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			Confronted by the violence of reality, I have not dared invent anything. Only the police investigation, based on true facts, has been fictionalised. My thanks to the people and police of Calais, to the Renseignements Généraux, the journalists, my sources in the CNRS and Sciences-­Po, the aid workers, but above all to those men and women who, fleeing the horrors of war, opened their hearts to me.
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			The child

			Somewhere in the Mediterranean Sea

			To avoid creating a disturbance or panic, the man at the tiller opened the throttle so the noise from the ancient outboard motor covered his words. He ordered his companion:

			“Throw her overboard.”

			“Now?”

			“We can get rid of her more easily at sea than in a car park. She’s been coughing the whole time. We don’t want to get caught when we’ve put them on the trucks in Italy.”

			The boat was filled with two hundred and seventy-­three migrants. An assortment of ages, sexes, origins, skin colours. Tossed about, soaked to the skin, freezing cold, terrorised.

			“I don’t think I can do it. You go.”

			A sigh of irritation. Nothing more. The trafficker let go of the tiller and shoved his way through to a woman in the depths of the boat. As he drew closer, she tightened her grip on the body enfolded in her arms. She pressed her hand on the little girl’s icy mouth, praying for her to stop coughing. Frightened, the child dropped her threadbare fluffy purple rabbit. Without even noticing, the man crushed it underfoot. He shouted at the woman.

			“Your little girl. You have to push her overboard.”

		

	
		
			The madman

			Calais migrant camp

			October 2016

			Final day of dismantling the Jungle

			The diggers were clawing insatiably at huts and tents, reducing them to debris that a little further on was piled into mountains of plastic, fabric and clothes, destined to be consumed by flames once the wind died down.

			Virtually nothing remained of the shelters hope had built.

			A digger’s prongs were raised as it began to cross this vast stretch of no-­man’s-­land. The engine roared, the digger bumped over the uneven, frosty ground, heading straight for its next target, an old hut made of wooden pallets with a cardboard roof. One of the last.

			A few years earlier, this area had been shared by a municipal rubbish tip and a cemetery. Then the French state decided to use it as a place to park migrants who dreamed of reaching England. This morning, it was once again a rubbish tip. But when the digger’s powerful claws dug into the ground, it was the cemetery that resurfaced.

			Three arms became visible, so the workmen concluded there must be at least two bodies in the hole they’d dug at the edge of the camp. To judge by the length of the smallest of them, it belonged to a child. Somebody called the foreman on his walkie-­talkie.

			Hidden about twenty metres away, a shadow flitted among the trees bordering the Jungle, keeping the comings and goings of the machines in view. Unaware of this presence, the workmen gathered round the hole, stupefied by horror.

			A workman looked up and saw the silhouette emerge from the forest. Dressed in rags, long greasy hair, skin that was black, brown, or simply filthy. The figure held a rusty machete pressed against his thigh. He advanced slowly, tapping the blade against his leg. None of the men was brave enough to block his path; they all took several steps back.

			Reaching the hole, the menacing-­looking stranger kneeled down and began scraping at the earth still covering the corpses. Frenetically at first, his gestures accompanied by animal grunts, more calmly after a while. He touched a leg, stroked a hand as though it were still alive. He raised the child’s arm until it was right under his nose, sniffed it, and let it drop again. Rigid in death, it stayed pointing to the sky for several seconds before slowly easing back onto the earth.

			Although it was broad daylight, the stranger remained barely more than a silhouette. A jumble of repugnant scraps of clothing, arms plunged into what was proving to be a mass grave. Suddenly, as if he had lost all hope, he abandoned his search. He stood up, his face a mask, and shambled away with the machete, vanishing into the forest once more.

			The first police officer with concrete information called the public prosecutor, who was still hesitating over coming to the scene.

			“Forensics are talking about seven bodies.”

			“Adults?”

			“Not all of them.”

			“Complete?”

			“Not all of them.”

			When the officer had finished his report, his colleague ventured a question.

			“Why didn’t you tell him about the guy with the machete?”

			“I’m keeping that for the lieutenant. He’s the only one really interested in this shithole. If I tell the prosecutor there’s a strange guy with a machete here, we’re going to have to find a strange guy with a machete. And going into that forest at night doesn’t exactly appeal. Besides, we’ve been closing our eyes for almost two years – why open them today?”
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			ESCAPING
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			Damascus, Syria, June 2016

			Section 215: Military Intelligence

			Interrogation Room in the detention centre

			The last blow had opened a deep cut above the man’s eyebrow. He was naked, tied to a chair in a basement room, where his howls couldn’t be heard through the thick walls. Blood trickled down to the dusty ochre tiles of the windowless room. Taking the prisoner by the scruff of his neck, Adam pressed his forehead against his own. Their sweat mingled.

			“You will talk. No cause is sacred enough to help you bear the pain in store for you. Do you understand?”

			At the far end of the room, Salim put a bottle of water warped by the heat down on a wooden table and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. Rising to his feet, he picked up a thick black electric cable. Solid and heavy; more effective than a baton. Walking round the prisoner, he said to Adam:

			“Your sentences are too long, and there are no questions in them. It’s obvious you have a desk job. He’s knows what we want to hear. There’s no point talking to him anymore.”

			He lashed out at the man’s already swollen left knee, torn open and bleeding. The cable was raised twice more, brought down on exactly the same spot, where the nerves were raw. The pain was so intense the prisoner couldn’t even cry out. Slumped over, he kept on muttering the same phrase directed towards God. And since they both worshipped the same deity, this enraged Salim even more.

			“And anyway, we’re not getting anywhere just hitting him. I’ve been telling you for an hour we ought to use the acid . . .”

			“Do you want answers, or just to destroy him?” Adam asked. “Acid makes them black out. There have to be moments of respite, otherwise it doesn’t work. Acid attacks the skin for a long time afterwards, so they can’t tell the difference between being tortured and being allowed a break from it.”

			Salim seemed surprised.

			“So this isn’t your first time? I thought you people at headquarters didn’t like to do the dirty work.”

			“This one’s special. He’s mine. I don’t want to miss a minute,” Adam retorted, turning back to the prisoner.

			Gripping the man’s shoulder, he whispered in his ear:

			“Can you hear me? I won’t let you go.”

			Salim glanced at his watch and decided it was time for a cigarette break. When he returned to the room, he was accompanied by his superior officer, who complained how slowly the interrogation was going and dismissed Adam without even looking at him.

			“Tell the ministry we don’t need a chaperone. This one will talk, just like the others, whether you are here or not. And we’re not going to break him with our fists.”

			Obeying orders, Adam allowed himself to be escorted to the door, but before it closed, he plucked up the courage to ask Salim:

			“The acid?”

			“No. Basat al-­reeh.”

			The prisoner would be tied to a board, feet in the air and head hanging down. For an hour, the blood would accumulate in his skull, compressing his brain until he felt his eyes popping out of their sockets, about to explode. Only then would they start to kick him in the head.

			And if that didn’t make him talk, the acid would. Nobody could withstand the acid.

			Adam returned to the ground floor in the private lift that only went to the building’s basement rooms. Out in the open, he took a series of deep breaths to expel the rotten air still fouling his lungs. However hard he tried, the smell of blood and stale sweat remained embedded in his uniform.

			To either side of him stood the Faculty of Medicine and the Faculty of Arts and Humanities, both situated in a neighbourhood of Damascus protected by the regime and left almost intact by the war as a result.

			He thought of Aleppo, only three hundred and fifty kilometres further north. Its skeletal homes, where you could see inside rooms as if they were doll’s houses. Its buildings devastated as far as the eye could see, none of them higher than two storeys. Its avenues lined with burned-­out vehicles. And in the midst of the chaos, in the midst of all the police, the military, the noise of the army’s vehicles and tanks, its terrified, cowed population was trapped in a game of Russian roulette.

			 

			Damascus. Adam was on the right side of the country and on the right side of those in power. A police officer for more than fifteen years, and now a loyal member of Bashar al-­Assad’s military police. No-­one would have suspected him. He might even succeed in saving his wife and daughter before he was caught. There was very little time left.

			He hailed a taxi and dived into it.

			“Muhajirin, the main street.”

			“That’s a very long street,” the driver complained.

			“The bottom of the hill will do fine.”

			Adam no longer trusted anyone. There was no way he was going to give his exact address to a stranger.
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			Six years earlier, when he had bought this apartment in a middle-­­class district of the city, Adam had not paid much attention to its name: Muhajirin. Those who travel. The migrants.

			Turning the key twice in the lock, he swept in like a gust of wind. In the kitchen, Nora heard him and her heart beat faster. Even before she saw his face, she knew the moment had arrived. The moment they had been preparing for. The moment their lives depended on.

			“Well?” she asked.

			“He’s been transferred to Section 215. He won’t be able to stand it. Where’s Maya?”

			“In her room.”

			“You know what to do. Two suitcases, one each. I’ll leave you to it, I have a call to make.”

			Nora kissed him on the mouth. Her lips were still moist from her tea. Adam’s were dry with anguish. He turned on his heel and went into the hall. Removing the wooden panel over the water heater, he slipped his hand under the cylinder and pulled out a phone held in place by two sturdy lengths of tape. He dialled a number, dispensing with any greeting.

			“This evening. For Nora and Maya. Is it still possible?”

			“Aren’t you going with them?”

			“I’d only make it more dangerous for them. Tarek’s been arrested.”

			“I know. Do you think he’ll talk?”

			“Of course he will. Now they’ve got their hands on someone from the Free Syrian Army, they’ll take their time.”

			“Do they know we were behind Operation Pavel?”

			“I hope not. I was with Tarek this morning, in the torture chamber, and he was resisting. He saved my life. But when they break him, because I promise you they will break him, he’ll let slip my name and I’ll be a target. My wife and daughter as well. They have to leave without me. I’ll join them later. I’ll do whatever I can.”

			“In shaa Allah.”

			“Yes, he better had.”

			 

			Nora finished packing her suitcase in less than a minute and came out to put it by the front door. As she reached the point where the two narrow corridors of their apartment met, she bumped into the hall desk. A framed photograph fell to the floor, smashing the glass. The memories spilled out, as if it was only the glass that had kept them in.

			Maya’s sixth birthday party.

			Nora, her long, perfectly smooth black hair like a river of ink down over her shoulders. Maya with those curious eyes of hers, passionate about everything and incapable of keeping still, even for a simple snapshot. And the broad figure of Adam, his arms round them both. His athletic build had been particularly appreciated when he was a student at the police academy. The same academy an Isis bomber disguised as a policeman had blown up a few years later. Adam had picked up the remains of colleagues, former instructors, and some civilians.

			Until then he had been a model policeman, perfectly formatted, loyal to his country and its leader. Full of hope when a democratic wind had blown through Syria during the Arab Spring. Just as in Tunisia or Egypt, all of a sudden, the people realised it was possible to fight for their freedom.

			But however noble this movement’s aims, it was quickly stifled at the cost of thousands of lives, and Syria was engulfed in a civil war. Taking advantage of this weakness, Isis sank the claws of violence and obscurantism even deeper. There were now two executioners for one and the same victim: Bashar al-­Assad’s dictatorship and Isis fighting over the unarmed Syrian people.

			It was following the army’s violent suppression of the peaceful revolt that Adam had made his choice. Refusing to be nothing but a witness to his country’s death agonies, he joined a rebel cell in the Free Syrian Army and became an opponent of the government in the most risky way. By infiltrating it as a member of the military police.

			 

			Whether it was chemical, in the same way that animals can sense anxiety and fear, or intuitive, as when one can understand one’s loved ones without a word being spoken, for once Maya didn’t make a fuss. She did as she was told, aware despite her young years that something serious was happening, and that she should keep her demands and questions for another day. From her bedroom, she could hear her father’s voice.

			“Spend the afternoon at Elyas’s. This evening, he’ll drive you to Beirut along the military road, and then you take a night flight to Tripoli in Libya. That will be the easy part. Go and fetch Maya while I call a taxi.”

			“Are we going to Uncle Elyas’s?”

			Nora turned to look at their daughter laboriously dragging her suitcase out of her bedroom, so small and innocent. She was suddenly aware how hazardous their imminent journey would be.

			Adam went into the living­ room. Despite his size, he had to stand on tiptoe to reach the three volumes of Fantômas in French on the top shelf of the bookcase. Paris and its mysteries and intrigues, as written by Souvestre and Allain – with a passport hidden in each of them. He gave two to Nora and slid his own into his back pocket. From now on, the need to escape could arise at any moment.

			 

			At the bottom of the hill where the Muhajirin neighbourhood had sprung up, Adam repeated the instructions to his wife. More for reassurance than because it was strictly necessary – Nora already knew them by heart. They stood waiting for the taxi to arrive, suitcases by their sides like well-­trained dogs. Maya remained unusually quiet, and her two parents couldn’t help thinking their daughter had grown up all at once. Well-­behaved. Determined. They asked themselves how much she understood of the situation, and how much escaped her. Suddenly their daughter’s eyes widened, full of resigned sadness.

			“Maya?” asked her worried mother.

			The little girl hesitated a moment. Her father was bound to say she was being childish, but she couldn’t keep it in very long.

			“Monsieur Bou!”

			Seeing no sign of their taxi anywhere in the distance, Adam gave in to his daughter’s desperate plea. He sprinted up three floors and stood panting in her small pastel-­coloured bedroom. He searched under the sheets and bed until finally, between two pillows, he found Monsieur Bou, a threadbare purple fluffy rabbit.

			Ever since she was born, he had called his daughter by the nickname Arnouba: my little rabbit. She had soon wanted a real one, but as Nora was allergic to animal fur, the fluffy Arnouba had appeared as a consolation. Maya never let him out of her arms. And in the way children have of mangling names, Arnouba was soon rebaptised Monsieur Bou.

			Adam innocently imagined he would protect Maya during her journey through the most dangerous countries on the planet.

			 

			With Maya safely installed in the taxi and their suitcases in the boot, Nora and Adam kissed goodbye. Neither of them wanted to make this embrace especially intense. It had to be a normal kiss, as if it were unthinkable that it could be the last. But the tears that sprang unbidden to Nora’s eyes put paid to that. They were desperately afraid for each other.

			“I’ll join you soon,” Adam promised, opening the taxi door for her. “Call me from the hotel as soon as you reach Tripoli.”

			Maya breathed on the window and drew a heart in the condensation. When the taxi pulled away, she read an “I love you” on her father’s lips.
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			Tripoli, Libya

			Awal Hotel, in the city centre

			Three a.m.

			“What’s the hotel like?” asked Adam.

			As soon as they had arrived, Nora freed herself from Maya by plonking her in front of the television. But it had only taken ten minutes for her daughter to tire of the music channel’s quickfire clips. She stepped down on to the thick fitted carpet and began to explore her luxury four-­star hotel bedroom. Silky sheets, spacious bathtub and big windows through which she could see the lights of the Red Castle Museum on her right and the three-­storey Ottoman clock tower on her left. Somewhere in the city a long burst of machine-­gun fire blasted out, echoing off the walls of houses and apartment buildings. Any European child would have taken this for firecrackers or fireworks, but Maya, instinctively aware of what it meant, drew back sharply from the window.

			She continued her explorations, heading for the adjoining room with the double bed where her mother had unpacked the things needed for a short, one-­night stay. As she was about to enter, Nora, phone wedged between shoulder and ear, pushed her out with her foot and shut the door in her face.

			“The hotel? It’s perfect. But it’s strange, all this luxury, when we know what’s ahead of us.”

			“Is Maya alright?” asked Adam.

			“Yes. More or less. But I think she caught a cold in the airport lounge during the stopover in Amman. We had to wait more than two hours there with the air-­conditioning on full blast. She hasn’t stopped coughing from the moment we took off.”

			“You should never have made this journey on your own. But getting you away from Damascus was the only way I could protect you. I’m so sorry.”

			“I forbid you to be sorry, habibi. You’re doing all you can for us.”

			Adam remembered organising the trip three months earlier, when Operation Pavel had been launched and they had been forced also to envisage its failure. And with it, the evacuation of his family.

			“Why not via Turkey?” Nora had objected, her finger on a map of the Middle East. “From Damas to Aleppo, then from Turkey to the Balkans. We won’t even get our feet wet, and it’s a much shorter journey to Europe.”

			“Do you know how many checkpoints there are from the south to the north of Syria, from Damascus to Aleppo?” Adam had objected. “Between the government and Isis, dozens of them. There are random checks as well. Whether all three of us travel, or if, for whatever reason, you and Maya have to go on alone, it’ll be the same: I’m a Syrian government officer and at the first Isis checkpoint I’ll be shot. And Maya and you . . .”

			He found it hard to continue. In that case, death would be the kindest outcome.

			“No. You have to take a civilian plane to Tripoli in Libya, then cross the Mediterranean and reach Italy. From there, you travel through Europe and join your cousin in England. Half a million migrants reach there every year, so there’s no reason we shouldn’t make it. The real problem is I’m part of the Bashar government, which means France will never give us refugee visas.”

			“But you’re fighting against his government.”

			“Yes, that’s true, but from inside, and discreetly enough for there to be no proof. So to reach England we’ll have to do it illegally, via Calais. It’ll take time, but we’ll be patient. You’ve seen on Internet there’s somewhere we can stay. They call it the ‘Jungle’.”

			“It looks more like a refugee camp.”

			“Maybe, but the important thing is there’s protected huts for women and children. I’ll make sure I find a trafficker who can get us a place in a car or lorry, and we can take the ferry or the Eurotunnel. Your cousin will be waiting on the other side of the English Channel. He’s promised to help us.”

			“I know you’d have preferred to stay in France.”

			“We don’t have any family there. And I don’t think France is the country I once knew. England will be perfect for us.”

			Back then, poring over the map of the Middle East in the warmth of their living­ room, with Maya’s bedtime music in the background, it had seemed possible.

			Now, in Tripoli, on her own with her daughter, Nora was terrified.

			“Did you manage to see Tarek again?”

			“Tomorrow afternoon. I’ve made another request to be present at his interrogation. I only hope I haven’t drawn attention to myself. It feels as if the whole world has its eyes on me.”

			“It’s normal to be paranoid, habibi: you’re a hen disguised as a fox in a pack of wolves.”

			“I should never have described myself as that,” Adam chuckled. “Now you’re making a joke of it.”
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			Port city of Garabulli, Libya

			Five a.m.

			After a few hours of disturbed sleep filled with nightmares, Nora gently shook her daughter’s shoulder. When Maya opened her eyes, she smothered the child with warm kisses.

			“Up you get, sweetheart. Today we’re crossing the Mediterranean.”

			Maya clambered slowly out of bed and dragged herself to the bathroom, carrying Monsieur Bou by one leg.

			Then they repacked their suitcases, which they had hardly disturbed.

			In less than half an hour, the taxi picked them up from the hotel lobby and drove the forty kilometres from Tripoli to Garabulli, where they had a rendezvous at the exact time the driver dropped them off.

			As day was dawning, they found themselves alone a few metres from a beach that seemed to stretch on forever. On one side, white sand dunes; on the other, a rocky promontory lashed by the waves. To anyone who didn’t know its history, it looked wonderful. But six months earlier, when the migrants on board had rebelled against their traffickers, a boat coming from Egypt had capsized a few kilometres off the Libyan coast, and those same waves had deposited two hundred and forty-­five dead bodies on Garabulli beach, as if returning them to mankind as a reproach for its stupidity.

			An hour later, Ferouz, their contact, had still not appeared. They waited and waited, anxiously scrutinising the few people coming and going at that early hour, hoping on each occasion that somebody would approach them and identify them by their first names, as agreed. But no-­one did.

			In the distance down the bumpy road a cloud of dust appeared, announcing the arrival of a pick-­up with a massive machine-­gun mounted on the back, a handful of soldiers clustered round it. As the vehicle rolled by, Nora pushed Maya behind her and adjusted her veil so that her hair was properly covered: something she hadn’t done since she married Adam. The pick-­up continued on its way, but even though she lowered her eyes, she realised she had been noticed, assessed, judged.

			At a quarter past six, migrant workers (most of them Nigerian) officially began the day, heading for back-­breaking building sites or poorly paid odd jobs. At the same time, the first café opened its doors. They went in. If they contacted Adam now, he would only worry, and since they didn’t have much choice, Nora decided it would be best to carry on waiting.

			At seven o’clock, a man walked past the café window as if looking for someone. His advanced years and heavy belly gave him a weary look; the early morning heat threatened to make this even worse as the day progressed. When he went by a second time, still glancing all around him, Nora got up from their table. She made Maya promise not to move and stepped outside the café. The little girl watched her mother through the plate glass window. At first Nora kept a respectful distance from the stranger; then they exchanged a few words, and Maya saw her mother come to a halt and run her hands twice through her hair. She knew these gestures well, and understood immediately their journey had hit an obstacle.

			Coming back inside the café, Nora collapsed onto her chair and rummaged in her pocket for her phone.

			“Aren’t we leaving?” asked Maya.

			“Let me call your father.”

			 

			Adam’s phone rang while he was in the shower. They had agreed Nora would call him as soon as she met their contact in Garabulli. He emerged from a cloud of steam and, so as not to risk losing the call, didn’t bother to put on his bathrobe. Sitting naked on the sofa, he answered, pressing the handset to his soaking hair.

			“Their boat was confiscated last night by the Italian coastguard,” Nora told him.

			“Damn and blast it!” Adam exploded.

			“Ferouz is suggesting we go in another boat, a Zodiac. This evening. It seems he knows the organisers. Do you trust him, Adam?”

			“Ferouz? I barely trust the person who recommended him to me, and now he’s passing you on to strangers. We didn’t choose just any old boat. You were supposed to travel in the hold, protected from the weather all the way across to Italy. I find it hard to believe he’s managed to find two places on a seaworthy craft overnight.”

			“He says the people with the Zodiac miscalculated, and they have too many Afghanis.”

			“Is that a problem?”

			“Yes, apparently it is. They try to mix nationalities. If there are too many people from one country and there’s trouble on the journey, they could gang up and take over the boat. So they’re going to get rid of about twenty Afghans and they’re looking for Sudanese and Syrians to replace them. The good thing is they also take responsibility for the journey from Italy up through Europe as far as Calais. Perhaps I could wait for you in that Jungle place, where women and children are protected? That would be safer than staying in Italy, where we’d risk being picked up and sent back to Syria. It seems there are no police in the Jungle – at least, that’s what Ferouz says.”

			She heard Adam sigh. He sounded perplexed, at a loss. She could just picture him.

			“No,” he decided eventually. “That’s too many changes, too much uncertainty. Go back to the hotel and wait for me to call. I’ll think of another way.”

			“I know you’ll find a good solution. Don’t worry about us.”

			“You’re asking the impossible, Nora.”

			Just as he was about to enquire after Maya, the doorbell rang. His heart skipped a beat.

			“I have to go. Don’t go anywhere else – return to the hotel straightaway. Don’t accept anything from anybody, be suspicious of everyone. I’ll contact you in an hour.”

			 

			At the second ring of the bell, Adam wrapped a towel round his waist; at the third he opened the door. Standing there was a soldier of lower rank than him.

			“Captain Sarkis?”

			Adam nodded, eyeing him coolly to demonstrate his superior status.

			“You’re wanted at Section 215.”

			Adam immediately thought of Tarek. Had he cracked? No-­one can withstand torture indefinitely: it makes even the innocent confess. Though his brain was racing, he was careful not to let it show.

			“Two minutes. I’ll put on my uniform.”

			Closing the door, and trying desperately not to make any noise, he lifted off the wooden cover over the water heater and took out his secret phone. The soldier was waiting patiently outside the front door, just a few metres away. Holding his breath, Adam carefully replaced the cover, and headed into the kitchen with the phone, removing the SIM card on the way. He opened the microwave, put the card in and turned the heat to maximum. In four seconds, the card began to swell and give off sparks. At 800 watts, all the information stored on it was trashed. He threw it in the bin and went to put on his uniform. If the day was going to end badly, no-­one would be able to trace the number that kept him in contact with his cell in the Free Syrian Army.

			He picked up his everyday phone, looked himself over in the mirror, and opened the door again.

			“I’m ready.”
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			Section 215: Military Intelligence

			Command post

			He hadn’t been ordered to appear; he’d been escorted. A nuance. Besides, Tarek’s session wasn’t due to start until five that afternoon, and it was only ten in the morning when they passed through the first checkpoints outside the government building on 6th May Street in Damascus.

			All around them were busy-­looking hotels, boutiques and shopping centres. It was as if the darker side of the capital was nothing but an urban myth. A torture centre? In the heart of the city? You’d have to be crazy to think that.

			A military salute. Identity check. A soldier swept a pole-­mounted mirror under their vehicle to make sure there was no bomb. A second one inspected the interior, then their saloon car could set off again. Adam stayed calm even when they didn’t head for the interrogation block but towards the building for officers and NCOs.

			An escort, an unexpected time of day, and an unexpected destination. Too many surprises: things didn’t look good. For an instant, Adam imagined himself whipping out his gun, putting a bullet in the driver’s head, grabbing the wheel and racing out of the compound as fast as he could, hoping to avoid the gunfire aimed at him. As this last desperate scenario flashed through his mind, he realised he still had his gun. Did that mean they trusted him enough to keep it? If they were suspicious, wouldn’t they have taken it from him at the entrance? He concentrated on controlling his breathing.

			 

			When they reached the command post, the soldier asked Adam to follow him. They went down corridors and past offices until he found himself in the waiting room of the general in charge of Section 215. The man who, twenty-­four hours earlier, had ordered him out of the torture chamber because he was getting nowhere.

			Uncomfortably seated on a metal chair beneath the official portrait of the Syrian president, Adam counted the seconds as if they were miniature eternities. Then the door opened.

			“Captain Sarkis!”

			Adam sprang up, snapped to attention and addressed his superior officer.

			“At your orders, General Khadour.”

			As the senior officer stuck out his hand, Adam studied him: genial-looking, radiant from pink-­cheeked good health, his paunch testifying to an easy life.

			“Take a seat in my office, captain. We have a lot to talk about, don’t we?”

			Blinds down, a cigarette expiring in a stone ashtray, and on the back wall a huge black-­and-­white photograph of 1960s Damascus. Adam managed to take this much in before the other man spoke.

			“If I’m to believe the report I received, you wanted to be present at the questioning of a prisoner?” said Khadour.

			“Affirmative, General sir. Tarek Jebara.”

			The general wrinkled his nose as if the room had suddenly been filled with manure.

			“You give him too much importance by naming him. Prisoner 465 is sufficient, don’t you think?”

			The fact that all the general’s statements ended with a question reminded Adam of how the affable, welcoming person sitting opposite him operated. Over months and years, prisoner after prisoner, asking questions, extracting answers through fear, threats and violence, again and again. And today, he was the one facing the questioning.

			“Yes, Prisoner 465, General sir. This afternoon, if the information I have is correct.”

			“It is. Your information is reliable,” the general said amicably. “Unfortunately, the same can’t be said of your prisoner. We brought forward his interrogation for internal organisational reasons. He didn’t survive. Tedious, isn’t it?”

			Adam was facing one of two possibilities. Either Tarek had talked, or he had held out. Either Adam would live, or he would spend the next few days answering more questions from General Khadour. His pulse racing, a knot in his stomach, he kept his hands on the chair armrests to keep them from trembling. He had no choice but to continue playing his role.

			“Did we at least get the information we wanted?”

			“Not really. I was impressed by his courage and tenacity. He even earned the right to special treatment. The treatment I reserve for honourable prisoners. 465 is the kind of man I’d have liked to have on our side. Despite all our best efforts, he revealed only one thing.”

			The general said no more, and for the first time his sentence did not end with a question. As if he knew.

			He knew: Adam was sure of it.

			“Since 465 is dead, your timetable is quite empty, and I’d like to take advantage of that. You have no objection, I hope?”

			Before Adam could reply, the general removed any hierarchical difficulties.

			“Don’t worry, I have informed your commanding officer. You are . . . how did he put it?”

			He pretended to be thinking this over for a moment, then declared:

			“At my disposal. That’s it! He said: ‘Captain Sarkis is entirely at your disposal.’”

			With this he lapsed into what for Adam was an excruciating silence. Khadour drew a file closer, leafed through the pages, and came to a stop at a sheet which had a photograph of Adam pinned to the top corner.

			“Father a diplomat, handling Franco–Syrian relations,” he read, as if this was the first time he had seen the CV. “Sixteen years with the police, ten as an officer. In 2012 you requested a transfer to the military police, where you have had a distinguished career for four years. Numerous citations, a medal for bravery, wounded in service. You must be proud of your record?”

			Adam unconsciously raised his hand to his face to touch the deep comma-­shaped scar on his left cheekbone. A grenade, according to his file, and that wasn’t far from the truth. A booby-­trapped car while Adam was ordering a takeaway coffee. A blast that blew in the café window and sent shards of glass flying like tiny harpoons. Six dead. He was a police officer, and the press needed a hero. Adam was promoted to captain. He wasn’t proud of his medal, his promotion or his wound.

			“Do you know what worries me more than a service record littered with dismissals, cautions and warnings?” continued the general. “It’s a file that has none of them. I don’t like good students, those who come first, the favourites. They often conceal manipulators. And on top of that, you’re a Christian.”

			“At least that means you can be sure I’m not an Isis militant.”

			Taken aback, the general raised an eyebrow then burst out laughing. He stared hard at Adam, as if weighing him up.

			“What do you know about Operation Pavel, Captain Sarkis?”

			Adam was surprised at how well he managed to control his reactions; his voice did not betray the fact that it was an operation he had instigated.

			“Commander Pavel Oljenko is a military adviser sent by our Russian allies. A fortnight ago, an active cell of the Free Syrian Army made an attempt to kidnap him, but so far the only person we have succeeded in identifying and arresting is Tarek . . . I’m sorry, Prisoner 465. Your section did all they could to get him to talk. Until this morning.”

			Adam carefully avoided the details he was supposed to be unaware of. That Pavel Oljenko, the former head of Russian operations in Chechnya, was a chemical warfare expert, using his knowledge to help Syrian government. Kidnapping and getting a filmed confession out of him would have been a major coup, proving to international observers that Bashar al-­Assad was using “dirty” weapons against rebels and the civilian population. After that, supporting his regime would have been hard to justify. Shunned like a leper, the tyrant would have seen his reign teeter. That had been the somewhat optimistic aim of Operation Pavel.

			“You were assigned to the investigation into the kidnapping from the start, weren’t you?” Khadour went on. “At your own request, according to my sources. What I don’t understand is why you asked to be present at the interrogation sessions. It’s rare for an officer from headquarters to want to visit the basement of Section 215, isn’t it?”

			Adam felt as if he were juggling with chainsaws. He weighed each word carefully.

			“Your men are known for being heavy-­handed. My aim isn’t to torture, but to obtain information. I sometimes feel that aspect is secondary here. No disrespect to you or your men, General sir.”

			“Is that the only reason?”

			On the black-­and-­white photograph on the wall behind the general, Adam noticed a couple holding hands among the crowd of people immortalised that day. It was enough to remind him of Nora who, if she had listened to him, must by now be safely back in her Tripoli hotel.

			“Captain Sarkis?”

			Adam’s mind had wandered for a second too long.

			“Yes. I can’t see any other reason.”

			Without a word, the general stood up to leave the office, and Adam did the same. Outside, two armed guards were waiting for them. Adam touched the inside pocket of his jacket to feel the bulk of his phone. It wouldn’t be long before the general abandoned his friendly attitude and reverted to the man Adam had met the day before. By now, his apartment had surely been turned upside down by soldiers, and the name Sarkis would be on every search list everywhere, putting Nora and Maya in danger. There was no way they should wait for him any longer. He had to make the call so they got out of North Africa as soon as possible, whatever the consequences.

			 

			Outside the building, the same saloon was waiting for them, engine idling. The soldiers opened the doors for the two officers, then sat in the front. Adam and the general did not renew their conversation, if that’s what it had been.

			“The military airport,” ordered Khadour.

			A jeep pulled out ahead of them, another followed behind. The general never travelled without such protection. Sirens wailing, the convoy travelled the twenty-­two kilometres to their destination.

			At the airport, its seemingly endless runways covered with weeds, the driver pulled up outside a shuttered hangar about thirty metres long by ten wide. The horizon shimmered in the heat like petrol fumes about to catch fire, as though it were the threshold of hell.

			The general stepped out of the car, but when Adam went to follow him, he found his door was locked. The two soldiers fell in behind Khadour, and Adam was left on his own. By now, he reckoned his chances of surviving the day were almost nil; his thoughts turned to Nora and Maya. As discreetly as possible, he slipped his hand inside his jacket pocket, took out his phone, and tapped out a message.

			Listen to Ferouz. Get out as quickly as possible. Go to Calais. Contact your cousin. He’ll know what to do. I love you.

			Tapping again several times, he deleted his contacts and messages as a security measure. As he was putting away the phone, his door opened and the baking heat outside flooded the interior once more. A uniformed soldier told him to follow him.

			They came to a halt outside the hangar, by a metal filing cabinet with four numbered drawers. While the soldier was unlocking the nearest one, Adam looked in vain for the general.

			“Weapon and phone, Captain.”

			Adam did as he was told. As he handed them over, the two hangar doors slowly creaked open, offering him a moment’s respite. He glanced at his watch: 11.35 a.m., the exact time Maya was born. He thanked the heavens for giving him this life, however it might end.
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			Port city of Garabulli, Libya

			Two p.m.

			Nora had told Maya that her papa would join them later. Seeing her mother’s pallid face, the little girl had pretended to believe her.

			This time, Ferouz was waiting for them in the café. He was sweating, and gulped down the glass of cold water brought with his scalding hot tea. Spluttering, he got his breath back thanks to two small unpleasant belches. A stuffed-­full plastic bag lay between his feet. Nora plugged her ear-­buds into her phone and put them on Maya, loading her favourite lullaby, A vava invouva, on a loop.

			“You don’t look well,” said Ferouz with concern.

			Nora didn’t raise her eyes.

			“I’ve got the confirmation,” he went on. “You leave at sunset. A Zodiac military dinghy. Libyan army surplus, with room for two hundred people.”
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