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Part I — The Summons
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Chapter 1 — Intake
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Toma Rask came to standing in a line that had already accepted him.

There was no awakening in the dramatic sense. No gasp. No hand flying to the chest. No violent return from darkness with the body thrashing against sheets. One instant he was not there, or had not yet agreed to being there, and the next he was upright beneath a ceiling of old fluorescent panels, his shoes planted on a strip of beige carpet worn flat by a traffic older than language.

The line moved without moving.

That was his first impression. Not the light, though the light was bad. Not the smell, though the smell was worse: paper, metal, dust warmed by hidden machinery, something like old rain trapped in wool. Not the people, though there were so many of them that the hall should have been loud and was instead only murmurous, a thousand private rehearsals kept just below the threshold of speech.

The line moved without moving.

A man ahead of him took one careful step forward, clutching a cracked picture frame against his chest. A woman behind him whispered a sentence under her breath, erased it with a small shake of her head, and whispered a different version. Somewhere far ahead, a stamp came down.

Toma looked at his hands.

They were his hands, though he did not at first understand why that disappointed him. Pale at the knuckles. A half-moon scar beside the left thumb. Ink-dark crescent beneath one fingernail. The right wrist stiff from too many years of work performed at angles the body had never approved. He flexed his fingers and felt the faint pull in the tendons.

The body had followed him, then.

Or something had reproduced it with unnecessary attention to grievance.

He touched his chest. No wound. No blood. No panic. His heart was present, beating with bureaucratic restraint.

Above the line, bolted to a marble arch that had once been expensive and was now merely permanent, hung a sign with black lettering on a white enamel field.

INTAKE AND INITIAL BURDEN ASSIGNMENT

Under it, in smaller type:

PLEASE HAVE ALL RELEVANT SELVES AVAILABLE FOR REVIEW

Toma read the sign twice.

A laugh rose in him and died without ceremony.

There were windows along the left wall, or things shaped like windows. Their glass had been painted over from the other side in a gray so dense it had become a material of its own. Tall filing cabinets stood between them in uneven intervals, their drawers labeled with brass plates gone green at the edges. Most of the labels were too far away to read. One was close enough.

UNSUBMITTED INTENTIONS, A-F

The cabinet hummed faintly, as if refrigerated.

Toma looked forward.

The line ran toward a row of clerk windows set into a wall of scratched glass. Above each window hung a number. Some numbers were ordinary. Others were not. Window 4. Window 11. Window 33-B. Window 0. Window IX. Window PENDING. Behind the glass, clerks moved with the calm of people who had never once been surprised by suffering.

At regular intervals, the stamp came down.

Not loudly. That was the problem. It was not a gavel. It was not a thunderclap. It was an office sound. A rubber seal meeting paper. A dull, moist, final contact.

Toma tried to remember how he had arrived.

There had been a desk.

That came first.

The desk was real. He could feel its edge against his forearms, the little bruise of it from leaning too long. There had been a lamp with a weak cone of yellow light. There had been a document open in front of him, half-finished, or not even half. Notes in one window. A folder in another. A dozen titles arranged like accusations along the left side of a screen. He remembered the feeling more than the objects: the pressure of everything unfinished gathering behind him in the room.

Not physically.

Worse.

Patiently.

A cup of coffee gone cold.

A line he hated.

A better line arriving only after he had closed the file.

A thought, clear and obscene in its simplicity: there will not be enough time.

Then nothing he could trust.

Not a crash. Not a fall. Not a heavenly interruption. The memory ended without punctuation.

The line advanced.

Toma did not move quickly enough. The woman behind him touched the back of his coat with two fingers. Not impatiently. Almost apologetically.

“Sorry,” he said.

The word sounded too alive for the room.

She lowered her eyes and returned to rehearsing.

“I did what I could with what I had,” she whispered. Then, after a pause: “I did what I could with what was permitted.” Then: “I did what I could. Permission was not always clearly posted.”

She winced at that last version and shook her head.

Toma faced forward again.

No one was screaming. That bothered him more than panic would have. Panic would have made the place less powerful. Panic would have suggested a mistake, a rupture, an event still in progress. This silence was worse because it had adapted. Whatever this was, it had already happened to everyone here, and everyone here had begun, almost immediately, to comply.

A public announcement speaker clicked somewhere overhead.

“Appellants are reminded that sincerity does not constitute evidence.”

The hall accepted this without visible objection.

A child in another line began to cry. An old man beside the child crouched with visible effort and adjusted the collar of the child’s shirt.

“Not yet,” the old man whispered. “Save it for the window.”

Toma stepped forward.

A freestanding rack of forms appeared to his right. He did not remember it being there before. The forms were arranged in shallow trays, each tray labeled in precise black type.

FORM 2-A: REQUEST FOR CONTINUED EXISTENCE

FORM 7-F: OBJECTION TO CHARACTERIZATION OF FAILURE

FORM 9: PETITION TO HAVE PAIN CONSIDERED CONTEXTUAL

FORM 11-C: DECLARATION OF PRODUCTIVE WOUND

FORM 19-C: CLAIM OF NECESSITY

FORM 22: MOTION TO RECLASSIFY WASTE AS PREPARATION

Most trays were empty.

FORM 22 overflowed.

Toma looked away.

The hall was longer than it should have been. No matter how many people reached the clerk windows, the distance ahead retained itself. The ceiling repeated in patient sections: light, stain, dead vent, light, stain, dead vent. The floor beneath the carpet felt hard and cold. Marble, maybe. Something official beneath the municipal softness.

He checked his pockets.

His phone was gone. His wallet was gone. His keys were gone. There was a folded scrap of paper in the inside pocket of his coat, though he could not remember putting anything there. He hesitated before taking it out.

It was blank except for a number.

R-77104

Below the number, stamped in red:

AWAITING BURDEN ASSIGNMENT

He turned the paper over. Nothing.

The man ahead of him with the cracked picture frame muttered, “That’s good. R is good.”

Toma looked at him. “What does R mean?”

The man’s lips trembled with the relief of having been asked a question he knew how to answer.

“Reviewable,” he said. “Or remanded. Or recursive. Depends on the counter.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“Oh, no,” the man said softly. “Good isn’t usually available at Intake.”

He hugged the picture frame tighter.

The frame held no photograph. Only a rectangle of darkened backing paper and four rusted tabs bent inward to secure the absence.

“What is this place?” Toma asked.

The man gave him a look that was almost pity and almost envy.

“You still get to ask it like that?”

Before Toma could answer, another stamp came down at the windows. Someone at Window 11 made a small sound, not a sob, not a word. Two ushers in gray gloves approached and guided him away from the counter by the elbows. They were gentle. Their gentleness had been practiced beyond kindness.

A door opened in the wall behind the windows. The man was led through it. The door closed softly.

The line advanced.

Toma was now close enough to see the clerks clearly.

They were human in the approximate way of people seen across a waiting room after too little sleep. One had silver hair pulled into a knot. One had skin the color of old paper. One had a mouth that seemed to have been designed by someone who understood mouths only as apertures for rulings. They wore dark jackets without insignia. Their desks were identical: ink pad, stamp, ledger, brass bell, intake tray, outbox, small lamp with a green glass shade.

Window PENDING opened.

A woman three places ahead stepped toward it. She carried a shoebox tied with blue ribbon.

“Name?” the clerk asked.

The woman gave it.

“Relevant attachments?”

“My son,” the woman said.

“Living, dead, symbolic, or disputed?”

The woman stared at the glass.

The clerk waited, pen hovering above the ledger.

“Disputed,” the woman whispered.

The clerk nodded, as if this were the most ordinary thing in any world. “Place the box in the tray.”

The woman kissed the shoebox before surrendering it.

Toma looked down at his own hands again.

Empty.

That should have comforted him.

It did not.

Another announcement clicked alive.

“Please note that failure to present evidence will not be interpreted as innocence. The Tribunal thanks you for your cooperation.”

A man several lines over objected.

“I don’t cooperate.”

No one turned to look at him.

The speaker clicked again.

“Objection entered.”

The man’s file, which he had been holding under one arm, thickened visibly. Papers pushed from its edges like pale tongues. He clamped both hands over it and began to weep.

Toma felt something inside him recoil, but not from the man. From the mechanism. The smoothness of it. The way objection had not been suppressed, but accepted, recorded, and added to the burden. Nothing here needed to defeat resistance. It could simply administrate it.

He stepped forward.

Window 0 was open now.

So was Window 4.

The man with the empty picture frame was called to Window 4. He gave Toma one last look, a little embarrassed by his own hope, then shuffled forward.

Toma was next.

He became aware, with sudden force, of his clothing. Black coat. Shirt creased from sitting. Shoes scuffed at the outer heel. No belt. That detail seemed important for reasons he could not name. He had been dressed for work, or for sleep, or for a life that had stopped distinguishing between the two.

At Window 0, a clerk closed her ledger, stood, and left.

At Window PENDING, a bell rang once.

“Toma Rask,” said a voice.

He had not given his name.

The voice came from Window 33-B.

The clerk seated there was a woman of indeterminate age with dark hair pinned severely back from a face too composed to be called tired, though exhaustion had clearly made a long-term study of her. A small brass nameplate sat on the desk before her.

NADIR, C.

Beneath that:

INTAKE CLERK / PRELIMINARY BURDEN

Toma approached the window.

The glass between them was scratched so densely at eye level that Clerk Nadir’s face appeared through a weather of old attempts.

“Name,” she said.

“You just said it.”

“Yes.”

“Toma Rask.”

“Date of first insufficient becoming?”

He stared at her.

Clerk Nadir dipped her pen into an ink bottle. The ink moved too slowly, as if reluctant to release the nib.

“I don’t know what that means,” he said.

“That is common.”

“Where am I?”

“Intake.”

“I can read signs.”

“Then the signage is functioning.”

A line of irritation moved through him, quick and welcome. It made him feel less processed.

“I mean what is this place?”

Clerk Nadir looked up. Her eyes were not unkind. That made them worse.

“You are within the preliminary administrative body of the Tribunal. Your presence indicates that a charge has acquired standing.”

“A charge from who?”

“Whom,” she said, and made a small mark in the ledger.

“You’re correcting my grammar?”

“I am recording the imprecision.”

Toma leaned closer to the glass. “I don’t know what this is. I don’t know how I got here. I don’t know what you think I did.”

“No.”

“No, what?”

“No, you do not know.”

She turned a page.

Behind Toma, the line waited. He could feel the patience of the people in it gathering at his back, not hostile, not supportive. Merely procedural. He was delaying a machine they had all accepted as weather.

Clerk Nadir removed a folder from beneath the desk. It was thin.

Too thin for a life.

Gray card stock, black string tie, red seal. His name was typed on the tab.

RASK, TOMA

The sight of it chilled him more than anything so far.

He had owned files. He had made them, named them, nested them inside other folders until the private architecture of his work became a second mind. Drafts, fragments, bodies of work, abandoned structures, songs, books, images, notes toward futures he had not yet earned. He knew the false comfort of naming a thing before it existed.

But he had never seen himself reduced to a tab.

Clerk Nadir opened the folder.

Several pages lay inside.

Only several.

He hated, immediately, that this offended him.

“That’s it?” he said.

“For Intake.”

Something in him wanted to say there should be more. Something in him wanted the folder to be heavy enough to hurt the clerk’s wrist. Then he understood the vanity of that and hated the room for revealing it.

Clerk Nadir read silently.

Her eyes moved with professional boredom over whatever first version of him the folder had chosen to contain.

“Occupation,” she said.

“Writer.”

The pen paused.

“And?”

He felt his jaw tighten.

“Composer. Game developer. Visual artist. Designer, sometimes. I don’t know. Creator, if you need the broad term.”

“We rarely need broad terms.”

“You asked.”

“I asked for occupation.”

“That is my occupation.”

“Which one?”

The question landed too cleanly.

Toma looked through the scratched glass at her.

“All of it.”

Clerk Nadir made another mark.

“Multiple self-authorizing outputs claimed.”

“That is not what I said.”

“It is what was entered.”

“I’m not claiming anything. I’m answering.”

“Answers are claims once recorded.”

He could feel the file thickening before he saw it. A single page appeared beneath the others with a soft internal sigh, as if the folder had exhaled paper.

Toma stopped speaking.

Clerk Nadir waited.

That was the first time he recognized the true shape of the silence here. It was not emptiness. It was invitation. The whole institution was built to make the next sentence feel necessary.

He held his mouth closed.

The clerk’s expression did not change.

“Relevant attachments?” she asked.

“I don’t have any.”

“No manuscripts? Instruments? Devices? dependents? proofs of harm? proofs of use? proofs of rejection? testimonials? metrics? images? relics? bodily evidence? childhood materials?”

“No.”

“Nothing to enter?”

He thought of the desk again. The open document. The folders. The unfinished things waiting in their electronic dark. If he had arrived with none of it, perhaps the case would be smaller. Perhaps absence could protect him.

“I said no.”

Clerk Nadir looked past him toward the line.

“Cart.”

A wheel squeaked.

Toma turned.

Two ushers in gray gloves were pushing a long metal evidence cart toward the window. On it sat a cardboard banker’s box, several hard drives, a stack of notebooks bound with string, a sealed plastic bag containing what looked like a broken pair of headphones, and a laptop with its screen closed. Beside the laptop lay a small object wrapped in tissue paper.

Toma knew the tissue paper.

He did not remember what was inside it. He only knew that he had once wrapped something carefully and then forgotten where he had hidden it.

The cart stopped beside him.

“Those aren’t mine,” he said.

Clerk Nadir glanced at the inventory sheet.

“No?”

“No.”

The nearest usher lifted the top notebook and opened it to a page covered in Toma’s handwriting.

He recognized the slant of the letters before he recognized the words.

“No,” he said again, but quietly now, because denial had become expensive.

Clerk Nadir stamped the inventory sheet.

RECEIVED

The sound entered him like a small blunt nail.

“This is absurd,” Toma said.

“Absurdity objection entered.”

“I’m not objecting.”

The folder thickened.

He saw it this time. One page becoming three. Three becoming four. Margins printing themselves with tiny procedural notes.

He placed both hands flat on the counter beneath the glass.

“Stop adding pages.”

“I do not add pages.”

“Then who does?”

“The record develops in response to participation.”

He withdrew his hands.

Behind the clerk, another clerk was eating something from a small paper wrapper while stamping documents with his free hand. Further back, a narrow door opened onto shelves of files rising out of sight. Somewhere in that unseen archive, papers shifted like birds disturbed in a roof.

Clerk Nadir removed a cream-colored form from the folder. It was thicker than the others. Official. Final in some preliminary way.

“This is your Notice of Charge and Initial Standing,” she said.

“I don’t want it.”

“That is not among the available actions at Intake.”

“What are the available actions?”

“Receipt. Acknowledgment. Refusal to acknowledge, which will be recorded as receipt with objection. Collapse, which will delay but not alter processing. Violence, which will be treated as a request for restraint. Prayer, where applicable. Silence.”

“Silence sounds good.”

“Silence will be interpreted according to context.”

“Of course it will.”

“Tone entered.”

The folder thickened.

Toma closed his eyes.

For one irrational second, he wished for something crude enough to fight. A demon. A guard with a weapon. A gate. A judge who shouted. Some visible tyrant against whom the body could organize itself. Instead there was a woman behind glass, a pen, and a system that converted reaction into paperwork.

When he opened his eyes, Clerk Nadir had slid the form through the slot beneath the window.

The paper stopped exactly at the edge of his fingers.

He did not touch it.

“Read it,” she said.

“No.”

“Reading is not required for the charge to proceed.”

“Then why tell me to read it?”

“Most Appellants prefer to know the wording under which they suffer.”

He looked at her sharply.

There.

Almost.

Something like fatigue beneath the function. Not mercy, but maybe memory of mercy. A clerk who had said this sentence too many times to people at the beginning of whatever came next.

“What happens after Intake?” he asked.

“Burden assignment.”

“And after that?”

“Preliminary orientation, evidentiary arrangement, opening proceedings, witness memory, cross-review, possible archive referral, judgment, appeal where standing permits.”

“Judgment of what?”

“Your case.”

“What case?”

Clerk Nadir tapped the form with one fingernail.

Toma looked down.

His name appeared at the top.

Not handwritten. Not typed. Printed with the authority of something that had not needed a machine.

TRIBUNAL OF CONTINUANCE AND LEGITIMATE PASSAGE

PRELIMINARY NOTICE OF CHARGE

APPELLANT: TOMA RASK

STATUS: PENDING

REPRESENTATION: UNASSIGNED

BURDEN: SELF

He swallowed.

The hall seemed to recede around him. The line, the windows, the fluorescent panels, the smell of paper and metal and hidden warmth — all of it drew back, leaving only the page and the place in him that already knew how to obey a document.

There was more beneath the heading.

He did not want to read it.

He read it.

You are hereby summoned to answer the charge of:

EXISTENCE WITHOUT ADEQUATE JUSTIFICATION.
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Chapter 2 — Burden of Self
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Toma did not touch the paper at first.

It lay beneath the clerk window with its official cream weight and its impossible sentence, more object than message. He had the sudden, childish conviction that as long as his fingers did not make contact, some final relationship had not been established. The charge existed, yes. The page existed. His name existed on it with that impersonal confidence by which institutions transform human beings into processed matter.

But he had not taken it.

He kept his hands at his sides.

Clerk Nadir waited behind the scratched glass.

She did not tell him again to read. She did not threaten. She did not soften. Her pen rested above the ledger with the serene cruelty of a tool that had no opinion about what it pierced.

Behind him, the line remained patient.

Toma hated them a little for that patience. Not individually. Not as people. He did not know them well enough for any honest hatred. He hated their adaptation. The way their silence leaned around him, accommodating the delay without resisting the system that had made delay shameful. Their composure seemed to say that this was not the first charge anyone had received, not the first life reduced to a matter, not the first person to discover that horror could proceed without raising its voice.

He looked down again.

EXISTENCE WITHOUT ADEQUATE JUSTIFICATION.

The phrase did not strike him all at once. It unfolded, each word finding an older wound to sit inside.

Existence.

Without.

Adequate.

Justification.

Not failure. Not guilt. Not sin. Those would have been easier. Those had shape. A person could deny them, confess them, bargain with them, make art out of them if cornered. This was worse because it did not accuse him of doing something wrong. It accused him of not having made a sufficient case for being.

He looked up at Nadir.

“This is meaningless.”

Her pen moved.

The folder thickened.

Toma closed his mouth.

Too late.

Nadir removed a second form from beneath the first and slid it through the slot. “Receipt entered.”

“I didn’t receive it.”

“Receipt is established by presentation where refusal is not filed prior to presentation.”

“That’s insane.”

“Insanity claim deferred. Psychological conditions are addressed after Burden Assignment unless directly relevant to standing.”

“I’m not claiming insanity.”

“Correction entered.”

Another page sighed into being inside the folder.

Toma stared at it.

The sound was slight. Almost delicate. Paper being born from the consequence of speech.

He understood, not fully but enough, that the institution did not need him to agree. Agreement was only one form of participation. Refusal was another. Confusion was another. Anger, sarcasm, precision, protest, contempt — all of it entered somewhere. All of it became weight.

He reached for the Notice of Charge because not reaching had already failed.

The paper was warm.

Not body-warm. Not alive. Warm the way machinery becomes warm behind a wall after running too long. He folded it once without meaning to, then stopped, unwilling to give the page even that much intimacy. He held it flat instead.

Clerk Nadir stamped a small square of red ink onto the bottom of his file.

RECEIPT ACKNOWLEDGED

“I didn’t acknowledge anything,” he said.

The pen twitched.

He breathed in through his nose and said nothing else.

Nadir looked at him for a long moment. There was, in the set of her mouth, the faintest suggestion of approval. Or perhaps it was only the absence of additional paperwork.

“Proceed to Preliminary Burden,” she said.

“I don’t know where that is.”

“Most do not.”

She rang the brass bell beside her ledger.

Its sound was not loud, but it traveled through the hall with humiliating clarity. One of the gray-gloved ushers appeared at Toma’s side, not rushing, not looming. He was tall and narrow, with a face so forgettable that Toma suspected forgettability was part of the uniform. His jacket bore no insignia. His gloves were clean.

“This way,” the usher said.

Toma looked back at Nadir. “Am I allowed to ask questions?”

Nadir closed his folder.

“You are allowed to ask anything that you are willing to have recorded.”

The usher touched two fingers to Toma’s elbow.

A minor contact. Almost polite.

Toma moved.

The line resumed behind him with soft relief.

He was led away from Window 33-B, past the other counters, past the gray-painted windows and the cabinets of Unsubmitted Intentions. As he walked, he became aware of the evidence cart following at a measured distance, its wheels issuing the same small complaint at each rotation. He did not turn around. He could hear the banker’s box shifting on the metal shelf. He could hear the laptop casing knocking gently against the hard drives. He could hear, or imagined he could hear, the tissue-wrapped object resting among all the things he had denied owning.

The hall widened toward a set of double doors.

Above them, another enamel sign had been bolted to the arch.

PRELIMINARY BURDEN

Below that:

THE APPELLANT IS THE FIRST AND FINAL CUSTODIAN OF HIS OWN EXPLANATION

Toma stopped reading before the sentence could finish inside him.

The usher opened the door.

The room beyond was not a courtroom. That almost disappointed him. A courtroom would have clarified the shape of his resistance. Instead, Preliminary Burden looked like a municipal waiting area designed by someone who believed despair became less offensive when arranged in rows.

Low ceiling. Beige walls. Fluorescent panels. Vents that hummed but did not move air. Rows of fixed chairs bolted to the floor. Number displays above three interior doors. A water fountain with a handwritten sign taped above it reading OUT OF SERVICE FOR REASONS OF TESTIMONY. A reception desk without a receptionist. A rack of pamphlets whose titles had faded from handling.

Several dozen people waited there.

Not the long, anonymous mass of Intake. Fewer. Closer. Processed enough to have begun becoming specific.

A woman in a blue coat sat with her folder open on her knees, underlining a sentence so violently that the pen had torn through the page. A thin man in a brown suit spoke into his cupped hands, rehearsing with the tenderness of prayer. An old woman slept upright with a document clutched beneath her chin. Two young men sat side by side and did not look at each other, though their identical faces suggested they had once been the same person or had spent their lives making the same defense.

At the far wall stood a door marked COUNSEL ASSIGNMENT.

Toma felt something in his chest unclench by half an inch.

Then he noticed the paper taped beneath it.

CURRENT WAIT TIME: INDETERMINATE

Below that, smaller:

SELF-REPRESENTATION IS STRONGLY CUSTOMARY

The usher guided him to a chair.

“Wait here until called.”

“For what?” Toma asked.

“Burden clarification.”

“Clarification of what?”

The usher looked at him with a face empty enough to be merciful.

“Yours.”

He walked away before Toma could produce another page by answering.

The evidence cart remained beside the chair.

Toma sat.

The chair was hard in a way that felt intentional. It accepted the body but did not welcome it. His knees were slightly too high, his back slightly too straight, his hands uncertain where to rest. The Notice of Charge lay across his lap.

He considered dropping it.

He did not.

A pamphlet had been left on the chair beside him. Its cover showed an illustration of a person standing before an enormous set of scales, one hand raised in what might have been oath or surrender.

SO YOU HAVE BEEN CHARGED

Under that:

A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO INITIAL SELF-EXPLANATION

Toma stared at the pamphlet.

The phrase “practical guide” filled him with a disgust so immediate it almost steadied him.

He picked it up.

The first page read:

You may feel confusion, anger, indignation, grief, absurdity, relief, or a renewed desire to clarify the record. These reactions are common and may be entered if relevant. Please understand that emotional response does not invalidate the charge.

He turned the page.

Do I need counsel?

The Tribunal recognizes the right of eligible Appellants to petition for representation. However, most Appellants elect to speak for themselves, as no advocate can know the life as intimately as the one who conducted it.

Toma read the paragraph again.

A thin man in the brown suit leaned toward him without turning his head.

“Don’t let that comfort you.”

Toma looked over.

The man’s face was narrow and gray with waiting. His hair had been combed carefully for a hearing that had not happened. He held several sheets of paper in trembling hands. Each page was covered edge to edge in tiny handwriting.

“What?” Toma said.

“The part about knowing the life.” The man smiled weakly. “That’s how they get you to talk.”

Toma glanced at the pamphlet, then back at him.

“How long have you been here?”

The man’s smile remained, but the answer drained out of it.

“In this room?”

Toma did not like that.

“Yes.”

The man looked toward the number displays. None of them changed.

“Long enough to improve my opening statement several hundred times.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

“No,” the man said. “It doesn’t.”

He returned to his pages.

Toma should have left it there. Instead, because he had not yet learned the full discipline of withholding himself, he asked, “What are you charged with?”

The man brightened with exhausted shame.

“Misallocation of Devotion. With aggravating sincerity.”

Toma waited for him to smile as if this were a joke.

He did not.

“I loved the wrong thing for too long,” the man explained. “Or the right thing incorrectly. It depends which paragraph they emphasize.”

“And you’re defending yourself?”

The man lifted the handwritten pages.

“I know the circumstances best.”

The words were exactly from the pamphlet. He seemed proud of them and afraid of them at once.

Toma looked away.

Across the room, the woman in the blue coat began muttering as she underlined.

“I was necessary,” she said. “I was difficult because I was necessary.” Her pen tore the paper again. “I was difficult because the conditions required difficulty.” She paused. “No. Too defensive.”

The number display over Door 2 flickered.

A tone sounded.
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The old woman woke with a start, looked at the slip in her hand, and stood. Her folder spilled photographs onto the floor. No one helped her at first. Then a boy of perhaps fourteen gathered the photographs carefully and placed them back into her arms. She thanked him. He apologized.

No one remarked on this.

The old woman entered Door 2.

It closed without sound.

Toma looked at his own slip.
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He had the sense, absurd but total, that the room saw the number when he saw it. Not the people. The room. The walls, the floor, the reception desk, the dead water fountain. All of it registered the activation of his attention.

The evidence cart squeaked once though it had not moved.

He put the slip in his pocket.

The pamphlet continued.

What is burden?

Burden is the Appellant’s obligation to establish sufficient grounds for the life in question to be deemed coherent, admissible, and eligible for continuance, passage, dissolution, return, or other outcome pending review.

May I decline burden?

No.

May I dispute burden?

Yes. Disputes will be added to burden.

Toma closed the pamphlet.

The man beside him nodded approvingly. “You saw it.”

“Saw what?”

“The shape.”

“I saw nonsense arranged in paragraphs.”

“Yes,” the man said. “That’s often the shape.”

A door opened behind the reception desk, though Toma had not noticed a door there before. A clerk stepped out carrying a stack of folders against her chest. She was younger than Nadir, or appeared younger, with bright, tired eyes and a smile trained to the precise angle of non-involvement.

“Preliminary orientation,” she announced. “Newly received Appellants, please attend.”

No one stood.

The clerk did not seem troubled by this. She crossed to a blank section of wall and pulled down a projection screen. It unrolled with the slow resignation of old fabric. Then she lifted a remote control and clicked.

Nothing happened.

She clicked again.

A projector at the back of the room flickered awake, throwing a pale rectangle across the screen. Dust moved in the beam like a congregation of dead insects.

The first slide appeared.

WELCOME TO PRELIMINARY BURDEN

Below it was the Tribunal seal: scales, door, flame, eye. The eye had been scratched out on the screen itself, not in the slide. Many times. By many hands.

The clerk began in a practiced voice.

“You have received notice of charge. This does not imply guilt, innocence, adequacy, inadequacy, continuation, termination, moral standing, metaphysical standing, familial standing, artistic standing, commercial standing, divine standing, or relief.”

The projector hummed.

“Your presence here indicates only that a charge has acquired standing sufficient to require response.”

A hand rose from the second row.

The clerk nodded. “Yes.”

“What if the charge is wrong?”

“Then you may establish that through response.”

“What if response strengthens the charge?”

“That may occur.”

“What if not responding strengthens the charge?”

“That may also occur.”

The hand lowered.

The clerk advanced the slide.

COMMON MISUNDERSTANDINGS

A list appeared.

1. The Tribunal is not punishment.

2. The Tribunal is not therapy.

3. The Tribunal is not confession.

4. The Tribunal is not appeal to God, parent, state, market, audience, beloved, critic, institution, algorithm, future self, or imagined correct witness, except where such authorities retain active standing.

5. The Tribunal does not determine whether you suffered. Suffering is common.

The clerk read the final line aloud with no emphasis.

A sound moved through the room.

Not protest exactly. More like many people discovering that protest had already been anticipated and filed elsewhere.

Toma felt heat gather behind his eyes. Not tears. Anger traveling in the clothes of grief.

Suffering is common.

He wanted to reject the sentence because it was cruel.

He could not reject it because it was true.

That was the first clean terror of the place. It did not need to lie. Lies would have made it smaller. The Tribunal told partial truths with such administrative confidence that the missing half became the Appellant’s responsibility.

The slide changed.

REPRESENTATION

The clerk folded her hands at her waist.

“Some of you may wish to petition for counsel. You may do so by completing Form 31-D, Request for External Defense, provided you can establish that an external defense would not merely restate the Appellant’s own preferred self-description. Please note that counsel availability is limited and most petitions are deferred pending burden clarification.”

The man beside Toma whispered the words along with her.

The clerk continued.

“In practice, most Appellants represent themselves.”

The slide changed again.

A single sentence appeared.

NO ONE KNOWS THE LIFE BETTER THAN THE ONE WHO WASTED IT.

Toma felt the room receive the sentence like a sacrament.

The woman in the blue coat stopped underlining.

The old man with the empty frame was gone now, but Toma thought of him anyway. He thought of the woman with the shoebox. The child told to save crying for the window. The man who did not cooperate and had his objection entered. All of them moved through the same soft throat.

The clerk smiled politely at the room.

“This phrase is historical and should not be interpreted as prejudicial.”

No one laughed.

Toma did.

Only once.

A short, ugly sound.

The clerk looked at him.

The projector hummed.

Several Appellants turned, not with curiosity but with fear, as if laughter were a spill that might spread.

Toma leaned back in the hard chair. “Historical,” he said.

The clerk’s smile remained in place. “Would you like that entered as an objection?”

“No.”

“As commentary?”

“No.”

“As involuntary response?”

He opened his mouth.

Stopped.

A page appeared on the evidence cart with a faint, intimate sound.

He looked at it.

The clerk followed his gaze and seemed almost sympathetic.

“Some responses enter themselves,” she said.

He looked down at his hands.

His fingers had curled into fists.

He uncurled them slowly.

The presentation continued.

BURDEN TYPES

SHARED

INHERITED

ASSIGNED

DENIED

SELF

The last word remained after the others faded.

SELF

The clerk spoke more softly now, as though softness made the content less brutal.

“Burden: Self indicates that the Appellant is presently understood to be the primary custodian, generator, objector, witness, beneficiary, and obstruction of the case. This classification is common in matters of legitimacy, authorship, squandered capacity, unauthorized becoming, excessive interiority, and incoherent output.”

Toma felt something in the evidence cart shift behind him.

He did not look.

“Burden: Self does not imply that no external authorities are relevant. Parents, teachers, states, markets, gods, audiences, institutions, employers, children, lovers, enemies, and imagined witnesses may retain standing. However, where Burden: Self applies, the Tribunal recognizes that the Appellant has internalized sufficient authority to proceed without their physical presence.”

The slide changed.

IN OTHER WORDS:

The clerk clicked again.

THE COURT DOES NOT NEED THEM IF YOU BROUGHT THEM WITH YOU.

No one moved.

That sentence did not enter the room. It removed something from it.

Toma stared at the screen.

He thought of all the people he would have claimed not to care about. All the authorities he had rejected cleanly in speech and carried messily in weather. The family voice. The market voice. The imaginary reader who arrived only to misunderstand. The critic he despised but still addressed in the architecture of defense. The faceless committee of taste. The old wound that kept asking for proof from mouths he would not feed.

He had not brought them here.

He wanted that to be true.

The cart squeaked once.

The clerk turned off the projector.

The screen went blank but retained the last sentence as a pale afterimage.

The court does not need them if you brought them with you.

The clerk rolled the screen up.

“Please remain available for individual burden clarification. Appellants are discouraged from revising their statements excessively before first hearing, though the Tribunal recognizes this recommendation is rarely effective.”

She gathered her folders and left through the door behind the reception desk.

The waiting room returned to itself.

Pens resumed. Papers shifted. Someone whispered an apology, then corrected it into an explanation. The woman in blue began underlining again, but more slowly. The man beside Toma adjusted his opening statement with visible despair.

Toma sat very still.

He should have been thinking of escape. He knew that. A sane person would have looked for exits, weak points, guards, rules to exploit. He did look, eventually. There were two visible doors besides the ones with number displays: the entrance through which he had come and a door at the far left marked RESTROOMS / MINOR ABSOLUTION. Neither looked locked.

That was worse.

Locks would have dignified resistance.

The room did not need locks. It had procedure, and procedure had already found the place in him that wanted to respond correctly.

He stood.

The man beside him startled. “Are you called?”

“No.”

“You shouldn’t go before you’re called.”

“I’m not going before I’m called.”

“Then where are you going?”

Toma looked toward the entrance.

Back through Intake, perhaps. Back into the line. Back before receipt. Back before charge. The desire was absurd but intense. Not escape forward. Reversal. Unsaying. Unreading. The fantasy that the right motion could return him to the moment before the document knew his name.

The evidence cart squeaked and rolled half an inch toward him.

He turned on it.

“Stay there.”

Several people looked up.

The cart did not move.

But a page slid from the banker’s box and landed on the top shelf.

Toma recognized it immediately.

Not the exact page. The type of page. A draft list. Titles. Some crossed out. Some circled. Some written in capital letters as if volume could substitute for certainty. He had made hundreds of these. Plans for bodies of work. Systems of future proof. Architectures that promised, if completed, to finally make the pattern undeniable.

At the top of the page, in his handwriting:

WORK THAT WILL MAKE IT REAL

He felt a small, private collapse.

The room did not need to accuse him.

It only needed to show him the sentence he had once written when no one was looking.

He reached for the page, then stopped.

If he touched it, it would become part of something. If he ignored it, it already was.

The man beside him had seen the page. His expression softened with the awful tenderness of recognition.

“They all have one,” he said.

“One what?”

“A page that should not have been written down.”

Toma folded the page and placed it back in the box.

“What’s yours?” he asked.

The man looked at his own papers.

“I wrote a prayer asking to be made necessary.”

“And?”

“And I was.”

He said it with such horror that Toma did not ask anything else.

A tone sounded.

The number display above Door 1 flickered.

For one second it showed nothing.

Then:
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The room seemed to notice him again.

The woman in blue lowered her pen. The thin man gathered his statement as if Toma’s summons had endangered it. Somewhere a chair creaked beneath the weight of someone leaning forward to see whether the new Appellant would go quietly.

Door 1 opened.

No one stood inside it.

Toma picked up the Notice of Charge from his lap. He did not remember placing it there again.

The evidence cart waited.

He looked at the far entrance one last time. No guard blocked it. No lock sealed it. No supernatural force pressed him forward. The way back existed, at least architecturally.

That did not make it available.

He walked to Door 1.

The cart followed.

Inside was a narrow corridor lit by a row of lamps with green glass shades. Each lamp illuminated a framed notice mounted on the wall. Toma passed them one by one.

THE APPELLANT MAY SPEAK FREELY.

THE RECORD MAY RESPOND FREELY.

NO STATEMENT IS REQUIRED.

NO SILENCE IS EMPTY.

At the end of the corridor stood another pair of doors, taller than the rest, made of dark wood polished by many hands. Above them, engraved into a brass plate, was the first rule, older than the pamphlets, older perhaps than the clerk windows and their glass.

THE BURDEN IS YOURS.

Toma stood before it with his charge sheet in one hand and all his denied evidence waiting behind him.

For the first time since Intake, he understood that the trial had not begun yet.

The doors opened inward.
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Chapter 3 — The Evidence Table
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The doors opened inward without assistance.

That was the first insult of the room. Not that it was grand, though it was grand in the defeated municipal way of buildings designed to make obedience feel older than the people inside them. Not that it was cold, though the cold met Toma’s face with the dry intimacy of archived paper. Not that the ceiling rose three stories above him into a faded civic darkness where the fluorescent panels seemed to have been installed as an afterthought, bright wounds in a structure that preferred shadow.

The insult was that no one forced him through.

The doors opened, the corridor waited, the evidence cart squeaked once behind him, and Toma understood that he would have to provide the motion himself.

He stepped inside.

The room was not quite a courtroom. Or it was too much a courtroom, assembled from every room in which authority had ever pretended to be neutral. There were benches, but they were too narrow. There was a central aisle, but it did not lead straight. There were galleries on both sides, empty except for rows of dark silhouettes that might have been people, coats, old files, or the room’s memory of spectators. At the far end stood a bench raised high enough to be seen and low enough to deny majesty. Behind it, a wall of smoked glass stretched from floor to ceiling.

Something sat behind the glass.

Or perhaps the glass had been darkened to make
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