
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Canary Sung



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A Publication of

Minds In Design

[image: ]




The Canary Sung

Copyright © 2024 by Makitia Thompson

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews, literary analysis, or other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

First print edition: 2024.

Cover design by Makitia Thompson.

Interior design by Makitia Thompson.

Published by Makitia Thompson.

For more information about the author’s work, visit:

www.mindsindesign.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


When The Canary Sung



[image: ]




Prologue

Chapter One: The Trial of a Generation

Chapter Two: All Rise

Chapter Three: Detective Neverson

Chapter Four: Evidence Speaks

Chapter Five: Eyes That Saw

Chapter Six: Behind The Trees

Chapter Seven: Paper Walls

Chapter Eight: Angela’s Confession

Chapter Nine: Let It Rayn

Chapter Ten: Wyatt’s Story

Chapter Eleven: Escape Artist

Chapter Twelve: The Hidden Tapes

Chapter Thirteen: Doubt

Chapter Fourteen: Closing

Chapter Fifteen: All Jurors Rise

Chapter Sixteen: Justice Served or Justice Stolen



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue










[image: ]




The system is designed to be followed.

There are places you are told to sit, moments you are allowed to speak, and rules that determine which words matter more than others. You are guided through it slowly, deliberately, so that nothing feels rushed and nothing feels accidental. Every step has a reason. Every outcome has a process attached to it.

This is meant to be comforting.

Most people enter believing that order itself is proof of fairness. That structure prevents chaos. That if everyone agrees to the same rules, justice will naturally follow. They trust the rituals; the standing, the silence, the language that sounds precise enough to be true.

Few stop to ask who the system was built for.

Jurors are asked to decide lives they will never live. They are given fragments and instructed to assemble meaning from what is permitted rather than what is complete. They are told not to speculate, not to feel too deeply, not to question the absence of certain truths. When they leave the room, they carry the weight of a decision they were never trained to understand.

Lawyers do not present truth. They present versions of it. They choose what to emphasize, what to withhold, what to repeat until it sounds inevitable. This is not dishonesty, it is function. The system does not reward purity. It rewards effectiveness.

Judges enforce fairness within boundaries they did not create. They uphold the rules because the alternative is collapse. They are not arbiters of morality. They are guardians of procedure. And procedure works. It works so well that outcomes are often mistaken for justice itself.

But when every rule is followed; when testimony is heard, evidence cataloged, objections sustained, verdicts delivered and something still feels unresolved, the system offers no language for that discomfort. It does not ask whether the result feels right. It asks only whether it was reached correctly. This is the part rarely examined.

The system does not fail loudly. It does not break down or confess error. It continues forward, case after case, confident in its consistency. When someone is lost within it, the machinery does not pause. It moves on, because it was never designed to stop.

Before you listen to testimony, before you believe a verdict, before you decide what justice looks like, ask yourself whether you understand what you are standing behind.

This is not the story of a crime. This is the story of what happens after.
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Chapter One:
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The courthouse is quiet in a way that feels intentional, as if it knows what it will become later and is conserving itself in advance.

Jonathon Hampton arrives before the doors officially open, slipping past security with the practiced efficiency of someone who has done this long enough to be expected. The fluorescent lights hum softly above him. The floors are clean. The benches are empty. Everything is in its proper place, untouched by opinion, untouched by judgment.

This is the only moment the building belongs to itself.

He unlocks his office and closes the door behind him without ceremony. No lights at first. He stands there, briefcase still in hand, letting his eyes adjust. The window faces the street, though at this hour it offers little more than a gray suggestion of movement beyond glass. He sets the briefcase down, shrugs out of his coat, and straightens the cuffs of his shirt as if someone is watching.

Old habits. The photographs are already laid out on his desk.

He does not remember placing them there, but that is not unusual. He has learned that certain actions occur outside conscious recall. The mind preserves itself by editing repetition.

He sits.

The first photograph shows a man’s face turned partially away from the camera. Not enough to hide it. Just enough to suggest privacy that was not granted. The skin is pallid, the expression slack, not peaceful, not contorted. Neutral, in the way bodies become neutral when whatever made them human has already left.

Hampton does not linger.

He moves methodically, the way he was trained to do. One photograph at a time. No skipping, no revisiting. He notes positions, angles, distances. What is present, what is absent. He does not imagine the moments between frames. He does not reconstruct the violence. That is not his role.

The mistake is visible without blood. It lives in the details that do not belong. The man in the photographs is not James Smith.

Hampton recognized that almost immediately, months ago, when the name still sat cleanly on the file and the facts had not yet begun to rot under repetition. He remembers the moment with surprising clarity; not shock, not anger, but recalibration. A quiet internal shift. The kind that happens when a case moves from unfortunate to intolerable.

Mistakes happen in crime. They happen often enough that the word has been softened by use. Wrong place, wrong time, wrong decision and wrong outcome.

This was not that.

This was intent misdirected.

The photographs confirm it again now, as they always do. This man did not belong to the narrative that would later be constructed around him. He was not a target, not a symbol, not a history revisited. He was a stranger whose only role was proximity.

Maxwell.

Hampton does not say the name out loud. He rarely does. Names carry weight that facts do not, and he has learned to keep the two separate when possible. Still, the case followed him home the night he learned who the victim actually was. Followed him into silence, into sleep, into rooms that were not meant to contain it.

He closes the folder.

There is a faint sound outside, voices, distant but growing. The day has begun without waiting for permission. Hampton glances at the clock. Still early. Early enough that the noise should not yet be this present.

He stands and crosses the office, opening the door just enough for sound to slip through.

Cameras.

Someone is already speaking loudly, performing for an audience that may or may not be listening yet. Hampton does not need to see the face to know the cadence. Vanessa Bennett has a voice designed for clarity. It carries and it simplifies. It turns uncertainty into headlines.

“...what many are calling a tragic mistake made under the influence...”

Hampton closes the door again.

He returns to his desk, straightens the photographs without looking at them, and places them back inside the folder. The briefcase opens with a soft click. Everything goes inside. Everything becomes contained.

Two defendants.

One dead innocent man.

A town already deciding what words it prefers.

Hampton adjusts his tie, smooths the front of his jacket, and turns off the light before leaving the office. The hallway is no longer empty. Clerks move quickly now, avoiding eye contact. The system is waking.

By the time he reaches the courtroom doors, the quiet has thinned to something fragile. He pauses, not out of hesitation, but habit and pushes them open.

Rayna Wiltson sits at the defense table, shoulders drawn inward, hands folded tightly in her lap. She does not look up.

Wyatt Anderson sits several feet away, posture relaxed, one arm draped carelessly over the back of his chair. He does look up. He smiles at someone Hampton cannot see.

They are not sitting together.

They never were.

Hampton takes his place. The doors close behind him. 

The word mistake has already begun to circulate.

Hampton hears it in the hallway before he hears anything else. It moves easily between mouths, exchanged without friction, as if its meaning is self-evident and universally agreed upon. Mistake suggests accident. Accident suggests inevitability. Inevitability suggests absolution.

Language does a great deal of work before a courtroom ever convenes.

He sits at the prosecution table alone, arranging his materials with deliberate care. The courtroom is still filling; clerks conferring in low voices, bailiffs checking doors, attorneys leaning toward their clients with the intimacy of rehearsal. There is movement everywhere, but very little purpose yet. Purpose will come later, when the system decides it is time.

Hampton watches without participating.

Across the aisle, Silvia Martin bends toward Rayna, her posture protective, her voice barely audible. Hampton notes the angle of her body, the way it blocks Rayna from the room. It is a familiar stance. One that signals fragility before it signals fact.

Wyatt’s attorney, Harold McClain, does not lean in. He stands, hands folded behind his back, surveying the courtroom like a man already acquainted with its outcome. Wyatt glances up at him, then back toward the gallery, his expression open, almost pleasant.

Comfort, Hampton thinks, is not accidental either.

He opens his legal pad and writes a single word at the top of the page.

Intent.

It is not a dramatic word. It does not carry the visceral weight people expect from trials like this. There is no blood in it. No violence and no sound. But intent is where everything either holds or collapses.

The defense will not argue that a man is dead. They cannot. That much is uncontested, established early, agreed upon by all parties with an efficiency that borders on relief. The disagreement will live elsewhere, in the space between action and meaning.

Hampton knows the shape of what is coming because he has seen it before, in different configurations, different faces.

They will say no one planned for Maxwell to die.

They will say the night spiraled.

They will say alcohol blurs judgment, that fear escalates force, that panic rearranges reason.

They will say wrong place, wrong time as if time ever volunteers to be right.

But none of that addresses the wrongness Hampton recognized the moment the name changed.

Wrongness is not always loud. Sometimes it is structural.

He thinks back, not to the night of the crime, but to the first interview transcripts. The way the story shifted subtly between versions. The way certain details sharpened while others dissolved. People expect lies to be obvious. They expect panic to announce itself. In reality, it is often the opposite. Panic edits. It simplifies. It removes anything that requires maintenance.

What remained consistent in this case was not fear, but focus.

The man they followed was not their friend.

That fact alone should have ended the narrative. It should have forced a reckoning, a sudden halt, a recalibration. Instead, it was absorbed. Corrected for. Explained away after the fact.

Mistake, the word implies, ends when it is recognized.

This one did not.

Hampton closes his notebook and looks toward the jury box, still empty. In a few hours it will hold people who have never considered how easily language can be weaponized against clarity. They will be instructed carefully. Warned against emotion. Encouraged to trust their reason.

Reason, however, does not exist independently. It is fed.

The gallery begins to fill now. Familiar faces. Strangers. A low murmur of expectation. Hampton can feel the room orienting itself toward spectacle, toward the promise of something definitive. Trials attract certainty seekers. They want lines drawn, roles assigned, endings delivered cleanly.

This case will disappoint them.

The defense benches shift as Rayna adjusts in her seat. She presses her hands together, fingers interlaced too tightly, knuckles pale. Hampton watches without reaction. Physical displays are information, but they are not truth. He has learned to wait for consistency before drawing conclusions.

Wyatt, meanwhile, crosses his legs and leans back, his gaze drifting upward toward the high ceiling. He looks bored, or confident. The distinction will matter later.

Hampton’s attention returns to the word on his pad.

Intent does not require planning. That is a common misconception. Planning is simply intent given time. What matters is recognition, the moment when a person understands what they are doing and continues anyway.

That moment existed in this case. Not once, but repeatedly.

It existed when the man went down and did not get back up.

It existed when they realized he was not who they thought he was.

It existed when they chose movement over assistance, concealment over alarm.

Hampton does not need the jury to agree on which blow was fatal. He does not need a perfect timeline of violence. What he needs is acknowledgment that wrongness was recognized and ignored.

The door at the back of the courtroom opens briefly, letting in a sharper wave of sound from outside. Vanessa Bennett’s voice cuts through it again, amplified, confident.

“...prosecutors are expected to argue that the actions went beyond panic...”

Hampton does not turn.

Public narrative is not something to chase. It is something to endure.

He straightens a stack of files that do not require straightening and checks his watch again. Time has a way of slowing in these rooms, bending around anticipation. He welcomes it. Slowness forces precision.

This case followed him home because it resisted simplification. Because it refused to be filed under tragedy or stupidity or excess. Because it asked a quieter, more uncomfortable question.

Not what happened, but what was understood.

He exhales slowly, deliberately, and lets his gaze move once more to the defense tables. Rayna’s eyes flick up briefly, just long enough to meet his. There is something there, not fear, not defiance. Calculation, perhaps, or rehearsal.

Wyatt does not look at him at all.

Hampton gathers his materials and stands as the bailiff announces the judge’s impending arrival. The room shifts, bodies rising, conversations snapping shut mid-sentence. Procedure reasserts itself, smooth and unquestioned.

As everyone stands, Hampton remains aware of the same thing he has known from the beginning.

The mistake is not the story.

The decision to move past it is.

By the time court is recessed for the first procedural delay, the noise has found its way inside.

It arrives indirectly, carried in on shoes and coats, trailing behind conversations that do not quite stop when they are supposed to. Hampton notices it the way one notices a change in air pressure, subtle at first, then undeniable. The courtroom is no longer sealed, it has become porous.

He steps into the hallway as the judge confers briefly with counsel, the doors closing behind him with a dull thud that fails to mute what waits beyond them.

Cameras line the corridor in orderly disarray. Microphones cluster at chest height, angled upward like offerings. Vanessa Bennett stands at the center of it all, posture perfect, expression carefully neutral in a way that signals urgency without panic. She does not look at Hampton when he passes, though her voice adjusts almost imperceptibly, sharpening, as if she senses proximity.

“...a case that has already divided the town...”

Hampton walks past without breaking stride.

The protesters are louder. Not unified-never unified, but insistent. Signs overlap, messages competing for clarity. Justice for Maxwell. They didn’t mean to. Drunk isn’t murder. The contradictions are immediate and untroubled by logic. Public opinion does not require consistency. It requires repetition.

Hampton takes the stairs instead of the elevator. The stairwell is quieter, the walls thick enough to contain echoes. Even here, the noise presses in, muffled but present, like water against glass.

He has seen this pattern before. The narrative forms early, before testimony has a chance to complicate it. It begins with the most convenient version of events and then resists correction with surprising force.

Accident is easier to hold than intent.

He pauses briefly on the landing, looking down through the narrow window that frames the street outside. More cameras now. More people. Some familiar faces from earlier cases; professional advocates, self-appointed commentators, those who attend trials the way others attend performances.

The system invites an audience. It does not control them.

Hampton returns to the hallway and leans against the wall, arms crossed loosely, observing. His role here is not to correct the narrative, not yet. The courtroom has its own pace, its own rules for when and how truth is allowed to surface. Outside, however, time is immediate. Stories must be told quickly or not at all.

Vanessa Bennett finishes one segment and turns slightly, adjusting an earpiece. Her producer gestures. She nods once, the smallest acknowledgment, then pivots back toward the camera.

“...with the prosecution expected to push for harsher charges despite what defense attorneys are calling a tragic night fueled by alcohol...”

Hampton exhales through his nose.

Fueled is another word doing work it was not designed to do. It implies loss of control, inevitability, momentum without agency. Fuel does not choose where it burns.

He considers, briefly, how this case will sound to someone hearing it for the first time through a screen. The rhythm of it, the emphasis and the parts that will be repeated until they feel definitive.

Five friends. One night. Too much to drink.

The victim’s name will come later, if at all.

The crowd shifts as someone recognizes Hampton, whispers traveling faster than faces turn. He feels eyes on him now, assessing, assigning him a role in a story they believe they already understand. Prosecutors are easier to categorize. They are expected to be rigid, punitive, unmoved by nuance.

He does not correct that assumption.

Inside the courtroom, the bailiff’s voice cuts through the hallway noise, calling everyone back to order. The doors open again, swallowing sound in uneven gulps. Hampton returns to his seat as the room settles, the transition from chaos to procedure happening with remarkable speed.

It always surprises him how quickly people adapt.

He sits and arranges his materials again, the repetition grounding. Across the aisle, Silvia Martin whispers urgently to Rayna, her hand resting briefly on her client’s wrist. Rayna nods too quickly, eyes darting toward the gallery and then away.

Wyatt leans forward now, elbows on his knees, watching the room with a look that could be mistaken for interest. Harold McClain murmurs something to him, and Wyatt smiles faintly, as if reassured.

The judge has not yet returned, but the room is already aligning itself toward authority. The noise has been pushed back, compressed into the walls where it will wait, patient and persistent.

Hampton opens his notebook again, flipping past the earlier page until he finds a blank one. He writes three words this time, stacked neatly one beneath the other.

Media.

Public.

Jury.

Three audiences. Three narratives. None of them neutral.

He does not write truth. Truth, he knows, is not an audience. It is a variable.

The judge re-enters, and the room rises once more. As everyone sits, Hampton feels the weight of the building settle, the system reasserting its boundaries. For now, the noise is contained.

But it will not stay that way.

He knows this because the story outside has already begun moving faster than the one inside. And once it gains momentum, it will press against every word spoken here, testing it for weakness.

Hampton meets his own reflection briefly in the polished surface of the table in front of him. He looks composed, unremarkable. Exactly as he should.

The noise does not care about composure.

It only cares about volume.

By midmorning, the courthouse no longer belongs to itself.

The transformation is gradual but complete, like a body stirring into consciousness. Doors open and close in steady rhythm. Footsteps echo with purpose. Paper moves from hand to hand, stamped, signed, filed, passed along without pause or reflection. Every person knows where they are supposed to be, every role activates on cue.

The system does not rush, it unfolds.

Hampton remains seated as the courtroom fills, watching the process with the same detached attention he applies to evidence. There is comfort in repetition. Predictability does not promise justice, but it does promise order, and order is what allows everything else to function.

The jury enters in a line, guided gently but firmly into place. Hampton studies them briefly-not as individuals, but as a collective. They are careful with their movements, eyes forward, expressions restrained. They have already been instructed in silence. Soon they will be instructed in neutrality.

They will be told to listen.

They will be told to weigh.

They will be told to decide.

They will not be told how unprepared they are.

Hampton does not resent them for this. The system depends on ordinary people agreeing to carry extraordinary weight for a limited amount of time. It relies on their good faith. Their willingness to believe that the rules protect them from error.

He glances toward the bench as Judge Susana Elliot takes her seat. She adjusts her robe with minimal fuss, her movements efficient, practiced. There is no drama in her presence. No warmth, no threat and authority settles around her like something earned rather than imposed.

This, Hampton thinks, is what people trust.

Judge Elliot surveys the room, her gaze sharp and unhurried. She speaks, and the room responds immediately, conversations stop. Papers still, the noise is gone now, replaced by attention.

Procedure begins.

Hampton stands when directed, sits when directed, speaks when permitted. He notes the precision of it all, the choreography refined over centuries. The system does not improvise. It does not question itself mid-performance. It moves forward because it was designed to.

As preliminary matters are addressed, Hampton listens without comment, his mind moving ahead, mapping the terrain that will soon be contested. He knows where the defense will press. He knows where they will retreat. He knows which facts will be treated as fixed and which will be framed as flexible.

Across the aisle, Silvia Martin nods along to the judge’s instructions, her expression attentive, earnest. She looks exactly as a public defender is expected to look in a case like this; serious, slightly burdened, protective of her client.

Harold McClain, by contrast, listens with an expression that borders on indifference. His attention drifts occasionally to the jury, then back to the judge. Confidence, Hampton knows, is often mistaken for competence. Sometimes the two overlap and sometimes they simply coexist.

Wyatt mirrors his attorney’s ease, leaning back slightly, hands folded loosely in his lap. He looks as though he is waiting for something to begin that he believes he understands.

Rayna sits rigid, eyes forward now, her earlier inward posture replaced by something sharper. Alert. She has stopped trembling. Hampton notices this shift and stores it away without comment.

The system does not care about posture. It cares about compliance.

As the judge outlines the charges and the structure of the trial, Hampton feels the familiar tightening in his chest, not anxiety, not anticipation, but focus. This is the moment where the abstract becomes operational. Where philosophy gives way to function.

Everything that will happen from this point forward must pass through rules. Evidence will be admitted or excluded. 

Questions will be permitted or struck. Language will be shaped, constrained, approved. Truth, whatever form it takes, will be filtered.

Hampton has always understood this. It is why he chose this work. The system does not promise perfection, it promises process. It promises that decisions will not be arbitrary, even when they are imperfect.

Still, there are moments, rare but persistent, when the system’s confidence unsettles him. When its refusal to pause feels less like strength and more like indifference.

This case carries that feeling.

Judge Elliot finishes her instructions and looks directly at Hampton. A brief nod, permission.

He stands.

For a moment, the room holds its breath, not because of him, but because this is the expected sequence. The prosecution begins. The system advances.

Hampton feels the weight of the eyes on him now: jurors, gallery, defendants, cameras just beyond the walls. He does not look toward the media. He does not look toward the public benches. His gaze moves instead to the defense tables, measuring distance, alignment, separation.

Rayna and Wyatt do not look at each other.

They do not need to.

The system has already placed them where they belong.

As Hampton prepares to speak, he is acutely aware of the machinery humming around him; silent, efficient, unquestioned. This is what people mean when they say they believe in justice.

Not outcomes.

Process.

He draws a steady breath, grounding himself in the familiarity of it all, and steps fully into his role.

The system is awake now.

And it will not stop.

Hampton does not begin with the dead. That comes later.

For now, he begins by orienting himself; to the room, to the moment, to the reality that what is on trial is not simply an act, but a series of choices that refuse to stay contained within a single night.

As he stands, he feels the subtle shift that always accompanies this position. The posture is familiar, but the awareness sharpens. Every movement now exists within the frame of interpretation. Every pause will be measured, every word will be weighed not for meaning, but for effect.

He does not look at the jury yet.

Instead, he lets his gaze rest briefly on the defense tables again, allowing himself a final inventory before the narrative begins in earnest.

Two defendants. They share a charge, but not a strategy.
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