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S H E  W A S  B L E E D I N G  .  .  .  

Th e pain in her side was almost overwhelming.
Teresa could hear the three men behind her in the forest, crashing 

through the underbrush.
Run.
No time to try to stop the bleeding. If she didn’t get away from them, 

there would be another bullet, another wound.
Or death.
She had been lucky to have seen them coming up the road toward the 

cabin and guessed that they had been sent to kill her. She had slipped 
out of the cabin, but they had caught sight of her running into the woods. 
She had heard Mick Judaro shout to Tantona when he saw her. He’s been 
surprised, they’d thought she’d be easy game. But she’d been waiting for 
them for the last three days.

C H A P T E R  ONE
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2  I R I S  J O H A N S E N

Waiting for death.
No, she  wouldn’t let them kill her. She could feel the anger tearing 

through her, smothering the fear.
“Stop, Teresa. We didn’t mean to hurt you. Th at was only supposed 

to be a warning shot.” It was Hank Tantona calling out to her. “We  were 
just sent to bring you back. You know me. I’ve watched you grow up. I 
was at your sixteenth birthday party last month.”

She had not wanted to have that party, but Mother had insisted. She 
had said it would look strange if she didn’t throw a party for her. And she 
had been aware of Tantona leaning against the wall while she blew out 
the candles. Smiling, joking with her father. She hadn’t been able to 
look at him.

His memories  were too dark, too ugly, swirling around, pushing into 
every corner of his mind. He didn’t try to keep that ugliness tucked away. 
He was proud of it.

Like her father.
But she had learned to shut herself away from her father’s memories. 

She  wouldn’t have been able to survive living with him if she hadn’t.
She ran faster.
“I know you’re scared,” Tantona shouted. “But Rico Camano  doesn’t 

want to hurt you either. He only wants to talk to you. He was a good 
friend to your father. He wants to fi nd out who murdered him. He thinks 
you can help.”

Liar. Liar. Liar.
“But you have to obey Camano just like you did your father. After 

all, he’s our boss now, Teresa. He’s the Don. And your father would like 
him to be in charge now that he’s gone. Camano will treat you well if you 
just do what he says.”

Camano would kill her. She had seen it in his face at her father’s 
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T H E  P E R F E C T  W I T N E S S  3

funeral. He had smiled at her and patted her shoulder, but she could still 
feel the coldness of him.

Th en he had smiled at her mother, Gina, and she had smiled back.
And Teresa had known that she was alone.
“But if you don’t stop, we may have to take you down, Teresa,” Tan-

tona called. “We’ll try not to hurt you again, but I  can’t promise. Just 
give up and let us talk to you.”

Her breath was coming in gasps, and the pain was getting worse. 
“Blood,” she muttered. She had to do something about that blood . . .  

“Yes, you do.”
She paused, startled at the words that had come out of nowhere. 

Her gaze fl ew to the path in front of her.
A man stood on the path a few yards away. Tall, dark- haired, 

gleaming, light blue eyes. Dressed in dark jeans and sweatshirt. She 
didn’t recognize him. He was a stranger. But everyone was the enemy.

Her hand tightened on the branch in her hand, then she crouched 
and swung the branch at him like a club.

He grabbed it and wrenched her arm until the branch dropped to 
the ground. “You don’t have time for this. I’m no threat to you, Teresa.”

She punched him in the stomach.
He muttered a curse and swung her around and shoved her up the 

path. “I told you I was no threat. Get out of  here. You have only a few 
minutes. I’ll take care of Tantona and the others. Wait for me on the hill, 
and I’ll look at that wound.”

She hesitated only for a second, then took off  running again. She didn’t 
know what was going on, but it  couldn’t be worse than what she was 
facing now. He was a stranger, but strangers  couldn’t be any more dan-
gerous than those people with whom she’d spent her entire life.

Mother . . .  
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4  I R I S  J O H A N S E N

Don’t think of her. It hurt too much.
Keep running.
She heard a scream behind her. Th en a curse, then another sound 

that was like a grunt.
Had Tantona killed him?
Th e wet shrubs  were striking her face as she ran up the hill.
Get away. He had told her to wait, but he was probably a dead man.
If he  wasn’t, he could be just as much a danger to her as the men 

who had shot her. She  couldn’t trust him. She  couldn’t trust anyone.
“Dammit, stop.” Th e stranger’s voice behind her. “You’re okay now. 

No one’s chasing you. Correction. No one but me. Stop.”
She kept running.
Two minutes later, he tackled her from behind and took her down.
She rolled over, and her fi st struck out and hit his mouth. Th en she 

butted her head up and struck his chest as hard as she could.
Dizzy. Her head was spinning.
But she tried to do it again.
He muttered a curse as he straddled her and pinned her shoulders to 

the ground. “I’m not going to hurt you, you little tarantula.”
“No, you’re not,” she said fi ercely, and moved her head, so that she 

could sink her teeth into his hand on her shoulder.
He didn’t move but said through clenched teeth, “Get your fangs 

out of me, or I’ll knock you out and explain later. Do you want me to 
prove that I’m not one of Camano’s errand boys? I will. No problem. Let’s 
go down the hill, and I’ll show you their bodies.”

She stiff ened and removed her teeth from his hand. “Th at  doesn’t 
prove you’re not just as bad.” She was silent, looking up at him. “Did you 
really kill them?”

He shrugged. “It was the only way to stop them. Camano had given 
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T H E  P E R F E C T  W I T N E S S  5

them orders. He would have taken you alive, but he’d be relieved if you 
 were dead.”

“How do you know what Camano wants or  doesn’t want?”
“Not because I belong to his fi ne or ga ni za tion. He’s as dirty a gang-

ster as your father was before him. I don’t give a damn about him.” He met 
her eyes. “But I do give a damn about you. I want to help you.”

“Bullshit. I don’t know you. Get off  me.”
“Th en let me introduce myself. My name is Andre Mandak. And 

I’ll get off  you if you promise you won’t kick me in the nuts or run away. 
And if you’ll let me take a look at that wound and stop the bleeding.”

“Why would you want do anything to help me? I don’t know you.”
“You’ve said that before. Maybe I’m just a good Samaritan.”
“Bullshit.”
“You’ve said that before, too. I know you’re scared, but think. I saved 

your life. Why would I want to take it now?”
“I don’t trust you.”
“You don’t trust anyone. Deal with it. I’m the only game in town.”
She stared up at him, then slowly nodded. “Get off  me.”
He swung off  her and helped her to her feet. “I’ll take you to my car 

on the road and see if I can stop that bleeding and—”
“I’m not getting into any car,” she said fl atly. “And how do I know 

that you really did kill those men who  were after me? Maybe it’s a lie to 
trick me.” She started back down the hill. “I want to see them for myself.”

“Really?” He followed her. “Are you sure? Corpses aren’t a pleasant 
sight.”

“I have to know if you lied to me.” Her hand was holding the wound 
in her side. It was wet with blood. Pain . . .  She had to keep on going. “If 
you work for Camano, too, I don’t think you’d kill his men. It  wouldn’t 
make sense. So I might be able to trust you to— No, but maybe I could—” 
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6  I R I S  J O H A N S E N

She stopped again. She  wasn’t thinking clearly. She whirled to face him. 
“But you took away that club I had. If you really want to help me, give 
me your gun or something  else to protect myself if you’ve lied to me.”

“What?” He shook his head. “I didn’t expect that.” He hesitated an 
instant. “No gun, that would be too easy to turn against me.” He reached 
in his jacket pocket and took out a long, slender dagger. “Th at’s not enough 
to prove I’m on your side?” He gave the dagger to her. “No, I guess not.”

“I have to know that they’re dead. Th en I might be able to listen to 
you and decide what you want from me.”

“And someone is always wanting something from you, aren’t they, 
Teresa?” he asked quietly. “You’re only sixteen. How long has it been going 
on?”

“None of your business,” she said jerkily. Don’t give in to the weak-
ness. Put one foot in front of the other. “Where are Tantona and the 
others?”

“You’re my business, or I  wouldn’t be  here,” he said roughly. “And 
part of that business is keeping you alive. Will you give this up and let 
me stop that bleeding?”

“Where are they?”
“Behind those trees up ahead. You’re running a big risk just to see if 

I’m lying to you.”
“I know. How  else can I fi nd out? You could be tricking me. But you 

could have killed me back there. I don’t know why you didn’t. Either 
way it’s a risk. I  can’t trust anyone. But I have to fi nd out for sure who I 
have to fi ght.”

“By all means, go check them out. Considering the fact that your 
dirtbag father raised you as a Mafi a princess, I’m sure you shouldn’t be 
shocked at a few dead bodies.”
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T H E  P E R F E C T  W I T N E S S  7

He was angry, she realized.  Were those words supposed to hurt her? 
It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but fi nding a way to get away from 
Camano.

She faded to the left when she reached the trees and tried to creep 
quietly forward in case there was someone in wait for her. Her hand tight-
ened on the dagger. She stopped and listened.

No sound.
Her gaze searched the darkness.
She went a few steps deeper into the trees.
Th e fi rst body she saw was that of Georgie Sohler. He was lying 

crumpled beside an oak tree. His head was twisted at an odd angle.
Shock. She stopped short, then forced herself to keep on walking.
A few yards later she saw Mick Judaro lying with eyes wide open 

staring at the sky.
“Seen enough?” Mandak asked, behind her.
She shook her head, moving forward.
Tantona’s throat had been cut, and there was a pool of blood on the 

ground around him.
Dead. All dead.
“Satisfi ed?” Andre Mandak asked.
“Satisfi ed I’m safe from them.” She  couldn’t take her eyes from the 

wound in Tantona’s throat. “Not satisfi ed that I’m safe from you. You’re 
a murderer like them. You killed them all in just a matter of minutes.” 
She was dizzy, and it was hard to form the words. “Maybe you’re . . .  worse 
than they  were.”

“Or better. It depends on how you look at it.” He took a step closer 
to her. “But I’m not going to hurt you, dammit. Now let me—”

Her knees  were buckling. She was falling . . .  
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8  I R I S  J O H A N S E N

He caught her before she reached the ground. He took the dagger 
from her hand. Th en he lifted her and was carry ing her through the trees.

“Let me . . .  down.”
“No way. I’ve wasted enough time already. I  can’t be sure that Tan-

tona didn’t phone a location to Camano while he was chasing you.”
“Camano already . . .  knew I was at the cabin. Th at’s why he sent 

them.”
“How did he know?”
“She . . .  told him.”
“Who?”
“My mother.” It hurt to say the words. “She . . .  told him.”
He was silent. “You’re sure?”
“I’m . . .  sure.”
“Son of a bitch.”
He was angry again. She didn’t think that it was with her this time . . .  

“What are you going to do to me?” She moistened her lips, then said 
fi ercely, “I won’t let you kill me. I’m not going to die. Do you hear me? I’ll 
fi ght you.”

“I know you will. You’re ready to fi ght the  whole damn world.” He 
was looking straight ahead. “But you don’t listen. I’m not going to hurt 
you. I’m your best hope to stay alive.”

“Why?” she whispered. “If you help me, Camano will kill you.”
He didn’t answer.
And she didn’t care. She was getting dizzy again. It might be okay to 

hope that he didn’t want to hurt her or kill her and just let go . . .  
“You  were wrong about me,” she whispered. “I’ve only saw one man 

who had been murdered before to night. But he was shot in the head. 
Hideous . . .”

“Your father did it?”
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T H E  P E R F E C T  W I T N E S S  9

Jokman’s skull exploding and blood and brains blowing in all direc-
tions.

Guilt. Terrible guilt.
Scream. She had screamed . . .  
“No, I did it. It was me . . .”
Darkness.

G L I T T E R I N G  S T A R S .  T A L L  T R E E S .  Wisps of smoke.
A crackling fi re only a few feet away.
And Andre Mandak was kneeling beside her, his gaze focused in-

tently on the ban dage he was applying to the wound in her side. He looked 
up as he felt her stiff en. “Back with me? I was beginning to worry. You 
lost quite a bit of blood. Th e wound isn’t all that bad, just a fl esh wound. 
But you probably suff ered shock.”

“Where are we?”
“After I stopped the blood, I drove twenty or thirty miles down the 

road and set up camp to fi nish the job.” He was buttoning up her shirt. 
“You need blood, but it’s not urgent. I’ll get you to someone I trust to 
check my fi rst aid within the next twelve hours or so.” He smiled. “But 
I don’t anticipate any complaints. I’m pretty damn good.”

She shook her head. “You’re crazy. I’m not going to take that chance. 
I don’t know or trust you. Why should I trust your friend?”

“No reason. Except that from now on I’m going to run the show.”
“Bullshit.”
“Th at’s the way it has to be,” he said as he moved a few yards away 

from her. “Unless you particularly want Camano to kill you or get his 
hands on you. Neither would be pleasant. I understand that he has cer-
tain ambitions in which he thinks you might be a help or hindrance.”

“I can run. I can hide. I don’t need you.”
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1 0  I R I S  J O H A N S E N

“Th e hell you don’t. If I help you, you’ll survive. If I don’t, you may 
last six months.” He smiled and coaxed, “Come on, Teresa. Use me. 
People have been using you for most of your life. It’s your turn now.”

She stared at him. He had suddenly turned from brutal frankness to 
a charisma that was almost mesmerizing. She had only been vaguely 
aware of him as a man since he had appeared in her life to night. He had 
only been a threat and a puzzle and the faint stirring of hope.

Close- cut dark hair, blue eyes beneath slashing dark brows, high 
cheekbones, and a beautifully shaped sensual mouth. How old? Late 
twenties? Early thirties? He was dressed in dark jeans and sweatshirt that 
revealed he was lean but muscular and very strong in spite of his slim-
ness. He had carried her with no problem at all. “Who are you? Not your 
name, Mandak. Who are you to me?”

“Who am I?” He thought about it. “Your savior? Your teacher? Any-
thing  else will have to be worked out between us.”

“Savior?”
“I killed three men for you to night.  Doesn’t that qualify?”
“How did you even know I was in those woods to night?”
“I’ve been waiting . . .  and watching. I knew it was going to happen 

soon.”
“What? How?”
“Because it  wasn’t reasonable that they’d let you go peacefully. It 

would have been too dangerous for Camano.” He paused. “I didn’t know 
that your mother was involved.”

“I don’t want to talk about her,” she said shakily. “She didn’t mean 
for anyone to hurt me. She loves me.”

“Very well. But I had to know if she’s a threat.”
“Why? Why do you have to know anything? Who the hell are you? 

How do I know that you won’t try to sell me to Camano? I don’t know you.”
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T H E  P E R F E C T  W I T N E S S  1 1

“But I know you. I’ve been watching you for a long time.” He held 
up his hand as she opened her lips to speak. “I’ll tell you as much as I can. 
I’ve been keeping an eye on your father and his relationship with you for 
the last few years after it came to my attention.”

She stiff ened. “What came to your attention?”
He only stared at her.
“What?” she said through clenched teeth. “You’re bluffi  ng. You don’t 

know anything about me. You  couldn’t.”
“I know your father discovered what he thought was a trea sure trove in 

you and exploited it for at least two years. I know Camano probably killed 
him and is wavering between trying to use you the way your father did or 
killing you to be sure you don’t reveal that he was the one who ordered the 
kill.” He paused. “Tell me, do you know for certain that it was Camano?”

“How could I?” she asked cautiously. “Even the police  weren’t sure 
that he killed my father.” Her lips twisted. “Not that they cared. Th ey  were 
just glad to get rid of one more gangster. When Camano became Don, 
they just refocused their attention and forgot about my father.” She had a 
sudden thought. “Or maybe they didn’t. Are you with the police? Is that 
how you know so much about me?”

He shook his head. “God, no. But it’s refreshing of you to jump to 
that connection. At least, you’re not still thinking I’m going to sell you to 
Camano.”

“I’m not sure that you’re not. You know too much about me.” She 
defi antly met his eyes. “Or do you? Just what do you know, Mandak?”

“You want it all? I know that you’re the only child of Antonio Casali 
and his wife, Gina. Casali was pretty much a scumbag and involved in 
murder, vice, and longshore racketeering. He was so dirty he managed to 
climb up to head the New Jersey Mafi a. Th ree weeks ago, he was gunned 
down in the streets in Trenton.” He paused. “You went to the funeral, but 
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1 2  I R I S  J O H A N S E N

then you disappeared from view. I assumed that it was your mother’s 
doing to get you away from Camano, who had just taken power. Is that 
right?”

She nodded jerkily. “I thought that it was going to be okay. I prayed 
that she  wouldn’t do it.”

“Do what? Betray you?”
She didn’t answer.
He was studying her face. “Too late,” he said softly. “You’ve already 

slipped and told me too much. You’re her daughter. Why would she do 
that to you, Teresa?”

“Why should I tell you?” she asked bitterly. “You believe you know it 
all. But all that stuff  you rattled off   doesn’t mean anything. Guesswork. 
Or you could have read it in the newspaper.”

“Th en should I go a step farther? Your parents  were far too busy to 
take care of you. Your father was a mob boss who had ambitions to take 
over the entire Northeast territory. Your mother liked being married to 
Casali and acting the queen bee. She had no time to be a mother. You 
 were sent away to boarding school from the time you  were six. You didn’t 
seem to mind. You did extraordinarily well at school. You’re exception-
ally bright, and very early on, the teachers found that you had a special 
talent. You have a photographic memory.”

She stiff ened. She didn’t like where this was going. “No big deal. It’s 
not common, but photographic memory isn’t really that special.”

“Special enough. Th e school principal advised your parents, and they 
 were curious enough to bring you home and show you off  for amuse-
ment value. Your mother particularly liked to be the center of attention. 
Th e glow didn’t last long, and they sent you back to school about six 
months later.” He grimaced. “I’d bet you  were relieved. You liked your 
books and your teachers and had no desire to be a star.”
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T H E  P E R F E C T  W I T N E S S  1 3

But those months had held their own magic, she wanted to tell him. 
For the fi rst time, she had felt important to her mother. Her father was 
always cold and had never paid any attention to her. But her mother had 
been a beautiful butterfl y who fl uttered and smiled, and occasionally 
lingered in Teresa’s world for brief instants. “Are you nuts? I was no star. 
I told you, a photographic memory isn’t all that rare.”

“But you  were relieved to go back to school?”
“Maybe.”
“But it didn’t last long, did it? Two years later, the school expelled you 

and sent you home. Th ey  couldn’t deal with you.” He paused. “Would 
you like to tell me why?”

Her hands clenched into fi sts. She  couldn’t breathe. He knew.
“Shall I tell you?” he asked softly. “It  wasn’t the photographic memory. 

Th ey could have handled that in a student. But that talent had changed, 
metamorphosed, in those two years. Th e teachers and students  were 
regarding you as a freak. Th ey felt insecure and afraid of you.”

Nightmare time. Loneliness. Oh, the aching loneliness. It was all 
rushing back to her.

“Th ey  were idiots. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”
“I’m sure you didn’t,” he said gently. “But even the teachers  weren’t 

prepared for what you  were able to do.”
“I didn’t want to do it. I’d just look at them, and it was there be-

fore me.”
“What?”
She didn’t answer.
“What, Teresa?”
“Why are you asking me? I don’t know who told you. But you know, 

damn you.”
“Tell me.”
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1 4  I R I S  J O H A N S E N

“Th e memories,” she said unevenly. “I could read their memories. 
Whenever they remembered anything, it was clear as glass to me.”

“You  couldn’t read minds but you could read past thoughts, past ac-
tions, memories. Intimidating.”

“I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t know what was happening to me. At 
fi rst I thought I was actually reading their minds. But it was blank for 
me unless they  were remembering something. But one was as bad as the 
other. No one would believe me. Th ey thought I was lying.” She moist-
ened her lips. “But it was worse when they did begin to believe me.”

“Th ey kicked you out and sent you back to your parents.”
“I was glad to go. I didn’t think it could get any worse.”
“But it did.”
“Yes,” she whispered. “My father . . .  was interested. It  wasn’t like 

before when I was just a curiosity. He thought that I might be . . .  He 
wanted to see if he could use me.”

“Your mother?”
“She said I should do what ever my father said. She said this time we 

had to keep it a big secret just between the two of them and me. She 
made me go to this fancy Dr. Kramer on Fifth Avenue. He was a psy-
chiatrist. He told my mother and father that he didn’t believe in what 
the school was telling him, but he’d investigate and let them know.” She 
said hoarsely, “I hated it. He kept asking me questions. Over and over. 
He wanted to know how I knew when I was making contact with 
someone’s memory. I told him that it was like being sucked into a dark 
tunnel, and I was suddenly just there. He told me to stop making up 
stories. He’d use big words like ‘hippocampus’ and ‘frontal cortex’. He’d 
tape wires and stuff  on my head. He’d bring in strangers and try to trick 
me into saying the wrong things about what they  were remembering. 
It went on and on . . .”
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“But then he found out you  weren’t making up the stories.”
“Yes, all those tests showed that my brain appeared to make contact 

with the amygdala segment of the brain of anyone with whom I came in 
close contact. Th ose are the cells that harbor memory. He told mother 
that there was evidence of stimulation in both brains. He said that 
my sensation of being pulled into a tunnel was my mind focusing, making 
adjustments.”

“Th at tunnel signal interests me,” Mandak said. “It may indicate 
you’re struggling for control.”

“Control? Are you crazy? I have no control. I just have to accept. My 
mother was excited. But she told me that I  wasn’t to go back to see Dr. 
Kramer. He wanted to write an article for some medical journal, and that 
was making my father angry. He didn’t want anyone to know about what 
I could do.”

“Exit Dr. Kramer. What happened to him?”
“I don’t know. My mother said that he was going to Eu rope to study 

for some degree.”
“How con ve nient.”
Th ough she had accepted what her mother said at the time, that’s 

what Teresa had thought in the years that followed. People who displeased 
her father often just went away never to be seen again. “I was glad at the 
time. I hated going to his offi  ce.”

“But you hated more what happened when your father and mother 
believed his report.”

“Yes,” she said jerkily.
“And what did your father make you do?”
She didn’t answer for a moment. She didn’t know why she had al-

ready told him as much as she had. Secrets . . .  Her mother had told her 
that she mustn’t tell anyone, that it was a secret. But she was alone now, 
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and this man might have saved her life. And just telling someone about 
those years made her feel less vulnerable.

“Th ey’d sit me down in the library with my father and whoever he 
chose to bring home with him,” she said haltingly. “Sometimes it was one 
of his men, sometimes a politician, sometimes it was someone from 
another mob. He’d ignore me, but he’d laugh and joke with them. I guess 
that they thought it was a little weird to have me there, but maybe they 
felt safer and more at ease having a kid in the room. After they’d left, I 
had to tell my father what memories had surfaced in their minds during 
the visit.” She closed her eyes. “So ugly. Mean and cruel and ugly. Mem-
ories are never anything like what’s on the surface. Th ey’re almost al-
ways selfi sh, and the reasons why anyone does something are usually 
based on what they remember as being good or pleasant for them in the 
past. But often what those men thought pleasant was cruel and bloody 
and—” Her eyes opened, and she stopped as those memories began to 
come alive for her again. “Sometimes I wanted to throw up. I begged my 
father not to make me do it. He  wouldn’t listen. My mother said that it 
was my duty and that I mustn’t say anything that might upset him.”

“Did it continue until he was killed?”
“No.” She drew a shaky breath. “Until about six months ago. I knew 

what my father was by that time. At fi rst, I was numb and scared and 
just did what he told me to do. Th en I began to wonder what eff ect my 
telling my father about those memories was having on those people he 
had me read. One night Ned Jokman came to see my father. He had 
worked with him for years. His memories  were . . .  bad. Death. Cheat-
ing. Bribes . . .  After I gave my father the report, he seemed angry. He 
stormed out of the  house. I followed him. He went to the guest house, 
where Jokman was staying. My father’s men dragged Jokman out into 
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the woods and made him kneel.” She shuddered. “My father shot him in 
the head.”

Blood and bits of skull and brains fl ying everywhere.
“I screamed. I kept on screaming. My father hit me and hit me again. 

I deserved it. It was my fault.” She swallowed. “My fault. My fault.”
“No, it  wasn’t.”
“Don’t tell me that,” she said fi ercely. “I told my father what Jokman 

remembered doing, and he dragged him out into the woods and killed 
him. It  wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t told him. It  wouldn’t have 
happened if I’d shut away those memories and blocked them.”

His eyes narrowed on her face. “Can you do that?”
She was silent. “Sometimes.”
“Not often.”
“But I can pretend,” she said quickly. “I can make people think I’m 

not able to do it any longer.”
“Is that how you kept your father from forcing you to tap into any-

one’s memories after he killed Jokman?”
She was silent.
“It would be the only way to do it,” he said. “He  wouldn’t give up 

such a prize advantage, and he obviously didn’t give a damn about you. 
Did he make it rough on you?”

“Yes.”
“How?”
Th e regular beatings with the belt. Th e ropes. Isolation, verbal and 

physical abuse.
“It  doesn’t matter. It’s over.”
“Your mother didn’t interfere?”
He didn’t understand about Gina. Nothing bad ever touched her. 
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Beautiful butterfl ies never interfered in anything ugly. But she had come 
to Teresa after every punishment and held her in her arms and dried her 
tears.

“I know, baby,” Gina had whispered as she held her close and stroked 
her hair. “I grew up with beatings, too. You just have to do what ever you 
have to do to survive. Give him what he wants, if you can. Just remember 
that I’m always  here for you.”

“Teresa?”
She didn’t answer.
“You fooled him?”
“I had to make him believe me,” she said jerkily. “I  couldn’t do what 

he wanted any longer. It helped that I  couldn’t stop crying for days after 
it happened. He thought maybe I was going crazy.”

“Yes, I can see how that would help convince the son of a bitch,” 
Mandak said harshly. “A raving maniac  wouldn’t be of much use to 
him.” He was silent. “Did you try to get away from him?”

“Once. He caught me and locked me up. Th en, two weeks later, he 
was killed, and I thought that I’d be free.”

“But you  weren’t free. It’s diffi  cult keeping a secret as valuable and 
intriguing as your father was trying to do. Just the fact that you, a child, 
 were present at certain crucial meetings was unusual. Th ere had to be 
leaks. Camano knew about you and wanted to take over the action.” He 
paused. “Or to get rid of you before you could read some of his own 
memories that might prove fatal for him.”

“No!” she said sharply. “Th at  wouldn’t happen. I’m never going to 
do that again.”

“But you  can’t help yourself, can you? You  wouldn’t do it intention-
ally, but if you leave yourself open, don’t the memories come fl ooding?”

Her eyes widened in shock. “How do you know that?”
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“Don’t they?”
Panic was suddenly racing through her. Why was she even talking to 

him? Why had the answers to his questions tumbled out helter- skelter? 
Perhaps because he had already seemed to know so much already. But 
those facts could have been learned by diligent research.

But not the way the memories worked. Th at was what was scaring 
her to death. Th ere  wasn’t any way he could know how that worked. No 
one could know how people’s memories fl owed gently to her at times 
and at others came and went like wind and thunder. Or how impossible 
it was to stop them when they wanted to be heard.

“I’ve frightened you.” His gaze was searching her face. “You’re such 
a tough kid, I keep forgetting that I’m supposed to deal gently with you. 
It’s not my modus operandi.”

“You didn’t frighten me.” Th en she said hoarsely, “Yes, you did. You 
know too much. Th ings you shouldn’t know. But it’s nothing I  can’t get 
over. I just have to fi nd out if it’s going to hurt me.”

“It might. But not right away. You’ll have a chance to recover and 
develop good defenses. Th at’s all I can promise you.”

“Are you being honest with me?”
He smiled faintly. “Yes.  Can’t you tell? Why don’t you see what 

kind of horrendous memories I’m storing away? It might help.”
“I told you that I won’t do that again. It’s not what—” But she could 

feel the familiar darkness of the tunnel pulling her, his memories fl owing 
toward her, overwhelming her.

And she could feel herself reaching out, searching . . .  
Nothing.
Blank.
Refl ecting like a mirrored golden wall.
She was stunned.
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“You’ve never run across a block?”
“You can do that?”
“Yes, and so can you if you let me help you. Accept it. Isn’t it really 

a relief not to be able to read me?”
Relief? It was weird and terrifying. Th ere was nothing comforting 

about this blankness. It was like looking at the edge of a machete that 
could turn and cut in a heartbeat. “Who are you? You said you  weren’t 
the police.”

“And I’m not. Th at  doesn’t mean that I  can’t off er you a certain 
amount of protection.” He opened a bottle of water and handed it to 
her. “And that I may eventually be able to give you a gift that you’ll fi nd 
priceless.”

“What gift?” she asked warily.
“You have a talent that’s wild and erratic. I can teach you to block 

and control.  Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” he asked softly. “I can give that 
to you, Teresa.”

“I don’t want to control it. I want to get rid of it.”
He shook his head. “Th at’s not one of the options.”
“Th en just let me go, and I’ll work it out for myself.” She took a 

drink of water, then asked, “Why  can’t I read your memories?”
“Control and blocking. Which makes me stronger than you. You’ve 

been surrounded by people who have made you a victim. Aren’t you 
tempted to make sure it  doesn’t happen again?”

“All I want is to get away from  here and stay alive.”
“Th at’s part of the package.”
“It is?” She was trying to think, trying to work it out. “You know 

what’s happening in my head. Or at least some of it. Is it because you’re 
a freak like me?”

“You’re not a freak. You’re very special.” He shook his head. “People 
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call me special, too, but I don’t possess your gift. You’re not unique, but 
your ability is very rare. I don’t share it.”

“Be grateful,” she said bitterly.
“Oh, I am. I have enough on my plate without that. But it’s not as if 

I  couldn’t deal with it. It’s a tricky path, and you’ve just been dealing with 
the wrong guides.” He smiled. “For instance, I’m a guide without equal.”

“You think well of yourself.”
He nodded. “Confi dence is a valuable weapon.”
“But even if you aren’t like me, that  doesn’t mean you’re not a freak. 

Special is only a pretty word for it. People use you, and when they’re 
through with you, they push you away because you’re diff erent.”

“Th en you learn to wear a mask and push back when it becomes 
necessary.”

“Like you pushed back to night? You killed those men.”
“It was necessary. If they’d caught you, they would probably have 

killed you.  Wouldn’t you have fought back?” He stared her in the eye. 
“Didn’t you intend to kill if you had to do it?”

“Th at’s diff erent.”
He chuckled. “It’s always diff erent in the fi rst person.”
“But you had no reason to do it. You had no quarrel with them. You 

could have walked away.”
“No, I  couldn’t have walked away.” He paused. “And I had a very 

good reason.”
“What?”
“I had to pay in advance for ser vices rendered.”
“What ser vices?”
“Future ser vices.”
“What future—” She stopped as he shook his head. “Ser vices. Th at 

means you want to use me, too.”
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“I won’t deny it,” he said quietly. “But you’ll fi nd I always pay for what 
I want. But you’re not ready for me to off er you a deal yet. We’ll discuss 
it later.”

He was being annoyingly deceptive. She changed the subject. “How 
do you know what goes on in my head? Are you some kind of slimy 
egotist like Dr. Kramer?”

He shook his head again.
“Stop doing that.” She wanted to hit him. She was brimming with frus-

tration. “I want to know who you are and what you have to do with me.”
“I’m sure you do, but that’s not an option, either. You’ll fi nd out in 

time, but you need that time. You’re only sixteen, Teresa.”
“You say you want to help me, but that’s not true, is it? You’re like 

everyone  else. You said you wanted to use me.”
“Yes, I do.” He reached out and gently tucked a strand of hair behind 

her ear. “In the end, we all use each other. I’ll take what I want from you. 
But I’m giving you a chance to grow and strengthen and fi ght me. I 
consider that very generous. Don’t you?”

She didn’t know what she thought. His hand was exquisitely gentle 
against her temple, and his light eyes  were mesmerizing. She was tired and 
frightened and desperate, and she had to ignore the physical appeal of 
Mandak. It had nothing to do with who he really was. Her father had been 
sleek and handsome, too, but inside he was ugly or he’d never have had 
those chilling, callous memories. And she  couldn’t know what memories 
Mandak was hiding, and that was scary in itself. “It’s all double- talk. 
How do you expect me to make sense of you?” She went on in a rush, 
“Th at  doesn’t mean I’m going to let you fool me. What . . .  How would 
you keep Camano away from me?”

“Have you disappear. Create a new identity. You’ve heard of the 
Witness Protection Program? Something similar to that.”
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“It  wouldn’t work. Th ey’d fi nd me. My father had the police in his 
pocket. Camano took over and kept the bribes going.”

“We  wouldn’t deal with local authorities. I have someone high up in 
the U.S. Marshals Ser vice who would make sure that all information 
was strictly confi dential. Josh Dantlow would handle the details of your 
resettlement himself, and any communication would only be through 
him . . .  or me.”

She gazed at him skeptically.
“You doubt it would work? Dantlow would answer to me. Th ere’s no 

question that he would betray me.”
“You killed three men to night. If he’s government, are you saying 

that he’d turn a blind eye to murder?”
“I’m saying that I have him under control.” He shrugged. “And that 

he’d probably regard that scum as unimportant in the scheme of things. 
Th ey all had rec ords a mile long. I did the police a favor in removing them.”

“Your opinion.”
“And yours. You  weren’t crying when you saw those bodies. You  were 

shocked. You  were a little sick. But all you could think about was that 
men who  were trying to kill you had been taken out. Th ey  were the 
enemy.” He paused. “Like your father, like Rico Camano.”

He was right, she thought wearily. Why was she arguing when she 
might have been dead except for his lethal intervention? He had been 
there when she needed him most. She could never trust him. She could 
never trust anyone. But by that single act of violence, he had formed a 
chain it would be hard for her to break. “But you’re like Camano. You’re 
like my father. You said yourself that you  were going to use me.” She glared 
at him. “How? I won’t do it if there’s any way I can get out of it. Would you 
beat me? Would you kill me if I learn too much?”

“A beautiful young girl like you? What a waste that would be.”
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“You didn’t answer me.”
“No, but I’ve told you that I’m giving you your chance to save your-

self.” He added, “And I’ll promise to make sure that you’ll be safe until 
you’re ready for me. Th at will probably be at least a few years.” He smiled. 
“After all, it would be to my advantage to keep Camano at bay and you 
alive. As you pointed out, you’re no good to me if I  can’t use you.”

“Promises? I  can’t trust your word. I don’t know anything about 
you.”

“You’ll have the opportunity to learn more. Once I have you settled, 
I’ll be visiting you frequently.”

“No! I want you to leave me alone.”
He didn’t answer.
No, of course, he  wouldn’t. He had told her he was in control of the 

situation, and he was manipulating her into a position where he’d remain 
in control. “What . . .  would you do with me?”

“Find you a safe place, surround you with safe people, let you grow 
and learn.”

“It sounds too . . .  good,” she said doubtfully. “Where do you fi t in?”
“Oh, I’m a very important part of the picture. I guard your body, 

and I give you gifts that only I can provide.” He smiled. “Because I can 
teach you how to block those memories assaulting you and push them 
away to some extent. It’s one of my more freakish talents. In some cases, 
I can also create a complete barrier and make you unable to read some of 
the people surrounding you so that you can have a few normal relation-
ships.”

Her eyes widened. “You could do that?”
He nodded. “My plea sure. I thought you’d like that.”
Like? It would seem like a miracle to her. To reach out and touch 

and not have the poison of being thought strange or having everyone 
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afraid of her. “It’s been . . .  a long time. Not since everything went wrong 
when I was a kid.”

And he had probed and studied her and decided that this was an 
off er she  couldn’t refuse. Th e idea that he was right and that she desper-
ately wanted what he said he could give her made her suddenly angry. 
“You’re probably lying.”

“I’m not lying,” he said. “I promise you.”
“How do I know that? You’re setting all of this up and expecting me 

to go along with it. You can go to hell,” she said defi antly. “I’ll do what 
I please.”

He smiled faintly. “And you’ll be pleased to go along with the plan 
at least in the beginning. Th e Witness Protection Program is eminently 
respectable and will give you the opportunity to take it on the lam if you 
begin to feel threatened. I’ll have Dantlow give you impeccable references 
to verify his identity. On the other hand, it may be the only sure way to 
save your life. True?”

So true that it was fi lling her with desperation and panic. She had 
no money and no friends. She  wasn’t afraid to go out on her own, but she 
knew that the odds would be against her. And she would not let Camano 
kill her.

“It . . .  might be true,” she said reluctantly.
He nodded. “Th en you agree.”
She was silent, considering if she had any other choices. “Temporarily. 

Don’t expect it to last.”
He chuckled. “God, you’re stubborn. And what a fi recracker. Stubborn 

and full of anger and fi re.” His smile faded. “But who could blame you? 
Defense mechanisms all the way.”

“You’re talking like one of those doctors again. Are you sure that 
you’re—”
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“Very sure.” He was putting out the campfi re. “And now that  we’re 
on the same page, let’s get the hell out of  here. I had to take the time to 
bind that wound and come to terms with you. But I want to be over the 
Kentucky border by dawn.”

“What’s in Kentucky?”
“An airport at Louisville and a meeting with Josh Dantlow.”
She stiff ened. “You made an appointment with him before you 

talked to me?”
“Yes, and save the complaints. Time was important. You’ll have a 

lot more to be pissed off  about before this is over.” He reached down 
and half pulled, half lifted her to her feet. “Can you walk?”

“Yes.” Her knees  were shaking. She took a tentative step forward. 
“Give me a minute.”

“Screw it. Time’s still important.” He lifted her in his arms and 
headed for his car, parked by the road. “Th ere’s one other thing that I 
have to tell you.” He was looking straight ahead. “Dantlow will ask you 
if you want to include any other family members in the Witness Protec-
tion Program. He’ll ask about your mother. I didn’t tell him that she 
 wouldn’t be acceptable.” He smiled crookedly. “I didn’t know myself. 
But you’ll have to do it now.”

Pain. Sadness. Not acceptable? Who would ever believe that beauti-
ful Gina  wouldn’t be welcomed anywhere . . .  

“Teresa?” He was looking down at her. “It has to be done. If it’s true 
that she betrayed you to Camano. Are you certain?”

She didn’t answer.
“Teresa.”
“I’m certain.” She cleared her throat. “I didn’t want to believe it, but 

no one  else knew I was  here. I know she didn’t want to do it. He prob-
ably lied to her. My mother knows she has to do what Camano wants 
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her to do. She was always saying that we  were both weak and had to 
obey if we  were going to survive.” She could feel the tears sting her eyes. 
“And I knew it was coming. At my father’s funeral I could see it . . .”

“See what?”
“My mother. Camano. Th ey  were smiling at each other. She was 

remembering how much she liked being the queen that my father had 
made her. Th e fancy resorts, the designer clothes, the respect and fear she 
could sense in all the people around her when she was with my father. It 
was her  whole life, and I could see that I  wasn’t important in compari-
son. It was only the power and the glamour she’d had as his wife. Now 
Camano has the power.” She closed her eyes. “And I knew that she’d 
reach out and take Camano if she could get him. It would be her way to 
survive. I prayed she  wouldn’t.” She whispered, “How I prayed . . .”

“She’s his mistress now?”
“I guess so. Anyone would want her. She’s so beautiful. I always 

thought she was like a wonderful butterfl y.”
“And evidently with a soul that was not at all beautiful. And cer-

tainly not wonderful to you.”
“She never hurt me. Not like my father. She’d smile whenever she 

saw me. She even brought me presents sometimes.” She opened her eyes. 
“She dazzled me. She dazzled everyone. So beautiful . . .”

“You’ll be more beautiful in a few years. All her glamour and with 
character, too.”

She shook her head. “You’re crazy.”
“And you have a softness toward your mother that could be fatal.” 

He had reached the car and was putting her down on the passenger side. 
“You  can’t have any contact with her.”

“I know. I’m not stupid, Mandak. Camano might force her to tell 
him where I am.” She reached out to steady herself as he opened the car 
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door. “I knew when Tantona and the others came for me that I  couldn’t 
trust her to save me. I have to look out for myself.”

“Right. And you may see a beautiful butterfl y, but I’m seeing a prime 
bitch.” He settled her in the seat and fastened her seat belt. “Good rid-
dance to her, Allie.”

She frowned, puzzled. “Allie?”
He reached out and touched her hair. “Such pretty dark curls. It 

shines in the moonlight. It’s a shame we’ll have to tint it, but it’s too 
eye- catching.”

“Allie?” she repeated.
He nodded. “Get used to it. No more Teresa Casali. She’s gone forever. 

You’re Allie Girard.”
Before she could answer, he’d slammed the car door and was running 

around to the driver’s seat.
Gone forever. No more Teresa Casali.
Th e words repeated over and over in her mind as he started the car 

and drove onto the road.
Loneliness . . .  and relief.
“I was wondering how you’d take it.” Mandak’s gaze was on her 

face. “First shock and then . . . ?”
“I can start over. No one will know I’m . . .  weird. Fresh start. I can 

make my life what I choose.” She grimaced. “If I can keep from getting 
killed.”

“Not quite a fresh start. I’ll still be in the picture.”
“For the time being.”
He smiled. “And I can see you’re already plotting on how to rid 

yourself of me.”
“It’s possible.” She lifted her chin and stared at him challengingly. 

“If I don’t fi nd a reason to use you as you say you’re going to use me.”
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He chuckled. “I look forward to watching you make the attempt, 
Allie.”

“Allie,” she repeated, trying to get used to the sound of it. “What 
was the last name?”

“Girard.”
She leaned back in the seat, her gaze on the darkness beyond the 

windshield. She could rid her life of that darkness. She could turn her 
back on all the ugliness. She could pretend to— no, she could teach herself 
to not let herself see what she should not see. If she was strong enough, 
determined enough, she’d be able to do it. She might even take Mandak 
up on his off er to help her conquer that helplessness that had made those 
years a nightmare. Why not? He’d made no secret that she was only a 
means to some complex, shadowy end to him. He had said use him, and 
she should have no compunction about doing it. Not if it meant that life 
could be diff erent for her.

Teresa Casali was gone, never to return. Only this new, strange person 
was left to reach out and take hold and shape the world to suit herself.

A person named Allie Girard . . .  
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