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            Prologue

         
         
            Tehran

            October 2022

         

         Ava Bazzi hurried across Keshavarz Boulevard in the center of Tehran, her daughter’s tiny fingers clamped tightly in her own.
            The asphalt was warm beneath the thin leather soles of her tan pumps, and the sidewalk was even hotter. A headscarf would
            not have been her personal preference on this unusually warm autumn morning, but religious law required it.
         

         
         The Bazzi family—Ava, her husband, Farid, and their four-year-old daughter, Yasmin—had been living in London since Yasmin
            was an infant, so the return to Iran was a bit of an adjustment. Still, it wasn’t the way her friends in London thought, all
            with the Western misconception that black was the only acceptable color for head coverings. Ava favored fashionable and colorful
            compliance with the Islamic Republic’s modesty laws. A yellow scarf with a hint of jasmine flowers. Capri pants cut just above
            the ankle. And a loose-fitting silk blouse with three-quarter-length sleeves, a neckline that showed no cleavage, and a tail
            long enough to cover the curve of her behind.
         

         
         The street vendors were in good spirits, singing and calling out to potential customers. The familiar aroma of thick black coffee wafted from a small café. Some things in Tehran never change, but so much of what Ava remembered from her childhood had become almost unrecognizable. Keshavarz was once a tree-lined boulevard of pristine beauty and elegance, home to the elite of the Islamic Republic. But now many of the magnificent trees had been cut down, and the grandiose buildings had been turned into government offices and classrooms. 

         
         “You’re hurting my hand, Mommy,” said Yasmin.

         
         Ava was squeezing too tight, for sure. It was an overreaction to the more worrisome changes she’d noticed on her return from
            London.
         

         
         Barely a month had passed since the arrest of Mahsa Amini, a twenty-two-year-old woman who committed the crime of showing
            her hair in violation of the modesty laws. Her senseless death in custody, at the hands of the brutal morality police, triggered
            worldwide outrage and mass protests across the country. The Iranian regime’s ruthless crackdown on demonstrators only fueled
            further protests. Right on Keshavarz, not far from Yasmin’s school, sixteen-year-old Nika Shakarami had joined street protesters
            and was last seen being shoved into a police van. Ten days later, the morality police delivered her battered body to her family,
            claiming that Shakarami had committed suicide by jumping off a building. Soon after, Sarina Esmailzadeh, also sixteen, was
            bludgeoned to death with batons by security forces at a protest in Karaj. The crackdown then moved from the streets to the
            classrooms as security forces raided the Shahid girls’ high school in Ardabil and demanded that a group of students sing a
            pro-regime song. Sixteen-year-old Asra Panahi refused and was beaten to death. Human rights groups estimated that, since Amini’s
            arrest on September 13, victims of the regime numbered in the hundreds, and the murder of schoolgirls had every mother in
            Iran worried sick—including Ava.
         

         
         “Walk faster,” said Ava.

         
         “I can’t go any faster,” said Yasmin.

         
         An old woman dressed in a black charoud passed Ava on the sidewalk, clicking her tongue in disapproval of the younger woman’s
            interpretation of “modest” attire. A rectangular opening in her black veil revealed only the woman’s eyes, though in just
            that passing glance, Ava felt the weighty glare of an entire society: a tradition that must be kept, a truth that cannot be
            questioned, a morality whose nature is absolute, a law that cannot be broken, changed, or resisted.
         

         
         They stopped at the iron gate just off the boulevard. The sign at the entrance to the playground read Girls’ School, Shahid. Compulsory education in Iran did not begin until age six, but Ava and her husband were in agreement that Yasmin would start
            pre-primary at four. The large two-story building was made of white bricks, with heavy entrance doors and orange shutters
            that flanked the windows. The second floor was for older girls, ages nine to thirteen. A black hijab was mandatory starting
            in kindergarten. A simple white headscarf with a red headband singled out Yasmin and her classmates as preschoolers.
         

         
         As they entered through the gate, the atmosphere in the schoolyard was noticeably tense. The teachers seemed nervous, and
            the girls were huddled together in small groups, whispering.
         

         
         “I don’t want to go to school,” said Yasmin.

         
         Ava took a deep breath, trying to push away the fear that had become a permanent fixture in her mind. She knew that Yasmin’s
            education was crucial, but she also knew that the safety and well-being of her daughter could not be guaranteed in a place
            where girls were beaten and killed for simply expressing themselves.
         

         
         “Mommy, did you hear me? I don’t want to go to school.”

         
         Ava gently stroked Yasmin’s hair and crouched down to meet her daughter’s eyes. “I know it’s scary right now, but it’s important
            to keep going to school and learning. You’re going to be strong and smart, and if you go to school, you can be anything you
            want to be when you grow up.”
         

         
         Yasmin’s expression softened. “Can I be an astronaut?”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         “A doctor?”

         
         “Without a doubt.”

         
         “A lawyer?”

         
         “We’ll talk.”

         
         Yasmin’s teacher came to greet them in the yard. Ava gave her daughter a kiss, handed her over to the teacher, and watched with trepidation as they disappeared into the building through the double doors. 

         
         As Ava turned to leave, she caught sight of a familiar face. Javad, a childhood friend she hadn’t seen in years, was dropping
            off his daughter. They made eye contact, and a smile spread across Javad’s face.
         

         
         “Ava, it’s good to see you!” Javad said. “I thought you and Farid were living in London.”

         
         “We just moved back.”

         
         “How did Farid’s hotel business work out?”

         
         Farid and his business partners owned six boutique hotels in Iran that catered to international travelers, each with a high-end
            Persian restaurant. With Ava’s support and encouragement, he’d developed a business plan to expand to London.
         

         
         “Not well enough for the UK to renew our entrepreneur visa, I’m afraid.”

         
         “I’m so sorry,” said Javad.

         
         “It’s a shame, really,” said Ava. “Just when the pilot hotel was getting traction, COVID shut down the whole industry. There
            was no way to recover.”
         

         
         “How is Farid taking it?”

         
         “About as you’d expect,” said Ava.

         
         He nodded slowly, as if knowing exactly what she meant. “I’ll be sure to steer clear. Hey, I have to run, but let’s have coffee
            one morning after drop-off, okay?”
         

         
         Javad was the first boy ever to tell her she was beautiful, but that was at the age of eleven. She had, in fact, grown into
            a truly beautiful woman, with shoulder-length raven hair, soft brown eyes, and captivating eyebrows that shone in the sunlight
            like filigrees of silk thread. Getting together for coffee would be harmless, even if they were both married—as long as Farid
            approved.
         

         
         “Yes, let’s try and do that,” said Ava.

         
         They said goodbye, and Ava took a slightly different route home for a stop at the bazaar. One of the joys of returning to Tehran was the outdoor market near ValiAsr Square, which was a culinary delight. Metal pots and pans hung from hooks, holding dried spices and onions. Colorful displays of fresh fruit and vegetables filled block after block of tented vendor stands. The air was alive with the aromas of roasted saffron and chives, sweet carrot, bitter melon, and fresh herbs. That morning, however, Ava couldn’t get near the market. The street was impassable. In the time it had taken Ava to walk Yasmin to school, thousands of demonstrators had crowded the street. 

         
         “Zan, zendegi, azadi,” they chanted in unison. Women, life, freedom. It was the rallying cry of the grassroots movement against oppression.
         

         
         Vehicular traffic was at a standstill, horns blasting. A small fire was burning in the crosswalk. Young women were publicly
            removing their head coverings and tossing them into the flames. Across the way, a woman was standing atop a mailbox. The crowd
            around her chanted even louder—“Zan, zendegi, azadi”—in support.
         

         
         Ava stopped for a moment and watched as the woman took a pair of scissors from her bag, cut off her long ponytail, and then
            held it defiantly over her head. The crowd around her erupted. It was an act of political symbolism, at once a statement against
            the rules of compulsory hijab for women, and an act of defiance in honor of Mahsa Amini, the young woman whose death had sparked
            so many demonstrations like the one in which Ava had suddenly found herself. Ava believed in everything the demonstrators
            were fighting for. But the street was not her battleground of choice. She turned away from the crowds and continued toward
            home.
         

         
         Her apartment building was one of the newest in the neighborhood, five stories of concrete and steel, with a rooftop garden. Outside the gleaming glass doors, a doorman dressed in a black suit and a red cravat bid Ava good morning as she entered the lobby. Ava took the elevator to the eighth floor and entered their corner apartment, a two-bedroom unit with plenty of space for a family of three. It was actually nicer than their flat in London, though the surrounding neighborhood was not nearly as interesting—older stucco apartment buildings painted in dirty white and faded shades of green or yellow. From a window in the living room, Ava could see the demonstrations in the square below. She removed her scarf slowly, watching, and then returned to the door to make sure she’d locked it. Her heels clicked on the wood floor in the hallway to the master bedroom. She stopped at the bureau and unlocked the top drawer. Her cell phone was inside. She’d left it behind, under lock and key, because the morality police had been stopping women on the street and checking their phones. If “seditious” messages were found, they would be arrested on the spot. 

         
         Ava had one text message: What did you have for dinner?

         
         She texted the coordinated reply that told the sender that it was safe to communicate: Soup.

         
         Ava was part of a growing grassroots effort by Iranian women whose common objective was to keep information flowing after
            the government’s shutdown of the internet in response to the demonstrations. The network was too unstructured to have formal
            “rules,” but it was common sense and commonly understood that if you received a text, you read it, passed it along to the
            next woman, and then deleted it. It wasn’t safe to keep the messages on a cell phone. If the morality police found them, both
            the sender and recipient would be arrested.
         

         
         Her phone chimed with the arrival of another text message. It was a photograph of an ugly circular bruise on a woman’s leg.
            The message read: Rubber bullet. I was doing nothing. Riot police shot me.

         
         Ava texted back. Why the crowds on Keshavarz? Did something bad happen?

         
         Some of the women who were brave enough to participate just stuck to the facts, no questions asked or answered. But when trouble
            was so close to home, it was impossible not to start a conversation and fish for more.
         

         
         The reply came quickly. 315 protesters indicted this morning. 4 as mohareb.

         
         Mohareb. “Enemy of God.” It is the worst possible crime in Shiite Muslim law. The regime had resorted to desperate measures, charging
            demonstrators as mohareb. Ava had studied enough of her country’s history to know that even Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the founder of the Islamic regime in the late 1970s, had only threatened to accuse his opponents of being “enemies of God.” The penalty was public execution.
         

         
         Another text appeared on Ava’s screen, but it was a different sender. After the introductory exchange—dinner and soup—the news followed.
         

         
         
            School raid in District 6. I’m taking my daughter home now.

         

         Ava assumed the sender meant the girls’ high school. Teenage girls had been among the most vocal opponents of the regime,
            and while at school they were easy targets for the morality police. Ava texted back:
         

         
         
            Mine is too young to know what is going on.

         

         A quick response came: Not too young to be caught in the crossfire.

         
         So true, and the message chilled Ava. The last tally circulated by text said that 27 children were among the reported total
            of 215 demonstrators killed since September. Ava put her cell phone back in the locked drawer, covered her head with a scarf,
            and hurried out the door to the elevator. The ride to the lobby seemed to take forever, and she ran out of the building, hitting
            full speed by the time she passed the doorman on the sidewalk. The demonstration on the street seemed to have grown even larger,
            the cries for justice even louder.
         

         
         Ava’s heart was pounding like a jackhammer, the blood rushing to her head, as she ran as fast as she could past the demonstrators. The smell of tear gas filled the air as she approached Yasmin’s school, which only heightened her concern. Ava continued straight ahead, pushing through the crowd, determined to reach the school at any cost, nearly breathless as she arrived. A dozen other mothers were already waiting outside the entrance gate to the school grounds. Like Ava, they had come to pull their daughters out and take them home, where it was safe. Yasmin was only in prekindergarten, but the primary school was adjacent to the girls’ high school, and the text message was burned into Ava’s mind: Not too young to be caught in the crossfire.
         

         
         The schoolmaster was standing on the other side of the iron gate. She was clearly sympathetic to the pleas of distressed parents
            who had come for their daughters. The gates creaked open as girls, one by one, were passed to waiting arms outside the schoolyard.
            Ava caught sight of Yasmin coming through the door, escorted by her teacher.
         

         
         “Mommy’s here!” Ava shouted.

         
         Yasmin broke free from her teacher and ran to the gate. The head of school passed her to Ava.

         
         “May Allah keep you safe,” the school head whispered.

         
         Ava took her daughter in her arms, just long enough to make her feel safe, and then put her back on the sidewalk. Other mothers
            at the gate called for their daughters and prayed aloud.
         

         
         “We must hurry,” Ava shouted, and she started running, leading Yasmin along with her.

         
         “Are we going home?”

         
         “Daddy’s office,” said Ava. “It’s closer.”

         
         Ava made a turn down a side street. Demonstrators sprinted past her and Yasmin, and Ava could see the utter panic on their
            faces. A gunshot rang out somewhere in the surrounding neighborhood. The crowd scattered in all directions, people screaming
            in confusion, and the race down the street became a stampede of civilians in search of any safe place to hide from the police.
            Ava’s husband had his office on the north side of the boulevard, but barricades blocked their way. Armed members of Tehran’s
            Guidance Patrol had closed off the square. Yasmin could run no farther. Crying and exhausted, she forced her mother to stop.
         

         
         “What now, Mommy?”

         
         Their apartment wasn’t as close as Farid’s office, but there was no other choice. Ava picked up Yasmin and carried her, running a half block and then walking to catch her breath, then running again toward home. Another canister of tear gas exploded behind them, propelling Ava forward. Gunshots cracked in rapid succession—pow, pow, pow!—unleashing screams and more panic.
         

         
         “Stop right there, woman!” a police officer shouted.

         
         Ava froze. Two officers rushed toward her. The bigger one grabbed her by the arm.

         
         “Where is your hijab?” he demanded.

         
         Ava reached for it, only to discover that her scarf was gone.

         
         “It must have fallen off,” she said. “I was running with my daughter, trying to get home safely.”

         
         “You cut your hair,” said the other officer accusingly.

         
         “No,” said Ava. “I wear it short.”

         
         “You lie!”

         
         “No, it’s true. Our family just returned from London. We lived there for my husband’s work. I wear my hair short with his
            permission.”
         

         
         “You were one of those women who cut their hair in protest.”

         
         “No, that’s not true!” said Ava, her voice shaking. “I obey the laws.”

         
         “Liar!”

         
         Ava didn’t see it coming, but the sudden crack of his baton against her arm made her cry out in pain.

         
         “Mommy!” Yasmin shrieked.

         
         “Where is your husband?”

         
         “At work,” she said, which drew another smack of the baton.

         
         “The address!”

         
         Ava gave it to him. The officer told his partner to “take the girl to her father,” and then he cuffed Ava’s hands behind her
            back.
         

         
         “You’re under arrest.”

         
         “No, please!”

         
         Yasmin called out to her mother, but they were being pulled in opposite directions. The arresting officer dragged Ava toward the police van, where more officers, batons swinging, were shoving men, women, and teenagers into the back of the van like mob criminals. Ava checked over her shoulder again and again, calling to her daughter, until Yasmin disappeared into the back of a squad car. Her heart sank as the beacons flashed and the car pulled away. 

         
         “This is all a mistake!” Ava said, as they reached the police van.

         
         “Yes, and you made it,” said the officer.

         
         He shoved her inside the van, and the double doors slammed shut.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Miami

            Two Years Later

         

         “You are experiencing mirror image syndrome,” the marriage counselor said from behind her desk. Dr. Stanger’s office furnishings
            were ultramodern, and the oval desktop was solid glass. Beneath the halogen lighting, it glistened like a puddle of her clients’
            tears.
         

         
         “What does that mean?” asked Jack.

         
         Jack Swyteck and his wife of nine years, FBI agent Andie Henning, were seated in matching wing chairs facing their counselor.
            Jack was dressed in a dark suit and tie, having just come from the courthouse. Andie was wearing FBI khaki pants, the standard
            blue polo shirt, and an empty holster. Weapons were strictly forbidden in Dr. Stanger’s sessions, and no one had to ask why.
            Counseling had been Jack’s idea—one last attempt to find an alternative to Andie’s solution to the “rough patch” in their
            marriage.
         

         
         Dr. Stanger folded her hands atop her desk. “Mirror image syndrome means that the two of you are looking at the exact same
            reality and each seeing your spouse as the unreasonable one.”
         

         
         “That’s not a syndrome,” said Jack. “That’s life.”
         

         
         “‘Life without parole,’ a criminal lawyer might say,” Andie said, teasing, with an exaggerated sigh.

         
         “Criminal defense lawyer,” said Jack. “I’m not a criminal.”
         

         
         “This is not constructive,” Dr. Stanger said.

         
         “Actually, it is,” said Andie. “Our life for the last nine years has been doing things Jack’s way. I’ve lost count of the number of times his work as a criminal lawyer—”
         

         
         “Criminal defense lawyer.”
         

         
         “—has caused me professional embarrassment at the bureau. If our marriage and our daughter are the most important things in
            our life, why can’t we try it my way?”
         

         
         “Can I respond?” asked Jack.

         
         “Of course,” Dr. Stanger said.

         
         “Because it’s not reasonable to ask me to stop doing what I do best. I can’t suddenly slap my mug on billboards and ask, ‘Have
            You Been Injured in an Accident?’”
         

         
         “To be fair, that’s not what Andie is saying, Jack. Her point is that the essential nature of her work is to put criminals
            behind bars. She can’t be an FBI agent and not do that. But a lawyer doesn’t have to defend accused criminals to be a lawyer. There are a multitude of ways to practice law
            without being adverse to law enforcement.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Doctor,” said Andie. “But my point is more than that: Why does it always have to be the woman who changes her
            career for the betterment of the marriage?”
         

         
         “Why does either of us have to change their career?”

         
         “Because this isn’t working anymore, Jack.”

         
         The room went silent. Andie had uttered those words only once before, prior to counseling. But it was the first time she’d
            said it with such conviction.
         

         
         The counselor broke the silence. “Would you like my take on what’s not working?”

         
         “By all means,” said Jack.

         
         “It’s not the abstract possibility of a conflict of interest between a lawyer and a law enforcement agent that is straining
            your marriage. It’s the self-imposed rule you’ve lived by to avoid any potential conflict.”
         

         
         The Rule. It was etched in stone: Andie didn’t talk to Jack about her active investigations, and Jack didn’t talk to Andie about his
            active cases. Jack’s fear was that he might say something to land his client in jail; Andie’s fear was that she might slip
            and reveal an FBI secret to one of Miami’s top criminal defense lawyers.
         

         
         “What’s wrong with the Rule?” asked Andie, capital R.
         

         
         “It’s not healthy for two career-oriented people to muzzle themselves in that way,” said Dr. Stanger. “I honestly don’t know
            how you two have managed to stay together this long.”
         

         
         “Till death do us part,” said Jack.

         
         “Oh, give me a break, Jack. You’ve already been divorced once.”

         
         “She wasn’t ‘The One.’”

         
         Dr. Stanger laid her pen on her notepad, as if they’d finally made a breakthrough. “If Andie is ‘The One,’ Jack, does that
            mean you’re open to dropping the Rule?”
         

         
         “I suppose that’s better than dropping my career.”

         
         “I’m not asking you to drop—”

         
         Dr. Stanger raised her hand like a traffic cop, stopping Andie in midsentence. “Andie, how about you? Are you willing to drop
            the Rule?”
         

         
         Andie considered it, then spoke. “I’m open to it. But I have a condition.”

         
         “Go ahead,” said Dr. Stanger.

         
         Andie looked at Jack, then back at the counselor. “I want Jack to at least cut back on the criminal defense work. And not
            just a little.”
         

         
         Silence. Again, Dr. Stanger broke it.

         
         “The ball is in your court, Counselor.”

         
         Jack breathed in and out. “You know, ninety-nine percent of civil cases never go to trial. They settle. And if you ask any
            mediator what’s the best way to tell if a settlement is ‘fair,’ he’ll tell you it’s when neither side is happy.”
         

         
         “What are you saying?” asked Dr. Stanger.

         
         Jack reached across the divide between the two wing chairs and took Andie’s hand. “I’m saying yes. We drop the Rule. And I’ll
            cut back on my criminal defense work.”
         

         
         “A lot,” said Andie.

         
         Jack swallowed hard. “Okay. A lot.”

         
          

         Biscayne Bay was black as night. As flashes of moonlight broke through the clouds, starlike twinkles rippled across the gentle waves beyond the seawall. Jack sat alone on the dock behind his house, keeping his buyer’s remorse to himself. A lamp glowed in the window of the corner bedroom, where Andie was putting their daughter, Righley, to bed. 

         
         Criminal defense defined Jack as a lawyer. His first job out of law school had been with the Freedom Institute, where he spent
            four years defending death row inmates. He’d moved on from the institute by the time he met Andie, but his practice was still
            overwhelmingly criminal defense, and the occasional innocent client didn’t stop her from asking, like everyone else, “How
            do you sleep at night knowing your client was guilty?” Truth was, Jack lost much more sleep defending the innocent, when his
            client faced prosecution for a crime someone else had committed. Too many of those cases would put any lawyer on the road to burnout. Over the years Jack had incorporated a few high-stakes civil lawsuits
            into his practice, mostly plaintiff’s work that paid well enough to let him put something away for Righley’s college fund
            and, even further off in the future, a comfortable retirement for him and Andie. The tension between Andie’s career at the
            FBI and Jack’s criminal defense practice was real, not imagined, and Jack understood her frustration. But there was no denying
            that what got Jack out of bed each morning and put a spring in his step was a trip to the criminal courthouse.
         

         
         Jack’s cell phone rang. He answered, and his father jumped straight to the point of his call.

         
         “Hey, son, I hear you’re finally coming over from the dark side.”

         
         A cop turned politician, Harry Swyteck had served two terms as the “law and order” governor of Florida. In his first term
            alone, he’d signed more death warrants than any governor in Florida’s history, several for Jack’s clients—including one who
            was innocent. Now one of Jack’s closest friends, Theo Knight still walked this earth only because his lawyer wouldn’t give
            up.
         

         
         A seagull swept past Jack. “It sounds like you talked to Andie.”

         
         “Just got off the phone with her. Told me you’re cutting back on your criminal practice. Way back.”

         
         “Did she tell you it was her idea?”

         
         “She did.”

         
         Jack stepped to the edge of the dock, the waves splashing rhythmically below. “I suppose the two of you must be very happy.”

         
         “Not really.”

         
         “Oh, come off it. The heartburn I give Andie as an FBI agent doesn’t begin to compare to the political damage I did to you
            as governor.”
         

         
         “That’s water under the bridge, Jack. And even though I think this change can be a good thing, I always wanted it to be your idea. Like when I left politics. Agnes let it be my idea. Or at least she let me think it was my idea.”
         

         
         Agnes was Harry’s late wife, Jack’s stepmother. “Andie does things her own way,” said Jack.

         
         “Look, Jack. More than anything else, I want you and Andie to be happy. And I know this must be hard for you, redefining yourself
            as a lawyer.”
         

         
         “It is hard. Thank you for recognizing that.”

         
         “I want to make this easier for you. I have a case.”

         
         “What kind of case?”

         
         “A civil case.”

         
         “Sounds like you’re on Andie’s side.”

         
         “I’m not on anybody’s side. It’s pro bono. And the stakes are higher than in any criminal case you’ve ever handled.”

         
         “Dad, I don’t see how that’s possible. I’ve done death penalty cases.”

         
         “I stand by my words: higher stakes.”

         
         “Okay. What’s the case?”

         
         “It was just filed in the United States District Court in Miami. John Doe v. Jane Doe.”
         

         
         “Legal pseudonyms on both sides,” said Jack. “I’ve had only one case like that. I represented the victim of a sexual assault
            suing her seventeen-year-old attacker.”
         

         
         “This case raises secrecy concerns of a different kind. The parties are Iranian citizens.”

         
         “Suing each other in federal court in Miami? How?”

         
         “I wish I could tell you, but the complaint was filed under seal.”

         
         “You’re asking me to take a case you know nothing about?”

         
         “Not nothing. The case was filed under seal at the request of the US State Department. One of the parties—the woman who would
            be your client—is a political hot potato in US-Iranian relations.”
         

         
         “High stakes on a geopolitical level, is that it?”

         
         “Aptly stated. I took the liberty of booking you a flight to Washington tomorrow morning.”

         
         “To do what?”

         
         “Myra Weiss was my chief legal counsel when I was governor. She’s now a big shot in Washington. She came to me because her
            firm has a conflict and can’t accept the case. She needs a top-notch Miami trial lawyer who can take the heat from the White
            House, the US State Department, and the Iranian government. So of course I thought of you.”
         

         
         “That’s music to my ears, Dad. But things are pretty rough with Andie right now. If I’m going to draw heat from the US government
            by representing an Iranian woman who’s a political hot potato, I probably should talk to Andie.”
         

         
         “It’s a pro bono case, Jack. ‘For the good.’”

         
         “So were my death penalty cases.”

         
         A deep sigh crackled over the line. “Jack, I’m not asking for a favor. I’m doing you a favor. This is the kind of stuff you live for. It’s not a criminal case, but things could get just as bloody. If Andie
            doesn’t like that, you can blame me.”
         

         
         Hiding behind his father was more like the offer Jack would never accept than the proverbial offer he couldn’t refuse. But
            it was the old man’s way of showing how much he cared, and for that, Jack was appreciative.
         

         
         The moon broke through the clouds, and ripples of light rode across the waves toward the seawall. “All right, Dad. I’ll pay
            Myra a visit.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Jack’s flight landed at Reagan National on Tuesday morning. Washington, DC, was ablaze with autumn color. Crisp air and cloudless
            blue skies greeted him as he stepped out of the taxi. It was the kind of October day that made south Floridians—stuck in heat
            and humidity until Halloween—wonder if life really was better north of the Mason-Dixon. Jack would reserve judgment until
            January. He entered the chrome-and-glass office building and was in the office of Myra Weiss before noon.
         

         
         Myra was a partner at one of Washington’s elite law firms, just a stone’s throw from the White House. Her corner office on
            the twelfth floor offered what Big Law referred to as a “power vista,” which Jack admired from a tufted leather armchair.
            Myra seemed immune to it, seated with her back to a floor-to-ceiling window that showcased Lafayette Square, the familiar
            Pennsylvania Avenue view of the White House, and, in the distance, the Washington Monument.
         

         
         Myra was about ten years older than Jack, closer in age to him than to his father, but Jack had always thought of her as part
            of her former boss’s generation. According to her bio on the American Bar Association website, she’d made it her mission as
            chair of the ABA’s International Section to ensure that women sued in the United States under the Hague Convention had proper
            legal representation. Her firm handled as many as it could. For the rest, she recruited talented lawyers from all over the
            country to take cases on a pro bono basis.
         

         
         “Do you have any experience with cases under the Hague Convention?” asked Myra.

         
         “Not specifically. But I’ve had tons of trials with transnational implications, mostly under the Foreign Corrupt Practices
            Act.”
         

         
         “You’ll take a mandatory training class,” she said. “I look for highly skilled trial lawyers, not walking encyclopedias. You do at least know what the Hague Convention is, right?”
         

         
         “A multilateral treaty,” said Jack. “Something like a hundred signatory countries.”

         
         “Most important for our purposes, the convention governs court proceedings in which a parent alleges that his child was abducted
            by the other parent and removed from the usual country of residence.”
         

         
         “You say his child. I assume it works both ways. The mother or the father can sue under the Hague Convention if their spouse abducts the
            child.”
         

         
         “True. But my interest in these cases is narrower. All too often, the ‘kidnapper’ is a woman—a wife and mother fleeing an
            abusive husband. The Hague Convention provides a legal basis for the father to bring suit in the United States and secure
            the child’s return to him in his home country.”
         

         
         “I presume it also provides some protection for the abused mother and her child,” said Jack.

         
         “Yes. Some protection. These cases are very difficult for a mother to win.”
         

         
         “How so?”

         
         “The Hague Convention strongly disfavors kidnapping under any circumstances. Even proof that the mother was the victim of
            domestic abuse is not enough for her to win. She must prove that returning the child to the father under the Hague Convention
            would place the child—not the mother—in grave danger of ‘physical or psychological harm.’”
         

         
         “Sounds like a pretty nebulous standard,” said Jack.

         
         “You’ll learn all about it in your training. For now, let’s focus more specifically on the case that was filed in Miami. John Doe v. Jane Doe.”
         

         
         “I presume John Doe is the father.”

         
         “Yes. Farid Bazzi. He is Iranian and lives in Tehran. The mother is also Iranian but has lived in Miami with their daughter,
            Yasmin, for almost a year.”
         

         
         “That explains the Miami connection. But I’m still confused how this lawsuit is even in a US court. My understanding is that
            Iran is not a signatory to the Hague Convention.”
         

         
         “That’s correct.”

         
         “So technically there is no legal basis for Farid to seek the return of the child to Iran.”

         
         “It’s not that cut-and-dried.”

         
         “The law rarely is,” said Jack.

         
         “That goes double for international law. The Bazzi family moved to the UK when Yasmin was a newborn and stayed there until
            she was four. Yasmin lived less than a year in Iran before her mother took her to the United States. The UK is a signatory
            to the convention.”
         

         
         “But Farid wants the child returned to Iran, not the UK, right?”

         
         “Of course he does,” said Myra. “But Farid’s lawyer pulled a clever legal move. Under the convention, a child can be returned
            only to his or her ‘habitual place of residence.’ Farid’s lawyer is arguing that Yasmin’s ‘habitual place of residence’ is
            the UK, where the family lived for most of her life.”
         

         
         “That’s pure legal gamesmanship,” said Jack. “The minute Yasmin sets foot in the UK, Farid will take her to Iran. Yasmin and
            her mother will never see each other again.”
         

         
         “You’re a quick study, Jack. That’s exactly the problem.”

         
         His father’s words echoed in Jack’s mind: The stakes are higher than in any criminal case. Jack’s friends at the Freedom Institute might take issue. The case of Doe v. Doe wasn’t life-or-death. But Jack took his father’s meaning. Jack had never known his biological mother; she’d died in childbirth.
            Jack understood better than anyone that, for six-year-old Yasmin and her mother, the stakes could not be higher.
         

         
         “Tell me more about Yasmin’s mother,” said Jack. “My father described her as a ‘political hot potato.’”

         
         “I see this as a humanitarian issue, not a political one.”

         
         “That makes the case even more interesting to me.”

         
         “Ultimately, it’s up to Ava to decide whether she wants you to be her lawyer.”

         
         “Ava is her name?”

         
         “She goes by the name Ava Bazzi,” said Myra.

         
         “Goes by? You mean she’s using an alias?”

         
         Myra drew a deep breath, as if there were so much more to the story. “Two years ago, Tehran’s morality police arrested Ava Bazzi for taking part in a hijab protest. She was taken to an Iranian jail. That’s the last anyone has seen of her.” 

         
         “I remember hearing about the protests in the news.”

         
         “Ava did get news coverage at the time, but so did others. Over five hundred demonstrators were killed or disappeared. Amnesty
            International was very vocal about it. All those stories lost traction when the mainstream media turned to bigger international
            issues after Russia invaded Ukraine.”
         

         
         “And now, out of the blue, Ava Bazzi reappears in Miami as a respondent in a lawsuit filed under the Hague Convention?”

         
         “Or does she? Most rational minds—governments excluded—believe Ava Bazzi died in custody at the hands of the morality police.”

         
         “So you’re saying this is not the real Ava Bazzi? That this case is not about keeping a mother and her child together?”

         
         “That’s the threshold question. The Iranian government says Ava abandoned her husband and fled to the West with her daughter.”

         
         Jack finished Myra’s point for her. “So, if the Iranian government is right, and this is, in fact, Ava Bazzi, the stakes could
            not be higher.”
         

         
         “Absolutely.”

         
         “But if you’re right—the real Ava Bazzi is dead, and someone else abducted Yasmin—then what?”

         
         “Then we have a potential international crisis that threatens to undermine the legitimacy of the Hague Convention and all
            the good work this organization does for abused mothers in desperate need of help all over the world—which both Harry and
            I entrust to you.”
         

         
         “I get the picture,” said Jack.

         
         “Either way, it should be a very interesting first meeting with your new client.”

         
         Jack looked past her, gazing through the window toward the White House. “Interesting, to say the least.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Jack’s day trip to Washington carried over to the next day. He landed in Miami late Wednesday afternoon and drove straight
            from the airport to his law office.
         

         
         Myra Weiss had essentially locked him in a conference room with a Georgetown law professor for the required crash course on
            the Hague Convention, international child abduction, and child custody law. His training included case studies, which only
            confirmed that, way too often, the accused abductor was an abused woman fleeing domestic violence. The other point the professor
            impressed upon him was the speed at which the cases moved through the court system. “Six weeks from filing to finish,” she’d
            told Jack. “In the world of jurisprudence, a Hague proceeding is a sprint, not a marathon.”
         

         
         There was no time to waste. Jack called Andie from the car and told her he would not be home for dinner; he had a seven o’clock
            meeting in his office. His client arrived early and was waiting on the front porch when his car pulled up in the driveway.
         

         
         “I’m Jack,” he said as he unlocked the front door.

         
         “Do you live here?” she asked. “This looks more like a house than an office.”

         
         Jack smiled and showed her inside. It actually was a house that dated back to the 1920s, built in the old Florida style with external walls of coral rock, a gabled roof covered in Cuban barrel tile, and, on the inside, refurbished floors of Dade County pine. Over the years the neighborhood had transitioned from residential to commercial, one old house after another transformed into a doctor’s office, a wine bar, a Pilates studio, or a cigar shop. The area was especially popular with criminal defense lawyers, who could practically walk to the courthouse along the Miami River. Jack’s office was in the oldest house on the block, once home to Florida pioneer Julia Tuttle. 

         
         “Sometimes my wife does accuse me of living here,” he said.

         
         “I’m sorry. I’m keeping you away from your family, aren’t I?”

         
         “Not at all,” he said, though, truthfully, she was.

         
         Jack’s personal office was once the dining room, his favorite room in the house. He switched on the lights and led his client
            past his desk to the matching armchairs in front of the fireplace, which Jack used about once every five years. He cleaned
            it once every ten.
         

         
         “You didn’t offer your name when I introduced myself,” said Jack.

         
         “Did you not read it in the court filing?” she asked.

         
         “The complaint was filed under seal. I can’t read it until you engage me as your attorney. That aside, I assume your real
            name is not Jane Doe.”
         

         
         “No,” she said quietly.

         
         “I understand you go by the name Ava Bazzi.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Are you Ava Bazzi?”

         
         She glanced away, toward the dark window, then back at Jack. “No.”

         
         “Who are you?”

         
         “I am Zahra Bazzi. Ava was my sister. The pretty one.”

         
         She was being modest; the woman before him was quite striking. But Jack had more important things to address.

         
         “I’m going to need a very good explanation why you’re using your sister’s name. But before we get there, I want to know more
            about Yasmin. Is she your child, or your sister’s?”
         

         
         “Yasmin is the biological child of Ava and Farid.”

         
         “Which makes her your niece,” said Jack.

         
         “She was my niece. Until . . .”

         
         “Until what?”

         
         “Until I married Farid.”

         
         Jack was taken aback. “You married your sister’s husband?”

         
         “I married her widower.”

         
         Farid as widower comported with what Jack had learned from Myra about Ava’s encounter with the morality police. But he wanted Zahra’s version of the story. 

         
         “May I explain?” asked Zahra.

         
         “Please do.”

         
         “Ava is—was—my younger sister. Farid and I are almost the same age. We dated when I was eighteen and Farid was nineteen. It
            was serious, but he was a very jealous man.”
         

         
         “Was he abusive?” asked Jack.

         
         “Never physically abusive, but he had a temper and could be verbally abusive. I broke off the relationship.”

         
         “And then?”

         
         “A few years passed, and Ava blossomed into this beautiful young woman. Farid noticed. Everyone noticed. Ava asked me if it
            was okay with me if she dated him.”
         

         
         “What did you tell her?”

         
         “I had no feelings for Farid. But I warned her about his temper. Ava said that he was no longer the jealous boy I’d dated
            as a teenager, and that he’d matured into a caring and understanding man.”
         

         
         “So they started dating.”

         
         “They fell in love and were married.”

         
         “When did Yasmin come along?”

         
         “About a year after they married. She was just a few months old when they moved to London.”

         
         As Jack recalled, the UK connection was how Farid’s lawyer had filed the case under the Hague Convention. “Tell me about that.”

         
         “Farid wanted to expand his hotel business to London. He got what’s called a UK Tier 1 Entrepreneur visa, which allows foreigners
            from outside Europe to invest in and run a business. After five years, the visa holder and his family can apply for British
            citizenship.”
         

         
         “Was that their plan? To become British citizens?”

         
         “I don’t know. Whatever the plan was, it failed. Covid killed the hotel business.”

         
         “Is that why the family returned to Iran?”

         
         “Yes. And everything changed.”

         
         “What do you mean by ‘everything’?”

         
         “Ava, for one. She liked the freedom she had as a woman in the UK. She didn’t want to go back to Iran.”

         
         “Did Farid change as well?”

         
         “From what I saw, yes. He was bitter and said the family would never go back to the UK. He never wanted to leave Iran again.”

         
         “Did he change toward Ava?”

         
         “Again, I can only tell you what I saw, and I didn’t like what I was seeing. He was verbally abusive to Ava, much like the
            way he treated me when we dated as teenagers.”
         

         
         Jack flipped the page on his notepad. Zahra was doing just fine with the chronological recital of events, but it was already
            late, and he hadn’t seen his wife and daughter in two days. He skipped ahead in the story.
         

         
         “How did Farid react to Ava’s arrest by the morality police?”

         
         “He was ready to divorce her before hearing her side of the story,” said Zahra.

         
         “What story did he hear that made him want to divorce her?”

         
         “The government’s story. They said she escaped from police custody, abandoned her husband and daughter, and returned to London
            to practice her wanton Western ways.”
         

         
         “You don’t accept that story?”

         
         “I don’t, and I never will. It’s a lie.”

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “Because I know my sister.”

         
         “Anything more specific than that?”

         
         “Ava’s dream was to return to London with her daughter. She would never have left Yasmin behind.”
         

         
         Jack tried to imagine Andie fleeing Miami, never to see Righley again. It was inconceivable. “So, it’s your position that
            the government concocted the story that Ava escaped and fled the country.”
         

         
         “Yes. To cover up the fact that she was tortured and murdered in custody by the morality police. Like so many others who took to the streets in the hijab protests.” 

         
         “But you can’t prove that.”

         
         “No one will ever be able to prove it.”

         
         Jack flipped the page again in his notepad. “Let’s circle back to where this conversation started: Why were you living under
            your sister’s name?”
         

         
         “Why don’t you ask the US State Department that question?”

         
         “I’m asking you.”

         
         “It was the best way to protect myself.”

         
         “From what?”

         
         “When I took Yasmin and brought her to Miami, I knew that someone might find me and try to take her back.”

         
         “By ‘someone,’ you mean Farid.”

         
         “Yes. The only way to protect myself was to use Ava’s passport and assume her identity.”

         
         “How did that protect you from Farid?”

         
         “It made the Iranian government my ally.”

         
         “Your ally?”

         
         “Not a formal alliance. But they would have no choice but to protect me.”

         
         “I don’t follow your logic,” said Jack.

         
         “From the very beginning, the Iranian government has denied that the morality police murdered Ava while she was in custody.
            It’s their position that she fled to the West and is still alive. When Zahra Bazzi became Ava Bazzi, I sent them a very clear
            message.”
         

         
         “What message?” asked Jack.

         
         Her expression turned very serious. “If the Iranian government or anyone else tries to take Yasmin away from me, it will be
            war. I will throw an international spotlight on Ava’s disappearance. I will make it my mission, to my last dying breath, to
            let the whole world know that the morality police did murder the real Ava Bazzi—a woman who did absolutely nothing wrong, and who lost her life only because she passed too close to a hijab protest while walking her daughter home from school.” 

         
         Jack understood the full implication of her words. “Setting off a diplomatic crisis between the United States and Iran was
            not exactly the legal strategy I had in mind.”
         

         
         “The legal strategy is your department,” said Zahra. “But now you know my strategy. And it’s a good one.”
         

         
         “If you decide you want me to be your lawyer, we can talk more about whether it’s a good one.”

         
         “It’s already working, Mr. Swyteck. Why do you think Farid filed this case as John Doe vs. Jane Doe? Either the Iranian government forced him to keep the Bazzi name out of this, or he’s trying to fly under the radar.”
         

         
         The use of pseudonyms was unusual in legal filings, which lent some credence to her explanation.

         
         Zahra’s cell rang, and she checked the incoming number. “It’s Yasmin’s babysitter,” she told Jack. “I have to take this.”

         
         “Go right ahead.” Jack rose to give her privacy and started toward the door, but the call was over before Jack was out of
            the room.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said, tucking her phone into her purse. “I have to leave.”

         
         Jack stopped at the door. “Is everything okay?”

         
         “Yes. Yasmin just needs her mommy.”

         
         For a split second, Jack thought she meant Ava, but “mommy” meant Zahra.

         
         “If you’re ready to retain me as your attorney, I can read the sealed court filings tonight, and we can have a more in-depth
            talk in the morning. It’s your decision.”
         

         
         “Of course I want you,” she said.

         
         “Good. I’ll walk you out.”

         
         Jack led her past the reception desk in what was once a living room, out the front door, and down the front steps. Flashes
            of moonlight broke through the sprawling limbs of a century-old oak tree as they crossed the lawn to Zahra’s car.
         

         
         “I look forward to meeting Yasmin,” said Jack.

         
         “She knows nothing about this.”

         
         “Understood. We’ll keep it that way as long as we can.”

         
         She shook Jack’s hand. “Thank you.”

         
         “I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” said Jack.

         
         Zahra climbed into her car. Jack closed the door, the engine started, and she drove away. Jack watched until the red taillights
            rounded the corner and faded into the darkness.
         

         
         Her mommy needs her.

         
         Those words raised a host of questions. Apparently, “Zahra became Ava” was something his client meant quite literally. Or
            maybe the real explanation wasn’t apparent at all. Either way, Jack knew exactly where their conversation would pick up in
            the morning.
         

         
         Jack started back inside, across the lawn, and through the darkness. The moment he passed the oak’s massive trunk, something—someone—appeared
            out of nowhere, flattening him like a passing bus. Before he could react, he was facedown in the grass. His attacker was sitting
            on his kidneys, and a cold steel blade was at his throat.
         

         
         “Don’t move,” the man said. He had a wad of cotton or something in his mouth to distort his voice. “This is about Zahra, not
            Ava. You understand me?”
         

         
         Jack heard his words, but he was too overwhelmed to understand. “Whatever you say.”

         
         The blade slid higher up Jack’s neck. “No! Not ‘whatever I say.’ If you make this case about what happened to Ava, someone
            is going to get hurt. Now do you understand?”
         

         
         The message was much clearer, and Jack burned those words into his memory: What happened to Ava.

         
         “I understand,” he said.

         
         “Good. Now, keep looking at the ground. Don’t get up till you count to a thousand. And don’t you dare call the police. Got
            it?”
         

         
         “Got it.”

         
         “Count out loud!”

         
         “One, two—”

         
         “Slower!”

         
         “Three,” he said, and with the short pause that followed, the blade pulled away from his neck. “Four,” and the man’s body
            weight lifted from the small of his back.
         

         
         “Five . . . six,” he continued, his count much slower than the echo of fleeing footfalls on pavement as his attacker faded
            into the night. He stopped counting at ten and sprinted across the lawn, up the front steps, and into his office. He grabbed
            his cell and dialed. Zahra answered.
         

         
         “Zahra, it’s Jack. Are you okay?”

         
         “Yes. Fine. I just got home. Is something wrong?”

         
         Jack quickly told her what happened.

         
         “Oh, my God,” she said. “Are you hurt?”

         
         “I’m fine. Everything’s going to be just fine. But let’s not take any chances. I want you to lock your doors and stay inside.
            I’m calling the police now.”
         

         
         “No! Don’t call the police! It will only make things worse!”

         
         The attacker’s warning was still in the back of his mind: Don’t you dare call the police.
         

         
         “Let’s talk about this,” said Jack. “I’ll come to you. What’s your address?”

         
         She told him, and then reiterated her plea. “Please, Jack. For my sake and Yasmin’s, don’t call the police. Things will get so much worse. I know how he operates.”
         

         
         “How do you know who he is?”
         

         
         “I don’t. Not for certain. But every fiber in my body is telling me that you just met Farid.”

         
         Jack caught his breath. “I’ll be at your house in five minutes.”

         
         “Okay. And, Jack?”

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “There’s an awful lot you don’t know.”

         
         “I gathered that,” he said, and hurried out the door.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Jack’s SUV skidded to a stop in the driveway outside Zahra’s town house. Theo Knight pulled up right behind him.

         
         He’d called Theo on the way over and told him to come. Theo was Jack’s best friend, bartender, therapist, confidant, and sometime
            investigator. He was also a former client, a onetime gangbanger who easily could have ended up dead on the streets of Overtown
            or Liberty City. Instead he landed on death row for a murder he didn’t commit. Jack literally saved his life. Theo was forever
            trying to return the favor. A case like this one—where the threat of physical injury was real—offered the perfect opportunity.
            Theo was six foot six and two hundred and fifty pounds of pure badass. Nowhere would Jack find a more loyal or capable bodyguard.
         

         
         “You okay, bro?” asked Theo as they walked up the sidewalk.

         
         “I’m fine. Got blindsided by some amateur trying to scare me.”

         
         “Every punk I met on death row was a fucking amateur.”

         
         Jack took his point. Zahra opened the door on the first knock. Jack introduced Theo, after which Zahra politely drew their
            attention to the mat beside the door, where both Zahra and her daughter kept their shoes.
         

         
         “I normally offer slippers to guests,” she said, “but not in his size.”

         
         “We’re fine,” said Jack, and they removed their shoes.

         
         She led them through the small living room, and they sat at a round table in the dining area. Two court filings lay on the
            table side by side. Both were petitions under the Hague Convention and the International Child Abduction Remedies Act. One
            was captioned “John Doe v. Jane Doe” and marked filed under seal. The other was captioned “Farid Bazzi v. Zahra Bazzi,” with no indication of being under seal. It was plainly marked amended petition.
         

         
         “Where did the amended petition come from?” asked Jack.

         
         “The babysitter gave it to me. She said it was delivered while I was at your office.”

         
         Now that he was officially Zahra’s attorney, he was free to review the petitions, sealed or not. Zahra made coffee while he
            compared the two filings. When she returned with three cups, he was ready to talk.
         

         
         “Farid has completely changed strategies,” said Jack.

         
         “Obviously,” said Zahra. “I’m the respondent, not Ava.”

         
         “I mean completely,” said Jack. “Ava is not even mentioned in the amended petition.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t he file that petition in the first place?”

         
         Jack flipped to the last page of each petition, the attorneys’ signature block. They were different.

         
         “For one, he has a new lawyer. My guess is that Farid’s first lawyer thought you would capitulate and hand over the child
            rather than try to defend the fact that you’ve been pretending to be Ava for the last year.”
         

         
         “I told you why I did that.”

         
         “It’s still a crime. The key point is that after you hired me, Farid knew you weren’t
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