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THE WARRANT

At 7:03 on a Thursday morning, the search warrant reached the security desk at Salesforce Tower.

The receptionist looked first at the blue windbreakers, then at the seal of the United States District Court, then at the elevator bank rising into the glass throat of the building. The agents did not raise their voices. They did not need to. A federal warrant speaks in a register deeper than volume.

On the fifty-eighth floor, Peter Thorne had already been awake for three hours. He had slept in his office, if the hour and forty minutes with his eyes shut could be called sleep, and now stood at the head of a conference table facing a whiteboard divided into forty-one cells. Thirty-nine were green. One was yellow. One had been red at midnight and was now, through a minor miracle and three associates with ruined complexions, also yellow.

The transaction was supposed to close in fifty-seven minutes.

Aetheron Semiconductor would acquire, through a chain of vehicles so cleanly drafted they appeared almost innocent, the economic value of Hangzhou Jingwei Microelectronics. Not the company, not exactly. Not the patents, not exactly. What Aetheron was buying was the thing patents failed to capture: the practiced knowledge of people who knew how to persuade atoms to behave.

Thorne had built the route by which that knowledge would travel without, legally speaking, traveling. He had named it Project Lighthouse because a boring name was the first layer of camouflage. He had put Indian consultants between American engineers and Chinese engineers. He had put a Bangalore facility between two governments. He had put paper between intent and consequence.

For seven months the paper had held.

Now Diane, his secretary of twenty-two years, appeared at the glass door of the war room. She did not knock. Diane knocked only when the news was ordinary.

"Peter."

The room went quiet in the way rooms go quiet when senior people stop breathing at the same time.

"Bethany Lu is downstairs," Diane said. "With federal agents."

No one moved.

Thorne looked at the yellow cell on the board. He looked at the wall clock. Fifty-six minutes.

"For us?" he asked.

"For us."

Across the Bay, in the federal building on Golden Gate Avenue, Assistant United States Attorney Elena Vargas was standing before a grand jury with a binder whose tabs had been arranged by hand at two in the morning. She had chosen not to seek indictments that day. Not yet. Indictments were a blade. Evidence was a vise. First she would tighten the vise.

"This case," she told the jurors, "is not about whether clever people found a loophole. It is about whether they built an entire machine to make the law irrelevant."

In Bangalore, ten and a half hours ahead, Nithya Raghavan sat in the back of a hotel car with a silk pouch beneath her kurta and a USB drive pressed against her skin. The drive contained no stolen trade secrets. She had been careful about that. It contained something more dangerous to the people who had trusted her incompetence: logs, timestamps, access histories, and the one prefix no lawyer at McCurry & Thorne had known she would understand.

SCL.

Santa Clara.

The pipe through which the impossible transaction had ceased to be elegant and become criminal.

Her phone had buzzed six times since dawn. Arjun. David Chen. An unknown San Francisco number she believed belonged to Alice Chen. She had answered none of them. A lawyer could spend a whole career learning when to speak. That morning she had learned the other half of the profession.

When not to.

At the security desk, the lead agent handed over the warrant. On the fifty-eighth floor, Peter Thorne straightened his tie, not because anyone in the room cared about the tie, but because order was the only superstition he permitted himself.

"No one deletes anything," he said. "No one calls a client except through Bethany. No one uses personal devices. We cooperate."

The junior associate nearest the whiteboard began to cry silently. Thorne did not look at her. He looked at the table, at the phones, at the thirty-nine green cells and the two yellow ones, and for the first time since he had drawn the structure on Japanese tracing paper, he saw not a map but a trap.

He had built it beautifully.

That was the problem.

Beautiful things leave patterns.
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THE CARTOGRAPHER'S DINNER

Fourteen people had crossed borders before Peter Thorne ordered the wine.

He did not know that yet. What he knew, on a Tuesday night in late September, was that Marcus Hale had arrived early at Quince, which meant the matter was either urgent, illegal, or interesting enough to resemble both.

Thorne preferred restaurants that did not announce themselves. Quince hummed in the register of expensive discretion: low voices, white cloth, silverware placed as if by rule of evidence. Nicolas, the maitre d', had given him the corner table without being asked. Nicolas had long ago learned that Peter Thorne did not like to sit where a man could stand behind him.

Hale was already there.

That alone was a warning. Hale kept bankers waiting, kept ministers waiting, kept his own board waiting when the theater of lateness served him. The founder of Aetheron Semiconductor had built a forty-two-billion-dollar company partly on physics and partly on making other men absorb silence. Tonight he rose the instant Thorne appeared.

"Peter."

"Marcus."

The handshake was hard enough to be remembered and brief enough to be plausible. Hale looked like a man who had slept badly in three jurisdictions. His tie was loosened half an inch. His eyes had the bright fatigue of someone who had been arguing with regulators and losing politely.

Thorne sat, unfolded his napkin, and let the waiter retreat before he spoke.

"You have ten minutes before I decide whether I am billing this as dinner or crisis management."

Hale did not smile.

"Jingwei."

The name settled between them. Hangzhou Jingwei Microelectronics. Privately held. Publicly patriotic. Quietly in possession, according to every Aetheron engineer who had studied its patents, of a packaging process at least two years ahead of the market.

"No," Thorne said.

"You haven't heard the proposal."

"I heard the name. That was sufficient."

"I want to buy them."

"Then you need a banker, a psychiatrist, and a passport to a country without an extradition treaty. In that order."

Hale leaned back. The waiter arrived. Thorne ordered the 2015 Sassicaia without opening the list. Hale waited until they were alone again.

"Three firms have told me it can't be done."

"They were correct."

"They said it cannot be structured."

"That is a more expensive way of being correct."

"I don't believe cannot be structured is a legal conclusion. I believe it's a confession of imagination."

Thorne allowed himself a small laugh. Hale had not become rich by being subtle, but he had become dangerous by learning when subtlety was unnecessary.

"You are trying to seduce me."

"Is it working?"

"Proceed carefully."

Hale did. For nineteen minutes he laid out the problem in the language of men who had reduced entire economies to diagrams. Aetheron needed Jingwei's process. Jingwei needed foreign capital. Beijing could not be seen allowing an American company to acquire a national strategic asset. Washington would block any transaction that looked like a technology transfer to or from China without review. The patents mattered, but not enough. The real value sat inside the heads of forty engineers and in the practiced habits of a fabrication line that could not be described honestly without becoming controlled information.

"So the thing you want to buy is knowledge," Thorne said.

"Yes."

"And the thing both governments have prohibited you from moving is knowledge."

"Yes."

"That is inconvenient."

"That is why I called you."

The wine arrived. Thorne tasted it, nodded, and let the ritual finish. He did not reach for his glass again.

"Have you tried a licence?"

"Dead."

"Minority stake through Singapore?"

"Flagged inside a week."

"Joint venture?"

"Their side walked."

"Technical services agreement?"

"Our export people threatened to resign."

"Sensible of them."

Hale's jaw tightened. "Peter."

"Marcus."

"I did not come here to be told why the door is locked. I came because you have made a career out of finding the wall next to the door."

Thorne looked past him toward the bar, where two venture capitalists were laughing too loudly over something that would be forgotten before dessert. He felt, as he often did at the start of a difficult matter, the first clean pleasure of arrangement. The facts were ugly. The law was worse. But the ugliness had edges, and edges could be mapped.

"Imagine a room," he said.

Hale went still.

Thorne turned over the wine list. The back was blank. He removed a pen from his jacket pocket and drew a rectangle.

"On one side, your engineers. On the other, theirs. Between them, a wall. Not a metaphorical wall, Marcus. A wall no document crosses, no file crosses, no photograph crosses, no engineer crosses with a laptop under his arm and a bad conscience."

He drew a vertical line through the rectangle.

"That is not a transaction," Hale said. "That is two groups of people failing to talk to each other."

"Good. Failure is often underrated."

Thorne drew a second shape beneath the first.

"Now add a third party. Indian. On Indian soil. Employees of an Indian company. Technically competent. Properly screened. Properly paid. Properly walled off. Your engineers describe what they lawfully may describe. Jingwei's engineers do the same. The third party reconstructs a work product from those descriptions. That work product is born in India. Owned in India. Licensed from India."

Hale stared at the diagram.

"You are laundering the technology."

"No. Laundering requires the thing to be dirty when it enters the machine. What I am describing requires the thing not to enter at all."

"That's a distinction a jury would hate."

"Then we must endeavor not to explain it to a jury."

For the first time that night, Hale smiled. It lasted less than a second.

"Is it legal?"

The honest answer was that Thorne did not yet know. The more useful answer was that legality, in transactions of this size, rarely arrived as a yes or no. It arrived as a spectrum of papers signed by people with reputations large enough to make prosecutors hesitate.

"It may be defensible," he said.

"That is not the same thing."

"It is the only thing that matters until someone hostile begins asking questions."

"And if they do?"

Thorne looked at the diagram. The two rooms. The wall. The blank space beneath them where, if the idea survived the night, Bangalore would eventually appear.

"Then we produce the map."

Hale touched the edge of the wine list with one finger. "You always did like maps."

"Maps are useful."

"Until the territory changes."

Thorne capped the pen. "The territory always changes. That is why men like us dine late."

They ate because men of their kind believed meals should continue even after decisions had been made. Hale asked about cost. Thorne gave him a number large enough to be insulting and small enough to be accepted. Hale asked about timing. Thorne said three weeks to design the structure, six to staff it, twelve to close it if no government decided to notice the wrong thing at the right time.

"And if a government does notice?"

"We slow down."

"I cannot slow down."

"Then you should not start."

That was the sentence Hale had come to hear. Not permission. Not refusal. The warning that would allow him, later, to say he had been warned.

He lifted his glass. "Start."

Outside, fog had begun to work its way up Jackson Street. When dinner ended, Hale's car was already at the curb. He put a hand on Thorne's shoulder before getting in.

"What do we call it?"

"Internally? Something dull."

"Dull names make me nervous."

"Good. Nervous people read memos."

"Peter."

"Project Lighthouse," Thorne said. "No one panics at a lighthouse."

Hale looked at him. "And externally?"

"Externally," Thorne said, "we do not call it anything at all."

The car pulled away.

Thorne walked west into the fog, already sorting the problem into names. Arjun Menon in Bangalore. David Wu in Shanghai. Rachel Okonkwo in Washington, because if Rachel did not try to kill the structure, it would not deserve to live. A young Indian associate whose memos were cleaner than they had any right to be. A young Chinese associate with the wrong pressure points and the right kind of caution.

He would need them all.

He would need them disciplined, ambitious, afraid in precisely the right measure, and loyal long enough not to mistake conscience for sabotage.

The fog closed behind him. Somewhere down the hill, a cable car bell rang once and disappeared.

Peter Thorne, who had spent thirty-one years learning how to make the law say yes without ever asking it directly, walked home believing he had found a path through the wall.

He had not yet understood that every wall, if built carefully enough, also becomes a place to hide evidence.
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LIGHTHOUSE

The first warning was not the nondisclosure agreement. It was the fact that Arjun Menon had moved the meeting to the fifth floor and called it a catch-up.

Nithya Raghavan took the Outer Ring Road at six-forty. By seven-fifteen it would be a parking lot. By seven-thirty, a parking lot with opinions.

Her driver knew this. Basavaraj had steered her father through an Ambassador and a monsoon flood in 1998, back when her father was still just a barrister with a mortgage. He considered Bangalore traffic, by comparison, a minor affliction.

She sat in the back of the Innova with her laptop open. A thermos of her mother's filter coffee was wedged between her thigh and the door. The coffee was too sweet. It always was. Her mother had been reducing the sugar for three years in response to her protests and had arrived, by some private arithmetic, at a level fractionally lower than 2022 and fractionally higher than anyone in the family would have preferred. She drank it anyway. The office espresso machine was Swiss and expensive and produced a beverage that tasted like an apology.

Twenty-nine. A charcoal trouser suit bought in Singapore two years ago. A pale blue shirt her mother had pressed the night before without being asked. Hair pulled back in the low knot she had worn since her first week at National Law School. Small gold studs. No other jewellery, except the thin silver bracelet on her right wrist. Her grandfather had slipped it onto her arm the day she was called to the bar. She had promised him she would never take it off. She noticed it in mirrors more often than she liked to admit.

On the laptop: three tabs. A draft sale-and-purchase agreement for a mid-market carve-out closed on Friday. An email from a classmate in London asking, in the tone of a person who did not quite want an answer, whether she was still happy in Bangalore. And a calendar invitation for nine, sent the previous evening by Arjun Menon's secretary. Subject line: Catch-up. Conference room 4B.

She closed the laptop at Whitefield.

The McCurry & Thorne campus rose out of the industrial plain of East Bangalore like a thesis statement. Six floors. Glass, teak, and a warm Rajasthani sandstone the architect had flown in for reasons someone had explained once and she had not retained. Six hundred lawyers, give or take. Back-office support for fourteen offices across three continents. A cafeteria that served three South Indian thalis and a Japanese counter whose existence was a concession to the Tokyo partners, who visited twice a year and ate elsewhere. A gym. A meditation room no one used. A crèche fully booked through 2027.

The campus had been built in 2014. She had read about it in the Economic Times and thought, with the certainty of a twenty-two-year-old, that she would never work at a firm whose office had a meditation room. She had joined three years later. The certainty had lasted longer than most of its kind.

Basavaraj dropped her at the east entrance. She swiped through the turnstile. Beneath her photograph on the card, in a typeface commissioned from an Amsterdam foundry, the words Senior Associate. The lobby smelled of jasmine. There were always fresh jasmine garlands in the lobby. She did not know who arranged them. She suspected no one did.

She took the lift to the fourth floor and walked to her desk through a quiet corridor of colleagues who had either arrived earlier than her or had not gone home. Priya, across from her, was already mid-call in Mandarin, a language she spoke badly and fluently. Priya waved. She waved back.

She had been at her desk for forty minutes, clearing email and writing the Friday follow-up she had forgotten to send on Friday, when her phone buzzed with a reminder. Nine o'clock. Catch-up. Conference room 4B.

4B was on the fifth floor.

That was the first thing she noticed. The second thing she filed away. Associate-partner catch-ups did not happen on the fifth floor. Five was for deal war rooms, client visits, the kind of meeting that required a coffee service rather than the pot that circulated below. She took the stairs. The lift would have meant small talk with someone. She wanted the ninety seconds.

Arjun Menon was already in the room.

He stood at the window with his back to the door. A cup of tea in his left hand. His phone face-down on the sill beside him. Forty-six. Tall for a Malayali, which he had joked about exactly once and never again in her presence. A navy suit, softer in the shoulder than the cuts the London partners wore. Deliberate, she suspected. He had read English at Stephen's, then law at NLS, then an LLM at Harvard he almost never mentioned — which was how you knew he had enjoyed it. He had joined the firm in 2009 and made partner in 2017. Fast by the firm's standards. Slow by his own. The gap between those two velocities had shaped, in ways she had only recently begun to understand, the quality of his professional patience.

"Nithya."

"Arjun."

"Close the door."

She closed it.

He turned from the window. Did not sit. Gestured to the chair across from him. She took it. He remained standing, which was unlike him, and which was the second thing she noticed.

"How was your weekend?"

"Quiet. I finalised the Perennial share purchase. I was going to send you a note this morning."

"Send it later. Not urgent."

She waited.

"You are being staffed on a new matter. Effective today. I am moving you off three things. The Perennial post-closing, which Priya picks up. The Adani financing, which Karthik can handle. And the banking memo for Mr Shah, which can die a natural death, and for which, between us, you should feel no grief."

"What is the new matter?"

"Cross-border M&A. Run out of San Francisco. Peter Thorne is lead."

She did not react. She had trained herself not to react to names. But Arjun had known her for four years. He saw it anyway. He permitted himself the smallest acknowledgment — a glance at his tea.

"When you say run out of San Francisco."

"I mean the deal is steered from the city. Your role is here. With a rotation to the West Coast, probably a fortnight, possibly longer. You report to a senior associate on the American side. David Chen. Sixth year. Capable. You will also coordinate with our Shanghai office on certain workstreams. Your counterpart there is Liu Wenjing. You have not met him. He is good."

"What is the matter?"

"I cannot tell you yet. You need clearance first."

"Clearance."

"There is a secondary NDA. Beyond the firm's standard. You sign it this morning before you see any materials. It is not optional. If you are uncomfortable, tell me now, and I will staff someone else, and there will be no consequence to you of any kind. I want you to hear me say that clearly, Nithya, because I would like you to believe it."

She looked at him.

"I believe you."

"Good."

"But you are asking me to sign something before I know what it concerns."

"Yes."

"Why."

He set the tea down. Sat at last, across from her, and folded his hands in the way he did when he was about to tell her the truth, which was, in her experience, about eighty percent of the time.

"Because the matter involves regulatory sensitivities in two jurisdictions. Because the client has required, as a condition of engagement, a compartmentalised staffing model. Because Peter Thorne asked for you by name, having reviewed the options that Mumbai and Delhi and this office put forward. And because when Peter Thorne asks for a specific associate by name, Nithya, the question of whether to provide her is not quite as open as one might wish it to be."

"Peter Thorne asked for me by name."

"Yes."

"He has met me twice. Once at the retreat in Goa. Once at a CLE in San Francisco, for approximately four minutes."

"He has also read your memos."

"Which ones."

"All of them, apparently."

She did not know what to do with her face. She arranged it into neutrality and hoped it held.

"Arjun."

"Yes."

"Is this a good thing."

He considered the question longer than she had expected him to. She watched him consider it. She watched him arrive somewhere. She watched him decide not to share the place he had arrived at. And she noted the decision, the way she noted metadata anomalies in documents — without comment, and for later.

"It is an opportunity. The kind that comes to associates at this firm perhaps twice in a career. If you execute well, partnership becomes an administrative question. If you execute poorly, you will still be fine. I will make sure of that. But execution well is the expected outcome, and I have staffed you because I think it is what you will deliver."

"That is not an answer to the question I asked."

"No. It is not."

"Arjun."

"Nithya."

"Is this a good thing."

He looked at her for a long moment. Then past her, at the door. Then at the window he had been standing beside when she arrived. Then at his hands.

"I think it is a matter on which reasonable lawyers will earn very large fees. I think it will close. I think the firm will celebrate and your career will advance. All of that is likely. I also think it is possible that, at some point in the next six months, you will find yourself needing to ask a question you do not, then, wish to ask. And I would like to tell you now, before any of that happens, that when the moment comes, you should come to me. Not to David Chen. Not to Peter Thorne. Not to anyone in Shanghai. To me. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

"Good."

He slid a thin folder across the table. Cream card. No firm logo. A single line on the cover, set in a font she did not recognise.

PROJECT LIGHTHOUSE — CONFIDENTIALITY UNDERTAKING — R/N.R.

"Read it. Take the morning. If you have questions, find me. If you do not, sign it by noon and bring it back. I will walk you into the first briefing at one."

"Arjun."

"Yes."

"What is the client."

"Sign first. Then I will tell you."

She took the folder. It was thicker than it looked.

She did not return to her desk. She went instead to the small library on the fifth floor, which at that hour was empty, and she took a chair by the window overlooking the lawn. Beyond the perimeter fence the slow traffic of Whitefield moved in its Monday rhythm. Shutters rattling open. A tea boy from the stall at the corner carrying glasses on a tin tray to the security guards at the main gate. The world continued. The world was indifferent to what sat in her lap. She found the thought steadying.

* * *
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She opened the folder.

Twenty-three pages. She had expected five, perhaps seven. A standard matter NDA ran to three. Twenty-three was not a confidentiality undertaking. It was an architecture.

She read carefully.

The definitions section ran to four pages. Confidential Information was defined six different ways, each narrower than the last, each preceded by including but not limited to and followed by a list that suggested the drafter had anticipated categories of material that had not yet been generated. Permitted Recipients listed fourteen names she did not recognise and a set of roles she had never encountered in any prior document: Integration Consultants. Third-Party Technical Advisors. Reconstruction Personnel. The word reconstruction appeared eleven times. The word transfer did not appear at all. The word export appeared twice, both in the negative.

Clause 7.4 required her to affirm, in advance, that she would not at any time cause or permit the movement of Covered Materials across any international border by any means — electronic, physical, verbal, written, or any other form of conveyance by which the substance thereof might reach a recipient outside the originating jurisdiction.

She read clause 7.4 three times.

She looked up.

The library was still empty. Down at the gate, the tea boy was walking back to his stall with the used glasses. They clinked against each other on his tray, a small musical sound that reached her faintly through the double glazing, and for reasons she could not articulate, she was grateful for it.

She thought about her father.

She thought about something he had said at a dinner for one of his former clerks, about the moment in a lawyer's career when she first encountered a document drafted not to describe a transaction but to manage a risk no one intended to name.

That, he had said, lifting his glass with the mild formality he reserved for truths he considered dangerous, is when you discover what kind of lawyer you are going to be. Not because of what the page says. Because of what you do after you have read it.

She had been twenty-six. She had thought, at the time, that it was the sort of thing fathers said.

She closed the folder.

She sat with her hands on the cover for two minutes. The silver bracelet caught the light from the window and held it briefly against the cream card. She noticed her hands were steady. She noticed she had expected them not to be.

She stood. Walked past the Japanese counter and the unused meditation room, past the turnstile and the jasmine garlands in the lobby, back to her desk on the fourth floor. Sat. Opened the folder again. Read it a second time, slower, with a pen in her hand.

* * *
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At eleven forty-seven she signed.

At noon she carried it back to 4B.

Arjun Menon was waiting with a second folder, thicker than the first, on the table in front of him.

"Sit down."

She sat.

"The client is Aetheron Semiconductor."

She waited.

"The target is a Chinese company. Hangzhou Jingwei Microelectronics."

She waited.

"The structure is something Peter Thorne calls the Mirror Protocol. You will hear more about it at one. Before you do, I would like you to understand two things. First, the structure has been reviewed by our conflicts committee and cleared. Second, its execution will require this office — this one, the one you and I are sitting in — to perform a function that has not previously been performed by a law firm in India. It will be performed in a facility being built at this moment three kilometres from where we are sitting. You will have a role there. Not a central one. A supporting one. But a role."

"Arjun."

"Yes."

"What does the facility do."

He looked at her.

"It reconstructs."

"Reconstructs what."

"Knowledge."

The word hung in the air.

Nithya Raghavan, who then was not yet afraid but was beginning to sense, in the way one senses the shape of a room in the half-second before the lights come on, that the vocabulary she had been trained in was about to prove insufficient, looked down at the silver bracelet on her wrist and then back at the partner across the table.

"All right."

"All right."

"Tell me the rest."

By one o’clock, she would wish she had asked for a name before she asked for the rest.
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THE SHANGHAI ASSIGNMENT

Liu Wenjing accepted the assignment before fear knew where to find him.

Liu Wenjing walked to work through the plane trees.

October in Shanghai was the month he loved best. The summer's cruelty had lifted. The winter's grey had not yet settled. For a few weeks the light fell through the canopy on Changle Lu in a way that made the old French Concession look like a painting someone had left out in the rain and then forgotten to bring inside. The leaves had begun their slow yellowing. They had not yet begun to fall. He walked slowly. He had time.

He was thirty-one. He was not tall. He wore, that morning, a charcoal suit his mother had chosen for him two years earlier on a trip to Hong Kong, and a white shirt without a tie, and a pair of black oxfords that needed resoling and that he had been meaning, for approximately six months, to take to the cobbler on Shaanxi Lu. He carried a leather messenger bag that had belonged to his father, who had been a metallurgical engineer in Chengdu and who had died of a stroke in 2019 while watching a football match on the television. The bag smelled faintly, still, of his father's cigarettes. Liu had never smoked. He had kept the smell because the smell was the last piece of his father that had not yet been taken from him by time.

The coffee shop on the corner of Changle and Shaanxi was already open. A young woman in an apron wiped down the outside tables with a cloth that had once been white. She did not look up as he passed. He did not expect her to. He had walked this route for four years and had exchanged perhaps twelve sentences with her in that time, all of them concerning flat whites, and he had arrived at a theory that the mutual unknowing between them was a small, mutually agreed kindness in a city that asked too much of its inhabitants' attention.

He turned left onto Shaanxi. The light sharpened. A scooter passed him carrying a stack of cardboard boxes taller than its driver. An old man in a blue Mao jacket was practising tai chi on the pavement outside a shuttered shop, his movements slower than the traffic, slower than the leaves, slower than the thinking of the young lawyer who watched him for three steps and then looked away because watching felt intrusive.

The offices of McCurry & Thorne occupied the top three floors of a restored Art Deco building on Jing'an's western edge. The building had been a bank in the 1930s. A Japanese headquarters during the occupation. A state work unit office after Liberation. A failed restaurant in the nineties. And, since 2011, a law firm. The original brass fittings had been preserved. The original mosaic floor in the lobby, laid by Italian craftsmen in 1934, had been restored. A small bronze plaque beside the entrance noted, in Chinese and English, that the building was a Protected Historical Structure. Liu had read the plaque perhaps four hundred times in four years. He read it again now. It was, he had come to understand, a form of prayer.

He rode the lift alone.

At the twenty-second floor he stepped out onto a floor that was silent, as it was always silent at this hour, because the firm's Chinese staff arrived at nine and the firm's foreign staff arrived when they arrived. He passed the reception desk, where a vase of white lilies had been arranged with the precision the firm's Shanghai office-manager brought to such things — she had been trained as a florist before she had been trained as anything else, and the lilies in the Jing'an reception were, Liu thought privately, among the most beautiful flowers in the city. He nodded at the guard. The guard nodded back. Neither spoke.

At his desk he set the bag down, hung his jacket on the back of his chair, and sat. The office faced east. The morning sun struck the glass of the Plaza 66 tower across the intersection and came back at him in a long, mild band of gold that crossed his desk and warmed his hands and would, by ten, have moved on. He sat in the gold for a moment. He did not open his laptop. He did not check his phone. He watched the gold move.

He thought about his mother.

He thought about her every morning at this hour. It was not a discipline. It was a habit he had been unable to break. She lived in Chengdu, alone, in the apartment she had shared with his father for thirty-four years. She had refused, after her husband's death, to move closer to her son, on the grounds that the apartment contained too much of the man to be abandoned and that Shanghai was too damp for her knees. She was sixty-seven. Her knees were, in fact, the least of her problems.

She had been receiving treatment for a slow cancer at the West China Hospital for the better part of two years, and the treatment was going, according to her doctors, as well as such treatment could go, which was a phrase Liu had come to understand as meaning that nothing had yet gone catastrophically wrong.

He called her every Sunday. He sent her money every month. He visited at Spring Festival and at the Mid-Autumn and on her birthday in April. He would have visited more often if she had permitted it. She did not permit it. You have a life there, she said, whenever he raised the subject. Live it.

He lived it.

At half past eight the Shanghai managing partner's secretary appeared at his office door. Her name was Yao Lin. She was fifty-three. She had worked for the firm since it had opened the Shanghai office in 2003, and before that for an American law firm that no longer existed, and before that for a trading company in Hong Kong. She had the professional serenity of a woman who had seen three decades of foreign lawyers arrive in her city full of plans and leave, eventually, full of stories. She spoke four languages. She was, in Liu's opinion, the most dangerous person in the office, which was why he had made a point, from his first week, of being unfailingly kind to her.

"Wenjing."

"Yao-jie."

"He would like to see you."

"Now?"

"Now."

She did not elaborate. She did not need to. There was only one he.

The managing partner's office was at the southwest corner of the twenty-fourth floor. A wall of windows faced Jing'an Temple, whose gilded roof in the mid-morning light looked, from this height, like something that had fallen from a different century and been caught, mid-fall, by the city growing up around it. The office was furnished sparsely. A desk. Two chairs. A single scroll on the wall, calligraphy by a poet Liu had been too embarrassed to ask about in his first year and could no longer ask about without revealing the oversight.

David Wu was at the window when Liu entered.

He was fifty-eight. Princeton, Columbia Law, a decade at Sullivan & Cromwell in New York, fifteen years in Shanghai. He had the manner of a man who had lived in two countries for long enough that he no longer quite belonged to either, and who had arrived at a private equilibrium with that condition which he did not explain and which his younger associates, when they considered it at all, found variously intimidating and consoling. He wore, always, a dark suit without a tie, and the same pair of wire-rimmed glasses he had worn when Liu had first met him four years ago, and which Liu suspected had been chosen, originally, to make him look older, and which now, almost imperceptibly, had begun to make him look tired.

"Wenjing. Sit."

Liu sat.

Wu did not turn from the window for another moment. He watched the temple. Liu watched him watch.

"Have you eaten?" Wu asked, in Mandarin.

"I have, Wu-laoshi."

"Good. This conversation will be better if you have eaten."

He turned. Came to the desk. Did not sit. Rested his fingertips on the wood.

"There is a matter," he said. "It is being run out of San Francisco. Peter Thorne is lead partner. It requires participation from this office. I have reviewed the proposed staffing. I would like you to handle the Shanghai side."

Liu inclined his head. The inclination was neither assent nor question. It was a posture he had learned from his father, who had learned it, he suspected, from his father, and which had served the Liu men for at least three generations as a way of receiving news whose full shape had not yet revealed itself.

"Who is the client?"

"Aetheron Semiconductor."

"The target?"

"Hangzhou Jingwei."

Liu was silent.

Wu watched him.

"You understand the sensitivities," Wu said.

"I understand some of them."

"The structure is unusual. Peter will walk you through it himself when he arrives next week. I will say only that the structure has been reviewed. It has been cleared. It does not, in its current form, require any Chinese entity, or any Chinese national employed by a Chinese entity, to transmit controlled information across any border. This is, in Peter's view and in the view of our conflicts committee, a critical feature of the design."

"In Peter's view."

"In Peter's view. And in the conflicts committee's view. Yes."

"Wu-laoshi."

"Yes."

"May I ask a question."

"You may."

"Is it your view as well."

Wu looked at him for a long time.

Outside, a low sound from the temple. A bell, perhaps. Or something that had struck a bell and moved on. Liu could not tell. The sound was absorbed by the glass before its meaning reached him.

"Wenjing," Wu said at last, "my views on matters of this kind are, as a matter of professional discipline, identical to the views of the firm's conflicts committee."

"I understand."

"I hope you do."

"I do."

Wu sat down at last. He took his glasses off, laid them on the desk, and rubbed the bridge of his nose in the way he did when he was about to say something that would not be in the matter file.

"Your uncle," he said.

Liu did not move.

"In 2015."

"Yes."

"He was released."

"Yes."

"But."

"But."

"I know, Wenjing. I know the shape of what happened. I was in this city. I was in this office. I remember."

"Thank you, Wu-laoshi."

"I am not asking you to take this matter because it is safe. I am asking you because you are, in my judgement, the only associate in this office who understands, at a level that cannot be taught, what the matter asks of the person who handles it. That is a compliment. It is also, I want to acknowledge to you plainly, a burden. If you would prefer that I staff someone else, you have only to tell me. I will do it this morning. There will be no professional consequence of any kind. You have my word."

Liu looked at his hands.

He thought about his uncle, who had been a mid-level official in the Sichuan provincial Department of Transportation, and who had been taken in for questioning in the spring of 2015, and who had been returned to his family seven weeks later, and who had, in the years that followed, grown progressively smaller, as though something in the questioning had removed from him a structural element whose absence the rest of the body could not, afterwards, compensate for. His uncle now sat for long hours on the balcony of his apartment in Chengdu, watching the traffic, saying little. When Liu visited at Spring Festival, his uncle greeted him warmly, and then, over the course of the afternoon, forgot which nephew he was talking to, and addressed him by the name of a cousin who had emigrated to Canada in 2008.

He thought about his mother.

He thought about the West China Hospital, and about the administrative kindness that his mother's oncologist had shown over the past two years, and about the fact that such kindnesses, in such hospitals, were rendered more readily to the families of men whose careers were understood to be rising than to the families of men whose careers were understood to be otherwise.

He thought about the scroll on Wu's wall, whose poet he had never asked about.

"Wu-laoshi."

"Yes."

"I will take the matter."

Wu nodded. He put his glasses back on. He did not smile.

"Yao-jie will send you the background materials this afternoon. You will have initial clearance by end of day. Fuller clearance will come after you sign a supplementary undertaking, which I expect Peter will ask you to review in person next week. You will coordinate with a San Francisco associate, David Chen, and with an associate in our Bangalore office. Her name is Nithya Raghavan. She is said to be excellent."

"Said to be."

"By Arjun Menon. Which is as good as a sworn affidavit."

"Then she is excellent."

"Yes."

Liu stood. He inclined his head a second time. At the door he paused.

"Wu-laoshi."

"Yes."

"The poet. On the scroll."

Wu looked at the wall. A flicker of surprise passed over his face, the surprise of a man who had forgotten, for a moment, that the scroll was visible to anyone other than himself.

"Li Shangyin."

"The late Tang."

"Yes."

"Which poem."

Wu was quiet for a moment. Then he recited, in Mandarin, in a voice lower than his speaking voice:

Xiangjian shi nan bie yi nan.

Meeting is hard, and parting harder still.

Liu bowed slightly. He left the room.

He walked to the end of the corridor. Stood at the window there, which faced north, away from the temple, toward the long grey of the Suzhou Creek in the middle distance. The creek moved without hurrying. It had been moving, he reflected, since before any of the buildings on its banks had been built, and would be moving, in all probability, after the last of them had been pulled down.

He thought about the phrase Wu had spoken. Meeting is hard, and parting harder still. It was one of the most famous lines in classical Chinese poetry. Every schoolchild knew it. He had not expected it.

He thought about the matter he had just accepted. He tried to feel afraid. He found that he could not, yet. Fear, in his experience, was a condition that arrived after the fact of a decision rather than before it, and which settled in slowly, as silt settles in a river that has been disturbed, and which took its true shape only when the water had grown still again.

The water had not yet grown still.

He went back to his desk. He sat. He opened his laptop. The gold band of morning sun had moved past his keyboard and was now climbing the wall behind him, where it would, in another half hour, reach the small framed photograph of his parents taken at the West Lake in 1991, in which his father was laughing at something outside the frame and his mother was looking at his father with an expression Liu had spent most of his adult life trying, and failing, to identify.

His email chimed. A message from Yao Lin, with an attachment. Project Lighthouse — Initial Background. He looked at it for a long moment without opening it.

Then he opened it.

Outside, somewhere over Jing'an Temple, a flock of birds rose from a rooftop and turned together in the cool October air, and turned again, and settled, and were still.

The attachment opened like a door that locked behind him.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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THE CONFLICTS COMMITTEE

The vote that would later save Peter Thorne would also help bury him.

The McCurry & Thorne conflicts committee met on Thursdays at seven in the morning.

The hour was Peter Thorne's doing. He had instituted it in 2006, when he had first taken the chair, on the theory that a committee which met before the billable day began was a committee whose members had nowhere else to be and no excuse for brevity. The theory had held. Partners arrived with wet hair. Coffee was supplied. Pastries from a bakery on Fillmore that Thorne had discovered in the mid-nineties and had, through quiet loyalty, kept alive through two recessions. By the time the rest of the firm was stirring, the committee had usually disposed of four matters and one grievance, and its members had scattered to their offices with the moral satisfaction that attaches to unpleasant work completed before breakfast.

The room was on the fifty-seventh floor of Salesforce Tower. A long walnut table. Eight chairs, though only six were ever used. A view east across the Bay that took in, on clear mornings, the Berkeley hills, the Richmond Bridge, and the long flat grey of the water, and that took in, on foggy mornings, nothing at all. The room had been designed by the same architect who had done the firm's Bangalore campus, which was why, Thorne sometimes thought, the proportions felt right.

That Thursday the room felt right.

Thorne arrived at six-fifty. He was the first. He laid out the agenda at each place, in the order he had decided the night before, and he set the Lighthouse memo at the bottom of the pile, where it would be reached at seven-forty and disposed of before eight.

The others came in by degrees. Marcus Huang, M&A, fourteen years a partner, whose wife had just had their third daughter and who wore it in his face. Jennifer Vos, tax, who brought her own tea in a thermos because she had opinions about the firm's hot water. Paul Sigridsson, finance, Swedish, who said little and missed nothing. Evan Park, regulatory, youngest partner on the committee, ambitious in a way that had not yet learned to disguise itself.

And Rachel Okonkwo.

Rachel came in at six-fifty-nine, which was, by her standards, late. She was fifty-one. She had joined the firm from Cleary in 2011 and had been made partner in 2013, and she ran the firm's international trade and export controls practice out of Washington, which meant she flew to San Francisco once a month and sat on the conflicts committee by video link the other weeks. She was in the room in person that morning because she had been in the city for a client meeting the day before and had changed her flight. She wore a dark green suit. Her braids were pulled back.

She carried a leather portfolio and a paper cup of coffee from somewhere that was not the firm kitchen, and she took the chair opposite Thorne, rather than beside him, which she always did when she had read the agenda in advance.

"Peter."

"Rachel."

"Good flight?"

"No flight. I stayed over."

"Good."

They disposed of the first four matters in thirty minutes. A potential representation against a former client, waived. A lateral hire with a conflict that would clear after a three-month screen. A private equity fund that had, through a chain of subsidiaries, acquired a position adverse to a matter in the Singapore office — disclosable, manageable. A trust and estates matter for a family whose patriarch had been, thirty years earlier, a witness in a deposition taken by a partner now retired. The committee voted. The committee moved on.

At seven-thirty-two Thorne slid the Lighthouse memo to the centre of the table.

"Item five. New matter. Aetheron Semiconductor. Cross-border acquisition. The target is a Chinese semiconductor company. I've circulated a summary memo overnight. I'm the originating partner. I'd like the committee's clearance to open a file."

Marcus Huang, who had been checking his phone under the table, looked up. Jennifer Vos set down her thermos. Paul Sigridsson opened the memo. Evan Park, who had clearly read the memo already and was visibly relieved that someone else was now reading it too, leaned back in his chair.

Rachel Okonkwo did not open the memo. She had read it at five-thirty that morning, on the treadmill at her hotel. She set her coffee on the table, folded her hands over the closed folder, and waited.

They read.

The reading took four minutes. Thorne used the four minutes to look at the Bay. The fog had not yet lifted from Treasure Island. It had lifted from the Berkeley hills. The long middle of the water was a dull silver that he had always liked better than the blue the tourists photographed.

"Peter," Huang said at last. "This is — ambitious."

"Thank you, Marcus."

"I mean it as a question."

"I received it as an answer. But put it as a question."

"The Bangalore piece."

"Yes."

"The third-party technical team produces the work product."

"Yes."

"And the work product is licensed, eventually, to the Cayman vehicle."

"Yes."

"At arm's length."

"At arm's length."

"Through an Indian entity."

"Owned by the third-party consultants. Capitalised by them. Insured by them. Indemnified by them. They are not our employees. They are not Aetheron's employees. They are not Jingwei's employees. They are independent contractors engaged through an Indian consultancy that has been incorporated for this purpose, which is a structure our Bangalore office has used twice before on unrelated matters, and which is documented in the memo at tab four."

Huang nodded slowly. He had been looking for the objection. He had not found it. He was a transactional lawyer, and transactional lawyers found the objection or they did not, and when they did not, they moved on.

"Paul."

Sigridsson looked up from the memo.

"The Cayman vehicle."

"Yes."

"The trust layering."

"Yes."

"Economic beneficial ownership in Aetheron. Legal beneficial ownership elsewhere."

"Yes."

"In whom."

"A consortium of Chinese private equity funds. Named in the memo at tab six."

"Which are."

"Passthroughs. With the economic return flowing, by way of a series of forward contracts and a put option exercisable on a defined trigger, to the Cayman vehicle. The put has been structured to avoid constructive ownership under both PRC and U.S. regulatory definitions. Opinions from Kirkland on our side and Fangda on theirs. Drafts at tab seven."

"And the Chinese regulators."

"Would look, on paper, at a Chinese-owned entity."

"On paper."

"Paul, everything is on paper. That is the nature of paper."

Sigridsson did not smile. Sigridsson had not smiled in a committee meeting since 2019. But he inclined his head a quarter-inch, which was, in his vocabulary, the gesture of a man who was provisionally persuaded.

Jennifer Vos went next. She raised a question about the Indian consultancy's tax residency and a second question about whether the forward contracts would be recharacterised under the recent Treasury guidance on economic substance. Thorne answered both without opening his folder. Vos made a note, asked a third question about a transfer pricing issue that Thorne referred to tab eleven, and fell silent.

Evan Park raised nothing. Evan Park had not, in four years on the committee, raised an objection that Peter Thorne had not already anticipated and disposed of in the memo. Evan Park was waiting for his partnership vote in the spring.

Which left Rachel.

* * *
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She let the silence hold for a moment
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