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​Chapter 1.
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Marie.

––––––––
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Eyes glued to the screen, my anticipation rose.

“Oh yeah,” I murmured. “Cum for us.”

The button I clicked sent my vibrator into overdrive. That would be when my phone slipped from my grip and smashed me in the nose. Blinking in pain, I snatched my phone off my face to continue watching one of my favorite anime characters take it in the ass.

Ohhhh yeah. I raised my hips to press myself harder against the toy.

The author of this series had teased us for way too long, taking forever to build up to this scene, but it was finally happening. The main character cried out as his ass was filled. The camera panned out to give us a beautiful shot of his armor and weapons lying in a haphazard pile next to the bed.

His pants were on the floor, but he still wore his long mage’s vest and shirt, both of which were hiked up around his waist. The other character's eyes fluttered at the sound of his lover's ardent cry. He bent forward and kissed the back of his partner's neck.

Watching him be so tender with his partner caused a rush of emotion to gather in my chest.

Pulling the toy from my pussy, I ran it over my clit. Damn it, why did my vibrator with the clit attachment have to die on me a few months back? I should treat myself to a new one after the convention this weekend.

The characters on screen made such passionate noises while they made love that I skipped the video back to listen to them again, this time with my vibrator inside me. I loved it when people were vocal in bed.

Need riding him now, the mage thrust into the warrior harder, making him cry out. His eyes were haunted. He’d almost lost him in the battle earlier. The next thrust sent the warrior arching into the pleasure, and his chest came up off the bed, showing the audience his hard nipples.

Mmm, I would pinch them if I were there.

Watching the mage’s arms wrap around the warrior’s torso to hold him up, hold him close, I fucked myself harder while listening to the mage whisper words of love to the warrior.

Tell him how much you love him, and how hard you’ll kick his ass if he ever rushes into a dangerous battle again and leaves you behind in an attempt to keep you safe.

Emotion shining in his eyes, the warrior reached back to cup the mage's cheek. He told the mage how much he loved him and promised to never leave him again. His voice broke at the end, tears rolling down his face as their pace quickened. Wanting to cum with them, I fucked myself faster. With their declarations of love made, they fell silent. The sounds of panting and moaning filled the room as they made the other feel their love.

The warrior's head arched back, and he looked at his beloved with eyes full of love while he came. His semen pumped out, arcing over the bed and floor. The mage’s hips pounded faster for a few more strokes. Kissing the warrior’s back again, he held still, crying out several times as he came inside the other man.

His face was hidden from my view, but the artist revealed his emotions in other ways. In the tender way he held the warrior tight. The way his chest heaved when he tried to hold back his sobs of relief that the man he loved had lived through the fierce battle. The arch in his back as he came, pressing his chest against the warrior to be closer to him.

The artist did an amazing job with their body language.

I came shortly after they did. The camera zooming in on the single drop of semen on the edge of the sword’s sheath got me going. Yeah, that’s the stuff.

Pausing the video, I stroked my thumb across the characters’ cheeks. I had waited an entire year for this scene to happen, and the animation team hadn’t disappointed.

I want a deep love like theirs. Someone to treasure. Someone who will be there for me when I need them, instead of telling me that I’m being too emotional or too needy, even though I rarely ever ask for anything. Ugh, my taste in men had been abysmal in the past. Why had I dated those guys?

I’d been single for three years now. It had just seemed easier than dealing with always being disappointed. But I was lonely. I knew good men existed. My best friend was dating one. My cousin had also found a good man. Was it time to try dating again? Or would I just make another abysmal choice?

It was something to be figured out at a later time. I had a book launch this weekend to get through, and my nerves were too raw from worrying about it to be thinking about all the social steps necessary for dating.

Glancing at the clock, I reminded myself that I swore to give myself a bit of downtime until the delivery arrived. Lying back against my pillows, I tried to relax, to simply enjoy being naked and doing nothing. Lots of work needed to be done today and tomorrow, but I needed my order to get here to be able to do anything. Trying to relax a little longer, I tried my best not to hyper-fixate on the work I needed to get done.

Fuck off, I told my brain when it started to list all of today’s many tasks in an endless litany. Rolling onto my belly, I kicked my feet up into the air behind me and left the episode a five-star rating and a glowing recommendation.

With my finances so strained, there had been precious few luxuries these last few years, but I was glad I’d been able to contribute to the crowdfunding for this project. The people who worked on this show deserved lots of success for their fantastic work. I appreciated porn that was loving and had a story to it but also delivered on angst and hot sex.

“I see the truck outside,” Olivia shouted excitedly.

Why my best friend was excited about this when she knew she’d be spending the rest of the day helping me check over each item to make sure there was nothing damaged before we started sorting, packaging, and pricing everything was beyond me. It was exhausting and not one of the things I enjoyed about running my own business. I’d much rather be at my desk drawing or writing.

At least now I could stop panicking that my books and other items had gone missing. Already feeling a crick in my back from how hunched over I would be today, I dressed and went to the bathroom. I knew my roommate would get the door if the delivery man managed to haul all the boxes to the door before I finished peeing.

Normally, I would do all of today’s tasks myself, but I finished my last book late. I’d had a hard time deciding how to end the series until the very end, and drew far too many pages I didn’t end up using as I hunted for the perfect end for the series.

Then the printing company had a delay. My stock was only arriving today, and convention season started this weekend. Until I’d finally gotten the shipping notification a few days ago, I’d been freaking out that I would only have old stock for the first convention of the year and would have to cancel my book launch.

Breathe, I told my reflection in the mirror. It’s close to the wire, but everything is here now. It’s okay.

Anytime I told people I ran my own business, they thought it meant I had huge amounts of money and free time to enjoy myself. People drove me nuts. Most of them didn’t understand that running a small business meant you were almost constantly working, and sometimes had every last dollar tied up in your products.

I had to do everything myself. The art, the story-boarding, the writing. Then the finishing touches, formatting, sending it to the printers, deciding on and creating art print and other items to feature my art, researching the best places to get each type of item made, marketing, organizing and hosting events, paperwork, and a billion other things.

Olivia sounded cheerful as she spoke to the deliveryman. “Thank you sooooo much. I’m sorry there are so many boxes today.”

Well, at least I have an amazing best friend who helps me. Drying off my hands, I rushed over to help.

“I’m guessing this is all work stuff?” the guy asked, handing me a box.

“Yuuup,” I said. He’d been here enough times to know I made my living as an artist, though he had no idea my books often featured naked men.

“Well, have fun.” Handing over the last box, he had a hopeful look.

“Thanks so much.” I handed him my bribe of cookies I’d set by the door earlier. I kept my delivery people happy to ensure they always knocked on my door and not the main door of the house, which belonged to the people who lived upstairs. I didn’t want my stuff left out front in the rain or stolen. Thankfully, I mostly worked from home, so I was often here to open the door at the first knock.

Olivia rubbed her hands together as she looked at the sea of boxes. “Let’s get to work.”

Only now noticing that she wore a frilly satin apron, I laughed. She was channeling one of those anime girls who thrived on doing chores. She would not be this full of energy when we were done. “Where did you even get that?”

“From Sana.” She giggled. “She has a ridiculous amount of them. I thought it would be fun. I brought one for you.”

“I didn’t realize she cosplayed. Funny, we’ve never met her at a show before.”

Taking the maid’s apron she held out, I slipped the strap over my head. The front of the maid-style apron went all the way around my scrawny waist, turning into a dress when I tied it shut behind me. Eyeing Olivia’s shapely hips and wishing mine looked like hers, I held back a sigh. I was acutely aware of how the top of the apron sagged because I had nothing to fill it out with, but I would wear it to make my friend happy.

“Is cosplay still the right term if, uh . . .” Grinning, Olivia turned a little pink.

“Ohhh, does she wear nothing under these?” I asked. Olivia giggled again. “It’s still cosplay even if it’s for sexy reasons.” Smiling at my friend, I envied her and her relationship with not just one but two wonderful people. Could I ever have that?

Turning to the boxes, I rolled up my sleeves and got to work.

***
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Hearing a knock at the door, I set down the stack of books I was checking for defects. Before I could ask Olivia if she was expecting someone, the door swung open. A swirl of white satin filled the doorway. A woman in her late forties strode in, wearing a chic white dress and a killer set of silver high heels so tall I would break my neck in them.

“I heard the new book arrived.” Shoving money into my hand, she walked past me, hips wriggling in excitement. “I need to know how it ends.”

Her excitement made me chuckle. “Hello, Sana.”

Olivia rose and greeted her girlfriend with a kiss. “Did you leave work the moment I texted you?”

“Yes. Gimme!”

Before either of us could hand her a copy, she spotted the two we’d laid on top of a box because they had dents in the top corner.

“Those are smushed on the top, let me grab you a better copy,” I said.

“Pfffft, it’s fine.” Grabbing one, Sana tucked it under her arm. “Sorry, I can’t stay to help. We’re behind at work, and the deadline is almost here.”

“No worries,” I said. I knew Olivia felt a little sad about not seeing Sana much due to the overtime Sana was putting in lately, and I felt bad about making Olivia work on her day off when she could be spending it with her boyfriend instead. “Let me give you a discount since there’s damage on that copy.”

“Nope, honey bunny. To make up for not staying and help you with all this,” she gestured to the piles of boxes, “I’ll be the best booth babe you’ve ever had this weekend.”

Wait, what?

“In fact, I’ve got a few minutes. Let me grab a few photos of the two of you working and post them to your social media.” Snagging my phone off my desk, she started snapping pictures.

When I glanced nervously at Olivia, she gave me an apologetic look as Sana ordered us to pose the way we’d been when she came in. Not brave enough to take the phone from her, I did what she asked, even though I felt awkward as hell about it. I rarely had my picture taken.

After taking a few pictures, Sana started typing. Anxiety squirmed in my gut. I didn’t know how to feel about her posting on my social media, so I didn’t say anything, though it made me uncomfortable. I’m dressed in sweats paired with a pretty maid apron and very much not having a good hair day. Sana, on the other hand, looked beautiful and radiant. She should be the one having her picture taken.

“Perfect.” Sana tapped my phone one last time before setting it back on my desk. I had to resist the itch to grab it and see what she’d posted. “I have to get going. Try not to break your backs working, you two. Love you, Olivia.” Sana gave Olivia the cutest kiss, then traipsed out in the same whirlwind she’d entered on.

“What—what was that?” I asked, blinking.

Olivia reached out to put a hand on my shoulder. “Has the con exhaustion hit you before the first show of the year’s even happened? You’ve met Sana before. How many fingers am I holding up?”

I rolled my eyes at Olivia’s silliness. “I meant, what did she mean by booth babe?” Glancing at my phone, I felt too awkward to inspect what Sana had posted when her girlfriend was standing in front of me. Some of these products were things I’d been keeping under wraps to debut at the show. I hoped they weren’t visible in the photos.

Olivia squirmed a bit under my gaze. “Ah, yeah, last weekend when I was talking about the convention, she got super excited and started planning her booth babe outfit.”

“She knows my books are all about gay men, right?”

“Yes. She’s going to devour your newest book on her next work break. Don’t worry, I’m sure it will be fine.”

“You ah, hesitated before saying fine,” I pointed out.

Olivia looked away to the side and then back to me. “I’m sure it will be . . . fine.”

“You hesitated even longer this time!”

Laughing, we got back to work.
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Chapter 2.
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“All right.” Olivia tossed her hands in the air with far more energy than I felt. “Time to get back to work.”

“How can I work when the two of you forced me to eat fifty pounds of food?” I groaned. For good measure, I slumped dramatically over the table.

“Olivia told us how she has a terrible time getting you to eat the few days before and during a convention because you insist on working yourself to death,” Liam said, narrowing his eyes at me.

God, he’s sexy when he turns on his Dom eyes. He probably doesn’t even realize he’s doing it.

“So we colluded together to make sure you ate today.” He began collecting dishes, looking very much like he was going to wash them before he left.

Squirming, I wanted to tell him I would take care of the dishes since he’d cooked, but I didn’t have the time for anything except work from now until the show this weekend. Especially since we’d had such a long meal. I’d wanted to wolf down my food and get right back to work, but it would have been impolite to rush through the nice meal Liam had prepared.

Trying not to be annoyed at Liam and quipping at him that I had to work this much to keep my business running, I thanked him instead because I knew his words were coming from a place of love and not flippancy. It was kind of hard to be angry at him when he was being so nice, and holy hell, was Olivia’s new boyfriend hot. To keep my eyes from roaming over his body, I got back to work.

Olivia joined me, and Liam washed the dishes while they chatted with each other happily. He then insisted on staying and helped us for an hour before going home. I did my best to keep up with his small talk while we worked in the cramped living room. Small talk was not my forte, but Liam was surprisingly easy to talk to.

“You won the poly jackpot,” I said to Olivia after her boyfriend left. I’d felt a little ridiculous wearing the frilly maid apron while Liam had been here, but Olivia had been wearing one too, and he hadn’t blinked an eye. Well, that’s not quite right. He’d given smoking hot eyes to Olivia.

She stared out the window dreamily. “I did.”

Nervousness crept into my belly. She’d been dating this wonderful older couple for several weeks now. It was going great. I’d met them a few times now, and from everything I’d seen, it was a healthy relationship. I was thrilled for her. Which is why I felt terrible that a part of me spent far too much time worrying about when she would announce she was moving in with them.

We’d been living together for several years now, and previously, when either of us dated someone, they moved in with us, but Liam and Sana owned their own house. This time, Olivia would be the one to move.

I wasn’t looking forward to finding a new roommate. How many people would put up with me having my work stuff all over the apartment? Especially hentai? Our apartment was currently covered in my work things, even the couch.

And how would I find someone as friendly and easygoing as Olivia to keep me company? I’d always been terrible at maintaining friendships. Olivia was my longest friendship ever. With me being such a homebody, would our friendship die out when she moved out? I needed to learn how to be better about not letting that happen.

And what if my new roommate ended up being someone who never cleaned? The thought conjured an image of the kitchen being a complete disaster with rotting food everywhere, and I flinched. I seriously couldn’t go through that again. Eighteen years in my parents’ home had been enough of that.

“Stop worrying about how sales will go for the newest book.” Olivia smacked my butt and starting sorting stickers into the carrying cases I had for them. That wasn’t what had me worried at the moment, but now that she’d said it, it was all I could think about.

What if people didn’t like the way my series finished? I’d done my best to end it so it was loving. I included a hot sex scene and wrapped up loose ends, but I felt like if I’d taken more time, I could have done a better job. I already had the book launch and printing slot scheduled, though, and rescheduling the launch for a different show would mean making fewer sales because the upcoming show was my biggest one of the year.

Olivia tapped my nose to startle me out of my thoughts. “Marie, don’t make me shove cookies down your throat until you stop worrying.”

“I seriously cannot eat another bite,” I said. My belly already felt too full. I shouldn’t have eaten so much, but they kept insisting, and Olivia’s worried face had guilt-tripped me. Plus, the food had been very good.

Liam had brought things to cook, and I’d spent the entire time worrying that he would need something from the fridge, and see how sparse my side was, but thankfully, Olivia had fetched the only thing he needed. When I told Mom the other day that I couldn’t lend her any money because every dollar I had was tied up in the products arriving today, I hadn’t been joking. I barely had the money to buy anything during my last grocery shop.

“I suggest you stop worrying then.” Olivia’s brows knitted together to warn me she would make good on her threat if I didn’t listen to her.

I stuck my tongue out at her. “Do you even have any cookies to shove down my throat?”

“I’ll make some and shove hot cookies in.”

“I’ll stop worrying! Don’t torture me!” Shielding myself behind a box, I peeked over it to find her shoulders shaking from laughter.

She looked so at ease in the living room now. I was glad. Ever since she and Jerry split up, she’d always seemed a bit off when we were in the living room. Eventually, I realized her eyes kept being drawn to the empty spaces where Jerry’s things had been. Pretending it was about me making a better work space for myself, I’d reorganized the entire living room to get rid of those empty spaces that made her sad.

Jerry had been Olivia’s longest relationship. And the first guy she dated that I approved of. They had started talking about marriage, but when they began discussing their future together, they realized they wanted different things. Namely, he wanted to start a family, and she had never felt the need to have children.

It had killed me to watch the spark of love die between them. They parted amiably and were still friends. I hoped that Jerry would find a good partner to start a family with, but watching him and Olivia go through what they had, I told myself that if I started dating again, I would find out the stance on kids or no kids early in a relationship to avoid that.

Olivia asking me a question drew me out of my thoughts. Ugh, my ass was killing me from sitting on the floor for so many hours. I’d set Olivia up on the couch, so she’d be comfortable, and there was an array of products filling the couch and coffee table that she was sorting through and organizing.

There was still so much to do, and I only had tomorrow left before the show. How would I get everything done on time? I still had an art commission to finish for a client at the show, too. Thank god Olivia had been able to help me out today, or I’d be in an even worse bind.

***
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“Bed!” Olivia commanded. She tugged on me to get me to stand when I yawned for the third time in a row, despite stubbornly resisting when I tried to get her to go to bed earlier, yet now she was ordering me around.
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