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I'm an outcast, Kol-ian thought. I'm not worthy of living. Then why am I still alive?

The pilot seat was comfortable, but the silence of the starship's deck was deafening – except for the engines that grated on Kol-ian's nerves, reminding him he had nobody to turn to except computers.

Not his wicked family who hadn't allowed him to have any friends. Not his people who were either mind-controlled or didn't care about his fate. Not even his home planet, left behind with everything else.

"Get out of here," Tyro had suggested. "If you stay on Marc'harid, either they kill you or they turn you into one of them."

A mind-controlled puppet like his brother-in-law. Or dead, like his mother who had dared to confront the Emperor. In spite of his broken heart, Kol-ian didn't want to be like either of them. 

He knew he had no choice. Either he left or he'd end up married and mind-controlled. And he'd have to give up his implant, after all that he'd been through to have it. A way of being truly different from them, although it had forced him to run away from them. It was a lost cause – staying would only make him lose himself.

The map of a solar system appeared on the main screen. He was approaching his destination, and his mood hadn't improved yet. Maybe it never would. Maybe this new place would be worse than home. Maybe self-exile wouldn't heal his broken heart.

"Go to the closest Reptilian colony," Tyro had said. "They breed Humanoids and you'll be able to blend in. Nobody will look for you there."

Especially if I crash, Kol-ian thought sourly.

"Breaking news," he recited in an anchorman's voice. "Let the galaxy know that Kol-ian Vaurabi crashed on a Reptilian colony and died as he deserved! Like a shooting star, he fell to his death! Good riddance, he was too dangerous!"

He scoffed. Ha! If I'm dangerous, what about my wicked family? Oh, wait. They're the saviors of the universe! I'm the rebel son who refused to play by their rules! 

He snorted in frustration. On Marc'harid they must know by now he had left with all his belongings – well, the ones that could be carried away, that is. His laptop, a few clothes, his personal shuttle parked in the hangar of the Imperial starship he was driving.

He had to leave behind the place where he was born, his faithful bodyguard and the trees of the palace gardens, and his mother's grave. And his only secret friend, Tyro Megnaghy, a scientist who worked at the palace and who had provided him with the coordinates of his destination – a Saurian colony in a forlorn star system with only one terraformed planet.

Kol-ian checked the autopilot as the starship entered the star system, heading for the third planet from the sun. Soon the computer readings started showing him data on the fast approaching blue planet – a Humanoid world where he could easily disappear, just as Tyro had suggested. It wasn't part of the Galactic Empire and being low-tech, nobody would look for an aristocratic Sire there.

Of course there were Watchers and Saurians, but he knew how to avoid them once he reached the planet's orbit. He couldn't hide the Imperial starship, though, and was ready to get rid of it. Should have called it Shooting Star. Didn't spend enough time on it to give it a name, though. Maybe it had an official name, but he didn't care. He had picked the first semi-automatic starship available and ready to take off.

Other starships cruised around the third and fourth planets, mostly Watchers, but also Saurians who wouldn't allow unauthorized spacecrafts near their colony. Kol-ian could ask for protection, but he didn't like the Reptilian sub-race in charge of this world, so he decided to ignore all identification requests.

Upon reaching the planet, he instructed the autopilot to angle towards the night side of the planet and glide towards to the surface.

"Incoming sstarship, identification pleass!" The hissing Saurian voice was loud and clear.

"You wish," Kol-ian muttered without touching the communication panel. "Not telling you who I am, lizards!"

He set the autopilot to land over a peninsula roughly shaped like a boot while the Saurian voice hissed threats on the starship radio. Learn correct Intergalactic, you snake! Reptilian mouths seemed to have problems with any language except their own.

"Go to hell." Kol-ian got out of his pilot seat, mildly irritated by the interference. 

He grabbed his backpack and headed for the hangar. Time to use the shuttle – pity it wasn't interstellar, but it would do for the planet that had invaded the main screen of the Imperial starship.
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The Blackshirt shivered before entering the room. It had been a long day – a mysterious flash of light had lit up the night on the road between Magenta and Novara. And then in the morning many people had seen an unknown aircraft fly low around Milan. Local newspapers even gave news of a landing, which had sent the Fascists into a cover-up frenzy.

Now it was officially a crash and the Blackshirts had recovered a strange vehicle that looked like a flying saucer which they'd hidden in a nearby hangar. He, being the team leader, was supposed to report to the shadowy boss what they had accomplished on that fine day of June 13, 1933. Strange that Filippo Eredia had sent him to this Sirio Sassano, instead of Italo Balbo or any other member of the Gabinetto RS/33.

"Sso?" Sassano had a hissing voice and his shape was hidden in darkness, but the Blackshirt didn't mind. He had tried to look at him once and had felt sick at the stomach, so he avoided eye contact at all costs now.

"Nothing, sir, the flying vehicle is empty," he answered, saluting and staring into space so he wouldn't have to focus on the intimidating shadow. He didn't know why Sirio Sassano was almost as respected as the Duce himself and had no intention of questioning it.

"It's imposssible!" The hissing sent shivers down his spine. "There was a pilot or a passsenger!"

"We found nobody, sir. The vehicle is hidden in the buildings of Siai Marchetti of Vergiate, as per your instructions. Should we start dismantling it?"

"No, I shall take a look for mysself..."

The Blackshirt saluted and stepped back. He'd let Balbo and Eredia take Sassano to the vehicle. His job was done for the day and he looked forward to going home and rest.
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Kol-ian's shuttle was big enough to have comfortable living quarters for one. Equipped with the best of Sire technology, it had sufficient energy to blend the light around it, rendering it invisible as soon as it touched ground on the snowy mountaintop. Because of the high altitude, Kol-ian kept his windows locked. It wasn't the tallest mountain of that world, but he better study the physical environment of the planet before venturing outside.

He opened his portable computer, curious about the new place. He hadn't traveled much to serve his family and at the moment he felt on vacation and ready to explore. To his amazement, he found that he'd entered a manufactured time loop, so he fine-tuned his shuttle to stay out of it until he had a clearer idea of what was going on, how and when the Saurians had started it and whatever else they were doing.

The Saurian colony was barely out of a world war but ready to start a new one. The Saurians were manipulating governments and leaders, and who knew what they were really up to. Why in the galaxy should Reptilian races breed Humanoids was anyone's guess.

Both were considered superior races, so it didn't make sense for the Saurians or Draconians to have colonies with Humanoid locals to play war games with. Unless they used them to test Humanoid reactions or new weapons they could later use against high-tech Humanoid planets – such as Marc'harid.

Kol-ian scoffed. Power struggles everywhere. But here he wasn't involved – it wasn't his family playing the game. He considered staying out of the manufactured time loop for the time being. He was a loner anyway, he didn't need company. The shuttle was self-sufficient and he'd better wait to show his nose outside. He should study the colony better before trying to blend in – if he wanted to blend in with a low-tech civilization controlled by Reptilians, that is.

The Saurians and their Humanoid slaves had found the Imperial starship and they were probably looking for him. He was glad the shuttle had shields that made him invisible even to the aliens. Outside of the time loop there were only Watchers and Saurians – and him, with his little shape-shifting shuttle. Sometimes it was good to be a Sire and own the most advanced technology in the galaxy.

Kol-ian lay back on the shuttle's couch, relaxing a little after his escape. The fight with his father was still burning his ears – the harsh words hurting more than anything else. He couldn't believe his own family would want to punish him because he'd expressed his feelings for a so-called inferior being.

"What's this obscenity?" His father's icy tone had frozen him on the spot. "Wings? What for? What are you trying to prove? And what did you do to your hair?"

He'd dyed it because he had found out Caroids' coupling preferences. The dark-haired, dark-skinned ones with white feathery wings liked fair-skinned blond Caroids with black wings. Kol-ian was fair-skinned, but he had raven hair, so he had dyed it in the hope of becoming more attractive in a Caroid's eye. And he had the wings made and implanted – nanotechnology controlled by a neural interface that allowed him to fold the wings and make them vanish in his back, leaving only two black lines that could easily be hidden under clothes.

But he couldn't hide his new hair color, and when his father had summoned him, he was also forced to show him the whole makeover. The black wings looked magnificent, he thought – but his father didn't agree. Couldn't be only because they were nanotechnology and not real feathery wings.

"Well? Answer me, Kol-ian. Why did you do this to your perfect body?"

"I... I wanted to impress a Caroid." And he'd failed at that. In spite of Tyro's excellent work – which had taken a year to make – Kol-ian couldn't gain the interest of M'aera S'iva. The beautiful winged being had stared at him with contempt and walked away. A final rejection that still hurt.

"You what?" His father's mind was overpowering, even if he was using his mouth to speak. But Kol-ian could feel the pressure on his mind shields. "Why would you want to impress a damn hybrid?"

Because he's the most beautiful being I have ever seen – and I've seen a lot of beauty at the Imperial palace. M'aera S'iva might be a hybrid, but he's certainly not inferior to us.

He'd hung his head, keeping his mouth shut and his mind shielded while his father continued his tirade.

"We're the Sire, Kol-ian! We govern the galaxy! And you will not waste time with any damn male hybrid! As soon as you turn twenty-one, you shall marry Bess-lin and give me a few more grandchildren!"

"Why don't you ask Lin-sun for more?" Kol-ian retorted. "She's the Heir, she should give you more than just Shan-leo."

"Shan-leo will be supported by his cousins," his father snapped. "That you will provide with Bess-lin."

Kol-ian had been betrothed to Bess-lin when he was only fifteen, a few weeks after his mother's death. His sister Lin-sun was betrothed to Bess-lin's brother Kay-low, but he had died in a flying car accident, so their fathers had decided Kol-ian and Bess-lin would marry instead – when they came of age.

"Shouldn't we wait until she turns twenty-one as well?" Kol-ian asked morosely.

"She's ready – she's been for a couple of years now. It's you who keep fooling around."

"I don't!"

"Yes, you do! I don't like what you're doing, Kol-ian! Now cut off that awful hair color, by your birthday your hair will have grown back enough for the wedding ceremony."

"I can always wear a wig, if it makes you feel better," Kol-ian said, sarcastic.

His father slapped him, but it stung inside more than his cheek.

"You will also get rid of that implant. Or I'll do it for you."

His father's words had sounded final, and Kol-ian knew they were. Defeated, he had shaved his head and retired to brood in his rooms, displaying his wings in front of the mirror once or twice a day, using them to fly to the highest tree tops of the palace park to meditate and think, wondering what he should do with himself.

Then Tyro had knocked on his door – and stared shocked at his black crew-cut.

"What happened?" he'd asked, dismayed. "Your hair..."

"Father didn't like the color," Kol-ian had grumbled. "I was as bald as you, but it's growing back fast. I'll have short hair for my wedding, but it will be enough to please his Imperial Majesty."

Tyro sighed and shook his head. They were both used to his shoulder-length mane – blond or black – and Kol-ian himself felt naked at the moment. Although the drastic haircut allowed him to stay in his room and avoid all public appearances, which fitted his mood.

"It's just hair, it will grow back," he shrugged.

"I understand now why you're playing the hermit," Tyro said.

"I'm also supposed to give up the implant."

"Well, it failed its purpose, so if you want..."

"No! I like my wings. I want to keep them. But I want you to change their appearance."

Thus Tyro had worked on the implant and suggested he leave Marc'harid. And now here he was, on a Saurian colony with his closely cropped black hair and his forbidden implant.

Life rushed by outside the shuttle, and Kol-ian was tired. He decided he'd try the new wings after some well-deserved rest.
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S'lyss cursed under his breath. A damn Imperial starship had landed on the colony and the occupant had vanished. Now he had a wicked Sire hiding among the billions he was supposed to control during his governorship. Not a good thing after two and a half years. He wondered if his predecessors had had to deal with that sort of interference – Watchers yes, mostly Grays, sometimes Humanoids – but a Sire?

"Have you found out who was in the starship?" K'ryss asked from the couch. She didn't like life on Gaia – probably because they must live underground, in secret bases, and their apartment had no windows albeit it had all the comforts of Saurian technology. But they couldn't go outside in the sun as they would look conspicuous among the local Humanoids. They could hide behind laser holograms to produce an outward human appearance, but it was an obvious disguise in plain daylight. Hence they used it mostly in darkened interiors when they needed to meet the local slaves in person.

"Checking the Marc'harid network now," S'lyss replied, clicking away at his computer. He'd been married to K'riss long enough that they could live apart for some time – actually it might be even better for their relationship. "Why don't you get on the first flight home? This is getting boring for you."

"Indeed, considering you prefer your slaves' company to mine," she retorted. "What do you see in those ugly Humanoids that we don't have tenfold?"

"Mm..." S'lyss stared into space, pondering the question. "I like what we're doing with these. They might end up being our army to defeat the wicked Emperor."

K'riss hissed in scorn. "You like some of them in a very sexual way, S'lyss, it has nothing to do with the experiment going on here. I could divorce you for cheating on me with fucking Humanoids!"

"Love is a Humanoid concept," S'lyss reminded her. "We didn't marry for love. We did marry for reproduction purposes, and we had what we wanted in that department. But if you want to break the alliance between our families by divorcing me, feel free to do it."

She glared at him, her beautiful lizard face changing color with anger. "I will follow your suggestion," she said, rising from the couch. "I'll take the first flight home. Enjoy your toys, S'lyss. You have only ten years as governor here anyway."

She sauntered away, regal as usual.

"Good riddance," S'lyss muttered, turning back to his computer. His wife was a handful. He was glad she'd be gone soon, her presence could only hinder his job as governor. He had enough on his plate, with his human drones controlled through mind manipulation and implants, to look after a spoiled aristocratic wife who hated the new housing.

He started scrolling Marc'harid's news, grumbling to himself, until he realized Kol-ian Vaurabi was totally missing from any public event – and had been for a few months now. Interesting.

His reptilian eyes hurt when he finally managed to connect the Imperial starship that had reached Gaia with Kol-ian Vaurabi's absence. Now he knew who was hiding on the planet's surface. He'd send his men out looking for him. But the galaxy would know the starship crashed and he didn't survive.
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The Blackshirt didn't like being summoned by Sirio Sassano, especially since he usually did it at night. But apparently Balbo and Eredia didn't like talking to Sassano either, so they always sent him when they could.

"We are still working on dismantling the vehicle, sir," the Blackshirt said, staring ahead and trying to ignore the shadowy figure. "We must catalog everything and..."

"I don't care," the man snapped. "I want you to find thiss man." He threw a picture on the desk. "Sspread thiss image far and wide, he can't hide forever."

"Yes, sir." The Blackshirt grabbed the photo and left the dark office as fast as he could. Why was that man so slimy? His hissing was most unnerving, almost like talking to a snake – if snakes could talk, that is.

He took a closer look at the picture and stared at it, puzzled. The young man in it looked normal enough – dark hair and eyes, pale skin, flawless features – but it was a color photograph with a different resolution from the normally very expensive color prints of the time. And in spite of showing a close-up of the model, the background looked strange and the collar of his shirt was very unusual. Even the jewelry looked foreign – African? Asian? The Blackshirt couldn't tell.

German technology? he wondered. Although the young man didn't look Aryan. Maybe Indian. British technology then? Whatever. The photograph was bigger and better than usual, it would be easy to find someone with such a perfect picture.

He called his team and showed everybody the strange color picture, then they split to start searching for the mysterious youth.
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Kol-ian stared at his computer screen, worried. He had figured out how the colony was born. The Saurians had conquered Gaia with an invisible invasion. They'd used a stargate and the planet biorhythm to put Gaia on a time loop that had taken it out of galactic time. The time loop lasted 10 galactic years or 120 local years, starting on August 12, 1903 and ending on August 12, 2023. Then it reset itself and started again – with a new Saurian governor.

The current puppeteer was the seventh since the planet had been taken out of the galaxy loop and the time-lock had stopped the natural evolution of the local population. The manufactured loop kept replaying the same events over and over and the Saurians used Gaia's biorhythm peaks – August 12, every twenty years – to make small adjustments to the simulation.

Humans were locked to the planet's time reference, not to a zero (or galactic) time. Kol-ian was out of their stream – much like the other aliens – but he could observe them through his shuttle, that he could use also as time-lock to go in and out of the manufactured loop. He wasn't sure he wanted in, though.

He had seen old-fashioned seaplanes leave the hangars where the Imperial starship had vanished to do a "transatlantic flight" that had lasted just over a local month. From July 1st to August 12th, 1933, a man named Italo Balbo had led a flight of twenty-four flying boats on a round-trip flight from Rome to the Century of Progress in Chicago, Illinois. The flight had started in Orbetello, touched Amsterdam, Londonderry, Reykjavik, Cartwright, Shediac, Montreal, Chicago, New York, back to Shediac, then Shoal Harbour, Ponta Delgada, Lisbona and Rome.

Puzzled by the "awesome enterprise" praised in all the local newspapers, Kol-ian had done further research about the government behind it. He knew they hadn't really used the technology of the Imperial starship yet, but the Italian as well as the German Air Force showed some progress that said "Saurian" all over.

Kol-ian didn't like what he'd found. The Doctrine of Fascism reminded him too much of the Imperial Decree – empire is not only a territorial or military or mercantile concept, but a spiritual and moral one. One can think of an empire, that is, a nation, which directly or indirectly guides other nations, without the need to conquer a single square mile of territory.

That was exactly how the Empire had been governing the galaxy for the past century, backed by Humanoid and Feline planets, opposed by Reptilians, ignored by Carians and with all the other races and subraces caught in the middle.

Even the Fascist party – a revolutionary militia placed at the service of the nation, following a policy based on three principles: order, discipline, hierarchy – sounded a lot like the Imperial family, who added mind control to the lot in a very subtle way nobody was actually aware of except the top of the pyramid.

The Saurians had recreated the Empire on a single-planet scale. They were studying it. Not that Kol-ian was worried the Reptilians could take on the Sire and defeat them, but he wasn't happy to have ended up on a planet so much like home.

Then he realized that maybe he was meant to explore the colony and understand how people lived with covert mind control. Whether they were happy anyway or thrived or what. It would give him an idea of what the galaxy was actually like outside of Marc'harid.

M'aera S'iva didn't feel inferior on Marc'harid – quite the opposite. Others might feel the same. And these oblivious locals could actually be happy with their world, unaware of Saurian control. Kol-ian decided to try to meet some of the natives and see what would happen.
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Kol-ian made the first contact as he came down on foot from the top of Monte Cimone. He had left his shuttle up on the highest "peak" of the Apennines and decided to try out the new wings. Thus he had put his backpack on his chest, deployed the black implant and glided towards lower mountains.

He had landed on a grassy clearing surrounded by hazelnut bushes and folded his wings, hiding them under a shirt and his backpack, now in the correct position. He had started going down the mountain range and was following a track in a chestnut wood when his long legs made him catch up to a petite woman who was carrying a wheel-shaped basket full of grass that was almost as big as her on her head.

"Do you need help?" he offered, since his own backpack was much smaller than the weight the woman was carrying. She looked in her thirties and dressed like a local peasant – human peasants, what an interesting notion. On Marc'harid nature was controlled by machines, that did a perfect job at making it look all genuine. Although now that he was seeing real wilderness, it was messier.

She stared at him, surprised. "No, no, thank you!" she said, quickly.

"Really, I can help carry that," he insisted. "What is it for?"

"Rabbit food," she answered. "We have some. And hens."

He managed to convince her to let him carry her burden. She smiled, relieved, and thanked him. "My name is Caterina, yours?"

Kol-ian hesitated and searched her mind for a name that could sound familiar to her. "Claudio," he said as they emerged from the trees and reached a small village on the side of the mountain. "What is this place called?"

"Fosciandora," she answered. "Is it your first time in Garfagnana?"

"Yes... it looks beautiful." He looked around, quite pleased. The little houses looked old and there was no trace of technology, but the place seemed peaceful, almost out of time. So that was what a really natural planet was like. Well, as natural as Saurian control would allow, of course. The lack of technology helped, though.

He followed her to a stone house where he put down the wheel-shaped basket next to an outside wall. He saw the cages with rabbits inside and hens wandering around them. Cows mooed from a part of the building that must be the stable.

"Thank you," Caterina said. "Would you like a glass of milk?"

He accepted and entered the house. The windows were small, so it was quite dark inside. Three children sat in the small kitchen and stared goggle-eyed at the guest, too intimidated to speak. He smiled at them, but they didn't react.

Caterina shooed them off while she offered Kol-ian a glass of foamy milk. She mentioned her butter – the best – and her cheese as well, but he wasn't hungry, so he accepted only the drink. It tasted strange – very rich compared to the diluted beverages he was used to. He licked off the foamy white mustache over his upper lip with a sigh of satisfaction, and put down the empty glass.

"You're so tall!" Caterina looked awed even now that he was sitting down. "Where are you from?"

"Rome." Again, he fished for an answer in her unprotected mind. He had studied the immediate surroundings a little, and he'd blend in better if he went south, where Humanoids had dark hair and eyes, rather than north, where blond populations lived.

"That's farther than where Barberina went!" she gushed. 

This Barberina, apparently, was from the family who owned the land Caterina worked with her husband. She had married a young man from Massa and had given him five children, the youngest being barely a year old.

Kol-ian winced at the thought of such numerous families, especially comparing them to his own. He was the youngest and his life would have gone to hell a lot earlier if, like little Pinin, he had four elder brothers or sisters. And his father wanted him to breed with Bess-lin... as if he were a stud!

He thanked the woman for the milk and headed out again. She pointed to a two-story house attached to the church of a nearby village and told him that was Casa Nardini – he could stop there for lunch before continuing towards the closest town, Castelnuovo di Garfagnana.

Kol-ian nodded and headed for a path in the woods that went down the side of the mountain. He passed a little stone bridge over an almost dry stream, and then the path went up again, until he reached the first houses of the other village, greeted with smiles from old people sitting outside their doors who kindly pointed him towards Casa Nardini's door.

There a big man called Adolfo welcomed him in the crowded house. It was lunch time by now, and Kol-ian was invited to sit with the family. Adolfo was cheerful and smiling – until he had enough of the cats meowing around them, asking for food. Puzzled, Kol-ian observed the big man chasing the cats out of the room with his stick.

"Where are you headed?" Adolfo asked after the meal.

"Castelnuovo..."

"I shall come with you! I will show you the way!"

Kol-ian thought they'd use some local means of transportation, but no, Adolfo liked walking and so they went down the mountain together. Kol-ian was happy he didn't have to go back up.

Adolfo did the trip every Thursday, since it was market day, and spent the afternoon with his friends in town.

"I play the tuba in our Municipal Band, do you play any instrument?" Adolfo asked

"No, but I love music and dancing and singing."

"So you can keep the rhythm! Sing with me!"

Kol-ian was glad his telepathy allowed him to follow the big cheerful man in his songs as they walked. 

When they reached the walled town, Kol-ian followed him to the marketplace, and then sat with him and his friends.

"Claudio is from Rome," Adolfo told everybody proudly. And instead of milk, Kol-ian was offered wine, which meant that by the time his new friend went back up the mountain a little drunk, he had a splitting headache because the wine had brought down his shields.

He found a small hotel and crumbled on a bed, moaning in pain. No more wine, he decided. And he better stay away from people until he was able to shield his mind from their thoughts again. Luckily he was exhausted and soon fell asleep.
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S'lyss had distributed Kol-ian's picture all over the planet – albeit mostly in the European countries surrounding where the Imperial starship had landed – and now he could only wait. Thank goodness K'ryss was gone, since he was fully occupied with moving his pawns on the planetary chessboard.

The masses were easily controlled by a few, but those few sometimes made mistakes or fought with each other. He thought he had done well to put together Hitler and Mussolini, but the two men didn't always get along as expected.

Tricky Humanoids had unruly brains. Yes, they could be controlled, but there were so many it was hard to follow them all, even with the help of his staff. S'lyss often wondered how the Emperor managed to keep control over the whole galaxy when he had trouble with a single planet.

But he wouldn't be less than his predecessors and would be in control of the chessboard for enough time to learn a few tricks. Instill an idea here, suggest something there... Sirio Sassano, Serge Sanson, Slick Shard, all names he used with Humanoids, hypnotizing them into seeing him as one of them or hiding behind laser holograms.

He couldn't really shift shape like some hybrids or inferior races, but he was good enough with mind suggestions that he could use the local population as his eyes and ears. And he could teleport around the planet faster than any means of transportation could carry him – one day in Europe, the next day in Africa or Asia, depending on where he needed to be to move his pawns. The Saurian secret network worked flawlessly.

And then one of his screens showed him Kol-ian. The prince had shorter hair compared to the official pictures, so he froze the camera and produced a new image to send out. It was not as good as the first, but closer to the technology levels of the colony.

He immediately alerted the Blackshirts, and sent them Kol-ian's picture.

***
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From Garfagnana, Kol-ian went down the mountains and reached Massa. He found the house where Barberina lived with her husband and children, but this time he didn't knock. The little town under Castle Malaspina was interesting enough to visit without making new friends. He reached the coast and stared at the Mediterranean Sea, thoughtful, comparing it to Marc'harid. The two planets were very alike, pity the Saurian time loop had stopped the evolution of this one.

The sun set gloriously, sinking in the water, and Kol-ian sighed. He was hungry, so he went looking for a local restaurant. He had cash, since he'd done little jobs on his way down, helping here and there, especially with broken cars or other machines, because he was better at mechanics than any other manual work.

He was used to computers, and liked flying cars back at home – one more reason to have his implant and fly with his own wings instead of crashing to death like Kay-low Meraini – and the low-tech cars of the colony weren't much different. 

He bought a focaccia and went back to town in the quickly fading light, thinking he should fly to the top of the castle and use his laptop to check on his shuttle, parked near a marble quarry in stealth mode. Controlling it with his portable computer, he had kept the shuttle close enough to be easily reached with a short flight.

He could probably find a way to fabricate the local cash in the shuttle, although working was a way of interacting. Being a telepath, he didn't have communication problems, but he did need to eat – and nobody would give him free food except the shuttle's dispenser.

He crossed Piazza Aranci, glancing at Barberina's windows. Two Blackshirts saw him.

"Hey, you! Stop!" They pointed an electric torch in his face and he noticed one of them held a photograph in his hands. "It's him!"

Without thinking, Kol-ian punched the man in front of him. The picture fell to the ground with the torch that broke, but in the cone of the street lights he saw a photo of him taken from an invisible camera, probably that very morning.

"Sango da C'est'aran," he muttered as the other man tried to grab him. He swirled around, hitting that one too, and ran away. He heard them scream for help as he plunged into a side street and he knew there'd be more than two pursuants.

He turned into another street, quickly taking off his backpack. He didn't bother shedding his shirt – he simply let it rip by the opening of the wings.

Jumping from shadow to shadow, he flapped the wings and took off, vanishing from street level sight as five or six men burst into view, looking for him. They never thought of looking up, so he left their frustrated screams behind, and headed for the castle like he had intended. Time to go back into the shuttle and out of the dangerous time loop.

***
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Kol-ian folded his wings and dropped his backpack with a sigh of relief, locking the shuttle door and leaving the manufactured time-loop of the planet for a while. The Fascists had almost caught him – the Saurians obviously had cameras and other sensors everywhere, hidden from their slaves. He better stay put until they forgot him. Besides, war was looming on the colony and Kol-ian didn't really want to be involved in that. He had never seen war on Marc'harid and didn't intend to experience one here, on a low-tech Saurian colony.

So he just relaxed in the protection of the shuttle, back on galactic time, keeping an eye on what was happening outside through his computer and often snorting at the madness unfolding in front of his eyes. It was like watching an endless, multi-layered movie involving the whole planet.

Still, sometimes his mind drifted down memory lane. If he lay down to rest on the shuttle bed, the events that had brought him to the colony seemed as fresh as if they'd just happened. It was well over a year ago that he'd first met beautiful M'aera S'iva, but it felt like yesterday thinking back about that court ball...

***
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Kol-ian gasped in awe when the winged being entered the Imperial ballroom. He was obviously half-blood with his completely human body and feathered white wings – a scantly dressed Caroid with long black hair and caramel skin that took Kol-ian's breath away.

He leaned towards his bodyguard – a dark-skinned cyborg, his human torso implanted on a horse-shaped body – without taking his eyes off of the winged being who had joined a group of his peers. "Who's that?" he whispered into C'ell'andy's ear.

"I shall investigate, my lord," the bodyguard answered with a bow.

Kol-ian barely heard him leave, in spite of C'ell'andy having four artificial hoofs. But Kol-ian was too smitten by the Caroid to notice anything else.

White ceremonial pearls adorned the long black hair and white teeth shone on the chiseled face of the hybrid as he talked to the others. They might all be winged and long-haired, but the newcomer stood out in the little group anyway. The generous bosom of the female Caroid next to him wasn't as attractive as his well-toned body. She must be his sister since they had the same shade of brown skin and equally white wings. In the group there were also blond, fair-skinned, black-winged Caroids but Kol-ian barely noticed them.

"M'aera S'iva from D'est'ic." C'ell'andy's voice startled him. "He's with the Caroids delegation."

"I can see that!" Kol-ian snapped. "He's gorgeous," he added with a sigh.

"You know what your father would tell you, my lord," C'ell'andy warned, amused.

Kol-ian grimaced in disgust, almost hearing his father's voice in his head. You're Kol-ian Vaurabi, and you're above everyone – yes, even your betrothed, Bess-lin. You bow only to me and your sister Lin-sun. Everyone else is below you.

He could look, but he better not touch. Although the Caroid was so awesome, he didn't really care what his father would say. He could stare at the beautiful winged being forever! M'aera S'iva – he repeated the name in his mind, savoring it. If only he could taste also M'aera S'iva's skin and lips...

Bess-lin's face and red
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