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​The Court of Automatic Guilt
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The summons arrived on a Tuesday that had started like every other weekday he could remember—coffee brewed too bitter, the radiator clicked like it was counting down to something, and the light leaking through the blinds looked washed and tired, as if the morning itself had already been processed and approved. He found the envelope wedged in the mail slot like a pale tongue, heavier than it should have been, stiff with a single thick page inside. The return address was printed in perfect black blocks—Municipal Court Administration—but the typeface looked too clean for the building’s chipped paint and old brass numbers, like a sticker slapped over reality. There was no city, no state, no helpful corner of familiarity, only a seal pressed into the paper so hard it left a bruise: an eye inside a circle, unblinking.

He opened it over the sink the way he handled raw meat, careful not to let it touch too much of his life. The page inside was dense and tidy, the kind of document that pretended it was only information, not a hand reaching out of the system to take hold. It smelled faintly of toner and stale air-conditioned corridors. His eyes went to the center and stopped, snagging on a single word as if it had teeth: guilty. Not implied. Not suggested. Printed. Calm. Already decided. The notice informed him that his appearance was mandatory, that sentencing was pending “narrative alignment,” and—almost as an afterthought—that the charge would be determined by testimony. He read the page twice, then a third time more slowly, waiting for the part where it admitted the mistake, where it offered a correction number or a shrugging apology. Nothing softened. Nothing blinked. The verdict sat there like a stone placed on his chest.

He laughed, because his brain reached for anything that resembled normalcy, and laughter was the closest thing to a reflex it could find. The sound came out thin and wrong in the quiet kitchen, like it belonged to someone else. He set the paper on the counter and stared at it while the coffee machine clicked off and the radiator kept ticking, each tiny sound suddenly suggestive—stamp, stamp, stamp—like the house itself had been promoted into a department that tracked his heartbeat for compliance. He told himself it had to be a mistake. Systems failed all the time. Paper got misfiled. Names got swapped. A clerk pressed the wrong key. That was the only sane explanation, and yet the word guilty did not behave like a typo. It behaved like an outcome.

He called the number at the bottom of the page. It rang once and dropped him into a hold message that sounded like it had been recorded in a room with no furniture, a voice cheerful in the way that implied it had never experienced fear. It thanked him for contacting the court and told him his call was important, then asked him to remain on the line for narrative alignment. Music followed—something like a lullaby played through a phone left underwater—looping with patient cruelty. He waited, jaw clenched, listening for a human breath, a throat clearing, any imperfection that would reassure him there was a person at the other end. Minutes passed in a soft, endless circle. His phone screen dimmed. The music returned. The message repeated. His pulse began to feel like a metronome the system could hear.

After what his call log later claimed was twelve minutes, a different voice cut in, crisp as paper. “State your case number.”

He read it, careful, as if speaking it would make it more real. He expected the voice to react—to say, That isn’t possible, or, Let me transfer you to a supervisor, or at least to pause in confusion. Instead, it replied instantly, as if the number had been waiting in its mouth. “Charge will be determined by testimony. Your appearance is mandatory.”

“How can the verdict be guilty if the charge isn’t even—” His words snagged on the absurdity.

“Verdict has been issued,” the voice said. “Sentencing is pending narrative alignment.”

“What does that even mean?” The edge of the counter dug into his hip where he leaned, anchoring himself to something physical. “I need to know what I’m accused of.”

There was a pause filled with faint clicking, like keys pressed by a patient machine. “Please bring identification,” the voice said, “and any relevant documentation.”

“What documentation? For what?” He heard his own voice rise, and it embarrassed him immediately, like he’d spoken too loudly in a library.

“Any relevant documentation,” the voice repeated, and then the line went dead as neatly as a door shutting.

He stood there holding the silent phone against his ear longer than he meant to, as if the missing sound might return if he waited hard enough. When he lowered it, the kitchen seemed too bright and too ordinary, the edges of things too sharp, as if the room was trying to convince him it was real while the paper on the counter proved otherwise. He went to work anyway, because routine was a spell and he had always believed in spells. He answered emails. He nodded when people talked. He smiled at jokes that didn’t land. But beneath everything, the summons kept pressing, a dry weight behind his ribs. When his supervisor asked if he could take on a new project, he heard “mandatory” in the request. When someone mentioned a deadline, he heard “pending.” When the office printer started up, he flinched as if it were clearing its throat to speak his name.

At lunch he searched his name online alongside “court” and the case number, expecting at least a hint of a record, a breadcrumb that would lead to an explanation. Nothing appeared. The internet, which usually remembered everything, returned blankness as if it had been instructed to forget. He changed browsers. He tried his phone on cellular data. He refreshed until the page felt hostile. Still nothing. The absence began to feel purposeful, like a sealed envelope inside another sealed envelope, like secrecy that had a policy attached.

He called his sister with the careful tone people used when they were trying not to contaminate someone else’s day. “Have you ever gotten anything from court that didn’t make sense?” he asked.

“Like a jury summons?” she said, half-laughing.

“No,” he said, and the word came out heavy. “Like a summons that says you’re already guilty.”

Silence, then the laugh drained away. “That’s not a thing,” she said finally, slower.

“That’s what I thought,” he said. “But it’s on paper. In my kitchen. It says the charge will be determined by testimony.”

“You need a lawyer,” she said, the firmness in her voice like a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t go alone.”

He clung to that sentence—don’t go alone—as if it were an approved procedure. He called a few offices, leaving messages that sounded surreal even to himself, and by late afternoon a lawyer called back, a woman with a brisk, businesslike voice who didn’t ask him whether he was joking. “Bring it in tomorrow at nine-thirty,” she said. “And do not speak to the court without counsel.”

That night he slept in fragments. In the dark he listened to the refrigerator cycle on and off, each click sounding like a stamp, each hum like a printer warming up. When he drifted, he dreamed of hallways lined with numbered doors and a slot opening in a wall to dispense forms he couldn’t read. He woke before his alarm with the summons waiting on the counter as if it had never left his sight, the eye in the seal watching without blinking.

The lawyer’s office sat on the third floor of a building that smelled like carpet shampoo and old paper. The elevator mirror showed his face too clearly—tired eyes, unshaved jaw, the faint red line on his cheek from sleeping wrong. He carried the summons in a manila folder like it might contaminate the air. At reception, a woman with perfect eyeliner handed him a clipboard without looking up. “Fill this out,” she said, and the pen she offered him was attached by a chain that clinked softly when he took it, a small sound that felt strangely like a warning.

The paperwork asked ordinary questions first—name, date of birth, address—then slid into something else without changing its font or tone. Had he been found guilty before? Boxes for yes and no. Did he accept the verdict? Boxes for yes and no. Was he willing to align his narrative? Boxes again, a neat binary world that assumed everything complicated could be simplified into a selection. His hand hovered over the pen as if it didn’t recognize the shape of the questions, as if it knew they were traps disguised as options. When he checked “no” for accepting the verdict and “confusion” for why he would not align, he felt the strange sensation of the form looking back at him, of his answers being fed into something hungry.

Conference room B was too cold and too clean, a staged room meant to contain human panic without absorbing any of it. A plastic fern sat in the corner with dust on its leaves. On the wall hung a framed print of a smiling courthouse under a bright blue sky, the kind of picture used to reassure citizens that marble meant safety. He waited alone long enough for the silence to develop texture. Somewhere behind the walls, printers throbbed softly, and the sound made his teeth ache.

When the lawyer entered, she didn’t look like the smiling faces on websites. She was younger than he expected, hair pulled tight, expression neutral in the way of someone who had learned to make space for other people’s disasters without letting them touch her. She introduced herself and took the summons with practiced hands. Her eyes moved across it quickly. He watched her face, desperate for a frown, a blink of disbelief, anything that would confirm the paper was wrong. Instead, she nodded slightly, as if it matched a pattern she had seen before.

“What is this?” he asked, and hated the thin edge of panic in his voice. “How can they say I’m guilty before telling me what I did?”

“We proceed through available options,” she said, setting the summons down and tapping a tablet awake. She turned the screen toward herself; he caught a glimpse of a sterile interface filled with checkboxes, like a survey for catastrophe. “Answer prompts as precisely as possible.”

“I thought you’d talk to me,” he said. “Ask what happened. Nothing happened. That’s—there’s nothing. That’s the point.”

“The court will determine the charge by testimony,” she said, patient in the way that implied the sentence was a law of physics. “Our aim is to reduce exposure by selecting a narrative category that aligns with leniency.”

“Narrative category,” he repeated, tasting the phrase like something rancid. “This is a trial.”

“It is a process,” she corrected gently, and began tapping boxes. “Do you deny all allegations? Yes or no.”

“There aren’t allegations.”

“Yes or no.”

“Yes,” he said, and felt ridiculous.

She checked a box. The small click sounded loud in the cold room. “Are you willing to accept responsibility for unspecified harm?”

“No,” he said, and the word tasted like stubbornness he wasn’t sure he could afford.

“Are you willing to express remorse?”

“For what?” he asked, the question bursting out of him because his mind couldn’t find a surface to stand on.

“Answer yes or no.”

He stared at her, then at the tablet, at how easily his life was being reduced into selections. “No.”

She checked another box. “Do you possess evidence of innocence?”

“How can I have evidence of innocence for—”

“Yes or no.”

“No,” he said, and felt the system’s satisfaction in the simplicity of it.

She tapped again. “Are you willing to accept a plea for reduced sentencing if offered?”

“I’m not guilty,” he said, voice rising. “I can’t plead to something I haven’t done.”

For the first time her neutrality shifted, not into sympathy exactly, but into something like fatigue. “This court does not ask whether you did it,” she said quietly. “It asks whether you will cooperate with the story.”

That sentence lodged in his body like a splinter. “So what are you, then?” he asked, suddenly angry. “If you’re not defending me?”

“I am guiding you,” she said, and checked a box that made his stomach drop. Then she looked up, eyes steady. “We will attend. Do not speak unless I prompt you. Do not argue procedure. Do not ask for the charge. That question is interpreted as resistance.”

The courthouse downtown sat white and permanent like a tooth, its wide steps designed to make people feel small before they entered. The air outside smelled of winter and exhaust. A line of citizens moved upward with slow obedience, holding documents the way people held lifelines. Inside, the lobby was marble and echo, a cathedral built to worship procedure. Footsteps multiplied in the high space until every movement felt watched. The security wand beeped when it passed his chest; the guard muttered, “Outstanding verdict,” like he was commenting on a parking ticket, and waved him through as if guilt was just another label on a file.

At a kiosk that looked like an airport check-in machine, the screen welcomed him as “Defendant” and prompted him to confirm his guilt to receive a number. He froze, throat tight, while Ms. McKenna pressed the screen herself, selecting “no” with a practiced finger. The machine printed a ticket anyway. It was long and warm from the printer, like something alive, and it labeled him not with his name but with a code: G-118, narrative alignment pending. The warmth in his palm felt obscene, as if the court had placed a living thing there to keep track of him.

They waited outside courtroom 6B on a bench while the hallway filled with people holding similar tickets, eyes down, shoulders rounded. The air smelled like disinfectant and old sweat and paper touched by too many nervous fingers. A woman across from him clutched her ticket like a rosary. An old man mouthed silent words as if rehearsing a confession he hadn’t chosen. When a clerk opened the door and called for “G series,” everyone rose in a single stiff motion, and he felt the sickening certainty that he was stepping into a machine that had been processing him since the moment the envelope hit his floor.

The courtroom was smaller than he expected but heavier, the air thick with recycled breaths and settled dread. Wood paneling dulled the light. The judge’s bench sat elevated like a coffin lid, and above it hung the same seal—an eye inside a circle—staring down without blinking. The judge appeared behind the bench without ceremony, as if the room had printed him. His robe absorbed light. His face was pale and blank, features arranged with careful neutrality, the expression of someone who had never needed to wonder. He struck the gavel once, not loud, but final, and the sound landed in the room like a stamp on wet paper.

He explained the rules in a voice that sounded like dry pages sliding against each other. Defendants would not interrupt testimony. Defendants would not inquire into sealed evidence. Defendants would not contest the verdict. The verdict had been issued. Even the phrasing felt like a door locked from the outside. Then he looked down at a hidden screen and called the case number. “Defendant, stand,” he said, and the word defendant felt like a label slapped on his skin.

He stood because Ms. McKenna nudged him, knees unsteady, the summons’ guilt now alive in the room, no longer ink but atmosphere. The judge stated the verdict—guilty—and then, almost casually, reminded the room that the charge would be determined by testimony. He asked if counsel was present. Ms. McKenna stood and answered. He asked if defense selections had been entered, and she recited them like she was reading a menu: denial, refusal of remorse due to lack of specificity, decline of plea. The judge’s face did not change, but the room tightened, a subtle shift like plastic wrap pulling taut. The clerk’s fingers paused over a keyboard as if listening.

“Proceed with testimony,” the judge said, and a side door opened.

The first witness walked in and sat at the stand. He was the defendant’s age, wearing a gray sweater, posture slightly straighter than his, hair a shade darker, like someone had tried to create him from memory and then polished the result. He placed his hand on a small scanner device as if swearing an oath to technology. When the judge asked him to state his name for the record, the witness spoke the defendant’s full name, perfectly, and the sound of it made the defendant’s stomach lurch.

“That’s my—” he started, but Ms. McKenna’s glance cut him off.

The witness described a parking lot in rain, a request for directions, a voice “off,” like it was reading from somewhere else. The defendant’s mind scrambled for any corresponding memory and found none, only a blankness that began to feel accused. When the judge asked what harm occurred, the witness blinked as if consulting a script he couldn’t see and replied, “Uncertainty,” explaining that the defendant had made him doubt the rules, made him feel as if the world might not be properly filed. Something cold moved through the courtroom—not laughter, not surprise—recognition. The judge nodded gravely, as if uncertainty was a wound.

When the judge asked if the witness identified the defendant in the room, the witness turned and looked at him with calm certainty. “Yes,” he said. “That is him.” Up close, it was worse. The witness resembled him enough to be unsettling—same jawline, same general face—yet the details were wrong: eyes gray instead of brown, a small bump on the nose he didn’t have, hands too clean, nails too carefully trimmed, like a version of him optimized for approval. The defendant’s throat burned. “He’s not me,” he blurted, the words escaping before he could stop them. “That’s not—”

The gavel snapped down. “Defendant will not interrupt testimony,” the judge said in a voice that carried disappointment rather than anger, as if the defendant had used the wrong form.

Ms. McKenna rose and began, “Your Honor—” but the judge lifted a hand and said, “Noted. Proceed,” and the witness continued, narrating the smell of wet asphalt and the glow of a streetlamp with a certainty that felt invasive, as if he were describing a dream the defendant had almost had. When the witness finished, the judge accepted the testimony with a phrase that chilled him more than any overt cruelty. “Close enough,” the judge said, and the clerk typed, keys clicking like tiny stamps.

The second witness entered, then the third, and the spiral tightened without pause. A woman in a blazer stated the defendant’s name and claimed she had been “impacted” because he had submitted an inquiry without the required emotional documentation, forcing her to open a new file that required a file that required a justification. The judge treated her productivity decline like bodily injury. A teenager described the defendant’s face with confidence and listed scars and tattoos he didn’t have, and still the judge nodded, still the clerk typed, still the gavel fell with soft finality when the defendant tried to speak. Another witness claimed the defendant had sent threatening emails, then admitted he had never seen them because the evidence was sealed “for his protection.” Each time the defendant demanded to see what was being used against him, the judge answered with the same calm sentence that made his skin crawl: “Evidence remains sealed for the defendant’s protection.” Protection from what, he kept wanting to ask, and each time he asked, the question itself seemed to be filed as misconduct.

He began to notice the pattern the court was building around him, the shape of a story that did not need reality as raw material. The witnesses described harm that wasn’t blood or broken bone but disruption: delays, uncertainty, misfilings, a refusal to accept process. They spoke as if the worst violence a person could commit was to question a procedure, to demand clarity, to behave like a human being in a world that wanted only compliant parts. The judge listened with the same grave attention he might have given a murder confession, then accepted the testimony as “close enough,” and the phrase began to feel like a blade used to shave away his specificity, his truth, his face.

During a brief recess, the hallway outside the courtroom felt like an extension of the same machine: fluorescent lights buzzing like distant voices, the steady hum of printers, the blink of security cameras in corners. He turned to Ms. McKenna, voice low and shaking. “This is insane,” he said. “They’re not talking about me. Some of those places don’t even exist. That first witness isn’t even—he said my name, but he isn’t me.”

“They are describing a narrative,” she said, eyes flicking around as if even the air had ears. “The narrative must align.”

“How can it align if it’s not true?” he whispered, and the word true sounded naïve in his own mouth.

Her expression tightened. “Truth is not the metric,” she said. “Coherence is. Alignment is.”

He felt nausea rise, not the dramatic kind but the slow sickness of realizing the floor under him was made of paper. “So what do I do?” he asked.

“When the court offers you an opportunity, you take it,” she said, and the way she said it told him it was not advice but survival policy.

Back inside, the judge announced that testimony had established a pattern: the defendant had caused procedural harm, disrupted systems, demonstrated resistance. The words were spoken with the calm certainty of a stamp. Then the judge offered him what he called an “alignment opportunity,” a chance at leniency if he confessed to the court’s narrative, accepted responsibility for the harm described, and expressed remorse in an approved format. The defendant’s mouth went dry. “Confess to what?” he demanded, unable to stop himself. “You still haven’t told me what the charge even is.”

The gavel fell, and the sound felt like a door locking. “The court’s narrative has been presented,” the judge said gently. “You have heard testimony. Close enough.”

“It’s not close enough,” the defendant said, voice cracking. “I’m a person. I have a life. You’re asking me to confess to—”

“Alignment,” the judge corrected, as if fixing a misspelling.

Ms. McKenna rose quickly and requested the opportunity to submit a remorse statement without specific admissions. The judge glanced at her tablet selections and noted that the defense had indicated denial and refusal of remorse; amendments required justification. She supplied one—“defendant wishes to cooperate with process”—and the judge granted a concession: a confession template.

A clerk carried a sheet of paper to the defense table, warm from the printer, titled in the same friendly bureaucratic font used for utility bills and appointment reminders. It was a confession designed like a customer satisfaction survey, offering checkboxes for the type of harm he had caused—delay, uncertainty, refusal to comply, misfiling—and selections for impacted parties—citizens, systems, productivity, narrative integrity, the court—then a neat menu of remorse levels, including a “premium” option. The defendant stared at it, horror rising not only from what it asked but from how easy it would be to fill, how naturally his exhausted body wanted to pick anything that might keep him breathing.

“What is this?” he whispered.

“Fill it out,” Ms. McKenna whispered back, her voice tight.

“I didn’t do any of this,” he said, and his hands trembled so hard the paper seemed to vibrate.

“If you don’t,” she murmured, eyes flicking toward the bench, “they will fill it out for you.”

He looked up at the judge, who waited patiently, as if watching a page load. Something in him bucked, a stubborn terror that insisted on being real. He pushed the paper away slightly. “No,” he said aloud. “I’m not signing that. I’m not confessing to something you made up.”

“Defendant refuses alignment,” the judge said calmly, and the clerk’s fingers began to type, keys clicking like tiny stamps. “Defendant demonstrates lack of cooperation.”

Ms. McKenna tried again, asking for due process, for access to evidence, for clarification that might allow a defense that resembled a defense. The judge responded with the same phrases, each one smooth and fatal: due process had been satisfied because testimony had been presented, evidence remained sealed for the defendant’s protection, the verdict had been issued. The court’s function, he explained, was not justice. It was resolution. The word resolution landed on the defendant like cold water, because he understood then that the court did not care what had happened. It cared only that the story became tidy enough to file.

The judge offered him one final opportunity. “Speak your truth,” he said, almost kindly. “The court will determine whether it aligns.”

The defendant’s chest tightened. He thought of his apartment, his job, his sister’s voice. He thought of how easy it would be to check a box and let the machine swallow his integrity just to keep his life. He also thought—coldly, suddenly—that in a place like this, words did not describe reality. They created it. If he signed a lie, the lie would stop being a lie; it would become policy.

He lifted his head, voice shaking. “My truth,” he said, “is that I didn’t do what they said. I didn’t harm anyone. I just lived. I want to go home.”

The courtroom went very quiet. Even the fluorescent buzz seemed to pause. The judge looked down at his hidden screen, read something, and then raised his eyes with that same calm, unblinking neutrality. “Narrative misalignment detected,” he said.
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