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For my dad, a man who brings science to life in the hearts and minds of those around him.





CHAPTER 1


BEVERLY HILLS, CALIFORNIA
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WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 20, 2024


Doctor David Mariani wanted desperately to be wrong.


His hands gripped the wheel of his black Porsche sedan as he inched his way through Los Angeles traffic, heading toward his offices in Beverly Hills. Words from the medical conference he had just attended echoed through his mind.


“. . . four ex-officers of a manufacturer of a bone cement product were sentenced to prison for an illegal clinical trial that led to three deaths in California . . .”


Bones.


He couldn’t let himself believe that his patients might be victims of an illicit clinical trial. Not right under his nose.


David turned down a street lined with department stores, banks, and eateries. Only in LA could a fifteen-mile drive take an hour, he thought with frustration. Finally, he pulled into the parking lot of his private medical offices. He dashed through the rain using his briefcase as an umbrella and entered the modest one-story white cement building. He felt a familiar touch of pride at the sight of the glass double doors stenciled in white lettering with the words, “Mariani Pediatric Medical Center.”


David was a handsome man. Six feet two, with short brown hair and green eyes, he got more than his share of stares as he quickly passed by the reception desk. He nodded politely to those waiting to see a doctor—mostly mothers with their children—and headed straight for his office.


A large mahogany desk with a plush leather office chair sat in the middle of the room facing the door, which put David’s back toward the window. Two guest chairs, a wall of old-fashioned black filing cabinets, bookshelves, and a well-worn couch with a pillow on it were the office’s only other adornments.


He shook the rain off his leather jacket, hung it over the back of his chair, and sat down at his desk with a sigh. As suspected, the tower of paper waiting for his return was almost at eye level. Though David spent the next few hours wading through the backlog of work, a nagging fear for his young patients drew him back to his filing cabinets for records of patients exhibiting the peculiar set of characteristics he had in mind. As a life-long Luddite, he couldn’t bring himself to move his patient files to digital. He was at his files again when a plump woman in pink scrubs popped her head in the door.


“Doctor? You have a patient,” she said.


“Can you ask Doctor Alvarez to handle it?” he asked without turning away from the files. “I’m swamped.”


A moment later he looked over, surprised to find her still standing just inside the doorway. “What’s wrong?”


“I think you’d better come right now. There’s a child who seems pretty sick.”


The nurse held the door open for him as he hurried out to the lobby.
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WAITING BY THE registration desk was a petite woman with eyes the color of cognac and long hair as dark as a moonless night. She was simply dressed in black jeans with a white silk blouse and leather boots. David’s world stopped revolving for a breathtaking moment. He thought she was quite possibly the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.


Standing next to her was a smaller version of herself. The girl’s slim body was bent over in pain. The woman’s arms were wrapped around the child protectively. Alarm jolting him back to reality, David moved close to the girl. He opened her mouth and checked her airway to make sure she could breathe. Good. No obstructions. Now for her symptoms. Hot forehead, rapid breathing, glazed stare, racing heart, blue lips . . . possibly poison or something attacking her immune system?


Dammit! What was this woman thinking bringing her child to me? I’m just a pediatrician. What if I can’t figure out what’s wrong with her?


In anger and frustration, he turned to the mother. “Why did you bring her here? She needs an E.R.!” To the nurse he said, “Rebecca, please get her into a bed and start an IV drip.”


“Yes, Doctor,” she said, and escorted the girl down the hall to a nearby room.


With conscious effort, David unclenched his fists and took a moment to gather his thoughts. Count to ten, son, he could hear his mother’s voice in his head. Patience.


There didn’t appear to be enough time to get the child safely to an E.R., so he’d just have to deal with whatever it was here. He hoped it would be enough. The woman had clasped her hands together so tightly her knuckles were turning white. She looked at him expectantly, waiting for him to say something.


He took a deep breath, waited for the anger to pass, then said, “I’m sorry for yelling at you. While an E.R. would have been a better choice, you’re here now and we’ll do everything we can for your daughter.”


“Thank you, Doctor,” she said.


“Let’s start at the beginning. I’m Dr. Mariani. I didn’t get your name,” he said as a place to start.


“Kate.”


“Yes, well . . . Kate. Is the girl your daughter?”


She nodded. “Yes. Her name is Molly. Please help her. She’s only ten.”


“I understand, Kate. I’m going to do everything I can to help. For now, the IV should stabilize her. How long has she been like this? Has she been vomiting?”


She shook her head and tears brimmed in her eyes. “She hasn’t been vomiting. It just started about an hour ago. I got here as fast as I could.”


“That’s a good sign. At first glance it would appear your daughter may have ingested a toxin of some kind. I can’t be sure until I’ve run some blood work. I’ll need you to fill out some paperwork so I can get started on it. In the meantime, why don’t you stay with her in her room? Once I know more, we’ll be able to treat her with something other than just an IV drip.”


“Blood work? My daughter, she—” she clasped her hands again. “She’s afraid of needles.”


“I’ll be gentle, I promise,” David assured her.


With an uncertain nod, Kate headed toward her daughter’s room.


Why did she . . . I should . . . David found he’d lost his train of thought as he watched her walk down the hallway. Anger now completely forgotten, he shook his head and forced his thoughts back to the child. How does a ten-year-old get poisoned accidentally? It’s not as though she’s a toddler getting into things. Well, like it or not, they were here now and it was his responsibility to help in any way he could. In order to do so, he first had to figure out what was wrong with her. Which he couldn’t do while standing out in the lobby. Putting on his best bedside-manner smile, he strode down the hall to her room.





CHAPTER 2
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THE PATIENT ROOMS of David’s medical practice were small, but comfortable. The girl’s room had pale green walls, curtains with brightly colored sea creatures, and posters of puppies and kittens. She was on the bed leaning back against a pillow, looking pale and dazed. David was glad to see the nurse had already hooked her up to an IV.


Kate had moved a chair next to the bed so she could more easily hold her daughter’s hand. She fussed with the sheets and pillows. “It’s OK, sweetheart,” she said. “We’re going to figure out what’s wrong with you.” She brushed a lock of dark hair back behind her daughter’s ear.


David put a lab coat on over his gray slacks and tan ribbed sweater and grabbed a stethoscope from a hook on the wall.


“You are going to figure out what’s wrong with her, right?” she asked him as he approached the bed. Her eye makeup was smeared and her nose was red.


He gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile and said, “I’ll do everything I can, but I have to ask you a few more questions. Has she had any seafood lately or eaten anything today that she may have had a reaction to?”


She bit her lip and thought a moment. “Well, this morning I made a quiche with fresh spinach and diced tomatoes. It had gruyère cheese in it, but she’s not allergic to dairy products. For lunch we had hamburgers with a salad on the side. The burgers had chives, hot pepper sauce, Worcestershire sauce, mustard and seasonings. It’s one of Molly’s favorites.”


“Your daughter wasn’t at school today? Was she feeling ill this morning?”


“No, nothing like that. Molly is home-schooled.”


David nodded, warmed the stethoscope with his hands then placed it on the child’s chest. “Her heart sounds good, if a bit fast. But that’s understandable, all things considered.” He gently inserted a thermometer in her ear and noted her temperature. 101 degrees. A bit high.


“Did you have Caesar dressing with anchovies? Any other potential food allergies?”


“No. The salad dressing was a simple vinegar balsamic, lemon and virgin olive oil dressing I make from scratch. As far as I can tell, she’s never been allergic to anything, food or otherwise.”


“Wow,” David said. “Sounds like a pretty sophisticated palate for a ten-year-old. You’re making my mouth water!” he said with a smile. Gently, he palpated Molly’s abdomen and lymph nodes with his hands, then checked her eyes with a light.


“Yes,” Kate said. “I suppose it is. But I’m a chef. Or rather I used to be. What I mean to say is she’s accustomed to eating this way.”


“I see,” David said. He pulled a rolling tray to his side. It contained a sterile needle, alcohol pads and tourniquet. He took three empty blood vials from the cabinet, labeled them, and set them on the tray.


Molly was starting to respond to the IV drip, her eyes coming into focus. David engaged her in conversation to distract her as he tied the tourniquet around her arm and inserted the needle. “Molly? Do you like all that healthy cooking at home? Do I need to give you a prescription for some ice cream or chocolate cookies?” She giggled and shook her head no. One vial of blood down, two to go. He set the full vial down on the tray and snapped in the second vial.


“I believe I had a cup of noodles from the vending machine for lunch,” David said.


Kate gave a small gasp and put her hand over her heart. “Do you know how bad those things are for you? So much sodium!”


He laughed and said, “I’m no chef, but I am a doctor, so I do have some idea.” Two vials down, one to go.


“Surely you have a . . . there must be someone . . . can’t you cook something healthy to take to work?” Kate asked, then shook her head. “Sorry. That’s obviously none of my business,” she said, turning away from him.


Last vial still in hand, David pushed the tray aside. Is she trying to ask me if I’m married? he thought with amusement. When would I ever see a wife? There were only so many hours in a day.


“It’s OK. No, I don’t have a family,” David said. He checked Molly’s IV. “Well, your daughter seems to be responding to the IV drip, but I hesitate to do anything more until I can run some blood tests.”


Kate returned to her daughter’s side and said, “She’s looking so much better already! I’m so relieved. Thank you, Doctor.”


“I’m relieved too, but don’t thank me yet. Since I still don’t know what caused this, I’d like to ask you to stay here a while until I get some answers. Rebecca can bring you something to eat. Of course, it will only be some simple sandwiches and such, but I promise we won’t poison you.”


Kate’s smile faded and he realized how it must have sounded, considering her daughter’s situation.


David groaned. “Oh, God. That didn’t come out right! I’m not trying to suggest your cooking had anything to do with—”


There was a sharp knock on the door and the nurse appeared once more. “Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a man here to see you, Doctor. He says he’s from the Department of Health.”


“Now?”


The nurse nodded. Her shoulder-length blonde hair bobbed up and down.


“OK, fine. Take him to my office. Wait! What branch of the Department of Health?” he asked, only to find that the nurse had already disappeared out into the hallway.


“I’m sorry, Kate, but I should really go deal with this. I’ll have the nurse bring you some food.”
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A TALL, SLENDER man with trim white hair was in David’s office gazing out the window. He was wearing a dark gray, three-piece suit with a crisp white shirt and black tie. His hands were clasped behind his back, holding a matching gray derby hat with a black band. The combination made him seem as though he had just stepped out of a black and white film.


“You must be the man from the Department of Health,” David said.


The man turned and gave David a thin, humorless smile not reflected in his eyes. “What gave me away?” He pulled a badge out of his inside jacket pocket and flashed it at David. “My name is Randall Thomas Stainer from the Centers for Disease Control. I have a few questions for you, if now is a good time?”


“Actually, it’s not.” David pointed toward the door. “I’m in the middle of examining a very sick—”


“Dr. Mariani, I’ve been visiting some of the local hospitals and private practices in the LA area. I need to be given access to your patient files,” Stainer continued as though David hadn’t spoken.


“I’m sorry, but why does the CDC need access to my files? Is there something I need to know?” David asked.


“It’s easier if you just let me see your files. I’ll know what I’m looking for when I see it.”


“No, I’m not OK with that,” David said. “Maybe if you can tell me a little bit more about your concerns?”


“It’s on a need-to-know basis only. I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to tell you anything more.”


David frowned. “Then I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to help you out.”


They glared at each other in stubborn silence.


This is ridiculous, David thought. Here I am wasting time on this pissing contest when I should be with my patient! Unless . . . “Look. This isn’t getting us anywhere,” David said in a reasonable tone. “Perhaps if you can help me with something, I can help you. After all, we’re both on the side of the patients, right?”


“Sure.”


David took a deep, calming breath. Even if there’s a slim chance this man can help, he thought, I have to try. He said, “I just returned from a medical conference. We were told about some rogue clinical trials where bone cement was tested on elderly patients. It got me thinking. Over the past year or so, I’ve had an unusually large number of patients who have exhibited inexplicably strong bones. Do you suppose there’s a chance some of my patients could be victims of a similar unauthorized trial?” David tried to read Stainer’s expression for some hint of confirmation of his suspicions, but his face may as well have been made of cement itself. It was unreadable.


“I don’t know,” Stainer said. “And as unfortunate as that would be if it were true, clinical trials aren’t really my jurisdiction. That would be the responsibility of the Food and Drug Administration.”


“But these children may need our help! How can you say—”


The nurse burst into David’s office.


“Dr. Mariani! The woman and her child are gone!”





CHAPTER 3
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN? They’re not in her room?” David asked. He ran out of his office and down the hall. The nurse followed close behind and Stainer trailed them quietly. David entered the room and stopped short. Numb with shock, he stared at an empty bed—IV tube discarded carelessly over the edge. Kate and her daughter were indeed gone.


“What the hell? Where did they go?” David threw up his hands in exasperation. “Did you at least happen to get their address or last name before they left?” he asked his nurse.


“No, Doctor. I’m sorry,” Rebecca said, her brow furrowed in concern.


David looked around the room in confusion. Why would they leave?


“I’m sorry, Doctor,” Stainer said. “Who exactly are this woman and her child?”


David, only half-listening to Stainer, went to the window to see if he could spot their car in the parking lot. “The girl came in exhibiting symptoms which suggested a possible poisoning,” he said. “She also had a fever.”


“They seem to have run out on you. Do you have any idea why?”


David turned to him, incredulous. “Excuse me? Does it really seem to you like I expected this?”


Stainer wandered over to the bed and fingered the discarded IV tube. “Did you happen to take any blood?”


David froze. He felt his gaze inadvertently flick to the tray where he had left the blood vials. He was oddly relieved to see they were gone. “It doesn’t appear we had the chance to do that.” Which was the truth. There was no evidence of the vials on the tray. David crossed his arms over his chest and asked, “Just what exactly do you want, Mr. Stainer?”


Stainer looked at him sharply. “I’m afraid that’s classified information, Doctor.”


David was beginning to seriously dislike this man. Maybe it had something to do with his cold, wolf-gray eyes. Making a snap decision, he said, “If you will leave your contact information with me, I’ll be sure to call you should they return.”


A flash of irritation ghosted across the man’s face. He regained control of his features so quickly, David wasn’t sure he had seen the look at all.


Stainer came to stand close. Though David was taller than most men, Stainer was taller still. He looked down his nose at David and said, “Let me be clear, Doctor. This woman and her child are now persons of interest in events well above your pay grade. If you’re not careful, you may find yourself in deeper than you can handle!”


Turning sharply on his heel, Stainer stormed out of the room.





CHAPTER 4
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KATE GLANCED AT her daughter in the passenger seat of the little green Fiat as they sped away from the office. As unlikely as it seemed, over the past few months Kate had begun to feel as though she and her daughter were being watched, maybe even followed. She had no real basis for this fear; it was purely instinctual. Like she was a fawn that had caught the scent of a nearby hunter.


So while most people would have taken their sick child to a hospital, Kate thought they’d be safer at a private practice. The doctor was right to get angry with her, she thought. But he couldn’t know she had made a conscious decision to bring Molly to him. She was immensely grateful that he had dealt with it himself and not sent them away. However, when Kate heard the nurse say the Health Department was at the doctor’s office—just moments after she and her daughter had arrived—flight mode had kicked in. Kate didn’t take the time to consider what she was doing or why. She just took Molly and ran. Without thinking, she had grabbed the blood vials as well.


Perhaps we should move again, Kate thought as she glanced once more at her child resting on the seat beside her. Portland, Oregon might work. Or maybe back east somewhere. She had always liked the colder weather.


Molly stirred.


“How’s my little Monkey feeling?” Kate asked her.


“OK, I guess,” she said in a small voice.


“Should we go back? Get you some more medicine?” The IV did seem to have helped.


“No. I’m OK.”


“That’s my girl.”


They pulled into the driveway of a small, one-story brick house in Westwood Village.





CHAPTER 5
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DAVID HELPED HIS nurse straighten up the patient room Molly had been in. He stuck his hands in the lab coat pockets and was shocked to feel the cool, smooth glass of a blood vial. He pulled it out and stared at it in disbelief. This day is just getting stranger by the minute! he thought.


“Is that one of the blood vials from the girl who just left?” Rebecca asked in surprise.


“Yes it is! I must have stuck it in my pocket when you told me the Health Department was here. If I have time later, I’ll run some tests on it. Maybe I can get some answers as to what’s wrong with the girl. As I don’t even know where to find her, I guess there’s no hurry.”


Taking his comment as chastisement, Rebecca unhooked the IV bag and said, “I’m really sorry I didn’t get their contact information.”


“It’s OK. Just please tell me if Kate calls or comes back again, all right?” he asked. “I have somewhere to be. Can you lock up for me?”


“Yes, of course, Doctor. Have a good night!”


David took the vial to his lab, labeled it with the name “Molly” and locked it in a storage fridge. Back in his office, he grabbed the briefcase and a box of even more files and closed the door behind him.


He only half paid attention to the road as he drove to meet with Marcus Greene, his closest friend. Thoughts of Kate, the girl, and Stainer were jumbling around in his mind.


What was Stainer’s real agenda? Did he have a connection to Kate? David wondered. The fact that Kate and Molly disappeared after he showed up couldn’t have been a coincidence. She did hear the nurse say the Health Department was there. And she made up a lame excuse about Molly being afraid of needles, when obviously she wasn’t. Then she took the blood vials? If Kate was trying to hide something, running away was having the opposite effect she wanted. She had really only piqued Stainer’s interest by disappearing. And mine, David thought.


As his late father’s house came into view, the white stonework façade reminded him painfully of the day he and his father had laid the last stone on the home they built together.


“Son, after I’m gone and you’ve figured out there is more to life than a career in medicine—as noble as that may be—I hope you’ll raise a large family here. Family is the key, David. The true meaning of life.”


A few months later his father passed away, leaving David a large, beautiful house and a gaping hole in his heart. Orphaned at thirty-five years old. Swallowing hard, he pulled into the driveway and saw that Marcus’s copperhead orange Jeep Wrangler was already there.
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DAVID’S FATHER’S HOUSE was a large, two-story English Tudor with a white stone façade and sloped slate roof. It sat on one and a half acres of neatly-trimmed grass and sycamore trees nestled in the mountains near Sunset Boulevard. David parked and walked up a driveway lined with night jasmine hedges.


Marcus got out of his car to meet him. As always, he was overdressed for the occasion in an Italian suit, Gucci shoes, a maroon dress shirt and a gray dot silk tie. “Hey man, you look like you’ve been hit by a truck!” Marcus said.


David just nodded and said, “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me here. I really need you to be my sounding board right now.”


“Sure, no problem. Why are we here instead of your place?” Marcus asked. He followed David as they made their way up the front steps.


Fumbling with the briefcase, box and keys, David unlocked the door and headed straight for the study. “I’m thinking about moving in here, but I haven’t seen it in a while,” he said without turning around.


“It’s about time you moved in. It’s gorgeous.”


“It’s huge.”


“Exactly,” Marcus said. “Say, is everything OK? You seem distracted.”


“No. Yes. I honestly don’t know,” David said. He opened the door to the study and dumped the box on the floor. He flicked on a light switch and with swift, jerky movements pulled sheets off the desk, lamp and chairs. Dust filled the air, sparkling in the light beneath the room’s one lamp.


Dropping the briefcase filled with files on the desk, he sat down heavily in a leather-bound office chair.


Marcus followed him into the room and set a case of beer bottles on the desk. “I figured if we weren’t meeting at your apartment, I’d better bring my own booze! You still have that mini fridge here? I’d hate for these babies to get warm.” He patted the beer and gave David one of his best, dazzling smiles. The coffee color of his skin made his teeth look almost unnaturally white.


Rather than wait for an answer, Marcus rummaged around the room until he found a small square object covered by a sheet. He plugged in the fridge, put all but two of the beers inside and sat down in one of the overstuffed chairs across from the desk. He leaned over to hand David a beer, took a large gulp of his own and said, “So. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on.”


David picked at the label on his beer. “I just had a visit from the Health Department.”


“What did you do now?”


David glared at his friend. “I’m serious! Shut up and listen to me.”


“OK! OK! Don’t bite my head off.”


“Sorry. Let me back up a bit . . .” David told him about that afternoon’s visits from Kate, Molly and his odd conversation with Randall Stainer.


“That is strange. Was the mom hot?” Marcus smiled widely.


“Seriously? Is that all you ever think about?”


“What?” Marcus said. “I can’t help it. It’s natural selection. It’s my D-N-A imperative.”


“Spoken like a true anthropologist. Yes. For the record, she was hot,” David said. Then he gave Marcus a mischievous grin and added, “Plus she had a great ass!”


Marcus laughed. “Now we’re talking! Childbearing hips.”


David gave him a look of exasperation. “I tell you she has a great ass and you come back with ‘childbearing hips’? What’s wrong with you?”


“I know! Sorry,” Marcus said. Despite the apology, Marcus looked rather amused at his discomfort. “So then. Why do you need a sounding board? Is it about Kate? If so, you came to the right place!”


David sipped his beer thoughtfully and said, “Actually, no. For the moment, I suppose Kate and her daughter are a dead end. I haven’t figured out what to do about them, if anything. And I don’t trust Stainer. There was just something . . . off about him. Anyway, what I want to discuss with you are some rather unusual patients of mine.”


“Isn’t there some sort of ‘doctor-patient privilege’ we should be concerned with?” Marcus asked. He sat forward in the chair, elbows on his knees.


“Technically, yes, but I think you’ll see why I’m willing to risk it. Besides, I’ve known you forever. You’re the only one I trust right now.” David took a deep breath and said, “You see, a few years ago, a young boy came to my office. He had fallen out of a tree. His mother brought him in just to make sure he was OK. They didn’t go to the E.R. because he seemed just fine. Not so much as a scratch on him.”


“Sounds like one lucky kid,” Marcus said with a shrug.


“Yes, well that’s what I thought, too. I checked him over, took his vitals and everything seemed normal.” David made a ‘so-so’ gesture with his hand. “Sort of.”


“Sort of?” Marcus asked, eyebrows raised.


“This is where it starts to get weird. The boy had a fever of one hundred and one degrees. At first I thought perhaps the fall was related to that. High body temperature can cause syncope—that is, passing out—which could have caused him to fall from the tree while climbing it. But his mother said he tended to ‘run hot’ and that a temperature of over one hundred wasn’t unusual. Now, most people can tolerate a fever as high as one hundred and three for a few days without serious problems, but much higher and delirium can occur. And to have a constant temperature of one hundred and one? That would be unusual. Especially for males.” David took a long swig of his drink, stood up and paced in front of the cherrywood bookshelves which lined the walls of the study. He ran his fingers along the spines of the books. With a grimace, he rubbed a film of dust off on his pants.


“OK, so no broken bones. High temperature. Sounds a bit strange, but . . .” Marcus said, watching David’s progress around the room.


“That’s not all. I took some x-rays just to make sure I didn’t miss any subtle fractures or breaks.” David stopped and raked a hand through his hair, causing it to stand on end. “His bones were unusually thin! They should have snapped like a twig after falling from such a height.”


Marcus pondered this for a few moments. Finishing off his beer, he grabbed another out of the fridge. “Maybe the kid lied and never actually fell out of a tree at all.”


“Possible, I suppose, but the mother says she saw it happen. Even so, why would they lie? To what end?” David asked. “You should have brought something stronger than beer,” he said, chuckling weakly.


“Sounds to me like this kid is a freak of nature. So what?”


David got another beer as well and sat down in one of the chairs next to Marcus. “Because it’s just one of many such cases. A girl hit by a car while riding her bike. A boy rock climbing. In fact, from what I can tell so far, I’ve had over a hundred of them in just the past year,” he said, finishing his beer in three gulps. “Each time, the children presented with high body temperatures, thin, strong bones, and rapid resting heart rates.” He tossed the empty bottle into the trash.


Marcus stared at his friend. “Over a hundred? You’re right. That does sound like a lot. How is it you’re just noticing this now?”


David forced a laugh. “You’re kidding, right? Between sick kids, routine exams, and more complex cases, I must see between 30-35 patients a day. That’s an average of almost 7000 patients in a year! It’s hard to see patterns like this unless you’re looking for them. And I wasn’t. At least not until the medical conference this week. This is why I wanted to talk to you. I have a few of the most significant patient files with me.” He placed his hand on the briefcase. “I was hoping you’d take a look at them with me.”


“And in the box?” Marcus asked.


“More files,” David said.


“Hmm. Paper files. You ever hear of a computer?” Marcus shook his head and sighed. He drummed his fingers on the desk and his attention wandered to the window. He stood up with a start. “Dang! When did it get so dark outside? I guess I have a date to cancel. Let me make a phone call, OK? Then we’ll talk about this some more. In the meantime, why don’t you order us a pizza? Have them bring some colas too, sounds like I’m going to need some serious caffeine.”


Marcus left the room to make his call and David started a fire in the fireplace. He had always loved his father’s office. He smiled wistfully as he remembered sitting on the floor playing with his toys while his father worked.


Perhaps I should have moved into the house after Dad died instead of getting an apartment, he thought. He stoked the fire. No. Even now it hurt too much to think about.


David touched the phone on his wrist and ordered an extra large deep dish pizza, some sodas and side salads from the local pizza place. While he waited for Marcus to finish his call, he opened the briefcase and flipped through the files.


“OK,” Marcus said as he returned to the room and sat down. “Date canceled. Too bad, too. She’s a keeper! Now tell me more about these kids.”


“Another keeper? How nice for you both,” David teased.


Marcus shot him a look of mock profound sadness. “You wound me man. You really do. I’m serious about this girl!”


David dismissed the drama with a laugh. “If you say so. While you were on the phone, Romeo, I reviewed my notes. As I said earlier, common traits of these kids seem to be high body temperature, thin strong bones, and a rapid resting heart rate.”


“Great. So what does all this mean to us non-doctor types?” Marcus asked.


“I have a theory, but I want you to look at the files first.”


Marcus gestured for one of the files, “All right. Let’s get started, then.”





CHAPTER 6
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A WHILE LATER, the doorbell rang.


“That must be the food,” David said. He left the office to answer the door.


At the smell of pizza, Marcus came out of the office and joined David at the kitchen bar. Marcus flipped his tie over his shoulder and began to consume his food with gusto while David just stared at the piece of pizza drooping in his hand. Marcus gave his friend a sideways glance and said, “So then. You must have some idea as to what is really going on here, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”


“I do, but it’s going to sound a bit crazy.” David set down his slice of pizza and turned on the stool to face Marcus. “One of the sessions from the medical conference I just got back from discussed a California hospital accused of running secret clinical trials on people. They were using bone growth proteins on patients without their consent. Then it hit me . . . I could never put my finger on a pattern with all of my patients until now. What really stood out to me in all of these patients was the common thread of strong bones. So I immediately started pulling the files on some of the patients I had in mind.”


Marcus frowned and said, “Secret clinical trials? You kidding me? Sounds like something out of a horror movie.”


“Agreed. As a result of these trials, these poor, unwitting people suffered excessive bone growth, nerve compression and debilitating pain. I can’t understand how one human being could do that to another. Especially helpless and alone elderly people. To exploit them like that.” David shook his head sadly.


“So what are we talking about here? Someone is carrying out medical experiments on kids from Beverly Hills? Like they’re spiking the water or something. Maybe that’s the real reason why the CDC sent Stainer to your office and he was just playing it cool when you hit the nail on the head,” Marcus said.


“Maybe, but he didn’t seem like a guy that would mince words if he knew what I were talking about. But it’s possible there’s some new, as-of-yet unapproved drug designed to make bones stronger. One of the side effects might be a higher-than-normal core body temperature.” David picked up his pizza slice, which was now cold, took an unenthusiastic bite, then set it back down.


“You know, the woman I was supposed to see tonight works at a pharmaceutical company,” Marcus said. “She’s a research assistant. Talking to her might be a good place to start. Maybe there are some legit trials we just don’t know about.”


“Why not?” David said. “I’m stumped. Tomorrow we can go to the lab at my office. I have blood samples for some of these patients so I can run a few extra tests on those. Perhaps then we’ll have something worth showing her.”





CHAPTER 7


LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA
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WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 20, 2024


Stainer’s mother hadn’t been the same since that night, almost forty years ago, when his sister was abducted from their home in the middle of a sweltering New Orleans night.


Still, he strived to be a good son. So this evening, as he did every Wednesday, he went to visit his mother at the assisted living facility. The majority of his income went to paying for her care. Stainer told himself she had every right to hate him. His failure to protect his little sister was inexcusable. She had been taken from their room not five feet from his own bed. Yet he had done nothing to save his sister: the good child; the smart child; Mother’s favorite.


He arrived at the facility, shoved his hands in his suit pockets and made his way to the front desk, shoulders slumped. “I’m here to see my mother,” he told the receptionist.


“Oh, yes! Mr. Stainer,” she smiled at him. “Good to see you as always.”


Yeah right. So long as I keep paying the bills. “Thanks,” he replied.


She slid the sign-in log across the desk. It had a pen chained to the clipboard for his convenience. He signed himself in as a visitor and went down the hallway to his mother’s room. His pace slowed as he neared the door. He stopped outside.


Just for a moment, he told himself. He took a deep breath and knocked. There was no answer. He knocked again, harder.


“Who?!” came the smoky voice from inside the room.


“Randy . . .” He cleared his throat. A little louder he said, “It’s Randy, Mom.”


“Yeah. Come in then.”


He entered the small room and stood uncertainly near the center. It was a tidy room with a twin bed, crochet coverlet tightly tucked in. Hanging on the wall over the bed was a crucifix. Against one wall was a dresser with an old TV on it. She sat in her rocking chair, watching a muted evangelical show. She looked over at him coldly, wrinkled hands rested on an open Bible in her lap.


“Take your hands out of your pockets, Randall. And stand up straight!” She shook her head in disgust and turned back to the TV. “Well?” she said without taking her eyes from the screen. “Don’t just stand there. Be a gentleman and come give your mother a kiss.”


He moved to obey, wiping his palms against the wrinkles his hands had created in the fabric of his pants. He bent over her chair and gave her a light kiss on the cheek. He crinkled his nose and stood back up. Somehow, she always smelled like stale bread.


The moments dragged on as he struggled for something to say. There were so many things he wanted to tell her.


He used to believe his sister had been abducted by aliens. Of all the ridiculous things. Years of searching and hunting had finally led him to the mundane truth. She had merely been the unfortunate victim of one sick, twisted air conditioning repair man. A human man. Alien abduction had merely been the figment of a child’s active imagination. Still, if it weren’t for his sister’s kidnapping, he wouldn’t be on the path he was today. And reality was so much more interesting than childish fantasy. Thanks to his chance visit to the pediatrician’s office just as that woman and her child were there, he felt like he was finally getting closer to the truth about the secret he had been pursuing for decades. He ached to tell his mother about what he had learned, but he knew if he didn’t come to her with solid proof, she’d laugh him out of her room. She had always been a woman who appreciated cold, hard facts.


His mother finally spoke. “Randall? Remember your sister has a piano recital this Friday. You will be there to support her. Do you understand?” She glanced at him to make sure he heard. “Don’t be making any plans with those friends of yours.”


He sighed. God, not again. “Mother? Don’t you remember? Angelica is—” His mother continued to watch TV with a glazed look on her face as if he’d already left.


He closed his eyes and hung his head. “Never mind. I’ll be there, Mother.”





CHAPTER 8
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ON HIS DRIVE home, Stainer spent some time thinking about how he could get access to Dr. Mariani’s files. Not just the files of the woman’s child, but also those of all the patients Mariani claimed were victims of this so-called trial.


It was patently obvious to Stainer that the man was trying to hide the truth about his patients behind some “illicit clinical trial” nonsense. This is what I get for trying to be reasonable, Stainer thought. He parked and climbed the stairs to his apartment.


If there were only a way to get his hands on the doctor’s patient records.


He stopped at his front door, keys in his hand. A slow smile came to his face. Yes. He needed that information. And he knew just how to get it. Whistling a tune, he let himself in. He went to his outdated kitchen and took a can of cat food from the cupboard. It was just a small, one-bedroom apartment, but it suited him and his two cats just fine. He scooped half a can for each cat into a bowl. Making kissing noises with his mouth, he called out, “Here you go! Time for dinner. Tonight’s your favorite. Turkey giblet pâté. Yum!”


Two white blurs scurried out from the behind the couch, meowing excitedly for their food.
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