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First Edition


"The law is not a mirror. It is a window. What you see through it depends entirely on where you are standing."

— Anonymous, carved above the entrance to the Cairo Court of First Instance



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The Smile

The courtroom smelled of wood polish and judgment — which, in Nadia Karim's experience, were essentially the same thing.

She had presided over four hundred and seventeen trials in the twenty-two years since she had been appointed to the bench. She remembered each one the way a surgeon remembers incisions: by the angle, the depth, the question of whether the hand had been steady enough. She believed, with the particular certainty of a person who cannot afford to doubt, that her hand had been steady in all of them.

The defendant was a soft-spoken man in a grey suit. He had the kind of face that invited trust — smooth, unhurried, with deep-set eyes that seemed to be watching something slightly behind whoever was speaking to him. His name was Youssef Mansour. Forty-eight years old. Cardiothoracic surgeon. Accused of administering a slow-acting compound to his wife of seventeen years — a woman named Salwa — over a period of eleven months until her heart simply decided it had been asked too much.

The evidence was meticulous. The prosecution had been meticulous. Nadia had reviewed the case file twice before the trial began, as was her practice with high-profile cases, and she had concluded privately, professionally, with the detachment she had spent two decades perfecting, that Youssef Mansour was a very careful man who had made one very small mistake, and that small mistake was going to end his life.

Then he looked at her.

It was not a glance. It was not the unfocused gaze of a frightened man searching the room for an ally. It was specific. Precise. The look of someone who had been carrying something for a very long time and had just decided to set it down.

And he smiled.

Nadia did not flinch. She had not flinched in a courtroom since she was twenty-nine years old.

But inside, in the place where she kept the things she had spent twenty years learning not to think about, something very old and very cold cracked open.

He knew.

She did not know how. She did not know yet what exactly he intended to do with it. But the particular quality of that smile — patient, complete, carrying no anger at all — told her everything she needed to know about the kind of man she was dealing with.

He was not afraid of her verdict.

He was waiting for hers.

* * *
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The trial had been running for three days when it happened. Nadia had been listening to the medical examiner's testimony about the compound found in Salwa Mansour's bloodstream — a synthetic derivative of digoxin, prescribed in microscopic doses for arrhythmia, lethal in the quantities her system had absorbed. The examiner was methodical and good. The courtroom was packed. Three television cameras were permitted under Egyptian press guidelines, their red lights blinking like patient eyes from the gallery's upper tier.

Nadia had glanced toward the defendant's box because she always watched defendants during testimony about the manner of the crime. Their reactions were often the only honest thing in the room. Youssef Mansour had been still throughout, his hands folded on the railing, his gaze directed at the middle distance with the composed attentiveness of a man listening to a lecture he already knows by heart.

Then, for no visible reason — the examiner had just finished a particularly technical passage about tissue concentration levels — Youssef turned his head and looked directly at Nadia.

And smiled.

It lasted perhaps two seconds. Then he returned his attention to the witness stand as though nothing had happened.
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