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Chapter 1




Stumbling onward, Wrench had no idea how much further he had to go.

On second thought, he realized it didn’t matter.

He didn’t think he could go much further anyways.

Chuckling to himself, Wrench took one more step, staring down the long hallway. His goal was somewhere ahead, but realistically, it didn’t matter.

The nuclear bomb he was holding onto right now would do the job, regardless of him managing to get closer. He knew that if he was honest about it, right where he was right now would be more than suitable to destroy enough of the ship to cause it to fail.

The vacuum of space would do the rest of the work for him once that happened. Pulling everything out, jettisoning it, and exterminating everyone on board.

Even those from a race as different and strange as the Tongsta was comparatively to Hume would still perish when subjected to space. Admittedly, it only took a hume a minute to die in space, and as far as Wrench knew, a Tongsta could survive for an hour or more.

Groaning, Wrench missed a step, tottered, and ended up slamming into a wall. The bomb in his arms was too heavy for him now.

He felt weak, tired, that a lot of his skin was burning, and he wanted to throw up. His stomach was just doing flips inside.

Unable to stay upright anymore, Wrench slumped down to his knees and remained there. His head sank down to one side and rested against the wall.

The thin oxygen and mixture of other gasses that were lethal to hume with long exposure had sapped him of strength. Adding that to what the bomb was likely doing to him, and it was no wonder he couldn’t make it any further.

Won’t be long now.

Maybe five minutes?

Three?

Whatever.

I wonder if I’ll be dead before it explodes.

Would be kinda neat to experience a nuclear explosion from a few feet away as a way to exit the world.

Wouldn’t it?

“Wrench? What’re you doing here?” translated the permanent implant in his head. It even provided him with directional awareness of where the Tongsta’s voice was coming from. Their form of speech was more akin to crackling noises, only strange noises and sounds no hume could ever make.

While he’d long since deactivated all the control portions of the implant, it would nonetheless always act as a translator. That was something he could never turn off.

Some implants were better than others,  but the efficacy of them also came down to the individual, as not all implants managed to translate what was said.

There were some that could only get a few words, some that got sentences, and yet others that got it all. It was all a variable, dependent on the person.

That, and conversation and communication with a Tongsta was a one-way street.

You only listened.

They never understood anything you were trying to tell them. The best you could do was make gestures with your hands and arms, but even then, they often didn’t get what you were trying to tell them.

“How’d you get here Wrench? Are you okay? What’s wrong, boy?” asked the Tongsta, now clearly coming closer.

Wrench lifted his head and looked over.

The strange, eight foot tall, and nearly equally wide, brownish and gooey lump that was a Tongsta had slithered over to him. There was no humanoid shape to the Tongsta.

They were almost always round in their shapes when they interacted with hume.

Wrench had seen them relaxing in oddly shaped boxes that made them take a cube shape, however. Clearly they were more malleable than one would expect.

“I haven’t seen you in forever. How’d you get here?” asked the Tongsta.

Reaching Wrench, a thin snake-like appendage came out from the blob and lightly touched his head and shoulder. Patting him on the shoulder, it then pulled his arms away from the bomb.

Tongsta were much stronger than hume.

“What’ve you got there, boy?” asked the Tongsta, right as Wrench finally recognized them.

It was his owner from when he was a young teen. This Tongsta had taken ownership of him just after he’d finished puberty. Wrench had left their home after he’d reached maturity.

They’d been simple and affectionate toward him, though that wasn’t really saying much.

Wrench was surprised to find them here though. There was no reason for them to be here at the seat of the Tongsta government.

Was there?

“How curious. It looks like old hume-tech. It’s even working. Fascinating. Truly fascinating!” remarked the Tongsta. Wrench had no idea what their name was, only that he recognized them as a previous owner. “Is this a present for xxhht?

“Did xxhht send you to give it to xxhht? I bet they did. So nice of them.”

The implant tended to fritz out whenever a Tongsta’s name was said. Almost always sounding just like that.

Gift…? But… isn’t this… isn’t this their government?

“You don’t look good, boy. I’ll go get xxhht to take a look at you,” murmured the Tongsta. It patted him once on the head. It then set the bomb down next to Wrench. “Stay.”

The Tongsta began sliding off.

“This isn’t-their government head-is it?” Wrench whispered. “This won’t do-anything. We assumed-they live in a way like-we do. This-we… it’s all wrong.”

There was a loud static noise coming from directly in front of Wrench, only to fade away after a few seconds.

Shit, I’m hearing things now.

With a soft hiss, like a seal breaking, a man simply popped into existence directly in front of Wrench.

He was dressed in some type of spacesuit that had them sealed from head to toe.

A fully enclosed helmet, all the way down to boots that were all part of one solid suit.

In their hands was an odd-looking rectangle. It reminded Wrench of tech he’d seen before in hume ruins.

A distant and almost dream-like memory floated up from the depths of Wrench’s mind. He’d met this person.

Met them long, long ago.

Years upon years.

Perhaps seventy years past, in fact.

“Ah! There we are. You seem to have it now,” stated the suited figure. “Perfect. We’ll just… huh… you’re a lot older now. You’re dying, too. Holy shit, you’re super dying. You’ll be dead in minutes. That’s a lot of radiation. Probably glow at night. Shit. I wonder if that radiation is why you have a superpower now.

“Ha, that’s kind of funny. Mutant radiation. So cliche.

“Whatever. We’ll just bump it and go from there. This goes here and…”

The suited figure was tapping at the square in his hand repeatedly.

“Is this-their- government?” rasped Wrench.

“Uh… what? Their government?” asked the suited man, looking up from their piece of tech. He stared at Wrench, waiting for confirmation.

“This place-is it-their government?” Wrench pushed. He wanted to know if his sudden doubts were founded.

“Uh… no? No. No it’s not,” the man said with a nod of his helmet. “This is more like grandpa’s house, I guess. Great grandpas house?

“There’s really no way to explain their system of government because it isn’t comparable to anything you’d understand. It’s like they don’t have one and just move about in family units. But each of them is part of a larger family that just goes up and up and up until they’re all family.

“I barely understand it myself. It’s just not very Earth-human at all, really. The humans a few hundred-thousand light years off that way would probably understand it better than you or I. They’re far more similar and have a very sympathetic mind-set to this.”

Human?

Does he mean Hume?

He’d pointed off in a random direction with the hand not holding the rectangle. Then grabbed it again with both hands.

“Doesn’t matter. Anyways… we’re ready,” the man murmured. “I want you to help me with something. You can’t do that since you’re… well… old. Old and dying.

“Old and dying won’t help anyone.

“I can send you back to the past with what I need. Then I’ll come back after a while to get your help. You just have to help me do something. That’s it.”

“What-is-it?” grunted Wrench a moment before falling onto his face on the ground.

“Save a man. You have to help me save a man. You help me save him, I’ll save you now. That’s it,” offered the man.

“Okay,” whimpered Wrench before throwing up all over the ground.

There was a fizzling noise, followed by the world turning white.

“Holy shit, that nuke went off,” said the man a second after the world re-snapped back into place.

Wrench was sitting in the corner of a pen. He had his back pressed against the wall and his hands in his lap.

Looking to his hands, he saw they were intact. All his fingers were there, they didn’t have any of the scars and spots he’d collected over the years.

Then he looked down to his chest and legs, finding them to be whole, young, and healthy as well.

“Was a bit close. I’ll probably need to take some anti-radiation stuff or whatever. Wouldn’t want to become a Harold or anything,” the man with the suit mumbled, then turned his helmet toward Wrench. “Okay. What I need help with involves your superpower.”

Wrench only vaguely nodded his head, his hands patting at his chest, then stomach. Moving across his body and finding it perfect.

Standing up, he really looked at the pen he was in, and instantly recognized where he was.

This had been his home for the better part of thirty years. Where he’d really lived his name and caste.

Wrench. Part of the Fixers.

Fixers were brought into every habitat to make sure they kept their inhabitants alive. To ensure that the Tongsta’s pets weren’t just dying off because the oxygen mix was wrong due to a machine failure. That there was no seal break so the Tongsta’s natural environment that enclosed the habitats wouldn’t just kill off the hume.

“—superpower to modify yourself. You can… you can-uh… ah… er… huh. How would I explain it? You wouldn’t understand if I told you that you could Overclock yourself. You probably don’t even know what a computer is,” mused the man.

“I know what a computer is. I’ve fixed several of them,” Wrench answered reflexively, looking to the other man. “I also know what Overclocking is. I have a superpower?

“And did you really bring us backward in time? Is this the past or an illusion?”

“Oh! Nice. Fantastic,” the man said enthusiastically. “And yeah, this is the past. I totally brought you back. Back to the past. Not-so-samurai Wrench. Let’s hope you have a better fucking ending. That was fucking terrible.

“Anyways. Yeah! You have a superpower. Super rare for your species and in this universe! Aren’t you lucky?

“You can Overclock, or Underclock, anything that relates to your body.

“Wanna heal faster? You can do that. Heal slower? Yep. Remove your ability to have kids? Have-at. Make your hair stop growing? Sure. Make it so you grow hair a mile long in a minute? You could totally do that. Probably will have to eat a lot of food or find something else to offset the energy needs though.

“Wouldn’t go too far outside of what would be the expectation without like… preparing. If you wanted to put on muscle mass you could, but if you didn’t have the fat or calories reserves to do it, it’d take it from somewhere. Somewhere you wouldn’t want, probably.”

“Uh,” Wrench offered by way of an elegant and thoughtful counter.

“Here, I’ll just uh… let’s make it easier. That’s kind of hard to work with,” muttered the man, tapping away at the rectangle in front of him. Then he looked up at Wrench and tilted his head to one side. “Okay. Just try to ‘activate your superpower’ in your head. That’ll open a window. That’ll teach you the rest.

“Eh, you can check it later. I don’t really have time right now. Okay, I’ll be back in a few years. See you later, Wrench.”

A second after and a wave of their hand, and the man simply ceased to exist. He wasn’t there anymore yet Wrench remained in what was quite literally his past.

Blinking several times, Wrench couldn’t quite wrap his mind around everything that’d just happened in the last five minutes or so. That his entire life had culminated with an attack that amounted to absolutely nothing.

Decades in a resistance movement to free hume-kind from being pets.

Covert operations, target destruction, actually killing Tongsta, working against hume who wanted nothing more than to remain as pets.

Endless years of suffering and sacrifice for absolutely nothing.

Wrench let out a single bark of a laugh at that. His eyes moving across the bare-bones furniture he had.

A decently wide double-bed, table with two chairs, work-desk for projects, cabinet, pantry, and bathroom. Everything was simple, well-worn, but not disused.

Things that a good Tongsta would provide for a Fixer that hadn’t yet proved themselves, but there was hope for. This was his assigned space given to him by the Tongsta who owned the habitat he was in right now.

A small room, but not a bad one.

“But… doesn’t that mean Freckles… is… my woman?” Wrench asked, his mind drifting back to the memories he had of this part of his life. Once he had that thought, he looked to the work-desk and then moved over to it.

Freckles was his woman at this point in time. They’d been together for many years.

Almost fifteen years in fact, before she’d been removed from the habitat.

She was a fairly non-descript School-Hume. Running with others like School-Hume when they were out during the day, when the Tongsta had the lights on. Moving in their groups and protecting one another.

“The Adminis would have given me a worklist. I’d have put it…” Wrench trailed off as he looked over everything that was on his desk.

In the corner of it was a single piece of metal-paper, or met-ape, which meant it’d come from a Tongsta device, rather than the Adminis. Or more accurately, the habitat monitoring device.

Wrench picked up the metallic piece of paper and held it up.

“Seal maintenance, oxygenator calibration, check containment levels… this is a bi-monthly refresh check. I can’t remember what months this used to fall on though,” grumbled Wrench with a shake of his head.

None of the tasks were difficult to him when he read them over. They’d likely only take him an hour to do, realistically. This habitat never really had any issues, as the owner kept up on the upkeep fairly regularly.

Thinking back, he knew for a fact that this list would normally take him several days to complete. He simply hadn’t had the experience, knowledge, or know-how to really be the Fixer.

The original Fixer, Happy-Hammer, had been killed by Club-Head while Wrench had still been learning.

Thinking of Club-Head, Wrench wanted to run out and bash the man’s head in. The entire time Wrench had lived and existed in this Hume-enclosure, Club-Head had been the bane of his existence.

Stealing from him, trying to rape Freckles, or just to kill either one of them.

Wait… he said I have a superpower.

One that could let me Overclock or Underclock myself, right?

That means I could give myself insane muscle growth if I start working out. I could become the ultimate gladiator. Right?

I could become so fast, so strong, so full of stamina, that no one could ever stand against me. I could dominate in every way and never have an issue.

Club-Head is only here because the Tongsta likes to send him off against other habitat Brawlers. He won more than he lost, and they always had him fixed up.

I could do that, couldn’t I?

Take his place.

Then I could take over the habitat. Make it my own. Become the Head.

I’d be Wrench-Head. Be a Fixer and a Gladiator at the same time. I could do that.

If… if this isn’t a delirium caused by the nuclear bomb. Or some type of hell that I’m in after blowing up.

Let’s… start with that superpower.

Wrench did as he’d been instructed and tried to access his “superpower” as the man had suggested. He concentrated on the thought that he wanted to see something to do with his superpower.

That a window would open.

Then one did.
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Wrench took in a slow breath as his eyes flicked over everything he saw there. Most of the words made no sense to him.

I’ll have to… talk to a Mender and ask a few questions about it but… I think I can test it easily enough right now. I mean, the helmeted man made some really good suggestions.

Like… wanting to make my hair grow really long.

But uh… which… one of these would be my hair. How would I even figure that out?

Does each one have a sub-listing list? Because these are all very vague or… or is it more intuitive?

Less informative, more responsive?

Chewing at his lip, Wrench shook his head as he pondered what he was looking at here.

It was almost too exciting for him.

Exciting, thrilling, and dream-like in what it was offering him. A chance to relive his life from a point in time where he was just starting out.

To dodge all the pitfalls of his previous life, live for himself, and make the best of it. To grasp hold of every possible opportunity for himself and make it real.

“Respiratory,” Wrench murmured suddenly, realizing he could test this. See if it’d respond to his wishes.

He wanted to modify his respiratory system. He wanted to throw the % Decrease as far as he could so that his lung capacity was half of what it should be. So that it’d be impossibly hard to pull in a full breath, as if he’d run too long and was winded.

In the table, there was a sudden change. The % Decrease column now had -50% in the Respiratory system listing. At the same time, Wrench felt himself unable to get a full breath as he inhaled.

It felt like his lungs were just too weak to pull anything in.

That there was something terribly wrong and he couldn’t catch his breath.

Almost instinctively Wrench tried to revert it back to how it should be. Wanting to have the full capacity to breathe given back to him once again.

The negative percentage value became a zero and Wrench could breathe once more. Taking in full, crisp, clean breaths without an issue. He felt that everything was back to normal.

“Well,” he murmured and nodded his head slowly. “It seems… it seems I really do get to start over again. No sense in questioning it. Take what you can, eat what you catch, plan for anything you can’t.

“Because as a Hume… as a Hume, we’re just pets. Pets in a habitat with an overlord we have to appease. Why bother trying to resist what’s already happened.

“This time, I live for me. This time, I live for my own desires and wishes. I’m going to enjoy my life because… because I don’t even give a crap anymore. Enjoy my life, become the king of my Hab.”

All of the strong desire for change had been knocked out of Wrench. The extreme wish to free his people and their kind was gone.

To be able to break hume-kind free of their enslavement and become a free-people once again, was just a dream he was waking up from now. If the entirety of his existence had amounted to fighting what he could basically relate to as “a single family” then there was no point.

No point at all.

“So let’s live for me, since living for others didn’t work,” he murmured and went to his work desk.

Grabbing his tools, he set off for a day of work.

He had no idea what the date was, what the time was, or even what was going on in the habitat.

What he did know was that he had a job he could do and then he could go get information.

All while playing with his new superpower.

Let’s go live our best life and damn the rest. They can go resist the Tongsta by themselves all they want.

I really want to eat the best food, sleep on the comfiest beds, and get everything I want.

To hell with the rest.





Chapter 2




Wrench flipped the utility knife around in his hand. Using the flat back of it, he began to push along the seal experimentally. There didn’t seem to be any give to any of the silicon-like substance, though he didn’t trust it either.

He’d found with experience that the better these seals looked, the more suspicious he got. Improper maintenance often led to them looking well enough to pass a casual inspection, yet fail an actual pressure test.

More often than not because the material itself failed and became less adhesive.

Pulling over his water bottle, Wrench poured some out over the area he was inspecting.

Something had apparently happened here at some point. Wrench wasn’t sure what, or when, but the telltale signs of someone messing with the seal was obvious to him.

Once the water had pooled up over the area, he set his water bottle back down to the side. Flipping his utility knife back over, he slides the sharp end of it down against the glass and into the joint area. If there was any leakage at all, his little blade would allow the water to be pulled right out.

If the sealant was fine, it’d adhere to the blade and make it impossible for the water to escape. A simple test that if the sealant failed would require him to do a much longer one.

One that he’d have to somehow make sure a Tongsta noticed being done.

Looking up, Wrench looked to the structure above him.

It was a material he’d never been able to identify. Something that was a lot like wood, but not.

Certainly doesn’t burn like wood either. Just soaks up blood, piss, spit, or water, too.

See it in every habitat.

I wonder if it’s something made specifically for us.

Looking back to the water, Wrench found nothing had happened at all. He didn’t remember any major habitat issues in his past life, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to take this seriously.

Until he ran through an entire month of service and maintenance, he wasn’t going to feel safe with this habitat. Then and only then could he take it a bit easier with these kinds of chores.

Pulling the knife out, he did it slowly. Watching to see if the sealant would hold to his blade and stick as if not wanting to let it go.

Purple tar-like goop pulled free of the seal as he did so, clinging to the metallic blade. Once it got a certain distance, it broke away from the knife and sank back into the seal, returning to where it came from.

“Perfect,” Wrench said and flicked his utility knife shut. Sticking it into his pocket, he stood up and adjusted his tool belt. So far everything had been perfect, or nearly so.

There’d been a miniscule adjustment he’d had to make to the air filters, but nothing that anyone would have noticed. All he’d accomplished was to get better efficiency out of the air-scrubbers.

Converting more oxygen from carbon dioxide than one would normally get.

“Well… I think that’s my task list. The entirety of it,” mused Wrench with a smirk.

Putting an arm across his middle, then planting the elbow of the other arm on that, he put his chin in his hand.

And stood there.

He enjoyed standing there quite a bit in fact.

There was no desperate burning need to free more of his people. To break more Hume out of their prisons.

To scrounge, farm, hunt, and drag in food from wherever possible. Often venturing into dangerous locations to get even a small amount. Where a single Tongsta might kill an entire group of Wrench’s people upon discovering that they were all strays.

No all-out death-battles to the end for someone to become Head, only to turn around and waste lives over a pointless raid for something that individual leader wanted. Where it would only come to an end when a new challenger killed them and became the new Head.

Looking out the glass, Wrench saw a number of Tongsta. They were in the middle of whatever it was they did.

Wrench had watched them for decades, only to finally discover that it would never actually make sense to him. The Tongsta and their world was incomprehensible to him.

At the moment, they were in the middle of what he’d often called “family gatherings”. Where Tongsta would group together, then begin moving through one another, joining into one giant blob, then coming out the other side again.

Often for hours and hours.

Wrench noticed there was a very small Tongsta not far off from the habitat. It was perched to one side of the family gathering and Wrench was fairly certain they were watching the Hume tank.

Grinning, Wrench raised his hand and waved it at the Tongsta. He’d found that they often responded to being acknowledged, and if done often enough, would pay more attention to you.

To the point that some Tongsta would even go so far as to directly provide a Hume with something specific to them. Going right over the normal process of giving things to the Adminis to hand out to everyone else.

Now that he thought about it, most of the Fixers got their stuff from Tongsta, rather than the Adminis. Everyone else got everything from them.

Food, furniture, tools, clothes, all through the Adminis. Often in a bid to incite the Tongsta to provide more for them. Attractive Hume got more of everything and were encouraged to try and be visible to the Tongsta.

Even Club-Head would often listen to the Adminis, if only because they were often quite right when it came to the Tongsta. Their knowledge of Tongsta behavior really did get them more things more often than it didn’t.

Wrench had never really cared enough to learn all of that.

After Freckles had been taken, he’d set off on a journey to reclaim her, only to realize he didn’t actually give a damn about her. That she’d certainly not cared about him in any way.

Turned all that anger against the Tongsta and blamed them all for it.

When really… really… I was in love, with being in love. Not with Freckles.

It was food for sex, a companion, and not much else.

Shaken from his thoughts, Wrench found the Tongsta he’d waved at was now in front of the habitat. Hanging in midair, one long thin appendage was reaching out toward the glass in front of Wrench.

When it touched the glass, it did it with a thankfully vibration-free touch. There were far too many of the Tongsta that didn’t seem to realize that the way they floated through space caused severe discomfort for the Hume they owned.

Most Hume knew this because at some point, one Tongsta or another would yell at one that didn’t know about it. Even as Hume would end up falling to their knees and covering their stomachs in pain.

Wrench responded in the best way a Hume could when a Tongsta investigated.

He reached up and touched the glass where the Tongsta had done so. After having done so, Wrench then moved several steps to the right and waited.

Tongsta would literally follow a Hume with their appendage if they were feeling amused.

Which of course it did so, to which Wrench once more responded by reaching up and touching the spot the Tongsta had. Only to move several more steps to one side.

Wrench realized he’d have to entertain the Tongsta until it went away. The opportunities to interact with an interested Tongsta were quite limited.

It’ll be worth it, if only because the Adminis might give me things to tempt this behavior from me more often.

Pavlov’s dog and all that. Train me to respond to the right signal.

Then again, maybe I was already trained.

Maybe I’m like Schrodinger’s cat. Trained and untrained at the same time until someone tries to test it.

I wonder if I’ll meet Teacher again. He taught me quite a bit.

Wrench realized this was an opportunity to differentiate what he did from the other Hume as well. Touching the spot where the Tongsta had put their tentacle, Wrench then sat down, and started pulling out all his tools.

Holding each one up to the Tongsta, one by one. Playing the part of an excited young Fixer showing off.

It never said anything to him, which was curious, but not unheard of either. Tongsta were quiet more often than not.







***




Exiting the service duct, Wrench let out a slow breath.

For some reason, this was rather nerve-wracking to him.

He’d been more than willing to accept traveling back through time. If anything, he’d been afraid to doubt it, for fear of losing the chance.

Having a random masked, suited, stranger tell him he had a superpower, then unlocking it for him, was again something he could go along with. Telling him he was more than average and better than others fed his ego quite nicely.

Coming back with all his memories, experiences, and awareness of the world left him feeling like he could conquer anything. Even his plans for becoming a gladiator weren’t actually something he feared in any way.

But going into the communal area, where almost every Hume gathered, pulled out a host of bad memories. A never-ending slew of fears and thoughts that he’d never actually dealt with while living here, nor after he’d escaped.

The main area of a habitat was rectangular in shape. Each one was different from another and no two were the same, though they often shared similar features.

This one had a number of trees, bushes, open green areas, a few shaded covered spots, and two partly ruined buildings. Hume were expected to be active throughout the day and be visible.

This was also where bad things happened, when they did happen.

Rape, murder, assault, always occurred in these spaces. Almost nowhere else since these were the only areas all Hume could be.

Only Fixers could get into the service ducts without permission, and that was somehow keyed to the implant in their heads. If they died, the implant would cease to work as well. Killing a Fixer to access the area wouldn’t work.

Not far off, a number of School-Hume were chatting, looking attractive, and generally being visible. They were often a key point of interest to Tongsta.

Wrench had no doubt Freckles was in there somewhere, but she wasn’t a concern for him. Their relationship had died for him too many years previously. When he’d found her blissfully enjoying herself with a number of School-Hume and then shooing him off when he had showed up.

Walking toward one of the trees, Wrench was looking forward to sitting down in the shade and dozing. As a Fixer, the expectations of him were entirely on a non-visible side. He’d already been quite sociable with a Tongsta today as well, which meant he should probably cool it off a bit.

Adminis got a bit nervous if the Tongsta were paying too much attention.

Walking across the grass, Wrench noticed and recognized almost too many faces. Everywhere he looked, there was someone that he swore he could pin a name to from his past.

Except in the next moment, he realized that there really was no one that he knew. They were all acquaintances at best, known existences at worst.

For Wrench, they were unimportant to him now, as they’d been unremarkable to him in the past.

Now that I think about it, Freckles sought me out when I joined the Habitat. I had only been here for a few minutes when she’d swooped in and bargained herself to me.

As a Fixer, I get more than my fair share of food, and better food to boot. She gets half for sharing a bed with me.

Or got half for sharing a bed with me?

Hm.

Technically it’s still an active agreement I guess.

I’ll need to run her down and see what’s going on. Where we are in the trade.

Let alone what year it is… this could have been any time in that fifteen-year period.

Getting down onto the grass Wrench stuck his back to the tree, relaxed, and let out a satisfied sigh. A few seconds after that, he closed his eyes and more or less turned his brain off.

Those were worries for another time.

Right now, all he had to do was enjoy the peace, quiet, and lack of problems he couldn’t solve.

Because even if Club-Head did show up, Wrench was actually confident he could handle it. Could handle him, more specifically.

He’d been toying around with his newfound Overclocking power considerably. Playing with what he could do and how to do it.

In the short time it took him to do his tasks, he’d burned off all his fat reserves, converted them to muscle, figured out how to make his reflexes lightning swift, and provided himself with an extreme sense of body-control.

All he needed now was time to finely hone his body into the perfect weapon, then get into a gladiator’s role. That’d start with killing Club and making sure the Tongsta knew it’d happened, then positioning himself as the new head, and the Brawler now in that position.

“Wrench, what’re you doing!” hissed a voice.

Coughing once, and shuddering to full wakefulness, Wrench opened his eyes. He’d apparently been drifting off into a doze while thinking. Not even realizing he was right on the edge of completely falling asleep.

“Napping. Why?” Wrench asked, finding the speaker.

It was an older Admini. With grey-eyes, grey hair, and a stooped back. He had age-lines that were practically carved into every inch of his face. A long life spent worrying and endlessly fretting over things and only rarely smiling.

He’d been an Admini too long, Wrench figured. Except, if you weren’t useful in your old age here, you tended to get killed by a Brawler and dumped into the filter.

Your corpse slowly decomposing against the gentle vacuum of the filter as it cleansed the habitat.

At least until a Tongsta noticed you, fished you out, then hucked you into a port to vent you into space along with their waste.

Wrench had to hunt around for a few seconds to remember the name of the old man.

“Is there a problem with that Old Puff?” asked Wrench. He had no idea why he’d been named Puff, but it was likely something in his long gone past.

“You should be doing your job! We rely on you to make sure everything is working,” growled the Admini

“Already did it. Did it all. Everything is perfect. Literally,” Wrench reported. “The measuring device will come back tomorrow with everything working as it should, though it’ll note an increase in oxygen, and a decrease in carbon-dioxide. I got some better efficiency out of the scrubbers.

“I’m betting you won’t get a new met-ape from its printer either for a bit. Actually, while we’re talking about it, what’s the official date listed on the device?”

Wrench had only now remembered that the measuring device that monitored the habitat actually gave a date as well as the suggested maintenance. That date would tell him how far along he was and what to expect next.

“Haaa…? It’s… it’s June twentieth. Thirty-eighty-four.

“You’re sure about the Hab though? Everything really is fine? You even made the oxygen better?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Everything is fine, and yes, I did,” Wrench replied absently, thinking about the date he’d just been given. It meant he was about twenty-years old. This was the first or second year he’d been in the hab.

Which in retrospect made sense, given his furniture, lack of extra items, and his own physical age.

Given everything that’d happened, he figured he could allow himself a few mental lapses like this.

Just yesterday he’d blown up in a nuclear blast, after all.

“Oh. Okay. Good… good work. We’ll see about getting you a reward if you really did make it more efficient,” answered Old Puff.

“Protein. Could use protein,” Wrench answered quickly. He knew that request would be hard for them, given Club-Head’s personality and disposition. Thankfully, he didn’t think it would be an issue much longer.

If he didn’t miss his guess, Club-Head would be making his rounds at some point today.

It’d be the last time he did them ever again. After that, Wrench could start working on the next part of his plan. Bulking up and out, till he could put on enough muscle and mass to competently fight in gladiator games.

Closing his eyes, Wrench leaned back into the tree once again. He didn’t see any reason to anxiously wait for Club-Head. The man would appear when he did, as he did.

Often after running down one of his hangers-on and having them in front of the rest of his people. The man tended to be very direct with his wants and desires, as well as what he expected of his entourage.

Wrench heard Old Puff leave and wander off. Leaving him to once again enjoy the perfect weather and environment to his heart’s content.

“I’m glad you came up for once, Wrench,” stated a voice that had been haunting Wrench’s thoughts as of late. This wasn’t an ideal time for it either. Realistically he’d been hoping to get a chance to doze off right here in the sun, but it didn’t seem like that was going to happen.

Freckles had just shown up, and given the way she’d said that, he didn’t think he’d like the conversation. An oddly inflected sentence that’d felt more like a preamble to a punch.

Searching through his memories, he couldn’t really remember anything around this time period between himself and Freckles. He’d fallen in what he’d believed to be love at the time with her. She’d been treating him as warmly as she could manage, while keeping herself distant at the same time. All for what protection she could get from being the partner of the local Fixer.

“Oh?” Wrench asked, not opening his eyes this time. He didn’t actually want to look at her.

“Yes. I’d like to have a conversation about our arrangement,” murmured Freckles.

“Alright,” Wrench replied, finally remembering this event.

Freckles was barren and couldn’t have children.

Her previous owner had had her modified so she could never have children. She was able to move about freely in a habitat and be with whoever she wanted and never worry for having kids.

That also meant she had no worth outside of what she could establish for herself and then rely on. Family would never really be a possibility for her.

She was going to ask him for more than what they’d previously worked out, for nothing else in exchange. He’d been forced to go to the Adminis and ask for more rewards be given to him in his past life. They’d reluctantly agreed, but he’d been under their thumb for a while after that because of it.

“I think I deserve more for being your bed-partner,” Freckles boldly declared. “I want more from you for what I’ve been offering.

“There’s a Brawler that’s offered me a ration and a half to be his. Chuckles, that is. You’re only giving me a single ration, but yours is a better quality of course. I want a ration and a quarter going forward.”

“No thanks. You can join the other School-Hume tonight or with that Brawler you mentioned. When everyone goes back to their pens. If you have anything in my pen you might have forgotten this morning, just tell me later and I’ll swing by with it,” Wrench immediately declined. “Thanks for the good times we had. I’ll miss the sex and what little affection you offered. I’ll see you around.”

“I-you… I-I… what?” stuttered Freckles. “You what?”

“I said no. No thank you. I don’t feel you’re worth that price. You should go be with Chuckles if he thinks you’re worth more, and that you’d be happier with him.

“I wouldn’t want to be in the way of your happiness or your success. Because some part of me does care for you, I will celebrate your successes and mourn your losses. In this case, I’ll consider it a success, since you’ll get more of what you wanted.

“If it wasn’t what you wanted, you wouldn’t have brought it up to me. You wouldn’t have put me in this position. So, I decline, wish you well, and will celebrate your success.”

Freckles didn’t say anything to that, nor did she leave. As far as Wrench could tell, she was just standing there. Staring at him. Stewing in her own thoughts now that he’d so firmly declined her, and then rebuffed her outright.

“Ha… what’re you doing out here, little Wrench,” growled a voice. “I thought I told you to stay in the ducts.”

“Ah… Club. Good of you to show up. Finally,” muttered Wrench.





Chapter 3




Wrench chuckled and got to his feet.

This moment felt weird and strange to him.

Something he’d wanted to happen for a long time. Too long and yet it never had.

Nervous and panicky thoughts had been lurking through his brain since he’d come back and decided on this course of action. To kill Club-Head here and now.

Looking to the thug who’d terrorized him for years of his life, Wrench couldn’t even justify the fear he’d once felt. Couldn’t drudge up the worry and terror the man had dragged out of him at every turn.

His face was scarred and torn up. He’d arrived in the habitat that way, a punishment from a previous life choice, Wrench had imagined. With brown eyes and short brown hair.

He was tall, bordering on seven feet. With wide shoulders, long limbs, and a build suitable to killing and maiming others. Sometimes those in his own habitat that didn’t do what he want, usually those from outside it when he was put into fights.

Freckles wasn’t far off and looking shocked and terrified at the same time. Behind her was her school, fluttering about far enough away to run if Club-Head turned around. Though they hadn’t abandoned Freckles entirely either.

She was cute, with a physically attractive if modest build, and young. Long brown hair and blue eyes. He could remember looking forward to sleeping with her nightly every year they were together.

Lifting the large pipe-wrench out of his toolbelt, Wrench smiled at Club-Head.

“I’m going to kill you Club-Head. Kill you, become the Head, and dump your corpse on the filter,” Wrench proclaimed, undoing his toolbelt with the other hand. “Any last words before that all goes down?”

Laughing loudly, Club-Head put a hand on his chest. He pointed at Wrench with the other hand. Hooting and hollering the entire time as if he’d heard the single best joke.

“Want a second to fetch your club? Or do you want to die without your weapon in hand,” offered Wrench.

“Ahh ahhahaha… yeah, no. I’ll just kill you here. Kill you here, have Freckles on your corpse, then go eat your rations from the Adminis,” Club-Head growled with a long sigh, smiling.

Then he started forward toward Wrench.

Wrench had practiced a bit for this moment.

Not much, but some.

First, he pushed on his Muscular system and where it attached to the other systems in his body. Dialing up their ability to react. To respond to the requests of his mind nearly instantaneously.

Next, he pushed on his Endocrine system, which he’d found could prime his body for a fight in a hurry when he blindly pushed on it.

Last, he specifically amped up his Nervous system. Running his brain’s ability to process, react, and direct things to a much more frantic pace. Moving the control and speed of his thoughts into a level where it would take a massive toll from him in a very short time.

He wasn’t quite sure of the specifics, or how to really crank himself into a physically domineering monster, but he’d get there. This was just the first step down that road.

His testing so far had been very limited, done within strict limits, and blindly.

He’d done it right, however.

Because everything was now moving much slower than he’d felt it was just a moment ago. Where Club-Head had been coming his way at a fast walk, he was now only sauntering.

Not waiting, Wrench went forward quickly. His newly made muscles and lack of body fat had made him a little awkward on his feet, but not terribly so. He didn’t feel so off balance that he couldn’t correct it as he went.

Club-Head’s face went from smug to surprised. Ever so slowly transforming as Wrench came at him.

The man had underestimated him. He hadn’t expected a sudden attack right at the outset.

For Wrench to come at him with a lethal intent.

Coming up and around from an underhanded swing, Wrench felt the familiar memory of learning to fight in the resistance camps spring up. Even as his body struggled to do what he commanded, as it’d never performed such a thing before.

There was no muscle-memory there.

A wrench was most certainly not a sword. Nor did it move through the air as one would expect a sword to. The blow was most certainly not going to land where Wrench was intending it to.

But that didn’t matter at all.

Rather than hitting Club-Head in the head, it slammed into the base of his skull where it met his neck. There was a crunching noise that followed Club-Head falling to the right, moving with the wide swing.

Wrench eased up on how hard he was pushing his nervous system, his mind and perception of time, just as Club-Head slammed into the ground. He bounced twice, then laid still on the grass.

Trying to catch his balance as the swing had been delivered with so much force intended to crack a skull, only to rebound, Wrench felt extremely awkward. Having to step forward three times just to get his feet stable and flat beneath him.

Hefting his wrench, he gave it a glance.

It seemed perfectly fine and untouched. The tool was considerably more durable than the bones in Club-Head’s neck, considering the big brute was on the ground unmoving.

Except for his mouth and eyes.

His eyes darted this way and that, his mouth opened and closed noiselessly.

Dang.

Broke his neck but didn’t knock him out.

I’ll make it quick. He doesn’t deserve to feel himself going out.

Wrench walked over to Club-Head, lifted his tool, then brought it down with a thump on the back of Club-Head’s head. The clack and clatter of the wrench parts rattling about from the contact was louder than the sound of the thump.

Looking to Club-Head’s face, Wrench saw it was now slack. His mouth open and eyes doing odd things in different directions.

“Well, he’s not home anymore. There we go,” Wrench grumbled and then began going through Club-Head’s clothes to see if he had anything of use on him at all.

Wrench of course found nothing, though he planned on going to the man’s pen tonight and taking anything he wanted from there. That meant going and dealing with the rest of Club-Head’s followers so they couldn’t do the same thing.

It would be easier to cow them now and put down anyone who wanted to fight for Head position, considerably so after having just killed Club-Head.

Or I suppose just Club. He’s not Head anymore.

I am.

Wrench-Head.

“Come on then, Freckles. We can give you over to Chuckles. If he survives, that is. I won’t let any of the Brawlers live if they don’t plan on following me,” stated Wrench. Grabbing Club by the back of his collar, he began dragging the man off toward where the Brawlers tended to congregate.

“I ah… I think I’d rather remain with you, Wrench,” interjected Freckles. “I clearly made a mistake. Foolish mistake. I’m so sorry. I think I’d like to keep the arrangement we had.”

“You can join the School-Hume, or Chuckles. You canceled our agreement,” Wrench said firmly, and didn’t elaborate further.

There was no reason to. Freckles would argue, debate, and weasel her way through conversations. Even going so far as to just wear a person down for them to agree.

But if he never answered her after saying no, that’d be the end of it.

“It was a mistake,” continued Freckles. Following along behind him as he continued to drag the corpse along. “I’m still your woman.”

Wrench only shook his head with a frown. The key to escaping his past was two-fold.

He’d completed the first, and Freckles had done the second part for him all on her own. She’d even done it at the perfect time.

Everything could proceed further and faster than he’d expected.

Up ahead, Wrench could see the Brawlers. They were sitting around the dead center of the habitat. There was a circular area with rocks set down in it. Quite a few people could sit there and gather around.

Someone noticed Wrench coming their way.

Clearly something was said at that moment, as all heads turned his way. All the Brawlers’ eyes were now locked to Wrench as he dragged Club along behind him.

Thank god I figured out how to use the systems already. I don’t think I could have pulled Club along like this without having used what fat-sources I had to give myself some extra muscle.

“I’m your woman,” stated Freckles.

Wrench ignored her yet again. He was entirely focused on taking Club back to the brawlers. To become Head in their eyes and dissuade them from ever bothering him in the future.

None of them had gotten up. They were all still watching Wrench’s approach. The women that were part of this group were also watching Wrench now.

All of those that were in the extended circle of Club were also watching.

Dropping the body in front of everyone, Wrench straightened up.

Holding his wrench up, Wrench waggled it about a bit.

“I killed Club. I’m Head,” stated Wrench. “Wrench-Head. Anyone else want to die? Better you say it now. If I’m going to clog the filter and have to fix it later, I’d rather only have to deal with it once.”

Wrench slowly let his eyes move from person to person. Meeting each and every single one of their gazes. He didn’t look away till they broke the stare or nodded their head at him.

Once each and every single person was cowed, Wrench finally nodded his head.

“Fine, great. I’m Wrench-Head. I’ll do my Fixer duties in the morning, then come be on display as a proper Head should. You got an issue, make sure you tell me in the afternoon. Don’t save it for the evening.

“I’ll be dealing with Adminis in the evening, I’m sure. Anything else need to be said today? If not, that’s it.

“Oh, and I’ll be cleaning out Club’s pen tonight of anything I want from it. After I leave, you can pick through it how you want. Don’t care.

“All of Club’s rules are gone now as well. I’ll give you all new rules right now. They’re real simple, too. You break my rules, I’ll fucking kill you.

“You all ready to listen?”

There were head-nods all the way around the area.

“No rape, no murder, no assault, no theft. Gambling, prostitution, bartering is all fine,” Wrench laid out in a very simple way. “If you end up in a disagreement with someone over any of those no-no’s, I kill both of you.

“So don’t give a School-Hume a reason for me to kill you, and them, when you inevitably disagree. I’ll make sure everyone knows my rules. It’s that simple.”

“Uh. Wrench-Head, I made an offer to Freckles. I didn’t know that—”

Wrench made a hand wave gesture in front of himself. As if he were dismissing the words before they were spoken. The Brawler who’d spoken was young, looked to be in his early-twenties, with pale-blue eyes, a smile that didn’t seem to leave, and short light brown hair.

“Freckles isn’t my woman. She wanted more from me, I declined to give it. She’s free to return to her school pen, or join you, Chuckles. I don’t care at all. She’s not my woman. She’s free of me,” Wrench stated firmly, and clearly. He didn’t want there to be any room for misunderstandings at a later time. This was his opportunity for the clean break he wanted. “I wish you two the best if that’s what you end up deciding to do. If you don’t, whatever, also not my concern. I don’t think I’m looking for a new woman, but I’m open to offers if someone asks.”

Wrench realized he’d forgotten his tool bag back at the tree.

As that thought zipped through his head, he realized he didn’t want to be over here anyways.

“Alright, I’m done here. I’ll be over there near the tree, taking a nap,” Wrench muttered and threw a thumb back to the tree. “If you think something stupid, like trying to sneak over and killing me in my sleep, I promise you… I’ll wake up, then end your life. Painfully.

“Very painfully, very slowly, and where no Tongsta, Brawlers, or anyone would ever see you, or find you. I know where the bodies go. I can get into the Hab where no one else can. Do not… fuck with me.”

Grabbing Club, Wrench began dragging the corpse back to his tree. He’d have to make sure the Tongsta saw he’d killed Club. Killed him and was taking his place.

Which meant he’d have to be practically sitting on Club while taking the aforementioned nap.

Eh… slept in worse. Slept in much worse.




***




Wrench had done exactly what he’d said he would. He’d dozed at the tree and made sure any Tongsta that passed could see he’d killed Club.

Then he dumped the corpse into the filter. After, Wrench cleared out Club’s pen of anything of actual worth.

He took it all back to his own pen.

All the while rebuffing and rejecting Freckles, who relentlessly pursued him. Never ceasing in her attempts to get him to take her back.

When he finally closed, shut, and locked his pen for the evening, he was certain it’d be over. She’d have to return to the School pen, or Chuckles’ pen. In either case, after that, there’d be no confusing the issue of where she belonged.

Which wasn’t with him.

Exiting his pen the next morning, Wrench could feel the death of Club and getting rid of Freckles buoying him. Helping him rise up his spirits and bring about a positive mind-set.

Giving him a great feeling of worth and satisfaction.

His starting goals were complete, and he could really start digging into the bigger ones. The ones that’d cause him issues in the long term. Give him pause and make him really think about how to go about it.

Especially those that required things for him to do.

Food would be the biggest amongst those if he wanted to put on muscle mass. He could also make himself bigger, taller, and longer of limb, yet that’d cost even more food.

All things in time.

Wrench adjusted his toolbelt and set off for the morning rounds. No Admini met-ape had been stuck under his door, which meant the sensors had done exactly as he’d stated. They’d reported back with no issues or concerns whatsoever.

Making his way down, Wrench got down into the ductworks and made his way over to the circulation system for the habitat. These were the most important things in the entirety of the habitat.

Without them, the Hume would quite simply die.

Before he made it to the machines, he noticed there was a Tongsta at the far end of the hab. They were looking into the corner of it and didn’t seem to be moving.

Wrench had no idea if it was their owner or someone else. They were more than likely only just now noticing that Club was dead.

The corner that they were at, what they were most certainly staring at, was the dead body of Club. Right where Wrench had dumped and left him. Letting the filters pull at whatever foulness the corpse would put out.

Suddenly, the Tongsta slapped a tentacle against the habitat. Causing the whole thing to shiver to one side. Sending a rumbling throughout the whole of it as well.

So strong was it that it almost knocked Wrench right off his feet and send him tumbling to the decking below the machines. Where cables and cords were fed into the habitat.

The Tongsta darted away from the Hab, only to turn back to it. It shimmered violently, lashed out at the air, then swished away.

“Hm. That… wasn’t what I expected,” Wrench confessed, watching it all happen. “Maybe Club was more of a favorite of one of them than I thought. If they were a favorite… does that mean they might get rid of me for being the one to have killed him?

“Maybe I should lay low. Stay away from the others for a time. Let this blow over. They’ll blame it all on me and want to perhaps take it out on me. Then I’d have to kill even more of them.”

That wouldn’t do much good for Wrench if he murdered even more Hume.

A Hume that just slaughters it’s Hab-mates didn’t often last very long. Tongsta could forgive a death here or there, but a number of losses in a short time tended to get them animated.

Involved.

The Tongsta had fluttered away, leaving the area, crossing to the side to land on a wall, then scuttling across it and out of sight. Only to come right back with what looked a lot like a clear bag of some sort.

There was a thunk while the Tongsta fiddled with something at the corner of the tank. The bag had gone out of view and Wrench could only watch and wonder.

Several seconds passed and suddenly the bag came back up.

Now though, it was no longer empty.

Inside of it was Club.

Holding it up in front of itself, the Tongsta appeared to be studying the dead Hume.

Another tentacle appeared and latched onto the top of the habitat. As if the Tongsta was leaning against it.

A whole minute passed before the alien left. Taking the dead Club with them.

Wrench only heard one spoken word the entire time. The rest of it had been mangled gibberish.

It’d said, “Fuck”.

Damnit.

I didn’t even stop to consider if he was a favorite of one of the Tongsta. He must’ve been.

Maybe he was more than their gladiator? Their personal fighter and an actual investment?

Hume fights are rather popular amongst Tongsta after all. That’s what I was banking on. That they weren’t that actually attached.

Did I screw up my own chances before they’d even begun?

Wrench shook his head.

Oh well. Whatever.

Take it as we fucking go.

Ha.

There wasn’t anything he could do about it right now. It was well and truly beyond his control and out of his hands. Whatever happened because of this situation, would happen.

One couldn’t expect, predict, or count on a Tongsta to do what a Hume wished for. That just wasn’t how the world worked.

Wrench instead focused on his task at hand. He needed to do a quick double check on everything to make sure it was operating within the best possible parameters.

Then he could go back up to his pen and hide from the other Hume. To stay out of sight at least for a day or three. Let their nerves, anxiety, and anger cool while never seeing him.

He only hoped it’d actually work out that way.

Smirking to himself, he was betting this was all going to go sideways as soon as the next Tongsta showed up. That’d be closer to his dark expectations than any other fluffy happy thoughts.

Whatever happened, he could deal with it. He’d gone through worse.

Except that “future” time became now, and it only took something akin to ten minutes to happen.

Wrench didn’t fail to notice when the Tongsta came back with a Hume-net.

One that he’d bet on being specifically for him.





Chapter 4




“Exactly. Works out for xxhht and xxhht cause of xxhht,” grumbled a Tongsta to the Tongsta that was currently holding Wrench in a bag made specifically to hold Hume during transport.

It was a plastic-like material that was beyond a Hume’s strength to penetrate or break through.

“Better than what xxhht xxhht xxhht would,” said the one that was holding onto Wrench’s bag. “Fine. Good. Let’s do this.”

The two Tongsta floated through an entryway and a Hab appeared in front of Wrench. It was a large cube that was five times wider than it was tall. Inside of it was a great deal of sand, dirt, a pond, a few stones, and a single dead tree.

That, and a number of Hume bones.

A lot of bones.

So many bones that Wrench was now rather afraid that they were simply going to kill him. All for the sake of Club, who was a petulant bully that could barely keep his thoughts straight. Someone who apparently had far more importance in him than Wrench had originally assumed.

“Well shit,” muttered Wrench when he saw the reason for all the bones.

In the center of the Hab was a large, feathery monster, that moved on all fours and had a long tail. The length of it was easily fifteen feet long, without the tail being included.

Wrench had never seen the like before and that wasn’t really surprising.

The Tongsta had made a habit of taking other species as pets. Hume were just yet another of the acquired species. Earth becoming nothing more than a hunting ground to catch them in the wild.

Wrench knew that as soon as he was put into that Hab, there was a fair chance he’d be forced into a fight for his life immediately. That realistically, whatever that creature was, it was more or less trained to kill and devour Hume in a live feeding.

That meant it would either attack him as soon as the bag was opened, or it would stalk him, then attack him.

In either case, he only had one option available to him.

Kill it.

“Wish I understood this damn power better,” hissed Wrench, as the Tongsta carried him over to the large hab. He began to mentally stab at what he thought he’d need.

Once more he dialed up his Muscular, Endocrine, and Nervous system. Sending them well past their one-hundred percent markers. Then he awkwardly tried to make it so his cardiovascular system would pump blood to his muscles, mind, and organs efficiently.

To calm it and keep it working at the right rate, rather than spiraling out of control like it was trying to do already. On top of that, he tried to mentally maximize the ability of his blood to carry, utilize, and pass about oxygen throughout his system.

He still wasn’t quite sure what the Integumentary, Renal, or Lymphatic systems did, and he didn’t want to toy with them right now. He’d had a few strange experiences already when he’d messed around with the Endocrine system, and he didn’t want to repeat that if he didn’t have to.

Even as the Tongsta opened the Hab, in a way that Wrench still didn’t understand how, he felt the world slow down around him. Everything began slowing down at the same time that it felt like his thoughts and control were speeding up.

The time it took for the Tongsta to upend the bag and dump him into the Hab felt akin to an entire minute passing, even while it’d only been a handful of seconds. The time it took for him to fall from the bag, to the ground, felt incredibly long as well.

Before his simple shoes had struck the dirt, the feathered monster was charging his way. His clawed feet tearing up the ground as it bore down on him.

Wrench felt an odd burning in his lungs with his first inhalation. Which meant whatever this Hab was filled with wasn’t great with a Hume’s needs.

He had the presence of mind to mentally push at his Cardiovascular system and demand that it process what he was breathing the best it could. To prioritize oxygen and actively resist whatever else was in the air around him.

Opening its mouth wide as it lunged forward, the monster was coming at Wrench as if propelled by an unseen force. Rocketing forward with all four limbs no longer in contact with the ground.

All of his training had been in fighting Hume and Tongsta. Both of which were done with swords or bladed weapons. The hand-to-hand training he’d been part of was quite simple and didn’t go over much more than grappling and strangle holds.

None of that was useful at the moment.

Other than remembering that an elbow-strike was a wonderful way to absolutely destroy whatever you managed to connect it with. With this creature flying at him, using all its momentum as it was, this was an opportunity if he was willing to risk things.

The claws of the monster weren’t spread very wide, though they were still wider than what Wrench could reasonably deal with. He couldn’t exactly step out of their range.

That meant he had to go over, or under.

If I leap toward it, get my legs up and dive at it, I’ll probably get smashed off to one side. Rather than under it, or over it. That sounds incredibly painful, but it’s better than being caught by this creature.

Diving at the creature and extending his right elbow as if it were a spear, Wrench committed himself fully to this attack. Aiming for the hinge point of the monster’s mouth.

Unable to respond to the Hume launching itself at it, the creature didn’t change anything of what it was doing. Carrying through with its attack as if Wrench hadn’t moved.

While it felt like he’d had a while to respond, and even react, all this had of course happened in a matter of a second or three. Wrench knew this because he could feel the stirring of being mentally fatigued. As if he’d been up for an entire day and was ready for dinner and relaxing.

Wrench felt the shock of the impact with the monster traveling through his body the second his elbow hit the hinge-point of their jaw. A complete and monstrous jarring that had almost no give at all as his arm was jammed backward.

It spun him clockwise partially before the rest of the creature’s head struck him. The force of it all sent Wrench sailing through the air. Practically flying away.

Putting his gaze to the oddly-colored grass as it passed by beneath him, Wrench tried to orient himself so he could land on his feet.

Or at least, not flat on his stomach.

Pulling at his muscles, straining to get himself into a position where he’d land on his hands and feet, Wrench fought against the artificial forces of gravity in the Hab. Clawing mentally at the Muscular system and demanding it respond to his wishes.

Hitting the turf, Wrench managed his desire, much to his lament even as he did it.

His shoulder lit up with agony. Sending shrieking pulses of misery up and into his brain.

Something was very wrong with his right arm, or more specifically, his shoulder.

Which really didn’t mean much at all to Wrench at the moment.

If he didn’t get himself into gear, then his whole body would have something very wrong with it. Being chewed to bits and turned into shit.

Mentally stabbing at the idea of his Nervous system becoming mute with its signals for pain, Wrench stood up and put his focus back to his enemy. Blessedly, the absolute mind-rending pain of his shoulder died away right as he got eyes on the bastard.

Both claws were raised to the snout on its face and pressing at its very obviously broken jaw. The right side hanging open like a shattered door dangling from a single attachment.

Not wanting to lose the chance, Wrench raced forward.

He spotted a shattered, and quite sharp-looking, long bone as he went. Scooping it up in his left hand, Wrench charged his monstrous enemy.

Once again, he dipped mentally into his power and tried to rewire his Muscular, Skeletal, and Nervous systems to treat his left-hand as if it were his right hand. That his left side was now his dominant side rather than his right.

An odd flop occurred in his thoughts and a shifting in his body mechanics as he ran. His left foot felt far surer than it just had, and his right felt far more clumsy.

The same was repeated for his hands, and he was left with a misstep that he corrected for as he went. Closing the distance between him and the feathered bastard in an instant as he fixed his gait.

Two black beady eyes focused on him a second before he arrived. They were surprised, unsure, and completely enraged.

Only to turn all those emotions to absolute fear a second later.

Wrench was airborne now, his left arm reared back and clutching the impromptu bone weapon. Then he lunged forward with the broken end.

Right into the eye of the monster, then probably into its brain, Wrench figured.

Given that it broke through the bone that surrounded the eye-socket and went considerably deeper, it seemed a logical thought. That and its whole skull had made a crackling noise under the weight of the blow.

The left side of the creature’s body twitched, while the right went limp, causing the monster to end up flat on its belly. Scrabbling at the ground and taking odd moaning breaths as the other side laid completely still against the ground.

Not wanting to leave things as they were, because Wrench wasn’t going to let such a creature get back up again to kill him later, he jerked the bone out of the monster’s eye.

Scrambling over the top of the now wounded creature’s head, Wrench got to the other side. He lifted up his left-arm then drove the shaft of bone down into its remaining eye.

The bone didn’t go in as deeply this time, but at this point Wrench didn’t think it was an issue. Even if it survived this, it wouldn’t be running him down in any hurry.

“Wouldn’t even-be able to-find me,” panted Wrench, pushing his systems to go back to a normal state.

Only to immediately remember that there was something wrong with his right arm, and promptly turn off the pain signals once again.

Sitting there on top of the creature’s skull, Wrench looked to the edge of the Hab. The two Tongsta were hovering there, watching him.

He watched them back.

Then raised his left hand and waved it at them.

“Could use a bite to eat and some water. Or if not, could I get some fire so I can cook this fat bastard up?” he asked. They wouldn’t be able to understand him, but he couldn’t resist it.

“What the fuck is this xxhht xxhht xxhht?” screamed a Tongsta. “You xxhht said xxhht xxhht xxhht xxhht!”

The response from the other Tongsta wasn’t able to be translated at all. Nor was the response to that.

Whatever they were saying was beyond his implant’s ability to translate for him. He didn’t have to really think that hard about it to figure out what they were saying, though.

Clearly they were angry at the fact that he’d just merc’ed their stupid pet. Considering he’d killed a Brawler not that long ago, you’d think they’d have some reservations at making him fight again.

Then again, when would you ever think there’d be a Fixer that could fight a Brawler?

It’s just not something you’d think of ever happening. Not really.

Taking in a short breath, Wrench then started to cough. The air here burned his lungs with every breath.

“Shit,” he got out in a grunt, then once more pulled at his Cardiovascular system. Wanting it to process the oxygen in the air as efficiently as possible, and reject everything else.

He wasn’t sure if that would be better in the long term, but he certainly didn’t want to breathe whatever this was if he didn’t have to.

In the next breath he didn’t feel the burning any longer, though it did feel like he still didn’t get as full a breath as he wanted. That it wasn’t as fresh as he wished.

Better than the alternative, I guess.

Maybe?

Damnit.

The two Tongsta continued to do what was essentially yell and shriek at one another. Wrench wished at the moment that his implant would turn off. Hearing the screeching static of speech that couldn’t be translated was rather terrible.

Thankfully, the two left him sitting there, taking their argument elsewhere.

Though unfortunately he was still trapped in the Hab without an ability to get out. It was likely they’d come back and just kill him.

Or feed him to something else after breaking his body.

Almost as quickly as the two left, one of them came back.

Or so Wrench had initially thought. He realized that it was actually a different Tongsta. One that was smaller than the other two.

“You poor little xxhht,” murmured the Tongsta. “Why does xxhht have to xxhht and xxhht? It’s always that way.”

Wrench sighed and held his hand up and waved it at the Tongsta. Clearly this was some type of family member or friend of the other. It wouldn’t hurt him any to be a friendly Hume in this situation.

“You poor thing. You xxhht xxhht and xxhht. Now xxhht is just going to feed you to xxhht,” crooned the Tongsta.

Nodding his head, that was more or less what Wrench had expected. They weren’t going to just let him go after killing the monster.

The Tongsta stood there for several seconds.

Only to then rapidly open up the Hab. A long thin tendril slipped into the Hab, wrapped around him, and pulled him out. The Tongsta tucked him up into their side and then closed the Hab.

Zooming away from it, the Tongsta carried him off.

Unfortunately, this was a true Tongsta living space, which was extremely bad for a Hume.

This wasn’t like a common area that had other creatures, other alien species, that could move through them, but designed specifically and only for Tongsta.

Even with his enhanced abilities, Wrench promptly passed out.




***




Groaning, Wrench felt like his head was swimming. That the entirety of the world was spinning around him.

“Ooh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think about xxhht. I know Hume have issues with it, but I didn’t want xxhht to have you and then xxhht you,” said the Tongsta who’d pulled him out of the Hab.

Lifting his head, Wrench managed to force his brain to kick into gear. He got his face out of the dirt and then laid his cheek down to the cold soil.

Laying there, panting, Wrench found himself looking out to the Tongsta. He was in a Hab once again and was alone.

The glass of the Hab didn’t look right and was covered in a greenish tint. As if it was covered in some type of moss or algae.

On top of that, the air had oxygen in it, but it wasn’t clean or have the right mixture either. It had a stale and long-dormant taste to it that made his lungs tingle oddly.

It made his chest hurt and his throat started to tingle with the very first breath.

“I have to go, but I’ll get some more xxhht and xxhht. That’ll help you, right? For now, uh… uh… just… live? Just live,” stated the Tongsta. “I’ll be back when I can. I have to xxhht xxhht xxhht. I wish I knew what you were, but I can’t xxhht xxhht because they’ll just xxhht. Ooh… I’ll ask xxhht. They’ll know.”

Wrench stared at the Tongsta as his thoughts slowly solidified into something more normal. He belatedly realized he was alive and actually somewhat safe.

It seemed like this Tongsta had stolen him away, hid him in an old Hab, and was now planning on keeping him in secret. Alone in a Hab by himself.

“Okay. Xxhht then. Yes! Xxhht,” declared the Tongsta a second before they actually vanished. Disappearing from view. Leaving him in the Hab with the false sun above, poor air-quality, what was likely quite damaging mold or algae covering the walls, no food, and no water.

Laying there, Wrench just remained where he’d been put. Letting his body adjust and his mind process as quickly as it could.

After a few minutes of that, Wrench realized he needed to get moving. The longer he laid there, the more he let this Hab eat away at him, the worst it’d be later.

The harder it’d be to turn it around when he wasn’t feeling healthy or well.

Staggering to his feet, Wrench let out a slow breath.

“First things first then,” he muttered, realizing his right arm wasn’t moving very well. Whatever was wrong with him previously, was still wrong.

Switching himself back to being left-handed, Wrench nodded his head and then looked around.

“A quick survey, inventory, and then figuring out where the ducts are. Start working on the Hab and seeing what I can fix, maintain, or repair. I won’t be able to survive in this without doing that and… and I don’t think that Tongsta knows how to care for Hume,” he murmured, his eyes slowly picking over the area around him. “This is probably an old Hab the Tongsta took from their family. One that wasn’t being used or utilized. That was sitting idle and unwanted.”

Feeling like he had a proper handle on the situation, Wrench clicked his tongue, then began stumbling forward. He needed to get to work, and time was of the essence.

“Kinda funny though,” whispered Wrench to himself. “I wanted to be a gladiator. To be a Brawler. Put everything towards that.

“Only to end up in a Hab that desperately needs a Fixer. If I wasn’t a Fixer, I’d just probably die here and then get… air-locked. Vanishing into the dark of space.

“Ha… the irony. It sucks.”





Chapter 5




Wrench did a quick circuit of the open area that everyone would be in for most of the day. Surprisingly, it was larger than many of his previous Habs, by a significant margin. They could fit a great many people in this Hab if they got everything sorted out.

On top of that, all the decorations and the environment inside of the Hab was very high-end items from several years back. They were still in great condition, just no longer what was technically in fashion.

Including several actual enclosed buildings, which provided a good bit of safety and security for the inhabitants. The grounds would need tending, but could come back to life quickly enough with some care and the right oxygen mixture.

Whatever grass it was that Tongsta planted in this Hab, it was heartier than it had a right to be. All Wrench had to do was stick his finger into the dirt and peel back some to see the roots were intact and had a healthy white color to them.

The trees would take more work, but they were alive, just desperately in need of water and carbon dioxide.

Satisfied with the main Hab area and the treasure it’d be once it was cleaned and set to rights, Wrench set off to find the ducts. He wanted to check the pens, but those could wait for a bit.

Checking the condition of the maintenance area, and what he’d need to do to restore it, was one thing he absolutely needed to do, and worth the time. That’d tie into his repairs in time.

The pens were just where he’d sleep, and that could be messed with at a later time.

Thankfully, the ducts were actually near the exit point of the pens into the main Hab area. It would only be a single turn to enter them in the morning.

He was able to enter it without any concern or issue. The doors opening for him in response to his implant, he imagined.

Entering, he found that there was a digital panel at the entry-point that would tell him the current state of everything in the Hab. There was even a readout of expected scheduled items input elsewhere.

In fact, Wrench was fairly certain it was linked to something the Tongsta had control over and could control remotely. Almost akin to them being able to run some type of cleaning cycle or something along those lines.

Unfortunately it was unpowered, and in a non-operative state.

Whatever was wrong with the Hab, included the electronics and data communication between systems.

“Great,” Wrench grumbled and began working his way deeper into the ducts. These were quite a bit larger than the ones from other Habs, and he could walk upright through them. More like a hallway than the ducts he was used to.

Looking to a square plaque on the wall ahead of him, he curiously stared at it, wondering what it was.

When he finally got up next to it, he found it was a series of labels, directions, and arrows.

Markers.

Markers that designated which way he was going and what was all around him.

“Filtration slash Oh-Two slash H-Two-Oh,” Wrench mused aloud. “Reclamation slash Recycling. Waste Processing. Construction and Fabrication. Environmental. Security. Faculty. Loading Bay.”

Raising his eyebrows, Wrench was more than surprised. The number of facilities that a Fixer would be responsible for felt more like it would require a family, rather than an individual.

Not to mention that he was fairly certain that each of those very simple labels, had far more going on with each one of them than their simple designation. There was no way they could be as basic as what was listed, given the distance between the areas and what he’d already seen of the ducts.

Functions he’d probably never seen or heard of before.

“Hope there’s some damn manuals. They’re supposed to leave the manuals just in case. That’s why they’re on met-ape. They don’t turn into mulch,” Wrench prayed to no-one with a chuckle. “Going to be way beyond me. Way, way, beyond me. I’ll just have to slam into things till I figure it out. You know, just like always.

“Though hopefully with less pain. Less struggle this time around. I’m not a fan of those. I’m most certainly not Pain. Though… I wonder where Pain is in this timeline. She was fun sometimes.”

Shaking his head, Wrench headed for the Filtration/O2/H2O section. Following the indicated arrow and direction for it. He could let his thoughts wander later.

The sooner he got the oxygen mix and filters reset, the better. After that, he could work on the water systems, since they were more often than not tied together. You could use the systems to make oxygen or water depending on the need.

All a Tongsta had to do was make sure the water reservoir was full.

Though… I wonder if the… Reclamation and Wastes… would be better able to handle putting that water back into the Hab. I know there was talk from a few people that there were Habs that could be almost entirely self-sufficient.

Somewhat an amazing idea, but those were all supposedly designer-Hume breeds that lived there.

Demes always get the best stuff.

Damn shame I wasn’t born a Deme.

Too good looking, too smart, or too strong. Whenever one is around, they always completely dominate one aspect, damnit.

Eh, they couldn’t handle me if I was good looking, too.

A Fixer that can fight and is good looking? Too much.

Even I’d have to be wary of me.

Entering the room, Wrench found his worst fears were correct.

There were no tools for him here. Nor had he seen any in the entry area, either.

Given how everything had a picked-over appearance, he didn’t think there’d be any tools elsewhere, either. He’d have to do what he could with his hands, sticks, rocks, or broken bits of whatever else he could scrounge.

Walking over to what he was fairly certain was an oxygenator and scrubber dual machine, Wrench suddenly realized that it wouldn’t matter if he had his tools. These were machines that didn’t need him to get into their gears, seals, and motors to get them up and running.

There was an input screen similar to what Adminis used, but nowhere to access the internals of the machine, and no fasteners to be spotted.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench peered at the screen before tapping it with a finger.

“Welcome,” said a voice as the screen flickered away from the default black idle and floating box screen and to a blue desktop instead. “Your implant has firmware that’s out of date. Updating firmware.”

“You’re what now to me? Can I say no? I think I’m just fine the way. In fact, I’m great. Sounds like an intense relationship too and I’m flattered but—” asked Wrench a second before his eyes suddenly crossed and he tipped forward. Only to catch himself from falling over at the last second. The vertigo clearing as quickly as it came on.

“Firmware update complete, access granted,” stated the voice, then went silent.

It’d been shocking to begin with that it spoke to him, let alone apparently updated the implant in his head. This wasn’t just cutting-edge technology for a Hab, but more than likely, black-market tech.

Stuff that normal Tongsta wouldn’t touch because the idea of meddling with the implant was something they avoided. Wrench had no idea why, but it was a reality.

A grunt, a sniffle, and a cough later, and Wrench got his thoughts back on the task at hand. Standing upright, he found the blue-desktop waiting for him.

“Holy shit,” he said with a laugh. “That was way more intense than anything Pain had me do to her. Less so to get ‘access’ to her. Next time, warn a guy. I could have at least laid down or… or… said please. Maybe give you a proper thank you when you’re done.”

Reaching up, he tapped at the only symbol on it with a fingertip while breathing hard. He spared a passing thought to the fact that his humor was improving.

The grim reality of his previous life was fading away as if it had never existed. The overwhelming ennui he’d felt left in him was sloughing off faster and faster.

Once more the screen changed, and he found himself looking at a diagnostic window. It was showing him the internals of the machine and they looked exactly as he expected them to.

They were just being shown to him through a camera, instead of him looking at them in person.

Grimacing, he looked over what he could see and, without thinking about it, reached up to move the screen around with two fingers. Quickly panning the camera around so he could see more of what was happening.

Oh goodie. The firmware update messed with my head.

Always fun to have Tongsta creations mucking about up there. Never can tell what it’s going to do.

Reminds me of Sideways. He swore up and down everything tasted like dirt after he got hurt and a Tongsta fixed him.

Wrench found the scrubbers were running as if they were at a full load, pulling in and pushing oxygen as fast as it could fill up. Peeling the carbon right out and sending the oxygen back into the Hab.

That’s gotta be too much, right?

Way too much

As if the Hab had a whole generation or four in it, and everyone was gasping for breath.

Running constant marathons and having contests to see who could breathe more, faster.

Glancing to the edge of the screen, Wrench wondered if there was a way to lower the output from here.

Along the side of the display was a series of diagnostic functions that were digitized tests he’d have run in person to confirm his hypothesis.

Except the tests had already been run the moment he activated the system.

There was simply too much oxygen being flooded into the system from what he saw in the readouts. It was all Oxygen, minimal amounts of nitrogen, traces of argon as well as methane, and no carbon-dioxide at all.

There was so much oxygen that it was literally poisonous, due to how rich it was.

Operating at this kind of value means it’d have to have been supporting two-hundred or three-hundred inhabitants. That’s a lot. Way more than a lot.

I think the biggest Hab I’d ever been in personally was only like forty or so, and that felt huge. This is enough for an entire community at that point.

As big as one of the resistance villages, in fact.

Bigger.

Damn.

Shaking his head, Wrench dialed down the Oxygen output, increased the amount of nitrogen to be released, and then found that there was a storage function for all that oxygen he wanted to remove.

He also noted there was a very large water reservoir, and it was quite full. As if the Tongsta had filled it before dumping him in, or just afterward.

Then Wrench spotted an emergency activation command for his desired changes, rather than waiting for the next maintenance period.

Hitting that, he literally felt a rush of air get pulled past him at high velocity. As if he were standing in the face of extreme winds.  It lasted only for ten or so seconds, but it left him feeling chilled and oddly refreshed.

Immediately, the air felt much better to him. He could breathe easier. The dizziness and nausea that was growing before, faded away instantly.

Either from his body trying to repair itself at a better rate than normal or just due to how quickly he got the right oxygen mixture, he was unsure. In either case he was glad for it.

“Alright… immediate problem fixed. Let’s hit the water system, reclamation, and filters. Those will probably be just like these. Check the program, diagnose, make corrections,” Wrench said with a full and easy breath. “Once it’s all settled, we can make sure there’s a proper day-night cycle programmed in, then go clean out some pens.

“Damn me if I have any idea what that Tongsta has planned but… best I can do is work with what I’ve got. Though… gonna get hungry real soon.”

Walking off while keeping his right arm pressed to his front, Wrench wondered at how this had all gone so wrong so quickly. To the point that it was more akin to a tragedy or a comedy if he were to tell the story to someone else.

“So much for being a heroic gladiator,” groused Wrench. “Back to being a Fixer. Work, work, work.”




***




Wrench was grateful that the Tongsta had at least gotten a Hume-travel-carrier this time. Sitting down in a small cube and buckled into a soft chair, it was considerably preferable to be taken around like this rather than just in a plastic bag.

Or nothing at all. I’d rather not repeat that.

Unconscious is no way to travel.

They were currently gathered in some type of bright green space with far too much light. There was an abundance of light that made Wrench want to hold a hand up over his eyes and close them at the same time.

Where everything felt wrong, and it was a fair guess that he’d instantly pass out if he was removed from his small enclosure. He wasn’t really sure of that, but it felt about right.

There was a rumbling noise, followed by Wrench being pressed down into his seat. Only for him to feel damn near weightless a second later.

After a short delay, he felt the carrier get set down on something, then the front of it opened. The entire front door peeling away quickly.

The green light was still quite bright, but he now realized where he was. What was about to happen to him.

Grimacing, not looking forward to the series of things that were about to happen to him, Wrench undid the cinch that held him in into the seat.

As soon as he stepped out of the enclosure, he knew he was correct.

The large area before him was filled with things Wrench couldn’t even begin to guess at. Devices that went through Tongsta bodies, could make things become hot or cold, as well as make a Hume suddenly throw up or die.

These types of rooms were also where Demes had been created.

Or so Hab rumor held it.

This was a place that did a number of things to Hume and then returned them to their Habs. Sometimes it went well, sometimes bad.

It was different with every Tongsta.

“Spssss had spssss spssss to him. I think there’s something wrong with him. Especially his arm,” murmured the Tongsta closest to him. The carrier had been wedged inside their body up until this point. This was the one that’d saved him, so he was more than willing to believe that everything was fine.

That and based on their words alone it seemed they were here to care for him.

“Well. Let’s take a look and see what’s going on, shall we?” answered the other Tongsta. Wrench was rather pleased to note he understood everything this new Tongsta had said so far. In fact, when he thought about it, it seemed he could understand more after that firmware update.

Wrench looked to the unknown Tongsta and waited quietly.

“Hm. Well. Let’s just get their temperature, a quick scan, then do a quick physical exam based on the results,” continued the Tongsta. “Just… hold still boy. This won’t hurt at all, but it’ll be strange. Scary, even.”

“It’s okay. It’ll be alright, Wrench,” cooed the Tongsta that’d saved him. Mentally, in that moment, Wrench named them “Goodie” and made it female. Whether or not it was, he had no idea, but it’d help him in this new life. “If you’re really good, we’ll go over to spssss spssss and let you pick some things out, okay?”

“Alright,” Wrench agreed amicably, looking back to the unknown Tongsta.

“Did… did he just respond to you?” asked the unknown Tongsta.

“Yes. Yes he did. He’s my special little Wrench,” Goodie purred happily. She reached out with a tentacle and set it down on his back. “He understands me and listens. He’s a very good boy. Now… hold still, Wrench.”

The last time he’d been in a situation that was similar to this he’d broken free and made his great escape. Scurrying off and vanishing.

Fat lot of good that’d done me.

The unknown Tongsta had some strange thing floating around inside of them now. Moving right up to Wrench, they were towering over him as the device oozed to the front of the alien.

They looked a lot like a pair of massive metal jaws and were about to scoop him up.

Standing there, Wrench just waited.

His eyes intent on the device as it slammed together loudly. Then did it twice more. There was a soft whine that accompanied it, followed by the Tongsta spitting the device out of themselves and onto a floating column.

Quicker than he could follow, the Tongsta grabbed another device and pushed it up against the front of Wrench’s chest. There was a buzzing sensation that ran from the top of his head down to his feet, followed by a zip of static electricity as it came away.

It was more than enough to make him flinch, but there was no pain associated with it. With his shoulder still being angry and bitchy at him, he’d made sure that the signals of constant and never-ending pain weren’t reaching his brain.

That apparently included whatever had just happened to him.

“My oh my you really do xxhht have a xxhht. Such a good boy,” congratulated the Tongsta, pulling a box out from somewhere he couldn’t see and then depositing a food bar of some sort in his hands with a tentacle. “There you are good boy. A nice treat for you. Now we just have to wait a few seconds to see the xxhht and the results for it.”

Even as the Tongsta spoke, Goodie picked him and cradled him against her strange exterior. A chilled and slightly sticky texture that always felt strange to him.

“Good boy, good Wrench. I’ll spssss my spssss today and let you get whatever you want. Okay?” Goodie promised him. He didn’t get the details, but it sounded like he was going to get to choose something.

Lifting up the food bar in his left hand, he began to eat it quickly. The taste was quite good, and he could use the calories to help heal himself.

“Oh. Oh no. His xxhht xxhht is broken. It isn’t terrible but it’s something we’ll have to correct. It’ll be quite painful for him, too. If it isn’t xxhht then he’ll eventually lose mobility in that xxhht. Or die,” warned the Tongsta. “Thankfully, everything else is in perfect working order.

“His reproductive organs are intact, his health, other than his xxhht xxhht being broken, his health is extraordinary. Everything about him is perfect. I’d even suspect he’s still growing, despite his age.

“If it continues, he could easily go into some xxhht xxhht xxhht or just use him as a breeder. He’d be a wonderful breeder.”

“Oh! Oh how wonderful. Even if my little Wrench wasn’t so perfect though, I’d still want to make him whole. He did what so many couldn’t, and he deserves to spssss.

“With that said… spssss spssss. We’ll correct it. Now. I’ll spssss him while you do it,” Goodie proclaimed, moving toward the other Tongsta.

“He’ll try to bite you. Punch or kick you,” warned the Tongsta.

“No, he won’t. He’s my Wrench-y. He’s a special Fixer. My special Fixer,” promised Goodie.

Wrench resolved himself to be the “good boy” that Goodie expected him to be. How could he not?

She was clearly operating in his favor and seemingly wanted what was best for him.

“Alright… I’m sorry boy, this’ll hurt,” warned the Tongsta.

Okay. We got this.

We’ll just make sure the receptors are blocked and…

Wrench’s mind blanked at the sudden and excruciating pain that wracked his body. He managed to stay conscious, didn’t flail around, or lash out at Goodie.

Instead, he just stood there frozen still, as if he were made out of ice.

Even as the pain continued on and on, as if it would never end.





Chapter 6




Wrench wasn’t quite sure what to think.

Once more he’d been put into the Hume-carrier and taken away. His shoulder felt quite a bit better, even if the process of getting it fixed had been damn near unbearable.

Goodie had promised to let him get something, though he had no idea what that could be. As far as he knew, there wasn’t anything to select or choose as a Hume.

One just lived in their Hab, and that was the end of it.

He could hear the faint rumbling of Tongsta chattering back and forth with one another. Just outside of his carrier. Wrench was fairly certain that the closest Tongsta speaking was Goodie.

If only because when speaking, she made the carrier vibrate, since she was holding it against herself.

As always, he got the strange feeling of being moved around in his carrier. As if Goodie were moving about in almost random directions in nearly every possible way.

The way Tongsta moved was simply baffling in the best of times.

Without warning, and suddenly being thrust into fairly normal lighting, Wrench watched as the front panel of the carrier came away. He was right in front of a very large Hab.

So large that it made the one he was in currently feel quite small.

There were even buildings with multiple stories here, though it looked like they were all dim.

Darkened.

It was as if that was their version of pens rather than the backrooms he was used to and weren’t to be used during the day. As far as ducts were concerned, Wrench couldn’t see any of those either.

Everything looked to run up to the back wall of the Hab and then somewhere else.

“Holy shit this… this is like where I grew up. Just like it. You’re not returning me though so… why are we here I wonder,” Wrench murmured to himself.

All throughout the Hab, Wrench could see young men and women moving about. They were all in sectionals that separated them out by type and breed.

“Solo, Community, School. Fixer, Brawler, Admini… Deme’s too, mixed in throughout. There’s so many,” Wrench continued as his carrier was put up to a transfer-chamber of the Hab.

“Okay boy, let’s find you some friends!” came Goodie’s translated voice. “Especially since spssss spssss! Make sure you find a few nice lady-Hume for you. I’d love to spssss a bunch of little Wrenchies spssss about.”

Uh… what?

Huh. I’m ah… I’m here to pick out people for the Hab.

“Come on, Wrench. My good boy. We need to get some Hume for your Hab, then we’ll go get some special toys and treats for you,” cheered Goodie. “And I know, no Brawlers. You’d just end up having to kill them. I promise spssss won’t ever happen again.”

People for my Hab and for… me.

Okay. Okay, sure, yeah.

If I don’t do this, there’s no telling how Goodie would react.

She could give me to the other Tongsta, put me in a Hume-kennel, or just… space me.

Or pick out people for me without me having any say so in the matter.

Damnit.

In the end, I really don’t have a choice but to do what she wants.

Eh, whatever.

This isn’t exactly a terrible thing. It’s not a bad thing.

It’s a good thing!

I can just keep enjoying myself and my new life. Enjoying it all.

Don’t be a fussy bitch!

Unbuckling himself out of the seat, Wrench stood up and went into the lock. There was a thunk behind him as the door closed, hissed, then the other door opened.

“Let’s start with the Schools. You and I can pick some out together, spssss. I was thinking maybe ten or twenty of them. Just in case spssss, you know boy? Let’s make sure we get you one or two from the School just for you,” Goodie gushed, her translated words picking up speed as she spoke.

Now that he thought about it, Wrench was starting to pick up intonation and emotions in her words. As if his implant was growing more accustomed to her and her words.

He was also experiencing far fewer untranslated words.

“We’ll move to the Solos after that and you can have one or two from them, too. I might pick a few out on my own, as well,” Goodie continued, her Tongsta body practically pressed up to the Hab now. “Okay boy, come this way. Follow me. Let’s go to the School-Hume first. They’re always so fascinating to watch.”

Wrench only vaguely nodded his head.

Things were moving really fast for him. Almost too fast, in fact. He felt like he was sprinting just to be “behind” rather than “unable to see the situation”.

Some type of cue had been given to all the young-adult Hume here. No sooner than Wrench had exited the corridor he’d been in than he found himself looking into a sea of faces. All watching him curiously and without understanding.

“Okay! Uhm, could you please spssss spssss so only the viable ones remain? The male Hume, too. I don’t really want any more of those unless I have to. They’re just not very pretty. Their bodies are always so angular and flat,” Goodie asked someone that clearly wasn’t Wrench. More than likely whatever Tongsta was in charge of this Hab, Wrench reasoned.

“Oh, yeah. That’s fine. Xxhht xxhht xxhht xxhht. But other than that, everyone has a preference on gender. The mixed gender Hume are always an option, but reproduction with those can’t always be guaranteed,” replied a Tongsta Wrench hadn’t even seen. “Do you want the Demes to remain as well?”

“Yes, please. Hopefully my little Wrench will pick a few of each type. I want his Hab to be really pretty,” Goodie nattered on.

There was a soft beep, and more than half of the School-Hume that were in front of him left. They turned on their heel and went toward a distant building. The doors opened as they reached them, and they all went inside.

Clearly the control portion of the implants had been activated, and those that Goodie didn’t want, were gone.

Leaving Wrench with roughly a third of the group left.

They were, each and every one of them, a young woman, and not a single male in sight. There was an equal number of Demes and Hume in attendance, though the former was always almost too easy to spot.

They had very non-hume traits that were genetically put into them by the Tongsta.

Long ears, fur, bigger than average eyes, tails, clawed fingers, scales instead of skin, the list of what they could be was seemingly endless. They were all interchangeably breedable with Hume as well, though not with each other.

A quirk of the modifications limited them to being always part of a Hume Hab if you wanted to breed them.

Alright.

Yeah.

Goodie wants me to go captain Studly.

Mr. Rabbit himself.

That means that these are all very dangerous people if I’m not careful.

“Hello,” said a rather pretty blue-eyed Hume with brown hair not far away with a wide smile on her face. “I’m Smiler. Who’re you? Are you here to pick out some people to make a School?”

“I’m… uh… I’m Wrench. And yeah, my Tongsta brought me here to bring people back to my Hab,” Wrench admitted. He was feeling unsure about all this, but once again knew he really didn’t have a choice in this.

“Is it a big Hab?” asked a woman with green scales for skin and bright yellow eyes. A red tag dangled down from the side of her head, right around where an ear should be.

That red tag denoted that she was a Deme, rather than a Hume.

In this case, the earring wasn’t really needed. It was obvious she wasn’t Hume. Added to that, Wrench wasn’t sure how anyone could find her attractive, given how foreign she looked to him.

“It could easily fit several hundred. Right now, it’s just me. It’s… it’s a luxury Hab that my Tongsta is fixing and putting together. This is for the first generation I’d assume, given what she’s told me,” Wrench explained. When he’d been purchased as a Fixer, he’d just been plucked out of his Hab almost randomly. What was occurring right now was far outside of the norm.

“Your Tongsta. They brought you here specifically for you to pick out your Hab-mates,” murmured a short, full figured, and brown-haired woman with grey eyes. She couldn’t have been more than four-foot tall. The single bright red earing that was attached to her left ear marked her out as a Deme.

There was a regal nature to her that gave Wrench momentary pause.

Her height isn’t normal then. I wonder if that’ll show up in children. That’s not exactly a good trait to introduce into a population, is it? I remember a number of times Adminis had to step in to curtail mating to prevent unwanted genetics.

“Yeah, they brought me here to pick out… to pick out Hab mates. As well as women for me specifically. There won’t be Brawlers in the Hab. Chances are, there won’t be any other men at all,” Wrench admitted.

“Oh? Oh. I rather like the idea of that,” declared a green-eyed and short wavy black-haired woman with light-brown skin. She was lovely to look at and had a lot of curve to her hip and bust. She had a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose and her cheeks. There was no tag in her ear, which meant she was just naturally like that. Hume ran the whole spectrum of being as thin and waifish as a board of wood to looking like a Tongsta themselves. “My name’s Dusky, and it sounds like it’ll be a lot of fun. I’ll be your woman and gladly so. I think you’re quite handsome in a non-standard way.”

“Err, sure. Just go move behind me. I’ll see if my Tongsta lets me have you,” Wrench responded in an almost wooden way. He couldn’t deny he was physically attracted to her.

Dusky clapped her hands together several times happily and then skipped past him to stand closer to the Hab door he’d come from.

“Uhm, oh, Wrench, can I bring some of my school? I don’t know why so many of them left, but there’s two others here,” Dusky added, leaning over toward him. She pressed her impressive bust to the back of his arm and shoulder. “How many did your Tongsta say you could have?”

“They didn’t. They told me to make sure I got a few just for me though. So I can probably get ten or so in total,” answered Wrench, feeling a bit odd at how the beautiful woman was hanging on him.

“Oh perfect. I’ll be your woman for my School. Though I’m sure there’s a few in the other Schools here you could pick as well later down the road if you don’t decide today.

“Okay girls, come stand in front of Wrench. Hurry up now. Come on Starlight, Fluff. You, too Ink.”

A woman with eyes that practically glowed a blue color and bright-blonde hair moved out of the crowd. She wasn’t as well-endowed as Dusky, but she wasn’t lacking either.

Another with curly brown hair and a bit more heft to her than normal joined her, though she was certainly lovely to behold. The extra weight had given her a bigger figure as well.

Lastly, a Deme with dark-black hair, black eyes, and skin the color of ash joined the other two.

“Uh, alright. You three come on over, too,” Wrench agreed. They were all rather nice to look at, and he knew for a fact Tongsta tended to favor Hume that looked like thicker women.

“Oh! Those are lovely, Wrench!” cooed Goodie from behind him. “I like those four. Hmm… maybe another spssss? Or spssss spssss? I don’t know.”

“Uh… probably another School of four or five,” Wrench said loudly, looking back to Goodie. Then he held up his hand above his head with one hand spread apart. “Five more.”

“Uhm, what is it boy? Do you want more?” Goodie asked, sounding confused.

“Yes. One more School of five maybe. They can spread out a bit and look nicer,” argued Wrench. “It’s a good starting number until we pick up more later. We’ll need more for a Hab so big, or it’ll look empty.”

“You want more? I think… I think you want more. Alright, go ahead. Get some more, Wrench. It’s fine. You’re my good boy,” Goodie stated. “My very good boy. You understand me perfectly don’t you.”

“I uh… yeah, I do, actually,” confessed Wrench with a nod of his head. He was feeling strange about the situation. He really did understand far more of what Goodie said than he expected.

“Did he just xxhht xxhht to xxhht?” asked the unknown Tongsta.

“He sure did! He’s my special boy. My Wrench!” gushed Goodie, pushing her blob-like body up against the Hab. “Good boy! Who’s a good boy? You are. You’re my good boy! Get some more. You deserve more and I believe in you.

“Then we’re going to get the rest. We definitely need some Adminis so you don’t spssss spssss, because it’s all on you.”

Wrench looked to the School-Hume all clustered around him. They’d clearly changed in attitude after seeing his back and forth with the Tongsta.

Dusky had been willing to take a risk and jump ahead. These were all of those that were more cautious.

Suddenly, he wanted more than just another School of five.

“Uhm, you,” Wrench muttered, pointing at a good looking brown-eyed and dark brown-haired woman. “How many are in your school? Can you line up? In fact, everyone line up with your School.”

Quickly, all the women filtered themselves out without a spoken word. Coming together in their Schools and standing near one another.

Wrench spotted a diverse School of Demes. Of the five, two had abnormal ears, one with strange slit-like eyes, the small one that’d spoken earlier, and another that was much taller than the average. The fifth he couldn’t get a good look at, as she was behind the other four.

That’ll add diversity to the Hab. We want to keep Goodie interested.

“You five, join me. And last… we need…” Wrench let his words trail off as he looked from School to School. The group of Demes had quickly joined Dusky behind him.

“Uhm, Wrench, how about my cousin and whatever is of her School? She’s right there. Her name’s Jitter,” Dusky offered, wrapping an arm around his middle, and pointing with the other. She’d indicated a very slim and athletic version of herself.

She was standing with four other women that would blend in well with Dusky’s own School.

“Or if not her, what about Sparkle over there? They’re a group of five but they’re lovely,” Dusky asked, pointing to a mixed group of Deme and Hume. One and all they had very bright and vibrant hair colors. Their eyes were also quite bright, their body types running on the average in weight, though two of the four were well endowed, while the other two had a lot in the waist.

“I’ll take both. I don’t think Goodie will say no to me,” Wrench said and nodded his head once. They were good suggestions. Getting them now was the best course of action when he had the opportunity.

There was no guarantee Goodie would bring him back for another trip like this.

He knew it was a lot of School-Hume to pick up in one go, but it felt like a good pick-up to have right here and now.

Turning, Wrench looked back up to Goodie as the Schools joined him.

“Wrench, isn’t that a bit much?” asked Goodie. “The Hab needs work and I’m not sure I know how to get it perfect in time for that many.”

“I’ve got it, Goodie. Just trust in me,” Wrench said, putting his hands on his chest and nodding his head emphatically.

“Really? Are you sure, boy? I think you’re telling me you can do it but… I’m just worried for you, Wrenchie,” crooned Goodie. “I’m not sure I can do it. I really do think you’re telling me that you can though. It’s just so many to put in together.”

“It’ll be fine, I promise,” Wrench said, nodding his head again.

“There’s no xxhht xxhht understands,” grumbled the other Tongsta.

“Oh? You think so? I’ll make a spssss with spssss. If he understands and does what I want, then spssss spssss. Okay?” demanded Goodie.

“You’re xxhht xxhht of shit, but you’re on,” said the other Tongsta.

Goodie cleared her throat and pointed at Wrench with a tentacle.

“Wrench, will you jump for me, good boy?” asked Goodie, waving her tentacle up twice.

Feeling no shame in doing what his Tongsta wanted, Wrench jumped off the ground, forcing Dusky to release him just before doing so.

“Xxhht xxhht?!” asked the Tongsta.

“My good boy! My Wrench!” shrieked Goodie. “Such a good boy! Can you wave for me? Wave?”

Goodie made a twirling motion with her tentacle.

Once again, Wrench did as he was asked. Lifting his hand and waving it at Goodie.

“You really do understand your Tongsta,” whispered one of the Deme.

“Xxhht! Pure xxhht. No. This is fake,” the unknown Tongsta declared.

“Fine, one more. You tell me what you want him to do, I’ll ask,” Goodie stated. “Then you follow through and spssss for spssss.”

“Make him xxhht xxhht xxhht xxhht next to xxhht,” demanded the Tongsta.

“Uh… alright,” Goodie said, sounding nervous now. “Wrench. I need you to spssss the spssss next to you. Okay? Can you do that?”

Raising his eyebrows, Wrench wasn’t quite sure what he was being asked to do. The only thing next to him, was Dusky.

At the same time, Goodie had slowly brought two tentacles together in front of herself, pressed them together, then moved them away.

“Okay? Wrench? My good boy? Can you do that? Spssss the School-Hume next to you?”

Surprisingly, Wrench felt like he understood more of what she’d asked that time.

“Dusky, I think I need to kiss you right now. Do you mind?” Wrench asked, looking to the woman.

“Not at all! I’m going to be your woman. This isn’t a trade agreement like food for bedroom time or anything like that. I’m your woman and that’s why I get to join your Hab. That’s the agreement. So… kiss me,” Dusky summarized and then gave him a warm smile.

Wrench moved in close to Dusky, wrapped his arms around her shoulders, and kissed her soundly. Warmly. Holding onto her firmly.

Dusky returned the kiss and with heat. Leaning into him and laying her arms around his hips. She pulled him in as tight as she could while pushing her breasts into his chest.

“Good boy, Wrench! I told you he understands me,” crowed Goodie. “Now spssss spssss you cube-shaped spssss.”

“Xxhht, well, maybe you’ll let him xxhht my xxhht xxhht sometime?” asked the unknown Tongsta.

“Maybe. Maybe,” allowed his Tongsta.

Breaking the kiss, Wrench pulled back and found Dusky smiling at him. He was promptly hit with just how attractive she really was.

“How nice,” she whispered. “Now what?”

“I go pick Solos to join us,” Wrench answered.

“Oh, can I come? I wanna be there when you pick. I’ve never seen them, or met them, and I’m curious,” Dusky asked.

“I mean, we can try. The rest of you will probably end up in a carrier or crate, is that okay?” Wrench asked, looking to the others. They all nodded their heads.

Laughing, or what Wrench took as laughing, Goodie did something to open the Hab door to the hall.

“Wrench, have your School-Hume separate from you. Send them to the spssss spssss,” Goodie instructed. Then trailed a tentacle down along the side of the Hab to the lock.

“Okay, everyone go that way. Goodie will pick you up,” Wrench murmured, then took Dusky’s hand in his. Once they started walking away, Wrench looked up to Goodie and pointed to Dusky’s hand. Then to himself. “I want Dusky with me.”

Goodie didn’t respond. He wasn’t sure if she was looking at him or not. An eternal dilemma for Hume to figure out.

Since they didn’t have eyes that was.

“Oh, do you want her to come with you, Wrench? Did my good boy already find a spssss friend?” snickered Goodie.

Wrench nodded his head, then pulled Dusky up to his side and hugged her.

“Fine, fine, fine. That’s fine. You’re cute together,” Goodie said as one tentacle held up a large carrier to the lock. The School-Hume began filing into the lock at the same time. “You and… what’s her name? Dusky. You and Dusky can go to the net room together.

“Get some real spssss Solos for me, Wrench. I love what you picked for the School-Hume.”

Wrench nodded his head, held to Dusky’s hand, and began walking to the next door.

He imagined the next situation would be almost exactly like what he’d just done.

A loud buzzing filled the air.

It was so loud and unceasing that it left Wrench feeling like his head would explode.

“Spssss? Spssss! I’m sorry Wrench, I thought we had more time before spssss. We need to go,” Goodie apologized quickly. “Come on back to the lock with your School-Hume. We’ll come get Solos another spssss.

“Oh, hey, could you get me about fifty spssss of Hume dry-food and the same in wet-food?

“Throw in some spssss and spssss type things too? Toys as well. I don’t have time, but I have the spssss to spssss if you can make it happen for me.”

“No worries! I can do that!” answered the unknown Tongsta.

“What was that? It hurt so bad,” Dusky complained, one hand lifted up and pressed to her temple.

“Not sure, Goodie said it’s time to go though. She said we can get Solos next time,” Wrench said and squeezed Dusky’s hand. Moving at a quick jog, he pulled her along back to the lock.

“My good boy! You always know what I want. My good Wrench. I promise we’ll get those Solos another time,” Goodie apologized and praised in equal measure.

In short order, Wrench and Dusky were in the lock.

Except Goodie didn’t put the two of them in the large carrier. She instead pulled them both into his personal carrier. Dusky ended up sitting in his lap with the buckle going around her, and Wrench being held down by virtue of her being held down.

I wonder what happened.





Chapter 7




Wrench and the rest of his Hab-mates were all emptied into the Hab.

There were some bangs that resounded throughout the Hab as well. Wrench suspected that Goodie was quickly offloading everything she’d picked up into the Hab in the loading areas.

Places he’d have to go retrieve everything from.

“It’s so big,” murmured one of the Deme he’d picked up. To which Wrench immediately had a thought of ‘I’ll show you something big’, though he didn’t voice it. “I love it. We’ll need to clean it up a bit, but it’s wonderful. It’s open and pretty and… and… we don’t have to live in this either, do we?”

Ha.

She doesn’t want to live in the field.

My spoiled little School.

That’s kinda funny in a way.

“No, there’s pens in the backrooms. We’ll have to clean all that up as well. You won’t have to live in the field. Unless you wanted to,” Wrench murmured with a grin, looking to the Hab glass. The moss he’d seen was already quickly turning a pale brown.

It was dying off rather quickly now that he’d fixed the mixture in the air.

“You’re the only Fixer and the only male?” asked one of the Hume from Dusky’s cousin’s School.

“Yeap,” Wrench attested to. He reached out and ran a finger along the moss. It came off easily and fell to the ground. The glass beneath it was clear, clean, and perfect.

There were no lasting issues, it would seem, once the moss was cleared. He’d likely need to get out here with a wide-bladed scraper and just make a few laps back and forth.

Like those snails Tongsta like to put in Habs, those that just eat things like this moss.

I’ll just make-believe I’m a snail and wander back and forth for a while.

“This is lovely,” whispered a woman with the brightest red hair he’d ever seen before. “I’m so happy to be here. So happy. And we can all make one big School and break into little Schools. Then rejoin and splinter back out later.”

“Right? We can totally do that. Exciting! We can even run around and wander about. Maybe… maybe we should try to keep our numbers down so there’s more room for us?” asked another.

Wrench wasn’t really looking at them now, though he was listening in. He was currently crouched down near where the glass met the base of the Hab. From his exploration, he’d found this was actually the base of the Hab. They were standing on the floor covering, which did have a sub floor, that drained into a pan. From there, it all was set up at a very gentle slope to drain off to Reclamation.

Somewhat as if this Hab was originally designed for creatures that didn’t utilize a designated place to empty themselves of waste. Though he wasn’t going to complain.

It meant he didn’t have to worry too much if something happened.

Like a corpse.

Whatever came of it, it’d all drain away easily.

Past this point however, there was no seal. It was solid from here down. This was where the seal had to be maintained, at the juncture.

No knife yet.

Well… hopefully Goodie got me some tools. I hope so, at least.

That or I’m going to have to really dig into the Fabrication. See if I can’t have them made myself.

Given that it looked like I could have nearly anything made I needed, that’s not really outside of the realm of possibility. Easily make my own tools.

Just need the materials to feed the machine.

Sure as hell can’t do it with my itty-bitty soft-hands.

I don’t have a damn callus anywhere on these baby-skin things.

Lifting his head up, he looked away from his hands and to the School-Hume.

They were all gathered around one another and chatting happily. All of them paired up in groups of twos and threes from all the different Schools. Smiles on one and all, and clearly quickly forming a new larger School together.

Dusky was right in the middle of it, talking with them all as if she were no different than them.

In a School, they don’t elevate themselves over the others. Their mentality is so very unique to them.

Wonderful if you can get them to include you into their School, terrible if you become an enemy of their School. I’ll have to make sure I keep them happy.

Sex, food, toys, or otherwise.

If they’re happy, they’ll keep me happy.

Standing up, Wrench sniffed at the air.

It felt and smelt fresh and clean. Exactly as Hab air should be.

I should go look at those Environmental controls. I wonder what they have there. Really didn’t look.

Was somewhat in a rush.

Wrench hesitated for a moment, then walked over to the School.

The closest members looked his way curiously at his approach. He waited for the current speakers to finish talking though before he did anything.

He’d thankfully learned School etiquette from Freckles in his past-life.

Once they’d all noticed him, finished whatever conversation they’d been having, and looked to him, he felt they’d “addressed him” and he could speak.

Including him by virtue of giving him, an outsider, a chance to speak.

“Ladies, I’m going to head into the ducts and get some work done. See what Goodie provided us as well. Need to get our food sorted out after all, since I’m the impromptu Admini. Though I promise my asshole isn’t as puckered as theirs is, and I actually have a sense of humor,” Wrench explained. He said it all with a wide smile and using his hands to make small movements. Even making sure to gesture in the direction of the ducts’ entrance location. All things he’d noted that School-Hume tended to do. “I just really wanted to make sure I let you all know where I was going, as you’re my School. I wanted to make sure I included you and shared my location.”

His sudden speech had hit the right note and chord.

Hit it hard, in fact.

The entirety of the School was one big smile, staring at him. One and all, they’d shifted as well. Their postures were now facing him, and more than a few had come up around his sides. Pulling him into the blob rather than being on the outside of it.

“Awww, thank you, Wrench,” said the small Deme, reaching out to touch his wrist as she spoke. “We’re very appreciative of you letting your School know.”

“Yes, yes, thank you, Wrench. We’ve never had a Fixer in our School. I’m really looking forward to the stories you’ll tell us,” said someone else.

“Oh yes. I really wanna hear Fixer stories,” Dusky agreed, looking to her cousin. “Don’t you think so?”

Jitter bobbed her head quickly. Shifted her weight from foot to foot, smiled, and then laughed.

“Oh my gosh yes. I can’t wait for Fixer stories,” declared the slim version of Dusky. She reached out and wrapped an arm around who Wrench was fairly certain was Sparkle, but he wasn’t sure. “Speaking of, let’s help our School-Fixer! We should go start working on the pens!

“We can’t let him do all the work himself. That’d be awful. We can go get everything nice and ready while he gets other things set up.”

“Okay!” said several of the women in agreement while others nodded their heads quickly.

“Let’s go!” declared the redhead. She grabbed Wrench by the arm and began pulling him off, the entirety of the School falling in behind them. Heading straight for the pens and the duct.

“We’ll walk Wrench to work!” called yet someone else.

“Oh, I love that idea. Let’s always walk our School-Fixer to work. So he never feels like he’s leaving alone,” Jitter suggested.

“Yes, yes! That! I love it!” Dusky agreed quickly.

The conversation quickly turned away from that and veered into the idea of being a Fixer and what that might mean. That at some point, they’d all like to go to work with him, just to learn a little bit of what he does for their School.

When they reached the duct, they surrounded him quickly and stuck close to him as the door opened. They remained crowded around right up until he passed to the other side.

“We’ll work on our pens,” Dusky promised with a wave of her hand. “Thank you for being our Fixer!”

Rapid head nods and smiles, along with waved hands, bade him farewell as the doors closed.

“Thank you, Wrench!” one of them shouted from the other side after the doors had fully shut. The cry was quickly picked up by the others, followed by a general chattering noise.

“Schools are weird but… hey… we’re part of their School now. Not that I don’t mind being surrounded by that much pretty,” snickered Wrench. Turning, he headed off for the Loading Bay. He wanted to see what Goodie had got for him. “On second thought… taking a few from that School and having them help me back here could be good. Being School-Hume, they’d be loyal to me first and foremost, rather than anyone else. Not even Admini.”

An odd thought popped into his head.

Wrench knew firsthand that School-Hume would be nasty to anyone they perceived as an enemy. To the point that they would fake even being friendly with them.

At some point in the future, he’d need to go to the Security room and spy on them a bit.

It sounded petty even in his thoughts, but he needed to know what they actually thought. He’d have to provoke a conversation somehow, leave, and have it automatically recorded, so he could find out whatever was said while he wasn’t there.

Reaching the Loading Bay, Wrench stopped just inside of it. The lights had already been on and he was rather shocked by what he found.

From one wall, to the other, it was filled.

Filled to bursting, with endless amounts of packed materials and goods.

Much of it would more than likely be food, but he could already tell there was also furniture in there. As well as a slew of other packages that weren’t labeled in any way.

“Alright… I uh… I think I need the School to help me. And not just with ‘how can we get my pants off’ kind of help, despite my brain telling me that’s really what I should be doing,” he mumbled, then sighed. There was no way he could get through all of this on his own. “For now… let’s take the inventory, log it all into the system, and start there. We don’t have to unpack all of it right now, but we do need to figure out if there’s anything in there that’ll go bad.

“After that, unpack what we need, as we need it. Or just what would be the most useful thing to unpack next.

“If there’s too much… if there’s no way to get it all unloaded without help, we’ll just go ask the School. They won’t mind much, I think? Maybe.

“Freckles always hated manual labor. Hated it to the point that she’d cry bitterly about it. She often mentioned that it wasn’t just her who felt that way.”

Chewing at his lip, Wrench couldn’t dislodge the thought that School-Hume were really just there to be looked at. Maybe not as much as Solos, but pretty damn close.

Brawlers and Fixers do all the manual labor.

If Goodie doesn’t want any other males, and no Brawlers… that leaves female Fixers. Or a female Brawler that won’t try to fight me for control?

Damn.

This is more complicated than I thought.

Sighing, Wrench walked over to the closest package, took the shipping manifest, and began going through it.

He had a job to get to.

As soon as he was done with getting everything into the system, he’d have to go adjust the oxygen balance as well. The job list felt like it was only going to grow, too.

When he got to the bottom of the met-ape, Wrench paused.

He re-read the company that was listed there.

Then re-read it again for the third time.

WHFH was written there on an oddly shaped seal symbol.

“That was… that was the Welfare and Health Foundation for Hume’s,” Wrench whispered and slowly nodded his head. “That’s why they were all unique and gorgeous. Seemingly intelligent so far and well-disposed to the situation.

“They’re all nearly the damn peak of their breed, and are all completely certified. Each one of them is worth thirty or forty of me. Ridiculous. And they’re all here for me because… because Goodie likes me. Let’s be the best damn Fixer she’s ever had.”

Taking in a slow breath, then letting it out, Wrench felt very odd about all of this. This was too good to be true if he was thinking about it logically.

Shaking his head, he set to work.




***




Exiting the ducts, Wrench let out a long and heavy sigh. He’d been elbow deep in packages right up until a few minutes ago. Which he spent configuring the controls to account for the headcount shift from one person, to twenty.

Looking to the pens, he rubbed one hand at his face as he entered. He couldn’t hear anyone talking, or the sounds of much of anything.

He’d known it was late, but he hadn’t expected everyone to already be asleep.

Must’ve lost track of the time.

Damn.

Entering the cafeteria, he found it was orderly, clean, and arranged for use.

When he’d been here before by himself, it’d been a right mess.

Moving to the food dispenser, a larger multi-button affair that held the current menu available to a Hume, he then saw that there were stacked trays to one side of the sink.

They’d all been cleaned and neatly organized by type and size, all for them to be sanitized later he imagined. The silverware was also cleaned and set in groups.

Nice.

I don’t have to clean anything at all. They took care of it.

I’ll have to thank them. Makes it easier on me.

Yawning, Wrench looked to the dispenser and hit the button for a simple oat bar. It’d be enough to fill his stomach and get him through till breakfast in the morning.

He didn’t really want to deal with more right now.

Grabbing the food as it hit the exit chute, he immediately took a bite and went back into the hall. Looking back and forth, he finally remembered which way his pen should be.

They’d all been assigned by the Hab system somehow, at some point. Likely reading the implanted chips in everyone’s heads as they entered.

Wrench had been given the best room in the Hab through no choice of his own. It’d been assigned to him for reasons he wasn’t quite sure of.

Popping the rest of the oat bar into his mouth, he chewed at it as he looked to a nearby door. Listening briefly, he heard nothing at all.

All was still and silent.

Walking in the direction his room should be, he spotted his door rather quickly.

Reaching it, he swallowed, opened the door, and entered.

Stopping just inside, he found Dusky humming quietly to herself. She was arranging the comforter on the bed. The rest of the room had been cleaned and arranged as best as it could be. There was a need for furniture that he wasn’t sure would be solved with what Goodie had gotten for them.

“Ah! Wrench! Welcome home,” Dusky said with a chipper smile. “Thank you for working so hard. I wasn’t honestly sure when you’d get here, so I’ve just kept myself busy. Lots to do to make this Hab a home for all of us.

“That and you wouldn’t believe how fun it actually is to get to arrange everything. We raided all the rooms, divided up the furniture, then had dinner.

“Thank you again for getting the dispenser set up and running for us. It was quite nice of you, and to have a warm meal with everyone, given I’m sure you were rather busy.

“After that, we just all retired to our pens and started working on them. Getting them ready and such.

“I did get a pen assigned to myself, but I assumed I’d be here with you rather than there. So I arranged it and set it up but that was it. That’s my agreement to be your woman after-all for being allowed to be here.

“I’ll be absolutely honest and frank toward my feelings for the situation. I have no complains what-so-ever with the Hab. With anything about the Hab, in fact. It obviously needs work, but that’s nothing new or terrible. The rewards for making it our own, for repairing it and managing it, are clearly large. Even if we never got a new Hab from here on out, this one could easily maintain us for several generations.”

As Dusky spoke, she’d arranged the pillows on the bed, adjusted the comforter, then went off to a dresser. Opening a drawer and peering into it as she spoke.

“Err… good. I’m glad to hear it. Wanted to make it as easy for you all as I could,” Wrench explained. “I know we don’t get a choice in where we go after we’re sent off, but I can at least make the best of it for you as I can.”

“And you have! It’s quite nice and much more pleasant than expected already. Now, let’s formalize our relationship,” Dusky declared and then pulled her arm through the shoulder of her delicate and pretty dress. In a few quick movements she’d let it fall away from her torso and pool around her feet.

Picking it up, she gently laid it in the dresser drawer, watching him out of the corner of her eye with a nervous look.

Then she turned to face him, she gave him a rather attractive view of herself and a nervous smile.

Across her lower abdomen, practically atop her pubic mound, was the WHFH logo’s breeding credentials tattooed on her skin. Wrench didn’t know what that tattoo truly meant, but he suspected it was there signifying Dusky was at the peak of her pedigree.

That there was a long line of genetic traits, ancestors, and expected outcomes for her.

Next to that was the symbol that meant she was a valid breeder and could get pregnant.

There were two other things tattooed on her, but Wrench didn’t know what either of them meant.

She was a beautiful woman and Wrench couldn’t help his completely physical response to her.

A drastic and sudden hardening in his pants.

Dusky didn’t wait any longer and instead crossed the distance to him. She came right up to him, put her hands on his hips, and kissed him. Her lips were warm and soft against his own.

She tilted her head partially to the side and opened her mouth.

Wrench understood the invitation she was presenting him with and slipped his tongue into her mouth. Her own meeting his eagerly and melding against it.

Standing there, Dusky kissed him with her hands resting against his hips.

Unable to help himself, Wrench kissed her with a great deal of heat now. Leaning into her and moving his tongue into her mouth, rolling it all over hers. At the same time, he got one hand on one of her breasts and pawed experimentally at her.

His other hand he had laid down against her back and used it to push her more firmly against himself.

She resisted none of it and just kissed him back, moving her head to keep his tongue snug against her own. Dusky’s hands held to him throughout.

Standing there, Wrench kept kissing her. Fondling her chest as their tongues rolled and entwined over and over.

He had no idea how long he stood there making out with her, but he hit a point where he couldn’t contain himself anymore. He needed Dusky and her willing and open kissing had him past the edge of care.

Letting go of her and breaking the kiss Wrench stepped back once.

“Hop in the bed,” Wrench requested as he pulled at his shirt.

He got his work shirt off and dropped it to one side. Wrench quickly shimmied out of his underwear and pants as well. His socks and boots going into the pile at the same time.

Dusky had gone and laid down on the bed as he got undressed. Laying herself comfortably out in the middle of the bed and then spreading her legs apart. Affording him a wonderful view of her privates which only had a small amount of hair on it.

Watching him, her eyes were moving back and forth across his face and body.

Unable to help himself, Wrench came over to her and got over the top of her rather quickly. Setting his knees down to either side of her and lowering himself down onto her.

Dusky gently laid her ankles down against his thighs, laid her hands to the bed, and looked up at him expectantly.

Reaching down with one hand, he took his member in hand, fit the tip to her entry, then pushed forward. Once he got himself partly into her, he put his hands down on either side of her chest. 

Her walls were tight and somewhat dry. Her insides felt like they were pulling at him because of it.

Settling the hilt against the lips of her opening, Wrench took in a slow breath. She felt incredible beneath him, and he couldn’t help but throw out a mental thank you to Goodie at the moment.

Even as he drew himself back out of Dusky, Wrench leaned down and kissed her in a way that Freckles had never really let him do during their sex-play. She’d always been reticent to let it be anything more than a mechanical thing.

Dusky kissed him in return, her mouth opening and welcoming his tongue with her own.

Wrench got to work on a steady and firm rhythm, pumping himself into her slowly and fluidly. Rolling along her and pushing deep into her.

Pulling back from the kiss, Wrench moved higher up on Dusky. It slightly displaced her ankles, which she corrected quickly, and then pulled her knees up a bit higher.

Her eyes were closed now as she laid beneath him, her cheeks turning a faint red as he worked himself through her depths. His shaft pushing her apart and sinking deep with every thrust.

Thirty seconds in and she’d gone from dry to very wet. A pleasant and moist warmth that let him push faster without fear of causing her harm.

Moving up a bit higher once more, to the point he couldn’t get up further on her, she let out a soft moan as he entered her again. Her lips parting with the noise.

Found it.

Now that he’d confirmed Dusky wasn’t a woman who got off through penetration, but by him angling himself to hit her small pink pearl, he knew how to keep her pleased. Something he’d only learned with the resistance and having numerous flings there.

Putting his hands further down, Wrench trapped Dusky’s hips with his wrists. Holding her down and lower than himself so he didn’t have to keep moving up.

Now he let himself speed up, pushing in and out of her rapidly. His lap knocking into her rear and thighs with a clap each time.

Small little moans were escaping Dusky constantly now. Her breath coming in sharp gasps as he rode her.

Faster than he wanted, Wrench hit the end of his sexual stamina. He needed to release and now.

Unthinkingly, he began to empty himself into her on the next thrust. Pushing much more roughly into her as his member spasmed with each pulse.

At the height of it, he timed each thrust with another strong spurt, coating her insides and filling her. Dusky let out a faint moan each time.

When he finally started to come down from the extasy of his release, he let his thrusts slow down and drop in intensity as well.

Till he was finally just laying atop her, his shaft flexing as it likely still dribbled out into her.

Wrench kissed Dusky several times while perched atop her, then laid his head on her shoulder.

A dark thought flickered into his head in post climax clarity.

Damn, she might be pregnant from that.

She’s not wearing a null-ring, and there’s no way they’d provide contraceptives where she came from. That’d just encourage bad behavior before they were even sold.

As if to punctuate that thought, his member flexed strongly once more, putting whatever it had left into Dusky.

Then he remembered he could have literally tuned his Reproductive system down to the point that him getting anyone pregnant would be impossible. He’d just been too blinded by lust to see through any of it.

Letting out a slow breath, he just stayed there atop Dusky.

Doing his best not to think about how this had just spiraled out of control so quickly.





Chapter 8




The last three days had gone by in a never-ending blur of opening packages, sorting contents, and putting them away. Punctuated by dinner with the whole School, as he wasn’t allowed to not be there anymore, having sex with Dusky, then falling asleep.

Unfortunately, the tedious and time-consuming work didn’t do anything for his mind. It left his thoughts to wander in whichever way they wished.

At first, they lingered often around Dusky and the rest of the School. They were all incredibly attractive, and he felt akin to a man who’d just eaten a banquet by himself, yet knew there was much more being prepared for him at the same time.

By the second day, and having slept with Dusky several times now, those thoughts had turned somewhere else. Somewhere he didn’t actually want.

While Dusky always welcomed him into a bed in the evening, as well as in the morning, she’d never been affectionate to him. There were no “lingering feelings” it seemed from her, outside of sex.

All the things he’d come to expect from a partner in the resistance were lacking. The subtle things that people often did when they cared for one another.

When he got to those thoughts, he realized he wasn’t doing those things for Dusky, either.

In his efforts to try and break free of his past, of Freckles and his last life, he’d gone right back into it. Striking up a relationship based on an equal exchange of goods.

Dusky came to the Hab, she became his woman.

She certainly was warmer and more willing than Freckles had ever been, but in the end, it felt to Wrench that that alone might not be enough. Since then, he’d gone out of his way to search how he felt about Dusky.

If he actually wanted a relationship with her, or if she was a convenient outlet of lust and need. That in this case, it really was just an equal exchange, and he wasn’t really into pursuing something deeper with her.

“Kinda weird, I guess,” mumbled Wrench as he set down yet another capsule filled with “wet food” for Hume. It resembled a large metal box that was eight feet tall and six feet wide. They were stored near the food dispenser, and would be loaded in when a new one was needed. “Hume-kind has been turned to this. Where it’s all… whatever you have to do to survive. To live comfortably in a Hab.

“Kill someone, take their stuff, live peacefully, find a mate, have kids, slaughter an entire Hab. It’s all dependent on the Tongsta. For a Hume… there is no real… determination in their fate, anymore.

“There’s the distinct possibility I could be turned loose with the expectation to impregnate as many people as I could. That Goodie would go pick up another twenty School-Hume and have me sleep with every single one. Then all the original School, one by one.

“If that was what Goodie wanted, and I wanted to stay in her good graces, that’s what would happen. Thinking like that led me to join the resistance to begin with but… that didn’t turn out much better anyways.

“I’m really not sure dying on your feet is better than serving on your knees. Since, you know, been there, done that. Really… living on your knees is a lot better. That and… well… I get to bed Dusky.

“Eat as much as I want. Have a nice Hab I more or less am the boss of, and a Tongsta who kinda gives a shit about me. I can work on Dusky and see where it goes. Having kids with her wouldn’t be terrible. She’s certainly smart enough and would be a decent partner.

“Turning this into a relationship will take work but it’s certainly possible. I just have to figure out if I really want one with her. Especially with so many others here. I could make any of them my… my wife. Just have to find the right one.

“Yeah. Yeah! This is all amazing. My life is fucking beautiful

“Bee-ou-tee-full. I’m just being a whiny bitch. A whiny bitch that doesn’t understand how amazing this all is. I just have to make my intentions known to Dusky and go from there. If she wants to have a real relationship with me, I could easily work at that.”




Looking back to the Loading Bay, he realized in that moment that he was done.

It’d taken far too long, and there was simply way too much provided for them, but everything was logged and sorted out appropriately. There hadn’t been any tools, but there’d been a number of material cubes they could use to make their own with the facilities on hand.

With a groan, Wrench pushed his fists into his back and got a satisfying pop out of them.

“Well. All done then. Fantastic. Super. Wonderful. Glad to have it all friggin’ done. Stupid back.

“Though… I wonder where the helmeted man who gave me my powers went,” he murmured aloud, before shaking his head. It was an idle thought that went nowhere. Even thinking about Dusky would be time better spent.

Exiting the Storage facility, he went into the hall.

Looking one way, then the other, he realized he was more hungry than he was in need of tools.

In fact, he could probably eat while letting the Fabricator build his tools.

With a simple nod of his head, he went off to the cafeteria quickly. He spotted the School out in the main field through one of the many windows that let in light from the outside.

They were currently traipsing about the greenery. Many of them had clearly gone and collected things from storage of what Goodie had gotten them.

There was no small number of balls, toys, and games that were all out there and being used. The School happily swirling around it all, moving members back and forth as they did.

Not for the first time, Wrench noticed Goodie watching.

She was doing it in a way that didn’t alert the Hume to her presence. So that they couldn’t actually detect her, without knowing she was there.

It was as if there was a curtain between them and the Tongsta that she could peer through if she wished. Wrench knew what to look for, so he’d been able to spot her.

“Though… I wonder if she’s looking for me?” Wrench mused aloud.

Standing in front of the dispenser, he changed his mind and picked the oat bar once again. Snatching it up as it dropped into the hopper, he took a bite and exited the cafeteria.

Heading into the hall, he headed out of the pens and into the open field.

Marching forward, straight toward where Goodie was, he was determined to acknowledge her. Given how she’d reacted to him actively responding to her and her commands, he thought it’d be a good thing to let her know he was aware of her presence.

His approach was putting him on the far side of a building and several shrub hedges that were regrowing rapidly. He’d be out of sight of the School right up until he made it to the glass.

Which suited him just fine.

When they saw him, they would drag him into the School and expect him to be a part of their social sphere for a time. That wasn’t something he could ignore or not do, either.

If he wanted the School to support him, he had to School with them. Should time be an issue, he needed to avoid coming into contact with them.

“— really like that. It’s rather fun!” said someone. Wrench had a hard time identifying them by voice, but he was getting better at it.

“I like it. It’s wonderful! I’m so glad we have them. I’m still curious if we can learn how to play with the instruments,” a second replied.

“Oh yes. Yeah. The instruments. We’ll have to have some type of training book to do them. Then read it. Learn it. Can’t without the books,” answered what sounded a lot like Jitter.

“Hmmm. Training books. We’ll just have to ask Wrench if we have them, or if Goodie can get them for us,” Starlight replied. Her voice was rather distinct to him. “Dusky, how’re things going with Wrench? Do you think you could ask him for training books?

“Have you pleased your man enough that he’ll do anything special for you?”

Wrench paused in his tracks.

Unable to help himself, he wanted to know what Dusky would say. Based on what Freckles had told him, School-Hume were notorious for gossip and for being blunt in their own groups.

“Oh, I’m sure he’d do it if I asked. Let alone if any of you asked,” answered Dusky. “He cares for our well-being a great deal.”

“So you’re not pleasing him enough?” asked someone else.

“I’m pleasing him as much as he wants and do whatever he asks for,” Dusky countered. “I just don’t want to ask him for anything that we don’t need immediately. He’s working really hard for us right now to make the Hab home. All by himself.

“He and I are very new to our deal. It wouldn’t be good to push for more right now. Maybe later. In the future. I can ask for those things.”

“Okay. Oh! We should probably start getting ready for lunch, that’s soon. Isn’t it?” asked what felt like Duchess. “Do you think Wrench will join us? I’d like to sit next to him. He has interesting Fixer stories.”

Hm.

More or less what I felt then.

Freckles, but better.

Not a relationship. That’s exactly what it is though.

Unfortunate, but reality.

I can make it something else if I want to though.

Walking further away from the wall, distancing himself from the others, he kept moving to the Hab wall. He wasn’t sure if Goodie had noticed him yet, but he imagined she probably had.

He could still see the darker spot in the distance that signified where she was. Hiding behind the “curtain” and watching.

Walking right up to the Hab glass, he put his hands on his hips for a moment, staring at the spot Goodie was.

Then he raised his right hand and waved it back and forth in large motions. It was a good opportunity for the School to notice him as well as Goodie.

“Hi Goodie!” he shouted loudly. Then he began waving both of his arms back and forth.

“Uh… what? Can... did the spssss fail?” came a quiet and surprised voice. “Wrench? You can see me?”

“Of course I can,” Wrench said, with full and deliberate nods of his head, putting his hands on his hips again.

There was a pause, then Goodie appeared. The curtain dropping away.

“You really can, can’t you?” asked Goodie, moving much closer to him now. She was once again practically smeared to the glass of the Hab.

“Yes. I can see you, Goodie,” confirmed Wrench, nodding his head again. Then he gestured at everything around himself. He made sure to smile as wide as he could. “Thank you for everything, by the way. Everything is wonderful. Its more than we needed, so it’s a lot like living in luxury.”

“Awww, my Wrenchie. You’re such a cutie. Look at you,” Goodie murmured, a tentacle coming up to rest against the glass.

Wrench laughed and put his hand up against the same spot her tentacle was.

“I don’t know about cute, but I’m definitely thankful, Goodie,” answered Wrench, knowing she’d never really understand him. Didn’t mean he couldn’t try.

Suddenly the School-Hume showed up around him. Gathering around him, though partly behind him. It made him the exterior edge of their bubble.

“Oh my gosh they’re so much more pretty without the spssss spssss. I guess I should have known you’d see me, Wrench. My smart good boy. My super special Wrenchie,” Goodie murmured. “Goodness they’re gorgeous I love them! They’re spssss spssss and spssss! Where’s your spssss friend? Is she in there?”

Turning his head, Wrench looked into the crowd behind him.

“Dusky, come here. She wants to see you with me,” Wrench murmured, holding his hand out to her.

“Me? Me personally? The Tongsta really pays attention to you,” replied Dusky, coming over to stand next to him.

Wrench took her hand in his, squeezed it, then put his arm around her shoulders. Holding her against his side.

“Ah! There she is! You are so amazing Wrenchie. You understand everything! Your spssss friend is pretty. I hope you make little Wrenchies with her soon,” cooed Goodie, her tentacle moving to be right in front of Dusky.

As had been ingrained into most Hume, Dusky’s response was to immediately lift her hand up and put it atop the glass where Goodie’s tentacle was.

“What’d the Tongsta say. I didn’t understand anything of that,” muttered Dusky.

“She wants to know if you’re pregnant or not and if you’re my wife,” paraphrased Wrench.

“Wife?” asked Dusky in a confused tone.

“My woman who’s in love with me. To be with me even if we didn’t have an agreement,” Wrench explained.

“Without an agreement? That’s… strange,” Dusky muttered as Goodie’s tentacle fell away. “I don’t know if I’m pregnant yet though. Probably? We’ve had a lot of sex.”

“What do you have there xxhht? You keep xxhht into that xxhht and ignore xxhht xxhht?” asked a voice.

“Huh?” Goodie responded, moving away from the Hab quickly. The curtain came back and blocked her from view.

“It’s a Hab. Xxhht xxhht! It’s a big one,” said the unknown Tongsta voice.

“Ah… yeah. It’s my Hab,” answered Goodie. “Anyways, what’s up? Did spssss the spssss spssss?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. Though, can I ask a favor?” asked the other Tongsta.

The next thing they said was completely static. Not one word of it made sense.

Goodie’s response also made no sense. Whatever it was they were talking about had no Earthly translation available.

“Where’d the Tongsta go?” asked Sparkle from behind him.

“She’s there, just talking to someone else,” Wrench answered quickly.

“Spssss spssss, could I suppose. But I’ll warn you now. My little Wrenchie doesn’t like other males. Especially Brawlers,” Goodie said with a warning in her voice. “You put in any males or Brawlers, they’ll probably die.

“You promise it’ll only be for a spssss? And that you’ll spssss for the spssss spssss?”

The response she got back was completely garbled.

“Alright. Just don’t be a spssss when they’re dead or his spssss friends. Wrenchie doesn’t tolerate things he doesn’t like. He even spssss a spssss,” Goodie warned.

Then the curtain peeled away again, and Goodie once more appeared.

“Wrenchie, my spssss needs some help with her Hume. They’re going to stay in your Hab for a while. Her own Fixers are working on her Hab,” Goodie explained. “It isn’t making enough spssss for them. So fewer is better.

“You can kill anyone who you don’t like or doesn’t get along. I don’t think my spssss really cares at all for her Hume. More a spssss of convenience, I think. Or spssss companions.”

Wrench assumed she meant oxygen. If there was a lack of oxygen, it could completely wipe out a Hab fast.

“Okay,” Wrench said with an exaggerated nod of his head.

Goodie tapped a tentacle to the glass again. Then moved in closer to him.

“All of their Hume are from spssss,” hissed the Tongsta. “I want you to keep some that you like for you. The genetics of spssss are great and that’ll be good for your future spssss.

“But only keep a few. They have around spssss, so they’ll never notice if some vanish. Especially if you kill off a few as well.

“Get a few more spssss friends. I need lots of Wrenchies running around. Love my Wrenchie.”

Goodie pulled back and then vanished again.

“She’s gone,” murmured Wrench. “Apparently a different Hab is going to join us for a short time. Goodie wants me to kill any of their males and take some of their women as my own.”

“Ahhh… I’m not really good with violence or strangers,” said someone from behind him. “We’ll just… stay away from them. Can we lock them out of the pens and keep them in the yard?”

“That’s fine. I’ll modify the security before they get here,” Wrench agreed. “We can let the ones we trust into the pen. The rest can stay out in the yard.

“We have more than enough room for them to be out here and not suffer any ill effects.”

Wrench turned and began walking back toward the ducts. He had work to do again.

I wonder if there really will be any idiots who try to bother me, my School, or my Hab.

I’ll have to make sure the filter is clear and ready for corpses.

I’m not going to tolerate any bullshit in my Hab in this second go round. I want my cushy life, and I’ll take the life of anyone who gets in my way.




***




Standing outside of the pens, in full view of the cafeteria windows, was Wrench. Every window was filled with faces from his School, all watching him.

He’d seen a Tongsta show up with a carrier, which they’d connected it to the Hab, then left. Goodie had briefly shown up, waved, then left as well.

Leaving the Hab alone with their new guests.

Wrench was the welcoming committee. 

Around his waist was a newly fabricated sword belt and shortsword.

He didn’t need the weapon to be incredibly long to be lethal with it.

Truth be told, he was better with the shorter weapon, since most people didn’t know what to do in a sword fight. They wouldn’t have a proper weapon to use to keep him out of range anyways.

Heading across the field, looking around in every direction, were their guests.

There were quite a few of them in that mass. At least eighty or ninety of them.

With so many, he could easily see how a Tongsta would lose track of a few going missing.

He couldn’t kill or keep a large number of them, but he could certainly take his pick from them as Goodie had told him to do. It was her expectation that he’d keep a few.

She’ll likely make me show her the ones I kept, too.

We’ll have to try and negotiate with a few to stick around. Shouldn’t be too hard.

I’m sure I can offer something to a handful to get them to stay here. That’d appease Goodie, right?

She won’t hold my feet to the fire.

At the front of the group were seven or eight men. They had a swagger and aura around them that marked them out as Brawlers. Unable to live in any Hab without being in charge of it, or submitting to the person in charge.

They were simply bred that way.

In the same way, Wrench had an affinity for the technology and machines that were part and parcel to a Hab. He could go to any device, even a new one, and could almost figure it out on the fly without any help at all.

The same reason School-Hume stuck to themselves, and Solo-Hume tended to be vibrant, powerful, characters.

Drawing the short-sword, Wrench held it out and to his side.

“Going to be watering the grass in blood this evening,” Wrench murmured, then laughed to himself. Letting himself relax, he pushed at his thoughts.

He wanted to start pushing his systems around and was wondering how to go about it in the best way possible. Trying to imagine how his body might look with those systems and how they’d interact.

Then a window popped up in front of him.

One with an anatomically correct version of himself on one side, and all the skin and flesh cut away on the other. Showing his organs, bones, and nerves.

To the side were all eleven systems and what they were currently set at.

Uh… what?





Chapter 9




The other group continued to walk toward Wrench as he inspected this new screen.

Reading it over quickly, he felt like it was something he’d seen before, but he knew he hadn’t. This was something quite new to him, even if his Fixer senses were telling him this wasn’t an issue.

Using his left hand, Wrench tapped at the screen and found it responsive.

On the right side was a list with entries that felt a lot like warning indicators, or Hab test responses.

Wrench glanced up to the oncoming mob and found that he had maybe two minutes before they reached him. Perhaps only one.

He’d make use of it the best he could.

Lifting his hand, he tapped at the top entry in that list that read “Lymphatic System increase-”

The approximation of himself faded away, then flashed back onto the screen, but different. It showed a silhouette of himself, a number of green lines, green dots, and a small purple blob shape on the right side of the model.

A slow orange color began to fill up certain areas of the doll. Primarily in the head and chest.

The right side of the window list had fled and been replaced with more text. An expansion on what he’d tapped into in fact.




Lymphatic System increase in the immune response due to foreign substances.




Uh… oh.

Oh, that’s right!

I didn’t add anything to the system to help promote everyone’s health.

They weren’t used to me, and I wasn’t used to them. It’s very likely everyone is right on the verge of catching a cold. I’ll have to go add some Hume-mune to the filter.

With so many people joining, I’ll have to be particularly generous with it.

Wrench tapped the orange spot and glanced back to the oncoming mob. They were only half a minute away now. They were quite loud and talking amongst themselves. There was no way they hadn’t noticed him either.

A bar appeared in the middle of the screen.

Apparently, his Lymphatic response to this situation was already at fifty percent. Which meant he was in the early stages of repulsing something, but it wasn’t full-fledged yet.

Great. I’ll… see about pushing that to a hundred later and then beyond. See if I can’t knock this out before it even happens.

Without thinking about it, Wrench cleared the window, then the system window, and was back at the starting screen. Keeping his thoughts to himself, and trying to let his Fixer nature guide him, he quickly tapped into the Cardiovascular system. He ramped up his oxygen efficiency, primed blood-flow, and set his heart rate to a point that it’d be ready to jump into combat.

He felt the changes as they happened, his body rapidly warming up as his heart rate leveled out at a higher speed.

“And who the hell are you?” demanded a voice.

Looking up, Wrench found a group of twelve Brawlers in front of the group. Everyone else had fanned out behind them. Those twelve all had the look of people eying something they wanted to squash beneath a boot.

The rest all had a strange look to them.

Unsure, concerned, worried.

Wrench noted that that they were one and all quite attractive. Clearly from a higher end facility, much like where Dusky and the others had come from. These good-looking people made Wrench feel a lot like a toad.

He was no specimen of “good looks” to say the least.

“I’m Wrench. I’m the Fixer-Brawler in charge of this Hab. It’s my Hab. My Hab, my rules, my School-Hume. If you want something, you come to me. You want a pen? You come to me. You want to talk to my School? You come to me. You want food? Come to me. You want ANYTHING, you come to me,” stated Wrench, dismissing the window. Mentally, he tried to ramp up his Respiratory system, Skeleton, Endocrine system, and Nervous system just as he had done previously. He also pushed at his Muscular system to be highly responsive and ready. “You don’t come to me? I’ll come to you. It won’t be very fun.”

Pushing his body into an extreme fight response that put him at the peak of his physical condition.

The only thing he didn’t shift, was his awareness. His mind’s cognitive ability to understand what was going on around him.

Being in a slow-motion effect while having a conversation didn’t seem to be a great idea.

“What if I don’t want to come to you?” asked a handsome man with blond hair and bright blue eyes. He was muscular, tall, and looked like he needed to be a main character for a story that consisted of nothing but him bedding an endless line of women.

“Then I’ll kill you and dump your corpse on the filter. My Tongsta told me to kill as many as I needed to, but to try not to go overboard,” Wrench said simply, then pointed his short sword at the Brawler. “Wanna test me? Or do you want to be my subordinate. You’re welcome to step up and try.”

“Yeah, I’m gonna do that. I’ll fucking kill you right here and now, then take your stuff,” declared the Brawler. He pulled out a club that was belted to his side and began walking toward Wrench.

“Hurry it up then. Dragging you to the filter is going to be a chore,” growled Wrench. “Anyone holding your stuff by the way? After I’m done with you, I want to claim all your belongings, and I’ll kill anyone who gets in my way.”

The man kept moving forward and laughing. He was carrying himself in a way that reminded Wrench of people he’d fought with often in his other life.

Where they had a great deal of experience but no formal instruction. Using whatever had worked best for them, rather than what’d been drilled into them.

They could be hard to deal with, as you could never tell what they’d do.

Once the man was within range, Wrench dialed his Nervous system up, throwing his mind into the slowed down state that made combat less of a chore to deal with. Where he could react at seven or eight times the speed of a normal person when he combined it with his Muscular and Skeletal system responding to rapid shifts and changes.

The man’s club was already on an upswing by the time Wrench saw the slow-down of the real world. An attack that was disguised in the way the man had been walking and carrying himself.

I need to make an example here. That fighting me is asking to die.

If I can stomp that point home here, hard, and without any room for questioning, this’ll be easier later.

Sorry friend, you’re going to die badly.

As the club came up, Wrench stepped inward toward the man. Closing the distance and screwing up the arc of the attack. Since it was moving low toward up, there wasn’t much the man could do to curve it with Wrench’s movement.

Stabbing to the left with his sword, Wrench timed the attack to correspond with the man’s strike. Aiming specifically to slip the blade between the long bones in the man’s forearm.

Adjusting the speed of the attack to hopefully hit the right timing, Wrench had an idle thought about how strange this all was. That what he was doing as a matter of fact was far outside of what one would expect in the realm of reality.

Behind his eyes, he could feel the instant pang of pain that being in this state caused him. No matter that he had used it twice before, it always seemed to drain him quickly. Causing him headaches and a great deal of pain.

The short sword perfectly intersected the man’s forearm. Sliding into the flesh without much resistance, and then spearing out the other side.

As soon as the blade struck, the club fell out of the man’s hand. A look of pain and shock spreading across the man’s face.

Before the club could hit the ground, Wrench jerked the blade forward. His muscles screaming against the rapid and absolute usage, nearly defying the amount of force they could handle with how fast the movement was.

Slamming down into the elbow joint, the sword came to a stop.

Wrench wrenched the short-sword free and pulled it back.

By the time he’d withdrawn it completely, the club finally hit the ground.

Standing in front of the much taller man, Wrench was within spitting distance at this point. A perfect opportunity to really dial in the violence and make a point.

Slamming his left fist into the man’s stomach, right in the pit of it, Wrench drew his right arm backward with his sword. As the breath was knocked out of the Brawler, he hunched forward.

So sudden was his reaction, that his chin slammed into Wrench’s shoulder with an audible clack of teeth cracking together. Wrench was midstep while moving backward with his left foot at the same time.

Twisting his body around, Wrench brought the pommel of his weapon across and into the Brawler’s temple. The hardened buttcap of the weapon striking solidly with a thump.

The man’s head whipped to the right, moving with the force of the blow. Wrench’s hand continued past, the sword ending up on the left side of his body.

Moving his hand forward Wrench got the edge of his weapon beneath the man’s head and at his throat. Jerking the weapon to the side and applying as much pressure as he could, Wrench did his best to slit the man’s throat.

There was a sound of meat being sliced, followed by a strange whistling noise. Then a gurgling, bubbling sound as the man started to fall toward the ground.

Wrench quickly disengaged the slow-motion like effect, letting his mind unclench itself. Things that’d been moving slowly only a second ago, were now moving at full speed again.

The Brawler was in the grass, the burbling noise revealed to be his windpipe filling with blood as he laid there. Bleeding out rapidly since he’d been nearly decapitated with the force of the slash.

His hands were scrabbling at the earth as if it could help him.

Wrench pulled his booted foot back and slammed it into the man’s head once. Then a second time.

And a third.

On the fourth he finally went still. Unconscious or unable to sense anything now.

“Alright,” Wrench said with a short exhale, looking to the rest of the group. “I gotta kill anymore of you or is that enough? Someone bring me his belongings as well.”

Everyone was wide-eyed, staring at Wrench differently now.

“I apologize for my subordinate,” remarked a man with brown hair, green eyes, and once more looking a lot like a main character from a terrible book. Wrench quickly labeled him as “Pretty-Face” in his head. “I should have told him to back down.”

“Yeah, you should have. That means you’re an issue too. You’re a problem for me to fix,” Wrench said, pointing the bloody sword at the man. Long red drips fled off the edge and tip as he did so. Vanishing into the grass below. “You’re on notice, captain pretty-face. I’m going to end up killing you before you all leave, I’m betting.

“For now, you get to live. Because I don’t want to drag two corpses to the filter right now. It’d hurt my damn back doing that. You’re responsible for your people as the leader, you’re responsible for his death. You could have saved him, you’re responsible for it.

“In fact, now that I think about it, you can drag this piece of shit to the filter. It’s in the far side over that way. You can leave his belongings here at the gate to the pens for me.

“Now… like I said earlier. If you want something, you ask me. You want to ask me something, you be here at the start of the day before I go to work. Anything outside of that, I don’t fucking care.”

The pretty-boy had an odd look on his face as he stared down the line of the sword at Wrench.

“No? Great,” Wrench growled. Then he stuck his sword into the ground and bent over. He started to strip the body of the Brawler of everything. Taking anything he had on his person. “He got any fillings I need to get out? I’m going to have to crack his head open for the implant anyways, but I’d rather not waste my time.”

“His… implant?” asked one of the Brawlers.

“I can recycle it for something else. Well? Fillings?” Wrench demanded, pulling the pants off the dead man. He had to be quick with that before they really died and shit themselves. Even going so far as to take the dead man’s underwear. “Oh, by the way. My laws are enforced here.

“I don’t tolerate assault, robbery, rape, or murder. I don’t tolerate anything, really. Just leave each other alone, don’t make someone want to come complain to me about you.

“You want to test me? Give someone in your group a reason to complain to me. I’ll fucking kill anyone who violates my laws or just aggravates me. I can check all of it with security cameras that are literally everywhere. Don’t test me. Don’t. I won’t give you a second chance.

“This is my Hab, I’m the goddamn tyrant in charge, and you’re all little more than a resource for me at this moment. Fuck this, none of you said anything about fillings.”

Wrench rolled the man over, picked up his sword, and then began hacking at his face.

He’d just knock his lower jaw off and most of the lower part of his skull

The implant would come with it.




***




Tossing all the clothing he’d taken from the Brawler into the Fabrication machine, Wrench flicked the switch from creation to conversion. Moving to the panel, he hit “revert” on the screen and then left.

It’d take a little time for it to be broken down into base materials and then spat back out into something more useful. In this case, rolls of cloth-like material he could turn into other things.

“Dusky could use some new clothes. She’s my woman. They all treat her as my woman. They want her to ask me for favors,” Wrench rationalized. “If I give her gifts for no reason, I can start to signify what I want from her. That I want more than just a bed-buddy.”

Nodding to himself, Wrench then entered the hall. He turned and began heading for Security. He wanted to get a look at what the new arrivals were up to.

His School wasn’t very happy about not being able to go out, but they all agreed with him and his concerns. Going out into that group was asking for trouble. Thankfully their pens were much better decorated than they had been, they could get sunlight in the cafeteria, and all their entertainment and toys were with them here.

Reaching Security, Wrench sat down in one of the chairs at a monitoring station. He reached out and started to tap his way through the monitors. Looking through each of them for a few seconds before moving to the next.

There didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary that he could tell.

Everyone that he saw so far were mostly sitting around, talking, moving around the fields, and generally enjoying themselves. He could see that there were a number of Brawlers near the entrance to the pens and the ducts as well.

They didn’t appear to be hostile.

They were just watching.

Waiting.

“To be fair, I’d want to know if I were outside as well. One should always know where their boss is,” remarked Wrench with a chuckle.

He suddenly noticed there was someone sitting down next to the heavy steel door of the ducts. The security lockout wouldn’t let anyone but him in unless she permitted someone else entry.

Given the angle of the camera and the distance, he couldn’t make out any particular features, only that it was a female. She looked to be just sitting there, playing with her fingers and idly wasting time.

Thinking, Wrench realized that if there were people who wanted to talk to him, he’d likely need somewhere to do that. Talking to them right there in the entry would make it harder for them to speak openly.

Someone could easily be nearby and trying to eavesdrop on a conversation.

Thinking, Wrench considered the possibilities available to him.

Letting someone into the pens was a possibility. Using one of the nearby rooms that were close to the entry point or the cafeteria itself. Except, that would make it easier for his own School to hear the conversation.

The next possibility was inviting them into the ducts themselves. There was an empty storage room right off the entry that he could use.

Convert it to a makeshift conference room, add a small snack dispenser, as well as a few amenities.

Offer them snacks and drinks just for being here. As a treat or something like that.

Getting all that together… it’d only take me a short while to make that happen.

Maybe thirty minutes.

Then I could invite her in and see what she has to say.

Then… people would want to come talk to me about anything worthwhile. I’d just have to start asking them at the door what they wanted to discuss and go from there.

I’ll just stick an intercom on the entry and tie it into the conference room for Security and… there we go. That’d work splendidly.

Nodding his head, Wrench stared at the woman for several more seconds.

Then he started back through all the other cameras. Nothing stood out to him and he didn’t seem to have anything to worry about for the moment.

“Let’s get to work and then invite her in. See what she has to say,” murmured Wrench, levering himself out of his chair.





Chapter 10




Wrench pulled the door open that led out of the ducts and stood there for a moment. The sound of the woman scrambling to her feet, the cloth rustling as she did so, was obvious.

“Hello there,” Wrench said, not exiting the doorway.

“Ah! Yes, hi. Hello!” came a female voice. It had a fun higher-pitch quality to it, with a crisp pronunciation. “I wanted to talk to you about a request. You said to speak to you about them.”

Stepping out from around the wall where he couldn’t see her, came the woman.

Standing in front of him, he could now see she was a Deme.

Large dark-blue eyes watched him from beneath straight and manicured brown eyebrows. She had inhume ears that were perched on the top of her head. 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, then trailed down behind her. On each side of those white stripes were dark brown stripes.

The rest of her hair was the lighter-brown color that her eyebrows were.

She stood at around five-foot one or five-foot two and was looking up at him. Dressed in a full dress that emphasized her certainly above average body, he noted that she wasn’t over-flowing with curves either.

If she was, it’d likely have overwhelmed her small stature and made her look a bit off.

He noted that her clothes were in good condition, but overly worn. Dirt here and there, but nothing too far outside of what one would expect for a Hume.

Repaired, reworn, repaired again.

Either their Hab is a bit out of alignment on materials, or she’s not exactly in with the main group. Being here by herself without any others means she’s a Solo as well.

She’s pretty. Pretty enough to be a Solo with a good body but… hm, there’s something missing.

This is all sorts of odd.

There was no red tag in her ear that marked her as a Deme, but it was obviously that’s exactly what she was. There were many Tongsta that removed the tag as soon as they acquired the Deme.

In fact, didn’t Goodie pull them all out, too?

Ha. I didn’t even notice it, but now that I think about it, she did.

He had a stray thought that maybe that’s why she was on the outs in her Hab. That being a Deme wasn’t welcomed there. He hadn’t noted any other Demes, but he hadn’t seen her either.

“Yeah. Hi. I’m Wrench,” he said, holding her gaze.

Unable to maintain that stare, the woman looked down to his knees instead. Her hands coming up in front of herself and clutching to one another just in front of her stomach.

“Stripe. I’m ah… my name is Stripe,” answered the woman, nibbling at her lower lip.

“Alright. Come on in, Stripe. Let’s have a chat,” Wrench said and then stepped to the side. He slid his right hand behind his leg and held tightly to the pipe-wrench he was holding. If she did anything stupid, he’d club her and then dump her corpse onto the filter later.

He’d considered using the sword, but the pipe-wrench felt better than a sword here.

A blade might get blood everywhere.

“Oh, thank you. I was a little nervous about this if I’m being honest,” confessed Stripe, quickly moving into the ducts. Wrench closed the door behind her, then stepped in front of the door. Holding onto the Wrench, while keeping it partly out of sight, he waited for her to continue.

Then realized she wouldn’t.

She was looking around at the duct’s interior, then finally back to him.

“Why were you nervous?” he asked, gesturing to the nearby doorway. Inside was the conference room he’d set up and where he had put out a few snacks for his guest.

“Oh, I thought you’d want to talk to me out there. They’re listening right there. Waiting. Wanting to know what you’ll do next,” Stripe murmured, her head turning to look at the door he’d indicated. She moved toward it, her hands still held in front of herself.

“Well. I’ve been working, all day. This Hab only has me as the Fixer. No Adminis, no Brawlers, no other Fixers. Just me,” Wrench answered. It wasn’t a secret that he was alone. If anything, it reinforced his narrative that he was the lord of all here.

“I thought it was something like that. It makes more sense that way,” Stripe said and then entered the room. “Oh! I… may I? Is that for me?”

“Yes, it is. Please. Help yourself,” Wrench allowed with a grin, moving to the door. He didn’t enter immediately but waited to make sure he could see her. Once he confirmed that she was at the side-table and quickly putting things together on a plate, he entered the room.

Stripe made a happy chirping noise as she quickly put more than half of what was out, onto her plate. She didn’t seem to consider that he’d put out what he thought would be suitable for two people.

Or she was just that hungry and couldn’t contain herself.

Look at her go.

Hungry, hungry, little lady.

Isn’t she?

Kind of cute.

Like watching a small animal grabbing all it can.

Pausing, one hand stretched out to grab another apple, she looked to him. Staring at him with wide eyes as if she were staring down a predator.

“I… can I have a lot of this?” she asked, her common sense kicking in a bit late, but still kicking in. “Is this meant for others, too or… was it just for me?”

Unable to help himself, Wrench grinned.

He liked her personality. She seemed perfectly harmless.

While he didn’t trust her, he could at least let her take what she wanted from the table.

“Help yourself to any or all of it,” he answered, still grinning. “I don’t mind at all.”

Grinning at him, Stripe quickly went back to the food, putting at least three fourths of what was laid out onto her plate. She grabbed two cups of water and then sat herself down at the table.

“You’re a gracious host. Thank you, Wrench,” said the Deme. “We haven’t eaten much at all, since the Hab was having issues. Then we didn’t eat today at all since that Tongsta pushed us all into our carrier.”

Picking up the fork she’d carried over with her, the Deme carved a chunk off what was affectionately called pasta-steak. Something that was very similar to steak in flavor, but had the density of pasta. One could pull it apart quite easily with the side of a fork, let alone with the tines.

“Well, enjoy yourself for a moment. After you’ve gotten a few bites in you, you can start in with what you wanted to discuss,” offered Wrench. Just from watching her, he could tell she was hungry. Her cheeks were bulging with food as she chewed rapidly. Already pulling off another section of pasta-steak despite her mouth being quite full.

Nodding her head, Stripe made a humming noise that sounded quite pleased as she continued on with her food. Even going so far as to do a shimmy in her seat.

Dancing back and forth almost without realizing she was doing it while she ate.

Wrench could only smile as he loaded his plate with the leftovers she hadn’t taken. He joined her at the table and put his wrench down near his boot, with the handle sticking up.

Right where he could grab it and then brain her if he needed to.

Pausing suddenly, Stripe looked at him. Her eyes flicked to his plate, back to him, then her own. She started to chew hurriedly again, then began swallowing. Her throat contracting roughly with each in a very inhume way.

Demes are always so different and interesting. It’s a bit of a shame they’re genetically conditioned to be subservient to Tongsta. They’d have made it a lot easier if they joined the resistance.

“You said I could have as much as I wanted,” Stripe whispered, lifting up a napkin and dapping it at her full lips.

“I did. I meant it, too. Why?” he questioned.

“You’re eating, too. But only what I left behind,” she said, her eyes flicking over to the now empty side-table.

“Yeah. I can go get more though. I’m not limited to what’s here. You are. So I really don’t mind you eating your fill,” Wrench explained. “Now, do you want to ask me whatever it was you wished?”

“Ah! Yes, thank you. Thank you,” Stripe said with a bob of her head. “Can I sleep just outside of the pens? Where you invited me in, to be more specific? I know that area is well secured by cameras.

“Normally I wouldn’t have an issue for my own safety in the Hab, but… there’s no security here outside of what you’re offering. If I could sleep there, that’d be wonderful. I don’t think anyone’ll try to make a move on me if I sleep there.”

“Uh… sure. That’s not a problem,” Wrench said easily. He’d honestly been expecting her to ask if she could sleep in the pens. His thoughts had already been considerably further ahead on trying to figure out what he could barter with her to let her do so.

“Thank you, I really appreciate it,” Stripe murmured, taking a much more delicate approach to her food now. “Uhm… do you plan on feeding us, by the way?”

“Individually, yes. I’m going to have everyone come up here to get food. Where I can watch it,” Wrench stated firmly. “That way there isn’t anyone trying to take someone else’s food. There won’t be anyone picking it up for someone else either. They can come up here to eat, or not at all.”

“That’s good. Yes. Though… ah… you’ll have a number of people who want to remain in that area, or to come inside,” warned Stripe. “Now that you’ve cowed the Brawlers, they’re not acting as they used to.

“I think there’ll be issues tonight though. I’m positive they’ll take out their anger on others, then make them swear to not bother you with it.”

Wrench had honestly already expected that.

He’d also already had plans on how to curtail it.

It would be yet another demonstration of his ownership of them as long as they were in his Hab. That there would be orderly conduct adhering to his laws, or there would be death.

Stripe was watching him, her large-blue eyes peering at him curiously.

“I understand. Thank you for the warning. Did your Tongsta send you with any bedding material at all?” he asked.

“No. Just whatever we could grab. Most of us just left our belongings in the Hab. Our Fixers are working on it and… and we felt it’d be safer to leave it all there. Just in case the Brawlers here robbed us,” answered Stripe.

“Well. No robbery. I won’t be allowing that at all,” Wrench remarked with a smirk.

“Mm, yes, I’m glad for it. I was very concerned for my well-being. Hard enough to be a Solo, more so without the ability to secure myself,” offered Stripe conversationally. “More so that I’m Breeder grade and our Tongsta didn’t allow contraceptives. Everyone in our Hab is very careful about that sort of thing.

“Well, unless the Brawlers catch them or do something cruel. That’s happened a few times. The victims… they end up in the filter one way or another.”

Sniffing once, Wrench knew that was all he really needed to hear. It was more or less what he’d been expecting.

Seems I’ll be taking a few lives tonight.

I’ll need to go take a nap, talk to Dusky, then get ready.

Thinking ahead of what was likely going to happen tonight, he found himself a bit worried. Then let that fade away quickly.

In this world, at this time, he was a force that couldn’t be reckoned with.

“I’ll get you some bedding material,” Wrench offered, focusing his attention back on Stripe.

“You will? Why thank you. I’d appreciate that. I’m afraid I have nothing to offer in exchange,” Stripe murmured with a pained look on her face.

“Consider it charity. You’re also welcome to invite anyone you trust or feel safe with to sleep up near the entrance with you,” Wrench put in before she could continue. This would be a good opportunity to get information from Stripe without making it seem like he was trading her for it. Even if he really was. “Now, tell me more about your Hab. Solos, Schools, Brawlers, Fixers, Adminis. All of it.”




***




Wrench had waited until the Hab automatically shut down all the lights. When everything that wasn’t part of the pens or ducts was turned off to conserve energy.

When the field itself would be absolutely pitch-black outside of whatever light could be made from the inhabitants, or where the Hab was. Given that they weren’t in any type of Tongsta family area, that meant there was just about zero light at all.

For anyone out there in this, it’d be damn near impossible to see anything that wasn’t five feet in front of you. The cameras could see perfectly of course, but Wrench couldn’t.

If he waited for something to happen that he could spot on the camera, then went to intervene, it’d probably be too late to stop it from occurring.

He’d be stopping it from continuing, at that point.

Standing just outside the back exit of the ducts, he was quietly tapping through his systems window.

He’d found that he could actually go in through that image, rather than the listings, to find details and linked possibilities. It was far easier than he’d expected, and he found it to be rather intuitive.

Backing out of what was a representation of his brain, he hesitated for a moment, then touched where his eyes were. The Nervous system was highlighted, and he was suddenly looking at a blown-up image of his eyes.

At the back of it were a number of cylindrical objects. There was a listing for them that was simply Rod and Cone. Thinking on it, he wasn’t really sure which to click.

“I want to be able to see in the dark,” he grumbled aloud, then focused his thoughts on that. That he wanted to see in the dark and pushed that wish at his Nervous system.

The screen zoomed in on the Rod and a slider came up. It was listed at one-hundred percent.

Wrench shrugged and then pushed it all the way up to four-hundred percent. He had no idea how much of a difference that’d make, but it was better than nothing.

Suddenly the world shifted, and he could see perfectly through the dark that was all around him. Everything was in black and white, however.

A grayscale that made him feel quite strange, but it was far better than what he’d been looking at the world in before. Suitably pleased, but not wanting to damage himself, Wrench began dialing the percentage back down.

When he was between two-hundred and two-fifty, he felt like it was the most manageable. That he could see a good ways away, but it wasn’t so over-cranked that he’d fry out some part of his eyes.

He was ready for this now. Everything was dialed up and set for combat, other than his awareness of time.

Hefting the short-sword, Wrench set off at a quick jog. Moving around the side of the building against the Hab glass. Reaching the attached gate that’d prevent people from coming around this way, he hesitated for a moment, then opened it.

The lock had popped for him as soon as he got close enough, letting him pass through.

Exiting, he went back toward the front entrance.

All the watchers who’d been keeping an eye on the entrance had all fled.

Without any light to see by, they weren’t sticking around.

When he got there, he peeked around the corner.

Stripe was there by herself. Rolled up in the bedding material he’d provided for her and sleeping quietly. Her back pressed to the door of the duct entrance.

Apparently, despite his offer of letting her invite others up, she hadn’t done so.

That or… she never went back down to the field after coming up.

I wonder if she plans on staying up there the entire time.

Given what she said, I suppose that’s as valid an answer as anything.

Moving off quickly, Wrench went down to the large encampment that’d been made by all the visitors. They’d broken themselves out into groups and were sleeping apart from one another.

Most of them had clearly moved into the groups they typically slept with. Keeping to their own groupings and not bothering with anyone else.

The Schools were with themselves, the Solos sleeping as one big group, the Adminis were with the Brawlers surprisingly though. That group wasn’t the largest, but they were the center point for everyone else.

Thankfully, the Schools and the Solos slept close enough to one another that Wrench could monitor both. The schools had broken up into smaller groups but were all part of a larger whole.

Except, as Wrench closed in on the groups, he realized he was too late.

Spread out around a School of what looked to be twenty were a number of Brawlers. They’d formed a circle around the group. In the center were two Brawlers actively in the process of tearing clothes off of women.

The School was watching it happen, not interfering, and waiting quietly. Hoping that they’d be skipped, more than likely. With Brawlers all around them, there wasn’t much else they could do about it.

Other Schools were aware something was going on, but given the inability to see very well, they probably weren’t quite sure.

Wrench didn’t want to let this go from attempted rape to actually rape, so he didn’t hesitate. What’d been a quick walk turned into a sprint as he darted forward to close the distance.

Coming right up to the closest Brawler at the edge of the circle, Wrench stabbed him through the back. The tip of the sword poking out through the front.

Ripping it out, he walked forward to the two men who were wrestling with their panting, squirming, and fighting victims. They weren’t going willingly, thankfully.

Reaching them, Wrench kicked one in the jaw. Sending him flying backward.

As casual as could be, he stabbed this Brawler through the chest. Pulling the sword out, he stabbed twice more. Making sure that it’d be impossible for them to survive.

“What?” asked the other Brawler. They’d been close enough to hear the kick. “You were told not to—”

“Told not to defy me,” hissed Wrench, stabbing his sword down through the man’s neck and downward into his torso. Shifting the blade around savagely Wrench did his best to carve up any organs he could reach.

Not wanting to let any of the Brawlers escape, Wrench began walking over toward the next closest one. Right as he reached them, they’d apparently decided whatever was happening was too much for them.

Wrench swung his weapon just as they stood up.

Catching them in the midsection, he felt the blade hit the spine and stop cold.

Jerking it back out, Wrench pulled it back and stabbed forward. Running them through between ribs.

By the time he’d finished, the other Brawlers had high-tailed it out of there. Sprinting off into the distance.

Standing there, Wrench watched them sprinting off.

All of it had happened in a very short period of time and under complete darkness. Without any noise happening at all, almost.

Sniffing once, Wrench stuck his sword into the dirt. Grabbing the nearest corpse, he dragged it over to the side of the School. He began stripping it of worldly possessions.

He’d make captain pretty-face deal with the corpses again. Then I’ll make him pay a price.

Around him there were soft mewling voices, whimpers, and sobbing of scared School-Hume. People who were literally and figuratively in the dark.

That’d just been attacked by people from their own Hab, without being able to do anything about it.

“You’re fine. You’re… you’re all fine. It’s alright,” Wrench said as gently as he could. “I’ll remain here until the morning. It’s Wrench.

“I’m staying here to protect you all. So just… just get some sleep. Rest. It’s fine.”





Chapter 11




Letting out a slow breath, Wrench stood up from where he sat. At the same time, he started to spin up his Systems back to one-hundred percent. Bringing everything back up to a normal level.

He’d had everything set to a considerably lower amount, giving his body a chance to rest and recuperate. To let it have some downtime, even if he wasn’t sleeping.

While he didn’t feel rested for it, he didn’t feel absolutely exhausted for being awake for twenty-four hours.

The reason he was getting everything ready, was that the leader of the Brawlers and his entourage were on the way over to him. There was an obvious tension running through their numbers as well.

Behind him, and partly around him, was the School he’d protected. Once they’d been assured that he really wasn’t leaving, they’d settled back to sleep. Leaving their security and well-being to him while nearly sleeping on-top of his feet.

Not far off were the corpses piled up on the small mound that he’d made.

Wrench had already gone ahead and stripped them of their clothes, weapons, and their implants. The last of those he’d gotten better at rather quickly, now having done it a few times.

As the approaching group continued to head his way, Wrench began to ramp up his systems beyond their normal ranges. Pushing them up and up and feeling his body responding.

His skin warmed quickly as his body felt lighter.

With every beat of his heart, he could feel the rapid change from a passive state to an active and ready for combat one.

I really could completely dominate a gladiator’s circuit.

Given how Goodie feels… I’m not sure I’ll ever have that chance.

But that’s not really an issue, I suppose. The whole point of wanting to do that, to crush and dominate everything, was to live an easy and happy life. To get everything I wanted and needed.

Goodie will give me all of that it seems, without me having to try very hard.

Wrench snatched up his sword from where he’d stuck it in the ground. His hand clasped it tightly and he felt his body quiver once. Ready and willing to leap into a fight and to commit to a slaughter.

Apparently that was a sign that the Brawler’s picked up on.

Where they’d looked somewhat antagonistic to begin with, they now all had the appearance of a person who wished to go elsewhere. To flee and not stick around.

Pretty-Face especially had a sour look. As if he were chewing on lemon rinds and rusty nails.

“Seems like you can’t keep control over your people,” Wrench said with some heat and volume. He knew it’d wake up the School around him, as well as those nearby. Not to mention the Solos that weren’t far away either, he imagined. He’d have to talk for a bit and stall, so that more people could hear what he was about to say. “A couple of them got away before I could kill them, too. You know, for trying to rape this poor School around me.

“Rapists aren’t welcome in my Hab. My rules, after all. I gave you all my rules. You seemed like you understood them and heard me when I said it.

“I’m going to assume you’re either a terrible leader, who has no idea what’s going on. Or you deliberately sent those men over here to enjoy themselves. Maybe if only to try and make me look bad in my own Hab.

“So… you can hand them over to me, the ones that got away, or you can pay for them in exchange.

“And before you say you don’t know who they are, then it means you’re even more to blame. Even more at fault. Which means you can’t even punish the guilty and you’re that terrible of a leader. One who doesn’t deserve to be at the top.

“If you don’t know who’s at fault… you don’t know who did this… if that’s the case, you can pay the price for them. Pay for their crimes. And the payment is rather simple. Wanna hear it?”

Pretty-Face couldn’t seem to decide between shame and anger.

“Sure,” he said finally, having stood there for several seconds while processing the situation. “Let’s hear your tyrannical price.”

“Oh yeah, real tyrannical. It’s a real shame I’m punishing you and your people for attempted rape. I’m such a terrible leader. Me oh my,” remarked Wrench with an eye roll. “It’s very simple. Give me those who violated my laws, then kill them yourself. Slit their throats and let them bleed out right here.

“I’ll take their stuff, knock the implant out of their head, and then you dump the corpses in the filter. Along with those right there.

“Or… you cut off your pinky and ring finger on your left hand. You pop those two fingers off, I’ll leave it be and we call it even. After all, if you’re willing to step up as a leader, to be the person to shoulder the load for your people, then I can leave it at that.

“I’ll even give you a third choice if you want. Now you have to choose what’s more important. Two of your fingers, or thirty fingers from your people. Fifteen to one. You or them. You can cut them off yourself when you decide.”

Pretty-Face looked supremely unhappy.

Extremely so.

“Five seconds is all the time I can give you to decide, by the way. If you don’t decide… well, two of those will happen. I’ll kill three of your people, kick your ass, and take two of your fingers,” Wrench added when it seemed like Pretty-Face would stall.

Pretty-Face said nothing, his jaw flexing as he ground his teeth together.

“Three… two… one,” murmured Wrench, lifting his blade up and giving it a little wave at the man.

“Spike, kill them, dump them. Take the corpses,” Pretty-Face relented with a wave of his hand. “They disobeyed my orders, they can pay the price. I can’t protect those who don’t listen.”

Pretty-Face started to leave now without waiting. Heading out into the field and leaving behind six people. Three who clearly had been stripped of weapons, and three that were next to them and had weapons.

“By the way, you and your people, you’re all banished to the filter. You can stay over there. Permanently,” Wrench called after the man. “If you stay over there, and never leave the filter area, I’ll make sure you and your people at the filter all get two meals a day.

“Even if no one else from your Hab gets fed, you and yours will at least get two meals a day. Every day. Morning and evening. So go to the filter with your corpses, and never come back. You can remain there till your Tongsta reclaims you.

“You should also know… that if I die… there won’t be any food for anyone. I’m the only Fixer for my Hab. The only one who can get into the ducts and where the storage areas are. Without me… there won’t be anything for anyone.”

Pretty-Face didn’t stop or even turn around, he just kept marching.

There was a definite slow turning to his direction though, heading toward the filter at the far corner of the Hab.

Wrench clicked his tongue and then looked to the three that were about to be executed.

“I wonder if you three will be the next group sent to their death,” remarked Wrench with a curious tone. “If he’ll sacrifice you three next. What an interesting question, isn’t it?”

A grisly execution was held for the three Pretty-Face had clearly picked out beforehand.

Wrench collected all his loot, ripped out their implants, then headed back up to his ducts. He needed to get it all stuffed into the Fabrication machine and working away.

More clothes.

Clothes make Schools especially happy. Saw that firsthand in the resistance. Even ex-School resistance members still loved clothes. They never were able to escape that.

Need more clothes. Lots more.

If I’m going to try and pursue something with Dusky, I need a way to open a door with that.

I’ll have to try and communicate it to Goodie.

Pull on my clothes repeatedly or something.

Maybe… hold up rolls of cloth?

Pausing at the door to the ducts, he was momentarily at a loss.

Stripe was curled up against the door. Sleeping peacefully with her back pressed to it. She was sleeping, snuggled up in the thick blanket, and atop the thin mattress he’d pulled out for her.

They were the type of thing that always seemed to be in ducts for when a Fixer needed to remain near something overnight. Which, given how old, sensitive, or bad some equipment could be, made sense.

Chewing at his lower lip, Wrench considered what to do and then shook his head. He realized that he could actually use her help if she was willing.

“Stripe,” Wrench said firmly and clearly. He figured she’d be a light sleeper. Just her name would likely be enough to jolt her out of her sleep.

Something which was confirmed when she literally flinched, her eyes snapping open and locking on him.

“Hi Stripe. Good morning,” Wrench greeted her with a smile. “Could you help me a bit? I’d appreciate it.”

Clearing her throat, coughing, then clearing it again, Stripe nodded her head. Pushing herself up off the ground, she put her back to the door and blinked several times.

Reaching up, she rubbed her rather large eyes with her hands. The blanket slipped away from her shoulders in doing it and gave him a firm reminder that Stripe was quite lovely to look at.

One of her shoulders was bare as her dress had slipped down partway. Her neckline, some of her upper chest, and cleavage were on display.

She was a Solo and was above the average, just not quite as mind-bendingly pretty as they could be.

“Yeah, I can help. Sure,” she croaked out, adjusted her clothes, then stood up out of her blankets. Adjusting her dress, she then took up her blanket, the mattress, and moved them to the side. “Ah… what can I do?”

“Doors and things that I can’t operate like this. As well as the door to the Fabricator, that’s a bit awkward honestly. I can’t open or do any of that with my arms full. You’ll be my hands to make this quicker,” Wrench explained and then moved forward. When he got close enough, the door audibly unlocked itself.

“Got it. I’m your hands,” Stripe said and held her hands up, wriggling her fingers rapidly. Then she stepped forward, took the handle, and opened the door to the ducts. Stepping in, she pulled it up to herself and held it there for him.

Wrench nodded his head at her and then came inside. He paused as a thought popped into his head.

“Pull the mattress and blanket inside real quick,” he instructed, pushing his foot up against the corner of the door, holding it open.

“Oh! Yes, yes. Of course,” Stripe said, moving quickly. She tripped briefly as the toe of her boot caught on the door frame and she stumbled out of the ducts.

She quickly grabbed the mattress and blanket and came back inside.

“So embarrassing,” she whispered in a volume that he shouldn’t have been able to hear. It reminded him of the fact that he was still running all his Systems much higher than normal.

Grinning, he nodded down the hall.

“Come on, help me out here,” he asked. He found he liked her. 

Clumsy awkwardness and all.

She’d also be a good conversational partner while he ran tests, checked numbers, and made sure everything was fine with the Hab.

With so many unknown people here, he needed to make sure everything was running in the right direction.




***




Finished with all the tasks he’d needed to get done, Wrench left the ducts and entered the pens. He noted that the Schools weren’t far off. Hovering around the areas just outside the entry areas to the pens and ducts.

The Solos and a number of Admini were there as well.

Wrench noted that there was a single Brawler, too.

Ah.

Likely here to request that promised meal. Alright. I’ll lug that over in a little bit. I can probably get it over to the filter through the ducts, actually.

In fact, I can probably use the tool-transit-trolley. Load it up and send it over repeatedly, then just push it all out. I’ll just have to get a count and go from there.

Put it all out through the filter maintenance tunnel that exits nearby.

Nodding his head, Wrench held the door open for Stripe and then closed it behind her. Moving down the hall, he looked into the cafeteria.

His entire School was there enjoying breakfast together. Chatting, talking, and playing with some toys they’d brought out from somewhere.

While they didn’t like being stuck indoors, it obviously wasn’t that much of a chore.

Barely an inconvenience.

“Wrench!” called Duchess, who popped out of her seat and came over toward him. She was the Deme that was four-foot tall, with grey eyes, who’d asked him a few questions when they’d met. It was hard to forget the lovely if short woman. “I’m so glad you’re okay. Are you alright?”

She bounced over to him and took his forearm in her own. Gently squeezing it with her fingers.

As much as he wanted to believe it was a romantic gesture, he knew it wasn’t. This was just how School-Hume were. Touching, holding, and physically supporting one another.

Curbing his forlorn wish for a romantic partner, he smiled and nodded his head at her.

“Yes, I’m fine. I was dealing with our Brawler friends out there. They tried to rape some Hume that belonged to a school. I intervened,” Wrench said plainly.

“Oh, that’s wonderful of you,” Dusky said, coming up on his other side. She reached out and patted him gently on the shoulder and upper arm. “It’s exactly what I’d expect of you, too.”

“Yes, yes! Exactly that, yes,” Jitter said, standing just behind her cousin and nodding her head.

The beautiful platinum-haired, overly endowed, and eerily pretty Sparkle came right up in front of him. She put both of her hands on his chest, leaned forward, and gave him an odd hug. Pressing herself against him momentarily, before pulling away and smiling at him. It made her pale-blue eyes practically glow.

“We were so worried! I’m glad you did what you did though. Schools need all the help they can get! Those Brawlers will always abuse us whenever they get the chance,” pouted the lovely woman.

“Well, everything is fine. I killed several, made them execute others, then took the materials for us,” Wrench explained.

A number of the School had all looked curiously to his side as he spoke. He’d forgotten Stripe was there and had followed him at his own request.

“This is Stripe. She asked to sleep outside the duct door for safety and I let her. She helped me with some tasks today as well,” Wrench said by way of introduction.

Duchess was still caressing his arm, as was Dusky. Sparkle had moved close to him again and now had a hand on his hip.

School-Hume were possessive in an odd way. Now that they’d spotted Stripe, they were banding together quickly and including him.

As if she were an outsider.

Which of course, she was, really.

As if sensing that division, Stripe had taken a few steps back. Putting herself outside of arms-reach.

“Hi! Yes, hello. I’m Stripe. I’m a Deme Solo. Wrench has been overly kind and charitable to me,” Stripe over-shared, her tone sheepish. “I’m thankful for all that he’s given me already. I’m just… just following along as he asked me to be here. I’m so sorry for interrupting your breakfast.”

For one reason or another, that seemed to appease his School. They looked pleased at the words and placated.

That or they were just that happy she’d taken a few steps away.

He couldn’t tell. School-Hume were weird to him. Almost like a different type of creature in many regards.

“Yes. I did ask you to be here. Sorry about that,” Wrench apologized and then pointed a hand to the dispenser near the back corner of the room. “Please. Get yourself some breakfast. I need to go cart off a meal to the Pretty-Face group by the filter.

“Then… then probably set up an outdoor meal event for the rest of your Hab. They’re all uh… they’re alright, right? They don’t line up with the Brawlers?”

“No! No. They don’t. Some do, but they don’t leave that group,” Stripe quickly confirmed for him. “Just as I mentioned previously. The Brawler group has a clear definition line. You’re in, or you’re out. To them, there is no in-between. 

“They’ll all… those not in the group will be fine. There’s not that many Solos. Mostly School. They all tend to hide from the Brawlers during the day and retreat to their pens at night.

“Oh, I already told you all this. I’m just babbling. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

Wrench shook his head with a chuckle. It was something she’d mentioned before, but it was perfectly alright for her to say it again. It actually confirmed his own thoughts.

“Alright… ah… Stripe, after you get your meal, meet me at the duct door? We’ll feed your Hab then. I need to go feed the Brawlers,” Wrench planned, then let out a long slow breath.

He was tired.

“My Hab can wait,” Stripe said firmly. “They’ve gone many times without food when the Tongsta forgot to feed us. It won’t be an issue to delay it for a few hours. You… you should get a nap.

“If anyone asks, I’ll tell them that you’re planning on feeding them the moment you wake up. Because you were up all night protecting them, rather than sleeping. They won’t argue or say anything.”

“Oh, yes, that’s a good idea. Yeah, a very good idea. I like it,” Jitter interjected, nodding her head rapidly. “Wrench, go do what you must, then nap. We’ll prepare a meal for Stripe’s Hab while you rest, then have her distribute it. You can feed the Brawlers, then sleep.”

 “Yes! I love it,” Duchess added, to which the others all nodded their heads.

“Wrench, do you want to take a moment out real quick and go to our pen? You didn’t get to enjoy me last night, and I want to make sure you get your end of the trade,” Dusky offered with a smile.

All the School around her and him nodded their heads incrementally. Clearly agreeing with her that this was something that should be taken care of.

It was a genuine offer on Dusky’s part, Wrench felt, but there was no warmth to it. No desire to spend time with him in the bed, but offering it out of a need to feel like she was adhering to her bargain.

Something Freckles would do.

Wrench strangled out the feeling that’d jumped to the front of his mind and gave a smile and a shake of his head. Cutting himself off from that silly wish as quickly as he could.

“No, I’m alright. There’s no need for that, Dusky. I’ll go feed the Brawlers and take that nap like you said. Thanks, everyone,” he offered, then wondered how he’d pull away from the School. They hadn’t released him yet.

Standing there, he could only offer them a smile as they began to chatter about other things. Waiting for their hands to fall away from him.

And even though they were no more than resting their hands atop and beside him, it nonetheless felt oddly restraining.





Chapter 12




Wrench rolled over, let out a groan, and wished the alarm he’d set would stop. That he could just ignore it and go back to sleep.

That wasn’t really an option though.

He needed to go double-check everything, make sure Pretty-Face was where he was meant to be, and his people were behaving. Not to mention, he still needed to start picking through the School and Solo from their Hab to see if he wanted to invite any over.

Fuck.

Fuck, fuck.

Fuuuuuuck.

With a sharp sigh, he reached over and deactivated the alarm. It was part of the nightstand, and one of the universal tools all Fixers had.

An alarm to make sure one could wake up at any hour, needed to do whatever the maintenance need was.

Nope. Let’s just go back to bed.

Sleep is wonderful. I could go for more of that. 

It’ll be fine.

I’m sure it’ll be fine.

Rolling over onto his back, he forced his eyes open and stared up at the interior of his pen. Looking at the white colored ceiling. His mind kick-starting into action.

No… no I have to get up.

There’s a lot to do.

Almost too much.

I have to adjust the gas ratio and —

“Hi Wrench,” came a warm and soft voice from the bottom of his bed. There was an inhalation of breath, followed by a wet and moist sensation sliding over his partially erect self.

Looking down, he found the upturned and lovely face of Duchess perched between his legs. She’d managed to crawl up into the bed without him noticing.

Her grey eyes were peering up at him with his shaft held between her pink lips. She gave him a cute look, with her eyes widening as her head dipped down. Enveloping him slowly down to the hilt with ease, given he wasn’t quite ready yet.

Tilting her head to the side, her brown hair slid behind her head and spread out over Wrench’s thigh. At the same time, she laid her hands down to his bare thighs and lifted her head up.

Sucking firmly against his shaft as she drew back, her eyes never looking away from him as she did so.

As she pulled back, he had a wonderful view down her front. Straight down her impressive and on-display cleavage. She’d taken off her dress at some point and was only wearing her underwear.

Making a soft humming noise, Duchess moved her head back down, taking him into her mouth down to the hilt. Pausing there, his length hardening quite quickly against her tongue, Duchess sucked at him.

Making soft popping noises as she broke the suction every so often while moving her head fractionally back and forth. At the same time her tongue was pushing, rubbing, and scrubbing at the underside of his tip. Where it joined to the rest of him.

Slowly, her lips pulling at his flesh as she did so, Duchess worked him back and forth through her mouth. The speed and flow of it luxurious and deliberate. Her tongue swirling and licking at his tip when she had him almost out.

Caressing and curling around the side of his length when he was filling her mouth.

She managed to impressively get his tip down her throat several times as well, though she couldn’t seem to do it consistently. Each time she managed it, her eyes would scrunch up as she fought her gag reflex.

Wrench noticed that the humming noise he’d heard earlier was back. Every time she took him deeper, she made the noise. It didn’t seem intentional in any way either.

She kept her hands on his thighs, but now began to speed up. Her head, neck and shoulders flexing as she bobbed back and forth along him.

“Mmm, mmm, mmm. Mmm?” Duchess hummed, looking up at him for a moment with expectant eyes. Her eyebrows were drawn up and she looked curious.

He assumed she wanted reassurance.

“You’re doing great, Duchess. It feels really good. I’m going to finish if you keep going like that,” Wrench warned. He had no idea why Duchess had gone in on him like this, but he wasn’t going to complain about it. Some women could take the load when he finished, some couldn’t.

It was just better to warn her of it rather than surprise her.

“Mmmm,” Duchess murmured around him, her eyes now crinkling at the edges and smiling. The corners of her mouth curling upward. “Mmm, mmm, mmm.”

The never-ending hum of each downstroke was its own thing inside his head now. A slight vibration that ran along his member as she devoured him.

Unable to resist, he reached his right hand down and slid it into her hair. Sinking his fingers into it and resting his hand against her head.

Duchess laid her head briefly against his hand, pausing with his girth completely lodged down her throat. Her lips wrapped about his hilt.

It was long enough for him to recognize that she didn’t mind his hand on her head, before she began to push herself even faster. Moving her head up and down with short hums as she did so.

Her lips pulled at him, her cheeks hollowing out slightly with a good amount of suction. Grey eyes never looking away from him even once. Staring up at him the entire time she blew him.

His fingers took a bit of a hold on her head, and he followed her speed and momentum with his hand. Only to end up laying the other hand to her face and jaw. Holding onto her firmly now.

Duchess didn’t care, nor did she mind what it looked like.

She just kept working away at him, determined to get him off.

“Mm! Mm! Mm!” she hummed in a demanding sort of way.

“I-I’m there,” Wrench hissed, two seconds before his shaft flexed hard.

Duchess tilted her head, stuffed the head of his manhood against the roof of her mouth, and began sucking on him. Her tongue was pulled back and blocking the path down her throat, though it was washing back and forth across his tip the entire time.

With each spurt, every spasm of his shaft, Duchess cooed happily, sucking at him the entire time. Almost as if she were drawing everything out of him with every pull.

After a handful of seconds, Wrench felt it when his tip became overly sensitive. Duchess hadn’t quit yet and was still sucking, licking, and pulling at him. Her head rotating back and forth and creating friction across his length.

“Okay. I’m-I’m done. It’s almost-too much,” squeaked Wrench when it felt like he wanted to curl up around her head to get her to stop.

Duchess didn’t ignore his plea, sucked one more time on him, then came off with a long exhalation. She leaned her head back and breathed out in an odd way, her mouth clearly filled with his spunk.

Closing her mouth, she rolled out of the bed and then moved over to the trashcan nearby. She tapped the foot-pedal, leaned over it, and let his load fall out of her mouth into the can.

She didn’t hover over it or spit out the remnants. Her foot came off the pedal and she looked to him with a laugh. Smacking her lips twice, she moved her mouth around, her tongue pushed at the insides of her cheeks.

“That wasn’t half as bad as I thought it’d be. The taste wasn’t bad, but it was so thick. I’m not sure I could have swallowed that,” Duchess admitted, moving away from the trash can. She got to the dresser and picked up her dress, which was laying across the top of it.

“Fair enough,” Wrench murmured, the empty and warm feeling of being sexually satisfied taking his worries away.

“Well, I hope you feel better,” Duchess said and came over to him. She patted him gently on the thigh. “Next time, just let us know we need to take care of you so that we’re square. If you’re not pleased, we’re not earning our keep. We’re willing to help Dusky out, but you still have to tell us.”

Duchess gave him another smile, adjusted her dress, then left quickly. Closing the door to his pen behind her.

Ah… that… she either was sent by Dusky, or came on her own.

Thinking that they weren’t holding to their end of the bargain, I suppose.

Right.

That wasn’t impromptu or anything like that. It was just part of the exchange.

Sighing, Wrench laid his arm over his eyes and felt like an idiot.

A foolish and love-sick idiot young man. Instead of the much older man he’d been not long ago who no longer held to such things.

“It must be the age of this body. Something like that,” grumbled Wrench, trying hard not to think about how lovely Duchess looked. Or how she’d made his heart race. “I’m too old and too young at the same god damn time. Fucking hell, I’m all mixed up.”

It only took him a few minutes to gather his thoughts, refix his mind into place, and exit his pen. He made his way down the hall and to the exit quickly.

The last thing he wanted right now was to run across Dusky and have his fears confirmed. Because knowing her, she’d likely ask him how Duchess did, and that’d shatter what illusion remained of thinking she’d done that on her own volition.

Coming out of the pens, he found Stripe not far off. She was currently talking to a man that was physically older than Wrench was and looked to be around twenty-five. A man who most certainly didn’t quite know what he was doing with himself other than trying to live.

His hair was a pale-brown color and he had soft-blue eyes. He was nearly as attractive as Pretty-Face, just not in the muscular and stupid sort of way. This man had the appearance of someone who was best behind a clipboard.

Stripe had a flustered countenance, her hands fluttering nervously in front of herself, her eyes looking down and to the side, and she kept her face tilted away.

Her upper body was also leaning away from the other man, who had his hands on his hips with his lips flatly pressed together.

Must be an Admini. A bitchy one.

“Ah! Wrench!” Stripe said and turned to face him completely. She gave him a smile that made her far prettier than he’d thought of her previously. “This is Spook. We were talking about meals for the Hab.”

“Yes, yes,” stated the young man with a small nod of his head. He looked mildly offended and upset. There was a truly insulted air on the man that really rubbed Wrench the wrong way. The sheer nitpick and weasel-like feeling the man was giving off infuriated him. “I was able to catch Stripe as she came out just now and we’ve been talking.

“She insisted that she couldn’t help me with it though. That she’s not in charge of the food but was just helping out.”

“That’s true. Stripe was helping me out of the kindness of her heart. She’s not the person you talk to, or at,” Wrench growled and moved to stand in front of the man. “If you want to bother someone, leave her out of it. Bother me.

“Bother me too much though, and I’ll fucking kill you and dump you on the filter with the others. So watch your damn tone, you fucking insignificant ant. Before I crush you with my boot.”

Wrench had put himself between Stripe and Spook. Leaning toward the taller man and glaring up at him.

Need to overload myself with nutrients and work on my height. Still need to keep working at my body.

I have the systems to modify and change myself, so why the hell not?

Next time I have time to just sit and eat food, I’ll do that.

Maybe as soon as Pretty-Face is gone.

“I-I-I-I’m sorry!” squealed the man, taking two steps back. It looked like he wanted to run away and hide. His skin growing extremely pale in a rapid fashion. “I clearly lost my head! I’m just invested in making sure everyone gets fed! That’s all!”

“Fine. You know what, from now on Stripe is in charge of your damn meals then,” Wrench stated firmly, then turned to look at Stripe. Given her timid personality, he could easily see her being taken advantage of, so he’d have to be aggressive at the outset with the others. Addressing her, he added “You may sleep in a pen, or the ducts each night. You get three meals a day, you help me distribute food to your Hab. You decide what they eat, and how much they eat.

“If this bastard bothers you, tell me. I’ll break his damn arms or legs. If anyone bothers you at all, tell me. I’ll give them the same treatment. If you don’t’ want to feed them, don’t. I don’t care.

“You up for that Stripe? You can say no and I’ll deal with it myself.”

“Uhm… yeah, I can do that. I’ll sleep in the ducts if you don’t mind. Just the hallway. I really do prefer sleeping alone if possible.

“Oh, uh… you can close off all the doors to make sure I don’t have access. Or… or… I-you could tie me up if that makes you feel better? I wouldn’t want you to worry or think I was doing anything with ill intent,” Stripe said quickly, her hands clenched within one another against her stomach. She met his eyes, held his gaze for a few seconds, then glanced away, looking down to the ground. She reached out and tentatively touched his wrist with three of her fingertips, then quickly brought her hand away from him. “Thank you Wrench. I’ll take you up on the offer.”

Considering Stripe hadn’t asked him for anything other than to sleep near the door, he felt quite comfortable offering her a place to lay her head and food. She’d been nothing but nice and polite to him.

“That’ll be fine, thank you Stripe,” Wrench said with a chuckle. Looking up, he noticed the Schools and Solos were all quite close. Going about their own business, but hovering relatively near. “Come on. I need to do some duct work. You can get your own meal and we’ll chit-chat a bit.

“And you, Spook. Tell your Hab that I’ll talk to anyone that wants to talk shortly. I just need a few minutes to get things settled in the ducts.”

“Uh… alright, yeah. I can do that,” muttered Spook. “Uhm, do you have Adminis?”

“Nope. I don’t. Just me,” Wrench answered, moving over to the door of the ducts.

“Could I, my partner, and kids join your Hab?” asked Spook. “I promise that I’d be just as… just as-just as sincere in taking care of your Hab as I have my own.”

Wrench paused after opening the door, holding it there for Stripe.

The Solo sped past him quickly, her chin tucked down to her chest as she zipped by.

If he’s that much of a dickbag for his own Hab, wouldn’t he be that much of one for mine? There’s nothing wrong with him fighting for what he believes should be done for his own.

I’d do the same, wouldn’t I?

I can forgive it. I can embrace it, even.

Let’s make him work for us in advance and see how he does.

“You know what, Spook. I’ll consider that,” Wrench admitted with a nod of his head. “Put together everything your Hab will need at a reasonable level.

“At the same time, find the best Schools and Solos from your Hab and convince them to come talk to me. That they want to join my Hab. Make it easier for me to take everyone from your Hab that my Tongsta would want to look at later.

“Just… no men. No men allowed other than the possibility of you. Only women. My Tongsta isn’t fond of them. Though I’ll be working at curbing that as… well, a Hab needs more than one male. Simple reality.”

“I can do that! I can do that, easily. I’ll get the best out of the old Hab, for ours. Easily. My partner is a School and has great relations with the best ones,” Spook promised, then hesitated. “But uh… I have a son. That’s okay, right?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. Kids don’t count,” Wrench allowed. “Goodie won’t care about that. She’s made it clear no other men though. She thinks that’s what I want and I’m not about to dissuade her from it either.”

“Got it, I can do that. Uhm… ah… do they have to be… willing to sleep with you?” asked Spook.

Grimacing, Wrench shook his head.

The last thing he wanted was more bartered women. It wasn’t what he wanted at all.

“No, not at all. Last thing I’d want from them, in fact. Might even be better if they don’t want to sleep with me.

“Alright, thanks. We’ll talk more later,” Wrench said, stepped into the ducts and closed the door behind him. Stripe wasn’t far off, standing with her back to the wall. She was quietly inspecting her fingernails with a sad look on her face.

She’s rather dirty at this point, isn’t she?

No extra clothes, sleeping rough, no way to clean herself.

I’ll let her use the Fixer shower in the clean room while I run some tasks. I just didn’t want to leave her out there with Spook.

“Hey, want a shower?” he asked, watching the Deme’s face.

Stripe blinked, looked up at him hopefully, and then nodded her head quickly.

“Yes. I stink terribly,” she said quickly and without any guile at all. As open and easy to read as could be. “May I? Please? I don’t have anything to trade though and… ah… I don’t have anything to trade.”

“It’s fine. Consider it part of your arrangement for helping me with the food,” Wrench said and then pointed down the hall. “Go to the clean room. Door’s open.”

Wrench set off for his own tasks. He had things to do, and he wanted to check the security cameras for Pretty-Face as well.





Chapter 13




“Anything new today?” asked Stripe from the back of the Security room. Whenever she came to visit him in here, she never got near the monitors. She remained near the doorway and didn’t venture far from it.

Blinking, Wrench leaned away from the monitor bank and rubbed at his eyes with his hands.

Letting out a long sigh, he then groaned into his palms.

“No. Nothing. They haven’t done a damn thing. They just sit at the filter, eat, wait, have sex,” returned Wrench as he leaned back in his chair.

Not that I can fault them for that lifestyle.

I’d very much like to do that myself.

Sounds frickin’ amazing.

Except for that fact I can’t do any of that, because they’re here, damnit.

“That’s a good thing, right?” asked Stripe.

Letting his hands fall into his lap, he looked to the Deme.

She had her arms behind her back, was clean, wearing a dress that’d been laundered, and looked much healthier than when he’d first met her.

“Isn’t it? It’s been three days since you sent them over to the filter. They’re behaving and staying put,” Stripe observed. “That’s what you want them to do. You told them to do that.”

“I did. It’s a good thing, yes. I’m just… there’s no way he’d let it go at that. There’s no way he could. Is there?” Wrench asked with some confusion. 

“I humiliated him. He doesn’t seem like the type to let that go. Not at any level or for anything.”

“He isn’t! If he gets an opportunity, he’ll definitely kill you,” Stripe agreed, her eyes darting away from Wrench and to the floor. She hunched and leaned forward a bit.

It inadvertently gave him a decent look down her dress.

“He’ll kill you if he can. But in the same breath, if he can’t, he won’t push for it,” Stripe continued, her gaze settling on her feet. “We won’t be here forever. Eventually we’ll go back to our own Hab, and he’ll just pick up from there.

“He doesn’t have to beat you. He just has to outlast his time here. If he gets the chance to kill you, he will. If there’s no way of doing it, he probably won’t care at all and just wait.

“I could be wrong though. He might see this as a chance to take your School from you. If he thinks that outweighs the risk, he’d do it then.”

“You know him that well?” Wrench asked curiously. Stripe was very aware of everyone in her Hab, but no one seemed to know much of her. They all just said she was quiet, kept to herself, and was rather timid.

“He makes a point to try and catch me in our Hab. He just wants to force himself on me to say he did so,” explained Stripe with a small shrug of her shoulders. “That’s all. He’s done it to a few other Solos. Sometimes he kills them when he’s done. Sometimes he doesn’t. They usually end up killing themselves anyways.

“The Schools stay far away from him and his people, so they don’t get targeted. They aren’t worth the effort to him. Same with female Admini, Fixers, and Brawlers. He doesn’t go for them because it’d be too much of a hassle.”

“Huh. He’s a real piece of work isn’t he. Maybe I should just kill them all and drop their corpses on the filter after all,” Wrench remarked with a slow shake of his head.

“I wouldn’t mind you doing that. It’d be a lot easier to deal with things when we go back,” Stripe admitted with a somewhat wistful look on her face. “But… I think our Tongsta will just replace him with something the same.

“They like their Brawlers. Doesn’t matter how many died or got killed, they just buy more. More and more. Its why we’re here, actually.

“The filter got clogged with corpses and everything got fouled. To the point that the systems couldn’t keep up. Everything came to a grinding stop and… and we couldn’t breathe.”

Wrench frowned at that, his mind sticking to her words and staying there.

The filter.

The filter? Is… no.

There’s no way you could clog a filter like that with just corpses. That’d have to have been done on purpose. It wouldn’t be quick either.

The filter would have to over-heat, get jammed, or just be starved of air.

Spinning in his chair, Wrench went back to the monitor. Staring into it, he wanted to know what was going on with the filter. All the reports he’d gotten back were that it was fine.

“What? Did I say something wrong?” Strip asked nervously.

“No, you might have said something right. If they already did it once they could do it again,” Wrench muttered. “There’s no way a Fixer would have not noticed a problem like that when it started. Which means that, whatever they did, caused it to go past the reports. Past the testing and what they’d look for.

“That means they could easily be doing it right now. That might be why they’re being quiet. They’re waiting for something to happen.”

Wrench couldn’t see anything from the cameras. He couldn’t determine if there was an issue either.

He’d have to go down into the ducts, follow the hall to the filter, and check it in person. A manual inspection to make sure everything was fine.

“Alright, I’m going to go check the Filter, Stripe,” Wrench said and popped out of the seat. Wrench pointed to the seat, then the button that’d activate the intercom. “Keep an eye on things here. If I contact you through the system. It’ll come out through here.”

“I… don’t know, Wrench. I really don’t think I should,” whispered Stripe, shaking her head quickly. She met his eyes and held his gaze, though she’d shrunk into herself again.

“Stripe, sit. Watch. Listen,” commanded Wrench.

Stripe blanched, nodded her head, then came over. She hesitated, then moved to sit in the chair. She put her hand on his forearm and gripped it tightly.

“If something’s wrong, just come back. We’ll figure it out from here,” she said, then patted his arm once. Pulling her hand back quickly. she looked to the controls rather than him. Her gaze was so hard-set on it, that it felt like she wasn’t even seeing it. She just couldn’t look at him. “You don’t have to carry everything on your own. I’m willing to help how I can. I know the others would, too. They regard you as part of their school.”

Wrench felt a momentary flutter of his heart at the contact of her hand against him. It’d been such a fleeting thing, but struck at him so deeply, that it left him a bit confused.

Starved for romance and affection.

That’s what I am.

This is just her being kind.

Don’t see signals that aren’t there.

Pivoting, Wrench set off at a jog. He had a bit of a distance to cover.




***




Looking down the hall, Wrench could feel the unnatural heat of the air and the exhaust on his skin. He was positive of it now, and there was no question in his mind.

Wrench knew there was a problem with the filter, and that Pretty-Face had most certainly caused it. Whatever was happening, it was most certainly not producing breathable air. The tingly feeling in his fingertips and the slightly light-headed feeling was proof of that.

Wrench looked to the side and down and brought forth the screen to monitor his Systems.

Lifting his hand, he tapped into the Cardiovascular system by highlighting his lungs. He increased the efficiency of them to five-hundred percent of normal. Then he ramped up the efficiency of his blood being able to carry all the additional oxygen.

Then he tapped into his Heart, did the same thing, but brought its rhythm down to a near resting rate. He needed to keep it nice and low so that it didn’t burn through the oxygen he planned on holding onto.

With a turn back the way he came, he went far enough until he could smell fresh clean air. Taking several breaths, he tried to stretch his lungs out in a way. Then he took a deep breath and held it.

Turning around, he went back down the hall, toward the filter.

Moving assuredly at a walk, Wrench moved as fast as he dared to without wanting to stress his body out in an odd way. Just because he had his heart rate low, didn’t mean he could over-stress his body.

Reaching the filter, it felt almost like he was in an oven. The heat that was coming through was intense. There was clearly no oxygen passing through, either.

The fans were spinning, but not moving any air at all.

Alright. They really did do something. I can’t fix it from here either. I need to get topside and then go solve this from above.

Damnit.

Whatever they did, they managed to circumvent the sensors.

Reaching up, Wrench ran a finger along the cable line that ran from the large fan above him down the corridor back to the system. The sensors were actually around here, which meant that whatever was done, was done here.

I’ll need to figure out some type of redundancy. Bit of an oversight that there’s only one sensor. I’m sure I can figure out something. Let’s just… disconnect the sensor outright and see if it kicks things over in an emergency type of state.

Pulling out his utility knife, Wrench wedged the flat steel backend into the box the sensor was in and popped it open. Using the same backend, he pried out the sensor from where it was installed, causing the sensor to outright “fail”.

The system would notice the error and move to a state where it assumed it needed to work from a default state, rather than a smart state. With any luck, it’d start working to solve whatever was wrong here.

I’ll ask Stripe to look at the system screen and tell me what she sees but… I didn’t see anything when I was there.

With any luck, this’ll handle some of the issue. I still need to go solve the issue above though.

I can’t leave Pretty-Face there doing whatever it is he’s doing. Even if the sensor default mitigates some of this, I can’t leave it be.

I was too confident.

Arrogant, even.

Shaking his head, Wrench felt like he should have known better.

Leaving the filter area, he started back toward the junction point. Halfway there, he realized there was no point in reaching out to Stripe. He’d have to go up to the ducts anyways, to get some weapons to slaughter Pretty-Face and his people.

He canceled all the System corrections he’d made and brought them all back to a standard level.

It only took a short while to get back to the heart of the ducts. Stripe was leaning over the desk, her face staring down at the intercom button. Her hands in her lap as she gazed at it.

Clearly waiting for him to reach out to her.

She wasn’t even looking at the screens.

Standing there, Wrench watched for a full minute.

Stripe didn’t move, didn’t twitch, barely breathed. She just stared at the intercom with her full concentration.

Walking away from the doorway he paused, then came back. Walking much more firmly and making sure he made noise.

“Ah…? Wrench?” called Stripe in a nervous voice. “Is… is that you? Wrench?”

Ha. She’s adorable.

Walking around the corner, he entered the doorway.

“Hey, Stripe. I’m back. Sorry. I realized calling you wouldn’t do anything, I’d have to come up here anyways,” Wrench apologized. “I’m going to get some weapons, put on some armor, then go kill Pretty-Face and all his cronies. I’m done with this.”

“Oh. Oh, I see. Kill him,” Stripe parroted back. She nodded her head, a confused look crossing her features. Then she blinked, her eyes darting up to his face. “Kill him? Oohh… Wrench, he’s really strong. Fast. Do you really think it’s possible?

“I wouldn’t want you to get hurt over this. Couldn’t you just… do something else? Turn off the filter? Redirect it the opposite way? Blow waste into the field and keep us all locked down in here?”

I… ah… huh.

That’d work.

That’d work really well, in fact.

But it’d kill all of her Hab. Not just Pretty-Face.

I suppose it’s no surprise that she doesn’t value them. From what she’s said, she was on the outside from the beginning.

“It’ll be fine. I’ll just kill them all, dump their corpses in the filter, and come back. It’ll be fine,” Wrench assuaged her.

“Alright. Uhm, I was looking at the cameras a bit,” Stripe informed him while pointing at the screens. “There’s some Brawlers in the area between the ducts and the pens. They showed up a little bit ago then just stood there.”

“Did they? They must be expecting something to happen today. I wonder if that’s how long it took for the situation to escalate last time,” mused Wrench. “Well, I’ll go gear up, then get to the butchering.”

“Can-can I help? I’m not a great fighter, but I could probably help?” Stripe offered, a crease forming in her brow. The pout that bowed her lips gave her a very lovely, if sad, look. “I’m sure I could help. What can I do?”

“Ah… don’t worry about it, Stripe,” Wrench answered with a smile. He realized that Stripe could be a useful assistant with how willing she was to jump right in with him. More so than Dusky, as he really wasn’t sure where he fell with her. “Don’t worry about it. If I get hurt, or something terrible happens to me, drag me into the ducts. Feed me as much food as possible. If I can’t chew, liquids with high amounts of nutrients. Just put me on one of the Fixer beds to do it.”

“I can do that! Yes. I can definitely do that. Rely on me, Wrench,” Stripe said with a closed fist. She thumped it against her knee and gave him a firm and sharp nod.

“I will. Okay. I’m going to go gear up. You just… watch and wait. Alright? Watch and wait,” Wrench requested, then pointed at the monitors. “Do you know how to switch the cameras?”

“Yes. Yes I do. I played with it briefly,” Stripe agreed, nodding her head. “I played with it briefly while you were on the way to the filter.”

“Great, perfect,” Wrench said, then left. Heading out to the Fabrication room.

He’d need to pick up weapons and armor. Thankfully, he’d already put in a number of Fabrication patterns beforehand, thinking he might need them at some point in the future.

A short time later and after changing out of his clothes and into the armor, Wrench passed by the Security room one more time. He paused at the door and cleared his throat.

“I’m going to head out,” Wrench said. “They still there?”

He was equipped with a long-sword, bow, steel-capped wooden mace, arrows, hunting-knife, and was wearing hardened fabric that’d help turn blades away from him. He felt very similar to how he used to when he went out on missions to recruit, resource, or reduce.

Stripe looked over to him and gave him a small smile.

“Yes. There’s four of them. They’re all waiting with clubs and wooden shields. I’m not really sure how they made them or where they got the material, but they do have them.

“So… be careful. It’d be impossible to deal with everyone if you were harmed. I’m not even sure how I’d tell Dusky what happened,” pleaded Stripe. She held his gaze for a few seconds, then looked away, and back to the monitors. Clearly not able to hold his stare for very long.

Wrench glanced to the monitors to confirm what she’d said.

He found that the secondary monitor was set to the Fabrication room.

In fact, it was hard focused on the spot he would have been at just a short while ago.

Where he would have been naked and changing from clothes to armor.

Uh… huh.

Accident maybe? Unintentional?

Curious.

Very curious.

Unable to discern if Stripe had watched him or not, Wrench gave up on it and instead left. He went down the hall to the exit and stood there.

Pulling up his Systems screen, he began to quickly cycle through all the changes he typically gave himself for fighting. Moving them in the same ways he’d done repeatedly now.

He also took it a step further and utilized the Integumentary System.

The other day, he’d finally discovered what it did when he’d pulled up the Screen and tapped into a few things.

It was a very complicated way of saying it was his skin and a few other things.

He quickly hardened his skin to a much tougher thickness, as well as deadening the nerves to some degree. If he was wounded, he didn’t want to feel it until later on, when he’d have the time to bleed.

Upon finishing, he dismissed the system window, drew his sword, and took in a slow breath. Then he let it out.

When this is over… I’m taking Dusky to the bedroom. Repeatedly.

Then I’ll give her a dress.

Try to make her understand my intentions. What I want from her.

I can make this work. I just have to put in the work for it.

I was married before.

Briefly.

I know how to actually be married and fuck it up so badly they leave. If I know what not to do, I have a better idea of what to do. Just do a lot of that and try to make it work with Dusky.

She’s curious, she could become interested.

Just… gotta do the work.

Before that though… killing things. Lots of killing.

Setting down his hunting bow and quiver down next to the door, he realized there was no time left to spare.

Wrench took in a sharp breath, then opened the door that led out of the ducts.

It was time to dip back into a lifestyle he hadn’t really delved too deeply in, in a long time. Killing his own kind for one reason, or another.





Chapter 14




Striding forward, Wrench didn’t linger in the doorway.

He didn’t hesitate or wonder if his actions were right or wrong.

Nor did he spare any concern for those he was about to take the lives from. Such worries and concerns were long since gone from his mind. Spent long ago in times that no longer existed, in a timeline that’d never come to pass.

His thoughts blanked out and he exited the ducts with only one goal.

Kill everyone who opposed him.

Four Brawlers looked to him as he exited, then to the sword in his hand.

There was a universal hardening in their eyes. A tightening of their faces and their bodies tensing. All of them coming to the same realization at the same time.

A fight to the death was coming their way.

Wrench moved to the closest and swung out a lazy strike with his sword. It came at the man’s right side, the one holding a club in fairly loose fingers.

Many novices for some reason tried to block attacks with their weapon, even if they were holding a shield. They’d intercept it as if to parry it, rather than relying on their non-dominant hand and its shield.

It was a strange occurrence that happened often enough that Wrench had been able to capitalize on it previously.

Unfortunately, the Brawler wasn’t a novice. He pivoted, brought his shield around, and welcomed the attack into the center. The honed edge of the sword clacking into the wood solidly.

Yet doing nothing.

Wrench took a moment to begin pushing at his Nervous system to drop him into a partial slow-motion world. Not as strong as he’d done previously, but more than enough to give him a strong advantage against everyone else.

He’d need to make it last for a longer period of time, considering he’d have to fight many people.

The maneuver was solid, but the shield wasn’t large enough to protect him completely. The Brawler’s lower half was somewhat exposed.

Unhooking the mace from his left hip, Wrench stepped in close to the Brawler and stabbed forward with the front of the mace. The hardened tip connecting with the man’s forward knee that jut out beneath the shield.

Shrieking, the man’s leg bent badly and caused him to stumble backward. His shield smacking into his shin in a hurried attempt to get his hand down to the wounded kneecap.

Wrench turned to the right and engaged the next closest Brawler. He desperately needed to put down as many of these four as he could, before they could circle up around him. The sooner he could knock down their numbers, the better off he’d be.

The second Brawler was staring at the one Wrench had just attacked, rather than at Wrench. As if they had time to be paying attention to something other than the active threat that was directly in front of them.

Wrench closed the distance in a flash and lunged out with his sword in a thrust. Almost too easily, it sunk into the man’s chest. Slipping between his club and shield, where they were held in useless positions.

With a thump, the hilt came to a stop against the man’s chest.

Picking up his left foot, Wrench planted it in a heavy kick against the man. Knocking him backward and off the blade, which came out of him coated in bright red blood.

The Brawler collapsed with a whoosh of breath as his punctured lung deflated in a fraction of a second. They were most certainly out of the fight.

Wrench had spotted the third and fourth Brawlers moving toward him quickly now. They were also doing it in such a way that they were approaching at a ninety-degree angle to one another. Trying to split Wrench’s attention between the two of them.

Rather than dart forward, he drew back from them. Putting his back to the point where two walls intersected and created a corner.

A place where Wrench could keep both men in front of himself.

Stepping close to the man who was still fiddling with his knee, and noticing that his kneecap looked like it’d been inverted, Wrench casually clubbed him against the temple with his mace.

As soon as the clunk of the weapon was audible, the man went boneless and dropped to the ground. Wrench took the opportunity for what it was and dropped his mace, took up the shield, and kept moving.

Before the last two Brawlers could catch up to him, he’d gotten into the defensive position he’d been seeking. Limiting the approach of his opponents to a fairly shallow angle of attack.

The shield he’d taken would make this considerably easier as well, since he could take on an attack directly without having to try and dodge or parry it. Parrying was a great way to get your arm wounded with a failure.

Approaching cautiously, the two Brawlers looked like they really didn’t want to be here.

“You could always put down your weapons,” Wrench offered. “I could let this pass as a mistake. Let you live through this. Assume that you couldn’t go against your boss.

“Only chance I’m offering though. After this, I’ll kill you both. Dump your bodies on the filter. Take your clothes. Don’t want your women though. Anyone who would make a deal with the Brawlers in your group isn’t someone I’d want to associate with.”

The Brawler on the left hesitated momentarily. His eyes lost some of their focus as they continued to close in on Wrench.

Taking the opportunity, he dashed forward to the Brawler on the right. Pulling in the shield tight to his front, he put his right hand and the sword it held against the edge.

Unable to respond in time, the Brawler lashed out with his club. Which thumped harmlessly against the shield a second before Wrench barreled through the man. Blasting him with the shield like it was a plow.

There was a creak and a snap from the shield as it broke in the center. Additionally, there was an ugly snap that sounded a lot like bones breaking as well.

Launched backward and off balanced, the Brawler got a few feet before he landed on his feet. The momentum was too much for him to stop though. He was top heavy and hadn’t lowered his center of gravity, his feet going out from under him.

Tossing the remains of the shield to the side, Wrench shot forward. He stabbed the man in the guts with his sword, wrenched it out as he passed by him, and drug the tip along his chest as he went. Scoring the man’s flesh down to the rib bones. It hit his jaw, bounced up, slashed through his cheek and eye, then deflected off the bone beneath his eyebrow.

Spinning around, Wrench whipped his sword up in front of himself.

Everything was happening too fast for his enemies to really keep up with, but for him, it was all moving at sixty percent of normal. He had a great deal of time to think, react, and respond to every situation.

It was almost unfair, in fact.

Before anything further could happen, Wrench moved to the downed Brawler, snatched up the club there, and flung it in an underhanded throw at the last Brawler. It was tracking high and would probably go over the man’s head, but he wouldn’t know that.

As soon as the club left Wrench’s hand, he charged forward again.

The shield came over to block the club, limiting the man’s sight of Wrench at the same time. Using the lack of vision, Wrench moved past the shield on the left, stamped his foot down, and rammed his sword into the side of the man’s torso.

Standing there up against the man’s side, Wrench watched dispassionately as he let out a breath that became a wet rasp. The sword had skewered both lungs and the heart, Wrench imagined.

There was no next breath and the man slumped down to his knees, then to the ground.

Wrench pulled the blade out of the man, wiped it off on his clothes, then sheathed it.

Glancing around to the others, Wrench was fairly certain they were all on their way to the exit from this world. Even the one he’d clubbed in the temple didn’t look to be breathing.

Nodding his head, Wrench walked over to the door to the ducts and opened it. Grabbing his bow and quiver, he went back out and then started moving down the field.

All around were School and Solo-Hume, staring at him wide-eyed and open mouthed.

“Sorry,” Wrench apologized after putting his mind back to a normal speed. He nodded his head at them as well in a form of a greeting. “I have to go do a cleanup of the Brawlers from your Hab. I’ll probably kill them all.

“After today, you’ll probably have to worry a lot less about them. I did warn them to not mess with me. They didn’t listen. Now I have to put them all down.

“Try to stay away from them. They’re going to get desperate and might try to use you as a hostage against me but… I won’t be able to save you at that point. I’d have to let them harm you, if only to protect my own Hab.”

That said, he kept moving, heading for the filter.

By the time he’d reached the true expanse of the field, he’d realized he could set up from a distance and pick off some with his bow. If they came after him, he could just pick up and run off.

Unfortunately for them, Wrench wasn’t a stupid asshat that wanted to fight them fairly. He would use hit and run tactics, disengage immediately, and come back later.

To pick a few more off.

Readying his bow, Wrench got within a suitable distance and looked over the filter and the areas surrounding it. He was a good distance out, where he felt he could kill with a chest shot.

The enemy were all clustered around the filter and a short distance away from it. They were all hunkered together and unaware of their surroundings. Everything was focused inward.

Wrench didn’t see Pretty-Face in the group, but he knew he was in there. He just couldn’t spot him. Nor could he wait for too long, as there was always the possibility of one of the School or Solos being a spy.

That they would run back to Pretty-Face and warn him about the situation that had just occurred.

While he didn’t see Pretty-Face, he did spot three of his helpers. Lieutenants would be a good word to describe them, in fact.

And soon, just corpses.

Focusing on his Systems, Wrench mentally wanted to pull up his Nervous system once again. This time he focused on the Sensory subsystem. He wanted his eyes, fingers, and mind to link up and be able to put arrows where he needed them.

Where he wanted them.

To push his ability with a bow into supernatural territory.

He felt it immediately respond and a strange sensation sprang up.

An almost heavy-like feeling that ran behind his eyes and down into his stomach.

Pulling up his bow, he then slipped an arrow out of his quiver. Nocking it, he took in a breath, then lifted up the bow. Pushing it forward, turning his torso, and pulling back on the string, he levered it straight back.

Using the shaft and tip as his accuracy point, he lined it up on one of those lieutenants.

He felt his hand touch the anchor point at his ear, and felt it hit the “groove” he’d honed in his mind specific to using a bow. Releasing the string, he pulled out another arrow and fit it to the string.

Drawing back once again, he readied his next shot just as people noticed someone had gone down to the ground. His arrow had been on target and drilled right into the man’s back.

Wrench let a second arrow go, then a third.

A fourth.

He kept shooting, picking off Brawlers, one after another.

Until he ran out of arrows entirely. At which point, he immediately reset the Nervous system changes he’d made to his eyes, fingers, and mind.

There was nothing left in his quiver, and even now, it didn’t seem like Pretty-Face’s entourage even understood what was going on. They were huddling behind one another, hiding, and generally making a mess of things.

There were only a few Brawlers left at this point, and they didn’t look like they wanted to fight anymore.

Or so Wrench thought, considering they were laid out on the ground and pretending to be dead.

Perhaps they’re surrendering.

I could go get more arrows or… go find out where Pretty-Face is in that. I bet they’ll let me just fight him rather than dealing with me.

Laying his bow and empty quiver down, Wrench drew his sword and began heading down toward the filter.

When the group saw him, not one of them rose up to challenge him. In fact, they seemed particularly disposed to letting him do whatever he wished. None of them meeting his eyes or even really looking his way.

Stopping outside of the edge of the group, Wrench now could confirm a fear he hadn’t wanted to acknowledge. He could see everyone that was here and those he’d stuck an arrow into.

There was nowhere to hide, given how close Wrench was now.

Pretty-Face wasn’t here.

“Where’s your boss?” demanded Wrench. “Tell me or I’ll just start killing you all. All of you. Every single damn one of you.”

“Behind your building!” offered a voice in the crowd. “He took his two best people and they’re waiting behind your building! They found your back-entrance and thought you’d come out there!”

Blinking, Wrench realized that that wasn’t a terrible plan. If he hadn’t been as confident in his combat as he was, that’d be the exit he’d use.

Except, that hadn’t been the case.

Wrench was quite good at killing, even without his Systems. He’d been a tired and worn-out warrior in his previous life. One that’d spent too long fighting until his body failed due to age.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench hesitated. He didn’t want to leave anyone alive back here, but he didn’t have a choice. He needed to get to the back of his building and deal with Pretty-Face.

Marching over to three of the corpses that were clustered nearby one another, Wrench tore the arrows out of them. Two were usable, but the third had a crack in the shaft.

“Whatever you did to the filter, undo it. If you can’t, I’ll kill you all when I come back,” Wrench demanded with a promise in his threat.

“Okay!” came back a response from someone in the group. “We’ll do that! They shorted the sensor out and then blocked the filter’s intake!”

More or less what I figured.

Alright.

Tearing out another arrow Wrench found it was also destroyed. Moving from corpse to corpse, he continued to pull arrows until they were all retrieved.

There were only three that he could shoot again with a reasonable expectation to hit what he aimed at. The others had all cracked or shattered shafts.

Holding the three arrows, he went back and took up his bow and quiver.

At a jog, he left the field and went around to the back of the ducts. Moving along the glass wall of the Hab.

Reaching the point that the building came up to the glass, he drew up his bow. Lining up an arrow, he aimed it down the narrow confines. He could see what was likely Pretty-Face and two others. They were huddled up on the ground and trying to look a lot like lumps on the ground or grass.

If he’d exited thru that door, given that it opened outward, he wouldn’t have seen them at all. They’d have the jump on him in a way he couldn’t have handled.

This was actually well planned out, despite it looking rather stupid.

Nocking the arrow, he lined it, and fired at one of the lumps.

There was a shriek, followed by the lump squirming about on the ground.

The two other lumps were faster on the uptake than everyone had been at the filter. They didn’t wait or hesitate. They got up and rushed right at him.

Wrench had managed to draw another arrow, nocked it, then fired it at the Brawler in front. It struck him in the thigh. Either Wrench’s aim hadn’t been quite right, or the arrow was more damaged than he’d thought.

Dropping the bow and quiver, he unsheathed his sword and held it up in front of himself.

Fortunately, the Brawler he’d stuck in the thigh had fallen to one knee and didn’t look like he’d be getting up again. Of the other that’d been shot while pretending to be a mound, they were still acting like a mound.

Though they were now unmoving.

Pretty-Face unfortunately hadn’t been one of the two he’d injured. He came out of the narrow space unharmed and quickly moved to a position with Wrench’s back to the glass.

“Hello there. Time to die, Pretty-Face,” Wrench said with a smile, then dialed up his mind to slow things down once again. To bring everything down to a crawl.

The instant pain and sluggishness he felt whenever he did so struck him immediately. It made his scalp itch and tingle in a frustrating way. As if he wanted to claw his skin off.

Lashing out in a lightning-quick slash with a club, Pretty-Face demonstrated why he was in the position he was. So fast was the strike, that even to his slowed down sense, there was still a zip to it.

Wrench casually stepped back, an inch or two beyond the reach of the club. He brought his sword around to put out a lunge to end the fight quickly.

Blazing hot pain seared him through his left side.

Then he was knocked off his feet and sent to the ground.

Atop him was the Brawler he’d shot in the leg. Right hand was pressed to Wrench’s side, and his left drawn up to slug him in the face.

Using the hilt of his sword, Wrench rammed the long guard into the Brawler’s eye. Falling away from Wrench, the man slapped his hands to his ruined eye and fell to the ground.

Pretty-Face was there then, his club coming down in a vicious slash at Wrench’s head.

There was just enough time for Wrench to duck his head to the side, the blow coming down on his shoulder and breaking his clavicle. The audible pop and crackle of the bone as it splintered was loud in his ear.

Swinging his sword around, which he’d held onto throughout, Wrench was gratified to feel it connect with Pretty-Face’s leg.

Slashing along the back of his left thigh and across the side, it took the strength out of the man’s leg. The weight he had on it was too much, and he ended up toppling to one side, landing on the grass next to Wrench.

Levering himself around, ignoring the blinding pain, Wrench aimed his sword up at Pretty-Face.

And stabbed him in the groin.

The blade looked like it’d gone right up into his privates.

Bending to that side and shifting his weight over, Wrench tried to push his blade up as far as he could. He needed to make sure this was a lethal stab.

While he wasn’t sure what it was, he knew that if he could get his weapon high enough, there was something in the middle of a Hume that when struck would cause them to die very quickly.

As Wrench got the sword much deeper, he wriggled it around. Trying to sever and cut anything he could as he did so. All the while, Pretty-Face screamed, spasmed, and tried to flinch away from Wrench.

Then the blade broke in half and Pretty-Face rolled away from him, taking the sword that was inside him, with him. Leaving Wrench without a weapon now.

Levering himself to a sitting position, Wrench glanced at his side.

The arrow he’d put into the Brawler was now sticking out of his side. It looked like it was rather deep as well. Quite possibly wrapped up in his guts, in fact.

Damnit.

I’m fucked.

Getting up to his feet, Wrench looked to the broken hilt of a sword in his hand, then to Pretty-Face.

The man was on his stomach, his hands between his legs and gently fingering the broken hunk of sword lodged there. Tentatively trying to see if he could pull it out, Wrench imagined.

No time. I have to act right now.

Walking up to Pretty-Face, Wrench brought the broken sword down on the back of the man’s skull.

There was a clonk noise, as the shattered steel scraped against the bone.

Lifting it up, Wrench began to slam it repeatedly down into the back of Pretty-Face’s head. Over and over and over until the man was unmoving, not breathing, and limp as could be.

Dropping the hilt, Wrench looked down at the arrow in his side.

Calling up the System window, he found that there was a giant red area where he’d been stabbed with the arrow. Many of the organs shown were also quite bright red.

A grimace flashed across Wrench’s face as he tapped down into those systems. The Lymphatic system was always present wherever he went in these menus. He now knew why, since it was bright red in the list of possibilities.

Okay… it helps me heal and regenerate.

Let’s dial that up in intensity. All the way to the point that it’s insane.

So we can heal through this.

The same with all the other injuries in there.

Panting, Wrench took hold of the arrow, then jerked it out. As soon as he did, he quickly tied off the Cardiovascular system responses in that area. Causing the wound to quickly coagulate and seal itself off.

For the rest of it, he’d do as he planned and leave it to the Lymphatic system.

Focusing on his shoulder, he found that the break was actually clean and in place. It was a blessing that it hadn’t been shifted away from where it should be. That’d require someone helping him get it back into place.

Wrench tapped into the Skeletal system there and set it to work in a higher capacity with the Lymphatic system. Wanting it all to repair at a much faster rate.

Okay. Next is fuel.

I’m going to need a lot of fuel for this.

We need to… we need… to…

The world suddenly jumped into normal speed, then everything was going too fast.

Wrench’s thoughts got tied up in themselves with the sudden shift. He couldn’t push his thoughts to function any further and then the lights went out and he knew no more.





Chapter 15




Wrench woke up.

He felt like he was laid on the thin Fixer mattress that he knew was in the ducts. A blanket was also draped across him, and the temperature was perfect.

His mouth had an odd taste to it as well, as if he’d been chewing on something medicinal.

Then his brain sprang to life, and he realized he was in the ducts. That Stripe had clearly retrieved him and brought him into the ducts.

From there she’d clearly been feeding him some type of liquid or gel.

Just as he’d asked.

Grunting, he forced his eyes open.

He was staring up at the ceiling of one of the duct facilities. The boring and bland ceiling squares endlessly spreading off in every direction.

It only took turning his head for him to figure out which facility to be exact.

He was in Security.

Stripe was in the swivel chair and bent partly over the console. She was sleeping in a very uncomfortable-looking way.

A long line of drool was trailing out of her mouth and to a pool of it on the ground.

Spread out around him were a disgusting number of nutrient drinks. The type given to older Hume to keep them healthy and able to live on, even if they’d lost their teeth.

They were most certainly filled with calories and vitamins. To the point that it was akin to a meal in a drink.

Wrench didn’t bother to count how many were around him when he recognized that there were more than thirty at a glance. Enough to feed a small Hab for a while, in fact.

Either I’ve been asleep a while, or she’s been filling me up to the point of bursting.

Not sure which.

Though… this is so terribly cliche.

I admit, I did ask her to help me out if I went down, but still. 

So very cliche.

Wrench lifted his hands up and peeled the blanket down from his chin. Looking to his side, he saw there was a fresh bandage wrapped around where he’d been stabbed. 

Then he realized he probably shouldn’t be able to be moving his arms around as easily as he was, considering the break he’d suffered.

Letting the blanket drop back down, he pulled open his Systems window.

Everything was set to one-hundred percent, except his Lymphatic system. It was still in overdrive, running at near six-hundred percent and had a red-flame symbol next to it.

He immediately wound it down to match the others.

Yeah… without all the calories Stripe was putting in me, I think that I wouldn’t be here. That my Lymphatic System would have burned out from me leaving it running so high.

In the same breath though, if I hadn’t pushed my recovery so far so fast, would I even be here either?

Questions for another time I suppose.

Looking back to the Systems screen, Wrench tapped into his side. Where the wound should be, but wasn’t.

He’d seen a great deal of red on this screen when he’d last seen it, the fact that it was all gone was a surprise.

After searching around in his system for a few minutes, he found that there really wasn’t anything there. Not a hint or a single bit of evidence that he’d been hurt or harmed.

The break in his clavicle was also well healed and without any lasting concerns.

Sitting up, he reached down to his side and peeled back the edge of the bandage. There was nothing but clean and normal-looking skin beneath it.

Not even a scar was there.

Wrench pushed the bandage back down against his side, then got up to his feet. He realized in that moment that he was quite naked as well.

Nodding his head, he walked over to the Security monitors. He didn’t think he’d be waking up Stripe just by moving around, and he wanted to see the date.

Enough that he was willing to risk being seen naked by someone who’d obviously already seen him naked. There wasn’t anyone else who could have gotten into the ducts after all. He imagined Stripe dragged him over to the door, opened it, and carried him in.

Looking to the monitors, he quickly found the date.

Then blinked, looked away, and looked back to it.

The date had remained the same as the first time he saw it. There was no change in it, and he wasn’t seeing things.

It’s… still the same day.

About six hours have passed. It’s just before evening.

That’s-alright. Alright.

A lot of calories in a very short period of time, healing in record time, and coming out the other side just fine.

It’s just like the masked man said. So long as I have the fuel for it, I can do anything. That means I need to finish up with reforming my body.

Height, denser bones, better muscles, longer reach, stronger tendons. All of it.

Lots of calories, sleep, and letting it do what it needs to.

Make myself so impeccably perfect that I’ll have to rename myself.

Like… Chad.

Nah, that’s a stupid fucking name.

Nodding his head, Wrench looked to the sleeping Stripe.

Without her, it’s quite likely he would have died or come out of the situation in a terrible way. Perhaps with damage to his body or Systems that he couldn’t solve easily.

I owe her.

When she inevitably asks to stay in the Hab, that’ll be a yes, instantly.

Her, Spook, and his family. Won’t even be an issue or a concern.

We’ll move them into the pens as soon as—

Wrench paused mid-thought.

He realized today was probably the day that Goodie would drop in to peek at things. Often a Tongsta would show up in the middle of a month on an odd ending day. Most often the thirteenth or fifteen.

Almost always with whatever they were going to give over to the Hab, but always in the evening.

I need to get out there at the front of the Hab. She’s going to have a lot of Hume bodies to clean out of the filter, after all.

If I’m not there, she might think I’m part of the pile.

Wrench began a search to find his clothes. He had to be outside for when Goodie showed up.

Thankfully Stripe had set the Fabrication machine to making him a new work uniform. The armor and clothes he’d been in were all piled next to the machine, likely waiting to be converted back into material.

Dressing quickly, Wrench exited the duct.

The School and Solos that’d been gathered around in the immediate areas were gone now. Where they’d left to, he had no idea.

Of course, he could see the cafeteria and his School inside it.

He waved at them briefly and gave them a smile.

They’d all jumped at this point and were practically up against the glass. Waving at him, smiling, and looking excited to see him. Clearly, they’d seen Stripe drag him into the ducts.

Pointing down to the Hab glass, Wrench then pointed to himself, then pointed back to them.

Dusky was off to the side of the glass watching him as he motioned.

Then she grinned, nodded her head, and pointed at him, then down at herself.

Wrench nodded in response, then waved again. It seemed like they understood, so he didn’t need to hang around. His only regret was he hadn’t woken Stripe to tell her thank you, or that he’d be right back.

He didn’t think she’d panic for long, and would more than likely begin scrubbing through the camera system to try and find him. Which of course meant that she’d discover him near the glass rather quickly.

As he made his way down into the field, he saw that the School and Solos from Stripe’s Hab were all at the filter. They were all bunched up together in the middle of what looked like some type of party.

There were more than a few smaller groups that were in the middle of actively having sex as well. Though those looked like they were part of the Brawler group to start, but he wasn’t sure.

There was a single family that was at the outside of the group that had nothing to do with said party.

It only took Wrench a moment to realize it was Spook and what was likely his partner and children.

Grinning, he veered away from the direction he was going and curved. Planning to walk past Spook and welcome him officially into the Hab.

Before he could reach them, Sparkle caught up to him. Appearing next to him. She wrapped her arm through his, pulled it up into her chest, and hung onto him.

“Hi, Wrench. Hi. I’m so… so glad you’re up already,” said the beautiful School-Hume. “We were all so worried when you were brought back by Stripe. She assured us you were fine and just needed rest but… we were still scared.”

“I-yeah, I’m fine. I’m fine, Sparkle,” Wrench murmured. He knew this was just how School-Hume were. Her touching and holding to him, was because she was alone. The fewer there were of their School, the more clingy they got toward one another.

What she was doing right now had nothing at all to do with if she had any romantic feelings for him. This was an overly friendly School-Hume, with a non-School-Hume.

“I see that! I’m ecstatic that it’s gone exactly like Dusky said it would. She kept everyone calm, but we were all a bit panicky. You know how Schools get,” Sparkle intimated and patted him on the forearm. Her fingers lingered there and then slowly curled around him. “For a Fixer, you understand us really well. Did you partner with one before?”

“Briefly. She wanted more than I could give her. She joined a Brawler after that,” admitted Wrench, even as Spook noticed him heading their way. He and his family were moving over to him rather quickly now.

“Wrench!” Spook called out loudly, long before it’d be a polite volume.

More than a few people engaged in the extravaganza looked up. Eyes that sought out what was going on and then locked on Wrench and Spook.

There was a general feeling of shock and disbelief on their faces.

“I tried to tell them you were fine,” Spook declared, coming right up to him. He had a sharp tone and there was visible tension in his neck. “None of them believed me. They went along with whatever the Brawlers said. All of them promising that you were dead and they had a part in killing you.

“None of them listened to me but my own family. Not one of them. At least some of them didn’t join in that ugly… going-on down there. Those few deserve a pat on the back for not being complete idiots. The rest of them… they can all just… stay in the filter. Where they all belong with that lack of faith.”

Spook had a pinched expression on his face and his jaw was clenched. He even topped it all off with a shake of his head as he came to a stop in front of them.

“Spook, this is Sparkle. Sparkle, this is our Admini. He, his partner, and his children will be joining our Hab,” Wrench introduced them to one another.

“I’m one of Wrench’s School,” Sparkle said with a wave of her hand, moving closer to Wrench. School-Hume were always distrustful of anyone not in their School. It took a great deal to break through that barrier unless they wanted something from you. “Given how Wrench feels about other men, I take it you have no interest in other partners. Otherwise he wouldn’t have let you join.”

“Ah-haha, yes. No interest other than my partner,” Spook said and then indicated the woman who had come over with him. She was rather attractive, with dark-black hair and dark-brown eyes. Her skin-tone was darker than many, but not as dark as others Wrench had met. “This is Coffee. Coffee, this is Wrench and Sparkle.

“And these are our children. They were named Brick and Brack, but you know how Tongsta can rename children. We’re going with it for now.”

Spook held a hand out to the two children with him.

Wrench nodded his head to all of them, noticing that Goodie had just arrived as well. She was clearly behind the curtain and watching now.

“Sparkle, would you take them all to the pens? Let’s get them situated. I need to go talk to Goodie,” Wrench asked, looking to the beautiful Hume.

“Of course I can! I’m your Sparkle after all!” declared Sparkle with a laugh. She patted him on the chest, then looked to Spook. She was still on guard, but didn’t seem as wary now that Spook had said he wasn’t looking for others. “Everyone after me! We’re going to the pens. We’ll probably have dinner in an hour or so.”

Sparkle released him and then moved away, heading up the field and back to the pens.

Spook gave Wrench a relieved smile and followed her up determinedly. 

No small number of the School and Solos from the other Hab were trying to get out of the group. Some had even distanced themselves at what looked like a run and were hiding their faces. As if they didn’t want any part of it now that Wrench had showed up, and didn’t want to be recognized later.

I suppose… it’s just like Spook said.

They threw in with them when they thought I was dead. When they didn’t have confirmation and just let fear rule them.

A Hume with that weak of a will won’t be that useful in the long run. I can’t see any of them succeeding in my Hab if I actually let them in. Seems that they’d just fall victim to others.

Then again… is there any reason to believe my own School wouldn’t have done the same?

Sparkle mentioned they were panicking a bit.

Shaking his head in a similar way to how Spook had, Wrench turned away and began walking to the spot he often spoke to Goodie at. So much so that he’d dragged over a large flat rock to sit on here.

Taking up that position, he sat himself down, then waved to Goodie.

Then waited, staring at her.

“You… can see me again, can’t you?” asked Goodie, sounding somewhat shocked.

“Of course I can,” Wrench said with a loud laugh, making sure to nod his head.

There was a sound that Wrench could only mentally translate as a tongue click. As if Goodie were amused and annoyed at the same time.

“Yes, you can,” Goodie murmured, then drew the curtain back. Appearing in front of the Hab. “Cause you’re my special Wrench. My spssss.”

Wrench frowned at the sudden and strange noise.

It wasn’t the standard blip of static he’d come to expect from Tongsta. This was something altogether different and not an experience Wrench had ever had before.

“How are you?” Wrench asked, holding a hand out to Goodie. “Are you alright? I hope all is well. Unfortunately things didn’t go that well here. I had to kill a bunch of fools.”

“I wish I could understand you,” Goodie murmured, moving right up to the Hab. A tentacle came out and touched to the glass, to which Wrench got up and put his hand on the same spot. “I bet you have a lot to say, my spssss. So much even.

“In fact, I wish I could talk to you about what you’ve gotten into. It looks like you killed a bunch of Brawlers, locked the entire Hab down near the filter, and made them listen to you.

“Cause you’re amazing, Wrench. Amazing. My amazing Wrench.”

As much as he wanted to say he didn’t need the glowing and warm words of Goodie to buoy his spirit, he couldn’t help but feel gratified to hear them. They sounded genuine and heart-felt to him.

Far more genuine in affection than even those of Dusky.

How pitiful.

Wrench patted the glass once, then sat back down on his rock and nodded his head in an obvious way.

“Yes. I killed them all. They were annoying,” Wrench agreed.

“Ahh… that’s… you killed so many. I hope spssss doesn’t get too angry at me. I did warn them. I warned them that you’d possibly slaughter the men and take some of the women,” Goodie remarked with a note of concern in her voice.

“He did what now?” asked a new voice a second before another Tongsta appeared behind Goodie.

“Oh, my Wrenchie. He butchered your Brawlers and dumped their corpses on the filter. Exactly like I said he would,” Goodie stated firmly. “He’s my spssss, you know. A Fixer that can slaughter Brawlers. I did warn you.”

“What?” squawked the Tongsta, followed by an incoherent sentence that sounded akin to someone shrieking.

“Exactly what I told you would happen. What’d you expect? You wanted me to house them. I did so, even when I didn’t want to,” Goodie argued. “I offered to have Wrench help your Hab instead, you didn’t want that. Said you’d rather let your Brawlers chase around my poor Hume.

“Well, guess what? You got what you wanted. They chased around Wrench, and then he Filtered them. Do you want me to space them for you, or did you want to do it yourself?”

“I don’t give a xxhht! Xxhht you, you xxhht!” screamed the Tongsta.

“Real original. Amazing, even,” Goodie remarked dryly. “Anyways. What do you want to do? Is your Hab fixed yet?”

“No. They’re all incompetent. They can’t seem to fix it at all. Damnit,” growled the Tongsta.

Wrench decided to name them Dickhead in that moment.

Dickhead felt like a fitting name.

“Well, what do you want me to do? If you leave your Hume here, Wrench is going to kill whatever males you have left and take what he wants. He’s that special. He’s my spssss,” Goodie stated.

“Fine! Fine. I’ll do what you suggested the first time. Have Wrench fix my Hab. I’ll take all my Hume now though. They’re all right there, aren’t they?” demanded Dickhead. “Just have Wrench join them and we’ll go to my Hab. He can fix it and then go back to your Hab.

“You can consider it repayment for him killing my poor Baby-Boy. He was so amazing in the gladiator ring.”

“I… don’t really want to do that,” Goodie answered. There was a distinct dislike in her voice that even the translation from the implant couldn’t hide. “I’m afraid you’ll take it out on Wrench. Wrench is special. I have to protect him.”

“Consider it a favor to me then. Just for letting him come I’ll give you a xxhht. And if something happens to him, I’ll—” continued Dickhead, except that the implant just put out a long continuous line of static. “That’d be worth it, right?”

“I… really? Okay. Okay! Fine. You can take Wrench and your Hab with you now, but I want it now. Immediately,” Goodie stated firmly. Then Wrench had the impression she was looking back to Wrench. “Wrenchie, will you help me out? I could use a hand.”

Wrench shook his head.

He wanted nothing to do with Stripe’s Hab.

If he walked away with Stripe and Spook, he’d consider it a blessing and that’d be the end of it.

“Aww, Wrench, I know. They’re awful. I know it. I could really use this though,” Goodie pleaded. “Can you help me, Wrenchie? Please?

“Your spssss could really use your help. This’d help a lot. If you can help me out, I’ll make sure to reward you after. Lots of rewards. Okay?”

Grimacing, Wrench let his head sink down till he was staring at the dirt in front of him.

There was a small pile of dead moss there where the dirt and the glass met.

“She’s always given me way more than I expected for a reward,” muttered Wrench. He didn’t think Goodie would screw him over, either. “Alright.”

Wrench said and stood up with a nod of his head.

“Alright, but for rewards. I want lots of rewards. Lots,” demanded Wrench, pointing at Goodie with a finger. “Lots of rewards. I’m your… whatever… right? Reward me.”

“Ooh! Thank you, Wrench. I really will reward you. We’ll make a special trip to go get you those Solos. We’re on the outer edge of the spssss, so we can visit the farm! They’ll have lots of special things for my spssss. You can pick out everything you want. Everything.”

Sighing, Wrench nodded his head, then started moving over toward the filter.

“I still can’t believe he understands you. It’s amazing,” Dickhead grumbled. “Maybe you’ll let me breed him with a few of mine?”

“We can do that. I wouldn’t mind. But I want spssss for every successful pairing. He’s my spssss. I’ll have to reward him for it each time,” countered Goodie.

Breeding, huh?

Eh… I wouldn’t mind that I guess.

My past life had a number of times where Brawlers would be brought in for breeding with Solos and Schools. The chosen Hume-Mare always got a lot of rewards for a successful birth, too.

Standing amongst those in the filter, Wrench shook his head and looked up to Goodie.

At least I got Stripe and Spook out of this.

“Hi Wrench,” said Stripe from beside him.

Looking down at the attractive furry-eared Deme, Wrench realized he’d screwed up.

If she was here, that meant she wouldn’t be staying in his Hab.

She gave him a sad smile as the carrier was pressed up to the lock for the Hab.

“Guess you get to see my Hab. It’s not as nice,” lamented Stripe.

“I wanted you to stay here, in my Hab,” Wrench blurted out, staring at her. “Go! Quick. Run away back to the pens.”

Stripe stared at him, blinked, then turned and tried to scurry off into the field.

A Hume-net held by a tentacle came down and caught her neatly. Depositing her in the netting without a concern.

“Gotcha,” said Dickhead. “Alright. That’s everyone. They’re in the fucking xxhht.”

The Hume-net came over and began pushing everyone toward the lock.

Fuck.

Alright. I’ll demand to take her with me when I come back then.





Chapter 16




As soon as the carrier docked with the Hab, Wrench was struck by the disgusting stink of the Hab.

Rancid, putrid, foul-smelling air flooded into the carrier.

It had a rankness to it that was almost certainly going to kill any Hume that lingered in it for very long. There was no possible way that anyone could survive in this without having to depend on a Mender.

Which meant Wrench had to be quick at getting repairs under-way.

“Stay with me, Stripe,” Wrench said, and slipped his arm through hers. There was no way he was going to let her get out of his sight, given that this entire place was poisonous and hostile. Even if all he did was fix the oxygen filter or scrubber today and directed it into the ducts, that’d at least protect her against the Hab.

He figured he could fool around with his Systems to make sure he didn’t get any lasting effects here, but that wasn’t an option for her. Her health was paramount if he wanted to keep her around as someone he could rely on.

A partner that could get him through situations like what he’d gone through with Pretty-Face.

“Of course. I can-I can do that,” Stripe replied, her fingers clutching to his arm and digging into him. To the point that he figured the only way she’d be removed from his side was by cutting her arm of. “We didn’t-that is-you told me to stay in your Hab. We didn’t make an agreement or anything for that.

“I didn’t offer you anything and just… I ran because I thought you were inviting me to join your Hab just because you wanted me there. That’s what you meant, right? You just wanted me in your Hab as a person.”

“That’s exactly it. I wanted you in my Hab. More specifically, to help me. No deal, no trade, just… help me,” Wrench quickly assured her. There was no way he wanted to make deals anymore. He had enough of that in his life in the past, and even now.

Stripe could be a friend and a partner, even without having an odious deal.

There was an odd itch at the back of his head that hoped for more, too.

“Oh good. Thank you. I’ve never traded myself away, never wanted to, and was hoping you just wanted me to remain in your Hab,” Stripe murmured as everyone began exiting the lock.

Wrench got a chance to look around the Hab now.

It wasn’t a terrible Hab.

There was, in fact, quite a bit of work that’d been put into it. There was even a large number of higher-end decorations and settings that he’d only ever heard of.

Glancing up, he noted that there was an attachment to the Hab as well.

An Aerial-Hab had been set to the top of the Hume Hab.

An addition that’d allow for the inclusion of other species that weren’t ground dwellers. Species that preferred to be in the trees, up high, or had a different requirement for breathable atmosphere.

He spotted what he felt were a few non-humanoid species up in the Aerial-Hab. As well as several Grae that were starting to clamber down and watch from above.

They were always far more curious than the other Aerial-Hab species, and would even associate with Hume in some circumstances. Those were few and far between from what Wrench had heard.

He’d only met one in his life, and they’d been incredibly unpleasant experiences.

Nasty bastards that they are.

You can all just stay up there.

Thanks very much.

“Only a few come down here,” Stripe answered the unspoken question, her face upturned and looking to the Aerial-Hab. “Grae, that is. A few Grae come down. They’re not very nice and tend to steal from us. That or attack for no reason at all.”

“They do that,” muttered Wrench. He was positive there would be a duct stairwell that went all the way up to the Aerial-Hab, since he’d be responsible for them as well. That meant there would be a way for him to get up there and away from the other Hume. “We’ll be staying up there, by the way. Away from everyone else. I’m willing to bet that it’s actually healthier up there, too. A lot more natural foliage that takes in and filters out bad air.

“Everything down here looks pretty, but doesn’t do much for the air itself. If the Fixers that are working on the Hab are any good, they’re probably sleeping up there already.”

“They’re not,” Stripe answered in a flat tone. “None of them are likely up to the task of maintaining this Hab. It’s not even their fault either.

“All the good Fixers were fed to the Crockish. They’re… the Crockish are over there in that corner. The Tongsta doesn’t live feed them, thankfully, but they eat anyone who gets too close. Deme, Hume, or just wait for the Tongsta to feed them.”

Wrench clicked his tongue at that.

There were a number of Tongsta that kept predatorial species with Hume. Often with disastrous results for the Hume, though not always.

“The Fixers… they disagreed with the Brawlers. Fought with them. They caught them and threw them in,” Stripe continued on when Wrench hadn’t said anything.

“Alright. We’re going straight for the ducts. We’ll stay out of the pens and the like. No reason to bother with them,” Wrench said, changing the subject a bit. “Not sure if I’ll have to slaughter the Fixers or not, so I need you to be careful for a time. Stay away from them and keep your distance.”

“Okay, yes. I can-I can definitely do that, Wrench,” murmured Stripe, leaning toward him in an almost comical way. Her head was nearly on his shoulder with how she was bent toward him.

A beautiful blonde moved closer toward Wrench and Stripe.

“I’m Pistol. I just want you to know, what you saw back there was a mistake,” said the woman, giving him a bright smile, her eyes crinkling and flashing her perfect teeth at him. “I guarantee you that I personally want nothing more than to be in your Hab. You’ll be able to take a few out with you, right?

“Take me with you. I’ll make worth your while and then some. I’m a breeder, I’ve never had children, I’m only nineteen, and my pedigree is second to none. Any child I provide will give us rewards aplenty.”

“I’m Popsicle!” called a second a woman who edged her way over to stand next to Pistol. She had bright blue eyes, pale almost light-brown hair, and a figure and look that was amazing to behold. Standing next to Pistol, the two looked akin to the most attractive women he’d ever seen. He felt his back arch after he maintained eye contact with them a bit too long. His left hand had come up and pressed to his chest for a moment, and he felt his mouth part on its own. “I’ll let you do whatever you want to me. I’ll let it happen with a smile and a thank you, then ask you for more.”

“Oh, me too. We could maybe make up a pair of Solos for you and really light up your days?” offered Pistol, to which Popsicle quickly nodded her head in agreement to.

Wrench felt his face screw up in a frown and he said nothing after he caught himself wanting to lean in toward the women. He couldn’t deny that he was attracted to these over-engineered Hume. That he wanted to say yes, if only to take them to bed.

To see what Popsicle could really offer him, and how it appealed to him in a way he hadn’t expected.

But it also wasn’t what he wanted.

More calls were made to him, to the point that he realized he needed to say something.

“I’m sure I can take a few with me,” Wrench admitted with a small nod of his head, still walking toward the ducts. “If you want to join me, feel free to talk to me in the mornings before I start work, or in the evenings just after dinner. I’ll make time to talk to anyone who’s serious about coming over.

“Be prepared to answer me honestly about your previous associations as well. I’ll ask others as well to learn the truth. Best you come clean in those interviews.”

Wrench didn’t exactly mean any of that, but it was easier to lie than it was to tell them the truth. The truth would create enemies and problems.

A simple lie would give them hope enough to not become an issue for him. To give him some space and be polite.

He wanted more people like Stripe, who hadn’t anticipated him wanting her to stay. That she’d never asked, expected, or pushed at him to invite her.

I mean… Popsicle could be fun, though.

Wincing mentally at the thought, Wrench realized he was going to have an issue not letting his young body run wild over his older mentality. It was going to be tough.

Focus.

Focus!

Ducts.

Get in the ducts, fix the Hab.

Head out of the gutters and what your dick wants.

Far far away from the pretty ladies.

Quickly as he could manage without looking like he was running away, Wrench got to the ducts. Everyone else went into the pens.

More than a few extremely attractive women followed him right up to the door and wished him well. To come back and talk to them in the evening.

No sooner had he entered the ducts than he heard several voices call out from the back. They all sounded as young as he was, or younger.

“Hello,” called Wrench. He wanted to make sure this got off on the right foot. If they were prideful or unwilling to give him space, he’d have to force the situation. If he didn’t have to though, he wouldn’t. “I’m Wrench. A Fixer from another Hab. I was brought over to help fix the problem with the Hab.”

Several young men and a young woman filed out from the back.

Wrench had no idea what room they’d been in, but they were covered in grease, oil, and dirt. One of them even looked like they had soot smeared across the bridge of their nose.

“You’re a Fixer?” asked the young man at the front. Now that they were closer, Wrench was fairly certain that they were unrelated. They all had different hair-color, eyes, and features.

“Yeah, I’m Wrench. I’m a Fixer. Done a lot of work on mechanical systems. Working in an electrical one now,” he answered quickly. “What’s… what’s going on here? Something with the air isn’t right.”

He was trying to be delicate about it and kind. He needed to get to the heart of the matter though, so he could finish this up quickly and get out.

“Yeah!” said the young woman. She looked as if she were right on the cusp of getting her coming-of-age tattoos and being given an adult designation. Along with all the tattoos adults received. Dark-brown hair was pulled up in a high ponytail, and her eyes were a pale-brown that shifted to a hazel color. “The oxygenator won’t actually turn on. It’s just… stuck.

“We got it to turn on once, but then it didn’t do anything. It was humming along, but it wasn’t working.”

Frowning, Wrench thought on that.

While it sounded like they were treating it as if it were a singular problem, to Wrench it felt more like two. The first one being what he’d already dealt with in his own Hab.

The sensor at the filter was meddled with and that had caused it to fail. That would account for the systems not turning on.

There was quite possibly a lack of proper maintenance on the machine as well. When they were attempting to get it to function, they could have broken something or cracked one of the valves.

He’d have to check all the internal valves, plastics, and the casing. Then run it all the way back down the tubing to the intake, as well as the filter. 

Taking in a slow breath, then letting it out, Wrench realized he was going to have a considerable job in front of him. One he didn’t want to really deal with.

“I’m Gadget,” said the young woman with a bright smile. “I turn of age in a few days. Please treat me as an adult despite that. I promise I learn quickly.”

The young men around her all nodded their heads, though slowly. They didn’t have any enthusiasm or hope in their faces or eyes.

Each and every one of them had a defeated air and feel to them, other than Gadget.

Wrench had no idea why there was a difference between them, but he did have a strong suspicion. That perhaps they’d been in league with the Brawlers.

That maybe this whole situation was something they could have stopped but didn’t.

“Right. This is Stripe, by the way. She’s my assistant,” Wrench said, indicating her with a hand gesture. “If she asks for something, or needs something, please help her out. She’s not a Fixer, but she learns quickly and is quite bright.”

They all agreed with nods and spoken agreement.

“Wonderful. Alright… well… first things first. Show me whatever equipment this Hab is using to cycle the air. Then we need to go straight to the filter and the intake. Because there’s something clearly wrong with that, and we need to start there,” Wrench said. “Once we have the filter and intake clear, we’ll walk it forward till we find the issue.”

They all nodded their heads quickly at that.




***




Wrench had been right, but also wrong.

The filter had been jammed shut. Something had washed out the lubricant that kept the machine spinning. Cycling air with a machine that had a motor, but no blades to propel the air.

Somehow the motor spun, then pushed air through the filter, and took out undesirable elements.

A simple reality was that the filter was a piece of tech that Fixers could maintain, but not completely understand. Nor could they replicate it.

Once Wrench had reapplied new lubricant to the machine, pulled the sensor to force it into a default mode, reset the system to a fresh start, and let it powerup normally, the filter turned on.

Air started to move again through the Hab. An active and positive change was now starting.

The part he’d been wrong about had been the Oxygenator.

A machine that had a lot of valves, pumps, and delicate pieces, such as fragile magnets, that allowed the Tongsta technology to move air without too much of an issue, as well as provide carbon dioxide scrubbing. To pump it throughout the Hab without an issue and constantly refresh it with breathable life-giving air.

It was destroyed.

In their quest to fix the issue, the Fixers had ruined nearly every valve, broken a number of housings and casings that held the parts together, and backflowed the intake tubes with the oil that the motor that pumped the air needed.

These were all things that would require parts made from a Fabrication machine, or surplus storage.

Neither of which existed.

All Wrench could do was categorize it all as broken must replace, broken can repair, or no-action needed, and send it into the Hab system so that the right parts could be picked up by the Tongsta.

Hopefully with some urgency, considering the amount of breathable air would be diminishing quickly. Though he couldn’t see how Dickhead wouldn’t be moving fast.

Whatever price they’d offered to Goodie to get his help, and assurances for his health, was likely more prohibitive than rushing the parts they needed.

When it was all said and done, Wrench had done all he could, and then no more. Until the new parts arrived, he couldn’t actually solve the Hab’s most pressing issue.

Once that task-list had been finished, he set off for the Aerial-Hab with Stripe in tow. Dinner in hand for each of them and not wanting to go to the cafeteria or the pens.

They were eating before dinnertime, but that didn’t matter much. The day would be closing itself out rather rapidly.

There’d be no more time to do anything today as far as work was concerned either.

“Don’t forget to go back down after we eat and speak to those who wished to join your Hab,” Stripe reminded him as they continued up the stairs to the top. “Even if you were lying about wanting to take them with us, you told them what you’d do. You have to keep up with what you actually state.”

“I… what?” Wrench asked, following Stripe as she climbed upward.

“You told everyone to talk to you after dinner. You still need to go talk to them,” Stripe said, glancing over her shoulder at him. “I didn’t think you were being honest about wanting to take them with us, but even if you weren’t, you still need to talk to them.

“If you don’t, they’ll realize it’s all a facade. They’ll become hostile and angry. If you’re just trying to appease them enough to make them stop or go away, then you need to talk to them. You can’t dangle bait and not give them a nibble or two at it.”

Wrench blinked owlishly, almost missed a stair, then caught himself physically and mentally.

Stripe was right of course.

If he was going to go about with this little charade, then he needed to make sure he did it in a way that was consistent. That he actively listened to the people who wanted to join his Hab and were willing to barter whatever they could for it.

That and… that and I’d talked to a number of them already in the other Hab. They just didn’t have a chance to seal an agreement, considering how it all went down at the end.

I can be open about this if I really want to.

I don’t have to shut them down outright.

“I can give you a list of all the ones that weren’t… someone you’d want to bring with you,” Stripe offered. “But… but they’d just be based on my opinions. I can’t guarantee I won’t be biased.

“In fact, never mind. You really shouldn’t be using my opinions on who to take with you. You should rely on your own intuition and judgment. If I had either of those, I wouldn’t have been as much of a loner as I was.”

“No! No. Please. Provide me with a list of people you think would be a bad idea to take. Especially the ones who were with the Brawlers or had close ties with them,” Wrench got out just as they reached the top flight of stairs.

“Popsicle and Pistol kept their distance from the Brawler group. Either of them would be fine to take,” Stripe murmured and then stood at the door. The locking light had remained red as she approached. “Given their pedigree, they’d be two of the best to take with you. Especially if you had children with them.

“Goodie… Goodie would reward you heavily for such, I have no doubt of it. She might even let you keep them, given how kind she is to you.”

Wrench nodded his head and walked up to the door.

It unlocked with a pop, the light turned green, and he pushed it open.

They stepped out of the ducts and into the Aerial-Hab.

The air up here was fresher and obviously so within the first breath. A much cleaner feeling that didn’t leave him slightly light-headed.

“Oh that’s wonderful,” whispered Stripe. She walked over to a metal-shod bench that was on the platform they were on and sat down on it. “We can sleep right here. It’ll be fine, won’t it?”

“Yeah. The species up here should leave us alone, as long as we leave them alone. We just have to make sure we don’t give them a reason to take anything from us, nor provoke them,” Wrench muttered.

He didn’t want to deal with Grae.

Thankfully they’d leave them alone for the most part once their anxiety and curiosity were equally sated.

Looking out into the thick foliage of the Aerial-Hab, he saw a Grae not far away.

It was hanging partly upside down and clinging to a vine that one could often find in Aerial-Habs. Holding to it and watching him from its partial cover.

The Grae were a humanoid-like figure that could range from five foot to eight foot in height, ash colored skin that ranged from light to dark, teeth that had serrations in them that held onto things when they bit down, a mouth that was too wide to look normal, and ears that nearly laid flat to their head.

Surprisingly, the aliens had hair and eyebrows, but were universally white in color.

None of those features were normal, but they weren’t the most shocking attributes of a Grae either.

Two specific features marked them out uniquely.

Their eyes were incredibly strange.

A fully black sclera that made their eyes like pits. Black pits devoid of color, save one.

A red pupil and iris that reflected light back.

That and four breasts. Always four breasts.

So strange but… kinda neat to look at.

The Grae he was looking at realized it’d been seen. Opening its mouth, it let out a loud and grotesque noise that was half hiss, half growl. Showing off its teeth and too-large mouth at him.

After presenting itself as a threat and getting no response from Wrench, it scampered up a tree and out of view. Vanishing off into the foliage without a look back.

“You know, the Grae in Habs are always female,” Wrench remarked and sat down next to Stripe. “The males are much worse. Real assholes that want nothing more than to kidnap you and hurt you. Look similar to the female Grae, but no hair.

“No nose either, actually. Real ugly bastards. Alright… let’s eat. I need to go down there and talk to everyone. You can set up a nest for us up here to sleep in while I do that.”

“That sounds great,” Stripe said and gave him a shy smile. She picked up her fork, which she’d carried up with their food, and stuck it into her meal.

He could feel her watching him, despite facing her food.





Chapter 17




Wrench snorted, turned his face away from whatever was breathing on him, and then rolled to the side.

“Go away,” he grumbled to what he assumed was the Grae.

They were a very curious and aggressive species, though not that violent.

Most of the time the violence that could occur with them was entirely due to a Hume trying to get back what’d been taken. If you eliminated that variable, and never had anything a Grae wanted, there weren’t any conflicts.

Once more, he felt the warm snuffling breath creeping over his neck and shoulder.

Grunting, Wrench reached up and put his hand up. He felt the Grae’s face against his hand and palm. Their slightly firmer-than-Hume skin resisting his touch.

“Get off. I don’t have anything,” Wrench continued. “I made sure we don’t have anything you’d want. Go climb a tree or something.”

The Grae sniffed at his hand that was against its face.

Then it turned its head and experimentally put its teeth to his palm.

“Aaaghh… really? Do you have to?” complained Wrench as the Grae gnawed lightly at his skin. He could feel its tongue dart out against his skin once, as if to taste test him.

It finally seemed to understand that he wasn’t food, didn’t have anything it wanted, and was boring. It drew away after releasing his hand.

Wrench heard it clamber into the foliage and back into the depths of the Aerial-Hab.

Unfortunately, now he was wide awake.

Today is gonna suck.

Not in the fun way either.

More in the “shitty repair work, without the right parts, or people” kind of suck.

Fuck.

Now I’m thinking of Duchess or Dusky sucking on me in a fun way.

Or Pistol or Popsicle.

Damnit.

Stupid fucking Grae.

Damn.

Snickering to himself, Wrench forced himself to a sitting position. The blanket falling away from him. There was no point in laying here any longer if his mind had decided it was time to be awake.

Glancing to the Hab-glass, he found that it wasn’t quite “waking hours” yet. There was no real light coming in from outside and the Hab-lights weren’t on either.

At least this isn’t one of those Habs where the Tongsta literally starts the day manually. I’ve heard they can sometimes forget to turn it on and the Hab stays dark all day.

Looking out into the Aerial-Hab, he found a Grae not far off. It was dangling from a vine.

Watching him.

He couldn’t tell if it was the one that honked at him the night previous, or the one that’d just been sniffing him.

As far as he was concerned, they all looked the same. He was sure that one and all if you lined them up, you’d never be able to tell them apart without being part of their species.

Then again, I only have the one experience with them, and what I learned from others.

I’m basing everything on a very small amount of information.

Glancing to his side, he found Stripe sleeping quietly. Her back was pressed to one wall and her feet to another. She was in the corner of the balcony up here, and a considerable distance away from him.

Sleeping. Alright.

“Hey, you don’t understand shit, right?” Wrench asked the Grae, watching it to see if there was any change at all.

There wasn’t any.

“Right. Nothing,” Wrench remarked and nodded his head. “You’ve got a great body by the way. Not hume, obviously but… there’s an appeal to it.

“Not to mention… well… four boobs. That’s amazing. Boobs are great.”

Or… or being in a young man’s body is overwhelming my experience and senses.

Ha.

Alright, time to start the day.

Wrench picked himself up, settled his clothes the best he could, then went down into the ducts.

The stairwell was quiet as a tomb as he proceeded downward.

When he reached the common areas of the ducts, he yet still heard nothing. The mechanical sound of the Oxygenator was of course missing. There was no slight rattle and thump of airflow being pushed through the actual duct-work. Nor was there any click or tap of Fixers working.

Standing there in the hallway that led to all the separate areas, Wrench considered what to do.

They’d put in the request for things to the Tongsta, but there was no telling when they’d provide the materials. It could be days, if not weeks.

The Tongsta perceived time very differently than Hume did.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench decided to try out the plan he’d had last night.

There’d been a significant amount of sealant available. It wasn’t ideal for an Oxygenator, but he could probably use it to fix the valves temporarily. Or at least, long enough for the materials to be made available.

“Damn, now I miss the Fabricator. Ha. I’m a spoiled bitch already,” Wrench muttered with a laugh. Then he headed off toward the depot area.

He had a few things to prepare and get ready. He’d also have to teach all the Fixers here about what he was planning so they could maintain it till the parts showed up.

Gadget and the others surprised him.

They showed up even before he’d gotten the first barrel of sealant open.

Given how they’d filed in, behaved around one another, and conducted themselves the day previously, he was relatively sure that Gadget had them all pining for her.

That each and every one of these Fixers would offer her an agreement once she hit her majority.

It’d been a worry weighing on his thoughts in the back of his mind. Nagging at his thoughts and his concerns for his Hab and the longevity of it.

While Goodie seemed perfectly content to have him be the only male in the Hab, it wasn’t actually a valid solution. There would need to be other males, so that a viable population could be maintained.

Wrench would be the first one to admit he wanted multiple women for himself. To have multiple partners that were there for him alone.

He was a simple man, with simple desires, and an understanding of his own dark desires. He was smart enough to know he was stupid compared to many.

Yet even then, he knew there’d need to be other men his Hab.

If he could talk Gadget and a male of her choosing to come to his Hab, that would be ideal. Maybe the other Fixers, too. Take them all with him and make Dickhead get more. More knowledgeable ones.

That seemed unlikely though, unless he somehow convinced Dickhead that these Fixers weren’t very good.

Something to work on later.

“Morning,” Wrench said and nodded his head at Gadget. She’d been the last to arrive. “We’re going to do some kludge repairs. Do what we can to try and move the Hab to a better spot while waiting for parts.

“We’ll use Hab sealant to plug the holes in the existing valves. Then run the Oxygenator at a low production level. It won’t solve the issue by any means, but it can at least start moving us in the right direction.

“We’ll just have to monitor the fix and see how much it can handle before the sealant starts to bubble.

“And that’s what’ll happen by the way. It’ll make a big ass bubble once it loses its ability to withstand the forces being exerted inside the valves. We’ll just watch that and go from there. Shouldn’t be too bad.

“Questions before we start?”

“Uhm,” said one of the men. Wrench had either forgotten his name or never gotten it. “Is it… unlikely we’ll get the parts today?”

“Dunno. Depends on the Tongsta. There are some that’d just let the Hab die, fix it, then refill it with Hume later. Some that would get the parts yesterday as soon as we put in the request. It’s different for every single one of them.

“They can be very Hume-like. Sometimes, at least. Sometimes. We can’t really account for them. We just do the best we can in what way we can.

“Also… also… how would you all feel about coming back with me to my Hab? If I can make it happen, would you want to?”

Wrench had blurted out the words even before his brain could register he was saying them.

The more he thought about it, the more he wanted all these Fixers to come with him.

They’d help stabilize his Hab’s future Hume population.

“I’d go,” answered the male that’d asked him the question with confidence.

“Uh?” Gadget asked, blinking and staring at him in surprise. “Yes? Yes. I would want to go. Yeah.”

The other Fixers nodded their heads after that.

“Alright. If I can make it happen, I will. You can all come back with me to my Hab. I might try to convince Dickhead that you’re terrible though and need to be replaced,” Wrench explained. “That alright?”

“Fine by me,” answered the young man with a sharp nod of his head. “The Brawlers here fed my dad and uncle to the Crockish. I’m done with this place. Would be happy to leave.

“I’m Swifty, by the way. I didn’t… I didn’t introduce myself yesterday. Wasn’t sure if you were an enemy or not.”

“I get it,” Wrench muttered with a shake of his head. “Brawlers more often than not are a bunch of shitheads. Not much you can do about it. Join’em, fight’em, or hide.”

“Or fuck them,” offered Gadget with a laugh. “Though female Brawlers are really rare. It’s a lot easier for female Hume to deal with Brawlers. My mom used to just give them a quick go to get them to leave us alone for a while.

“She always said it was the cost of not partnering with a man for her. Anyways, should we get started on the repairs?”

Not for the first time, Wrench once again considered the resistance and their goals.

He agreed with their wants.

With their stated end game.

There just wasn’t any way they’d ever be able to actually fight the Tongsta.

No one should have to barter themselves off like that. Just to be left alone and have their lives intact. So that they’re not killed out of hand for no reason at all.

Bad enough we trade to one another just to have a partner and kids, worse still that we do it just prevent injury or worse.




***




Wrench took a step back from the Oxygenator and then gestured to the mechanic panel.

“Looks like the bubble is definitely forming now. It isn’t expanding quickly, but it’s obvious that it’ll fail given enough time,” he explained and wiped a wrist across his brow. He’d been head deep in the machine for the better part of an hour as they slowly increased the efficiency. “That’s our cut point then. Twenty percent of normal production. It’s not enough to actually… fix… the Hab, but enough to make it easier to live in the Hab.

“We’ll just have to wait for more parts. It’s a shame there’s no left-over parts from previous fixes. Try to hang onto those in the future just in case.

“If we’d had them, we could have cut inserts for the valves and just sealed them in place. They have a better pressure rating than the sealant does for a flat space, obviously.”

Gadget immediately stuck her head into the panel.

Swifty nodded to Wrench’s words.

“Hopefully it won’t be an issue and we don’t have to stay here,” he said with a sigh. “I think I’d very much rather be in another Hab.

“Also… ah… where did you sleep last night? We didn’t see you in the ducts or pens. Only when you were talking to Pistol and Popsicle, then you left.”

“Aerial-Hab,” Wrench answered and then let out a long breath. He was hungry. More so than he’d usually be at this time, considering he’d skipped breakfast and went straight into work.

It was probably about time to each lunch, so he could at least get something hot.

“You slept in the Aerial-Hab?” asked one of the other young men. “Aren’t you afraid of the Grae?”

“No. They’re not an issue for me or Stripe,” Wrench answered quickly, though he didn’t elaborate further. Food was the most pressing concern on his mind.

Pivoting, he nearly ran over Stripe.

The young woman was right behind him, in fact.

She held up a tray that had a plate on it. In the center of said plate was a sandwich of some sort. To the side was a bowl of soup. At the edge was a cup of what smelled like coffee.

On the far side of the tray were two oat-bars.

Oooh, lovely.

Perfect.

“Here you go, Wrench,” Stripe offered with a wide smile. “I thought you’d be hungry since you skipped breakfast. I already ate, so please don’t hesitate at all.”

Wrench gratefully took the tray, then moved to the wall and sat down with it.

As he sat down, Stripe plopped down on the ground next to him. She tented her fingers, glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, then looked back to the other Fixers.

Wasting no time, Wrench neatly devoured the sandwich in no time at all. Taking bites large enough that he had to be careful when he swallowed for fear of choking.

No sooner had he wolfed it down than he picked up the soup bowl and just began drinking from it.

“Oh, dear,” Stripe whispered almost to herself. Even as he let the bowl fall away from his mouth Wrench realized he’d spilled a bit.

Before he could grab the napkin and wipe it up, he found Stripe had beat him to it. She was dabbing at the corner of his mouth.

In a way that made his heart flutter and leave him somewhat confused. Unsure of what to do or how to respond to her.

This wasn’t the overly friendly nature of the School, or the blatant advances for trades that Popsicle and Pistol had offered him.

Stripe had offered him nothing, asked for nothing, and was just helping him.

“Thanks,” Wrench croaked out once Stripe had finished. She held onto the napkin, put her hands back in her lap, and nodded her head.

But said nothing.

There was a clunk that made the Hab jolt a fraction. Followed by a loud hiss of something depressurizing, then pressurizing.

“Shit, did Dickhead actually get the supplies already?” Wrench asked. Snatching an oat-bar he stood up, then hustled off to the airlock.

Unfortunately, the airlock where the Tongsta would load any supplies, new décor, and anything else in this Hab, was also where the filter was.

It was the only point in or out of the Hab.

Unlike Goodie’s, where she could quite literally put things into the loading bay directly.

Exiting the ducts, Wrench got out into the field in only a few seconds. As he stood there, he watched as Dickhead shook a carrier back and forth. Rushing Hume out and into the Hab.

There was a great number of Brawlers, Solos, and a whole School.

They ran the full gamut as to how they looked. From beautiful, to homely, to downright ugly. As if Dickhead had just collected them all from where-ever they could find them.

“Great,” muttered Swifty. “Just great. Brawlers. Didn’t even last a day with them being so calm.”

Wrench snorted at that, took a bite from his oat-bar and began marching forward.

He planned on going up to the glass and yelling at Dickhead.

“Hey! Dickhead!” shouted Wrench, waving his left arm back and forth over his head. Dickhead clearly noticed him, as their body partly turned away from the airlock.

“Oh, it’s xxhht,” grumbled Dickhead. “Look, I know, you don’t like males or Brawlers. Try not to kill many of them. If you do, just throw their bodies to the Crockish, that’d at least help.”

“Fine. I’ll probably kill a few just to make sure they understand who’s in charge,” stated Wrench. “Also, I’m keeping your damn Fixers. They’re going to come with me when I leave with Goodie.”

Wrench paused at the glass and stood there, eating his oat-bar.

“Stripe, too. Maybe Pistol. I like her,” Wrench continued. “Not sure of Popsicle. She’s a bit too willing to be a toy. Don’t need a toy.”

There wasn’t anyone close enough to hear him, but he knew that the Tongsta would hear him.

For some reason, they always knew if you were talking, though they couldn’t understand. Never really could figure out what a Hume said.

I wonder if it’s a vibrational thing.

That’s interesting.

“Whatever,” growled Dickhead. “Because of you I have to send a bunch of xxhht Brawlers to the games.”

Wait, the games?

The Brawler games? They’re now?

I have to go!

That’d make our Hab even better.

“Send me,” Wrench interjected suddenly. He didn’t even have to think about it. He could earn a great deal of prestige in the games. If he won those, Goodie would gain a great deal of status. He slapped his chest with his left hand. “Send me. I’ll go on Goodie’s behalf but in your name.”

He wasn’t concerned that Dickhead would try to keep him.

If they tried, he’d make the Hab a living hell for Dickhead.

“What?” asked Dickhead. “What do you want? Threatening to kill my new Hume already?”

Wrench sighed, then pointed to himself repeatedly while shaking his head.

“Hmm? What is it, Wrenchie? My little spssss,” Goodie said, appearing beside Dickhead.

Oh thank fuck. Thank fuck!

“Ah! Goodie! Send me to the games. I’ll kick everyone’s ass, but I want a reward,” Wrench stated then pointed back toward the ducts. “I want Stripe, Gadget, and the other Fixers. Send me to the games and give me them.”

“What’d you say to him just before he started talking?” Goodie prompted.

“I… ah… I brought up the Brawler games for the xxhht,” Dickhead said.

“Yes! Send me to that!” declared Wrench, thumping his chest with his hand several times while nodding his head. “Then reward me!”

“Hmmm? You… want to go to the games?” Goodie asked, moving in closer to the Hab. “But, aren’t you fixing the Hab?”

“Already fixed. Need parts,” Wrench called, nodding his head rapidly. “Send me to the games!”

“You fixed it? Did he put anything into the system?” Goodie asked, clearly directly at Dickhead.

“Uh, yeah. Bunch of xxhht and what not,” Dickhead grumbled.

“Great! Get everything listed. Now… are you sure you want to go to the games, my perfect Wrenchie?” asked Goodie.

“Yes! I want rewards!” Wrench confirmed with large nods of his head. He pointed back to the ducts again that were behind him and slightly above him. Most fields were on an incline so they’d drain. “Reward me for this work, and for going to the games!”

“I don’t get it,” Dickhead muttered.

“He wants to go to the games and wants rewards. Because he’s my ultra-special spssss,” Goodie purred. “My Wrenchie. Okay!

“We’ll send you to the games. I’ll reward you heavily if you win. Okay? Lots of rewards. Win for me and I’ll make it all happen.”

“Perfect,” Wrench murmured, glancing over to the incoming new Hume.

Surprisingly, he saw Chuckles and Freckles.

For one reason or another, they were here now.

Dismissing them from his mind, Wrench took another bite of his oat-bar, and began heading back for the ducts.

He needed to over-eat thousands upon thousands of calories and begin shaping his body. He didn’t have much time, he imagined.

So he had to start right now.





Chapter 18




“Hey, Wrench,” mumbled Chuckles.

Him and the rest of the Brawlers were standing on the filter with him. All waiting for Goodie and Dickhead to finish bartering. They were talking so quickly, and with so many words that Wrench just didn’t understand, that he was ignoring them.

He was just barely able to ignore the constant static, squelching, and gibberish that was coming out of his implant.

Barely.

“Chuckles,” Wrench allowed. “Saw you and Freckles come over. Something happen to the Hab?”

“Oh, uh, yeah. Yeah, it did,” Chuckles confirmed. “After you became Head, then the Tongsta took you away, we didn’t… really know what to do.

“When the Tongsta finally came back, they were freaking out. Shrieking, screaming, and we had no idea what to do. They got a carrier, stuffed us all inside, then took us somewhere else.

“We moved around through a few Habs, then ended up in this one. I think we’re staying here. At least… I hope so. I’m tired of constantly moving around. I had to fight off a few Brawlers at the last Hab who wanted Freckles.”

Wrench nodded his head slowly.

There were a number of Habs that had very down-and-out Hume in it that would take, kill, or eat you. Hume that were little better than wild animals without a shred of conscience. Their living conditions turning them into beasts and stripping them of what civility they might have had.

Thankfully he’d never been in one, though he’d heard the stories.

Stories from countless people in the Resistance who’d been through that.

It was also where he’d heard about the Brawler Games.

He’d only vaguely noticed that Club would leave for a few weeks at a time, then return. Each time he did, it was always with rewards.

Solos specific to keep him company, new clothes that were far better than what could be made in the Hab, furniture for his pen, or a weapon. Each of a quality that were nearly otherworldly.

The number of times Club had come back with a woman of unmatched beauty were few and far between, but they did happen. Women that made Dusky and the others look almost unfortunate.

Which meant that even Club did well enough to warrant extreme rewards on occasion.

That means I can easily get some prizes here. Take them all back to the Hab and live even more comfortably.

If Goodie gets rewards for it, all the better. She’ll feel like she wants to invest in our Hab even more, I bet.

I just have to win.

“So what’re the games?” asked Chuckles. “Never done it before. Club had mentioned it once but… nothing much after that. He seemed guarded about it, in fact.”

“Gladiator games. Sometimes to the death, sometimes not,” Wrench answered to the full extent of what he knew. “If you win, chances are you’ll get rewards. Big ones.

“If you lose… well… you might come back whole, or not at all. That’s everything I know. I want to go though. I can get a bunch of upgrades for my Hab if I win. I know it.

“Every time Clu… every time I heard about it, I always heard about the winnings. The winnings are what I need.”

“I’m not so sure I’ll survive it, really,” Chuckles whispered more to himself than to Wrench.

Or so Wrench figured.

Glancing to his side, Wrench found himself wondering about the man.

He had no memory of Chuckles. No actual impressions of him, other than that Freckles mentioned him in his past life. She’d wanted to join him and had played Wrench against him.

That’d been the extent of it.

Must’ve died in the games.

Doesn’t seem like a bad sort.

“I can probably give you some combat training. Might help a bit,” Wrench offered suddenly. “Not as much as you’d like, I imagine. We won’t have much time and really… well… it’d take more time to train you than we have.”

“I’ll take it. I’ll take anything you’re willing to offer, Wrench-Head,” Chuckles stated quite firmly. “Freckles said you were a good person before, she just didn’t know why you suddenly changed.

“She thought uh… thought it was because I asked her to be mine. That you just lost it.”

“Oh, the change was a long time coming. I’d already decided to change before she mentioned what she wanted,” Wrench remarked as Dickhead turned to them. The carrier that they’d been holding inside of their body oozed out.

With a click, it latched into the airlock.

“That’s our cue,” Wrench murmured and then entered the carrier.

Chuckles and two other Brawlers he didn’t know joined them.

Time for the games.

And to test out this body.

Flexing his hands, Wrench couldn’t help but feel a bit strange.

He’d eaten enough to feed a family of ten for several months, in two days.

Converted it all into calories.

Then burned it all away to force his body to grow, shift, gain new muscles, and reinforce itself.

At this point, he wasn’t just a Hume anymore. He felt more like a Hume-Plus.

Or some silly notion in that general idea.

Kinda a super-Hume.

I wonder what Blue-Bill would think if he saw me now. 




***




Wrench had spent the better part of the day giving Chuckles a lot of very basic instruction.

The proper way to hold a sword or a spear, how to keep his feet planted and shift them, rather than stepping, and where to watch his opponents.

They were all simple and basic things that you’d tell a new recruit on their first day. Nothing that would be lifesaving, but rather, a foundation for later.

Realistically, Wrench just didn’t have the time or luxury to worry too much about Chuckles. He’d help him if he could, but his survival really wasn’t up to Wrench.

When they arrived wherever it was they were going, Wrench felt tired.

Thankfully, Goodie had given him a break at one point and pulled him out of the carrier to feed him and give him water. As well as a chance to make water and empty his bowels.

He couldn’t really hold a single negative thought against Goodie. She was clearly and painstakingly watching out for him at every turn.

It was no surprise to him when Chuckles and the other Brawlers fell on the food and drink that the carrier had emptied into. Only for them to immediately turn and shuffle off to the ditch to relieve themselves quickly.

The area was small, no bigger than twenty-foot by twenty-foot. In truth, it felt more like a holding-Hab than anything.

Wrench gathered up his food, drink, and then set off for a quiet corner. He wanted to recharge, rest, and be ready. There was no telling what would happen next.

“Wrenchie, we’re going to stop here for a short break. Then we’ll go straight to the entry games. It’ll be our squad of four versus another squad,” Goodie chirped, appearing just outside of the glass. “Just make sure you survive, okay? Nothing else matters.

“Survive. I know you can do it. You’re my special spssss! My Wrenchie. I know you’ve already gone through worse. Do you need anything? Everything alright?”

Wrench stared at Goodie while chewing at a strip of dried meat, then he slowly nodded his head. Then he held up his hand and gave her a thumbs up while nodding his head.

He’d understood nearly everything she’d said.

To him, it almost felt like he was actually understanding more and more of Tongsta speech the more he heard of it. Especially with Goodie.

“Great. That’s a yes, right? My good boy?” Goodie asked.

“Yes. I’m good. Thank you, Goodie,” Wrench replied, nodding his head more firmly now.

“Mm! My good boy! If you win the whole thing, I’m going to get you everything. Everything! It’s more spssss than I’ve ever gotten before! More than even my spssss has gotten! Only spssss has earned that kind of spssss,” Goodie elaborated.

Pretty sure whatever she’s talking about is… a form of money or… err… prestige?

Bet that’s it.

So yeah.

Club won, or did well enough to get the Tongsta a reward of some type. That became a reward for him in turn.

In other words, do well.

Do well and try to keep Dickhead’s Brawlers alive, too. So they can get some rewards, too.

That’d make them be nicer to Goodie, wouldn’t it?

Wrench sat there, resting, his thoughts trickling back and forth as he gnawed at his meal. Waiting for whatever would be coming next.

“Try not to over-eat, or drink too much!” Wrench called to the others he was with. “We’ll be fighting soon. May want to start stretching and getting yourself limbered up.”

“Huh?” the three said at the same time.

Giving them not a single thought further, Wrench instead finished off the jerky, ditched the rest into the grass, drank some of his water, then laid down in the grass.

He’d preserve his energy until it was time to begin.

Then he’d ramp his systems into full combat.

No sooner than he’d settled on the ground, than he was able to clear his thoughts quickly. Letting his mind quiet itself and begin floating along with idle things carrying him.

Focusing on everything and yet nothing, Wrench was lost inside his mind.

All the preparations had already been made. The remaining issue was activating his Systems to move into “combat mode” as he dubbed it, then eliminating the enemy.

Using the body he’d made to its utmost potential. A potential honed for this type of situation.

Though… what if I tried to fight for the Resistance now?

Would I be able to overcome a lot of the issues that we faced previously? With awareness of the future, knowledge gained through experience, and a body that could survive in much worse locations?

A single grunt, a shake of his head, and then clearing that thought away was all Wrench allowed. He didn’t want to devote his existence to something that didn’t mean anything.

Where he’d lost his wife, his friends, what family he’d created among those individuals, all for a cause that amounted to absolutely nothing in the end. A cause that’d been to the detriment of everyone who’d joined.

I’ll give them my knowledge and information if I can.

Provide to them all the lessons learned, but not join them. I can help them like that while still doing what I want.

Just a helper.

“Okay! Wrenchie! Here comes the battle-Hab! You’ll be put in through the airlock and move to the center! Just slaughter them all! After this is when the first blood and wounding fights happen,” instructed Goodie. “This is the only kill-or-be-killed fight.”

“Right,” muttered Wrench and levered himself off the ground.

While it hadn’t felt like long, he knew instinctively that he’d been laying there for at least ten or twenty minutes. Enough time for his body to feel heavy, and he knew that if he didn’t have control over his Systems, it’d be hard for him to be ready to fight.

Given the travel that they’d gone through, as well as what kind of accommodation others would likely provide their Hume, Wrench wasn’t expecting much from his opponents. They’d be just as messed-up as Chuckles and the other two looked.

Wrench didn’t try to warm himself up or anything like that.

Instead, he just opened his Systems window.

With practiced motions and no need to check what he was doing, Wrench rapidly flicked everything to where he wanted it so he could dominate a fight. To push himself to the limits of what was possible and lock them in place.

Once again, the only thing he didn’t activate was the slowing down of his perception of time.

That was something that took far too much out of him, too quickly. Something to be used sparingly and only when needed.

A low thrumming noise became audible after a time. A noise that sounded a lot like the hum of a heavy-duty water-recycler in the middle of a cycle. A hydraulic-like noise that made Wrench want to immediately run off and check the water lines to make sure there wasn’t a blockage.

After standing there for several seconds, wondering what the fuck was going on, Wrench realized what it was.

The small Hab they were in was being transported elsewhere by a machine.

This is just a delivery box.

They put us in it, so we could be delivered elsewhere.

Removing us from our Tongsta and putting us into a situation where they can’t help us. All on our own against those who want to kill us.

Alright, I can do that.

Snickering to himself, Wrench couldn’t help but flash back in his mind to killing everyone and anything that stood in the way of the resistance. More than a handful of Hume had died at his hands in his relentless pursuit of a goal that ended up not mattering at all.

“What do we do?” Chuckles asked, drifting over to stand at Wrench’s left. “I’ll follow your lead, Wrench-Head.”

Wrench-Head.

Well… no harm in helping the young-one out.

I’ll do what I can to keep him and the others alive, but I won’t risk myself for them.

“Stay close, watch for enemies, do what you can. They’re going to be trying to kill you. Don’t hesitate to take their life. The expectation is at least four Hume die where-ever we’re going. As many as seven,” Wrench warned. “Don’t be a number. Survive. I’m sure Di-your Tongsta will reward you even for a minor victory.”

“Okay. Yeah. Yeah, survive,” Chuckles said, followed by a low chuckle. “I mean, that’d kinda suck. Actually get Freckles and then die.”

Wrench snorted at that but nodded his head. He couldn’t help but wonder if maybe Chuckles didn’t try as hard after he’d talked Freckles into staying with him in his past life.

“Yeah, something like that,” Wrench agreed as Chuckles continued to actually chuckle.

The laughter was low and bubbling. As if he were a pot left to simmer and the heat was increasing.

Finally, Wrench was able to accurately discern which way they were moving. For a while, it’d just felt like motion, and he had no idea in which direction they’d been traveling.

Turning to face in the direction he’d deduced, he could see a much larger Hab enclosure in the distance.

They were moving toward it rather quickly.

Looking to the corners of the Hab, he noticed only now that the whole of the wall could be pulled away.

Rather than an airlock, the entire wall was likely to be retracted, so that there was nowhere to hide, or use as a choke point.

A shame. It’d have been nice to utilize the airlock so only one can come at me at a time.

Because let’s face it… there’s a good likelihood that the others will die quickly, and then I have to fight even more of the enemy. That for every second I spend fighting my opponent, there’s the chance that one of the others will die, and I’ll have another to deal with.

Speed, then.

Speed and lethality.

Though, uh… what kind of weapons will we get? There’s nothing in here to use.

The Hab they were in pushed up against the much larger one and then remained there.

Looking to the edges of the new Hab, he could see they had a rubber line that would more than likely fit into the pane of Hab-glass that was their current ceiling.

Walking forward, Wrench put his hand to the glass.

It felt cold to the touch. As if where-ever they were going hadn’t been pressurized, or had no temperature control.

“It’s cold,” said one of the Brawlers. They’d apparently done the same thing Wrench had done. “What does that mean?”

“No temp control, or it was exposed to the vacuum,” Wrench muttered. He saw no growth inside the new Hab.

It was wide open, flat, and filled with what looked like packed clay. Something he could run on fairly easily and get good traction, but that could be torn up if he really dug in.

“Is it trembling because they’re venting air in?” asked the other Brawler.

Pulling his hand away, Wrench leaned in to the glass. Looking up and at it from a steep angle, he could see it flexing back and forth.

“Yeah, they’re filling it. We’ll be fighting in there,” Wrench concluded and then took a step back.

As far as he could see, there wasn’t anything in this new Hab at all.

No weapons, nothing to make a weapon out of, and nowhere to hide.

If this was a hand-to-hand fight, it’d get ugly.

Really ugly.

Then, without warning, the glass was pulled to the side and Wrench was struck with a wave of absolute frigid air. It rolled over him and it felt like through him.

Tearing out the warmth in his body and blasting it with an absolute chill.

Wrench was half tempted to modify his Systems, but he knew he didn’t have to.

All the changes he’d made would remain in place.

Fixed.

It’d only take him a minute at most for his body to ramp back up to where it’d been.

“Be on your guard. Kill or be killed,” Wrench said, then set off at a walk. He’d been tempted to run off ahead, but he didn’t want the four he’d be going against to surround him.

He was strong, swift, and deadly.

But he wasn’t immortal.

He could still die.

By the time they reached the center of the new Hab, Wrench saw their opponents.

They’d entered from the opposite side and were doing the same his group was.

Looking around, acting confused, and generally not aware of the situation.

“Unfortunately, they have to die, so we can live,” Wrench said, trying to hit the same idea again for perhaps the fourth time. They needed to understand there was no other way out of this.

Mercy was asking for them to kill you in this situation.

Chuckles was chuckling.

The other two said nothing.

Then a low vibration overtook them all and made the very ground shake and tremble.

“Preliminary fight number two-hundred and four,” remarked a bored voice. “Coming from the xxhht of xxhht, four Hume. Three Brawlers, one Fixer. Coming from the xxhht of the venerable xxhht, four Demes. Four Brawlers.

“Now taking wagers. The house favors xxhht and offers a xxhht as a prize to the combatant with the most kills.

“Let’s have a great fight!”

There was a clanging noise that finished their words.

“What’d they say? I couldn’t understand any of that,” Chuckles asked worriedly.

“They said ‘Fight’,” Wrench lied.

There was no reason to explain that the Tongsta were taking bets on who lived and died, but everything made a lot more sense now. As well as why high performing Brawlers were rewarded so ridiculously.

Let’s kill as many as we can.





Chapter 19




Wrench moved ahead at a quick trot.

If he could kill four, that’d make it nearly impossible for anyone else to beat him. Another combatant would have to eliminate the entire enemy team.

I want to live a good life!

A fun life!

I only get one more chance, and that’s it! I can’t squander it this time!

I’ll take everything I have to from others, to make sure I live the best I can!

That goes double for my Hab! If I can give them all their own best lives, even better!

Wrench didn’t even realize it, but he was now sprinting.

Closing the distance with an incredible amount of speed as he darted straight at the opposing team.

“I’m sorry!” Wrench yelled, and then dipped into his System to activate the way his mind perceived the world. Slowing everything down to one-fourth of the speed that it should be.

With his body being able to react as quickly as it could and to utilize the slowed down perception, he could generate a tremendous amount of force. Throwing a punch in this state would put more than enough force behind it to break his own bones with the impact.

And that’s why we strengthened the Muscular, Skeletal, and Integumentary system!

Having learned from using his elbow to shatter a lizard-monster’s jaw, Wrench wasn’t keen to repeat the experience. His arm had dislocated itself due to the force of the blow.

But that just meant that it was a great attack to use, provided he’d reinforced himself.

Veering to the left at the last handful of moments, Wrench aimed his body so he’d glide past the enemy on the extreme left. Lifting his right arm as he went, he brought his elbow up and out akin to a bird lifting its wing.

The strike was timed fairly well, the blade of his elbow striking the large Brawler’s unexposed throat almost as the strike came to the full extension. Transferring all the movement and momentum to the man’s larynx.

Without looking, or bothering to check, Wrench was positive the man was already dying.

There was simply no way the man could survive the blow Wrench had given him. Either his larynx was shattered, his neck was broken, or his windpipe was crushed.

The man was no longer an issue.

Unable to slow down, and with his balance thrown off from the impact, Wrench ended up stumbling forward.

In slow motion, no less.

Managing to correct the terrible position of his feet, as well as shift his center of gravity, Wrench wrenched himself into a position where he could fall forward safely.

A full recovery without falling was simply impossible.

Diving into the fall, he pulled his arms up in front of himself, protecting his face with his forearms and his hands moving around to cover his spine. Tucking inward tightly.

Hitting the clay, he rolled forward along his back.

When his ass hit the ground, he shot his right leg out at an angle. Causing his whole body to shift into a slide, rather than a continued tumble.

It jerked his upper body forward, but he did cease his momentum with the adjustment. Kicking up clods and chunks of clay out in front of himself.

Moving with the slide, Wrench let his right foot gain complete traction, then pushed with his left leg. Rising up into a standing position without any real effort at all.

Turning around, he found that the one he’d thrown the punch at was now down on the ground. Writhing back and forth with his hands on his throat.

The other three were all running away from Wrench, toward his team-mates. Two of them had knives somehow.

“Shit,” hissed Wrench, feeling strange to hear the words being spoken so slowly. Pushing himself forward into a run, Wrench took off after the others. He needed to catch up to them so that not only could he be responsible for their deaths, but to make sure that Dickheads Brawlers weren’t slaughtered.

The fewer deaths that they experienced, the better it’d be for Goodie.

Overly concerned with her, aren’t I?

Before Wrench could catch up, the two groups had engaged one another.

Chuckles had managed to actually get into the fighting position Wrench had briefly drilled him on. It put his opponent off-balance to see such a response and he’d hesitated. The knife in his hand almost forgotten, it appeared.

Unfortunately, the other combatant with the knife had much better luck.

Right now it was buried up to the hilt in the side of one of the Brawlers that’d come with Wrench. The wounded Brawler had then grabbed the weapon and held it there, trapping it against his own chest and preventing the attacker from pulling it out.

Turning to the right, Wrench put himself on Chuckles’ left side.

Only to turn back into the fight and bring himself around to run right up behind the opposing combatants. He didn’t have any time to spare though to really help Chuckles out.

Wrench needed to get to the wounded Brawler if there was any hope for him surviving this.

One could be stabbed, repeatedly in fact, and still live through it. So long as it didn’t strike any vital bits of the Hume body.

Sparing enough time to punch the Brawler in the side of his stomach as he passed, Wrench could do no more for Chuckles.

Passing by the enemy without a weapon who was now grappling with the other Brawler, Wrench continued to the end. Coming right up to the one who’d stabbed the other.

Not stopping, Wrench reached up and snapped the inside of his arm into the man’s neck as he went by.

Quite literally clotheslining him with the crook of his elbow against the side of his throat. Except he wrapped him up in the same movement, his arm closing in around his neck.

Wrench then turned toward the man and jumped backward with what remained of his momentum.

All of it was instantly put into the enemy’s upper torso, taking him right off his feet.

He landed in front of Wrench with a thump. His back against Wrench’s chest.

Sticking his left arm around the front of the man, Wrench hammered a blow down into the pit of the man’s guts. Then did it twice more.

It caused the man to curl up a bit, rather than stretching his back out. It gave Wrench just enough wriggle room to snake his legs around the man.

Slamming his left hand down wherever he could land a strike now, Wrench felt awkward and stupid. He wasn’t skilled in grappling or hand to hand.

This was so far outside of his experience that it was almost comical.

The only time he’d ever dealt with chokeholds was during his training, which included basic grappling. That was so long ago in his history that he couldn’t remember a damn thing he’d been taught.

“Just-fucking-die,” growled Wrench as he continued to bring his first down into the man he was holding onto. At the same time, he was trying to strangle him with the arm around his throat.

He was just doing a poor fucking job of it, apparently.

Giving up on punching him, Wrench instead took his thumb, and slammed it into the man’s eye. Pushing straight into it with a wet squish.

Shrieking, the man gave up on trying to pull Wrench’s arm off his neck and instead reached up to knock his hand away from his eyes. Slapping wildly at Wrench’s forearm.

A thought of “this is the moment” crossed Wrench’s mind, and he leaned back from the man. Grabbing his left bicep with his right hand, he clamped his left hand to the back of the man’s head.

Then he pulled down with his legs and pushed forward, trying to push the man’s head down into his own lap. Putting all the strength he could manage in his body into it.

Spasming once, the man went rigid, then slack. His whole body going oddly loose.

Unsure what to do, Wrench just hung onto him. Choking his limp and unmoving body for all that he could. Not easing up a single whit.

Looking over, Wrench saw the two that were grappling, were still doing so. Rolling around on the ground and throwing wild punches at one another. Neither of them landing anything that had much of an effect at all it seemed.

Chuckles was moving with his opponent, matching him step for step. Keeping him at arm’s length and not really letting him close. To which the man did nothing at all, other than to slowly try to creep forward.

They both lacked experience and clearly didn’t really know what to do with the other.

For now, Wrench could spend the time hanging onto his foe. Making sure the life had been choked out of him completely. Not even leaving the possibility of him surviving it in any way.

Even as he kept applying pressure, Wrench realized he was out of time.

The two that were rolling around the ground had a change in their dynamic. The Brawler from Dickhead’s Hab was on the ground on their back.

Fuck, time’s up.

Rolling over to one side, Wrench released the man. Leaning back, he then powered a fist into the man’s neck. Using all the force he could put into the strike.

Getting to his feet, Wrench paused to stomp a booted foot down into the man’s gut. Just to make sure that he wouldn’t be trying to get a breath even if he could.

The Brawler that’d been stabbed was seated now on his rear end, his hand pressed to where the knife had been stuck in him. Trying to use his hand to apply enough pressure to keep the wound shut.

Spotting the bladed weapon, Wrench scooped it up.

Not hesitating, he went over quickly to the two that were on the ground. Right now, the enemy Brawler was wailing away at Dickhead’s fighter. A rain of blows slamming down into his face.

Wrench went right up to them and stuck the knife in the opponent’s throat. Pulling it out, he stabbed it in again. Then a third time.

And a fourth time.

The stabs had been rapid, furious, and full force.

Except the Brawler had been so tied up in their own assault that they practically didn’t notice. Not until his blood began spurting out. Showering the man beneath him in a crimson waterfall.

Only then did he press his hands to his throat, as if he could stop the deluge of his life’s blood. Wrench knew better though. He wasn’t sure of having struck anything vital, but with how many stabs he’d gotten in, there was almost no possibility of him having missed everything.

Not wanting to leave it to chance, he drew the knife back, then put it into the man’s chest. Thrusting it deep and trying to hit a lung.

Wrench wasn’t a Mender, but he was pretty sure that getting your lungs stabbed was a real good way to die quick. To that end, he pulled the knife out and struck several more times.

Reasonably satisfied that this man was no longer a concern, Wrench looked to Chuckles.

Somehow, someway, he’d gotten the knife away from his opponent. Either before or after beating the crap out of him.

The Brawler was currently sawing the small blade back and forth against his opponent’s throat. Cutting his head away from his shoulders entirely.

Shit, Chuckles. Good show.

Turning away, Wrench headed back to the man he’d choked out.

Chuckles had reminded him in his own efforts that Wrench had to make sure his fallen enemies were dead.

I’ll cut his head off, then go cut the head off of the other one I hit with my elbow.

Wrench carried out his grisly task, then returned to where Dickhead’s Brawlers were. Chuckles and the other were trying to help the third. The former applying pressure with both hands, while the latter was holding his legs up.

Wrench took a moment to bring his awareness back to normal, though left his Systems still considerably overclocked.

Err, I wonder if this is all helping or hurting.

I have no damn idea.

I really do need to find a Mender and talk to them. Learn some things. Especially since my system functions in a way that’s linked to medical stuff.

“And there you have it! The four-man squad from xxhht and xxhht are victorious! The Fixer performed in a show-stopping and brilliant way in fact! As if he were xxhht themselves!

“An amazing performance. We tallied up his victory and it was three individuals! We’ll be rewarding him the prize for his group, but there’s the possibility he’ll win the grand prize too!

“No one’s ever taken out three before!” called the same voice from earlier. “Congratulations to the Fixer’s owner, xxhht! His name is… Wrench! I’m sure you can expect a number of stud offers, xxhht!

“Do you have anything you’d like to say?”

“That’s my Wrenchie!” came Goodie’s voice across in a similar way. As if they were speaking into some type of amplification device. “He’s the best! He’s my spssss! He’ll win this whole thing, I know it!

“As to studding… as to… as to studding, I’m willing to take offers, but unless Wrench is willing, it won’t happen. He’s very decisive and aware of his worth. If he doesn’t want to sire something on your Hume-mare, then he won’t. I won’t take any spssss if he refuses, but I’m more than willing to try!”

Ah… thanks, Goodie.

You really are the best. You could have just farmed me out to the highest paying Tongsta, but you’re letting me have a choice. That’s… that’s not something I’d expect.

“Sounds like your Hume is really important to you,” continued the announcer. “If that’s the case, why’d you bring him somewhere like this? He could easily get killed or maimed.”

“Because he wanted to be here. He wanted to be here, and I wanted to support him,” Goodie answered without pause. “Even if he gets hurt, he’ll still be my good boy. So long as he comes back alive, I’ll smother him in affection. He’s my spssss.”

“That’s rather heart-warming. Well, let’s get them packed up and sent into the games’ living area!” replied the announcer. “We have more fights to go through after all. I’m sure the Menders in the Hab there can take a look Big-Mouth and get him patched up.”

Before Wrench could consider any of that, the Hab they were in went dark, had the air pulled out of it, and Wrench knew nothing more.







A sudden need to cough wracked Wrench’s chest.

Sitting bolt upright, he sucked in a clean breath of air as his eyes snapped open. There were several green-skinned small humanoids around him.

They had short brown hair, large black-bulging eyes, and an open-mouthed and gap-toothed way of breathing. They were most certainly disturbing to look at.

He’d never seen them before, but he wasn’t very surprised. There were a number of species that were “pets” to the Tongsta. Most of them couldn’t communicate with one another, and only shared spaces with one another.

Much like the Grae and the Hume.

“Uh, hi,” Wrench mumbled as the bug-eyed creatures stared at him. Then they moved away from him and went to Chuckles, who wasn’t far away.

They were still in the Hab that they’d fought in. Not far off were the corpses he’d made as well.

Wrench frowned, then got to his feet.

He’d only blacked out for a few minutes, but was already back on his feet. Everyone else around him were unconscious and sleeping, if not peacefully, deeply.

Errr… alright, so because my Systems were in ramped mode, I woke up before everyone else.

That feels about right.

Feels accurate.

Sniffing once, then exhaling, Wrench couldn’t detect anything out of the ordinary in the air. His thoughts of that made him feel as if something had been introduced to the Hab, then removed. To put the Hume to sleep, but not the green creatures.

Letting them into the Hab to move the Hume elsewhere.

Slowly, the goblin-like creatures gathered up around each living Hume. The dead Hume were being left where they were for the moment.

They didn’t seem interested in the items that the Hume had been holding. The knife Wrench had dropped was near his boot, and the one that Chuckles had used was beside his hand.

Not waiting, Wrench picked up both weapons, then lined up behind the creatures.

His best bet was to follow them wherever they took Chuckles. Sticking around here was just asking for a Tongsta to notice he wasn’t unconscious, then all bets were off.

The green monsters picked up the Hume, then began shuffling off toward a back corner of the Hab.

Wrench kept quiet, held to the knives, and trucked along behind them. Wondering where he’d end up.

Slowly, they exited the Hab and went into a small airlock transfer. Clearly it’d been made for these creatures, as Wrench was forced to bend over and hunch to keep with them.

Exiting the airlock, he found he was in a much smaller Hab. Wrench was stuck in a bent-over position as they trumped through what was meant to look like a dark and cave-like environment.

They passed through that and exited another airlock into a Hume Hab.

Or so Wrench would guess, given the height of it.

In each corner of this small room was a bed. One for each Hume, it would seem.

There was a door set in the far wall that was quite heavy-looking, and was made of some type of metal that Wrench couldn’t identify by sight alone.

The green creatures deposited a Hume into each bed.

Then they turned and looked to Wrench in an expectant way.

And waited.

Staring back at them, he really didn’t know what they wanted.

Guessing that maybe they were a less than full free-will type of species, he went and sat on the bed that was empty. Which accomplished nothing.

Taking it a step further, he laid down on the bed.

No sooner had his head hit the pillow than the creatures began filing out of the Hab. Exiting to the small airlock in the back.

Once they’d filed out, there was a loud hiss of the atmosphere changing. Something either being added or removed. Followed by a loud clonk noise from the heavy door.

Then the handle turned and swung inward.





Chapter 20




The door opened with a soft pop.

An older man walked in that had a clear an obvious look of being a Mender. He was wearing a brown-coat with more pockets than Wrench thought any piece of clothing had a right to have. Each one looked to be filled with one thing or another as well.

He had pale-blonde hair that wasn’t gray or white, but looked like it wouldn’t be long before it began trending that way. It was short and receding, the hairline fading with the pass of time.

Brown eyes that were warm and unaging peered out from under thick eyebrows. A small frown was creasing a mouth that was ringed with a trimmed beard.

“Ah… ah? You’re awake,” said the old mender, sounding surprised.

“Just woke up,” lied Wrench, then sat up and turned to face the man. Letting his legs dangle off the bed. “I’m Wrench.”

“I-hello, Wrench. I’m Small-Boy,” the Mender replied with a dip of his head. He came straight over to Wrench as his hands began to fidget and fish around in his pockets.

“Probably should go to him first,” Wrench said, then indicated the Brawler that’d been stabbed. He was looking rather pale on the bed and Wrench really didn’t like the trail of blood that was flowing down from his side still.

If it was still bleeding, it was likely going to continue doing so.

“Oh. Oh! Yes, goodness me, I didn’t even-I’ve never had someone awake when I came in before. I’m so sorry,” apologized Small-Boy, shuffling over to the Brawler in question. “Ah… stab wound. Someone snuck in weapons again it seems.

“That’ll go over poorly when the Tongsta figure it out. They will eventually, but it’ll take a little time. Always seem to track what I’m doing and what I use, then follow it back. Can’t hide a damn thing from them even if I wanted to.”

“Oh. Err. It’s common for weapons to be snuck in?” Wrench inquired, wondering if he should admit he had the two knives with him.

“Extremely uncommon, actually. Those responsible are usually punished fairly severely. It’s up to the Tongsta to make sure we don’t get outside weapons,” Small-Boy murmured. His hands were fluttering across the knife-wound with some type of device. The ragged skin smoothed and looked considerably healthier in only seconds. “The Tongsta responsible will get punished for it.”

“Should I get rid of the weapons I took from them, then?” asked Wrench. “I took the two knives they snuck in. I have them with me.”

Wrench set down the two weapons beside himself on the bed.

“I’ll trade you for them,” offered Small-Boy. “I can use them for materials, and I’m always looking for more.”

“Okay,” Wrench agreed with a shrug of his shoulders. He had no idea what he was trading for, but he wasn’t too concerned either. He’d gotten them for free, didn’t want to hold onto them if they were likely to get Goodie in trouble, and he could use the good-will of a Mender.

Small-Boy stuck the device back into a pocket, then pulled out something else from a different one. He had a small blue disc in his palm.

The Mender stuffed it into the wound and pulled out a roll of fabric from yet another pocket. He unrolled a short strip of it, tore it from the roll with his teeth, then slapped it to the wound.

Pushing it down against the wound for several seconds, he held his hand there.

“Was he the only injury?” asked Small-Boy, looking up from the Brawler to Wrench.

“I think so? I’m not sure. I think he got his face banged up pretty good,” Wrench answered, pointing to the other Brawler.

I need to learn their fucking names.

This is ridiculous.

“That’s fairly normal for the preliminary fights. Rather barbaric to have everyone fight with their hands and feet. Usually takes a while and causes a lot of broken bones in the hands, feet, face, and ribs,” grumbled Small-Boy. “Damned Tongsta. Devils, all of them.”

“Not all of them,” argued Wrench, immediately thinking of Goodie. “My Tongsta, Goodie, is particularly wonderful to me. She always wants what’s best for me. Always.”

“You wouldn’t be here if that were true, now would you?” countered Small-Boy.

“I told her I wanted to be here. That I wanted to fight. I’m going to earn rewards for myself and her at the same time,” Wrench declared.

Small-Boy didn’t say anything to that, he just looked back to his patient.

Lifting his hand up from the tape, he pushed a finger at the edge of it. It seemed to be stuck there quite firmly.

As soon as he’d confirmed that, the mender went to the other Brawler. He laid his hands to the unconscious man’s face. Turning it one way, then the other.

Looking him over with a critical eye.

“Certainly broken bones. Yet also nothing I can do for him here,” complained Small-Boy. “He’ll have to come to the ward later so we can put it back together.

“Probably as soon as he wakes up and is in considerable pain. That’ll spur him on to seek me out then and I’ll handle it at that moment.”

Coming over to Wrench now, Small-Boy stood in front of him. He hesitated for a moment, then reached up and laid his hands to Wrench’s face.

Cold and thin fingers probed and prodded at his temples. Then came up under his jaw and pressed into his throat. With his left hand, he took Wrench’s hand in-between his fingers and laid them to the inside of his wrist, his right hand still at his throat.

“Your heart-rate is odd given what you’ve gone through,” muttered the man.

Fuck.

Wrench disabled his Systems with a thought. Pushing them to go back to normal.

Small-Boy twitched, looked confused, and then just stood there. His eyes slowly trailing to one side as he stood there. What’d been a flat-line for his mouth squiggled around from a frown, to pursed lips, to pushing to one side.

Likely watching Wrench’s heart-rate flip into a far more normal rhythm. Thankfully, from his own point of view, it didn’t feel that different. Other than his skin started to feel a bit cooler suddenly.

“Uh. Huh… that’s… huh. Well, your heart rate is normal now, I suppose,” Small-Boy said. “You seem fine, but it’d be good for you to drop by later for a check-up.

“We’ll be moving straight into the Games in about six hours. That’ll be enough time for everyone to be patched up and ready for the next go-round.

“There’ll be a brief intermission in the middle for meals. They’ll figure out who’s fighting each other in the latter matches at that point as well. Then we’ll move into the final fights of the preliminary. The whole of it will be over rather quickly.

“The intermediate and showcard fights won’t be for a few days, and those’ll have more run up to it.

“Don’t kill anyone if you don’t have to. If it happens during the fight, it happens. If you can avoid it, avoid it. Less likely for a Tongsta to get angry for killing their Hume if it’s part of the fight, rather than you executing them.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” offered Wrench. “Uh… any entertainment or anything? Anything to do while we wait?”

He was curious about who was here and what he could learn of other Habs and situations. Information and rumors were always going to flow in a place with more than two Hume.

It wouldn’t hurt him at all to learn some things.

“Entertainment?” asked Small-Boy with a laugh. “You can go mingle in the common area of the Hab. Don’t go into any of the other rooms though, without being invited. Even then, be careful.

“There’s been murders or rapes here before by those unwary enough to go into a room with someone. Just keep your head on your shoulders.”

Small-Boy pulled a plastic bottle out of a pocket and opened it. He popped it against his hand and then pulled the bottle back. In his palm were eight red and blue pills.

The Mender considered the number, shrugged, then held them out to Wrench.

“For the knives, this is what I can give you. They’ll give you energy and stamina, as well as help you recover if you get injured. Just take one at a time, will handle almost anything that doesn’t kill you immediately,” the mender explained and dropped the pills into Wrench’s hand. He took the knives, tucked them away, and left.

“Right. Medicine,” Wrench said to himself, looking at his palm.

This was likely far more than the knives were worth.

They just weren’t that useful to him.

“But I can trade them to others. Lots to trade for here. Especially with my knowledge of the future,” remarked Wrench.

Then he grinned.

Let’s go see if we can earn anything, shall we?

A few trades here, a few there, maybe get something in our pockets that we can use for the future.

Never know till we look around.

Maybe we’ll get lucky and find something great to take back with us.




***




It only took an hour for Wrench to discover he was severely over-estimating the Brawlers.

There was nothing to trade for.

No information to gather.

In fact, there wasn’t much to do, other than glower at one another, offer insults casually, or make thinly veiled remarks to the handful of female Brawlers of what they’d like to do them.

All in all, Wrench was very much missing his own Hab.

He even missed Dickhead’s Hab, at this point.

Rather than hang around any longer with the towering figures of intellectual debate, Wrench had retreated to the ward. He was now sitting in a chair in the lobby, listening to Small-Boy treating patients.

At first, it’d just been a way to escape the rather unpleasant back and forth.

Now he was actively listening and absorbing what was being said and done. Taking the time to poke and prod at his Systems window as he did it to try and understand more as he went.

He’d already learned quite a bit more about what the Integumentary System really was, and all the things he could do with his skin. There would need to be a number of experiments later in regards to the elasticity of his skin and what he could do with it.

Not to mention… I can obviously slow my aging process down.

In fact, I bet if I pin it right now, I’d never grow a day older.

I wonder if I can make it go in reverse, too.

I mean… there’s no reason I couldn’t. He was literally just talking about the fact that aging is just that the body slowly produces inferior versions of itself the longer it exists.

I can just… change every System to produce better copies of itself. That’d move me backward, wouldn’t it? 

More and more to test. Always more.

Though that-

“Didn’t like being out there?” Small-Boy asked, wandering over to stand in front of Wrench.

“Uh… no. They’re not the brightest,” Wrench admitted. “Lots of grunts, curses, and harassment. Unpleasant to say the least. I can see what you meant about not going into other people’s rooms.”

“That’s actually rather polite out there right now,” Small-Boy said with a hooked thumb indicating the doorway. “Usually there’s a lot of shouting and screaming by now. I think your presence cowed a lot of them into being a bit more civil than normal.

“Especially since you didn’t engage in any of that behavior. That is most especially likely.

“Your presence, prowess, and clear ability puts you head and shoulders above others.”

Wrench suddenly fell ill at ease.

That was far too many compliments in a short period of time for someone he didn’t know for more than twelve hours. This was more of a tactic of someone who wanted something from him.

Or so he’d gathered from his previous life.

If this was his original timeline, his original life, he doubted very much he’d have noticed the over complimentary nature of the conversation. That Small-Boy clearly wanted something from him and would get to it eventually.

“Thanks,” Wrench said benignly with a smile. “I’m just here to win prizes. Nothing grand or anything like that. Just want to live a good life and do what I can.”

“That’s what we all want I suppose,” Small-Boy added and then sat down next to Wrench in the chair next to him. “What we all want. Even those who aren’t living in the Habs just want the best life they can.

“Living as a Hume should. Freely.”

Uh… huh.

I wonder if this is a resistance recruitment.

Cause this feels really similar to how Blue-Bill recruited me. Really similar, in fact.

Though that was more for my ability as a Fixer, than as a Brawler.

I guess it’s different because I showcased my abilities in fighting.

Wracking his brain, Wrench tried to piece together through his memories where the resistance should be right now. If everything he’d learned about where the resistance was, and what it was doing, what he’d learned from Blue-Bill about this period, they should be hiding in a Tongsta’s home. In an overlapped enclosure under an enclosed storage area.

One that had a number of Oxygenators supplying a breathable environment for them. All gathered in pieces from Habs, as well as a couple water reclamators.

There were even crops that they’d somehow managed by bringing in Hab soil.

The whole thing had been a long-term project done through several generations of continuous work. Blue-Bill had always talked about it as if it’d been the beginning of the end for the resistance.

“How’s the resistance doing?” Wrench asked, deciding to jump straight to the end. He’d decided it’d be better getting straight to the end point and then just act like he was well aware. “The person I knew that’d been in the group was my mentor as a Fixer. He was killed by a Brawler.

“He never told me his resistance name, but he did tell me everyone had their own. That it was unique to them and chosen by themselves, rather than a Tongsta.”

Small-Boy was staring at Wrench with wide eyes.

“What, is it that hard to believe people know about the resistance?” asked Wrench. He’d heard the rumors about them a few years after this point, but he’d still heard them. This was the perfect opportunity to drop information on someone who was linked to the resistance. Give them the possibility of making a change that they wouldn’t realize they needed till it was too late. “My mentor said he was concerned that the Tongsta were getting a bit weird when he got caught.

“He only thought of it afterward, but he said that maybe the Tongsta were noticing a change in the atmosphere. He wanted to use sealant to keep the oxygen from escaping. That if it kept getting more and more obvious like that, eventually a Tongsta would come find them.”

Small-Boy blinked twice, then just continued to stare at Wrench. The man was intelligent, but also likely didn’t really understand the same things a Fixer would. A concern about atmosphere wasn’t likely something that would cross his mind.

But it would for a Fixer.

“Just mention it to whoever the Fixer is right now. They’ll understand,” Wrench brushed it all aside with a wave of his hand. “I take it there’s no news though? Nothing interesting? Or are you just concerned about revealing too much because I actually like my Tongsta.”

Small-Boy continued to say nothing.

Then he sniffed once, bobbed his head at Wrench, and stood up.

He walked away and left him sitting there in the chair.

Hm.

Whatever.

I did what I could to help them with that. There’s not much else I can do for them at the time being.

There ya go Blue-Bill. I repaid my debt to you in a way that you’ll never actually understand, or even realize happened.

Well… provided they listen.

Small-Boy seems smart enough though. I think he’ll relay the message before he says anything further.

Wrench realized he didn’t want to hang around here any longer.

Or to be more accurate about it, he didn’t quite feel welcome.

Disregarding the ache that feeling caused, Wrench stood up and left.

He’d done what he’d wanted to here, even if it hadn’t been the original reason for coming to the ward. He’d done what he could for the Resistance in the moment. With any luck, they could prevent destruction of their main base with the information he’d given them.

Leaving the ward, he re-entered the lobby.

There’d been some loud boasting going on that died away as he entered. It fell into mutters, then whispers, and finally nothing.

Glancing around, he saw it was exactly as he’d left it.

A big room, lots of chairs, tables laden with simple food and water, and nothing else at all.

The population was divided as well.

Male Brawlers had taken up one side, and the female population, being outnumbered five-to-one, were all clustered together as well. Wrench couldn’t really blame them for that.

Deciding to put himself right in the middle of it, because he was feeling somewhat petty, Wrench went over to where the female Brawlers were. If they wanted to shout at one another, goading the other side, then they could do it with him putting himself in a place where he could react.

A position where he didn’t side with either group, but it was obvious he’d intervene if someone did something stupid he didn’t like.

Wrench made sure he didn’t enter the female group, or remain in the male group. Instead, he went right up to a row of seats that neither side was inhabiting as a buffer zone.

With a nod of his head to the women nearby, he sat down in one of the seats. Looking to the male side he nodded his head at them as well.

Then Wrench leaned back in the seat. He put his feet out in front of himself, closed his eyes, stuck his hands in his pocket, and proceeded to let his mind wander.

Whispers started up almost immediately.

Wrench ignored it.

Ignored them all.

Right up until someone said something louder than in a normal talking volume, only to be shushed by those that were with them.

Good.

We can all sit here and enjoy the quiet together.

Stupid fucking Brawlers.

Worse than Adminis.

I think I’d rather be with the School all day and deal with their overly-friendly mixed signals.

Sheesh.





Chapter 21




A loud and obnoxious buzzing noise invaded Wrench’s quiet thoughts.

Opening his eyes, he lifted his head and looked around.

Everyone in the lobby seemed to be hearing the same thing, each of them all turning their head this way and that to figure out where it was coming from. No one made a move otherwise and appeared to be as confused as he was.

“Okay! Everyone please exit the lobby and enter your rooms!” called a voice. Wrench had no idea where it was coming from “Your matches will proceed from there! Good luck everyone!”

Sighing, Wrench levered himself up out of his seat.

Around him, three other men did so as well.

Wrench had heard Chuckles and the other two arrive, but they hadn’t said anything to him. They’d been quiet and hadn’t said a word to each other either.

Leading the way, Wrench went back to the room he’d started in.

No sooner had the door closed than there was a clank, a hiss, and the room began moving.

“This is amazing,” Chuckles said with an awkward laugh. “There’s so much going on here. I didn’t realize how big these games were. This seems like overkill. Doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, yeah, it does,” said the Brawler who’d been stabbed.

“Hey, what’s your names,” Wrench said, looking at the other two Brawlers. They looked to be brothers now that he was looking at them. One looked to be a few years older than the other, but not by much.

They both had brown hair and bright blue eyes. Not to mention they were both quite handsome to boot. It meant that wherever they’d come from had been a higher-tier Hume facility.

“I’m Lucky,” said the one that’d been stabbed.

“Uh… I’m… uh… Berry,” the other Brawler said.

Weird name.

“Lucky. Berry,” Wrench said, pointing from one to the other. Then he pointed at Chuckles. “I was told to kill if you must. Don’t worry over it if you kill someone in a fight. That’s expected.

“If you can spare someone, or have the opportunity, it’d apparently be a good idea to do so though. Helps you stay on the good side of the Tongsta, I guess. Other than that, these are the preliminary fights. Gauging who’s good, who’s bad, and where you’ll fight later.

“All for the greatest entertainment possible for those watching. Just remember that you’re here to give them a show if nothing else. You can fight that notion and worldview all you want, just remember that it won’t save you here.”

Wrench went and sat down on his bed. There was no reason to stand around and wait.

They’d tell them what to do when they got where-ever it was that they were going.

“Uh, what else do we do, Wrench-Head?” asked Lucky.

“Nothing. Rest, stretch, warm-up, mentally train. We’ll be fighting soon. I get the impression these preliminary trials are where most people die,” Wrench muttered. Then decided to offer them some hope. He’d listened to everyone and had inferred a few truths. “After this you’ll be worth more to them, so you’re less likely to be killed. That way you can come back for the next games and perform again. Pretty sure the only reason we were in that death-match at the start is because we’re all new.

“Next time we won’t be in that, which obviously lessens our odds of death or being… uh… crippled. So get through this one, and in the future it’ll be easier.

“And hey, if you do well, you get rewards. Women, weapons, items. So just… you know… do well.”

“Easy for you to say,” Berry offered.

“I’m a Fixer,” Wrench remarked and looked to the Brawler. A person born to fight and kill. “We had different starting points. I got where I am just through training and pushing myself. It’s not like you can’t do it.”

“Will you train us then? When we get back? If we survive?” asked Lucky.

“You’re not part of my Hab. I’m on loan to your Hab,” Wrench stated with a shake of his head. “Sorry. Not much I can do about that but… but I’ll do what I can to help if I get the chance.”

I do need Brawlers.

People I can train and take with me.

Damn. So much to do.




***




Nothing happened for quite a while for Wrench.

Three times the door opened, and the other inhabitants were asked to step out. Each of the Brawlers leaving one by one. Till Wrench was alone in the room with his thoughts and the silence.

When the door hissed once again, he got to his feet.

There was no one else in the room, so this could only be for him after all.

“Wrench the Fixer, please step out,” called a voice from the other side, just as it had done for the other three before.

Exiting the room, Wrench found himself in a Tongsta common area. The small Hab he’d been in was disconnected from everything at the moment.

In front of him were two Tongsta.

Looking to the one on the left, he was fairly certain it was Goodie. The placement of her tentacle was always in the same spot, and she also had a slightly different coloring he’d begun to differentiate from others.

The one on the right seemed unfamiliar to him, but he had a hard time differentiating Tongsta.

“Well?” asked the Tongsta on the right. “The Admini called him out, but it doesn’t seem like he’s doing anything.”

“That’s because he hasn’t been asked to do anything,” argued the Tongsta on the left that he now knew was Goodie. “Watch. He understands everything.

“Don’t you Wrenchie? Can you come over here my good boy? They want to see how much you can do.”

Wrench nodded his head to that, began walking over to Goodie and stopped just beside her.

Almost unable to help herself it seemed, Goodie stuck at tentacle down behind him and in an almost protective way.

“See? My Wrench is amazing. Clearly his pedigree is wrong,” Goodie argued.

“Yes. Yes it… it does seem odd. Almost like the xxhht made a mistake.

“Anyway, alright. We’ll proceed to the next fight. Any concerns now that you’ve confirmed his well-being?”

“Nope. He looks great,” Goodie answered. “But ah… you mentioned making a wager earlier. Can I do that now that I’ve confirmed he’s okay?”

“That was the reason we did it so… yes,” agreed the other Tongsta. They sounded moody.

“I’ll bet on him winning. With a specific weapon, against an opponent you choose, and in a specific way,” Goodie offered. “But only if it’s a good reward for my Wrench here. He’s a special boy and I have to make sure I get the best for him.

“Do you have any spssss? I know sometimes you have some. I want several. I’d be willing to bet a spssss against it with the conditions I mentioned.”

“Yes, we do have them in stock for these games. I can make that happen. Are you sure though? He’s just a Fixer. He did well in his first fight, but they were all unblooded,” argued the Tongsta. “Your… pet… will die.”

“I’m sure. He’ll do it and amazingly well. In fact, I’ll even include an spssss, my house, my commission, and my spssss. You’ll have to match me though. Can you even afford all that?” Goodie demanded with an acrid tone. She’d apparently been highly offended by the Tongsta’s words.

“Fine. I’ll even be generous and make it twenty of my special selection,” the Tongsta said. There’d been an initial crackle of static on “special selection”, but it’d faded relatively quickly.

“Thirty. I’ll add my ship to the wager. It’s a third-generation spssss,” Goodie countered. “Or are you a coward against my Fixer?”

“Forty. But I want everything from xxhht and your Hab!” hissed the Tongsta.

Uh… I think… this just spiraled rapidly out of control.

“Done!” Goodie declared and then hugged Wrench to herself. “Wrenchie. Pick a weapon out and kill whoever they put in front of you. Do it with absolute conviction. I’m sorry for putting you in harm’s way, but this is also for your future. This’ll make it much easier to give you the best.

“Can you do it for me my spssss? Do it for mommy?”

Err… mommy?

Pretty sure she just… yeah.

Yeah. She said ‘do it for mommy’.

Alright. Okay.

Didn’t realize they do have genders.

Or maybe they don’t and the implant’s translator is just doing what it can for me.

No idea.

But what’s clear is… what’s clear is that she’s imprinting on me more as an offspring than a pet. That uh… that explains a lot.

Wrench nodded his head at Goodie.

“Thank you spssss. I’m proud of you. I know you understand me. I know it. You’re not like the others. You’re my special Wrench,” Goodie murmured and just about crushed him against her strange body. “Don’t get hurt, okay? Even if you lose, it’s okay. I’ll make it work. Just make sure you come back to me. No matter what.”

“Follow me,” said the other Tongsta with some bite to their words. Then they took off into the air and began flying away down the large hall.

Goodie did the same thing, zooming off after the other one.

Wrench clung to Goodie and tried not to fall. The fact that Tongsta could fly was an incredible feat.

The trip didn’t last long before they’d arrived at a new Hab. Goodie transferring him gently into the airlock for it, then closing it. He’d been put into a room that was quite literally packed wall to wall with an assortment of tools made exclusively to kill Hume.

“He’ll select a weapon then proceed to the next room,” demanded the Tongsta.

“Wrench, take your weapon and go into the other area. They didn’t want to the bet on picking your weapon. Apparently that was their turning point for betting. I’ll see you afterwards, okay? I’ll see you afterwards and we’ll get our winnings,” Goodie murmured, sticking a tentacle to the glass next to him.

Wrench smirked, patted the glass atop her tentacle, and went to the weapons.

It only took him a moment to grab a sword.

He could probably kill anyone they put in front of him within a minute or two with this.

Unless they take a spear or something. That’d be annoying.

Do I take a spear then?

Wrench turned and gazed at the selection of spears.

There was one that really looked like someone had just joined a shortsword on a stick and was calling it a spear.

He briefly considered it, then took the sword anyways.

Realistically, the odds of his opponent taking a spear were slight. Given what he knew of Brawlers, they were more likely to take a sword or an axe.

Exiting the room, Wrench found that he was in a wide-open clay-packed area again.

There was no roof to the enclosure.

Above him, all around, in every direction, were Tongsta. There were also strange devices set around the area that were all trained on Wrench and the center of the arena.

A vibrational roar hit him from nearly every direction. Tongsta that were shouting near constantly or cheering for what was coming. They were completely involved in what was about to occur.

Thankfully, his implant didn’t bother to try and translate any of it.

A spectacle.

Let’s make it brutal, swift, and unquestionable.

Make it clear that you can’t under-estimate me.

Across the way, a hulking, shirtless man exited from a doorway. In each hand he had an axe.

While Wrench had modified himself and made his height, weight, and density much better than before, to the point that he wasn’t a Hume anymore, this man could compare. He was taller than Wrench, wider than Wrench, and looked like he’d been fed a concoction of medicines, legal and illegal, nonstop.

It was like looking at an animal.

“The former champion has taken the field! The up-and-coming rookie will be his opponent,” called an announcer from somewhere. “Our condolences go out to xxhht who’s about to lose her Hume. Though we appreciate you allowing such a sacrifice to happen for our own entertainment.”

“I’ll meet anyone’s wager!” Goodie shrieked over the sound of the maddening din of noise. “Wrench will win!”

Oh Goodie. You have far too much faith in me.

There’s no way I can let you down now.

“Uh, we’ll take a moment here to let some side-wagers occur,” declared the announcer. Even as he spoke, the brute of a Hume kept coming at Wrench. “Well, as long as the champion lets the contender live at least.”

Wrench smirked at that and decided to prolong this just long enough for Goodie to get what she wanted.

While he stood there, he mentally dialed in his combat requirements into the System. Pushing his extreme body to a level that put him at peak performance.

On top of that, he modified his Skeletal, Muscular, and Integumentary System. He wanted them to be a bit more elastic. To stretch and react with the speed of his thoughts.

So that they could react in a flash and generate movement instantly. Transmitting everything into extreme acceleration.

Which meant explosive force.

To make sure that worked, he needed there to be no delay from his requests of his body, to it occurring. That required his Nervous system being ramped up in speed and power considerably as well.

 When the champion reached Wrench, he didn’t hesitate. He charged in and threw out an over-head chop. Even without slowing down his perception of time, Wrench could react well enough that this wasn’t a threat to him.

Stepping to the side, he let the powerful, swift, and honestly clumsy swing move past him.

Wrench had no idea if Goodie was done taking bets, but he’d have to assume she was.

Because this fight was already over, as far as Wrench was concerned.

Dipping into his altered awareness of the world, Wrench slowed everything down. To the point that the champion wasn’t moving at all.

Stepping forward, Wrench drove a punch into the side of the champion’s guts. Putting everything he had into the blow. At the same time, he tore the System to move back to a normal speed as far as his awareness went.

One second he’d been lining up the perfect punch, and the next, his hand was buried in the champion’s side. The sickeningly sweet sound of the champion’s breath rushing out in a whoosh was his reward for the punch.

As well as the champion bending around the strike.

Letting go of his sword, Wrench decided to really turn this one into a bit of a spectacle.

Grabbing the axe in the champion’s hand that was near to Wrench, he pulled his arm back, and then buried it in the champion’s skull. The force of the attack was strong enough that the blade went down to where the man’s nose ended. With the back of the weapon sticking out the rear of his skull.

Stepping away from the champion, Wrench let go of the axe. Letting the soon-to-be-corpse hit the ground.

Wrench took in a short breath, then let it out.

Sticking his hands on his hips, he stared up at the Tongsta all around him.

He couldn’t see Goodie in the hushed and staring masses. There was no way to pick her out in them. He couldn’t—

“That’s my baby!” screamed Goodie off to Wrench’s right.

Turning, he looked at where the voice had come from and spotted Goodie.

Not waiting, he began walking over to that side of the arena.

Then the whole area erupted in screams, cheers, and excited chatter.




***




Wrench lost track of what was going on.

Being hurried off into a Hab by the short green creatures, rushed into another Hab, and then into a carrier. The Tongsta had buckled him in quickly and slammed the flap shut before Wrench could consider what was going on.

No one seemed angry at him, just excited.

Overly so.

In no time at all, the carrier stopped again and Wrench was surrounded by a delicate Tongsta tentacle that took extreme care in unloading him, rather than letting him get out on his own.

He was lifted up, then set down inside a strange Hab.

There was only glass that came up to about his hip, and nothing above.

The entire area was open, filled with an inviting environment.

Grass, trees, bushes, a pond, and an actual breeze somehow.

It was a Hab that actually felt more like being somewhere natural. A place that was meant for a Hume to be, rather than a Hab itself.

Not far off was an incredibly attractive brunette with brown eyes with a spark to them.

She was the singularly most attractive woman Wrench had ever been in the presence of. With a waist and bust line that made her amazingly sexy as well.

Wrench could barely think as he stared at her.

“Oh! You must be my victor!” said the woman in a breathy voice. “I’m Pretty-Girl! I was told you’d be coming to visit me. I’m so glad it happened. Sometimes my Admini lie to me and promise me things, but then they never happen.

“Now… let’s not waste words, as I don’t think we’ll have much time. I can’t wait to just… have you all to myself. You’re rather handsome to look at.”

Pretty-Girl shrugged herself out of the rather form-fitting dress she’d been wearing and let it hit the grass at her feet. Revealing that what’d been hinted at through her clothes paled in comparison to the reality that was Pretty-Girl.

“Uhm… how about right here on the grass? I’m rather inexperienced in all this, I only had the normal training and one partner a year ago when I became an adult, but I think it’ll be fun enough. Don’t you think so?” asked Pretty-Girl, looking at Wrench with a wide smile.

I… err… sure!

Sure. Why not.

I knew there were prizes for winning, but I didn’t think Goodie would set me up like this. Maybe I’ll get to keep her and take her home with me? That’d be amazing.

Wrench had a drifting thought about Stripe and that he wanted more than just an arrangement.

Then Pretty-Girl kissed him and he gave up on those thoughts. The best he could manage was to make sure his Reproductive system had been set to the point where he wouldn’t be getting anyone pregnant.





Chapter 22




When Wrench finished up with Pretty-Girl and got dressed, he was scooped up by a Tongsta.

Rather quickly, too.

Much to Pretty-Girl’s regret, as well as Wrench’s if he had to be honest, they were separated rather quickly after their coupling. He was put into a carrier and taken away.

Only to be plunked down in front of Goodie.

There were a number of Hume and Tongsta in the area. Apparently, all the winners were being re-introduced to their owners.

“Oh! Wrench! There you are. Where were you?” asked Goodie, as the carrier was opened.

“Uh… where… was I?” Wrench asked as she pulled him out of the carrier. “I was with Pretty-Girl. Wasn’t… wasn’t that where I was meant to be?”

“I’m so glad you’re okay. They said they were having you checked out real quick, but then someone else said they didn’t know where you were,” Goodie continued.

“Huh. Right. In other words… they just turned me into a stud without your permission,” Wrench summarized, all the pieces coming together quickly for him. Except he really didn’t have any way to communicate this to Goodie.

At least, he didn’t think he did.

Smacking at Goodie’s tentacle that was holding him with only a small amount of force, he tried to get her attention. He knew Tongsta were solid creatures and that they could easily endure a great deal of physical discomfort.

“What? What is it, Wrench?” Goodie asked, pulling him back from herself.

Though they didn’t have eyes, he got the impression she was inspecting him.

Staring at him.

Wrench began to gesture at his crotch. Using both arms to over-emphasize the motions.

“Your… your legs?” Goodie asked.

“Ugh, no. Not my… yes, my legs. Put me down on my legs,” Wrench said and then pointed to the ground.

Goodie made an odd noise then set him on the ground.

Wrench looked one way, then the other.

He spotted a short and rough looking female Brawler.

“What is it?” Goodie asked in a much softer tone. He really could feel that her entire being was focused on him right now.

Wrench pointed at the female Brawler.

“Hm? Her? What about her?” Goodie asked.

Wrench pointed at himself, then made a wide circular gesture, then began to make thrusting motions with his hips. As if acting out what he’d just done with Pretty-Girl.

“You want to Hume-mate with that Brawler?” questioned Goodie in a confused voice.

Wrench immediately shook his head and put his arms out, then crossed them in front of himself. Still while shaking his head. Then he pointed back to himself, found a Tongsta with a carrier and pointed at it, then to a different female Brawler, and began miming thrusting again.

Goodie watched him, saying nothing.

Wrench continued for a few seconds before coming to a stop. Gazing up at her.

“Excuse me, is there a Hume-tech nearby?” Goodie inquired, partly turning to a nearby Tongsta.

“Oh sure, one second. I’ll have them come right over, Xxhht,” answered the Tongsta.

Goodie hesitated then leaned in close to Wrench.

“They had you stud a Hume, didn’t they?” she whispered in a quiet voice.

Wrench nodded his head dramatically, grinning from ear to ear at the same time.

“To be fair, she was lovely. It wasn’t unpleasant and… well… they won’t get anything out of it, but it did happen,” Wrench concluded.

Goodie growled and put a tentacle around Wrench.

Standing there, he really didn’t know what to think.

This Tongsta had protected him since she met him. Scooped him up, carried him off, provided him with everything, and paid a desperate amount of attention to him.

For what reasons he didn’t completely understand, but he was grateful. Though he couldn’t quite deny he was feeling a bit weird about her calling him her baby, and that she was his mommy.

Several minutes passed before a Tongsta came over.

“What seems to be the issue?” asked the new Tongsta.

“Could you please check to see if he’s been spssss? I think someone took him away and made him stud a female,” Goodie stated in a straightforward manner.

There was a tension in several Tongsta nearby that even Wrench could identify.

“Not an issue. Easy to confirm,” offered the new Tongsta.

Wrench canceled out every System change he had going right now. Just in case something happened in a similar way to his encounter with Small-Boy.

A small rectangle was pulled out from inside the Tongsta’s body. There was a pop as it held it up in front of Wrench, then pulled it back.

“I… yes. Yes he has. I can give you a print-out of the partner. Their markers are xxhht. In the breeder system,” offered the Tongsta.

“Yes. Please. Thank you. It seems I’ll need to go talk to someone,” growled Goodie.

Ha.

Sucks to be them.

Get’em Goodie.

“If possible, I wouldn’t mind Pretty-Girl joining the Hab,” Wrench said aloud. He knew Goodie wouldn’t understand, but that didn’t stop him from trying.

“Hm? What?” asked Goodie.

“Pretty-Girl was nice. I hope she isn’t harmed,” Wrench said, then reached up and touched his own short hair and then made a flowing motion like it was long. Then he nodded his head.

“The… long haired Hume… was good?” Goodie tried aloud.

Wrench nodded his head quickly.

“In other words… the female Hume you studded… you liked,” Goodie added.

Wrench nodded his head once again.

“Good. If there’s an issue, I’ll claim her,” Goodie offered, then picked up Wrench and held him against herself. “And good boy, Wrench. You made mommy… so… so… proud. So proud. You’re getting the best of everything I can get you.

“We only have to finish this up and then go home. You never have to do anything like this ever again. It’s making me sick with worry.

“This is all so horrible. The way they treat Hume is no better than my spssss. No better at all. This should be outlawed completely. I’d be perfectly happy if we never had to come here again. I know you wanted to be here, but it’s just too much for my poor spssss.

“I’m so worried for you, Wrench. This is all so wrong and just… just… it’s wrong. This isn’t how we should be treating our Hume if we love them.”

“Ah… it’s fine, Goodie. I wanted to be here. Next year will be a bit harder for us to win as much, since they won’t bet against you that time,” offered Wrench lamely as Goodie just about pushed him into herself. There was a part of him that felt like he was betraying all Hume with how well he got along with Goodie.

Now he just had to wait for the next fight.




***




The door shut behind him and Wrench was standing inside of a massive stone slab-lined arena. Spread throughout it were ruins.

Broken metal column-like things that reached upward, shattered door frames with Hume sized openings, a broken house leaning to one side that looked a lot like it was put together by a Hume hand, rather than being fabbed in a Tongsta Fabricator.

It had the look of a city for Hume that’d been absolutely left to the ravages of time and lack of maintenance.

“Kinda impressive, right?” asked a voice from beside him.

He was standing along a glass Hab-wall that ran all the way down to a point he couldn’t see the end of.

Not far off and standing in front of one of four other airlocks other than his own was a female Brawler. Beyond her was one male Brawler that looked much less surprised than Wrench felt.

The woman was tall for a woman. Likely six-foot tall, given he was about half a foot taller than her. Wrench was still getting used to his adjusted height, in truth.

She had dark-black hair that only came down perhaps four or five inches in length. It was a mess of waves and partial curls, and was pinched back with bits of wood and slivers of metal. As if she’d done it in a hurry and with whatever she could find.

She was dressed in tight-fitting fabric and what looked like leather armor of some sort. If she had any figure or curve, Wrench had no idea. She was smashed into her clothes, and it left not much more than a lumpy stick to be looked at.

Pale green eyes watched him, apparently expecting him to give a response to her question.

“I mean, it’s a real shithole. A wreck. Ruin. But it’s impressive for what it probably once was,” Wrench answered. “Or at least… what it’s supposed to be. I have no idea if this is just another pre-built Hab from the Tongsta, or something they brought here.”

“Remains of a city. They scooped up a big section from where-ever we came from and dropped it here,” answered the woman. “Talked to an Admini about it. Supposedly there’s even Hume skeletons here if you dig down deeply into it.

“We’re not in the more interesting parts of the ruins though. This is just an outskirt that we’ll be fighting in. We can move about a bit, but not much. They just want us to give them a bit of an opening show with this part. They’ll open up a different area nearby when it’s time to get to the main event for our event. King of the hill.”

“Right,” Wrench muttered, looking back to the ruins. “Errr… you seem knowledgeable about what’s going on. Care to share? First time.”

“I know it is. I picked you,” remarked the woman. “This is a team fight. Us three against eight new-bloods. They’ve only survived the preliminary and intro fight so far. I’ve been in three sets of games. He’s been in two. You’re our new-blood part of the team. I’m the Head. He’s my second in command.”

“Great. Three versus eight. I can probably keep two busy by myself. Maybe three if I can get a decent weapon,” offered Wrench as a summation of what he could do. He didn’t know why she “picked him” but he didn’t want to disappoint someone who put their faith in him.

“Bullshit,” grumbled the male Brawler. He’d come up and was standing beside the woman. “You just watch our backs and it’ll be fine.”

Staring at the man for several seconds, Wrench didn’t respond. He waited for an awkward amount of silence before he finally looked back to the woman.

“I’m Wrench,” he said, not answering the man.

“Seventh,” the woman said and indicated herself with a thumb pointing to her chest. “He’s Mr. Happy.”

Raising his eyebrows, Wrench looked to the male Brawler with a grin.

“Pleased to meet you… Mr. Happy. Seventh,” Wrench said with a nod for each of them. “Orders, Seventh?”

“Just stick close to us and watch our backs. Rather than separating and trying to handle them individually, we’re best served by working together,” Seventh answered. “I’d very much feel better with you watching my blind-side. I know you’re capable, I just don’t know how capable.

“I’d like to see more of it, so I picked you. You personally. Over a great many others in fact.”

As she said the last part, her eyes slid to the side as if to indicate Mr. Happy that was nearby. That perhaps Wrench had been her first pick, in fact.

“I understand. I won’t disappoint you, Seventh,” Wrench responded with a decisive nod of his head. He wouldn’t let her down, even if he couldn’t verify if her words were true or not.

The sentiment was worth more to him at the moment.

“Wonderful. This is a group fight and a small area of control. A king of the hill type of thing, like I mentioned earlier. Same type of game you probably played in your kinder group. We don’t know where it is though, or where the enemy is. We’ll find out where sometime while we’re searching about.

“The enemy gets released first though, since they have less experience. They’re already in there somewhere and probably just hiding. Trying to keep low until they figure out where the zone of control pops up. We’re going to go in and find some weaponry. If we find them, we’ll engage them too. That seems unlikely though. They’ll just be trying to keep their heads down I imagine,” Seventh said, gesturing over to the ruins. “Weapons are whatever you can find so… make do. A big chunk of rock often gets used. You’d be surprised what kind of damage you can do bashing someone with a rock held in two hands. Other than that… we do what we have to.

“This isn’t a death round but… there’s no telling who lives or dies at the end. Sometimes their Tongsta kill them, sometimes they don’t. Seems kind of arbitrary. Though anyone in the zone of control can’t be spared. If they’re there, they have to be killed or removed from the area. There’s no sparing anyone that’s there.

“Battles with lives on the line always get better rewards for everyone involved. My father said it’s because they get more bets, and that means more rewards for the winners.”

“Makes sense,” Wrench said, feeling better with gaining more information. “Lead on then. I’ll be right behind you.”

Even as he said it, he realized it could very well be taken out of context.

Given that Seventh was attractive for a Brawler, he wondered if she’d realize he’d misspoken.

She didn’t even seem to notice the comment.

With nothing more explained, she and Mr. Happy began walking into the ruins. Their heads moving back and forth as they started to pick through the debris.

Doing the same as them, though likely with a great deal more experience, Wrench let his eyes, ears, and instincts direct him. Moving through the broken and rubble-strewn boulevard that ran through the center of the city.

He didn’t really agree with walking down it in the open like this, but he imagined they knew what they were doing. It wasn’t as if they wanted to fail this gladiator fight either.

Wrench was going to succeed.

One way or the other.

Oh, there we go.

Moving over to a building that wasn’t far off, Wrench saw what could only be a pipe. If it was anything similar to what he was used to, he could make it work.

A pipe he used in the ducts could easily crush a skull if striking with enough force.

Grabbing it, Wrench gave it an experimental thump into his palm. It felt solid.

Solid and heavier than he expected.

He didn’t know what material it was made out of, but he had no doubt it’d be handy enough to kill someone.

Putting his eyes ahead, he found that Mr. Happy was eying him speculatively, though Seventh had picked up a very similar pipe to what he had.

She had apparently found his choice of weapon agreeable.

“This won’t do for me, use it until you find something better,” instructed Seventh, handing over said pipe to Mr. Happy. “We’ll just keep looking until we can get something worthwhile or we run out of time.”

Weird.

I wonder why she did that.

Perfectly valid tool to use to crush a skull. I can firmly attest that this is a perfect head-breaker even if I’ve never used it before.

Or… was it just to make him take a weapon? Because he wouldn’t take the same thing I did otherwise?

Ha. I bet it was that. That he wouldn’t have wanted to use it because I was using it. That it’d somehow validate my own thoughts and that’d be some type of mental owie.

Brawlers are stupid.

Really stupid.

They should all—

Seventh glanced at him for a second, gave him a smirk, then began looking around again.

Well. Maybe not all Brawlers.

She seems intelligent enough.

Very intelligent, actually.

Maybe… maybe smarter than I am?

I’m not that smart. I’m just really good at fixing things.

And unfixing people.

Wrench didn’t stop looking for weapons. There was always the possibility of an upgrade or getting something for Seventh.

Except there wasn’t going to be any time for that apparently.

Or so Wrench guessed when the trap they’d stepped into was sprung.

All eight of their foes scurried out from an abandoned building and worked to quickly encircle them. Most of them had hunks of rock or tree branches in hand.

“How good are you at hand-to-hand?” Wrench asked Seventh, moving up behind her and Mr. Happy a bit more closely.

“Not very,” admitted the Brawler. “Prefer a sword or an axe. A club if I have to.”

“Here then. I think I’ll do better at it than you. It’s too short for me to use effectively. I’m better with my own longsword,” Wrench muttered with a chuckle and handed over the pipe to her. Given his abilities, hand-to-hand fighting wouldn’t be terrible for him. He could obliterate an enemy, even without being very experienced in the fighting style.

His Systems would carry him the distance.

I’m Overclocked.

Everything is active but the perception.

This isn’t an issue for me, I just need to hold my third of the area.

Just hold my third of—

Wrench’s thoughts were abruptly cut off as two male Brawlers rushed him. The time for thinking was quite over, and now it’d come down to a fight, with odds that were heavily stacked against him.

Always wanted to be in a three-way, just didn’t think I’d be the man-in-the-middle!





Chapter 23




As the two Brawlers dove on Wrench, he brought his hands up and readied himself.

His hand-to-hand was garbage, but his System was most certainly not. He could supplement his lack of skill and ability with his over-powered superpower.

Cause, fuck this shit!

Dropping himself into the slowed-down perception, Wrench shifted forward a half-step as the men squared up on him. One had a rock held in both hands, while the other had a shattered length of stone that was three feet in length.

Moving forward as he did screwed up their approach and the track they were taking to him. Their line of approach was too sudden and soon compared to what they’d wanted.

Being new to fighting, they reacted as any would. They tried to adjust and shift so that the fight would be where they’d wanted it, rather than adapting to the situation they were presented with.

Both of them stepped away from him to reset the distance to where they wanted it.

To which Wrench stomped forward to the man with the stone club, then lunged at the man with the rock. In feinting one way, only to dash the other, Wrench baited them into action.

The man with the club swung upward from below, and the one with the rock moved toward him.

Closing the distance with Wrench inadvertently.

Stepping forward, Wrench shot out a straight jab. His right arm shooting forward at high velocity with his mind demanding an absolute response from the muscles.

Propelling his fist as if it were a rocket.

Though an unaimed one.

Wrench was just trying to hit him in the face without really aiming for anywhere specific.

Smashing into the left side of the man’s nose, it rocked his head to the side and broke his nose. It grotesquely bent and looked more like a curve from brow to nose tip, rather than a straight line.

Eeee!

Ah fuck, I just made that guy a work of art.

Abstract painting of a nose.

Not waiting, Wrench kept moving, though sideways. Going backward was a great way to get that stone club across the back of his skull. While he was putting Seventh and Mr. Happy at risk for a moment, there was no way Wrench could stay where he was.

Going down low in a crouch, just in case there really was a blow coming his way, Wrench spun with his steps. He reached down and touched the ground with one hand, only to pop back upward after he confirmed the position of both his foes.

Broken-Nose had his hands covering the ruin of his face, while the one with the club had forgotten they were fighting. He was rushing over to Broken-Nose now.

Uh… alright.

That’s good. You just… tend to him.

Cause this is one of those ‘spare them if you can’ moments I bet. If they want to pull themselves out of this fight, great. It’ll only be two-to-one then. Six versus eight.

Wrench let his thoughts bounce off along with his feet, carrying him back to Seventh and Mr. Happy.

Seventh had managed to club one of the men who charged her. He now had a new joint in his forearm, though it didn’t look like it was working very well.

Or so Wrench judged, given that he was shrieking about it and running off into the distance.

Mr. Happy wasn’t faring as well though. The extra two people they were dealing with had joined in on fighting him. They hadn’t bothered to rush him in a melee though.

Arms full of rocks, they’d been throwing them at him.

Several had struck him in the upper-chest and head.

There was a gash in his forehead that had a great deal of blood that was constantly running down into his eyes. Causing him to use his left hand to wipe it away, even as he tried to battle off with his pipe the other-two who were rushing him.

Glancing at the two who had charged him, Wrench felt like he could step in at this moment for Mr. Happy.

“Break off! Go!” shouted one of the enemy combatants. The speaker was unidentified in the frenzy of combat and Wrench could only watch as they all scattered.

The two with rocks threw several more at Mr. Happy before fleeing as well. Dropping all the rocks they still had in their arms when they did.

Wrench quickly set his awareness to normal and eased off on the slow motion of the world. The headache that’d set up shop in his skull was quickly growing and was determined to settle in for the day.

“They fucking ambushed us,” growled Seventh as she watched them all bolt away.

At the same time a giant column of red light sprang up into the sky on the horizon.

Wrench couldn’t see where it was coming from, or what it was coming from, only the general direction.

“Obviously, you dumb bastard,” hissed Mr. Happy, using his left hand to wipe blood away from his face. His right arm was dangling at his side, and it didn’t look to be in perfect condition.

Nor did he sound quite right insulting Seventh, but that could be the anger and hurt talking.

Fuck. Did… he break it? I mean, you throw a rock hard enough and it breaks bones.

Shit.

Well… he’ll be giving himself a stranger in the future if he did break it. Unless a Tongsta heals him.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think they’d do something like that. They’re supposed to be people who’ve never been in the games, let alone fights. No experience at all,” Seventh complained. “I thought we’d be able to collect some weapons and then progress from there. Take it slowly.

“They… they fucked us and— I fucked up. I fucked up and I’m sorry. Shit.”

“It’s whatever,” Wrench interjected. “All we can do is recover, reform, and adapt. So let’s do that.

“Sitting around and planning a parade about how we screwed up won’t fix anything. Fuck only knows what the Tongsta will do to us. I know my own owner wants me to come back no matter what, but I can’t speak for any of the others involved.

“I mean… it takes a certain Tongsta to bring their Hume to the games anyways. I wouldn’t really be wanting to bet on their mercy or compassion.

“So… let’s move ahead. What do we do next? Do we just go to that big ass red beacon over there? Clearly that’s where we’re supposed to go, or they’re trying to signal that their Hab isn’t working and the filter needs to be cleared.”

Seventh and Mr. Happy were both looking at him. The latter still wiping blood out of his eyes as it constantly ran down his face.

Suddenly, Seventh let out a chuckle and shrugged.

“You’re right! Yeah, we go over there to the red light and take control. It’ll gradually turn blue the longer you’re in it. Once it turns fully blue, that’s it,” explained Seventh.

Mr. Happy tore off a strip from the bottom of his shirt and began unwinding it so it was an inch wide and as long as he could make it. When he was done with that, he pulled it up, wrapped it around the gash in his head, and pulled it on tight.

Very tight.

“Fuck it, yeah. Not much else we can do but uh… I’m fucked,” Mr. Happy admitted with a shake of his head. He’d done his bandage job with his left hand primarily. His right only supporting when it had to, but it was clearly something he was avoiding. “Pretty damn sure my right arm has a break or something. Hurts to use it and it’s weak as piss.”

“Goodie,” Wrench offered and then looked to Seventh. “That means he’s just a body on the point and keeping people busy. With only you and me to do the heavy lifting. I’m good. You? Didn’t seem like you took a hit or anything.”

“I’m fine,” Seventh agreed with a small nod of her head. “Alright… then that’s what we’ll do. Get what weapons we can, head up there, take the hill. Hold it.

“You just do what you can to keep people back or busy, Mr. Happy. Wrench and I will handle actually kicking people off the fucking hill.”

“Yeah,” Mr. Happy agreed.

Wrench only bobbed his head along to her words.

It wasn’t as if he had a better plan or anything. Wrench was most certainly not a planner or a thinker. He had no elaborate schemes to change or shape a world.

I’d have to have a shitty name like Ryker, or something. Or Edmund.

Those sound like asshole names that’d try to control shit.

Mr. Happy grabbed up the pipe that he’d dropped and held it out to Wrench.

“I can’t swing this for my damn life with my left hand. Would look like a little kid trying to play Brawler,” the man said with a sigh. “I’ll just duck, dodge, and keep’em busy.”

Wrench took the weapon and then looked to Seventh. He wasn’t going to naysay the man when it was obviously the truth.

However unfortunate it might be.

“We can wait a minute, but nothing more than that. The longer we give them, the more time they’ll have to fix whatever might be wrong with their position. Get themselves put together,” Seventh growled. “I’ll not underestimate them again. Already made that mistake once.”

“Let’s just go,” Mr. Happy spat out.

“Yeah,” agreed Wrench.

Seventh didn’t say anything else and then began at a jog straight toward the red beacon.

Wrench fell in at the rear, though he did pause to pick up a particularly good-looking rock. Given how effective it’d been for the others, he figured he could at least return one of the rocks back to them.

Moving at an easy pace, Seventh took them straight to the spot they needed to be.

A massive red beam was shooting up into the sky in a space that was approximately a forty-foot-wide circle, Wrench guessed.

In the center of it was a single-story building in the middle of what had clearly once been a greenspace. With several benches around that clearly had been for sitting and simply enjoying the area.

Six of the eight enemies were there and on guard. Two were missing, and Wrench assumed they were the ones who’d been injured. Likely hiding inside the building or elsewhere.

“Just get in there and force them to engage us. Let’s get on top of that building, then hunker in the center. They can try to throw rocks from below if they really want. Though there looks like there’s a few things up there that could provide cover and limit their direction of attack. They’ll have to come up to fight us if they want,” Seventh ordered. “Mr. Happy, you’re the first one up since you’ve only got the one arm.”

“Okay,” said the man.

The trio rushed ahead, not bothering to say anything further.

Wrench didn’t really like the plan.

At all.

It assumed that the enemy wouldn’t be able to overwhelm them or do something else.

The primary asset that his group had was combat experience.

Trying to hide and force them to engage wasn’t leveraging that very well if the goal was actual fighting. For some reason, it felt like to Wrench that Seventh was trying to go about this safely.

To secure a victory and preserve herself at the same time.

Not that he blamed her, but in this case, the enemy was feeling bold but shaky. With two of their numbers down, their morale should be teetering, even if they had some ability.

Wrench felt like they needed to go all out and kill someone immediately. To stomp down the idea of resisting and get them to break and flee.

They’d already run once they started to lose ground, it was a given that they’d probably do it again. They were even more cautious than Seventh was, really.

She’s just stuck in her own head now.

Afraid to lose, but maybe also afraid to be bold enough to win.

Fine. I’ll help her launch Mr. Happy and then I’ll end this stupidity.

The enemy team didn’t move to engage them. In fact, they moved further away and spread out.

Moving right up to the building, Seventh and Wrench set their shoulders to the wall and simultaneously made stirrups with their hands.

Mr. Happy stepped up onto them and was promptly flung upward as they pulled their hands up in tandem. Sending him right up to the edge and practically over it in the same motion.

“Okay, with me, Wrench,” Seventh said and darted away from the building.

Uh, what?

Unable to process the rapid change, he followed along behind her. Trying to stick close to her but keeping himself in a viable position to attack if he needed to.

“He wouldn’t have been able to help us in a fight, but he can help us up there. You and I just need to eliminate the others while he keeps his position. We’ll win by default as long as he’s there,” Seventh explained quickly, rushing straight at the group of six enemies. “Stay with me, fight with me, lay them out. You and I should be enough as long as we work together. If you see an opening, take it, I can cover you as well as you’d cover me.”

Ha.

Fun.

Guess I was judging her wrong. 

Nice to know she wants to win too, and she’s up for it. 

She sure can cover me. I bet it’d be fun, too.

Then again… getting another shot at Pretty-Girl would be nice. Damn was she lovely.

Wrench deliberately shunted his thoughts to the oncoming fight. His Systems were all primed right now. The only thing he’d have to do was re-activate his awareness.

The headache that was lurking behind his eyes was still there. Pushing at him and demanding that he take it easy, even if he couldn’t.

Seventh bull-rushed right into the left side of the enemy group. They practically melted away before her. One of them even taking to flight and starting to run as soon as he saw her move their way.

Before she could even land a strike, they were simply gone.

As one side evaporated, the other collapsed. Rushing in on Seventh and Wrench.

No sooner had it begun, than Wrench threw himself back into the slowed-down world.

Three foes were now within arm’s reach of himself and Seventh.

Whipping his arm around at a speed that was likely enough to tear muscles that weren’t empowered, Wrench slammed the pipe into the brow of the one closest to him. The weird ring of metal-on-bone sounding out as he planted his left foot down. Stepping forward, he let his arm draw backward, then shot it forward.

The tip of the pipe zipped out and prodded into the shoulder of the brawler that was next to the first one. The brawler’s arm making a popping noise under the weight of the attack.

Wrench couldn’t do anything for the third attacker, or for Seventh. They were simply out of reach for him given the limitations of his weapon and time.

He needn’t have worried.

Seventh had reacted faster than he’d expected. Her body twisting out of the way of an overhead strike with a wound-up club of what looked to be rebar. A mess of metal bent back and forth on itself till it was bound up together.

It swished past her head and down behind her.

Her right arm flashed and the tip of the pipe she had was driven up under the man’s chin.

Then through it.

Going so far as to slam home into what could only be the inside of his mouth. Knocking his head backward with the force of the blow.

The Brawler Wrench had clubbed in the forehead had simply fallen backward and was laid out on the grass. Unmoving and looking quite stiff.

Two down, four to go? I guess?

No idea where the other two went.

Glancing over his shoulder, he could see Mr. Happy standing on top of the building.

Watching.

He looked pained and nervous, but didn’t move to join them.

At least he knows what he’s worth at the moment.

In his moment of inattention, Wrench missed when the side that’d bled away from Seventh’s attack, came back. Quickly overwhelming her with three people all rushing her.

The two unaccounted for members of the group had stood up as well and were in mid-throw with heavy rocks.

Wrench whipped his left arm back, did his best to visualize where he wanted the rock to go, then snapped his arm forward. In his reconstruction of his body, he’d spent the extra time to make sure he could use his left arm as well as his right.

Throwing with it wasn’t very complicated or an awkward process.

Zipping off, the rock slapped into one of the two men’s chests, rather than their head, as he’d been aiming for. There was a satisfying look on their face, but Wrench couldn’t spend any more time on that.

Seventh had been struck twice by clubs, a rock, and was even now fending off another blow.

They were concentrating on her so viciously that she had no time at all to put up a decent defense.

Yeah, no.

Fairy tales where people just stand there and take on a group of people is bullshit. Unless you’re able to constantly regenerate the damage, or have extra-sensory perception, you just die.

That means, to save Seventh, I have to at least take out one. Or they’ll surround and drown me too, when they’re done with her.

Skipping ahead, Wrench threw out a quick jab. His hand connecting with the other man’s jaw and snapping it to the left and backward. He’d been damn near perpendicular to Wrench and gave him a great line of attack.

Seventh collapsed after her knee was struck with a stone-club. The force of it was enough to knock out her center of gravity and send her to the grass.

Wrench stepped over her and lunged out with his pipe again. He caught the next closest brawler in the guts, and they doubled up with the force of the blow.

Twisting his body, Wrench threw an uppercut into the downturned face of the man and sent him to the ground. His body splaying out in an odd way when he hit.

That left Wrench with one able-bodied enemy within striking range, and two throwing rocks.

Using the pipe, Wrench looked to those distant from him and saw there were three rocks in the air now. Heading for him and most certain to hit him.

Flicking his hand up, Wrench intersected each rock with the pipe. Knocking them aside, and even batting one back at the two throwing them.

It missed them by a considerable distance, but it gave them pause, halting their barrage.

The last Brawler was panting hard and staring at him.

“Just pull her out-and let us win,” said the man with a shrug of his shoulders and holding his hands out at his sides. “It’s that easy. Otherwise-the three of us-will kill you.”

“You’re welcome to try,” Wrench offered with a grin. The headache was growing worse by the second, but he could deal with it.

It wouldn’t kill him, after all. It’d just make him wish he were dead.

He did dial it back a bit so the conversation wasn’t strange. He could always dial it back up in a flash if he had to.

“Or you could collect your friends and get gone,” suggested Wrench. “I’m not leaving, and I’ll just have to fight to the death right here and now.

“I can’t really afford to let my Tongsta lose the bets she made. I’d rather… I’d rather go down doing my best for her. So… make your choice.

“Fight me, probably die, or just take your people and get the fuck out of my circle.”

Staring at him, the man was contemplating Wrench’s words.

He was probably a few years older than Wrench. With short-black hair and dark-brown eyes. He was handsome in a way, but not as eerily so as other Brawler’s he’d seen here.

“You’re not a Brawler,” he said suddenly, his eyes clouding. His mouth turned into a pensive frown as his brow came down lower.

“Fixer. I’m good at breaking Hume though,” Wrench said suggestively and waggled his pipe about. “Coming or going?”

As he more or less stalled for time, Seventh had been getting to her feet. Crawling out from under his protective posture over her and moving a step away.

She’d gotten to her feet slowly. It was obvious she was favoring the injured leg, but he didn’t doubt that she could probably fight like that.

Or at least, do so to a small degree.

Behind him, he could hear Mr. Happy coming over.

Apparently, the man had decided enough was enough and that he would help, even if all he could do was be there. Wrench wasn’t going to say no, as having more people, even injured, might cow their opponent.

“Going. If you really will let me get my people out of here,” stated the man. “I’m Thinker. I’m an Admini. We should have a conversation some time.”

“Sure, whatever, great, you can buy me dinner, then I’ll ghost you because I don’t go that way,” Wrench declared while raising his eyebrows. He pointed with the pipe. “You should be going. Now. Before the Tongsta decide this needs to become a death-match.”

Thinker picked up the closest one of his people and began dragging them out toward the edge of the ring.

“Mr. Happy, Seventh, go away from here,” commanded Wrench. “Just in case. Make yourselves comfortable and be ready.”

Wrench didn’t move away. He stood there.

Staring.

There was no way he would look away at this point, nor would he back down.

Not with the end in sight.

Losing sight of your objective was a great way to lose it.





Chapter 24




“Wrenchie!” squealed Goodie, pushing him up into her ever-strange body. “Oh my Wrenchie. You’re so amazing. I watched the whole thing through my viewer.

“I was so nervous. So scared. This is all too much for your poor mommy. Too much. It makes my spssss quiver, terribly so. I don’t think I can handle this ever again, Wrenchie.

“I was so scared when you were fighting. I know you’re good, I know you’re strong, but still, something could happen. You’re worth so much more than whatever this is.”

Wrench could only laugh and be hugged.

They’d taken the King-of-the-hill match after Thinker cleared his people from the field. It’d been a slow victory without much in the way of fanfare.

When it was finished, Wrench felt the control mechanisms of the implant kick in and his conscious mind blanked out. Only to come back to his own body right as Goodie appeared before him. Coming down from the sky above.

“I mean, this is what I wanted. We’re making a lot of… whatever… it is, you use to pay for things, right? The more you make and earn, the more I get and receive,” Wrench summarized. “I mean, aren’t you super wealthy now?”

“Ooooh, I wish I understood you. I wish I knew what you were saying. I’m sure that you’re not just making those… sounds… for no reason. That you’re trying to talk to me. I’m sure of it,” Goodie lamented. “I bet you’d have so much to say.

“You’re not anything like what everyone believes. You’re no mindless animal. Not at all. I’d swear it.”

“Ah… dear patron,” said a hesitant voice.

A Tongsta had approached them but was hovering near the edge of what would be considered Goodie’s personal space.

Or that’d be true if she was a Hume at least.

“Yes?” Goodie asked, pulling Wrench closer to herself.

“I have everything you requested,” murmured the Tongsta. “This is everything you’ve won so far. I’ve made sure to speak with all the parties involved and confirmed that it was all moved over. Everything’s been transferred.”

“Oh. Okay. That’s good. I guess,” Goodie muttered, still holding tightly to Wrench. “Okay. Thank you. You can go now.”

“Of course, madam,” the Tongsta remarked and then fled, drifting off into the air and floating away.

“Well… uhm… okay,” said Goodie. “We’re doing good, Wrench. Mommy is really appreciative of what you’re doing, it just really scares her. Really badly.

“I just really can’t see this being worthwhile if you get hurt. That’s all. With how many studding requests we’ve gotten, we don’t ever actually have to do anything like this again.

“Ever. The requests are just rolling in, and they’re all so much. So so much. It’s… I had no idea, but these games are so much bigger. This isn’t just some family thing or what might be. It’s inter-family. This is… this is so huge.

“You’ll have to review all the requests with me though. I don’t want you with any female-Hume unless you approve of them. We can go from there.”

“I mean, studding definitely has a lot more perks than fighting for my life. I guess I’ve done so much that it’s almost strange,” Wrench mused. He didn’t think he’d done that much, but more than likely, he was missing something. Missing something and the context that went with it. “It’s only been like… three matches, hasn’t it?”

“Oh, and we have to change your genetic markers later. I’m sorry, Wrenchie. It won’t be very fun having it done, but we have to,” Goodie continued on, not hearing his words as anything other than noise. “When I had them confirm you’d been bred without permission they checked your breeding certificate. It’s… wrong.

“It’s so very wrong. You’re a perfect specimen of a Hume. Perfect in almost every way. So perfect that everyone is talking about it. My perfect Wrenchie. And to think that stupid box-body tried to feed you to a monster.

“I made sure to register you as soon as I got you. And that it’s recorded that you’d been abandoned. I gave spssss some spssss so he wouldn’t fight with me over it. Made sure he tentacled off on it, too. I bet spssss regrets ever letting you leave your Hab, my beautiful boy.”

Errr… oh.

My super special body.

That I made.

I… uh… yeah.

Yeah.

I screwed up I guess? But I didn’t.

This is amazing? Yeah!

It’s amazing!

If I knew this was all I had to do, I wouldn’t have bothered with the games.

Still doesn’t explain the lack of fights and being almost done. There’s something else there.

Did people back out?

Didn’t want to fight me?

Fight seeding of some sort?

Did… did I fight, and forget it? I know they can wipe memories.

Did they wipe my memories?

Err… whatever.

“—get you lots and lots. With how many we’ve earned, we can legitimately build whatever we want in the Hab. I’ll get a new spssss after we finish our service, you a giant Hab, and then we’ll just… live. No more games. Ever,” Goodie stated with absolute determination.

Wrench was fairly certain he wouldn’t get to be in the games again, given the way she’d said that.

“One more fight and we’re done. Last year’s champion lost their match, and the runner up from last year won.

“You’re the last standing challenge for them because of how well you did in the last fight.

“Thankfully, even if you get hurt, they promised me they’d regenerate you,” Goodie continued on. “We’re done, you just have to finish this silliness and that’s it. All done and done.”

“One fight? That can’t be right. What the hell is going on. Why are Tongsta so weird with everything. None of this makes any sense at all,” groused Wrench, leaning into Goodie. “Just like he said, completely foreign and not really something I can understand. Whatever.

“I get what I want. Goodie gets good stuff. We’re both happy and that’s… that’s all that matters.

“Besides… a life of studding sounds like a lot of fun. If a bit man-ho. But that’s not terrible. I can live like that and be perfectly happy. All while being a Fixer for my Hab.”




***




“I knew it’d be you,” Seventh pronounced as she rose up out of the ground. She’d arrived in a similar way that he had.

They were standing in the center of a large open and hard surfaced arena-like area.

There was a brown floor, no walls and blue skies above them, with pillars supporting what he assumed was cameras now. Some type of viewing hardware that would allow the Tongsta to watch the whole thing.

When the pedestal she was riding on reached the level of the floor, it made a clacking noise, then went still.

“I didn’t know it’d be you,” Wrench replied honestly. “I just knew I apparently only had one fight left. Doesn’t seem like enough fights though.”

“Everyone you were supposed to fight withdrew,” Seventh confided with a smirk. “Every single one of them. The only one that they couldn’t withdraw from was the group fights.

“You’re apparently a very scary Fixer that Tongsta aren’t willing to put their Hume up against. You ended up getting here without anyone wanting to test how frightening you really are.

“I unfortunately don’t get a choice in that. I was bred specifically to be here, at this moment, at this time. The seventh in my line and born of six past champions.”

Seventh reached down and pulled up her tunic, her other hand pushing down her pants a touch as well. Revealing her long torso and pubic mount.

All to bare the tattoos all Hume bore.

Across her lower stomach were a number of tattoos. He didn’t know them all, but he didn’t have to. He knew a few and those he did, he recognized as being the extreme “best of the best” type of Hume.

Seventh was as perfect as a Hume could be genetically.

Along her left side were what looked to be a list of smaller tattoos and names.

Holy shit it’s her entire breeding history.

She’d be the seventh line-item on any child she bore. The six there are her family going upward.

“I’m here to show that I’m not just a breeder. That I’m not just a good genetic profile. If I win, I’m going to get rewarded heavily,” Seventh murmured and let her clothes settle back into place. “I’ll try not to kill you, Wrench. I think you’re an amazing person. Doubly so when you consider that you’re a Fixer.

“But I have to win. I have to. My father, my grandmother, they both put their expectations on me. I have to win, and I will.”

“Uh huh. I get that. But uh… I’m afraid I have to win myself. If I win, I don’t have to ever come back again,” Wrench returned. “I hear you, but I have to win. I’ll make my Tongsta filthy rich with this and we can just… live happily.

“I’ll do my best not to kill you as well though. I think you’re amazing yourself. And pretty.

“Call it sexist but… the idea of marring a pretty lady seems particularly stupid. Again, sexist, whatever, I admit it, don’t care. Just consider me an idiot.”

Seventh had an odd look on her face.

Her body posture opened up and she tilted her head to one side. A smile slowly bowed her lips and gave her a warmth to her face. Wrench noticed as her upper body tilted toward him and her breathing shifted as well.

“An idiot, then. Let’s try to beat the shit out of one another and not kill the other then. Since we share an equal admiration for one another,” suggested Seventh, her chin lifting up fractionally.

“Uh… yeah. Let’s do that,” agreed Wrench. As they’d stood there, he’d been warming up all his Systems. Pushing them this way and that to bring himself up to a full readiness. “Err… do they give us weapons, or do they want us to punch each other out?”

“What… worried about making me not so pretty again?” Seventh asked with a curious tilt to her eyebrows. The smile that’d popped up on her face had never faltered.

“Yeah? Yeah. Yeah I am. Why? Gonna make it a problem? Do I have to punch you out for you to admit you’re too pretty to be punched out?” asked Wrench, unable to help himself.

They were about to try and possibly kill one another, but here he was, flirting with an attractive woman.

“Maybe I wanna make it a problem. I don’t think I’ll believe I’m too pretty to be punched out, until you do so. Then maybe I’ll believe you. But you’d have punched out me, who is according to you, too pretty. How would you make it up to me?” replied the Brawler.

Grinning now, Wrench wanted to keep talking to her rather than fight.

This was rather entertaining now.

“I guess I’d have to make sure you kept that pretty face, to start with. Or put it back together? My Tongsta is pretty damn amazing. She’d do it if I demanded it,” Wrench countered. He was half tempted to ask if she wanted to have a go on the ground right here and now and postpone the fight all together.

That seemed to be a bit too much though and would jump a great number of hurdles.

He couldn’t help the flights-of-fantasy his mind was throwing at him though. They just kept coming, despite his best efforts to repulse them.

“Mm… I’ll keep you to that promise. As to the weapons,” Seventh looked up and to the side, then held up a hand. “Clubs. They’re going to be clubs.

“Easier to break bones and knock someone flat, less likely to skewer a person and kill them outright. So long as we’re both careful to not hit the other’s head.”

“I can promise that. Hitting your face with a club would be a lot worse than punching it,” Wrench promised easily, nodding his head.

Seventh laughed loudly at that.

Two clubs materialized from nothing and landed on the ground in front of them.

“May the best fighter win,” she drawled and then took up a defensive stance. Weapon held out in front of herself. “We’ll begin in about ten seconds or so. I’ll just say ‘go’ and we’ll begin.”

Wrench took up his own club and readied himself.

He eyed the attractive Brawler and wondered if this was going to be too much for him.

He’d seen her in combat and thought that it wasn’t the best side of her. The odds had been unequal, and realistically, they’d been fighting their way out of a deficit from the start.

In a one-on-one fight, she was lightly quite intimidating.

Thank fuck I got to sleep once before this.

At least that damned headache faded.

“Go,” hollered Seventh, yet made no move. She stood there, watching him.

What a good person.

Wrench activated his slowed-down perception, nodded his head to her, and then began sliding forward. Inching his way toward her without lifting his feet from the ground.

He was determined to keep his center of balance as he closed on her.

Like a whip crack, Seventh was moving toward him one moment, then snapping out the next. The speed she put out was beyond what he’d seen of her.

At a level that felt fast even with his current perceptions.

Fast as fuck, boy!

Wrench snapped his club around to intercept Seventh’s. There was a firm clack that felt incredibly loud as the two thick weapons slammed together.

A reverberation traveled up his arm and into his shoulder, though neither weapon moved away afterward. Seventh stared at him from a few feet away. Her eyes were locked to the middle of his body though, rather than his face.

Shit, where’m I looking!

Looking to Seventh’s middle, he realized she was twisting to one side. The arm behind her was about to be lashed out faster than he could probably handle.

Wrench realized that she was trying to lock him into place when she didn’t move her weapon.

Stepping away from her with full speed and control, he only barely managed to get away from her fist. A hook that’d rocketed out from behind her and came around to where his ribs would’ve been barely missed the target.

Her inner arm smacked into his side instead as he’d moved into her.

Their weapons ended up trapped between them, and Wrench then put his arm atop hers.

Keeping her essentially against himself.

Their eyes met for a moment.

Then she headbutted him. Slamming the crown of her head down into his nose.

Or tried to.

Wrench had seen it coming and dipped his head down, catching the same point of her head with his own.

The bonk noise that he heard more than felt left him seeing stars. The world flashing white around him.

At the same time, the two combatants stumbled away from one another. Each taking a few steps and freeing themselves due to the impact that ended up knocking them back.

Not wanting to let up, as he was no longer certain he could beat Seventh in a straight fight, Wrench charged forward. Getting the club up in a wide swing, he aimed it at her leg.

Slamming hard into Seventh’s weapon, instead. Coming once more to a complete stop.

No sooner had she stopped the attack, than she rotated her wrist and flicked her weapon up at the underside of his forearm. There wasn’t much room for her to generate force, but Wrench wasn’t about to risk it.

Instead, he leaned back, kicked out with his leg, and pulled his arms backward.

He caught Seventh low in the guts and kicked her roughly. Causing her to take two steps back.

The second she got her feet planted, Seventh lunged forward, her club leading the way.

Having committed completely to the kick, Wrench couldn’t dodge the return blow. The club speared into his shoulder and knocked him to the side.

There was also an ugly crunching noise that he heard with the strike. His body sent numerous pain signals to him, which Wrench promptly cut off. Letting them go silent in the exact instant that they had a fraction of a second to scream at him.

Wrench realized he was now going to lose.

He was skilled, he had Systems that made him nearly super-hume, his experience with combat was great.

Even with all that, Seventh was a terrifying opponent that simply was bred, born, and made for this moment exactly. Trained specifically for something like this.

A curse flickered through Wrench’s thoughts, before he realized that was stupid.

He was being stupid.

There was no reason for him to lose, given his Systems.

Given what he could do.

Wrench pushed his perception beyond where he’d ever gone.

Moving to a point that made it feel as if the world was now completely still.

An immediate and overwhelming headache exploded inside of his skull. As if his eyes were going to be ejected with force out of his eye sockets.

Pulling his right arm around, he felt things break and tear. That his body was shattering under the weight of what he was putting it through.

The club came around in a way that was faster than Seventh could blink.

With an ugly thump, the club clacked hard into her shoulder joint. The whole of it shifting inward and becoming a U-shape.

Pulling his arm across her, the club trailing across her neckline, Wrench wound up for a few feet. Then whipped it through the air.

Even as Seventh flinched, her eyes closing slowly in response to the first hit, Wrench blasted the club into her right arm. At the same exact point in the opposite joint.

With another crunch, this arm also broke with the force of the blow.

Unable to hold it together, Wrench let go of his hold on his perception. He felt as if his head would peel apart and a ball of molten lava would roll out, and he couldn’t handle a single second more of it.

Seventh suddenly collapsed to the ground in front of him. Falling down to her knees.

Each arm dangled uselessly beside her, and she stared up at him in shock. Her face completely drained of color and her eyes going wide. Her pupils constricted down to what looked like mere pinpricks as she looked up at him, her mouth hanging open.

“God damn, Seventh,” whimpered Wrench, standing there above her.

His right arm was likely broken, or had the muscles torn. It could work, but it wasn’t going to work well. He was barely well enough to make it seem like he could use it, but nothing beyond that.

The left arm hung at his side akin to how both of Seventh’s did.

“You’re way too damn strong,” Wrench grumbled, then let the club slip free of his fingers. “I win, right? Tell me I win so we can get fixed up.”

“You win,” she croaked, then slowly toppled backward.

She didn’t say anything more, twitch, or even make a noise.

Wrench stood there, looked up.

To the side.

Then back down to Seventh.

Promptly passing out the moment he released his hold on his Systems.





Chapter 25




Wrench jerked to one side at the same time that his brain kicked back on.

He opened his eyes, sat straight up, and found he was in the Mender’s office.

Not far off was Small-Boy, who was humming to himself and moving Seventh’s arms around. Shifting them one way, then the other. Clearly aligning the broken bones.

On his face was some type of goggle that covered him from the back of his head to the bridge of his nose. The mender was utterly focused as he looked down at the unconscious Brawler without realizing Wrench was awake.

Rotating her arm one way, he picked up a cylindrical tool that was laid on her stomach and then held it up to her obviously broken arm. Holding the tip of the device against her skin for several seconds, he waited, then set it back down on her stomach.

Wrench looked down to his own left arm.

It was perfectly mended and whole.

Lifting it, he wriggled his fingers, flexed his hand, rotated it one way, then the other.

Everything was exactly as it should be.

Doing the same with his right hand, he found that it also performed as he’d wish.

Opening up his Systems, Wrench quickly reset everything back to how it should be. He’d likely need to take in a large number of calories relatively soon, as he had no doubt he probably burned off some muscles and what little fat reserves he had.

“I didn’t fix you,” Small-Boy offered casually as he continued to treat Seventh. “You fixed yourself. Somehow. I don’t understand it, but it’s as if your body rejected the damage and decided it would take care of it.

“All I did was put several caloric disk doses in you so that you could rest without straining your system. They have everything a wounded Hume needs for a good recovery. Not as good as those pills I gave you previously, but pretty good.

“Soon as I got those in you, your body fixed itself. I imagine they were instantly dissolved and distributed in your body.”

Lifting up the tool, Small-Boy held it to Seventh’s arm once more. Tapping it to several spaces, he then put it down atop her stomach.

“On top of that, you should be unconscious right now. I put enough medication in you to drop a Crockish, let alone a Hume,” grumbled Small-Boy. “You’re not normal. You’re obviously Hume, but you’re not normal. At all.

“By the way, they changed your markers while you were unconscious. You’re now listed as being a perfect Hume, first of your breeding line. They made a special designation just for you as well.

“Any children you sire will have that marker placed on them. Keep that in mind when you start studding, since you’ll be a monitored bloodline.”

“Okay,” Wrench got out in a grunt, looking around the room for a second before he let his gaze settle back on Small-Boy. “Uh, I guess that’s… neat? Yeah. Dunno what to say to that, really.

“Yay me? I’m the champ? Goodie goodie?”

“Eh, I wouldn’t know what to say either if I’m being honest,” Small-Boy agreed with a chuckle. Then he pulled on Seventh’s arm in a weird way. Lifting up the tool, he tapped it to her skin a number of times, before putting it down between her breasts. He hadn’t released her arm yet.

Using both hands, he pushed at her arm, as if putting it ‘back into place’ in the socket. Holding her arm there with one hand, he grabbed the tool and then put it to her shoulder joint and held it there.

Held it there and didn’t move it away.

“You really messed her up, by the way,” Small-Boy remarked, glancing up at him. The goggles had a blank front for them. There was no window or glass for Small-Boy to actually see out of them, but there was no doubt he could see ‘something’ through them. Wrench just had no idea what. “Nothing fatal obviously. Nothing even life-threatening.

“You went easy on her. Everyone else you came up against, you went for whatever would put them down quickly. Even if it cost them their life.”

“Yeah. We had an agreement not to go for the head or face,” Wrench admitted with a nod of his head.

“Hm. Considering what you and her are scheduled for next, that’s good at least,” Small-Boy mused and looked back down to Seventh’s arm. “You’re the official games winner. Seventh is the runner-up. Again. She’s been the runner-up for the last three games.

“The Tongsta who owns her and your Tongsta have put in a studding for you into her. Soon as I get you both put together, I’m supposed to dose her with fertility medications, then put you two in a room.”

“Oh,” Wrench answered with meteoric wit.

In other words… her owner is done having her compete and wants to breed her with the champion.

Me.

She’ll be relegated to breeding and motherly duties from here on out.

Well, that’s not a terrible existence.

There’re quite a few worse ones.

My own fate isn’t that bad either.

Going around being a breeder for people like Seventh.

Just… it… I feel like it’d be a loss to never know the children. Never see them or watch what they become.

They’d be a stranger to me.

Wrench decided to just sit there and wait for whatever happened next. There wasn’t much else he could do anyways.

Besides, watching Small-Boy and being able to ask questions as he treated her would be infinitely more useful. He could ask a number of questions about the Hume body and what more he could do with it to make himself even more powerful.




***




Eventually Small-Boy had gotten tired of Wrench and sent him off. Leading him to a room that, quite literally, only had a bed in it and nothing else furniture-wise.

All around the room were a number of devices that Wrench couldn’t even begin to guess at the nature of. Nor did they have panels or moving parts that he could dig into to figure out what they did in a casual inspection.

If he wanted to be able to understand them, he’d have to take them apart.

Once he did that, he’d found from experience that his put-back-together-and-not-break-it rate was only about sixty-forty. He’d regretted being unable to salvage old Hume devices.

There were many expressions in their language that made no sense and could only be attributed to long-gone things or situations that no longer applied to their species.

“Much like last time, I knew it’d be you.”

Looking to the door, Wrench saw a very naked Seventh had just entered the room.

“Knew it’d be, or hoped it’d be?” Wrench countered with a wide grin. Somehow, he’d managed to not let his eyes roam over the Brawler’s immaculate and athletic self.

She lacked the curves and waist of those in his Hab. The feminine appeal of her was at a minimum when compared to women who weren’t bred for fighting.

What she did have, though, was toned muscle and firm-looking skin. She was an athlete in her prime, but not over-loaded with muscles, or looking particularly “mannish”.

Seventh opened her mouth, paused, then closed it.

Then she snorted and walked over toward him.

“Both, I guess,” she admitted and sat down on the bed next to him. He was also naked, as Small-Boy had forced him to disrobe for an ‘inspection’ before ushering him into this room. “Better you than someone else. I was somewhat afraid it’d be the champion from two-years ago.

“He was a real asshole. Gigantic one. I’ve heard some stories of the women he beds, and he is anything but kind. In any way.”

“Giant of a man that’s all muscles? If it’s who I’m thinking of, I put an axe in his head,” Wrench offered. “Buried it in his skull, in fact. In one pass. He was almost too easy.”

Seventh blinked several times, then laughed at that.

“That’s right. You did win a match like that. I’d heard it was a previous champion, but I didn’t think for a moment it was him. I guess it was,” Seventh said and then looked out ahead of herself. “Well. You beat me fair and square. You even went easy and didn’t try to knock my head off.

“Pretty sure if you hadn’t limited yourself I wouldn’t have survived as long as I did in that fight. You get kinda nasty when you fight.”

“I don’t agree with that at all. You kept me guessing the entire time,” Wrench argued, reaching up to put a hand on her back and then patting it gently.

He hadn’t realized what he was doing until he had his hand on her bare back.

Not wanting to be awkward, or make this a weird encounter, he patted her several times, then let his hand fall back down at his side.

“I had to work at it to win. You were much more difficult than the other guy was,” Wrench stated firmly. “I straight-up killed that guy on the first encounter.”

Seventh snorted, but didn’t respond that time. Staring off into the space in front of her.

“I guess that’s it for me then,” she said after a long pause. “I’ll be retired, bred out for the next generation, and become like my grandmother.

“She ended up having seventeen children. Having each game’s champion stud her every time she wasn’t pregnant. Sometimes it was the same man, more often than not, it wasn’t.

“Far as she’s ever said, she wasn’t unhappy. Just a lot of kids to handle. But our Tongsta isn’t unfair. They’re not as ruthless as others I’ve heard of.

“I just thought I’d win and get a chance to do what I wanted. I didn’t want to become a brood mare. I’d love to have a kid or two, but not seventeen.

“And it’s not as bad as it could be as if I was a male. My dad is studded out every single day, I swear. He’s almost never in the Hab. Always out with some woman he’s never met and will never meet again. I’m the only child he’s ever known, but he’s probably sired hundreds.

“That eats him up inside. A lot.”

Wrench only nodded his head to that. There wasn’t much he could add.

He was still dealing with the fact that, while he likely wouldn’t suffer the same fate as Seventh’s dad, it’d be similar in some ways.

“Alright. Time for me to breed,” Seventh got out with a nervous edge to her voice. Then she slapped her hands to her knees and looked to him. “I’ve uh… I’ve played with myself and the like. I had a man once, but it only happened twice and I wore a null-ring for it.

“I’m not that experienced but… if you don’t mind… can we do it with me facing away? You haven’t done anything wrong to me but… uh… I just don’t want… I don’t’ want to be on my back when I ‘lose’, so to speak.

“I’m not losing to you, I’m losing my goal. I don’t want to do that on my back. Fuck, none of that makes sense, Seventh. You idiot.”

Wrench couldn’t help but smile as she turned her anger inwards.

“It makes sense. That’s not a problem. We can do it like that,” Wrench agreed. Then surprised himself by leaning over and into Seventh.

He’d been staring at her mouth for several seconds and couldn’t resist it anymore.

If he was going to bed her, he was going to at least kiss her. There was no way he couldn’t, given how much they’d flirted about her face previously.

Surprisingly, Seventh kissed him back. Her left hand coming up to gently rest against his jaw, even as his own hand laid against her lower back.

His right hand came over and rested atop her knee, his thumb brushing across her lower thigh.

The kiss slowly grew from a simple pressing of their lips together, to Seventh leaning her head to one side and pushing her tongue into his mouth. Wrench greedily moved his own up against hers.

Faster than he expected, and almost in a way he hadn’t considered, he found himself very erect and ready for this. Wanting to toss the lovely Brawler into the bed.

Apparently Seventh had noticed as well, as her right hand had reached down into his lap and curled around his member. Her long and rough fingers wrapped themselves around him and held him.

Slowly, she began to pump her hand up and down along him as her tongue withdrew from his mouth. Though she did flick it up against his own as she did so, as if trying to draw it into her own mouth.

Obliging, Wrench moved it into her mouth and rolled it along hers.

Seventh continued to stroke and squeeze at him as they kissed. Then she shifted in the bed, the leg with his hand on it moving up against his own leg.

Inadvertently moving his hand away from her knee and up her leg.

Catching the drift, he moved the hand further up till his fingers rested up against the entrance to her privates. His fingertips grazing along the lips and pearl of her womanhood, causing Seventh to shiver once.

Then lean harder into him, her lips now nearly smashed to his own.

Hanging onto one another like that for several seconds, Wrench could barely fashion a thought in this moment, other than to never let this incredible woman go. He wanted to kiss her until she was pried away from him.

Given how Dusky was with him, this type of personal attention was something he was starved for.

“Oh fuck,” whimpered Seventh, pulling away from him. “Okay, uh, yeah. Let’s get to it. I don’t want to wait.”

Seventh got to her feet, then went back into the bed, though facing away from him. She clambered up into the middle of the bed, got her knees planted, then laid her shoulders and head down against the bedding material.

Her left hand slid down between her legs and came up. Her fingers pushed up into her the hood of her privates and began to play with herself.

“Come on, Wrench,” Seventh murmured. He couldn’t see her face, but it sounded more akin to a moan.

Not one to argue with a lovely woman asking him to mount her, Wrench moved into the bed. Getting behind her, he lined himself up with her and laid his left hand down to her rear end.

Before he could take hold of his tip and angle himself into her, Seventh moved her hand. Her fingers found the head of his member, took hold, and guided him into her entrance. Pulling at him until he began to sink into her.

Then her hand fell away as Wrench took over, moving his hips forward. His girth pushed her walls apart around himself as he fully entered her.

Traveling down to the hilt, he stopped once he was in her completely.

“Gunnnh. Is that… all of you?” asked Seventh. Her rear end was angled toward him, her stomach much closer to the bed now. She had arched herself in a fun-looking way. Giving him a great view down across her muscular and fit back and shoulders. “I can’t take anymore of you.”

Wrench chuckled and put both hands to her hips. He gave her a squeeze and patted her.

“Yeah, it’s all of me. Mind if I start this?” asked Wrench.

“Please, yes. I’m so fucking horny now,” complained Seventh. “I need to get off. Now.”

Not hesitating further, Wrench pulled at her hips, then pushed at her, drawing his hips back.

With a wet-sounding swish, his length exited from her. The tight inner walls of her gripping to him as he went. As if they didn’t want him to pull out.

Seventh let out a soft whimpering moan, and her hand came back up to grab at the inside of his knee. She pulled at him, making him feel quite wanted.

Once the head became visible, Wrench pushed forward, gliding into her once again. Pushing up to her until he was all the way inside of her.

Drawing away, he settled into a decent rhythm. Gliding in and out of Seventh, smoothly and deeply. Moving from hilt to tip and back again.

With quiet whimpers and moans, Seventh pushed herself back and forth with him. Creating a soft clap of her ass as it met his lap each time.

Unable to help himself, Wrench let his right hand cup her rear-end, then squeezed it with a bit of force. Fondling her as he pushed and pulled at her, moving his member through her insides.

“Harder,” she demanded suddenly in a pant. “Just a bit.”

Complying, Wrench moved himself more firmly. Thrusting into her and knocking her forward a touch with each pump. Riding her down into the bedding material.

The quiet moans grew in volume as Wrench kept going.

In the back of his head, he contemplated dialing his Reproductive system back to normal, but he decided against it. A strange thought had blossomed in his mind, and he wanted to see if it was possible before he committed to impregnating Seventh.

He knew that they’d just pair him with her again if the first time failed, though likely after checking to make sure he had viable genetic material. He’d have another chance to impregnate her, but that’d give him time to see if he could pull off what he wanted.

The strange part was that, even as he rode Seventh, enjoyed her physically, his mind had drifted off to thoughts of another woman. Of being atop someone else entirely, even while hilt-deep in Seventh.

Reaching his climax, he pushed much more firmly against the Brawler. Each hard thrust was accompanied by his member flexing and pulsing.

Unloading worthless seed into her that had no chance of getting her with child.

Seventh was now holding her breath. Tiny, gasped moans slipping out as he kept pushing into her and riding out his climax.

Thoughts of Stripe pushed to the forefront of his mind and demanded he acknowledge what he really wanted.

To make love to the wonderful Deme and see her gazing up at him.

Hopefully with the longing he’d probably never see from Dusky and the acceptance Seventh didn’t want to take on. Or so he thought.

Even as he pushed deeper into the moaning Seventh.





Chapter 26




Wrench had no idea what was going on anymore.

A few minutes after he’d finished in Seventh, Small-Boy came and chased them both out into separate rooms. Which had apparently been portable Habs, and which were quickly moved elsewhere.

Only for Wrench to be collected by a Tongsta he didn’t know in a rather luxurious carrier.

Then, he was being deposited in the center of a massive open space with a great number of those strange devices all around him that he was certain were cameras, or some other type of viewing device.

Beyond that was a small gathering of Tongsta.

Likely judges, overseers, or participants in the games, he figured.

Standing here for only a minute, he had no idea what was going on, but knew he was better off not moving from his current position. All he had to do was wait for Goodie, he imagined.

“Alright. That should be enough for extra content,” a voice said from the crowd. “Let’s bring in the second-place winner.”

A Tongsta came in from the side, nearly appearing from nothing and nowhere. They’d been behind a curtain or something similar.

Always a surprise and never that fun.

I’d like less surprises, please.

Less surprises, more time in my Hab, a lot more talking with Stripe.

She’s way more interesting than—

The Tongsta put a slightly shorter pedestal down first next to Wrench. Then put Seventh down atop the pedestal.

Seventh had a semblance that was flustered, annoyed, and at a loss. Eyes locked on the space in front of her and not really observing anything.

“Oh, hey there,” Wrench said with a grin once he realized it was her. He figured it would be better if he acknowledged her and distracted her from frowning at what was going on around them. “Didn’t think I’d get to see you again so soon. I’m rather happy about that.”

Especially given my plans for you.

Flinching, Seventh looked over to him and was clearly surprised to find him there. A smile tried to appear, but died at the corners of her mouth.

“Hey, Wrench. Sorry. I tend to blank out when they carry me around,” muttered the Brawler. “Been in a lot of ugly places to train. Never know where I’m going.”

Uh… right.

Yeah.

She’s definitely had a rough go of it.

“If I could save you, would you want to be saved?” Wrench asked suddenly.

“Huh?” asked Seventh, her body shifting toward him now.

There was a pop, followed by a whining noise, and Wrench realized he couldn’t talk anymore. Something had been done that’d locked his jaw together and he couldn’t spread them anymore.

Well fuck you, too.

I was having a conversation.

Damn rude of you, faceless Tongsta. I hope you get your tentacle pinched in an airlock.

“And the third-place winner, now, too,” concluded the Tongsta. A moment later, a smaller pillar than either of the two was put down, and Mr. Happy was plunked down. “Great, perfect. We don’t have to focus on him long since his story wasn’t great.

“Alright, let’s bring out their owners.”

Wrench didn’t have an issue with that statement. He’d be more than happy for Goodie to show up. He imagined she’d be rather pleased with his performance.

Maybe it was a bit “domesticated” of him, but he wanted her to verbally praise him for his hard work. To smash him with the overwhelming warmth and care she always had for him.

“Wrenchie!” squeaked Goodie, her excited voice smashing right past his expectations and being even better. Goodie appeared over him, and a tentacle came down and curled around him. It gave him a quick squeeze and then remained possessively about him. “My precious boy. My good Wrench. You’re so amazing.

“And I’m sorry Wrenchie. Mommy didn’t ask you if it was okay to stud you out to the second-place Hume, but you seemed to like her. I really didn’t think you’d have an issue with it. I hope you can forgive mommy, Wrenchie.”

Wrench couldn’t speak yet, so instead he patted Goodie’s tentacle.

“What? You can’t-oh! There,” Goodie remarked at the same time Wrench felt his jaw unlock. “I had no idea they did that, I’m sorry Wrenchie.”

“Thanks, Goodie. You’re the best,” Wrench remarked while standing there.

Looking to the side, he could see a Tongsta beside Seventh. They were rather uninterested in her as far as he could tell. 

“Now, everyone has received their rewards, but the first place Hume gets their special prizes,” declared a voice from the group of Tongsta. “Additionally, due to the… to the issue… we’re doubling the reward. We’re hopeful that this will absolutely resolve your concerns, xxhht.”

From off to one side, yet another Tongsta came toward them. They set down two Hume in front of Wrench.

One was Pretty-Girl, the other was also a female.

Though surprisingly, in an insane way, she was even better looking than Pretty-Girl was. They had some familiar features, and the same hair color and type, though she had eyes that were closer to hazel, than brown.

“Oh! Wrench! It’s so wonderful to see you!” announced Pretty-Girl with a loud laugh. She waved up at him where he was atop the pillar. “This is Lovely! She’s my cousin. Apparently she’s the prize for this year’s champion.”

“You’re a prize, too, Pretty-Girl,” countered Lovely, looking at her family member. “We’re both going with him.”

Wrench couldn’t really tell if one was smarter than the other, though they both seemed to have a lower-level intelligence than that of his School-Hume.

“We are? How wonderful! This is just exciting! I’m just glad to be leaving. I’m so tired of being in my Hab by myself all day every day. My Admini always lie to me about visitors or talking to me, then leave as soon as they restock my food and water.”

Yeah, no.

Nope.

Don’t need them.

They’re lovely but, I have other needs.

Wrench patted Goodie’s tentacle quite firmly. Then made to jump down from the pillar.

Goodie didn’t hold onto him, though he did feel her hesitate briefly.

Landing down on the ground level next to the two women, Wrench took both of their hands in his own.

“He seems rather excited about his prize,” a Tongsta remarked.

Walking over to where Seventh was, Wrench grinned.

“Alright, come on down here Seventh. We’re going to make a trade. I need your help in this,” Wrench asked. “I’m going to save you from your fate.”

“I didn’t ask you to save me,” stated Seventh quickly. Her lips were pinched together and her arms folded behind her back, one hand grasping the wrist of the other.

“Okay, then I want you for myself because I’m greedy. So get your big dumb Brawler ass down here so I can keep it already,” Wrench demanded. “Unless you really wanna be a broodmare after all.”

Seventh drew in a breath, held it, then released it in what was nearly a sigh.

“Fine. Fine! I didn’t ask you to save me but… I’m not stupid enough to not be saved,” Seventh argued, then jumped down from the pillar. When she landed in front of him, she paused, watching him. “Though how are you going to save me?”

Wrench released Pretty-Girl’s hand, then moved forward with Lovely. He put her in front of the Tongsta.

“Stay here, Lovely. It was nice meeting you, but I’m not really in need of you. I hope you understand,” Wrench apologized. He was sorry, but he’d trade her away for Seventh in a flash.

“I… what?” asked the wonderfully attractive woman.

Wrench left Lovely standing there and went back to Pretty-Girl and Seventh.

Taking Seventh’s hand in his as well as Pretty-Girl’s, he went back over to stand with Goodie.

“Uhm,” mumbled a Tongsta.

“What, you want her rather than Lovely?” asked Goodie, a tentacle quickly coming down to hover in front of Wrench.

“Yes, Goodie. I want Seventh. Not Lovely. They can have her, we’ll keep Seventh,” reported Wrench. Holding the hand holding hers up and displaying it. “I want Seventh for myself. Her dad is still alive. They can breed him with Lovely or someone else. They don’t need her.

“I want her specifically for me. She’s a waste on others. She can help me with the Hab, too.”

“Really? Are you sure, Wrench? We could probably trade Lovely for six or seven like her at the breeders. They might even have a similar pedigree as hers, just not her specifically,” Goodie asked. He could tell from the intonation that Goodie was going to do what he wanted. It just seemed like she was making sure of his wish.

“Yes. I want Seventh,” Wrench said, shaking the woman’s hand back and forth while holding it up with his own.

“Are you serious?” whispered Seventh, staring at him. “You understand them? You’re talking with them and you want me?”

“Damn right I do,” hissed Wrench under his breath. “You and Pretty-Girl are more than enough as far as prizes go.”

“Well… are you okay making the trade? Seventh for Lovely and consider it a done deal at that?” Goodie asked, speaking to the other Tongsta.

Their responses came back as nothing but static to Wrench.

He didn’t miss what was said though, because it was paired with an action.

The Tongsta scooped up Lovely and then fled. Not waiting for even a moment.

“Well, there you go,” Wrench murmured and let Seventh’s hand fall down between them. He grinned and looked to her, feeling rather pleased with his plan. This was the first half, and it was done. “You’re all mine, Seventh. You were worth the trade and then some.”

Seventh just stared at him wide-eyed.

Nodding his head at her, Wrench turned and looked to Pretty-Girl.

“Pretty-Girl, I’m sorry. I don’t really need you either. I’m going to trade you to someone else for a number of people. Is that okay?” Wrench asked.

“Uh… er… are they nice where I’m going? If they’re not nice, I don’t want to go,” Pretty-Girl pouted, looking at him in an almost hurt way.

Wrench couldn’t actually guarantee that where she was going was nice. Beyond the fact that he’d instilled a deep fear in the Brawlers in the Hab he’d be trading for.

“If they’re not nice, tell them that you’ll tell me to come hurt them. They’ll be very nice after that,” Wrench promised. “I’ll make it a point to check in on you, too. Alright?”

“Okay. That’s fine. Is it going to be filled with lots of people? Maybe… maybe some men?” Pretty-Girl asked hopefully.




***




Wrench was surprised as the airlock cycled.

Around him was Chuckles, Seventh, Lucky, Pretty-Girl, and Berry.

On the other side of the small area was Stripe.

She was standing there with a smile.

Apparently waiting for his return.

Given that there was no way she’d have known when he was coming, it seemed likely that she’d perhaps been watching for this moment. To be there for him and welcoming him back from the games.

That, or she’d been waiting in this exact spot.

“See, Stripe? I told you he’d be back,” Goodie murmured warmly. “No more waiting for you. Here he is.”

Oh.

Shit.

The lock cycled and then opened up.

Wrench and his group moved out and he stopped in front of Stripe.

“I… ah… welcome back, Wrench,” Stripe squeaked out with a smile. Her eyes meeting his, then darting down, and away from him. “I’m so glad you made it back. You look good! Nothing… nothing happened? You’re safe?”

“I’m safe. Thank you for waiting for me, Stripe,” Wrench replied. Part of him wanting to move in and hug her, but they were still somewhat unknown to one another. He knew what he wanted from her, but he didn’t want to rush her.

To scare her off and send her scampering away.

“I missed you,” Stripe got out in a pathetic-sounding croak.

Okay. That’s… that’s too cute.

“I missed you, too. Now… Stripe, this is Seventh,” Wrench said, pulling Seventh over to stand next to him. The Brawler still seemed rather bemused with the whole situation. “Seventh, this is Stripe. She came with me as my partner here while we fixed this Hab up.

“This isn’t actually our Hab. This is where we’re going to trade Pretty-Girl for everyone else we want. I just have to collect them and then head out.”

“You’re taking people back with you?” asked Chuckles, not far off to one side.

“Yes. Why, you and Freckles want to come?” asked Wrench. He’d planned on bringing Chuckles and Freckles with him already. If they wanted to offer it, it’d make it that much easier.

“I ah,” Chuckles murmured, then laughed softly. “Yeah. It’ll be awkward for Freckles. A bit. But… it’d be better I bet. I’ll go talk to her.”

“Everyone is already on the way down,” Stripe advised. She’d moved closer to Seventh while Wrench looked away. “Gadget was keeping an eye out and planned on having everyone come down when you arrived.

“She’s had no luck getting the system up and running, despite all the parts now being here and everything put back together. She can’t get it to start-up correctly.”

Eh?

Hm.

I bet she didn’t calibrate it and register the parts.

Doesn’t matter if everything is put in correctly, everything as it should be, and all of it is looking perfectly fine. If you don’t calibrate and register it all, it’ll just default into safety mode.

“Stuck in safety mode?” asked Wrench.

“I… yeah, how’d you know?” asked Stripe, her head coming up and gazing at him curiously.

“Cause I’m a Fixer. I’m supposed to know,” Wrench answered with a laugh. “They just don’t have the experience to back up their skills. I’ll fix that.”

Turning, Wrench looked up to Goodie who was still there.

She was currently talking to Dickhead about their winnings. This was the perfect opportunity to trade Pretty-Girl off. Walking over to the Hab glass, Wrench began banging on it.

It only took a few slams of his fist for Goodie to notice. Her large rotund body moving down toward him.

“What is it, Wrenchie? Is everything okay?” asked Goodie.

“I want to trade Pretty-Girl for a bunch of people. Tell Dickhead to get ready to barter. Okay… okay mom?” asked Wrench. He didn’t think for a second Goodie would understand him, but he didn’t see a reason to not try.

“Hmm? I don’t… oh, look spssss, all your Hume are coming down. I wonder what’s going on,” Goodie informed Dickhead.

“What?” asked Dickhead.

“Alright. Seventh, Stripe, please go stand in the airlock,” Wrench murmured. “Chuckles, go find Freckles. Pretty-Girl, could you stand with me?”

“Of course!” chirped the beautiful woman, bouncing over to stand next to him.

Wrench took her hand in his and then held onto her.

It only took a few minutes for everyone to arrive down here. He wasn’t exactly sure how they’d managed it, but he was glad for it.

“Alright, hi, I want to take some of you with me,” Wrench said to the group. “To that end, Gadget, Swifty, how’d you like to come to my Hab?

“I’d offer to take all the Fixers, but some of you need to stay here. Also, all you need to do to fix the systems is to run a calibration test and then register all the parts. That’ll get it running as it should. That’s it.”

“Gladly!” Gadget said and then quickly rushed over. Dragging Swifty along with her.

Not far off, Wrench could see Pistol and Popsicle.

He wasn’t interested in the latter, as she’d offered herself up with no conditions, but he felt Pistol would be a good addition to his Hab. She was attractive and would be a great solo.

Meeting their eyes, he smiled and called over Pistol.

Before he could say anything, though, Pistol and Popsicle both rushed ahead. Then stood with Gadget and Swifty.

Wrench didn’t want Popsicle, but he realistically didn’t have the heart to tell her to leave.

“Can I go?” asked Lucky.

“Sure, hop on over,” Wrench said with a thumb gesture to the group. The more males he trusted he could bring with him, the better off his population would be in a few generations.

Looking at the group, Wrench saw that it was exactly what he wanted. These were people that would help deepen the gene pool for him and provide resources he needed.

Turning to Goodie, Wrench held up his hand that held Pretty-Girl’s.

Then he walked over to the group.

Letting go of Pretty-Girl, Wrench got behind the group and began chasing it to the airlock, getting them into it while waving his arms forward.

Once Wrench got them all inside, he turned and looked up to Goodie.

“You want… to trade Pretty-Girl for all of them?” asked Goodie.

Wrench nodded his head in large motions.

“Is everything okay here then?” Goodie clarified.

Wrench continued to nod his head, then began walking back to the airlock.

“Are you willing to trade? Wrench wants all of them and he’s willing to—”

“Yep! Not a problem! I’ll take that trade in a heartbeat,” Dickhead declared quickly. “That’s fine. Just take your Hume and ah… I’ll see you later. Alright?”

“Sure, sure. No worries. I have a nav-shift coming soon anyways,” Goodie allowed and then sighed loudly. “Alright, Wrench. My dear little Wrenchie. You got everything you wanted and then some.

“So did I, actually. Thank you. Your mommy is really happy with you. Should we go back to your Hab? I still have one more surprise for you, too. I think you’ll like it. I got it super cheap and already got it set up. You’ll just have to make sure everything is fine with it.”

Uh, what?

You did what now?





Chapter 27




Staring up at the Aerial-Hab, Wrench now knew what Goodie had done.

He was certainly surprised to say the least, but he wasn’t disappointed about the change. Having inhabitants in an Aerial-Hab helped with diversifying the closed ecosystem that they all shared.

While there wasn’t much in the way of interaction, having them there allowed for many other opportunities as a Fixer to help balance everything.

“This is-it’s all… I… it’s so big,” Seventh whispered, standing just outside the bounds of the filter with everyone else. It was morning now, which meant all the School-Hume of Wrench’s Hab were probably eating or getting out of bed.

Wrench wrestled with the immediate and somewhat infantile response that sprang to his mind at her words. After a second, he spaced it into the void and turned to look at her.

“It’s not so big once you get used to it. It’ll just take some time. I’m sure you won’t have any issues,” he remarked with a small nod of his head.

Seventh snorted at that, grinned, and looked at him with raised eyebrows.

“Oh? Is that why you brought me along? So I can get used to how big it is?” she asked with a coy look.

Apparently, while he’d managed to fight off the libido demons lurking about his mind, Seventh hadn’t.

Or she hadn’t bothered to try, which was actually pretty likely, given her background.

“Wrench, you didn’t… force yourself on her did you? That’s terrible,” Stripe asked with what sounded a lot like shock in her voice.

“No, no, he didn’t do-no. No,” Seventh stated clearly and firmly. Even reaching out to lay a hand to Stripe’s shoulder. Chuckles, Freckles, and everyone else were all moving toward the pens. Passing across the open field and looking around as they did so.

Pistol and Popsicle were lingering around Wrench rather than moving up with the group. They both looked incredibly pleased to be here, as well as excited.

“He didn’t do anything to me. We were forced to pair up once before your Tong-uh… before Goodie let Wrench trade one of his prizes away to get me. For me to come here,” Seventh explained. “I’m a seventh-generation-champion bred Brawler. They wanted me to push out Eighth, with Wrench as the daddy.”

“Oh. Well. That’s fine, then. Especially if you’re actually pregnant. This is a generational Hab. We’ll need kids from many couples,” replied Stripe with a warm and genuine smile.

“I see that. I wouldn’t mind having Eighth here, either. They’ll be given a different life than what I had, that’s for sure,” Seventh agreed.

Everyone fell silent at that and then began trooping along toward the pens as well.

When Wrench got to a point that they could probably see him through the windows, the door to the pens popped open and the School streamed out.

Dusky, Sparkle, and Duchess were at the front and led the way straight to him.

“Wrench-Head!” called a number of the School as they approached.

“It’s so good to see you,” Dusky breathed out in a rush as they all got near to him.

Faster than he could process, they goaded him out from between Stripe and Seventh, and into their School. Circling up around him and asking him a never-ending stream of questions that he could barely respond to before another was asked.

“I’ll explain it all at dinner, don’t worry,” Stripe offered, as Wrench stumbled through his answers. “I promise. Don’t worry. Everything is positive and good.”

The School had apparently not realized Stripe was there, or were perfectly accepting of her being inside their ranks. Their response to her being there was no response at all, other than a universal nodding of heads to her words.

“But what about that?” inquired Sparkle in a breathy tone, one delicate hand pointing up to the Aerial-Hab above them.

A number of vines, trees, and other decorative elements had been added. Providing a way for one to make it down from above, and back up, if they had the abilities to do so.

Which meant there was likely Grae up there that could easily be in the lower part of the Hab as much as the above.

Realizing this was an opportunity for him to alleviate a fear he expected them to all have, or a concern, he exited the School. Moving to the edge where everyone could see him, he held up his hands as everyone looked his way.

“It’s just an Aerial-Hab. I have no idea why Goodie got it, but she did,” answered Wrench with a smile and a laugh. “It’s not a bad thing. I promise. The only real interaction you’ll ever have with it is if a Grae decides to come down, and that’s somewhat unlikely. They’ll be as wary of us, as we are of them.”

Once again, he didn’t want to over-state knowledge he didn’t quite have, but he knew a few things about them.  He had met enough of them before to learn how to care for them at least, and what he didn’t know, he could infer as well.

It didn’t hurt that he’d learned more recently, when he visited Dickhead’s Hab.

There’d been a number of Fixer manuals on proper care for Grae, as it was expected for the Fixer to tend to them.

“Beyond that, they’re really only interested in metallic items that are shiny, or fruits. If you have either of those, don’t leave the pens with them. You’ll likely lose them,” Wrench continued with another laugh. “They’ll come down, take it, and then scurry back up and off.

“And if you do bring it out, and a Grae takes it, just… let them have it. It’s not worth the trouble trying to get it back, and they’re much more physically fit than we are. They can even —”

There was a hard thump next to him as a Grae appeared.

It looked nearly identical to the one he’d seen previously in the other Hab. However, it had several scratch marks across its lower abdomen that looked like it’d inadvertently been harmed, or harmed itself, during the transfer to this Hab.

Wrench guessed this, since the scratches were deep and looked a lot like Grae claw marks, but there were no signs of violence elsewhere.

If it was a fight with another Grae, it wouldn’t have stopped with the claws.

There was a communal squeak, shriek, and gasp at the creature’s sudden arrival.

“They can even drop down from above if they want to,” Wrench finished and looked to the Grae. It’d decided to stand up to its full height and was an easy six foot six. Taller than himself, in fact. “This is actually a perfect example of a Grae. If you pay close attention to much of its anatomy, you’ll find that it shares some things with Hume, but there’s a great deal that it doesn’t as well.”

Wrench held his hands up and to the Grae, and waited.

The Grae’s red eyes moved from his face, to his hands, then back to his face. Slowly, it tilted its head to one side, almost to a ninety-degree angle.

“While their eyes are particularly note-worthy, they’re not actually that special,” Wrench said, and then slowly reached out with one hand. So long as he did it very slowly, and carefully, he didn’t think it’d bolt or harm him.

The fact that it had appeared as it did, meant it was far more curious than the one he’d seen in the other Hab. That one had hissed at him and fled.

Coming close to the Grae’s face, Wrench paused. Then he slowly pointed a finger toward her eye and looked back to the group.

“They see more or less the same way we do. All of the manuals and machines for keeping a Grae list it out as being similar in their needs,” Wrench said. Then he moved his finger down toward the Grae’s mouth. “They eat the same stuff we do, surprisingly. Their teeth are similar as well.”

The Grae’s nose wrinkled and it opened its mouth and closed it around Wrench’s finger. He wasn’t concerned about this, as he’d found several passages that noted Grae tended to taste test things.

“Realistically, there’s no way for us to communicate with them that we know of,” Wrench continued, ignoring the Grae as it idly gnawed carefully at his finger without any real intent to bite him. “They’re sentient, aware, and can think and reason as well as a Hume can.

“A bit more animalistic than we’re used to, but very much just another pet species the Tongsta doesn’t understand. Just like us.”

Wrench looked to the Grae and stared into its eyes as it held his finger.

“I kind of need that back,” Wrench murmured and smiled at the Grae. He pulled his finger back an inch to see if the creature would let go.

It did so, then showed its teeth to him.

Shit. Err… do I have anything it’d want on me?

Hm.

Oh!

Reaching into a pocket, Wrench pulled out one of the pills Small-Boy had given him.

Slowly, Wrench moved his hand toward the Grae’s middle. Causing it to look down at his hand, then back to him.

Seeing no resistance, and that it wasn’t moving away, Wrench continued.

He briefly laid his fingertips to the wounds. There was a heat to it that made him wonder if it was actually infected. He gently patted the wounds, then held up the pill in front of himself.

“Here you go. Take this,” he stated, then mimed eating the pill. Then he held it out toward the Grae. “Take it. Eat it. It’ll help. The way your body fixes things isn’t that different from my own.”

The Grae’s brows moved lower when he’d touched it, then together when he held up the pill.

Slowly, it leaned forward and took the pill from his hand with their mouth, rather than using their fingers.

“Don’t chew it,” Wrench said and shook his head while making chewing motions with his mouth. Then he made a deep swallowing noise. “Swallow it. Whole. No chew. Swallow.”

The Grae wrinkled its nose, looked like it was considering chewing, then swallowed instead. It made a curious face and then made an odd honking noise. Followed by several soft chitters that sounded like clicking noise.

“It’s a girl?” asked Pistol.

“The Grae that are allowed to live with Hume are always female. The male ones are rather antagonistic,” Stripe offered. Repeating the same information he’d given her.

To be fair, it helps hearing similar information from someone else. Even if I was the one to give it to her.

“Alright. Well. Let’s all go have breakfast. We have things to discuss I imagine. Then I need to take Gadget and Swifty here through the ducts and get them aware of everything,” Wrench said, looking away from the Grae once it stopped making noise. “I’ll probably need to see about requesting an access tower to get to the Aerial-Hab as well. I’ll need to make sure they’re all hooked up, up there.”

“Good,” Dusky proclaimed and took his arm in her own.

“Yes, please,” added Spook from the side. The man had a smirk on his face and what looked like a stack of met-ape in one arm. “We have a lot to discuss. You didn’t mention how amazing your Hab was, Wrench-Head.

“The systems here make what should be the workload of ten or twenty Admini able to be done by one or two. This is an amazing Hab.

“Also, I don’t think you need to worry about the Aerial-Hab. There’s a ‘self-replicating skybridge’ in the loading bay. Goodie put it there when they attached the Aerial-Hab. I imagine that’s the connector you mentioned.”

“Of course they did that. And considering Goodie probably bet heavily on Wrench, we might get some upgrades,” Seventh interjected. “By the way, have they always been like that to Wrench? They dote on him heavily.”

“Yes,” came the communal response.




***




With a growl and a grunt, Wrench heaved on his namesake. The massive wrench felt more like he was holding onto it, rather than using it to rotate a bolt.

“Go-the-fuck-in-you-fat-bastard!” yelled Wrench, as he put the entirety of his being into the work.

With a creak, the bolt rotated fractionally.

Then it let out a pop as the self-sealing adhesive inside the bolt was finally released. The entirety of the skybridge being bonded at an actual molecular level to the main Hab buildings.

“Holy fuck,” panted Wrench, letting go of his tool and then bending over at the waist. “I never want to do this again. Shit. Shit fuck. Fuck me.”

“No thanks,” Swifty got out in a pant not far away. They’d been taking turns on the bolts. “I’m into Gadget.”

“You can definitely get into me,” answered the female Fixer. She was sprawled out with her arms and legs spread out in every direction on the ground. “I ain’t gonna do fuck-all to earn it though. My body is… my body is broken. Yeah. Broken.”

“I get that,” Swifty muttered and then laid down on the ground as well.

“I mean, we’re done. Finally,” Wrench said and then stood up. “Now we just have to go up and check the sensors up there.”

“Have fun, boss,” Gadget answered and volunteered at the same time.

“Yeah, go get’em boss,” Swifty agreed.

Chuckling, Wrench let out a sigh, then nodded his head.

Stripe stepped up next to him and gave him a smile, offering him a water-bottle held with one hand, an oat bar in the other. Ever waiting for an opportunity to assist him, she was practically his assistant at this point.

“Here you go, Wrench,” she said, practically bouncing in place. “Good job! That looked really hard. Thank you for the hard work.”

Unable to help it, Wrench grinned back at her.

Her warm, bubbly, and helpful nature had won him over quickly. He found himself often thinking about her, or just wanting to be near her.

While they were still new to one another, almost barely more than strangers, it was hard on Wrench. What he saw barely starting to form, to grow with her, was exactly the type of connection he wanted.

Something neither Dusky nor Seventh had offered him, even though they both had already shared a bed with him.

“They fucking?” Gadget asked in a whisper that wasn’t quite a whisper.

“I mean, we were fucking with less flirting,” Swifty answered.

“I-eh… fair. Fair,” responded the Fixer.

Stripe turned bright red, looked down to the ground, and said nothing. Wrench didn’t miss the smile that was on her face though.

She liked the idea of what they’d said, but didn’t have the confidence or craving to act on it at this point.

Wrench could wait till they were both more comfortable. He wasn’t in a rush, and he didn’t want to screw this up.

He was desperate for a real relationship.

“I’m going to head up then and check on the sensors,” Wrench said after taking a drink from the water. Then he took a bite of the oat-bar.

Stripe nodded her head quickly, reached out to briefly touch his forearm with her fingertips, then scurried off.

“Sorry, Boss,” Gadget mumbled after Stripe bolted. “Didn’t realize she was the shy and bashful type. Still on day one here.”

“Yeah, sorry Boss,” Swifty piped in.

“It’s fine. She and I are working on it,” Wrench murmured with a grin. Turning, he started going up the skybridge’s stairwell. It’d be a fairly long climb.

By the time he made it to the top, Wrench was slightly winded and planned on putting in a request for an elevator. There was no way in hell he’d be carrying anything up that stairwell that weighed more than his clothes.

Exiting out of the skybridge and into the Aerial-Hab area, he saw five Grae all turn toward him.

They’d been inspecting the area and its surroundings. He imagined they were curious, since it’d simply grown out of nowhere and appeared in their section of the Hab.

Four of them skittered off, two of them making their honking noise as they did so.

All of them probably afraid he was there to harm them.

The fifth did the opposite.

Dropping from the tree branch it’d been hanging on, it landed on the skybridge and stood upright. It made several clicking noises, a whistle, and a soft honk while walking toward him.

There were thin scabs along its stomach that were quite nearly falling off of her.

Ah. The pill definitely did its job. She’s looking at full health.

The Grae came right up to him and stared at him. Her eyes darted down to his water bottle and the back-end of his oat-bar.

“Uh, want it?” Wrench asked and then offered the remains of the oat-bar. He wasn’t above sharing with a Grae.

Except there was no mistaking he’d been eating it, he imagined. If they were particular they’d—

Wrench needn’t have worried. The Grae took it, popped it into its mouth and began chewing. Not caring at all that he’d been eating it.

He offered her the water bottle next, which she took and peered at curiously.

Making a quick motion toward his mouth with an imaginary water bottle, Wrench pointed at the bottle, then the Grae’s mouth.

Then he brushed his hands off against his pants and then walked over to the maintenance panel at the edge of the skybridge. The Grae trailed along behind him and began drinking from the water bottle.

She’d figured it out almost instantly and was now sipping at it while watching him.

“Well, you’re rather bright, aren’t you? I bet you’re just like me,” Wrench said, glancing at the Grae as he began to physically confirm all the sensors were seated, active, and sending data. “We think less of you because we can’t effectively communicate, but you’re alive. Thinking. Reasoning.

“Figuring things out in your own way. Just like me and how Goodie treats me.”

The Grae let out a soft grunt, followed by several whistles, clicks, and then a hoot.

“Exactly. It just sounds like noises to me, but you’re talking to me. Telling me I’m an ugly Hume, but interesting. Right?” asked Wrench with a grin and then began laughing. “Though, if we’re going to compliment and insult one another… you’ve got great racks. Impressively put together for a monster-like creature. I’d love to stare at you and watch you climb a tree.”

A look that Wrench easily identified as confusion came over the Grae’s face. Followed by a wide mouthed grimace and a repeated hissing noise.

No idea what the fuck that is, but maybe it’s her version of laughter?

Licking his lips, he sighed, closed the panel and then stood up. Everything was as it should be.

His trip up here would be punctuated by him never-having needed making it.

Suddenly, the Grae held the water bottle out to him. It still had water in it.

Wrench hesitated only for a second before he took it from the Grae, then took a gulp from it. Then offered it back to the Grae.

Who received it and drank from it as well.

“Well, you’re fun company,” Wrench admitted, looking at the Grae’s face. “Kinda weird. A lot like talking to a walking arsenal, given you could tear me apart. But fun company.

“Did you like that oat-bar? Should I bring you another one later? Eh… we’ll have to try some things out. No reason not to ply you with treats and snacks. You can help me up here.

“Be a Grae-Fixer. First of your kind. Right?”

Finishing off the water-bottle, the Grae peered at it. Then she gently set it down on the wall next to them. Only to turn her piercing gaze back on him.

“Stomach okay?” Wrench asked, then pointed at her stomach.

Looking down at herself, the Grae realized what he was asking.

She made the flat grimace at him once again, took his hand in her own taloned one, and pressed it to her stomach. She chittered in clicks, snippets of wheezes, and a whistle.

The warmth he’d felt earlier was gone and all that remained was the slightly odd feeling flesh of a Grae and the muscles beneath.

Wrench hesitated, then bent down, staring at the place she’d been wounded. It really did look better.

From close up, he realized that the scabs weren’t ready to fall off, they already had. They were just stuck there.

He brushed them loose with his fingertips, then nodded his head. Standing up, he looked to the Grae and smiled at her. He assumed at this point that the odd grimace was her own version of a smile.

“Well, I’m glad you’re better. Hopefully that was accidental after all and not someone harming you,” Wrench stated. “That’d—”

“Oh! Wrenchie! There you are!” Goodie proclaimed, hovering over the top of the Hab.

The Grae looked up at the Tongsta and then crouched down low.

Wrench unthinkingly put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed it, looking up to Goodie.

“Hi Goodie. Just making sure everything is good up here,” he said and waved his free hand at the Tongsta.

“I bet you’re just saying hi to the Grae. Aren’t you? Cause you’re my special good boy. My baby!” Goodie excitedly gushed. “Thank you for taking care of them as well. I see you already set up the skybridge and everything. You’re such an amazing Fixer. Amazing!

“Though, wanna know something equally fantastic? Your mommy is amazing. You wouldn’t know it but I’m a spssss! There’s only a handful of those in every spssss! That’s how special your mommy is.”

Wrench could only nod his head. He had no idea what Goodie was talking about this time.

At his side, the Grae had slowly stood up and was staring up at the Tongsta as well. Wrench’s hand had slid down from her shoulder and now dangled at his side.

“Wanna see where mommy works? I made a special little Hab for you to come to work with me,” Goodie asked nervously. There was tension in her voice. “If you want to, that is. I know it wouldn’t be as comfortable as your Hab here but… it’d be nice to have you with me, Wrench. Do you wanna come with me? It’d only be for one day of your own time. That’s when my shift ends. It’s a short shift so it won’t be too bad.

“Then you’d come back to your Hab and I wouldn’t have another shift for a little while. So… what do you say? Wanna come with mommy, my good boy? My Wrenchie?

“I could show you around the spssss and where mommy works. You could go anywhere I do and no one will say anything. Everyone thinks it’s amazing to have the games champion on board with them.”

He didn’t need to be a genius to realize Goodie really did want him to come with her.

“Okay. I’ll go with you,” Wrench promised with a nod of his head. Then he kept nodding his head, remembering that she needed to see a great deal of that for her to understand.

“Really? You will? That’s great! Ooh! It’ll be so nice to have you with me Wrenchie!” Goodie cheered. “We’ll go tomorrow morning. Oh, oh, and in a few days, a bunch of the stuff I bought arrives!

“So many new and nice things for you Wrenchie! I ah… I hope you don’t mind, but I got a few specific special Solos. They’re all Prime-Demes! I’ve had them bound to you specifically in their profile, so you won’t have to worry about them being around other males.

“They’re really pretty! I picked them out while we were at the games! They had them on display and I won them with some special betting on you. Though I still feel really bad for having you in the games, Wrench.

“Oh, I hope you have some really cute Hume with them. We’ll keep a few so you and the mothers can raise them together, but we’ll have to find homes for some of the others. Nice homes. Your genetic line will have to be very carefully protected now.

“Especially if you end up having children with Seventh. That’ll be an amazing pedigree.”

Wrench only sighed at that, smiled bitterly, and nodded his head.

He didn’t need more women like that at all. With any luck he could trade them for things he did need.

The Grae began making sputtering, growling, and honking noises. Waving a hand up at Goodie.

She didn’t seem very happy about the Tongsta still being there, at all.





Chapter 28




“There we are,” Goodie murmured, her tentacle having split into six now. She was carefully adjusting the odd device she’d had him put on.

It fit around his torso and abdomen, and felt a lot more like a tight-fitting undershirt rather than a tech device. He could tell just from looking at it though that it wasn’t exactly clothes, but rather that it had been manufactured on top of the fabric.

Circuits, traces, and what looked a lot like pumps or chambers were spread throughout it. They were all quite flat and didn’t stick out much more than a few millimeters.

None of it seemed like it’d get in his way, nor even be inconvenient.

“Right. Uh… what now then? Is this everything? I really don’t want to go into Tongsta spaces, Goodie. They’re not very healthy for Hume, you know,” complained Wrench, looking up at Goodie.

“I know, I know. It’s probably not very comfortable, but it’ll be okay. This’ll make it so you can go everywhere with me! I even got a little tether, just in case you lose gravitational control. I know Hume aren’t comfortable in zero-g movement. With such a solid body, you don’t have a way to generate any force on yourself,” Goodie murmured in an almost offhand way. Her tentacles adjusted the device one more time, then reached into herself.

She pulled something out from inside of her body and then unspooled what looked like a long thin wire.

“It just goes in the back. It’ll make sure you don’t float off. Is that okay Wrenchie?” asked Goodie, holding the end of the line up.

“I mean, I’d rather not float off,” answered Wrench with a laugh. He turned around and put his back to the Tongsta.

With a click, the line was fastened into something on the device he was wearing. 

“There we go. Okay! We’re ready to go. Did you want to say goodbye to anyone?” Goodie asked, causing Wrench to look to the Hab only a few feet away.

She’d been getting him ready for this outing right in front of the airlock.

Stripe was there, of course.

Smiling.

Watching.

Wherever he went, Stripe would be there if she could. The only exception was at night, when he went back to his own pen. She always saw him up to the door, then turned, and fled rather quickly.

It left him wishing that she was in his pen, not Dusky.

The School-Hume was always very attentive to his needs and wants, but never went beyond that. There was still no affection or care in what she did. Dusky was just upholding her end of the deal, and doing it with gratitude, but that was all.

Wrench just wanted more.

“I’ll be back, Stripe,” Wrench said with a wave of his hand. He didn’t think she’d hear him, but he felt like he had to say it.

Grinning, Stripe bounced in place and waved her hand back at him. He saw her mouth move rapidly as she said something. Not a single sound made it through the Hab-glass, but it felt nice to see her respond anyways.

“You two are so cute together,” Goodie said. “Do you think you’ll have her as a partner, too? You could make cute Hume with her.

“I’ll have to look into her a bit more. I wasn’t really interested in her when I first saw her, but if you’re that keen on her, my Wrench, then I’ll have to be interested. Your mommy’s special boy after all.”

Goodie picked Wrench up, and then began to float off and away.

Rather than falling straight to the end of the tether, Wrench floated along with her. Feeling weightless, he fluttered through the air in an awkward way.

It didn’t take more than a few seconds to realize the device was responding intrinsically to what was happening, but it was following what he wanted.

He had no idea how, but it was responding to his thoughts.

Maybe the implant? It’s all connected together?

Kind of neat.

I never knew something like this existed.

Maybe it’s some ultra-rare product that Goodie got just for me? That’s possible.

“Wow! You’ve got the hang of it so fast Wrench! The seller said for most Hume it takes a few days and the tether was an important requirement and— you know what, I know better. You’re my super special Wrench,” Goode trilled with a triumphant laugh. They’d left the enclosed room the Hab was in, and exited into a hall. “My Wrenchie boy. My baby! So amazing. Let’s just take the tether off. I’m sure you’ll do fine and keep up with mommy.”

There was a pop behind Wrench. Glancing behind himself, he saw the tether retract into Goodie and vanish inside her. He was, for all intents and purposes, free to do as he pleased.

A brief thought of fleeing crossed his mind.

Then he realized that was just stupid.

While Hume were pets to the Tongsta, trying to fight against them at the moment wasn’t going to work out. His previous attempts to be part of the resistance had led to an ending that didn’t serve anyone at all.

Realistically, he’d have better luck working as Goodie’s games winner to get recognition. She was already clearly suspecting that he was above the intelligence that most Tongsta expected of them.

Almost like I’m a dog. I remember seeing dogs and cats in a few of the resistance settlements. Supposedly they came from Earth.

They treat us as we did them.

Pets.

Not to mention, there were those who weren’t very kind to them either.

Just… like Tongsta.

Maybe we’re not so different after all.

“— so smart. My baby. I’m so proud of you. I know you’re smarter than anyone thinks. You clearly understand me,” Goodie continued as they passed from the hall, to another. Then another.

And another.

Wrench had noticed that they were currently following a green line on the wall that’d been visible since exiting what he assumed was where Goodie lived.

“Wrench, you understand me, don’t you?” Goodie asked.

“I mean, yeah. You rarely have any static at all anymore,” Wrench confirmed with a nod of his head. Flying beside the Tongsta as they moved through the hall. “Pretty sure my implant is learning to interpret what you’re saying though.

“To be fair, you’ve said more to me than any Tongsta ever did previously over my entire life. Your race doesn’t normally talk much to Hume.”

“I knew you did. I knew it. You always bob your skull like that when you’re telling me yes. You move it back and forth when you mean no, right?” Goodie prompted.

Wrench nodded his head at that.

“Can you show me a no?” asked Goodie.

Wrench nodded his head, then shook it in a no.

“I knew it. You understand me perfectly. You heard my request, acknowledged it, then did it. I knew it,” hissed Goodie. “They’ve lied to us all along. Hume are intelligent creatures. Not just… just pets.

“Well… don’t’ you worry, Wrench. You’re my baby and no one will ever harm you again. Ever.”

A tentacle came down and looped around Wrench, then pulled him up and into Goodie’s side, protectively.

“I’m going to save all the Hume I can. All of them,” promised Goodie. “It’s not right to do what we’ve done to you. Now… now I have to wonder about the Grae though. Do you think they’re like you?”

Wrench nodded his head dramatically at that. He firmly believed the Grae were just like Hume.

“Damn. Okay. I’ll start with Hume, then go from there,” whispered Goodie. “Okay. Here we go. Green line to station forty-two. That’s where I work.”

Wrench looked up at the side wall while Goodie hugged him. He spotted something that he couldn’t decipher, but that likely meant the number forty-two.

Or so he reasoned, since Goodie led him in there.

They’d entered a large and darkened sphere.

There was a floating circular harness-like device that hovered in the dead center of the room.

There were no places for it to be hooked into at the edges, nor could he see any attachment points for it.

The walls were bare except for what might have been a vent or two, as well as several panels that looked like they could be some type of monitoring system.

Next to the harness was a small Hab, about the size of two pens side by side. One clearly had a bed, bathroom and a chair. The other had a number of Hume technology devices in it, as well as a food production unit.

At the dead center of the room was a workbench with a large set of tools on it.

“There’s your play-Hab Wrench. I put in some Hume tech, or at least that’s what the listing said it was, for you to toy with. I know as a Fixer, you enjoy taking that kind of stuff apart,” Goodie murmured and moved over there.

She opened the lock on it, then gently inserted Wrench into it.

Her tentacle hovered near the lock, then moved away.

Goodie had left it open and unlocked.

“Try to stay inside, okay Wrench? It’s a little dangerous if you come outside,” Goodie asked. “I trust you and know that you’ll do what you need to. Please try not to get hurt though. I don’t know what I’d do if you got hurt.”

“Okay, Goodie. I’ll do that,” Wrench promised and nodded his head. He couldn’t deny he was actually moved by her care for, and trust in him.

Looking to the devices, he realized quickly that they were indeed some Hume devices, as well as a few things that looked like non-Hume devices. Truly things he’d never seen before.

“This’ll be fun,” murmured Wrench, walking over to the bench. Opening the box of tools, he paused.

They were all extremely high-grade, nearly indestructible Hume tools. A tool for any and every situation.

“A lot of fun,” Wrench said, and then looked to Goodie.

The Tongsta had gotten into the harness and had sent out ten tentacles. Stretching out in every direction.

There was an odd whine before the room, except for Wrench’s Hab, darkened to absolute pitch black. Faint pinpricks of light began to appear all around.

Not far from Goodie, there was a small blob-like smear in the dark.

“See, this is us,” Goodie stated with a tentacle pointing to the blob. “We’re on this spssss. Right now, we’re on a patrol along the border. There’s been reports of the spssss coming through and devouring planets.

“I’m a nav, and I’m the one responsible for moving the ship. Your mommy… is super special, just like you Wrench. We’re super special together.

“Because without you, I never would have left. I never would have even tested or tried to be a nav. All because I took you away and wanted to get out. That cube-for-brains is kicking himself for giving you to me now, by the way.

“I sent him the contract he tentacled back to him, along with my very expensive legal representative. They got real quiet after that. I made sure to re-register all of that with the spssss.

“You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, Wrench.”

As she spoke, Goodie had been pulling at odd points through the room. Grasping what looked to be chunks of blackness, and then moving them around through the room.

One of her other tentacles had stitched a long yellow line from the blob that was apparently them, along through all the spaces she’d pulled over to her.

“Likewise, Goodie,” Wrench admitted honestly. She’d given him the world in their short relationship. All she’d asked of him so far was to deal with some idiots and help Dickhead.

Everything else had been at his own insistence.

“Alright! Here we go!” declared Goodie a moment before she literally folded all the spaces together on top of the blob.

The world screamed as reality shattered apart.




***




“Is that… is that a Hume?” asked a voice.

Wrench looked up from the machine he’d been dismantling. From what he could tell, it was some type of device that was used to bend and shape metal with a hydraulic type of piston.

“It is,” Goodie answered. She was currently whipping through multiple-colored lines of passage through the space around her. Charting, plotting, and planning voyages.

Wrench now understood that they were on some type of spaceship. Traveling through the darkness of the galaxy on some type of military patrol.

“Why? Aren’t they rather dirty and combative?” asked the voice.

Wrench was fairly certain they weren’t actually here, but instead, talking through some type of inter-ship communication device.

“No. Not really. You just have to make sure you have the right facilities for them. It’s no different than raising a ball. It takes time and effort,” Goodie countered, working even as she responded. “They’re intelligent creatures. They think, feel, and respond. Treat them as such, make sure they have what they need, and you’ll find them to be perfect companions.

“Wrench here was the turning point in my life. He’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“Uh, even more than being listed as a Nav-cerer?” asked the voice.

“Wouldn’t be one without Wrench,” argued Goodie.

“He’s the games champion, too. Wrench. I saw that name in the xxhht a lot. My partner watched it live. Said it was one of the most amazing games they’d ever seen.”

“Yes, it’s Wrench. The champion. He set more galaxy-records than anyone else before. He’s my special boy. My Wrenchie. Why, do you want to start a Hume-Hab? I know a number of dealers now. I could get you started,” offered Goodie.

“Nah. My xxhht tried it once. Put a bunch of Hume in a Hab that cost them way too much. Died in two days. Apparently, they didn’t add in stress for a Hume to put in or something,” grumbled the voice.

“Yes, you have to make sure you put in stress for the Fixer to add to the Hab. It all starts with a good Fixer,” Goodie murmured, then chuckled. “Everything started with a Hume Fixer.”

Almost without realizing it, Goodie had reached out a tentacle and stuck it over the top of the Hab. As if comforting herself that Wrench was there.

“Anyways. Boss wants to see you. There’s a ship on the scope and they want to plot a new course, but they want your feedback. You’re the only nav-cerer on the boat right now till we pick up our second,” stated the voice. “You know the way?”

“Green-line to red-parallel junction. Take it to the purple-perpendicular and travel to the end at red-burst,” answered Goodie in an offhand way.

“You nav-cerers are always too good with directions. Anyways. Head over. Though… uh… stop off and put your Hume away. Boss doesn’t really like Hume at all. Thinks they’re just xxhht,” said the voice.

“A spssss? No. Hume are not small-pests,” Goodie argued with some heat. The first two static bursts clearly had been interpreted into ‘small-pests’ later. It confirmed his thoughts about his implant and that it was learning as he went. “I’ll go put Wrench away. My shift was almost over anyways.”

Goodie made a dismissive gesture and the black world around her vanished with a fluttering noise. Then she turned to Wrench and his Hab.

“Wrench, do you think you can make it back to your Hab on your own, or do you want me to take you there?” asked Goodie. “Actually, never mind. I don’t want you going on your own. Just in case there’s another fool like the Boss.

“Don’t worry about taking any of that back to the Hab, either. I already had a new set of tools ordered for you. They’ll be here shortly, and some other machines and things for you to tinker with. Lots of things to keep you busy as long as you want to be.”

Wrench chuckled at that. He’d contemplated taking the device back with him.

If he was being sincere, he’d rather enjoyed breaking it down and figuring out how it worked. It’d provided him with insight into a type of technology that he didn’t actually understand.

Though some of the devices weren’t Hume tech at first glance to him, after taking them apart he managed to find some common ground principles to what he knew. As if they were similar to Hume tech but not quite.

Moving to the exit, Wrench flung himself out of the airlock and straight to Goodie.

With a soft pat, he landed against her soft body as she pulled herself out of her harness.

“Oh Wrench, you silly goof,” Goodie murmured with a chuckle. “Yes, come to mommy. Let’s get you home. Everyone will probably be asleep, so you can just go straight to bed.

“I think I’ll go get some food myself and then just watch your Hab for a bit after that. Your School-Hume really are lovely to watch when they’re feeling fun. Especially with all those flying toys we got.”

Errr, it’s nighttime.

Does she mean in the morning tomorrow?

Sheesh.

Tongsta time is so very different to our own. It’s not just a different perception, but a different attitude to it entirely.

Goodie wrapped a tentacle around him, and zipped off out of her workstation. Leaving everything behind as it was and heading back down the green line. This time, Wrench paid attention to the symbols that went along with them.

If Goodie was willing to let him wander the ship at some point, he wanted to be able to know where he was going. That meant learning all he could about the wall-signs of the ship’s interiors.

Given how they lay out ducts for Hume, I bet I can figure this out fairly quickly. It’ll just take a few trips, a little intuition, and some thinking.





Chapter 29




Waving a hand over his head, Wrench exited the cafeteria and then left the pens.

Crossing the small open space to the ducts, he opened the door.

“Wrench, do you uh… have a minute?”

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Seventh was following him.

“Course. Gotta do some early morning checks though. I wasn’t here for any of the work yesterday. Need to catch up and make sure things are square. I’m sure Gadget and Swifty managed it well but… still gotta check,” Wrench said, and then bobbed his head at the door. “If you’re alright with tagging along with me, then here we go.”

“Sure! Not a problem. I’ve always kinda been curious about the ducts. Never been in them, and the Fixers at my Hab—uh, old Hab, were very guarded about it,” Seventh agreed and went in through the door Wrench held open for her.

“A lot of Fixers are like that. Same reason Adminis get touchy if you try to get into their own stuff,” Wrench explained and moved in behind Seventh. He closed the door behind them. “Imagine if a Fixer or Admini tried to get into Brawler stuff. You probably wouldn’t be keen to share.”

“Er, no. No I wouldn’t. That’s a good point,” Seventh muttered, then laughed. “Up until I got my ass kicked by a Fixer and got studded by him.”

“Yes, fun was had by all. Ass kicking, then getting hilt deep in said ass. Lotta fun,” Wrench quipped. He’d need to check each and every room, then go up to the skybridge and make sure everything up there was fine. Grae could get curious about things that were supposed to be latched down too, according to the instruction manuals.

“Fun, huh?” asked Seventh.

“I mean, I had fun. Can’t speak for you,” countered Wrench. “Not every day you get to stud a beautiful seventh generation pure-bred Brawler.”

“Given you spend your evenings with Dusky, I find that hard to believe,” growled Seventh, watching him as he went to a monitor in the Security room. “As pretty as Lovely was if you ask me.”

Wrench was rapidly flicking through everything on the screen. Most of what he needed to check he could do from here, unless he needed more in-depth information. Then he’d have to check the monitors in that section.

After this it’d just be cursory checks into the room as he’d planned.

“Dusky and I have an agreement, sure. She and her School are here because she offered to trade herself over as my woman. The other School-Hume probably think one of their number each is also my woman, now that I think about it,” Wrench observed. “That’d explain Duchess and Sparkle, I guess. Whatever. Not really an issue.

“Anyways, yeah, none of that has anything to do with me enjoying what happened between us, Seventh. Even if it wasn’t something either of us planned for or wanted, I enjoyed it.

“Alright, done with this one. Time to move to the next system.”

Wrench waved a hand at Seventh, who was staring at him with an odd expression. He couldn’t honestly describe it or identify it.

“Alright. I get it. Makes sense,” Seventh confirmed. “But that’s not really what I wanted to talk about either. I wanted to talk about why I’m here. There’s no need for me to be here in this Hab.

“I’m not here for breeding a next generation Brawler, otherwise I’d uh… you’d have come to my pen last night. Turning me into a broodmare after all doesn’t seem to be your goal, based on what you said.

“Not here to be your woman either, it seems, you’ve got those already. Betting their breeding is just as expensive as my own, just in different ways. Can’t really say I’m a better-quality Hume than them. Not to mention they’re really damn pretty. I’m only just kinda like… okay looking comparatively. Wasn’t bred for my looks.”

Wrench couldn’t argue that point.

The simple reality was that every woman in his Hab, other than Gadget and Freckles, was better looking than Seventh. They were all bred to be so.

That was just the truth of their existence.

“I’m not a Fixer, or an Admini. Goodie doesn’t seem like the type to pit her Brawlers against others just for some off-betting like other Tongsta,” continued Seventh. “That kinda eliminates anything… anything for me to be here for. I don’t have— there’s… what do I do?”

Wrench and Seventh entered the loading bay and paused.

There were a number of large boxes wrapped up that filled the entirety of the room.

From one side, to the other.

Goodie had once again over-loaded them.

“Shit,” Wrench huffed. Then laughed and waved a hand at it. “Spooky, Gadget, and Swifty can deal with that shit. I did it last time. This is ridiculous.”

Seventh grabbed him by the shoulder and turned him to face her.

“You’re not breeding me, fucking me, or using me as a Brawler, so what the fucking hell am I here for Wrench?” demanded Seventh. Her eyes were wide and she was staring into his face now. There was a panicked aura coming off her features.

Her skin was terribly pale, she was blinking far more than she probably should, and it honestly looked like she wasn’t really even seeing him.

Staring at him, certainly, but also, looking right through him.

“Uh, what you’re here for? You’re here cause I wanted to save you. Remember? I said that,” Wrench offered lamely. “That’s… that’s it. I just wanted to save you, Seventh. To greedily have you in my Hab.

“I thought you were impressive. Amazing, even. That’s… that’s it. That’s all I wanted. Just to have you here in my Hab.”

Seventh’s mouth slackened and her free hand came up to gently rub two fingers against an eyebrow. Even as her head shook minutely, she sighed.

“I just… I don’t get it. It doesn’t make sense,” she whispered defensively. “I’m just… you… you’re not using me for anything. So why am I here? You gave Lovely up for me. She was incredible to look at, and worthwhile from a breeding standpoint. Having me here and doing nothing is… it’s… I don’t know.”

Laughing, Wrench patted her arm, then gently pried it off his shoulder.

“How about… trying to live your life, Seventh. That’s the whole extent of it when you’re in this Hab. So you can live your life to the best of your ability,” Wrench informed her. “You’re not here for me to bed, to breed, or to use. You’re here just because I wanted to save you. You’ll have to live with that, since it’s done now.

“I traded away Lovely for you, as you said. I don’t regret it, and I feel it was worthwhile. It’s done. It’s done and this is your home now and that’s all there is to it. Now. I have to finish up here and then head up the skybridge. Do you want to come with me?”

Seventh hadn’t looked back to him. Her gaze was off and to the side.

After a few seconds, her eyes flicked back up to him.

“I’ll go talk with the others,” she said and gave him a lopsided smile. “I guess I should-I should figure out… what to do with myself. Find a hobby or just— I dunno. Something. Live my life. Like you said.”

Her eyes crinkled at the edges and she looked at him now. Really looked at him, as if she were inspecting him.

“You really didn’t just bring me here to breed me or make me your woman?” inquired the Brawler.

“Really Seventh. I saved you, to save you, to have you in my Hab. No strings attached,” confirmed Wrench.

Her eyes moved slowly back and forth across his face as he spoke. Watching him intently as he delivered every word.

When he finished, she took in a short breath, nodded her head, then smiled at him again.

“Okay. Then… then thank you for saving me, Wrench-Head. Thank you. I’m going to go explore a bit and see what I can figure out,” murmured Seventh. She patted him on the arm, then left him there. Heading back out down the hallway toward the door.

“Great. Tell Gadget and Swifty they should go to the loading bay if you see them. Spooky should probably help them,” Wrench called after her.

Unwillingly, his eyes traveled down her muscular back and settled on her very toned rear end in the pants she was wearing.

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll do that,” Seventh called back, her head tilting to one side.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench was glad he’d spent the night with Dusky last night. Otherwise, he’d have been too tempted to ask Seventh to be his woman after all.

But that’s not what I want.

I want a relationship.

Not just… sex.

Keeping that thought firmly in mind, Wrench went back to his tasks.

There was work to do to keep his Hab functioning perfectly for everyone.

He was no leader, no shepherd of people, no glorious personality to inspire everyone to work for him.

All he could do was keep everything running and hit things when they didn’t.

Or people.

He could hit people, too.

It took an hour to finish his tasks in the ducts. Long enough that he felt hungry and stopped to get an oat-bar. As he got it though, he remembered the Grae and got a second one as well.

He’d already confirmed that the Aerial-Hab was functioning correctly. That the Grae had their own food dispensers, as well as water, and they were all working within expected parameters.

I did promise to bring her one though.

Err… would I even recognize her if she showed up though? They all look the same to me.

I know that sounds awful, but they do.

The idle thought skipped through his head as he opened the door to the exit of the skybridge that’d put him into the Aerial-Hab. Exiting it, he stood there for several seconds.

There were no Grae nearby, no concerns, and nothing out of the ordinary.

The maintenance panel was closed, and everything looked to be perfectly fine.

“Huh. Guess it was just a trip to build up my own leg muscles then,” Wrench remarked with a chuckle.

Turning, he paused.

Sitting on the wall was the bottle of water he’d shared with the Grae.

It was half-empty, and the cap was set down next to it.

Which meant the Grae had taken it, gone to the water dispensary, filled it, and came back with it. Drank some of it here, then left.

Pausing, Wrench looked around for a moment.

Then on instinct, he looked up.

Above him was a Grae.

Watching him curiously, their head tilted to one side. They had one clawed hand out like they were contemplating dropping on him and taking what was in his hand.

“Oh, there you are,” he said and grinned at her. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he couldn’t help but admire the odd, yet exotic, look of a naked Grae. “I brought you an oat-bar as promised. Here you g—”

The Grae dropped down from above and took the half-eaten oat-bar out of his hand at the same time. She landed on her feet and then stood up. Lifting it to her mouth, she took a generous bite out of it and watched him.

“I mean… uh… I brought you one. For you. Eh… whatever,” muttered Wrench. “Not like I haven’t shared food before.”

Moving the untouched oat-bar to his other hand, he cracked it in half, then held out the other half to the Grae.

She presented him with the flat grimace he was interpreting as her version of a smile, and began making chittering clicking noises at him. It vaguely reminded him of a creature he’d seen once that’d been called a squirrel.

“Oh, you must like those quite a bit. You seem quite pleased about it,” murmured Wrench. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the water-bottle with its cap on.

Now the Grae let loose with a repeated honking noise that realistically could only be a laugh. 

A Grae was laughing at the fact that he pulled out a water bottle out of his pocket. The situation was a bit surreal to him at the moment.

Taking another bite of her oat-bar, the Grae was continuously giving him her version of a smile. Her eyes were wide and rounded, which felt like it paired with the grimace she was giving him.

She moved over to the bottle on the wall and picked it up, only to offer it to him in a clawed hand.

“You really seem intent on sharing with me,” Wrench lamented and then took the bottle, giving her the brand new one in exchange. “Maybe it’s some sort of tribal thing. Grae recognize one of their own like this sort of thing?

“That’d make sense, I guess. Almost like a form of imprinting in a way. To be fair… I’d probably want to be friendly with the person who made sure my Hab was working. Randomly bringing me food and water, while seemingly making buildings simply appear.

“No different than me trying to butter Goodie up, really. No different at all.”

Wrench took a sip from the bottle.

It had a slightly odd metallic taste to it, but nothing that felt wrong. Just a mineral-like flavor to it that he didn’t expect.

Squawking, making a few soft clicks, and then gesturing at the Aerial-Hab, the Grae was telling him about something. Chewing loudly all at the same time as she did so.

She would only pause to drink from the water bottle.

Finally she finished and then looked to him in an expectant way.

Much like how many Admini would do after they’d described an issue to him.

“Errr, want me to help you with something?” Wrench tried, then gestured at the Aerial-Hab. “Something in there?”

The Grae blinked at him several times while eating. She’d finished up the first half and was now working on the second.

Letting out a soft whistle followed by a clucking noise, then several chirps, she traded the water bottle in his hand for the one in hers. Immediately taking a drink out of it.

“Well, I’ll take a look at the read-out and see if there’s anything off,” Wrench offered. “Whatever you were trying to tell me… maybe I can find it on the screens. See what I can do for you.

“Especially given how friendly you’ve been. It’s rather interesting, honestly. Having a conversation with someone who doesn’t understand a word I’m saying, but clearly has her own language.

“Does that make us allies? Working to survive together in the Hab?”

Finishing the second oat-bar half, the Grae took a long drink, watching him. Her red eyes locked on him as she contemplated what was likely just noises to her.

His language was most assuredly as lost on her, as hers was on him.

Unexpectedly, the Grae made an odd gesture with her chin followed by a curling of her lips. Her teeth flashed, then she stuck her chest out and shook her shoulders.

It drew the eye to her chest, which Wrench guiltily stared at as she made the move. Only for his eyes to bounce back up to her face when he realized what he’d done.

He had no idea what she was doing, but the movements were deliberate.

Almost like waving a hand, signaling your shoe was untied, or that you were hungry. Some type of gesture that he couldn’t comprehend.

Once more the Grae let out her honking laughter as well as the Grae smile. Her eyes wide and gazing at him the whole while.

Lifting her hand, the Grae pointed to her stomach and patted it several times. Her clawed fingers brushing over the spot where she’d been wounded.

Then she laid her empty hand on his shoulder in a very non-Grae like gesture. She squeezed his shoulder and began once again to chatter at him.

Whistles, clicks, hoots, and honks, all. Yet he felt like she was explaining everything that she was to him.

A life story that he was sorely missing out on due to a language barrier.

Smiling, Wrench just stood there. Listening to the alien chitter, on and on, endlessly.

As the situation continued, he did his best to note, register, and remember all the facial expressions, hand gestures, and inflections she put into things.

The way she tossed her head back when she made a particular whistling whine, as if it were a curse. How her shoulders often tensed on a particular set of clicks that felt a lot like a name of a person she despised.

With any luck, one day he could talk to her.

While they were certainly an alien to one another, he could see the same tenacity for life in her face and features. The same feeling of helplessness and anger at what’d been done to them.

Even if all they could do about it was live the best life they could.

After a time, she slowly wound down in her speech. Her head tilting to one side as she finished with a “ha” like sound that had a clear question to it.

“I don’t know what you said, but I wish I did,” Wrench answered, smiling at her.

Imitating her own gesture, he reached out and put his hand on her shoulder as well. His other hand still held his water bottle, just as hers did.

The Grae gave him her smile in return, looked at him curiously, then cleared her throat.

Letting the hand on his shoulder drop away, she patted her chest several times.

“Tickaht,” she clicked. Patting her chest twice more she provided him with a Grae-smile. Her eyes rounding fully. “Tickaht.”

Letting the hand on her chest drop, she then placed it atop Wrench’s chest, followed by a low hooting question-like noise.

Pretty sure she wants my name.

Smart devil that she is.

“Wrench,” provided Wrench, taking his hand off her shoulder. He patted his own chest atop her hand that remained there. “Wrench.”

Moving his hand forward he put it to the upper part of her torso, as far from her breasts as he could manage.

“Tickaht,” he tried. Making sure to emphasize the clicks in the same way she had. He patted her chest once, spoke what he thought was her name for the second time, then patted his own chest. “Tickaht, Wrench.”

The Grae let out a burble that was close to a honk. Her mouth screwed up in a weird way, then she patted his chest firmly.

“Resh,” she said as her hand touched him several times. “Resh, Tickaht.”

When she’d put her hand on her own chest, she said her name again. The inflection was different than what he remembered it as.

He’d have to work on it.

Because more than likely, I butchered her name, just as much as she butchered mine.

Wrench only nodded his head at that.

“Wrench and Tickaht,” he said, then sighed and threw a thumb at the skybridge behind him. “I have to go get some work done, Tickaht. I’ll stop by tomorrow if I can. Alright?

“I’ll definitely look into your part of the Hab though. You were trying to tell me something about it.”

Tickaht shifted her hips to one side and leaned her head in the opposite direction. Then she blinked and gave him her Grae-smile. She held her hand up in front of herself and opened and closed it several times.

Errr… hand waving? Hand waving for her kind?

Wrench imitated the gesture back to her, then waved his hand in a hume way. He left her standing there, taking the water bottle she’d made him hold back down with him.

“What a curious exchange. Though… illuminating,” Wrench murmured. Then laughed as he began walking down the stairs. “Didn’t hurt that she’s fun to stare at. Shit. I wonder if Dusky is busy.”





Chapter 30




Yawning, Wrench exited the ducts, moved across the small central area, and entered the pens.

There had indeed been something wrong with the Aerial-Hab.

A number of the connections that were supposed to automatically hook themselves into the rest of the Hab, had failed. Everything on his side was right, and receiving data appropriately. Sending out the required amount of water, oxygen, nitrogen, and food, respectively.

Just not what was actually needed.

Way too much of one, not enough of the other.

Nothing that he wouldn’t have realized given enough time to realize the results from the sensors were all “default”, or near to it. It was nice to catch it before it became an issue though.

Always so much damn balancing.

Balancing balancing balancing.

Nice that Tickaht told me about it.

Now I just have to get into the back part of her Hab and re-set the connections. That’ll be annoying but… whatever. It’s worth doing, and maybe she can help me get there.

Having assistants and people I can rely on is great.

I just wish that—

Wrench’s thoughts came to a stumbling halt as he looked down the hall.

Standing in front of the room to his pen was Stripe. She had her hands in front of herself and was staring back at him.

“Oh, Stripe,” murmured Wrench, wondering what was up. He hadn’t seen her at all today and had actually wondered several times about where she was.

Admittedly we haven’t had a lot of time to really be around one another. There’s almost always something going on, isn’t there? Always something to do or handle.

“Evening, Stripe,” Wrench said as he got close enough to speak with her at a normal volume.

“Wrench. It’s a pleasure to see you,” Stripe replied with a wide smile and a quick dip of her head. He noted her hair was pinned up behind her head and styled somewhat. Her hands, face, arms, and clothes, were all clean as well.

She’d clearly taken the time to freshen up and be ready for this encounter.

It made Wrench feel terrible, as he knew he needed a shower and a scrub-brush. He’d ended up working on the filter again and gotten a face full of fiber bits from the Aerial-Hab.

“It’s… it’s a pleasure to see you as well, Stripe. You look lovely. I’m feeling rather self-conscious with how lovely you look, in fact,” Wrench admitted, deciding to go straight with the honest answer. “Wondering if I should take a shower and come back out so we could talk somewhere else.”

“I… sure! That’d be great, actually. But ah… where would be a good place to talk? Aren’t all the lights off elsewhere?” Stripe asked.

“I have the field set up with night-lights now. It isn’t something you could like… draw, do needlework, or paint by, but you could easily talk in it. Take a walk,” Wrench answered, grinning at her. The unspoken last reasoning he had in mind was ‘have sex outside’, but he wasn’t going to say that. Not to Stripe, at least. Seventh or Dusky? Sure. Not Stripe. “Goodie gave me permissions into all of the Hab controls. I set up some lights for the evening so we can be anywhere in the Hab, regardless of the hour.

“Even the cafeteria will turn on if you go in it. It’s not like we have to stay in our pens at night really. The Brawlers we have in our Hab are all good people, too. Or they’re smart enough to not cross me at least.”

“That’s wonderful. Then… yes! Yes, go have a shower and meet me in the field. I’m going to go see if there’s enough light under the trees,” Stripe squeaked out before looking away from him. She nodded her head, then scurried off, vanishing past him and down the hall.

Wrench nodded his head as well, grinning.

His heart had skipped a beat at the idea of having a chance to really just be around Stripe. This was an opportunity he wouldn’t lose.

Opening the door to his pen, he already had a gameplan in mind. Hit the shower, rapidly cleanse himself, take care of his sexual needs down the drain, get dressed, and head out.

If he made sure to handle his own desire before he went to talk to Stripe, he could keep his head clearer.

The last thing I want is to try and push her into something too soon. If the gun is empty, there’s no reason to try and fire it.

Right? Right.

“Good evening, Wrench. Welcome home,” Dusky said, looking up from the desk. She was seated at it and looked to be reading over something. He couldn’t see what it was from this distance, but it looked to be a fairly thick book or manual.

A smile spread across her face, and she stood up from the desk.

“I’m glad you made it back at a reasonable hour. It’s even rather close to the time you said your day would normally be ending,” Dusky purred at him. She’d come over to him and looked him over critically, but didn’t say anything further.

“Indeed. I’m home. I’m going to head back out though for a time,” Wrench confessed with a small feeling of guilt eating at his heart. The idea of telling her that he was going to go out and have what was likely to be an intimate talk with Stripe nagged at the back of his thoughts. He didn’t want to lie to Dusky though. “Stripe invited me out. She wants to talk.”

“She does? That’s good. I’ve had a few discussions with her, and they’ve always been rather enlightening and quite positive,” Dusky answered with a warm smile. “Don’t stay out too late though. I don’t mind waiting up for you, but I’m more of a morning person than evening, so it can be hard sometimes.”

“You don’t have to. I’d understand,” Wrench responded with a small shake of his head.

“It’s fine. I don’t mind making sure we keep things fair,” Dusky said with a hand wave, as if she were brushing the concern away. “I’ll just keep reading. It isn’t an issue at all. Just don’t stay out too late is all I ask.”

Dusky looked at him for a second more, then returned to the desk. Resuming her reading without anything more said.

Hm.

I wonder if Stripe would handle me talking to another woman as easily as Dusky does.

Is that the difference here though?

I’m just a trade partner to Dusky.

Stifling the emotions that wanted to rear up and gnaw at his heart, Wrench went to the bathroom instead. He had to get ready and quickly.

It only took him ten minutes to do everything he’d wanted to. Managing to get ready in record time and shooting out the door even as Dusky said goodbye from the desk.

His heart was racing when he entered the field and found Stripe exactly where he’d expected. Sitting beneath the trees and looking up at the night-sky above them.

The “night-lights” he’d programmed in were more like stars and a false moon. Enough light to do many things by, but nowhere near as bright as if it were the day.

Not far off, he could see what he was fairly certain were Freckles and Chuckles off near a broken building decoration. They were having a somewhat animated discussion, though it didn’t seem to be an angry one.

Dismissing them from his mind, Wrench went over to Stripe.

“Evening again,” he said in a quiet voice.

“Ah! Yes! Good evening. Feel better?” she asked, turning her body to look up at him. She was once again smiling.

“Much. I can’t smell the Aerial-Hab plants anymore. It was everywhere. Especially my hair,” complained Wrench, taking a seat next to Stripe on the grass. “Appreciate you letting me do that real quick.”

“I didn’t mind waiting. I’d already waited a day and a half to talk to you, twenty minutes more wasn’t going to kill me. Even if I was secretly whining about it,” admitted Stripe. She was watching him out of the corner of her eyes.

“Eh? Oh. Yeah. I got back late last night and didn’t see you at all,” Wrench mumbled, his thoughts tracing her words along his own timeline. “Today was all work as well. Didn’t see you at all. Though I admit I half expected you to show up.”

“I figured you were busy trying to get caught up,” Stripe murmured, drawing her knees up to her chest. Then she wrapped her arms around them. She stuck her chin to the tops of her knees and stared out into the field ahead of them. “Didn’t want to be a drain on you. I’d probably have just chattered your ear off while you tried to work.”

“I dunno, maybe I wanted you to chatter my ear off,” ventured Wrench. He wanted to move whatever this was ahead. Even if slowly, he wanted it to move ahead.

Stripe clicked her tongue at that and didn’t give a further response.

Wrench didn’t push the conversation. He had a feeling Stripe wanted to say something but was working out how to get the right words put together. Once she managed that, she’d start them back up again.

An entire minute ticked by before Stripe groaned, then put her face into her knees rather than her chin.

“I want to chatter your ear off,” she said into her knees. “I want to chatter your ear off a lot. All the time. I want to talk to you about everything. Anything. All the things.

“About every little thing that comes up and what you think about it, tell you what I think about it, maybe try to figure out what Goodie thinks about it.

“But it’s not my place. I’m not your woman. I’m just some Solo that you’ve been kind to and allowed to benefit from that kindness. It’s a wonder and I feel all knotted up inside about it.

“About everything. I don’t even know what to do anymore. I just… ugh… I just don’t know.”

Wrench had listened to everything she’d said and did his best to not respond as she spoke. He’d wanted to answer her as she went, but that’d just be rude, regardless of his own excitement.

“I ah… I’d… very much like you to be more than what you are now,” he tried, not really sure how to move the conversation, but feeling like he had to. He felt like her words had given him express permission to try and push them along. To get this relationship shifting ahead.

The problem was, he was no Casanova.

No speaker of romantic words that could pierce the heart.

“What about Dusky?” Stripe asked, her head tilting to the side fractionally. He couldn’t see her face, but he assumed that perhaps she could see him nonetheless. “Wouldn’t she be upset?”

“I mean, it’s just an agreement with her,” Wrench grumbled. “I told her I was going to talk to you, and she said that’s great. I really can’t see her being upset if I didn’t really need her to carry out her agreement anymore.”

“Uhm… and… that’s what you’d want? You’d want me to be your woman instead of her?” Stripe inquired.

“No! No. I mean, yes? But no,” answered Wrench, suddenly flustered. “I want you to be my woman, but not be my woman. I want it to be more than just an agreement. More than just a casual trading of stuff.

“I want it to be on an emotional level, I guess? Not just that we’re trading one thing for another, but that we both choose to be with one another. Like… I like being around you. I want to be near you. I enjoy spending time with you and… and I feel oddly affectionate toward you. I don’t think I love you, we’ve only just met a short bit ago, but I really feel a connection?

“Gah. Fuck I’m explaining this terribly. I’m so bad at this. Talk about wishy-washy.”

“I think you’re doing just fine,” Stripe interjected. “It makes sense. Kind of. I think so, at least. I can somewhat understand what you’re asking and… and… I think I’d like to see where this takes us.

“Or at least, start moving that way. I don’t love you either, but I can admit I like you. I like being near you and around you. I want to explore it.”

“Great! Great. Uhm… great,” Wrench repeated in an almost broken way. “Great. Good. Yes. We’ll just… keep going then and see where we end up.”

“I don’t mind your agreement with Dusky, by the way,” Stripe continued, as if his floundering words hadn’t actually bothered her. “That existed before we met, and I think it gives the School a lot of… stability. They feel they’re all protected as long as you keep Dusky as your woman. That she is actively earning their keep by keeping to the agreement.

“It sounds a little weird when I say it, actually, but I swear it makes sense to me. I really don’t mind you keeping the agreement with her, and it might actually be a problem if you tried to end it or got rid of it.

“That and… how could I ever be upset about Dusky when I know for a fact Goodie will ask you to stud out. It’s an easy way for us to get gifts and things from Goodie, and she earns her own whatever it is Tongsta use for trade.

“It’s not like I’m an innocent and going into this blind. I’ve thought about this a lot. A great deal, in fact.”

Wrench realized in that moment he hadn’t thought about it at all.

He’d just been somewhat mindlessly chasing the idea of a relationship with Stripe, without ever considering what a relationship with her would entail. What might need to change or how it would change.

To be fair, he’d only been considering a relationship with Dusky up to this point until the last day or so.

“Okay. Uhm… I’ll not change anything then,” Wrench murmured.

In the back of his head, he was now thinking about Stripe’s words, but applying them to Seventh.

She’d come to him with a very strong and heavy need for direction. For a goal or a guide to use in regards to herself.

Maybe she’s feeling a bit adrift without something to work toward. I’ll have to talk to her a bit.

See if I can’t provide something for her.

No idea what but… that’s what talking would do.

“Good,” Stripe said, then lifted her head up from her knees. She was smiling from ear to ear and her face was bright red. “Now. Tell me about how it went with Goodie? I wanted to know all about your day at work with her and if you learned anything of interest. Then tell me about your day today.

“And before you ask… I didn’t do anything at all. I just talked to some people, helped out Gadget, and generally wandered around through the ducts and stayed out of your way.”

Wrench grinned and looked to his feet.

“Work with Goodie was odd. Apparently she’s really special,” Wrench began.




***




“Perfect,” Wrench said and set his tray down next to Seventh’s. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Clambering onto the bench next to her, he looked at her with a smile.

“Huh? I know I’m perfect. I was bred to be. Perfect damn Brawler. You’re just abnormal. Only reason you beat me,” Seventh replied with a smirk, looking at him. “Did you only just now realize how wondrous I am?”

“Fuck no. I knew that when I was hilt deep, pushing down on your hips, and you told me to go harder,” answered Wrench, grinning back at her.

“Eh… that’s fair. I bet I’m pretty perfect in that regard, too. Bet it felt great unloading in my perfect cunny, didn’t it?” Seventh answered with a thoughtful look and a slow nod of her head. “Anyway. What’s up? You’re not here to flirt with me, I think? If you are, fantastic. I was bored.”

Fuck she’s direct.

I mean, it’s nice that she’s straight to the point, but damnit. There’s no room at all to hide anything in that statement other than what she said.

“I mean, I can flirt with you as much as you like,” Wrench rejoined and picked up his spoon with a smile. As much as it was embarrassing, especially with others around them, he still enjoyed the banter. “It’s always fun to have someone to spar with. Verbally, physically, or otherwise.”

“Great. We might end up flirting right into a bed though, so I’m going to need a null-ring. You’re the only one I’d want on top of me anyways. Can’t shake my training. Can only pick a mate that’s genetically superior to me. The idea of a man that isn’t fit to breed being on top of me is disgusting,” Seventh got out around a mouthful of pancakes. Her table manners didn’t exist it seemed. “Unless you want to breed me after all, then I wouldn’t need the null-ring. I think raising Eighth in this Hab would be incredibly easy, so I’m not opposed to it.”

Err… hm.

No to the child but… maybe yes to bedding her?

It’s not exactly a trade deal like Dusky and I, but it isn’t built on emotions, unlike Stripe and my… whatever… it is. It’s just casual sex?

That’s not an unattractive idea, but I’ll need to walk it by Stripe. There’s no way I’d risk being with Stripe for a go with Seventh. She was fun to have, but not fun enough to risk Stripe.

“If we’re getting null-rings, I’ll need one, too,” Gadget said with a straight face. Apparently the conversation Wrench and Seventh were having didn’t bother her at all. “Now that I’m a woman and have a man I really don’t want to catch a child yet.”

“Got it. Null-rings,” Wrench agreed and looked to Chuckles and Spooky, who were sitting at the same table. He wasn’t quite sure if he wanted to keep having this conversation with so many people around.

“Don’t need it, obviously,” Chuckles said with his characteristic laugh.

Spooky raised his eyebrows at that and grinned.

“My partner and I are all done having kids. A null-ring would be appreciated,” he said.

Right.

Right… I… this is Hab life. Conversations like this are beyond normal.

It’s only abnormal in the resistance. Not here.

“Got it,” repeated Wrench. “Spooky, how’re things? Anything you need or want?”

“No. Not really. Everything is pretty amazing here,” answered the Admini. “Other than a few other Admini. But we already talked about that so I’m not exactly in a rush.”

“Same for me before you ask,” Gadget said, wolfing her food down with an absolute vengeance. She sputtered once and then swallowed hard. “All good. Just lots of work to do. Love these new systems though. That firmware update thing you mentioned never happened.

“Must’ve been done before I got sent out into my last Hab. Swifty had to update though.

“Okay. Need to go finish unloading. So much stuff. Good stuff. Love Goodie. She’s great.”

Gadget stood up off the bench and then left. Pausing only to collect Swifty.

“Mm, yes. Agreed. Goodie really is great,” Spooky offered. Then he looked to his tray, snickered, and picked it up. “My partner just came in. I’m going to go sit with her.”

Chuckles watched Spooky getting up, then his face flashed with something that looked like understanding.

“Oh, yeah. There’s Freckles. I need to go chat her up,” Chuckles said with a laugh. He grabbed his tray and left as well.

Leaving Wrench alone with Seventh.

“Ah, that’s cute. They want to leave us alone so we can flirt without feeling weird. Whatever,” Seventh said, chewing loudly. “It’s fine if they stayed, I don’t care either way. I don’t care what they know about us. I’m interested in bedding you and I already know you’re interested in bedding me.

“And it’s not like it’s a secret that you dumped a load in me. Everyone knows you already studded me and it’s better that way. No confusion like that for anyone involved.

“Though, I’m still curious if I’m pregnant or not. Annoying that I won’t know for a month. I’m honestly kind of hoping I am at this point. As I said, Eighth will really benefit being born here. Boy or girl, wouldn’t matter.”

Wrench regretted that everyone had left.

Flirting with Seventh seemed fun, but he also didn’t want to harm Stripe.

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about something else,” Wrench offered up to change the topic. “I was thinking about what you said. About something to do. How would you feel about training the other Brawlers? They’ll need someone to lead them. I’m just a Fixer that can fight, not a Brawler. You damn well nearly beat me, Seventh. Was a coin toss at the end.”

Seventh sniffed at that, her eyes unfocusing as she chewed methodically.

Then she shrugged and nodded, looking to him.

“Fine. But I want favors in return. Armor. Weapons. Training things. That’s what I want for training people. I’ll train anyone who asks, too. Not just Brawlers,” Seventh said.

“Great. I can do that. That’d be great. Thanks, Seventh,” thanked Wrench.

“Course. Can’t expect to flirt you into a bed with me if I’m not at least being nice.

“And you know what, I’ll just be blunt. Since we’re talking about what each other wants and what we can do for the Hab.

“Besides, I’d rather not joke about it either and just say it. I want to fuck at some point. Fuck you, that is. I want you to fuck me with or without a null-ring,” Seventh muttered and shrugged her shoulders. “You’re the only man I want to bed and you’re here in my Hab. That, and sex was a lot of damn fun. So there’s no reason we shouldn’t be pawing at one another. Ya know?

“Oh, and Dusky said she doesn’t care by the way, so you don’t have to worry about that. So yeah, I can train them. Make you happy with me, then get you to fuck me. Kinda glad I didn’t know sex was this great before-hand. Few men are suitable to be on top of me”

Great… err… need to get ahold of Stripe.





Chapter 31




Over the last three days, Wrench had spent every evening sitting in the field with Stripe.

Talking about the day for both of them, thoughts, beliefs, or what others had been up to.

More often than not, it’d devolved into stories told from one or the other, with Wrench having to tap-dance wildly and quickly a few times. He’d found himself inadvertently telling Stripe a story of a place or time that hadn’t yet occurred.

Forcing him to change the names, circumstances, or if it was a story he’d heard from someone else, rather than something he had lived himself. Thankfully Stripe didn’t seem to mind or notice. Letting the stories roll along as if they were perfectly innocent.

Not suspecting him of anything other than being flustered around her, it would seem.

Entering his pen, Wrench was already pulling off his work-shirt as he walked in.

Dusky was sat on his couch, her eyes fixed to the door as he came through it.

Each time he’d come and gone, she’d been reading, asleep, or waiting for him. There’d never been a word about the situation, other than she was glad that he had a friend he could confide in.

“Evening, Dusky,” Wrench said and closed the door behind himself. He doffed his shirt and went over to the dresser. Flicking his worn shirt into the hamper, and reminding himself his laundry day was tomorrow, which meant he needed to wake up earlier than normal, he opened a drawer. “How was your day?”

“Uneventful. It was rather tame and enjoyable. Much as the whole week has been,” she answered. “The lives of my School are most pleasant indeed. Thank you, Wrench, for bringing us here.”

“Not a problem. Glad you’re all happy,” Wrench said with a fading tone. He was currently trying to decide which color shirt to wear to go see Stripe in. She’d complimented him the last time he wore a red shirt. “Everyone doing alright? Pistol and Popsicle fitting in alright with everyone else?”

He’d seen the two Solos wandering around together more often than not. There had been smiles, waves, and a great deal of gratitude whenever he saw them. Even if they didn’t know he was there, they always seemed on the verge of a smile and a bright and cheery greeting.

“They’re doing just fine as Solos,” Dusky answered, her presence much closer now. She’d gotten up and was now standing behind him. “They let me know they bartered themselves to you to be your woman to be here. I reminded them that if that were true, that it’s fine, but to not dally with anyone else.

“That you’ll come to them when you’re good and ready for them. To otherwise just remain available.”

Ugh.

That’s the last thing I want. The absolute last thing.

I’d rather go flirt with Seventh and drag her into a bed when we get too worked up. Well, provided Stripe says it’s fine.

Doesn’t matter how beautiful Pistol or Popsicle are. There’s just no reason to go seek them out.

“Great. Thanks for handling that. I figured they’d be alright to just wander about as Solos,” Wrench responded and picked up the red shirt. He pulled it down over his head and then shut the drawer. Pulling open the next, he fished out a pair of boxers and then casual jeans, shucking off his current pair of boxers and work pants.

Realizing he might as well get rid of his work boots as well, he kicked them off and got on his field shoes.

“Not a problem, Wrench. Say… I was wondering,” began Dusky, hovering behind him. “How about you stay in tonight? You could collect your end of the bargain, and then we could turn in early. It’s gotten a bit harder to wait up for you.”

“Oh, err, sorry. I promised Stripe I’d be there,” Wrench answered with a small shake of his head. “If you don’t want to wait up for me, that’s fine. I don’t mind at all, I promise. I know I’m inconveniencing you.”

He’d already brought up in passing suspending their trade for a time, given how often he was out late. Dusky’s response had been immediate and concerned.

She’d taken it as to mean that he was clearly unhappy with her and pleaded with him, trying to convince him that she’d do better. That whatever was wrong, she could fix it if he just told her. It’d taken the better part of an hour to assure her there really was nothing wrong, and they could keep the deal moving ahead.

He’d told her he just felt bad keeping her up so late and that’d thankfully been the end of it.

Stripe had been absolutely correct in her assessment that it’d be better to leave the deal alone rather than trying to get out of it. Dusky was firmly entrenched in Hab-mentality and wasn’t going to back down any time soon.

“I don’t like not fulfilling my end of the bargain,” Dusky stated firmly.

“Then we can take care of it tomorrow morning before breakfast. Just wake me up when you’re ready to take care of it,” Wrench murmured. Then he turned around and faced Dusky directly. “I promise I’m completely satisfied with everything you’re doing and offering. I just don’t need it as much as I originally thought I would.

“That’s all. I promise. I’m not trying to get rid of you or look for a way to get out of our agreement to send you away. Nothing like that at all. I promise it, Dusky.”

“Alright,” allowed the beautiful woman. “I believe you. You’re sure I’m not disappointing you? If Stripe is doing something I’m not, just tell me, and I’ll do it too. Then you can get it from both of us and the deal will be perfect.”

“I’m not sleeping with Stripe,” Wrench answered honestly, giving Dusky an almost sad smile. “I promise I’m not doing anything sexual with her at this time. If I planned to, or it happened, I’d tell you immediately.”

“I don’t really care if you’re sleeping with her,” asserted Dusky. “I’m just afraid that she’s doing something that I’m not. I want to make sure I fulfill my obligations completely.”

That’s not what I want at all though… that’s the problem.

The one time I tried to bring that up, you thought I was trying to get rid of you. I’ll try again in the future… but not right now. Not tonight.

“Everything is fine. You’re beautiful. I’m attracted to you. I just don’t need your end of the bargain right now. Like I said, if you really want to make that happen, you can wake me up tomorrow morning,” Wrench offered.

“I’ll do that. That’d make me feel a lot better as your woman,” Dusky agreed with a nod of her head. “If you need it tonight, just wake me up. I wouldn’t mind it at all, and I’d feel useful.

“I’m always available to you as your woman. That’s the agreement.”

Wrench only smiled at her and then gave her a head nod. He briefly considered asking her how he looked, but that felt like too much.

Even if their relationship was that of favors for favors, that seemed like it’d cross the line.

“Thanks, Dusky. I appreciate that,” Wrench stated and meant it.

“Starlight, Sparkle, Ink, and Duchess are also your women. It would be good for you to go to them as well, or instead of me, if you needed any attention. We’re all here for you. Your women for our Schools to be here in whatever way you want,” Dusky continued. “Maybe even a couple of us at the same time?”

I don’t want… all those women.

I don’t want any of them. I don’t want Popsicle or Pistol either.

I’m not some sex-crazed lunatic with an unending libido.

I’d need a somewhat classy yet simple name. Like Vincent or Vince.

Wrench, still smiling, nodded his head again. He patted Dusky on the arm, slipped into his shoes, and then left. He exited the pens quickly and headed out to his normal spot with Stripe.

“Hey,” he said, dropping down into his customary spot beside her.

“Hey! I’m glad you made it. You were rather busy today. I wasn’t sure if you’d be willing to come out,” Stripe murmured, looking at him with a warm smile. Her eyes practically glowed in the soft light. She was leaning toward him partly, which made him feel like he should make the first step past the “haven’t kissed yet” barrier.

Even as he thought of doing it, he reeled himself in.

Given how the School-Hume often behaved, this could very much be a misinterpretation of the situation. He’d wait a little longer before he made an attempt to kiss her.

They were still quite early on in this after all.

“Oh! Wrench! You’re awake!” came Goodie’s voice.

Looking up, he found she was there.

He was once again reminded that Goodie was on the smaller side of the Tongsta race. Only five or six times larger than a Hume. He’d met others of her race that towered over Hume.

Some as high as ten or eleven times as tall as a Hume.

They varied in height as wildly as Hume did. Where you could find some Hume as short as three feet in height, and a few rare ones that hit seven-foot in height and beyond.

“Stripe! You’re here, too. You two look rather comfy. Did you put little Wrenchies in her yet?” Goodie asked.

Sighing, Wrench looked to the ground, laughed, then back up to Goodie.

He shook his head slowly.

“What’d she ask? I heard some of it but a lot of it was static. I used to think I understood them better than most but… you really understand her,” Stripe remarked.

“Err… I’ll tell you what she’s saying going forward. She just asked if I’d gotten you pregnant just now, though,” Wrench answered.

“No? Really? That’s a shame. I think she’ll have beautiful babies with you when it happens,” Goodie continued, to which Wrench dutifully relayed the remarks back to Stripe. “Well, I came to see if you wanted to come to work with me tomorrow. It’ll be a full shift though, so we’d be gone two of your days.”

“Oh, that… that’s so strange,” Stripe murmured. “As you translate it, I understand more and more. It’s almost as if it’s getting better. Like the static isn’t as intense.”

We’ll have to poke at that a bit.

“I want to go with you. Let’s go together, can we?” Stripe asked, reaching out to lay a hand against Wrench’s forearm. “Let’s both go with Goodie to work.”

Blinking, Wrench looked from her, to Goodie, then nodded his head emphatically. Then he took Stripe’s hand in his own and pointed to it. Then up to Goodie.

“What, you want Stripe to come with you? I’m not sure, Wrenchie. My special boy,” Goodie worried, which Wrench continued to translate for Stripe. “You’re such a unique Hume. I know you’re all sentient now, and I don’t want to look down on Stripe, but can she understand as well as you can?”

“I… I certainly understood far more of that than I ever have before. Goodness! It’s amazing,” muttered Stripe. “It’s like… it’s like it’s just clearing up as you go.”

Interesting.

Maybe I understood more this time around because I’d heard Tongsta speak a lot more in my last life. Maybe it’s just an adaptive thing with the implant.

Or maybe it’s the implant with the firmware? Or the implant, with the firmware, and Goodie?

Way too many variables, but at least it’s not just me.

Wrench nodded his head quickly, then pointed to Stripe.

“She understands me?” Goodie asked suspiciously.

Stripe nodded her head in the same way Wrench had without any prompting on his part this time. He hadn’t even translated it.

“Wait, you do Stripe?” Goodie asked, far more excited now.

Stripe had paused in her nodding to listen, then began nodding her head.

“I understand you, Goodie,” Stripe said loudly.

“Oh my gosh I have two special Hume? You two are just perfect!” Goodie cheered. “Yes, I’ll take both of you to work with me. See you in the morning!”

Wrench snickered as Goodie vanished, then looked to Stripe.

“May want to go pack an extra set of clothes. There’s only a single room, bathroom, and bedroom where we’re going. Not much to do either,” Wrench warned her.

“Oh that’s okay. I just wanted to be with you, Wrench,” Stripe confessed, meeting his eyes and not looking away for once.




***




“I knew Goodie was special, but I didn’t realize she was this special,” Stripe murmured, watching Goodie as she casually worked. For the last several hours she’d been doing nothing but making projected paths, it looked like to Wrench.

Test courses and seeing how things responded, rather than actually doing anything. Much as he did with systems himself, in fact.

“Right?” Wrench asked while peering into the guts of what he truly believed was a Grae fabricator. It was very similar to what a Hume’s fabricator would be, but had a very different layout and setup. “Oh… wait. This might not be Grae, but an entirely different species.

“Maybe the Tongsta think every race out there other than them is not sentient? Ha. That’d be a hoot. Imagine thinking you’re the only intelligent life in the entirety of the universe. What a laugh. It’s such a vast place where even time itself gets bent and broken that it’s unlikely that there isn’t other intelligent life out there. You just might never find it.”

Snickering to himself, Wrench moved the electrode over the circuit board to see where the trace went next.

“Miss Nav-cerer?” asked a voice. Wrench was almost positive it was using the same communication system as the last time he’d heard it.

“Yes, Roundbody spssss?” replied Goodie in an offhand way.

“The captain requests the opportunity to speak with you,” relayed the voice.

“Please send him in then. I’m currently working through all the course plots and I can’t really leave,” Goodie answered good-naturedly. “I’m always willing to make time for the captain. This is his ship of course. I’m merely the Navigator. Even if we’re planning on picking up a second one in a short bit, that doesn’t make me the shot-caller.”

Wrench had immediately begun translating for Stripe as Goodie spoke, as well as the other Tongsta. They’d found the more he did it, the more Stripe understood. Even if he repeated a similar word from a previous conversation.

“I actually understood almost all of that. I only got one fritz of static,” Stripe said, still gazing up at Goodie.

“Yeah, pretty sure that was a person’s name. Names almost always go up in a spattering of noise,” Wrench muttered, moving the electrode over again. The trace was completely shot and needed to be repaired or replaced. There was absolutely nothing traveling its course at all.

“That makes a lot of sense,” Stripe reported. “Do you translate this for anyone else, by the way? Like… like Seventh?”

“Nope. Just you,” Wrench answered quickly. “Though… err… she did stop by while I was working yesterday. She’s determined to have sex. I kind of have to tell her yes or no, soon. I think. She’s not exactly subtle.”

“What’d she say exactly?” Stripe asked, sound curious but also concerned.

“Uh… ‘hey, let’s fuck. I’m bored. You’re handsome, I’m good looking. Let’s go at it.’ Like I said, it wasn’t really subtle?” Wrench said an in imitative voice of Seventh’s.

Stripe laughed despite the conversation, then sighed loudly.

“It’s fine. We’re still figuring things out,” Stripe answered in a quiet voice. “Besides, I think she has a weird soft-spot for you but doesn’t know what to do with it. If the opportunity presents itself, you can. If you want to.”

Thinking on that, Wrench wasn’t sure what to say or how to respond. Stripe sounded uncertain in the way she delivered the statement, even if her words were solid.

“I mean it. It’s fine. I understand it. Besides, you already studded her,” Stripe argued, ever yet watching Goodie. Wrench could see her watching in the reflection of the glass briefly before he went back to his work. “It’d just be a continuation of that, and I know you’re not really interested in her in the same way.

“Just be really careful with how that gets back to Dusky. You know how I feel about that. The School-Hume will panic if you try to tell them to stop.”

With a wince, Wrench nodded his head.

He hadn’t told Stripe about Dusky’s freak-out, but he knew he’d need to.

“Ah, thank you for allowing me to enter Miss. Nav-cerer,” stated a Tongsta from near the entry way. “I wanted to discuss the situation with you separately if you don’t mind.”

“Of course! It’s your ship. I understand completely how you’d want to work through everything with me,” Goodie admitted with a noise that sounded like a Tongsta’s laugh. Though that didn’t translate.

“Are… those Hume?” asked the new Tongsta.

They’d floated over and weren’t far away now. They were at least twice the size of Goodie, if not three times the size. Almost always they were as tall as they were wide, which made them quite large.

“Yes! That’s Stripe, and Wrench. They’re going to have babies at some point in the future,” Goodie explained.

“The door’s open. Aren’t you afraid they’ll escape and make a mess?” asked the captain.

“No? They’re sentient creatures you know,” Goodie remarked, closing up all the paths she’d had open. “In fact, they understand what we’re talking about right now.

“They’re sentient, understand us, and have feelings all their own. They’re no different than us.”

“Right. Sure,” mumbled the captain, unconvinced.

“You can ask them questions later and they’ll respond directly. I guarantee it to you. I’ve been taking low wager bets on it in fact, for the disbelievers. I’ve made a good bit of spssss off it.

“For now though… what’d you wish to discuss?” asked Goodie.

She’d floated over the short distance to the Hab, despite being in her harness. The Hab had been moved to be much closer to her and close enough that she could be near it, without getting out.

One tentacle from her reached out and laid down over the top of it in a protective, almost possessive, way.

“We’ve got a bunch of damn box-head pirates in the area,” cursed the Tongsta captain. “I’ve got reports saying as many as eight, and as few as three. Then every amount in between those estimates, too. As well as their positions being everywhere.”

“And… I’m sorry, captain. I’m very new to this. Can you help me out here to understand what you want from me? I may be a Nav-cerer, but I have very little knowledge of the ship, tactics or… or… anything like that,” Goodie apologized and then laughed again. “I’m asking for help. You’re not being condescending or any such nonsense as that. So please don’t worry about talking down to me despite my position. I’m ignorant and need help.”

“Goodie is amazing,” Stripe whispered, gazing up at the Tongsta.

“It makes noises,” the captain muttered. He’d apparently heard Stripe.

“They talk. It isn’t noise. She’s probably responding to something I said,” Goodie answered, then paused. “What is it, Stripe? Was it me admitting I don’t know anything?”

Stripe nodded her head quickly.

“Yes, Goodie. I was just complimenting you,” Stripe replied.

“Aww, were you defending me? Maybe complimenting me?” asked Goodie in her usual ‘good boy Wrench’ tone.

“Yes! I was!” agreed Stripe, nodding much more firmly now.

“Hahha, awww, thanks Stripe. My good girl. You’re looking very pretty today. Did you put on that dress just for my Wrenchie?” Goodie asked.

“I did! He likes this color on me. He’s told me so,” Stripe replied and then spun one way, then the other. Causing her dress to fly up a bit and twirl about her around her knees.

“I like it. It looks good on you. I’m sure he complimented you on it,” Goodie remarked. “Now… captain. Please. Help me understand. What is it you need?”

“I… they understand you,” the captain whispered.

“Yes. They’re sentient. We’ve misidentified them this entire time. Now. The pirates?”

“Yes! Yes, the pirates. I want to discuss all the things you can do to help us get out of this, in case we get ambushed on this stupid patrol. Do you mind?”

“Not at all,” Goodie murmured, her tentacle slowly wrapping around the Hab.

“She wants to hold you,” Wrench muttered under his breath. He’d recognized this behavior before in Goodie but hadn’t had the chance to act on it.

Stripe reacted quickly to his words and went straight to the door then held her arms up to Goodie.

“Goodie! I’m right here!” chirped Stripe excitedly. “Pick me up!”

There was a low rumble that couldn’t have been anything other than some type of chuckle, before Goodie picked up Stripe and held her against herself.

“Stripe you’re just lovely, but I heard Wrench tell you what to do,” whispered Goodie with another Tongsta laugh-like sound. Cradling and holding Stripe possessively. “Your Wrench loves you dearly to tell you what I wanted. He knows me very well, you know.

“Now… please, begin Captain. I’m all spssss.”





Chapter 32




Chewing away at his breakfast, Wrench was just listening to Chuckles chatter on. He was currently relaying a story about something that’d happened in his old Hab.

Wrench was only partially listening.

He’d been up way too late talking with Stripe the night previous after they got back from Goodie’s workday. A normal “shift” for her seemed to last about two days for Wrench.

Thankfully, sleeping in a bed with Stripe hadn’t been too awkward. She’d slept under the covers while he’d slept on top of them. Even so, it’d been oddly intimate.

“— just kinda sat there even as the flame got bigger. Dumbest Brawler I’ve ever met,” Chuckles declared, followed by his, at this point, trademark chuckle. “Wasn’t a day that went by where I couldn’t really understand how that man continued to function.”

“Yeah, as a type we’re fairly stupid,” agreed Seventh, holding onto what looked to be some type of steak with one hand. She was holding it by a bone and gnawing at it with gusto. “We’re not exactly Menders. Shit, we’re not even Adminis or Fixers.

“Dad always used to just say we were good for fighting and fucking. Which is kind of terrible for me, I guess, since I didn’t win against Wrench in a fight, and he’s only fucked me one time. Am I getting some dick today finally or are you going to put me off again?”

Seventh had finished her question by pointing her meat at Wrench, who was directly across from her. At the same time she’d spoken, she’d lifted a foot up and pushed it to the inside of his knee.

“Do you ever stop hitting on him?” asked Spooky, chewing rather daintily on a hunk of some type of vegetable block. “We’re already well aware of your desire for him. I already asked Dusky on behalf of everyone else if it was fine for you to sleep with him and she assured me he’s allowed.

“Just give him some time to figure things out. He’s been a really busy man, you know.”

“I know he’s busy. I just want to get busy with him. You get laid often Spooky, I don’t. Women can want it just as much as men, you know,” Seventh muttered with a growl to her voice.

“I’m very well aware. Very well aware. I’m not faulting you, I’m just… advising you that you should ease up a bit. He knows what you want, don’t you Wrench?” asked Spooky, turning to look at him.

“I do indeed know. And uh… we’ll take care of that soon. Okay? Soon,” Wrench offered by means of an answer. Stripe had given her permission to the situation, and in the end, had actually encouraged it.

Apparently Seventh had gone to Stripe for assistance and an ear to listen to her woes about Wrench.

“Today?” pushed Seventh.

“Today,” agreed Wrench, catching the look Stripe had given him. It’d contained a fractional head nod that was almost impossible to have noticed if he wasn’t looking for it.

“Oh thank fuck. I’m not going to wear a null-ring, either. I kinda want to see if we can’t get Eighth going already,” Seventh exclaimed with a dismissive wave of her steak. “I find myself wanting to raise Eighth here. A lot. Maybe find my calling in being a mom.

“My mom said raising me was the best thing that ever happened to her. Considering I have six older siblings and four younger, that’s kind of a big thing for me.”

“I thought you were the seventh generation,” Stripe asked quietly, leaning forward over her breakfast to look at Seventh’s face.

“I am. My name is Seventh and I’m the seventh generation. My elder siblings didn’t have the right genetics to get the title. My younger sister is Seventh-two. Though… uh… I think they’re going to breed my dad with Lovely and go from there. Since my mom is past her childbearing days,” explained Seventh. “Probably won’t have the same Brawler instincts that I do, but might turn out better looking.

“I dunno. Not my problem anymore. I’m Seventh and my stud is Wrench, a bloodline all his own. My own bloodline is secure.

“Oh! Look, I already laid the tattoo down for the next generation with Wrench’s breeding symbol.”

Seventh lifted up her tunic, exposing one breast at the same time, which she covered with a hand, and displayed the tattoos on her side.

There was indeed a new one there that looked identical to the rest.

The father field was filled in and had his symbol in it, as well as other basic information. The gender, child name, and everything else wasn’t filled in.

Uh, apparently she’s a tattoo artist, too.

That’s actually quite a number of really straight lines.

Though where’d she get the tools to do that? Did she find a machine somewhere in the Hab and convert it?

“I’m not sure I’ll want to mark Eighth like this,” Seventh murmured, letting her tunic fall back into place. “I’ll let them decide on it. I think it’s nice to know my history, and that it’s on my own body.”

“It’s interesting,” Spooky stated with a curious look. “Though I’d have to wonder how—”

“Wrench?” called Goodie. Her voice was muffled by the distance and how deep he was in the Hab.

“Goodie just said Wrench’s name,” Stripe said loudly.

After experimenting with her ability to comprehend Goodie, Wrench was determined that everyone should get a play-by-play when Goodie spoke. With any luck, their implants would be able to adapt like Stripe’s was.

Everyone had stopped eating and was looking to Stripe.

“Oh, you’re eating. Sorry,” Goodie murmured, which Stripe dutifully translated aloud.

“I’m going to go talk to her, keep translating,” Wrench asked, looking at Stripe.

“Of course,” she responded with a small smile, her eyes lingering on him.

Snatching up his breakfast sandwich, Wrench exited the cafeteria. He started to move down to the field and the spot he customarily spoke to Goodie from.

“Ah, Wrench. You didn’t have to come down. I was willing to wait,” Goodie said, having clearly spotted him.

“It’s fine, it’s fine. What’s up?” Wrench asked, waving a hand back and forth over his head in a dismissal wave.

“I have a friend who needs help. Their Hab is having issues, and they heard about how you helped spssss out with their problems,” Goodie explained. To Wrench she sounded tired, as if she hadn’t yet rested despite having finished her job duties. “They wanted to know if you’d be willing to help them with their Hab. I let them know I’d ask on their behalf, but I couldn’t promise anything.”

Wrench frowned, thinking.

As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he was a Fixer at heart. The idea of going to another Hab just to fix it actually appealed to him.

Finally reaching the spot he normally spoke to Goodie from, Wrench finished chewing and contemplated how to answer. They really didn’t need anything more that he could think of.

Their needs were well met and there wasn’t much that could tempt him at the moment.

Wrench made a shrugging gesture at Goodie, then made a hand motion with one hand, as if rolling it toward him. He wanted more information.

“What…? You’re not sure? You want to… roll on the ground?” Goodie tried.

Unable to help it, Wrench chuckled. He then pointed to his ear, then to Goodie, and repeated the gesture.

“Hume hear with their ears. That means… oh-oh! You want to hear more. Is that it? You want to know what the problem is? Or you want to know what they can offer us in exchange?” Goodie asked.

Nodding his head quickly, Wrench was once again incredibly thankful for Goodie. The Tongsta tried to do her best at every single turn with him

“My bright boy,” Goodie said, and a tentacle touched the spot in front of Wrench. “I know you’re smart. I know you’re sentient. I know… I know you are your own person. But you’ll always be my special boy. My wonderful Wrenchie.

“Even if I’m wrong and I’m just making all this up in my head, that I’ve misunderstood, you and the Hume will always be special and important to me.

“As to what more I can tell you… they’re all getting sick. A lot. A few died, but not all of them. It was a slow-sickness type of death as well, though they didn’t look ill. Just sluggish. Then they died.

“As to what they’re offering. Well… your mommy is incredibly rich now. Not to mention our prestige and standing is immense due to my job. You being the Hume champion only adds to that.

“So it’s not like we need anything. They offered a couple Hume in exchange if you found any you wanted to keep. I said that was possible, but not a guarantee. They did have a few Grae as well that they could offer in exchange.

“The only thing that really stood out to me that might be worthwhile was… a Mender. They have an extra Mender that they got in a trade that I didn’t want to ask too much about. They’re young, female, but unbreedable. Mender females are sterilized as soon as they’re old enough so that Menders can’t be bred.”

A Mender?

That’s definitely worthwhile.

Shame about the sterilization but… I get it. Only female Menders can make a Mender.

Male Menders always make kids that are whatever the female parent is.

“Knowing that you’re sentient… it all seems so barbaric, what’s been done to your people,” Goodie murmured with pain in her voice. “The poor Hume Mender was sterilized just so she couldn’t have more children like her. That’s awful.

“So much awful is done to your kind. We’ll fix all of it, Wrench. My special Fixer.”

Wrench could only nod his head slowly to that, putting his free hand atop the glass where Goodie’s tentacle was. He didn’t want to leave his Hab, but getting a Mender was a definite worthwhile trade.




***




“Thank you so much madam,” said the Tongsta.

“I wasn’t ‘madam’ a few spssss ago, so why am I now? Knock it off, spssss, you spssss shaped doofus,” Goodie jabbed good naturedly.

“I-er-but… you’re a Nav-cerer now,” replied the other Tongsta.

“And you’ve known me since we were spssss. We had our first spssss together. Or did you forget all that? Cause I didn’t,” Goodie muttered, now with some anger. She pushed the carrier up to the airlock. “Okay Wrench. Take your team and see what you can find out. You’ll only be here for one Hume day and then I’ll be back to pick you up. You’re not allowed to stay over anywhere anymore.

“You’re too precious to me. Too important. I can’t risk something happening to you just because I didn’t want to get up.”

“Thanks, Goodie,” Wrench remarked with a hand wave over his head.

“He understands you so well,” whispered the other Tongsta.

“Hume are sentient. Pretty sure Grae are, too. There’s one in particular that talks to Wrench a lot,” Goodie said in an off-hand way as she cycled the airlock for them. “They’re listening to every word we’re saying right now, you know. Sometimes they talk as we do, almost like they’re learning and discussing even as they go.

“They’re incredible creatures. No, no not creatures, beings. We’ve done them a great wrong. I’m going to fix it. Fix it for all the Hume.”

The last words Goodie said had a terrible and frightening amount of resolve to them. As if she dared anyone to get in her way so that she could demonstrate her rancor for the situation.

Wrench realized this was a moment in time he could reinforce or let slide by. That if he took it for what it was, he could help build toward that future Goodie wanted.

As his team exited into the airlock, Wrench turned around and stood there. He held his arms up to Goodie in the same way Stripe had done last time.

“Aww, Wrench, you want a hug because of what I said?” asked Goodie.

Wrench nodded his head firmly.

“I can’t sweetheart. This isn’t an environment suitable for a Hume. It’d make you sick. I’ll collect on that later though, okay?” Goodie offered.

Wrench nodded his head in acceptance and then turned back around. Moving from the airlock and into the Hab as it cycled.

Wrench looked to those who’d come with him.

Gadget, Swifty, Spooky, and Stripe all stared back at him.

“There’s really only a few things it can be that’s wrong,” Wrench began. “Gadget, you go through all the systems.”

That got a nod from the Fixer.

“Swifty, you do a manual check of every sensor they have. Mechanical or electrical, it doesn’t matter. Check it. Give it a full inspection. Sometimes it isn’t that one sensor failed that caused the issue, it’s that one sensor failed, which failed everything it’s connected to,” continued Wrench. He paused to get the nod from Swifty.

Turning his head, he looked to Spooky.

“Go over the food and water. Check it all. Whatever they’re doing, they missed it. So question everything,” Wrench stated. “If they give you crap, come get me. I’ll bash a head in.”

“I’m good at asking questions. Especially if someone’s willing to step in if I go too far,” Spooky said with an odd smile.

Wrench grunted at that, then he looked to Stripe.

“Go ask the people what’s going on. See if there’s anything new or anything changed recently in the Hab. Sometimes a Tongsta doesn’t know what the hell they’re doing and puts something in that’s poisonous,” Wrench asked. His tone was much softer with Stripe.

“Apprentice-fixer Stripe understands,” replied the Deme with a warm and heartfelt smile.

“Get to it,” Wrench said and waved his hands.

Everyone dispersed.

Wrench turned and went straight to the glass.

He was going to do the drudge work that needed to be done, but didn’t want to waste the others’ time with. Like checking the seal, the filter, and the sub-floor pan drainage.

Quickly he lost himself in the work. Moving along the glass wall and checking the seal visually. Performing a quick material test as well here and there with his utility knife.

“Is that the problem?”

Blinking, Wrench looked up from the material test he’d just performed.

He was staring at a man that had piercing blue eyes and a mohawk of short brown-hair. There was an angry aura around the man, but it didn’t seem directed at Wrench in particular.

The man was five years older than Wrench.

He knew that, because he knew the man.

Or he had known him in his previous life, at least.

Blue-Bill.

Well… shit. That explains a lot. Doesn’t it?

You said a number of times you’d gotten your freedom through the death of a good number of Tongsta. That you’d learned how to fight them in your youth.

Did you mean here? On this ship?

Damnit all. Do I have to kill you here and now to make sure you don’t harm Goodie?

“Is it?” prompted Blue-Bill.

“Not so far,” Wrench answered, looking back to his knife. He carefully put the sealant back in place, then stuck his knife back where it belonged. “In fact, as far the seals go, they’re all maintained and well. The material is fresh and in the right amounts. The Tongsta who put the Hab together knew what they were doing, or your current Tongsta has been keeping up on the maintenance properly.

“Doesn’t mean I won’t check the seals all the way around. I’ll need to be completely satisfied before I’m willing to say definitively it isn’t the issue.”

“Right. Damn,” cursed Blue-Bill under his breath. “I won’t lie and say I wasn’t hoping it was something easy to fix like the seals.”

“We’ll find it. Just a matter of time,” Wrench offered in a soothing voice. Then he stood up and nodded at the other man. “I’m Wrench. Head of my Hab. I’m a Fixer.”

Blue-Bill raised his eyebrows at that.

“Brawler. Blue-Bill. Not the head but… nearly so,” answered the man, defying Wrench’s original expectation. He’d always said he’d been the head of his Hab in the past.

Did you lie just to impress people? That’d be amusing.

And entirely normal.

Wrench smiled at his words and then started walking again. Gazing down into the gap where the sealant was.

“Anything that stand out as abnormal to you?” he asked as he inspected it. “New plants, new food, new water, new people? Anything that might be out of the ordinary?”

“No? Nothing really,” Blue-Bill answered. “Our Hab doesn’t get much attention from our Tongsta. Nothing has changed in years.”

“Really. That’s interesting. That really only leaves a failure in the system, or you all,” Wrench idly remarked. “Anyone do anything out of the ordinary? Behave strangely? Do something that no one expected? Someone go outside of their trade partner or break an agreement?”

Wrench reached down and prodded at the sealant material with the tip of his knife and found it to be responsive. Giving it not another thought, he kept walking.

Except, when he got ten or so feet from that spot, he turned to look at Blue-Bill.

The man was staring at him with a bewildered look on his face. As if he’d just thought of something but didn’t want to voice whatever it was.

“What, you think every injustice we suffer is at the hands of the Tongsta? That’s just stupid,” Wrench chided the man. “We Hume can be just as brutal, just as terrible to one another, as the worst Tongsta.

“That doesn’t excuse their behavior or treatment of us, or that fundamentally they’re the root-cause of our being turned into little better than pets. But that doesn’t mean they’re to be the blame for every issue. We’re all in control of our own destiny in the situation we find ourselves in.

“Someone in your Hab could just as easily choose to sabotage your food dispenser as it could be a Tongsta forgetting to feed you. It’s all dependent on the people.

“There are those Tongsta who would see us be made into people again rather than pets, too. It’s not like we can tell them we’re sentient or even understand them the vast majority of the time.

“If the roles were reversed, we could have just as easily put them in a box and admired them for how well they can roll around. Or for their ability to float through the air.

“We had pets in our society, too. We treated them no better than the Tongsta treat us, you know. Some are better than others, but it’s still the same. They don’t see us as beings. As sentient life.

“Not yet at least.

“Don’t look for malice in a universal belief for the Tongsta when ignorance and misunderstanding will do.

“Now… did someone change or do something out of the ordinary? If they did, it’d be good to check in with them and see if they know anything.”

Blue-Bill shook his head angrily, a bitter and sour look on his face. All of it had clearly been something he really didn’t want to hear.

Which amused Wrench greatly.

These were Blue-Bill’s words that he’d given to Wrench. In a time where Wrench didn’t hear him, but they’d stayed with him.

Albeit, the words were twenty some-odd years in the future and in a different timeline all together, but still, they were his words.

What an interesting shift.

Though… err… does… that mean Pain is around here?

I need to be on my toes.

The last thing I want to do is run into Pain again. 

Now that I think about it, she stuck around Blue-Bill because of his ideology, and they often talked about their youth together.

Shit.





Chapter 33




“I’m glad to be home,” Gadget grumbled, followed by a heavy sigh. “I know I’ve only been here a short time, but our Hab is so comfortable. So wonderful.

“And Goodie is just so… good. With the translations you and Stripe have been doing, I can understand almost everything she says, and she talks to us like we’re people.”

“We are people,” Swifty countered.

“I uh… yeah, but… err… you know what I mean,” stated Gadget, though much less firmly now.

“I do get what you mean. I even agree with you. I’m just pullin’ your leg a bit hon,” admitted Swifty while leaning into Gadget. He’d put an arm around her hips and held her close to himself.

Thankfully Goodie had gotten really good at moving them about in a Hume-carrier. Wrench never really felt jarred or knocked around whenever she took them anywhere anymore.

Glancing around the interior, he found Stripe right next to him, Gadget, Swifty, and the new Mender, Patch. The young woman was sat at the back corner of the carrier with her arms over her head.

Apparently she didn’t travel very well and just wanted to be put down already.

Wrench had known people like that, so it wasn’t all that surprising really.

Just slightly unfortunate.

“And here we are,” proclaimed Goodie. “Safe and sound, all tasks complete. Honestly that went really well. I never would’ve suspected they needed to replace the dispensers though. That seemed out of the ordinary.”

“All because of one jealous man,” growled Swifty. “I still can’t believe he… err… pooped into the machines.”

“As much as I’d love to believe we’re blameless in our own miseries, we create them for ourselves as much as the Tongsta do,” Wrench murmured with a small shake of his head. “He seemed to legitimately believe that everything would be fine as long as she was his.

“That she’d fix his life and all would be well. He’d finally have all the confidence and happiness he sought, and the world would be right. Didn’t matter that she didn’t want anything to do with him and was already with someone.”

“Selfish,” hissed Stripe.

“Very. But we always have been as a species. Don’t think you’re outside of that as a Deme. You’re still a Hume,” Wrench warned.

“I’m well aware I’m selfish. Very aware of it. I just have to make sure I keep it in mind,” Stripe agreed.

“All we can do, really. That and—”

“Situational report for all hands! All hands to stations! Incoming fire!” a voice declared from somewhere. It was followed by a loud and heavy buzzing. A very similar buzzing to the one that’d sounded when Wrench met Dusky.

“What? I—okay. I need to go, everyone,” Goodie stated, pushing the front of the carrier up to the air lock and cycling it quickly with a tentacle. Then she opened the other lock so they could go out into the Hab. “Get Patch settled for me and I’ll come tell you all about it later!”

Not waiting, or decoupling the carrier, Goodie rushed off. Floating to the exit and into the area beyond it.

Wrench followed her with his eyes, feeling a strange lurch inside his chest.

He understood exactly what that meant, as he’d been there to listen to the captain.

They were about to engage with the pirates, he imagined. Just as the captain had been concerned about and what they’d planned in advance for.

“What’s going on?” Gadget asked, looking to Stripe and Wrench.

“Combat. The Tongsta on this ship, that we’re in with them, are about to fight someone else. All we can do is go back to our Hab and wait,” Wrench murmured and then gestured to the interior of the Hab. While it wasn’t a great answer, it was the only one they had at the moment that they could actually use.

Slowly, the five of them began moving into the Hab

There wasn’t much else to do.

When they reached the doors to the Hab, everything shook violently before settling down. Only for the whole Hab to quite literally jump up and down. Wrench only had to look around to see it wasn’t just the Hab though, but everything.

Everything was being flung up and down.

It settled down quickly enough, and then all went quiet.

“Damage control teams to the following workstations,” called a voice that Wrench didn’t recognize. “Twelve, thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen.”

“Sounds like things are definitely happening,” Seventh said as she stepped out of the Hab. “What’s going on?”

“Battle,” whispered Wrench, looking off toward the exit. Even if the worst happened and the ship was subjected to the void of space, the Hab would actually survive it.

It’d be less likely to make it through fire or liquid compression though.

There was a roaring boom that sounded throughout. So deep and heavy was the noise that it struck Wrench at a physical level. It left him feeling like his guts had been turned inside out and his heart beat erratically.

“Damage control—” there was a boom that echoed over the speaker’s voice. “Damage control to workstations thirty-five to fifty! Boarders on levels fourteen to fifteen!”

Wait, what? Workstations thirty-five to fifty?

That means Goodie is possibly in trouble.

Grimacing, Wrench felt a strange tug at his heart, followed by another in his thoughts.

The idea that Goodie was in danger, possibly hurt or dying, left him feeling quite cold.

But, what does it even matter? Even if I wanted to go help her, how could I?

Even if I didn’t help her, it wouldn’t matter, either.

If she died, our Hab would be picked up by a salvage crew in a few weeks, more than likely. Given my breeding status and my win, whoever picked us up would keep us. Treat us all rather well.

Maybe not as well as Goodie, but still pretty good.

Goodie’s promise to advance the Hume cause flickered through his thoughts. That she’d promised to do all she could to free him and his people and do right by them.

Fuck.

Looking down to the carrier that was still attached to the airlock, he contemplated what he could do. What he, as a single Fixer Hume could accomplish with what he had available, and what his goals were.

Throw the lock, force it to cycle, then knock the carrier loose. She didn’t lock it in place, so I can probably bump it right off with a few running starts. Use my body as a ram to knock it free.

After that… what? Walking to her workstation is doable but it’d be a pain. Especially if there’s a lot of Tongsta or problems. If there were things in the way.

It’s not like I can fly like them so—

Wrench’s thoughts came to a halt.

Goodie had given him full permission to the system. She’d also let him store the “floating suit” she put him in to go to her workstation. He could use that to make good time and get to her workstation in almost no time at all.

Because… because as much as I want to just live for me… to live for my own enjoyment… Goodie could do far more good for the Hume as a race, than the resistance ever did through its entire existence.

The world isn’t a fair place and it’s always about who you know and what leverage you can apply.

Goodie is an incredible amount of leverage.

Turning on his heel, Wrench had sorted his thoughts out. He was going to put on his suit and then go after Goodie.

Getting into it quickly, and answering the questions given to him with short answers, Wrench made good time. In only a minute or two he was dressed in the suit and already back down to the airlock.

“Are you really leaving?” asked Seventh nervously. “Isn’t it risky? This isn’t just a Hume fight between Brawlers. What if some Tongsta decides you’re a bug.”

“It’s worth the risk,” Wrench said simply, stepping into the airlock. Grasping the handle, he forced it to manually cycle. “Goodie can do too much good for us as a people to risk losing her now. It’s just that simple.

“Everyone, stay here and start planning to ration resources. Just in case things go bad and we end up waiting for a salvage team. That’d eventually come, but it might take some time.”

“How do you know that?” asked Gadget.

Wrench didn’t really want to answer that he’d used a situation very similar to this to ambush a Tongsta and kill them. The plan had worked, and they’d acquired all the tools the Tongsta had brought with them.

“Just do,” Wrench said instead, then ran at full speed toward the carrier.

At the last moment, he threw his systems into over-drive and empowered himself. Hardening his bones, tissue, muscles, tendons, and organs to offset the impact.

With a thump, he slammed into the carrier.

And dislodged it in the first attempt. Knocking it clean off the docking ring it’d been pushed up to.

The carrier tumbled away down to the floor and landed with a gentle thump. Wrench had used his suit to offset the fall, but not enough to arrest it completely.

If he did that, he’d be hit by the interior of the carrier.

As soon as it came to a rest, he got his feet planted, then rocketed up and out of the carrier. Zooming up to a height level with the Hab.

Stripe was staring at him with wide eyes and a look he didn’t quite recognize. Her hands were pressed to the glass of the airlock.

“I’ll be back,” Wrench promised, turned, then flew off in the same direction Goodie had.

In almost no time at all, he made it into the hall that was attached to Goodie’s home.

Room?

Compartment?

Whatever.

Looking down one way of the hall, then up the other, Wrench couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Though he could hear what sounded a lot like Tongsta shouting.

Or perhaps screaming wordlessly.

Wrench wasn’t sure, but he was certain that it didn’t concern him one way or the other. He needed to get to Goodie’s workstation.

Looking to the green line on the wall, Wrench made sure it was in the same exact position as when Goodie had pointed it out to him the first time. As far as he could tell, everything was exactly the same.

Zooming down the hall, Wrench pushed himself as fast as he could manage without losing control. The suit itself seemed to respond to his thoughts. Which meant it really was just the implant translating his thoughts to some type of usable response in the suit.

Tongsta tech really is extraordinary.

That means that whoever they’re facing off against right now are… Tongsta… or stronger than them. That’s a sobering thought.

Wrench was checking the symbols each time he passed some. He hadn’t yet crossed the one that he’d memorized as being the one that represented Goodie’s workstation.

As he refocused his attention on what was ahead of him, he realized that something had clearly happened here. Likely the same thing that had caused the damage report.

Something had punched right through the hallway and kept going. Entering from the left side, and exiting the right.

Almost like it got shot by something. What the hell?

If it’s exposed to space though, why aren’t we being sucked out? Everything is so damn strange!

This is just ridiculous.

Slowing down as he passed the massive tear in the hall, Wrench peered into it.

He found himself staring into shattered and blasted debris of what was most likely sections of the ship. A number of them, right up until it simply led into a black and empty-looking hole.

A hole into space itself.

Okay, definitely a damn breach. Holy fuck.

But also, they’re somehow preventing the breach from actively pulling everything right out. Let’s assume that’s a temporary measure and that… and that I need to get my ass in gear.

Pushing ahead once again, Wrench moved down the hall. Checking the symbols as they went, he came to a full stop when he recognized the one for Goodie’s station.

Turning to the entry hall, he went right up to the door and stopped.

It didn’t open for him, nor did he have the ability to open it.

“Shit,” he muttered to himself.

Standing there, he really wasn’t quite sure how to proceed.

Looking to the sides of the door, then below, then above, he didn’t really think of anything he could do to break the door open. It was all quite well sealed into the wall itself.

Doubling back the way he came, he only had one idea in mind. As he went, he did his best to keep track of the distance he was traveling.

In no time, he made it back to the large breach.

He could see a number of Tongsta inside of it now. They were rushing one way or the other, sometimes even clashing with one another, only to separate and then go different ways.

Wrench dismissed them all and entered the breach. He traveled a short way in, all the while looking to the side.

Eventually he spotted what he’d been hoping for.

A duct. It’d somehow remained intact and looked to be traveling in the direction of where Goodie would be.

It was incredibly small for a Tongsta to get into.

Impossible, really.

But for a Hume like Wrench?

It couldn’t be easier.

Flying up to it, Wrench began following it into the ship’s interior once again. Staying close to it, he was able to go a short way before it vanished into a wall.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench briefly looked about himself.

He found some sort of object that’d been melted off of something else. It’d left a jagged edge to it that would serve his purposes quite well.

Zipping down, Wrench grabbed it up, then flew back up to the duct. He slammed the item into the duct and wrenched it upward.

With a squeal followed by a rapid exhalation of some sort of gas, Wrench was knocked backward a short distance. There was a warning buzzer that was followed by a loud and long hiss.

Wherever the gas was coming from, it’d just shut itself off to prevent further loss.

Grasping his tool tightly, Wrench went right back to the duct. Jamming it in once again, he began to pry at the duct. Widening the hole bit by bit until it was big enough for him to squeeze into.

Shoving his improvised tool into the hole first, Wrench followed after it.

Inside the duct, he found he had just enough room to move above, as long as he was on his stomach. He wasn’t overly pinched in, nor did he have a great deal of room.

He began scooting forward on his hands and knees and ended up scooting into ever deeper darkness.

“Now I know what a pre-made dinner feels like,” muttered Wrench as he inched along.

Up ahead, he could see a faint light coming up from a vent duct work.

With any luck, it was one that led into Goodie’s workspace.

Reaching it after crawling ever onward, Wrench peered down into it.

He wasn’t sure if it was the right one.

The only way he’d be able to tell was to break into it.

Moving his tool up, he wedged it between the vent slats and then levered it to the side.

There was a groaning noise as the foreign metal gave away. Bending out of shape and twisting due to the force Wrench exerted on it.

Repeating the process several more times, and with the slats being fairly far apart to begin with, Wrench made a hole large enough for himself to wriggle through.

Doing so, he exited into an open room.

One side of it was exposed to space entirely. The wall having been obliterated somehow.

Hanging in the middle of it was Goodie in her harness.

A significant amount of the fluid that was inside of a Tongsta had spilled out of her and was pooling up on the ground. She’d already lost half of what it would take to kill one of her kind, Wrench surmised.

He actually had personal experience in this unfortunately.

Then he realized that she was still leaking.

A Tongsta version of when a Hume bled out.

And rather quickly.

Wrench really didn’t have long if he wanted to save Goodie.
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Wrench really wasn’t sure what to do for Goodie, as he had no idea if there was even Tongsta medical equipment nearby. Or that even if he found it, that he could use it.

Putting those thoughts where they belonged, since they accomplished nothing, Wrench instead zoomed off toward Goodie. Floating there wondering what to do wouldn’t be half as useful as seeing if she was even conscious.

If she could talk, or was awake, she might even be able to direct him on what to do.

“Wrench?” came Goodie’s soft question as he approached. “Oh… it really is you, Wrench. You must have heard… heard the damage report. Heard it and came to check on me.”

“Pretty much,” Wrench admitted as he flew right up to her. He hesitated over the spot she was emptying out from. It was a gash that ran three feet across and looked to have been caused by something passing by her.

There didn’t look to be anything inside the wound either.

“Something blew up and hit me,” murmured Goodie. “Pretty sure I’m going to die one way or the other. The other Nav-cerer was killed in the first blast. They knew where to shoot. I’m not really in any shape to make the jump either.

“I’ll probably die here before the shielding fails and everyone else dies. I’m sorry… Wrenchie… I’m sorry. I never should have brought you aboard here, but it was the easiest way to escape my family. I never would have known I was a Nav-cerer either.”

“It’s fine. You probably made the right choice,” muttered Wrench with a shake of his head. Then he pointed at the wound. “Stop babbling about all that and tell me how to fix this. How do I fix you?”

“What, that? I don’t-oh, you want to know how to help me, don’t you?” asked Goodie.

“Yes. That’s exactly it. Is there like… a Tongsta medical pack or something nearby? First aid? Anything?”

“I… well… actually, you’re so smart you’re probably just as qualified to help me as someone else. Over there on the far wall, Wrench. All Nav-cerers are likely to experience rips or tears through jumping. So we always have a kit on hand.

“I’m just… I don’t have enough spssss to even make a spssss. I can’t do it myself. Can’t even get my harness off. But you could do it. It’d at least… at least prevent me from dying. Will you help me, my Wrenchie?”

“Damn right I will,” growled Wrench and then immediately zipped off toward the far wall. He was fairly certain he knew what Goodie had been talking about now. He’d noted an odd symbol next to a sphere that was lodged in the wall. He’d thought it was some type of decorative plaque, but it seemed it was some sort of medical kit.

It was also three times the size he was.

As soon as he reached it, he realized he had no idea how to get it out of the alcove it rested in.

“Just pull it out. It’ll float. It’s made for no gravity situations,” Goodie advised.

Wrench pushed his body into the gap around the sphere and shoved for all he was worth. Trying to make the suit he was wearing work with him and apply whatever force it could, too.

Unexpectedly, the sphere popped out of its socket as soon as he tried to move it, and it shot away from him. Floating off and away.

Shit.

Chasing after it, Wrench was able to catch up to it and start guiding it over to Goodie.

“Good-good job, Wrenchie. Good job. You’ll have to open it now. But… just put it against me. I can do at least that much,” mumbled Goodie. It sounded like there was a lot less energy in her voice already.

Wrench brought the floating sphere right up against Goodie’s side and held it there.

There was a clack, and one third of the sphere came away from the rest.

Wrench grabbed hold of it and jerked at it.

Only for the whole thing to once again surprise him and come off with almost no force at all.

“Get the-the orange tube inside as well as the spssss,” Goodie whispered. “The tube you’ll put in me and… and then use the spssss.”

“Repeat that last one for me,” Wrench asked and spun the sphere around. Looking inside, he found it was full of a strange clear goop. Inside of that goop were six or seven different tubes. All with different colors.

With the request to get the orange one at the forefront of his mind, Wrench looked at the rest of what was in there. None of it looked like it’d be very helpful to him in this situation, but he wasn’t a Tongsta.

Wrench was forced to get into the sphere itself to be able to get the orange tube. Reaching down into the gel to grab the tube.

Pulling it out, he let it rest against the mouth of the sphere. Then he lifted his head and looked to Goodie.

“Goodie, I have the orange tube, but what was the other thing?” he asked, grabbing hold of the tube and holding it up.

Goodie didn’t respond.

“Shit… shit, shit,” mumbled Wrench.

Looking back to all the tools, he thought about what he knew of Tongsta, and what was in front of him.

Given that they were a liquid-like creature made out of a gel substance with a firm yet squishy exterior, he could only assume they were a lot like the sealant.

Or at least similar enough that he might be able to guess at what he’d need to close her wound.

There were two things that stood out to him.

One looked a lot like some sort of clear patch in a rolled-up state, and another was some sort of device with a metal round nub at the end. He’d never seen either tool on any medical visit he’d gone to for Hume.

Grabbing those two things along with the tube, Wrench decided he’d at least try.

Worst case, he’d just make Goodie die faster, when she was already dying.

Best case, she’d be okay.

Lugging all three things with him, Wrench realized he didn’t have to try that hard. Whatever the gel that they’d been stored in was, it was sticking to the objects. Providing more than enough of whatever magical means the Tongsta used to let things float despite gravity.

Moving to the wound in Goodie, Wrench snapped off the top of the tube. Using his arm and knee to force it to break away entirely.

Putting the front of the tube to the wound, Wrench began squeezing the back of it.

Bright yellow goo began to slide out and into the wound. It touched whatever Goodie was made of and immediately started to turn a green color.

“Okay, yep. Doing something,” Wrench muttered and continued to squeeze at the tube. When he got to the end of it, he hucked it to one side.

Grabbing the clear patch, Wrench applied it liberally. Moving the whole of it right across the wound and beyond. Wrench had no way to cut it, so he wasn’t going to try. Instead, he just zipped around Goodie once so it wouldn’t come back off.

Goodie’s blood, as it were, began to seep out onto the patch and spread out.

If it’s… if it’s like a bandage, it’ll clot, bind, and stay there.

If it’s not, then it’s ruining it.

Ruining the patch.

So… like sealant… we apply heat.

And this fucking thing looks a lot like a heat source to me.

Grabbing up the third item Wrench had brought over, he flailed at the back of it to no avail. It didn’t turn on or do much of anything.

Wrench looked down to the puddle that Goodie had made on the ground.

Flying down there, he stuck the back of the tool into the pool.

The front of it began to instantly change colors. Growing in brightness from a dull gray to a bright white in several seconds.

“Okay, here… we go, I guess? Yeah. Okay. Let’s just hope for the best!” Wrench cheered himself on.

Shooting up back to Goodie, he held tight to the tool. He could feel the heat coming off of it.

He quickly pressed the round nub at the end to the patch and began rolling it around.

Everywhere he touched, the patch contracted, became green in color, and sunk partly into Goodie.

“Shit yeah,” Wrench grunted as he worked to roll the hot metallic tool around. Rolling it liberally around the patch until everything turned green.

Unfortunately, the heat was leaving it as he worked. So he had to go back down to Goodie’s bloody puddle and stick the back of the tool into it again.

Once it was hot again, he zipped back up and made sure the patch was firmly sealed.

When he felt like he was done, he tossed the item to the side and let it float away.

Looking to the wound, it seemed as if it were sealed. No more of her liquids were seeping out and none of it looked to be trying to work its way out of the patch.

There was a very obvious long line where he’d applied it though. A green stripe-like spot that covered the wound and a good foot around it.

“Okay! Okay… err… emergency halted… for now. I just need to get a Tongsta over here to help her past this. We’ll just assume I’ve stabilized her and now we need actual aid,” mumbled Wrench.

Goodie muttered something, but it was beyond Wrench’s ability to hear it, or for his implant to translate it.

“Actual aid… the captain. We’ll go to the captain,” Wrench declared with a sharp nod of his head. “What… what was it again? Green to red junction and… uh… purple? Purple to something burst? Fuck, I should’ve listened better.”

Turning, Wrench shot off. He whipped through the air at full speed and only stopped to get back into the vent. He’d made it inside Goodie’s workstation but that didn’t mean he could open the door.

Wriggling back into the duct, he began to inch and crawl his way through it.

Once he’d made it back to his original entry point, he again slithered out of it. Coming out the other side without any issues.

Exiting into the breach, he found himself pausing to look out into the deep darkness of space.

Or at least, he thought it’d be the deep darkness of space.

Floating there, not that far away, were two very dead Tongsta, as well as a ship just beyond them. One that had several giant holes in it as well.

It looked as if the Tongsta had died killing one another.

“Fuck,” Wrench whispered in disbelief. This really was a space battle and there was a lot going on. “No god damn place for a Hume.”

Shaking his head, Wrench turned and sped off through the breach. He returned back to the hallway and the green line. Taking that up to Goodie’s workstation door, he paused and looked to the wall. He saw the green line.

“We’ll just… follow it and check… check the junctions, I guess.”

Pushing ahead again, Wrench was watching the line on the wall more than where he was going. Which was fine, since the hallway was empty.

A minute or two passed and the ship jolted once again before he came to a junction point.

Right next to where the paths converged, Wrench saw a depiction that showed a green line parallel next to a red line. That this was a junction between the two.

Further from that, the red line moved in a straight line that intersected with a number of other lines. Each color was represented only once, but there were a great many symbols attached to each that made no sense to him.

Wrench spotted the point that had a T-like intersection with a purple line.

Following that with his eyes, he didn’t see anything that stood out along the entire path. Nothing at all looked like what he was searching for.

At least until he saw the end point.

A red burst.

“There!” hissed Wrench, and then shot off. He had the route he wanted. Now it was just a matter of racing along it.

Moving as quick as he could handle, and not paying a bit of attention to anything else, Wrench felt like he was moving incredibly slowly.

Crawling along, really.

Or so it seemed to him.

A misconception that was absolutely shattered as far as the truth went when he just about slammed into a Tongsta after he zipped through a doorframe. He’d arrived in the place that Goodie had said the captain would be.

Where Wrench assumed the captain would be even now.

There were a number of Tongsta all around, though a great many of them were dead, with the still living either helping others, or fighting one another.

“Holy shit,” Wrench mumbled.

The Tongsta he’d nearly slammed into had a device held in a tentacle in front of itself. In two other tentacles it looked to be trying to set up some type of device beside itself.

Wrench knew what the device it held in front of itself was on sight. It was a weapon that could puncture a Tongsta front-to-back and quite literally kill them in one hit. Causing them to spill out their insides in no time at all.

It looked more akin to an oval with several knobs and an empty front than anything that Wrench was familiar with. Though he knew that, based on the color on the knobs, this weapon was almost completely depleted. It had maybe one shot left at most.

Across from the Tongsta was another Tongsta. This one looked to be the captain, or so Wrench guessed from the sheer size of the monster. It was as big as he remembered it to be.

Held in several tentacles in front of it were what could only be parts of the ship that it’d torn out to hold in front of itself as protection. Which apparently was enough to keep the Tongsta from firing indiscriminately. 

“Imperialist scum,” declared the Tongsta Wrench was right next to. Its tentacles were quickly making adjustments to the device on the ground. “We can all die together.”

Er… is it a bomb?

It’s a bomb, isn’t it.

Fuck.

Searching with his eyes, Wrench looked around at all the nearby Tongsta, living or dead. If one of them had a weapon, it wasn’t so farfetched to believe that another one might.

Wrench spotted something he was familiar with partly hidden under a dead Tongsta.

It was a weapon that he actually even knew how to use.

A rather unassuming device that could be rammed into a Tongsta by hand and left there. For all intents and purposes, it just looked to be a hollow tube with a simple motor in it.

The area at the center would rapidly expand once it reached a certain depth into a Tongsta and it would lock itself into lace.

If struck into a Tongsta with a good amount of force, it would be lodged into them and begin emptying their insides, out. Almost as if their body was put under a sudden vacuum.

Snatching it up, Wrench held on tight to it, then flew full speed at the Tongsta that was arming the bomb. Feeling a lot like a small bug charging a full-sized predator, Wrench could only mentally laugh at himself.

His body was already at a full load with his Systems cranked up to and beyond normal limits. He threw his arms forward at the last instant, hoping that whatever strength he could lend to the strike would bury it deeply into the Tongsta.

There was a wet squish and then Wrench nearly lost consciousness.

He’d blasted into the Tongsta with such force that his body took on the whole impact.

Tongsta were incredibly sturdy creatures compared to a Hume, after all.

Fluttering away and with odd unwanted zips of movement, Wrench was stunned and twitching through the air. Dazed and confused, like a stunned fly.

“What?! What the-who? No! NO!” shrieked a Tongsta.

Wrench managed to turn his head enough to watch the monster he’d just attacked. Their insides were rapidly and surprisingly shooting out of the weapon Wrench had plunged into them.

It’d been more than deep enough and had deployed itself perfectly.

There was a perfect and beautiful stream of Tongsta goop shooting out of the bastard. Almost in a lamellar flow, in fact. As if it weren’t even moving at all but was rather a solid object.

A beautiful trick of the eye, ruined by the massive puddle forming on the ground.

“Bastard,” Wrench gurgled with a gasp for a laugh.

In less than a minute, the Tongsta had collapsed in on itself. Even as more and more of it sprayed out wildly.

“I… you… you’re… lady xxhht Hume,” rumbled a voice not far off.

Wrench turned his head partially to see the captain not far off.

Apparently whatever Wrench had done, had turned the tides here in this space. The Tongsta were no longer fighting. Many were trying to help others or returning to workstations.

The Tongsta that’d been fighting were all now corralled to a back corner of the area.

What the fuck? I don’t even understand what just happened.

“Yes,” Wrench said, grasping at what he could understand. He assumed the captain had meant Goodie. “Yes, I’m Goodie’s Hume.”

“Damn,” the captain muttered. “You really do understand everything. You’re lady xxhht Hume alright. You’re here though so… something is wrong?”

“Yeah,” Wrench said, his brain starting to sort itself out. He was nodding his head emphatically now and managed to right himself at the same time. He was now floating vertically and facing the captain. “Something happened. Goodie is injured.”

“What happened then I wonder,” mused the captain.

Wrench looked around, and spotted a medical kit in use. He immediately zipped over to it and then began pointing at it with his whole body just about. Then began motioning back out the hallway.

“Lady xxhht is injured? She… needs a medical kit?” asked the captain. He’d followed Wrench over.

“Yes, but… no? She needs more than that,” Wrench growled, then sighed. He pointed at the kit, pointed at the Tongsta using it, then back down the hall.

“Lady xxhht is injured, she needs a kit, and a Tongsta to use it,” paraphrased the captain.

“Yes!” shouted Wrench, clapping his hands together and nodding his head wildly. “Yes, that’s it!”

“Is the other Nav-cerer alive? Do you know? Did Lady xxhht say anything about that?” asked the captain. “What, who am I kidding you wouldn’t—”

The captain’s words had trailed off as Wrench moved over to the very dead Tongsta and began gesturing at it as the captain asked his question.

“They’re dead,” stated the captain. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes, they’re dead. That’s what Goodie said,” Wrench said nodding his head rapidly.

“Okay. Then we can’t wait. We need to get to lady xxhht immediately,” the captain murmured. Turning, he moved over to a strange looking device and lifted it up with a tentacle.

“Emergency medical services and rescue to lady xxhht workstation! Green-forty-two. Priority immediat-fucking-ly,” demanded the captain. Wrench could hear the Tongsta’s voice echoing out in the hall. Then he turned back to Wrench. “I need a favor from you, Hume.”

Wrench raised his eyebrows at that. He wasn’t expecting to be pressed into service.

“I can’t reach the engineers in the back of the ship. I need someone to get back there and tell them to shut the fuel-rods down for xxhht engines,” the captain grumbled. Even as he spoke, he’d snatched up a large piece of met-ape. As he spoke, he’d run a tentacle over it, the Tongsta language immediately appearing on it as he did so. “I know they won’t understand, or even be able to effectively communicate with you, but this’ll tell them what I need.

“Can you get it to them? If you can’t… if you can’t, it won’t matter if we get to lady xxhht and save her. We’ll fucking explode.”

Oh.

Well.

Good thing I came to the rescue anyways.

Wrench sighed, took the proffered piece of met-ape, and nodded his head. Then he moved over to the map of lines, colors, and symbols, and pointed to it.

“So how the fuck do I get there then?” he demanded.





Chapter 35




“You want to know how to get there,” the captain stated.

“Obviously,” Wrench replied with a shake of his head and rolling his eyes.

“You… you just replied sarcastically, didn’t you?”

“You’re a real genius. Okay. How the fuck do I get there already?”

“How’d you get into lady xxhht workstation? It’s locked to intruders,” the captain asked instead.

“The ducts,” Wrench muttered and pointed to a vent that was above them.

Wrench got the impression the Tongsta had looked up, then back to him.

“Yeah, you’d fit in that. Wouldn’t you. The ducts don’t run the length of the ship but… there is one thing that does. It’s a one-way valve, but it’d work. If you’re willing,” the captain said. “The waste chute. Everything moves to the back of the ship and is discarded into the exhaust to be xxhht. It’s pressurized, so it’s a quick shot to the back, and it only goes in one direction.

“You’ll end up landing in a storage tank at the end of the chute. I can give you a key to get out. You’d just have to tap it to the reader. There’s a service door that’ll open up as soon as you touch them together.

“Just exit, turn to the right, and follow the corridor there. You’ll go right into the engineering bay.”

“Pretty sure I’d fucking die on the way, wouldn’t I?” growled Wrench, though he was willing to listen. This sounded like a quick way to solve the issue. “I’d explode apart, just like a turd would when it hits the storage tank, yeah?”

“We’d have to figure out something to put you in so that you survive the trip through the chute but… it’d work,” muttered the captain. Wrench couldn’t really tell, but he got the impression the Tongsta was searching about the area. “Ah! This’ll be perfect.”

The Tongsta reached out with a tentacle and grabbed up a first aid sphere. He held it up, then shook out the contents. Moving toward Wrench, he held it up.

“If we put you in this, like it is right now, and launch you, the anti-gravity of it will resist the impact at the end and keep you safe,” explained the captain. He lifted up something that he’d plucked out of his insides. “This is the key, it’ll open anything. Here you go. Take this and this met-ape and go deliver it to the engineers!”

“Fine, fine! Fine. Okay,” Wrench relented and flew into the sphere after taking the proffered items. “Damnit. I’m going to get flushed. This is ridiculous. Flushed and then spaced! Damn it all.”

The captain picked up the sphere and then floated off to a back area of the room.

As they went, Wrench took in a final look of the area around.

Everything was in complete disarray and was clearly quite destroyed.

In an odd thought, he wondered if this ship would have been here if it wasn’t for Goodie. If they never would have been here at all.

Or… is it the opposite.

Because Goodie is here, everything is changing for them?

“Good luck,” said the captain.

Wrench had no more time to think about it as the captain dropped the sphere into a dark space. It clanged shut behind Wrench and in the next second he felt a great force flinging the sphere through the darkness.

A stench he couldn’t even identify nearly knocked him out on his first inhale as he rattled through the darkness. He could feel the sphere bump against the walls here and there, but thankfully it didn’t roll or flip.

Whizzing at speeds he didn’t want to guess at, Wrench could only sit there in the sphere and stare out into the utter blackness. Little better than a bigger-than-average Tongsta turd shooting through a shitter’s pipe.

There was a sudden whoosh, followed by a hissing noise.

A lot like when a seal was suddenly broken.

“Oh shit I—”

Wrench’s sphere slammed into something that gave with the force of the impact. A loud and very wet-sounding splut echoed throughout whatever he was in. Something sprayed partially into the opening of the sphere and landed on the side of his chest and face.

Gagging, Wrench held tight to the key and the met-ape. The stink of Tongsta shit was incredible to begin with.

Right now, it was overpowering his senses.

Turning off his ability to smell anything, then altering his Respiratory system, Wrench was almost ready. He dipped into his Nervous system and dialed up his ability to see in the dark.

Then Wrench shot out of the sphere. He actually knew exactly where he needed to go.

There was a trace amount of light in here to begin with that let him see where he was.

That and the very large red circular glowing button on the far wall. It marked the service entrance and exit, he imagined.

When he got close to it, Wrench realized it wasn’t a button at all, but likely the reader. Holding the key up, which was as large as he was, he nearly dropped the damn thing.

Wincing, holding onto it, Wrench pushed his whole body to the reader rather than trying to push the key to it.

There was a clack, followed by a loud buzz.

A large section of the wall in a circular shape slid to one side and opened up into the interior of the ship.

“Oh thank fuck,” hissed Wrench, darting through the opening.

He immediately turned to the right and began flying down the hall. He could already see the exit he wanted up ahead.

Just as the captain had said, it quite literally led right into the engineering bay. The sounds of things clanging and banging were quite loud already.

Exiting the hall and into the new area, Wrench didn’t see any Tongsta.

There was no one around in any direction.

Flying upward, he reached the top of the enclosure and scanned in every direction.

There was no one to give the met-ape to.

No one to provide the instructions to, to save the ship.

“Ah shit, what?” asked Wrench, feeling his mouth going dry in the exact instant he realized that the engineering crew was missing. No, they weren’t just missing, but it was obvious they’d either been taken away or killed.

There was a great deal of Tongsta fluid all over the ground and splattered across a number of machines that were whirring, banging, and grinding away.

Off to one side he could even see several fires burning away. For what reason, or how, he had no idea. Just that they were guttering and devouring all the oxygen that came their way.

“Fuck,” Wrench murmured, feeling his morale and astonishment fall and rise at the same time.

Okay.

Okay! I’m a Fixer.

Let’s… let’s fix it.

I’ve worked on lots of things. Lots and lots of things!

I haven’t worked on Tongsta stuff, but I’ve got this fancy key and… and… it can’t be that different from how they build Hume stuff. Right?

They wouldn’t make Hume tech weirdly abnormal from their own. They’d want to understand how something works so they’d make it recognizable to them.

That means… that means… err… that means that maybe I can recognize some of their own stuff?

That line of reasoning ran dry and Wrench was left with nothing. Hovering there, staring at the empty engineering bay, and wondering how it’d all gone wrong.

Looking from panel to panel, machine to machine, Wrench saw absolutely nothing that made sense. Not a single thing stood out to him as useful, or workable.

Looking to the piece of met-ape, he realized none of that made sense either. He couldn’t read the Tongsta language.

“Haha… alright… uh,” mumbled Wrench, feeling a nervous bubble of laughter escape from the depths of his fears. His eyes were darting around wildly now as he did his best to understand what the hell he was looking at.

There was a yellow panel off to one side that was larger than the others, but that was the only thing that looked different in any way to him. It could be the startup, the intercom, the shutdown, or a request for cake to be sent to the engineering bay.

Wrench flew over to it, pressed the key to the panel, and waited.

Nothing happened.

He did it a few more times.

Still nothing happened.

Pressing the key down firmly to the panel, Wrench began to just fly around. Rubbing it against anything and everything he could. Wildly and without any plan at all.

Without realizing it, Wrench found himself laughing loudly now. Scraping and dragging the key across every single surface. Lights turned on, turned off, things beeped.

Nothing happened.

Coming to a stop in the center of the bay, Wrench hovered in midair there.

He’d accomplished not a single thing in his wild antics.

His eyes lit on a set of pipes that were all ringed in red, yellow, and orange colors. There was also a number of signs posted on a plaque next to them that made it look rather important.

“Well, what the fuck ever,” he muttered and then flew over to the panel next to it.

It only had a single blue square set in it and looked innocent and ordinary.

Wrench pushed the key to it, and of course, nothing at all happened.

Growling, reaching the end of his patience, Wrench cocked his arms back and flung the key with all the force he could muster at the pipes. There was a pinging noise as the key pierced it.

Then the world exploded.




***




Coughing, Wrench sat upright. He felt incredibly disoriented.

In fact, he couldn’t even remember what he’d just been doing.

Looking around, he saw he was in some sort of hallway.

In front of him was the smoking, fiery, ruin of the engineering bay.

Oh!

Oh.

The… the engineering bay.

I blew it up.

Wincing, Wrench shook his head slowly, the nodded it.

It made sense that it exploded, considering he ruptured what was likely a fuel line in a room that had an open fire in it. The outcome was actually rather predictable.

Rolling over, he looked up the hallway.

Fire, wreckage, and debris was everywhere. There was quite a bit of floating material that was hovering around. Bouncing into one another and then spinning off.

Gravity’s fucked.

Did I do that?

Probably.

Yeah, probably. Blew up the engine.

Does that mean the whole thing is going to blow up anyways?

Can’t go back in there either. It’s all on… fire.

That leaves me with the only option of flying down the length of the ship using the corridors and spaces.

Getting to his feet, Wrench realized that was a stupid idea.

He immediately started floating away and was left weightless in the middle of the corridor.

His suit was damaged and no longer functioning. Leaving him with no way to actually propel himself where he wanted to go just by thinking of it.

“Damnit. This is all just stupid,” growled Wrench as he slowly drifted away. Eventually he bumped into the ceiling and ended up clinging to the material there.

Holding to it, he began to crawl across the ground. Pulling himself hand over hand down the corridor.

Looking to the wall, he saw he was currently at the blue line.

He had no memory of what was on that line, where it intersected elsewhere, or how he could get back to his Hab, Goodie, or the captain. Quite well and truly, Wrench was lost and fucked.

Which was the last thought he had before the world blew up again.

He had a moment of panic as he shot down the corridor due to the force of the blast.

Before he banged his head against something and he got his brain turned off like someone had just flipped the switch that powered it.

Only to wake up instantly as he bumped, bounced, and was dragged along the corridor. The force that’d been imparted to him hadn’t left. Leaving him with all the inertia and no way to slow it down.

A loud and horrible whining noise clawed at his senses and there was a great blast of air that ripped past him. One that pulled him along with it.

Right toward a hole in the ship that he couldn’t move away from now.

“Fuck! This is so ridiculous!” screamed Wrench as he was spaced against his will.

Only to slam into a semi-translucent blue shield that was a few feet beyond the hull of the ship.

“Shit, shit, shit,” squeaked Wrench as he managed to kick off against the energy barrier.

His body slapped into the hull and he found himself clinging to the exterior.

“Okay… there’s… atmosphere out here. Because… because it was all pulled out of the ship? That means this is temporary and… and… I need to go. And now,” Wrench reasoned out through foggy thoughts.

Looking ahead, he could see a massive gaping chasm in the ship distantly ahead of him.

“I bet that’s where Goodie is. That’s where they shot the ship, too. That’s probably the hole I found earlier, right? Right. Even if it isn’t… whatever. Best bet,” Wrench grumbled.

Pulling himself hand over hand again, he began to crawl his way over the hull. Feeling a lot like a flea migrating from a Hume’s foot to its head might, he thought.

A large and impressively dead Tongsta floated by at one point. They’d been blown in half and ejected out of the ship. Their gooey center had made a strange cloud around their body. Their insides had been turned into a mist-like substance.

It looked like a giant orange cotton ball somehow.

Keeping his head down, Wrench kept going. Clambering and clawing his way to the wound in the ship. It was his best chance. His only chance at this point.

He was betting that he could make it to that point before the shield failed, rather than trying to go back into the hole he’d been ejected from. Figuring that that route would only lead him down an infinite number of endless corridors that may or may not be blocked or locked down.

Entire minutes passed as he moved through actual space. Wrench could feel the stress and over-use of his body building up in his joints. They were starting to ache and burn with each pull.

His lungs were starting to ache on each inhale as well.

The atmosphere was growing thin.

Which meant either the shield was failing, or the fire was consuming up all the breathable air.

Wrench couldn’t hold back a groan as he pulled ever onward.

Taking a risk, he grabbed hold of a ledge and flung himself forward with a great deal of force. He wasn’t that far away from the crater now, and he could see that there was a large peeled away metal sheet in front of him. It’d blown outward for some reason, rather than inward.

Aiming for it, Wrench was hoping to minimize some stress on his body.

He still had to climb through the corridors and get back to Goodie or the Hab after all.

His aim had been perfect, but his assumption was wrong.

It wasn’t a piece of metal that’d been blown outward.

He’d been looking at a piece of metal that was just floating there in space.

Unattached to anything at all.

Wrench did the only thing he could think of, which was to slow down his perception of time and space. Pulling at his mind so that he could time his approach and what little force and leverage he could work with. He was betting on the idea that the metal sheet would have more mass and force than he did.

He’d only get one shot to bounce off it, but it was a better option to him than anything else.

Just have to get the timing perfect.

As Wrench drew closer, he dialed in the slowing effect more and more. Bringing it down to the point where everything was at a crawl about the same point that he was within touching distance of the metal sheet.

He was going to collide with it head-first, regardless of what he wished.

Space didn’t give a damn for regular laws of motion, and gravity was a jilted ex-lover at this point.

Pulling his arms back, Wrench then pushed out in front of himself just as he was about to slam into it.

The timing was correct, the force was needed, and the trajectory was alright.

Wrench was now heading down into the gaping hole in the side of the ship.

Letting go of his altered senses before it could turn his brain into pudding, Wrench braced himself. There was no way to stop other than hitting something.

Eventually he slammed into a broken column of twisted metal and grasped onto it. Holding onto it for dear life. He carefully shimmied himself around it till he had his back to the center of the ship.

His plan was to push off it and send himself into the deeper part of the hole.

There was a buzz, followed by the shield failing. A great wash of atmosphere and pieces of ship were yanked out and shot into space. As well as several Tongsta, alive and dead.

Ejected into space at high velocity.

Wrench was left screeching against the column, holding onto it for dear life as the air was rapidly drained from his lungs.

Then the shield popped back into life.

Except there was now a sudden rush of air heading back toward the ship. All of it being reflected off the barrier at full force.

Along with bits of the ship and the previously mentioned Tongsta.

Wrench lost consciousness as one of them blew through the column he was hanging onto and knocked him loose.

A faint and fleeting thought of, “Damn Tongsta” chased him into the darkness.





Epilogue




Wrench managed to crank his eyes open despite the fact that he felt disgustingly sick.

He found Stripe directly above him. She was looking around and appeared to be searching for something.

Not wanting to waste the moment, and not really questioning what was happening, Wrench instead opened up his Systems screen.

There were a number of warnings on the side that were flickering in and out.

He didn’t see any red, but that didn’t mean that things weren’t wrong.

With a thought, he managed to disable and reset most of all the systems that were set to a higher level. Getting everything to go back to a normal level.

The effect was immediate as the moment he did it, he lost the hold he’d had over his consciousness. His eyes rolling up into his head and his thoughts becoming soft and slippery.

Squirming away from him as he tried to grasp hold of them.

As if they were washers that were greased up and he was trying to lift them off the ground with fingers covered in oil.

“I… what?” murmured Stripe, sounding very confused. “Wrench?”

He was conscious enough that he could hear her, which was nice, but not enough that he could form a response. Which was rather frustrating.

All he managed was a grunt.

“Oh. Good. I’m glad that you’re at least… in there,” Stripe continued. Her hand came down and pressed to the side of his face gently. “You were exposed to space for a little bit. It’s rather surprising you’re alive at all.

“I found you wedged under a twisted rod of metal. I couldn’t get you out by myself, so I went and got Seventh. She was able to wrench it off you. Seventh went back to the Hab to get help.”

Wrench once more managed to grunt at that, but that was about it. His communications were limited, to say the least.

Cool fingers slid through his hair and brushed it backward. It made him feel quite warm and comfortable. A care for him that he’d missed. Something he hadn’t felt since his wife in his previous life had blessed him with such attention.

“Oh, there she is. But… she’s… coming back by herself. She’s dragging the carrier with her as well. That’s very odd. That isn’t what I told her to do at all,” murmured Stripe. “I suppose she—”

A sudden and violent bout of nausea whipped through Wrench and tore his thoughts away. Pitching him headfirst into a swirling mass of hideous vertigo.

If he could throw up, he would.

Even that was denied to him, as his body wasn’t really responding to his commands.

“—can’t. Best we can do I guess,” growled Seventh. “Hunker down and wait for Goodie or someone else to find us. They carried her off and she was screaming for Wrench. We just have to wait for her because there’s no way she’ll not find him, which means she’ll find us.”

“That makes sense. Okay. I’m glad Goodies safe. Let’s get in then. We’ll just… go from there. At least we have this and can put ourselves—”

Stripe’s voice faded away and Wrench lost himself to the void entirely.

There were brief moments of clarity. Of a shrieking, whistling noise.

Being buffeted by a heavy wind and briefly bouncing up against a wall.

As well as a good amount of shouting and cursing.

The rest was all a muted darkness. The type one experiences a second before they fall asleep.




***




Wrench didn’t wake up very quickly.

He could feel his thoughts one by one as they fluttered to life. Like a butterfly crossing an open field.

Alone, present in reality, but insignificant.

The stuff of strange dreams when one had a high fever, he saw bits and pieces of things from both of his lives. Strange, warped moments that were and weren’t real at the same time. Differing from what had happened as well as what he’d wished happened.

Then with an odd pop, like the blade of a knife snapping, Wrench felt his awareness come back to him.

“Gunngh,” he groaned. His body thankfully was responding to his commands, though his mouth felt terrible. Dry, rough, and like a stone left out in a heat-lamp.

“Ah? Ah! Yes, yes, hello. You’re awake? Hm?” asked a paper-thin whisper of a voice. There was an odd accent to it that he couldn’t place, but it wasn’t unintelligible.

He had a mental image of an old woman based on the voice alone.

“I think I am,” is what Wrench tried to say. To his ears though, the sound came out closer to two pieces of sandpaper rubbing against one another.

“Goodness, oh, oh. You obviously need some water. Yes, yes,” came the voice again.

In the next moment, a hand lifted his head, and what was obviously a glass of what he hoped was water was blessedly pressed to his mouth.

Eagerly, he braced himself for it.

He was rewarded with delicious, slightly cool, refreshing water.

Gulping it as it was offered, Wrench did his best to get as much as he could.

“Ah, ah, slow it down. Slow, slow. There’s no rush. I’ll give you as much as you can hold. You must take it easy for now, yes, yes,” warned the voice. The hand supporting his head slowly laid him back down into what was obviously a pillow. “Let’s brush some over your face to wipe the sweat away. Your fever has broken, yes, yes.”

There was a clunk as the glass was put down somewhere nearby.

A damp cloth began to gently press and move across his face and hairline.

It felt wonderful.

Especially when the old woman had gotten to his eyes and wiped them clear.

Pushing his eyes together tighter for a second, he then opened them. Everything was blurry.

Blinking several times, he managed to clear his vision.

He was indeed looking up into the face of an older woman.

She had gray hair, brown eyes, and a face full of wrinkles. Her small frame was wrapped up in what looked to be a Mender’s coat with its endless pockets.

“Ahh, yes, yes. Let’s look at you. Ah?” asked the woman. She gave him an odd smile while she finished wiping at his face. Then she set the washcloth to one side and leaned over him. “You understand me I assume. Are you well? Are your thoughts clear?”

“Yes,” Wrench responded, looking up at the woman. “At least I think so. I can’t feel that there’s anything wrong? Should there be?”

“I would think so, given all you went through but… it doesn’t seem to be a problem,” the woman muttered. Her warm fingers pressed to his face, and she peered into his eyes. Peeling down an eyelid and looking at the bottom.

Then she put a hand to his chin and pushed.

“Say ah,” she commanded.

Wrench did so.

The woman grunted, then pushed her fingers in against his neck. Feeling around there for a few seconds, she seemed satisfied and released him.

Pulling something out of a pocket, she held it up to her left ear. In her right hand was a different device, which she pressed to the center of Wrench’s chest. Her eyes bunched up as she clearly listened to something.

Glancing down at himself, Wrench realized he was dressed in some type of beige-colored gown.

Then she moved the device from her ear to her eye.

The device she held against his chest and began moving it around. In slow circles, she moved it about his torso, and then slowly down to his abdomen.

She stopped at his lower abdomen and then put both objects back into a pocket.

Sniffing, the older woman peered at Wrench for several seconds.

“Nothing wrong with you. Not at all,” the Mender grumbled. “There should be something wrong with you. Your companions all needed treatment and I provided it, yes, yes. But you… you need no treatment.”

“I heal fast,” Wrench said. It was the truth after all. “Where are my companions? Are they alright?”

“Yes, yes, they’re fine. They were resting in the walking-ward for a while. They were awake, so there was no reason to keep them in here. Now that you’re awake, there’s no reason to keep you, either. We can get you checked out soon enough so you can join the shelter,” growled the woman. She prodded at him with a finger. “Your implant was damaged and needs repairs. It’ll be a bit before they get a Tongsta out to take a look at it. Till then… don’t be surprised if you get some weird responses from Tongsta systems you try to interact with.

“Same goes for your companions. Probably won’t react very well till the implants get reset, yes, yes. Just make use of the manual terminals until then if you need something.”

“Great,” Wrench mumbled, still wondering where the hell he was. Last he remembered, he was still on the ship. “But uh… where are am I? I was on a ship with my Tongsta. We were fighting pirates.”

“I’m aware. I spoke with your companions. Briefly,” the Mender said, her mouth turning to one side. Wrench got the impression that she was angry with him. Though, more with the fact that she couldn’t explain what was going on with him, than anything that he’d done.

With any luck that anger would cool with a little bit of time.

“You’re at the ‘The Roundness Love Hume-Shelter’. You were brought here by… I don’t even know, actually. But you were brought here. Our Tongsta made sure you there were cared for and taken care of.

“We’re hoping that your implants will transmit your ownership information once they’re repaired. Until then… you’re going to remain here at the shelter.

“Though… I’ve inspected you and your companions. You’re all very high-end specimen, aren’t you? I don’t even know what the symbols on any of you three mean, but I know you wouldn’t have them if you weren’t already ‘high-quality’.”

“Yeah, something like that,” Wrench got out in a grunt. Swinging his legs over, he put his feet down to the ground. “Thanks for everything and that. I’m going to go find my companions and go from there.”

“Of course, of course,” said the Mender. “I’m Peaches and my advice to you is… stay out of the lower parts of the Hab. Stick to the upper parts. If the lower inhabitants come up, get into the pens. Stay there.

“The Tongsta will take care of the situation, so don’t get involved. The punishments are hefty but… doesn’t stop the Lowers from doing what they want.

“The shelter by and by is large, friendly, and welcoming. It has its bad elements though so… keep to yourself, keep yourself safe, don’t run risks.”

Wrench had been in several shelters to recruit for the resistance. He knew exactly how to handle a shelter and wasn’t too concerned with it.

It’d be a lot harder to deal with if he planned on keeping Stripe and Seventh safe, but it shouldn’t be too much of an issue.

“Where’s my companions again? You said where they had been, not where they are now,” Wrench inquired.

“Oh, yes, I suppose I change the subject. They’ll be in upper field waiting for their turn to go to the supply depot. They’re… rather attractive. I hope you’re ready to fight if they’re more than just your companions,” warned Peaches.

“Oh… I’m ready to fight. I just hope you’re ready for patients as well as have a good morgue. The filter won’t take as many corpses as I’m probably going to make,” warned Wrench, levering himself up to a standing position. “Because if anyone even thinks about bothering me or my companions, I’ll just take their life outright. The lucky ones will survive, and you’ll get to fix up my handywork. I figure I’ll only have to do it a few times before the rest of the shelter gets the picture.”

Wrench didn’t bother to find clothes.

He figured the clothes would find him.

Likely when someone rolled up on him and tried to demand something of him.

That probably won’t take too long.

Walking to the door, he paused right there. In an open box was a set of tools that looked like they belonged to a Fixer who was currently working on the plumbing in here.

Smirking, Wrench bent down and picked up a pipe-wrench out of the toolbox.

Alright.

Just survive for a bit until they fix my implant, then get back to Goodie. Because the ship didn’t blow up, or I’d be dead.

I gave Goodie medical aid, and the captain would have gone to help her. Which means, for all intents and purposes, she should be fine.

Likely in a medical ward somewhere, just like I was.

Survive, wait, get picked up.

Go back to my cushy life.

Standing there, Wrench stared at the pipe-wrench for several seconds.

He suddenly remembered where he’d heard the shelter name before.

Oh. Damn.

Pain and Blue-Bill are here. So are all the rest.

Ha.

“I’ll bring this back later at some point. I need this right now though. I’m a Fixer so… I should fix some things,” Wrench declared. Then opened the door and stepped out into the shelter. He was looking out into a brick-laid plaza. It felt a bit drafty in what little amount of clothes he was wearing, but that really wasn’t a concern for him at the moment. There was things to do. “Fix shit right up.”
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