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Chapter One The Woman Who Audited Heaven by Accident
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"The scroll that finds the wrong desk has already found the right person."

— Ancient proverb (almost certainly invented)

The rain had been coming down since noon, which Lin Meiyu found personally offensive.

It wasn't that she disliked rain. Rain was a natural phenomenon with well-documented meteorological causes. She had no objection to it in principle. What she objected to was that the rain had driven the humidity up to exactly the kind of percentage that made paper curl at the edges, and curled paper could not be filed properly, and improperly filed paper was the first step on a very short road to the complete administrative collapse of the Bureau of Land Records, Suzhou Branch.

She had said as much to Director Chen that morning. Director Chen had nodded, the way he always nodded, which was with the vacant benevolence of a man who had long since decided that most problems, if ignored, would either solve themselves or become someone else's problem. He had then gone to have tea with the clerk from the third floor, leaving Meiyu with a inbox the height of her elbow and a dehumidifier that smelled like old socks and optimism.

She was twenty-eight years old. She had a degree in financial accounting from Suzhou University, a professional certification that she had passed on her first attempt, and three years of experience at the Bureau that had left her with a deeply calibrated sense of exactly how much disorder a world was capable of generating per square meter per day. The answer, she had concluded, was: more than anyone budgeted for.

She liked the rain, actually. She was going to keep telling herself that.

The delivery arrived at half past three, carried up by Old Fang from the ground floor, who deposited a stack of land deed scrolls on her desk with the reverence of a man handing over someone else's problem. "Batch from the archive repository," he said. "Forty-seven ordinary parcels, one listed as miscellaneous." He sneezed, which Meiyu accepted as his farewell, and he left.

Forty-seven ordinary parcels was exactly the kind of afternoon she was equipped for. She made a fresh cup of tea — longjing, precisely three minutes of steeping, never four — and sat down to work.

The first forty-six scrolls were exactly as described. Parcel dimensions, land registry numbers, names of current holders, a series of official stamps in the appropriate red and black, one of them slightly smudged in a way that made her eye twitch but which she documented rather than corrected, because correcting other people's smudges was not technically in her job description, though she had raised the issue twice in the monthly meeting.

The forty-seventh scroll was different.

She noticed it the moment she touched it. The material was wrong — not the pressed mulberry paper of the other scrolls, but something older, smoother, like cooled silk that had never quite decided to stop moving. And it was warm. Scrolls were not generally warm. Warmth was a property of living things and improperly sealed tea flasks, not land documents.

She unrolled it.

The ink was gold. Not gold-colored — actual gold, liquid and shifting, the characters rearranging themselves at the edges of her perception in a way that she might have found alarming had she not been the sort of person who, when confronted with the inexplicable, first checked whether she had eaten lunch. She had eaten lunch. Therefore she was not hallucinating. She was simply looking at a scroll written in gold ink that moved.

She could read it. That was the strangest part. She had no special education in ancient scripts, no unusual linguistic gifts, no family history of mystical literacy. But the characters resolved themselves into meaning as naturally as breathing, as though the scroll were translating itself directly into the part of her brain that processed balance sheets.

Celestial Register of Mortal Fate Debts, Volume the Four-Hundred-and-Ninth. Compiled under the authority of the Department of Fated Threads, Heaven's Bureau of Human Affairs. Mortals listed herein carry outstanding karmic obligations to the celestial order. This document is classified. Unauthorized mortal handling constitutes an audit event.

She read that sentence again. Then she looked at the rain on her window. Then she looked at the scroll. She took a sip of her tea.

"Audit event," she said quietly, to no one. "Of course it is."

The building shook. It was brief — perhaps four seconds of genuine, localized trembling, distinct from the general vibration of the city traffic, distinct enough that her cup rattled and the stack of files on the corner of her desk migrated three centimeters to the left, which she noted. Then it stopped.

The man was sitting on her windowsill.

She hadn't heard the window open. The window, in fact, was still closed, and he appeared to have arrived without reference to such minor architectural considerations as glass or frames. He was dressed in white — not the off-white of ordinary fabric but a true, luminous white, robes that fell in precise folds and were embroidered at the cuffs with something that caught the grey rain-light and turned it faintly silver. His hair was partially pinned, with several strands loose around a face that was, she noted with the same detached precision she brought to everything, extremely handsome in a way that felt almost aggressive, as though the universe had decided to make a point.

He was also looking at the scroll in her hands with an expression of naked relief that immediately curdled into something more complicated when he registered that she had already read it.

"Give me that," he said. His voice was the kind of voice that had practiced being charming for a very long time and had achieved it at the cost of any residual humility. He held out one hand. His sleeve slid back to reveal a wrist with a faint silver marking, like a seal pressed under the skin.

"Excuse me," said Meiyu.

"The scroll," he said, as though she might have missed it. "In your hands. I'll be taking it."

"You'll be providing identification first," she said, "and then explaining how you came through a closed window, and then we'll discuss whether anything is being taken anywhere."

He blinked. It was clear that people did not often speak to him this way. She found this unsurprising. He seemed like precisely the sort of person who had been told he was remarkable so consistently that he had stopped noticing it. She had met the type before, though never sitting on a windowsill in robes that didn't belong to any dynasty she could name.

"I am a government official," he said.

"Which government."

A pause. Something flickered across his face — amusement, she thought, and something sharper underneath it. "A higher level of government than you've encountered."

"Credentials," she said.

He reached into his robes and produced a jade token the size of her palm. It was carved with a character she almost recognized, and it glowed faintly, and before she could examine it properly it softened at the edges, spread, and bloomed — quite literally bloomed — into a single perfect peach blossom that spun once in the air between them and then drifted toward the ceiling and disappeared.

She looked at the space where it had been. She looked at him. "That," she said, "is not a valid credential."

"It's a celestial authentication token."

"It's a flower."

"It was demonstrating—" He stopped. He looked, briefly, like a man who was not accustomed to needing to explain himself and was finding the experience novel and unwelcome. "The point is that the scroll belongs to me. To the — to the office I represent. It was misfiled."

"Everything that arrives at this bureau was misfiled by someone," she said, and while he was still processing that, she rolled the scroll neatly, walked to the gray filing cabinet against the far wall, opened the third drawer from the bottom — miscellaneous, unverified provenance — and filed it between a disputed irrigation easement from 2019 and a land survey that had been there since before she started.

She closed the drawer. She pressed the lock button. She turned around.

He was staring at the cabinet with an expression that she might have described, on someone less composed, as horror. "You just," he said. "You filed it."

"Yes."

"In a cabinet."

"In an appropriately categorized cabinet, yes."

He looked at her. She looked at him. The rain continued its commentary on the window. The cabinet lock held, solid and grey and deeply, righteously bureaucratic.

"I am," he said at last, and there was something in his voice that was different now — not charming, not imperious, but something almost like genuine bewilderment, "going to need you to un-file that."

"Submit a retrieval request," she said. "Standard form. Available at the front desk. Processing time is three to five business days."

He opened his mouth. He closed it. Behind the locked drawer, she could see, if she looked carefully, a faint line of gold light bleeding under the seal — the scroll, warm and patient and entirely at home in its new folder.

Neither of them moved.

The rain went on.
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Chapter Two Fox Spirits Don't File Taxes (But They Should)
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"The fox who claims he is not a fox has been caught. The fox who claims he is a government official has been caught twice."

— Ancient proverb (definitely invented)

He was in the tree.

Meiyu discovered this at seven-fifteen the following morning, when she arrived at the Bureau forty-five minutes before anyone else — as she always did, because the first forty-five minutes of the day were hers alone, before Director Chen's passive optimism and the photocopier's chronic paper jams and the low-grade existential noise of institutional life resumed — and found, in the old ginkgo tree just outside her office window, a man in white robes draped along a branch with the self-satisfied ease of someone who considered this a perfectly reasonable sleeping arrangement.

She stood on the pavement below and looked up at him. He looked down at her. He had the expression of someone who had not, in twelve centuries, felt the need to apologize for anything and was not about to start now.

"You slept in a tree," she said.

"I rested in a tree," he said. "I don't sleep. Not anymore. I find it unnecessary."

"You have a leaf in your hair."

He reached up, found the leaf, and flicked it away with a precision that suggested he had done this before and would do it again without embarrassment. Then he dropped from the branch — not climbed down, not jumped, but simply dropped the three meters to the pavement with the kind of fluid impossibility that she
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