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      Lycrus growled, the sound reverberating through the back of his throat. “You’re wrong about me!” He slammed the door behind him to add impact to his statement, envisioning the words vibrating fully throughout his sister’s body, rattling her brain cells to effectively change her mind about him, too. He chuckled at the image floating through his mind.

      Chloe… He groaned. She was frustrating, beautiful, and opinionated. She was also his sister. Well, she wasn’t a blood relative. Still, they remained close.

      Having been adopted into a family that loved and embraced him, despite what he was, made a massive impact on his life. He imagined the “what ifs” that might have occurred if he hadn’t been so lucky. If the family that had taken him in, as a child, had, instead, abandoned him, shortly after their first encounter with his “true self”—he blew out a long, mournful sigh.

      His parents’ acceptance was unexpected and surprising. Instead of remaining frightened upon their first genuine encounter with him, his parents had considered all possibilities. They apparently decided that a life with him was better than a life without him. He never questioned “why” they kept him or their motive. He never wanted to, for he feared what he might learn. Humans kept secrets and sometimes it was easier not to unravel them. He focused, instead, on the facts and how they treated him. All they did was love him. They accepted him completely, and that’s all he needed to know.

      Of course, this acceptance of him and what he was, included his sweet, generous sister, Chloe. She was the one in the family he had no expectations of. Chloe was her own woman. She made her own decisions and led her life the way she wanted. She was not a caretaker. Merely a bystander who had had no say in his adoption into the family. Yet, Chloe’s acceptance and even fondness for him helped shape their relationship and foster within him a bond with Chloe that seemed unbreakable.

      Although she was his step-sister, she was one of the very few that knew of his true form. At first, her shock at what he was made him question her loyalty and whether he could trust her with any other secrets. He soon found out he had nothing to fear. His confidence soared over the years, knowing he could tell Chloe anything. He knew for a fact she would keep his confidence. She had to for his safety, but she also seemed to want to.

      He supposed their bond was stronger than any future relationships he might cultivate with anyone, even a permanent lover, should he be so lucky to find one. He wasn’t searching for his mate, if she even existed. And he sort of felt she wasn’t out there for him. He had hope for her, but over the years, hope waned and grew into sarcastic comments and nights of fornication with others he knew were not meant for him. After all, he was likely the last of his kind, so any chance he had on finding someone permanent didn’t seem possible.

      Chloe was not only his sister, but his best friend. He smiled at the image forming in his head. His arms firmly embracing Chloe, holding onto her with the intent of never letting her go—no matter what. She was more precious to him than his job and that meant a lot because driving for the Brigade was a dream come true.

      Still, Lycrus was not a loner. He had friends. Yet, family was an entirely different matter. The love and support of his family meant more to him than fly-by-night friends.

      His adoptive mother and father loved him as one of their own. They showed no favoritism to Chloe, none that he was aware of, and they treated both of them as equally as possible. Yet, the relationship he had with his parents would never be as strong as the one he had with Chloe.

      What made Chloe special? Too many things to list. Her sweet smile and her musical laughter, coupled with the mischief he caught in her irises at times, made her whimsical and cute. Chloe was extra special. A desirable and remarkable combination of characteristics he had yet to find in another female. She was a good-natured, kind soul who deeply cared for others and she was the best part of his life.

      Naturally, being the older brother in the family came with responsibilities plus a sense of protectiveness he would never get out of his system. Chloe would always be his little sister and in need of protection, support, and a friendly ear. Sometimes, an embrace or gentle advice, too. It was funny to think of her as fragile when she was indeed capable and confident in ways Lycrus found fascinating. Still, Lycrus always viewed himself as the bigger brother—the one to take care of things when circumstances went south. Besides, his inner beast expected and required an important part in his sister’s life.

      He shook his head to clear out the lingering images of Chloe. He had a task at hand. One that had nothing to do with her. He couldn’t concentrate on her right now. In fact, why was he thinking of her, anyway? It didn’t matter what she thought about him.

      Or did it?

      He huffed at an image of Chloe turning her back on him due to his philandering ways. That was not like her, and he never expected her to do that to him. Still, he needed to release his focus and concentration on Chloe so he could stay attuned to the mission at hand, or else he’d never leave.

      He wasn’t letting his emotions get in the way, either. Hell no. No matter how much he wanted to stay behind, check on Chloe, make sure she was okay with him and spend the rest of the night at home with her. He was heading out tonight with Macon and that was it. Chloe’s opinion did matter to him apparently, yet she was wrong about him.

      Chloe thought he was a player—the nerve of the girl. He wasn’t one. He just enjoyed the company of women.

      Plus…he was lonely, though he would never admit it. Sometimes, he was sad. He wanted more in life and from his relationships, but he also craved companionship.

      He wasn’t waiting around to find out where his fated one was, not when there was an array of available, beautiful females within his grasp. Why couldn’t Chloe understand that?

      Besides, who was she to talk? She hadn’t had a boyfriend in a long while until Kenton stepped into her life.

      Kenton… Lycrus chuffed. Never mind that Lycrus had tried to run him off too. The boy had remained stubborn and stayed. Still, Lycrus wasn’t done trying. He laughed aloud. The boy deserved every bit of Lycrus’ attitude. He was an idiot. He was not meant for Chloe. Yet, who was? Who in the hell knew? It definitely wasn’t any of her past suitors and it didn’t look like it was Kenton, either.

      None of them deserved her. Kenton surely didn’t. Yet, Lycrus left Kenton alone for the meantime because of Chloe. She seemed to enjoy his company, though Lycrus had no earthly idea as to why. There were times that Lycrus couldn’t be there for her, and Kenton was. The man served a purpose in some way. Still, all of Kenton’s virtuous deeds did nothing to change Lycrus’ opinion about him and his place in his sister’s life.

      Lycrus grumbled. He was the older brother, after all. He was only looking out for his little sister’s best interest.

      Player. Lycrus snorted. What did Chloe know, anyway?

      He pulled into the parking lot, bringing his muscle car to a stop within two long, painted white lines nestled between adjacent cars. The Mustang was a car he could barely afford on a trucker’s salary. Well… he might have been able to. That’s if he had saved his money and settled for the basics, stopping himself from adding all the luxury options available to him to build his custom dream machine.

      You only live once, right?

      Lycrus was young, single, and free. Wasn’t it his turn to experiment and do wild things? Enjoy experiences he could look back on, either in regret, shame, or with a smile on his face. What was the point in working long, laborious hours if he couldn’t afford to relax and mingle among the voluptuous female human population in style?

      Lycrus grinned. He did like mingling. He had been doing quite a lot of that, lately, with a certain female worker who had stepped foot into the warehouse floor over a year ago and had stunned the all-male staff with her presence. Chloe knew about her too, but she didn’t know the extent of his interest. In fact, he really didn’t want to get into his thoughts about Nina with Chloe. It didn’t seem right or fair, for some strange reason, to think about another female along with his sister. Although curiously, he had no problem talking about his one-night stands and flings with Chloe.

      Lycrus was your typical guy. He enjoyed women, with a preference for large breasts and a big booty. The guitar-shaped package was what he sought and craved.

      Images of Chloe’s curvy S-shaped body assaulted his mind. Yeah. She matched his preferences neatly. Maybe too conveniently. Yet, there was a third physical attribute that Lycrus looked for in a woman. A slim waistline that he could grab ahold of in the throes of passion. He chuckled at the salacious images that sprang randomly in his head.

      Chloe was large on top, firm in the waist, and juicier on the bottom. She was also gorgeous, with a mischievous twinkle in her eye and a pouty, full mouth that deserved to be kissed and adored. She was intelligent, witty, and a ten in his opinion. That was why no guy deserved her. And hence, the reason he intervened to shoo her suitors away, making them disappear one by one.

      There were a lot of devious men out there with bad intentions. Lycrus was going to keep her safe, no matter what. After all, he was only doing his brotherly duty.

      Having spotted Macon walking through the long rows of cars, Lycrus stepped out of his vehicle and waved at him. Macon veered in his direction.

      “Hey. You ready for an adventurous night?” Lycrus waggled his eyebrows, a wide grin plastered across his face.

      Macon snorted and shook his head. “I’m only here to accompany you. That’s all.”

      Yeah, the boy was apparently high on something. Accompany him? That was a hoot. Macon did far worse than Lycrus at night clubs. Of course, that was before something happened to change his mind.

      For the past year, Macon had not touched a female. Not one that Lycrus was aware of. He seemed to brush off female attention as if he didn’t want it. Yet Lycrus knew better. The man was a hot-blooded beast—literally. There was no way Macon didn’t want a warm female beside him, at times.

      The fact that it had been at least a year since Macon had engaged in any bed sport stunned Lycrus.

      In Lycrus’ opinion, five days without a warm body beneath him was too much. Actually, five days was quite a lot to ask of him. Maybe it was more like three days…

      Lycrus shrugged. “I don’t get you, buddy. You need to get laid.”

      Macon shook his head.

      Lycrus waved a dismissive hand in the air. “So be it, but if there’s two women in there that are interested in us, I’ll take them both. Your loss.”

      Macon laughed, slapping him on the back in a friendly gesture. “Let’s go find those women, then.”

      Lycrus walked promptly toward the double doors adorning the entrance to Monica’s. “Drinks are on me,” he said to Macon. He nodded to the usher who opened one tall, wooden door, for them, with a bright smile. Flashing lights assaulted his eyes. Loud music and revelry pinged across his eardrums. Lycrus stepped over the threshold, his eyes scanning the room.

      Tonight, he wasn’t going to think about consequences. He was going to live for the moment.
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      Chloe hummed a tune playing through her mind while she stocked several shelves inside a glass cabinet. She substituted a whimsical alternative to the familiar lyrics, murmuring a motivational mantra instead, “Bake it off, bake it off,” when the chorus hit. She straightened up from the cabinet when she heard the familiar jangle of the bell hanging from the door, her glance following in the direction of a new customer walking through the front door.

      “What are you doing here?” Chloe addressed the all too familiar, handsome, broad-shouldered male strolling toward her.

      She glanced to her right and smiled, finding her short-haired black cat named Voodoo awakening from dreamland. Voodoo arched her back in a long, satisfying stretch that had Chloe itching to do the same. Then Voodoo abandoned her bed and strode over to Lycrus, receiving a generous back rub from him. She dipped her head toward his hand to receive a quick massage, then swiveled her face ninety degrees and let his fingers scrub generously beneath her chin.

      Chloe huffed, knowing exactly why Lycrus was present. It had nothing to do with visiting his sister.

      Lycrus had always been a fond supporter, respecting the fact that Chloe went on her own and bravely started her business amidst concerns about viability and sustainability in a saturated market. Yet, his presence at Chloe’s Confections wasn’t so much to support her business or to buy a dessert or two from her, but instead to bother her with something silly or to endlessly question her about her boyfriend Kenton. She rolled her eyes.

      Lycrus seemed to enjoy rustling up drama where it was unnecessary. Still, the fact that he pretty much left Kenton alone astounded her.

      She tried hard to think about the guys she dated in the past, considering if Lycrus had favored any of them. She slapped one hand over her mouth and stifled a laugh. There weren’t many.

      The number of men lining up to date her was nowhere near as long as Lycrus’ list of women. She frowned. Despite the low number of men interested and available, Lycrus had somehow found fault with all of them.

      With Kenton, it was much the same. Lycrus didn’t seem to like him at all. Still, he hadn’t run him off yet, and that was saying a lot. She wasn’t sure why he had not shown Kenton to the door yet, but she wasn’t going to ask him any questions. Of course, he never did these things in front of her where she could protest or yell at him for intervening in her life when he didn’t need to. Nooo. Lycrus was too smart for that. He always had a “discussion” with her dates when she was not around. Then she never saw them again, despite her attempts to contact them to find out what happened.

      Only one of them had ratted Lycrus out. That was how she knew it was him and his involvement when none was needed. She had given Lycrus a stern talking to afterward that ended in him storming out of their apartment.

      “You know what I like,” Lycrus said, winking, returning her to reality and stunning her with perfect, sparkly, white teeth in a smooth, mischievous grin. She stared at him for several long seconds before she recalled Lycrus was merely answering her question.

      In the meantime, he claimed the barstool directly in front of her, clasping his hands over the bar top with a playful, boyish grin.

      She chuckled and shook her head. There was no way she could stay upset with him for long. Lycrus knew exactly what he needed to do to get away with things every time.

      As exasperating as Lycrus was at times, he was also a cutie pie. There was just something devilish about him and—dare she say it? Sexy.

      Oh lord! She said it. At least in her head. She was his sister—yes. But she also had eyes. Lycrus was handsome, and she wasn’t the only gal who knew it. He had enough women hanging around him for her to know that she wasn’t the only one who thought her brother was stunning.

      He was just off-limits and unattainable to her.

      She chuckled at her musings. If Lycrus could read her mind. Thank goodness he couldn’t. It wasn’t one of his powers. If he could, she’d probably get an earful.

      She knew, essentially, what her step-brother was. He was only part human with a darker side that should scare her. It didn’t, only because she knew her brother. Not like an ordinary human being knows another one. There were always questions regarding intent with most human beings, but with her brother, she just knew he was a good soul. She didn’t know how and couldn’t tell anyone why but somehow, she inherently knew him deeply, though they were not blood kin.

      Despite his philandering ways, Lycrus was loyal, protective, and essentially a good man. There was nothing to fear from him. At least she had nothing to fear from him. Yet, if one crossed Lycrus or, in particular, hurt her in any way. Well, that was a different story.

      Lycrus was her brother. That meant there was an invisible line between them that she wasn’t supposed to cross. She wasn’t supposed to feel certain things for him. Yet she couldn’t help the deep fondness and abiding adoration that sometimes overfilled her heart with pride.

      Her hazel-colored irises had stolen glances at him and spent many long minutes marveling at his chiseled perfection when he didn’t notice.

      She couldn’t deny the fact that Lycrus was delicious in every sense of the word. She had seen him plenty of times bare-chested, and though she had averted her eyes when he caught her, she always snuck sinful peeks when he looked the other way.

      It was the reason women gravitated to him like mice to cheese. Lycrus might not be looking for his mate, but Chloe knew he wouldn’t settle for just anyone. Whoever it was that caught his avid attention was in for a hell of a ride. They just didn’t know it yet.

      She almost felt sorry for the gal.

      She pulled two objects out of the glass cabinet directly in front of her and placed them on a plain white ceramic plate. She set the plate in front of him. “Here you go. I know you can’t resist,” she teased.

      “What you got? No way,” Lycrus exclaimed with a wide smile plastered across his face. He took one bite out of the gooey confection, closed his eyes, and hummed long and low while slowly dropping the peanut butter goodness back onto the plate. “Mmm…Your cookies are delicious. Every. Single. Time. Pure perfection. I just don’t know how you do it. It’s like they were made from magic. You and Voodoo drumming up some black magic in the back there?” He tipped his chin toward the kitchen.

      “White magic, and no. There is nothing extra in my cookies or any of my desserts, actually. Just love.” Chloe placed her hands on her hips, feigning impatience. “You’ve only had one so far, anyway. How do you know the other one is just as good?”

      He looked up at her, his amber irises sparkling with mischief. His voice turned husky. “Anything that comes from you is sumptuous.”

      Chloe’s eyes widened. Her breath hitched. She slammed her hand over her mouth as she attempted to regain her composure. Stop it, Chloe. He is only making a statement. Sometimes, though, the things Lycrus said could be easily misinterpreted into something else—a darker undertone that meant more. However, this was Lycrus. Her brother. He wouldn’t mean anything else with her.

      He licked his fingers with revelry after taking another bite, as if proving his point.

      Chloe regarded him with a cat-like grin as she slowly shook her head. “You are incorrigible. Positively. Enjoy your treats, then. I have customers to take care of. Paying ones.”

      Lycrus waved his half-eaten cookie in the air as he called after her, “Hey. I pay. Half the rent, that is.”

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Chloe waved a hand dismissively in the air while she strolled to the other side of the counter. She greeted the young blonde in front of the checkout, awaiting assistance.

      She glanced over at Lyrcus in between taking the customer’s order, determining if he was aiming to leap off the barstool and rush the young female who seemed to be possibly twenty years old. With long, lustrous hair, a large bosom, slim waist, and legs that went on forever, the customer seemed to be Lycrus’ exact type. She envisioned Lycrus entangled with the female, suckling on her generous breasts in between satin bedsheets, when a nasty sensation crept up the back of Chloe’s throat. She gathered the contents ordered and placed them quickly into a box, closing the lid and placing it onto the countertop. She snuck a peek at Lycrus. His gaze remained fixated on the customer. He lifted one full, thick eyebrow while his gaze swept generously over her.

      Chloe placed her hand onto her stomach and fought back the urge to retch.

      Was he interested in the young waif? He certainly looked like he was but then, Lycrus seemed to have an interest in any woman, as long as she was breathing.

      From the rumors Chloe had heard about him and the stories he had told her, he certainly did not seem choosy.

      She recalled the first graphic tale he told her about parking his rig at a truck stop. He had finished his meal and was in his sleeper, when there was a sudden knocking sound at the door. He opened it to find a tall, thin, frail-looking woman standing outside. The next thing Chloe knew, Lycrus started describing the acts they did inside his sleeper in explicit detail.

      Chloe slammed her hands over her ears. “Good lord, I don’t want to hear that.” Although a part of her had to admit the raunchy story had her insides humming and her brain exploding with vivid images. She imagined taking the place of the woman. Bent over his bed as he plowed into her from behind. Oh! She snapped the idea quickly out of her head before she continued down a rabbit hole she feared she’d never be able to escape from.

      “Why? We’re friends, right? We share everything,” Lycrus retorted, his statement zapping her back into reality and reminding her of their relationship status.

      Friends. Yup. Close friends, but only friends.

      “No. Not everything and not like that,” Chloe balked. “Besides, you’re my older brother. I can’t think of you like that.”

      He chuckled. “Men have sex, Chloe. Don’t you want to know your older brother is doing well out there on his own? You know it gets lonely on the road.” Lycrus caressed his fingers up and down Chloe’s arm.

      She wriggled. “Stop that. It creeps me out.”

      His hand quickly recoiled like a snake. He sported a frown. “What? My touch?”

      Chloe narrowed her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      Lycrus laughed, nodding in response. “Alright, alright. So, you don’t want to hear my stories about lot lizards. Then I won’t tell you.”

      “Is that what they’re called?” She snorted, her lips curling up in disgust in a weak attempt to throw him off topic.

      Lycrus sported a winning smile. “Yeah. Prostitutes.”

      “You’re so gross.”

      “And yet I’m still your brother,” he called out after her.

      Chloe shook her head as she recalled the entire incident. What he had shared with her was his first time with a lot lizard. It had occurred more than two years ago, yet the details remained vivid to her today.

      Still, despite his antics, Lycrus remained a good man. In the past, there were times when she had reached out to him to get something off her chest. He instantly stopped what he was doing and picked up the phone so she could vent. It didn’t matter how silly or small the subject matter was to her; he took time for her and that mattered. Not all men did that. He was the type of man to drive out to the middle of nowhere to pick you up if you were stranded. That’s if he wasn’t on a long-haul assignment. In her opinion, he was a good catch for anyone. Yet some of the things he did and the stories he told her… She couldn’t imagine the number of women that had hopped in and out of his bed. In fact, she didn’t want to know.

      Yet why did he settle for hookers? Lycrus was sexy as hell and charismatic. He could have his pick of women. Maybe he did, because they were easy and available? They did seem to hang around at truck stops.

      “You’ll always be my number one,” he’d interrupt her musings with a confirmation of her status in the hierarchy of women that paraded around him. It was nuts the things she thought about at inappropriate times. Like now, when she was supposed to be paying attention to the growing line of customers in front of her.

      She took the credit card from the customer with the long, flowing, sun-kissed hair and processed it, considering what she might look like if she had the same hair length and similar dazzling color. The female had radiant light-golden hair, a color Chloe would love to have but didn’t. Instead, Chloe was blessed with more of a sandy blonde shade. Plus, Chloe’s hair was not as long as hers. It was a practical, easy, and shoulder-length style.

      The customer’s curvy stature was unnatural and over the top. She seemed almost like a Barbie doll with a cute, pert bottom that only hours of gym time would firm up. That and youth had a lot to do with it.

      Chloe sighed. The life of a store owner and a baker did little to add to her diet. In fact, it seemed to mostly sabotage it. Chloe found herself “sampling” new dessert concepts long before they hit the sales floor.

      Chloe snuck a peek at Lycrus, whose attention was back on his second peanut butter cookie. Her eyebrows furrowed in surprise when she found the cookie intact, tucked in his hand, hovering in front of his mouth. She glanced back at the blonde and considered again what she might look like with the same hair color, and if she should make an appointment at the nearest salon.

      Chloe had tried using a wig once, but she found it uncomfortably hot underneath the hairpiece. She didn’t know how others pulled off the look with grace and finesse.

      The one time Chloe wore the wig to a friend’s pool party, Chloe had left early, with sweat pouring down her face in rivulets, too embarrassed to take off the wig and proceed with the party with her normal, short hair. Nope. Wigs were not meant for her, but they looked great on others.

      Thank goodness Lycrus wasn’t around to witness her during that embarrassing moment. Instead, he had been off on one of his overnight trips.

      Lycrus never knew she had purchased a wig. Not that it was any of his concern. Still, Chloe had bought it and surmised what his opinion might be if he knew she had purchased the wig in the first place.

      “You don’t need that.” He’d shout at her while trying to pull the hair strands off her head at the same time. Lycrus preferred natural beauty, except, of course, when it came to breasts.

      She shook her head, snapping herself out of her daydream and back into reality.

      “Enjoy your treats and have a nice day!” She waved at the cheerful blonde, stepping off to one side of the counter and allowing a nicely dressed customer behind her to approach.

      Chloe glanced over at Lycrus, his eyes following the glamour girl for several long seconds. His gaze suddenly boomeranged back to her.

      Caught, Chloe’s eyes widened with alarm, and her breath hitched at the same time. She unwittingly held her breath and then exhaled loudly. She then entered into a coughing fit, clamping her hand over her mouth to stop the vicious cycle as the handsome customer at the counter, dressed in a business suit, rattled off a list of items he wanted to buy.

      Unable to stop the sharp, abrupt sounds emitting from her lips, Chloe coughed, her other hand reaching for and fumbling in her attempts at grabbing at the cubby hole beneath the countertop that held her water bottle. The nefarious object continued to elude her when suddenly a large object zipped in front of her. Lycrus flipped the straw up on the sports bottle and shoved it in Chloe’s free hand. She silently thanked him while downing several gulps of water uncaring that some of the liquid had rolled down her chin and saturated part of her shirt. He then grabbed ahold of a notepad and a pen and proceeded to write down the customer’s order.

      “Will that be it?” Lycrus barked at the guy, still searching through several items beneath the glass countertops. Lycrus’ gaze darted to Chloe and then bounced back to the customer. Voodoo perked her head up and regarded Lycrus for several seconds amidst all the chaos. She then returned to her regular grooming schedule, promptly ignoring him once again.

      The customer nodded in confirmation.

      “You okay?” Lycrus lowered his voice with concern. He gave Chloe an incredulous look. He patted her back in reassurance and then whispered, “I sure hope the reason for your coughing fit wasn’t because you thought this guy was handsome or something like that.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes. “I was choking, Lycrus. Choking. That’s it.” She sighed in exasperation as she grabbed the list from his hand. “I’ll take care of it. Thanks.” She waved him off.
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