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      There are few guarantees in life—death, taxes, and that the night is going to end with my dick buried inside that redhead across the bar.

      God fucking willing…

      She tosses back her head, laughing effortlessly at something her blond friend says, the sound light and airy. Sexy as fuck. It goes straight to my cock and makes it swell against my zipper.

      What is a girl like that doing in a dive like this?

      I shift on the stool, surreptitiously adjusting my semi, keeping my gaze locked on her. She casts a furtive glance at me out of the corner of her eye—at least the tenth time I've caught her doing so since Coen and I arrived almost an hour ago.

      Her amber eyes meet mine for a split second, and the corner of her red lips twitches before she returns her focus to her friend at their small high-top near the pool table.

      An energy radiates from her, a vibrancy and pull that makes me want to ditch Coen in favor of a much more interesting evening. After the last few months, nothing sounds better than celebrating my accomplishment with her under me, over me—however she wants it.

      I raise my empty beer bottle to the bartender and incline my head, indicating I want another. He grabs one from the fridge and brings it over, sliding it across the marred wooden bar top to me.

      “Thanks, man.” I tilt it at him in recognition. “Hey”—I tip my head slightly toward the girl—“you know her?”

      He follows my focus and shakes his head. “No. First time she's been in here. At least when I’ve been working. I would remember a girl like her.”

      No shit.

      That isn’t the type of girl you forget.

      Her hair spills down past her exposed shoulders and over the cutout at the back of her skin-tight, short, black dress that shows off her curves and more of her flawless, alabaster skin.

      She’s the kind of woman who can burn you and you’d let her, just to be that close to the fire sparking in her eyes.

      And I want nothing more than to sink into her heat tonight.

      I take a sip from my beer, the tingle of Coen’s hard gaze coming from my right—judging me when I haven’t even done anything yet. Trying to ignore him would be futile, so I slowly turn my head toward him. “Problem?”

      He raises a dark eyebrow. “I thought we came here to have a beer to celebrate, not for you to pick up some chick.”

      I shrug. “I'm not doing anything of the sort.”

      Coen snorts and shakes his head, taking a pull off his beer and letting the bottle dangle between his fingers. “Not yet.”

      A grin pulls at my lips, and I playfully bump my shoulder against his, the way I always have when we’re ribbing each other. “Am I that predictable?”

      Coen lets out a mirthless laugh. “I can't remember a single time you and I have ever gone anywhere together where you haven't ended up trying to pick up a girl, Isaac. Why would tonight be any different?”

      I point at him. “First, I don't like the implication in that comment—even if it might be true. Second, tonight shouldn't be any different. In fact, this is exactly the type of night I should be having—looking for some fun instead of sitting at the bar, drinking alone with my brother, who has been a sad-sack buzzkill since he landed in Chicago.”

      He sighs deeply and glances toward me, pain flashing in his familiar blue eyes. “Am I really that boring? That awful to spend time with?”

      “Fuck you, dude. Don’t be a drama queen. You know that's not what I'm saying. It's just that after three days of Hawke Family Time, I was glad to see them off at the airport this morning—”

      He scoffs. “Oh, what? So, you're pissed that I decided to stay the full weekend? And here I thought it was so we could spend some extra time together.”

      I slap him on the back. “I love having you here, bro.” Leaning toward him, I peek at the girl again. “But it doesn't make me want to get my dick wet any less.”

      He barks out a laugh and shakes his head, taking another swig of his beer. “You really are a pervert.”

      Truer words have never been spoken.

      I take a drink of my beer and check her out again, but she’s leaning over the table, engrossed in a deep conversation with her friend, both of them smiling and laughing conspiratorially.

      Coen issues a deep sigh. “You know what? I don't get you sometimes, but I envy you.”

      His words make me pause with the bottle halfway to my mouth. “What? Why? Because I get so much pussy?”

      The corner of his mouth quirks into a lopsided half-smile. “Well, that, and because you know who you are. What you want to do. You have your whole life mapped out.”

      Sipping on my beer, I consider his words. I don’t get laid nearly as much as he imagines. Between classes, interning for the Center for Wrongful Convictions, and clerking at the local firm to get some real experience, it doesn’t leave much time for the extracurricular activities I would love to enjoy more often with girls like the redhead.

      Though it probably does seem like that to someone on the outside looking at me—that my life is all meaningless sex and success after success in school—but he has no idea the pressure that’s been put on me. He can’t possibly fathom the expectations that weigh on my shoulders every day of my life and threaten to drop me to my knees at times.

      Being the eldest male of the Hawke children means things have been laid out for me, demands made from a young age. Everyone expects me to succeed, to become Dad’s right hand and help manage the Hawke empire in the legal arena, help it grow, and protect it from all threats.

      Easier said than done.

      But at least when everything is already planned for you, it removes having to make certain decisions. I can see how Coen might envy that from where he sits.

      I nod slowly, trying to figure out how to say what I want to, how to explain it to him in a way he can understand. “I guess I do have my life mapped out. I’ve always known I wanted to go to law school and work with Dad, but I'm not so sure that makes me lucky or gives you any reason to envy me.” Water trickles down the brown bottle in my hand, and I brush my thumb across it absently. “I’ll never know if wanting to be an attorney was actually my choice and what I really wanted or whether I only wanted it because it’s what I was raised to do because Dad always brought me to the office with him and it’s what I saw every day growing up. It meant I was always very focused on one thing, which didn’t leave room for other possibilities. It gave me tunnel vision.”

      “But still…” Coen fiddles with his beer label, suddenly looking every bit my baby brother and not the adult he now is. “I'm twenty-one, almost twenty-two, and I still haven't figured out what I want to do with my life. I don’t want to work for Uncle Savage and Uncle Gabe forever.”

      No one does.

      We all love them to death, but it only seems the older and grayer they get, the more demanding and intolerant to change they become. It makes keeping all the family businesses running at full speed difficult, something Kennedy laments every time I talk with her. She undoubtedly has ranted to Coen about her feelings the same way when he’s around. It can’t put him in a great mindset about working for the family forever to see our cousin so stressed out and frustrated in her role, especially when she’s still so young and has so much responsibility already.

      “You're still young, Coen; you'll figure it out. In the meantime…” I pull my keys from my pocket and hand them to him. “Head back to my place. I'm going to go talk to the redhead.”

      He smirks. “You're ditching me?”

      “I'll be home in New Orleans permanently in two days. You're going to see plenty of me. So much that you’ll probably get sick of me.”

      Coen examines the keys. “You're not going to try to bring the redhead back to your place tonight?”

      I bark out a laugh and shake my head, tossing a couple twenties on the bar for our drinks. “No. Having your little brother hanging out at your condo kind of kills the mood.”

      “Gee, sorry I'm cock-blocking you.”

      I lean toward him and nudge his shoulder with mine. “You're not cock-blocking anything.” I pull out my phone and swipe the screen. “I'm texting my friend, who is a concierge at the Palmer House. He'll have a room ready and waiting for me when I get her out of here.”

      “When?” Coen raises his brows. “Don't you mean if?”

      I peek over my shoulder at her and meet her amber gaze again. “There is no if.”

      “Christ”—he releases a heavy laugh, pushing to his feet—“you’re a dick.”

      Grinning at him, I waggle my eyebrows. “That may be, but I’m a dick who's going to spend some time with a beautiful woman tonight. Unlike you.”

      Coen shakes his head, smirking. “Asshole.”

      I push off from the bar, nudging the stool back, so I can slide out and move toward the redhead who now stands alone at the high-top, her back to me while she types on her phone. Her friend seems to have vanished while I was talking with Coen. I wave to Coen before he steps out the front door, and I approach the girl slowly so as not to startle her when she’s so fully engrossed in whatever she’s doing.

      “Your friend abandoned you?”

      She jerks slightly and turns to me as I move to the other side of the small, round table and set down my
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