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  Glossary





Adapa (a-dap-a) father to Raiden, Zamush, Michel, Pete, and Ben. Hero in The Day Behind Tomorrow. 

Akurn (ack-urn) rogue planet in an elliptical orbit around the sun every 3600 years.

Anbu (an-boo) Captain of Murduk’s guard

Arammu (are-moo) “love”

Ben Duncan: Hero of Alien Legacy: The Empath. Birth name: Ibru-Um (eye-bru uhm)

Commander Kud (cud) Loyal follower of sub-Prince Murduk. Commander of Far Deep Base. 

Dhasa (Dah-ash-a) “asshole”

Ereshkigal (eres-ki-gal) Sumerian goddess of the dead or underworld.

Inanna Azneas (ah-za-nas), Princess of Akurn – mother to Raiden, Zamush, Michael, Pete, and Ben. Heroine in The Day Behind Tomorrow

Jazmi-Tiamat (tia-maat) “Maiden of Life” Heroine of Alien Legacy: The Mage

Jelena Aqru (ack-ru) Heroine of Alien Legacy: The Vampire

Jena King McFarlane - Heroine of Alien Legacy: The Shapeshifter

Jordyn Lamont – Heroine of Alien Legacy: The Psychic

Julienne King – Heroine of Alien Legacy: The Empath

King Du-Uru (doo-are-you) King of Akurn, father to Princess Inanna and sub-Prince Murduk

Meskim xul (mesh-kim zool) Akurn curse for evil fiend.

Michael Johnson – Birth name Sandu Etlu (san-dooet-loo) Hero of Alien Legacy: The Psychic

Namatar (nam-a-tar) “Lady of the Great Akurn” – The goddess of death and birth. Rules the underworld.

Ngish (n-gish) “penis”

Ninmah (nen-mah) Early goddess of Akurn in charge of pregnancy and birth

Nisba (nes-baa), High Priestess of Temple Namatar

Nungal (nun-gul) Murduk personal guard

Pete Hayes: Birth name Ara-Riyad (a-ra ree-yad) Hero of Alien Legacy: The Shapeshifter.

Queen Asta (ah-stah) Akurn. Mother to Princess Inanna

Raiden (Ray-den) Birth name: Domuzi (dom-oo-see) “Son who is life” Hero of Alien Legacy: The Mage 

Sahu (saw-hoo) “pig”

Sub-Prince Murduk Utuk Xul (mur-duck u-tuck zool) Series villain

Transkip (trans-skip) transporter device used with mirrors

Uruk (you-rick) sub-Prince Murduk’s personal guard

Yetu (yet-oo) “shit”

Zamush (zaa-mush) Birth name: Nasaku-Kan (nas-a-koo kahn) Hero of Alien Legacy: The Vampire

Zikia (zee-kee-a) The Akurn spaceship hidden in the mountains of the Himalayas. It was the vehicle that Inanna and Adapa used to
escape the great flood before their sons were born.  





















  
  Chapter One


~Julienne~

At 7:00 on a Monday morning, the bright cloudless sky should have encouraged Julienne King to start her day with a light heart and an eagerness to start the day. Not stress about going to a thankless, pain-in-the-ass job. Not stress about how she didn’t fit into the life she led. Not stress about her unrelenting urge to search for that elusive something just out of reach—convinced more than ever she was in the wrong place, at the wrong time, while living a totally wrong life. You’d think reaching the pinnacle of Senior Vice President of a small but reputable state bank at the age of thirty-one would cement a soul-satisfying life purpose. Oh no, not her. 
Humph. Might as well obsess about her nonexistent love life while she was at it. 
She eyed the metal handle of her car door. The stupid thing would be hot. Even this early, it’d had enough time to soak up the mid-July desert heat of Las Vegas. Using the edge of her suit jacket to protect her fingers, she opened the door. When it flung wide, the inside belched a suffocating, broiling miasma. As sweat broke out, she briefly closed her eyes. Good thing she parked in the shade, otherwise she’d melt into a puddle of messy goo by the time she got to work. Maybe she’d make it there before her makeup liquefied into a Picasso painting. Having been raised in the Vegas foster system, you’d think she’d be used to the scorching heat by now.
Dammit. A quick look in the rearview mirror told her that dream was hopeless. The minute she got to work, she’d have to rush to the bathroom and fix everything that took an hour to put on this morning. God forbid if she dressed there first. Upper management was adamant about bank officers arriving at work professionally perfect.
Well, come to think of it, why worry about what those folks thought? Most of them had already gone. They’d disappeared in a poof of merger-madness. Which, lucky her, made her in charge of what happened to over fifty bank branches statewide.
She turned on the motor of her ten-year-old Subaru. For the umpteenth time, why did she stay at a job that sucked the life out of her? That’s right—because of the three hundred employees whose livelihood relied on the decisions she made. Without her, their fate would be dicey at best.
Julienne’s stomach rolled as the remains of an early cup of coffee sloshed up her throat. Once again, she squashed the urge to drop everything and search for whatever was missing from her existence.  Besides, what was she supposed to do when she found it… whatever it was? 
Well hell, what a weird thing to daydream about as she watched the morning sun peek over the distant craggy mountains. She shook her head as the penetrating heat of the car interior fought for her attention. The weak attempt of the air conditioner didn’t help as the naked skin between her thighs stuck together under her skirt. 
She blew at the wispy bangs glued to her forehead. Okay, the temp in the car was almost tolerable. No more excuses, time to go.
Halfway to work, Julienne’s phone rang, and she jumped. She’d been parked at a red light for a couple of centuries and had faded into the twilight zone. She glanced at the screen of the smartphone she’d put on the passenger seat. Claude. Well, crap. Probably another merger disaster needing her undivided attention. Only one way to find out.
She sighed and pushed the button to activate the Bluetooth in her ear to accept the call from her boss. At the same time the stop light decided to go green. Pushing the gas pedal, she was on her way. Who said multitasking was dead?
“This is Julienne.” She shoved a false cheery lilt in her voice. Being happy first thing in the morning should be against the law. That was definitely against the natural order of things. 
“My office as soon as you’re here.”
Click. End of call.
Yep, Claude agreed. Cheeriness was overrated. 
By the time she reached work, the car had finally cooled to a bearable level. Sliding into her parking spot on the second floor of the nearly empty garage, she grabbed her sling-back computer case as well as her purse and headed to the elevators. No big surprise, she was the only one walking into the lobby. After all, the staff wasn’t due to arrive for another hour. 
She got off on the second floor and headed to the glass door leading to the branch division where her office was. Marcia, her assistant, would be in around nine after dropping her daughter off at school. 
With a disgruntled sigh, Julienne plopped her case and purse on her desk. After a quick visit to the bathroom to freshen up, she headed to the elevators. What got Claude riled up so early? 
Once the elevator opened, she reached for the button to take her to the tenth floor, but her friend and co-worker, Kathy Singer, dashed in.
“Wow, I can’t believe I almost missed it!” A sunny smile lit her homely face. A couple of years older, Kathy was happily married with four teenage kids at home. Dark, short hair streaked with silver, wide gray eyes, and a thin build housed one smart lady.
Over the last couple of months, Julienne swore the woman was losing more weight than was healthy. When asked about it, Kathy shrugged and said she so was so busy with the merger and her home life, she didn’t have time to eat.
The elevator doors closed, and Julienne tried to hide her smile at the harried expression on Kathy’s face. Might as well ask. “Where you summoned to the Ivory Tower as well?” They had nicknamed the Head Office on the tenth floor.
“Yeah.” Kathy frowned as her gaze slid away. “Claude just said, ‘my office, now’ and hung up.” As head of operations, she also reported to Claude. “He call you too?”
Julienne let loose a crooked leer. “Of course. I’d never deny my master’s call.” 
“I didn’t forget a meeting, did I?” Kathy spoke behind splayed fingers with wide eyes. The woman habitually missed or was late to meetings. 
“Nah.”
The red digital numbers blinking above the elevator doors were almost at ten.
“I’m guessing it’s some merger stuff we have to catch up on.” 
Drab was the best way describe the Head Office. The area was a wide-open space, littered with various wooden desks with hard customer chairs in front of them. The concept of a cubicle didn’t dare rear its ugly head on these hallowed premises. All the executives worked out in the open, except for the president, who had his own enclosed corner office. 
Julienne led the way off the elevator and approached the receptionist and executive assistant, Roxie.
The woman was an icon at the small bank, having been there since its inception. Although in her mid-sixties, she could pass for someone in her forties. Today her dirty-blonde hair was teased on the top, with wispy bangs and a jaunty ponytail swinging at the back.  
For a woman in the winter of her life, the ton of makeup she wore should have looked crass. Not on Roxie. Even with false eyelashes and bright-red lipstick, along with sky-blue eyeshadow and thick black eyeliner, she maintained a professional, fresh demeanor. 
The outfit she wore was something out of a Mad Men episode—a bright butter-yellow skirt and jacket with a cream-colored blouse and a sassy bow tie. Hard to tell what she had on her feet since she was sitting behind the massive cherrywood desk, but Julienne would bet anything the woman wore a pair of old-fashioned Candie shoes. Bright yellow straps that would cross over her toes, leaving her heels bare. 
Despite Roxie’s reputation for being a tough person to work with, Julienne got along great with her. The older woman had taken her under her wing years ago when Julienne started out as a supervisor at a branch. Roxie had been the merchant teller there and ran the place and ignored the manager. As a young twenty-something, the mere idea of giving direction to the much-older woman intimidated her. Yet, Julienne refused to back down whenever Roxie challenged her. As a result, she earned the woman’s grudging respect.
Something Roxie didn’t give Kathy. 
“Hang on a sec.” Roxie spoke into the mouthpiece squished between her ear and shoulder. She pulled it away, grinding her gum between words. “How’s it goin’ doll?” She directed the question at Julienne and ignored Kathy.
Kathy stiffened. “We’re here to see Claude.” 
Roxie narrowed her blue eyes with a lip curl at the other woman. Chomping on her gum twice, she directed her gaze back to Julienne. She nodded over her shoulder. “He’s at his desk. Go on over.” Her left eyebrow rose as she brought the receiver back to her mouth. “As I was tellin’ ya, Rococo…”
They walked away as Kathy muttered under her breath. “I don’t know why they keep her.” She glanced back at Roxie with a glare. “No one likes her.” 
Julienne refused to jump into that same old argument. Kathy and Roxie had gotten off on the wrong foot from the get-go and they’d never looked back. 
Claude was in profile as they got closer. As he typed on his computer keyboard, he waved at the chairs in front of his desk for them to sit.
With a weary plop, Julienne sat and watched his fingers fly over the keyboard. 
He looked good today. But then, Claude always looked good. A handsome older man in his fifties, he was slim, with no hint of thinning in his silver hair. His professional appearance screamed high class.
The silk suit probably cost more than she made in a month, not to mention the Rolex circling his wrist that screamed money.
His only other jewelry was a wide gold band on his left ring finger.  
Kathy sat ramrod straight at the edge of her chair. Her hands lay folded on her lap as her mouth thinned in a hard line.
She’d told Julienne numerous times she didn’t like Claude. Why the woman stayed at the bank was something Julienne asked herself more than once.
Claude ignored them for a good five minutes.
Julienne zoned out and stared out the picture window behind him. The bright Vegas sun blazed with nary a cloud in the sky. 
A hard tap on the keyboard made her jerk. She swung her attention back to him and sat straighter.
He twirled the wedding ring around his finger, a sure sign he was uncomfortable about something. “Last night in the executive meeting”—he cleared his throat as the ring twirled—“John announced he accepted a position at the headquarters in Portland.”
Julienne gasped. The president of the bank had been transferred? She opened her mouth, but Claude put up a palm.
“Don’t ask anything until I’m done.” He cleared his throat again. “John has been assigned to head up the operations of the Ban Corporation and has already left the state.” He stopped twirling the ring and stood to face the window with his back to them, hands clasped behind him. He rose up and down on his toes before he turned around and paced. The man loved to pace.
“An offer has been made to Bob Manning for CEO. We are confident he will accept in today’s follow-up meeting. Once he agrees, he’ll start immediately.”
Bob Manning was the displaced president at the bank they were in the middle of merging with.
Kathy sucked in a breath. 
“This puts us in a tough position. With our other executive management gone, your caseloads will increase.” He stopped and gave a stern glare before he resumed his seat.
Elbows resting on the desktop, he narrowed his light-blue eyes. “You are both to assume extra duties while these changes take place.” He grasped the ring and twirled. “Julienne, as head of retail, you’re to continue hiring for the open positions in both banks. You’ll have to expand the workforce at the top levels. We’ll meet later today and go over the details.”
He frowned at Kathy. “You’re expected to head up the operations task force to ensure both systems and policies merge successfully with the primary back office. This means you’ll have to lay off at least a third of the combined labor force. I’ll meet with you first thing in the morning to go over what we require.”
He aimed an unfocused gaze above their heads, twirling the ring around and around. “Check with Roxie on your way out, she’ll give you the openings I have available to meet with you. Make sure you block out at least two hours.” His narrow-eyed gaze came back to them. “Questions?”
“No, sir.” Kathy quivered on the edge of her seat, and her lips twitched. She’d clasped her hands together so hard the knuckles turned white.
Someone sure liked the changes coming.
Well, Julienne had a gazillion questions. “Are you still retiring soon?” Would the EVP position open when he left? Maybe a huge promotion in the bank might make her wanderlust calm the hell down. “Will Bob be taking over the major decisions for the merger? What about HR and credit decisions? Who’s gonna head up those divisions? And who will lead the project management team for Portland? John?” 
Claude’s mouth curled into a small smile as his gray eyes twinkled. “Yes, the retirement is still on. I’ll assume the mantle of Credit and HR until Bob hires someone.” He leaned back and steepled his fingers. “It’s the reason I need to meet with you, so I can give you some of my merger workload. We’ll let Bob appoint someone to head up the project management team.”  His brows knitted. “Anything else?”
Julienne’s mouth twitched. “No, I guess that’s it for now.” After she left, a zillion other questions would hit. Better clear up the memo section on her smartphone. That way she’d have enough memory to take notes as they popped up.
“Fine. I’ll see you both later.” With that firm dismissal, he returned his attention to his keyboard and computer.
She and Kathy didn’t talk as they walked away. Their footsteps echoed in the empty room as they approached Roxie’s desk. Weird to see the busy Head Office only inhabited by Roxie and Claude. Julienne half expected a tumbleweed to roll by.
A quick stop by Roxie, who still yapped on the phone. The hand not clutching the receiver flapped two pink message slips at them.
Julienne grabbed them both and gave Roxie a wink.
With a raised finger, the older woman turned, leaned back in her chair, and crossed her legs. 
Yep, Julienne’d been right. The woman had on bright, neon-yellow Candie shoes with her toenails a matching sunny yellow. While everything in the universe might change, it was comforting some things didn’t.
After checking out the pink slips, she gave Kathy hers. While walking to the elevator, she read the memo note. Her appointment was at 2 o’clock. A quick glance at Kathy, who held hers to her thin chest so Julienne couldn’t tell what was on it. But the joyous expression on Kathy’s face said it all.
As soon as they entered the elevator and the doors closed behind them, Kathy let out a squeal. “I can’t believe it!” She jumped up and down. “John is finally out of our lives. Do you know what that means?” She grabbed Julienne’s arm and didn’t wait for a reply, “It means I can finally breathe and not worry if that bastard will fire me for no good reason. No more watching every word that comes out of my mouth.”
She closed her eyes and sucked in a breath. “God, that man was a nightmare.” With a loud huff, she glanced at Julienne. “I sure hope Bob Manning takes the job. Everyone from his bank tells me he’s the best to work for. He’d never treat his employees like John did.” She frowned and crossed her arms. “How come you don’t seem so happy about this?”
“I guess it really doesn’t matter what I think.” Julienne glanced at the descending numbers showing the floors they passed. “I’m not sure how this will affect other employees. With so much change lately, it’s going to crush morale.”
Kathy snorted. “Oh, bullshit. No one likes John or Claude anyway. Everyone will be ecstatic when they hear the good news. What a great opportunity to get this place running decently. I bet we’ll get promotions out of this. Wait and see.”
The sour taste in Julienne’s mouth was a perfect match for the heavy weight squeezing her chest. She doubted things would be as easy as Kathy predicted. The obsession to leave came back in full force. Maybe she should relook at that unrealistic urge and run away before it was too late.
~Ben~

Ben Duncan was not having a good day. Not that he knew what a good day looked like anymore. All he wanted was a peaceful life. To live as other people did and not be aware of the alien invasion coming their way. An alien invasion he and his family strived to keep from the human race time and again. He pinched the bridge of his nose. Better yet, he’d give anything to disappear and not have to be around other people all the time. 
For starters, he’d love to escape the continual yapping his annoying brother kept dumping on him since he came home.
“Pete, I swear to God, if you don’t shut up, I’m going to take out my frustrations on your sorry ass.” He clenched his jaw and glared at the man in front of him. “And we both know I have a lot of frustrations to work off.”
His brother returned the stare with a smirk twisting his infuriating mouth. “Oh, baby brother, you wouldn’t be so frustrated if you’d get laid once in a while.” He swiped at the back of Ben’s head as he walked by. “Besides, it’s my job to keep you from drowning in a self-imposed emotional swamp just so you’ll feel better.”
Ben scowled at his brother and rubbed the back of his head. The smack didn’t hurt, just irritated the shit out of him. That peaceful, uncomplicated life he craved was further away than ever. Not that being an empathic, half-alien psychic, who’d been alive for over seven thousand years due to said alien genetics, would allow him to live a simple life. 
“Not for you to decide.” Ben brushed past his shorter brother and jabbed him with his shoulder. Spying a comfortable recliner, he flopped on it. After a weary rub over his face, he stared at his brother. “I don’t need your help. In fact, I suggest you stop buggin’ me if you know what’s good for you.” He grunted and sat back with his eyes closed. “But then again, we both know you have no idea of what’s good for you.” 
“Not true. I always know what’s good for me.”  
Ben didn’t have to open his eyes to know two deep dimples framed a wider smirk on Pete’s face. Against his better judgement, he opened them anyway.
Ben and Pete were part of a set of quintuplets from the alien Princess Inanna of the rogue planet Akurn and her hybrid mate, Adapa. Ben had the grand privilege of being the youngest. Thank God he and his brothers weren’t identical. The only facial traits they shared were the color of their unusual eyes and the masculine cleft in their chins.
“Besides, little brother, no fair shooting the messenger.” 
Pete plopped on the couch next to the recliner where Ben slouched. Today his brother wore popular athletic shoes paired with expensive dark jeans and a cream-colored casual shirt. His sable hair was straight and thick, hanging above his shoulders in a carefree style that matched the man. He had a ski-slope nose, while Ben’s was more aquiline. 
“It’s not my fault Mom thinks you’d be the best one to go off and do a bank job.” He waggled his eyebrows. “After all, you’re our financial genius.”
Oh, for fuck’s sake. 
“Bank? What bank?” He grimaced. “I just got home and you’re sending me somewhere?” He rubbed the bruised wound on his upper thigh. The pain was minimal, but he still had a slight limp when he walked, along with a mild ringing in his ears.  
“Hey, not my decision.” Pete raised a palm. “I’m not the one who chooses who goes on what assignment.”
“Look.” Ben folded his arms. “I just got off that ridiculous mission in Morocco, which turned out to be a huge waste of time. Not to mention my getting injured, thank you very much.” He glanced around. “Where is everyone, anyway?” He wouldn’t put it past Pete to be playing some kind of prank on him. “You know, it would be just like you to send me on a wild goose chase.”
The only other person he felt with his empathic senses was Pete. His gaze lingered on the three-tiered bay windows with their expansive view of the Golden Gate Bridge.
Pete settled with his hands behind his head on the gray circular couch, buried in an abundance of colorful throw pillows. The monstrosity took up half the room while several recliners took over the other half. In the center was a circular maple coffee table which normally held various refreshments.
Pete’s dimples deepened as his smile widened. “Sorry, all ya got is me. Everyone else is busy. And I hate to tell ya, I’m not hassling you this time.” He crossed an ankle over a knee and flopped his hands on his lap. “Michael had a vision that included you, so Mom took Raiden and Z with her to set things up.”
“Set things up? Where?” The acid in his stomach squeezed. “What kind of vision? Will you stop being so damn cryptic and tell me what’s going on!” A dull throb in his temple pounded. He eyed his brother. “And start from the beginning.” 
The sound of the whirling Transkip mirror down the hall interrupted them. The device was a convenient transportation method he and his family used sparingly. While it could be used for long distances, they refrained from doing so, afraid it would trigger a beacon to the alien Akurns. By their latest calculations, the planet Akurn was only six months away from transportation range of Earth. No use in taking the chance the aliens could pinpoint any of his family before they got here. 
Heavy footsteps echoed behind him. 
“Pete, are you hassling the shit out of Ben again?”
Ben breathed a sigh of relief. Their middle brother, Michael, was back.
He came over with two empty tumblers in one hand and the blue-and-gold bottle of expensive whisky in the other.
One of Ben’s favorites. His mouth watered as Michael tilted the bottle and let a splash free to fill the bottom of one of the glasses.
“Hey, where’s mine?” Pete crossed his arms.
“Get your own.” Michael poured a dose of the liquid gold into the empty tumbler for himself.
With a murmur of thanks, Ben took the offered glass and inhaled the rich aroma of the smooth alcohol. Taking a small sip, he let his strained nerves be soothed by the creamy taste coating his mouth. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes before he took another sip.
“You can’t possibly believe Mom would leave you alone to the tender mercies of Pete, can you?”
Michael’s soft voice encouraged him to open an eye.
“That would be so cruel, especially since you screwed up your last assignment.” Michael chuckled as he sat on the couch next to Pete.
With a frown, Ben studied his older brother. Michael crossed a denim-clad leg over the other, his typical blue T-shirt untucked and slightly wrinkled under a flannel long-sleeved shirt. The man had the same color eyes and deeply cleft chin as he and Pete did, but that was where the resemblance ended.
His auburn hair was curly and thick, kept brushed back and pulled into a loose tail. His chin and upper lip were covered by shaggy auburn facial hair. Pete was forever telling Michael the eighties were over and he needed to embrace the new century.
Their brother would retort music had moved on since then as well, taking a shot at Pete’s avid devotion to classic rock.
Ben downed the whiskey. The fiery contents made his eyes water. Didn’t matter if they thought he botched his last mission. When he’d gotten home a couple of hours ago, he enjoyed a long shower before changing into comfortable clothes, determined to put the experience behind him.
“I didn’t screw up the last mission, asshole.” He plunked the empty glass on the coffee table. “That lead we paid for in Morocco was bogus, for us, at least. Too bad the people in that embassy can’t say the same.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Thank the God of Love I didn’t go into that building before the bomb went off. I only got caught at the edge of the blast radius and was thrown back. Damn thing killed over twenty people.” He flopped his arms on the armrests of the recliner. “I’ve sent a preliminary report to Raiden, so get off my back.” 
Pete chuckled and pulled a bottle of beer out of the small refrigerator under the circular coffee table.
“How’s your leg doing?” Michael refilled Ben’s glass.
Ben murmured his thanks and took a healthy sip, enjoying the burn. The woodsy scent spiked his nose. “It’s okay. I applied some healing salve to it, and it should be better in a couple of hours.” He snorted. “Okay, so what’s going on? What do you know, Michael?”
With his mother and two eldest brothers off to implement his next assignment, Ben wanted to get a “feel” for what Michael and Pete hinted at. Then he’d be ready for whatever vision Michael experienced. Focusing on his inner shield, he allowed a small sliver to open.
Slamming into him were worry, fear, and an underlying hope from both of them. Enough. He cut the sensory inflow off.
“Before I talk about the vision, I’ve got to tell you what I found out yesterday.” Michael settled back and took a sip of his whiskey. “I’ve been keeping an eye on an acquisition company called Murduk, Inc.” He snorted. “As you know, I’ve always kept an eye out for certain keywords, especially with businesses. And since Murduk is dear old Uncle’s name, I looked into it.”
Ben nodded for him to continue.
Pete took a long swallow of his beer.
“What I found out was this company has been investing in several key industries, such as power and communications, as well as having defense contracts with the federal government. I’m keeping a close eye on them. As a matter of fact, I’ve been able to install several spy viruses in their systems.”
He sat forward, resting elbows on thighs. “Because of the sheer volume of the gigantic conglomerates they own, it made little sense when they bought a medium-sized Ban Corporation that is looking into acquiring a small state bank system in Las Vegas. If they wanted to manipulate the financial industry, why not buy one of the big five? Then they did another strange thing. They hired us to look over that small bank. Why they wouldn’t use their in-house staff is beyond me. But no way am I going to let a chance like this pass by. No matter how small that little bank in Vegas is, I’m hoping you’ll be able to do some extra snooping. Maybe find a way for me to infiltrate a back door into Murduk Inc’s mainframe.”
Ben raised his left eyebrow. “Let me get this straight. The company you suspect is attached to the Akurns has hired us?”
A disgruntled snort escaped Pete. “They’ve requested our financial genius to analyze the fiscal strength of a merger they’re in the middle of.” He chuckled and flung an arm across the back of the couch while sucking another swallow of beer. “That means you, baby brother.”
Why waste time scowling at his aggravating brother? He focused on Michael. “Did we accept?” Ben was the CFO of their Atalante Consulting Agency that he, his brothers, and their mother owned.
“As if I’d let that chance slip away.” Michael grimaced. “We’ve got to know if the Akurns are somehow affiliated with them.”
A chill slithered down Ben’s spine. “Have the aliens somehow come in transportation range?”
Michael shook his head. “No, our calculations are still on target. They’re about six months away.” His lips twisted into a sheepish grin. “What I haven’t told you is I’ve suspected for some time they’ve had a base on the dark side of the moon since their last visit. It would explain how they’ve been able to interfere with human development for over three thousand years. So, it wouldn’t be a surprise if they had businesses here on Earth.”
“That doesn’t make sense.” Pete interjected. “If they’d been around for the last three thousand years, wouldn’t we have known it by now?”
Michael glanced away before answering. “Not necessarily. Depends on how many people they had to work with. If the Akurns could secretly infiltrate some of Earth’s governments all this time, think of the chaos they’d create.” His gaze came back to them. “Might explain some of the volatile history humans experienced in places like ancient Egypt, the Valley of Mexico, India, and let’s not forget the recent deprivation of Nazi Germany. Plus, it would give them the opportunity to erase their involvement around the globe. That’s why there’s no history of places like Puma Punku or Gobekli Tepe.”
Pete’s bark of laughter hid Ben’s chuckle. “Someone’s been watching the History channel again.” He chortled.
Michael crossed his arms. “Which we know is based on a lot of fact. So lay off the sarcasm.”
“Whatever.”
“Okay.” Time to bring this conversation around. “If this company is owned by the Akurns, and they’re buying a small bank network in Vegas, what do they want us to do?”
“They’ve hired us to go over the financial records of that bank and conduct an in-depth analysis of the proposed staffing and operational systems.” 
Michael put his empty glass on the coffee table and leaned back. “You’ve got an appointment to report to their Head Office tomorrow. Since they’ve already let all of their senior management go, there isn’t anyone left who can analyze the merger until after they’ve selected a new president. I have a report handy for you to look through. It’ll give you everything you need to know to get started.”
“Mom and the bros went to Vegas to set you up.” Pete supplied with a frown. “I’m a little ticked off they didn’t take me with them.”
“Yeah, what a shock. Them not wanting to take you to Vegas.” Ben rolled his eyes. 
Pete flipped him off.
“Ben.” Michael leaned forward. “Let me tell you about the vision I had last night that involves you. You’re the key to unlock what the Akurns are working on.” Michael was not only the resident psychic, he was also notorious for his prophetic visions. Throughout their lives, they’d been able to remain one step ahead of most disasters because Michael warned them first.
“Really?” Ben gripped the empty glass resting on his stomach.
“You were in a dusty, dry cave with a royal crown on the dirt floor. With a huge smile, you grabbed the crown and it absorbed into you. Then you morphed into a two-headed version of yourself. You grew and became this huge giant, draped with weapons, giving the impression you’d become stronger. When an Akurn attacked you, you defeated him with one hit.”
Pete jumped off the couch and faced Ben in a wrestling pose. “Did he turn green too?” He laughed and plopped on the couch.
Ben ignored Pete and clenched his jaw. “What in the hell does that mean?” He hated this cryptic bullshit.
“Damn, growl at the moon, genius. That’s easy to figure out.” Pete chugged the rest of his beer. “Sounds like you will meet somebody who’ll give you the added strength you need.”
“How did you get that from what he said?”
Pete shrugged. He chucked the empty bottle at a trash can by the wall and scored when it dropped in with a clang. “Clear as mud to me. But the biggest question is, how you gonna find this person? Once you do, how are you going to convince him to help? Especially against an alien race?” He gave Ben the stink eye. “You’re not exactly the warmest person in the universe, ya know. So, how you gonna do that?”
Good question. Normally, he maintained a tight leash on his emotions. Otherwise, as an empath, emotions bombarded him all hours of the day or night. Because of that, he came across as cold and unemotional to others.
“That’s what Mom’s worried about.” Michael stood to pace. “You know how she feels about us telling humans about our past and what’s coming.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Remember, the last time we tried that, the Indus Valley in India barely survived.”
The three of them shuddered. 
A Kirk vs Spock ringtone came from Pete’s back pocket. He twisted to grab his phone and smirked at the display before answering.
“Raiden, my man!” His dimples deepened. “How’s it hanging, Legolas? Geez, you’ve only been gone one day.”
Pete nicknamed their eldest brother after a popular character from a movie several years ago. They’d laughed about how Raiden resembled that character with his lean, muscular build and long, platinum, baby-fine hair he kept in a tail or man bun. He even had a slight point at the end of his ears that gave him an elfin appearance.
His demeanor, however, was more like an unemotional Vulcan. Hence, the Star Trek ringtone.
“Oh, bro.” Pete slapped an open palm over his heart. “I’m hurt. You don’t want to talk to me?” A teasing grunt. “Fine. Here he is.”
Ben frowned. Why didn’t Raiden call his phone instead of Pete’s? Oh, shit. He forgot to charge his phone when he got back. He pulled it out of his back pocket. Yep, deader than disco. He waved for Pete to hand over his phone.
“Wait.” Michael picked up a remote from the coffee table and pushed a button. A large computer monitor appeared over the coffee table as FaceTime opened its app.
Raiden appeared from the shoulders up. His gaze narrowed on Ben with a frown. “How are you feeling?”
Ben made it a point to give his eldest brother the complete truth. Especially since Raiden had tremendous telekinetic ability that he used with little effort. He put his empty glass on the table. 
“My ears are still ringing from the bomb blast I got caught in.” He leaned back on the recliner and detailed the wounds he’d suffered. “Shrapnel gouged my thigh, and because I was semi-conscious, my shields cracked, and I absorbed the emotions from the traumatized people around me.” He rubbed a temple. “But, overall, I guess I’m okay.”
Raiden gave him a narrow stare. “If you’re whining, you’re fine.”
Ben flipped him off with a pinkie finger instead of a middle one. Nothing like indicating he didn’t care enough to send the very best.
“Here are the coordinates to access a Transkip mirror in the domicile we’ve acquired.” Raiden was nothing if not predicable in spouting big words to replace common ones. No matter what language they spoke in.  
Raiden must have sent it to Pete’s phone since it dinged with a text message. 
 Their eldest brother continued. “You’re to report in the morning to Sierra State Bank and meet with a guy named—“ He paused to hold up a tablet. ”—Claude Reese.” His focus came back to the group. “I’m sure Michael went over this with you, but we are interested to know why they are heavily invested in acquiring such a small bank.” A sardonic smile. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there was an inside mole at that bank who works uncover for the Akurns. Find out who that is, and we’ll send him to Michael to, um, interrogate.” 
Michael had the strongest mind-reading ability that went well with his other talents.
“Then why don’t you send Michael instead of me? I’d rather not be around a bunch of people nervous about their jobs.” Damn, now he was whining. Right now, he was exhausted, and all he wanted to do was sleep for a week.
“I told you, it has to be you because of that vision.” Michael stiffened. “This isn’t my deal… it’s yours.”
“Shit!” Pete slapped his thigh. “Wish it was me. Man, I’d love to go to Vegas. See some shows, cruise the strip, play some craps, then take a howling run in the desert.” He slouched with a faraway expression and a chuckle. A shapeshifter, he loved nothing better than to turn into a wolf and run wild on the open mesas. 
Raiden’s expression remained blank. “The last thing we need is for you to get lost in Vegas. You stay where you are. Z has the instructions on what you and he need to do. I’ll stay here with Mother to implement the second phase of our plan.” 
The Transkip mirror down the hall once again hummed. 
“I’m here.” The second eldest, Zamush, had arrived.
 “Z” was a solid six feet of compact muscle with ink-black hair kept shoulder length. Midnight scruff covered his lower face and chin, giving him a brooding, untouchable air. He wore his habitual black leather pants and jacket over a dark T-shirt.
How the man wore such heavy clothes in the desert of Vegas was beyond Ben. He opened his empathic senses enough to read his brother. Z had become cold and distant lately. Ben made it a point to check him when they were parted for any length of time. The emotion from his brother was obsessive control. The steel wall was solid, something he couldn’t break through without Z knowing. He frowned. At the first opportunity, he’d pull his brother aside and have a serious conversation. He suspected Z was on the brink of an emotional breakdown.  
Z handed a portfolio containing several reams of paper to Pete. “Here’s the preliminary information Raiden told you about.” Then he turned to Ben and handed him a zip drive. “This is what you’ll need before your appointment tomorrow.” Without another word, he turned and left the room. 
Ben thumbed the drive as he glanced at the empty glass on the coffee table. Z’s curt action bothered him more than usual. He sighed. Nothing to do about it now. Another drink? He leaned back and closed his eyes. Nah, he was good. The pleasant buzz mellowing his system was all he needed. He’d rather not move.
Papers shuffled as Pete blabbed with Raiden. Their voices faded as Ben slipped away.






  
  Chapter Two



~Sub-Prince Murduk~

The rogue planet Akurn–6 months from transportation range of FarDeep Base on Earth’s moon.
Sub-Prince Murduk eyed the moron whimpering in front of him. He tapped a forefinger on the arm of his throne and contemplated the best way to inflict the heaviest amount of pain. He didn’t have time for this. Answers were needed now. Instead of getting those answers, Murduk had to sit and watch as Anbu, the captain of his guard, slobbered and prostrated at the foot of the gilded throne. The fool even had the temerity to beg for his life. 
As if he deserved to live. The halfwit allowed the last of Murduk’s “brothers” to escape, and now the male “couldn’t be found”. Murduk snorted. Why was such a simple thing far beyond this idiot’s intelligence? You’d think executing a prisoner covertly was easy enough. But, no. The fool let the youngest of King Du-Uru’s spawn slip away without a trace. 
While Murduk was on record as the firstborn male of the King, he knew better. On her deathbed, his worthless mother confessed she’d come to the king pregnant. If anyone found out he wasn’t of royal blood, his life wouldn’t be worth his next breath.
He narrowed his glare at the posturing ass. From the convoluted story Anbu told, Murduk’s “brother”, Amil-Shamash, must have had inside help to break out of the maximum-security prison. 
“I assume you’ve interrogated those assigned to him, hmm?” Murduk stroked the sides of his rectangular platinum chin beard. “And do you have those responsible in custody?”
The man’s shivering caused the fringe of his tunic to quiver. His mouth remained glued to the marble floor, making his reply muffled. “Yes, Sire. Several are in custody.”
“Get off the floor, jackass, and report.” 
Murduk slumped on the massive throne and crossed his ankles on an ottoman. He took a moment to revel over the cut of his newest boots—the gold stitches gleaming around the deep russet of the leather. He admired how the tops reached just above his ankle and gave his appearance a jaunty air. 
The brawny underling shuffled upright with his head down and hands clasped. “We arrested five of the criminal coconspirators, but in the confusion, they all died. A thousand apologies, Highness, but we were unable to gather any information from them before that happened.” The shivers increased as the hulking man’s shoulders quivered. His head lowered until his chin touched his chest.
Heat suffused Murduk’s neck and face. He plopped his feet on the ground and leaned forward with his hands gripping the armrests. “How in the hell did you manage to kill five of them all at the same time?” 
The man dropped to his knees. “Forgive me, my lord!” Spittle drooled into a puddle on the shiny floor. “When cornered, they slit their own throats. We rushed to stop them but were too late. They died as one.”
“Sire!” 
One of Murduk’s closest allies, Nungal, rushed in. He stopped and grasped his thighs, gulping each breath as his portly body strained to take in needed air.
“Damn it, Nungal, how long have I been telling you to lose weight? And what’s so damn important you have to interrupt my meeting!” Patience was not one of Murduk’s virtues. If he had any. 
“Highness,” he panted. His face turned an alarming shade of red. “An urgent message coming in from FarDeep Base on Earth’s moon.” A rattling wheeze followed each word.
Finally. He glared at the prone captain and gave him a swift kick. The whoosh from the fallen guard made Murduk smile. He’d take care of him later. Especially if his new boots were scuffed because he kicked him.
“You stay on the floor until I return.” He walked over the moaning man who clutched his stomach. “Don’t move if you value your life.”
Murduk ignored the luxurious royal reception hall with its dome ceiling, precious inlaid jewels on the walls, and priceless artwork scattered throughout. With determined strides, he left through the arched double doors as guards followed close behind. Grasping the hilt of his sword nestled in the hip scabbard, he lowered his head as he stomped to the nearest Transkip mirror. 
“To the communication center!” His bark echoed in the wide corridor.  
Fools had better have everything ready when he passed through those doors. Past time he spoke with the FarDeep Base commander. Past time to determine if they could get the resources they needed from that primitive planet Earth. If rumors were correct, it overflowed with those dubious creatures called humans. He growled as he strode with clenched fists. How dare those rogue scientists create those… things… all those millennia ago. His undying lust to kill every scientist from the original FarDeep Base never went away. So far, most of those traitors eluded him.
Murduk marched down the palatial hallway to his destination. Several Akurn subjects scrambled away. Some cried in alarm while others shot him barely concealed glares. 
Imbeciles.
By the time he passed through the Transkip mirror to the communication center, his foul mood deepened.
The communication center was housed deep in the heart of the royal palace. Murduk’d made sure the place was manned by handpicked personnel. He strode to face the floating vid of the commander of FarDeep Base that was housed on Earth’s moon.
A surly individual, Commander Kud had a no-nonsense attitude that fit in line with Murduk’s outlook. His was posture ramrod straight, and a one-piece steel-gray uniform covered his taut physique. 
“My Lord.” The male gave a stiff slight bow, his hands loose at his side. Over the years, Kud had won several merits from the royal house due to his unwavering loyalty. He kept his platinum hair buzzed short, close to his head. His light-turquoise eyes in a pale face remained direct.
“Have you found her?” Murduk demanded.
He couldn’t keep King Du-Uru in stasis forever. Rumors abounded of the Warlords complaining about their king’s health and the lack of an official heir.
Which made finding his missing “sister”, Inanna, paramount. Not only was she Du-Uru’s firstborn, she was the only child of the king and First Queen Asta. By Akurn law, Inanna was the only royal eligible to take over the throne. As a female, it was illegal for her to govern alone. She had to have a husband. And since he made sure most of his brothers were out of the picture, he was one step closer to claiming her as his wife without their interference. 
Which was why Inanna was Murduk’s primary focus.
 Unfortunately, she’d disappeared on the surface of Earth over several millennia ago. The last two times Akurn came within range of the primitive planet, she evaded Murduk’s attempts to locate her. 
Ungrateful bitch. 
When Akurn entered transportation range of Earth this time, he’d make sure this absurd search was finished. The palace physician had warned him King Du-Uru wouldn’t last the next rotation around the sun.
He kept his desperation hidden even though the burn in his gut never let up. 
The military commander’s sullen, icy look telegraphed the unwelcome news long before the man spoke. 
“No, my Lord.” Then a sly grin curled Kud’s thin lips. 
“However, the beginnings of a foolproof plan are in place. We’ve suspected for some time the princess’s involvement in a business we’ve employed surreptitiously. We are monitoring that situation as well as the genetic plants we’ve developed to uncover her unholy spawn. All this will happen well before Akurn reaches transportation range of Earth. By the time you are close enough, we’ll have secured her offspring to threaten their termination.” 
Murduk relaxed at the maniacal gleam from Kud as the commander continued.
“The princess will have no choice if she wants to save her sons’ lives. Trust me, Highness. Her surrender is all but assured.”
~Julienne~

By the time Julienne reached her office, the two regional managers had come to work. 
Valerie, as usual, was on her cell phone. She typed on her computer and chomped rhythmically on a wad of gum.
As Julienne passed, the other woman gave a half-hearted finger greeting, her red fingernails creating a streak in the air. 
Julienne responded with a tepid gesture of her own.
Kirk sat at his desk immersed in reading a tablet, his bulbous lips pursed.
When she passed his office, he didn’t look up or acknowledge her. Julienne hadn’t known Kirk long; he came from the same small bank Bob Manning did. 
Her assistant, Marcia, followed her into the office and shut the door. 
“Well?” Marcia gripped the back of the customer chair while Julienne sat on hers. “Why were you in Claude’s office so early this morning?” 
The woman’s dusky mocha face flushed a rosier shade as her cognac-brown eyes narrowed.
Julienne shook her head. “You’re not going to believe it.” She proceeded to fill her friend in. “We’re just waiting to see if Bob Manning will take the position during the senior management meeting later today.” She shrugged out of the suit jacket and draped it across the back of her chair. Even with air conditioning, the office was warm in the summer. The tinted window behind her barely kept the room out of the bright sunlight.
“When are they going to announce it?” As Marcia fiddled with several items on the desk, her silky corkscrew curls bounced across her shoulders. She frowned and avoided eye contact. 
“He didn’t say. I imagine we’re supposed to keep it quiet for now.” Julienne sat and tapped the end of a pencil on the desk. “You’re acting weird. What’s up?”
Marcia shrugged, causing the purple/gray silk of her blouse to stretch across her generous breasts. “I dunno.” She paced. “This thing kinda freaks me out. I mean, one minute everything is going normal, at least as much as a merger allows. Then whammo!” She punched a fist into an open palm. “Everyone we know is gone! It’ll be a race to find enough people to take over executive management. There’s a gigantic hole in leadership until they do.”
Marcia parked her tush on the edge of Julienne’s desk. “And, I hate to tell you this, but I’ve heard some weird things about Bob Manning and his senior staff. It’s enough to make a sane person nervous.” The last word dropped to a whisper.
“What kind of stuff?” Julienne had heard nothing. But, then again, she made it a point not to get mixed up in the gossip mill. She was positive that’s why she got the promotion over Valerie all those months ago.
Marcia shook her head. “Oh, nothing definite, just bits and pieces about how he runs his bank like a dictator. If you treat him like a god, you’re allowed to bask in his glory,” she sighed, and glanced away. “Maybe I should take a look into those rumors.” She sucked in a deep breath and scooted off the desk. “Yeah, like right now.” Her face closed and she clenched her fists. Within a blink, a corner of her mouth slid into a reflective leer. “Yeah, don’t worry, you know I got this.”
She bounded out the room and disappeared into the corridor with her phone latched to her ear. Her tone was low as her sharp heels clicked away.
The closing door swung open with a slap. Valerie rushed in, her round face flushed. Plopping onto a seat, she scooted it closer and leaned forward. “Did you hear?” She looked behind her. “Can you believe John is gone?” The last word came out in a squeal. She was another nonfan of the former president.
Well, so much for everything being secret.
What had to be centuries later, Valerie left. Julienne pinched the bridge of her nose and glanced at the computer clock. Crap, it wasn’t even 10:00 yet. Man, she was tired. She rubbed her forehead. Coffee was called for. 
When she came back from the coffee machine in the lobby, her phone rang. The rest of the day turned into a marathon of reassuring people at the branches everything was fine, and all was well.
Too bad there wasn’t anyone around to reassure her. 


      [image: image-placeholder]By the time she was scheduled to meet with Claude, Julienne had a raging headache. The urge to flee had gotten stronger. Her fingers twitched. When this whole merger thing was over, she was going to take a long vacation somewhere cooler. Like Antarctica. 
She stepped out of the elevator on the tenth floor. Roxie was missing. Sailing past the empty receptionist’s desk, she checked John’s office and peeked inside. All the personal effects were cleared out, including any computer equipment on the wood desk. Backing out, she headed to Claude’s domain. There he sat, with his back toward the room, looking through the large bay window.
“Um, Claude?” She’d wait a few moments before saying anything else. A couple of seconds passed before he turned around. 
“Sit down, sit down, Julienne.” He waved to the chairs at the front of his desk. After she settled, he plucked a zip drive from an inner desk drawer and handed it to her.
“Here’s an outline of the extra duties I need you to assume.”
He avoided looking her in the eyes. An uneasy twinge creeped at the back of her neck.  
“I’m meeting with the executive committee from the Ban Corporation in an hour, so we won’t have time to go over this together.” The skin next to his light-blue eyes crinkled as he gazed over the reading glasses perched on the tip of his nose. His mouth quirked. “So, does everyone know what’s happening?”
She returned the grin. “Of course they do. I bet they all knew what was going on before I did.” 
As he shook his head, his perfect hair stayed firmly in place. “The gossip mill around here never fails to amaze me. It has to be on par with any government agency.” He twirled his wedding ring and stayed silent with a faraway frown.
Wow, when was the last time she’d ever seen him at a loss for words? She was about to make a small joke when he stood, looking above her.
“Welcome, Ben. So glad you could meet with me today.” A genuine, warm smile went with the words.
A wave of calm swept over her. Her pounding headache disappeared, as did the constant urge to escape. For the first time in years, peace settled.
Wait, Claude was talking to someone behind her. She jerked around to see who it was. She stood and blinked, trying to focus on the person headed their way. 
A man approached, and her calm heart thundered. The boom inside made her catch her breath. She became lightheaded. Putting a hand to her throat, she gaped at the stranger. 
Crap on toast! She’d never seen such a gorgeous man in the flesh before. 
Her mouth dried. He had to be in his early thirties, around six foot two or three, with curly dark-blond hair styled in a professional cut. The thick lashes around his light-blue eyes contrasted with the dark tan of his skin. He had a slight overbite, giving him a boyish look around full, lavish lips. Which was a stark contrast to the masculine cleft in his chin. 
She sucked in her bottom lip while she scanned down his expansive torso. A costly gray silk suit molded a fit, trim body that no tailor had to hide. His conservative red tie and Italian dress shoes completed the outfit. He screamed high-priced and exclusive. If this man was a banker, she was a cheerleader for the Vegas Golden Knights’s hockey team. 
She bit that lip. Damn, every woman in the bank would be hot after this guy. 
Yeah, and she’d be first in line.
After the man and Claude exchanged greetings, her boss turned to introduce her. With a flourish, he waved between them. 
“This is Julienne King.” He clasped his hands behind him and nodded to the younger man. “Julienne, this is Ben Duncan.” 
Her hands twitched, eager to touch any part of his flesh. Whoa, where did that come from? Shrugging off her inappropriate urge, she let a goofy smile plaster her face.
Then the man, Ben, did a strange thing. He leaned toward her with a slumberous half-lidded gaze.
Before getting too close, he shook his head, and his eyes widened. He took a step back. With downturned lips, he flipped his attention back to Claude.
Clasping his hands in front of him, he turned so his broad back cut her out of the conversation.
At this physical snub, Julienne shook out of the sensual fog she’d become immersed in.  Her neck and face heated.
Ben cleared his throat.
Damn, that masculine rumble was all kinds of sexy. 
“I wasn’t aware you were busy. Perhaps I should come back later, when it’s more convenient.” His broad back straightened.
All by itself, her glare shot to the man’s ass. Stupid suit jacket covered what she was sure had to be prime real estate. It took a moment for his comment to register. Her stomach hardened and her fists clenched. Maybe he wasn’t as cute as all that.
“Nonsense.” Claude sat.
The clueless man either didn’t notice Ben’s lack of manners or ignored it.
“I wanted you to meet Julienne. She’s in charge of the branches.”
Large, masculine hands clasped behind Ben’s back. “I was told I would work with the back-office operations, not the branches.” The last word came out with a condescending bite. 
She pressed her lips together. With arms crossed, she tapped a foot. Who in the hell did this guy think he was? Just what she needed, some asshole coming in and treating her as if she was next to nothing. Even if he didn’t want to work with her, he didn’t have to be so rude about it.
He might want to pretend she didn’t exist, but she’d be damned if she gave him the satisfaction of letting him get away with that idea. She turned around and plopped back in her chair. Crossing legs and arms, she shot a glare at his profile. His strong, drool-worthy profile.
Stop perving after the hot jerk, Julienne.
Claude sat in his chair and nodded as if everything was well in the universe. The man twisted that wedding ring for all it was worth. “Yes, that might be true. But we both know you must work with the branches at some point.” Claude’s head tilted in her direction. “You’ll find that Julienne is very knowledgeable. Not only in the branches, but with the back-office operations as well. She’ll be a complete asset for you.”
“Indeed?” The icy glance Ben tossed her would cool her car for a week.
Oh, for God’s sake. It took every ounce of willpower not to roll her eyes. Now the man sounded like a yuppie Mr. Spock. 
It was a wonder Claude’s skin didn’t come off as he twirled the ring ’round and ’round.
“Have a seat, Ben, and we’ll get started.” He released the jewelry, grasped a small binder in front of him, then handed it to the other man. 
Ben took the offered item with a blank expression.
Her boss relaxed and gazed at her. “Julienne, the Murduk group hired Ben to help with the merger. He’s a financial wizard from a respected agency out of San Francisco called the Atalante Consultant Group.”
Julienne gave the other man a raised eyebrow. That corporation was not only a top Fortune 500 company, but hiring them had to be insanely expensive.
“Help?” She queried. “What kind of help can a consultant give?” It took effort to inject a measure of contempt to color her tone, which was hard to do. She’d much rather concentrate on finding a way to wipe that blank look off Ben’s face and make him pay attention to her.
She jerked. With upside down, stunning clarity, it came to her. Ben was what she’d been looking for. He was that ever-elusive something she’d suffered for years to find. A shiver slid down her spine as she took a quick peek at the rock-solid profile of the man beside her.
Claude’s voice barely registered.
“With most of the executive management gone, Ben and his company are here to help us keep our deadline while taking advantage of the upheaval to make changes where needed.”
Claude turned to the younger man and his smile slid away. His face became blank. After a couple of slow blinks, his expression morphed into something open and warm. “Ben, how about you and I go over these details in a more-inviting atmosphere?” He stood, grabbing another binder off his desk.
Her boss faced her. “Julienne, go over the information I gave you as soon as possible.” He glanced at his gold Rolex watch. “I’ll be gone for the rest of the day. If you have questions, keep a list and I’ll do my best to connect with you later.” He nodded to the other man. “Come on, Ben. I know a splendid place where we can relax and have some privacy to discuss delicate matters.”
Neither man gave her so much as a parting glance. They walked away, speaking in low tones, their heads close together. Comparing Ben’s tall, well-built frame next to her shorter boss would have made her smile any other time.
Not now. Now, the only thing she appreciated was how odd the whole bizarre encounter turned out. On one hand, her internal struggle appeared to be over. The constant urge to flee and search for something indeterminate was gone, along with the painful headaches she’d had to endure. In its place was a firm conviction Ben was what she’d been looking for. 
No clue why that was.
At least, no clue yet. His cold attitude to her aside, she was going to make it her mission to find out more about him. Whether he liked it or not. 






  
  Chapter Three


~Ben~

When the elevator doors closed, Ben grunted. Taking a deep breath, he struggled to strengthen his inner emotional shields. The influx of conflicting sensations fought for attention inside him, making his head pound. It was a struggle to control what came through.  
Beside him, Claude rattled on and on about something.
The only way Ben acknowledged the other man’s conversation was an occasional grunt or a nod as he pretended to listen. After the elevator opened, he followed the older man to a nearly empty parking garage where Claude remotely started a luxury sedan.
To make his headache worse, the heat in the exposed concrete building gave the place a stifling, oppressive gloom. 
Before entering the car, he followed Claude’s example and took off his suit jacket and pulled out his Givenchy sunglasses from the inside pocket. The darkened shade covering his eyes helped ease the pain pinching the back of his neck.
Once settled, Claude continued his pointless narrative as the car’s interior cooled.
After double-checking to make sure his empathetic senses were locked down, Ben leaned against the headrest and tried his best to ignore the ride.
The vision of the woman he just met consumed him. Rich sable hair was swept into an intricate knot at the top, leaving tendrils to frame her lovely face in soft wisps. Her eyes were the same captivating color as her hair.
She had a voluptuous figure, something her suit couldn’t hide. Ben had mourned over
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