



[image: Image]









[image: Image]











[image: Image]











This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.





Copyright © 2025 by Martin Rooney


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Front cover by Martin Rooney and Mia Biehler


Jacket design by David Ter-Avanesyan


Print ISBN: 978-1-64821-138-6


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-64821-139-3


Printed in the United States of America











To Olympic Medalist Todd Hays


The toughest SOB I’ve ever met—if there’s one man Lee Cain would be afraid to fight, it’s you.













PART 1


PREDATOR'S LAW




If your eyes face the side go run and hide.


If your eyes face the front go out and hunt.





The Bloodhound


The bloodhound is not a particularly impressive animal. It isn’t fast, it isn’t fierce, and it’s not much to look at, either.


But there’s one unique ability that sets the bloodhound apart. Something that makes it both powerful and useful.


Of all the possible tracks—the endless potential directions this hound can follow—all it needs is one sniff of a scent. Then just one path lights up brighter than a supernova. And once that track is lit, hell if you’ll be able to stop that hound ’til he finds what he has set himself looking for . . .













CHAPTER 1


Thursday, January 12, 2023. 4:00 a.m.


New York City


Why murder a man with terminal cancer?


On that crisp New York City dawn, before the “city that never sleeps” had a chance to wake up, a seasoned killer was already on the move.


Although his mantra was “every day was a good one for ending the life of another,” this one began with an unusual feeling in his gut. Was it confusion? Nah—he knew the assignment. Was it compassion? Uh-uh—he was a professional. Because he couldn’t put his finger on it, he settled on complacency: he felt a little off because this kill was an obvious waste of his skills.


After all, killing a guy who was already so close to the big dirt nap posed no challenge. Hit men of his caliber don’t get called on to waste people already “hit” by an inescapable disease.


Let this fucker just die on his own, thought the assassin. But since half the blood money was already in his account, he quickly reminded that voice in his head that he didn’t play God—he was just the guy that sent people off to meet him. With a little chuckle at that thought, he kept moving west down 31st Street toward the target. There was never any turning back. No refusing a contract once it was signed. And with the other half of the bounty waiting in limbo (a nice chunk of change, too), he sped up his steps on the cold concrete to get this job done and get out of this shithole city as quickly as possible.


He pulled over his black hood at the front doors of the Hope Lodge. Founded in 2007 by the American Cancer Society, the Lodge had sixty guest rooms available solely for people with cancer near all the best treatment facilities New York City has to offer. A supportive environment for people suffering with some of the worst prognoses—all for free. Once again, the assassin found himself in the unusual position of requiring a little motivation. He had been trained to slay soldiers on battlefields around the world—places hard men went knowingly to die. His mentors had succeeded in desensitizing him to erasing people from the earth. But this facility wasn’t some terrorist cell focused on death—this was a sanctuary created to help people live.


After so many notches on his gunstock, he didn’t have many feelings left—maybe just a couple of “feelers.” But if there was a shred of humanity still left inside of him, it was pulling at him now.


To get in the killing mood, he reminded himself this would be a chance to get a little “creative.” Instead of an impersonal bullet through the head from a thousand yards, the killer felt his pocket and smiled. “If you have to off a cripple, might as well get intimate and burn a few calories,” he thought to himself. The prospect of using some combative skills—even if it was on a cancer patient—spiked his adrenaline the bit he was looking for.


“This place just became the No Hope Lodge for you, pal,” the killer thought to himself with a smile as he walked past the sleeping doorman, who would have been a weak last line of defense. As he stepped into the elevator for the eighth floor, head facing down and away from the camera, he remembered something his platoon leader had always repeated in training: “Hope is not a strategy.” As the elevator carried him above the city, he had to agree that the name of this place was sweet, yet stupid. The grim reaper ate hope for breakfast.




The contract killer’s surprise from the moment he heard a resident with end-stage colon cancer was his next target had worn off. Now his only thoughts were on the task at hand. He moved right from the elevator, through the community kitchen area on the floor, and then down the hall to room 806. Picking 4:00 a.m. as the kill time was the right move. No one was stirring, not even a mouse.


At the target’s room, the killer was actually excited the door was locked. This not only added a level of complexity to this already too-easy gig, but it also gave him a chance to work on some old skills. Since every resident is given an actual key instead of a keycard, the hit man used his gloved hands to pull out his tiny case of lock-picking tools. “The first sergeant always said these skills would come in handy,” thought the hit man as he jiggled two metal rods in the keyhole. “That guy was always right.”


After a little longer than expected, the hit man finally boosted the lock. He put away his trusted tools, entered the room, and silently closed the door behind him. There was a short hallway that opened into a little living area. Dawn had yet to break, so it took time for the hit man’s eyes to adjust to the darkness. His boots were silent as he turned right for the bedroom door. He moved with a grace and smoothness that had come only with years of elite training.


He entered the bedroom and examined the target’s soon-to-be final resting place—a simple dresser in the corner and a single bed lightly lit from the blinking of the IV machine on the rolling stand next to the bed. The killer figured this was the way most of the world went out these days—alone in a bed, hooked to a machine filled with expensive drugs designed only to delay the inevitable. As he reached into his other pocket and pulled out the syringe, he felt the power of knowing the expensive drug he wielded was going to speed up the process.


Like the ghost he had been trained to be, he wasted no movement. As he stepped to the bed, he was simultaneously removing the cap from the syringe. The use of a gun would have been impossible to cover up; a resident with the back of his head smeared across the back wall of a room at the Hope Lodge would be front-page news. But a cancer patient silently dying in the night wouldn’t raise an eyebrow. A generous plunge of a needle, and it would all be over in minutes.


The hit man crouched into position and readied himself for a possible sleepy defense when the needle penetrated the sleeping victim. In one fluid motion, he yanked back the covers and drove the needle into what lay underneath. Instead of the groan or possible yell he expected to hear, the next sound that rang through the hit man’s ears was the coconut clap of his own skull cracking against the cement wall. As he tried to make any sense of what had happened, a forearm had already slid across and under his chin. Right before he blacked out from the choke, he thought he heard a whisper: “Say hello to Jesus.”


The hit man remembered just about everything his first sergeant had taught him. He was his hero. There was one thing he said that he always despised, but over and over he learned his teacher was right. “Always prepare; there is always someone smarter out there than you.”


The first sergeant was right. The hit man forgot to listen.











CHAPTER 2


Thursday, January 12, 2023. 5:00 a.m.


Room 806, Hope Lodge


As the hit man came to, his initial assessment was a definite grade 3 concussion. He had had a few of those before and knew it would take a few weeks for his brain to heal. As his eyes opened and the fog continued to lift, his secondary assessment was definitely much graver.


When the killer realized he was lying on the bed on his side with his hands bound behind his back, his carefree daze was quickly replaced with concern. Fuckin’ A, he thought to himself after he tried to move and recognized another cord was tied around both ankles and up to his neck, choking him if he attempted to straighten his knees. The pain in his shoulders and back from spending who knows how long knocked the fuck out in this position had his undivided attention. Being hog-tied with IV lines and lamp cords will tend to have that effect on a person. With his head pounding, the hit man began searching around the room for an escape plan. As he twisted, the ankle cord did its job and forced the killer to release an audible choking sound.


“Good morning, sunshine,” said the smiling man as he turned from the TV to the bed. He picked up the remote and clicked off the TV. “Been really looking forward to meeting you, shitbird. I was worried you might take the easy way out and never wake up.”


The man stood and dragged over a kitchen chair, turned it backward, and sat down resting his elbows on the back. It was still dark in the room and after the blow to the head, the hit man couldn’t identify much about him. But he could see the man continued to smile, and that definitely made him nervous.


“Now,” said the man in the chair, “let’s start with the easy stuff since the only thing I couldn’t find on you was an ID. Who are you?”


“Fuck you,” said the hog-tied hit man.


“Better check yourself, hoss,” the man said in the chair with an even bigger smile. “If you haven’t figured it out yet, looks like you been fucked already. Now, you cooperate and you just might get outta this one alive. But probably not. Maybe I will make it quick. If not, you are gonna suffer immensely.”


The hit man was more well-versed on the other side of hostage interrogations. And even though he had prior captive simulation training, there was always the subconscious awareness that none of it was real. This scenario, however, was as real as it got. He ran through the stored files in his mind for a possible resolution. He was coming up empty.


“Not much of a talker, huh?” said the man in that jovial tone as he stood up and dragged over the small kitchen table. The hit man couldn’t see what was on it, but heard the man moving some things around. The hit man tried to turn the tables the only way he could.


“Who are you?” the hit man asked.


“Nobody, shitbird. That’s why I can’t figure out what yer doing here. From what you’re wearing and the shit I pulled off you, I know you are some kind of pro. Were you sent by the Sola brothers?”


“Who?” replied the hit man, obviously confused.


“Yeah, probably not. Was it the Whitlock family? I thought I cleared that whole mess up,” the man in the chair said as he picked up the still-full syringe and showed it to the hit man. “Well, if you don’t know who, how about we start with something you should know? What’s in the needle?”


“Viagra,” sneered the hit man as he forced his best smile.


“Yeah, well we’ll see soon, won’t we, smart-ass? I like yer style though. Better than going out like a little pussy. And if it is Viagra, at least you’ll meet the devil with a boner,” said the man as he quickly moved forward and brought the syringe down and near the man with the intention of injecting him. Since the hit man knew the contents, he reflexively tried to move out of the way, choking himself further as his entire body steeled itself for the deadly puncture.


Due to his response to the needle, the man said, “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Doesn’t seem to be Viagra at all, shitbird. Now I’m going to give you one last chance to save yourself. Tell me what the fuck is going on.”


“Can’t believe a fucking cancer patient got me,” laughed the hit man.


“Believe it, shitbird. Got you pretty good, huh? Bet that grape of yours is stinging, too. And haven’t tied any fools up in a while, so I had to look that shit up on Google while you were sleeping. Hope you appreciate that.”


The hit man just shrugged and turned his eyes away.


“Well,” said the man in the chair, now lifting the knife he found concealed on the previously unconscious hit man’s ankle, “since you seem to know some things about me, why don’t you tell me a little about you? Were you in the military?”


“Yeah,” snarled the hit man.


“Nice!” exclaimed the man. “Now we are getting somewhere. See, shitbird, that wasn’t so hard. I coulda told that from your boots and that slick military watch though. Looked that one up on Google, too. Pretty expensive for military pay. Since you obviously came here to kill me, am I right in assuming you’re a hired gun?”


“Af-firm-a-tive,” the hit man said slowly with a sneer.


“Take it easy. Take it easy,” smiled the man. “You wouldn’t want me to slip with this knife and bury it in your fucking skull, would you? So do the right thing, fuckchop. You know who hired you to kill me?”




“Contract killers are never privy to that information. We are only given the target, which obviously protects the person placing the hit,” said the hit man from the bed as he was growing more uncomfortable by the second.


“I understand, and was worried that might be the case,” said the man. “Not really worried for me, but for you. ’Cause if you can’t really help me out, I guess you don’t need to be breathing much longer. Or at least breathing with as many fingers and toes,” said the man as he stood and placed his right knee hard into the hit man’s rib cage, pressing him into the mattress. He then grabbed the hit man’s right foot and sliced deep into the tissue below the smallest two toes, severing them.


The hit man grunted into the pain and tried to do his best to stay strong. He wasn’t going to give this crippled son of a bitch the pleasure. But he definitely knew tendons were gone and this asshole meant business. He hadn’t just reached the line between protecting information and survival with that knife cut—he blew right past it.


“Okay, okay,” grunted the hit man as he started to perspire. “Even though I don’t know who hired me, maybe we can figure it out. Did you see anyone different lately?”


“What do you mean, different?” Said the man in the chair.


“Did you change your contacts? Meet any new people in the last couple of weeks?”


“I been here seven weeks, and I haven’t told anyone I am here,” responded the man as he thought about the question. He muttered, “Can’t be that kid or her family, right?”


But as he revisited his last few weeks of treatment, the light bulb went off.


“I know who it is!” the man said as he smiled.


“You think so?” croaked the sweating and now bleeding hit man.


“Yes,” said the man. “Next question, where is your car parked?”


“In the lot on 30th, across from the jiujitsu place,” replied the hit man.




“Thanks,” answered the man as he picked up the syringe and flicked it with his index finger. “Now let’s send you to hell with a hard-on, you piece of dogshit.”


Before the hit man could offer a rebuttal, the man jammed his left knee into the hit man’s rib cage and pinned him down with his right hand on the side of his head. Defenseless and with his neck exposed, the hit man could do nothing as the man jammed the needle completely into the side of his throat and depressed the plunger. He broke the needle off inside for good measure.


“Noooo!” gargled the hit man as he thrashed on the bed, choking himself further. As stars and spinning wheels were forming in his eyes and his muscles were tensing everywhere, he was able to utter, “Who the fuck are you?”


“Me?” The man smiled as he looked the hit man right in the dilating pupils of his eyes. “I’m Lee fuckin’ Cain.”


Those words and Lee’s smiling face were the last thing the hit man ever heard or saw.











CHAPTER 3


Wednesday, May 14, 1985. 4:00 p.m.


Del Rio, Texas


There was something different about his older brother today—something downright scary. His brother had always been tough, but on that brown field, covered mainly in dirt and broken glass, the look in his eyes was at another level. Chris was saying things that scared twelve-year-old Lee— things that had obviously been bubbling below the surface for a while.


“Today it stops, little brother,” Chris said with a grin as he pumped his fists up and down at his sides. He was in what Lee could only describe as some sort of angry trance. He was talking maybe to himself, maybe to no one. Pacing back and forth, continually looking toward the entrance of the field, readying himself for the upcoming fight. Psyching himself up for war.


Chris turned and grabbed Lee by the shoulders and looked deep into him. “Today it STOPS! Did you hear me? We will never be bitched again! We are the Cain brothers, and no one bitches us. If someone pops off, we pop them right in the mouth!”


Lee could feel how serious Chris was. He nodded in agreement.


“Now . . .” continued Chris in a hurry, “When these fucking greezers get here, there isn’t going to be any talking. We are gonna start swinging right away. Those faggits will probably bring a whole group, and we have to be ready. Stay by me and keep swinging at their faces. Got it?”


Lee was scared. Sure, he had been in some scraps with his older brothers, and God knew his father had introduced him to the concept of pain, but he hadn’t really tested himself yet. He worried as a child would worry—how many of the others were coming? Would there be kids watching? Would they get in trouble at school? Would he get laughed at?


Such stupid shit a young kid thinks. Where they were on the border town in Del Rio, Texas, he should have been more worried about knives and dying. But he was still too young and inexperienced for that. Luckily the kids coming to fight would be, too.


“Never again . . . never again,” mumbled Chris to himself. Lee couldn’t tell from his brother’s face if he was smiling or crying. “No one will ever bitch the Cain boys again.”


Chris looked over at Lee and sensed the fear in his little brother.


“Don’t you be scared, Lee,” said Chris a little softer. “This is gonna be fun. And it is gonna change things around here for us. You like being picked on at school?”


“No,” replied Lee.


“You like being called ‘white trash’ and ‘gringo’?”


“Hell no.”


“You like getting spit on? Having our stuff stolen?”


“No,” and Lee lowered his eyes, remembering the years of torment from being one of the few white kids from his area.


“Yeah, no one likes getting bitched. And from now on, no one bitches us. SAY IT!”


“No one bitches us,” answered Lee.


“Louder!”


“NO ONE BITCHES US!” shouted Lee.


“That’s right, little bro. Now like I said, when they walk up, just like Dad taught us. No talking. You just start punching. And stay near me. And don’t stop ’til they are finished. You understand?” There was an urgency in Chris’s voice. It was filled with concern and love only a little brother could understand. A protective love that would be a bond. An unwritten rule of, “when it’s you versus me it’s me, but when it’s you versus them it’s us.” A mindset that would have them fight alongside and for each other forever.


As the group of Mexican kids crested the hill onto the field, Chris could barely contain himself.


“Okay, here they come. Worst mistake those fucking spics ever made. When they get closer, remember we go right at them. No talking, just punching.”


The pack of kids walked slowly toward the two brothers, who were standing at the exact location Chris said they would be when he challenged them at school today: “After school, 4 o’clock, on the center of the field, you fucking homos.”


The pack was larger than Chris had expected—five boys who were probably up for the fight and at least fifteen more boys and girls who couldn’t resist seeing what was going to transpire. There weren’t any fans rooting for the Cain boys, that was certain.


Thirteen is an interesting age for a boy. Hormones have often started flowing from biological maturity. Interest in the opposite sex can begin as a result. But another result is boys can start to grow in both muscle and bone. That had happened for Chris and he realized as the Mexican kids approached, he was finally as big as the rest of them. Their early mustaches weren’t going to help them any longer.


Most people don’t want to fight. They like to posture and puff up their chest and talk shit. Most like the powerful feeling that comes along with verbal intimidation. Most, unfortunately for the boys that came to the field thinking they were bullies that day, were not like the Cain boys.


Chris had already made up his mind. There would be no talking and there would be no more bitching. He didn’t wait for the group to approach any farther. In the moment when a couple of the Mexican kids chuckled and a few taunts in Spanish from the cowardly back of the forming crowd started, the switch flipped inside of Chris—then and forever.


With a disarming smile on his face and his hands at his sides, Chris briskly walked up to the punk who had caused him considerable distress over the years. This was the cue it was time to talk. Before the kid got out the word “What?”—probably to begin the rehearsed tough-guy line of “what the fuck are you looking at?”—Chris’s left hand shot right from his hip and landed cleanly on the kid’s jaw. Chris’s first throw was a clean knockout—pure and smooth. Easier to get addicted to than any drug.


As the boy collapsed unconscious and backward onto his backpack with his feet trapped under him, Chris wasted no time and immediately fired off on the boy to the right. Before the crowd of jackals could even register the shock of what was happening, Chris was already separating another boy from the group with a handful of black hair in his right hand guiding the head of the boy into uppercuts from his left.


Most people freeze up when bodies hit the floor. Few people really want to ever know what it is like to get punched in the fucking face. Hard. But a fight can also stimulate an attack response. And in this case two boys ran at Lee, probably correctly assuming he was the less dangerous of the two brothers.


Lee was watching Chris part in admiration and part in shock. The punch in the face he received for not paying attention to the other two boys woke his ass up quick. That first punch is a gift. It lets you know the fight is real—and you are alive. With the adrenaline now flowing and tunnel vision setting in, Lee reaped the benefits of human evolution. He didn’t feel anything from the punch except provocation. And when you provoke a wild animal, you are probably gonna get bit.


Like he had scrapped with his brother before, Lee started wildly throwing haymakers into the face of the boy that hit him. They weren’t good technical punches, but they were effective. As the mark stumbled backward, the other kid jumped on Lee’s back and he went to the ground. The crowd was now in a frenzy yelling for the group to do damage to the brothers. As Lee struggled on all fours to get up, suddenly the boy on top of him went limp and rolled off to the side, compliments of Chris’s work boot landing a direct soccer kick to the boy’s face. As he rolled on the ground moaning and clutching his loosened teeth through a handful of dripping blood, Lee got to his feet to see Chris follow up with another kick to the nuts of the final kid standing. The kid folded like a lawn chair and with four boys now down and hurt, the crowd shut their fucking mouths knowing if they didn’t, they would have theirs shut next.


Fights usually end as quickly as they start. The unwritten rule is when someone is hurt or gives up, the fight is over. Chris taught Lee on that day that the Cain boys operated under their own set of rules. A set for which most fools would never be prepared.


“Who’s next, you fucking wetbacks?” screamed Chris in a fury. “Who else has some Spanglish bullshit to say, you bean-eating assholes? Ohhh . . . nobody that tough anymore? MUTHA FUCKIN’ PUTO PUSSIES!” And with that roar, Chris turned and stomped the head of the original knockout victim, who was slowly rolling on the ground. Then he followed that with a gruesome toe kick to the face and the boy’s elbows locked his arms out straight in front of him. There were gasps of horror that often come from seeing a defenseless person stomped into the ground. Chris then grabbed a handful of the barely conscious boy’s hair and lifted his shoulders from the ground.


“You don’t look so tough now, Hector!” Chris screamed in his face. And then he cleared his throat and spit right in the boy’s face, throwing his already limp head back into the dirt.


In a fight, there are the alphas and there are the piranhas. Lee knew that Chris was the alpha that day, but a piranha has a job to do. Call it clean up, but it still sends a message. Lee booted the kid who jumped on his back in the guts and tore off his backpack, unzipped the zipper, and slung all the contents at the crowd. As some of the group was now dispersing and others were tending in horror to the downed combatants, Chris told Lee it was time to go.




“You okay?” asked Chris as they started walking back toward home. “Did any of them putos get ya?”


“I’m okay, Chris,” replied Lee still breathing heavy and trying to process what had just happened. “But look at your hand!” He said in alarm.


The skin on the first two knuckles of Chris’s left hand had been torn off from landing shots to the teeth and bones of his opponents. Lee was impressed that it didn’t even seem to bother his older brother. After all, Cain boys were taught not to feel pain—and definitely never to cry.


“Just part of the game.” Chris smiled, admiring his hand. “You see that fucking left and then that kick to the grape? I told you we were gonna squash those fuckers.”


“We got them good,” replied Lee with a grin. “But why did you pick today? What started it?”


“I don’t know. Mr. Miller told me in gym that an airplane crashed today and killed twenty-two US amateur boxers. He said the saddest thing would be that they would never get to know how good they coulda been. I guess today was as good as any to find out about us. And I didn’t want to go through life getting pushed around no more.”


Lee let that sink in as they walked back home. As he absorbed the details of the fight, some part of him knew he would never be the same. “I think things are gonna be different now, Chris. But do you think we are gonna get in trouble? Will Dad be mad?”


“You kidding?” laughed Chris as he put his arm around his brother’s shoulder, “I can’t wait to tell him what we did. Just remember, nobody bitches the Cain boys,” and he pushed Lee away.


But they didn’t have to give their father the play-by-play that night at dinner. Because up on the hill behind the field with his old Army binoculars, their old man watched the whole thing with a proud smile on his face. And that grin only curved higher upward when Chris took out the boy on his youngest son’s back with a boot right in the fucking face. Just like he taught them.











CHAPTER 4


Thursday, January 12, 2023. 8:00 a.m.


Gregory’s Coffee, New York City


“It’s good to be hungry. When you’re hungry, you are always thinking. Always solving problems.” Those were words Lee remembered his college coach saying as he started his second black coffee of the day. Since he was on another four-day fast from all food, this would be the only thing he put into his body—unless you counted rays of radiation and the poison from his daily chemo injections.


Even with the latest surprising development of having to kill a hit man, Lee could not let himself forget the overarching mission: kill cancer.


Colon cancer is a real pain in the ass, pun intended. It starts off innocent enough as a painless polyp you won’t ever notice unless you are the type of guy into getting cameras stuffed up your butt. Lee Cain was not that type of guy. In fact, instead of being the proactive type about his health when he made it forty-five times around the sun, he let the one thing that kills most men like him work its black magic: neglect.


Now you could probably forgive a guy for getting his first colonoscopy a few years later than recommended, but Lee had no excuse for ignoring the blood he started to see in the toilet when he took a shit. The red droppings started innocently enough and for months Lee kept telling himself what many tough guys might: Don’t worry, it will get better.


Unfortunately, unlike many of the wounds Lee had watched heal on his body over the years, this was one that wasn’t going to go away on its own. By the time he got tested and found out he had stage 4 cancer, there was only one bit of good news that the doctor was able to deliver: that it wouldn’t progress further since there isn’t a stage 5.


Lee had always been philosophical. He had also always been up for the greatest challenges. He interpreted his tumor as the universe’s way of giving him the next great obstacle to overcome. During his last seven weeks of daily fasting, radiation, and chemo at the medical facilities around the Hope Lodge, Lee sometime wished he hadn’t brought this challenge upon himself. It was severely testing his mettle.


Lee Cain, however, was never one to back down from a fight. He had learned that in order to take down an opponent, you ought to find out as much as you can about it— you study its weaknesses and its flaws. As Lee began to attack cancer from the perimeter, he began to understand more about his current foe. The possible causes and symptoms were easy—he had already checked those boxes anyway. The possible treatment solutions were much less concrete. No guarantees. But if all the doctors in the world didn’t have the answer how to make this time bomb in his ass disappear, maybe he would be the one to figure it out. After all, those doctors definitely weren’t as hungry to find the cure. And after losing thirty pounds so far with the goal of giving this cancer nothing to feed on in his body, Lee was fucking starving.


Lee was no fool, and he didn’t believe in snake oil. Less than a few hours after he’d seen the pictures of the red mass in his colon, he had already discovered the best doctors in New York City, packed his bags, and secured his spot at the Hope Lodge. When you suddenly realize your days are numbered, you’ll be surprised how much you can get done in one of them.




Yes, Lee was going to follow the recommended cancer-killing protocols of directed radiation and chemotherapy. Like a sniper, the radiation would be directed right to the exact tumor site, and like a carpet bomber, the chemo would be injected into his veins and injected into his stomach to kill the cells, not only in the tumor, but also hopefully in the lymph nodes to which they had spread. For many people, even in the face of impending death, this habit-changing regimen and exposure to daily discomfort would be almost too much to take. Some people just give up. Lee Cain was prepared to be so uncomfortable and make his body so inhospitable that the cancer would stop living before he would. Lee thought it was good he was never really known as “hospitable” in the first place.


During his own research (God bless Google), he identified that cancer had the sweet tooth of a fat kid. When he recognized that eating sugar could only make the problem worse, Cain began to investigate what other nutritional changes might increase his chances. That’s when he discovered a theory around the additional combination of fasting, exercise, and the injection of medical-grade vitamins. The theory was by starving your body with controlled fasting while also performing the occasional high-intensity workout on the treadmill followed by the sauna, the cells of your body would go into a protective state. The cancer cells, however, did not have this ability. So, when the good cells essentially had their “shields” up, you blasted the cancer with radiation and poison and killed them off. The theory sounded good just as long as you didn’t kill yourself in the process. And hitting the sauna after no food for a week felt as about to close as death as Lee could imagine. With all of that, there were no guarantees, but at least Lee had a plan. And that plan led him to the guy who may have ordered the hit man to kill him.


As Lee dove into his daily protocol and started shedding weight with the water fasting, he read a research study about the potential effects of a few promising supplements: black seed oil, turkey tail mushrooms, and intravenous vitamin C. If it had a chance to work, he was determined to give it a shot. The oil and the mushrooms were easy to get, but the vitamin C injections became his next hurdle. Doctors, it seems, don’t always like when their patients bring new ideas to them. They like to help out even less when you ask them to write a prescription for something you are prescribing for yourself. The oncologist Lee was working with was not impressed enough by the data Lee showed him to write the ’script. Whether it was a question of pride or not liking to be made aware of things you don’t know, that is no excuse to let the people under your care die. Lee wasn’t about to let that doctor’s inability to try something new stop him. So he started calling in favors.


Desperation leads to resourcefulness. Lee was desperate and reached out to his network. A buddy of his got him a phone number for a top IV doctor from a high-end coach with a major-league team. The coach relayed what Lee was to say in order to attempt to get an appointment. The coach said to use his name, but warned them an appointment with this doctor wasn’t probable. That prediction turned out to be correct.


Lee was told he couldn’t get in for six months. Lee politely told them he might not have six months to live. The secretary still made no exceptions—seems even impending death didn’t move you up this place’s list—especially someone as small-time as Lee. Undeterred by this, Lee decided he would go to the office in his free time (and he had a lot of it) and just see if he couldn’t gain an audience with this doctor. All he needed was a damn ’script.


After two weeks of showing up every day, the squeaky wheel finally got the oil. A rare cancellation and an introduction later, and Lee was sitting in the doctor’s office. Not one to mince words or waste the time of such an important man, Lee cut right to the chase. He asked about vitamin C injections and dug into this doctor about any cancer protocols of which he was aware. Perhaps he came on too strong. Hell, the guy just wanted to save himself and somehow it almost got him prematurely killed.


When Lee mentioned “cancer,” the doctor seemed to grow cold. He said Lee needed his oncologist’s approval and left it at that. He showed him the door like he couldn’t be bothered. Well, there were two things Lee was now sure of: that doctor was the only new person he had met over the last six weeks and that son of a bitch was going to be bothered now.


As Lee sat and savored his black coffee as if it were filet mignon, he was sure he had his man. But why would this doctor want him dead? Yes, Lee was persistent and downright rude. But could that be the reason? The only way to be sure would be to pay the good doctor another visit. Last time he met with him, he couldn’t use enough persuasion to get what he wanted from him. This time Lee was prepared to extract the information he wanted at any cost.











CHAPTER 5


Friday, February 22, 1980


6th Street, Del Rio, Texas


Whether or not he was half in the bag, Lee’s dad was an all-in sports fan—currently the New York Yankees were his team. Jack Cain was not a lifelong fan because during his youth the Yanks had won more World Series titles than anyone. Actually, he didn’t like them back then because they had that Oklahoma kid, Mantle.


Jack was a fair-weather fan who chose his teams not by the number of championships, but according to their leadership. He currently liked the Yanks because of the on-and-off manager from the last couple of seasons, Billy Martin. Word was he probably wasn’t coming back to New York for the 1980 season, but he would follow the team where that guy went next—that fucking guy was a scrapper.


Yes, there were the stories of his World Series play, excelling when the chips were down, and those of him being a “drinker’s man.” And don’t forget the press surrounding the notorious night at the Copacabana. But that wasn’t what made Lee’s dad a fan of the pinstripes. He was a fan because Martin didn’t take any shit and rarely did he give a fuck. What won Jack completely over was an episode in 1966.




Back in those days, teams would share a charter flight out to the West Coast to save money. That night, Martin was the manager of the Minnesota Twins and they had just played his beloved Yankees. On those flights, it was also common for the players to have a little too much of the grape. Because the Yankee players got so out of control, one member of the Twins management told Billy to quiet his old team down. Billy refused. That man, Howard Fox, was steamed because no one told him “No,” so he tried to pull a trick on Martin. When they got to the hotel, instead of following the unwritten rules of the time and giving the manager his key first, he made Martin wait until last. When Martin got angry, Fox threw the key in his face. Martin said he better watch it or that could lead to a fight. Fox said under his breath, “Well then, how about now?” And Martin knocked him the fuck out—earning Jack Cain’s appreciation.


To put it over the top, even when he was playing pro ball, Billy had to stop playing and serve—twice! Now, Jack could forgive that Billy didn’t do the kind of time he did. Jack was a disabled Vietnam Vet with not one or two, but three Purple Hearts. Those are the kind of medals you get when you run over a land mine in a jeep and break your neck. That claymore mine filled Jack’s face with shrapnel. Some of those tiny shrapnel pieces the docs couldn’t get were still lodged in his skull when he came home from the war. They abscessed at different times over the years and gave Jack the bright idea to pull his own teeth in front of his boys.


Even though Jack wasn’t home much, when he was, he left powerful and lasting impressions. Because he rarely spoke to his boys, when he did, they had learned to listen and follow orders. So when he told Chris and seven-year-old Lee to report to the TV room at 1800, they were there on time and dressed in the best clothes they owned.


When they reported to the room at the appointed time, they found their old man sitting on the couch. Young Lee asked what they were doing.


“We’re watching the Olympics, son,” answered Jack.


“What’s that?” questioned Lee.




“That’s where our best go against their best,” instructed Jack. “All the best athletes in the world get together to show which country’s the best. And today the U S of A is taking on those commie Russians in hockey. And we are gonna take some time out and cheer them on.”


Lee had never seen a hockey game before. Hell, he’d never seen ice in his life outside his father’s whiskey glass. But as they watched that historic game unfold, Lee watch his father’s usual demeanor change. As the US and Russian athletes battled on that frozen sheet of ice, Lee stopped watching the game and watched his dad. Instead of picking out his favorite athlete on the TV, Lee was most impressed with the athleticism of his dad. When the United States scored, he would jump out of his seat and yell and cheer. When the United States took the lead and then won the game, Jack wasn’t just jumping any more, he was leaping. And he was hugging his boys and yelling, “We won! We won!” with the pride and joy you experience when your team wins the big game.


That night, the victory had already begun to wear off for Jack. The PTSD had begun to creep back in and the only cure-all he had found for it had been at the bottom of a bottle. But the victory was something Lee would ever forget. In fact, that game became one of the main internal drivers of the rest of his life. Lee would forever strive to be great at whatever it was he was doing. He would aspire to be the best—to be a winner. As he went to bed that night, he dreamed of ways he could do something so good that someday his father would leap for him.


Lee’s father wasn’t a man of many words. He didn’t have to be. His presence alone filled a room, his quiet strength demanding respect. He’d spent his life working with his hands, and he had the build of a man who knew how to wield them—strong, unyielding. He was tough on his sons, especially Lee. But he didn’t show his love the way other fathers did. There were no hugs, no kind words of encouragement. Instead, there were lessons. Lessons that hurt, but made you stronger.




One morning, when Lee was thirteen, he came downstairs to find two large buckets filled with rocks sitting by the front door. He stared at them, confused.


“What’s that for?” he asked.


His father, sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of black coffee in hand, barely looked up. “That’s for you.”


Lee furrowed his brow. “Me? What am I supposed to do with ’em?”


“You’re gonna get strong, son,” his father said, setting the cup down and standing up. “You pick those up, and you walk. Walk as far as you can with ’em on your way to school. Then when you get there, you put ’em down. And on your way back, you carry ’em home. Every day, you go a little farther.”


Lee had stared at the buckets, uncertain. They were heavy, and he could barely lift both of them off the ground at the same time. But his father’s eyes were on him, and there was no room for weakness.


Lee picked up the buckets, his arms straining against the weight. His fingers barely wrapped around the handles, but he managed to hold on, determined not to let his father see him struggle. He walked out the door, his legs shaking as he made his way down the dirt road that led to school.


It wasn’t far, but it felt like miles.


By the time he made it a few hundred yards, his hands were aching, the skin tearing at the seams from the strain. He wanted to drop the buckets, wanted to let go, but he couldn’t. His father’s words echoed in his mind. You gotta get strong, son.


So he kept walking. Every day, he carried those buckets as far as he could. And every day, he went a little farther. And every day, he brought the buckets back home. His hands bled, the pain searing through him, but he didn’t stop. He kept pushing, kept going. Eventually, the skin on his hands toughened, calluses forming where the blisters had once been. His arms got stronger, his back straighter. The weight didn’t feel as heavy anymore.




One day, after months of this, Lee made it all the way there and back. He dropped the buckets by the front steps, his hands shaking, but his chest swelling with pride.


His father walked out, took one look at the buckets, and without a word, added more rocks.


No celebration. No praise. Just earned a few more rocks in the bucket.


That was how you got stronger. That was how you survived.


As Lee callused his palms from carrying those buckets, he realized something. His strength wasn’t just physical. It was mental. Every insult, every punch from the Mexican kids, only made him harder. They thought they could break him, but they didn’t know what he’d been through. They didn’t know how far he could push himself.


That hatred, that simmering anger, wasn’t just directed at the kids who picked on him. It was at the world that let it happen. At a system that felt broken. At people who believed they were entitled to power, whether it was the Mexicans in Del Rio or the elites who thought they ran everything.


Lee’s father never needed to tell him who to hate. Life taught him that lesson well enough.


And with every scar on his knuckles, with every callus on his hands, Lee learned one thing: you either fought back, or you got crushed.


And Lee wouldn’t be anyone’s bitch anymore.
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