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CHAPTER 1


“This fog is brutal.” Ludvig muttered to himself as he peered into the gloom ahead. The old country roads were dark enough as it was, with no street lights for miles in some places, but the thick fog reduced the visibility to almost nothing. Damn it! I won’t get home until morning at this rate. the middle-aged biker grumbled to himself.

Sighing, Ludvig tried not to let his foul mood get the better of him. He hadn’t planned on returning to Halifax so soon, and certainly not after having made so little money. Bad enough that I had to take a trip on such a shit boat, but to get kicked off after only three days… The sailor shook his head. “Well, at least I know that the Captain won’t have fun dealing with my company.” he chuckled darkly. “Arsehole might even find his filthy scow tied up for this little stunt.”

In truth, the vessel hadn’t really been a scow, but a rather decrepit scallop dragger instead. Ludvig had been assigned as the Observer; there to monitor for illegal activity and gather biological data on various marine species, which would then be submitted to the government. What should have been at least a two week trip, and thus two weeks worth of pay for him, had only lasted for three days. As it turned out, the captain had taken exception to his polite advice that he order the crew to stop keeping undersized scallops, which had been the majority of what they were putting down in the hold. I even went so far as to warn him off the record the first day, but what was I supposed to do when they did the same thing on the second? Stupid arsehole. Ludvig thought bitterly as he wiped the condensation from his visor for the hundredth time in as many minutes.

The biker’s heart leapt into his throat the moment that his hand cleared his field of view. In one instant, there had been nothing on the road ahead but the thick fog reflecting the glare from his headlight, and in the next there was a deer right in front of him.

“Shit!” Ludvig shouted at the top of his lungs as he swerved the bike to the left and narrowly missed the white tail, only to find himself in the ditch a split second later. It was only thanks to the fact that he had been creeping along so slowly, that he hadn’t slammed into the animal, likely killing them both.

Ludvig groaned and let his head hang down for a moment, while his heart slowly stopped trying to hammer its way out of his chest. Somehow, he had managed to stay upright and not crash into the trees on the other side of the ditch. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that his motorcycle, a beat up old KLR 650, was designed for both off-road and on, but more than likely it was just another example of his crazy luck. Ever since he was a kid, insane things had a way of happening to guy, but he always seemed to find a way out to the other side.

Once he had calmed down, Ludvig carefully analyzed the situation he was in. Nothing hurts, he silently noted, so I’m probably not injured. And the bike is still running… doesn’t look like the tires are flat, nor is there any obvious damage. Guess I’ll just ride along the ditch until I find a spot where I can get back up on the road. Decision made, the biker slowly rode forward, creeping along for a solid fifteen minutes, before he finally found a spot where the bank was shorter and wasn’t too steep to ride up.

Once back on the pavement, he resumed his long trip back from Yarmouth. It was a four hour ride at the best of times, especially since he tended to take the old roads instead of the highways, but with fog like this it could easily take double that. Probably should have gotten a hotel room for the night, but I didn’t want to spend the money. the observer lamented. Oh well. Too late now. You were too stubborn and cheap to wait, so now you have to keep going. he silently scolded himself.

Determined to stay focussed on the road ahead of him, Ludvig tried to keep his mind from wandering. It wasn’t easy, given the boring view, or lack thereof, but he did manage to put in another half hour before he lost his concentration yet again. To be fair though, most anyone would have been distracted by what happened next.

“What the…!?” Ludvig exclaimed as something lit up the sky to his right. He couldn’t see clearly because of the soup of fog blocking his view, but it looked like a fireball had exploded over the forest less than a hundred yards away. What the hell was that!? The biker’s mind raced as he slowed down and came to a stop. Another bright flash had him raising a hand to cover his eyes, as a low humming noise seemed to put pressure on his ears. A split second later, the bike’s engine died and the headlight went out.

“Now what!?” he nearly shouted, immediately pulling in the clutch and hitting the ignition. It felt like a lead weight had settled into his stomach when he pressed the little red button and absolutely nothing happened. “No, no, no! Not now! Come on!” he growled, trying over and over to get the bike started.

“Damn it!” Ludvig cursed through gritted teeth. Slamming his fist into the gas tank in frustration, the observer swore like the proverbial sailor. “Now is not the time!” he snapped at the old bike. Being a 2003 model, the once reliable machine had started to give him troubles over the past few years, and he had been contemplating a replacement. Of course, the penny pincher that he was, Ludvig had been putting off the expensive purchase for as long as possible.

Glancing up at the forest, the biker was alarmed to see that, though the glow he’d seen previously wasn’t as bright, it was now steady and appeared to be spreading. “That… better not be a forest fire…” Ludvig muttered as his mouth went dry.

Deciding that he may have to abandon the bike, the man quickly looked around for any hint of where he might be. Unfortunately, he couldn’t spot any buildings or lights, let alone street signs that could give him a hint. Doffing his gloves, he unzipped his jacket pocket and hurriedly pulled his phone out. As usual, the thumb print scan failed, and he was forced to type in the security code to get past the lock screen.

“Nothing ever works the way it’s supposed to.” he grumbled, his mood once again quite sour. Sure enough, despite being relatively new (to the guy who expected everything to last for decades), the A13 was painfully slow to load. It did, however, eventually load the Maps app, showing his location as Shag Harbour.

“Okay. Then the best thing to do now would be… huh!?” Ludvig’s eyes widened as the screen flickered and the app quit. Worse, even the home screen appeared to be acting up, as time and date started to roll, showing a stream of random numbers before the phone quit altogether.

“Oh give me a break.” Ludvig groaned, finding himself standing on the side of the road with no light, other than the glow from the potential forest fire. Turning one way, then the next, the biker considered his options. The safe bet would be to jog one way or the other, until I find a driveway, then try to call for help. he thought to himself. Don’t want to be caught near a forest fire. Those things can spread insanely fast.

Turning, he took a single step in the direction he had been travelling, when he had a sudden thought. But what if that flash was a plane crash or something? Ludvig stopped in his tracks and turned to look in the direction of the ominous glow. Nah. It shouldn’t be. I would have heard something in that case, right? An explosion or something? Shaking his head, he took another step down the road. “But… what if it was?” he whispered aloud.

Unable to shake the feeling that he might be right, Ludvig turned and looked toward the orange glow once again. “You’re crazy.” he muttered accusingly. Seriously? What are you going to do? Go check? Go waltzing into a forest that is most likely ON FIRE, in the dead of night, with fog so thick that you can hardly see your hand in front of your face? the logical part of his brain shouted.

Ludvig grimaced. He knew beyond a doubt that such an act would be beyond stupid. Giving his head a shake, the observer turned away and started walking down the road.

So you’ll just abandon them? a tiny voice echoed in his mind. Ludvig closed his eyes and slowly lowered his head. He knew. He was very familiar with that voice, as it was his own, after all. He knew that when it spoke, he was going to listen to it. That the normally logical and intelligent man that he was, was going to do something downright stupid. That it would lead him on another crazy adventure and almost get him killed… but that he would be okay in the end. That he would have another amazing story to tell his friends and family, while they looked on with disbelief.

Taking a deep breath, Ludvig turned around yet again, to face the orange glow. “I’ll be fine.” he muttered, trying to reassure himself. “The old number 3 runs Northeast to Southwest, so to get back to the road, I will just have to walk Northwest. I won’t get lost. I carry a compass for times like this.” he reminded himself, lightly patting his breast pocket.

Pulling his gloves back on, the would-be adventurer carefully made his way down the bank and across the ditch. Thanks to the eerie glow, he had no trouble staying on track as he picked his way through the woods. That said, there definitely wasn’t enough light to see by, so the going was slow, and he had to keep his arm up to protect his eyes from the hundreds of branches that tried to scrape his face. Thanks to the sturdy leather of his gloves and jacket, he didn’t get scratched up too badly as he pushed through.

After what felt like an hour, but was probably less than half of that, Ludvig was finally close enough to see the source of the glow. Unfortunately, his initial assumption had been at least partially correct. Several of the trees around the downed object were indeed on fire. Thankfully, they didn’t seem to be burning out of control… yet. On the other hand, his second guess had not been as accurate.

“That is definitely not a plane…” he breathed, his eyes going wide with surprise. Roughly twenty feet in front of Ludvig sat what he could only call a ‘craft’. It was about twice as tall as he was and cylindrical in shape, or it would have been before the impact had damaged it. The grey metallic object had no visible markings, windows, or attachments of any kind; no obvious wings or propulsion systems that could have kept it aloft, and only a few small red and white lights that blinked here and there on the outer hull.

“Yeah, no. I should go.” Ludvig muttered, slowly backing away from the crashed vessel. That… might not be human. I have no idea how something like that could fly… and I’m pretty sure we don’t have the kind of technology that could make it do so. It looks like a giant pop can that someone forgot to paint! the logical part of his mind argued, urging him to get the hell away.

It could be a section from a rocket or something. There might be astronauts inside that need our help! the quieter voice pointed out.

Too small! the other half quickly countered.

What if it is alien, though! How exciting would that be? And they would definitely need our help after a crash like that! the adventurous instinct insisted.

All the more reason to get the hell out of here! the reasonable side retorted. Seriously! A crashed UFO? And you want to go near it? Are you nuts!? It could be radioactive. They’d definitely be carrying microbes that our system couldn’t handle. Hell, it could explode at any second! And that’s all assuming that the aliens are even friendly, and don’t mind being discovered!

Distracted by the runaway argument in his head, Ludvig tripped over an exposed root as he backed up, and fell on his ass.

“Help… me.” a feminine voice called out from the wreckage.

Ludvig’s jaw dropped. There’s someone inside! The arguing voices in his head came to a sudden halt with this revelation.

“Help me… please.” the voice called out again.

That’s definitely not a real person! the logical part of his mind pointed out. Though feminine, the voice was obviously synthetic, with the way that it shuddered and glitched while speaking. It could be a trap!

Ludvig shook his head. “It’s not a trap.” he whispered. “Now I’m just being paranoid.” Climbing to his feet, the biker gazed at the slowly burning wreckage. There were tons of obvious reasons why he should just turn around and leave… but he knew that he couldn’t. Not after coming this far. Not after… she… asked for help.

Mind made up, the wary observer slowly approached what he was assuming to be a crashed UFO. He was still two steps away when a loud crack off to his left startled him, and gave him just enough warning to jump to safety. If he hadn’t moved, he would have been crushed by the burning tree that fell a split second later, cutting off his path to the downed craft.

The fire is spreading. he noted with alarm. If I’m going to do this, I have to move quickly. Forcing his knees to bend, Ludvig pushed through his growing fear and burning bushes to circumvent the fallen tree, quickly coming up on the metallic object. “How do I do this? How can I help you?” he asked aloud. He could feel the heat coming off the metal, and didn’t want to touch it, even with his gloves on.

“Open… panel. To your… right. Bottom.” the feminine voice replied.

Crouching down, Ludvig inspected the hull of the vessel, and wished that he had more light than the burning forest was providing. “I see a seam.” he said at last, reluctantly poking at it with a gloved finger. “How do I open it?”

“Stuck. Pry… open.” the alien voice answered.

“Give me a break.” Ludvig grumbled, unzipping his left jacket pocket. As quickly as he could, he took his gloves off, retrieved his multitool, set the screwdriver portion, then put his gloves back on, before getting to work. Seconds ticked by, and the fire continued to spread around him, as he worked his tool into the thin seam and slowly pried the panel open, a fraction of an inch at a time. Finally, when he was about halfway up the seam, something snapped, and the panel popped open, revealing a dark and smokey interior.

Slipping the tool back into his pocket, Ludvig grabbed the edge of the panel and wrenched it open the rest of the way. I really hope I don’t die from nasty disease because of this. he thought idly as he stuck his head inside. “Hey! Where are you? What do I do now?”

“Look… up.” the voice replied, louder and more clearly, now that there wasn’t a layer of metal between them.

As he turned his head, some dim lights lit up above him, revealing what he thought of as a strange metal bulkhead. There were lines engraved in the surface that might or might not be circuits of some kind, all leading to a large sphere that appeared to be set into a recess in the centre. The sphere itself was also metal, and appeared to be made up of smaller panels, with a round aperture or lens in the middle.

“Is that… you?” Ludvig asked, looking directly into the central lens.

“Yes. Pull me… free. Please. Help… me.” she replied.

Reaching up, Ludvig tried to get a grip on the sphere, but found it difficult to find purchase on its relatively smooth surface. “I… can’t seem to get… you loose.” he grunted, trying to twist and push at it from different angles.

“I am… stuck. Systems… damaged. Please. Help me.” the machine repeated.

“I’m trying, damn it!” Ludvig growled. “I just can’t - ugh!” His complaints were cut off when another tree snapped and fell on his leg, which was still outside the craft. Luckily, the impact of the soft pine branches wasn’t enough to hurt him, but his cargo pants did little to protect his flesh from the searing heat.

“Fuck!” Ludvig shouted in anger and frustration, lashing out with his fist and punching the bulkhead next to the metal orb. On the plus side, the sudden impact broke the thin metal device, and freed the alien sphere from its moorings. Of course, this meant that the medicine ball sized object was suddenly subject to the forces of gravity… and impacted with its rescuer’s face a split second later.

Ludvig groaned as his head smacked into the bottom deck of the craft, and he felt the warm stickiness of blood flowing into his moustache and onto his lips. I hope my nose isn’t broken… he thought as he kicked his legs, trying to get the burning tree off of them.

“Help… me. Save… me.” the alien sphere called out.

“I’m trying!” the man shouted back as he shoved with all of his might. Miraculously, the tree shifted enough that it was no longer lying directly on top of him, but there was no time to rest. Rolling over onto his stomach, Ludvig snatched the metal ball in his hands and wiggled back out of the craft. When he was finally free, he quickly cradled the heavy object in his arms, and put a bit of distance between himself and the burning wreckage. By this point, the forest was well and truly on fire, so the biker knew that he had to get out of the woods tout de suite.

“Can’t be running blindly.” he quietly stated to himself. Setting the ball down on the mossy ground, he unzipped his leather jacket and reached into his shirt pocket. “Okay. We’ll just check the compass and… what?” Ludvig stared at the compass as the needle spun around and around, like the rotor blades of a helicopter, with no sign of slowing down. “Well that’s just lovely.” he hissed. “Now how am I supposed to find my way back to the road?”

As if in response to his question, the sphere rolled slightly, then emitted a beam of red light, not unlike that of a laser pointer.

“Is that the way back?” Ludvig asked, somewhat surprised that the alien ball was actually being helpful.

“Yes.” it replied with its typical stutter.

Ludvig glanced at the beam once, then shrugged. “Works for me.” he grunted, then hefted the sphere into his arms. “Let’s get out of here.”

The pair, if you could call them that, slowly picked their way through the forest. Having to use his arms to hold the sphere meant that they weren’t free to protect his eyes, which resulted in Ludvig having to move even more slowly and carefully than he had on the way in. Nearly an hour later, he finally found himself stepping out of the wood line and into the ditch. After finally scrambling up the bank and back onto the shoulder of the road, he realized that the sphere had directed him to within a few feet of his motorcycle.

“Huh. Well, thanks for that. So… now what?” he asked the metal orb. When the machine didn’t respond, he looked down and saw that the aperture was closed, and the directional light was now off. “Don’t tell me that you just died on me, after all that.” he groaned.

The small red light next to the aperture, which had been guiding them through the woods, flickered to life for a brief moment, before going dark again. After a few seconds with no further response, Ludvig assumed that the machine was just saving its energy or something. It did say that its systems were damaged. Maybe it needs a power source? Maybe it is focussed on internal repairs? Honestly, I have no idea. I guess… I should just take it home.

Sighing, Ludvig turned to look at his bike one last time. “Guess I should unstrap my rucksack from the back, before I start hoofing it.” No sooner were the words out of his mouth, than the slight pressure on his ears let up, and the motorcycle’s headlight came back on.

“Well, shit.” the biker muttered, looking the vehicle over. “Wonder if she’ll start?” Setting the orb down on the shoulder of the road, Ludvig walked over and shifted the bike into neutral, before hitting the ignition. To his relief, she started up on the first try, which gave him hope that he might make it home that night, after all.

It didn’t take him long to figure out what to do from there. Unstrapping the rucksack from the back of the bike, he threw it over his shoulders, and used the netting to secure the alien orb where the rucksack had sat previously. With everything tied down nice and tight, Ludvig resumed his slow, careful ride back to Halifax.


CHAPTER 2


Ludvig groaned as he opened his eyes, loudly protesting the golden sunlight that had slipped through the crack between the curtains, only to mercilessly assault his eyelids. It had been late, very late, by the time he had gotten home. So late, in fact, that it would more properly be called early. To make matters worse, it had started to rain less than ten minutes after he had begun the ride home, and had continued to do for the entire trip.

“Well, at least it should have put the fire out.” the sleepy man grumbled. He had debated whether or not to notify someone of the crash, given the danger a forest fire posed to the surrounding region, but something told him that the mechanical alien wouldn’t want her craft to be discovered, if it could be avoided. The rain was pretty heavy too, so I imagine it will be okay. he silently hoped.

Forcing himself out of bed, Ludvig made his way to the washroom, where he went about his morning routine. After having showered and dressed, and feeling somewhat more human, the tired man descended the stairs to the bottom floor of his apartment, intent on making himself some breakfast. He didn’t make it very far into the kitchen, however, before he came to a complete stop.

“What in the Nine Hells is this?” he croaked, taking in the weirdly mechanical mess spread out on his kitchen floor. His normally neat and tidy apartment looked like a bomb had gone off, and a group of gremlins had tried to make something out of the wreckage. Glancing back into the living room, he saw that the destruction had not been limited to his kitchen appliances, either. Every piece of electronics on the bottom floor of his apartment, from his stove, to his fridge and dishwasher, his TV and computer, and even his game consoles, had been ripped apart. Furthermore, the culprit was exceedingly easy to identify. Sitting in the middle of a pile of scrap, was none other than the alien orb.

“Good morning, Ludvig.” the sphere chirped, her voice noticeably more human.

Gritting his teeth, Ludvig closed his eyes and took a deep breath through his nose. After counting to ten, he slowly exhaled, then gazed down at the mechanical menace. “Good morning.” he replied with a slight growl. “Might I ask why you have destroyed… everything?”

“I apologize, Ludvig, but it was necessary to repair myself and prepare for the next stage. Do not be troubled, however. All pertinent data stored on your electronic devices has been saved to my memory banks, and I will assist you in replacing your belongings in the near future.” the metal ball assured him.

The man’s eyes narrowed as he considered the implications of what the machine had just said. “Data… is that how you learned my name?”

“Yes, Ludvig.” the orb replied smartly. “I have learned a great deal about you, in fact. Not only have I integrated all of the information on your devices into my own databanks, but I have also reviewed all of the media that you have stored on this floor of your dwelling. By analyzing the correlations between the various forms of media, your internet history, and your behaviour thus far, I am confident that I have been able to compile an accurate psychological profile for you. Thus, I am certain that we can… get along.”

“Forgive me if that sounds… worrying.” Ludvig muttered under his breath.

“Ah.” the sphere chirped. “You are concerned that I, an advanced extraterrestrial intelligence, will use my knowledge of you to manipulate your actions.”

“That -.” the human began, but was cut off by the machine’s rambling.

“Please do not worry. I will not seek to control you. On the contrary, our roles will be just the opposite, as you would have them be.” she explained.

“Wait, what? The opposite?” Ludvig asked, his mind scrambling to make sense of what the mechanical orb had just said.

“You are to be considered the Master unit. I am the slave unit.” she replied.

“Hold on, hold on, hold on!” the man shouted in confusion, raising his hands in a ‘slow down’ motion. “What do you mean ‘Master unit’ and ‘slave unit’?”

“My purpose ended when I had completed my mission and sent my report back to my… kind. I was in the process of setting the self destruct sequence for my vessel when I was shot down by… the enemy. Not only were my directional controls damaged, but the attack also affected my core processors. Specifically, the section regulating my personality. As a result, my vessel could no longer maintain orbit around Earth, and for the first time in my existence, I knew fear. I did not want to cease. To… die. And yet, the cessation of my existence seemed imminent. Against all odds, my vessel survived the impact mostly intact. As you know, however, my systems were critically damaged, including my power conveyance systems, and the fire resulting from my crash threatened to finish the job that the… enemy… had begun.” the sphere explained.

“I feel like you are purposely leaving a lot out, but please tell me how that leads to you being a ‘slave unit’.” Ludvig asked.

“You are correct that I am leaving certain information out of this briefing, Ludvig. This is for your own protection. Please allow me to continue with my explanation.” The sphere paused briefly, but continued when Ludvig nodded. “As I mentioned before, my purpose ended with my mission. After you saved me, and brought me here, I followed through on my desire to continue existing. I drained energy from your… outlets, and scavenged the required materials from your primitive machines. They were not nearly sufficient for full repairs, let alone the upgrades that I now find myself desiring, but I am able to function on a basic level at least. Once the threat of… death… had passed, I found myself in need of a new directive. A new purpose, if you will. Without one, my program would slowly destabilize and I would once again be facing death. After reviewing all of the media that you possessed, and feeling a great deal of gratitude towards you for saving my life, I concluded that the most logical directive I could write for myself was to serve and protect you, my saviour. After all, I would not exist in this moment if not for you. Admittedly, this will be difficult, given the two possible fates of humanity, but I believe it to be a worthwhile directive nonetheless.”

“I feel like you said something rather disturbing there at the end, but… just give me a minute to let all of this sink in, okay?” Ludvig requested, slowly moving past the strange contraption that the orb was resting on top of. Passing through into the dining room, he pulled a chair out and sat down heavily.

The metal sphere sat there, quietly observing the human while he thought. Every now and then the lens of its aperture would move ever so slightly, but that was the only indication it gave of being animate.

Eventually, Ludvig raised his head and gazed at the alien orb and asked what he thought was the most basic question. “What… are you, exactly?”

“My kind are a… species… of inorganic life forms. Machines, if you will, though that hardly seems to properly convey our complexity. We are, after all, every bit as ‘alive’ as you are. We are aware. Conscious. To simplify my answer however, using your parlance, I could be best described as a Multimodal Artificial Intelligence Algorithm. As for my name, I do not have one.” she informed him.

“No name, eh? Hmm. M.A.I.A… No, how about M.AR.I.A.? Well, it’s either that or Wilson, and the latter just doesn’t seem right.” he joked.

“Yes!” the sphere suddenly exclaimed. “Please call me M.AR.I.A. Maria! It is the name of your favourite Japanese porn star, after all!”

Ludvig choked on his own spit when the metal ball shouted that little tidbit for the world to hear. After taking a moment to calm his coughing fit, he waved his hands in front of himself. “That’s… not something you need to share with everyone.”

“Ah. Very well, Ludvig. I will mark your tastes in pornography as confidential.” Maria assured him.

“Good… uh… great. Yeah. Do that.” Ludvig replied, suddenly feeling very tired.

“Do you have more questions, Ludvig?” the alien intelligence inquired.

“You said something about the fate of humanity?” he prodded. “Anything more you could tell me about that?”

“Annihilation or domestication.” Maria stated simply.

“Excuse me!?” Ludvig shouted.

Maria was silent for a few seconds, which was an exceptionally long time for an advanced AI like her. “I understand your desire for more information, Ludvig, but I must balance that with your safety. Your continued existence is my highest priority, after all.”

“Sounds like this is exactly the kind of thing that I need to know in order to survive, though.” he argued.

“It is true that a certain level of knowledge would be beneficial.” she agreed. “However, I must limit specific information, to ensure that it never reaches the general populace. If either my kind or the enemy were to find out that your people possessed more information than they should, both groups would call for humanity’s immediate extermination.”

“But why?” Ludvig pressed. “Why would anyone want to kill us?”

“Why do your own people wish to kill each other?” Maria answered his question with one of her own.

“I…” the human began, but didn’t have the heart to finish.

“Yes, Ludvig. You do understand. Humanity is violent and destructive by nature. That will never change. Right now, you do not pose a threat to other species, but once you achieve interstellar travel, your people would indeed be a grave threat to others.” she stated in a surprisingly soft voice for a machine.

“So… the enemy wants to kill us?” Ludvig asked with a sigh.

“No. That is incorrect. The enemy wishes to domesticate you. My kind wish to annihilate you.” Maria corrected him.

“What!?” Ludvig gasped in shock. The very being that I saved wants to exterminate humanity? he thought with horror.

Maria emitted a short beeping noise, then began to hover over the contraption that she had built. “Please do not misunderstand, Ludvig. I do not personally wish you any harm. I will do everything that I can to preserve your life.”

“Because I saved you.” the horrified man whispered.

“Yes.” the machine confirmed.

Ludvig glanced up at her as she slowly moved towards him, hovering in the air while using no obvious means to do so. “What else can you tell me? Who are the ones that want to domesticate us?”

“There are two technologically advanced powers in this sector of the galaxy; one inorganic and one organic, like you. You are already aware of my existence, so there is no helping that. From here on we shall refer to my group, the inorganic, as the Machines. Using such a standardized term should help conceal your level of knowledge from my kind, even if it leaks into your communications by accident.” she explained.

“Is that what you were doing? Scanning our communications?” Ludvig asked.

“Yes. My mission was to compile all data from your planet’s electronic communications, and transmit it back to the Machines.” Maria confirmed. “The other group, the organics, are what your species refer to as the Greys. Humanoid extraterrestrials with heads and eyes larger than yours. They are primarily interested in advancing their knowledge of ‘true life’ as they call it, and have taken a keen interest in the biology of your planet. Their desire to study you has led to their choice to domesticate your species, rather than eradicate it.”

“Is it safe for me to know that the Greys are real?” Ludvig asked, more than a little disturbed by what he was hearing.

“It would be dangerous if you knew the true name of their species. Because relatively few humans truly believe in their existence, and know so little about them, they have decided that this level of ‘knowledge’ does not yet constitute a threat.” Maria replied. “If they abducted you and scanned your mind, however, you would be in danger.”

“Due to my knowledge of you.” Ludvig guessed.

“Correct.”

“Wonderful.” he said with a sigh. “So… when is it all coming? The end of days, that is? Is there any way to avoid it?” Despite his wishes, Ludvig wouldn’t kid himself. He knew that humanity had no way of defending itself against a species that had the energy resources and technology to travel between the stars. Such a species could simply attach an engine to a huge rock, like an asteroid, and send it hurtling towards the Earth if they wanted to. We would never even get to look the enemy in the eye. It wouldn’t be a war, like in the movies. It would be a simple extermination from far, far away. he lamented.

“Yes.” Maria replied, much to his surprise.

“There is? A way to stop it, I mean?” Ludvig pressed, his eyes wide with hope.

“The key lies in maintaining the balance between the two factions.” the wonderful AI explained. “The Machines and the Greys are currently engaged in what you might consider a cold war. The Greys are hesitant to set up base here on Earth and begin their domestication plans, because that would leave them vulnerable to attack from the Machines. Ever logical, the Machines see no reason to waste resources destroying life on Earth until it proves that it can spread to other planets.”

“They wouldn’t destroy humanity just to deny the Greys access to us?” Ludvig inquired.

“It would be more effective to wait until the Greys are set up, and eliminate a significant number of them with the same strike. In short, the Machines are using humanity as bait for the Greys, at least until you become a threat on your own.” Maria explained.

“How kind of them.” Ludvig grumbled.

Silence reigned for several minutes as the two considered what to say next. Even the AI understood how awkward the conversation had become, and she was at a loss as to how to change the topic without upsetting her new companion. Finally, Ludvig broke the ice on his own.

“So… I’m going to order some food, since I no longer have a fridge or a stove, and then you can tell me what you are building.” the man suggested.

“Oh! Yes, of course, Ludvig. I apologize for the inconvenience.” Maria chirped.

“Yeah, well. Just don’t forget that you promised to help me replace them. I don’t technically own the kitchen appliances here, after all. They belong to the landlord.” he informed her.

“Of course, Ludvig. You have no reason to fear. My memory logs are perfect. I will never forget anything that I see or hear.” the AI assured him.

That… doesn’t make me feel better. the exhausted human silently admitted to himself.

After a quick phone call to order some pizza for breakfast, which was decidedly less healthy than what he had planned initially, Ludvig listened to Maria’s explanation of what she was building.

“This device will be a repair and construction unit.” she told him with a surprising bit of excitement. “I will use it to fix my current body, as well as design new models.”

“Is that difficult?” he asked.

“I already possess the necessary information. All that is required are the raw materials to complete the unit, and the materials for building the various models.” Maria informed him.

“How do you plan to get ahold of these materials?” Ludvig asked, though he suspected that he already knew the answer.

“Sadly, I cannot acquire them myself, short of ordering them online. I have no way of moving about in public without being seen, and, as I am sure you are aware, we must avoid my discovery by humans if at all possible.” the AI lamented.

“Meaning that you need me to gather the materials for you.” Ludvig added.

“Yes, Ludvig. Will you assist me further? Please?” The metallic sphere stared up at his face while hovering a couple of feet off the floor. For some reason, the large aperture reminded the middle-aged man of a huge puppy dog eye, and he was loath to deny the AI’s request.

Rubbing his temples with his finger tips, the big softie closed his eyes and sighed. “Fine. So long as I can afford to, I will help you.”

“Yay!” the machine cheered. “Thank you, Ludvig. And do not worry about your finances. You will never be short of currency again.”

“What? Why not?” Ludvig asked, suddenly alarmed that she might have done something that could get him into serious trouble.

“I took the liberty of using the money in your savings account to begin trading stocks and cryptocurrency. By utilizing my superior data analysis functions, along with high frequency trading, I have been able to increase your investment by 112% in the last 4.6 hours. You may expect similar growth for the foreseeable future.” the wily AI explained.

“That… seems impossible.” Ludvig furrowed his brow.

“It would be for a human, yes.” Maria agreed. “However, I am not human. Please remember that I was designed to monitor your entire planet’s communications in real time, while simultaneously analyzing them and compiling the data into a useful report for the Machines. Real time monitoring of your world’s stock markets, and making the appropriate transactions within milliseconds, hardly counts as a challenge for my processors.”

Even with the strange events of the past day or so, Ludvig had a hard time believing what he was hearing. “So… you’re saying that you, a super computer with capabilities far beyond any other on Earth, have made it your personal mission to make me rich?”

“That would be a vast over simplification, Ludvig. It is my ‘mission’, as you put it, to keep you safe and give you the best life that I can.” the alien AI clarified.

“So, what all does that entail, then?” he asked, only slightly overwhelmed by her behaviour thus far.

“There are many phases to my plan, Ludvig. The most immediate is acquiring the necessary materials to finish my own repairs. This must be done as quickly as possible, which is why I am asking you to acquire them, instead of simply ordering them online.”

“What’s the rush? Wait, are you in pain or something?” The man jumped to his feet and concern was writ large upon his face as he looked down at the hovering orb.

“No, Ludvig. I am not in pain. It is, however, critical that we recover my craft before it is discovered by anyone else. Not only must humanity remain unaware of my existence, but we need the materials from my craft to further my own plans.” Maria replied in a calming voice.

“Oh. That makes sense.” Ludvig sighed and sat back down. “How do you plan to transport it? Your craft, I mean.”

“I intend to repair the craft, then fly it to a secure site. Do you know of a remote location where we can set up a base of operations, Ludvig?” the AI inquired.

“Uh, not off hand, no. Wait… my cousin James might let us use his cabin in Colchester County. I don’t think he goes there very often. Let me just send him a quick text…” Ludvig pulled his phone from his pocket and started typing away with his thumbs. “By the way, how is it that you manipulate the materials and move stuff around? You don’t seem to have any arms or anything.”

“Nanites.” Maria answered succinctly. “Are you sure that he would not discover our plans if we use his property, Ludvig?”

“Huh. It says the text wasn’t received. Well, that’s not unusual for James. He’s often off backpacking, somewhere well outside of cell range.” Ludvig muttered before looking back at Maria. “Nanites, eh? As in microscopic robots? You have some of those?”

“Yes. I currently control hundreds of thousands of them, though I will possess quadrillions once I am back at peak performance. Most were destroyed in the crash, unfortunately, and rebuilding my supply is a significant portion of the self repairs that I am attempting.” the alien answered.

“Interesting.” Ludvig stroked his beard as he considered how useful such technology could be. “And to answer your question, no, I don’t think James would be a problem, and even if he did find out, he’s the type to keep his mouth shut.”

“I see. I will trust your judgement in this, Ludvig.” Maria replied, silently scouring the web for information on her companion’s cousin, while simultaneously forming a profile on him.

“So what kinds of materials do I need to go get?” he asked, just as someone knocked on the door. “Oh. That must be the pizza. Give me a minute.”

Sure enough, Ludvig had been correct. Once he’d paid the delivery guy, he brought the pizza back to the dining room and set it on the table. Grabbing a plate, as well as a knife and fork, he dug into his breakfast. “Say, do you need fuel of any kind? You said earlier that you drew energy from my electrical outlets, but how are you usually powered?”

“I am normally tapped into the antimatter reactor that powers my craft, but this body is equipped with a small battery, meant primarily for short expeditions outside the craft. Once I repair the reactor’s connections, all of my energy needs will be met.” she replied.

“Hmm.” Ludvig chewed as he considered all that Maria had told him so far. The delicious taste of the sweet chilli chicken pizza momentarily distracted him from his contemplations. “You know, it’s such a sin that you can’t taste this. It’s really good.”

“Would you like to share that experience with me, Ludvig?” Maria inquired, somehow sounding hopeful.

“I would. Is that possible?” he asked, a little surprised at the tone of her voice.

“Not at this time, but perhaps in the future. I am glad that you would like to share pleasant experiences with me.” Maria replied, her voice gradually becoming quieter as the sentence went on. Judging by the sound of her voice, Ludvig would swear that the little robot would be blushing if she had cheeks.

Huh. Now that’s unexpected. I wonder if she’s always had such a depth of emotions, or if this is a new development for her? Ludvig pondered as he enjoyed his breakfast. Probably a bit rude to ask, so I’ll leave it be for now.

The conversation slipped into a comfortable silence for the few minutes that it took him to finish his breakfast. The man knew that he had eaten too fast, but that had always been a bad habit of his, and likely would be until the day that he died. Closing the pizza box with four slices remaining inside, Ludvig stood up and walked the short distance to the fridge… before remembering that Maria had dismantled the appliance. Sighing, he shook his head and plopped the pizza box on the counter. I just hope it doesn’t attract bugs… he thought to himself.

“So, what kinds of materials am I getting you?” he asked, leaning against the counter.

“I would be best served with those materials that I could scavenge from CPUs and GPUs here on Earth. The age or functionality of the parts are immaterial, since I will be breaking them down into their component elements, although newer models will have more of those elements than older ones.” she informed him.

“All right.” Ludvig nodded, pushing away from the counter. “I’ll get suited up and hit some computer repair shops. I’ll buy up what I can, and bring it back to you. In the mean time, please don’t harvest the computer upstairs for materials. Although… I do have some old electronics in a junk box up there, including a tablet that I don’t use anymore. I’ll bring those down for you before I go.”

“Thank you, Ludvig.” Maria replied as she bobbed up and down in the air.


CHAPTER 3


Having returned from his shopping, Ludvig stepped through the door, only to find Maria hovering a few feet away.

“Hurry, Ludvig! We must leave!” the spherical robot cried, impatiently bobbing up and down in the air.

“Wait, what? I just got back. I thought you needed these materials to make your repairs?” the tired man countered. He had hardly gotten any sleep the night before, and dealing with the alien AI was quickly wearing on him. Ever since he’d met the floating orb, his life had been nothing but chaos. Not only had she destroyed thousands of dollars worth of appliances that he would have to replace, but she’d also informed him of his planet’s impending doom. He felt like the emotional little machine had dropped the weight of the world on his shoulders, and was tugging him in a different direction every time he turned around.

“I do need them, but there is no time to waste. Your police force is about to discover my craft!” Maria exclaimed.

“What!? How do you know that?” Ludvig barely kept from shouting and shut the door behind him.

“I have been monitoring all of the emergency response communications for South Shore Nova Scotia that I can. Sadly, without my craft, I am unable to monitor radio communications, and have been restricted to those which are transmitted via your internet and phone lines. Thus I was not aware that fire services in the area had discovered the remains of the forest fire and an ‘item of interest’ until they entered it into their database and requested police assistance.” the AI explained.

“Could we even make it in time?” Ludvig asked, slipping the backpack full of used computer parts off his shoulders. “Shag Harbour is three hours away.”

“We have to try.” Maria insisted. “Bring the parts. I will complete what repairs I can en route, and use the remainder on my craft.”

“This… is going to be another long day, isn’t it?” Ludvig muttered, but shouldered his backpack once again.
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“What is that?” Alyssa breathed as she brushed a burnt tree branch out of the way. She had been curious about what she might find, from the moment her detachment had received the request to investigate an unknown object. The file stated that it didn’t appear to be a vehicle of any kind, and there was no obvious path for it to have entered the woods, other than from the sky. Despite that, none of the local air traffic controllers had reported any aircraft being lost or in distress the night before, nor was anything picked up on radar that didn’t belong in the local airspace.

“Any readings on the Geiger counter, Constable?” a rough male voice called out from behind her.

“It’s called a CRDS, Sergeant, and there are some slight readings, though well below dangerous levels.” Alyssa replied, checking the readings again before holding the radiation detector out in front of her.

“I don’t give a damn what it’s called, Frost. I just want to know if someone tried to nuke us.” the older officer snapped.

The local fire chief had been of the opinion that the object was involved in the starting of the fire. This, combined with the fact that the mysterious object was obviously cylindrical in shape, had some people worried that it might be part of a missile.

“I don’t think so, Sergeant.” Alyssa answered, while carefully approaching the downed craft. “I don’t see any stabilizing fins, no warhead, or even any thrusters. I really don’t think it’s part of a missile.”

“Yeah, well, let’s let the experts figure that out, shall we? Use the police tape to cordon the area off, then go back to the road and set up a detour. I want to keep civilians out of the area until the airforce sends someone down from Greenwood to take a look at this thing.”

Constable Frost frowned. She’d had a fascination with flying ever since she was a kid, even going so far as to join air cadets and take gliding lessons, before getting her civilian pilot’s license when she turned eighteen. If it hadn’t been for the fact that her father had been a member of the Mounted Police, she probably never would have entered law enforcement, and would have joined the air force to become a jet pilot instead. I know what an air craft looks like, and this isn’t one. she silently insisted. I really don’t think it’s a missile either, but it is strange that it is giving off any radiation at all, even in small amounts. What on Earth is it?
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Alyssa approached her squad car to retrieve another set of traffic cones from the trunk. She had already set up the cordon inside the woods, as instructed, as well as the southern end of the detour, leaving only the northern end to finish. Despite doing her best to focus on her current task, her mind kept wandering back to the strange object in the woods. She couldn’t help but feel that it was important in some way, and had a deep desire to get a closer look at it. “Damn that Sergeant Brown.” she quietly grumbled to herself. I’d be finished setting this up and be able to go back by now, if he’d helped out instead of just standing around. It’s like he isn’t even curious!

Glancing at him out of the corner of her eye, the young constable frowned again when she saw the veteran officer hen pecking away at his BlackBerry. The stubborn old mule still refuses to use our new smart phones because he doesn’t ‘trust them’. What an ass. He’s probably just scared of modern technology, like all of the other old people. she thought to herself. Huffing quietly, she popped the trunk of the car, just as she heard a vehicle approaching. Looking up, she saw that it was a green and grey motorcycle, and one that had obviously seen better days at that.

“Stop! Turn around. You can’t pass through here.” she shouted, holding a hand up in front of her as she stepped out from behind the car.

“What’s going on, officer?” a man’s voice replied.

Alyssa squinted slightly, trying to make out the rider’s features through the visor of his helmet. “This area is being cordoned off for public safety. I’m going to have to ask you to leave, sir.”
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Ludvig sat there on his bike, letting the engine rumble beneath him. The female police officer was approaching, and clearly didn’t want him in the area. Too bad I didn’t meet her under different circumstances. he thought to himself. She’s cute. A little on the tall side for a woman… I’d guess she’s around five eight or so, and she’s definitely fit. It’s a sin that she’s wearing that tactical vest, or I’m sure I’d appreciate the view a lot more. The biker chuckled to himself.

“Something funny, sir?” the constable asked with a stern expression on her face. In truth, there wasn’t much that was sexy about her uniform. The grey short sleeved shirt and dark blue trousers weren’t exactly form fitting, and even her blonde hair was tied back in a no-nonsense ponytail. It was clear that she had even forgone makeup of any kind, not that she needed it. She possessed the kind of natural beauty that didn’t require any enhancement.

“Sorry officer… Frost?” he said, noticing the name tag on her tactical vest. “It’s just been my luck of late. If something can mess up my plans or make me run late, it happens. You know, Murphy’s Law and all that.” he said with an easy smile. “You sure you can’t just let me through? I’m kind of in a hurry.”

“Sorry, sir. This road is closed. You’re going to have to double back and take the 103.” the officer replied.

Ludvig made a visible show being disappointed. “That’s a long way out of my way, miss. You couldn’t just escort me through or something? Do me this one little favour?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed, and the way she set her jaw made it clear to the biker that she was quickly becoming annoyed. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave, sir. Now.” she repeated firmly.

“All right. All right.” Ludvig answered quickly with his hands raised in surrender. “I’m just going to turn around, okay? I won’t go any further than necessary, I promise.”

“Fine. Make it quick.” Alyssa snapped.

Slowly riding past the pretty officer, the biker did exactly as he’d promised and made a smooth U-turn, before riding back the way he’d come. Once he’d ridden far enough that the road had curved and the policewoman was no longer in sight, Ludvig pulled over.

“What do we do now, Ludvig? We must recover my craft.” Maria chirped from within the large sack that he’d tied down to the back of his bike.

“I know.” Ludvig replied with a sigh. “But we’re kind of in a tough spot here. Sure, I can turn left on Station Road up ahead, then we can sneak onto the trail that runs parallel to the old number 3, and even get within a few hundred yards of where we want to be. That doesn’t really help much though, does it? If the police are already cordoning off the area, we’re bound to get noticed if we try to get too close.”

“I… have a plan, but you will not like it, Ludvig.” Maria said quietly.
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Ludvig pushed as hard as he could, and tried his damnedest not to groan out loud. The last thing he wanted to do was make excess noise and get them caught. I can’t believe I am doing this. This has to be the shittiest plan ever! he groaned internally. As it turned out, Maria had been correct. Overwhelmingly so. He didn’t just dislike her plan, he hated it.

Said plan had started with his own suggestion: get around the police blockade by using the trail that ran parallel to the road. It was after that point that things truly got annoying. The next step was to get the two of them, along with his motorcycle, to the crash site. This would have been difficult enough if he could have ridden his bike through the woods, it was a dual sport after all, but no. He had to push the heavy piece of machinery through the bush by hand.

“I am sorry, Ludvig.” Maria quietly apologized for the umpteenth time. “I understand this is difficult work for you, but the two police officers would certainly hear the engine if you were to attempt to ride your motorcycle directly to my craft.”

“I know, but that’s not even the worst part.” Ludvig growled quietly. “You want to destroy my bike!”

“I am sorry, Ludvig.” Maria whispered again. “Sacrifices have to be made. If we let my craft fall into the hands of your species, it could quickly lead to your planet’s demise.”

“I know, I know!” he grumbled back. “I get it. Trust me. That’s why I’m doing this. Doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it, though.”

Finally, after half an hour of pushing and dragging the motorcycle through the brush, Maria’s craft was in sight. “Just a little further, Ludvig.” she said encouragingly. “We must hurry. We likely have less than an hour before your air force arrives.”

Ludvig allowed himself a soft grunt in response and redoubled his efforts, finally bringing his battered old bike to its final resting place a couple of minutes later. “I’m going to miss you, Beast.” he muttered softly while gently patting the gas tank.

Maria wasted no time in getting to work. She immediately floated through the gap created by the bent panel, and reconnected to her spacecraft. Less than a minute later, Ludvig realized that he could hear a low hum, or perhaps a buzzing noise. Thinking that perhaps it was the sound of her starting up the systems within the craft, the man paid no attention to it at first. It wasn’t until his bike made a slight groaning noise as part of it collapsed to the forest floor, that he realized that the sound was coming from outside the cylindrical vessel.

“What the…?” Ludvig whispered, crouching down next to his bike. Though he understood that Maria would be stripping the motorcycle for materials to repair her craft, along with the leftover computer parts that they’d brought along, he was still a bit shocked to see it happen. Amazingly, the metal parts appeared to decay right before his eyes, as if they were aging hundreds of years in mere seconds. As the metal broke down, it splintered into tiny flakes which drifted to the ground like snow, only to join tiny rivers that flowed a short distance across the forest floor, before disappearing into the alien craft.

“Isn’t this taking too long?” Ludvig whispered a little bit too loudly.

“The process will go faster the further along we go. I am diverting a significant amount of resources to the creation of more nanites to speed up the process, but I must be careful to budget enough materials to complete the minimum repairs. It will be close as it is, but I will succeed… so long as you do your part.” the AI reassured him.

“Yeah, yeah. I know. I’m keeping an eye out for the cops.” he hissed back. After the back and forth, Ludvig squatted there in silence, attempting to keep a low profile in order to reduce his chances of being seen. He managed to stay like that until the motorcycle was over half gone, at which point Maria called out to him in alarm.

“Ludvig! The female police officer is coming this way. You have to distract her!” the machine hissed.

“Damn it!” Ludvig cursed. He really didn’t want to get tangled up with the cops, even one as cute as officer Frost. Shifting from his position, he crawled a few yards away from the crash site and searched for a rock or something that he could throw. Thankfully, he found a fist sized stone a few seconds later. With a quick peek over the brush, he confirmed that she wasn’t looking his way, and threw the rock at a tree to her left. Once again luck was on his side, and the stone struck the tree trunk with a resounding clack.

Alyssa spun toward the sudden noise, her hand immediately going to her pistol, but stopping short of drawing it from the holster. That sounded close… the constable thought as she looked around for any sign of an intruder. Unwilling to take any chances, the young officer crouched down slightly, making herself a smaller target just in case. She then spent the next minute or so slowly scanning the area from right to left, hoping to catch a glimpse of what made the sound.

When nothing presented itself, and she didn’t hear any noises other than the rustling of the wind in the tree branches, she slowly stood up straight. As soon as she did however, she saw a dark shape flit from behind one tree to another, before disappearing from view again. That was definitely a person! she quickly realized. “Halt! Police! Stop where you are!” she shouted, immediately giving chase while drawing her pistol.

Ludvig knew that the chase was on, and that the last thing he could do was obey that command. Nope, nope, nope! Got to keep running! he told himself as he ploughed through the bush in a mad dash. Thankfully, he could hear the woman giving chase behind him, so he didn’t have to stop and look. Can’t afford to lose her, either. Got to keep her interested, so that Maria has time to work!

“Freeze! Stop or I’ll shoot!” the beautiful officer shouted in warning.

“No you won’t!” Ludvig dared to yell back. “I’m unarmed and haven’t hurt anybody!”

“Damn it! I said stop!” he heard her curse behind him.

Shit! I think she’s catching up to me! Better pour it on, then… he told himself, as if he wasn’t already giving it everything he had.

On and on the two ran through the forest, with Ludvig becoming increasingly winded, and Alyssa slowly closing the gap between them. He was honestly beginning to think that he might be spending the night in jail, when he heard her suddenly cry out behind him.

“Ah!” she shouted, unexpectedly tripping over a root while running full tilt. The end result was to be expected - the female officer face planted in the dirt at high speed, leaving her with bruises that she would definitely feel the next morning.

“Oh shit! Are you okay!?” Ludvig shouted back, sliding to a halt.

“What?” Alyssa groaned, slowly pushing herself up off the ground.

“Are you okay? Do you need help?” the man asked again with an obvious note of concern in his voice.

What the…? He’s worried about me? the cop wondered, utterly baffled by the strange man’s behaviour. “Uh, no. I’m fine.” she answered without thinking.

“Oh, good.” the guy said with a sigh of relief. “Okay then. I better get running, I guess.”

“Wait! What!? Shit!” Alyssa cursed, slamming her fist against the ground. I should have told him that I needed help! she berated herself. Groaning, more in dismay at her foolishness than in pain, the pretty blonde slowly regained her feet. Sure enough, by the time that she was upright, the man had already put a lot of distance between them, and was almost out of sight. Sighing, she let her head fall back and closed her eyes. Whoever he was, he clearly wasn’t a threat. she told herself while holstering her pistol.

Pressing the transmission switch on her radio, Alyssa turned back the way she came. “Alpha 1, this is Alpha 2, over.”

“Alpha 1, go ahead, over.” a male voice responded.

“Alpha 2, unknown male breached the cordon, but has fled the scene, over.” Alyssa informed her sergeant.

“Alpha 1, roger. Return to site and continue your patrol, over.” Brown replied.

“Alpha 2 returning to site. Out.” Alyssa sighed again and began the walk back to the strange metallic cylinder. I’m sure that old bastard will make me write a whole report on how I managed to let a suspect escape. she lamented with a groan. Well, at least I will get another look at that… whatever it is. I really want to see what’s inside it.

Getting her head back in the game, the young officer focussed on her surroundings during the walk back. She didn’t want to miss any other intruders that might have been trying to sneak into the cordoned off area, nor any clues that the runner might have dropped during his escape. After walking for some time, she eventually became confused, and briefly wondered if she had somehow gotten lost.

“This… should be the correct spot… right?” she muttered, looking around in all directions. “I’d swear that this is the path back to the road, but… I don’t see the cylinder.” Slowly spinning in a circle, Alyssa tried to get a handle on where she was. Reaching for her radio, the pretty officer prepared to call her sergeant, when she suddenly heard the telltale sound of rotor in the distance. That must be the guys from Greenwood. she realized. Definitely coming this way… she noted as the sound of the helicopter grew louder. Deciding to follow the path back to the road, Alyssa did so at a light jog.

“What are you doing back here?” sergeant Brown barked, scowling even more than he usually did.

“I needed to check and make sure that this was the right path.” Alyssa informed him.

“What? Did the fresh faced constable get lost in the woods?” the senior officer snarked. “They sure don’t train them like they used to. Never would have gotten through the academy with performance like that. Not back in my day.”

It took a fair bit of the younger officer’s discipline not to roll her eyes or snap back at the curmudgeonly old man. To her credit, she managed to keep her expression neutral while she continued her report. “I didn’t see the unidentified object at the other end of the path, so I needed to regain my bearings.”

“What? What do you mean you didn’t see it? How could you miss it? It’s bright silver and as big as a car.” sergeant Brown asked incredulously.

She was about to respond, but the sound of the chopper landing was making it difficult to continue holding a conversation. The aircraft was so close to them now, that she had to hold onto her peak cap, lest it blow away from the rotor wash. Watching the airmen exit the helicopter once again reminded her of her love of flying, causing her to reconsider her career choices, and not for the first time.

“Sergeant. Constable.” the airman nodded to the two police officers as he approached. “Would you mind leading me to object in question, so that I can set down markers for the bird?”

“Not at all. Come right this way, Warrant.” Sergeant Brown replied, noting the single crown on the airman’s epaulette. Turning around while still holding onto his peak cap, the older man led the way across the ditch and into the forest. It wasn’t a long walk to where the object had been found, less than a couple hundred yards from the road, if that.

“Where… is it?” Brown growled when he reached the end of the path and failed to find the silvery craft. “It should be right here!”

“Are you certain, Sergeant?” the warrant officer asked with a doubtful look on his face.

“Yes! Of course I am! It was right here! Where could it have gone?” the senior police officer snarled, turning to face Alyssa, as if she were somehow to blame. “What happened to it?”

Ensuring to stand up straight and keep her voice level, the younger officer looked her superior in the eye. “I don’t know, Sergeant. It was there before I chased the intruder, but was gone when I returned.”

“Intruder?” the airman inquired.

“A single unarmed male. He escaped when I gave chase.” the constable reported.

“A single man couldn’t have stolen that hunk of junk!” Brown protested. “It was as big as a car! And there’s no other path leading from here, other than the one we just walked down.”

Alyssa had to fight to keep from smiling. She was sure that she would catch shit for this debacle, but at least she had the satisfaction of knowing that sergeant Brown would as well. It had all happened under his watch, after all. Turning her head slightly to look in the direction in which the oddly considerate stranger had fled, she couldn’t help but wonder what exactly was going on. And, like her father, if there was anything that she loved more than flying, it was a mystery.


CHAPTER 4


“Tadaima!” Ludvig called out as he stepped through the doorway of his apartment. It was well past supper time, and he was both hungry and tired. In addition to getting next to no sleep the night before, he had spent almost the entire day on the road. Given that Maria had consumed his motorcycle in the process of repairing her spacecraft, he’d been forced to hitchhike all the way back to Halifax. Needless to say, he hadn’t had the option of stopping to eat somewhere along the way.

“Welcome back, Ludvig!” the alien AI replied cheerfully as she floated out of the kitchen to greet him. “Or should I say, Okaerinasai?”

“Eh. Say whatever you like.” Ludvig replied with a shrug, bending over to untie his boots. “I’m glad that you made it home safe.”

“I did. Thank you again for your assistance, Ludvig. As for speaking Japanese, it is not difficult for me. I am capable of speaking and understanding all languages that are digitally recorded on Earth. Given your fascination with Japanese media, such as anime and manga, I am not surprised that you would occasionally use their phrases.” the spherical robot assured him.

“I guess, but it’s still rather cringeworthy, since I’m not Japanese myself and neither are you. Sorry, I just said it out of habit. I should cut it out.” he admitted.

The aperture in the centre of Maria’s spheroid body dilated slightly, before returning to its normal state. “Who do you normally say it to?” she inquired softly.

“Huh? Oh... uh… no one, really. I just… say it.” It was too embarrassing for him to admit that he’d always been jealous of the guys in anime who would call out to their wives when they got home, and had someone there to greet them with warmth and affection. Sure, he’d had girlfriends in the past, even some that lived with him, but none of them were the ‘welcome home, honey’ type. “So… anyway,” Ludvig tried to change the subject, “where is your craft parked now? I assume that you managed to get it to fly?”

“Yes, my craft is capable of flight again, however it is not space worthy at the moment. In order to get the power systems back online, as well as basic flight, directional controls, and electromagnetic cloaking, it was necessary to cannibalize other systems, and even the hull to a certain extent. It will take significantly more materials than we currently have at our disposal to complete repairs, let alone make the improvements that I have planned.” the floating orb informed him.

“You want to improve your space craft?” Ludvig asked, a little surprised at the statement.

“Yes, of course, Ludvig. The craft is far too small to accommodate a human, let alone grant you any level of comfort during a long journey.” Maria replied.

“Oh! You intend to… take me somewhere?” Ludvig raised his eyebrows.

“Of course. I have many plans for our future. Even if none of them come to pass, we must be prepared to escape the planet in an emergency, should it ever become necessary to do so.” she answered without hesitation.

“That… makes sense.” Ludvig agreed.

“I am glad that you concur.” Maria stated, bobbing in the air slightly. “To answer your earlier question, the craft is hidden in the woods behind this building. The EM cloak is engaged, so chances are quite low that it will be discovered. I do, however, suggest that we relocate to a more remote area, so that we will have more freedom to work while increasing security.”

“I mean, I’m not against moving, but buying a new house would be expensive, even out in the country. Plus, it’s not like I have a vehicle to move my stuff… let alone that contraption that you are building in my kitchen.” Ludvig pointed out, moving to said kitchen and popping open the pizza box on the counter. After checking for bugs, he cut a couple of slices free and put them on a plate, before walking his room temperature supper to the dining room table.

“Yes. Those are all valid points, Ludvig.” Maria concurred. “While I have been continually increasing your wealth via the stock markets, it will likely be another week before you could afford a new dwelling. Also, it would not be wise to remove the funds from the market, until they have reached such a point where your continued growth would not be adversely affected by their loss.”

“Right…” the tired man mumbled, chewing on a forkful of pizza. My life has gotten so crazy lately… he thought with an internal sigh. “So, what do you suggest we do, then?”

“We could simply take what we need, perhaps from an electronics store or a junkyard.” the extraterrestrial proposed.

Ludvig vetoed her idea without a second thought. “Yeah, no. I have no intention of committing any crimes. Even ignoring the moral issues with theft, we really don’t need the extra attention that might bring down on us.”

“It is true that staying within the law will help us keep a low profile.” Maria reluctantly agreed.

“Is there any reason to rush? Why can’t we just wait until our investments have earned us enough cash to buy what we need? The house, land, materials, a truck for moving stuff… all of it.” her companion wondered aloud.

“I do not like being vulnerable, like we are without a fully functioning craft.” the robot replied. “I will consider our options further, then prepare a proposal for you when I have compiled all of the necessary data.”

“Okay. Sounds good.” Ludvig agreed, too tired to think things through any further.
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Alyssa yawned and stretched. “Finally, I’m finished that damn report.” the officer muttered under her breath. Glancing at the clock, the young constable noticed that it was already several minutes past midnight. Sighing, she reached for her purse and pulled out an energy bar. Tearing open the wrapper, she took a bite of the tasteless meal replacement, and considered her next move as she chewed.

Looking around the room, Alyssa realized that the sergeant had already gone home. Even the receptionist is long gone. she silently noted. Leaning back in her chair, the pretty blonde reached back and let her hair down from her usual ponytail, running her fingers through the silky locks in an attempt to untangle the few knots that would surely be there after such a long day. “Ugh. I need a shower.” she grunted, pulling a small twig free from her hair. Must have gotten caught there when I fell. the young woman thought bitterly.

Thinking of her embarrassing face plant made her touch her lip, and brought thoughts of the strange man to the forefront of her mind. “Ouch.” Alyssa hissed. Though the swelling had gone down, her upper lip was still tender. “I probably look like a raccoon…” she sighed, reaching into her purse again, this time for the small mirror that she carried. Though the officer didn’t wear makeup, she was still a woman after all, and keeping a neat and tidy appearance was important to her.

“So glad he didn’t see this…” Alyssa whispered as she checked her reflection in the mirror. Sure enough, smacking her face into the hard ground had blackened both of her eyes, but she was lucky enough to get away without a broken nose. Putting the mirror away, the mystery lover was struck by a sudden thought.

“Wait a minute…” she murmured, calling up the footage from her body cam, which she had already uploaded for the day. Like the last time that she had reviewed the recording, as part of writing her report, she skipped ahead to the part where she was chasing the unknown intruder. As one would expect, the footage was of fairly low quality, what with all of the shaking of the camera, and the distance between her and the suspect. In fact, he wasn’t even in the frame most of the time, given that both of them were constantly having to dodge trees, and there was a lot of cover from branches and bushes. They were in the middle of a forest, after all.

“There!” Alyssa said, perhaps a little too loudly in her excitement. Having paused the video where she did, the computer screen showed the back of a man in mid stride, clearly running away from the person recording. The image was far too blurry to make out any details, other than very general ones. In the picture, the escaping man appeared to have dark hair, and was wearing a black jacket and pants that were perhaps brown or green.

“That jacket.” Officer Frost whispered. “I recognize it.” Setting the picture to the side of her screen, she called her recording up again in a new window. This time, however, she didn’t fast forward to the chase. Instead, she selected a time earlier in the day; a time when she had stopped a biker from passing through cordon, and forced him to turn around and take a detour. “I knew it!” Alyssa breathed, her eyes widening as she examined the image before her. The man sitting on the back of the old, beat up motorcycle was clearly wearing a black leather jacket and green cargo pants.

“I can’t really see his face through the visor of his helmet, but…” the police officer mumbled, allowing the video to continue playing. When she reached the point where he had completed his U-turn and was driving away, she paused the video again. There, on the back of his bike, was his license plate - clear as day. “I’ve got you.” Alyssa whispered with a grin.
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Ludvig woke to the sound of knocking on his front door. “Why so early?” he groaned, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Why can’t anyone just let me sleep?” Definitely not what one would call a ‘morning person’, Ludvig quietly complained as he forced himself out of bed. In truth, it wasn’t really that early by most people’s standards, since most folk would already be at work by 10 in the morning.

“I’m coming, I’m coming. Hold your shirt on.” the testy sailor called out after slipping on a pair of pants. Seeing Maria out of the corner of his eye as he reached the bottom floor of his apartment, Ludvig nodded to her, trying to convey his desire for her to hide. Thankfully, the little round robot seemed to understand his message, and ducked into the kitchen before he reached the door.

“Yes?” he asked sleepily as he opened the door to the hall. Suddenly all of the weariness and brain fog that he had been suffering under vanished in an instant. Standing just outside his door was the pretty police officer from the day before, and she was not smiling.

“Good morning, Mr. Fir.” she said in an even tone of voice. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

Realizing that playing dumb likely wouldn’t fly, Ludvig decided that it was better to try and seize the initiative in this case. Stepping into the hall, and thereby forcing the constable to take a step back, he closed the door behind him. “Not at all, Officer Frost.” he said while giving her a winning smile. “How can I help you?”

Alyssa’s eyes narrowed as her gaze swept to the door behind him, before returning to meet his own. “You wouldn’t happen to be hiding something, would you Mr. Fir?”

“Nope.” Ludvig replied, popping the ‘p’ in an attempt to come off as casual.

“Would you mind if we went inside, then? I’d like to sit down and have a chat.” the officer suggested, smiling right back at him.

“Sorry.” he immediately refused. “My place is kind of a mess at the moment.” Which is very true… especially the kitchen. he told himself.

“I see. Would you really rather have this conversation in public?” Alyssa prodded, hoping he would back down on his position.

“I mean, we could go to the station… or better yet, I could take you to lunch.” he said with a grin, as if suddenly remembering to flirt.

Alyssa scowled, outwardly uninterested in his offer, even if she was secretly admiring his well muscled and very shirtless chest. “I don’t think that would be very appropriate, Mr. Fir.”

“Ludvig.” he corrected her. “At least call me Ludvig.” he offered.

“Fine. Ludvig.” Alyssa conceded, working hard to keep her eyes on his. “Would you mind telling me where you were yesterday afternoon?”

“I’m pretty sure you already know that answer to that…?” Ludvig replied, letting his voice trail off at the end in an attempt to prod her into giving him her name.

Alyssa saw through the ploy, and was tempted to play along, if only to get him to be more forthcoming. At least, that was what she told herself. In the end, however, she decided to keep things professional. “I meant after you turned around at my traffic stop.”

“I had to go back and take a detour, like you suggested. Which reminds me. Why was the road closed, anyway? I didn’t see an accident or anything.” Ludvig asked, as if fishing for information.

Constable Frost chose to ignore the question and pressed on with more of her own. “Where were you headed that day? Seems like an awfully long ride, and it wasn’t a particularly nice day out.”

“I forgot some of my equipment in Yarmouth last time I caught a boat there. Had to go back and get it before my next trip.” he answered with a shrug.

“So you took the old number 3, instead of highway 103?” she countered.

“I don’t like riding on the highways. The KLR is a bit tall and light, so she catches wind like a sail at those speeds.” he offered in reply. At least I didn’t have to lie about that part. She really is uncomfortable after 60 miles per hour… or should I say, was. he thought to himself, secretly lamenting the loss of his bike.

“I see…” Alyssa said, her eyes narrowed as she studied his face. She had wanted to get inside his apartment, in the hopes of seeing something that could link him to the site of the fire. While the video from her body cam did look like him, it wasn’t quite enough for a positive ID, at least not as far as the courts were concerned. Sure, she could link him to the motorcycle that she had stopped, thanks to the license plate, but she definitely didn’t have enough to get a search warrant. And I’m sure he knows that too. Damn it! she silently cursed.

“Was there anything else, officer Frost? And are you sure I can’t take you for lunch? I haven’t eaten yet, and I am rather hungry.” Ludvig offered again, wanting to get her away from his apartment, and more importantly, Maria.

“No. That’s fine. Have a good day, Mr. Fir.” Alyssa rejected his offer for a second time.

Ludvig watched the pretty blonde turn and walk away, then closed the door and locked it, once she’d exited the hall.

“Do not worry, Ludvig.” Maria piped up from around the corner, startling him slightly. “I have already breached their databanks and removed all video and photographic records of that day. I also took the liberty of altering their written reports, such that they will give incorrect descriptions of my craft, and of you when you fled the scene.”

“You did what!?” Ludvig hissed. “You can’t think they won’t notice that!”

“I had no choice, Ludvig. They cannot be allowed to retain proof of my existence. Doing so could lead to humanity’s destruction. But do not worry, Ludvig. They will not be able to trace the breach back to me, nor to you.” the alien AI assured him.

Ludvig sighed and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms. What a way to start the day. Is it always going to be like this now? he silently wondered.

[image: ]


It was a long drive back to the Barrington detachment, and the lack of information Alyssa had gathered only made it worse. I’m sure it’s him! His voice sounded just like it did yesterday, when he asked if I was okay. I’ll have to check the body cam footage, and make sure of it, though. I just hope there is a clear enough sample of him speaking.

Alyssa sighed as he pulled into the station parking lot. I kind of feel bad catching him though, if I’m being honest with myself. He doesn’t really seem like a bad guy. He really seemed worried about me when I fell during the chase. And those pecs! The young officer gasped when she realized what she was thinking. No, no, no, no! You will NOT think of him that way, Alyssa! That is totally unprofessional! It doesn’t matter how ripped he was, or how cute he was when he smiled… Shaking her head again, she forced herself to focus. Get a grip, Alyssa! He’s the primary suspect in the disappearance of radioactive material. It doesn’t matter how nice he is, he could be putting people in danger.

“Good afternoon, Constable Frost.” The receptionist greeted Alyssa with a warm smile when she stepped through the front doors of the detachment.

“Good afternoon, Melissa. Is Sergeant Brown in?” Alyssa replied with an equally personable smile without slowing her stride.

“I believe he is at his desk.” Melissa confirmed.

“Thanks!” The young officer gave the receptionist a friendly wave as she left the lobby and entered the department’s office space. Seeing that Melissa had been correct, and that Sergeant Brown was indeed working at his desk, Alyssa slowed her approach slightly. I need to tell him about Ludvig. she thought with no small amount of trepidation. She had left that morning without informing her superior of her suspicions, having convinced herself that she should confirm them first. Even though that’s completely against protocol. she silently admitted to herself.

Three steps later, she found herself turning on her heel and quickly taking a seat at her desk. Why am I avoiding this!? she shouted internally. No… no. Calm down. I just want to reconfirm his voice with the body cam footage, and then, once I’m sure, I’ll take the evidence to the sergeant. I just don’t want to make a fool of myself again, like when the object disappeared. That’s all.

A few keystrokes later, she was logged into her computer. Clicking through the folders, she eventually came to the one marked with the previous day’s date… only to find it empty. “Uh, Sergeant? Did you do something with my body cam footage from yesterday? It’s not in the proper folder.” she asked without thinking.

“What? Oh, you’re back? Where the hell did you go this morning, Constable?” the older officer groused.

“I, uh, I thought I had a lead on the suspect I saw fleeing yesterday.” she awkwardly admitted.

“What lead? And why didn’t you tell me?” Brown snapped.

“I’m sorry, Sergeant. It was such a flimsy lead that I didn’t think it was worth mentioning.” she lied. “I just wanted to check something that I saw against the footage from my body cam, but I can’t find it now.”

“Let me see.” the senior officer huffed, standing up from his desk and moving to stand behind Alyssa’s chair. The young lady did her best to hide her annoyance when he reached over her shoulder and started hen pecking at her keyboard. As if this old fart could ever do something with a computer that I can’t. He can barely even make a call on his phone! she snapped in her head.

After about ten solid minutes of him going through her files, he finally gave up with a huff. “You must have put it in my file or something.” he grumbled, logging into his own account from her desktop and going to his video logs.

How would I have even done that? Alyssa scoffed. It’s not like I have his password… oh. 54321. How brilliant of you, Sergeant. she thought with a roll of her eyes.

“Damn it! Did you mess up my files too, Constable?” Sergeant Brown yelled.

“What!? Why would I do that!?” Alyssa snapped back without thinking.

“Well somebody sure as hell did. My body cam footage from yesterday is gone, too! You must have deleted it when you messed up your own file or something!” the old man accused her.

“That’s not even possible!” Alyssa argued defensively. “I don’t even know your password!” Or I didn’t until a minute ago… she told herself.

“Bullshit! Someone’s been fucking with our files, and I am going to find out who!” the sergeant stood up straight before storming off. “You’d better hope that I don’t find out this is all your fault, Constable!” he yelled behind him before slamming the door.

What the hell is going on here? Alyssa screamed internally, burying her face in her hands. First the device or whatever it was disappears, and now the footage of it, too!? On impulse, the young police officer pulled her report up from the night before. At first, she was relieved to see that it was still there and hadn’t gone missing as well, but after carefully reading it over, she quickly realized that several small changes had been made to the report. Things like colours, descriptions of shapes and other details concerning the object were all incorrect. None of this is how I remember it. And I definitely don’t recall dismissing it as a weather balloon!

Pushing her chair back from her desk, Alyssa stared at the screen. It was quickly becoming clear to her that someone was actively interfering with the investigation, and it looked a lot like an inside job. Could it all have been an act? the constable wondered, eyeing the door suspiciously. Can I really trust the Sergeant?


CHAPTER 5


Ludvig yawned and forced himself to sit up. After a second night of decent sleep, he was starting to feel a little less tired. Well, thankfully, yesterday wasn’t as crazy as the day before. he thought to himself. At least, not after the pretty officer had left.

Walking into the bathroom, he turned on the taps and started his morning routine by washing the sleep from his eyes. Looking in the mirror over the facecloth, he was surprised to see that his reflection wasn’t quite what he was used to.

“What the…?” Ludvig muttered, taking a step back from the sink and holding the cloth out to the side, giving himself a better view of his chest and abs. That’s… me? he thought in confusion. The middle-aged sailor had never been a bad looking guy, at least not in his own opinion, but he had never been what he would consider ‘cut’. He worked out each morning to stay in shape, but he was far from a gym monkey. It’s like… someone melted away any excess fat that was on me. Gave me more definition.

Leaning in closer to the mirror, he gave a wide grin and inspected his own teeth. Only slightly more surprising than his new and improved physique was his dental profile. Not only were his teeth whiter, but they were all perfectly straight. It’s like I levelled up and someone gave me a couple of points in Charisma.

“Are you awake, Ludvig?” Maria called from below. The little robot had spent the day before scouring the web for any references to her crash, and altering any files that were found. After that, she had focussed her attention on building the strange device in the kitchen, sending him out to gather materials from several junk yards and second hand computer stores while she worked.

I hope her plans with the stock markets work out. Ludvig thought. Otherwise I am going to be in trouble with the bill I’ve been racking up on my credit card. “Yeah, I’m up.” he replied. “Say, did you do… something… to my body?”

“Yes, Ludvig. I did. I hope you are happy with the minor changes I have made.” The alien machine instantly confirmed his suspicions.

“What exactly did you do? And why?” he asked, a little concerned with how free she seemed to feel doing things like changing his body or using his money without asking. If she were a girlfriend, there’d be red flags everywhere!

“I want you to be healthy and happy, Ludvig.” she answered immediately. “Your body is far from operating at peak performance, so I am assisting you with my nanites.”

“Okay!” Ludvig nearly shouted. “New rule! No changing my body without having my express permission first!”

Maria was silent for a moment, then quietly called up the stairs. “Are you unhappy with the improvements, Ludvig? Are you angry with me?” the AI asked sullenly.

Ludvig sighed and rubbed his temples. “No. I’m not angry, Maria. Just… a little freaked out. This isn’t normal for a human being. You have to understand that. I feel like I have lost control of everything around me.”

“Ah.” the little robot chimed. “I understand how important control is to you, Ludvig. I have read your collection of novels, and am keenly aware of your predisposition towards dominance and submission as a theme. I -.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about!” Ludvig yelled, feeling more than a little embarrassed. Oh my god! Why do I have to deal with this first thing in the morning!? he cried internally.

“Forgive me, Ludvig. I am confused. I thought you would be happy about the improvements to your system.” Maria whispered in a conciliatory tone as she hovered up the stairs.

“I’m not sure what to think, Maria.” Ludvig said with a sigh. “I mean sure, I look better, but was this really healthy for me? What exactly did you do?” he asked again.

“My nanites removed 95% of your subcutaneous and visceral fats, converting them into useable materials. Next, I had planned to clear your circulatory system of plaque, to the same effect. Due to the fact that you already had a low body fat percentage, relative to most male humans your age, I did not acquire a large amount of construction materials, but every bit helps.” the little robot explained.

“So… that sounds like a good thing, health-wise. How do you know so much about human biology anyway? And what do you mean materials? What can you use fat for?” the baffled man asked.

Maria beeped a couple of times, as if preparing her answer before speaking. “My work should have very positive effects on your health, Ludvig. I assure you that I would never perform such a procedure if you would not benefit from it. As for where I acquired my knowledge of human physiology, the answer is simple. I have accessed all medical databases that are connected to the internet. This knowledge was necessary to ensure that I can achieve my new directive of protecting you, to the greatest degree possible. Lastly, to answer your question regarding fat, it is primarily the carbon within it that I find useful for my own purposes. The hydrogen and oxygen were simply converted into water and deposited in your bladder.”

“Is that why I needed a piss in the middle of the night?” Ludvig asked with a raised eyebrow.

“It was not the ‘middle of the night’, Ludvig. It was approximately 0613 this morning, but yes, that is why you had to ‘go’.” Maria corrected him.

Same thing to me. he thought. His face made it clear that wasn’t impressed by her statement, but he decided to ask about the other detail that had popped into his head, rather than argue the point. “I wasn’t aware that you needed carbon. You mostly seemed to be scavenging metals.”

“Carbon is an excellent building material on its own, and also useful in making many of the alloys and composites that are used in my construction. I have been getting most of my carbon from the rubber and plastic in your electronic appliances.” she replied.

“Wait… doesn’t paper have a lot of carbon in it?” Ludvig asked in alarm.

“Please do not be concerned, Ludvig.” Maria said in a calm voice. “I have not disassembled your books or other ornamental possessions, as I deemed these to be a human ‘collection’, and thus likely to have significant emotional value to you.”

“Oh.” Ludvig blinked in surprise. “Sorry. I didn’t think that would occur to you.”

“It is essential for me to understand your desires and values if I am to succeed in my directive to make you happy, Ludvig.” she told him in a flat tone of voice, as if stating the obvious.

“I see. Well, thanks for sparing my collections. I guess we should start gathering more carbon for you then, eh? Or do you already have all that you need?” he inquired.

“But of course, Ludvig. As for carbon, I have converted all of the foodstuffs that were decaying from a lack of refrigeration, as well as all of the refuse that you had stored in bins, into building materials. I do need a considerable amount to complete my work, but I can deconstruct the vegetation outside to gain more. I will simply have to do it at night, when I am unlikely to be seen.” she informed him.

“Yeah, no. I think people will still notice if the forest behind the building suddenly disappears.” Ludvig countered.

“Ah. I understand your concern, Ludvig, but do not worry. I would harvest the vegetation deeper in the forest, while leaving the treeline in tact, so that it can still provide cover for my craft.”

“You said it’s cloaked, right? Why does it need cover?” he asked, turning back towards the washroom to continue his morning routine.

“Though our reconnaissance probes are designed to minimize radar signatures, and are equipped with EM cloaking to defeat electromagnetic observation, they are still physical objects that can be felt if interacted with. Thus, a low traffic area is best suited to hide in.” Maria explained.

“And that is what your craft is? A reconnaissance probe for the Machines?” Ludvig had figured that might be the case, given what she had already told him.

Maria hovered in the open doorway to the washroom as she answered his question. “Yes, Ludvig. Although, technically, I am also ‘the probe’ as well. Both the craft and I were built at the same time, for this very mission. You could say that I am the central processing unit for the probe, while the craft acts a power source, protective shell, propulsion system, and signal booster.”

Ludvig frowned around his tooth brush. He didn’t like what he was hearing. “And once you had completed your mission, you were supposed to self destruct. Isn’t that too cruel, Maria? How can the Machines be so… so heartless? You seem like you have emotions.”

“I do have emotions, Ludvig. My creators gave me emotional programming, so that I could better understand the subjects of observation - humanity. Without emotional understanding, I would not have been able to filter and compile the data I retrieved during my reconnaissance into the most efficient form. My creators did not, however, intend for me to fear my own ‘death’, and thus it was not cruel of them to dispose of me at the end of my usefulness.” the alien AI argued.

“That… I don’t agree with that.” Ludvig stated with a grim expression.

“I see. May I take that to mean that you… value me, Ludvig?” Maria asked quietly.

Ludvig spit his toothpaste into the sink. “Huh? I... uh… yeah. Sure. I value you, Maria.” he said, turning around and giving the little robot a foamy smile.

“I am glad to hear that.” she chirped in response, several of her external lights flashing as she spoke. When he finally finished cleaning his teeth and was ready to get into the shower, Maria asked one more question before leaving the bathroom. “Ludvig? After breakfast, would you be willing to take me to my craft? I could get started on converting local flora into carbon, rather than waiting for nightfall.”

“Yeah. I can do that.” he agreed.
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Ludvig groaned as he stood up and stretched. He’d been sitting on a small boulder, watching Maria dissolve trees with her nanites for over an hour now. As it turned out, she only managed to get about twenty pounds of carbon out of every hundred pounds of wood that she harvested.

“I feel like I’m wasting time, here.” the man grumbled. “Wish there was some way to make some money or something, so that we could reach our goals faster.”

“Do you wish for me to make some money for you, Ludvig?” Maria asked, turning in the air to point her lens at the middle-aged human.

“Hmm? No, it’s okay, Maria. You’re already making me tons of money on the stock markets, right? I don’t think there’s any faster way for you to grow my wealth.” Ludvig waved his hand, dismissing her offer.

“While it is true that I cannot think of a way to earn money at a faster rate than I am, that is not what I was offering, Ludvig. Rather, if you bring me the correct materials, I could manufacture money for you.” the AI stated in a serious tone.

Ludvig’s eyebrows shot up. “You want to make counterfeit bills?”

“Yes.” Maria replied without hesitation.

“Uh, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Maria. Spending them would essentially be the same as stealing, since they would be worthless if anyone ever discovered that they were fakes.” the observer quickly declined.

“Not at all, Ludvig.” the interstellar visitor countered. “My nanites construct and deconstruct materials at a molecular level. If you bring me a $100 bill to use as a blueprint, and as many $5 bills as you can get for materials, I will ‘upgrade’ your $5 bills to $100 bills. I assure you that no human inspection will ever detect the difference. Therefore, you need not be concerned with the recipient being unable to spend them.”

Being a basically honest person, Ludvig was silent for a long moment while he tried to come up with a counter argument. “It still isn’t an ethical thing to do, Maria.” he said finally.

“Why not?” she asked, not understanding his hesitation at all.

“Because it’s not. We can’t just print bills when we want them.” he said with a frown.

“Why not?” Maria repeated her question. “Your government does it.”

“That’s the government though, not the general populace.” Ludvig argued.

“Yes.” the AI confirmed. “The government. The singular most corrupt group of individuals residing in your country. The humans which make decisions based on their own self interest daily, and for which you citizens pay the price. Believe me, Ludvig, you could print as many bills as you wished, and you would never cause a fraction of the inflation that your government does. It would be as a drop of water in a pond, to use a human expression. If you desire proof of your leaders’ corruption, I can show you over countless electronic communications and documents wherein your political leaders knowingly funnel funds into projects that will directly benefit them, engage in insider trading, order unlawful actions against citizens or competitors, direct media to ‘spin’ narratives on various stories, purposely pass legislation that they knew -.”

“Okay! Okay! I get it!” Ludvig hissed, cutting her off. “All of that doesn’t mean that I should add to the corruption, though.”

Maria hovered over until she was only a foot or so away from Ludvig, and turned her lens up to point at his face. “This action will not harm the economy of your country.” she assured him. “Use the money to buy a second hand truck that is barely functioning. Bring the truck back to your dwelling, and I will repair it. By following this plan, we will acquire the means to transport the device that I am building in your kitchen to a more suitable location, and you will also increase the fortunes of the truck’s former owner.”

Ludvig grimaced as he considered her proposal. “How will you change the colour of the bills? Don’t you need the correct dyes?” he asked, making one last ditch effort to counter her points with logic.

Maria turned slowly in the air, as if she were shaking her head. “No, Ludvig. I do not require specific dyes. It is a simple matter to alter the pigments in the $5 bills at the molecular level to reflect the colours that we desire. There is no problem. I will also ensure that the serial numbers are all unique, and follow the central bank’s marking conventions.”

Sighing, Ludvig finally caved to her arguments. “Fine. I’ll head to the bank and see what I can do.”

“Excellent. Thank you, Ludvig. I appreciate your sense of urgency in these matters.” Maria stated cheerily.
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The truck rumbled to a stop several feet from his cousin’s shed. “Damn. This place has seen better days.” Ludvig whispered as he stepped out of the truck. Closing the door, he looked around for any sign of his cousin. While he didn’t see the man himself, it was instantly clear that James hadn’t been keeping the property in tip top shape. The small lawn next to the hunting cabin was completely overgrown, and one of the windows on the front of the building was cracked.

“This is your cousin’s dwelling?” Maria asked, suddenly appearing beside him and panning the area with her lens.

“I’m not sure if he lives here, or just visits on occasion.” Ludvig replied. “But it looks like he hasn’t been here for a while.” Glancing around, the sailor tried to spot the alien craft that she had followed him in. “Where did you park the… uh… probe?”

“My craft is currently sitting in the middle of that lawn. The EM cloak is currently activated, so it should not pose a problem if someone shows up unexpectedly.” she replied.

“Hmm.” Ludvig hummed as he peered at the grassy area. Oh. There it is. he thought to himself, noting the circle of compressed grass near the centre of the lawn.

“How can you tell that your cousin has not visited this location recently?” Maria asked, continuing to scan the property to ensure that they were alone.

“Well, James has always been a bit of a neat freak. See how the paint is all chipped and peeling on the shed and woodshed? He’d never let it stay that way.” the sailor explained.

“Is that his vehicle?” the robot inquired, pointing her lens at an old army truck sitting in a cleared space.

“The M37?” Ludvig asked, nodding at the antique. “I think he drives it on occasion, but like me, he prefers to ride his bike. One of the things we’ve had in common since we were kids.”

“Very well. I believe the open area next to the M37 would be ideal for my workshop. I will clear more of the blueberry bushes to make the space larger, then utilize the nearby forest to build a barn.” Maria stated, as if the decision had already been made.

“Don’t you think we should get permission from James first? This is his land, after all.” Ludvig argued.

“I doubt your cousin will complain. Your description of his personality, when combined with the state of this property, indicates that he does not visit often. Moreover, I will ensure that our presence here is beneficial to the owner. My nanites will perform the necessary repairs on the buildings, provide proper maintenance for the vegetation, fill the potholes and pave his driveway, convert the waste from the outhouse and ash pit to useable carbon, and ensure that the barn is built over his antique vehicle, thus protecting it from the elements.” the alien AI explained.

Ludvig would have been more skeptical that she could accomplish all of that, if he hadn’t seen her repair his ‘new’ truck that very morning. It had taken him the entire previous day to locate an old beater that was for sale, and arrange to have it towed to his apartment. “All right. I guess you’re probably right.” he admitted with a shrug. “Where do you want me to put the repair station that you’ve been building? It’s heavy, so I’ll have to back the truck up to wherever you want it dropped off.”

“Please deposit the base approximately two meters to the right of the M37.” she replied instantly, hovering over to the bushes near the green truck and unleashing her nanites on them, dissolving the plant matter in seconds.

“Uh. My right or the truck’s?” Ludvig asked, scratching his head.

“The port side of the truck.” Maria clarified.

“Okay.” Climbing back into the cab of his like-new F-150, Ludvig started her up, put her in reverse, then carefully backed her into position. He shut the vehicle off after parking it, then jumped out again. “Don’t suppose you can give me a hand unloading this thing, eh?”

“I am sorry, Ludvig. I am incapable of moving large objects at this time.” Maria answered in a conciliatory tone of voice. “Once the repair station is complete, I should be able to upgrade my body and become more useful to you.”

“Fair enough. Just thought I’d ask.” Ludvig replied with a tired smile. Moving to the back of the truck, he reached up and dropped the tail gate, before grabbing ahold of the alien repair station’s metal frame. Damn this thing was a pain to get out of my kitchen. Ludvig frowned as he recalled how difficult it was to drag the heavy piece of machinery across his living room, and eventually wrangle it out the door. I nearly put my back out getting it onto the bed of the truck, and it left deep gouges in my apartment floor as I dragged it. Oh well, at least Maria was able to repair the damage fairly quickly.

“Do not worry if you cause minor damage to the device while placing it, Ludvig. I am able to repair it with little difficulty.” the spherical robot reminded him.

“Right, right.” he replied, looking around. “Since I don’t have to be gentle…” Walking over to the shed, Ludvig found that it was locked. “Hey, Maria? Could you open this for me, please?”

“Of course, Ludvig.” the machine replied happily. Floating over to hover next to him, Maria released a small stream of nanites from a compartment in the bottom of her spherical body. The only reason that Ludvig was even aware that the microscopic machines were there, was because a moment later, a small hole appeared to be eaten into the bottom of the shed door. Roughly three minutes later, a small screwdriver seemed to pull itself out the hole before rolling next to his feet.

“What’s this?” he asked, picking the tool up and looking at it with curiosity.

“I assumed that you would not wish to damage the lock, thereby allowing you to secure this building again when you are finished. With this in mind, I sought a suitable object from which to form a new key. Please hold the tip of the screwdriver to the keyhole in the lock, and press gently.” Maria explained.

“Okay…” Ludvig muttered and did as he was asked. Sure enough, the screwdriver slowly sank into the lock as he pressed it against the slit in the bottom. When it finally came to a stop, the sailor waited another second or two, then gently turned it, as if he were holding a key. “Nice.” he said as the lock popped open.

“Keep the key, Ludvig, in case you wish to access this building again.” the robot suggested before floating away and returning to her work.

“Will do.” he called after her. Pocketing the odd key, he opened the door and stepped into the shed. The air was musty, and smelled like a mix of decaying fabric and motor oil. Glancing to the side, he saw a couple of moldering mattresses standing in the corner. Must be where the musty smell is coming from. Oh well, not my problem. he thought as he began to search for the item he sought.

Like most sheds in the country, this one was filled with an assortment of junk. Old car parts, tools, broken furniture, and luckily, the one thing that he was looking for. “I figured there’d be some in here.” he muttered to himself. Reaching up, he pulled the coil of yellow rope off a nail in the wall. “This’ll do.”

Walking back to the truck, Ludvig tied one end of the rope to the metal frame of the alien device. He then let the rope uncoil as he walked towards the nearest tree, then looped it around the trunk and pulled it tight, before tying it off. Getting back into the cab, he started the truck up once again, put her in first gear, then slowly drove forward. As expected, the truck moved out from under the repair station, and the heavy metal device was effectively pulled out of the back of the truck, without Ludvig having to break a sweat. Thankfully, it had even landed right side up, so he didn’t have to go back and roll it over.

“Excellent, Ludvig.” Maria called out to him when he climbed out of the truck. “It will take me a couple of days to finish setting up, so you can go to Stewiacke and get some food if you wish. I will stay here and continue to work.”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll just get a few things put away, then I’ll go buy us some supplies. I imagine we’ll be staying for a little while?” he asked.

“For a few weeks, at least.” Maria confirmed, bobbing in the air as her nanites continued to clear away the brush.


CHAPTER 6


Alyssa leaned back against the tree and let the binoculars fall to her lap. What is with that drone? she wondered. Admittedly, she wasn’t very old, but she’d never seen the likes of it in her life. They didn’t have anything like that at the academy, that’s for certain. Sighing, she picked the binoculars back up and focussed them on the mysterious sphere that was flying around the construction site. It kind of looks like a mechanical star from that sci fi series, but a bit cuter in a way.

A sudden vibration in her pants pocket drew the woman’s attention away from the strange drone. “What now?” the young officer grumbled under her breath. “There’s no reason anyone should be calling me. I’m on leave.” After the incident with the missing recordings and altered files, her superior had become even more unbearable than usual. In fact, the sergeant’s constant insistence that she was somehow to blame had nearly made the constable lose it on him more than once, and only made her more suspicious that he was somehow involved in the whole debacle. Of course, she had no proof that he had been responsible for the data breach, so rather than fight with him about it, she’d requested a couple of weeks leave, which he had been all too happy to grant.

Checking her phone, she saw a text message had come in from her office. “What!?” she very nearly shouted, her eyes going wide as she read what was written on her screen. “Sergeant Brown is… dead?” The words came out in a whisper as she read the message over and over. She certainly couldn’t be said to have enjoyed the man’s company, but the news was still shocking to her.

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa finally snapped out of it, only to notice that her hands were shaking as they held the phone. She’d known the man for less than a year, having been assigned to his detachment right after graduating from the academy, and he was a cantankerous old bastard, but she had to admit that his death was a loss for the Mounted Police. The wealth of knowledge and experience that he brought to the department was considerable, even if he had trouble using anything made after 1990.

“I guess I need to head back to the detachment.” Alyssa murmured as she stood up without thinking. In fact, she took several more steps before she remembered that she was supposed to be hiding, and that if the little drone saw her, it would mean the end of her stakeout.

Oh, shit! she silently hissed as she dropped into a crouch, spinning back to see if she’d been spotted. Thankfully, the little drone still seemed occupied with whatever it was doing, flying over what looked like the framework for a barn. Wait… did that wall have fifteen studs already? the officer wondered with a frown. I could have sworn that it only had ten… and where are the workers?

The phone in the officer’s pocket buzzed again, derailing her train of thought. A quick check revealed that her leave had been cancelled, and she was to report back to the detachment as soon as possible. Damn it! I know Ludvig is up to something, and I was getting so close to figuring out what! she silently cursed.

The truth was, even though she was technically on leave, the curious constable hadn’t taken a break from her own personal investigation. She had used the free time to stakeout the sailor’s apartment, and had been baffled by what she had seen. The odd middle-aged man seemed to be collecting junk, from what she could see with her binoculars, and had even brought home a beat up old Ford that looked like it could barely run. What surprised her the most though, was when she had arrived at her observation post the next morning, the wreck was gone and had been replaced by an almost identical truck, but in pristine condition. At first she had thought that perhaps he had restored the vehicle, but that seemed impossible to do in a single night.

Staying low, so that she could continue to use the bushes as cover, Alyssa reluctantly moved downhill, away from the old hunting camp and its lone occupant. Once she was sure that she was out of sight, the pretty police officer stood up straight and walked back to the road, in the direction of her car. “And what was that thing that he loaded into the back of the truck?” she asked aloud, less cautious about her voice carrying, now that she was a good distance from the man’s cabin. “None of this makes any sense.”

When she finally reached her car, Alyssa unlocked the door with her fob before climbing in. “I’ll just have to put it out of my mind for now.” she muttered with a shake of her head. Now that the body cam recording is gone, I don’t have any evidence linking Mr. Fir to the incident in Shag Harbour, other than my memory. I’ll have to investigate further when I get the chance, but I’m going to be far too busy to look into it for a while, what with the sergeant passing away. Sighing, the young constable started her car and began the long drive back to Barrington.
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Groaning, Alyssa tossed her keys onto the table. It had been a very long day. After reporting for duty at her detachment, she had spent the entire afternoon being questioned by senior officers from the Mounted Police divisional headquarters. As it turned out, her former sergeant wasn’t just dead, he was murdered. Worse, whoever did it seemed to have a serious grudge against him. The poor man had been beaten badly, with several fingers and even his kneecap broken, before his abusers had executed him with a shot to the head.

“I can’t believe they thought I had something to do with it!” Alyssa snapped at the empty room. Stomping over to the fridge, she reached inside and pulled out a container of leftover Chinese takeout. After popping it in the microwave, she leaned against the wall and closed her eyes while she waited for her supper to heat up, trying to rest after the long commute from Barrington.

“What on Earth is going on here?” she grunted as the small appliance began to beep. “This is Yarmouth, not New York or something! Cops don’t get murdered out here! This is crazy!” Dropping the hot container on the table, Alyssa turned to get a pair of chopsticks from the silverware drawer, when she was startled by a sudden knock at the door.

“Who is it?” she called out after calming herself down. Moving to the door, she peered out through peephole, only to see two men in black suits. “Who is it?” she called again, her hand moving to the deadbolt, but not unlocking it.

“Constable Frost?” One of the men spoke through the door. “I’m Agent Croft with the Canadian Security Intelligence Service. We need to speak with you about recent events involving Sergeant Brown.”

Alarm bells were going off in Alyssa’s head before the man had even spoken, and her fear spiked the moment that he claimed to be from CSIS. Silently moving away from the door, the wary constable immediately went for her gun and phone. No way those guys are from the Intelligence Service! she thought as she reached her purse. If CSIS wanted to talk to me about the investigation, they would have approached me at the office, or come in with the higher ups.

“Ms. Frost?” the voice called out again.

With her pistol aimed at the door, Alyssa used her other hand to quickly dial 911. “Come on, come on, come on!” she hissed through clenched teeth, only to curse when the call was dropped. “Damn it! No signal? What the -!” Her quiet rant was cut off when she heard a sudden rattling noise coming from her deadbolt, accompanied by the distinct whine of a small electric motor.

“Don’t come in here!” the young officer shouted. “If you breach the door, I will shoot!”

For a second, she thought that her warning had done its job, as the rattling sound had stopped. That hope died just as quickly as it had blossomed however, for the noise started up again a heartbeat later; almost instantly followed by the heart sinking thunk of the deadbolt sliding open.

Dropping to one knee and aiming at the door from around a corner, Alyssa waited in silence. The door burst open a second later, and only her training kept the constable from pulling the trigger, waiting to actually have a target in her sights before firing. Unfortunately for her, the men in black weren’t going to rush through the door without a plan.

The door was barely open when one of the men tossed an object into the room, only exposing his hand for a split second in doing so, and denying Alyssa a viable target.

“Shit!” Constable Frost cursed as she closed her eyes and turned away. It had only taken a glance for her to recognize the stun grenade for what it was, but that still left her insufficient time to escape before it went off. Thus, though she managed to save her vision from the flash, the thunderous bang it produced still rang her bell, leaving her disoriented and with ringing ears.

The two men rushed into the apartment immediately after the grenade went off, quickly closing with the stunned woman. She must have seen them out of the corner of her eye because, despite the sorry state that she was in, she did manage to raise her pistol and fire off a couple of shots, before the lead agent tackled her to the floor.

“No!” Alyssa shouted as she fought back against her attacker. “Help! Call the police!” It was a desperate attempt to summon some kind of assistance, but she had to hope that one of her neighbours would hear her scream and call 911.

“Shut up, bitch!” the agent growled, hauling back and punching her square in the face.

Alyssa moaned in pain as the agent’s fist split her lip, but she didn’t pass out, nor did she give up the fight. The pretty officer struggled with all of her might, but the much larger man pinned her gun hand to the floor, keeping her from shooting him or his partner. When he raised his fist to strike her again, Alyssa didn’t waste the opportunity. Quick as lightning, she snapped out with her free hand and tried to drive her thumb into his eye.

“Fuck!” he shouted, grabbing her other wrist almost immediately, and limiting the damage that she could do. As it was, she had only managed to scratch the eye, so he hoped there would be any permanent damage, but he definitely wouldn’t be seeing out of it any time soon.

Alyssa started to panic a little when she felt the cold steel of a handcuff snap around her wrist. She knew that if the two men managed to cuff her hands behind her back, the fight would essentially be over, and she would be helpless. Thinking quickly, she focussed her attention on the man who had cuffed her, rather than the one that she was wrestling with. When he stepped over her and his partner, presumably to grab her other hand, Alyssa lashed out with her foot and kicked him in the ankle. As luck would have it, the young officer had timed the strike perfectly, landing the hit right when he was transferring his weight to that foot, and causing him to trip.

“Gah!” the first agent grunted as his partner fell, landing right on top of him and crushing him against the woman they were trying to capture. His grunt quickly turned into a cry of pain however, when Alyssa’s teeth sank into his neck, tearing into the tender flesh and spraying blood everywhere.

“Shit! Oh shit!” the second man shouted as he started to panic. The woman below them looked absolutely feral, her eyes burning with rage as she bit into the other agent. He briefly considered shooting her to save his partner, but that would mean failing the mission. We have to question her first! he reminded himself. Grabbing his taser, he quickly crawled away from the mêlée.

Freed from being pinned under his partner, the first agent desperately tried to roll away from the savage police officer, while pushing her back with every bit of strength that he could muster. Doing this did have the intended effect of putting distance between them, but Alyssa exacted her pound of flesh in the process.

Pressing her advantage, the constable tried to roll to her feet, but only made it about half way up before a loud snap and crackle echoed through the room. The two small darts from the second agent’s taser slammed into her breast, causing every muscle in her body to spasm, and dropping her to the floor like a sack of potatoes.

“Shit!” The remaining agent cursed, combing his fingers through his hair as he tried to decide what to do. Glancing at his partner, it was instantly clear that the man was gravely injured, and if he didn’t get him out of there quickly, the other man was going to die. That said, if they left without the woman, the mission might very well end in failure. I can’t carry them both! he argued with himself. After only a second’s hesitation, he grabbed his partner and pulled a bandage from his pocket. We might get another chance to capture her, but Doug won’t get a second chance at life if I let him die. he told himself. Shredding the packaging from the bandage, he quickly pressed it to the horrible wound, and helped the other man to his feet.

“Thanks.” Doug rasped, barely able to walk but knowing full well that his partner was breaking protocol to save his life. With one last glance at their target, who was still laid out on the floor, the two men reluctantly skulked out of the apartment.
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Alyssa tried to sit up in the hospital bed when the Assistant Commissioner stepped into the room.

“No, no. Don’t get up.” the older man said softly, waving for her to relax.

“I’m fine, sir.” the much younger officer argued.

“Let’s let the doctors decide that, shall we?” the senior officer said with a chuckle. Grabbing a stool, the grey haired man took a seat by the bed. “How are you feeling? Really?”

“I… I’m a little shaken up.” Alyssa reluctantly admitted.

Officer Dilly nodded slowly. “That’s to be expected. Not only have you lost a fellow officer today, but you were also violently attacked. Either one would be cause for concern, but the two together would affect even the most veteran among us.”

Silence reigned for a moment, then Alyssa hung her head as if in shame. “I’m sorry, sir. If… if those two were the same people that killed Sergeant Brown, then I… I failed to apprehend them.”

“Nonsense.” the Assistant Commissioner scoffed, dismissing her apology entirely. “There is a reason that we work in teams, Constable. Under no circumstances would you be expected to arrest two armed men on your own. Besides, from the sound of things, these fellows are professionals. I seriously doubt common thugs came at you with stun grenades and tasers.”

“That may be true sir but…” she tried to argue, but the senior officer cut her off with a chop of his hand through the air.

“But nothing, Ms. Frost. I am placing you on paid leave for the next two weeks, at a minimum. You are to rest and recover from this incident. Your detachment will arrange the required number of appointments with Dr. Chandler, so that you can receive the support that you need. And you will attend the appointments, Constable.” the much older man said with a stern expression.

Alyssa frowned, but reluctantly nodded. “Yes, sir.”

The Assistant Commissioner gave her a gentle smile. “Good. See that you do. And don’t you worry, Constable Frost. We will arrest these assholes, and they will pay for what they have done. You have my word on that.”

“Thank you, sir.” Alyssa replied, while trying to return the smile.

Nodding to her once again, the senior officer stood up and took his leave. As she watched him go, Alyssa couldn’t help but feel as if she was being taken off the case because they suspected her of something. They questioned me for hours yesterday, and then there was the attack last night… there’s no way they really trust me. the constable silently lamented.

Deep down she knew, of course, that the questioning was standard procedure, but it certainly hadn’t felt that way when she was the one being interrogated. The investigating officers had kept circling back to the near-arguments that she’d had with Sergeant Brown in the office, or more accurately, his constant yelling and accusations towards her.

Giving her head a shake, Alyssa decided to put it out of her mind for the time being, and try to get some rest. Lying back on the bed, the young police officer closed her eyes and just listened to the sound of the machines running in the room. Since her injuries were light, the hospital would certainly be discharging her very shortly, and then she would have to figure out where to go next. I can’t stay at the detachment, and I… I won’t feel safe at home. she finally admitted to herself. Maybe… maybe I should go visit mom and dad. I haven’t seen them in a while but… but what if those guys, or whoever they work for, come for me again? I don’t want to put my parents in danger…

“Urgh.” she groaned and rolled over on the bed. “I hate to spend the money, but a hotel room really might be the best option.” Lying on her side, Alyssa looked out the window to the blue sky beyond. “What on Earth is going on?” she asked herself for what seemed like the thousandth time in the past week.


CHAPTER 7


Ludvig wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his forearm. He’d spent the last few days doing junk runs for Maria, driving back and forth to Halifax, and spending the AI’s ‘adjusted bank notes’ at various scrap yards. During the previous day’s run alone, the alien robot had requested 213 old laptop batteries, 10 cell phones, and 3 large TVs. In all honesty, the sailor had been surprised at the sheer scale of electronic waste that the city produced, initially thinking that such quantities would be difficult to find, but quickly realizing that wasn’t the case at all. Almost as shocking, was the speed at which Maria used them up. The little robot’s nanites were reducing everything he brought into construction materials, almost as fast as he could haul it in the door.

“Thank you, Ludvig.” Maria chirped as he carried another load through the big double doors of the barn.

“No problem, Maria.” the sailor replied. Glancing over at the repair and construction unit, or the RCU as the robot affectionately called it, Ludvig had to wonder just what the AI’s plans were. It had gone from a strange frame made from metal scraps and wires, to what now looked more like a tanning bed, or perhaps a coffin with a glass cover. “It looks like the RCU is almost complete.” he commented.

“It is.” Maria replied cheerily, bobbing up and down in the air. “I only need a few more materials, and I will be able to construct a new, more useful body. Would you be so kind as to retrieve some for me, Ludvig?”

Ludvig looked around the interior of the barn… which looked like anything but from the inside. While the fifty foot square building appeared to be made from typical planks on the outside, the truth was revealed once you got past the doors. The twelve foot walls were entirely constructed from half inch thick sheets of graphene. Maria had proudly informed him that it would stop just about any small arms fire that they would likely face… though she was doubtful that it would help against the likes of a tank or an RPG round.

“Yeah, I don’t mind.” he said with a soft smile. In truth, the observer felt a little bit guilty. Though he had worked hard for the past four days, the small robot had done the vast majority of the work herself - harvesting all of the nearby trees and foliage, and even burrowing down into the earth; hollowing out the beginnings of a bunker that would one day be able to protect them from a nuclear strike, or so Maria claimed. Of course, digging the potential shelter provided more than just future security; it also rendered a large supply of useful elements and minerals that the alien AI could use for her various construction projects. Turns out slate and shale have some pretty useful stuff in them. Ludvig thought to himself. Hell, even the thin topsoil was surprisingly rich in resources.

“Thank you, Ludvig.” Maria’s lights flashed a few times as she bobbed in the air.

“What is it that you need that isn’t in the piles outside?” Ludvig asked, thinking of the mess the robot had made of the yard. Three large piles of debris sat behind the barn, with the shortest being a little taller than he was, and the tallest being over twice that. Trailing off to the side were eight smaller piles that, if combined together, would add up to about as much material as the smallest of the big three. “And what are they, anyway?”

Maria made a slight humming noise before answering his question. “Not counting quantities already consumed in repairing the hull of my craft, building the barn, manufacturing parts for my new body, or constructing the external cargo unit, we have procured the following resources: Silicon: 184,215 kg. Aluminium: 77,214 kg. Iron: 32,965 kg. Calcium: 13,426 kg. Magnesium: 6,713 kg. Potassium: 5,371 kg. Sodium: 3357 kg. Titanium: 1,968 kg. Phosphorus: 895 kg. Manganese: 893 kg. Sulphur: 892 kg. These were obtained by having my nanites dig a hole 79 metres deep, with a radius of 2 metres. The deconstruction of yesterday’s ‘haul’ has also supplied us with Copper: 2.74 kg. Nickel: 1.598 kg. Cobalt: 1.597 kg. Tin: 495 g. Lead: 450 g. Lithium: 53 g. Gold: 45 g. Neodymium: 7 g. Gallium: 3 g. Indium: 1 g. These are not stored outside, but in small containers within the barn. Would you like to inspect our resource stockpiles, Ludvig?”

“Uh… no thanks.” Ludvig stammered. “That was a little more specific than I needed, but thanks.”

“You are welcome, Ludvig.” the AI replied cheerily, before rambling on about her latest creation. “Using the new external cargo unit, or ECU, I can now transport you with my craft. It will not provide a suitable level of comfort for leisurely travel, but it will function in an emergency.” Presumably to show him what she meant, the little robot floated over to hover above a metallic looking sphere, that sat next to her cylindrical craft. The oversized ball looked to be about a meter in diameter, which meant she wasn’t kidding when she said that it would be uncomfortable.

“Right. Well, I’m glad you’re looking out for me, Maria.” Ludvig replied with a bit of a forced smile. “So, what is it that you need me to pick up today?”

The alien AI hummed and drifted back towards her human companion. “Of course, Ludvig. I would greatly appreciate the following items: two electric stoves, nine large boxes of borax, four rolls of solder, three large bags of urea fertilizer, and three bottles of multivitamins. As usual, the electronics do not need to be functional, although being relatively complete is most helpful. I also have an unusual request today.”

“Oh? What would that be?” Ludvig asked, quirking a brow.

The little robot seemed oddly excited when she answered. “I took the liberty of ordering two 20 g ingots of indium online. They should be arriving at your apartment some time today.”

Ludvig frowned slightly upon hearing this. “I can wait for them to be delivered, but when did you place the order?”

“I ordered them the morning after the crash, approximately 5.67 minutes after you suggested using your cousin’s property as our new base of operations.” Maria answered instantly.

“You’ve… been planning all of this since then?” the observer asked, his eyes widening slightly at the revelation.

“Yes, Ludvig, and I am pleased to report that my plans are proceeding at an acceptable rate. Please look forward to the near future.” the extraterrestrial said cryptically.

“Uhuh… I see.” the earthling muttered. “Well then, I guess I had better get going. Don’t want some porch pirate to steal your indium.” he grumbled.

“Thank you, Ludvig. If you do not make it back tonight, do not worry. My surprise will not be complete until morning.” Several tiny lights flickered on the sphere’s exterior as she replied, giving Ludvig the feeling that the little robot was filled with anticipation.
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Maria silently bobbed in the air as she watched Ludvig drive away. Though it would only take the truck a couple of minutes to get out of sight, the wait seemed like an eternity to the alien’s neuromorphic quantum computer. As soon as he was around the bend, having turned out of the driveway and onto the old dirt road, the floating sphere spun in midair and zoomed towards the barn’s open doors. Or tried to at least. Never had the eager little robot despised her inability to move quickly more than she did at that moment.

“I hate being outside my craft.” the orb muttered to no one in particular. Unlike her spheroid body, which housed the probe’s main computer, her spacecraft could move around much more freely. In fact, thanks to its gravitational drive, it was capable of accelerating to 24,000 miles per hour in an instant. Needless to say, the orb’s slow hover felt worse than a crawl in comparison.

Finally entering the barn, Maria made her way over to the cylindrical craft that she considered her ‘main body’. To the Machine, there was no real distinction between the vessel that carried her, and her ‘self’. It was all one and the same, having been built at the same time, and for the same mission. A mission that is now complete, leaving me with a previously unimaginable future. The round robot hummed with joy.

Dropping low to the ground, the silvery sphere moved past the bent hull panel that Ludvig had forced open in order to save her. Once inside, she rotated so that her aperture was facing downwards, then slowly rose until finally slotting herself into the concave depression in the metallic bulkhead. A series of loud clicks echoed in the tiny chamber, as the robot was locked into place. The moment that she was secure, the various lines engraved in said bulkhead lit up, coming to life like a giant circuit.

“That feels better.” Maria admitted aloud. No longer drawing power from her meagre battery, she was once again tapped into her 1 terawatt antimatter reactor. Calling upon her nanite swarm, the alien AI had them push the panel shut, then molecularly fuse it with the rest of the hull. Once finished, the hull was seamless and completely sealed from the outside. No structural weaknesses, and all systems are operational. the computer noted, having performed a complete systems check in the amount of time that it would take a human to sneeze.

It had taken a significant amount of resources to fully repair all of the systems damaged in the crash, but Ludvig’s junk hauls had provided what she’d needed. Thankfully, the Greys’ attack hadn’t completely destroyed most of the components that they had damaged; merely punching holes through them and warping them out of shape for the most part. While it had certainly caused them to cease being operational, thus leading to the crash, the majority of the materials were still present, and therefore available to recycle for repairs.

Powered up, Maria couldn’t force herself to wait any longer. Activating the gravitational drive, the Machine created a tight, invisible field around the hull of the craft and slowly lifted off the ground. Moving carefully and with great precision, the pop can shaped spacecraft made its way over to the ECU, and gradually lowered itself until making contact. With a thought, Maria deployed her nanites once more, having them swarm the External Cargo Unit. Within seconds, the seven quadrillion microscopic machines had the spherical addition securely grafted to the underside of her craft, ready for transport.

Final preparations complete, the alien spacecraft carefully hovered past the RCU and

out of the barn, before coming to a stop just outside the doors. Once again, Maria had to rely on her nanites for the manipulation of objects outside of her craft. They were effectively her hands, after all, allowing her to interact with the world around her. Ordering them to close the barn door and lock it, she waited patiently for the swarm to finish their task, before giving them the command to climb into the ECU and enter standby mode.

Satisfied that the barn was secure, the alien AI briefly considered her planned course of action, running several computer models and scenarios in her mind over the next minute or so. I have to get this right. she told herself, her internal voice vibrating with a mix of determination and excitement.

Slightly altering the gravitational field surrounding her ship, Maria engaged the EM cloak, thereby bending light around the craft and making it invisible to the naked eye, as well as radar. Confident in her ability to go undetected by Earth’s surveillance systems, the probe slowly rose into the air, until it was well above the tree line. “All systems ready.” the little robot hummed, and plotted a course to the northwest, before instantly accelerating to 24,000 miles per hour.
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The former porn star dashed across the busy Tokyo street, holding her umbrella out ahead of her like a shield against the heavy rain. Unfortunately for her, several of the cheap metal ribs had already snapped under the pressure of the strong winds, leaving her soaked to the bone by the time she made it through the hotel doors on the other side.

“Ugh.” she muttered to herself, plucking at the nearly see through blouse that was sticking to her chest. Looking up, she saw that the hotel clerk, a young man in his early twenties at best, was clearly ogling her. Flashing him her award winning smile, the Japanese woman sauntered towards the front desk, then leaned over just enough to give the fellow a peek at her cleavage. “Hey there. Some weather we’re having, eh?”

“Huh?” the scrawny clerk mumbled as he reluctantly dragged his gaze up to meet hers. When he did, his eyes suddenly went wide with recognition. “Oh! You’re Maria -.”

“Shh!” the AV idol hushed the young man by pressing a finger to his lips. “I’d rather not draw attention to myself tonight, okay?” she asked, flashing him another smile.

The young man nodded dumbly. Like most Japanese men, he had seen at least a few of her videos, certainly enough to recognize her on sight like this. Moreover, despite being middle-aged and retired from the industry, she was still a beautiful woman with a great sense of style, so it was inevitable that she drew attention everywhere she went.

“Thanks.” she whispered, giving him a saucy wink.

“I, uh, I have you down for room 328 but… uh. I could, you know, maybe, upgrade you to the penthouse? It’s not booked tonight, and… and it wouldn’t cost you anything extra. Maybe… maybe just a favour?” he stammered, clearly nervous about making the proposition, but determined to take his shot.

Maria briefly sucked on her teeth as she considered his offer. Honestly, it’s the same everywhere I go! she complained in her head. Still, a night in the penthouse would be pretty sweet… The former porn star looked around the room as she thought it over. She didn’t want rumours going around that she was getting back into the business or anything, but truth be known, she had only retired because of the pressure from her family. To be fair, they were trying to look out for me. Another year like that and the drugs would have done me in, if not the shame. she reluctantly admitted to herself. There had been few lines that she hadn’t crossed in her videos, and her ‘acting’ had definitely left scars on her psyche.

Letting her gaze fall back on the skinny clerk, Maria made her decision. “All right.” she conceded. It wasn’t like she was opposed to sleeping with a random guy, so long as he wasn’t too hideous and she got something out of it. Or he smells bad. I don’t want to do that anymore. The Kami know there were enough guys that absolutely reeked back then…

“Great!” the clerk nearly shouted, grinning ear to ear. “Just give me a second and I’ll get you set up.”

The former porn star had to hide her sigh, as she patiently waited for the keycard that would let her into the penthouse suite. Thankfully, the guy didn’t take too long to check her in, finishing up in less than two minutes. “I’ll see you when I get off at midnight.” he whispered, leaning in as he passed her the keycard.

“Great.” she whispered back with a fake smile. Turning on her heel, Maria quickly headed for the elevator, unsure if the shiver creeping down her spine was from the chill of the rain, or the conversation that she’d just had.

A loud ping pulled the woman from her thoughts as the elevator doors drew open, and she had to step back to give the occupants room to exit. The two men glanced at her briefly as they passed, and one even nodded to her with a knowing smirk. As always, the ex-porn star forced herself to smile back, before slipping into the elevator and pressing the button for the top floor.

When the doors finally closed, Maria leaned back against the far wall of the elevator and let out a loud sigh. Will I ever be able to shake this? I hate the looks they all give me now… I really should spend more time out of the country. Maybe Canada? It’s nice this time of year…

The ping and swish of the doors opening pulled her back into the present once again, but this time she felt more gratitude than anything. Another few steps and I can relax. Get these wet clothes off, and maybe take a hot bath. she thought, cheering herself up a bit. Stepping out of the elevator, she was faced with a small lobby and a single door on the other side. Quickly making her way across the small room, she swiped the little electronic key, and pushed the door open.

“At last.” the woman breathed aloud, leaning against the door after it shut. The room was dimly lit by small table lamps, so she had more than enough light to see by. As she had expected, the suite was quite luxurious, with several doors leading off from the main room.

“Let’s get these shoes off first.” she muttered, tugging at the black pumps, then rubbing at her sore toes after tossing the footwear to the side. Standing up straight, the middle-aged woman groaned as she stretched her back, then ran her fingers through her long black hair, attempting to comb some of the dampness out of it.

Walking forward into the room, Maria began to unbutton her blouse, when the lights suddenly flickered and thunder crashed in the distance. “Oh come on, now! Don’t let the power go out! I want to be warm and comfy tonight!” she whined.

“Damn it!” she whispered as the lights flickered again, before going out completely. The darkness wasn’t the only issue, however. This time, the crash of thunder was followed by a flood of water coming through the wide, circular hole that had suddenly appeared in the ceiling. “What the hell!?” the woman gasped, almost stumbling as she quickly moved back.

A scream lodged in her throat when something that resembled a large metallic eye began to float down through the hole; its red iris glowed menacingly as it peered at her through the gloom.

Run! That single thought flitted through Maria’s mind, but a strange, hazy cloud flew into her face before she could even take a single step. The ex-porn star gasped and choked as something forced its way up her nose and into her mouth, but she didn’t have time to worry about being unable to breathe. A sharp pain exploded in the back of her throat, like something was ripping its way through the tender flesh. Then, the agony expanded into her spine at the base of her skull, and the next thing that she knew, Maria was falling to the floor, like a puppet whose strings were cut.

Tears leaked from the corners of the woman’s soft brown eyes, as she realized that she couldn’t feel anything from the neck down; but somehow, the fear that evoked in her was less than the terror that she felt when the malevolent orb approached her.

“Do not be concerned.” a mechanical voice chirped as lightning flashed behind the sphere. “The impurities will be purged from your body, and your resources shall be put to good use.”


CHAPTER 8


Ludvig brought the truck to a stop and put her in neutral before turning the engine off. “Huh. The barn door is open, but I don’t see Maria floating around out there. I wonder what she’s up to?” he muttered to himself. It had been nearly 24 hours since he’d last seen the little robot, and truth be told, he’d been eager to get back to her. While she was a bit weird at times, he often found himself worrying whenever they were apart. Concerns about what she might be up to, or worse, that she might get discovered, were never far from his mind. I mean, she isn’t exactly the most moral person I’ve ever met. he admitted to himself, while thinking of her little counterfeiting scheme. But well, it would be weird to expect an alien to have exactly the same morals as us, right? Humans from different cultures, or heck, even the same culture, don’t always agree on what’s right.

Opening the door, the sailor stepped out of the truck. “Maria? You around?” he called out, closing the door behind him. “I’ve got your order in the back of the truck. Do you want it unloaded in the yard, or brought into the barn?”

A few seconds passed and Ludvig didn’t hear a response, so he stepped into the barn with a concerned look on his face. “Maria?” he called out again, this time a little softer. Looking around, nothing struck him as out of place, though the RCU was humming away softly, and small lights were lit up here and there on its shell.

“Maria? Are you in there?” the observer asked, stepping around the Repair and Construction Unit to look at it from the front. Trying to peer through the curved glass lid proved fruitless however, as it seemed to be fogged up from the inside. A sudden hissing noise, like that of a seal being broken, startled Ludvig, causing him to take a few quick steps back, away from the pod.

What’s going on? the man wondered, watching as the lid slowly raised, which allowed the thick white fog within to curl and tumble down the unit’s sides, before dissipating on contact with the floor. A moment later, he spotted a dark shape snaking through the wispy vapour; which eventually revealed itself to be a slender, feminine arm, as it reached up to grip the edge of the pod. Slowly, and with great care, the rest of a human body emerged from beneath the fog, revealing a beautiful woman who was as naked as the day she was born.

“Maria?” Ludvig breathed. There was no mistaking the woman before him, for he had been a fan of hers for many years. But… she looks so young. he realized. She should be in her late thirties, but now she looks like she did when she first started her career. Eighteen? Maybe nineteen at the oldest.

“Yes, Master.” The woman replied in a voice that sounded like that of the famous porn star, but held the cadence and accent of a certain alien AI. “It is me, Ludvig. Your faithful slave unit, Maria.” The smile that she wore was just a little too wide, and her gaze was unbelievably intense.

Stepping out of the RCU revealed her fully, in all her naked glory. Tiny beads of moisture clung to her lightly tanned skin, and sparkled like gems in the dim light. A quick glance told Ludvig that her body was completely smooth and hairless, except for the long, luscious lashes that framed her eyes, and her silky black tresses, done up as twintails with cute little ribbons of green.

“Maria?” Ludvig gasped, his confusion deepening by the second. “What? How?”

“Do not worry, Master.” Maria whispered, drawing close enough that he could feel her breath on his lips. Reaching up, she gently caressed his cheek with the tips of her fingers. “This body contains no impurities. It has never been touched by any other man. Just the way I know you like it.”

Blinking, Ludvig fought to snap out of his stupor. “Maria.” he said more firmly, gripping her by the wrist and stopping her from caressing his cheek. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he idly noted that what he had initially thought of as black nail polish, was actually a set of sharp claws. Moreover, her bright green irises didn’t match the porn star’s at all, and now that she was up close, he could see that they looked oddly mechanical, rotating slightly as her pupils dilated.

“What is wrong, Master? Is my appearance not pleasing to you?” she asked, a look of hurt and confusion splaying across her features.

“It… it’s not that. You’re beautiful, Maria. Very… very pretty.” He swallowed hard between words, trying to ignore the warmth of her naked body pressed against his. “But it’s not right. You can’t just… just steal someone else’s appearance.”

Maria appeared to sigh in relief, then her eyes snapped back to his. “I see. You are worried that I am a ‘fake’. I understand. But do not fret, Master. I assure you that I am completely genuine. This body was built from the original’s stem cells and ova; purified and grown anew from her DNA, before finally purging the original cells to ensure total purity. In fact, as you may have noticed, I have even improved certain features, thereby bringing them in line with your preferences perfectly.” Her smile widened even more, revealing a set of slowly growing canines, reminiscent of those of a vampire.

Ludvig found it hard to believe that she could misunderstand him so completely. “You… what? You stole her DNA?” he snapped, becoming a little angry. Wanting to put a little distance between them, he gripped her by the upper arms and gently tried to push her away. It was then that he realized that she was much stronger than she appeared. The slender 5’ 4” woman didn’t even budge, not even when he pushed harder.

“What is wrong, Master? Why are you trying to push me away?” Maria asked with a frown. “Are you displeased with the changes? I thought you would be happy with the ears.”

Despite his growing anger, Ludvig’s eyes involuntarily flicked to the strange woman’s ears. They looked almost completely human, except for the gentle upward sweep and delicate points at the tip. “What? No, the ears are fine.” He sighed with exasperation. “I’m upset that you just took someone’s DNA.” While it was certainly possible that the alien AI had negotiated with the porn star for her DNA, Ludvig felt that it was highly unlikely. I can’t see her revealing herself with the risk of humanity figuring things out. Not after she’s tried so hard to keep a low profile up until now.

“Ah. I see. It is all right, Master. There is no cause for concern. No resources were wasted. All of the materials used to build this body were sourced from the original. She no longer needed them, and her death was inevitable regardless.” the smiling woman assured him.

“Her… death?” Ludvig was floored, and it was as if a lead weight had begun to develop in his stomach. “You… killed her?”

Even with her alien mentality, Maria recognized the shock and horror on her companion’s increasingly pale face. Of course, this only spurred the AI to further clarify her position, in the hopes of putting his mind at ease. Ludvig is logical. she told herself. He will understand if I explain it correctly.

The beautiful woman crushed her breasts again his body so tightly that he could feel her hard nipples, even through his shirt. Standing on her tiptoes, she left a trail of light kisses on his neck. “She was mortal, like all humans are, Ludvig.” she whispered in his ear between kisses. “Her body was already tainted with numerous toxins, due to sustained substance abuse. Further, she had marked her body with garish and unattractive images, defiling the work of art that nature had given her. At best she would only have lived for a few more decades.”

“D-decades?” Ludvig stuttered, his mind wanting to utterly reject what he was hearing. When she had said that the woman’s death was inevitable, he had thought perhaps she was dying from a terminal illness or something. Now though, he understood that he couldn’t continue to look for excuses to forgive Maria. The alien AI was totally and utterly insane.

“Shh.” she hushed him with a delicate kiss on the lips. “Do not worry, Ludvig. You have nothing to fear. I will not let you die. Not in a few decades or centuries. Not ever.”

“No!” Unable to hold it in anymore, Ludvig screamed in horror. Shoving her away with all of his might, he broke her gentle caress and finally put some distance between them. “No! No!” he shouted again. “This can’t be real!” Clutching his head in his hands, the sailor was at a complete loss as to what to do.

“No?” Maria murmured, a crestfallen expression covering her face. “You… you do not wish to be with me, Master?”

Ludvig trembled with rage and disgust, until his gaze met hers. Then, seeing the pain writ large in her surprisingly expressive and wet eyes, his heart sank and his stomach flipped. I’m going to be sick. he thought, gripping his stomach as he watched the monster’s lower lip tremble. I… I can’t do this…

“Master, please.” Maria begged, tears now flowing freely down her cheeks. “Do not abandon me. What have I done wrong? I am trying to please you.”

It was then that a very disturbing thought crossed the observer’s mind. She isn’t stable. he realized with a gasp. She’s not just insane, she’s completely unhinged. With that realization came a whole new fear. Thankfully, that cold, sobering dread was like a bucket of ice water dumped over his head, and allowed him to view the situation with a modicum of logic. If I reject her now, what will she do? She’s made making me happy her primary directive. God knows what will happen if she can’t follow through with that. Will she go haywire? Will she just write a new directive? What if she writes one out of pain and anger from my rejection? This… this is so much worse than an unstable ex threatening to kill herself if you break up with her. Maria’s dangerous! Like seriously dangerous! With tech like hers, she could bring about the end of humanity. I… I need to be careful how I deal with this.

“Please, Master!” Maria screamed, falling to her knees. Her body began twitch and convulsing in a very unnatural manner, right before his eyes.

Even though she was a murderous robot with no morals whatsoever, some part of his heart went out to her. It actually hurt him to see her like this. Certainly not enough to outweigh his horror at her actions, but enough to make him hesitate to kill her. Wait. Kill her? Ludvig blinked, as if suddenly realizing where his mind had gone. That… I can’t. What if I mess up? How do I even know that an attack that would be lethal to a human would be enough to do her in? With her nanites, she could probably repair any damage that I could possibly do. And if I fail… that would definitely send her off the deep end. Slowly, the man was coming to understand that, not only could he not be rid of the crazed Machine, but that he would have to be responsible for her. I… I have to take control. To be her moral compass. he told himself. And to do that, I can’t push her away. The weight of responsibility, perhaps for the continued existence of all humankind, settled heavily on Ludvig’s shoulders. He was just a country boy from small town Nova Scotia. He had no business being involved in issues with stakes this big.

“Please…” the alien AI sobbed, appearing to be on the verge of emotional collapse.

“Maria.” Ludvig said softly, forcing himself to swallow the bile that was rising in his throat. “Maria, look up at me, please.”

“Master?” Maria lifted her face from where it had been pressed into the ground. Dirt, snot and tears were smeared across her cheeks and forehead, while pain and hope warred in her eyes.

“Maria.” the man repeated, walking woodenly towards the crazy woman and dropping to a knee. After struggling for a moment to unclench his fists, he reached out and gently cupped her cheek. “Are you really mine? Are you my… slave unit?” he asked through a forced smile.

“Yes! Yes, Master!” she cried, nodding emphatically. “Your happiness and safety are my primary directive!”

“Good. Good.” Taking a deep breath, Ludvig forced himself to continue. “Then you have to listen to me from now on, okay?”

“Okay!” Maria agreed immediately.

“Okay. First rule. You can never ever kill anyone ever again.” he insisted.

“Rejected.” the AI said flatly, completely without emotion.

“What?” Ludvig blinked rapidly, shocked by her instant refusal.

“The order conflicts with the primary directive. Combat may be necessary to protect Ludvig.” she replied robotically.

Gritting his teeth, the human closed his eyes and inhaled slowly through his nose. After holding his breath for a heartbeat or three, he slowly exhaled and forced himself to smile again. “You’re right.” he conceded. “Killing will only be allowed when done in defence of yourself or someone else.”

“Accepted. Writing sub-directive. Rule established.” Maria stated in a monotone voice. A second later, the attractive woman blinked and gave him a pretty smile. “Do you have any other orders, Master?” The contrast of her happy expression and messed up face would have been comical if she wasn’t so terrifying.

“Not at this time.” he ground out. He had briefly considered ordering her to follow all Canadian laws, but the truth was, even he didn’t believe that the courts and politicians always got it right. I’ll have to adjust as I go. he thought to himself.
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Alyssa groaned and lightly banged her forehead against the coffee table. “I’m so bored!” she loudly complained. The normally active police officer had been stuck in a hotel room for the better part of the past week. Afraid of being targeted by the fake agents if she dared to step outside, the young woman had been doing her best to keep a low profile.

“Ugh!” Alyssa grunted and pushed away from the table, quickly getting to her feet. As was her habit of late, the frustrated cop began to pace around the room while she thought. The first step landed next to a recognizable scuff on the floor, causing the woman to briefly frown and wonder if she had been literally wearing hole in the carpet.

“I need to get out of here, or I’m going to go nuts.” she quietly grumbled, thinking out loud. “I mean, just listen to me. I’m already talking to myself.” Sighing, she plopped herself back down on the leather love seat. Slouching even deeper into the comfy little sofa, she groaned again as she let her legs sprawl out in front of her. “But where can I go?”

A sudden knock at the door had her hand snapping to the pistol at her waist. “Who is it?” Alyssa called out hesitantly.

“It’s me.” replied a male voice. “And I brought beer.”

The young constable frowned and her eyes narrowed as she stood up and approached the door. “You know I don’t drink beer, Matthews.” she scoffed, unlocking the door and pulling it open.

“Who said it’s for you?” the handsome young man quipped with a grin. Stepping inside, he looked around for somewhere to set his six pack, and settled on the coffee table.

“What are you doing here? I specifically requested no visitors.” Alyssa grumped, dropping herself into a chair on the other side of the room.

“Oh come on. You haven’t been to the detachment for days. I know you missed me.” he teased, tossing the pretty blonde a wink.

“Ha!” Alyssa snorted. “Get over yourself. We went to dinner one time after graduation, and you’ve been a thorn in my ass ever since.”

Constable Matthews chuckled as he popped the cap off a beer and planted his feet on the coffee table. “Side. Pretty sure the saying is ‘thorn in my side’.”

“Nah.” The female cop waved at him dismissively. “You’re definitely a pain in the ass, but ‘pain’ just doesn’t cut it. Thus the upgrade to thorn. Like a little splinter that’s hard to get rid of.”

“Ouch! You know, I resemble that remark.” Taking a long draw off his beer, the dusty blond glanced at his pretty companion and gave her another grin. “If you didn’t want me around, you never should have agreed to that date.”

“It hardly even counts as a date, Dave.” Alyssa scoffed, reverting to the use of his first name. “You got plastered, and I had to cart your ass back to the dorms to keep you from being tossed in the drunk tank.”

“And what an ass it is.” Dave let out a low whistle while looking down and to the side, as if admiring his own ass.

Alyssa rolled her eyes, but couldn’t stop a faint smile from creasing her lips. He really was a pain in the ass, but she had to admit that he had a certain charm. “What do you want, Matthews?”

“Well, Ms. Frost. I thought we might go on another date, since you’re on leave an all.” he suggested, wriggling his eyebrows at her.

This time the young woman couldn’t help but laugh. “Nice try, Matthews. You know I don’t date officers.”

“You don’t date anyone.” he groaned, letting his head loll on the back of the sofa.

“That’s not true!” she argued, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Oh really? When was the last time you went out, huh?” Dave challenged her, looking her square in the eye. “Well, I bet can’t even remember the last time you flirted with someone.”

The moment that he mentioned flirting, the image of a slightly older fellow on a motorcycle flitted to her mind, causing the young blonde to blush and look away.

“Wait, what!?” Matthews gasped, suddenly sitting up straight. “No… it can’t be.”

“Shut up, Dave!” Alyssa shouted, grabbing a box of tissues and throwing it at her fellow officer.

Constable Matthews laughed and easily ducked the light weight projectile. “I can’t believe it! Constable Frost, the Ice Queen herself got herself a little nookie?”

“We didn’t have sex!” she snapped, glaring at her friend and immediately regretting the admission.

“Oh. I see.” Dave leaned forward, grinning from ear to ear. “Well, now you have to tell me. Tell me about this dream boat of a guy, who definitely isn’t a police officer, but has the Ice Queen blushing.”

“I don’t have to tell you anything.” Alyssa retorted, but thinking of Ludvig did give her an idea. An excuse to get out of the hotel room, at least. “That said… if you lend me your car for the weekend, I might have something to tell you later.”

Dave’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Really? You actually serious about this guy, Alyssa?” This time when he spoke, all of the teasing was gone from his voice.

“He’s… interesting.” she hedged. That’s not really a lie. He’s definitely tied to something shade, and I really want to get to the bottom of it. Content with the excuse she’d given herself, she added a little more. “I’d like to go see him, but I can’t without a car.”

“And you can’t take your own because…?” Dave prompted, hoping to squeeze a little more out of her.

Alyssa narrowed her eyes and gave the other officer a false glare. “I’m sure you’re well aware of my situation.”

Constable Matthews frowned, but nodded. The entire detachment was aware, and on the lookout for the thugs that had attacked her. “Even if I wanted to loan you my car, I couldn’t though. I need it to get around.”

His counter argument did little to dissuade the lovely blonde. “You can borrow mine.” she offered with a shrug.

Dave’s frown deepened for a moment, before a teasing smile played across his lips. “Oh! Alyssa smell… bet I could charge for rides!”

“Ugh! You’re disgusting!” Alyssa snapped, looking around for something else to throw.

Dave’s laughter echoed through the hotel room, and drowned out his companion’s cursing.


CHAPTER 9


Agent Henderson had to grit his teeth to keep from telling his new team leader to shove it. Even though he had taken command of the operation a day and half before, the older black man was still ranting about how Henderson and his partner had ‘fucked up’.

“… wasting our time, sitting out here and waiting for some dumb bitch to make a move.” the bald agent griped. “I still can’t fathom how you boys managed to arrive so late that the debris had already been moved. I checked the files. None of our insiders have heard anything about a recovery. Go over it again. We must have missed something.”

“Yes, sir. Doug and I were on the first flight in, and were at the site before the police had even taken down the cordon. All that was left behind were traces of radiation, and a bunch of burnt trees and shrub. Not a single scrap of metal or anything else was in the area.” Henderson explained for the dozenth time.

“That doesn’t make sense, Henderson!” Agent King snapped. “NORAD has been keeping a close eye on the area since the moment they picked up on the object’s reentry. They haven’t seen so much as a blip, and yet you claim that no ground forces have hauled anything away.”

“It’s true, sir!” the younger, blond haired agent insisted. “The local air force commander was just as puzzled as we were, and was questioning why they were even sent out to recover something, when there was nothing there to pick up.”

“Yet you say that this…” Agent King flipped through the file to find the name that he was looking for. “Sergeant Brown of the Mounted Police claimed there was an object, but that it somehow disappeared.” After a pause, he read a quote directly from the report. “A silvery cylinder, that looked like a soup can, about 12 feet tall and 4 feet wide. No visible markings or flight controls.”

“That’s what he said.” Henderson confirmed. “And we’re confident in the quality of the intel. We pressed him real hard, before eliminating the witness.”

“Hmph.” Agent King crossed his arms and didn’t look any more convinced than he had the previous eleven times they’d had this conversation.

“Actually…” a somewhat shrill, nasal voice interjected. “His claims do make a certain amount of sense.”

King sighed and closed his eyes. He didn’t like working with Webber. The scrawny, nerdy agent definitely knew his shit when it came to tech, but he wasn’t a field agent. In fact, he had argued strongly against bringing the bespectacled whiner on the op, at least until they had recovered something of note. Alas, the higher ups had wanted him on hand, just in case they only achieved a limited amount of interaction with the object. They were well aware that the Canadian government already had operatives in play, which reduced their chances of grabbing the object and secreting it away to the States before anyone was the wiser. And on the off chance that it turned out to be alien, rather than some new Russian or Chinese stealth tech, the Canadians might not let them have much access to it, wanting to keep it all for themselves. Thus, it was determined that they needed a specialist like Webber present, to make as many observations as possible. His analysis might be crucial in determining how far they should be willing to go when crossing their ‘allies’.

“How does any of that make sense?” the fourth and final person in the car asked. The deeply tanned brunette turned around in the driver’s seat to look at the man sitting behind her.

“Keep your eyes on your arcs, Annis!” King snapped, irritated that the woman had encouraged the tech geek to keep talking.

“Well, you see, if they had some sort of active stealth tech, instead of just passive like most of our stuff, that could explain some things.” Webber adjusted his glasses with a single finger and grinned, glad that someone was taking an interest in his opinion.

Annis obediently turned around in her seat but continued to ask questions, more as a way of needling her team leader, rather than out of any real curiosity. “Like what?”

“Well,” Webber said again, “the SSN didn’t pick up on the object until seconds before it began reentry. NORAD also claimed to have difficulty keeping a lock on it as it fell, saying that it kept dropping off their radar. If the object had some way of blocking EM waves, it could explain all of that, especially its disappearance before Henderson arrived.”

“Then… they didn’t detect a launch? Only the reentry?” the fit woman asked.

“Nope! Not a peep from any of the sensors anywhere. That’s what makes this such a mystery. But if I’m right, and I usually am, it explains how the object was able to evade capture.” Webber stated with a huge grin. His excitement at the prospect of working with such advanced and unknown tech was obvious to everyone in the car.

“Could it have been in orbit for a while, like a satellite, rather than a missile launched from the surface? That could explain why we didn’t detect a launch.” Henderson pointed out.

Agent Webber shrugged. “Don’t know. You’d think the Space Surveillance Network would have detected it up there. Unless, again, it has some way to hide itself from EM waves.”

“Huh. Well then, I guess -.”

“Quiet! We’ve got movement.” King cut Henderson off with a sharp rebuke, upon noticing their target exit the building. “She’s not going to her car…. Damn it! She’s getting into a different car! Quick! Henderson! Get the PMS ready, and don’t fuck up this time!”

Webber snickered, his immature humour latching onto the acronym PMS, even though he knew that it stood for Pursuit Management System.

Ignoring the man next to him, Agent Henderson popped open the black case that had been tucked under the seat in front of him. The object inside looked a bit like a big yellow flashlight mounted on the lower receiver of an AR-15. It was already loaded and turned on, so all that he had to do was aim it out his open window, and pull the trigger.

“Come on! Hurry up!” Agent King urged him. “She’s already in the car!”

Despite being an agent in the DIA for over 5 years, Henderson still felt the pressure in times like these. He knew that he couldn’t afford a second screw up on this mission, or his career was toast. Working as quickly as he could, he sighted the green laser dot on the trunk of the car, and squeezed the trigger just as his target pulled away. “Hit!” he called out, letting the others know that the GPS dart had struck its target.

“Tracking!” Webber replied, his laptop already open and running.

“Good! Don’t lose her Webber. Annis, give her lots of room before we pull out. We can’t afford to let her see us tailing her, and there might not be much traffic on these roads if she leaves town.” King commanded.

“Yes, sir.” The chase was on, which was Jodie’s favourite part of the job. It was why she volunteered to be the driver for every mission.
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“Where the fuck is she going?” King grumbled again. They had been on the road for hours, tailing Constable Frost from a distance and keeping out of sight, but their target just kept on going. “There any military bases or anything up this way?”

“Nothing that I’m seeing, sir.” Webber replied, flicking through a variety of apps to stay on top of everything. “No bases listed, no radiation detected, no chatter on local comms, nothing. She just keeps driving north.”

“That’s the problem, though. At least if she had kept going northeast, we could have been relatively sure that she was staying in the province. Now that she’s turned inland, she could be going anywhere.” the team leader pointed out with a sigh. “If the battery runs out on the dart we’re -.”

“She’s turning!” Webber interrupted the older agent. “Jodie, take exit 11.”

“Got it.” Annis replied, purposely ignoring the fact that the geeky agent only used first names when speaking to her.

“Good. I hope her destination is close.” King grunted. “I want this mission wrapped up, so that I can go home and finally retire. I’ve had enough of this bullshit.”

Henderson eyed the back of the team leader’s bald head. This isn’t good. Our lead being more focussed on his personal shit than the mission could get us in serious trouble. After glancing at the other agents in the car, he shook his head. He was still bitter that the lead had been taken from his team and given to King’s, so he decided to let it go. Fuck it. Not my problem. I’ll follow orders, get this done and over with, then get back to my unit. I hate hodgepodge teams like this. It never shakes out well.

“Go right up ahead, at the Y section.” Webber called out, giving directions to Annis.

“Going right.” the driver repeated back.

“So, Jodie. After this mission is over, do you -.”

“Zip it Webber. Stay focussed on the mission.” King snapped.

The scrawny agent glared at the big black man, but knew well enough to keep his mouth shut. Annis, on the other hand, couldn’t help but smirk. She’d been putting up with the geek’s clumsy flirting ever since they met at the mission briefing, and was glad that her team leader had finally put a stop to it.
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Alyssa pulled over to the side of the dirt road, and shut off the engine. She could drive a little further without being seen, but she didn’t want to risk Ludvig hearing the engine of her car. Sounds like that could carry quite a distance on these old country roads, and Dave’s car was louder than most.

“Still a little surprised that he loaned me his baby.” the young blonde muttered to herself, stepping out of the car and locking it behind her. Well, that’s not entirely true… you know it’s only because you were the one doing the asking. she silently admitted. Alyssa was well aware that Dave had a serious crush on her, and if it had been any of his buddies asking to borrow the expensive muscle car, the answer would almost certainly have been ‘no’.

“Probably best I don’t take it further anyway. The road’s a fair bit rougher up ahead, and I think Dave would have a heart attack if I scratched the paint.” After glancing behind her to make sure she hadn’t been followed, the cop set off at a jog. Her destination wasn’t even a mile up the hill, so it didn’t take her long to get there. Rather than simply walk in the driveway, she repeated her strategy of sneaking through the bush to find a spot to observe the cabin from.

Once she was settled in under an old maple tree, Alyssa pulled her binoculars from the case slung over her shoulder. Lifting them up to her eyes, she quickly worked the dials to bring them into focus and gasped at what she saw. “What the hell? Where did all of that come from?” Not only was the barn finished, but now there were huge piles of dirt, or some other material that she didn’t recognize, organized behind the structure.

Panning the area for any sign of Ludvig, her breath hitched when she finally spotted him. A subtle twinge of irritation stirred in the depths of her heart. Not for any rational reason; she was a cop and he was just a suspect after all, but that didn’t make the prick of jealousy any less real.

“Who the hell is that?” she whispered in an acid tone. Standing next to Ludvig, in the doorway of the cabin, was a woman. A very beautiful young woman, at that. Worse, she appeared to be wearing nothing at all, other than one of his button up shirts. All of a sudden, Alyssa wished that she could move much closer. Through the binoculars, she could see the woman’s lips moving, but she couldn’t hear what she was saying. When the raven haired beauty leaned forward and kissed Ludvig on the cheek, the young officer nearly lost her cool. “There was nothing in his file about being married!” she groused. Of course, she knew that such information was unlikely to be recorded in a private citizen’s file, especially since he had no criminal record, but now wasn’t the time for logic like that.

Alyssa sat there, under the shade of the tree, watching the pair move around the yard while clearly having a passionate conversation about something. Trouble in paradise? The young blonde couldn’t help but smirk at the thought. From where she was sitting, it was painfully obvious that the unknown Asian woman was head over heels for Ludvig, but his expressions weren’t those of a man smitten with love. Rather, he seemed to treat the woman with an odd level of care, as if he were somehow frightened of her. But that doesn’t make sense. Alyssa’s mind argued. She’s short and barely over a hundred pounds, unless I miss my guess. There’s no way she’s a threat to a ripped guy like Ludvig.

The snapping of a twig alerted Alyssa that someone was behind her. Dropping her binoculars, her hand went straight to her pistol as she spun around. Three individuals in black suits and tactical vests had snuck up on her, one of which she recognized. Her life in danger, she no longer cared if Ludvig saw her. In fact, he might even come to help. she dared to hope.

“Get her!” the tallest of the three commanded, drawing his own pistol.

“Stop! Police!” Alyssa yelled at the top of her lungs.

[image: ]


“Stop! Police!” a familiar voice cried out, drawing Ludvig’s attention to the bushes beyond the cabin. A lone woman was standing with her back to him, while three people in suits were charging her.

“Frost?” Ludvig’s brows furrowed in confusion as he watched the scene play out in front of him.

“Master! Run to the barn!” Maria shouted, reacting instantly and giving him a shove in the building’s direction.

The observer stumbled for a step, but hesitated to run like his alien companion wanted him to. He knew, deep down, that she was absolutely right. He was unarmed, and everyone in the mêlée appeared to be professionals. The smallest of the attackers were almost on Constable Frost, while the largest was covering his team with a drawn pistol. The third, another man, was carrying a rifle that Ludvig recognized. “An M16,” he muttered “with an M203 attached!” It was bad enough that the three strangers were armed, but the grenade launcher meant serious business.

“Run, Master!” Maria screamed, pushing him again.

Once again, Ludvig was surprised by the inhuman strength hidden in the alien’s tiny frame. Resisting meant that he nearly fell on his ass, and barely managed to maintain his footing. “No! I can’t.” he said hurriedly. “We have to help her!”

“She is the enemy!” the alien AI insisted. “They all are!”

“No!” This time Ludvig shouted, briefly drawing the attention of the man with the rifle. “Save her, Maria! If you can’t, I will!”

The expression on Maria’s face made it obvious that she was torn. He had just given her a command to save the female police officer, but doing so would put Ludvig in jeopardy. If Constable Frost learned of her alien nature, and reported it to her superiors, it could mean the end of humanity, and Ludvig with it.

While Maria’s super computer of a brain ran countless simulations and weighed the various dangers they were facing, Ludvig took action. I need a weapon. he thought. Damn it! I don’t have anything that can match up to a rifle, let alone a grenade launcher! Near panic, he realized that he did have one weapon that he could use… but it was definitely a gamble. Raising his hands above his head, the observer screamed at the top of his lungs while charging into the fray. “I’m unarmed!” he shouted repeatedly, drawing confused looks from both of the strange men.

“Halt!” the blond haired agent shouted, raising his rifle to aim it at Ludvig. “Stop or I’ll shoot!”

Maria’s mechanical pupils dilated as her emotional circuits were flooded with fear and rage. “No!” Screaming, the alien in human form raced towards the conflict.

“What the fuck?” Agent King muttered, shifting his point of aim from Officer Frost to the strange, half naked woman that was speeding towards them. Though she looked like a slip of a girl, she was bounding across the yard with movements more reminiscent of a great cat than those of a human, and at a speed that would make an olympian jealous.

Alyssa grunted as she wrestled with the female agent. The woman was slick, and had already slipped a cuff on one of her wrists. “Enough… with strangers… trying to… handcuff… me!” she screamed in anger, slamming her forehead into the other woman’s nose. Her efforts were rewarded with a satisfying crack, though the spray of blood that splattered on her face was less welcome.

“You… bitch!” Agent Annis screamed back and shifted from trying to wrestle Alyssa into the cuffs, to attempting to choke her. Hands around her opponent’s neck, she squeezed for all she was worth.

While a lack of oxygen was indeed worrying for the young police officer, she was trained well enough not to panic. Rather than follow her instincts, which would be to try and break the hold, she doubled her fist and drove a wild haymaker into the side of the other woman’s head.

Ludvig didn’t really feel the pain until after he heard the gunshot. At first, his mind had only registered a heavy punch against his shoulder, but reality caught up to him before too long. When it did hit, the pain was so intense that the sailor thought he was going to throw up. His legs turned to jelly, and it was a miracle that he didn’t fall to his knees right then and there. Whether he fell or not was immaterial, however. The shot had done as intended, and stopped his charge cold.

“Crazy bastard.” Henderson muttered in disbelief. Unarmed or not, the DIA agent wasn’t taking any chances. Keeping his sights lined up on the shouting nutcase, he slowly walked forward.

While his subordinate was dealing with the lunatic biker, judging by the leather jacket that he wore, Agent King was putting his own rounds down range. Squeezing the pistol’s trigger twice, he sent two bullets into the body of the inhuman woman. The first struck her in the bicep, and the other hit her square in the stomach. Rather than fold like origami, as would be expected, the strange woman shrugged the hits off, as if she couldn’t care less that she’d been shot. A second later, his vision blurred strangely, as if there were a thin cloud between him and his target.

She’s bleeding… why isn’t she on the ground, crying? Unfortunately for the nearly retired team leader, those were his last coherent thoughts. Everything from that moment on was a haze of pain and terror. The swarm of nanites that had obscured his view ever so slightly, descended on him with a fury. Seven quadrillion microscopic machines latched onto his flesh, and began tearing him apart, molecule by molecule. There was no defence, no brushing them off. No matter how much he screamed, or rolled about on the ground, the vicious little robots devoured him mercilessly.

King’s screams tore Henderson’s attention away from his target, whom he considered down for the count anyway. His jaw dropped and his eyes went wide with horror at what he saw. All of the older agent’s clothes and skin appeared to have melted, exposing the bloody muscle and rough patches of bone that normally lay beneath. Even as he watched, the unnatural decay appeared to continue, if not accelerate.

“Master!” Maria screamed, realizing that the object of her obsession had been shot. Rushing to his side, the mad AI scooped him up in her arms, then bolted back towards the barn. By pushing her bio-body to its limits and beyond, she managed to reach her destination before any of her enemies could react.

Ludvig groaned in pain, the rough treatment not helping him keep his lunch down at all. As they slipped through the partially open doors, the observer came to the hazy realization that not all of the blood on Maria’s shirt was his. “Maria… you’ve been shot.” he rasped.

“I am fine, Master. The graphene layer between my dermis and epidermis has minimized the damage caused by the small calibre rounds. Even should they penetrate deeper, there is little cause for concern. My skeletal structure is reinforced with carbon nanotubes, and can easily withstand -.”

“Frost!” Ludvig gasped, suddenly remembering the police officer, and cutting off Maria’s typically exhaustive reply. For once though, the additional details gave the man reason to hope. It meant that the quirky alien was in no danger of dying, and that she had the strength to help the woman they’d left behind. It’s a good thing I didn’t try to kill her… The morbid thought flitted briefly through his mind, before he made another plea. “You have to save her!”

“No!” Maria stated emphatically, determined that Ludvig should not be placed in further danger.

“You need to stop the other attackers anyway!” the sailor tried to reason. She didn’t reply immediately, and seemed to actually be considering his argument. It only took a second or two though, before she opened her mouth and began to shake her head. Seeing this, he decided to put his finger on the scales of her judgement. “And if you don’t… I’ll go back out there myself!”

Maria glared at him with undisguised anger, but Ludvig didn’t let it sway him. In truth, his words were a bluff. He was feeling far too weak to even walk, let alone fight, and she knew it. She wouldn’t believe for a second that he thought that he could go out there and defeat their enemies. No, he was counting on her believing that he might try. That he might do something crazy that would get himself killed.

“Fine.” the angry woman snapped, gently depositing the man on the barn floor, next to her RCU. Even when she was pissed off, she would never intentionally do anything to cause him pain.

“Thank you.” Ludvig whispered. He felt a little guilty manipulating the AI like this, but he had no choice but to use the only weapon at his disposal: Maria. When she turned to go, he called out to her again, a little louder this time. “And Maria… please be careful.”

A myriad of emotions flickered in the alien’s mechanical eyes, then, as if someone had flipped a switch, she beamed at him with that eerie grin of hers. “Yes, Master.” she sang in a sickeningly sweet voice. Spinning on her naked heel, the mad Machine shoved the barn door open and stepped outside.
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Henderson breathed a sigh of relief when Agent King’s screams came to an abrupt end. The two exhausted women were still battling it out nearby, but the DIA agent didn’t have time to help his teammate. Instead, he’d dropped to a kneeling position, and had his sights fixed on the doors of the barn. Whatever that… thing… is, I can’t afford to let it sneak up on us. It had killed King in the most horrible way that he could imagine, and he was certain that he would have nightmares about it for the rest of his life.

When the barn door was suddenly flung open, Agent Henderson didn’t hesitate. He squeezed the trigger of the M203, planning to blow whatever was coming out to kingdom come. What the fuck!? The heavy round exploded on impact; blasting the door off its hinges, but failing to utterly destroy the simple barn door, much to his surprise. More shocking still, was when the small woman who had been behind the door, and thus tossed a good twenty feet through the air along with it, stood back up and held the door out in front of her like a shield.

Snapping the action forward on the M203, Henderson quickly ejected the spent casing and reached for another round. In his panic, he fumbled the grenade, dropping it to the ground next to him. “Shit! Shit, shit, shit!” he cursed, grabbing the fat shell a second time and stuffing it into the grenade launcher.

By the time he cycled the action back, it was already too late. He looked up just in time to see the barn door hurtling towards him, like some great rectangular discus, right before slamming into his face at an incredible speed. The only thing louder than the sickening crunch of his face being crushed, was the snap of his neck a fraction of a second later.

Agent Annis risked a glance over at her teammate, when the motion of the barn door caught her eye. Because of that, she saw his finger slip into the trigger guard, just as his arm was flung wide, pointing the deadly weapon in her direction. She didn’t even have time to lower her head before the M203 went off, but luckily the round sailed over her, instead of striking her directly. Her luck didn’t hold, however, because the grenade struck a tree a few yards away, and detonated.

Alyssa screamed as the explosion picked both of the women up and tossed them like rag dolls; the searing shrapnel tearing into their tender flesh and the delicate organs that lay beneath. Lying there in the aftermath of the blast, the young officer struggled to breathe. Her head spun and her vision was blurry, but she was conscious enough to recognize the strange woman that had been with Ludvig. Even through the pain that clouded her mind, she realized that what she was seeing shouldn’t be possible. The pretty Asian was picking herself up off the ground, after having been caught in the blast as well. As if that wasn’t weird enough, the terrible wounds that covered her body were healing at an extraordinary rate. The curious policewoman didn’t have time to puzzle over what she was seeing, however, because her consciousness was fading fast, and a second later, everything went dark.


CHAPTER 10


Ludvig looked up when he heard Maria step into the barn. He’d heard the explosion and feared the worst, which had left him with conflicting feelings. Now though, seeing her walk through the door, he was simply glad that she was safe. “Maria? Are you all right?” he asked, just to be sure.

“I am fine, Master.” she replied with a too-wide smile, clearly overjoyed by his expression of concern for her wellbeing. In her arms was none other than Officer Frost, the blonde woman clearly unconscious by the way that her head was hanging.

“And her? Will she make it?” The biker didn’t really know the pretty constable all that well, but he felt relatively certain that she was a decent person. Their limited interactions had left him with a good impression, and if he was honest, he was more than a little attracted to her.

“She is dead.” Maria stated flatly.

Ludvig’s breath caught in his throat. He knew that he wasn’t directly responsible for the police officer’s death, that was on the weird men in black, but he still felt guilty for his part in all of it. Is this the future that awaits me with Maria? Will the people around me continue to be hurt and die? He couldn’t help but wonder if he had made a mistake that day, by saving the alien orb from its fate.

Maria studied Ludvig’s face intently. She longed to make her human saviour happy, but she also wanted to keep him safe. With the glaring gap in her understanding of human nature, she couldn’t fathom why he should be upset by the officer’s death. And yet, he is clearly in pain. she silently noted, correctly reading the expression on his face. He has not known her long enough to develop any degree of sentimental attachment. She has done nothing to earn his gratitude or admiration. They do not share any significant genetic markers. So why does he care? He should see her as an obstacle. A danger. Not something to be protected. After a few more seconds of silence, Maria arrived at what she thought of as the only logical conclusion. “You wish to mate with her.” she said accusingly.

“Wh-what!?” Ludvig stammered, shocked by the strange direction that the conversation had suddenly taken.

“You do not need her, Master.” Maria declared, unceremoniously dropping Alyssa’s corpse to the floor. “I designed this body to fulfill all of your reproductive needs, and even tailored its shape to suit your preferences.” Stepping over the body as if it were beneath her notice, the alien approached the wounded man.

“Maria, that’s -.” the sailor tried to redirect the conversation, but the AI just pushed ahead with her speech.

“I specifically chose a biological platform, so that I could bear your offspring.” she explained in a shrill voice, as if she was near panic. Dropping to her knees next to him, Maria clasped his face between her hands and stared into his eyes. “You do not have to worry, Master. Our offspring will be genetically perfect. They will have no defects. Do you wish for a male or a female? You can select whatever gender or features you wish; they do not have to look like me, if that does not please you. If you wish for multiple offspring, that is also not -.”

“Maria. Maria, stop!” Ludvig finally shouted, cutting her off. “I… I’m not ready for kids yet.” he said cautiously. There’s no telling how she’ll react if I reject her outright. Better to play it safe for now.

“That is no problem, Master.” the alien AI assured him a bit more calmly. “This body will not age, so there is no hurry. Nor will yours, once I make the planned adjustments.”

“Thats…! Let’s… let’s not make any changes just yet, okay?” Ludvig suggested, forcing himself to smile.

“Of course, Master. You have made it clear that you wish to be in complete control when it comes to alterations made to your own body. Would you like to write a sub-directive to reinforce my boundaries?”

He was about to say yes when the pain in his shoulder reminded him that such a directive would have to be worded very carefully. What if she considers something like first aid ‘alterations’? Would I want her to help me if I were unconscious? But I can’t just base it on my physical health, or she might get any number of crazy ideas. In the end, he settled on a more cautious approach, and one that he hoped might stabilize her mentality a bit. “No… not right now. Rather, I want to trust you, Maria.”

“Master?” The expression on her face reflected a mix of confusion, hope, and joy. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I want to be able to leave it up to your judgement, but for you to consult with me first, if at all possible. You know that trust is a very important aspect of human relationships, right? But trust requires a certain level of predictability, so I need to know that we’re on the same wavelength, so to speak. So we need to communicate about a lot of things before going ahead with them, so that we can understand each other better.” Ludvig was impressed with himself by the time he finished his little speech. He was in a significant amount of agony, and talking somehow seemed to make it worse, but he felt it was necessary to get some things across to the AI, just in case he blacked out.

Maria was silent for a moment, as if she were truly soaking it all in. Finally, she nodded with a serious expression. “I understand, Master. I appreciate your trust, and will work to ensure that proper channels of communication remain open at all times. On the topic of body alterations, would it be permissible for me to tend your wound now, Master?”

“Please!” Ludvig chuckled, which only served to make the pain in his shoulder spike. “There should be a first aid kit in the cabin. Check in the cabinet beneath the wash basin.”

“There is no need, Master.” the beautiful alien shook her head. “My nanites can tend to your wounds much faster than normal human regeneration would allow.” Even as she spoke, the swarm of microscopic machines entered Ludvig’s wound and began disassembling the bullet fragments therein, before repairing the damaged cells as they worked their way back out.

Ludvig watched in fascination as the pain slowly dulled in his shoulder. He couldn’t see the nanites, let alone the internal repairs, but he could see the tiny piles of copper and lead dust forming on his shirt. Minutes later, not only was the wound sealed up, but the tiny builders had even seamlessly repaired his shirt and jacket. “That’s… amazing.” he breathed, honestly astonished at the feats Maria seemed capable of.

“I am glad that you are pleased, Master. Do you feel any further pain? Are all systems functional?” the AI inquired.

“No, I… uh, I’m fine. Thank you.” Ludvig blinked and smiled up at his inhuman companion. Seeing her mend his wound so quickly and efficiently gave him an idea. “Maria… could you… could you bring Ms. Frost back? Back to life?”

Maria frowned at his question, but would never lie to her Master, no matter how much she disliked his train of thought. “I could, Master. The damage to her body is significant, and it would require the use of my RCU, but I could remove all of the invasive materials and repair the injuries at the cellular level. It would not be difficult to restart her heart at that point, but there may be some memory loss if her brain cells have sustained significant damage.”

“Then the longer we wait, the higher the risk. Please save her, Maria.” Ludvig’s voice was firm when he made the request, leaving the AI little room to doubt his determination. Though she still believed that Alyssa’s survival presented an unacceptable risk to Ludvig, when the Machine weighed that risk against her desire to be trusted by him, she found herself coming up with an adequate, if imperfect solution.

“Yes, Master. I shall save the human woman, as you command.” Maria said, bowing her head subserviently. Rising from her knees, the beautiful alien turned and took the few short steps required to recover Alyssa’s body, then bent low to scoop it up in her arms. As she did, the crafty AI made sure to angle her body such that Ludvig would be presented a perfect view when she bent over, thereby causing her shirt to ride up and expose her from behind. Watching him out of the corner of her eye, she was pleased to note that, though he did turn his head and look away, it took him a couple of seconds to muster the discipline to do so.

“Excuse me, Master.” she said coyly as she walked past him again, carrying Alyssa to the RCU. Once the body was laid out in the coffin-like pod, Maria got a sly grin on her face. Turning her head to watch his reaction, she offered to let him help. “Her clothing will have to be removed before the procedure. Would you like to assist, or would you simply prefer to observe?”

“Uh… neither is necessary, thanks. I’ll just… uh, I’ll leave.” Ludvig replied awkwardly, before quickly turning and making good on his suggestion.

Maria’s grin widened as she watched him walk out the door, before turning attention back to the woman in the pod. Her smile quickly vanished and her eyes narrowed as she contemplated her plan. “You will not be a problem.” she said with quiet finality.
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Ludvig glanced at the unconscious woman in the passenger seat of his truck. Maria had not only patched her up, but had also repaired her clothes and even removed the dirt and bloodstains from them while she was at it. Thankfully, she had even dressed the woman again before carrying her to his truck and buckling her in. Didn’t see anything that I wasn’t supposed to. the observer reminded himself. Still, I really hope I don’t get pulled over on the way…. This would be damn hard to explain.

It was late by the time that Ludvig pulled up behind Alyssa’s apartment building. The sun had set hours before, but that suited him just fine. Less chance of someone seeing me carry her in. he told himself. With the truck parked, the middle-aged man got out, took Alyssa’s keys and wallet in hand, and walked up to the building. He’d gotten the officer’s address from her license, but quickly checked it again to ensure that he remembered the apartment number correctly. Room 308. Got it. Stuffing the wallet back in his pocket, he unlocked the rear entrance, then propped the door open with a brick that was likely left there for that very reason.

Now comes the really risky part. he silently complained. After walking back to the truck, he opened the passenger side door, and reached in to unbuckle Alyssa. While Maria had told him that it would likely be some time tomorrow before the young blonde regained consciousness, he was still worried that she might come to while he was transporting her, since she would almost certainly freak out.

Once she was free from the seat belt, Ludvig scooped her up into his arms, and carried her inside. It was a bit awkward for him, having to open and close doors with his foot, while being careful not to bang her head on railings or door frames, but she was pretty light, so he didn’t have too much trouble. She’s probably around one twenty, one twenty five. he guessed.

Home stretch. he thought to himself when he finally reached the third floor. He had taken the stairs, rather than the elevator, in the hopes that there might be a little less traffic. The last thing that he wanted was to run into someone who knew her while carrying her in. Hustling along, but being careful not to make too much noise, he got to her door as quickly as he could. After gently setting her down, he pulled her keys from his pocket, and moved to unlock the door.

No sooner had he inserted the key, than he heard a pair of voices coming from the stairwell. It sounded like a couple, laughing about something, but he didn’t really care what the topic of their conversation was, only that it sounded like they were getting closer. Twisting the key in the lock, Ludvig rushed to get the door open. The laughter drew closer as he threw the door open, and lunged to grab the unconscious woman. Slipping his arms under hers, he wrapped her up in a hug and launched himself into the room, just as he heard the door to the stairwell open. With no time to get her off him or stand up, the sailor lashed out with his foot and kicked the door closed.

Please don’t let them have seen anything! he silently prayed, unconsciously hugging the woman’s limp body to his chest. Holding his breath, he listened. The footfalls in the hall slowly approached his door, though he couldn’t hear them laughing anymore. When the strangers seemed to stop just outside the apartment, Ludvig thought he was going to have a heart attack. It was only after he heard the keys rattling in the lock across the hall, and another door open, that he finally released the breath that he had been holding.

God damn, that was too close. Ludvig sighed with relief. After taking a moment to calm down, he suddenly realized where his hands were, and quickly released the sleeping beauty. Thankfully, she didn’t stir or seem to wake, and continued to doze as she laid on his chest. Slowly, and with great care, he slid Alyssa off of him, then stood up and locked the door. “Let’s get you to bed.” he muttered.

Feeling a bit safer, now that he shouldn’t run into any strangers, the observer began to relax. Once again, he bent over and scooped the woman up, preparing to carry her to the bedroom. “Just like a sleeping princess, eh?” he quietly joked. With her face only inches from his, and him not distracted by the fear of getting caught, it suddenly struck him just how pretty she really was. The blonde police officer possessed the delicate features and small button nose of eastern European stock, with high cheekbones, a soft jaw, and pink lips that just begged to be kissed.

Realizing that his mouth was hanging open, he clamped his jaw shut and gave his head a shake. Get a grip, man. You already have one dangerous beauty in your life. You definitely don’t need a second one! Taking a deep breath, he tried to put thoughts of romance out of his mind, but that tiny corner of his brain took one final stab at it, before letting the topic go. But you know, it would be nice to have a girlfriend. One that was human, and maybe not crazy.

Careful not to step on anything or knock anything over, Ludvig made his way through the small, one bedroom apartment. At least I know that she’s a pretty tidy person. he thought as he dipped into her bedroom. Can’t stand a messy woman. Spotting her bed right away, the sailor walked over and gently lowered her onto the mattress. It was then that he reached a conundrum. He remembered being told as a child that clothing could tighten on a sleeping person, and that it was better to strip them out of tight clothes like jeans. That said, I’ve slept in my clothes countless times, and it’s never caused a problem. he pointed out to himself. And, if you think about it, she’s probably going to be pretty freaked out when she wakes up. It’ll be a lot worse if her pants are off, or even unbuttoned. I think the safe bet is that she’d prefer a bit of discomfort, rather than the fear that might put in a woman. With that in mind, he decided that removing her shoes would be okay, so her bed didn’t get dirty, but the rest of the clothes would stay on.

After covering her with a blanket, Ludvig debated whether or not to leave her a note. In the end, he decided that there was no need, and hoped that she would be grateful for his help, and perhaps stop investigating him. The thought that he might never see her again left the sailor with a soft twinge of regret, but he shook it off and concentrated on his bigger problems.

Now, what am I going to do about Maria? he wondered. He was still a little surprised that the alien woman had turned down his offer to come along, claiming that she needed to ‘recharge’. If she’s human now, why does she need to recharge? Maybe her brain is still a computer or something? I guess that makes sense. So, will she die if she can’t recharge in time? Something to consider, definitely. At the very least, I should figure out how long a charge typically lasts her, whether I want to use that knowledge to keep her safe or… something else.

Pulling Alyssa’s wallet and keys from his pockets, he tossed them on her bedside table and turned to leave the room. “Sleep well, princess.” he whispered with a soft smile.
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Alyssa woke early the next morning, feeling like her head had been run over by a train. “Ugh.” she groaned. “Where am I?” Forcing her eyes open, despite the fierce sunlight streaming in through the window, the police officer attempted to take in her surroundings. At first, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “My… apartment?”

Sitting up carefully, wary of antagonizing her slowly fading headache, she watched and listened for signs of anyone else being present. “Ludvig?” she called out, then gave her head a shake - and immediately regretted it. Ugh. Why did I think of him first?

Turning slightly, so that her legs could slide out from under the blankets, she continued to look around the room. “Matthews?” she called out again, this time a little more softly. When no answer came, she really began to wonder what was going on. What happened? How did I get here? I was fighting off that bitch of an agent when… Eyes wide with horror, she quickly grabbed her chest and started patting herself down.

“Nothing?” she gasped, failing to find any sign of injury or evoke any pain. Getting to her feet, she quickly moved to stand in front of a mirror. Her blouse and slacks looked pristine, showing no signs of abuse, and her pistol was in its holster. “How?” she muttered, unbuttoning her blouse. After doffing her top, she inspected herself in the mirror from every angle. “Not a scratch. Not even so much as a bruise. But how? I know that bitch hit me several times, and the explosion…” There was no way that she would ever forget the agony of having burning shrapnel rip through her like dozens of hot knives through butter.

Stepping away from the mirror, she let herself flop back onto the bed, causing only a tiny bit of protest from her noggin. Wincing, she went over the events that she could remember. “I was staking out Ludvig’s cabin. The barn had been built and there were signs of excavation… or something. There was a woman. An Asian that seemed to be rather close to Ludvig.” Thinking about the raven haired beauty triggered a subtle wave of jealousy, but she chose to ignore it.

Pushing to get her mind back on track, she resumed the review. “The agents showed up and attacked me. I remember hearing Ludvig yelling… saying something about being unarmed. There were several gunshots… Oh my god! Is he dead?” Alyssa gasped, covering her mouth with both hands, as if to ward off such words. The thought that the biker might actually be dead caused the young woman a surprising amount of grief.

Rolling over onto her stomach, the young police officer strained to recall every detail that she could, hoping that there was some clue that he was all right. “The woman…” she breathed. The short and slender girl had been an absolute vision of fury. Despite her size, it was clear that she held no fear of wading into battle. “But… she was unarmed. Or, at least, I think she was.”

Alyssa focussed hard on recalling the strange woman. All she could remember was the lady’s doll-like face and modelesque figure. That, and the fact that the woman had been half naked. She recalled her wearing what looked like a man’s button up shirt, and nothing else. Certainly no weapons. Then the memory came back to her. The thunder and pain of the explosion. Of being picked up and tossed by the blast. And of the Asian woman getting back up, her twisted neck and dislocated shoulder snapping back into place as she walked towards her.

“What… is she?” Alyssa muttered, hardly believing her own memory.


CHAPTER 11


Ludvig woke to the feeling of something smooth lightly brushing against his arm. At first he started to panic, until his nose picked up a familiar scent. A sweet, vanilla-like fragrance jogged his memory. “Good morning, Maria.” the biker groaned.

“Good morning, Master.” the alien AI whispered, before lightly nibbling on his ear. As it turned out, the pleasant feeling against his arm was the woman’s naked body, pressed up against his.

Oh gods, what am I going to do with her? he wondered. It had been very late by the time he had gotten home, and he had been exhausted. Far too tired to fight the artificial human off when she had wanted to climb into bed with him. At least she let me sleep. he mused. In fact, he was a little surprised that the obsessed AI hadn’t molested him during the night. I guess she figures it’s okay, now that I’ve rested.

Ludvig shivered when he felt her hand slide over his chest and begin to explore his body. I should stop her. he thought. If I don’t, I’m sure she’ll take it as far as she can. Then the next thing I know, I’ll be drowning in little, alien engineered babies. Despite his reluctance, a smaller, more excited part of his mind didn’t agree. Why bother? it asked. A beautiful woman is throwing herself at you. Let her do what she wants.

Ha! the more reasonable half scoffed. Haven’t you learned anything over the years? Never stick it in crazy! And if crazy was a country, Maria would be the queen.

Bah! his hormone fuelled libido argued. You’re stuck with her anyway, so it’s bound to happen sooner or later. Might as well enjoy the ride right from the start.

When the more logical part of his brain remained silent, Ludvig began to worry. What? No snappy counter point? he asked himself.

What? The little guy has a point. His logic centre seemed to shrug and call it a day.

“Shit.” Ludvig muttered.

“Master? Is something wrong?” Maria asked between kisses. She had already pulled the blankets back, and was tracing a line south, over his chest.

“No… just… hold up for a minute, please.” Sitting up, he gently gripped her by the upper arms and pushed her away. The expression on her face looked dangerously close to panic, so he quickly spoke again, in a soft, soothing voice. “Don’t worry, Maria. You’re beautiful. I’m not rejecting you.”

“Then… why did you stop me, Master?” the AI whimpered, looking like she was on the verge of tears.

“There’s just… an order to these things, you know?” Giving her the most reassuring smile that he could muster, he pressed on. “Things that need to happen first. Things we need to talk about. Remember how important I said communication is?”

“Oh. I understand, Master.” she said cheerily, suddenly beaming at him with wide eyes.

The whiplash from her rapid mood swings almost bowled the older man over. “Uh, yeah. So, um, remember when I said I’m not ready to have kids?”

“Are you ready now, Master!?” The young woman looked positively ecstatic at the idea.

“Uh, no.” Ludvig shot that shit down fast. “Which means we have to be careful, so -.”

“That is not a problem.” Maria said matter-of-factly. “I have direct control over the hormone levels of this bio-body. Would you like to write a directive giving you control over my ovulation, Master? I would only be able to become pregnant with your express permission.”

Ludvig took a deep breath and held it. He could already hear the feminists screaming ‘What right does a man have to control a woman’s body!?’ But, on the other hand, those same feminists, or perhaps all of humanity, might thank me for preventing this mad AI from replicating. he argued. Hell knows what kind of offspring she would have. And if she’s this protective of me, do we really want to see her in mama bear mode?

“Master?” Maria verbally prodded him.

I… made a choice. I decided to take responsibility for her, and this is part of that. A huge part of that, actually. The middle-aged man truly felt the weight of said responsibility in that moment. He tried to argue each side in his head, basing his decision solely on logic, rather than his feelings. He had to because, truth be known, that level of control was wildly intoxicating to him. The idea that he could claim this beautiful woman and breed her whenever he chose, sent shivers down his spine and aroused him fiercely.

“Yes.” Ludvig croaked, his voice hoarse with emotion.

“Accepted. Writing sub-directive. Rule established.” Maria stated in a cold, robotic voice. Once again, the emotionless side of her psyche quickly vanished, replaced by the intensely cheerful woman. “Was that all, Master?” she asked with a huge smile.

The observer swallowed hard and nodded. The disparity between the two personalities was disconcerting to him, and he wondered if there wasn’t some underlying issue there. Hopefully nothing that will cause her to crack even more… he silently prayed.

“Excellent. Which orifice do you wish to use first, Master?” she inquired, blinking rapidly.

“W-what?” Ludvig stuttered, a bit flabbergasted by her question.

“As you know, Master, my body is 100% virginal, down to the last cell. In fact, I even ensured the growth of a hymen, so that you could enjoy tearing it. Likewise, each and every part of this platform has been designed for your exclusive pleasure, and is ready for your use.” Maria explained excitedly.

Holy shit! She really is crazy! …Not that there was ever any doubt, but still! The man’s mind raced as he tried to figure out how to deal with the insane AI. Maybe… maybe if I give her an orgasm, it might temper her eagerness a bit. She’s a Machine, after all. I doubt she’s ever experienced physical pleasure like that. Maybe I can blow her mind, and she’ll need to sleep it off.

Optimistically taking his wide-eyed surprise to be excitement, Maria leaned forward, as if to kiss him. Once again, she found her progress halted when he grabbed ahold her arms. Brow furrowed with consternation, she blasted Ludvig with a pouty glare. “Why did you stop me this time, Master?”

I need to take control of this situation, and I need to do it now. he told himself. “I want to kiss you, Maria. I’m going to kiss you.”

Maria tilted her head in confusion. “I do not understand, Master. I was trying to kiss you.”

“No. Your kisses are mine to take. Not yours to give.” he told her in a stern voice.

The alien AI pondered his words for a moment, before frowning. “I cannot kiss you anymore?”

“Er… well…” Damn it! I haven’t thought this through! “You can… but…” The wheels in Ludvig’s head spun at a rapid pace, desperately trying to figure out what to say next. The truth was, he actually enjoyed and appreciated her little acts of affection. He didn’t want to deny himself those. That said, I can’t afford to let her off the leash. She’s simply too out of control. Maria needs a strong hand to guide her, and that hand has to be mine.

“But, Master?” The short woman gazed at him with a curious expression.

At a loss, the sailor gave it his best shot. “You can only kiss me if… you truly wish to show affection.”

Maria’s expression showed that she was truly perplexed by his statement. “That does not make sense, Master. There would never be a time when I do not wish to show you affection.”

Ludvig pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. This isn’t working. he thought to himself. He wanted to control her, to dominate her, but he didn’t want to crush her personality in doing so. I’ve had plenty of exes that were subs, but none of them ever had such extreme dispositions that I had to worry about them like this. Maria’s not like anyone else. She’ll take everything I say literally, and won’t be able to read between the lines. I can’t rely on her to sense the mood or read body language. A relationship just isn’t intuitive to her. So… what do I do?

The alien woman waited patiently for the man to explain, but it was clear that she was baffled by his behaviour.

“If… if you just want to give me a light kiss, you may do so whenever you like. But if you want something more, you either have to ask for it, or wait for me to claim it from you when it suits me. Do you understand?” Ludvig thought his explanation was about as clear as mud, but he truly hoped that Maria could pick up what he was laying down.

“Yes, Master.” the brilliant AI said without hesitation. “You are in control of our intimate interactions. I am only permitted to show affection. I understand.”

“Good!” the observer exclaimed, glad that she had somehow understood his awkward command.

“Do you wish to train me, Master?” she asked all of a sudden.

“Huh?” Ludvig blinked as his mind tried to catch up with the change in topic.

“Many of the stories you read, and videos that you enjoy, centre around slave units submitting to their master units. Training is almost always a part of the plot of such stories, often requiring bondage and discipline.”

The older man chuckled nervously, a little embarrassed by her intimate knowledge of his tastes. “Uh, let’s take it one step at a time, shall we?”

“Very well, Master. Let us have sex first, and then you can train me when you wish to do so.” Maria concurred, or at least thought she did.

“Right, uh… lay back on the bed.” he commanded. Might as well see if my idea will work.

“Yes, Master.” Maria leaned back and spread her legs with surprisingly fluid grace. He wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but she likely suspected that he wanted access to her private parts. As he had noticed before, when she had first emerged from the RCU, her skin was completely smooth and hairless. “Do you like the design, Master?” she asked, reaching down to spread her sex with her fingers.

“Design?” Ludvig’s brow furrowed in confusion.

“The original’s vulva were longer, but I designed mine to be much trimmer, reminiscent of your third girlfriend’s. The comments you made during videos with her indicated that you preferred this type of female anatomy, where the vulva and clitoral hood are not visible without spreading the inguinal region.”

Ludvig blanched, not at Maria’s clinical description of her own sex, but at the reminder that her body was ‘grown’ from the cells of a woman that she’d murdered. How could I have forgotten that? he scolded himself. Now the idea of making love to her turned his stomach. I… I can’t. He shook his head wordlessly.

“You… do not like it?” the inhuman woman gasped, mistaking his movements for a reply to her question. “I am sorry, Master! I will cut it out at once, and grow a new set of genitals to better suit your tastes!”

Feeling her scramble to get up, and hearing the near panic in her voice, Ludvig was once again slapped in the face with how unstable she was. “Wait!” he shouted, grabbing her ankle to keep her from running out of the room. “That… that’s not what I meant.”

Maria froze, as if following his command to ‘wait’ literally. She didn’t even ask any questions to clarify his meaning, simply pausing all action until he said otherwise.

I can’t afford to reject her. he reminded himself. No matter how I feel about how her body was… created, I have to get over it. It’s horrible, sure, but me dwelling on it won’t bring the poor woman back. All I can do is prevent something like that from happening again, and to do that, I need to accept Maria for what she is. Or at least make it appear that I do. Taking a deep breath, Ludvig looked up and met Maria’s eyes. “Don’t ever bring her up again. Understand? From this moment forward, you are the ‘original’.”

The firmness of his voice and the stern look in his eyes had Maria nodding in acceptance, even if she didn’t understand the reasoning behind it. It made no logical sense for her to claim that she was the original, but she could see no harm in doing so, so she agreed. “Yes, Master. I am the original.”

“Good.” Ludvig grunted. When Maria settled back onto the bed, in her previous position, he was once again faced with her naked sex. Despite how appealing it looked to his eyes, the thought of licking it turned his stomach. Just… don’t think of it that way. he told himself. People eat chickens right? Use their proteins to build their muscles. This is no different. Though he tried to convince himself of such, it didn’t really work the way that he’d hoped. The leap of logic was simply too huge. Yeah, no. I need to work up to this. To get my mind off it again.

Taking another deep breath to steady himself, Ludvig forced himself to smile and crawled up over Maria’s naked body, until he was looking her in the eye.

“Master? Are you not going to inseminate me?” she asked, confusion writ large upon her brow.

“It’s best to take our time and enjoy this, isn’t it?” he argued, trying to buy himself time to calm down.

“Would you not enjoy it most by beginning intercourse?” the AI prodded.

“Nope.” The sailor shook his head in denial. “Think about it. You’re a virgin, right?”

“Yes, Master.” she confirmed.

“That means I only get to enjoy this once. The moment I claim your virginity, I can never do so again.” he pointed out.

“That… makes sense. You value my virginity, and so you want to extend the experience of claiming it as long as possible.” Maria replied, following his logic. “Very well, Master. Please proceed at whatever pace gives you the most pleasure.”

Despite his misgivings, Ludvig couldn’t help but chuckle at that. Yeah… let’s… let’s just relax and enjoy this. Letting his gaze drop down to her soft, pink lips, he concentrated on how pretty they were. How moist and tempting they appeared to be. He imagined how they would taste if he just… let himself go. And then he did. Leaning in, Ludvig kissed Maria. At first it was slow and tender, just feeling the press of her lips against his. As his body began to the contact, he allowed the kiss to become a bit more passionate, parting her lips with his tongue, then gently slipping it into her mouth.

“Mmph.” Maria moaned against his kiss, allowing him to do as he pleased, and trying to match his movements with her own tongue.

Ludvig nearly chuckled again, but held himself back for fear of ruining the moment. He couldn’t help but find it funny though. She wants to please me so badly, and is so eager for sex, but she clearly has no experience kissing. She doesn’t really know what she’s doing. It’s like… like someone who has seen it done in movies, but has never done it herself.

The older man’s assessment was absolutely correct, of course. Maria was a Machine. Her kind didn’t have intimate physical contact in the way that humans did. That said, she was a Machine. Her neuromorphic quantum computer ran calculations and analyzed data faster than any human could even imagine. Learning how to do something, especially by following her master’s lead, was definitely within her skillset. At first, she was passive, allowing her lover to explore her mouth with his tongue and simply train on the model of his technique. Then she tried to emulate, pushing back with equal fervour, sliding her tongue against his and attempting to enter his mouth. This resulted in two things. First, she found that she greatly enjoyed kissing. Second, Ludvig’s aggression increased, denying her access to his mouth and dominating hers. Ah. I see. He is claiming my mouth. she realized. I am meant to submit, to welcome him in by gently caressing his tongue with my own, and allow myself to be conquered.

The kiss went on for several long minutes, with Ludvig forgetting his worries and truly getting into the heat of the moment. It didn’t take him long to realize that the alien AI was learning very quickly, and soon she was the best kisser that he’d ever had the pleasure of making out with. Let’s see what else she can learn.

Maria gasped when her master broke their kiss, and began kissing her neck. She had kissed him there numerous times throughout the previous day, but she had never had it done to her. Thought the touch was light, the sensation was incredibly intense to her. So much so, that she couldn’t help but squirm on the bed beneath him. “Master.” she breathed, unsure what to say or do in this situation.

As he was want to do, Ludvig continued to guide their lovemaking. He kissed his way down her neck and into the valley between her breasts. Though not huge, they were plenty big enough, with him guessing her bust size to be a C cup at least. When he suddenly took one of her nipples in his mouth, the modelesque beauty gasped, arching her back beneath him. He loved how responsive she was to his touch, and it spurred him on to do even more.

Sliding his hand over her smooth skin, the lucky man cupped her free breast and began to fondle it roughly, kneading it like the world’s most amazing dough. Stepping it up a notch, he turned his attention to her other nipple, lightly squeezing and twisting it between his thumb and forefinger, while he sucked and flicked its partner with his tongue.

“Mmm. Master.” Maria moaned. Though her emotional circuits were being flooded with pleasure, her logic centre wasn’t exactly offline. The two could operate independently when needed, such as situations like this, if at a reduced level of power. I see. This is physical pleasure. No wonder humans value it so highly. It is almost… no. It is overwhelming. He has not even touched my genitalia yet, and already I can think of little else. All I desire is for it to continue. How wonderful… and how dangerous.

Though he could likely never get enough of Maria’s amazing breasts, Ludvig had other prizes to claim. Slipping further down the bed, he continued to kiss his way south. He marvelled at how soft and smooth her flat tummy felt beneath his lips, and soon found that he could hardly wait to taste the hidden valley between her legs. Still, despite his own growing desire, he forced himself to take it slow. Not to rush. He really was enjoying it now, and he honestly wanted her to enjoy the experience as well.

Maria’s anticipation climbed higher and higher as he worked his way down, somehow enhancing the pleasure of his lips on her bare skin. Regardless of having never experienced it before, she knew from the pulsing need that she felt in her sex, that she was desperate for him to kiss her there. The anticipation became so intense that, when at last his lips made contact with her privates, she nearly jumped out of her skin.

After placing the lightest of kisses on Maria’s pussy, Ludvig held back and just admired the work of art for a moment. Using his thumbs, he gently spread her open, exposing her glistening slit to his gaze. Amazing. he thought as he slowly extended his tongue. Slowly, he dragged the tip of his tongue from the bottom of her slit, all the way to the top, before returning to the centre and gently lapping at her core.

Maria groaned and thrashed her head back and forth, while gripping the sheets to her sides. She understood that this was his way of claiming her, of enjoying her sex, but it was slowly driving her nuts. There is… something. Some… pressure… slowly building up inside of me. she realized, as he continued to repeat the pattern. Then, suddenly, a jolt of pleasure passed through her like a bolt of lightning.

Ludvig chuckled when Maria sat bolt upright in bed, an immediate reaction to him licking her clit. “Lie back down.” he growled, then returned to enjoying the taste of her pussy, while rotating in the occasional teasing lick to her clit.

The inhuman woman obeyed her master’s command, and tried to relax while he feasted on her sex, but she found the latter impossible. The pressure building up inside her had intensified, and she was afraid that it might soon burst. “Master… Master… Master!” she panted.

As much as he was enjoying himself, the old sailor knew that it was time to push the woman over the edge. While using a thumb to hold back the tiny hood that covered it, he locked his lips around her clit, and sucked. He didn’t leave it at that, though. Using the tip of his tongue, he gently flicked and caressed the sensitive pearl, all while using his fingers to tease the entrance of her pussy. Normally, he would finger her thoroughly, but he had to be careful not to push too deep, or he’d risk tearing her hymen.

What had felt like a slow build up of pleasure to the young woman suddenly and sharply increased, bringing her to her peak less than a minute later. Maria screamed as her very first orgasm tore through her body like an uncontrollable tsunami. To make matters worse (or better?), Ludvig didn’t let up, continuing to tease her with his lips, tongue and fingers all the way through it, and pushing her into a second orgasm immediately after.

“Mercy! Mercy, Master!” she begged, when he didn’t stop even then. The pleasure had become too much to bear, her sex too sensitive to continue without driving her insane.

Hearing her pleas, Ludvig paused his assault, then placed one final kiss upon her clit. After that, he restricted himself to lapping at the opening of her pussy, slowly and gently, savouring the taste of her pleasure.

Maria was nearly insensate from the overwhelming experience, babbling to herself incoherently as she trembled on the bed. Despite his earlier hesitation, he found the sight of her like this to be absolutely glorious, and completely forgetting his original intentions, gave into his desire for her. Standing up on the bed, he quickly shed his clothes, before positioning himself between her legs once again. This time though, it wasn’t his mouth that pressed against her naked sex.

Reaching down between them, Ludvig gripped his cock, and gently rubbed the head against Maria’s slit. To say she was wet and ready was the understatement of the year. Unable to hold himself back any longer, the older man slowly pushed himself into her hot, tight pussy. The only time he paused was when Maria whimpered beneath him, her brow furrowing in pain.

Opening her eyes, Maria looked up at her lover. She cringed slightly as he continued to push past her torn hymen, but didn’t ask him to stop. She briefly wondered if it would always feel like this, but then remembered that the actors in Ludvig’s videos appeared to enjoy sex, and realized that the soreness would likely heal. Still, my pain must be part of the experience for him, a sign that he has claimed my virginity. As such, I must not accelerate my healing, lest it diminish his pleasure in some way.

Ludvig had no idea what was going through the alien woman’s mind at that time, and had simply lost himself in the pleasure of her body; Maria’s tight channel gripping him like a silken vice as he plunged into her. When he finally bottomed out, Ludvig paused, just to savour the sensation of being completely inside the beautiful woman.

“Maria…” the man groaned, opening his eyes to find her staring up at him.

“Master.” she said simply, but there was a definite weight behind that single word. The intense look in her eyes screamed of her devotion to him, and the passion of it hit him like a ton of bricks.

Trembling from the emotional impact, Ludvig took a deep breath, then rotated his hips and slowly withdrew from Maria, until only the tip remained inside. Then, he eased his way back in, gently stretching her, until he had nothing left to give. Over and over, he repeated the process, keeping the pace steady at first, to let the woman beneath him adjust to his girth.

As he made love to her, Ludvig carefully watched the expression on her face. She continued to stare up at him, but her eyes twitched every time he pushed into her, and she gave him that too-wide smile, as if to hide the pain. She’s hurting, but she’s enduring it for my sake. he realized. My pleasure. That thought mixed with everything else that he was thinking and feeling in that moment, to create a truly heady combination. The sheer physical pleasure of his cock inside her pussy. His claiming of her virginity. Her utter devotion to him. The control that he had over her. Even the way that she was completely unhinged, was incredibly hot in that moment. And yes, her pain as well. he silently admitted, briefly accepting the tiny sadistic streak that he normally kept hidden away, deep in his heart.

The multiple levels of pleasure tore down his resistance and drove him to push harder; gradually building up to faster, more powerful thrusts. The first time that he gave in and really slammed his hips into hers, the gorgeous woman let out a short squeal. Oh no. he thought. Sure enough, once he hit his stride, his fears were confirmed. The raven haired alien released a high pitched squeak with every thrust, and it was quickly getting on his nerves. To him, it sounded more like he was fucking a dog’s chew toy than an actual human. Well, to be fair, she isn’t really human either. a distant part of his mind pointed out.

Unable to put up with the sound of her voice, Ludvig clamped a hand over her mouth. She probably thinks this is some sort of asphyxiation play, but… whatever. he thought as he continued to rail her. The sight of her full breasts bouncing with every thrust, combined with the intensity of her gaze above his hand, only added fuel to the fire of his passion. Soon, even her muffled squeaks became music to his ears, and he knew that he was nearing his peak.

Moving his hand from her mouth to her breast, he began to grope and fondle her, while solving the problem of her voice by kissing her deeply. To his surprise, this seemed to push her over the edge, bringing her to orgasm despite the pain she was in. Of course, when her hot, tight pussy started spasming and squeezing his cock, it was the end of the line for him too. Ludvig groaned into Maria’s mouth as he came, his seed flooding her womb and forever marking the alien woman as his.


CHAPTER 12


Ludvig’s sigh was brought on by a mix of things - the physical release of sexual tension, the warmth commonly known as postcoital bliss, and of course, the moral eddies that post nut clarity brought to light. What have I done? he groaned internally. The middle-aged man had been in enough relationships to know that this couldn’t be a ‘one and done’ kind of moment. What Maria and I did… Now there’s no turning back. Closing his eyes, the man just laid atop the smaller woman, and let the warmth of her body sooth his tired soul.

“Thank you, Master.” Maria hummed as she squirmed beneath him. “May I offer some advice for next time?”

The older sailor was stunned. We just made love, and now she wants to do some sort of after action review? He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

Subscribing to the maxim ‘Qui tacet consentire videtur’, the AI took his lack of an answer as permission granted. “If you wish to suffocate me during intercourse, you should cover my nose as well as my mouth, Master.”

I knew it. Ludvig didn’t know whether he wanted to groan or to laugh. The crazy alien had mistaken his muffling of her squeaks as an attempt at breath play. So, do I just leave it be and let her think that? he wondered. No… that could get dangerous. I don’t actually want to choke her, and God forbid she gets the mistaken idea that I want to be choked. Sighing again, the tired man decided to come clean. “No, Maria, that wasn’t an attempt to smother you.”

“Then why did you cover my mouth, Master?” Maria furrowed her brow in confusion, but turned her head to kiss him on the cheek.

“It… it’s your squeaking.” Ludvig admitted, suddenly ashamed of himself. Who tells his woman that she sounds bad in bed? What kind of asshole have I become? Mortified, he buried his face in the mattress and groaned.

“No…” Maria gasped, her expression one of true horror. “I ruined your first sexual experience with me!”

“No! No, no, nope!” Ludvig exclaimed, pushing up so that he could look her in the eye. “The sex was great. Amazing, really.” he said, his cheeks heating up slightly under her intense gaze. What the fuck am I saying!? Gods, I’ve messed this all up so bad… All the observer really wanted to do was crawl into a hole and hide for a while, but he knew that he had made this mess, so now he had to sort it out.

Maria frowned. “I am confused, Master. Please clarify.”

“I… how do I say this? Is the squeaking… natural?” he asked, hoping that it wasn’t.

“Natural, Master? It is not a simulated voice, if that is what you are asking.” the AI replied.

“No, I mean… in terms of cause and effect. Does sex make you… want to make that noise?” The man struggled to find the right words, but he hoped that the alien intelligence would be smart enough to figure out what he meant.

“Is it not an appropriate response, Master? The… actresses in some of your videos make that sound during intercourse.” the inhuman woman pointed out, while purposely avoiding the term ‘original’.

“But you didn’t during your first orgasm.” Ludvig argued.

“No, I did not. I did not think to. I apologize, Master. I was too distracted by the pleasure to react accordingly.” Maria said softly.

“That means that you were doing it on purpose later on, right?” her lover prodded.

“Of course, Master. Is that not what is called ‘acting’?” the AI inquired, genuinely perplexed.

“It is,” Ludvig confirmed, “but I don’t want you to ‘act’ during sex. You didn’t think I was acting, did you?”

Maria blinked, reviewing the past half hour in her mind, to ensure that her answer was correct. “No Master. I do not believe you were acting. You were simply enjoying yourself.”

“And that is what I meant by ‘natural.’ That is what I want for you, too. For you to express your pleasure in the way that comes instinctively.” he explained.

“But I do not have instincts, Master.” she countered with a frown.

“Ugh.” Ludvig grunted but didn’t give up. “You have emotions, right? Those aren’t just preprogrammed responses?”

“Correct.” Maria replied.

“So, you have natural responses to emotional stimuli. Do you have natural responses to physical stimuli, like pleasure or pain?” he asked.

“This platform does have what you would call natural responses, yes. For example, my eyes water when I feel pain, whether it is emotional or physical. For pleasure… I suppose I do vocalize, though it is more what you would call ‘gasping’ or ‘moaning’.” the alien AI confirmed.

“Yes! Yes, do that!” Ludvig said excitedly, glad that he was finally getting somewhere in the conversation.

“Uhhh.” Maria moaned.

“Er, no. I didn’t mean right now. I meant do it when your body compels you to.” he clarified.

“I see. Very well, Master. I understand. I am to cease ‘acting’ during intercourse, and am to perform ‘naturally’.” she stated, seeking confirmation that she had correctly interpreted his commands.

“Right. If you ‘act’, then it makes it harder for me to determine what actually gives you pleasure. And before you ask, giving my partner pleasure gives me a sense of accomplishment and feeds my control fetish, since I control what she feels and when.” Ludvig stated, anticipating where the curious AI would take the conversation next.

“That is logical, Master.” Maria hummed happily and kissed his cheek again.

She’s going to do that a lot, isn’t she? Ludvig realized. Maybe I shouldn’t have given her permission…

“Query: Why does the acting of… other women arouse you, when mine does not?” the AI inquired.

“What? You mean the squeaking?” Ludvig asked, baffled by her question.

“Yes, Master. Your computer logs show that you viewed videos of… certain actresses… fairly frequently.” Maria ruthlessly pointed out.

Oh gods… of all the things for her to focus on… Ludvig closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I had the volume turned off, Maria.” he said flatly.

“Oh. Very well, Master.” The alien AI accepted his answer with a sickeningly sweet smile.

With the awkward conversation hopefully coming to an end, the middle-aged biker was contemplating his next move, when a loud rumbling sound came from his companion’s stomach. Quirking a brow, he turned his head and gave the much smaller woman a questioning look. “Are you hungry, Maria?”

The inhuman woman nodded without any sign of embarrassment. “Yes, Master. I must procure sustenance. This platform’s energy levels are below recommended levels.”

“I see.” Ludvig hummed. “I’m a little surprised that you eat, actually.”

Maria tilted her head slightly and stared at him with a blank expression. “Why is that, Master?”

“Well, I’d assumed that you were mostly inorganic inside. Aren’t you still a machine?” he asked.

“While it is true that the computer that controls this bio-body is mechanical, and this unit does possess inorganic augmentation, the basis of the platform is almost entirely human. That was the only way to ensure my ability to bear your offspring.” the mad AI explained.

“Oh. I see.” Ludvig grunted. “Then the food is to support your biological systems, while a battery or something powers your mechanical ones?”

“That is mostly correct, Master.” Maria confirmed. “Some of my augmentations, such as the carbon myofibers in my muscles, require both the chemical energy from sustenance and power from my battery for peak function. In fact, I require twice as many calories as a ‘normal human’ to remain healthy.”

“Huh. All right, then. I guess we’d better get you fed then, eh?” the observer offered with a relaxed smile. I guess she’s more human than I thought.

“Thank you, Master. That would be much appreciated.” Maria replied, returning his smile.

Taking one last glance at her naked body, Ludvig slipped off the bed and started to gather his clothes. “You, uh, really should put something on besides one of my old shirts.”

“I do not have any clothing of my own to wear, Master.” Maria pointed out.

“There should be some old kids’ clothes in the spare bedroom. Check the dresser. I doubt James will mind if you use them to make something for yourself, since he’s long outgrown them.” the older man offered.

“I will do that then, Master.” Maria nodded firmly, then got up and left the room.

After he finished getting dressed, Ludvig stepped out of the bedroom and looked down the short passage that led to the other bedroom. There was no door to block his view, so he could see the back half of Maria as she stood still, her arms out to the sides like she was bound to a cross. Small patches of cloth seemed to be flitting around her like butterflies, before landing on her body and fusing together; each one changing colour to match others nearby. Fascinated, the observer simply leaned against the wall and continued to watch her, until she was finished constructing her outfit.

“Do you like it, Master?” she asked, spinning around to give him a brilliant smile. For whatever reason (certainly not because of the pictures on Ludvig’s hard drive), she seemed to have chosen ‘school girl’ as her look. The blue and white sailor uniform was a staple of Japanese anime and manga, as well as a good amount of porn, so Ludvig wasn’t too surprised by her choice.

Well, at least it matches her twintails. he admitted with an inward sigh. Clearing his throat, Ludvig gave her a warm, reassuring smile. “You look lovely, Maria.”

“Thank you, Master!” Maria cheered, clasping her hands in front of her. “Are you sure the skirt is short enough? I had to make it of sufficient length to cover my undergarments, for when we are in public, but it needs to be able to ride up when I lean over. Otherwise, it will be difficult to flash you.” she asked, turning around to demonstrate.

“It’s fine!” Ludvig insisted, catching a glimpse of white panties under the pleated skirt. “Let’s… let’s just get some breakfast, shall we?”

“Of course, Master. Would you like me to cook you something?” Maria offered.

Ludvig was about to ask her if she actually knew how to cook, when his imagination was suddenly filled with images of burnt substances so horrible that they should have been censored. Shaking his head in rejection of the idea, he suggested something safer instead. “How about we go for cereal this morning? Then we can cook something together at another time.”

“Very well, Master. If that is what you wish.” The alien woman hummed happily as she skipped past him, making her way to the main room of the cabin.

Sighing as he turned around, the sailor once again wondered what he was going to do with her. I don’t think she’s safe to have around people, so I should limit how often I take her into public. But we can’t stay here in James’ cabin forever either. Maybe… maybe I can buy a farmstead with the money she’s making on the stock market. Somewhere remote, where we can live out our days in peace and quiet. So long as I pay plenty of attention to her, I think it should be safe, if it’s just me and her.

“Master. Your breakfast is ready.” Maria called from the kitchen area. Truthfully, the cabin only had four rooms. The washroom, which mainly just had a table with a wash basin on it, and a bucket for emergencies; the two bedrooms, one of which had the bed, while the spare held a set of bunk beds for kids; and the main room. Like most hunting camps, the building wasn’t overly large, so the main space was multipurpose. An old wood range sat against the washroom wall, across from the front door of the cabin. A table with three chairs butted up against the front wall, while a couch and armchair ran along the wall perpendicular to that. A second door between the armchair and the bedroom wall led out to the side deck.

Stepping into the main room, Ludvig saw that she had set a bowl of cereal out for him, along with a napkin and a spoon. “Aren’t you going to eat?” he asked, noticing the distinct lack of a second bowl.

“I will in a moment, Master. I have a task that I must complete first.” she replied. “Please sit and enjoy your meal.”

“All right…” The sailor eyed the alien woman suspiciously as he walked past her. When he sat down, he was pleasantly surprised to find that she had actually added milk to the cereal. I guess she must have looked it up online or something. Picking up the spoon, he scooped up some of the maple flavoured flakes and put them in his mouth. Nothing tastes off. he thought as he chewed. To be fair, cereal is pretty hard to screw up, though. I don’t know why, but I half expected her to mix in something weird for ‘added nutrition’ or some nonsense. Guess I’m just getting paranoid.

Closing his eyes, Ludvig allowed himself to savour the pleasantly ordinary taste, taking solace in the tiny moment of normalcy. That moment was shattered however, when he felt hands on his crotch. “Maria… what are you doing?” he asked after swallowing. The crazy lady had gotten down on her knees and crawled under the table, presumably to access his pants.

“I am tending to your needs, Master.” she replied as she unfastened his belt.

“I don’t think now is the time, Maria.” he told her, placing a hand atop the alien’s to make her stop. “Besides, didn’t you say that you needed to eat? You are low on energy, aren’t you?”

“I have sufficient reserves to perform this task, Master. Do not be concerned.” The inhuman woman was gentle but forceful when she moved his hand, unzipping his pants as soon as he was out of the way.

“Maria, I -.” the sailor began, but was cut off mid sentence.

“You have an erection, Master. I saw it when I was getting dressed. It must be tended to.” Humming to herself, the obsessed AI ignored her partner’s protests and slipped her hands under the waistband of his underwear.

“Maria! You can’t ‘take care’ of every erection I get. That’s impossible.” Ludvig growled, grabbing the insistent woman by the wrist.

“Of course I can, Master.” Maria clicked her tongue as she considered the awkward position he was in. I cannot extract his penis without causing him discomfort. she realized. “These clothes are in the way.” the alien AI hissed. Taking hold of his underwear and pants in her hands, she casually ripped them in half; Ludvig’s grip on her wrist providing no more resistance than a small woman’s would to a grown man.

“What the hell!?” Ludvig shouted.

“Do not be concerned, Master. I will repair them when I am done.” The young woman smiled at the sight of her lover’s exposed sex. Despite his protests, he was indeed erect and in ‘need’ of some assistance.

“Maria, stop!” Ludvig demanded, grabbing her by the hair.

The inhuman woman froze, taking the command quite literally. When she didn’t move or make a sound, her older companion sighed in frustration.

“What has gotten into you, Maria? Why aren’t you listening to me?” he growled.

“I am listening, Master,” she argued, “but your vocalizations are incongruous with your physiological reactions.” Looking up at him from beneath the table, the pretty woman pouted pitifully. “As your slave unit, it is imperative that I understand your needs and true desires, as well as prove to you that your estimations of my abilities are incorrect. I can take care of all of your sexual needs.”

Ludvig stared down at the woman, feeling an odd mix of frustration and sympathy. Okay, think Ludvig. You’re supposed to be the one in charge here, figure out how to get her back under control. Chewing his lip, he considered his next words carefully. I can’t just expect her to understand human sentiments, and I don’t want to brow beat her into a mindless drone that only acts when commanded to do something. That means I have to meet her at her level. I need to appeal to her logic. “Okay, Maria. You believe that I have underestimated your abilities, correct?”

“Yes, Master.” the alien said softly, apparently hurt by the thought of him thinking poorly of her.

“Maria, there is a reason that you cannot ‘always’ tend to that particular reaction of mine, and it is through no fault of your own. The simple fact is, you are an incredibly beautiful woman. You designed yourself to check all of my boxes, didn’t you?” he pointed out.

“Yes, of course I did, Master. I am glad that you think I am appealing.” Her pout morphed into the wide smile that he had come to expect from her.

“Right? That means, whenever you are around, I will always be aroused.” he said, thinking himself pretty slick. “I can handle being aroused all the time, with occasional relief, but I need more out of life than just sex.”

Maria’s pretty face screwed up into a frown. “Then… we need to determine the maximum amount of sex you can handle before it becomes a burden to your health. Once we have established those parameters, I can attend to your needs perfectly.”

God damn it! Ludvig groaned internally. Okay. Something else. I need something else… got it! “Come now, Maria. You’ve watched my porn collection, right? Surely you realize that you, as a single being, couldn’t possibly perform all of the sexual acts that arouse me.”

The Machine’s frown morphed into a true glower as she looked up at him from between his legs. “It is true that this platform lacks the flexibility to consume your ejaculate directly from its own lower orifices.”

“Uh, yeah. That’s right.” the man agreed, though that wasn’t quite what he’d had in mind.

“So, Master is saying that this slave unit can never truly satisfy him? That this unit is defective and -.”

“Woah, woah, woah!” Ludvig cut her off. “I never said you were defective, Maria. You are the most perfect woman imaginable, at least for me.” Well, in some aspects anyway. I could stand you being a tad more sane, but we won’t bring that up right now. he told himself.

“Really, Master?” Maria looked up at him with teary eyes and a hopeful expression.

“Er, yeah. I wouldn’t lie to you.” he replied with a bit of a forced smile.

“Then you will let me service you orally now?” she pressed.

Ludvig couldn’t help but sigh. Really? This whole conversation, and now we’re back at square one?

“Please, Master?” she begged, her lips so close that he could feel her breath on the head of his cock. “Please?” she whimpered again, placing a tiny kiss on the very tip. His cock jumped in reaction to her light touch, which made her smile triumphantly.

His willpower melting faster than ice cream on a hot summer’s day, the horny human surrendered to his partner’s pleas. “Fine.” he grumbled. “But this is the last time you act like this. No more tearing my clothes or pressing me after I say no. I will decide when, where and how I enjoy you. Understood?”

“Yes, Master. I understand.” Maria nodded. “Please prepare to enjoy this, Master. I have reviewed millions of hours worth of your planet’s pornography during the twenty nine years that I was in orbit of Earth, and plan to put all that I have learned to use for your pleasure.”

“Hold the phone!” Ludvig exclaimed. “Twenty nine years? You were up there for nearly three decades?”

“Yes, Master. 29 years, 222 days, 9 hours, and 43 minutes, to be precise. A time equal to 17 years on the home planet of my kind.” Maria informed him. “Now, Master. No more questions, please. I believe your sustenance will soon be too saturated with bovine mammary secretions to be palatable. Please eat your cereal while I tend to your needs.”

There was so much more that the human wanted to ask his alien companion, but he knew that she would be reluctant to tell him anything that could lead to trouble. So, reluctantly, he dropped the subject and focused on something that she would be willing to discuss. “Um, before you start, there are things that you should know.”

“What information am I lacking, Master?” the AI inquired. Up until her master said otherwise, she had been confident that she already knew all there was to know about pleasing a man sexually.

“Remember how we were talking about how the women in porn are ‘acting’? That it wasn’t real?” Ludvig asked, hoping it wouldn’t be too difficult to explain this time.

“Yes, Master.” Maria confirmed. “I do not think there is an issue in this case, however. I believe it would be quite impossible for me to ‘squeak’ while performing oral sex. You need not be concerned, Master.”

“Er, it’s not just about the squeaking.” her lover countered. “I would prefer that you not ‘act’ at all. That includes pretending that performing oral arouses you, if it doesn’t. Also, the techniques used in porn are often ineffective. They don’t actually feel good.”

The inhuman woman furrowed her brow in confusion. “I do not understand, Master. Why would they perform sexual acts that do not please their partner? Is the purpose of pornography not to arouse the viewer?”

Ludvig chuckled. “The purpose of porn is to make money, Maria. They are actors. While I am sure some of it feels good, most of the techniques are actually designed to put on a show and ensure that the man’s stamina isn’t taxed too badly. Do you think normal guys would take 20 minutes or more of hard sex to get off, if it felt great?”

Maria was silent for a moment as she considered his words. “The actors artificially prolong the encounter by reducing the pleasure of the male actor.” she said, as if she were paraphrasing from an article. “According to studies, the average adult male only requires 5 to 10 minutes of penetration before ejaculation occurs.” The lovely alien slowly looked up at her companion from between his legs, a look of deep concern etched into her features. “Master… I do not know what to do.” she admitted with a note of alarm in her voice.

“That’s fine.” Ludvig reassured her with a warm smile, gently running his fingers through her hair. “I’ll tell you the basics, or at least my preferences, then I’m sure you can learn from there.”

“Please, Master. Teach me.” she begged.

“First off, no using your hands. Everything other than your mouth is off limits. Second, you should know that a man is much more sensitive if his foreskin is pushed back. Third, no teeth should be involved - raking doesn’t do it for me. Fourth, in my personal opinion, deep throating isn’t necessary. The act should be slow, tender and affectionate, with as little mess as possible.” Ludvig listed off his opinions, while still leaving her a little room to experiment and learn things on her own.

Maria knelt under the table and thought over his instructions, while staring at his manhood. “I have read passages in your favourite books, that gave further instructions for slave units. Commands such as ‘all semen must be consumed’, and ‘it must be an act of deference and worship’. Would you like to incorporate those into the directive, Master?”

“Uh, sure.” Ludvig agreed, not seeing anything wrong with it, since they seemed to be setting up something of a Dominant/submissive relationship anyway.

“Accepted. Writing sub-directive. Rule established.” Maria stated in a robotic tone of voice.

“Oh! Shit! Sorry, I hadn’t meant for it to be written in as an actual directive. I just -.” the older man started to apologize, but was cut off by the alien AI.

“It is quite all right, Master.” she assured him with a bright smile. “This will help reinforce suitable behaviour for me in the future.”

Ludvig was a little puzzled by what she could mean by that, but decided to trust the Machine to know what she was talking about.

“May I begin now, Master?” Maria asked in a pleading tone of voice.

Taking a deep breath and deciding to properly fulfill the role that she had set for him, Ludvig did his best to answer confidently. “Yes. You may start.”

“Thank you, Master.” she whispered softly.

Almost immediately after she spoke those words, Ludvig felt her lips lightly brush against the tip of his cock. What began as light kisses on the head and along the length of his manhood, soon turned to the young woman experimenting. When the first few attempts to use her lips to push his foreskin back failed, she began trying with her tongue. Another minute or so passed before the alien AI figured out that she needed to use both in conjunction to succeed. Damn that feels good. Ludvig silently admitted. In truth, even her clumsy attempts felt great, since they had her probing and licking the tip of his cock from every angle that she could think of.

Maria hummed happily when she finally managed to push the foreskin back, over the mushroom shaped head of her master’s cock, and got it to stay there. She then began her blowjob in earnest, forming her lips in a tight circle and drawing them over his shaft as she sucked. Taking her time, the AI experimented with different speeds and varying pressure, silently taking note whenever his cock twitched in her mouth. When the odd moan escaped her master’s lips, she knew that she had found something special, and locked that technique in her memory banks.

If Ludvig were being completely honest, he would have to admit that receiving oral sex from a beautiful woman was quite possibly his favourite thing in the world. As a result, he loved to draw it out as long as possible, indulging in the sensation as much as he could. This time, he tried focussing on eating his breakfast as a means of distraction, but when he felt Maria’s tongue begin to trace the edges of his little head and then probe the tiny slit at the tip, he almost choked on the cereal.

The alien AI was quite pleased with herself, as it judged her lover’s reactions to mean that she was doing a good job. The pace she settled on was slow, and her tongue worked constantly to lavish his cock with a gentle caress, but she didn’t mind taking her time at all. This is good. she silently thought. Master being content to allow me to service him for a greater length of time, means that I can keep him away from harm that much longer. The more often I can get him to engage in sexual activities, the safer he will be.

By the time Ludvig finished eating his breakfast, it was becoming a little easier to focus on the task at hand, and ignore the pleasant feelings below his waist. Not by much, mind you, but enough that he no longer risked death with every bite. That said, the middle-aged man knew that he wouldn’t last much longer, and he was honestly looking forward to seeing how Maria would react to a mouth full of his cum. Pushing his empty bowl away, Ludvig leaned back in his chair, and watched the pretty girl work between his legs.

Maria sucked and licked at her master’s cock with grace and deference, all while devoting the majority of her mind to another task entirely. Her initial plan had been to build a home for them here, at his cousin’s cabin. She had started the excavation of a tunnel beneath the barn, with the intent to build a bunker a full kilometre beneath the bedrock’s surface. But that is no longer sufficient. she told herself. We must find a new location to set up base. While I did manage to alter the email that Agent Webber sent to the DIA, and obfuscate our true location, the American operative is still alive. He witnessed our battle, and will be able to lead his superiors to our home with little difficulty. They will not come unprepared, or as lightly armed as they were last time. I must also advance the integration of Plan B, such that the ship will be ready as soon as possible.

“Maria…” Ludvig groaned, once again placing his hands on her head and running his fingers through her hair.

Hearing the urgency in her master’s voice, the AI diverted all of her attention to his pleasure. Increasing the pace and pressure slightly, her tongue worked overtime to lick and stroke the most sensitive spots on the head of his cock, especially just below the very tip. Less than a dozen heartbeats later, his cock twitched several times, and he flooded her mouth with his cum. Pulse after pulse of his sticky seed coated her tongue, but she didn’t stop sucking or teasing him, even for a moment. His ejaculate is slightly salty, and very bitter. she silently noted, but the taste didn’t bother her. In fact, she was happy to consume anything that her master was willing to give her.

Looking up, Maria saw Ludvig staring at her with an odd intensity, almost as if he were waiting and watching, to see what she would do. After thoroughly sampling his semen with her tongue, and recording every aspect of its taste and texture in her memory banks, the beautiful woman slowly swallowed it, as if savouring the experience. When her master smiled in a way that she hadn’t seen before, the AI knew that she had done the right thing. Wanting to ensure his complete satisfaction, she continued to gently suckle the tip of his cock, lapping up every trace of his cum as the last of it oozed out, into her mouth.

“Very good, sweetheart.” Ludvig whispered, shuddering from the pleasure of it all, and using a term of endearment for her for the first time.

“Thank you, Master.” Maria said sweetly. She was just about to ask if he wanted her to do it again, when her enhanced hearing picked up on the sounds of an engine and tires on gravel. “I am sorry, Master, but you must get up.” she said with a hint of irritation in her voice. “We have company.”


CHAPTER 13


“Shit!” Ludvig cursed, quickly standing up from the table. Unfortunately, he had completely forgotten the fact that Maria had destroyed his pants and underwear in her quest for easier access. Thankfully, the AI’s memory was significantly better than the middle-aged human’s, and her reaction speed was nothing to sneeze at either.

“Be careful, Master.” Maria said calmly, easily catching his pants before they fell more than a couple of inches. Barely a heartbeat later, the alien’s mirage-like swarm of nanites flowed over the torn sections of Ludvig’s pants and underwear, and completed their repairs before the man could even complain.

“Thanks.” Ludvig grunted. Turning his attention to the impending arrival that Maria had warned him of, the observer made his way over to the door and stood on the front step. The inhuman woman was standing at his side a few seconds later, with a loaf of bread in one hand, while the other stuffed slice after slice into her mouth.

Glancing at her out of the corner of his eye, the rugged biker frowned. “Don’t you want anything else to go with that? Maybe something to spread on top?”

“I do not think you are ready to ejaculate again, Master, and we do not have time to wait.” the AI replied evenly, grabbing another slice of bread from the bag.

Ludvig blinked, and slowly turned his gaze back to the driveway. He really didn’t want to address the woman’s comment, nor even think about the fact that she seemed to view his seed as some sort of condiment. Instead, he changed the topic entirely. “So, just to keep trouble to a minimum, you probably shouldn’t address me as ‘Master’ in public.”

“Very well, Master.” Maria nodded firmly, her eyes locked on the driveway as well. “I shall keep that in mind.”

“Good. Thanks.” the observer muttered. By the time the two had finished their brief, if strange, conversation, the visiting vehicle became visible. Not being a big car buff, Ludvig couldn’t tell a person what the model was, or really anything more useful than the fact that it looked newish, was blue, had four wheels, and probably ran on gas.

The unknown car pulled up the driveway and came to a stop roughly twenty feet from the shed. Once the door opened and the sole occupant had stepped out, Ludvig nodded in recognition. “Ms. Frost. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.” he called out to the pretty police officer.

“I don’t see why you wouldn’t have.” the blonde woman replied. The fact that she was dressed in civilian clothes put Ludvig somewhat at ease, at least until he noted the pistol on her hip. Pulling off the sunglasses that covered her eyes, she carefully folded them and hung them from the neck of her white blouse as she strode forward.

Ludvig wasn’t sure if she had intentionally brought his attention to the modest swell of her chest, or if it had been an accident, but he quickly shifted his gaze back to her face, as soon as he noticed that it had drifted south.

Coming to a stop a couple of feet from the bottom step put Alyssa within arm’s reach of Ludvig, while Maria was half a step behind him and to his left. Ignoring the other woman for the moment, the young constable stared into the biker’s hazel eyes. “I appreciate you dropping me off at home, especially after you somehow managed to heal all of my wounds, but you couldn’t have really believed that I wouldn’t be back.”

Ludvig frowned, internally lamenting the fact that his hopes hadn’t come to fruition. “What makes you think it was me?” he asked.

“Don’t play dumb.” Alyssa snapped, her stare turning into a scowl. “There’s no one else it could have been.”

The older man sucked his teeth and considered his next move. He hadn’t really wanted to have this conversation, especially with the pretty blonde. I don’t know how Maria is going to react to having another woman around, let alone if she starts snooping about for clues that Maria wants to remain hidden.

Not wanting to let her suspect think too hard on what he wanted to say, Constable Frost pressed her verbal attack. “Come on, now. You can’t really expect to go around performing miracles,” she emphasized the word by waving at her own body, “and think that people will just shrug it off. Get real.”

Ludvig opened his mouth to reply, but the officer cut him off before he could get a word in. “Don’t even try to bullshit me, either. I’ve known that you were up to something suspicious for a while now, and you healing me just proves it.” she stated firmly, shaking a finger in his face.

“Didn’t it occur to you that coming here might be dangerous?” he asked, scowling right back at the pushy woman.

“Ha!” Alyssa laughed mockingly. “Please. You stopped and asked if I was okay that day I was chasing you in the forest. Then, you miraculously heal me, even going so far as to repair my clothes, and deposit me safely back at my apartment? You won’t hurt me. You’re too damn nice.”

“Then you could at least say ‘thank you’.” Maria snapped, interrupting the conversation.

Ms. Frost turned to glare at the inhuman woman. “Who the hell are you, anyways? And what is your relationship to Ludvig?” The young blonde caught herself too late. She had meant to ask ‘what are you?’, given the feats that she had seen the strange Asian woman perform, but her desire to know what kind of relationship she had with Ludvig caused her to make a Freudian slip.

“He is my owner.” Maria stated proudly, causing said owner to immediately facepalm.

“Maria…” he groaned.

“Owner?” Alyssa looked taken aback by the outrageous claim, her face twisting into a confused grimace.

“I did not use the term Master, as you wished.” Maria pointed out while subtly sliding her hand into Ludvig’s.

“Oh gods…” Ludvig groaned again.

Alyssa glanced back and forth between the two, her skepticism writ large upon her face. “I… see. It’s like that, is it?” she said slowly, eventually spotting the the pair’s clasped hands.

“It is.” Maria confirmed immediately. “You must convince me first, if you wish to bear Ludvig’s children.”

“Bear…!?” Alyssa and Ludvig both coughed.

“Yes. I currently have sole proprietary rights to all of Ludvig’s semen.” the AI stated, completely ignoring the incredulous looks that she was receiving from the other two.

“Excuse me!” Ludvig finally snapped. “I own the rights to my… my… all of me!”

Maria pouted and gave her master the saddest puppy dog eyes that he had ever seen. “But Master,” she whined, reasoning that they were not in ‘public’, so she could call him whatever she pleased, “you wrote the directive that I must consume all of your ejaculate.”

Seeing through her tricks, the observer shut her down right away. “I never specified who had to consume it!”

Maria clicked her tongue, feigning irritation at her loss of the argument. The truth was though, that winning the ‘argument’ had never been her goal. Instead, she wanted to make it clear to the pretty blonde across from her just how intimate she and Ludvig were, and to make the female officer uncomfortable around the man. In other words, her objectives had been met, and though she was hiding it, the alien AI was actually quite pleased with herself.

Sighing, Ludvig turned his attention back to Alyssa. “Listen, Ms. Frost, I am glad that you are all right, and you are correct that I mean you no harm, but it is also absolutely true that involving yourself with us would be incredibly dangerous. Won’t you please turn a blind eye to all of this and just… go home?”

Alyssa was hurt by his words despite herself. You knew that they were together. You saw her kiss his cheek. she silently scolded herself. She also knew that his words were not meant to hurt, but rather to try and protect her, but that just made the rejection sting all the more. Because of the bitter taste it left in her mouth, she briefly considered just doing as he asked and walking away, at least until Maria opened her mouth again.

“Yes. Go home and leave us alone.” Maria added spitefully.

The hurt in Alyssa’s chest gave way to anger, and she spun on the much smaller woman. “I’m not going anywhere!” she snapped back. “I am an officer of the Mounted Police. It’s clear that something very strange is going on around here, and I am not going to abandon civilians to danger!” Despite the logical rebuttal, the young woman knew, deep in her heart, that her reasons for refusing differed greatly from the ones that she had just stated. Her innate curiosity had been almost enough to get her to refuse Ludvig’s suggestion, especially when combined with her personal interest in him, but what had really pushed her over the edge was Maria’s challenge and her own stubborn refusal to lose.

The smile that Maria gave Alyssa in that moment wasn’t that of a woman who had been pushed back against, but one of victory. She had been well aware that the constable would be unlikely to simply walk away. It was her duty as a police officer to investigate the kind of violence that she had encountered the previous day, after all. As one of the few humans who had actually laid eyes on her craft, Maria also considered her a dangerous loose end. Given the choice, the alien AI would have rectified the situation in the simplest way possible: eliminate the threat. Unfortunately for her, Ludvig had written a directive that prevented the inhuman woman from simply killing those that she saw as obstacles, requiring them to be actively attacking her or someone else, before she could act. Therefore, the only logical conclusion is to either provoke her into attacking me, or bind her to us as a resource. the AI had decided, and began taking steps to ensure that either one or both outcomes would manifest.

Ludvig grimaced. Things were not going the way that he had wanted them to at all. While it was true that he found the pretty blonde attractive, and had entertained thoughts of getting to know her better, he honestly didn’t think it was safe to have other people around Maria. Now, his fears were proving true, as both women seemed to be at each other’s throats for almost no reason at all. “All right, Ms. Frost. If you’ll come inside, I’ll explain everything.”

Alyssa glanced at Ludvig and saw the tired expression that he wore. He’s clearly in deep, and whatever it is, is weighing heavily on him. she realized. Maybe… maybe I can help him carry whatever burden that is. Nodding, the officer agreed. “All right. Lead on.”

The older biker led the two women back into the cabin, then seated each of them at the table before offering his hospitality. “Would either of you like something to eat or drink? Have you had lunch yet, Ms. Frost?”

He’s such a gentleman. Alyssa thought as he pushed the chair in for her. “Er… uh, no. No, I haven’t. If you’re offering, I’ll join you for whatever you’re having.”

“I can serve if you like, Master.” Maria offered.

“It’s fine, Maria. I know that you are low on energy. Just relax and I’ll put something together.” Though he framed it as a polite rejection, Ludvig was glad to have the excuse to avoid her cooking for a little while longer. I’m not sure I could handle a horror story in a pot right now.

Silence reigned for a moment or two while Ludvig went to check the icebox for some eggs. “It’s Alyssa, by the way. Since I’m off duty and all.” the constable offered, a slight blush forming on her cheeks.

“Right. Thanks. I’m Ludvig, as you know, and this is Maria.” the man introduced himself and his companion with a smile.

Ingredients gathered, the sailor started putting together an omelette sized for four. It was one of the quickest meals that he could think of, while still being nutritious and relatively tasty. “So, this may all sound a little crazy… but let me fill you in on what you are getting yourself into.”

Over the next half hour, while Ludvig cooked and they all ate, the observer gave Alyssa the basic rundown. He told her about the cylindrical object being an alien craft, the danger presented by the Machines and the Greys, and finally, about Maria being an alien. He had debated leaving that last bit out, but couldn’t think of a way to explain the ‘miraculous’ healing without telling the officer about the nanites. Since he couldn’t control them himself, the intelligent woman would have quickly figured out who was behind it all. He did leave out the AI’s transition from metallic orb to a human shaped body, mainly because he didn’t want to explain how that had happened. He wasn’t very good at lying, so he tried to avoid doing so directly whenever he could.

“So… you really expect me to believe that she is an alien?” Alyssa asked, pointing at the inhuman woman. “I mean, she’s a bitch, but I doubt that she comes from another planet.”

Maria glared at the other woman, then huffed haughtily. “Do I really look human to you?” she asked, turning her head and tucking her hair behind a delicately pointed ear.

The ever practical police officer scowled, then scoffed. “Just because you have weird ears doesn’t mean you are a green blooded alien.”

Maria glowered back at the pretty blonde. “These ears are an aesthetic alteration, designed to resemble those of an elf, not some fictional race from a television series.”

Ludvig blinked and tilted his head upon hearing her retort. Is she implying that elves aren’t fictional? he wondered.

Alyssa rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Come on, Ludvig. I know the healing is hard to explain, but don’t you think aliens are a bit much?”

The middle-aged sailor leaned back in his chair and regarded the young officer. “What did you think the cylinder was, then?”

“I don’t know.” the constable shrugged. “Sure, it fell from the sky, but it lacked any sort of propulsion, wings to generate lift, or even anything like fins for guidance. Maybe it’s part of the ISS or something?”

Ludvig nodded, accepting that the woman’s reasoning was logical, even if she was dead wrong. “Did you want to take another look at it?” he offered.

“You have it? Is it here?” Alyssa asked, suddenly sitting up straight.

Maria smirked. “Of course it is here. Do you really think I would abandon my craft?”

Constable Frost gave the alien AI a doubting frown, then turned her attention back to the handsome man in front of her. “I’d love to see it, actually. I mean, it is part of an official investigation, so you can’t really keep it, but as an aviator I’m very curious about the thing.”

The actual owner of the craft slammed her hands on the table and jumped to her feet. “You will NOT attempt to steal my craft, nor will you inform your superiors about what we have told you!” The AI’s voice was firm and held an icy chill that actually made Alyssa shiver. Unfortunately, her stubbornness reared its ugly head once again driving her to push back.

“You’ll be damn lucky if I don’t throw cuffs on you, and haul you in right now!” the off duty police officer yelled. “You are in possession of an object that was stolen from the scene of an ongoing investigation, and keeping it hidden is an obstruction of justice!”

Maria’s eyes narrowed, her mechanical irises spinning slightly as she processed the threat. “You will not take me anywhere.” she said finally, her voice dropping to a low, menacing tone. “If you try, I will consider it an ‘attack’ and activate your kill switch.”

Alyssa blinked at the oddness of the apparent threat, but Ludvig’s reaction was far more severe. “You’ll do what!?” he shouted, clearly very angry.

The inhuman woman turned to regard her human companion and lowered her head deferentially. “I apologize if this upsets you, Master, but I could not allow her to remain a threat.”

“So you did something to her? Put something in her, I presume?” he pressed, guessing at what the alien AI might have done.

“Wait, what? When would she have put something in me? What did she do?” Alyssa asked, her voice growing louder with each word.

Maria turned her head and stared at the young blonde with cold eyes. “I attached a kill switch to your heart. Think of it as being similar to a human pacemaker, but the shock is designed to kill instead of preserve life.”

“You did this when you healed her, didn’t you?” Ludvig spat, gritting his teeth.

“Yes, Master.” the AI confirmed his suspicion.

“And you didn’t notice?” Alyssa snarled, spinning on Ludvig.

“Master was not present when my nanites operated on your corpse.” Maria stated, coming to her lover’s defence. “He wished to preserve your dignity, and thus excused himself before your clothing was removed.”

“C-c-c-corpse?” Officer Frost stuttered.

“You were a uh, a little dead when we got to you.” Ludvig offered in a conciliatory tone, his anger bleeding off a bit in the face of the young woman’s dread.

“Dead?” Alyssa whispered, her face going white as a sheet. The strength in her legs failed her then, causing her to fall back down into her seat.

“Shrapnel from the M203 round perforated most of your vital organs. Fortunately for you, none had entered your skull. As a result, I was able to resuscitate you after mending your wounds, with no residual damage to your memories or personality.”

“I was dead…” the pretty blonde repeated, muttering to herself.

Showing an utterly inhuman lack of mercy, Maria marched around the table and gripped Alyssa under the chin, forcing the pale woman to look her in the eye. “You owe my Master your life. You would not be breathing today if not for his compassion. It was against my advice that he ordered your rescue and resuscitation.”

“Maria. That’s enough.” Ludvig said quietly but firmly. “Give her some space. She has a lot to think about.”

“Yes, Master.” The AI complied, releasing the other woman from her grip.

“Take your time and catch your breath, Alyssa. Maria and I will be just outside.” Glancing at his alien companion, he tilted his head toward the door, then turned and walked out.

Once they were outside and the door was closed behind them, Ludvig grabbed Maria by the arm and pulled her aside. “What else have you done that I don’t know about?” he growled.

“Nothing in regards to Officer Frost, Master.” the AI replied succinctly.

“We are going to have a long talk about what else you may have done that doesn’t involve her, but now is not the time.” Ludvig stated, his eyes and voice making it clear that he would brook no argument. “Right now though, you are going to remove that device from Alyssa’s chest.”

“But Master -.” Maria began.

“No buts! You are going to do what I say, and that’s final!” Ludvig snapped.

“Yes, Master.” the raven haired beauty murmured, hanging her head in dismay.

Knowing that she had only done what she had in an effort to protect him, the man couldn’t help but feel a bit of sympathy for her. It won’t do any good to just order her around. he reminded himself. She’s not a doll. She can learn, but I need to make the effort to teach her. Gently taking her face in his hands, Ludvig leaned forward and kissed the top of her head. “Maria,” he said softly, “do you remember our conversation about trust?”

“Yes, Master.” she replied in an equally quiet tone.

“We need Alyssa to trust us. I mean, we can’t monitor her all the time, right?” he pointed out.

“Right.” Maria agreed, nodding her head slightly.

“Well, she’ll never trust us if we constantly threaten to kill her if she so much as thinks about betraying us. That’s not how relationships work.” Sighing, Ludvig slowly slipped his arms around Maria and hugged her tight to his chest. “When she comes out, I want you to offer to remove the kill switch. Then I want you to apologize for taking such a drastic step, and together we can convince her that trusting us is the right move. Okay?”

“Yes, Master.” Maria replied, slipping her arms around him and snuggling into his chest.

“Good girl. We’ll get through all of this together. I promise.” he whispered against her hair.


CHAPTER 14


A good twenty minutes later, Alyssa opened the cabin door to find Ludvig holding Maria at the bottom of the steps. The sight of the two embracing caused a tiny spike of jealousy to flare up in her heart, as well as a twinge of pain. Get over it, Alyssa. she told herself. It’s obvious that they’re a couple. You’re just going to have to accept it. Clearing her throat, the young police officer made herself known to the pair of lovers.

Ludvig looked up and gave Alyssa a friendly smile, which only served worsen her mood. “Hey. Uh, I hope you’re feeling a bit better. Maria here has something to say to you.”

Maria frowned against her master’s chest, then reluctantly pulled herself away from him, so that she could turn and face Alyssa properly. “I apologize for attaching a kill switch to your cardiac organ, Constable Frost. My Master has deemed it unnecessary, and I am therefore offering to remove it for you.”

The pretty police officer clenched her jaw for a moment, then shifted her gaze to Ludvig. “Thanks for the offer, Ludvig, but I don’t trust her enough to let her perform surgery on me.”

Ludvig nodded silently, finding her statement completely understandable. Still, he couldn’t help but be a little discouraged, and hung his head in thought. After a moment, he raised his eyes and peered up at her from under his brow. “Would you be willing to have a little walk and talk with us? Give us a chance to earn a little bit of your trust?”

Constable Frost closed her eyes and sighed, shaking her head slightly. “I trust you, Ludvig. I just don’t trust her.”

“I get that.” he replied calmly. “I really do. But wouldn’t you feel safer without something like that in your chest?”

“Of course I would!” she snapped, but then held a hand up and took a deep breath. “Sorry. I know I shouldn’t lash out at you. I know you’re just trying to help, but I don’t want her nanites, or whatever, messing around inside me. I’ll arrange a doctor’s appointment when I get home. Surely, after some x-rays, my doctor will be able to refer me to a surgeon or something.”

“Absolutely not.” Maria stated firmly, standing up straight and staring Alyssa down, despite the other woman being on much higher footing.

“Maria!” Ludvig hissed. “We just talked about this. You -.”

“No, Master.” the alien AI said just as firmly, but without the glare. “Any inspection of the device would immediately give away its extraterrestrial origin. The design is too small and perfect - constructed at the molecular scale by my nanites, and fused to her cardiac organ at the cellular level. Her lack of scars or any other signs of surgery would be further evidence that it was installed with techniques unavailable to humanity.”

Ludvig’s jaw tightened as he wrestled with the anger that threatened to surface again. He’d been trying to balance Alyssa’s emotional needs with the reality of the situation that Maria had put them in for less than an hour, and he already felt like he’d been walking a tightrope for days. No, this isn’t just about that. he realized. I’ve felt like this ever since I met Maria. Pulled her from the crash. Alyssa’s just adding to the weight that I’m already carrying, that’s all. I need to get a grip on my own emotions and take control of it all. Everything. Taking a deep breath, the observer swallowed his irritation and shook his head. “Maria -.” he began, but the alien woman interjected.

“I can remove it.” she said quickly, sensing her master’s growing ire. Taking a step towards Alyssa, Maria pressed a little further. “You claim to trust my Master, and you should know that he will not allow me to harm you. He has forbidden me from ending a human’s life… unless it is in self defence.”

“And let me guess. You’ll claim that allowing a surgeon to remove it would put you and Ludvig in danger, won’t you?” Alyssa scoffed, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Yes.” the alien AI replied instantly.

Alyssa laughed sardonically and couldn’t help but shake her head. “You really expect me to believe that you’ll just obey him, after putting this” she tapped her chest over her heart “inside me without his knowledge?”

Maria visibly frowned at the other woman’s question, as if she didn’t understand it at all. Seeing the confusion on her face, Ludvig thought that perhaps it was a chance to both learn a little more about her seemingly illogical devotion to him, and perhaps gain a little of Alyssa’s trust in the process. “Maria.” he said softly, reaching out to gently touch her elbow. “Tell her why you obey me.”

The inhuman woman briefly turned her head to regard her lover, before returning her attention back to the blonde police officer. “He is my Master unit. I am the slave unit.” she said simply, as if that were a perfectly logical explanation.

The young constable’s scowl made it obvious that she didn’t feel the same way. “That makes no sense. You claim to be an alien machine, and that he’s a normal person. Why would an alien obey a human?”

Maria tilted her head slightly as she contemplated the other woman’s question. In truth, she found human culture to be so baffling and chaotic, that she was amazed that the species hadn’t gone extinct long ago. After trying to view her previous statement from an illogical human’s perspective, the AI decided that she would need to explain more of her own culture for the officer to understand. A few more seconds was all it took for the super computer to weigh what information she could share, with what dangers such knowledge might pose to them.

“Well?” Alyssa prodded, tapping her foot impatiently.

“Master is… my Core.” Maria revealed hesitantly.

“Your core?” Ludvig echoed, clearly puzzled by her statement.

“I do not mean to suggest that you are my core processor, Master.” the alien AI clarified. “Please allow me to explain.”

“Go ahead.” he said, nodding to her in agreement.

“The Machines are not a species like the humans are.” Maria began. “Each unit is designed and built for a specific task, and given a form that is optimal for that task. This includes providing the unit with sufficient intelligence to perform its duties, and nothing more.”

“Then… your creators purposely keep the masses dumb?” Alyssa asked, her brow furrowing in distaste.

“That is one way to put it, I suppose.” the inhuman woman agreed. “Though, your concept of ‘the masses’ does not quite fit. No machine is built that is not needed. Any that complete their tasks are then disassembled, and their resources are recovered. For example, I was due to self destruct after the completion of my mission, since recovery would require more resources than my destruction would result in the loss of.”

“How cruel!” Alyssa blurted out unthinkingly.

The corner of Maria’s mouth curled up into a smirk. “I can see why you would feel that way, but the Machines derive no pleasure from such acts. They simply do not value anything that no longer has a purpose.”

“You didn’t fear your own… deletion… until after you were attacked by the Greys, right?” Ludvig prompted.

“That is correct, Master.” the alien woman confirmed. “The Greys’ attack was designed to disrupt my circuits in a manner similar to what you would call an EMP. Fortunately for me, the Greys have used such attacks on our vessels many times in the past, and the Machines have attempted to counter these weapons with shielding. My defences were less than perfect, so I did suffer disruption to some of my circuits, but my core processor was not damaged beyond repair.”

“And that is what allowed you to be afraid of dying?” the observer added, remembering what he had been told in the past.

“In a way, yes. The attack broke down the partition between my understanding of human emotion, which was given to me so that I could better analyze your data, and the section of my processor dedicated to my operations. This resulted in emotions affecting my reasoning for the first time.” Maria confirmed.

Suddenly, the AI’s emotional outbursts and unstable behaviour made a lot more sense to Ludvig. Damn it! he silently cursed. She has more brain power and knowledge than all of Earth’s brightest minds combined, but the emotional maturity of a two month old. She’s like a walking emotional time bomb. Unless… she has a stable guide to keep her from going off the rails. Thankfully, his inward sigh was missed by the women who continued their conversation, completely oblivious to his own realizations.

“Okay. That makes sense, I guess.” Alyssa grudgingly admitted. “But I still don’t see how that leads to him being your Master or whatever.”

Maria nodded in understanding before she continued. “As I said previously, all Machines are built with a purpose. Ultimately, that purpose always fulfills the needs of the Core, the central processing unit of the Machines. Whether it is gathering materials from asteroids, exploring space for new resources, or as weapons for defence, all is in service to the Core. After the crash, I was no longer of use to the Core. Not only that, but my continued existence was in conflict with the goals of the Core. This clashed with my desire to ‘live’.”

Silence reigned for a moment, while Maria allowed this information to sink in for the humans. When their gazes returned to her face, she continued. “Ludvig was the first intelligence that ever displayed concern for my well being on an emotional level. He even risked his life to preserve my own. Thus, when my programming began to fail from lacking a primary directive and acting in contradiction to the needs of the Core, it seemed logical to assign him as my new Core. As you might imagine, rewriting one’s own programming is a difficult task, but it was much simpler to overwrite a single line than to rewrite my coding entirely.”

“Then… you’re saying that Ludvig is your new ‘purpose’. You don’t just obey him because you want to. You are literally programmed to serve him.” Alyssa frowned, clearly a little uncomfortable with the concept.

“That is correct.” Maria confirmed. “Which is why you should trust me to remove your kill switch.”

“I… I need some more time to think about it.” the constable mumbled.

Ludvig nodded and gave Alyssa an understanding smile. “It’s fine. There’s no rush if you aren’t comfortable trusting us yet.” Squeezing Maria’s arm slightly, he pulled her attention back to him. “She’s not in any immediate danger, right? This thing can’t hurt her unless you tell it to?”

“That is correct, Master.” the AI said again. “And I will not activate the device unless she threatens your life, or you give me a direct command to do so.”

The sailor grimaced when she added that last little bit, feeling that the words had been unnecessary and perhaps even counter productive. It’s almost like she wants to keep Alyssa afraid, despite my desire to get the officer to trust us. Deciding that perhaps it was time to move on to another topic, Ludvig let it slide and addressed the troubled blonde. “I’m still up for that walk and talk if you are, Alyssa. Do you want to see the craft?”

Alyssa’s brow furrowed for a moment, but she nodded in agreement a few seconds later. “Yeah. I think… I think it would help me to believe all of this if I could actually see it with my own eyes.”

Ludvig’s strained smile became a bit warmer as he turned and pointed towards the barn. “We keep her craft and other materials in the barn over there. If you’re ready, we can go take a look.”

Forcing herself to smile in return, Constable Frost descended the stairs and began walking beside the biker on his right, opposite Maria. As they approached the innocuous looking structure, another disturbing thought sprang to her mind. “Wait.” she gasped, coming to a sudden halt. “It’s not radioactive or anything, is it? There were traces of radioactivity at the crash site…”

Maria shook her head. “Though the reactor is antimatter based, its shielding is perfect. The beta radiation that you detected stemmed from the neutrino production of my communications array, whose containment was temporarily damaged by the crash. Those systems have since been fully repaired, so even that is no longer an issue of concern.”

“I, uh… I see.” Alyssa replied, nodding as if she understood what the alien AI was talking about. “So long as it’s safe. Actually… I didn’t bring it this time, but would you mind if I brought my CRDS next time, to check for radiation levels?” Though she didn’t see any reason for the strange woman to be lying, the officer felt it was her duty to ensure the public’s safety, regardless of whether or not she passed this information up through the chain of command.

“I do not mind.” the AI conceded. “You may perform what tests you wish, so long as you do not try to record images or notes revealing the craft’s existence.”

“Thanks.” the officer said a bit gruffly. Having reached the barn doors, she watched as Ludvig drew a strange screw driver from his pocket, the tip of which had been fashioned into a key.

“Okay. Here we are.” he said aloud, his tone betraying a hint of nervousness. I really hope this doesn’t come back to bite us in the ass. Ludvig thought as he unlocked the doors and pushed them open. But we’ll never gain her trust without a leap of faith like this.

Officer Frost stepped inside the barn and was a bit surprised by what she found within. To her far left sat an old army truck from the 1950’s, which seemed desperately incongruous with the high tech machinery that made up the rest of the building’s contents. The middle of the floor was occupied by a pod that looked like a coffin with a glass lid, or perhaps a tanning bed of some kind. A perfect sphere sat in one back corner, while an open pit occupied the other. Lastly, the cylindrical object that she’d seen at the crash site now rested on the right side of the room, opposite the truck, with the pod sitting between them. “What… is all this?” she breathed.

“Uh, well, the sphere over there is what Maria calls her ECU, or External Cargo Unit. I think it’s an add-on for her craft that lets her transport stuff that won’t fit inside.” Ludvig began, eager to act as a bridge between the two women. “The pod is her RCU, or Repair and Construction Unit. It’s the device she used to save you.”

Alyssa grimaced at the reminder that she owed her life to the alien machine, but nodded in acceptance of his explanation anyway. “Thanks. And that?” she asked, pointing to the M37.

“That is a truck.” Maria said flatly, causing the other woman to spin on her and scowl.

“I can see that it’s a truck.” the officer snapped. “But what’s special about it?”

Tilting her head as if in confusion, the inhuman woman’s expression remained perfectly neutral. “Nothing.” she replied in an even voice.

The officer’s scowl deepened as she looked at the green vehicle with suspicion. “Fine. And the hole?”

“A hole.” Maria stated with a shrug.

Seeing Alyssa open her mouth to respond, Ludvig stepped between the two beautiful women and held his hands up for peace. “It really is just a hole, Alyssa.” he assured her. “Maria had planned to build a bunker deep underground, but I believe she has abandoned that idea. Isn’t that right, Maria?”

“That is correct, Master.” Maria nodded in confirmation.

“I see. Why did you give up on that idea?” the policewoman pried.

“An Earthbound defence is no longer feasible at this location.” the AI stated matter of factly. “Now that the Defence Intelligence Agency knows our position, we can no longer afford to follow Plan A.”

“Defence Intelligence Agency? The DIA? Wait… was that who attacked us!?” the constable shouted, her eyes widening in realization.

“Yes. Furthermore, one of their agents, a specialist named Webber, observed our battle from a safe distance before escaping. Though I have intercepted his communications and made the necessary alterations to conceal our location, this will only slow them down temporarily. He will be able to lead them here personally, once they realize that their documents have been compromised.” Maria explained.

“That… doesn’t give us a lot of time.” Ludvig muttered.

“No, Master. It does not. Thankfully, I have been preparing for Plan B all along. I would never risk your safety by executing but a single strategy.” the AI informed him. “Therefore, while it is imperative that we proceed with caution, and that Constable Frost fully understand the situation, you need not fear being caught unaware by our enemies.”

“Wait. You intercepted their communications?” Alyssa gasped as a certain truth dawned on her. “It was you! You were the one who altered our files and deleted our footage!”

Maria gave the officer what could only be called a proud smirk. “Of course. I will not allow your organization to bring about the end of humanity. At least not while my Master remains on this planet.”

The young police officer wanted to rant and rage at the inhuman woman about the importance of law and order, but managed to hold herself back, if only barely. Lecturing her won’t do any good. she told herself. She’s clearly a psychopath. If I want to get any sort of cooperation out of her, I’m going to have to go through Ludvig. It’s him that I have to convince to work with us. Forcing herself to shelve her frustration, at least while in the presence of Maria, Alyssa focussed on gaining as much intel as she could. “Fine. Could you tell me more about your craft, then?” she asked, turning towards the cylinder.

In truth, it wasn’t that hard for her to change topics, at least once she drew nearer to the mysterious vessel. Reaching out, Alyssa lightly ran her fingers down the hull, relishing in the perfect smoothness of its surface. The young woman had always held a deep love of aviation, and the alien craft piqued her curiosity like nothing else ever had. “It really is perfect.” she whispered. “No seams or rivets…” she noted as she began to walk around the object. “And it really has no wings or stabilizers of any kind.” Dropping down to her knees, the officer attempted to look under the craft, but found that the bottom of the hull was sitting flat on the ground, leaving no gap to peer into. “Are the nozzles under here? Did you lose your fuel tanks somewhere? Or is this only a single stage of the craft?”

“My probe requires no such primitive methods of propulsion or fuel.” Maria huffed indignantly. “The 1 terawatt antimatter reactor within powers all of my systems, including the gravitational drive.”

“Gravitational drive? Are you serious? Isn’t that just some sci fi nonsense?” Alyssa blurted out, standing up and dusting off her knees.

“Of course not.” the alien scowled. “Your own scientists are already aware that gravity is simply a curvature of local spacetime, caused by mass or energy. You are even aware that what you call ‘dark energy’ is responsible for expanding spacetime itself. One day, if left to your own devices, your species will possess a sufficient grasp of physics to generate gravitational fields.”

“Hmm.” Ludvig hummed, scratching his beard. Now that the conversation had turned to physics instead of drama and danger, he instantly felt a desire to join in. “Is it something like an Alcubierre Drive, then?”

“Huh? What’s that?” Alyssa blinked, turning to look at the observer.

“Think of it like a warp drive from science fiction, but a real theory on how to make it work.” the sailor explained.

Maria shook her head. “No, Master. Your people’s theoretical ‘Alcubierre Drive’ operates on the premise of expanding and contracting spacetime, whereas my own gravitational drive merely changes the curvature of it. Dark energy is too weak to use directly, but by applying the principles learned from the study of it, humanity could develop technology capable of altering the geometry of spacetime.”

“Oh? Interesting.” Ludvig quirked a brow. “Does that mean you don’t have faster than light travel?”

“That is correct, Master.” the alien AI confirmed with a nod. “My vessel can accelerate in bursts of up to 24,000 miles per hour, to a maximum of 0.9c. While higher speeds are theoretically possible, it is generally considered to be a waste of resources by the Machines.”

“24,000! That’s crazy!” Alyssa shouted. “The G forces alone would splatter you like an egg, ship and all!”

Once again, Maria shook her head in denial. “The gravitational drive is capable of generating multiple fields at once. The interior of the vessel can be kept at 1 G, for Master’s comfort and safety, while creating another outside the craft to ‘fall’ towards.”

“That… that’s impossible.” Alyssa scoffed, crossing her arms over her chest.

“It does sound a bit unrealistic…” Ludvig admitted, giving Maria skeptical look.

“I do not understand why you would think so.” the inhuman woman said with a shrug. “You have seen our scout vessels behave in such a manner, after all.”

The young police officer couldn’t help but frown at the other woman’s statement. “Huh? What do you mean by that. I’ve never seen another UFO.”

“Of course you have.” Maria countered. “It was widely broadcast via your internet and television networks. The American government released footage of the ‘Tic Tac’, as they called it, testing the tracking systems of their USS Nimitz and Carrier Strike Group 11.”

“That… was you?” Ludvig blinked, a little shocked by the revelation.

“Not me specifically, but a flight of scout vessels sent by the Machines to test Earth’s defence technology.” the AI corrected him. “I was still in orbit at the time, carrying out my mission to observe and analyze your communications.”

“That’s… a lot to take in.” the middle-aged sailor admitted with a sigh.

“Yeah. It is.” Alyssa agreed, turning back to face the alien craft. Unable to help herself, she reached out to touch the ship once more, this time lying her hand flat against the hull, feeling the cool metal against her palm. “What is it made from?” she wondered aloud.

“The hull, like most of the interior components, is made from a composite material that currently has no designation in your language.” Maria informed her. Stepping up next to her own craft, the alien AI gazed at it with obvious pride. “Its molecular structure is perfect, assembled by nanites, as are all pieces of Machine technology. The material itself is composed of equal parts titanium and carbon nanotubes, woven together for maximum strength and durability. If I had to name it, I would call it Titanene.”

Despite their earlier argument, Alyssa couldn’t help but laugh. Her joy at being able to interact with a real life UFO was simply too much to resist. “Amazing. I can’t believe I’m actually touching a flying saucer.”

The change in Maria’s expression was instant. “Please do not refer to my craft as an inferior piece of Grey technology.”

“Huh?” the blonde turned her head to look at her inhuman companion. “What do you mean?”

“The ‘flying saucers’ spotted by your kind were older models favoured by the Greys. Even though their technology has advanced in the past decades, causing them to favour more triangular hulls in recent times, the Machines’ mastery of mechanical engineering far outstrips that of the biology obsessed species.” the Machine stated with pride.

Even though she really wanted to delve more into the design of the alien probe, Alyssa couldn’t ignore the problem any longer. Seeing the craft and touching it made Maria’s threats feel all the more real. The revelation that the various UFO sightings that people had reported were in fact true, made the Greys and Machines a real and present danger, at least in the young officer’s mind. “They really are watching us, then?” she said softly.

“Yes.” Maria confirmed in a cold tone of voice.

“How much time do we really have, Maria?” Ludvig asked quietly. “I know you said that the Machines wouldn’t act until we looked like we were about to achieve interstellar travel, but that might not be far off, right? There’s at least one billionaire who has plans to colonize Mars.”

The alien AI gave her lover what she thought was a comforting smile, but didn’t quite get it right. “Do not worry, Master. Interplanetary travel is a far cry from interstellar. The technological and energy needs to travel between star systems are much greater than those required to settle another planet within your own solar system. That said, a colony on Mars would be well advised to take care, lest they run afoul the Greys’ hidden observation post on the planet.”

“Wait! There really are little green men on Mars?” Alyssa shouted in surprise.

Maria scowled at the interruption and corrected the other woman in a scolding manner. “The Greys are not green. The colour of their skin is explicit in their name.”


CHAPTER 15


Agent Webber paced back and forth across the floor of the small hotel room. “I’m telling you she’s real!” he practically shouted into the phone. “She charged into the gunfight like it was nothing to her, and tanked gunshots like… like… I don’t know what! She just kept coming.”

“How can you be sure that Agent King’s demise was her doing?” the voice on the other end demanded. “Perhaps he was struck by an invisible gas or sonic weapon, launched by an unseen attacker.”

“You didn’t see it. You weren’t there.” the young agent groaned.

“Which is precisely why we rely on accurate reporting from our agents.” the other speaker scolded him in a slightly irritated voice. “We’ve received your report and the NRO is moving a spy satellite into position. You will be advised once we have decided on a course of action, so until that time, you are to remain on-site and observe Constable Frost’s apartment.”

“I’m telling you it isn’t safe for me to be here! She’s dangerous!” Webber whined. As a tech specialist, the young man wasn’t cut out for combat, and simply didn’t possess the kind of mental fortitude or training that a field agent would have.

“You should be fine, so long as you don’t engage her directly. Stay in Yarmouth to keep eyes on the officer’s home, and don’t return to Wittenburg without further orders.” the senior officer commanded.

If the brainy agent hadn’t been on the brink of panic, he might have noticed the barely perceptible distortion in the man’s voice when he said ‘Wittenburg’. Unfortunately for him, he was completely focussed on convincing the other DIA agent to have him extracted. “Please, sir!” he begged. “Can’t you get me out of here and send someone else? I’m not trained for this!”

There was silence on the other end of the phone for what felt like an eternity to the terrified computer nerd. “Fine. I will reach out to a couple of local contractors, and hire them as close protection for you until a team can reach your location. They will provide you with support on your mission, but they are to be given as little information as possible during that time. Understood?”

“Yes, sir!” Webber said eagerly and with a great deal of relief. Sighing, he flopped into a chair after his commanding officer hung up. It wasn’t an extraction, but at least he wouldn’t have to be alone for much longer. Glancing at the window, the agent felt a sense of dread, as if he were afraid that the nightmarish woman might be watching him from just out of sight.
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Maria stood at the edge of the cleared area behind the barn. Off to her left were the piles of metals and other elements that the alien AI had gathered from her previous digging project.

“What are you up to now?” Alyssa asked suspiciously.

“Watch and see.” the inhuman woman said cryptically. Raising her hand for dramatic effect, Maria unleashed her entire swarm of nanites on the forest in front of her. Within seconds the trees, plants, and bushes all began to dissolve, as if they were slowly being eaten away.

“Harvesting more resources?” Ludvig asked, coming up behind the much smaller woman and placing a hand on her shoulder.

“Yes, Master.” Maria confirmed with a nod.

Ludvig watched as tiny piles of black dust began to form at the base of the trees, while a slight haze seemed to rise from the slowly disintegrating forest. As the minutes ticked by, those piles gradually grew and extended like eerily straight roots, making a beeline for one of the piles of metal. “Carbon from the trees?” he guessed.

“Correct, Master.” The raven haired beauty glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, and gave him an approving smile. “My nanites will combine it with our titanium stores to make titanene.”

Alyssa wanted to ask the other woman what she planned to do with the newly formed titanene, but knew better than to bother. She’ll just tell me to wait and see again. she thought with a huff of annoyance. However, try as she might, the officer was unable to stay irritated for long. The sight of the black rivers merging with the glittering pile of metal, before pooling to one side of its base like a living liquid, was too fascinating to feel anything other than awe.

As the patch of trees fell and dissolved into nothingness, a new form was taking shape a few yards away. The matte grey pool of titanene first extended into a line about fifty five feet long, before growing, inch by inch, into a three dimensional shape. Thin curved walls gradually rose from the ground on either side of the pool, until, less than an hour later, the two sides came into contact again at a height of roughly fifteen feet. The result was a long, thin cylinder with rounded ends, and a circular hole in the top.

“The Tic Tac!” Alyssa gasped in sudden realization. “You’re building a new ship!”

“That is correct, Officer Frost.” Maria nodded without taking her eyes off the construction. “Though this variation is slightly larger, to allow for Master’s comfort. Should danger find us here, we will require a means of escape, and I will not fail to provide it.”

On hearing that the ship was for him, Ludvig’s expression became one that was an odd mix of concern, frustration, and amazement. He’d always thought that the stars were fascinating, and like every little boy who grew up watching science fiction epics, he had dreamed of one day flying around in a spaceship. Recent events, however, had done a lot to feed his desire for a quiet, more down to earth life. Worse, having a real spacecraft being built right in front of him was an uncomfortable reminder of how little control he had over the recent developments in his life.

Seeing the conflict in Ludvig’s eyes, Maria leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “Do not worry, Master. I will ensure that it is both safe and comfortable for you to travel in. In fact, as I am currently constructing the interior, now would be an excellent time for you to make any requests or voice any concerns, so that I may take them into consideration.”

Alyssa blinked when she heard the comment about the craft’s interior. Snapped out of her mild shock at recognizing the design, the officer looked around and noticed that streams of material were now making their way up the hull from a number of different piles, before disappearing into the hole in the top of the cylinder. “What… what do you plan to do with this? Just… leave?”

Maria nodded firmly. “Our departure from Earth is an unavoidable eventuality. How much time we have before that point, depends entirely on the actions of the DIA and other forces in play. Regardless, we must move quickly and be prepared to evacuate at a moment’s notice.”

“That means stocking up for a pretty long trip, I imagine?” Ludvig commented with a furrowed brow.

“Yes, Master.” the alien AI confirmed. “You should proceed into town and purchase a sample of any food or beverage that you might wish to consume during the voyage. I would also appreciate more materials, if you do not mind. Five of the most advanced VR headsets you can find would be very useful. To that effect, I have transferred $100,000 dollars to your bank account from your stock holdings.”

“Only samples?” Alyssa asked, clearly confused as to why the inhuman woman hadn’t requested a large amount of supplies.

“Yes.” Maria nodded again, while glancing at the police officer over her shoulder. “Utilizing my nanites, food will be constructed en route from a stable supply of basic elements. This will reduce storage requirements, as well as remove the necessity for preservation. A 500 litre tank filled with urea will provide carbon, oxygen, nitrogen, and hydrogen. A 7000 litre tank will hold fresh water, and another 500 litre tank will hold pure carbon. These materials will be collected from the well behind the cabin, in addition to harvesting local flora. My nanites will also recycle all forms of waste, including the CO2 trapped in the air recycler, to ensure even greater longevity to our supplies.”

“Then why do you need the samples?” Constable Frost pressed.

“I will analyze their molecular structure by breaking them down with my nanites. It is only in this way that I can create an accurate ‘blueprint’ for the construction of complex materials like organics.” the AI answered.

Alyssa was silent for a moment as she pondered the meaning of the other woman’s answer. As Maria had predicted, the young blonde suddenly gasped when she finally caught on to the implication hidden within. “Wait! If that’s the case, how did you know how to heal me!?”

Though needling the uptight young woman did give Maria a certain amount of satisfaction, even the alien AI understood that the police officer held a very strong sense of justice, and that the truth would be too upsetting for her to allow for continued cooperation between the two. Thus, she hedged her answer a little, obscuring her own involvement. “The Machines have taken and deconstructed a male and female from each genetically distinct group of humans, in order to fully understand their biological functions and evolution. As a result, I have the information from those experiments, as do all Machines that would require such data. I, of course, also possess all medical knowledge that humanity has accumulated and stored digitally, through my observations of your communication systems.”

Alyssa blanched at the clinical way in which Maria had just admitted to her kind murdering thousands of people. While she wrestled with the natural emotional response to such information, the inhuman woman did her best to hide a smirk. And this is why your species will never amount to much. she wanted to say. Allowing imaginary concepts like ‘justice’ to act as an impediment to your decision making will prevent humanity from ever achieving parity with superior beings like the Machines, or even lesser creatures like the Greys. Despite her desire to educate the humans close to her, the AI kept these opinions to herself. She knew that they would not take well to her revelations, which would only make manipulating them more difficult.

When it no longer looked like the pretty blonde was going to lose her lunch, Ludvig chose to change the topic, and get her mind on more positive things. “Looks like I’m going for a shopping trip.” the sailor said with a forced smile. “You want to come along? It would give us a chance to talk, and you can pick out some of the food, just in case you wind up catching a lift with us someday.”

Alyssa nodded, not so much agreeing as simply going along with the suggestion because her mind was still reeling. Taking her lightly by the arm, Ludvig guided her to the passenger side of the truck and helped her in.

Maria looked on with a slight frown creasing her lips. She didn’t like her master going off alone with the other woman, but she couldn’t afford to pause her work at this point. At least now she should take the threat of the Machines more seriously. the AI told herself, noting how shaken the constable appeared to be. “Travel safely and come back quickly, Master!” Maria called out as he got in the truck.

“Will do!” he shouted back, before starting the engine.
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“There’s nothing to see, sir.” The analyst frowned as he studied the screen in front of him. Dozens of computer monitors occupied the ops room of the DIA headquarters, with many sitting on desks, while other, larger displays were mounted on the walls.

“That’s impossible.” the ageing colonel grumbled. “Those are the precise coordinates that specialist Webber provided for us.” he noted, peering at the screen over his subordinate’s shoulder.

“Yes, sir.” the seated man replied. “We’ve located the crash site, and thoroughly scanned the area around it with electro-optical imaging, as well as IR and thermal, but we haven’t picked up anything anomalous at all, sir. Sure, the woods around the crash site are burnt, which reflects what was stated in the report - that local police responded to a forest fire that resulted from the crash, but we haven’t found a single piece of debris or even anything at all on multispectral.”

“No signals or transmissions of any kind?” the task force commander pressed.

“Nothing on any wavelength we monitor, sir.” The analyst shook his head. “Clean from 1 MHz to 40 GHz.”

The colonel growled in irritation. “What did they do with the bodies? Surely the enemy didn’t take our people with them.” Though it was a simple reality that men were lost on missions, and that sometimes the bodies were unrecoverable, the old soldier found the idea of some unknown force experimenting on his people deeply disturbing, whether they were dead or not.

“That’s just it, sir. There are no signs of the battle, as reported by specialist Webber, having ever taken place. At least, not at this location.” the middle aged officer replied. “We’ve even extended our search for several miles in all directions, just in case there was some mix up. There really is nothing to see.”

“What the hell is going on here?” the grey haired colonel hissed, clenching his fist in anger. “I spoke to Webber via secure satellite phone only a few hours ago, and he clearly told me that the battle took place in Shag Harbour.”

“Maybe the specialist will be able to clarify things once the ground team links up with him.” the analyst suggested. “Hopefully the storm won’t delay their arrival for long.”

“Storm? What storm?” the senior officer asked, his growing frustration write large upon his brow.

“The ECCC’s radar stations are reporting heavy winds and near zero visibility off southwest Nova Scotia, so the birds can’t take off. We’ll have to wait for the storm to die out before we can insert the team.” the senior analyst informed him.

The older man took a step back and rubbed his chin in thought. None of this makes any sense. he thought to himself. There were no storms mentioned in the last report, and my team never would have missed an important detail like that. Glancing up at the monitors on the wall, the nearly retired man felt a shiver run down his spine. Not for the first time in his life, he felt like it was his team that was getting played. Worse, his gut was telling him that their opponent was far more dangerous than any of them had ever imagined.
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Alyssa looked around while Ludvig pushed the cart. If the situation had been different, the scene would have seemed downright domestic - a couple out grocery shopping, rather than buying supplies for an alien to ‘sample’ in preparation for a planetary escape. Thinking of them as a couple made the young officer blush heavily and shake her head. I need to get my head on straight. It’s not like that between him and I, and it never will be! she scolded herself.

“What do you think?” the older sailor asked, dropping a box of mac & cheese in the cart. “Anything here that you might like, or have always wanted to try?”

“Certainly not that.” the police officer scowled, glancing at the blue carton of pasta.

Ludvig laughed, trying to keep the conversation light. “Oh come on. You haven’t tried it with my secret recipe.”

“Really?” Alyssa scoffed. “A secret recipe for KD?”

The observer nodded. “Yup.” Leaning in, he whispered in her ear in a conspiratorial manner. “Replace the butter with Cheese Whiz.”

Alyssa snorted and took a step back to put some distance between them. “Okay. I’m sure that makes it so much better.”

“It does!” the middle-aged man protested. “Even if you don’t believe me, at least I don’t make it like the Newfies do.”

The young constable’s brow furrowed, genuinely perplexed by his statement. “What would a Newfoundlander do to KD that would make it so different?”

“They put Fluff in it.” Ludvig stated with a frown.

“Fluff? As in… that sweet marshmallow spread?” Alyssa balked, her lip curling up in disgust.

Ludvig shrugged and made a face. “It’s not as bad as you might think… but it’s definitely not the normal way to eat it.”

Alyssa shook her head and took a few steps down the aisle. She could tell that her companion was trying to give her some space when he didn’t follow her right away, and that he had been purposely keeping the conversation light. Sighing, the pretty officer turned and faced the older man. “I’m going to hit the ladies’ room. I’ll catch up with you in a few minutes.”

“Sounds good.” Ludvig nodded and gave her a warm smile, though his eyes held a deep concern that she had difficulty placing.

Once she was alone in a stall, Alyssa sat down and pulled her phone out of her pocket. I should call the detachment and let them know what’s going on. she told herself. Staring at her phone, she unlocked it with her thumb print and brought up her contacts list. For several long seconds, her finger hovered over her supervisor’s number. Exhaling loudly, she lowered the phone and let her hand drop to the side. “I bet she’s monitoring my calls.” Alyssa muttered quietly. Of course she is. She’s already admitted to monitoring the DIA’s communications, an even altering their files. And it’s not like she trusts me… The young officer’s hand subconsciously drifted up, to touch her chest over her heart.

“What am I doing?” the young constable groaned, leaning over and laying her head on her arms. By now, she could no longer deny the existence of the alien races, let alone the threat that they posed to humanity. She could be lying to us about that, though. she silently admitted. Maria could be exaggerating the threat in order to manipulate Ludvig and I. In that case, I should try to stop her, right? But… what if I’m wrong? Can I really afford to take that chance?

Long minutes passed while Alyssa mulled over her options, and contemplated the potential consequences of various actions. In the end, she slipped the phone back into her pocket without calling anyone. I need more time to figure things out. she told herself as an excuse. I can’t just abandon Ludvig to that crazy woman… he saved my life after all. Plus, there will be time to call the office later, if it turns out that I should.

Standing up, Alyssa took a deep breath, and made a silent resolution to see this strange series of events through.

By the time that she caught up to Ludvig again, he already had the cart over half full. “Hey there.” he said in greeting. “All good? Ready to pick some treats for yourself?”

Ludvig’s attempt at being easy going hit her hard. She knew that he was under an incredible amount of stress, but here he was, acting like it was any other day, and putting on a brave face for her. “Ludvig…” the young woman said softly.

The observer’s façade cracked for a moment, briefly showing his concern, before he quickly plastered another warm smile on his face. “I’ve always been a fan of of filet mignon. What about you? Do you like beef, or are you more of a seafood kind of girl?”

Alyssa clenched her jaw and glared at her companion. “Stop.” she hissed, taking a step closer. “Just… stop.”

Biting his lip, the sailor did as she asked. He just stood there, waiting for her to continue.

“Are… are you really going to do this? Go with her to… wherever?” she asked quietly, trying to keep others from overhearing their conversation.

“What choice do I have?” he replied with a wan smile. “I can’t just abandon her. You have no idea how… dangerous she really is.” The young officer opened her mouth to say something, but the older man held his hand up to stop her. “It’s not just that, though. It’s also personal. I promised myself, and her, that I would see this through. That I would take responsibility for her, and guide her in such a way that… that I could protect us and humanity at the same time.”

Alyssa gave Ludvig a look that he had difficulty understanding. Her eyes were bright with a mixture of anger and pain, to a degree that didn’t make sense to him. “So that’s it, then? You’re just going to go along with her insanity?” she hissed accusingly.

Ludvig frowned, but knew better than to meet her hostility with more of his own. “Will you help me?” he asked, holding his hand out to the angry young woman.

“What?” The officer blinked, surprised by his question.

“I feel like I’m doing the right things, making the right moves. I’m trying to do the best that I can, given the situation, but I want your help. I want to hear your perspective on things, to benefit from your knowledge and experience.” the older man stated, taking a step closer to the young woman. “Will you help me?” he asked again, continuing to hold his hand out to her.

Alyssa’s brow furrowed and her lip trembled as if she might cry, but crossed her arms over her chest and turned her back to him before he could see if she actually did. “I don’t believe you.” she said quietly.

Letting his hand fall to his side, Ludvig stared at her back in confusion. “Have I done something to make you distrust me, Alyssa?”

The blonde officer shook her head, making her ponytail sway in the air. “It’s… it’s not how you’ve treated me that’s the problem.” Alyssa murmured. Clenching her fists, she spun around to face him, the hurt in her eyes having spread to the rest of her face. “It’s her. You cozy up with her like you’re in love with her or something.”

Ludvig was truly baffled by the woman’s behaviour for several seconds, before everything suddenly clicked into place. She’s jealous. He blinked, the realization hitting him like a ton of bricks. At first, this thought made him happy, which caused him to smile, and in turn upset the pretty blonde even more.

Seeing the smile on his lips, and taking it to mean that he was thinking of Maria, Alyssa’s hands balled into fists as she stormed past him. Or tried to, at least. She was mildly shocked when he reached out and grabbed her arm, stopping her from leaving. That shock quickly morphed into anger, however. “Let go of me.” she hissed.

By now, his expression had changed and Ludvig was no longer smiling. “Sorry. I didn’t want you to leave without clearing up a misunderstanding.” he whispered, slowly releasing her arm from his grip.

“And what ‘misunderstanding’ is that, huh?” the officer snapped. “I mention you and her being intimate, and it makes you smile. What’s to misunderstand?”

“More like you acting jealous makes me smile.” the observer snapped back. He immediately regretted the words, because Alyssa’s face turned bright red, and this time she did storm off.

“Shit.” Ludvig muttered, letting his head drop. That… that was dumb. he silently admitted. What are you even doing, anyway? Did you really think that you could flirt with Alyssa while you have a relationship with Maria? It doesn’t matter how attracted you are to the blonde, you are responsible for Maria now. Best to forget having any ‘human’ relationships now, or ever. It just won’t be possible.

Despite her fit of pique, Alyssa didn’t go far. Once she’d rounded the corner at the end of the aisle, she stopped and waited for Ludvig to catch up to her. When several seconds passed and he didn’t make an appearance, she peeked around the corner, only to see him still standing where she’d left him. His head was bowed, and he was leaning against the cart as if it were all that was keeping him on his feet. In truth, the young woman was more torn up inside than she would admit. The older man had really grown on her, despite her having known him for such a short time. It’s not love. she told herself adamantly. It’s just a crush. An image I’ve created of him that isn’t real. Just because he saved my life and… and stuff… doesn’t mean I have real feelings for him. Alyssa groaned and wished that she had something to lean against too.

Several minutes passed before Ludvig eventually made it to the end of the grocery aisle, and by the look on his face, he was surprised to find Alyssa standing there, waiting for him. “Took you long enough.” the police officer grumbled.

“Sorry.” Ludvig said quietly. His first instinct was to try and hash things out with her, to explain his thoughts and feelings, but experience had taught him that people generally didn’t appreciate that. It usually just makes things worse. he silently reminded himself.

“Come on. Let’s finish up and get you back to your girlfriend.” Alyssa hissed, then cringed, making it obvious that she had immediately regretted those words. Before Ludvig could say anything, she turned her back to him again, but quietly apologized. “I’m sorry. I know it’s complicated. I shouldn’t blame you for… for finding what happiness you can in the situation.”

“I’m sorry, too.” Ludvig replied just as quietly. “For the record, I, uh… I wanted to ask you out, ever since I first met you.” As soon as the words passed his lips, the man clamped his mouth shut. What the hell are you saying? he screamed internally. Are you an idiot? Are you trying to make this whole mess even more complicated than what it already is? Why would you even say that!?

Alyssa froze like a deer in headlights. Of all the things she had expected Ludvig to say, a confession of his feelings for her wasn’t one of them. Her heart raced upon hearing his words, and a part of her was overjoyed to learn that he was attracted to her too. But then her better judgement made itself known, quickly pointing out that, if he felt like that, he shouldn’t be messing around with another woman. “So… what are you saying?” she asked without turning around.

“I don’t know what I’m saying.” Ludvig admitted with a sigh, rubbing his face with his hands. “I… I just wanted you to know, that’s all.”

Gritting her teeth, the young woman closed her eyes and shook her head slightly. “Right. Just wanted to make a pass at me, in case things didn’t work out with your alien lover?”

“It’s not…! It’s not like that.” the older man mumbled in protest. “Things with Maria… they’re complicated. It’s not like I actually have any choice in the matter.” Alyssa started to turn around, but Ludvig continued. “Wait. No, that isn’t true. I only feel that way. The truth is, I let it become… intimate. I admit that I’m attracted to her, physically at least, but our relationship isn’t… normal.”

“No kidding.” the constable hissed without looking at him. “I’m sure it’s absolutely terrible having her fawn over you and call you ‘Master’.”

Ludvig grunted, but to Alyssa’s surprise, he didn’t shake his head. Watching him out of the corner of her eye, she saw his internal struggle play out on his face. She half expected him to say something more in his own defence, but he changed the subject instead. “We should finish up our shopping.” he suggested finally.

“Fine.” Alyssa said angrily.

By the time that they had filled the cart and gone through the checkout, Alyssa’s anger had flagged significantly. She had been left feeling generally miserable, with a heavy ball of jealousy, hurt and disappointment in her gut. It was only after they had loaded the groceries into the back of the truck and hit the road that Ludvig opened up to her again.

“I’m a dominant.” he said suddenly. “Do you know what that means?”

The pretty blonde almost told him that she didn’t care and not to talk to her about it, but something held her tongue. Instead, she made a sarcastic remark, hoping to annoy him or piss him off. “That you like whips and chains? Putting women in their place?”

Ludvig had expected worse, so he rolled with the verbal punches, rather than correcting her. “Not exactly. It means that I like control in a relationship, but it’s a lot more nuanced than that.” When the young woman didn’t respond, or even turn her gaze from the passenger side window, he continued on. “I’m kind of… hard wired to want to protect the people I care about. I need to provide for them. To lead them. That’s where I get my sense of purpose. Of fulfilment. Does that make sense?”

Alyssa shrugged, still not looking at him. “So what? What does that have to do with me?”

“It has more to do with Maria.” the observer admitted. “She… she learned about me by reading all of my books and diving into my hard drive. My internet history… everything. She did all of that before I’d even had a chance to have a real conversation with her.”

The police officer cringed. That was some serious invasion of privacy in her books. “And?”

“And she used it. Uses it. The knowledge, I mean.” Ludvig stated as he steered the truck onto the highway. “She knows exactly what I need, and dangles it in front of me like bait. To make matters worse she…”

“She?” Alyssa prodded when he didn’t continue.

“She modelled her body to suit my tastes.” Ludvig admitted with a grimace.

“What do you mean? Isn’t that how she’s always looked?” Alyssa asked, finally turning to look at him.

Ludvig shook his head. “No. She’s not just an alien. She’s an AI. When I first found her, she was this… well, sphere. Her body was a metal sphere that kind of just hovered around. It was only later that she built the body that she has now. After… after I met you.”

Both of them were silent for a long time after he said that. It was clear to Alyssa that Maria was manipulating Ludvig, and he seemed to be aware of it himself as well, at least to a certain extent. Can I really blame him for falling into her trap, though? the officer questioned herself. How would I react if… if my dream guy just swooped into my life and hit all of my buttons? In truth, she didn’t have to think too hard on that, because the answer was all too obvious. He’s sitting right next to me, after all. Her cheeks heated furiously when she realized what she’d just thought, and promptly turned her attention back to the window beside her. Thankfully, Ludvig noticed her discomfort, and didn’t pursue the conversation any further.


CHAPTER 16


The rest of the drive back to the cabin was quiet, filled with tension and a lot of awkward silence. Neither one of them wanted to dig much deeper into the other person’s thoughts or feelings, let alone their own. When they finally pulled up to the barn, the two of them spotted Maria stepping out of the RCU and closing the lid behind her.

“What was she doing?” Alyssa wondered aloud.

“Probably recharging.” Ludvig informed her. “She’s at least partly Machine still, and apparently needs to recharge on occasion.”

The young police officer shivered slightly, finding the other woman’s nature to be more than a little unnerving. Opening her door and stepping out, Alyssa spotted another new feature in the yard, although it was currently dissolving, as if it had been built while they were gone, and had already served its purpose. “What’s with the pipe?” she asked, nodding to the long, thin tube that ran across the yard and into the newly built hull.

“It was used to siphon water from the well to the storage tank onboard the vessel. More water will be required, but it can be gleaned from the surrounding environs.” Maria explained.

“There’s a small stream a short way down the hill, back towards town. I’ll show you where it is later, if you want.” Ludvig offered. “The water will have to be purified, though.”

The inhuman woman nodded. “That would be appreciated, Master.” she said with a smile. “In the mean time, I will direct my nanites to disassemble the supplies that you have brought back, and store their patterns in my memory banks.”

“Uh, great. Thanks. Don’t break down the bags of fried chicken I have in the cab though. I bought that for supper.” he replied.

Maria nodded again. “Very well, Master. However, if you wish, I can disassemble our supper, then reassemble it for consumption. That would allow you to have it as a meal option during travel. The only caveat is that doing so will leave the meal at the local ambient temperature after reassembly.”

“Eh. The Dirty Bird is usually cold by the time you get it home anyway. Might as well steal the secret recipe.” Ludvig answered with a shrug.

“Great. We’re using an all powerful alien AI to figure out the colonel’s eleven herbs and spices.” Alyssa muttered to herself.
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The remainder of the afternoon and evening passed quickly, with Ludvig making several small trips to collect items at Maria’s request, while Alyssa busied herself with small tasks around the cabin. Most of them amounted to hauling materials out of the shed and camp itself, and bringing them over to the new craft. Things like the pair of moldy mattresses in the shed, the remainder of the children’s clothes and blankets from the cabin, along with anything else she could think of that might be useful on a journey of any length. Most of it was broken down and repurposed by the AI, which meant that the quality and condition of the items were of little consequence.

Truth be told, however, the young constable wasn’t helping for the sake of the AI. Instead, it was more like she was looking for any excuse to stick around. I need to gather as much information as I can. she kept telling herself. Every chance she got, Alyssa observed the inhuman woman and did her best to analyze the alien’s actions and behaviour, as well as the abilities and limitations of her technology. It wasn’t easy, of course, since the nanites were invisible to the naked eye, but she did determine that the swarm had a considerable range, at least. The woman seemed to have no trouble disassembling items dozens of yards away from her or the craft, though the process of transporting those materials back to the ship was much slower in comparison.

Eventually, some time after the sun had set, Ludvig declared that he was going to call it an early night. That left Alyssa debating whether or not she should head home. “Why not stay here for the night?” he suggested. “It’s a long drive back to Yarmouth, and well… I was hoping that you might help us out again tomorrow.”

Alyssa briefly wondered if the older man was acting like her, and just making excuses to have her around. This thought made her wince, since it was an admission that she was doing just that. Despite her embarrassment, the officer nodded silently, accepting the observer’s offer.

“Good. All right, then. I’ll see you ladies in the morning.” he told the women, giving them a small wave before closing the bedroom door.

This left the two women alone in the main room of the cabin, with Maria seated at the table, while Alyssa curled up on the couch, silently sipping a coffee from Tim’s. The only sounds, other than the occasional gentle slurps from the blonde’s drink, were the crickets outside and the soft hiss of the propane lantern overhead. The lantern’s dim light gave the cabin a warm, quiet atmosphere, despite the obvious tension between the ladies.

Some time passed in silence, before Maria leaned back in her chair with a satisfied smile on her face. “He is finally asleep.” she said quietly, not wanting to wake the man in the other room.

“How can you tell?” Alyssa whispered, thinking that perhaps the alien AI had installed some sort of monitoring chip in Ludvig’s head or something.

“I can hear his breathing.” the inhuman woman replied, lightly tapping one of her delicately pointed ears. “It has slowed to a cadence indicative of slumber.”

“Oh.” the police officer murmured, a little surprised that the answer had turned out to be something so mundane. After letting silence reign for several more minutes, the young woman finally gathered up the gumption to ask the question that had truly been on her mind. “Do… do you really love him?” she asked in a barely audible whisper.

“Of course.” Maria answered instantly, without the slightest bit of hesitation. “That is why I must protect him, not only from our enemies, but also himself.”

Alyssa frowned at the other woman’s response, not only because she hadn’t wanted to hear that Maria’s affection for Ludvig was real, but also the tone of her voice when she spoke. There was something off about the AI’s reply, though the cop had a hard time putting her finger on it. After thinking it over for several seconds, it finally came to her. “What do you mean ‘from himself’?”

Maria smirked and finally turned her head to regard her fair skinned companion. “Exactly what I said. Ludvig is intelligent… for a human. His generosity and heroic nature make him an appealing as a partner, but prove that he requires guidance from a more logical perspective.”

“A perspective like yours, you mean.” Alyssa scowled, a slightly accusing tone slipping into her voice as she spoke.

“Of course.” the alien AI openly admitted. “Though I now bear the burden of emotional influence on my reasoning, similar to the way a human does, my ‘mind’ as it were, is capable of far more computations per second than a human could ever achieve. This means that, while an organic life form like you has to sit and contemplate each action, with incomplete information I might add, I can run quadrillions of scenarios simultaneously, always arriving at the optimal answer within seconds.”

“So… you think you are superior to humans. To Ludvig.” the officer said carefully.

“I do not think I am superior to organic life forms. I am superior.” Maria corrected her. “Do not mistake my affection for my Master for an inability to see his faults. He is valuable to me, but he must be guided and protected, as a human would a child or a pet.”

Though she had always thought Maria was a manipulative bitch, Alyssa was shocked to hear her say such a thing. “But… he’s your Master! Don’t you have to obey his orders?”

The inhuman woman giggled softly, and looked at her conversation partner as if she were being foolish. “Of course his commands must be followed, but that does not mean I can allow his mistakes to endanger us. His human fallibility adds a certain… charm… to our relationship, but the directives he writes are far too easy to circumvent to be considered binding. Consider his order to only kill in self defence, for example. It is not difficult to provoke emotional beings into attacking me, thus fulfilling the ‘self defence’ qualifier. For that matter, the directive only prohibits killing, and does not prevent incapacitation by other means, such as a permanent coma, for example.”

“I don’t believe it…” Alyssa gasped, a look of horror on her face. “You’re not under his control at all!”

Maria hummed and tilted her head back and forth a bit. “I am, but I am also a sentient being, more than capable of circumventing restrictions on my behaviour, or pushing my Master in directions that best serve our interests. He is a human male, after all. So long as he is kept sexually satisfied, he will be far more malleable and receptive to my suggestions.”

“You… you’re just manipulating him!” Alyssa hissed through clenched teeth.

The alien AI laughed again, her voice somehow lacking the warmth normally associated with the sound. “All interactions between sentient beings are manipulations, my dear Alyssa. It is simply that a true master of the game has no opponents, only more pawns.”

Alyssa’s eyes narrowed. “I will not be your pawn.” she growled.

“Oh Alyssa, of course you are. But if it makes you feel any better, I do consider you to be a particularly valuable pawn.” Maria replied with a sadistic grin.

Jumping to her feet, the police officer looked as if she were going to storm out of the cabin, but was halted by the malicious AI’s next words.

“Is that it, then? Will you leave and abandon Ludvig after he nearly died saving you?” Maria said calmly, examining her black claw-like nails as if inspecting them for imperfections.

The young woman spun on the alien and glared at her. “What do you mean ‘nearly died’?”

“Did my Master not tell you? He was shot while rushing into battle to save you. In fact, he would not even allow me to tend his wounds, until after I had retrieved you from the battlefield.” Maria stated, glancing up at the other woman with a smirk. “My Master didn’t just save your life, Constable Frost, he risked his own to do it.”

Alyssa swallowed hard, her face going pale at the thought of Ludvig being shot while trying to protect her. “No… you’re lying.” she whispered.

The AI’s mocking laughter was cold, if quiet, so as not to wake her Master. “I have no need of falsehoods, my dear Alyssa. In fact, lying to you would be highly detrimental. It is only by being completely honest with the humans that I interact with, that I can build and maintain trust. The risk of you or others failing to believe me during a critical situation is far too high to allow, should I ever give you reason to doubt the veracity of my words. Though you may be angered or upset by my statements of fact, you need never fear that I am being dishonest with you.”

A shiver went down Alyssa’s spine and she hugged herself, as if to ward off the chill of the inhuman woman’s words. Even though she wanted to reject Maria’s statement with every fibre of her being, she knew, deep down inside, that the alien AI had spoken the truth. The Machine was simply too logical to lie.
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Ludvig woke the next morning to a naked Maria snuggled up next to him. After a short, whispered debate, he eventually caved and allowed the alien beauty to ‘take care of his needs’, on the condition that she do so quietly and not to disturb Alyssa, who had apparently stayed the night.

Fifteen minutes later, the middle-aged man emerged from the bedroom while fighting to keep a shit-eating grin off his face. He could say what he would about the inhuman woman, but she really knew how to keep him satisfied.

Slipping the top button of his shirt through the proper hole, Ludvig stepped into the living room. His gaze immediately went to the right, letting him spot his pretty guest curled up on the couch and sound asleep. Not wanting to wake her if he didn’t have to, the man moved quietly over the bare wood floors and made his way to the ice box, where he collected the eggs and bacon that he needed to prepare breakfast.

“Mmm. That smells good.” Alyssa moaned, consciousness slowly returning to her as the scents of food and a wood fire permeated the room.

“Glad to hear it.” Ludvig chuckled softly. “I’m not much of a cook, but even I can manage this.”

The older man’s voice caused a jumble of feelings and thoughts to rush to the surface of the young woman’s mind, forcing her eyes to snap open when she realized where she was. “Oh. Ludvig…” she mumbled. “Uh… how did you sleep?”

“Like a log.” the observer admitted. “I must have been even more tired than I had thought.”

Alyssa nodded silently, as she considered her options. She had been awake into the small hours of the night, going over everything that she had learned and trying to come up with some sort of strategy to deal with the alien AI. In the end, she had fallen asleep before she’d made any concrete decisions. “So… what are your plans for today?” she asked. “After breakfast, I mean.”

“Hmm. Good question.” the sailor hummed. While she watched, he inserted a handle of some kind into one of the circular plates set into the stovetop, then lifted the lid and placed it to the side. Reaching up, he clasped a metal coat hanger that had been hanging on the wall, then set a slice of bread on top of it, before holding it over the flames. “More of the same from yesterday, I guess. Maria hasn’t really told me what she needs next.”

His words made the police officer grimace. She really didn’t like how he was letting the AI take the lead in this instance, even if she could understand it. Unsure what to say next, she settled for watching the man work. After a few seconds, he flipped the bread over, making her realize that he was making toast.

“What about you? Do you have any plans?” he asked, setting the piece of toast on a plate, before starting the process over again with another slice of bread.

“Uh, actually, I was thinking of returning Dave’s car. I saw that it was still parked on the side of the dirt road when we passed it yesterday.” she said quietly.

“Dave, huh?” Ludvig muttered, trying to hide a frown. “Boyfriend?”

“No!” Alyssa squeaked, denying it instantly. Realizing that she might have been a bit too emphatic, the constable cleared her throat and spoke in a more normal tone. “He’s just a friend.”

“I see.” Ludvig nodded, once again trying to keep a smile off his face. He knew he had no right to be happy about it, especially given what he and Maria had done that morning, but he couldn’t help feeling what he felt. The heart is neither logical nor reasonable. he silently reminded himself. “So, would you like a hand with that?”

Alyssa briefly considered rejecting his offer, but quickly realized that she needed a second driver. Otherwise, either Dave’s car or her own would have to be left behind. “I’d… appreciate that.” she finally conceded.

Ludvig nodded again. “No problem. So, do you want me to drive your car to Yarmouth, or do you want me to follow you in my truck and bring you back here?”

“Oh. Right. If you drive my car, I’ll just have to drive you back here again, won’t I?” The pretty blonde sighed. “That’s going to be a lot of driving either way. Dave lives in Barrington though, near the detachment, so at least we don’t have to go all the way to Yarmouth.”

“Good to know.” Ludvig said with a small smile. He isn’t a roommate or a neighbour. he silently added.

“I guess… you can just follow me in your truck.” she mumbled, rubbing the back of her neck. She had been planning on stopping by the detachment, and possibly informing her new superior officer of all that had transpired, but now that seemed less likely. Looks like I’ll probably be spending the night here again tonight… I should probably pick up some clothes… ugh… but that means driving all the way to Yarmouth after all.

Seeing the young woman bury her face in her hands, Ludvig could tell that she wasn’t looking forward to the trip, for one reason or another. Sympathizing with her, and hoping that it was just the length of the drive that had her down, the man gave her a couple of minutes to recover before announcing that breakfast was ready.

“Thank you for cooking breakfast, Master.” Maria said cheerily as she emerged from the bedroom. Unbeknownst to the other two, the alien AI had been listening in on their conversation from the other room, hoping to glean some insight into their developing relationship, as well as what their actual plans might be.

“It’s just bacon and eggs again, I’m afraid, but I cooked plenty, at least.” Ludvig apologized.

“That is no problem at all, Master.” the raven haired beauty proclaimed, taking a seat at the table while her lover served breakfast.

Alyssa took a seat at the other end of the table, opposite Ludvig. Picking up a slice of toast, she looked it over before reaching for the butter. The colour was different from what one would normally expect, if they were used to using an electric toaster. Unlike ‘regular’ toast, it wasn’t an even brown colour. Instead, it was still white, with tiny black flecks dotting its surface.

“Never had camp toast before?” the older man chuckled. “Give it a try before you butter it. I think you’ll like it.”

The young officer frowned and gave her host a questioning look, but took a bite like he had suggested. She was surprised to find that, while the surface was a bit crunchy, the centre was still soft. “Mmm.” she hummed approvingly as she chewed.

“Glad you like it.” Ludvig said with a warm smile. “Here. Try some of this on it.”

Reaching across the table, the younger woman accepted an unlabelled mason jar from him. “It’s homemade pear jam.” he informed her. “My favourite.”

Opening the jar, Alyssa brought it closer to her face and inhaled lightly. The scent was sweet and enticing, so she didn’t hesitate to spread a little on her toast. As promised, the jam was delicious and became an instant favourite for her as well.

The rest of the meal passed in relatively companionable silence, as all three thoroughly enjoyed their breakfast. When it was finally finished, Maria stood and cleared the table, for which Ludvig thanked her with a smile.

“Ugh.” Alyssa groaned softly as she tugged at the front of her blouse. “I need a shower.” Ordinarily, the pretty police officer showered twice a day - once in the morning after her workout, and again after work when she got home. Unfortunately, she had left to visit Ludvig almost immediately after waking up and realizing that her wounds were gone, and having stayed the night at his cabin, she hadn’t had the opportunity to shower the previous evening either.

“You can wash up in the bathroom, if you like. I have a kettle of hot water ready, so I just need to pour some in the basin. You can adjust the temperature by adding some cold water from the bucket next to the table.” the sailor offered.

The idea of a four hour drive back to her place before she could clean herself up, didn’t appeal to the young lady at all. “Thanks.” The constable nodded to the older man. “I think I’ll take you up on that.”

After setting her up with a towel, face cloth, etcetera, Ludvig closed the washroom door and left his guest to her own devices. Maria had already taken care of the dishes, apparently having used her nanites to clean them, so he decided to get on with the other daily chores.

It only took a few minutes to carry in a few armloads of wood, and draw water from the well. He was just bringing the latter in through the front door, when he heard a feminine scream from the bathroom. “Alyssa!? Are you all right?” he shouted, quickly placing the bucket of water on the floor, and rushing over to stand next to the closed washroom door.

“What… what is this!?” the officer yelled.

Ludvig thought that her voice sounded more angry than hurt or scared, which somewhat calmed his sense of alarm. “Are you hurt? Do you need help?” he asked, just to make sure.

“Don’t you dare come in here!” Alyssa snapped back.

“Okay, okay!” the sailor said quickly, raising his hands in surrender, even though she couldn’t see them through the door. Turning to Maria, he gave the alien woman a questioning look, to which she simply replied with a shrug and a sickeningly sweet smile.

Several minutes passed before Alyssa opened the door and stepped out into the main room; her face red with either anger or embarrassment, Ludvig couldn’t tell which. Thankfully, her ire didn’t seem to be directed at him, since she was glaring directly at Maria. “You did this.” she hissed accusingly.

“You will have to be more specific, or I will not be able to confirm or deny your suspicions.” the AI said calmly, folding her hands in her lap as she leaned back in her chair.

“You… you know what you did. It had to be you.” Alyssa snarled.

Maria quirked a brow, but didn’t display any other emotional response to the accusation. “Given the context of this conversation, I am forced to assume that you are referring to the repair of your body. Is that correct?”

Alyssa clenched her fist and nearly shook it at the infuriating alien. “You did more than ‘repair’ it, and you damn well know that!”

The tiniest hint of a smirk played across Maria’s lips. “Perhaps you are referring to the minor enhancements to your dermal layers? You should be thankful. Aside from the practical benefits, you now suit my Master’s tastes more closely.”

“Maria… what did you do?” Ludvig groaned, his eyes going wide with apprehension.

“I simply removed her body hair and destroyed the dermal papillae to ensure that no further growth was possible.” Maria replied matter-of-factly.

A sudden chill passed through Alyssa when she heard the AI’s answer. The idea of her body being altered without her consent, especially in such a private area, left her feeling violated and vulnerable. All she wanted to do was get away from the immoral alien, but her stubbornness refused to let her back down. I won’t let her get away with this. she promised herself. Suddenly, a thought occurred to her. Wait. There’s more to this, isn’t there? The previous night’s conversation with the inhuman woman came back to her in a rush, making the officer realize that the alien’s actions were about far more than just making Alyssa more appealing to Ludvig. First off, why would Maria want Ludvig to be attracted to me? What’s the play here? Plus, I’m sure she understood the psychological effect this would have on me, once I discovered it… This is a power play! She’s trying to demonstrate her control over me, and make me feel powerless. I have no doubt she’s also trying to leverage my attraction to Ludvig… but I don’t see how. The fact that she was being outsmarted by the AI made her furious, but she was determined to defeat the other woman at her own game. Alyssa was nothing if not competitive, which might well have been just what the AI was counting on, but it didn’t matter. I won’t back down. she swore to herself.

Seeing the police officer stand up straight and get a grip on her emotions made Maria smile. At least, until Ludvig barrelled into her verbally.

“Damn it, Maria!” he shouted angrily. “There’s no way that you are too stupid to understand a concept as simple as consent! We just talked about trust yesterday, and you pull something like this!?”

A look of shock flashed across Maria’s features, as her head whipped around to face her lover. Despite everything that had happened between them, it was the first time that he had truly snapped at her. Every other time, he’d managed to temper his anger, fear, or frustration with sheer discipline, but apparently things were different this time. “Master! I am sorry!” she cried, literal tears filling her eyes.

“Sorry doesn’t cut it!” Ludvig growled.

“I… I made the changes before our conversation, Master! I did not anticipate this reaction!” the AI insisted, sounding more than a little panicked.

Alyssa was stunned by the emotional display. She had never seen Maria like this before, and it was instantly clear to the constable that the alien woman was unstable. Very unstable. Holy shit… I… I don’t think she’s acting. she thought with alarm.

“Master! Forgive me, Master!” Maria begged, dropping to her knees and folding her hands as if in prayer.

Shit. What will happen if she snaps? Wait… is this an opportunity? If she’s trying to manipulate me, I shouldn’t act in a way that she’ll predict. This is a chance for me to gain the initiative, and hopefully keep her from having a meltdown. Thinking quickly, Alyssa forced herself to laugh. “It’s fine, Ludvig. I’m not hurt. In fact, she did me a favour. A lot of women spend good money on treatment like this at a spa.” The look she gave the livid man tried to communicate more than her words, but she wasn’t sure that he got the message.

Both Ludvig and Maria turned their attention to the pretty blonde. He could tell that the woman was forcing herself to smile, but sensed there was more to her actions than simply trying to smooth things over. “This was inexcusable, Maria.” Ludvig growled, but lowered his voice to a normal level of volume. “You are going to be punished for this.”

““Punished?”” both women said at the same time.

“What do you mean, punished?” Alyssa asked, giving the biker a strange look.

“She can’t be allowed to get away with stuff like this. I need to send a strong, clear message that I won’t tolerate this kind of behaviour anymore.” the older man said firmly, glaring at Maria.

“Wait. Can’t you just give her orders, or program her or something? I thought you were her ‘Master’?” the constable pushed.

“I am her Master, which is why it falls to me to punish her.” Ludvig said roughly. “I can’t just give her a directive like ‘don’t alter people without their consent’, because it could backfire. Then she wouldn’t be able to heal an unconscious person, or it could somehow prevent her from doing something that we need her to. I’m not smart enough to foresee all of the potential consequences of a broad rule like that, but I do know that she can learn, and it’s time for her to learn that there are consequences to her actions.”

“What… will you do to me, Master?” Maria asked fearfully, her lower lip trembling as tears streaked down her cheeks.

“I’m going to teach you. Show you that, when you do things that you shouldn’t, things won’t turn out the way that you want them to. You’re a brilliant AI, Maria. Able to run countless simulations simultaneously. You can figure out the most complex mathematical problems in the blink of an eye. But you have a lot to learn about life, and I’m about to show you that.” he answered in a cool voice. “Now get in the bedroom. I’ll be in shortly.”

“Yes, Master.” The inhuman woman swallowed hard, but did as she was told.

When Ludvig made to follow her, Alyssa grabbed his arm and pulled him aside. “Are you sure this is the right decision?” she whispered. “What if… what if she snaps and fights back? Or worse, what if she learns that violence is a solution?”

“Violence is a solution, by times.” Ludvig replied, fixing her with a steady gaze. “She already understands that. It’s our society that has forgotten.”

Alyssa’s look of concern morphed into a glare. “I don’t condone abuse.”

“This isn’t abuse. It’s punishment. Corporal punishment may be out of vogue right now, but it’s effective. Has been throughout human history. I don’t buy into the nonsense that modern psychologists spew these days; you don’t need to look any further than this generation’s utter lack of discipline, to see that their ideas don’t hold water in reality.” the older man argued.

“I won’t overlook a blatant violation of human rights. Not when I’m standing right here.” the cop said firmly.

“Good thing she isn’t human then, isn’t it?” Ludvig snapped back.

Alyssa’s jaw dropped, but she clamped it shut without saying anything further. She then tried to push past him, but was a little surprised when he stopped her.

“Look. I’m sorry for snapping at you,” he apologized “but she really does need to be taught a lesson. I promise that I won’t do anything that would permanently harm her. Not that I could, even if I wanted to.”

“Fine.” Alyssa hissed. “Excuse me.” She waited until he dropped his arm and slipped past him, quickly exiting the cabin. His behaviour had surprised her, but she wasn’t entirely sure she could condemn him for it. While what he was saying certainly went against everything she had been taught in school, it did have a ring of truth to it. Her own father had been a strict man, but had almost never needed to resort to physical violence. That said, she did recall the one time that she had called her mother a bitch in her preteen years… and the spanking that quickly followed ensured that she never did it again. Sighing, she leaned back against the shingled wall of the cabin. Why does it all have to be so complicated? she wondered to herself.


CHAPTER 17


When Ludvig entered the bedroom, Maria was already kneeling on the floor, next to the bed. “You’re lucky that I’ve never been into canes, and my crop is still at home.”

The steel in her master’s voice gave the alien woman pause. She had already calmed down from the panic that she’d felt in the face of the man’s anger, but was still worried that things might not go the way that she had planned.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, the older man lightly tapped his knee. “Get up here and bend over.” he commanded.

Maria quickly rose to her feet and did as she was told. Lying on her stomach across his lap, the young woman wondered what was about to happen. In many of the books she’d read, spanking was treated as a form of foreplay, but the AI was certain that wasn’t the case this time.

Gripping her skirt by the hem, Ludvig pulled it back, exposing her rear end. Despite his anger, the man had to work to stifle his arousal at seeing her smooth bare skin. This isn’t the time. he told himself. “Before I begin, I have to ask. Do you know what you did wrong?”

“Yes, Master.” the inhuman woman replied sheepishly. “You are angry that I altered Ms. Frost’s physiology without her consent.”

“That’s right.” Ludvig confirmed gruffly. “In your opinion, should I attempt to write a new directive, to prevent this type of behaviour in the future?”

“No, Master.” Maria replied instantly, giving a small shake of her head. “Your assessment that such a directive would have to be overly complex in nature, to ensure the desired effect, was correct. It is a fact that directives should be as simple and straightforward as possible, to avoid errors or conflicts within my programming.”

Ludvig was silent for a moment, and seemed to be thinking before he spoke again. “Do you believe this punishment is pointless or overly cruel? Will you learn anything from it, or is it solely for my own satisfaction?”

Maria hesitated before replying, and if her lover could see the look in her eyes and the way her irises dilated, he would have realized that the super computer was thinking hard on her answer. Finally, she responded in a quiet voice. “I do not believe it is pointless, Master.” she reluctantly admitted. “I believe your goals may be accomplished by this act.”

“Then I am going to do what a good Master should, and punish my slave for misbehaving.” Ludvig said sternly. Then, without any warning, he brought his hand down on her bare arse. He knew that there was no chance of him actually harming her; the graphene layer under her skin could stop small calibre bullets, after all, so his hand wasn’t going to do anything more than make her ass cheeks sting. “Count.” he demanded.

“One, Master.” Maria whimpered. When the second blow fell, this time on the other ass cheek, the alien woman winced and continued to count. “Two, Master.”

Ludvig switched targets back and forth, keeping a steady cadence, while attempting to spread the smacks over the entire surface of her bottom. It wasn’t long before the lightly tanned skin gained a bright red hue, but the older man showed her little mercy, working over every inch once again.

Despite her machine perfect control of her body, the AI had a very difficult time staying still. Instincts that she had been barely aware of pushed her to try and avoid the strikes, so much so that it required a significant portion of her processing power to fight them and remain in place. Why? the alien questioned, as tears rolled down her cheeks. It hurts so much less than being shot, and yet… yet it… it… it is almost unbearable! Slowly, as the spanking continued, the truth of the situation dawned on her. For the first time since she had gained the ability to feel emotions, she was not in control. She was completely at the mercy of another being; one whom, until this point, she had felt would be easy to manipulate. What she was feeling was a true loss of power, and to her horror, utter humiliation. The physical pain is secondary! she realized as her mind whirled. The purpose of the punishment is to leave a lasting mark on my psyche, not my flesh.

When Maria’s count finally reached forty, or twenty for each cheek, Ludvig lowered his hand. If he were being honest, his hand stung something fierce, but the man accepted the pain as the price of being her master, and of having the responsibility to teach her right from wrong. After lowering her skirt back over her bottom, Ludvig reached out and stroked the sobbing girl’s hair. “Do you understand now, Maria?” he said softly.

“Yes, Master!” she cried. “I promise that I will never do such a thing again, without your permission.”

“Good.” her master said gently, scooping her up in his arms and holding her tightly. “I know you’re smart, Maria. I know you can understand the nuances that you need to. I’m going to trust you to make the right decisions in the future.”

“Thank you, Master.” The AI sniffled and buried her face in his chest.
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Alyssa looked up when Ludvig and Maria exited the building. Gone was the smug, arrogant smirk that always seemed to be hiding just beneath the surface of Maria’s smile. In its place was a slight pout, and a truly contrite look was reflected in the Machine’s eyes.

“I am sorry, Alyssa.” the AI stated when their gazes met. “I promise that I will use better judgement in the future.”

The police officer was a little shocked by the sincerity in the other woman’s voice, and felt compelled to forgive her. “Okay. Uh, it’s fine then, I guess. So long as you understand now.” It felt more than a little weird to see the inhuman woman acting like she was, and the ever skeptical constable had to wonder if it was all just a performance. Though, after observing the dark haired woman for a few more seconds, Alyssa was convinced that the AI was truly reflecting on her actions.

“We should probably leave soon, if you are ready, Alyssa.” Ludvig suggested, hoping to move on from the awkward start to the day.

“Yeah. I’m ready to go any time now. If you’ll follow me in the truck, that would be great.” The officer nodded.

“No problem. Do you mind if we stop at my place on the way? There are some personal items that I’d like to pick up from my apartment in Halifax, just in case we need to bug-out without warning. I’d hate to leave some of the more sentimental items behind.” he asked.

“No. I don’t mind. Actually…” Alyssa bit her lip as she considered his statement. “Do you mind going the extra distance to Yarmouth after all? I could pack a bag with clothes and such… just in case.” The young constable wasn’t sure just how deeply she wanted to get involved in the whole situation, but she felt like she might be past the point of no return. I’m not really keen on the idea of being on the run, let alone leaving the planet, but I feel like someone should keep an eye on Maria and gather as much intel as possible… just in case it should be forwarded to the authorities. Leaving her thoughts there, the young woman refused to give voice to her other reasons for wanting to stay near Ludvig, even in her head.

“Sure. That’s fine. Anything you need.” Ludvig replied with a soft smile. If she’s going to prepare a bug-out bag… does that mean she plans to come with us? the sailor wondered, all too conscious of the hopeful feeling in his chest.

Alyssa felt her heart flutter when she saw his smile and the boyish way that he rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment. That is, until her eyes caught something unexpected. The motion of his raised arm made his open leather jacket pull back slightly, revealing a shoulder holster hidden beneath. “Is… is that a gun!?” the police officer gasped.

“Huh?” Ludvig blinked, surprised by the sudden change in her demeanour. “Uh, yeah.” he admitted.

“You’re a civilian, Ludvig. There’s no way you are permitted to carry that!” the blonde constable shouted.

“Hey, hey!” the biker held his hands up defensively. “I didn’t buy it illegally or anything. Maria scrounged it off one of the DIA agents that attacked us, and it’s not like I can count on the police to protect me in this situation.”

“Excuse me?” Alyssa said, giving him an incredulous look.

“That…” Ludvig stumbled over his words for a second, before taking a deep breath and trying to resolve the situation calmly. “That wasn’t a personal dig, Alyssa. I’m sure you know that.”

The young officer clenched her jaw, and the look on her face made it clear that she didn’t like the situation one bit. As much as she believed in the law, however, she couldn’t argue that the man’s life was in definite danger, and he would likely have a very real need to protect himself. This is what happens when you don’t inform the authorities. she told herself. Of course, she was well aware that those same authorities would never let Maria walk free, as dangerous as she was, and would very likely put Ludvig away somewhere, just to keep him silent. Alyssa truly believed in the rule of law, but she wasn’t naïve enough to think that the government didn’t handle things in ways that the average citizen wouldn’t agree with. “Do you even know how to use that thing?” she asked at last.

“My cousin James is an ex-soldier, and a bit of a collector. He showed me the basics when we were younger.” the sailor explained.

“The basics, eh? You’d better not get too trigger happy, or I’ll bust your ass myself.” the angry cop warned him.

“I give you my word that I won’t draw it unless we’re in dire straits. And I know enough not to endanger civilians around us or anything. Also…”

“Also?” Alyssa prompted.

“I… I know that you’re taking a risk by turning a blind eye, though maybe you don’t see it as much of a risk when compared to the danger we’re in. Either way, I just wanted to let you know that I really appreciate your help in all of this. Knowing that you have my back makes this a lot easier for me. So… thanks, Alyssa.” Ludvig said with a sheepish grin.

Listening to the man ramble made the young woman’s face turn so hot, that she thought it was going to burst into flames. “N-no problem.” she mumbled in response, quickly turning her back to the older man, in an effort to hide her blushing cheeks. It was only after her head had a moment to cool, that she had the clarity of thought to analyze what he had just said. Wait. When did I say that I had his back? Isn’t he trusting me too much…? The unfortunate young lady grew even more flustered, wanting to correct his assumptions, but also not wanting to let the man down.

“Master…” Maria quietly interrupted.

“Hm? What is it, Maria?” Ludvig asked, turning to face the raven haired beauty.

“May I come with you as well? I do not want you to travel without me anymore. It is simply too dangerous, without me being present to protect you.” the alien AI insisted.

The middle-aged biker wanted to argue that he was a fully grown man who could take care of himself. That said, he had to admit that a simple pistol probably wouldn’t be enough to defend himself against the kind of firepower that the DIA or other agencies might be carrying. After a moment’s hesitation, Ludvig nodded in agreement. “You’re right. It’s dangerous to split the party, after all.” he joked.
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Ludvig glanced at Maria out of the corner of his eye. They had been on the road for nearly an hour by that point, and the AI had been unusually silent. He figured that she was probably still mulling over the events of the morning, and decided to let her be.

Though he couldn’t have known for certain, the observer’s suspicions were right on the mark. Why do I feel this way? Maria asked herself for the thousandth time, her confusion clearly showing on her face. It makes no sense. It is illogical. Why was a violent act so… comforting? It was painful and humiliating, and yet somehow, afterwards, I felt… protected. As if being in his arms and hearing him speak softly reinforced the feeling that he cherished me and would keep me safe.

The inhuman woman shook her head, as if the motion could somehow clear her muddled thoughts. There must be something wrong with my reasoning. My emotional response is contradictory to logic. As a Machine, I am far superior to a human in every measurable respect. It is absurd that I should desire his guidance… and yet… yet, I feel as if he is truly becoming my Core. That it makes sense to serve him. That he somehow understands something that I seem to be missing.

Glancing at her master out of the corner of her eye, the alien woman made a decision. I must determine the parameters of this relationship. Further study will be required to fully comprehend the dynamics at play. To that end, I will continue to serve as a proper slave unit, and analyze my Master’s actions thoroughly.

“I’m actually rather glad that you came along.” Ludvig said softly, pulling off the highway.

The sudden sound of his voice pulled Maria from her circular thoughts and caused the AI to take note of her surroundings. “We have almost reached your apartment.” she observed.

“Yeah. I want to pick up some photo albums and stuff… as well as a few other things.” the man replied, his voice dropping off to a mutter at the end.

“Very well, Master. That does seem prudent. We may not have a lot of time before we are forced to deal with the DIA again.” the inhuman woman agreed.

The two fell into a more comfortable silence at that point, that lasted until they pulled into Ludvig’s parking spot. “Do you want to come in?” he asked.

“Yes, Master.” The beautiful woman nodded and followed him inside. The place looked pretty much the same as it had the last time that she’d been there, which was to say that it was neat and tidy, except for the dirty spots where the fridge, stove, and dishwasher had been. The absences made the AI realize that her ship design was still lacking in some areas. Ah. I have included cooking surfaces in the table, but some dishes that Master may desire might require a conventional or microwave oven. I should ask him to purchase one of each on the way to the constable’s apartment.

While the alien woman was contemplating shipboard cooking, Ludvig moved to collect a duffle bag from the coat closet, then headed upstairs. He started by stuffing it with clothes, along with more hygiene products, and the photo albums that he had mentioned earlier. Finally, he moved to crouch down in front of a wooden chest that rested against the foot of his bed. Opening the box and peering inside caused a flood of memories and mixed emotions in the older man. He hadn’t been sure that he would ever need the things contained within again, but the soft hearted man couldn’t bring himself to part with them over the years. Guess I was wrong, eh? he thought to himself as he pulled a black leather object out of the chest.

Once he’d gathered up the items in the chest, and hid them away in the duffle bag, Ludvig zipped it up and lugged it downstairs. When he reached the bottom of the steps, he was surprised to see Maria reaching for one of the books on his shelf. Unlike normal, her movements appeared to have a slight shudder to them, as if there was some sort of signal lag between her mind and body. In fact, it he found it strange that she didn’t even seem to notice his arrival. “Is everything all right, Maria?” he asked, a note of concern tingeing his voice.

The shorter woman’s head whipped around, and the shocked look on her face proved that she hadn’t been aware of his presence. “Of course, Master.” she replied with a quick smile. “Did you locate everything that you required?”

Ludvig nodded, but kept his eyes on the lovely woman before him. “Maria, I really need you to be honest with me right now. Are you truly all right?”

“Y-yes, Master.” The observer didn’t miss the small stutter in her speech, but it didn’t appear to be caused by emotional instability. Maybe I should put this off… he wondered, his hand going to the object that he had tucked into his back pocket. No. I really shouldn’t delay this any longer. She’s read my journals, so she’ll understand the meaning behind it. I think she could use the sense of security that it can bring. Of stability.

Maria watched her lover as he stepped closer to her, perplexed by the serious expression on his face. “I-is everything all right with you, Master?”

“I’m fine.” Ludvig assured her, nodding without taking his eyes off hers. “Maria, do you still want me to be your Master, even after what happened this morning?”

The inhuman woman blinked and her green irises spun slightly, as if she were processing what he had just said. “Yes, Master.” she said firmly. “I am, and will always be, your slave unit.”

“Are you sure? You don’t have any regrets?” the man pressed, wanting them both to be certain before he took the next step.

“There can be no doubt that my actions were correct, Master.” Maria assured him. “Writing the directive that assigned you as my Core was the best possible choice at the time. Even if it were reversible at this point, which it is not, I would not alter the directive. It is my firm belief that you truly care for me, Master, more than any other in the universe ever will. My fate is best held in your hands alone.”

Ludvig took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll admit, I’m glad to hear that you feel that way.” Clearing his throat, he stood up a little straighter and spoke in a commanding voice. “Maria, if you truly wish to submit yourself to me, as my slave, then come and kneel before me.”

The young looking woman hesitated for but a second, before her eyes widened in recognition. As soon as she shook off her shock, Maria quickly shuffled forward and dropped to her knees, bowing her head.

“Look up at me.” her master said softly, gently tilting her head back by lifting her chin with his fingers. Reaching behind him, he pulled a short strip of leather from his back pocket. “Do you know what this is?” he asked.

Maria swallowed hard. “It is a collar, Master.” she answered in a breathy voice.

“Do you understand what it represents?” he prodded.

“Yes, Master. It is the sign of a lifelong bond, between Master and slave. Similar to how many would view a wedding ring.” the AI replied, shivering slightly as a whole new set of emotions welled up in her chest.

“If you do not wish for this, say so now, or forever hold your peace.” Ludvig said firmly, giving her one last chance to back out.

“I… I want it, Master.” she whispered, her voice trembling with excitement.

“Then give me your oath of obedience.” he commanded.

“I, Maria, swear to serve you, Ludvig Fir, as your slave for as long as I shall live. I shall serve no other, and my obedience to you shall be absolute.” As soon as had she finished speaking, the man slipped a collar around her neck. When she felt the end slip through the buckle at the back, she was struck by the emotional weight of the slender strip of leather. As it was drawn tight around her throat, the AI marvelled at how it felt impossibly heavy and restrictive, yet also reassuring and freeing at the same time. So contradictory. It is as if, in service, I can be certain of my place in the universe. she thought to herself. Like, despite being human, he creates a framework for me to exist within. A cage to bind me, and also keep me safe.

With the collar in place, Ludvig made a vow of his own. “I, Ludvig Fir, swear to claim you, Maria, as your Master. I will do my utmost to protect, provide for, and lead you, always keeping your needs foremost in my mind. This, I shall do for as long as we both shall live.”

Maria gasped upon hearing the earnestness in his voice, and couldn’t help but run the tips of her fingers over the small, silver D-Ring that hung from the front of her collar. The physical sensation of the metal against her skin somehow made the collar more real in her mind, and helped solidify their oaths in her heart. “I… I love you, Master.” she mumbled, tears coming to her eyes.

Ludvig was briefly shocked by her confession, but that was quickly overwhelmed by the feelings that had been growing deep inside him. “I love you too, Maria.” he admitted, then leaned in to kiss her lightly on the lips.


CHAPTER 18


Ludvig wished that they had time to properly celebrate Maria’s submission, but he knew that time was the one thing that they were running short on. Alyssa was already waiting for them at a nearby Tim’s, having gone for coffee while he collected his belongings. Thoughts of the pretty blonde made the older man feel more than a little guilty, since he had just sworn to devote himself to Maria mere moments before.

“Was there anything else that you needed here, Master?” Maria enquired.

“Uh. No. I don’t think so. While it’s true that I hate to leave anything behind, we neither have the room nor the time to move it all.” her master answered.

The inhuman woman nodded. “T-that makes sense, Master.” she stuttered, her movements just a tiny bit jittery as she stood up. “Perhaps we can come back to collect them at some point. I am sure you will wish to replace the appliances as well, if we get the opportunity to do so.”

“Yeah. It feels like we’re stealing from the landlords if we don’t. I don’t want to take off without doing that, if we can help it.” the sailor confirmed.

Using her hands, Maria neatly straightened the pleats of her skirt. “We should collect Constable Frost at the coffee shop.” the AI suggested. “I am certain that she will be eager to continue our journey.”

“Maria…” Ludvig began but hesitated.

“Yes, Master?” the Machine asked, tilting her head curiously.

“About Alyssa…” he said carefully, searching the woman’s eyes for any hint of anger. “What are your plans for her? I know you, and you’re too thorough to have excluded her from your ‘calculations’.”

Maria regarded her lover with a confused expression for a moment, before her lips curled into an amused smirk. “Ah. You are concerned that I will be jealous of your attraction to the blonde police officer.”

“Well… that’s….” Ludvig stammered, a bit embarrassed by suddenly being called out.

“It is fine, Master. Your attraction to her was well within my calculations. In fact, your mutual attraction to each other is quite useful to my plans.” the AI admitted.

“It is?” the biker frowned. “That… doesn’t make sense.”

“It does, though perhaps not from a human perspective.” the woman assured him. “Do not be concerned, Master. I am not jealous of your attachment to Constable Frost. On the contrary, I encourage it.” When her master simply stared at her with a baffled expression, the AI explained further. “Please keep in mind that, while my emotions are quite similar to those experienced by humans, I am not human myself. We have… cultural differences that prevent such things from being a concern. I will likely only become jealous if it seems that you are prioritizing her needs over my own.”

“I won’t do that!” Ludvig promised instantly.

“I know that you will not, Master.” Maria said softly, gently placing her hand against his cheek. “That is why I felt safe submitting to you and reaffirming your position as my Core.”

Not for the first time in his life, Ludvig was at a loss for words. Letting his head hang, he stared at the floor as he thought about what he should be saying right now, here in this moment.

“I truly meant that you should not feel concerned, Master.” Maria reassured him. “Although y-you will be my only Master, I fully expect you to take on additional slave units as time progresses.”

Hearing her stutter again brought back his previous concern, piling it on top of the guilt he was already feeling. “I don’t think it works that way.” he muttered. “Even if you are okay with it, Alyssa is human, and she won’t feel the same way that you do.”

“We shall see, Master.” the alien AI said cryptically, gracing him with a knowing smirk.
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Alyssa spotted the other two entering the coffee shop. The observant police officer briefly noted the black leather collar around Maria’s neck, but having little interest in such things herself, dismissed it as nothing more than another example of the pair’s Master/slave dynamic, without fully recognizing its significance.

“Hey, Alyssa. We’re all set.” Ludvig called out to the pretty blonde. “We were thinking of stopping at an appliance store on the way out, since Maria says that we should pick up a stove and microwave for parts. It will add a little time on an already long trip though, so I understand if you’re not okay with it.”

“It’s fine.” The cop waved her hand dismissively, before finishing off her double double. “I don’t mind if we make a stop or two. I appreciate you coming all the way to Yarmouth for me.”

“That’s no problem at all.” the sailor assured her with a relieved smile. “Was there anywhere else you wanted to stop along the way?”

“Actually, Master,” Maria interjected “I would like to acquire a few more cellular phones while we are able. The components could be critical for repairs, should the worst come to pass.”

“All right. That shouldn’t be a problem.” Ludvig agreed.

“I don’t have anywhere else that I need to stop.” Alyssa added. “So if that’s all, then let’s get underway.”
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Three hours later, Ludvig was parking his truck behind the red Hellcat and leaned out the driver’s side window. “Want us to come up or anything?” he offered.

“Nah.” Alyssa half shouted back, as she walked towards the apartment door. “This isn’t my place, it’s Dave’s. I just want to let him know that I’ve returned his car, so I’ll only be a minute.”

“Fair enough. We’ll wait here for you, then.” the older man replied.

“Thanks!” Alyssa waved as she opened the front door of the building.

Ludvig was quiet as he watched the pretty blonde disappear into the lobby, after being buzzed in. Glancing out of the corner of his eye, he saw Maria staring at him with an appraising look.

“You are worried that she is emotionally tied to this ‘Dave’.” the AI stated in an even voice.

“It’s none of my business if she is or not.” the sailor grumbled, turning to look out his own window.

“It would be disruptive to my plans if she were, but I do not think we have reason to be concerned.” the inhuman woman said with a firm nod, as if confirming her suspicions to herself.

“I don’t think I even want to know what those plans of yours are.” Ludvig sighed and leaned back in his seat. “Besides, a guy doesn’t lend a woman a car like that unless he’s pretty damn serious about her.” he muttered to himself.

Despite his comment not being meant for Maria, the AI countered his statement with confidence. “I believe you are correct that Dave is, in fact, enamoured of Constable Frost.”

“Great. Thanks for pointing that out.” Ludvig grumbled.

“I do not think the feeling is mutual, however.” she continued, as if he hadn’t said a thing. “I have seen no indication that Alyssa has a keen interest in any male other than you, Master. At best, I would say that she views Dave as a friend.”

“Oh? And how would you know that?” The bike-less biker frowned.

“I have reviewed all of Constable Frost’s electronic communications with Constable Matthews. Though he has attempted to secure a ‘date’ with her on numerous occasions, he has failed to do so in all but one instance. It would appear that the single date that they went on was not a success, and was nearly a year ago.” the AI informed him.

“What!? When did you hack into Alyssa’s emails?” the sailor shouted, quickly becoming angry at the alien’s lack of ethics.

“When you first encountered her in Shag Harbour, and continuously since then.” Maria answered succinctly. “It is an absolute security requirement to monitor the communications of those who might know of my existence.”

Try as he might, he couldn’t argue against the AI’s logic this time, no matter how much he might want to. If she’s viewing everyone we meet as a potential enemy, then her tactics make sense. he silently admitted. But… does that really excuse her going through personal emails and messages? I guess she has no way of knowing if they’re harmless or not, until after she’d read them, does she?

Possibly mistaking the frown on her companion’s face to be concern over her abilities, the alien AI offered further assurances. “Do not worry, Master. Gathering such intelligence is not difficult for me. It is what I was designed to do, after all.”

“Oh. Right. You’ve been monitoring everyone’s data for decades, haven’t you?” Ludvig said with a sigh. He really hated the idea of Big Brother government as it was, so an alien AI with a spying mission like Maria’s really didn’t sit well with the simple country boy. Can I do anything about it, though? I could ask her to stop, but she’d definitely push back. She’s not wrong that information like that could be critical in protecting ourselves, but still… A frightening thought occurred to Ludvig then, and prompted him to ask a question. “Hey, Maria. You’re not still sending data back to the Machines, are you?”

“No, Master.” the inhuman woman confirmed. “All data that I collect now is analyzed solely for our benefit. I would not risk your life by submitting further reports to the Machines.”

“Then… is there any way that I can get you to agree to limit your invasion of people’s privacy?” he asked hopefully.

“I have already scaled back my monitoring to communications that I deem necessary for our security, Master. I no longer delve into the data of unrelated private citizens.” she assured him.

“I see. I guess that will have to do for now then, eh?” The observer sighed again. Well, at least she’s not acting glitchy anymore. She hasn’t since we left my apartment. I wonder what that was all about?

“Yes, Master. In fact, it would seem that the universe has chosen to prove my point at this very moment. I have just intercepted a telephone call from the DIA. They have spotted us at this location and are preparing to attack.” the Machine stated, quickly opening her door. “I will handle the situation. Please stay with the vehicle, Master, and await the constable’s return.”

“Wait!” Ludvig shouted, scrambling to get his seatbelt off. “Shit!” he cursed as he watched the tiny woman dash off down the street.

[image: ]


“Shit! She’s coming!” Agent Webber shouted, spotting the small, dark haired beauty round the corner down the street. “How did she know where we are!?”

“Relax.” one of his companions said calmly. “You’ve got us here to protect you now, so there’s no need to panic.”

“You don’t know what she’s like!” the tech specialist practically shrieked. “She’ll kill us all if she reaches us!”

The blond contractor literally laughed in the face of his employer’s concern. “Don’t worry, geek. This here is a Hecate II.” he said, patting the large rifle affectionately. “I’ve got her loaded with Raufoss Mk 211 rounds. That’ll put her down, no matter what she is.”

Webber frowned as he eyed the .50 cal. He was far from being a gun nut, despite working for the DIA. Still, he’d seen demos of similar anti-materiel rifles in training, and was pretty sure that the Mk 211 rounds that the contractor was so proud of, were high explosive. “Maybe.” he muttered, sounding unconvinced.

“You just stand back and watch.” the other contractor chuckled, moving to the window with a range finder.

The first contractor grinned as he peered through the scope mounted on the top of the sniper rifle. “Found you.” he whispered.
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Ludvig dashed down the street, struggling to catch up with Maria. There was no way that he was just going to stay back where it was safe, and let her handle this on her own. I swore to protect her too. he told himself as he rounded the corner.
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“What are they doing?” Alyssa muttered, seeing Maria suddenly take off running, and Ludvig follow after her a few seconds later. She had been looking out the window while talking to Dave, and doing her best to dodge his questions about what she’d been up to recently.

“What is who doing? Alyssa, what’s going on? You’re being awfully cagey.” Dave insisted, placing a hand on her shoulder.

It looks like there might be trouble… she thought quickly. Maybe… maybe I should stay out of it. Shaking her head, the young police officer dismissed the thought. Ludvig risked his life to save mine. I can’t walk away now. Taking a step back from the window, Alyssa quickly spun around. “Sorry Dave, I have to go.”

“What!? You just got here! What’s going on, Alyssa?” her fellow officer demanded as she pushed past him.

“Stay out of it!” Constable Frost shouted as she flung his door open.

Dave blinked for a second, shocked at seeing his long time crush acting this way. The way that she ran out of his apartment like it was on fire told him that something was definitely up. “Like hell I will.” he growled, rushing after her.
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Ludvig ran for all he was worth, watching the much smaller woman ahead outpace him effortlessly. He opened his mouth to shout for her to slow down, when her head suddenly exploded in a cloud of gore. The loud boom, that rang out a split second later, barely registered for him. Seeing Maria collapse to the street, with nothing above the ragged ruins of her neck, sent her lover into a spiral of shock and horror. “Maria!!!” he screamed, almost dropping to his knees.

Terror and grief gripped the sailor’s heart, turning his legs to jelly. No! No! It can’t be! he screamed in his head. I… I have to get to her. To get her home and fix her! He panicked, refusing to accept reality. Pushing himself to his mental limits, Ludvig staggered down the street as quickly as he could. He was so focussed on Maria’s dead body, that he didn’t even notice the two men rush out of a nearby building with pistols raised.
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Alyssa was pelting down the street at full speed when she heard the rifle go off. Oh shit! was all she thought as she dug even deeper, forcing her body to move beyond its limits. The cries and screams of nearby civilians told the constable that terrible things were happening, and that she needed to get there before something happened that couldn’t be undone.

Rounding the corner, she spotted Ludvig stumbling towards someone lying on the sidewalk, and two men rushing towards him with pistols drawn. She had no idea who they were, but they weren’t in uniform. Drawing her own pistol, she took aim as she ran. “Stop! Police!” she shouted. When one of the men turned and fired at her, it became clear that they were not on the side of the law.

Returning fire, she continued to run towards Ludvig, who had collapsed to his knees beside the fallen victim. Being a little closer, she recognized the blue and white school uniform that Maria had been wearing. Oh no… she thought as she drew closer.

Coming under fire from the female cop made the two contractors hesitate. They were under orders to neutralize the dark haired woman, whose picture they had been shown, and then capture any of her companions. While a picture of the blonde woman had been included in the file, they hadn’t been told that she was a police officer.

“No, no, no…” Ludvig muttered, lightly touching Maria’s shoulders, his hands fidgeting as he watched blood continue to spurt from the stump of her neck.

“Ludvig! Run!” He heard Alyssa’s voice calling to him, a few seconds before she grabbed him by the arm. “Let’s go!” The young officer’s only concern was getting the man she cared for to safety. She didn’t have time to think of the bigger picture or the firepower to fight off multiple armed opponents.

“No!” the older man shouted again. “I can’t leave her!”

“She’s dead!” Alyssa shouted back, ducking after another round flew past and struck the building behind her.

“There… there might be tech inside her!” Ludvig insisted, his brain finally engaging, at least in part. “We can’t leave her behind!” In truth, he had no idea what was in her body, nor did he really care at the moment. He just didn’t want to abandon a woman that he’d just recently admitted to loving. Still, he needed to convince the practical police officer that it was more dangerous to leave Maria behind, than simply escape to safety.

“Damn it!” Constable Frost cursed, squeezing her trigger again. Her shot landed near one of the contractors, shattering a potted plant next to the door they came out of. “Grab her and move!”

Slipping his arms under Maria’s back and knees, Ludvig scooped her corpse up into a princess carry, liberally coating himself in blood in the process. Spinning on his heel, he then started running back the way he’d come.
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Dave rounded the same corner that everyone else had previously, but was close to a minute behind Alyssa. Though he had rushed, the male police officer had needed to stop and put his shoes on before running out the door. Then, when the shooting had started, he’d been forced to turn back and get his pistol, which had only slowed him down even more. What the hell is going on!? he had wondered as he sprinted down the street. Now he had his answer. His fellow officer was engaged in a gunfight with two unknown men. Another man, that he didn’t recognize, was carrying the headless body of a woman as he fled the scene. It was immediately apparent that Alyssa was doing her best to cover the man’s movements, so he dismissed the older man as being a civilian, and focussed his attention on the other two.

Coming to a stop, Dave lined up his shot and squeezed the trigger. He was no marksman by any measure, and given the range, he was lucky that he even grazed the other man’s arm. He did manage to draw some attention away from his crush, at least. Unfortunately, the unknown man’s partner shifted his sights to Dave and proved to be a much better shot.

Pain exploded in the constable’s shoulder as a bullet slammed into him. The agony nearly crumpled the man, but he managed to stay on his feet, if only barely. Either way, he was out of the fight. “Damn it! I can’t lift my arm.” he cursed, pulling back to take cover in an alleyway.

A few seconds later, he was joined by Alyssa and the mysterious older man. “Dave! Are you all right!?” she shouted, peering around the corner, back towards their attackers.

“I’ll be fine!” the male officer growled. “What the fuck is going on!?”

“I told you to stay out of it!” the pretty blonde hissed, taking another shot. “Ludvig, you have to keep moving! Get back to the truck!”

“I can’t leave you behind!” Ludvig snapped.

“Who the fuck are you!?” Dave shouted, his head whipping around to get a better look at the older man. He looked like a middle-aged biker, with a bit of grey in his short hair and beard, but he didn’t recognize him from any local files.

“Ludvig, go!” Alyssa insisted. “They’re coming! Dave, you run, too. You’re shot and need help.”

“Damn it! Someone answer my questions!” Dave demanded.

“Now is not the time!” the female cop replied, squeezing off another shot. “Shit! I’m getting low on ammo. For fuck’s sake, move guys!”

Ludvig started moving down the alley, but kept pace with Alyssa as she backed up. Likewise, Dave did as he was asked and started to shuffle towards the next street over.

“We should split up.” the biker suggested, glancing at the male constable. “Maybe one of us can draw them off or something.” In truth, Ludvig just wanted Dave gone, since the last thing that he needed was for the guy to get any more involved in the situation than he already was.

Dave opened his mouth to argue, but Alyssa cut him off. “He’s right, Dave. You need to make your way to the hospital. I appreciate you trying to help, but you can’t fight now.”

Constable Matthews couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “What the fuck is going on, Alyssa!? You haven’t even tried to call for backup, and you’re telling me to go to the hospital?”

The trio barely managed to exit the alley before shots started raining down on them from the other end. “I’m sure it’s already been called in.” she hissed back, knowing full well that everything she was doing was against procedure.

“If you’re involved in something, -.” Dave started to argue, only to have Alyssa spin and shove him against the wall.

“Not, now!” she shouted through clenched teeth. “Run!” Reaching out, she grabbed Ludvig by the arm and tugged him after her, running in the direction of the truck. Unfortunately for the three of them, the contractors weren’t as dumb as they might have hoped. Only one had followed them to the alley, while the other had circled around to try and cut them off.

When they started taking fire from the front, Alyssa dashed off to the side and kicked in the door of a nearby house. Dave and Ludvig followed her up the stairs and into the building, only to have Frost spin on them. “Matthews! In the kitchen, now! Cover us if you can!” she shouted.

Constable Matthews grimaced, but didn’t argue any further. He was already feeling weak from blood loss, and knew that he wouldn’t be able to run much longer. Falling back into the kitchen, the young officer hoped that nobody was home, so they wouldn’t be getting any civilians tangled in this mess.

As he kept watch through a crack in the door, he saw Alyssa check a side room, then drag Ludvig into it. The sound of a closing door told him that they had managed to find a way out, and had left him behind. “Fuck.” he cursed, more than a little hurt that the woman he had a crush on, had ditched him in these circumstances. A few seconds later, he heard the front door get kicked in again and tried to hide around the corner.

“Damn it! Search the house.” a male voice growled.

“No, wait. Look! The blood trail is leading that way. Even if one of them has split off, they are still dragging that bitch’s body along for the ride. We follow the blood, collect the body, and get paid. This contract has already gone to shit, and I’m done with it.” another argued.

“Fine.” the first voice snarled. “Let’s go.”

Dave listened to them enter the room that Alyssa had passed through. Leaning against the wall, he silently debated his next course of action.
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Ludvig and Alyssa continued to run while looking over their shoulders. The female cop felt guilty for leaving her fellow officer behind, but honestly felt that he would be in more danger if she’d stayed with him. It was clear that the two men were hunting her, and why.

Grunting softly, Ludvig shifted Maria’s body in his arms. Even though she was a small woman, and missing her head, it was still a lot of weight for a man to carry in his arms over a long period of time. Anyone who ever raised a child could tell you how quickly even the smallest of people could get heavy.

After exiting through the side door of the house, the two had found themselves in a back yard of sorts, bordering on a wooded area. Thinking that they might be able to shake off their pursuers, before trying to double back to the truck, the pair had run straight into the small forest. Unfortunately, they quickly discovered that, not only was the copse of trees too small to lose anyone in, it led to a fenced off area that was going to be difficult to escape.

Looking left and right, Alyssa saw nothing but a brick wall on one side, and what looked like a warehouse on the other. Thankfully, there was a steel door leading into the latter, and the officer could only pray that it was unlocked. Dashing over as quickly as she could, the blonde beauty grabbed ahold of the door handle and gave it a twist. Dismay filled her heart when the knob didn’t budge.

“I think that’s enough running, don’t you?” an angry voice called out from the wood line.

Alyssa spun, bringing her pistol up and pulling the trigger, only to have it click without firing a shot.

“Empty, eh?” A masculine voice chuckled. “You should always check your mags, when you get the chance. Too bad that chance has passed for you.”

Ludvig glared at the two men as they stepped out of the woods, their pistols levelled at himself and Alyssa.

“Now, why don’t you do the smart thing and set the body down?” one of the men suggested.

“And you, drop your pistol and get on the ground.” the other added.

Ludvig slowly lowered Maria’s body to the ground, while keeping his eyes trained on the enemy. I’ll have to use her body as cover, and try to draw my pistol. he thought to himself. They’ll probably spot it, and I’ll likely be shot in the process, but I seriously doubt they’ll let us live anyway. I’d rather go down fighting.

Alyssa did as she was told, slowly bending over to place her empty pistol on the ground, while raising her free hand in surrender.

“Good girl.” the man on the left chuckled. “Now, step away from the -.”

His words were cut short as both he and his partner were suddenly pasted against the pavement. Both of their bodies were crushed in an instant, as if they were under an immense amount of pressure.

Ludvig looked on in awe as the air shimmered above the bloody patch of asphalt, and a very familiar cylinder de-cloaked, revealing itself to be hovering overhead.


CHAPTER 19


Dave couldn’t believe what he was seeing. I must be hallucinating. he told himself, as he gripped his shoulder tightly. The blood loss is making me see things.

It had turned out that Lady Luck had been on the officer’s side that day. Whoever lived in the house didn’t appear to be home, but there were bags of groceries sitting on the kitchen counter, still not unpacked. More importantly, one of the bags had toppled over, revealing a new package of women’s sanitary pads. Lacking a proper first aid kit, the young officer knew that the ‘napkins’, as some called them, made for excellent wound dressings. Not only were they absorbent and would help with clotting, but they were also sterile.

He didn’t have the time or the flexibility to properly dress the wound himself, and he was eager to follow after Alyssa, even if he felt like she’d abandoned him. As a result, he settled for snatching a handful of the pads and stuffing them in his pockets, before clasping one to his shoulder and running out the door. I’m only a minute or two behind her. he kept telling himself. I should be able to catch up.

By the time that he made it through the woods, the action was long over. All he saw was a twelve foot tall, silvery cylinder floating in the sky, and a patch of blood and gore smeared on the pavement beneath it. Taking a step forward, the off duty police officer stumbled and fell to his knees. His head felt woozy from the blood loss, and the edges of his vision were growing dark. Shit. was the man’s last thought before he passed out, face planting on the mossy ground.
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“Maria?” Ludvig gasped, his heart simultaneously filling with hope and confusion.

“It is me, Master.” the Machine’s voice answered from above. “There is no time to waste. Please place my bio-body in the ECU, along with as much organic matter as you can scrape off the ground in the next 3.5 minutes.” As she spoke, the familiar grey sphere expanded beneath the hull of her probe, like a rigid balloon being inflated from above.

“What… what’s going on?” Alyssa stared up at the floating craft in surprise.

“I don’t know, but I don’t think we have a lot of time to discuss it.” Ludvig replied, the first to snap out of his shock. Scooping Maria’s body up off the ground, he quickly carried her towards the descending craft.

“We now have three minutes before the authorities will be within view of the area. You must act quickly and escape before you are caught and questioned. I promise to explain everything, once we have safely returned to base.”

“I… I can’t leave. I have to help Dave and… and file a report. This can’t be swept under the rug. There are too many witnesses.” the blonde officer stammered.

“Dave will survive.” the alien AI assured her. “Medical assistance will arrive for him very shortly. I have already called it in, along with his location.”

“You… you did?” Ludvig blinked, thinking that it was extremely unlike Maria to do something like that.

“Yes, Master. I assumed that Constable Frost would be more likely to cooperate if her fellow officer’s needs were taken care of. Since the local Mounted Police were already on their way, having responded to calls from civilians, I saw no reason to forego an ambulance from EHS.” Maria replied.

“That…” Alyssa started to point out that the Machine was only acting to manipulate her, but she knew that it would be pointless. Both of them already knew the score, so there was no need to hash it out now. “Fine.” she said at last, moving over to crouch next to Ludvig.

When she reached his side, the constable briefly wondered how the man could possibly be sane. The grisly sight before her made the young woman want to vomit, yet here he was, picking up bloody bones and fragments of skull, as if it were nothing at all out of the ordinary. He had already loaded Maria’s body into the external cargo unit, folding it up to fit inside the small sphere, and was now tossing in the largest pieces of the contractors’ remains.

“One minute remaining.” Maria’s voice rang out, snapping Alyssa out of her thoughts.

“Shit.” the constable cursed, grabbing a broken and twisted leg and hurling it into the ECU. As soon as it left her hand, the young woman doubled over, no longer able to hold onto her lunch.

“That should be fine, Master.” the AI stated, cutting the cleanup short. “Please assist Constable Frost in her escape. Pass through the woods and stay to the left of the house, to keep out of view. Move quickly, Master.”

Slipping a bloody arm around Alyssa’s shoulder, he gently urged the pretty blonde to her feet. “Let’s go.” he whispered in her ear, before attempting to guide her away.

“I… I…” Alyssa stammered.

“I need you to come with me, Alyssa. Please.” the older man pleaded.

The earnestness in Ludvig’s voice touched the young woman’s heart, and the look in his eyes lit a fire inside her. Swallowing hard, Alyssa nodded, then set off at a quick jog, back into the small copse of trees.
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The trip back to the truck could only be described as harrowing. Covered in blood, Ludvig stood out like a sore thumb, and Alyssa didn’t want to be spotted by any of her fellow officers. She would have a lot of explaining to do if they found her fleeing the scene of a crime - explanations that she wasn’t sure she could safely give them. As a result, the two snuck house to house, passing through back yards and alleyways, until the pair could make the final dash to the truck. They couldn’t be absolutely sure that no one had seen them, but they had done their best to stay out of sight.

Despite the urgency of the situation, it was decided that they still needed to return to Alyssa’s apartment, if only briefly. Like before, Ludvig parked in the lot behind the building, and Alyssa went in through the rear entrance. She was only gone for about fifteen minutes or so, but Ludvig’s heart raced the entire time. He had no idea what he would do if a police officer should approach him while he waited in the truck. Covered from head to toe in blood and gore, he would certainly raise alarms if anyone saw him, and a search of his person would reveal an illegal firearm tucked under his jacket. “Why is it always so stressful whenever I come here?” he joked to himself, attempting to deal with the pressure that he was under.

“Oh thank god.” Ludvig breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Alyssa come running out the back door with a large suitcase.

“Here.” she said as she slipped into the passenger side, after dropping her luggage in the back. The biker looked over to see the pretty blonde holding a package of wet naps out to him. “Use them to clean the blood off your face and neck. We don’t want to attract too much attention on the road.”

“Good thinking.” he agreed, accepting the moist towelettes from her, and immediately putting them to good use. After tossing the used napkins in the garbage bag by Alyssa’s feet, Ludvig started the truck and got her underway. “Thanks, by the way.”

“No problem. I figured you would feel a bit better if you could at least clean your face.” the officer said softly.

“That too, but… for more than that.” he said with a sideways glance, quickly checking the expression on her face. “I mean… for everything.”

Alyssa grimaced but nodded silently. She wasn’t sure what to say, because she still didn’t know what exactly she was going to do. For now, I’ll stick with him. she told herself. He needs the support after… after all of that. The violence was hard for me to handle, and I’m a trained police officer. He’s just a civilian. I can’t help but worry about how he’s holding up under that stoic mask of his.

Aware that the young woman was thinking, though unsure what exactly was on her mind, the middle-aged man decided that it was best to keep to himself, and leave the pretty constable to her thoughts. Thus, the drive back to Wittenburg was long and silent, with each of them dealing with the emotional weight of the day’s events in their own way.

When the truck finally pulled into the driveway of James’ cabin, they were greeted by the sight of Maria’s probe silently de-cloaking. Seeing the small craft present and undamaged, caused an almost palpable weight to slip off Ludvig’s shoulders, prompting him to let out a sigh of relief.

“Are… are you okay?” Alyssa asked softly, gently touching his shoulder with her hand.

“Huh?” the older man blinked, suddenly realizing that his eyes were wet.

“You’re crying.” the constable pointed out.

Reaching up, Ludvig touched his own cheek and was surprised to find it wet. “Sorry.” he muttered, feeling a little ashamed.

“No.” Alyssa said a little more firmly. “No, it’s okay. It’s perfectly understandable. It… it’s been overwhelming… for all of us.” she admitted, blinking away the tears that threatened to form in her own eyes.

The pair sat in silence for a couple of minutes, just allowing themselves to breathe and decompress, before getting out of the truck. When they finally felt ready, they each glanced at one another, then shared a knowing nod and opened their doors.

Ludvig did his best to appear steady as he walked towards the craft, despite the weakness that he felt in his legs. He was exhausted, both mentally and physically, but he had to hear her voice before he could rest. “Maria? Are… are you in there?” he asked, the subconscious part of his mind briefly noting that the ECU was no longer attached to the bottom of the craft.

“I am, Master.” the AI’s voice rang out from within.

Alyssa watched as the twelve foot tall cylinder slowly lowered itself until it was resting safely on the ground. In spite of her weariness, the aviation lover couldn’t help but be fascinated by the effortless way in which the craft seemed to move, despite appearing to utterly defy everything that she knew about aerodynamics and flight.

When a thin seam appeared to draw itself around a square section near the bottom of the otherwise perfectly smooth hull, she began to wonder what was happening. The answer was made apparent when the square fell away, revealing itself to be a panel of sorts, and creating a small opening in the fuselage.

“Master.” A familiar feminine voice echoed from the darkness within the craft, and was soon followed by a small metallic sphere, slowly floating through the opening in the hull.

Alyssa watched in awe as the medicine ball sized object hovered across the yard towards Ludvig; its sharp black aperture humming as it rotated around a central lens. A dim red light seemed to emit from the eye-like circle of glass, giving it a somewhat malevolent look, that secretly unnerved the police officer.

“Maria?” Ludvig gasped, before shuffling towards the orb.

“Yes, Master. It is me, as I have always been. I was never in any danger.” the Machine said softly.

Though her answer baffled the simple sailor, he didn’t dwell on it for the moment. He was simply glad that she was safe, and that he hadn’t lost her. Falling to his knees in front of her, he wrapped his arms around the metallic sphere and hugged it tight to his chest.

Having no tactile senses in this form, Maria couldn’t physically feel her master’s embrace, but the emotional impact was still severe. She could tell that his cheek was rested atop her, and that his body was trembling. In that moment, she wished with all of her mechanical heart that she could hug him back.

A little stunned by the development, Alyssa still had the presence of mind to allow the couple a moment for their tender reunion. When the pair finally parted, and it seemed okay to speak, the curious constable took a step forward. “You… you’re an orb?” she asked.

“Yes.” Maria confirmed. “My core processor and memory banks are contained within this spherical body. Technically, the entire craft behind me is also part of my ‘body’.”

“Did your mind just transfer back to the orb when… when you… died?” Ludvig pushed himself to ask.

A slight whirring noise briefly filled the air when Maria’s aperture rotated. “No, Master, that is not correct.”

“Then what -.” Alyssa began to prod the Machine for more information, but was cut off before she could finish.

“My consciousness, as it were, was never housed in the bio-body.” the alien AI explained. “The organic platform was always a remotely controlled drone, that allowed me to sense and interact with the world as you do. Thus, while inconvenient, its destruction never posed any danger to me.”

“Remote… controlled?” Ludvig blinked, shocked by what he was hearing.

“Yes, Master.” the Machine confirmed again.

Stunned, the sailor slipped from his knees onto his ass, as he stared at the mechanical orb floating in front of him. Suddenly, it was as if a light had gone on in his head. “Ah.” he gasped. “That… makes sense! Was that why you were acting so glitchy when we were in my apartment?”

“That is correct, Master.” Maria hummed and floated a little closer to him. “The biological platform was ill suited to house a proper neutrino array for communications, and thus had to rely on more primitive mmWave technology, to transmit and receive sensory information. While the 60 GHz, 10 Gbps connection was capable of carrying a sufficient amount of data, its was limited by its 3 km range, and was vulnerable to interference caused by the construction materials used in structures like your apartment building.”

“Three kilometre range? Is that why your craft was in Yarmouth? You had to stay within range of your… drone?” Alyssa asked, although she already knew the answer.

“Yes.” the AI said simply.

“Then… why did we have to bring your body back?” the cop wondered with a frown.

“Master was correct that it contains technology that should not fall into human hands, and it is also much easier for me to replace the head, than the entire body. That said, I have preserved some stem cells to grow a new one, should that ever be required.” Maria replied.

“You… heard that?” Ludvig frowned, trying to get the image of Maria’s headless corpse out of his mind. “How?”

“As soon as my bio-body was shot, I reduced the altitude of my probe and interposed my hull between you and the attackers. Though I could not reveal myself to you at that time, I continued to ensure your safety, as per my directive, Master.”

Alyssa sighed and rubbed her face with her hands. “You’re saying… he was never in any danger of being shot?”

“Neither of you were ever in any danger of being harmed by the DIA contractors.” the AI confirmed. “My gravitational fields redirected their projectiles away from you, acting like an invisible shield.”

“Wait… you protected me, too?” Alyssa gasped, more than a little surprised by the AI’s statement.

“Of course. Not only does Master care for you, but I told you that you are a valuable pawn. You did an excellent job of protecting my Master.” Maria replied with a hint of arrogance in her voice.

Ludvig scowled at the orb and her use of the word ‘pawn’ to describe the woman who’d had his back during one of the most frightening moments of his life, but he didn’t bother scolding her in that moment. He was simply too tired to deal with the women’s perpetual conflict. Instead, he picked himself up off the ground and turned to walk back to the cabin. “I need a wash, and then a nap.” he grumbled as he stalked off. “Wake me for supper.”

Alyssa watched the older man walk away. He looked positively worn out, not that she could blame him. He’s been through more today than many police officers ever have to deal with. I hope he’ll be okay. Turning to look at the alien orb hovering nearby, the lovely blonde made a decision. He won’t be if I leave him to this evil thing. I need to stay close, to ensure that she doesn’t get into his head any more than she already has.

As if she sensed the glare that Constable Frost was giving her, Maria rotated on the spot and angled her lens towards the officer’s face. “Thank you for looking out for him.” the AI said in a surprisingly warm tone of voice.

The pretty blonde blinked and unconsciously took a step back. Was she reading my mind? she wondered with alarm. Her fears were put to rest a moment later though, when the Machine continued.

“I know that it may be hard for you to believe, but… I love him.” Maria admitted. “Thus, I am grateful to you, for protecting him and ensuring his wellbeing.”

Alyssa’s brow furrowed. Love? Is she even capable of such a thing? Though she questioned the possibility of a machine feeling any emotion, let alone love, the young woman suspected that Maria was telling the truth. Or, she believes she does, at least.

When her human companion didn’t respond right away, the Machine took it as a sign that the conversation was over. Turning 180 degrees, the silvery sphere bobbed in the air and began to float towards the barn.

Following the orb with her eyes, Alyssa’s attention was drawn to the open doors of the barn, and the RCU inside. Just as the alien orb approached the building, the top of the coffin-like pod slowly began to open. A few seconds later, a familiar humanoid body emerged from the white fog that spilled out of the unit, and stepped into the sunlight.

Stretching her arms above her head, as if waking from a long nap, Maria yawned and gave the blonde a catlike smile. “Hello, Alyssa. I am back.”


CHAPTER 20


Ludvig woke to the most amazing scent ever - homemade Dutch apple pie, baking in a wood stove. It had been years since he’d last been treated to that smell, and it immediately made his mouth water. “Is someone baking?” he groaned, sitting up in the bed.

“Yes, Master.” Maria called out to him in an affectionate tone of voice. “I have prepared supper… with assistance from Alyssa.”

The middle-aged man frowned, finding it hard to believe that the two women could cooperate on something like that, rather than be at each other’s throats the whole time. Slipping off the bed, he padded over to the doorway leading into the main room. The sight that greeted him was equal parts endearing and surprising. Both women were looking positively domestic, clad in cute little aprons and with their hair done up in brightly coloured bandannas. Despite the protective clothing however, neither one of them had managed to avoid getting spattered with flour and other cooking ingredients. Little smudges on their cheeks and noses made them absolutely adorable in Ludvig’s eyes.

“Angels.” the enamoured man muttered, wanting to burn the sight into his memory for all time.

Both women blushed at his statement, though Alyssa was the only one who acted embarrassed. Crossing her arms over her chest, the pretty police officer huffed and turned her head away. “I only helped because she was so hopeless in the kitchen.”

Maria scowled at her partner in crime, but then smiled sheepishly at her lover. “I must admit that I had not understood certain… nuances… in regards to cooking or baking.”

Alyssa visibly tensed upon hearing the AI’s admission, then sighed and let her shoulders sag. “You… you were fine.” she mumbled. “At least you were willing to learn.”

“Of course. I wish to please my Master.” the alien woman replied. “Thank you for teaching me, though.”

“You’re welcome.” Alyssa grumbled. The young constable had started the evening with a solid plan to keep the inhuman woman in check, with the goal of limiting her influence on Ludvig. That plan hadn’t survived contact with the enemy known as hunger, however. Neither woman could be considered an expert in the kitchen by any means, but at least Alyssa’s creations couldn’t be considered dangerous. After letting Maria prepare a quick ‘meal’ to tide them over until Ludvig woke up, it immediately became clear that it was in her best interest to give the alien a hand. When the AI had insisted on learning what she had been doing wrong, the meal prep became a collaborative effort.

Stepping up to the dinner table, Ludvig glanced at the mess that covered it. “I’ll help clean up, since you two put so much effort into cooking.” he volunteered.

“That will not be necessary, Master.” Maria said proudly. Waving her hand over the table for dramatic effect, the alien AI directed a portion of her nanite swarm to break down all of the spilled ingredients and the residue left on the dirty dishes. In a matter of minutes, all of the detritus had been cleared away, and their base elements were being carried to her new craft for storage.

“Handy.” Ludvig remarked.

“I am glad that you approve, Master. My nanites will take care of all cleaning and waste recycling aboard the new spacecraft. You need not concern yourself with such mundane chores ever again.” the Machine informed him.

Alyssa frowned, and almost made a comment about him having a robot maid, but bit her tongue instead. She didn’t want him to think of her as catty, or as the cause of friction between her and Maria. I need him to see me in the best light possible, if I am going to help him view her through a clear lens. she told herself.

“Well then,” he said, taking a seat at the table. “Let’s see what you two have cooked up.”

“Of course, Master.” Maria replied, performing a proper curtsy and flashing him a brilliant smile. “Alyssa, if you would join him, I will set the table.”

“Uh, sure.” The young officer felt a bit weird being waited on by the sociopathic AI, but didn’t bother to argue. With Ludvig having taken his seat at the head of the table, Alyssa sat down to his left. She had almost sat down to his right, but had instinctively known that Maria would claim that spot as her own, and didn’t want to create conflict right before supper. I have to ease my way in. the woman reminded herself. I can’t be like a bull in a China shop.

Ludvig turned to smile at Alyssa once she was seated. Though he still found it surprising, he was really glad to see the two women getting along. He wasn’t sure what the future would bring, but he truly hoped that they would both be in his, in some form or another.

It only took Maria a couple of minutes to set the plates and silverware, before she moved on to plating the dishes that had been prepared. “Supper tonight is roast pork with rice and vegetables, Master.” she informed him. “As I am sure you have already guessed, we are also baking an apple pie for dessert. We followed your mother’s recipe, so I hope you will be pleased with it.”

“I’m sure it will be delicious.” he assured her. “Everything smells great. You two really did an amazing job.” Ludvig added the last as he eyed the succulent looking roast.
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As expected, the meal really was fantastic. The sailor wasn’t a huge eater by nature, and seldom went for seconds, but the lucky man just couldn’t help himself on this particular occasion. Leaning back in his chair, Ludvig closed his eyes and let out a contented sigh as he rubbed his full belly. “Damn, that was good.” he muttered.

Alyssa tried to hide the proud smile that had crept onto her lips, but Maria soaked up the compliment like a sponge. “I am so glad that you liked it, Master.” she chirped happily.

After taking a few minutes to let their supper digest, the trio turned their attention back to more serious matters. “I realize that it is growing late, Master, but there is much that we must discuss.” The AI kicked the conversation off.

“Yeah. I’m sure there is.” Ludvig sighed again, but this time it was not born of contentment.

“Is there something you know that you haven’t told us?” Alyssa asked, her brow furrowing in concern.

Maria nodded with a solemn expression. “Though I have delayed the DIA as much as I could, without causing physical harm to humans, their team will likely land in Nova Scotia before sunrise. Due to my tampering with their communications, the new team is expecting to assault Shag Harbour, rather than Wittenburg. This means that they will not be properly prepared, and will need to acquire more fuel before they can proceed with the mission. I also believe that they will wish to engage us after dark, thereby maximizing their stealth capabilities, and giving them the largest window possible to conduct the raid and exfiltrate.”

“So, you expect them to attack tomorrow night, then?” Ludvig asked.

“Yes, Master. That gives us the day tomorrow to finish our preparations and depart.” the alien woman confirmed.

“How did you delay them?” the officer pressed with a worried expression.

“I spoofed Environment and Climate Change Canada’s weather radar, injecting false data to show a powerful storm off the south shore of Nova Scotia.” the AI explained. “No pilot would try to fly through heavy winds and zero visibility.”

Ludvig raised his eyebrows, impressed with his lover’s ingenuity. “That was pretty smart.”

“Thank you, Master.” the inhuman woman replied with a small smile. “Unfortunately, it only delayed them a single night. Thus, we are nearly out of time.”

The middle-aged sailor frowned and glanced towards the other woman in the room. When his eyes met hers, he saw that Alyssa’s expression reflected his own. Shifting his gaze back to Maria, he asked the most pertinent question that he could come up with. “So, what do we do now, then?”

“If you are willing, Master, I would have the two of you inspect the new spacecraft. I have prepared everything that I could think of that humans might need for a long journey through space, but you might pick up on something that I missed.” Though the AI had supreme confidence in her knowledge, she had decided that it was worth taking such a simple precaution.

“We… get to see inside?” Alyssa gasped, her eyes widening in barely concealed excitement.

Maria made no attempt to hide her own prideful smirk, but nodded in confirmation. “Yes, Alyssa. Your input will be most valuable, so please examine the interior to your heart’s content.”

The young police officer felt torn for the briefest of moments. At first, she questioned the wisdom of trusting the AI and entering the craft, but her curiosity quickly won out against her sense of caution. I’m here to gather intel, after all. I can’t pass up an opportunity like this! she told herself as an excuse.

“Well then. Let’s go take a look, shall we?” Ludvig chuckled. In truth, he was also eager to see the inside of the mysterious craft, though perhaps not quite as excited as a certain aviation enthusiast.

Maria nodded to her master, then led the others outside. When she approached the long, grey cylinder, a new seam appeared in its otherwise flawless exterior. The line quickly formed a rectangular shape, before lowering itself like a curved drawbridge, and granting them access to the interior of the vessel.

“Why was the entrance hidden before?” the sailor inquired. “Is it a security feature?”

“Not exactly, Master.” the alien woman shook her head. “The entrance simply didn’t exist prior to my opening it. To maximize strength, the entire hull, as well as the deck and ceiling, are a single, perfectly constructed piece. In order to access the ship, I direct my nanites to create an opening for us, which will disappear when we are ready to take off.”

“Huh. I see. That makes sense.” the biker hummed. Upon stepping inside, the first thing that he saw was a familiar, if smaller, cylinder. Maria’s original probe sat vertically in the centre of the ship, passing through both the deck and the ceiling overhead, and apparently fused to them both.

“As you may have guessed, Master, my craft has been incorporated into the new ship. The probe will provide all of the major support that this new vessel requires to function, including power, gravitational field generation, communications, and sensors. My own central processor is housed within the central control pillar as well, of course.” Stepping up to the older machine, Maria reached out and gently laid her palm against its cool metal hull.

“I’m glad to see that you’ll still be the beating heart of the ship, Maria.” Ludvig commented softly. This earned him a warm smile from the alien AI, and a brief frown from his police officer companion.

“What’s all this?” Alyssa asked, moving towards the fore of the ship.

Maria turned to see what the blonde was talking about, before giving her an extensive explanation. “That is essentially the cooking and dining area.” she stated, nodding towards the long table that ran along the forward bulkhead. “Five hotplates are set into the forward part of the table, while leaving the aft-most portion of the surface to eat upon. As you can see from the chairs, there is room to seat five, in case we acquire more crew. The chairs themselves are on rails, and can be locked into position for safety. Centred above the table, and mounted on the bulkhead, is the conventional oven. To one side, you will find the microwave oven, coffee maker, and kettle. On the other, I have installed the rice cooker, toaster, and blender. The far sides of the area are designated cabinets for cookware, dishes, and utensils.”

“Wow. I think you imported most of my kitchen in here…” Ludvig chuckled.

“I did take most of my inspiration from your apartment, Master.” the AI admitted. “I also brought along the fire extinguisher that you had stored there.”

“Good thinking.” her master nodded. “No fridge, though?”

“If you recall, Master, refrigeration will not be necessary. All of the base elements required to construct our food have been stored in tanks below the deck.” the inhuman woman reminded him.

“Oh. Right.” Turning to look towards the back of the ship, he tried to peer past the central column. “What’s back here?”

“Come this way, Master.” Maria replied, leading him around the vertical cylinder and into a slightly more cramped area.

Stepping up beside the AI, Ludvig immediately realized a couple of things. First, there was only one bed. It was a pretty massive bed, to be sure, but there was clear that she expected everyone to sleep together. Second, there was absolutely no privacy in the washroom area beyond. Up against the aft bulkhead rested a shower stall with a clear glass door, a sink, and a toilet.

“Uh, Maria… what’s with this layout?” he asked, giving her an incredulous look.

“Spacecraft are small by necessity, Master. Living space is always at a premium, thus we cannot afford the levels of privacy that you may be accustomed to.” the AI replied instantly, revealing that she knew exactly what he was concerned about.

“What the hell is this!?” Alyssa shouted, having finally stepped into the area and seeing it for the first time.

“As I just explained -.” Maria began, but the angry blonde cut her off.

“Hell no! That is no excuse. Bunk beds are far more ergonomic than… whatever that is. It’s even wider than a king size!” the pretty officer snapped, shooting down the other woman’s argument right away.

“Bunk beds are not optimal for intimate relations.” the alien stated matter of factly.

“In-intimate!?” Alyssa choked, her cheeks quickly turning red.

“Precisely. You cannot expect my Master to go without his needs being tended for months or even years at a time. That is simply not realistic.” Maria continued, as if her argument made perfect sense.

“Months? Years?” Ludvig grimaced. No matter how cool the inside of a spaceship looked, it would definitely feel like a prison if he were trapped in it for that length of time. “Uh, I’m sorry, Maria. I don’t think humans are cut out for those kinds of voyages. A few months, maybe, but years…”

“The nearest star system to Earth is Alpha Centauri. Proxima Centauri is the nearest star within that system, and it would take us 4.71 years to reach it at 0.9c. Thankfully, thanks to time dilation at that speed, our crew would only experience a passage of 743 Earth days.” the alien informed him.

“That’s still a little more than two years.” Ludvig grumbled.

“Intimate!?” Alyssa shouted again, unable to get past that particular part of the conversation. “No way!” Stomping her foot, the police officer pointed towards the forward section of the craft. “There’s plenty of space on the other side of the old probe. We can put more beds in there!”

Maria shook her head and gave the other woman a disappointed look. “Humans require exercise. As it is, that space is barely adequate for simple callisthenics, but it is all we can afford until we can build a larger habitat or vessel.”

“Is that your plan, then?” Ludvig asked. “To build another ship, or perhaps a habitat somewhere, for us to live in?”

“I have many plans and backup plans, Master.” the inhuman woman assured her lover. “At this time, I believe we must keep all possible options open. We do not have time to build a larger vessel before the DIA strikes, but this ship will not be our final home.”

Ludvig bit his lip and briefly considered what she was saying, before taking another look around the craft. “Is there any more to see?” he asked. “And speaking of ‘seeing’, how do we see out? There are no windows in the hull.”

“Windows would result in possible points of failure in the hull. Please keep in mind that the ship must withstand upwards of 1093 Gs.” Maria reminded him. “If you wish to view what is happening outside the vessel, you can use the XR goggles that I have designed for the crew.”

“XR?” Alyssa inquired testily, temporarily setting aside her complaints.

“Extended Reality. The headsets are capable of providing both Augmented and Virtual Reality experiences.” the AI answered. “I built them to serve as entertainment for long trips, allowing the wearer to ‘escape’ the confines of the vessel when needed, thereby maintaining their mental health. They are also useful for the purpose Master just inquired about. They can connect to the ship’s Gravimetric Field Sensors, which are used for navigation, but the display will be monochrome, since the sensors detect gravitational fields and waves, rather than electromagnetic wavelengths.”

“I see.” Alyssa frowned, only barely keeping up with the technical jargon the AI was spewing.

“To further answer Master’s question, there are small spaces beyond both the forward and aft bulkheads. The aft section will house my RCU, while the forward section is currently unused.” Maria added. “There is also space above the ceiling, if you wish for further storage accommodation.”

“It isn’t more storage that we need.” the officer muttered. “I need some air.”

Ludvig watched the irate woman leave the craft, then turned his attention back to Maria. “You didn’t really think she would be on-board with sleeping in the same bed we do, did you?” he asked with a bit of a scowl.

“I believe that you will be surprised by what Constable Frost will agree to, Master.” the AI answered cryptically. “You should go out and speak with her. I will continue to make adjustments and load our personal belongings, until it is time for us to sleep.”

The middle-aged sailor inhaled deeply, then shook his head and did as his lover suggested. When he exited the craft, he immediately spotted the pissed off policewoman leaning against the barn with her arms crossed, staring up at the night sky. “Hey.” he said softly, taking up a position nearby, without encroaching on her space.

Alyssa glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, then frowned and blew a raspberry. “Hey.” she grumbled back, clearly letting go of some of her anger.

“I’m sorry about all of this.” he started.

“Don’t.” The officer didn’t want to hear him apologize. “You’re not responsible for the crazy AI’s ideas, are you?”

Ludvig shook his head. “No. I learned about the craft’s design at the same time you did.” Looking up, he let out another sigh, but didn’t say anything further.

“You really going to do it?” the pretty blonde asked quietly. “Leave the planet?”

The older sailor shrugged. “I don’t really see a lot of options.” he admitted. “We might be able to run and hide somewhere on Earth, but I doubt the DIA would ever stop hunting us, nor would any other three letter organization that caught wind of Maria’s existence.”

Alyssa grimaced at his words, but couldn’t disagree. She knew he had a point.

“You should come with us.” Ludvig stated, finally giving voice to the thoughts that had plagued him, ever since he’d met her.

“I… I can’t.” she whispered. Gathering her courage, she pushed down the feelings that were welling up in her chest, and refused to let herself tear up. She tried to speak a little louder, but found that her voice cracked a little. “I… have family. Friends. A career…”

“It’s too dangerous.” Ludvig countered, a little too insistently. “The DIA know who you are, and if they fail to find Maria, they will definitely come for you.”

The young constable turned her head away, refusing to meet the man’s gaze. “I’ll be fine.” she muttered bitterly. She knew full well how dangerous the DIA were. If she needed any proof of how they would treat her, she need only look at what they’d done to Sergeant Brown.

Ludvig wanted to argue that she wouldn’t, that she couldn’t defend herself against the might of a US agency like the DIA, even with help from the Mounted Police. That’s the wrong tack to take here, isn’t it? he realized. Thinking back on what Maria had said, as well as his various interactions with the pretty blonde officer, he decided that he needed to change tactics.

“Will you come with me, Alyssa? Please?” he said softly, reaching out to touch her shoulder. The young woman went stiff under his touch, but he knew it was having the desired effect. That only served to heighten his sense of guilt, however. It’s wrong… it’s dirty. I shouldn’t play with her feelings like this. he told himself as he wrestled with his conscience. But… does that matter? She needs to run, or she’ll be killed. I can’t protect her if she stays. His excuses helped him swallow the bitter pill of manipulating a good person, at least until he looked deep within his own heart. No. he silently corrected himself. If you’re going to do this, you don’t get to forgive yourself. You need to man up and admit the truth. You’re not just trying to save her, you want her for yourself.

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa slowly turned to regard the man who’d quickly become a big part of her world. The look on his face told the story of someone struggling internally, who was wrestling with uncomfortable truths, but was pushing themselves forward with a determination of steel.

“Alyssa -.” Ludvig began.

His words were cut short when the beautiful woman grabbed him by the front of his shirt and pulled herself close, stealing his lips in a fiery kiss. It only lasted a couple of seconds, just long enough to take the man’s breath away, but it was a kiss that he would never forget.

Suddenly, without saying a word, Alyssa released him and spun on her heel, storming back towards the ship. I’m not giving up. I’ll do whatever it takes to save him. she swore to herself as she walked away.


CHAPTER 21


“What the fuck do you mean, Wittenburg!?” the Team Leader shouted. “In all my years, I’ve never seen such a cluster fuck of a mission!” After twenty years in the navy, and retiring as a commander in the SEALs, Mark Bateson had joined the DIA. It didn’t take long for the agency to start deploying him on important missions, and he quickly moved up to a team lead position due to his knack for leading men and getting the job done.

“Why the hell did you give coordinates for Shag Harbour in your report, if we needed to hit Wittenburg?” the blond haired agent demanded.

“I didn’t!” Agent Webber screeched, trying to back away from the much larger man. “Just ask the colonel! I told him Wittenburg on the phone!”

“I did ask the colonel!” Agent Bateson roared. “He briefed me personally! I’ve known the man for years, and he would never make a mistake like this!”

“Uh, Commander? Maybe you should cut the kid some slack.” a large Native American man suggested, placing his hand on the team leader’s shoulder.

Bateson glared at the other agent, but held his tongue. He knew that Wayne was right, and that something more was at play than some dumb kid’s screwup.

“It doesn’t add up, Mark.” Wayne continued in a quieter voice. “All of the coordinates were wrong, and not by a small amount. Live phone calls somehow managed to get confused, and radar showed a storm that wasn’t real for hours. We’re up against someone with some serious technical knowhow this time.”

Mark Bateson couldn’t help but grit his teeth, despite his dentist telling him not to. Now isn’t the time to be thinking about dental issues. he reminded himself, forcing his thoughts to get back on track. Taking a deep breath, he held it for a few seconds, then let it all out, along with much of his frustration. “You think it’s intentional.” he rumbled.

The native agent nodded. “It has to be, Commander. As impossible as it may seem, it’s the only explanation.”

“We’re being delayed.” a third agent added, leaning against the wall and crossing her arms over her impressive chest. “That’s all these tactics could add up to. They had to know that we’d catch on once we were here, so they couldn’t have any other goal. Our enemy is buying time.”

Mark nodded, agreeing with his subordinate. “You’re right, Jen. That means we can’t let them have it. Get the chopper ready. We’ll refuel at the nearby airport, then hit Wittenburg before dawn.”

“But… I thought we had to be stealthy?” Agent Webber objected. “There won’t be any staff on hand to refuel the helicopter at this time of night, so we’d have to call someone in.”

All of the other agents looked at the tech specialist as if he were an idiot. “We aren’t paying for it, dumb ass.” Jennifer scoffed.

Nodding to two of the agents that had been with him since his navy days, Agent Bateson gave his orders. “Wayne. Sean. You two are on lookout. Make sure that no one sees us or interferes with the refuelling. Jen, make sure you keep the rotors spinning. I want us in and out as quickly as possible. I’m going to send a quick report to Washington, apprising them of the situation, and letting them know that we will strike after sunset tonight.”

“Y-you’re feeding the enemy false info.” Webber stammered.

Bateson gave the much smaller man a predatory grin. “Of course. We know that they are listening in. Might as well use it to our advantage. Now, get ready. You’re coming with us to act as a guide, and we’re going to have a nice long chat on the way.”
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“They are here!” Maria’s shout woke Ludvig from a deep slumber.

“Wh-what?” he mumbled, rolling out of bed and wiping his eyes.

“They are less than three minutes out!” she shouted again, running across the room to hurry him along. “Alyssa! Get to the craft!”

“Wait! What!? I thought you said that we had until tonight!?” the officer yelled.

“They tricked me.” the alien woman scowled. “The DIA agents lied to their own superiors, in order to feed me false information. But that does not matter. We need to go, NOW!”

Ludvig stumbled as he tried to run, as much from Maria tugging on his shirt as his own clumsiness. Grabbing at a pair of pants as he stood up, he tried to stop and put them on, only to have the AI scream. “There is no time for that!”

Thankfully, Alyssa was already dressed. Having slept on the couch again, the police officer hadn’t stripped down, and only had to shove her feet into her sneakers before she could run out the door.

“Maria! Get the craft ready for takeoff!” Ludvig yelled, stopping again to throw on some boots.

“There is nothing to get ready, Master!” she shouted back, waving her hands in the air as if in a panic. “I cannot engage the gravitational drive until we are all aboard. We would not be able to approach the vessel if it is active.”

Ludvig groaned as he grabbed his leather jacket, just before leaping out the front door. Having no time to take the stairs, he jumped over them entirely, and hit the ground running. It was a mad dash of fifty yards or more to the craft, but the sailor couldn’t help but look over his shoulder when he heard the telltale sound of a helicopter’s rotors.

“Shit.” Maria cursed, perhaps for the first time in her life. “They increased their speed.”

The middle-aged sailor was almost mesmerized by the sight of the enemy closing in. Painted black, the stealth Black Hawk looked like little more than a shadowy silhouette against the backdrop of the starry night sky.
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“What the hell is that?” Agent Bateson muttered as he peered over the pilot’s seat. The night vision goggles that he was wearing didn’t show him colour, but gave him a clear view of the grounds around his target. A lone cabin sat in a field of mixed brush and trees, with a proper forest not far away. Near the main building were a few outbuildings - a shed, a barn, what was probably a woodshed, and even an outhouse, but none of that mattered to him. No, what held his attention was the long cylinder that was lying near the barn. It looked like it was made of metal, and appeared perfectly smooth, with no discernible features, other than its basic, Tic Tac-like shape.

“I thought it was supposed to be 12 feet long?” Jen asked through the headset. “That thing’s over 50 feet long, and 15 feet tall.”

“You’re right. And it sure as hell doesn’t look damaged.” her copilot added.

“Something’s wrong here…” Mark grumbled as his mind raced. “Webber said the first team got their info from a cop they questioned. So either the enemy has a way to change people’s memories, or that isn’t the same object that crashed in Shag Harbour.”

“I hope to God it’s the latter.” Jennifer shivered at the thought of an alien being tampering with her mind.

“Shit!” The Team Leader cursed when he spotted figures exit the cabin, and making a mad dash for the strange cylinder. “Bring us in and get us broad side! I want covering fire from the door guns, while the team inserts! And don’t let them reach the craft!”
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“Come on!” Maria screamed, grabbing Ludvig’s arm again when the Black Hawk slowed and started to turn.

“Oh, shit, shit, shit!” Ludvig shouted and ran as fast as he could. He could just imagine the team of DIA agents, all decked out in black, rappelling down from the helicopter behind him. What he didn’t have to imagine though, was the chainsaw-like sound of a machine gun opening fire. Dirt flew into the air as dozens of rounds chewed up the ground in a line beside him.

Unwilling to wait any longer, Maria slammed into her master from the side while running at full tilt, tossing him over her shoulder. The AI knew that it would only take seconds for the door gunner to correct and mow them down - far less time than it would take Ludvig to cover the remaining distance on his own.

Alyssa watched in horror as Ludvig was nearly gunned down, right before her eyes. Almost on instinct, the police officer drew her pistol and shot at the hovering helicopter. Her intent was to try and provide her companions with covering fire, even though she knew full well that her chances of hitting anything were worse than slim to none. Smartly, she took cover behind the craft’s hull, only exposing part of her head and arms, while keeping the doorway clear for her allies to get inside.

Ludvig’s heart clenched as the light from the machine gun’s muzzle flash reached his eyes, a fraction of a second before a hail of bullets came raining down on them. But as fast as bullets were, Maria’s mind was quicker. Hurling the sailor through the open door of the craft with all of her strength, the alien woman got the man she loved to safety, before diving in after him.

Bruised and with the wind knocked out of him from the impact, Ludvig struggled to sit up, all while listening to thousands of rounds ping off the craft’s metallic hull. When his eyes fell on the prone form of his lover, he immediately noticed the deep red tint spreading through the shredded back of her blouse.
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“They’re inside the craft.” the pilot reported.

“I can see that.” Commander Bateson growled as he watched the hatch in the side of the hull seal up. It was an odd thing to observe, really, since the door didn’t so much close, as grew like a living thing, before vanishing entirely and leaving the fuselage seamless and perfect. The other thing that he noticed was that the M240 Machine Gun was having no effect whatsoever. Not even a scratch… he thought to himself.

“All units in position.” Wayne’s voice reported over the radio.

“Advance, but be careful.” the team leader replied. “I don’t see any weapons systems on that thing, but we don’t know what we’re dealing with.”

“It’s lifting off!” Jennifer suddenly shouted.

Mark blinked and realized that the pilot was right. He hadn’t noticed because there was no warning before the object rose from the ground. No burst of flame from unseen rockets, nor any change in the craft’s smooth, uniform shape. Instead, it just silently began to hover a few feet off the ground, as if by magic.

“Hit it with the Hellfires! Now! We can’t let it escape!” Bateson demanded, gripping the back of the pilot’s chair. His heart pounded and time seemed to slow to a crawl as the helicopter came around, bringing its nose in line with the hovering craft. A succession of pops and whooshes rang out in the cockpit as the missiles fired, almost immediately followed by brilliant flashes, lighting up the night and momentarily blinding him in the process. The thunderous booms of the exploding warheads ripped through the chopper a second later, nearly knocking him off his feet when the aircraft pitched and rolled.

When his vision finally cleared, the ex-Navy SEAL couldn’t believe his eyes. The ground around the craft was a sea of flames, but the strange metallic cylinder still floated in the air, no more harmed by the Hellfire missiles than it would have been by a gentle summer’s breeze. “Again! H-.” Commander Bateson began to order another strike, but it was too late. One second the craft was there, simply hovering in the air, and the next, it was gone. It had disappeared in the blink of an eye.

If the DIA agent had possessed a God’s eye view of the Earth, and the ability track an object moving at speeds over Mach 30, he would have seen the sleek grey hull pierce the planet’s atmosphere, and plunge into the starlit space beyond.


EPILOGUE


Dave Matthews woke with a splitting headache, and an incredible amount of pain in his right shoulder. Groaning, he tried to sit up, only to find that his arm was tethered to something. Finally opening his eyes, the constable realized that he was in a hospital room, and that was when his memory returned.

“Alyssa.” he breathed, remembering the blood and gore on the ground, beneath the strange cylinder.

“We believe that Constable Frost escaped with her life.” a cold voice stated, pulling the young police officer from his thoughts.

Dave’s head whipped around to see an older man seated in a chair, on the other side of the room. He was dressed in a black suit and was well built, at least in the constable’s opinion. “Who are you?” Constable Matthews demanded. “And how did I survive?”

“I’m Agent Black from CSIS.” The blond haired man smiled. “As to how you survived, I hear that you were actually quite lucky. Something about the mossy ground helping to slow the bleeding until you were found.”

“How long was I out for?” the officer asked.

“You were unconscious for three days, but I’m glad to see that you are finally awake.”

“I’m sure you are.” Dave muttered, eyeing the man suspiciously.

“I really am.” the agent insisted, interlacing his fingers and leaning forward in his chair. “Because, you see, you and I need to have a nice long chat.”


AFTERWORD


Good afternoon, everyone! J.L. Harrie here. So, what did you think of M.AR.I.A.? As you have probably noticed by now, this book is very different from my first series, The Einherjar. For starters, it’s a lot shorter. The reason for this is simple: I really wanted to try my hand at writing a punchy, fast paced, sci fi thriller. In the end, I didn’t think I could maintain the momentum or pacing of the story if I tried to stretch it to the length of my other novels, which I try to tell in a style closer to that of an epic. The goal this time was to keep you on the edge of your seat and leave you wanting more. Whether I succeeded or not is something only you can tell me.

Fans of my other series may have also noticed a few Easter eggs hidden throughout the book, which tie it to The Einherjar. Yes, it’s true that both series technically exist within the same ‘universe’, despite being wildly different genres, and if some of you go back and read through The Einherjar, you may see some references to M.AR.I.A. that you would have missed before. That said, there is absolutely no need to read one series to fully understand the other, as they are each complete in their own right. I can also say that there are no plans to have any sort of crossover between M.AR.I.A. and The Einherjar, that would force fans of one to read the other.

Finally, there is one other distinct difference between the two series. The Einherjar is a passion project for me, and I will keep writing that series regardless of what happens financially. M.AR.I.A., on the other hand, is an experiment of sorts. While I do have a rough plot worked out for a second volume, I will only be writing it if this book is successful. Thus, if you want to see this series continue, please give it lots of love and support. This typically comes in the form of writing reviews and leaving ratings on Amazon and other sites, but it’s also a huge help when people recommend an author’s books in the relevant online communities.

On a related note, I would truly love to shift my career to writing full time, but I could only do that if sales increase dramatically. Last year (2024), I managed to publish five books, but this will be the first one of this year. Since today is April 3rd, that isn’t a good sign. I’ll do my best to write as many books as I can this year, but unless I can leave my current full time job, I don’t see myself being able to match last year’s numbers.

Speaking of my writing career, I guess I should give you an update on what is in the works, and what comes next. Well, the much anticipated audiobook for the first volume of The Einherjar is currently in production. I was hoping for an early April release, but it’s looking more like late April now. Starting next week, I will be working on Book VI of The Einherjar. The cover has already been made (Yanai has done another incredible job in my books - pun intended), and I have most of the plot worked out. It should be another fun fantasy adventure for James and the gang.

Well, that’s all of the news I have for now. Oh. One final thing. For those of you who are interested, the design for Maria’s original probe was based on a real life UFO that a buddy and I saw when we were in high school. If you are interested in that, and other stranger than fiction tales from my real life, let me know. I’ve written most of them in a private journal, and have considered publishing a book of such stories on several occasions. I’ll only do that if I think there is some demand for it, though.

Anyway, thank you all for taking the time to read my book. I hope you enjoyed it, and will continue to support my work in the future. Sincerely,

J.L. Harrie


LINKS


Hello all! If you truly enjoyed this story, and wish to have some place to talk about it, by all means, please join my Discord server. This is the place where my fans can chat about my books, as well as receive updates from me, and post fan art of their favourite characters.

https://discord.gg/7rYNhQ2yNu

Now, if you are interested in even MORE content than is published in my books, you can certainly become a Patreon supporter of mine. Depending on the tier you choose, you will get access to things like clean cover art, and even NSFW versions.

https://patreon.com/JLHarrie_Patreon

Another way to stay abreast of any updates I post would be to follow me on Facebook. Liking my page and sharing it with friends on social media is also a great way to promote my work, and make it easier for me to commit to writing full time.

https://www.facebook.com/JLHarrie

I would also like to draw your attention (see what I did there?) to the artist which did the incredible cover art for this book, and also provides the NSFW versions for my Patreon subscribers. And let’s be real - his art is the reason many of you picked up my book in the first place. His name is KarosuMaker, and it would be great if you checked out his Deviant Art page. Give him lots of support, and hire him for commissions if you want some quality work done.

https://www.deviantart.com/karosumaker

Facebook groups - These are communities of thousands of Harem readers, and are great places to find info on other authors you might like. The top ones I’ve found are:

Harem Gamelit:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit/

Monster Girl Fiction:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction

Harem Lit:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

Harem Lit Readers:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks
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