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Author’s Note

 Just a
couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I
am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading
software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my
books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I
have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than
that, all my books are independent projects.

 


That being said, I apologize, in advance, for
the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may
make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked
into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is
that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and
there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for
grammar, my books are probably not for you.

 


Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an
AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However,
the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love
with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come
out. And because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I
started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my
series all at once. No waiting here…LOL. Now, the exception to that
will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the
standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide
to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all
additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a
hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as
myself.

 


Thank you, for everything!


Contact Me

 I really
appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you!
Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job, and a family
I love spending time with, at this time, I’m afraid it would be
very hard for me to maintain a multitude of social media sites.
However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social
media coordinates:

 


 


Website

 


 


Facebook

 


 


Instagram

 


 


 Email

 


 


Newsletter


Dedication

 For my son –

 Just like Julian, your demons may be a part of who you are, but they will never overshadow
all that is good about you. I love you with every piece of my
soul.
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Prologue

 The Seven
Deadlies.

There's Sloth,
Gluttony, Envy, Lust, Greed, Wrath, and Pride.

So, which is the
worst?

First,
there's Sloth. Being lazy and
unproductive can be just as addicting as drugs or gambling. Your
mind and body get used to doing nothing, to being nothing. Sloth can make you neglect responsibilities
and make you lose value in yourself and others. Laziness can keep
you poor, unfit, and a burden on society.

Second,
there's Gluttony;
over-indulgence. There's a guilty feeling that comes with gluttony.
We feel it when we overeat, when we overspend, etc. I think it's
safe to say, we've all experienced gluttony at least once in our
lives. Gluttony likes to sneak up on you. There's nothing wrong
with having just one more slice of pizza...until you find yourself
fifty pounds overweight one day, of course. What's the harm in
having ten different purses, when you can only carry one at a time?
Gluttony will have you overweight and in debt before you even know
what’s hit you. The sneaky little bastard!

Then,
there's Envy. Envy can keep
you from making any real personal connections in life. I mean, how
can you really call yourself a friend if you secretly hate whenever
one of your friends find good fortune? Envy can make you detest
everything you own and have worked hard for. Your car, your house,
and your clothes are all perfectly fine...until your neighbor gets
a fancier car, bigger house, and designer clothes. Envy can eat you
up alive. Envy can turn your soul dark. That's no bueno...no bueno
at all.

Now,
let's talk about
Lust.

Lust.

Lust is a
motherfucker of a sin. Nations topple because of lust. Families are destroyed because of
lust. People become diseased because of lust. Lust clouds the best
of judgments. But to be fair, can you name one
thing-just one
thing-that feels better than
sex? The feel of a man's hands on your body, the goose bumps you
get when his lips touch your skin, the heat you feel when you know
he's turned on by you, the power you feel because you know there is
nothing that he won't do to satisfy you, that first thrust inside
you, and let's not leave out the aria of the entire sexual
opera...when he makes you cum. What feels better than
that?

Next,
there's Greed. Greed can make you
shady and underhanded. It can make you so hungry for more, that you
go into debt because your neighbors just bought a Lexus, but you're
driving a Toyota. Greed tricks you into believing your life is
always missing something. It makes you become an episode on
Investigation Discovery because you poisoned your husband for his
life insurance. Greed has you always feeling empty and, for some,
there's almost nothing you won't do to fill that void. When you're
greedy, contentment is a false achievement. You will never be
satisfied. Never.

Onto Wrath.
Wrath is the equivalent to
temporary insanity. You can literally lose your mind when you are
in a state of wrath. Wrath will have you destroying property, and
it can make you verbally and physically abusive. Wrath will have
you looking at a life prison sentence because you've gone and
murdered someone in the heat of the moment. Wrath will make you
unreasonable. Wrath can make you feared by those you love and who
love you. Wrath can consume your soul. It's mind-numbing to all
things good and peaceful. Wrath is a true monster with no
rationale. Wrath can destroy everything good in your
life.

Finally, we have Pride.
Pride, pride, pride, pride, pride...it sure is a nasty little guy.
Pride can cause an insurmountable amount of pain. It keeps you from
saying sorry when you really should. It is the largest killer of
relationships around. It makes life harder because you refuse to
ask for help. And it kills love because you cannot bring yourself
to forgive. A lot of people can forgive mistakes, but when all you
can think about is how that mistake made you look stupid? Lying,
infidelity, neglect…all that can be worked through. Humiliation,
not so much. Pride can make you walk away from the best thing that
has ever happened to you. It can also make you lonelier than you
have ever been.

So, let
me introduce myself…

 My name is Isabella Nichole DeLucci, and this is a little story about how my
friend’s quest for a one-night stand invited these seven jackasses
into my life.


Chapter 1


Sloth: Because when everyone else around me
doesn’t

 put in the
effort, why should I?

 


Isabella~

My ass hadn’t even hit the chair yet and my
phone was already ringing like clockwork. I couldn’t stop the smile
that lit up my face when I looked at the name flashing across the
screen. I wasn’t surprised by the call, just giddy that it kept
being made all this time later.

I
swiped the phone icon and
answered, “Well, hello.”

“Marry me,”
came the exact same greeting I
received every morning since I met Julian.

About four
months ago, my friend, Quinn,
had dragged me and our other friend, Avery, out to a new hot spot
called Xavier’s because she’d been in dire need of getting laid.
However, instead of finding some random penis to take home that
night, we had ended up bumping into their bosses. And while it’s
been a whirlwind of drama worthy of a soap opera, Avery was now
engaged to Nicholas and Quinn was living with Chase.

However, I was the only
one who had ended up getting her world rocked that fateful night at
Xavier’s. Avery and Quinn had made Nicholas and Chase fight for
them while I had quietly rolled over and had given myself up to
Julian almost instantly.

And I’ve been
getting my world rock almost
every night since then.

Avery and
Quinn worked at SMA, Global Inc. in the finance department,
headed by Julian. Nicholas
Savage was the S, Julian Moretti was the M, and Chase Alexander was
the A of SMA Global, Inc. They were a financial investment
powerhouse worth billions of dollars. Nick was the investment
genius, Chase was the client manager, and Julian was head of
finance. It all fell in line with their strengths because Nick was
the sensible one, Chase was the personable one, and Julian
was…well, Julian hated people, so numbers and spreadsheets were his
strength.

All
three of them had grown up in
Oakland, California in what was arguably the worst neighborhood in
Oakland. The Deep East, it was called, and their childhoods had
been anything but pleasant.

Julian had a lot of
demons, but he claimed that I quieted them. Not sure how I did that
exactly, but I let him believe whatever he wanted. He was too
special and too unstable to tell otherwise.

“Not today,
babe,” I answered as I always
did whenever he asked me to marry him.

He
sighed. “One day, you’re going
to say yes, Dove.”

I closed my
eyes. His voice did things to
me. Hell, his existence did things to
me. Julian was gorgeous in that too-good-to-be-real kind of way. He
was a twenty-eight-year-old god who was masquerading as a
human.

He
stood at six-foot-four-inches
with a body that was eight-pack abs of perfection. He had hair as
black as night that was paired with the most intense hazel eyes I
have ever looked into. He had black brows that matched his hair and
eyelashes that I’d sell my soul for. His face was strong, and all
those male features he kept clean shaven. His lips were full and
have done so many wicked things to my body that I found myself
staring at them at random. You’d never know it because Julian very
rarely smiled, but the man also possessed a deep set of dimples
that could bring on world peace if he’s just shared his smile with
others.

As for the man’s
body…

Sweet Baby Jesus up
in Heaven.

Julian
was rock hard everywhere. And
whether it was watching his muscles tighten from picking me up, his
abs constricting as he slammed into me, or just watching his
forearms ripple as he wrote something down, Julian never failed to
make me soaking wet. He also had a sinister looking tattoo of God
playing chess with Satan that covered his entire upper back. The
chess pieces were souls instead of traditional game pieces, and
since it was the only tattoo that he had on his body, it leapt out
at you whenever he turned his back to you. It was stunningly
gorgeous and hot as hell.

The only other
thing about him were his
scars. It had taken me a long time not to lose myself in
overwhelming sadness for him every time I had come across a new one
that had a new story. At this point in time, I’ve seen and have
kissed every inch of his body, so I knew all his scars and their
stories. But sometimes, when I found it hard to believe that he was
real, the scars made me want to murder everyone who has ever harmed
him, and I wasn’t the violent type. That was Quinn.

I
snapped myself out of that
train of thought. “Well, when I finally do, I don’t want a wedding.
I want the six of us, Kane, and your mother to all fly to Las Vegas
where we can get married without any headaches or
expectations.”

He let out a
soft chuckle. “I don’t care if
you want to get married on the street corner by a down on his luck
preacher, Dove. I’ll marry you whenever, however, wherever you want
me to.”

My heart
skipped at beat as it often did with Julian. Julian’s feelings were
extremely intense. If he was happy, he was genuinely happy. If he was sad, he was actually
heartbroken. If he was fine, he was content with all the things
around him. It was when he was upset, hurt, or mad that he was at
his most volatile. If Julian was furious or felt threatened, I had
no doubt that he was capable of murdering someone in the heat of
his emotional high. He wasn’t bipolar or anything like that, he
just felt whatever he was feeling very intensely.

And Holy
Mary, Mother of God, when he was feeling turned on?

Let’s just
say that he was able to really
make me believe that I was the only woman on the planet. Julian was
all magic in the bedroom. The fact that his dick was a good nine
inches didn’t hurt, either. Well…except when it did
hurt.

And I did
love when it hurt.

“We still
on for tonight?”

“Yeah, I’m not
sure what time everyone is coming over, but as far as I know, we’re still on,” I answered as I
finally started to pull out the stacks of papers and reports on my
desk.

About four
years ago, I moved to San Jose due to a promotion I’d been offered by the company I worked for.
I was a marketing executive for Willshire Marketing, and so far,
they have been an awesome company to work for. Their pay and
employee packages didn’t compare to that of SMA, but they were more
than enough for me.

“Okay,
baby, I’ll see you tonight,”
Julian promised.

“I’ll see you
tonight,” I echoed.

I
hung up and got started on my
workday. I was about an hour in when Janie, the fifth-floor
receptionist, knocked lightly on my door as she let herself
in.

She was
carrying a vase filled with the most
beautiful bouquet of flowers.

Shit.

My heart
dropped a bit, but I plastered
a robotic smile on my face. “Good morning, Janie.”

She placed the
vase of flowers on the edge of my desk. “You sure are one lucky
lady, Isabella DeLucci. I only
get flowers like this if it’s my anniversary.”

I stared at
the offending flowers and
almost told her she could have them, but I didn’t want to start any
unnecessary gossip. Instead, I looked up at her and smiled. “Thank
you, Janie.” I kept the smile on my face until she walked out and
shut the door behind her.

This was the
fourth bouquet within two
months, and they weren’t from Julian. Julian wasn’t a candy and
flowers kind of guy. He didn’t need to buy me things to make me
feel special or loved. The man just had to look into my eyes for me
to feel it.

The flowers
were a problem because I had
no idea who they were from. I knew a lot of women found the notion
of a secret admirer romantic and all, but in my opinion, it all
depended on the intent. It was only romantic if the man eventually
presented himself to you in order to move forward or put a stop to
it.

What
was the purpose of a man continuously
sending you flowers anonymously?

That
was just creepy.

Not to
mention, I still haven’t found
out a way to tell Julian without it ending in him locking me up in
his bedroom, never letting me out.

It
wasn’t that I didn’t trust Julian,
not at all. Still, I had no doubt that if he thought I was in
danger somehow, he’d take over my life. And no matter how much I
loved him, I would never hand my life over to a man.

Any man.

See,
I was a product of my mother’s affair
with a very unavailable, immoral, married man. And when she had
told him that she was pregnant with me, he had made it very clear
that she had been a side piece all along, and that he was not going
to leave his wife for her-ever.

However, their affair had
continued until the sight of her rounding belly had finally been
enough to scourge up some guilt and shame. Still, instead of coming
clean with his wife and doing the right thing, he had chosen to
dump my mother and go on to live happily ever after with his wife
and their children.

If that weren’t tragic
enough, my mother had chosen to spend her life waiting for him to
come to his senses and be with her. Well, I was
twenty-eight-years-old now, and he still has nothing to do with
her.

Well…as far as I knew
since I never asked.

My
father wasn’t a topic that I
engaged in, no matter how many times my mother has brought him up,
so I really didn’t know if they’ve kept in touch or not. The way I
saw it, he hadn’t cared enough to know about my life growing up,
why should I care about his life now?

And
as wonderful as Julian was, I had no
plans to ever let my life revolve around a man. I wouldn’t be able
to live with myself if I handed everything that I was over to
Julian, knowing he was the type of man to never give it back. I had
no doubt that he loved me, but he was just so intense and absorbing
that I knew I could lose myself to him so easily.

I
picked up the flowers, then
carried them over to the elevator. On the way down to the garage
floor, I wracked my brain, trying to find a way to tell Julian.
Even if I thought he’d be reasonable about it, there was still
Chase and Nick to contend with and I had no doubt they’d be
standing behind him, encouraging him to take control of the
situation.

The
elevator doors opened, and I walked
the vase of flowers to the garage dumpster where the previous
flowers had met their demise as well. I stood there as I had the
previous three times, wondering who in the hell would send me
flowers?

I didn’t get
out much, so I couldn’t
imagine where I would have met someone where I made such an
impression upon them that they would start sending me flowers.
Avery and Quinn were my only real friends, and since we met the
guys, we’ve been our own little click. It was eerie to think it
might be someone here at work, but who else could it be?

I picked up
the phone and dialed Quinn.
She answered on the second ring. “You better not be calling to
cancel, hooker.”

God, love
this woman. “No, I am not. I
don’t care how much drama you and Avery partake in, I will not not
see you hoebags. I’d miss your faces too much.”

Quinn
snorted. “Puhlease, Iz. The
only reason you don’t have any drama is because the universe is
afraid of Julian, too.”

“Uh, that’s
not exactly true, Q.” I needed
some advice. “I got another bouquet of flowers today.”

She was silent
for a second, no doubt wondering what the hell. I met Quinn and Avery a couple of years ago
when I had literally run into them and had covered them in an order
of hot coffees. But instead of them attacking me, they had fallen
to the ground laughing, then had asked if I was
okay.

Avery was kind
and no nonsense, where Quinn
was all backbone and attitude. They were both perfect and we’ve
been best friends ever since. Even Quinn’s sister, Audrey, was a
peach.

“You’re going
to have to tell Julian, Iz,” she finally advised.

I let out a
deep breath. I knew that’s what she was going to
say, and she was right. “I
know, I know, but…God, Q, he’s going to flip out.”

“Of course,
he’s going to flip out,” she
harrumphed. “This is Julian we’re talking about here. However, I
think if you tell him before he finds out on his own, then it’ll
show that you’re taking this seriously and that you’re being
careful. He might only go slightly insane.”

“You think?” I
asked hopefully.

“Yeah…sure,”
she responded
doubtfully.

“I’m fucked, aren’t
I?”

“Yes, my dear
friend, you are,” she
confirmed.

Well, hell.

 


*****

 


Julian~

I had to laugh as I got off the phone with
Isabella. When I first started asking her to marry me, I knew she
thought I was kidding, and I didn’t blame her. Who in the hell
asked someone to marry them after one night together?

I
did, apparently.

However, I knew the
second that she aimed those amber irises up at me that night at
Xavier’s that it was over for me. Chase and I had intercepted her
and Quinn on their way back from the restrooms, and when we had
forced the introductions and Isabella had given me her full
attention, I had changed my vote from not kidnapping the girls in
support of Chase’s plan to kidnap them in the event charming them
hadn’t work.

Isabella’s eyes had
pulled me in and had coated me in a peace that I had never felt
before, and that was saying something, considering the way Nick,
Chase, and I had grown up.

We all
three had grown up in Oakland,
California in The Deep East. It was the farthest thing from
Disneyland that you could imagine. The neighborhoods were so
poverty and crime ridden that it was a wonder they didn’t film
television afterschool specials there.

Probably because no film crew wanted to get robbed, stabbed, or
shot.

Nick’s
dad had split early enough in
his life that none of us really remembered him. Nick had been
raised by his mother, Donna, and she had been your classic junkie
whore. Still, she hadn’t beaten or starved Nick, and she had
managed to hold down a job. However, she hadn’t shy about her drug
use and there’d been a revolving door of men that would go in and
out of their home.

When
Nick had been just
ten-years-old, he had gone home from school one day and had walked
in on a drug-fueled orgy. Donna had been between by two men while
surrounded by naked male and female bodies everywhere. Nick had
thrown up, then had run to Chase’s house. After that day, there’d
been a quiet understanding that Nick would raise himself, and he
had.

Chase
childhood had been the best out of
the three of us. His father had been a world class piece of shit,
but his mother…his mother had been our only saving grace and savior
in that hell.

Jonathan Alexander had
been a wife batterer and serial cheater. Chase and his younger
brother, Kane, even had a half-sister somewhere. He’d had no shame
when it came to his wife or his children. He would beat his wife in
front of her children, and he would have his whores drop him off on
their front porch.

It
hadn’t been until Chase and Kane were
old enough to step in between their mother and father that the
beatings had lessened. Though, the cheating had never stopped, that
offense had taken a backseat to the physical abuse.

Teresa
Alexander had endured a lot to
try to keep her family together, and she hadn’t stopped there. She
had always taken Nick and me in whenever we had needed
it.

And we
had needed it.

Often.

Because
things affect everyone
differently, I hated to say that I had it worse than Chase and Nick
because I didn’t know that to be true exactly. On paper, my
childhood was worse than theirs, but they might be carrying their
scars with the same weight and regret that I did.

I
had been raised by my mother, Sandy,
and I never knew who my father was. Hell, I wasn’t sure she even
knew. Sandy had been a combination of Nick’s mom and Chase’s dad.
She had been a fan of neglect, verbal abuse, physical abuse, drug
use, and sex with whomever.

She
had hated me, and I never knew why.
Maybe it was because I didn’t favor her at all, reminding her of my
father. Or maybe it was that a kid had cramped her lifestyle. I
never knew the reason, and still didn’t.

She
had never worked a day in her life,
and I hadn’t been shielded by how she had made her
money.

Sandy’s resentment of me
hadn’t stopped at her hands only. She’d never had a problem letting
whichever dick she’d been sitting on abuse me, too, if that was his
deal. It hadn’t been until I had grown into my size that the
beatings had stopped. However, the damage to my mind had already
been done. Most people turned to drugs or alcohol to forget or
condition their minds to believe it never happened, but not
me.

Never me.

I
was very good friends with all of my
demons. I didn’t pretend they didn’t exist, and I didn’t pretend I
was normal. I was far from. Still, I did my best every day to be a
decent human being and I had Teresa Alexander for the days I found
that I was struggling with that.

One
day, when we had been
sixteen-years-old, we had decided we weren’t going to fall victim
to our circumstances. We had all gotten part-time afterschool jobs,
and with the help of a few white lies, we’d been able to save all
our money and invest it in a stock that Nick had picked out under
Chase’s name as soon as Chase had turned eighteen.

We
had made thousands, then turned
around and had invested that. Within a year, we’d had enough to
move out of Oakland, and take Teresa and Kane with us. Chase and I
had enrolled in college while Nick had taken part-time classes and
had kept picking money makers.

Ten years later, we own
one of the most prestigious financial firms in the country and I
had more money than I’ll ever know what to do with.

Sure, I had demons I
didn’t wish upon anyone, but I also didn’t forget that I had
Teresa. She had loved me when no one else had. She had fed me when
I’d had no food to cook. She had stitched me up when I couldn’t
stop the bleeding. She had clothed me during my growth spurts. She
had held me when I had thought of burning down the neighborhood.
And she had cried with me whenever I had thought of killing myself.
I owed whatever sanity I still possessed to Teresa Alexander. For
many years, Teresa had been the only person who could bring me any
resemblance of peace, until I had met Isabella.

All those
demons that I was so friendly
with, they faded into the background whenever I thought of
Isabella, and they feel almost nonexistent whenever I was with her.
I knew nothing but Isabella when I was inside her.

I
had no idea what it is about her, and
I didn’t care to try to find out. All I knew was what she meant to
me, and I will never let Isabella
go.

And God help anyone who ever tried to take her away from me.

My thoughts
were interrupted by my office
door opening. It used to be that only Chase or Nick could enter my
office without knocking, but since that night at Xavier’s, Quinn
and Avery had been added to that list.

I looked up to see
Chase strolling in. “What’s up?”

He plopped
himself down on one of the
armchairs directly across from my desk. “Q’s driving me
nuts.”

I
lifted a brow. “And this is
different from the rest of the time, how?”

Chase
closed his eyes momentarily
before looking back at me. “Why can’t she just sit her ass at home
until she heals?”

Quinn and
Chase were like fire and ice as they never failed to entertain. “She works from home only
three days out of the week, Chase,” I reminded him.

About a month ago, Quinn
had gotten into a really bad car accident, and it had left her
ankle shattered. Chase had gotten her the best orthopedic surgeon
in the world and a topnotch physical therapist, but her progress
was still a slow-go.

“Don’t talk to
me about compromises, Julez.
She should just listen to me and do what I say,” he
reasoned-unrealistically.

I laughed. “Yeah,
because Quinn’s docile like that.”

Chase eyed me
before ignoring me altogether.
“I think something’s up with the girls.”

“Jesus, Chase,
something is
always up with those three. If you’re hovering-as I
suspect you probably that are-they’re probably planning your
accidental death.”

He
scoffed. “Really? Because if
it were Isabella who had been hurt…?”

“That’s
irrelevant because Isabella isn’t hurt. Quinn is, and an irritate
Quinn isn’t good for anybody. Least of all, you, my friend.” One
thing Quinn wasn’t? Quinn wasn’t scared of anyone, and that included Chase.

“You’re a
dick,” he pointed out. “I don’t know how Izzy puts up with
you.”

“She doesn’t have a
choice,” I answered back.

Chase
stood up. “We still on for
tonight?”

I nodded. “Yeah,
unless something comes up.”

He headed
towards the door, then looked
back before turning the knob. “I was serious earlier, Julez. I
heard Q telling someone that someone was going to flip out. Those
girls are up to something or they’re keeping something from
us.”

I took a deep
breath as I thought about Chase’s words. Both
scenarios were quite possible.
Isabella, Quinn, and Avery were a formidable trio, and there was no
telling what they got into when we weren’t around. Quinn usually
led the charge with Avery weighing the pros and cons and Isabella
praying to The Good Lord for all their souls. “I’m sure we’ll find
out soon enough. It’s not like they’re CIA operatives, Chase.
They’ll either drunkenly blurt it out or call us to save
them.”

Chase let out a huff.
“Save them? They’d rot in jail before admitting they fucked up and
needed us to bail them out.”

That was true.

“I still say
we should drug them, find a
shady Justice of the Peace, then marry them, already. It sure would
make things easier,” I suggested, not for the first
time.

Chase shook
his head in resignation. “I’m starting to agree with you, but it’s only been a month since
Quinn’s stop fighting me. If I drug and kidnap her now, I’ll have
to start all over with her.”

“Just think
about it, Chase. I mean, seems like right now is the ideal time for
your kidnapping plan.” I shrugged a shoulder. “She can’t outrun you
right now.”

He cocked his
head. “I hadn’t thought about
that.” He smiled at me. “I’ll think about it, Julez. Thanks!” And
with that, he was out of my office.

I didn’t
understand Chase’s relationship with Quinn at all. However, I didn’t think any of us did. As
soon as Nick had realized that he was in love with Avery, he had
moved her in and had put a rock on her finger. Hell, he’d be
married to her right now if it weren’t for the fact that she wanted
a real wedding.

Chase was just as in love
with Quinn, but for whatever reason, he had stopped at moving her
in. They could label themselves as just boyfriend and girlfriend
all they wanted, but we all knew differently. In fact, it wouldn’t
surprise me if they ended up married before Nick and
Avery.

If Quinn didn’t kill
him first.

But
even with her homicidal tendencies
towards Chase, Quinn was solid, as was Avery. I couldn’t have
picked two better women on the planet for Nick and Chase to fall in
love with. They were, both, loyal, loving, and strong.

I looked
around my office that was decorated in glass and chrome with black
furniture. It was effective and impersonal, and the only thing of color in the entire room was
a PixieCold Svenja Jokicke hanging on the wall behind my desk. And
the only thing of personal value in the entire room was a picture
of Isabella sitting on my desk.

Chase’s office and Nick’s
office had the same layout as mine, but Nick’s was professional
friendly with a couple of plants, and it was decorated in warm
whiskey finishes. Chase’s office was more personal and had a couple
Oakland Raider autographed pictures on the wall. And where, once
there was only a picture of Chase, Nick, Kane, Teresa, and me on
his bookshelf, it now sat next to a picture of Chase and Quinn as
well.

There were
times when I’d still find myself in a daze over everything we’ve
accomplished. Nick, Chase, and
I were examples of the American Dream. We had clawed our way out of
the gutters and had become more than we ever thought we deserved.
It still felt surreal at times.

And
now we had Isabella, Avery, and Quinn
in our lives. And by ‘we’, I meant that we had
them because I knew those girls would do anything for any of us
three, just like we’d do anything for any one of them. We’ve
definitely come a long way.

 It was just too
bad that our demons had come with us.


Chapter 2

 Sloth: Because being at
home with the ones you love is awesome.

 


Isabella~

I was so happy that we were all getting together at
my place tonight. It had been along week, and I had no desire to
get dressed up and all fancy-looking to go out clubbing.

Besides, a
little over a month ago, Quinn had gotten into a really bad car wreck in which her ankle had
been shattered. She was healing nicely, but she was still a long
way from tripping the light fantastic and all, so we had all begun
to hang out at each other’s homes more.

I was pulling
out glasses from the cupboard when I felt the heat
from Julian’s body envelop my
entire back. “Here, let me get those. Go sit down or
something.”

I
turned around and looked up at
the gorgeous psycho. “Julian, I’m only pulling out wine glasses.
I’m not lugging two-by-fours up the stairs on my back,” I pointed
out dryly.

He just
smirked at my naivety. “I don’t care if you’re carrying a bag of
cotton balls.”

I
sighed.

Julian was so
unreal.

“I’m perfectly
capable of setting out some
wine glasses, Julian.” I wrapped my arms around his waist as I
chastised him because…well, because I couldn’t be near this man and
not touch him.

Julian cocked
his head and pierced me with
those all-knowing hazel eyes of his. “I’m sure you’re perfectly
capable of ruling the world, Isabella, and I have no problem with
you fending for yourself and accomplishing world peace when I’m not
around.” He held my face in his hands, then leaned down, kissing my
forehead. “However, it’s when I am around that
I’ll be taking care of everything for you.”

I melted.

I
mean, c’mon…how could I
not?

I
smiled up at him. “So, what
happens when the day comes that you’ve rendered me completely
helpless and you’re not around to cater to me?”

I
had been teasing, but teasing Julian
was a hit-and-miss kind of thing. I knew he knew I was joking, but
the implications of what I said put him in a different head space.
He shook his head. “I’ll never not be around. I’ll give up
everything I own before I’d not be around for you,
Dove.”

We were so
wrapped up in each other that
I didn’t hear the front door open. However, I did hear the shock
and outrage in Avery’s voice. “What in the ever-lovin’ hell?”

Julian
let me go as I walked around
his large frame to see what my friend was all about. “Hi to you
guys, too.”

Avery started
stomping her way over to the karaoke machine in the corner of my living room. “You got a home
karaoke machine?”

I could hear
Julian chuckle behind me. I
answered honestly, “Actually, no. Julian got it for-”

Avery whirled around on
Nick before I could finish my sentence. “Did you hear that?
Julian got it for her.” She folder her arms across her
chest as she glowered at him. “See what perfect boyfriends
do?”

Nick rolled his eyes at
her and focused on what was important to him. “I’m not your
boyfriend, Imp. I’m your goddamn fiancé.”

Avery flounced
towards the kitchen,
completely ignoring him. “I need a drink.”

“Ave-”

“Don’t talk to
me, Nicholas, until I drink
away this neglect I’m feeling.”

I looked over
at Julian and smiled as Nick
followed Avery into the kitchen. Julian shook his head, but smiled
back, and I swear that my legs almost gave out.

Christ, he was so
beautiful.

I always felt
weak in the knees whenever
Julian smiled my way. He very rarely smiled, but when he did, his
face became god-like. He was really just that beautiful and those
dimples, oh, my
God…hmmmm.

My ogling was
interrupted when I heard the
front door open again and was immediately hit with another sound of
shock and outrage.

“What the hell is that?” Quinn practically screeched.

I looked over
at Quinn as Chase shut the
front door behind them, and saw Q frantically pointing to the
offending contraption. “What’s what?” I asked, although I already
knew.

She started
jabbing her finger in the direction of the living
room corner. “That thing.”

“Oh,” I
replied casually. “That’s a
home karaoke machine.”

“A
what?” she
demanded.

“A home
karaoke machine,” I repeated,
shrugging a shoulder. “Julian bought it for me when he realized
that you’d probably be out of commission for a while, and he didn’t
want me to have withdrawals.”

She turned
around and stink-eyed Chase.
“What the hell is wrong with you? Why can’t
you love me like that?!”

“Right?”
Ace jumped in, walking out
from the kitchen, and I tried to hold in my laughter.

“For
the love of God, Quinn, can you
please not,” Nick begged. “Avery is barely starting to talk to me
again since we got here and spotted that stupid thing.”

“How could
you, Julez?” Chase
accused.

Julian
smirked. “Hey, it’s not my
fault you’re a shit boyfriend and Sav’s an inconsiderate fiancé.
Isabella’s not going to suffer because you two suck.” He threw a
wink at me.

Nick threw his
arms in the air. “Did it ever occur to you to give us a heads up? Maybe help us from being
blindsided?”

Julian’s face
looked incredulous. “And ruin
an opportunity at this kind of entertainment? Why would I want to
go and do that?”

Quinn pointed
a finger in Chase’s face. “We’re going to talk about
this later.”

He rolled his
eyes at her. “I didn’t even know those stupid ass
things existed, Q.”

She gasped and
I didn’t blame her. “Julian
knew,” she pointed out.

“I’m going to kick
your ass, Julez,” I heard Nick threaten.

I couldn’t
take it anymore and finally
gave into my laughter. I started laughing and laughing, then Quinn
went to try to jinx me. “One of these days, Iz, he’s going to fuck
up and I am going to be sitting in the front row for an
uninterrupted view of it.”

Ace walked
over to Q and high fived her.
“Amen.”

I gasped. “How
dare you wish that upon me? And after I invite you into my home, no less.”

Julian walked
over to me, then wrapping his
arms around my waist, pulled me into his lap and onto the couch.
“Don’t worry, Dove. I’m not going to fuck up. I’m not Sav or
Chase,” he reassured me as he buried his face in the crook of my
neck.

God, how I
wanted to believe him, but…come on…

“Pfft, please,
Julian,” I huffed. “You’re a
man. You’re bound to fuck up eventually.” That sent a chorus of
‘hey’, ‘what’, ‘seriously’ throughout the room.

“Anyway,” Ace cut them
off, “Michael called me earlier and said he and Audrey couldn’t
make it, but they promise to be at our next shindig.”

“Yeah, I got a text
from Aud earlier,” Quinn confirmed.

“Okay, let’s
order the pizzas, bust out the
alcohol, then get this karaoke-filled disaster show on the road,”
Nick announced.

While Chase
called in the pizzas, and as
Nick and Ace made their way to the kitchen to pour our drinks,
Quinn made herself comfortable on the couch, and Julian kept me on
his lap.

Chase hung the
phone up and plopped himself down on the couch next to Quinn. “Whatcha thinking,
babe?”

She snuggled
up into the crook of his
shoulder. “I’m thinking life feels pretty perfect right
now.”

His arm came
around and squeezed her to
him. “Even without your very own As Seen On T.V. karaoke
machine?”

“Hmmm, we’ll get back to
that. But if you’re wondering what to get me for Christmas…” she
hinted.

He
chuckled. “Duly noted,
babe.”

“Is all this
too good to be true, Chase?” I heard her ask softly.

“Nah,
babe. We deserve to be where
we are today,” he answered. “None of us got here the easy way and
we still each have negative tentacles that will try to reach out
and grab us every now and again, but I think that as long as we’re
all together, nothing can touch us.”

I sat and
stared at Chase and Quinn,
wondering what they were waiting for. I knew Quinn was in love with
Chase and Chase adored her completely. This whole boyfriend and
girlfriend thing was a very watered-down description of what they
meant to one another.

Avery sat
cross-legged on the floor while Nick plopped himself down on one of the armchairs. My
condo was small, but sleek in its look. Well, it was sleek until
you walked into my bedroom. My bedroom was a mess of chaos with no
matching furniture, whatsoever. It’s where I felt most comfortable.
My condo was for guests, but the bedroom was for me.

Quinn
looked over at me. “Have you
used the karaoke machine yet, or do we have to read the directions
before we get this party started?”

“I’ve
used-”

“Hold up, hold
up,” Chase interrupted, waving
his arms about. “Before we start in on what I’m sure will be a
spectacular karaoke extravaganza, which one of you girls is keeping
a secret from us?”

I could see
Julian shake his head out of
the corner of my eye as Nick’s eyebrows shot for his hairline.
Avery jumped in immediately. “What makes you think we’re keeping
secrets?”

Chase narrowed his eyes
at her. “Really? You’re women,” he pointed out.

A quiet grunt
was followed after Quinn elbowed the shit out of him. “Because men are always so
forthcoming?” she challenged.

Chase had the
nerve to look offended. “Hey,
I tell you everything.”

Quinn
rolled her eyes, but the look
she shot me didn’t go unnoticed by Julian. He squeezed me slightly
as Quinn went on to deflect for me. “Again, what makes you think
any of us is keeping a secret?”

Chase shrugged a
shoulder. “You were on the phone earlier and you were whispering. I
tried to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t hear you very well.”

Avery started
choking on her wine while
Quinn swiveled, so that she was looking directly at Chase.
“Are you
serious?”

“You have
no business whispering,
woman,” Chase defended. He shot us each a look. “None of you have
any business whispering.”

Quinn nodded
sternly at Chase. “Well, in
that case, I guess I’ll just forget out the stripper pole classes I
was trying to convince the girls to take with me, and say to hell
with the surprise,” Quinn huffed, then turned her back on
Chase.

I owed her.

“Oh, hey,”
Nick jumped in. He looked over
at Avery. “Forget Chase, baby. I really, really would like a
surprise. I deserve a surprise for putting up with
Chase.”

I turned my
face to look at Julian as his
arms tightened around me again. Looking into his eyes, I knew that
he knew something was up and that it had to do with me and not
Quinn’s desire for us to learn how to pole dance.

Julian kissed
the side of my head. “I can
wait until you’re ready to tell me,” he whispered. “But you will
tell me, Isabella, and soon.”

I could only
nod silently.

I
had no idea how Julian did it, but he
could read me like he was in my mind. It was very unsettling but
comforting at the same time. I also knew I had to tell him about
the flowers, I just wasn’t going to do it tonight.

Tonight was
about us and our crazy
friends.

 


*****

 


Julian~

Now, don’t get me wrong. The thought of Isabella
learning to dance on a stripper pole had my dick ready to bust out
of my jeans, but I was more concerned with what she was keeping
from me.

Quinn
had done a commendable job deflecting
Chase’s questioning, but I was so obsessed with Isabella that I
never missed anything that had to do with her. Including the slight
tension in her body when Chase had mentioned secrets.

I had no
doubt that she’d tell me when
she was ready, but I didn’t like to think that she was bothered by
something-anything. Thinking back
to the first night we were together, I remembered thinking that she
deserved more than what she expected out of love.

 


We
hadn’t been two feet into her condo before I had her back up against the front door,
ready to consume her. “So, while it was entertaining as hell to
hear Avery argue with Nick about her darkest sexual fantasies, I’m
more interested in hearing yours.”

She actually whimpered and I watched with heated blood as her thighs pressed
together. “Julian, we don’t have-”

I
cut her off with a shake of my head. I had her body pressed up
against the front door with my hands planted on either side of her head, caging
her in. “When Quinn mentioned all women having Avery’s fantasy, you
agreed. So, is that what you want?”

Her perfume was drugging me, and her big, amber eyes were hypnotizing me. “Not
exactly,” she breathed.

I leaned down
and started trailing kisses down her neck. Isabella was so much
shorter than I was that it was a bit of a struggle, but I’d be
damned if I was going to stop. “Tell me, Dove.”

I
could feel her breath leave her body. “My fan…fantasy is to
be your fantasy,” she admitted.

I
pulled back to
look at her. “What does that mean, exactly?” I wanted there to be
no confusion when I took this woman.

She averted her eyes, and I knew this wasn’t just about sex. Her fantasy
stemmed from somewhere real and deep inside her. She wasn’t a
coward, though, I’ll give her that. Her heavy-lidded, amber gaze
returned to look at me as she explained. “My fantasy is for you to
use my body to make every sexual fantasy you’ve ever had come true.”

I
thought my dick couldn’t get any harder, but I was wrong. I needed to distract myself
before I ruined her forever with the unspeakable things that leapt
into my mind.

I
lowered myself until I was on my haunches at her feet. Never
breaking eye contact, I started removing her
heels one at a
time. “What if I want to tie you down?”

Her eyes glazed over as she answered, “Okay.”

“What if I want to cover you in bite marks and hickeys, branding
you?”

I
could see her breathing start to accelerate in soft pants. “W…work…” she
stuttered, but her protest was weak.

I
went to work on
the strap of her other heel. “What if I want to wrap my hand around
your throat and press on your pulse?” Her eyes started searching my
face…in fear or desire? I wasn’t sure. She didn’t speak, though.
She just nodded her consent.

Because I was
so much taller than she was, once I removed her heels, her stomach
was aligned with my face. I lifted the tails of her button-up
blouse until my hands made contact with the button and zipper of
her slacks. I kept her eyes locked onto mine as I started undoing
her pants. “What if I don’t want to use a condom with you?” I’ve
never had sex without a condom before, but then I’ve never met a
woman who made me feel…normal…before.

Isabella’s eyes widened and her reaction made me feel better.
It showed that she
didn’t go without one, either. “I’ve never…I
don’t…haven’t-”

I
took pity on her. “I have regular health screenings and I’ve never gone without one.
However, there’s nothing I want more than to see you covered in my
cum, Dove.”

She quietly stepped out of her pants and stood there in just her blouse as she
answered, “O…okay.”

I
placed a kiss on her bare stomach before I stood to my full height. Her eyes
followed me as I peered down at her and began unbuttoning her
blouse. “What if I want to hurt you, Isabella?”

Her face
flushed and her lips parted. “Do you want to?”

This moment felt like it was going to stay with me forever, so I chose complete
honesty. “Yes.”

I could feel tension
radiating off her with each button that came undone. “Why?”

Once her blouse was completely unbuttoned, I pushed the fabric off her
shoulders and stood transfixed as I took in the sight before
me.

Isabella DeLucci was
magnificent.

Before me, stood a five-foot-four, dark-haired goddess. Her face was
made up of beautifully amber-colored eyes that were framed with
dark brown lashes that matched her hair. Her nose was perfectly
centered and delicate on her face. Her lips were full and pink. Her
complexion was smooth, and I couldn’t find one
imperfection.

Beneath her neck were tits so big that I could see the strap from her lace bra
digging into her shoulders from the weight of them. Her body
tapered into a small waist that was soft and feminine. Her stomach
had the perfect amount of softness and give. Her waist flared out
into a set of wide, luscious hips. Her thick thighs blended down to
a pair of toned, sexy legs.

She was
the most perfect thing that
I’d ever encountered.

And she was half-naked, standing before me, with nothing but pure lust
dilating her eyes. “Why would you even contemplate letting me hurt
you?” I asked, instead of answering her.

“I
want to be everything you’ve ever dreamed of in a woman,” she confessed. “And
if that includes pain to get you off, then…” She shrugged a
shoulder.

There was more to her fantasy than a kink in submission. “I’ll only ask you one
more time, Isabella. Why?”

I
could see her
steady herself, and with more conviction than I’ve heard in her
voice so far, she confessed, “Because if I do everything you ask of
me in bed, then there’ll never be a need for you to go to someone
else, right?”

My knees
threatened to give out on
me.

This beautiful creature was willing to let me do whatever I wanted
to her body in order to fulfill a fantasy of being the only one. I
wanted to kill whoever made her need this. I also thanked God that
she left Xavier’s with me and not some random asshole who wouldn’t
see everything I saw in her.

She was being
so open, honest, and vulnerable that it amazed me how she could be
so emotionally naked with a virtual stranger. I decided to be just
as honest with her. “I’m keeping you, Isabella. After tonight,
there is no way there will ever be anyone else for you.” I pulled
my shirt up over my head, and tossing it on the floor, I stood
there while she took in all my scars. Her eyes widened and they
glossed over when her gaze returned to mine. “And I swear on my
life, there will only ever be you from here on out.”

I
kicked off my shoes and toed off my socks as Isabella’s small, delicate hands
started tracing the scars on my chest and stomach. I fought off the
distraction of Isabella touching me and made quick work of my
pants. Once I kicked them off, I knew I couldn’t wait much longer.
“Where do you need me?”

She shook her head. “Where do you need
me?”

I
reached out and held one of her tits in my hand, caressing and kneading the soft
globe. “Take the rest of it off, Isabella,” I ordered, instead of
answering her question.

She didn’t break eye contact with me as she reached around and unhooked her
bra. I slipped my thumbs under the straps and pushed it off her
body. Her glorious tits popped out and I knew I wanted this view
for the rest of my life. As soon as Isabella went to push down her
panties, I tugged my boxer briefs down and stepped to her until our
bodies were flushed against each other.

I took her
face in my right hand and rubbed my thumb across her jaw as my left
hand reached around and grabbed the back of her thigh. I hoisted
her up and pushed her back against the door as she wrapped her legs
around my waist.

She was breathing hard, and her face was full of need. Her arms came
around my neck, her hands playing with my hair. “You’re so
beautiful,” she whispered.

I
smirked. Lord, how grateful I was that she thought so. “I’m going to spend all
night worshipping every inch of your body, inside and out,
Isabella. I’m going to lick every pore on your skin. I’m going to
mesmerize every blemish, every scar, every everything. I’m going to
know how your tits feel in my hands and in my mouth. I’m going to
know what your pussy feels and tastes like. I’m going to know
everything it takes to make you scream my name.” I leaned forward
and rested my forehead to hers. “And by the time morning comes, I’m
going to know just how much pain you can take with my cock buried
deep inside you, baby.”

Isabella closed her eyes and let out a breathy moan. “Julian…”

“But right now, I just need to be inside you, Dove.” I reached down between
our bodies to test her readiness. Sure, I wanted to wrap my hand
around her throat and pull on her hair as I forced her to take me,
but that was a different kind of pain from actually ripping her
apart. I wanted her to crave my intensity, not be scared of
it.

Her pussy was soaked, and she was trying her best to ride my hand.
“Julian, please. I’m ready,” she promised.

“I
can feel how wet
your sweet cunt is for me already, but I got a big dick, baby. I
don-”

“I
don’t care,” she
cried. “Please, Julian…”

I
positioned her pussy over my straining cock, then slammed home.

“Julian…” Isabella threw her head back and her eyes tightened shut at my
invasion.

I
had to take a second to breathe. Isabella’s pussy was so
goddamn tight that it
felt like she might actually be cutting off circulation to my cock.
“Dove…”

She opened her eyes while her fingernails cut into my shoulders. “Fuck
me, Julian. Please.”

I
pulled out a little, testing her wetness, making sure I was
coated with her
juices as much as possible. “This is going to hurt,
baby.”

Then she blew me away with her words. “I don’t care. I want it to
hurt.”
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