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Victoria and Owen are bitter rivals.


Nora and Luke are friends online.


Who would believe these two couples have anything in common?


Of all the decisions brilliant lawyer Victoria Clemenceaux has made in her life, an unforgettable one-night stand with her opposing counsel Owen Pohl is either the worst . . . or the best.


One thing is certain: these long-standing rivals aren’t going to let their searing attraction stop them from winning the biggest case of their careers. Thankfully Victoria and Owen have someone to vent to about their nemeses. But they have no idea that their online ‘friends’, Nora and Luke, are the very people they hate in real life.


As Nora and Luke grow closer online, and Victoria and Owen find their undeniable attraction harder to resist, the lines between love and hate blur. When the truth comes out, will their online chemistry work in the real world, or will their constant rivalry sever their connection?









For Mom









Prologue
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Two Years Ago


Victoria Clemenceaux had never been more ready in her life. She had some pre-court jitters, but those were to be expected for her first appearance. But you didn’t get a job like this at twenty-six by being timid and downplaying your abilities. Plus, the case was easy. Victoria might have been a little uneasy when it came to Smorgasbord’s ridiculously exploitative employment practices, but they didn’t pay her to care about that. They paid her to win, and that was exactly what she was going to do.


Victoria braced herself and pushed open the heavy courtroom doors. The clerk was already calling her case, so she hurried to the front, eyes snagging on a man about her age with striking blue eyes and red-blonde hair that was just a bit too long to be professional. He grinned at her, friendly and relaxed, and she wanted to smile back. She had spent so long in law school building up her walls, brick by brick, keeping everyone else out. It was easier to not let anyone in, to keep away anyone who could make her feel vulnerable.


And yet, with a single grin, this guy had her reconsidering. She wasn’t here to ogle, though, so Victoria tore her eyes away and swept past him to step up to the defendant’s table before the judge.


She had been guessing her opponent would be the square-jawed, grey-haired man three rows back—he looked like roughly three-quarters of her coworkers—but suddenly Courtroom Hottie stood and hustled to the plaintiff’s side. Victoria stiffened, and when he looked over at her again, she kept her eyes firmly on her paperwork. She couldn’t afford to be distracted, not now. His handsomeness and appealing smile were utterly irrelevant to the job at hand and she ignored him until he looked away. She had worked too hard and come too far to let one good-looking guy distract her.


She took a second to smooth down the dove-grey suit she was wearing, picking off a tiny thread she’d missed last night. Her eyes had been blurring by the time she finished tailoring it, but it was worth it. Victoria would bet good money no one in the courtroom would be able to tell it only cost $60 off the clearance rack. She straightened, ready.


“Your client is claiming breach of contract, Mr. Pohl?” the judge began.


The name stuck out, oddly familiar. For a second she couldn’t figure out why but when she did, Victoria’s eyes widened. She should have recognized him earlier from Cassie’s Facebook photos, but those must be a few years old. His hair was longer now, and he definitely wasn’t wearing a suit in any of those. Of all the people to take a Hail Mary case against one of the state’s biggest employers, she hadn’t guessed it would be the son of one of the richest families in the Upper Midwest. While a part of her might find that admirable, a bigger part of her was really fucking annoyed. Owen Pohl had grown up in the lap of luxury and gone to an Ivy League law school before starting his own firm, while Victoria had bounced around from crappy apartment to crappy apartment with her mom, barely scraping together enough money and scholarships to attend the University of Minnesota. She had loans the size of a mortgage she’d be paying off until retirement and had to take the highest paying job she could find, conscience be damned, and meanwhile this guy had a trust fund. Of course he was smiling and relaxed going into battle against a major corporation—it didn’t matter to him if he won or lost. His job wasn’t on the line.


“Yes, your honor.” Owen flashed his grin at the judge and was rewarded with the glimmer of a smile. Victoria narrowed her eyes, knowing exactly what game he was playing and not buying it for a second. Guys like him coasted by without ever putting in the work while people like Victoria had to fight tooth and nail for every little scrap.


“And Ms. Clemenceaux, I assume Smorgasbord would like to start with mediation?”


“As is required by their contracts, yes,” Victoria said without looking at him.


Owen cleared his throat. “Actually, I’m moving that since Smorgasbord was in breach of contract, the mediation clause is void. I’d like to proceed straight to litigation.”


Victoria blinked. It was a big swing, proposing this right off the bat. While Owen might think the combination of his daddy’s money and his laid-back charm entitled him to skip a few steps, Victoria hadn’t graduated at the top of her class for nothing. She scoffed audibly and rolled her eyes. “If you’d read the statute, you’d see that if the plaintiff wishes to avoid mediation they are required to appeal to the board of directors first,” she said, finally looking at him. He attempted a smile, probably hoping to disarm her, but she shot him a cold look and it withered on the vine. She allowed herself a small moment of pleasure at getting one up on him, and then got back to business. “Have you bothered to tell your clients that?”


“Right, because the company that wrote the contract gets to decide if it’s in violation of it? That’s garbage and you know it.” He was way out of line, but that was exactly what she wanted. An opponent who was mad was an opponent who was not thinking clearly.


She made sure she looked affronted. “That’s the law, counselor.”


“The law your company wrote,” he retorted.


“It’s still the law,” she said icily. He was glaring at her now, all the merriment gone from his eyes. In its place was pure loathing.


“It’s still bullshit, is what it is,” he snapped.


“That’s enough,” the judge interjected. “Ms. Clemenceaux is right, counselor. You can’t skip mediation without first appealing to their board. Would you like to petition them, or go straight to mediation?”


Before Owen could answer, Victoria dropped the hammer. “If I may, your honor, if you look at the statute’s third subsection and the following appendix, you’ll see that attempting to circumvent mediation at all prior to the petition being filed with the board is grounds for dismissal entirely. Since my opposing counsel didn’t bother to do his homework, I move that the case be dismissed.” She looked at him, stone-faced except for her eyes. She couldn’t keep those from dancing.


Owen curled his hands into fists. “Your honor—”


The judge shook her head. “I’m sorry, counselor, she’s right. Case dismissed without prejudice. You may refile once you’ve completed the outlined terms in the correct order.”


Owen’s face went ashen. She’d won. And even quicker than she thought. She smirked at Owen as she swanned past, floating on the high that came with doing her job well. He gathered his things and hurried after her, anger making him clumsy. “What the hell was that?” he hissed when they hit the hallway.


She stopped, eyebrows lifted. “You know, the generally accepted way of greeting someone is ‘hello’ followed by introducing yourself,” she said coolly. “I’m Victoria, by the way. And you are?” She was just being a dick now, but she couldn’t help it. It felt good to put a rich kid in his place.


“Owen,” he said through his teeth. “And I repeat, what the hell was that?” he growled.


She smirked at him again and turned on her heel. “That was you losing. Get used to it.”


Eighteen Months Ago


Direct Messages: Nora @Noraephronwasagenius


@Lukethebarnyardcat


Okay, awkward question: would you want to meet sometime? Or even just exchange numbers? It feels weird to talk to you nearly every day for the last six months but only through DMs


@Noraephronwasagenius


Awkward answer: no to both, but not for any of the reasons you’re going to think.


I just don’t think I can be this honest and open with someone who knows me. It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s that I’m worried if we meet we’ll lose what we have. Anonymity is what makes it work for me, you know? I don’t think I could tell you half this shit if I knew I had to look you in the eye one day. If that’s too weird and you just want to dip out from this entire friendship-through-the-DMs-thing, I completely get that. But if you’re willing to stay anonymous, I swear I will never lie to you.


@Lukethebarnyardcat


I see your point. It’s unconventional, but then again so is our whole friendship. If anonymity is what you need, then that’s what you’ll get from me









Chapter One
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Present Day


Victoria dropped her head back against the wall and Owen’s lips found her collarbone. Of all the decisions she had made in her life, this one was either the worst or the best. Years of enmity, all undone by one searing kiss. One of his hands spanned her waist and the other laced with hers. He pinned her hand above her head, his knee pressed tightly between her thighs. She kept making soft, needy noises she would find embarrassing if she was capable of coherent thought, but right now she was too far gone to care.


For the last two years, Victoria had loathed every single thing about Owen Pohl. His stupid red hair, his stupid self-satisfied grin, his stupid habit of leaning back in his chair while she made her arguments, looking for all the world like he was relaxing on a park bench instead of sitting in front of a goddamn judge. He was too casual, too laid-back, too insouciant for their profession, always on the edge of being too disheveled for an attorney, and everything about him said privileged. She hated him, even as tonight threatened to turn everything upside down. He was easily the most obnoxious person in her life, but she also might explode if he didn’t kiss her right fucking now.


His gaze bored into her and he tugged his tie loose. Victoria swallowed hard, the silence suddenly too heavy for her to process. “You chickening out on me?” she challenged, lifting her chin.


His eyes darkened and the smirk deepened. Her stomach coiled; he threaded his fingers through her hair and gripped it just hard enough to sting. “Only if you are, Vee,” he growled. She surged forward to kiss him because kissing was easier than seeing him look at her like that. Besides, if they were kissing he couldn’t call her Vee in that tone of voice again, because that was dangerous.


Because holy shit did she like the way it sounded. Normally, if Owen bothered to address her at all, he called her Your Majesty, or perhaps Queen Victoria if he was feeling like taking his life into his hands. In court it was always opposing counsel or Ms. Clemenceaux, but tonight was the first time he’d called her anything even resembling her first name and Victoria wasn’t about to let herself think about how much she enjoyed it. She sternly reminded herself this was just another way of working out their aggression like they did in the courtroom, just with a martini and a half in her system and two old-fashioneds in his.


Owen withdrew his hand from her bare skin and she actually whimpered, which only served to make him grin in almost predatory triumph. Apparently, hooking up with Owen was just like fighting him in court; a battle of wills with no surrender. He moved and she matched him beat for beat, both of them unwilling to give a single inch as they stripped each other bare. Before she had a second to catch her breath Owen spun her and jerked her against him, arm secured around her waist to keep her pinned, her back against his chest.


Four hours ago, if someone had told Victoria she would be nearly incoherent with want, on the verge of begging Owen for more, deeper, more as he delicately traced her folds with his fingertips, she would have laughed in their face, but now she was putty in his unfortunately competent hands. She twisted her head and met him in a messy kiss, more teeth and tongue than anything else, and he urged her onto the mattress, watching her with a soft smile that did something strange to her heart.


Owen had a nice smile when he wasn’t mocking her. It was bright and almost boyish, the sort of smile that clichéd writers claimed could light up a room. He cupped her face delicately, thumb sweeping back and forth along her cheekbone, and she rolled them over so she could press their lips together.


Victoria was very rarely ever without words. Being a litigator meant being quick on her feet, and she was quickest with Owen sitting across from her. But now her gift failed her, every snarky retort withering away when she looked into his eyes. She had never seen him like this, sincere and open and hovering on the edge of vulnerable. And then he was inside her, fingers flexing on her thighs as she lowered herself onto him.


It was good. Too good, actually, for what this was supposed to be, and she forced herself to ignore the way her heart softened as she looked down at him. She snapped her hips, driving them both inexorably towards their peak. His gaze was heavy on her skin as she touched herself, his cock filling her so perfectly it didn’t take long before she was coming, falling apart with a sharp keen that had him groaning. The pleasure rolled through her, each crest sparked by the way he moved inside her, deeper and deeper, and then he was pulsing, coming with a harsh sigh that she felt in her bones.


She stilled, his hands resting on her waist, and let her dark hair fall forward. Owen reached up and brushed it back, his palm curving around her cheek tenderly, and Victoria recognized that The Moment had come. She had gotten very good at noticing when a case balanced on a knife’s edge, when one wrong move could make the difference between victory and defeat, when a judge was poised to throw a case out or hand her a massive win. She knew how to turn those moments to her advantage, which was how she was already in-house counsel for a major corporation before her twenty-ninth birthday. Recognizing The Moment and seizing it in her favor was her specialty. And here was, unmistakably, A Moment.


She could lean down and kiss him, like she wanted to, which would lead to her lying down next to him, letting his arm draw her closer as she rested her cheek above his pounding heart. She would probably drift off, lulled by her orgasm and the reassuring thump of his heartbeat, and wake up tomorrow morning tangled in Owen Pohl’s arms, not nearly hungover enough to blame it on the alcohol. There would be an awkward goodbye and he would probably text her to make sure she got home okay, because despite her disdain for him he seemed like the type who tried to at least seem like he cared.


Or she could leave now and maintain some semblance of dignity. They had a status quo established, and leaving would preserve that balance. And because Victoria always chose dignity above whatever soft noises her heart kept making, she straightened. Owen slid out of her and the part of her that whispered don’t leave felt a slight sense of loss, but the rest of her—the part that kept her shit together—told her she was making the right choice.


Victoria sat on the edge of his bed and found her bra while he threw away the condom. Owen smoothed his hand down her spine and rolled to his side. “Stay,” he said in a sex-roughened voice that had her almost considering listening to him.


But the thought of waking up next to him and seeing the annoyed expression on his face when he wasn’t addled from coming stiffened her resolve. She had withstood enough of his barbs in the courtroom to know exactly how it would go, and beneath her polished exterior she was far more delicate than he assumed. “Ha, right,” she said sarcastically.


She risked a glance over her shoulder and watched his face shutter. She almost felt bad, but then he barked out a laugh. “Sorry for assuming you would do anything so plebeian as cuddle after sex, Your Majesty,” he said in that tone that got under her skin.


“Screw you.” She found her underwear and stepped into them, shimmying them up her hips.


“Just did, but give me fifteen minutes and I can service you again.”


Victoria bunched her hands in her dress to keep from punching him and tugged it on. She should have walked out of the bar the second he offered to buy her a drink, but she had been feeling rather maudlin after a case ended with yet another result that was clearly biased in her company’s favor. But even being maudlin into too many martinis was better than this. She smoothed her skirt down as best she could and stepped into her heels, all while Owen lay on his back, hands tucked behind his head.


“You’re not even going to walk me out, are you?” she snarled, even though it was giving him far too easy of an opening. But fighting with Owen came as naturally as breathing, and for a second there she was worried they were slipping into something softer.


“Pretty sure you know where the door is. Don’t let the cat out when you leave,” he said, bored with her already. He reached for his phone and blue light lit up his face. The asshole was already on social media, like she hadn’t just seen his O face.


She stood in his doorway and considered unveiling a torrent of insults that would reduce him to cinders, but that would mean prolonging this interaction and she had already let down far too much of her guard with him. Instead she stalked out of his bedroom and down the stairs to his back door, where her purse was tossed on top of a jumble of boots, bags of cat litter, and an old bicycle tire. What a fucking mess, she thought, angrily tapping at her ride-share app. Fortunately, a car was only two minutes away, so she went outside to wait, grateful for the warm summer air.


Victoria wrapped her arms around herself and paced back and forth in front of Owen’s 1930s bungalow, refusing to look up at the dormer and see if his light was still on. She kept her phone clutched in her fingers, desperately checking the progress of her driver, and perched momentarily on the retaining wall lining his sidewalk. But then she was up and pacing again, back and forth in front of his walk like the Energizer Bunny until her ride pulled up.


Safely ensconced in the cool backseat she opened up her Twitter app. She would have seen an alert from Luke if he’d DMed her, but she had been running on pure adrenaline and alcohol for the last few hours and could have overlooked it.


But no, no new messages waiting for her. She wrinkled her nose, because Luke almost always messaged her in the evening. It was silly to be disappointed, especially given what she’d just been up to, but her heart sank all the same. She looked forward to their nightly chats, their anonymity allowing her to be more honest with him than she had ever been with anyone. Plus, a message from Luke would be a welcome distraction from the way Owen’s scent was lingering on her skin, musky and male and far more appealing than she cared to admit. The car rumbled onto the freeway, the Minneapolis skyline bright in front of her, and her phone pinged with a new Twitter notification.


A familiar bolt of excitement shot through her and she opened it immediately.


@Lukethebarnyardcat


Do you ever have a day that’s going really, really well—impossibly well—and then it all goes to shit? Because I just did


Sometimes, it was eerie how well they understood each other. And sometimes they would have days like this—mirrors of each other, twisted only slightly in reflection.


@Noraephronwasagenius


Yes, actually. Although today started shitty, got unexpectedly better, and then went straight to hell.


@Lukethebarnyardcat


Fuck, I’m sorry


At least we had shitty days together?


Victoria couldn’t help it. She smiled to herself. Whenever Luke messaged, her day got a little bit brighter. She settled back more comfortably and started to type.


Owen twisted the handle on his shower and water hissed out, splashing cold against the tile before warming up. He was about to step in when his phone rattled against the counter with a reply from Nora.


@Noraephronwasagenius


What is it about the universe? Is it conspiring against us?


@Lukethebarnyardcat


I think it is, yeah


Thank god we have each other, right?


He stepped into the scalding hot water and closed his eyes. Today had not gone the way he thought it would. He was supposed to meet a potential client for drinks at Whistle and Plum, only to get an email canceling just as the bartender handed over his old-fashioned. He should have gone home, but when he spotted the one and only Victoria Clemenceaux, looking glum halfway through her martini, he changed his mind.


Yes, it was petty of him, but he liked riling her up. She had such a picture-perfect facade, from her iron-straight dark hair—hair that he now very inconveniently knew was softer than silk—to her perfectly manicured nails. Nothing ever ruffled Victoria; not objections to her line of questioning, not reprimands from judges, not a sudden squall on a hot summer day. Nothing, it turned out, except for him. He discovered his talent for getting under her skin early on, and he had kept on antagonizing her partly because he liked her fire and partly because, deep down, Owen was sort of a dick.


He should have walked away tonight but instead he found himself leaning against the bar next to Victoria, goading her into snapping back at him and then eventually buying her a second drink, because he never did know when to cut his losses. And somehow they went from snarling at each other at the bar to trading heated kisses in the dingy hallway to the bathroom, and from there it was short work to call a car and stumble into his bed.


He initially figured he could handle it, but the moment he saw Victoria sprawled out on his pillow, eyes hazy and lips swollen from his kisses, he realized he was in way over his head. There was something powerful about seeing the implacable Victoria at the absolute limit of her control, and it made his heart do things it rarely bothered to do.


But of course he would be cursed to only get a glimpse of her like that, and of course he would be foolish enough to think it marked a shift in their relationship. Of course he would be the dumb, sentimental type who thought the Ice Queen would want to spend the night with him, rather than fuck him and leave. He’d covered as best he could, but the moment his front door slammed shut he forced himself out of bed to shower, because otherwise he’d just lie in bed, breathing in her lingering scent and feeling shitty about himself.


At least he had Nora. He wasn’t sure what he had with Nora, exactly, since all he knew was a nickname and a general location, but he was damn sure it was more real than whatever had just happened with Victoria. Nora was warm and funny, and while she shared a certain sharpness with Victoria, Nora’s wit was leavened by a humor and kindness that was utterly foreign to Victoria. Plus, Nora had alluded to growing up poor with a single mom—picture a less genteel Gilmore Girls, she said once—and Victoria clearly came from money. Victoria’s clothes were frequently nicer and better tailored than Ashley’s, and Owen’s stepmother didn’t exactly pinch pennies. Between that and an in-house position at Smorgasbord, one of the largest mid-range grocery chains in the United States, straight out of law school, which was a job you only got if you knew exactly the right people, he could tell Victoria grew up at least as rich as he had, if not more so.


Owen let the hot water beat down on his shoulder blades to erase the memory of Victoria’s teeth and nails on his skin. He reached for the shampoo and hesitated, and then cursed himself for being so stupidly mushy as to not want to wash her away completely. This was Victoria Fucking Clemenceaux he was dealing with here, not someone he actually liked. She was cold and robotic and sure, maybe there were a few more things he wanted to do with her, but those were all sex things, not romantic things.


Part of him wondered if he should gently broach the idea of meeting with Nora again, even though she had soundly shut him down the one and only time he tried. He wondered if Nora was worried he wouldn’t think she was attractive and considered telling her he didn’t give a shit what she looked like, but then realized it very well might be the other way around: she was worried he wasn’t attractive. Or maybe she wasn’t who she said she was at all, and he’d gone and fallen in love with a cisgender man, which wasn’t really a dealbreaker for him so much as something he’d like to know about himself if it was a possibility. A simple selfie-exchange could fix all of that, but that would be breaking her anonymity rule, so he had to be content with simply knowing that somewhere out there, there was a woman named Nora who knew him better than he knew himself.


He’d just never actually met her.


Direct Messages: Luke @Lukethebarnyardcat


@Noraephronwasagenius


Have we done most embarrassing moments yet? I feel like we have, but I also feel like I would remember mocking yours, and I don’t.


@Lukethebarnyardcat


My most embarrassing moment is probably in college when I got drunk and tried to prove to a pretty girl that I was a hockey superstar. I am not, and it turns out I’m actually very bad at skating while drunk. Long story short I now have a cap on one of my front teeth


@Noraephronwasagenius


OMG


Did you cry? I might have cried.


@Lukethebarnyardcat


NO


Okay maybe a little









Chapter Two
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One of the many good things about Victoria’s job, aside from the salary, was she didn’t have to see Owen Pohl very often. He was a nuisance, to be sure, but unless one of his numerous lawsuits made it through layers and layers of red tape, she rarely had to deal with him head on. It would be even easier if she didn’t secretly agree with him, but that was irrelevant. Her job was to defend Smorgasbord Corporation from lawsuits, full stop, regardless of her personal opinions. Smorgasbord was an enormous company, having cornered the market on not-super-cheap-but-also-not-expensive groceries in the United States, and they paid her handsomely to make sure no lawsuit filed against them made it to litigation. Smorgasbord was proud of its completely undeserved reputation as a socially conscious company. No, she wasn’t making a difference in the world, but Victoria hadn’t gone into law for anything so idealistic as that. She went into law because she needed the money.


She had grown up semi-nomadic, her childhood spent floating from small Minnesotan town to small Minnesotan town while her mother worked whatever job she could find. Kimmy had a habit of falling behind on the rent, less because she was irresponsible and more because being poor was fucking hard. Sometimes her job was standing on the line at a meatpacking plant or working as cashier at Smorgasbord, and sometimes it was cleaning scummy motels just off the interstate. As a result, Victoria spent her early years in a series of crappy apartments, run-down duplexes, and the occasional trailer park where the winters weren’t just cold, they were downright brutal.


It wasn’t that Kimmy was a bad mother. In fact, Victoria thought back on some of their worst housing situations almost fondly, because her life had always been filled with more than enough love, if not enough money. But Kimmy had Victoria when she was in high school and with only a GED there weren’t a whole lot of employment options, especially out on the prairies. Kimmy Clemmons always wanted more for her daughter—so much so that she gave her a new, fancier-sounding last name in hopes that she would rise above their working class status—and Victoria busted her ass to get good grades at each of the three high schools she attended. She worked herself to the bone studying for four years in undergrad and then another three in law school, taking out more loans than one human should ever have to face repaying. The best day of Victoria’s life was graduating from the University of Minnesota’s law school, and her mother’s beaming face out in the crowd made it all worth it. Every pricked thumb from patching the torn clothing Kimmy found for her at a thrift store, every late night studying, every box of Kraft Macaroni and Cheese with hot dogs because they couldn’t afford anything better; all of it was worth it if it meant making her mom smile like that.


Landing the gig at Smorgasbord was pretty damn good, too. Victoria was now making enough to pay her loans, make rent on her apartment downtown, and have money left over to make sure her mom never had to leave town ahead of an eviction notice ever again. She dreamed of one day buying the home Kimmy always promised her—a yellow house with a blue door and a white porch, complete with swing—but for now, she contented herself with monthly contributions to a savings account in her mother’s name. Victoria had a few splurges that she allowed herself, like one pair of expensive shoes every six months and an appointment at a fancy salon every eight weeks for her hair and eyebrows, but frugal habits died hard. She still tended to buy her clothes from consignment stores and tailor them herself, and her only pricey indulgence in makeup was a $50 lipstick palette. And even that came with seven different shades, so in the end it was still a good deal. Few of her law school classmates had understood her strict budgeting—stinginess, most of them called it, or being just plain cheap—but Victoria didn’t give a shit. She had worked hard to get where she was, and even harder to make sure she looked like she belonged.


Victoria wasn’t ashamed of her mother or her childhood, but she knew how rich people operated. If they suspected you weren’t one of them, you’d be boxed out forever. You had to fit in with them, and she was good at that. Very few of her high school classmates had ever figured out just how poor she was, thanks to her sewing skills and steadfast refusal to be close enough to anyone to have them over. It made things a little lonely, and Kimmy had always tried to push her into making real friends, but by the time she was fourteen Victoria had her armor and walls securely welded shut, and that was that. The only place she let her guard down was online, where she could be safely, utterly anonymous. That was where she found her friends, and where she let herself truly be.


Victoria walked down the long hallway of the twenty-seventh floor of Smorgasbord Corporate and had her office keys out when Gerald rounded the corner in front of her. A thin, spare man with a greying mustache, her boss was a decent enough guy, if somewhat prone to avoiding his kids and wife by working too much overtime. Decent enough, but still shitty. “New addition to the big one,” he announced. “Details in your inbox. It’s our favorite pain in the ass again.”


Victoria grimaced sympathetically, but her stomach turned inside out. It had been a week since her ill-considered, martini-fueled fuckup, and she’d been hoping she would get more of a break from Owen. Maybe I can bury him in paperwork, she thought, but once she had her computer on and scanned the details she knew she wasn’t going to be so lucky.


Owen was, for all his faults—and she could list them for days—a highly competent attorney. He didn’t pick just any cases; he picked the cases that would most damage Smorgasbord’s faux-progressive image with devastating accuracy. Smorgasbord’s employment contracts for retail employees were legal in the strictest sense of the word, but they were, to put it mildly, exploitative. The law was on Victoria’s side because Smorgasbord spared no expense hiring lobbyists to make sure it was, but more often than not Owen could lay claim to being on the side of moral righteousness.


Unfortunately for Victoria, this was yet another one of those cases. He was allied with a local worker’s rights organization and he had clearly done his homework before stepping in as lead counsel last week. This meant she was almost guaranteed to see him again, and probably sooner than she’d like. She sighed and rubbed her eyes in exhaustion.


Owen had never worked for anything in his life and she hated him for it. Rumor had it he had a giant trust fund that came through when he turned twenty-five, and she’d bet good money he never spent six hours after school smelling like fries and scrubbing down a burger grill. He could afford to take on these minor, long-shot cases against a behemoth like Smorgasbord because money literally didn’t matter to him. He didn’t have loans to pay or a family to support, either. If it wasn’t for the fact that she resented that he could do whatever he wanted just by virtue of being born into the right family, she would almost admire his commitment to altruism.


But for now, there wasn’t much for her to do about it other than get to work. Victoria settled into the familiar routine of her workday. She had a meeting in a few weeks where she was going to pitch allying with Reproductive Justice for a Uterus-Havers 5k sponsorship. It would be a big lift to get anyone at such a conservative corporation on board. But she wanted to try, at least, if only for her own conscience. She read files, typed briefs, prepped her presentation for the 5k, and slurped coffee until it comprised 80 percent of her body mass before taking a long lunch out on the plaza, soaking in the sunshine.


Lunch was the highlight of her day for many reasons, and not just because it was when she and Luke stole a few minutes to chat. She wasn’t sure what he did, but she suspected it was legal-adjacent. Politics maybe, or lobbying. Sometimes he sounded just like a lawyer, but there was a lyricism to his words that law school tended to beat out of you. Whatever he did, she suspected he was very good at it, because he was so clever he’d made her break her one hard-and-fast internet rule: no dudes.


Victoria had made that rule after far too many Twitter interactions that ended in death threats, rape threats, dick pics in her DMs, or all of the above. She had a mildly popular Twitter account, largely because she had the skin of an elephant and a habit of picking fights with smug jackasses, which was oddly enough a one-way ticket to Twitter popularity as well as a good way of working off some latent aggression. She had made plenty of friends online, bonding over dumb memes and thought-provoking articles at the same time. But all of them were women, because her interactions with men were almost universally negative. So when @Lukethebarnyardcat showed up in her mentions one day, wading into a cesspool of grossness to tell off some Gamergate bros, she had been surprised and pleased to see him taking up the mantle. She couldn’t even remember exactly what that fight was about; a thread of hers had gone viral, which attracted the usual mix of white supremacists, misogynists, and obnoxious men who simply had to correct her on something pedantic, and then there he was, hilariously taking each of them down a peg. He never once tried to white knight her and get her to thank him for helping her out, he just quietly joined in to tag team them into submission. She monitored his account for a solid two weeks after that to make sure he wasn’t a creep, but mostly he seemed like a liberal politics junkie who was entirely too fond of his cat. His Twitter profile picture and header were even both pictures of his cat looking grumpy in ridiculous costumes, one as Santa and the other as a jedi. Once he’d passed her Creep Test she followed him, breaking her No Cis-Dudes Except Lin Manuel Miranda rule for the first and only time since she instituted it.


They chatted more after that, but only publicly. She would reply to his tweets and he to hers, and one night, after two glasses of wine and the discovery that he hated Westworld as much as she did, she did the unthinkable: she DMed him.


Within weeks, they were talking every day. First just in the evenings after work, and then eventually on their lunch breaks too. She was careful to guard her identity—he called her Nora, and she let him believe she lived in Chicago, which she often hinted at publicly to further protect herself from creeps—and by the time she trusted him enough to tell him the truth, she found she didn’t want to.


The anonymity of their DMs let her tell him things she barely even told herself. She had thought about seeing if he wanted to meet, to find out if they had the same chemistry in person, but she was scared they wouldn’t click and she’d lose her best emotional outlet. So, anonymous they remained, even if part of her wondered if more might be possible.


Luke, Owen’s cat and the reason for his Twitter name, leapt into his lap and meowed plaintively for attention. “Shush, Rogue Leader,” he said fondly. He couldn’t remember the last time he had used his cat’s actual name, preferring to use a vast array of Star Wars-based nicknames instead. It drove his father nuts, but that was just icing on the cake. He scratched his head absently and clicked over from his email to his browser. He had to meet a client later today, but one of the advantages of running his own firm meant he could set his own schedule for the most part. It also meant the freedom to check Twitter at exactly 12:35, which was usually when Nora started her lunch break. And right on schedule, her daily message popped into his inbox.


@Noraephronwasagenius


What is it about midwestern summers that compels us to be outside as much as humanly possible? Is it just fear of winter, or something deeper?


@Lukethebarnyardcat


It’s the chronic vitamin D deficiencies, I’m pretty sure


How’s work today?


@Noraephronwasagenius


Same as always, although I found out I’m going to be dealing with Nemesis again.


@Lukethebarnyardcat


Just say the word and I’ll make him disappear


The ellipsis indicating an imminent reply hovered and he bit back a smile. He straightened the stack of files next to his computer while he waited, but it was generally a lost cause. His house could charitably be called cluttered, but more accurately should be considered a disaster zone. He had food for Luke stacked near the door, along with the bike he kept meaning to fix and boots left out from the last time it snowed, which was a solid four months ago at this point. Books and papers littered every elevated flat surface, and Luke’s multitude of toys were scattered all over the ground. Growing up, there had always been a housekeeper to tidy things for him, and when he moved out he’d never quite gotten the hang of picking up after himself and instead just got used to the mess. It was the one place where Victoria’s sneers about him being a spoiled little rich boy were entirely too accurate.


He glanced at his computer, waiting eagerly for Nora’s reply. He suspected Nemesis was intimidated by her competence, because Nora was nothing if not adroit. He’d admired her coolness under fire from afar for months on Twitter before engaging with her. She was witty and composed and capable of delivering devastating eviscerations to those who tried to tear her down. Her first DM to him had sent a spike of adrenaline skittering through him. Westworld isn’t nearly as smart as it thinks it is. That was all she said, but with those ten words, he tripped into something strangely intimate and tender. Over the course of their friendship he had come to see her side of things: the anonymity of their relationship made it possible for him to be vulnerable with her in a way he never was with anyone else.


A new message appeared, and he stopped pretending to tidy up.


@Noraephronwasagenius


What about you? You were working on a project with the Ice Princess soon, weren’t you?


Ice Princess was his nickname for Victoria. He thought about going with Queen Victoria initially, but some instinct made him hold off, if only because that felt vaguely unfair to Victoria to use her real name. There weren’t too many striking brunettes in their late twenties named Victoria in general, and within the midwestern legal community there were even fewer. Just on the off chance Nora knew people in Minnesota, he erred on the side of caution and had gone with something that still applied to Victoria, Queen of the Heartless Robots, but somewhat preserved her anonymity.


@Lukethebarnyardcat


Not really working with her. More like against her. But yeah, that’s going to be sooner than I’d like


Victoria would have received notice this morning that he was joining the case, taking over for a firm that wanted to drop the nonprofit after two years of drawn out mediation. He was asking for a new deposition of the hiring manager for one of the complainants, which would mean sitting down across a table from the Ice Princess herself just as soon as it was scheduled.


To be perfectly frank, Owen was just the tiniest bit aroused and terrified of that possibility. He’d never forget the first time they’d gone toe to toe. When Victoria swanned through the doors like royalty, he couldn’t help but notice her. Everyone did, of course—between her height and long dark hair and movie star good looks, she tended to turn heads wherever she went—but for Owen that day, time stopped. There was no hint of the woman he’d had in his bed the other night; just cool, ruthless efficiency in a perfectly tailored outfit.
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