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If you know both yourself and your enemy, you can
 win a hundred battles without a single loss.

The Art of War—Sun Tzu
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Chapter 1

A raucous laughter erupted through the house. The strange men’s voices were muffled through the homemade ski masks they wore.

“Hold ya head up, nigga!” one of the men instructed, taking delight in his victim’s pain.

Easy did as told. His neck, snapping left and right as they took turns hitting him, was throbbing with an unbearable shooting pain. Another blow to the face caused something to crack at the base of his skull. It felt like a fire had erupted in his brain. The pain rendered him speechless with shock.

“You a tough guy? You ain’t gon’ try to scream, beg, ask for mercy or nothing?” one of the masked intruders belted out.

Easy felt the butt of a handgun connect with his skull. His pride wouldn’t allow him to budge. He was cut from a different cloth. From a rough childhood, he had clawed his way to the top of the drug game. His reputation in the streets preceded him, and he wasn’t going to show weakness now.

“A’ight, nigga, if you so tough, get up and save your family, motherfucker!” one of the masked men taunted, his breath hot on Easy’s nose and lips.

Easy continued to let his head hang, his blood dripping on the expensive Oriental rug that covered his living room floor.

“You gon’ die a pussy even if you don’t say shit. We gon’ teach you a lesson, since you think you’re invincible in the streets,” said the main instigator amongst the intruders. He wanted Easy to beg for his life.

Easy’s body swayed from the incessant blows, but he still didn’t lift his head or give the men the satisfaction of knowing they were hurting him. The high-pitched screams of his youngest daughter, however, penetrated his resolve.

“Daddy!” Brianna wailed from some distant place. “Daddy, help me!” she screamed again, this time her voice more high-pitched and frantic.

Easy opened his battered eyelids, turning his head painfully toward the sound of his youngest daughter’s voice, which grew louder as the intruders dragged her by her hair to Easy’s location.

“I want my daddy!” Brianna belted out again.

Brianna’s voice caused a sharp pain in Easy’s chest. Out of his severely swollen eyes, Easy could see his baby girl squirming and fighting, blood all over her face. His breathing became labored as a surge of hot adrenaline suddenly coursed through his veins.

It was the first time Easy felt nervous since the entire ordeal had begun. He had conditioned himself to believe that he would die in the game, so this end wasn’t totally unexpected. But he’d never thought that his enemies would come after his family like this, especially when everybody in the streets knew his creed was “no women and children.”

“Now, nigga, I think you gon’ change ya fuckin’ mind. I want you to whimper, beg, cry, like the pussy you are!” one of the men said.

Easy closed his eyes in anguish. He didn’t want to see them kill his baby girl. At that moment, he envisioned himself killing all of the intruders slowly, torturing them mercilessly.

“You gonna beg or what?” another man asked him.

These men were hard-pressed to get Easy to beg, but it wasn’t happening.

“Eric, please! Give them whatever they want. Please,” Easy’s wife, Corine, begged.

When the men had finished raping and beating Corine, they brought her to Easy’s side, bound with nautical rope that had cut into her soft skin and left rope burns.

Easy had been unable to look at his wife until now. The only man to ever have her sexually, it hurt him to even imagine another man touching her, much less having sex with her. Easy was being emasculated before his family.

Corine let out another bloodcurdling plea. “Eric, please! I’m begging you!”

Easy didn’t budge. He refused to open his mouth. It wasn’t pride or selfishness; this moment was like living an art-of-war principle for him. The one rule he was going to live and die by was never to give in to the enemy when they would kill him, anyway. That would be like giving them double satisfaction.

“Eric!!!” Corine screamed, attempting to break through his calm reserve, but her pleas fell on deaf ears.

The intruder who had been taking the lead said, “A’ight, the tough-guy gangster is not going to fold on his own, so we’ll fold for him.”

“Take off her clothes,” the man demanded.

The men were ramping up their act in a desperate attempt to get a rise out of Easy. When he heard the man’s words, he began fidgeting against the layers and layers of duct tape and rope that held him captive. His knees burned from the kneeling position he was in. Easy felt as powerless as the first time he had been beaten by his caretakers as a child.

“Daddy!!” Brianna let out another throaty gurgle, her ponytail swinging as she tried to get away from her captors.

The first man slapped Brianna with so much force, she hit the floor like a rag doll.

Easy watched as one of the three men stood over her and began unzipping his pants. He bit down into his jaw, drawing his own blood. The metallic taste filled his mouth and made him thirst for revenge. Easy could feel vomit creeping up his esophagus, his blood boiling in his veins, but he did not utter a word.

“You still playing hard-ass? Well, I’m about to show you real hard-ass,” the same intruder said. “Do it,” he ordered, and the other two intruders forced Brianna’s small legs open. The main man climbed between them and used his manhood as a weapon. The little girl let out an ear-shattering scream from the pain.

Easy rocked back and forth now, his fist clenched so tight, he was sure the bones in his knuckles would burst through the skin.

“Yeah, you ain’t so tough now, Eric—I mean Easy,” the rapist huffed as he banged into the little girl’s flesh.

Easy finally recognized the man’s voice. His heart began to pound, knowing who was perpetrating this heinous act on his daughter.

“Junior?” Easy rasped, blood dripping into his mouth and eyes.

“What, nigga? You calling out my fuckin’ name?” Junior said as he continued to rape Easy’s youngest child.

“Oh shit! Man, how the fuck did he know it was you?!” one of the other men asked nervously.

“Fuck him! You shoulda never crossed me, Easy,” Junior said evilly.

“You’re a dead man,” Easy said, his voice muffled.

“No, you the dead man, bitch nigga!” another one of the intruders said, leveling his weapon at the back of Easy’s head.






Candice sat up, her heart racing. Sweat drenched her sheets and her pajamas. She touched her face and realized she had been crying in her sleep. Using her hands, she wiped away her tears and took a deep breath.

She flopped back down on her pillow, realizing the nightmare was over. “This is getting ridiculous now,” she whispered to herself as she tried to shake the horrible images from her mind. The dreams had now become a regular occurrence in her life.

Although she wasn’t in the house when her entire family was massacred in cold blood, she was the one to find her mother, father, older brothers, and little sister. Candice had deduced that the killers had viciously raped and sodomized her mother and her eight-year-old sister. They had also brutally tortured and killed her father.

“I miss you, Daddy,” Candice whispered. Then she looked over at the pillow next to her and relaxed a little. “Y’all still here, boyfriends? Always down to ride to the bloody end,” she whispered, speaking to the two semiautomatic handguns—a .40-caliber Glock and a .357 SIG Sauer that she lay next to at all times.

She immediately thought of Tupac’s lyrics and smiled. “All I need in this life of sin is me and my boyfriends, me and my boyfriends,” Candice mouthed, changing the lyrics a little bit. She laughed at how she’d butchered the song. It still wasn’t nearly as bad as what Jay-Z had done with Pac’s song when he had done a remake, as an ode to Beyoncé.

The joke didn’t last long enough to erase Candice’s pain. She covered her eyes with her forearm. She wanted to feel better about today—the four-year anniversary of her family’s murders.

Although she had a beautiful luxury apartment, highend furniture, and flat-screen televisions in every room, she was lonely. Candice found that material things only made her feel better temporarily. Nothing could be a fix for the loss of her family. In fact, she often wondered what life would be like if her family was still alive. She envisioned her father hugging her and her baby sister as he showered them with gifts, his smooth Hershey’s chocolate–colored face plastered with a smile. “Here, sweet candy cane,” he would say. “This is for you from the only man who will ever love you.”

Now eighteen, Candice wondered if her father, a revered figure on the streets of Brooklyn, would’ve threatened whichever boy she brought home to escort her to her high school prom. She knew for sure her two older brothers, Eric Jr. and Errol, would have been very protective of her. Candice was a tomboy, playing sports with her brothers and challenging them on a regular basis. She also wondered about her little sister, Brianna, who would’ve been twelve today. Candice could see her sister’s moon-shaped face and tried to imagine what she would look like on her twelfth birthday. On her twelfth, Candice had gotten a Tiffany diamond pendant and necklace with the matching bracelet. Her father had also thrown her the biggest party that year.

A smile formed as she pictured her mother’s face, the color of butterscotch, smooth and milky. Candice didn’t always get along with her mother, but she knew her mother loved her just the same. If she was more girly, she was sure her mother would’ve been easier to get along with.

Candice could still hear her mother’s voice fussing with her about coming home late from basketball practice. “Candice, why are you so late? You think the sun rises and sets around you? Eric, you have to do something about that girl! We are not going to keep waiting for her to eat dinner and to get things started in this house.”

Candice’s father, of course, would jump to her defense. “Corine, you leave my little candy cane alone.”






The day her family was murdered, Candice was rushing home from basketball practice. As she exited the A train station at a feverish pace, her basketball shorts whisked back and forth in the wind, and sweat made her white tee stick to her athletic chest and abs. She whizzed past the usual corner and stoop hangouts in the neighborhood.

The Bed-Stuy neighborhood in Brooklyn had definitely undergone some changes in the last few years. There were even a few white people now in the mix. In fact, the brownstones on either side of her family’s home were undergoing massive renovations before the new tenants moved in. This seemed to validate Candice’s mother claim that “the Jews are taking over Bed-Stuy.”

Candice just knew her mother was at home beefing over her chronic tardiness. It was Brianna’s eighth birthday party, and the family had gathered to celebrate. Though it was still the middle of the week, a large party for family friends was planned for the upcoming Saturday.

Candice slowed her sprint to a walk as she neared home. She could only imagine the spread her mother would have laid out. A grand birthday cake that looked more like a wedding cake, with purple and white frosting that would surely be the center of attraction. (Purple was Brianna’s favorite color.) There would probably be enough food to feed the entire United States military. The Hardaways never spared any expenses when it came to their children’s birthdays.

Candice had been told several times to be home on time. In fact, her father had told her that he would have one of his workers pick her up from the gym, but she protested, saying, “Daddy, I’m old enough to get home by myself. Getting picked up is for lames.”

Candice hated being treated like a little kid. She was fourteen and needed to be a little independent. Her dad didn’t agree with her taking public transportation, but she was the one person who could have her way with him. She was her dad’s first daughter, and his heart definitely belonged to her.

When she got to her brownstone, she realized her keys were in the pocket of her jeans, which were inside her gym bag. She thought about ringing the bell but didn’t want to take the chance that her mother would answer the door.

Candice placed her bag down on the stoop and fished around in her gym bag until she located the keys. As she was about to insert the key in the door, she noticed something that looked like blood on the doorknob, but she couldn’t be sure. Confused, she used her shirt to try to wipe the substance off, twisting her shirt over the knob to clean it, and the door clicked open.

Candice knew her father would have a fit if he found out any of them had left the door unlocked. They all knew what their father, known in the streets as “Easy,” did for a living, and so did the entire city of New York. With Easy’s line of work came danger and high paranoia, so he’d always preached to them about locking doors, making sure the home security system was on, and being cognizant of their surroundings.

Candice pushed the door open cautiously and walked into the grand foyer, where she noticed a trail of bloody sneaker prints. She dropped her gym bag and covered her nose with her sleeve. The smell of raw meat gone bad made her gag. Swallowing hard, her heart began pounding as she moved forward slowly. Although there was loud music blaring around the house, she thought the house was eerily desolate.

“Daddy?” Candice called out as she continued to creep forward. Her legs felt like butter melting against the hot sun, and an eerie, unsettling feeling took over her stomach. “Daddy?! Mommy?!” she called out as the hysteria began to build.

She reached the huge wooden sliding doors that led to their living room. “Daddy?!” Candice cried out in a shaky soprano voice when she noticed blood seeping under the door. A tingling sensation came over her body as she reached out and slid the doors open. An unknown force seemed to be propelling her forward, but her mind screamed, Danger!

Candice’s eyes popped and her mouth fell open at the shocking sight before her. Open, vacant eyes, dead and unforgiving, stared back at her. Urine ran involuntarily down her legs.






Candice began to cry again. Her fists were balled so tight, it caused the veins in her hands to pulse fiercely against her skin. The hot tears leaked from her eyes and pooled in her ears. These tears, four years later, made her even angrier than she was the day she’d discovered their bodies.

She pulled herself up out of bed and stalked over to her dresser. She lifted the family portrait off the mahogany wood and ran her fingers over each face, sucking in the sobs now. She would’ve given anything in the world to have her family back. After finding them all dead, she wasn’t even able to attend their funerals. That was too risky.

Whoever killed her family thought that they had taken out every member. The news had reported that the entire family, including all of the children, had been massacred, so no one knew there was one Hardaway still alive. Candice didn’t just lose her family, but her identity as well, as she was forced to begin a new life.

Candice used the pad of her thumb to dust off the glass that covered the photograph. Gently placing it back on the dresser, she looked into the mirror. Her eyes were dull and sad, but familiar. They were her father’s eyes. She swallowed hard. She contemplated observing this miserable anniversary by staying in bed all day long, sulking and crying, but she knew that wasn’t an option. She had a mission to carry out.

She walked over to the far left of her bedroom, where she had set up a mini office, complete with a computer, a small file cabinet, a safe, and a printer that doubled as a fax and scanner. Although she didn’t need to really work or go to school in the traditional sense, she had set up her bedroom like a college dormitory.

Before she sat down to check her e-mails, she looked up at the cork bulletin board that hung above the computer desk. Smirking, Candice examined all of the grainy pictures she had thumbtacked to the gauzy cushion. She looked each man in the eye and studied his features, as she had done so many times before.

Her heart thundered with excitement. “One by one, day by day, I’m coming for y’all. Y’all motherfuckers ain’t never met candy harder than this piece. Hope y’all niggas got a serious sweet tooth.”




Chapter 2

Candice jiggled her key in the familiar old rusted door lock. “Why the hell doesn’t he get this shit fixed already?” She grunted in frustration. “Unless he got this shit boobytrapped again.” Finally the lock clicked. “Damn! About time.” Candice sighed and rushed through the door. She was glad she had kept her keys to Uncle Rock’s apartment after she turned eighteen and moved out.

Everything was in its usual place. The sun streaming through Uncle Rock’s old-fashioned metal blinds accentuated the dust particles on his dilapidated furniture. She shook her head. “He must really miss my ass,” she whispered. When she lived there, she dusted and kept the place clean.

“Uncle Rock!” Candice called out. She didn’t get an answer. “Uncle Rock, you here?” she called again. There was no sign of her uncle, except for the herbal tea packet on the table, which indicated he’d had his liquid breakfast.

She heard a noise coming from the small bathroom to her left. Placing her face up against the raggedy wooden door, she shouted, “Uncle Rock, you all right?”

No answer.

Candice knew something was wrong. She rattled the doorknob, but the door was locked. Candice’s uncle was a master locksmith and booby trapper, so getting inside could prove very difficult.

Candice was worried sick about her uncle Rock. She knew he wasn’t well but wasn’t sure what exactly was wrong with him. Lately he had changed. He didn’t exercise anymore. She remembered a time when Uncle Rock would ask her to load his back down with the heaviest books in his library so he could do push-ups with them on his back. An impossible feat it seemed, but he would execute it effortlessly. Not anymore.

Uncle Rock was a very private man, who didn’t complain when he was in pain; in fact, he rarely complained about anything.

Candice decided to wait for him to come out of the bathroom on his own time, so she resigned herself to the threadbare sofa that sat in the middle of the nearly empty living room. She placed her fist up against her cheek in sheer boredom because there wasn’t even a television in the apartment. Now that she thought back, she didn’t know how she had ever survived as a teenager living there with no electronic entertainment. Maybe that was why as soon as she got her own place, she purchased every gadget imaginable, including flat-screen TVs, Blu-ray DVD players, and iPods. You name it, she had it.

The one thing uncle Rock did own was shelves and shelves of books. When Candice first began living with him, she was so bored, she read every book in his library, including The Art of War and The Anarchist Cookbook. Looking around the room, she remembered her first night at uncle Rock’s house, four years ago today.






Faced with the massacred bodies of her family members, Candice bent over and retched up the contents of her stomach onto the floor. A fine sheen of sweat covered her entire body, and her legs and hands shook fiercely. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hands and stumbled toward the front door and down the outside steps.

Terrified, Candice fled her house and ran down her block. When she got to the corner, she was out of breath, so she leaned up against the base of a silver lamppost to get her bearings. She whirled her head around in several directions. Although there was no one behind her or even looking at her, she felt like she was being chased. Her mind was flooded with wild thoughts, especially, What if my family’s killers are looking for me right now? She didn’t know where to go or what to do.

Candice’s father had always taught her and her siblings to be wary of the police, so she never even considered calling 9-1-1. But then she remembered something her father told her one day, after she’d heard him arguing with one of his workers named Junior.

“Daddy, what’s wrong?” she had asked her father as he paced the floor, clearly fuming mad. She wasn’t used to seeing him so upset and angry.

Inhaling deeply, he walked over to her and stroked her head. Candice could tell he was fighting to keep his composure, since he didn’t like to display anger in front of his children.

He bent down and got on eye level with her and said gently, rustling his hands in her hair, “If anything ever happens to me or your mother, you and your brothers and sister run straight to uncle Rock. He is the only man I trust with your life, candy cane, even if your mother thinks you’re hard like a boy.” Then he picked her up and hugged her tightly.

Candice could tell he was in a better mood already. “Daddy,” she said breathlessly as he held her tight in his arms.

“Yes, candy cane?”

“I can’t breathe.”

Candice faked like she was suffocating, and they both busted out laughing.

With the memory of that day flooding her mind, Candice fled to the one person her father had trusted with her life.

Gasping and sweaty, she banged on the door three times before Joseph “Rock” Barton finally pulled back the door to his tiny apartment. Candice’s chest was heaving and she was covered in sweat. Not only had she practically run the entire distance on foot, but it had taken her a while to remember the specific neighborhood and house where he lived.

Candice knew she looked half-crazed, her eyes stretched wide and wild, her body trembling with suppressed emotions. She looked up at Uncle Rock and opened her mouth, but no words would come out. She then jumped into his arms, which caught him completely off guard. If he wasn’t the master of balance and coordination, the jolt would have sent both of them tumbling to the ground.

Shocked and at a loss for words, he stiffly held on to Candice’s trembling form. Of course, Rock recognized Candice as the eldest daughter of his longtime friend and business associate, Eric “Easy” Hardaway. Candice was sobbing into his neck, while her long legs dangled from Rock’s rigid arms.

At fourteen, Candice was tall for her age, and she loved to play basketball. This much Rock knew about her, since he was a regular at the Hardaway home. Easy had always made him feel like a part of the family, even instructing his kids to address him as Uncle Rock, which he found deeply amusing.

Uncle Rock stood rigidly, holding Candice as she cried. This was the closest human contact he’d had in fifteen years, aside from the handshakes and shoulder bumps he shared with Easy whenever they met to discuss business. Candice finally moved her wet face from Uncle Rock’s neck and spoke through her tears. Rock’s ears were ringing, and his stomach muscles clenched anxiously. He knew he wouldn’t like what was about to follow.

“Daddy told me . . . that if . . . if anything ever . . . ever happened to him and Mommy that I am supposed to come to you,” she managed to blurt through gasps of breath.

Rock flexed his jaw so hard, his temples throbbed from the pressure.

But instead of continuing the explanation, Candice burst into more racking sobs.

Rock walked over to his raggedy couch and placed her down on it. Then he sat across from her in his favorite recliner, a beat-up, old-fashioned La-Z-Boy that looked as if it had been to Vietnam with him when he was in the Marines. The chair had holes everywhere, and the cushioning was spilling out in spots.

Rock looked around at the shabby décor, old motheaten curtains, scratched and chipped wood furniture, mismatched table chairs and worn-out couch and chair full of holes. For the first time, he felt slightly embarrassed about his home. He never had visitors, except for Easy, so he never paid much attention to such things.

“Candy, what happened to your daddy?” he finally asked, his voice cracking. He didn’t talk much, but when he did, it took a while for his vocal cords to work.

Candice looked over at him with her swollen eyes. “They are all dead! Somebody killed them. There was a lot of blood. All of them! Bri-Bri was naked and real beat-up. Mommy was tied up, and Errol had a cut on his neck. The birthday cake was still on the table, and Daddy’s head was busted open in the back. Eric Junior’s head was like, like almost missing. He was right by the door. There was a gun. And, and they all had tape and rope on their arms and legs!”

Rock listened intently, his face stoic, but his blood rushing hot in his veins, as Candice wailed, incoherent at times, describing the scene she’d come across. He was having an Incredible Hulk moment and felt like he’d just explode out of his clothes and turn into a monster. Her description of the scene was making him physically sick. Rock couldn’t help but think that what had happened was partly his fault, a residual effect of a hit he had recently carried out for Easy, killing one of Easy’s top workers, and an overwhelming sense of guilt transformed his mood.

He placed his head in his hands and squeezed his balding head. He felt off-kilter, like the room was spinning off its axis. Easy was his only friend and family. Rock was grinding his back teeth and didn’t even realize it. Feeling angry enough to kill someone with his bare hands, he gripped the edges of the recliner to prevent himself from bolting out of the chair.

“Can I please stay here with you?” Candice pleaded. “I don’t have nobody else.”

The question reverberated in Rock’s ears like a loud explosion. He knew he wasn’t equipped to take care of a fourteen-year-old girl. His lifestyle, his home, and his profession were not at all conducive to child rearing.

Rock stared at the helpless teenager, speechless. A self-proclaimed loner, he hated noise and relished quiet. He didn’t speak much and often stayed up all night long studying his craft and doing research on his marks. All he had in his home was a bed, recliner, couch, chairs, bookcase, refrigerator, stove, and very little food. He was a dedicated professional and spent nearly all of his time preparing for his hits.

Yet, something deep inside his chest stirred him to life. He wanted to be there for her, but he knew he had long since closed his heart to love or affection, which she clearly needed right now.

“Uncle Rock, did you hear me?” Candice asked softly. She could tell he was uncomfortable with the situation, but something in his eyes told her he would keep her safe.






“You’re here early,” Uncle Rock’s voice boomed behind Candice.

She jumped, startled out of her daydream, and turned toward his voice, and a sense of panic set in when she looked at him. He looked unbelievably thinner and older than the last time she’d seen him, two weeks ago.

She furrowed her eyebrows with worry. “Uncle Rock, are you okay?” she asked, noticing that he dabbed at his mouth with a rolled-up white towel. “I wish you would tell me what’s wrong. Since I moved out, you seem like you’re sick. Please tell me what’s wrong,” she pleaded, the corners of her mouth pulled down in dismay.

Rock walked over to his raggedy La-Z-Boy recliner and flopped down. He clutched the towel like Linus would his security blanket.

“Are you going to work today? Because, on a day like this, I think you should take off. It’s not like you need that job, anyway.” Rock was an expert at changing the subject to avoid questions about his health.

Candice rolled her eyes in frustration. “Yeah, I’m going in. I just came by to check on you. I wish you would tell me what’s wrong. You’ve been losing weight, and you haven’t been working out. We haven’t even been to the gun range in weeks,” she said, pressing the issue, concern lacing her words.

“I’m a big boy. You need to stay focused on taking that test and getting your diploma.”

Although Easy had left a trunk full of money behind in Rock’s care, which he had given to Candice when she turned seventeen, Rock still wanted her to get her high school equivalency diploma. He had spent years homeschooling Candice during the day after she had moved in with him. At the time, he believed that it was the only way to protect her. In Rock’s assessment, the killers assumed they had killed the entire Hardaway family, so Candice couldn’t risk going back to school.

Rock had made all of the funeral arrangements, since Easy didn’t have relatives and Corine’s had disowned her after her marriage. However, he’d made sure that Candice had a very private service prior to the public viewings and burials. Rock was amazed at how many of Easy’s own enemies had come to the services just to make sure he was really dead.

Candice sucked her teeth and stood up. She knew Uncle Rock meant well, but she wasn’t interested in taking the GED test. There was only one thing she was interested in these days.

“I gotta go,” she said. “I just came by to let you know that I’m okay with today. I know I usually fall apart on this day, but for some reason today I feel fine about it. I’m going to work.”

Candice had tried to convince Rock that she was working as a bartender during the evenings and studying for her GED during the day. But Rock knew better. He eyed her up and down seriously. He knew when she was lying and telling the truth. Rock knew exactly what had her preoccupied, and it definitely wasn’t a job or a test.

Over the years he’d studied Candice like she was one of his marks, watching her body language and listening for hidden meanings behind her words. Over the last four years, he had come to know her like she was his own child. He had actually started to feel like she was his daughter.

Rock knew when Candice was hurting or happy. He was there for her when she got her first period and when she had nightmares about the murders. More importantly, he helped teach her the necessary skills for surviving in the streets.

At first Rock tried to hide his profession from Candice, but she was too sharp. Candice watched Uncle Rock leave on some days, dressed in all black with his long, black military bag thrown over his shoulder. She would take those rare opportunities to search his bookshelf and his nightstand drawers. Uncle Rock always had addresses written on small slips of paper, and each time he returned, he’d burn the papers in an ashtray. He also owned a large box filled with brand-new black leather gloves. Candice noticed he would get a new pair from the box each time. She even recalled her father instructing him to “make that nigga ghost.”

One day after Uncle Rock had prepared Candice a sandwich with chips and a soda, her favorite meal, she pushed away from the table as he was preparing to leave and confronted him. “Uncle Rock, I know you kill people for a living,” she blurted out matter-of-factly. “I want to learn how to do it, you know, so I can get back at the guys who killed my family.”

Rock, caught off guard, dropped his black bag on the floor and swiped his black knitted hat off his head. Nostrils flared, he stormed into his bedroom and slammed the door.

Candice stood in the middle of the floor at a loss for words. She had never seen Uncle Rock react so strongly to anything she had said. She began to cry. She knew she had overstepped some unknown boundary. She thought for sure he would kick her out, and her family’s murderers would then find her.

Candice pleaded with him through the door to come out. She apologized over and over again, until she finally fell asleep on the floor in front of his bedroom door.

When Uncle Rock finally emerged, he picked her up from the floor and put her in her bed. He sat and stared at her for hours, contemplating how to handle her request. The next day, as soon as Candice had awaken, Uncle Rock sat her down and gave her a stern lecture. He told her he was not a killer or hit man, but a “cleaner.” He explained that cleaners simply rid the world of despicable people who make the world unsafe, while hit men killed for their own selfish gain.

That made sense to Candice, who had listened intently. Then she begged Rock to teach her everything he knew about being a cleaner.

Reluctantly, Rock went about training Candice, little by little, showing her the real way to hold a gun and how to use her sights. He also warned her against using the “sideways cowboy style” that hood niggas liked so much, where they ended up always missing their intended targets and shooting innocent bystanders. He also taught her the two-handed, thumb-over-thumb hold and worked with her for hours on her grip.

“Squeeze with your support hand and relax your strong hand,” he told her, after explaining the different role each hand played.

Candice found that this method was quite effective at keeping the weapon from flying up out of her small hands whenever she shot.

Uncle Rock made her stand with the gun in her hands in the proper hold and with her arms extended for long periods of time.

“This is so you never get tired in a gunfight,” he explained. “You need to be able to shoot until the threat is eliminated.”

He also tested Candice on the nomenclature of several types of weapons, including the MP5. Rock took Candice to a gun range in New Jersey and trained her until all of her shots were center of mass on the targets. He even taught her about different types of cover, showing her how to blade her body behind something as skinny as a pole and become nearly invisible to a distant target.

Candice had the most fun when Uncle Rock showed her how to shoot from a prone position and from a fetal position with the gun between her knees. Hitting a target center of mass while lying down on her side and stomach was exciting.

“See, as long as you use your sights and have the proper trigger pull, you can hit anything from any position,” Uncle Rock told her.

Uncle Rock spent an entire week using himself as a crash test dummy as he taught Candice how to make a person catatonic with pressure points on the body, like the jugular notch and brachial stun. When she placed her index and middle fingers into his jugular notch and applied pressure, she forced his large body to his knees.

Gasping for breath afterwards, Uncle Rock told her she was a natural. He’d even tested her on the arteries she needed to hit “to make someone bleed out in less than ten seconds.” Candice had remembered the term femoral artery by equating the word femoral with female, she being a female that now knew how to kill someone in ten seconds.
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Rock didn’t know if it was his overwhelming sense of loyalty to Easy or guilt that made him take care of Candice and guard her with his own life. Today he watched his protégée prance toward his apartment door as she prepared to leave. She’d grown into a beautiful young lady, a far cry from the rail-thin tomboy that had shown up on his doorstep.

Rock had protested initially when she first told him she planned to move out. He knew deep down inside that one day she’d grow up and leave his home. He also knew of her intentions on the streets. Rock had failed to take revenge on the people responsible for the massacre of the Hardaway family. At the time, he felt he was too emotional after the murders to exact revenge, but he’d also been very preoccupied with caring for Candice. He refused to carry out hits while his emotions were running wild. Being emotional while working could cost him his life. Rock’s philosophy was that emotions weakened one’s natural instincts.

In the end, all of the suspects ended up literally getting away with murder. Rock knew who they were and their street affiliations. The streets were always talking. He had even taken pictures of them and done a history workup on them, complete with addresses and criminal histories, and had stored the information in a secure hiding spot from Candice. Or so he thought.

Rock watched Candice as she walked out of the door. He started coughing fiercely as soon as she left. He coughed until he began to gag. He looked down at the towel he held to his mouth and stared at the Rorschach inkblot pattern of bright red blood. He didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to hide his illness from Candice, whose face he could see in his mind’s eye.

He closed his eyes and felt nostalgic about how far he’d come and how much he had grown to love the little girl who had shown up at his door so many years ago.






Rock had been drafted into the United States Marines when he was just seventeen years old. He never protested the draft because he’d grown up extremely poor. When the United States first went to war with Vietnam, he’d heard on the streets that the soldiers were being paid high salaries and provided with great benefits, so he didn’t bother to dodge the draft like some of the guys he knew from his neighborhood. When he left for the war, his mother never shed a tear for him. He had been a great burden to her, another mouth to feed. He’d been sent to Vietnam a boy and returned a man.

Rock joined the Marine Corps Forces Special Operations Command and became a trained Scout Sniper. He had served the United States proudly until he was assigned to a POW (prisoner of war) rescue mission. Rock was to be the countersniper assigned to assist the Force Recon officers, a group of elite reconnaissance Marines who carried out deep reconnaissance operations.

When he and the other highly trained Marines arrived in the remote village in Vietnam, they had instructions and intelligence information necessary to find the American POWs. But all of those plans went out of the window when they arrived and found nothing but women and children in the camp. Some of the Recon Marines, believing that the women were hiding and covering up for the Vietnamese soldiers, began beating and torturing some of the women and children, cutting them with knives and pouring salt on their wounds, and removing fingernails and toenails. Of course, these methods didn’t work. The intel was bad from the very beginning, and the Vietnamese civilians suffered enormously because of it.

Rock witnessed a Marine attempt to rape and sodomize a five-year-old Vietnamese girl. The white Marine had been behaving erratically throughout the entire mission. He would laugh at nothing in particular, and he liked to collect bones from dead bodies they’d pass in the jungle. The Marine grabbed the little girl, kicking and screaming, from her mother’s arms. He used a hunting knife to cut away her clothes. Then he threw her tiny naked body down on the ground and dropped to his knees in front of her, as her mother let out bloodcurdling screams from behind.

“Shut the fuck up!” He cracked the mother in the face with the butt of his gun.

Some of the Marines watched, while others turned away.

Rock’s heart throbbed against his chest bone as the Marine attempted to mount the girl. He quickly took action, by grabbing him by his neck and dragging him away from the little Vietnamese girl.

Some of the white Marines yelled at Rock.

“What the fuck you doing, Barton? You nigger!”

Rock ignored them. He took the Marine by the scruff of his neck and proceeded to bang his head face-first into a huge tree trunk, rendering him unconscious instantly. The Marine’s face split open like a watermelon.

But Rock was possessed. He continued to bang the Marine’s head on the tree. When he fell to the ground, he started to kick him all over his body.

Rock ended up beating his fellow Marine to death and shooting two others who tried to stop him. Rock went on the run in the Vietnamese jungle for two weeks after that, surviving on sheer instincts and highly classified countersniper training he’d received from the military.

When American soldiers finally found him, they treated him worse than some of the Vietnamese prisoners being held by the Americans. He was beaten and tortured. Rock was dishonorably discharged from the Marine Corps and held in a military prison for a courtmartial.

However, it wasn’t long before the CIA heard of his superior abilities to move alone in the jungles of Vietnam. And they offered Rock a deal he could not refuse. Rock became a covert operations officer for the CIA in lieu of being court-martialed and sent to prison for the murder of his fellow soldiers. Serving as a CIA covert ops officer was ultimately where Rock learned how to make himself invisible and to make people disappear. The government had trained him to be a first-class “cleaner.”

When Rock finally returned to the United States after the war, he chose to live a demure, circumspect life. He ended up in his hometown of Brooklyn, New York, where he rented a small apartment and began his very low-key life. Rock would leave his apartment once a day to purchase food and staples he needed for that day, frequenting the same store each day, a small bodega two blocks up from his apartment, which was where he’d first met Eric “Easy” Hardaway. Rock always felt that their meeting was predestined.

It was a hot summer night, and Rock had already turned in for the day. He’d gone on his morning store run and purchased some of his usual food items, like green tea, whole wheat bread, and skim milk. On that particular day, after the sun had gone down, Rock started feeling slightly ill. Rock was never one to get sick and could count on one hand the number of times he’d had so much as a common cold. But, that day, he had an incessant pounding in his head and a very high fever. He’d tossed and turned for hours before deciding he needed to get some pain relief.

When he got to the bodega, he noticed several guys hanging around talking and several skeletal-looking men and women passing the guys every couple of minutes. Rock wasn’t stupid. It was clear to him that there was drug dealing going on. He wasn’t judgmental about anyone’s hustle. Some of the guys noticed Rock, and a few of them made comments.

“Look at old dude walking around like the grim fuckin’ reaper,” one of the young guys commented about his all-black clothes and his size, garnering laughs from the others.

“I see that big-ass nigga e’ery day, and he always look scary as hell. That m’fucka taller than Shaq,” another one of the guys joked.

“I don’t care how big that bitch-ass nigga is. His ass better be scared of this,” the first guy said, lifting his shirt to display a firearm in the front waistband of his pants.

Rock continued to walk into the store. All of his life people had commented on his size—six feet nine inches tall and a good two hundred and sixty pounds. Rock’s skin was like onyx, and his eyes were perfectly round, like big dark brown marbles. His hands were so big, he could palm a basketball and get his fingers around the top and bottom of the ball.

Rock took notice of all of the men and made mental notes of their most prominent features. He locked eyes with one of the young guys who didn’t make any comments about his appearance. Rock noticed that the guy was quiet, stood alone, and did his hand-to-hand sales very discreetly. Rock could tell this young dude didn’t want fame and glory, unlike the other loudmouth punks on the corner. Something about the quiet kid bothered him.

Rock entered the store and stood at the counter buying his BC Powder for the pounding pain in his head. As the clerk rang up his purchase, Rock kept his eye on the corner boys. Rock shook his head left and right, the pain nearly blinding him. But he continued to watch the quiet boy, sensing that something was very wrong. Finally, Rock waved it off, silently scolding himself for being paranoid. He decided to go home and mind his business.

As he was preparing to leave the store, he noticed that the quiet kid had suddenly started arguing with a girl. The skinny, poorly dressed girl looked like she was on some serious drugs. Her clothes hung off her bony body, and dirt was visible on her pants and the front of her shirt. And her hair was a wild bird’s nest atop her head.

Rock could see her wagging a skeletal finger at the quiet boy, who was up in her face by now. He stopped for a minute and watched the exchange, but he couldn’t hear the words.

The quiet kid, a scowl on his face, suddenly grabbed the horrible-looking girl around her neck and picked her up off her feet. She was dangling like a choked chicken.

The other boys on the corner laughed, jumping up and down, egging the quiet boy on.

Then, out of the corner of his left eye, Rock noticed a strange man in a swinging black trench coat rush up from the corner behind the quiet kid. Rock was immediately on alert. A trench coat in the sticky August heat was a definite red flag.

The quiet corner boy dropped the girl back to her feet and gave her a kick in her ass, and she scrambled up off the ground, still screaming and arguing with him.

The stranger in the trench coat seemed to pick up his stride.

Rock noticed the gun that the man had secreted up against his leg. All of a sudden, Rock was on the move. He dropped the BC Powder on the floor and rushed out of the bodega. He took five huge strides and was standing behind the quiet kid as the trench coat stranger got right up on him.

The trench coat stranger with the gun was caught off guard by Rock’s interference, but he still attempted to raise his weapon hand. He never got the chance, though.

Rock grabbed the man’s wrist and clamped down on his “God’s notch,” and the bones in the man’s wrist immediately crumbled under Rock’s grasp. The man cried out in pain as the gun fell to the ground.

When the guys on the corner noticed the commotion, they all began to scatter.

“Oh shit! A gun!” one of them yelled.

Rock realized his first impression of the so-called tough guys on the corner was right. They were pussies.

The girl who was engaged in the argument with the quiet corner boy immediately stopped screaming and rushed to the aid of her man, who was rolling around on the ground in severe pain. “Baby, you okay?” she cried out.

Rock picked up the man’s gun, dropped the magazine out of it, dismantled the slide, and threw the bottom half of the gun at him.

“Oh shit! That bitch tried to set me up!” the quiet corner boy screamed, his heart racing as he realized what had just happened.

Rock nodded in agreement.

“Fuck! Thank God you were here. That nigga woulda shot me right in the back of my fuckin’ head,” the quiet boy said to Rock.

Rock nodded again, but still no words.

“I’ma fuckin’ kill him!” the boy screamed.

Rock put his hand up to the boy’s chest to stop him. “Not here. Not now,” he said calmly.

The boy backed down. Something about Rock’s words, the way he said them, had calmed him. “I’m Eric,” he said, introducing himself, “but everybody calls me Easy.”

“Rock.” He shook Easy’s hand firmly.

“Yo, man, how can I repay you for that shit?” Easy asked as he eyed the girl and the guy scurrying away.

“No need.” Rock handed Easy the magazine full of .40-caliber rounds and the slide of his would-be assassin’s gun.

“Nah, there has got to be something. Some money, some food, clothes, something,” Easy said.

“Just go inside and get my BC Powder. I have the worst headache,” Rock said.

Easy scrambled to do as Rock asked, and their friendship was sealed after that day.

Rock had never given Easy a price for saving his life, but as Easy moved up in the game, he continued to look out for Rock. Every day when Rock went to the store, Easy would pay for his groceries, and they’d walk and talk.

Soon, Easy graduated in the game from corner boy to boss, but he continued to frequent the neighborhood just to visit Rock. He and Rock had gone from walking and talking, to riding in whatever luxury car he had on a particular day. Easy and Rock would have long, serious talks about life.

Rock grew to trust Easy, which wasn’t an uncomplicated undertaking. Easy also grew to trust Rock. In fact, Rock was the one person Easy trusted with his life. Easy trusted Rock so much, he shared his childhood with him, specifically his being born into the game. Literally.

Easy’s mother was one of the first female drug dealers in Brooklyn. His father had turned her on to the game, and they were an unstoppable duo, until jealous rival dealers executed them both. Easy grew up with his grandmother, who he believed died of a broken heart shortly after his mother’s murder. Then he moved in with an aunt, who treated him like shit and let her husband beat Easy at will. Though Easy didn’t have an easy life, he was convinced that he knew how to hold his own in the streets.

Rock wasn’t impressed. Easy still had a lot to learn. In turn, Rock revealed to Easy his talents as a professional cleaner for the CIA.

Easy was impressed. Sometimes he would joke with Rock and say stuff like, “Get the fuck outta here, Rock! That’s some shit out of the movies.”

Then came the day when Easy’s life hung in the balance once again. A rival hustler had threatened his life and murdered one of Easy’s workers, to drive home the point. This time, Easy hired Rock to take care of his problem. The job was done so well, the police never found the man or any trace of him, despite the number of missing persons posters hanging in the neighborhood. Rock had made him ghost and had quickly become Easy’s personal hired cleaner.

Easy used Rock to carry out his most high-profile hits, but no one on the streets knew about Rock, who was like a ghost himself. He’d appear when Easy needed him, and disappear just as quickly. He could wipe out a person’s entire identity, but he did have one rule that he never broke—no women and no children. That became Easy’s street creed as well. Rock didn’t mind carrying out Easy’s hits because, unlike the government, for which he carried out hits on people simply because they had information that made the government look bad, Easy killed only people who tried to harm him or his family.






When Easy met Corine, he went to Rock for advice about whether or not he should trust her. Corine, the daughter of a retired NYPD homicide detective, had been forbidden to see Easy. Easy desperately needed Rock’s advice, but Rock, unable to speak about women or love with Easy, clammed up and cut his visit with Easy short when the subject of Corine came up. And Easy didn’t push the issue.

It was a sensitive topic for Rock. The one woman he’d loved had gotten pregnant by another man by the time he returned from the war. At least that was what she told Rock when he returned home to find her with a son. Rock was devastated. The entire time he was at war, she had been his motivation to return home.

Afterward, Rock gave up on the concept of love and marriage, and anything associated with it, and decided to never let another woman into his heart. Aside from occasional sex to satisfy his basic needs, he never deluded himself with notions of love again.

Rock didn’t attend the wedding, nor did Corine’s parents, who had disowned her for associating with street trash. When Easy began having children, Rock’s heart began to soften a bit. He would attend the christenings, birthday parties, and any other special occasions, and slowly but surely, the Hardaway family became like his own.
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Rock coughed up more blood as he doubled over in pain. Each day, the burning and pain seemed to intensify. He was starting to wonder if he should have started the chemotherapy. Rock wasn’t a strong believer in modern medicine, and his time with the government had made him paranoid. He knew all about doctors experimenting on perfectly healthy people, especially poor people with little or no medical coverage. Even after his diagnosis, Rock believed that the government had placed the cancer in his body as a way to, over time, eliminate him. He held a lot of government secrets and was also one of the few highly trained operatives that could probably take down an entire army platoon alone.

A nagging thought in the back of his mind was causing him to second-guess his decision to refuse treatment. The thought of leaving Candice behind all alone was unbearable. The doctors had already told him that if he didn’t get chemotherapy and radiation treatment immediately, he would not make it another two months. Rock had a difficult decision to make, especially now that he knew Candice was venturing into very dangerous territory.
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