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PROLOGUE

I barrel down the street, a blur racing through the crowd. Arms and legs pumping as fast as they can.

Can’t be late—too much at stake.

Heart pounding. Gasping for breath. But no time to rest. Gotta get there before they do the unthinkable.

Before they kill him.

Out of nowhere they slam into me, knocking me to the ground. My head smashes into the pavement. Disoriented, I stumble to my feet and ready myself to fight.

But they’re already gone.

Head is throbbing and bloody. Legs wobbly, vision doubled. I press on, hoping I get there in time to save him.


Chapter 1 

Manhattan, June 2015 

Dr. Jerome Gorelick leers at the young Jamaican woman. “Join me in my office, Ms. St. James. We have a pressing matter to discuss.”

Kerline St. James smiles nervously, trying to mask the sensation of her skin crawling, as the anger flares inside her. Always de same; men dinking dey can take ’vantage a me. Gorelick started out pleasant, even fatherly when she joined the practice a few months earlier. But compliments on her hair and sense of fashion quickly morphed into crude, inappropriate remarks about her breasts and her ass. What will it be dis time? she wonders. How can she stop his advances and still keep her job?

She follows him down the long hallway, a tightness growing in her chest, dread building as each step brings her closer to his office. He waves her across the threshold and quickly closes the door behind her. Smiling, he extends a hand toward a chair opposite his desk. As he walks past the other side of the desk, the hand disappears from view. A chill runs down her spine as her eyes shoot toward the sound of the door locking. Her heart pounds as he makes his way across the tightly woven, gray carpet, to a small bar in the corner where he pours them both a drink. His back shields her view. Is he slipping something into one of the drinks? Anger and dread turn to fear and revulsion as he comes up to her and leans his fat ass against his desk. He extends one of the drinks to her. She takes it hesitantly, her mind racing, desperate to find a way out.

He offers a toast. “To one of the most sexually captivating women in the world.” As he rests a hand on her thigh, several inches above the hem of her skirt, a perverse smile fills his pockmarked, bearded face. He squeezes her thigh now. “Your future is as bright as you’re willing to make it, Ms. St. James.”

Kerline stares back at the vile creature before her. She wants to scream, to pull away, but she’s paralyzed.

Gorelick’s hand creeps farther up her thigh, the hideous smile twisting into a scowl. “Drink up, Ms. St. James. Your future depends on these next few minutes.” He downs half a glass of wine then places it on the desk. Leaning forward, his alcohol-infused breath upon her, he moves in for a kiss as his hand slides farther up her thigh. His lips are almost upon her. It’s now or never.

She chooses now.

She throws her wine in his face and with a swift kick to the groin, disables him, pushing him onto the floor as she races around the desk. Her hands grope for the button he must have used to lock them in. Her heart races as she sees him slowly rise from the floor. Where de ’ell is it? He marches over to her.

“Playing hard to get, I see.” He slaps her across the face with the back of his hand, then grabs her by the throat. “Guess you know I like it rough.” In an instant he’s on top of her as they sprawl out on the floor. His right hand tightens around her throat as his left paws at the buttons on her blouse, tearing them open. Won’t be long now. He looks into her eyes, her fear arousing him even more. He smiles as her eyes begin to close. Just a few more seconds to go...

Kerline feels light-headed as his grip tightens around her throat. She feels him groping at her chest. Stop ’im somehow... so weak. It’s no use. Her eyes begin to close as her hands flutter under his grasp. In a moment it will be inevitable. Then a voice screams out from the deep, reptilian part of her brain. Nooo!!! Her arm flashes through the air, her nails drawing blood from his face. The scream is his now. His right hand lets go of her throat and jumps to his face, pawing at the blood as it streams through his fingers.

Kerline presses her advantage.

She batters and slashes at his face until it is the embodiment of a bloody battlefield. Gorelick shrieks in pain as she throws him off, his head slamming into the edge of the desk. She lands a barrage of kicks to his midsection and groin, inflicting pain on him, not just for her but for all women who have fallen prey to his kind. With time she comes to her senses, the reptilian brain receding, the onslaught coming to an end. She stands tall and looks down on him with disdain as she spits out, “Ruin me? I don’t dink so, man! I ruin you but good.” She smooths her skirt, finds the button to unlock the door, and leaves him a whimpering, cowardly mass.


Chapter 2 

Martha’s Vineyard, December 9, 2015

Six tiny flames pierce the darkness, illuminating Christine’s joyful face. Dad and I sing in tone-deaf unison, trying to make this happy moment last. “...Happy birthday, dear Christine. Happy birthday to you.”

My heart, ravaged by immeasurable turmoil and loss, aches with joy at the beauty unfolding before me. A vague pain creeps into my chest and spreads through my arms as I say a silent prayer that peace, an old friend all but absent in our lives, will find us again.

Little James, swept up in the excitement, giggles and bangs his hands on the sturdy, wooden table as his head bobs. My hand reflexively darts to my chest. The pain is crushing now, like a vise, but I try to shake it off. “Time to make your wish and blow out the candles, sweetie,” I say.

Christine, brow filled with furrows, exhales with all her might. Five of the candles, overcome by the gust, die out. Light-headed, I brace myself against the table as the last candle wavers in steadfast defiance while Christine struggles to sustain her assault.

So weak. Can’t hold on much longer.

Finally, mercifully, the candle relents, plunging us into the only state my soul knows of late, utter and complete darkness. I tumble down, the side of my head banging against the edge of the table. My flailing arms send two plates flying. They shatter onto the floor as Dad yells, “Chris!” and lunges after me as my head slams into the floor. My eyes roll back in my head as I struggle to breathe.

Slivers of moonlight stream through the dining room window, offering me a glimpse of the last thing I remember before blacking out: Christine’s tear-filled, crimson face and her cries of “Daddy! Daddy!”

§

My eyes flutter open as images and sounds assault my senses. Bright white lights blare at me from overhead. Nurses scramble before me, administering oxygen and pushing meds into my IV.

“He’s awake, Doctor!”

“Excellent. Push the metoprolol. Got to get that heart rate under control. Have we got his doctor on the line yet?”

The monitors’ alarms scream as I lay here, weak and drenched in sweat.

A nurse thrusts a cell phone into the hands of the doctor hovering above me. “Doctor Jacobs for you.”

“We’ve got a patient of yours, Chris Ravello, in the ER at Martha’s Vineyard Hospital. Blood pressure and heart rate through the roof. Not sure what’s causing it... or how to get it under control. Afraid he’s going to stroke out.”

Jacobs’ voice is strained, intense. “He’s got pheochromocytoma. Must be in adrenergic crisis. You need to stabilize him ASAP, then transfer him to me. Here’s exactly what you need to do to pull him through, Doctor....”


Chapter 3

Doctor Jacobs leans back in his chair. Managing my disease from the get go, since he diagnosed me about six years ago, he’s never seen me in such bad shape.

“You gave us quite a scare yesterday, Chris. How are you feeling?”

“Like shit. Can’t keep living like this. The attacks are out of control.” I sigh and rub my neck as Jacobs nods.

“Tell me what’s been going on.”

“I had to resign from the police force a couple of weeks ago because of the pheo and retreat to the Vineyard with my tail between my legs, hoping that would settle things down.”

“Clearly it didn’t,” he says quietly.

I look to my left at Dad, seated a few feet away, then back to Jacobs. Annoyance slips out. “That’s the understatement of the year.”

“Chris, that’s no way to talk to—”

Jacobs puts a hand up. “Don’t worry about it, Mr. Ravello. I understand, Chris. It’s frustrating.”

My eyes widen. Yeah, no kidding. I stare back at him. “I couldn’t even make it through Christine’s birthday without collapsing. Isn’t there something, anything, we can do?”

Jacobs twists his head side to side. His voice is laced with frustration. “Most cases of pheochromocytoma are amenable to surgery. But as you know—”

“—mine isn’t,” I say with intensity.

Jacobs nods his head. “And all the tried and true medical treatments have been ineffective. Beta blockers during an attack. Meditation and other stress reduction techniques to prevent attacks.” He hesitates. “The attacks are clearly getting worse, Chris. We were fortunate to pull you through this last one.” He looks at me with concern. “But I’m afraid there’s not much else we can do.”

I rock back and forth on the examining table. “But, there is something we can try?”

Jacobs removes his glasses, rubs the bridge of his nose, and exhales forcefully. “There’s one other approach... it’s promising, but risky.”

Dad perks up. I lean forward. “Life pretty much sucks as is, so what is it? How risky?”

Jacobs replaces his glasses and crosses his arms. “It’s an immunologic-based treatment.”

“A what?” Dad pipes in.

Jacobs continues, “It makes use of antigens, antibodies, it...” Dad’s blank stare stops Jacobs mid-sentence. “In Chris’ case the treatment would target the tumors in his adrenal glands so he no longer has these episodes of excess adrenaline production.”

Dad nods his head. “Makes sense. So what’s the catch?”

My eyes dart nervously from Dad to Jacobs. Remember me, guys, the patient? Over here….

“There’s little margin for error. Over-treat your son and he’ll suffer from adrenal insufficiency: constant fatigue, nausea, dizziness, fainting, and so forth. Under-treat him and we may incite the tumors to grow, worsening his condition.”

“Short of death, I can’t get much worse,” I half-heartedly reply.

“There’s a comforting thought,” Dad grumbles as he casts me a disapproving look.

Jacobs shifts in his chair, crosses and uncrosses his legs.

“Let’s bottom line it, Doctor. What’s your experience with these treatments?” I interject.

Jacobs nods. “I’ve worked with a scientist, a Doctor Harold Hyslop, in treating about a dozen patients. He’s a bit odd, unconventional, but absolutely brilliant.” Excitement creeps into Jacobs’ voice. “His research is eloquent and staggering in its breadth and depth.” Jacobs pauses, takes a deep breath. “He personally designs and formulates each treatment based on the specific patient’s disease and physiology. It’s labor intensive, proprietary, and thus shrouded in secrecy.” A look of admiration gives way to concern. “Given enough time and resources, Doctor Hyslop’s treatments will revolutionize medical care for hundreds of millions of people. But I caution you, Chris, the treatments are still in their infancy. Unpredictable outcomes are the norm.”

“How unpredictable?”

“Death and disability in some; miraculous cures in others.”

Dad puts out his hands and turns to me with a scared look. “Whoa, now let’s slow down here. Death and disability?” He shakes his head no. “Chris, there’s got to be another way. We just lost your mother and Michelle. We can’t take any chances....”

Steely-eyed I return Dad’s gaze, shaking my head in frustration as I try to reign in my emotions. My voice cracks. “What else can I do?” I look back to Jacobs and take a deep breath. “This is it, right? No other options?”

Jacobs averts his gaze and runs a hand through his salt-and-pepper-colored hair before making eye contact again. His reply is little more than a whisper. “I’m afraid so.”

A year and a half ago my life was filled with promise and prosperity. Anything was possible. Disgusted it has come to this, to relying on an unproven, possibly deadly treatment, I nod my head. Then listlessly, “It’s a lot to take in, Doctor. Thank you for being so forthright.” Dad and I lock eyes. Our sparring on this issue has just begun. “Looks like we’ve got a lot to talk about.”


Chapter 4

The dreary, starless night and cold, steady rain made following the doctor here unusually easy. The figure, dressed entirely in black, lurks in the shadows, alert, confident. He is less than twelve feet away now. Two empty hospital rooms lay just ahead, catty-corner to where the doctor is seated. Either would provide an ideal vantage point. He freezes as footsteps echo off the hallway walls behind him. His eyes dart to the right. A nurse approaches, moving directly toward him. “What do you want?” she says. His muscles tense as he readies to grab her. A few steps away she vanishes into a patient’s room. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about,” she continues. The figure exhales, then scans the hallway and ducks into the first of the empty rooms. Crouching just inside the entrance, he gazes at the scene that brought him here.

Harold Hyslop, tall, erudite, sits across from his brother Phil. Slumped in his hospital bed, Phil’s skin has an ashen hue, testament to his heart’s losing battle to perfuse him with oxygen.

“Rough day at the lab, Har?” Phil’s voice is tinged with concern and guilt over how hard his brother has worked these last few years.

“Huh? No, everything is fine,” Harold says with a shake of his head. “How are you feeling?”

Phil, ensconced amid a dizzying array of tubes and monitors, casts him a skeptical look as he clears his throat. “I’m hanging in there, brother. Any word on the transplant?”

Harold closes his eyes and takes a breath. “I’m afraid not, Phil.”

Phil turns away from his brother and stares out the window. The dreary, black sky and rain mirrors his dark mood. “That’s what I figured. Better not get my hopes up till they find me a heart, huh?”

Harold, unsure what to say, opts for silence.

“Look, I don’t wanna seem like a cry baby. When I landed here eight months ago, I thought I was a goner.” Phil rubs his bulbous nose, then re-adjusts the nasal cannula to improve its delivery of oxygen. “But, geez, how much longer do they expect me to hold on for?”

A deep-seated, familiar, and motivating anger wells up in Doctor Hyslop. “How long, indeed?” The doctor rises from his chair. “Two and a half years on the transplant list and there are still a dozen recipients ahead of you.” He shakes his head and spits out, “Politicians and philanthropists get the organs they need just fine.” Doctor Hyslop’s fist strikes at the air. “While people like you are told they haven’t found a good match just yet.” Hyslop clenches his teeth as his face and throat flush. “The system is rigged for the wealthy, and the science, well, it’s still in the dark ages as far as I’m concerned.”

“Hey, Har, uhh, don’t get yourself all worked up again.” Phil motions to Harold to slow things down. “It, it’s fine. I’m gonna hang in there till they find me a heart. You’ll see,” he says with hope.

Harold peers at his brother and squeezes his hand as his anger abates. “I know you will, Phil.” Harold’s eyes narrow. “And soon my breakthroughs will revolutionize transplant medicine, bringing an end to the abuses of the wealthy and the well-connected.”


Chapter 5

Dad skulks about my tiny kitchen, frustrated and impatient. “Chris, you heard what Doctor Jacobs said. The treatment could kill you!” He’s right of course. But with two young mouths to feed and a body too broken down to sustain steady employment, I’m desperate for a cure—and fast—before the next attack kills me.

I feel for Dad. In the past sixteen months he’s lost Ma and my wife, Michelle, and now his son faces a terrible choice regarding his own rapidly deteriorating health. I pull out a chair next to me as a peace offering, hoping to ratchet down the tension. “Why don’t we talk this through?” Déjà vu washes over me. Michelle sat here many a night and spoke those same words to me. Now she is gone, gunned down in front of me during an FBI sting operation gone terribly wrong. And no amount of self-loathing, guilt, or regret on my part can bring her back.

Like fingernails on a blackboard, the screech of Dad’s chair jars me from my thoughts. Arms folded in front of him, Dad settles in the chair as his lecture continues. “Son, with all this family’s been through, you can’t just sign up to be Doctor Hyslop’s next guinea pig, no matter how promising the treatment. We need to take a step back, consider our options.”

I raise a weary hand, then rest it on his shoulder. “Dad, you heard Jacobs. There really aren’t other treatment options.” I bow my head and take a moment, then steady my eyes on my father. “I thought quitting the police force and heading up to the Vineyard would clear my head, buy me some time to get better. We both know how that worked out,” I say with a derisive laugh.

He nods with resignation.

“I need something to believe in, some kinda hope to cling to.” A faint smile emerges from my frown. “I’m going to call Jacobs now, tell him I’m moving forward with the treatment.”

Dad starts to protest but reconsiders as the realization sinks in: united and hopeful may not be enough, but it’s all we have right now.


Chapter 6

Eight small test tubes filled with green-tinged fluid sit before the experimenter. Each solution is sequentially numbered and varies from its predecessor in small but meaningful ways. The researcher finishes taking notes and returns mouse number four to its cage, where it scampers about with seven of its companions.

Three times more the investigator extracts a mouse, injects it with the solution via a long, thin needle, and returns it to the cage unharmed. Three times more the worker makes entries in the notebook, outlining in detail the latest failed attempt.

The investigator reaches into the cage for the final rodent, mouse number eight. It slithers away several times before the hand snares it, then holds it steady for the injection. Two minutes go by, the mouse unaffected by the solution. The worker’s lips edge downward into a frown.

Then it happens.

The mouse’s body twitches uncontrollably for a few moments. It races around in a tight circle four times as if it can outrun its fate.

But it can’t.

Over the next minute, the mouse’s pace slows to a crawl as the chemical ravages its system.

At two minutes and forty-three seconds post injection, the mouse stumbles forward a few final steps and falls down.

Dead.

The experimenter dutifully makes a final entry in the notebook as the frown transforms into a smile.


Chapter 7

The early morning sun peers over the horizon, its rays stretching across the icy East River and the tangled, undulating mass of vegetation that overruns North Brother Island. On the west side of the isle sits a lone, ramshackle structure. In it, seated at a small workbench in the corner of his lab, Doctor Hyslop pores over the data on his most recent patients. He shakes his head in disgust as he scans the pages. The results are wildly inconsistent. Almost three-fourths of the patients he treated in the last eighteen months have made a full recovery. But it’s the other fourth that worries him. Three patients did not survive the second dose, and many who did saw their diseases run wild within hours of that treatment. The second dose is critical. Anyone in good health after that was cured by the third dose. Eyes glued to his work, he doesn’t even notice senior technician Todd Zigler’s entrance until the young man’s high-pitched voice pierces the air. “Another early start, Doctor Hyslop? Or were you up late again keeping Phil company?”

Hyslop looks up, his red eyes and baggy lids speaking for him. Zigler waves an accusatory, effeminate finger at him. “Oh gosh, you look terrible, Doc. You are not taking care of yourself at all.” He shakes his head with disapproval, then folds his arms lightly across his small chest. “Can I get you some coffee or something?”

Hyslop stares back impassively, nods, and returns to his work as Todd glides past him toward the break room. Along the way the lab technician runs his finely manicured fingers across the work bench, past a dizzying array of expensive, state-of-the-art equipment. Blood chemistry analyzers, interferometers, and spectrometers fill the bulk of the counter top. A venting hood, centrifuges, test tubes, and other sensitive, delicate instruments take up the remaining space.

A few minutes later Todd re-emerges, presenting a fresh cup of coffee to his boss. Hyslop masks his disdain over the young man’s French-manicured nails, sighs, and accepts the offering. Eccentricities aside, Todd has proven his most valuable asset, recruiting, assisting, and supervising a first-rate team of lab technicians despite the many drawbacks of their God-forsaken location.

“Made any breakthroughs this morning, boss, in our quest to outdo Grayson Limerock and company?”

Hyslop senses movement on the edge of his field of vision. He turns and spots his secretary, Kiki Aloni, moving furtively through the lab toward the coffee room. His voice booms, “A bit early for you, Kiki?”

She straightens up, her long black hair spilling off her shoulders. “Uh, yes, Doctor,” she replies self-consciously. “I caught a ride with Todd this morning.”

Hyslop nods, taking a sip of his coffee, then spits it on the floor in front of him. “What is this swill, Todd? Kiki!” She jumps to attention. “Make yourself useful.” He shakes his cup. “Fetch me a fresh cup right away, and then be gone.” Condescending, with a snicker he continues, “Todd and I have pressing matters to discuss that are well above your pay grade.”

Kiki nods her assent and scurries off to the coffee room.

Todd tries to get his point across in a playful manner, to avoid Hyslop’s wrath himself. “Hey boss. Maybe ease up on the Draconian approach, huh? The ladies can be kind of sensitive with that, you know?”

Hyslop, amused, looks Todd over, paying close attention to the young man’s nails. “Never thought of you as an expert when it comes to the ladies.”

Kiki dashes over, hands Hyslop his coffee, then hurries away. Hyslop yells after her, “Come back in about two hours. I’ll need you to deliver the treatment we’ve been working on to Doctor Gorelick.”

Kiki offers a quick nod, then disappears from the lab.

Hyslop holds up the cup. “Seems I have things well under control. Now, where were we?” Scratching his head, “Ah, yes. No breakthroughs this morning, Todd.” Hyslop rubs the bridge of his nose. “I can’t detect any patterns for the treatment failures. Can you pass me the calibration and quality assessment logs? Perhaps they’ll shed some light on our failings.”

Todd pats his chest. “I check on those daily and everything is always up to snuff.” Zigler arches his eyebrows and shakes his head. “I know you don’t want to hear it again, boss, but the prob is obvious in my opinion....”

“Yes, Todd, I know,” Hyslop replies wearily, “‘too many station chefs for you to keep track of’.”

“Exactly. Even the teensiest, tiniest error by any one of them and our formulations can be ruined.”

Hyslop stares at the ceiling and nods his head, his patience all but spent. “That’s why I personally trained each technician to be an expert in all areas of formulation and trained you to catch any rare errors along the way.”

A disapproving look fills Zigler’s face. “That was fine when I only had two techs to oversee. But seven, well, that’s really asking for trouble now, don’t you think?” Zigler’s eyes implore Hyslop. “We all want to plow ahead as fast as we can, but sometimes a breather’s not a bad thing.”

Hyslop’s death-stare says what no words ever could.

Zigler replies with a huff, “Okay, okay, I get it, boss. Keep our worker bees humming along and keep my opinions to myself.”

Hyslop’s stare morphs into a thin smile.

Todd stares back, intimidated and self-conscious. “Okay then... off to work.” He takes two hesitant steps away before coming to a stop and turning back. “Did you see the phone message I left on your desk last night from Doctor Jacobs?”

Hyslop’s brow arches. “No. What’s it about?”

“Apparently Detective Chris Ravello is in dire need of our services.”

“The same Ravello who just arrested that serial killer Durand?”

“One and the same. Ravello’s got a pheochromocytoma he badly needs our help with.”

He tries to contain it, but a smile spreads across Hyslop’s face. Turning away, in a soft voice he mutters, “Excellent. Just the case I need to test out two new theories.”


Chapter 8

Kiki winces in pain as she flexes and massages her right hand. This is getting harder and harder to keep under wraps. Leaning forward in bed, she shakes her hair off her shoulders and rummages through her purse, anxious to find the pills before Grayson emerges from the bathroom. She pushes her car keys, lipstick, and a small pack of tissues aside, taking care not to disturb the vial of medication Hyslop entrusted her to deliver to Doctor Gorelick. Finally, she finds them.

Introduced in the 1940s as an anti-malarial medication, the pills are Kiki’s last line of defense against the crippling effects of her rheumatoid arthritis. But the treatment has been failing her of late, the side effects growing more frequent and severe. Intense bouts of nausea, diarrhea, and blisters on the inside of her mouth leave her feeling weak, isolated, and vulnerable, a poor combination for a middle-aged widow of limited financial means.

Enter Grayson Limerock, the Chief Medical Officer/CEO of Immunogenetics Offerings. A tall, well-built, and charming Irishman, he and Kiki met at an industry conference six months earlier and mid-day liaisons away from her boss and his wife’s prying eyes have been the norm since. Kiki smiles inwardly. Soon one of the two, Hyslop or Grayson, will find out how to make her whole again. Until then, her relationship with Grayson must remain a delicate dance of stealth and ingenuity.

The shower stops. Kiki hears the curtain open and Grayson’s feet hit the bathroom floor as she struggles to free the pills from their container. Stabbing pain shoots through her fingers as she pushes and twists the bottle top. Damn it, why do they make these so hard? The cap finally begins to give. Come on, come on, she implores it. Suddenly, it flies open all at once, scattering pills onto the sheets and floor. Kiki grabs for the glass on the nightstand, knocking it over. Rivulets of water form, one stream threatening to douse the hotel room phone and clock. She grabs at the bed sheets, using them as a towel. Grayson hums as he dries himself off. She hurriedly gathers the pills in her hands and dumps them and the open bottle in her purse. Kiki jabs her mouth at a lone pill stuck to her wet hand. She swallows it just as the bathroom door handle turns and Grayson appears, towel wrapped around his waist.

“All yours, baby. What time is that asshole boss of yours expecting you back?” he says with a warm smile.

“He’s buried in the lab the rest of the day so I can get back when I please.” She sighs as she saunters over to him. “With any luck I won’t see the jerk again until morning.” She rubs a hand against Grayson’s hairy chest as she nibbles on his ear. “What do you have in the afternoon?”

Grayson’s smile hardens. “A couple of meetings about our newest biologics.” He takes her hand in his and brings it to his lips. “Two rheumatologics that promise to challenge Harold’s best creations.”

Kiki smiles at him, then brushes her lips against his cheek as she glides away. “Brilliant and sexy.” She winks at him and bats her lashes as she walks toward the bathroom door. “Leaves a girl weak in the knees,” she adds, blowing him a mischievous kiss. “Powerless to resist.”

Grayson smiles back as he watches the door close and hears the hiss of the shower. Reaching into her purse, he grabs hold of the vial and removes it. As he turns it over and over in his hands, his smile broadens. I’m counting on it, baby.
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