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			Prologue

			His head went under. Seawater filled his nose and mouth; his eyes opened and he saw the black depths of the ocean below him. A moment later something knocked his legs – maybe part of the wreckage, he couldn’t tell. All he knew was that he was going to die. Then it came again. This time there was a distinct shove on his buttocks and whatever it was that moved with such intent beneath him lifted him up so his head and shoulders came out of the water and he was able to grab a plastic toggle on the section of the rubber craft that was still inflated.

			He clung to the toggle and retched and blinked and blinked again.

			The sea was very strange to the boy, with its violence and the salty water that stung his eyes and the gash on his head that had been made with the handle of a gun by one of the men when they were being herded onto the raft. He rubbed his eyes with the knuckle of his free hand and cast around. There was nothing to see in the dawn, not even the shadow of the coast they’d spotted a few minutes before the boat had begun to sink.

			The waves were getting bigger in the wind that had got up at first light, bringing with it the smell of woodsmoke from the shore. They had taken this as a good sign: if they could smell the fires on the beach, they weren’t far from their destination and safety. But that was before the front section suddenly deflated and water poured in, and the people panicked and grabbed the young children that were huddled in the centre, and the section that remained inflated began to rock uncontrollably. Then the boat flipped over and they were all thrown into the sea.

			The screams died the instant the people hit the water, and now there was nothing except the sound of the waves.

			He turned his head as a particularly large wave raised him and the wreckage, and he found himself looking down the slope of water at a bright blue life jacket that was spinning round in the trough of the wave. He knew he must get to that life jacket, because the orange one he’d bought on the street had split open at the collar, revealing nothing but the wads of paper it had been stuffed with. The blue life jacket became his only objective. He began paddling furiously with his free arm, but realised he couldn’t drag the whole weight of the collapsed rubber boat through the water. He didn’t know water – he had no idea about what you could and couldn’t do in it. Until two days before he’d never seen the sea, nor anything like it, still less been plunged into its shocking cold immensity and had to swim for his life. On the few occasions he had swum, his foot had danced along the bottom of the pool as his arms thrashed atop the water; and he had fooled nobody, not even his doting father.

			A few seconds later, an even bigger wave came along, and this one seemed to pause at a great height to contemplate him before crashing down and obliterating all his senses in a foaming rush that sucked at his body and tried to tear him from the wreckage. But he clung on with all his strength, and when he blinked the water from his eyes he saw that the blue life jacket was right in front of him. He took hold of it and dragged it towards himself, realising in that moment that it was much heavier than he had expected. He spun it round and found himself staring into an inflated hood and at the face of a very small child, no more than a year old, whose eyes and mouth were wide open in disbelief.

			He was cross that the life jacket would be no use to him, but instinctively he wrapped his free arm around the blue bundle and wedged it between himself and the rubber dinghy so the sea could not drag the baby away. And there he remained, rising and falling in the waves, with the baby’s face a few centimetres away, staring at him with intense concentration. Every time the boy felt his fingers grow numb on the toggle, he swapped hands; and sometimes, when he thought that he could not hang on any longer and he should give himself and the baby up to the sea that seemed so desperately to crave their lives, he felt a shove from below and was pushed up a little and held above the water for a few seconds, and the baby looked even more surprised. It was as though the ocean floor rose to take the strain from his arms.

			How long they were out there he had no idea. Sometimes he tried to play with the baby, popping his eyes and rubbing his nose against the baby’s face, and the baby even managed to gurgle a laugh. The baby became his purpose, for he knew their fates were locked together: if he could keep the baby alive, God would allow him to survive too, and they would live long and happy lives, and maybe one day they would become friends. But he was very tired, and so cold that he could not think, and he allowed himself once or twice to close his eyes – just for a few seconds – and to dream of his home and his three sisters. And when he did, all sorts of strange things started to happen in his mind and he began to believe that the sea was just part of a dream. And once, just before he heard the roar of the two jet skis come out of nowhere, he imagined a monster with an enormous beak rising out of the water beside him to search his face in wonderment, as if trying to fathom why there were so many bodies in the sea and what a boy was doing floating there with a tiny baby.

		

	
		
			One

			Paul Samson leaned back in the desk chair used by his mother in the upstairs office of her restaurant, Cedar, and waited. Below him, Cedar’s kitchens were at full tilt, producing food for the most privileged Arab customers in London. He was always content in this room, the place where his mother and father used to sit opposite each other at desks pushed together, she running the restaurant and he his import and export business. His gaze moved across a wall of photographs – his mother Marina’s shrine to the family’s early life in Lebanon, and more especially to his father, Wally. His eyes came to rest on the black and white picture of them taken in Beirut in 1967. The photograph was famous in the diasporas of both their families – spread across the globe since the Lebanese civil war – for its natural glamour and the memories it evoked of old Beirut. Marina, in a bold floral swing skirt, was on one foot as she hugged her new husband, who in a light suit and open collar leaned against a Buick sedan and, with cigar in his hand, saluted who knows what – the city, his new young wife, his good fortune? The photograph might easily have appeared in one of the fashion magazines of the time, and yet it was just a snap taken by one of the city’s street photographers. Wally had paid a very few Lebanese pounds for the framed photograph to be delivered almost immediately to the café where they were celebrating their marriage. This was the only photographic record of their wedding, and there wasn’t a day when his mother did not look up at it, smile and mouth an endearment to the long dead love of her life.

			There was knock on the door and Ivan, one of the two maître d’s at Cedar, half opened it and showed his face. ‘He’s here,’ he said.

			‘I can see,’ said Samson, glancing at one of the CCTV monitors.

			‘You need a table? It’s pretty tight tonight – full house.’

			‘No, show him up – and ask what he wants to drink. Thanks.’

			Samson studied the screen. He saw a tall, dowdy individual, with a brush of fine grey hair, dark rings under his eyes and a stoop. A second, much younger man was waiting by the bar with his hands folded in front of him. Samson tracked the tall man on various screens as he climbed the staircase and proceeded along the corridor over Cedar’s kitchens, where his mother, at the age of seventy-two, was supervising her staff like a general.

			‘Can we do something about your bodyguard, or whatever he is?’ said Samson as Ivan showed his guest in. ‘I don’t want him spooking our customers. Most are from the embassies and you showing up here like this will already have been noticed.’

			The man said to Ivan, ‘You can tell my friend to wait in the car – I’ll be quite all right here.’

			He turned to Samson and put out his hand. ‘Peter Nyman.’

			‘I know – Special Operations Directorate.’

			‘Something like that.’ A dreary smile flickered across his face. ‘Though we try to avoid that kind of acronym.’

			Samson gestured him towards a chair, but remained standing.

			‘It’s quite a place, Mr Samson,’ said Nyman, looking along the line of monitors. ‘I’ve long wanted to dine here.’

			Samson smiled. ‘You’re welcome anytime, Mr Nyman. I occasionally see people from the Office. With our clientele, it’s hardly surprising.’

			‘You serve alcohol?’

			‘Yes, the finest Lebanese wines. Do you like Château Musar? We have the prized ’78 and ’82 vintages.’

			‘Out of my range,’ Nyman said, sniffing. ‘I’m grateful to you for seeing me and I’ll come straight to the point, if I may. We were wondering if you’d come back – just for one operation.’

			Samson threw his head back and laughed. ‘You slung me out. Cashiered like a bloody crook, I was.’

			Nyman closed his eyes and pinched the top of his nose. ‘I gathered it was the amount involved. These were big bets – very big bets indeed.’

			‘And my private business. I opened my books and we went through it all. I showed a much greater return than any of you make on share portfolios. What’s the difference?’

			‘These were horses,’ said Nyman.

			‘You know how many bets I’ve had in the last year?’ Samson said, now rather enjoying Nyman’s discomfort.

			‘I’ve no idea.’

			‘Take a wild guess.’

			‘I really wouldn’t know – maybe thirty? Fifty?’

			‘Seven. Five wins and two that didn’t perform as well as I expected. Hardly compulsive behaviour, is it? You see, this kind of gambling is not so much about risk as patience and good judgement.’ Without turning, he pointed to his right, to a photograph of Wally Samson taken in 1989. ‘My father spent his whole life looking for reasons not to make business investments. I spend my time looking for reasons why I shouldn’t make a bet. It’s how I’ve made money.’

			‘You were betting in tens of thousands,’ Nyman murmured.

			Ivan returned with sparkling water and two glasses. Nyman fished the lemon out of his glass and looked around. Samson remembered the man’s remote, disapproving presence at one or two meetings, though he had never heard him speak and did not know precisely what his job was. He was part of the scenery, and those in Samson’s intake knew better than to enquire too closely about his role. Besides, Nyman wasn’t seen in the Office much – a migratory figure who was said to be often in the United States and Canada.

			Nyman sighed and put down his glass. ‘Frankly I don’t give a fuck what you do with your money, Mr Samson. I was aware that you were an excellent intelligence officer and a loss to the service when you went.’ Another insipid smile. ‘So, can we talk on the basis of my distant admiration for you?’

			‘I always insist upon it,’ said Samson.

			‘I want you to come back for a particular job – one you’re especially suited for. I’m afraid I can’t discuss the details here, but I would like you to hear me out later this evening and then give me a very quick answer. We’re against the clock on this one and I need a decision almost immediately.’

			‘I’m not sure I want or need to come back,’ said Samson, returning to the chair behind the desk. ‘My view of the people at the top hasn’t changed. The Chief was like some bloody mother superior.’

			‘You weren’t alone in that view,’ said Nyman. ‘He’s gone on to better things at an Oxford college and will enjoy the talk at high table, no doubt. As you know, we have a new chief – Hugh Fairbrother – and things have changed front of house and are much improved backstage. I’m not asking you to rejoin the cult, but I want you to consider this one very important assignment. I wouldn’t be here, practically on my knees, if I didn’t think it were important.’

			Samson pulled his cuffs from his suit jacket. ‘I don’t know a lot about you, but I don’t imagine you have ever been on your knees.’

			Nyman looked him up and down, taking in the tailored suit and Samson’s handmade shoes. ‘Are you working here tonight?’

			‘Good Lord no – my mother has more sense than to employ me. She runs this on her own and, believe me, there’s no one in London who does a better job.’

			‘But you are working, aren’t you?’

			‘The odd assignment for Hendricks-Harp, right here in Curzon Street; a bit of travel; the occasional enquiry – nothing that keeps me away from London or the racecourse.’

			‘Really?’ From his inside pocket, Nyman drew a photograph of a bearded man in sunglasses, an Arab keffiyeh and scarred leather bomber jacket and pushed it across the table to Samson. ‘Recognise this individual? It’s you, of course, on the Turkey–Syria border about seven or eight weeks ago.’

			Samson didn’t react, just ran his finger round the rim of his glass and gave Nyman a pleasant smile.

			‘I’m just making the point that this particular job has kept you from the racecourse for weeks on end, and that you are still very much in the game.’ He paused ‘What were you doing there?’

			‘It’s a private matter – utterly legal of course, but very private.’

			‘That’s not what we think – I mean about the legality,’ said Nyman.

			‘What you think is your business. I’m afraid I just can’t tell you about it.’

			‘In that part of the world, illicit shipments over those particular borders usually involves one of three commodities – drugs, armaments or fuel.’

			‘Check with Hendricks-Harp. I’m not at liberty to discuss it. And, by the way, it’s no business of the British government.’ Samson’s eyes met Nyman’s with an unflinching gaze, although the good humour in his face did not fade.

			‘I’ve been in touch with Macy Harp,’ said Nyman, retrieving the photograph. ‘We overlapped for a few years at the Office, you know. He told me a story about artefacts being rescued from the iconoclastic barbarians of IS.’

			‘Right.’

			‘And you were responsible for seeing their safe conveyance over the border to people who would look after them until peace came. It’s an operation financed by parties who are not thieves but people with genuine interest in Syria’s heritage. And you were the main man in this operation, is that right?

			‘If Macy says so,’ said Samson.

			Nyman nodded as if to acknowledge he wasn’t going to get anywhere. ‘Anyway, I told Macy that we were on to something important, which meant he listened and agreed that you were the right person to approach.’

			‘I don’t work for Macy Harp. I’m a free agent.’

			‘I know that, but you are close and you listen to him. I don’t think I could get you to hear me out unless Macy asked you.’ He stopped and looked at his watch. A few seconds later Samson’s phone began to vibrate in his inside pocket. He took it out and saw a familiar number.

			‘Fancy that – it’s Macy,’ he said to Nyman with a sarcastic look before answering the call.

			The next couple of minutes were spent discussing the upset in the second race at Newmarket and the breeding of the winner in the fourth. The turf was still the first interest of the Cold War warrior who’d set up Hendricks-Harp with a colleague from Germany’s BND in ’97, and created one of the biggest private intelligence companies in Europe.

			‘I believe you are playing host to a friend of mine,’ said Harp eventually. ‘He’s your typical service ghoul, but it would be helpful if you’d give him an hour or two, old cock. Just listen to his story. That’s all he’s asking.’

			Samson looked at Nyman, who had got up and was studying the wall of photographs. ‘Fine,’ he murmured, and hung up.

			‘I must say you do bear a striking resemblance to your father,’ Nyman said without turning to him. ‘It could so easily be you in these early photographs. But you’re taller and his nose is straight, while yours looks like it was recently broken. But you both wear a suit well.’ He straightened. ‘I do enjoy a wall of photos like this – tells you so much. More people should do it, though I suppose it’s only a family like yours, which has been through the mill – losing and gaining so much – that needs to keep the past in front of them in this way. It’s rather moving.’ He gave Samson what seemed a genuine smile, then dug in his inside pocket and withdrew a card. ‘I’ll see you at this address in . . . shall we say an hour? And thank you for agreeing to come.’

			When Nyman had left, Samson rang Macy Harp back. ‘He has no idea about the Hisami job, right?’ he said.

			‘No.’

			‘Because it would be in keeping with their MO to use our search for Aysel Hisami for their own ends.’

			‘They don’t know about her or her brother. When he asked me what you were doing I prattled on about artefacts, but watch him. He has a good nose and he doesn’t miss anything. We don’t need them finding out about Denis. He is very, very keen that nothing gets out, as you know.’

			Samson recalled the slight, dapper figure of the billionaire Denis Hisami and remembered noting, as he spoke about his sister, the huge intelligence in the man’s eyes.

			‘What about this thing Nyman wants me to do? Did he tell you about it?’

			‘Not much. It might be up your street, and it could be important. See what he’s got to say. It’s up to you, of course. The main thing is that we haven’t got anything on at the moment. And won’t have for a few weeks.’

			*

			The boy moved from the shadow of the huge port building to the dock where the ship would berth. He was anxious about showing himself, because just as he had been boarding the ship for Athens without a ticket two nights before, the police spotted him and took him back to the compound in the camp for unaccompanied minors.

			The boy ignored the families that were gathered in little groups on the edge of the quay and moved quickly, with his head down, to the orderly line of young men waiting for the water bottles that were being handed out from the back of a truck about twenty metres away. He was looking for someone to help carry out the plan he’d formed two nights before. He had a particular image – a teenager, slight in build and from Iraq or Syria. In other words, someone who could pass as his older brother.

			He walked along the line of young men, smiling as he went. It was amazing to him how alike they were. They all wore jeans and trainers and, because a sharp wind was blowing from the harbour’s mouth – the very same wind that had capsized his raft two weeks ago – they’d put on hats and as many jackets as they could get. Some were wrapped in the blankets given out at the camps to every individual with a note: Winter is coming. Keep this blanket with you at all times. It is a gift. The boy had left his blanket at the camp. He knew he would be able to steal someone else’s when he needed one.

			He talked to several youths in the line, sounding them out gently about their plans. This was hard, because he felt so young and several of them made it clear they didn’t want him around. One told him to get lost. Eventually he came across one kid of about sixteen, in a hat with earflaps, who brightened when he introduced himself. He was Syrian and alone in the world, his family having been wiped out by a government airstrike eighteen months before, a horror he’d witnessed and spoke about in the first minutes of their conversation. His name was Hakim and he had the strange habit of looking at the ground with his mouth hanging open when he listened. He definitely wasn’t stupid though, he just seemed keen to oblige, and as they spoke he offered the boy half an apple and then a sweet. The boy gave his real name – Naji. He knew he had found his mark and began to describe his predicament, which was simply that he was deemed too young to travel by himself and was therefore unable to acquire a ticket for the Blue Star to Piraeus, even though he had the money for the fare. All he needed to do was get to the Greek mainland, and to pay anyone who would help him.

			Hakim looked at him from beneath the peak of his hat. ‘How much?’

			Naji suggested thirty euros.

			‘I’ll think about it for forty.’

			‘Thirty-five.’

			Hakim nodded and they shook hands and bumped fists. ‘Tell me your idea,’ said Hakim.

			‘When we’ve got the water bottles we’ll go over there and I’ll show you.’

			They practised for a long time. First Naji walked ahead of Hakim with Hakim’s hand on his shoulder; then they swapped so Hakim was leading, but that didn’t work much better. Naji asked Hakim to play the part so he could watch, but no matter how much direction Naji gave him, Hakim was a very poor actor and he kept dissolving into giggles. He said he hadn’t laughed like that for a long time. Naji found himself getting very stern. At length he gave up on him and said he would play the main part himself. They went through what Hakim would say several times and he more or less had it right by the time the huge ship reversed into the dock and trucks began to unload containers from the stern.

			Two gangways were lowered to the quay on the left of the vehicle ramp and lines hurriedly formed, families on the left and single travellers on the right. The queues snaked for a hundred metres across the dark quayside. But there was a hold-up and they couldn’t start boarding. A container had toppled over during the crossing and it had to be lifted by a squat, mobile crane with four-wheel steering, something that fascinated Naji, who was drawn to all machinery. If he hadn’t been so worried about getting on the boat he’d have left the line to watch the operation on the vehicle deck.

			The delay turned out to be really useful because another big ship was due in the port and would need the dock. Once the rogue container was out of the way the crew were anxious to load the new cargo and the two thousand-odd refugees waiting on the quay as quickly as possible. Police and soldiers walked along the lines urging people to keep moving forward and told them not to rest their possessions on the ground every time the line stopped.

			What had inspired him two nights before was a similar urgency. He’d watched a couple of young men, one of whom was blind and was being led by the other. Just before the police seized Naji, he saw the pair reach the top of the gangway and keep going without anyone inspecting their tickets. Naji thought the blind man might have had something else wrong with him because he was very slow to react when the other man spoke to him, and he guessed this helped smooth their way onto the boat

			It was now past 1 a.m. and the ship was an hour late leaving the port. The soldiers were herding the last few dozen migrants up the gangway. Among them were Naji and Hakim. As they waited on the gangway, shivering in the cold, just a few paces from the ticket inspection, Naji poured most of the contents of his water bottle down the front of his jeans, creating an impressive dark stain. He let the bottle fall into the sea then, with one arm clamped on Hakim’s shoulder, strained forward with his eyes roaming sightlessly in their sockets. He may have overdone things a bit by dribbling and twitching but it certainly had the desired effect on the man collecting the tickets, who looked away with embarrassment. Right on cue, Hakim went through the charade of looking for and finding his ticket, which he produced with a flourish. Then they set about looking for Naji’s non-existent ticket, but this was delayed by the discovery of the young man’s little accident. People behind them began to complain. A police officer called up from the dockside to ask what the problem was. For one moment it looked like both of them were going to be thrown off the ferry, but the inspector relented when Naji’s twitches seemed to indicate that he was building up to some kind of seizure, and he waved them through.

			Once they were up on the highest deck, watching the port retreat, it took them a good hour to stop congratulating themselves and reliving the moment when Naji was struck with the shakes. They were laughing so much that Naji quite forgot to hand over the thirty-five euros and Hakim was forced to remind him gently about the money.

			*

			It took Samson twenty minutes to walk to the address – a stuccoed town house tucked in the streets behind the run of clubs in Pall Mall. He remembered it well from his first interview with SIS twelve years before, an interview that he hadn’t sought and certainly had not expected to pass. The place was used for discreet meetings and lunches with people who did not necessarily want to be seen going into the SIS headquarters on the Thames. Samson was surprised that it hadn’t been sold off to save money.

			Sitting with Nyman around the table were three other people, two of whom he recognised: Sonia Fell, a very sharp Balkans specialist of his generation, whom Samson liked but did not trust – far too ambitious – and Chris Okiri, an Anglo-Ghanaian from counter-intelligence, whom he rated very highly. Another man, compact and efficient-looking, got up and introduced himself as Jamie O’Neill.

			Nyman was in a hurry. ‘The Official Secrets Act which you signed all those years ago obviously still pertains, Mr Samson.’

			Samson nodded. ‘Of course. And you can call me Paul.’

			Nyman took no notice. ‘Would you take us through it, Sonia?’

			Sonia Fell tapped once at her keyboard and a photograph of a large number of grey sacks appeared on a TV screen on the wall. ‘These are body bags,’ she said quietly. ‘Unusual for Syria. They contain the 150-odd victims of a massacre in a town named Hajar Saqat, about fifty miles west of the Iraq–Syria border, in territory then held by IS. Most of the victims were Christian men, but we believe there were some women among them. Satellite imagery tells us that it took place on or just after the ninth of September last year.’

			Another image appeared – four pickup trucks moving in a dust trail across the desert. ‘We think these are the killers leaving the village. The vehicle with the black mark painted on the bonnet is associated with other incidents. The party dispersed in the late afternoon and it wasn’t possible to follow these vehicles by satellite, but we were able to draw some inferences from cell phone usage at the site and match those phones with other atrocities and actions.

			‘Usually phones are changed or dumped, but two of these phones were kept long enough for us to really make a study of them. When the individuals using them changed phones we were able to continue to monitor those men and plot their travels – we had very accurate voice signatures. About three weeks ago we lost them. The voices went off air, so to speak. The last we heard from these individuals was within an hour of each other on the Turkey–Syria border. We concluded that the phones were thrown away or destroyed as the men left Syria – just about here.’ She brought up a map with a circle marked on the border, south of a Turkish town named Harran. Refugee camps were also marked on the map, all of which Samson knew well.

			‘You’re assuming they crossed over,’ said Samson, ‘but they might just as easily have dumped their phones and stayed on the Syrian side of the border. Anything could have happened. They could have been killed.’

			‘That’s where Tim McLennan’s information comes in,’ said Nyman. ‘You probably remember McLennan. He’s been in the Athens embassy for the last year. He has come across an interesting story. Chris, take over, would you?’

			Okiri, who had been distractedly unscrewing and screwing up the top of a water bottle, moved forward in his chair, suddenly very engaged. ‘The trio connected with the Hajar Saqat massacre were observed by a witness to those events in a refugee camp in Turkey two weeks ago – we don’t know which one. That same witness claims to have seen at least two of these individuals more recently in one of the camps in Lesbos. That means they are already in Europe and may be planning an attack. Trouble is we don’t have any idea of their identities and we don’t have photographs – none of the usual boasts and posts on social media. In fact, there’s nothing except the intelligence of this witness, which was brought to Tim McLennan’s notice by a contact of his in the NIS, the Greek security service. The head of NIS doubted its value.’

			He took a swig from his water bottle. ‘But we do have something. We have a voice, and we have tied that voice to a phone used in the truck with the black square on the hood, as Sonia explained. The guy using this vehicle was the commander of the death squad. He speaks Arabic with a hint of Europe in his accent. The language experts say he has probably spent most of his life in Northern Europe – maybe Holland, Germany or Sweden – although he does speak good Arabic. This makes us think that the men under him are also of European origin, as that is the way these goons work. But there’s something else about his voice – he has a very rare speech impediment, which occurs in only one in every hundred thousand people. Someone at GCHQ noticed that he makes a strangulated sound every few sentences, at which point his voice drops to a whisper and words get lost.’

			‘We had a speech therapist listen to the recordings,’ continued Okiri, ‘and she identified the condition as spasmodic dysphonia, which is caused by a spasm in the vocal cords and gives the voice that choked quality. This character – we call him Black Square because he used that vehicle a lot last year – has it bad. Sonia is going to play you a recording of one of the intercepts.’

			They waited as she searched for the file on her desktop. ‘Here you go,’ she said brightly.

			There was a man’s voice shouting a tirade in Arabic, punctuated by clicks and sudden whispers. Then, right at the end, came a snatch of what seemed like song, in which the same threats were repeated, but in quite a good singing voice.

			‘Goodness, what’s that?’ asked Samson. ‘I mean the song.’

			Okiri smiled. ‘As an Arabic speaker you will know that he is telling his associate that he is going to cut off his testicles and insert them in his rear end because of his failure to fill all the vehicles with gas. But you can only really hear that when he sings the line. The therapist says that singing is the only way he can make himself understood when the condition kicks in badly, and that it happens a lot when he is stressed and the vocal cords go into spasm.’

			‘This is how Black Square was recognised in a refugee camp in Turkey,’ said Nyman, anxious to move proceedings along. ‘The witness who escaped the massacre at Hajar Saqat was in the camp a year later and heard the voice of the man he had seen slaughter his neighbours. He was able to put a face to the killer, who had been masked that day. The witness was able to identify two others as probably being in Hajar Saqat.’

			‘So this witness knows what they look like,’ said Samson. ‘Presumably there’s some photographic record of these men. They have to be registered, fingerprinted and photographed if they are to be accepted as Syrian refugees, right? So it’s simply a matter of taking your witness through the photographs and circulating the faces.’

			‘We don’t know which camp it is,’ said O’Neill.

			‘The witness vanished before we could act on the report,’ said Nyman. ‘He’s on the road to Northern Europe. I am afraid we don’t even know the boy’s name.’

			‘Boy? You said boy!’

			‘Yes, the source of this intelligence is a boy of about twelve or thirteen. But I should stress that he’s exceptionally precocious – very bright and well able to look after himself, apparently. An exceptional individual, by all accounts.’ He stopped and peered at a paper in front of him, then looked up at Samson. ‘What we want you to do is find him.’

			Before he’d finished, Samson was shaking his head. ‘Let me just get this right. You’re asking me to find a boy on any one of the four or five migrant routes into the EU, each of which is at least two thousand kilometres long and has many thousands of people on it? These routes change every day – you know that.’

			‘I believe you’ll pick him up quite quickly,’ Nyman said. ‘We’ll circulate information to the border guards, police and NGOs, telling them that this boy needs to be apprehended for his own safety. And then you can interview him.’

			‘I’m just wondering why McLennan’s not doing this,’ said Samson. ‘It’s his information and he’s on the spot in Greece.’

			‘McLennan’s wife is about to give birth,’ Nyman said. ‘Besides, have you seen McLennan recently? He’s put on a lot of weight – he couldn’t possibly do this. You’re perfect for the job. You speak Arabic. You are utterly familiar with this territory and the situation with refugees because of your recent assignments for Macy Harp.’

			Samson held up a hand. ‘Can we just go back a bit? How do we even know the men have recognised this boy?’

			Okiri gave Nyman a doubtful look, which he ignored. ‘It’s in the psychologist’s report,’ Nyman said. ‘The whole story comes from a woman who works in one of the camps in Lesbos as a psychologist and counsellor to the refugees. She didn’t believe the lad’s story at first but then she emailed the essence of what he’d told her to the man who ran the camp. She wrote in English because he is Swedish. He gave it to the police who passed it on to the NIS. She said the boy had tried to make a run for it because he knew these men had seen him in the camp in Lesbos. She suggests that they had pursued him from the camp in Turkey to the Turkish coast, and somehow located him on Lesbos.’

			‘When did the boy go?’

			‘Not exactly sure, but within the last thirty-six hours.’

			‘Do we have the report?’

			‘McLennan has not been able to get hold of it yet. That’s why you’re going to have to talk to this psychologist before you start looking for the boy. We’ve got you a seat on a plane. The CIA is flying some of their people to Cyprus – the plane leaves from Northolt at 5.30 a.m. tomorrow. They’ve agreed to drop you off at Mytilene on Lesbos. Of course, all this depends on whether you’d consider helping us out.’

			‘There’s something I don’t understand,’ said Samson. ‘If these men were known to be IS killers, why weren’t they taken out by a drone attack?’

			‘They were providing very useful information on various aspects of IS. We were anxious not to lose that.’

			Samson sensed the usual fuck-up. If they’d taken these men out they would not now be on the road to Europe and that surely counted for more than any intelligence they were providing. It reminded him why, after his interview with the HR people, he hadn’t minded leaving SIS. So much time in the Office was spent reacting to, or covering up, completely avoidable disasters. He smiled pleasantly, as he always did, but groaned inwardly. Hell, he wasn’t part of it all any longer – he could say what he damned well liked now. ‘So, you let them go, and now you want me to find the only person who can identify them by sight – a very young boy. You’re asking me to clear up your mess.’

			Nyman was unfazed. ‘The product of the surveillance was good – we weren’t the only agency to benefit from their incontinent use of phones – the Americans were in on it too. Many were involved.’

			‘I see,’ said Samson, after a long silence. ‘But someone screwed up and now they’re in Europe?’

			Nyman looked at the others round the table. ‘Perhaps Mr Samson and I could have a moment.’ They all got up and left the room. Nyman’s gaze followed them then returned to Samson. ‘There was, I agree, an element of our missing an opportunity. We’re trying to locate these men with voice recognition techniques, but they don’t appear to be using phones.’

			‘So all you have is the boy’s word that they were in the camp in Lesbos?’

			‘Yes. That’s why we need to discover more about him, and, if we find him, talk to him. You’re well equipped for that.’

			‘Really? Why?’

			‘For one reason, your early life mirrors his. You’ve been where this lad is now. Lebanon in the eighties – almost as bad as Syria today. Your folk were made homeless and lost everything. The flight from the country of your birth and all that follows that – the disorientation and dispossession.’

			‘There’s a very vague similarity, but that’s all.’

			‘And you’re familiar with what’s going on in Syria. You’ve been inside the country several times. The story about the artefacts is all bullshit – right?’

			‘Talk to Macy Harp,’ said Samson equably. ‘He handles these inquiries.’

			Nyman put his hands together in an attitude of prayer and rested his chin on his thumbs for a moment. ‘Harp’s not going to say anything, but we know what you were doing. You were looking for someone. I cannot hazard at the status of your operation. Let’s just say that we’ll keep our ears open for information that might interest you and let you know if we hear anything – is that a deal? There are connections to be made – links between apparently different strands of the Syrian nightmare.’

			‘Whatever you say,’ said Samson

			‘Look, you know these bastards and you know how they operate. My view is that it will take a person of your calibre to find the boy and lead us to these individuals. I’ve talked to the Chief and he agrees with me; he wants you to do this for us. And of course we will pay you – very well, as it happens.’

			Samson said nothing.

			‘Think about it – take a walk, go and have a drink. But give me a decision within the hour.’ And with that, Nyman got up and left.

			There was nothing in it for Samson. He turned to his reflection in the window and thought that on the whole he’d prefer to spend the next few weeks wearing some nice suits and visiting the racecourse. The last trip into Syria had taken it out of him physically, and in his reflection he could still see that odd, rather eclipsed expression in his face. You mislaid something of yourself in the hell of that country, and it remained there forever. He thought of Aysel Hisami, the young woman doctor whom he had failed to find but whose photograph remained in his wallet. Maybe he could help with this young boy, and it surely wouldn’t be an arduous job. He’d like to help nail those bastards and if that meant pursuing a kid for a few days in Greece, he would be happy to oblige.

		

	
		
			Two

			Ten hours after his first conversation with Nyman, Samson left his former colleagues in the Secret Intelligence Service, in possession of a new phone and satellite sleeve provided by O’Neill, who turned out to be the communications specialist, and parked the dusty Toyota Camry a hundred metres beyond the entrance to the refugee camp, on the western side of Lesbos. He walked back up the road, passing three fruit stalls, half a dozen hustling taxi drivers and a couple of booths from which girls in red mini skirts were selling phone cards. He hadn’t wanted to draw attention to himself by nosing the car through the camp’s open gate into the crowds beyond it, and besides, he needed to get a feel for the place before meeting the psychologist, Anastasia Christakos.

			Sonia Fell had made an appointment with her, saying that Samson was just checking a few details of her story for the European intelligence agencies. In her experience it helped to elevate a national intelligence effort to a European level whenever you could.

			He had fifteen minutes to spare, so he walked beyond the high razor wire of Compound B, where Christakos worked in the camp’s medical centre, into an open area that resembled a bustling marketplace, except there were no stalls and nothing to trade. Maybe a thousand people had divided into lines for registration, food, water, clothes and blankets. Huddles of men urgently debated issues about the route north, each man listening as if his life depended on it, which it almost certainly did.

			The sun was bright, and the wind whipped up eddies of dust and paper, tugged at the headscarves and dresses of the Arab women and turned the foliage of the ancient olive grove that surrounded the camp silver. On the hillside above, scores of white shelters were placed among the trees, and between these and the trees were hung brightly coloured cloths to give shade. Shafts of sunlight cut through the smoke from countless little fires.

			It was all too familiar to Samson, reminding him of the refugee camp for displaced persons where his mother and sister had spent many months, while his father headed for London, looking for ways of getting them out and settling them in the damp, grey city, away from everything he knew and loved. He remembered the pall of anxiety, kids running wild, the garbage, the smell of food cooked in the open and the lassitude, particularly the hangdog expressions of the older men who’d lost everything and would never adapt to a new life.

			He returned to Compound B, followed by three young men who wanted cigarettes. Samson smoked little, but he usually had a pack on him as a means to open conversations. He gave them each a couple and was cheered like a king.

			At the gate, he was let in by a uniformed police officer and escorted to the medical centre, which occupied several large container cabins that formed a square. He entered one and a neat young woman, her fair hair tied back, rose from her desk and shook his hand lightly. As well as speaking fluent English – it turned out that she had trained at Bristol University in England – the psychologist took care of her appearance. She had a trim figure, clean white shirt, pressed chinos, good make-up, and a pair of large hoop earrings that framed her face.

			They had coffee – rich Greek coffee – and Samson asked about her job, mentioning the stress and disorientation that he imagined were the chief problems she dealt with. This was a conversational gambit, nothing more, but the woman suddenly looked very serious. It had become part of her job as the camp’s child psychologist, she explained, to look after the grieving parents and to accompany them to the island’s morgue to identify the bodies of children who had been drowned on the crossing. Hundreds were washed up or picked out of the sea by fishermen, and it was her duty to help these people through this trauma, and, she added, to grieve with them and show her sorrow at their loss. This was how her day began two or three mornings a week.

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Samson, ‘I didn’t mean to be insensitive.’

			‘That’s okay – really. It’s important visitors know the kind of pain these people have been through. Migrants are seen as a problem. We try to deal with them as individuals, not as problems.’

			‘I’m sure you make a great difference,’ he said.

			She lifted her shoulders and opened her hands. ‘Who knows? I do my best.’ She smiled. ‘So, tell me who you are. Do you work for an intelligence agency? Are you a spy?’

			‘I’m not a spy,’ he said, smiling.

			‘Then what do you do?’

			Samson thought. ‘I find people.’

			‘That’s what you do all the time – find people?’

			‘Seems to be, though I didn’t set out to do this.’

			‘And that’s really all you do?’

			‘Sometimes these people are very hard to find.’

			‘Is it dangerous?’

			‘Not often.’

			‘But now you’re working with an intelligence agency and you want to talk about our clever young man?’

			‘I hope my associate made it clear that I am here just for an off-the-record talk. You okay with that?’

			She nodded.

			‘The report you sent to the camp commander found its way to our people and it intrigued my superiors. It seemed like there might be one or two things that fit with information that they have from other sources. This young man may have some really valuable things to tell us.’

			She angled the desk fan away from her face. ‘How much do you know about his story?’

			‘Very little.’

			‘When his raft turned over in a storm and was destroyed on some rocks, he somehow grabbed hold of a baby girl and held on to her until some Spanish guys on their jet skis rescued them. He saved that baby’s life, but what was really fascinating is that rescuers say they saw a dolphin very close by and they believe it was keeping them both alive by holding them up in the water. The boy confirmed this. There are many dolphins around Lesbos and they often show interest in the rafts and follow them across, so maybe it’s not too incredible.’

			‘That’s quite a story.’

			‘Thank God the media hasn’t got hold of it. But you know there is a resonance here in Lesbos. Maybe you know the story from Greek mythology about Arion, the poet who was saved by a dolphin after being captured by pirates and shipwrecked near Lesbos.’ She stopped. ‘As with so many of these kids, we know very little about him.’

			‘So, he isn’t registered – no photograph, no fingerprints. Did he have Syrian papers?’

			‘No, but he told us he was Syrian, and the other boys who were held here with him accepted that he came from Syria because of his knowledge of their country.’

			‘In your report, you stated that he had been in a Turkish camp. Do you know which one? He would have had to register there.’

			She shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so – the situation is pretty chaotic and procedures are not always in place.’

			‘So, when did he escape from here?’

			‘Two nights ago, but this was the second time. We don’t yet know how he did it. The fence around the Protection Unit for Unaccompanied Minors is very high. You’ll see it on the way out.’ She pursed her lips and frowned. ‘You should know that this young man is very smart. He looks like an ordinary kid, but I did a test with him, just to establish his mental state and capabilities. His IQ was 145 to 150, the top 0.5 per cent of humanity. He could be the smartest person I’ve ever met. He has incredible language and technical skills. Let me show you something.’

			She went to retrieve a folder from a filing cabinet and spread a few drawings on her desk. ‘I asked the boys to draw the place they would most like to be right at that moment. So they made pictures of their homes and their families – things like that. Actually, these tell you a lot about what these kids have lost.’ She handed him a drawing. ‘This is what the boy drew.’

			Samson found himself looking at five tiers of red rectilinear shapes. Each plane had a distinct character with repeated features. The structure resembled an architectural elevation but was, if anything, more intricate. It was executed in a perfect perspective scheme and with different tones of red shading that were so even they might have been printed. There was an extraordinary precision and care to the work.

			‘Isn’t it remarkable?’ she said. ‘And he has musical ability as well. He plays the Arabian flute quite beautifully. You are not dealing with an average kid.’

			‘Well, it’s really impressive. Can I take a picture?

			She nodded and he took pictures of the whole drawing and the signature.

			‘Let me get this right,’ he said putting away his phone and handing her the drawing. ‘He told you he’d seen two, maybe three terrorists in the camp here – is that right?’

			‘Yes, that’s why I wrote the report to the camp overseer. I can send it to you.’

			Samson pushed his card with his email address across the table. ‘Where did he see them? Did he say what they looked like?’

			‘He gave me no kind of description. He saw two near the entrance to this compound, and they saw him. He was sure of that and he said they would kill him if he remained here, because he knew where they were going and what they planned to do. That’s why he escaped the first time.’

			‘He said that?

			‘Definitely.’

			‘Did you ask him details?’

			Anastasia looked agonised. ‘No, I regret it, but I hear a lot of stories from these boys.’

			‘What made you believe him?’

			‘I’d had a bad day the day he told me – many difficult cases and a lot of stress. It was hard, you know? And the next morning I remembered one characteristic of this kid. He didn’t tell anyone about the dolphin and he didn’t brag about saving the baby, either. We only heard that part of the story after one of the rescuers from the beach brought the mother and father to see the boy so that they could thank him. Their gratitude was something to see. It was their only child, their firstborn, and yet he made nothing of it – he was just embarrassed. That got me thinking that this is a kid who doesn’t like to boast and he doesn’t make up stories. He steals a lot but he doesn’t lie. So that’s when I sat down and wrote the email. But he had already gone when I got to the camp.’

			‘Could he still be on the island?’

			‘Maybe, but I’m sure he headed for the port, which is where the police picked him up last time. A Blue Star boat for refugees left for Piraeus that night. He may have boarded that.’

			‘Let me just get the timings right. If he sailed that night he would have reached Piraeus the next morning – two and a half days ago.’

			‘Yes, then he would make for the border with Macedonia.’

			‘How far’s that?’

			‘More than five hundred kilometres. He’d have to take the train, but there are many wanting to travel so there’s a long wait. And the police might pick him up because he’s on his own and has no papers.’

			‘So he could conceivably be in Athens still?’

			‘Possibly.’

			‘Can you give me an idea of his appearance?’

			‘He’s about twelve or thirteen but he hasn’t reached puberty yet. He’s slight in build though I guess he’s about average height for his age; dark hair, quite a light skin, and light eyes – a brownish, pale green colour. They’re very striking. He told me they were like his mother’s.’ She stopped to think. ‘I only had two sessions with him one to one, and that was how I learned about his really amazing language skills. His father taught him English, now he’s learning German using the web. But there was . . .’ Puzzlement and anxiety flickered in her expression in quick succession. ‘I felt something was there – some big tragedy or shame in his life.’

			‘He talked about a family – did he give you any clue which refugee camp they’re in?’

			‘I don’t even know if they were in the camp with him. That was the thing with him – he kept everything so tight. He never gave up anything voluntarily.’

			‘Do you have any idea why he’s on the road by himself?’

			‘I had the feeling that he’d been entrusted by his father with this mission. It’s quite a common story. If the family don’t have money, they send a boy to get asylum in Europe. It’s a huge responsibility for these children and you can imagine the psychological impact when they fail. They’re unrealistically optimistic about their chances and they have no idea of the dangers on the road. But this boy, he was the most determined I have ever seen. Maybe surviving the wreck when so many people were drowned has given him a feeling of invincibility.’

			She straightened slightly. Through the window, her gaze followed two large men in Arab robes and loose red NGO vests who were making their way through the lines of people waiting for medical attention. A few seconds later they were ushered into the office by a Canadian aid worker, who pulled up chairs around a desk at the far end of the room and gestured for them to sit down. They were from the north of England, though Samson couldn’t quite place the accent.

			He cursed their arrival. The psychologist seemed to have warmed to him and he had a lot more questions for her, but her manner had suddenly become formal again. She scribbled a note and handed it to him. Bar Liberty, Mytilene 9 p.m. – OK??? She walked over to his side of his desk, put her hand out and began addressing him in Greek. He nodded, though he hadn’t the slightest idea what she was saying.

			‘See you later,’ she mouthed at the door.

		

	
		
			Three

			After sending Anastasia’s email to London, together with his notes on their conversation, Samson drove back to Mytilene and found a room in a hotel overlooking the port. Even though the boy might still be in Athens, he was sure Anastasia could tell him a lot more.

			He took a can of beer from the mini bar and went out onto the balcony. He drew a cigarette from the pack and examined it before lighting up.

			The Turkish coast lay no more than ten miles away, clouded by haze, which Samson realised was caused by the wind scooping spray from the waves. As he smoked and thought about the camp and Anastasia’s work, his gaze came to rest on a few tiny strips of orange out to sea. He fetched a small pair of binoculars from the side pocket of his rucksack. Three long rubber dinghies loaded with people in orange life jackets were moving at an agonisingly slow speed through the waves. Each disappeared in turn as it entered the trough of a wave.

			He became aware that one of his two phones – the encrypted set – was vibrating in the back pocket of his jeans. He pulled it out, entered the code with his thumb and answered.

			‘We’re just looking at the stuff you sent over,’ said Chris Okiri. ‘The man says he wants much more on what the boy saw and heard in the camp. Take her through what he told her and get her to flesh it out. The man points out that she seems to have written the word Stut before the word Germany. There are one or two mistakes in the email and he wonders whether she meant to write Stuttgart. If the boy is trying to reach a relation in Stuttgart, the German authorities may be able to work out who that is and get a family name then we may be able to track him back to the Turkish camp.’

			‘I’m seeing her later,’ he said. He watched as two large motorboats approached the dinghies.

			‘You there?’ asked Okiri.

			‘Yes . . . As it happens, I’m watching a rescue of refugees from my balcony.’

			‘Right,’ said Okiri, plainly uninterested.

			‘The point, dear Chris, is that more migrants are coming every day and they’ll all soon be on that road. Where’s McLennan?’ He put the binoculars down, reached for the cigarette that had gone out in the ashtray and relit it.

			‘McLennan’s wife is in the hospital, so it’s just you at the moment. We’ve told the French, Germans and several Balkan governments about the boy. The trouble is that we have so little information it’s hard to really interest them right now. We need everything you can get from that woman. Hey, by the way, I love that story about his rescue.’

			‘Yes,’ Samson said, and hung up. He raised the binoculars and stood for a few minutes watching the rescue operation. Eventually one of the craft was taken in tow and the people from the other two scrambled, or were lifted, onto the larger of the two motorboats.

			He napped for half an hour then walked along the harbour in the late afternoon light. Recently arrived migrants were occupying every available bench and patch of grass, while the town’s population continued as if the strangers weren’t there. The atmosphere seemed harmonious enough, though Samson had learned from the hotel reception that it had been anything but in the summer, when the migrants were sleeping and cooking and washing – as best they could – in all the public spaces in the centre of town. Things had settled down since then. Restaurants and cafés were now doing a brisk trade serving the better-off refugees – those that had come on clapped-out launches and motor yachts, rather than the big rubber inflatables.

			Young men were everywhere. Samson learned to recognise those who had freshly waded ashore by the dried saltwater tidemark on their jeans. At a food station, beneath the shade of large umbrella pines, just beyond the port, he chatted to those waiting and counted a dozen different nationalities – men from as far away as Bangladesh, Eritrea, Mali and Morocco. He offered them cigarettes and found out which way they planned to enter the European Union Schengen area. On the side of a caravan he read advice – provided in English, Arabic and Urdu – about the countries the young men would be travelling through. There was one particular warning: ‘Bulgaria is very difficult, with a lot of walking through mountains and forests. Independent reports of police beating, robbers and many bad dogs.’

			He took pictures of the notices with his phone to capture the websites that were listed. New routes would first appear on these sites, together with emerging hazards and other news. He wondered if it might even be possible to use one of them to communicate an offer of safe passage to the boy.

			As dusk fell, he walked back into the centre by a different route, and came across a store that had once sold sun cream, towels and beach mats, but was now mostly stocked with waterproof gear, rucksacks, tents and warm clothing. He bought himself a torch, hat, gloves and anorak to wear over his battered leather jacket. It amused him that the female assistant took him for a migrant. ‘If you’re going north you’ll need these,’ she said, handing him three Freytag & Berndt maps covering Macedonia, Bulgaria, Serbia, Croatia and Slovenia. ‘They cost much but they’re good.’

			He paid her and took the maps, then asked if she could remember a young boy with light eyes and good English visiting the store in the last few days. She called into the back room and a man with glasses propped on his forehead appeared with an open newspaper in his hands. He spoke English, too. Yes, he remembered the boy because of his polite and intelligent manner. It was two days ago – around seven in the evening – and he had bought everything he needed and had shown particular care in choosing the items.

			‘You are certain it was two days ago?’ asked Samson.

			‘Yes,’ said the storekeeper. ‘I remember that he went to the boat – the boat was leaving that evening.’

			Anastasia Christakos must have got the sailing dates confused – she was, after all, some way from the port. ‘So, the Blue Star went two nights ago, not three?’

			‘Yes, there’s one every other night. Another one for refugees sails this evening.’

			‘The boy had money?’

			‘Yes, euros, and he bargained with me.’ The man searched his mind for a phrase. ‘He has something this kid.’ He looked at his assistant and said something in Greek.

			‘Self-possession,’ said the assistant.

			The storeowner examined him. ‘What do you want with this boy?’

			‘I believe he’s in danger. We’re trying to find him,’ said Samson, gesturing to the bags of equipment at his feet.

			‘It’s possible that I may be able to help you. The boy could not afford the maps, so I allowed him to take photographs.’

			‘With a phone?’

			‘Yes, they all have phones.’ He then showed Samson on the maps he’d just purchased what sections the boy had photographed. ‘He’s smart, this kid. It means he has the map even when there is no Internet.’

			Samson made some notes on his set of maps and ringed the areas that the boy had photographed. He thanked the man and his assistant and set off to the ferry terminal, where a Blue Star ship had backed into the dock and was now disgorging trucks from its stern. Night had fallen. There were hundreds of people standing or sitting in family groups on the quayside, with all their possessions piled together. Except for the tractors removing containers from the bowels of the ship, there was very little noise in the terminal. There was a kind of hushed reverence for the great vessel that would set these people on the European mainland the next morning.

			He wandered over to a group of older men who were watching a Greek fisherman hand-lining for small oval fish, sat down on the sea wall and wrote an encrypted email to Fell and O’Neill, the communications specialist. The boy has a phone. May have been bought on Lesbos in the last few days because it seems unlikely that phone would have survived his raft going down. The provider could be Junophon. If you can get details of numbers sold in the last few days, we may be able to run checks on calls made to Turkey. I think he has papers that he hasn’t showed anyone – maybe a Syrian passport. Also see if you can get access to registration records of the Lesbos camp. Maybe the bad guys show up in them.

			An email returned from Fell. We’re on it!

			He watched the scene for a while then sauntered over to a camper van run by Médecins Sans Frontières and started speaking in Arabic to the young man he’d seen marshalling the line of people waiting for attention. The row of white plastic chairs was now empty and the man was at a loose end.

			He told the man that he was doing some research for Al Jazeera. After a short time he discovered that it was possible to buy a ticket for the ferry on the black market without the documents that confirmed refugee status, and it wasn’t unknown for people to board without a ticket. The authorities weren’t overly diligent because they were eager to get people off the island as quickly as possible.

			He emailed SIS with the news that the boy had almost certainly landed in Piraeus just thirty-six hours before. Given the delays on the bus service and trains to the north, he might still be in Athens.

			*

			Later, he found Anastasia in a boisterous group of aid workers in the Bar Liberty. She detached herself from the party when she spotted him and they went to a table in the smoking section outside, where she demurely lit a cigarette, as if it were her very first time. They ordered food and Samson asked about the two men who had come into the office.

			‘Oh, yeah – those guys. They’re always trying to get access to the boys for religious instruction. And you know what? The kids really don’t want it. They are stressed as it is – we protect them from more pressure.’

			‘Where are those men from?’

			‘I don’t know – somewhere in the UK, maybe Leeds. They’re a bit creepy. And they hang around a lot. I found them in the office the other day on their own, which I didn’t like, and I asked them to leave. I just didn’t want to talk in front of them.’

			‘If these men come asking about him, could you let me know? And their names would be helpful.’

			She nodded. ‘OK.’

			He brought the copy of her email up on his phone and looked around to make sure they were out of earshot of the other customers. ‘Would you mind if I read this to you and asked a few questions? It’s obviously important that I get this right in my mind – I mean exactly what the boy told you.’

			She picked up her drink. ‘Of course, be my guest. Remember I wrote this in a rush.’

			‘Maybe we could talk a bit about the detail?’

			‘Sure,’ she said, then blew a stream of smoke from a pout.

			‘Okay, so, the relevant part is this: “After he was returned to our charge, I talked to the boy about why he escaped and he told me that he had to save his own life. He said that he saw two men here on Lesbos who were with him in a refugee camp in Turkey (which he refuses to identify) and that he was sure they were going to kill him. I asked him why they would do that and he replied that he recognised them from the mass killing in his village in northern Syria and that he was sure they were the same men. He told me he overheard conversations between the men while they were speaking of an attack in Europe.”’ Samson stopped as a waiter placed several small meze dishes on the table and then asked, ‘Shall we just talk about this bit?’

			She nodded and took some pitta bread.

			‘Firstly, did he tell you how he recognised these men? We have reports of massacres and mostly these men wear masks.’

			‘He recognised the voice of one of the men – it is a strange voice and then he recognised the others from their mannerisms and also their voices. I am sure he said that. He seemed so sure.’

			‘Anything else?’

			‘When they were alone they called each other by names he recognised. He didn’t tell me the names.’

			‘How did he and his family escape the killings? How were they allowed to witness this crime with impunity?’

			‘Maybe it was because they were Muslim. He mentioned that his father had been tortured by the regime, but he did not use that word, he used the word mistreated. He said that these men killed only Christians. He was rather vague about all this – I got the feeling he wasn’t telling me everything he knew, or was making up details as they came to him.’

			‘But the vital part of all this is that he recognised these men in the camp. Is that right?

			‘This is what he said, yes.’

			‘So how come this boy then learns of their plans to carry out an attack? It seems improbable.’

			Anastasia frowned. ‘I know, and this is why I did not believe him at first. I believe he said he was spying on them and maybe they had tried to groom him into their ways. Maybe they were recruiting him and he had gone along with that and spied on them. The story was complicated and I didn’t follow all the details because at that moment I was sceptical.’

			‘Do you think that in fact he may have imagined it all? That is surely a possibility. If he had spied on them while being groomed, it would require a lot of courage and a cool temperament. Does he have those qualities?’

			‘Yes. He saved that baby and he escaped twice from detention. I think he’s a very brave kid and I also think he could be quite ruthless and dishonest. He may have stolen one or two items when he was in the camp – a knife that had been taken by one of the guards from a kid. I think he stole that from my desk.’

			‘A knife?’

			‘Yes, I saw him playing with it. I told him to put it down. I never saw it again.’

			Samson asked her about the word Stut in the email. It had turned out that she had in fact written Stuttgart, but then wasn’t sure whether the boy had definitely told her that he was heading for the German city and she had failed to delete all of the word before sending the email.

			‘So when did he tell you this?’

			‘It was in our second one-to-one session, when I was trying to get him to talk about the trauma of the people from his boat being drowned. He wouldn’t open up. He said that he was protected and that the same mysterious force would get him all the way to Germany. That is when I thought he mentioned Stuttgart once, but I can’t be sure, which is maybe why I half-deleted it.’

			‘Did he tell you anything about the route he planned?

			‘He said nothing about that.’

			‘Did he own a phone?’

			‘Not sure – we don’t search the kids. Their private possessions are exactly that. His stuff was all drenched, but most people take precautions with a phone because it’s the most important thing in their life and they need them on the way over so they can call help – the smugglers give them numbers. They wrap phones in several plastic bags.’

			‘Did he have money?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Did he form a relationship with anyone – people he could make the journey with?’

			‘He was like a celebrity in the camp – the story about the dolphin and the baby. Maybe he made some friends, made contacts. Yes, a lot of people came to see him when they heard his story, because everyone is bored in the camp and they like to be distracted. I don’t know if he had a particular friend.’

			‘What was the nature of your treatment, your therapy?’

			‘These boys have a lot of responsibility on their shoulders, because each one is hoping to get asylum and bring their families to Europe. He left his family behind in a camp in Turkey. Imagine that! The only way these kids can handle that pressure is by a kind of reality distortion. You have to prick that optimism. I told this boy, there are evil people out there – paedophiles, people traffickers, murderers, corrupt police, criminal gangs and robbers. Winter’s coming and people will die of cold on that road. I told him, you go out there alone and you could wind up frozen to death or murdered. You have to say these hard truths to them.’

			Samson got up. ‘I need to tell my people what you have told me. Can I get you another drink while you wait?’

			After he had brought Sonia Fell up to date, he went back and they ate. He had had almost nothing to eat for twenty-four hours and began to feel a lot better and ordered more beer. He liked Anastasia and admired her lack of sentimentality and self-importance. He could see why people opened up to her, and he admitted to himself that he was a little sorry to be leaving the island so soon. They talked about what Europe could do about the migrant crisis and the psychologist concluded rather bitterly that whatever happened, it would always fall to the Greek islands to deal with the influx.

			‘They are drowning in our seas, crawling up our beaches, and that isn’t going to stop soon,’ she said. ‘Just because Europe has suddenly decided that these people are not wanted doesn’t mean they aren’t going to give up getting on those little rafts. They have nothing to lose – there’s nothing where they come from. They look at the Internet and they see kids their age with money and girls and freedom and they think why I can’t I have that? It’s not just about war – it’s about inequality. You try having absolutely nothing . . .’

			‘I have once,’ he said. ‘My family were refugees. I was in that boy’s position.’ This visibly surprised her and she was about to respond but he moved quickly on. ‘From your talks with the boy did you get any sense of his background? Is there anything I can use?’

			‘Yes, I drew some vague conclusions. I felt he was maybe the eldest child because of his sense of responsibility, and maybe he was brought up with sisters rather than with other boys. He interacted better with women and girls than with males. He could be a little awkward with boys of his own age, perhaps because he’s so intelligent and finds them dull, but maybe it’s because he wasn’t used to boys. He’s solitary and self-sufficient – most of the time he was in the facility he sat in a chair by the gate looking intently around him, or reading. A person gave us a load of books in English and he found a science book – I think it was about physics – and he liked that a lot.’

			‘Sounds like he’ll be an interesting adult,’ said Samson absently.

			‘That’s exactly what the director of the documentary said.’

			‘What documentary was that?’ he fired back.

			‘There was a French documentary crew here. They were making a series for Canal Plus. We gave them full cooper­ation. It’s about child migrants – kids travelling on their own.’

			‘They filmed your work?’

			‘Yes, and many other things, as well. They were at the camp for five days.’

			‘Did they film this boy?’

			‘Maybe, I don’t know . . . Yes, they probably did.’

			‘Where’s the crew now? Are they still on the island?’

			‘No, they’re in Athens filming. I know they’ll be there for four days. Why are you so interested?’

			‘You just said they may have filmed the boy – we need a picture of him.’

			She put her hand to her mouth. ‘How stupid of me – I didn’t think of that.’

			She fished in her bag for her wallet, from which she plucked the card of Jean-Jacques Pinto, the bright new star in French documentary-making. Samson had seen a full-length feature by Pinto about the banlieues of Paris earlier in the year.

			‘Do you know him well enough to call and ask him to see me tomorrow in Athens?’

			‘Of course.’ She smiled and took out her phone.

			‘Don’t say anything about the boy. Just ask Pinto if he can spare the time to see me. Say it’s important and I will explain when I see him. Tell him I work in a Europe-wide security operation,’ he replied. ‘You know the sort of thing.’

			She dialled the number, still smiling.

			Anastasia deployed all her charm on Pinto and he agreed to meet Samson the next day, though he was wary. All that was left for Samson was to catch the early flight to Athens, and Anastasia said she could arrange it, even though the flight was usually full. She made another call and told him he had a ninety per cent chance of a seat if she was with him at the airport by six, for which reason she suggested he check out of his hotel that night and stay with her in the house she shared with two aid workers on the coast road.

			Half an hour later they arrived at the villa. The place had once been a desirable holiday home but now it looked onto one of the main landing beaches for migrant dinghies. As they swung into the drive their headlights picked out a pile of discarded life jackets.

			‘Okay,’ she said, as he let his things down softly in the hallway. ‘The others are asleep. I think we should go to my room.’ When the door was closed behind them, she turned to him with a perfectly charming smile ‘You can sleep on the bed, but that is all.’

			‘That’s fine with me,’ he replied. ‘Feels like I haven’t slept for a week.’

			But instead of sleeping they talked for another hour, staring up at the fan in the half-light and talking about their lives. ‘How do you speak Arabic so well?’ she asked. ‘Did you learn it for your job?’

			‘It’s my first language,’ replied Samson. ‘I was born in Lebanon – but we had to leave and I was brought up with my sister in London after ’85.’

			‘But Samson is an English name, no?’

			‘It’s anglicised from the Arabic name Shamshun. That was my father’s first name. Actually my family name is Malouf. We dropped it when we went to England.’

			‘You had to leave Lebanon?’

			‘Yes, it was during the war. I was eight or nine, I forget. We lost everything and went to England, where my mother set up a famously good restaurant in the West End of London.’

			‘And what about your father?’

			‘He died early. He was the archetypal Levantine trader. He needed the Mediterranean. He could have lived at any time in the last two thousand years and he’d have made a living doing exactly the same thing – buying and selling. But he got us out, and somehow found the money to set up a home in London.’

			‘But you’re not a trader – you find people,’ she said, turning to him so that he could feel the breath of her words on his cheek. ‘What does that actually mean?’

			‘It’s not my profession; it’s just something that’s developed over the last couple of years. I work for a company that sometimes helps clients find people.’

			‘Who have you found recently?’

			‘We lost track of the person I spent most of the year trying to find. She vanished.’

			‘Was it someone you knew?

			‘No, I didn’t know her. She was doctor – a brilliant one, by all accounts. I was working for her brother.’

			She waited a couple of beats. ‘Do you have a partner – someone special in your life?’

			‘No,’ he said at length, ‘no one special, but that’s not for want of trying.’ He laughed.

			‘You find people but no one for yourself – is that it?’

			‘Look, I should sleep,’ he murmured.

			They fell silent, but it was a while before Samson stopped thinking about Aysel Hisami. Just before he dropped off he hurried through that old reel from his childhood in the camp, where his family had been for over a year before his fast-talking, handsome father got them out.

			Next morning, the words that had passed between them seemed every bit as intimate as sex and they were somehow much closer. When they had dropped off his car keys at the airport she turned to him with a candid interest. ‘I hope we meet again,’ she said. ‘Maybe you’ll come back some day.’

			‘Oh, I’m sure I will, Anastasia,’ he said, and he took her hand and held it. ‘I’ve really enjoyed talking to you, and I know we will speak about the boy again. You have my number and my email, right?

			She nodded and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Good luck. I hope you find him. He’s going to be something really important, I am sure.’

			‘Maybe he already is,’ said Samson, smiling, and he turned to the departure gate.
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