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	Chapter 1

	 

	Krevan Vallex stepped off the transport into a Silos he barely recognized. Bodies pressed against the landing zone barriers, their faces gaunt with sixteen weeks of waiting. A child clutched an empty medicine vial. Two merchants nearly came to blows over a crate of synthetic protein. The supply ship—the one that should have arrived six weeks ago—had been canceled without warning, deemed "unprofitable" by the shipping company. Now the medical clinics had run dry, merchants had nothing to sell, and those desperate enough to flee Verrian's merciless climate stood with packed bags, trapped by circumstance. This planet had always culled the weak, but now it was starving the strong too.

	Krevan Vallex, a resident of Verrian, was among those eagerly awaiting the arrival of the supply ship in Silos. He hadn't visited the town in weeks, only making trips when absolutely necessary to gather supplies. Krevan preferred to keep to himself, and the townspeople reciprocated by keeping their distance, especially after learning of his past as a Triaxen humanoid who had recently been released from Hellgate Prison Planet. Word of his colorful history spread quickly across the planets, and once the citizens of Verrian became aware of his reputation, they largely avoided him. However, this exclusion didn't bother Krevan in the slightest.

	The bell above the door of Silos' only restaurant-bar jangled as Krevan entered, his eyes scanning for an empty booth. The hostess led him to the back wall, her posture stiffening as he ordered. "Cold tea. Two tartis burger specials. Six eggs scrambled." Minutes later, a waitress approached with his drink, recognition flashing across her face. 

	"Mr. Vallex," she said, tea sloshing as she placed it before him, "here for the ship like everyone else?” 

	Krevan's gaze remained fixed on the glass. "Obviously." The single word hung between them like a wall. When she returned with his food, she topped off his tea in silence, avoiding eye contact. 

	Halfway through his meal, a shadow fell across the table. "Vallex," a man by the name of Derrick Climbs greeted him. He slid into the opposite seat without invitation. "Is your place still standing out there in the badlands? How are you holding up?"

	"My dwelling has survived," Vallex confirmed with a curt nod. "Conditions remain... manageable. After I retrieve the supplies I've been waiting on and return to my home, the situation should become more favorable," Krevan stated, his voice devoid of emotion. 

	Derrick, either oblivious to or deliberately ignoring the edge in Krevan's voice, leaned forward with a conspiratorial grin. "Planning to visit the pleasure house while you're in town? Word is they've got special rates today." A mischievous glint lit Derrick's eyes as he waited for a reaction.

	"What kind of specials do these prostitutes offer?" Krevan quipped, glancing up from his breakfast. 

	"I'm guessing it's a two-for-one deal." Derrick chuckled at the comment. "Got your attention with that one," he laughed. 

	"What do you need, Derrick? I'm busy and not feeling very sociable right now," Krevan replied, taking another bite. "And those prostitutes hate seeing me. They can't stand Triaxen humanoid males. They're terrified of us, especially me. They'd rather have smaller, gentler Earth males as clients." 

	Derrick grinned, "Maybe they prefer guys without fangs and lethal bites, who are a bit less temperamental." 

	Krevan nodded, "Exactly, so I'll avoid being unpopular with the Silos prostitutes today, special or not. I'm not in the mood for rejection from some Silos hooker. I had a wife for that, but she died, and I ended up on Hellgate Prison Planet for five years," he said with a menacing tone. 

	"Alright, Vallex, I’ll let you relax. I'm going to order something to eat. I didn't mean to rile you up. No disrespect intended," Derrick said, raising his hands in surrender. 

	"No problem, Derrick. You're a good neighbor. I just get edgy in town; people look at me like I'm a monster, like I'm going to eat their children. You're not heading to the brothel, are you? I thought you were happily married to an Earth woman you ordered online. How's that going for you?" Krevan asked.

	"She makes me feel great and is pleasant to have around. I’m content, and no, I’m not going to visit the brothels anymore. I despised those times. That’s why I got a bride from the Galaxnet. I get intimacy right at home whenever I want. I’m satisfied." Derrick sipped his tea. "You should consider getting a partner too, someone who won’t mind the risk of those fangs of yours." Derrick grinned widely.

	"I'd rather face Hellgate again than risk another marriage," Krevan said, fangs glinting as he tossed payment onto the table. "I'm off to the station before the real rabble shows." 

	Derrick's face brightened. "Bring your appetite by our place sometime. The missus burns fewer things than I do." 

	Krevan managed a half-nod before shouldering through the door. Outside, the spaceport swarmed with bodies pressed against the security barriers. The supply ship had touched down early, its massive hull still cooling as dock crews prepared the exit ramps. Near the front, a cluster of men with scarred faces and poorly concealed weapons jostled for position. Typical Verrian welcome party. 

	Krevan hung back, nostrils flaring at the stench of unwashed bodies and desperation. How unlike the ordered processions of his home-world. He watched the first passengers stumble down the ramp before making his approach. 

	Somewhere in that chaos were both his cargo and Ancelin Trever, the Earther who'd agreed to lease his neighboring property. The lawyer had been clear: Krevan was to provide transport to the property and regular rides to town until Trever's vehicle arrived. A minor inconvenience, Krevan supposed, in exchange for rent money, though he couldn't imagine who would choose to live in that dilapidated structure on a planet most civilized beings avoided at all costs.

	The crowd gradually dispersed, yet there was still no sight of Ancelin Trever. Most passengers had already retrieved their belongings from the ship and exited the station. Krevan lingered until the end before approaching the ship's cargo doors. "Steward, I'm here to pick up my delivery. I should have four midsize boxes ready for collection. My name is Krevan Vallex. Here's my identi-card," he stated, handing over his identi-card to the crew member managing the ship's manifest and overseeing the unloading process.

	"Your boxes are here, Mr. Vallex, and someone named Ancelin Trever has been asking for you," the steward said.

	"I'll wait for my shipment. Where can I find Trever?"

	"By the beverage stand." The steward gestured before heading off to collect Krevan's order.

	Krevan scanned the area and spotted a young woman standing alone amid a small mountain of luggage and boxes. She kept glancing around nervously, seemingly unaware that traveling unaccompanied made her an easy target for the local predators who hadn't yet noticed her.

	"Your items, Mr. Vallex." The steward returned with a crewmate, both carrying boxes toward where Krevan's vehicle waited. 

	Krevan slipped the steward a generous tip. "And Mr. Trever?"

	The steward's mouth quirked into a half-smile. "That would be Ms. Trever—the woman with all those bags. She's been asking about you every five minutes. Seems mighty eager to get wherever you're taking her." He punctuated this with a conspiratorial wink.

	"What the hell?" Krevan's jaw tightened as his fangs pressed against his lower lip. "Thanks for your help. I'll sort this out." He stalked across the platform toward the woman standing alone amid her mountain of luggage. His shadow fell across her before he even spoke. "Ancelin Trever?" The name came out like an accusation. 

	The woman startled, her shoulders tensing as she tilted her head back to meet his gaze. "Yes, that's me." Her voice wavered slightly. 

	Krevan's arms locked across his chest, jaw tightening as he stared down at her. "This can't be right. Ancelin Trever should be a man."

	The woman tilted her chin up, meeting his gaze. "And you are?"

	"Krevan Vallex," he said, eyes darting past her to scan the terminal. "And where exactly is the man who accompanies you? Father? Husband? I made arrangements with an Ancelin Trever, not..." His gaze crawled over her, lingering. "Unescorted females don't last long on Verrian." The corner of his mouth twitched upward. "Not ones that look like you." 

	“I’m Ancelin Trever, and if you’re Krevan Vallex, you contracted with me for the sale of your neighboring property. My father is dead, and I don’t have a husband. I don’t need a protector. I can take care of myself. Right now, you’re to transport me to the property and the house as the contract provided.” Her voice was crisp and professional. 

	"That name belongs to a man. And a woman alone here needs protection." Krevan leaned forward, his shadow falling across her face. His jaw tightened as he gestured at the dusty settlement around them. "Look around you. This isn't some civilized Earth outpost or Tylon resort. Verrian's barely tamed—full of men who are desperate for female company." He jabbed a finger toward the massive transport ship still cooling on the landing pad. "When that vessel leaves, I strongly suggest you're on it." 

	"Ancelin is traditionally a woman’s name of ancient origin on Earth, though that shouldn't be relevant. I've transferred the payment to your account and have upheld my part of the agreement so far. I'm here, ready to take possession of the property. Please assist me with my belongings and take me to my house as promised. I appreciate your cooperation, Mr. Vallex, unless you intend to violate our contract. Hopefully, you’re not among the lawless fools you mentioned," Ancelin stated in a calm, professional manner. "I don’t understand why it matters to you whether I have a protector or not. We have a business arrangement, don't we?"

	"Yeah, you're right, Ms. Trever. I really couldn't care less about what you do. I momentarily forgot and slipped back into my old way of thinking, where I cared. Follow me to my all-terrain vehicle. I'll load my stuff first, then you can load yours. Do you need to stop at the general store before we leave? I suggest you do. Don't expect me to take you to town tomorrow. It's a long drive to any town from where you’ll be living.” He headed towards his vehicle and began loading his boxes. 

	"Are you going to help me with my stuff?" Ancelin called out to Krevan.

	"No, Ms. Trever." Krevan glanced over his shoulder. "You made it clear you're self-sufficient. I respect your independence. I'll park closer, though—just to be neighborly." He resumed loading his cargo.

	Sweat beaded on Ancelin's forehead as she heaved her belongings into the vehicle. Krevan watched, occasionally barking directions. Later, at the general store, he advised her to stock up on essentials. 

	They left town with the vehicle packed tight. Miles stretched between words as they drove. The setting sun transformed the landscape with its rosy glow, casting long shadows across terrain that echoed Earth's diminishing wilderness. Vibrant greens, impossibly blue water, and untamed meadows surrounded them—familiar yet somehow heightened, as if someone had adjusted the color saturation.

	"The landscape matches the Galaxnet images perfectly," Ancelin observed, breaking the silence. “It’s really beautiful here.” 

	"If you say so," Krevan muttered. “Appearances can be deceiving, and remember beautiful things are often deadly.” 

	Undeterred, she tried again. "How much longer until we reach the property, Mr. Vallex?"

	"Three more hours of driving ahead of us. Silos is four hours from my land. Did you miss the part in my listing where I wrote 'remote' and 'rural'? You're heading to nowhere, Ms. Trever. There's the town of Coti—a handful of buildings closer to the property—but don't expect much there either. Just say the word when you're ready to return to Earth.” Krevan's eyes flicked sideways, measuring her reaction. The silence between them hardened like cooling metal for another hour until the sky cracked open. White-blue forks of electricity split the darkness, followed by thunder that rattled the vehicle's frame as they bounced over the uneven road. 

	"Is that—thunder?" Ancelin's voice thinned with surprise as she pressed closer to the windshield, looking upward.

	"Yes, it's just beginning. The storm has arrived much earlier than anticipated. Welcome to Verrian storms—intense and not for the timid. Experiencing the weather here is a true Verrian adventure. Hopefully, we'll make it home before the roads and fields become too muddy and slippery," Krevan said, glancing at Ancelin. His eyes, reflecting the dim light, had an unusual gleam.

	Ancelin gasped. "You're not an Earth human or any humanoid I'm familiar with. What are you? Your eyes reflect like those of some carnivorous predators on Earth. What humanoid species do you belong to?" she asked, attempting to steady her trembling hands.

	Krevan smiled as lightning lit up his striking face. "I'm a Triaxen humanoid. Sorry if my eyes startled you. I assure you, I won't bite," he said, watching her with his eerie, otherworldly eyes. His full smile revealed his sharp, white teeth, especially his prominent canines, which looked like deadly fangs. His smile lacked sincerity.

	"A Triaxen—that explains your height and build. I'm sorry for my rude reaction. I've never met a Triaxen humanoid in person before, and I've never seen a humanoid with eyes like yours. "It caught me off guard," Ancelin said, trying to steady her trembling hands.

	"Are you implying I'm like a carnivorous predator, Ms. Trever?" he asked, his irritation clear as he glared at her.

	“No.” She shook her head. 

	"My ancestors were formidable hunters, and I've inherited many of their deadly and useful traits. But rest assured, I won't harm you unless provoked and I won’t eat you.” 

	“That’s good to know.” She bit her nail. 

	"Five years in Hellgate Prison didn't strip away all my manners," he said, jaw tightening. "Better you hear about my prison record from me than through Verrian gossip. People here... they keep their distance from me."

	Ancelin's breath caught. "Hellgate Prison? The place they send people to die?"

	Krevan's eyes flickered with something dangerous. "Being venomous has its advantages. Survival was one of them. It makes folks nervous and they typically leave me alone.” 

	They returned to their uneasy silence as thunder rumbled, and rain began to pour down in sheets.

	"Can you see where you're going?"

	Krevan ignored her question. Ancelin pressed herself against the door, as far from him as the vehicle allowed without tumbling out.

	The all-terrain vehicle lurched sideways off the dirt road, cutting across open pasture. The sudden movement threw Ancelin toward the center console, her thigh brushing against Krevan's. She jerked away as if burned.

	"Where are we going?" she asked, breaking the deafening silence between them.

	"To the properties. Yours and mine sit within view of each other, but there's no proper road to get there." Rain hammered the roof. "We'll stop at my place first—I've got a garage. We can wait out the downpour before I take you to your house. Unless you prefer getting soaked to the bone."

	Ancelin sat rigid, offering no response. Outside, the world had dissolved into sheets of water and darkness.

	Krevan navigated with unnerving precision through the storm, his reflective eyes catching what little light remained. "Having second thoughts, Earth girl?" His voice dropped low. "You should be. You're stranded on this wild planet with an ex-con from Hellgate Prison as your only neighbor. Just you and a Triaxen male who could snap you in half without trying." His attention returned to driving. "Bet you wish you'd listened to me now."

	"Mr. Vallex, I understand the risks." Ancelin's voice was steady despite her white-knuckled grip on the door handle. "But your warnings, considerate as they are, won't send me running back to Earth. If you're planning to intimidate me, I'd prefer you just get on with it. So far it’s not working." She pressed herself against the door panel, maintaining as much distance between them as the vehicle allowed. 

	"If intimidation were my goal, you'd know it." Krevan's eyes flashed in the darkness. "I'm not sure what you're expecting, Ms. Trever," he said as they rounded a bend, revealing a sleek structure rising from the wild landscape. The house stood defiantly modern against its untamed surroundings, its clean lines and expansive windows reminiscent of the luxury estates in Earth's wealthiest districts.

	"Ancelin." Krevan's voice dropped an octave as he emphasized her name, his reflective eyes fixed on hers while the vehicle halted before a row of garage doors. "A female neighbor wasn't part of my agreement. When I'm... surprised, people tend to get hurt. But I can adapt." He gestured toward a distant shadow barely visible through the downpour. "Your place is back there—two hundred-thirty meters. We'll wait out this deluge here, get some food. Better to reach your house in daylight anyway. That generator will need coaxing after sitting idle for so long." His finger jabbed a dashboard button, and one garage door lifted to reveal a meticulously organized space housing two other vehicles and a workshop area. The vehicle glided into place with practiced precision. As the engine died and the garage door sealed behind them with a mechanical thud, he added, "Grab what you need for the night. Clean clothes, maybe." Lightning illuminated his face through a small window as he stepped out. "If this storm keeps building, we might be checking tomorrow whether your roof survived." Without waiting for her response, he moved to retrieve his belongings from the back.

	Ancelin jumped out of her door and hurried to the back of the vehicle to confront him. “What do you mean whether my roof survives? Are you saying you sold me a house that's falling apart?” She was flustered, placing her hands on her hips and staring at him intensely. Her anxiety had been building, especially during the last two hours of their trip. 

	“No, Ancelin, it had a roof this morning. It is an old, weathered building, and Verrian storms are harsh. Remember, I sold it to you with an 'as is' clause. The house needs work. It's been vacant for about eight months since I moved into this house, and it needed repairs when I left. You did look at the pictures and read the description, right?” Krevan paused in unloading the vehicle to wait for her reply.

	"Yes," Ancelin replied, her eyes dropping to her feet. 

	"Alright, what's got you so anxious? Grab your bag, and I'll let you into the house. I don't usually invite people in, but given the situation, I'll make an exception for you." Krevan studied her closely before turning to carry one of his boxes to the door. He punched a code into the keypad, and the door clicked and partially opened. 

	"Krevan," Ancelin called out softly, using his first name in a more gentle, persuasive tone. "Could you help me with this bag, please?" 

	Krevan seemed to ignore her as he walked into his home. So Ancelin took hold of her bag and started dragging it towards the entrance. 

	"Hold on, young lady, I'll help you since you asked so nicely. But as I mentioned, you need to return home. You can stay here tonight, and we'll head back to catch the ship to Earth in the morning. Verrian is too dangerous for you to be here unprotected." 

	Without any effort, Krevan lifted her very heavy and cumbersome bag and carried it inside, with Ancelin following. Tears threatened to spill. Typically, she remained composed and distant with strangers, regardless of the circumstances, and would only break down in private. However, the past year had pushed Ancelin to live on the edge and adapt to a new set of rules. The ordeal she endured on Earth had transformed her.

	"Lights on, set to low power," Krevan commanded the computer upon entering the house. The room was immediately bathed in a gentle glow. The interior was even more splendid than the exterior. The floors shone brilliantly, with the black tiles reflecting the light from above, allowing her to see her own reflection. Large windows lined the kitchen wall and extended across the far side of the living room, reflecting their images. 

	Occasional lightning illuminated the outside briefly. The interior was as modern as the exterior suggested, featuring a spacious, pristine living room with a large multimedia screen hanging near the far, windowless wall. The rooms were adorned with comfortable furniture in a minimalist style. The kitchen seemed to have leapt straight from the pages of a contemporary Earth home design magazine.

	The inside of the house made Ancelin feel as if she were standing inside a fashionable home in a high-class neighborhood on Earth. The house was expensively decorated for total comfort and convenience in the middle of the underpopulated and unsophisticated world of Verrian. Ancelin’s mouth hung open in awe. “Wow, this is remarkable. You live very well here on Verrian.” Walking further into the house, Ancelin looked all around. 

	"This is where I ended up," Krevan said, running his hand along the polished countertop. "Took me a year to build. Before that, I was in your place—the old house. Back on Triaxe..." His voice trailed off as he stared through the rain-streaked windows. He shook his head and turned to the sink. "Hungry? I can make something." He gestured toward a hallway. "The toilet is there if you need it."

	The tension in his shoulders had eased since they'd arrived. He moved through his kitchen with practiced efficiency, fixing sandwiches for them. He slide a plate before her without ceremony. They ate without speaking, the storm filling the silence between them. When they finished, he helped her store her supplies in his cooling unit, his movements deliberate.

	"Listen," he said finally, his voice low. "Verrian isn't for you. The sooner you leave, the better." The words were gentler now, but the message hadn't changed.

	"Well, I guess that’s up to me," Ancelin replied. 

	"Whatever," Krevan muttered with a shrug.

	* * * *

	After quickly tidying up the kitchen, Krevan showed Ancelin to her room and left in haste. He retreated to the privacy of his own room, eager to have her out of his house as soon as possible. She was already affecting him, stirring his long-dormant desires. Once fully awakened, it would spell trouble for both. There was something about her that aroused him like no other woman had before, eliciting from him a gentler response that surprised him. 

	Nevertheless, a sexually aroused Triaxen male who had been without female companionship for nearly seven years, including five in prison, could be unpredictable, and Ancelin seemed too innocent to handle his dominant nature. Krevan was certain she'd flee in terror if she encountered that side of him. She'd nearly choked at the sight of his reflective eyes; the full extent of his Triaxen traits might make him appear monstrous to her. Lying on his bed, he found sleep elusive. The rhythmic sound of rain pounding on the roof and tapping against the windows was soothing, yet he could hear Ancelin crying in her room. Her sobs were heart-wrenching. Surprisingly, he felt a strong urge to leave his room to comfort her or seek comfort from her, but he resisted. If he did, it would only give Ancelin more reason to cry.

	 

	Chapter 2 

	The day’s events left Ancelin utterly drained. Krevan Vallex wasn’t at all what she’d expected—he frightened and annoyed her, yet was unnervingly beautiful, like a Greek god resurrected. She knew almost nothing about Triaxen humanoids, and Verrian itself as beautiful as it seemed was wilder, more hostile, and scarcely civilized. Its welcoming brutal weather illustrated how harsh this world could be. In hindsight, she realized she was in a delirious haze when she’d agreed to rent land on Verrian and flee Earth.

	Every muscle in Ancelin's body ached from the journey. For days, she'd been wedged between strangers in economy class—knees pressed against the seat in front, shoulders hunched to avoid touching the snoring passenger beside her. The decision to save on transportation now seemed foolish; her account could have easily covered first-class passage.

	The interstellar journey had ravaged her body in ways she couldn't disguise; shadows hung beneath her eyes like permanent bruises against her ashen skin. Sleep offered no escape—only a doorway back to horrors that pursued her across galaxies. It had been ages since she'd known true rest. When the memories found her, they tore screams from her throat before consciousness could intervene. Throughout the voyage, she'd fought against her drooping eyelids, dreading the moment her nightmares might perform for an audience of judgmental strangers.

	Before her departure from Earth, she’d stockpiled sedatives and antidepressants—enough to numb the pain and buy a few hours’ rest. For a little while, the pills helped, but the dreams followed her, leaving her no sanctuary.

	Maybe she should take Krevan’s advice and leave this planet, she thought, at least go to someplace more familiar. But where? Her thoughts churned through the night until exhaustion finally claimed her.

	Then came the bloody visions again, pulling her back with a start. She woke up soaked in sweat, heart racing. Reluctantly, she swung her feet over the edge of the bed and tiptoed to the table by the window. Fishing out her bag, she found one of her pill bottles and, without water, swallowed a dose in hopes of staving off the terror for just a little longer.

	The familiar scent of coffee roused Ancelin from sleep, cutting through the haze left by last night's pill. She hadn't tasted real coffee in weeks—the aroma alone conjured memories of Saturday mornings back on Earth. Her eyes snapped open. Where was she? The panic subsided and the sadness returned as recognition dawned.

	Her room matched the rest of the house—sleek lines, spotless surfaces. The bed cradled her like a cloud, tempting her to sink deeper. If she'd owned this bed during those dark weeks when she couldn't face the world, she might never have risen again. Reality crashed back, drawing a groan from her lips. She pushed herself up, pajamas rumpled, she padded to the window. Beyond the glass, rain fell in solid curtains, obscuring everything beyond a few meters—a drowning world. With a sigh, she rummaged through her luggage for her robe and slippers, then followed the promising scent downstairs.

	"Good morning, young lady. I was beginning to wonder if you were alright. You’ve been asleep for hours. It's late afternoon now, so I you’ve missed the ship back home," Krevan told her.

	"Good morning. The coffee smells amazing. Could I have some, please?" Ancelin asked, almost pleading.

	The hard lines of Krevan's face softened as his lips curved upward, transforming his expression into something unexpectedly warm. Ancelin's breath caught in her throat.

	"Coffee drinker, are you?" He tilted his head, studying her with eyes that shifted like Tylon Moon sea-glass in the light. Capitating. "This particular blend is extra special and comes from a select market on Triaxe." He made a soft clicking sound against his teeth. "Generosity isn't exactly a survival trait out here." Despite his words, that smile remained genuine and disarming.

	"I packed some wonderful Earth coffee beans," she managed, forcing her gaze away from the angles of his face. "They're somewhere in my cargo. I'll replace whatever I use." 

	Standing across the kitchen island, Krevan blinked at her offer. "Ancelin, have some of mine. Take the whole pot if you want," he said, his voice dropping to a rumble that vibrated through the air between them. The hair on her arms rose in response. Yesterday's snarling guard dog had transformed overnight into this almost-charming host—the whiplash made her temples throb. Prison record, unpredictable moods... she filed these facts away carefully. Whatever drove Triaxen male behavior clearly operated on different circuitry than Earth men. She gripped her mug tighter, watching him over its rim. Later, when her computer was unpacked and Galaxnet connection established, she'd research Triaxens and exactly what she was dealing with. 

	Krevan grabbed a mug from the cupboard, poured some coffee into it, and placed it in front of her. 

	Steam curled between them as she raised the mug to her lips. The first sip warmed her from inside, and she found herself meeting his gaze. "This is perfect," she said. "Wait until you taste the blend I brought from Earth."

	"Earth coffee," he murmured, leaning slightly across the counter. His voice had lost its earlier edge, replaced by something almost velvety. "I haven't had that in years." The unexpected gentleness in his tone made her pulse quicken despite her better judgment.

	Ancelin leaned forward, peering at the sizzling pan. "Something smells amazing."

	"Hungry?" Krevan reached for another plate. "I've got Earth-style breakfast if you're interested."

	"Earth-style?" Her eyebrows shot up. "You mean actual bacon? Chicken eggs?"

	Krevan nodded, sliding perfectly browned strips onto her plate alongside sunny yellow yolks. "Import the bacon special. The eggs are from my chickens—several dozen out back.” He set the plate before her with a casual precision that suggested long practice.

	Ancelin accepted it with both hands, inhaling deeply. "You cook like this regularly?"

	"Breakfast. Otherwise, I mostly cook basic stuff. I miss a good home-cooked meal; I haven't had one in years." 

	Ancelin wrapped her fingers around the mug, breathing in the rich aroma before taking another sip. "This is incredible."

	"Just wait till you try my eggs," Krevan said, his eyes briefly meeting hers. He nodded toward her cooling plate. "Better eat up.” 

	“I will.” She took a bite. “It’s delicious.” 

	“Thank you.” He nodded. “That storm's not letting up today. You’d better stay here until it does.” Rain hammered against the window in punctuating bursts. "I need to secure the chicken coop before it gets worse. You can use Galaxnet and SatView, if you like. I'll set you up once you're dressed." His voice softened. "I have a Satphone too. Someone back home might be wondering if you made it. You’re welcome to call them."

	Ancelin tilted her head, studying the unexpected gentleness in his expression. "Who are you and what have you done with the man who greeted me yesterday?"

	"Would you prefer him back?"

	"No," she said, sipping her coffee. "This version's much better."

	"Then get dressed. I'll wait. But hurry I have to take care of my livestock.” 

	"Could we see my house today?" she asked.

	Krevan's hands stilled under the running water, his mug half-rinsed. "That generator's sitting out in this mess. Storm'll soak you through before you take three steps. Your house will still be there when the storm break."

	"Just tell me straight—is it falling apart?" Ancelin leaned forward, fingers tight around her cup.

	"Falling apart?" The corner of Krevan's mouth twitched. "No. But it's... primitive. Like those wilderness retreats Earthers pay for, except nobody pays to rough it on Verrian. It’s too harsh here."

	"Primitive how?" Her voice sharpened. "Don't sugarcoat it."

	Krevan set his mug down, eyes locking with hers. "Those listing images you supposedly reviewed—did you actually look at them? Really look?"

	"I did, but I can't recall all the specifics. I viewed so many photos. I was juggling a lot when I made the arrangements to come here."

	"Let me be straight with you, Ancelin. The place is... rustic. The temperature control is spotty at best, you'll need buckets when it rains, and your bathroom facilities consist of a wooden structure about thirty paces from the back door," Krevan said, leaning against the counter. "Though I did make sure the kitchen sink works."

	Ancelin's coffee cup froze halfway to her lips. "An outdoor toilet? In this weather? The listing never—" She set the cup down with a sharp clink. "What am I supposed to do at night or during storms like this?"

	"There's a ceramic pot under the bed," Krevan said with a half-shrug. "Not elegant, but functional and the listing did disclose what I’m telling you.” 

	Ancelin gaped like a fish out of water while Krevan's mouth quivered with barely contained amusement. "This house’s hot shower works perfectly," he said, stacking her plate with the others. "After you're cleaned up, I'll get you connected—SatView, Galaxnet, Satphone—all the essentials. The other house and the outhouse situation can wait."

	Dazed, Ancelin found herself nodding and sliding off the stool. She drifted toward her room in a stupor. As Ancelin left the kitchen, she could feel Krevan's eyes on her. When she glanced back, he was watching, seemingly entranced by the sway of her hips. She knew that look of interest from a man. 

	Her missing the Earth-bound vessel had altered their paths forever. Something about Ancelin had gotten under Krevan's skin—his entire manner transforming overnight. How long had it been since a woman had shared his space? "I told you to leave while you could," he murmured into the silence after she'd gone. His words drifted up the stairwell to where Ancelin paused on the steps, a shiver racing along her spine. The sensation confused her—was it fear that made her pulse quicken, or something else entirely?

	Ancelin retreated to the guest room, stripped down, and collected her toiletries before making her way to the bathroom. She paused, taken aback by its pristine condition. A spacious tub sat beside a glass-walled shower enclosure. Twin sinks stretched beneath wall-length mirrors that caught her naked reflection as she stepped toward the shower. After arranging her bottles along the built-in shelf, she went hunting for towels, discovering a closet stocked with plush white linens and unused soaps near the entrance.

	Ancelin grabbed a fluffy white towel and set it within reach of the shower. "Strange," she murmured to her reflection. "He claims he never has visitors, yet he's stocked for a small hotel." 

	She stepped into the glass stall, and the door slid shut with a soft hiss. Like everything else in Krevan's house, it operated with sleek precision. How had he afforded such luxury on this remote planet? The question lingered as warm water cascaded over her shoulders. Her soap created rich, fragrant lather against her skin. She tilted her face into the spray, letting it drum against her temples and neck, easing the tension she'd carried since arrival. Steam billowed around her, obscuring the mirrors beyond the glass. Sinking onto the marble bench, Ancelin inhaled deeply. If Krevan complained about her using his hot water, so be it. Right now, she couldn't summon the energy to care. Her eyelids grew heavy as she leaned against cool tiles, consciousness slipping away beneath the steady patter of water.

	* * * 

	Sunlight dappled through the dogwood trees like confetti across her parents' front lawn. Ancelin's graduation tassel danced from her rearview mirror, swinging in rhythm with her humming as she pulled into the driveway. Two nights ago, her mother had told her—"Life's just beginning for you, honey"—and Ancelin had spent the morning dreaming of cinnamon rolls rising in the oven at her parent’s home on Saturday morning. 

	She floated from the car, purse swinging from her fingertips, the tune on her lips growing louder as she let herself in through the garage. The house greeted her with silence. No coffee scenting the air, no bacon crackling its welcome, no morning news anchors chattering.

	"Hello?" Her voice bounced back to her, hollow. "I'm home! Anyone awake yet?" Her keys clattered against the counter. "If nobody made breakfast, we could go to that new place downtown. I want to celebrate some more!"

	Ancelin spun around the corner into the family room, her smile still bright as a promise. Then her world inverted. Crimson painted the beige walls in violent brushstrokes. Her parents—her beautiful, loving parents—lay twisted on the sofa like broken dolls, their limbs arranged in a grotesque parody of rest.

	* * * *

	Ancelin's scream bounced off the bathroom walls. She stumbled out of the shower and slammed into Krevan, who caught her by the shoulders with steady hands.

	"Ancelin," he murmured, voice steady as stone. "You're okay now. What scared you?"

	 

	His voice pierced the haze of her terror. She grabbed fistfuls of his shirt, burying her face against him.

	"So much blood," she whispered through chattering teeth. His arms enveloped her, a fortress of warmth, until awareness dawned. "Oh god—" She recoiled, shielding herself with crossed arms. "What are you doing here? Turn around! Where's my towel?"

	Krevan turned to the linen closet, yanked several towels from their neat stack, and held one out to her, his eyes carefully averted.

	"Your scream..." He swallowed. "I thought something was hurting you. I just reacted. I'm sorry for the intrusion."

	Tears streaked down Ancelin's burning cheeks as she clutched the towel to her chest, unable to look at him.

	"I'm so embarrassed," she whispered, her voice barely audible over the still running shower. 

	Krevan's breath caught audibly, his shoulders squaring as his gaze traveled over her. "You're stunning," he said, the words hanging in the steam between them.

	She backed away, securing the towel that seemed impossibly small now. Their fingers brushed as he handed her a second towel, the brief contact sending an unexpected current through her skin. His eyes—those extraordinary green eyes—followed her every movement, softening with something more than concern.

	"I should go," Krevan whispered, but he remained rooted in place, his voice gentle. 

	When she finally dared to meet his gaze, the vulnerability there mirrored her own, and something fragile and new bloomed in the space between them.

	"Ancelin, what frightened you?" His tone gentle, though his stance was rigid, powerful. "What were you running from?"

	"Just a bad dream," she answered sharply, shaking her head. 

	His broad shoulders filled the doorframe, blocking her escape. His eyebrows rose. "You had a dream... while showering?"

	"Yes, I dozed off on the bench because I was exhausted, and the shower was relaxing. I'm embarrassed, Krevan. Please, just leave so I can get dressed." Ancelin waited for Krevan to step aside. "How did you even get in here? I locked the bedroom door."

	"This is my house. No lock can keep me out," Krevan responded. "I heard you scream and came to help. I didn’t intend to embarrass or upset you."

	Ancelin nodded, accepting his explanation.

	"I'll go now," Krevan said, his voice softening as he averted his eyes. "I'll wait downstairs. The rain's stopped for a moment—we're in the eye of it." His fingers lingered on the doorframe. "If you'd like, I could show you the farm before the next wave hits." He turned to leave but paused, his shoulders rising with a deep breath. "Ancelin," he whispered, "there's nothing to be ashamed of." 

	When she emerged from the bathroom moments later, clutching her towel, she found only the ghost of his warmth in the room, the door closed with such gentleness she hadn't heard it click. She pressed her palm against the wood where his hand had been and felt her heartbeat in her fingertips. 

	The rain had eased, and sunlight began to shine through the gray clouds. This world bore some resemblance to Earth. Ancelin stood still, gazing out her bedroom window, admiring the landscape. The vibrant green pasture gently undulated around the house. With the rain and fog now dissipated, she could see three barns of varying sizes. Everything was tidy and seemed meticulously planned. Even the clusters of trees appeared deliberately arranged, artistically scattered to create a picturesque scene. The view stirred something in her chest—a memory of the barns like the ones in her grandmother's faded photo albums of Ohio farmland. But this wasn’t Ohio. She inhaled deeply as she dressed. Ancelin's breath came easier now, the tightness in her chest loosening like a fist slowly unclenching. Even with the nightmare's echo still ringing in her mind, something about Krevan's steady presence seemed to quiet the chaos inside her—a calm she hadn't known since before her world shattered.

	Ancelin hurried down the staircase, not wanting to keep Krevan waiting. She paused at the kitchen threshold when she spotted him lounging in the living room, his long legs stretched out as he flipped through channels on the suspended SatView screen. Her fingers gripped the doorframe as the bathroom scene flashed through her mind—her bare skin against his shirt, the hard press of his body, the way his voice had dropped to a rumble. Heat bloomed across her chest and climbed her neck. She swallowed hard, watching him from the shadows. Something about the casual strength in his hands as they worked the remote made her pulse quicken. Krevan was like a predator at rest—beautiful, compelling, and absolutely not safe.

	Her stomach knotted itself into a fist. The enormity of her decision crashed over her like a wave—galaxies from home with a stranger who'd just seen her naked. Lena’s parting words at the spaceport haunted her: "You can't outrun grief, Ancelin, even at light speed." 

	She'd ignored the warning, desperate to put light-years between herself and the bloodstained walls of her family home. Now she stood frozen, a woman who'd once complained about spotty Galaxnet in her comfortable housing, facing outhouses and chamber pots on a planet where nothing was familiar and unfamiliar dangers lurked everywhere.

	"Ancelin?" Krevan's deep voice broke through her spiral. "Ready for that tour? Animals need tending first, then I'll show you the old house and my greenhouse." He held out a rain jacket that would swallow her whole. "You'll need this—the rain here cuts like ice. We'll see snow within a month."

	"Snow? Really?" She crossed the room and accepted his offered jacket, their fingers touching briefly. "Thanks for letting me borrow this. Mine is packed away somewhere." Her voice grew steadier. "Are there more than just chickens on your farm?"

	"Yes, snow. And I'm raising four Earth pigs alongside four Triaxen tartis to see which adapt better to this environment," he explained, flashing a lopsided smile. "Come next warm season, I'll experiment with different field crops to find the most profitable option. Everything's still in its early stages." 

	The sunlight streaming through the large windows caught his golden-brown hair where it fell across his forehead, softening his features and making him appear younger than he had last night. "We should go through the garage. The ground's muddy, and I don't have boots small enough for you. If you want to stay inside, that’s okay.” 

	"Hold on—I packed boots," Ancelin said, darting back upstairs. She rummaged through her bag, yanking out the sleek gray weatherproof boots she'd bought specifically for this new life. When she returned, she lifted one foot slightly, then the other, like a child showing off new shoes. "I'm ready for the grand tour. I appreciate all this, Krevan. Really."

	Krevan didn't say a word; he just smiled and guided her out of the house into his large, spotless garage. He then took her to the nearest building, saying, "This is the chicken house. It's climate-controlled with excellent air circulation. It can get a bit noisy here. Let's gather the eggs and feed the chickens. I might need to visit Coti later this week for more grain. There's a small feed and hardware store there."

	As they entered the chicken house, the birds went wild. The free-roaming ones dashed to the far end of the building. Wherever Krevan moved, collecting eggs and feeding them, the birds hurriedly scattered or backed away, nearly trampling each other in their haste to avoid him. Ancelin noticed the birds seemed unusually fearful, almost as if sensing a predator among them. Krevan's actions weren't threatening, yet the birds continued their noisy protests. 

	Observing him analytically, Ancelin tried to understand the strange scene. Krevan showed her how to collect the eggs, and, true to the rest of the property, everything around him was pristine. The egg collection system was designed so all the eggs rolled to a single spot. After tending to the birds, Krevan led Ancelin outside, where the birds immediately calmed down. He then directed her to a small door leading to a larger barn. "Ancelin, I'm heading back to the garage to fetch something for these animals. You go on inside; the pigs and tartis are in pens at the far end. I'll be back shortly."

	"Alright," Ancelin agreed. "How do you keep everything so clean and organized?"

	Krevan swung the barn door wide, stepping aside to let her enter first. As she passed him, she felt the heat radiating from his body in the cool air. "Sleep's never been a necessity for me," he said, his voice low. "Few hours is all I need, and I see great in the dark. Makes for productive nights." He gestured toward the interior. "Take a look around. I'll just be a moment." With that, he turned and strode back toward the house, leaving her alone in the dimly lit barn.

	Ancelin glanced over her shoulder to find only empty space where Krevan had stood moments before. "Fast is an understatement," she muttered to the wooden beams above. Making her way to the far end of the barn, she approached the divided pens housing the pigs and tartis. The creatures welcomed her with a chorus of contented grunts and snuffles as they pressed curious snouts against the barriers. "Don't worry, little ones. I'm sure breakfast is coming soon," she said, reaching out to stroke a velvety ear. Without warning, the animals erupted into piercing shrieks that raised the hair on her arms. Whirling toward the door, Ancelin's heart lurched—Krevan stood inches away, his sudden presence stealing her breath. "I—you—" she stammered, pressing a hand to her chest. "Where did you come from? These poor animals are terrified, and now I can barely hear myself think."

	"Next time, earplugs," Krevan called over the cacophony, scooping feed into the troughs. The animals fell silent except for eager snuffling as they dove into their breakfast. He motioned toward a side door. "This way." The room beyond held metal shelving stacked with supplies and a desk wedged into the corner beneath a calendar of Verrian weather patterns. "Storm's coming in half an hour," he said, sliding into the chair and pulling up a tablet. "I need to log these feeding amounts. Make yourself comfortable—won't take long." 

	Ancelin sat on a wooden crate, mesmerized by Krevan's hands dancing across the keyboard. Without warning, his fingers froze mid-motion. He tilted his head as if listening to something beyond human hearing. "We have company," he murmured, rising to his full height. His eyes narrowed toward the entrance. "Nobody comes this far out. Stay behind me." His tone brooked no dissent. Heart quickening, Ancelin trailed him through the barn's dim interior, where animal musk and sweet hay filled each breath. The rumble of engines shattered the pastoral silence. Two ATVs, caked with dried mud, rolled to a stop outside. Four figures climbed off, their heavy footfalls announcing their arrival like thunder.

	"Kurt," Krevan said, his voice flat. "What brings you all the way out here?"

	The tallest of the four men sauntered forward, gaze sliding past Krevan as if he were merely furniture. His eyes fixed on Ancelin with unmistakable interest. "Neighborly visit, Vallex. Word travels." Yellow-brown teeth appeared beneath his cracked lips. "Figured the lady might want to meet us. Not many females around these parts." He thrust a hand toward her, fingernails rimmed with black dirt. "Welcome to our humble settlement, Miss."

	Krevan shifted closer until his shoulder touched hers, his body rigid against her arm. Ancelin fixed her lips into what she hoped was a pleasant smile while hugging herself tightly. "That's very kind of you."

	The tall man's fingers curled back into his palm as he lowered his unshaken hand. "Got a name to go with that pretty face? Me and the boys would love to show you around, help the new girl... find her footing out here." His words stretched like taffy on the last phrase, leaving something sour in the air between them.

	"Ancelin is under my protection," Krevan said. The rumble in his chest made the words vibrate through the air between them. The other men shuffled backward, their eyes finding sudden interest in their mud-caked boots. Ancelin stepped forward, forcing a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "Gentlemen, I appreciate your welcome, but we've got work before the next downpour. Maybe we'll cross paths in town sometime."

	Kurt's gaze slid past her as if she hadn't spoken. "Come on, Vallex. We're not after your property. Just being friendly to the new arrival." His smirk twisted beneath calculating eyes as he folded his arms across his chest.

	"This is private land," Krevan's words fell like stones. "And she's with me. Don't return. Don't approach her." The temperature seemed to drop several degrees. Ancelin instinctively moved behind Krevan's broad shoulders as one of the other men took a deliberate step forward.

	"Why don't we let the lady speak for herself?" The man with the sparse beard took a step closer, his boots making wet sounds in the mud. Something rumbled from deep in Krevan's throat—a vibration so primal it raised goosebumps along Ancelin's forearms. She recognized that sound from nature programs about apex predators. The visitors' gazes darted between them, bodies repositioning with calculated menace. A silent signal passed between two of them as their hands inched toward what might be weapons. Ancelin moved swiftly, pressing against Krevan's side and feeling warmth pulse through the fabric of his shirt. She let her fingers drift to his abdomen, drawing lazy circles against the taut muscle.

	"Darling," she called out, making sure her voice reached across the yard, "I think our guests need to leave before that storm hits. Remember what we discussed about finishing our work early?" She tilted her head up, her mouth a whisper away from his ear. "I had something special planned for tonight."

	Another man lunged forward. In a blur of motion too fast for Ancelin to track, Krevan's hand shot out. The man's feet left the ground, his body suspended by Krevan's white-knuckled grip on his jacket. A sickening crack echoed as the man's spine hit the ATV hood. Krevan's fingers clamped around the man's throat, cutting off his gasp. The veins in Krevan's forearm bulged as he leaned in, his face inches from his prey. His eyes—no longer green but molten silver—reflected nothing human. "Get. Off. My. Land." Each word dripped with lethal promise. "Touch her again and I'll wear your skin." When he released him, the man collapsed, gasping. The others scrambled for their vehicles. Kurt's engine roared to life, but he couldn't resist one final taunt through his window.

	"Four of us would hurt her less than one Triaxen—" The rest died in his throat as Krevan's fist punched through the windshield. The glass didn't just break—it exploded, raining down in a glittering cloud that caught the fading light like diamonds.

	"I warned you, Kurt. I’d rather spare my woman the gruesome sight of your head coming off, so get off my land. And don’t even think about trying to hit me with this vehicle. I'll crush it with you inside." With those final warnings, the men shifted their vehicles into reverse and sped off Krevan’s property.

	Ancelin watched them go, her body trembling with adrenaline. A light mist of rain turned into heavy drops, and in moments, it was pouring down on them. Suddenly she was swept off her feet, Ancelin blinked at the swift movement. When she reopened her eyes, Krevan was holding her inside the garage, looking out at the torrential rain through the open door.

	"The other house will have to wait until tomorrow. For now, let's get you to the greenhouse—it connects directly to the main house." Krevan lowered her to the ground with unexpected gentleness. The world tilted beneath Ancelin's feet, her equilibrium still catching up to the sudden movement. She swayed, and his hand found her elbow, his grip firm but careful. "Steady there. Are you alright?"

	"You're like a blur when you move," Ancelin said, her mind still reeling from everything that had happened.

	"I’m a Triaxen," he replied with a shrug, his hand at the small of her back as he ushered her inside.

	The sky split open with a crack that shook dust from the ceiling beams. Ancelin flinched but noticed the strange absence of lightning—just that unnatural gray glow pressing down from the sky above.

	"Please tell me this storm won't get worse," she said, eyes tracking the swirling mass of clouds.

	Krevan's mouth tightened. "Verrian’s meteorological system is predicting winds strong enough to flatten buildings. Class-five designation. Never seen anything like it since living on Verrian." He glanced at the reinforced walls around them. "Don't worry. I designed this shelter to outlast even the planet's worst tantrums."

	They hung their dripping jackets by the door and left their mud-caked boots on the mat before padding into the kitchen. Krevan filled two glasses with water, which they drank gratefully before he guided her down a hallway. The corridor ended at what could only be described as a glass-walled haven. Raindrops pelted the transparent ceiling and walls, turning the gray sky into a shifting canvas. When the glass doors opened, warmth wrapped around them immediately, carrying the rich smell of soil and growing things. Everywhere she looked, plants thrived—broad leaves in emerald and jade, flowers unfurling in colors she couldn't name—each one evidence of someone who had tended them with extraordinary care.

	"This is where I escape when the weather turns or I want to relax," Krevan said, unexpectedly taking her hand. He guided her toward seedlings at the far end. "These will be ready soon—a variant of Earth's tomatoes. Remarkably resilient plants and their fruit is delicious." He reached for a watering can, tending to his plants with gentle precision.

	Krevan's expression brightened as he swept his arm toward the vista beyond the greenhouse. Words tumbled faster from his lips while his fingers traced phantom furrows in the air. Those powerful hands—the same ones that had splintered glass moments earlier—now cradled a fragile seedling. Ancelin's throat tightened. The man who had hoisted another human effortlessly was now misting delicate sprouts with the gentleness of a parent. Conflict twisted inside her. Had he protected her, or merely marked his territory? And what other capabilities lurked beneath his controlled exterior?

	"What do you think, Ancelin?" Krevan's question snapped her attention back. He inclined his head, expectant.
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