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      See what happens before the night that changes everything in this prequel novella to My One Night by NYT Bestselling Author Carrie Ann Ryan.

      After mistakes and false starts, I thought I’d finally worked my life out. It took eighteen years before I found my brothers, the ones pushing me into this direction. Now I’m faced with another decision, a new school, and a set of roommates I didn’t know I needed.

      Only after one glance at her, I know everything might change yet again.
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      “All I’m saying is, if you’re anxious about what she’s thinking, you should just ask her,” I said, leaning against the bar. “She’ll tell you, you know. She’s not the type of person to make you guess what she’s thinking. But you do need to ask her, or she’ll feel like she’s bothering you.”

      My brother, Cameron, raised a brow. He was good at it, just like his twin, Aiden. They could always raise that single brow and make it look as if they knew exactly what you were thinking, even if you weren’t sure where your thoughts were headed.

      “Really? You believe that if I just simply ask her, she will tell me exactly what she’s thinking? And there’ll be no weirdness.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, why not? It just makes sense to me.”

      Cameron snorted. “You know, for someone so young, you sure do think you know all about love and relationships.”

      I scowled. “I’m twenty. I’m not young. I’ve been through shit.” That was an understatement, and when Cameron just gave me a look, I shrugged. “What? It’s the truth.”

      “You’re right. You have been through shit. But have you been in love?”

      I shook my head. “No, but I listen to the girls, and they all say communication is vital. Therefore, I should try explaining it to you once again. Talk to your wife.”

      “He’s right, you know,” Violet said as she walked into the bar, her smile cunning yet full of love.

      I loved my sister-in-law. She was brilliant, beautiful, and loved me. I had been eighteen when I met her and fell head over heels for her, just like Cameron had. The fact that I had just moved to Denver after nearly stirring up my life meant I hadn’t been in the best headspace to make friends.

      But, somehow, I had gotten close with my brothers, the ones I hadn’t grown up with thanks to my mom and the choices she made. I’d also made friends with the women my brothers had fallen for.

      They all tended to coddle me, even though I was twenty years old. But they needed something to focus on. That way, they didn’t have to deal with other things in their lives. At least, that’s what I told myself when they got overbearing in comforting ways.

      They mothered me, and I usually let them. I loved them. Not that I got too emotional about it when I was in front of them. At least, mostly.

      “You are supposed to be at work,” Cameron said as he slid off the stool and prowled towards his wife. There was no other word for it. Cameron prowled. He was like a cat on the hunt, and his prize was right in front of him. His wife leaned her head back and grinned, then practically moaned right there in the middle of the bar as her husband laid one on her.

      I rolled my eyes and took a sip of my Sprite. It sucked that I worked in the bar my family owned and I wasn’t even allowed to taste the wares.

      “Get a room,” Brendon said as he walked in, sliding on his jacket. He had worked at the bar that morning, but I knew he had meetings with potential clients later. He was smooth, wore a three-piece suit better than anyone I had ever seen on TV, and had a wicked grin for his wife—and another for everyone else.

      “I’ll get a room. Maybe the office upstairs,” Cameron said, leering at his wife.

      Violet blushed, even as she rolled her eyes. “You need to behave.”

      “And when has that ever happened?” Brendon asked, snorting.

      My smile widened. “It is true. He is the least behaved out of all of us.”

      “Ouch,” Cameron said, his eyes going wide in mock-affront. “I can’t believe you said that when Aiden’s in the kitchen in the back, and we all know he’s the worst of us.”

      “I can hear you,” Aiden said as he slid two plates across the open window pass-through.

      The Connolly Brewery was family-owned and operated, even though I hadn’t known about it until I was forced to move back to Colorado. It was a long story that I tried not to think about in detail too often. But all in all, it meant that I now lived with my brother, Cameron; his wife, Violet; and occasionally slept in the spare bedrooms of my other two brothers and their wives. I needed to move out, and though I had tried the dorms at my university in downtown Denver, it hadn’t worked out.

      I hadn’t been a normal eighteen-year-old—or nineteen-year-old, for that matter. While everyone had wanted to party and have fun and enjoy life, I’d been forced to focus on other things. I had wanted to join in but living at home and saving money while still working had been the best for me.

      And all of that brought me back to why I was sitting in a bar. I had a few things to ask my siblings, and I was petrified that they wouldn’t agree. I blinked myself out of my thoughts as someone moved closer to me.

      “You look like you have a lot on your mind,” Violet said as she tapped my nose with a finger. She smiled softly, and I lowered my shoulders, tension releasing from my body. My sisters-in-law could do that. They saw right through to your soul. It was a little nerve-wracking sometimes. But at other times? It was perfect.

      “Talk to me,” she whispered.

      I would…just not right then. I needed time. Or maybe I just needed the spine to do it. Instead, I smiled. “I thought that was Cameron’s line,” I said, not wanting to get into that conversation yet. I needed to do a few things first. I had to formulate my thoughts, and frankly, I wasn’t sure I could.

      An email burned a hole in my pocket where my phone rested, and I was terrified that I might continue hiding from what it said.

      Violet gave me a look that said she’d talk to me soon about what was bothering me. “You know, the kid is right,” Violet said as she turned on her husband. “You should talk to me.”

      Something in her tone made my brows rise, and I looked over at Brendon. He shook his head. He didn’t know what she was talking about either.

      “Okay, would you like to tell me what’s going on in that mind of yours? You’re starting to scare me.” Cameron straightened as he spoke, and I was grateful that even though we were in the bar, only our family and Beckham, the bartender that should practically be family, were there. It was right after the lunch rush, and I knew the next rush would be there in a minute, and I’d have to work at waiting tables. For now, though, we had a moment of peace.

      Violet just shook her head. “Well, let me see. What exactly are you saying is wrong with me? Am I being weird?”

      I winced and slowly moved away from Violet, just in case she took a swing. A gentle one because it was Violet, and she would never hurt us, but Cameron did tend to have that effect on people.

      “That’s not what I said,” Cameron grumbled. “Well, just that you’ve looked tired recently, and you’re acting cagey. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

      I took a few more steps back and bumped into Brendon, who just grinned. I frowned, wondering why he would be smiling, and then I took a good look at Violet and beamed. Violet looked over at us and rolled her eyes.

      “You know, for a brilliant man, one that I love, sometimes you are so dense. I think your brothers understand.”

      “I know I do,” Aiden said as he made his way over to my other side.

      “What? What do you understand?” Cameron asked, scowling.

      “Let me see. You say I look tired. And that I’m being cagey—meaning that maybe I wasn’t feeling very well, and I needed a moment to think. And it had nothing to do with my migraines. Hmm, I wonder what it could be.”

      Cameron’s eyes lit up, and he took a staggering step back, shaking his head. Then he wrapped his arms around her and spun her around the bar.

      “I think he got it,” I said dryly, and Aiden and Brendon started clapping, Beckham joining in.

      “We’re having a baby?” Cameron asked and spun her around some more.

      “We are. However, I am a little nauseous, so maybe you should stop spinning me.”

      “Shit,” Cameron said before setting her on her feet and pulling out the chair, nearly pushing her down onto it before she had a chance to say anything else.

      “I’m not that nauseous,” she said, laughing. I just got the results back this morning since I went in for my routine appointment for my migraines. They take a test all the time because of the meds I’m on.”

      “What? Are the meds going to hurt you or the baby?”

      She shook her head. “No, but my doctor needs to be aware. And now we’re aware. And, oh my God, this is so weird,” she said quickly, and the two laughed before Cameron went down to his knees, cupped her face, and kissed her again.

      “Well, kid, it looks like you’re going to be an uncle,” Brendon whispered from my side.

      “Yeah, you’re going to be an uncle, too,” I answered, my voice low.

      Aiden moved forward, gripped his twin’s shoulder, then pushed the other man out of the way so he could hug Violet tightly. I shook my head, knowing my brothers would be fighting to get to Violet before I even got a chance. I might be as tall as they were, but I wasn’t nearly as muscled yet. I would get there. Eventually. However, seeing how Cameron and Violet looked at each other, I knew I needed to tell them my news, as well. Because there was a reason I was ready to do this, even if they might think I was making another mistake.

      “You want to tell me what’s on your mind?” Brendon asked, a brow raised.

      I shook my head. “It’s their time. We can talk later.”

      “No, tell us,” Violet said as she shoved her way through the twins. “I’m not the only one who’s been cagey. Although I don’t think I would use the word cagey when it comes to me because I was hiding the fact that I wasn’t feeling well, figuring it was a migraine.”

      “We’re going to talk about that later,” Cameron warned.

      “Whatever you say, babe. Talk to us, Dillon. If you’re worried about the baby changing things, you’re right. It will. But you’ll always have a room at our place. We love you being there. Plus, you can help with nightly diapers and feedings,” Violet said with a wink, and I shook my head, not quite able to smile just then.

      “Okay, now you’re scaring me, kid.” Aiden scowled at me.

      He and Cameron were identical twins and looked alike. Although, for some reason, Aiden always looked a little edgier to me. Aiden and Cameron were my half-brothers, while Brendon and I weren’t actually blood-related at all. However, the three of them had been raised by the same foster parents, who had eventually adopted them. I hadn’t come along until later and hadn’t been given the gift of meeting Jack and Rose. But through fate and circumstance, we’d come together. Cameron had helped me legally change my last name to Connolly, so now it was the four of us—along with the three women—against the world.

      Soon, there would be another soul in the world. Another Connolly. It was time for me to move on.

      Only I wasn’t sure they would let me.

      “What is it?” Aiden asked, scowling even harder. I hadn’t even thought that was possible.

      “Well, I didn’t want to steal your thunder, but since there will be a new baby, maybe you could use my room as the nursery, rather than the smaller room you already use as your office,” I said quickly.

      Violet frowned, shaking her head. Tears filled her eyes, and I wanted to kick myself.

      “Don’t cry,” I said.

      “You don’t want to live with us anymore? Where are you going?” Violet said quickly.

      “You’re welcome to live with us,” Brendon said.

      “Us, too,” Aiden added. “Although you’d have to compete with the cats. And there are a lot of fucking cats,” Aiden said dryly.

      “No. I mean, I love you guys, and wow, I can’t even begin to thank you for all the open doors and all that shit,” I said, stuttering. My heart filled three sizes, and I wasn’t sure I would be able to come up with the words.

      “You don’t have to leave,” Violet said, her voice choked with tears.

      Cameron moved forward. “You don’t, but don’t make my wife cry.”

      “I’m emotional. You’re going to have to let this happen,” Violet said.

      “Damn it, I’m going about this all wrong,” I said, cursing myself.

      Brendon stared at me. “You’re usually so good with your words. You need to do better right now. Talk to us.”

      I sighed and pulled my phone out of my back pocket. I flipped to my emails and gave the cell to Brendon. Brendon’s gaze moved to the screen, and then his eyes widened before he took a staggering step back.

      “No shit?” he asked, and Aiden snatched the phone from his hand.

      I met Aiden’s gaze, worried.

      Two years ago, Aiden had started training me for the career I thought I wanted. Then again, I had thought I’d wanted to be a rock star when I was seventeen and decided not to apply for college. That had led me into my first mess. Now, I was thinking about leaving the idea of becoming a chef alongside Aiden behind. I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life, even after two years of school to get a business degree so I could help run the pub.

      “You got into Denver State.”

      “Yes, partial ride, but if I do well the first semester I’m there, I can get a full ride for the rest of the years I need. I’ll be a little bit behind everybody because I was already a semester behind, even with my course load. I’ll be able to transfer nearly all of my credits, but…yes. I got in.”

      “Got into DSU,” Violet whispered. “That’s an amazing university.”

      She should know, she had a Ph.D. in chemistry and was brilliant. She knew all about school.

      “I did.”

      “When were you going to tell us you were applying?” Aiden asked, his brows low.

      I swallowed hard. “I wanted to see if I could get in. And then, I wrote the essay, and things just worked out. I wasn’t sure when I was supposed to make a decision—or even if I would—and then I kept keeping that secret. One thing led to another, and…here we are.”

      “Here we are,” Violet whispered.

      “You’re going to DSU,” Cameron said, shock in his voice. “I’m damn proud of you. But that’s not too long of a drive, is it?” Cameron asked. “You don’t have to move out for this. Hell, I’m so fucking proud of you.”

      I blushed, ducking my head. “Well, the thing is, I sort of already made other plans...”

      “I think I’m going to need to sit down,” Aiden said, sliding onto a stool. “Jesus, kid. You could have warned us.”

      I lowered my head. “I didn’t want you to be disappointed in me. I changed my mind, I think.”

      Aiden met my gaze, then shook his head. “I used to work at a Michelin-starred restaurant, kid. I did pretty damn well for myself, and I still work at some of those places. One day, I’ll have a restaurant of my own,” Aiden added, and everyone nodded. “We’re allowed to change our minds as we figure out what we want in life and who we are.”

      He had left his job because of a workplace feud and ended up working at the brewery when their foster father passed. He’d brought the place back, elevated it to a high level where they served more than bar food, but we all knew that Aiden was working with Brendon to open up another Connolly business. One where he could be a true chef and not make wings. We were all working towards a future with the Connolly businesses, and I wanted to be a part of that.

      I was just figuring out how.

      “I cannot wait to see how you do in school,” Violet said. “And wait until the girls hear this! We’ll be there for any help you need, too.”

      “We’re going to have to have a party,” Brendon said. “New babies and new schools.”

      “And, apparently, new homes,” Cameron said, staring me in the eyes.

      I winced. “Yeah, well, I went down to the university to talk with the bursar, and I saw a flyer that seemed perfect for me. One of the houses on college row came up for rent. Five rooms, lots of space. I’m moving in soon with four roommates.”

      Everyone just blinked at me before Aiden threw back his head and laughed. “You sure don’t do things halfway, kid.”

      “I’ll still be working here as much as I can, to help with the family and to pay my rent. But the school loans I already have for the university I’m currently at will work for this one. Everything’s going to be fine,” I said, adding more about the financial situation.

      Brendon shook his head. “I’ve got money, kid. You have a single loan, one you’re going to pay off as soon as you’re out of school. And you’re going to work your ass off to get a full ride if you can. But it doesn’t matter. We’re not making you go into debt for the rest of your life if we can help it.”

      “I’m going to pay my way,” I corrected, my back up.

      Violet reached out and touched my hand. “You are. With your work with the family, and with the fact that you’re going to quit keeping secrets from us,” she said wryly.

      “I didn’t know how to start talking about it, and then I ended up in this big secret cave. And now I’m fucked.”

      “You’re going to have to get un-fucked,” Aiden growled. “Because Brendon is going to need help with the conglomerate that is the Connolly family businesses. Therefore, you need to be up to scratch. No more secrets. And, you know, the girls are going to have a hell of a lot of fun helping you decorate the house that you’re moving into with three strangers.”

      I winced. “Please don’t help me decorate. I mean, I love you guys,” I added, looking at Violet, “but I don’t know these guys. I can’t just have my three sisters showing up, adding things to the house.”

      Violet raised her chin. “But you really can’t stop us. Sorry, but we’re Connollys. And you might think you can just walk away from us for a minute and keep secrets, but you’re wrong. We’ll keep hounding you, and we’re proud of you. Now, I do believe it’s time for a drink,” she said. “A virgin one for us, and a shot or a beer for everyone else. Because we have stuff to celebrate, new beginnings, changes, and the fact that we’re a family. No matter what.”

      I swallowed hard and hugged her close, knowing the others were either glaring at me or giving me confused looks. I didn’t blame them. After all, I’d thrown them for a loop, just like I’d done with myself.

      Things were changing, and it was time I caught up. Hopefully.
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      “Please stop carrying boxes,” I said, taking a large container from Violet’s hands. She sighed.

      “I’m allowed to lift things. I’m not that far along,” she said.

      Cameron shook his head. “Go sit down on that ugly couch and rest. Think about what you need to add to the house to make it livable.”

      I winced, looking around at the two-story colonial that I had fallen in love with the first time I saw it. It had large, open-concept living and dining areas, with a couple of rooms off to the sides that were meant for a library and an office, at least I thought so given the built-ins. The kitchen was visible from the front door, and the huge island was made for a chef’s kitchen. Part of the area was blocked off by a half-wall, which made the space look nice. At least, I thought. I wasn’t an architect, but I liked the place. All five bedrooms were upstairs, each having its own bathroom. Each one was slightly different, and all various sizes. My new roommates—guys I still hadn’t met—and I hadn’t chosen which rooms we were getting yet. An oversight for sure.

      In fact, the only box I had brought in was the one Violet had carried, and it was for the living room—not that I was sure I would put anything in there. I was a little worried about how this was going to end up and look once we were all living there.

      I looked across the living room, seeing four guys around my age that I had never seen before. I figured they were my roommates.

      And it seemed none of them had come with their families. I had only come with Cameron, Violet, and Aiden, but still, it was three more people than they had. They each gave me a look, the blond one raising a brow, the three dark-haired others giving me odd looks.

      I cleared my throat. “Can you guys go back out to the car for a second?” I asked softly.

      Violet squeezed my shoulder and nodded, while Aiden and Cameron gave each other a look, shook their heads, and then left, taking the box with them.

      That wasn’t awkward at all.

      “Hey, sorry. My family is kind of big,” I said dorkily. That phrase wasn’t something I was used to saying. At least it hadn’t been before two years ago. And here I was, moving into a home with people I didn’t know, leaving the only family I ever really loved behind.

      Dear God, I was part of my own made-for-TV movie, and I was already failing.

      The blond cleared his throat and moved forward.

      “Hello there. I’m Pacey,” he said, a posh British accent sliding from his mouth. That made me pause. From the texts we had shared when deciding what day to move in and get the keys, I hadn’t realized that he was British. But it wasn’t like I could really tell. The guy hadn’t talked about biscuits across the pond or anything—or any other stereotypical British things that came to mind.

      “Hi, I’m Dillon. And that was some of my family.”

      “Only some?” one of the guys asked, scoffing.

      I held back another wince. Not off to the greatest of starts.

      “That’s Sanders. Well, his name is Paul, but he goes by his surname,” Pacey explained.

      Sanders just snorted, giving me a once-over that left me feeling judged. Or maybe I was just reading into things since I felt as if I had no idea what I was doing.

      “Tanner,” the brooding one in the corner said as if his name were all that was needed. And maybe it was.

      “And I’m Miles,” the slightly shorter guy said, giving me a slight wave. “We probably should have decided who got which room before this so it wouldn’t be so awkward, but here we are. Oh, and sorry about the couch. My mom wanted to help with the new house since it’s my first time living on my own outside of a dorm and went garage sale diving. It’s a lot comfier than it looks. At least, that’s what she says.”

      I looked at the very large brown monstrosity that I thought was a sectional, not a couch, and grinned. “Looks great to me. I mean, I don’t have a couch.”

      “I’ve got a TV,” Tanner said, shrugging. “Actually, I have two thanks to my dad wanting to get a larger one for his man-cave or whatever. We can put one down here, at least the bigger one. I don’t think the smaller one’s going to work in any of the rooms but the master, and I never have good luck with that.”

      There was something there, but I wasn’t going to ask.

      “Well, I have a bunch of kitchen supplies thanks to my sisters-in-law.” I looked at them and shrugged. “When they moved in with my brothers after the weddings, they ended up with a lot of doubles. We can probably fill that entire kitchen—or we will if my sisters have any say in it.”

      Pacey smiled. “That sounds like a plan. I have a few other things we can make work, too. As long as you guys aren’t the labeling sort,” he said with a sigh. “I mean, I’m sure we can all remember what’s what. Or make a list, I don’t really care. But I refuse to live with another person who has a label maker they use on everything they’ve ever owned, including their pillows.”

      I blinked at him and then laughed. “Well, I think my sister Violet out there may have a label maker, but I can ask her not to bring it in. Though she might want to use it with the fridge or something.”

      “That’s good,” Miles said before leaning back on his heels. “Anyway, we’re all parked in the back near the large garage. We probably need to start unloading things. My family was going to help, but work sort of got in the way.”

      “Yeah, same thing with half of my siblings,” I said.

      “My parents actually hired a moving company, so my belongings should be here within the hour,” Sanders explained.

      “Makes sense,” Pacey said. “Well, I guess we can draw straws or something, but I don’t have straws. I do have Twizzlers,” he said and then reached into his messenger bag for an open bag of candy. He pulled out five red ropes and broke them into various sizes. He popped a spare one into his mouth and gave us a look before tossing the other ends towards everyone else. “I guess I could have cut into two, but I really just wanted a Twizzler for myself,” he said as he swallowed the plastic-y candy.

      I chewed, the strawberry flavor bursting on my tongue. Well, this was a good way to begin living together, I guessed.

      “Okay, there are five sizes of rooms. Mostly because I think this was a custom home down this row, much like the rest of them. No two rooms are exactly the same, so we’ll go by sizes.”

      Sanders stared at me. “Here, you go first, new guy.”

      “You guys got here, what? Five minutes ahead of me? But I guess I can be the new guy,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Well, you’re the only one starting at DSU this semester,” Miles said.

      I looked around at them. “Yeah, I guess you guys have all been here a while.”

      “For a couple of years now, but we can show you the ropes if you want. School’s hard, fun, and can be intriguing,” Pacey said, grinning.

      Tanner didn’t say much, and I had to wonder if the guy liked me or not. Not that I cared. I had enough friends. Right?

      Pacey continued. “Anyway, pick one.”

      I pulled out a Twizzler and didn’t look at it. Sanders went next, and then Tanner reached forward, pulling one out silently as Miles took the next, and Pacey looked down at the last one.

      “Well, then. I guess that makes sense,” Pacey said, and I frowned.

      I looked down at the extra-long Twizzler in my hand and snorted. “I wasn’t expecting that,” I said.

      Sanders glanced at my candy before schooling his face. “No big deal. The third-sized room has the biggest tub. Mackenzie will like that.” He winked.

      I wasn’t about to ask.

      Tanner held up his very short Twizzler. “Looks like I drew the proverbial short straw. None of the rooms are tiny, though, so it’s not a big deal. By the way, there were two desks in the office, and two in the library. We can just claim which ones we want. There’s also a large desk in the alcove for whoever wants the fifth. The other four are the same in size, although I think the view in the library is better.”

      “Then you can take that one,” I said, looking at the others. “Since you kind of got the short end of the stick on the room.”

      Tanner shrugged. “That’s fine with me. Hopefully, we can get some studying done because I actually want to graduate one of these days,” he said dryly.

      “Same here,” I said quickly.

      “I’ll take the alcove since I’m in the middle of room sizes,” Sanders added.

      “Okay, on that logical path, I’ll share the library with you,” Miles said, and Tanner nodded.

      I looked at Pacey. “Looks like we’re study mates,” I said.

      Pacey just smiled, a blond brow rising. “Looks like. Do you want to ask the rest of your family in so they can help you unpack?” he asked.

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure they have their ears to the wood.”

      The front door opened, and Violet walked in, her cheeks red but a smile on her face. “Well, this pregnant woman would really love to know where your bathroom is, if that’s okay,” she said quickly, blushing even harder.

      I laughed and looked up at the guys. “Do you mind?” I asked.

      “I am not going to stand in the way of a pregnant woman for anything,” Pacey said and gestured towards the door next to the library. “There you go, it’s the half-bath, although it has two sinks for some reason. How this house has five and a half bathrooms, I’ll never know. It’s like a Tardis in here.”

      “You know Doctor Who?” Miles asked, a smile on his face.

      Pacey shrugged. “I know a lot of things.”

      “We’ve got a lot in the truck, just tell us where to go,” Cameron said. “By the way, I’m Cameron, this is Aiden. If you guys need anything, just let us know,” Cameron said, and everybody finished introducing themselves as Violet came back out.

      She smiled as she looked around. “This place is gorgeous. The fact that everything is hand-carved wood everywhere, it’s like we’re in the Clue mansion.”

      “Let’s not actually have this be a Clue murder mystery, though,” I said quickly, then Miles and Pacey burst out laughing, along with my family. Tanner didn’t laugh, but his eyes did brighten a bit. Well, at least I could make the guy chuckle a bit. Sanders looked down at his phone, texting quickly, not paying attention.

      We set about unpacking my truck, and by the time Brendon and the other wives arrived, we were helping my new roommates unpack their stuff, too. I seemed to have the most things, but it was probably because I’d had six people helping me pack, constantly giving me things because they were amazing and wanted me to feel loved. I hadn’t been spoiled in my life before this, and they were doing their best to help out.

      Aiden and his wife went to unpack the kitchen, while I helped where I could. I loved cooking, and according to Aiden, I was a decent chef. But I wasn’t the only one helping out. Tanner had come in to watch every place Aiden put something, nodding approvingly at the spices and other things. Tanner had his own array of jars and cookware, and I couldn’t help but be surprised. Seemed the quiet and brooding one also liked to cook. Looked like we would all eat well, or he would have some really good food for himself. Either was fine with me. I just didn’t want to be the one who ended up cooking for everybody.

      Violet went about labeling, and even though Pacey mock-grimaced, I could see the other guys appreciated it. There was a huge chef’s stove and refrigerator in the kitchen, way more expensive and fancier than I’d ever had. Violet made sure the two bottom drawers of the fridge were equally separated so each of us could have our stuff, while the condiments and the other drawers and shelves were for staples or other things that we shared. It only made sense, given it was four people who didn’t really know each other. At least she didn’t bring out her fancy label maker.

      “Just in case,” Violet said. “When I was living in a home with three other girls and not family members, everybody got catty about yogurt. It was a whole thing. I don’t really want you guys dealing with that. You can totally take away the labels later.”

      I kind of like them,” Miles said, shrugging. “I mean, my last roommate constantly stole my food and my books. And my shoes. He even tried to steal my bed once.”

      “Really?” Pacey asked.

      “Really,” Miles answered. “And that was the one semester I lived in the dorms. Before my parents pulled me out. But now I’m here, and very ready not to live with that person anymore.”

      “I promise I won’t steal your books,” Sanders said as he pulled out his phone to text quickly. He looked up and shrugged. “Girlfriend. She was going to stop by and help but got stuck with signups with her club.”

      “A sorority?” Violet asked.

      Sanders shook his head. “There are no sororities and fraternities here. No Greek row. However, we are located on college row, which sort of takes that place.”

      I looked at my siblings, who just raised their brows at me.

      “Let me get this straight. You’re in the party house?” Aiden asked, laughing.

      “I could see the parties happening here,” Brendon said, looking around. “Although, if you fuck up this craftsmanship, the owner will probably murder you.”

      “Probably,” I said, and Pacey laughed along with Sanders and Miles. Tanner simply shrugged, leaning against the doorjamb.

      “Oh, these are my parents,” Miles said as two older people walked into the room. It was a little awkward since they were far older than my siblings, and my brothers were acting like my parental units in this case. They made introductions and went off with my family to look around after speaking with Miles.

      “Well, I guess it’s the five of us,” Sanders said, glancing around. “I was a little wary when it came to looking at a flyer for roommates, but I figured…why not? I needed a place, and I wasn’t really ready to move in with my girlfriend.”

      “Is she going to be here a lot?” Tanner asked, scowling.

      Sanders shrugged. “Maybe. Is that going to be a problem?”

      Tanner shook his head. “No, just don’t have sex on the couch,” he said.

      Miles laughed. “Yeah, we did get it at a garage sale. It’s probably already been broken in.”

      “Okay. So, first thing we’re going to do is sanitize the thing,” I said quickly, and the others laughed. Even Tanner cracked a small smile.

      “I feel like we’re overstaying our welcome,” Violet said and reached out to pluck lint from my shoulder.

      I rolled my eyes. “You don’t do that usually. Why are you acting so weird?” I asked, and she blushed.

      Cameron reached around and smacked me on the back of my head. “Behave.”

      “I’ll try. You guys go. I know you all have busy days, and I need to unpack.”

      “If you need anything, you let us know,” Brendon’s wife said quickly.

      “I will. But I’m going to be living…what? Thirty minutes from you guys? It’s fine. I’ve lived away from you before. For years, even.”

      I saw my new roommates look at one another at that, and I held back a wince. I hadn’t meant to mention anything about my past, but I was nervous enough that I’d let things slip.

      “We’re going to be overprotective. It’s what we do,” Aiden’s wife said quickly.

      “And on that note, we’re leaving,” Cameron said and pulled his wife and the rest out. I waved and closed the door after Miles’ parents left, as well.

      And then there was just the five of us. I looked around, shoved my hands into my pockets, and held back a grimace. I had no idea what I was doing, and I really hoped I hadn’t made a mistake.

      “Well, we’re at least partially moved in, so I’ll count that as a win,” Pacey said.

      “That’s good,” I said. “I guess I should finish unpacking a bit before I go and meet with my new counselor to finalize my schedule.”

      “You haven’t finished that yet?” Sanders asked, his eyes wide.

      I hoped to hell I wasn’t blushing. “Since I’m a new transfer—and a little late at that—it’s taken them a bit longer to fit things in, especially with all the credits being transferred. But it’ll be okay. I’ll make up what I have to next semester.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Tanner said, surprising me. “They’re really good about making sure you get the classes you need, even if you aren’t one of their precious darlings.”

      I frowned at that. “What do you mean?”

      “Just the regular stuff,” Pacey answered for him, and I hoped that they were on the same page, at least. “Some people are really good at schmoozing their way into the classes and the grades they want. For those that grade on a curve, it kind of screws the rest of us. But we make do. You just have to decide what kind of student you want to be,” Pacey added.

      “Yeah, the suck-up, the loser, or the one who gets by,” Sanders said, and I froze.

      Tanner shook his head. “You can be whoever the hell you want to be. Just get your shit done. And don’t fuck anyone on the couch,” he added.

      Miles nodded vigorously. “Yes, we can make that a house rule. Along with divvying any chores that need to be done. I overheard your sister making remarks about a chore wheel. And while that sounds like it might work, I really don’t know if we need that,” he said quickly.

      “Well, if after a month we completely muck up this house, maybe a chore wheel will be needed,” Pacey said dryly.

      “You never know,” I said. “I should get busy before my meeting since I still need to work tonight.”

      “You have a job?” Sanders asked.

      I blinked. “Yeah. My family owns a bar and a couple of other businesses. I need to pay for rent somehow, right?” I asked, laughing a little nervously.

      “I think this guy here is the only one without a job,” Tanner muttered and hitched a thumb at Sanders.

      Sanders winced. “What? My parents want to make sure I get a good education. Can’t really do that if I’m focusing on work.”

      I met the other guys’ gazes.

      “You make do with what you have,” Pacey said easily. “Anyway, we all have work to do. I guess I’ll see you around. Welcome home,” Pacey said, and I nodded at the others before making my way to my room, wondering once again what the hell I was doing.
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      I looked down at the red Solo cup in my hand and frowned. “Well, apparently, my brothers were right about this place,” I mumbled.

      Tanner just gave me a look and snorted. “Because you didn’t want to party? Or because you think you’re too cool for a nearly flat beer out of a keg?”

      I shook my head and took a sip. “It’s not nearly flat, it is flat,” I said with a grimace, then finished it anyway. Because, hey, beer.

      “Pacey and Sanders are working on the next keg. You just happen to come from a family that owns a bar. And from what I hear, knows what they’re doing when it comes to beer.”

      I shrugged and looked around my new place, currently filled to the brim with people I didn’t know. “My brothers wanted to make sure they had the best beers available, local and craft, and everything hipster you could possibly think of. I may have tasted some, but I’m going to plead the fifth.”

      Tanner just glanced at me, his eyes filled with laughter, surprising me since they were usually a little more brooding. The other man took a sip of his beer and grimaced. “I hope the next keg is good. I mean, anything is better than this, unfortunately.”

      “Do I want to know where Pacey and Sanders got the kegs? Considering I’m pretty sure all of us are twenty.”

      “Sanders has an older brother who graduated last year. He makes sure Sanders always gets what he wants.”

      There was something more in that particular statement, but I let it go. We were only a week and a half into living together, and we weren’t quite meshing yet. Nobody was rude or uncomfortable, but we were still trying to find our routines. Considering how I wasn’t good at finding a system thanks to hating change, it wasn’t easy.

      “Okay. We’ve got it,” Sanders said, to the cheer of the others in the living room and kitchen.

      “I didn’t realize this many people wanted to be here before school started,” I said as Miles came to my other side. The guy looked even more nervous than I did and kept hunching his shoulders as if afraid someone might notice he was there. Once Miles got to know people, he wasn’t as shy—at least given what I’d seen so far. But for now, he tended to hide behind Sanders or Tanner until he got more comfortable.

      “I’m pretty sure Sanders knows all of these people. Or knew at least some of them, and they invited everyone else.”

      “Sanders or Pacey,” Tanner added.

      I looked at my two roommates, the ones who hadn’t invited the rest of the world, and felt like maybe I had found some kindred spirits. Or perhaps I was deluding myself.

      “Hey there, Tanner,” a redhead with a very low-cut shirt and very short shorts yelled as she came up to Tanner’s side. She smiled and leaned against the other man at her side. “We were just talking about you. How about you show us the rest of the house? We’d love a tour.”

      The guy holding the woman raked his gaze over Tanner, and Tanner shrugged, set his cup on the counter, and held out his arm. The guy and the girl split apart, each going to Tanner’s sides as they wrapped their arms around his waist before they left. I could only assume he showed them around the house then—our new home.

      I looked over at Miles, whose eyes were so wide, I was afraid they might fall right out of his head.

      “Well, I wasn’t quite expecting that right out of the gate,” I said with a laugh, and Miles shook his head.

      “I knew he was bi or pan because I’ve seen him date men and women throughout the time I’ve known him. Just didn’t realize he did it at the same time. Good for him.”

      I shook my head, holding back a laugh at the confusion on Miles’ face. “A few friends of the family are in poly relationships, even have kids. The idea doesn’t shock me. The fact that it’s Tanner, the one who usually doesn’t even say two words unless he’s in the mood, is what does.”

      “Maybe it’s the brooding thing. I should try that on someone.” Miles looked around. “Although that would require me talking to people, and I don’t know if I’m up to that.”

      I laughed as a girl with thick glasses, a short skirt, and two shots in her hands came up to Miles’ side. “Hey, Miles. I’m going to beat you for the curve this year. But first, we’re going to make out. I hope that’s okay.”

      Miles coughed into his hand, looked at the shot glass, and grinned. “I think you’re welcome to try. Now, what were you saying about shots? I mean, making out?” He stumbled, and I held back a laugh as the girl and Miles did the shots together, then went off to some corner, presumably to see who was going to beat that particular curve.

      I shook my head and realized that I was once again standing alone in a room, even though it was my house. I should probably be better at this.

      “Are you going to leave the corner and talk to people? Or are you the quiet guy I wasn’t aware of?” I looked over at Pacey as he pushed his hands through his blond hair and shrugged.

      “I’m just getting the lay of the land. I kind of went from hanging out with mostly people in their late twenties and thirties, all thinking about marriage and babies and 401ks, to coming back to college like this. I feel like I’m a little behind.”

      Pacey gave me a look, and I didn’t know what it meant. “You know, we’re all behind in some things, and yet ahead in others. I would bet amongst all of us, you probably know your way around the world a bit more than someone who might have been under his daddy’s thumb for his entire life and is just now learning to live on his own.”

      I gave Sanders a pointed look, and Pacey’s smile appeared. “Wasn’t exactly talking about him,” he said and grinned as I gave him a look.

      “You, then?” I asked.

      “Maybe. I like being the mysterious British one, though, so you’re going to have to ask later. Now, let’s introduce you to everyone. We know most of these people, even if it’s just in passing from school. This is the best way for you to learn who to avoid, who to rub up against—figuratively and literally—and who is who amongst our social set.”

      “I feel like I should be taking notes,” I said dryly.

      “It wouldn’t hurt. Sasha, darling, come over here,” he said as a woman with dark brown skin, bright red-and-purple hair, and tight leather pants came towards us. She looked like a goddess, and I nearly fell to my knees. She kissed Pacey hard on the mouth and grinned. “Hello there, Pacey,” she said, her accent upper-crust British, the same as Pacey’s. “I was afraid you would never say hello to me.” She looked at me, her brown eyes piercing. “Who’s your friend?”

      “This is Dillon, one of my roommates. He’s starting his first semester at DSU.”

      Her gaze studied mine before she lowered them to the rest of my body and backed up. I had a feeling I had just been observed and categorized in every way possible. “You don’t look like some eighteen-year-old little boy finding his way.”

      I coughed. “No, not even a little.” If she only knew.

      “That’s good. Pity I’m in a serious relationship with that guy over there,” she said, pointing to a large muscular man with dark skin and kind eyes. “That’s Jason. We’ve been together for a year now. If you see him around and you’re lost, he’ll be able to tell you where to go. I swear he doesn’t even need a compass, and he can find his way out of any situation, even on a mountaintop. It’s a little annoying, though I’m grateful because I have gotten lost inside my own home before,” she said and laughed.

      My lips twitched, and I shook my head. “Good to know.”

      “So, are you looking for something fun tonight? Or just here to get to know everyone?” she asked.

      “Our Sasha here is a little blunt. That’s why we like her,” Pacey said at my confused look.

      I nodded, relaxing. “That is good to know. And, honestly? Between work and school and my family, I don’t know if I have time for a relationship or anything that resembles one.”

      Sasha’s eyes brightened, and she met Pacey’s gaze before Jason came over, and they all laughed.

      “Those are the famous last words,” Jason said as he tilted his head.

      I sighed. “Well, that’s reassuring.”

      “I have the perfect person for you to meet,” Sasha said as she took my wrist and pulled me through the horde of people.

      Sanders was off in the corner, sitting on a large chair that made him look as if he were on a throne. His girlfriend, Mackenzie, was perched on his lap, laughing at something he’d said, while they held court amid those around them. I actually like Sanders’ girlfriend. She was brilliant, very type-A, and knew exactly what she wanted. And I liked Sanders when he wasn’t so sarcastic, where I didn’t know if he was being mean or not.

      I heard Miles’ low laugh from another corner and risked a glance over at him and the girl with glasses as they leaned into each other, talking about something I probably didn’t want to know about.

      Tanner and his duo were long gone, and I had a feeling they were upstairs enjoying the end of the tour.

      Pacey was back with Jason, while random groups of people came up to talk to them. Pacey was that magnetic, and it made sense to me that people gravitated towards him. They all wanted a piece of him. And, frankly, I liked being around him, too. He made me feel like I wasn’t some lost kid still trying to find his way.

      “Mandy, come over here,” Sasha said, holding up her hand.

      I gave Sasha a look. “You know I was letting you lead me around by the wrist. Not the balls,” I muttered. “I don’t need you to hook me up with anyone.”

      Sasha just laughed at my comment, though thankfully didn’t take it to heart. “Oh, shush. You’re allowed to have fun. You’re young, free, and probably have a thousand things you’re worried about. Getting laid shouldn’t be one of them.”

      A girl with long hair, bright gray eyes, and swollen lips came over to us. She looked fucking sexy.

      “Mandy, this is Dillon. Dillon, this is Mandy. I don’t know Dillon’s major, darling, but he’s new here. It would be great if you could show him around.”

      Mandy grinned and studied my face. “Well then, Dillon, if you have Sasha’s approval, I’d love to show you around campus. Or wherever,” she said, a little giggle added onto the end.

      I cleared my throat. “It’s, uh, nice to meet you. Although I only met Sasha about thirty seconds ago.” I turned, and Sasha was gone, presumably off to where Jason and Pacey were. I shook my head as Mandy laughed outright.

      “That sounds like Sasha. She’ll throw you to the wolves. But I promise, I don’t bite. Too hard. Unless you ask.”

      I shook my head, a smile playing on my lips. “I thought that was a line I was supposed to give.”

      Mandy just shrugged. “Maybe. But I like to be in control. Got a problem with that?”

      “Depends on what you’re talking about, Mandy.”

      “You know what? I think I like you. Let me show you around. Maybe introduce you to a few of my friends.”

      She waved to a group of girls, who all gave me the once-over and gestured for me to come towards them. I looked around my new home, my friends scattered about with their couples, and I figured…why the hell not? I had responsibilities later, and I would deal with them.

      But for now, maybe I would have a little fun.
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      Mandy stood in front of me at the coffee counter, going through her long order. Mine was probably just as long, but she was meticulous in making sure she got precisely what she wanted. But that was Mandy. She always got what she wanted. Somehow, that included me. I wasn’t quite sure how I’d even ended up in a relationship for four weeks with a girl I was still getting to know, but I was happy-ish. Mandy made me smile, laugh, and took my mind off the fact that school was fucking hard, in addition to dealing with work and morning sickness. Not that Mandy had morning sickness, thank God. But I was over at my old place often enough that I had even held back Violet’s hair.

      That was an experience I never wanted to repeat.

      I liked Mandy, but we didn’t have much in common, truthfully, and we were only near each other for certain things. Things that I wasn’t going to talk about with my brothers.

      My sisters-in-law wanted to meet her, and I had no idea why. I mean, I understood why, but Mandy and I weren’t like that. She had been very clear about the fact that she did not want serious. She wanted to date around. I was fine with that. It was college. It’s what you did.

      And, frankly, I was too exhausted to worry about anything but focusing on what I needed to.

      “You ready, babe?” Mandy asked. I nodded and held up my phone. She shook her head. “No, I already paid. Come on. You get it next time.”

      “Sounds good,” I said and moved over to the side of the line.

      “Pussy,” a guy muttered under his breath as he walked past, and Mandy narrowed her eyes.

      I shook my head. “It’s not worth it. And I just want coffee. Just because he’s not enlightened enough to learn that, ‘Hey, your girl wanting to pay for coffee is a good thing,’ doesn’t mean we need to deal with it.”

      The guy was already gone, so it wasn’t like he overheard me. Mandy just smiled. “You know what, Dillon Connolly? You’re a decent guy.”

      I knew the tips of my ears were bright red, but I did my best to act nonchalant. “Yeah?” I asked.

      “Yes. You are. And, one day, you’re going to make a girl very happy.”

      I frowned at that, but then the barista said our names, and we went to get our drinks.

      “Not that I’m not happy right now,” Mandy said, seeming to think about what she’d said earlier. “But, come on. We both know this isn’t serious. We’re having fun. That’s what you do in college. And I plan to have as much fun as possible.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” I said, a little weary.

      “Plus, while your brothers seem to have finally settled down and are the marrying kind, I wouldn’t have thought it possible.”

      I frowned, feeling as though I should be insulted. “I have no idea what you mean by that or what to say.”

      She patted my cheek and smiled at me. “Don’t you worry. You don’t need to think about it at all.”

      I knew when someone was patronizing and condescending when I heard it, but since we were still in public, I didn’t want to deal with it. I had a feeling that whatever fun I was having with Mandy would be over by the end of the afternoon. I could handle being the fun-time guy for a minute. I couldn’t handle being the idiot dating the girl with other prospects, who treated me like shit.

      A girl with honey-brown hair piled on the top of her head caught my eye, and I blinked for a minute. She looked familiar. Had I seen her before? I wasn’t sure, but the look in those hazel eyes made me think there was recognition on her side, too.

      Or perhaps I hadn’t had my coffee yet, and Mandy had thrown me for a loop.

      I pulled my gaze away from those doe eyes and elfish features and told myself it didn’t matter that Mandy wasn’t in it for the long haul. There were plenty of girls on campus, and since Mandy was done with me, I might be able to find another for myself. Or, I could focus on work and school.

      Either way, it was my decision. Because for once, I wanted to live. I had spent enough time hiding. And I would do what my brothers had told me to do from the start. Finally. I would make sure to enjoy life.

      Even if I failed along the way.
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      I looked over where the man with the bright eyes and dark hair had been and blinked. “Earth to Elise, where are you?”

      I shook my head and looked over at my best friend and roommate. “Who is that?” I asked and could have rightly smacked myself for voicing my thoughts.

      Corinne grinned, her eyes dancing. “That, my darling Elise, is Dillon Connolly. He’s the new guy.”

      I stared at her and blinked. “We’re at a university. There are lots of new guys. How do you know his first and last name already?”

      “He just moved in with Pacey.”

      “Oh, yeah. Your friend. The one you won’t tell me about or let on how you know him.”

      Corinne rolled her eyes. “It’s nothing nefarious. At least, I don’t think so.”

      That made me snort. I loved Corinne, and she loved her little games. They were never cruel, never mean. And they always made me smile. It was more like word games and mystery and magic. That was Corinne, all mysterious. A little pixie.

      “Anyway, Pacey mentioned him. He’s a transfer student, the same year as the rest of us. He just didn’t start here.”

      “Plenty of people do that.”

      “True. And he’s hot. Too bad Mandy saw him first.”

      I cringed. “I saw her with him. I hoped he was just standing next to her while my imagination ran in a thousand different directions. But good for them.” See? I wasn’t a bad person. I just had a little daydream, and now it was over.

      “Well, it’s been about four weeks, from what I can tell,” Corinne said.

      “How do you know all this?” I asked, laughing.

      “I would tell you that I’m mysterious and know all, but we both know it’s because of Pacey.”

      “Okay, yeah, that’s true,” I agreed, laughing.

      “Anyway, they met at the house party I tried to get you to go to. The one you declined. And they’ve been together ever since, I guess. It’s only a few weeks in, and it’s Mandy, who has told us all that she doesn’t want anything serious and wants to be free and happy. And more power to her. She should be able to sleep with whoever she wants as long as it’s consensual and happy. She shouldn’t be put in a little corner of marriage and possibilities. Just because she isn’t a man, doesn’t mean she can’t have sex whenever she wants.”

      I cringed as other people looked around. Corinne wasn’t exactly quiet.

      “Good for her, you’re right,” a woman said from the table beside us.

      Corinne waved. “Thank you.”

      “Seriously, though, it shouldn’t just be men who are allowed to go out and have casual sex. Everybody should have the option if they so desire.”

      “I’ll talk all about casual sex if you want,” a guy said from the other end of the line.

      The woman at the table rolled her eyes. “Nice try, honey.”

      “Anybody should have as much sex as they possibly can and feel like,” Corinne said. “As long as we’re talking about consent.”

      “Amen,” four different women in line said, and I knew I was blushing from head to toe.

      “I swear, you love putting me at the center of these conversations,” I mumbled.

      “Just a little,” Corinne said, beaming.

      “Anyway…” I whispered furiously as the others went back to their original conversations. “I’m glad Mandy seems happy.”

      “I’m sure you are, and you should also know that Pacey doesn’t think they’re going to last much longer because Mandy’s already thinking about this guy named Jeff.”

      I blinked again. “Okay, I’m seriously a little worried about how Gossip Girl you’re sounding.”

      “X O X O,” she whispered, and I laughed. “Seriously, though,” my best friend continued, “that is Dillon Connolly. And he seems quite dreamy.”

      “He’s not for me. But he has a nice smile.”

      “Well, it took us this many years for you to notice a guy’s smile. Since you did, I think you’re on the right track. By the time we hit our dotage, you may get laid again.”

      I growled under my breath, even as I blushed harder. The guy in front of us finally turned, his dark hair pushed back from his face, his eyes piercing.

      “I was trying to ignore your conversation, but now I can’t,” he began.

      “I’m not sleeping with you,” I said quickly and then shut my mouth.

      The guy looked at us and then laughed. “Okay, good to know. By the way, I’m Tanner. I live with Pacey and Dillon.”

      “Oh,” I said, mortified.

      “I’ve heard about you. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Corinne.”

      “Hello, Corinne. And you must be Elise.”

      “Hello,” I mumbled.

      “We’re having another house party in a few weeks, right after the first set of exams. You two should come.”

      I shook my head vigorously, in desperate need of a rock to hide under in my embarrassment. “I don’t think I should.”

      “No, I think you should come along. You never know what could happen at a party. A night can change everything.”

      I met this gaze, then looked over at Corinne. I knew I wasn’t going to get out of this. Because my best friend had plans, and so did this stranger, apparently. I was screwed.

      “What kind of party?” I asked finally.

      Corinne smiled, delight in her eyes. “The best. If Sanders and Pacey are throwing it, it means there will be booze, merriment, exhibition, and dares.”

      I froze. “Dares?”

      Corinne just grinned. “Yes, Elise. Dares. As in… I have a feeling if you let me, Truth or Dare might take on a whole new meaning.”

      Well, crap.
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