lengths
between them and the car they were following. Declan even let
another car in between for better than a mile.

“Do you have the slightest
idea where this guy is going?” Matt asked. He cast a dubious eye at
his partner. The man was six feet of hard ripped muscle with short
dark hair and a face that could have graced a modeling agency
ad.

“No, but I will say we’re
heading out of the projects area and toward one of the business
districts at the moment.”

“You think we’re looking
for a store as a distribution point?”

“Maybe,” Declan
said.

“It might be the pizza
place,” suggested Matt.

“Yeah, it could.” The car
ahead of them pulled over and parked along the street. Matt scanned
the business fronts. No pizza places were in sight. Suddenly the
man in the gray sweatshirt glanced back and took off
running.

“Aw fuck, we’ve been made!”
Declan snapped and bailed out of the car. Matt took off a half
dozen steps behind him.

It was a mad sprint down the block and
into an alleyway. Declan yelled, “DEA! Get down! Stop!
DEA!”

Matt veered around a car parked in the
alley and made an attempt to cut off the fleeing suspect. Declan,
on the other hand, didn’t bother avoiding the car and simply ran
over top of it, feet banging loudly on the roof as he went. Some
days, Matt thought his partner was just bug-fuck nuts.

The suspect raced out across the next
street with Declan about three yards behind him, both of them
narrowly avoiding getting hit by passing cars. Matt dove out of the
way of the next car, rolling onto the sidewalk. It took a couple of
seconds to scramble to his feet. He saw the suspect take a sharp
left, and Matt took off up the street to the next
cut-through.

He pounded his way down the nearest
alley and came out ahead of the fleeing man. The suspect slowed and
glanced back toward where Declan was quickly catching up. A hand
was reaching toward his pocket. Matt pulled his gun.

“DEA! Hands where I can see
‘em! Now!” Matt shouted.

“Down on the ground!”
yelled Declan. He shoved the suspect down and pinned him there with
a knee as he cuffed him.

Matt jogged the remaining few yards.
“Could we please not play chicken with the speeding cars next time?
You about gave me heart failure.”

“You’re slow. Oh, and
you’re bleeding all over your gun,” commented Declan.

“What?” Matt glanced down
and saw blood oozing down his forearm. He twisted it up for a look
and observed a good two-inch square of badly abraded skin on the
back of his arm where he’d rolled across the pavement.

Declan was busily patting down the
suspect. “We have one bag with about an ounce of what looks like
heroin, one .38 Special, about three hundred dollars in cash, and
no ID.” He handed the items to Matt and roughly hauled the suspect
to his feet.

“Were you delivering or
going for a pickup?” Declan demanded.

“I ‘s going to buy some
beer.” He stared at the ground.

Matt noted the sneakers the guy wore
were the type that cost over two hundred dollars, but the flashy
gold ring on the man’s hand was definitely a cheap
imitation.

“And buying beer makes you
take off running when the feds tell you to stop. Don’t give me
crap. We saw you leaving the apartment building on Delaney Street.
We know there’s dealing going on there. Were you delivering or
picking up?”

“I wanna lawyer,” the man
demanded. His tone was a cocky snarl.

Matt rolled his eyes. “Great. Dude, I
bet you have a rap sheet and at least one outstanding. If you give
us some information, we might cut you loose.”

“Ain’t sayin’ nothing.” A
little smirk curved his mouth. The man obviously thought he’d skate
through the system with minimal hassle.

Declan began pushing the suspect back
in the direction they had come. “You have a couple minutes to think
about your decision while we walk back to our car and call for a
pickup. You’re gonna get charged with possession, and I’d be
willing to bet that gun isn’t registered.”

As they frog-marched the drug dealer
back, Matt followed behind, watching his partner as much as the
suspect. Foster’s short dark hair hinted at being really curly if
it was longer. He had the wide powerful shoulders and narrow hips
that supported the fact he was an avid swimmer and surfer. Matt had
spent way too many hours surreptitiously studying the man’s face
also. The square jaw and narrow chin with that stupidly cute little
dimple drew Matt’s attention more often than he would like. The
angles of Declan’s face complemented the narrow, slightly aquiline
nose. If only the guy wasn’t borderline psycho…

“Yo! Matt! Are you awake
back there?”

Matt belatedly realized Declan was
talking to him. “Yeah, I’m awake.”

“Our esteemed suspect here
is having second thoughts about cooperation. He claims he was
heading for a pickup.”

“Where?” asked
Matt.

“Over toward Chula
Vista.”

“Okay and what does this
pickup entail?” Matt pondered the location mentioned, but it meant
nothing to him other than a name on a map. He hadn’t really had
much time to get a feel for how the city was laid out.

“They’s espectin’ me. I’m
just runnin’ for the head guy. I’m s’posed ta pick up twenty nickel
bags,” the man said. His voice dropped a little, and he shifted his
feet nervously.

“Are we talking weed or
something else?” Declan asked.

“Smack. My man don’t deal
much weed. Not enough profit.”

“Twenty bags isn’t a whole
lot for dealing,” Declan said.

“Tha’s just today.
Somebody’ll be running for more tomorrow. An’ there’s waitin’ going
on for a shipment later this week.”

“Oh?” That caught Matt’s
attention. “We definitely want to see where this house
is.”

At the car, Matt angled the handcuffed
drug runner into the back seat, pushing the man’s head down under
the door frame. When he was done, Declan thrust a big square
plastic box with a traditional red cross on it into Matt’s
hands.

“I don’t want you bleeding
all over my seats,” Declan said.

“Gee thanks,” he said
sarcastically. He opened the box and dug out alcohol wipes, gauze,
and tape. It took a couple of minutes to bandage the deep
scrape.

“You can tell your kid
Daddy got a boo-boo,” offered Declan as Matt slid into the
car.

“Declan’s
going to end up with a black eye if he sends his
partner to play in traffic again.”

“Wuss.”

While Declan drove, Matt ran the
runner’s thumbprint through the system via a small electronic
scanner. It came back as one Tevon Jackson—arrested four times
already, three for possession and one for aggravated assault. None
of those were major offenses alone, but together they added up to
three years of time served. Another possession charge would
definitely carry some more jail time, and the firearm was a whole
separate issue.

The street that Tevon directed them to
screamed upscale. These were large houses with neatly cut
landscaped yards and had expensive luxury cars in the
driveways.

“Which one?” asked
Declan.

“The one with the
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