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Chapter 1 – The Essay Factory
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The St Jude Law Faculty Library always smelt the same: overheated photocopiers, cheap vending-machine coffee, and people who hadn’t had to ask the price of anything in three generations.

Amelia Vance was sitting in the archives section, in the furthest corner, where the strip lights flickered in time with their own death throes and dust settled on volumes of case law no one had opened since the nineties. It was cold down here – a chill that seeped through her thin jumper and stayed under her skin long after she left the building.

Her own laptop sat in front of her, an old model with the letters worn off half the keys.

Amelia was writing about the law of succession. For Arthur Montgomery, whose name currently sat in the document header, it was an abstraction dealt with by his father’s accountants.

‘“A comparative analysis of enforcement provisions in the civil-law and common-law systems...”’ she muttered under her breath, pushing her slipping glasses back up her nose.

Her fingers moved rhythmically across the keyboard, almost without thought. She knew the definitions by heart. She knew exactly where to put the comma so Professor Brown wouldn’t have anything to latch onto, and she knew how to shape the sentences so they sounded like the musings of someone who spent their evenings on yachts, not at a sink. This wasn’t just an essay. It was a product. A precisely tailored service for which Montgomery would pay her about as much as she spent on food in a month.

Her eyes burned. The night shift had finished at six that morning, and she’d had all of twenty minutes for a quick shower in the communal hall bathroom before heading to the library. Her hands still smelt of bitter coffee beans and that specific chemical disinfectant they used on the café counters.

She counted to seven. In. Out.

The air in the archives changed density, all at once. It was a familiar feeling – the prickling at the back of her neck that warned her something was coming. Footsteps. Measured, self-assured, without a trace of the harried rush that clung to other students. James Thorne never had to hurry. At St Jude, time moved to his schedule.

He appeared between the criminal-law shelves like a shadow with too much polish to be menacing. Dark, perfectly cut suit, shirt so white it almost hurt the eyes in the dim light, and a tie in college colours. James Thorne was the definition of prestige. Son of a Supreme Court justice, golden boy of the system, the one who was meant to be this country’s future and was instead amusing himself by running an underground essay factory.

He walked through the middle of the reading room in the company of Nicholas Williams. Nicholas, top button undone and grin firmly in place, was living proof that at St Jude you could be both an aristocrat and a complete lightweight.

‘Thorne, if you make me listen to another precedent case on the way to breakfast, I swear I’ll find myself a less boring friend,’ Nicholas said, winking at one of the students at a nearby table. 

James answered with a brief, almost imperceptible smile, but didn’t slow. On the way he nodded to two students from the year above and returned a quiet ‘Hi, James’ tossed from the side. People moved out of their path as naturally as if their presence in the aisle were a weather event you ignored at your peril.

Nicholas stopped by the legal-history shelves, already reaching for his phone.

‘Go on, sort out your “business”. I’ll meet you under the oak,’ he called after James.

He stopped two paces from her. Too close. He smelt of sandalwood, citrus, and cool autumn air.

‘Montgomery claims your last masterpiece on succession was so good Brown started suspecting a sudden burst of genius,’ he said. His voice was low and smooth, with that thread of cynicism Amelia could pick up at a mile’s distance. ‘You need to pace yourself, Vance. If Arthur suddenly starts writing like a future judge, even he won’t be able to argue his way out of plagiarism charges.’

Amelia didn’t look up. She saved the file and snapped the laptop shut; the dry click echoed off the stacks.

‘Arthur wouldn’t recognise genius if it turned up in the form of a well-worded yacht invitation, James,’ she said. ‘That’s exactly what he pays me for. And you, apparently, since you’re playing courier. I still don’t understand why you bother. You’ve got more zeros in your account than I’ve got hours of sleep in a week.’

James took another step, leaning back against the edge of the heavy oak table. He drew an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket and set it down beside her battered bag.

‘Your cut. Montgomery added a bonus; apparently you saved his arse from being dropped from the register after he blew Marshall’s mid-term,’ he said, watching her with that irritating, clinical attentiveness of his. ‘You look awful. When was the last time you slept more than three hours?’

She slid the envelope into her bag, willing him not to notice the way her hands were shaking.

‘Sleep is a luxury for people who don’t have to worry about their scholarship renewal,’ she said shortly, getting to her feet. ‘Anything else? Or is that all the news from the big wide world?’

James didn’t move, still blocking her only way out of the narrow archive aisle. His gaze rested on her face – the shadows under her eyes, the tight line of her mouth.

She’d wondered more than once why he did it. In first year, when she’d had the audacity to take apart the reasoning in his father’s most famous judgment in the middle of constitutional-law lecture, everyone had assumed James would destroy her. Instead, he’d approached her a week later with a proposal. He’d chosen partnership over revenge. She’d told herself it was his way of rebelling – quiet, clever, and very, very profitable sabotage of everything his father stood for – but she wasn’t so sure any more.

She saw in him a strange mix: the responsible leader who kept everyone in line and the boy who would happily set St Jude on fire just to watch the family crests burn. 

‘I’ve got a new offer,’ he said, ignoring the edge in her voice. ‘Olivia Cartwright. Defamation in common law. Double rate if the tone’s sufficiently... intimidating. She wants to prove to Daddy she’s suitable material for a City firm.’

Amelia let out a laugh that sounded more like a cough.

‘Cartwright? That girl thinks scholarship kids are a glitch in the system to be fixed with thicker foundation,’ she said. ‘She despises me, James.’

‘Which is exactly why she needs your brain so badly,’ James leaned in, shaving away what was left of her personal space. ‘She knows your mind’s the one thing in this building she can’t inherit or buy at auction. She can only rent it.’

The slightest suggestion of a smile touched his lips. The same one that always made Amelia feel both furious and faintly exhilarated. James Thorne wasn’t looking for a victim in her. He was looking for a worthy opponent, even if he was the one dealing the cards.

‘Tell Olivia my prices have gone up by twenty per cent,’ she said, swinging the bag onto her shoulder and forcing him to step aside. ‘If she wants to pretend to be someone she’s not, she can at least feel it in her wallet.’

She headed for the exit, heart hammering too fast.

‘Have a nice day, Vance,’ he called after her, that particular note back in his voice. As if he knew something about her she hadn’t quite admitted to herself yet.

She didn’t answer. She walked straight out of the library into the sharp autumn air of the campus, the weight of his gaze between her shoulder blades. She’d known from the start that this arrangement was a noose. They were partners in a crime against St Jude’s reputation and they both knew it was a dangerous game, with rules no one had ever bothered to explain.

James stayed in the archives a moment longer, staring at the empty space where Amelia had been. He liked watching her fight. She was the only real thing in this whole theatre of pretence, and he intended to make sure she didn’t vanish from the stage too soon.

*

[image: ]


EVENINGS IN ROOM 304 always smelt the same: a mix of Earl Grey, Sophie’s expensive hairspray, and the old dust that never quite lifted from St Jude’s halls. Amelia sat at the desk, eyes fixed on a blank document. The lamp on the corner of the table carved only her hands and the screen out of the dark; the cursor blinked, taunting her, marking off the seconds until the morning seminar.

The door burst open in its usual fashion. Sophie breezed in and dropped her designer bag on the bed with the easy carelessness of someone who’d never had to check her balance before going out.

‘You alive? You look like you’ve just walked out of a disciplinary hearing,’ she said, flopping into the chair opposite and stretching her legs out across the desk, right beside a stack of civil-law textbooks.

Amelia didn’t look away from the screen. She could feel every heartbeat pulsing in her temples.

‘Fletcher wouldn’t give me a raise,’ she said. ‘Apparently there’s a queue for my job, and my grades in law have no market value as far as he’s concerned.’

The money James Thorne left her in envelopes between the stacks was the only reason she could grit her teeth now instead of flinging her apron in her boss’s smug face. Without that “dirty” little extra, today’s refusal would have meant dropping out before the end of the month.

That was the price of wanting to be a lawyer: working for a man who didn’t respect her, and working with a man who managed her.

Sophie sighed and began to massage her feet, kicking off her heels.

‘Because Fletcher’s a petty miser who doesn’t understand you invest in people, not hours,’ she said. ‘Anyway, his name’s been going round the corridors in a weird context today. James asked me after lecture if you’re still doing nights at the café.’

Amelia stiffened.

‘He asked about the café? Why?’

‘Probably checking whether Montgomery was lying when he claimed his essay deadline was in danger because “his assistant” is exhausted,’ Sophie pulled a face and reached for a mug of cold tea. ‘I’ve known him since we were in sandpits, Amelia. James has always been obsessively thorough. I remember him spending a week watching a wasps’ nest just to see exactly what time they flew out for food. He just likes to know how the mechanisms he’s using work.’

Amelia glanced over at her. The picture of James Thorne as a patient observer of wasps’ nests was, somehow, deeply unsettling.

‘So now he’s swapped the garden for the library archives. Charming.’

‘Maybe,’ Sophie stood and rested a hand on Amelia’s shoulder. Her touch was warm, free of the chilly legal games Amelia was up to her neck in. ‘Give it a rest tonight. Come for a pint with me. My treat.’

Amelia gave a thin smile but shook her head, eyes drifting back to the document with Cartwright at the top.

‘I need to finish this chapter on defamation. Otherwise tomorrow morning I won’t have anything to pay for another week of this luxury with,’ she said, making a small circle with her hand to take in the peeling walls.

When Sophie disappeared into the bathroom, Amelia stared again at the blinking cursor. The news that James had been asking after her hammered in her head louder than the whirr of her ancient fan. She hated the thought of being under his microscope anywhere but between the stacks. The sense of being watched – methodically, precisely, without emotion – made her feel even more cornered.

She typed another sentence, the smell of Fletcher’s café coffee still catching in her throat. James Thorne could collect his little data points all he liked, but Amelia Vance knew one thing: at St Jude, the only person who was ever going to save her was herself.

Even if she had to use his money to do it.
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Chapter 2 – The Guardian’s Traits
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The smell of old paper in the main reading room was almost choking, yet Amelia still preferred it to the mustiness of the archives. At least here the sun, forcing its way through the tall stained-glass windows, laid long golden bands across the oak tables, giving the illusion that the world outside still existed.

Olivia Cartwright’s defamation essay was coming along surprisingly smoothly. Perhaps because writing about the impact words could have on someone’s reputation felt uncomfortably close to home. It was exactly what Amelia herself was doing – building false monuments to other people’s intellect, people who didn’t deserve them.

She had to leave her table for a moment to return a volume of case law to the returns desk. By the coffee machines, just around the corner from a high shelving unit, she spotted Nadia Bell and Olivia Cartwright. They were leaning back against the marble columns, facing away from her. Their laughter was high, clear, and utterly free of worries.

‘...I honestly don’t see why they waste those scholarship places,’ Olivia’s voice was soaked in boredom. ‘People like Vance are never going to fit into the structure of a real firm. They don’t have the... instincts. They look like every seminar is a fight for their life. It gets exhausting.’

‘It’s just statistics, darling,’ Nadia replied, adjusting a silk scarf. ‘The university needs them for “equal opportunity” reports. They’re like those eco lightbulbs in the hall – low-output, but they look good in the prospectus.’

Amelia’s fingers tightened around the book’s spine until her knuckles went white. Heat flooded her face, but she didn’t move. The words hurt. This was the real price of being at St Jude: she could write the best essays in the year and still be nothing more than a footnote in the marketing strategy.

She went back to her table, Nadia’s voice still echoing in her ears. She was just finishing a paragraph on the difference between libel and slander when the quiet of the library was ripped apart by a sound every scholarship student feared more than failing an exam: the hard, dry clatter of heavy shoes on the marble hall floor.

Amelia flinched. A shiver ran over the rows of desks. Three men in dark suits, ID badges from IT and Security clipped to their lapels, were walking beside the Vice-Provost for Students.

‘May I have your attention, please.’ The vice-provost’s voice bounced off the high ceiling. ‘Due to suspected breaches of the digital resources policy, we will be carrying out random checks of personal computers. Please do not power down your systems.’

Amelia’s heart slammed against her ribs. The blood drained from her face, leaving only a cold crawl at the nape of her neck. On her screen, the open document read: Z_CARTWRIGHT_FINAL.docx. The file metadata still carried her name. If they saw it, her scholarship would evaporate in a heartbeat and she’d be back in a flat in Lincoln with a pile of debt and a one-way ticket to nowhere.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Slamming the laptop shut now would be as good as a confession. Panic began to fill her lungs, thick and black.

‘We’ll start with this row,’ the vice-provost said, pointing straight towards her table.

Amelia counted to seven. It didn’t help. She shut her eyes, bracing for impact, when the air beside her shifted again.

‘Sir, is it really necessary to disrupt the quiet like this?’ A cool, familiar voice sliced through the tension like a scalpel.

James Thorne was standing by the next shelf, a leather-bound criminal code in his hand. He looked as if he’d been interrupted mid-way through a particularly tedious chapter, but Amelia noticed how sharp his gaze was. Nicholas was lounging against the neighbouring table, amused – chaos always entertained him.

‘Mr Thorne, these are routine security measures...’ the vice-provost began, already sounding less sure of himself. The name “Justice Thorne” carried its own gravity at St Jude.

‘Routine?’ James took a step closer, placing himself squarely in the line of sight between Amelia and the officials. ‘You’re talking about accessing private data on personal devices, which would make for an extremely interesting discussion in tomorrow’s seminar with the Dean. Unless IT has a formal warrant signed off by the board of trustees?’

The vice-provost faltered. James didn’t. He shifted fractionally nearer; his body now a literal barrier, a shield no one here would dare to push past.

‘I appreciate concern for the rules,’ he went on, ‘but my father always says procedures without a legal basis are just a polite form of tyranny.’

The room held its breath. Amelia could feel the rise and fall of his chest almost brushing her shoulder. She could feel the warmth radiating off him and the sandalwood on his skin which, for once, didn’t seem irritating at all. It was an anchor.

The silence stretched a fraction too long.

The vice-provost hesitated, glancing towards the IT team as if hoping for backup.

‘We’ll check the central servers first,’ he said at last. ‘Leave private devices for later.’

When the echo of the footsteps finally faded, Amelia realised she could breathe again. Her hands were shaking so much she had to hide them under the table. James didn’t move away at once. He stood there a moment longer, still shielding her from the rest of the room, wearing the same prefect’s mask he wore every day.

‘Close the file, Vance,’ he murmured, not turning his head. His voice was low and almost flat, but there was a note in it she hadn’t heard before.

She hit the key combination and watched the document vanish from the desktop. Only when the screen went black did James turn towards her.

‘The system doesn’t blink,’ he said. ‘Once they catch you, there’s no going back.’

She looked up at him, and for a moment her anger lost out to something that felt suspiciously like... respect. For the first time she saw more than an arrogant middleman. She saw someone who had just stepped in between her and the edge.

‘You’re protecting your own interests, Thorne. If I got thrown out, you’d have to write Olivia’s drivel yourself,’ she said, forcing her voice to sound as hard as usual.

James’s mouth twisted into a crooked smile, that dangerous glint flashing in his eyes.

‘Of course. My interests matter most,’ he said, straightening up. ‘But if I were you, I’d think very carefully about how far you want to push my patience with watching your back for free.’

He turned and walked away, leaving her in the hush of the library. Amelia stared at the dead screen, feeling her heartbeat slowly settle. She knew what he’d done wasn’t altruism. Nothing at St Jude ever was. But she also knew that in a world full of predators, James Thorne had just shown her his teeth – and for the first time, they weren’t bared at her.

*
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AN HOUR LATER, AMELIA was sitting opposite Sophie in the dining hall. Her hands still trembled slightly around her coffee cup.

‘James pulled me out of the fire today,’ she said quietly, recounting what had happened in the library. ‘He stood there, lying straight to the vice-provost’s face, using his father’s name as a shield. I don’t get him. He’s risking his own reputation over Olivia’s stupid essay.’

Sophie poked at her salad, looking anything but surprised.

‘He didn’t do it for the essay, Amelia. He did it because that’s who he is.’

Amelia snorted.

‘He’s a cynical middleman, Sophie. He’s protecting his business.’

‘Maybe that’s what he calls it now,’ Sophie set down her fork and met her gaze. ‘But I’ve known him since we were climbing the old oaks on his father’s estate. When we were eight, James took the blame for smashing Justice Thorne’s favourite vase. He knew it meant a month without riding and a week confined to his room. He did it for one reason: I was the one holding the ball. He sat there and not once said whose fault it really was.’

A strange tightness pinched Amelia’s chest. The image of a small James Thorne, silent under his father’s fury to protect his friend, did not match the man she knew from the archives at all.

‘People grow out of nobility, Sophie,’ she said, though even to her own ears it didn’t sound convincing.

‘James didn’t. He just hid it very deep, under all those suits and all that cynicism,’ Sophie replied. ‘He doesn’t go looking for victims, Amelia. He’s looking for someone who’s worth lying for.’

Amelia went back to her food, but Sophie’s words wouldn’t leave her alone. If James Thorne really was a “guardian”, it meant her entire worldview – the one where everyone played only for themselves – had just started to crack.

And that was far more dangerous than any IT audit.
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Chapter 3 – The Bug in the Code
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Lecture Theatre One was the place at St Jude where architecture did the arguing. Six raked rows, oak panelling, windows almost reaching the ceiling – everything designed so that Professor Brown, seated behind the lectern, looked less like someone teaching and more like someone handing down judgment.

Amelia walked in at exactly ten fourteen. Not by accident. Being on time made you predictable; being fourteen minutes late meant everyone had already sat down and she could choose her seat without rushing. Second row from the back, middle, slightly to the left.

Brown was already halfway through the concept of tortious liability. He possessed that particular kind of dryness that separated genuinely good lecturers from men who simply liked the sound of their own voice: not a single unnecessary adjective, no anecdotes leading nowhere. Just facts, stacked like logs for winter.
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