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To know your enemy, you must become your enemy.

 


—Sun Tzu, The Art of War




Previously in Hard Candy:

Candice, Junior and Tuck speechlessly watched the scene unfold. Uncle Rock turned around and began walking back toward them. Tuck gripped his gun tightly; he couldn’t be sure that Barton hadn’t been hired to take him out also. Uncle Rock walked right past Tucker, coughing fiercely as blood dribbled from his lips.

“Uncle Rock!” Candice cried out, moving toward him.

“Stay there!” Uncle Rock screamed, halting her steps.

“Yo, this is some straight-outta-movie shit. All I wanna do is take my fuckin’ dough and get the fuck outta here. I can’t have my moms burying two sons!” Junior exclaimed.

“Wait!” Uncle Rock yelled at him.

Then he said, “Candy, what you read in my last will and testament was true. I am dying. I have cancer. I did love someone at one time, and that love bore a son. His name is Joseph Carson, but his mother called him Junior.” Uncle Rock leaned over to cough up more blood.

“What, nigga?” Junior barked, lifting his gun. A spark of anger ignited inside him. Staring at Rock, Junior remembered him as the old dude hanging with Easy, when Easy gave Junior a job.

“You fuckin’ punk-ass bitch nigga! You let me go years without a father? Suffering at the hands of Broady’s fucked-up pops ... watching my moms get her ass beat up. You watched me go fuckin’ hungry and have to steal from the store, and you ain’t do shit.” Junior choked on his words. He was a man, and he wasn’t going to let no tears fall, especially at no soap opera shit like this.

Uncle Rock spit up more blood.

“I should kill your fuckin’ ass right here!” Junior growled.

Candice raised her gun. “I don’t think so... . He saved your fuckin’ life today,” Candice grumbled.

“Candy ... let him do it. Let him do it before they come for me,” Uncle Rock rasped out.

“What are you talkin’ about?” Candice asked.

“I’m dying, anyway... . Shoot me now. Don’t let them have the satisfaction,” Uncle Rock begged.

“No!” Candice screamed.

“All of you have to go. Get out of here... . Run. It’s never over when you have information about the government,” Uncle Rock wheezed.

“You can go with me. I have the money... from— from... Daddy,” Candice pleaded. She couldn’t stand losing her uncle. Not now.

“Candy, you especially need to go. They will have a bounty on your head. You need to run,” Uncle Rock said.

Before any of them could blink, Uncle Rock looked at Candy and let his gun hand drop to his leg. He fired a single shot. She opened her mouth to scream, but it happened too fast.

“Noooo!” Candice hollered.

Uncle Rock’s body dropped to the ground, but his eyes were still open. Blood leaked from his mouth, but he was still trying to talk. Candice ran to him. She knew she only had ten seconds or less. Uncle Rock had taught her about this very moment. Candice bent down at his side, but she could see the blood soaking through his pant leg.

“Why?” Candice screamed, trying to apply pressure on Uncle Rock’s wound.

“Because ... I—I ... love you,” Uncle Rock managed. Then his head lulled to the side. His eyes were open and vacant.

“What the fuck!” Tuck huffed, bending down next to Candice. She looked at him pitifully. Tears ran down her face in buckets.

“He shot himself in the femoral artery,” Candice cried. Tuck grabbed her around the shoulders.

“There’s nothing you can do for him, Candy. He did it all for you,” Tuck comforted. Junior walked over and stood over the man who had just confessed to being his father. He wasn’t going to shed a tear.

“Yo, Tuck... who the fuck are you?” Junior asked.

Tuck stood up, face-to-face with Junior.

“I am Avon Tucker, a DEA agent who got set up by his own partner,” Tuck confessed.

Candice looked at him strangely. She was too overwhelmed with a mixture of emotions to be mad. They had both operated under false pretenses.

“So you were tryin’a take me down?” Junior asked.

“That was my assignment, but it was all a fuckin’ joke. You’ve been working for the government, any-way,” Tuck told him.

A loud chopping sound could be heard overhead. The helicopters were hovering just above them.

“They’re coming. Barton warned us. We need to get out of here,” Tuck said urgently.

“What about Uncle Rock’s body?” Candice asked sadly.

“They will make this one big crime scene. Once they do their investigation, they will contact his next of kin,” Tuck told her.

“Which is you,” Candice commented to Junior. The sound of the helicopters was getting closer, and sirens could be heard in the distance. They all started to disperse like rats in an alley. Candice went left, Junior went straight ahead, and Tuck remained back. Tuck was the only one who didn’t have a ride. He watched Candice walk toward her car and disappear from the darkened street. Junior quickly got into his truck and peeled off.

Within five minutes Tuck was surrounded. He lifted his hands in the air in surrender.

“I am Avon Tucker, DEA agent,” he screamed out. One of the black Impala doors swung open.

“Are you still a DEA agent, Avon Tucker?” Dana Carlisle called out.




Chapter 1

The Aftermath

Candice pressed her foot lead heavy on the gas pedal and drove away from the crime scene like her life depended on it. Pulling up near her apartment building, Candice wiped the tears off her cheek. She had to focus on getting the hell out of the area, like Uncle Rock had instructed. You’re a big girl ... . It’s time to grow up. It’s just you against them. C’mon, Candy, you can do this. Make Uncle Rock proud. Candice gave herself a stern pep talk as she exhaled and put the gear into park. She rushed out of the car, whirling her head around in every direction, making sure she wasn’t being watched. With her heart racing, Candice took the steps leading to her apartment two at a time. This was one of those times she had to heed Uncle Rock’s lessons about being stealthy, accurate, focused and fast when on a mission.

Candice reached the floor where her apartment was located in the old high-rise building. The hallway was empty. Candice’s hands were shaking badly; she could barely get the key into the lock. Finally the lock clicked and she pushed her way inside the familiar doorway. Before she could get her bearings, her jaw went slack with shock.

“These bastards!” Candice growled as she moved slowly. She took in the nightmarish scene and instinctively fumbled in her bag until she located her two favorite weapons, a .40-caliber Glock 22 and a .357 SIG Sauer. Her fingers instinctively chose the Glock.

Shaking her head from left to right, trying to make sense of what she was seeing, Candice slowly moved through the now-unfamiliar space filled with the debris of her ruined personal effects. Candice kicked a path clear and roved the rooms with her protection gripped tightly. Everything in her apartment had been turned upside down. The living-room furniture was no more. The end tables and coffee table lay splintered in pieces; her sofa lay on its back and had been sliced like a pig in a slaughterhouse. The kitchen had been trashed as well. The cabinets hung open, their contents swiped from the shelves onto the floor and counters. Even the drawers had been pulled from their slots, with their contents dumped out unceremoniously onto the laminate floor.

A creaking sound caused Candice to jump. Her nostrils flared as she eyed the hallway leading to her bedroom and placed a two-handed, thumb-over-thumb grip on her weapon. Someone must still be here. The way she held her weapon now, and moved her body, made her think of Uncle Rock. Fuck! she screamed inside her head. Her vision began to blur as the tears burned behind her eyes. Biting down into her jaw, Candice moved slowly toward the back of her apartment, where her bedroom was located. In there was a safe, which contained her life savings. Candice swallowed hard and forced her legs forward. Her survival instincts began to take over. She had to get that money, and get the hell out of there fast.

Moving with her back up against the walls, in case someone was still lurking about, Candice finally made it to the bedroom doorway. With her gun leading the way, she dipped her head inside quickly and backed out, just as fast. She said a quick, silent prayer and rushed through the entranceway. As she entered the room, glass crunched under her feet. Candice stopped breathing for a minute. She bent down and picked up the shattered photo frame, which contained a portrait of her slain family. Her heart jerked in her chest as she looked at the jagged lines from the broken glass running across her father’s face. How ironic that his face was sliced in half by the glass, much like the double life he had led as a drug-dealing government mule. Quickly coming back to the reality of her situation, Candice whirled around in the middle of the floor, with her weapon pointed out in front of her. It appeared that whoever had been in her apartment was long gone.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Candy tried to unravel the mystery behind her trashed apartment.

What the fuck were they looking for? Candice wondered as she trod carefully around her once-immaculately-clean bedroom. The box spring lay exposed and her mattress was on the floor, sliced and diced, with the cotton spilling out as if someone had been digging in the middle of it. Her closet had been emptied of its contents, with her clothes, shoes and handbags tossed into a pile on the floor. Her desk had been turned over, and her laptop screen smashed. The cork message board that was usually above her desk, which had contained pictures of Junior and his crew, was also broken into three pieces. All of the pictures had been removed. Who would want to steal those pictures?

Maybe Uncle Rock was right. Maybe the government was after her because of the skills she possessed and the information she was privy to as a result of her association with Rock. Or maybe Junior was coming after her to avenge the death of his brother, Broady. The conspiracy theories abounded in Candice’s mind, but she didn’t have time to give them any real thought. Her first priority was locating the safe in the bottom of her closet. Frantically she tossed aside the pile of clothes and shoes that covered the closet floor. She blew out a cleansing breath; then she noticed that, strangely enough, the medium-sized gray fireproof safe was still there, seemingly untouched. Candice was no dummy. The safe wasn’t still there because the intruders wanted her to have money to live. The whole thing reeked of a setup; whoever had wrecked her apartment wanted to make a statement, but they also wanted her to get away.

Candice entered the safe combination, but her hands were unsteady and she had to spin the wheel a couple of times before it opened. Once the lock clicked, Candice pulled the small metal door back. She let out a long sigh of relief when she noticed that the money her father had left her—what she hadn’t spent keeping up with Junior and his hustling crew—was still there. All of the ammunition was still there as well. Money, guns and bullets—that was all she had left in the world. It was also all she had conditioned herself to believe she needed. The safe would be too cumbersome and heavy to try to carry out of the apartment, so she quickly emptied the contents into a duffel bag.

Fuck love. Fuck having a family. Candice told herself she was about to step out into the world alone. Before she left, Candice carefully placed the picture of her family on top of the stacks of money in the bag, picked up her loaded weapon, and raced for the front door. With a quick, last look around, Candice knew she would never again set eyes on this place. She was about to embark on a whole new life, and she was painfully aware that she was no longer the hunter, but the hunted.
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After almost being killed by Candy and watching Rock take his life, Junior fled the scene and headed straight to his mother’s house. He had rushed up the front steps of his mother’s house, unable to get a handle on his feelings. How could his mother have so willfully deceived him about who the fuck his father was? He entered the brownstone furious like a gust of wind around a tornado.

“Ma!” Junior called out as he stalked through the hallway leading to his mother’s kitchen. “Ma! Where you at?” Junior belted out, his voice a quaking baritone. No response. He finally found his mother sitting at the kitchen table, with her head down, clutching a wadded-up napkin.

“Ma, didn’t you hear me calling you?” Junior huffed, his tone going higher with irritation. “We gotta talk! I need to ask you some questions right now, and I want the truth!” he boomed, slamming his fist on the table. He was ready to lay into his mother about who his father was, but his plan was quickly derailed.

Slowly raising her head, Betty Carson looked up at her eldest son. Fear was evident on her face. Junior halted in his tracks at the sight of his mother; he rushed to her side.

“Ma, what happened to you?” he barked incredulously. His mother sobbed even harder and quickly lowered her head. “Ma ...” Junior’s tone had softened; sympathy was tracing his words.

His legs felt weak and something deep in the center of his chest ached. He placed his hand under his mother’s chin and lifted her face so he could get a better look. Junior let out an animalistic moan as he examined every inch of her paper bag—colored skin. Her left eye was swollen shut with dark purple and deep red rings forming around the outside of it. Her nose was red and swollen, with crusted blood rimming the inside of her nostrils; dark welts were rising on her cheeks.

“What happened to you?” Junior asked again, his heart thumping wildly at the idea of someone harming his mother.

“What did you do? What did you do to your brother? What did you do to me?” His mother suddenly came alive, her voice a high-pitched screech. The bitterness in her tone caused Junior to take a few steps backward.

“What are you talking about?” Junior replied, pleading ignorance.

“They told me what you did! They came here and did this to me! They told me, you were the one who killed Broady, and now they are gonna kill you and me!” Betty belted out, unable to control her wails now.

Junior swallowed and bit down so hard into his cheek that he drew his own blood. The acrid taste seemingly fueled his homicidal feelings. He felt like wrecking shit around him. The heat of his anger rose from his toes and climbed up into his soul.

“Who was it?” he managed to croak out as his chest rose and fell rapidly. He balled his fists in an attempt to keep his rage at bay.

“He said his name was Phil and that you killed his baby brother, so he killed yours. Said you tortured that boy, a twelve-year-old boy, and then killed him!” Betty sobbed, accusing her son through her one good eye. “Oh, Junior... I saw that story on the news!” she wailed some more. “Are you out there killing people, Junior?” she asked in a low whisper, her eyes pleading for an explanation.

Junior stood mutely at her side.

“Oh, God!” his mother called on the Heavenly Father for understanding and comfort.

Junior suddenly felt too weak to stand. He flopped down onto one of the kitchen chairs. His mother took his disregard for her question as an admission of guilt, but there was no way that he would tell his mother that Broady was actually to blame for most of what had happened. Junior’s body felt hot, and his healing gunshot wound began to throb from the adrenaline pulsing through his body. His head pounded with a migraine-caliber headache at the base of his skull. He squeezed his eyes shut and let the silence in the room settle around him—the calm before the storm.

Phil, the leader of the uptown crew of drug dealers, had crossed the line when he touched Junior’s mother. Junior and Phil had called a truce years ago. It was agreed that Junior would run the Brooklyn street empire, and Phil would remain Uptown. They were supposed to be peers in the game, on the same level, but Phil had reached down too far. Junior would never have thought to touch any member of Phil’s family. Junior had even told Phil that it was Junior’s hotheaded brother, Broady, who had harmed Phil’s little brother, Carmelo. Junior thought Phil understood, but now he knew different.

Junior’s eyes were ablaze, and his nostrils were flared. He felt the strong desire to grab his mother into his arms and comfort her with a hug. He hadn’t hugged his mother since he was a small child. Betty was never real big on affection. It was a wall that her children simply acknowledged as insurmountable. Though she never told them with words or actions that she loved them, they knew she did in her own way. But perhaps this urge to comfort his mother was merely an excuse to receive it in return. Obviously, sorting out the truth with his mother about his real father was a conversation Junior would have to have another day and time. He couldn’t wait to get back to the streets. He had tried his best to prevent a war from happening, but Phil and his crew had pushed Junior to his limit.

 


 



“I’ve told you all that I know!” Avon Tucker screamed, clenching his fists so tight his knuckles paled. He looked around at all of the accusatory faces and bit down into his jaw. This was some bullshit. It had been two weeks since the shootings that had claimed his partner’s life, and he was still being interrogated as if he were the bad guy.

The DEA, NYPD and, of course, the FBI had converged on the scene, each wanna-be-in-charge acronym vying for jurisdiction over the scene. Avon had raised his hands like a suspect, his street clothes, obligatory diamond Jesus piece and long chain not helping him make the case that he was actually an undercover Drug Enforcement Administration agent.

Immediately following the shooting, Avon was treated like a victim. At first, he was given time to “think things over.” He was taken under the wing of the Employee Assistance Program. This was called the “get your story together” time among law enforcement officers—a week’s worth of meetings with EAP shrinks, and strict isolation from the media and the U.S. Attorney’s Office investigators. In fact, this was his first “on the record” interview regarding the incident, and everyone wanted a piece of it.

Avon’s role as “victim” somehow blurred into “suspect” as probing, accusatory questions seemed to become the order of the day. Where was Tucker when Brubaker had been shot? Had he identified himself as a DEA agent? How long had he been undercover? Wasn’t it true he had committed violations of the undercover rule, and only Brubaker had knowledge of this? Did he blame Brubaker for the first shooting incident of his career?

That question had struck a raw nerve with Avon. He didn’t like anyone mentioning the accident he’d been involved in that resulted in a fifteen-year-old unarmed boy dying during an early-morning drug raid, early in his career. It was a memory he couldn’t shake anytime someone brought it up. It had been a highly dangerous and high-profile drug raid on the home of a well-known drug dealer that had changed things for Avon.

Unfortunately, the DEA’s confidential informant had provided the wrong address. When Avon’s unit rammed the door of the home and entered tactically, there was a lot of screaming and running. As they worked to clear the house, Avon and Brad Brubaker searched the back rooms to make sure everyone was accounted for. In one of the bedrooms, Avon could hear someone breathing hard in the closet. Brubaker put his fingers to his lips to indicate silence, and the two approached the closet on deft feet. Brubaker pulled back the closet door for Avon to clear, and a young boy jumped out with a black crowbar raised in his hand. Avon, in knee-jerk reaction, overreacted and let off a single shot. The boy died later that day at the hospital. There was a huge public fallout. Everyone in the city wanted Avon’s head on a platter; firing him wasn’t going to be enough. Avon was ultimately vindicated of any wrongdoing because he was able to articulate his perceived threat—the boy could’ve just as easily had a gun. But Avon’s name was forever tarnished by the incident.

All of the people in the room now were supposed to be on his side; but the earlier shoot-the-shit atmosphere had been replaced by a harsher, more attack dog format. Now Avon sat in the hot seat and was forced to defend his honor and his actions. Had Avon set Brubaker up to die, after finding Brubaker having an affair with his wife? Did he know Joseph Barton personally? Did he want Brubaker dead because he would expose Avon for committing crimes while undercover? And finally, why didn’t he try to save Brubaker?

Apparently “no” or “I don’t know” were not satisfactory responses to the investigators. Instead, they would simply rephrase their questions to try to trip up Avon. It was a law enforcement philosophy—the more times someone had to tell the story, the more holes they might find. And, of course, these were holes that might be filled with lies.

Letting out a long sigh, Avon roughly rubbed his hands over his face in exasperation. It was going to be a very long day.

“Like I said, Joseph ‘Rock’ Barton was the shooter. He was the older guy on the scene. He said that he was working for some fuckin’ body inside of this agency—the DEA!” Avon’s voice rose an octave or two, startling his fresh-out-of-law-school Federal Law Enforcement Officer’s Association—funded attorney.

Avon couldn’t help it; his emotions were on a hair trigger. He had been shot at, betrayed and hunted while working undercover on a case that was never intended to go anywhere. And now he was suddenly a suspect in some fictional conspiracy.

Avon closed his eyes and placed his palms flat on the table. In an unnervingly calm voice, he continued, “Again, Barton walked over to Brad Brubaker. He pulled his weapon out and said these exact words, ‘You can’t be that stupid... . Your backup is not coming. They hired me for one last cleaner job ... but it wasn’t for who you thought. Did you think the government would laud you for being a traitor? Did you think they would promote you, trust you and respect you after you threw your own partner to the wolves—betraying him, lying on him, committing murders and putting them on your partner? Did you really think they would kill another federal agent to get him out of your way? Couldn’t you see that while you thought Tucker’s case was all one big red herring, you were being duped?’ Then he shot Brubaker in his head.” Avon looked up at the ceiling, as if recalling the entire scene from some distant place in his mind. He wanted to finish his recount of the events with his own personal opinion that the traitorous rat bastard deserved to have his head blown off, but he refrained himself from doing so, knowing those types of statements would make him look like he wanted his partner dead.

“Do you wanna take a break? Um... I think my client needs a break,” Avon’s pimply-faced Georgetown-graduate lawyer stammered, sounding just like one of those clichéd television series attorneys. No one in the room paid him any mind. “Okay ... may-maybe not.” The attorney shrank back down onto his seat.

The DEA interrogators who surrounded Avon turned quiet; it was a tactic Avon recognized. Silence usually unnerved guilty suspects, making them feel the need to fill up the silence with words, which would inevitably cause a slipup. Avon was silent too. He was trying to read them. Were they appeased? Were they still suspicious? The tension in the room was stifling. Some of the interrogators’ faces had looked as if Avon had just announced that he had a terminal illness, while others looked less surprised and more suspicious.

A tall, square-shouldered white man broke from the group and walked over and placed one leg on the edge of the table, where Avon sat. The man leaned in so close— Avon could smell stale coffee on the man’s breath. “And you didn’t attempt to save your fellow agent’s life?” the man asked again, his bulldog jaw shaking with emphasis as he spat the words in Avon’s face.

Avon slammed his hand on the small, wobbly silver table, causing the man to quickly remove his leg and stand erect. Avon jutted his pointer finger toward the beefy man. He was tired of the accusatory tone of this whole circus.

“Are you listening to what I am saying? Brubaker tried to have me killed. He left me undercover with some of the most dangerous drug dealers in New York, and then he went and fucked my wife—just for the hell of it! Somebody paid Barton to kill him, and then Barton turned the gun on himself! But it wasn’t me! This entire fuckin’ movie-like conspiracy is much bigger than me. I shouldn’t be the one explaining it all. Somebody should be explaining to me why I was thrown in the thick of a fuckin’ government cluster fuck, and why my case agent was a crooked motherfucker who was probably working for you! Not only could I have been killed, but a lot of innocent people died because of this little fucked-up game you’re running here!” Avon barked back, the muscles cording in the chocolate skin of his neck. They had finally penetrated his resolve.

The interrogators eased back and softened their tones. Another tactic. Now they’d play nice guy and try to get some type of admission, if not a confession. They’d never seen any guilty person speak with so much conviction.

“Agent Tucker, we know this is hard. We just need the facts. Tell us one more time where you stood. What about the girl?” the lone female of the bunch chimed in, her eyes soft and placating.

Avon’s face softened when he pictured Candy’s face in his mind’s eye. He had been thinking about her nonstop. He wondered where she had gone and if she was in any danger. Avon rested his elbows on the table and placed his bald head in his hands. He had to admit, as young as Candy was, she had done something to his heart. He had tried to tell himself that the night they shared together was purely a result of finding out his wife and partner were playing house during his absence, but Avon admitted to himself that he really had feelings for Candy. After the night they’d shared, he could not stop thinking about her. He felt sick, crazy even. Candy was a young girl, and he was a married man; yet she was a recurring thought.

Everyone in the room seemed to be suspended in time waiting for Tucker to answer the question. Avon opened his mouth to tell them the story again. He would pick and choose what he told them about Candy.

A loud knock, echoing through the door, interrupted his thoughts. Avon’s shoulders went from tense to relaxed; the knocking was a welcome distraction from the line of questioning. Everyone else turned toward the thick metal door as well, unsure of what course of action to take. The female interrogator stood up in a law enforcement stance—her legs were shoulder width apart; her hands up and at the ready, like she needed to be prepared for Armageddon.

One of the DEA interrogators stalked over to the door and snatched it back like he was ready to chew out whoever was interrupting their show. The man standing behind the door walked into the room—it was like Moses parting the Red Sea to reach the Promised Land. Time seemed to stand still.

“There will be no more questions, unless we are the ones asking them,” Grayson Stokes announced firmly, his voice raspy like his throat was covered with phlegm.

Avon’s lawyer shot up from his seat; all of his papers flopped all over the floor, as he forgot they were on his lap. “Wait a minute, my client—” he interjected.

“Shut it!” Stokes snapped, pointing a curved finger at the attorney. The attorney snapped his mouth shut; it was as if the man had put him under some sort of spell. All of the agents in the room reacted as if they were a group of teens who had just gotten busted at an underage drinking party.

“If you ever want to earn a paycheck from the United States government again, I suggest you get the fuck out of here,” the old man hissed, pointing a yellow fingernail. Immediately taking the man for an authority figure, the rank-and-file agents all began to scatter.

“Everybody leave,” the man demanded, gazing at the attorney and the few brave investigators lingering in the room. They silently cleared out, though many of the faces looked none too pleased.

“Wait a minute here. He works for the DEA and we have the—” one of the bolder DEA agents dared to challenge. However, the icy stare and stone-faced grill he received from Stokes had him taking three steps backward toward the door.

Stokes’s Men in Black—looking escorts waited for the attorney to gather his papers before ushering him out of the room. Talk about walking clichés.

“Are you going to be all right?” Avon’s lawyer turned and asked from the doorway.

“Didn’t I say get the fuck out of here!” the old man barked. His chest suddenly erupted and he exploded into a fit of coughing. His escorts each grabbed one of the attorney’s arms and shoved him through the door.

Avon started to stand up too, but the man clapped one of his liver-spotted hands on Avon’s shoulder.

“Not you, Agent Tucker ... or should I just call you Avon?” the old man asked, forcing Avon back down onto the chair. The metal door slammed shut with a ring of finality.

“Look, I don’t know where you’re from, or what you want, but I know I have the right to an attorney,” Avon demanded, starting to stand up again.

The dark shade—wearing escorts moved in closer.

Avon slumped back on the chair. “I am not under arrest... or am I? If I am, I need to hear my Miranda warnings, now,” Avon snapped.

Stokes let out a sarcastic snort. With his hazy, silvery, medicine-dilated pupils trained on Avon’s face, the man sized him up.

“You’re right. You’re not under arrest and you do have certain rights, under certain laws. But at what cost would you exercise your right to leave?” he grumbled, reaching into the left side of his suit.

Instinctively, Avon went to his waist. He found nothing there, of course. The old man chuckled, and then another fit of coughing.

“Did you think I was reaching for a gun, Agent Tucker?” the man asked. “I have something far more valuable to you,” he corrected, flicking two glossy 8x10 photographs on the table in front of Avon.

The photographs floated onto the table and slid perfectly into place in front of Avon; it was like a special magic trick. Avon sucked in his breath. He felt like someone had kicked him in the chest. He stared down, unable to peel his eyes away from them. He was experiencing changes in his body chemistry that he couldn’t explain—sweat seemed to pop up on his forehead, like unwanted dandelions on a fresh green lawn, and his breathing felt labored. His ears began ringing and he lifted his hand to his chest. He felt like someone had sucked all of the air out of the room. Avon snapped his head up from the pictures. It was as if someone had pulled it up abruptly with an invisible string. His eyes hooded over and he set his jaw squarely.

“Who the fuck are you? And what the fuck do you want?”

Avon gritted his teeth, eyeing Stokes evilly. The man remained silent as he placed another picture down on the table. It was a picture of Avon and Candy leaving Kings County Hospital together on the night her friend Shana had died. Avon’s heart jerked in his chest, and he couldn’t stop staring at all of the pictures now. Obviously, this old bastard had been watching him very closely.

“I didn’t think you’d be interested in leaving after you saw those. Listen, Special Agent Avon Tucker... Tuck, the drug dealer, or Tucker—or whatever the fuck you want to be called these days,” the man said snidely. Moving close to Avon’s ear, he leaned over Avon’s shoulder so that Avon could smell his Ralph Lauren Safari cologne, cigar smoke on his clothes and his breath. “This should be easy. I am Grayson Stokes. I used to work with Joseph ‘Rock’ Barton. Sound familiar? I thought it would. Barton trained your little friend Candice Hardaway... or maybe you call her ‘Candy.’ See, Agent Tucker, we have a few friends in common and I need you to do something for me. It has to be you, or it wouldn’t even be worth it,” he said, moving away to see Avon’s expression and reaction.

Avon’s face was drawn into a scowl and his jaws rocked feverishly as he ground his molars together. He didn’t like this old bastard mentioning Candy.

“You don’t have to like it. I know you already know some things about Operation Easy In and Joseph Barton, but not nearly enough to think you know the entire story. You do what I say, and you get to see these little angel faces again,” the man proposed.

“What do you want? I don’t know shit,” Avon said through gritted teeth, his nostrils flaring.

“The girl... Candy... I want her, and you’re going to be the one to bring her to me,” the old man said sternly, using his head to signal one of his men to surround Avon. “Are you in? Do we have a deal, Agent Tucker?” Grayson Stokes asked, reshuffling the pictures in front of him.

Avon Tucker was a captive audience now; and he knew no matter what his answer was, he would be making a deal with the devil.




Chapter 2

Going Ghost

Three Weeks Later

Tears drain from the corners of Candy’s eyes and she is shivering all over. For some reason she is strangely aware of the cold, wet grass under her knees as she puts pressure on them in front of the tombstone. The feeling reminds her of the cold, empty feeling she had in her heart since the death of Uncle Rock. She can’t believe he is dead. She also can’t believe that she has returned to Brooklyn after she has been warned not to come back.

Candice doesn’t care about the potential danger of her return. She has never had a chance to pay her respects to her family, but she feels an overwhelming need to come see the resting place of her uncle.

At the age of fourteen, Candice had lost her family, and she misses all of them deeply. However, she’d had her uncle Rock to comfort her after she found her entire family massacred.

Now she kneels at Uncle Rock’s grave, painfully aware that she is alone. She is left to fend for herself. Candice pulls off the little white plastic top from the steaming hot cup of green tea and pours it slowly on the green and brown grass in front of Uncle Rock’s tombstone. “I know you must miss your daily cup of green tea,” Candice whispers, her voice shaky.

Candice feels a rush of wind on the back of her neck, which causes the tiny hairs there to stand up. She is sure it was Uncle Rock giving her a hug. She isn’t really religious, but she starts to say a silent prayer.

Just then she hears the faint sound of leaves crunching behind her. Alert, she places her hand into her bag and grips her Glock 22. Her heart begins to pound against her chest bone as the sound seems to get closer. Candice grips her gun more tightly.

It is them, she is sure.

Slowly she begins to stand up. She lets her bag stay on the ground and she lifts up her weapon out of it. With her chest heaving up and down, Candice is fully aware of the person’s presence at her back. She attempts to turn around, but it is too late. More than one person rushes her at the same time.

She can hear a man’s muffled voice: “We told you we would find you if you ever returned.”

“Agh!” She lets out a short-lived scream.

Then blackness.

 


 



“Oh shit!” Candice jumped out of her sleep and out of the bed. She whirled around on the balls of her feet, trying to get her bearings. Her body was covered in sweat and her ears were ringing. Clutching her chest, Candice flopped down on the side of the bed. She exhaled and looked at her gun on the hotel’s nightstand. The dreams were worse now than ever before. She didn’t even realize she had dozed off in the middle of the day. It had been a long, exhausting day spent buying wigs and costumes, and perfecting her disguise. Candice shook off the nightmare and walked into the hotel’s bathroom.

“Can’t believe I have to sleep in this stuff too,” she whispered to herself. She stared at her image in the large vanity mirror hanging over the hotel bathroom’s sink. She hardly recognized herself anymore. The wet and wavy lace front wig she wore was cut into a short, high-low bob; it was also at least five shades lighter than her normal dark brown hair. She adjusted the wig a few times and secured it by applying the lace front glue, like the little Asian lady in the store had told her to do. Candice shook her head left to right to make sure her wig wouldn’t go flying off at random. Candice was so accustomed to having long hair; the change seemed drastic. But that was exactly the look she was going for. She leaned in close to the mirror to examine her new eye color—gray. These new cat eyes were courtesy of a brand-new pair of light-reflecting colored contacts that accented her natural color with just rims of gray. Candice turned to the side to examine the most drastic change in her identity shift. She touched her midsection, lifting her new overhang gut. Candice had to laugh at the sixty extra pounds around her stomach and sides, thanks to the fat suit she’d purchased from a costume store. She looked like an overweight Spanish woman as she pulled up the thigh pads that made her usually long, slender legs look grossly misshapen and riddled with cellulite.

Walking back out into the hotel room, Candice couldn’t help but take another look at the collage she had created on the far left wall. With her hands on her hips, she stood in front of what she considered her new target board. She had taped a bunch of photographs, names and maps together in perfect pattern—a masterpiece in her mind.

Moving her eyes across each face, she studied each name and each place, making sure she would not forget the real individuals responsible for the massacre of her family.

“Rolando DeSosa ... sons Arellio and Guillermo,” Candice read aloud, for probably the one hundredth time. “You, Guillermo, are not that bad-looking, still not my type,” she said with a tsk. “I guess it really doesn’t matter, though, now... does it?” she continued as if the man in the photo could somehow hear her. She rolled her new eyes and smiled. “We will meet soon; and when we do, your ass is mine,” she murmured.

It had been easier than she’d thought to find information on the Internet about DeSosa and his family. Candice had to doubt what her Uncle Rock had told her before his suicide about DeSosa working for the CIA. In her assessment there was just way too much information out there about the supposedly notorious man. Candice had found information on several of DeSosa’s past arrests, his current and past real estate listings, his legitimate business holdings, court documents from past indictments containing his whereabouts, his children’s names and even some of the names of his many mistresses. The fact that this information was so readily available made her skeptical about Rock’s claims—after all, the government was quite capable of planting information if it suited their needs.

Candice clicked on her laptop and inserted her Rosetta Stone CD. She needed to get her accent down pat. Uncle Rock had taught her basic Spanish while he had homeschooled her, but she wanted to be great before she set out on her new mission. Once she infiltrated DeSosa’s circle, she needed to be able to keep up with every conversation within her earshot.

Picking up her laptop, Candice walked over to the bed and settled her back against the headboard, with the laptop on her thighs. As she focused on the computer screen, the photograph of her family on the nightstand fell silently to the floor. The air in the room seemed to become lead heavy. Keeping her emotions in check was no easy feat. Now that Rock was gone, the only link to her past was this solitary 3x5 family photo.

Candice flopped down on the side of the bed and picked up the portrait. On the one hand, she wanted to turn it on its face so that all of the smiling faces would stop taunting her; but on the other hand, she needed to see them like she had for the past four and a half years. She looked at each face and the anger she had previously felt in the years since their deaths finally eased into real sorrow—pure mourning. The photo had been her talisman for many years, keeping the kindling lit under her seething anger and need for revenge.

Candice would often look to the picture, promising her family members that she would get revenge—no matter what it cost her. In her mind she had played, over and over, the gruesome murder scene that she’d stumbled upon at fourteen: Her mother’s open, vacant eyes, dead and unforgiving, as they gazed back at her. Her baby sister’s naked, badly beaten body sprawled before her. Both of her brothers laying on the floor-one with a slit throat, and the other with his head almost decapitated. But the most crushing image was that of her father, who was facedown, with the entire back of his head blown off.

Candice didn’t even realize she was gnawing on her bottom lip as her eyes carefully gazed upon each face. The picture had an entirely new look now. Everyone looked different in her eyes. Gone was the innocence of a family of victims. Now, with the information shared with Candy by Uncle Rock prior to his death, she saw them with fresh eyes. Each one, with the exception of her baby sister, harbored secrets that were now being uncovered.

“Your father made a deal with the government, and there was no turning back. Rolando DeSosa, the man who supplied your father with all of the drugs, worked for the CIA, and so did I.” Those had been Uncle Rock’s final words before he took his own life.

Candice’s temples throbbed as she searched the recesses of her mind, digging into her memory for some clue, some inkling, that would help her understand her father’s double life. Why had her father treaded such dangerous territory, putting his own family into the fray? Tears fell on the shattered glass that covered the picture. Candice used her trembling thumb to swipe the glass clean. Her sweet baby sister stared back at her with a toothy grin. Candice’s chest felt tight. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, racking her brain for memories that would bring her sister back to life.


Hardaway. Home, 1998

Candice was six when her baby sister, Brianna, came home from the hospital. She had waited patiently at the front window of their new home for what seemed like an eternity. Her knees burned and she had to pee, but she refused to move until she laid eyes on the newest member of the Hardaway clan.

It had only been two weeks since her father, Eric “Easy” Hardaway, had moved his family into a beautiful, new brownstone in the heart of Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn. Although their home address frequently changed, this was only the second move Candice could remember. The house was bigger and better than their last place. Even though Candice was young, she was fully aware that the new house and new car her father drove was more expensive than the last.

With her fists propped under her cheeks, Candice waited by the window until she spotted her father’s sleek, large-bodied black Mercedes-Benz ease up to the curb in front of the house. Candice’s mouth curled into a smile like someone had pulled up the corners with a crane—her dad affectionately referred to it as her “Joker” smile.

When her mother stepped out of the car, holding the tightly wrapped pink bundle in her arms, Candice felt her heart jerk in her chest. It was a mixture of excitement and fear. Until now, Candice had been the baby of the family, spoiled rotten by her father and overly protected by her brothers.

“Eric Junior! Errol! The baby is here!” Candice screeched, jumping off her knees, which were tattooed with an imprint of the couch’s seams.

Her twin brothers were front and center in a matter of minutes.

The babysitter whom Easy had hired, a raven-haired girl named Lutisha, pulled back the door and Candice bolted outside.

“Let me see! Let me see the baby!” she panted, jumping into her father’s arms so she could get a better look at the small body.

“Whoa, whoa, Candy Cane, let’s get inside,” Easy chuckled, his tone similar to a cowboy corralling an unruly horse.

Candice’s mother, Corine, carried the baby up to the newly decorated nursery. Candice was hot on her heels.

“You’re excited, huh?” Corine smiled softly at her daughter.

Candice nodded her head as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

Finally baby Brianna, who was wrapped up like a burrito, was unwrapped and introduced to Candice. Candice stood in awe. The baby’s smell—a soft mixture of baby powder and Similac—made Candice want to never let her go. She loved the baby the minute she laid eyes on her. Brianna stared back, mutually infatuated.

The fanfare surrounding Brianna’s birth didn’t stop with Candice’s obsessive attention, begging to hold her sister nearly every minute of the day. A week after coming home from the hospital, Easy and Corine planned the biggest welcome-to-the-world party for their newest addition. There was a huge pink-and-white cake, enough helium balloons to fill a small party hall and beautiful, poster-sized professional portraits of Brianna’s first couple of days at home. Candice especially liked the picture with her holding Brianna alone.

Over seventy people attended the house party in honor of her baby sister. This made Candice feel somewhat envious; but even worse than that, there were no kids to play with. All of the attendees were adults and mostly friends of her father, along with their spouses or girlfriends. Candice found herself utterly bored.

Her father found her sitting in a corner with her arms folded. He walked over, his white teeth gleaming against his Hershey’s chocolate-colored skin. “What’s the long face for, Candy Cane?”

Candice ignored the questions and continued to pout.

“C’mon, Candy Cane, tell your favorite guy what’s going on.” Her father smiled.

“I don’t want these people to touch my baby,” Candice huffed, pushing her lip farther out.

Her father threw back his head, laughing. “Aw, Candy Cane, when everybody leaves, she’ll be all yours again. I tell you what, why don’t you go count all of the gifts in the front and I will make sure you get double the number of gifts for your birthday.” He smiled and rumpled the top of her head.

Candice’s eyes lit up. She knew her father always kept his promises.

“Okay! I’m going to stay there all night and count every gift!” she exclaimed, and ran toward the front foyer.

The gifts stacked on the floor near the front door were both large and small. Some were wrapped in pink paper, and some in pale green and yellow. Candice was careful and diligent in her job of counting the gifts as they arrived. She planned to remind her father of the deal he had made when her birthday came around.

As she stood at the front door, collecting and counting the gifts like a hired hostess/butler would, she noticed a man enter through the door without ringing the bell. He was a tall man with skin that made him look like a figure from the wax museum. The man’s eyes resembled two black lumps of coal, and his hair was so dark and shiny that she couldn’t help but stare at it.

“Hola, mamasita. Are you the hostess?” the man sang, bending down in front of her face.

He smiled and the shiny gold front left tooth nearly blinded her. Candice stared, mesmerized by the sparkly diamond skull and crossbones that was encrusted on the man’s gold tooth. He looked like a dark pirate. Her mouth hung open and was filled with unladylike saliva.

“Is your Papa home?” the man asked her.

Before Candice could get her brain to connect with her tongue, she heard her father’s voice interrupt her thoughts.

“Ayyy! I didn’t expect to see you, boss,” Easy said, his voice snapping her out of her trance.

Easy rushed toward the man and extended his hand; his face was plastered with feigned enthusiasm. Candice took note that her father seemed nervous; his speech was quicker and higher-pitched than usual. His normally relaxed mannerisms appeared tense. And no one made her father nervous.

“Easy, I wouldn’t miss this for the world. We always take care of our own, and now you are one of our own,” the man replied, inviting himself into the party room.

The way he spoke told Candice that he was like the man who owned the bodega at the corner of her block. The man who her mother always said was “Spanish,” when Candice and her brothers laughed at the funny way the man spoke.

“But how did you know where I lived?” Easy asked, letting out a nervous chuckle.

“I know everything, amigo. Not for you to worry, right? Now let me come in and see that new bundle of joy,” the man replied, slapping Easy on the shoulder and shaking his hand roughly.

Three men followed him inside the house. Candice was struck by the fact that, despite the warm and muggy weather outside, the men wore long leather trench coats, which were shiny and black like their hair. They all shared similar skin tones and eyes—like they weren’t black, but they weren’t white either. Candice did not like the way they looked or the way they talked. And she definitely didn’t want anyone with a black leather coat or shiny gold tooth looking at or talking to her baby sister.

Still, she warily collected the boss’s gifts and added it to her count. Candice lost interest in counting gifts after the “bad men” arrived. Candice couldn’t stop sneaking a peek at the man and his three shadows.

Her mother also seemed not to be thrilled with the new party guests.

“Eric, I thought you told me you didn’t get into the deal with the Dominicans. I don’t like him... . He seems...very dangerous. Why would they come to something like this? To see a baby? How did they find where you live? They are trying to send a message, Eric. I don’t like it.” Her mother’s tone was worried and on the verge of panic.

Candice watched as her father kissed her mother on the forehead.

“Corine, you worry too much. They just wanted to welcome the baby into the world,” Easy said, but the creases in his forehead and the strain around his eyes told a different story.

 


 



Candice snapped out of her reverie and clicked play on her language CD. It was time to put things into motion. Step one was to embrace her new identity. The face of the man with the diamond-encrusted gold tooth was still plastered in her mind. Especially now, since the man seemed to be central to uncovering her father’s secrets. Candice would never forget the man’s face, but she just hoped he had forgotten hers.
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