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WHEN THE PHONE rang, Alana was almost relieved. Though it was before dawn, she was wide awake. Since she had come back from Broken Mountain, she had slept very little, and never peacefully.


Kicking aside the tangled sheets, Alana turned toward the phone. It was too early for anyone she knew on the West Coast to be up and about. That meant it was probably her brother in Wyoming calling to see how she was.


Calling to see if she remembered what had happened on Broken Mountain.


Hello, Alana said, keeping her voice steady with an effort.


Sis? Is that you?


Hi, Bob. Hows Merry?


Counting the weeks until February, said Bob, laughing. If she gets much bigger, well have to put her in a stall with the brood mares.


Alana smiled at the thought of petite, blond Merry tucked into one of the heated stalls Bob kept for his prize mares.


Better not let Merry hear you say that, Alana warned.


Hell, it was her idea. Bob paused, then said, Sis?


Alanas hand tightened on the phone. She had heard that tone before, little brother to big sister, a smile and affectionate wheedling.


He wanted something from her.


When are you coming home? Bob asked bluntly.


Alanas heart began to beat too fast. She didnt know how to tell her brother that she was frightened by the thought of returning to the ranch where Broken Mountain rose steeply, mantled in ice and darkness.


Before her last trip to Broken Mountain, Alana had loved the ranch, the mountains, the silence, the heights, and the clouds swirling overhead. She had loved the memories of Rafael WinterRafe reflected in every lake, every fragrant forest, sunsets and sunrises sweeping across the land like fire, the winds keening harmonies echoing the music Rafe had made on his harmonica.


Alana had come to love the land even more because she and Rafe had been part of it, lovers suspended between sky and mountains, more beautiful than either, timeless, burning with the sun.


But now those mountains terrified Alana.


Now the memories of Rafe were a brittle, cutting armor that she pulled around her like the colors of dawn, hoping to drive away the horror and darkness that crawled up out of the abyss of those six missing days.


I dont Alana began.


Her brother interrupted before she could refuse.


Ive already talked to your agent, Bob said cheerfully. He told me youve refused to accept any concerts and wont even look at the songs he sends to you.


Yes, but


Bob kept talking.


So dont tell me how busy you are, he said. If youre writing songs again, you can write them just as well here. Better. You always did your best work here.


With a conscious effort, Alana loosened her grip on the phone. She had no more excuses, so she said nothing.


Sis? I need you here.


Bob, I dont think Alana began.


Then her voice broke.


Dont say no, Bob said urgently. You dont even know what I want yet.


And you dont know what I want, Alana thought rebelliously. Youve never even asked if I want something.


The words went no further than Alanas thoughts, a silent cry of need. Yet even as the cry echoed in her mind, she recognized its unfairness.


What she needed, Bob couldnt provide. She needed warmth and reassurance, safety and a mans hard strength standing between her and the abyss, protecting her until she knew what had happened and could protect herself once more.


She needed love waiting instead of terror. She needed a dream to banish a nightmare.


She needed Rafael Winter.


But Rafe was just a dream. The nightmare was real.


With a deep breath, Alana gathered herself and set about living in her new world just as she always had lived. Alone, depending only on herself.


She had done this many times before, the deep breath and the determination to do the best she could with what she had, no matter how little that seemed to be when the nightmare descended like a storm.


What do you want? Alana asked softly.


You know cash has always been a problem with the ranch, Bob said quickly. Land poor, as they say. Well, Merry and I had this idea for a classyand I mean classydude operation. High-country fishing safaris for people who can pay high prices.


Alana made a neutral sound.


We had it all planned, all lined up, all our ducks in a row, Bob said. Our first two customers are very exclusive travel agents. Their clientele list reads like Whos Who. Everything was going great for us, and then ...


And then? Alana prompted.


Merry got pregnant, Bob said simply. I mean, were both happy, weve been trying for two years, but ...


But what?


Dr. Gene says Merry cant go on the pack trip.


Is that a problem?


Hell, yes. She was going to be our cook and entertainer and general soother, take the rough edges off. You know what I mean, sis.


Yes. I know.


It was the same role Alana had played in the family since she was thirteen and her mother died, leaving behind three boys, a devastated husband, and a daughter who had to grow up very quickly. That was when Alana had learned about reaching down into herself for the smile and the touch and the comfort that the people around her needed. She had rebuilt the shattered family as best she could, for she, too, needed the haven and the laughter and the warmth.


It will really be more like time off than a job, coaxed Bob.


Alana heard the coaxing, but it didnt move her nearly as much as the disturbing thread of urgency beneath the soft tone.


Riding and fishing and hiking in the high country just like we used to do. Youll love it, sis! I just know it. A real vacation for you.


Alana throttled the harsh laugh that was clawing at her throat.


Vacation, she thought, shuddering. In the mountains that nearly killed me. In the mountains that still come to me in nightmares.


Oh, God, thats some vacation my little brother has planned for me!


Sis, Bob coaxed, I wouldnt ask if I didnt really need you. I dont have anywhere else to turn. The pack trip is all set and the two dudes are here. Please?


Unexpectedly, a vivid memory of Rafe came to Alana.... Late summer, a narrow trail going up Broken Mountain, a lame horse, and a saddle that weighed nearly as much as she did. She had been leading the horse, dragging the saddle, and watching the silent violence of clouds billowing toward a storm. At fifteen, she knew the dangers of being caught on an exposed ridge in a high-country cloudburst.


Without warning, lightning had come down so close to her that she smelled the stink of scorched rock. Thunder came like the end of the world. Her horse had screamed and reared, tearing the reins from her hand. Then the horses lameness had been overridden by terror. The animal had bolted down the mountainside, leaving her alone.


She, too, had been terrified, her nostrils filled with the smell of lightning and her ears deafened by thunder. Then she had heard someone calling her name.


Rafe had come to her across the talus slope, riding his plunging, scrambling horse with the strength and grace she had always admired. He had lifted her into the saddle in front of him and spurred his horse back down the slope while lightning arced around the mountain.


Sheltered in a thick growth of spruce, she had waited out the storm with Rafe, wearing his jacket and watching him with the eyes of a child-woman who was more woman and less child with every breath.


On Broken Mountain Alana had found first fear, then love, and finally horror.


She wondered if there was another balance to be discovered on Broken Mountain, opposites joined in harmony, freeing her from nightmare.


The possibility shimmered through Alana like dawn through night, transforming everything.


Sis? Say something.


Alana was appalled to hear herself take a deep breath and say calmly, Of course Ill help you.


She didnt hear Bobs whoop of victory, his assurances that he wouldnt tell any of the dudes that she was the famous singer Jilly, his gratitude that she was helping him out. She didnt hear anything but the echoes of her own terrifying decision to go back to Broken Mountain.


As though Bob sensed how fragile Alanas agreement was, he began speaking quickly.


Ive got you booked on the afternoon flight to Salt Lake. From there, youre booked on a little feeder flight into the airport here. Got a pencil?


Bemused, Alana stared at the phone. The simple fact that Bob had thought to take care of the details of her transportation was so unusual as to be overwhelming. It wasnt that Bob was thoughtless; he was very considerate of Merry, to the point that he was almost too protective.


Alana, however, had always been taken for granted in the manner that parents and older siblings often are.


Sis, Bob said patiently, do you have a pencil? Hell skin me if I louse this up.


He? asked Alana as she went through the drawer in her bedside table looking for a pencil. Who will skin you alive?


There was a static-filled silence. Then Bob laughed abruptly.


The travel agent who made the arrangements, he said. Who else? Ready?


Hold your horses, Alana muttered.


She found a pencil, grabbed a credit card receipt, turned it over, and wrote down the flight numbers and times.


But thats today! she protested.


Told you we needed you.


Thats not much warning, little brother.


Thats the whole idea, Bob muttered.


What?


Nothing. Just be sure youre on that plane or my butt is potato salad.


Bob, Alana began.


 Thanks, sis, he said quickly, talking over her. You wont regret it. If anyone can pull it off, he can.


Huh?


Alana felt as though she was missing half the conversation, and the most important half at that.


He who? she asked.


Damn, Bob said beneath his breath.


The travel agent? Alana guessed.


Yeah, the travel agent. Hes something else, said Bob dryly. See you tonight, sis. Bye.


Before Alana could say good-bye, the line was dead.


She stood and stared at the receiver clenched in her hand. Silently she asked herself why she had agreed to do something that terrified her.


She was a fool to let warm memories of Rafe Winter lure her back to the icy source of nightmare. She didnt even know if Rafe was in Wyoming. In the past, Rafes job had taken him all over the world. His time at the Winter ranch had been limited to a few weeks now and then.


It had been enough, though. Alana had learned to love Rafe and to accept his absences. She had learned to live for the day when he would come home and marry her and she would never cry for him at night again.


And then Rafe had died.


Or so the Pentagon had said.


The phone began to make whooping noises, telling Alana that the receiver had been off the hook too long. She hung up and stared at the phone.


It was deep red, like the flowers in the Spanish tile that covered the kitchen counters. Red, like the wildflowers that grew high on the mountain slopes.


Red. Like blood.


Did I see Jack die on Broken Mountain? Alana whispered. Is that what my mind refuses to remember?


With a shudder, she jerked away from the bright red telephone.


Rubbing her arms to chase away the chill that had been with her since Broken Mountain, Alana walked quickly to the closet. She pulled on jeans and an old cotton blouse. From habit, she buttoned the blouse completely, concealing the delicate gold chain that Rafe had given her years before.


As always, Alanas fingertip lingered on the tiny symbol of infinity that was part of the chain.


Love ever after, love without end.


A beautiful dream.


Reality was six days missing from her life and a nightmare whose end she was still trying to find.


Slowly Alana walked into the kitchen. With hands that wanted to tremble, she plugged in the coffeepot, scrambled two eggs, and buttered a piece of toast. She forced herself to eat and drink, to clean up after herself, to do all the things normal people did.


An untidy stack of papers on the kitchen counter caught Alanas eye. Unhappily she looked at them. She should read the song sheets her agent had sent over. New songs. Solo material for the sole survivor of the Jack n Jilly duo.


Alana should read the music, but she wouldnt, for she no longer could sing.


That was the most bitter loss, the most unbearable pain. Before Broken Mountain, she had been able to draw songs around her like colors of love chasing away the gray of loneliness and the black of despair.


Alana had taken her love for a man she believed was dead and transformed that love into song. Singing had been her greatest pleasure, her reason for living after she was told that Rafe was dead.


Jack Reeves hadnt loved her, but she had always known that. Nor had Alana loved him. Theirs had been a business marriage, pure and simple. Jack loved fame and Jilly loved singing.


Now Jack was dead and Jilly could sing only in her dreams. And in her dreams it was Rafes harmonica that accompanied her, not Jacks flawless tenor.


Awake, she had no music in her.


It wasnt stage fright. Even now, Alana wasnt afraid of being in front of people. Nor was she afraid of the savage doggerel that would be running through the fans minds as they watched her.



Jack n Jilly


Went up the hilly


To fetch a pail of vodka.


Jack fell down


And broke his crown,


And Jilly lost her mind.



Alana had listened to it all before, read it in print a hundred times, heard it whispered. She could face that.


But she couldnt face opening her lips and feeling her throat close with terrible finality, as though there were no more songs in her now and never would be again. Nothing but screams and the silence of death.


Uneasily Alana looked around, barely recognizing her surroundings. Even though she had lived in the Oregon apartment for three weeks, the place was neither comfortable nor familiar to her. It certainly wasnt as real to her as the nightmare about Broken Mountain.


But then, nothing was.


Abruptly Alana walked toward the wall of glass that opened onto a small patio. She stood near the glass, trying to shake off the residue of nightmare and death, fear and mistakes, and most of all a past that was beyond her ability to change.


Or even to understand.


Ill remember what happened someday, Alana whispered. Wont I?
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TAKING A RAGGED breath, Alana forced herself to look at the dawn that was etching the room in shades of rose and vermilion, gold and translucent pink. The September suns radiant warmth was like a miracle after the endless hours of night.


Alana found herself staring at her reflection in the glass as she often had since Broken Mountain, searching for some outer sign of the six-day gap in her memory. Nothing showed on the outside. She looked the same as she had before she had gone up the mountain with the worst mistake of her lifeher singing partner, Jack Reeves.


The singing hadnt been the mistake. The marriage of convenience had. He had always pushed for more. She had always wished for less. He had wanted a reconciliation. She had wanted only an end to a marriage that never should have begun. So they had gone up Broken Mountain together.


Only one of them had come back.


No visible marks of the ordeal in the mountains remained on Alanas five-foot, five-inch body. Her ankle had healed. It ached only when it was cold. The bruises and welts and cuts were gone, leaving no scars. She no longer had to diet to fit into the slender image demanded by the public. Since Broken Mountain, her appetite was gone.


But it wasnt something that showed.


Alana leaned forward, staring intently at her nearly transparent reflection in the sliding glass door. Everything still looked the same. Long legs, strong from a childhood spent hiking and riding in Wyomings high country. Breasts and waist and hips that were neither large nor small. Her skin was a golden brown. Nothing unusual. Nothing at all.


Surely something must show on the outside, Alana told her reflection. I cant just lose my singing partner and six days of my life and wonder about my sanity and not have any of it show.


Yet nothing did.


Though Alanas eyes were too dark, too large, too haunted, her mouth still looked as though it was curved around a secret inner smile. Her hair was still black and glossy, divided into two thick braids that fell to her waist.


Alana stared at her braids for a long moment, realizing for the first time that something about them made her ... uneasy.


She had never particularly liked having long hair, but she had accepted it as she had accepted the nickname Jilly, both necessary parts of the childlike image that audiences loved to love. The image went with her voice, clear and innocent, as supple and pure as a mountain stream....



Water rushing down, cold, and darkness waiting, lined with rocks, ice and darkness closing around, clouds seething overhead, lightning lancing down, soundless thunder.


Fear.


It was too cold, no warmth anywhere, only fear hammering on her, leaving her weak.


She tried to run, but her feet weighed as much as the mountains and were as deeply rooted in the earth. Each step took an eternity. Try harder, move faster, or get caught.


She must run!


But she could not.


She was broken and bleeding, screaming down the night, running, stumbling, sprawling, and then lifted high, she was falling, she spun and screamed, falling....



Alanas heart beat wildly, responding to the fragment of nightmare turning in her mind.


Stop it! she told herself fiercely, seeing the reflection of her terror in dawn-tinted glass and sliding black shadows.


She took several deep breaths, bringing herself under control, telling herself that she had to stop treating her nightmare as though it was real. It wasnt.


The nightmare was simply a creation of her mind as it dealt with the horror of Jacks death in a mountain storm, and her own near death from exposure and the fall that had left her bruised and beaten.


That was what Dr. Gene had told Alana, and she had trusted his gravelly voice and gentle smile for as long as she could remember. He had said that her amnesia, while unusual, was not pathological. It was a survival reflex. When her mind felt she was strong enough to remember the details of her husbands death and her own suffering as she clawed her way down Broken Mountain, then she would remember.


And if she never remembered?


That, too, was all right, he had assured her. Alana was young. She was healthy. She could go out and make a new life for herself.


Alanas lips twisted bitterly as she remembered the conversation. It had been easy for Dr. Gene to say. He wasnt the one whose mind was turning six missing days into endless nightmares.


It wasnt that Alana missed her dead husband. She and Jack had been two very separate people bound together by the accident of perfect harmony. That was enough for a successful singing career. It wasnt enough for a successful marriage.


Yet sometimes Alana couldnt help feeling that maybe, just maybe, if she had done something different, Jack might have been different. If she had tried harder or not so hard. If she had been weaker or not quite as strong. If she had cared for Jack more or pitied him less ...


Maybe it could have worked for the two of them.


But even as the thought came, Alana knew it was a lie. The only way she might have loved Jack was if she had never met Rafe Winter, never loved and lost him; Rafe, with his laughter and his passion and his gentle, knowing hands.


She had loved Rafe since she was fifteen, had been engaged to him when she was nineteen. And they had become lovers when she was twenty.


Rafael, dark hair and amber eyes glowing, watching her change as he touched her. Her fingers had looked so slender against the male planes of his face, the sliding sinew and muscle of his arms. His strength always surprised her, as did his quickness, but she had never been afraid with him. Rafe could hold her, could surround her softness with his power, and she felt no fear, only a consuming need to be closer still, to be held tighter, to give herself to him and to take him in return.


With Rafe there had only been beauty.


Then, four years ago, the Pentagon had told Alana that Rafael Winter had died. They had told her nothing more than that. Not where her fianc had died. Not how. Certainly not why. Just the simple fact of his death.


It was a fact that had destroyed Alana. Never again would the lyric beauty of Rafes harmonica call to her across the western night. Never again would her voice blend with that of the silver instrument that sang so superbly in Rafes hands. She had sung with Rafe for pleasure and had known no greater beauty except making love with him, bodies and minds sharing an elemental harmony that surpassed everything, even song.


Alana had been empty after Rafes death. She had cared for nothing. Even life. When the minutes and hours without Rafe had piled up one by one, dragging her down into darkness, she had turned instinctively to a singing career as her only salvation, her only way to hold on to the love she had lost.


Singing meant Jack Reeves, the man she had sung with in all the little cafs and fairs and roadhouses, the man for whom singing was a business rather than a pleasure. Jack had measured Alanas vulnerability, her desperation, and then he had calmly told her that there would be no more duets unless she married him and left the high plains for the high life in the city.


Alana had resisted marriage, wanting no man but the one who was dead.


Then the hours without Rafe had heaped into the hundreds, a thousand, fifteen hundred ... and she had agreed to become Jacks wife because she must do something or go insane. Rafe was dead. There was nothing left but the singing career that Jack had badgered Alana for even while Rafe was alive.


So Alana had left the high plains and mountains of Wyoming, hoping that in another part of the world she wouldnt hear Rafe in every summer silence, sense him in every moonrise, feel his heat in the warmth of the sun.


She had married Jack, but it was a marriage in name only. With Jack Reeves there had been nothing but an emptiness Alana had tried to fill with songs.


Then, a year ago, she had been told that Rafael Winter was alive.


Rafe wasnt the one who told her. Rafe had never called her, never written, never in any way contacted the woman he once had said he loved.


Now it was Jack who was dead, killed four weeks ago by the wild country he had despised. Alana had been with Jack on Broken Mountain when he died. She didnt remember it. Those six days were a blank wall.


Behind that wall, fear seethed and rippled, trying to break free.


Alana closed her eyes, unable to face their dark reflection in the glass door. Rafe was dead and then not dead. Jack was dead now and forever.


Her love for Rafe, undying.


With a small sound, Alana closed her eyes, shutting out her reflection.


Enough of that, she told herself sharply. Stop living in the past. Stop tearing yourself up over things you cant change.


She opened her eyes, confronting herself in yet another reflection, another window dawn hadnt yet made transparent. She looked like a mountain deer caught in the instant of stillness that precedes wild flight. Long brown limbs and brown eyes that were very dark, very wide, wild.


A black braid slid over Alanas shoulder and swung against the glass as she leaned forward. She brought the other braid forward over her shoulder, too. It was a gesture that had become automatic; when her braids hung down her back she pulled them forward.



That way if she had to run suddenly, the braids wouldnt fly out behind her, twin black ropes, perfect handles for something to grab and hold her and lift her up, trapped, weightless, falling, she was falling


Alana choked off the scream clawing at her throat as she retreated to the kitchen. Her reflection looked back at her from the window over the kitchen sink.


Without looking away from her reflection, Alana groped in a nearby drawer. Her fingers closed around the handle of a long carving knife. The honed blade glittered as she pulled it out of the drawer.


She lifted the knife until the blunt side of the blade rested against her neck just below her chin. Calmly, deliberately, she began slicing through her left braid. The severed hair fell soundlessly to the floor. With no hesitation, she went to work on the right braid.


When Alana was finished she shook her head, making her hair fly. The loose, natural curls that had been imprisoned beneath the weight of the braids were suddenly set free. Wisps of hair curved around her face, framing it in soft, shiny black. Her brown eyes glowed darkly, haunted by dreams.


Abruptly Alana realized what she had done. She stared at the long black braids on the floor, the steel knife in her hand, the reflection in the window that no longer looked like Jilly.


The knife dropped to the floor with a metallic clatter.


Alana stared at herself and wondered if she had finally gone crazy.


She ran from the kitchen to the bedroom. There she pulled her few things out of drawers and off hangers, packing haphazardly. It didnt matter. Most of her clothes were still in L.A. or at the ranch, left there in anticipation of weeks spent with her brother and Merry.


Alana had been too frightened to go back to the ranch and pack after she had fled from the hospital. She had simply run to Portland, a city she had never lived in, hoping to leave the nightmare behind her.


It hadnt worked.


As Alana packed, she kept looking at the bedroom telephone. She wanted to call Bob, say that she had changed her mind, and then hang up before he could object.


Yet each time she reached for the phone, she thought of Rafael Winter, a dream to balance her nightmare. She used memories of Rafe like a talisman to draw the terror from her six missing days.


The greatest pleasure and the greatest horror in Alanas life had both taken place on Broken Mountain. Perhaps they would simply cancel each other, leaving her free to go on with her life. Neutral, balanced.


No memories of the man she had loved, or of the husband she had not. No memories of the lover who had died and then come back, or of the husband who had died and would never come back.


Rafe, who came to her in dreams.


Jack, who came to her in nightmares.


When Alana finally picked up the phone, it was to call a nearby beauty salon and make an appointment to have her hair styled. The utterly normal activity reassured her.


By the time Alana got on the airplane, she felt more calm. Tonight she would be home. If nightmares stalked her, it would be down the familiar corridors of her childhood home rather than the strange hallways of a rented apartment.


She held to that thought as she switched planes in Salt Lake City and settled in for the flight to Wyoming. When the flight attendant offered her a newspaper, she took it automatically. As she flipped through the pages, a headline in the entertainment section caught her eye: Jack n Jillys Last Song.


Though Alanas stomach tightened just at the headline, she knew she would read the article. She had read everything written about Jacks death, even the most sleazy imaginings of the yellow press. She would read this article too, because she could not help herself.


It had been a month since Jacks death. A month since the gap in Alanas memory had appeared. She kept hoping that someone, somewhere, would know more about Jacks death than she did, that a word or a phrase in an article would trigger something in her mind and the six days would spill through, freeing her from nightmare.


Or sending her into a more terrifying one.


There was always that possibility lurking in the twisting shadows of Alanas mind. Dr. Gene had suggested that there could be horrors Alana didnt imagine, even in her nightmares.


Amnesia could be looked at in many ways. Gift of a kind God. Survival reflex. Fountainhead of horror. All of them and none of them. But fear was always there, pooled in shadows, waiting for night.


Maybe Dr. Gene was right. Maybe she would be better off not remembering.


Impatiently Alana shoved the unwelcome thought away. Nothing could be worse than not trusting her own mind, her own courage, her own sanity.


Since her mother had died, Alana had always been the strong one, the one who saw what had to be done and did it. Then Rafe had died and Alana had been destroyed.


Music was her only solace after Rafe died. With music she wove glowing dreams of warmth, of his laughter, and of a love that could only be sung, not spoken.


With song, Alana had survived even Rafes death.


She could do whatever she had to. She had proved that in the past. Somehow, she would prove it again. She would survive.


Somehow.


Alana shook out the paper, folded it carefully, and began to read.


The first part of the story was a review of the Jack n Jilly album that had just been released. The rest of the article was a simple recital of the facts of Jacks death.


A month ago, Jack and Jilly Reeves had gone on a pack trip in the Wyoming backcountry. An early winter storm had caught them. They had tried to get out, but only Jilly had made it. Jack had been killed in a fall. Somehow Jilly had managed to hobble down the mountain on a badly wrenched ankle until she had reached a fishing cabin and radioed for help.


Even so, she had nearly died of exposure. The experience had been so traumatic that she had no memory of the time she spent crawling down the mountain.


Hysterical amnesia, brought on by husbands accidental death, said the doctor. Apparently Sheriff Mitchell had agreed, for the autopsy listed the cause of Jacks death as a broken neck sustained in a fall.


Accidental.


Nothing new. Nothing unexpected. Nothing to fill the horrifying gap six days had left in Alanas mind. Yet still she reread the article, searching for the key to her amnesia.


She didnt find it. She was neither surprised nor disappointed.


As the plane slid into its landing pattern, Alana sat up and nervously ran her fingers through her hair. Her head felt strange, light, no longer anchored by dense black braids. The stylist had transformed the remnants of her knife-cut hair into a gently curling cap that softened but didnt wholly conceal the taut lines of Alanas face. The result was arrestingglossy midnight silk framing an intelligent face that was haunted by loss and nightmare.


The small commercial plane touched down with a slight jerk. A few eager trout fishermen got off before Alana, trading stories of the past and bets for the first and biggest fish of the future.


Reluctantly she stood up and walked slowly down the narrow aisle. By the time she descended the metal stair, her baggage had already been unloaded and placed neatly beside the bottom step. She picked up her light suitcase and turned toward the small building that was the only sign of habitation for miles around.


Behind her the aircraft began retreating. It moved to the head of the runway, revved hard, and accelerated, gathering speed quickly, preparing itself for a leap into the brilliant high-plains sky.


Alana reached the building as the planes engines gave a full-throated cry. She set down her bag and turned in time to see the aircrafts wheels lift. It climbed steeply, a powerful silver bird flying free. She listened until the engines were no more than a fading echo and the plane only a molten silver dot flying between the ragged grandeur of the Wind River and Green River mountain ranges.


For a moment, Alana closed her eyes. Her head tilted toward the sky, catching the surprising warmth of Wyomings September sun. The wind was rich with scents of earth and sagebrush. Not the stunted, brittle sagebrush of the southwestern desert but the thick lavender-gray high-country sage, bushes as high as her head, higher, slender shapes weaving patterns against the empty sky.


A clean wind swept down from the granite heights, carrying sweetness and the promise of blue-green rivers curling lazily between rocky banks, of evergreens standing tall and fragrant against the summer moon, of coyotes calling from the ridge lines in harmonies older than man.


Home.


Alana breathed deeply, torn between pleasure and fear. She heard footsteps approaching across the cement. She spun around, her heart beating heavily. Since Broken Mountain, she was terrified if anything approached her unseen.


A man was walking toward Alana. The sun was at his back, reducing him to a black silhouette.


As he walked closer, he seemed to condense into three dimensions. He was about seven inches taller than she was. He had the easy stride of someone who spent as much time hiking as he did on horseback. His jeans were faded. His boots showed the scuff marks peculiar to riding. His shirt was the same pale blue as the sky.


Hair that was a thick, rich brown showed beneath the rim of his black Stetson. His eyes were the color of whiskey. His lips were a firm curve beneath a silky bar of mustache.


With a small sound, Alana closed her eyes. Her heart beat wildly, but it sent weakness rather than strength coursing through her. She was going crazy, hallucinating.


Storm and cold and terror, falling


Alana, he said.


His voice was gentle, deep, reaching out to her like an immaterial caress.


Rafael? She breathed raggedly, afraid to open her eyes, torn between hope and nightmare. Oh, Rafe, is it really you?
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RAFE TOOK ALANAS arm, supporting her. Only then did she realize that she had been swaying as she stood. His warmth and strength went through her like a shock wave. For an instant she sagged against him.


Then she realized that she was being touched, held, and she wrenched away. Since Broken Mountain she was terrified of being touched.


Its really me, Alana, said Rafe, watching her intently.


Rafael Alanas voice broke as emotions overwhelmed her.


She extended her fingers as though she would touch him, but did not. With an effort that left her aching, she fought down the tangle of emotions that was closing her throat. She was being torn apart by conflicting imperatives.


Run to him. Run from his male presence.


Be held by him. Fight not to be held by a man.


Love him. Feel nothing at all because the only safety lay in numbness.


Remember how it felt to be loved. Forget, forget everything, amnesia spreading outward like a black balm.


Why are you here? Alana asked in a ragged voice.


Ive come to take you home.


Inexplicably the words all but destroyed Alana.


With a small sound, she closed her eyes and struggled to control herself. Coming here had been a mistake. She had wanted a dream of love to balance a nightmare of terror. Yet Rafe was real, not a dream.


And so was terror.


Alana clung to the shreds of her control, wondering what had happened during those six missing days that had left a black legacy of fear. And most of all, she wondered if the nightmare would ever end, freeing her, letting her laugh and sing again ... or if she would simply give up and let the black balm of amnesia claim all of her mind. All of her.


Rafe watched Alana, his eyes intent. When he spoke, his voice was casual, soothing, utterly normal.


Wed better get going, he said. Id like to beat the thundershower back to the ranch.


He bent to take Alanas suitcase from her nerveless fingers. With the easy movements of a mountain cat, he straightened and walked toward a Jeep parked a few hundred feet away.


Alana watched, her hand resting on the high neck of her burgundy silk blouse. She took a deep breath, still feeling the warmth of Rafes hand on her arm as he had supported her. Just that. Support. Help. There was nothing to fear in that.


Was there?


Motionless, her heart beating rapidly, her dark eyes wide, Alana watched Rafe turn back toward her. The slanting, late-afternoon sun highlighted the strong bones of his face and made his amber eyes glow. As he turned, his shirt stretched across his shoulders, emphasizing the strength and masculine grace of him. His jeans fit the muscular outline of his legs like a faded blue shadow, moving as he moved.


Alana closed her eyes, but she could still see Rafe. He was burned into her awareness with a thoroughness that would have shocked her if she had any room left for new emotions. But she didnt.


She was still caught up in the moment when he had turned back to her, light brown eyes burning, mouth curved in a gentle male smile.


That was Rafe. Male. Totally. She had forgotten, even in her dreams.


Rafe hesitated as though he wanted to come back to Alana, to stand close to her again. But he didnt move. He simply watched her with whiskey-colored eyes that were both gentle and intent, consuming her softly, like a song.


Its all right, Alana. Rafes voice was as gentle as his smile. Ive come to take you home.


The words echoed and reechoed in Alanas mind, sending sensations sleeting through her. Cold and wind and snow, fear and screams clawing at her throat. Pain and terror and then ...


Its all right, wildflower. Ive come to take you home.


She had heard words like those before, and something more, other words, incredible words, dream and nightmare intertwined.


Without knowing it, Alana whimpered and swayed visibly, caught between hope and terror, dream and nightmare.


What? Alana demanded breathlessly, her heart beating faster, her voice urgent. What did you say?


Rafe watched Alana with a sudden intensity that was almost tangible.


I said, Ive come to take you home. 


He waited, but Alana simply watched him with wide, very dark eyes. His expression shifted, gentle again.


Bob threatened to have my hide for a saddle blanket if I didnt get home before Merry fell asleep. And, added Rafe with a smile, since she falls asleep between coffee and dessert, wed better hurry.


Alana watched Rafe with eyes that were dazed and more than a little wild.


That wasnt what you said before. Alanas voice was as tight as the hand clutching her throat. Her eyes were blind, unfocused.


Before? asked Rafe, his voice intent, hard, his topaz eyes suddenly blazing like gems. Before what, Alana?



It was dark, so dark, black ice around her, a glacier grinding her down until she screamed and tried to run, but she couldnt run because she was frozen and it was so cold.



Alana shuddered and swayed, her face utterly pale, drained of life by the savage nightmare that came to her more and more often, stalking her even in the day, stealing what little sanity and peace remained.


Instantly Rafe came to her, supporting her, his hands warm and strong. Even as she turned toward his warmth, fear exploded in her. She wrenched away with all her strength.


Then she realized that it hadnt been necessary. Rafe hadnt tried to hold her. She was reacting to something that hadnt happened.


I Alana watched Rafe with wild, dark eyes. I dontIm


She held out her hands helplessly, wondering how to explain to Rafe that she was drawn to him yet terrified of being touched, and that above all she thought she was losing her mind.


Youre tired, Rafe said easily, as though Alanas actions were as normal as the slanting afternoon light. It was a long flight. Come on. Bob and Merry are waiting for you like kids waiting for Christmas morning.


Rafe turned back to the suitcase, picked it up, and walked toward the Jeep. Before he arrived, a man got out of a Blazer and approached Rafe.


As Alana walked closer, she recognized Dr. Gene. He smiled and held out his arms to her. She hesitated, fighting against being held, even by the man who had delivered her, who had attended to all of her childhood ills, and who had cried in frustration at her mothers deathbed. Dr. Gene was as much a member of her family as her father or her brothers.


With an effort of will that made her tremble, Alana submitted to Dr. Genes brief hug. Over her head, the doctor looked a question at Rafe, who answered with a tiny negative movement of his head.


Well, its good to have you back, said Dr. Gene. No limp, now. You look as pretty as ever, trout.


And you lie very badly, said Alana.


But she smiled briefly at hearing the pet name from her childhood. Even so, she stepped back from the doctors hug. Her haste was almost rude, but she couldnt help herself. That was the worst part of the nightmare, not being able to help herself.


The only thing that was ever pretty about me was my voice, Alana said.


No pain? persisted the doctor. Hows your appetite?


No pain, she said evenly, ignoring the question about her appetite. I dont even use the elastic bandage anymore.


And then Alana waited in fear for the doctor to ask her about her memory. She didnt want to talk about it in front of Rafe.


She didnt want to talk about her memory at all.


You cut your hair, said Dr. Gene.


Alana raised her hand nervously, feeling the short, silky tendrils that were all that remained of her waist-length braids.


Yes. And then, because the doctor seemed to expect something more, she added, Today. I cut it today.


Why? asked Dr. Gene.


The doctors voice was as gentle as the question was blunt.


I ... Alana stopped. I was ... I wanted to.


Yes, but why? he asked.


The doctors blue eyes were very pale, very watchful beneath the shock of gray hair and weathered forehead.


The braids made me ... uneasy, said Alana.


Her voice was tight, her eyes vague, frightened.


Uneasy? How? asked Dr. Gene.


They kept ... tangling in things. Alana made a sudden motion with her hands, as though she were warding off something. I ...


Her throat closed and she could say nothing more.


Alanas tired, Rafe said, his voice quiet and very certain. Im going to take her home. Now. Excuse us, Dr. Gene.


Rafe and Dr. Gene exchanged a long look. Then the doctor sighed.


All right, Dr. Gene said, his voice sharp with frustration. Tell Bob Im trying to get some time off to go fishing.


Good. The Broken Mountain camp always has a cabin for you.


Even now?


Especially now, said Rafe sardonically. We may disagree on means, but our goal is identical.


Alana looked from one man to the other. Goal?


Just a little fishing expedition in the high country, Rafe said, turning to her. The good doctor prefers to drown worms. I, on the other hand, prefer to devise my own lures.


Dr. Gene smiled briefly. Bet I catch more trout than you, Winter.


Im only after one trout. A very special one.


Alana wondered about the currents of emotion running between the two men, then decided she was being overly sensitive. Since Broken Mountain, she jumped at sighs and shadows and saw conspiracy and pursuit where there was nothing behind her but night and silence.


Dr. Gene turned to Alana. If you need anything, trout, Ill come running.


Thanks.


I mean it, now, he added.


I know, she said softly.


He nodded, got back in his Blazer, and drove off with a backward wave.


Rafe handed Alana into the Jeep truck and climbed in himself. She watched him covertly the whole time, matching memories with reality.


The Rafe Alana saw was older, much more controlled than in her memories. When he wasnt smiling, his face was hard, almost frightening in its planes and angles. Yet he still moved with the easy strength that had always fascinated her. His voice was still gentle, and his hands were ... beautiful. It was an odd way
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