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Chapter 1




Striding out of the building, Wrench didn’t look back. He didn’t have the luxury of time, or patience. Both were in short supply at the moment, and he needed to run down Stripe and Seventh.

Wherever they were, was likely going to be a problem until the Hab settled where they belonged in the hierarchy.

Or more accurately, which class of Hume claimed them.

Menders, Adminis, and Fixers would be quickly picked up by their own kind. Even Schools would quickly adopt lone School Hume if they fit their aesthetic.

Brawlers and Solos were leftovers that had to make their own groups.

That or be taken by an existing group as either a tentative member, or property.

Shelters could run the range from awful to wonderful. All the stories he’d heard about the Roundness Love Hume-Shelter said that it was a living hell for most of its existence.

“Ah! Hello! You’re awake!” stated an excited voice.

Wrench glanced over at the speaker and found someone who looked far more likely to be a Fixer than anything else.

Given how he’d run up on Wrench though, he’d bet he was an Admini wanting to get his information.

He was about five foot nine, give or take an inch or three, stocky, with black hair and blue eyes. He seemed almost like he could blend into a crowd and not be an issue.

“Yeah,” Wrench mumbled and stopped dead in his tracks. “Upper Field. Which way? Any Brawler Guards by the way?”

Standing there in just the beige dress-like-smock, Wrench felt a bit breezy. He was thankful for the pipe wrench in his hand.

“Upper-Upper field? That way,” said the man, pointing in a direction Wrench hadn’t been going. “You just go up the stairs. You’re currently in the Middle, which is just support. You have to come down this way from the Upper just to get here.

“As to Brawler Guards? No. Nothing like that. The Brawlers don’t come up out of the Lower Parts other than to make trouble. The Brawlers hired by the Upper Parts don’t stop them, they just warn everyone to run away.”

Wrench grunted at that, glanced toward what was likely a Duct entrance, then moved toward the stairs. He couldn’t get in the Ducts right now even if he had access.

His implant wasn’t working after all.

“I’m TomTodd,” said the man. “Or just Tom. My parents came from… somewhere else and named me against what their Tongsta wanted.”

“Resistance, huh,” muttered Wrench, marching along. “Alright. Good to know. I might have some info for you later.”

TomTodd had a shocked face at that. His eyes rounding and his shoulders raising up. His reaction was as obvious as if he held up a sign that said, “SYSTEM RESPONDS AFFIRMATIVE!” above his head.

“I-you-anyway. Anyway,” TomTodd rambled on. Wrench saw no reason to force the subject to continue.

“What do you want? Get to the point. I probably need to go kill people. The best self-defense is self-offense,” growled Wrench. He wasn’t feeling charitable right now despite the man not doing anything wrong. He was quite worried about Stripe.

“I need your information. Could you tell me about who you are and where you’re from?” asked TomTodd. “Your owner, information, where you came from. Things like that?”

“Wrench. Owner is… I don’t know her name. I call her Goodie. She’s a Nav-cerer on a military ship,” Wrench hissed, starting up the walkway toward the Upper Parts. “She got me from a local Hab in her family unit. They were going to feed me to a big lizard. Helped Goodie fix other Habs for status. I guess. Got Stripe. She’s my companion.

“Ended up winning a Hume championship later. Don’t know if that was local or not. Ship got attacked. Traded my winnings for Seventh. She’s my companion as well. You talk to either of them by the way?”

TomTodd was nodding his head up to this point then started shaking it.

“Whatever,” Wrench continued. “Shit blew up, couldn’t fix it. Goodie got hurt. Fixed her instead. She got carried off by a medical team. Shit blew up again. Ended up here. Probably picked up by a Tongsta retrieval team or something. Don’t know.

“Now I’m on my way to kill some people probably. People don’t learn until you fix them. Sometimes, they survive the experience. Sometimes, they don’t.

“Guess we’ll find out. Hey, I need a Pen by the way. Three-people sized. Make it happen for me, would you? I’m a Fixer, and I could probably handle this entire Hab by myself. Even without my implant working.”

TomTodd’s eyes couldn’t have been any rounder given the way Wrench had punched right through to the heart of his backstory given his naming. Now he was pale, his lips thin and pressed together, as well as breathing in a bit rapidly.

Smirking, Wrench hefted his weapon and laid eyes on the Upper Field.

It was more or less what he’d been expecting. A large and open green area for Hume to wander around in and stretch their legs. To socialize with other Hume and get “fresh air” as they called it.

Even if it wasn’t actually fresh.

Then again, I did find a Hab or two that let the air vent out right over the field. I guess that’d be fresh.

Fresher.

Freshest?

There were a number of people wandering about. Lots of them were involved in their own situations and people.

He knew what to look for though.

“And… there it is,” he mumbled, spotting the largest School in the field. If anyone knew what was going on, it was almost always the School Hume. In a School this big, those on the outside would watch and pay attention for anything abnormal.

Then they’d switch places with those on the interior after a time.

If something did happen, they’d rush to the center and start spreading it as a warning. Which was really just their way of gossiping.

That’d spread to other Schools if the news was big enough from there.

Putting the wrench behind his back, slapping on his best smile, he slowly, carefully, and without any sudden movements, approached the School.

It was filled with men and women both. Idly chatting, talking, and moving through their own people. All of them were concerned with School Hume things.

“Hello,” Wrench offered in a loud and warm voice. “Could I trouble your School for some help? I’m very new here, my first day really, and you all look to be a successful and aware School.”

The entire outside line of the School was now staring at him, whereas only a few had been eying him on his approach. In that moment, Wrench realized that TomTodd was gone. He was no longer beside him.

“You’re new?” asked one of the men in the School. He had brown hair and brown eyes, and was young. The aesthetic of this School seemed to be of similar features.

“Very new. Being such a large and successful School, I was wondering if you perhaps have seen two Solos wandering around. They were brand new, just like I was. They were dismissed from the ward only today and were waiting here to go to the supply depot,” Wrench offered, still wearing the same smile he’d put on as he walked up. He kept his distance and made sure to speak calmly and without too much energy.

School Hume were skittish after all.

Standing there, Wrench knew that was all he had to do. They’d spread the question around, ask, and eventually it’d make its way back to the edge.

The man he’d been speaking to turned away from Wrench and had a young woman whisper in his ear while glancing at Wrench. Only to look back at him with a grimace.

“There was an attractive Solo, a young woman, who lingered too near to the edge of the Lower Parts skyway,” the man said. “She was grabbed by a Lower Parts supporter a few minutes ago and dragged away. Someone tried to help her, but they were quickly grabbed as well. Both were unknown to us. I’m sorry.”

Wrench blinked, nodded his head, and then pointed at what he assumed was said Skybridge.

“That right there?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Great. Thank you so much for your help. My name is Wrench. Please convey my thanks to your School,” he said, then stepped away several paces from where he’d been. Once he was far enough away that he wouldn’t startle them, he took off at a jog.

His beige medical gown flapped as he went, the wrench in his hand clattering with each step. Even Seventh would have problems with a horde of Brawlers dogpiling on her.

In a one-on-one fight, she was a masterpiece of a Brawler. Against multiple people, she didn’t have the broken advantages that Wrench did.

Tapping into his systems, he skewed his Cardiovascular system, Nervous system, Skeletal system, and Circulatory system. He skewed them upward in multiple functions. Streamlining his body to pump oxygen and air in as efficient a way as possible.

Need to eat.

Eat a lot.

Eat so much that even if I ramp my Digestive system to a scary level, I still get sick. Need a lot of fuel.

Maybe they’ll have food I can steal.

Hitting the ramp at a full sprint now, Wrench went whipping down it at full speed. He was fairly certain he could find where these people went. Mostly because he had a fantastic way to get answers.

It was called violence.

Any question he wanted answered would most certainly be answered with the right application of violence. Violence would get him an answer, even if it wasn’t from the person he asked the question to.

Reaching the bottom of the Skybridge, he stopped in front of someone who was clearly posted there as a sentry. Wrench closed on them in a flash, grabbed them around the throat, then thumped his wrench into their upper arm.

“People took two others from the Upper Field. Show me where they went, or I’ll show you where you end,” growled Wrench with an ugly smile. “You got two seconds.”

Blinking and shivering uncontrollably, the person lifted an arm and pointed.

“D-d-d-d-own-own that st-st-street!” squeaked the man.

Wrench spun, planted his foot, and leapt forward. Sprinting again and feeling the air pulling at his face as he did.

Reaching the mouth of the street, Wrench didn’t stop. Instead, he stuck his right foot on the wall, braced himself, and then stuck his left foot on it.

He managed two steps before he felt the pull of gravity robbing him of his momentum. It didn’t matter though.

He saw his targets.

Not far ahead, partially obscured by some broken Pen furniture, he saw a group of Brawlers clustered around something on the ground. One was sporting a few scratches across their face.

Further away was another person, though they were face down on the ground and obscured from view. Wrench had no idea which one was Stripe, and which one was Seventh, but it didn’t matter.

He’d kill everyone here to get them back. The lives here were already forfeit.

The person that was completely surrounded was on their back. He could see the bare knees, the dress she was wearing was hiked up to her hips, and the men around her were fighting over who was going to get on her first.

Given that Seventh wouldn’t wear dresses, it was obviously Stripe.

Pushing off the wall, Wrench dialed up his combat abilities. Skewing his Integumentary system to harden his skin, running his Nervous system into overdrive for rapid reactions, as well as slowing down the world.

Everything was banked hard into an overclocked position and turned Wrench, an incredibly and overly athletic man, into a machine.

A killing machine.

Before the men even saw that Wrench was there, before they knew he’d arrived, he slammed his weapon through the back of one of the heads.

It split open with a wet pop, his body jerking and falling backward.

To Wrench, it was happening in slow motion. Providing him with a perfect amount of time to plan his next move and execute it.

Which was a kick with his left leg into the next closest person’s throat. He planted it perfectly, with the top of his foot obliterating the man’s larynx. Crushing it outright and sending the man flying.

Dropping his left foot down, Wrench pivoted and swung around with his wrench in an arc backward.

The steel tool clanged loudly into someone’s brow and dimpled as the bone broke. Collapsing it under the weight of the blow as the skull caved in outright.

With as much force as he’d thrown into the blow, Wrench was forced to take a step to steady himself.

It left him standing over the top of Stripe as three of her attackers were laid out and dying around them.

Or at least, he’d expected it to be Stripe.

Who he saw was a woman with dark-black hair as straight as could be that laid out behind her head, bright blue eyes that left him feeling like he was looking into carved ice, and a heart-shaped face full of tears. A swollen lip also marred her face. She stared up at him unblinkingly. 

Shocked and startled, she was most certainly holding her breath.

Oh.

Huh.

Well then.

Ah well.

This’ll convey my point well enough later even better. If I’m viewed as a psychopath prone to violence for those who mean nothing to me, what will I do for those who matter?

Grinning at the woman, Wrench lifted up his weapon, and then began to lay about upon the upturned faces of those around him. They’d all been squatting, on their knees, or bent low over the woman.

Providing him with many locations and perfect opportunities to crack open heads. As if he were smashing eggs.

In seconds, seven men were laid out on the ground and dead or dying. Leaving Wrench the last man standing atop the shocked woman.

A quick look around himself told him that there were no threats.

Dialing down his Nervous system, he brought his thoughts back down to a normal speed. Along with all the other systems. He kept them “up” still, but not at their peak point as they’d been.

Letting them slide down to lower points so his body could start to recover.

No sooner had his mind snapped into the present flow of time than he heard the soft whimpers and sobs of the woman who was still beneath him.

Reaching down, he gently tugged her dress into place and covered her privates and legs. Once he got it partly over her, he stepped away from her and then looked at the mess he’d made.

Sniffing, he rubbed the back of his hand against his jaw. Then he looked back the way he’d come.

Walking that way, he knew what he needed to do to make sure he got what he wanted later. A nice scene that would make sure everyone knew who Wrench was.

By the time he made it to the point where he’d entered, a number of people were already heading his way. He had no doubt people had wanted to know what was happening.

The vast majority of the people he saw were Brawlers.

Brawlers or people who looked to be thralls to them.

Standing there, his beige gown sticking to him oddly, Wrench looked around at those who were staring at him with wide eyes.

“Hi. I’m Wrench. These people were rapists. I killed them,” Wrench declared easily. He lifted his bloody wrench up and wriggled it around. Blood and something that looked like bone dripped off with the motion. “Do not make me return. I will fucking fix everything that I view as a problem. Now… you six. Come over here and stack these bodies for me nicely right here. I don’t want to make this harder on the Admini or Fixers later.”

Wrench had said the last while pointing his very messy Wrench at the group of people. Then he pointed at a woman who looked like she had lived through enough to have a very worn and broken disposition.

“You, go get the women and escort them over here to me. You can get others if you need help. I’ll wait here so I can oversee you all,” he commanded, though he didn’t point his wrench at her. Then he remembered that the Shelters often worked on a token system to receive goods. “Any tokens they have on them are mine. If I think you stole from me, I’ll kill all of you.”

Rapidly, everyone obeyed him. He wasn’t quite sure why they were so eager to please, outside of his threats and his weapon.

Given their responses, they seemed to be devoid of backbones.

The woman he’d ordered came back with both of the victims, though the other one was being carried over a shoulder and Wrench still couldn’t tell if it was a male or female.

“Wrench… what… should I do now with them?” asked the mousy woman who was doing all she could to not meet his gaze.

“Escort them to the medical ward. I’ll check on them later to make sure it happened. Do not make me come looking for you. It will not be pleasant,” promised Wrench, glaring hard at the woman.

The dark-haired and rather pretty victim had eyes only for him as she was led away. Her head was craned backward to stare at him the entire time as she was escorted away and up the Skybridge.

Wrench had deliberately looked away when he realized and glanced over once, only to find her still staring. After that, he made sure not to meet her gaze.

He imagined she’d likely have some sort of hero worship for a time. All he had to do was make sure to not meet up with her again.

The Brawlers he’d ordered were dragging corpses over now. Though one of them came over and held up a small bag to him.

“I-I-I cleaned out their pockets real quick. These are all the tokens they had on them. I figured that’d-that’d be easier,” said the Brawler while staring at Wrench’s bare feet.

“Smart. Pull one out and keep it for yourself. Intelligent choices should be rewarded,” Wrench allowed, watching as the bodies were being dragged out.

One was moaning. Each breath was coming out as a soft groan.

Stepping over, Wrench lifted up his weapon and brought it down with a great deal of force on their forehead. With a wet crackle, the plate of bone became bowl-shaped, and the man twitched once, then stiffened up in a weird way.

“Hm. Any others still breathing?” Wrench asked, looking at the man who was still holding the bag.

Several minutes later, Wrench was walking back up the Skybridge.

To be fair, he probably should have known better. Stripe and Seventh had better survival instincts than to get caught like that.

They’d survived the vacuum of space and saved him, after all.

When he reached the top of the Skybridge, he found Seventh and Stripe standing there. Waiting for him.

The former was dressed in clothes that were more suited to School Hume if he was being honest. A rather flowery and form-fitting dress that made Seventh, a Brawler in peak physical shape, look far more womanly than he’d ever expected.

As tall as she was at six-foot nothing, the dress looked long on her.

Her short dark-black hair, which was four inches at best, was pulled back.

It was, as ever, a mess of waves and partial curls. Somehow, she’d managed to tie it all together, and back, with a great deal of small ribbons.

Pale green eyes were locked to him, and a generous smile was painted to her lips.

Of the latter, Stripe was much smaller in stature than Seventh. Barely being anything over five-foot, maybe five-foot-two, she was much shorter than him.

Her large dark-blue eyes were wide and stared at him under her finely manicured and clean-looking brown eyebrows.

Her inHume ears perched on the top of her head were swiveled in his direction as well. They were large, rounded things, with a white furry edge around the rims of them. 

That coloring ran down around the base of her ears, became hair, and then trailed down behind her. On each side of those white stripes were dark brown stripes. The rest of her hair was a light-brown color, the same as her eyebrows.

The strange stripe coloring of her ears and hair was likely where she got her name from. Tongsta weren’t exactly creative with their naming at times.

Dressed in a full dress that matched Seventh’s, one that emphasized her certainly attractive and curvy body, she looked wonderful.

He was incredibly attracted to both women.

While some men could be happy with women who didn’t have much up-top, he was not one of them.

“Wrench!” Stripe whispered, coming over to stand in front of him. Her face was a moue of worry and concern. Her eyes roamed about almost wildly, as if unsure where to look.

“You okay?” Seventh asked, coming over to stand next to Stripe.

“Course. Mender discharged me. Went to find you,” Wrench explained. “Asked a School. They said two newcomers got grabbed. Thought it might be you two.”

Seventh grinned at that, displaying a perfect smile.

“Oh? You were worried? I didn’t realize you cared that much. Now I’m flattered and glad to be here,” Seventh growled, a different tone taking over entirely. “We should fuck tonight. I deserve it. I saved your ass.”

Stripe was gnawing at her lower lip, her hands fluttering in front of herself as if not sure what to do.

“What’s wrong?” Wrench asked, looking at Stripe with concern. “I swear I’m okay.”

Seventh clicked her tongue, the undisguised lust that’d been on her face falling away instantly.

“You look like you went head first into a vat of blood,” she answered. “You’re… you’re covered.”

Wrench blinked, then looked down at himself.

The reason his medical gown was sticking to him oddly was that it was soaked in blood.

As well as bits of other things.

Reaching up with a blood-covered left hand, he flicked off some mushy piece of meat. It fell away to the ground, and he looked up to Seventh and Stripe again.

“I take it you found them, thought it was us, and went wild?” Seventh asked, her smile returning like a damaged lightbulb working itself to full power. “Would you be that angry if someone tried to take me away from you? If someone hit on me, would you get all angry and wrench their shit up?”

Wincing, Stripe was delicately picking at him. Brushing things off him that clearly weren’t his. Her brow was wrinkled, and she seemed quite concerned over him.

Well.

I guess this works.

Whatever.

I should go find a shower or something.

Looking down, he saw that there was a growing pool of blood under him, as well as chunks of his foes.

He then spotted a rather large gob of what looked like brain attached to his right foot. He had no idea how that got there.


Chapter 2




Stripe and Seventh had ended up taking Wrench back to the medical ward. Where Peaches let him use the shower and gave him a new gown.

Though it’d taken him telling her what he’d done, the complete story including his involvement in her two new patients, for her to offer all that. Apparently, she had a rather strong dislike for the Lower Parts Brawlers and the actions they took.

She did warn him that it was likely that the Admini wouldn’t be very happy with him. While they didn’t support the Brawlers’ actions, they didn’t work to stop them either.

In the end, she let him raid her supplies, though he had to promise to come back and work on a few of her systems. Apparently, her task priority with the Fixers here was low. So long as people could be healed and taken care of, it didn’t matter if it took her two hours or four hours.

Walking back across the Upper Field, Wrench felt better. A shower, seventeen protein bars, and getting news that the two people he’d saved were recovering, though in shock, had done a great amount of good for his mood.

“We should go to the Supply Depot,” Seventh murmured, glancing sideways at him. He didn’t miss the way her eyes lingered on him.

To be fair, given her personality, that wasn’t abnormal. She was a woman who was very much in tune with her desires and needs. 

Her getting an eyeful of him fit within the expectation box for Seventh.

On the opposite end, Stripe was dutifully staring at the ground.

“Probably,” Wrench admitted. He was still only dressed in a beige medical gown and holding his wrench. Though he didn’t think it’d ever function as a tool again. The adjustment wheel was quite completely stuck. “I know I already said it a few times already but still, thank you, you two. I know I’d be dead without both of you.”

“Course,” Seventh said with a flick of her hand. To her, it wasn’t even worth discussing anymore. Though he didn’t miss the note of satisfaction in her voice.

“It was-it was too early for us to part ways,” Stripe added in a quiet way. “Far too early. We have a lot more to do and experience.”

“Like more sex,” Seventh put in helpfully.

“I-yes. We’ll do that, Seventh. I wholeheartedly will make sure that happens. I owe you… a great deal,” Wrench promised. He already had permission from Stripe previously, so this wasn’t much of an issue. “Beyond that, it’s not like I don’t want to. It was just awkward timing.”

“That’s assuming we get a Pen together,” Stripe put in with concern in her voice.

“Ha, they can give us a Pen for three people, or we can all be together in a Pen for one person. As if I’m letting either one of you out of my sight,” growled Seventh. Somewhere along the line, Seventh had gotten protective over Stripe.

Which tickled a question in Wrench’s head that he had wanted to ask. With Peaches asking him so many questions, as well as everything that happened, he hadn’t asked either of his companions what’d happened after the explosion.

“I don’t really remember what happened. Things blew up,” Wrench deadpanned.

“Oh, I found you. I needed help, so I went and got Seventh. When we went back, someone had already taken the Hab away,” Stripe explained succinctly. “We got into the carrier, sealed it up, and waited.

“A day passed, maybe, I’m not really sure. Then a Tongsta came and picked us up. We got dumped in with a bunch of others in a massive Hab. There were a lot of other Hume there. I talked to a few. Seventh protected us and I… ah… negotiated. The Hume there were from a few different places. Hume transport, I think.

“Then we ended up here and… well… here we are. The Mender here wasn’t sure what to do, I told them, or I guess Peaches, to load you up with anything with calories. I don’t think she liked that there was nothing wrong with you, but you were unconscious.”

Okay.

Stripe… Stripe is the best.

Seventh is a close second.

Without these two risking their lives for me, I wouldn’t be here at all.

“He’s just different,” Seventh dismissed, her head slowly rotating one way, then the other. Surveying their surroundings. “He’s the peak of Hume male genetics. There should be no one else I make Eight with. No one. Anyone else ever even thinking of being atop me would be an insult to my entire line.”

“You don’t represent that line anymore though?” Stripe asked, peering up at the taller woman.

“I… no, I don’t. Not officially. But I think if I can have Eighth, raise him, or her, well, then ask Goodie to let me see my mother, she might make it happen,” hypothesized Seventh. “I might get to see my mother and grandmother. To show Sixth and Fifth, Eighth, while I’m there as well. Even if it isn’t in the scope of the original line. They’d all like that.

“Maybe I could convince Wrench to let me bring a few of my sisters and brothers over, too. That’d help really push our genetics.”

I mean, she’s got her lineage tattooed on her side. It’s no surprise she couldn’t let it go that easy. If anything, her having a direction to work in is probably what she needs.

“How many Brawlers did you kill?” Seventh asked, her head moving to the Skybridge and staying there.

“I don’t know. Eight? Nine? Ten? Something in there,” Wrench guessed with a shrug of his shoulders.

Seventh’s head turned back ahead, and she once more began to scan their surroundings. Wrench had been doing the same.

Everyone kept a wide birth from them. No one got near them, and everyone got out of their way.

Stripe let them to the supply depot, a large squat one-story building that had a number of windows on one side. Each window had a person standing in it.

Most were filled, though one was open.

“That’s new arrivals,” Stripe said and pointed to the open window, even as she began walking over there.

“We were getting our assignments,” Seventh remarked while catching Wrench’s eyes. “Or trying to, at least. Then someone started screaming as those people shambled by to the medical ward.

“Won’t lie, I didn’t make the connection immediately. Stripe did. ‘That’s Wrench’ she said, and took off.”

One of Stripe’s inHume ears had swiveled around and locked on Seventh and Wrench, while the other was pitched forward. She was clearly paying attention to both them and the window.

“Hi, we’re new arrivals. I brought our third individual with us. His name is Wrench,” Stripe started. “You were going to get us a three-person Pen as well as supplies? He needs some clothes as you can see.”

Wrench put a hand on Seventh’s hip and gently nudged her a few steps away. So that they were near Stripe, but not right behind her.

He caught the female Brawler’s eyes and held them. With a smile, he left his hand on her hip.

“Everything alright? Other than the sex stuff. This is obviously a lot to take in, in a really short time,” Wrench whispered. “Is there anything I can do? Anything I can work at solving for you?”

Seventh smiled back at him, put her hand atop his, then put her other hand on Wrench’s hip. It was a very possessive hold in her way.

“No, nothing to fix. Other than the sex. I want sex. I am-you don’t-I’m attracted to you,” Seventh said bluntly. “I’m so damn attracted to you I can’t even explain it. I don’t just want to have sex, but I want to spend time with you. It was hard not to just follow you around while you worked like a stupid trainee.

“I’m not-I didn’t-I… ugh. Ughhh! Ugh… I sound so stupid. This is stupid. I’m stupid. Everything is stupid.”

Blinking, feeling his brain slowly grinding into the right gear, he realized that Seventh was more or less admitting that there was more than just sex. Or that she wanted more than just sex.

“You wanted to follow me around?” he asked, his smile becoming more of a grin.

“I-yeah? Yeah. I mean, you’re really interesting and-and you talk to me like I’m smart,” Seventh grumbled. “You don’t talk down to me just because I’m a Brawler. You don’t look at me just as a Brawler that might kill you.

“You look at me like a woman. A smart woman. A woman you’re interested in. Stripe-Stripe told me you just didn’t want to have sex because you want a relationship. Not a deal or anything.

“We talked a lot while you were unconscious. It helped me figure out where my head was. I didn’t-I… I’ve ever only thought about winning. Winning and getting the chance to live my life. I got what I wanted, just not in the way I expected, and didn’t know what to do with it.

“Stripe helped me figure out some things and… yeah. Yeah. I want sex. Definitely. But I uh… am open to other stuff?”

Not expecting any of this, Wrench just stared at Seventh.

“Your-your mouth is open,” she mumbled, holding his gaze in return. Her hand came up, and she poked his chin with a long finger. “Is it that-am I stupid after all?”

Wrench snapped his mouth shut, shook his head, then cleared his throat.

“No, you’re not stupid. I just didn’t expect it. I’m more than willing to talk more about it. More than willing,” Wrench answered. He, thankfully, noted that Stripe turned toward them in that moment. Nodding his head at Seventh, he gestured at Stripe and then joined her. “What’s up?”

“Did someone take your information?” Stripe asked, looking at Wrench.

“TomTodd,” he replied after a moment of thought. “TomTodd took my information. I told him I’d need a three-person Pen. Also, I have these and want to exchange them for things.”

Wrench put the blood-covered bag filled with tokens on the counter of the window. He met the young woman’s eyes in the window and smiled at her.

“Can you show us to our three-person Pen soon? As well as my clothes? I feel drafty,” Wrench offered. “Drafty and a little bored. I haven’t explored much. Maybe I should poke around a bit like I did in the Lower Parts. I’d really rather sit in my Pen and take a nap. I’m rather tired from what brought me to this shelter.”

It wasn’t a threat, but it was a promise that they really should try to just get him settled. That if he was settled, he’d be happy to sit and relax rather than prodding about and looking into things.

The woman’s brown eyes looked to the bag, then back up to Wrench. A shaky hand came up and she pulled a strand of black hair back behind an ear.

“I-yes! Yes. We do indeed have your three-person Pen all set up. We were just making sure of our new arrivals and getting them all set up,” said the woman. “Your neighbors are both one-person Pens on either side, and also new tenants just like you. That’s good, right?”

Wrench had no idea why that’d matter. All he could assume was they thought all the new people were known to one another.

Then he realized what it was.

Broken implant.

Damnit all.

I never would’ve thought so much would fail just because the implant isn’t working that well. Then again… didn’t we go about damaging them on purpose, forcing them to stop working correctly, just to remain in the resistance?

“Great, thank you,” Wrench said and then put his wrench onto the counter with a clatter. “I’ll need to exchange my tokens, get my free set of clothes, and have someone show me where our Pen is.”

Then he gave his wrench a small shake.

“I’ll also need a set of tools to do Fixer work. I’m a Fixer, after all. I’m sure I can help out in the Hab. I have experience at a level that I could easily be the Fixer Head,” Wrench finished. “Please set up a meeting for me to speak with whoever’s in charge. I’d appreciate it.”

“Ah! Actually, yes. That’d be wonderful,” said the woman, regaining a large deal of composure suddenly. “We have only a few Fixers. They get adopted out almost as soon as they arrive! There’s only a few here, and they’re all very old and… and…”

The woman’s voice fell away.

“And unwilling to learn the systems you have,” Wrench finished. He’d met a number of Fixers who just became too stubborn to continue working. They’d get new tech, give up, and get dumped in a shelter.

Just like this one.

Only to be adopted back out to another Hab that had older tech and needed a steady hand to manage it. Older Fixers that weren’t interested in having partners or power had a number of uses, just often not in the Hab they came from.

“Well… tools, clothes, tokens, escort?” Stripe prompted with a wide smile and tilting her head to the side slightly. “And thank you so much for your help. Please forgive my poor Wrench here. He just can’t leave broken things alone. People or otherwise.

“Having people abducted to be abused against their will, well, that’s definitely a problem that needs fixing.”

“Definitely,” the young woman said, meeting Stripe’s gaze. There was a newfound determination there. “Definitely! I’ll take care of everything myself.”




***




“Going to go knock on both doors. See who’s here,” Seventh said no sooner than the door closed behind them. “This little building only has three rooms. Need to know who they are, what they’re about, and what they intend. Can I kill ’em?”

She asked the last looking at Wrench.

“Better if you don’t. The split is kinda obvious here. Upper Parts and Lower Parts. Upper Parts are Admini, Fixers, Schools, anyone who can stand on their own,” Wrench stated with a small shake of his head. He felt pretty good about his clothes, the toolset, and the room they were given. They’d refused to take any of his tokens, and in fact, provided them with even more.

He was hoping it was based on his Hume type as Fixer, rather than the fact that he’d murdered a number of Brawlers.

“Got it. So unless we go down that little walkway, I gotta keep it to beatings,” Seventh summarized.

“Pretty much that, yeah,” Wrench said. Then he picked up his broken wrench from where he’d set it, and held it out to her. “Good club. Breaks bones if you aim it right. Kills if you don’t.”

Seventh took it, smiled, nodded her head at him, then opened the door and left.

As soon as the door clicked shut, Stripe was on him. Hugging him tightly and pressing herself to his front. Her head snuck into the space beneath his chin, and she clutched to him.

“I’m so-so glad everything is okay. That we’re here together,” Stripe murmured against his chest after pressing her face to his shirt. He could feel the warmth of her breath traveling down his front. “I miss Goodie and our home, but she’ll come for us. I know she will. It’s just a matter of time. Or when they fix our implants, and they go live.

“As soon as that happens, Goodie will come for us. She’ll take us home. There’s no reason she wouldn’t. We saw her get carried away. In fact, I’d bet she wanted her Hab picked up, which is why her Hab went with her. She thought we were there. I know she’s looking.”

Wrench hesitantly put his arms around Stripe. His hands pressed to the backs of her shoulders.

He found that Stripe might be bigger in some ways, and smaller in others, than her clothes had led him to believe. Perhaps she’d been hiding more than she let on.

Since it was pushed up against his chest, it was hard not to think about it. 

“I’d say you’re right. There’s no way Goodie isn’t looking for us. I agree about the implant being our ticket out of here. Just have to wait for a Tongsta to show up and fix them,” Wrench confirmed, then leaned his head down. Putting his mouth against the top of Stripe’s head. “Thank you for saving me. Thank you for getting me out of there when I was all alone. I wasn’t expecting you and… and without you, I’d be dead. You and Seventh both.”

“Of-of course. You’re… ah… yes. Yes. You’re welcome. Seventh was the one I took with me to help, but I do have to tell you, Wrench, everyone offered to come,” Stripe murmured. “Even the Schools. The whole School, in fact. Every single one offered to join, saying that they could provide strength in numbers.”

The School did? Holy crap.

That’s definitely not something they’d normally do. Not at all.

Even if half their School was captured, the other half might make a half-hearted attempt, but then give up if there was any true resistance to it.

Schools just aren’t brave.

“Dusky, Starlight, Sparkle, Popsicle, and Pistol had already made a group out of themselves and were moving to the filter,” Stripe reported. “I got them to back down. I told them they’d need to be there in case something happened.”

Wrench had identified the sound of someone knocking, then a door opening, followed by Seventh talking in a low rumble. The walls here weren’t very thick.

“She cares, she just doesn’t know how to really say it,” whispered Stripe. “You beat her, were forced to bed her, and then asked her to join you. You asked nothing of her other than if she wanted to come. It’s kinda weirdly romantic in a way. I didn’t think—”

The door to their Pen clacked, then was shoved open. Stripe stepped away from him and looked to the door at the same time.

Ah, we’re still trying to hide this from others. That’s okay.

I don’t want to rush it, anyway.

Though that’ll make it hard or weird to have any intimacy in this room.

Wrench lost his brain’s ability to think as Seventh dragged the young woman Wrench had saved earlier in behind her. Her hair was brushed, her face was washed and clean, her swollen lip healed.

Looking at her now, Wrench felt really strange.

As if he should know her.

That he did know her, in fact.

“She wanted to talk to you,” Seventh explained tersely, stepping to the side. She gestured to the young woman who’d followed her in.

Closing the door behind herself, the woman looked at Wrench, Seventh, Stripe, then back to Wrench. She chewed at her lip and then smiled.

It was a beautiful, warm, and all-encompassing smile. There was no anger, hate, or guile in it. A pure thing that bared her heart to anyone who saw it.

“My name is Joy. Thank you… thank you so much for helping me,” she said in a frighteningly sexual voice that made Wrench’s spine tingle.

Her voice was known to him, though not the way she spoke.

Because of that, Wrench realized who it was as soon as she spoke.

Or at least, who she was when he’d met her.

It was Pain.

Pain before she became Pain.

Pain, when her name was Joy. Before she’d experienced a great tragedy that permanently changed her life.

Which apparently had been today.

“Hi, Joy,” Wrench murmured, not really sure what to say. “I’m Wrench.”


Chapter 3




Wrench didn’t know how to feel.

Joy had been grateful to him. To the point that it made him feel incredibly awkward. She held him in a regard that made him feel extremely guilty.

He hadn’t been there to save her.

If he’d known it was happening, he couldn’t even say for certain that he’d have rushed off to help her. Especially if he believed Seventh and Stripe were in an unknown situation.

In the end, Stripe had escorted Joy back to her room and then came back. The young woman hadn’t wanted to leave but ultimately had been convinced to do so.

Mostly because an Admini had dropped by and let Wrench know he had a meeting with the leading Fixer. The Admini had also dropped by to make sure that Joy was well and that she was alright.

Though the Admini had looked at Wrench several times while speaking to Joy. As if making sure he saw that they were taking care of Joy. That she was getting what she’d previously asked for, which had been originally declined, and was now approved.

Shaking his head, Wrench had to really consider what the hell was going on here.

The Adminis didn’t seem like they were entirely sure of how much power they had. If he didn’t miss the signs based on how they were acting so far, they were either hostage to the Lower Parts inhabitants, or under the control of the Fixers.

One or the other was putting pressure on the Adminis, and Wrench needed to figure out who it was. Depending on who actually held power, he’d figure out how to move forward.

Until he was gone from this hellhole, Wrench was going to protect himself and his Pen. If that ended up meaning taking Stripe and Seventh into the Ducts, he’d do that. There was little anyone could do to stop him once he got a hold of the systems.




***




Shifting his tool bag on his shoulder, Wrench was wondering how long it would take before someone came to open the Ducts for him. Whoever he was supposed to meet was already late.

Looking around, he saw a number of people nearby, but no one within earshot of him. In fact, he could tell that quite a few Hume were watching him.

Most especially the Schools.

“Whatever,” he growled, put his tools down, and looked at the Duct’s entrance.

There was no camera here, nor did there seem to be a great deal of security. If anything, this had the look of a Duct that didn’t have proper maintenance. Nor was it installed correctly.

“Someone really frickin’ lazy did this,” he growled, looking at the Duct door. The gap at the latch point was rather wide. When he leaned in, he could actually see the latch and where the bolt should be. The gap, even with the molding of the frame trying to protect it, was far too large.

So much so that, through the gap, he could see the bolt wasn’t thrown.

It left him feeling stupefied.

He could even see a faint bit of light beyond it from the interior Duct lights.

Pushing a fingertip up against the metal frame, he found that it felt very solid. Extremely so. There was nothing wrong with the frame. It seemed fine.

Moving his hand to the side, he lightly tapped at the wall around the frame. It sounded quite solid and heavy.

“The building is fine. It’s the right material and constructions,” he mused, then looked back to the heavy wooden door. There was a color mismatch between the door and the frame. As if a different paint was used at a different time.

“Door isn’t the original. Was hung fine but it’s not the right size to fit perfectly. That or someone sanded it down for some reason and screwed it all up,” Wrench complained. This was extremely sloppy work on something that protected the Fixers from the outside world. “Sloppy and arrogant. And since they’re not coming to let me in, I’ll let myself in. Maybe the Adminis will have a few more corpses to deal with, too.

“Oh, I could tear out one of their implants and use it as an access point. That’d work. Well, they can just make me a mechanical access badge if they don’t want me tearing out an implant.”

Wrench mentioned the last part while touching the card reader bolted onto the frame. It felt quite solid and didn’t shift at him pulling at it.

Reaching into his tool bag, he pulled out several small slips of met-ape and a pair of metal cutting snips. It never hurt to have blank met-ape on hand for various needs.

In this case, he’d use it to shim the latch. He quickly cut it into a small card shape rather than a full-size page. He put the remainder back into his bag, as well as his snips.

Holding the card, he stuffed it into the locking mechanism. Wiggling it around and pushing it up into the latch, he felt it inching away.

Grabbing the handle, he pushed against it, then pulled. Moving the door around in its loose state.

The latch popped open, and the door swung inward. Leaving Wrench with an easy route into the Ducts that no one was expecting.

Stepping inside, he looked to the inner side of the door. He didn’t see any magnetic security devices that would notify the system of someone entering.

“So damn sloppy. What the fuck. No security, no awareness, nothing,” Wrench grumbled. He realized in this moment he’d be better off going back and getting Seventh and Stripe. If the security was this bad in the Ducts, he’d need help, and he wouldn’t be able to rely on the old-timers.

Slapping a piece of tape on the latch, he went back to his Pen. Seventh and Stripe were eager to join him.

Unfortunately, Joy had caught him in the hall as soon as he’d re-entered. As if she’d been waiting for the outer door to their building to open.

Unable to refuse her, given his past relationship with her, he allowed her to come along. There wasn’t an actual reason to say no, given he knew her personality.

Pain had spread herself thin. She let anyone who wanted a go at her to have it, as long as they played her games. Her games and a rather ugly test scenario to see if they could handle her.

While her mind hadn’t been right, her loyalty outside the bedroom had been unquestionable. The look he saw in her eyes when she asked to join him had a similar determination that he’d seen many times before.

Walking the three women back to the Duct’s door, he shoved it open. There was no sense in making a show of waiting after he’d already confirmed he could open the door.

Seventh, Stripe, and Joy all filed in.

“This is nowhere near as nice as ours,” Stripe muttered, looking around distastefully at the surroundings. “It even smells worse than the outside.”

“Yeah, they’re not very good Fixers. Might just be better off killing them all and filter dumping them,” Wrench admitted. He put his tool bag down near the door. Snatching off the tape, he looked at the frame as well as the door.

There was nothing he could do to fix the fit of it. Realistically speaking, it needed to be replaced. Replaced and hung correctly and made sure it was snug.

“Stripe, a few notes if you don’t mind,” he muttered, falling back into how they used to talk about maintenance.

“Ready,” Stripe answered, peering into the long hallway in front of them. Then Seventh took the broken pipe wrench out of her roughly made belt and its loop, then went to the front of their group.

“Door: remake, rehang, longer screws, security sensor,” he listed off.

“Got it,” Stripe confirmed after a moment. She had a memory that was frighteningly accurate compared to him. There was no sense in him writing things down if Stripe just had a better memory than he did.

Throwing the bolt on the door, Wrench then dropped the bar in place too. There was no sense in being stupid about this. He’d need to find any other entrance into the Ducts and make sure it was secured.

“No placards,” Seventh grumbled as she continued to advance down the hall. “Am I allowed to crush heads?”

“Goodie… I don’t know where she got the Hab, but it’s amazing,” Wrench remarked and then picked up his tool bag. He fell in behind Seventh after withdrawing a monkey wrench from his bag. “I’d prefer we didn’t kill them just yet. They might be helpful. If they do something stupid, try to make it so they stop. Preferably with their body intact and their life still theirs.”

Seventh grunted at that. He didn’t miss the look of disregard to his answer. She didn’t care one way or the other if they lived or died, he assumed.

Not that he could blame her.

Unfortunately, Hume were truly in a survival of the fittest battle with themselves more often than not. Tongsta could encourage or discourage that, but it didn’t truly eliminate it.

He was glad Seventh had asked though. It was good to get that out of the way now, since it was likely they’d be in conflict with the Fixers. They’d already left him standing at the door past their meeting time.

As well as the fact that between the two of them, there wasn’t much that could give them a problem in such an enclosed space.

They reached the end of the hall and found it turned. Along it were a number of doors. The layout made more sense now.

The Ducts likely ran along an outside Hab wall, which meant there was no way to open anything to the left. That put all doors to the right or in a line.

“No placards again,” hissed Seventh, walking up to the first door. She tried it with her right hand. She opened it and went inside quickly.

Wrench stood at the entrance and dropped his tool bag there. He was looking at the other doors and the hall.

“Ah! What’re-how-you—” The words were cut off by a deep thud followed by a moan.

“We’re okay in here. I just slugged him in the guts,” Seventh called. “Hey, anyone else in the Ducts? Use your hand to show me how many with your fingers. They nearby?”

Wrench had entered by this point and saw the man was bright red in the face. One arm was around his guts and the other was pointing at the wall to the right.

“Three more, next door,” Seventh summarized. She got a nod from the white-haired older man at that. “If you’re lying, I’ll come back and kill you. The only Fixer we need is Wrench. Your life is no longer valuable.”

The man nodded his head quickly, his brown eyes wide and shocked.

Seventh left the room, her dress trailing along behind her as she went.

Joy and Stripe had entered the room now.

“Looks like a control room. No cameras though. No security systems at all. This is all just readouts for the system,” Wrench explained, leaning over to look at the bank of monitors the man had been seated at. “Looks like the atmosphere, water, and filter are all alright. Nothing out of the ordinary. I don’t like the surplus numbers given our population count, but that’s not completely within our control.”

Wrench reached down and pulled the man who was still trying to catch his breath closer to the monitors. There was a beep as it recognized him, and the keyboard flickered to life.

Looking at a screen that had an old-style command prompt system, he began putting in requests to see more information. It wouldn’t take him that long to figure out where resources were going, who was requesting it, and what all was being done in regards to maintenance and work.

What he found was that there was no work being done at all.

The number of work orders was in the thousands, a great many of them were dated from months previous. Which made how pleased the Admini had seen that he was a Fixer, make more sense.

Doubly so when they saw me take action.

They’re thinking I’ll just step in, take control, and maybe start moving things around.

Well… some of that will come true. Some of that.

Though, almost all of these requests are from Admini or people in the Upper Parts. Not very many from the Lower Parts. Makes me think the Lower Parts don’t submit any, or they actually get them resolved.

Why would that be, I wonder.

“You in charge?” Wrench demanded, looking at the man at his feet. He was perhaps in his early sixties with full white hair and a beard to match it. He was wheezing hard.

All he managed to do was nod his head fractionally.

“You are? Great. This makes it all that much easier. You were supposed to meet me at the door as a new Fixer. Looks like you were stalling. I can’t think of a reason other than power dynamics,” Wrench admitted with a shrug of his shoulders. At the same time, he was keying in instructions to the system to create a new administrator of the Hab and three moderators. They would all only have physical credentials and passwords, no link to an implant at all. He tasked the computer to create the four accounts, as well as produce four code-cards that would allow them access anywhere. He just needed existing approval from the system administrator. “Be a good helper and put your password in. If you don’t, well, I’ll just have to wait for a Tongsta to show up to give me admin rights after I dump your corpse on a filter.

“Please don’t think poorly of me, I just don’t care to get involved in whatever games you were playing here. Nor the games you’re playing with the Lower Parts inhabitants or the Adminis.”

Grabbing the old man by the collar of his clothes, Wrench hauled him up to a kneeling position in front of the keyboard.

“Go ahead and tap in your password,” Wrench hissed, leaning in close to the man’s head. His monkey wrench rattled as he shifted it across the desk. “Don’t worry, if you play ball, I’ll let you keep all the perks you were enjoying previously. You might have to work for them though. As a Fixer… it is painfully obvious you weren’t Fixing anything. Those who don’t work, don’t eat.”

The old man began to peck in a password into the prompt. Then hit enter.

Wrench glanced at the screen and saw that the approval had gone through.

Wasting no time, he bent over the keyboard and started removing other administrator and moderator access. Everyone listed in the records was demoted down to “Fixer-Basic Grade” and nothing more.

They wouldn’t be able to access systems outside of basic maintenance and repair. All of the upper-level commands and systems wouldn’t respond to them at all.

“Great, there we go,” Wrench murmured. Then he looked to the old man again. “Now… how about we have a chat while I go to the security room? I need to start printing out some new parts and pieces, as well as get an idea for what the hell is going on.”

Wrench put a hand under the old man’s elbow and escorted him out of the room.

One of the other doors was open and Wrench could hear Seventh questioning people. Her line of inquiry was predominantly in regard to the Lower Parts citizens.

Which, given her mentality, made sense.

“Security room?” Wrench asked, looking at the old man.

Who shook his head.

“You don’t have a security room,” Wrench asked incredulously to which the man nodded his head.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench realized just how fucked this Ductwork was. There’d be a lot of work just to get it to a point that it’d be efficient, let alone start working on the backlog of problems that were listed.

“Fab room? You at least have fabricators, right?” he demanded.

The man nodded at that and pointed at a room nearby. He was wheezing and struggling for breath.

Seventh had really knocked the wind out of them.

Opening the indicated door, Wrench pushed the older man in first. Just in case there was something stupid going on here.

The man entered and then kept going forward.

Entering as well, Wrench found it was indeed a fab room. The supplies were stacked up in the corner and piled up haphazardly.

In one of the fab bins were the four code-cards, as well as credential cards and lanyards to put them in.

“Great. We’ll start here then. Cameras, wiring, and an upgraded system module that can pipe the feeds into the relevant input. Sensors to keep doors and everything else tracked. Another monitor for it to be displayed on,” laid out Wrench under his breath. “Alright. Give me the short answer of what the fuck is going on here. Why does it feel like you’re letting the Lower Parts get what they want as they want it?

“You’ve got a request list a mile long, and they’re almost all from the Adminis and people from up here. What the heck is going on that you have more requests to get work done than I’ve got hairs on my damn head?”

The man shook his head and looked away. He didn’t seem like he wanted to talk. Which made Wrench feel like it was guilt. For what reason he’d feel guilt, he had no idea.

“Answer me or I take away even your basic access, and you can go ask the Adminis for help. I don’t think they’ll be kind to you though, given how many requests you’ve ignored on their behalf,” Wrench threatened. He meant it too. He’d rather teach Joy, Stripe, and Seventh every damn task possible than deal with people hiding shit from him.

“It’s bribes,” Seventh declared, stepping into the room. Her right hand was covered in blood. There was also a spray of it that went from her jaw across her face to the opposite side’s eyebrow. “The Lower gives them bribes. Tokens, women, whatever. They take bribes.”

“Ah… I see. Now, I’m not against taking bribes. That’s how the game works,” Wrench said with a quiet growl to his words. It was people like this that’d made Hume life hell. “Bribes are a perfectly valid way to get work done outside of a normal structure. Hell, I’d take bribes myself.

“The problem is when you take bribes in the form of Hume. Bribes that harm Hume. Harm us as a whole. If this was a valid Hab with a Brawler as the Head, that’d just be the way of it. But that isn’t the case here. You’re just forcing everyone to recognize a Head that didn’t earn it.

“Well… that answers that. We’ll strip them of all their rights and kick them out. Then we’ll finish up on our security update,” ordered Wrench. “After that… after that, we should have a meeting with our Admini counterparts. I’m sure we can get a priority list from them on what their critical needs are.”

“I’m… I’m not a Fixer, Wrench,” Joy weakly objected. She sounded rather sad about it. “I’m just a lonely School Hume. I don’t know-I… I’m sorry.”

Holy shit she was a School? What in the fuck.

I thought she was a Solo.

“It’s fine. I can teach a School Hume to do a lot of tasks. Especially you, Joy. I think you’re severely underestimating yourself. You’ll be more helpful than any of these fools would be, given just some proper training,” promised Wrench. He noticed Joy blink several times and slowly nod her head. She’d had an amazing mind in his past life. A damaged mind, but an amazing one. He just had to wake it up. “Let’s get started. Shit to do. Fixers gotta fix, and you’re all Fixers now.”

“I’ll go get a meeting with the Adminis set up,” Stripe said, plucking her code-card and credentials out of the hopper. She put the lanyard and credentials together, then hung it around her neck. It laid impressively right atop her cleavage.

Stripe noticed, saw where his gaze had been, and then smiled sweetly at him.


Chapter 4




Fastening the camera firmly into place, he inspected his work. It was well outside of reach of someone casually walking up. He’d also taken the time to put it in as part of a light fixture.

Unless someone knew what to look for, they wouldn’t even realize what it was.

Running a finger around the baseplate, he felt the sealant. It felt perfectly fine and was already dry.

“Was that all?” asked Joy beneath him. She was currently working on detaching the door. Seventh was standing guard.

Looking down, he saw that not only had she finished up detaching it, but had already gotten the new one into place on the hinges.

She’d dove into the work and done her best already. It’d been a bit of a show at first. She managed to get the sleeve of her dress caught up in the power tool while removing the screws from the hinge.

There was a small scratch on her forearm that she’d bandaged up and then tied her sleeves off. Her face had several streaks of grease or lubricant, he wasn’t sure. The hinges had needed some finessing to get them to move fluidly.

“Yeah. Now put a pin in the top hinge and see how it closes. If the latch lines up perfectly with the hole, then we’re good,” Wrench instructed. “If it’s aimed low, then we can put in a few washers on the bottom hinge to raise it up. If it’s high, we’ll swap the pin and do the opposite.”

“Oh. Oh! That makes perfect sense,” Joy said with a bubbly and warm laugh. She hit him with a luxurious smile that made even the most attractive Hume back in his Hab only equal to Joy. “This is much more fun than being in a School. It’s like… like being in a School but with a task.”

“You know, you’re not wrong,” Seventh muttered. She’d mostly been on guard duty for this, but she’d also been helping out with tasks as they went. “Brawler stuff was similar, but there was always a lot of friction. I mean, you fight each other all the time. This is a lot more… fun.”

“Yes, fun!” Joy agreed and went over to the door. She had a hinge pin in her hand and started clambering up the shorter ladder she was using.

Leaning down, Wrench shouted into the open Duct door.

“Stripe! Good?” he didn’t want others to guess what was going on just in case people were listening.

“Good!” she shouted back. “Just-just a smidge down!”

Oh? Alright.

Standing back up, he tapped at the camera twice with his index finger, then waited.

“Good!” called Stripe.

Smirking, Wrench got down from the ladder and went to stand next to Seventh. Unfortunately, he couldn’t resist staring at her rear end and waist in the dress she was wearing.

“You stare a lot. Like the dress that much?” she asked, having apparently caught him.

“I… yeah. Yeah. All three of you look great. This Shelter might be absolute shit, but I’m a fan of their clothes,” admitted Wrench.

“They gave me seven or eight dresses,” Joy reported while using a hammer to tap the pin in through the hinges. “I have no idea why. They barely gave me one at the start. Though I’m rather appreciative of it. I do love all the colors it comes in, and it does wonderfully for my body type.”

Watching a beautiful woman in an attractive dress doing Fixer things had certainly pushed a button Wrench hadn’t known he had. He’d never been attracted to Fixers in the past. This was certainly a new feeling.

Tearing his gaze away from Joy, he looked back to Seventh.

“I’ll try to wear more… School… things. I don’t mind being a bit more womanly. Besides, I get to embrace that side now as much as I want,” Seventh offered with a shrug of her broad shoulders. “Meeting is soon, yeah?”

Wrench had no idea what time it was. He was supposed to meet with the Adminis just before the evening meal. They stuck to a normal Hume day here, though the Tongsta sometimes forgot to turn the lights off at the right time.

Or turn them back on when they should, either.

“I think so. Not sure,” Wrench muttered. There was a small School nearby. They looked to be all Demes and were keeping themselves far away from the more open areas.

Putting down his tool belt, he put his hands behind himself and slowly approached the School. They’d spotted him long before he actually got anywhere near close enough to do something. There were at least twenty of them.

Compared to the big School he’d seen in the Upper Field, they were barely a sixth the size.

“Hello,” Wrench greeted them politely. “I’m sorry to trouble such a diverse and interesting School, but I was wondering if you could help a Fixer out? I don’t know the time. My implant isn’t working. I’m new here.”

A young Deme that looked more like a Dog with Hume traits, was the one that was holding his gaze. She turned to look at a place on the horizon.

She pointed at it.

“That’s the belltower. It doesn’t chime anymore, but you can still read the time,” she offered with a small smile.

Wrench followed the direction of her arm and eventually was able to pick out what she was talking about. If the time was accurate, he still had thirty minutes to kill.

“Thank you so much,” he said and dipped his head to the School, then began walking back to Seventh and Joy.

“Like the damn School whisperer,” Seventh growled at him, watching him come back.

“I was in an agreement with one for a time,” Wrench admitted. “I learned a lot from her. She got rid of me to join a Brawler.”

“Stupid,” laughed Seventh loudly. “Incredibly stupid!”

Joy nodded her head from where she was working but didn’t add anything.

“Well… let’s get this door put up, secured, and then I’ll go take that meeting. You two can work on putting up the internal sensors and reinforcing the bars,” Wrench laid out with a warm smile. “I’m thinking… maybe we should make a trip to our Pens and bring our things back here. Ducts seem a bit safer to me.”

“Yes,” Seventh stated with complete agreement in her voice. “Absolutely.”

Joy was nodding her head along once again, though as before, said nothing.

Well, I can’t really get rid of Pain, now can I? I already invited her in.

Err, Joy.

Joy!

Not Pain, Joy.

I… apparently killed Pain.

Sorry, not sorry, Pain.




***




Walking up to the Supply Depot window, Wrench didn’t miss the fact that all eyes were on him. Every eye, every person, all were watching him.

Not a single Hume that didn’t have line of sight with him, wasn’t watching him.

Spotting the overly large School, Wrench realized that this was a perfect point in time to reassure them. As well as to give them some respect.

Schools could wield a power all their own.

Not to mention, this might tie them up a bit with him.

It wouldn’t hurt to have such a big School associated with him on some level.

Walking up to them slowly, he put his hands behind his back and paused at the same distance he had previously. Then he inclined his head to the School.

“I wanted to once again say thank you to your School. I appreciate the help you provided me,” he said loudly. It was more than loud enough to be heard by the School as well as others. “As the Fixer Head, I’ll be sure to return the favor to you at some point. Please just come to the Duct door and ask for Wrench if you ever have a need.”

There was no response from the School. He didn’t expect one either. Realistically, a School didn’t typically have someone leading them. More often than not they tended to have a small group leading them at the center.

Dusky’s position was entirely given to her because of his partnership with her.

Turning, Wrench headed back to the Supply Depot window.

Even before he got there, TomTodd appeared from somewhere. The Admini practically dislodged himself from a shadow and walked toward Wrench.

“Ah! Wrench, it’s a pleasure that you made it on time. I’m here to escort you to the Admini Head,” TomTodd murmured, smiling at Wrench.

“Ah, good. Thanks for getting me that three-person Pen. Whoever had taken the request from my companions declined them. I might want to go find them and ask them what that was about, since you were able to take care of the issue,” Wrench put forth in a clear and obvious way, to let him know that he wasn’t exactly pleased with the Adminis at this time.

“I’m sure it was just an oversight,” TomTodd said with a chuckle. “Now, come. We’ll go chat with the Admini Head. Their name is Shinista. It’s some Tongsta thing though no one really knows what it means.”

Ah yes. Naming a Hume after a person, place, or location.

Always a stunning font of creativity.

Wrench didn’t respond further, he just followed TomTodd.

He was led into the Supply Depot, past a number of Adminis, and deep into the back of it. Straight to what looked a lot like a bunch of Pens, really.

In the Pens were Adminis working away on things.

Quite a few were working on very outdated tools, while others had much newer ones. It was quite an eclectic collection that he saw.

TomTodd led him to one such Pen and went inside.

Wrench followed though he had already dipped into his system. He’d ramped up his body to a point that if they tried to do something, he could react in a flash.

Except nothing odd was waiting for him.

It was just a man behind a desk, typing away at a keyboard while staring at a display. As soon as TomTodd had entered, he immediately looked away from it and stood up.

“Ah! Yes! You’re the new Fixer. I was told you wanted to meet with me and that-well, that you’d taken the Ducts over,” Shinista said quickly.

He was a man in his middle years with dark black hair and light brown eyes. There wasn’t a lot of facial hair on him though he wasn’t exactly smooth-faced. He had a few days of stubble and bags under his eyes.

“Yeah,” Wrench stated as if he were dropping a stone in the man’s office. It landed with all the same tact and diplomacy one could expect for doing such a thing. “Took over. Kicked the other Fixers out. Took their access. They’re not coming back. They’d been taking bribes in the form of captured Solos or School Hume. You can fill in the blanks.

“Anyway. I’ve got a damn repair list that was taller than I am. I could really use you going through and re-organizing it into priority lists. Need to have now, need to have later, good to have at some point, good to have in the future, would like to have.

“Or something like that. You could do one through five for all I care, but I need a priority list. Too much to fix too quickly.”

Shinista and TomTodd both looked shocked to their core. Both men just stared at Wrench with a slack-jawed appearance.

“No? Not possible? There are too many. I could reject them all, and you can relog them if that’s too hard to do,” offered Wrench. He wasn’t going to work on the list he had one way or the other. His best option was for them to direct the work they wanted done immediately, rather than him kicking the list out.

He’d do what he had to, however.

“Oh! Very possible! Very, very possible. I’m-yes, not a problem,” Shinista said with an eagerness Wrench could feel. “What do you need from us? Anything at all?”

Wrench grunted, then reached into his hip-pouch and pulled out a piece of met-ape. He and Stripe had gone over everything and put together the supplies the Shelter would need, as well as what they’d need as Fixers.

“Everything in the first category is must-haves as soon as possible. I wrote them out according to standard Hume inventory records. Should be able to be pushed to the Tongsta just like that,” Wrench explained and handed the list over to Shinista. He pointed to the second category. “This is just wants for me and my people. Not needed or required immediately.

“Third category is the same but for the Shelter as a whole. That’s everything really. Beyond that, we’re just going to be working through our task list as best as we can.”

“I-perfect. This is perfect,” Shinista said with a laugh, looking at Wrench with a wide grin. “Thank you. You made my job as simple as could be.”

Wrench shrugged at that. He was just doing what he always did as a Fixer.

“Anyway. I take it you’re fighting against the Lower Parts Hume? Fixers threw in with them rather than you?” Wrench prompted. “That why they tried to lock me out from joining them?”

“Ah, probably. Probably. Yes, we’re definitely working to keep the Lower Parts down. They’re just… terribly violent. They take anything they want, force everyone to do as they wish, and generally cause problems,” Shinista said without any irony in his tone as to what Wrench had quite literally done. “Whenever they send more than a handful up the Skybridge, a Tongsta will get involved. By then it’s too late though.

“They’ve taken whatever they came to take and already moved it back to their own part of the Hab.”

“Right. Lot of hostages down there?” Wrench asked.

“No. Most of the people down there choose to be there. The people they take… they don’t survive, or they just join them,” Shinista admitted. “A lot of those people end up coming back up with tokens and getting whatever resources they need and taking it back down.”

“Alright. In other words, they do have a functioning population of sorts. They raid the Upper Parts for whatever else they need, but otherwise, they only launch small raids,” summarized Wrench.

“Tongsta not let you blow the Skybridge up?” Wrench asked.

Both Adminis had a blank visage, staring at Wrench as if he were asking them to bend over the desk for him.

“No?” he prompted.

“No… no don’t… don’t blow the Skybridge,” Shinista murmured, sounding as if he was suddenly terrified of Wrench.

“Alright, then what’re you doing right now to stop them?” Wrench asked.

“We pay them off sometimes to get people back. Especially if it’s-it’s someone important. We’ve hired Brawlers to fight them off. Sentries,” Shinista listed off.

“Yeah… that sounds stupid. We’ll just militarize the Skybridge,” explained Wrench with a wave of his hand. “Fuck all that. I’ll just build an extension on the Skybridge and turn it into a Supply Depot queue. Anyone in the Lower Parts who needs something can request it there.

“It wouldn’t be a formal building, so I don’t think the Tongsta will really care. I’ll build it overnight with some self-sealing bolts and building materials. Won’t be that hard.

“In fact, I can build most of it at the fabs. I could probably have it built overnight, put it up in the morning in just an hour.”

“Won’t they take it down at night?” TomTodd asked.

“Hm? They would if they could. I won’t be letting them get the chance. I plan on taking it down at night. No sense in leaving it out for them to damage it,” Wrench countered, thinking through other possibilities. “I’ll just keep it in three sections and do the assembly on-site each morning. It’s fine.

“The Brawlers you’re paying can be the guards during the day. We can outfit them with some basic armor and clubs.”

“Armor? Clubs?” Shinista asked incredulously.

“Yeah, I’ll just disable the safeties. No point in having access to the system if I’m not going to use it effectively. Though I might give my own people some ranged weaponry like crossbows or bows,” Wrench continued, then he looked up at the two Adminis and smiled. “I’ll need a personal liaison to work with. Please send them over tonight, and I’ll make sure everything is on the up and up.

“I’ll get them prepped tomorrow morning afterward and have everything ready to go. Just make sure you send a second Admini to work the window.”

Both Adminis were once again nodding their heads.

“Good, good. Anyone in charge in the Lower Parts? Would it be easier if I just go kill them?” Wrench asked curiously, looking from one Admini to the other.

Once again, they were silenced by his words. Neither of them responded at all.

Then TomTodd looked at the ground and shook his head.

“It’s more like… five or six gangs. They all have territory in the Lower Parts,” answered the Admini. “They take turns to come up and raid… or… whatever else. There’s two that do it the most, but the others are just as willing to do it.”

“And if I kill the leaders?” inquired Wrench.

“They’ll get replaced immediately. They often kill each other themselves,” Shinista answered. “Honestly, their fatality rate is really high. If it wasn’t for the constant stream of new people, they’d be a ghost town down there already.”

“How often do adoptions occur?” Wrench asked, suddenly curious about the new topic that’d been brought up accidentally.

“Once every two seven-day cycle,” Shinista answered quickly. “Some get picked up from the School, but not as many. The Solos end up almost always being picked clean.

“Fixers get taken fairly quickly. Brawlers and Adminis tend to stick around here for a really long time.”

Wrench had no idea why that was the case, but it was a curious thing to wonder about. Then he shook his head and looked back to the Adminis.

“Alright. Let’s talk details. The boring stuff,” redirected Wrench and then pulled out a few met-ape sheets. “First… we need to talk about system upgrades. Because even without an implant, I can tell you right now that there are probably more than a few people with a lot of static in their brains due to firmware mismatches in some key systems.

“I’m not blaming you, before you get defensive. I’m not blaming you. I’m just saying we need to work on fixing it.”


Chapter 5




Wrench felt tired.

Worn out.

At a mental level, he was as if he were a hand towel filled with water, now wrung dry. Flipped over a clothesline and left to dry in the wind.

The Adminis had been more than willing to go over an endless amount of information. Most of which wasn’t very useful to him, though it did give him a great deal of insight into what he could expect from the Tongsta.

They weren’t very good at taking care of Hume, as far as Wrench could tell. Bodies that were filtered were just removed, and that was the end of it. There was never any real effort from the Tongsta to figure out what was going on.

Supply needs were typically met, but not always. When supplies did get dropped off, everything provided was low-grade.

It isn’t exactly hostile, or without care at all, but it’s definitely somewhat of an… absent parent, I guess? We’re mostly left to our own devices, for better or worse.

Letting out a long sigh, Wrench looked up to the security monitors. While he’d been away, the labor tasks he’d left out for everyone had been completed. It’d only taken him wiring up the displays into the system, then the feeds into the system, and they now could see every entrance.

As to the Fixers who’d been here, they’d all been sent away to Wrench’s Pen and told to live there. Tasks would be provided to them every day as well as tools.

“I’ve finished setting everything up,” Stripe said from behind him. “It’s about two hours from sunset. Did we want to try out the cafeteria here?”

“To hell with that,” Wrench muttered, tearing his eyes away from the cameras and looking at Stripe. “We’ll just use the dispensers here. No reason to step out there at this time. Maybe after we put up that wall on the Skybridge tomorrow morning.

“Might be worth exploring a bit after that. Until then, I wouldn’t want to risk anyone or anything.”

Stripe nodded slowly at that, then she smiled at him.

“You’re never passive in a situation,” she said suddenly.

“Not unless there’s a reason to be. I’m not going to let someone else dictate my life. Well, not unless I have to,” Wrench muttered. “Goodie is a given. Other Tongsta… maybe, depending on the situation. Hume? Not unless they have a valid reason to tell me what to do.

“Or if they’re in charge and they’re running things fine. Then I’d leave it alone and be passive. Honestly, I’d have preferred just staying in our Pens here and waiting for Goodie. Now we’re doing work for the sake of doing work to make sure we survive long enough for Goodie to arrive.”

“That makes sense,” Stripe admitted with a slow nod of her head. “I’m… I’m really tired. I’m going to turn in for the night. I know we normally stay up and talk, but I’m just-I’m so tired.”

Wrench felt a pang of regret about that, but he couldn’t blame her. It’d been a long few days for them all. Stripe had pulled her weight and then some.

And it was not like she had his special abilities to make everything easier for herself. He could up his recovery rate and eat more food, and be perfectly fine.

Not much more than perhaps a headache and feeling mentally wrung out, which both he could power through. Physical energy and the will to move could overcome many things.

“I understand. Thanks… Stripe. For everything. I wouldn’t be here without you. Glad to be here with you, no less,” murmured Wrench feeling rather odd. There was a lot that wasn’t being said between them, but things were slowly coming to a boil.

Stripe smiled, laid her head against the frame of the door, and let out a long sigh.

“Thanks, Wrench. Can we talk more in the morning?” she asked, her eyes large and gazing into him.

“Of course,” he said quickly.

With a small nod of her head, Stripe stood up straight.

“There’s four rooms. I gave us each one. I think the Fixers were sleeping in here, too,” Stripe offered and then waved a hand at him. Turning, she left and entered the hall.

Four rooms.

In the end, we never discussed inviting Joy into things. Except that, by bringing her along in the first place, I suppose I voted for her to be included then.

As if on cue, Joy’s head peeked around the corner, followed by the rest of her. She hit him with a beautiful smile and put her hands behind her back.

“Hi, Wrench,” she said, sounding awfully… warm. Bubbly, even. As a School Hume would be when deep in their School and with all needs met. “I’m really glad to be here. So… thank you for letting me stay. I appreciate being part of your-your School.

“I even got a chance to go to the medical ward and check on my friend. He’s still recovering and will be there for a few days. He got hit really hard in the head and the machine that would normally fix that is broken.”

Ah… I couldn’t fix that one. It needs a full replacement. Also, I thought she was with another woman?

“Peaches mentioned you already tried to fix it, but couldn’t get it working due to a lack of parts,” Joy continued, slowly moving back and forth as she stood there. She was so different from the person he knew as Pain, that it was impossible to see them as the same person at all. “I saw you put that on the request for the Adminis as well. Stripe showed me. I can’t help but think that maybe you did that for me. So… thank you, Wrench. Thank you so much.”

“It’s fine, Joy,” Wrench settled on, after thinking about how to respond after a few seconds. “We’re School, now. There’s only four of us, so we have to watch out for each other.”

“Mmm, yes. Exactly,” Joy whispered. Then she broke eye contact with him and looked to the side. Bending over, and inadvertently giving him a fun view of her expansive cleavage, she grabbed something off to the side. Then she stood up and entered the room. “Help me?”

In Joy’s hands was the tool bag he’d given her. There was a very earnest look on her face as she stood there holding onto the bag.

 “I want to learn everything in here, what their names are, and what they do. Or at least, examples of how to use them.

“I’m in a School that does a lot of Fixer work so… I must learn. Because School supports School,” Joy proclaimed, her hands pressed to her breasts and walking toward him. The bag was likely heavier than she had the ability to carry easily. “I’m not looking forward to the Brawler training when it comes, though I’ll give my all for the School. Seventh said we’ll start with light exercises as… as I have no muscles, she said.”

Setting the bag down in front of Wrench, she gave him a triumphant smile despite the fact that she was already red-faced from carrying it that short distance.

The determination in her gaze was nearly a physical thing.

“Now. Where do we begin?” she asked and then bent down to start rummaging through the tool bag.

Maybe Joy and Pain aren’t that different after all. Just a different starting point.




***




When Joy finally was satisfied with his instruction, she smiled, touched his shoulder in a way that was very School Hume, and left. Saying she was going to go get dinner and then go to bed.

Feeling somewhat winded after talking for so long, and so much, Wrench leaned back in his seat. It’d been nice to watch Joy leave while trudging along with her tool bag.

Turning around, Wrench looked up to the cameras.

Standing in front of the door was a young woman. She was dressed just like all the other women in the Hab were, though her clothes looked either new or well cared for. Her hands were empty, and she looked as if she were trying to psych herself up for something.

Her head down and animatedly moving her hands around.

Tapping into the system, he pulled up the audio.

There was nothing being said. Whatever the woman was doing, was silent, and likely all inside of her head.

His first thought that she was amping herself up definitely seemed correct. Watching, listening, he just sat there, staring at the monitor.

“What-what’s she doing?” Seventh asked from directly behind him.

“I have no idea. Best guess is she’s trying to work herself up or something,” murmured Wrench.

“Oh. Oh, yeah. I could definitely see that. I was like that for my first fights when I was a pre-teen,” Seventh remarked, leaning against the back of Wrench’s chair. He could feel her forearm resting against the back of his head. “Though… what could she be trying to work herself up for? Was she supposed to be a bribe for the other Fixers?”

“Dunno. Not sure I care enough,” he answered.

“Go see what she wants. Then come and give me what I want,” suggested Seventh with a promise to her words. Her right hand came around and pressed to his chest. She lightly began to rub at his torso. “I’ll be in your Pen. And in case you don’t know, it’s the last one on the left. My Pen is the one right before yours.

“I’ve really been looking forward to this. Oh, I did find a null ring.”

She lifted the hand on his chest and showed off the ring on her ring finger. It was indeed a null ring.

“See you in a bit, Wrench. You’re the only one who could ever deserve to be on top of me,” purred Seventh, who leaned down and placed a kiss on the top of his head. Her hand caressed across his chest and shoulder, and then she was gone. Leaving him sitting there.

He suddenly wanted to talk to the woman at the door and quickly go to his Pen. While he definitely wanted a deeper relationship, one that was more than just sex, he wasn’t going to turn down Seventh anymore.

Most especially after Stripe had given him permission previously, and told him to take care of Seventh. The only way it would be more obvious would be if she shoved Wrench into Seventh’s Pen and yelled, ‘here you go!’ while closing the door behind him.

Clearing his throat, then adjusting the bulge that was very present in his pants, Wrench stood up. Looking at the monitor, he watched it closely.

The woman was still there. Visually trying to work herself up for something and staring at the door the entire time. Beyond her, there was the Deme School, a few Solos, and nothing else.

There wasn’t anyone waiting around the corner that he could see, and no one nearby that could rush the door. Whatever this was about, it was entirely about the woman and her being here.

A strange thought popped into his head.

“Oh. The Admini,” Wrench blurted out with a chuckle. “That’s right. I asked for them to send an Admini over. I wanted to have a liaison so I didn’t have to listen to a bunch of worthless drivel.

“This must be her. She’s probably terrified since I’ve already shown I can kill people without a concern. That makes a whole lot of sense. I’d be nervous if I was her too.”

Feeling better about his assumption, Wrench waited. If this was the Admini he’d requested, she’d have to knock or hit the doorbell at some point.

Especially since the lights would be going out relatively soon. He doubted anyone would want to be out and about at night in this Shelter.

His memories from what Pain had told him about the place, left him feeling like being out at night was asking for trouble.

To become trouble or be troubled.

As if summoned by his concerns, the lights flickered, then simply turned out. It was a bit earlier than expected, but apparently not out of the norm.

No one screamed, shouted, or yelled. There wasn’t even a discordant murmur coming from the cameras. Even as the display switched to its night vision mode, he saw everyone leaving the area in an orderly, if swift action.

Except for the young woman. She was now staring into the darkness behind her and was clearly on the verge of just running away. Running back to the Supply Depot and taking whatever punishment was given to her for not appearing.

Her shoulders stiffened, she turned back to the door and then hit the doorbell. It was surprising, to say the least. Wrench had thought she was about to take off running entirely.

Getting up, Wrench went to the hall. Though he did pick up a metal-clad club he’d fabbed earlier on his way.

“Is-is everything okay?” asked Joy. She was standing in front of what he assumed was her room. Gripped in her hands was a pipe wrench.

Grinning, seeing an odd reflection of Pain in her bearing, he smiled and waved a hand at her.

“It’s fine. Go brush your hair and relax. It’s someone I was expecting,” he said soothingly. Brushing her hair was always her first response to any type of stress if she wanted to immediately wind down.

Heading to the door, Wrench opened it.

Holding the club behind his back, he stuck his foot into the door and peered out into the darkness and beyond. The light from the hall was enough to illuminate her face, but it likely put his own into shadow.

“Yes?” he asked. He shifted the door a bit so he could bring the club down on the woman’s forehead if he needed to. Just because he assumed she was an Admini, didn’t mean she was.

“I-I-I’m here at your request. I was sent by Shinista. I’m Bird,” the woman said, lifting her chin up and facing him squarely. She was pretty, with fine features, a small frame, and an athletic build.

Her eyes were a dark blue and her hair a brown that was long and carefully pulled back from her face in some type of interwoven style of braiding.

She looked like a young woman who was likely attractive for being an Admini, though not compared to Solos or Schools.

“Ah,” Wrench stated, then opened the door fully. “Come in. You arrived later than expected. We’ll be quick as can be about it, and that’ll be it.”

“Yes, that’d-that’d be best. To be quick about this and move from there,” agreed the woman. She entered the Duct and stood several feet away from Wrench, looking around.

He closed the door behind her, locked it, threw the bolt, and dropped the bar. Glancing at the latch, he saw that Joy and Seventh had ended up hanging it perfectly. He’d already confirmed it once, but it being used compared to being set intentionally were two different tests.

Looking back to Bird, he saw she was standing with her shoulders apart, her hands balled into fists and squared up on him.

“I’ll gladly do whatever you want me to, but if you hurt me-if you hurt me, I’ll do my best to-to-to make your life miserable,” she got out in a quavering voice. The words were firm, but the delivery was not. “So take me to your bed and let’s be done with it, just as you said.”

My bed?

Blinking stupidly, Wrench processed what she’d said.

Then he laughed.

“Oh. Got it. Yeah, sorry, you’re not here for sex,” mumbled Wrench and walked past her. He went straight into the supply room. “You’re literally here to work. I needed an Admini to come over and cross-check all my records and accounting.

“The system needs an Admini to sign off on my inventory and record keeping so that it can be sent up to the Tongsta. I think previously they’d typed in some Admini’s password to subvert the system but… I don’t know that password. And if we’re being honest, I wouldn’t want to use it anyway. Whoever takes over this position for me when I’m on the way out should know the right way to do things.”

Wrench picked up a clipboard with his inventory met-ape sheets on it. Everything had been catalogued, listed, and sorted out. It’d take him some time, but it hadn’t been awful.

The previous Fixers had been horrid and awful people, but they’d at least managed to keep their storage in good order somehow.

Bird was staring at him wide-eyed from the doorway.

“Honestly, I think you’d have had a better time with having sex with me. I’ve always hated doing inventory, but there it is,” continued Wrench. He walked up to her, gently put the clipboard to her chest, and held it there until she took it from his hands.

“There’s an open room if you want to sleep here for the night rather than go out there after you’re done. Feel free. There’s a dispenser in a breakroom that’s operating. It doesn’t put out a whole lot, but enough that going to the cafeteria becomes just as much of a hindrance as having less choice.”

“Inventory?” Bird asked, looking at the met-ape on the clipboard. She shifted it around until it was right side up and began reading what’d been prepared for her. “I’m here to do inventory?”

“Yeah. I already did it. Now you need to confirm it,” simplified Wrench. He gestured at a terminal in the corner. He’d done all the work there. “I saved it there. Feel free to open it and go through it if you want an electric copy. It’s unlocked and open to guest users at the moment.”

“Inventory,” muttered Bird again, her eyes slowly going back and forth across the met-ape. “You wanted me here to do… inventory.”

“Yeah. I did. I need an Admini liaison. I want someone who can go back and forth for me, so I don’t have to waste my time,” Wrench explained. “Adminis talk too much. It’s not for me. Having a liaison to talk to them is just easier.

“That’s you now. And as my liaison, you also get to handle all the Admini duties I need to have handled. So… it’s quite like I said. Sex probably would have been more fun than this. Inventory sucks.”

Wrench almost patted the woman on the shoulder but reigned it in. Instead, he left her standing there. He walked down to the end of the hall, opened the door, and stepped inside.

The interior was a lot like a Pen and had all the items a Pen would have.

Save one naked and sexy Seventh laid out on his bed, waiting for him.

She flashed him a smile and then crooked a finger at him.

Earlier, Wrench had a momentary flicker of regret that he wasn’t jumping into bed with Bird. That had been a purely sexual response, thankfully.

Now though, that response seemed childish.

As if asking for the glass of water in front of you, while having an entire year’s worth of water in a silo right next to you.

Seventh was incredible to look at in all her muscled and athletic glory.

“Come on over here. We might not be making Eighth tonight, but no sense in not practicing like we are. Nothing quite like a good practice run.

“By the way, I’m really good at training and practice, you know,” growled Seventh, a second before her knees spread apart. “Really good. I have endurance that can’t be beat.”

“I’m sure I can wear you out,” Wrench promised as he tapped into his System. He dialed up his Endocrine System, as well as the Systems responsible for making him as lethal as he was in combat.

The only thing he didn’t change was his Nervous System and his perception of the world around him. There was no reason to slow that down.

“You know… I’m sure you can. Best you try,” purred Seventh. Her hands laid down to her inner thighs. Her fingers curled slightly, and the fingertips gently peeled the lips of her womanhood open. “Try. Remind me of why I’ve been so damn needy for you and why I’m seriously considering letting you give me Eighth.”

As much as Wrench wanted to deny having children, his alterations to his Endocrine System also seemed to have ramped up other things. Right now, he really wanted to put Eighth into Seventh.

So much so that it was hard not to tell her to pull off her Null-ring. To pull it off and toss it, then peg his Reproductive System to such an insane level that her pregnancy would be a foregone conclusion.

To such a high level that if Seventh didn’t get pregnant, they’d need a Tongsta doctor to check her. There would be no possible way for her to not get pregnant.

Seventh’s eyes crinkled at the edges as she slid a fingertip up to the pearl of her womanhood. She pressed against it gently and began to lightly brush her finger up and down along it.

“Actually… come over here. Kneel next to the bed for me,” Seventh whispered, staring at him. “I want to get that piece of yours in my mouth. It’s something I haven’t done before and-and really… I just want to explore everything with you.”

As she spoke, her other hand moved her fingers closer to her entry. Two fingertips slipped into herself and started to glide inward.

Wrench didn’t see a reason to argue with her.

In fact, he was quite eager to see how this would go.

Moving over to where Seventh was laid down, he stood near the edge of the somewhat narrow bed. Not waiting, he undid his belt, then pushed it and his pants down. Stepping out of his pants and underwear, he kicked it all under the bed.

Grabbing his shirt, he pulled it up over his head.

While he couldn’t see her, Seventh acted.

Or so he deduced.

He felt something warm and wet grab the tip of his member and pull on it. It felt very much like she’d moved her head and caught him with her lips.

Pulling the shirt off, he dropped it down to the ground and looked at Seventh.

Her pretty mouth was wrapped around his shaft, and she was working her way up the length of it. Her tongue was rubbing and brushing back and forth against the underside as she went.

The view of Seventh’s mouth engulfing him all the way down to his rock-hard hilt left his mind reeling. This was something he hadn’t expected, despite having fantasized about it a number of times.

Seventh was breathing out in soft exhales through her nose. Her eyes were scrunching up further as her lips stretched around the base of his member.

Then her cheeks hollowed out slowly as she began to draw her head back. Her tongue pushed and pressed at the sides as she went.

Pale green eyes stared up at him, her lips thinning as she pulled back. Reaching the tip, her tongue swirled around it several times before she started moving his girth back into her mouth.

All the way until his tip nestled into the back of her throat. Her eyes briefly watered as her throat constricted around him.

Once more drawing away from him.

Seemingly quite happy with herself, Seventh began to bob her head back and forth. Her cheeks sunk every time she pulled away, sucking on him in a lovely way.

She found a solid pace that left Wrench feeling bent already. What he really wanted was to just grab her by the back of the head and let loose on that lovely face.

As if Seventh realized what he wanted at the same time he thought it, she came to the tip and then off it. Her hands were still between her thighs, and her fingers were working her womanhood over all the while.

“Okay. I liked that,” purred Seventh, looking up at him. Her voice was husky, and it was hard to look away from her mouth. Her lips were glistening at the moment, and it was hard not to think about what she’d just been doing. “I’ll do more of that later. For now, shouldn’t you get up on top of me? You’re the only man worthy of it. Only man ever. Last man.”

Not wanting to wait, Wrench clambered up on top of Seventh. His hands set down on each side of her arms and pinned them against her sides, her hands down below her waist.

Chuckling, Seventh didn’t try to get her arms outside of his confinement. Instead, she spread her legs further apart and got comfortable beneath him.

Raising her hands within his enclosing arms to reach him, she grabbed each side of his waist, her fingers pulling at him in an almost greedy way.

Seventh lifted her head and looked down, apparently wanting to see him lower his hips down to her own.

Without looking, Wrench managed to get down atop her, his tip quickly finding the top of her entry. Then he pushed forward and lowered his hips at the same time.

His tip slid into her and pushed her insides apart. She was tight, wet, and incredibly warm. Her interior clamped down on him and held tight as he pushed all the way into her.

“Nnnnguuugh,” moaned Seventh, her fingers flexing and holding tighter to him. Her eyes became lidded, and she lifted her chin, staring up at him in a way Wrench couldn’t identify.

Unable to help himself, he leaned down and kissed her. Pressing his lips to hers even as his shaft spread her walls apart until he reached the hilt. Firmly stuck into her and unable to get any deeper.

Whimpering and resting her ankles against his thighs, Seventh was beyond eager for this, and she made it obvious, with her hands pulling at him more firmly as if there had been any doubt.

Tilting his head to the side, he pushed his tongue into her mouth as he pulled back from her. Then he moved forward with his body and changed the angle he’d be entering her.

Reaching the tip, he paused, got his hands pressed down firmly, then leaned back from her. At the same time, he went forward and plunged back into her.

“Guuunnnnnhh, faster? A little harder?” she asked in a breathy whisper. Her calves flexed, and he felt her pull at him.

Not wanting to disappoint, he began to rock back and forth. Going faster and harder with each thrust. His girth roughly pushed down into her and forced her wide open.

Wrench kept picking up speed and force with every thrust.

“En-en-oo-okay,” whimpered Seventh, each thrust acting as if they knocked the words out of her. “That’s-that’s-perfect.”

Grunting, Wrench worked at what felt like pummeling her insides. To stir her up endlessly as his member plowed down into her.

Wet squishing noises could be barely heard over the claps of his lap slapping into her rear end and thighs.

“Eighth?” Wrench asked in a pant. He still wanted to tear the Null-ring off her hand and dump into her. It was an extreme need.

“Yeeees-no! Not-yet,” Seventh got out in between rough thrusts. Her eyes had shot open at the question and were staring at him.

He could see, reflected in her eyes, a need to have Eighth as deep as his own.

“When-we’re-home,” she countered in one-word grunts.

Wrench could accept that answer.

He agreed with it, and that helped assuage his insane desire, which would hopefully leave after he finished and ended his Overclocked Endocrine system.

Seventh let out a squeak, her eyes closed tightly, and her shoulders hunched. Her entire body tried to curl around him even as he continued to pump her into the mattress.

Then he hit his peak, and he began to unload into her. Pushing up and into her with each wild flex of his member.

He didn’t bother to try and curtail his reproductive system. There wasn’t a point while she was wearing her Null-ring.

Instead, he just enjoyed putting as much seed into her as he could. Packing it up and into her with every thrust.

Finally, after half a minute, he chuckled and leaned his head down. Resting it against her shoulder.

“Oh fuck,” whispered Seventh. “Oh fuck… fuck. Dusky can-just go-somewhere else. This is-mine now. All mine.”

She pulled her arms out from his pin and then wrapped them around his shoulders. Pulling him down more firmly into herself. Her legs stayed clamped around his thighs.

“Need more sex-so much more,” breathed Seventh.


Chapter 6




Grunting, Wrench leaned on his namesake. After a few seconds, he gave up.

“Okay, I totally underestimated how much strength it takes to be a Fixer,” growled Seventh. Stepping up next to him, she put her foot down on the wrench and then tried to stand on it.

It slipped off the bolt and clattered to the ground.

“Eh, it definitely takes strength, but in the same breath, it takes more brains,” countered Wrench. Sighing, he stood up and then went over to his tool bag. He got out a pipe wrench and then went over to the side of the Skybridge.

He wrapped a knuckle against the round bar. It gave him back a hollow ring rather than a thunk.

Moving to the connection point, he used the pipe wrench to quickly disconnect it. Moving to the other side, he did the same there. It clanged to the ground with a rather loud clatter.

“Any reason you’re destroying the railing?” Seventh asked.

“Leverage,” he answered, looking into the railing. It was hollow and the walls of the pipe, because that’s what it was, were quite thick. “Perfect.”

Walking over to his wrench, he jammed the pipe over the back of it, angled it high up, and then practically jumped on the end of it.

With a pop, the self-sealing bolt settled into place. The barricade was now fully built. The center was built on massive hinges. The pins in those hinges, more like dowels, could be popped out, and the barricade separated into two parts.

For now, the plan was to unlock the hinge and close up the large barrier at night. He’d taken the time to create anchor points into the Skybridge itself as well as a massive roller system. Everything could be opened, locked down, closed, and unlocked, by a single person.

When in position, it would take a lot of force to try and break the whole thing down. Given that it was twenty feet in height, it’d take some work to try and get over it as well.

“It’s formidable,” Seventh said, looking up at the folded barricade. “I think this will be a true wall to keep others out. But… but if you put it down at night, it’s just inviting them to come damage it.

“Or to come up during the night and not leave. It’s… brandishing a weapon, then foolishly putting it back away. You need to leave this up. Leave it up permanently and let the Adminis handle its running.”

Sighing, Wrench stared at the barrier, then Seventh, then back to the barrier. He couldn’t really argue with her. Couldn’t deny her point or what she was saying.

It was an escalation and trying to pretend it was anything else was just asking for problems.

“Yeah. Yeah, you’re not wrong, alright. I’ll just lock it down and give it over to the Adminis. Tell them to keep it up and never put it down,” he muttered while staring at the temporary anchor next to his boot.

“Yeah. They can just have some of those Brawlers they pay to watch it overnight,” Seventh suggested while putting her hands on her hips. “Remove the rollers. Permanently lock the hinges.

“Add some defensive points that they can shoot out of. Let’s just call this for what it is. It’s two countries separated by a bridge. The raids will continue.

“And if the Tongsta even notices, it’s not like they’ll understand. You said it yourself, the Tongsta who manages this doesn’t even show up except to deliver things, or to curtail the Lower Parts’ full-on incursions.”

Clicking his tongue, Wrench once again couldn’t argue with her.

Looking around, he saw Joy not far off. She was currently building the frame of a small building. Bird had come back early this morning with a request from the Adminis to put down a small shack for the Adminis to use for themselves.

The overly attractive woman had rolled up the sleeves of her dress, pulled up the hem to tie it down, and was currently hammering in nails into two-by-fours.

Joy was far smarter than anyone likely suspected. More so than she even likely suspected herself. She wasn’t a Fixer, but she was as intelligent as anyone he’d met.

Then she tilted her head to the side and threw a side glance toward Wrench. As if she were trying to sneak a peek without him noticing.

Only to find him staring at her.

Her head snapped up, and she met his eyes directly.

Once again, he found himself looking into the determined face of Pain. Though without the soul-breaking despair behind sunken eyes and hollowed-out cheeks.

“She’s got a real big thing for you,” Seventh muttered even as Wrench waved a hand at her and then started heading her way. “Given how you saved her, no surprise. I think I’d be the same way.”

“I’ll be right back. We’ll lock this down permanently. Find Bird,” Wrenched asked, looking over his shoulder at Seventh.

Joy stood up, brushed her hands against her thighs, looked down in surprise, and then did it again against her dress.

Then one of her hands fluttered up to her hair and pulled up a lock of it and started toying with the end.

Yeah. Definitely showing a number of obvious signs if you’re looking. She’s rather honest with herself here. The differences between her and Pain are so stark sometimes, and non-existent in others.

“Hey, Joy. Do you have any self-sealing bolts left over? I used the box I brought completely. The extras I had, I ended up using because there were a few bad ones,” Wrench asked.

“Yes! I do,” Joy said excitedly. “I brought an extra box beyond the suggested numbers you gave me. I thought I’d make some mistakes, but so far, I’ve done very well!”

Turning around, she bent over and ended up giving him a view of her posterior and the backs of her thighs.

Joy was much fuller than Pain had been, and it lent itself to a great deal of appeal for him. She’d always been a bit too thin for him.

Then again, it’s no surprise. Freckles and… and… Beckie… were both School. School tends to be fuller.

I wonder where Beckie is. I haven’t thought about her in forever. In fact, I feel like I’ve been deliberately not thinking about her.

Chewing at his thoughts, Wrench decided to strangle them. Forcing them back down into the dark depths of his past life that he didn’t want to revisit.

It was bad enough being forced to constantly confront it with Joy in front of him. It’d be worse if he actually thought about Beckie.

His one-time wife.

“Here you are,” Joy said, standing back up and holding a box out to him. It was indeed a full box of self-sealing bolts. “How… how am I doing? Is this good?”

She asked the last while gesturing at the frame going up around her. He’d given her a diagram to follow, but even then, he’d expected her to ask questions.

“It’s honestly impressive. Amazing, even. I wouldn’t believe you were a School if I walked up on you building this,” Wrench said honestly, looking up at the framework. It wouldn’t take much more for her to finish. Then they could hang the drywall on it, then throw on a flat roof on top of it.

Since there were no rain systems in this Hab, flat roofs were fine.

“I-thank you, Wrench. I’m quite pleased to hear you say that,” Joy said, her tongue pausing between her lips before she licked them. “When I finish, I’ll start on the next step if you tell me what to do.”

Wrench nodded at that.

“Sure, not a problem. Alright, keep it up,” he said and turned away from her. Heading back to the barrier, he saw Seventh heading his way with Stripe and Bird.

Moving to the anchor, he got down next to it and opened the box of bolts.

Picking one up, he wedged it into the anchor’s hole. It was wedged in rather well. Self-sealing bolts worked in a way that Wrench didn’t understand.

What he did understand was you could make them go off accidentally with the right technique. They’d discharge their sealant even if it wasn’t the right place to do so.

Reaching over, he picked up a hammer and a basic wrench. Fitting the wrench to the bolt head, he picked up the hammer.

Then he slammed it into the side of the wrench.

The bolt head whined loudly, but didn’t go off. To which Wrench responded by hitting it again.

This time the head of the bolt sheared off.

Expecting this, and wanting this outcome, Wrench had been putting force behind the wrench so that the bolt head fell into the anchor hole.

No sooner had it happened, than the sealant in the bolt was let loose.

For whatever reason, if you broke one like this, the sealant fouled and spread out. It was still just as strong, but it wouldn’t cover the same surface area.

Which, for an anchor hole, was just fine.

The sealant filled the hole rapidly and began bubbling out. It rolled down the anchor pin and onto the floorboards of the Hab. It hissed, frothed, and angrily burbled away.

“What’d… why’d you do that?” Bird asked.

“Filling the hole,” Wrench said and ripped the top of the box of self-sealing bolts off. He folded it once and then began patting at the sealant. Pushing it down more firmly into the hole while scooping the sealant back in as well. “Won’t be going anywhere easily. Anyway… Bird, thanks for coming.

“We’re going to put this up as a permanent thing. Then turn it over to you and the Adminis. You should probably hire Brawlers to watch over it at night. Daytime will likely have less possibility of issues, but still should have Brawlers on the payroll.”

“Oh. Yes-that, yes. We’ll do that,” Bird agreed.

“How do you pay Brawlers?” Stripe asked, glancing at Wrench and giving him a smile. She hadn’t changed at all today, despite the fact that he and Seventh had been at each other last night. “Is it with those tokens? How are those distributed?”

Loudly.

For hours.

“Ah, yes. Tokens. We pay with tokens. There’s only a set number of tokens in the whole Shelter,” Bird said while watching Wrench. He was currently moving to the next anchor point and was pulling out another bolt. “Each token is worth a meal in the cafeteria. You just give a token to the Admini at the supply depot and get your food. That’s… that’s it.”

Wrench nodded his head.

The Shelters were mostly like this from what he’d seen. Traveling from Shelter to Shelter had mostly been done by getting caught after modifying his implant. Many Tongsta just followed whatever instructions were put into it, which meant he could be shipped along to anywhere really.

It was a broken system with too many flaws and an inability to prevent kings or kingmakers. People would take power either through tokens or from them.

He’d even seen a shelter where the Adminis had been turned into slaves to a group of Fixers who used the Ducts as a fortress.

Then again, that’s kinda where I got the idea of what I’m doing now anyway. Isn’t it?

Chuckling to himself, Wrench broke the head off another bolt and filled the Anchor.

“Gambling and prostitution in the Lower Parts then? Tokens buy and sell everything?” Wrench commented. “Slaves?”

“No-no slaves. Though there’s definitely a protection racket,” answered Bird. “Definitely the other two. A number of the people up here go and gamble during the day and then return. Though they-they have to have enough power to make it down and back up.”

In other words, Brawlers.

That means the Brawlers themselves who are paid up here could be an issue. Some of them might even be working for the opposite side.

Well… that sounds awful.

Not my problem either.

“We keep a close eye on the Brawlers,” added Bird, clearly following the same train of thought he did. “Any Brawler that goes down to gamble isn’t kept on the payroll either.

“We… we ah… we have spies… in the Lower Parts. We pay them to give us information.”

Yeah… two countries separated by a Skybridge indeed.

Tamping down the sealant, Wrench gave his head a small shake.

The door to the barrier shook under a heavy fist knocking on it.

“Hey, what the fuck is this shit?!” shouted a voice from the other side.

“My turn,” Seventh stated excitedly, looking to the door. Pulling the short sword from her hip they’d fabricated for her, she moved quickly.

Flipping the bolt and then withdrawing the bar, she took a step back and pointed the blade toward whoever was on the other side.

“What is it?” she asked in a low voice. There was a promise of violence that would be given out freely.

“You bitch. How dare you fucking—”

Seventh shifted her right foot forward, her arm folding as she did so. The blade didn’t move even as her body went forward. Then her arm struck out lightning fast.

“Gunh,” came a voice as the weapon fully extended. Followed by a scream.

“Oh shut up. I only stabbed your arm,” demanded Seventh, taking a step back. The front inch of the blade was covered in blood “If you’re not going to speak politely to me, there’s no reason for me to be polite with you. What do you want?”

“You bitch! I swear I’ll fucking kill you and—”

Seventh took two steps forward, her arm moving beyond the view of the door. Her upper body leaned forward, and he got the impression she swung the sword horizontally.

There was another scream that followed.

“You whine a great deal for Brawlers,” Seventh complained loudly. “I barely hit your forearm with the flat of the blade.”

Stepping back behind the barrier, Seventh lifted the sword up again in front of herself. There was no new blood on it that he could tell.

“Now, what do you want? We don’t have any time for nonsense. We’re still in the middle of building the Supply Depot for you,” Seventh stated clearly. “If there’s nothing important, I’m closing and locking the door. We’ll have this set up in less than an hour. You can resume whatever business you had with the Supply Depot then.”

“The Barracks wants to talk,” someone said from beyond the barrier.

“Great. I’ll let someone know. That it?” Seventh asked.

“Yeah, you fucking bitch. Next time I see you I’ll use that body of yours for myself and—”

Seventh darted forward and through the door completely. Wrench could hear the sound of people running away. Running away and screaming all the while as if their lives depended on it.

Which to be fair, they probably were.

Seventh was a Brawler, but also a woman. Such threats hit her in a way that provoked her in a greater way than it likely normally would, since it attacked her gender and caste.

“Barracks?” Wrench asked, looking to Bird. That was a name he hadn’t heard before from anyone.

Even Shinista hadn’t mentioned it when Wrench had been asking about the Lower Parts leadership.

“I… don’t know,” Bird confessed with a frown. She shook her head and looked to Wrench. “I’ve never heard the name. Not in passing, not as a person, a thing, nothing. We should go speak to my grandfather about it.”

“Grandfather? Shinista?” Wrench asked, his brows pressing down. He hadn’t thought that Bird was related to Shinista. He’d in fact been under the impression that Shinista had been in the Shelter a really long time.

“Yeah,” Bird said with a strange smile and nod of her head. 

If he’d indeed been here for a long time and Bird was his granddaughter, that changed things. That made things feel a bit more strange, in fact.

A Shelter was somewhere that the vast majority of the Hume rotated through. Adopted out, rehumed, or simply being euthanized.

For Shinista to be here that long meant something was different or wrong.

“— been here for a while. I was born here,” Bird said with an awkward laugh. “My mother was born here, too. Grandpa said she-she was killed by a Brawler, though.”

The last had been said with a dark undertone that Wrench didn’t miss. One that left many questions that were screaming to be answered.

Questions he’d have to ponder and get back to at some point.

That or get the hell out of here. He didn’t want to remain here in the Shelter any longer than he had to.

“Well, let’s go talk to your grandpa then,” Wrench muttered and knocked the head off the next bolt. It rapidly filled the anchor point. The barricade was now firmly in place and wouldn’t be moving ever again. This was where it lived, and that was the end of it.

I wonder if I should start working on Duct extensions. Right now it opens out into that area near the Upper Field, one over near Peaches, and the other down into the sub-flooring.

However… last one is pointless. The whole bottom has collapsed in more than a few places. It’s why we have a Skybridge, and both the Upper and Lower Parts are so high off the ground.

Rather than fix it, the Tongsta just added risers to everything.

Fucking Tongsta.

I miss Goodie.

Sighing, Wrench reached up and ran a hand through his hair. Not for the first time he lamented the fact that his implant wasn’t working.

He imagined the day it turned back on, was the day Goodie would come get him. Get him and take him out of here.

“Bastards ran as fast as they could,” hissed Seventh, coming back in through the barrier. She slammed the door, locked it, and dropped the bar in place. Then she rammed the sword into the sheath and looked at him.

“I mean, you’re rather intimidating, Seventh,” Wrench murmured and looked to the security window they’d installed. It looked like the seals on it were dry and ready to be used. He turned his gaze back to Seventh and smiled at her. “I’d run too if I were them. No sense in losing my life to such a strong and intimidating Brawler.”

To anyone else, it’d be an odd compliment. To her, it’d probably hit just right.

Seventh suddenly grinned at that, her whole face lighting up. She was showing off her teeth with it and her face slowly colored red.

“Really?” she asked, obviously quite as happy as he’d predicted with his words.

“Oh yeah,” Wrench said and then sighed loudly. Seventh had come over to stand over him. “Can you stay here and make sure nothing funny happens? We’re going to go talk to Shinista.”

“Of course,” replied Seventh with a laugh. Her left hand came out, grabbed Wrench by the forearm, and pulled him up to a standing position. She gazed up at him with a look he’d come to recognize.

“Ask him for another pillow or two,” she said, confirming his thoughts that she was thinking about the bedroom. Or more accurately, what they did to each other the night previous.


Chapter 7




Walking across the Upper Field toward the Supply Depot, Wrench was thinking about this ‘Barracks’ that’d been mentioned. The only thing he could come up with was some group of Brawlers that actually ran the Lower Parts.

As if they were working on things from the background but didn’t want to stand at the front of it all. A small group of powerful Brawlers that kept the rest in check.

Or if not in check, at least semi-organized.

Mildly policed?

Ugh.

It definitely doesn’t seem like they were keeping people out of trouble that’s for sure. Given what I’ve heard from others as well as what happened to Joy.

This feels more like a gang that only marginally cares what happened on the fringes.

Now that they’re in danger of being excluded for their actions, they suddenly want to talk.

Well. It’s not as if—

A deep thrumming went through Wrench. A thrumming he knew quite well.

It was the signal a Tongsta could use. They’d activated the “Assembly in the Hab” command.

Everyone was required to go to the assembly area and wait. If there were those who didn’t heed it, the second phase of the call would bring them.

Their implant would take over and start walking them to where they needed to be.

Looking around, Wrench wanted to get an idea of where he was expected to go.

Except everyone he saw was walking in a robotic and unnatural way.

The Tongsta had skipped the voluntary assembly and had gone straight to the implant forcing it. Not even bothering to let the Hume do it under their own power.

“Bastard,” growled Wrench and started heading back the way he’d come.

While it was a Tongsta’s privilege to do such a thing, it was generally not something a good Tongsta did.

This was something done by Tongsta who were impatient or didn’t actually care about the Hume they had. Not as living beings at least.

He spotted Bird trudging his way in a rigid and horrible way. In a way that clearly showed her body wasn’t her own.

Behind her came Joy, Stripe, and Seventh. Talking amongst themselves in a very nervous-looking way.

“Wrench!” Stripe excitedly got out and rushed toward him. “It’s a Tongsta call, isn’t it? They’re all acting odd?”

“I told you, it’s the Tongsta forcing it through the implant,” Seventh interjected. “This is something any Tongsta can do if you’re in their Hab. It’s part of the implant. Bird may not even realize it’s happening.”

“That’s all true,” Wrench agreed with a nod of his head. “Seventh is exactly right. This is very normal. It just isn’t something that happens unless you’re with Tongsta who doesn’t really care.

“Tongsta that care about Hume don’t use the forced assembly. They just let the Hume assemble and then do whatever task needs to be done, like Hab changes. Or adding new pieces or the like.”

“I was in a Hab change where they pulled everything out once,” Joy offered. “Even the air was changed out. It was like they were nervous about there being something in the Hab and just… redid everything.”

“Sounds like a very nervous Tongsta,” Wrench mumbled as everyone kept pace with Bird. As an Admini, she was likely to be placed near where the Fixers would need to be.

Wrench saw no reason to not tag along with her for that reason alone.

“Maybe it’s Goodie?” Stripe asked hopefully.

“I don’t think so. Without our implants, it’s unlikely she’ll find us. There are a lot of Shelters,” disagreed Wrench regretfully. “If I had to bet, it’s an adoption, medical check, or something along those lines. Where they need everyone present.

“If it was a delivery or something like that, they would’ve just dumped it in and left. Quick and easy.

“No, whatever this is, is something they have to do. Something that’s forced on them or something along those lines.”

“I’m not sure either way,” Seventh offered with a shrug. “My Tongsta was just there to breed my family. Nothing else mattered to them. Just genetics and breeding my family back and forth.

“Well, that and training. But the training was so that I didn’t get turned into a broodmare like my mom. The idea of having a man atop me, sometimes different ones by the day, until pregnant, until you can’t have kids anymore… yeah, that wasn’t for me.

“But anyway, whatever’s happening right now, I’ve got no idea. It doesn’t feel overly wrong to be summoned like this or that there’s another way of doing it.”

“I was just a School Hume,” inserted Joy as everyone thought on Seventh’s words. Her life had sounded rather bleak to Wrench. “I’m only now realizing how limited my view of the world is. How shallow.

“In fact, I should probably go check on Blue-Bill at some point and make sure he’s alright. Peaches said it’d be a number of days before he was well enough to even talk to people.”

Blue-Bill?

Wait, what?

Is that who I saved as well as Joy?

It was Blue-Bill?

Huh.

I guess that makes sense.

Pain had a soft spot for Blue-Bill above and beyond anyone else. I never found out why or even how that’d come about.

She’d “play” with anyone, but Blue-Bill was different.

Makes sense, if he was there when it all happened. Had come with her from the other Hab and tried to help. Instead of it going the way it did then, I stepped in.

Joy was staring at him with a determined gaze. One that he only now fully recognized as the same way she’d looked at Blue-Bill.

And now I’m the focus.

Got it.

In the Upper Field, and beyond toward an empty space that had nothing at all in it, Hume were lining up. They were putting themselves into groups and rows.

Lined up and waiting for something to happen.

Wrench spotted the other Fixers and motioned the others toward them. The Adminis were in a very large group next to the small number of older Fixers.

It was a group of Adminis large enough that he’d guess it was easily a hundred or so deep. Why anyone would need that many Adminis was beyond him.

The only possible reasons were preference or ignorance.

“I’m not a Fixer,” Seventh muttered, even as Wrench continued to herd them toward the Fixer group.

“You are now. Your implant isn’t working so whatever,” argued Wrench. “I’d rather we all stick together and pretend to be Fixers than separate.”

“I agree!” Joy put in with a serious voice.

Leave it to her to agree to School.

Ha.

The four of them moved into the group of Fixers and stood with them. Wrench wanted to ask them about the Barracks but the glassy-eyed stare that they all had told him all he needed to know.

The Hab lights were on, oxygen was pumping, but there weren’t any Hume in the Hab. Everyone here was physically here, but not mentally.

“Oh, look, it’s Peaches,” Stripe murmured.

Looking to the side, Wrench saw Peaches standing by herself.

The lone Mender.

Standing around, they waited.

Minutes slid by at a crawl, though given the opportunity Wrench memorized their assembly location. Even if their implants were fixed, he would work to fritz them out at least just enough so they couldn’t control them.

He also noted that the Lower Parts Hume had come up. They were all dressed quite differently than he and everyone from the Upper Parts. Their clothes were worn, and light in color due to fading.

A few of them looked quite dirty as well.

Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of them were Brawlers, though some did leave the group to join the School. The rest moved into the Solo group that was nearly as large as the School.

“Fuck, this is a huge Shelter,” muttered Wrench. He was surprised at the numbers. This was by far one of the largest Shelters he’d ever seen before.

With so many though, it made even less sense that they’d have so many Adminis. They weren’t exactly an active part of a Hab, and past a certain point, they just ate food, bred, and added nothing extra.

“It’s surprising. I never would have figured there were so many Hume here,” Joy whispered, sliding between Stripe, Seventh, and Wrench. She was acting just like a School and trying to move into the middle of her group.

The top of the Hab rumbled and shook, causing Wrench to look up. Far above, he could see a Tongsta. A blob-like creature that could vary wildly in size. From being only a few times bigger than a Hume, to truly gargantuan.

The top of the Hab had been peeled off, and the Tongsta was moving something down into it. From this distance, it looked almost like a fork with only two tines on it.

Large, silver, and reflecting a lot of light as it came downward.

It hit the area in front of the Hume with a thump and stayed there.

Hume began to march in a line. Forming up and moving toward the fork.

“What the hell is that?” asked Seventh.

“I have no idea,” Wrench answered honestly. He’d never seen anything the like of it before. This was a new one for him.

Marching through the two tines, the Hume passed by. Each time one of them did, a small vibrational feeling was sent out. As if the Tongsta was getting some type of confirmation from it.

As the first few went through the tines, a new tool came down. Then another.

A net and a carrier had been added.

Now that Wrench was looking upward, he could see that there were a few Tongsta up there. They were all floating around and peering down at the Hume as they filed through.

If they were talking, he couldn’t hear it.

Except he was fairly certain they were talking. There was no way they wouldn’t be.

Regretfully, without his implant working, there was no way for him to understand anything at all.

As the Hume went through, the net came over and scooped up some as they went. Quite a few School were scooped up and put into the carrier, as well as a handful of Adminis.

Wrench watched as Bird was taken and delivered into the carrier with the others. A few Adminis were taken as well, though not many.

Brawlers and Solos went next.

A second carrier came down and was loaded up with similar numbers to the first.

When the Fixers went through, they were divided in two and put into each carrier. At the end, Peaches went through.

Wrench realized that they were the only four left.

He wasn’t sure if they were supposed to go through with the others or remain where they’d been. Given that they had no communications from the Tongsta, and no implant to tell them, standing still was likely their best option they’d reasoned in the end.

The fork darted forward and stopped just in front of Seventh.

“I guess we go through, too, then,” she muttered and peered up at the tool. Wrench noticed there was a hollow spot inside of it now that he was much closer to it.

Seventh walked ahead and between the tines.

Only for drop panels that’d been hidden inside of it to come down and close around her and let out a low ugly rumbling noise. She was pulled up into the tool with a muffled curse.

The tool didn’t move forward, nor did the panels retract. It just sat there.

After a handful of breaths. Seventh was ejected back out of the tool. She landed on her feet with a thump.

There was a bald spot on the back of her head the size of a thumb, as well as a bandage over it. The type he’d only seen when Tongsta cared for Hume with injuries.

Seventh stumbled forward after the panels slid back up.

She put a hand to the back of her head.

“Ow, that hurt. Son of a bitch,” she grumbled.

“I’ll go next,” Stripe offered and moved ahead before anyone else could.

The tool once again let out that ugly rumble, sucked her up inside, then spat her back out a bit later. She also had a small bald spot and a bandage.

By this point, Seventh had turned around with a grimace on her face, looking rather annoyed. She was there to catch Stripe as she came out of the tool and held her upright.

“The pain fades quickly,” promised Seventh.

“I’ll-I’ll go,” stated Joy and marched forward. Apparently, Wrench would be going last.

Once again, the tool rumbled, took Joy, then deposited her back onto the ground in no time at all. Same haircut and bandage as well.

Wrench realized it was his turn and then entered the tool. He was only standing between the tines for a moment before he was pulled up into it. It’d felt as if he was being pulled by an incredible wind.

He was suddenly inside a dark and empty area. There was nothing to see or do here.

There was a whisper-like presence against the back of his head, and he felt hair falling down his neck. A sudden sharp poke made him wince and try to jerk away, but there was nowhere to go.

A heavy pressure was applied to the back of his head, and he found himself back on the ground. He stumbled forward almost as soon as his feet hit the ground.

“— oh my xxhht, it’s Wrench. The Hume champion,” said a Tongsta voice. “It’s really him. Look, look.”

“It is. That’s… there’s no way their owner gave them up willingly. There’s no way they’d be here if it wasn’t for the implant breaking,” said a different Tongsta.

“The implant!” shrieked the first voice. The tool fell to the side and slammed into the Hab wall. It hung there, forgotten by the Tongsta.

“No, no, no, no. No… I need to… yes! I got it. Okay,” the Tongsta said. “Okay… ah… okay.”

“Why’d you do that!? Why’d you rip the xxhht out!?” demanded what sounded like a third Tongsta.

“Because it would have sent the results from the implant,” said the original Tongsta. The tool was retracted and pulled out of the Hab. “They’ll send someone to fix it in a xxhht xxhht. Then the system will know that Wrench is here.

“After that… I’m sure someone will be here to take him. Until that happens, I can try to make this work for me.”

“What? What’re you talking about?” asked one of the other Tongsta.

“I’m going to breed him,” breathed the first Tongsta. There was a definitive sound of longing and greed that was being transmitted through the implant. It was hard to miss. “I’ll breed him with everyone I can. When his owner comes for him, I’ll just hand him over and act like nothing happened at all.

“And I’ll get his genetic line. I can easily xxhht it on the xxhht xxhht. Easily. No one will even know.”

“Oh, that’s kinda smart. It’s not like there aren’t always a bunch of pregnant Hume running around, either. No one would even notice it,” said what Wrench thought was the second Tongsta. “It’s a shame they’re pregnant for such a short time. If it was longer, you could hide it better.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. I’ll just… I need to go buy some Hume. Good Hume. If he breeds with these castoffs here, they won’t be worth anything,” the Tongsta lamented. “Okay. Here. Take these away and go give them to the adopters. These are all the ones they wanted.

“Let’s close this back up. I’ll go get some Hume, and we’ll go from there. This’ll be fine. Have the existing signal send everyone back to where they came from.”

In no time at all, the Hab was closed, all the implements removed, and the Tongsta left. As if they’d never been there at all.

Quite a few Hume were gone as well. At least a third of the number that’d been here were no longer. They’d been taken away.

The Hume began to awkwardly leave. Their bodies flexing and moving with that strange will of their own. The call that they’d been given to force them to move, was now taking them back.

“That didn’t sound good,” worried Stripe, coming to stand next to Wrench. 

“Yeah, that wasn’t good at all,” Seventh agreed.

“I didn’t really understand anything they said,” Joy confessed, sounding worried. “Was I supposed to understand them? Did something happen?”

“They’re going to try and breed Wrench out until our Tongsta comes and gets us,” Seventh growled. “They knew exactly who Wrench was, and are going to use him for their benefit.”

“Well… that’s fine,” muttered Wrench. He’d just zero out his ability to have children and play along. So long as they let him go home when it was all done, go back to Goodie, he’d let them have their way.

That and he wasn’t sure if he had the tools to modify his implant so that he wouldn’t be beholden to the wills of the Tongsta in control of this Hab.

All he could do for now was forcefully underclock his reproductive system, so he’d be firing blanks. Then let the Tongsta do as it would until they could escape.

“They took all the Fixers,” Stripe muttered. “We’ll have to do all the work ourselves. Or hope they bring more Fixers to replace the ones they took.”

“Bird, too,” added Seventh. “I saw her get taken. She was a little off, but nice. That’s a shame. I hope that whatever Hab she’s going to is a nice one.”

“Yeah, well… that’s how it goes. Especially in a Shelter,” said Wrench with a sigh. Turning on his heel, he started off toward the barrier. He needed to make sure it was finished and locked down once everyone had gone by. “Still sucks, but it’s not unexpected.

“Hey, Stripe, could you go teach Joy how to watch the monitors and system checks? I don’t want you two out and about when this all clears. There’s no telling how these Hume will react.”

“Sure, not a problem,” Stripe answered. She touched his forearm briefly before moving off with Joy.

Who was staring over her shoulder at him.

With that settled, he figured he had to move rather quickly.

While there was no telling what the Hume would do, but he at least owed Shinista an explanation of what he’d seen.

What’d happened.

The man should at least be told his granddaughter was gone now.

After that, he wanted to head into the Ducts. See if he could scrounge up what he’d need to limit the implant’s control over him.

“Hey, can we do it every time before they make you stud out? That way you’re less likely to give them a seed,” Seventh asked after glancing over her shoulder. It was obvious she hadn’t wanted to say this in front of Stripe or Joy.

And given the tone of her voice, the question also sounded very odd to him.

Her words sounded logical and with a purpose, but the tone and what wasn’t being said sounded very emotional.

Emotional, pained, and jealous in a way.

“We can do that. I’d prefer it,” offered Wrench. “When they had us pair together, I was happy about it. I’m not very happy about this one at all. There’s no reason for you to be jealous.”

“Huh? Why’s that? I’m sure the Tongsta will get pretty Hume,” mumbled Seventh. “Not jealous.”

“Because it was you. You’re a very unique woman, Seventh. Pretty is anywhere. I’m looking for unique.

“I mean, did you not see Popsicle and Pistol? Or any of my School? That’s all pretty. Don’t need that. Don’t want that.

“And yes, you’re clearly jealous. It’s fine. I’d be the same way if you had to be mounted by other Hume. I’d probably get violent about it.”

Seventh caught up to him as he walked away and stared at him with a wide grin. Her cheeks were a faint red as well.

“Violent over me? Damn, Wrench, I know I’m perfect, but you don’t have to feed my ego like that,” she purred. “It’s already rather inflated, you know.”

“I’ll feed you something else instead then,” he countered, glancing at her.

To which she only raised her eyebrows and smiled wider.


Chapter 8




Wrench didn’t have to stand at the barrier long before things happened.

Not only did everyone panic as soon as they realized they’d lost time, but then they quite literally performed a head-count check. Every group went through and did a physical count of their people.

Seventh and Wrench manned the barrier and kept an eye on everyone on the Skybridge. The Admini that would’ve been helping them distribute goods was gone, as was Bird.

They’d have to go get a new Adminis, or wait for someone to come this way.

“Since they’re doing a headcount, we can just wait,” Wrench said, staring out over the Skybridge. There were people milling about it, but no one that looked to be an issue.

If anything, Wrench felt like these people were attempting to stay close to the wall, as if it offered safety for them.

“Yeah… I know. You said that already,” Seventh got out gruffly. She leaned down, put her elbows on top of the barrier, and leaned against it. Her doing so inadvertently once again gave him a great view of her. She was clearly not used to wearing a dress. “I guess I’m just anxious.”

“You? Anxious? You’re ruining my image of you,” Wrench accused with a chuckle. “I always felt like you were cool, calm, and collected.”

“Maybe during a fight. Or when things are happening. But not before,” whispered the Brawler. “I get really nervous and wound up just waiting for things to happen. If I’m planning, or doing, or just… just… just anything other than sitting here waiting. I’m no good at waiting.”

“Ah. That makes more sense. Especially when you were getting all bent out of shape, and I kept saying wait,” Wrench remarked in sudden understanding. “I thought you were just as horny as most Brawlers were. I swear you all have a ramped-up sex drive.”

“I-that-ah… uh… I guess. I was also really kinda mixed up. Stripe was telling me one thing, you were saying something else, and I just… yeah. Yeah,” Seventh mumbled after a pause. “As to the drive, I mean-I guess I do. Or we do. Brawlers, that is.

“Never really thought of it. I just always ended up taking care of it myself or channeling it into training.

“But a lot of the male Brawlers, especially my dad, were always after a partner. Always. Mom said more than a few times she hated being pregnant, but it was also one of the few times she was left alone. I guess I get it now.”

“I mean, did your Hab have a large population?” Wrench asked, looking over at Seventh.

“Yes, but no? It was all family. Family or who you were paired with. There weren’t that many unpaired people in the Hab,” Seventh answered, her eyes picking back and forth across the people on the Skybridge. “Everyone had a Null ring forcibly put on them. Those that managed to take it off more than once were… they left and never came back.”

Wrench could guess at what happened to those Hume.

Traded away, euthanized, or sold.

No need for Hume that won’t follow your rules in a breeding Hab.

Or at least, that’s what I’d heard.

“Someone’s coming,” declared Seventh and then stood up.

Doing the same, Wrench looked out to the Skybridge.

At the foot of it was a group of two men and a woman. They were heading up the Skybridge toward the barrier.

“I wonder if it’s the Barracks or just someone who wants to give us more demands,” Wrench mused. Reaching down, he picked up the bow he’d set at his feet, then adjusted the quiver of arrows to make sure it was within reach.

He held the bow just below the line of the wall and made himself ready to act.

Them attacking, or demanding that he surrender, were the two options he’d expect from them. It wasn’t as if they could use tactics or strategies to get the barrier pulled down.

“Want to talk to them?” Wrench asked.

He’d had a lot of experience with Brawlers in his past, but in the same breath, he still wasn’t a Brawler. He could plan to kill them, outmaneuver them, and understand how to deal with them, but he still wasn’t one.

“No.  I don’t… uh… no,” Seventh offered.

“I think you’re incredibly intelligent, Seventh,” complimented Wrench. “I’m not any smarter than you are. I just have a lot of weird experiences to draw on.”

“Get out of my head you bastard,” growled Seventh.

Wrench laughed at that, they had about thirty seconds before the trio arrived.

“But it’s so fun in there. Right now your head is full of fluttery questions and agitated girly expressions of glee at being complimented,” guessed Wrench.

“I will-you-that-no. None of that,” hissed Seventh, making Wrench feel like he really hit the mark there.

“Did you squeal internally?” he asked. “Maybe a quick thought of, will he kiss me before they get here?”

Seventh wheezed out a breath and shuddered violently.

She jerked the sword out of the sheath at her waist and stood there trembling.

“If you weren’t right, and that I don’t think I’d win, I’d try to kick you in the balls. To death,” threatened Seventh.

“If I wasn’t right? Damn. Maybe I should’ve kissed you after all,” Wrench said and then sighed. At the same time, the trio stopped on the Skybridge. “You look amazing in that dress, Seventh.”

Seventh’s trembling stopped entirely. 

Everyone who’d been on the Skybridge had scurried away and was now at the foot of it in the Lower Parts. Leaving the trio alone on it.

Wrench pre-emptively skyrocketed his systems. Bringing them up to a point where he was akin to a machine made flesh. The only thing he didn’t up, was his awareness of time.

That he left at a simple one hundred percent. However, he didn’t dismiss the system window this time. He had it up and to the left as he stared at the trio.

“Hey, where the fuck is—”

Wrench pulled the bow up, nocked an arrow, and drew it in one smooth motion. He had it sighted at the man’s heart. All he had to do was release the arrow.

Wrench said nothing, he just held the arrow in place.

Apparently, that got the desired result.

The man who’d been talking stopped mid-sentence and stared at Wrench. The moment he did anything Wrench didn’t like, he’d fire and end the man. The stranger’s life meant nothing to him.

If someone was going to approach with aggression, he would respond with aggression. These three had definitely come with aggression in mind.

The woman in the group slowly held up her hands.

“We were wondering where Pumpkin and Rock went,” offered the female Brawler. She was nowhere near as attractive as Seventh, but she wasn’t unfortunate-looking.

“Dunno who the fuck that is,” Seventh answered for him. He was busy holding the man’s life in the balance, after all.

“Fixers,” the woman added helpfully.

“Gone. We kicked them out of the Ducts when it was revealed they were taking bribes to let people get raped, raided, and enslaved,” Seventh answered. Apparently, she’d be the one to talk after all. “Then they got scooped up by the Tongsta. You’re looking at the last two Fixers in the Hab.”

The three people standing there looked confused, concerned, and now worried.

“And… the Adminis asked you to put up this barrier?” asked the other man. The one who Wrench had an arrow drawn on still hadn’t responded or moved.

“No, we did it. Because someone decided they wanted to grab a few people, rape them, beat the crap out of them, and rob them,” responded Seventh. “Not so neighborly so… what the hell ever, right? Put up a nice wall to make sure that doesn’t happen again.

“Seems like a perfectly reasonable plan to keep everything peaceful. Doesn’t it? No more rape, no more robbery, no more problems.”

The three Brawlers clearly didn’t understand the situation.

“What the fuck are you talking about, you stupid cun—”

Wrench’s forearms slid to the side, and he released the arrow. Loosing it at the man who’d raised his voice at Seventh. Unsurprisingly, it hadn’t been the man who Wrench had been originally aiming at.

The arrow slammed into the man’s knee and came out the back of it. The man collapsed to one knee— the hurt one, of course— and then fell to his side, screaming.

Wrench nocked another arrow and had it drawn up, pointing at the man again.

“Reasonable plan, isn’t it?” Wrench prompted in an ugly hiss. The words dripped with disdain and contempt. “If you have a better plan about how we can make sure your people don’t come up here to be… well, bandits, we’re listening. Otherwise, we like this plan just fine.

“Oh, and who the fuck is the Barracks? Someone told us they wanted to talk. No frickin’ clue who that is. More curious than anything since, you know, they have no power over us.”

The man and the woman were tending to the man who no longer would have a life as a Brawler unless they managed to get him to Peaches.

Given that she was in the Upper Parts, separated away, with no way for them to reach her other than through this barricade, that was unlikely. Nor did it seem to hurt that Peaches definitely had what Wrench suspected was a dislike for the Brawlers.

Neither the man nor the woman responded. Instead, they started leading their injured comrade away. One under each arm as he hopped and hobbled along.

“Nice shot,” Seventh murmured as the confrontation ended. “Was a bit surprising for you to go that far.”

“I didn’t like his tone,” allowed Wrench. “Or what he was saying. I went just far enough that they won’t be talking to you like that in the future.”

Seventh snorted at that and sheathed her sword with a clack.

“Wrench, I’m not Stripe,” said the Brawler.

“No, you’re not. Doesn’t mean I like them talking to you like that. All they had to do was be polite about it,” countered Wrench. “Whatever. This just plays into my earlier concerns and thoughts. They obviously got their way through bullying and harassment. They don’t have any actual power with this barricade in the way.

“The only way they have power is through their fists. Now that the separation between the two groups is whole, that power is greatly diminished.

“Speaking of, I feel like I should increase the height of this thing and build it with self-sealing bolts. Think another twenty feet in height would make it near impossible for them to bother us?

“Hell of a walk for us to get to the top, but an easy damn shot at the tops of their heads from there.”

“Twenty feet taller? Yeah, that’d make me not want to even try. However, that does kinda leave the only option as just rushing it down. How do we stop that? If they really pushed and went all out, they could probably force the door open.”

“I already thought of that. Fab’s working on it right now. It’s something that it doesn’t let you do normally,” Wrench answered and put the bow back down. The trio finally stepped off the Skybridge.

“What’s that?”

“Explosives,” he answered and looked at Seventh with a wide smile. “Explosives and a cord that makes things explode. I’m going to wire the whole god damn bridge tonight with explosives. If these asshats want to try something stupid, I’ll just blow it up.

“This is the part where you say something like… I’m awful. Or a villain. That I’m terrible.”

Seventh shrugged her shoulders.

“Hume are the most dangerous to Hume. I’m sure we’ve killed more of our own kind than the Tongsta ever have,” alleged Seventh. “I’ve killed quite a few myself. I think. There’s more than a few that I know I’ve killed.

“Those are the ones I know I did. Number’s probably higher. A lot of people were carried off or went back to where they came from.

“None of that was even in tournaments. This was all people who were part of my Hab. Or visiting Hab members, or just stuff like those who couldn’t keep their tongues still or hands to themselves.”

Wrench grimaced, took a breath, and then held it. He’d been preparing to argue her statement. Then realized she was right.

He’d nearly said the same thing himself, in fact.

The Hume were the greatest threat to other Hume. Tongsta could certainly be issues, they definitely were responsible for many dire ends for Hume, but not all of them.

Many problems with Hume were caused by Hume.

“Now what?” Seventh asked, then reached up and shifted her boobs around in her dress. Only to push at the underside of one. “I love the dress, but this one doesn’t fit me right. Stripe said she’d fix it for me tonight. Something about my chest.”

I mean… Stripe would know. I’m fairly certain she’s doing her best to not make her chest seem overwhelming. Pretty sure she’s a lot more chesty than she’s letting on.

Though… I’m curious why.

Why do that?

“Now we just… wait for the Adminis. Eventually, they’ll show up,” Wrench muttered. “Maybe another group of Brawlers will come over. Could do with some target practice. How are you with a bow?”

“Absolute shit. I couldn’t hit you in the chest if you were standing ten feet away. That and I always end up hitting myself right in the titty,” answered Seventh.

Laughing, Wrench looked over at the Brawler. More and more, he found her crude humor and quick responses to his liking.

“That’s what you get for being half overly pretty Solo and half extreme Brawler,” Wrench quipped, smirking at her. “Like, really. Who had it in their head to breed super pretty people with extreme Brawlers?”

“Uh… well if you think about it, it makes sense? They wanted the ‘perfect Hume’. So you… kinda… I mean… right?” Seventh asked, her words trailing off.

Grinning, Wrench just looked back to the Skybridge.

“Whatever. I’m just happy that First through Sixth came before you. You’re a real treat to have around,” he offered instead of answering her directly.

“Uh-huh. Just remember you need to make Eighth with me. That doesn’t always happen on the first try you know. My mom has… she has a lot of kids,” Seventh grumbled, then shook her head. “Whatever. I can do it. She’s not even a Brawler. I can do it.”

“Hello?” called a voice from below and behind them.

It thankfully interrupted the conversation. While he couldn’t deny he was actually considering the idea of giving Seventh what she wanted, he also didn’t particularly want that himself.

He’d never had children in his past life, but he’d tried. Tried and failed endlessly. The heartbreak of so many lost pregnancies had ended up crippling his marriage with Beckie.

The idea of it happening all over again left him with a dry mouth and cold sweat dripping down his spine.

An Admini was standing at the base of the barricade.

“Hello. You here for a head count?” Wrench asked.

“Yes. Yes, I am… ah… where’s… where’s Bird?” asked the young man. He had an oddly hopeful face and a nervous cast to his eye. With black hair that bordered on a dark brown, and wide brown eyes.

“Gone,” Wrench answered simply. “Gone and taken by the Tongsta. Along with a few other Adminis, all the Fixers, and a lot of Solos and School. Whole heck of a lot, in fact.

“I’m sure you’ll find the numbers decreased by a significant amount. Though, that’s a good thing, I think. It didn’t seem like they were being taken away to-to euthanize them. It seemed like an adoption.”

“I see,” the man responded in a soft voice. One that felt a lot like a rubber gasket hanging on by a thread. One good push and it’d rip entirely. “I see. Well. Better an adoption than the other possibility. That’s-that’s at least a promise for a life.”

“Adoptions happen often? Euthanizations occur frequently?” Wrench prompted. He wanted to know more now that it’d happened. If it was likely to happen again, he needed to get working on those implant modifications. The last thing he wanted was for him or his Hume to be adopted out to someone.

“No. Not either, really. Most Hume who end up here remain here for a long while,” admitted the man. “Not too many euthanizations either. It happens, sure, but not often. Maybe once a generation. Though it was kind of obvious when it was coming.

“Overcrowded, no adoptions, not enough supplies. There’s a point at which it’s obvious that the Tongsta culls our numbers.”

Letting out a breath, Wrench could see how that’d be the case. Though, the two adoptions that just happened were odd with that information now known.

It meant that something had shifted recently with the Shelter, or the Tongsta. Given that the owner of the Hab had actually recognized him, he figured maybe his tournament win was more widely publicized than he’d thought.

That or it’s something else altogether.

Hm.

Either way, time to head back to the ducts and start cracking on my implant.

“Alright. Tell Shinista to send the Brawlers he hired to man the barricade,” Wrench said and threw a thumb back the way of the Skybridge. “The enemy already came by once. I sent them away with a parting gift. They won’t be coming back.”

“Or… at least… if they do come back, it won’t be to talk,” Seventh interjected. “Be sure to tell your people that. Don’t open the door to groups. Force everyone to come to the window one at a time. Paint a line on the ground and tell people not to cross it if it isn’t their turn.

“Have a Brawler with a bow shoot anyone that crosses. Treat your security here as if your lives depend on it. Because now that we’ve drawn the line in the sand, it’s just inviting them to try and cross it.

“If they do manage to cross it, the results won’t be pretty. It’ll be ugly. Very ugly.”

“I understand, I’ll relay all of this onward,” promised the man. “Is there anything else?”

“No. We’ll be in the Ducts,” Wrench said and stepped off the edge of the barricade. He hit the ground with a thump and then deactivated all the wound-up systems of his body. Letting them all relax.

Seventh hit the ground next to him, and the two began walking back.

“Eventful and yet uneventful,” Seventh summarized, looking over her shoulder at him.

“I’ll take uneventful any day of the week. I’d rather be home doing nothing, you know,” Wrench grumbled.

“If we were home, I could give you something to do that’d be better than nothing,” offered Seventh. “By the way, I love all the flirting we’ve been doing. It’s like-like fighting, but not. I think mother once called it verbal sparring.”


Chapter 9




Waiting, Wrench peered at his system menu.

Reading through each, he had a better understanding of them as of late.

It didn’t hurt that he’d asked a few questions of Peaches when he’d checked in on Blue-Bill as well. While she didn’t know what the systems were, she’d known each of the eleven categories, so long as he approached it in a generalized way.

Integumentary, that’s just my skin and hair. Oh, and my nails.

Skeletal, that’s exactly that. Bones.

I wonder if it counts my teeth?

Muscular is the muscles and everything else that goes with that.

Nervous system is my nerves and my brain. Lets me move fast, think fast.

Working with that is my Endocrine system. All my hormone things. Though… uh… I don’t think I want to increase that as wildly as I did this morning. Ever again.

Playing with his systems, he’d done a few experiments while showering. In toying with the endocrine system, he’d made mistakes.

Going from incredibly aroused, to sexually needy, to a fight or flight response, to becoming incredibly hungry.

Though he’d also found a few things in there that were useful. He’d found that in addition to being as hard as a steel pipe eager to be jammed into an elbow joint, that his muscles as well had been incredibly strong. To the point that he’d torn the shower handle out of the wall.

Cardiovascular is veins, blood, and heart. Super useful for combat.

And uh… Lymphatic is… me, I guess. It’s a Fixer for the body. Keep everything moving, flowing, pushing, working. Though she explained it more like disease defense, blood, and balance of… something.

Anyway.

Respiratory… lungs and breathing. Also why I’m able to be here and not, you know, be dead. Suffocating on whatever the hell this gas is.

Digestive is obvious though… I wonder… if I modify it, could I let myself eat anything? Could I eat this hunk of concrete?

Reaching out, Wrench picked up said chunk of concrete. Holding it up, he contemplated trying just that.

Then realized he was just being weird because he was bored.

Putting it back down, he looked back to his Systems’ screen.

Renal is just… pissing.

Aaaaand reproductive is how I’ll make sure I don’t get anyone pregnant when I start getting studded out by that Tongsta.

Check, check, check.

Though… can I mess with the respiratory, so I don’t have to smell this stink?

Tapping into the respiratory system, he fiddled with it in an attempt to limit his ability to smell.

Which did nothing.

“Fucking hell,” grumbled Wrench while regretting having taken a big whiff through his nose. It’d left him practically feeling faint at the stench of rot that hit him.

Groaning, he tried the nervous system this time. His finger pushed against the window and then stabbed at his nose repeatedly, as if that’d work.

Then suddenly he couldn’t smell anything.

The nose on the system window turned black and he no longer had to deal with the disgusting stink of the sub-floor of the Hab.

“Oh, thank fuck,” he whispered and blew out a breath. “Oh, thank fuck. Okay… uh… great.”

Looking to the drainage system, Wrench saw no change. The stopped up, bubbling, disgusting, water filtration system at the bottom of the Hab was still gunked up.

Gunked up and had been so for a really long time.

It was the same reason that the Hab interior was of a floating design. Anything near the bottom of the Hab would likely be dealing with noxious gasses and end up getting killed.

The Lower Parts were at a point where the air filter was doing enough work to keep it clear. Below that was a problem for anything that breathed oxygen.

“Hm. I wonder if there’s some type of creature that’d be able to clear this clog. Maybe some other poor sentient creature that the Tongsta have taken,” Wrench mused to no one. Shrugging his shoulders, he realized there was nothing to be done for the drain. He didn’t have the tools on hand to get it done.

It’d take some industrial-grade cleanser that was specific to this situation. Anything he made to try and clean it out was more likely to dissolve the pipes that carried everything away as well.

Rolling onto his back, he began to scoot out from the under-floor. Wriggling his way through broken flooring, beams, and wreckage.

Realistically, the whole bottom of the Hab needed to be replaced. Even if he got the blockage cleared, it’d probably just happen again. Chances were pretty good it was full of bits of concrete or other debris, rather than the waste it was supposed to collect.

“How’d it go?” called Joy loudly from the junction point. The ducts had an entrance down to this point, and it included a vented fan. It was the only reason Joy wasn’t dying as well, or that the Ducts weren’t filling with gas.

It’d also prevented her from hearing anything he said until he was as close as he was right now.

Provided he shouted.

“It’s completely blocked. All that drain-clearing stuff we got barely made a change. Whatever’s stuck in there is pretty well stuck,” he answered with a yell. “Clearly, it’s draining somehow down there, otherwise, we’d all be drowning in our own filth. It’s just not draining enough. Or fast enough. We’ll need to put in a request to the Tongsta.”

“I don’t think that will help much, but it’s a good thing to log,” agreed Joy. “The Tongsta in charge seems very absent. Very, very absent.”

Wrench grunted at that as he got clear of the ruins of the sub-floor. Getting up to a crouch, he shuffled over to where Joy was.

Even the parts that weren’t completely ruined still had a great deal of debris all over. If he didn’t know better, it was as if the Hab had been dropped, given the extensive damage.

“Yeah, you’re not wrong. I still have to try. I have to log it,” he muttered and entered the access corridor. Then he reached out and physically forced the door shut, and then locked it tight. He then looked at the ladder. It was a long climb up. “It’s the same reason you always move to the middle of our group whenever we gather. Some instincts are at a genetic level.

“Something we can’t break without really being hyper-aware of it and forcefully attempting to correct it. I’m a Fixer. I want to Fix… everything. Fix it all, log it, requisition tools, and make it correct.”

“I-yes. That makes perfect sense. We are what we are. I understand,” Joy said, and gave him a pretty smile. One that made him think about his experiments this morning.

His body had reacted, and the images that flooded his mind were of finding Joy and seeing if she wanted to tear a bed apart with him. Not Stripe, not Seventh, not Dusky or anyone else.

But Joy.

An incredibly, unrelenting desire for Joy.

“I’m so glad to be part of this School. It’s also very interesting!” Joy declared, all while smiling at him. The vented fan was technically on the outside of the access corridor, so it wasn’t very loud in here.

The only way he could describe it was a “working” braid.

It wasn’t pretty, elaborate, or good-looking. The goal was obviously just to get her hair out of the way and nothing else.

“I never would have thought a School with so many different types in it would keep things so fresh and interesting,” Joy murmured and reached out, laying a hand against Wrench’s forearm. Then she patted him and bounced wonderfully in place. “I’ve learned more in the last week than I ever did.”

Thankfully, Wrench knew that Joy being touchy-feely was just how School Hume were. This wasn’t her signaling interest.

“Yeah, I get that. Schools are all about self-preservation and-uh-School politics. It’s just as lethal as other things, but not in the same way,” pointed out Wrench.

“You’re just being kind to me. You clearly know what Schools are like. You’ve treated me like you were School yourself,” countered Joy, the smile on her face ever-present. She took a small step closer to him. “We both know that School are School and what School learn isn’t that useful. Not at all compared to Brawlers and Fixers. Let alone Solos.

“Stripe has been a font of survival information and what to do when out in the Hab. She knows so much and always shares with me.”

Joy’s hand patted his forearm twice more, before patting him once on the chest. Then she hugged him, her arms wrapped around him tightly.

It was brief, and then she pulled away.

“Okay. Next on our task list,” Joy murmured and reached down to the tool bag at her feet. It was something she’d insisted on bringing with her, despite the fact that he’d told her they wouldn’t need more than a utility knife.

Pulling out a sheet of met-ape, she held it up and pulled a pencil out of her hair. He hadn’t even realized it was there.

“Done!” She said cheerfully and struck a line through an item. “Next we check in with Stripe to confirm the Hab status. Then Seventh to see how the fabrication jobs are going.

“I tentatively put in a lunch for us after checking in with Stripe. I noticed that Seventh’s fab jobs would have a twenty-minute window. We could all easily go get a Fixer meal from the dispenser and join Stripe in the security room!

“After all that… we have a few maintenance tasks, but realistically, they’re not absolutely required. Just a couple of tasks for us to work through.”

What… what the fuck?

Haha, really?

“Joy, are you sure you’re not an Admini?” Wrench asked.

“No? I’ve always been a School,” she said with a laugh, though she did bless him with a smile again. “This just seemed prudent after talking to Stripe! That’s all. Now, let’s get going.”

Joy grabbed her tool bag, put it over her shoulder, and then started her way up the ladder. Without thinking about it, Wrench got up on the ladder behind her and started up.

Only to lift his gaze and stare right up into the bottom of Joy’s dress and everything that it contained.

Mmmm.

Fuck.

Looking straight ahead, Wrench put his mind on the task at hand, rather than what his hormones wanted him to think instead.

Never gonna fucking touch Endocrine like that again.

Never, damn ever.

Sitting down roughly thirty minutes later, Wrench was rather pleased.

Stripe had managed to somehow coax a few parts out of the Supply Depot they needed to upgrade the dispenser. It now served hot food as well, instead of just snack-type foods.

Which let him have a stack of hot and fresh pancakes in the middle of his day with no effort needed on his part. Picking up his fork, he started to cut into it immediately. Cutting a hole in the middle of it all.

Joy leaned over Stripe and put down a plate in front of the pretty and peppy Deme. Then laid down a knife and fork next to it, then a drink.

All the while she touched Stripe, patted her, and generally hovered in her space.

Stripe took it with a warm smile, thanked her, and started in on it while watching the screens. Joy left to go fetch her own food.

“The uh… touchy-feely thing is a School thing, right?” Seventh asked when Joy was out of earshot. She took a seat next to Stripe.

“It is,” confirmed Stripe, glancing over to Seventh and back to the screens. “Though it’s more than just that. They only touch those they want to connect with or be close to.

“It’s tied in completely to positive feelings on the part of the person touching. If she’s touching you, there’s no reason to be concerned. If she’s not, that’s different altogether.”

Smiling, Wrench couldn’t help himself.

It was the exact same thing he’d told Stripe previously. All of her words had once been his and given to her.

She’s like a damn sponge.

“Oh, okay. I like her,” Seventh said around a very large mouthful of what looked like a slab of protein that was unidentifiable. “I should touch her back, right? Do I touch her arms or shoulders? That seems to be where she touches me a lot.”

Stripe didn’t say anything, she just kept looking at the monitors.

“Her arms, forearms. Nothing on the torso or neck. If you’re behind her, it can be the back. The shoulders can be a questionable area because that’s more School dependent,” Wrench answered.

“How do School signify interest in someone they want to be with?” Seventh asked, chewing loudly.

“We just tell them!” Joy said with a giggle. She entered the room, sat down next to Wrench, and stuck her fork into what looked a lot like a hefty portion of greens and some type of rice. “Or if we’re unsure, we just ask.

“Why do you ask? If you’re interested in me, I’m sorry, but I’m not really interested in female companionship, though I’m flattered.”

Seventh choked, gasped, then laughed loudly and a bit awkwardly.

“No, sorry. Not interested. I’m only interested in Wrench,” Seventh proclaimed, thumping a hand against her chest twice. She hacked something up into her hand, coughed again, and then swallowed.

Not for the first time, Wrench was surprised at her absolute lack of manners. He had no idea what her Hab had been like, but he was beginning to really wonder.

“I think they’re doing something,” Stripe muttered in a low voice. It had almost sounded like a hiss while she stared up at the monitors. “They come up, do business, then linger. They loiter.

“Loiter in groups. Here and there. Look.”

Stripe pointed with one hand at a monitor, while at the same time picking food up with her folk.

Wrench focused on what she was talking about.

Now that he was looking, there really were indeed a few groups of people from the Lower Parts gathering near the Upper Field. They were somewhat of a stand-out amongst all the others.

Or more accurately, the way everyone treated them made them stand out considerably more.

“You know, maybe that’s another way to hurt them,” Wrench mused after swallowing a chunk of pancake. “What if we fabbed up some pens? Just… built straight out from one of the platforms. There are a number of them that are just empty spaces after all.

“Nor would we have to really worry too much about weather. Given the state of the sub-floor of the Hab, we couldn’t actually make it rain here anyway.

“We’d end up flooding the whole damn Hab.”

“Uh, why would we build more buildings?” Seventh asked.

“To take away their people,” Stripe answered even as Wrench struggled to swallow his food. “If we take away the people they’re keeping for themselves, the non-Brawlers most especially, then they lose power.”

“How would we even know who is trustworthy though?” asked Joy nervously. “There’s no way to tell if they won’t just betray us.”

Wrench winced at the thought. She was right, of course. There really wasn’t any way for him to make sure they just didn’t turn around and try to betray the Upper Part citizens.

“I guess you’re right,” he muttered. “We’d invite them over, then end up sticking them in their own little building that they can’t leave without an escort.

“Ugh… I like the idea, but I have no idea how to implement it. That’s just… outside of my wheelhouse, I guess.”

“We should let the Adminis know of the idea and that they need to work on keeping new Hume to themselves,” Stripe suggested. “Though given that we’re new here, they’ve probably already thought about it.”

“Won’t hurt to tell them,” Seventh got out while chewing again. “We’ll let them know about the small gatherings. They’ll have to limit the number of people who are coming and going through the barrier. There’s no way they can let people just gather around like that.

“It’d eventually become an issue. The only real way they’re going to get that barricade down is by getting at it from this side of it.

“Though, them trying to form small groups makes sense. They’ve been quiet since we put the barricade up two days ago.”

“Too quiet,” Wrench agreed with a nod of his head.

Ever since he put an arrow in that Brawler’s knee, the Lower Parts citizens hadn’t bothered anyone at all. They hadn’t sent anyone to talk, no threats, nothing.

They were quiet to the point that it’d made Wrench anxious and bored. He’d dealt with enough Brawlers to know that unless they were much older and experienced, they wouldn’t take the disrespect he’d thrown their way quietly.

Any Brawler that was still in their youth, more often than not, couldn’t get over their own ego.

“I’ll go chat up Shinista,” Wrench offered, pouring syrup in the center of his pancake stack. He’d dug a hole straight down the middle of it all the way down to the plate.

Smiling, he put the syrup pitcher back down and then broke up the top pancake, pushing it into the center. Making a “syrup well” of sorts.

“I’ll go with you,” Stripe added, still eating as she stared at the monitors. “I could use a break anyway. I’ve spent too long staring at the monitors.”

“I’ll take over for that,” Joy insisted with a warm laugh. “The tasks I assigned myself were all miscellaneous, so there’s no real need for me to complete them immediately. It’s all things that can be put on a secondary list.”

“Great. We’ll go shortly then,” Wrench murmured, eating away. He wasn’t about to give up his hot lunch. A hot meal was a new-found luxury to him.

Even in his own Hab, he’d often ended up just eating an oat bar more than he’d wanted to.


Chapter 10




Closing the Duct door behind him, Wrench started walking toward the Supply Depot.

Nearly running Stripe over.

She’d stepped in front of him when his back was turned and stood there.

Grabbing her by the shoulders, he stutter-stepped to the side and brought her along. Thankfully, he got his balance quickly and only ended up spinning Stripe to the side while forcing her a step.

“I’m so sorry!” Stripe apologized, her hands quickly grasping to his forearms. “I didn’t-ah… I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Wrench said with a chuckle. He let go of his grip on her, but then put his right hand into her left, and held onto it. He even went as far as to push his fingers through hers. “I’m glad you wanted to come with me. We haven’t had a chance to talk at all since we came here.”

“We’ve… been busy,” Stripe acknowledged, then squeezed his hand. “Very busy. I can’t deny I miss our chats as well. I’ve been so exhausted at the end of every day though, that I just want to sleep.”

“You’ve definitely been putting in the hours and the work. You’re working just as hard as everyone else, if not more so.

“It’s impressive, you know. Really impressive. You’re already better than a lot of Fixers I’ve met.”

“Mm, thank you very much for telling me. It’s good to know that. I’ll continue to work as hard as I have, the reassurance is motivating,” Stripe confessed, tilting her head to the side and looking at him in an odd way.

“I… really miss talking to you, Stripe,” Wrench mumbled under her gaze. He always felt like there was more beneath the surface with Stripe. She acted like a young Solo, but was always surprising him. Always making him reconsider what was going on with her. “I wish I could explain how much it meant to me.”

“I think I have a pretty good idea. You make me feel confident in all things, you know. Assured. This bleeds into what I’ve been thinking about us. What we have,” Stripe answered, her gaze turning ahead again. They were moving toward the Upper Field now. “And before you get nervous, or worried about silly things, I’ll remind you now that I advised you to keep your agreement with Dusky and the School. I also told you to take care of Seventh.

“A Hume’s life is never truly their own. In your case, your life is most certainly not your own. That doesn’t even include our dear Goodie. There are other factors to our Hab life that have to be maintained, for everyone to feel safe.

“Secure. And if everyone feels safe, everyone is secure, then we can avoid all-all the bad things that happen in a Hab. If we happen to get some bad people, we can handle them as well.

“But that goes back to you being not just-just ah… just for me. Just someone I can have to myself. I have to share you to a degree, and I can do that.

“I don’t want to stop what we’re doing or where we’re going. I want to keep pursuing this and where we’re taking it.”

Wrench let out a low and slow breath. He was glad to hear that news. Glad to hear what she’d said.

An itchy, tickling sensation, had been crawling over the back of his mind. Digging at lurking thoughts that he didn’t want to consider.

That by going through with his statement for Seventh, and every night since, he was endangering his budding relationship with Stripe.

By all accounts, of which Stripe’s mattered the most, no one was upset with this situation. No one was harmed, and no one had an issue.

Seventh knew where they stood and how he was angled toward Stripe. Told to her by Stripe no less, per Seventh’s admission.

Stripe had been the one to direct him and reaffirmed it for him.

Dusky didn’t seem to care one way or the other.

Joy didn’t count one way or the other, since she wasn’t actually involved in his love life. To be honest, while Wrench couldn’t deny lusting for her physically, he didn’t actually want to get involved with her emotionally.

If he was being true to his thoughts, he wasn’t sure he could separate Joy from Pain. Especially if it became a sexual relationship.

“You were worried,” deduced Stripe.

“Of course I was. I’m sleeping with others, while trying to… uh… get in a relationship with you,” Wrench mumbled.

“That’s how many things happen in Habs, Wrench,” argued Stripe, squeezing his hand inside her own. “This is so common that it’s barely worth mentioning. To be fair, this is just Hume life.

“You’ve heard Seventh talk about her parents. I think they’ve had more partners in a month than most would consider over their life. Hume are Hume, and our lives are not our own.”

Wrench felt somewhat dirty at her words.

She was right, of course.

He’d even fought for the freedom of the Hume and lost more people that he’d cared about. Lost more than just his own life and gave everything to it.

All for gains so small in the end that he wasn’t even sure if it mattered to anyone other than the cell he’d been working out of.

Given all he’d done, he felt unclean, because while she was right, there was no answer that he could give her. Even in fighting for their freedom, nothing could or would be gained even if everyone gave their lives.

“That’s alright. I think Goodie will stay by her word,” Stripe continued. “She’ll do more for us than we probably could do on our own.

“While it sounds somewhat… uhm, lazy, I suppose, that’s our best option. Rely on Goodie and hope she does all she can for us.”

I-yeah.

Yeah, that.

We’ll just rely on Goodie.

She’ll take care of things and—

A deep thrumming went through the Hab. An assembly call just as it had been issued the other day.

There was a thump in the back of Wrench’s head, and he could feel the implant attempting to take him over. To force his body to move against his will.

Then it promptly sputtered out.

The resistance had determined that, with the vast majority of implants that Hume had in their heads, one could deactivate them with a heavy dose of radiation.

It was so heavy a dose that without the proper tools to cleanse the radiation, one would be dead within forty-eight hours.

He’d been unsure if they’d been able to administer enough radiation, given they only had a low-end scanner that he could break to the point that it was dangerous, but it seemed his worries were unfounded.

“That hurt,” grunted Stripe, reaching up to the back of her head with her right hand. She pushed at her skull, right where the implant was. “I take it that was it trying to take control of us?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what it was,” confirmed Wrench. “Let’s head over to our Fixer position and see what’s going on. Given the logs, this is way too fast. Way, way too fast.

“This is the Tongsta coming back as soon as it could, just as it said. Their sense of time is so radically different than our own that for all we know it left and just got back.”

Stripe sighed, glanced over her shoulder at what he suspected was the Ducts, but kept walking with him. Hand in hand, they moved across the Upper Field to the assembly area.

“If I’m the one the Tongsta is looking for, hiding would only make the truth obvious,” he said. “Otherwise, I’d most certainly hide. For now, it’s just better to play along.”

“I know. I agree. I just… I’m a Solo. My first instinct is to run and hide,” confessed Stripe with a shrug of her shoulders. “A lot of my instincts are like that. To make everything less visible and disappear.”

I wonder if that’s why she squeezes herself into clothes that don’t fit her.

Even Seventh mentioned it the other day, that Stripe was much bigger in the chest than she let on. It’s gotta be her instincts.

It only took them five minutes to make it to the Fixer assembly area. Seventh and Joy caught up to them at a quick walk before they made it there as well.

“It really didn’t do anything at all,” Joy reported as they settled into position. “It did hurt a bit though. Like pulling a brush through my hair too fast.”

Of course, she’ll bring up a brush.

That was so much of a soothing method for her, that anyone who knew her, knew her of her brush collection. Or, uh, it had been in her other life.

Sounds like it carried over to this one.

Seventh on the other hand, looked frustrated.

Incredibly, absolutely, beyond a doubt, frustrated.

“Uh, you okay? Does it hurt?” Wrench asked, holding Seventh’s gaze when she looked at him. “You seem agitated.”

“I’m fine. I’m okay. I’m not in pain or anything. It’s not controlling me or anything either,” Seventh growled out between grit teeth.

“Then what’s wrong?” Wrench prodded. If something was the matter, he wanted to know about it now. Before the Tongsta showed up and things probably went to shit.

“I’m fine. It’s fine. I just-the implant-fuck, you wanna know? I’m dripping. I’m a fucking damn river right now and it won’t stop! I can feel it just dribbling down- it’s fine! Okay? I’m fine. It’s okay,” Seventh said in a voice that was on the edge of actual hysterics. “I’m okay. I just-I’m-I can’t-my body just-I want to have sex so bad, and it feels like I’m right on the edge of finishing! Whatever-what-whatever is happening, is making me, my body, just want to go find a bed. Now.

“I just really want to go lie down, take care of things, then have a shower. I really want that. Or other things. I’m fine though. I’m fine. Just, really bent out of shape for some action.”

There’d been a moment where it seemed like Seventh lost her cool, then reigned it in. He didn’t think she’d be ready for any serious thinking right now, but she could probably fight well enough if she had to.

Wincing, shaking her head, Seventh put her back to Wrench and faced Stripe instead. The much smaller Solo began talking to her quietly.

Wrench gave them space and ignored it all.

If it was him, or like his shower incident with his Endocrine system, then he wanted to give her that space. Space he knew he’d have needed if he’d been around people when he fiddled with his systems.

Suddenly, the Tongsta appeared above them.

Wrench could see them clearly as they weren’t even trying to hide themselves. They didn’t seem to mind being seen at all.

Instead, a thin tendril of a tentacle reached into the Hab and prodded at something. Then it gave up on whatever it was.

“Deal with it later. Not important,” muttered the Tongsta. Then their tentacle extended again. “Oh, that opens. Huh. This is kind of neat. It’s like a xxhht. I’ll just… leave it there then.

“Probably will help separate them apart anyway. No more having to get up from xxhht to xxhht. Now… let’s just get ready.”

The Tongsta put down the same tool from last time.

In no time at all, all the Hume began filing through it.

Once again, the Tongsta quickly netted out Hume. This time she took nearly a hundred of them. Halving the number of School outright and draining almost all of the Solos.

They were all plucked out and dropped into carriers. Then those were pulled away and set aside.

When Seventh, Joy, Stripe, and Wrench went through, none of them were thankfully grabbed. In fact, the Tongsta seemed annoyed that they went through the tool.

It didn’t say anything, but the noises it made weren’t pleasant.

When everything was done, the population of the Hab had been halved.

Then, out of nowhere, a massive carrier was sat down on the far side of the Upper Field. The Tongsta tipped it sideways and easily twice the number of those who had been taken left the carrier.

Stumbling around on the Upper Field area and then going rigid and still as the Assembly took over their bodies. They didn’t move and merely stood there.

Curiously, there were a lot of young Hume in this batch. Almost all of them, in fact, looked to be just over the age that they’d be able to be adopted out.

“There you are,” said the Tongsta a second before Wrench was scooped up. “Alright. Let’s go make some money. It cost me way more than I wanted, but it’s worth it. You just need to help me out by doing your Hume thing. Hume breed so fast, so this shouldn’t take long at all.”

Ah, I guess it’s that time. I didn’t expect it, if I’m being honest. I probably should have.

Wrench was deposited into a carrier and the sides were closed. He had no idea where he was going or what was happening.

Well, that’s not true.

I do know what I’m going toward and why.

This Tongsta is going to breed me out and try to make money off any kids. If I get any of the Hume pregnant, you better believe they’ll keep a female offspring if possible and sell the rest.

Goodie, where are you?




***




It took the better part of an hour, Wrench figured, but it felt like he was finally put down. The carrier wasn’t trembling wildly as if they were moving around constantly.

“Okay. Hm,” the Tongsta said. “I just need to make sure they’re all ready here first.”

Sitting in the carrier, Wrench could only imagine that whatever the Tongsta was doing, was prepping something for him and their goal.

Hopefully, it wasn’t anything too terrible.

His experience with being studded out was very limited. It’d never occurred in his previous life. He’d been a Fixer and a resistance fighter, never a stud.

“Alright, they definitely seem ready. Now I just introduce the stud into the Pens and… and that’s it. Right?” asked the Tongsta to what Wrench assumed was itself. “That’s what the breeder said. That I introduce the stud to the Hume and just leave it at that. They already did all the Mender things to the Hume females so… yeah, okay.”

Yeah… definitely being studded out.

Ah well. There are worse things.

Much worse things.

The carrier Wrench was in was once more jostled about before the front of it was pulled open. Which unfortunately was far brighter than he was expecting.

Holding a hand over his brow, he exited the carrier and tried to figure out where he was.

The light was coming from above, and his eyes were adjusting rather quickly. It was an indirect light that was rather good for what it did, the carrier had just been too dark for him.

He heard the carrier being pulled away from behind him and looked up and over his shoulder. It was just in time to see the Tongsta above closing the top of the Hab.

It was an odd-looking top to be sure. Not to mention he could tell already that it was made of a material that’d let the Tongsta watch, but not let them see the Tongsta.

Beyond that though, the Hab as a whole was rather strange. It had the look of the interior of a building, in fact.

Looking at the walls, Wrench saw that the interior of the Hab did indeed have the appearance of a building’s interior. Or more specifically, a Pen.

A home.

Decorations, warm colors, and even a mirror that left Wrench feeling strange.

Turning his gaze to the surroundings, he found a great deal of furniture was strung about as well.

Chairs, tables, bookcases, a couch, pillows, and a good amount of decorative furniture as well. There was also a large number of entertainment objects such as toys and books laid about.

Glancing around, and deliberately avoiding looking at the other Hume he knew he was here with, he saw that there were several rooms nearby too. As well as another gathering area for everyone to be inside of.

He could see into one that was most certainly a bedroom. 

Holy crap. This is like Lovely’s little room all over again.

Turning to face those he was with, he finally acknowledged their presence. Up to this point, he hadn’t really wanted to, for fear of what would happen as soon as he did.

There were at least twenty or so Hume with him in the room.

They were all extremely pretty. One and all, they were extremely good-looking.

Not as pretty as Lovely or Pretty-Girl, but not too far from it.

They also covered the whole range of possible hair types, eye colors, and body shapes. There were more than a few that Wrench had a problem not staring at openly.

“Hi,” said a young woman at the front of the group. She was very attractive, overly developed compared to any Hume he’d come across, and had short blonde hair and pale blue eyes. “I’m Belle! What’s your name?”

Ah… yeah.

Yeah.

There’s some very uninspired Tongsta, and some names end up being repeated. Belle was a really common name.

So was Pretty-Girl, wasn’t it?

“I’m Wrench,” he answered, barely able to rip his eyes off Belle. He couldn’t lie that she was an incredible-looking woman.

“Uhm, this is a really weird Hab, isn’t it?” asked a different woman.

Wrench glanced at her, saw she was just as beautiful as Belle, and even more overly developed in the waist and chest. He smiled at her a bit grimly.

“It isn’t really a Hab,” he admitted. It now seemed obvious that they had no idea what was going on.

He’d only had to look at them for a few moments to realize they were all just old enough to be adopted as adult Hume. Whoever this Tongsta was, they went to a nearby Hume breeder and got the best quality they could probably afford.

“Are you a specialty Hume like us?” asked another woman. “We’re all from Beyond-Hume.”

The slim, athletic, and dark-haired woman lifted up her shirt to show off incredibly toned muscles and her tattooed abdomen.

She had several tattoos there. Likely meaning she was a specific genetic line or type of Hume, as well as where she came from.

Yep… high-end Hume genetics.

The Tongsta definitely bought some expensive Hume for this experiment.

“Kind of. I’m a unique breeding line,” Wrench muttered, then sighed. There was no way around it, and if he didn’t perform, he knew the Tongsta would try to do something about it.

He hadn’t missed the fact that the Tongsta was still around. They were outside of the Hab and likely watching through the top of it.

He could delay some, but not to the point that it’d be obvious.

“You are? Oh! Then we’re all here to be studded, aren’t we?” proclaimed another woman somewhere in the group. “How wonderful. Beyond-Hume specializes in breeding and studding! We’re all from highly coveted lines and have extreme fertility.”

“Yes,” Belle agreed, taking several steps toward him. “I’m so glad that you’re a good-looking Hume, too. A lot of our Adminis were once Beyond-Hume breeders that returned when they were done. Some of them had very unpleasant experiences.

“Can you… can you please make sure this isn’t like that for us? Studding isn’t an issue, and we’ll do our best for as long as we’re here. Happily, in fact. This is what we’ve been born, bred, and trained for!”

Oh, I get it.

They’re all different looks because the Tongsta went and got one of every type, so to speak. They’re hoping I’ll get them all pregnant.

Then they can corner the market for each type of Hume later.

“Yeah,” promised Wrench with a sigh. He was disappointed once again with how Hume viewed their own lives, let alone what they were made to do. It made him want to join the resistance all over again, if to just feel like he was doing something. “Yeah, I’ll make sure it isn’t an issue. There’s no reason sex shouldn’t be pleasant.”

“Wonderful! Uhm, then… who should go first?” Belle asked, tilting her head to one side. “Did you have a preference or a choice?”

Ah… well… I guess that’s that.

I can regret the life situation of being a Hume but… but I can at least enjoy myself.

There’s no reason not to.


Chapter 11




Wrench thankfully had the ability to make his refractory period near zero. He’d been able to go through the entirety of the studding in a short period of time.

Going from one woman to the next until the “job” was done. Such that even if the Tongsta had been creepily watching it all happen, they wouldn’t have a reason to get mad at him in any way.

After that, he’d simply sat down next to a bookcase, picked a book that looked interesting, and started reading. A number of the Solos— as they were all Solos he’d found out— would come and chat him up.

They all seemed to be genuinely interested in him, which was rather flattering.

To the point that he didn’t actually get any reading done. No sooner would one of them get up, than another came to take their place.

Thankfully, none of them asked him to go back to the bed again. They were all perfectly happy to talk to him, or one another, and more or less remain as they were.

Reading books, playing with toys, or each other with games, and generally relaxing. Wrench tried to keep himself calm, but he found himself worrying over the Hab.

An entire day passed like this.

The next day went the same as the first.

Each of the women ran him down once during the day to stud, then spent the rest of the day relaxing. Quite a few chatted him up once again, and he even started to learn about them as Hume.

On the morning of the third day, the Tongsta finally came back.

Thankfully, it’d been early in the morning. So early, in fact, that the Tongsta had scooped him out of his bed while he was asleep.

“— so excited. I can’t believe he mounted every single one!” said the Tongsta.

In that moment, Wrench decided to name them Greedy. Greedy Dickhead.

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” said a second Tongsta. Wrench couldn’t recognize their voice, but it sounded like they were well aware of the situation and what was happening. “We should contact Lady xxhht and just collect the reward. You saw how high it was.”

As well as not really wanting to be a part of it, apparently.

“No, I just need a few more xxhht. It’ll be fine after that,” Greedy answered. “Won’t be an issue at all. We just have to keep going with it a little longer.”

“I-I’m going to go. I need to take care of some xxhht, and my xxhht is waiting,” said the nervous Tongsta.

“Alright, alright,” answered Greedy.

Wrench felt like everything briefly became inverted, the straps of his carrier pulled at his legs, before once more settling down. Then the carrier was put down, and he felt still.

The front of it was pulled off, and he was once again greeted with too much light. Unfortunately, the Tongsta was still using the same carrier from earlier. It did a truly poor job of letting in light and left him in absolute darkness.

“Come on. Get out. I need to get to work,” Greedy asked, shaking the carrier.

“Stop it, you bastard. I can’t see, and you’re just making it harder to get out,” growled Wrench as he clambered his way out. Knocking him around wouldn’t help the situation at all.

Greedy shook it more firmly and ended up sending Wrench to the ground.

Rather hard, too.

His skull smacked into the ground, and he felt a strange boom go through his body. In that moment, he felt the strength go out of him.

“Shit. Ah… are you okay?” asked Greedy, suddenly regretful for their actions. “Wrench?”

Groaning, Wrench tried to push himself up and only managed to flop around on the ground.

“Oh fuck, oh shit, oh fuck. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I just-ahhh, fuck,” whined Greedy. Before Wrench could try again, something picked him up and none-to-carefully. “Ah, ah ah, Peaches! Yes. The medical ward.”

Wrench felt himself being jerked through the air. There was a crunch that sounded like something breaking nearby, then he was thrust forward once again.

“Oh my, oh my, what’s going on here?” asked Peaches’ withered voice.

“Shit, xxhht, please be able to fix him,” Greedy moaned.

Wrench felt a cool hand press against his head, and then something hard touched his temple. The pain and odd sensations going through his head fled.

Then he opened his eyes and realized he’d moved.

He was laid out on a medical bed and staring up at Peaches.

The top of the medical building wasn’t attached at the moment. He knew most buildings could be pulled apart with a few casual tugs from a Tongsta, but it was still surprising to see.

“You cracked your head pretty good,” Peaches remarked, peering into his face. One of her hands was pressed to his cheek and eye area. “A skull fracture, actually.

“I take it our dear Tongsta wasn’t very gentle? They’ve managed to kill more than a few Hume with their actions. First time they ever brought someone to me though.”

Wrench grunted at that. It made sense and fit with everyone he’d learned so far.

Greedy was an asshole that didn’t see Hume as much.

“Thank xxhht. I almost flushed away millions of xxhht,” grumbled Greedy, only further establishing Wrench’s view of them.

There was a bang as the roof of the medical building was set back down. The Tongsta was gone in a flash.

“Well, wish I could say I was surprised, but I’m not. They’re probably studding you out, aren’t they?” asked Peaches with a chuckle. “That’s not surprising, no, no. Given what I saw of you from my testing, you’re the pinnacle of a Hume.”

“Thanks,” grunted Wrench and then forcefully sat up. Gently pushing Peaches’ hands out of the way at the same time.

Even as he levered himself up to a seated position, he felt the world spin around him. He wanted to immediately throw up onto his knees.

“Easy, easy. I fixed the fracture, but it’ll take a while to truly mend itself,” warned Peaches. “Just because it’s no longer broken doesn’t mean you didn’t bruise your brain. It’s right on the border of a concussion.”

Wrench grunted, and stabbed at his systems window. It popped up immediately.

There was a red blob over his head.

Dialing into it, he quickly tapped into the Lymphatic system. He’d toyed enough with his regenerative properties to know this was a major part of it.

In a single minute, the vertigo was gone. He would need a good amount of calories to cover the cost of forcibly fixing it.

“Got some food?” he asked instead.

Peaches sucked in a slow breath, staring at him. Then she reached up to his head.

She pulled something off of him.

He hadn’t realized there was something even there.

Glancing to her hand, he saw that it looked to be some type of medical monitoring device. In her other hand looked to be a small display screen.

“How… how did you—”

“Peak genetics, remember?” Wrench asked, interrupting her quietly. “Food? High-calorie food? And did I miss anything?”

Peaches shuffled over to a cabinet. She opened it, pulled several items out, and then came back to him.

“No. It’s been quiet,” Peaches answered. “I released Blue-Bill. He’s resting in his room. There was no reason to keep him penned up any longer.”

Wrench took the items proffered and looked them over.

The first thing was a high-calorie milk substitute given to babies.

“Nothing from the Lower peoples?” he asked, putting the other items down next to himself.

Oh shit.

This is perfect.

Pulling the tab to one side, then the other, Wrench tore the top off the can. Not even thinking about it, he simply picked it up and started gulping it down.

“Nothing. Haven’t had to fix or patch anyone due to their antics since you arrived,” Peaches admitted, chewing at the inside of her cheek. “I’ve helped more than a few people cross over that barricade of yours to join us up here. People who were afraid to do so beforehand.

“Worried that they’d just be beaten up and dragged back down. Made the arrangements with Shinista.”

“You guys do you,” Wrench gasped out after finishing off the entirety of the can. “I won’t be here forever. My Tongsta will be here eventually and then Strip, Seventh, and I will be leaving. After that, you’re all on your own. Most of the Fixer stuff will be on a basic auto-run until someone else shows up. Should be fine.”

Peaches looked surprised at that, but said nothing.

Picking up the next item, Wrench tucked into that as well. There was no reason for him not to load up on calories.

Every calorie was just fuel for him at this point to be used later.




***




“What the fuuuuuuuck?” groaned Wrench and then threw down his shovel. It clanged against the ground and settled down against the concrete. “What the fuck. Really? Really? This is a non-solid filter. Non-solid.”

Angry, frustrated, and feeling incredibly bitter, he sat down on the ground right there. Staring at the sub-floor filter.

“Well… it’s becoming a non-solid, though quite slowly. That and the bones don’t dissolve do they?” Stripe murmured, reaching out with the shovel she held and tapping at the discolored and partially decomposed head. “I wonder how long it’s been there.”

“A while, I’d imagine. Probably since back when the sub-floor was actually the sub-floor for the Hab. Instead of empty space below the pads,” spat out Wrench, glaring at the filter’s entrance. He finally understood why the drains were also so problematic.

Chances were there were bodies in all of them.

“Damnit. Fucking damnit,” he complained. “There’s nothing we can do because I’m betting it’s just clogged with bones and dried waste. It’s all clogged up.

“Greedy will have to replace the piping outright. It won’t be hard for them to do it, the issue is getting them to do it.”

“In other words… we can just give up on all this,” Stripe summarized, gesturing at the fridge-sized filter. The grate on the top had been removed in the past. At the elbow, a few feet past the entrance, they’d started working to clear it.

Only to find the corpse.

“What if it’s just one body?” Stripe asked. “We could clear one, couldn’t we?”

“Pretty sure I saw at least three skulls,” Wrench mumbled. “Didn’t realize they were skulls until just now. Thought they were just rocks put in the Hab for decoration.

“Makes more sense that they’re skulls. No sense at all that they might be rocks, since there aren’t any in the Hab. I haven’t seen a single damn one.

“In fact, this whole Hab seems to be as cheaply decorated and outfitted as possible. Just the Pens back in our Hab probably cost more than this whole Hab.”

“Oh, yes. I see your point,” confessed Stripe and then sighed. “That’s a shame. It would have been nice to open up the ground floor for the Hab before we get taken away.

“I… do you think it’ll be soon? I hope it is. I’m really tired of this place.”

Thinking on that, Wrench scratched at his jaw.

It’d been about a week since the first time he’d been studded out. Since then, he’d been brought back three more times. Greedy had remarked each time that there was no reason to not try and make sure of the pregnancies.

However, he didn’t miss it when new women showed up and the numbers increased. Greedy had been attempting to increase their possible profits.

Each studding visit had been two days long. Arrival, a day there, and then going back. Oddly, this type of time frame matched fairly closely to Goodie’s comings and goings.

The Tongsta who forgot to turn on and off lights tended to be fairly absent. Leaving Wrench with the thought that maybe they were just incredibly busy.

“No idea. Honestly. I’m starting to think that every two days or so, is roughly one day for them. Or something like that,” Wrench suggested. “With that in mind… maybe it’s been enough time that whatever Greedy broke got fixed.”

Suddenly, the assembly went off.

Calling everyone to their positions once again.

“That’s a bit soon. Didn’t you just come back yesterday?” Stripe asked, sounding frustrated. Not that he could blame her.

When he came back each time, they spent time just talking and reconnecting, but the strain of being studded out and vanishing for two days was clearly weighing on both of them. Thankfully, they were able to reconnect each time and he felt stronger for it.

“Yeah, it’s a bit soon. Let’s ah… go see what’s up,” Wrench muttered and got to his feet.

And practically stepped into Stripe as she stepped up to him. She wrapped herself around his middle and stuck her forehead to his sternum.

“I’m really not okay with this anymore,” she whispered. “I know we have to do this, but it’s not-I really don’t like it.”

Sighing, feeling torn, Wrench had expected this. No matter how emotionally strong Stripe was, this was a lot to handle.

“You have to go, of course,” stated Stripe firmly. “I’m allowed to complain, even if I know you have to do it. So… let’s go up and see what’s going on.”

Stripe pushed away from him and then moved back toward the access elevator. Wrench followed along behind her.

The fan blowing the gas away from them made it impossible to say anything as they got up next to it.

There was no reason to pick up the shovels either. They’d made them specifically for this purpose, and weren’t really needed otherwise.

There was no dirt anywhere in the Hab outside of the sub-floor.

Entering the elevator, they went straight up into the Duct. This had been once again another access location that was specific to the Duct. If there had been breathable air, there might have been a concern.

Anyone going through the sub-floor without a gas mask made from a Fixer fab, or Wrench’s odd abilities, would be dead in half a minute.

Halfway up the elevator, the Assembly call shut off.

Suddenly and without warning, it just was simply no longer calling everyone to position. Which left Wrench feeling odd and concerned about it.

There was no way Greedy would ever shut down the Assembly for no reason, nor would they call it if they didn’t have to. Something must have happened.

The question for Wrench became, was it something that’d happened to or from Greedy, or had something happened with the Hab?

When the elevator pinged and the doors swung open, he was already feeling anxious and nervous. Knowing that something was wrong was already eating at him.

Without even being told yet, he could just feel like something had to be Fixed.

Schools school, Adminis admin, Solos survive, Fixers fix.

Sighing, Wrench stepped out of the elevator and headed for the control room. Given that all the security monitors, systems, and communications were all in one room, it’d become the heart of the Ducts.

Joy was hunched over the input keyboard while also staring at a monitor. It looked like she was inputting commands to try and get information.

Her head snapped to the side as he entered, and she gave him a nervous smile.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Joy murmured. “The Assembly call went off, everyone started moving, and then it just suddenly shut off. Greedy was here when the Assembly went off, but then they left. After that, the Assembly turned off again.”

Frowning, Wrench really didn’t know what to say to that.

He’d expected something to be wrong, but this just seemed to be something more to do with Tongsta being Tongsta.

“Okay, that uh… seems kinda normal for Tongsta. Depending on who they are, it can be really bad,” said Wrench, peering at the systems. Trying to figure out if there was something else going on.

Joy genuinely seemed happy to see him, and it didn’t quite seem to be based on the Tongsta situation. That didn’t seem like enough to shake the tough-minded School Hume.

“What’s the problem?” he asked, reading through all the system windows. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, and everything had an appropriate readout. Nothing had alarming numbers.

“I mean, that seems like an obvious answer to me,” Seventh growled. At some point, she’d entered the room as well.

Looking at her, he raised his eyebrows.

She gave him a grim smile, then pointed at a screen.

Following her arm, he looked at the monitor she was indicating.

It was the camera they’d stuck on the side of the Supply Depot shack at the Skybridge walkway. The cable they’d run had been hard to get back to the Ducts, but they’d managed it.

That had been worthwhile, apparently for this particular moment.

The Lower Parts Brawlers were attacking the barricade as well as attacking the Brawlers hired by the Supply Depot.

Part of the barricade was over-run and part of it wasn’t. It looked as if they’d knocked the window out and clambered through it. Though the door still held.

“I couldn’t detonate the charges,” Joy murmured. “For whatever reason, they won’t… go off. There’s something wrong with them.

“You told me that this was a situation where we should blow the bridge, and I tried to. It doesn’t work.”

Joy reached over and picked up the wireless detonator. It was a small item that was no bigger than the length of a hand. A cylinder that’d fit smoothly in the palm.

A bright red light, and button, sat on the top of it. The light meant it was actively connected and actively receiving and sending signals to the explosives.

Joy thumbed the button. Then did it twice more.

Nothing happened at all.

“Right,” Wrench muttered looking at the screen. It seemed like he’d have to go out there and start knocking people off the Skybridge. There was no way he could let the Upper Parts citizens handle this by themselves.

The number of hired Brawlers just wasn’t high enough to take care of this without assistance. Not to mention, they would only work just hard enough.

They weren’t motivated to die for the Adminis.

Then again, neither was Wrench, but he was less likely to have to make that choice against the Lower Parts Brawlers.

“Before you decide to go out there, you should know that the Tongsta said something,” Seventh warned, putting a hand on Wrench’s shoulder.

“They did?” Stripe asked.

Seventh nodded her head and sighed.

“I caught most of it. I can’t remember the exact words but… it wasn’t something that needed to be heard verbatim,” continued Seventh with a huff. “It basically boiled down to, ‘Where’s Wrench? I need to get him out of here.

“Which to me sounds like another studding session. Which would take you away for two days again. Hopefully.”

Grimacing, Wrench didn’t like the way this was playing out.

Every time Greedy took him away, Wrench worried about when he’d be brought back. When he’d be brought back, and if he’d be brought back at all.

Looking at the monitors, he found he didn’t want to risk it.

Not for a fight that wasn’t truly his to begin with.

“We’ll stay in the Ducts for now,” he murmured. Given Greedy’s recent change, and that they were hopefully expecting Goodie to show up, he didn’t want to run the risk of not being here. Or of Greedy running off with him outright. “Though we won’t just sit idle. I’m going to figure out why the bombs aren’t going off.

“We can at least do that without putting ourselves in any danger. Or at least, danger from the Tongsta.”

He looked at Joy, Seventh, and Stripe as he spoke.


Chapter 12




“Uhm, I hate to be a spoilsport,” Stripe murmured and pointed back to the monitor. “I don’t think they’ll make it on their own. That’s a lot of reinforcements coming from the Lower Parts.”

Wrench whipped his head around to look at the barricade on the screen. There were a lot of Brawlers rushing toward it.

While the hired Brawlers were doing well enough, clearing the area violently, they were about to be drowned by enemy reinforcements. It wouldn’t take long for them to forcibly clear the area with these kinds of numbers.

I guess I have to decide here and now. Do I let them fail, or do I join in on the defense and see what I can do?

“I think we should go fight,” Seventh offered up in a defeated tone. “But I can’t tell if that’s because I want to fight or because I think it’s the right choice.”

Unable to argue with her since either seemed likely for her, Wrench looked at Stripe. She gave him a sad smile.

“I think you should go. While this isn’t our Hab, we’re still stuck here until Goodie shows up,” she suggested. “This wouldn’t be a terrible point in time to earn a lot of gratitude.

“As self-sufficient as we are, we’ll still need supplies and things from the Adminis. Given that they’ve lost half their numbers, they’re also a bit stressed out and afraid.

“I can speak from personal experience that… that… ah… that having someone step in and becoming your hero, definitely creates a bond.”

“Yes!” Joy said with energy, even going so far as to stomp her foot and shake her head. “Yes, you-yes. Go fix this. Fix it, Wrench. Don’t let them do this!”

I-of course, that’s her opinion.

That’s actually rather selfish of me in a way, isn’t it?

I’m trying to think of this as not my business at all.

When she very well could have been much the same if I hadn’t actually considered that it was Seventh and Stripe, rather than strangers.

Shameful.

Absolutely shameful of me.

“I’m going,” stated Wrench, looking away from Joy’s heated gaze. Heading out to the impromptu armory, Wrench equipped himself with armor, a sword, a club, and left. Moving at a swift jog, he exited the Duct and began raising his combat abilities.

I can’t just ignore others.

Not when I can actively take part.

I spent my last life living for others, but I can’t just spend this life only living for me.

A middle ground.

Let’s-let’s find a middle ground.

Think of others like Joy, who exists here and now because I made a change in her life. I changed what should have been a horrible experience that forever altered her.

Just because I can’t separate Joy from Pain, doesn’t mean she’s not living an infinitely better life. If she had to choose between Joy and Pain, it’s not even a question of what she’d pick.

And here I am worrying about it not being my problem.

Shameful.

“If it makes you feel better, I felt guilty because I just wanted to fight for my own feelings,” Seventh remarked casually as she loped along beside him. “Not to save or help anyone. Made me feel pretty shitty when I considered where she’d been when you happened upon her.”

Letting out a grunt, Wrench didn’t reply. He didn’t want to.

Realistically, it would only make him angrier at himself if he did.

He knew how he’d been feeling had been wrong, and now he just had to make up for it. It wouldn’t be that hard to do, he just had to do it.

“Straight to the window?” Seventh asked.

“Straight to the window,” confirmed Wrench.

In no time at all, they crossed the Upper Field and were closing quickly on the barricade. The entire time they ran up, Wrench could see people moving in and out in a mad melee.

A press of people pushing together, apart, fighting, then back together again.

The Brawlers working for the Adminis all were wearing the standard clothes of the Hab. Clean and pressed and looking fresh.

Those from the Lower Parts were all in much worse clothes, though in the same style. Wrench was already having issues telling them apart.

As he ran up to the outer edge, he pushed his Systems to their extremes. Right up to the point that his body could barely handle it.

The world slowed down as he reached the edge of the group. There were two Brawlers fighting one another with clubs.

Thankfully, one of them was a Brawler who he’d seen at the barricade previously. The other was unknown to him, which meant he was fair game.

Thrusting forward with his sword, Wrench felt the muscles in his arm strain as it snapped forward. The blade in his hand slipped right through his target’s throat and came out the side.

It wasn’t a decapitation, but it had chopped through half of his neck. Bouncing off the spine as it went through.

Gasping, gurgling, the Brawler slapped a hand to his neck. As if he could somehow keep himself from dying of blood loss in fifteen seconds or less.

Wrench had seen injuries like this. In fact, he’d given people a quick exit by severing the veins in the throat. He forgot what the names were, but knew if they were cut, death was swift. Less than a minute, in fact.

Not stopping, Wrench kept moving. Running past the man he’s just cut down even as he stood there.

Raising the sword up, he swung out in a casual underhand at another Brawler he didn’t recognize. Their clothes were so ragged, so torn, that there was no way they could be Upper Parts Hume.

The sword slammed into the elbow joint of their right arm, and cut their arm off from that point down. Tearing through, with the resistance being overcome through sheer brute force.

Except now, Wrench had lost most of his momentum and planted his feet to ditch the rest. He was at the main battle line now and would have to be more careful.

Seventh went right past him. Her sword came out in a graceful arc, her left arm covered in a shield. The blade hit a Brawler on the top of their knee and put them to the ground.

Her shield was raised and braced against her shoulder.

She bowled into the mass and went right through. Her weight and frame added to her speed, giving her the ability to push.

Wrench chased after her, lashing out at whoever was near and easy to identify. Though, he couldn’t help but notice Seventh looked to be doing much better in the fight than him.

Which wasn’t surprising.

Wrench had experience in combat, he had a lot of knowledge on hand, and he had a cheat-like power that gave him abilities above the norm, but he wasn’t a Brawler.

Seventh was a genetic Brawler super-Hume who was hand-made.

She was amazing.

Reaching the window, Seventh slammed her shield into the head of a Brawler who was trying to clamber through. Knocking them back to the other side.

Stepping up to Seventh’s back, Wrench pushed himself up against her and took a defensive stance there. She could easily handle the window for them if he made sure her back was clear and protected.

He felt, more than saw, her plant her feet and take up a defensive position as well. The two of them could hold, so long as the other Brawlers worked to clear the invaders.

A Brawler came close and was clearly intent on getting him and Seventh off the window. No sooner were they in range than Wrench took the opportunity.

He pushed forward in a lunge, shifted his front foot forward, and leaned ahead.

The tip of his sword plunged into the guts of the Brawler.

Once again, Wrench felt no resistance. He’d struck organs but nothing hard, like the lower ribs or spine.

Levering the blade to the side, he jerked it clean. A spray of blood splattered across the ground and someone else, as the weapon came out.

No sooner had he made the attack, than he returned to his position, pushing up against Seventh. She lightly pushed back against him as soon as he settled there.

People began to separate and move away from Wrench and Seventh. Neither side wanted to approach them as they held that position.

Two Brawlers, a male and a female from the Lower Parts, were closing on one from the Upper, a woman bigger than Seventh, surprisingly. They were most certainly planning on attacking her two against one.

Reaching down to the ground, Wrench picked up a broken club that was next to a dead Brawler. Gripping it with his left hand, he whipped it in an underhand throw at the nearby Lower Parts Brawler.

The woman.

It caught her just under the ribs and vanished inside of her.

Wrench had thrown it with such force that the blunt object impaled her.

More surprising than this, was that the club came out the other side of her, in an explosion of guts and blood. Splattering across the Brawler next to her.

The Brawler was coated in the viscera of his companion and looked wide-eyed at Wrench. After a short pause, he threw down his weapon and quite literally ran away at full speed.

After a moment, the burly woman looked at Wrench, hefted her weapon tighter, and then went to find another fight to get into. Brawlers were, by and large, rather brave, and it took a lot to shake their confidence.

“Oh, my xxhht! What’s going on!” shrieked Greedy. “No, no, no, no! No!”

The top of the Hab was torn clear off and thrown to the side.

Several tentacles started coming down from above.

“Wrench! Where’s Wrench? He can’t-no, no, no,” Greedy cried out.

The tentacles smooshed a handful of Brawlers nearby. More than half were from the Lower Parts, but the Tongsta didn’t spare the Upper Parts Brawlers either.

Everyone ran off in every direction. No one stuck around in the area other than Wrench and Seventh.

Greedy’s tentacles hesitated over Wrench for a moment, before moving to the other side of the barricade. He heard and felt the tentacles splatter a handful of Brawlers that were on the other side.

He leaned over and looked through the window just in time to watch a Brawler get smashed to the Skybridge. Their body came apart in every way with the force of it.

Wrench forcibly shoved down his awareness of the world. Breaking his slow-motion-like perception of everything.

Though, he kept his awareness of the percentage. Right now it was running at a full hundred percent, and he was a millisecond away from dialing it right back up to an Overclocked state so he could watch the world at a crawl.

As soon as he did, he sprinted away from Seventh and started waving his arms over his head. He needed to put distance between him and her, lest Greedy do something stupid like crush her.

“I’m right here, you bastard!” he shouted. “Right here! Knock that off, you bastard!”

Not stopping, he kept running. Increasing the distance in no time at all.

“There you are. I got an entire breeding Hab just for you. Let’s set you up there,” stated Greedy.

Shit.

In other words, I’m not coming back after this happens. If this Tongsta cuts ties and bails from here, it’s possible Goodie could never find me. Even if she finds Seventh and Stripe, I could end up just vanishing.

Realizing this was a turning point with Greedy, Wrench decided to hide from her. To dive down into the sub-floor, the Ducts, and stay away from her.

There was no telling what would happen if she caught him.

Taking that route in his mind, he hiked his Nervous system and Endocrine system upward. He tried to keep one eye on where he was going, as well as the Tongsta.

Tentacles as thin as Hume arms came down for him.

Stepping to one side, ducking, then pushing forward several steps in a sprint, Wrench dodged all of the Tongsta tendrils. They snatched at the air and got nothing other than air or ground.

Sheathing his sword— because it wouldn’t do a damn thing to a Tongsta— Wrench pumped his arms as he kept running on. Pushing on as fast as he could, straight toward a secondary entrance to the Ducts.

If he could get into that, he could get down to the sub-floor almost instantly.

“So fast,” Greedy remarked in a considerably slowed-down voice, given Wrench’s modification of his own brain.

Tentacles whipped out at him from behind. Wrench had been trying to watch over his shoulder, given that was the most likely place Greedy would come from.

They were coming at him now in a weird shape. The tentacles had formed together and were moving much more similar to how a net might look.

The Tongsta’s net was scraping against the ground as it came along as well. There was no way Wrench could drop down below this oncoming pursuit.

Latching into his Muscular System, as well as his Skeletal System, he blew out the strength in his legs and his leg bones. Giving himself an insane amount of strength there.

As the Tongsta-made net came, he jumped.

Faster than Greedy could respond, Wrench went upward. Upward and over the net as it swept under him.

Past him at a speed that’d be hard to keep up with for a normal Hume.

For Wrench, it was just brisk.

Hitting the ground, Wrench didn’t shift his legs back down to a normal place. Instead, he began sprinting ahead again. Running for all he was worth.

Each footfall left him feeling like his spine was going to break. Dashing ahead as if he were a projectile in flight.

In seconds, he would be at the Duct door. All he had to do was grab the door and jerk it open. With any luck, it’d unlock as soon as he stood in front of it from his implant.

The crux of all this would be Greedy not being able to react before the door opened and he squirmed through the door.

Surprisingly, the door looked as if it was already opening. Slowly, it moved outward.

Wrench connected what was happening to the angel on his shoulder.

Stripe had been watching him through the cameras, guessed where he was going, and got ahead of him.

“Stripe, I fucking love you,” hissed Wrench as his body screamed against him. The door was open just enough for him to go sideways and slip into the Duct.

“Wrench! Where’re you going!?” screamed Greedy.

Sprinting down the halls of the Duct, Wrench went straight to the elevator he and Stripe had used not long ago. Getting into the elevator cab, he slapped the button to send it to the bottom as well as close the doors.

He dialed his Nervous, Skeletal, and Muscular Systems down to more normal levels. Putting them in a place that wouldn’t make his already growing headache worse, or burn ever more calories.

As the elevator went down into the sub-floor levels, he could hear Greedy even then. The way they communicated was abnormal, and his implant was translating it for him directly.

“Wrench! Where are you? We need to go!” called Greedy. “Wreeeeench, come’re! Dang it, is he in the Ducts?”

Wrench chewed at his lip. The last thing he wanted was for Greedy to tear the Hab apart. In the same breath, he really didn’t feel like he should let her catch him.

If she caught him, he was fairly certain he wouldn’t be going back to his own Hab any time soon, if ever.

The elevator pinged, and the doors slid open. Wrench jumped out and then contemplated what to do next. 

He could distantly hear things thumping, grinding, and even breaking. As if Greedy was indeed tearing things out of the Hab.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench really didn’t like how this was turning out, but there weren’t any options available to him.

There was just an ugly, unshakable feeling that if he let Greedy catch him, or he got caught, he wouldn’t see Goodie again.

“Wrench, we need to go. There’s an entire Hab filled with Hume just for you to breed with,” Greedy promised. “Let’s go. That’s all you’ll have to do ever again.”

I mean… wasn’t that the whole point of this life?

To just enjoy myself?

It’s not like it’s hard to stud all those pretty Solos. Sit around and enjoy myself when I’m not. They were all really pleasant to be around, too.

Standing there, in the filthy, poisonous, disgusting sub-floor, he realized that Greedy was offering him exactly what he’d wanted at the start. A lazy and easy life, filled with pleasure.

Then he immediately thought of Stripe and Goodie.

Both of them were important to him. In ways he both did and didn’t understand.

While life with Stripe and Goodie wouldn’t be perfect, or always fun, it was a life worth living. Or, at least, he believed that.

He wanted to put his money on his Hab and gamble. It didn’t feel like much of a gamble to him, but the Hab Greedy was promising was hard to decline.

“Alright. I guess this is where I hide for now,” Wrench mumbled. He walked over to a chunk of concrete and picked it up.

“Now… let’s do some experimentation. Because if I’m going to be stuck in the sub-floors, hiding, then I need to make sure I have something I can eat, and drink,” Wrench said to himself, the unconscious undisguised despair in his voice was clear to his own ears.

Down here there was only sewage, ruins, and things he didn’t really want to consider what they were.

Without thinking about it, his eyes turned to the fleshy, half-rotten skull not far away. Gazing up at him with a withered set of eyes.

“A life of sex and sleeping, or surviving down here in the muck until Goodie shows up… great,” he muttered, then looked back to the concrete. “Now… how do I make it so I get calories from concrete?”

Above him, Greedy continued to call, scream, and yell for him. At the same time, he heard a great deal of clattering and banging going on above him. She had to be actively tearing apart the Hab now.

Then the access elevator began to tremble and shudder.

Yeah… definitely tearing everything apart.

The Duct that held the elevator itself suddenly bent, as if a great force had been applied to it. Partially collapsing it.

Definitely.


Chapter 13




Wrench, thankfully so, hadn’t been tempted to try eating the rotten Hume parts that he and Stripe had dug out.

Unfortunately, he’d had no choice but to drink the sludge water that was trickling down from above.

After two days, he’d forced himself to drink it due to his extreme thirst. His mouth had felt dry, and Wrench had felt rather faint.

Except, he did make sure to more or less turn off his taste buds. Now his tongue and mouth couldn’t taste anything, and he didn’t plan on turning it back on until he got out of here.

It’d given him the added benefit of no longer being able to taste the foulness of the air as well.

Staring at his stomach, or more accurately the Digestive System in his systems window rather than his stomach, he saw that the red blob that’d bloomed to life only minutes ago after drinking the sludge was fading.

“Geeze,” he murmured with a shake of his head.

Slowly, he started dialing down his digestive system to a normal level. Though he left his Lymphatic system still at a high level, given how badly his stomach had turned into a crimson explosion of what he assumed was disease.

“I mean, I know a Hab goes bad real fast when the water gets fouled, but this is-this is… yeah. Yeah. It’s worse than I expected, but thankfully, my stupidly strong cheat ability gives me the edge,” Wrench said to no one at all. “At least, I didn’t have to taste it. I don’t even… I don’t even want to imagine the flavor.”

He’d become prone to talking to himself over the last two days. While he’d always enjoyed being alone, the option to occasionally speak to people had always been a possibility.

When suddenly deprived of even the opportunity to talk to someone, he found he was rather lonely. He liked being alone, but didn’t like feeling lonely.

Sitting down, he picked at the slab of concrete next to him. Digging his fingers into a cracked corner of it, he dug out a small piece of it and flicked it away.

Despite his best attempts, he hadn’t been able to get to a point where he could digest concrete. He’d only taken the equivalent of a grain of sand’s worth of concrete and eaten it, but it’d been a red blip on his systems the whole way through.

There was no way to change, ramp up, or accelerate his Digestive System into something that could process concrete.

There had been a few precious weeds and strange green plants that’d gone much better. Those resources had been expended this morning though.

Distantly, far above, he could hear the rattle and thump of Greedy. It was obvious that even now she was still breaking down the Hab.

There’d been a few periods of brief quiet throughout, but it hadn’t lasted long. If the access elevator had been working, he’d have headed up, if only to find out what was going on.

“Could always go over to the main drain. That has an access ladder up. That’s probably intact,” murmured Wrench, his dirty fingernails clawing at the concrete. He pulled out another chip and rolled it around in his fingers. “Would have to somehow make it through all the rubble. Yards of it, no less.

“Could probably do it. Not sure if it’d be worth it though. For all I know, that ladder is as wrecked as the elevator is. Then what? Just be stuck over there. Same problem, different location.”

Reaching up to his jaw, Wrench tapped at it with the concrete shard.

“Might find some weeds or whatever on the way though. Maybe some algae? I could eat all of that,” he mused, contemplating it. “Mm, let’s do that. We can hunt for things to eat as we go.”

Getting back up, with an actual plan, Wrench felt a little better. Walking over to stand beneath the access elevator’s corridor, he looked up along its length.

He could see the corridor up to where it vanished into the ruins.

Assuming a direction based on how the Ducts were laid out, he began marching forward. It would take him some time, and some wriggling through destroyed floors, walls, and what looked like the original buildings for this giant Hab.

He hoped it would be worth the calorie expense.

He didn’t have many calories to spare right now. Fat reserves weren’t something he’d had in abundance.




***




Grunting, Wrench shoved at a concrete pillar that was blocking his way through.

No sooner had he put a hint of force behind it, than he realized that it was all that was holding up the fallen floor above his head. Bits of debris slithered down between the cracks and rained down on him.

Clicking his tongue, he stopped. Leaning against a torn-apart wall, he tried to catch his breath.

Glancing down, he saw several clumps of algae.

Algae he’d already eaten several times in his time down here in the sub-floor.

Reaching down, he grabbed them all and began to down them. At the same time, Wrench altered his Digestive System.

Even as he chewed, he had a momentary thought that it wasn’t as bitter this time.

Only to remember he had turned off his taste buds.

Nodding his head, he continued to stuff his face with algae. Chewing it quickly and swallowing it.

Once he was done with his impromptu meal— the fourth such meal on his multi-hour-long slog through the ruins— he looked around a bit. There was a small area that looked like he could wriggle through it.

If he exhaled completely and tried to push through, that was.

Gathering his courage, Wrench crouched down low and scooted forward.

Then the shattered ruins above him vanished. A sudden, bright white light washed down over him and left him feeling stunned.

Holding perfectly still, Wrench looked into the now open area above him.

Greedy was there.

She’d pulled out the ruins and was currently inspecting them.

Or at least he thought she was.

Tongsta had no eyes, so it was hard to tell if they were looking at something.

Up to this point, most Hume assumed Tongsta used some sort of vibrational or echo type of sense to see the world around them.

“Uhm… I don’t… no. Not here,” Greedy mumbled, then vanished off to the side. Completely leaving Wrench’s view.

Greedy wasn’t a huge Tongsta, and while the Hab was large, it was more vertical than not. That and Tongsta could elongate themselves significantly.

It gave a Tongsta the ability to be in many places you wouldn’t expect.

Right now though, Greedy was apparently taking the entirety of the Hab apart, piece by piece.

All in an attempt to find him and get him out of the Hab. Which was something he’d never seen a Tongsta do before.

Realizing things were about to get worse, he scrambled away from the spot where he’d been. Scrambling back through the holes and gaps he’d wriggled through previously.

Turning sideways, he side-stepped smoothly between two broken walls. Using his hands to push himself through it a bit quicker.

Fuck, fuck, fuck!

Squirting out the other side, Wrench dialed up his Nervous and Endocrine System once again. Running it right up to the point where he’d get an unimaginably terrible headache, and feel quite sick for a while.

Hopping over a crater, he then ducked down low and squirmed under a fallen beam. Coming out the other side, he kept moving.

Keeping his pace up as fast as he could, he slipped, slid, and darted through every opening he could. Going for whatever would get him through the quickest.

In no time at all, he wasn’t heading back the way he’d come from. Now he was just looking for whatever would get him away from where Greedy had just been as quickly as possible.

As he grasped hold of a metal bar of some sort, it was suddenly pulled upward. It had been torn out of the mess of twisted broken bits of Hab.

Shit.

Wrench looked down and watched the ground fall away in slow motion. In no time at all, it was a considerable distance away.

He could let go and hope he didn’t hit too hard. Though that was fairly unlikely. At this height, it was probably a guarantee he was likely to break a leg.

At that point, he’d either have to be handed over to a Mender again or be euthanized. Because with a broken leg, there was no way he’d be able to escape from Greedy.

She’d be able to corner him in no time at all.

A broken leg would make it nearly impossible for him to get back through the debris. His capture would be more or less a guarantee as soon as it happened.

Realizing there was no good option here, he hung on instead.

With that choice made, he squirmed up into the section of ruins that’d been pulled out and squirmed deeper into it. He got in a crack in the wall and tucked himself into it.

His feet were tucked up to his chest, and he braced his body in the hole. He did his best to hold there, even as Greedy pulled him around through the air.

“I thought- no. Nothing,” Greedy whispered. It sounded as if she was holding him right in front of herself. “Okay then… ah… nothing there.”

All the while she spoke, Wrench could feel a lightheadedness creeping down from his head to his toes. Wherever he was at the moment wasn’t completely conducive to a Hume’s needs for atmosphere.

The broken Hab junk was shifted away and set down.

There was an immediate strangeness that attacked his senses. Leaving him feeling as if he was semi-weightless.

Okay, definitely a Tongsta living area, though it’s not entirely specific to them. This is possibly a shared area.

Wrench quickly worked to dial his Respiratory System to better process the atmosphere here. To make whatever available oxygen was utilized as effective as possible.

Holding still, he waited for a full minute. Greedy had to have moved on by this point.

Even though his body was doing the best it could, at some point, he’d need to move away from this location. He could feel a steadily increasing burning that was making it hurt to breathe.

Maybe it is a purely Tongsta living space. Maybe the area is being flooded by Hab atmosphere. I can’t linger then. I need to get moving.

Easing himself out of the crack, Wrench started to wriggle free.

Only to realize that he was indeed weightless.

All he managed was to shimmy around in place. The ruins moved slightly, but not much. Clinging around him as if he were some type of snail.

“What?” Greedy asked in alarm.

Suddenly, the ruins were pulled away from him. Exposing him to the overhead light once again.

“Wrench! You were there. You little xxhht!” cheered Greedy. “Boy, they weren’t kidding when they said you were the absolute pinnacle of genetics. You managed to hide for an entire xxhht. I don’t think that’s ever happened to me before. Ever.

“Now… let’s get you put away safe this time. No more accidentally hurting you.”

A smooth plastic bag-like object was brought past Wrench. Catching him in it easily since he couldn’t actually move at all. A weightless environment was the bane of all Hume.

Once exposed to it, without gravity, there wasn’t much a Hume could do.

The fastener at the top was pulled shut, closing Wrench inside.

Greedy then pulled him over to one side and he realized he was now above the Hab.

It’d been systematically pulled apart. Everything was set out in an organized way across the area around them. There were also a number of Hume carriers, bucket-like objects, and plastic bags.

Hume were in all of them and clearly were being held there in Greedy’s search for him. She was spending a surprising amount of energy to find him.

He didn’t miss the fact that Seventh, Stripe, and Joy were all in one bucket by themselves. It was a lot of space for just three Hume.

Someone probably got stupid and Seventh hurt people.

That’d be my bet.

Greedy put the bag up to some type of device and Wrench could suddenly breathe a lot better. The oxygen that was trapped in here with him became rich, clean, and full.

“Fuck,” complained Wrench bitterly. “Fuck, fuck. Whatever… I did my best. I did all I could. There’s really not much else I can do about this. I didn’t leave anything on the table, so to speak.”

Sighing, Wrench grabbed the interior of the bag and pulled himself to a sitting position against the top of the bag. Getting into a spot where he could remain and be comfortable at the same time.

“Boy, oh boy, Wrench,” continued Greedy, chuckling. “You’ve really taught me a lot about Hume. A lot. I don’t think I can ever take you lightly again.

“Clearly, I didn’t do this the right way, or you wouldn’t have run off this time. That’s my fault. I won’t be doing anything like that ever again.”

“As if it mattered,” countered Wrench, glaring at Greedy.

“We’ll just put the Hab back together, enough to put all the Hume back, then we’ll go get you situated,” Greedy explained, holding tight to the bag with two tentacles. “I managed to get a hold of some specialized Hume breeders.

“I got a breedable population of each and every type of Hume for you. Every one. It took a lot of work, but I even got a breedable Mender. You don’t even want to know what I had to do to get her.

“I don’t… I’ll never do xxhht again. Not for any amount. Never xxhht again. Ever.”

Wait… what? A breedable Mender? How the fuck did they manage that?

Those are extremely regulated. Extremely.

I don’t even-what?

What?

Shaking his head, Wrench had no idea that could have happened. He was incredibly curious about that. Incredibly so.

Greedy quickly began inserting parts of the Hab, though it looked like she was replacing the lower sections with actual usable Hab parts.

“I’ve been meaning to fix this you know, I just never wanted to actually xxhht and do it,” claimed Greedy, fitting in new sub-floor sections. Wrench was able to watch as it happened.

In finding him, Greedy had actually removed everything. The only thing at the bottom was the floor of the Hab. She’d even removed the drainage tubes and disconnected the filtration systems.

“Oh, well. I’ll just consider it a xxhht at the same time. This’ll make it easier for the Hume, too. In fact, I bet I could get the bottom floor working and get even more Hume. Those Adminis and School breed fast enough that I can keep adopting Hume out. Business has been great lately,” drawled Greedy as she continued to put things back into place. Fitting everything back where it should be and connecting it all up.

From his current point of view, he could see Greedy was stretched quite thin. She wasn’t a very large Tongsta, but given their strange body physics, that didn’t seem to bother her.

“Look at that. It’s actually flowing. How nice,” stated Greedy, prodding at a drain cover with a tentacle. “That’s in place, nice and tight.

“When your kids grow up, we’ll have to put a few Fixers here to make sure they take care of it. Especially since it’ll be at least a generation or two before we can start offering your genetic line to the public, you know.

“Until then… well… you’ll just be a breeder. I’ve got an entire line-up for the next fifty years planned out. I’ve put in several orders of specialty breeds, as well.

“And your Hab? Your Hab is amazing, Wrench. I spared no expense for it. No expense at all. It’s something I can attach to any other Hab, too. It’s part of a new modular brand from xxhht in xxhht.”

“Modular? Huh. I think I saw those in my past life. Once. It was that super breeder Hab, wasn’t it?” Wrench muttered to himself. “That dude had so many breeders to take care of.

“I guess that’ll be me this time. Well… there are worse things. Far worse things.”

“There we go! That’s the sub-floor. Next, we need to put the flooring back in, and the Ducts that lead into it,” remarked Greedy. “You know, it’s surprising that for non-sentient life, you can use primitive machinery. There have been more than a few xxhht who have theorized that your species might have made it to sentience. With a few xxhht more xxhht.

“They were laughed out of their profession, unfortunately, but still. Given how you hid from me, I’m actually more inclined to believe that.”

“Uh-huh,” grumbled Wrench, feeling worse and worse by the minute.

All he wanted right now was to go home with Goodie.

Greedy fit the flooring in without an issue.

She spread out the sealant quickly and got it put in perfectly. After that, she stuck in the Ducts, then the posts for the Hab platforms.

The Lower Parts and the Upper Parts went in smoothly afterward.

Greedy didn’t put the Skybridge back in, surprisingly. Instead, she put in an access tunnel that came up to the Upper Parts.

It’d make it nearly impossible for the Lower Parts citizens to do anything at all going forward.

“There. Now those nasty little Brawlers can just stay down there. I can’t believe they nearly killed you, Wrench. I need you alive for a long while. I’ve got an entire family of Menders just to make sure of your health exclusively,” revealed Greedy.

“Great,” hissed Wrench.

There was a strange vibration that ran throughout the area around them.

“Oh, a customer. Ahhha… one moment!” Greedy called loudly.

There was a response that Wrench couldn’t hear to Greedy.

Much faster now, Greedy slammed the remaining Hab parts into place. They let some of the Hume go into the Hab as if to test if everything was okay.

They were primarily from the Lower Parts, but there were some from the Upper.

Surprisingly, she was rather gentle about it and had separated the Lower Parts from the Upper Parts as well.

Wrench was tucked into a carrier that was only half closed without a word from Greedy, blocking out the light completely. He felt himself being carried off.

Considering he was in a bag as well, there wasn’t really a concern about him not having breathable air.

“Hello,” came Goodie’s voice. He recognized it instantly. “I was wondering if you had any Hume from the rescue operation on spssss? My Hume were lost on it. I’ve been going around to Shelters nearby to try and find them.”

Goodie!


Chapter 14




Not hesitating, Wrench whipped the sword out of its sheath at his hip. He had held onto it this entire time, more out of a sense of not wanting to give up a useful tool despite its size.

Greedy hadn’t bothered to take it from him either and hadn’t even seemed to have noticed it, really.

Slashing wildly at the bag, Wrench took in a deep breath and resolved himself to hold it. Given the carrier wasn’t fully sealed, his oxygen would vanish very quickly.

It wasn’t even a choice though.

Not even a question.

Going home with Goodie was absolutely worth risking his very life over.

The bag parted easily and without an issue.

“— didn’t pick up any at all, actually. I’m afraid they must have all gone elsewhere,” Greedy said smoothly.

“Ah… could I see your Hume list anyway?” Goodie asked with a pleasant tone. “I just want to make sure. You never know. Maybe they were picked up elsewhere and brought here. You’d never even realize that it was them that way.”

“Uh… ah… sure. Sure. One second. Let me get my xxhht,” Greedy responded, now sounding considerably less sure.

“I-thank you. I appreciate that,” said Goodie good-naturedly. Wrench didn’t miss the questioning tone to her voice though. She now suspected something was wrong.

All the while they were talking, Wrench was struggling with the bag.

Given the weightlessness of his body, it was hard to get any type of good leverage. Everything just felt weak and unsubstantial.

Struggling, grunting, and fighting with the bag, he managed to get out of it. Pushing it behind him and into the corner.

Given all he’d been through, his body running at a peak for so long, and now depriving himself of air, it was even more taxing than he’d imagined it would be.

“— you are. This is our current Hume listing. We’ve had a real run on them as of late. People are just adopting them like they’re going out of fashion,” stated Greedy.

“I imagine,” Goodie allowed quietly. “The Hume I’m looking for are three in particular. A Brawler named Seventh, a Solo named Stripe, and a Fixer named Wrench.

“I plan on taking the world apart until I find them. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

Grasping at the partially opened hole in the carrier, Wrench jerked at it.

It didn’t budge at all.

This carrier was meant to hold in rowdy Hume. The strongest of Brawlers were often what these were rated to.

Wrench had never been able to break out of them even in his past life. They’d been damn near indestructible once you were put inside of one.

The resistance called it being in “time out” or “prison”, since all you could do was wait. There wasn’t any other possibility.

Hitting at the hole with his sword, he only managed to tear it open an inch or two further. Slashing at it several times, he was starting to make some headway.

Though the carrier did start to spin somewhat with each strike, it wasn’t darting away either. These things were fairly heavy, but not impossibly so.

“I can assure you I haven’t gotten any Hume from the xxhht,” lied Greedy.

There was a humming noise at that from Goodie. She was now highly suspicious, Wrench thought. He was sure she was now considering how to proceed.

She was a shrewd, intelligent, and insightful Tongsta as far as Wrench had seen. Outmaneuvering family, friends, and co-workers, all while rapidly climbing to the top.

From what he’d guessed and what she’d told him, Goodie was a special Tongsta. Special for an innate ability and for how she handled things.

Slamming his blade into the hole once more, Wrench was shocked as it cracked in half. Half of the weapon broke away and flew out of the carrier.

He was left with a broken tool that wouldn’t do him any good at all.

Hacking at the hole once more, he then tried to briefly saw it.

The rip barely enlarged at all, if any.

It wasn’t something he could observe a change through with the naked eye.

“Well, I don’t see them,” Goodie said in a defeated way.

“I’m sorry. I told you that I hadn’t gotten any Hume like that,” Greedy continued to lie, sounding much more confident now. “If I get any in the future that sounds like those you’re looking for, I’ll contact you.”

Panicking now, realizing that Goodie was going to leave, Wrench wracked his limited IQ for anything that might get him out of here. That’d get him back home.

He could tell that this area was a purely Tongsta area, given the fact that his eyes were quite literally starting to burn and water just from the contact.

Shutting them, he floated there in front of the hole, unable to do much of anything, as his head pounded harder and harder with every second.

Fuck it.

“Goodie! Help me!” screamed Wrench with the entirety of his held breath.

As he expended it, he felt a burning sensation against his mouth and tongue, despite his lack of a sense of taste. This was a very Tongsta-only environment, and it wouldn’t take long for him to, given the chance, go to sleep forever.

“Wrenchie!?” shouted Goodie.

“Whoa, get back you—ahhh!” screamed Greedy in sudden pain.

The carrier was suddenly jerked to one side and was likely torn open, given how the carrier was suddenly pulled out of his hands.

Cracking open one eye to a slit, trying to hold what little air he had left in his lungs, he peered up out of the opening. A Tongsta was looking down at him.

Oddly, the Tongsta didn’t look normal to him.

A green stripe ran along the Tongsta.

In an identical way to the wound he’d repaired on Goodie, in fact.

“Wrench,” breathed the Tongsta a second before tentacles reached in and closed around him. “Get out of my way.”

“I’m getting the xxhht! You horrible xxhht xxhht!” promised Greedy.

“Do it. I encourage you to do that,” growled Goodie, shooting off with Wrench clasped between her tentacles.

He felt light-headed to the point that he could barely think. His enhanced Respiratory System was likely the only reason he wasn’t already unconscious, if not dead.

“Ah! Seventh! Stripe!” Goodie exclaimed. A second after that, Wrench felt himself being set down.

“Goodie!” cheered Seventh.

“Goodie!” Stripe called out at the same time. “Oh, no. Wrench, are you okay?”

Taking in a gasping breath when Wrench realized he was in the bucket with the others, he began to breathe in and out deeply. Forcing oxygen into his burning lungs.

Groaning, Wrench turned to his side and curled up into himself.

“He’s okay, Stripe. He was just subjected to spssss space. He’ll be alright. And if he isn’t, we’ll just take him to the best veterinarian there is,” Goodie promised in a growl. “Now we just have to wait for the spssss and then we’ll be going home.”

Looking up and out of the bucket, Wrench could see a trembling Goodie hovering over them. There were at least twenty or so tentacles spread out from her in every direction.

Looking very much like a pissed-off and enraged Tongsta.

“Get’em, Goodie!” Seventh shouted. “They were using Wrench badly!”

“Hm? What?” Goodie asked, her shuddering subsiding for a moment. Part of her blob-like self turned as if to peer down into the bucket. “Are you alright, Seventh?”

“Uh, yeah, I’m okay. They just weren’t nice to Wrench,” Seventh explained. Then she pantomimed hitting her own head, and pointed at Wrench.

“They hurt Wrench?” Goodie asked in a deathly cold way.

Seventh, Stripe, and Joy all nodded their heads at that.

Goodie went still then.

As still as a statue.

Nothing more was said.

Stripe got down on her knees next to Wrench and quickly ran her hands across him to see if there was anything wrong. Picking over his clothes and the like while grimacing.

“You smell awful,” Seventh reported.

“I mean, yeah. Probably. I was in a really disgusting place,” Wrench offered back. “Really disgusting. Not somewhere I’d like to go back to or ever repeat again.

“What happened to you all after I bailed? Greedy do anything awful?”

“No, not particularly,” Joy answered with a small bounce of her whole body. “They just got to work taking apart the whole Hab to get to you. Though, she did crush a lot of the Lower Parts Brawlers. Crushed them and just threw their bodies into a… a pail, or some sort. She was very unhappy with them.”

Blinking, Wrench was rather surprised about that. It seemed out of character for Greedy, but not entirely so.

If she imagined they were in the way of her making money, then she might be more than willing to do such a thing.

“I’m sorry, I only have a handful of oat bars on me,” Stripe apologized and started pulling them out of the single pocket the Hab dress came with, as well as several from her cleavage. “It was all I could grab, given how Greedy pulled apart the Ducts.”

Stripe had already put them down in a pile and tore one open. She didn’t wait for him to take it, but instead, put it right up to his mouth. Forcing the corner of it between his teeth.

“Eat, Wrench. Let’s get calories into you. Right?” asked the beautiful Deme, looking down at him with a warm smile.

Seventh was leaning over the other side of him, also smiling down at him. Her hands were resting on her hips and her eyes locked to his face.

Not fighting, Wrench took a bite, then reached up to take the oat bar from Stripe. He worked it quickly until it was nothing.

By the time he finished the third such oat bar, he was feeling more Hume. As if he were a living person once again.

“— right in there!” shouted what sounded like Greedy.

Wrench couldn’t see what was happening, but he imagined some type of police force had just shown up.

There was a sudden and still silence.

Not knowing what was going on, Wrench, Stripe, Seventh, and Joy, just stared up at Goodie. Who didn’t move at all.

Finally, someone else spoke.

“Ma-madam… Lady xxhht… we’re… ah…”

“Yes?” Goodie prompted. “What is it, shaper?”

“Shaper? That’s a new one,” Seventh muttered.

“Some type of cop?” Wrench ventured.

“Lady xxhht, we’re here because this good round-one said you had… attacked her,” said the voice that Wrench assumed was the ‘shaper’.

“That’s fine. You may arrest her and escort her to the Nav-cerer’s guild building closest to here.

“She stole my property and attempted to hide it from me,” Goodie demanded. “Your clan should be grateful I’m not hot-jumping this entire clan spssss into a star. You may thank me for not doing so.”

“Thank you, Lady xxhht, for not-for not putting us in a star,” said a second voice.

“Thank you, Lady xxhht!” said the first voice. “We’ll-we’ll take her into custody immediately.”

“What? How-what? No! No. This can’t—”

There was a plopping noise, followed by a groan.

“We’re so-so sorry, Lady xxhht. We didn’t—”

“Go. I’m taking possession of this shelter. You may record it in your clan log. Send it to the family governor. They can reach out to me for compensation for what their member did. While you’re there, send the retainers from my spssss to come here,” hissed Goodie. Then she waited for a beat. “I might let the family governor off the hook if they’re very polite when they reach out to me. You might want to let them know that.”

There was no response from the others. Goodie started to tremble again.

“You know… maybe it’s because I’m a bit touchy after getting the flagship out of combat and to the home clan, only to find more than half of my friends and crewmates were dead.

“But right now, I’m not in a good mood. Not a good mood at all.

“In fact, I think it definitely could be from getting hit by a hard-shot from a star cannon, surviving, then completing a hot-jump to get the flagship home while suffering being deliquified.”

There was a low rumbling and crackling noise that started to bleed out from everywhere all at once. A shifting of the world, like a giant was picking everything up and giving it a friendly shake.

“Maybe it isn’t, and I’m just really pissed off at the moment because of what’s happened here,” Goodie continued now in a voice that promised death to everyone that she could reach. Even Wrench felt himself involuntary swallow. He’d actually fought and killed Tongsta before, and right now, Goodie felt like someone he wouldn’t want to go after on his best day. In an ambush. With an entire battalion of resistance fighters. “You can stand here and be annoying, or get moving to do what I told you to. With celerity.”

“Yes! Lady xxhht! Our apologies!” shrieked two voices at the same time.

There was nothing said after that, and the quaking slowly ended.

Then Goodie’s tentacles retracted back into herself until she looked far more as he expected her to. Only for her body to elongate and hover over the bucket.

“Are you okay, Wrenchie? My special boy? Are you alright? Can Mommy do anything?” cooed Goodie, all signs of the extremely threatening voice and promise of death gone.

“I could use a bath and a hug, honestly,” Wrench murmured and then held his arms up to Goodie.

“Awww… Wrenchie… Mommy will hug you lots, but not here. This is... Honestly, this is horrible. All these poor Hume scattered about in barely habitable containers,” Goodie remarked with disdain. “Let’s fix this Hab up first and foremost. It looks like they were putting it back together, but it’s done so sloppily. Nothing is attached either, and the supplies are so low.

“We can get these Hume situated and see if there’s a Mender to tend to you in there as well. I’m sure there is, given this is a Shelter.

“Once you’re given the all-clear, we’ll get back to our own Hab. Okay, Wrenchie? Is that okay?”

As Goodie spoke, a tentacle slipped down into the bucket and gently laid around Wrench’s shoulders. It was as light as a feather and without any force at all.

She was treating him as if he were made of delicate glass as fine as a spider web.

“That’s fine, Goodie. I’m so glad to see you. So glad. You have no idea,” Wrench confessed, wrapping an arm around Goodie’s tentacle.

“Mmmm, Mommy’s glad to see you too, Wrenchie. Mommy needs to celebrate you so much,” promised Goodie. “So, so much. My Wrenchie. My good special boy. You saved mommy all by yourself.

“Then you managed to take care of the engine room enough so that I could jump the ship. The captain told me all about it.

“I’m going to make sure everyone knows that I was only able to jump because of you. My special boy.

“I’ll make the whole universe know how special Hume are. And if they’re too stupid to listen to me… well… maybe I’ll just start jumping clan ships into stars until they do.”

Wrench laughed at that and patted Goodie’s tentacle more firmly. She sounded as if she were still very angry.

Extremely so.

Seventh and Stripe must have sensed it and quickly wrapped themselves around Goodie’s tentacle as well. Holding tightly to her.

“Oh, my sweet Hume. My good girls and good boy. My special Hume,” Goodie cooed, bending over the bucket more firmly. It was as if she’d spread herself out and was now completely encompassing the bucket. “Don’t think I don’t see you two. I know for a fact my good girls saved Wrench. Stripe, Seventh, I saw you on the feed. You got out of the Hab and went to get him by yourselves.

“My good girls. My sweet girls. You three are my ultra super special Hume. Your mommy is so proud of you three. So proud.”

“I missed Goodie,” Seventh remarked, and then promptly pressed her face into Goodie’s tentacle. Then flung her legs up around it and hung onto it like a child hanging onto a parent’s leg.

“Oh my goodness, Seventh, you silly goose,” Goodie said with a warm laugh. The cold and frightening undertone to her words was entirely gone now. “Oh… oh, fine. One quick little hug won’t hurt.”

Seventh was taken out of the bucket and held up to Goodie’s body.

To which Seventh practically leapt at her and clung to her with her whole body.

“Seventh! You silly, silly goof!” laughed Goodie, holding onto the Hume with a tentacle. “My good girl. I missed you, too. I like that dress on you though. I know you’re not normally into that sort of thing as a Brawler, but you fill it out so well.

“Should we get you some more of those? It’s quite flowy and liquid-looking on that lean frame of yours.”

“Yes!” Seventh declared, nodding her head wildly, still clinging to Goodie, and having most of her face buried into the Tongsta.

“She really does like Goodie,” Stripe remarked, turning back to Wrench. Then she wrapped her arms around his head and drew it into her neck. Holding to him, her hands ran up and down his back.

“We all do,” Wrench offered lamely.

“Okay, okay. Come on. You can’t be out of your atmosphere for too long,” Goodie warned, gently setting Seventh back into the bucket. “Okay. Let’s get this taken care of, round up all the Hume here, and get out of here. There’s no reason to stay here even a minute more.

“Besides, all your Hab mates will be so excited to see you again. I did my best to keep them aware of the situation. They’ll be so happy to have you back.”

Thank goodness for Goodie.

Though… she seems far more powerful than before.

And with a great more… prestige. I wonder what happened?

She said she hot-jumped the ship after being wounded?

That the first aid I rendered let her get them out of harm’s way?

I wonder if they were supposed to all die on that ship last time without her. How much has been changed with her simply being there?

Hm.

Whatever.

I don’t care.

I’m going home with Goodie.

He blinked, watching Goodie carefully moving things around to and from the Hab, he assumed. He couldn’t see very well from where he was, but it would match what she’d said.

Wait. She said she’s taking over the Shelter, too.

Does that mean they’re all coming with us?

What about the breeding Hab? Are they around here somewhere?

Or at Greedy’s home?

“Goodie!” Wrench called, causing Stripe to jerk away from him in surprise. “Sorry, Stripe.”

Smiling nervously, the Deme nodded her head a bit.

“Hmm? Yes, Wrench?” Goodie asked.

“There’s another Hab somewhere,” he said. Then he pointed at himself, then Joy, and pointed up at Goodie.

“You want me to take her?”

Wrench shook his head. Then he stopped and looked around in frustration. Then he held his arms up toward her as Stripe tended to.

“I… okay, Wrench. Hold on,” Goodie warned. Then she delicately picked him up out of the bucket. “What is it?”

“There’s another Hab,” Wrench stated. Then he pointed at the Shelter Hab, then gestured randomly around the room, and made a shrugging motion. “Another one.”

He leaned over and pointed at the Hume in the Hab, then once again pointed all around the room.

“There’s… another Shelter with Hume in it?” Goodie asked, demonstrating her uncanny ability to understand Wrench.

“Oh, my gosh, Goodie, you’re the best. I love you, Mom,” Wrench said excitedly and patted her tentacle rapidly. Grinning at her all the while. Then hugged the same tentacle.

“Awww, such a sweetie. I love you too, Wrenchie. So there’s another Hab, you say. Hm. Let me guess. She was having you studded out?” Goodie asked, clearly jumping to the next piece of it.

Wrench nodded his head wildly.

“You’re intelligent and perfectly round, Mom,” Wrench said without feeling any shame at the title, the smile broad across his face.

“Mmmm, you’re complimenting Mommy again, aren’t you? My sweet boy. Okay. Mommy will find the Hab. Don’t you worry. Do you want them as Hab mates?” Goodie asked, all the while moving Hume out of containers and into the Hab as she spoke to him.

He shook his head rapidly.

Having the breeders was most certainly not something he wanted.

Then he hesitated. He paused and held up a single finger.

“There’s one you want?” Goodie prompted.

Wrench nodded his head.

“Is she special to you?” asked Goodie.

Wrench shook his head firmly.

“She’s special in general?”

Once more, Wrench nodded his head up and down.

“Is it the one in the bucket down there?”

Hesitating for a brief moment, Wrench then shook his head. Joy was too close to Pain in his head. She was a lovely woman, but he couldn’t separate the two.

That, and he was fairly certain Blue-Bill had a thing for her. He didn’t want to step into that.

“Oh. They’re in the other Hab then? A special Hume in the other Hab where you studded out, but not special to you. Are they pregnant?”

Laughing, Wrench shook his head.

“No one’s pregnant, are they?” Goodie intuited with a chuckle. “My special Wrench… Mommy thinks you’re more special than anyone ever guessed. You have a great deal of intelligence. You’ve figured out a way to control your own reproductive ability, haven’t you?”

Shocked, and surprised, Wrench didn’t respond at first. Then he slowly nodded his head in agreement.

“I knew it. That’s fine. We were planning on making sure we both agreed on you studding out, so that actually makes more sense,” Goodie remarked, emptying a bucket of Hume into the Hab. She did it with infinite care and just held the bucket there. “There we are. Come on. All of you need to come out, darlings. Time to go back to your Hab. Don’t worry, Mommy is here. Mommy will make sure you’re all cared for.”

There was a promise behind those words that Wrench didn’t doubt.


Chapter 15




“And here we are!” Goodie announced. “Honestly… the old Hab was ruined. It reeked of smoke and ozone, and the seals weren’t working as well as they should after being exposed to space.”

There was a thump, and the carrier’s entrance slid open.

“So I went back to who made the Hab originally,” Goodie continued. “Apparently, the designer had moved on to a new company. They make luxury Habs. When I showed up with the old Hab, they were surprised.”

Walking out of the filter and airlock, Wrench frowned. He looked around at the Hab enclosure. Everything really looked how he expected it to.

It looked identical to the Hab he’d left. Everything was as it should be.

Even the night-light settings he’d put on were still active.

Then he put his attention on what mattered to him.

Or more specifically, on the filter and the seals.

“They took the old Hab, built a new one off their luxury lineup, and modeled it after the old Hab. Everything should look exactly the same, they even cloned all the settings you’d put in. The whole thing is just… it’s just… better quality and new,” Goodie finished with a laugh. “They didn’t even charge me for it. I just had to promise to mention the Hab if anyone asked about you, Wrench.

“Though I admit, I did buy a few upgrades. Nothing you’ll notice, but it gives me peace of mind for my Hume.”

He laughed at that, now understanding what had happened.

“In other words, Lady Goodie showed up with a black market Hab, they recognized her, saw her title, and scrambled to make a connection,” Wrench summarized and bent down to start tapping at the touch screen pad attached to the filter. “I get it. I get it. It makes perfect sense, and it’d probably be something I’d want to do.”

“Knowing you, Wrench, you had the same thought I did. They just wanted to make friends,” agreed Goodie. “Now… your Hab-mates just went to sleep an hour ago according to the Hab schedule. You can all just go to sleep.

“I’m going to put the Shelter Hab in and settle it as well as that… ah… breeding… Hab? Harem Hab? Goodness, that was a lot of very attractive Solo Hume.

“I’ll just put them all into the Shelter Hab like I did with the other Hume who was with you before I got you checked up and cleaned up, and put that Hab off to the side. Never know if we’ll need a temporary Hab or an isolation Hab.

“You’ll have to help me find the one you wanted me to later, Wrench. In the morning, we’ll do that. Alright? I have work to do. We’ll catch up more in the morning.”

Goodie pulled the carrier away, after making sure all three Hume had left the airlock. Then she left, vanishing as she did whatever it was that made it hard to see Tongsta through the Hab glass.

“I’m so… so glad to be home,” Seventh groaned as she left the carrier and set foot on the field that covered this part of the Hab. “I wasn’t here that long, but it was… it’s home. So very much home. I’m going to go to sleep.”

Seventh didn’t wait around and started walking away. Heading up the field toward the Pens.

Stripe watched Seventh leave before turning to look at Wrench. He’d only noticed it because while he was squatting there, pecking at the panel, he could see them out of the corner of his eyes.

“She didn’t sleep while you were gone. At all,” Stripe murmured. Then she leaned down and, surprisingly, put a kiss on his cheek. “Neither did I. I… I was worried. Very worried. I’m honestly exhausted, so I’m going to go to bed as well. Don’t stay up too late. If you can’t sleep, see if they have the sleepy time tea in the system in the Ducts. That’s where I got it for you previously.”

Stripe also moved away, leaving him standing there.

Wrench was shocked at the sudden touch of her lips on him, and suddenly wondered if he should try to follow her.

She glanced over her shoulder at him and caught him watching her.

“Goodnight, Wrench,” she said, as if to gently push his thoughts back. That his thoughts were directly written across his face.

Things were moving ahead with Stripe. It was a slow pace, but he was happy with it.

And it’s not like I mind.

She tells me to go see Seventh often enough, and then there’s Dusky.

It’s not like I’m all bent out of shape from a sexual place.

This is fine.

The response he got from the filter’s panel was rapid and positive. To the point that he couldn’t deny that this was most certainly a much better filter than what’d been here.

With a grunt, Wrench stood up and wondered what to do with himself.

He felt energetic, and not the least bit sleepy.

Unfortunately, he’d slept for a while before Greedy caught him. Right now, his sleep schedule was somewhat backward.

Sighing, he decided to go do some Fixer maintenance checks. The Hab might be new, but there were always things to look into and check.

Especially with a new Hab.

Often what a Tongsta thought something should be, didn’t quite pan out in actual use. More often than not, it had played into the number of Hume in a Hab.

Putting his hands in his pockets, Wrench began to walk toward the Ducts.

As he walked, he noted the rock where he tended to speak to Goodie was there. Exactly as he remembered it, in fact.

“I wonder if they just took everything out of the old Hab for her, or remade everything to be the same,” mumbled Wrench to himself. “Could be either. Couldn’t even tell you which it is. Suppose it doesn’t matter. If it’s exactly the same to me, then it’s the same to me, even if it isn’t.”

Walking along, he glanced upward and could see the aerial Hab above him. A distant canopy made of vines, branches, tree tops, and a number of false pathways put there specifically for Grae.

Wrench realized then that the Hab makers had put in the same trees that existed previously, added some, and made sure they actually reached up to the aerial Hab above.

Looking at the distant edges, in fact, he couldn’t see where the aerial Hab would have connected to the original Hab.

Maybe they built the whole Hab as one piece.

The aerial component is now actually part of the Hab.

Raising his eyebrows, Wrench decided to check the aerial Hab first. Which meant he needed to go up the Skybridge’s stairwell and check the sensors on the Duct platform.

His thoughts turned to Tickaht.

“Oh yeah, I needed to check the atmosphere for her. Should probably do that now before I get to anything else,” said Wrench, feeling immediately better for having a direction he could act on.

Smiling, he detoured in his original direction.

Instead of the Ducts, he went to the Pens.

His goal was to get into the cafeteria and get two oat bars and two bottles of water. While it was unlikely that Tickaht would be awake, he wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to make friends with her if she was.

If she wasn’t, he’d just leave it out for her to find in the morning. She wouldn’t doubt who’d left it for her, and it’d do just as well as if he’d been there to hand it off in person.

Entering the cafeteria, he found two people inside, surprisingly enough.

Duchess and Sparkle were sitting side by side and playing what looked like a board game.

Duchess was a short, extremely full-figured School Deme, with brown hair and grey eyes. She was at best four foot tall, and her stature made her bust and waist disproportionate, given their size.

Sparkle, on the other hand, was actually just above average in height. She was a beautiful platinum-haired School Hume who was similar to Duchess in being extremely over built in her hips and bust, but was additionally eerily pretty.

Both were staring at him, wide-eyed.

Then, before anything could be said, Sparkle bounced out of her seat and rushed over to him. In a flash, she had him wrapped up in a hug and was plastered to him. Her hands pressed tight to his back and held on tight.

A second after that, Duchess was doing the same, though at his side and obviously lower. The two School were excitedly squealing.

“Shhh, don’t wake anyone,” Wrench said with a chuckle. He put one arm around Sparkle and the other hand rested on Duchess’s head. “Shhh, hush. It’s okay. It’s—”

Sparkle kissed him then, her hands his the head and holding his face against hers.

So surprised was he at the act, that he just stood there and stupidly kissed her back.

After a handful of seconds ticked by, she released him.

“Welcome home, Wrench,” breathed the beautiful woman.

Duchess thumped him on the chest.

“Bend down so I can do the same,” growled the diminutive woman.

Once more acting without thinking, he bent down to her height and was kissed by her, much in the same way Sparkle had. Though she’d slipped her tongue into his mouth briefly as well.

Given that he’d actually done a few sexual things with Duchess, he wasn’t surprised at her being more aggressive for a School than Sparkle.

“Alright, thank you for the greeting. You two go back to your game. I’m just doing Fixer things,” he muttered.

“Oh. Okay,” Sparkle whispered, smiling from ear to ear while watching him. Not for the first time, he wondered if she was much more intelligent than she let on, and hid it all away. “Gadget’s kept everything in good order, but it’s obvious she’s confused and worried. I’m sure she’ll be happy for you to check over things.”

Wrench could certainly believe that. She had only recently left the home she’d grown up in. Then she was dumped into a Hab that was significantly technologically ahead. Only for the head Fixer to vanish.

“Yeah, I’m working on it,” promised Wrench. Neither School had released him yet. “I apologize for pulling away, I’m not trying to be un-School-like. I just have work to do.”

Sparkle and Duchess both looked surprised, then guilty. Their smiles remained stuck to their faces as they separated away from him. Slowly, they pulled away from him, though their hands didn’t leave until the last moment.

“You’re our School, but you’re a Fixer,” Sparkle declared, her hand having just left his face, though it trailed upward to flick a lock of hair backward. “It’s understandable. We’re just very glad you’re back. Goodie kept telling us she was looking for you endlessly. We never lost hope.”

“She found me,” agreed Wrench, moving over to the dispenser. He quickly tapped in his request for two oat bars and two bottles of water. He hesitated, then also got a hunk of protein jerky. Given her teeth, he had to believe Tickaht was a meat eater. Jerky would hold better and could be eaten later, too. “Stripe and Seventh are back, too. We’ll catch up more in the morning. Alright?”

“Okay,” Duchess said with a small bounce. “It’s so good that you’re back. So good. Everything’s been okay without you, but it wasn’t the same. Dusky will be really happy.”

Wrench felt his smile twist somewhat.

Dusky always fit in a weird space in his head.

She treated him extremely well and with unapproachable understanding. The problem was that, as far as he could tell, their relationship was just an agreement with her.

A deal that they made for her School to come here and be in his Hab.

He couldn’t deny that she was attractive. Practically incomparably so.

Added to that, that he was attracted to her wasn’t in question.

The problem was that he wanted more than just sex.

Well. Stripe is my emotional goal. We’re moving toward that.

Surprisingly, Seventh seems to be moving in the same direction, just a bit backward.

Maybe… maybe Dusky could end up… in a similar place? Ah, well.

Time to move.

Grabbing his items, he waved at the two pretty School and went to the Ducts. He entered the Skybridge access point and started going up the stairs quickly.

He made it to the top without too much issue and only realized when he arrived, that it hadn’t even bothered him.

Pausing at the door, he pulled up his Systems to check on a stray thought.

Sure enough, his Muscular and Skeletal Systems were still in overdrive for his lower body. Though it didn’t seem to be draining him of calories either, nor was he ravenously hungry.

On top of that, his Respiratory system was also still running at a high level. Working at a peak optimal state, to use any oxygen it could get with an extraordinary level of ability.

Hm.

I wonder if there are no issues with my lower body because the muscles are already there, so they aren’t that hard to maintain. I just increased their efficiency, rather than their size?

Are my lungs doing as well as they are for the same reason? It’s all efficiency. 

Let’s… replicate it.

Tapping at his chest and upper body, he quickly pushed his muscles and skeleton for his upper body into an overclocked state equal to the way his lower body was.

He didn’t feel any different while he stood there, nor did it seem to make a change. As if his body was just doing what it was supposed to, but better.

Moving to the Cardiovascular system, he shifted his ability to move oxygen, nutrients, and blood to a much greater efficiency. Moving it up to a point that felt right and didn’t seem to cause any issues.

In fact, no sooner had he set it, than he felt better.

It seemed that having most of his Systems working at an overclocked state would allow them to perform better all together, rather than doing it only for certain Systems. 

“I’ll… mess with the Endocrine and Lymphatic Systems later. Gently. Carefully. I don’t want to go through that again. Though uh… let’s fix those taste buds,” mumbled Wrench, and dismissed his window after giving himself back his sense of taste and smell. 

Then he opened the door and stepped out onto the Skybridge Aerial-Hab access point.

It was cooler up here, and the air once again felt fresher somehow.

Wrench didn’t see any Grae nearby. He made sure to look up as well, since Tickaht had dropped in on him from that direction once.

She wasn’t there.

Letting out a soft huff, Wrench shook his head and walked over to the low wall next to the access panel. He put down the oat bar there, the jerky, and the bottle of water as well.

Taking a bite out of his own oat bar, he went to the panel, knelt before it, and opened it.

Setting down his bar above the panel, he leaned in and started looking over the display and sensors. With a finger, he poked at the screen and slowly went through the system.

Everything looked good.

He confirmed all the sensors were seated, active, and sending data. He did note that the sensor for temperature readings was reporting a lower number than the ideal during the day for a Grae.

It only took a tap or two to shift the temperature to the ideal range.

Then he closed the panel.

Shockingly, a Grae was perched on the wall right above the panel. Squatting low on it and staring at him.

“Rensh,” said the Grae, her eyes slowly widening and rounding out.

She was humanoid-like with pale-ash-colored skin, a wider mouth than normal, and short white hair that was, surprisingly, tied behind her head. It looked like it’d been done with a strip of fabric from a shirt.

The fully black sclera of her eyes and the red pupil were trained on him.

As ever, Wrench had a hard not time not staring at her well-endowed chest. All four of her breasts, in fact, as Grae had two more than a Hume.

That, and given the height difference, he was eye-level with the truth that Grae had a womanhood that looked almost identical to a Hume’s.

As if realizing that she was giving him a stage show, Tickaht’s face grew a faint redness in the cheeks. Her legs came together slowly until her privates weren’t visible anymore.

She let out a low honking laugh, her eyes widened, and she gave him a small grimace, turning to look in a different direction.

Ah, she’s embarrassed. She chuckled, smiled, and couldn’t maintain eye contact. Because a male was staring at her privates.

Very much sentient.

“Hey, Tickaht,” he said, doing his very best to pronounce her name correctly.

Keeping his eyes on her face, he stood up and then held a hand out to her. There was no reason for her to stand like that, and it’d be easier if they were standing in front of one another.

Tickaht looked back to him curiously and took his hand with her clawed fingers, then stepped down. She’d understood his desire, thankfully.

“I brought you a few things, you know,” Wrench said and gestured to the oat bar, jerky, and water. “How’re you doing by the way? You okay, Tickaht?”

“Tickaht—” started the Grae, followed by a long line of hoots, whistles, clicks, and honks. They were all at a normal volume and were obviously a language. It was a wonder people didn’t understand that it was previously. “— Rensh?”

Surprised at the sudden question, and the fact that she’d held his hand and moved to the pile of items, he wasn’t sure how to reply.

Tickaht had quickly picked up the jerky and was now happily chewing at it. Her entire disposition shifted immediately. She gave him the Grae-smile in about as wide a fashion as possible. Her eyes were widened to the point that he thought they might fall out of her head.

Then she moved her chin around, curled her lips which showed off her teeth, then stuck her chest toward him and shook her shoulders.

He’d seen this move once before and had lost the war to not stare at her chest that time. This time, it’d nearly happened again, but Wrench had held on.

He somehow managed to prevent a repeat and kept his eyes on hers.

“Rensh!” Tickaht proclaimed while still chewing, and held up the jerky. Then she moved in uncomfortably close to him. She put the spittle-covered end of the jerky to his mouth.

Given that he’d drank what was likely piss-water not long ago, eating Grae spit didn’t seem that bad. He took a bite from the proffered jerky.

Tickaht put her free hand on Wrench’s shoulder and held onto him. She gestured with the jerky and made a hooting noise.

“Jerky,” he said with a chuckle. “It’s jerky, Tickaht. I take it you want more of that?”

“Jury,” Tickaht said, her nose wrinkling. “Jurrrry. Jur-key. Jurrrrr-key.”

Wrench grinned, chuckled, and then put his left hand on Tickaht’s shoulder. He then pointed to his mouth with his right hand.

“Tickaht, watch Wrench’s mouth. Okay? Watch,” he said, the Grae’s red pupils moving from his hand to his eyes, then to his mouth. She was staring hard at his lips. “Jerky.”

“Jerky,” repeated Tickaht. It was nearly perfect. “Jerky,” she said, though this time it was perfectly clear. Strangely so, in fact.

“Good. That’s exactly it,” he congratulated her.

She rewarded him with a Grae-smile and a low honking laugh.

Shaking the jerky at him, she made a whistle that ended in a slight honk.

As she made the noise, Wrench had stared at her mouth. Her tongue and lips.

He did his best to imitate the noise. Then tried it several more times in a row.

Tickaht blinked several times, her head tilting to one side. She had a shocked look to her, as if he’d just grabbed two of her breasts and was actively fondling her.

“Good,” she said, her mouth forming an entirely different word than what she’d said.

Opening his mouth, Wrench hesitated, wondering what in the world was going on. Then his brain turned on.

Grae had implants just as Hume did.

“Tickaht, good,” he said.

Tickaht stiffened up in front of him, her entire body going still.

“Wrench, good,” she offered in return.

“Good jerky, Tickaht?” he asked.

To which Tickaht slowly nodded her head.

“Jerky good, Wrench.”

All the while they spoke, he’d been staring at her mouth. The words she was saying were most certainly not in his own language. If he was right, she was experiencing the same thing.

Tickaht spun away from him and set the jerky down. She picked up the water bottle and held it up in front of herself.

He already knew where she was going.

They were about to play a long game of “what is this” as they figured out each other’s language.

“Ah… wait,” he said and nodded his head. He took the bottle from her and tapped the bottle itself. “Bottle.”

“Bottle,” she repeated and then immediately said the word in her own language.

“Bottle,” agreed Wrench, then stated the word in her language as she’d said it.

“Good, Wrench,” Tickaht breathed out in a whisper. “Good, good, good, good, Wrench.”

Honking with laughter, Tickaht grabbed her upper pair of breasts and made a wheezing hiss noise. She even gave them a small shake.

Holding his breath for a second, Wrench then said the same word she had. He repeated it twice more.

“Breasts. He offered up awkwardly. Your upper breasts, in fact. Since you have two pairs,” he amended.

“Breasts,” Tickaht said. Holding her boobs. She made a whining noise followed by the word breasts.

Wrench repeated the word he was nearly certain meant upper and provided the cross translation. “Upper breasts.”

“Upper breasts,” she repeated, giving him her Grae-smile.

She then grabbed her lower pair and said a word that sounded similar to a nasal honk, followed by “breasts.”

Once again, Wrench repeated her word, then his own “Lower breasts.”

“Lower breasts,” Tickaht proclaimed, laughed loudly, then patted him excitedly. “Good, Wrench. Good, Tickaht.”

Wrench pointed back to the interior of the bottle through the top. He splashed some of the water into his palm.

He wanted her to know that the whole thing wasn’t just a bottle, but the outside only.

“Water,” he tried, realizing it was going to be a long night.

Likely filled with mistakes.


Chapter 16




Wrench had discovered that Tickaht was incredibly chatty.

No sooner could they have basic conversations, than the translation game they’d been playing had become almost secondary to talking.

Though to be fair, Wrench couldn’t deny that the conversations were providing them with all the in-between words.

Words that didn’t have easy ways to share and translate.

Like and, in, an, a, the, it, of, as examples.

“—then Sccsccc said you just dirty animal,” Tickaht growled out, with a swat of her hand and an expression he’d come to recognize. Sccsccc was another Grae in the Hab that really didn’t get along with Tickaht. “You not dirty animal. You different. Tickaht like Wrench. So Tickaht punch, kick, strangle Sccsccc. Sccsccc no longer bad talk Wrench.”

Tickaht had said many words he didn’t catch in the middle, of course. A great many of them. Only the words he understood were translated, so it just made her sound somewhat tribal in a way.

That or the implant was trying to fill in blanks and translate as best as it could, even if somewhat crudely.

He imagined his own way of speaking sounded the same way to her.

“Don’t do that, Tickaht,” admonished Wrench. He reached out and put his hand on Tickaht’s knee and squeezed it. “Don’t. Don’t hurt Sccsccc. She just doesn’t know any better. Bring her back here so I can heal her. We have someone who can heal her. Okay? Don’t hurt her.

“You’re a better Grae than her, so it’s your job to help her understand. I mean, didn’t you think I was a dirty animal at first?”

“Ah,” Tickaht breathed out, her mouth hanging open thoughtfully. She put her hand atop his and squeezed it. He’d found out very quickly that Tickaht liked to touch. A lot. Almost more so than even School Hume did. “Okay. Bring Sccsccc for Wrench to fix. Right. Tickaht will be better. Sorry, Wrench.

“I never thought you were dirty animal. Thought you were odd. Wanted to know more. You didn’t run from me.”

Then Tickaht laughed and leaned her head back.

“You stared at my breasts, too!” she accused, her cheeks blushing. “Also stare at privates earlier.”

He’d also discovered Tickaht was not a prudish woman. She was, in fact, flirty, provocative, and had a mind deeper in the gutter than Seventh.

Seventh was just horny.

Tickaht had a dirty mind.

He was starting to suspect that what he thought was her blushing, was something else entirely.

“I mean, you were spread open in front of me, Tickaht, it would’ve been hard not to stare,” Wrench said defensively.

“Wrench stared at privates. Stares at breasts. Wrench doesn’t look at Hume like that,” accused Tickaht, her hand roaming up his forearm.

Which was his cue to pull his arm back, otherwise, she’d start feeling all over his shoulders and chest.

Again.

He had no idea if Grae were naturally like this, or if Tickaht was different.

“Wrench can look. I don’t mind. Wrench can look as much as he wants,” Tickaht allowed, giving him another Grae-smile. Then she stretched her shoulders and back out and leaned her head back. She’d taken to making movements and gestures. Ones that clearly strained to get him to look at her chest. “Mmmm, there. You look? Good. Look more.”

“Are you just… unique? Are all Grae like you? They want to be looked at?” Wrench asked.

“Mmmm, no. Grae prefer to hide. I’m… different. All Grae have said I’m different,” admitted Tickaht with a small shrug of her shoulders. “Not interested in male Grae. They look wrong. Hume look weird, but not in a bad way.

“That and you lot nicer than male Grae. They just aggressive and hostile. Mean.”

“You’ve met male Grae?” Wrench asked surprised. He hadn’t considered that, but it made sense. Grae would have to grow up in a place no different than how Hume grew up. “Oh, where you grew up?”

“Yes. My father was a disgusting pig. Mother took me into the canopy and kept me there. Other males were monsters to me. Mother took a few other Grae men for partners. They were… okay.

“I stayed in the canopy. Didn’t want to deal with any of that. No reason to. Rather be alone. Then went to a Hume Hab. They were interesting, but weren’t nice.

“Then came here. Found you, Wrench. You’re interesting and nice.

“You also look at me. I like it. I like you looking at me. Look at me more. You should look at Tickaht a lot more.”

Blinking, Wrench then let out a slow breath.

“You’re asking me to look at you. This isn’t a bad translation, right? You understand what you’re asking?” Wrench tried.

“Of course! You should look at me. Look at me as a Grae woman. It’s fun to be looked at. You look at me and admire me.”

Wrench didn’t miss the fact that the more they kept talking, the better and better the translation was going. Things were always getting clearer.

Admittedly, they’d been chatting for what felt like hours, but it was still surprising.

She’s certainly not short on her own ego. Seventh is proud when complimented, but isn’t quite as egocentric as this.

“What? I’m good to look at. Even among Grae, I’m good-looking,” argued Tickaht. “Look at me. I’m beautiful. Admire me. Gaze at me. Long for me.”

Oooookay, that’s not quite the same thing there.

“That last one isn’t-it’s not-ahhh… yeah,” tried Wrench.

“Yes, yes, I know. I know what I said,” Tickaht dismissed, lifting a foot up and sticking it in Wrench’s lap. “I didn’t say, let’s mate. I said, long for me. Different things. I’m flattered you immediately thought of that though. We only just met and could start talking.

“That’s too fast. Maybe not too fast for Hume, but too fast for Grae. Not even considering we’re not the same race.”

“Yeah,” Wrench agreed, feeling better, but also, somehow disappointed. He grabbed Tickaht’s foot and peered at it. It was mostly similar to a Hume’s, though the ankle looked to have a much greater range of movement.

Tickaht flexed her foot and curled it up onto itself, as if it were more of a hand.

“Oh? Are you going to rub my lower-hand? I’d like that,” Tickaht teased further. “Don’t look so disappointed at not mating with me. I didn’t say I wasn’t interested, just not ready. I’d like to explore a relationship first.

“Besides, I’m not sure a Hume and a Grae could mate. Do you even have male Grae anatomy? Oh, you should show me it. Show me yours, I showed you mine.”

Clicking his teeth together, Wrench prodded at Tickaht’s foot and then began to actually rub it. This pace was way beyond him at this point.

Even with Seventh and Stripe, he felt like he was able to guide things to a degree. Tickaht was just bulldozing him over.

“It’s in the same place, isn’t it? Show me,” Tickaht prompted, her foot turning over and casually grabbing at his crotch.

Sitting there, he barely moved, even as he watched her foot fondle at his groin as if it were an elongated hand.

“I-what? What? It really is very similar to a male Grae, isn’t it? Just bigger. Much bigger. Hm. Show me, Wrench,” pleaded Tickaht, followed by a low-toned honking laugh. Her cheeks flushed a dark color once again.

Okay. Yeah.

Not blushing.

That’s a Grae being horny, isn’t it?

What the hell?

“Later,” Wrench begged off. “And the only reason you showed me yours is you don’t wear clothes.”

“Clothes get in the way when climbing and hanging around. Clothes are for when you’re pregnant or with family on the ground. Or male,” stated Tickaht. “Would you like to see me in clothes? Would you gaze at me more if I dressed like a Hume?”

“Uh,” offered Wrench helpfully.

“That’s the answer then,” Tickaht continued after a single beat beyond his eloquent rejoinder. “I’ll join your Hume and teach the other Grae your language at the same time, though later. It won’t take long.

“I’ll make sure to bring Sccsccc for treatment tonight. But don’t look at her like you do me. You should only look at me like that. At Tickaht.”

Tickaht groped at his crotch for a few more seconds, before she bounced up to her feet. Then she grabbed him and hauled him up to his feet.

“Let’s go get clothes. Then you can begin introducing me to the others,” Tickaht told him. “The lights will turn on very soon. It would be better for us to be in the Hume area before the rest of the Grae wake up. They’ll become too curious if we stay.”

Tickaht began pulling him to the door, hopping lightly as she went at the same time.

“Tickaht, does it sound like to you that I speak your language perfectly now? At first, it sounded a bit… ah… stupid, but now it’s good?” he asked.

“Somewhat. Sometimes you still talk like a child, but it’s improving quickly,” Tickaht said and then patted Wrench and pushed him toward the door. “Much more now that we’re having a full-on conversation.

“You should have listened to me sooner. Talking was best. Not learning singular words. Listen to me. Look at me.”

The tall Grae stepped up behind him, and he realized she was just as tall as he was.

“Long for me,” she purred, her mouth hovering near his ear. Then she moved closer “Is your ear ticklish? It’s much larger than mine. Must be sensitive.”

“Ooooh, shit you frickin’ temptress,” blurted out Wrench and jerked the door open, moving away from her.

“Temptress? Temptress. That means I’m tempting you.

“You can’t say temptress without it having an effect. Temptress… I like that,” laughed Tickaht, following him inside, and then slammed the door shut behind herself. “I like that a lot.”




***




Sitting in the cafeteria next to the new immaculately-dressed, smiling, and chittering Tickaht, Wrench had no idea how to properly introduce her to Seventh and Stripe.

So far, Jitter, Duchess, Sparkle, Pistol, Popsicle, and Gadget had arrived. They’d all greeted him eagerly, listened briefly to an explanation about Tickaht, and then went to get their breakfast.

They all wanted to talk to him and know more, but they were making room for new arrivals as they came.

Gadget had sat down at his table though, and was actively talking to Tickaht.

Wrench was providing the ongoing translation, which was short-circuiting Gadget’s implant. As well as everyone else’s nearby.

“Wrench,” whispered a voice behind him.

He turned in his seat to find Dusky and the rest of the Schools standing there. Then they were rushing toward him.

Standing up, he stepped away from his table and then was drowned in hands, hugs, kisses, and a lot of greetings.

Then he was standing in front of Dusky.

The green-eyed, black-haired, beautiful woman with light-brown skin was gazing up at him. She had a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks that just made her all the more lovely.

Smiling at him, she hugged him. Hugged him hard and roughly. Hanging onto him, in fact.

“Wrench!” she gushed, rocking back and forth. “I’m so glad you’re back. We were all so nervous.”

“Yeah, Goodie found me last night. I wasn’t tired, so I got to work on the Hab. It looks like it did, but it’s got a lot more features. Kind of surprising.”

“Isn’t it?” Swifty asked, passing by with a hand wave. He went straight to Gadget and sat down next to her.

“I’m rather happy about it,” said Spook, or as he’d been renamed, Spooky. “The Admin terminals are much faster now. My family alone can handle all the work at the moment.”

His partner, Coffee, and their two children, came along behind him. They were all smiles and waved at him.

“Good morning, Wrench-Head,” offered Coffee as they went.

“I’m so glad,” Dusky moaned against him, her whole body pressed to him. “I wish you’d come to our bed last night. It has been hard to sleep without knowing where you were.”

Uh… huh.

That’s not the greeting I was honestly expecting.

Not at all.

Maybe it wouldn’t be hard to approach Dusky about making something work out after all.

“Hi, I’m Tickaht,” Tickaht announced herself. “You must be Wrench’s mate. You look like you’re attractive for a Hume, but Wrench should look at me more. My breasts, both upper and lower ones, are bigger than yours.”

The honking laugh that followed was undeniably a happy-go-lucky type of thing.

“Ah, I’m just teasing. Yours are bigger, but I’ve got more? Maybe we equal out,” Tickaht finished. “We should compare some time. We can both walk naked in front of Wrench and see who he is attracted to more. Maybe he’ll show me his genitalia at that point.”

Gadget choked on her food at that, and Pistol and Popsicle, the beautiful duo he’d taken from another Hab, also looked up, now firmly interested in the conversation.

The entirety of the School that’d come with Dusky were all staring at the Grae, who hadn’t gotten up at all.

“Everyone, this is Tickaht. Tickaht is one of the Grae in the Aerial-Hab. It’s pretty much like I said. The Grae… they’re just like us,” Wrench explained, turning to the side and holding a hand out toward Tickaht.

The beautiful and alien-looking Grae was fitted out in a dress he’d fashioned after a style he’d seen in his past life. It fit her quite well and even managed to show that she had two pairs of breasts without making her look odd or show off too much skin.

She waved a clawed hand at the School with a flat grimace for them and her eyes full and round.

Which, of course, looked odd to him, but was a smile for a Grae.

Then she turned back to her meal of freshly cooked protein. She deftly picked up the knife and fork and began pulling it into slices again.

Surprisingly, she’d only had to watch someone else do it for a few seconds before she figured it out herself.

“Ah… what did she say?” Dusky asked.

Wrench sighed, laughed, and then translated it all for them. Seventh and Stripe had joined them at some point and were listening in from the dispenser.

Both of them looked curious and interested as they got their breakfast.

Dusky looked amused, as well as mildly curious at the translated statement from Tickaht. There was no offense taken at all, it seemed.

“Wrench?” called Goodie from outside. “Oh, there you all are. How are you all, my precious Hume!”

Tickaht grunted, then groaned. She was never happy when Goodie showed up.

“Goodie!” and “Good morning!” came from every Hume. All of them greeted the Tongsta warmly.

“My Hume! My babies! Did you all sleep well? I see you’re all happy to see Wrench is home,” Goodie said.

Wrench could see her through the cafeteria windows. She was at the glass.

“I told you. I promised you. I’d find Wrench, Seventh, and Stripe if it was the last thing I did,” teased Goodie good-naturedly.

To which all the Hume laughed, some apologized, but one and all were amused.

“Oooh, you save those sweet apologies for later with hugs. I demand hugs from you all. Especially you, Pistol. My little firebrand. You were ever so angry at me for not finding him faster. A big hug from you, sweetie,” Goodie directed.

Pistol groaned, then laughed. She held up a hand.

“Yes, Goodie. I’m sorry. You were right. I’ll give you a big hug and a kiss,” Pistol relented.

“It’s okay. I know you were just worried. Mommy loves you, Pistol.”

Pistol looked down, blinked several times, and cleared her throat.

“Love you too, Mommy,” Pistol said loudly.

“My little firebrand. Popsicle, no teasing her today. You be nice. Okay?” Goodie demanded.

“Yes, Mommy.”

Ooookay.

Everyone is calling her mommy.

Now I don’t feel as awkward calling her that.

“Oh, is that… is that Tickaht? You’re with the Hume today?” Goodie asked.

Tickaht, for her part, was staring at the Tongsta in a shocked and incredulous way now. As the exchange had occurred, Gadget had been translating aloud.

The constant translation and repetition of everyone back and forth was leveling out everyone’s Tongsta understanding constantly.

It apparently worked on Tickaht, too.

“I… yes. It is Tickaht,” murmured Tickaht.

“Ahhh, my special boy was right. You’re sentient too, aren’t you, Tickaht?” Goodie proclaimed. “Did he teach you how to understand me like he did for everyone else?”

“I-yes. I am. Yes? He did? You… what? What?” Tickaht asked, clearly not sure how to respond any further.

“You just stay with Wrench, and he’ll teach you everything, Tickaht,” ordered Goodie. “Stay with Wrench, okay Tickaht? Listen to Mommy. He’ll be good for you.”

“Okay,” whimpered Tickaht, clearly no longer able to process the situation. She was now staring at her plate, her hands pressed between her legs, and holding perfectly still.

“Good girl. Thank you, Tickaht. Wrench, can we get the rest of the Grae educated in the same way? I’d love to be able to talk to them,” Goodie pleaded. “I think I should try to save the Grae, too.

“Do you think they’d want Mother Goodie to try and save them? I feel like they would but… I wouldn’t want to force that on them?”

“Yes, Mommy!” and “Yes, Goodie!” came the chorused replies.

“I should then? Okay. I’ll do my best! Mommy is doing all she can for her babies. I even took over every Shelter on that stupid clan spssss. We’ll have to help them understand, but I don’t think it’ll be too hard,” Goodie continued. “My special babies that you are can teach them all!

“Now… I’m sorry, sweethearts, can I borrow Wrench? I’d like to catch up with him and hug him a lot. I missed him too, you know. I didn’t want to wake any of you up last night when I brought him back though.”

Once more was a chorus of yeses and okays.

Dusky gave him a tight hug, kissed him once, and gave his cheek a pat.

“Go talk to Mommy. Then come back and let’s talk ourselves, okay?” Dusky asked, staring into his face.

He nodded stupidly.

Dusky smiled, patted him again, and then went over to the dispenser.

Picking up the oat bar from his tray, he left everything there and headed for the exit. Taking a bite as he went, he wondered what Goodie wanted to talk about.

Seventh, Stripe, and, surprisingly, Tickaht joined him.

The three women all caught up to him and looked at one another.

“Hi, I’m Tickaht,” said the Grae.

“I’m Seventh.”

“My name is Stripe.”

“You have great breasts, Stripe,” Tickaht complimented her. “Much bigger than anyone else’s, in fact. You shouldn’t hide them.

“Seventh, I like your muscles. You’re as lean as I am. We should wrestle later. It would be best without clothes.

“You both look like Wrench would look at you. Do not feel bad when he looks at and longs for me. I am Grae. I am new and exotic to him. I won’t steal his attention forever, and will turn it back your way later.”

Seventh guffawed at that, then grinned.

“I like you, Tickaht. I definitely want to wrestle. Can you fist-fight too?” asked the Brawler.

Tickaht hesitated for a moment, then the confusion in her eyes cleared up.

“Ah! Fist-fight. Grae use claws. Though we can try?” Tickaht offered, holding up a clawed hand. Her other hand had a large helping of protein on it. “Wrestling first, though.”

She paused for a moment.

“Was it wrong to ask you about your lovely breasts, Stripe? You shouldn’t hide them. They’re big! It would be better to display them for your mate, wouldn’t it?” Tickaht asked sounding nervous. “I wasn’t trying to be rude. I was complimenting you? Maybe it’s different for a Hume.”

“It isn’t. She’s just self-conscious about how big they are,” Seventh excused politely. She’d crossed over Wrench and was now walking beside Tickaht. “Do you use any type of weapons?”

“Yes! I used to play with staffs and bladed weapons,” Tickaht said with a flat-grimace and a honking laugh. “We should play with those, too!”

I-okay then.

Wrench stopped at his ‘Goodie rock’ and looked up.

Goodie was there, waiting for him.

The long stretching green scar ran across her body.

“My special Hume,” she purred, leaning in close to them. “Though, I’m surprised you came too, Tickaht. You must be fond of Wrench already.

“I can’t blame you though. He’s my special boy, you know.”

Stripe was translating aloud, though somewhat quietly.

Tickaht was staring up at Goodie again in shock.

“Okay, sweeties. Come on over to the airlock. We’re going to go for a walk. I changed the environment for the entire clan spssss. Hume and Grae can go anywhere now,” explained Goodie. “I also bought lots and lots of suits for you all, so you don’t just float around aimlessly. Give me a few more spssss and you can go anywhere at any time.

“Though, it’s still probably safer for you in your Hab, but I’m working on it. Mommy is doing all she can.”

Mommy.

Mother Goodie.

Patron Mother of the Hume.

And Grae, I suppose.

Someone who threatened to ‘jump’ her own people into a star.


Chapter 17




Goodie was holding the carrier still against the airlock as the four got into it.

It had two rows of seats, each able to fit ten people. Each had a four-point harness and was actually rather comfortable.

The sides, top, and bottom were all see-through, and there was even an attached environmental unit on the bottom. The temperature of the carrier was lovely.

“I got this from a really sweet round-one and a manufacturer they own,” Goodie continued to explain the carrier they were getting into. “I plan on, of course, mentioning it to anyone who asks, as well as my own spssss. Though I have to be a bit careful there.

“The spssss spssss won’t like me sharing the truth about Hume. Oh, and Grae, of course. I’ll save the Grae, too, Tickaht. Don’t you worry.”

Tickaht hunched her shoulders inward when Goodie said her name, but gave no outward sign of having heard her.

The Grae grabbed Wrench by the wrist and forced him down into a chair, then sat down next to him. She watched Stripe sit down on his other side and daintily cross her legs, one over the other.

Tickaht immediately imitated it, though there was a casual lethal grace to it. She let out a soft honking chuckle.

Then she glanced at Wrench and clearly caught him staring at her legs and the way the dress pulled at her thighs. She quickly reached out and patted him just above the groin twice, then turned to Seventh.

“You don’t wear these. Why not? It creates a question for males, doesn’t it? They want to know what’s under this,” Tickaht asked. She seemed intent on not listening to Goodie. “You wear that, and it shows your legs off, but there is no mystery there.”

“— not much of an issue. It’s fine though. The captain is most definitely on our side. They had a great deal of positive things to say about you, Wrench,” Goodie murmured, then closed the back of the carrier, and shut the airlock.

Everyone was buckled in and seated now. Stripe slipped her left hand into Wrench’s right and then interlaced her fingers into his.

Looking over, he found her eyes on him and smiled at her. She still looked rather nervous. Most likely because Tickaht had called her out about her figure.

“There we are. My precious babies,” Goodie said quietly, and then lifted the carrier up with a tentacle. “Okay, sweeties. Mommy will be back later. I hope you all have a nice day. Oh! Gadget dear, I put in all those items you requested, but I forgot to log it into the system that I did it. They’re all in the loading area. I’m sorry, hon. I was just really all flustered at having found everyone.”

Wrench imagined that there was probably a response from Gadget, but he certainly couldn’t hear it.

“Awww, thanks Gadget. You’re a sweetheart. Okay, bye, babies!” Goodie waved a tentacle at the Hab and then turned away, heading away from it.

As they went, Wrench could see there were eight or nine other Habs in this area. He also spotted the Shelter where Joy was still at with Blue-Bill.

I hope they do better with one another in this life than they did the last one.

“That’s… there’s a lot of Habs,” Stripe said, having noticed the same things he had.

“Oh, yes. I have a lot of Habs now. These are all from the poor Shelters that you weren’t at. I just took them all. I’m also actively receiving all Hume shelter drop-offs for several clans,” admitted Goodie enthusiastically. “It’s so exciting. Wrench, I’ve already saved over five thousand Hume. Aren’t you proud of your mommy?”

“I’m… five thousand? Yes. I’m very proud of you, Goodie. Mommy,” Wrench agreed, peering up at Goodie above him.

That was a massive amount of Hume for one Tongsta alone.

“Before you worry about it, I’ve personally hired a number of helpers. I’m actively reading all the Hab Fixer system reports directly to make sure my helpers are doing what the Hume need,” Goodie quickly explained. “But this’ll go easier once you all spread your ability to talk with me. I’m looking forward to greeting all my babies every morning.

“It’s such a wonderful thing to see so many happy Hume. All so delighted to see my poor silly self.”

“You’re not silly at all!” Stripe immediately disagreed.

“Mm, thank you, Stripe. I’m sure you’re already telling me to stop being mean to myself,” Goodie guessed correctly. “Well, it’s fine. Mother Goodie will keep going. My stipend is… well, saving a tier five clan flagship made me set for the rest of my life.

“That doesn’t even count our winnings from betting on my Wrenchie. I’m the single wealthiest round-one out there.

“Anyway, we’re doing well. Lots of Shelters to collect and pick up. I won’t let any Shelter exist ever again if it doesn’t end with me. Those are the lowest of the poor Hume and those most likely to be abused. That won’t happen anymore.

“Though, now I have to expand my collection. I’ll need to pick up Grae when and where I can, though their numbers are much less than Hume.”

Tickaht had paused in her conversation with Seventh when Goodie mentioned Grae. Only to look at the ground, then look to Wrench.

“She’s always been like this?” she asked in a whisper, looking deeply nervous now.

“Yes, but she doesn’t hold Grae or Hume hostility against them,” Wrench murmured back, suddenly realizing why Tickaht was probably feeling off. “It’s no different than you and Sccsccc. She just doesn’t know any better.”

Tickaht winced, her mouth pressing into a tight line.

“Okay. Thank you, Wrench. You may look at me naked later as a reward for so gently correcting me. I’ll let you look at my privates as well again,” Tickaht offered, her clawed fingers coming up to cup and gently pat his cheek.

Then she turned away from him and looked back to Seventh.

I… yeah.

Okay, sure.

Why not.

Grae are great to look at.

Stripe squeezed his hand, causing him to guiltily look her way. He’d just started to consider how Stripe would react to this.

She gave him a smile and nodded her head, her eyes scrunching up in amusement as well. Then she nodded her head again to convey her meaning clearly.

An approval for looking at Tickaht.

He had no idea why Stripe was so understanding of all this, but he wasn’t going to forsake it. There was too much on the table with Stripe for him to go against her suggestions anymore.

His attempts to do so had already made Dusky nervous to the point of a breakdown. It’d spun Seventh up so badly that she’d become grouchy and almost unbearable.

From now on, he was just taking Stripe’s suggestions when it came to others around them, and when it came to their own relationship.

“Okay. Here we are. This is my office!” Goodie declared and then set the carrier down in a place that was clearly designed for it.

There was an airlock that it fit into perfectly which led into a Hab.

“It’s a nice little ‘cottage Hab’. Or that’s what they called it. It’s just a nice place for you to sleep, relax, eat, and play, if you want,” Goodie explained. “It’s enough to hold a family of six.

“The back of it opens out into my office through a door. It has six Hume Zero suits, too. Those are upgraded suits to what you used last time, Wrench, but they essentially do the same thing.

“I got them for free when mentioning what you did in one on the ship. The captain agreed with it, of course. They’re sponsoring me now!”

Goodie laughed and floated away from the carrier.

Wrench unbuckled himself, hesitated for just a moment, then went to the airlock quickly. He went through the cottage Hab, didn’t bother with a suit, and just went into Goodie’s “office” through the back of the Hab.

He had a simple plan in mind and wanted to execute it. There was a thought in his head, and he wanted to make sure it happened.

No sooner had he left the Hab, than he felt his ability to move hampered. He was hovering, weightless.

Grabbing the side of the Hab, he began to pull himself hand over hand across the wall. Getting to the edge, he pulled himself around it, and then looked around.

Goodie’s office had a number of things that made no sense to him.

Many things were just beyond his comprehension.

There were things that looked like mechanical machinery and consoles, but there were also a lot of things that looked more like small Tongsta. Gel-filled objects that had mechanical components inside of them.

He also spotted what looked a lot like a bookshelf filled with things. He didn’t miss for a second that he was certain that the medical kit he’d used to fix her was on it. The contents of that used kit were spread out around it.

Aiming for Goodie, Wrench launched himself forward.

“What?” Goodie asked sounding confused. It was obvious she had seemingly spotted him heading right for her. “Wrench, what are you—”

Before she could finish, Wrench had closed the distance. He spread his body out spread eagle and was ready to grab her.

“My special Wrench,” cooed Goodie, a tentacle slipping around him in midair. She slowed him down, then brought him up against herself. “How are you, sweetie?”

“I’m good. You saved me when I needed you,” Wrench said, laying his head against the strange exterior that was a Tongsta’s skin. “You saved me the first time, I saved you, now you saved me. Looks like it’s my turn again. Hopefully, it won’t be as hard as last time.”

Goodie put herself into what was an oddly shaped box and spread out into it. Previously, he’d figured these as being a chair or a couch for a Tongsta. She pulled him up into her center and held him close.

“You definitely sound happy, Wrench,” Goodie said with a long sigh. “I’m so glad you’re home. So glad. I traveled all over trying to find you. All over.”

“Thank you for that,” Wrench answered.

“Of course. As if I’d not do all I could to find you,” chuckled Goodie. “Now that you’re back, I finally feel at ease. That things are as they should be.

“Especially that I found all three of you. After seeing those good girls of mine saving you, I realized that they were every bit as special as you.

“Then I realized in the very next moment, that all Hume are as special as you. I think the Hume can be a massive and integral part of Tongsta society as its own people and clan.”

I… ah… yeah.

Yeah, that’d work.

If Hume were like a Tongsta clan, and integrated into Tongsta society… that’d do it. Then slowly, we could just bring all Hume into the clan and expand it out.

“It’s a good idea, isn’t it? I know you’re thinking about it now, too. That you’re actively moving down the same thought I did,” Goodie remarked, her voice was slowing down and softening. If she were a Hume, Wrench would suspect she was getting sleepy. “That was what I wanted to talk about as well. My plan is rather simple.

“I want to push the usefulness of Hume that we can actively communicate with, and how they can help. The key there is the communication part.

“If I balance the usefulness in counterpoint to the communication, no one can eventually argue that Hume aren’t sentient. That we just have been using the wrong definition this entire time. Hume are sentient, just in a way that we don’t consider it, which doesn’t make them less.

“To a point where realistically, without Hume, the society itself isn’t full. It isn’t smooth and circular. That would make it impossible for a Tongsta to resist. It just feels too round once you consider it.”

Blinking several times, Wrench could absolutely understand Goodie’s plan. It made perfect sense.

You tie the idea to its cost-effectiveness, and suddenly it’s almost impossible to decline.  It’d almost become a loss to do so, regardless of the idea being offensive.

“I made some arrangements for testing at a few Hab manufacturers. As well as Hume equipment companies. Additionally, I talked to a Tongsta medical and nursing shaping facility to let us test with them, too. That’s Tongsta that are unable to care for themselves and Tongsta that are incarcerated, mind you,” Goodie continued, her tentacle still loosely wrapped around Wrench. “On top of that, the captain is working on getting some military testing applications. Apparently, you managed to kill an invader all by yourself.

“Right after healing me and getting me back to a point where I wasn’t going to… die. The medical team told me that if it wasn’t for your aid, I most certainly would have been husked.

“That’s two factors that are already weighing in our favor for usefulness. Combat and aid. Now we just have to show them the rest, and how Hume could and would be almost indispensable in Tongsta life. That we need to treat you like partners, not pets.”

“That makes almost too much sense, Goodie. You’ve been thinking about this for a while, haven’t you?” Wrench asked aloud. It only made sense if she’d literally been putting thought to this for a time.

“Praising me, aren’t you? Honestly, I had a lot of time to think about it while I traveled around looking for you,” remarked Goodie. Wrench didn’t think that much time had passed, but he’d also lost track of time. Not to mention, there was no telling how long they’d been in stasis before being sent to the Shelter.

Even Seventh and Stripe weren’t sure how long they’d been gone.

“I kept turning my thoughts around until my brain became boxed,” confessed Goodie with a laugh. “Over and over and over. The only thing I could come up with was showing how needed Hume are. How amazing you all are. That if I could do those two things, the rest would become obvious. Especially, if we did so with Hume all trained to understand Tongsta.

“Then it’d be even simpler. At that point, I can reach out to the Hume-implant manufacturers. See if there’s something more we can do. Perhaps build in a better translation circuit, and maybe even one that’d let us foolish Tongsta understand you all.”

“I… yeah. Yeah. That all makes sense, too. You’ve really put a lot of thought into this,” praised Wrench.

“Praising me yet again. Always so warm-hearted with your foolish Mommy. I knew you were special, but I didn’t realize how special until I’d lost you,” whispered Goodie. “Well, that’s what the plan is. I’ve already set a lot of it into motion. I wanted to talk to you before we take the next step.

“That’s all the testing and the like. That’d require you and the other Hume to perform. That’s not something I can just push for without you agreeing.

“If you do agree, in about… sixteen days for you, we’d have an appointment. It’d be to do some preliminary lab testing. A military lab. This is the captain’s influence.

“They want to better understand what your capabilities are in the field. Apparently, the captain immediately demanded Hume access ducts be put on his next ship, and he wanted to have you train up hundreds of Hume as a security force.

“For whatever reason, he has it in his head that if he had ducts filled with Hume, his security issues would become minimal.

“Oh, he did say he wanted you all armed with tunnelers. Hume sized and fitted tunnelers.”

“Ha… well… that’d be interesting. I could see that actually working rather well, too,” admitted Wrench. “It’s not like Tongsta could get into the ducts. Brawlers could scramble about relatively quickly and access a good number of points in the ship.

“I’m not a security person though, nor do I truly fully understand Tongsta ship safety needs. I’m sure that’d break some rules somewhere.”

“I wish I understood you, Wrenchie. My special boy,” complained Goodie. “Well, maybe the Hume equipment lab can help. I told them I want a simple device that allows a number of preprogrammed responses that can also be changed. Yes, no, maybe, hungry, thirsty, hurt, more, less, good, bad.

“I kept it to ten so that it wouldn’t be overwhelming, but we can change it as we go. It’ll give us a better way to communicate.

“Anyway. So, are you willing to participate in the testing, Wrench? I’d never do something without you agreeing to it, obviously. I wouldn’t want you to feel like you had to either.

“I just truly believe this is the right way to get Hume recognized as a species who are worthy of a clan designation. Grae might end up folding into that with them, or get their own designation. I’m not really sure yet.

“Up until Tickaht, Grae have been very… ah… combative, with me. They bite a lot. Obviously, that’s not their fault. I’m fairly certain they didn’t understand anything I was saying until you stepped in.

“Just a communication failure. Something we can fix, thankfully.”

Wrench nodded his head once Goodie stopped talking.

“You will? Alright. Thank you, sweetie. I think it’ll be a great first step for us,” mumbled Goodie. “We need to go find that Hume you wanted to get a hold of. Then we need to start training the other Shelters to understand.

“I’ve got some of my assistants out gathering more Hume shelters. I’m going to collect every single one I can through my authority as a Nav-cerer. Few are willing to argue with me, and the guild is too busy driving recruitment to care about me messing with Hume.

“I don’t think the clan spssss will even listen to a report about what I’m doing. They’re too busy sending me thank you notes and gifts for the flagship. Still.”

Chuckling, Wrench could understand that.

It sounded like she’d been the proverbial war hero who achieved greatness.

“You know… the other day… someone asked me how I felt about my scar. That I’d never be as perfectly round as I was,” mused Goodie, her voice taking on a faintness that certainly sounded like sleep was coming. “That this green scar will always mark me.

“I found it funny. I even laughed. I told them the simple truth. That scar was given to me by my Hume who saved my life. I’ll gladly wear it as proof of what Hume can do, if only to force everyone to acknowledge it.”

As her words finished, Wrench realized that Goodie had indeed fallen into a Tongsta version of sleep. She wasn’t moving anymore, her words had ended, and the tension that normally was felt through her skin was gone.

It was much softer now, and he slowly sank into her a bit. As if he were on a large, fluffy bed.

“You know, Goodie… I think you might really be our patron mother after all,” remarked Wrench and then closed his eyes. He felt like going to sleep was a great idea. He trusted Stripe and Gadget to handle everything he would’ve wanted to look into. “Good night, Mommy.”

He’d been up for a long while now.


Chapter 18




“Okay, Wrench. Are you ready? Are you okay?” Goodie asked. He was in a special carrier made for only one Hume. It felt ridiculously luxurious, and he’d actually enjoyed the ride. “I know I said it’d be days away. I didn’t think for a moment they’d be ready so soon.”

Wrench shrugged his shoulders.

It didn’t matter to him that.

He’d literally woken up on top of Goodie, called to consciousness by one of her assistants.  

Only for them to rush off to this location.

Thankfully, the carrier was incredibly nice.

The front of it was transparent, while the other sides were all blackened. He had set that up himself, as every side was able to be changed from the inside.

It also had a couch, a comfortable chair, environmental control, dispenser, and faucet. A small Hab almost.

All it was missing was a bed, though he was fairly certain the couch folded out into a basic one. There was also some type of inertia-based dampeners. And that they counter-acted movement, so he wasn’t shaken around.

Because despite the fact that he was certain Goodie was moving him around at speeds that’d normally knock him around in a carrier, he hadn’t felt it at all.

“Of course. I’m kinda excited to see what kind of testing they provide. You said this was the captain’s?” he asked.

“Mmmm… I think… you’re asking me to remind you, aren’t you?” Goodie accurately guessed. “This is the captain’s testing. It’s some combat stuff and to gauge your ability to understand. They have some other Hume there that are being tested as well.

“It’s non-lethal and won’t be anything dangerous. I’ll be there the whole time, too. I told them there wouldn’t be any way I’d be letting you out of my sight for any reason.”

Wrench laughed at that and nodded his head.

It sounded about right.

A tentacle came around the front of the carrier and pulled down the front wall. It settled onto what looked to be a large table.

Stepping out, Wrench looked around.

There were easily six or seven Tongsta floating around the area. They were of various sizes, though there was one he saw that he recognized by size alone.

“Captain,” Wrench said aloud and began walking in that direction.

The overly large captain who’d sent medical personnel to retrieve Goodie was floating there.

“I wanted to thank you for keeping your end of the bargain,” Wrench declared and stopped at the edge of the table, looking up at the Tongsta. “You won’t understand a damn thing I’m saying, but I’d feel like a shit-heel if I didn’t say it.”

“Ah… hello… Wrench,” the captain murmured quietly.

“He was saying thank you for helping me,” provided Goodie. Once again underscoring her penchant for knowing him. “As well as saying hello. You’re perhaps the second Tongsta he’s actually acknowledged and recognized.”

“I mean, he’s massive. It’s hard not to,” Wrench teased and then laughed.

“He… probably said it’s because you’re as large and round as you are,” added Goodie.

There was a deep rumbling chuckle from the captain that followed that statement. Then the massive Tongsta moved down and closer to him.

“Well, you’re very welcome, Wrench. Thank you as well for your hard work. I’m not entirely sure what you did, but you got the engineering space cleared enough that we could jump. Doubly so since… since the crewmen in the compartment were all dead,” the captain offered. “Now, are you ready for some testing? It won’t be anything as difficult as last time.”

“Sure. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” Wrench confirmed.

The captain moved away a short distance.

“You may proceed,” the captain ordered.

Another Tongsta came up and set down a tray in front of Wrench.

On it were a number of tools, though he had no idea what he was supposed to use them for. Another tray was set down and on it was a strange-looking machine.

Wrench looked back up to the Tongsta.

“Do I just… tell him what to do?” someone asked. It wasn’t the one who had put down the tray though.

“I mean, I’m not a god damn mind reader, so probably,” Wrench spat out with some acid.

“Even I know he just told you to eat a box,” rumbled the captain with a laugh. “Just give him orders. Wrench is smart.”

Goodie laughed as well.

“Please inspect the machine and determine if it’s in working condition,” asked a Tongsta.

“Really? That’s it? How does this matter at all?” complained Wrench, looking to the captain, then to Goodie.

“To be fair, this is a bad test,” Goodie offered with a sigh. “Just fix it, Wrench. We’ll move on to better tests in time.”

“Sorry, Wrench. Blame it on being the military,” the captain apologized.

“Well… it wasn’t that bad for me, Captain,” Goodie countered. At some point, she’d floated off to the back of the room.

“I did my best to shield you from it, Lady xxhht,” the captain answered. “I learned a while ago that Nav-cerers were best utilized without including them in military matters.”

Frowning, Wrench looked to the captain. He’d slowly moved over to where Goodie was.

The two Tongsta were near one another now.

Hm.

I wonder if the captain has a thing for Goodie.

That’s kind of funny.

I wonder if they have age differentials like Hume do.

Or does that not matter at all to them?

Shrugging, Wrench turned back to the machine and started in on it. He imagined it wouldn’t take him long.

It would clearly be something he could fix, he just had to figure it out. They wouldn’t give him something that couldn’t work, as that would make the test invalidated.

“Should I be talking as I work, Goodie?” Wrench asked and paused for a moment.

“What dear?” Goodie asked suddenly. She’d been quietly talking to the captain now.

“Should I talk as I go?” he asked again, pantomiming talking with his hand by opening and closing it.

“Oh! Yes. You should talk as you work. Explain what you’re doing as you do it, or your thought process,” agreed Goodie. “They’re actively recording this, so it might help with translation later.”

“Ahhh, alright. That makes sense. Thanks,” Wrench answered with a nod, and then got to work.




***




Groaning, Wrench looked up to the ceiling above him and felt as if he were going insane. Counting to five, he nodded his head, shook it, then looked to the Hume in front of him.

The test they were doing now was actually rather simple. The tester would give an instruction that the Hume had to follow without Wrench working as a translator.

They were attempting to prove that this wasn’t just Wrench being unique.

“Okay, some of you are clearly listening. Some of you aren’t. We can do better, and we need to. They’re going to give us way more than you can even imagine eating if you just do what I need you to, okay?” Wrench tried.

There was a collective agreement to that.

One of the Hume was an Admini that had a face not even a mother could love, eyes that couldn’t seem to agree on where to look, and hair that was equal parts greasy and matted.

His given name was Scrunch, though most Hume called him Hunch.

Partially because he had a spine that wasn’t completely straight.

Wrench had found him to be rather helpful, even if he wasn’t very good at doing what needed to be done.

Helpful because he was trying the hardest.

“Yes, let’s-let’s get to it!” agreed Scrunch, looking to Wrench with a rapid nod of his head.

“Yeah,” sighing, Wrench turned and looked to the tester once again. “Alright, let’s try again.”

“He said he’s ready,” murmured Goodie with a sigh. “The other Hume are so sad to watch. They’ve clearly been given so little attention that they barely care for anything.”

“Wait… that… wait. Ah, Captain!” Wrench said and held up a hand, looking to the Tongsta next to Goodie. “Captain, I need your help.”

Wrench said the last by patting his chest, then holding it out to the captain.

“Uhm, yes, Wrench?” asked the captain.

“Can you promise me to do whatever they need after this? As a reward? Goodie’s right. They’re not motivated,” Wrench said. Then he sighed, putting a hand to his head. He wasn’t sure how to communicate this.

“Try, Wrench,” urged Goodie. “We’ll try to understand.”

Snorting, Wrench nodded his head. Then he looked back to the captain.

“I need you,” he pointed at the captain. “To give them.” Wrench pointed to the Hume. “Whatever they need.” Wrench reached into his pockets and then turned them inside out. Then pointed back to the Hume. “Because they have nothing.”

Wrench held up his hand and pantomimed talking.

“Tell them this, after the tester tells them what to do,” Wrench finished and pointed at the captain, then the tester Tongsta, then the Hume.

“I… I’m sorry, I don’t—”

“Wrench, do you want the captain to tell them… he’ll give them anything they want? If they listen to the task?” offered Goodie.

Holding his hands out to Goodie, he laughed.

Her ability to intervene and understand was miraculous.

“Yes! Yes, G-Mommy! Yes!” laughed Wrench excitedly.

“There. He needs your help,” Goodie stated.

“I’ll do that, Wrench,” promised the captain.

Wrench went back to the tester, and the Hume.

“Please… continue. Proceed with the translation and then the order,” asked Wrench.

“Okay… female. Hume. Left. Right. Organize. Hair color. Blonde. Brunette. Black. Eye color. Blue. Brown. Green,” said the tester. This was a protocol to help with the orders given afterward. Wrench was providing the translation as things went.

“Next, the order,” the tester said.

“I’ll give you all anything you want if you do what’s asked of you,” the captain interjected quickly, to which Wrench translated.

The group of Hume looked awake now. They looked up from the ground or the blank spaces they’d been staring at. Those who had already been working at doing what was asked were now even more involved.

These were all Hume who’d been kept in a test lab for the majority of their lives. Many without any interaction with the outside world other than other Hume.

“Please organize yourselves by hair color only. Three groups. Blonde, brown, black,” stated the tester. Wrench provided no translation. He even put his hands over his mouth.

The Hume talked amongst themselves, managed some motivation, and then sorted themselves out as requested. However, there were a few people who went the wrong way.

It was corrected amongst themselves.

“They did it,” said one of the testers.

“Took them a while,” grumbled a second.

“It normally takes Wrench a few days to teach other Hume enough for conversation,” remarked Goodie. There was a tremor that shook everything for a moment. “You had him do something that takes days, in roughly a spssss.”

“I-I-I’m sorry, Lady xxhht. That was very rude of me, I’m so sorry,” apologized the tester who had spoken disparagingly. 

“Ah, please, Lady xxhht?” the captain pleaded. “They just don’t understand how special Hume are.”

Goodie didn’t respond, though he got the impression that she calmed down quickly enough.

“Okay. That was our last test, and it was a success,” one of the testers began after the silence dragged on for a bit. “With that said… ah… every test was a success. That was most impressive.

“The next battery of tests is scheduled for—”

“Captain xxhht, we have a line from the clan ship xxhht xxhht,” came a voice from somewhere else. Wrench felt like they were speaking through some type of intercom.

“And?” asked the captain, he sounded annoyed.

“It-it was a pirate attack. They’re dead in space. Given the reports we’re getting, it sounds like they’re boxed,” continued the voice. “They fought off the attackers, but can’t continue.

“The grand tier clan navy has asked you to launch a rescue mission. They’re providing you with a grand tier clan destroyer.”

“A what?” the captain asked, sounding odd. “That’s not possible. That’d require a promotion at the minimum.”

“There’s more to the message, but it’s coded to you alone,” offered the voice.

“Congratulations, Captain. Or maybe… Round Captain?” Goodie teased with a laugh, she even reached out with a tentacle to prod at the captain.

Okay.

If they were Hume, they’d be flirting. Definitely flirting.

The captain made a noise that could only be a frustrated sigh, though there was amusement behind it as well. Most likely due to Goodie teasing him.

“Yes. It would appear that I’m called to service again. I’ve only been on leave for three out of eight. Not even half,” said the large Tongsta. “Well… until we meet again, Lady xxhht. Wrench, a pleasure as always.”

“Bye, Captain. Or Round Captain. For what it’s worth, I would definitely approve of you being stepdad to us, in case you have a thing for Goodie,” Wrench said with a laugh.

“Wrench!” squeaked Goodie, a tentacle shooting out and wrapping him up quickly.

“What? What’d he say?” the captain asked, hovering near the exit to the room.

“Nothing. He said nothing,” proclaimed Goodie, gently settling him into the carrier. All the while, Wrench was laughing.

Okay. I have no idea how she understands me so well, but I think she’s actually translating it somehow.

Someway.

This isn’t just her guessing anymore.

Even if it’s unconscious, she clearly understands Hume.

That, or she really does just understand Hume that well.

“What, don’t be mad. You two were flirting. I like him, Goodie,” said Wrench, still laughing. “This is no different than when you congratulated me for Dusky and Stripe.

“It’s fair play, isn’t it? Besides, he saved you, you saved him, and you two gelled really nicely.”

“Naughty little Wrench,” cooed Goodie, though she did laugh. While closing the carrier up tightly. “Now… spssss, are we done? You got all the data you needed, right?”

“We got more than we expected, Lady xxhht. Thank you,” said a tester.

“When they put in requests to their Adminis, make sure you fulfill them. They’ll keep listening if you do,” advised Goodie. “Treat them like little spssss. They’ll respond from here on out and get better at it, too. Trust me.

“I’ll even help if you need advice or anything at all. Okay? They’re amazing creatures. No different than us with how they think, feel, and wish for things. Just different than us biologically.”

“We’ll… we’ll actually do that, Lady xxhht. If you don’t mind, could you recommend a Hab manufacturer?” asked a tester. “It’s obvious we need to do better for our Hume if we expect them to do better for us. Just as you said.”

“Wonderful! I can recommend one, actually! If you use my name during your purchase, I’m sure you’ll get a discount,” Goodie remarked excitedly. “They have amazing Hab-works with really easy-to-understand assembly. They’re the round-Hume-roundness-xxhht-factory. You can just —”

Goodie had paused mid-sentence, causing Wrench to look up from the dispenser. He’d been making a warm meal for himself.

The captain had returned and was standing in the door.

“Lady xxhht… can… I borrow Wrench and yourself for this rescue mission?” he asked in a very humble and embarrassed way. “I need an accomplished Nav-cerer, and don’t… I’m not sure the guild could get me one as powerful as I need, as quickly as I can. You’re the only Nav-cerer I know of with the power I need, as well as the competence. Not to mention I… well… I know you personally.

“Also, I think I’ll also need Hume, as many of the compartments of the ship have been hit by star cannons. Much of the normal access ways are exposed to space, and the locks are almost too delicate to try. I want to try putting Hume into Zero suits and have them go in through some of the plumbing and conduits.

“Call me inspired, but it worked so well last time, I’m tempted to try it again. Wrench did more work in less time than I could have ordered a Tongsta to do so.”

“Hm… I don’t mind helping with the jump, I can just bill my commissioned officer rates to the grand tier after all, but the latter is up to Wrench. I’m sorry, I can’t speak for him,” Goodie apologized, and the carrier was lifted up. “Wrench, do you think you can help out? I think it would help our cause. Especially after doing that testing.”

Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Wrench realized she was right.

If they did this, and it worked, the Hume would be recognized for their contributions. At a level that would again be hard to refute.

That and it wouldn’t hurt to help out the captain. He’d done his best for Goodie after all. It was only fair that Wrench did the same in return.

Then he looked at the Hume that were in the testing area.

“Okay. Let’s do it. Give me those Hume. Let’s make sure they get everything they want on our way over,” Wrench said and pointed to the Hume. “I can show that training Hume isn’t just limited to translations.”

“It seems Wrench agrees,” Goodie remarked. He got the impression she was talking to the captain. “He’d also like those Hume over there to join him. I’ll go pick up a few things for Wrench in my ship, and then we could set off. Would you like to join me there?

“I’m sure you’ll need a lift to your new destroyer after all. Won’t you… Captain spssss? Or did it actually become Round Captain spssss? Can I be the first to congratulate you?”

“I… ah… yes. Those Hume would be a good way to leverage the test results, as well as demonstrate exactly what I’d want them to do.

“And yes, I was indeed promoted to round captain, though it’d be temporary for the destroyer, but it was mentioned they’re giving me a cruiser afterward. Thankfully.

“I don’t think I could be behind a desk. And… yes, I’d appreciate the lift. I think your ‘ship’ as you call it, would outclass most and get me there much faster than the star-cutter they sent to ferry me,” the captain, or round captain now, accepted gracefully.

“I got it at a wonderful rate from the dealer, you know. They were happy to sell it to me providing I mentioned it to people. I didn’t see a reason not to,” said Goodie with a laugh. “Now… let’s go. I can show you all my Hume on the trip over! I even have a Grae who’s started to show me how wonderfully sentient she is, her name is Tickaht. She’s very bashful and cute.

“Wrench has been teaching her. Oh, and there’s this beautiful School that came with a Shelter that I can’t wait to show you. It’s hard not to just watch them!”

“Haha… I think you just got boyfriended, Round Captain,” Wrench teased as he watched Goodie corral the much larger Tongsta “It’s fine. I like him. He seems very respectful. So long as he remains that way, I won’t have to ram a tunneler into him.”

Goodie’s tentacle curled around the carrier a bit more possessively, and the two Tongsta left the room.


Chapter 19




“It’s a wreck,” Goodie murmured. “Or at least, it looks like it. They must’ve caught them completely unaware. Was there any sign of return fire?”

She was currently suspended in the Nav-cerer’s harness in the middle of the workroom. Put up on one wall was a display that was clearly where they were supposed to go.

“Definitely caught them unaware. As to return fire, yes, and yet, no. A different ship chased them off. Pretty certain they’re still engaged in combat as well,” agreed the captain. He sounded frustrated and aggrieved at the same time. “The report we got before the communication system died on the ship was that they had boarders. Defense teams were working to lock them down and out but… we don’t know how that ended.

“The pirates are growing bold though, to do such a thing. Very bold. I’ve heard that a communal clan fleet is being assembled. Many officers are being called to service through upper clan mobilization.”

“Oh my,” remarked Goodie. Even as she spoke, she was rapidly planning out multiple courses in every direction. Planning for being attacked from any direction and then escaping in a different one. “Well, that would make sense, I suppose. I’ve been receiving commission requests as a Nav-cerer at above guild rates non-stop. If they’re building up a fleet, that’d be the answer for that.

“I thought it was just everyone trying to pick up a Nav-cerer since my guild contract was invalidated due to the ship being scrapped for resources.”

“That… ah… uh… speaking of that. While we were en route, I received my formal papers for the upper clan mobilization along with my promotion.

“I’m getting a captaincy for that cruiser I mentioned. It’s a newer xxhht class. A heavy cruiser that’s only been out for one tour and is in dry-dock for maintenance and some officer changes. Most of the positions are filled, but I don’t have a senior Nav-cerer and a few other key personnel I need to fill,” the captain said.

Grinning, Wrench knew where this was going.

“Oooh, Captain Boyfriend is going to make his move,” he remarked.

Tickaht chuckled at that.

“Captain spssss, are you asking me to be your senior Nav-cerer?” teased Goodie, a tendril whipping through several courses and then shifting them to the side.

Then they vanished as they were sent away.

“Is she incredibly skilled?” Tickaht asked from beside Wrench. The Grae was stark naked, hands on her hips, and watching Goodie. “She has confident movements. Very confident movements. It speaks to boldness or being skilled.”

“She’s very skilled,” Wrench said after having translated everything for her as the Tongsta spoke. “From everything I can tell… she’s likely extremely skilled and powerful. To the point that I’m sure that there are those in her society who view her as a concern.”

“Oh,” said Tickaht without any more.

“— that’d…  yes. Yes, I am. I can only offer you guild rates though. I don’t have enough pull to actually leverage any support from above. Not from the grand tier clan, at least,” admitted the captain regretfully.

“I accept your request,” Goodie stated before the captain could continue. “Though you’ll still need to send me the official commission request through the guild. I’ll give you my contact information after this. We should talk more about it.”

“Haha, she just forced him to long for her and look at her,” Tickaht accused, laughing.

“Now, I’ve plotted out all possible escape routes,” continued Goodie. “Nav-cerer spssss, confirm that you’ve received them and understand the plots?”

“Uhm, xxhht, these are all… I don’t think… are these possible?” asked a new voice.

“Very possible. You just have to follow the instructions I laid out. It’ll be fine if you can do that,” Goodie promised.

“I’ll-I’ll do my best Lady xxhht,” whispered an awe-struck voice. “I’ll do my best.”

“You’ll do fine. I promise,” confirmed Goodie. “Now confirm the plans for the captain, spssss. He needs to know both Nav-cerers have a course plan.”

“Yes! Yes, course confirmed, Captain,” said the Tongsta.

“Thank you,” breathed a much more comfortable-sounding captain. “Okay, rescue team to the top-round launch bay. We’ll dock to their cargo bay as it’s still gassed.”

Goodie disconnected herself from the harness, moved over to the carrier, and got in front of it.

“Tickaht, thank you for going with Wrench. I appreciate that. I think, as a Grae, you’ll do very well in this,” Goodie murmured.

Tickaht immediately looked down at the ground, then slowly lifted her gaze to the bottom of Goodie.

“Yes… Goodie. I will do my best,” she said quietly. “I’m-I’m pleased that you asked me to assist him.”

“Now, you two need to get going. You remember where you’re going?” Goodie asked.

Wrench nodded his head. He actually felt confident enough to navigate the ship. He’d spent some time learning markings as they went through it to Goodie’s workspace. So long as he knew the destination, he could figure out a way to get there.

“Good. Alright. Hop into your Zero suits. Be safe out there. Do what you have to, but don’t risk yourselves. It’d be almost too sad to lose you now after having just found you.

“Oh, I sent the other Hume ahead since they’re… well… they’re still recovering from being treated as they were. They’ll be helpful in this mission, but the longer they have to rest before that is ideal,” lamented Goodie. “I’m sure they’ll be fine in no time, but for now, they need more guidance than normal.”

Nodding his head, Wrench turned away from the front and went toward the back of the carrier. Two Zero suits were hanging there, along with helmets.

“This really won’t be a weightless situation? I hate being weightless. Hate it. My upper breasts always go in different directions compared to my lower breasts, and everything just feels weird,” complained Tickaht, following him to the back.

“It’ll be fine,” he promised, stripping out of his clothes. Tossing it to the side, he grabbed the suit and then looked into it, trying to see what’d be the best way to put it on.

“I-okay. You do have male genitalia. Amazing. I knew how it felt on my lower hand, but I wasn’t sure,” Tickaht said, causing Wrench to look down.

The Grae was squatting down in front of his crotch and staring at his privates from a few inches away. Her hand came up, and she lightly prodded at him.

“It’s bigger in some ways, smaller in others. I don’t think it’ll be an issue. In fact, I think it’ll be very enjoyable if we decide to break Grae taboos. Don’t you?” Tickaht asked and then looked up at him. “I admit I’m odd for Grae, but even I’m not quite sure I would want to lay with a Hume. There’s a lot of strangeness in those ideas.”

Before his body could respond to what he was looking at, he pulled the suit down and started to hurry himself into it.

Tickaht laughed and gave herself a shoulder shake that almost managed to tear his attention away.

“Apparently, you don’t think there’s as much strangeness as I do, since you need to hurry into your clothes. Look at me, Wrench. Long for me,” demanded Tickaht, standing up next to him. She put her hands on her hips and didn’t move away. “Gaze at me. Put your eyes on me.”

“We’re busy, Tickaht. Get your head out of the gutter. Time to work. Besides, this Zero suit is going to make you look great. It’ll be hard not to. So get into it,” Wrench stated gruffly as he got ready.

“Hmm… you’ll look at me?” she demanded. “If I put it on?”

“Yes, I will. Okay? Get in the suit. You said you’d help me.”

“I did… I did. Only because you said you’d get me all the clothes I want.”

Thankfully, she got into her suit and left it at that.




***




Tickaht let out a loud click that didn’t translate to anything at all.

“What’d you just say?” Wrench asked, turning to look at the Grae.

“What?” she asked, turning her helmeted head to him.

“That click didn’t translate.”

Tickaht made the loud click again.

“That?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“Just noise. Wasn’t a word. You make noises like that, too. With that… groaning noise,” claimed Tickaht. 

“I what?” he asked, not really sure how to take that. He glanced to the side. It looked like the captain was almost done with his instructions for the Tongsta.

“Mmmmm, nnnnngggh,” moaned Tickaht excessively. It made the hairs on the back of Wrench’s neck stand on end and caused his head to snap to the side, looking at Tickaht fully. “My my my. That did something for you. Why though?

“Mmm? Nnnnnngh? Wrench, nnnuh? It does things for you?”

“You-you’re-just… you’re… why?” sputtered Wrench.

Laughing, bouncing in place, Tickaht slapped him on the shoulder. She was quite visibly excited at her own efforts to bother him.

It didn’t help that the Zero suit emphasized her odd anatomy and did so with a great deal of detail.

“Oh! That works too!” Tickaht began bouncing repeatedly in place after she caught him staring at said odd anatomy.

“Mmmm? Wreeeeench? Nnnnnnngh? Nn, nn, nn, nnn, nnn!” she panted out loudly while bouncing.

“Oh my fuck,” hissed Wrench, turning his head away and staring at his feet. The sound of Tickaht laughing haunted him. Then she suddenly hugged him, pressing herself bodily to him and grinding herself against him.

“Wrench, this is so fun. So fun. I didn’t realize those big ears of yours would be linked to sound like that,” breathed Tickaht, her helmet wedged against his shoulder. “You’re so fun. Long for me! Look at me!”

“Ah, sorry about that Wrench. Ready to hear the plan?” the captain asked.

Wrench forcefully pushed Tickaht back a few steps, though the Grae, thankfully, didn’t fight him too much.

With a quick check over his shoulder, Wrench confirmed that all the other Hume were now looking at him and the Tongsta.

Looking ahead again, Wrench nodded his head.

“Great. I’m going to put you into a duct system. It runs most of the length of the ship for the primary compartments. It’s also where I need the most help from you and your team. My team will focus on the lower decks, since that’s where we can do more good.

“This duct we’re putting you in… it’s primarily for gas distribution for Tongsta life-support. Given you and your crew are all helmeted… this won’t bother you at all,” the captain explained. “From there, go from vent access point to access point and confirm the interior.”

The captain sent out a tentacle and picked up something the size of four Hume wide and half a Hume tall. It was some type of mechanical object.

There were also a number of things that’d been built onto the top of it.

To Wrench, they looked like a number of buttons.

A second and third objects were put down as well.

The second was as big as the first, and looked handmade for some reason.

The third though, was a medical device as far as Wrench knew. He’d seen Tongsta use it on other Tongsta.

“Report what you find with this. I had some engineers put it together for me after talking with Lady xxhht,” the captain said. “Each button corresponds to something to report.

“I had them attach a Fixer system status screen to it that listed out what all the buttons do. That way there isn’t any confusion as to what they’d signify.

“This is a packed medical kit like what you used on Goodie. I had it modified a bit to make it easier for a Hume to use.

“Last is just a health check device. Point the front of it at a Tongsta and hit the big button on the side there. It’ll tell you if they’re living or dead.”

“Ha, that’s pretty good,” Wrench admitted with a laugh. He moved over to the device and stared at the screen.

Arrows pointed to each button and had a description. There were quite a few buttons and a lot of responses.

They spent some time on this.

Smirking, Wrench pushed a button, then a second one.

“Reporting in, status normal,” a voice said. Wrench didn’t wait and pushed the next button he wanted. “Need direction.”

Looking up, Wrench stared at the Tongsta.

At the same time, he got the impression that all the Tongsta were paying attention to the captain and the Hume now.

“Right,” murmured the captain. “We’ll put you into the gas duct now. Just move forward and check each access point.”

“Understood,” came the response from the device as Wrench pushed the button.

“What… what’s going on?” asked a Tongsta from the side. They’d wandered over.

“Giving Wrench and his Hume their orders, roundbody. You’ll be putting them into the gas ducts for me,” the captain said in a normal tone.

“They’re just… randomly pushing buttons,” accused the new Tongsta.

“Negative,” sounded out the device as Wrench pushed the button. Then another. “No living Tongsta.”

“You heard him,” stated the captain. “He disagrees with you and thinks you’re boxed.”

“Affirmative,” Wrench got out of the device with a snicker. “No living Tongsta.”

“I’m… sorry,” said the Tongsta.

“Understood,” came the device as Wrench hit the button. “Status normal.”

“Pretty sure he forgives you. Just… treat him and his Hume like crewmen. It’ll be fine. Thank you again… roundbody Wrench,” the captain said and then moved away.

Well. That’s certainly a start.

“Mmmmm, Wrench? Are we ready?” moaned Tickaht a second before she pressed her chest up against his back.

Thankfully, the Tongsta assisting them quickly got all the Hume up into the gas duct. Using tentacles to make it happen rapidly.

Someone had torn out a large section of the duct so that the Hume could be put directly into it.

“Okay… ah… I’ll go handle the receiver and will be monitoring progress as you go, and keep you in touch with the other rescue team,” said the Tongsta. “If you need more medical supplies just ask, and I’ll send it down the duct. Should move down to where you are with a good shove.”

Tickaht slapped the button twice before Wrench could.

“Affirmative. Affirmative.”

Then she hit another.

“Moving.”

Scrunch hopped over to him, his body not fitting in the suit very well, but enough that he was able to be on the mission. Wrench had briefly considered sitting him out, but if anything, he could use the motivation he was providing.

“Ready!” said the Admini.

“Great. Let’s go,” ordered Wrench.

Groups of Hume had been assigned to each object. Given that they were weightless, they had to be babysat to a degree.

In no time at all, they reached an access point.

Wrench peered out of it.

He could see the Tongsta rescue team working at a door. They were attempting to cut it away as well as restore power to it.

They’re kinda fucked.

By the time they actually make progress, the people at the back will have issues.

Tickaht crawled up on top of the communication device and tapped a few buttons.

“Access point reached. Tongsta present. No assistance required.”

“What? You di— oh. Right. You’re at the point where you’re looking at the forward rescue team,” said the Tongsta over the device. “Good, good.”

Tickaht laughed, then hit more buttons.

“Affirmative. Moving.”

“She’s a Grae?” Scrunch asked, gliding awkwardly along next to Wrench as they moved down the duct.

“Yeah. Grae are just like us,” Wrench confirmed.

They floated onward.

Reaching another duct, Scrunch floundered ahead and bounced off it.

He grabbed on and peered through the slats.

“I see two Tongsta. One is very dead,” Scrunch reported. “It’s… torn in half. There’s Tongsta goop? Tongsta goop everywhere.”

“Okay,” Wrench muttered moving up next to Scrunch.

“Second one isn’t moving though,” Scrunch continued.

Wrench reached up to grab the latch that held the access point grate in place. He shoved at it, and it swung away.

“What? Hello?” called the Tongsta who wasn’t moving.

“Reporting in. Tongsta present. Hold.”

Wrench could see from this distance that the Tongsta was leaking, but not very fast. They were injured, but not likely going to die anytime soon.

“Injured Tongsta. Triage. Minor medical,” Wrench ordered, remembering the button listings.

Tickaht quickly tapped in the message.

“Received… alright. I’ll send up a small communicator. Can you give it to them?” asked the Tongsta.

Wrench decided they were now named Talker since he was their talking point.

“Affirmative,” said the device after Tickaht hit it.

“Hey, turn around,” Tickaht said and gestured to the Hume at the back. “They’re sending up a thingy. Don’t get hit.”

There were a couple of positive responses to that.

In no time, a small gooey blob came down the duct. It was caught by the Hume and passed up to Wrench.

Full Tongsta tech is so weird.

Must be delicate, since I didn’t see much of it on the combat ships so far.

Taking the strange thing in hand, Wrench moved out of the duct and straight to the injured Tongsta. Holding it out in front of himself.

“A Hume? What? I don’t-a communicator?” asked the Tongsta. Though they didn’t reach out a tentacle to take it.

Wrench went right up to them, and stuck it against the front of the Tongsta. Not bothering to wait, he turned and left.

Reaching the duct, he got back to the front and then looked to Tickaht.

“Status normal. Moving,” said the device as Tickaht tapped it out. Then she tossed her head back, stretched her shoulders, and bowed her body in a graceful way. It, of course, managed to draw his eyes to her.

Tickaht’s head tilted fractionally to the side, and he could see her eyes through her helmet.

He didn’t need to her to say “Look at me” or “Long for me” to hear it in his head.

Fuck.

Once more, they began moving down the duct.

When they reached the next one, Scrunch didn’t say anything when he looked into the area.

Wrench joined him and looked into the same compartment.

He could now understand why Scrunch hadn’t said anything.

There were a number of Tongsta corpses spread out in almost every direction. Some had the telltale signs of being struck with a tunneler, others as if they’d died for similar, yet different reasons. Their insides were being dumped out all around them.

“Pretty sure there’s pirate corpses in there,” Wrench muttered. “I’m not comfortable going into this compartment. There’s no way for us to tell who’s who.”

“Yes, hard to help if we’re not sure we’re helping the right people,” Scrunch agreed.

“Should I hit the pirate one?” Tickaht asked.

“Yeah. Call it in. Maybe they have an answer for us. To Hume… looking at Tongsta is like looking at a forest. They’re all the same other than the damn size,” growled Wrench.

“Reporting in. Tongsta present. Affirmative. Negative. Pirate. Triage,” Tickaht got out of the device.

“Uh… what?” Talker asked.

“Tongsta present.”

“Okay?”

“Pirate. Affirmative. Negative.”

“Pirate affirma— oh. There’s Tongsta present, but you’re not sure if it’s a pirate.”

“Affirmative. Injured Tongsta. Pirate. Affirmative. Negative.”

“Got it. Uhm… okay. Move on. I’ll mark it accordingly. Nothing we can do. Does it look like there’s any of them living in there?”

“Affirmative,” Tickaht smacked after Wrench nodded his head. He’d seen several Tongsta that were clearly not dead. Though they weren’t looking good.

“Alright. Marked. Move on,” Talker ordered.

“Understood. Moving.”

“This is kinda fun,” Scrunch said. “A lot more fun than the boring tests they kept doing. This is pretty easy, too.”

Wrench couldn’t argue that. This was going well.

Too well.

He was just waiting for things to go wrong.


Chapter 20




“Reporting in. Access point reached. Tongsta present. Injured Tongsta. Triage. Major medical. Medical used.”

“Understood. Do you need more?” Talker asked.

“Affirmative. Affirmative.”

“Two more?” confirmed Talker.

“Affirmative.”

“Sending it,” Talker reported.

“You know, he wasn’t very useful at first. But now he is,” Tickaht reckoned with a chuckle. Then she hopped down off the device and looked down out of the access point. “They look like they’re doing it right?”

“They are,” agreed Wrench.

A team of Hume were working together to apply a bandage to a Tongsta just as Wrench had done. Though they’d done it according to the instructions that’d been included, rather than how Wrench had done it.

Apparently, when done correctly, there were no after-effects.

Wrench had done it wrong with Goodie.

“That’s so much better,” gushed the Tongsta that was being worked on. They’d been losing gel faster than the others in the room when the Hume team arrived. Wrench had quickly designated them as the triage target. “Thank you, little friends. Thank you so much.”

“Of course!” Scrunch said happily. His abnormal structure, and the strength it provided, had given the Hume the opportunity to push their medical kit into the gap.

It was within view for Wrench, thankfully, so he could oversee it from even here.

The other three Tongsta were wounded, severely even, but not in an immediate need.

They were, in fact, the only reason the seriously injured Tongsta was still alive, though they weren’t too far behind him without aid.

The Tongsta’s issue had been a lack of a proper medical kit, as well as being able to get to the injured Tongsta. They were partially crushed by something, and the other Tongsta were too big to get to them.

Nor were they able to budge the wreckage.

Once they realized the Hume were here to help, they’d told them to help their injured comrade first, then helped as best as they could with the wounded Tongsta.

“Two more kits are coming!” Wrench called out. “Scrunch, figure out where the next one is injured.”

“Yes, sir!” Scrunch replied, then set off at a hop. Moving toward the next Tongsta. “Where… where are you injured?”

The strange Admini gestured with his hands at the Tongsta and then moved them around somewhat wildly.

“What?” asked the Tongsta.

Scrunch huffed, then started to slowly move around the Tongsta, only to pause near one side of it.

“Found it. It’s a tear again,” Scrunch called, looking to Wrench. “They have it shut with something weird, but it’s still leaking.”

“Okay, check the next one,” Wrench ordered, that didn’t sound immediately life threatening to him.

“Hello there, little Hume. You’re looking to know where I’m injured, right?” asked the Tongsta in a strangely sad voice. “I’m afraid it’s not something you can help with. I was hit with a hardening pod. It’s… inside of me already.”

Scrunch, who had just flown over to the Tongsta, turned and looked to Wrench.

Hardening pod?

The fuck is that?

Wrench looked at the communication device, then realized he could use it for communication with this Tongsta. He needed more information on what this hardening pod was.

“Tickaht, will you help me?” he asked, looking to the Grae.

“Mmmmm, you need me?” moaned Tickaht, fluttering toward him quickly.

“Tickaht,” Wrench started. Ever since discovering that making noises like that at him caused a response, she’d been quick to do it.

Clicking her tongue, Tickaht lifted her chin and looked into his helmet.

“What is it, Wrench?” she asked.

“Help me carry this over to the Tongsta,” he said, gesturing to the device.

“Sure, not a problem. Be sure to look at me,” Tickaht ordered, and then nimbly flew around the duct. Almost as if she were doing a backflip.

She landed behind the device and gave it a hip bump. Sending it diagonally away from herself.

It cleared the access point before she grabbed the back of it, and then moved forward. Taking it clear out of the duct.

“Wow,” Wrench mumbled, somewhat surprised. He thought they’d have to maneuver it around a bit.

“That’s right, look at me,” whispered Tickaht as she led the device away from him. Her helmet was turned, and she could clearly see him watching her.

Okay. She’s just… okay, she is kind of amazing. Graceful and lethal-feeling at all times.

Like how Seventh is amazing, just in how she can process combat and fighting like she does.

Though, why is Tickaht so focused on having me look at her? Is that some sort of Grae thing? How curious.

Wrench caught up to her right as she bumped the device up against the Tongsta.

“Hello, little ones. I… what is that?” asked the Tongsta.

Leaning over, Wrench tapped several buttons.

“Reporting in. Triage. Need direction. Major medical. Injured Tongsta. Need direction.”

“Uhm, you… what?” asked the Tongsta.

“Err, hello,” said Talker nervously. “Are there Hume in front of you?”

“Yes! Yes, there are. They’re… they’re providing medical aid, surprisingly enough,” replied the Tongsta.

“Are you injured?” Talker asked.

“Yes. I-I have a hardening pod in me.”

“Ahhh. They wanted to help you. They wanted to know how to help you.”

“Triage. Major medical. Need direction,” Wrench insisted through the device.

“There’s nothing we can do, Wrench. There’s no way to survive a hardening pod. It just… it forces a Tongsta to harden,” explained Talker.

“I’m boxed,” said the injured Tongsta.

“Negative. Triage. Need direction,” insisted Wrench once more.

“Just tell me what would need to happen, damnit,” he growled.

“The hardening pod has to come out,” Talker succinctly explained. “There’s no way to find it, let alone get it out. Not without some extremely expensive and hard-to-move equipment.”

Wrench frowned and looked at the Tongsta. He hadn’t really looked that hard because he hadn’t really cared much to do so. He’d honestly bet on it just being another rip.

“Think that’s it?” Wrench asked, pointing to a small fist-sized object floating inside the Tongsta.

Tickaht looked to where he was pointing and then floated up that way. She pushed her helmet up to the exterior of the Tongsta.

“I think so,” Tickaht murmured. “There’s a weird change around it. It’s a normal Tongsta color everywhere except there. There, it’s—” The last was said with a hoot, rather than a word.

“Whatever that last color was didn’t translate. You might see more colors than I do, Tickaht,” surmised Wrench. Looking at the Tongsta, he saw that the pod was about halfway into the Tongsta.

“I do? We’ll have to compare later,” Tickaht said and then turned back to him.

Wrench tapped the device’s buttons.

He had a stupid idea of how to get it, but he wanted to see what Talker thought. If it worked, it would just make Hume even more noteworthy and generate more status for his race.

“Reporting in. Triage. Major medical. Tongsta present. Access point reached. Hold. No assistance required. Hold. Triage.”

“Uhm, what?” asked the injured Tongsta.

Talker didn’t reply immediately.

Through trial and error, they’d been able to communicate fairly effectively.

“You found the pod?” Talker suddenly asked.

“Affirmative.”

“How? There’s no way— I don’t—” the injured Tongsta’s voice fell away.

“Okay. Well. I don’t know how to get it out,” Talker admitted.

“Understood. Moving. Moving. Hold. Moving. Moving. Triage.”

Again, Talker fell silent. Then there was a strange and confused noise from the device.

“You’re going to go in after it yourself?” Talker asked.

“Affirmative. Move. Move. Hold. Move. Move.”

“You’re going to go in, get it, then get back out,” summarized Talker.

“Affirmative.”

“Well… okay. I’m not sure who I’m talking to, or if you understood all that, but Wrench wants to go inside of you and get the pod,” explained Talker. “If I were you, I’d take the gamble. We’re not going to get to you in time.”

“You want a Hume to-to go inside me,” the Tongsta breathed out in a strange voice.

“That’s what Wrench wants to do, yes.”

“Affirmative.” Provided Wrench with a button tap.

“Okay. Ah… how… would you do that?” asked the Tongsta.

“Probably up your xxhht. Unless you want to cut a hole in yourself.”

“Oh my roundness, no,” hissed the Tongsta. “My xxhht?”

“Got a better idea?”

Groaning, the Tongsta quivered in place. Then it seemed to roll itself around in place.

“No. Okay. Alright,” whined the Tongsta. “Alright.”

“Sorry Wrench, at least you’re in a suit that’ll keep you safe. Just have one of your teammates remain at the xxhht so you can get back out,” advised Talker.

“I’m going to go up its asshole, aren’t I?” Wrench mused.

“I… think so,” agreed Tickaht distastefully.

A strange hole opened up in the Tongsta. Off-colored Tongsta contents began to ooze and slide out of it.

“What-what’re you doing!?” asked one of the other Tongsta.

“Shut up!” screamed the wounded Tongsta.

“Yup. Right up its asshole,” Wrench whispered. Then dove forward after Tickaht joined him at the hole.

There was a ‘shloop’ noise, and he was suddenly inside of the Tongsta.

Once he got past the waste that the Tongsta was excreting, he found it was much easier to move about. As if the material being pushed out was much harder than normal Tongsta innards.

Though to be fair, he was quite literally swimming through it. Moving his arms back and forth as if he were pulling himself through water, while kicking his legs.

“So… does that mean you just had sex with a Tongsta?” Tickaht asked with her honking laugh. “Hey, now that you’ve crossed that barrier, do you think we should try out Grae-Hume relations?”

“Tickaht, I’m going to hug you real hard after this. Smear all this on you to share it with you,” threatened Wrench.

“Uhm… please don’t. I’ll help wash you off after this,” she said, sounding much more serious now. “Sorry, I’m just kinda… this is all so new to me. I’m excited. It’s fun. It’s interesting. But I’m also a little tense and a little freaked out.”

“That’s fair,” Wrench said, swimming through the Tongsta toward the pod.

“No. No… by the round… there’s a Hume in me,” whispered the wounded Tongsta, sounding disgusted and scared. “I can feel them churning up my insides.”

Tickaht snorted at that, but clearly fought down a honking laugh.

“Okay, that was kinda funny. You can laugh about it,” admitted Wrench, to which Tickaht chuckled. “Not something I expected them to say. Unrelated, Tongsta are weirdly colder than I expected.”

Wrench suddenly had a much harder time moving through the Tongsta as he got closer to the pod. He could see it in front of him now.

It reminded him of the waste the Tongsta was pushing out, in fact.

Grabbing at that harder gunk, Wrench pulled himself along.

Then he was there in front of the Pod. Grasping it, he put it under one arm and began swimming back to where Tickaht was.

In no time at all, he practically fell out of the Tongsta. Hovering there just outside of the hole he’d gone in from.

It quickly closed up on itself as the Tongsta groaned.

“You-you got it,” one of the other Tongsta gasped.

“He got it,” the injured Tongsta agreed. “I’m not… I’m not going to harden.”

Tickaht took that moment to hit several buttons on the device.

“Triage. Affirmative. Medical used. No assistance required. Moving.”

“Good-good work, team four,” whispered Talker. “Great work. I’ll let the captain know.”

Shaking off Tongsta goo and waste, Wrench had gone away from the group. He was actively trying to scrape it off himself and knock it all loose.

He let go of the pod, and it slowly floated away.

“Shit! Team four, return to base!” called Talker. “Pirates inbound. We need to go! Now!”

“Huh?”

“What?”

“Abandon everything. Leave them with the medical kits,” ordered Wrench, looking up to the Hume at the access point. He slapped the “Understood” button of the device and then shot away. “We’re getting out! Now! Everyone into the access point and out!”

Not waiting, every Hume rushed up to the access point.

Those at the point, pushed out the medical kits for the Tongsta, then zipped into the duct. Everyone was entering and vanishing.

“Th-thank you,” called the Tongsta behind them. “That’s… no one will ever believe me that happened.”

“Do you think that’ll start some sort of Hume fetish?” Tickaht asked as she entered the access point just in front of him. They were the last two inside.

“Funny, funny girl,” growled Wrench.

“I am, aren’t I? You’re a sarcastic and funny Hume yourself. I like it,” Tickaht admitted, flying through the duct at a high speed. She was managing it while looking backward at him, surprisingly enough. “Nunnkish won’t believe any of this. She’s probably wondering where the hell I went.”

Wrench hesitated, he was busy trying not to bounce off the walls as he flew forward through the duct. Unlike Tickaht, who seemed to have a sixth sense for this, he felt quite clumsy.

“Nunnkish is your friend?” he asked after feeling a bit more comfortable.

“She is! I… well… I admit she’s prettier than I am, but I have bigger breasts. Hume like breasts more than pretty, so I don’t mind if you look at her a little. Though not too much.

“It’ll go right to her head. Well… maybe. She was never really as interested in Hume as I was.

“Have you always been a fan of Grae?”

This was a strange conversation to be having while zooming down a duct, covered in Tongsta crap, while pirates were apparently attacking.

“Yeah. They’re really fun to look at,” he admitted before his brain caught up with him.

“Ha! I knew it! It’s the breasts!” gloated Tickaht with a long peal of bright honking laughter.

I… yeah, it is.

Up ahead, a brilliant flash of light lit up one of the access points. There was a bright flame that went with it, washing over one of the Hume.

Then Tickaht went into the same area.

She ducked to one side, skipped off the duct, bounced off a different wall, and then kept going. Her feet had hit the wall at two points and kicked off it, repositioning herself in midflight.

She’d somehow regained her original trajectory without an issue.

Wrench didn’t think for a second he was as nimble as the lithe Grae was. Instead, he dipped into his Systems with only a thought, and dialed himself all the way up to a “Combat setting” as he thought of it.

His mind sped up, and the world slowed down. Everything became much easier to see, and the danger of the situation cut off sharply. He didn’t feel as if he were hanging on to the edge of his ability to not smash into the walls.

Appearing out of the shadows, Wrench now saw what Tickaht had dodged.

Scrunch was floating still through the air. His momentum kept him moving, but it was obvious he wasn’t doing well.

Grimacing, Wrench grabbed the Admini by the arm, rolled over in doing it, and tried to keep going as fast as he could. The move felt awkward, stupid even, but he pulled it off.

Though Scrunch’s foot bounced off the wall as they went, he thankfully didn’t slow them down too badly. Wrench could see his face and his eyes were fluttering open and closed repeatedly.

Well, he’s not dead.

Can’t leave him here.

Everyone was exiting the duct up ahead.

Tickaht posted up against it and looked to him, waiting for him. Her eyes were narrowed, her mouth was turned up in a weird smile, and her face looked tense.

Huh.

Her smiling is her tension face. Her grimace is a smile. How curious.

Since that’s the case, it’s oddly discomforting to see her smile.

Wrench went to exit the duct and found his responses were dulled due to carrying Scrunch. Tickaht was there to quite literally put a boot on his ass and push with all her weight.

There was a fight breaking out in the cargo bay. Everyone was retreating back into the transport that’d brought them here. Talker was holding the carrier with the Hume in it, and defending himself at the same time.

He was waiting for the Hume and had the carrier open. Wrench had no idea if he was counting as they entered, but he didn’t hurry to close the carrier.

A Tongsta attacked Talker and hit him with a club. It’d been done with enough force that a split in Talker’s flesh immediately tore open. Tongsta goop began to spill out from it as he started to back up to the transport. The carrier held in a tentacle behind him was shielded and safe for the moment.

Tickaht shot past Wrench, flying toward the carrier. He was struggling to keep up, given the loss of speed from redirecting out of the duct, but he wasn’t extremely slow either.

Talker was struck a second time by a new attacker. This time it was obvious the Tongsta was gravely wounded. The club he’d been struck by made a strange ripple through his body, and a jet of Tongsta goop shot out of the previous wound.

Going nearly still, Talker started to float away. The carrier clutched to his side as Hume continued to pile in.

Tickaht made it to the carrier and looked back at him.

A large Tongsta grabbed Talker and began dragging him to the transport. No one was waiting behind any further.

Wrench wasn’t going to be able to catch up, given it looked like the ship was already closing its doors.

Well, shit.

Realizing he had to act now, Wrench spun around and hurled Scrunch with all his strength. He had aimed Scrunch to the best of his ability and threw him toward the open transport ship. Then he chased after the Admini.

There was no way they’d make it to the carrier. The entrance was just too small to hit at high speed.

The transport would be much easier.

There was an explosion off to one side, and shrapnel tore through the air. A large piece of what looked like metal came hurtling toward Wrench.

With a grimace, he flipped around and put his hands and feet out toward it. There was no way he could stop in time, or avoid it.

The laws of physics were unkind in the frictionless nightmare that was space without gravity. It seemed he wouldn’t be getting on the transport through the door.

There was a clang when his hands and feet hit the metal, and he did his best to let his limbs take the hit. Bending at the elbow and knee to absorb the shock and let the momentum of the object redirect him.

Rather than simply splattering against it outright.

His joints screamed at him in discomfort and heated up rapidly. The force of the object caused everything to feel as if it’d been broken.

Then it passed, and he was flying away from the transport.

The sheet of metal he was on slammed its edge into the ceiling and launched Wrench like a stone from a sling. All the momentum he’d picked up from it kept him moving, despite the metal no longer doing so.

Panting, he looked over his shoulder and saw the wall approaching.

Turning his body end over end, he got his legs and arms out and tried the exact same maneuver again.

A hard thump was the last thing he processed cleanly before he couldn’t quite think straight anymore. His helmeted head had slammed into the wall after his arms and legs did.

By the time his brain caught up to the world around him, he watched as the transport ship slammed its doors shut, turned, and put down a stream of some type of fire out the rear of it.

Baking several Tongsta to a crisp as it exited post haste.

At some point, his Nervous System had gone back to a normal number as well. He couldn’t tell if the pounding headache he had was from it hitting a limit or from slamming into the wall.

“Wow, that was a little insane,” Tickaht remarked, followed by a honking chuckle. “Though we probably need to be quiet. I’m not sure those pirates are fond of pets.”

The Grae was floating toward him and wasn’t far off.

At some point, she’d fled the carrier to join him.

Well.

Now what?
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Tickaht pushed Wrench to one side and spun him around. Nimbly, she clambered up onto his back.

Her legs wrapped around his center, and she draped her arms around his front. Her helmeted head was pushed up against his own.

The two of them hung there in the upper portion of the cargo bay as the pirates tried to tend to their wounded. Those who’d been bathed in flames were surprisingly the Tongsta who looked more likely to survive.

Those who’d been clubbed, stabbed, or shot, didn’t seem to do as well at all. In fact, their pirate comrades practically ignored them if they weren’t already moving around.

“I don’t know what the distance is that they can hear us,” Tickaht murmured, her voice coming across as a near whisper. Once again, the mysterious nature and ability of the implant in his head went way beyond what he thought would be possible. “Given that we’re not actually hearing one another though, it’s unlikely that the Tongsta would hear us.

“So long as we’re nice and close like this, I think the implant in our heads will translate for us. Even if we don’t hear one another, the implant would.

“I always found that I could feel sound moving through trees faster than I could hear it with my ears. If we stay close, real close, I think the implant will pick it up.”

“Oh. That makes a lot of sense. Good thinking, Tickaht,” Wrench whispered back. Her thought process had overshot his own significantly.

“Thank you. Look at me, nnnnnnggh?” moaned the Grae, her hands pressed tight to his chest. It was followed by a low-volume honking laugh.

“Can’t. You’re behind me. Now… what do we do,” mused Wrench, watching the Tongsta. “We have only two options, really. Either wait here for Goodie and the captain to come back, or go onto the pirate ship.”

“Yes. Those two options fit,” agreed Tickaht, rubbing her helmet back and forth against his own. “What’re the yeses and noes for each?”

Yeses and noes?

Never heard that one before.

“Waiting here… well… that assumes that they don’t blow the ship up. Which they might do. I have no idea. I’ve never dealt with Tongsta pirates before,” Wrench started slowly with a small shake of his head. “I think if it were me, I’d probably blow up the ship this time. Since a rescue force showed up and was making progress.

“There’s also no telling how many survivors are left on the ship either.”

“If we believe that they’re using the same definition of pirate, then yes, nnnnnngh? Mmmmm,” moaned Tickaht, her legs flexing around his hips. Her ankles shifted, and her strange feet— which were more like hands— curled down and pressed into his lower abdomen. All the while, she ground her chest and its extra assets against his back. “They want their loot, the cargo bay, and then to get out. To move quickly away from it.”

Grimacing, Wrench let out a long and slow sigh. He realized he needed to surrender for the time being.

“Tickaht, I give up. I admit you’re hitting all the right sexual notes. It’s really hard to keep my mind out of not just diving head-first into the gutter.

“You win. I give up. I admit that you’ve pushed the idea of trying to pin you down and have wild sex with you to the point that I don’t think it’s an idea I can ever shake off.

“So… help me here. Ease up a bit so we can get through this, and you can torment me more later. I long for you. I want to look at you.”

Tickaht had gone absolutely still against him. In fact, it felt as if she’d stiffened up to the point of becoming a statue.

“You long for me?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“You want to look at me?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Not other Grae? Me specifically?”

“Yes.”

Considering he’d never talked to other Grae, that felt weird. Right now he needed her help to ease off him though. They had to get out of this.

“Okay. I understand. I’m sorry,” Tickaht said in a breathy voice. “I’ve never been interested in a male before, and you respond in a fun way. It makes me want to push more. Chase more.

“I wasn’t trying to be a problem. I was just really enjoying myself. I’ll… ease up… a bit. For now.”

“Thanks, Tickaht. It’s not a bother normally, we’re just kind of in a life-or-death situation, you know?” he tried, hoping it’d convey his thoughts accurately. He reached up and patted her hands with one of his own.

Surprisingly, she flipped her hand over and snatched his in mid-pat. She forced her hand into his and held to it.

“I understand. It makes sense. Okay. So. We assume pirates will pirate. They want cargo, then out. Do they blow the ship up?” Tickaht redirected the conversation. “I’m not sure. If their goal really is cargo, then why attack a military ship?

“There would be much easier targets, wouldn’t there? Attacking such a ship for piracy is clearly… wrong.”

Closing his eyes, Wrench felt as if a bucket of cold water had been dumped over his head. Icy cold water that gave him the answer he needed.

“You’re right. You’re absolutely right, my pretty Grae,” Wrench squeezed her hand and then began moving upward along the ceiling. They needed to figure out how the pirates, or more accurately rebels, had gotten here, and to follow them. “They’re not pirates. They’re mislabeled. Pirates would look for easy targets. Not warships.

“These are rebels. Rebels looking to cause distress, problems, and losses. They’re just here to kill and blow things up.”

“Hunting hunters. A difficult thing to do. Then yes, we should flee. This is a corpse that is waiting to be tossed aside,” agreed Tickaht. “We must limit our communication from here. Tongsta hear us in ways we don’t understand. I’ll remain with you like this in case we must talk, but I’ll be silent otherwise.”

Wrench nodded his head at that. He’d had a great deal of experience with the strange abilities that Tongsta exhibited.

You could hide right next to them, so long as you didn’t make noise or bump up against anything. His best success was when he’d been butt naked.

That, unfortunately, wasn’t an option at the moment.

Staring down at the Tongsta below them, Wrench wasn’t quite sure how they’d gotten here. There wasn’t another transport, nor did it seem as if they were in a hurry.

Not looking away, or moving far, Wrench just watched. Keeping his attention on them entirely.

Tickaht lifted her right hand from his and pointed off to the side. The cargo bay itself was open to space, but it didn’t seem to be bothering the Tongsta.

Outside of the cargo bay was what looked like a sheet of metal. It was perfectly stationary and unmoving.

Tickaht stuck her hand back on his chest and hung onto him. She had to be careful due to her claws, otherwise, she might puncture right through her own gloves. They’d been forced to put some padding at the end of her claws just in case.

Must be a ramp or something. We just can’t see it from this angle.

That means we need to get over that way.

She wouldn’t have pointed it out unless she thought the same.

Or to at least check.

Pushing with his thoughts and body, the Zero suit responded. They began to glide down along the ceiling and toward the exit of the compartment.

As they descended, he could see more and more of the assumed ramp.

It was, indeed, an entry ramp for a transport.

There was no one in the doorway, but it was obvious the Tongsta would be going in once they were ready. This was the transport that the pirates had arrived on.

Wrench was curious about how they managed it without being spotted by the transport the captain and team had arrived on, but that was beside the point.

“We should go now,” he whispered as softly as he could. “When they’re not looking.”

“Yes,” Tickaht agreed, he could feel her slowly increasing the amount of pressure she was exerting to hold onto him. He imagined she was feeling as tense as he was.

The difference was that his Systems were still cranked up. Tension wasn’t something that could bother him unless he let it.

Right now, the Grae felt more like a backpack attached to him bodily than someone hanging onto him. 

Not waiting, he went toward the entrance.

He squeaked by in the top corner of it and then went along the ceiling toward the far back. There was no reason to stay near the front, and he wasn’t sure how his Zero suit would interact with the transport.

If it took off with force, and the Zero suit didn’t compensate, he could end up rocketing to the back of it.

There were a number of spaces on the transport for Tongsta, and there were actually a number of crates at the back. All of it looked to have been stolen from the warship.

So, they’re rebels. Not pirates.

But they’re also taking whatever they can.

Their equipment is likely whatever they can scrounge or steal.

Sliding into the back, Wrench got himself and Tickaht tucked up into a small space that was perfect for them. A small lip had been created by joining the rear of the transport to the walls. It was only a few feet wide, which wouldn’t matter to a Tongsta. It was perfect for Hume.

Peeling Tickaht off his back, he gently pushed her into the crevice. Then went in after her, wedging himself between her and the walls.

“Hm. Well… alright,” whispered Tickaht, her fingers lightly drumming against his shoulders. They were face to face and pressed to one another, chest to chest. “Am I allowed to begin—” a soft wheeze with a click was heard. “— again? This feels like a good opportunity.”

“That didn’t translate.”

“What we were doing when we translated with one another. Between a male and a female,” elaborated Tickaht.

“Flirting?” Wrench asked.

“Ah! Flirting. Yes. Shall we resume flirting? My breasts are squished against you, and your hands are on my hips. This is ideal for sexual flirting. We’re no longer at risk, and we’re just waiting for them to get moving.

“Now… let’s start with more moaning. You like that, I like it, it’ll be enjoyable.”

Wrench blinked, realizing that he was equally pleased and pained at her words.

“Nnnn, Wrench? Mmmm? Tell me you long for me, nnnnngh? Tell that to Tickaht?” moaned and whimpered the Grae, her fingers slowly pressing more firmly into his shoulders.

He also felt her left leg slide out and around his own. Her thigh pressed up to his hip.

Fuck.




***




“— moving to port three,” reported a Tongsta. Wrench was fairly convinced it was the pilot. Everything they’d said so far sounded a lot like they were piloting the transport into a larger ship.

Tickaht’s helmet was partially fogged up, and he couldn’t see her face in full detail. He could see that her cheeks were a deep red in what he’d originally thought was a blush.

Now he knew it was her being sexually charged.

Somewhere in her interminable assault on his sex drive, she’d managed to trigger her own. There was a constant and never-ending pant from her. Her hands were pressing and pushing against his shoulders and neck.

All the while she was dragging herself up and down against him. Her chest pressed firm to him and grinding them against one another.

The leg she’d thrown around his side was pulling at him even now, and her pelvic region was thrusting into his lap.

Wrench had experimented with his Endocrine System again. This time, he pegged it to a low percentage for his sex drive.

While he couldn’t deny that what Tickaht was doing had made him desperately want to tear off their suits and go at her, Grae or not, he hadn’t wanted to drown in hormones for the entirety of the trip.

“Tickaht, I think we’re almost there,” he whispered. He finally moved his hands and put them back on Tickaht’s shoulders. He’d had them pressed to the wall behind her for the entirety so that she couldn’t use them to her own advantage.

“Nn? Ha? Yes? Yes. Okay,” Tickaht got out in a quivering breath. The constant grinding and humping came to a stop. He could still hear her panting, but it sounded like it was lessening. “I… lost myself there. Thanks for letting me do that.

“I’ve never experienced anything like that. Maybe I really am a twisted Grae like everyone said. Throwing myself at a Hume like that.”

“It’s fine,” muttered Wrench, pulling her head down into his shoulder. Her hands slipped down and rested on his hips. “I can honestly tell you I don’t give a damn what species you are right now, I just really want to see if you’re built like a Hume on the inside now.”

Tickaht let out a soft honking chuckle at that. Her breathing evened out very quickly.

Grae were incredibly fit and athletic as far as he could tell.

“Yeah. Long for me, Wrench. Long for and look at me,” she whispered.

“Docking complete,” a Tongsta said. “Disembarking.”

“Why do you keep saying that?” he asked and then pulled out of the crevice he’d put them in. In the end, he wasn’t sure if it’d been necessary, but he’d sworn he felt momentum being pushed through his suit. He had no way to prove it though.

“What, long for me? Look at me?” Tickaht asked, her voice sounding perfectly normal now. Her helmet wasn’t fogged up anymore either. “I guess I didn’t explain that.

“Errr… Grae, female Grae, remain in the canopy. Male Grae look at and long for them. They have to talk them down out of the tree. A lot of them promise not to look at or long for anyone else.”

In other words, you’ve been telling me that you want me to talk you out of the canopy this whole time. Without telling me that.

Well… to be fair, she was the first Grae I ever met who was as curious about me as she was. Me showing interest in her probably triggered the rest.

“Now what?” Tickaht asked, reaching out and taking his hands in her own. Then surprisingly, she stepped up right into him.

Erm… alright.

“We should hide in the goods,” he murmured and gestured at the nearby crate with his head. “They’ll bring us on board like that.

“Yes. Good idea,” Tickaht murmured, her black eyes and red pupils focused on him. It made his guts feel weird. “I’m sorry, I’m a very strange Grae. I didn’t think I’d try to rush things like this, but here I am.

“Maybe it’s because I’m still young. Or because of me skipping steps in my younger years. I never had a mate, and left the canopy the day I was old enough.

“I haven’t been near a suitable male in a long while. I don’t know how to relay it in Hume time frames, but it’s four—” Tickaht’s words were cut off by a hiss with a pop.

“A Hume year is about three-hundred and sixty-five days. A cycle of the lights being on, turning off, and then going back on. Each cycle from on to off, is one day,” Wrench whispered and dragged Tickaht toward the crates. Of the three that were immediately nearby, one had a cracked corner. Floating to it, he gently disengaged his hands from Tickaht’s.

“I understand. I’m… not really sure, as I don’t count days, but I haven’t seen a male of any interest in about fifteen Hume years? Twenty?” Tickaht explained.

She reached out and grabbed the edge that Wrench was considering, and her arms flexed. A part of the metal bent outward and was now large enough for them to squeeze into.

“Does that really matter? Are Grae the type that need a partner?” Wrench asked and then gestured to the interior of the crate.

“No. No, it doesn’t. You’re just very interesting. Strange. Curious,” replied Tickaht, crawling into the crate. “You weren’t scared of me. You practically ignored me.

“Even when I chewed at you, you just stood there. Then you gave me medicine to help me with my injury.

“After that, you came by with food and water for me. You shared it with me while not really looking at me. You listened to me despite not understanding anything I said.

“Then you left without doing anything else. You just… went back to your Hume. I watched you from above. A lot. You were very interesting.”

Yay.

I have a stalker.

Though it does make more sense now.

I probably hit a bunch of tickboxes in her head that she didn’t know she had. Only to realize we could talk to one another, and that I responded to her sexual teasing.

Alright. I get it.

I could see how I’d respond to a female Grae in a similar way if I lacked female companionship for a decade.

Wrench slid into the crate. The light of the transport didn’t really reach into the crate, but he could see just enough to know the crate was full.

He couldn’t identify the objects inside.

Tickaht’s hand came up and snaked around his wrist. She pulled him down into a small opening between the wall of the crate and the objects.

She tucked him into it, which was a tight fit, then wedged herself in atop him. Her hands pressed up to his groin.

“Now… where were we, Wrench? I admit I’m a bit… needy, but this is actually a lot of fun. So much fun.

“It’s like wrestling, but emotionally. It’s fun. More fun than I’ve had in a really long time. Like a drawn-out fight that I’m not sure I’ll win.

“Alright. I need you to be sure to look at me. Look at and long for me, Wrench,” purred Tickaht. “I don’t even care anymore that you’re a Hume. I want to explore where this goes. So look at me, long for me, and maybe tell me that.”

A moment later, it sounded as if someone was picking up crates and moving them off the transport.

Thankfully, he wouldn’t be trapped in here with Tickaht long.

He hoped.

“Are all Grae like this?” he asked, as Tickaht began to grind herself into him.

“No,” she admitted, her breathing starting to speed up. “I’m strange for a Grae. I’m probably more passive with a male than others would be. It’s just that most wouldn’t view a Hume as a valid male.”

This is passive?
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Peeking out of the crate, Wrench could see they were in a warehouse-like room. All around them were crates and other goods.

Looking upward, he saw that, much like the two warships he’d been on, this one also had an access point for gases.

“We can get to a duct access point,” he said quietly. “I think we should do it. We might be able to move around a bit.”

“I like that. Maybe we can find an area we could flood with atmosphere we can breathe? I ah… I really need to get out of this suit and go pee,” Tickaht admitted. “I’ve been holding it a really long time.”

Err.

Yeah, we need a position to work out of. We can’t just remain in the Zero suits forever.

We’ll need food, water, and an environment to live in.

Okay… well… good thing I have resistance training.

There’s a reason I managed to move around as much as I did. I just never realized how small the areas we were moving around in were.

Was it just one giant ‘clan’ ship I was on?

Hm.

“Alright. Then we’ll get into the access point and follow it backward. If we can find an oxygen dispersal system, we can route it down to somewhere,” explained Wrench. “We just have to find a compartment that wouldn’t be abnormal to put oxygen in.”

“Are… are there such areas?” Tickaht asked as they fled the crate.

They’d only been in the crate for thirty minutes or so, but it’d been riding on the edge of heaven and hell for him.

Thirty minutes of Tickaht torturing him endlessly with fondling, groping, panting, and moaning had been more than enough for Wrench to no longer care that she was Grae.

Even with his system pegged, she’d managed to force his Endocrine System to start trending upward on its own.

Or more accurately, managed to turn up his extreme desire for her.

It’d been surprising to say the least. He didn’t even think it was possible for it to shift away after he’d pegged it to a number.

Forcing him to once more lower the System downward.

“Sometimes. Tongsta are weird. Some of them take up hobbies like botany and a number of them work with carbon dioxide plant types. Which means they end up with an atmosphere that works out well for Hume,” explained Wrench as they headed up to the access point. “I’m not sure that’s a possibility for a ship like this though. That being said, the second, though less fun option, is the ‘tank’, as Hume call it.

“I have no idea what kind of atmosphere Tongsta prefer, but they do something with oxygen for it. That oxygen is used in a weird tank thing about the size of three carriers put together. Whatever they do in their atmosphere creates a small amount of water in that tank too.”

“Well. Sounds like we need to hunker down in the tank,” Tickaht muttered and jerked open the access point. “What about food? I’ve never seen Tongsta eat.”

“They eat. Anything that poops, eats,” Wrench muttered and looked at the duct before they entered. There was no marking or designation that showed him which way was which. They’d just have to travel down the duct and hope they got the right direction. “As to how we’ll get food… well… we’ll have to figure out where their cafeteria is, then get into the dispenser. They use a very similar way of getting food as Habs do.

“We can eat the stuff before it’s turned into their… food… or whatever… it’s sludge. It looks like sludge.

“Before and after, it looks like sludge actually. It doesn’t taste good, either. And it’s more or less slime. But it’s a good source of calories.”

“Ugh, I’m not looking forward to that. Ah, the gas is moving in this direction. That means we go in the opposite, yes?” Tickaht asked, holding up a piece of the crate. A slim piece of met-ape that had been what looked like a tag of some sort. It was gently moving against her hand as they looked to the left. “Where it’s coming from is likely where we’re going?”

“You’re a tricky thing,” he said instead and then gestured down the duct. Though, this really did look more like a pipe, if he had to be honest. “Yes, that’s the way we should go.”

“Thank you! I’m flattered to be called tricky. Or clever. I like clever, too,” Tickaht said and then rushed past him. As she did so, she trailed her fingers along him. From the waist up to his shoulder, she made sure to brush against his groin.

She did it in a slow roll that gave her an almost liquid appearance as she shot down the duct. A predator falling through foliage and branches was an easy image that came to his mind.

“I’m looking at you, Tickaht. I’m longing for you,” he said, deciding to feed her ego. He chased after her and quickly began to catch up.

Tickaht’s head whipped around and looked down at him. Her eyes were round and her mouth a flat grimace that couldn’t have been any wider.

“Yessss,” she hissed, and then sped up somehow. Moving down the pipe at an even faster rate.

Pressing his teeth together, Wrench set out after her. Trying to actually go faster than her. Goodie had mentioned a few things that made him feel as if the suits were more reactionary to emotions and wishes than actual physical usage.

Right now, he wanted to go fast enough to be able to touch Tickaht, and nothing more. He didn’t want to pass her, he just wanted her to know he could grab her if he chose.

Suddenly, he zipped ahead and was right there at her ankle. All he’d have to do was reach out, and he could grab her.

Tickaht sensed it, somehow, and looked down and found him there.

She stared at him for several long seconds before looking ahead again. She didn’t slow down or speed up, though he did notice she drifted toward him. Until her foot touched his shoulder, in fact.

There was a flat bend in the pipe ahead of them. One that looked to be an actual dead end. He wasn’t sure if Tickaht saw it, or planned on shooting through it at full speed, but he didn’t want that.

Reaching out, he laid a hand on her calf and gently squeezed. Almost immediately, she slowed down and turned. Her arms came down on his shoulders, and her legs came up to wrap around his hips.

Uh… kay.

Slowing himself down, Wrench reached the elbow of the duct. Coming up to the turn, he peered down it.

There was an access point ahead, as well as some type of motor. An outtake port for whatever system was pumping the gas into the duct.

He had no idea how it managed to level out the gas in every compartment, but it seemed to be working. It was one of those things his Fixer brain wanted to understand.

Taking the turn, he eased them around the bend and then up to the access point. Peeking out into it, he didn’t see any Tongsta. There wasn’t anyone actively monitoring the system.

To be sure, it’s not as if I sit there and monitor the oxygenators and scrubbers. Unless it breaks, there’s no reason to look.

Which means… we should be alright.

“I need to pee, and I can’t hold it much longer,” said Tickaht in a voice that sounded extremely grave while releasing him. “I might burst.”

“Right,” he said aloud, realizing that her urgency matched his thoughts.

They should move forward with expediency.

Reaching through the grate, he slipped the latch and then pushed it open. Moving into the compartment, he quickly looked around.

Nothing stood out to him.

Though he did spot what he wanted. The “tank” sat off to the side. This unit was somewhat bigger than he expected, but it still was nowhere near a size that’d be comfortable.

Much as he’d done in his last life as a resistance Hume, he went straight to the tank. He spotted the maintenance door and then forced it open.

There was an audible hiss, as the gas in the inside of it fled quickly into the compartment. There was the possibility of signaling an alarm or an alert, so they needed to be swift.

Before he could even tell her to get in, Tickaht flew past him and inside.

Moving in as well, Wrench pulled the door shut behind him.

No sooner had the seals touched than it clicked shut, and the interior refilled with gas. A loud whooshing noise filled the space as the machine turned back on.

He was risking that this was just like his previous life, but their options were limited.

The interior of the tank had several large rectangles set to the side next to the outtake acting as a filter, though he wasn’t sure it was one. They were made out of a material he couldn’t identify, but which had a texture similar to fabric.

To the side there was a pile of extras or replacements of them that weren’t “in use”.

Those’d be their bed for the foreseeable future.

In the corner was a small tub-like thing that held water. This was a resource that filled on its own from a strange faucet-like structure above. Though it didn’t drain by any visual means.

It simply vanished without any obvious reason other than evaporation.

The rest of the tank was empty and was simply a metal container that held gas. Thankfully, it wasn’t pressurized. 

“Where-where do I go? I need to go. I need to go right now!” begged Tickaht.

“Against those. They aren’t dangerous or harmful as far as I can tell. You can just about sit on them,” Wrench instructed, pointing to the rectangles. The strange not-filters that were currently being utilized He’d been forced to use them as a bathroom before. The smell hadn’t lingered, thankfully, but it’d caused a Tongsta to come and replace it after he had done it a few times from the “spares” that were in the chamber.

They’d need to find a bucket to use as a bathroom later. Then simply empty it into an unnoticed corner or under something.

Alright, next would be to find food and—

Whimpering, whining, and making low honking noises, Tickaht quickly pulled off her Zero suit. She exposed her body to him as she pushed her rear end up to the large rectangles.

He could see her perfectly due to the low-light vision his helmet provided. Her skin was practically glowing.

She’d only kept her helmet on, the rest of the suit was down around her ankles.

Looking away from Tickaht, he instead walked over to the water. It looked clean and perfectly drinkable.

“Ahhh… ahhhhhhhh… oh, I feel so much better,” complained Tickaht. “It hurt. It hurt so bad. So bad. I thought I was going to pop.”

Wrench nodded his head. He could definitely get what she meant. Springing to the front of his mind were a number of situations where he was simply unable to find or use a bathroom.

Okay.

Water secured.

Shelter secured.

Now we just need food.

After that, a plan to contact Goodie and let her know where we are. Best way to do that is… rely on the implant.

It’s still functioning as a locater.

So… if we can get to somewhere that connects to that Hume Hab system, she’ll know where I am. From there, she can probably figure out we’re with the pirates.

There we go then.

A plan.

Hab systems are in Habs and ports.

Previously, we thought they were just buildings with paranoid security. Now I know it’s actually ships.

Other than maybe finding a Hab on this ship, we could hide in some trade goods or the like to go port side.

Then stay there.

She’d find us.

Now we just—

“Okay,” Tickaht breathed, her helmet pressing against his. Her arms came around his front and locked around him. Her skin was bare and visible.

“Let’s finish our game. We did enough hunting of one another. Enough… enough hunter and prey. Now it’s time to enjoy the kill,” growled Tickaht. Her hand fled down his front and grabbed him at the groin, and then she began removing his Zero suit “I long for you, Wrench. I’m looking at you.”

Now we just… finish the game.




“Tomorrow, we hunt the ducts. Tonight… is for us. It’ll be… memorable,” whispered Tickaht a second before she pulled off both of their helmets and kissed him.

It was awkward.

Incredibly so.

Her lips were tense and firm. As if she’d pushed them out as hard as she could.

Strangling a chuckle that threatened to break out, he instead put a hand behind Tickaht’s head. His fingers lightly curled into her hair and rested there.

His other hand came down and laid on her hip, and he deliberately moved closer while pulling his head back a touch.

He broke the kiss by doing it and in a way that hopefully didn’t seem as if he were doing it on purpose.

Before Tickaht could try again, he instead kissed her. Making sure to do it in a way that kept his lips soft yet pressed to hers firmly.

Given how often Seventh wanted to kiss, he’d managed to actually get proficient at it. Or so she’d told him after breathlessly chasing his tongue down with her own.

Tickaht had apparently noticed how different his own kiss was. Her lips had started quite stiff when their mouths met yet softened within moments.

The hand behind her head relaxed slowly even as he kissed her more earnestly. Moving his head partially to the side, his tongue came up to brush against her lips.

Tickaht stiffened in his arms for a moment before she mimicked the same gesture. Her head moved to the side and her tongue came out to meet his own.

Though it clung to his in a way that spoke to not knowing what to do from there.

Taking the lead and realizing he would need to do so the whole way, he moved his tongue down along Tickaht’s and then moved it into her mouth.

There was a brief moment where he felt her sharp shark-like teeth before her mouth opened wider, her tongue retreating into it. Only for it to begin washing along his own.

Then she pushed herself up against him and began to move up and down, dragging her breasts against him, all while kissing him.

And getting better at it by the second.

Her hands had stripped him out of his suit in seconds, then quickly began fondling his privates. One hand was merely caressing and holding his shaft, while the other toyed with and tickled at his jewels.

Kissing Tickaht like this for easily half a minute, he finally broke the kiss.

He felt like he had to.

Her tongue, the gentle grinding, and her hands, had drawn him into a needy haze. His breath was a bit rough, and he was feeling slightly light-headed.

“I think I did well,” purred Tickaht, her breath coming out in a rush over his face. Her hand tightened around him and held to his very erect self, her other hand still cupping his bits and lightly kneading them. “I’m doing well?”

“Too well, I really need you. Bad. I long for you in a way that… I need… I long for you, Tickaht,” he whispered in heavy panting breaths.

Wrench realized that he desperately wanted to fling the Grae onto their makeshift bed and ravage her. Except, that was most certainly not something he could do.

This was clearly her first experience and he needed to be delicate while sure with her.

“Ah? Yes? Yes. I… is that not… shouldn’t you do that?” asked Tickaht, leaning in to him and kissing his jaw and neck. She grazed her teeth against his skin while still managing to brush her nipples against him, all while fondling and caressing his privates.

He had no idea how she managed to do it all, but he was desperately yearning to have her now.

“Not for your first time, I imagine,” Wrench got out in a groan as Tickaht’s hand began to awkwardly move up and down his length.

“Oooh, this is Hume and Grae being different. I like this,” Tickaht whispered. “Yes… I think I’m a Hume fan now. Very big fan.

“Will you… ah… can I… what should we do first? I’m very excited, but very ignorant.”

Wrench grunted, then caught her lips with his own. He wanted to kiss her again as his right hand slid down to cup and caress her breasts. Each one of them got several squeezes before moving to another.

His left hand grabbed her rear end and held onto it as his tongue moved into her mouth again.

Tickaht moaned, kissing him back quite eagerly.

Once again he broke the kiss and then pressed his cheek to hers, groping at her chest and enjoying having so much to fondle. His other hand squeezed and held onto her rear.

“Ahhh… yes… but… I want to move to the next part,” whispered Tickaht. “Would it be best if I laid on my back? I think? Wrench? I need it now.”

Wrench wasn’t extremely fond of missionary, it felt a bit dull sometimes, but he couldn’t deny that this would be best for her.

“Yeah, go lay down,” he got out and regretfully pulled his hands away.

Tickaht had no such plans though.

Her hands held tightly to his shaft and jewels, then she put a foot on the wall and pushed. She dragged him along with herself as she floated toward their impromptu bed.

This’ll be odd, won’t it?

Tickaht’s surprisingly nimble feet caught the edge of their bed and managed to lever them down on top of it. Wrench ended up landing atop her, even as she held onto him.

He grabbed the sides of the bed and held onto it.

Even as he did, Tickaht had pulled his tip up against her entry.

“Yes, yes… ahh… it… goes in, now?” wheezed Tickaht. “Now?”

Getting his knees planted against the bed, holding to its sides, Wrench angled his hips until his tip caught against her opening.

He felt a cool liquid against the head of his manhood, and he pushed tentatively. This was a situation that he’d never thought he’d come up against, and he had no idea if her insides were like a Hume’s.

“For-for Grae, you have to really shove it in? My mother told-told me it’s so males can’t take it without permission. That it hurts, but gets better,” Tickaht whispered.

To hell with that.

Given that he felt as if Tickaht was secreting a liquid similar to how a Hume female would, he wasn’t too concerned about “shoving it in”.

Instead, he just braced himself and kept pushing ahead slowly.

He couldn’t deny that it felt impossibly tight and as if there’d be no possibility to actually enter her.

However, steadily, he felt himself entering her. Her extremely narrow entrance gradually stretched and letting him in.

“Nnnnaaah?” moaned Tickaht, her hands leaving his privates and now resting on his shoulder and holding to the bed with the other. “Yeah, yeah, keep going.”

She sounded as if she wasn’t in any pain at all, surprisingly.

Wrench felt himself reach halfway up his shaft then and realized he could now go in fully.

“Tickaht, are you alright?” he asked.

“I’m so alright it’s not even a question,” groaned Tickaht. She was panting now. “The entry feels strange, and I didn’t really like it, but I like what’s happening right now.

“This is mmm-much better.”

Taking that as permission and desire, Wrench pushed ahead. He fully entered Tickaht until his manhood filled her insides. 

She’d said he was bigger and smaller than what she expected, but he couldn’t tell.

Other than her entry being uncomfortable, this all felt perfectly normal. She was warm, snug, and pulsing around him as his hilt settled up against the lips of her womanhood.

“Ahhhhnnnn,” moaned Tickaht, her hand tightening up on him. A second later, she breathed out that erotic moan, then kissed him hungrily.

Pulling at him.

Wrench began to slowly work himself back out of her.

He reached the tip and then pushed back in.

This time, the tightness gave way a little quicker, but it was still very different from a Hume. It felt like her entry was a tight ring that pulled at him as he went.

Unable to help himself, he pinned Tickaht as best as he could to the bed and kissed her fervently. His tongue raided her mouth as he began to pump his hips into her earnestly.

His manhood pushed her insides apart as he thrust himself in and out of her.

He had to go slow and steady given the weightlessness they were experiencing. Otherwise, he’d be likely to knock her away if he went too hard.

Tickaht was panting, whimpering, and making long and loud clicking noises as he mounted her. Her whole body shuddering wildly now as if she were undergoing some type of orgasm for a Grae.

That or she experienced sexual pleasure very differently from a Hume.

Breaking the kiss on her own, Tickaht laid her head down against their makeshift bed and began to let out odd hooting growls.

It was a noise unlike any he’d ever heard before.

The moans she’d been throwing at him were gone now, and the noises she was making now seemed far more normal for a Grae.

My little predator was moaning for me, not for herself.

Tickaht hooted out a moan and began to tremble even more violently.

He assumed she was okay since her hand was still pulling at him, so he continued to run his shaft through her depths. His tip pushed hard against the back of her, over and over.

Except, despite how short a time it had been, Tickaht’s incredibly narrow entry was working overtime on him.

It was as if she were actively milking him somehow. That her body was meant to quite literally get him to orgasm and drain him fully.

Unable to help himself, or even warn Tickaht, he climaxed. Pushing her down a bit more roughly than intended, he thrust firmly into her.

Each push was timed with a spurt of seed that coated her insides and began to fill her up. Though he was pushing powerfully into her, it felt like she was pulling even harder at him.

When he pulled back to thrust again, it definitely felt as if she were indeed milking him.

Several thrusts more and he felt completely spent. His member wedged deep inside of her seed-filled womanhood and his head dipped down to her shoulder.

Tickaht made several clicking noises, a hoot, and then a hooting moan.

Her insides pulsed, squeezed, and continued to pull at him.

If there was anything left in him, she got it out.

A full minute of that passed before she turned her head.

“Let’s go again,” she demanded.







***




“Alright. Food secured,” Wrench stated and put down the barrel of Tongsta food goop he’d stolen. It was easily twice his size. While disgusting, this would easily keep them fed for a month or two, and it wouldn’t be missed either.

This was the equivalent of a Tongsta losing track of a box of oat bars. Only really noticeable if you’re paying attention, otherwise, it’d just be lost in the numbers.

“Bathroom and bed, too,” Tickaht groused and tossed the improvised bucket into the corner near the not-filters. Then she dropped the sheet of metal they’d gotten from the broken crates next to the new “toilet”.

It felt as if it were the cap or top to some type of container. The top of it was actually level all the way across.

It’d work out well enough as a toilet for them to squat over the top of, it was just awkward to move around.

Given the almost weightless environment inside the tank, it would also be difficult to use without the metal sheet as the cover over the top.

He’d just have to put a hole in it and hope for the best.

Tickaht went back out of the tank to get the extra not-filter they’d found beside the system. It was certainly big enough to double as a bed for them.

Levering it down to the far side from their “bathroom”, Tickaht let out a short huff. Her hands were on her hips, and she stood there unmoving.

Grinning, Wrench turned and pulled the door shut. It thumped, sealed, and the atmosphere inside the tank went back to normal.

“I’m sorry?” he offered up, looking over at the Grae.

After quite literally wrestling her to the bottom of the tank, having sex for half an hour, and then having her a second time, Tickaht had found that her stamina was not at his level when it came to sexual activity.

“It’s… it’s fine,” she said finally with an exhale. “I’m not mad. Just frustrated that I ended up just lying there.

“In fact, I demand more such activities later. Doubly so, since you can never give me a child. There’s no reason to not simply… ‘go at it’, as Seventh would say.

“I’m still surprised that our ah, parts? Parts. That our parts fit together so snugly. Honestly, it wasn’t uncomfortable after the first thrust. After that, it was great.”

Wrench could only nod his head. Tickaht had more or less been very similar to a Hume when it came to sexual relations. It’d been very surprising.

Some of it felt different, firmer in some areas, softer in others.

The experience had been somewhat surreal, but also, not.

When it came right down to it, having sex with Tickaht had been a lot like going at some of the inHume Deme.

“Yeah. It was. I’m already looking forward to it. Think you can handle it?” he teased, watching the Grae.

“I… you know what, even if I’m not, I still want it. You didn’t care that I just laid there, and even then, it was fun,” Tickaht grumbled and waved a hand dismissively. “Just play with my chest more next time. All four are really sensitive. Especially the lower ones.

“Anyway, food, toilet, water, bedding. What else do we need? We’re living a life more akin to small furry things with big teeth.”

“Rats?” offered Wrench.

Tickaht shrugged her shoulders, staring at him through her helmet. Then she grunted and started working at pulling off her Zero suit and helmet.

“Rats,” Wrench confirmed for himself. “Yes, we’re certainly living a bit like rodents at the moment. Now that we have the basics though, we can start seeing about taking our next steps.

“First, we should take a moment to rest, eat, maybe sleep. Then, when we wake up, see about going down the ducts. See if we can’t find any Hume Habs or something similar. Our implants could be picked up by the system if we get close enough.

“Once we do that, it’d likely be sent back to Goodie once this ship docked with a larger system, warship or otherwise.”

“I like that,” Tickaht agreed, laying her Zero suit down next to the bed. Her helmet went down on top of it as well. “Ah, better. Much better.”

She briefly ran her hands over her breasts, as if to brush something off. Her head turned, and he could see her bizarre eyes gazing at him in the dark.

“We’ll need some type of light source for you. My poor Hume is blind in darkness. Whatever will he do when his Grae hunts him in the dark?” Tickaht asked, her mouth flattening out in a massive grimace. Her cheeks took on a faint red tinge as well.

Wow.

Really?

Alright.

“I imagine I’ll probably get hunted and then get coaxed into a bed. Wouldn’t you agree?” he offered. “For now… I’ll just trust my Grae to help me out. Water, food, bathroom. Then sleep.”

“Ah… yes, but no,” argued Tickaht. She’d come over to him and was taking his Zero suit off. “Water, yes, food, yes, bathroom, yes. Sleep? No. Sex. Then possibly more sex. And a little more sex. Then sleep.”

Wrench lost sight of everything as Tickaht finished with the suit and popped his helmet off. He almost dialed up his System screen to give himself night-sight, but then realized he really didn’t need to.

He trusted Tickaht.


Chapter 23




Wrench shook his head and once again lamented the fact that they couldn’t actually check the room for a Tongsta beforehand. They simply had to hope that there wasn’t anyone in the compartment when they opened the maintenance door of the tank.

“All you can do when walking into an ambush is be prepared for that,” Tickaht advised from behind him. A hand was placed on his back as they both hovered there against the door. “If there’s a Tongsta, we do just what we said. Rush up and into the access point for the duct, and shoot down it. Find a new place to hide.”

Nodding his head, Wrench couldn’t disagree with that. That was the plan they’d come up with after all and had been what he’d suggested to a degree.

It just felt lacking even then.

On an exhale, Wrench pushed the door open and quickly moved back behind the wall. Peering out into the compartment, he looked to where he’d expect a Tongsta to be.

There wasn’t anyone there.

His eyes flit about the room quickly, checking everywhere else, then the hall that led into the compartment. There wasn’t any Tongsta anywhere.

“Good, good,” Tickaht said. She moved past him, and then went upward.

Wrench grabbed their toilet and shot off to the corner. Dumping the contents out behind an odd console that was half mechanical and half goo, he shook his bucket clear.

The wastewater splashed against the wall, and then got stuck on a metal lip. It didn’t look like it was going to float outward and remained in place there.

Perfect and… lucky.

Moving back to the tank, he put their toilet back down, then dumped water using his hands rapidly.

He wasn’t too concerned about spilling, as it’d evaporate all on its own.

Once it was reasonably full, he moved the bucket back to its original position near the not-filter.

Exiting the tank, he shut the door and looked up.

Tickaht was there, holding the grate open and watching their surroundings.

Joining her, he entered the duct.

She shut the access point behind them and then looked at him. Her head slowly tilted to one side.

He could see her face behind her helmet and a gradual Grae smile was spreading across it. Her eyes grew wide and round.

“We hunt now?” she asked in a tone that had a happy growl accompanying it.

“Yeah. See if we can find a Hume Hab or just Hab systems we can get ahold of. If not that, then we’re on a scouting run,” Wrench murmured quietly. “Tools, furniture, anything we need to make our lives better.”

“Tools?” Tickaht asked.

“Cups or bowls would be nice. Or anything else that might be useful to make our lives a bit easier to live in the tank. I have no idea how long we’ll be here until we can get back to Goodie,” Wrench admitted. “So yeah. Stuff like that.”

“Ah… yes. I understand. You’re right. I don’t have a mind suitable for home-making. Thank you for handling that,” Tickaht replied with a honking chuckle. She reached out and ran a hand along his neck, down to his shoulder, and pausing at his elbow. “Okay, what else?”

Wrench had to forcefully wrench his mind back into place. He had a mind filled to the top with memories of having sex with Tickaht.

Given the way she was touching him, it lent itself to how touchy-feely she’d been during their love-play.

“If we can’t find a Hab, or Hab systems, then we should try to find the main cargo bay again. With the transports,” continued Wrench, pushing his thoughts along. “That’ll be how we get out of here. Maybe.

“If they put into a port, it’d link into our implants and fire off a signal. So we just have to try and wait for a transport to be launched.

“Could manage that by either just sitting in the cargo bay, or trying to find wherever their command center is and listening in.

“What d’you think? What sounds best to you?”

“Scouting for a Hab… I don’t think we’ll find one,” muttered Tickaht. “You’re right that these aren’t pirates. They’re rebels. They live to fight. It’s a warship hunting warships. The idea of one of them having a Hume Hab is… farfetched at best. It’d give their position away, would it not?”

“Yeah,” agreed Wrench.

“Then we should scout for one, but not expect one. Your second idea is also our true goal,” Tickaht continued with a dip of her head in a nod. Many of her original mannerisms and body language were moving at break-neck speed toward Hume. He had no idea if she was doing it on purpose. “— try to find their command center. It’ll give us an idea of what’s going on, how to act, and what to do.

“We’ll also know if they’re heading for a port. We can pre-emptively get ahead of it and then get into the transport.”

“Agreed. And even beyond that, we could deliberately cause a failure or fault so that they’d have to go check it. If we do enough damage, it’d be forced to go to a port, in fact,” concluded Wrench.

Then he gestured down the pipe ahead of them. Tickaht let out a soft honk. He couldn’t tell if it was a chuckle or something else.

Turning, she began moving down the pipe.

She didn’t throw down as much speed as she’d done previously.

Not even after they took the turn in the pipe.

She moved at a speed that was fast, but not overly so. Wrench had no issue flying along right at her side.

Though he had tried to stay at her ankle at first, she’d slowed down for a second to move beside him. He imagined it probably had some type of significance in her head.

Slowly, one access point at a time, Wrench and Tickaht paused at each.

If it wasn’t something they could identify quickly, they’d come to a stop and peer inside. By and large, they found that most compartments appeared to be barracks, storage, and empty compartments.

While they spotted numerous Tongsta, the vast majority of them weren’t speaking. They were sleeping, working, or going about their business. Never realizing for a moment that two pairs of eyes were watching them.

“I feel like a gremlin,” whispered Wrench while they flew on after inspecting an empty room.

“What?” asked Tickaht. 

“A gremlin is a small creature that lurks inside machines and vehicles. It causes problems and breaks things. Superstitions and make-believe,” explained Wrench. “The concept is basically the opposite of a Fixer, I suppose.”

“Yes. We are Gremlins. Small predators can be just as dangerous as large ones,” replied a laughing Tickaht. “We should most definitely cause problems. With so many systems and spaces empty, it shouldn’t be hard at all to make an issue. Should it?”

“No. Not at all. Just getting into one of their machines will cause problems,” admitted Wrench. “Beyond that… there’s a bunch of sensitive components that don’t respond well to water. Water isn’t a normal element they want or need. They view it as a problem and try to keep its usage limited.”

“Oh? How fortunate that they’re that different from us,” Tickaht murmured, her voice falling off as they came up to the next access point. “Or that they think of us as pets.”

Easing up to the access grate, Wrench looked inside.

This room was on an interior line rather than an exterior line. Where the compartment was at the center of the ship, rather than the exterior.

He assumed this because this access duct, or pipe, they were in, went everywhere through the ship. Only to return back to its point of origin.

It was a closed loop.

Given how most things were laid out, that meant there would be four points where a compartment could be.

Two exterior, two interior.

As soon as he saw the contents of the room, he’d found one of their goals.

The engine room was laid out neatly in front of them.

There wasn’t even a Tongsta on duty in it that he could tell.

Given his previous experience with a Tongsta warship, he now knew exactly what he was looking at.

On top of that, the last one he’d been in had exploded, which meant he had a great advantage for his plan on making this one possibly do the same. He could even set up some type of container that could create a drip feed right down into a machine, that’d be like a fuse of sorts.

He wouldn’t even have to linger to make sure it went off.

“This looks important,” remarked Tickaht with a hiss. “We should gremlin this compartment. Right?”

“Yes… we should very much gremlin it,” agreed Wrench. Then he gestured with his head. They needed to keep moving and scouting it all out. “This is the engine room. Though I want to go after it immediately, I hesitate to have us do so, as it could leave us marooned. We’ll keep looking for any other targets.”

“Ah, yes. That is definitely a target for us, but also one we must be careful about. I see your point,” mused Tickaht.

They moved on down the duct.




***




Peering out of the access point, Wrench really wasn’t sure how to handle the situation. They were quite literally looking down into the heart and brains of the rebel ship.

He and Tickaht had finally found it at the exact end of the access line. Beyond this point, it moved back down and away. Down along the other side of the ship.

No one was speaking.

The Tongsta were there, but nothing was being verbalized in any way. They were quite literally just floating around, manning stations, and doing nothing at all.

None of them had tentacles out, though Wrench felt like they were operating the controls despite that. This was part of what made Tongsta so strange at times.

They could act on things that were made specifically for them, that Hume just couldn’t understand. In ways that weren’t discernible.

It might even be why they think we’re non-sentient.

Did they put a bunch of Hume down in front of something they consider simple? Something basic?

We failed that and forever after they just thought we were animals?

Hm.

By and large, the Tongsta don’t seem to genuinely mean us harm, it just comes down to the Tongsta themselves.

Like… Hume.

Just like Hume.

Unwilling to speak, Wrench and Tickaht stood watching.

They’d been hoping to be able to listen in to what was going on. That didn’t seem to be likely, given that the Tongsta weren’t speaking at all.

Tickaht huffed and appeared to be frustrated. Not that he could blame her, he was feeling pretty annoyed himself.

The fact that they weren’t saying anything that they could hear, would make it nearly impossible to get actionable information.

Tickaht looked around rapidly, her helmet turning one way, then the other, then entirely spinning around. She was clearly looking for something.

Then she stepped away and quickly bent over. She picked something up, spun back around, then whipped her arm forward.

What?

Wrench couldn’t react to how fast she moved. By the time he understood what was happening, whatever she threw, had already slammed into something in the control room.

“Huh?” said a Tongsta. “What was that?”

“I… don’t know?” replied another Tongsta. “Xxhht, go take a look.”

Errr, they’re talking now. Were they just not talking up to this moment?

Just-just working away?

What in the hell?

Tongsta are so damn weird. 

Just standing there, worthlessly.

Fricking zombies.

Looking at Tickaht, he found her shaking her head slowly. She was apparently just as confused as he was about the situation.

Moving away from the access point, she pushed him into the duct ahead of herself. Bringing him away from the grate.

She stopped a good distance away from it and turned him around. Holding him by the shoulders, she pushed her helmet’s visor up to his.

“Wrench, I’m going to go back to one of the rooms. The one you said was the cafeteria would be good. I’ll cause a disruption there. You stay here and listen. See what happens,” she requested. “If this works, one of us can go cause mayhem, while the other listens and watches.”

Thinking about that, Wrench found no way to refuse her suggestion. It actually made sense. The only real issue he had with it, was that he was nervous about her doing the sabotage.

“I’d be better at causing issues,” argued Wrench. “That, and I think I’d be more likely to survive a Tongsta attack.”

Tickaht’s cheeks immediately turned red, a grimace snapped into place on her face, and her eyes became rounder than he’d ever seen before. It was as if she’d lit up from the inside with his words.

“Thank you for caring for me. For wanting to protect me. The reason I said you should stay here, despite you knowing how to break things better than I, is you would understand the Tongsta better,” Tickaht countered. “Thank you for your care. I enjoy it. I want more. I long for it.

“But in this case… it’s better for you to stay here. The point is to understand what they’ll do when things break. Not to break things. I can do that well enough without really knowing how to do it.

“You said water breaks things. Maybe I’ll undo my Zero suit and aim for one of them. The helmet locks itself off from the suit when I do that after all.

“With the weightlessness of the environment, I’ll be like a squirt gun. I just have to get close enough that aiming is trivial.”

Blinking several times, Wrench really had to process what’d just been said. Then he nodded his head once he had.

She’s crude.

She’s to the point.

She makes Seventh seem polite and delicate.

She’s a whole lot of fun.

I rather like it.

Reaching up, Wrench put a hand to Tickaht’s visor.

“Be safe about it then. When we get back home, you and I are going to have a very long talk with Stripe,” stated Wrench. “Long talk and see what she thinks. Though I’m fairly certain I know what she’ll say.”

Tickaht’s grimace stretched to the point that it looked like her jaw might unhinge.

She even began to practically vibrate in place.

“She spoke to me several times when she had the chance. They were quick but… I understood what she wanted. What she intended,” Tickaht whispered. “I’ll be safe, because I already had a talk with Stripe. I made my intentions clear to her, and she accepted them gracefully.”

Tickaht reached up and put her hand on the same spot for his own helmet.

“Now… watch them. Watch the ruckus I cause,” Tickaht demanded, then fled away. Spinning through the duct as she sped down it.

“Alright… well… let’s go see how they react to bad things happening. It should prove enlightening. Maybe they’ll even talk about their plans if the damage is bad enough,” mused Wrench to himself. Moving back down the pipe, he quickly reached the access point.

The Tongsta had once again fallen silent and weren’t saying anything at all. They were completely still, unspeaking, and at their positions.

Damn creepy.

Absolutely creepy.

Not moving, barely breathing, Wrench stood there. Trying to see if and when Tickaht made her move, and if it’d be obvious.

There was also a slowly growing unease in his chest.

In his mind, there were four people that he didn’t want to see harmed or bothered. Three felt obvious to him, and the fourth was a sudden surprise.

Stripe is easy… I guess I’m trying to marry Stripe. Everything else is secondary to her. If she said to push everyone away I would.

In fact, I tried.

She was the one who pushed me at Seventh.

Now I can’t imagine not having Seventh in my life. That big Brawler and her unused brain… she’s a great companion. Someone I can count on in a stand-up fright and to take hits for me.

Goodie is an obvious one because-because she’s mommy.

Patron saint of the Hume.

Without her, we’d lose the best chance I’ve ever heard of, seen, or even dreamt of.

And now there’s Tickaht.

A strange, wild, free-spirited alien who genuinely seems to hunt me, or tempt me, in equal measure. That’s the weirdest one out of all of them.

Now I’m sitting here worrying if she’s going to—

A distant rumble broke through his thoughts. Then the ship itself shuddered violently, the movement followed by sirens, alarms, and a whole bunch of things all happening at once.

“Explosions in-explosions… in the armory,” reported a Tongsta. “The whole thing just-the sensors-it’s all exploded. It’s a non-flammable compartment, so there’s no concern for fire. The explosion blew a hole in the hull, and it’s been exposed to space.”

What?

“Space?” asked someone in a shocked voice.

“The emergency shield went up immediately. It’ll need to be repaired quickly, but the shield should hold. Nothing was ejected in the split second that it was spaced,” continued the same voice. “The whole compartment is absolutely boxed though. Boxed and husked. There’s just… it’s boxed. That was our main armory for the forward Star Cannons. We’ll have to repair it at a station.”

“Damnit. Damnit all,” growled the other speaker. Wrench was betting on them being the captain of the vessel. “That’ll put us ahead of schedule but… but without the forward star cannon, we won’t be able to stick to the schedule anyway.

“Alright. Put-put us on a course for the xxhht station. Swap the xxhht when we enter the clan space.”

“Aye,” answered someone else.

Then Wrench was bumped to one side a few inches.

Looking over, he saw Tickaht.

Grimacing at him, her tongue was sticking out and rubbing at one of her serrated teeth. There was a very pleased look on her face.

He’d seen it a number of times now, so he’d know it immediately.

Though it’d been in the dark and with her pressed to their bed, but it was obviously the same. She was incredibly pleased.

“I blew it up. I pooped on it,” she got out with a wheezing honking laugh. “Emptying my bowels right into the control system. It was a weird Tongsta goo machine, so I had no idea what to do with it. You said liquids were bad for it and… well, I went to the bathroom on it.

“I figured, why not? I wasn’t feeling well, my guts were hurting weirdly, and it just all came out. I figured… it was perfect.

“Actually, now that I consider it, maybe you think it’s gross. I don’t really think it’s gross, but I’m Grae. We prefer to live in trees rather than pens and compartments. All our bathroom needs are done in the corner of the Hab farthest from the canopy. Is this gross for a Hume?”

Oh.

That’s right.

Tongsta dispenser food gives you the shits.

Damn, that’ll suck for a while.

“No, it isn’t gross. I just didn’t think about it,” Wrench mumbled.


Chapter 24




Wrench let out a sigh and leaned back against the duct wall.

It’d been two weeks or so since they’d gotten onto this rebel ship.

At least, that’s what Wrench guessed, given that they didn’t have a clock. Without a clock, calendar, or a Hab system, he had no idea how long they’d been here.

For all he knew, it’d been one week or three months.

All he knew was that his days were spent hanging out with Tickaht, watching the Tongsta, breaking things, and having a great deal of sex. So much sex that they were now at the point that they weren’t having sex every night.

Sometimes they just fell asleep next to one another.

It reminded him of his marriage in his past life.

“I’m so tired of the Tongsta food. My rear end feels bloody and raw now,” complained Tickaht in a whisper. She laid her helmeted head against his shoulder and then scooted closer.

Lifting his arm up, he put it around Tickaht and pulled her up against his side.

They were watching the cargo bay at the moment.

It was somewhere they could make sure that they were ready if something happened, could talk, but also not be on alert. Unlike the “bridge”, as they called it, where they couldn’t talk much.

In fact, they’d almost been caught once when Wrench had an unexpected sneeze creep up on him.

“Yeah, I know. Mine, too. It’s pretty… it’s awful,” murmured Wrench with a laugh. He put his gloved hand on top of Tickaht’s helmet and patted it. “Better than dying to starvation though. At least, it’s everything we need to stay healthy.

“I admit I was kinda nervous about you. Grae supposedly have slightly different nutritional needs than Hume, but you seem fine.”

Tickaht honked, huffed, and then pulled her knees up to her chest. Only to force his legs out flat and crawl up into his lap.

He hadn’t expected Tickaht to be an invasive snuggler, but she was. On top of that, he had no idea if that was Tickaht herself, or Grae as a whole. He knew less about her species than he wanted to admit.

“I’m fine. I do feel a little off. A little… wrong. Nothing terrible though,” admitted Tickaht with a hiss. She sounded frustrated and annoyed. Then she groaned. “I’m lying. I feel sick often. Sick, tired, and just… wrong. I feel wrong.”

Wrench took in a short breath, then out it out sharply. He put his arms around Tickaht and held to her.

“Yeah, as I said, I was nervous about you. We’ll do what we have to to get you better once we’re out of here,” Wrench promised. “Until then… at least you won’t starve. You’re just lacking something in your diet. I just wish I knew what it was.”

“Don’t know. I’m okay just… grouchy,” grumbled Tickaht. “Sex helps, but also makes me grouchy after the good feelings fade.”

Several Tongsta came into the cargo area suddenly, causing Wrench and Tickaht to both fall silent.

“— get it ready. We’ll need to get a number of things while we’re there,” said a voice.

“Alright. Once we get permission, we’ll need to move into the yard to get the repairs underway. We’ll need to put in a rather large bribe,” said a second Tongsta.

Wrench grinned, smiling from ear to ear.

This was exactly what he’d wanted to hear.

They were apparently putting into a port. The rebel ship was going to get into port and then start repairs to the damage caused by Tickaht making their gun controls a toilet.

“This is it, isn’t it?” asked Tickaht in a whisper, after touching her helmet to his. When their helmets were touching, they could whisper at a very low volume.

“Yes. It is. I think you should sneak aboard on the transport. I’ll remain here and then damage the engine once they put into dock,” suggested Wrench. “I’ll damage the engine so they’re not going anywhere. Goodie is probably looking for you and me both. If she gets the system scan signal from your implant, she’ll come straight here. I just need to make sure this rebel ship doesn’t go anywhere.”

“Wait, why? I thought we just wanted to get off and escape.”

“Because I want this stupidity to end. I want to show Tongsta what Hume and Grae are capable of. If we can, I want to knock this Rebel ship out, communicate where we are, and give it to Goodie on a platter.

“And if we do that… if we do that, do you think the Tongsta can deny we’re sentient anymore, Tickaht? Do you think they can sit there and say ‘Hume and Grae’ aren’t sentient?

“I mean, you heard Talker. Even he had to admit we were sentient and was talking to us like Tongsta.”

Tickaht hissed, sighed, honked gutturally several times, then sunk into him.

“I’m nervous that if we separate, we won’t see each other again,” warned Tickaht. As if it were something she was prophesying in a strange way. “Either I’ll get lost on the port, or you’ll be here, and the ship will take off, or… or… something.”

For some reason, Tickaht sounded angry. So angry that it felt extremely out of character in fact.

He half expected her to be nervous or concerned, not angry.

Wrench had no idea why she’d feel like that either.

He wanted to know.

In this moment, he was willing to admit ignorance.

“Errr, why’re you angry?”

“Grae don’t pair for long. Every child is often with a different parent. Maybe it’s because we can’t have children, but I’m very… very angry… at us being separated.

“Me being mad at being separated made me mad. Now I’m mad at being mad at being mad.”

Tickaht was spitting out her words in angry hisses and broken clicks.

“Oh, well, alright. I don’t want to be separated either. Now… go. We need to get this moving,” Wrench ordered. “I’ll head off to make sure I’m ready for when we put into port.”

“Alright,” grunted Tickaht. Her fingers tightened against him. “Alright, I’ll go. Be safe, Wrench.”

“Of course. Likewise, Tickaht. Keep yourself safe. I can’t make you angry about wanting to stay with me otherwise.”

Tickaht honked rudely at that and smacked him on the shoulder.

Then hugged him tightly.




***




 Staring mindlessly at the Tongsta working quietly, Wrench felt odd.

He’d quite literally brought his body down to the point of what would probably be considered hibernation. While he had assumed it would be quick, he only now realized that he’d assumed such a thing based on time in the way a Hume feels it.

Tongsta time always felt two or three times as long to him.

Now he was actually nervous about Tickaht running out of food, water, or oxygen in her suit. That having sent her off like that was a great way to get her killed, since she wouldn’t know where to go.

Which led him to quite literally bring his systems down to the point that he was a living corpse. Only his sense of hearing was heightened to the point that it’d shock him out of his self-induced comatose-like state.

Whenever the Tongsta spoke, it woke him.

Enough for him to listen in, wait for them to go silent again, then sleep once more.

Idling with his thoughts was painful.

He thought of Goodie, Seventh, Tickaht, and Stripe. Of everyone back at the Hab who depended on him as well.

Being here, at this moment, felt as if he were living for others once again, but also for himself. Because it was here where he really could demonstrate some of the usefulness of the Hume and Grae.

“Put it into position xxhht. The sooner we finish this, the better. Bad enough we had to wait for xxhht and xxhht. Damned xxhht,” ordered a Tongsta.

Wrench blinked as he “woke up” once more. He quickly dialed his Systems to a point where he was once more a normal living person.

I guess this is it.

Finally?

Maybe?

They wouldn’t be moving the ship into position otherwise… right?

They haven’t said anything else about moving the ship at all. This is the only thing it could be. There’s been nothing about the transport coming back or anything else either.

“Done,” said a Tongsta.

“Alright. Get to the forward battery and get the damn repairs done,” grumbled a Tongsta. “The sooner we’re out of here the better. Got a report that a Heavy Cruiser started moving in this direction on a patrol, I don’t want to linger.”

A heavy cruiser?

Ha.

Captain Boyfriend to the rescue?

Well. Let’s make sure this stupid rebel ship doesn’t go anywhere then. Time to get a move on.

Wrench had a plan for this moment. In Tickaht’s and his time here, they’d gone ahead and checked most containers. They’d found a lot of weapons, unsurprisingly.

A number of weapons, all made to kill Tongsta.

He’d even found a few tunnelers, just like the one he’d used to kill a Tongsta in front of Captain Boyfriend previously. They looked to be the same types of objects, though several were a different model. As if they had the same function, but were not manufactured in the same way.

Perhaps even having different uses.

Some of these were even larger than the ones he’d used previously as well. Almost to the point that he could probably fit into the hollow tube of one of them.

If it didn’t have the hooks and insertion points there, that is.

Getting up, Wrench shot off down the pipe. He reached the turn and glided through it with much more grace than he’d had when he first started doing this.

While he’d never be as graceful and predatory as Tickaht in weightless space, at least he was better than he used to be.

The casual thought of her left him with a heavy feeling in his guts. A dread that made his hands break out in a sweat and more of it drip down his spine.

No sooner had he reached the armory access than he bumped out the latch. Having grabbed it without looking, tucking, and rolling as he went, Wrench literally spun out of the duct and sped down to the crates he wanted.

Slipping into a crack that he’d turned into a hole, he shot inside of it. Grabbing a tunneler type that he’d practiced holding, he shot back out of the crate.

It was so large that it felt unwieldy to fly with it, but he didn’t want to miss the opportunity of bringing one along with him.

As fast as he could, he zoomed through the compartment, and back into the access point.

Pulling it shut, he put on the speed again. Shooting down the toward the engine room now. If there was an engineer working in it, he’d tunnel them out.

Then attack the engine directly.

“Alright, Captain Boyfriend. It’s your chance to shine,” murmured Wrench as he drew closer to his goal. “Show up, save the day, rescue Goodie’s babies. I just… I just have to hope that you and Goodie are watching the system for Hume locations as closely as I think you would be.”

Stopping in front of the access point, Wrench hesitated. Next to it were several other tunneler weapons.

Looking into the compartment, he could only see a portion of the engine room.

From what he could see, there wasn’t anyone there.

No Tongsta was within view of where he was.

Chewing at his lip, he contemplated what to do. There were a number of corners that he couldn’t see into from here.

A number of locations where a Tongsta could be quietly lounging around and likely waiting for something to happen. Lurking in some area and just oozing about in space.

You know… they really do seem lazy and slow more often than not.

Deciding that this was the time and moment, Wrench reached up and pulled the clasp. The access grate popped open, and he eased out of the pipe and quickly looked around.

“What?” asked a voice a second before Wrench spotted a Tongsta.

They were in the corner and working on some type of Tongsta-like machine.

Holding tightly to the tunneler, Wrench shot toward them. He had one chance to completely catch them off guard.

“What do you-what?” demanded the Tongsta before the tunneler was rammed into them. It immediately fired off, given the force it was inserted with and activated.

In seconds, Tongsta goop was being ejected out onto the ground below them.

“No! NO! I need-no,” complained the Tongsta, even as they began to die.

While Wrench had never seen it, he was sure that a Tongsta could recover from such a wound with immediate treatment. Or some sort of Tongsta Mender being right on hand.

Given they were in the engine room on a rebel ship, that wasn’t going to happen.

Writing them off as already being dead, Wrench looked over the tools the Tongsta had. Spotting nothing that would do him any good on interfacing with any of the components, he instead did as he had done last time.

Picking up something that looked big and heavy and almost like a wrench, he started whipping it around with as much force as he could generate. He made sure to slap anything that looked like a button, flipping any switch there, and generally causing as much mischief as he could.

One particularly solid blow slammed into the corner of a panel and knocked the coverplate off it. It clattered loudly and began floating away all on its own.

Looking at the panel, then the Tongsta, Wrench realized this might just work.

Rushing over to the whimpering and dying Tongsta, Wrench flew into the stream of Tongsta goop falling out of the tunneler. A tentacle was weakly attempting to stem the ever-flowing tide as it babbled onward.

This was a rebel who’d had no qualms about killing others not long ago. If they were willing to kill people, they needed to be ready to be killed themselves.

Tickaht would say something like that herself, wouldn’t she?

Now covered in the equivalent of Tongsta blood, or guts really, Wrench flew straight back into the now open machine. The internals of it were wide open after the panel had been knocked free.

No sooner did he get into it than he realized he had no idea what he was looking at.

What he did know was that it was unlikely that having Tongsta goop spread all over it would be conducive to it remaining in working order. There was a reason certain machines were mechanical, some were Tongsta-like, and some were both.

They probably didn’t play well together with each other. A Tongsta-like machine hopefully had a similar composition to Tongsta blood.

Smearing himself against everything he could, he spread the strange gel all over. Wiping it into every nook and cranny where he could get some of it to come off.

Spinning in place, he felt a great deal of it simply fly off him due to the weightlessness of the space. The lack of gravity made it easy to spray it around.

Shooting back out of the machine, Wrench flew under the spray of Tongsta blood one more time. It was considerably less of a stream at this point, and they weren’t talking anymore either.

Right back into the machine he went, and spun like a top inside of it. Flinging and hurling the goop in every direction.

Coming back out, he grabbed the wrench-like object that was ever so slowly floating away and went back to hammering away at everything he could.

Every dial, every control, and every switch was hit, smashed, or smacked.

He easily got into the mindset that each of them was just waiting for him to flutter by and absolutely wreck it. To just let his inner “gremlin” free and cause a great deal of damage.

The only real issue is he didn’t have that much time.

That and the engine room could probably explode at any time if he screwed up something delicate. Slamming his impromptu club down several times into a multitude of very much needed readouts, Wrench paused. He’d heard the Tongsta version of an intercom turn on.

“Hey! What the hell is going on? I’ve got an entire lightshow going on up here for engine controls!” shouted a voice.

Smirking, Wrench lifted his weapon up and smashed it into the last display that’d looked operational, then stomped on a button. Throwing the item to the side, he shot up to the access point.

It seemed his time was up, and the fun was over.

Entering it quickly, he pulled the cover of it shut behind himself and threw the latch. He hunkered down into himself and sat there.

Listening.

Watching.

Chances were, someone would be around shortly to see what was going on.

Smiling to himself, Wrench looked at the other three tunnelers he had nearby. If they came in ones, he could easily put down another three.

Three fewer rebels were three less that Captain Boyfriend would have to deal with. Three less Tongsta to fight back when they showed up.

Alright… we’ll wait.

I’ll play the resistance Hume role again today.

Though… I should go get a few more tunnelers while I wait. Shouldn’t I?

No.

We’ll just wait.

I wouldn’t want to miss someone showing up. If I let one of them report in on the situation, then they might do something different.

Sitting there, Wrench stared at the dead Tongsta.

“Gremlins… that should be our military moniker. Gremlins. All we have to do is get onto a ship and into the systems… after that… after that, we can take it apart from the inside,” mused Wrench.

Smiling to himself, he waited.


Chapter 25




“What’re you doing? What’s… what… xxhht!?” asked the Tongsta as they rushed into the room. “What’s going on? Oh, my xxhht!”

Wrench let the access point tumble away and open. Holding tightly to the tunneler, he shot forward as if he were an arrow from a bow. Blasting forward out of his hiding space.

“Xxhht?! What— aaggh!” screamed the Tongsta as the tunneler fired off and began doing its job. A heavy stream of Tongsta blood shot out of it.

No sooner was the tunneler stuck firm than Wrench left. There was no reason to linger now that he’d completed his attack.

As he crossed back into the duct, he pulled the grate back into place and latched it shut. All the while, the Tongsta he had just struck with the tunneler was digging at it. Trying to pull it out of its body.

Screaming and shouting almost incomprehensibly.

“Two down,” Wrench remarked, watching dispassionately as the Tongsta died. Going through nearly all the same motions the previous Tongsta had. “However many Tongsta to go.

“I should go to the bridge and see if they’re saying anything interesting. It’ll be a few minutes before they try to contact this Tongsta here. Maybe I can get there in time to hear what they say.”

Leaving quickly before the Tongsta had even expired, Wrench shot down the pipe. He stopped in the armory to grab another tunneler, then continued on. Heading for the bridge.

“— to me. Why? I don’t understand at all!” shouted a Tongsta.

Even before he’d reached his destination, he knew that they were having quite a time with the problems he had caused.

When he finally reached the bridge, he saw that a Tongsta was floating at the front of the area. They had several tentacles out and were waving them about in a truly wild fashion.

Especially for a Tongsta.

They didn’t tend to bring out the tentacles except when they needed to do something at a physical level. Them using tentacles for no reason other than a physical display made Wrench feel like this Tongsta was particularly unhinged.

Unhinged or distraught.

“I don’t care!” the Tongsta shouted as soon as someone tried to say something. “Go-fix-it. I don’t want to fucking be here any longer than we have to! Now! Go!”

“But—”

“GO FIX IT!” shrieked the Tongsta.

A number of Tongsta left the room, rushing off and out of the room.

Suddenly, the Tongsta that had been shouting was alone. Standing near the front.

Oh?

Oh.

This seems like a perfect time to attack.

If we kill the leader… then… maybe everything goes wrong?

What if we kill them? Will that send everyone into an absolute panic after finding the other dead Tongsta?

Wrench realized that it didn’t matter. The longer he sat here debating it, the faster his chance would slip away.

Once more, he reached up, slipped the latch on the grate, and dove toward the lone Tongsta. The tunneler he’d taken with him was held close and snug to his chest.

“What? A Hume?” asked the Tongsta.

Their tentacles snapped forward toward him and were ready to catch him.

As quickly as he could, he dialed up his Systems. Bringing them up to a point that he was ready for combat.

With as many tentacles as the Tongsta had out, without his System, there was no way Wrench would be able to get in close. Tongsta were incredibly fast when they wanted to be.

Two tentacles lashed out at him to grab him, and Wrench slipped under them. Ducking his shoulder under them and keeping out of reach.

A third shot forward as if to spear him and all Wrench could do was tuck himself inward and pitch himself upward.

Rolling around the tentacle, Wrench came onward. Nearly sliding along it as he went.

Slamming the tunneler home into the Tongsta, Wrench flew down along its body. Skirting just an inch or two above the surface of its flesh, he tried to keep weaving around.

“What the hell!? A tunneler?!” screamed what Wrench assumed was the captain.

“Yeah, and you’re fucking dead buddy,” growled Wrench, speeding around the top of the Tongsta. The moment he came over the top of it, Wrench shot toward the duct.

“Bastard!” screamed the Tongsta, a tentacle slashing through the air at Wrench.

He could see it coming toward him out of the corner of his eye. Just enough to warn him to get out of the way.

Rolling, Wrench tucked into himself and tried to dodge low.

It put him closer to the Tongsta but away from the tentacle. The Tongsta couldn’t kill him with its body, but the Tentacle would easily break his back and slap him to the ground.

Almost like one might with a bug.

Gritting his teeth, Wrench went to move forward again.

A new tentacle came lashing out at him. The original was now moving back toward him at the same time.

There was no valid exit for him at the moment.

Turning around, Wrench gave up on getting away. This Tongsta was going to do all it could to keep him close or kill him.

Wrench looked at the tunneler and then had a weird thought.

The interior was hollow on this model.

He didn’t know how, or why, it spewed out Tongsta goop, but it did. 

Deciding a strange course of action, Wrench flew toward the tunneler.

It was a risk, but he didn’t think he could escape the Tongsta’s range as long as it was trying to tentacle him to death.

Curling on himself, Wrench shot toward the tunneler.

Pushing at full speed, he did his best to tuck himself into a small package. A ball that’d be able to fit into the tunneler and take him into the Tongsta.

Trying to get in line with the entrance, Wrench rushed at full speed and then some. Wanting to go fast enough to pass right through the stream, through the tube, and into the Tongsta itself.

There was a strange wet sound, and then Wrench was inside of the Tongsta.

Floating about in its insides, even as there was a great pull against him from the tunneler. A strange sensation to be sure, but it was easier to deal with than dodging tentacles.

Wrench watched the Tongsta as it realized it couldn’t reach him. Then it began to fumble at the tunneler that was ever still emptying it.

I mean… this works.

It’s actually rather safe, too.

Maybe I can ask Captain Boyfriend to make Hume-sized and Hume-portable tunnelers. We could end up being freakishly destructive with a Zero suit and a Hume tunneler.

Maybe even take those hardening pellets with us.

Become the projectile, I guess.

Another thing to consider.

The Tongsta Wrench was floating inside of had stumbled to some type of display or console. It stuffed part of itself into the device, which was partially Tongsta-like.

“I need help! I’ve been-I’ve been tunneled!” screamed the Tongsta.

Eh? Is it a communication device? Is that what this is?

Maybe it’s time to go while they’re distracted.

“I can’t… it’s… I’m going to die,” the Tongsta finished in a flat tone. “I have to make sure this isn’t discovered. I have to—”

That sounds really bad.

Putting on a sudden burst of speed, kicking his legs with maximum effort, and pulling with his arms, Wrench shot toward the tunneler.

With a ‘shloop’ noise, he popped out of it, along with a jet of Tongsta goop following behind him.

“Arhhh!” screamed the Tongsta. “You!”

Tentacles that’d been hanging limply now shot out toward Wrench. The Tongsta moved its body away from the console and went toward Wrench.

It was much slower now, though. It only made it twelve feet before it slowed down by half. Then another five before it came to a full stop.

“Ahhh-ah-ahhhnnngh,” groaned the Tongsta, coming to a stop. It was mostly stationary now. The tentacles it spawned were shriveled and slowly going back to its main body. “Bas-bastard. Xxhht!”

“Yeah, yeah. Hurry up and die already. The sooner that happens, the sooner I can get back to other things,” muttered Wrench. He’d stayed just ahead of the Tongsta, though now he was floating in place.

Retreating back into the access point and hiding away sounded like a good idea.

Yet right now the bridge was open for him to tear it apart. It likely wouldn’t be so open again in the future.

This might be his only chance to truly run amok here.

Springing into action, Wrench flew toward an object that looked heavy. Heavy and solid. It’d be a great tool to cause destruction, he figured.

Snatching it up, he spun around and brought it down with a bang on top of a console that was mostly mechanical. Moving past it, he brought the heavy object around and down into a display.

Shattering it.

The crackling noise as it crumpled inwards was satisfying.

As it broke apart, Wrench saw something he hadn’t expected.

A type of circuit board just beneath.

Grabbing hold of the display, he wrenched it out of position and threw it to the side.

No sooner did he get eyes on the board below, than he realized he could cause lots of problems. Lots and lots of problems.

In seconds, he tore out multiple items that Tongsta liked to put into these things to lower the amount of power going into the board. He had seen similar things in Hume tech, but also, not.

Tongsta machines tended to be a lot more powerful, and also more dangerous at the same time.

With a small clear space, Wrench could practically hear the hum of an electrical current in the board. It was attempting to bridge the gap that he’d torn out to resume its job.

I mean… to them an electrical current is annoying. To me, it’s lethal.

Tongsta are so weird.

Jerking out the Tongsta version of a wire, which was an odd semi-gel-like thing, he jammed it into the active circuits. He felt a tingling against the palm of his glove.

With the other end, he began randomly tapping it all over the board. Sending massive power loads and signals randomly to other systems.

There was a pop and a boom somewhere on the other side of the bridge. He wasn’t sure, but it sounded like something blew up.

“Nice,” Wrench muttered enthusiastically and kept stabbing around. Trying to see if he could short anything else out from here.

Since nothing happened at all, he figured his previous success had burnt something out badly. Tossing the live wire onto the board, he watched as it crackled and hissed, then shrugged and turned away.

Not far off, the dying Tongsta was trying to interact with the Tongsta-like control panel. They were just barely out of reach.

At this point, they were most certainly on their last drop of Tongsta goo, so to speak. They weren’t far from simply passing into whatever unconsciousness a blob monster could go into.

“Ah, ah. No touchie,” Wrench exclaimed and came over to the Tongsta. It was much smaller now. Only two times larger than Wrench was, in fact.

Slamming it with the tool he had picked up, he got a nice thump out of it and only knocked it back a few inches. Though a new jet of goop was ejected from the force of the impact.

Sharp objects didn’t work well on Tongsta.

Blunt objects, things that could knock their gel-like insides around, were great. They could cause rips, tears, gashes, and generally ruin a Tongsta’s day.

Then again, I’d never heard of Hardening whatever before either.

So… still learning.

Wrench lifted up his tool and smacked the Tongsta twice more.

The last time he did it though, it weakly defended itself, causing Wrench to be bumped backward.

Towards the Tongsta-goop-like console.

And right into it.

The exterior of it had been soft to the point of being more akin to jello.

Ah fuck.

Grunting, Wrench tried to free himself from the internals as quickly as he could. He had no idea what a Hume in a Zero suit would do to such a thing, but it probably wasn’t good.

“Welcome back, xxhht xxhht xxhht,” said a voice inside of his head. It felt like it was coming from his implant, but it didn’t at the same time.

It left him feeling as if someone had been hammering away next to his head with a mallet on a flexible piece of metal. Banging and clanging away and getting nothing done at all.

“Ugh,” groaned Wrench, struggling to get out of the device. It felt really sticky, to the point that he wasn’t able to actually move very well.

“New messages received, xxhht. Would you like to read them?” asked the voice in his head.

“No,” whimpered Wrench. “No, thank you.”

Wrench managed to pull himself to the edge of the device somehow. Then, with another sweep of his arms and kicking wildly, he came free of it.

Panting, groaning, he looked back at what he’d been pushed into.

It was quite literally the console the Tongsta he’d just killed had been at. It seemed perfectly normal from the outside.

Looking at it now, Wrench noticed that there was a strange Hume-shaped off-colored imprint inside of it. Right at the edge, in fact, that he had just come out of.

Looking down at his torso and arms, he saw that the goop from the Tongsta that’d been attached to him was gone. All of it had been stripped off him outright.

What?

Scooting closer to the device, Wrench hesitantly reached out with one hand.

His hand met the exterior and went no further. It was firm, to the point of feeling a lot like a solid glass wall.

Frowning, Wrench pushed hard. Putting his body into the effort this time.

All he did was manage to indent the substance, but that was it.

Errr… okay.

So because I was pretending to be a tiny Tongsta covered in goo, it thought I was them. Now that I’m not covered, I can’t get back in?

Tongsta are just so weird.

Flying down to the puddle that was beneath the very dead Tongsta, Wrench rubbed his hand into it.

Then he flew up to the gooey machine and put his hand to it.

“Welcome back, xxhht xxhht xxhht,” once again said the voice from his implant. Though it didn’t make him want to punch his own brain out just to end it this time.

It sounded quite similar to a Tongsta talking nearby, rather than a voice inside his skull.

“Thanks,” Wrench murmured. Then shrugged his shoulders. “Access messages? System display? HUD?”

There was no response from the machine to any of his commands. In fact, it acted as if he didn’t do or say anything at all.

Grunting, Wrench pulled his hand back.

Again, the thing kept the goo that’d been the Tongsta there.

Alright.

In other words… the skin of a Tongsta keeps them from losing their goop to the machine. But I can get into a machine if I cover myself in goop.

That seems important to know.

Maybe even… maybe even a way to eventually get Tongsta to notice Hume.

If they can create a layer to a machine that interfaces between Hume and the machine itself, it might change things. It seemed like an automated computer-like thing after all.

Anyway… where was I?

Wrench looked around at the bridge.

There were a lot of things that looked like they’d be great to smash and break. Delicate things that needed to be intact so that they could get the ship out of here.

Smiling, Wrench went and picked up something that must’ve been some type of Tongsta tool. It was big and once again looked sturdy.

“Time to Wrench shit up,” muttered Wrench, then darted off to a nearby console.

And stopped dead in his tracks at the sound of someone coming.

He was pretty far from the access point, and he only had a few seconds. If they came in as he was flying toward it, they’d see him, and that’d be the end of him being allowed free reign over everything.

Hiding behind something wouldn’t do him any good. If he made any noise at all, they’d find him instantly. Or if they were in direct line of sight between him and any part of them, they’d find him.

Tongsta didn’t have eyes and didn’t see the world the way Hume did. In fact, he was fairly certain that they had a harder time differentiating things inside of things.

Like the Hardening pellet, or when he was inside of the Tongsta. It was as if they couldn’t see where it was.

It was more akin to some type of sound location rather than visual, it just was always on.

Deciding on a strange course of action, but one that suddenly seemed like a good idea, Wrench shot toward the dead Tongsta. He wriggled himself quickly into the tunneler, and then into the Tongsta.

It’d been rather easy this time, considering that the tunneler wasn’t actually propelling much of the Tongsta out anymore. It was a gentle trickle now.

Floating inside of the dead Tongsta, Wrench could marginally see outside of it. As if he was holding a water bottle filled with jello in it and trying to peer out.

A second passed before a Tongsta wandered into view from the hall.

“Oh, my xxhht! The xxhht is dead!” screamed a Tongsta.

Then nine or ten Tongsta scurried into the bridge. They spread out around the corpse and the bridge and began to look around.

“Everything is fried!” shouted a Tongsta.

“My entire panel is smashed,” a second reported.

“The xxhht was killed with a tunneler. We’ve got a loyalist on board,” a third said.

Wrench wasn’t able to really see what was going on. He figured they were trying to check everything they could and figure out what’d happened.

“Okay… ah… I guess I’m the xxhht. Are coms up?” asked a Tongsta.

“No. Absolutely fried somehow. I have… I have no idea how. Or why. I’ll have to replace a great deal of it to get it up. That’s several xxhht at least,” answered a Tongsta. “Add the engines in, and we’re a damn xxhht out from getting anything done at all. We can’t even communicate with the port.”

“Xxhht! Xxhht. Okay… uh… fine. Turn everyone into repair teams. Get everything going. All of it,” growled the Tongsta who had apparently taken over. “Let’s get someone over to report to the port that we had an explosion on board and lost some systems. We need to get the engines fixed first and foremost.

“If we’re stuck here and a Grand Clan pops up on the xxhht, we’re absolutely going to get made into a husk.”

“Yes, xxhht!” shouted a few voices.

Then Tongsta began to rush off in every direction.

“Do it in teams! In teams. Of at least three. Clearly, we have a rogue element on board, and no one can be trusted. Not even me,” muttered the Tongsta.

Ha… alright.

So if the Gremlins can stay out of sight, we can even impact their morale. Let’s just… wait here for a minute. No sense in spoiling anything.

It’s such a wonderful surprise.

They’ll probably move the corpse at some point.


Chapter 26




Wrench was now bored.

He’d been lurking in the Tongsta corpse for a bit now.

Other than moving it over to the side of the bridge, it’d been completely ignored since then. No one had bothered with it otherwise.

It was somewhat surprising, as he’d genuinely thought they’d move the corpse somewhere for safekeeping. For Hume, it was the filter, so that there weren’t any future issues.

Apparently, Tongsta didn’t have those concerns, or these Tongsta in particular didn’t. The corpse was nothing more than something to be moved around while going about your duties.

Then again, maybe their bodies don’t rot the way a Hume does.

Maybe… maybe those stupid machines of theirs are made out of Tongsta?

Who the hell knows?

Damnit, if I knew they’d be like this, I would have made a break for it. There’s no reason to sit here like this at all.

Now I’m even further from the access duct.

Damnit.

Shaking his head, Wrench came to the final thought that he needed to get out of here as soon as possible. He was just wasting time, and he had no idea how long his Zero suit would have oxygen.

After a time, the breathable air in it would get thin unless he took it into an oxygen-filled environment. After that, it just refilled itself all on its own, thankfully.

If it didn’t, he and Tickaht would’ve likely perished a while back.

Wrench felt a strange and heavy vibration in the air. One that made his teeth feel strange. As if they were rattling against one another.

“What the hell is going on now?” demanded the Tongsta that’d taken over. They were standing in front of the strange machine that’d stripped the Tongsta goop off Wrench. They had two tentacles inside of it.

“Something just blew up in the armory,” reported another Tongsta.

After the newly minted captain had taken over, a number of Tongsta had left. There were now only three Tongsta inside of the bridge.

“What?” squawked the Tongsta. “The armory? Everything is put away safe there.”

“Well, something blew up and—”

A much larger rumble shook Wrench this time, as if a rather large detonation had gone off.

“Damnit!” swore the captain. “Okay… we’re closer. We’ll handle it. Let the repair crew know to keep working.”

The captain pulled his tentacles out of the device and floated over to the exit hall.

“Bridge to repair crew two, continue repairs. Going to the armory,” said another Tongsta before the other two joined the captain.

Well. I don’t know why that happened, and I don’t care.

Time to go.

Wrench flew out of the tunneler.

He was covered in dead Tongsta goo.

It was literally all over him.

Uh, fuck.

Taking a few seconds, he shot toward one of the Tongsta-like machines. He quickly rolled himself over it repeatedly. Cramming his body against it in a hug, only to try and do the same with his back.

It only took him about ten seconds, he figured, but it was worth getting all the Tongsta off of him.

Kicking off from the machine, he shot toward the access point.

Which opened wide as he did.

Someone was standing there just inside, waiting for him. He, of course, knew who it was instantly.

“Tickaht!” breathed Wrench and simply flew toward her.

“Ah… Wrench you—”

He caught the Grae up under the arms and hugged her tightly. He tried his damnedest to crush her into himself outright.

To which the lean and muscular Grae responded in kind. Her hands gripped his back and pressed tight to him.

Not letting her go, Wrench eased up on his hug and then grabbed the grate. He pulled it up and latched it into place, before getting his arm back around the Grae. Once more engaging in just holding to her.

“Yes… hello, Wrench,” mumbled Tickaht. “Hello. I… ah… hello.”

Tickaht tucked her head in and had it stuck against his neck. Her arms had retracted partially and were now pressed to his waist. Her legs had drifted up and had linked around his thighs.

In a weird way, Tickaht had turned herself into a backpack that was on his front.

“I came back. I know I was supposed to stay there but… I just kept getting angrier and angrier,” growled Tickaht. He could hear the anger in her words. That anger was growing with every word as well. “My thoughts kept turning back to you being hurt. Or getting caught. And… and… and I just got angry. Really angry.”

Tickaht finished by headbutting him. Her helmeted head thumped into his shoulder. She did so three more times.

Listening to her, Wrench had begun moving them down the duct. He’d done what he wanted to on the bridge. Right now he wanted to get back to the tank and get his suit refilled with oxygen.

“Well, I wasn’t angry. I was scared. Scared about you finding food. Finding water. Getting oxygen,” Wrench admitted, not releasing his hold on the Grae. He held onto her and flew onward down the duct.

“I just did the same thing over there, that we did here,” she grumbled. “It was very similar, just bigger. Didn’t find food though. Wasn’t able to find a Tongsta dispenser. I’m hungry.”

That made sense to him. Any Tongsta location would likely have similar duct systems.

“You were scared?” Tickaht asked in a quiet voice.

“Yeah. Like I said. Wasn’t sure you’d be okay.”

Tickaht grunted at that. Gently thumping her helmeted head against his shoulder. Over and over as they flew down the ducts.

“I was scared, then. I was scared that you would get caught or hurt,” finished Tickaht, her head lying down on his shoulder now. “Scared and angry. These aren’t normal feelings for Grae. It all makes me angry.”

“Pretty sure you’ve been doing a lot of non-Grae things as of late. Can guarantee most Grae don’t have sex with Hume, or want to play house with a Hume. They don’t put on Hume clothes and then run around talking to them.”

Tickaht honked softly at that. He was fairly certain that was some sort of sigh for her in this case.

“I was never a good Grae to begin with but… yes. You’re not wrong. However, I do think that there are other Grae like me. Other Grae who… ah… want to play house with a Hume.”

“I’m sure there are Hume who wouldn’t mind playing house with a Grae either.”

“Most Grae are satisfied with our culture and beliefs. If you were to ask ten, nine would say they’re happy. I think I just had bad experiences in my early life and… and that just set me up for the rest.”

Wrench felt that sounded likely. There would be just as many Hume who were happy with their situation in Hume society.

It was individual Hume that made Habs bad, not their strange caste system.

“I’m looking at you, Tickaht. I’m longing for you,” Wrench offered up. That felt like the best thing to say to her at the moment.

“I want you to look only at me. Long only for me. I’ll be your only Grae,” whispered Tickaht, suddenly sounding panicked. “It’s all too fast. Too sudden. Too much. But it feels right. Is it that we’ve been trapped alone for so long? It’s been a long time, hasn’t it? I’ve had two child-catching cycles go by.”

Wrench had done his best to keep track of time, but he wasn’t sure. Nor did he know if a ‘child-catching’ cycle was the same as a Hume female’s period, but it was likely. He just didn’t know how long that cycle was for a Grae.

Best he could figure, it was something close to two months since they’d been on the ship. Though he couldn’t be sure.

Without any way to measure time, it could have been six months or it could have been two weeks.

“My only Grae, huh?” Wrench asked, reaching the back of the ship. Taking the turn, he went down and then toward their tank.

“You have Stripe and Seventh already. As well as a number of others who don’t seem to matter as much. I want to be the only Grae amongst them,” Tickaht stated, her head coming up off his shoulder. Her strange black and red eyes were staring up at him through the visor.

“That’s fine. I… honestly, I only wanted one woman in my life. Period. Stripe seems to think that can’t happen, given my position,” Wrench muttered honestly. It was something he’d talked to Stripe about several times now.

“Yes. I would agree. You’re clearly above and beyond what a normal Hume would be. To believe you can close your life off to others is silly,” agreed Tickaht. “In Hume society or Grae society, someone with as much power as you would have multiple people tied to their life.”

Wrench peered through the grate. He didn’t see any Tongsta lingering around.

Unlatching the grate, Wrench exited the duct. Then he closed it.

Shooting down quickly toward the tank, he levered it open.

There was a hiss of oxygen blasting out as normal.

Moving inside, he quickly closed it behind himself and then hung there in the dark.

Tapping into his System, he quickly brought up his Nervous System and gave himself the ability to see in the dark.

Tickaht was gazing at him with wide eyes.

Catching her eyes with his own, he smiled.

“Let’s get you fed, my poor Tickaht. We’ve done enough as Gremlins for the moment,” Wrench murmured.

Tickaht slowly nodded her head.

“Then sex,” she blurted out quickly, her mouth forming into a flat grimace and her eyes widening out. “I… I really like sex.”

Wrench smirked, snorted, and nodded his head in return. He wouldn’t say no to bedding Tickaht. It’d become quite enjoyable.

“Keep looking at me, Wrench,” whispered Tickaht. “Keep longing for me.”




***




A sudden and heavy boom shook the tank. It caused Tickaht to jerk away from Wrench, her tongue searching around in his mouth only a second before.

She had somewhat of a fixation on kissing him and using her mouth liberally with him. He had no idea why, but didn’t fight her on it.

“What?” she asked, a smile popping up instantly.

Still kinda weird that a smile and grimace have swapped their meanings for a Grae.

“Not sure, but whatever it was, we should probably go find out,” he suggested with a sigh. For the last several hours, they’d just been exploring one another in their bed. Relaxing and enjoying each other.

Tickaht honked, hissed, and then grunted. She leaned back over him and kissed him again. Her tongue pushed into his mouth.

It seemed she disagreed with finding out what it was.

Another boom shook the ship, this time it was much louder.

Groaning, Tickaht eased her face away from his and put it on his shoulder. She let out a slow honk and a click. Then got up and went to where their suits were.

“I did try to set things up so that more things would go bad later. I just didn’t think it’d take this long,” admitted Tickaht. “I thought they weren’t going to go off at all.”

“Wait, that was you in the armory? I mean… I probably should’ve guessed, given the timing when you showed up,” observed Wrench while floating over to the Zero suit.

“Of course, it was. I could see you in the dead Tongsta. I wasn’t going to leave you there, so I provided you with an escape. A suitable distraction so that you could escape,” Tickaht elaborated while getting into her Zero suit.

Wrench was unable to look away as she jiggled and bounced her impressive assets into it. Of course, she caught him watching and the grimace that spread over her face was instantaneous. She was quite pleased it seemed, given the extent of that grimace.

“Yes, yes, I’m looking, I’m longing. Shut up,” growled Wrench, making it to his suit and getting into it.

“You can’t look away from me, Wrench. You stare. I’m not as big as Stripe though. You don’t look at her like you do me. You stare so much,” accused the Grae, her suit settling into place before she grabbed up her helmet.

“Yeah, yeah. I stare. Whatever. You like it, I like it, why not stare?” growled Wrench.

“Stare more. Please. Stare until you can’t,” hissed Tickaht as she shifted her boobs around in the suit.

“How pissed would you be if I stare at other Grae?” he asked, suddenly curious.

“I’d tear your fucking eyes out,” Tickaht said warmly. “Good thing I know you’re only asking because you wish to understand.”

“What if I really wanted to go Grae tribal? Get rid of all my Hume and get an entire collection of Grae women?” teased Wrench, pulling his helmet down now that he was in his suit.

“I… well… ugh. Maybe?” allowed Tickaht surprisingly. “Yes. I understand. As long as I’m the Stripe of the Grae.”

“I’m just teasing. You’re the only one I want. The rest of your kind seem really skittish and not so nice. Come on. Let’s go,” he said, changing the subject quickly.

Tickaht got her helmet placed down firmly on her head and then hesitated. Her hands were held at her sides, and her fingers were spread out.

Then she reached over and grabbed him. Hugging him tightly.

She held him for several seconds before she hit the maintenance door’s mechanism and opened it. Pushing it wide, she shot out of the tank.

Well.

I guess I get it.

She was told her whole life she’s weird and Grae should be spreading their genes. Far and wide.

Now she’s stuck in a small room with a Hume she’s having lots of sex with and was worried about.

Then again, I’m definitely feeling very strange about her myself.

I think… I think I want to try and run her down into a relationship like I want with Stripe. Been spending a lot of time just talking to Tickaht about everything.

Exiting, he closed the maintenance door and chased Tickaht up toward the access grate.

The Grae pulled it down and then scooted inside right after Wrench did. Pulling it up and closing it behind them, Tickaht looked at him.

“Bridge?” he asked.

“Bridge,” agreed Tickaht, though she didn’t fly off. She floated there, staring at him.

Realizing she wasn’t going to move off without him, he started moving away slowly. Only to pick up speed as he went to match her own speed.

More and more, he was realizing her mentality was shifting in her treatment of him. Shifting away from the direct “chase me so I’ll chase you” and more towards a far more comfortable variation of it.

“Are you actually mad that we’re more comfortable with each other?” he asked, sensing some of her discomfort more keenly now.

“I…” breathed Tickaht her voice fading away. Her shoulders relaxed, and she visibly shed the tension. “No. I- I’m not. I’m just mad at being scared, I think. Scared about what to do and how to act with you.”

“I mean, I was pretty happy with how you were at the start, and I’m equally happy with how you are lately. You can be both or either, and I’m happy,” offered Wrench. “Though… I do think you’re suffering from some type of Grae depression. You’re not getting something you need to function correctly, and it’s causing you problems.”

Tickaht huffed, then nodded her head slightly.

“I’ve had a vitamin deficiency before. It got so bad my fingers and toes were tingling,” Wrench said as they shot down the ducts.

“Really?” asked Tickaht in surprise.

“Yeah. So… I really wouldn’t be surprised if you’re feeling off because you’re missing something. Don’t fret over it and know I was happy with how you acted at the start, and how you’re acting lately. Either is fine.

“Let’s get some tunnelers just in case, by the way. No idea what’s going on. No sense going in without a weapon.”

“I… yes. Yes! Look at me, Wrench. Long for me,” demanded Tickaht a second before shooting ahead of him. She spun in midair as she went, and stuck her arms out. Spinning like a top and picking up speed.

Grinning, he chased after the Grae.

They stopped at the armory, and each picked up a tunneler. No one had been in there, though he saw the massive, blackened corner of the room. Clearly, where Tickaht had set off some explosives.

There were no Tongsta here, nor did it seem as if something new had happened. The boom didn’t come from here.

Quickly, the two of them were shooting back down the duct to the bridge.

When they arrived, Wrench was surprised.

There were only three Tongsta on the bridge, and they seemed to be working frantically at their consoles. None of them were talking, each completely involved in their task.

“Keep them out,” growled one of the Tongsta. “Those damn loyalists can sit out there all damn xxhht. Until they cube.”

Loyalists?

Did Goodie make it here?

Ha.

I bet she did.

She probably slapped Captain Boyfriend into action.

That means we need to make sure they can’t do anything.

“Status?” asked the Tongsta.

“Still xxhht from being able to move but… that heavy cruiser out there isn’t going to just let us leave, are they?” asked one of the Tongsta.

“Better to try that than get boarded,” answered the captain.

Okay. Time to attack, I guess.

“Need another tunneler,” hissed Tickaht. She put down the weapon and then shot off at a blistering speed. Shooting down the duct as if she were an arrow escaping the bowstring.

Hm.

Seventh would’ve tried to figure out how to fight them with what we had.

Stripe probably would have been of no help, or would just be fretting over it. Such a situation wasn’t within her wheelhouse.

Tickaht’s response was to it was to get more weapons for the initial attack.

And me… I just want to smash it all.

Tickaht came back in no time, lugging behind her two more tunnelers. They were now at a total of four.

Standing there at the grate, she looked at him. He could see the massive grimace on her face. If she were a Hume, Wrench would’ve described it as ear to ear.

“I’ll take the two on the left,” she whispered and nodded her head. “They’re closer. I can get to them rapidly. You take the one in the far back.”

Wrench looked to the three Tongsta.

Her plan made sense.

The third was significantly further away.

It’d be possible to hit the two closer ones in the same time it would take to get to the third.

“Good luck hunting, Tickaht,” whispered Wrench.

Tickaht flinched, then momentarily leaned toward him. Her helmet pressed to his.

“Yes! Good hunting, Wrench” gushed Tickaht, a second before throwing the catch on the grate and shooting away from him.


Chapter 27




Wrench gave up on his thoughts, or Tickaht’s fleeting rear-end, and flew ahead. Shooting straight toward his target.

There was a Tongsta working at a semi-mechanical console on the far side of the bridge. One tentacle was tapping at things on a screen while another was submerged in the Tongsta-like goop of a different device.

The sudden scream of a Tongsta in pain caused the one Wrench was closing in on to flinch and pull away from the consoles.

“Oh, my xxhht!” shrieked a Tongsta.

“What?” asked another Tongsta, likely the one Wrench was zipping toward. “What’s going—”

Slamming the tunneler home into the side of the Tongsta, Wrench turned away. His job was done here, and the Tongsta would soon be leaving this world.

This time, Wrench didn’t wait for even a second. He put as much distance as he could between himself and the Tongsta. Getting out of reach of its tentacles.

He looked over in time to see Tickaht spiraling wildly away from both Tongsta she’d gone after. They were emptying themselves out rapidly on the ground even as they screamed and flailed about.

Tentacles were whipping around at Tickaht, who easily dodged and spun off from them. Weaving herself through the air as a fish might in water.

Wrench aimed himself for the access point and waited for Tickaht. She’d been held up for only a few seconds by the Tongsta.

No sooner than she’d entered the pipe, Wrench hauled it shut. Closing it and locking the latch in place.

“They scream a lot,” grumbled Tickaht as the three Tongsta did just that. Slapping at the tunnelers all the while. “I can’t say I blame them. I’d probably be screaming in a similar way while watching my blood pour out.”

“I want to say I can hate them, that this doesn’t bother me… but I can’t,” admitted Wrench, watching as the three Tongsta lost their lives. “I can’t help but think of Goodie.

“I don’t want to look at Tongsta the way they did Hume. Or Grae. Where they’re all just the same and one life doesn’t matter. That they’re ‘not us’ so it’s fine.

“I just can’t think that way anymore though. Goodie’s changed me. Changed me for the better.”

Because she’s trying to live her life, while also living it for me. For Hume and Grae.

All while I’d been trying to live only for myself.

There’s something to be said for walking the middle ground. To live for others while also living my life.

“Oh,” Tickaht whispered. “Yes. I can understand that. Goodie is… Goodie is very good. To be fair, she actually treated us Grae quite well. She took all of us from the other Hab. There’s always food and drink available for us, and lots of tree tops.

“It’s… well… Goodie clearly meant well for us. I just couldn’t understand her and thought she was more like a massive predator. Keeping us as snacks for later. Especially our young. Children never come back when they’re taken.”

Err… right.

I guess from their point of view that might fit better with their cultural values.

Even if it doesn’t make any sense whatsoever to me.

That’s fine though.

“We all thought the Tongsta were eating us. Anyone taken never comes back. Only breeders remain,” Tickaht said earnestly. “We didn’t even know about Hume where I grew up. We only learned what a Hume was when our Hab was combined.”

“That-that makes sense, I suppose. Huh. I guess Grae are raised very differently than Hume,” Wrench mumbled, slowly nodding his head. “Considering that there aren’t any male Grae in Habs, I guess that’s how it has to be. The only place where Grae are bred is where males are. That would certainly disconnect any Hab knowledge from going back there.

“But… uh… wait, what happens to Grae when their Hab closes? If a Hume Hab is closed, or just goes under, Tongsta typically give us to a shelter.

“Well, some Tongsta just get rid of their Hume outright. Most will give them to a shelter.”

Tickaht shook her head, a curious look on her face.

“No. Not that I know of. Any Grae that went out, never came back. Ever,” she confirmed. “Also… I only know of a single place where Grae are born. I’ve never met any from anywhere else.

“Even those with me in our current Hab are all from the same place. Though two came from different groups. They’re a little older than me but… but they still came from—”

Tickaht finished her sentence with a whistling honk.

Wrench only smiled, a stray thought popping through his head.

“You know, I once wished I could understand you,” he murmured, staring into her black and red eyes. “You were talking non-stop for quite a while. We’d been sharing food and water. I remember just thinking how much I’d love to have understood everything you were telling me.”

“You-when… ah! Yes. I was telling you all about the other Grae and how I got hurt,” Tickaht explained with a soft honking chuckle. “That the other Grae were very curious about you and wanted to know more.

“I asked you several times if you were looking at me and longing for me. Your eyes kept going to my chest.”

Wincing, Wrench nodded his head. He did indeed remember doing his best not to stare, and failing a few times.

“I did look and long for you,” admitted Wrench, bringing his gaze back up to Tickaht’s. “Grae are fascinating people. With… fascinating anatomy.”

Tickaht gave him a wide Grae smile at that, her eyes rounding out fully.

There was a detonation that shook the ship, causing Tickaht to pause even as she’d opened her mouth. She gestured once and then shot down the pipe, speeding off.

Wrench hadn’t really been able to figure out where the explosion had come from, but there was only one of two options to choose from.

One was to go back to their tank.

The other was to go away from the line that would take them to their tank, and to the opposite side of the ship.

Both of which they could access from the back of the ship at the tank.

Wrench chased after Tickaht.

Tickaht only barely slowed down as they went past each access point as they shot down the pipe. Spinning slowly even as she did it.

“You’re too damn graceful!” Wrench called after her, unable to stop his brain from spitting it out.

In response, he heard a warm and heartfelt laughter from Tickaht. A loud honking that he’d never heard before.

“Yes! I’m your Grae! Look at me more!” she called back, rapidly flipping end over end. She was now moving feet first through the pipe while staring back at him through her helmet.

It whipped to one side as they passed by an access point, only for her to practically come to a screeching halt. Her arms flailed and her legs kicked wildly.

In a most ungraceful way, in fact.

Wrench also did his best to slow down and had to squirm to the side. In her awkward movements, she’d ended up getting right in front of him.

Coming to a stop, Wrench reversed direction and came to float beside Tickaht.

They were looking out into the cargo bay.

The door was closed, but it didn’t seem like that would matter for long. There were a number of holes torn open, and when he took in the whole of it, it was obvious someone was cutting their way in from the outside. All these holes were forming together into a shape.

There were no Tongsta here either. Wherever the repair crew was, they weren’t here or expecting what was happening.

“It’s our Tongsta,” whispered Tickaht. “I know it is. We have to make sure it’s safe for them.”

Opening the hatch, Tickaht didn’t wait. She threw it open and rushed forward into the cargo compartment. She rotated as she went, clearly assessing the area.

Grimacing, feeling very strange about moving into the open, Wrench joined her. His Systems were all dialed up to an incredible level.

Everything except his perception of time was Overclocked, and then some.

However, that was only a simple thought away from dropping him into a state where the world would be set to a glacial pace.

Even then, he felt somewhat naked without a tunneler in his possession. In this outing, he had killed a number of Tongsta and was feeling quite lethal.

Most of it hadn’t even been done while optimizing himself for the action either.

There was a clang and a muffled pop from the cargo door.

Wrench had been wrong.

They weren’t trying to cut a massive hole into the hull of the ship.

Instead, they had been actively hunting for the door controls to blow them up so it’d open. 

Because with that last boom, and a cloud of debris shooting out of the hull, the door had swung inward, revealing an entire party of Tongsta on the other side.

They quickly rushed into the ship and began fanning out.

Many of them held clubs, though Wrench noted several held an odd device that though spherical in nature, did have a second, equally as round, object attached to one side of it. They rushed into the cargo room as if they were expecting resistance.

“Hello there,” Wrench called out loudly.

“Ah! There he is,” said a voice that took Wrench a few seconds to identify. It was Talker. The Tongsta pulled a carrier around that’d been behind it and dangling off a tentacle. He looked perfectly fine, considering the last time Wrench had seen him, he’d been most certainly wounded. “Tickaht’s here, too, xxhht!”

“Wonderful news, xxhht,” replied Captain Boyfriend from a communicator somewhere on Talker’s person. Likely attached to the carrier.

Talker opened the carrier and held the door open.

“It’s an atmospheric carrier,” Talker said and then pulled a thrown-together communication box out of it. This was easily a fourth of the size of the last one and looked like Wrench could carry it like a backpack.

Talker set it down to the top of the carrier.

“Could you give me a report?” Talker asked earnestly. “What’s the situation here?”

The surreal nature of the situation made Wrench laugh.

Moving over to the device, he sat down on the top of the carrier and looked at the buttons on top of the communicator. They looked entirely different this time and the layout was different as well.

Tickaht sat practically on top of it, looked at the buttons, and then casually hit several of them as she stared down at it.

“Many more buttons, it’s just a bit more crammed together,” she murmured as she kept hitting more buttons. “I like it. More to talk with.”

“Reporting in. Status. Affirmative,” came an electronic voice. “Enemy. Contact. Combat. Enemy. Dead. Enemy. Alive. Enemy. Ship. Disabled.”

“Got it… then… you’re okay, you’ve killed a number of the enemy on board, some are still alive, and you disabled the ship,” paraphrased Talker.

“Affirmative,” Tickaht responded with a slap of a button, followed by a hooting laugh. “Affirmative. Enemy. Dead. Enemy. Ship. Disabled.”

“Got it. Do you know where the enemy is, or their numbers?” asked Talker.

“Negative. Affirmative,” said the voice. Then it said ‘Enemy” at least twelve times. Wrench honestly lost count of how many times Tickaht hit the button.

“You don’t know where they are, but there’s at least twelve left,” Talker summarized. The rest of the Tongsta that were with him seemed equal parts confused and amazed. Whispering amongst themselves.

“Affirmative.”

“Weapons?”

“Affirmative.”

“What about the bridge crew?” pressed Talker.

“Dead.”

“Does the rest of the crew know they’re dead?”

“Negative.”

Talker laughed at that, then looked to everyone around him.

“Xxhht, I recommend the assault teams just go to the bridge. If we can take control, it doesn’t even matter. Doubly so since the bridge crew is dead,” suggested Talker.

“Agreed. Assault team one, take the bridge. Assault team two, hold the insertion area. Xxhht bring back the cargo,” ordered Captain Boyfriend.

“Negative,” Tickaht stated. “Negative. Reporting in. Enemy. Alive. Reporting in. Combat.”

“No. I… I’m sorry, you need to come back. Your mom is literally waiting at the airlock and is sick with worry,” apologized Captain Boyfriend.

“Erm. Well. Hm,” mumbled Tickaht. Then she tapped two buttons.

“Affirmative. Reporting in.”

Wrench and Tickaht got into the carrier, though Talker didn’t seal it. He just held onto it and quickly left the cargo area and went back off the ship. He walked into what looked a lot like a transport.

The Tongsta at the controls didn’t say anything, but the door shut behind them. Then they were certainly off and away without another word. Though, by the way Talker cradled the carrier, he seemed rather protective of the two of them.

In only a few minutes, the transport popped. Then there was a very loud hissing noise. As if the atmosphere of the transport was venting in or out something.

“Alright. You can take your helmets off if you want. Xxhht’s keeping most of the compartments in the ship at an atmosphere safe for Hume and Grae,” Talker advised, moving over to the door. “Only the engine room and batteries aren’t. It’s to limit the possibility of a fire or explosion.”

Wow, really?

Huh.

Kinda nice. Makes the ship almost a Hab all on its own.

The door slid open, and Wrench found Goodie waiting there just as Captain Boyfriend had said. The line running from one end of her to the other was obvious.

“Wrench, Tickaht!” Goodie squealed excitedly. Tentacles appeared and were moving toward the carrier.

Wrench exited it before she could grab it and went straight into her. Slapping his body to hers.

Surprisingly, Tickaht followed his lead, though she didn’t slam into the Tongsta in the same way. Instead, she settled down at the point where the tentacle came out of Goodie.

“My babies,” cooed Goodie. “Thank you, spssss, for getting them.”

“Course. I mean… I’m the Hume Partner. It’s my job,” Talker replied with a rueful-sounding laugh. “Do you want the communicator?”

“No, I don’t really need it. Thank you, though,” Goodie said, then began moving away. She had a tentacle wrapped firmly around Wrench and was holding onto him. Another tentacle was very carefully laid across Tickaht’s legs.

It wasn’t possessive-looking.

More accurately, it seemed as if she was making sure Tickaht didn’t fly away from her. Which made sense, given how quickly Goodie fled.

“I was so scared. So scared,” Goodie whispered in a way that sounded like it was near to actually sobbing. “My babies. I knew it was always a risk with you going, but I didn’t think it’d happen. It left me so wrung out.

“I’m not sure I can handle this anymore. I don’t want any of my babies going anywhere anymore.

“That includes you, Tickaht. You seem like such a precious Grae. You’re not allowed to put yourself at risk either, anymore.”

“I… yes, Goodie,” mumbled Tickaht, tipping to one side and putting her shoulder to the Tongsta.

“Thank you, sweetie. Now… we’re going to go talk to spssss real quick, then we’re going home. I think he just wants to confirm a few things, so he knows what to report. That’s all.

“Doubly so since we’ll have to report that we found the Destroyer. This damn pirate has been taking out a lot of ships.”

“It isn’t a pirate. They’re more like rebels. I have no idea about the details but… they’re hunting military ships,” argued Wrench. “What pirate in their right mind would hunt military ships? They wouldn’t. This is different.”

Goodie slowed down partially. Processing his words but not being able to directly understand them.

“You disagreed with part of that. But what… that it’s a destroyer?” asked Goodie.

“Not that part,” Wrench said and shook his head. He was still hugging Goodie.

“That… that we caught the pirates?”

“Yes. That’s part of it, but not completely,” Wrench nodded his head. Then shook it.

“So it’s about the pirates.”

Wrench nodded his head.

“They’re not pirates,” Wrench started, then he leaned away from Goodie, causing the Tongsta to come to a stop.

They were in some type of corridor.

Wrench pointed at himself.

“You,” Goodie said.

Wrench then pointed at Tickaht.

“Tickaht,” confirmed Goodie.

Pointing at himself, then Tickaht he shook his head. Then pointed at the floor, then the ceiling, and shook his head.

“The pirates are rebels,” Wrench tried. “They are not what you think.”

Damn.

Maybe we should have asked for that communicator box after all. This is pretty hard to translate.

“You are not Tickaht. The bottom is not the top. The pirates are not… pirates?” tried Goodie.

“It’s like she’s psychic,” whispered Tickaht, gazing at Goodie in a weird way.

At this point, Wrench was nodding his head in long strokes and doing it with his near whole body. He was also laughing.

“Oh. Goodness. If they’re not pirates… that changes things. We most certainly need to talk to spssss,” Goodie affirmed.

“Are you dating him yet? I like Captain Boyfriend,” Wrench asked.

“Uhm… you… uhm,” Goodie mumbled.

“So you’re dating him? That’s good. I like Captain Boyfriend. Is that really fast for Tongsta? You all seem really slow in everything else,” pried Wrench.

“Shush, Wrenchie,” pleaded Goodie with a low and nervous laugh.

“Are you? Just a yes or a nod,” Wrench pushed, nodding his head, then shaking his head.

“Yes. I am. Okay? He’s very… very nice. And he really likes Hume!” pleaded Goodie suddenly. “He was there for me when you were missing. He didn’t ask or want anything, he just… helped me. We talked about you and Hume and Grae and… and… I really like him.”

“Good! I like Captain Boyfriend, too. If he kept you happy, then that’s all I need to know,” provided Wrench.

“Really?” asked Goodie, apparently understanding him. There was a very nervous and worried undertone to it.

“Of course. We want you to be happy, Mom. Just like you want us to be happy,” offered Wrench.

He felt Goodie pull a bit harder at him. Keeping him nice and tight to her body.

“Okay. I’m glad to hear that. I’m not willing to give up my crusade for Hume. For Grae. It’d be nice to have someone to go through this with,” explained Goodie. “I’m glad you approve of him. I was kinda nervous I’d have to try and convince you to be nice.”

“No, I’ll be very nice. I’m going to give that Tongsta a hug,” Wrench promised. “He literally took his brand-new boat on a wild goose chase to find a Hume and a Grae. Even if he only did it for you, he still did it. I can’t imagine his chain of command is real happy with him.”

“I’m glad you’ll be nice,” Goodie remarked as they kept moving. In no time at all they entered what looked to be a bridge. It was laid out in a similar way to the rebels’ ship.

“Ah, Lady xxhht,” said Captain Boyfriend, the large Tongsta moving away from a console. “Wrench, Tickaht. I’m glad you’re both safe.”

To Wrench, the words sounded genuine. He even came over to hover near the trio.

Wrench did exactly as he said he would. He moved forward away from Goodie and hugged Captain Boyfriend.

Or at least tried to.

Given the size of the captain, that was an impossible task.

“Good to see you, Captain Boyfriend,” said Wrench.

“Oh, erm, ah… thank you, Wrench,” mumbled Captain Boyfriend. “It’s good to see you, too.”

An awkward tentacle came out and patted at Wrench.

He definitely wasn’t opposed to Wrench’s gesture, the big Tongsta just didn’t know what an appropriate response to it was, it seemed.

“Great, now… you said you had questions?” Wrench prompted and moved away from Captain Boyfriend. He nestled himself back into Goodie. “This should be pretty quick. Then I can go home and take a shower.

“Because… honestly… I think I probably stink. Bad.”


Chapter 28




Wrench shivered, grunted, and then shifted forward on the bed. Reaching out, he found Tickaht and drug her back into his chest. Slipping his arm between her upper and lower breasts, he hung on tight to her.

She let out a series of soft clicks and pushed back into him. Then she snatched up the blanket at their hips and pulled it up and over them to the shoulders before going still.

Except Wrench was now fully awake.

The blanket that was now covering them had prodded his brain into activity.

That and the feeling of the sleepwear Tickaht had put on to get into bed. He had no idea where she’d gotten it from either.

Both items had combined together to push his mind to a wakeful disposition.

And prompted him to realize all over again that they were most certainly not in the tank but were in his Pen. They weren’t on the rebel ship anymore.

He barely remembered clambering into the bed with Tickaht, then passing out with her. Neither of them had even mentioned having sex, but had simply gone immediately to sleep.

Sex hadn’t even been a consideration.

They’d eaten their fill, and honestly then some, after arriving just before dinner. Wrench and Tickaht talked to everyone since he’d been missing again, then went straight to sleep.

Tickaht followed him into his Pen without saying anything about it. She’d only paused to change her clothes while Wrench stripped down to just his boxers.

Rolling to one side, he glanced at the clock beside his bed.

I slept for… fourteen hours.

Holy crap.

And that was after eating at least four thousand calories in a single sitting.

That and Patch crammed me full of vitamins and other things. For a Mender, she’s too quiet. It’s almost like she doesn’t exist.

Though she did make Tickaht take a bunch of things, too. I hadn’t realized that Menders could actually tend Grae, but that’s a good thing to know.

I wonder what happened to that Mender Greedy mentioned.

We could use them right now, given how many Hume Goodie is caring for. Patch is practically going from Hab to Hab to help out.

Sighing, Wrench realized he needed to get up.

He didn’t doubt for a moment that Gadget and Swifty had probably taken care of everything from a Fixer side of things. That they were handling the Hab well.

Except, even if he knew that, he still felt weird.

He wasn’t doing his job.

“It’s time to get up?” mumbled Tickaht, her clawed hands pressing to the back of his arm.

“Yeah. Seventh and Stripe were happy to see me last night, but they both let me just eat, then pass out,” he said. “I owe them time, and I need to make sure they’re alright.”

“Well, that’s good to hear. I didn’t push because I knew you needed food and sleep,” said Stripe happily.

Blinking, Wrench sat upright in bed, partially pulling away from Tickaht, and looking towards the other side of his Pen.

Seventh and Stripe were on a bed of their own.

The Brawler was sleeping quietly, one leg dangling off the edge of the bed. Stripe was sitting up on her side of the bed and watching him.

“Uh,” Wrench said. He hadn’t noticed the bed there earlier, but he hadn’t really been paying attention either.

“We moved it in here after you vanished again,” Stripe said with a casual wave of her hand. “Dusky wasn’t sleeping in here without you, and Seventh and I felt better being in here while you were gone.

“So… I’m sorry, I know almost seventy percent of your Pen is beds but… I’m not sorry, either.”

Stripe shrugged her shoulders with a small smile.

Only now did he notice that she was sitting in her bed with nothing on but a nightgown. It did nothing to hide Stripe’s very impressive bust.

Something he hadn’t actually gotten a really good look at, given how often she hid her figure. Right now, she looked incredible.

She clearly noticed his awareness of her attire, her cheeks slowly turning red and catching her lower lip between her teeth. Her hands crept upward and dragged the edge of the blanket up past her remarkable endowments. Covering herself up.

Though she hadn’t done it swiftly, and her revealing it had clearly been intentional. She was still clearly nervous and bashful, though obviously more open to moving forward now.

“Your breasts are amazing, Stripe,” Tickaht blurted out. “Your chest is very impressive. Very. I’m envious of them. I think Wrench will want to fondle you a lot.

“Please make sure to tell him to fondle me as well if he ends up only fondling you. My breasts are very sensitive, especially my lower pair. I really like it when he plays with them so… don’t be greedy. Please, Stripe?”

“I-uhm-ah-nn… yes? Yes. I’ll-yes. I’ll keep that in mind,” sputtered Stripe, sounding shocked and confused, but maybe also a touch pleased.

“Thank you. I appreciate that. Are your boobs sensitive?” Tickaht asked.

“I don’t… know? I’ve never-I don’t… I don’t know,” finished Stripe in a subdued and anxious voice.

Tickaht snorted, honked quietly, and then slunk around the bed. Slithering through the sheets and getting out of the bed.

She stood up and stretched, tilting her hips one way and then the other. It gave him a great view of her.

With a grunt, Tickaht relaxed and let her posture sink. Then she smacked her lips.

“I’m going to go get ready. I need to go get everyone together and start training them on Hume,” Tickaht muttered, then huffed. “I’ll brush my teeth and shower before I go.  You said you like those things.”

“Don’t… chew the toothbrush. Your teeth are fun, but you’ll wreck ’em,” warned Wrench as Tickaht scooted between the two beds and began walking to the bathroom.

She let out a snickering laugh and changed her direction. Heading his way instead.

Leaning down, she kissed him quite warmly, then leaned down and grazed her serrated teeth along his throat.

Patting his cheek once, she sauntered off.

“You know you long for my teeth and what I can do,” Tickaht proclaimed before shutting the door to the bathroom behind her.

“She’s… very… direct, and yet indirect,” Stripe declared, her smile was nervous yet amused at the same time. “It’s somewhat hard to get a read on her.”

“It’s because she’s not Hume. Seventh has many similar traits to her, but Tickaht is distinct as well,” Wrench suggested. “So… hi… Stripe… I missed you.”

“I missed you, too, Wrench,” murmured Stripe. She looked from Seventh to the bathroom, and then got up out of bed. Her eye-catching figure was visible once again, even though she tried to cover it with her forearms.

Getting into Wrench’s bed, she quite literally laid down in the spot where Tickaht had been. Then she pulled the covers up to her chin and looked at Wrench, who was partially propped up.

“I missed you a great deal. So much so that… that I told Dusky it was okay to let her deal with you be ended,” Stripe whispered quietly. Her left hand had come out and was resting atop his. “I’m sorry… I’m really sorry… I just-I just lost my mind for a moment and told her it’s fine.”

“You did?” Wrench asked with a smile. Laying back down in the bed, he turned his hand over and slipped his fingers into Stripe’s. He held to her hand, then slowly moved closer to Stripe.

Stripe began to breathe heavier as he did so. Her hand trembled slightly until her fingers tightened on his.

Nodding her head, he heard her inhale, hold her breath, and then let it out in a soft whoosh. She forced a smile and held his gaze.

“I did! I didn’t think… that… I talked to the School Hume. Almost all of them. They were all really happy with how they were being treated in the Hab. All of them were very happy,” Stripe said quickly though quietly. “So I spoke to Dusky… and… well, all of the School that were here to be your women, that is. It was surprising there were so many of them.

“Dusky, Starlight, Duchess, Sparkle, Jitter, Pistol, and Popsicle. Though the last two aren’t School but-but you get the picture, I’m sure.

“Everyone was happy. Even those who were supposed to be yours. They were annoyed that they didn’t get to share a bed with you often, but were happy otherwise. No one’s unhappy at all.

“The Brawlers you’ve brought on have all been quite kind and do the tasks the Adminis or Fixers assign them. They don’t bother anyone. Everyone’s happy.”

“Okay… about Dusky though?” Wrench tried, grinning. Stripe was obviously flustered and lost in her own thoughts. It didn’t help, he imagined, that he was slowly inching closer to her every so often. He was close enough that her morning breath was potently washing over his face.

He really didn't care at the moment though. He was closer in this moment to Stripe than he’d ever been previously.

“Uhm, uh… that—” Stripe’s gaze had moved from his left eye to his mouth, then to his right eye. He got the impression she really wanted him to kiss her at this moment. “I told her I’d take her place? That she didn’t need to do anything more. I told it to all of them. That Seventh, myself, and Tickaht would take their places. That they didn’t need to worry about it anymore.”

The last was said in a breathy whisper. Stripe’s face was bright red now, and she was breathing much faster. Her hand was practically clenching his own.

“Thank you, Stripe,” murmured Wrench before he leaned in, closed his eyes, and for the first time, kissed Stripe on the mouth.

The Deme let out a quiet, almost imperceptible chirp, her full lips meeting his own. It was a very soft and tender kiss. So soft that their lips hung together more similar to fallen leaves stuck on a branch together, than actually being pressed to one another.

If this had been Seventh or Tickaht, he’d have put a hand to their rear and drug them up to himself as he kissed them. With Stripe, it was an entirely different story.

Their lips came unstuck slowly. To the point that he could feel just how soft hers were as it happened.

“I… you’re welcome,” she whispered, staring at him through lidded eyes. Her cheeks had a full and red blush to them, and her breath was coming out in quick, soft huffs. “I just couldn’t handle it anymore. I had to stake my claim. It felt like an opportunity to do so with how long you were gone, too.

“Realistically, you, I, and Seventh are the Head of the Hab. Any of us can order it, and it’ll happen. Mostly because Goodie always talks to us as leaders. And… and… ah…”

Stripe had been rambling along. As if a steady stream of words would keep him from kissing her again. Some type of last defense against what was inevitable.

Except, in the end, she gave in. She moved forward herself and kissed him this time. Her free hand came up to tenderly rest her fingertips against his jaw while kissing him.

The unmistakable soft chirps coming unendingly from Stripe as they kissed made him think of small, adorable creatures. Even as her fingers brushed as light as a breeze against him, her lips determinedly stuck to his.

It was a very long kiss.

Though it was only a kiss.

Wrench was quite happy with that.

That was progress that he couldn’t measure with any tool in his tool belt.




***




“So, we’re going to talk to all of the Grae, Tickaht will translate, and I’ll be just like the Tongsta,” paraphrased Seventh. She’d woken up when Tickaht had come back out of the shower.

The Brawler had been gently shaken awake by the Grae to ask for help with fashion. She had a similar build to Tickaht.

“Yes,” Tickaht confirmed with a nod of her head. She was walking beside the Brawler. “Then you and I are going to wrestle later. I think other Grae will want to wrestle too. Once we can all talk, that is.”

“I did, I did. We’ll wrestle,” Seventh agreed with a laugh, looking at the Grae. The two seemed to find one another to be friendly. “You promised to tell me about everything that happened on the ship from start to finish though. At lunch?”

“Yes! Lunch. I feel so much better today. All the… uh… lethargy. All the lethargy I felt is gone. I feel much better in my head. Patch gave me pills to complement what Wrench gave me, I think. She said it was a deficiency and it would help,” Tickaht mused.

“You kinda looked sick, Tickaht,” Seventh admitted, shaking her head. “Really sick. You’re normally pale, but you were kinda turning yellow.”

Wrench couldn’t argue that. She was certainly looking sickly when he’d gotten a look at her under normal Hab lights. Patch had been quite concerned about her.

She’d been there when he needed her, and he’d return the same kindness to her if he could.

“I know. But I was where I needed to be,” Tickaht said with a hooting laugh. “You would have done the same.”

“I would’ve… yes,” agreed Seventh.

They kept chatting about light things as they made their way to the Skybridge stairwell and were now moving out into the area beyond it.

Tickaht and Seventh came out behind him, though the former ran right up to the edge of the Skybridge. Looking up to the canopy above them.

She wasn’t wearing shoes or gloves, and he got the feeling she wanted to swing up into the branches.

“Could you go ask everyone to come out?” Wrench asked, walking up behind Tickaht and putting a hand on her lower back. “It’d likely be better if you went up there and asked them in person.”

Tickaht had turned slightly and stepped into him as soon as his hand came to rest on her. Her shoulder pushed up into his armpit.

Her head tilted forward, and her black and red eyes stared into his face.

“Okay. I’ll do that,” she murmured, gazing into his face. Then she grimaced at him, showing off that odd Grae smile.

He grinned at her, then kissed her once.

“Go, I’ll look at you. Long for you,” encouraged Wrench, patting her on the back.

“Yes? Yes. Okay,” Tickaht said, her cheeks rapidly turning a deep dark red. Apparently, her mind had fled toward the bedroom in that moment. She bounced in place a moment, only to leap off the edge of the Skybridge.

He watched her as she quickly swung into the trees and vanished into the depths.

“I like her,” Seventh stated, coming to stand beside him. “A lot. She’s a good addition to our group.

“And… look at her? Long for her?”

“Oh… uh… it’s like how I tell you that you’re beautiful, Seventh. I think you’re beautiful and you have an incredible mind,” Wrench stated, catching Seventh’s eyes with his own. He smiled at her. Then he reached out and put an arm around Seventh’s hips. “That I genuinely missed you and thought of you often. That if you’re not against it… I want more than just sex. More than just maybe putting Eighth in you.”

Seventh grunted, stared at him, then slowly gave him a smirk.

“You said a lot to her in a few words. I think you told me more,” argued Seventh.

“Maybe I did. You didn’t answer me though.”

With a click of her tongue, Seventh hesitated, her mouth hanging open and her tongue pressing to her front teeth. Then she huffed, shook her head, and shuffled her feet.

All while never looking away from him.

“Pushing me into that place, huh?” she asked.

“I am.”

“Okay. Yeah. Let’s try that. I think I was heading completely in that direction anyway. You going there first makes it easier,” confessed Seventh.

“I mean, you have a bed in my Pen, Seventh.”

Her grin grew wider now. She shrugged her shoulders and her cheeks faintly blushed.

“Yeah, okay. So maybe I was going to ask you the same thing, and you beat me to it,” Seventh said. It looked like she was going to say something else, but she looked toward the trees instead.

Taking hold of Wrench, she walked him backward toward the door.

She must’ve noticed Grae arriving.

“—they saw us?” someone asked in a faint whisper.

Or she just heard them. Because, while their words were soft and blended in with the sounds of the canopy, apparently the translator made it easy to hear Grae now.

“I don’t know. That one’s a female, right?” asked someone else. “She has breasts. But only one pair. That’s sad. Do you think they cut off her other pair? Or maybe they’re just too small?”

“No. I don’t think she has another pair. Her breasts are quite nice looking. If she had another pair, they’d look the same. Hume are strange,” argued the other Grae. “Hey, want to fight after this? Tickaht said it won’t take long.”

Seventh grinned at that and chuckled.

“You know… I think I’ll like the Grae,” she mumbled. Then she cleared her throat. “I’d like to fight, you know? If you want to wrestle later?”

“It heard us. How?” the first hissed.

“What’d it say?” asked the second.

“She said she likes Grae and wants to wrestle later,” Tickaht asserted and dropped down from above, landing on the Skybridge. “Okay, everyone. Come on over. The first language lesson begins now.

“And… Sccsccc, please come over here. I promise I don’t want to do anything bad.”

Grae began dropping down from above, jumping out of nearby trees, and two even came out from below the Skybridge. Apparently, they’d been watching from underneath it.

A small and very big-breasted Grae slunk out of a tree. She had thin features and had a lot less muscle than Tickaht did, but she wasn’t unattractive to him.

Ah fuck, she’s huge. This’ll be really damn hard not to stare.

Even when my Systems are pegged, that drive for sex is still strong.

The Grae that Wrench assumed was Sccsccc watched Tickaht in a strange way and slowly came over. She slowly stood up to her full yet diminutive height to stand beside Tickaht.

Tickaht sighed, looked at Wrench, then the Grae, then back to Wrench.

“This is Sccsccc, Wrench. I harmed her wrongly,” Tickaht explained, then tilted her head to one side and bent her neck in an odd way. “I’m sorry, Sccsccc. I wronged you. I ask you for forgiveness.

“Wrench, please help me make sure Sccsccc is healthy and well, so I may make amends.”

“What?” Sccsccc asked suspiciously. “You… what? They’re just animals. They don’t understand.”

“Actually, I do understand,” Wrench said. He’d thankfully remembered what Tickaht had told him, so he’d picked up a pill from Patch that would work to fix anything wrong with Sccsccc from a long-term point of view.

By this point, any harm Tickaht had caused, was healed or near permanent. Thankfully, Patch was well supplied with anything she’d need from Goodie.

“I understand everything you said, Sccsccc. As well as what Tickaht said,” Wrench told the Grae, pulling one of Patch’s pills from his pocket. All the while, Tickaht was repeating everything he said, just in her own language. “I understand your request, Tickaht. I’ll take care of Sccsccc and make sure she’s well. Thank you for taking ownership of your wrongdoing.”

“I-you-what? What?” asked Sccsccc. “No. You’re an animal. You don’t understand at all.”

“I understand you perfectly, Sccsccc,” argued Wrench. The way every Grae here suddenly stood upright, as if on alert, told him that they understood him this time. At the same time, Tickaht was, of course, actively translating. “Sccsccc, I’d like to take care of you. Tickaht has wronged you. Would you please take this? It’ll fix a great many issues.

“If there’s anything else wrong, I’d really like it if you could come with me to see a Mender. A Mender is a Hume that fixes people. I want to make sure you’re as healthy as I can make you.”

“You’re… you’re like me,” Sccsccc whispered suddenly, staring at him.

“Yes, Sccsccc. I’m just like you,” agreed Wrench. Then he decided to take a risk. A gamble. He wanted them to not just realize he was like them, but understood them. Just a bit. “Now… I admit I’m already involved with Tickaht, I long for her constantly and I’ve looked at her as often as I can but, Sccsccc, can I say your breasts are incredible? They’re very large and firm-looking.

“I would imagine you would have many males looking at you and longing for you. I find myself hard pressed to not look at you.”

There was an immediate change in the Grae even as Tickaht translated. There had been an unhappy smile on her face, and her eyes were narrowed.

As if a bell had been rung, every Grae’s head snapped toward Wrench and stared at him unerringly. Each of them partially turned toward him as well.

Sccsccc’s eyes flew wide open, and a grimace flashed onto her face. She tilted her chin up, and she watched Wrench.

She made the same tantalizing gesture Tickaht had done to get his attention on her chest. Almost as if she hadn’t meant to, in fact.

Wrench did look, though he tried to keep his gaze brief and cursory.

“Why… thank you. Yes. My breasts are great. I’ve been complimented on them often. It’s a pleasure to know even your kind… Hume … think they’re grand.

“And yes, I’ll take your offer,” murmured Sccsccc, taking the proffered pill from Wrench. Her clawed fingers had briefly touched against his hand as she did it, which was most likely deliberate, given how Tickaht acted previously. Sccsccc then popped the pill into her mouth. She swallowed and coughed once. “You may-you can look at and long for me. I… I don’t think I mind it. It’s flattering, in fact.

“Also you said I should see a Mender as well? They will fix my elbow? It doesn’t bend as well as it should. I injured it when I was young.”

“That’s right. A Mender. I’d like for you all to come down to the Hume area and see the Mender. Maybe get some extra food, clothes if you want, like Tickaht’s. Talk to some others. You’re all welcome down there with us,” pointed out Wrench. “You’re our Hab mates. You’re just like us. We’re just like you.”

Seventh took this as her cue and opened the door and held it open.

“If you don’t mind? It’ll help your understanding everything with more people talking, too,” asked Wrench, then did his best imitation of a Grae smile. Grimacing as severely as he could at the Grae and making his eyes as rounded as possible.

Each and every Grae returned the gesture to him, even Tickaht did.

As the Grae filed into the stairwell one by one, they all grimaced at Wrench while staring into his face.

Seventh followed the last Grae in as Tickaht stepped up to Wrench.

She looked partially frustrated, and her nose was wrinkled.

He already knew what the issue was.

Leaning in, he kissed Tickaht and laid a hand on her cheek.

“I long for you, Tickaht. You are more than just a Grae to be looked at, though. I’m not only longing for you because of your body. Thank you for your help and understanding, as well,” he whispered, still cupping her face.

Tickaht laughed, her shoulders trembled, and then she gave him a nod. Her red pupils were pinpricks and bright.

“Yes. I long for you, too. I look for you and at you, Wrench. I know you admire me for more than my looks.

“I just didn’t realize how… tricky and far too smart of a Hume you are.

“I didn’t think you’d turn my fellow Grae into such docile creatures. All suddenly wanting to be looked at by you and complimented.

“I’ll need to be careful letting them around you. Especially Sccsccc. Though, I’m glad she’s forgiven me,” purred Tickaht. Then she kissed him in return briefly, turned, and went into the Skybridge.

Perfect.

Job done.

Next is… relaxing for a time. Hanging out with Stripe.

Hopefully, she’s calmed down enough we can talk again.


Chapter 29




Sitting at the edge of the glass in their Hab, Wrench, Seventh, Stripe, and Tickaht were all watching Talker work at a small workbench that he’d put down in front of them.

The Tongsta had several boxes in front of him, and was using at least seven or eight tentacles to build and take apart communicator boxes.

He was actively working to fine-tune them so they could use them. Talker took his role as the “Hume Partner” very seriously.

“Tickaht, what do you think? This is a bit more condensed, but it lost a few buttons,” Talker asked, one of his tentacles holding up a communication box to the glass.

“Oh, oh, oh, exciting,” Tickaht said and stood up to press to the glass and stare. “I like it,” she said, then nodded her head. “You got rid of all the silly status-type buttons and made it a knob. Right?”

“I… uhm… I’m sorry, Tickaht. I’m really trying. It feels easier with Hume, but I’m sure I’ll get better at this. I’m the Grae Partner, too,” Talker stated firmly. “I understand that you’re happy with it though.

“Is it the knob? I feel like giving it a selector with a button was just easier. I could be wrong though.”

Tickaht was honking and hooting with laughter while nodding her head.

“Yes! I like it! Good job, Talker!” she said excitedly and clapped her hands together.

“Thanks, Tickaht. Okay. I think I’ll stop there for now. That took a lot more thinking than I thought it would. Do you all need anything?” Talker asked, his tentacles withdrawing into himself.

“No, we’re good,” Wrench stated with a firm shake of his head.

“Alright. I’ll come back on my next shift. I’m off for now,” Talker explained, slowly packing everything away into the workbench. “Oh, xxhht has a hearing for us coming up. He got approval to use Hume for shipboard tasks. We’ll need to figure out what tasks you can do and what you’d be suited for.”

“That’s interesting,” Stripe murmured, looking at Wrench. She squeezed his hand inside of her own. She moved his hand closer, until the back of it rested against her thigh. After having kissed, they were now past the physical touching barrier. Stripe actually liked touching quite often. “I hope they are things I can help with. I’m not really… physically inclined.”

“You’re clearly meant for luxury and breeding, Stripe,” Tickaht stated firmly, watching Talker as he finished up and began leaving.

“Yes, you’re more fit for leading and directing. Not manual grunt work like us,” interjected Seventh.

Both Seventh and Tickaht were defensive on Stripe’s behalf in every way.

“Wrench, look, look,” called a voice above him.

Not quite realizing what was going on, he looked up.

Sccsccc was above him. She was dressed in Hume clothes, though they were incredibly tight. They also had slits in the front to show off her cleavage, for both pairs of breasts. She was dangling from a vine and staring down at him.

“I fit this really well, right? Look at me?” asked the Grae. She stretched herself out and twisted her hips around, looking like a jungle predator of some sort that dabbled in sexy daily wear.

Her hair was dangling down as well.

Not wanting to disparage her attempts, he looked. He wasn’t interested in her the way he was Tickaht, but her interest in him was fostering more contact between Grae and Hume.

Several other Grae were also working at catching his interest in a similar way. Others were interested in Hume as a whole, but were more skittish.

It’d only been two days since the Grae were introduced to the Hume formally. The two groups were integrating, but there was still some friction, of course.

Sccsccc and the other Grae all vying for Wrench to “look at and long for” them was part of that friction.

“Yes, you’re very appealing, Sccsccc. Those clothes suit you as a Grae,” Wrench affirmed, waited a polite amount of time, then looked away from her. Tickaht had been helping him to understand what was and wasn’t seen as flirting for Grae.

“Thank you. Look at me more?” asked Sccsccc. “Shouldn’t you long for me?”

Grinning, Wrench just looked at Stripe in an apologetic way. He knew this bothered her at some level.

“He does look at you, Sccsccc. In fact, I know he’s longed for you,” Stripe interjected, looking up at the Grae. “You’re lovely. But… that doesn’t mean he’ll set everyone else aside. Hume aren’t as free-spirited as Grae. I’m sorry.”

“Hm… you said that last time,” remarked Sccsccc.

There was a delay, then the small Grae was suddenly standing there in front of them. She’d let go and fell from above. Hitting the ground lightly and standing upright in front of them.

“He looks at me and longs for me?” demanded Sccsccc.

Tickaht clicked her tongue loudly, made a hand gesture at her, and then moved away from her. She was angry at Sccsccc for her attempts, but didn’t seem threatened.

“Yes. He has. He’s most certainly looked at you and probably longed for you. I’ve caught him myself,” hissed Tickaht. “He still chooses those he’s with, as it’s more than just looking and longing for a relationship.

“Remember? We talked about that this morning. I told you all about Hume relationships. They’re not Grae, and they think of things differently than we do.”

Sccsccc gave him a Grae frown. Her mouth flexed into a smile in that weird and opposite way. Her eyes narrowed as well while watching everyone.

She looked quite frustrated.

“Yes. I know. I trust you, Tickaht. You’re my friend. But… I will keep trying. I don’t see a reason not to. He recognized how much I should be looked at. There’s interest there, I just have to catch it.

“And besides… the best will capture the eye, the rest just die,” said the Grae. She sauntered past Wrench, bouncing and swaying as she did, and kept going. Heading toward the cafeteria. “See you later, Wrench. Even if you don’t look and long, I will.”

“She’s aggressive,” Seventh remarked, then looked to Tickaht. “You weren’t that aggressive.”

“I wasn’t… that… uh,” mumbled Tickaht, then she sighed, shrugged her shoulders, and bent over Wrench. Hugging his head into her chest. “I was just curious about him at first. I just wanted to know more.

“Everything else came after and unexpectedly. I-he-we-we just ended up hunting one another, and here we are. Sccsccc… she’s far more normal for a Grae?

“You hunt the male’s attention and keep coming back. As she said, the best capture the eye, the rest just die. Without children.”

Stripe released Wrench’s hand, then wrapped her arms around Tickaht. Causing the Grae to release Wrench and instead hug Stripe.

“Well, we should probably remind Sccsccc that she can’t have kids with Wrench. So even if she caught the eye, she’d still just die. This is more than just breeding for you and Wrench,” countered Stripe. Then she patted Tickaht on the shoulder, her fingers lingering for a few moments. “Could you and Seventh go get lunch for us? I’d appreciate it, Cat.”

Tickaht wrinkled her nose, visibly forced herself to smile, then nodded her head.

“I will. For us,” Tickaht stated with a deep warmth in her words. Then she turned, popped Seventh on the arm, and slapped her across the stomach.

The sound of Tickaht’s palm bouncing off Seventh’s tight abs produced a loud, sharp clap.

The Grae scampered off while laughing.

“I’ll get you, Cat,” growled Seventh as set off at a dead sprint after the Grae. 

The Grae didn’t get far before Seventh quite literally bulldozed into her and picked her up around the waist. Squirming around in the Brawler’s grasp, the Grae wrapped her arms around the other’s neck.

With a thump, the two went into the grass and began wrestling right there. The two of them flexed, grasped, grunted, and strained against the other.

Wrench could see from where he sat that both were obviously enjoying themselves.

“They get along really well,” Stripe murmured, slipping her hand back into his. “And no, Sccsccc doesn’t bother me. I’m glad she’s trying so hard. Her casual acceptance of so much Hume culture, while retaining her Grae heritage, is providing both sides with a chance to grow.”

Wrench nodded his head at that.

He personally had made sure that every Grae food that was above in the treetops, was also available in the cafeteria.

That very day, every Grae had joined them to eat together. Most of them were dressed in Hume clothes by the second meal.

Though all the Grae returned to the canopy each night.

“I mean… now that Sccsccc left, doesn’t that mean Nunnkish will show up?” Wrench predicted.

“Yes. And likely better dressed than Sccsccc was. I actually fear her more than Sccsccc. She’s stealing all my fashion sense by the hour. Almost as big as me or Sccsccc, too,” muttered Stripe, who then laid her head down on Wrench’s shoulder. Then she sighed loudly. “How’re things? You were up late last night. I didn’t want to ask since you just fell asleep instantly.”

“Oh. Everything’s fine. I was up late going through reports for the Grae,” admitted Wrench. “With all of them going to the Mender, we had a lot of updates on needs. A few of them had some lingering physical issues, but nothing serious. I was just going through that.”

“Lingering physical issues?” Stripe pressed.

“Malnutrition. Old breaks in bones that healed oddly. That sort of thing. It’s getting fixed. Patch handled almost everything. The rest got requests for medicine. Goodie took her to the new shelter after that,” explained Wrench.

“Speaking of Goodie, I see you, Goodie,” Stripe said, pulling her head off of Wrench’s shoulder. She then began waving her arm back and forth above her head. Staring out to where a Tongsta would be coming from.

“Ooooh, look at that. My babies are sitting there waiting for me!” cooed Goodie as she approached. “Hi, dears. Hi hi. How’re you all?”

Wrench could hear the unmistakable greeting of every single Hume in his Hab, as well as the Grae in fact, all saying hello to Goodie.

The vast majority of the Shelters and Hume were on her personal ship which followed at a distance. He had no idea what kind of authority she could pull to have a private ship tag along, and even be able to have a Nav-cerer on board to jump it.

That or… that or Goodie is that amazing that she can jump two ships at the same time without even being on one? How strong really is Goodie?

Is she the penultimate Tongsta?

“Hello! Hello, yes, hello. Hi, sweeties. Oooh! Tickaht, Seventh what’re you… oh, you’re just playing with each other. I see, I see. Well, that isn’t surprising. You two do like to tumble about.

“Popsicle, I absolutely love that dress! It’s so cute! Is that the new pattern I put in the other day? And look at you, Sccsccc! Oh my goodness! You’re all dressed like Tickaht!” gushed Goodie. She was practically bent over the Hab now. “Sccsccc… you… haha… did my babies teach you how to understand? They did?

“That’s so wonderful. We should have a chat later. I have some really cute outfits I got specifically for smaller Grae like you.

“I see you, Pistol. My little sweetie. I like your hair. You always do it in fun ways.

“Yes, yes, hello everyone. I promise I’ll make time for all of you today. Okay? I’ll sit and chat with anyone who’s willing.”

Goodie paused, then laughed loudly.

“Gadget, you naughty thing. Hm. Well. That’s fine. I’m glad,” murmured Goodie, then Wrench felt like she turned her attention to him. “And how are you, Wrenchie? Stripe? My darlings? My sweet ones?”

“I’m good, Goodie. How’re you?” Wrench asked, standing up. Stripe came up with him. He didn’t hesitate or wait, and began walking for the airlock. Keeping up with him, pace for pace, was Stripe. She apparently had the exact same idea.

“I’m quite well. I… ah… I went out with the captain. We had a lovely time. Then he showed me his own Hab,” Goodie murmured with a chuckle. “I had no idea, but he’s in the middle of putting together a Hab. It’s all quite high-end if I may say so. He’s really sparing no expense.

“When I asked him what kind of Hume he wanted, he said he planned on adopting from Shelters that have at-risk Hume.”

“That’s rather warm-hearted of him” Stripe offered up, and they went to the open airlock. “Definitely shows he’s interested in Hume, though I can’t tell if it’s genuine, or if he wants more of you, Mommy.”

Stripe released Wrench’s hand to hold her arms up to Goodie.

Laughing, Wrench did the same.

“Yes… I had the same thought my dears,” Goodie mumbled, gently scooping up Wrench and Stripe, holding them to herself. “I can’t tell if it’s flattering or infuriating, if true.

“I’m glad he’s gained an interest in Hume but… I hope it’s true. That it’s real. You’re all so special.”

Goodie gently stuck Wrench and Stripe on herself, and the slightly tacky sensation of her flesh kept them there.

Then Wrench saw his Hab from the outside.

There was a long line of Hume and Grae moving down to the airlock. He already had an idea of what was about to happen.

“I think nobody wants to wait their turn, and everyone wants hugs, Goodie,” Wrench warned.

Laughing, Goodie clearly noticed it as well.

“Awww, my babies. What’re you all doing?” she asked, even as eager tentacles slithered out from her and slid up to the airlock from below. He could tell she was excited at what might happen in just a moment.

Gadget raced ahead to the airlock and stuck herself out and held her arms up.

“Mommy!” she shouted.

Laughing again, Goodie picked up Gadget and set her down on herself in a similar way to what she’d done with Wrench and Stripe.

Then, one by one, the entire Hab did the same thing.

“My silly babies. Mommy can’t… ah… you’re… okay. Mommy will hold you all. My precious Hume,” cooed Goodie, picking up each and every Hume, and surprisingly the Grae, as they came to stand at the airlock. She carefully put them all down on top of herself. At the same time, she forcibly shifted her body shape until she was more like a bowl. The deep scar that was always obvious on her became a lip to the bowl. “Yes, come to Mommy, Sparkle. My little fluttering jewel.”

Sparkle was set down next to Wrench. The beautiful platinum-haired Hume looked at him and smiled.

“Oh, hi, Wrench,” she murmured and then gently slithered across Goodie’s surface until she was quite firmly pressed to Wrench’s side. “Hello, Stripe. How’re you?”

“I’m very well, Sparkle,” Stripe murmured with a smile.

“Okay. Is that everyone?” Goodie asked. She was clearly beyond the definition of pleased at this moment.

“I’m coming! I’m sorry! I had to finish something!” called a voice from the Hab.

Spooky came rushing down the hill toward the airlock.

“Even my little hideaway Spook? Goodness!” asked Goodie in a shocked voice.

Surprisingly, Spooky didn’t wait at the airlock. Instead, he reached the edge and dove for Goodie.

“Spook! You—” Goodie carefully plucked Spooky out of the air and set him down in an open spot. Wrench noticed he was set down between his children. “Well, now I’ve seen everything. Though… ah… this is rather nice.”

Everyone had begun quietly taking up conversations with whoever they were around. More than a few people were gently crawling across Goodie to meet up with others. In no time at all, they were treating Goodie more like a Hab than a Tongsta.

“I just… uhm… yes,” Goodie murmured. Wrench noticed she carefully moved away from the Hab, and he saw her goal. She settled into what was very likely her own version of a recliner. She sunk into it and pushed down much deeper than she had previously. Until her body came up and over the edge of it. A crater formed in the center of her, where all the Hume and Grae were. “I suppose that’s that. Now… where was I?”

“You were telling Wrench about your date!” shouted what sounded like Pistol.

“Ah, yes. The captain,” whispered Goodie. Several tentacles had sprung up and were hovering in front of herself. As if she were afraid a Hume might float off. “Well, ah… he was very nice. I admit, at first, I felt strange about it since I felt indebted to him.

“But after we actually saw one another, I was quite pleased. I reminded him that my goals are unchanged. I’m going to save all the Hume, and in that quest… he’d end up coming second.

“Surprisingly, he said that that was fine. That he would be happy to share that goal with me. That, in fact, he was lobbying to prove that Hume were indeed sentient. That they weren’t just animals and could be given tasks.

“He used what happened with that rebel ship as an example. His argument was quite eloquent, really. That there was no way a non-sentient life could have done what’d happened.”

“That makes sense,” Wrench murmured, staring out at nothing. Sparkle had taken the opportunity to snuggle in close to him and stick her head down on his shoulder. Stripe had moved up on the other side of him and done the same.

“It does, though, we’ll have to be careful,” Stripe warned. “We must be sentient, but also not just a weapon.”

“Exactly, Stripe dear,” Goodie confirmed. “The captain has been very specific, direct, and careful with how he’s wording it. Not that Hume are weapons, but that they can be crewmates.

“Crewmates who can work and do much more for the greater good. Hume who are sentient and working for the greater roundness of it all.”

Brick and Brack were wobbling around on Goodie. Squirming into her, then out of her as her skin flexed and gently bounced them away.

Brack decided to practically leap off of Goodie while laughing.

Only to be caught by a tentacle and gently set back down.

To which Brick did it as if it were his turn.

Once more, Goodie caught the giggling child and returned them.

Then Brack did it again.

“Well, that’s a new game, I guess,” Wrench remarked, as the two boys began jumping off Goodie and getting caught by her.

The unmistakable laugh of Goodie suddenly realizing the same warmed him.

He wasn’t quite sure if his relationship with Goodie would survive Hume becoming sentient. This type of behavior would be somewhat strange if Tongsta and Hume were considered peers.

“I wanna try!” Tickaht said, then launched herself off Goodie as soon as she put Brick back down.

“Tickaht, you naughty—”

Goodie caught the laughing Tickaht and dragged her back down to the Tongsta’s exterior. 

“Please? My turn?” shouted Seventh, getting up to her feet.

“Oh my goodness, this just won’t do but… well… okay. Just please take turns. I can probably catch four or five of you at a time,” Goodie allowed.

Suddenly, all the Brawlers, Grae, and a handful of School, all got up.

Well… sentient or not… maybe the relationship between Tongsta and their one-time pets can fill a similar role for a time.

Sccsccc went flying outward, laughing hysterically while writhing around in the air. Only for Goodie to snatch her expertly, along with Brick, Brack, and another Grae, and set them all back down on herself.

For a time.

Surprisingly, Stripe got to her feet.

“My turn!” she called, looking around to see if anyone else was about to go.

Grinning, Wrench watched as Stripe shot off and away.


Chapter 30




Wrench was beside himself.

Regardless of seeing it, of living it, it just didn’t make sense to him.

Captain Boyfriend had lied to Goodie.

Lied on a scale that was world-shaking.

Captain Boyfriend didn’t have one Hab.

Nor was he going to fill it with the Hume who were at risk. That had apparently not been his plan at all.

The Hab that he’d shown Goodie was just him learning requirements and needs. Trying to determine exactly what would be required to enact his actual plan.

What he’d lied about.

Right now, his Heavy Cruiser was being retrofitted to include Hume ductworks for Fixers, Hab centers for Hume to gather and live in, and open areas for them to take their recreation in.

All throughout the ship.

Captain Boyfriend had decided to make his Heavy Cruiser a Hab itself. Everything up to this point had been him planning, testing, and making task lists.

Now, he was going forward with it. He had somehow gotten approval from his commanding officer, though he didn’t say how.

Many of the locations chosen were alongside the access points for the gas works and distribution system.

Hab rest areas and pens slotted into a wide and long set of sleeping quarters and rec-room-type spaces attached directly to the access grate.

Where the Hab’s front door became the new access grate.

In his shipwide address and explanation, he considered it a secondary duct system for Hume. An emergency access point that they could use and then respond rapidly to any part of the ship unhindered.

Thousands of at-risk Hume had been transferred onto the ship.

Taken from Shelters “across the clans” as Captain Boyfriend had said.

An endless stream of carriers, Habs, and equipment, were being brought on board.

Goodie, Wrench, and Stripe were watching quietly as the cargo came through.

“I’m… I’m-ah, I’m very concerned,” whispered Goodie. “He said he wanted them as crewmates, not weapons. That he was doing all this to demonstrate just how amazing Hume and Grae were.

“If he’s lying, or this goes wrong, won’t this just turn Hume into weapons? Weapons that are pointed at an enemy and set loose? Without a care for the poor Hume at all?”

“Yes,” murmured Wrench. “If he’s lying, or things go wrong. If he isn’t lying… if this is him doing exactly what he said… then… this is an amazing outcome that I couldn’t even begin to describe.

“The more difficult issue will be getting all the Hume to listen to me. There’s… there’s a lot of factions in Habs. They barely get along with each other, let alone putting them all together in one spot like this.”

“I-yes. That’ll be an issue,” Stripe muttered. “You’ll have to establish Head status immediately. Then enforce your rule. It won’t be pretty at all, will it?”

“He didn’t adopt any Brawlers onto the ship,” Goodie interjected, as if she once again knew exactly what they were saying. “It’s every type of Hume, other than Brawlers. He did adopt all of those, but they’re all in stasis for the moment.

“He was concerned that the Hume fighters weren’t conducive to showing that Hume were sentient. After speaking with a large number of Hume owners, he came to the conclusion that Brawlers would serve a different purpose later, but weren’t useful right now.”

“Ah. Err… okay. That makes sense. Makes a lot of sense,” confessed Wrench.

“I feel a bit bad for the Brawlers, but they’d just be non-helpful for the most part,” Stripe agreed. “I’m glad he adopted them but… stasis? What’s that? Is it harmful? How long can they be like that?”

“It’s an expensive process that puts Hume into a sleep-like state. They’ll wake up thinking they just went to bed. No long-term harm or ill effects,” Goodie explained. “In fact, there’s a few ‘relic Hume’ that have been preserved for a very long time. Either for breeding, historical fact, or nostalgia of their owners.

“I’ve put in a few tentative offers to purchase them. To get them away from their eternal prison and give them life and freedom. We’ll see.”

A very battered-looking Hab was carried aboard and passed by. All Habs were being set into the storage room that was being used as a temporary Hume “world”, as Captain Boyfriend had called it.

After that, Habs would be stripped for parts, incorporated into the ship where and when useful, and then discarded. The ship itself really was becoming a Hab.

It’s dangerous for all of us, obviously.

If the ship goes down, we all die with it.

But… but, this is the opportunity we all wanted. A chance to show we’re more than pets. More than animals. More than just tools, even.

It’s exactly as the captain said.

Crewmates.

If he can show off Hume as crewmates, and prove we’re sentient, then this risk is perfectly set. It’s a risk we needed.

Still… even then… dangerous.

“Well, it’s not as if our lives weren’t at risk being here anyway,” Goodie murmured. “With those rebels out and about, hunting military ships and all, it wasn’t as if we weren’t in danger.

“Though… this all goes back to you and how you’ll address them all. Talk to all these Hume and get them on board.

“Though knowing you, Wrench, I’m sure you can inspire them. Drive them to want the same thing.”

“Right,” he muttered. He didn’t have the same belief in himself that Goodie did. “Right. Give a speech to everyone… yeah.”




***




“I will fucking bash anyone’s head in that doesn’t listen to me,” Wrench deadpanned in his opening statement. Staring out at the mass of Humes in front of him. They were all staring up at him. “It’s really that fucking simple. There are no Brawlers to stop me, and I’ve already killed more Hume than I want to admit.

“So… you listen to me, or you listen to no one after I crack your skull open for whatever I can find inside, then dump you on the filter. If you don’t think I can do that, I have about twenty Grae and an extremely lethal Brawler who’ll help me do it.

“And if you need more assurance that I’ll just fucking kill you, I can get the Tongsta to do it if I get tired of fixing people to the right mindset.

“Before you all start screaming that I’m a tyrant or a monster, let me explain what’s happening here. Because I’ll be just as blunt and direct.”

He was thankful in this moment that, given everyone’s transplant, they would all hear everything he said clearly and correctly. Even if their ears failed them.

He still didn’t quite understand how the implant worked with hearing, but it was undeniable that it worked with, and sometimes took over, hearing.

“You’re all here to prove to the Tongsta that we’re sentient. That we’re not pets. That we’re living beings who can do all the things that they can, just different in some ways,” explained Wrench. “To do that, we need one person to lead us and make sure it goes off the way we need it to.

“That’s me for the moment, but not forever. I’m not a leader. I’m just someone who can force you all to do what I need you to do. Later, down the road, we’ll need an actual leader.

“A leader of the Hume people for Hume people.

“Anyway. Our goal here on this ship, and it’s a ship flying through space by the way, is to operate as crewmen to the Tongsta. We’ll get tasks to do, and we have to perform them to the best of our abilities.

“The better we do, the more obvious we are in our sentience, the harder it’ll be for them to deny it later.

“As for Habs, your homes, that’ll be the entirety of the ship. It’s being converted into a giant Hab. You’ll be expected to follow the rules, do what’s asked of you, and perform your job duties.

“If you’re not on a duty or a mission, the expectation is that you’ll be allowed to do whatever you want. Though, I’d suggest you stay out of any sensitive areas while in your free time.”

Stripe had already suggested using the Grae as guards in the gas system pipes. That they’d be stationed throughout those ducts as watchdogs to make sure Hume didn’t get any stupid ideas.

There were just enough of them to make sure nothing idiotic would happen.

“That’s it. Now… does anyone want to argue with me so I can make an example of them?” asked Wrench, lifting up a steel-shod mace. It had a lovely feel in his hand that reminded him of his namesake. “Or are you all agreeing to this, and I don’t have to filter anyone today.”

The horde of upturned faces were all, at the moment, in agreement with his demands.

“Great then… enjoy yourselves for the moment. You can go back to your Habs and just relax for the time being. For those of you who are wondering where your Brawlers went, they’re not far. They’re all in stasis for the time being.

“It was deemed that they were a bit of a risk to make sure everything happened here the way it needed to.

“Soon, the Tongsta will be finished. Right now, they’re working on putting the new Habs in. They look great. I’ve already seen a few.

“When they’re done, you’ll be assigned to a Hab to live and reside in. The Adminis will be put into a new Admini system.

“Fixers will get their access to the full ductworks.

“Solos and Schools can do as they like until a task is assigned. Though it’s likely they’ll be given tasks that are generalized.

“Menders will be at the Hospital Hab and remain there. So they can all work together.

“Oh, uh… at some point you’re all going to stand here and have a Tongsta talk at you. Someone will translate for you as it happens. After about an hour, and them going through half their known vocabulary, you’ll understand them pretty well.

“Thank you.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Wrench flew off. Every Hume on the entirety of the ship had been given a suit that’d let them float around in zero gravity, with the helmet being optional since most of the ship contained Hume-compatible air.

None of them were as high-end as the ones Goodie had gotten her personal Hab, but Captain Boyfriend was likely burning through money.

“Haha, I liked that,” Seventh cheered, moving to his side.

“As did I. I liked being used as a threat,” Tickaht murmured, floating along upside down above him. She was staring down at him.

Sccsccc and Nunnkish were with her as well. The three Grae were dressed in their Goodie Zero suits, with the helmets off, and all eyes were on Wrench.

He had a hard time not staring at all of the Grae.

The sharp and tight-fitting suits made them all great to look at. Especially the fine facial-featured Nunnkish, who had styled her hair in a way that was a near mirror to Stripe’s, just without the coloring.

“It’s good to be used as a hunter,” Nunnkish breathily whispered, the normal sharp clicks and pops of the Grae language softening considerably somehow. The translation came across as a throaty purr somehow.

Tearing his eyes off the Grae, Wrench focused on where he was going instead. Goodie would be waiting for them just outside the storeroom.

He’d asked her to wait there just in case he needed her. He didn’t want her looming over him until then.

Exiting, Wrench found Goodie standing right there.

“Wrenchie… that felt very mean. Very mean and cruel of you. Was it that needed?” Goodie asked quietly in a worried voice.

“Yes. It was. I need them to come together. If I have to be the villain so that they do that, so be it,” Wrench said. Then he laughed, looking up at the Tongsta. “It’s fine. I’m going to do my best to not harm them.”

Reaching up, he ran a hand through his hair. He was really enjoying that the captain had made the whole ship an atmosphere that was friendly to Hume.

“Okay. That’s good. Try not to hurt them. They’re Hume. They just don’t understand you’re trying to do your best for them,” cautioned Goodie.

Ah… in other words, I’m her favorite Hume, but she now loves all Hume.

That’s our mommy.

“Did Stripe help you with your hair Nunnkish? I really like it,” Goodie said offhandedly. 

Nunnkish made a happy chirp, fluttered up toward Tongsta, and began to toy with her hair. Whatever she was saying was quiet enough that Wrench didn’t hear it at all.

“Oh? My. Well. I like it. I’m sure it’s working. I hope you’re successful, since you’re putting in so much effort,” Goodie said. Then several tentacles exited her and carefully snagged both Hume and Grae. Carrying them into herself and holding to them.

“Thank you, Goodie, I’m trying,” murmured Nunnkish warmly.

“Now. We need to head over to the cargo bay. I just got a package that I wasn’t expecting. It’s a surprise for you, Wrench. I think I finally understood what you were asking me about a while back.

“You said you wanted to find a particular Hume back at the Shelter. One specific Hume that was special to you. It was a Mender, wasn’t it?”

“It was! Why… did you find them? We already went through everyone in the Shelter. She wasn’t there,” Wrench stated.

“I know. I also know why now. That stupid cube-headed fool was having the Mender shipped in. While in stasis,” explained Goodie as they flew down the hall. “They arrived at that location, and the Family Governor wisely sent it on to me without even inspecting it.

“One of my people received it on my ship, opened it, and then contacted me immediately. That’s how I know what it is. They’re bringing her over right now.”

“Goodie, are you a Head or something? I don’t really understand your position,” Seventh asked curiously.

“Erm… that… I’m a special person to the Tongsta. I guess you could say I’m like Wrench to them? In a way? Apparently, I’m the single strongest Nav-cerer that’s ever existed according to my size.

“They think I’ll grow ever stronger as my size increases. To the point that… ah… to the point… that… I’ve received offers to head clans. To head clans and then declare war on other clans.”

“Okay, so, yeah. You’re a Head. You just haven’t chosen where to stick your Hab down,” Seventh said with a nod of her head. “You should start building up power. As a new power, there will be others who want to see you fail, if only because you’re new. A new threat.”

“Yes… I know, Seventh. I know. It’s why I’m leveraging everything I can already,” whispered Goodie. “I’ve already begun collecting broken clans and bringing them under myself. Jumping them into the space I’ve claimed. 

“I also… uhm… I’m experimenting with using Nav-cery as a weapon. To jump bombs and things into ships. Without being anywhere near them.”

“Good!” Tickaht declared. “Being able to attack from cover is ideal.”

“Especially if it’s from cover, and ranged,” Sccsccc added.

While everyone else had remained still against Goodie, Nunnkish had wormed her way down until she was next to Wrench.

Staring ahead, not looking at him, or even betraying she was aware of him, her hand slipped into his and squeezed it. Her fingers slipped through his and held onto them.

The pretty and tricky Grae was hitting him in ways that were claiming more of his attention than he wanted to admit.

Blinking, Wrench had no idea how to respond to that. Instead, he ignored it.

No one else had thankfully noticed.

“Lady Xxhht! Ah, here-here’s your package,” proclaimed a Tongsta as Goodie entered. They held out a package in one tentacle to her.

“Thank you,” she murmured, and took the package with a tentacle of her own. Reaching in, she fetched out a small nearly Hume-sized egg-shaped item.

Passing the empty package back to the Tongsta, Goodie turned, then left. Holding the capsule.

In no time at all, they were in Goodie’s room. It was rather large, and the big Hab that was Wrench’s home took up an entire wall.

Heading straight to a small workspace at the other side of the room, Goodie lowered herself down near the edge. Setting the capsule down, she carefully pulled it apart and laid it down on the flat space.

A strange gas escaped the interior and flowed away. As if it were fog floating over a pool of water.

Inside of one half of the capsule was a woman.

She was small.

Barely five-foot tall, with long brown hair, a somewhat narrow profile, and eyes that looked rather large for her face. Her body was slim, athletic, and didn’t have much in the way of curvature.

She didn’t really fit with Wrench’s personal view of beauty, though he knew that there would be many who disagreed with him.

“What a cute-looking Deme. She’s so sweet-looking,” cooed Goodie, a delicate tentacle tip hovering over the sleeping woman. It was obvious Goodie wanted to scoop her up and hug her.

She really is a hugger.

Inside of the opposite capsule side that held the Deme, was a small Tongsta-goo-like ball. It was apparently attached to the capsule and remained there.

Goodie’s tentacle moved down and touched the ball.

Then it jerked away, and Wrench heard Goodie take in a hissed breath.

“Wrench, do you know what this is?” she asked in a deathly whisper.

“I do. It’s a Mender who isn’t sterilized. A Mender who can have children,” Wrench agreed. “I have no idea how that’s happened, let alone that it’s a Deme. Deme… Deme shouldn’t be able to have children.”

“Yes, that’s exactly it,” whispered Goodie. She moved her tentacle over and very gingerly eased the Deme out of the capsule. The tentacle split into six or seven to make sure the Deme wasn’t bothered.

When she did, Wrench saw that this woman was indeed a Deme. Her ears, which he thought were hidden in her hair, weren’t there. Instead, she had oddly long round ears that came out near the same spot Stripe’s ears did.

They’d been folded against her hair and came free with Goodie moving her around.

They were somewhat leathery looking with very short brown hair covering them, which blended in with her hair color.

Then a tail slid out from between the Deme’s legs and floated out beneath the small woman. A tail that looked a lot like a mouse’s.

“She’s a mouse?” Wrench blurted out.

“A Mender that can breed, that’s a Deme. This-this is dangerous. I have no idea how that foolish boxed Tongsta got a hold of this, but… it’s dangerous,” whispered Goodie. Then she sighed. “I’ll have to be careful with her.”

“What’s her name?” Seventh asked.

“Her name is… Squeak,” Goodie answered.

As if responding to her name, the Mender’s eyes opened.

They were clear as glass and a warm, rich brown in color.

The sclera was hard to see, and the iris and pupils of the Mender looked quite large in comparison.

In those already enlarged eyes, the colored portions of her eyes seemed abnormally large.

“Uhm. Hello,” Squeak said, her arms and legs curling up to her chest as she balled up into a fetal position. Her voice sounded high-pitched and small. As if she were indeed squeaking. Likely where she got her name from. “I-ah-I’m at a new Hab? This is where I’m going to be the Mender?”

Slowly, she balled up until only her face was visible over her knees. The rest of her had truly rolled up into herself. Even her tail came up and around her legs, then around to her back.

“Right?” she squeaked, as her breathing increased in speed.


Chapter 31




Squeak had her shoulders hunched inward, taking small steps and sneaking looks around herself as Wrench walked her through the airlock. The three Grae and Seventh had left with Goodie.

Apparently, she’d gotten in contact with Grae breeders. She wanted some input from them as she spoke with them.

Goodie understood Hume better than Grae, but was clearly working on it.

With a quick look over his shoulder, Wrench confirmed Goodie and the others had already nearly left the room. Putting his focus back to Squeak, he wasn’t quite sure what to say.

“Are you alright?” he asked quietly.

The moment he spoke, Squeak moved.

Faster than he could recognize, she’d dropped down to all fours, jumped to the side, and was tucked down in the corner of the airlock. All done faster than even Seventh or Tickaht could have managed.

Her impossibly large eyes were pin-prick pupils and locked onto him.

Wrench held his hands up and went still.

“Hey… it’s alright, Squeak. I was just asking to see if you were okay. You’re a… a bit high-strung,” offered up Wrench. Given her response to his question, the answer was already obvious and indisputable. “You’re our Mender, so I was just… worried about you. You know? I’m just one of the Fixers here to make sure the Hab keeps running. I’m Wrench. Wrench the Fixer.”

Squeak was panting hard, her nose flaring each time as if she could actually smell more than a regular Hume could. Her eyes however, remained fixedly on him.

“I think… you’d like my friend. Stripe. She has ears like yours. Seems a bit skittish and likes to hide,” Wrench continued when Squeak didn’t respond. He just stood there with his hands up, a smile on his face, and his tone warm and low.

“Wrench. Wrench the Fixer,” said Squeak, her body untensing slowly. “Yes. That would match cleanly. That makes sense. I understand.”

“Yep. I’m just a Fixer. I’m the Head, too. Everyone here does what I ask them to. If they don’t, I tell them to do it,” Wrench stated firmly. “If they go further than that… well… I’ve had to clean the filter a lot.

“My rules are pretty simple, by the way. Don’t hurt others. Live your life. Do what you can for the Hab. That’s the rules for the Hab. It’s a real live-and-let-live kind of policy so long as you move the Hab into a positive direction.”

Squeak’s breathing had slowed down, and she also finally blinked. Her eyelids seemed surprisingly sizable as well.

“Wrench the Fixer. This is your Hab. You’re the Head. I was brought here specifically for your Hab. For you,” said Squeak. Taking a long and forced breath, she visibly compelled herself to calm down. “You… you won’t hurt me? Despite all that?”

“Why would I hurt the Mender?” countered Wrench with a chuckle. “As you said. You’re the Mender. You’re also the only Mender we have right now. The one we had previously is working overtime elsewhere.”

“You might hurt me just because you can?” Squeak shot back.

“I assure you, I have no desire to harm you. You’re my Mender. I’ll do all I can to protect you,” offered Wrench.

Squeak stood up at that. As if his words had hit the right note.

Her eyes were still locked onto him. They were so wide that it really felt like he might just fall into them.

“Okay. You’ll protect me then? Okay. Yes. I’ll take that,” Squeak confirmed. “You feel sincere and—”

Squeak’s head snapped toward the airlock door that led into the Hab. In a flash, Squeak darted forward and slipped in close behind Wrench. Her hands clasped his belt, and her chest pressed into his back firmly. He could feel her chin resting against the back of his arm as she was likely peering around him.

“Uhm,” he said, glancing backward at Squeak. Her upturned face and big eyes flicked to him, then back toward the door. Following the gaze, he found Stripe heading their way. “Oh, that’s Stripe. She’s a Deme just like you. See her ears? Remind me of yours.”

“Yes. That’s Stripe,” whispered Squeak. He could feel her fingers curl in tight to his belt and her small frame pushed harder into his back. With how close she was, he could even feel her small breasts. “I understand. I’m your Mender, and you’ll protect me. I’ll stay with you until I’m safe in the Hab medical ward.”

Sighing, Wrench realized Squeak was either traumatized or overstressed. In either case, he would have to get her to the ward for herself as a patient.

Thankfully though, his duties as a Fixer gave him a decent insight into what might help.

After all, he knew what chemicals to add to the system to help bring Hume and Deme to a healthy physical standpoint, and a healthy mindset.

I’ll go add a bunch into the Hab after this just to make sure Squeak does well. I’ll make her dose herself with something, too.

“Hello, there. I’m Stripe. What’s your name?” implored Stripe in an incredibly bright and caring tone.

“I’m Squeak. I’m the new Mender. For this Hab. Wrench will take care of me and protect me,” answered Squeak politely. “A pleasure to meet you. I like your ears.”

“Thank you. I like your ears as well. You’re very cute looking! I love your eyes. I wish mine were as lovely as yours,” Stripe declared, still smiling from ear to ear. “I’m… I’m Wrench’s woman. He calls me his girlfriend. I promise you that if he’s helping you, I’ll definitely be there to help you too.”

“I understand perfectly well, thank you,” replied Squeak. Her tone gave Wrench the feeling that she felt like Stripe was talking down to her.

To be fair, Wrench couldn’t tell. When he went back through his own words, he felt like maybe he’d been condescending as well.

“I’m clearly out of sorts, though highly intelligent,” Squeak continued. “Likely, I’m suffering from new Hab stress, an unfamiliar viral ecosystem, stasis shock, and my natural disposition to lean into my Deme heritage.

“I have no doubt that I’m in need of a number of medicines and a heavy dose of-well, a lot of meds. I’ll probably need a good sleep, and I’m sure Wrench is already contemplating how much stress chemicals to add for me alone.”

“I-yeah. I’m going to add a lot. You’re as high-strung as a guitar with only the string at the bottom,” confessed Wrench. “Enough chemicals to convince a Brawler to try an Admini job out for fun.”

Squeak choked, then let out a rapid-fire giggle that genuinely matched her. It escaped several times before she went quiet.

“Yes. I-yes. That’s fair. Please do so, Wrench. Thank you, Wrench,” murmured Squeak, hitting his name deliberately, it felt. “A pleasure to meet you, Stripe. Wrench and I are going to the medical ward. I’m sure you and I will have a chance to speak later.”

No sooner had she finished speaking, than Squeak moved behind Wrench entirely. No longer peeking around him. Then she stuck her face into his spine, pulled closer to him, and her fingers nearly trembled with how hard she was holding to his belt.

Squeak had, in no uncertain terms, declared that this was the end of the conversation between her and Stripe.

Grinning, Wrench looked to Stripe and shrugged his shoulders.

“I’ll go make arrangements with Spooky,” Stripe said with a soft breath, smiling at him with raised eyebrows.

Given her personality, he imagined she’d never had anyone ever be afraid of her.

“I’ll take care of Squeak,” Wrench responded with a nod of his head. Stripe gave him a finger wave, caught her tongue with her teeth, and shook her head.

What can you do?

Stripe moved off toward where Spooky was, more than likely. He and his partner were running the Admini functions nearly all by themselves.

“I need to care for my needs. Please lead on,” demanded Squeak against Wrench’s spine. “Even I know I’m wound up tighter than an Admini asked to provide unallocated resources. Or… or a Fixer tasked with an emergency repair that no one told him about for a few weeks.”

“Sure,” Wrench agreed with a chuckle. Her second comparison was horribly accurate. He started walking forward. “Sure, let’s get going. And… yeah… that’s a really fucked situation.”

“Yes, yes, isn’t it?” Squeak asked, somehow matching him pace for pace, staying stuck to his back, and holding tight to him.

It was very strange, but not exactly annoying.

Moving through the green, Wrench saw School and Solos moving about. He tried not to meet anyone’s gaze, though many were turned his way.

If he met someone’s eyes, he was afraid they’d want to come over and talk. Then he’d have to likely try to coax Squeak out of a hole.

Or out of a tree.

Thankfully, they made it to the medical ward without any other social interactions.

Opening the door for Squeak, he tried to step to the side so she could go in.

Only to find she’d stepped with him. Pressed up to his back, holding on to him, and not moving away at all.

Which meant that she wasn’t going to go in before him.

Making sure the door would remain open, Wrench went into the medical ward. Letting it close behind him.

Or more accurately, behind Squeak.

“This is your medical ward, Squeak. Our Tongsta, Goodie, put in everything that you could likely ever need. I’m pretty sure that if it’s something you could have wanted, it’s already here. If you actually find something you need or want, you’ll get it very quickly,” Wrench explained, looking back over his shoulder at Squeak.

Who was with her face planted in his spine, her chest pressed to his lower back, and her hands clutched onto his belt.

“Wonderful. That’s good to hear,” Squeak said as if she wasn’t being worn like a cape. “Who’s the manufacturer?”

“I… don’t know. I’m sorry. I’m just a Fixer. Won’t you take a look? Besides, you said you needed to treat yourself,” Wrench murmured encouragingly. “We’re here all alone. There’s no one here, and no one can harm you.”

Squeak let out a very long exhale, her body slowly becoming still.

Her hand reached out behind her, and she fumbled with the door for several seconds before finding the handle. She turned the lock, shook the door, then finally pulled her face out of his back.

She checked the handle, then looked around Wrench. Her eyes flicked through one half of the room. Then her head moved to the other side of Wrench, and she visually checked the other half of the room.

“Squeak? You can’t— I’m not trying to be mean, but you can’t be like this as our Mender, you know?” Wrench tried. He could certainly understand caution, but this felt extreme at this point.

“I’m aware. I know. I guarantee you, I’ll be fine once I settle a bit. That and… well, I do think I’m suffering from a few side-effects,” stated Squeak, who finally released Wrench and moved away from him. “Every Mender will tell you stasis doesn’t cause ill effects, but that’s always stated for Hume.

“As a Deme, I’m not entirely Hume. It’s also why I’m a breeder despite being Deme. You can’t muck around with what makes Hume Hume, and turn them into Deme, without creating a lot of strange mutations.”

Squeak quickly walked to a nearby monitor. Her fingers hesitated over the keyboard as her eyes focused on the screen. Then she blinked twice and turned those big brown eyes toward him.

“You weren’t kidding about the system. It already updated my implant and logged me into the medical system,” Squeak remarked, her head tilting slowly to one side and her chin tilting upward. Her fingers began to fly across the keyboard. Her eyes flicked to the screen and returned to him. “As far as I can tell so far, the systems are all brand new or illegally modified. There are options here that shouldn’t be here.

“I have the ability to make changes to the medical system directly. If I had the capability, I could even reverse some forms of Hume sterilization with this setup.”

Her fingers stopped and reached over to grab the attached mouse. Her eyes had finally left him and were looking at the screen, though her face was still partially turned toward him.

Her eyebrows twitched, and her ears quivered for a moment. She rapidly clicked and moved the mouse around as if she were moving through a system.

Weird. For Fixers, it’s mostly touch-screen and keyboard. The mouse is almost never used at all. I wonder why there’s a difference.

“In fact, now that I’m looking, there are only a few forms of sterilization I can’t fix here,” Squeak remarked, her head turning to the screen fully now. She forcefully clacked a button on the keyboard and walked over to a cabinet.

“Not surprising. Goodie wants us to be the best we can be. Well, that and happy,” confirmed Wrench with a nod of his head. “If she believed that giving you full run over the system would help everyone, then she’d do it.”

Squeak made an odd gesture with her head. She nodded it and shifted it to one side at the same time.

“Given my awareness of the many types of sterilization, the tools available, and my personal aptitude, I can solve three of the four sterilization cases in the Hab,” murmured Squeak. “I’ll make appointments for them. The fourth I can’t solve, as the sterilization was done by removing their reproductive organs outright.”

“Who-who was that?” asked Wrench. He knew that Freckles had been deeply harmed by her inability to have kids.

“School-Hume by the name of Belle,” answered Squeak. She paused in her rooting around in the cabinet to snatch up a long coat that was hanging nearby on a hook. It had the standard numerous pockets he expected. It looked to be her size, unsurprisingly. Goodie probably already got ahead of this somehow. “It’s lamentable, but that’s how it goes. I think organ removal is what they do to most Menders. They didn’t bother with me as I’m a Deme.

“Technically, I shouldn’t be able to have children because I’m a Deme. Yet here I am. Extremely breed-able.

“Speaking of, I’ll need to re-dose myself with hormones to tamp that drive down. Unfortunately, my drive to have children, the biological drive that is, is quite high.”

“Err… really?” Wrench asked. He’d never had a Mender he could really talk to like this. Most of them had been very guarded about medical things. “That’s kinda neat. Fix yourself and everyone else, too.

“By the way… you’re actually more chatty than I thought you’d be. Given how you’d been acting, I really wasn’t sure what to expect, but chatty wasn’t one of the options.

“Beyond that, most Menders don’t want to talk to me about… Mender stuff. They get kinda tight-lipped. It’s like they don’t like me.”

“Fixers are failed Menders,” Squeak stated, putting things into pockets quickly as she continued to raid the cabinet. She closed it, then moved to another. “You’re a Fixer because your implant and mind couldn’t link correctly to take on a Mender role.

“Your intelligence was high enough though to have been a Mender, which is why you became a Fixer instead. Menders probably don’t like talking about things with you, as some Fixers get a bit… odd… if they learn more about the Hume body.”

“Really? Hell. That’s… that’s interesting as fuck. I’ve never-I didn’t, shit,” mumbled Wrench. He felt shocked at those words. To the point that he was cursing far more than he normally would.

“Indeed. High intelligence and a good dexterity. Mender or Fixer. Gene reinforcement can be done with other Hume, but it’s reserved primarily for Menders and Fixers,” continued Squeak. She closed the cabinet she’d been raiding and then turned to look at Wrench. “I’m sure you don’t need me to explain how School tend to be… ah… lower intellectually aware.

“When doing gene reinforcement during breeding, School is where they tend to end up when they’ve failed every Hume parameter. Now… let’s see.”

Walking back over to her display, Squeak pulled a device out and popped it onto her forehead. It reminded him of a plunger with a box on it. It was about the size of his palm.

Squeak pulled something else out of a pocket and tapped at it, then looked to the system. She grabbed the mouse and clicked several things.

“Ah… yes. I’m very… yes. I’ll need to dose myself in several ways. If it wasn’t for the training of a Mender kicking in after we entered, I’m not sure I would’ve been able to get anything done.

“Also, you’re going to add stress, regenerative, and likely Hume-Five to the system?” Squeak asked.

“Yeah. I wasn’t expecting you, so I didn’t add it. Otherwise, I’d have already dosed the Hab for a new occupant,” Wrench agreed. “I’d probably have increased the oxygen level as well. Just a touch.

“Probably pump your Pen full of melatonin and valerian tonight.”

“Oh? Oh. Yes. That’d be good. I’ll be sure to skip the ‘Laydown’ I planned to give myself then. That’d interact with those being added,” agreed Squeak, followed by a soft giggle. “See? You’d be a Mender if not for your implant just being slightly out of sync.

“With that knowledge, I know exactly what to do to myself. I’m certainly suffering from a number of problems at the moment that have, as you said, made me high-strung. My poor, poor head. I’m severely imbalanced.”

Squeak pulled the plunger device off her forehead, stepped over to Wrench, hopped up, and slapped it to his forehead. The short Mender had managed it without even looking as if it took effort.

“Okay. What’s your name,” she demanded, letting the device in her hand move down to her side. She pulled a small device out of a pocket that looked like a white spoon with her other hand.

Reaching out, she tapped it against the back of his hand. He felt a momentary pinch.

She just drew my blood?

“Wrench.”

“You smell slightly off by the way,” advised Squeak, while pushing the back of the medical spoon object into her hand-held box. Once she did that, she dropped the spoon back into a pocket. “You need more glucose, or your body is burning up your sugars too fast.”

“I-er… alright. I’ll eat more sugar?”

“Good,” Squeak agreed and then strutted over to a medical cabinet without even looking at him. Her tail swung back and forth behind her with each step.

“Designation?”

Frowning, Wrench had a moment of confusion, then realized what she was asking.

“Fixer.”

“Owner’s name?”

“Goodie.”

Squeak paused in her search. She’d pulled out several bottles. Taking pills from each of them, she downed them without water, then put them all back.

Turning, she faced him and gave him a curious look.

“The reason you’re genetically perfect?” Squeak dropped into a normal tone as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

Wrench didn’t respond. He just stood there, staring at Squeak.

“Reason you’re genetically perfect?” she repeated.

“Born that way,” tried Wrench.

Lifting up the box in her hand, Squeak looked at it, then shook her head. Her large eyes turned back to him.

“Reason you’re genetically perfect?” came the question for a third time.

Wrench clicked his tongue.

“If I understand why you’re this way, I might be able to help, you know. You’ve already admitted you ask Menders questions. It sounds like you’re trying to learn more,” Squeak interpolated between her spoken thoughts as she slowly started walking back toward him. “Which means you need a Mender to help you. You are genetically perfect in every way. You are an improbability.

“I was told I was being given to someone to breed with, I now understand why I was sold, capsuled, and sent here. A Mender bred with a genetically superior Fixer would result in… a very interesting child.”

Squeak paused to turn her head sideways, regarding him with her big brown eyes.

“So… tell me why you’re perfect, and I can help you. Because I bet I can help. Or don’t tell me, and I’ll spend days on days trying to figure it out.

“Lots of questions would be involved. A lot of questions. Questions that might make others ask questions.”

Sighing, Wrench felt a sudden tension flee him.

Whether he liked it or not, it seemed he’d have someone to talk to about his powers.

“Well… I can see my body in a weird popup view. From there… I can see my body’s systems,” began Wrench, he had no idea how to explain it all, but that felt like the most logical place.


Chapter 32




Wrench felt nervous.

Extremely so.

Today was the first time Hume would be expected to put the hard work they’d been putting in to the test. They’d need to prove that everything done over the last month had been worthwhile for everyone involved.

For Wrench and the other Fixers, it’d been a lot of prep, then corrections.

They’d been forced to make sure all the Hab systems throughout the entirety of the ship were connected manually. A lot of the Hab-works were being built in non-standard locations and formations which had screwed up far more than he’d expected.

The tasks ran the gamut from running wiring from location to location, to building out hardware setups for Hab intra-communications, and even having to side-line atmospheric operations, since the ship itself was in charge of that.

Menders had been driven to just as much work, giving every single Hume and Grae a once over and providing care. Peaches had been instrumental in organizing it all.

Squeak had ended up her assistant in many ways. The older Mender was helping the younger with mass care.

Apparently, being a Shelter Mender had given her an extensive amount of experience. Having to work through massive amounts of Hume all arriving at once would certainly do that if one considered it.

The School and Solo were in the majority of those receiving training. A great number of Tongsta language lessons, maintenance instruction, service watch on equipment, and standby duties with their Hume Partners.

“I think it’ll be fine,” Stripe stated, floating next to Wrench. Every Hume and Grae were all in Zero suits with helmets when on duty, or outside the enclosed Hab areas. Just in case there was a sudden loss in pressure.

Which, given they were on a military ship, was entirely possible.

“I hope so,” muttered Wrench. He couldn’t help but be worried. Reaching out, he stuck his hand into Stripe’s and squeezed it. “I’m glad I finally get to see you, though. I swear I haven’t seen you more than a few minutes since we started all this.”

“You haven’t, really,” Stripe murmured, squeezing his hand in return. “You haven’t seen me at all.

“No one’s seen anyone unless you had training with them or work with them. I think this is the first time I’ve seen you at all, Seventh. Even in passing.

“I’ve been-we-we’ve all been just trying to get everything done.

“There was so much to do in such a small amount of time, but we did it. We got it all done.”

“I know I didn’t see you, Stripe. Didn’t see Wrench, either. Or Cat,” grumbled Seventh from his other side. “I mean, errr, yeah, I didn’t get to see Wrench at all.”

Wrench smirked, watching as the first Hume Shift assembled in the storeroom that’d been converted into the “Hume Work Center”. Everyone was getting together and going over the final details before they set out.

Uh-huh.

Keep deflecting Seventh.

We both know we jumped straight into a bed any chance we had. Even if it was just three minutes. Though… eh… I guess she’s right.

I didn’t really get to spend any time with her other than the bed.

“I disliked it a great deal,” growled Tickaht. She was floating in front of them in a horizontal position as if she were lying down. “Learning security was fun, being away from everyone was not. I couldn’t even sneak off like Sccsccc or Nunnkish to bother Wrench.

“I had to be the leader since Wrench asked me to. Ugh. Ugh! Stupid.”

“They did?” whispered Stripe, sounding concerned and nervous suddenly.

“They mostly just followed me around and demanded I look at and long for them,” Wrench explained quickly. “I shooed them off pretty quickly. They came right back within a short period, didn’t they, Tickaht?”

“Yes… yes, they did. Still. It was annoying,” agreed the Grae, rolling over and slowly facing Wrench, Seventh, and Stripe. “I miss having sex. I miss wrestling. I miss talking. I miss you all. I hate these feelings. I hate this. I hate all of this.”

“I missed you too, Tickaht. Want to have lunch after this?” offered Stripe.

“Yes, please,” Tickaht agreed immediately. The immediacy of her words belying her previous statement about hating everything. “I’m sorry for saying I hate this. I’m just… it’s all confusing. Grae aren’t-we don’t-urgh… I’m sorry, Stripe. Thank you for being my friend. I’d love to just sit and talk with you.”

“Then wrestle,” Seventh asserted.

“Yes, then wrestling,” affirmed Tickaht.

“Then sex,” the Brawler and the Grae stated at the exact same time. Only for both to laugh.

“You have him first,” Tickaht offered with an adroit wave of her hand. “I’ll take Wrench after you do.”

“Errr, really? You don’t mind?” asked Seventh.

“No. He’s more gentle after he’s already gone once,” Tickaht explained.

Stripe let out a short, soft, and loud sigh.

Both of the other women went quiet.

Only for Tickaht to chuckle.

“Do you want to go first, Stripe? I don’t mind going last,” suggested Tickaht. “Yes, that works. Stripe will go first for sex. Then Seventh. Then me. It’ll be fine.”

“That’s not-I didn’t-anyway. Anyway,” Stripe breathed with a small shake of her head. “Let’s send everyone off with a positive attitude. Everyone is here to do their own part.”

Uh-huh.

I only had to beat the shit out of a few Solos to make the point. Goodie never did bring those Hume back though… I wonder where she put them.

Knowing Goodie… they’re probably in the Hume Shelters on her ship now.

In fact, now that I think about it, there were a number of Hume who vanished and were replaced. Maybe Goodie was actively swapping Hume around?

Probably.

“—surprised that there were so many Grae,” Tickaht. “There’s even some Grae who knew my mother. Apparently, one even knew me when I was just a dangler.”

Dangler?

“Yeah, it was kinda neat seeing so many Grae. Though uh… you made it seem like most of them wouldn’t be interested in Hume males,” Seventh started in an accusatory tone. “Why is it that there’s now four Grae all trying to get Wrench to look at them, a handful of others seem curious about it, and the vast majority of the others picked out a Hume male and are actively bedding them as if it were completely normal.”

“I have no-no fucking clue,” confessed Tickaht. Hearing her pronounce ‘fucking’ was interesting. She’d said the actual word rather than it being translated. Now he was curious if he was using words from Tickaht’s own language without realizing it. “No idea why at all. No Grae I ever spoke with even once had any interest in Hume, other than to take things from them.

“Maybe I just have a limited view and experience on this, but it wasn’t a thing. In any way. Now it’s just… I… more and more Grae are taking Hume they fancy. There’s some who refuse the idea completely, of course, but I’ve seen more that said no to the idea at first, convert to yes as of late.”

“Yes. I’ve seen it myself. Considering there are no food shortages, no bartering for extra rations, or anything to be traded, it seems most relationships are devolving into ones of interest. Rather than those of economic value.

“So Grae can easily take away a Hume without trying very hard.”

“The fact that we can’t get pregnant from a Hume helps,” interjected Tickaht. 

A Tongsta entered the work area from the hall.

“Good Hume morning!” announced the Tongsta. It sounded like Thankful to Wrench, but he wasn’t quite sure. Thankful was a Tongsta that thanked them for everything and cheered them on a lot like Goodie did. “Are my partners ready? Because it looks like it! I’m really thankful that you’re all ready for me!

“I plan on making xxhht eat his words, and I’ll beat him outright. My partners will be the best ever!”

The Hume cheered, laughed, and clapped at that. Each Hume shift had a different Hume Partner. They were all competing with one another it seemed.

“Oh… did my little experiment work? Were you able to give me a name I can call myself?” Thankful asked.

The two Hume in charge of communication hit the buttons on the box they’d been given. One was wearing it like a pack, and the other manned the “coms” as it were.

“Affirmative.”

“I’m-so-invested in this. What’s my name?” gushed Thankful, flattening herself out and hovering in front of her Hume.

Talker had apparently set up an “editor” on the device. With a lot of time, and slowly hacking words together, one could get a word or two out.

Goodie had said it sounded like a really bad imitation of Tongsta speech, but she’d figured it out after listening a few times.

Of course, they’d called her mommy. To which she’d just about fallen to pieces. Turning into a blubbery mess that left her sobbing for far too long.

“Thankful,” stated the comms device.

“I… Thankful?” asked Thankful. “You call me Thankful?”

“Affirmative,” came back the coms response.

“Well. I like it. I’m thankful for the name. It’s because I say thankful a lot, isn’t it?” asked Thankful.

“Negative. Thankful. Thankful,” countered the coms.

Wait, what?

“I’m Thankful because… you’re thankful for me?” tried Thankful.

Wrench had noticed that the longer Tongsta spent around Hume, the more they seemed to understand Hume responses.

“Oooh… oh, I see… I think I understand Lady xxhht better,” whispered Thankful. Then she slid forward and wrapped up all the Hume she could. Tentacles rapidly slid out to wrap up Hume by the handful. Pulling them all up against herself. Picking up more and more. “Okay, my dear sweet Hume. We’re… we’re going to go to our first position and start our shift.”

When she’d planted all of the Hume against herself, despite them having their own means of traveling with their Zero suits, she turned and left. Carrying them all in a similar way to how Goodie often did now.

“Well… to be fair, Thankful is a very nice Tongsta. She reminds me of Goodie,” Stripe said. “The other Tongsta are quite nice, but only Thankful was like Mommy.”

“Well… our shift is next in six hours,” Wrench said and then yawned. “I could use a nap.”

“Stripe, just like we agreed, you have sex with him first,” Tickaht put in boldly.

“We’re taking turns for sex? I’d like to have my first time with Wrench, too,” Sccsccc asserted from somewhere above him.

“I would as well,” Nunnkish stated.

“Nap time,” affirmed Stripe. There was no room for arguments. “It’s nap time.”

“Okay,” Nunnkish allowed. “Stripe, can I sleep behind you?”

“I-what?” asked the Deme, sounding shocked.

“You said it’s nap time. I would like to sleep behind you,” Nunnkish explained. “I want to get closer with you.”

“I would really like to sleep between Seventh and Wrench,” Sccsccc added. “I want to grow closer to Seventh.”

“This isn’t—”

“I want to sleep next to Stripe, too!” pushed Tickaht as if she were going to lose somehow. “Uhm, Nunnkish, Stripe, and myself will sleep together. Then Seventh behind me, Sccsccc, and Wrench at the end?”

“I like that,” Nunnkish agreed. “Thank you, Stripe!”

“I never—”

“Thank you, Stripe!” Tickaht added a second before she and Nunnkish descended on Stripe and began carrying her off back to the Hab.

Sccsccc dropped down between Wrench and Seventh. The busty Grae pushed herself up into Wrench’s side, then grabbed Seventh by the hand and pulled her close as well.

“Nap time,” Sccsccc stated. “I’m looking forward to talking to you both before we sleep.”

Not for the first time, Wrench realized that Grae were far more chatty than he ever thought possible. For a species of hunters that liked to remain in treetops and drop down on prey, they talked a lot.




***




Wrench let out a long breath. Leaning his head back, he just stood there, staring at the ceiling of the compartment.

“Good work, Wrench,” Talker congratulated him. “Honestly, that jam would’ve had us pulling it completely apart to get it out.”

“I mean, that’s what we’re here for,” answered Wrench. He was covered in some type of grease, his arms were bruised, and he felt drained. His work shift had gone normal for the most part.

He’d spent it doing maintenance checks on the inner workings of many Tongsta machines that were mechanical. Often from the inside, where a Tongsta couldn’t get to.

Then one of the star cannons firing computers had a short and Wrench went into it to find it. It’d been a very small, cramped space that was filled with electrified components and live wiring.

He’d found the problem, pulled it out, replaced it, and got the computer up and working again.

“No, Wrench. You don’t understand. That’d have taken us normally the equivalent of-of… of an entire Hume Shift, to fix,” Talker said, clearly trying to really push his sentiment. “Wrench, you did the work of four or five Tongsta in less than a fifth of the time.”

“I mean, that’s the whole point, isn’t it? We’re trying to make a symbiotic relationship. Hume, Grae, and Tongsta,” countered Wrench. “If I wasn’t able to do things that Tongsta couldn’t, this whole thing wouldn’t have worked at all.”

“I-yeah, you’ve got a point. Still. Don’t undersell it,” Talker pressed.

“Fine, fine,” Wrench allowed with a laugh. He let his gaze fall back down. “Was that my last task for the shift? Did we take care of everything that was scheduled?”

“Yeah. Everything on our task list was complete. The rest of the shift-team did really well too,” Talker confirmed. “I already went over everything with them, and they’re all rounded away.

“Most of it was just basic maintenance checks. Though, after your repair job here, I added a bunch of new tasks to the other Fixers. They all started crawling in through systems that we could cycle down on power to let them do connection checks.

“They found a few other problems, believe it or not. A lot of minor failures that would’ve added up to bigger issues in the future. The ah… the head engine mechanic requested a similar check for all his engines. He’s already scheduled a down period specifically for a ‘Hume check’. I thought it was funny.”

Wrench laughed at that, he couldn’t deny that it did sound funny. Funny and actually a proof of concept. If Hume could do maintenance checks on things that normally couldn’t be reached easily, then the job was already half done.

Future planning will include ‘Hume access points’ for Hume crewmen.

Or at least, that’s the hope.

Maybe even non-Fixer Hume would be given such tasks if it’s just maintenance and upkeep.

“Well, I already added his request to a work rotation. We can cover it easily enough. It just took shifting some more mundane tasks off,” Talker explained. “Personally, I think it’s a great opportunity. I already made sure to submit reports to the captain about it. Who apparently is already submitting similar reports to his commanding officer.

“Beyond that… we’re all done. Your shift’s over in like five Hume minutes. No sense in trying to have you do anything else at that point. You can just head on out, Wrench. I can clean up for you. It’s probably easier for me to pick up all the Tongsta tools you had to use anyway,” Talker suggested. “We’ll really need to figure out how to Hume-ize a lot of these things. Make it so they’re more usable for two-limbed users.”

“Alright. Sounds good. This turned out great for a first ship. Thanks, Talker. I’ll see you later,” Wrench nodded and waved his hand at the Tongsta. Flying off, Wrench left the battery. He was looking forward to some time off.

Taking a nap in his Pen, his bed overcrowded to the point of it being a comedy, he’d realized he desperately wanted some time to himself. Some time just to go to his personal Hab in Goodie’s room and hang out with everyone.

To relax and just enjoy some silence.

“— took a Hume for herself,” Nunnkish said. “I was proud of her admitting she was wrong.

“Though, damn if she’s not letting up at all. I heard she hasn’t left his Pen since she convinced him into a bed.”

“Good for her. At least that’s one positive about us Grae. We’re willing to admit we’re wrong and quickly,” mused Sccsccc. “I was very wrong about Hume. Very wrong.”

“Ha. Yes. Otherwise, we’d never be able to adapt,” Tickaht agreed. “Though… do we even need to adapt anymore? It doesn’t feel like our nature and instincts fit as well to our current lifestyle. Is this how we were before we were taken as pets?”

Fuuuuck.

Really?

All three? Waiting for me?

“I rather like that about you all,” Stripe admitted. “You’ve been a bit pushy, but you’ve listened to me when I was clear and direct.”

“It doesn’t matter unless it’s said,” Sccsccc confirmed. “I’m gratified you consider me a threat.”

“That’s not what-yes. You’re welcome, Sccsccc. You as well, Nunnkish,” lamented Stripe. She sounded very defeated. “Yes, Tickaht. You don’t even need to ask.”

Seventh laughed loudly.

Wrench exited the battery then and saw Seventh hugging Stripe tightly around the shoulders. The three Grae were floating in front of her.

Surprisingly, Squeak was there as well. Though she was a bit further away and looked like she might be trying to hide herself.

“Wrench!” squeaked Squeak, shooting across the distance and stopping in front of him. She was wringing her hands while staring up into his visored face. “You promised me we could do some medical testing. I have set up a great many number of tests for us to try out! I’m really excited to go over all the results and the data.

“Peaches helped me put together a slew of supplementary tests to run on your samples as well. Though, I’ll need a few more to make sure we have enough.

“I also have all the results for the work we did on understanding the Hume implant and how it operates. You’ve been an amazing partner for me in this regard.”

“Great,” deadpanned Wrench. He hadn’t enjoyed any of the tests they’d done, but couldn’t deny they’d been enlightening.

His understanding of his implant and how it worked had certainly increased.

As for the “samples” that she’d wanted previously, he didn’t really want to repeat the procedure.

It hadn’t even been an issue until one of the latter tests had Squeak sticking a measuring device directly on his privates and then asking him to fill a vial for her.

While she watched.

“Is… is that a euphemism? Is Squeak a threat? Does Squeak share a bed with Wrench?” demanded Sccsccc.

“He gave me his genetic material,” Squeak answered honestly, patting Wrench on the arm excitedly. It was obvious she was already contemplating testing.

“Wait, she really is a threat? When did that happen,” Nunnkish inquired, sounding nervous.

“Crewman Wrench, please come up to the bridge. The captain has requested your presence,” said a Tongsta over the com system.

Oh, thank fuck, yes.

“Gotta go,” Wrench stated and then began moving off. Not waiting at all. He wanted to escape this situation.

“I wonder what he wants. This is your free time. We have experiments to run,” hissed Squeak.

Glancing over his shoulder, Wrench saw the Mender was right behind him.

As was everyone else, in fact.

With a grunt, Wrench went on.


Chapter 33




Wrench entered the bridge and then waited at the entry area.

The Tongsta had covered basic military protocol in part of their training. Everyone had been advised that, if you were invited to the bridge, you had to remain at the entryway.

If the officer on the deck invites you inside, then you can proceed inside.

“Oooh, interesting. It looks very different from above inside the duct,” Sccsccc murmured, then flew up in that direction. Several seconds after that, Nunnkish and Tickaht went up as well.

Well, considering that there’s Grae at every single access point, it’s no surprise that they actually know the whole ship.

Wish they hadn’t gone up that way though.

Bad form, given what they told us about military procedure.

“Ah, Crewmate Wrench, thank you for coming so quickly,” rumbled Captain Boyfriend. “Crewmate Squeak, Crewmate Seventh, Crewmate Stripe. You’re, of course, welcome as well.

“Though it seems our dear Grae comrades are… oh, they’re confirming security. Well, I can’t complain about that.

“Please, come in, all of you.”

Captain Boyfriend chuckled and then moved toward the center of the bridge. The layout of the rebel ship had been similar, but there were a number of differences.

Most especially, it looked like there was a far greater favoritism of mechanical components and instruments on this ship.

“You noticed, huh?” asked the large Tongsta. “The controls, that is. I had everything swapped out at our last port of call.”

“Wait, what? You had the controls changed? You mean none of this is how it’s supposed to be?” Squeak asked, pointing at a display.

“That’s right. It’s supposed to be a xxhht set of controls but… I see no reason for that. The change-over was due to the ability to access and utilize them more effectively,” explained the captain. He went to the center point of the bridge in front of a very Hume-looking computer. Wrench, Seventh, Stripe, and Squeak all followed him. “Except that ability to access and utilize was because they were hard to repair.

“That isn’t my problem or concern. I have Hume and Grae crewmen who can do the repairs in less time than it’d take to repair a xxhht. So why should I use xxhht?

“No reason at all. I’m betting we’ll start posting better records for our ship readiness than anyone else in the fleet in no time. I’m looking forward to it.”

The captain seemed to rotate slowly toward Wrench and company. While Wrench couldn’t be sure of it, since there wasn’t a front or a back to a Tongsta, it did seem as if they would orient in certain directions.

“I wanted to check in with my new crewmates and see how things are going. What’s going on, and if there’s anything to change,” the captain said, his tone sounding positive and upbeat, but also tired and worn down. “Please, Crewmate Wrench, tell me, how did your first shift go? What could we do differently? I’ve asked each shift-leader at the end of their shift as well.

“They haven’t had any requests at all, so far, I’d say. They did have a few minor things, such as moving a cafeteria Hab space closer to the engine space. Which seemed perfectly reasonable to me, it’s already been done. Those were minor and easy to fix.

“Other than that though, everything we prepared for seems to have been correct, but I want to make everything as ideal for my crewmates as possible.”

“No, nothing to report,” Wrench stated.

“Status. Positive. Nothing to report,” stated a communicator device.

Surprised, Wrench turned and looked to the side. A group of two Hume and a Grae were seated down on a flat console. A very large communication box with what looked to be an endless number of buttons on it was in front of them.

“I needed a communications team that could facilitate rapid information transfer for my crewmates and I,” explained Captain Boyfriend. “I’ve also put in several communication relay stations throughout the ship to get reports, just as I do from Tongsta.”

Okay, didn’t expect that at all.

“I’m… I’m taking this as seriously as I can, Wrench. I don’t view Hume, and Grae for that matter, as tools” remarked the Tongsta, as Nunnkish, Sccsccc, and Tickaht came back down toward Wrench. “I don’t view them as weapons or items. They’re crewmates.

“Alright. With that said, and since you have no updates then… we should move forward with things as normal. We’ll just start moving ahead.”

“Agreed,” Wrench confirmed with a nod of his head. “Moving ahead and see where we go.”




***




 “You didn’t!” Wrench asked, staring at Stripe with a smile.

“I did!” Stripe got out while giggling. “I just swapped it out while she went to go get the wire jumper.”

“Stripe, you’re a mean little thing. I take it she realized it pretty quick?”

“Of course. She stopped at the door, made a weird little noise, then left. So… I just moved the wire jumper back out with the connector.”

“No… Stripe!”

Laughing in a high-pitch chitter, Stripe was stomping her feet now. Squeak, seated next to her, was laughing in a very similar way. A rapid and joy-filled giggle, while bent over at the waist.

“So-so-Pretty Blue bobbed back into the room, stopped at the door, and then went, ‘Stripe! Are you-are you boxing me? Tell me you’re boxing me!’,” squealed Stripe, her face turning bright red. “I showed her where I hid the wire jumper. She has such a great sense of humor, and laughed for quite a while.

“I went and got her a Tongsta snack from the cafeteria for her as an apology.”

“Yes. I do like Pretty Blue, she’s fun. She brought over Top and Purple the other day. They got their hands cut up when working on a circuit board. They had to do some wire replacements,” Squeak mentioned, looking to Stripe. She wiped a finger at the corner of her eye. She’d laughed quite hard at Stripe’s story. “Pretty Blue asked me to fix them up since they decided they didn’t need gloves despite her bringing them for them.

“Those two School wore such hang-dog expressions on their faces, that it was almost comical how down they looked.”

“Ahhh, she’s a good Partner,” Wrench remarked with a chuckle.

All the Tongsta that were chosen to operate as Hume-Partners were actually quite friendly and open. It was clear to all that they enjoyed working with the Hume.

It’d only been the first week of work, but things had gone so well, that it was hard to not see how this could keep going in perpetuity. That this was already becoming normalized and expected.

“I’m glad that our day off lined up this time. I wanted to spend time with you both,” Wrench said, leaning back in his seat. Looking from Stripe to Squeak and back. “I honestly don’t know how the Adminis arranged it, but apparently, it ends up so everyone ends up with days off with everyone at some point.”

“It did work out rather well,” Squeak murmured. Then she smiled, patted the table twice, and then stood up. “I’m going to play around in the lab in our Hab. I have some things I want to work on. Drop by later, Wrench. More tests to run!”

“Bye, Squeak,” Stripe said with a wave of her hand, to which Squeak waved back.

“She’s been rather friendly with you,” Stripe murmured, looking to Wrench.

“Helping me with my non-normal body,” admitted Wrench. He’d realized he would have to talk to Stripe about himself relatively soon. He couldn’t keep her in the dark much longer.

Now that he thought about it in this moment, he realized it was probably time to explain it all to her.

More so when he considered that their kissing sessions had grown frequent and heavier with every day that passed. Almost every night included a lot of kissing Stripe, only for her to gently let him down, saying that she wasn’t quite ready.

Thankfully, Seventh or Tickaht was always ready for him.

“I want to talk to you about how I’m different,” started Wrench with a nod of his head. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to do that today. Tonight. At some point.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” whispered Stripe. Reaching out across the lunch table to him, she held her hand open. He put his hand in hers and squeezed it gently. “Very glad. I was hoping it’d be soon considering… well, considering how close we’re growing by the day.

“And uhm-maybe you could show me how special your body is tonight especially. I still have the Pen that was assigned to me, you know. I have a bed and a few things in there. I don’t really use it for anything.”

Fantastic. This is—

“Wrench, the captain has asked you to report to the war room,” relayed Spooky over the loudspeaker. “Sorry. He also sent out requests to Goodie and a number of other people.”

“Alright. I’m on my way,” muttered Wrench. He looked at Stripe, gave her a smile, and hesitated. “Stripe… I love you. I want to share it all with you. Tonight, I really want to tell you everything. Alright?”

“Alright. I’m looking forward to it,” Stripe agreed, smiling at him. She squeezed his hand tightly. “Thank you for trusting me. I’ll let Seventh know that you’re off with the captain if she shows up. She said she was going to try and head over here for lunch.”

Wrench smiled, nodded his head at her, squeezed her hand, and then got up. Floating away, he quickly exited the Hab in Goodie’s room.

Entering the hall, he began making his way down the hall. He just had to take a single turn, and he could make it to the war room.

It was a location where he didn’t often go, though the captain had taken his officers there often. It was a place where work-related tasks were handed out.

Hume tasks were sent by Adminis through the Hab systems.

I wonder if he’ll eventually make a Hume officer.

Probably, knowing the captain.

“Wrenchie! My special Hume!” called Goodie from ahead of him.

Grinning, he saw his Tongsta coming his way. She already had several tentacles out and reaching toward him.

Unsurprisingly, she had a few Hume cuddled in her center, and even Sccsccc was there.

“Put him next to me, Goodie! I want to push my boobs against him,” pleaded the Grae.

“Now, now, Sccsccc. It’s up to Wrench if he wants Mommy to cuddle him or not,” chided Goodie.

Wrench went in for a hug and splayed himself against the Tongsta even as she kept moving. Her tentacles had thinned out considerably and were now pressed to his back. Hugging him as a Hume would.

“How’s my baby?” she cooed.

“I’m fine. It’s really good to see you,” Wrench mumbled. With the Hume now working, they didn’t get to see Goodie as often. That included Wrench. “I missed you, Mommy Goodie.”

While it’d felt weird to say it the first several times, it didn’t anymore. Goodie was the patron mother of the Hume and the Grae in truth.

Laughing warmly, Goodie ended up not listening to her own statement. She didn’t let Wrench go, but held onto him. It only took a few seconds for Sccsccc to come over and smoosh herself up against him.

All the other Hume peeled away from Goodie, told her goodbye, and waved or gave her hugs. Heading off in other directions.

Wrench hadn’t recognized all of them.

Which meant that Hume from the ship, who weren’t part of the original Hab, were starting to understand how glorious she was.

“I still find it amazing that I can understand when you call me mommy, and more so that you all think of me as ‘Goodie’. I didn’t think I was being particularly good to you all. Just… giving you what was due,” gushed Goodie. “Actually, you know, it’s kind of funny. All of the Partner Tongsta introduce themselves by their Partner name.”

“That’s kind of funny in a way. Hume get named weird things by Tongsta. Now Tongsta are getting named weird things by Hume,” remarked Wrench as Sccsccc ground her chest against him, her arms wrapping around his shoulders.

“Look at me, Wrench. Long for me,” hissed Sccsccc, as she went full hyper-aggressive and sexually frustrated Grae on him.

He only knew that’s what it was because Tickaht could get the same way.

“I guess that is kind of funny. We’re giving each other our names. I’m not opposed to it. It might even create a more communal social atmosphere,” Goodie mused, then turned. They entered the war room.

“Lady Goodie, welcome, welcome,” called Captain Boyfriend from the back of the room. “Crewmate Wrench, Crewmate Sccsccc, a pleasure to have you both here. Please, make yourselves comfortable.

“The news I have is a surprise and a threat but… it’s also the best opportunity I think we’ll ever be given.”

Goodie took up a generic-looking Tongsta-chair. Settling into it and forming a minor depression in her middle. Right where Wrench and Sccsccc were laid next to each other.

“Sccsccc, I’m flattered at your continued perseverance,” Wrench said in a very quiet voice, looking at the pretty Grae. “Truly flattered. I wish I could return your feelings. But I can’t.

“The simple reality is I’m already in a relationship. I have more than enough people in my life to have me already probably screwing up those relationships. Adding one more just isn’t something I can do.”

“That’s fine,” whispered Sccsccc and threw a thigh over his crotch. “I’m more than happy to wait. I haven’t met any other Hume that are as interesting as you are. I did have some suitors, so I was pleased. My ego is satisfied. I know what I want though.”

Sccsccc finished speaking, then pushed her face into Wrench’s bare neck. She nipped at him, then went still, cuddling him very firmly.

Shaking his head, Wrench sighed, and sat there. There was no reason to respond to her further, as any attention at all only fed the flame.

“— brought the efficiency up five percent,” murmured a Tongsta not far off. They were speaking to Goodie. “I’ve put in orders to have the remaining consoles reverted to the previous model.

“As the captain advised, there’s absolutely no reason to bother with the current archetype, with Hume and Grae crewmates being around.”

“I’m so pleased to hear that, Chief Engineer xxhht. I have to admit I’d never considered what the captain has suggested in ways our new crewmates can prove their worth,” Goodie admitted. “I knew my babies were special, but they’re even now showing me just how badly I’d underestimated them.”

“I’ve put in a request to have a dedicated engineering team,” confessed the other Tongsta to Goodie. “The captain promised me he’d look into it but couldn’t do anything at the time. That our new crewmates are stretched thin with requests already.”

“Yes. I barely see most of my babies anymore. They’re all working very hard,” complained Goodie with a grunt. “In a single xxhht, four Hume shifts will come through. It’s rather—”

Goodie’s words trailed off as a Tongsta entered and then sat down.

“We’ll talk more later,” whispered Goodie, who then went quiet.

“Thank you for joining, everyone,” stated the captain. “I won’t bother to waste your time, we have work to do.”

Ah… Goodie could have kept talking, given her position. She’s always so kind to everyone.

“We’ve been given our biggest trial yet. No sooner had I put in my xxhht reports, than I received a complaint from the Grand Tier commander,” explained the captain. “They don’t believe our numbers. Apparently, we’re now an outlier. They seem to think that everything I put in is wrong.

“Little did he know only half of that xxhht had our new crewmates in it. I sent him the numbers so far for the current xxhht. It’s easily twenty percent higher.”

The captain began laughing. He sounded genuinely amused.

“They just about hollowed themselves when I sent them all the proof and how we accomplished it,” the captain continued. “Our new crewmates are the reason, of course. We increased our crew size without a large increase in our costs.

“In fact, the cost increase was marginal, though I did put payrates aside for our crewmates according to their workload and xxhht rate. I didn’t want them to think the Hume and Grae were working for free. I’m determined to make sure they see them as sentient crewmates, not tools.”

Thank… thank goodness for Goodie and Captain Boyfriend.

“Thank you, Captain Boyfriend,” Wrench stated loudly.

There was a general chuckle that sounded throughout the war room. Goodie let out a soft groan that sounded amused though.

“You’re very welcome, Wrench. I uh… you’re welcome,” continued the captain. “Anyway. Command demands we prove our reports. Originally, we weren’t due to be part of the Grand Tier war games that are occurring in two xxhht. Now we are.

“We’re expected to have someone watching us as we perform. We’ll be part of the Hollowed Square team. I’m told that if we fail to perform, and show proof of the results, I’ll lose my captaincy. Lose it, and have my ship scrapped, and everyone dismissed.”

What? That’s a pretty hefty fucking response, isn’t it?

“Let me guess, someone who thinks Hume are animals?” growled Goodie.

“They are supposedly involved in a large number of Hume breeding centers,” mused the captain. “I can’t ever see why they wouldn’t want to admit Hume are sentient.”

“Never suspect malice when greed will do,” Wrench declared.

“Exactly. Just plain old greed,” Goodie agreed. Then her breath caught. “Wrench… could you say something else for me, sweetie?”

“Uh, what exactly were you looking for me to say?” asked Wrench. “It sounds like he’s just a greedy bastard.”

“Ah… repeat the last part? What would be a more, uhm, elongated description of that part?” Goodie pressed.

“A greedy bastard? Errr, a person without parents who wants wealth?”

“Oh! A greedy bastard. Yes, I understand. Hm. Well,” Goodie stated and then blew out an odd noise. “I think… I think that I understand the Hume language. I think I even know how and why.”

What?

“Excuse… excuse me?” asked the captain in a respectful and incredulous voice.

“They speak through making the air vibrate. We always just thought it was random. Like what we’ve experienced with spssss and spssss but… it’s a pattern,” Goodie whispered. “All those vibrations are patterns. They use words that hold a singular meaning. It’s no different than spssss. We guessed at some of it when the engineers made the communication boxes for Hume, but we were right and wrong.”

“Wait, it is?” asked Captain Boyfriend. “Patterned vibrations?”

“I let Hume and Grae rest on me a lot. We talk. The implants we put in them are to help integrate them into Hab systems and let them understand us. It’s not as if they understand spssss. They don’t exist in that space.

“They are entirely in the physical world. It’s all just vibrations. Isn’t that right, Wrench?” asked Goodie.

Frowning, Wrench couldn’t deny that.

Hume speech was making noise through atmosphere. 

Tongsta didn’t have an atmosphere that was conducive to sound, and the atmosphere they used was very minimal. Almost vacuum-like, but not quite.

They didn’t hear sound.

“Yeah. Grae and Hume both speak through vibration. We have organs in our neck that make that happen. We also see light with our eyes,” Wrench said, once again reminded how different Tongsta and Grae were.

“Yes… they have organs in their neck that make noise. It’s why we had to make so many devices to see into a Hume. They’re filled with “organs”. Objects that do other things. They’re somewhat like living computers,” Goodie murmured almost to herself. “The organs in their head, their eyes, let them see the world. It’s very different from how we perceive the world. So very different.”

“Wait, then… that rumor about them being able to know where a Hardening pod is… is true?” asked a Tongsta.

“Hume are fascinating,” whispered the chief engineer. “Grae are like them?”

“Yes… Grae are just like Hume. Just a different species. They’re a bit more aggressive, but also playful. Now I’m curious to see what their homeworld is like,” whispered Goodie. “Though… Grae were found on the same planet as Hume, weren’t they?”

“Yes. Grae were found in the same place as Hume. The planet Terasha. I’ve looked into it given my clearance level. All that was there were Hume and Grae. No animals of any other type at all. It was almost like they didn’t belong there,” remarked the captain. “There were a few cities, but not many. Though the Grae were in an incredibly small number. Barely enough for a breeding population. It’s why even now there aren’t very many of them.”

“I want to go visit it sometime,” whispered Goodie. “I think there’s more there than meets the eye. Well… anyway, my apologies for hijacking the meeting.

“I suppose we should get ready for our inspection and these war games.”


Chapter 34




“And this is Wrench,” Talker explained to the observer.

“Hey, how’s it going? What should we call you?” asked Wrench.

“Uhm… I’m sorry, I don’t…” The medium-sized Tongsta seemed to be looking at Talker.

“He said hi. He also asked what your name is,” Talker explained. “The longer you’re around Hume that talk, the better you start to understand what they’re saying. After a certain point, if you hold a Hume when they talk, you know exactly what they’re saying. They speak through vibrations in the air.”

“You’re joking,” the Tongsta whispered.

“No, no, I’m not. You’re welcome to treat Hume like small Tongsta if it makes you feel better. They respond quite well to it but… they’re just as smart as we are,” Talker insisted. “They’re sentient, intelligent, and very aware. Life, but not as we know it.”

“It’s fine, Talker. He’ll figure it out eventually. It’s hard to deny it once things get rolling, you know?” Wrench remarked. “Anyway, does he want to pick a name I can say, or should I give him one?”

“I-yeah, you’re right, Wrench,” sighed Talker. “Just call him Observer, I guess. It’ll work for now.”

“Observer, alright. Anyway, you’re trailing me, I guess?” Wrench asked, looking at Observer.

“He’s addressing me,” said the Tongsta. “He is. Isn’t he?”

“Oh, he most certainly is. He’s confirming that you’ll be following him,” Talker agreed. “Want me to translate for you? I don’t mind but… honestly, it’s easier to just get into it and try to figure it out. That’s what got me there. The coms boxes ended up hindering me from learning faster.”

“It’s-it’s fine. You’re right. I’ll just observe and try to understand,” stated Observer. “What I will say… what I will say is I can promise I’m here to be an observer and I have no bias. I’ll report on any change in my-my understanding of the Hume, as well.

“Though I will state your beliefs as well, and that you seemingly can communicate with them without issue.”

“Thanks,” Wrench said with a nod of his head. “All we want is an open and honest chance at it. Beyond that, we’ll prove ourselves just by doing what we do.”

“Right,” Talker said, then laughed. “You’re right. We’ll prove it just by doing what we do. Okay. Your shift work is as normal. Just go about your business. Captain put down a note that the war game already started, but everything right now is maneuvering and posturing.”

“How boring,” lamented Wrench and then sighed. “Alright. Hey, Talker, after the shift’s over, you’re off, aren’t you?”

“Uh, yeah, why?” Talker asked.

“Wanna go play a board game? We’ve been working on making some of the games we have into larger versions so Tongsta can use them. You can help me figure out how to make it so it’s easy for a Tongsta to use.”

“Really? Yeah, I’d be happy to do that. Can I invite my partner to come? She’s been really curious about Hume, but doesn’t have many chances to interact with them.”

“Sure, sure, not a problem. I can probably see if Seventh can join me for a double date then I guess. She’s the only one who’s off, but she said she wanted to go wrestle the Grae. She might change her mind at that point.”

“Haha, alright. That’d be good. My partner was really curious about Brawlers, so that’d be even better. I know you can’t pronounce her name, but it’s xxhht. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind a Hume name either.”

“Neat. Alright. I’ll catch you later, Talker,” Wrench said and waved a hand. He turned and flew off. He’d have to check in with all the Fixers in his shift as he was the foreman for the team.

After that, he’d get his kit and then wander off down to the battery.

His normal work schedule had already been completed on his previous shift. Today was just him doing miscellaneous work and maintenance checks.

There was nothing that was crucial or needed to be done.

However, if this was a war game, that meant they needed to be ready for war.

Wrench wanted to make sure their ability to deal pain to others was at its best. Even if it was just a few percentage points, he wanted to get them.

Component testing is quick, and I can do simple replacements if I find any that are under-performing. Rip it, strip it, flip it.

“Come on, Observer, you’ll have to be quick. I plan on using all my Hume advantages, like the pipes,” Wrench called over his shoulder as he headed up to the access point.

“Ha… he’s going to go check in with his crew,” Talker warned. “If you want to be there for it, you’re going to have to head to Hume work area Four. That’s down by the second ammo depot.”

Wrench stopped at the entrance and met the eyes of Nunnkish. The pretty Grae was working the security point here today.

“We’re currently under wartime conditions,” advised Nunnkish and gestured to the point in front of herself. It was a small attachment that scanned a Hume implant. She was holding some sort of tablet console that was connected to it. “Please stay here for a moment so I can confirm who you are.”

Sighing, Wrench did as instructed and moved to the location. This was part and parcel for the proper etiquette of a ship of war, so he couldn’t really complain.

“Thank you for your cooperation, Wrench. Have a good day. Oh and… if Seventh can’t make it, I’d really appreciate going with you on the date. Maybe that’s forward of me but… better I say it than keep it to myself,” offered the Grae with a wave of her fingers. He noted that her gloves had very sharp-looking extensions now. Apparently, some enterprising Tongsta had modified Grae suit gloves to accommodate their claws. “See you later.”

Nunnkish gave him a Grae smile, grimacing from ear to ear for him. Then she looked back to her console, then looked down the pipe to see if anyone was coming in either direction.

She was taking her role quite seriously.

“Uh, you’d want to go?” he asked, suddenly wondering if Nunnkish might actually be a better option. Seventh would go to spend time with him, but it was likely that she’d bitch and moan about playing a board game.

“I would,” Nunnkish agreed and spared him a glance. Then she looked down into the compartment and back to the pipe. “I think it would be fun to go on such a thing. I have to confess that I think Squeak will be off early though and might attempt to get a hold of you.

“She mentioned that she was trying to close her shift early to spend time with you. She might be equally interested in playing games.”

Not likely.

She’s not comfortable around Tongsta and tends to get quiet.

Well, I’ll think about it.

Nodding his head at Nunnkish, he waited until she looked at him. He grimaced at her, glanced at her chest politely, and then zipped away.

Grae courtesies were very different from those of Hume, but he would still give them when they were appropriate. He still found it odd that they wanted to be checked out as a form of etiquette.




***




Wrench and his team were hanging out in the corner of the forward battery. This was their assignment for battle stations.

“Bahahaha, this is so much better than the damned xxhht system,” chortled the Tongsta gunner the Hume called “Shooter”. They had nine or ten tentacles out and were operating four different consoles around them. “You hear that, you damned gold-plop? Write that in your report. We’ll easily get off five shots for their every three, just because we can operate the Liquid-Six-A system.”

“I-yes. I’ve already noted the use of the system as well as the reason. The chief engineer told me much the same,” Observer noted. So far, the Tongsta had indeed followed Wrench around the ship.

“Good! Then you should—”

“Coordinates received,” shouted a Tongsta on the far wall. “Ranging target. Shot plot fixed. Fire at maximum range. Then continue firing.”

The Tongsta that was apparently operating the battery itself began wildly moving their tentacles. Flicking switches, pressing buttons, and generally looking akin to a whirlwind.

Then there was a massive thump that gave Wrench a jolt right through his suit.

“Did we actually fire?” asked Scrunch from behind him.

The Admini had somehow begged, borrowed, or blackmailed his way onto Wrench’s work team. He acted more like an assistant to him, but Wrench couldn’t complain. The work got done, and he didn’t have to deal with paperwork anymore.

“I think so? I have no damn idea. Hey, Shooter, did you just fire?” Wrench called out.

“Huh, what? Oh. Yeah. Haha. The rounds have an inertia stop when they get close. Damage is put into the computer based on landing,” said the Tongsta. The ship shuddered again. “Damn, they shifted. My lock’s boxed.”

“I’ll get a new target to knock down,” said the other Tongsta. They hadn’t gotten a moniker from the Hume yet, but Wrench had heard they were thinking of calling him Bullseye, since he put in the firing protocol. “Then we—”

There was a loud and strange thrumming feeling that went through the ship then. It felt as if it somehow came from outside.

“You’ve been struck,” reported the Observer.

“Yeah, damage reports coming in,” Bullseye said in a nervous voice. “Yeah, we got hit. Right here, in fact. We need to simulate a full computer replacement. We lost all targeting.”

“That’s us,” Wrench said and then looked to his team. Or more specifically, to Scrunch.  “What’s your display say.”

“Full strip downs and replacement,” Scrunch muttered, staring at the hand-held screen. “I’ve got the inventory list.”

Scrunch spun in place and raced off to a supply cabinet that was part of the wall.

“We’re on it, Bullseye!” shouted Wrench. He hadn’t done this type of job before, but he had a feeling they could be quick about it.

“Hell yeah, get me back in action, Wrench,” Shooter pleaded.

Wrench stared at the blueprints that Scrunch had pulled up for the Fixers.

From what he saw, normally the majority of the computer would have to be hauled out to get it done.

“Let’s just knock the boards we need to replace out and leave them in there,” Wrench ordered “We can get this back up in no time. Then, when we’re clear, we can pull the damaged boards out.

“We can run a socket extension to outside of the computer, connect the new boards, hit them with the wiring for power, and let them hang there. It’ll be ugly as fuck, but the goal is to get back into the fight.

“We’ll just tie them down to the plate of the computer until then.”

Everyone agreed to that.

Wrench’s group snatched up the components and began a bucket line. Passing the items quickly to the hump of computers in the corner that was apparently their goal.

Given that they were weightless, the Hume spaced out considerably, and the job was prepped in short order.

Wrench then dove into the guts of the machine with another Fixer.

They quickly pulled the power to the boards in question, then yanked them out of their sockets. Then they pushed them up against an interior liner.

Floating there, the boards didn’t move.

Grabbing up the wiring, Wrench and the other Fixer pulled it out of the computer and to the side. At the same time, another team of Fixers went into the computer with the socket extensions. Which were really just a long set of wires that would let you plug boards in that didn’t have room to fit where they should.

Scrunch had the new cards lined up.

“Socket first,” ordered Wrench, and looked back into the side of the computer they’d gone in and out of. “Then power. Just in case it has some sort of surge.”

The Fixers came back out with three extensions. Quickly hooking them into the boards, Wrench and his partner plugged them into the power.

“Hell yeah, back in the fight,” Shooter growled, and then the whole ship thumped three times in rapid succession. “Box’em all. Especially that guy. Shit.”

Wrench grinned as Scrunch worked at tying all the cards down with plastic zip-ties formed into a long chain.

“Repair complete,” Scrunch stated and then pulled up his hand-held console again. “Done.”

“Were there any other hits on us?” Wrench asked.

“Yeah, engine room. Had to replace a console and medic a Tongsta. They’re already done though. No idea how but— oh, never mind,” Scrunch said. “Tongsta handled the medical event and replaced the console. Hume rewired everything at the same time and rerouted a power conduit. It’s probably ugly as hell but… like you said… just want to get back into the fight.”

“The conduit?” asked the Observer. “Ah… yes. That’s what they reported they did. The observer over there recorded the same.

“I can see what you all have been saying about being able to make repairs inside. I can’t deny it.”

“Right?” Wrench asked with a laugh. “We’ve decided to call ourselves Captains’ Gremlins as a unit. Though we’ve only been able to show off one half of what we can do.”

“Just wait until the captain sends out a boarding party,” laughed a Solo male who’d been assigned to Wrench’s team. “It’ll be hilarious to tear everything apart.”

Wrench nodded his head.

They’d been experimenting with Talker.

All it took was an explosive device the size of a cherry to be put into a Tongsta-like device, and it would be inoperable. They were all coated in a synthetic layer of Tongsta goo so they could enter and then get stuck.

I wonder if the captain wants to show his hand completely yet though.

“Fuck, that isn’t something I’d want to deal with,” grumbled Bullseye.

“I-what?” asked the Observer.

“Nothing. Just talking to Spot and Wrench,” Bullseye sidestepped with a laugh. “Oh, damn. I think we just made that Destroyer cube itself. Give it another volley.”

“Accuracy through volume,” reported Shooter. The entire time, he’d been firing unendingly. “Ammo bays are keeping up. Keep telling you. Liquid-Six-A. With Hume handling the internals, it’s almost too damn easy.”

“Chief engineer wants to put in Hume ports to the bigger stuff so they can get in and out easier,” Bullseye remarked in an almost bored way. “There goes the magazine. Destroyer’s done. Changing target.”

“This is almost too easy,” mumbled Shooter.

“They thought we were dead in the water,” explained Bullseye. “They swapped all their fire elsewhere. And—”

“Attention,” said the captain’s voice over the ship intercom. “A station on the edge of Grand Clan space just put out a distress signal. Lady Goodie is confident she can put us down right in front of it.”

“Holy hell, that’s not… that’s xxhht xxhht away! There’s no way she can do that,” Bullseye stated.

“We’re breaking away from the games at this time,” the captain’s voice continued.

“I mean, if she’s as powerful as everyone says, yes. It is,” countered Shooter as the captain spoke.

“We’re jumping in about ten seconds. Other responders will make their way over as fast as they can, but assume they’ll be at least xxhht out. For our non-Tongsta Crewmates, three-and-a-half Hume Shifts behind us,” stated the captain. “Brace yourself as best you can. I need repair teams and medical responder teams to the launch bays immediately. Gear up for vacuum and electrical hazards.”

“That’s us. Hustle up, people,” Wrench ordered and pointed up to the access point above them. The Grae handling it had already opened it and was waving them on.

“Good luck, Wrench,” Shooter called, followed by Bullseye offering the same.

Observer hesitated, then rushed out of the compartment.

Wrench didn’t pay them any mind.

He had a job to do.

Fixing a space station sounded somewhat fun.

Fixing Tongsta things is just as fun.
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Unable to help himself, Wrench was nervous.

Standing there in the transport shuttle with his crew, he could feel his heartbeat in his head. It was pounding.

After talking a long time about his abilities with Squeak, they’d come to the conclusion that it would be best if he let his body do what it’s supposed to, whenever he could.

During her frequent examinations of him, she had found signs of his body not running as well as it should when he wasn’t using his power. That it almost seemed ‘unsure’ of how to behave.

Unless it was a situation where he didn’t have a choice, she’d requested that he not utilize the powers he was given. If only to try and generate a different response from his body.

Which was why he was standing here listening to his heart pounding.

“I’m nervous,” Scrunch admitted.

“Pretty sure we all are,” he countered, glancing over at the misshapen Admini.

“We’ll do what we must,” Nunnkish interjected. The Grae had been attached to his squad, along with another Grae he didn’t know the name of.

A Grae that’d been eying Scrunch so hard that it was a wonder the man hadn’t noticed it yet.

There were a number of Tongsta with them on the transport, as well as seven other Hume teams. Wrench had over-heard that there was another transport, too.

He saw briefly that one of the other teams had Seventh and Tickaht amongst its numbers.

Stripe and Squeak could be here as well, as far as he knew.

“I’m nervous, duty or not,” Wrench mumbled. He felt his fingers curl up into fists and he held them closed almost too tightly.

Nunnkish let out a soft groan, sighed, stomped her feet, then nodded her head. As much as she was trying to change who she was, to be more Hume-like, she was, of course, still Grae.

“Yes. I’m nervous. I’m trying to… to be like Stripe, but I’m nervous,” grumbled Nunnkish.

Okay… so not so much be more Hume-like, but Stripe-like. That’s interesting.

Stripe did mention it felt like she was trying to steal her fashion sense.

“I’m nervous, too,” Pretty Blue offered from in front of them. “But I know if we work together, we can make this work.”

“Yeah,” agreed Talker. Then he made a rude raspberry-like noise. “Alright, uh, quick review. We’re heading for the nearest access panel, and then Wrench and his team are shooting down toward the engineering bay.

“We need to get power back up to the rest of the station. Once we can get some of it powered, we can start making better headway.

“Pretty Blue’s team will enter with us, but they’re heading off toward the power plant itself.”

“That’s right,” affirmed Pretty Blue. “As soon as you all get the electrical set, we’ll make sure everything is working as intended.”

The transport rocked to one side and then shuddered hard.

“The space station is-parts of it aren’t safe, exposed to space, and decompressing!” shouted the Tongsta pilot.

“Tether up!” called Wrench. “Make sure there’s always an anchor! I’ll always be the front!”

“Anchor!” called someone from his team. At the same time, he felt someone attach their tether, which was quite literally part of their Zero suit belt, to the back of his own Zero suit belt.

Then they patted him on the shoulder. Which meant everyone behind them had hooked in and patted their shoulder.

Wrench held up his hand above his head with his hand closed.

This wasn’t something he or the Hume came up with.

It’d been Captain Boyfriend.

The Tongsta had come up with a great deal of policies and procedures to ensure Hume safety when working. From a tether system for space to special Zero suits for chemical spills, and even fire-fighting equipment specific to Hume.

Somehow, some way, the captain had flexed the mind of an inventor and had designed and created a line of Hume equipment all by himself.

If Goodie was their mother, Captain Boyfriend had stepped ahead to become their father and provide them with the tools they needed. Some of it was still being made which kept it in processing.

Looking over, Wrench saw the nearby group of Hume with Pretty Blue were going through the same tether link-up. As he watched, he realized that Stripe was with them.

The attractive and well-built Deme was in the middle of the group. He’d only noticed at all because her helmet had swung to the side to check her tether. Her unmistakable features were hard to miss when seen.

She hadn’t noticed him and was going through her own safety checks.

Right.

This-yeah. We’re all working together. Everyone has a job.

We’re trying to show off how amazing Hume are.

But…

Despite his mental arguments, even knowing why they were there, he still really didn’t like that Stripe was here. He, in fact, despised the fact.

He was half-tempted to storm over there, yank the tether off Stripe, and tell her to stay here. To keep her on the transport, and send her back to the Hab.

At the same time, he knew he didn’t quite have that right, since she’d more than likely do the same to him if given the chance. She’d mentioned to him previously that she wished their Hab and Goodie were in a safer location.

A massive explosion shook the transport ship, and Wrench felt his Zero suit pull at him oddly, trying to counter-act a sudden move.

“Damnit! The cargo bay is absolutely boxed,” growled the pilot. “It won’t open or anything. There’s no power at all.”

“Put us on the gas exchanger,” Talker suggested. “I can force myself through the induction port and my partners can go in through the piping. Just put the sealing hatch right over it.”

“What? The induction port? That’s impossible,” said the pilot.

“I trust my partners, so it’s not a concern. Just leave it to me. Because there’s no way I’m sending in my partners without me,” muttered Talker. “Pretty Blue, you can take the access point for fuel. You can get in through the maintenance tunnel.”

“Uhm, Talker… you won’t be able to fit through the induction port,” Pretty Blue murmured quietly.

“It’ll be fine,” disagreed Talker. “Wrench and his people can activate the impeller and just force me through. Once inside, I can operate the systems to open everything up for your team and Wrench.”

“Talker… you’ll… that sounds… really bad,” Pretty Blue whispered.

“I’ll be fine,” argued Talker. “It’s our best way in, and we don’t have time.”

“Attached,” reported the pilot. Then a section of the ship above them opened up by withdrawing into itself.

There were two things that were visible. One looked almost like some type of funnel. With an entry point that was barely wider than Wrench was tall.

Wrench started moving forward to it.

“No, Wrench. That’s the one I’m going in. You’re right there,” instructed Talker, pointing to a small hatch-like opening. It was just large enough for Wrench to crawl into it on his hands and knees.

“Talker, there’s no way you’ll fit in that,” Nunnkish stated loudly and with annoyance.

“I mean, not normally,” countered Talker. He floated over to the funnel and wedged himself up to it. He let out a shaky sigh. “You’re going to initiate an impeller pull, and I’ll be ripped through it.”

“Uh… is this going to tear you open?” Wrench asked, he wasn’t really sure about this either. He suddenly really didn’t like this idea any more than the other Tongsta.

“No, it won’t tear me open. It’ll hurt like it, though,” Talker assured them. “It’s fine. It’s… it’s fine. I’m your partner, and I need to go with you.”

Wrench grimaced, then nodded his head once. It wasn’t his place to naysay Talker. Instead, Wrench went to the hatch where they would be entering.

As soon as they got close to it, it opened all on its own. There was no blast of atmosphere, which meant it was actually already in a vacuum.

Not wasting time, Wrench went inside. He reached up and tapped the external button that would turn on the light that was now part of his helmet.

With a click, he could now see inside.

“Thanks, Dad,” he muttered and began moving into the pipe.

“I mean, I guess he is Dad, isn’t he?” asked Shimmy from somewhere behind him. A young Fixer who Wrench had personally started to give all his experience to by word of mouth. “Captain Boyfriend, that is. It feels right, really.”

“It does,” agreed Nunnkish, who was directly behind him. A pair of hands then hooked into Wrench’s waistband. They momentarily strayed to his rear end, but only for a second or two. Then went back into his waistband. “He spent a lot of time talking to us Grae to discuss security concerns and how to make sure the Grae weren’t treated like… products.”

“Let’s tell Mommy about it later. That’ll make her happy, won’t it? She likes Captain Boyfriend. They went on another date last night,” said someone else, though Wrench didn’t recognize the voice. He was somewhat sure that it was a new Solo who had joined his team the other day.

Unsurprisingly though, nearly every Hume on the ship called Goodie Mommy. It wasn’t just limited to his Hab mates.

“I saw them. They were in the Tongsta rec room,” Shimmy agreed.

Wrench spotted where they were likely exiting. There was a hatch to the side which resembled the one they’d entered from.

Moving toward it, he glanced over his shoulder.

Nunnkish was directly behind him and met his eyes briefly.

He saw that everyone was in the pipe and the hatch behind them was closed.

Easing up to the hatch, Wrench was confused when it didn’t open. He wasn’t sure what to do to move forward.

There was a clunk, and then a blast of gas filled the tube they were in. After several seconds, the hatch then opened up.

Peering into the next area, Wrench now understood where they were.

It was a very large “tank”, like the one he and Tickaht had hidden away in. Filter and pool of water and everything. It was just much larger than any he’d seen previously.

Moving inside, they formed up quickly. Once the hatch was closed behind them, Wrench moved to the maintenance plate and opened it.

There wasn’t a hiss or a burst of atmosphere as it opened either.

Must be a leak in the system somewhere.

“Talker, we’re inside,” Wrench murmured, looking to the other side of the funnel, he assumed. It looked just as small on this side. “What do we do?”

“Alright-ah… alright. Alright. Go to the pad next to the induction port. It’ll have two buttons. For you, they’ll look normal, but to Nunnkish they’ll be different colors,” Talker explained. “Nunnkish, please hit the lighter-colored one. It’s a manual button with a mechanical switch and it’ll—”

Wait, Grae can see different colors?

Nunnkish moved past Wrench and hit one of the buttons. There was an actual click-like noise with it being depressed.

“— activate the-aaARRHHHH!” screamed Talker.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, this was a stupid idea.

Not wanting to listen to Talker scream, Wrench lamented that he didn’t have any other choice. Then suddenly Talker’s voice cut out.

That meant that whoever had been holding the communication device up for Talker wasn’t in range.

Like paste being shot out of a tube, Talker was blown out of the “induction port”. The Tongsta had been squeezed down to fit. No sooner had any part of him come out the other side, than it immediately ballooned out.

Quickly, Talker was completely free and floating there in front of him.

His color had changed to an odd yellow. A yellow that honestly looked sick to Wrench.

“Talker?” Wrench tried in a quiet voice.

There was no verbal response from Talker, though there was a low moan.

“I don’t… what… that—” Nunnkish started, trailed off, and went silent.

“I’m-alive,” groaned Talker, the Tongsta’s form quivering and writhing. Slowly, he began to move over toward a nearby Tongsta-styled machine. A narrow and oddly pulsing tentacle came out of him and slipped into the machine. “Mission-proceed. Door-open-Blue.

“Wrench-sixteen-access-points-exit.”

Each word sounded strange and garbled. A half-panted, half-groaned thing with static underlying it. As if the implant could barely understand and translate.

Wrench turned, looked to the access point, then nodded his head. Gliding to it, he pulled it open and entered.

“Wrench, can you hear me?” asked what sounded a lot like Scrunch. There was some static in the words.

“Yeah, what’s up? It’s Scrunch, right?” Wrench asked as they began moving down the gas system.

“We’re moving through the compartments not far from you. I honestly wasn’t sure you’d be able hear to me,” Scrunch explained. “The gas system we were going to use was… I have no idea how to describe it, but we can’t get through it. We’ll be a bit behind on our arrival.”

“I understand,” Wrench responded as they continued to fly down the pipe. “How long do you think you’ll be behind?”

There was no response from Scrunch, but he did hear a momentary fragment of communication.

Wrench stopped, got everyone to back up to a spot where they’d been able to hear each other, and repeated his request.

There was no response.

For one reason or another, they’d lost contact with Scrunch and their team.

“If we put power into the system, and they’re not there, couldn’t things explode?” asked Shimmy.

“Yeah,” muttered Wrench and got them moving again. “Yeah. We could end up activating a system that needs to be fixed first. We’ll be able to see them from where we are, but we won’t be able to talk, probably. Lots of hand signals.”

“Hab glass?” Shimmy asked.

“Something like that, I guess. Talker only gave me a brief overview of it,” Wrench admitted. He didn’t fault his crew for wanting to talk. They were out of range for communication with everyone other than each other.

Wrench was in the lead and didn’t quite have that luxury.

The rest of his team began chatting behind him with one another even as he pressed on. It didn’t bother him. Whatever kept their nerves down was a bonus at this point.

Counting the access points, Wrench ignored them.

Reaching the count Talker had indicated, Wrench peered out and into the compartment below. There were a number of panels, mechanical machines, and a number of scorch marks that had blackened many things.

There was also a Tongsta-like machine in the corner that was probably a master control. Next to it was a likely dead Tongsta.

Given that there was a massive puddle of Tongsta goop spread out around them, Wrench was fairly sure they were well and truly hollowed.

He’d briefly considered how such a puddle formed given the zero gravity, then gave up on it.

Realistically, he had no idea why it’d happened, only that it had.

The best he came up with was perhaps there was some gravity here, there was some strange property to the goop that was the insides of a Tongsta, or something else entirely.

In the end, he gave up on the thoughts since it didn’t look like the Tongsta had died to an explosion, but had been beaten to death.

There were several long tears across the Tongsta.

“Looks like a bomb went off or something,” muttered Shimmy.

“Yeah, looks like that. I wonder if this was done on purpose,” Wrench offered aloud.

“Those… rebels… again?” Nunnkish asked, the word rebels sounding odd coming from her. It hadn’t been in her own language.

Wrench didn’t answer.

Instead, he threw open the access grate and then began moving inside. There didn’t seem to be any issues or anything out of the ordinary.

Other than that there was no power at all apart from what he assumed was emergency lighting. That same emergency power was likely how some doors, switches, and other objects were working.

One wall was entirely glass, with several machines attached to it. This was obviously what Talker had told him about.

“Detach?” asked what sounded like Yellow Girl.

I really need to sit down and memorize all my people. Names, voices, and appearances. I’m doing terrible as a leader.

“Yeah,” Wrench agreed, looking around the room further. It looked about right as far as he could tell. “Spread out, start checking to see what’s going on. Use your tools to check what’s live and what isn’t. Then check to see what still works if it doesn’t have power. If you finish up with the location, mark it so we don’t double up the work.”

There were a series of clicks as everyone uncoupled themselves. Then everyone began moving in one direction. They each took one of the panels in a line and got to work. Some of them had to open the panels while others just crawled into them.

Wrench had a different plan for himself.

A quick look into the engine room told him the other team hadn’t made it yet. They were indeed lagging behind.

Thankfully, he could trust his people to this work, regardless of whether the other team was here or not. He himself needed to go check the cabling coming into this location from the engine room.

Power was generated there, transferred here, modified in ways he didn’t understand, and then sent elsewhere based on needs.

As far as he could tell, this whole compartment was a gigantic electrical panel. All the individual panels were more like either resistors or capacitors, depending on the need of where the power went.

Leaving his people to their work, Wrench instead went to an access panel that was along the wall. Grabbing it, he jerked on it and was able to jerk one of the tabs out.

With a click of his tongue, Wrench looked to the corner above him.

Nunnkish stuck her clawed hand in and jerked it out with a grunt. Then turned and looked at him.

The panel swung outward and clacked against the wall.

“Thanks,” he said and then went into the service area between the engine room and the electrical room.

“You’re welcome. I’m not… smart, like Sccsccc. Or brave, like Tickaht. But I’m crafty, and I can learn simple things and tasks. I can’t fix, but I can be an assist. I can’t guide, but I can support. I can’t tell you what to do, but I can listen.”

Pausing at her words, Wrench glanced over his shoulder at the Grae.

“At least my boobs are as big as Sccsccc’s. Maybe even as big as Stripe’s? I can wear all her clothes,” said the Grae and gave him a very human smile. Forcing her eyes to crinkle, her mouth to curve correctly, and tilting her head slightly to the side. It only looked marginally odd, but only if one knew what a real Grae smile was. “So… you can at least long for me.”

Dangerous, dangerous.

Nothing more terrifying than a woman with extreme determination.

More so if it’s a Grae, right? Even Sccsccc has slowed her pace here and there. Getting pushed back by the others and my continued lack of interest.

Nunnkish hasn’t slowed at all.

“Thank you for looking at me right now. That’s a balm for my frayed ego,” Nunnkish said quietly and patted his upper arm in a way Stripe would. “Thank you for your attention.”

Blinking, Wrench pulled his gaze off of Nunnkish and looked down to the electrical conduits.

They were all cut.
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“This was deliberate,” he murmured after moving down to the conduits. The access panel was a way to get to the systems, but replacing conduits wouldn’t be something that could be done quickly.

These were heavy cable lines that couldn’t be worked on from the panel.

At least for Tongsta.

“Yes, this is a very deliberately cut,” Nunnkish agreed.

“I can repair two of these and sacrifice the third,” Wrench relayed quickly. “That means I’ll need to rig up the third conduit’s systems to access either the second or the first.

“That or just leave it dead for the time being. That’d mean I need to know what system does what.”

“Is the repair something that even I could do?” asked Nunnkish.

Wrench considered that.

Even assuming Nunnkish was an idiot, which he didn’t think to be true, she could handle the repairs. Her ability would be enough to make the repair while he crawled around in the other side to figure out what went where.

“Yeah… you’ve got all the tools, right?” Wrench asked, moving the conduits around. They were just out of reach of one another.

“Yes. I do, Wrench,” Nunnkish stated, coming down to hover near him.

“Alright. It’s just a… you just… use the thing that makes everything hot. Smear it around to both sides that you want to connect, then smash it together,” Wrench said, simplifying the whole thing.

“Ah, I understand. So I cut sections out of the third so that I have the length I need for the other two, yes?” Nunnkish asked.

“Exactly. Okay. Ah… give me a second while I go check the conduits and—”

“Wrench!? Are you there!?” shouted Scrunch. It sounded as if he were trying to talk over the sound of a large number of alarms going off.

“Yeah, I’m here. What’s up?” Wrench asked, looking to Nunnkish. She had pulled the joiner from her tool belt. In short order, she expanded the tool twice out of six possible extensions. Holding it up to the conduit and checking the length there.

“We need power! Now! This thing-what engine-it’s not good! We need power now!” Scrunch shouted.

“Fuck,” hissed Wrench. “Just… hook up two conduits, Nunnkish. Guess which two. If it doesn’t work, we’ll cut one and try again.”

“Yes,” said the Grae.

Leaving her there, Wrench rushed out to look into the engine room. He saw Scrunch’s team scrambling around the room frantically. Pretty Blue was with them, working determinedly at a Tongsta console.

He couldn’t hear anything from this side of the glass, but given how Scrunch’s communication had sounded, it was likely several issues were ongoing. He couldn’t imagine trying to get something done in such a situation.

At the center of the engine room was a glass cube with an ugly blue glow inside of it. Wrench had no idea what it was, but it looked as if it wasn’t a good thing.

“Hey, Wrench, I really need power here,” Pretty Blue asked in a nervous tone. There was no alarm in her words since it was due to his implant. “I’m not able to handle the xxhht with just the emergency reserves.”

Grimacing, Wrench looked to his people. They were already halfway through their work to discover the issues.

“Come off the lines! It’s going live!” he called out to his team. Then he flew back into the panel. Nunnkish was in the middle of pushing a hunk of conduit into position. Both sides were already heated up.

She attached them together, and there was a pop as the conduit went live with power. That meant he didn’t need to watch her, obviously.

Pulling his head out, he looked at the Tongsta on the other side of the glass. He could see Stripe working inside a console right next to the glowing cube.

“Pretty Blue, what’s… what part of this do I need to—”

Wrench’s eyes had fallen on the Tongsta console in the corner. It was powered up, and the strange off glow they always had was calling to him.

He wasn’t sure if the two conduits Nunnkish would pick would be the right ones. Nor did he think his people could fix whatever was wrong in time for it to work out.

Not without him checking to see what they’d need to fix for the power to be routed.

Chewing at his lip, Wrench ducked back into the hole.

Nunnkish had already put both conduits together. The lovely-to-look-at Grae was staring back up at him.

“Thank you, Nunnkish,” he said and then looked to Pretty Blue. “Any luck over there? Scrunch? Pretty Blue?”

“It’s not working, Wrench,” Pretty Blue remarked.

Ah fuck.

It just about melted my brain the last time I did this. I really don’t want to—

His eyes fell on Stripe who was standing there with her hands in front of herself. Staring back at him.

A huff and a mental lament were all he spared himself as he flew into the dead Tongsta. He quickly coated himself in their goop, then shot himself into the Tongsta console. Pushing into it.

“Welcome back, xxhht xxhht xxhht,” stated the voice he’d heard last time. Once more, it was coming from his implant, but also all over his body at the same moment.

As it did last time, it once again left him feeling as if someone had been using him as a hammer. Slamming him against a slab of concrete repeatedly and without end.

Rather than fight it, this time Wrench dove into his brain.

Into the part of it that surrounded his implant and how it interacted with his brain. How he connected with it.

A lot of testing with Squeak had shown that the implant wasn’t just some strange device stuck into his head.

It was a strange device stuck into his head that was also genetically bonded to him personally. It was part and parcel of who he was.

Which happened to be why they didn’t work after someone died.

“New messages received, xxhht. Would you like to read them?” asked the voice in his head. “Seventeen are marked as critical.”

Forcing slow and steady breaths, he opened up his Systems.

Squeak had helped him learn in detail what each one did and was for. The new knowledge hadn’t changed much of how he was using the ability though.

Burrowing into his Nervous system, Wrench jerked at his brain specifically. To have it integrate with the implant and respond to the incoming words.

He wanted to push his brain up in power and more firmly into the implant. For it to respond as part of his Nervous System, since it was already attached to it.

There was a sudden and sharp spike inside his head as he floated there inside the Tongsta console. Then a warm wetness against his lips and chin.

A quick lick and he knew it was blood. Blood dribbling down from his nose.

“No,” croaked Wrench, pushing at his mind at the same time. He wanted the implant to respond with a no. He also wanted to get access to the controls.

“Access approved,” said the voice.

Then Wrench was quite literally disconnected from his vision.

From his body.

All he could sense in any way was a floating UI.

It reminded him vaguely of the Fixer Hab systems.

Except he couldn’t understand what he was looking at. None of it made any sense to him at all.

“Reroute power to engine room,” Wrench ground out between his teeth, pushing the thoughts into the implant at the same time.

“Reroute attempted,” said the not-so-helpful voice. “Unable to complete.”

Without understanding the how or why of it, Wrench knew that there was a short in the electrical wiring of a panel not far away.

“Shimmy, panel near the back corner. Fix it,” he hissed.

Or tried to.

He couldn’t actually feel his mouth or lips.

Sitting there with nothing but the UI, he really didn’t know what to do.

Then he realized that Pretty Blue was operating on a console. Could he send her a message from here?

“Send a message to the engineering room console. Panel needs correction. Back corner by itself,” Wrench muttered, thinking the same.

“Message sent,” offered the voice.

“Oh. Good. Well. Damn. Now what?” he asked no one. There was nothing but him and the strange UI.

“Repairs completed, reroute complete,” clarified the voice. “Power successfully restored to engine room. Backup batteries twenty-four percent.”

“Okay. Great. Good. Uhm, yeah. Good job,” mumbled Wrench. He really had no idea how to get out now. “Disconnect? Eject? End program? Logout of terminal?”

Wrench fired off each command in his thoughts rapidly. There wasn’t an immediate response to any of them.

“Exit?” he tried.

“Exiting program,” stated the voice, and Wrench suddenly returned to his body.

He felt incredibly sick. Like the room was spinning on a new axis and he was at the edge of it. His whole body felt as if it was being thrown at high speed.

“— him out!” Pretty Blue was calling.

“I’m trying!” shouted Shimmy. “I can’t get through it!”

“Pretty Blue, that looks really bad,” Stripe warned. “That’s not good, is it?”

“I-no. It’s-we need to clear out the blockage. Part of the xxhht cracked and it’s clogged the xxhht,” Pretty Blue instructed.

“Is that it?” asked Stripe. “Right there?”

“Yes. We need to clear it but— no, Stripe!” called Pretty Blue.

Realizing things weren’t going well, or at least imagining that, Wrench put his Systems to the peak. He maxed them out.

Then he kicked his legs. Trying to break free of the goop just as he’d done previously.

And went nowhere. His body wasn’t responding to him.

Then a hand sunk into the substance around him, and quite literally jerked him forward. Wrench popped out through a smoking hole that’d been cut into the material directly in front of him.

Nunnkish was standing there with the welder in one hand, the other latched onto his shoulder. She gave him a practiced Hume smile and tossed the tool to the side. She immediately wrapped her tether several times around his waist and locked it into her own tether.

Turning around, she put her back to him and surveyed the scene.

Wrench watched as a Hume squirmed around inside the chamber with the cube. They had their hands on a chunk of something that was wedged at the bottom of the tube.

Then they went still and slumped to the side.

Before anyone could act, another Hume dove in and jerked the chunk away with significant effort.  There was a millisecond of time where both Hume were hovering there, then they were gone.

Sucked down into somewhere and out of sight.

“No!” yelled Pretty Blue. “No! I… we… ah…”

Wait… didn’t she say Stripe? Stripe, no?

Stripe, please tell me you didn’t go in there?

Nunnkish darted forward and came to a stop just in front of the glass. She’d put them directly in front of someone else.

Wrench could see it was Stripe. She was staring at him in a weird wide-eyed way. Watching him intently.

“Oh, Stripe. I’m so glad,” Wrench whispered.

Stripe smiled then, her eyes unblinking as she watched. Then she let out a soft and low chuckle. Finally, she blinked and took a breath.

It was done in such a way that he swore she’d likely been holding it.

“Oooh… Silly? Scrunch?” Pretty Blue asked, she was hovering near where the Hume had gone into the enclosure.

Pretty Blue hesitated, then stuck a tentacle inside, easing the trap door to the side. The tentacle quickly dove down into the hole and began scrambling about inside.

Moaning, the Tongsta didn’t sound well even as she did it.

“Ah!” she exclaimed suddenly, her tentacle coming back out quickly.

She had gotten a hold of a Hume, who had tethered itself to the other. Given the look of it, Wrench was fairly sure it was Scrunch.

“I’m… here,” wheezed Scrunch as Pretty Blue pulled him and the other Hume out. “Silly… is… hurt… bad.”

Pretty Blue’s tentacle was quickly discoloring, but she didn’t seem to care. Holding the two Hume close to herself, she rushed off. Leaving the engine room.

“Well… I guess we survived,” Wrench mumbled, then he couldn’t see.

It took him only a moment to realize his eyes were rolled up into his head.

Oh.

Then he lost consciousness.

Only to wake back up as the gas ducts rushed past him. Multiple grates were zipping past.

“I have you, Wrench,” promised Nunnkish. “You can’t look at and long for me if you’re dead. So you must live.”

The Grae was moving at an incredible speed, despite him being attached to her.

With a groan, Wrench mentally grasped at his Systems. He cranked them all down to a normal except for his body’s regenerative ability. He left that rather high.

“Food,” he moaned, then managed to wrap his arms and legs around Nunnkish. He briefly noted that his hands were grasping the Grae’s chest.

He didn’t care.

Then Wrench once again dropped into nothingness. His body floated away from his control, and he knew no more.


Epilogue




Wrench’s eyes flicked open, and he found himself staring at Squeak. She was leaning across him and staring into his face.

“Ah, you see? I was right,” Squeak affirmed, then patted Wrench’s bare stomach several times. “All we had to do, was what Stripe mentioned previously. Fill him with calories. Calories, calories, calories. That and an overabundance of vitamins. This is why Goodie brought him to me. Only I truly understand what his body needs. No other Mender can take care of Wrench.”

Blinking several times, Wrench turned his head and saw Tickaht, Stripe, Seventh, and Nunnkish, all standing around him, along with Squeak.

“He really is alright?” Seventh asked, chewing at her lower lip.

“I mean, I feel fine,” answered Wrench on his own behalf. “If anything, I… I actually feel really good. I don’t feel groggy or anything.”

Reaching up with both hands, he rubbed at his eyes.

“Yes, because I put over eighty thousand calories in you,” Squeak said with a giggle. She was once again patting his stomach. Then without warning, she pulled down the blanket that was covering his hips. Wrench could marginally see between his hands and was now faced with the tiny Mender staring at his bare crotch. “Oh good, the erection has passed as well. Yes, I think you’re doing quite well.”

Squeak let the blanket fall down then moved around toward the head of his bed.

Wrench hadn’t pulled down his hands and was still partially obstructing his own view. He really didn’t want to look at anyone right at this moment.

Tickaht lifted up the blanket next, before Nunnkish lightly slapped her hand and put the blanket down.

“What? It’s not as if I haven’t seen it,” Tickaht argued.

“He’s got a blanket on for privacy concerns,” argued Nunnkish.

“It’s just all of us. We’ve all seen it,” hissed Tickaht, lifting the blanket up again.

“I haven’t,” Nunnkish stated. “Nor has Stripe.”

“Shush, you prude. Oh, haha, it’s getting hard again. Should I make moaning noises for you Wrench? You like it when I do that when it’s in my mouth,” purred Tickaht.

“I would very much appreciate it if you let the blanket down, Cat, and if you could just… please… calm down a smidge?” asked Stripe in a soft voice. There was a steel-like undertone to it that wasn’t really a question.

“Sorry, Stripe. I’m just… I’m excited because I was scared,” whispered Tickaht. She sounded somewhat cowed. Pained, in fact. “He woke up, but he was unconscious. Unmoving. Like he was dead. I’m-ah… I may be a Grae, but I think I love him? I love him.

“So I was really scared and—”

Stripe sighed, put an arm around Tickaht’s waist, and pulled the larger woman over to stand next to herself. She hung onto the Grae but was looking at Wrench.

He didn’t miss the fact that Tickaht relaxed as soon a Stripe touched her. Ever the support-person, Stripe was, of course, the keystone for everyone else in their small group too.

The idea of Stripe being mad at her had probably made Tickaht nervous.

“It’s fine, Cat. It’s fine. I understand completely now. I feel the same way,” Stripe murmured, then she cleared her throat. “You’re well, Wrench? Everything is okay?”

“Yeah. I feel amazing,” admitted Wrench. “Best I’ve felt in a really long time.”

“Calories. Calories and vitamins,” Squeak murmured and pressed a hand under his jaw. Her fingers felt cool against his skin. “I’m his Mender, no one else. I will care for him personally at all times. I’ll also be in charge of his diet going forward, given his special conditions.

“I’m sure you’re all well aware Wrench isn’t normal. Therefore, he will need special requirements. His is quite literally the peak of Hume genetics. The perfect specimen. He makes Seventh, who honestly is probably the most genetically perfect Hume I’ve seen, look primitive.”

“It’s maddening how much more… just more he is. I want his genetic profile for my own. That’s why I’m glad he’s my man,” Seventh confessed with a chuckle. “I can’t wait to have Eighth with him. I bet they’ll be terrifying at a genetic level. A Brawler with the mind of a Fixer and the genetic harvest that it’ll be between us.

“Though it’ll be amusing to be considered the lesser genetic partner. I never thought I’d be that.”

“I’m glad to hear that you’re well,” Stripe murmured, reaching out to run her fingers gently through his hair. “I was rather worried when you passed out. What… happened exactly?”

“Hooked my brain into the Tongsta machine. It… wasn’t good,” Wrench simplified as best as he could and avoided everything else.

“He can control his body with an ability that seems more akin to magic,” dropped Squeak as if it were a comment about the weather. “He likely increased the efficiency of his brain and aimed it all at the implant, then tried to upload it to the device.

“I’m just guessing, but given that he had an ugly bleed in his brain, swelling that should have cracked his skull, and multiple contusions, that’s a reasonable hypothesis on my part.

“This is as good a time as any to tell them the truth since they won’t believe anything else. I had to do some work on your skull to relieve the pressure. That was it.

“You healed everything else on your own before I could get to doing anything else other than relieve the pressure.”

Oh.

Err.

Right.

“I honestly thought it was something like that when you admitted to Goodie you could control your ability to have kids,” Seventh remarked with a shake of her head. “I figured it’d come up eventually or you’d tell me, so I didn’t press.”

“Indeed,” Stripe agreed with a smirk. “Though I’m gratified you said you were going to talk about that power before all this happened. You had already chosen to share, rather than hide it.”

That’s right. I did say that to Goodie in front of them.

Damn. I’m a bit behind on this one, aren’t I?

Though, I hadn’t planned on really telling Seventh. Stripe left that open to interpretation, as if Seventh had been included in that choice.

She did that on purpose, didn’t she?

Stripe’s head tilted to one side a fraction, and her smile grew. Her eyes crinkled at the corners.

Yep. It was on purpose.

“Alright… yeah, there ya go. I’m special,” Wrench admitted. Squeak’s hand came away from his throat, and then she stuck something onto his forehead with a pop.

It stuck there, the suction cup holding to his brow.

“Indeed. I made him provide me with a genetic sample that was live. If he were to ejaculate that into me, I would most definitely be pregnant. As long as an ovum is available, pregnancy will occur,” Squeak remarked and then began fussing with several odd objects that were attached to his chest and jaw. “It really is a wonder how special he is. Now… before you ask, you’ve only been unconscious for about a day.

“I summoned everyone when I noticed that your body wasn’t immediately turning every scrap of the nutrients into fuel. I was monitoring your body very closely, so it was easy for me to deduce.

“What questions would you ask otherwise? I’m sure you have some.”

“Scrunch?” he asked.

“Unconscious but recovering. He was subjected to something highly toxic. It’s likely he’ll survive, though he’ll need to go undergo a great deal of medical work,” answered Squeak while leaning over Wrench’s face. He inadvertently got a view down her shirt for her troubles. She gently thumbed down his eyelid and shone a light into the bottom of his eye. “Silly was somehow worse, but better. I’m not sure why, but I’m still investigating it. She’s also recovering.

“Though it’s my unfortunate duty to inform you that Sccsccc passed on. Her group ran into some trouble with a hull breach. She was banged around enough that her tether broke free. Mischief retrieved her body, but it was too late. Her helmet had shattered, and she was exposed to space for too long to revive.

“Another Hume died by being crushed. An explosion launched a deck plate and crushed them against a wall. Very messy, though quick.”

Really? Sccsccc?

That’s… I didn’t even… losses are expected, I suppose. We can’t keep doing these kinds of things and not expect to lose people.

“The captain is holding a funeral for them in two days. They’re being recorded as ship crew losses accordingly,” continued Stripe when Squeak fell silent. The Mender was now checking Wrench’s other eye and seemed entirely preoccupied. “Pretty Blue suffered some burns, but she’s alright. Talker is… he’s alright, but it’ll take him time to recover. He’s in some sort of therapy to ‘retain his shape’. Goodie explained it to me, and only some of it made sense. It was a lot of technical jargon, I think.

“Other than that, we saved the station. If we hadn’t acted when we did, as we did, it would have blown up. There were seven hundred Tongsta on that station and the attached rings. That was a small clan.

“Though… I’m not sure everyone would view the life of a Grae and a Hume worth that many Tongsta, I can’t help but feel that both Sccsccc and Frump would agree that it wasn’t a bad trade.”

Wrench couldn’t quite feel that way personally. He valued some Tongsta, but not all of them. Not at all.

They were the ones who—

No, that’s a mentality that’s no different than the Tongsta themselves. I should value them as a whole, just as I want them to value the Hume and Grae.

“Yeah,” muttered Wrench.

While he hadn’t been romantically interested in Sccsccc, he’d actually started to enjoy her company. She wasn’t as aggressive as Tickaht could be, but she was certainly fun.

Squeak threw a leg over Wrench’s hips and smoothly mounted him. There was no mistaking the fact that she’d deliberately dropped her privates right on top of his.

“Now, open wide for me and say ahhhh,” demanded the Mender. She had one hand on his face, and the other was holding a strange object.

Then, even more surprisingly, Squeak began grinding her hips against his lap. Rocking back and forth on top of him.

“Oh… goodness… I’ll need to take another hormonal blocker. I appear to be in heat,” the mender remarked in an off tone, then let loose a giggle. She pried his jaw open and peered into it, then moved the device in closer. The Deme was panting now and bent low over him.

“Most definitely in heat for my Fixer,” she whispered and ground her body into his.




***




“My Wrench, you did something extraordinary again, didn’t you?” Goodie praised, holding Wrench to herself.

“I wouldn’t say that, Mom. I just did what I had to,” countered Wrench.

No sooner had Goodie realized he was up and about than she’d come and babied him. Despite Squeak’s assurance that Wrench was fine, Goodie had flooded the Mender with extreme amounts of high-end medicines, tools, and gadgets.

Squeak had accepted it all and stocked it away.

She’s a pack rat.

Pack mouse?

“I’d disagree dear. You were able to connect with a Tongsta system. There is a record of your inputs. It’s all quite clear, in a very non-Tongsta voice. In the Hume language, no less,” Goodie gushed, tentacles pressed to his back and held him close. “It’s the first time the Hume language was ever truly… heard… by a Tongsta. As you know, we don’t hear things the same way you do.

“The system immediately translated your commands into a computational language that was then understandable by technicians. There’s even recordings of you doing it.”

“I mean, it was just a console. I just had to force my implant a bit to make it happen,” argued Wrench. “It’s not that big a deal.”

“It’s a very big deal, my silly sweetheart. My special boy,” cooed Goodie, cradling him as she kept moving down the hall. “Not only did all the Hume who participated in the games, as well as the rescue mission, perform in such a way that it couldn’t be denied that they were willing and able crewmates, but you interacted with a Tongsta console. An interaction that removed all doubt that you are sentient in one single move. There’s no arguing with that now, at any level.

“Well… some are trying. To which the captain sends them the recordings of your performance from the start of the games to saving the station. Including your messages with the console.

“There’s been many calls to the Grand-Clan to make an immediate ruling. That Hume are to be given status as Grand-Clan citizens and granted all the rights everyone else would have.”

“That seems kinda hard to do. Doesn’t it? It’s not as if the Hume could care for themselves. Most of them don’t even understand what’s going on,” murmured Wrench with a shake of his head. “Such a ruling would just create an all-new issue. Not to mention, there will likely be those who try to hide that they still have Hume.”

“I agree,” Goodie admitted. “I agree completely. But it still must be done. I’ve already made the arrangements to purchase a hundred Tier-One round class as a home for the Hume and all of us.

“It’s… they’re a giant ball-shaped ship. There are multiple layers as it goes inward. Most of them will just be earth and dirt so that you can do as you will.

“There will be other layers that can be storage facilities or other things.

“At the very core of it is a spssss engine. Something a team of Fixers can maintain. It’ll keep it all powered for at least seventy thousand Hume years.

“The exterior of the ship is a shell. Along the interior of it, I’m having projectors installed to make it look like a sky.

“I’m having all the individual ships taken apart, slightly flattened to a more subtle curve and shape, then reconnected. It’s going to form a… world… as close as I can make it to where the Hume were found.

“It won’t be as big as your original home planet, but I can get it to roughly one-fourth the size. That’s the best Mommy can do for you all. Though the price might be a bit steep, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

“You did what?” Wrench asked incredulously, looking at Goodie. “Did… you make us a home?”

“Of course, I did. I’m your mommy. If anything even thinks of doing something stupid to my Hume planet, I’ll just jump the fools into a star. Mommy made some progress with her abilities, but… don’t tell anyone,” whispered the Tongsta with an ugly giggle. “Now… let’s go get those medals from uh… Captain… Captain Boyfriend.”

Wrench really didn’t want to consider the fact that it sounded like Goodie had just threatened the entirety of the Tongsta race if they moved against the Hume planet.

So he gladly latched onto the topic of the captain.

“Oh? You’re calling him Captain Boyfriend? Did you promote him to boyfriend?” Wrench asked teasingly.

“I did. I allowed him to enter my spssss. We’re still early in this, and I’m so small and— well, I guess you’d call it young. We’re progressing but, I’m making him go slow,” Goodie confessed. “My goal is the Hume. He’s welcome to share it with me and be secondary to it. He actually accepted all that.”

“Well, congratulations and good luck. He genuinely seems to care about you,” offered Wrench.

“He does, doesn’t he? Mm,” then Goodie sighed and paused at a doorway. “I will miss Sccsccc. She was a unique Grae. I’m glad that she’ll be honored here, but at the same time, I wish it wasn’t needed.

“Now… time to go get that recognition you deserve. For the Hume to be recognized as sentient and a Tongsta clan.”

Shaking his head, Wrench didn’t know what to think.

This was all too much.

It was also just the start of it.

Getting a label of sentient was only the end of the beginning. Now he had to make sure they got all the same rights and liberties Tongsta did. This would be the start of a new fight all together.

“Can I be Uncle Wrench if you have kids?” Wrench asked.

Goodie laughed at that and gently pressed Wrench a bit more firmly to herself.

“Uncle Wrench, indeed. Though if we’re being truthful, my dear Wrench, it’s more likely a grandchild of yours would see any round-ones of my own. I wish you a long life, my dearest Wrenchie,” whispered Goodie. “Though I fear that you’ll only live for a fraction of my own lifetime. I’ll be glad to at least have your children to keep me company.”

Hm.

Well.

Here we go then.

Time for the next chapter in Hume history.
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