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      The Falling for the Cassidy Brothers series concludes with an enemies to lovers romance that has been a long time coming. August and Paisley finally figure out what they’ve been missing.

      The first time I got married, I watched the man I love walk away from me.

      The second time around, I’m the one signing the dotted line first—this one a man who I realized I never loved.

      Once burned, twice broken, I’m done looking for love.

      Only my first ex-husband seems to be everywhere I turn—at my work, with my friends, and eventually…in my bed.

      I didn’t mean for it to happen.

      Twice.

      But I know if I don’t protect my heart, there will be nothing left of me if he walks away again without telling me why he did so in the first place.

      I don’t know if I can trust this new version of ourselves or if it’s merely the heat between us striking hot.

      After all, second chances only exist in my dreams.

      And there’s no such thing as a second chance husband.
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      “Count on Carrie Ann Ryan for emotional, sexy, character driven stories that capture your heart!” – Carly Phillips, NY Times bestselling author

      “Carrie Ann Ryan’s romances are my newest addiction! The emotion in her books captures me from the very beginning. The hope and healing hold me close until the end. These love stories will simply sweep you away.” ~ NYT Bestselling Author Deveny Perry

      "Carrie Ann Ryan writes the perfect balance of sweet and heat ensuring every story feeds the soul."  - Audrey Carlan, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author

      “Carrie Ann Ryan never fails to draw readers in with passion, raw sensuality, and characters that pop off the page.  Any book by Carrie Ann is an absolute treat.” – New York Times Bestselling Author J. Kenner
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      "With snarky humor, sizzling love scenes, and brilliant, imaginative worldbuilding, The Dante's Circle series reads as if Carrie Ann Ryan peeked at my personal wish list!" – NYT Bestselling Author, Larissa Ione

      "Carrie Ann Ryan writes sexy shifters in a world full of passionate happily-ever-afters." – New York Times Bestselling Author Vivian Arend

      “Carrie Ann’s books are sexy with characters you can’t help but love from page one. They are heat and heart blended to perfection.” New York Times Bestselling Author Jayne Rylon

      Carrie Ann Ryan's books are wickedly funny and deliciously hot, with plenty of twists to keep you guessing. They'll keep you up all night!” USA Today Bestselling Author Cari Quinn

      "Once again, Carrie Ann Ryan knocks the Dante's Circle series out of the park. The queen of hot, sexy, enthralling paranormal romance, Carrie Ann is an author not to miss!" New York Times bestselling Author Marie Harte

    

  


  
    
      To the one who said I couldn’t.

      I did.

      To the one who said there was no chance.

      There was.

      And to the one who never saw me at all.

      I’m here.

      And so are they.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Paisley

        

      

    

    
      “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      It felt as if those words were an echo cascading within my own memories—as if there was no way those words had been spoken to me not once, but twice.

      And both times, just a reverberation, a faded version of what I wanted. Or perhaps what I’d thought I’d been set on a path toward, with no ending in sight. No beginning, begging me for my attention and passions.

      “With the power granted to me by the great state of Colorado, I now pronounce you…”

      “Just sign here on the dotted line,” another voice said, though they all blended into a similar vibrato. The real, the memory, the imaginary—all part of a whole.

      Only I knew what voice should be the real one in this instant.

      After all...it was my ending.

      As an owner and financer of multiple businesses and someone with the power to change the destinies of others, at least in the business sense, I had signed my name on the dotted line countless times.

      I knew every flourish, every flick of the pen, and every movement of my wrist as I signed. I was quick, efficient, and not verbose.

      And yet, with this final signature, it would be an ending.

      An ending before I was even ready for a beginning.

      “Ms. Renee.”

      Renee. Oh yes, that was my name. At least part of it.

      I looked up at the sound of the lawyer’s voice as he frowned at me. “Is everything not to your liking?”

      To my liking? That didn’t make much sense, did it? Because that would mean I would have to like being here. But there was no way I wanted to be here in this moment, with these people, signing my name to a piece of paper that would once again prove I was a failure.

      But, then again, my signature did more than that. I was powerful, I was competent, and I made my own way. That’s what my signature evoked. It provided hope for others, it provided safety for me.

      It proved I could handle anything.

      So I would handle this. Just like I had the first time.

      I gave my head a minimal shake. “No, we went over this a few times, the details have been ironed out.”

      Without looking at my lawyers or the two people across the large desk, I signed a promise. Or perhaps it should have been called a broken promise.

      I wasn’t signing my life over, wasn’t giving it away; I was finding a way to make it my own again. And then I handed my lawyer the pen and scooted the divorce papers toward him. “Thank you, will there be anything else?”

      There was a slight cough across the table, and I did what I hadn’t wanted to do this entire time. I turned to see Jacob sitting there, a slight smirk on his face, even while anger burned in that gaze of his.

      Jacob Barton, my newly ex-husband.

      After nearly two years of marriage, we had proved to be a failure. Of course in his eyes, I was the only failure, and he was the one who had to deal with the inadequate wife.

      For the Bartons of Denver, Colorado, were royalty—in the strictest of society sense. His grandfather had been a governor, his father a senator, and Jacob Barton would one day rise out of the ranks of lowly local politicians and become governor of Colorado himself. That was always in his dreams.

      I had thought I had been the one in his dreams.

      Instead I had kept my name, kept my business, and kept my path.

      I hadn’t become the wife he had wanted.

      It was something I should have been used to as this wasn’t my first marriage and divorce. In fact, I was becoming quite an expert at failing at relationships.

      I still held on to one of the names I had kept in a divorce, because I was young and stupid and hadn’t known any better at the time. I didn’t know about or understand the paperwork of changing your name. The first time was atrocious, let alone doing it again. I’d gone through the entire process to wipe my first mistake from my life, and yet I’d kept it as a middle name—an albatross around my neck to remind me to never make that mistake again.

      And that was the excuse I had given myself and Jacob when I hadn’t taken his name.

      Just another mark against me.

      Never the perfect politician’s wife. Just the ballbuster who couldn’t even bother to love him enough to change for him.

      I raised a single brow at the man I had thought I loved but then realized I had made a mistake the moment I said, “I do.”

      “Are we done here?” I asked again, my voice chilly. I’d practiced the tone for years so I could blend in with the boys’ crew of my job and place in life. And I knew with every word, with every brittle edge of my sentences, it would cement who I was in Jacob’s eyes.

      A frigid bitch not worth the paperwork.

      And that was just fine with me.

      “Yes, everything’s done.” He droned on about the legalities of what had just occurred, as if signature after signature hadn’t cut ties between two people who should have never been together in the first place. “Each of you had prenups, and the paperwork splits everything evenly. Any shared assets are divided 50/50, but as you barely had any, this divorce was simpler than most.”

      Simple. I didn’t scoff, neither did Jacob. But the rage in his eyes, that was anything but simple.

      I hadn’t told my best friends or anyone else that this was happening. The only person in my circle who knew I was divorcing Jacob, or in his words he was divorcing me, was my mother. Because there was no way I could ever hide anything from that woman.

      I was more of a failure in her eyes than I was to Jacob, but I didn’t have enough caffeine in my system to deal with those kind of mommy issues.

      “Yes, all nice and tidy,” Jacob said after a moment, but I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say back to him.

      I had married this man because I thought I loved him. Or maybe it was because I had clung to something that wasn’t quite mine. How was I supposed to know that falling for somebody because you were trying to run from another person and those feelings would blow up in your face?

      And as spectacularly as they have now.

      “Say hello to Lydia for me. Or don’t. I don’t care anymore.”

      His eyes tightened, and there was the anger I had learned to expect from him. He had never growled at me, yelled, or made me feel like I was nothing until our wedding night. And that was the first time, and only time, he had hit me.

      He had said it’d been an accident, and I hadn’t believed him, but he hadn’t done it again in the nearly two years we had been married. Of course the past six months of those had been dealing with the divorce. Things would have been complicated beyond what they were now if we hadn’t had the paperwork in place for the seemingly inevitable failure of our marriage. As he was of the Bartons of Colorado, which meant his family money outweighed most, having a clear and precise prenup had all been inevitable no matter who Jacob married.

      No, it didn’t outweigh my own business, but he was old money, in this case of Colorado old, and I was new money. The two simply weren’t the same.

      I was the trash who wouldn’t take his last name, and wouldn’t laugh at all of his jokes, and wouldn’t spend my nights and weekends placating him.

      I wouldn’t lean into him as he called me worthless, as he gave me little digs to tell me I wasn’t enough.

      That man wasn’t the Jacob Barton I had married. Or perhaps it had been the entire time and I just hadn’t realized it until it was almost too late.

      Or perhaps until it was too late.

      I’d be forever grateful that I hadn’t taken his last name. He had hated every minute of my independence from him and now it brought me a sort of joy.

      After all, I still carried August’s last name. Even my company carried August’s name.

      Talk about self-deprecation and turmoil. I surely loved hating myself more than any ex-husband could hate me.

      Jacob’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything. Of course Jacob Barton of the Colorado Bartons wouldn’t. He would wait till behind closed doors then he’d tell you that you were worthless and you wouldn’t be anywhere without him.

      But that was Lydia’s role now.

      Lydia Sampson, the mistress, soon-to-be Lydia Barton. They would get married soon and quietly and everyone would whisper. But they would never whisper about Jacob.

      No one whispered about him. No, because he was the golden child, and I was the whore. Which was funny considering I hadn’t cheated.

      Perhaps I hadn’t loved him like I should, but how were you supposed to love when you had already had your heart shattered once before?

      I stood up from the table and turned, my stilettos making sharp and echoing sounds down the marble hallway as I left the chambers of the high-end lawyers.

      The divorce had cost far too much, but not in just money. My pride had taken a beating. And soon I would have to tell my best friends and coworkers I had failed. Because Devney and Addison were both married, happy, and mothers. They had the sweetest little babies, and the best lives.

      And I was so freaking jealous it wasn’t even funny.

      Only it wasn’t their fault they had married attentive and caring men. Who maybe growled a bit, but not as much as their brother. Because of course Devney and Addison had married brothers. The Cassidy brothers.

      Heath and Luca were the cream of the crop, and I had appreciated them and cared about them. After all, they had once been my brothers-in-law. Because I was the one who loved making mistakes.

      I had not married merely one man who had tried to break my heart; no, I had married another man who had succeeded at doing so.

      August, Heath’s twin, had been my one true love.

      I rolled my eyes at my own ruminations, my ankles hurting from my damn heels.

      No, not my one true love. You would have to believe in that crap in order for it to happen. So I didn’t believe. Maybe for others, but not for me.

      I was not the pretty princess who would find her prince. Nor was I the knight who would slay the dragon. I didn’t have to believe in fairy tales. I just needed to get what was mine.

      And that was not a man, not a happy ever after, and not anything to do with what I had once thought I wanted.

      So I would make my business the best out there. I would make loads of money and give as much of it away as I possibly could to help other businesses. I would be the ice queen, no princess title for me.

      I’d be the one that the other men at the board meetings and golf resorts would whisper about.

      That ballbuster who didn’t give a shit about men and maybe even ate them for breakfast.

      That shield would be much easier to wear than any crap some silly thing like a divorce could hover over me like a mantel of whispers of what could have beens and my past. I wouldn’t wear the title of Jacob’s former flame and cover myself with the label also-ran as a shroud.

      Jacob Barton of the Colorado Bartons would live on in infamy, and dust off this divorce like a silly mistake people would whisper about but never truly talk about. He would marry Lydia and have two point five kids and one day would become the governor of Colorado before a scandal broke out and he would either rise above it with his newly crowned wife at his side, or he would fade away into the distance and still make boatloads of money.

      Because that’s what happened to people like Jacob.

      My phone buzzed in my purse, and while I looked down at the screen, I still ignored it.

      My mother was not a happy camper. In her eyes, my biggest sin hadn’t been marrying far too young and being left nearly at the altar for someone not good in enough in her eyes. No, it was how could I ever walk away from Jacob?

      It didn’t matter that Jacob had hit me once. Degraded me. It didn’t matter that he had cheated on me and had never loved me. I couldn’t walk away from that type of notoriety.

      Too bad I was never good about pleasing my mother.

      The only time I’d ever made my mother happy was when August, a high school chemistry teacher, and a man I thought loved me as much as I loved him, had walked away.

      And I hadn’t fought back.

      Because in my mother’s eyes why would I lower myself to fight for something that nobody wanted? And the only regret I ever had was that I hadn’t fought. But what was the point? What was the point in pretending I had the strength to fight for someone who didn’t want me?

      I shook off those thoughts, ignoring my mother’s call, and got into my Mercedes, pulled the top back, and drove like a bat out of hell toward my home.

      The wind blew in my hair, the sun shined bright over the Rocky Mountains, and I laughed.

      It was either laugh or cry and I had done enough crying.

      Maybe I should call my friends; maybe I should tell them what had happened. But not tonight. Tonight I was going to be anyone else but me.

      Because Paisley Cassidy Renee did not know how to live. She failed at everything that had to do with life.

      So I would not be Paisley tonight.

      I would be a stranger.

      I pulled into my three-car garage, the door closing behind me. As soon as I got inside, I quickly changed into something far more comfortable. My shoes had pinched my feet, but I wanted to look like the part of the ice queen Jacob hated so much. I hadn’t been the woman he had wanted, so I would be the woman that I needed to be.

      A stranger for the evening.

      I slid on too-tight jeans, the ones that hugged my ass in a way I knew meant they would probably tear if I bent too quickly. I slid my feet into cute boots with only a slight chunky heel. Then put on a top that tied at the breasts, and opened up so you could see some of my upper stomach, but it still flowed down over my hips slightly. I pulled my hair out of its bun and fluffed it into the soft waves that had come from leaving it up all day. I added a bit of eyeliner, gloss on my lips, and stuffed everything I needed into a tiny bag that I could wear on my wrist.

      I looked like I had in college, just a bit older, a couple of lines at my mouth. They called them smile or frown lines, and in this moment, I didn’t know where they had come from.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Instead, I would just be someone else for the night.

      I didn’t look like the Paisley people knew. And that was fine with me, perfect in fact.

      She didn’t know what she was doing.

      I called a rideshare and got into the back of a smoke-blue sedan and listened to odd techno music as the driver slung around the highway. He dropped me off in a nice part of downtown, but not the upper areas. One with a few restaurants, a bookstore, and a dance hall.

      “Here you go,” he said, popping his gum in his mouth.

      I smiled, leaving an extra tip because he had gotten me here on time, even though the car smelled like weed. However, it was legal here, so I didn’t care.

      I got out of the car and made my way to the dance hall. Oh, I should probably have eaten something; probably should’ve been doing anything but this. But I had never been there and always wanted to.

      It was a line dancing bar, complete with country music streaming through the speakers, and a live band would start at eight.

      It was also apparently ladies’ night, and two-dollar well drinks sounded right up my alley. I had become the champagne ice princess at one time, but now it didn’t matter.

      Now I was a different Paisley. One who was going to drink those two-dollar well drinks and be anyone else.

      Because this Paisley, she wasn’t working. Everything kept breaking, so I was just going to have fun.

      I immediately did a shot with two random women who seemed to be on the same path as me. We nodded in agreement, as if no names were needed. Tonight was just going to be about dancing.

      And so I got on the dance floor and moved to the beat.

      I had decent rhythm, though I had no idea how to line dance. Thankfully people kept showing me how, laughing with me, rather than at me, as I tripped over my own two feet.

      A couple of men got a little handsy, but I was the ice princess with my shroud of back the fuck off for a reason. And so they walked away, hands up with a single glare, and I kept moving within groups of women, feeling oddly safe, if not a little tipsy.

      I needed to go home eventually, to cry it out, or just scream it out.

      But first I was going to dance.

      And just pretend.

      Four drinks in, and I was not sloshed, but tired. So I did another shot. And then another. Nothing mattered in the world, and the dancing just felt good.

      I laughed and I smiled, and I felt like I had no worries. It didn’t matter that I had to work the day after tomorrow. And I would probably be working tomorrow on the countless other things I had to do.

      No, I was just going to be a new me for a few more drinks.

      I chugged some water, made a friend in the women’s restroom as she was crying over an ex, and I told her of course that he didn’t matter, and she was going to find someone she loved eventually.

      So I did another shot with her, and then went to dance with her friends before moving on to another group.

      There was nothing like a women’s bathroom at a club. You made the best friends there.

      I kept dancing, ignoring my phone, and decided I would have one more drink and head home. See? I was being responsible.

      Of course, the room kept spinning just a little bit even though I had quit spinning. So when I tripped over my feet, I wasn’t surprised.

      I expected the floor to reach me quickly, and I would probably bruise my ego as well as my body along the way. I wasn’t expecting to fall into a hard chest, or to keep going until he was forced to catch me completely.

      And I sure as hell wasn’t expecting to look up into those familiar gray-blue eyes.

      And there he was, my ex-husband.

      No, not the one I had divorced today.

      The one who had branded my soul, and my name.

      August Cassidy looked down at me, eyes wide before they narrowed in anger.

      Oh, I knew that look well.

      It seemed I couldn’t escape my past. Not even this new me.

      Well, if hell was going to open up and take me, they might as well do that while I was in August’s arms.

      Because I still loved this damn man. At least part of me.

      It might as well be him that I threw up on because I’d had too much to drink.

      Reunions were always far too sweet for either of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          August

        

      

    

    
      As Paisley fell into my arms, I had to wonder exactly how I had gotten there.

      Then again, this seemed my lot in life. The one time I left my house to go on a date and enjoy myself, life literally fell into my hands. The memory I couldn’t escape blinked up at me, wondering what the hell it had missed.

      And of all the bars in Colorado, of all the honky-tonks I could have gone to, of course my ex-wife had to be in this one.

      The sarcasm slid through me quickly, even as I wrapped my arms around Paisley’s shoulders and side, keeping her close to me before she could hit her head on the floor.

      I wasn’t about to let her get a concussion because I let her fall to the ground.

      Of course, at the time when I had been angry over the world and had seen her again for the first time after so many years of not wanting to, maybe I would have been a little slower to catch her.

      No, that was a damn lie.

      Because the only person that was going to hurt Paisley…was me. And that was only emotionally. I would never actually let anything touch her.

      Including the goddamn floor.

      “Paisley?” I asked, pulling her up so she stood in front of me, blinking slowly.

      “Oh. It’s you. That sounds about right. Of course it’s you.”

      Dakota moved forward, placing her hand on my arm—her soft curves pressed against my side.

      “Are you okay, miss? Let’s get you some water. August? Can you keep hold of her? I’ll go get her something to drink.”

      “You’re really nice,” Paisley said, her voice only slightly high-pitched. She wasn’t even slurring. And if you didn’t know her, you wouldn’t realize that her words were coming out a little too quickly, a little too energetically.

      Paisley Cassidy Renee was drunk off her ass.

      I looked over her head, scanning the crowds to see if anyone was coming for her, but other than the few people who had given her a look of either concern or a roll of an eye that she had tripped and nearly fallen, nobody was even paying attention to our little tableau.

      “Did you fucking come here alone?” I barked, and Paisley just lifted that chin of hers, a gesture I used to find sexy as hell, but now just saw the disdain and brokenness in it.

      “I’m an adult, August.”

      Dakota looked between us, confused. “You two know each other?”

      “She’s a friend of my family’s,” I answered, not quite a lie.

      Paisley just snorted, as Dakota smiled wanly. “I’m going to go get that water now.”

      I held back my sigh, aggravated over circumstances I couldn’t change. “We have a couple bottles in the car. Let’s just get her home.”

      Dakota stared at me for a moment, before nodding. “You’re right. That would probably be smarter. And honestly, the line is getting long. You have your purse?” she asked the woman in my arms. Dakota was so freaking nice—which helped in her job and why we’d gotten along so well, but I knew she’d have questions for me about this little encounter I didn’t want to answer.

      Paisley nodded, before looking as if she regretted the action. “I do. Thank you. That is kind of you.”

      My date smiled wanly. “No problem at all. Come on, let’s get you home.”

      “No, I was just going to call a car. You guys can enjoy your date. I shouldn’t be out any longer.”

      My arms tightened around Paisley, before forcing myself to relax marginally. She was still swaying, so I didn’t let her go completely, and thankfully Dakota didn’t look as if she minded.

      Oh, this was a great date with my current girlfriend. One where I was literally holding my ex-wife up before she fell on her face because she’d had too much to drink.

      Where the hell was her husband?

      I gritted my teeth at that thought, hating the fact that she even had a husband. Though I didn’t know why it should bother me.

      Paisley and I were exes for a reason. A reason I didn’t want to think about.

      “I’m okay. I’m just going to call someone.”

      “Let us help. We don’t mind.” Dakota smiled, before reaching to take Paisley’s hand. “Think you can walk?”

      “Yes. Sorry. I was doing fine, until I sort of spun a little too quickly. The ceiling isn’t spinning anymore.”

      I reluctantly let go of Paisley as she held my girlfriend’s hand, and the two of them walked toward the door.

      “You’re really pretty though. And nice.”

      Paisley was drunk. It wasn’t that she wasn’t complimentary. In fact, she was genuinely a nice person. She just wasn’t so gushing usually, so outspoken socially like this. I didn’t think I had ever seen Paisley this drunk, at least not since we had both been eighteen, and in college, drinking Smirnoff Ices behind the club.

      That was a memory nobody needed to have on hand.

      “You’re very pretty as well. And I think you’re nice too. Come on, August’s SUV is over here.”

      “So you got rid of the truck?” Paisley asked, as Dakota gave me a look.

      I sighed and followed the two women through the parking lot.

      “A few months ago. It had over a hundred thousand miles on it and was getting too expensive to keep up. So this is my new pride and joy. An SUV. Look at me, an adult.”

      I had bought it new since used prices right now were astronomical, and it made more sense to just buy new, even with a loan.

      I wasn’t like Paisley who would probably snap her fingers and buy three Mercedes SUVs without even worrying about her bank account. Hell, even both of my brothers could probably buy a car without stressing as much. But I was a high school chemistry teacher. I didn’t really know what not worrying about money felt like. I had student debt, a decently paying job, at least decently as far as being a teacher. And I was nothing like the millionaire businesswoman and tycoon in front of me.

      No, I was much more like Dakota, the high school English teacher who made me laugh, made me smile, and made me think about things that I hadn’t thought about in a while.

      Dakota was safe.

      Paisley was not.

      And why the hell was I even thinking about comparing the two? It wasn’t fair to either one of them. Dakota was nice. She always had a kind thing to say about someone, could recite song lyrics from every Top 100 song from her senior year in high school, and could outrace most people if there were coupons involved. She was also one of the most caring people I knew. Hell, she was helping a drunk woman I clearly had some connection to while we were supposed to have been on our date.

      It was the one night a week where we didn’t worry about grading papers or parent-teacher conferences or what the administration wanted us to do. Instead we would go out, dance, eat, and then come home and make love before going to our separate houses. Because we didn’t live together and worked far too many hours, we couldn’t spend too much time together, but it was something. It was steady.

      My brothers and my sister each had marriages that worked and were starting families that thrived. They had lives that didn’t revolve around me, and I was grateful for it. They had a steadiness that just made sense. And I didn’t know if the kind of life they were living was exactly for me. After all I had been the first one of us to get married, and the first one of us to go down in flames. And I didn’t want to be like my parents.

      My parents were the epitome of selfishness. They had been married to each other not once, but twice. And they had gotten divorced the same number of times. Now they were together again, having dated each other this time for over two years. They had broken up a few times within those two years, but as far as I could tell, this was the longest they had been actively together without being married.

      I had a feeling it had more to do with the grandkids than anything. They never cared about what they did to my siblings and me, they only cared about each other. Whether it was love, hate, or anything in-between.

      After all, every time they had gotten divorced when we were kids, they had split the family up. And not in a way that made any sense.

      No, they had decided to Parent Trap us. Dad had taken me and my brothers, and Mom had taken Greer, our sister. So for years at a time we didn’t get to live with Greer. We barely got to see her, and visitation meant our parents got to see the other kid—or kids—but they rarely brought us along.

      So when Greer had moved out to Colorado to start over with her best friend, falling in love with not one, but two men in the process, we Cassidy brothers had followed. We had watched her walk down the aisle and marry the two loves of her life, and we had been there for her.

      Now all four siblings lived in Denver and had created a family and connection we hadn’t been able to enjoy in our younger years because of how our parents acted in the past.

      I pulled myself from the memory and looked on as Paisley and Dakota were talking to one another—Dakota being patient and Paisley doing her best to be the same despite the booze in her system.

      “I’m really okay. I can just call a rideshare.”

      “No, August is going to take you home.”

      “He is nice like that. Sometimes.” Paisley rolled her eyes, and nearly fell again. I reached out and gripped her hips, keeping her steady. But the moment I touched her, something familiar washed over me, and I set her straight again before dropping my hands.

      “You’re swaying, I’m not letting you get in some stranger’s car.”

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

      “Yes, because you’re making so many good decisions right now.”

      “August, why don’t you take care of her, and I will head home. You’ve got this. And I don’t want her to be embarrassed by having a stranger watch over her.”

      I turned to Dakota, confused. “What do you mean? You’re going to leave me with her?” Why did I sound so panicked right then?

      “Take her home. I’ll see you tomorrow. Okay? We can grade papers together.” She went to her tiptoes and kissed me softly, her hands on my chest.

      I kissed her back, oddly confused what was going on, before she pulled away and waved, and got into her car which she had parked next to mine. We were supposed to be dancing right now, before heading to her house, enjoying the night, and then I would head home. It’s what we did.

      But of course, my poor decision changed everything.

      “She’s truly pleasant,” Paisley said, before sighing and resting her head on my passenger-side window.

      With a groan, I got Paisley in the car and buckled her in. She looked slightly green, and I certainly hoped the hell she didn’t vomit in my new car. I closed
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