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Prologue

 

 

Las Vegas, Nevada

Twenty years ago

 

They wore masks, carried guns, and they weren’t leaving until they got what they came for. That was all Ariana needed to know to scurry silently to the hiding spot her parents had created for her, and her alone, in their bedroom. She considered it rather exciting, at the tender age of six, to have such a special place to play that no one else knew about. Now, at thirteen, it might have very well saved her life.

She’d just gone up to bed, having fed the fish and kissed her parents good night. As the final part of her bedtime routine, she gazed out her window, looking out at the stars in the sky and their reflection on earth, the lights of the Las Vegas Strip a ways off in the distance. That was when an explosion of sound and mayhem erupted from down below. She scrambled to the banister and peered in between the spindles to find two masked men shooting really big guns at everything. And they shouted at her parents to freeze where they were, or they would be dead. One of the men forced her father to his knees, bound and gagged him, then kicked him ruthlessly to the floor. He did the same to her mother, and tied her to the foyer table leg. And all became quiet. Curious to know what these men wanted, she strained to hear over the blood whooshing in her ears as adrenaline coursed through her body.

“Where is it, Joseph? Where’s the flask? Tell me now, and I’ll let you and your family live. If you don’t, I’ll start with your pretty wife, here. Shoot her right between the eyes. And if that doesn’t motivate you enough, then I’ll go looking for your daughter and see what other incentive I can offer you.”

Having heard more than enough, she crawled back and hid in her hidey-hole, wondering what was to become of her parents. It seemed a lifetime crept by since she’d first locked herself away, and she needed to know if the masked men got what they were looking for and left. Just as she worked up the courage to open the secret door and investigate, hand on the latch, she heard two loud bangs like a backfiring car. She flinched and catapulted backward, landing deeper into the small space.

At thirteen, there wasn’t much Ariana didn’t understand. She knew very well at this point that the bangs were not coming from a car, but guns going off right downstairs. She assumed immediately, too, that her parents were most likely dead, murdered by the masked men. What she didn’t understand was why. What had they said they wanted? A flask? And would they eventually find her and kill her as well?

Ariana rocked herself while hot tears made a silent pilgrimage down her face. She didn’t know how long it finally took for help to find her, since she’d dozed off and on for a while, and had no idea if morning had come yet. At first, she thought the masked men had returned, when harsh banging penetrated her traumatized mind. Instead, official-looking people wearing blue uniforms spoke to her, reached out to her, and waved to her as if to usher her out of the safe haven. But she couldn’t move, couldn’t respond. With no other choice, they were forced to go in and extract her.

It took days for her to be able to communicate again, during which time she buried her parents, and the family lawyer, Mr. Watkins, explained the inheritance. Among them were retirement funds, real estate holdings, jewelry, and bank accounts, all of which she had no desire to hear anything about. However, one item in particular piqued her curiosity: a flask. The masked men had come to her home looking for it. She never saw it. Rather, Mr. Watkins told her about it, its contents, and how to find its whereabouts should she ever need it. This part of the reading of the will occurred in private after the doctors released her from the hospital and social services placed her into the temporary care of a foster family. Only the lawyer and she met to go over the details.

“I can’t begin to tell you how important it is that you keep this a private matter. Your father, with the type of business he ran, sometimes came across nefarious…er…not-so-nice people. He acquired this flask from one of these types of people, and it’s probably what led to your parents’…uh, well, anyhow…. You know what it is, what it contains, and how to get it, should you need to do so.”

“Mr. Watkins, I’m sorry, but what does it contain again?” she asked, shaking her head to remove the sticky cobwebs from her mind.

“The Elixxir of Life, dear.” His kind, soothing voice demonstrated the patience she required since suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. Loud noises and crowds of people sent her into full-blown panic attacks. Therapy and behavioral conditioning had only just begun, but the doctors promised her it would help. “It is said the flask contains the Elixxir of Life. Anyone who drinks it will supposedly not age any further than they already have, and have amazing strength.”

“Where did my dad get this thing, and why do you know so much about it if it’s such a secret?”

“It was acquired during one of his trips to the Ukraine. He picked up other items as well, but this item, in particular, had many bidders. Your father offered the highest bid. When he brought it back, it was supposed to go on display in his curiosity shop, but that didn’t happen. I guess he believed it too hot an item and it would put the whole shop at risk. So he hid it, well, you know where. As for me, your father has told me many things in confidence over the years. I am…was his attorney, handling all of his personal and business affairs, and now I’m yours, for the time being. So you can confide in me as well. I’m here for you with whatever you need.” He paused and smiled, tapping her hand in a very fatherly way.

“Listen, I know the FBI hasn’t found your parents’ killers yet. They may have a mind to take you out of the home you’re in now, and put you in the Witness Protection Program until they do and can bring them to trial. If they offer it to you, I think you should take it and forget everything. The farther away you get from this whole situation and the Elixxir, the better.”

“Yes, I guess you’re right.” She peered absently out the office window and sighed. “Good thing Daddy left his half of the business to Uncle Eddie. At least that’s one thing I don’t have to worry about.”

“Understand you must give up all connections to any family and friends you have right now. But, let’s see if that is indeed what the police plan on doing.”

“I have no other family. I mean, Uncle Eddie isn’t really my uncle. He’s just Daddy’s partner in the business. But friends? I…I don’t know if I can do that.” She wrung her hands, remembered to take another breath, and continued. “But if it will keep me alive long enough to see those men brought to justice, then I guess I’m going to have to. You’re the boss, Mr. Watkins. But, wait, what about you? Will I not be allowed to know you anymore, either?”

“I’ll be available for a time, if you need. Once you’ve been placed, they’ll make sure your name disappears from public records, and you will become someone new.”

She frowned and bit her bottom lip. How would she feel not being Ariana Kupi anymore? No more real family picnics, no more real friends who knew all of her deepest secrets and desires. A new name, a new life. Would she be able to carry off a whole new image? Would she feel new on the inside? She had no idea.

But she wanted to live.

The day after their meeting, she discovered that Mr. Watkins had become her champion. The FBI wouldn’t offer her the Witness Protection Program while they worked on the case. He, however, took it upon himself to set things up to appear that way for her safety. He protected her assets until such time that the suspects were found, brought to justice, and she could return to her normal life. He found a reputable family to take her in, secured legal documentation from a judge to change her name, and had the records sealed.

She graciously accepted these terms and said goodbye to the life she’d known for thirteen years. She forfeited everything familiar—everything but the knowledge of the Elixxir.

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

Sedona, Arizona

Present day

 

“So you’re going out with Richie again tonight, huh?” Serena teased. She kicked her feet up on her desk and leaned back in her chair.

“Yes, I’m going out with Richie again. One more date and I’ll be on to the next sorry sucker,” Callie said nonchalantly, looking into her tiny mirror to fix her lipstick. She heard a
tsk
and looked up. “Oh, now don’t start. You know Rule Number One: three dates and out, my friend.” She plopped herself down on the chair across from her boss.
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