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THE BLUE PICKUP truck was dirty, scratched by brush, and looked too battered to pull the faded single-horse trailer behind it. The trucks tires showed the scars of passage through four-wheel-drive country.

Like the man at the wheel, there was a lot more underneath than the rough outer surface revealed. Beneath the dust and marks of hard use, the tread on the tires was thick. The pickups engine was powerful and well tuned. The mare riding patiently inside the trailer was hot-blooded and superbly trained. A single one of her colts would have been worth more than a new truck and trailer combined.

The truck went past a sun-faded road sign that said WELCOME TO RIVERDALE: POPULATION 47.

There was neither river nor dale to greet the visitor, but there was no law against dreams.

He parked the truck in front of a country store, got out, and stretched to his full height, casting a long, wide-shouldered shadow over the afternoon land. The store was closed. A hand-lettered placard told anyone who cared that the door opened when and if the proprietor felt like it, and if it was an emergency, you should try around at the back. Cards stuck on the outside of the dirt-streaked front window asked for workers or work, tried to buy or sell ranch equipment, and generally served as an informal newspaper.

One of the cards said simply: Rio, if you read this, head for Nevada. A woman on a ranch called Valley of the Sun needs you.

He pulled off the card and tossed it into the glove compartment of his pickup. There were other papers in there, sheets and cards and scraps he had gathered all over the West in the past month. The notes said essentially the same thing.

Go to the Valley of the Sun.

He shut the compartment with a snap and went around to the horse trailer. What do you think, Dusk? You game for a few more miles?

The elegant mare snuffled through the trailer window and lipped lazily at his open collar. He rubbed her soft muzzle, stretched again, and waited.

When the wind breathed over the high plains, he listened for the sound of his name. It came as it always did, a long sigh that called, Brother-to-the-wind.

And he answered as he always had. Im here.

The wind turned and swirled around him, pressing at his back, pushing him south.

You sure, brother?

The wind pressed harder.

He got back into the truck and headed south.








One
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EVEN IN LATE OCTOBER, drought ruled the Nevada ranch known as the Valley of the Sun. Thirst was a dusty shadow clinging to all life. The wind was always restless, always whispering of distance and the secrets of an empty land.

To the east of the ranch, a range of mountains known as the Sierras Perdidas rose dark and silent above the dry landscape. The mountains themselves were lush with the gifts of watervalleys thick with grass, high slopes rippling with forests, and a few sheltered snowfields glittering like diamonds far above the sunbaked afternoon.

Hope Gardener was too far away to see the snowfields or the water-rich valleys or the forests, but she knew they were there. They were always there, a dream to tantalize the ranchers who lived with the dry reality of the high desert that lapped around the mountains like a sagebrush sea around green islands. Even so, Hope wouldnt have traded a single one of the tawny, thirsty, harsh sections of her ranch for all the Sierras Perdidas easy beauty.

But she wouldnt have minded some of the Perdidas tumbling wealth of water.

She wasnt greedy. She wasnt asking for a deep river that ran year-round, or even a stream that ran upside down, concealing its water a few feet beneath a dry riverbed. She wasnt asking for a lake shivering with wind and trout.

A pond, though . . .

Yes, just a pond. Sweet water that could ease her cattles endless thirst. Water to soothe and nourish the tender roots of alfalfa and oat hay. Just one source of water that would stay wet no matter how dry and hard the rest of the Valley of the Sun became.

Why not ask for hot and cold running money while youre at it? she asked herself sardonically. If youre going to dream, dream big.

Her generous mouth turned down in a smile at her own expense. She came from a family of dreamers. Not one of them had managed to be lucky or good enough to make the dreams real.

She had vowed to be different. She was going to be the Gardener who would make the Valley of the Sun profitable again. Or at least possible to live on without going bankrupt.

Then Id better get to work, hadnt I? she asked her reflection in the dusty, cracked, sunstruck windshield.

Nothing answered her but the rumble of the diesel engine and the wind keening through the open window of the ancient truck. She had stopped on top of a rise in the rough, one-lane dirt road to give the engineand herselfa breather. The water truck dated from a time before power steering, automatic shift, and power brakes. Despite the strength of her deceptively elegant body, the truck gave her as much of a workout as she gave it. First gear was so cranky that she often parked on a slope and rolled downhill until she could coax the engine into second gear.

Cmon, Behemoth. Its just you and me and my beautiful, thirsty cattle. Dont let me down.

As soon as she slipped the hand brake, the empty truck began to roll. She gathered speed in neutral until she had no choice but to engage the clutch or risk losing control of the truck on the steep slope. She double-clutched, shifted, muttered unhappily, and double-clutched again. This time the ancient water trucks gears grumbled and gnawed into place.

She patted the dusty instrument panel and settled in to wrestle the truck to the water tank. Road noises echoed around inside the trucks sun-faded cab. The steering wheel bucked hard in her hands. Instantly she braced her body and muscled the rented army-surplus truck back out of the ruts that drew tires like a magnet drawing iron dust. Muscles in her arms and her shoulders knotted in protest. She ignored the burning aches just as she ignored the exhaustion that had made her lose attention long enough to get trapped in the ruts.

Just one more load, she promised herself. Then you can kick back and watch Beauty and Baby drink.

At least, just one more load of water for today. Tomorrow was another day, another time of Nevadas seamless sunshine baking the dry land, another string of hours when only dust devils moved over the empty land. And this battered truck, she reminded herself silently. Dont forget poor Behemoth, lurching over this lousy road like a dinosaur on the way to extinction.

Like the Valley of the Sun itself, dying.

Hope set her teeth and forced herself to pay attention to the potholed road rather than to her thoughts circling like vultures around the certainty of the death of her ranch and her dreams. She reminded herself that tomorrow could bring many things. Just one of them would be enough to keep her dream alive.

One of the old wells could begin producing water again, enough water to see a core of her breeding stock through this endless drought.

The price of beef could rise, allowing her to sell the cattle she couldnt water at break-even prices.

The bank could decide that the last hydrologists report on Silver Rock Basin indicated a good probability of water and lend her enough money to go after it.

A hydrologist who wasnt a con artist might answer her ad and find the artesian river she believed flowed deep beneath her ranch.

It could even rain.

Hope leaned forward to peer out the dusty windshield at the Perdidas. A few wisps of water vapor clung to their rocky, rakish peaks. Not enough clouds. Not nearly enough. Rain might fall in the mountain high country in a day or two or three, but not in the high desert of her ranch, where the land cracked and bled sand and the cattle gathered around dry wells to bawl their thirst.

For an instant her reflection stared grimly back at her from the dirty glass. The western hat concealed everything about her face but the lines of worry and weariness thinning her otherwise full mouth. Her hazel eyes were just a flash of light within the dark shadow of the hat brim. Her loosely curling, bittersweet-chocolate hair was swept up and hidden from the sun beneath the battered crown of her hat. A few tendrils had escaped to lie along her neck, held there by the moisture that heat and the effort of controlling Behemoth had drawn from her fine-grained skin.

Oh, boy, if your agent could only see you now, Hope muttered.

She made a face at the reflection of herself that faded even as her eyes focused on it, like a mirage shimmering above the empty desert.

Its a good thing your fortune was in your legs, not in a pretty little-girl face. Because you arent a little girl anymore. What will it be next birthdaytwenty-six? And what do you want for your birthday, big girl? A well, you say? A nice, deep, clean, sweet, endless well?

Hopes laughter was musical and humorous and sad. Almost twenty-six years ago her father had brought in a well that was nice and deep and clean and sweet. He had named it, and his just-born daughter, Hope. But the well hadnt been deep enough. Unless a miracle occurred, it would run dry by her twenty-sixth birthday.

The empty water truck rattled and shook down the steep grade to the Turner ranch boundary. More than miles separated the two ranches. One ranch had water. The other did not.

It was as simple and final as that.

No fences separated the two ranches. It wasnt necessary. No Turner cattle would wander miles away from water onto dry Gardener land. As for Gardener cattle, there had never been enough to wander anywhere. There had been plans, though, and dreams. Her grandfathers. Her fathers. Her own.

And there had been the land, a land Hope loved as she had never loved anything else. Other girls had dreamed of boyfriends and babies, honeymoons and happily-ever-afters. Hope hadnt.

Any desire she might have had to share her girlfriends dreams had died on her eighteenth birthday. What little trust in men and love shed had after that night had been ground to nothing as she saw her own mother and Julie, her beautiful older sister, go through hell in the name of love.

Watching them had taught Hope to pour her faith and dreams and hungers into the land. Its tawny power called out to her senses as no man ever had.

The land endured and love did not.

Deep inside herself, she had always known that she was a woman born for enduring things. Unlike her mother, Hope knew she wouldnt be able to walk away from a man she loved. Unlike her sister, Hope couldnt go from man to man, leaving behind pieces of herself until nothing remained but a hollow smile.

A jerk from the steering wheel yanked Hope out of the unhappy past into the demanding present. She wrenched the steering wheel hard, holding the lumbering Behemoth to the rutted road.

The truck rounded a shoulder of the rugged hills and dropped down into a long, narrow valley. At the lower end of the valley, one of Turners windmills rose thinly above the land. There was a startling flash of green around the machinery, sagebrush and willows and grass gone wild, a silent shout of vegetation signaling the presence of water.

The patch of lush green was just under ten acres. In the center of the ragged emerald saucer sat a circular metal tank that was filled to overflowing by the windmills tireless turning. The windmills metal straw went more than six hundred feet into the earth, sipping up water that was clean and cold and pure.

Cattle lay in the lacy shade of huge clumps of sagebrush and desert shrubs, chewing quietly, waiting for the sun to descend. The Herefords russet hides made a rich contrast to the green oasis.

Despite Hopes weariness, she shouldered open the stubborn cab door and jumped lithely to the ground. A quick look beneath Behemoths ungainly barrel assured her that the lower valve was closed tight. After a brief struggle with balky canvas coils, she connected the intake hose. There was another struggle to connect the hose to her patchwork pump.

The portable generator that ran the pump was so old that it had to be started with a hand crank. She had discovered the pump rusting in the barn almost three months ago. That was when she had the idea of hauling Turner water to Gardener cattle in the hope of surviving until the rainy season began.

At first it had been a trip every three or four days through the searing August sun to supplement her ranchs overworked wells. But by October the rains still hadnt come, not even to the high country of the Sierras Perdidas. Shed made the trip to Turners well every two days, then every day. Twice a day. Four times a day. Dawn to dusk and then even longer as the drought continued and the water table fell more and more, slowly going beyond the reach of her ranch wells.

When the wind alone couldnt draw enough water from the depths of the land, she had connected portable generators to three of her windmills. Now, on the last day of October, her generators worked around-the-clock to bring up less and less water. And HopeHope worked until she couldnt lift her arms to drag Behemoth around one more bumpy curve. Only then did she sleep, a sleep haunted by the bawling of thirsty cattle.

She pulled off her leather work gloves, stuck them into the hip pocket of her jeans, and picked up the battered tin bucket that leaned against the pump. Like her cattle, Behemoths radiator had a bottomless thirst.

A gust of unseasonably hot wind swelled through the narrow valley, making the windmills arms turn with lazy grace.

As Hope reached to dip the pail into the huge circular trough, she hesitated, caught by the beauty of water welling over the lip of the metal pond. The fluid silver veil fell musically to the ground, creating a rich, dark ribbon of earth that cattle had churned into ankle-deep mud.

The mud didnt bother her. It made her envious. She would have moved heaven and earth to see mud like that around her own wells. Her stock tanks didnt overflow slowly, turning baked ground into a wealth of earth oozing with promise. Her own wells couldnt even keep up with the searching, dusty muzzles of her cattle.

Balancing on the plank walkway that she had made over the slick mud, she braced herself against the tank. Overflowing water was a cool shock against her thighs and a dark stain spread down her jeans. She set down the dry bucket, put her hat inside, and thrust her arms elbow-deep into the sweet water. She brought her cupped hands to her face in a silver shower of moisture and laughter that was as musical as the sound of water overflowing.

Deep within one of the nearby thickets, a horse moved restively at the sudden sound of laughter. The rider bent his dark head next to the horses and murmured softly. The mare quieted, returning to her three-legged doze.

With the silence of a shadow, the man flowed out of the saddle. He had heard the trucks labored approach and had watched Hopes efforts to set up the makeshift hose that would fill the empty truck. He had lifted the reins to guide his horse out of the concealing brush to offer help, but something about her had stopped him.

Though obviously tired, she moved with the grace of a wild thing as she filled the big trucks steaming radiator and coped with the ancient equipment. Slender, determined, she used an instinctive knowledge of leverage when her own strength wasnt enough to handle the awkward machinery. A hip braced here, a shoulder thrust there, a quick twist of her hands, and she coaxed the ragged canvas hose into place.

And then her laughter came, as bright and unexpected as water in a desert.

Now her faded jeans and shirt clung wetly to her, revealing a body as surprisingly lush as the dark tumble of her hair burning beneath the sun. She was long-legged, elegantly curved, and her breasts were completely outlined by the wet blouse.

He couldnt help responding to the picture she made as she stood arched against the sky, totally lost in her sensual response to the sparkling water pouring from her outstretched hands. He wondered if she would come to a man like that, nothing held back, nothing calculated, a quicksilver woman laughing and shimmering in his arms.

A slight smile softened the otherwise unyielding lines of his face. No wonder John Turner had kept trying to lure Hope into his bed by proposing marriage. If rumor was true, she kept turning him down, had been turning the rancher down since she came back to the ranch two years ago.

That had made him curious enough to ride his mare out to the well on a day that was hot enough to cure leather. Hed wanted to see a woman who cared more for a doomed ranch than she did for any man, even a rich white-eyes.

Any other woman would have given in to the inevitability of sinking water tables and drought-ridden land. Any other woman would have shaken off the Valley of the Suns brutal demands like a dog coming out of water and would have been happy to curl up at Turners big feet.

But not this woman. She was out here alone, a battered tin bucket in one hand and her dreams in the other.

Hope put on her hat, filled the bucket, primed the pump, pulled on her gloves with a few practiced motions, and began wrestling with the crank that was supposed to start the generator. The iron handle was long and had been in the direct sunlight. Even through leather gloves, the rough iron felt warm.

Like Behemoth, the machine was stubborn. Hope had to use both hands and a lot of determination just to make the crank turn. To make it turn fast enough to start the generator took every bit of strength she had.

With a grimace she forced her tired arms to drag the crank around quickly. The generator sputtered and almost caught. Encouraged, she worked harder, thinking of her beautiful black breeding cattle waiting by their hot, dry trough. Far too hot for October, nearly November. Far too dry.

If it wasnt for this wretched generator, she would have been forced to sell off the last of her range cattle and the first of her Angus. The thought gave strength to her aching arms. The generator coughed and shivered, but refused to catch.

Let me help.

The quiet male voice startled Hope. She let go of the crank and whirled around.

Only the mans quickness saved her from getting a painful rap as the cranks long iron handle leaped upward, completing the circuit she had begun. He lifted her out of danger with one arm and with the other hand snagged the crank handle.

Automatically Hope balanced herself by putting her hands on his shoulders. Even as she wondered who he was, her senses registered the bunched strength of his arms and the long, resilient muscles of his torso and legs.

The man moved and she found herself safely on her feet again as suddenly as she had been snatched off them.

Ithanks, she managed.

He nodded but didnt look away from the generator.

Hope watched while he worked the ancient machine with a power and coordination that fascinated her. He was well over six feet tall, long-limbed, wide-shouldered. The hair that showed beneath his battered Stetson was thick and straight, as blue-black as a raven flying through the desert sky. His clothes were dusty from riding, but otherwise clean. A shadow of satin-black hair showed in the open front of his faded blue work shirt. His skin was dark, almost mahogany. His boots were like his leather beltsupple, worn, of the highest quality. The buckle closing his belt was smooth silver with an intricate inlay of turquoise, coral, and mother-of-pearl.

She recognized the Zuni workmanship and the cryptic symbols telling of a shaman calling down rain upon the thirsty land. Gradually she realized that the buckle was not an ornament for this man. Like his hair and his skin, the symbols were part of his heritage.

The generator surged into life, sucking water from the circular trough. The hose leading to the truck began to swell. She watched as the man studied the generator, made an adjustment in the hose coupling, and listened with a cocked head to the engines racket. In some ways he reminded her of her stallion, Storm Walker. There was a physical assurance about him that spoke of horizons explored, tests passed, and a primal awareness of his life in relation to the land around him.

The hose became as tight as a sausage. Water shot out in a fine spray from the coupling he had adjusted. There was less water wasted than usual, because he had tightened the coupling more securely than Hope ever had been able to.

Sorry, she said, laughing and ducking as mist beaded her face. I should have warned you about the connection.

He could have gotten away from the spray. Instead, he swept off his hat, unbuttoned his shirt, and let the cool water bathe him as he worked over the coupling.

She watched, fascinated in ways she didnt understand. Unlike most cowboys, the stranger didnt have a line of chalk-white skin beneath the band of his hat. Nor was his chest white beneath the open shirt. Despite the deserts harsh sun, it was obvious that he spent at least part of his time hatless and bare to the waist. It was also obvious that he was a man fully alive to all of his senses. His naked appreciation of the water struck a primitive chord within her.

His hands both coaxed and coerced the metal threads of the coupling into a tighter mating. As he worked, water drops beaded brightly over the tanned skin and smoothly coiling muscles of his arms and back. Slowly the spray diminished to little more than a sheen of moisture trickling from the corroded brass and sun-bleached canvas.

He shook back a thick wedge of hair from his forehead and replaced his hat. Sometimes the best part of life is an accident that goes right. His voice was deep, calm, subtly gentled by a southwestern drawl.

With a brief touch he led her away from the noisy generator into the lacy shade of a clump of brush. Using quick glances, he checked the fat hose and the generator and the well.

You cant be a cowboy, Hope said in a low voice, thinking aloud as she watched him.

He looked at her suddenly. She saw that his eyes were blue-black, clear, almost shocking in their intensity. They were also as aloof and private as a winter sky.

Most cowboys have white foreheads and chests, she explained, feeling more than a little foolish.

His smile took her by surprise. At first glance she had simply thought of him as another range ridertaller than most, yes, and stronger, but still just one more cowhand. Then he had opened himself to the diamond spray of water and smiled, and his words had revealed the humor and intelligence beneath his tanned face.

She took off her work glove and held out her right hand. Hope Gardener.

He held out his hand and said simply, Rio.






Two
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RIOS BIG HAND enveloped Hopes. She had a distinct sensation of warmth and strength before his hand released hers. She watched him pull on his worn leather work glove again. Like his voice, his eyes, and his coordination, his hand was unexpected. Long fingers tapered to well-kept nails, hard strength that was careful of her softer flesh. It was the hand of a musician or a surgeon.

But there were scars across his knuckles, and a quickness that could either comfort or threaten.

The realization made uneasiness streak through her. She remembered another man with scarred knuckles. John Turner didnt have any comfort in him at all. Yet Rio did. She was certain of it. There was both gentleness and warmth in his smile.

More important at the moment, there was reassurance in his way of being close to her without crowding her sexually. Turner had been good at that kind of intimidation. He still was.

Sighing unconsciously, she relaxed with Rio as she had relaxed with few men since her eighteenth birthday.

Rio, she murmured.

Her hazel eyes shifted focus, turning inward. She had heard that name before. Just Rio. No first or last or middle name. Spanish for river. She tried to remember if it was Mason who had mentioned Rio.

I keep thinking Ive heard that name before, she said.

Maps, he offered laconically, his smile lurking just on the point of release. Rio Bravo. Rio Colorado. Rio

Verde and Amarillo and Grande, she finished, her voice as dry as his. But unlike him, she smiled openly even though she sensed that he wasnt going to say any more about himself. And a whole lot of other rios Ive never even heard of, Id bet.

Youd win, he agreed. The Indians were here first, but the Spanish knew how to write. And since white men couldnt wrap their tongues around Indian words . . . Rio shrugged, not finishing his sentence. The maps spoke for themselves: Spanish rather than Indian names.

Without bothering to button his shirt, he swiftly tucked it into his jeans. Hear youre looking for water.

She barely listened to his words. His quickness fascinated her, as did his grace. She decided that he was more like a mountain cat than a stallion. Or maybe he was some of both, a legend born out of its time, trapped in a century that had neither appreciation of nor use for myth. Nor, she admitted silently, for Indians themselves.

It must have been hell for a man of Rios intelligence to suffer the casual abuse of bigots.

Then the meaning of Rios near-question penetrated her wandering thoughts. Er, yes. I ran several ads for a hydrologist.

Willing to take risks, he quoted softly. Like you. Youre a gambler. His voice was dark and certain. Youre a dreamer, too. And Im a man who finds water.

Hopes smile slipped. Gambler. Dreamer. Obviously he had read her ad and thought little of her chances of finding water. Grimly she waited for the rest of his act. She had heard it all before, from other con artists. The words varied, but the meaning didnt: she had a glowing, water-filled future if she would just trust him with her small savings.

Patiently, gathering her dream around her like armor, Hope braced herself for the disappointment of having this intriguing stranger turn into another con man who had come to the Valley of the Sun to see how many dollars he could wring from her hopes.

Even if he wasnt a con artist, she told herself bitterly, what made a drifting cowboy think that he could find water where certified hydrologists had failed? And what vast store of experience gave him the right to make fun of her and her attempts to save her ranch?

Because that was what he was doing. He was offering to work for her and at the same time he was saying that it was useless.

Gambler.

Dreamer.

No. Hopes voice was as cool and impersonal as water flowing over the steel lip of the tank. Im neither a gambler nor a fool. I believe there is a fighting chance of finding artesian water beneath the Valley of the Sun. Thats all I ask. A fighting chance.

Rios dark eyes narrowed as he measured the change in her. Now he could believe that this slender, lonely young woman had refused John Turner and every other prowling male in the Wests Basin and Range country. The Hope who was speaking now was someone who counted no unhatched chicks, asked no favors, and took no prisoners. She knew what she wanted.

And what she wanted was the land.

He understood that. The land was what he had always wanted, the only thing that he had taken from life: the West, all of it, rich and wild.

And he was the wind moving freely over the face of that land.

Dreamer doesnt mean fool, he said quietly.

Though she said nothing, Hopes mouth flattened even more. She had watched her sisters dreams, and her mothers. Maybe all dreamers werent fools, but the dreamers she knew had died too soon, too disillusioned, crying for men who never loved them in return.

Hope had learned that she couldnt control other peoples dreams, but she could control her own. She could ask for only what was possible.

Artesian water, not a dream of love.

Water would give back to her the one enduring thing in her lifethe Valley of the Sun. The land had been here long before drought and men who didnt love enough. The land would be here long after all men were less than dust lifting on a dry wind.

Ask Mason, Rio said. Then decide.

He turned and walked back into the sagebrush clump. When he emerged a moment later, he was riding a mouse-gray mare that moved as though she had been born in the wild and only recently tamed. Yet the horse was no more an average slab-sided mustang than Rio was an average tongue-tied cowhand. The mare might have been raised wild, but Arab blood ran hot in her veins and intelligence glowed in her wide dark eyes.

Shes perfect, Hope said almost reverently, thinking of Storm Walker and the incredible foals that might come of such a mating. If you ever want to breed her, bring her to

Storm Walker, Rio interrupted. I know.

He reined the mare around Hope, riding as he had walked, with economy and grace and power. A tiny motion of his left hand lifted the mare into a long lope. He merged his body with the animals supple movements as though he was part of her.

Yes. Storm Walker, Hope said finally.

She was talking to herself. Only a faint hint of dust in the air remained, proof that for a time she hadnt been alone. There was no sound but that of water falling into the rapidly filling barrel of the truck. The windmill turned slowly, bringing up more water. Despite that, the level in the tank kept dropping, liquid wealth transferred into Behemoths steel belly, Turner water on its way to thirsty Gardener cattle.

The thought of using someone elses water didnt make Hope feel like a charity case. She would have done the same for any neighbor if she had been the one with abundant water and her neighbors animals were bawling with thirst. John Turner had more than enough water for both ranches.

At one time her father had seen Turners interest in her as the salvation of the Valley of the Sun. A marriage would mean money and water piped in from the Turner ranch. Her father had been wrong. Turner had wanted only Hopes body, not a woman to marry.

Then he had tried to take by force what she hadnt wanted to give.

From old habit her mind shied away from the terrifying night of her eighteenth birthday. Briskly she turned off the generator, uncoupled the hose, stuffed it into place on the trucks rack, fastened the stubborn clamps down, and swung into the cab. If she hurried, she might catch Mason before he had to drive out to the wells and refuel the generators. Mason would know about Rio. Mason knew about everyone who had ever left a mark in the West.

And despite her doubts about his honesty, Hope was certain that Rio had.

The thought of finding out more about him made her impatient with the road, the heavy truck, and her own feminine muscles. Skill, technique, and finesse could only accomplish so much. If she had Rios easy strength, she would have gone twice as fast and not worried about losing control of the truck on the tight corners and deep ruts.

By the time Hope drove into the ranch yard and turned off the overworked engine, she was hot and tired all over again. Even in the late afternoon the sun hadnt lost any of its intensity. It was hot for the very end of October. Much too hot. Sweat had long since replaced cool well water on her skin.

She spotted Mason just as he climbed into the pickup truck that was the ranchs only other transportation.

Mason! she called.

As he turned and faced her, she leaped down out of the water trucks high cab. Even across the dusty yard she could see a smile send creases through his leathery face as he watched her. Beneath his worn Stetson, his collar-length, fine silvery hair stirred in the wind.

Youre back early, he said. I left you some lemonade.

How about ice?

Even as she asked the question, she tried not to smile. She knew that the old man loved ice, and he hated refilling ice trays the way a cat hates mud. When she was gone all day, she usually returned to an empty freezer, a jumble of ice trays in the sink, and an embarrassed smile on Masons lined face.

He tried to look offended and failed entirely. He chuckled. You know me too good, gal.

After all these years, I should hope so.

Slipping her arm through his, she led him into the relative coolness of the kitchen. Two years ago, when she had come back to the ranch to live full-time, she had taken some of the money she earned modeling hosiery and transformed the worn kitchen into a bright center of ranch life.

In January and February, when the long winds blew from the north, she and Mason played cribbage on the old oak table. As they played, she coaxed stories out of him, the lives of his father and uncles, grandfathers and great-uncles and great-grandfathers, the women they married, the children who died young and the ones who survived, the people who built and the people who destroyed.

The living history was shared with her in the gravelly, wry words of a man almost three times her age, a man whose ancestors had known the best and the worst the West could deliver. It was her own history, too, for Masons family had worked alongside her mothers family in the Valley of the Sun for more than a hundred years.

Yet the ranchs beauty and history had never touched Hopes mother. She had hated the Valley of the Sun, had cursed its tawny heights and shadowed canyons with a depth of bitterness that had once terrified her younger daughter.

Have you ever heard of a man called Rio? Hope asked quickly. She didnt want to remember her mother, a woman who had loved and hated as deeply as anyone Hope had ever known.

Big man, easy-moving, kind of an Indian look to him?

Ummm, she agreed. With a smile that makes you believe in life everlasting.

Mason shot her a sideways glance. Musta took a liking to you. Rio dont smile much.

He was probably laughing at me, she said, remembering Rios comments about dreamers and gamblers.

Doubt it.

He dont laugh much? she suggested, imitating Masons ungrammatical drawl.

Good thing you got them pigtails cut, or Id be pulling em sure as hell. Masons smile faded as he reversed an old wooden kitchen chair and braced his arms across the back of it. Rio dont laugh at nobody but fools. You may be stubborn as flint, but you aint no fool.

She squeezed the old mans shoulder affectionately. Beneath her fingers he felt like a handful of rawhide braid. Age hadnt stooped him, or even slowed him very much. Except for the occasional arthritis in his hands, Mason was still nearly six feet of hard times and bad water, as her father had once described his foreman, mentor, and best friend.

The refrigerator made a cool, companionable sound as she opened and shut it. She carried her glass of lemonadeno iceto the table and sat down.

What does Rio do? she asked.

Breaks horses.

Hope tried to match Masons laconic description to the complex reality of the man called Rio. Is that all?

If youre Rio, its a good plenty. Hes part horse hisself. Swear to it. Ride anything that grows hair. Gentle about it, too. Mason stretched his arms over his head with a force that made ligaments and joints shift and pop quietly. Never knew him to bloody a horse, and hes rode more than one that had it coming.

Hope took a sip of the fresh, tart drink and sighed. He said he was a man who found water. He said to ask you and then decide.

Though Hope wasnt looking, she sensed Masons sudden and complete attention. Faded green eyes fastened on her with an intensity that somehow reminded her of Rio.

He liked something about you, Mason said flatly. Then, seeing her tighten, he added, Nope, not like that. Oh, youre plenty of woman and hes sure enough a hell of a man, but that wont saddle no broncs for Rio. If he said hed look for water, its because you did something he liked.

He was at Turners well. All I did was wrestle with that mulish generator.

Mason looked at Hope. The coltish girl of his memories had grown into a woman as beautiful as her mother had been. But unlike her mother, Hope didnt care about her own beauty. Nor did she hate the ranch. She was part of it, as deeply rooted in the land as the plants that tapped hidden water far below the desert floor.

Like her older sister, Hope had tousled dark hair and a generous smile that set men to dreaming. But Hope didnt see it, nor the men she drew. All she saw was the land, and she was willing to work for what she saw. Her sister hadnt been. Julie had been as pretty as a butterflyand as useless when there was work to be done. As for Hopes mother, she simply hated the land too much to work it well.

Rio liked your grit, Mason said, nodding to himself. Thats the only thing he respects. Grit.

Well, Ive plenty of that, she said, deliberately misunderstanding as she wiped her dusty face with the back of her equally dusty arm. Can he do it?

Masons eyes narrowed and looked inward. Honey, if theres water anywhere on the ranch, Rio will find it.

How?

The old man shrugged. I heard it said hes a water witcher, a dowser, grandson of a Zuni shaman. I heard he was a soldier and a mapmaker. I heard he was raised in a Houston skyscraper and on an Indian reservation beyond the Perdidas. I heard he was educated east of the Rockies and knows the West better than any man alive.

How much of that do you believe? Hope asked curiously.

Mason lifted his battered, sweat-stained Stetson and settled it more firmly on his head. All of it. And Ill tell you this, he added, pinning her with a shrewd green glance. Rios smart and quiet and faster than any rattler God ever made. Hes part Indian and all man. He dont push worth a damn, and hes pure hell in a fight. I once saw him take apart three yahoos in less time than I could pour a cup of coffee.

You make him soundbrutal.

Mason was eyeing Hopes lemonade when he sorted out what she hadnt quite said.

Like Turner? he asked bluntly.

She let out a breath. Yes.

Not a chance. Turners bone-deep mean. He likes hurting people.

With difficulty Hope concealed a shudder. She knew that part of Turners personality all too well.

Rios easygoing when easy gets it done, and no meaner than he has to be the rest of the time. Mason rubbed his aching knuckles and looked at her. Honey, two of those three men Rio whipped had knives. There was a lot of loose talk about how they was going to skin out the breed that thought he was good enough to drink with white folks. Whatever those men got, they had coming, and then some.

She turned her head quickly, catching the hard look on Masons face. You really like Rio, dont you?

If God had seen fit to give Hazel and me kids, Mason said evenly, Id have died proud to sire a son like Rio.

For a minute Hope couldnt find any words to say. She had never heard Mason talk about anyone as he did Rio, not even the near-mythical figures out of his familys past.

Where did you meet Rio? she asked finally.

Mason hesitated. He lifted his hat again, settled it with a jerk, and said, Its Hazels story, really, but she wouldnt mind me telling you. Her sisters kids was in trouble, never mind what kind. Rio sorted it out.

Hope thought quickly, remembering what she knew about Masons dead wife. Hazels sister had married a half-Indian drifter. The man had vanished after a few years, leaving four children behind. Part-Indian children. It shouldnt have matteredbut there were still a lot of places where it did.

And Rio had taken apart three men who hated Indians.

I see, Hope murmured. Then, quietly, I hope those men learned a lesson.

Doubt it. Cant teach a snake to ice-skate. But you can set your watch by this, he added with grim satisfaction. Them three dont beat up on kids no more.

Hope decided that she knew all she needed to about the man called Rio: Mason respected him. Whether or not Rio could find water, at least he wasnt a vulture hoping to pick at the bones of her dreams.

Thanks. She stood up suddenly and kissed his gray-stubbled cheek.

You gonna do it? he asked.

Yes. She started for the phone, then stopped in dismay. I dont know how to get hold of him.

Dont worry. Mason smiled. You turn around, hell be there.

But how will he know I want to hire him?

Same way the wind knows to blow.

Hope made an impatient sound.

Mason looked up, green eyes calm and certain. Hes Rio. Hell know.






Three
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HOPE PUT HER hands on her hips and made an exasperated sound. Hes Rio. Hell know, she repeated mockingly. Big help, Mason.

Mason just looked at her with wise green eyes.

If you had pigtails, she muttered, Id pull them right off your stubborn head. I dont have time to wait for Rio to mysteriously know I want to hire him. I need water and I need it now!

You always were a headlong sort of gal, Mason agreed, smiling to himself. I might be able to find Rio, for a price.

What price? Then she groaned, thinking of the list of chores that had to be done, chores that they both disliked doing.

Ice cubes for a week, he said.

Done. She smiled wickedly. Youre slipping, Mason. I always do the ice cubes.

Yeah, but now I wont feel bad about it.

She laughed and shook her head, making light burn darkly through her loose curls. How will you find Rio?

Easy. Hes breaking horses for Turner.

Oh.

Hope bit back a curse. She really didnt want to call the Turner ranch. Since she had come back to the Valley of the Sun to live, John Turner had pursued her relentlessly. The more often she refused him, the more determined he was to have her.

Grimly she nerved herself up for the call she had to make. Though she had outgrown her terror of him, she still despised him for his casual brutality. Just being polite to him was an effort that left her jaw aching. She hid her feelings because she knew that they would only make him more insistent. His arrogance had to be experienced to be believed.

Has that son of Has he been bothering you again? Mason asked, his voice rough.

She shrugged. Ever since his aunts bank gave me a second mortgage on the Valley of the Sun, John seems to think he owns me.

I may be near seventy, but so help me God, Ill pistol-whip that son of a bitch if he ever touches you again.

Hope put her hand on Masons arm, both restraining and reassuring him. Even while her father was still alive, Mason had protected her as though she was his own daughter. In many ways he was an old-fashioned western man. He believed that if a woman said no, she meant it, and that was the end of the matter.

It was a belief John Turner didnt share. Like a spoiled child, he was obsessed by whatever he couldnt have. His father had prevented him from taking Hope eight years ago, but Big Jase Turner had died last winter, leaving no one to put a leash on his only son.

With a reflex that came from many years of practice, she buried the thought of the Turners and her fathers futile dreams of a good marriage for his younger daughter. It had all happened a lifetime ago. Both fathers were dead, Hopes mother was dead, her sister was dead.

Hope was alive.

In surviving, she had learned the difference between a mans easy promises and the terrifying reality of his lust. But more important than yesterday and lies and a young girls screams, today Hope was a woman whose ranch was dying beneath her feet. Next to that fact nothing mattered, certainly not the irretrievable past.

She picked up the receiver and dialed quickly. The housekeeper answered the phone on the second ring.

Hi, Sally, this is Hope. Id like to leave a message for one of your hands.

Ill get John, Sally said quickly.

No, theres no need to bother him.

It was useless. Sally was already gone. Hope closed her eyes and waited for the lord and master of the Turner empire to come to the phone.

Masons eyes narrowed as he watched a mask settle over Hopes face. It had almost broken his heart when he had seen her dropped off by Jase Turner nearly eight years ago. Her face had been pale, bruised, and her expression far too old to belong to a laughing girl who had just turned eighteen.

Sighing, cursing under his breath, Mason rubbed his neck wearily. Thinking about the past always made him feel old and futile. The only good things about those years were Hazel and Hopes father, Wayne, and they were both dead now. And Hope, of course. She had come out of the past and she was alive. To hear her laughter on a winter morning made everything worth it. He would do whatever it took to make certain that she would never again forget how to laugh.

Hello, John, Hope said neutrally. I told Sally not to bother you.

Its never a bother talking to you, baby doll.

Id like to leave a message for one of your hands. A man called Rio.

There was a fractional pause. When Turner spoke again, his voice wasnt nearly so warm. What do you want with him?

She waited for a long moment, letting the rude question echo, before she said crisply, Sorry to disturb you. Good-bye.

Wait! Dont be so stiff-necked. Im just looking out for your interests. You cant trust every man, you know.

Hope thought of water and thirsty cattle and held her tongue. Turners arrogance and rocklike insensitivity shouldnt surprise her anymore.

This Rio is a drifter and a cocksman, Turner said baldly.

Im a big girl. I can take care of myself.

Now.

Neither of them said the word, but it was there between them. Hope hadnt been able to hold her own with a man when she was eighteen, but she could now. For that, she could thank John Turner. For that, she once had wished him and herself dead.

The thought almost made her smile now. It was hard to believe that she had ever been so young and naive.

I thought you and Mason broke all your horses on your own, Turner said. The ones you have left, that is. If youd just give me the word, baby doll, Id have you three deep in the best horses money can buy. And if its Storm Walker thats giving you trouble, Ill be glad to put the spurs to him myself. Hes too damn much horse for a woman.

With a grimace Hope schooled her voice to show nothing. When she spoke, she ignored his repeated proposal to become Mrs. John Turner. She also ignored his casual reminder that she had only five horses left, and one of them was a stallion that was a double handful of thunder to ride.

If you see Rio, tell him I called, she said.

He wont be in for several hours, maybe not for days. Hes an independent bastard. You better tell me what you have in mind. Hell want to know what

He already does, Hope cut in.

Wait. Are you coming to the barbecue tomorrow?

It was an effort to keep her voice civil, but she managed. She needed his water too badly to give way to her temper. Sorry. Theres just too much to do here.

Baby doll, youre working that pretty ass to the bone. You dont have to. Ill take care of you. I want to. You can keep your ranch. Hell, Ill even pipe water over for you. Itd be my wedding present to

Thanks for passing on my message, Hope interrupted firmly, stopping the flow of unwanted words.

Turner laughed. All right. But youre going to say yes one of these days.

Silently she hung up and turned to face Masons knowing eyes.

Still after you, huh? the old man asked.

Its just a game with him. If I said yes, hed take off in the opposite direction like a chaparral cock.

Mason shook his head slowly. Dont you believe it.

Her smile was small and tight. I dont. But in a way, its true all the same. If he had me, he wouldnt want me for more than a week or two. Thats just the way he is. Hes always been that way. Hell die like that.

Yeah, and hell die considerable before his time if he tries more than sweet-talking you.

Sudden tears burned behind Hopes eyes. She wrapped her arms around Mason. I dont know what Id have done without you, she whispered, hugging him hard. I love you.

His large-knuckled hand smoothed her hair while he returned her hug. Youd have been buried in ice cubes, thats what. Then, almost too softly for her to hear, he said, I love you, honey. Then he turned her in his arms, swatted her paternally on her rear, and said, Now, you git before them cows dry up and blow clean to the Perdidas.

If Rio calls

Gal, you aint been listenin to me, Mason interrupted impatiently. Rio will find you. He dont need no help from me, and he sure dont need no swaggering, yellow-bellied son of a bitch like Turner to point the way.

Hope
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