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Chapter One
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The first rock caught Kiran completely off guard, missing his head by mere inches.  Stunned, he looked up just in time to see his attacker launch another missile.  This one, fortunately, was far smaller, for it caught him on the shoulder.  Surprise gave way to fury the moment pain exploded in his shoulder and arm and he saw that the stones were being lobbed at him by the scrawny, fire haired devil that had decided to stake a claim to the watering hole. “Throw one more rock, Earth born demon spawn, and I’ll thrash you within an inch of your life when I get my hands on you!” he roared.

“This watering hole is mine!” the youth screamed at him, looking around for another rock to throw.  “And I’ll defend it to the death if need be!”

Kiran jumped back as a sizable rock screamed past his ear.  It struck the ground near his foot, shattering, throwing tiny missiles in every direction.  One collided with his bare toe, sending a shaft of throbbing pain all the way up his leg.  He let out a yelp of pain, then glared up at the ragged urchin above him with mayhem glinting in his eyes. 

The child’s eyes widened in horror at the look he sent him.

Muttering under his breath, Kiran grabbed a handhold and hoisted himself rapidly up the short outcropping of rock.  The face disappeared as he neared the top and Kiran braced himself, expecting to be met at the edge of the summit with more determined resistance.

Instead, he hoisted himself onto the ledge just in time to see his attacker beating a hasty retreat down the other side.  A combination of satisfaction and renewed anger went through him.  With a roar, he charged after the culprit.  The youth was quick on his feet, but Kiran had a far longer stride and rapidly overtook him, catching the youth by the rags of his shirt.  To the surprise of both, the fabric could not withstand the tug in two different directions at once.  It separated from its wearer, who yelped with a combination of fear and anger and ran faster.  Not to be outdone, Kiran launched himself at the youth.  He twisted as he fell, knowing he would crush the scrawny creature if he landed on top of him.  

The landing stunned them both for several moments, but Kiran had the youth tightly clutched to his chest.  After a moment, he rolled over on top, pinning the youth to the ground.  Straddling, him, he levered himself up and glared down at his captive.

He could count every rib ... except those beneath the two, very feminine, surprisingly full breasts.  Mesmerized by the bobbing globes that undulated with every desperate heave the boy—girl—made in her efforts to wriggle free of him, Kiran’s mind went perfectly blank.  His body, however, operating under its own agenda, burgeoned with lust.

Sucking in a deep breath, he curbed his instincts with an effort and dragged his fascinated gaze from the jiggling breasts to the face above them.  He had, quite obviously, been wrong about pretty much everything else, but he had not been wrong about her origins, he saw.  

The girl was Earthling and, from her condition, probably one of the few orphans to survive the disease that had swept through the Earth colony almost a year and a half ago, though she had not survived well.  Her eyes were huge, dominating her thin face, glazed now with pure terror.  

Irritation surfaced, but so, too, did sympathy.  Neither completely subdued his desire, however.  He closed his mind to it, willing his body to cool, but it would’ve been far easier if she had ceased heaving beneath him.  He knew very well that she was only trying to throw him off, but his serpent smelled a nice warm hole and was resistant to his efforts to tame it when she continued to bump her female body against his groin.  

“Be still!” he ground out harshly.

Instead of obeying, she swung at him.  He caught her arms, forced them down, manacling them to the ground on either side of her head.  

“I mean you no harm, grat!  Cease and I will release you.”

He wasn’t certain whether she finally understood, and believed him, or if she simply ran out of strength to fight.  She went still.

He eyed her warily.  After a moment, when she remained perfectly still, he relaxed his hold on her wrists.  The minute he released her, she snatched up a rock and jackknifed upright, swinging at him for all she was worth, snarling.  He slammed his chest against hers as he dove forward to avoid the blow, flattening her.  They wrestled briefly over possession of the rock.  He tightened his hand around her thin wrist until her hand went numb and she dropped it.  

This time when she went still, he moved far more cautiously.

Her eyes were closed when he raised up enough to see her face.  He studied her for any telltale signs that she was pretending and finally, satisfied, rolled away.  Touching his fingers to her throat, he was relieved to discover that he had not suffocated her when he’d thrown his weight upon her, but without doubt he’d crushed her lungs enough to make her lose consciousness.  

She looked like a broken doll.

Guilt swamped him, but it was followed quickly by irritation.  He’d told her he wouldn’t hurt her.  If she had not tried to kill him with the rock ....

After a moment, he scooped her limp body into his arms and moved back to the small pool of water.  Settling her gently beside it, he scooped up a double handful of water and dashed it into her face.  She came up swinging and he jumped back.  

“Zoe’s truth!  You are a demon spawn!” he growled with a mixture of irritation and indignation that she’d caught him by surprise and damned near clocked him with her fist.

Coughing, sputtering, Tempest glared at the bear of a man hovering over her, scowling as if he were the injured party!  “Asshole!  What’d you do that for!” she demanded.

He sat back on his heels, putting a more comfortable distance between them.  “To wake you,” he said through gritted teeth, obviously struggling for patience.

Dimly, Tempest acknowledged a good bit of relief that he seemed determined to get his temper under control, but fear and frustration still dominated her own emotions.  She eyed him with disfavor.  “I wasn’t asleep,” she snapped.  “You nearly crushed me!”

“You tried to hit me in the head with a rock!”

Tempest was obliged to admit, to herself anyway, that the outrage in his accusation wasn’t unwarranted.  Even though she’d felt justified in defending the turf she’d claimed, or more specifically, the watering hole, she could see where he might consider her the interloper.  

Beyond that, she couldn’t see any sign at all, now, that he presented the threat she’d feared he did when he’d pinned her to the ground. She looked away uncomfortably, covering her breasts with her hands.  “I thought you were trying to ... you know.”

Kiran ignored the movement with an effort, but he felt his belly clench as if she’d punched him in the gut as the realization hit him that she’d seen his reaction to her and feared he meant to rape her.  He let out a bark of laughter to cover his discomfort.  “I would sooner mate with a grat!”

Tempest glared at him, but decided she’d had worse insults thrown at her than being compared to the desert cat-like animal the natives called a grat.  For her own part, she thought them rather cute—of course they were vicious killers, but they reminded her a lot of the pictures she’d seen of the cougar that had once inhabited the mountain areas of earth in the days before.  They were not nearly as big, of course, in fact, from what she’d read, not much bigger than one of the domestic cats the people had once kept as pets.  

Looking around, she saw that he’d left her shirt where they’d struggled.  With an effort, she got to her feet and went to retrieve it.  To her relief, there remained enough salvageable material to wrap the shirt around her breasts and tie it.  It wasn’t much, but it beat the hell out of going around bare-chested.

When she was decently covered, she turned around and studied the man again, feeling defeat settle inside her.  “Will you share the water?” she asked tentatively.

He glared at her.  “You were not inclined to share,” he said coldly.

Tempest’s shoulders slumped.  She’d feared as much.  

He was Niahian, though, of the nomad race of Niah.  He wouldn’t remain long.  They never did.

It was the one thing about Niah that had truly set them apart, the people and the Niahians.  From the time they had crashed here, long before her memories, the people had set about making a colony, something of permanence since they knew they would never leave the desert world they’d crashed on.  The Niahians were nomadic, always moving, and could no more understand the Earth survivors’ determination to put down roots than the people could understand having none.

Physiologically, they were much the same.  The Niahians were giants compared to humans, on average nearly a foot taller than their human counterparts.  They were dark skinned—not surprising considering theirs was a desert world—and remarkably handsome—apparently ugly people did not breed on this world.  

Kiran was exceptional, even for a Niahian.  Despite her fear, Tempest had noticed that.  He was also shorter and far broader than most that she’d seen, probably no more than six foot six ... which still put him a good foot taller than she was.  

Or maybe not.  Maybe she had just gotten so used to the Niahians he didn’t seem so tall?  The people were gone ... probably all dead by now, so it wasn’t as if she had anyone to compare him with anymore.  

Something clutched at her heart at the thought.  Resolutely, she ignored it.  If she gave in to fear and sorrow for all who had died, she would die, as well.

She wasn’t certain what she wanted to do beyond living, but she didn’t want to die.

When she saw that Kiran was occupied setting up his camp for the night, she moved, as quickly and quietly as possible, toward the rocks where he had ascended.  He didn’t seem to be paying her any attention, but she wasn’t about to take a chance on leading him back to her shelter.  She cast a glance back up after she’d reached the desert floor.  Her heart skipped a beat when she saw that Kiran had moved to the ledge and stood watching her, his hands on his hips, his expression unreadable. 

Shaking her surprise, she whirled and darted away, slowing only when she reached cover and saw that he hadn’t followed her.  A wave of dizziness washed over her and she had to lean against a boulder until the weakness passed.  It had been stupid to run when there had been no need.  She was as acclimated to Niah as she could get, having been born here, but she had not been born of Niahian parents.  Her physiology was designed for the planet of her parents’ birth, Earth.  Moreover, she had had little to eat in days and had not dared compensate by drinking more water for fear her little pool would dry up.  

After a few moments, she began moving again, making a wide circle around the jumble of rocks that formed a tiny island in a sea of unending sand.  When she’d traversed perhaps two thirds of its circumference, she began to climb again.  

She’d found the tiny cave that had become her home by purest accident.  The colony, ravaged by some disease the people had neither resistance to, nor medicine for, had ceased to be a place of security.  So many had died so quickly it had rapidly reached the point where there were not enough living to bury the dead.  

Knowing that she, too, would die if she stayed, she had gathered together what she could carry after her parents died and struck off into the desert with her younger brother and her best friend.  The tiny oasis here was one of the few the people had known of ... that she had known of ...  and she had headed for it. 

Two days into their trek, her friend, Georgia, had become ill.  They’d pressed on anyway, knowing they had no chance at all of surviving unless they reached a source of water.  Dallas, her little brother, had become ill on the third day out ... too ill to help her scrape out a shallow grave for Georgia ... too ill to continue.  She’d discarded most of the supplies so that she could help him walk, worrying all day that he would not be able to walk at all by the following morning.

He hadn’t.  Just as Georgia had, he’d died during the night.  

Tempest had buried him the next morning and kept moving, reaching the oasis at last the following day.  

The desert was cold at night.  She’d thought she had the sickness at first, but then realized that she was just cold, not feverish.  She’d left most of her supplies, however, and wasn’t strong enough to return for them.  

She’d discovered the tiny cave while she was scavenging for rocks to use to build a crude shelter.  

She would be dead now if she hadn’t found it, and she had not been able to bring herself to leave it for any length of time.  It was shelter from the elements, and located near a source of water.  The water drew food.  Sometimes days passed before she managed to catch anything small enough to kill, but she could count on the water drawing food to her.

One day, she would return to the colony ... when she thought it had been long enough that it was safe.  

Pausing cautiously every few feet to listen for any sound that seemed out of place and to look around for any sign that she was being followed, it was almost dusk when Tempest reached her shelter at last.  She smelled smoke long before she reached it.  Thinking it was the fire of the Niahian, she ignored it along with the smell of cooking meat, though her stomach rumbled in response. 

She didn’t dare try to make fire herself.  The Niahian was far too close and would almost certainly notice.  

The fire, she discovered when she was within sight of it, was directly in front of the entrance to the cave.  She stopped as if she’d hit a wall, too shocked to assimilate the implications at first.  Even as she looked for the Niahian, however, she was grasped from behind in a hold she couldn’t hope to break.  Wrenching her head around, she gaped up at the Niahian.  

“I have food, little grat.  You are welcome to share if you will refrain from trying to hit me with rocks.”

Tempest was too stunned to do more than nod.  

Kiran studied her a long moment and finally released her slowly.  When she did nothing more than stare at him, dumbfounded, he moved away and returned to the fire he had built from niahten.  It was the one thing that Niah had in abundance ... besides the dull red sand that seemed to go on forever.  One had only to dig down a few feet most anywhere on their world and cut it from Niah.

The priests considered it sacred, a gift of the Great One, Zoe.  The Keepers of the Memory said that it was the decaying remains of what had once been plant life in the time before the rains had ceased to fall, when their world had been full of growing vegetation.

Regardless of who was right, Niahians in general considered it precious, despite its abundance, and used it sparingly.  He had not been pleased to find the cave of the little strange one and see the signs that told him she used it every night, most likely only to give herself comfort.

He studied her as she settled herself cautiously opposite the fire.  She was a lovely creature despite her condition, but she would not last long if left to her own devices. She was painfully thin, showing obvious signs of slow starvation, and pity, unwelcome but impossible to ignore, welled inside him when he looked at the bones that threatened to protrude from her skin.  He was amazed that she had survived as long as she had.

There had been other orphans that had escaped the death village the Earth people had built, but those had been taken in by Niahians to rear with their own offspring.  This one would have been older than most at the time, for she was obviously grown into a woman now, but still so young she could not have been much more than a child.  

He could not leave her here.  It went against every belief of his people to leave a helpless one—and yet he did not welcome the burden, not now, when he was on Hymria, the sacred journey that he hoped would lead him to the One.  He must remain chaste to be considered worthy by Zoe.  He must focus mind, body, and spirit upon Hymria or the way would not be revealed to him.  

The priests had told him the time had come.  He must find the Storm, the One who commanded the elements, and lead him to the sacred temple of Zoe that legend held was beyond the far mountains in a secret valley long forgotten by all Niahians of living memory.  For only when ... if the two of them joined on the sacred altar could the rains be summoned to make their world green once more.

He had been told that he alone, of all those born on Niah at the time of the first sign, had been born with the mark of the Guardian.  

The coming of the star people, the Earthlings, had been the first sign.
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Chapter Two
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Tempest eyed the  Niahian with disfavor.  He was a bossy bastard!  He’d had the nerve to forbid her to build a fire of her own in the cave where she usually slept.  As much as she appreciated the food—which was not only more than she’d had in weeks, but also better than she’d been able to cook for herself—she did not appreciate being told what she could, or could not, do.  She’d managed quite well by herself all this time—Ok, so not so well, but she’d managed just the same.

In all honesty, she supposed it was wasteful to build a second fire.  Conservation hadn’t been something the people had been really big on, particularly when it inconvenienced them, and look what had come of that—their world had been dying even before the ‘planet killer’ meteor had hit and the Earth’s life cycle had collapsed like a row of dominos.  This world being so arid, it made sense that they’d be more environmentally conscious.  

And it was his world, after all.

On the other hand, he hadn’t taken into consideration that, unlike him, she didn’t have so much as a thin blanket to protect her from the incessant breezes.  The fire didn’t do much to keep her warm when it only warmed one side of her body at the time.  Facing it, her front was warm and her backside freezing, or vice versa if she turned over.  She’d tried sleeping in the cave without a fire and discovered it was just as miserable.  The cave walls protected her from most of the wind, but without a fire ....

If he’d been any kind of gentleman, he’d have offered her his blanket.

If she’d been bigger and stronger, she would’ve taken it.

“I will share the blanket and the warmth of my body,” he said suddenly, as if he’d read her thoughts.  

Not that he’d have to be much of a mind reader to figure out she was too cold and miserable to sleep.  She stared at him suspiciously for several moments, but the truth was she was beyond caring whether or not he demanded the use of her body in return.  How bad could it be, after all?  Granted, she didn’t know a whole hell of a lot about copulating, but she wasn’t completely ignorant.  It had never taken her parents that long to do it—fifteen or twenty minutes, tops, of being groped, slobbered on, and stabbed by his blunt member, and then she could be warm the rest of the night.

She got up and moved toward him.  As she knelt beside him, he lifted the edge of the blanket and after only a slight hesitation, she slipped under it.  

It was absolute heaven.  Warmth instantly enveloped her.  Goose bumps covered her from the crown of her head to her toes, making it feel as if her skin had shrunk until it was too small for her body, but it began to subside almost at once as the warmth soaked into her skin, then into her muscles.  Slowly, the tension seeped from her, and her muscles began to relax.  As it did, she began to realize that she was still cold—warmer by far than she had been, but not comfortably so.  

There were two sources of heat now—the fire, and the heat radiating from his body—and she wasn’t close enough to either to be comfortable.  

Surprisingly, he hadn’t said another word, or made any attempt to collect payment for his offer.  Maybe she’d been wrong?  Maybe he didn’t actually have any interest in copulating and was just being polite?

After a few minutes, she inched a little closer to him—casually, as if she was just shifting to get comfortable. 

“Be still.  I cannot sleep.”

Tempest stiffened and let out an irritated huff.  “I’m cold,” she complained.  

With a growl of impatience, he grasped her around the waist and hauled her back until she was lying full length against him.  She lay stiffly for a few minutes, more than half expecting that, now, he would seize the advantage and expect her to perform for her comfort.  Instead, he merely rubbed her arms briskly, tucked the blanket more tightly around them both and settled back.  

“Better?”

She hesitated.  She was warmer, that was for certain, but an almost weightless feeling clenched at her belly.  She felt really strange, almost dizzy feeling his skin brush against hers, feeling every taut muscle of his body pressing into her.  “Uh huh,” she finally managed.

“Then sleep, little grat, so that I may sleep.  I must travel far on the morrow.”

Irritation surfaced.  She didn’t know why she was irritated.  She should have just been grateful.  He’d offered food, and comfort, and neither asked, nor demanded, anything at all in return except that she be still and let him sleep, but she was annoyed.  

“I wish you wouldn’t keep calling me a grat,” she muttered irritably.

“I do not know the name you are called,” he said with determined patience.

“Tempest.”

“Sleep, Tempest.  I have come far, and have far to go.”

“You didn’t tell me your name,” Tempest pointed out.

He sighed.  “I am called Kiran.”

Tempest swiveled around to look up at him.  “Cool.  I like the sound of that.”

It had been an impulsive act, but she saw at once that, like most impulses, it would have been better to resist it.  They were almost nose to nose.  Kiran merely stared at her for several moments, his gaze slowly moving down her face until it reached her lips, hesitating there for several moments and then dropping lower still, resting in the vicinity of her breasts, which were now pressed firmly against his bare chest.  He swallowed convulsively.  

“Sleep,” he said, his voice suddenly rough.

Unnerved, Tempest turned over once more.  She discovered, however, that there was a very long, very hard ridge snuggling against her buttocks now.  Alarm went through her, but so, too, did a deep sense of feminine satisfaction.  She’d gotten a rise out of him without even trying.  Despite the fact that he’d been careful to treat her like an annoyance, he obviously found her attractive—didn’t he? 

Oddly enough, the realization comforted her as much as it pleased her.  He was obviously not completely immune to her and yet he had made no attempt at all to take advantage of her.  Feeling more secure than she could remember feeling in a very long time, she relaxed, snuggled closer, and slept. 

The sun had barely risen over the horizon when Tempest awoke, cold and uncomfortable.  Unwilling to open her eyes, she wiggled backwards, searching for the warmth that had sustained her through the night.  She opened her eyes when she didn’t find it and turned over.  

Kiran, she discovered with stunned surprise, was gone.  

She sat up and looked around.  The fire had died to ashes.  Around her was nothing but the same bare rocks that had greeted her every morning since she’d arrived at the watering hole.  The only thing that had changed was that she was still huddled in the bedding and blanket that Kiran had provided.

He’d left them for her.

He had risen while she was sleeping, gathered his belongings, and left.

Tempest searched for a sense of relief and failed to find one.  She was alone again.  She should be glad that he’d gone, but a sense of desperation such as she hadn’t felt since she’d first come here filled her.  She hadn’t realized how afraid she was of being alone until Kiran had forced his unwelcome presence upon her.  Now, looking forward to waking day after day, alone, without a face to look at or a voice to listen to filled her with the most terrible dread.  

She was going to go mad if she stayed here alone—assuming she didn’t die of starvation first.  

Leaping to her feet, Tempest rushed over the rocks until she found a vantage point and looked around for Kiran.  She saw him at last, his back to the bright red, rising sun, his silhouette already greatly diminished by distance.  In a blind panic, she rushed back to the campsite, bundled the blanket and bedding and scrambled down the rocks to the desert floor.  Kiran had disappeared over a dune by the time she left the rocky outcropping and her panic rose.  Too frightened even to consider calling out to him, Tempest took off at a trot in the direction she’d last seen him.  By the time she’d caught sight of him again, her panic had given way to breathlessness and she’d had time to consider whether it was even wise to allow him to know she was following him—particularly when she wasn’t at all certain she should—and she was absolutely certain that he didn’t want her to.

She stopped abruptly, indecisive now.  Should she follow a man she didn’t even know to god alone knew where?  Or would she be better off just to stay where she was?  

She had a bad feeling that she was making a terrible mistake, but she could no more resist the urge to follow Kiran than she could stop breathing.  She couldn’t think at all beyond the fear of being completely alone again.  

He did not stop to rest.  She hadn’t given herself time to consider all the ramifications of trying to follow Kiran.  He was a great deal bigger than she was, which meant his stride was longer.  Not only had he had a considerable head start on her, but he was accustomed to walking vast distances without stopping to rest.  She had to take two or three steps to every one he took and, as the day wore on, she fell further and further behind.  

She was too tired at first, and too driven, to be afraid.  As Niah’s great red sun began its downward arch, however, and exhaustion threatened to overwhelm her, fear lifted its ugly head.  

She’d lost sight of Kiran.  She wasn’t even completely certain she was still following him, but she was fairly convinced that she wouldn’t be able to find her way back to her safe haven.  When she stopped at last to catch her breath and looked back, she could see nothing but endless sand in every direction.  As high as the outcropping of rock that had provided her little cave had seemed when she was standing near its summit, it was little more than a bump in the landscape.

She stood indecisively for some time but finally realized that her choice had been made even before she had left.  She must find Kiran now if she was to have any chance of surviving.  

She was heartened somewhat when she realized she could still see faint impressions of his footprints in the shifting sand.  Wishing she’d had the presence of mind to drink her fill of water before she’d charged off, she gathered as much moisture into her mouth as she could, readjusted her burden, and continued, scanning the sand ahead of her now for signs of his passing.  

Fear again assailed her as the sun dipped below the horizon and it became harder and harder to see the faint impressions in the sand and finally impossible.  She stopped, knowing it would be madness to keep going when she could no longer be certain of his direction.  If she tried, she would be hopelessly lost and then she would die because she had no water and only Kiran would know where there was a watering hole. 

Resisting the urge to weep, she lowered the bundle to the sand and sat, trying to catch her breath, trying to gather the energy to spread the bedding as, one by one, the stars winked through the darkening canopy of sky overhead.  As the blackness of night surrounded her, however, she caught a glimpse of light quite near the ground and her heart leapt in her chest.  A campfire!  

It was small in the distance—at least another hour’s walk, she thought, but, as tired as she was, she realized she would far prefer walking all night to sleeping alone in the desert.  Then, too, she needed water.  Besides, this might be her only chance to catch up to Kiran.

It occurred to her that it might not be Kiran’s campfire at all, but she knew it was most likely his—and what choice did she have anyway?

The smell of food lightened her steps when she was close to flagging.  Her stomach growling in anticipation, she hurried onward.  Ahead, she saw a jumble of ragged shapes that told her she was nearing an outcropping of rock similar to the one she’d lived on for months.  A couple of stunted, scraggly trees dotted the mound and even a few emaciated bushes and she realized this must be a far more luxurious watering hole than hers—which was probably why she hadn’t seen a soul in months.  The little pool she’d staked claim to was hardly worthy of any Niahian going out of their way for.

Caution overcame her
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