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The interview that ended Noa Amrani’s career in marine biology lasted four minutes, and the interview that started whatever this was lasted considerably less.

She hadn’t meant for the first thing to happen on a Tuesday. Tuesdays were supposed to be safe, uneventful, the kind of day you could survive without incident. But the temp agency had called her in for a data-entry position she was overqualified for by roughly one doctorate, and the hiring manager, a young man with a lanyard and an apologetic smile, had looked at her resume and said, “So you used to grow coral,” in the tone people use for so you used to be someone, and Noa had said, “I still know how,” and he’d said the position had already been filled, they just hadn’t updated the posting yet, and she’d thanked him with a professionalism that cost her more than the job would have paid.

Eight months since the grant money dried up. Eight months of watching satellite photographs of the reef she’d spent six years nursing back from bleached and skeletal to something that could, in a good light, be called alive again - watching it from her laptop instead of a boat, because the money to keep the boat running had gone to fund a different lab’s different fish. She still checked the water temperature reports out of habit, the way you’d check on an old friend’s number you’d stopped calling.

She took the shortcut home because it was cold and because self-pity walks faster through familiar alleys. The alley ran behind the old textile warehouses two streets up from her apartment, a route she’d used maybe a thousand times, always ending at the same rust-colored door that led out onto Ben-Gurion Street.

Tonight it ended somewhere else.

The door was still rust-colored, still hanging a little crooked on its hinge, but above it now hung a brass plaque that had absolutely not been there that morning, polished bright enough to throw back the streetlight: OFFICE HOURS: 00:00 – OPEN.

No closing time. Just open, like the establishment had never once considered that it might need to shut.

Noa stood there a full ten seconds deciding whether she’d finally cracked, then pushed the door open, because the honest truth was that she was tired enough to want to know either way.

Inside was a waiting room. Fluorescent light, mismatched chairs, a water cooler burbling in the corner like nothing at all was wrong. A number-dispenser ticket machine sat bolted to the wall, the kind you’d find at a post office, except the ticket in Noa’s hand when she absently pulled one read NOW SERVING: ETERNITY, which she noticed and then, for reasons she couldn’t have explained to a sane person, chose not to think about.

She counted eleven people waiting. Then she looked more closely and revised the number, because two of them weren’t people. One was something built the approximate size and shape of a large dog but with stripes down its back like a smudged tiger, sitting with unmistakable outrage in a plastic chair too small for it, and it was, Noa understood with the calm of someone whose brain had simply stopped issuing alarm signals for the evening, a thylacine. An extinct Tasmanian tiger. Filing a complaint. The chair beside it held a heavyset man in a cardigan clutching a manila folder to his chest like it might be used as a weapon against him, and the two of them were not speaking to each other, in the specific, loaded way of two parties who had absolutely been speaking to each other five minutes earlier and had run out of things to say that weren’t actionable.

Nobody else in the waiting room looked twice at any of this. A woman doing a crossword, filling in answers in a language Noa didn’t recognize, in letters that seemed to rearrange themselves slightly each time she looked away. A teenager on a phone that, Noa noticed on closer inspection, appeared to have no screen at all, just a black rectangle he scrolled with apparent satisfaction. An older man asleep against the wall with a folder resting on his stomach that said, in official-looking type, RE: WRONGFUL EXTINCTION. Somewhere near the water cooler, a paper cup filled itself without anyone touching the tap, and nobody so much as glanced at it, the way nobody glances twice at a light switching itself off in a house they’ve lived in long enough to stop noticing its quirks.

A radio bolted to the wall above the front desk played what sounded, at first, like static, and then resolved, if Noa listened past the crackle, into something almost like a hundred different languages speaking at once, none of them loud enough to make out a full sentence, all of them oddly soothing, the way white noise machines were soothing, except this one had the specific texture of testimony rather than weather.

“Ticket sixty-two,” called a voice from behind the front desk, bored in the specific way of someone who had called ticket numbers since before boredom was invented.

Noa looked down at her ticket. It said sixty-two.

“I don’t have a case,” she said to the woman behind the desk, who had the kind of face that made you feel instantly, unfairly guilty, and a name tag that read simply STAFF.

“That’s fine, everyone starts somewhere,” said the woman, and pushed a clipboard across the counter without looking up. “Sign at the bottom, initial where it’s flagged, and take the file through the second door on your left.”

“I don’t work here.”

“You’re holding a ticket.”

“I pulled it by accident.”

“There are no accidents in this building between midnight and first light,” said the woman, in the tone of someone reciting a safety notice she’d stopped finding funny around 1974, and finally looked up. Her eyes were an ordinary brown. That was somehow the most unsettling detail so far. “Sign the clipboard, sweetheart. Or don’t, and go home, and forget you saw the door. Both are options. But if you’re going to stand there taking up floor space, one of the two file cabinets in the back needs restocking, and the thylacine bites.”

Noa looked at the door behind her, the rust-colored one she’d just walked through.

It wasn’t there.

Where it had been was a wall. A perfectly ordinary, freshly painted, load-bearing wall, the kind with a framed inspirational poster on it that read, in a cheerful serif font, ONE NIGHT AT A TIME.

She would think, later - much later, long after any of this made a shred of sense - that this was the exact moment she should have panicked, screamed, demanded answers, anything befitting the situation. Instead what she felt, standing in a fluorescent-lit waiting room with an extinct predator glaring at a man in a cardigan, was something closer to recognition. Like walking into a room built, for reasons unknown to her, specifically to hold the shape of her.

She signed the clipboard. She didn’t read it first. She would regret that later, mildly, the way you regret not reading the terms and conditions on an app you were always going to install anyway.

“Through the second door,” the woman said, already looking past her at ticket sixty-three, a grandfather clock with a grievance and, apparently, legs. “The Adjudicator doesn’t like waiting, and it especially doesn’t like waiting for people it’s already decided to hire.”

“I haven’t agreed to anything.”

“No,” the woman agreed, not unkindly. “You haven’t. Go on through anyway. It’s the sort of thing that tends to sort itself out.”

Noa walked through the second door on the left, because the wall behind her offered nothing, because the night had already stopped making sense several minutes ago and one more strange room wasn’t going to tip the scales, and because a voice on the other side of that door - low, ancient, entirely too amused for something she hadn’t yet met - said her name like it had been waiting all evening to say it.

“Noa Amrani,” it said. “You’re late. Sit down. We have a great deal to discuss, and only until sunrise to discuss it.”
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The office on the other side of the second door looked, at first glance, almost aggressively normal: a wide oak desk, two visitor chairs upholstered in the specific shade of green found only in municipal buildings built before 1960, a window that looked out onto a street Noa didn’t recognize, palm trees swaying under sodium light that was decidedly not Haifa’s.

The thing behind the desk did not look normal.

It wore the shape of a person, more or less - a tall figure in a gray suit, hands folded on the desktop, face composed of features that were individually ordinary and collectively wrong, like a police sketch assembled by committee. When it moved, it moved a half-second later than it should have, as though light took an extra beat to catch up with it.

“You’re not human,” Noa said, because it seemed important to establish facts early.

“Correct,” said the Adjudicator. “Neither is the coffee, before you ask. Don’t drink it.”

There was, in fact, a mug in front of the empty chair, steaming faintly.

“What are you?”

“The word your species has settled on, in translation, is Adjudicator. I preside. That’s the whole of it - I don’t create disputes, I don’t resolve them, I only ensure they’re heard fairly, on the night they arrive, by whoever the Office has assigned. Tonight, apparently, that’s you.”

“I don’t work here.”

“You signed the clipboard.”

“I didn’t read the clipboard.”

“Most people don’t,” the Adjudicator said, entirely without judgment. “It rarely matters. The clipboard isn’t the contract. Walking through that second door was the contract. The clipboard is paperwork for paperwork’s sake - we do enjoy that, here. It’s the one human invention we never tired of.”

A second man had entered without Noa noticing the door, sat himself in the chair beside her, and was now regarding her with the expression of someone watching a rerun he’d seen enough times to recite the good lines along with the screen. He looked sixty-something, silver at the temples, wearing a suit that might have been fashionable during a war Noa’s grandparents had lived through, and he held, for reasons unclear, a rubber stamp.

“First night’s always the worst,” he said. “You get used to it. Mordecai Fine. I’d shake your hand, but I’ve found new hires tend to startle, and startled new hires knock over the coffee, and the coffee eats through the carpet.”

“You said not to drink it,” Noa said to the Adjudicator. “You didn’t say it eats carpet.”

“I was getting to it.”

“How long have you worked here?” Noa asked Mordecai, mostly to have something ordinary to hold onto.

“Since 1938,” he said, in the breezy tone of a man reporting his years at a mid-size accounting firm. “Chicago. Died on a Thursday, which I’ve always thought was in poor taste, dying on a Thursday, no flair to it at all. Got recruited that same night. Eighty-eight years, give or take a few contract renewals, and I want you to know I say that not to alarm you but because you’re going to ask eventually and I’d rather get it over with early.”

“You died.”

“I did.”

“And you’re still - here. Working.”

“Every trade has its lifers,” Mordecai said. “Ours just take the phrase more literally than most.”

Noa looked back at the Adjudicator, who was regarding her with what might, on a face capable of expression, have been patience. “What is this place. Actually - what does it do.”

“We arbitrate,” said the Adjudicator. “Disputes no court in your world will hear, because your courts require both parties to exist within the same category of thing - the same species, the same century, the same rules of physical persistence. We have no such requirement. Ghosts against the landlords who let their buildings rot around them. Gods your species stopped believing in, suing the algorithms that took their old jobs of predicting weather and fortune. Animals your species erased, seeking a hearing your species never gave them while they were alive to ask for it. Every dispute that fell through the seams of what your world calls justice, because your world’s justice was never built wide enough to hold it.”

“And you fix it.”

“No,” the Adjudicator said, and something in the flatness of the word made Noa’s stomach drop half
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