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Prologue


[image: ]


The air in the Harrison Hall of Law didn’t just smell like old paper and expensive floor wax; it smelled like desperation. It was a scent Xavier Sterling had been raised to breathe.

Standing in the shadow of his grandfather’s bronze bust in the foyer, Xavier adjusted his silk tie with clinical precision. He didn't see a hallway of fellow students; he saw a bracket. He saw hurdles. To the world, he was the crown prince of a legal dynasty, a man whose surname was carved into the very cornerstone of the building. To himself, he was a man standing on a narrowing ledge, knowing that anything less than first place was a long, silent fall into the shadows of his father’s expectations. Every step he took on the marble floor was a calculated move in a game he wasn't allowed to lose.

Across the quad, sitting on a weathered stone bench, Liam Vance gripped the strap of a messenger bag that had been stitched back together twice. He wasn't looking at the statues of dead judges or the ivy-clothed prestige of the architecture. He was looking at his own hands—rougher than those of his peers, seasoned by years of community organizing and the grit of the city’s forgotten districts.

Liam wasn't here to join the elite; he was here to dismantle the gates they stood behind. He had spent his twenties defending tenants in drafty community centers and fighting for scraps in overstuffed courtrooms. He had finally clawed his way into this hallowed institution on a full scholarship fueled by spite and a singular, burning purpose: to learn how to swing the hammer of the law so he could finally break the cycles that kept people like his family underfoot.

Their eyes met through the heavy glass doors of the rotunda—a momentary collision of silver-spoon privilege and white-knuckled determination. There was no nod of recognition, no polite smile of a peer. Instead, there was a silent, mutual acknowledgment of an enemy. Xavier saw a chaotic variable that threatened the order of his world; Liam saw the embodiment of everything he was born to fight.

The orientation bell tolled from the clock tower, heavy and final. The sound echoed through the courtyard, signaling the end of their lives as they knew them. The trial of their hearts, and their ambitions, was about to begin.
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Chapter 1: The First Seed
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The lecture hall for Constitutional Law was an architectural intimidation tactic. Designed as a steep mahogany amphitheater, it forced the students to look up at the professor while feeling the weight of their peers pressing down from the rows behind. It was a room where reputations were built or bloodied, and Xavier Sterling intended to do the building.

Xavier sat in the front row, center seat. His workstation was a study in minimalism: a slim leather-bound notebook, a fountain pen crafted from black resin, and a posture so perfect it bordered on aristocratic. He didn't turn around when the heavy oak doors at the back of the hall creaked open, but he felt the shift in the room’s temperature.

Liam Vance walked down the stairs with a stride that was entirely too loud for a place of higher learning. He wasn't wearing a suit; he wore a faded denim jacket over a charcoal henley, carrying a canvas bag that looked like it had survived a literal war zone. Liam didn't look for a seat in the back. Instead, he claimed a spot in the third row, directly in Xavier’s line of sight if he so much as tilted his head.

The silence was broken by the entrance of Professor Aristhone, a man who moved like a shadow and spoke like a whip. He didn't offer a "welcome" or a syllabus. He simply dropped a thick casebook onto the lectern and scanned the room with eyes that had terrified three decades of aspiring lawyers.

"The law," Aristhone began, his voice a low gravel, "is not a moral compass. It is a set of rules. Those who confuse the two find themselves at the bottom of the rankings. Let’s see who among you has been reading ahead."

The Professor’s gaze landed on the front row. "Mr. Sterling. A pleasure to see a familiar name. Tell me, in Marbury v. Madison, was Chief Justice Marshall’s decision a stroke of judicial genius or a cowardly political retreat?"

Xavier didn't blink. He had discussed this case at the dinner table when he was twelve. "It was a masterstroke of institutional preservation, Professor. By claiming the power of judicial review while technically losing the immediate battle, Marshall ensured the Court would never be sidelined again. It was the ultimate long game."

"Clinical. Precise. Predictable," Aristhone remarked, though his lip curled in a way that suggested approval. "Does anyone offer a perspective that hasn't been polished by a century of country-club consensus?"

Liam’s hand didn't go up; he simply spoke.

"It was a power grab disguised as a compromise," Liam said, his voice resonant and gritty. "Marshall didn't preserve the 'institution'; he shielded the elite from the will of the people. He carved out a space where unelected judges could override democracy whenever it got too inconvenient for the status quo."

Xavier turned in his seat, his cool blue eyes locking onto Liam’s. The air between them suddenly felt charged, a static hum that made the hair on Xavier’s arms stand up.

"The 'will of the people' is often a mob, Mr. Vance," Xavier said, his voice dropping to a dangerous, quiet register. "The law exists to ensure that the mob doesn't burn the house down just because they’re cold."

"And your version of the law, Sterling, is just a way to make sure the people inside the house never have to open the door," Liam shot back, leaning forward, his elbows on the desk.

The rest of the class held its breath. It was the first day, the first hour, and the lines had already been drawn.

"Enough," Aristhone snapped, though a spark of dark amusement lit his eyes. "Mr. Sterling, your logic is sound. Mr. Vance, your passion is... noted. I suggest you both prepare for the first Moot Court rankings. Passion without logic is a tantrum; logic without passion is a corpse. I wonder which of you will be the first to stumble."

As the bell rang, Xavier packed his bag with deliberate, slow movements. He waited until the room cleared of the scuffling masses, leaving only him and Liam in the center of the tiers.

"You're in the wrong place if you're looking for a revolution, Vance," Xavier said, not looking up as he capped his pen.

Liam swung his bag over his shoulder and stepped down into the aisle, stopping just inches from Xavier’s desk. "And you’re in the wrong century if you think that name of yours is going to protect you from me."

Liam walked away, the scent of rain and cheap coffee lingering in his wake. Xavier stayed in his seat for a long moment, his heart hammering a rhythm against his ribs that he couldn't quite explain. He had come here to be the best. He hadn't realized that being the best was going to be this much fun.
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Chapter 2: The Architecture of Arrogance

[image: ]


The "Common Room" at the Harrison Hall of Law was a misnomer. There was nothing common about it. It was a cathedral of high-vaulted ceilings, stained glass that filtered the gray Massachusetts sunlight into shards of amber, and the persistent, low-frequency hum of three hundred overachievers vibrating with anxiety. At the center of the eastern wall stood the Board—a digital display encased in heavy oak that updated every Friday at noon. It was the heart of the school, or perhaps its guillotine.

Xavier Sterling approached the Board with the practiced indifference of a man walking toward a mirror he knew would show a perfect reflection. He kept his hands deep in the pockets of his charcoal overcoat, his stride measured. Beside him, his "associates"—the sons of senators and the daughters of corporate titans—chattered like magpies about clerkships and summer internships at firms their parents owned.

Xavier didn’t join the chatter. He was focused on the blue light of the screen.

The list flickered. It was the preliminary ranking for the "Foundations of Justice" seminar, the most grueling course in the first-year curriculum.

1. Sterling, Xavier
2. Vance, Liam
A infinitesimal tension in Xavier's shoulders uncoiled. He wasn't surprised, but the narrowness of the margin—a mere half-point on the legal brief evaluation—was a grain of sand in his shoe. He didn't like the proximity.

"God, Xavier, you’re practically a permanent fixture at the top," Marcus, a boy with more teeth than talent, said with a slap to Xavier's back. "Who the hell is Vance, anyway? Some transfer?"

"A scholarship student," Xavier said, his voice as cool as the marble under his feet. "He’s... vocal."

"He’s a nuisance," a voice rasped from the periphery.

Xavier turned. Liam Vance was standing near the coffee kiosk, his presence a deliberate stain on the polished aesthetic of the room. He looked like he hadn't slept in forty-eight hours. His dark hair was a chaotic mess, and his eyes—a deep, honeyed brown that seemed to burn with a permanent, low-level fever—were fixed on the Board.

Liam didn't look at the names below his. He didn't look at the ninety-eight percent of the class he had outperformed. He looked only at the name 'Sterling' and the narrow gap that separated them.

"Half a point," Liam muttered, loud enough to carry through the sudden hush of the room. He began to walk toward the Board, the crowd parting for him not out of respect, but out of a confused sort of caution. He stopped two feet from Xavier. The difference in their heights was negligible, but the difference in their energy was a chasm. Xavier was a stagnant, frozen lake; Liam was a riptide.

"You seem disappointed, Mr. Vance," Xavier said, tilting his head slightly. "Most people would be thrilled to be second. Of course, 'most people' haven't spent their lives being told the world owes them a podium."

Liam let out a short, sharp laugh that lacked any humor. "The world doesn't owe me a thing, Sterling. That’s the difference between us. I’m used to working for the ground I stand on. You? You just think the ground is yours because your grandfather’s name is on the deed."

Xavier stepped closer, invading Liam's personal space—a calculated move designed to intimidate. He could smell the sharp scent of Liam’s espresso and the faint, earthy smell of the rain that had been clinging to his denim jacket. It was an intoxicatingly human smell in a building that usually smelled like old dust and ego.

"My grandfather's name is on the deed because he was the best," Xavier whispered, his voice a silk thread. "And I am at the top of that board because I am better than you. It isn't about legacy, Liam. It’s about precision. You write your briefs like you’re leading a protest. You use 'justice' as a synonym for 'feeling.' The law doesn't care how you feel."

Liam’s jaw tightened, a small muscle leaping in his cheek. He didn't back down. If anything, he leaned in, his chest nearly brushing Xavier’s expensive wool coat. "The law is a tool, Xavier. In your hands, it’s a scalpel for protecting the status quo. In mine, it’s a sledgehammer. And I promise you, by the time we get to the Moot Court finals, I’m going to break that perfect little record of yours."

"I’d love to see you try," Xavier said, his heart doing a strange, fluttering roll in his chest that he chose to interpret as irritation. "But you’re currently failing to account for one thing."

"And what’s that?"

"You’re obsessed with me," Xavier said, a slow, devastating smirk spreading across his face. "You spend your time watching my seat in the library, tracking my grades, waiting for me to breathe wrong so you can make a point. While you’re busy studying me, I’m busy studying the law. That’s why that half-point exists. And that’s why it will only grow."

The insult hit its mark. Liam’s eyes flared, a flash of genuine heat that made Xavier’s breath catch. For a second, Xavier thought Liam might actually swing at him—there was a raw, unrefined violence in the way Liam held himself, a refusal to play by the "civilized" rules of the Sterling world.

Instead, Liam leaned down, his mouth hovering just inches from Xavier’s ear. The heat of his breath sent a traitorous shiver down Xavier’s spine.

"I’m not obsessed with you, Sterling," Liam hissed. "I’m just watching the crown. Because when it falls, I want to be the one who steps on it."

Liam pulled back, gave the Board one last, lingering look of disdain, and vanished into the sea of students.

Xavier stood frozen for a beat too long. His associates were saying something—probably some witty remark at Liam’s expense—but Xavier couldn't hear them. All he could feel was the place where Liam’s proximity had disrupted his orbit. He looked back at the Board.

1. Sterling, Xavier
2. Vance, Liam
For the first time in his life, being number one felt precarious. It felt like a target. And as he walked away toward his next lecture, Xavier found himself checking the reflection in the glass doors—not to fix his hair, but to see if a denim jacket was following him through the crowd.
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Chapter 3: The Geometry of Friction
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The Law Library at Harrison Hall was a cathedral dedicated to the preservation of silence and the slow erosion of the human spirit. It was a space of soaring gothic arches and emerald-shaded lamps that cast pools of light onto long, scarred oak tables. To Xavier Sterling, this was his natural habitat. He had his preferred carrel—the one in the far north corner of the third floor, where the Wi-Fi signal was strongest and the draft from the ancient windows was weakest. It was a fortress of solitude where he could dismantle the complexities of tort law without the distraction of his peers' nervous breathing.

That solitude lasted exactly forty-two minutes into his Saturday morning session.

The heavy thud of a canvas bag landing on the table next to his was like a gunshot in the hushed room. Xavier didn’t look up immediately. He didn’t need to. The scent of rain, damp pavement, and that ubiquitous, scorched-bean coffee arrived a second before the person did.

“This table is reserved, Mr. Vance,” Xavier said, his voice a low, melodic vibration that barely carried past the edge of his own laptop. He kept his eyes fixed on the digitized pages of a 1924 appellate court ruling.

“I didn’t see a ‘Sterling’ nameplate on it,” Liam replied, his voice lacking the hushed reverence the library demanded. He pulled out the heavy wooden chair, the legs screeching against the stone floor—a sound that made every student within three rows flinch. “Besides, the library is at capacity. Finals for the 1Ls are three weeks away. Unless you want to call security and report a suspicious case of someone actually studying, I’m staying.”

Xavier finally looked up. Liam looked worse than he had the day before. There were dark circles under his eyes that looked like bruises, and his fingers were stained with ink from a leaking pen. He was wearing a threadbare grey hoodie that looked soft to the touch—a startling contrast to Xavier’s crisp, starch-white button-down.

“There are thirty other tables,” Xavier noted, his gaze lingering a second too long on the way Liam’s collarbone was visible through the frayed neck of the hoodie.

“They’re all full of people who look like they’re about to have a nervous breakdown,” Liam said, spreading out a chaotic explosion of handwritten notes and highlighted photocopies. “You’re the only one who looks like he’s bored. I figure your aura of icy detachment might help me focus.”

“I’m not detached. I’m efficient. There’s a difference.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night, Princess.”

Xavier’s pen halted mid-stroke. “Do not call me that.”

Liam leaned back, a slow, tired smirk spreading across his face. He didn’t back down from the cold fire in Xavier’s eyes. “Why? Does it hit too close to the castle walls? You’ve got the whole aesthetic down. The perfect hair, the expensive pens, the way you look at everyone like they’re a bug under a microscope. It’s very... royal.”

Xavier closed his laptop with a sharp click. The intellectual sparring of the classroom was one thing, but this was a breach of his personal sanctuary. “I am here because I have a legacy to uphold and a career to build. You are here because you have a chip on your shoulder the size of the state of Massachusetts. We are not the same, Liam. So, if you must sit here, do it in silence. If I hear so much as a heavy sigh, I’m moving your bag to the lost and found.”

“Deal,” Liam whispered, his eyes narrowing.

For the next two hours, the only sound between them was the scratching of pens and the turning of pages. But it wasn't a peaceful silence. It was a tactical one. Xavier found himself hyper-aware of everything Liam did. He noticed the way Liam bit his lower lip when he was frustrated by a particular passage of maritime law. He noticed the way Liam’s leg bounced rhythmically under the table, a nervous habit that sent a tiny, constant vibration through the oak and into Xavier’s own elbows.

It was infuriating. It was distracting. And, for some reason, Xavier’s own notes were becoming increasingly disorganized. He found himself writing the same sentence twice. He found himself looking at the clock, wondering when Liam would get up to get more coffee.

Suddenly, Liam let out a frustrated groan, burying his face in his hands. It wasn't a heavy sigh—it was a full-scale collapse.

“Struggling with the rule against perpetuities?” Xavier asked, his tone laced with just enough poison to be civil. “Most people find it difficult. It requires a certain level of... abstract logic that your ‘burn it all down’ philosophy doesn’t quite cover.”

Liam looked up through his fingers, his eyes red-rimmed. “It’s not the logic, Sterling. It’s the language. This whole case is written in a way that’s designed to be a gate. It’s not meant to be understood; it’s meant to keep people out who didn't go to prep school with the guys who wrote it. It’s a linguistic moat.”

Xavier looked down at the paper Liam was gesturing toward. It was a notoriously dense property law case from the late 1800s. He felt a sudden, unbidden impulse—a crack in the icy armor he’d worn since he was a child.

“You’re looking at the wrong variable,” Xavier said, reaching over. His fingers brushed against Liam’s hand as he turned the paper. The contact was brief, a mere fraction of a second, but it felt like a static shock that traveled straight to Xavier’s core. He pulled his hand back quickly, clearing his throat. “Ignore the preamble about the estate’s history. Look at the three-year vesting period. The judge isn't trying to gate-keep; he’s trying to prevent a monopoly on the land. If you frame it as an anti-trust issue rather than a property issue, the whole thing unspools.”

Liam stared at the paper, then back at Xavier. The hostility in his expression softened, replaced by a flicker of genuine surprise. “An anti-trust angle? That... actually makes sense.”

“Of course it makes sense. I said it.”

Liam chuckled, a low, earthy sound that vibrated in the small space between them. “God, you really are an arrogant prick, aren't you?”

“Better an arrogant prick who passes the bar than a humble man who fails it,” Xavier replied, but the edge was gone from his voice.

Liam watched him for a moment, his gaze intense and searching. “Why did you help me? You’ve been trying to bury me since orientation.”

Xavier turned back to his laptop, his heart rate spiking for no reason he was willing to admit. “Because if I’m going to beat you, I want you at your best. There’s no glory in defeating a man who can’t even read his own casebook. It would be... beneath me.”

Liam leaned back, crossing his arms. “Right. God forbid the Sterling legacy be tarnished by a lopsided victory.”

“Exactly.”

They fell back into silence, but the air had changed. The friction was still there, but it had shifted from the abrasive grating of two stones to the hum of a machine beginning to find its rhythm.

As the sun began to set, casting long, purple shadows across the library floor, Liam started packing his things. He paused, looking at Xavier, who was still deep in his research.

“Hey, Sterling?”

Xavier didn’t look up. “Yes?”

“I’m still going to take that half-point back. And then some.”

Xavier finally permitted himself a very small, very private smile. “I’d be disappointed if you didn't try.”

Liam lingered for a second, his hand hovering over the back of Xavier’s chair as if he wanted to say something else. Instead, he just nodded, hoisted his bag, and walked away.

Xavier waited until the sound of Liam’s footsteps faded before he let out the breath he’d been holding. He looked at the spot on his hand where their skin had touched. He felt a strange, magnetic pull toward the empty chair next to him, an echoing presence that made the silence of the library feel, for the first time in his life, incredibly lonely.

He reached for his black resin pen, but his hand was shaking, just a little.
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Chapter 4: The Gilded Cage
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The annual "Winter Solstice Gala" for the Sterling & Associates law firm was not a party; it was a demonstration of power. The venue was the Pierrepoint Museum of Fine Arts, a cavernous hall of neoclassical columns and marble floors polished to such a high sheen they reflected the panicked faces of junior associates like a dark mirror.

Xavier stood in the center of the rotunda, trapped in a tuxedo that cost more than most people’s cars. The wool was midnight blue, the lapels silk, and the fit so perfect it felt like a second skin—or a straitjacket. He held a glass of vintage champagne, the bubbles rising in a slow, methodical line that mirrored his own disciplined breathing.

"Smile, Xavier," his father, Julian Sterling, murmured without moving his lips. Julian was a man carved from granite and litigation, his hair a silver helmet, his presence an atmospheric pressure that made it difficult for anyone within five feet to draw a full breath. "Justice Whitaker is looking our way. He remembers you from the summer benefit. Don't make him regret his recommendation for your clerkship."

"I am smiling, Father," Xavier said, his voice a flat, cultured monotone.

"You look like you're preparing for a cross-examination. Soften. You are a Sterling. You belong here. Act like the room is your inheritance, because eventually, it will be."

Xavier took a sip of the champagne. It tasted like ash. He hated these nights—the performative excellence, the scripted laughter, the way every hand-shake was a contract and every smile was a lie. He felt like a curated exhibit in the museum, a specimen of "The Perfect Successor" labeled and placed behind reinforced glass.

And then, the glass shattered.

A waiter moved through the crowd, carrying a silver tray of hors d'oeuvres. He was moving with a frantic, bone-deep exhaustion that didn't belong in this room of leisure. He turned to offer a canapé to a cluster of socialites, and for a split second, the light from the crystal chandelier hit the sharp line of his jaw.

Xavier’s heart didn't just beat; it slammed against his ribs.

It was Liam.

Liam Vance was dressed in the standard-issue catering uniform: a white polyester shirt that was a half-size too small, straining against his shoulders, and a black clip-on tie that looked like a noose. His hair, usually a wild halo of defiance, had been slicked back with cheap gel, though a few stubborn strands had already broken free to shadow his forehead.

He looked tired. Not just "long day at the library" tired, but "working three jobs to pay for a dream" tired. The dark circles under his eyes were prominent in the harsh light, and his hands, usually so steady when he was arguing in class, had a slight tremor as he balanced the heavy tray.

Xavier watched, paralyzed, as Liam navigated the minefield of the elite. He watched a drunk partner from a rival firm accidentally brush a cigarette against Liam’s arm; Liam didn't flinch, he just apologized—he apologized—and kept moving.

It was a visceral, physical ache in Xavier’s chest. The Liam Vance he knew was a lion, a man who shouted down professors and treated the law like a weapon. To see him here, playing the part of the invisible servant to the very people he claimed to despise, felt like a sacrilege.

"Xavier? Are you listening?" his father snapped.

"Excuse me, Father. I need some air."

Xavier didn't wait for a response. He threaded through the crowd, his eyes locked on the white shirt moving toward the service doors near the North Wing. He pushed through the heavy velvet curtains and stepped into the service corridor—a stark, fluorescent-lit world of stainless steel and the smell of discarded lemon peels.

Liam was there, leaning his back against a industrial refrigerator, his eyes closed. The silver tray was balanced on a trash can. He was rubbing the back of his neck, his shoulders slumped in a way that made him look painfully human.

"What are you doing here, Liam?"

Liam’s eyes snapped open. For a second, there was raw, naked vulnerability in them—the look of a man caught in a weakness he hadn't prepared to defend. Then, the steel returned. The mask of the rival slid back into place, though it was frayed at the edges.

"It’s called a job, Sterling," Liam rasped, his voice sounding hollow in the narrow hallway. "Some of us have to trade our Friday nights for rent money. I didn't realize this was your personal kingdom. I would have worn my better polyester."

Xavier stepped forward, the space between them shrinking until he could see the beads of sweat on Liam’s upper lip. "You’re exhausted. You have the Moot Court brief due on Monday. You can’t be standing on your feet for ten hours serving shrimp to people like my father."

Liam let out a harsh, jagged laugh. " 'People like your father.' You say it like they’re a different species. They’re just customers, Xavier. And I’m the help. That’s the reality you usually ignore from your perch in the front row."

"I’m not ignoring it," Xavier said, his voice rising with a rare, unscripted heat. "I’m saying you’re wasting your intellect on this. You should be studying. You’re supposed to be my competition, remember? How am I supposed to beat you if you’re too tired to think?"

Liam straightened up, his eyes flashing with the old fire. He stepped into Xavier’s space, the tray between them forgotten. "You think I want to be here? You think I enjoy watching your father toast to 'meritocracy' while I’m hiding in the kitchen so I don't get fired for looking a guest in the eye? This is how I stay in the game, Xavier. This is the 'grit' you high-society types love to romanticize until you actually have to smell it."

Xavier looked down at Liam’s hand, which was resting on the edge of the refrigerator. The knuckles were red, and there was a small burn on his wrist—likely from a heat lamp. Without thinking, Xavier reached out and took Liam’s wrist in his hand.

Liam froze. The air in the corridor suddenly felt thick, charged with a different kind of tension than their classroom debates.

"You’re hurt," Xavier whispered.

"It’s nothing," Liam said, but he didn't pull away. His skin was hot against Xavier’s cool palm. "It’s just part of the cost."

"It shouldn't be the cost," Xavier said. He looked up, his blue eyes searching Liam’s face. For the first time, the distance between them wasn't academic or political. It was physical. He could feel the pulse in Liam’s wrist, a frantic, thrumming rhythm that matched the chaos in his own head.

Xavier’s thumb brushed against the burn, a gesture so tender it felt like a confession. Liam’s breath hitched. He looked at Xavier’s mouth, then back to his eyes, a question forming in the silence that neither of them was brave enough to voice.

"Liam!" a voice yelled from the end of the hall. The head of catering, a woman with a clipboard and a permanent scowl, was marching toward them. "Tray up. We have a toast starting in the ballroom. Move it!"

The spell broke. Liam yanked his arm back, his expression hardening into a mask of professional indifference. He grabbed the tray, the silver rattling against the metal bin.

"Go back to your party, Sterling," Liam said, his voice cold and distant. "The guests are waiting for their prince."

He turned and disappeared back through the velvet curtains without a backward glance.

Xavier stood in the fluorescent glare of the hallway, his hand still tingling where he had touched Liam’s skin. He looked at his own reflection in the stainless steel of the refrigerator. He looked perfect. He looked expensive. He looked like a Sterling.

And for the first time in his life, he felt utterly, wretchedly ashamed.

He walked back into the ballroom, but the music sounded like static and the champagne tasted like poison. He found his father standing by the Justice, laughing at some joke about a failed appeal.

"Ah, Xavier," his father said, clapping him on the shoulder. "There you are. We were just discussing the importance of a clean record. Tell the Justice your thoughts on the Vance brief you mentioned—the one with the 'protest' tone."

Xavier looked across the room. Liam was there, moving through the crowd, a ghost in a polyester shirt. He was holding the tray high, his face a blank slate of servitude.

"I was wrong about that brief, Father," Xavier said, his voice steady even as his heart hammered. "It wasn't a protest. It was a warning."

As Xavier turned away, he didn't see the confusion on his father’s face. He only saw the way the light caught the back of Liam’s head as he vanished into the shadows of the pillars. The rankings didn't matter. The legacy didn't matter.

The only thing that mattered was the heat of the burn on Liam’s wrist, and the way it had felt to finally, for one brief second, hold the fire in his hands.
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Chapter 5: The Theater of War
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The Harrison Hall Mock Courtroom was designed to mimic the architectural weight of the Supreme Court. It featured soaring vaulted ceilings, pews of polished mahogany that could seat a hundred observers, and a judge’s bench carved from a single, dark slab of walnut. For the first-year students, this wasn't just a classroom exercise. It was the "Trial by Fire"—the final grade that determined the winter rankings and, more importantly, the social order of the school for the rest of the year.

Xavier Sterling stood at the plaintiff’s table, his movements as fluid and certain as a predator’s. He had spent the last seventy-two hours in a state of high-functioning insomnia, his mind a whirlwind of case law, witness statements, and the lingering, intrusive memory of Liam Vance’s pulse beneath his thumb. He had refined his opening statement until every word was a sharpened blade.

Across the aisle, Liam was a contrast in raw, unvarnished energy. He didn't have the luxury of a bespoke suit; he wore a thrifted blazer that was slightly too wide in the shoulders, and his tie—a deep, bruised purple—was knotted with a pragmatism that favored speed over style. He was leaning over his table, whispering fiercely to his co-counsel, his eyes darting across his notes with a frantic, brilliant intensity.

The gallery was packed. Students from the upper years had trickled in to watch the "clash of the titans." Even Professor Aristhone had taken a seat in the back
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