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Star Minds Book 1

Technological Angel

PART ONE: PLANET EARTH 1982

Chapter 1 – ROME, ITALY

Daniele stopped his olive-green Fiat 127 in front of his gate, his mind still on the party at Marilena's. He really should have asked for that Tatiana's number. He pushed the button of his remote control, but the gate didn't budge.

"Can you believe it?" he grumbled, pulling out his keys. The damn remote's battery was dead again, so he had to open it manually with a key at two in the morning. Snorting, he shifted gears to neutral and opened his door to reach the keyhole. At least it wasn't raining.

The late-night street was very quiet, so he was startled to hear a low growl. The bunch of keys dropped to the ground since his shaky hand hadn't found the hole yet, and he leaned to pick them up, cursing under his breath.

A swift movement made him look behind the car and into the empty alley. His eyes met a feline stare in a head way too big to be a cat's.

Suddenly his drunkenness and sleepiness were gone. Even the newspaper had talked about it – there was a black panther roaming Rome, even if nobody had taken pictures of it and he didn't know anyone who had actually seen it. Apparently it wasn't an urban legend!

The big cat looked away and moved on, a black shadow disappearing into the night. Slowly Daniele picked up the bunch of keys, trying to keep them from clanging, and managed to open the damn gate. He locked himself in the car, his heart still racing. Anxious, he looked behind, but the wild beast was nowhere to be seen.

Daniele started the car and raced inside, braking immediately past the gate. He stared at the rearview mirror, hoping the panther wouldn't follow. He saw it wandering outside, but it didn't look interested in him, and went back the way it had come.

"Mortacci!" he exclaimed, sweating as the gate finally closed with a clang. Could the panther go through the gate? Jump over the garden's wall? Where did it come from anyway?

Daniele exhaled slowly, getting a grip on himself, then reached the garage. It was a closed box, so he felt safer, especially since the stairs to the house were internal. Even if the wild beast entered the garden, it wouldn't reach him.

He went to the first floor and his room, well kept by the Filipino maid who put back into the big wardrobe all the clothes and shoes he tended to leave around. His bookshelves were filled with university books, but also his favorite reads: the complete collection of the photo books of the TV series Space 1999, the novelization of Star Wars and the comic-book version of The Empire Strikes Back, a great number of Urania – some inherited from his father who enjoyed that collection of sci-fi stories as much as he did – and the photo-stories of his favorite episodes of Star Trek, bought in London the previous summer.

Over his desk he had a wooden panel where he pinned pictures and articles. Assorted papers surrounded his manual typewriter which he was slowly using – with two fingers and lots of errors  – for his university thesis. At twenty-six he was almost done studying but he still kept posters of Star Wars and Catherine Schell as Maya of Space 1999 on his walls.

Daniele slumped on his bed, exhausted. He didn't know if it was Marilena's party or the meeting with the panther, but he felt wrecked. He fell asleep, still dressed, barely kicking off his shoes before curling up with the Sandman.
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"Ma', there's a panther around, let's keep all the doors closed, shall we?"

"Daniele, are you high?"

Daniele's mother was an elegant and still-beautiful woman in her fifties who always took care of her appearance. Daniele had lived with her for twenty-six years and never saw her disheveled. When she came out of her bedroom in the morning, she was already perfect like a queen.

"No, Ma', I'm not high." He snorted. He might have lots of faults, but he didn't smoke and didn't do drugs, for Christ's sake! "Coming back last night I saw a panther wandering outside our gate."

"Yeah, sure." His mother made a dismissive gesture with her hand.

"I'm going, do what you want," he grumbled.

He went to the garage and patted his beloved car. He was so sentimental, he named her Olivia, for her color. He'd had her for eight years and didn't want to get rid of her, in spite of "Olivia" aging not so gracefully.

"Olivia, you're my only love," he told her every morning before trying to start the engine. Wicked Olivia didn't always listen to him.

That morning, snorting, Olivia allowed him to reach La Sapienza University, where his friends teased him when he told them about the panther. In plain daylight it felt unreal to him as well, so he put aside the meeting as classes started again.
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Daniele was on foot when another pedestrian stopped him on the sidewalk of his street. It was a young man – short, curly, black hair and blue eyes – who would have looked normal except for his colorful patchwork jacket and pants. Strange fashion – Daniele wondered where he came from.

"Excuse me, I'm looking for the man who won the Totocalcio, Ugo Rossi," the stranger said with a half bow that looked very Japanese. Pity he didn't look Japanese at all.

Daniele studied him, wary, even though a couple of years before someone with that name had moved into a nearby villa. EUR was a rich suburb, but Ugo Rossi had come from nowhere. Many speculated he had won the national lottery based on soccer games, called Totocalcio, to be able to move there.

"Why are you looking for him, are you a journalist?" Daniele demanded. The inhabitants of his street guarded each other's privacy carefully.

"A friend," the other said. 

Daniele realized the other's voice sounded strange.

"Why do you use a harmonizer to speak?" he asked, puzzled. Singers used that (Giuni Russo mentioned it in her summer hit Un'estate al mare) – or maybe it was one of those things to help the mute to speak?

"It's a translator, or you wouldn't understand me," the other replied patiently. "Can you tell me if someone who won at the Totocalcio lives on this street or not?"

"Yes, but he's Italian and doesn't need a translator." Daniele spat out the last word, not really understanding what it meant.

"Of course, he's a telepath, he doesn't need one." The other smiled. "He wants to be called Ugo Rossi, but his real name is Uwe-yuri."

"What is he, Russian?" Daniele wondered. He had met Ugo Rossi and had to admit he spoke a strangely perfect Italian. No foreign accent, but not a native either. A telepath? What did that mean anyway? 

"No, from Marc'harid."

"Yeah, right, the place where they invented instant translators," Daniele said, sarcastic. "Japan? The Japanese are the most technological... Are you Japanese?"

"Do I look... whatever you say I am? No, I'm not! Can you tell me where to find him?"

"Why should I? Are you after his money?"

"No, his life."

"Listen, a' coso, why don't you tell me what you're really doing here?" Daniele exploded.

The other snorted, obviously as frustrated as he was. "My name is Gaurishankar."

"Gauri-what? Where are you from?"

"Gau-ri-shan-kar." Seen up close he had really interesting cat-like eyes, sky-blue but slightly almond-shaped, which made it hard to determine which country he was from.

"Whatever, Gari, my name is Daniele. Gauri is an Indian goddess, by the way."

"Will you help me or not?" Gaurishankar asked. Relentless weirdo.

"To do what? Stop teasing me and we can talk about it."

"I'm not teasing you, I'm looking for Ugo Rossi."

"I got that, and it's not to steal his money. And you're not his friend either, or you'd know where he lives."

"Right. But I'll have money if I find him."

"Whose money?"

"Not the local one anyway."

"Okay, the exchange rate might not be as good as the Mighty Dollar, but still..."

"All local currencies have no value off planet."

"Wait wait wait! You mean you're extraterrestrial?" Daniele stared at him in utter disbelief. That would explain the strange clothes, the harmonizer effect and the impossible name. Or it could be a prank. His friends knew of his sci-fi obsession, but would they really hire someone to pretend to be extraterrestrial? "No, no, wait, let's start this from scratch! So, you are?"

"I'm Gaurishankar from Ypsilanti and I'm looking for Uwe-yuri from Marc'harid who on this planet wants to be called Ugo Rossi and lives in Rome, somewhere here in EUR, but I'm not sure where exactly." The other's voice sounded mechanical now. Daniele wondered if he had met some perfect android from another planet – then snickered at the thought. Get real. But what if the weirdo was real?

Keep cool, Daniele thought. After all, even in Star Wars there were aliens that looked like humans. The idea of talking to a real extraterrestrial, even if he looked so common, was exciting. This guy didn't look like any of the "Martians" seen around the world, but he definitely talked strange. A hired actor would have behaved more like he expected him to.

A big car passed by and Gaurishankar's watch started beeping like crazy. Daniele observed the metal bracelet, with a small quadrant of lights emitting strange sounds, realizing it couldn't be an actual watch. Must be some kind of James Bond gadget or something.

"Uwe-yuri," Gaurishankar whispered, following the black car with his eyes.

This guy is really obsessed, Daniele thought while they jogged after the car which was indeed the neo-millionaire's. Daniele had recognized him and his chauffeur, but the gate of the villa closed on their faces, making Gaurishankar curse under his breath.

"At least now I know where he lives," the self-proclaimed extraterrestrial sighed, catching his breath. "Thanks anyway."

"Wait, what will you do now?" Daniele inquired.

Gaurishankar stared at him with his blue cat-eyes. "I told you, I'm here for him."

"Why, what did he do?"

The other took his arm and they walked away from Ugo Rossi's gate. They strolled back towards Daniele's house.

"He's wanted throughout the galaxy," Gaurishankar explained. "He tried to kill the Emperor. He failed and now the Emperor wants his head. All the bounty hunters are after him."

Boba Fett! Daniele thought, thrilled. "So you're a bounty hunter?"

"I'm also a killer. Do not interfere, and I'll vanish without touching you. Try to stop me, and I'll kill you. No need to tell you your police can't stop me, right? They'd never believe you anyway. But you're smart, I'm sure you know I'm not what I look like."

Well, now he sounded like a prank. A bounty hunter from space – very Star Wars. Daniele was torn between the excited sci-fi geek who wanted to believe his luck and the rational twenty-six-year-old who screamed, "Run! It's a prank! Call your buddies and tell them to quit their silly jokes!"

He gave the young man the benefit of doubt. Asking more questions might lead to the truth. "You're a... real alien?"

"I'm a Humanoid, but wasn't born on this planet. Ypsilanti is in a solar system of what you call Epsilon Eridani."

"And what do you know about Ugo Rossi?" Daniele insisted, frowning in concentration.

"He didn't win the Totocalcio, that's a cover given to him by his allies." Gaurishankar scoffed. "The Saurians granted him immunity for his failed attempt. If he had succeeded in killing the Emperor, he'd have done them a huge favor."

"To who?"

"The Saurians. They have colonies like this one everywhere."

"This is not a colony of some faceless alien species!" Daniele protested. Although UFO sightings and those Gray beings... What was behind all those mysteries?

Gaurishankar smiled at him with sympathy and shrugged. 

"Where is your starship?" Daniele asked bluntly, still shaken by the last revelation.

"In orbit. I teleported down," Gaurishankar answered. "No chance to land unnoticed here... I found Uwe-yuri because his spacecraft is parked over there." He pointed at the sky.

"You mean up there, beyond radars and telescopes, there are two starships?" Daniele asked, excited. "And they just sit still?"

"They have an invisible anchor that ties them to the owner," Gaurishankar answered. "Although the anchor isn't good enough to trace the owner's precise whereabouts."

"Well, you got to EUR, pretty close, I daresay!" Daniele couldn't believe his ears. "Jesus Christ!" He pondered. "So, what will you do now?"

Gaurishankar sighed and shook his head. "I'll think about it. I need to complete my mission."

"How will you proceed?" Daniele asked. He was so engrossed by now he didn't even notice his new friend's strange voice anymore.

"I'll need to eat first, while I ponder," Gaurishankar said.

"Why don't you have lunch with me?" Daniele offered. "We have a great cook!"
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Daniele's cook was indeed good and Gaurishankar ended up relaxing. The Earthling was sticky but funny. He didn't care if Daniele had introduced him as "a friend who comes from Russia and doesn't speak Italian," at least he didn't have to talk to Daniele's parents. He had already told too much to an inhabitant of a planet that wasn't a member of the Star Nations.

The lack of human companions in the past year made him talk too much when he shouldn't. He wasn't a loner by choice, and he hadn't had a real conversation in a long time. Hence Daniele had managed to make him say things he shouldn't have – but it didn't really matter, since the local young man was not a member of the Star Nations and nobody would know about Gaurishankar's mistake.

After the meal they sat on Daniele's terrace, under the sun. According to Daniele it was a winter sun, but Gaurishankar didn't need to add a layer to his clothes. Too much time on a starship meant he was very happy to breathe some fresh air and if it was cooler than summer, it was fine with him.

He imagined he was back on Ypsilanti. Although it would probably be years before he worked up the courage to go back to his home planet. This one looked like a very low-tech version of Ypsilanti, though, so he decided to relax while he could.

"Aren't you cold?" Daniele asked.

"No, my planet is colder."

"Maybe you're really Russian," Daniele muttered. "Listen... Why did you come to Earth alone? What happened to the other bounty hunters?"

"The Saurians have many Humanoid colonies so we split before leaving Friport," he shrugged. "I was lucky enough to be sent to the right planet."

"Look, I really don't get you. Who are those Saurians? And why do you keep talking about colonies?"

"You're slaves of the Saurians and are not ready to discover the truth," Gaurishankar answered. "The whole galaxy is like this, with planets psychologically or technically superior that control the others. It's a pyramid, and whoever lives at the base lives in blissful ignorance."

"So, who rules the galaxy?"

"We have a Humanoid Empire at the moment, but some Reptilians are struggling to take it down. There are four main races out there, and a couple of them really don't get along well."

"And the Emperor is a Humanoid?"

"Yes, he's a Sire. They're the most powerful of Humanoids. And they don't really care about lower-class Humanoids such as you or me."

"So who's keeping an eye on us?"

"The Grizaj, the Saurians and other inferior races. Some operate on behalf of the Star Nations, they're called Watchers. The Saurians tolerate them, but try to keep their deeds from those Watchers' eyes – they want total control. Your governments cover them up. Witnesses are ridiculed, evidence hidden... and this planet is out of the Galactic Time."

"Whatever that means," Daniele grumbled. "When you leave, I'm coming with you."

"I don't think so."

"Please! I want to visit the stars!"

"You're not ready."

"Yes I am! Besides, you could teach me!"

"You know nothing of me, of what's out there."

"That's the most exciting part! I can live a sci-fi adventure!"

"No, you can't."

"Why not? Are you afraid I'll discover the galaxy is messier than this planet?"

"You're not ready."

"Oh, please! I know we're not alone in the universe, and I was looking forward to finding someone who could take me out there! Besides, I know your secret now."

"Nobody would believe you. I told you, cover-up is very strict."

"Gari, please!" Daniele begged.

Gaurishankar scoffed. "You have no idea of what you're asking. Leaving means you'll never come back to your home planet."

"Perfect, I have no reason to come back!" Daniele grinned. "Olivia is getting old and since Patrizia I can't keep a girlfriend for more than three months. I'll miss my friends, of course, but I'm sure I'll find new ones. My parents... Bah, they can live without their only heir. Therefore I'm ready."

"Sleep on it," Gaurishankar said. "I'll come by tomorrow morning and see if you changed your mind."

"I won't," Daniele assured, determined.
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When night fell on the Italian capital, Daniele insisted on accompanying Gaurishankar on his mission, and the extraterrestrial surrendered with a sigh. He must have been lonely for too long if a few hours was enough time to grow fond of a local Humanoid. Although Daniele talked to him like he did out of ignorance and genuine curiosity about the Star Nations – if only he knew Gaurishankar's true story...

They walked together along the empty street. The walls of Ugo Rossi's villa were the highest, and the gate was locked. Gaurishankar stared at the obstacle. Sounds of a party came from a nearby house, but the villa was silent. 

Gaurishankar smiled to himself – he knew how to get rid of Daniele now. The native young man had been a pleasant companion for a day, but he doubted Daniele would still want to go with him after tonight.

He roared a call and the black panther came out of the shadows. Gaurishankar saw Daniele stiffen in terror and scoffed. He wasn't done yet. And even on Ypsilanti they weren't used to were-panthers.

He quickly stripped while the panther waited, its tail whipping the night air. He crouched as fur started growing, and bones and muscles shifted. He stared in the eyes of the black panther, fine-tuning himself to her.

As he turned into the animal, he considered that he hadn't been born this way, and it was unfair. Then his feline vision took over as he growled a greeting to his four-legged friend, and he followed the black panther towards the villa. Both jumped over parked cars, up the wall and into the darkened garden.
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Daniele closed his mouth and remembered to breathe. The transformation was quick, but he couldn't deny it anymore. He stared at the bundle of clothes on the sidewalk as the shape shift replayed under his eyes. 

A were-panther! He had heard of lycanthropy, but were-panthers? The other panther was obviously a real one, although he'd had time to notice she wore a collar. He had met a strange man-beast with a tamed black panther. Obviously therianthropy was very real on other planets, so if he wanted to follow Gaurishankar (who had declared he was a Humanoid, only to transform himself) he should really say good-bye to Earth. And learn to live with big wild cats.

He slumped on the sidewalk. What now? Should he follow the alien mutant to the stars, looking for new worlds like an old TV series from the 60s that had just reached the Italian screens? Could he renounce his house, his family, and his friends to follow a real-life X-man who hung out with a black panther?

Hell yes! Better a starship than boring Rome sweet home. Was the spacecraft like the Eagles of Space 1999, the Enterprise or the Millennium Falcon? And family... one part of him was scared to leave his mother's skirt, but the thought of visiting the galaxy was too tempting to keep him here.

Daniele started biting his nails, hoping Gaurishankar would come back for him. Or at least for his clothes.
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Uwe-yuri sent his local servant to sleep before locking himself in his room. He pulled out his portable PC and sat on a comfortable armchair with a frown, switching on the device.

He wasn't happy. Dealing with slimy Saurians hadn't brought him any closer to Kol-ian and he was running out of time. He'd tried vainly to contact the young Sire, and eventually resorted to using his implant detector. 

He now knew more or less the whereabouts of the fugitive, but he still needed the Saurians' help to actually find him. He called S'lyss, and the lizard-like face on the screen looked more unctuous than ever.

"Uwe-yuri, we have a sssituation, can I get back to you?" The Saurian tried to get rid of him as quickly as he could.

"No, I won't keep you for long," Uwe-yuri snapped in a commanding tone. "My implant detector has located Kol-ian – he's on this continent, I'm sending you the coordinates right now."

"Ah, thank you." The Saurian blinked and his forked tongue flashed out of the toothy mouth. "Um... Pariss. We had an intruder crash in London, which is very close. We need to find that one firsst. She's a threat to our ssecurity. Kol-ian was dormant for dozens of local years."

"Why couldn't you locate him in those dozens of local years?" Uwe-yuri demanded. "I can't believe you won't trace an intruder on your own colony!"

"Thiss planet has five billion Humanoids, Uwe-yuri, how can we find one who can passs for a local? The Ssylvanian has implants, sso we will locate her ssoon. We didn't know about Kol-ian's implant or we would have been able to locate him long ago!"

Uwe-yuri scoffed. "No, you wouldn't. His implant is unrecorded and unofficial. I could trace it because I stole the code before leaving Marc'harid."

"What does it look like?" The Saurian's scaly face looked very interested now.

"None of your business," Uwe-yuri retorted. He wasn't going to give away a Sire secret to a Saurian. "You should have located him when he reached this godforsaken planet!"

"There were problems then! I told you, the sstarship was dissmantled before World War II. He wasn't in the sspacecraft, though, and his picture has been with our local agents since then, but nobody ssaw him. I think he has ssome kind of shield." 

Uwe-yuri scoffed. His sensors had told him Kol-ian was still on the Galactic Time in spite of spending so much time on the Saurian colony. He must have kept his personal shuttle, a jewel of Sire technology. And the Saurians knew nothing about it. Might be considered a form of shield, that made him invisible to the Saurians, keeping him on a different frequency. 

Of course Kol-ian knew about the Saurians, and maybe got in touch with other Watchers during the time he had spent here. Still he was outside the simulation, obviously, so the Saurians couldn't trace him.

"Well, I found him for you!" he snapped again. "I'll go to Paris myself if you don't find him soon. I'm sick of your excuses, S'lyss, I need to talk to him! He's our only hope of getting rid of the Emperor."

"I will alert my men in Franss," the Saurian promised.

"And... S'lyss? Remember we need him alive!"

The Saurian nodded and logged off.

Uwe-yuri snorted and checked his messages, but still nothing from Kol-ian, who was obviously ignoring his messages. The young Sire wasn't really invisible – if one knew what to look for. But his data were confidential, and only someone like Uwe-yuri had access to them. And he wasn't going to share them with a sneaky Reptilian sub-race.

He switched off the computer and started pacing the room, frowning. What if Kol-ian couldn't help him? What if the Emperor was really invincible?

He stopped to pick up a digital frame he kept hidden in the drawer of his bed table. Photos of his family alternated in a random slideshow – his wife, his son, his grandson. His only true love and her baby son. His childhood friends with him when they were all young, and then later in life with their spouses and offspring. His teenaged son's smile, then a more recent picture of the same young man with a dazed expression standing by a beautiful young woman with a proud smile – his wife.

Uwe-yuri threw the digital frame back into the drawer. "Damned Vaurabi," he muttered. He couldn't believe they had turned his son Ker-ris into a brainless sex toy. Heck, his grandson had more brains than Ker-ris now! And Shan-leo was barely eight, but more mature than his age. Maybe because his own father was so lost in a daze and his mother an icy bitch. Damned Vaurabi, you destroy every person with a heart!

He opened the French window and stepped out onto the balcony. He needed fresh air. He missed his home, his son, his grandson. He wanted to leave the damn Saurian colony and go back to the Galactic Empire to exact his revenge. But he had failed once already, and next time would mean death.

Then Death attacked him in the form of two black panthers. What were those wild beasts doing in a town? He barely had time to think that maybe they weren't really local before feline fangs ripped through his throat.
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Gaurishankar resumed human form to drag the Sire's corpse back inside the room. The panther growled as he took the bedspread to clean the blood on the balcony floor.

Gaurishankar had made certain to keep his multitasking bracelets on when he shifted shape. Touching a specific stone on the silver circle around his right wrist, he pulled out a blue laser line and used it to cut off the head.

Gaurishankar sighed with relief. Way too easy. He touched the teleportation button on his left wrist and a white light took him and the panther back to the starship.

"Wait here," he ordered the feline, picking up a cryogenic container and a silver gun.

The white light of teleportation brought him back to Uwe-yuri's bedroom. He put the head in the cryogenic box and used the gun to disintegrate the body. He checked the wardrobe and drawers for any alien artifact the aristocrat had brought to the planet. He grabbed the portable computer and e-reader – technology unseen on the planet so far – threw everything in a bag and beamed himself back to the spacecraft.

Gaurishankar had traveled alone with the panther for quite some time now. He wouldn't mind some human company and Daniele sounded nice. But the Earthling better lock himself in a cabin – the panther wasn't a man-eater, but who knew? And his own mutation wasn't always under control either. Maybe he was being foolish – taking a human passenger, and from a low-tech planet – but he was very lonely.

Well, he still had to recover his clothes... He wondered if Daniele was still out there, waiting for him, or if he had scared the native away.
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It was almost dawn, and Daniele sat on the sidewalk, holding his chin with his hand, certain Gaurishankar had left him behind with his clothes. Then a flash of white light materialized the extraterrestrial young man in front of him.

Daniele jumped to his feet, excited like a child. "So?"

"Mission accomplished," Gaurishankar answered, grabbing his clothes and dressing as he spoke. "Have you changed your mind?"

"Of course not!"

"You're not afraid to travel with a were-panther?"

"No. I'm coming with you."

Gaurishankar looked impressed. "You didn't sleep, did you?" he asked.

"I don't need to sleep on it!" Daniele replied impatiently. "Are we going or not?"

Gaurishankar chuckled. "I had to be sure," he apologized. He offered a bracelet very similar to his non-watch. "Take this," he said. "Until you learn to speak Intergalactic you better use a translator."

"Thank you!" Delighted, Daniele immediately put it on his wrist. The bracelet locked closed – and it sounded final. "I'm ready!" Daniele's voice came out strange like Gaurishankar's. "Was it your panther who scared me two nights ago?"

"Might have been her, might have been me. I doubt there are more panthers around here."

"So I didn't dream of it!" Daniele was very happy to hear he wasn't going crazy.

"Let's go."

The white light engulfed them and they vanished together from the quiet Roman street.

Chapter 2 – LONDON, ENGLAND

Maela drove the star-fighter towards the blue planet. Her computer readings told her it was a Humanoid planet that wasn't part of the Galactic Empire yet. She didn't have much choice, thought. It was the only place where she could land the damaged aircraft.

"A Saurian colony," the copilot droid commented. "I think you can vanish there until they trace you and take you back home."

"But what will you do?" She worried. 

The star-fighter was badly damaged from a battle near the fourth planet of that small sun, and she needed a place to land where she could breathe and regroup. Luckily they weren't pursuing her, too busy with the rest of the Sylvanian fleet to come after a single star-fighter. They knew she had nowhere else to go but the third planet – enemy territory anyway. 

She hoped their ground troops on the planet wouldn't take off and disintegrate her in space, but their spacecrafts were probably already out to fight the battle. Ground batteries were still a danger, but she hoped to get close enough to the surface to eject herself and land without danger. The star-fighter and her copilot were probably doomed, though.

"I'll destroy the star-fighter and myself, so they won't be able to follow you."

"But Dee! I can't lose you!"

"Nonsense, Maela. I am not alive, but you must go back to the mothership."

The impact with the planet's atmosphere was harder than expected, but Maela ignored the new warning signals. The star-fighter was lost anyway, but she didn't like the idea of losing her droid companion. 

She drove the star-fighter towards the nightside of the planet as she glided closer to the surface. At the same time she received the identification request.

"Saurians," she muttered. "Don't even think about it!" The wicked Reptilians were the reason she was in this predicament. She must avoid capture at all costs.

"They know they hit us, and they'll try to trace us," Dee said. "I'll jam their instruments until we touch down."

"Thank you, Dee." Maela sighed. "I'll miss you."

"You'll have another."

"He won't have your personality..."

"I'm a droid, Maela, I don't have a personality."

"That's what you think, Dee! All these months you proved yourself a worthy copilot and I'm very proud to have fought with you."

"Don't forget I'm D101bis, you'll have D101ter with you as soon as you get back on a star-fighter's seat."

Maela gave up arguing with the artificial intelligence on board to concentrate on the landing. Well, the crash, more like, since the engines were badly damaged by the impact with the atmosphere and she couldn't really maneuver the aircraft anymore. 

She saw a big island approach way too fast. Dee had transferred all remaining energy into the shields, except that needed to jam transmissions, so she could only wait. 

Another very close call. She had seen star-fighters destroyed during the battle. At least hers was still whole, even if very badly damaged. She wondered how the others were doing without her.

She was almost there. Damn, a town. She could see the thousands of lights getting closer. Well, at least she could hide among the local population. As long as she didn't crash on a house and kill someone, of course.

She managed to swerve a little towards a park. She was now very low, just above some little houses. Taller buildings were far away – she'd reached a suburb.

"So long and thanks for flying with me," Dee said as Maela braced herself for the impact with the ground. It was bad enough that her fighter was shot and forced to leave during a battle, but now she was also being denied a proper landing. As long as she survived, though, they'd come for her.

The trees seemed to try to grab the falling star-fighter, slowing it slightly.

"Ejecting you!" Dee warned.

Maela closed her eyes and prepared for the jump.
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Mark's feelings about the night were contrasting. On one hand the show had been great, the audience involved and cheerful, and the band had rocked. On the other hand Kate's scene after some girls had showed him too much affection had sort of ruined the mood. She now sat in the car by his side, pouting, and it probably wasn't over yet. She was pretty and sweet, but was becoming too possessive for his tastes, especially when he went onstage as the guitarist of Hush, a Deep Purple tribute band.

Mark refrained from sighing and kept driving in the heavy silence. A green shooting star crossed their way and a strange crashing sound startled them while they approached their front lane.

"What was that?" Mark asked.

"Not another bomb," Kate groaned. One of her friends had been wounded by the two bombs Provisional IRA had detonated in Central London the previous July.

"We're not in Central London," Mark snapped. The trip to his workplace on Carnaby Street reminded him of that every morning. And he was closer to the bombs on that fateful July 20th than Kate ever was. "Besides, it looked more like a plane crash than an explosion."

Kate glared at him as he parked the car and then got out and went into the house. Mark let out that previously unreleased sigh, followed by a snort of frustration, then went inside too. She had gone directly upstairs, but he went to the kitchen first, thinking a warm cup of tea would be perfect before bed.

"Kate, would you like tea?" he called.

"No!" came the sharp reply as she locked herself in the bathroom.

"No, thank you," he mimicked in a low voice. She was really pissing him off.

A movement in his darkened backyard caught his eye. Someone had staggered through the bushes and collapsed in front of Kate's roses.

Forgetting his tea and grabbing a kitchen knife, Mark opened the French door to investigate. He stepped into the backyard and the form on the ground didn't move.

When he was close enough to discern more, he saw a tight-fitting bodice encasing a very female torso. The head was hidden by an open helmet, but she didn't look like a biker. She was breathing but unconscious. 

Mark hesitated, then dropped his knife, picked her up and brought her to the couch in the front room. He quickly recovered the knife and locked the kitchen window, then went back to his find, switching on the light.

He took off her helmet and saw a sweet pale face with a mane of golden hair Kate would envy. He gasped at the sight of the strange beauty – Kate would hate her on sight!

He grabbed her left wrist to feel her pulse, but couldn't find it, although the lovely mounds on her torso moved rhythmically up and down. Puzzled, he stared at the cold, pulseless wrist and noticed the whole hand and part of the arm were metal. Nobody on Earth could have such a perfect prosthetic! He dropped it, shocked.

He checked under the long sleeve, but the metal reached to only just beyond the wrist. He checked the other hand – it was normal, but had a silver-metal wrist too. Her clothes felt and looked strange as well, and he started wondering – had she fallen from the sky? The green shooting star? And who was he supposed to call with such a find?

Kate came out of the bathroom and called him, bored. Mark rushed upstairs to take off his jacket and boots.

"Go to sleep," he said quickly. "I'll be with you in a minute."

He quickly kissed her and went back downstairs, switching off the main front-room overhead light and turning on the small one by the couch instead. He observed his guest again. Very beautiful, Kate mustn't see her. But he still didn't know whom to call. She wasn't bleeding, and looked simply passed out, but who knew if she was actually hurt?

What could he tell the police? That he had found a strange woman in his backyard? So the Sun could gossip about it for a week, giving him his fifteen minutes of fame, and then everybody would forget. Who knew what would happen to the poor girl?

He pursed his lips and sighed. Her angelic face calmed his panic, but he felt too tired for a decision. A coffee instead of his usual tea might help to clear his mind. He must find a solution before morning.
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Maela was startled awake by the Saurian-alarm microchip. She had fainted after staggering away from the star-fighter – the ejection and fall was harder than expected – but now she was alert again. She jumped to her feet, ready to fire from her enhanced hand.

She was in a house. A stranger with long dark hair was coming into the room with a mug of something warm that smelled good, but he stopped at the sight of her pointed metal finger. The Saurian alarm kept ringing in her head louder and louder – they were coming closer – but the stranger in front of her was innocuous.

Sirens passed on the street, looking for something. Or someone. They must have found the remnants of her fighter – she had ejected herself just in time. They shouldn't be able to trace her yet, so she relaxed and lowered her hand as the Saurian alarm slowly faded away.

She took a deep breath and exhaled. Safe for now. She turned to the local young man and thanked him, knowing he probably wouldn't understand a word.

He smiled and spread his free hand on his chest. "Mark," he said, then pointed at her with a questioning look.

She realized he had introduced himself. "Maela," she answered.

He nodded and offered the warm drink, but she shook her head. Her stomach was in knots. She'd had a forced landing in enemy territory. All she wanted to do was lie down and rest. Suddenly the old-fashioned couch looked very inviting and she slumped back down and passed out again.

When she woke up, she found him asleep in a nearby armchair. Outside the sky was gray and noises of the first morning traffic started to fill the air. She didn't want to leave without saying good-bye, so she touched his shoulder and he jerked awake. He smiled and signaled to wait.

By the entrance he had a very obsolete telephone that he used to call someone. Maela wondered when this planet would join the rest of the galaxy in space travel and nanotechnology. She felt as though she had gone back in time, or landed in a historical documentary. Surely the wicked Saurians were doing this on purpose, to keep the local population under control, but still...

Again he signaled to wait, went upstairs, and came back with a pair of gloves. Of course, he had never seen a cyborg and her metal parts disturbed him. She covered both her hands, thinking it was a wise move.

Someone knocked on the door and he opened it. It was a girl with long dark hair that looked very much like him. They must be related. Maela followed her to a car that still worked with petrol and eventually into another house.

Her microchips were already taking in the language and strangeness of the place. She decided it could be an excellent way of infiltrating the colony, so she plopped herself in front of the outdated analog TV (they still used CRT screens and UHF signals!) to absorb the language and be able to communicate.
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Claudia came back with the children and the guest was still in front of the TV. She smiled as her sons rushed to their rooms to drop off their schoolbags and uniforms. She hadn't understood where Mark had found the blonde beauty, but she knew her brother couldn't take any woman near the house, so she agreed to host her in her crowded place.

She had left the guest alone at home when she went to work, but she was very curious. Pity the strange woman was a foreigner who didn't speak English! She looked Russian, but didn't sound Russian... and her name, Maela, wasn't Russian. Actually, it sounded Gaelic. What if she was Irish? Anyway, Mark had promised to come over with explanations in an hour or two, so Claudia decided to wait. 

The children rolled down the stairs again, and rushed to the front room, where the TV was. Claudia was putting away the groceries, and she couldn't stop them. She had told them they had a foreign visitor, and now heard them speak. She heard Maela answer, then the guest joined her in the kitchen.

"Your sons are cute," Maela said, stopping by the door. She still wore gloves and her tight-fitting outfit – a strange fashion that showed off her curves. Claudia wondered if she should lend her one of her baggy dresses to keep male attention away from the blonde beauty.

Claudia stared at her, puzzled. "You... speak English?"

"I'm still... learning." The other seemed to look for words, but her pronunciation was very BBC-like.

"You couldn't say a word this morning!"

"I listened to your TV... all day long," Maela replied. "I need to communicate."

"Nobody learns a foreign language in a day!" Claudia protested.

"I have... help." Maela smiled. "Mark is your... brother, right?"

"My little brother." Claudia smiled fondly at the thought. "I'm almost ten years older and he dared to grow taller than me."

"But you love him," Maela said.

Claudia stared at her, amazed. "You saw us together for a few minutes!"

"But you took a stranger to your home even though you have kids only because he asked you."

"Right." Claudia sighed. She heard the boys screaming at each other. "Nick, Dick, enough!" she shouted. "They can never agree on what to watch," she grumbled.

"I'll take care of it." Maela smiled and went back to the front room, followed by a curious Claudia. "Why don't you switch the TV off? I'll tell you a space tale."

The two children glared at her. Nicholas, who was six years old, pouted.

Richard, who was nine, retorted, "We don't like fairy tales, they're for girls."

"I said space tale," Maela chided, sitting on the couch. "Would you like to hear about the war between Humanoids and Reptilians?"

"Are they like crocodiles?" Nick asked.

"They have heads like snakes and bodies covered with green scales, but they walk upright and they can speak, and their forked tongues make them hiss like thiss..."

Claudia smiled and went back to the kitchen. Maela had captured their attention, they'd be quiet for some time.
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"How is it going?" Mark kissed Claudia's cheek as she let him in.

"Wonderful," she answered. "The kids love her. Any hope she can become their aunt?"

Mark chuckled. "She doesn't even speak English!"

"She does now," Claudia announced. "I don't think you were completely honest when you asked me to take her in."

"Okay, I had just met her," he admitted. "I think she's in trouble, but she didn't sound Irish, so I thought she wouldn't hurt us."

"She has a Gaelic name!"

"But she doesn't speak Gaelic! I heard her talk, Claudia, it's nothing like Gaelic, I swear!"

"Fine, she hasn't attempted to kill us, rob us or destroy our house." Claudia snorted. "She watched TV all day! Still, you owe me more explanation, little brother!"

"You say she speaks English now?"

Claudia nodded.

"Let's go and ask her, then!" Mark grinned. 

Maela brightened at the sight of Mark and showed she had no more communication problems. She might hesitate on unfamiliar terms, but she almost sounded like a native.

Claudia's husband, Kevin, finally arrived and they all sat down for dinner. Kate had been invited, but she rarely joined Mark's family dinners. Kate didn't like children and always had very good excuses not to go to Claudia's, which was why Mark had thought about his sister when he had to hide Maela.

"If she had come and seen Maela, she'd forbid me to ever see you again," Mark said between bites, blessing Kate's (probably fake) migraine that had prevented her from coming.

"You deserve better, Mark." Claudia sighed. "Why do you stick with her?"

Mark shrugged. He had no idea if he stayed with Kate out of love or out of habit. No woman had ever affected him like Maela was doing right now – she seemed to shine. Even if her silvery metal parts were hidden.

Eventually the children were sent to bed and the four adults sat down to chat. Maela took off her gloves, and showed her metal parts. Claudia and Kevin gaped as Mark noticed again the grace and perfection of the silver fingers.

"I'm a soldier," she said. "These are war maimings. Luckily I didn't break anything when I ejected myself from my crashing fighter."

"Where are you from?" Mark asked.

"Sylvania, a planet of the solar system you call 55 Cancri," Maela explained. "It looks very much like this one, but it's forty-one light-years away."

"How did you get here?" Claudia wondered, looking a little worried now.

"We are more technological," Maela smiled. "We have starships. But we're not really allowed to show ourselves on low-tech planets. Except I didn't have a choice."

"So your space tale wasn't a make believe?" Claudia asked, remembering Maela had mentioned to her children the hissing Reptilians who called themselves Saurians.

"Of course not. And your science-fiction is my reality, as far as I can tell."

"I saw a green shooting star last night," Mark said hesitantly.

Maela nodded, serious now. "My fighter. It was taken down by the Saurians. But with the cover-up, you haven't seen anything on the local news."

"I thought it was strange," Mark mused. "I heard the crash but found nothing in the morning paper!"

"The Saurians' agents probably disintegrated it. Now I have to wait for the mothership to pick me up."

"Will it land in plain daylight?" Kevin asked. "I'd love to see the Queen's face if she found a starship outside Buckingham Palace!"

"No, it's not going to land," Maela smiled. "This is enemy territory, they can't land openly. But they'll come for me. My prosthetics cost way too much to leave me behind."

"You're welcome to stay at my house, bionic woman," Kevin declared. "You know, the Yanks did a TV series about this woman with bionic legs... and she's blonde!"

"I have a bionic leg." Maela patted her left thigh. "Although the real term is cyborg. These prosthetics saved my life, and I'm still mostly human."

"A real space amazon!" Kevin whistled and Mark laughed.

"A real cyborg. And an alien. Try to remember that, both of you!" Claudia threatened.

Staring at Maela's smile, Mark thought he didn't care if she was only partly human and from another planet. She looked human enough for him.
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The second day on the low-tech planet was not too bad. Maela considered sending out a message or switching on her sensors, but the Saurians would intercept her superior technology and find her. She knew her commander could trace her through her prosthetics, so she only had to lie low and wait. They'd come for her, it was only a matter of when.

Having men around felt funny and gave her conflicting feelings. They were everywhere – on TV and passing on the street – so there was no way to avoid them. This brought back painful memories of missions on alien planets, including other Humanoid worlds with mixed sexes. It had been some  time since her last visit and her dealings with men, though, and Kevin's admiring stare was jarring – luckily he left early for work.

Mark took a day off without telling Kate and picked her up, taking her to lunch at a local pub and then for a walk in a nearby park. She listened to him talking about his life and his dreams, and his beloved nephews.

"So, will you have a family too?" she asked.

"Yes," he nodded, absentmindedly. "Well, eventually."

"How old are you?" 

"Twenty-five. But Kate doesn't want children yet."

"I'm sure she will come round."

They sat on a bench to rest under the very pale London sun while clouds started cluttering the sky.

"She's not my ideal woman, but I'm too lazy to look for somebody else," he admitted, staring at her.

"What is your ideal like?" she asked.

"Like you." 

She smiled and averted her eyes. "I'm sorry, men don't live long on my planet, so I'm not really interested in them."

"What do you mean?" he asked, puzzled. "Aren't you basically human?"

"Yes, I'm a Humanoid, but from another planet. And trust me, you don't want to see me naked."

"Actually, I do!" He flashed a smile at her and put one hand on her breasts. "Are these real?"

She slapped his hand off. "Yes, and that's not the only thing that makes me a female, is it?" she replied. "I'm half machine, Mark, never forget that."

"So how do you breed?" he asked, disappointed.

"Like I said, men don't live long on Sylvania. The Y chromosome quickly decays and dies. So we use artificial insemination, and only girls survive."

"Blimey!" Mark was shocked. "No wonder you're all females! And you're all blondes and blue eyed?"

"No, Juna was... is a brunette." Maela frowned at the thought of her mate. Why – like Mark – did she stick to a partner that might not be right for her? The crash must have upset her more than she thought if she reacted like that. It definitely wasn't the right time to question her feelings, she must go back to Sylvania anyway!

As the rain chased them from the park and into another pub for dinner, Maela asked Mark to tell her more about his musical dreams, just to keep both of them off the topic of their feelings. Finally Mark took her back to Claudia's, and both were silent but smiling while they remembered their day together. She could get used to his postal-red Mini Cooper and his company – or shouldn't she?

"Thanks for the lift," she said as he parked in front of his sister's.

"No goodnight kiss?" he asked with a mischievous smile.

"Poor Kate," she chided.

"It's only a kiss."

"Mark, I'm an alien," she reminded him. "Good night."

She got out of the car and looked for the key. A red light started flashing on her left wrist.

Uh-oh. They had found her signal. Her cybernetic limbs were traced by their makers.

"What's that?" Mark's voice startled her. He had followed her and stared at the blinking red light.

"A tracer," she answered. "I need to get ready."

She entered Claudia's house and he followed her to the attic where she grabbed her helmet and turned to look at him. "I must go."

"I'll come with you," he said.

"No, Mark, your life is here."

"My life here sucks. Take me to the stars."

"I'm sorry, I can't."

She went back downstairs and since she couldn't write the local language, she left a message on Claudia's answering machine, saying good-bye and thanking her for the hospitality.

She went to the backyard with Mark still on her heels. Stubborn man. What did he think he could do out there? Even if he were allowed onboard the mothership, he'd be dropped off on the first Humanoid planet. The Sylvanians didn't like having men on their ships – and taking him to Sylvania meant he'd die of old age after three days, since whatever attacked the Y chromosome on the planet didn't spare anyone.

She touched a button to reply to the signal and while she was on it, she scanned the communications on the interstellar channel. She also caught a more local (but still faraway) conversation between a Saurian and someone on the planet who spoke perfect Intergalactic, without the hisses of the Reptilians. 

The Saurians were after her, but they wouldn't catch her now. The name "Kol-ian" rang a bell, so she started recording as soon as she realized it might be important, but was unable to locate the Saurian, while the other must be much farther south, on the continent. They were using some kind of land channel disconnected from the local radio – but then the Saurians had their own communication net on their colonies.

Maela couldn't understand what they were talking about, but apparently the Saurians had someone hiding on the planet, but they had lost track of him. And this Kol-ian had an unofficial implant of unknown nature that might help the other speaker to get rid of the Emperor. Maela doubted any implant – registered or not – could help to kill the Emperor, but who knew, maybe someone somewhere had invented the ultimate weapon. That was worth telling her superiors!

Mark stared at her with the same puzzled look as at their first meeting and didn't say a word. She listened to a few more conversations between Saurians, then her comm went dead – the beam was locking on her.

"Good-bye, Mark," she said looking him in the eyes.

Instead of answering, he threw his arms around her neck the moment the teleportation beam hit. Light flooded the darkened backyard, which then vanished in the brightness of the spacecraft.

She gasped in surprise at Mark's bold move, but he gasped even louder when they materialized in front of Commander Talia and the teleportation operator.

"What the...?" Commander Talia stared at Mark's long hair, but quickly realized, in spite of the looks, he wasn't a woman. "Maela, are you out of your mind?"

"No, he is!" Maela protested, pulling away from him. "He took me by surprise!"

"We need to send him back." Commander Talia pulled out her gun and set it on "stun".

Mark understood the gesture if not the words, and raised his hands. "Maela, tell her not to kill me!"

"She won't kill you, but you cannot come with us," Maela replied. "I told you you're not allowed onboard."

"Please, Maela, I will fight for and with you!"

"You're not a fighter, you're a musician!"

"I can learn..."

Commander Talia stunned him, cutting off his protests. "We need to erase his memory," she grumbled, changing the gun settings again.

"Only the last half hour!" Maela pleaded. "He found me and his family knows me. Unless you want to go down and erase other memories, delete only the last thirty minutes."

"Fine." Commander Talia glared at her and set the gun. She shot Mark again and ordered Maela and the operator to send him back. Maela directed the other girl to Mark's car, still parked in front of Claudia's, and watched him vanish in a flash of light.

Commander Talia put away her gun and nodded at Maela with a frown. "No damage to yourself, Maela?"

"No, but the fighter is gone," she answered, lowering her eyes.

"Yes, the Saurians have been looking for you. You did well to crash it in a town and hide among the natives. Although you might have been a little too friendly with them."

"The area was densely populated, I had to make contact," Maela apologized. "I studied their language and their culture, and I have data on this colony – technology levels and everything I could gather in such a short time."

Commander Talia led her out of the teleportation room and they went to her cabin. Maela downloaded what she had learned while relating about her stay, and the locals.

"They're Humanoids, but the Saurians keep them low-tech. Maybe we could send someone to teach them," Maela suggested cautiously. "Then they'd be able to rebel against the Saurians."

"It's none of our business," Commander Talia shrugged. "We don't want the Saurians near Sylvania, but they can do what they want with their colonies."

"I think the Sire have interests here," Maela said. She played the conversation between the non-Saurian and the Reptilian to her superior and watched her ponder.

"A Sire aristocrat negotiating with Saurians," Commander Talia said at last. "He must be desperate, or he wouldn't choose a Saurian colony to seek refuge."

"Maybe because it's the last place where anyone would look for Humanoids?"

"Might be, but it's risky. The Sire are strong but not invulnerable. And the Saurians hate all Humanoids that are not their slaves." The Commander shook her head with a sigh. "Get some rest, Maela, our mission here is over and we're going home."

Maela bowed and went back to her own cabin with a lump in her throat. The thought of leaving Claudia, her children, Mark and everybody else on that beautiful low-tech planet in Saurians' hands was heartbreaking. The short stay was enough to let her grow fond of another Humanoid race. 

She slumped on the bed, feeling exhausted.

Chapter 3 – PARIS, FRANCE

Chantal noticed him because he was playing in front of the Cluny Museum. An unusual place for an ambulant musician – not enough tourists but plenty of students like herself due to the proximity of La Sorbonne.

And he was cute, tall, slim, shoulder-length hair and a hippy look. He had a great voice too, and often sang in unknown languages – and she wanted to be an interpreter, so she could recognize even languages she didn't speak.

The dark-haired young man stopped playing and Chantal woke up from her daydream. She gave him a few coins and smiled at him.

"You're good. What's your name?" she asked.

"Claude," he answered, picking up the day's earnings and then putting his guitar in its holder.

"Where did you learn those foreign songs?" she inquired, puzzled. He had an exotic feel about him, and the French name was unsettling. His obsidian eyes had an uncommon shape – not European, not Asian – and his lack of accent was jarring.

"I'm a wanderer."

"Do you have a place to sleep?"

"Yes, I have a caravan, it's my moving home."

"Oh, good." She was a little disappointed, though. "Will I see you again?"

"I'll be here tomorrow," he promised with a dazzling smile. "See you."

"Tchao," she answered, dazed, following him with her eyes as he walked away. What a stunning young man!

She snapped out of her reverie and headed home with a sigh.
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The ambulant musician entered the caravan and quickly closed the door – the outside was common enough, but inside, next to the kitchenette, there was a portable computer that wouldn't be available on the planet for another thirty years, and the dashboard would have baffled a local pilot. The bedroom and little bathroom were normal, but the technology enclosed in the shiny portable computer wasn't for that time and place, and neither was the dashboard.

Kol-ian put down the guitar – "Claude" was gone for the day. He liked Planet Earth, or better, he loved its music. He found it consoling, relaxing and interesting, therefore his stay had become a constant search for new sounds. He was discovering a talent he didn't know he had – he only needed to listen to a melody twice to remember it. And he loved singing, especially in celebration of something. His new freedom, for example. No duties, no need to look behind his back... and he loved traveling, observing different cultures, discovering hidden nuggets of humanity on this low-tech world.

Forty-nine local years he had spent on the planet, since that cloudy day of June 1933 when he had glided on the Italian Appennini. Most of the time he was locked in his shape-shifting shuttle, invisible to locals and outside of the manufactured time loop of the planet. At first he had brooded, uninterested in life moving on another frequency around him, until his sensors had caught a local radio station – and the music did the rest.

He couldn't believe such creativity was allowed on a Saurian colony. Humanoids never ceased to surprise him. Thus he had started mingling with them, aware of the simulation and therefore untouched by their sense of reality. He loved James Talmage's words "All that man has in the arts and sciences come from the other side", although he knew it wasn't the Saurians who inspired art to the locals. But then he was also aware of the Watchers who actually helped the locals...

He could keep track of Saurians and Watchers' movements, but couldn't get much farther than the orbit of the planet, so he was still cut off from the Galactic Empire. Still, he didn't need to use local public transport to move from continent to continent, so he was off the Saurians' radars. His private shuttle took him everywhere, keeping him off charts – exactly what he needed if he didn't want to be found.

He prepared a sandwich and opened the portable computer, checking the extraterrestrial activity of the day. He knew there was a starship parked over Rome, and that someone else had arrived the day before. Kol-ian knew the first spacecraft – which had been parked for a full local year now – belonged to Uwe-yuri, and that the Sire was looking for him. He'd seen Uwe-yuri's desperate messages, but he was wary of meeting his elder. 

Uwe-yuri told him he couldn't communicate with his own son because of some form of mind control he had discovered. Uwe-yuri wanted help in defeating the mind-controlling net that was spread over Marc'harid. Uwe-yuri hoped he, Kol-ian, could help him destroy the net. But Kol-ian knew he wasn't strong enough to stand up to someone of his father's generation. His youth was still his weakness in the Sire matters, and living on this particular planet hadn't brought any experience in that department. Actually, it had probably weakened him – living close to lower-class Humanoids had made him more vulnerable.

Besides, he wasn't completely innocent in the mind-controlling game, and he couldn't tell that to Uwe-yuri. He couldn't tell him he knew exactly what was wrong with poor Ker-ris and why. Uwe-yuri would kill him if he knew. No, Kol-ian would not answer the elder Sire's messages.

Night fell on Paris and Kol-ian went out again. In spite of the cold, he took off his sweater and T-shirt before opening the shuttle door. He checked there was nobody in the darkness around him, and deployed his wings, taking off. Being on this forlorn planet made him feel like a powerful but fallen angel, and that wasn't bad. If the locals saw his wings, they were awed, not disgusted. Not that he showed off the wings very often, since he'd grown quite fond of his secret. The implant that had led to his self-exile was now the part of him he enjoyed the most.

He liked Paris by night. The French capital deserved its name of Ville Lumière. Kol-ian flew to the top of the Eiffel Tower and perched himself there, looking at the lights beneath him and pondering.

He thought about the girl who had addressed him today – long brown hair, gray-green eyes, luscious lips. A very beautiful girl who hid her generous curves under shapeless dresses because open admiration embarrassed her.

Maybe he could take her to dinner and kiss her and have sex with her in the dark so she couldn't see the black lines of his folded wings. He had been sleeping alone for a long time. If he actually managed to sleep, that is.

The first lights of dawn forced him down from his privileged sightseeing spot. Sometimes he sat on the domes of the Sacré Coeur as well. He flew back to the shuttle, folded his wings – which disappeared into his back again – and went to lie down for a couple of hours.
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Chantal couldn't believe Claude had invited her to dinner. She stared at him, enchanted by his tales of the exotic places and foreign countries he had seen. 

"How old are you?" she asked, amazed, wondering how anyone could cram all those travels in a short lifespan.

"Older than you think," he answered.

"How long have you spent traveling?" He hadn't been very specific with dates – but some facts must be childhood memories or somebody else's experience because they felt so... dated.

"A lifetime," he shrugged.

"Where were you born?"

"Far away from here." He grinned. "Marc'harid."

"And where is that?" she wondered. It sounded foreign enough, but she had no idea of where on Earth it could be.

"A few light-years away, closer to the center of the galaxy," he said, his obsidian eyes gently teasing her.

"You've got to be kidding, right?" she protested, incredulous. 

He smiled and shrugged again.

"Right," she muttered. "I was born in Little Brittany twenty-two years ago," she said, deciding it was her turn to talk about herself. "My parents are still there with my little sister who is still in high school. I have a brother in Lyon and one in Toulouse. Like me, they pay for their studies with part-time jobs and they live in apartments with other students with not much privacy."

Claude leaned his chin on his hand, nodding with an amused expression.

"My mother is Russian," she continued, shivering under his devilish scrutiny. "I grew up bilingual, then I studied English in high school and now I'm learning Arabic and Chinese. I want to be an interpreter or a translator and travel the world. Actually, I'd love to travel in space, but astronomy is too complicated for me."

He grinned. "I'm not surprised, considering how it's studied over here."

"I guess I could try to apply for a NASA job. Or go to my mother's country to be a cosmonaut. Although since that walk on the moon we haven't really moved forward."

"You won't go anywhere with those space shuttles," he said with another shrug. "Please, continue."

"I feel like I'm rambling for nothing," she said, frustrated. "You look like you already know what I'm going to say!"

"I'm very interested in your story. Please, tell me more."

He looked more interested, but Chantal felt teased. He was letting her talk to make her happy, not because he was interested. He was well-mannered, but with a jarring hint of malice.

So she gave up and asked him more about his busy nomadic life. It was a giant puzzle, she'd never be able to see it complete. Still, the mystery made him even more charming and she knew she was already in love.

"Are you an old-fashioned gentleman?" she asked, wishing she could hide somewhere with him and have sex until dawn.

"Maybe," he smiled, opening the restaurant door for her.

They strolled through the still busy streets. He wore no coat, and Chantal asked him if he was cold – the temperature of the night air was dropping fast as winter approached. He shrugged, apparently unbothered. She wanted to see him naked more and more. But she had no car and only a busy apartment to go back to.

"Claude..." She grabbed his arm. "You said you live in a caravan."

"Yes."

"Can we go there... now? It's crowded where I live and..."

"I booked a hotel room." He grinned. "I could never show you the mess in my caravan."

"Oh." Disappointed? Happy? A hotel? Did he think she was a whore? Whatever. As long as she could touch him and kiss him and follow her desire...

She was surprised to see he had booked a five-star hotel nearby. Maybe that was why he had shown up in a dinner jacket and taken her to a posh restaurant. Maybe he wasn't an ambulant musician, but a rich heir incognito.

The room was very elegant and comfortable, and champagne and strawberries awaited them.

"Oh, Claude!" She couldn't believe her eyes. "This will cost you a fortune!"

"Paris's most beautiful student is worth this and more," he replied, taking her in his arms. "My lady, will you give me your coat?"

She gave him her coat and purse. She felt she had stepped into a dream.

"You're not what you seem to be," she said as he embraced her again.

"No," he admitted, amused.

"Are you rich?"

"I don't have money problems."

"Why do you play music in the streets?"

"Because I enjoy it."

"Why don't you record a few songs and become famous, then?"

His smile vanished. "That I can't afford. I need my privacy."

"Do you have a palace somewhere?"

He hesitated. "More or less."

"I knew you were a prince." She put her arms around his neck. "Kiss me, Prince Charming..."

She had to taste him. She forgot the champagne as passion carried her away.

***
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Kol-ian realized Chantal had noticed the black lines on his back when she touched them, puzzled, and her thoughts went in question-mode again. He rolled on his back and pulled her over him, pretending not to know.

"What are those black marks?" she asked.

"Nothing."

"Claude!" she chided. "I haven't kept anything from you."

Of course, I can read your thoughts, you can't keep anything from me, he thought. "I'm keeping a lot from you and will hold to most of my secrets," he replied. "There are things about me you could never understand."

"Men and women can't understand each other because they come from different planets," she retorted. "But they can learn to accept each other's differences."

He chuckled. She had no idea how fitting the comparison was for the two of them.

"What's funny?" She frowned. "I'm serious. I'm ready to accept anything you tell me."

"I doubt it," he said. "When I told you where I was born, you didn't believe me."

"Of course, you said you were born on another planet!"

"That I am. My real name is Kol-ian. Happy now?"

She gaped at him, then gulped down her surprise. "You can't be extraterrestrial, you're so... human!"

"Really?" He pushed her back on the bed, rolling on his side to face her. It had been some time since this little game of his. The last one to see it had been a hot Spanish girl half a dozen local years earlier.

He opened his wings. Five seconds and the dark shadow of nanotechnology displayed the black wings behind him, taking her breath away. Featherless wings, artificial wings, but still wings, of a material and technology unavailable on the planet. Advanced implants that had cost him more than he cared to think about.

Chantal touched the closest wing, awed. "Are you an angel?"

"Angels don't exist," he answered. "There are hybrids, though."

She touched his hairless face and torso, pondering. "You're an extraterrestrial?"

He folded his wings, which disappeared into his back, and lay down again. "What do you think?"

"So your caravan is a flying saucer."

"No, it's a short-distance shuttle. It can't really reach the moon, but orbit around the planet yes."

"How old are you?"

"In Earth years? That's complicated, but I'd say about twenty-five."

"When did you reach Earth?"

"June 1933."

She frowned. "Why are you telling me all this now?"

"Because you asked nicely. Besides, I like talking to locals and telling them the truth from time to time."

"And then you kill them?"

"Why should I?" He chuckled. "Who would believe you when you yourself don't believe your own eyes and hands?"

"Right." She sighed. "So, will you
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