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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Thank you for selecting this first look at the Vested Interest series.

      

        

      
        “This is a great idea.”

        Aiden had jumped up, fist punched the air, and yelled, “That’s how we do it! BAM!”

        It stuck. Our initials, our ideas, our brand. My brothers.

      

        

      
        Be sure to sign up for my newsletter for up to date information on new releases, exclusive content and sales.

      

        

      
        Always fun - never spam!

      

        

      
        xoxo,

        Melanie
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        This book is a work of fiction.

        No part of this book may be used to create, feed, or refine artificial intelligence models, for any purpose, without written permission from the author.
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        Bentley

      

      

      I walked in the front door, inhaling deeply. The house smelled delicious, so I knew Maddox was cooking. We took turns, but Maddox was the best at it. When it was my turn, there was a lot of takeout. When Aiden cooked, there were vast quantities—and the primary ingredient was always meat. He was an endless vacuum and could out-eat both Maddox and me—even when the food was subpar.

      I could hear Maddox and Aiden talking, and I went upstairs to change and grab five minutes of peace. After they heard what I was going to tell them, there’d be no more peace for me tonight.

      I ran my hand over the smooth oak banister we had restored when I bought the house. The wood gleamed in the late afternoon sunshine that poured through one of the many stained-glass windows that graced the old Victorian house. My room was on the third floor—or the “penthouse,” as Aiden liked to tease me.

      “Only the best for Bent.” He grinned with a wink the day we moved in. “Top floor so he can look down on all us peons.”

      “Fucking right, Callaghan,” I returned with a smirk. “That’s why you’re on the first floor.”

      “Great,” Maddox groaned. “I’m the meat in the Bentley-Aiden sandwich.”

      Aiden pursed his lips. “Too scrawny. You’re more like the mayo on the bread.”

      We all laughed.

      That was the way we were with one another. Teasing, over-the-top comments, lots of banter—but we were tight. I would lay down my life for either of them, and they would do the same for me. They were the brothers I never had—my family.

      We met at the start of our first year. I met Aiden first, then Maddox became part of our small group. Three vastly different people, all from dysfunctional circumstances that gave us common ground. We recognized that disconnect with others. That feeling that we, somehow, were different. Aiden’s need for a roommate brought him to me. Maddox’s need for companionship gave him the bravery to jump into our conversation one day in line at the student center. It was their honest, simple offering of friendship that broke through my walls. Our shared hidden pain was the very basis of our friendship, which grew into more. We became our own clan, as Aiden liked to call us.

      “The BAM boys!” he’d yell and fist-punch the air.

      And we were.

      Which was why I needed them to understand the decision I was going to share with them tonight. I needed their support.

      I headed down the hall to the next staircase, passing Maddox’s bedroom. His room was large and faced the side of the house and the massive willow tree that grew beside it. He had his desk in front of the window and liked to look at the branches moving in the wind. It was one of his calming exercises. Everything in the room was neat and in its place. That was the way Maddox liked his space. Needed it to be. Order and calm was the atmosphere he thrived in.

      The rest of the floor held a large bathroom and a spare room. Mostly storage for us since we never had anyone stay. But there was an extra bed shoved in the corner in case. The room was tidy thanks to Maddox.

      Aiden’s room was on the main floor beside the kitchen. He liked the space because it opened to the sunporch on the back of the house where he kept his workout equipment. It too had a small bathroom attached, so it was private as well. The fact that the room was right off the kitchen was a bonus for him since he was perpetually hungry. I often wondered if his constant appetite was due to the fact that he had been underfed as a child and still felt the same fear that he’d go hungry again.

      My floor was divided in half. One side was a bedroom with a small bathroom, the other side wide open, and I used it for an office. Right now, there were plans and drawings hung on the wooden beams, stacks of notebooks with ideas on the edge of the desk. Various books and maps were piled on the floor. And in the middle of the desk, a folder containing legal documents, leases, agreements, and bank statements. All of which I was putting into action today.

      I grabbed a quick shower and donned fresh pants and a button-down, rolling up the sleeves and leaving the top button open. That was about as casual as I got. Although, on occasion I did wear a sweater. The only time I put on lounge pants was to go to bed. Aiden tried several times to coax me into wearing sweat pants the way he did most of the time, but I only wore those to work out—and they were always clean, neat, with no holes. Otherwise, I felt strange and out of place, as if my “uniform” were missing. My aunt and uncle had insisted on formal dress my entire life, and I was used to it. Maddox never commented on my clothing choices—he understood the need for me to dress formally the same way I understood his need for order.

      We each had our “thing.”

      Maddox was a control freak. I was uptight and formal. Aiden worked out like a fiend. We knew one another’s histories and pain, and our coping mechanisms to overcome them.

      And we somehow meshed, holding one another up, and allowing ourselves to be what we needed to be.

      Like a family was supposed to be.

      I picked up the folder and descended the stairs. In the kitchen, Aiden and Maddox were arguing about whose turn it was to do the dishes. I rolled my eyes as I listened and ended the argument as I walked in.

      “You’re both wrong. It’s my turn.”

      Aiden whooped, and Maddox grinned in relief. As if loading the dishwasher was such a huge effort. Especially when Maddox was cooking. He was so neat; he cleaned up as he went. When Aiden cooked, every bowl, pot, and pan we owned was used and left in the sink and on the counters for someone else to tidy up. I cheated with my takeout offerings since they often came prepackaged with nothing needed but cutlery.

      Even with Sandy helping out, it was a battle to keep us in line.

      “Hey, Bent.” Maddox smiled. “I thought I heard you come in.”

      “Yes, I grabbed a shower. I was covered in dust.”

      Aiden frowned. “Dust? Where were you today? I looked for you earlier, but you weren’t in your analytics class or economics. I checked.”

      “I was off campus.”

      “You missed classes again?” Maddox asked. “You were out two days last week too. You okay, Bent?”

      “Yes, I’m fine. I had other matters to attend to.”

      “More important than class? Bentley Ridge is skipping school?” Aiden mock-yelled. “My God, alert the media. What’s next? Drinking from the juice bottle? Wearing underwear two days in a row? Mismatched socks or, God forbid, a T-shirt? Mayhem, people! Total mayhem!” He flopped down on a chair, holding his chest.

      “Mad Dog, where did we go wrong? Bentley is turning into one of us. A schlep.” Aiden covered his eyes. “I don’t even know you anymore, Bentley.”

      There was a beat of silence, then Aiden peeked out between his fingers. I flipped him the bird, and we started to laugh.

      I sat down, wiping my eyes. I needed that laugh. It brought me back to the moment. To the reason for my decision.

      Maddox opened the oven door, the piquant aroma making my mouth water. I had been so busy, I hadn’t eaten today, despite Sandy trying to encourage me to do so.

      Aiden sat up, inhaling. “That smells awesome.”

      “It does,” I agreed.

      “Taco casserole. Two girls were talking about it in the cafeteria. I leaned over and asked for the recipe.”

      “You get anything else?” Aiden asked with a wink.

      “A phone number and a date for Friday.”

      Aiden high-fived Maddox. “Our boy is growing up, Bent.”

      I chuckled, not commenting. Aiden could carry on the conversation without me. Maddox set down the casserole, the hot cheese bubbling, the aromatic smell filling the air.

      “Dig in.” Maddox grinned.

      The room was silent aside from the scraping of knives and forks on the stoneware and the odd comment thrown out by Aiden.

      “This is good.”

      It was good. It was also hot. In fact, fiery.

      I cleared my throat. “What is in here?”

      Maddox shrugged. “It’s kinda like tacos but layered.”

      I swallowed, taking a long drink of water and dotting my forehead with a napkin. “It’s, ah, spicy.”

      Maddox nodded, his brow furrowing. “It’s building.”

      Aiden grunted around a
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