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# Chapter One: The French Concession in November

The bronze was small enough to hold in one hand, which was part of why Alexei had taken the job. The other part was that the American was leaving on Thursday and needed the thing moved before Thursday, which meant there was no time for anyone to get complicated about it.

He set it on the table between them - a Qing-dynasty official, robed, holding a tablet, the patina the color of old tea - and the Swedish shipping agent picked it up and turned it once and set it down again.

"The documentation," the agent said.

"Is in the envelope," Alexei said.

The agent opened the envelope and read through it. The documentation was clean. Alexei had spent Tuesday morning with a man in the Settlement who prepared documentation, and the result was a certificate of provenance that was, in all its material details, accurate. The bronze had been in the Qing dynasty. It had been an official. He had held a tablet. These were facts that the documentation confirmed.

What the documentation did not specify was how the bronze had moved from where it was in 1911 to where it was now, which was a café table on Rue Montauban in the French Concession of Shanghai on the ninth of November, 1937. The agent did not ask about this. He was a professional.

"Satisfactory," the agent said, and took the envelope.

Alexei accepted the payment - francs, which was what he had asked for, because francs were more portable than Shanghai dollars at the present moment and less conspicuous than American currency - and put the bronze in its box and gave the box to the agent. The transaction was complete.

Outside, it was a grey Tuesday morning that smelled of rain and coal smoke. Avenue Joffre ran west from the old Chinese city and through the heart of the French Concession, and at nine in the morning it was moving in the ordinary way: trams, rickshaws, a car or two, a group of Annamese policemen in their khaki uniforms walking the beat they had walked every morning for years, their pace unchanged. The plane trees had lost most of their leaves by now. There were sandbags stacked along the front of the Messageries Maritimes office and the Alliance Française, but there had been sandbags there for two months and they had acquired the quality of permanent fixtures, like fire hydrants, noticed only when they were new.

Alexei walked back toward his usual table at the far end of the café. He had been using this café for eleven years. The waiter, whose name was Gilles and who was from Lyon and had come to Shanghai at twenty-two and was now forty and showed no particular inclination to leave, brought him coffee without being asked.

"Anything interesting?" Gilles said.

"No," Alexei said.

This was Gilles's standard question and Alexei's standard answer and neither of them meant much by it. What Gilles meant was: how is the city? What Alexei meant was: the same as yesterday. Which was not entirely accurate anymore, but accuracy was not what the exchange was for.

The sky over the northern districts had been wrong for three weeks. Not the color of a storm - storms had a kind of energy to them, a promise of movement and resolution. This was different: a stain, really, the sky bruised yellowish-grey over Zhabei and Hongkou, where the fighting had been worst in August and September and where the buildings were largely rubble and where the Japanese advance had settled, for now, into its administrative phase. The Battle of Shanghai was functionally over. It had ended the way these things ended: one side had won and the other side had lost and the city had been reorganized accordingly, except that it had not, quite, because the International Settlement and the French Concession still sat in the middle of it all, neither surrendered nor evacuated, their police still on their beats and their cafés still serving coffee and their trams still running, an anomaly that was either a legal technicality or a minor miracle depending on how you felt about international law.

Alexei felt about it the way he felt about most things: it was a fact, and facts were what you worked with.

He was forty-eight years old. He had been born in Petrograd in 1889, the third son of a civil servant, and had spent his first twenty-eight years in a city that believed, with considerable justification, that it was one of the great cities of the world. Then 1917 had happened. Then 1918 had happened. Then 1919, and the White Army's retreat, and the long cold walk east that had taken him through Vladivostok and then, eventually, south to Shanghai, which was, in 1921, the nearest thing to a city available to a man with no passport and no country and no particular destination.

He had been here for sixteen years. It was the longest he had lived anywhere.

He had found, over those sixteen years, that the useful thing about Shanghai was that it did not require you to be from anywhere. The city had been accumulating displaced persons since the 1840s and had developed, over that time, a practical tolerance for the condition. There were Baghdadi Jews who had been here for two generations and Sikh policemen who had never been to India and Parsi merchants who treated Bombay as a place their grandparents had been from and Russians - there were Russians everywhere, thirty thousand of them at the peak, which was more Russians than there were in most Russian cities, all of them from somewhere else and all of them making do.

Alexei's making do had taken a specific form. He was a fence.

He did not use the word - it was not a word that appeared in any document he had ever signed - but it was accurate. He moved objects. Objects that needed to move quietly, or quickly, or both; objects with complicated histories or uncertain provenance or owners whose circumstances had changed in ways that made conventional channels impractical. He had contacts in the Settlement's documentation offices and in the shipping lines and in the dealer networks that connected Shanghai to Hong Kong to Singapore to London to New York, and he could, for the right price, make a thing appear in a manifest where it had not appeared before, or cause a document to be stamped that should, technically, not have been stamped. He was good at this. He had been doing it long enough to be reliable, which in his line of work was the primary professional virtue.

He was not, he would have said if asked, a thief. He did not take things. He moved things that other people had already decided to move, and he smoothed the movement, and he charged a percentage. Whether the things had been legitimately acquired was not his problem. In the current climate, asking that question seriously would have made it impossible to do any business at all.

He drank his coffee and read the North-China Daily News. The front page was about the Japanese advance toward the interior - Nanking now under threat, the Nationalist government relocating to Chungking, the line of retreat established. He read this without particular emotion. He had been reading about Japanese advances for six years, since Manchuria, and the advances continued to advance and the line of retreat continued to establish itself and the situation continued to be what it was, which was a situation.

The paper also noted that the Park Hotel was maintaining full bookings through December. The Canidrome was running race meetings on Saturdays. The lycée on Rue Voyron had sent a letter to parents confirming that the school term would continue as scheduled.

The Concession was performing normalcy. This was, Alexei thought, not quite the same as being normal, but performance had its own kind of value. If enough people behaved as though the trams would run tomorrow, the trams tended to run tomorrow. If enough people stopped believing that, the trams stopped. The belief was not irrational. It was load-bearing.

He had been in Petrograd in February 1917. He knew what it looked like when the performance stopped.
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Father Dubois found him at half past ten, which was when the priest usually made his morning rounds of the Concession's cafés. This was not eccentric behavior for a Jesuit in Shanghai in 1937; the cafés were where information moved, and Father Dubois was a man who found information professionally useful. He had been at the Collège Saint-Ignace on Route Pére Robert for twenty-two years, and in that time he had accumulated the kind of knowledge that accumulated naturally in a man who was trusted by everyone and owed nothing to anyone.

He was in his sixties, broad-shouldered, white-haired, wearing a black cassock that managed to look simultaneously shabby and authoritative. He sat down across from Alexei without asking and accepted the coffee that Gilles brought without being asked.

"There's a woman who needs to move something," Father Dubois said.

"There is always a woman who needs to move something," Alexei said.

"This one is serious."

"They all say that."

"She didn't say it," Father Dubois said. "She didn't say anything about urgency or importance or any of that. She simply described what she needed and asked if I knew someone competent." He looked at Alexei. "I told her I knew someone adequately competent."

Alexei accepted this. "What does she need to move?"

"A collection. Antiquities. Her family's, I understand. She wants it on a ship before the Japanese reach her district."

"Which district?"

"Nanshi."

Alexei considered this. Nanshi was south of the old walled city, Chinese-administered, outside both Settlements. The Japanese had been moving south along the western edge of the Chinese city for two weeks. The projection was not good.

"How large is the collection?"

"She didn't specify. She said significant."

"Who is she?"

"Her name is Huang Wei-Ling. Her husband is Huang Bao-Shen - he was an importer, ceramics and antiquities, retired now. Substantial family. Three generations in the city."

Alexei turned his coffee cup in his hands. A collection of any size from a family like that was going to be serious work - packing, transport, documentation, clearances through the Settlement borders if that was the route he chose. And Nanshi meant a timeline that was not generous.

"How did she come to you?" he asked.

"Sister Marguerite at the hospital knows her family. She asked Sister Marguerite if she knew anyone who moved things quietly. Sister Marguerite asked me."

This was how most of Alexei's work arrived: through a chain of people who trusted each other, each person in the chain vouching for the next. He had found, over sixteen years, that this was the only reliable hiring system for his kind of work. The alternative - advertising - was not available to him for reasons he did not need to specify.

"I'll meet with her," he said.

Father Dubois nodded. "I'll pass the word. She's prepared to pay well." He paused. "She made a point of saying that."

"She didn't need to."

"No," Father Dubois agreed. "But she wanted you to know she was serious."

He drank his coffee and left a few minutes later, stopping to speak with two other men at a table near the door - one of them a French banker, one of them a White Russian doctor who ran a small clinic on Rue Corneille. The café conducted its business. Outside, a tram went past with a sound like a long exhalation.
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Alexei's apartment was on Rue Cardinal Mercier, three blocks north of the café, on the third floor of a building that had been put up in 1912 and had not been significantly updated since. The building was solid and the apartment was adequate and the rent was reasonable, which was what Alexei required of a residence. The apartment contained a bed, a table, two chairs, a shelf with eleven objects on it, and Viktor Sorokin.

Viktor was twenty-two years younger than Alexei, which meant he had been twelve when the Revolution happened and had no memory of Russia as a functioning country. He was from a family that had come to Shanghai via Harbin, and he had grown up speaking Russian at home and Chinese in the streets and French in the schools and had arrived, at thirty-four, as a man who was entirely a product of Shanghai in a way that Alexei, whatever else he was, was not. He worried efficiently. He maintained the radio. He drove well.

He was at the table with a street map when Alexei came in, marking something with a pencil.

"The advance moved again," he said without looking up.

"How far?"

"Inspector Dawson's latest assessment puts the forward units at Caojiadu by Wednesday. Which means the Zhabei lines are consolidated and the push south starts no later than the fifteenth."

Alexei looked at the map over Viktor's shoulder. Viktor's contact in the Settlement municipal police - a British inspector named Dawson who tracked Japanese movement as part of what was officially described as a public order monitoring function - had been reliable in his assessments since August. He was not always right on the timing, but he was right on the direction, which was the more important thing.

"They're heading for Nanshi," Alexei said.

"They're heading for everything. But Nanshi specifically - yes, the projection is two weeks or less."

Alexei took off his coat and hung it on the door. He sat in the second chair and looked at the map. The French Concession was a pale rectangle in the middle of the city, the International Settlement a larger rectangle to the north, and around both of them the Chinese city spread outward in all directions: Zhabei to the north, already Japanese; Hongkou to the northeast, already Japanese; and south and west, the districts that were not yet Japanese but would be. Nanshi was at the bottom, below the old walled city, backing up against the Huangpu River.

"The Huangpu's still open?" he said.

"For now. Shipping is down but the river's not blockaded. The Japanese aren't doing anything that would interfere with foreign commerce - yet."

"Ships still leaving?"

Viktor turned a page in the notebook beside him. "The Larvik - Norwegian cargo - is confirmed for the nineteenth. Standard manifest, mixed commercial cargo. The Conte Verde left last week. The President Coolidge took a load of Americans out on the seventh."

"The nineteenth," Alexei said.

Ten days. He looked at the map again and thought about the shape of the problem. A collection in Nanshi, the army coming from the north, the river to the south, the Settlement in between. The route out was obvious; the question was whether it would still exist in the time available.

He had taken jobs in worse conditions. He had also declined jobs in better conditions because the arithmetic didn't work. The thing to do was to look at the collection and the timeline and the route and see whether the numbers added up.

"I'm meeting a client tomorrow," he told Viktor. "Antiquities family in Nanshi."

Viktor put down his pencil. "Nanshi."

"That's what I said."

Viktor looked at the map and then at Alexei. "The projection is two weeks."

"I know."

"And a collection is not a small job."

"I know that too."

Viktor picked up his pencil again. He did not say anything else, which was one of his professional qualities. He had opinions; he expressed them once; then he dropped them and got on with the work. Alexei had found, over their eight years together, that this was a more useful quality in an assistant than enthusiasm or loyalty or any of the other things that tended to be cited.

Outside, somewhere to the north and east, there was the sound that had been audible for three weeks: not quite a rumble, not quite a crack, something in between, arriving at intervals that were irregular enough to keep registering as new. The Japanese army consolidating its positions. Viktor had explained to him once, with some precision, the difference between artillery fire and mortar fire and the various other things that produced similar sounds at a distance, but Alexei had not retained the distinctions. What he retained was the general fact: the city was being reorganized, and the reorganization was audible, and it was getting closer.

He went to the shelf on the wall. Eleven objects: a small ivory figure from a collection he had moved in 1929; a Tang-dynasty wine cup, intact, unglazed, which had come to him as partial payment in 1932; a silk-embroidered purse from somewhere in the northwest that a Mongolian trader had given him in settlement of a debt; a Han bronze mirror that he had not been able to move because its provenance had turned out to be more complicated than described and it had ended up staying. The others he had acquired in similar ways over similar years. None of them was very large. He did not have the space for large things, and he had not, over time, developed a collector's ambition. What he had was a record - not of acquisitions, exactly, but of jobs, of the way work left a mark if you let it.

He looked at the shelf for a moment, the way he sometimes did at the end of a day. Then he made the appointment with Madame Huang's household and went to bed.

The artillery sounded again, somewhere to the north. The building did not shake. The trams were still running on Avenue Joffre. He could hear them from his window, the long exhalation of their passing.

He fell asleep without difficulty. He had been doing that for twenty years.
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In the morning he dressed and went downstairs and bought a newspaper from the boy on the corner. The North-China Daily News had an editorial about the importance of maintaining the sanctity of the treaty ports. The editorial was well-written and argued its case with considerable conviction. Alexei read it on the way back up the stairs and thought it had the tone of a man reassuring himself.

He folded the newspaper and left it on the table for Viktor and went to make the appointment.

The city was going about its business in the grey morning. A woman was arguing with a vegetable seller on the corner of Rue Corneille. A French gendarme was writing something in a notebook outside a closed shop. A group of Chinese children were on their way to school, uniformed, walking in a line that frayed at the edges and corrected itself. The plane trees stood bare and patient. The smoke smudged the sky to the east.

Alexei walked to his operation room - a set of two rooms above a watchmaker's on Avenue Joffre, separate from the apartment for practical reasons - and sat at his desk and began the work of finding out what he could about the Huang collection before he went to see it.

This was always the first step. You did not walk into an assessment without knowing what you were assessing. The Huang family had been in the antiquities trade; there would be auction records, dealer correspondence, provenance documentation going back as far as the family's Shanghainese roots. He had contacts who could pull those records. He also had Professor Markov, who knew more about Chinese ceramics than anyone in the Russian community and most people in any community, and who could confirm or correct whatever the records said.

He made three phone calls. He sent two notes by courier. He pulled his own files on the Huang family, which were thin - they were not people he had dealt with before - but which contained the information that Huang Bao-Shen had been registered with the Settlement's antiquities dealer association until 1931 and had sold pieces through the major auction houses on six occasions between 1924 and 1935. The most recent sale had been a Northern Wei Buddhist figure at Christie's Hong Kong, which had fetched a price that indicated, without specifying, that the family's taste and acquisition record were serious.

The telephone rang. It was the contact at the Settlement auction records office, with a partial list.

He wrote it down and looked at what he had. Song dynasty ceramics, six pieces listed. Ming dynasty, twelve pieces. Tang grave goods, a lot of them, catalogued but not individually valued. Han bronzes, two. Buddhist figures, Northern Wei, a set of five.

And then, noted in the margin of one record with what appeared to be genuine emphasis: one Ru ware teabowl, documented, provenance to the Song dynasty, condition described as "exceptional."

He wrote this down separately. A Ru ware teabowl. There were fewer than ninety in the world. If it was genuine - and a family like the Huangs, with their documentation record, did not list things as genuine that were not genuine - its value in London or New York was the kind of number that made a job serious in a different way than he was used to.

He sat for a moment with this information.

Then he called Professor Markov.

The day was moving. The artillery, to the north, sounded once, then again, then fell quiet. He had an appointment in Nanshi at two o'clock.

He picked up his coat, put the notes in his pocket, and went out into the pale November morning to see what the city had for him.

—-
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# Chapter Two: The Scope of the Problem

Professor Konstantin Markov lived on Rue Massenet in three rooms that contained approximately four thousand books and a smell of old paper that had become, over the years, indistinguishable from the smell of the man himself. He had been a professor of East Asian art history at the University of Petrograd and had come to Shanghai in 1922 via the same general route as Alexei - east by train, south by boat, arriving in a city that offered residency without demanding explanation. He had taught briefly at the Université l'Aurore before the French Jesuits who ran it decided that a professor who spent more time in his own library than in the lecture hall was a problem. Since 1928 he had been a private scholar, which was what you called a man who knew everything and had no income.

He was in his chair by the window, as usual, with a magnifying glass and a journal, when Alexei knocked and let himself in.

"I need your opinion on a collection," Alexei said.

"I no longer have opinions," Markov said. "I have assessments."

"I need your assessment on a collection."

"Sit down. Move the Pelliot off that chair. Don't stack it on the floor, put it on the table. No, not that table, the other table."

Alexei moved the Pelliot - three volumes of something in French about the Dunhuang caves - and sat down.

Markov was sixty-one years old and wore the same grey cardigan every time Alexei visited him, which was either the same cardigan or a rotation of identical grey cardigans, and Alexei had never been certain which. He was slight and deliberate in his movements, as men who spend their lives among fragile things sometimes become. His hair was white and needed cutting. Behind the wire-rimmed spectacles his eyes were sharp and specifically attentive - the eyes of a man who had spent forty years learning to look at things and had not, in the process, learned to look at other things.

"The Huang family," Alexei said.

"Huang Bao-Shen."

"You know of them."

"I know the collection." Markov set down the journal. "Or I know of it. I've never seen it - Huang Bao-Shen was not a man who showed his collection. He bought well and quietly and did not use it for social display, which I respect. What do you need?"

Alexei took out his notes. "I want a sense of the scope. I have auction records for the pieces he's sold - six Song ceramics, twelve Ming, the Tang lot, two Han bronzes, a set of Northern Wei Buddhist figures."

"Those were the sale pieces," Markov said. "The things he sold when he needed to. The core collection he didn't sell." He stood up with some difficulty - his knees were bad - and went to a shelf on the far wall and ran his finger along a row of auction catalogues until he found what he was looking for. "Here. Christie's Shanghai, 1931. Page forty-three."

Alexei turned to page forty-three. A photograph, slightly blurred, of a covered jar with a deep blue glaze.

"Yuan dynasty," Markov said, sitting back down. "That was a sale piece. Sold for less than it was worth because the market was poor that year. But look at what it says about provenance."

Alexei read. The provenance traced the jar through three successive Shanghai collections, the earliest going back to 1887. One of the intermediate collectors had been a member of the Huang family.

"They've been buying and holding for fifty years," Markov said. "Huang Bao-Shen inherited some of it and bought more. He knows what he has."

"And the teabowl."

Markov was quiet for a moment.

"He has a Ru ware teabowl," Alexei said. "Documented. Provenance to the Song dynasty."

"I know he has it," Markov said. "Or I've heard that he has it. I have never seen it and I cannot confirm it."

"If it's genuine-"

"If it's genuine it's one of perhaps eighty-seven surviving examples in the world, depending on whose count you use. The British Museum has two. The Palace Museum in Beijing has seventeen. The rest are scattered - private collections in Europe, a few in Japan, three or four that are disputed." He paused. "If it's genuine and in the condition that the auction record implies, you are talking about an object that is - I'm going to say irreplaceable and mean it precisely, not rhetorically."

"I understand that."

"Do you? You understand the word. I'm not certain you understand the thing."

Alexei let this pass. It was the kind of thing Markov said - not unkindly, but directly, because he did not see the point in being indirect about things he considered important. "The collection has to move," Alexei said. "The Japanese are ten days from Nanshi. I need to understand what I'm dealing with before I go look at it."

Markov took off his spectacles and cleaned them on the cardigan's hem. "How many pieces total?"

"My estimate is eighty."

"That's six to eight crates, handled properly. More if you're doing it well. Song ceramics that size need individual wrapping and a custom crate - you can't stack them. The Ru ware teabowl needs its own case."

"Who do I get to do the crating?"

"There's a Ukrainian - Petrov, he works out of the Settlement, he's done this before. He packed the Hardoon collection pieces when old Hardoon's estate sold in '31. He's reliable."

"What about transport?"

"That's your problem, not mine." Markov put his spectacles back on. "But I will say this: the pieces are fragile in the way that forty-year-old silk is fragile, not in the way that pottery is fragile. The Song ceramics look robust - they're thick-walled, they've survived eight hundred years. What they haven't survived is being dropped. Or travelling in a vehicle with bad suspension over cobblestones at speed. Any idiot can see that a Ming vase is fragile. The Song pieces look like they can take it and they can't."

"I understand."

"The teabowl especially. It's smaller than you expect. They always are. The glazes on Ru ware are microcrazing - the surface is a network of very fine cracks that developed over centuries as the silica contracted. If you introduce a thermal shock, or a physical impact, the cracks propagate. It looks intact and then it doesn't." He paused. "I'm telling you this because if you move it and something happens to it I want you to know that you were warned."

"Noted," Alexei said. "What's the commercial value of the full collection? If it arrived in London or New York."

Markov was quiet for a long moment. He picked up his pen and wrote a number on a piece of paper and slid it across to Alexei.

Alexei looked at it.

"Conservative estimate," Markov said. "Based on pre-war market rates. The market for Chinese antiquities in London is not what it was in 1929, but it's not collapsed. The Song pieces alone are serious. The teabowl, if genuine, is the kind of thing that distorts the calculation - it doesn't fit on a normal scale."

"And if it had to be sold quickly. In current conditions."

Markov crossed out the number and wrote a smaller one. "This assumes a buyer who knows what they're looking at, in a city where buyers are operating. Hong Kong, maybe. Singapore. Not Shanghai - there's no Shanghai market right now for anything above a certain level."

"What about Tokyo?"

Markov looked at him. "Someone's already made an offer."

"I don't know that yet."

"But you're asking."

"I'm asking what the value is in Tokyo."

Markov considered. "There are private collectors in Japan - serious ones, not the army, private money - who would pay considerably for a Song collection of this quality. Japanese connoisseurship of Chinese ceramics is real and has been since the twelfth century. They're not acquiring it out of ignorance." He picked up his pen again. "Tokyo market, to the right buyer. Similar to London. The Ru ware teabowl to a Japanese collector - higher, actually. Certain pieces are more valued in Japan than in the West."

Alexei put the figures in his pocket.

"Is the family selling?" Markov asked.

"The family is moving the collection out of the way of an army."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the answer I have."

Markov settled back in his chair with the look of a man who has been given incomplete information and is deciding whether to pursue it. He decided not to. "When you see it," he said, "tell me if the teabowl is what I think it is."

"I'll tell you what I can."

"I'm not asking you to bring me a photograph. I'm asking you to look at it the way I've told you to look at it and tell me if it's genuine."

"I know what Ru ware looks like."

"You know what I've told you Ru ware looks like."

"That's the same thing."

Markov said something under his breath in Russian that Alexei interpreted as disagreement and chose not to press.

"The colour," Markov said.

Alexei looked at him.

"When you see it. I'm telling you about the technical markers because those are what establish authenticity. The clay body, the foot ring, the crazing. But what you will remember is the colour." He paused. "It is described in the Song dynasty literature as the colour of the sky after rain. That description has been used for nine hundred years and it has been used because it is accurate. You will see why."

"I've seen Song ceramics."

"You've seen Song ceramics. You have not seen Ru ware. There are - as I said - eighty-seven." He said the number with the specific quality of a man who had spent years converting a number into a meaning. "Eighty-seven that are documented. In the world. The rest are in pieces in the ground or in private collections that haven't disclosed them or on ships in the Pacific or whatever fate has arranged for objects that were made nine hundred years ago for an imperial court that no longer exists. Eighty-seven. This, if it is what I believe it is, is one of them."

He stopped.

"That is the scope of the problem you are dealing with," he said. "The rest of the collection is serious and valuable and would be a genuine loss if it were confiscated or destroyed. The Ru ware teabowl is different. The Ru ware teabowl is the kind of thing that there is no replacing."

Alexei looked at him. In his experience Markov did not use the phrase *no replacing* casually. He used it for things that were genuinely irreplaceable, which was a shorter list than people generally understood.

"I'll look at it," Alexei said.

"Look at it carefully."

"I will."

"And tell me."

"And tell you."

Markov waved him out, which was how he ended all conversations, in the specific gesture of a man sending people back to the work of the world from which he himself had definitively retired.

—-
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The operation room on Avenue Joffre had a good map of Shanghai pinned to the wall, the kind the Settlement municipal authority published twice a year with updated district boundaries and street designations. Viktor was already there when Alexei returned, standing in front of it with his arms crossed.

"Petrov is available," Viktor said. "I called him."

"Good. Don't engage him yet."

"No. But he's available."

Viktor had, over the years, developed the habit of moving one step ahead of Alexei on logistics - not acting, just preparing. It had saved time on three or four occasions and caused no problems on any of them, so Alexei had stopped mentioning it.

"Walk me through the routes," he said.

Viktor had done this already, which was also typical. He went to the map and pointed. "From Nanshi to the Huangpu docks there are three viable routes. Option one: straight north through the Chinese city to the Settlement border, through the checkpoint at the Avenue Edward VII crossing, down through the Settlement to the docks. That's the most direct. But the Avenue Edward VII crossing has been backed up since September - you can get through, but it takes time and the documentation requirements are strict."

"What documentation?"

"Export permit from the Settlement's cultural property office, or a commercial shipping manifest certified by a licensed agent. Either can be arranged. But they do check, and if the manifest doesn't match what's in the crates, they don't let you through."

"It can be made to match."

"Yes. That's option one." Viktor moved his finger. "Option two: west through the French Concession, down to the southern edge, across the Concession boundary into the Chinese city south of the walled city, and then east to the docks. Avoids the Settlement crossing entirely. But the route through the western edge of the Chinese city is - " he paused. "The advance is coming from the west. The western edge of the Chinese city is where you'd be driving toward the Japanese line."

"How close?"

"As of yesterday, the forward units are at least six kilometers west of the Nanshi perimeter. But that changes."

"Option three."

"Option three is the Settlement route with the Concession border crossing first. Come north out of Nanshi, cross into the Concession at the southern boundary, drive through the Concession, cross into the Settlement at the Rue du Consulat point, then to the docks. That's two border crossings instead of one but both of them are, at the moment, more reliably passable than the Avenue Edward VII checkpoint. The Concession-Settlement crossing is a formality for freight if you have a Concession movement permit."

Alexei looked at the map. The routes were lines through a city he knew well, but the city he knew had been the city of two months ago, and the city of two months ago was not exactly the city now. The lines on the map didn't show the army's movement and the road closures and the checkpoints that appeared in places they hadn't been before.

"Option three," he said. "With option one as backup if the Concession southern boundary has problems."

"I'll confirm the Concession movement permit requirements with your contact at the Gendarmerie."

"Do that. Also Eleanor Roth - she's at the Settlement documentation office. She can expedite the export permit for the cultural property."

"I know who she is."

"Then contact her."

"I'll do it this afternoon."

Alexei looked at the map a moment longer. The problem was clear enough: it was a logistics problem, like most problems, and it had a solution, like most logistics problems. What complicated it was the timeline. If the army reached Nanshi before he'd finished moving the collection, the collection was either confiscated or destroyed, and the question of who owned it became academic.

"The Larvik is the nineteenth," he said.

"Confirmed. Captain Eriksen, Norwegian registry, cargo berths available, no problems with the shipping line."

"That's ten days."

"Nine, actually. You want the collection loaded by the eighteenth at the latest - you don't want to be moving it on the day of departure."

"Nine days."

Viktor said nothing. He did not point out that nine days was tight. He did not point out that they did not yet know how large the collection was or how long crating would take or whether the documentation could be processed in time. He already knew all of this, and so did Alexei, and saying it out loud would not change it.

"I'm going to the house this afternoon," Alexei said. "I'll know more by this evening."

—-
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He spent the rest of the morning on the telephone. The Settlement documentation office could do an expedited export permit in three to four days for an additional fee that was not published in any schedule but that Eleanor Roth had quoted him before and that he expected had not decreased. The Gendarmerie's permit for Concession movement of freight was a form, available at the office on Rue de la Gendarmerie, requiring a description of the cargo and a stated destination. He had filled out this form before.

The difficult documentation was the export permit. Cultural property had a specific requirement: a description of each piece, a valuation, and a provenance certificate. For a collection of eighty pieces that had no consistent export record, the provenance certificates were going to be the bottleneck.

He called the man in the Settlement who prepared documentation.

"Eighty pieces," he said. "Antiquities. Chinese - Song, Ming, Tang, Han, some Northern Wei. Mixed. Full export certificates, provenance attached."

A pause. "When?"

"I need them within six days."

"That's difficult."

"I know. What would make it less difficult?"
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