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      “I want you dead.”

      The words, spoken in a calm, conversational tone, sent an icy trickle of dread down Michael Gabriel’s spine. Slowly he turned away from the rim of the precipice and the three-thousand-foot drop to the Colorado River. He met the heated gaze of Robert Matthews. The man Michael had believed was his friend stood close—too close—behind him.

      The first blow glanced off Michael’s chin. He staggered sideways, careful, despite the ringing in his ears, to stay away from that deadly edge.

      “What the hell?” Michael ducked to avoid another well-aimed punch, deflecting the next blow with his forearm.

      The impact resounded throughout his body, and he staggered backward, moving a few inches closer to the edge he strove so desperately to avoid. Now he knew why Robert had insisted they view the river from such a dangerous and isolated position.

      “What’s the matter with you?”

      “Nothing that killing you won’t fix. You betrayed me, Gabriel, and I’ll never forget it.”

      Robert backed away for a moment, and Michael watch for any hint of another attack. He’d known a confrontation was coming; that was why he’d agreed to this camping trip at the north rim of the Grand Canyon. In the desolate area few tourists braved so late in October, they could resolve any lingering anger.

      When Robert suggested the trip, Michael had hoped his friend finally understood the ways of their world. Success was everything, regardless of the cost. Michael might not like those rules, but he had learned to live by them.

      “Calm down and listen to me.” Michael glanced over his shoulder to gauge the distance between himself and the edge. His heart rate accelerated; he turned back to Robert. “I . . . uh—”

      His next words were cut off when Robert charged, hitting Michael in the chest with his shoulder in a running body slam. Michael fell backward, his hands grabbing reflexively for a hold on something—anything. He found Robert’s shoulders and clung.

      Together, the two men tumbled over the edge and fell into the nothingness beyond.
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      “Bobby!” Rachel cried. “Where are you?”

      “I’m here, little sister. I’ll never leave you.”

      “That’s what you said when you went to New York. But you never came back.”

      “I wanted to, but he betrayed me. He killed me.” The voice—deep, resonant, well-loved—took on a pleading note it never possessed in life. “You have to do something, Rachel. If you don’t, I’ll never rest easy. An eye for an eye. A death for a death. I want vengeance.”

      Vengeance, vengeance, vengeance . . .

      Rachel Taylor awoke with the final words from her dream still echoing in her ears and filling her soul. For a moment, still half-lost in the hazy world of sleep, she sensed Bobby near. She reached out to touch him, to hold on to him so she would never lose him again. As always, her eyes stung at the realization her adored brother was indeed gone forever.

      Forcing back the wave of emotion, Rachel glanced around the empty room. She blinked in confusion until she recognized the studio. She had fallen asleep while rehearsing. The tension from her first big career break combined with nervousness over her secret plans had exhausted her beyond endurance.

      She prepared to get back to work but a sound so faint as to be eerie invaded her consciousness. Rachel cocked her head, straining her ears to ascertain the direction and cause of the noise.

      Music. Instruments. A voice. Someone must be using another studio for practice. But who?

      All the weeks she’d been working on this project, staying late every night in her effort to perform above and beyond what she’d ever done before, she had never seen or heard another soul in the building. As far as she knew, she was the only person using the recording studios after hours.

      Tantalized by the music, she moved into the hall. The sound was louder there. The singer must be using one of the practice rooms, not one of the soundproof recording studios as she was. Rachel edged toward the back of the building, drawn by the exquisite notes as though she had no will of her own.

      Broken only by shadows from security lights and the music drifting on the silence, the darkness pressed in on her. Pausing for a moment, she closed her eyes and experienced the pain, the joy, the love portrayed in the lyrics. The incomparable voice sent shivers up her arms and across her scalp.

      As she got closer to the source, the myriad tones solidified into a now familiar melody—the song she had practiced earlier that evening. But the pitch was definitely male, hauntingly familiar and the most beautiful sound she had ever heard.

      Rachel’s heart thumped with recognition. She had studied that voice very well over the past few years. She knew its every nuance. She wanted nothing more than to meet the owner face-to-face. Yet now that the time had come to confront Michael Gabriel and put her plan into motion, she froze on the very threshold of the half-open door.

      Revenge and ambition warred within her. Rachel knew very well that if she went ahead with what was in her heart, she could destroy any chance for the successful career she’d always wanted.

      A face flashed before her eyes, now lost to her forever, and Rachel’s shoulders snapped back as her chin came up. She knocked on the door. Slightly ajar, it creaked open another inch at her touch. The singing stopped immediately, and a second later the recorded music snapped off.

      Just as Rachel reached for the doorknob, taking a deep, calming breath in preparation to meet her nemesis, the door slammed closed in her face. The audible click of the lock resounded in the now silent hallway. He wouldn’t escape from her so easily.

      She clenched her fist and pounded on the door, allowing her irritation to lend force to her blows. “I know you’re in there. I heard you singing.”

      No response.

      Rachel attempted a calmer tone. “You sing beautifully.”

      Her straining ears picked up a slight scraping sound, as though a chair had been pushed across the floor when someone stood abruptly.

      “I’m Rachel Taylor. I think we’re playing the lovers in this film. Could I come in? I’ve been anxious to meet you.”

      When the silence continued, Rachel raised her fist again and slammed it once against the door. “If you want to play the crazy artist, that’s fine with me. I thought if we sang that song together it would do a lot for the movie. But never mind.”

      She waited, her heart beating loudly in her ears as impatience warred with nervous anticipation. What would she do if he continued to ignore her? Several moments later a deep voice answered from behind the locked door.

      “What you want is impossible.”

      At least he was talking to her.

      “Nothing’s impossible.”

      “Our singing together is.”

      The voice was as beautiful speaking as it was singing, so much more so in person than on the recordings she had listened to. She had a sudden mental image of Gregory Peck in To Kill a Mockingbird; this man had that same languid, mellow tone that made her toes tingle with the awareness of something wonderful.

      Rachel bit her lip, irritated with her weakness for beauty. She had no room for that now.

      “Why can’t we sing together?” she asked, though she knew perfectly well. If she wanted to gain his trust she couldn’t let on how much she knew about him.

      “I don’t allow people to see me.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? You’re an actor. People stare at you all the time. It’s part of the business.”

      “Not my business. Not anymore.”

      Rachel leaned closer to the door, straining to hear through the barrier. “Aren’t you the male lead in this movie?”

      “Yes. But no one will see me in an animated feature. My voice is all that’s needed. I demanded and received complete anonymity when I signed on. I’ve found my voice is worth the price of any eccentricity.”

      The absence of sight enhanced her perception, and Rachel heard his sadness. The same emotion had shadowed her own voice for the past three years.

      But she hadn’t expected him to be sad. In her perception of him he played his problems to the hilt, preying on the sympathy of the public to enhance his mysterious, romantic image. She doubted the facial scars she’d read about even existed. Or, if they did, how bad were they, really? A sudden urge to learn the truth consumed her.

      “Let me in.”

      Silence met her words, and she had the distinct impression that he no longer stood beyond the locked door. She remembered the back entrance to her own practice room and swore softly. He had slipped away from her.

      Rachel fought to stay calm so she could think. She had come too far to allow her plans to be ruined now. Desperation won out and propelled her through the hallway toward the back exit. She would confront him on his way out of the building and find a way to gain his trust.

      A shadowy form moved up ahead, and she squinted against the dimness of the darkened building. Someone was there, perhaps a hundred feet in front of her. She knew exactly who that someone was.

      Though he was dressed in black, she could still make out his immense height and broad build. Long, ebony hair brushed against an equally dark shirt as he ran. Never once did he glance back.

      Despite Rachel’s all-out pursuit, he was fast; he burst through the heavy fire door yards ahead of her. Black met black as he leaped into the night. The door slammed shut with a deafening roar seconds before she reached it.

      She threw her shoulder against the portal, groaning with the weight as it inched outward with agonizing slowness. Michael Gabriel must be very strong to fling open something so heavy with apparent ease. Rachel fell through the gap into the fresh, dark air.

      The parking lot was empty.
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      Michael Gabriel leaned his head against the seat of the car and exhaled slowly, willing his pounding heart to calm down.

      That had been close. Too close.

      He felt like a fool, running from her like that. But what other choice did he have when she chased him? From now on he would bring Roger inside while he worked, rather than having him remain with the car.

      Since Roger was paid well to do anything Michael asked without question, there wouldn’t be any argument from the bodyguard about the change. Michael had learned in the past three years that money, or the promise of money to be made, could buy many things, especially loyalty. And Roger was nothing if not loyal to the core.

      But Michael worked best when alone, and the presence of anyone, even Roger, would hinder him. He would never have come tonight if he’d thought someone other than himself haunted Danfield Studios. He’d have to speak with the producer tomorrow and clear up this misunderstanding. If Harold P. Stanhope wanted to use Michael Gabriel’s voice, he would have to ensure that there were no more disturbances.

      “What was that all about?” Roger caught Michael’s gaze in the rearview mirror.

      “Nothing.” Michael looked away.

      “Then why did you come out of the door like that? No, wait. I’d rather know who the brunette babe was coming right behind you.”

      Michael’s head snapped up. “You saw her?”

      “Sure, I watched in the mirror. Couldn’t really make out her face, but she had a nice body. My type, I’d say. Can you introduce me?”

      “You know I don’t see anyone but you. She heard me singing and came pounding on the door. She’s the female lead in this picture.”

      “Interesting. What did you say she wanted?”

      “I didn’t,” Michael said shortly. But when Roger continued to glance at him suspiciously, he let out an irritated sigh. Roger was like a kid with one last piece of candy—he never gave up when he really wanted something. “She thought we should do the title song as a duet. I told her that was impossible.”

      “Well, since she chased you down, I don’t think she believed you.”

      Michael grunted and Roger, familiar with his moods, subsided into silence.

      Michael put his palm against his chest. Why hadn’t his heart slowed down? The running certainly wouldn’t make him this breathless; not when he ran several miles a day on his indoor track. He breathed deeply, in through the nose, out through the mouth, as he’d been taught to do in therapy. Slowly his heart rate returned to normal, and the pounding in his head ceased.

      He had spent the three years since his accident building a wall around himself, impenetrable to everyone but Roger. The physical pain had faded, but the scars remained, not just on his face but within his soul.

      He used his ruined visage as an excuse to remain in seclusion. He didn’t deserve to enjoy a real life after what he had done. Every day and every night, questions hounded him. But the answers to those questions were as impossible to secure as Michael’s lost dreams.

      He made a good living doing projects that required only his voice: cartoons, commercials, audio books, and now an animated feature. He had been hesitant to take on a job of such magnitude, but when he read the script he knew he had to accept. The story of two lovers, one from the future, one from the past, traveling across time to be together in the present, had touched him so deeply, he found it hard to say no. The movie had the potential to be a blockbuster, and he’d allowed his buried ambition to resurface long enough to consider the part.

      The black Lincoln Continental slid through the security gate at the front of his house. Seconds later, Michael left the car and, ignoring Roger’s concerned glance, went directly to his rooms upstairs.

      Sitting at his desk, he pulled from the top drawer a photo given to him by the studio. Rachel Taylor was no beauty. But she made up for that with the liveliness shining in her turquoise eyes and an endearing, heartfelt smile. From the first Michael had been drawn to the love of life that shone from her face, a love he had shared until three years before. And her voice—God, that voice made him want to lose himself in her forever.

      With a curse, Michael threw the picture back into the drawer and slammed it shut. Why had he contracted for this movie? He had all he could do to live up to the demands required of him for the film, and now this woman wanted to work face-to-face.

      He could see that what she said was true: If they sang together, the finished product would be far and away better than anything they could accomplish separately. But stepping back into the world he craved, if only for the good of the movie, was something he could never do. He had his reasons for remaining in the darkness—damn good reasons—and he wasn’t about to give in to the siren call of life at this late date.

      Michael stripped off the dark clothes he favored and stepped into the shower. As the hot, pounding water beat on his upturned face, he remembered.

      Awakening in the hospital after the accident, he was unaware of the extent of his injuries. At first he was too drugged to fathom what had happened, and when he was finally well enough to understand he railed at a fate that had left him disfigured but alive.

      The morning after he first awoke to undrugged consciousness the plastic surgeon had entered his room. “Mr. Gabriel, your parents asked me to consult on this case. I’m sure your doctor has told you that your other injuries, the broken leg and arm, will heal normally given time. But the abrasions on your face are another matter.” The surgeon’s expression as he perused Michael’s chart did not inspire confidence. “Are you aware that you have the type of skin that forms keloids?”

      Michael nodded and reached up to touch the sterile gauze still protecting the deep scrapes across the left side of his face. Dread filled him and he knew, even before the doctor spoke, what his prognosis would be.

      “Nothing can be done. I’m sorry.”

      But sorry wouldn’t return Michael’s face to normal, and time, in this case, would not heal all wounds.

      The surgeon continued to speak, and Michael listened with only half an ear to the diagnosis he knew by heart.

      “Your skin forms heavy ridges of scar tissue at the slightest abrasion. Any type of surgery will only worsen the scars. Modern medicine cannot fix everything, and keloids are one of those things.”

      Michael remembered another doctor telling his mother the same thing when he was six years old. She had rushed Michael to the doctor’s office when his knee had formed ridged tissue after he fell off his bike and scraped himself. The condition that had been a minor annoyance in childhood had suddenly become the scourge of his adulthood.

      The police arrived on the heels of the surgeon. Michael, still reeling with the knowledge that a career for which he’d spent a lifetime preparing was in tatters, had not known what to say to their pointed questions.

      When he learned he was being investigated for murder he had lost his temper and shouted until hospital security removed the police from his room. But they had returned with their questions and accusations, making the hell of Michael’s life an inferno of self-doubt and self- loathing.

      Michael twisted off the water with a flick of his wrists. He didn’t want to think about the investigation, or Robert, right now.

      Michael quickly toweled himself dry. Usually he was exhilarated after an evening of rehearsal or recording; tonight he felt drained of all energy. Climbing into bed naked, he closed his eyes and sought oblivion in vain. Sleep would not come.

      Instead, images of Rachel floated through his mind. Her voice—talking, cajoling, singing—her face, her body.

      Damn.

      He sat up, reaching toward the night table and flicking on the light with a short, angry movement. He would have to do something to banish these dream visions from his brain. Shoving his legs into a pair of well-worn sweatpants, he left his room, bare of chest and foot.

      Traveling through his darkened house as he’d done many sleepless nights before, Michael easily reached his living room. Moonlight poured through the many skylights, shining on the grand piano in the center of the polished wood floor. Seating himself on the bench, Michael began to play. Soon his voice rose in company to the music.

      Several hours later he gazed at the stars visible through the glass above. Despite all his efforts to forget, he could still hear her voice, see her young, hopeful face.

      Michael Gabriel laid his head on the keys of ebony and ivory and, as the harsh chord his movement had wrought faded into the night stillness, he wondered where his sudden fascination with her would end.
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      Rachel allowed the fire door to slam shut behind her. The heavy thud echoed her mood.

      She kicked the door in childish retaliation. Though she had been thwarted in her physical pursuit, she was far from vanquished. In the morning she would find a way to meet with Michael Gabriel. Convincing him to sing with her was the perfect way to get close to him, and from there it would be a short road to the destruction she anticipated. Maybe, if she went about things right, they could finish the movie first, and then she could have success and revenge in one perfect package.

      After gathering her purse from the abandoned studio, she settled into the red Mustang convertible that had once been Bobby’s pride. Between the manufactured coolness of the air-conditioned studio and the bone-dry, hundred-degree-plus temperatures of a summer in Phoenix, she looked forward to the fresh air on her face. The engine roared to life, and she sped along the deserted road, her shoulder-length hair whipping in the wind.

      Home waited only a short ride away. Rachel enjoyed the quaintness of the small Spanish- style house, which she had bought for its proximity to Danfield Studios. Ever the innovator, Danfield had built its new studio in the desert just outside Phoenix in an effort to escape the hype of Hollywood, as well as the astronomical price of land and escalating taxes of California.

      But Phoenix did not boast an abundance of freeways, like most other large cities. As a result, getting from one side of town to the other took a ridiculous amount of time, and a long drive home late at night was out of the question when she was worn out from work. Purchasing a house five minutes from Danfield Studios solved the problem. She told herself a steadily increasing bank account made the house an investment. But, in reality, she had fallen in love at first sight with the view of the desert from her kitchen window and had decided to make Phoenix her place of residence from that moment on.

      Rachel unlocked her front door and stepped inside, kicking off her shoes and tossing her purse and the mail onto a nearby table. A black kitten appeared as if from nowhere and pounced on her foot. She had acquired the kitten soon after the house, unable to bear coming home to the empty rooms.

      Bending down, Rachel lifted the ball of fluff until it was even with her face. “Did you miss me, Minnie?”

      She laughed when the small animal began to purr, all the while swiping at Rachel’s nose with sheathed claws. She plopped the kitten down on the floor. “Time for dinner.”

      Minnie followed her into the kitchen, losing interest in nourishment when she spotted a dangling thread on the tablecloth. Rachel filled a bowl with kitten food and placed it on the floor before retreating to her bedroom.

      The events of the evening had exhausted her. Usually she was unable to sleep after an evening of rehearsing. But tonight she didn’t think sleep would elude her for very long.

      Rachel eased the straps of her sky blue cotton sundress from her shoulders. The material slid down her body and pooled in a heap around her ankles. She stepped out of the garment, vowing to pick it up the next morning when she found the ambition.

      Falling on the bed wearing nothing but her panties, she tugged the covers to her chin and wiggled her toes with pleasure. Sleeping was one of her favorite pastimes. She didn’t have to be at the studio until ten tomorrow, and she planned to take advantage of the late call.

      After twenty minutes of tossing and turning she sat up. No matter how hard she tried to empty her mind, his voice called to her each time she drifted from wakefulness. She saw his tall, muscular body outlined in the doorway, his black hair swaying as he moved with dancelike grace. But the only face she could conjure to pair with those images was from a newspaper photograph she had come across several years earlier.

      In that picture Michael was in the midst of his first great career success—young, confident, energetic. His skin carried the bronzed tone that hinted at an Italian ancestor hanging on a lower branch of his family tree. The high sculpted cheekbones, strong nose, and dark eyes increased that possibility. He was classically handsome, and Rachel could see why he had been cast so often during his early career in the role of a brooding, dangerous hero. She could also understand why his career crashed when reports of his disfigurement reached the press.

      Rachel ran a hand through her tangled hair. Why couldn’t she sleep? She had gone over her plan countless times. Just because she had come so close to the object of her desires was no reason to panic. She had to be as cold and calculating as Michael Gabriel himself if she wanted to accomplish what she had set out to do.

      Shrugging on an emerald silk robe that reached to mid-thigh, she padded with easy familiarity through the darkened house until she reached the small piano she had bought the week before. Soon music broke the stillness, and shortly after her voice joined the serenade.

      Several hours later Rachel stared at the moon. His voice continued to haunt her.

      “Tomorrow,” she whispered as she gazed at the stars.

      Tomorrow she would meet him face-to-face, and then her fascination with him would end.
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      Rachel awoke the next day feeling as though she hadn’t slept a minute. She’d gone to bed in the early hours of the morning, and what sleep she’d managed to catch had been disturbed by dreams of memories, shadows, and ambitions.

      When she’d left her home in Kansas at the age of eighteen Rachel had been intent on becoming an actress and following in her older brother Bobby’s footsteps. Though he had made his way in the Big Apple, her dreams led her to sunny California. She had the naive belief that her incredible voice would be her ticket to stardom, despite her somewhat ordinary looks.

      Life hit her hard after only a week in L.A. She saw enough beautiful faces with the talent to match to sink the Titanic all over again. Her small-town innocence made her an easy target for those who had been in the business long enough to become hardened. She lost a lot of parts to so-called “friends” who undercut her with directors behind her back. Her trust destroyed, she learned quickly to keep to herself, with her mind fixed on her goals. She was determined not to return home to a lifetime of “I told you so’s.” Gritting her teeth and tightening her belt, she found a roommate and begged a job.

      The first four years were tough, but she persevered, exchanging letters and phone calls with Bobby in New York, thriving on his encouragement. Despite the seven-year difference in their ages, Rachel and her brother had always been close. She missed him terribly and was thrilled when he told her he planned to visit her in L.A. after taking a camping trip with a friend to the Grand Canyon.

      She waited for him at her apartment the day he was supposed to arrive. Even when the hours passed and he didn’t come she never feared for him. Bobby had always been a free spirit, believing clocks and schedules weren’t meant for the artistic. He would arrive when he arrived.

      Then the phone rang. She jumped up, certain it was Bobby, calling to say he was in town. With a smile she picked up the receiver and her world shattered.

      Her goals changed; she still wanted to be a star, as much for her own sake as for Bobby’s, but she took on another goal as well—revenge against the man who had ended her brother’s life.

      Rachel pushed aside the depressing thoughts and went to the bathroom for a drink of water to unstick her tongue from the roof of her mouth. The sight of her reflection in the mirror, complete with dark circles and pale complexion, made her groan.

      “I guess I should be thankful I don’t have to go on camera like this.”

      After a steaming shower, several cups of coffee, and extensive use of a cover-up stick, she looked presentable, though she felt no better physically. Promising herself she would go to bed early that night, Rachel hurried from her house.

      A short time later she drove through the gates of Danfield Studios, waving to the guard on duty. Parking in her assigned space, Rachel took a moment to be grateful for the wide- branched tree shading her car. Though it was only ten in the morning, the summer air sizzled with the promise of the coming heat wave.

      She spent the rest of the morning recording the title song for the movie. Patiently she waited, knowing her producer, Harry, would arrive in the early afternoon to hear what had been done. She would corner him then and try to bring him around to her way of thinking in regard to Michael Gabriel. If she could get Harry to go to bat for her, it would be a whole lot easier than trying to convince Michael on her own.

      But her preoccupation with her co-star influenced her performance, and when Harold P. Stanhope entered the studio the director was still unhappy with the song.

      “Shouldn’t this be done by now?” Harry’s voice, as always, echoed in the small confines of the recording studio. “I came here expressly to hear the title song. What’s the problem?”

      Shooting her a this-is-all-your-fault look, the director attempted to explain. Rachel didn’t wait to be cast in the role of the incompetent artist but quickly walked up to Harry and touched his arm. “I can explain, if you’d join me in the hall for a moment.”

      “Of course, dear.” His smile was warm and welcoming.

      For some reason she had gained Harry’s regard. He admired her voice and talent, but she also had the feeling he saw her as the granddaughter he’d always wanted. Harold P. Stanhope was a tremendous force in the entertainment industry, and that lesser beings cowered beneath his superior power, but he had been nothing but open and kind to Rachel, and she was at ease with him. If she had an occasional twinge over what she planned to do to his male star, she stifled it with the knowledge that blood was thicker than ambition, at least for her.

      Rachel preceded Harry into the cool, silent hallway. “This isn’t going to work, Harry.”

      He blinked, obviously confused by her statement, though his smile remained fixed. “What isn’t?”

      “I can’t sing these songs or speak the dialogue in a vacuum. I need to work with the other actor.”

      Harry’s friendly smile faded, and his face became closed and cold. She could understand why others became fawning idiots at the first sight of his displeasure. “Impossible, Rachel. We’ve discussed this before, and you agreed to the terms.”

      “That was before I knew how difficult it would be to sing and speak like a woman in love when I have nothing to sing and speak to but a wall.”

      “You’re an actress. Act.”

      Rachel made an impatient sound. “You’re not being fair.”

      “The contracts have been signed, and his is very explicit.”

      “We were both here last night,” she said softly.

      Harry’s gaze searched hers. “You saw him?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      “What does that mean?” Harry frowned. “Out with it, girl. It’s always been your straightforwardness I admire. Let’s have some of it now.”

      Rachel had been anything but straightforward regarding Michael. But she couldn’t give up now, not when she sensed a break in the producer’s defense.

      “I heard him singing and spoke with him through the door of his studio. Then he ran away.” Harry started to speak, but Rachel pressed on, her words tumbling out fast and furious. “He and I should be singing the title song together. The recording would be wonderful. Putting our two versions together later in the studio just won’t cut it. Can’t you see that?”

      Harry stared at her for a long moment, and hope fluttered to life within her. Then he shook his head, straightened, and turned away. The tiny bit of hope sputtered and died.

      “You might be right, but he’ll never agree. As I told you before, I signed a contract that states his requirements to the last detail. I can’t afford to break my word.”

      Her producer returned to the studio, leaving Rachel alone.

      “You may have signed a contract with him, but I didn’t,” she murmured. “If I have to sit in this studio for a week, I will meet Michael Gabriel.”
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      Michael awoke refreshed in the early afternoon following several hours of sleep—an unusual occurrence for a man who rarely slept an hour at a stretch and, as a result, was always tired. For once his dreams had been peaceful, restful, filled with visions of light and music. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d dreamed of anything but the accident and the pain and guilt that had followed.

      But he did have a little matter to discuss with Harry. Since he had specifically outlined rehearsal and recording times in his contract and had stated that during those times he required the studio completely to himself, he wanted to know what Rachel Taylor had been doing in the building last night. When he was done with Harry, Michael was sure Rachel would never bother him again.

      A heavy weight of sadness descended at that thought. But he shoved it back inside where the rest of his emotions dwelled. Then he forced himself, as he had to do on many mornings, to get out of bed and dress.

      As he stared into the mirror and shaved the heavy dark stubble from his chin, Michael wondered at the continuing weight of despair plaguing him. What was wrong with him this morning? He’d gotten past the point of feeling sorry for himself long ago. He only wanted one thing, didn’t he? Now and forever, to be left alone with his guilt and his secrets?

      A tap on the door preceded Roger’s entrance by a fraction of a second. “Are you up yet?”

      “I thought I was awake.” Michael tilted his head and wrinkled his brow in feigned confusion. “Don’t tell me; this is all a dream and I’m sleepwalking, right?”

      “Funny guy this morning. I take it you’re in a better mood than usual.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Well, most days I have to pull you out of bed and listen to your growling until I drive you to the studio. Then I’m treated to a few hours of peace and quiet.”

      “Today that ends.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ll have to come inside with me from now on. I want to make sure the studio is empty before you leave. I don’t need a repeat performance of last night.”

      Roger shrugged. “You’re the boss. But I’ve seen guys a lot worse off than you in prison. I think you’re nuts to keep yourself locked away all the time.

      Michael ignored Roger’s words as he had on the countless occasions his friend had voiced the same opinion. Roger was only aware of the public story regarding Michael’s accident and the police investigation that had followed. He didn’t know what had really happened that day when Michael lived and another man died. No one did but Michael—and the dead man.

      Michael knew better than to hope for anything more in his life than he already had. If the truth were told, he was grateful he could continue working in the business he loved, even if he was no longer fit for a career in front of the cameras.

      He had his mother to thank for the little bit of his career he had salvaged. A few months after his accident, when his depression was at its deepest, she had sent him a video of Jungle Book, his favorite movie as a child, along with a scathing letter that said he should “get his ‘act’ together.” Mom had always been able to hit the heart of the matter.

      He had resisted temptation for another month and then come to the conclusion he had to have a way to support himself. Since he was trained for nothing but a career in the performing arts or waiting tables, Michael succumbed to the inevitable. After making a few calls he recorded some demo tapes, and within a few days had work lined up for several months. He had been singing and speaking behind the scenes ever since.

      It didn’t take Michael long to realize he needed someone to help him if he wanted to remain out of the spotlight. He found Roger through a work release program for rehabilitated drug dealers. Roger had been through too much in his life to be put off by Michael’s scarred face or surly manner, and the job Michael offered paid too well
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