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Intake

Spencer Reeves knew a guilty man when he saw one.

Usually.

He had built an entire career on it.

Not because guilt mattered much in criminal defense. Guilt was rarely the question people thought it was. Evidence mattered. Procedure mattered. Whether the state had overreached mattered. Whether some officer had written a report clean enough to survive cross-examination mattered.

Still, after fifteen years in courtrooms, holding cells, interview rooms, and the fluorescent misery of county jail visitation, Spencer had developed instincts.

Romeo Rodriguez looked guilty.

Buzzed hair. Orange jumpsuit. Neck tattoo disappearing beneath the collar. Sharp brown eyes watching Spencer like he was deciding whether to insult him first or wait until introductions were over.

Twenty-four years old, according to the file.

Looked younger in the mouth.

Older in the eyes.

Spencer sat across from him at the metal table and opened the folder.

“Romeo Rodriguez?”

The young man leaned back in his chair as far as the waist chain allowed.

“That depends.”

Spencer looked up.

“On?”

“Whether you’re here to help me or tell me to take a plea.”

Spencer didn’t smile.

“I’m here to learn the facts.”

Romeo laughed once.

Dry. Humorless.

“Then you’re already ahead of everybody else.”

Spencer studied him for a moment.

There was bruising along Romeo’s right cheekbone. Fading yellow near the jaw. Split knuckle on one hand. The report claimed Romeo assaulted a corrections officer during transport.

The report did not mention Romeo’s face.

Interesting.

Spencer turned one page.

“You’re accused of striking Officer Mallory during a transfer from holding to medical.”

“I didn’t touch him.”

“You understand the officer says differently.”

Romeo leaned forward slightly.

Chains shifted against the table.

“Yeah. Everybody says differently when they’re the one holding the keys.”

Spencer looked at him again.

Most clients said they were innocent.

Some believed it.

A few were.

Romeo held his stare too steadily for someone performing outrage.

Spencer clicked his pen once.

“Start from the beginning.”

Romeo’s mouth twitched.

“The beginning?”

“Yes.”

“You got that kind of time, counselor?”

Spencer met his eyes.

“For the truth, yes.”

Something changed in Romeo’s face then.

Small.

Almost nothing.

But Spencer saw it.

A flicker of surprise.

Like nobody had offered him time before.

Romeo looked down at his cuffed hands.

Then quietly:

“I told them what I saw.”

Spencer stilled.

“What did you see?”

Romeo’s jaw tightened.

Outside the interview room, a guard laughed at something down the hall.

Romeo glanced toward the door before looking back.

His voice dropped.

“Something I wasn’t supposed to.”
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Officer Mallory

Spencer had learned early in his career that silence usually told him more than answers did.

And Romeo Rodriguez had just gone very quiet.

Not nervous quiet.

Careful quiet.

Spencer leaned back slightly in the hard metal chair while fluorescent lights buzzed overhead.

“What exactly did you see?” he asked.

Romeo looked toward the mirrored glass on the wall.

The observation window.

Watching it too long.

Another detail Spencer filed away immediately.

When Romeo spoke again, his voice stayed flat.

“You ever been in county overnight?”

“No.”

Romeo huffed softly through his nose like that answer told him something disappointing.

“They treat intake like a dog pound,” he muttered. “People screaming. Guys detoxing. Guards pissed off before midnight even starts.”

Spencer clicked his pen once.
“Romeo.”
The younger man looked back at him.

“They dragged an inmate outta medical holding.”

Spencer stilled slightly.

“Who?”

“Kid named Ellis.”

The name meant nothing yet.

Romeo shifted in the chair, chains scraping softly against metal.

“He was maybe nineteen. Tiny little dude.” Romeo looked down briefly before continuing. “Could barely stand.”

Spencer watched him carefully now.

Romeo wasn’t telling this story like somebody building innocence.

He was remembering it.

Different thing entirely.

“One of the guards shoved him into the wall,” Romeo continued quietly. “Hard enough his face split open.”

Spencer’s jaw tightened slightly.

“Officer Mallory?”

Romeo nodded once.

“Ellis started yelling he couldn’t breathe.” Romeo laughed once without humor. “Which apparently annoyed everybody.”

Outside the room, footsteps passed.

Romeo’s shoulders tightened automatically.

Spencer noticed.

Again.

Interesting.

“What happened next?”

Romeo swallowed once before answering.

“Mallory hit him.”

The room went still.

Spencer looked down at the report in front of him.

No mention of excessive force.
No mention of medical incident.
No mention of another inmate at all.
Only:


Inmate Rodriguez became combative during transfer.


Spencer looked back up slowly.

“And you reported this?”

Romeo barked out a short laugh.

“No. I’m not stupid.”

“Then how are we here?”

Romeo leaned forward.

For the first time since Spencer entered the room, genuine anger flashed across his face.

“Because Ellis wouldn’t stop crying.”

The words landed heavy.

Romeo rubbed cuffed hands together absently while speaking.

“He kept saying he needed a nurse. Mallory told him to shut the fuck up.” Romeo’s jaw flexed. “Then Mallory asked if anybody else had something to say.”

Spencer already knew where this was going.

Still:


“And?”


Romeo looked him directly in the eyes.

“I said somebody should probably help the kid before he died.”

Silence.

Then quietly:

“Mallory smiled at me after that.”

Something cold settled low in Spencer’s stomach.

Romeo leaned back again slowly.

“Couple hours later they moved me for ‘medical transport.’”

Spencer glanced down at the assault report again.

Officer suffered fractured nose.
Minor concussion.
Inmate restrained after violent outburst.
Clean report.

Too clean.

“What actually happened during transport?” Spencer asked.

Romeo stared at him for several long seconds.

Like he was deciding something.

Then:


“You really wanna know?”


“Yes.”

Romeo’s eyes hardened slightly.

“They beat the shit outta me.”

The fluorescent lights suddenly felt too bright.

Spencer studied him carefully.

Bruised cheek.
Split knuckles.
Small stiffness in the way he shifted his ribs.
None of that had looked accidental.

Spencer closed the folder slowly.

“Why wasn’t this documented?”

Romeo laughed softly again.

This time it sounded exhausted.

“Because nobody writes reports about themselves, counselor.”

And for the first time since walking into county jail that morning—

Spencer Reeves stopped seeing Romeo Rodriguez as a difficult client.

And started seeing him as a problem someone wanted buried.
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Discovery

Spencer didn’t go back to the office immediately after leaving county.

Instead he sat in his parked BMW outside the detention center for nearly twenty minutes staring at the assault report again.

Something bothered him.

Not Romeo himself.

Spencer had represented violent men before.
Manipulative men.
Men who lied so casually it sounded natural.
Romeo Rodriguez didn’t feel rehearsed.

He felt tired.

There was a difference.

Spencer loosened his tie slightly before flipping through the report again.

Officer Daniel Mallory.
Nine years corrections experience.
No disciplinary history listed.
Which usually meant one of two things:


• genuinely clean record, 

• or protected. 


Spencer already knew which one his instincts preferred.

His phone buzzed across the center console.

Mara.

Senior partner.

Spencer answered immediately.
“Reeves.”
“You at county?”

“Yes.”

“You taking Rodriguez?”

Spencer looked back toward the jail building through the windshield.

“Probably.”

Mara sighed audibly.
“Wonderful. Another gang-adjacent inmate accused of assaulting an officer. Exactly the kind of publicity our donors adore.”
Spencer ignored that.

“Run Mallory for me.”

Silence.

Then:
“You think the officer’s dirty?”
“I think the paperwork’s too clean.”

Mara hummed thoughtfully.
“That bad?”
Spencer looked down at Romeo’s intake photograph clipped to the file.

Buzzed hair.
Expression flat.
Bruising already visible beneath fluorescent lighting.
Then quieter:


“I think somebody expected nobody to look closely.”


Mara was silent a beat too long.

Then:
“You interested in the case or the client?”
Spencer’s jaw tightened slightly.

Annoying question.

Because the answer should’ve been easy.

“The case.”

“Mm.”

Spencer hated that sound.

“I’ll call you later.”

He hung up before she could continue.

Then immediately looked irritated with himself afterward.

Because part of him already knew Mara wasn’t entirely wrong.

Something about Romeo Rodriguez had gotten under his skin far too quickly.

Maybe it was the bruises.
Maybe the exhaustion in his voice.
Maybe the way he said:

Nobody writes reports about themselves.


Spencer rubbed a hand slowly over his jaw.

Then he started the car.
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Three hours later Spencer sat alone in his office while rain rolled softly against the skyscraper windows overlooking downtown Kansas City.

The firm had mostly emptied for the evening.

Only desk lamps and muted city lights remained now.

Spencer loosened his cuffs slightly while reading through internal corrections complaints Mara’s investigator had already pulled.

Three complaints against Officer Mallory in five years.

All buried.

One excessive force allegation.
Two inmate intimidation reports.
No discipline.

Spencer’s expression hardened slowly.

Interesting.

Then he found the Ellis file.

Or rather—
the lack of one.
No inmate named Ellis listed in medical transfer records that night.

Which meant one of two things:


• Romeo lied, 

• or somebody erased the kid completely. 


Spencer leaned back slowly in his chair.

Rain streaked silver down the windows behind him while downtown traffic glowed below.

His instincts sharpened.

Because now the story smelled wrong.

Very wrong.

His phone buzzed again.

Unknown number.

Spencer answered carefully.
“Reeves.”
Static.

Then quietly:


“You believe me?”


Romeo.

Spencer sat forward slightly automatically.

“How did you get this number?”

“Your card.”

Fair enough.

Spencer looked toward the office door reflexively even though nobody remained on the floor.

“You’re not supposed to call from intake phones after hours.”

Romeo laughed softly.

Tired again.

“Yeah well. Nobody’s supposed to get their ribs cracked during medical transport either.”

The line went quiet afterward.

Spencer could hear voices echoing somewhere behind Romeo.
Metal doors.
Television noise.
County jail never truly slept.

Spencer lowered his voice unconsciously.
“Why are you calling me?”
Silence.

Then finally:


“Needed to know if you think I’m lying too.”


The question hit harder than it should have.

Not defensive.
Not angry.
Just exhausted.

Spencer stared out at the rain-dark city for a long moment before answering honestly.

“No.”


“I don’t think you are.”


The silence afterward felt enormous.

Then Romeo exhaled softly.

Relief.

Actual relief.

And somehow that affected Spencer more than anything else had yet.
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Visitation

Spencer returned to county jail the next morning with almost no sleep and entirely too much interest in one client.

He hated that Mara would notice immediately.

County processing took forever.

Metal detectors.
Badge checks.
Paperwork.
Waiting rooms designed to make everyone feel vaguely criminal by association.
By the time Spencer entered attorney visitation, he already looked irritated enough that the deputy escorting him stopped making conversation.

Romeo was waiting behind the glass when Spencer entered.

Orange uniform.
Hands cuffed again.
Bruising darker today beneath fluorescent lights.
And somehow—
despite everything—
he still smiled slightly when he saw Spencer.
That bothered Spencer immediately.

Not the smile itself.

The fact Spencer noticed it.

“You came back,” Romeo said through the phone receiver.

Spencer sat down across from the glass.
“That is generally how representation works.”
Romeo’s mouth twitched.

“There he is.”

Spencer frowned slightly.
“There who is?”
“Mean rich lawyer.”

Spencer ignored that.

Mostly because Romeo sounded amused instead of intimidated.

Dangerous dynamic.

Spencer opened the folder in front of him carefully.
“I pulled complaints on Mallory.”
Romeo’s expression shifted instantly.

The humor disappeared.

“And?”

“Three prior allegations.” Spencer watched him closely. “Nothing sustained.”

Romeo looked unsurprised.

“Yeah.”

Spencer leaned back slightly.
“You also mentioned an inmate named Ellis.”
This time Romeo went completely still.

“I couldn’t find intake records matching that name.”

Romeo looked away toward the wall briefly.

Then quieter:


“Because Ellis wasn’t his real name.”


Spencer stilled slightly.

“What was it?”

Romeo rubbed his thumb absently against the phone cord.

“I dunno.”

Spencer frowned.
“You just said—”
“We don’t use real names in there.” Romeo looked back at him tiredly. “Not if we can help it.”

The explanation made immediate sense.

Interesting.

Spencer watched him carefully through the glass.

“You were protecting him.”

Romeo laughed softly without humor.
“You say that like it worked.”
Outside the visitation room, a corrections officer walked past slowly.

Romeo tracked him automatically with his eyes until the man disappeared around the corner.

Spencer noticed the reaction instantly.

Fear.

Not paranoia.

Conditioning.

Something cold settled low in Spencer’s chest again.

“You think they’ll retaliate for talking to me?” Spencer asked quietly.

Romeo looked back at him.

Then:


“I think they already did.”


Silence stretched between them.

Rain hammered softly somewhere outside the building while fluorescent lights buzzed overhead.

Spencer flipped open another page in the file.
“You have two prior arrests.”
Romeo rolled his eyes slightly.
“There it is.”
“Disorderly conduct and resisting arrest.”

“Yeah.”

“You wanna explain those?”

Romeo leaned back in the chair slowly.

“No.”

Spencer raised an eyebrow.

Romeo met his eyes steadily.
“Because it won’t matter.”
“It matters to me.”

The words slipped out naturally.

Romeo blinked once.

Spencer realized immediately how that sounded.

Too personal.
Too invested.
But Romeo’s expression softened instead of hardening.

“Nobody says that in here,” he said quietly.

Spencer stared at him through thick reinforced glass.

And suddenly became very aware of:


• Romeo’s bruised mouth, 

• the rasp in his voice, 

• the exhaustion under his eyes, 

• and how young he looked sitting there in county orange. 


Twenty-four.

Jesus Christ.

Spencer cleared his throat slightly.
“Start talking.”
Romeo smiled faintly then.

Not flirtatious this time.

Something gentler.

Like trust beginning accidentally.

“The disorderly conduct thing happened in Westport,” Romeo admitted. “Some drunk guy kept grabbing my friend at a bar.”

Spencer wrote notes carefully.
“And resisting arrest?”
Romeo looked almost embarrassed now.

“I mouthed off.”

Spencer stared at him flatly.

Romeo shrugged.
“I’m not saying it was smart.”
“No,” Spencer agreed dryly. “You really aren’t.”

That earned the first real laugh Spencer had heard from him yet.

Warm.
Unexpected.
Brief enough that Romeo looked surprised by it too.
And for one dangerous second—

Spencer forgot they were separated by prison glass.
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Westport

Spencer spent the rest of the afternoon distracted.

Which irritated him.

He missed two emails.
Forgot to return a call from opposing counsel.
And caught himself rereading Romeo’s intake notes three separate times without absorbing a single word.
Unacceptable.

By six-thirty the office had emptied again, leaving only muted city noise drifting through the windows.

Spencer loosened his tie and stared at the photograph clipped inside the file.

Romeo looked angry in booking photos.

Not violent.

There was a difference.

Spencer rubbed tiredly at his eyes before grabbing his keys.

Maybe food would help.

—
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Westport was humid and loud after dark.

Music spilled from open bar doors while crowds drifted between patios beneath neon signs and summer heat.

Spencer usually avoided the area entirely.

Too young.
Too chaotic.
Too many drunk college kids screaming into the night.
Now he parked there willingly because Romeo’s arrest report mentioned a bar on Pennsylvania Avenue.

That realization annoyed him deeply.

Spencer crossed the street toward the bar while thunder rolled softly somewhere beyond downtown Kansas City.

Inside smelled like beer, sweat, and old wood.

A bartender glanced up.
“Kitchen’s closed.”
“I’m not here to eat.”

The bartender looked Spencer over carefully:


• tailored suit, 

• expensive watch, 

• exhausted expression. 


“Cop?”

“Attorney.”

The bartender immediately relaxed slightly.
“Ah. Different kind of nightmare.”
Spencer almost smiled.

He slid Romeo’s booking photo across the counter carefully.
“You recognize him?”
The bartender looked down.

Then immediately:


“Buzzcut Romeo?”


Interesting.

“You know him?”

“Everybody in Westport knows him.” The bartender slid the photo back. “Kid breaks up fights more than starts ’em.”

That wasn’t in the arrest report.

Spencer leaned lightly against the counter.
“He was arrested here two years ago.”
The bartender snorted.
“Yeah because some finance bro wouldn’t stop grabbing this girl.”
Spencer stilled slightly.

“What happened exactly?”

The bartender wiped down the counter while speaking.

“Romeo told him to stop. Guy got in his face. Cops showed up after somebody threw a punch.”

“Romeo?”

“Nah.” The bartender shook his head. “Pretty sure Romeo got punched first actually.”

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Spencer’s instincts sharpened again.

“Then why arrest him?”

The bartender laughed softly without humor.
“You seen Romeo?”
Spencer frowned slightly.

“Tattoos,” the bartender clarified. “Buzz cut. Brown skin. Angry face.”

The answer sat heavy between them.

Spencer looked back down at the booking photo.

Romeo’s expression there suddenly looked less dangerous.

More tired.

“You close to him?” the bartender asked casually.

Spencer answered too quickly.
“No.”
The bartender gave him a look that suggested he absolutely did not believe that.

Before Spencer could redirect, the bartender added:


“He’s a good kid though.”


The phrase landed unexpectedly hard.

Good kid.

Not inmate.
Not defendant.
Kid.

Spencer thanked him quietly before stepping back outside into thick summer air.

The city buzzed around him:


• traffic lights reflecting off wet pavement, 

• music drifting through alleyways, 

• crowds laughing beneath neon signs. 


Somewhere inside all that noise, Romeo Rodriguez had apparently spent years
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