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  Chapter One


  Luke shambled through the Toulon-Hyères Airport like a zombie. It had been too long since his last transoceanic flight, and he was no longer used to the change in time zones. He stretched, rubbed his eyes, and tried to focus on the signs in French and English directing him to the baggage claim area.


  His jetlag melted away instantly at the sight awaiting him by the luggage carousel: a lovely set of breasts straining against a gauzy blouse tucked into a short, playfully fluttering skirt. His back straightened, and he ran his fingers through his hair.


  “Monsieur?”


  He glanced at the short, thickset man who’d come up, then back to the stunning vision. “I thought I was meeting you out at the car,” he told the stranger. Although Luke was a good twenty feet away, he thought he detected the faint bouquet of her body’s natural scent mixed with a light, musky perfume.


  “Monsieur Cooper?”


  “We’ve got a few minutes, right?” Luke said without turning. He watched the young woman struggle with a heavy bag, her chiffon skirt rising and billowing with the effort. Thanking God for the laws of physics and a woman’s tendency to over pack, he started toward her.


  He stopped as an older couple stepped forward, embraced the newest woman of his dreams, and helped her with her luggage. Her parents.


  With a sigh, Luke finally turned to the man beside him. He was bald, and he squinted up at Luke with heavy-lidded eyes. “You were saying?” Luke said.


  “Monsieur Cooper? Êtes-vous Lucas Cooper?”


  “I’m Luke Cooper. Are you my ride?” When the man just stared at him, he said, “Let’s hope we don’t have to rely on my French. It’s getting better, but it ain’t there yet.” He felt a little embarrassed. “Okay, let’s see… Je suis Docteur Luke Cooper.” Triumphant smile. “Are you from the clinic?”


  “Pardonnez-moi, Docteur,” the little man beside him said. “Est-ce que je peux voir votre passeport, s’il vous plait?” His tone was friendly, his manner polite, and his hand out.


  “Uh, sure.” Luke took out his passport and handed it over. “I cleared immigration at DeGaulle. We have to fill out forms again?”


  “C’est le procédé.”


  “Cool.”


  Luke followed the man through the crowded terminal toward a side door. Those short, thick legs could move right along.


  “Is it far to the hotel?” he asked as his escort punched some numbers on the worn black keypad beside the door.


  The door clicked open, and the man smiled and gestured toward the narrow hallway beyond. “Pas loin, mon ami.”


  “The shortcut—cool,” Luke said, and he walked through the door into the narrow corridor. He flinched when the door lock clicked behind them like a dry-fired pistol.


  “What’s down here?” He tried to force a smile. “Everything’s okay with the work permits, right?”


  The little man just grinned and motioned down the corridor.


  Feeling a little uneasy, Luke started down the brightly lit, yellow-brown hallway. They stopped at a door guarded by two big men in military fatigues. They both had small but unsettling machine pistols slung from their shoulders.


  “Hey…” He turned back to his escort. “You are from the de Salvo Clinic, right?” He glanced back at the armed men, who were eyeing him. “Nothing wrong, is there?”


  The little man smiled and nodded toward the door.


  Again Luke looked around, then took a step away from his escort. “You are the guy from the clinic, aren’t you?”


  “S’il vous plait, Docteur.” The smile was less convincing.


  Luke took another half-step away from him. “Look, I think you’d better tell me what’s going on here. Could I have my passport back?” He forced a smile as he held out his hand. “S’il vous plait.”


  The short man sighed and shook his head. “Très bien.” He held out the passport and nodded, looking at a point just behind Luke. “Si vous aimez la douleur, nous vous obligerons.”


  Luke’s left kidney exploded in pain that took his breath away. He couldn’t even scream… could barely get out a whimper. Then a second blow landed on the other side.


  He collapsed to his knees and slowly toppled onto his side.


  The short man crouched in front of him.


  “No, Doctor Cooper,” he said in perfect English. “You may not have your passport back.”


  Luke blinked, lost focus, and passed out from the pain.


  When Luke next opened his eyes, he was lying on a concrete floor looking at a drain covered by a grimy brass grate. He raised his head. A harsh light shone down on him, illuminating a table with two chairs on one side, and a stool on the other.


  Somewhere nearby, a clock ticked like a leaking faucet.


  Distant memories itched at the fringes of his consciousness: the cold entering him through the IVs the paramedics pumped into him in the moments before they rushed his broken body off the slopes of Val d’Isère.


  The memory didn’t fit. There was no snow here. He heard the creak of a heavy door opening, and the slam of it shutting. For an instant he smelled fresh-cut hedges and felt a cool breeze on his face.


  “If you wish to remain on the floor while we do this,” a woman’s voice called to him, “it’s fine with me.”


  Luke glanced up. The woman standing over him—slim, thirty-five-ish, smiling politely—was pointing her finger at the table.


  Waiting dumbly while the past receded to its proper sphere, he stood up, grimacing at the pain.


  The little man who’d taken his passport was also there. He helped Luke onto the stool before joining the woman on the other side of the table. The bright light reflected off the man’s gleaming bald head. Luke squinted.


  “So,” the woman began in a heavy French accent, “let us begin, yes?” She had deathly white skin and wore a tailored black pantsuit. She smiled, and he shivered. “A few questions, and you will be on your way. Won’t that be nice?”


  “Who are you?” Luke said in a voice that sounded weaker than he’d intended. “What is this?”


  The woman gave a little sigh and nodded at the man beside her. He shrugged, stood up, and walked around the table. When Luke turned to face him, the man fired the heel of his hand in a short, brutal blow just beneath the right ribs.


  Luke gasped, astonished that such pain could be administered so easily. It felt as if someone had just stabbed him in the liver with a railroad spike. He slumped on the stool and would have slipped off if the man hadn’t caught him.


  “Le garçon n’est pas tellement,” the little man said.


  “Dear me, we’ll see how soft,” she replied calmly as the man rearranged Luke on the stool and then returned to the other side of the table. “Feeling better?”


  “I’m an American,” Luke gasped.


  The woman held up his passport. “Yes, I see that,” she said, flipping through it. “A well-traveled American.”


  Luke tried to slow and deepen his shallow, panting breath. “Is that what this is about? Some kind of check on people who’ve traveled to a bunch of places? I’m not a terrorist.”


  “Probably not,” the woman agreed. “But then, that is what you would say if you were a terrorist, yes?”


  “It’s what I would say,” the little man agreed.


  “You see?” She nodded to her colleague. “But don’t worry—I don’t think you are a terrorist.”


  Luke concentrated on the woman as she leafed through a thin file. “May I ask you a question?”


  “No.” She closed the file and set it aside. “But you may listen to me.”


  “I am an American citizen, and I want to see an official from my embassy.” He tried to disguise his growing fear. When his words got no reaction, he tried again. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but I didn’t do anything. You don’t have any right to hold me like this. I’m a doctor, here to work at a clinic, and you just can’t—”


  He cut himself off as the thick little man across from him took a deep breath and stood, pushing the chair back with his buttocks.


  “Would you mind allowing me to continue, Dr. Cooper?” the woman said. “I would take it as a kindness.”


  Luke couldn’t take his eyes off the little man, whose dispassion spoke volumes. He’d seen someone like this guy in a Chicago neuropsych ward during his internship. A killer housed there—a sociopathic monster—had displayed the same mannerisms, a flatness with no human emotions like pity or empathy. All he’d seemed to feel was pleasure at hurting people—and anger at not being allowed to hurt people.


  As that patient’s features were superimposed over those of the short man, Luke turned back to the woman. “No,” he said. “I wouldn’t mind.”


  “Excellent choice.” She clapped her hands. “If you keep making decisions like that, this will be a most agreeable visit, don’t you think?”


  “Go on,” Luke said.


  “Yes. Well… where to begin? Ah!” She folded her hands in front of her. “Introductions first, I think.” She leaned back in her chair. “The gentleman beside me and I are operatives of the Groupe d’Intervention de la Gendarmerie Nationale, better known as GIGN. We are charged with protecting the Republic from terrorists and malefactors foolish enough to choose France for their operations. To be clear with you”—she leaned forward—“we are empowered to do whatever is necessary to preserve the lives and the security of the people of France—including arrests, detentions, imprisonments, and cancellations.”


  She smiled. “Need I be more explicit about what is meant by ‘cancellations’?” When Luke held his silence, she continued. “Under the Security Forces Act of 2002, we may hold persons of interest to the Republic, without bringing them before a magistrate, for up to ninety days without providing any legal counsel, notification of next of kin, or public acknowledgment that they are even being held.”


  The little man sat down beside her. “A lot can happen in ninety days.” He leaned back in his chair. “We can even give you to another country for an indefinite time, if we like.”


  The woman smiled. “It is called ‘rendition.’ A person delivered to rendition can disappear for a very long time, Dr. Cooper—an unimaginably long time.”


  Luke was confused and frightened. He wasn’t political. In fact, he had gone to great lengths to avoid political groups of every stripe all his life. For a competitive alpine ski racer, politics were a sure way to ruin any chance at making the elite teams. For a medical student, the wrong politics could alienate a professor who held differing views, and that could derail one’s entire career path. In fact, he didn’t think he had even registered to vote—which he was just about to point out to them when the woman began again.


  “Now, we tell you all this, Luke—you don’t mind if I call you Luke, do you?” After a theatrical pause, she continued. “We tell you all this…” Rising from the table, she clasped her hands behind her back and walked away from him, then turned back to face him. “…simply so you understand that it is very much in your interest to cooperate with us now, from the start.”


  She crossed her arms in front of her chest and glanced down. “A few hours, a little information, perhaps a mutually agreeable understanding, et ç’est tout!”


  “I will even drive you to your hotel myself,” the short man said. “No charge.”


  Luke took no comfort from the offer. When he realized that they were waiting for him to say something, he started to take a deep breath, then winced at the stab in his side. “What do you want?” he said.


  The woman opened the file and flipped through it until she found what she wanted. She studied the page for a few moments, then undid the clip and laid an eight-by-ten black-and-white photo on the table in front of Luke.


  “Tell me,” she said, “about Dr. Henri de Salvo.”


  Luke was baffled. He had imagined all sorts of dire, cataclysmic scenarios—things that, of course, he wouldn’t have been able to help them with anyway, because he neither knew nor wanted to know about matters of such gravity. But this?


  “You want to know about Dr. de Salvo.”


  “Doctor,” the little man sneered. “Yeah, right.” He turned to the woman.


  “An affectation, perhaps,” she replied. Then she turned back to Luke. “Do tell us about Dr. Henri de Salvo, Luke. Tell us everything.”


  Luke closed his eyes, and his mind drifted back. It had been nine years since he met Dr. de Salvo… That meeting had changed his life.


  Chapter Two


  Nine Years Earlier


  Nine years before, the famous slopes of Val d’Isère had been undergoing a massive renovation. That part of the French skiing community had an almost physical lust to restore Val d’Isère and Tignes to their former greatness, as if their rebirth would bring a similar renewal of French skiing dominance on the world stage. And there was some truth to this, of course.


  The new government’s odd species of xenophobia (combined with heightened national expectations) required a symbol, and V and T fit the bill beautifully. It was an affordable renovation that could be argued and defended as a campaign to restore national pride. The great giant slaloms and slaloms of the past had blessed the runs there in the Sixties. Stories of the Americans, Germans, Swiss, and Austrians stumbling on the hidden traps of the once dangerous courses were at the heart of all French skiers’ sacred canon.


  Whether it had been right to spend money—not a scandalous amount, but enough—to return the legend to the luster of its glory days was a popular argument in every café, salon, and bar in France. And though the work and the millions required to accomplish this miracle of rejuvenation would be a mere fraction of the cost of erecting and developing new runs in other locales, it was accepted as nothing less than a patriotic duty, though perhaps with less fervor by the French skiing traditionalists than by members of the Parlement français, who supported the project eagerly. As long as it came in on time—inasmuch as such things ever did in France—and somewhere near budget, the project would be a real coup.


  Luke had cared nothing about the political controversy over the Val d’Isère and Tignes legendary ski runs—it had been the reality of racing down them that fired his mind with dreams of flight and charged his system with adrenaline. As a junior in college, he’d lived for these moments—the wind in his face, the sound of the icy snow crackling beneath his skis, the smell of sausage and beer.


  For a few moments, he indulged the memories, blocking out his current circumstances.


  He was a third of the way down the run, certain he was a twentieth of a second ahead. The only sounds he could hear were his edges carving through hard ice, and his steady, heavy breathing.


  The vision of the previous racer, his opponent—France’s number two downhiller—setting a new course record didn’t daunt him in the least; instead it inspired him. He worked on relaxing his upper body, sensing the mountain beneath him rather than intellectualizing the moments ahead. At this point in the race, things would be decided more by the barest suggestion of motion than by violent maneuvers or bold risks. Don’t surprise the skis, he reminded himself. They don’t like it, and they don’t forgive.


  To win—and this he desperately wanted—he must integrate his body, his equipment, and the mountain into one single, primal thing. Snippets of lessons he had learned and philosophies he had read floated through his mind, and he let them—they helped him avoid thinking too much.


  Near the halfway mark, Luke sensed his lead increasing slightly. The race was going as planned. Everything from the geology to the weather to the chemical composition of his racing suit merged with his mind and will.


  Rocketing over the slight turn that brought the finish line in sight far below, he smiled, because this time, yes, this time…


  Even Val d’Isére knew that this time was different—an American would be king of this hill.


  He forced himself to relax, easing his posture, ignoring the voices calling his name, compelling his attention, demanding that he split his concentration. He wouldn’t let it happen. The cowbells clanged, and he ignored them. This time, an American, twenty years old, from Steamboat Springs, Colorado, would cross the line and—


  A vibration. A skid over the ice… then another. Another.


  Someone cried out his name—female, French accent, urgency in the tone—as his left foot lost contact with the hard surface. He tried to let his body make the adjustment without actually shifting anything.


  He was airborne, cartwheeling. And in that moment he knew that when he once again felt the snow beneath him, it would not be through his skis.


  Luke had lain in the hospital for days, alone, alternately in pain or stoned on painkillers, immobile, while his mind played and replayed the last moments that had changed everything—the race that had effectively ended his life.


  He closed his eyes and let the vision engulf him. He smelled the snow, heard the crunch of ice, and drifted into an opium eater’s dream world that let him see/feel, in the same moment, everything that was happening around him. Like a computer enhancement, he could project himself to different angles and distances, see what was right and what was not.


  But he could never find the mistake.


  When they finally agreed to let him see the video of that next-to-last moment in his life, he leaned close enough to the monitor to see his injured reflection superimposed on the healthy but soon-to-be-broken one. He examined and dissected the sequence, frame by frame, until there was nothing within it he didn’t know—and found nothing.


  Well, there was one small thing. He should not have crashed. He should not have tumbled over a hundred meters down the slope, finally coming to rest enmeshed in the collapsible fencing that had been strung alongside. He should have won the race.


  Maybe that was the thing above all else that taunted Luke Cooper. It had been the most perfect moment of his life, with all aspects—body, mind, heart, spirit—working in perfect synchronicity. Letting him fly!


  But the ground, not the slopes, was now his home—the U.S. team physician had been clear enough about that: “With several surgeries, maybe a year of rehabilitation and therapy, we think there’s a legitimate chance that one day you’ll walk again.”


  “How long till I’m back on the slopes?” he had asked. Hard work and pushing through pain were nothing new—just an accepted part of the life of a competitive world-class skier.


  “Well…” The doctor had hesitated as he looked at each of his colleagues in the room. “Maybe with a lot of work and the right special equipment, you might be able to do a nice, gentle, non-racing cruiser from time to time.”


  The words had cut through Luke like the rocks that had sliced through his racing suit and opened up his side. He missed most of the conversation about his next stabilization surgery and how most of his medical costs would be covered by the United States Ski and Snowboard Association, and how he would always be welcomed in USSA training facilities to work on his rehab. As long as he came before or after hours, of course—no sense frightening the still-competitive skiers with a vision of a future they needn’t dwell on.


  That night, alone in his room, Luke had contemplated the one form of rehabilitation that made sense. He had thought it through carefully, with the same analytical mind that had dissected races to find every lost hundredth of a second, and which, everyone said, would someday make him a great lawyer or doctor—once he put the racing behind him.


  How can you put behind you what you are?


  For three days he had spit his pain meds back into his hand the moment the sympathetic but entirely too trusting nurses left his room. He hadn’t done it every time, of course—he’d planned it carefully, knowing full well he couldn’t function if the pain overwhelmed him.


  “Luke the Analyzer,” his skiing teammates had called him. They said he had run every race fifty times before he ever put a ski on the snow. And the Analyzer had no intention of dying from an overdose.


  A nurse or a floor sister checked on each room every two hours. They could find him unconscious, or nearly so, and rush treatment.


  He knew the drill from his college days in premed, as a hospital extern. Depending on his state of consciousness, they would begin gastric lavage, administer activated charcoal and a laxative, and inject a narcotic antagonist—say, a dose of naloxone hydrochloride—with intravenous fluids. Maybe multiple times. Luke had seen it many times. The worst place to overdose was in or near a hospital.


  And though he’d been robbed of his future, he would not be robbed of the final curtain. Even the two hours between room checks would not be enough to guarantee a successful overdose—but he could bleed to death in far less time.


  He remembered the lessons well. With the proper deep, longitudinal cuts at his wrists and ankles, he could be dead in an hour or less. But that was still too long—a lot could happen in an hour. Someone could walk past his partly opened door. And if he accidentally cut too deep, he could do nerve damage and be unable to make the additional wounds to ensure success.


  No, the throat was the answer. Two wounds administered almost simultaneously to the carotid and the jugular would do the trick in a very few minutes, and unless someone stumbled onto him early in the bleed, it would almost certainly be irreversible.


  The “almost certainly” was what the Dilaudid was for. Two tabs of the powerful opiate, taken twenty minutes before inflicting the wounds, two more right afterward, and the die would be cast. He wouldn’t call out in an ill-considered, last-minute change of heart—there would be little pain.


  He would grow colder and then go to sleep—and ski through eternity.


  As he pulled the tablets out from under his pillow and dropped them on the tray that was pulled up to his bed, he went over the mental checklist. The nurses had just come in, the janitor wouldn’t pass by for another ninety minutes, and it was far too late for a chance visitor.


  Now.


  “You could be wrong, you know,” a French-accented voice had said.


  Startled, Luke had looked up to see a tall, thin man standing in his doorway.


  “Wh-what?” he’d stammered, dropping his forearm to cover the tray in front of him.


  The man stepped into the room and nodded at the tray. He had a long, narrow face with deep-set eyes and a pointed chin. “Your concept is sound. Well thought out—you get high marks for that.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Luke blustered.


  “Of course not,” the man had said. “But if you did, I would tell you that you have a good mind but an immature logical process.” He lifted Luke’s hands away from his little suicide kit. “You haven’t thought things through.”


  Luke leaned back in the bed. “Is this where you tell me how life is worth living and things aren’t as bad as I think they are?”


  The man shook his head. “Heavens, no!” The reasonableness in his voice surprised Luke. “Only you can judge whether your life is worth living. And as that final arbiter, you should be allowed to end it if you choose.” He picked up one of the pills. “But Dilaudid is a bad choice.”


  “What…? Why?”


  The man put the pill back on the tray. “You were going to wait, what, fifteen minutes… twenty… before opening your throat?”


  “Twenty.” There was something in the man’s eyes that demanded truth… that demanded… attention. “And who said it was the throat?”


  “And you would take it with what?” He looked around. “This orange juice? That’s a rookie mistake, you see.”


  He’d reached past Luke and picked up the telephone, then dialed a number. After a moment, he said, “Yes, this is Dr. de Salvo in West Twenty-One. May I have some lemon cream, please?” He looked at his watch and then at the patient. “Yes. Thanks very much.”


  He’d turned back to Luke.


  “The acid in the orange juice will activate the Dilaudid far too quickly for your purposes. You will become disoriented, maybe confused, and lose coordination within ten minutes. By twenty minutes, well…” He’d held up his hands in a gesture of futility. “By twenty minutes, you could be bewildered, perplexed; your fine motor skills would be shot. You might still have the resolve to carry out the act, but it is what I believe you Americans call a ‘crapshoot’ whether you would be able to adequately open the veins or merely scar your handsome young neck to no good effect. But with the lemon cream”—he smiled—“the acid will activate the painkillers, while the cream will slow the narcotic effect long enough for you to act with some precision and specificity.”


  He’d stopped talking as a floor sister brought in a small dish of yellow custard. Then he’d smiled his thanks and handed it to Luke.


  “Use this to take the pills,” he’d said. “But wait no more than ten minutes before you act. Then make your incisions horizontally. Two cuts of two to three inches each on either side of your throat.”


  He’d raised his index finger then, his expression thoughtful. “You weigh, what, a hundred seventy pounds?”


  “About.”


  “If you lie still and control your breathing, you won’t suffer so long,” he’d said. “Make sure you feel the blood being pumped out by an artery, and you’ll be fine—fifteen minutes at the outside before oblivion.”


  The stranger had reached over and gently, paternally brushed a lock of hair out of Luke’s eyes. “I wish I could have known you longer, Luke Cooper. I enjoyed watching you race. You are a handsome athlete.”


  He’d bowed then, hands at his sides, Japanese style, and started for the door.


  “Who are you?” Luke had demanded.


  The man had stopped and turned back to him. “By profession, I am a doctor—a surgeon and a researcher into improving the body’s ability to heal and perform at higher levels. I hope to find alternative ways to enhance physical performance and, with that, the quality of lives.”


  He’d taken a step back toward Luke. “But by avocation, I am a believer that each man has the right to decide for himself how he wishes to live his life—or to end it, if that is his rational decision. You are an elite athlete, young man. You have known a sense of freedom on the slopes that most can only fantasize about. And you despair of ever knowing that feeling again.”


  Luke had begun weeping without realizing it. “They say I’ll never know it again. That maybe I’ll walk, but—”


  “You will never fly again?”


  Luke hadn’t been able to speak past the lump in his throat.


  The visitor had shaken his head. “Well-meaning fools.”


  “What!”


  The man had sat gently on the edge of Luke’s bed. “The problem with American medicine is that it is bound more by the Hippocratic Oath to ‘first do no harm’ than by a responsibility to the essence of our beings. Even here in France, this hypocritical bullshit too often gets in the way of helping to improve the quality of a man’s life—or of allowing him to end that life at a time of his own choosing. This is the hypocrisy of traditional medicine.”


  Like a small child, the man had dipped his finger into the custard and tasted it. “When they tell you that you must be a pathetic cripple for the rest of your life, it is because they may not allow themselves to think, as you American’s say, ‘outside the box.’ And while they protect themselves, they wound your spirit—and your soul.” He’d stood then, his expression shifting to one of complete seriousness. “They know nothing of death or life.”


  Luke had felt caught by something beyond the man’s words, something he couldn’t name or explain. “Are you saying you can fix me, get me back to the Olympics, the World Cup?” His voice had held a thin shred of hope.


  The mysterious doctor stared fire at him. “No. The injury is too much. There does not exist today the means for that elite effort.”


  Luke’s hopes, soaring only seconds before, had shriveled.


  “But—” The man had held up his hand. “I believe I can return you to a competitive level. At least to a point where you can compete—perhaps win—at a masters’ platform. You will never again contend at the elite level of your gift, but to do less than that? The merely extraordinary? Yes! This is possible.”


  He’d opened his briefcase and handed Luke some pamphlets. “The procedures are experimental and considered too dangerous, too untested, by the cold and timid souls who would first do no harm.” The words had come out in a sneer. “But I believe that you can once again fly across the snow.”


  Luke’s right hand had rested on the Dilaudid pills that would ease his passage from a world where he could no longer ski, while his left had held the little pamphlet claiming that perhaps he could.


  “I… This is so—”


  De Salvo had stopped him with a look. “You are the athlete,” he said. “You are the one who must decide. No one should decide for you how—or even whether—you will live your life. I only ask that you make an informed decision, absent the superstitions of narrow-minded do-gooders.”


  He’d walked to the door.


  “I will close it behind me and leave word with the floor sisters that you are resting and not to be disturbed.” He stepped out into the corridor and started to close the door. “In any event, thank you for the enjoyment that your skiing has given me… and please, enjoy the custard.”


  Chapter Three


  Luke shook his head to clear the memories. He must have been hit harder than he’d believed, and this was no time to daydream. He leaned in toward the woman across from him. “Look,” he said, “I understand that not everyone agrees with Dr. de Salvo’s methods. I know he’s controversial, but so were Pasteur and even Curie. Sometimes you have to get out of the accepted ruts if you’re going to move science forward.”


  The short man seemed about to explode. “I don’t give a shit about Pasteur and Curie! I want to know what he’s doing with the Brotherhood and what your connection is to them!”


  Luke pulled at his shirt. “What brotherhood? What’re you talking about?”


  The woman gave another of her little sighs. “Luke, this will go so much better for you if you just answer our questions, don’t lie to us, and be as cooperative as you can be. Yes?”


  She turned and whispered something in French to the furious little man beside her. He sat down reluctantly but never stopped glaring at the young American.


  “Now, Luke, let’s start with the clinic, yes? You are a handsome young man who could be an American playboy as well as a doctor. Why have you been brought to Toulon? What will your job be? And what have you been told about the research proj—”


  They all turned as the door to the room swung open and banged against the concrete wall.


  “You will say nothing, Dr. Cooper!” A very dark-skinned black man in a tailored three-piece suit strode into the room, followed by two soldiers and two more suits. He turned to the woman behind the table. “I assume you have the proper warrants and signatures to justify this atrocity, Major Le Clerrs?”


  “It is in the works, I assure you, Minister,” the woman said, though she now sounded less sure of herself.


  The black man turned to Luke. “You are unharmed, Dr. Cooper? If you were mistreated, I promise you, justice will be done.” He glared at the little man and then at the woman.


  “He was well treated,” Major Le Clerrs said as she casually took a tube of lipstick from her pocket and applied the dark red to her lips.


  One of the other suits helped a grimacing Luke stand up.


  “He fell down—probably sore.” The little tough man shrugged. “Minister.”


  The other of the two suits handed a stack of documents to the woman.


  The minister stepped in front of the little man. “If you ever again come near this American—a man who has come to help at the clinic of one of our most distinguished medical researchers—you will be brought up on charges in a public forum—and you will suffer appropriately.” He gazed around at the gray concrete walls and then back to the open window, which let in the pleasant smell of fresh-cut privet hedges. “Unless he wishes to file charges now?”


  Luke shook his head. “Just get me out of here, please.”


  The minister nodded. “His passport?”


  The woman handed it over.


  “Luke,” she said as the group started out, “if you wish to talk again—”


  The minister silenced her with a pointing finger.


  The suit who had helped Luke up placed a hand under his elbow and guided him from the room. Luke glanced over his shoulder at his captors. Le Clerrs glared after them, bright spots of red blooming on her pale cheeks. Her companion stood a little way behind her, his mouth twisted in a snarl.


  A moment later, Luke found himself back in the public corridors of the airport, still surrounded by the minister’s entourage. He gingerly prodded his lower back where the little Frenchman’s cronies’ blows had landed and tried to keep up with the others.


  Chapter Four


  A limo was waiting for them outside. The two soldiers took up positions beside it, and the suits prodded Luke into the backseat. The minister slid in next to him, all the while babbling on in a mix of French and English. To Luke, it was just background noise. He was off balance, hurting, and as confused and scared as he had ever been in his life. In an emergency room with a hard-to-diagnose patient in horrible pain, he was confident and unflappable. But here, now, he was far from either.


  “…an outrage!” the minister ranted on. “An insult to the dignity of France and all free men! For this to happen to someone who has sacrificed much to come to the aid of the needy is unacceptable to all civilized men!”


  Luke wondered if perhaps this speech was material the man had prepared for the confrontation with his subordinates but hadn’t had the opportunity to use during their brief encounter.


  “There are acceptable standards of behavior, and this flies in the face of them all! C’est barbare! Inacceptable parmi les hommes civilisés!”


  Luke stared out the custom Mini Cooper limousine’s window as the minister raved on. The roads grew narrower and the streetlights less frequent as the driver, one of the two soldiers, maneuvered through the foothills behind Toulon. Something about the dingy white two-story walk-ups on both sides of the street seemed to weigh down their spirits as they passed, to concentrate the life (or perhaps only the pain) as it permeated the air. Even the minister, sitting beside him, seemed affected by it.


  “Are we stopping?” Luke asked when the car slowed to a crawl, as if the driver was looking for something.


  For the first time, the official seemed uncomfortable. “A thousand apologies, Dr. Cooper,” he said as the car finally came to a full stop. “But you have seen for yourself how far some are willing to go to stop Dr. de Salvo’s great work.”


  The driver came around and opened Luke’s door.


  “Is he meeting me here?” Luke felt as if the tension were seeping into him from the stark walls and bare yards surrounding them. “I… I was told Dr. de Salvo would—”


  “Number forty-five,” the minister said roughly. “It is the door just across the way. You will be met there.”


  He turned away as the driver reached in and firmly helped Luke out by the elbow. Luke experienced a moment of panic as he realized he had no idea where his luggage was, but then the driver pulled a familiar battered suitcase from the limousine’s trunk.


  “Look,” Luke said after a nervous few seconds, “all I want to do is—”


  A look from the driver cut him off.


  “Bonne chance, Doctor,” the minister said. “I hope to see you again.” Then the driver turned Luke toward the building across the street and watched—perhaps not overtly menacing, but resolute—as Luke took his first steps in that direction.


  “Docteur, ne les continuent pas l’attente. Ils n’aiment pas cela,” the driver muttered as he returned to the car.


  “What people am I keeping waiting?” Luke asked as the limousine began to pull away. “Is this the French Riviera or the fucking Twilight Zone!” he shouted after the retreating vehicle.


  He stood alone on a dark street in an iffy neighborhood where he knew no one and barely spoke the language. All he needed to complete the nightmare scenario was to look down and find he had no clothes on. “Shit.”


  He closed his eyes to try and calm himself, and, again, his mind slipped into the past, groping for something familiar. He recalled skiing Grindelwald one late afternoon in early spring. The steep, rugged, and unusually long downhill runs were treacherous at the best of times, but in spring, the ice below the snowpack grew soft and loose. He had already fallen on his first two runs, and as he started down for the last run of the day, he wondered if his stubborn stick-with-it attitude might finally be about to betray him. With the sun so low and the crosswinds picking up, few others were in sight as he flew down the choppy, unpredictable slopes.


  A near collision with a rock that hadn’t been visible earlier in the day sent him airborne, barely managing to touch down safely as he picked up speed. The ice, his balance—everything about the run felt unstable.


  Visibility diminished as he shot down the hill and into an unexpected low-hanging fog. All his senses screamed at him to back off, that the ignominy of plodding down the catwalk would be easier to live down than a broken neck. Instead, being Luke, he lowered his head, redistributed his weight, and challenged the slope to stop him.


  It had been the wrong thing to do—reckless and supremely irresponsible. But ever since his return from death’s door, it was the way he skied. More, it was who he was. God and Dr. Henri de Salvo had given him a second chance at a life of defying gravity and, with it, the odds of catastrophe. And every time he felt powerless to reject the challenge, for it was the only way he could be sure he was still alive.


  Now, recalling the sensation of that all-in moment of accelerating into a blind run, Luke turned toward the dreary building. He pulled at his clothes—a childhood habit that surfaced when he was nervous or scared—and walked up to the weathered teak door.


  There was no bell. He knocked.


  Several seconds later, an old woman in a faded housedress answered the door. “Qui est là?”


  “Excusez-mois, madame,” Luke began. “Je suis ici pour les affaires.” He peered past her into a shabby waiting room with fading yellow wallpaper and wondered if he had somehow come to the wrong place.


  The woman looked him over carefully. “Vous deviez être très belle quand vous étiez juene,” the old woman croaked. She winked at him.


  Off balance, Luke tried to think what to say to an old woman who was flirting with him.


  “Yes, thank you. So… Je suis ici pour le—”


  “Monique!” The man’s voice came from a darkened corner in the back of the room, and then a figure loomed. Luke smiled in relief. It was Henri de Salvo.


  “Monique!”


  The old woman looked over at him, shook her head, and wandered away into the depths of the building.


  “Ah, dear Luke, it is very good to see you well, son,” the older man said. “When I heard about the stupidity at the airport…” They embraced, and he pointed to the hall behind them. “But you are here now, my boy, among friends and colleagues.”


  And with a hearty pat on the back, he led Luke deeper into the house.


  “What the hell is going on, Henri? I feel like… well, this day has been too bizarre for words.”


  The Frenchman nodded sadly. “I must apologize for your reception. I should have anticipated it. I am very sorry you were so inconvenienced, but the times, they are difficult right now.”


  “How so?” Luke followed him down a steep stairway lit by a bare bulb so dim he could see its glowing filament. “And where in hell are we?”


  Henri chuckled. “Not hell—not even its outermost rings, I assure you.” He stopped at the first landing and flipped a switch.


  Luke found the unexpected cleanliness of the staircase and the chrome fittings somehow reassuring.


  “Since the conservatives have taken power in France, things have become…” Henri searched for the word. “…difficult. But we are surviving, I think.”


  They stopped at a steel door. A keypad was mounted on the wall next to the door, and Henri entered a long string of numbers and waited. A few seconds later, they heard a click, and the door opened a fraction of an inch.


  De Salvo pushed the door open wide and grinned as Luke squinted into the brightness. Henri swept his arm in a grand gesture. “We are surviving.”


  As Luke’s eyes adjusted to the light, he was surprised to see an advanced facility that almost any hospital would have been proud of. The muted colors gave the place an air of professional relaxation—not what one expected to find in the basement of a decrepit backwater tenement.


  There was a central workstation, circular and precisely organized. There were also four well-equipped modern desks along the wall. At the desks, nurses dressed in pale pastel scrubs made occasional entries in electronic records. They glanced up at the two men who entered the room, smiled, and went back to their work. Luke looked at the fifty-inch flat-screens that hung on the wall over each desk. Each was broadcasting different images of beds and comfortable side chairs. There were patients in some of the beds, and a few patients sitting in chairs beside others. Each desk was also equipped with a computer terminal and two large monitors. Luke noted that one provided access to routine files and programs, and the other was monitoring the vital signs from each bed assigned to that station.


  “What is all this?” Luke asked.


  “We call it Le Noyau,” Henri said, leading him around the central area and pointing out this or that state-of-the-art diagnostic tool.


  “The Core? The Nucleus?”


  Luke stopped to study the readouts on the patient in bed 9, listed as John Smythe 12. “Core of what?”


  “How to put it… ?” Henri mused for a moment. “Ah!” He turned to Luke. “Think of our work together as a seduction.”


  Something on one of the monitors caught Luke’s eye, and he moved closer, ignoring the male nurse’s questioning look at Henri.


  “A seduction, yes. At the hospital in La Valette-du-Var, where you will be doing much of your work—at first, anyway…” His voice trailed off. Luke gestured for him to continue, still watching the monitor.


  “At the hospital we do not seduce—we attack,” Henri said. “There, we are presented with difficulties—damaged joints, diseased tissue, assaults on the body’s critical systems—and we fight to repair or defeat them, yes?”


  “Can I isolate V2 and V5 on this?” Luke nodded at the ECG readout.


  Henri nodded to the curious nurse, who enlarged and isolated those two elements of the electrocardiogram on a monitor embedded in the desktop.


  “I don’t see anything,” the nurse said in heavily accented English.


  “There isn’t anything to see right now,” Luke replied.


  Henri leaned closer.


  “At the hospital,” Luke said without looking away from the enhanced monitor, “you fight to replace or repair,” he summarized.


  “What? Oh, yes.” Henri turned from the enhanced monitor to the young man beside him. “Our hospital patients, they are there because they have reached, or will soon reach, a level of criticality. There, our purpose is to preserve life and promote recovery. There is no time or desire for seduction. Life is at risk, the fates are involved, and we must act without subtlety.”


  “And here?” After taking a moment to familiarize himself with the desk’s built-in keyboard, Luke called up several overlays of ECGs.


  Henri continued, “At Le Noyau we are attempting to take otherwise healthy bodies and make them better: healthier, more efficient, more capable, less vulnerable. Here we must seduce the essence of man to be greater than it is, you see?”


  “Yeah, I think.” Looking around, Luke picked up a prescription pad. “Here you make the beautiful people more beautiful.”


  Henri smiled. “That is plastic surgery, my young friend. Here we remodel the physiology and enhance the anatomy, not the aesthetics.”


  Luke tore off a blank and handed it to Henri. “Okay. Well, I suggest you start that guy in bed nine on clopidogrel, or you might not have much of a body left to enhance.”


  Henri frowned. “What do you see?” He glanced at the prescription blank, then back to the overall heart monitor. “What is it?”


  “You know the guy’s history; I don’t,” Luke began. “But assuming there’s not a weird color shift in your monitors and that the leads are working right…”


  “They are,” the nurse chimed in. “Calibrated ten hours ago.”


  “Then this guy’s developing one hell of a cardiac arrhythmia. It’s not evident yet, but it’s sure as shit on the way.”


  The nurse looked over at Henri, who was looking at his protégé. “You saw—”


  “The first signs of HRT.”


  Henri and the nurse huddled over the monitor that displayed the patient’s current ECG readouts.


  “What did you see?”


  Luke pulled up the readout from the moments when he and Henri arrived at the nurses’ station.


  “Look there—around 1858:30.”


  The nurse shook his head. “Electronic noise on the line,” he offered.


  “And another one, forty seconds later,” Luke said.


  Henri nodded. “But then nothing.” He flipped electronically through the readouts. “Nothing at all.” He and the nurse looked up at Luke.


  “It’s heart rate turbulence,” Luke said. “Bet on it.”


  “Prove it,” Henri said. “There is no suggestion of premature ventricular contraction.”


  “The turbulence is all the sign we need. Everything’s off with the duration, amplitude, and morphology of the QRS complex. He’s throwing micro arrhythmias. Why, I don’t know. But it’s happening.”


  The nurse looked doubtful, but Henri looked curious. “Prove your hypothesis,” he said.


  Luke pulled over a chair and sat down. “He’ll throw another one within moments of his next serious physical activity. Go take his pulse or something, but have him get into bed first—some kind of light activity.” He pulled up the patient’s full chart on a monitor. “Then start him on the clopidogrel stat. We don’t have time to dick around.” He began to point to various places on the readout as the nurse, at Henri’s silent nod, got up to check the patient. “They’re micro—maybe even below that sometimes—but they’re there.”


  Henri and Luke watched the monitor as the nurse entered the patient’s room and asked him to move to the bed. As he moved, they stared at the ECG.


  “If you are right, should there not be—”


  “Wait,” Luke said. “Just wait a bit.”


  The nurse finished a cursory examination, then excused himself. “He seems fine,” said Henri as the nurse rejoined the two doctors at the monitor.


  “Wait…”


  The three men watched the monitor and the ECG readouts for two minutes, almost three.


  “There.” There was the slightest disturbance in the smooth flow of the cardiac rate.


  “It could be a problem with the contact… or even in the monitor itself,” the nurse said unconvinced.


  “It could,” Henri answered with a smile in his voice. “But it is not, is it, Luke?”


  “Uh-uh.”


  Henri signed the prescription slip, then gave it to the nurse. “Seventy-five milligrams every two hours, times six hours, please.”


  Luke appeared surprised. “Isn’t that a little much? It’s still a condition in evolution.”


  “No,” Henri said as the nurse filled the prescription from a digitally locked dispenser and took it in to the patient. “It is a trifle… excessive, yes—if you would first do no harm.”


  They watched as the patient dutifully took the pill, then a swallow of water.


  “But here, first we take action to save the patient. You understand?”


  “First do something,” Luke said, “then worry about the possible harm. That’s your idea of seduction?”


  The nurse returned and made a notation in the record, which Henri electronically signed.


  “We will see how he handles the second dosage in two hours. If there is a problem, we will adjust the frequency or change the medication. But in the meantime, we will be treating, instead of standing by and wringing our hands while more elaborate tests are run to confirm your cardiology diagnosis—a quite brilliant one, I might add, for an orthopedic surgeon.”


  Luke grinned.


  Henri put his arm around his shoulders and led him to a small elevator. “Welcome, to Le Noyau, my dear friend.” They stepped into the two-person lift. “Now let me show you a bit more of what we do.”


  The door closed, and the nurse noted their departure in the duty log.


  “Who was that?” one of the female nurses asked when they were gone.


  “New boy
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